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Pronunciation:

peace, n.
  Brit. /piːs/ , U.S. /pis/

Forms:  eME pies, ME pais, ME paise, ME pasch, ME payse, ME peaix, ME peasse , ME peaxce, ME péés,
ME peese, ME peis, ME peix, ME peos, ME pess, ME peyce, ME peys, ME þees (transmission error), ME–15
pays, ME–15 peax, ME–15 pece, ME–15 pees, ME–15 pes, ME–15 pese, ME–15 pesse, ME–16 peas, ME–16
pease, ME–16 peece, ME– peace, 15 peaxe, 16 piece, 18– pays (Irish English (north.)); Sc. pre-17 pache, pre-17
paiche, pre-17 pais, pre-17 paise, pre-17 paix, pre-17 pasch, pre-17 pasche, pre-17 payce, pre-17 peac, pre-17
peasche, pre-17 peax, pre-17 peaxe, pre-17 pece, pre-17 peche, pre-17 peece, pre-17 pees, pre-17 peex, pre-17
peice, pre-17 peich, pre-17 peis, pre-17 peiss, pre-17 peix, pre-17 pes, pre-17 pese, pre-17 pess, pre-17 pesse,
pre-17 pex, pre-17 pexe, pre-17 peys, pre-17 pice, pre-17 17– peace, pre-17 18 paice, pre-17 18 pease, pre-17 19–
pace (now Shetland), pre-17 19– peas, 18 peese, 18– paece (Shetland). N.E.D. (1904) also records a form ME
payes.
Etymology:  < Anglo-Norman pes, peas, pees, pais, etc., and Old French pais, pes, pez, Old French, Middle French,
French paix tranquillity in relations between two or more individuals (second half of the 10th cent.), state of
tranquillity which comes about as a result of fulfilling religious duties (c1050), peaceful relations between fellow
citizens (c1100), condition of a nation or state which is not at war (c1100), freedom from anxiety or inner conflict
(12th cent.), truce (c1200), peace treaty (1317) < classical Latin pac- , pāx peace, order, security, amity, concord,
tranquillity, calm, stillness, pact or settlement, peace personified, goddess of peace, in post-classical Latin also the
kiss of peace (3rd cent.), enforcement of public order (6th cent.), protection guaranteed by the monarch to certain
people (9th cent.), osculatory (from 12th cent. in British sources) < a stem pāc- , parallel form of pāg- , stem of
pāgina (also pag- , stem of pangere : see further s.v. PACT n.). Compare Old Occitan paz (c1070; Occitan patz ),
Catalan pau (1251; earlier as paz (c1150) and pad (c1200)), Spanish paz (1207), Portuguese paz (1145), Italian pace
(13th cent.). Compare PAX n.
In Middle English the vowel shows monophthongization of ai to open ē (as reflected also in the Anglo-Norman forms). Middle English final

-s shows an unvoiced final consonant, subsequently represented by -ce .

 

In sense 4b, following post-classical Latin pax and Hellenistic Greek εἰρήνη , ‘peace’ often represents Hebrew šālōm , properly denoting

‘safety, welfare, prosperity’.

 

With the king's peace (see sense 9) compare Old English cyninges grið ; compare also:

c1290   in F. M. Nichols Britton (1865) I. 4 (MED),   En dreit des Justices..de terminer apeaus et autres trespas fetz encountre nostre pes.

1327   KING EDWARD III De Assumptione Rogiminis in A. Clarke & F. Holbrooke Rymer & Sanderson's Fœdera (1821) II. I. 183   Ne

quis..dictam pacem nostram infringere, seu violere, præsumat.

 

With to keep the peace (see Phrases 5a) compare:

1326–7   in Statutes of Realm (1810) I. 257 (MED),   Pur la pees meultz garder..le Roi veot qen chescun Countee que bones gentz..soient

assignez a la garde de la pees.

 I. General uses.
 1.

1
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 a. Freedom from civil unrest or disorder; public order and security.
to make peace : to enforce public order (now arch.).
 
In quot. ?a1160    with reference to the forest laws.

?a1160   Anglo-Saxon Chron. (Laud) (Peterborough contin.) anno 1140,   Pais he makede men & dær.
?a1160   Anglo-Saxon Chron. (Laud) (Peterborough contin.) anno 1140,   Alle diden him manred, & suoren

þe pais to halden, & hit ward sone suythe god pais.
c1300  (▸?a1200)    LAȜAMON Brut (Otho) 1261   Al Brutaine ȝeo wiste..in griþe and paise [c1275 Calig. friðe].
c1400  (▸?c1280)    Old Test. Hist. in F. J. Furnivall Adam Davy's 5 Dreams (1878) 98 (MED),   Good pais

þere was in hil londe þer while he kyng was.
1474   in J. B. Sheppard Literare Cantuariensis (1889) 275 (MED),   Tranquillite and assured peax within

forth is the oonly moyen by the which any reame or comynalte..hath growen to abundance and
richesse.

a1533   LD. BERNERS tr. Bk. Duke Huon of Burdeux (1882–7) lxvi. 228,   I haue..maynteyned the countre in
peace & rest and good iustyce.

a1586   R. MAITLAND Complaint aganis Lang. Law-suites in W. A. Craigie Maitland Folio MS (1919) I. clxxiv.
431   Thair sall daylie incress In to this land guid pece & polacie.

1643   W. PRYNNE Soveraigne Power Parl. I. 21   Perswaded, while that King-bane breathed, peace could never
be maintained in the Realme.

1670   EARL OF CLARENDON Ess. in Tracts (1727) 209   Peace is that harmony in the state, that health is in the
body.

1740   D. HUME Treat. Human Nature III. II. 150   Now this is exactly the case with regard to our civil duties,
or obedience to the magistrate; without which no government cou'd subsist, nor any peace or order
be maintain'd in large societies.

1794   tr. J.-P. Brissot de Warville To his Constituents Pref. 24   Roland and the Brissotins..endeavouring to
preserve peace.

1835   E. BULWER-LYTTON Rienzi I. I. iii. 43   He belongs to a horrible gang of miscreants, sworn against all
order and peace.

1875   W. STUBBS Constit. Hist. III. xviii. 243   In the task of defence against foreign foes and in the
maintenance of internal peace.

1955   G. GORER Exploring Eng. Char. App.1 308   From its foundation, the emphasis of the British Police
force has been on the preservation of peace, on the prevention of crime and violence, rather than the
apprehension of criminals and rioters.

1992   J. L. ESPOSITO Islamic Threat ii. 39   Religious communities were required to pay a poll or head tax, in
exchange for which they were entitled to peace and security.

 b. With the: the public order of a state as provided for by law.
Now esp. in institutional and personal titles, as officer of the peace, precept of the peace;
commission, conservator, justice, sergeant, sessions of the peace, etc. (see under first elements).
 
Also (now arch.) with possessive: local public order maintained under the authority or jurisdiction
specified (as the king's (also queen's) peace , etc.; similarly God's peace). See also British peace
n. at BRITISH adj. and n. Special uses 2, English peace n. at ENGLISH adj. and n. Special uses 3.
 
to be sworn of the peace : to be made a magistrate or justice of the peace (now rare).

1
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c1300   St. Thomas Becket (Laud) 440 in C. Horstmann Early S.-Eng. Legendary (1887) 119 (MED),   Him
þouȝt þat swuch lawe scholde þe pais of þe londe a-spille.

1387–8   Petition London Mercers in R. W. Chambers & M. Daunt Bk. London Eng. (1931) 34   In the same
yere the forsaid Nichol..ayein the pees made dyuerse enarmynges.

a1400  (▸c1303)    R. MANNYNG Handlyng Synne (Harl.) 6803   Swych ryche men þat are aȝens Goddys pes.
1426   in H. Nicolas Proc. & Ordinances Privy Council (1834) III. 220   Item, þat þe justices of pees be every

yeer chaunged..and semblably þe clercs of þe pees.
1467   in T. Smith & L. T. Smith Eng. Gilds (1870) 388 (MED),   That no man go armed..in distorbynge of

the kynges pease and people.
1499   in N. Riding Rec. (1894) I. 180   Ther was a precept of the peax made.
1538   KING HENRY VIII Let. to Wyatt 4 May (R.),   The world percase fantazing us to be an interturber of the

peace, rather than an indifferent mediator.
1569   R. GRAFTON Chron. II. 633   Continuall watch was kept by the Maior and senate of London,..for the

preseruacion of the peace, and continuance of good order.
1607   J. COWELL Interpreter sig. Rrr2/2,   Suyte of the Kings peace..is the persiewing of a man for breach of

the K. peace.
a1616   SHAKESPEARE Merry Wives of Windsor (1623) II. iii. 49,   I am sworn of the peace.
1667   in W. Cramond Ann. Cullen (1888) 51,   £20 to be peyt to the toune for..disturbing the peace theroff.
1755   R. BURN Justice of Peace II. 429   Surety for the peace is the acknowledging a recognizance, or bond, to

the king,..for the keeping the peace.
1765   W. BLACKSTONE Comm. Laws Eng. I. Introd. iv. 117   Offences were said to be done against his peace in

whose court they were tried: in a court-leet, contra pacem domini.
1816   SCOTT Antiquary II. vii. 187   Better than he deserves, for disturbing us with his vixen brawls, and

breaking God's peace and the king's.
1848   J. J. S. WHARTON Law Lexicon 554/1   Public prosecutor, the Queen, in whose name criminals are

prosecuted, because all offences are said to be against the Queen's peace, her Crown, and dignity.
1883   J. R. GREEN Conq. Eng. v. 212   The public peace, or observance of the customary right by man towards

man, has become the king's peace, the observance of which is due to the will of the lord.
1900   J. G. SCOTT & J. P. HARDIMAN Gazetteer Upper Burma I. I. ix. 547   This personage orders a couple to be

married, and married they are, just as a man might be sworn of the peace.
1900   Daily News 16 July 6/3   In Durham,..it was correct to speak, not of the king's peace, but of the

bishop's peace.
1927   F. M. THRASHER Gang I. 3   Delinquencies among its members all the way from truancy to serious

crimes, disturbances of the peace [etc.].
1987   N. WARD Dawson's Govt. Canada (ed. 6) xiii. 256   They accepted precedents as trustworthy guides in

maintaining the king's peace in his realm.
2003   Asheville (N. Carolina) Citizen-Times (Nexis) 18 May 13 A,   Conscientious officers who exercise

mature self-control and sound judgment as they go about their duties as public servants and officers
of the peace.

 2. Freedom from quarrels or dissension between individuals (or, esp. in
early use, between an individual and God); a state of friendliness; amity,
concord.
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Sometimes used in a generalized sense, with elements of senses 3   and 4. See also senses to make
peace phr. at Phrases 2   and Phrases 3.

a1225  (▸?OE)    MS Lamb. in R. Morris Old Eng. Homilies (1868) 1st Ser. 141 (MED),   Sunnedei makede
ure drihten pes..bi-tweone gode and monne.

a1225  (▸c1200)    Vices & Virtues 59 (MED),   Siec ðat tu haue pais aȝeanes gode.
c1225  (▸?c1200)    St. Juliana (Bodl.) 732   & custe ham coss os [read of] peis.
a1325  (▸c1280)    Southern Passion (Pepys 2344) 990 (MED),   Ich bytwene ywis Pees among ȝow ȝiue, þe

pees þat myn is.
▸c1384   Bible (Wycliffite, E.V.) (Douce 369(2)) (1850) Eph. iv. 3   Bisy for to kepe vnite of spirit in the bond

of pees [L. vinculo pacis].
?a1425   Chron. Papacy 29 in Jrnl. Eng. & Germanic Philol. (1942) 41 176 (MED),   Pope Innocente

ordeyned..þe cusse of pesse to be ȝeuun in þe masse.
c1475  (▸?c1300)    Guy of Warwick (Caius) 10256 (MED),   Lyve in pease and not in stryfe, Dysheryt no

man.
a1500  (▸a1450)    Generides (Trin. Cambr.) 3416   The pese shall sone be twix vs twoo.
1534   T. CROMWELL in R. B. Merriman Life & Lett. Cromwell (1902) I. 396   All malice and evill will

being..expulsed.., good amyte peax & quyetnes may take place.
1645   MILTON On Time in Poems 20   When every thing that is sincerely good..With Truth, and Peace, and

Love shall ever shine.
a1648   LD. HERBERT Life Henry VIII (1649) 549   But that this question..might well be omitted for Peace

sake.
1794   S. T. COLERIDGE Domest. Peace in Compl. Poet. Wks. (1912) I. 71   Tell me, on what holy ground May

Domestic Peace be found, Halcyon daughter of the skies.
1833   C. WILLIAMS Fall River ii. 32   A contention which has embittered many former friends against each

other, created many heart-burnings, assailed the peace of families,..and in some places almost
depopulated churches.

1845   C. BRONTË Let. in E. C. Gaskell Life C. Brontë (1857) xiii,   As long as he remains at home, I scarce dare
hope for peace in the house.

1864   DICKENS Our Mutual Friend (1865) I. I. iii. 14   We should have no peace in our place, if that got
touched upon.

1915   V. WOOLF Voy. Out xxiv,   There seemed to be peace between them. It might be love, but it was not the
love of man for woman.

2002   R. PADEL Voodoo Shop 1   A philanderer Who says what he doesn't mean.., who couldn't give a toss for
domestic peace.

 3.

 a. Freedom from anxiety, disturbance (emotional, mental, or spiritual),
or inner conflict; calm, tranquillity.

a1225  (▸c1200)    Vices & Virtues 95   He bitt ðat pais bie aiðer on licame and on saule, and þat pies hali
mihte sibsumnesse bie rixende on ȝeu baðe.

c1225  (▸?c1200)    Hali Meiðhad (Bodl. 34) (1940) 601 (MED),   Gleadschipe i þe hali gast & pes i þi breoste
of onde & of wreadðe.
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c1300   St. Francis (Laud) 472 in C. Horstmann Early S.-Eng. Legendary (1887) 67 (MED),   With þis word
he gan deiȝe and is soule al in pes To þe Ioye of heouene wende.

▸c1384   Bible (Wycliffite, E.V.) (Douce 369(2)) (1850) Phil. iv. 7   The pees of God, that passith al witt, kepe
ȝoure hertis.

c1450  (▸1410)    J. WALTON tr. Boethius De Consol. Philos. (Linc. Cathedral 103) 20 (MED),   Worldly wynd
wiþ meschief and distresse Haþ hym byraft al out of merthe and pesse.

?1504   W. ATKINSON tr. Ful Treat. Imytacyon Cryste (Pynson) III. xxxiii. 102   Lete not þi pes be in þe mouþes
of men.

1549   Bk. Common Prayer (STC 16267) Celebr, Holye Communion f. xciii ,   Graunt..to thy faithfull people
pardon and peace.

?a1603   E. GRYMESTON Miscelanea (1604) iii. sig. B4,   While I had rest in my substance, and peace in my
riches.

1671   MILTON Samson Agonistes 1334   Off. Regard thy self... Sam. My self? my conscience and internal
peace.

1710   M. CHUDLEIGH Ess. Several Subj. 59   [He] dies as he liv'd, consistent with himself, full of Serenity and
Peace.

1769   W. DRAPER in ‘Junius’ Stat Nominis Umbra (1772) I. vi. 46,   I could, by malicious interrogation,
disturb the peace of the most virtuous man in the kingdom.

a1817   J. AUSTEN Lady Susan xiv, in Wks. (1954) VI. 263,   I entreat you..to quiet your mind, & no longer
harbour a suspicion which cannot be more injurious to your own peace than to our Understandings.

1851   F. W. ROBERTSON Serm. 3rd Ser. xi. 138   Peace..is the opposite of passion, and of labour, toil and effort.
Peace is that state in which there are no desires madly demanding an impossible gratification.

1902   W. JAMES Varieties Relig. Experience iii,   All the solemnity that makes religious peace so different
from merely animal joys.

1948   Z. N. HURSTON Seraph on Suwanee xiv. 136   The weak but handsome face was..inhabited at last by a
peace and a calm.

1994   Kindred Spirit Autumn 4/2   His impressive weightlifting feats have been performed to show the
power of inner peace latent within us all.

 b. With of and the name of the organ, faculty, etc., in which such peace is
considered to reside; now esp. in peace of mind.

1340   Ayenbite (1866) 92 (MED),   Zueche guodes yefþ god to man ine þise wordle huanne he yefþ pays of
herte.

?a1425   Orcherd of Syon (Harl. 3432) (1966) 198 (MED),   A meke soule..schulde deeme hersilf vnworþi for
to haue sich reste and pees of soule.

a1450  (▸a1396)    W. HILTON Eight Chapters on Perfection 16   Whanne a man..slepiþ in pees of conscience
and restiþ with-oute strogelynge of veyn þouȝtis.

1583   B. MELBANCKE Philotimus (new ed.) sig. Bb4 ,   Let Pluto send thee peace of mind, and stay thy moodie
manacings, and as in yeares and welth thou wantst of me, so yeeld thy nauale forces.

1623   J. WEBSTER Dutchesse of Malfy IV. ii. sig. K4,   What would I doe, were this to do againe? I would not
change my peace of conscience For all the wealth of Europe.

1737   POPE Epist. of Horace II. ii. 6   He stuck to Poverty with Peace of Mind.
1792   M. WOLLSTONECRAFT Vindic. Rights Woman ii,   A rough inelegant husband may shock her taste without

v

v
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ONE 

SHAPING A VISION: 
THE NATURE OF PEACE 
STUDIES 

CONRAD G. BRUNK 

A. Why Study Peacel 

The twentieth century has been described by many historians as 
the bloodiest century in recorded human history. Judging sim
ply by the numbers of people who have suffered violent death 
or the many other terrors of warfare and social strife, they are 

surely justified in their claim. The majority of those killed in the two 
major world wars, like most of the victims of the many regional wars 
that followed, were tertified, innocent civilians. The latter half of the 
century was dominated by a "cold war" in which the superpower 
nations of the world, having developed weapons of mass destruction, 
threatened massive genocide upon each other's populations. Their 
weapons, many scientists believed, held the potential to terminate 
human life on the planet Although this "cold war" came to an end in 
the last decade, the nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons it pro-
duced remain in existence and continue to place the peoples of the world 
at risk. 

This is only a part of the bloody story ofthe twentieth century, how-
ever. The rest includes chapter UJ?On chapter of border wars between 
smaller nations, and ethnic, religious, and revolutionary conflict, in 
which acts of terrorism, guerilla war, and even genocide have become 
COD:lmonplace. The human race has achieved many apparent economic, 
scientific, and political advances :in the modern era, but when it comes to 
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managing our conflicts our most recent record demonstrates that we 
have made little, if any, progress. Indeed, it appears that the human race 
has a decided penchant for turning its most impressive technological 
achievements to the task of finding ever more painful and destructtve 
ways of dealing with its conflicts. . 

Surely one of the most important tasks for humanity In the new mil
lennium is to learn how to handle individual, social, and national or 
international strife in more constructive and peaceful ways. The toll in 
human misery and the threat to our survival on this planet have become 
far too great. Rather than continuing to rely on entrenched procedures, 
we need to find less destructive, less violent ways of dealing with conflict 
at every level, from the family and the neighbourhood all the way up to 
the community of nations and states. · 

For this reason increasing numbers of educators and scholars have 
developed the conviction in recent years that the problem of conflict and 
violence in our world requires focused attention to the conditions that 
can tum human conflicts so quickly and easily to violence and war, as 
well as new ways of thinking about the alleviation of these conditions. 
After seeing the horrible power of the atomic bombs dropped upon the 
japanese people at the end of World War II, Albert Einstein observed that 
nuclear weapons technology had "changed everything, except our way 
of thinking." What he meant by this was that the awesome power this 
technology introduced had radically changed the world, especrally 
humanity's ability to threaten the life of the planet. This, of course, 
should have altered just as dramatically the way we think about the 
place of violence and war in dealing with human conflicts, but it did not. 
Many people concluded that the only serious way to respond to the 
problem noted by Einstein was to set issues of peace and conflict apart as 
a special area of research and education in the university. 

Of course, problems of conflict and its resolution have always been the 
subject of study and research by the traditional disciplines represented in 
the university. Historians study the history of conflict. In fact, many peo-
ple think that historians tend to focus too much of their attention on 
wars and violence, as if these were the only important events in history. 
Psychologists study human behaviour at the individual level, to try to 
understand what influences us to choose violent or nonviolent means of 
handling our disputes. Social psychologists, anthropologists, and sociol-
ogists focus their attention on the behaviour of social groups; political 
scientists try to understand the behaviour of nations and political organi-
zations. Philosophers and theologians are interested in the moral and 
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religious significance of conflicts and the most appropriate means of 
dealing with them. Even some of the so-called "hard sciences" like biolo-
gy, zoology, and ethology claim insights into the problems of human 
violence. 

But each of these disciplines tends to study only a narrow aspect of 
human behaviour; that is, the one that most naturally fits its own 
methodological approaches and assumptions. And it is clear that the 
problems of human conflict and their peaceful resolution are much larg-
er than any single discipline can capture. Each discipline has important 
insights to offer, but none can understand these problems fully in their 
real-life contexts. Further, there are aspects of these problems that can 
fall in the cracks between disciplines. This is why the proper study of 
human conflict and its resolution is interdisciplinary - understanding the 
problem requires the insights both contained in and overlooked by many 
disciplines. Only by setting the study of conflict and peace apart as a sep-
arate problem area is it possible to stimulate the "new ways of thinking" 
necessary for our radically changed world. 

B. Objections to Peace Studies 

1. Is it Really a Discipline? 

The points just mentioned indicate the usual rationale for the develop-
ment of "Peace Studies" as an independent course of study in many col-
leges and universities. But some traditional academics have argued that 
Peace Studies really isn't a "discipline" in the commonly understood 
sense of that term, and therefore should not really be a separate field of 
study. This argument is not very persuasive, because it is not at all clear 
what defines academic ((disciplines" in the first place. They are not 
identified by a common methodology, since in many disciplines there 
are lively debates about the proper methods to use (especially in the 
humanities and social sciences). Nor are they characterized by common 
.assumptions shared by their members, since these too are constantly 
debated. It appears that many disciplines are defined by the range of 
problems, or the suhject matter, they study. History is defined by its concern 
with events in the past, psychology with human behaviour, anthropolo-
gy with practices of different cultures, and so on. 

In this respect, Peace Studies, which takes as its subject matter the 
problem of human conflict and its peaceful resolution, is no less a disci
pline than many of the well-recognized academic disciplines which have 
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emerged over time, especially in the t\Venti.eth century. But it is not nec
essary to establish Peace Studies as a distinct academic discipline in order 
to establish its value as a separate course of study. because it is clear that 
some of the most significant and highly respected courses of study to 
emerge in colleges and universities in the past several decades are, like 
Peace Studies, attempts to explore highly important social issues which 
require the perspectives of many disciplines. 

Take, for instance, the emergence ofEnvironmental Studies in univer-
sities around the world in the past forty years. Environmental issues have 
come to be recognized as demanding immediate, well-founded responses 
in personal behaviour and in economic and poUtical poUcy. 
Understanding these issues requires input from many sciences, as well as 
disciplines in the humanities: physics, biology, geology, zoology, ecology, 
psychology, sociology, geography, poUtical science, economics, ethics, 
and religious studies, just to name the most relevant. But these diso-
plines cannot tackle environmental problems in an integrated and 
coherent way in their own isolated comers. They need to be brought 
together around real environmental problems, where the solutions 
require insights from each and require each to recognize the limitations 
and possibilities identified by the others. Environmental Studies is one of 
the best examples of the importance of interdisciplinary research and educa-
tion in dealing with critical social problems. Other similar examples in 
the university include Development Studies, Area Studies (e.g., 
Canadian Studies, African Studies), and Ethnic Studies (e.g., Aboriginal 
Studies). Few people today would argue that these do not have a legiti-
mate place in the university, even though many of the traditional 
"disciplinarians" were highly suspicious of them when they were first 
proposed because they infringed on their "disciplinary turf." 

2. Is Peace Studies Too PoliticalJ 

Even though Environmental Studies is now an accepted and highly 
respected course of study, when it was first introduced into college and 
university curricula many people opposed it on the grounds that it was 
not an "objective" science. It was, they said. merely an excuse for intro
ducing environmentalist political activism into the academic curricu
lum, and this was a violation of the scholarly commitment to 
maintaining a neutral or «objective" attitude. It is not appropriate for 
colleges and universities to be supporting items on the "green" agenda 
(like "limited growth," sustainabiUty, or "saving the spotted owl"), 
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which are controversial and challenge many entrenched ways of think-
mg and acting within our sodety. 

Peace Studies programs meet with the same arguments. They, too, are 
charged with being "too political" because they are often critical of 
mainstream ways of thinking about government behaviour and policy. 
Thus they are often seen as promoting pacifism, socialism, or other "left-
wing". poll tical agendas and providing a platform for engaging students 
m antJ.-war protests and other forms of activism, rather than maintain
ing the appropriate level of scholarly "objectivity."' Now it is certainly 
true that Peace Studies, like Environmental Studies, looks for new ways 
of thinking about conflict and violence that often are critical of 
entrenched ways of thinking about these things. But there is nothing 
mherently more "political" about this than other accepted forms of crit-
ical scholarly inquiry. Indeed, most people would argue that this is just 
what the university is all about: the promotion of new, and often very 
unpopular, ways of thinking. "Politicization" is something to worry 
about m universities, but the "politicization" to be feared is not that of 
ideas critical of mainstream poUtics. It is rather that which suppresses the 
free expression of unpopular viewpoints for poUtical reasons. We might 
also ask which IS the greater threat to the objectivity of the university: a 
research grant of millions from a government defence department to a 
phys1cs professor to study the feasibility of a laser weapon, or a Peace 
Studies course which investigates nonviolent alternatives for national 
defence or international peacekeeping? 

J. Is Peace Studies Value-Free? 

An important related question is whether Peace Studies is defined by a 
cornzmtment to a certain set of values. Some of its academic critics have 
claimed that it is defined priTilllrily by such a value commitment, and that 
this is the sense in which it is really the inappropriate introduction of a 
moral or poUtical agenda into scholarly research and education. Thus it 
is often said that Peace Studies is defined by a common commitment to 
pacifism or nonviolence as a mor~ or political ideology, or that it shares 
a common opposition to patriotic nationalism in favour of trans-nation
alist or internationalist sentiments. Some of its harshest critics have even 
claimed that it is motivated by strong socialist or Marxist ideology. 

There is an important sense in which it is true that Peace Studies is 
defined by certain values. One of these is certainly the value of peace 
Itself; that is, the belief that peaceful relations among people and nations 
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are better than unpeaceful ones. This implies another closely related 
value central to the very definition of Peace Studies - that violence is 
undesirable, and that where the same human goods can be achieved by 
them, nonviolent means are preferable to violent ones. But these two 
values are, as just stated, hardly controversial ones. They would be 
shared by most people and should not be identified with any particular 
"political" agenda. . . 

With respect to these value commitments, Peace Studies IS no 
different from many, probably most, other academic and scholarly 
endeavours, which are also motivated by underlying values or goals. For 
example, the whole point of Environmental Studies is to find ways to 
ameliorate destructive impacts upon the environment. This distinguish
es it from Geology, which is more often taught with an eye towards 
facilitating the extraction of resources from the environment (this, after 
all, is what most geology graduates do). Administrative and Manage-
ment Studies have as underlying values such things as efficiency and 
profitability. Aboriginal Studies is premised upon the explicit value of 
preservation of cultural and ethnic traditions and practices. Even 
Strategic Studies, often hailed by its proponents as a "value-free" or 
"realistic" enterprise, is based upon national interest. These are, in each 
case, values appropriate to the community served by the area of study 
and appropriate to the area of study itself. Peace Studies is committed, 
equally appropriately, to the values of peace. 

C. The Subject Matter of Peace Studies 

As already suggested, Peace Studies is defined, not so much in terms ofits 
methods and assumptions, but in terms of its subject matter, the problems 
with which it is concerned. This problem area has been loosely identified 
as that of "human conflict and its peaceful resolution." The domain of 
human conflict is, of course, extremely broad, because we are very confl-
ict-Prone creatures who construct many levels of soda! interaction and 
generate conflict at every level of that interaction. Individuals find them-
selves in conflict with others in a variety of social contexts: in families, in 
schools, in the workplace, and in the community. We organize ourselves 
within racial, religious, ethnic, economic, and political groupings which 
regularly come into conflict with each other. And we also form nation 
states and alliances in the international arena which vie with each other 
for power, influence, resources, and territory. If we ever encounter 
beings from other galaxies, we will surely add intergalactic conflict to the 
list! 
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That humans come into conflict with each other at various levels of 
individual and group interaction is normal and expected. Conflict is itself 
inevitable among beings who live together in situations where common 
interests meet finite resources, and where different interests lead to 
incompatible activities. There is nothing particularly bad, or even unde-
sirable, about the inevitability of conflict. It is, in itself, neither bad nor 
good, though it can have both good and bad consequences. It can lead to 
misunderstanding, hostility, alienation, and violence. But conflict can 
also be a stimulus to creative thinking and the development of new 
ideas, new technologies, or new forms of social interaction, all of which 
can make things better for everyone. Nothing would be more boting and 
unsatisfying than life without conflict. The only human community 
Without conflict, it has been said, is to be found in a cemetery! 

Conflict can be defined (and usually is defined in conflict theory) sim
ply as what results from the existence, real or imagined, of incompatible 
~nterests, goals, beliefs, or activities. It is a situation in which one party's 
mterests cannot be fully realized without their impinging upon the real-
ization of some other party's interests - or a situation in which one of 
them thinks that the interests are incompatible. Defined this way, it 
should be clear that conflict among finite beings on this earth is 
inevitable. It would be inevitable even if humans were perfectly good 
beings. It is not our failure to be good that brings us into conflict with 
others. It is simply the fact that, being the same kinds ofbeings, with sim
ilar interests, we will naturally want the same things when there is not 
enough for everyone at the same time. But we also have different beliefs 
and values, and these too come into conflict with the beliefs and values of 
others. This is normal and natural- there is nothing bad about it at all. 

The important thing about human conflicts, then, is not so much the 
conflicts themselves as the means we clwose to deal with them. These means 
largely determine whether the conflict leads to good or ill. Not only do 
we generate strife at various levels of sod.al interaction, from the individ
ual to the international, we also have developed habits, practices, and 
institutions for dealing with it at all these levels. Some of these work bet-
ter than others, are better at preventinB hostility and violence, while others 
seem to priYml!te hostility and violence or even depend upon them. 

The primary concern of Peace Studies is to understand how conflicts 
among human beings arise, what causes them to become harmful for 
some or all the parties, and what means are most likely to deal with 
them in less harmful ways. Adam Curle, founder of one of the first Peace 
Studies programs in Britain, defined the function of Peace Studies as 
identifying and analyzing "unpeaceful relationships" in order to "devise 
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means of changing unpeaceful into peaceful relationships.'" A useful 
aspect of Curle's definition is the way it points out that human conflicts 
can be handled in "unpeaceful" as well as "peaceful" ways, and that the 
point is to find ways of turning conflicts of the former type into conflicts 
of the latter type. What this amounts to depends, of course, upon what ~s 
meant by "peaceful relationships," and, as we shall see in a moment, this 
is a matter of much interesting debate within the Peace Studies commu-

ni:::nother useful aspect of Curle's definition is that it defines Peace 
Studies very broadly, since it includes the study of peaceful and unpeace-
ful relations at every one of the levels of human conflict from the 
individual to the international. Peace Studies is interested in the analysis 
of conflict between individuals and groups in communities and in finding 
methods of transforming violent and harmful relations arising in these 
conflicts into more constructive or "peaceful" relations. This is the focus 
of what is often called "Commurtity Conflict Resolution Studies." (These 
aspects of conflict and its peaceful management are discussed by 
Loraleigh Keashly and Bill Warters in Chapter 2 of this boo~.) . . • 

But Peace Studies is interested in conflicts at the more politJ.cal lev-
els as well. These include the unpeaceful relations that often arise in 
conflicts between the diverse racial, religious, ethnic, and political groups 
within our communities and nations. While most states have legal and 
political institutions for dealing with these conflicts- police, courts: pris-
ons, social agencies, elected councils, and lepslatures, which are des1gned 
to "keep the peace"- they often do not perform in ways that resolve the 
underlying conflicts or transform them into more peaceful relatJ.onships 
between the parties. Creative nonviolent means of confrontation and 
conflict transformation, such as those used by Mohandas Gandhi and 
Martin Luther King, Jr., have therefore been a major subject for study. 
(These issues are addressed here by Jo Vellacott and Nigel Young, in 
Chapters 4 and 5, respectively.) 

Conflict between nations and betv.reen ethnic or nationalist groups 
within nations, which typically leads to the organized violence of civil or 
international war, has been a major focus of Peace Studies in the past. 
Indeed, during the past several decades the major impetus for the estab-
lishment of such programs in European and North American 
universities and colleges has often been concern about the growing 
destructiveness of regional wars around the world, the high risks of 
nuclear war during the cold war period, and the emergence of ever more 
horrifying military technologies, such as cherrtical and biological 

18 _.o; CONRAD G. BRUNK 

weapons. Tbe search for more peaceful ways of managing regional and 
national conflicts rightfully remains a high priority. There is a desperate 
need for investigating new methods of intervention in highly volatile sit-
uations: peacebuilding or peacekeeping roles which do not simply 
multiply the violence and suffering of the people in conflict, .S tradition-
al military methods of intervention so often do. (Chapter 3, by Alex 
Morrison, reflects this interest.) 

Peace Studies researchers and educators have also been interested in 
undertaking critical exarrtination of the prevailing doctrines and ideolo-
gies that shape the mainstream ways of thinking about human conflict. 
This is especially true at the level of international conflict, where inter-
national relations theory has been strongly dominated by debates 
between "realism" and "idealism," Marxism and capitalism, liberalism 
and fascism, and similar dichotonties. Many people think that these 
debates are based upon assumptions about individual, group, and nation-
al behaviour that are outmoded and prevent the emergence of new, 
creative solutions to conflict at this level. Perhaps these assumptions -
the identification of political power with force and violence, the idea that 
human individual or group behaviour is essentially egoistically motivat-
ed, that soda! order is dependent upon the monopoly of violence, and so 
on- need to be challenged. Here Peace Studies provides a useful service 
by examining the evidence from the many sciences which may call these 
assumptions into question. For example, the "political realist" assump
tion that soda! order and cooperation can only be maintained by the 
existence of a scheme of centralized enforcement has been called into 
serious question by recent research on the emergence of cooperation and 
altruism among insects and animals in their natural evolutionary adap-
tation to their environment.:~ There is reason to believe that the same 
ntight be true of the human animal in soda! contexts. 

So we see that Peace Studies is defined by concerns with human 
conflicts and their peaceful resolution across a broad spectrum of human 
interaction. Tbe chapters in this book speak to this wide variety of 
conflict issues and introduce critical challenges to entrenched ways of 
thinking. It is thus clear in what ways Peace Studies can be distinguished 
from many other disciplines and research programs. For instance, 
Strategic Studies, a growing area of research in universities and non-aca
dentic research institutes, generally lintits its focus to international 
conflict situations, and it views them from the point of view of the 
national interest of a particular national actor or government. It tends to 
make certain assumptions about the interests of states and their use of 
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power and examines conflict situations with the :rim of finding the most 
effective "strategy" for maximizing the interests of the particular state. It 
provides useful input for policy-makers who are interested in serving the 
particular interests of their own country, however these interests may be 
defined (and they are usually defined in terms of economic advantage 
and political influence). Peace Studies, on the other hand, attempts to 
take a broader view, which may include the critical assessment of 
assumptions made by Strategic Studies and their implications for peace-
ful relations among nations. 

D. Central Concepts in Peace Studies 

1. Peace 

The best evidence against the cl:llm that Peace Studies is defined by any 
particular ideology lies in the existence of an ongoing vigorous debate 
within the field about how to define "peace," the concept central to 
Peace Studies as a field of research and education. If we accept anything 
like Adam Curle's definition of the field, as the analysis of unpeaceful 
relationships and the means of transforming them into peaceful ones, 
then the first question we must address when undertaking our sfudy is: 
What do we mean by "unpeaceful" and "peaceful" relationships between 
peoplel 

Curle himself defines these terms in the following way. ''Peaceful rela-
tionships," he says, are "those in which individuals or groups are enabled 
to achieve together goals which they could not have reached separately." 
In contrast, "unpeaceful relationships are those in which the units con
cerned damage each other so that, in fact, they achieve less then they 
could have done independently, and in one way or another harm each 
other's capacity for growth, maturation or fulfilment."' Curle clearly 
includes more within the concept of "peace" than is usual in newspapers 
and popular language. He does not mean merely the absence of war or 
other forms of overt violence which kill or m:llm persons and does not 
believe that a situation is "peaceful" simply when there is a cease-fire or 
temporary truce in hostilities between parties. There are many subtle 
and inconspicuous ways in which people can harm each other psycho-
logically, socially, and economically even though they are not actually 
engaged in acts of violence in the usual sense of this term. 

Curle's definition of peace is an example of what has come to be 
kno-..vn as "positive peace," because it is said to define peace in terms of 
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the presence of a state of affairs that is beneficial for all the parties in a rela-
tionship. "Positive peace" is contrasted Vilith "negative peace," which 
defines peace negatively- as the absence of certain kinds of specific violent 
actions, like those which physically m:llm or kill other persons. From the 
point of view of''negative peace," a situation is peaceful among individu
als and groups if they are not engaging in specific acts of physical or 
psychological violence, such as occur in assaults in which people are seri-
ously injured or even killed. Among nations there is "negative peace" if 
they are not at war or are not using the threat of war to advance their 
diplomatic objectives. The concept of"negative peace" is the one that we 
typically use in our ordinary speech when we talk about peace among 
nations or among conflicting political groups within a society. 

Curle prefers to use a <'positive" as opposed to a "negative" conception 
of peace because he thinks that there are many ways in which relations 
among individuals and groups can be harmful to some or all the parties 
to the relationship even when they do not involve overt acts of violence. 
A situation should not be called "peaceful" if persons are suffeting harm 
from the nature of the relationship. A marriage is not "peaceful" if one 
of the partners is being exploited, oppressed, or prevented from realizing 
his or her potential as a person because of power imbalances or simply 
hab1tual ways of structuring the roles, even when these are unrecog-
rnz~d or unintended. A society is not "peaceful" if, as in a slaveholding 
sooety, Its laws or social practices demean or impoverish certain groups 
or exclude them from the opportunities and benefits available to others. 
Those who, like Curle, prefer the notion of "positive peace" would say 
that any relationship of extreme injustice should hardly be considered 
"peaceful." Furthermore, a situation that places people in such positions 
is a fertile breeding ground for overt forms of violence, and thus is not 
likely to be peaceful even in the "negative" sense for very long. 

The well-known Scandinavian peace researcher, )ohan Galtung, has 
defended an even stronger conception of positive peace than Curle's. He 
calls any situation unpeaceful in which "human beings are being 
mfluenced so that their actual (physical) and mental realizations are 
below their potential realization."' Gal tung has been much criticized for 
this view because it suggests that we have peace only when we have 
reached a perfect utopia! Others have pointed out that on this definition 
there is.no dif!erence between the concept of peace and the concept of 
perfect jUStice. We will return to this criticism a bit later. 
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2. Violence 

Johan Gal tung also has an interesting way of explaining the distinction 
between positive and negative peace by pointing out that really each of 
them has a "negative" definition -peace is the absence of somethmg, 
which can be called "violence." But negative and positive peace, it may be 
said, refer to the absence of two different kinds of violence. The violence 
with which negative peace is concerned Galtung calls "direct, personal 
violence." This is what we normally think of when we hear the word. 
Violence in this sense has four essential elements: a) an identifiable actor 
or groups of actors, b) an identifiable physical action or behaviour, c) a 
clear physical or psychological hann which results from the acnon, and d) 
an identifiable victim who suffers the harm. The usual things that come to 
mind when we hear the word "violence"- such as physical assaults, stab
bings, shootings, bombings- have all four of these elements. 

But Gal tung points out that some of the most pernicious ways people 
are harmed do not have all these elements, and hence they tend to be 
ignored or not recognized as "violent," even though they should be. 
People can be harmed, not only by the actions of others, but also as a 
result of the way the relevant relationships or social practices are struc
tured. In these cases it is not anybody's particular actions but the 
structures themselves that cause the harm. The examples cited earlier of 
the lack of "positive peace" - slavery, apartheid, or an oppressive mar
riage - are for Gal tung perfect examples of what he calls "structural 
violence." In these cases there is a clear "victim" who is being harmed in 
some way in the situation, or by the situation, but the victim may be 
unable to identify any particular action of any particular person or group as 
the cause of the harm. It is the way things go as a result of the relevant 
social arrangements that puts the person in the disadvantaged situation. 
The poverty and dehumanization of the slave is the result of the system of 
slavery, not the result of any identifiable act of violence on the part of the 
slavemaster. The fact that a specific slavemaster may be very "nonvio
lent" (in the sense of direct, personal violence), or even unusually 
benevolent, in the treatment of his or her slaves does not mean that the 
situation of the slaves is not extremely detrimental to them. There is a 
sense :in which slavery "does violence" to the slaves, even though no one 
may be "acting violently" toward them. This is what Gal tung means by 
"structural violence." 

This distinction between direct, personal violence and structural vio-
lence makes it easier to clarify the distinction between negative peace and 
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positive peace. Negative peace can simply be understood as the absence 
of direct, personal violence. Positive peace is the absence of structural 
violence. When viewed this way, it becomes evident that the common 
element in both conceptions of peace and violence is the element of harm. 
How broadly we understand the notion of peace depends in large part 
upon what we include as the types of harm that are "violent" or 
('unpe:aceful." 

This is not just an academic question about temrinology, as it might 
appear to be on the surface. Very important debates about the nature of 
peace studies, peace research, and peacemaking tum on this issue. 
Consider, fur example, the debate that raged among peace researchers in 
the 196os and 1970s, when Gal tung and Curle were writing about the issue. 
Many of the most visible wars occurring in the world then were "wars of 
liberation," in which dissident groups fought revolutionary guerilla wars 
against very oppressive, undemocratic regimes. Even if we agree that the 
goal of peace research is to find ways to help these societies restore a 
peaceful situation (to "turn unpeaceful relationships into peaceful 
ones," as Curle puts its), we must still ask whether this means finding 
ways to end the wars (restoring negative peace) or finding ways to end 
the oppression of the governments, against which the wars were being 
fought (restonng or creating positive peace). 

Not surprisingly, peace researchers did not agree about this, nor did 
many of the people involved directly in the violent situation. Some peo-
ple (like Galtung and Curle) argued that merely to focus on the direct, 
personal violence of the fighting and to advocate ways of stopping it was 
to take sides with the oppressive status quo which the people were 
fighting to end, to side with the political and economic structures that 
were structurally violent, and to prefer a negative peace to a positive 
peace. If one wanted to contribute to peacemaking in this situation, it 
was argued, then one should focus upon ways of ending the oppression, 
not just on ways of ending the war. Further, the revolutionaries fighting 
these wars clanned that they were not the ones who should be criticized 
for being "unpeaceful". They were, in fact, fighting against the structural 
violence of the oppressive regime and for positive peace (as well as for 
negative peace in the long run). They needed to break the negative peace 
(with direct, personal violence) in order to achieve positive peace. Those 
who were truly on the side of "real" (positive) peace should, they said, 
side with the revolutionaries. Those who merely wanted to stop the 
fighting weren't really on the side of peace. 

Other peace researchers, like the well-known American economist 
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Kenneth Boulding, were strongly critical of this position. They argued 
that this emphasis on positive peace confuses the issues. By defining 
"peace" and "violence" so broadly, they said, the ideas become mdistm-
guishable from the concepts of "justice" and "injustice," thus obscurmg 
an important and enduring moral question that arises when we face the 
need to choose between peace and justice. We value neganve peace too, 
the critics argued, and sometimes it comes into conflict with justi_ce. 
When it does, we simply have to make a moral decision about which 
value is more important: whether the injustice is so great that ending it 
justifies breaking the peace by using direct, personal violence. 
Recognizing that this is a real choice between two values also forces us to 
look seriously for the least violent (or as we should say, most "peaceful") 
ways of struggling against injustice. This, Boulding argued, was exactly 
what Peace Studies and peace research should be seeking to do- to find 
effective nonviolent ("negatively peaceful") ways of fighting against 
injustice. So, negative peace should be the central conception of peace-
making. 

Those who in this way prefer the concept of negative peace as the con-
trolling idea in Peace Studies point out an important fact about human 
beings and their propensity to violence in dealing with conflict. The fact 
is that people nearly always believe in the rightness of their own cause. 
So, when they fight, they are fighting "for justice." If the injustice against 
which they fight is perceived to be grave, then the temptation is to use 
whatever means are considered necessary to succeed. This is why intense 
conflicts have the well-known tendency to spiral into ever-increasing 
levels of violence and horror. And as they do, the parties on both sides 
become ever more firmly convinced that their horrible deeds are 
justified by the end of the justice they seek. The more people use the 
term "structural violence" to describe the injustice of their opponents, 
the easier it becomes for them to think of themselves as "peacemakers" 
and the more difficult it becomes for them to see the violence of their 
own actions. The language of "structural violence" and "positive peace" 
helps warriors to avoid making an explicit moral choice about the 
justification of their own violent actions, or about whether there rmght 
be morally preferable, nonviolent ways of dealing with the conflict. 

The debate about justice and peace cannot be resolved here. Perhaps 
the best thing to say at this point is simply that the two concepts of vio-
lence and peace call our attention to importantly different aspects of 
conflict and its peaceful resolution. We know that situations of structural 
violence are often fertile breeding grounds for the outbreak of many 
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kinds of direct, personal violence and that, in most cases, structural vio
lence is maintained by the regular use or threat of direct personal 
violence, which often incites those who suffer to employ violent resis-
tance. So there is a clear sense in which it is true that the only real peace 
xs a positive peace. It is also dear that to be concerned about negative 
peace, without taking into account the underlying conditions that pro-
duce the direct, personal '\tiolence, is to take too narrow a view. Those 
who seek negative peace as a goal must also be concerned about how to 
achieve positive peace (or justice) peacefully. 

Different "peacemaking" approaches can give high priority to both 
these values. Jo Vellacott illustrates how both the historical practice and 
the theory of nonviolence address situations of injustice with methods 
that do not require direct, personal violence. Loraleigh Keashly and 
William Warters also show how the injustices that characterize many 
conflicts between individuals can be addressed, even transformed, by 
effective non'\tiolent strategies of conflict intervention. Alex Morrison's 
chapter on international conflict points out that the peacekeeping roles 
of the United Nations focus directly on the maintenance of "negative 
peace" between warring parties in the world, but this often helps create 
conditions of greater "positive peace" as well. 

This allows us to suggest an alternative definition of Peace Studies to 
that provided by Adam Curle. Perhaps we can say that its aim is to ana-
lyze human conflicts in order to find the most peaceful (negatively 
peaceful) ways to turn unjust relationships into more just (positively 
peaceful). This definition has the advantage of capturing the full impor-
tance of the concept of positive peace without losing sight of the 
distinction between peace and justice. 

J. Cmjlict 

We often think of conflict among human beings as a bad thing- some-
thing to be avoided at all costs. Partly as a result of this perception many 
people avoid conflict as much as possible. We might even think that 
peace is the absence of conflict, and that the aim of Peace Studies is to 
find ways of avoiding or reducing conflict among human individ1,1als, 
groups, and nations. This would be a mistake, however. The reader will 
notice that the definitions of "peace" we have reviewed so far have 
referred to the absence of violence- both direct and personal and struc-
tural- but not the absence of conflict. 

This is because conflict is not necessarily a bad thing, although it is the 
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occasion for the well-known unpleasant things people may do when they 
are not very good at handling it. In fact, conflict can cause many good 
things. Loraleigh Keashly and William Warters point out in Chapter 2 the 
many positive functions that conflict can play in human relations, such 
as fostering creative solutions to problems, facilitating personal and 
sodal change, and maintaining personal and sodal identities. In addition, 
it can be exdting and fun. This is the whole point of competitive games, 
of course - to engage in a contrived, but controlled, conflict for the 
enjoyment of the partidpants and the spectators. 

Many people think that if they find themselves in a conflict with 
another person or group, it must be because someone- me, another per
son, or both of us- is doing ~omething wrong. Psychologists have found 
that people have tendendes toward one or other of these alternatives. 
Some people tend to assume that they, themselves, are doing something 
wrong when they find themselves in a conflict. They feel guilty and tend 
to resolve the conflict by giving in immediately to the other parry. 
Others assume the opposite. They feel threatened by the conflict, blame 
the other party, and are more likely to be combative and aggressive. Still 
others blame themselves and others. These people are either very pes-
simistic and fatalistic about conflict and avoid or 'Withdraw from it, or 
they look for ways to reach quick compromises. None of these are very 
constructive ways to deal with the problem. None of them motivate the 
person to engage in constructive problem-solving. A person who does 
not immediately assume that conflict is a sign of someone doing some-
thing wrong is less likely to engage in blaming (oneself or the other) and 
is therefore less likely to be aggressive and competitive and more likely to 
look for constructive ways of dealing with the situation. 

So the point of Peace Studies and peacemaking is not necessarily to 
find ways to end conflicts, but to handle them more constructively. 
Because conflict is so often the occasion for people to become nasty 
toward one another- to become hateful, distrustful, alienated, aggres-
sive, and violent - we need to find ways to carry on conflicts without 

becoming nasty ourselves. 

4, Power 

Another central concept in Peace Studies, power, is like conflict, com-
monly understood in many different ways. Throughout human history 
there has been a tendency to think of power ( espedally political power) 
as synonymous with force and violence or the threat offeree or violence. 
Western political theorists from the Greek historian Thucydides to the 
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seventeenth-century philosopher Thomas Hobbes and modern social 
theorists like Max Weber and Mao Zedong have all claimed that the use 
or threat of force or violence was the source and measure of political 
power. They believed that the greater the ability of a person or state to 
wreak violence upon others, the greater its power. Hobbes, for example, 
believed that all forms of soda! cooperation and trust, including moral 
relations between people (and presumably all animals), were possible 
only because a strong leader could punish with violence those who 
refused to cooperate.' Apparently he had never observed "soda!" ani-
mals and insects, who seem to cooperate regularly, without threat from 
such a centralized leader. 

However, throughout this same history there have also been thinkers 
such as Socrates, Jesus, and the Buddha, and such influential modem 
political theorists as Gandhi, Hannah Arendt, and Gene Sharp, who have 
seriously questioned this equation of power and violence. They define 
power in broader, more general terms, as the ability to organize persons 
and groups into cooperative enterprises for the accomplishment of social 
goals. When power is defined as cooperation, it leaves open the question of 
its relationship with violence. Threat of violence or force may be one way 
to exercise power, but it may not be the only or even the most effective 
way. As Arendt puts it, violence may be an efficient means of exercising 
destructive power, but it is an extremely inefficient and often ineffective way 
of exercising constructive power.7 

At the centre of the argument for nonviolent action, as can be seen in 
Chapter 4, is the view, shared by Gandhi, King, and Sharp, that there are 
forms of social power, made possible by the willingness of people to 
stand up to threats of violence against them, which can undermine the 
power of those who depend upon the threat of force and violence. The 
argument is based upon a simple;: but often ignored fact: a person who 
threatens others with violence in order to get them to cooperate and do 
his or her will is powerless if those others refuse to give in to the threat. 
All that is left for the threatener to do is to wreak his violence upon the 
refusers. In doing so, he or she destroys those who are needed to carry 
out the purpose. This is what Leo Tolstoy taught Gandhi about the 
British subjugation of India: the British colonizers needed cooperative 
Indian colonists to do their labour and buy their goods. When Gandhi 
gave the Indian people the courage to resist the British threats of vio-
lence, there was nothing the latter could do to get the cooperation they 
sought. It is the subjugated, Gandhi realized, who ultimately have the 
power over the subjugators. 

Part of the task of Peace Studies is to understand the dynamics and 
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uses of power. It is one of the most important elements in conflict, since 
balances of power among conflicting parties have a significant impact 
upon the "outcome" of the conflict or the way it is handled. If peace-
malting is concerned with both peace and justice (or "negative" and 
"positive" peace), then it is concerned to .find ways of managing conflict 
which do not simply allow powerful parties to impose unfair settlements 
upon weaker parties. Keashly and Warters in Chapter z, Morrison in 
Chapter 3, and Fisk in Chapter 6 are all concerned with this problem. 

E. Approaches to Peacemalcing 

One of the primary objectives of Peace Studies is to identify, test, and 
implement many different strategies for dealing with conflict situations. 
Human beings have had such strategies for as long as they have experi- · 
enced conflicts. However, some are more violent than others, and some 
are more effective at achieving positive peace, or justice. Some aim at 
"winning" the conflict or imposing a loss on the opponent; others try to 
.find some way of ending the conflict altogether by .finding a "win-win" 
solution. Some attempt to "manage" the conflict through agreed-upon 
procedures (like tossing a coin or voting) or systems of rules, while oth-
ers aim at actually intensifying the conflict in order to motivate one or 
more of the parties to resolve it in a constructive way. 

Some conflicts are between parties that are relatively equal in power 
and resources; some are not. A strategy likely to reach a fair resolution 
between parties (such as a mediated negotiation) is not nearly as likely to 
do so if they are highly unequal The outcome of a negotiation between 
two unequal parties is predictable: it will favour the interests of the party 
who has the greater power. So an unrestrained negotiation between 
unequals will not necessarily produce a more just, or positively peaceful, 
outcome than will an unrestrained .fight between two parties of unequal 
strengrh. Negotiation is a more negatively peaceful means than .fighting 
or war between parties, but it does not necessarily guarantee that the 
resulting relationship will be good (or even better). This is why methods 
of conflict resolution that may be good in one type of conflict may not be 
as good in others. 

Figure I provides a helpful way to understand important ways in 
which strategies of peacernalting define their objectives differently and 
employ different procedures with different implications for "peaceful-
ness," in both of the senses we have discussed. It distinguishes three very 
different approaches, each defined by a different underlying conception 

SHAPING A VISION: THE NATURE OF PEACE STUDIES):..~ 29 



of the "peace" to be attained. Within each of these three general 
approaches both coercive (and violent) and non-coercive (and nonvio-
lent) methods can be used. The bottom row provides some examples of 
actual conflict resolution techniques that can be used to achieve the 
goals of each approach. You will notice that some techniques, such as 
bargaining and debating, can be used to accomplish quite different goals. 

The most important things to notice in Figure 1 are the three very 
different aims that a peacemaking approach might have. In the first, 
which I have called "Conflict Resolution," the goal of the approach is to 
end the conflict between the parties altogether. There are many ways to 
do this, of course, some more constructive than others. Conflict resolu-
tion is most appropriate and constructive in those situations where the 
parties may perceive their interests to be incompatible, but where there is a 
"win-win" solution available which would allow them both fully to 
achieve their goals. Careful problem-solving through negotiation, often 
with the help of a mediator, can be the most constructive or "peaceful" 
approach. A typical way to "end the conflict" is for one of the parties sim-
ply to inflict defeat on the other and ''win" by imposing terms in its own 
favour. Complete elimination of the opponent will end a conflict, of 
course, but hardly in a constructive way. 

In the second peacemaking approach, "Conflict Management," the 
aim is not to end the conflict, but rather to get the parties to live with it 
or to carry it on in ways that keep it within limits that are beneficial to 
both parties. What else is a recreational competitive game like hockey or 
chess but a contrived conflict that is carried on by the opponents because 
they both derive certain benefits (fun, exercise, thrill of competition, 
etc.)l The success of the game rests upon keeping the conflict within the 
rules that regulate it. Many real-life conflicts are like competitive games 
in this respect. For example, most of the political conflicts within soci-
eties can never be terminated completely. People's political beliefs and 
preferences don't change that easily. What a good political system does is 
to find effective rules and mechanisms for deciding what laws and poli-
cies to follow, without actually ending the diversity of opinion and 
disagreement about these things. 

Democracy, for example, is a system of conflict management. It 
resolves questions by a set of rule-governed mechanisms like voting 
(majority rule), establishing rules to protect the minority (or minori-
ties), and so on. Courts are rule-governed institutions that decide 
disputes by imposing an arbitrated settlement on the parties (which does 
not necessarily end the conflict between them). One of the best-known 

mechanisms for settling conflicts between good friends is through some 
"ritual" such as coin-tossing, straw-drawing, or dice-throwing, which 
the parties consider a fair procedure.' Another common, and very 
effi:ctive, conflict management device is that of compromise. In a com-
promise, both parties agree not to end the conflict, but to "live with it" in 
a way that allows each to get some of what they want. Negotiation and 
problem-solving cannot always end a conflict by finding a complete win-
win solution; sometimes parties have to settle for compromise. 

What about the third approach to peacemaking, "Conflict Transform-
ation"? Some people find it hard to understand how intens£fying a conflict 
can be called "peacemaking" or conflict resolution. Sometimes, howev-
er, it is necessary to intensifY conflict before it can be resolved in a fuir and 
constructive way. Earlier we discussed the problem of the apparent 
conflict between negative peace and positive peace, or between peace and 
JUStice. There we saw that a negative peace between parties that is 
destructive or oppressive for one of them is hardly an acceptable peace: it 
is not peace in the fullest sense of the word. Conflict Transformation 
models attempt to deal with this issue. They recognize that often, before 
a conflict can be resolved (regulated or terminated) in an acceptable way, 
1t may have to be intensified first. Maybe the power balance between the 
conflicting parties is extremely unequal, so that one has the power to 
rmpose terms on the other in negotiation, bargaining, debating, voting-
or fighting. In such cases, one must try to restore a more equal balance of 
power between them. Or, maybe, one party gains much more from the 
conflict than the other. In such cases the party getting the benefits may 
find 1t hard to see that there is a conflict to be resolved, and even if they 
see It they may not be motivated to enter into any resolution. These are 
cases in which the first step of conflict resolution has to include ways of 
"getting the attention" of the other party. 

That is why Conflict Transformation approaches to peacemaking are 
usually confronta~onal in nature. They are concerned with finding ways 
to motivate unwilling parties to make peace. Often they are aimed at 
e1ther strengthening the power of the weaker party or weakening the 
power of the stronger party. Various forms of persuasive or even coercive 
pressure, such as demonstrations, strikes, boycotts, non-cooperation or 
civil disobedience, and other tactics associated with nonviolent resistance 
have power equalization and motivation as their intermediate goal. 
The pnmary goal is to achieve a "positive peace." This is what distin-
guishes Conflict Transformation from Conflict Resolution that aims 
merely at beating or eliminating one's opponents. The political actions 



discussed in this book by Jo Vellacott and Nigel Young are important 
examples of the this approach. 

The various chapters of this book explore very different approaches to 
conflict. They recommend strategies for dealing with it that are most 
appropriate to the relevant level of engagement, the rypes of persons or 
groups involved, the power relationships between the parties, and their 
conceptions of justice. All of the authors are concerned With finding 
conflict regulation, or "peacemaking," strategies which meet the aim of 
Peace Studies as we have defined it. That is, they are looking for the most 
"peaceful" (nonviolent) ways to establish peaceful (just and good) rela-
tionships among persons and groups of persons. These are not 
necessarily the strategies that are traditionally, or habitually, employed. 
Many of them are met with scepticism by members of the general public, 
not only because they challenge deeply entrenched assumptions about 
what are the most "effective" or appropriate responses to conflict, but 
also because they may be relatively untried and untested. Responding to 
such issues, in Chapter 6, Larry Fisk discusses why it is important for 
Peace Studies to be concerned with education about peacemaking as well as 
with research. 
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"advan~ed," scien~fic cultures are suspicious of ritualistic ways of deciding dis-
putes, Since we ~el~eve that conflict resolution should be "rational" But maybe 
our modern soaetles would be better off if we tossed coins to decide very t 

li · a1 dis b ense po nc putes etween warring parties! 
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  Peace, Positive 
and Negative 
     JOHAN GALTUNG  

 Any concept of  peace includes the absence 
of  direct violence between states  –  engaged 
in by military and others  –  in general and the 
absence of  massive killing of  categories of  
humans in particular. All these absences of  
types of  violence add up to negative peace; 
as by mutual isolation, unrelated by any 
structure and culture. This situation is better 
than violence, but it is not fully peaceful 
because positive peace is missing in this con-
ceptualization. Indeed, peace would be a 
strange concept if  it did not include relations 
between genders, races, classes, and families, 
and did not also include absence of  struc-
tural violence, the nonintended slow, massive 
suffering caused by economic and political 
structures of  exploitation and repression 
(Galtung,  1985 ); and if  it excluded the 
absence of  the cultural violence that legiti-
mizes direct and/or structural violence 
(Galtung,  1990 ). Table  1  provides an over-
view of  key terms about positive and nega-
tive peace.   

 This gives us six peace tasks: eliminating 
the direct violence that causes suffering, 
eliminating the structures that cause suffer-
ing through economic inequity  –  or, say, 
walls once placing Jews, now Palestinians, in 
ghettos  –  and eliminating cultural themes 
that justify one or the other. The task known 
as ceasefi re is only one - sixth of  a complete 
peace process. But then come the three tasks 
of  building direct, structural, and cultural 
peace. The parties exchange goods, not 
 “ bads, ”  not violence. The structural version 
of  that builds cooperation and sustainability 
into the structure, with equity for the 
economy, and equality for the polity. 

 The goal is to build a structure based on 
reciprocity, equal rights, benefi ts, and dignity 
 –   “ what you want for yourself  you should 
also be willing to give the Other ”   –  and a 
culture of  peace, confi rming and stimulating 
an equitable economy and an equal polity. 
(See  culture of peace .) Economic equity 
stands as a very weak, undeveloped fi eld in 
economic theory and practice, with the 
social, economic, and cultural rights of  the 
Human Rights Convention (December 16, 
1966) not yet ratifi ed by a leading state in the 
state system, the United States. Political 
equality covers issues of  democracy (one 
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Table 1 Matrix of  key terms about positive and negative peace

Violence Direct violence
Intended harming, 

hurting

Structural violence
Unintended harming, 

hurting

Cultural violence
Intended or unintended, 

justifying violence

negative peace [1] absence of  = 
ceasefi re

[2] absence of  = no 
exploitation; or no 
structure = atomie

[3] absence of  = no 
justifi cation; or no 
culture = anomie

positive peace [4] presence of  = 
cooperation

[5] presence of  = equity, 
equality

[6] presence of  = culture 
of  peace, and dialogue

peace negative + positive negative + positive negative + positive
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person one vote) and human rights, not only 
within countries, but also among them. 
Political scientists have been far ahead of  
economists in giving meaning to equity. 

 Applying the concepts of  positive and 
negative peace to a couple, violence can be 
physical (e.g., spouse - battering) or verbal; 
negative peace is the absence of  all that, 
passive coexistence; positive peace is active 
love, the union of  body, mind, and spirit. 
Thus, negative peace is like a point, neither 
violence, nor positive peace. Violence is a 
region of  actors exchanging  “ bads, ”  and 
positive peace another region of  actors 
exchanging  “ goodies. ”  

 This idea can be developed further, with 
two actors, X and Y, avoiding suffering 
(Sanskrit  dukkha ) and pursuing fulfi llment 
(Sanskrit  sukha ). X and Y can now relate to 
each other in three ways: (1) they go up or 
down the  dukkha – sukha  gradient together; 
(2) when one goes up the other goes down, 
and vice versa; or (3) there is no relation 
between X and Y. In other words, high posi-
tive correlation, high negative correlation, 
or little or no correlation. The correlations 
are diachronic, not synchronic, identifying 
trajectories; or symbiosis, antibiosis, abiosis. 

 Figure  1  presents a diagram with an X 
axis and a Y axis, each axis running from  − 9, 
extreme suffering ( “ I want to leave this life ” ) 
to  + 9, extreme fulfi llment ( “ I want to stay 
here forever ” ), crossing each other in the 
origin of  neither – nor.   

 The diagram has a main diagonal from 
 − 9, − 9 through the origin to  + 9, + 9 where the 
two parties enjoy maximum fulfi llment, 
singly or jointly in positive harmony (in 
Quadrant I), and maximum suffering, singly 
or jointly in negative harmony (in Quadrant 
III).  “ Harmony, ”  then, does not mean joy, 
happiness, but  “ attuned, ”  for good as also 
for bad. 

 However, on the diagram ’ s bi - diagonal, 
from  − 9, + 9 in Quadrant IV to  + 9, − 9 in 
Quadrant II, the dyad, singly or jointly, expe-
riences the disharmony of  fulfi llment for 

one and suffering for the other, with origin 
as neither – nor. 

 Let us now tilt the diagonals toward the 
X axis, starting with the main diagonal. X 
and Y still grow or suffer together. But a 
great gain for X is now a small gain for Y; 
and a great loss for X is a small loss for Y. 
There is asymmetry, inequity, parasitism. 
For the bi - diagonal, a great gain for X is only 
a small loss for Y, and vice versa. So also for 
Quadrant III: tilting links a great - suffering 
increase for one to a small one for the other, 
and in the asymmetric Quadrants II and IV 
even more so. 

 If  we focus on the main diagonal in 
Quadrant I we get the  “ peace diagonal ”  
in the transcend method, with 0,0 as nega-
tive transcendence (neither – nor), passing 

Figure 1 Reference diagram on which to 
map the concepts of  coupling, decoupling, 
recoupling.
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through compromises to  + 9, + 9, positive 
transcendence (both/and in terms of  goal 
fulfi llment). The bi - diagonal in Quadrant I is 
the  “ war diagonal ”  of  the either/or: at  + 9,0 
X prevails, at 0, + 9 Y prevails, with stalemate 
in the middle, on the peace diagonal known 
as compromise. To this can then be added 
curvilinear trajectories telling more complex 
stories. In short, this intellectual space can 
accommodate  “ grand ”  peace theory, and 
 dukkha/sukha  enables us to identify and 
locate its components. 

 But we need a concept bridging the singly 
vs. jointly divide above; coupling, showing 
up as diachronic correlation, X and Y tracing 
a trajectory in this diagram jointly, like a 
couple, in harmony or not. High covariation 
means strong coupling, low means weak and 
zero/no coupling. Decoupling is the process 
from high to no coupling, the reverse process 
is recoupling; like a married couple separat-
ing, divorcing, and then remarrying. 

 A couple breaking up decouples, explic-
itly or implicitly, telling each other that  “ my 
 sukha/dukkha  is now mine, yours is yours, 
should they coincide it is by chance only. ”  
They may delude themselves and each other, 
and in the despair over their inability to 
produce joint fulfi llment produce joint suf-
fering, negative instead of  positive harmony. 
Alternatively, they may recouple, or hope for 
a better coupling to come with the help of  
 “ time. ”  But  “ time ”  is no substitute for hard 
work on the relationship. An adolescent 
leaving the parental home to go his/her own 
way is obviously decoupling. This may last 
forever, but with suffi cient maturity on both 
sides, recoupling at higher levels may 
happen. 

 Here is one image of  coupling, not only 
in marriage, from daoism:  “ Share in the suf-
fering of  others. Delight in the joy of  
others.    . . .    View the good fortune of  others 
as your good fortune. View the losses of  
others as your own loss. ”  Another is in the 
Zulu  ubuntu :  “ I am in you, you are in me, we 
are in each other. ”  Both tap defi nitions of  a 

strong spiritual coupling in a we - culture. 
The unit of  suffering and joy is a we, not 
two I ’ s. 

 Compare this to the Golden Rule, posi-
tive (or negative): Do (not do) unto others 
what you (do not) want them to do unto 
you. The subject for  sukha , and for  dukkha  
avoidance, is an individual,  “ you. ”  The rule 
is egocentric, an ethical device for self -
 satisfaction, highly compatible with abraha-
mitic individualism. The ethical budget is 
individual, I - culture, not collective, we -
 culture oriented. It may not even be very 
smart; as G. B. Shaw pointed out:  “ their 
tastes may be different. ”  

 Something of  the same applies to the 
Kantian dictum,  Handle so dass die Maxime 
deines Willens jederzeit zugleich als Prinzip 
eines allgemeines Gesetzgebung gelten k ö nne  
(Always act so that the thesis underlying 
your will could serve as a general law). What 
Kant introduces here is not a we - culture but 
a traffi c rule for individualist coexistence: 
the validity of  an act is linked to its general-
izability. Kant wants a multilateral norma-
tive umbrella; the Golden Rule is more 
bilateral. That rule may be useful, if  atten-
tion is paid to individual and cultural differ-
ences, for positive coexistence in an I - culture, 
but does not produce the  sui generis  union of  
a we - culture in the daoist sense above, as 
exemplifi ed in the defi nition of  love. 

 So far we have degree of  coupling, strong 
versus weak, as illustrated by the perfect 
versus worn - out clutch, and positive versus 
negative coupling. But how does coupling 
come about? Using the pillars of  peace 
studies  –  nature, culture, and structure  –  
there are three types of  answers. Nature pro-
duces coupling, the extreme case being 
Siamese twins, or one - egged twins in 
general, and siblings; in short, genetic 
sharing. Being of  the same species is already 
a (weak) coupling. Culture produces cou-
pling as intern alized harmony, like in friend-
ship and love. Primary relations (family, 
school) produce stronger internalization, 
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but also stronger disharmony  “ when things 
go wrong. ”  Structure produces coupling as 
institutionalized cooperation, in secondary 
relations (school, at work), and in tertiary 
relations (belonging to the same category, 
gender, generation, race, class, nation, 
territory). 

 Thus, there is inner versus outer cou-
pling, steering us from within by good 
and bad conscience, and from without by 
reward and punishment. We - cultures would 
produce very strong inner couplings. But 
I - cultures, guided by the Golden Rule and/
or Kantianism, also produce inner cou-
plings, only of  a different nature. Love is 
based on inner we -  and I - cultures, and a 
marriage on an outer social pact, triggering 
sanctions from all kinds of  structures. If  one 
fails, the other coupling devices may still be 
there. 

 We can now reap the harvest of  all this 
by linking the concepts of  positive and 
negative peace to the idea of  coupling, using 
the quadrants in Figure  1 . Quadrant I is posi-
tive peace when there is coupling, positive 
harmony, and symbiosis; and the more 
symmetric, equitable, the closer to the diag-
onal. Quadrant III is violence when there is 
coupling, negative harmony, and symbiosis; 
and more symmetric, equitable, the closer to 
the main diagonal. Quadrants II and IV are 
fulfi llment for one and suffering for the 
other, negative coupling, disharmony, anti-
biosis; and more asymmetric, inequitable, 
the closer to the bi - diagonal, a good illustra-
tion of  structural violence. The origin is 
negative peace with both X and Y at the  “ no 
peace, no war ”  point of no coupling – indifference – 
abiosis. 

 Quadrant I accommodates not only 
direct, intended, but also structural, institu-
tionalized peace. Quadrant IV accommo-
dates direct and structural violence. In 
Quadrants II and IV there must be some-
thing strong on the side of  the party extract-
ing benefi t: structural violence. But the 

structural elements in Quadrants I and III 
should not be underestimated: a ritualized 
marriage may be good for both; wars may 
be institutionalized like vendettas. 

 From this we can already draw some con-
clusions. Positive peace and violence – war 
are similar in having positive inner or outer 
(or both) couplings in common, in other 
words a joint project like a European com-
munity, or a world (meaning European) war. 
Confl ict and structural violence are similar 
in having negative inner or outer (or both) 
couplings in common, in other words a joint 
anti - project. Negative peace, like a ceasefi re, 
is a limited and limiting category suitable for 
dualist minds: violence vs. its absence. Thus, 
the road from war to positive peace may not 
be that diffi cult to travel. Joint projects 
buoyed by passion are in both, only the 
content has to be changed. But in negative 
peace there is little passion, abstention from 
any joint project, and withdrawal into 
mutual indifference. 

 Peace theory and practice are about 
getting out of  Quadrant III direct violence, 
of  Quadrants II and IV structural violence, 
and into Quadrant I direct and structural, 
positive peace, beyond bland, negative peace. 
But how? Gandhi ’ s answer: by decoupling in 
Quadrants III and II – IV, using nonviolence 
instead of  violence in Quadrant II; using 
noncooperation, even civil disobedience, in 
Quadrants II and IV; using constructive 
action, recoupling, building peace, for 
Quadrant I. 

 Gandhi ’ s theory and practice went far 
beyond Western security theory and prac-
tice, the latter with clearly paranoid features. 
To Gandhi, the level of  coupling was the key 
variable, as opposed to praising peace and 
blaming violence. The work for positive, or 
as a minimum negative, peace implies 
changing interaction relations more than 
actor attributes, and that is exactly what 
decoupling and recoupling are about. Great. 
A genius. 



The Einstein-Freud Correspondence (1931-1932)  

 

The letter which Einstein addressed to Freud, concerning the projected organization of 

intellectual leaders, was sent in 1931, or possibly 1932, and read as follows:  

 

I greatly admire your passion to ascertain the truth--a passion that has come to dominate 

all else in your thinking. You have shown with irresistible lucidity how inseparably the 

aggressive and destructive instincts are bound up in the human psyche with those of love 

and the lust for life. At the same time, your convincing arguments make manifest your 

deep devotion to the great goal of the internal and external liberation of man from the 

evils of war. This was the profound hope of all those who have been revered as moral and 

spiritual leaders beyond the limits of their own time and country, from Jesus to Goethe 

and Kant. Is it not significant that such men have been universally recognized as leaders, 

even though their desire to affect the course of human affairs was quite ineffective?  

 

I am convinced that almost all great men who, because of their accomplishments, are 

recognized as leaders even of small groups share the same ideals. But they have little 

influence on the course of political events. It would almost appear that the very domain of 

human activity most crucial to the fate of nations is inescapably in the hands of wholly 

irresponsible political rulers.  
 

Political leaders or governments owe their power either to the use of force or to their 

election by the masses. They cannot be regarded as representative of the superior moral 

or intellectual elements in a nation. In our time, the intellectual elite does not exercise any 

direct influence on the history of the world; the very fact of its division into many 

factions makes it impossible for its members to co-operate in the solution of today's 

problems. Do you not share the feeling that a change could be brought about by a free 

association of men whose previous work and achievements offer a guarantee of their 

ability and integrity? Such a group of international scope, whose members would have to 

keep contact with each other through constant interchange of opinions, might gain a 

significant and wholesome moral influence on the solution of political problems if its 

own attitudes, backed by the signatures of its concurring members, were made public 

through the press. Such an association would, of course, suffer from all the defects that 

have so often led to degeneration in learned societies; the danger that such a degeneration 

may develop is, unfortunately, ever present in view of the imperfections of human nature. 

However, and despite those dangers, should we not make at least an attempt to form such 

an association in spite of all dangers? It seems to me nothing less than an imperative 

duty!  

  

Once such an association of intellectuals--men of real stature--has come into being, it 

might then make an energetic effort to en-list religious groups in the fight against war. 

The association would give moral power for action to many personalities whose good 

intentions are today paralyzed by an attitude of painful resignation. I also believe that 

such an association of men, who are highly respected for their personal accomplishments, 



would provide important moral support to those elements in the League of Nations who 

actively support the great objective for which that institution was created.  

 

I offer these suggestions to you, rather than to anyone else in the world, because your 

sense of reality is less clouded by wishful thinking than is the case with other people and 

since you combine the qualities of critical judgment, earnestness and responsibility. 

The high point in the relationship between Einstein and Freud came in the summer of 1932 when, under the 

auspices of the International Institute of Intellectual Co-operation, Einstein initiated a public debate with 

Freud about the causes and cure of wars. Einstein's official letter is dated July 30, 1932; it was 

accompanied by the following private note of the same date:  

I should like to use this opportunity to send you warm personal regards and to thank you 

for many a pleasant hour which I had in reading your works. It is always amusing for me 

to observe that even those who do not believe in your theories find it so difficult to resist 

your ideas that they use your terminology in their thoughts and speech when they are off 

guard. 

This is Einstein's open letter to Freud, which, strangely enough, has never become widely known:  

Dear Mr. Freud: 

 

The proposal of the League of Nations and its International Institute of Intellectual Co-

operation at Paris that I should invite a person, to be chosen by myself, to a frank 

exchange of views on any problem that I might select affords me a very welcome 

opportunity of conferring with you upon a question which, as things now are, seems the 

most insistent of all the problems civilization has to face. This is the problem: Is there 

any way of delivering mankind from the menace of war? It is common knowledge that, 

with the advance of modern science, this issue has come to mean a matter of life and 

death for Civilization as we know it; nevertheless, for all the zeal displayed, every 

attempt at its solution has ended in a lamentable breakdown.  

 

I believe, moreover, that those whose duty it is to tackle the problem professionally and 

practically are growing only too aware of their impotence to deal with it, and have now a 

very lively desire to learn the views of men who, absorbed in the pursuit of science, can 

see world problems in the perspective distance lends. As for me, the normal objective of 

my thought affords no insight into the dark places of human will and feeling. Thus, in the 

inquiry now proposed, I can do little more than to seek to clarify the question at issue 

and, clearing the ground of the more obvious solutions, enable you to bring the light of 

your far-reaching knowledge of man's instinctive life to bear upon the problem. There are 

certain psychological obstacles whose existence a layman in the mental sciences may 

dimly surmise, but whose interrelations and vagaries he is incompetent to fathom; you, I 

am convinced, will be able to suggest educative methods, lying more or less outside the 

scope of politics, which will eliminate these obstacles. 

 

As one immune from nationalist bias, I personally see a simple way of dealing with the 

superficial (i.e., administrative) aspect of the problem: the setting up, by international 



consent, of a legislative and judicial body to settle every conflict arising between nations. 

Each nation would undertake to abide by the orders issued by this legislative body, to 

invoke its decision in every dispute, to accept its judgments unreservedly and to carry out 

every measure the tribunal deems necessary for the execution of its decrees. But here, at 

the outset, I come up against a difficulty; a tribunal is a human institution which, in 

proportion as the power at its disposal is inadequate to enforce its verdicts, is all the more 

prone to suffer these to be deflected by extrajudicial pressure. This is a fact with which 

we have to reckon; law and might inevitably go hand in hand, and juridical decisions 

approach more nearly the ideal justice demanded by the community (in whose name and 

interests these verdicts are pronounced) insofar as the community has effective power to 

compel respect of its juridical ideal. But at present we are far from possessing any 

supranational organization competent to render verdicts of incontestable authority and 

enforce absolute submission to the execution of its verdicts. Thus I am led to my first 

axiom: The quest of international security involves the unconditional surrender by every 

nation, in a certain measure, of its liberty of action--its sovereignty that is to say--and it is 

clear beyond all doubt that no other road can lead to such security. 

 

The ill success, despite their obvious sincerity, of all the efforts made during the last 

decade to reach this goal leaves us no room to doubt that strong psychological factors are 

at work which paralyze these efforts. Some of these factors are not far to seek. The 

craving for power which characterizes the governing class in every nation is hostile to 

any limitation of the national sovereignty. This political power hunger is often supported 

by the activities of another group, whose aspirations are on purely mercenary, economic 

lines. I have especially in mind that small but determined group, active in every nation, 

composed of individuals who, indifferent to social considerations and restraints, regard 

warfare, the manufacture and sale of arms, simply as an occasion to advance their 

personal interests and enlarge their personal authority. 

 

But recognition of this obvious fact is merely the first step toward an appreciation of the 

actual state of affairs. Another question follows hard upon it: How is it possible for this 

small clique to bend the will of the majority, who stand to lose and suffer by a state of 

war, to the service of their ambitions.
1
 An obvious answer to this question would seem to 

be that the minority, the ruling class at present, has the schools and press, usually the 

Church as well, under its thumb. This enables it to organize and sway the emotions of the 

masses, and makes its tool of them.  

 

Yet even this answer does not provide a complete solution. Another question arises from 

it: How is it that these devices succeed so well in rousing men to such wild enthusiasm, 

even to sacrifice their lives? Only one answer is possible. Because man has within him a 

lust for hatred and destruction. In normal times this passion exists in a latent state, it 

emerges only in unusual circumstances; but it is a comparatively easy task to call it into 

play and raise it to the power of a collective psychosis. Here lies, perhaps, the crux of all 

                                                           
1
 In speaking of the majority I do not exclude soldiers of every rank who have chosen war as their profession, in the 

belief that they are serving to defend the highest interests of their race, and that attack is often the best method of 

defense. 



the complex factors we are considering, an enigma that only the expert in the lore of 

human instincts can resolve.  

 

And so we come to our last question. Is it possible to control man's mental evolution so 

as to make him proof against the psychosis of hate and destructiveness? Here I am 

thinking by no means only of the so-called uncultured masses. Experience proves that it 

is rather the so-called "intelligentsia" that is most apt to yield to these disastrous 

collective suggestions, since the intellectual has no direct contact with life in the raw but 

encounters it in its easiest, synthetic form--upon the printed page.  

 

To conclude: I have so far been speaking only of wars between nations; what are known 

as international conflicts. But I am well aware that the aggressive instinct operates under 

other forms and in other circumstances. (I am thinking of civil wars, for instance, due in 

earlier days to religious zeal, but nowadays to social factors; or, again, the persecution of 

racial minorities.) But my insistence on what is the most typical, most cruel and 

extravagant form of conflict between man and man was deliberate, for here we have the 

best occasion of discovering ways and means to render all armed conflicts impossible.  
[15] 
I know that in your writings we may find answers, explicit or implied, to all the issues of 

this urgent and absorbing problem. But it would be of the greatest service to us all were 

you to present the problem of world peace in the light of your most recent discoveries, for 

such a presentation well might blaze the trail for new and fruitful modes of action.  

 

Yours very sincerely,  

 
 

Leon Steinig, a League of Nations official who did much to inspire this correspondence, wrote Einstein on 

September 12, 1932:  
 

. . . When I visited Professor Freud in Vienna, he asked me to thank you for your kind 

words and to tell you that he would do his best to explore the thorny problem of 

preventing war. He will have his answer ready by early October and he rather thinks that 

what he has to say will not be very encouraging. "All my life I have had to tell people 

truths that were difficult to swallow. Now that I am old, I certainly do not want to fool 

them." He was even doubtful whether Bonnet
2
 would want to publish his pessimistic 

reply. . . . 

Einstein replied to Steinig four days later saying that even if Freud's reply would be neither cheerful nor 

optimistic, it would certainly be interesting and psychologically effective. 

  

                                                           
2
 Henri Bonnet, Director of the Institute of Intellectual Co-operation in Paris. 



Freud's reply, dated Vienna, September 1932, has also never been given the attention it deserved:  

Dear Mr. Einstein: 

 

When I learned of your intention to invite me to a mutual exchange of views upon a 

subject which not only interested you personally but seemed deserving, too, of public 

interest, I cordially assented. I expected you to choose a problem lying on the borderland 

of the knowable, as it stands today, a theme which each of us, physicist and psychologist, 

might approach from his own angle, to meet at last on common ground, though setting 

out from different premises. Thus the question which you put me--what is to be done to 

rid mankind of the war menace?--took me by surprise. And, next, I was dumbfounded by 

the thought of my (of our, I almost wrote) incompetence; for this struck me as being a 

matter of practical politics, the statesman's proper study. But then I realized that you did 

not raise the question in your capacity of scientist or physicist, but as a lover of his fellow 

men, who responded to the call of the League of Nations much as Fridtjof Nansen, the 

polar explorer, took on himself the task of succoring homeless and starving victims of the 

World War. And, next, I reminded myself that I was not being called on to formulate 

practical proposals but, rather, to explain how this question of preventing wars strikes a 

psychologist.  

 

But here, too, you have stated the gist of the matter in your letter--and taken the wind out 

of my sails! Still, I will gladly follow in your wake and content myself with endorsing 

your conclusions, which, however, I propose to amplify to the best of my knowledge or 

surmise.  

 

You begin with the relations between might and right, and this is assuredly the proper 

starting point for our inquiry. But, for the term might, I would substitute a tougher and 

more telling word: violence. In right and violence we have today an obvious antinomy. It 

is easy to prove that one has evolved from the other and, when we go back to origins and 

examine primitive conditions, the solution of the problem follows easily enough. I must 

crave your indulgence if in what follows I speak of well-known, admitted facts as though 

they were new data; the context necessitates this method.  

 

Conflicts of interest between man and man are resolved, in principle, by the recourse to 

violence. It is the same in the animal kingdom, from which man cannot claim exclusion; 

nevertheless, men are also prone to conflicts of opinion, touching, on occasion, the 

loftiest peaks of abstract thought, which seem to call for settlement by quite another 

method. This refinement is, however, a late development. To start with, group force was 

the factor which, in small communities, decided points of ownership and the question 

which man's will was to prevail. Very soon physical force was implemented, then 

replaced, by the use of various adjuncts; he proved the victor whose weapon was the 

better, or handled the more skillfully. Now, for the first time, with the coming of 

weapons, superior brains began to oust brute force, but the object of the conflict remained 

the same: one party was to be constrained, by the injury done him or impairment of his 

strength, to retract a claim or a refusal. This end is most effectively gained when the 

opponent is definitely put out of action--in other words, is killed. This procedure has two 

advantages: the enemy cannot renew hostilities, and, secondly, his fate deters others from 



following his example. Moreover, the slaughter of a foe gratifies an instinctive craving--a 

point to which we shall revert hereafter. However, another consideration may be set off 

against this will to kill: the possibility of using an enemy for servile tasks if< his spirit be 

broken and his life spared. Here violence finds an outlet not in slaughter but in 

subjugation. Hence springs the practice of giving quarter; but the victor, having from now 

on to reckon with the craving for revenge that rankles in his victim, forfeits to some 

extent his personal security.  

 

Thus, under primitive conditions, it is superior force--brute violence, or violence backed 

by arms-- that lords it everywhere. We know that in the course of evolution this state of 

things was modified, a path was traced that led away from violence to law. But what was 

this path? Surely it issued from a single verity: that the superiority of one strong man can 

be overborne by an alliance of many weaklings, that l'union fait la force. Brute force is 

overcome by union; the allied might of scattered units makes good its right against the 

isolated giant. Thus we may define "right" (i.e., law) as the might of a community. Yet it, 

too, is nothing else than violence, quick to attack whatever individual stands in its path, 

and it employs the selfsame methods, follows like ends, with but one difference: it is the 

communal, not individual, violence that has its way. But, for the transition from crude 

violence to the reign of law, a certain psychological condition must first obtain. The 

union of the majority must be stable and enduring. If its sole raison d'etre be the 

discomfiture of some overweening individual and, after his downfall, it be dissolved, it 

leads to nothing. Some other man, trusting to his superior power, will seek to reinstate the 

rule of violence, and the cycle will repeat itself unendingly. Thus the union of the people 

must be permanent and well organized; it must enact rules to meet the risk of possible 

revolts; must set up machinery insuring that its rules--the laws--are observed and that 

such acts of violence as the laws demand are duly carried out. This recognition of a 

community of interests engenders among the members of the group a sentiment of unity 

and fraternal solidarity which constitutes its real strength.  

 

So far I have set out what seems to me the kernel of the matter: the suppression of brute 

force by the transfer of power to a larger combination, founded on the community of 

sentiments linking up its members. All the rest is mere tautology and glosses. Now the 

position is simple enough so long as the community consists of a number of equipollent 

individuals. The laws of such a group can determine to what extent the individual must 

forfeit his personal freedom, the right of using personal force as an instrument of 

violence, to insure the safety of the group. But such a combination is only theoretically 

possible; in practice the situation is always complicated by the fact that, from the outset, 

the group includes elements of unequal power, men and women, elders and children, and, 

very soon, as a result of war and conquest, victors and the vanquished--i.e., masters and 

slaves--as well. From this time on the common law takes notice of these inequalities of 

power, laws are made by and for the rulers, giving the servile classes fewer rights. 

Thenceforward there exist within the state two factors making for legal instability, but 

legislative evolution, too: first, the attempts by members of the ruling class to set 

themselves above the law's restrictions and, secondly, the constant struggle of the ruled to 

extend their rights and see each gain embodied in the code, replacing legal disabilities by 

equal laws for all. The second of these tendencies will be particularly marked when there 



takes place a positive mutation of the balance of power within the community, the 

frequent outcome of certain historical conditions. In such cases the laws may gradually be 

adjusted to the changed conditions or (as more usually ensues) the ruling class is loath to 

rush in with the new developments, the result being insurrections and civil wars, a period 

when law is in abeyance and force once more the arbiter, followed by a new regime of 

law. There is another factor of constitutional change, which operates in a wholly pacific 

manner, viz.: the cultural evolution of the mass of the community; this factor, however, is 

of a different order and an only be dealt with later.  

 

Thus we see that, even within the group itself, the exercise of violence cannot be avoided 

when conflicting interests are at stake. But the common needs and habits of men who live 

in fellowship under the same sky favor a speedy issue of such conflicts and, this being so, 

the possibilities of peaceful solutions make steady progress. Yet the most casual glance at 

world history will show an unending series of conflicts between one community and 

another or a group of others, between large and smaller units, between cities, countries, 

races, tribes and kingdoms, almost all of which were settled by the ordeal of war. Such 

war ends either in pillage or in conquest and its fruits, the downfall of the loser. No single 

all-embracing judgment can be passed on these wars of aggrandizement. Some, like the 

war between the Mongols and the Turks, have led to unmitigated misery; others, 

however, have furthered the transition from violence to law, since they brought larger 

units into being, within whose limits a recourse to violence was banned and a new regime 

determined all disputes. Thus the Roman conquest brought that boon, the pax Romana, to 

the Mediterranean lands. The French kings' lust for aggrandizement created a new 

France, flourishing in peace and unity. Paradoxical as its sounds, we must admit that 

warfare well might serve to pave the way to that unbroken peace we so desire, for it is 

war that brings vast empires into being, within whose frontiers all warfare is proscribed 

by a strong central power. In practice, however, this end is not attained, for as a rule the 

fruits of victory are but short-lived, the new-created unit falls asunder once again, 

generally because there can be no true cohesion between the parts that violence has 

welded. Hitherto, moreover, such conquests have only led to aggregations which, for all 

their magnitude, had limits, and disputes between these units could be resolved only by 

recourse to arms. For humanity at large the sole result of all these military enterprises was 

that, instead of frequent, not to say incessant, little wars, they had now to face great wars 

which, for all they came less often, were so much the more destructive.  

 

Regarding the world of today the same conclusion holds good, and you, too, have 

reached it, though by a shorter path. There is but one sure way of ending war and that is 

the establishment, by common consent, of a central control which shall have the last word 

in every conflict of interests. For this, two things are needed: first, the creation of such a 

supreme court of judicature; secondly, its investment with adequate executive force. 

Unless this second requirement be fulfilled, the first is unavailing. Obviously the League 

of Nations, acting as a Supreme Court, fulfills the first condition; it does not fulfill the 

second. It has no force at its disposal and can only get it if the members of the new body, 

its constituent nations, furnish it. And, as things are, this is a forlorn hope. Still we should 

be taking a very shortsighted view of the League of Nations were we to ignore the fact 

that here is an experiment the like of which has rarely--never before, perhaps, on such a 



scale--been attempted in the course of history. It is an attempt to acquire the authority (in 

other words, coercive influence), which hitherto reposed exclusively in the possession of 

power, by calling into play certain idealistic attitudes of mind. We have seen that there 

are two factors of cohesion in a community: violent compulsion and ties of sentiment 

("identifications," in technical parlance) between the members of the group. If one of 

these factors becomes inoperative, the other may still suffice to hold the group together. 

Obviously such notions as these can only be significant when they are the expression of a 

deeply rooted sense of unity, shared by all. It is necessary, therefore, to gauge the 

efficacy of such sentiments. History tells us that, on occasion, they have been effective. 

For example, the Panhellenic conception, the Greeks' awareness of superiority over their 

barbarian neighbors, which found expression in the Amphictyonies, the Oracles and 

Games, was strong enough to humanize the methods of warfare as between Greeks, 

though inevitably it failed to prevent conflicts between different elements of the Hellenic 

race or even to deter a city or group of cities from joining forces with their racial foe, the 

Persians, for the discomfiture of a rival. The solidarity of Christendom in the Renaissance 

age was no more effective, despite its vast authority, in hindering Christian nations, large 

and small alike, from calling in the Sultan to their aid. And, in our times, we look in vain 

for some such unifying notion whose authority would be unquestioned. It is all too clear 

that the nationalistic ideas, paramount today in every country, operate in quite a contrary 

direction. Some there are who hold that the Bolshevist conceptions may make an end of 

war, but, as things are, that goal lies very far away and, perhaps, could only be attained 

after a spell of brutal internecine warfare. Thus it would seem that any effort to replace 

brute force by the might of an ideal is, under present conditions, doomed to fail. Our 

logic is at fault if we ignore the fact that right is founded on brute force and even today 

needs violence to maintain it.  

 

I now can comment on another of your statements. You are amazed that it is so easy to 

infect men with the war fever, and you surmise that man has in him an active instinct for 

hatred and destruction, amenable to such stimulations. I entirely agree with you. I believe 

in the existence of this instinct and have been recently at pains to study its manifestations. 

In this connection may I set out a fragment of that knowledge of the instincts, which we 

psychoanalysts, after so many tentative essays and gropings in the dark, have compassed? 

We assume that human instincts are of two kinds: those that conserve and unify, which 

we call "erotic" (in the meaning Plato gives to Eros in his Symposium), or else "sexual" 

(explicitly extending the popular connotation of "sex"); and, secondly, the instincts to 

destroy and kill, which we assimilate as the aggressive or destructive instincts. These are, 

as you perceive, the well known opposites, Love and Hate, transformed into theoretical 

entities; they are, perhaps, another aspect of those eternal polarities, attraction and 

repulsion, which fall within your province. But we must be chary of passing overhastily 

to the notions of good and evil. Each of these instincts is every whit as indispensable as 

its opposite, and all the phenomena of life derive from their activity, whether they work 

in concert or in opposition. It seems that an instinct of either category can operate but 

rarely in isolation; it is always blended ("alloyed," as we say) with a certain dosage of its 

opposite, which modifies its aim or even, in certain circumstances, is a prime condition of 

its attainment. Thus the instinct of self-preservation is certainly of an erotic nature, but to 

gain its end this very instinct necessitates aggressive action. In the same way the love 



instinct, when directed to a specific object, calls for an admixture of the acquisitive 

instinct if it is to enter into effective possession of that object. It is the difficulty of 

isolating the two kinds of instinct in their manifestations that has so long prevented us 

from recognizing them.  

 

If you will travel with me a little further on this road, you will find that human affairs are 

complicated in yet another way. Only exceptionally does an action follow on the stimulus 

of a single instinct, which is per se a blend of Eros and destructiveness. As a rule several 

motives of similar composition concur to bring about the act. This fact was duly noted by 

a colleague of yours, Professor G. C. Lichtenberg, sometime Professor of Physics at 

Gottingen; he was perhaps even more eminent as a psychologist than as a physical 

scientist. He evolved the notion of a "Compass-card of Motives" and wrote: "The 

efficient motives impelling man to act can be classified like the thirty-two winds and 

described in the same manner; e.g., Food-Food-Fame or Fame-Fame-Food." Thus, when 

a nation is summoned to engage in war, a whole gamut of human motives may respond to 

this appeal--high and low motives, some openly avowed, others slurred over. The lust for 

aggression and destruction is certainly included; the innumerable cruelties of history and 

man's daily life confirm its prevalence and strength. The stimulation of these destructive 

impulses by appeals to idealism and the erotic instinct naturally facilitate their release. 

Musing on the atrocities recorded on history's page, we feel that the ideal motive has 

often served as a camouflage for the dust of destruction; sometimes, as with the cruelties 

of the Inquisition, it seems that, while the ideal motives occupied the foreground of 

consciousness, they drew their strength from the destructive instincts submerged in the 

unconscious. Both interpretations are feasible.  

 

You are interested, I know, in the prevention of war, not in our theories, and I keep this 

fact in mind. Yet I would like to dwell a little longer on this destructive instinct which is 

seldom given the attention that its importance warrants. With the least of speculative 

efforts we are led to conclude that this instinct functions in every living being, striving to 

work its ruin and reduce life to its primal state of inert matter. Indeed, it might well be 

called the "death instinct"; whereas the erotic instincts vouch for the struggle to live on. 

The death instinct becomes an impulse to destruction when, with the aid of certain 

organs, it directs its action outward, against external objects. The living being, that is to 

say, defends its own existence by destroying foreign bodies. But, in one of its activities, 

the death instinct is operative within the living being and we have sought to trace back a 

number of normal and pathological phenomena to this introversion of the destructive 

instinct. We have even committed the heresy of explaining the origin of human 

conscience by some such "turning inward" of the aggressive impulse. Obviously when 

this internal tendency operates on too large a scale, it is no trivial matter; rather, a 

positively morbid state of things; whereas the diversion of the destructive impulse toward 

the external world must have beneficial effects. Here is then the biological justification 

for all those vile, pernicious propensities which we are now combating. We can but own 

that they are really more akin to nature than this our stand against them, which, in fact, 

remains to be accounted for.  

 



All this may give you the impression that our theories amount to species of mythology 

and a gloomy one at that! But does not every natural science lead ultimately to this--a sort 

of mythology? Is it otherwise today with your physical sciences?  

 

The upshot of these observations, as bearing on the subject in hand, is that there is no 

likelihood of our being able to suppress humanity's aggressive tendencies. In some happy 

corners of the earth, they say, where nature brings forth abundantly whatever man 

desires, there flourish races whose lives go gently by; unknowing of aggression or 

constraint. This I can hardly credit; I would like further details about these happy folk. 

The Bolshevists, too, aspire to do away with human aggressiveness by insuring the 

satisfaction of material needs and enforcing equality between man and man. To me this 

hope seems vain. Meanwhile they busily perfect their armaments, and their hatred of 

outsiders is not the least of the factors of cohesion among themselves. In any case, as you 

too have observed, complete suppression of man's aggressive tendencies is not in issue; 

what we may try is to divert it into a channel other than that of warfare.  

 

From our "mythology" of the instincts we may easily deduce a formula for an indirect 

method of eliminating war. If the propensity for war be due to the destructive instinct, we 

have always its counter-agent, Eros, to our hand. All that produces ties of sentiment 

between man and man must serve us as war's antidote. These ties are of two kinds. First, 

such relations as those toward a beloved object, void though they be of sexual intent. The 

psychoanalyst need feel no compunction in mentioning "love" in this connection; religion 

uses the same language: Love thy neighbor as thyself. A pious injunction, easy to 

enounce, but hard to carry out! The other bond of sentiment is by way of identification. 

All that brings out the significant resemblances between men calls into play this feeling 

of community, identification, whereon is founded, in large measure, the whole edifice of 

human society.  

 

In your strictures on the abuse of authority I find another suggestion for an indirect attack 

on the war impulse. That men are divided into the leaders and the led is but another 

manifestation of their inborn and irremediable inequality. The second class constitutes the 

vast majority; they need a high command to make decisions for them, to which decisions 

they usually bow without demur. In this context we would point out that men should be at 

greater pains than heretofore to form a superior class of independent thinkers, 

unamenable to intimidation and fervent in the quest of truth, whose function it would be 

to guide the masses dependent on their lead. There is no need to point out how little the 

rule of politicians and the Church's ban on liberty of thought encourage such a new 

creation. The ideal conditions would obviously be found in a community where every 

man subordinated his instinctive life to the dictates of reason. Nothing less than this could 

bring about so thorough and so durable a union between men, even if this involved the 

severance of mutual ties of sentiment. But surely such a hope is utterly utopian, as things 

are. The other indirect methods of preventing war are certainly more feasible, but entail 

no quick results. They conjure up an ugly picture of mills that grind so slowly that, before 

the flour is ready, men are dead of hunger.  

 



As you see, little good comes of consulting a theoretician, aloof from worldly contact, on 

practical and urgent problems! Better it were to tackle each successive crisis with means 

that we have ready to our hands. However, I would like to deal with a question which, 

though it is not mooted in your letter, interests me greatly. Why do we, you and I and 

many another, protest so vehemently against war, instead of just accepting it as another of 

life's odious importunities? For it seems a natural thing enough, biologically sound and 

practically unavoidable. I trust you will not be shocked by my raising such a question. 

For the better conduct of an inquiry it may be well to don a mask of feigned aloofness. 

The answer to my query may run as follows: Because every man has a right over his own 

life and war destroys lives that were full of promise; it forces the individual into 

situations that shame his manhood, obliging him to murder fellow men, against his will; it 

ravages material amenities, the fruits of human toil, and much besides. Moreover, wars, 

as now conducted, afford no scope for acts of heroism according to the old ideals and, 

given the high perfection of modern arms, war today would mean the sheer extermination 

of one of the combatants, if not of both. This is so true, so obvious, that we can but 

wonder why the conduct of war is not banned by general consent. Doubtless either of the 

points I have just made is open to debate. It may be asked if the community, in its turn, 

cannot claim a right over the individual lives of its members. Moreover, all forms of war 

cannot be indiscriminately condemned; so long as there are nations and empires, each 

prepared callously to exterminate its rival, all alike must be equipped for war. But we will 

not dwell on any of these problems; they lie outside the debate to which you have invited 

me. I pass on to another point, the basis, as it strikes me, of our common hatred of war. It 

is this: We cannot do otherwise than hate it. Pacifists we are, since our organic nature 

wills us thus to be. Hence it comes easy to us to find arguments that justify our 

standpoint.  

 

This point, however, calls for elucidation. Here is the way in which I see it. The cultural 

development of mankind (some, I know, prefer to call it civilization) has been in progress 

since immemorial antiquity. To this processus we owe all that is best in our composition, 

but also much that makes for human suffering. Its origins and causes are obscure, its 

issue is uncertain, but some of its characteristics are easy to perceive. It well may lead to 

the extinction of mankind, for it impairs the sexual function in more than one respect, and 

even today the uncivilized races and the backward classes of all nations are multiplying 

more rapidly than the cultured elements. This process may, perhaps, be likened to the 

effects of domestication on certain animals--it clearly involves physical changes of 

structure--but the view that cultural development is an organic process of this order has 

not yet become generally familiar. The psychic changes which accompany this process of 

cultural change are striking, and not to be gainsaid. They consist in the progressive 

rejection of instinctive ends and a scaling down of instinctive reactions. Sensations which 

delighted our forefathers have become neutral or unbearable to us; and, if our ethical and 

aesthetic ideals have undergone a change, the causes of this are ultimately organic. On 

the psychological side two of the most important phenomena of culture are, firstly, a 

strengthening of the intellect, which tends to master our instinctive life, and, secondly, an 

introversion of the aggressive impulse, with all its consequent benefits and perils. Now 

war runs most emphatically counter to the psychic disposition imposed on us by the 

growth of culture; we are therefore bound to resent war, to find it utterly intolerable. With 



pacifists like us it is not merely an intellectual and affective repulsion, but a constitutional 

intolerance, an idiosyncrasy in its most drastic form. And it would seem that the aesthetic 

ignominies of warfare play almost as large a part in this repugnance as war's atrocities.  

 

How long have we to wait before the rest of men turn pacifist? Impossible to say, and yet 

perhaps our hope that these two factors--man's cultural disposition and a well-founded 

dread of the form that future wars will take--may serve to put an end to war in the near 

future, is not chimerical. But by what ways or byways this will come about, we cannot 

guess. Meanwhile we may rest on the assurance that whatever makes for cultural 

development is working also against war.  

 

With kindest regards and, should this expose prove a disappointment to you, my sincere 

regrets, 

Yours, 

SIGMUND FREUD 
 

Einstein was apparently not disappointed when Freud's reply was received. He addressed the following 

letter to Freud on December 3, 1932:  
 

You have made a most gratifying gift to the League of Nations and myself with your 

truly classic reply. When I wrote you I was thoroughly convinced of the insignificance of 

my role, which was only meant to document my good will, with me as the bait on the 

hoof; to tempt the marvelous fish into nibbling. You have given in return something 

altogether magnificent. We cannot know what may grow from such seed, as the effect 

upon man of any action or event is always incalculable. This is not within our power and 

we do not need to worry about it.  

 

You have earned my gratitude and the gratitude of all men for having devoted all your 

strength to the search for truth and for having shown the rarest courage in professing your 

convictions all your life. . . .  

 
By the time the exchange between Einstein and Freud was published in 1933, under the title Why War?, 

Hitler, who was to drive both men into exile, was already in power, and the letters never achieved the wide 

circulation intended for them. Indeed, the first German edition of the pamphlet is reported to have been 

limited to only 2,000 copies, as was also the original English edition.  



THE SEVILLE STATEMENT

INTRODUCTION

Believing that it is our responsibility to address from our particular
disciplines the most dangerous and destructive activities of our species,
violence and war; recognising that science is a human cultural product
which cannot be definitive or all encompassing; and gratefully
acknowledging the support of the authorities of Seville and representatives
of the Spanish UNESCO, we, the undersigned scholars from around the
world and from relevant sciences, have met and arrived at the following
Statement on Violence. In it, we challenge a number of alleged biological
findings that have been used, even by some in our disciplines, to justify
violence and war. Because the alleged findings have contributed to an
atmosphere of pessimism in our time, we submit that the open, considered
rejection of these misstatements can contribute significantly to the
International Year of Peace.

Misuse of scientific theories and data to justify violence and war is
not new but has been made since the advent of modern science. For
example, the theory of evolution has been used to justify not only war, but
also genocide, colonialism, and suppression of the weak.

We state our position in the form of five propositions. We are aware
that there are many other issues about violence and war that could be
fruitfully addressed from the standpoint of our disciplines, but we restrict
ourselves here to what we consider a most important first step.

FIRST PROPOSITION

IT IS SCIENTIFICALLY INCORRECT to say that we have
inherited a tendency to make war from our animal ancestors. Although
fighting occurs widely throughout animal species, only a few cases of
destructive intraspecies fighting between organised groups have ever been
reported among naturally living species, and none of these involve the use
of tools designed to be weapons. Normal predatory feeding upon other
species cannot be equated with intraspecies violence. Warfare is a
peculiarly human phenomenon and does not occur in other animals.

The fact that warfare has changed so radically over time indicates
that it is a product of culture. Its biological connection is primarily through
language which makes possible the co-ordination of groups, the
transmission of technology, and the use of tools. War is biologically
possible, but it is not inevitable, as evidenced by its variation in occurrence
and nature over time and space. There are cultures which have not engaged
in war for centuries, and there are cultures which have engaged in war
frequently at some times and not at others.
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SECOND PROPOSITION

IT IS SCIENTIFICALLY INCORRECT to say that war or any other violent behaviour is
genetically programmed into our human nature. While genes are involved at all levels of nervous
system function, they provide a developmental potential that can be actualised only in conjunction
with the ecological and social environment. While individuals vary in their predispositions to be
affected by their experience, it is the interaction between their genetic endowment and conditions of
nurturance that determines their personalities. Except for rare pathologies, the genes do not produce
individuals necessarily predisposed to violence. Neither do they determine the opposite. While
genes are co-involved in establishing our behavioural capacities, they do not by themselves specify
the outcome.

THIRD PROPOSITION

IT IS SCIENTIFICALLY INCORRECT to say that in the course of human evolution there
has been a selection for aggressive behaviour more than for other kinds of behaviour. In all well-
studied species, status within the group is achieved by the ability to co-operate and to fulfil social
functions relevant to the structure of that group. 'Dominance' involves social bondings and
affiliations; it is not simply a matter of the possession and use of superior physical power, although
it does involve aggressive behaviours. Where genetic selection for aggressive behaviour has been
artificially instituted in animals, it has rapidly succeeded in producing hyper- aggressive
individuals; this indicates that aggression was not maximally selected under natural conditions.
When such experimentally-created hyperaggressive animals are present in a social group, they
either disrupt its social structure or are driven out. Violence is neither in our evolutionary legacy nor
in our genes.

FOURTH PROPOSITION

IT IS SCIENTIFICALLY INCORRECT to say that humans have a 'violent brain.' While we
do have the neural apparatus to act violently, it is not automatically activated by internal or external
stimuli. Like higher primates and unlike other animals, our higher neural processes filter such
stimuli before they can be acted upon. How we act is shaped by how we have been conditioned and
socialised. There is nothing in our neurophysiology that compels us to react violently.

FIFTH PROPOSITION

IT IS SCIENTIFICALLY INCORRECT to say that war is caused by 'instinct' or any single
motivation. The emergence of modern warfare has been a journey from the primacy of emotional
and motivational factors, sometimes called 'instincts,' to the primacy of cognitive factors. Modern
war involves institutional use of personal characteristics such as obedience, suggestibility, and
idealism, social skills such as language, and rational considerations such as cost-calculation,
planning, and information processing. The technology of modern war has exaggerated traits
associated with violence both in the training of actual combatants and in the preparation of support
for war in the general population. As a result of this exaggeration, such traits are often mistaken to
be the causes rather than the consequences of the process.

CONCLUSION

We conclude that biology does not condemn humanity to war, and that humanity can be
freed from the bondage of biological pessimism and empowered with confidence to undertake the
transformative tasks needed in this International Year of Peace and in the years to come. Although
these tasks are mainly institutional and collective, they also rest upon the consciousness of
individual participants for whom pessimism and optimism are crucial factors. Just as 'wars begin in
the minds of men', peace also begins in our minds. The same species who invented war is capable
of inventing peace. The responsibility lies with each of us.
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Peace, Temporality, and the Vivacity of Differences

Throughout the history of Western political philosophy and international politics thinking about peace has been an
important and constant effort. The spectrum of questions raised encompasses enquiries such as how to accomplish
peace, how to justify the breaking of peace, and how to define peace; and relates to problems such as the relation
between war and peace, ‘just war’, ius in bellum and ius at bellum.

All of these discussions have one characteristic in common, irrespective of the historical, political, and social
circumstances they have been formulated in and were supposed to apply to: they all understand peace, more or less,
as the abolishment, surmounting, and supersession of differences, those differences which are conceived of as
causing or having caused a distinct conflict or which are said to be at the roots of political and social conflicts per se:
such as religious, political, or identity differences. Thereby, the rationale which is supposed to serve this abolishment,
surmounting, and supersession is provided by different, but nevertheless epistemologically similar versions of
universal reason under whose imposition those differences are expected to be resolved or eliminated and to become
united into one pacified and unified scripture of morality, ideology and rationality.

The conceptualization of such versions of universal reason for the production of what was then called ‘peace’ can be
seen in authors and their political visions as divergent – historically and politically – as Marsilius of Padua, Thomas
Hobbes, Immanuel Kant and Woodrow Wilson. We find the same universalism in documents such as the United
Nations Charter and many peace treaties both historical and present-day. All writings or respective documents
envision, in obviously well-intended ways, one principle superior to the conflicting parties under which they are
supposed to unite and henceforward live in peace. This principle is of an ethical nature even though its reference
must invoke some kind of reflectivity, understanding, and insight of those ‘different’ people into understanding their
situation as somehow miserable.  The universal principle invoked in fact represents itself as some sort of materialized
political power, mostly envisioned in practices of ‘sovereignty’, ‘territoriality’, and ‘borders’.  These may lead to the
institution of ethically divided zones and separating walls; or of, for example, the erection of joint sovereign authorities,
often idealized in the form of nation building, carried out historically in Europe and obvious in the present-day in
Western attempts to stabilize and pacify war-torn societies such as Afghanistan and Iraq – paradoxically through war
fighting itself.

I want to present a very different approach to thinking about and practicing peace which is built upon the argument
that those visions and practices which invoke some sort of universal reason – and there maybe many more than
those mentioned above, and not only from Western political thinking – in fact contribute to, if not cause conflict and
even war fighting in the first place. Thus the argument is that universalistic concepts of peace are actually not
peaceful, but rather cause conflict and war. This is due to one party structurally and directly being dominated by
another when referring to respective universalities or due to warring parties being dominated by an external party
which invokes and superimposes universalities not acceptable to the warring parties themselves. Instead, this paper
–which is drafted according to a book project currently being written by the author and due to be published in the near
future – promotes a conceptualization and understanding of peace which is based upon a positive embracement of
difference resulting in the vivacity of differences and “otherness” and the cultivation of their critical tension. Thus, not
the abolishment, but the cultivation of differences is to be seen as a vision and practice of peace. This argument
relates to theorems in the context of what is called “Agnostic Peace” (Shinko) and “Post-liberal Peace” (Richmond;
also Walker) and will have much in common with critical discourses on power, violence, difference, and humanity.

This concept of peace is built and rests upon two steps: first, difference and “otherness” have to be approached from
a very different perspective than in “peace” concepts informed by universal reason, namely from a phenomenological
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and anti-essentialist view; and second, the phenomenological theorem of difference/”otherness” in conceptualizing
and practicing peace must be applied: the above mentioned critique and deconstruction of traditional notions of
“peace” is one result which finally informs a concept of peace based around living and acting towards differences.

The sociological and philosophical theories of Georg Simmel, Alfred Schuetz, and Emmanuel Levinas – not at all
popular authors in the discipline of International Relations, however, highly recognized authors in neighboring
disciplines – focus explicitly on the question of difference as represented in the figure of “the stranger” (Simmel and
Schuetz; in Schuetz also the migrant) and “the other” (“l’Autre”; so Levinas). Their individual discussions take place
before one common epistemological background which is the phenomenological thinking of the question of time (and
history and historiography) and being, referring to the oeuvres of Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger as the
doyens of critical phenomenology. Irrespective of individual differences in their reception and references to Husserl
and Heidegger and, irrespective of the fundamental departure of Levinas from the idea of ‘intentionality’, prominent in
the others, there is one episteme to emphasize here which marks the opposition of phenomenological thinking to the
ontological tradition of essentialism of which traditional notions of peace are a poignant manifestation.

This phenomenological episteme focuses on the question of time and being – becoming most prominent in
Heidegger’s oeuvre Being and Time (1927), but also being reflected critically in Husserl, Simmel, Schuetz, and of
course Levinas – and introduces a way of thinking about time, history, and being not as entities with fixed meanings,
determined trajectories, and terminated identities, but rather as an open-ended processes of becoming, development,
change, and transformation. Rather than ‘identity’ (of being and history, for example), we need to speak of
‘transformativity’ in an anti-essentialist way when talking about, describing, reflecting upon, and/or conceptualizing all
kinds of political, social, economic and psychological questions. One consequence of this perspective, which appears
to be its normative advantage over essentialist modes of thinking, is that phenomenological thinking does not allow or
actually prevent us from assuming, presuming, and subsuming what someone is, i.e. to determine and fix someone
else’s ‘identity’ and to conclude and regulate his/her ostensible essence of being, living, and acting; but instead to
study and attempt to understand another human’s (or society’s) being as a being-in-time, i.e. as transformation and
development whose purposes and ends can be foretold. According to Levinas this approach of anti-essentialist
thinking enables the freedom of both humanity and individuals from the totalizing and totalitarian grip and seizure of
becoming defined and dominated.

With regard to history this means that history can not be said to have a distinct meaning; one implication of this being
that any kind of teleology which would, on the basis of such imposition of meaning, evaluate history from the present
and posit that history as having produced this very present is to be decisively declined. We find here a strong
argument against any Hegelian notion of history as well as against all variations of national historiography. The same
applies when thinking about development politics, for example: it is anathema to phenomenological thinking to
assume a distinct target and determination in the development of a certain society, or of humanity as such. Instead
the meticulous study of cultural, societal, political, and economic dynamics as expressed by that society itself would
be more appropriate. But: what is the main consequence of thinking about difference and how does this influence the
conceptualization of peace?

First, difference is not present in an entity in any definable form, but needs to be understood through its own dynamics
and articulations; and even if not understood or tangible, differences and “otherness” should not be negated on behalf
of assimilating rationalities of the ‘Self’, but be acted towards.

Second, difference exists, is being experienced, and attempts should not be made to extinguish it. Differences should
be kept alive in positive embracement, vivacity, and in relationships of critical tension: Fatemini Pluribus Pluribum
(promoting difference on behalf of the value and dignity of differences themselves) instead of E Pluribus Unum
(assuming and declaring the existence of one culture, ideology or nation to integrate differences).

And thirdly, further to the deconstructive power (as outlined earlier) of concepts of peace which invoke some form of
universal reason to be imposed upon conflicting parties or to guide one party’s own vision of “peace”, the
phenomenological approach to differences enables peace through the abstinence of attempting to deny their (and



thereby the warring party’s) right to live, act or think according to their own ways. This, so we must hope, would make
the reason to fight, and ultimately the reason to go to war, superfluous and thereby increase the chance for peace in
international politics.

Of course, such a concept of peace can not be put into practice straight away or be implemented by way of direct
policies. Instead, it depends upon (peace) education, a learning process, and needs to be practiced through local
discourses by those concerned rather than being implemented and forced upon conflicting parties or opponents
directly by so-called foreign policy elites in national administrations.

Hartmut Behr is Professor of International Politics at Newcastle University. He recently published “A History of
International Political Theory: Ontologies of the International” with Palgrave (2010). His new monograph on “Politics of
Difference: A Phenomenological Approach to Peace” is currently being written and will appear in the near future.



Saving liberal peacebuilding
ROLAND PARIS*

Abstract. Liberal peacebuilding has become the target of considerable criticism. Although
much of this criticism is warranted, a number of scholars and commentators have come to
the opinion that liberal peacebuilding is either fundamentally destructive, or illegitimate, or
both. On close analysis, however, many of these critiques appear to be exaggerated or
misdirected. At a time when the future of peacebuilding is uncertain, it is important to
distinguish between justified and unjustified criticisms, and to promote a more balanced
debate on the meaning, shortcomings and prospects of liberal peacebuilding.

Introduction

The global experiment in post-conflict peacebuilding, underway since the end of the
Cold War, has arrived at a crossroads and it is uncertain how it will proceed.1

While the United Nations (UN) and its member states continue to reaffirm their
support for peacebuilding and to mount new missions aimed at helping countries
emerging from civil wars, observers have questioned the effectiveness and legiti-
macy of these missions. Many of these criticisms are warranted: the record of
peacebuilding has indeed been disappointing. Efforts to promote liberal democratic
governing systems and market-oriented economic growth – both core elements of
the prevailing liberal peacebuilding model – have been more difficult and
unpredictable than initially expected, in some cases producing destabilising side
effects.2 It is crucial for scholars and practitioners to gain a better understanding

* The author wishes to thank Alexandra Gheciu, Paul Williams, Christoph Zuercher, three anonymous
reviewers, and seminar participants the Ralph Bunche Institute for International Studies at the City
University of New York, Westminster University, the University of Ottawa, McGill University and
the University of Montreal, for helpful comments on earlier versions of this article.

1 In this article, ‘peacebuilding’ refers to efforts ‘to identify and support structures that will tend to
strengthen and solidify peace in order to avoid a relapse into conflict’ (Boutros Boutros-Ghali, ‘An
Agenda for Peace’, UN document A/47/277-S/24111 (17 June 1992), para. 21). For different
definitions, see Michael Barnett, Hunjoon Kim, Madalene O’Donnell and Laura Sitea, ‘Peacebuild-
ing: What’s In a Name?’, Global Governance, 13:1 (January–March 2007), pp. 35–58; and Vincent
Chetail (ed.), Post-Conflict Peacebuilding: A Lexicon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).

2 For evaluations of the mixed record of these missions, see Mats Berdal, Building Peace After War
(London: International Institute for Strategic Studies, 2009); Lise Morjé Howard, UN Peacekeeping
in Civil Wars (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Virginia Page Fortna, Does
Peacekeeping Work? Shaping Belligerents’ Choices After Civil War (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 2008); Nicholas Sambanis, ‘Short- and Long-Term Effects of UN Peace
Operations’, World Bank Economic Review, 22:1 (2008), pp. 9–32; Charles T. Call and Elizabeth M.
Cousens, ‘Ending Wars and Building Peace: International Responses to War-Torn Societies’,
International Studies Perspectives, 9 (2008), pp. 1–21; and Michael W. Doyle and Nicholas Sambanis,
Making War and Building Peace: UN Peace Operations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006).
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of the underlying tensions and contradictions of peacebuilding,3 including by using
‘critical’ methods of enquiry that dissect the assumptions of these operations.4 But
recent years have also witnessed the emergence of what might be called a ‘hyper-
critical’ school of scholars and commentators who view liberal peacebuilding as
fundamentally destructive or illegitimate. Some of these critics maintain, for example,
that the post-conflict operations of the past two decades have done more harm than
good. Others go further, portraying these operations as a form of Western or liberal
imperialism that seeks to exploit or subjugate the societies hosting the missions.

In this article, I shall argue that such claims tend to be just as exaggerated as
the rosy pro-liberalisation rhetoric that dominated the peacebuilding discourse in
the early-to-mid-1990s, when democratisation and marketisation were portrayed as
almost magical formulas for peace in war-torn states. To borrow a phrase from
Alan Greenspan, former chair of the US Federal Reserve, early peacebuilding
commentary was ‘irrationally exuberant’ about post-conflict liberalisation strate-
gies. The problematic record of peacebuilding in subsequent years chipped away at
this enthusiasm as scholars began to dissect the assumptions and challenges of
consolidating peace after civil wars,5 including assumptions about the relationship
between liberalisation and peace in post-conflict settings.6 Like a swinging
pendulum, however, criticism of peacebuilding has recently carried past the point
of justified questioning and, in some quarters, now verges on unfounded scepticism
and even cynicism. Careless conflation of multilateral peace operations with the
US-led ‘war on terror’ has accelerated this pendulum swing, as I shall argue below,
but whatever the explanation may be, such denunciations of liberal peacebuilding
are both unwarranted and imprudent. They are unwarranted because such
missions, in spite of their many flaws, have done more good than harm; and they
are imprudent because the failure of the existing peacebuilding project would be
tantamount to abandoning tens of millions of people to lawlessness, predation,
disease and fear. In short, there is a need to clarify and rebalance existing academic
debates over the meaning, shortcomings and prospects of ‘liberal’ peacebuilding.

3 Recent works exploring these tensions and contradictions include: Roland Paris and Timothy D.
Sisk (eds), The Dilemmas of Statebuilding: Confronting the Contradictions of Postwar Peace
Operations (London: Routledge, 2009); Anna K. Jarstad and Timothy D. Sisk (eds), From War to
Democracy: Dilemmas of Peacebuilding (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); and Stephen
Baranyi (ed.), The Paradoxes of Peacebuilding Post-9/11 (Vancouver: University of British Columbia
Press, 2008).

4 On the distinction between ‘critical’ and ‘problem solving’ approaches, see Robert Cox, ‘Social
Forces, States and World orders: Beyond International Relations Theory’, in Robert O. Keohane
(ed.), Neorealism and Its Critics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), pp. 204–54. On the
importance of critical analysis in the study of peace operations, see Oliver P. Richmond, ‘Critical
Research Agendas for Peace: The Missing Link in the Study of International Relations,’,
Alternatives: Global, Local, Political, 32:2 (April–June 2007), pp. 247–74; Alex J. Bellamy and Paul
Williams, ‘Conclusion: What Future for Peace Operations? Brahimi and Beyond’, International
Peacekeeping, 11:1 (Spring 2004), pp. 183–212; and Roland Paris, ‘Broadening the Study of Peace
Operations’, International Studies Review, 2:3 (Fall 2000), pp. 27–44.

5 Recent surveys of the literature include Paul D. Williams, ‘Peace Operations’, unpublished essay
prepared for the International Study Association’s Compendium Project volume on security studies
(forthcoming); Virginia Page Fortna and Lise Morjé Howard, ‘Pitfalls and Prospects in the
Peacekeeping Literature’, Annual Review of Political Science, 11 (June 2008), pp. 283–301; and
Catherine Goetze and Dejan Guzina,‘Peacebuilding, Statebuilding, Nationbuilding – Turtles All the
Way Down?’, Civil Wars, 10:4 (December 2008), pp. 319–47.

6 Roland Paris, At War’s End: Building Peace After Civil Conflict (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2004).
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In 1993, Gerald Helman and Stephen Ratner wrote a seminal article titled
‘Saving Failed States’ in which they identified collapsing states as an emerging
international security and development priority, and called for new multilateral
method to assist such states.7 Nearly two decades later, the challenge of aiding
countries beset by internal unrest and instability remains urgent – as regional
conflicts centred in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan and elsewhere attest.
But whereas a few years ago it was irrational exuberance about liberal peacebuild-
ing that needed tempering, today the entire peacebuilding enterprise is being called
into question. If the practice of providing large-scale assistance to post-conflict
societies is to continue, peacebuilding will need to be “saved” from this exaggerated
backlash.

Saving peacebuilding does not mean blindly defending current international
practices. On the contrary, the principles and methods of these missions need to be
challenged and analysed continuously. Scholars have an important role to play in
this process: their writings help to inform debates, to confirm or to disconfirm
assumptions, and to frame understandings about what these missions are and what
they do. But not all criticism is equally valid or sound. Critical perspectives
themselves need to be subject to ongoing scrutiny and review. As it turns out,
many hyper-critical writings have been based on questionable logic and evidence.
Saving liberal peacebuilding thus involves both: (1) continuing to press forward
with efforts to dissect and understand the paradoxes and pathologies of peace-
building, and (2) ensuring that this critical enterprise is well-founded and justified.

Critical studies of peacebuilding are ‘critical’ in the sense that they ask probing
questions about underlying assumptions that might otherwise be taken for granted.
However, this deeper questioning does not, in itself, lead to any particularly
conclusions about the merits, morality or advisability of given peacebuilding
paradigm. More precisely, nothing in critical theory or critical scholarship per se
implies that liberal peacebuilding, broadly defined, should be rejected. Neverthe-
less, for one reason or another, critical peacebuilding studies have come to be
associated – if not equated – with sweeping rejections of liberal peacebuilding. This
is unfortunate, because the tools of critical analysis could just as easily be used to
explore alternatives within liberal peacebuilding. It is also puzzling because some of
the strongest critics of liberal peacebuilding appear, on close examination, to be
arguing from liberal principles themselves.

The persistent appeal of liberal peacebuilding, even among many of its
purported challengers, reveals two things. First, there is greater potential for
conceiving of reforms within the liberal approach to peacebuilding than some of its
critics seem to concede. If many of the proposed ‘alternative’ strategies (such as
increasing the ability of local authorities to challenge the decisions of international
officials) are themselves based in liberal principles, it follows that much of the
critical literature is actually espousing variations within, rather than alternatives
to, liberal peacebuilding. Liberalism is a broad canvas that can accommodate a
wide range of political and economic structures as well as diverse methods for
engaging with the inhabitants of war-shattered societies. Indeed, I shall argue

7 Gerald B. Helman and Steven R. Ratner, ‘Saving Failed States’, Foreign Policy, 89:92–93 (Winter
1993), pp. 3–20.
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below that there is no realistic alternative to some form of liberal peacebuilding
strategy.8

Second, the apparent disjuncture between the discourse and content of many
liberal peacebuilding critiques raises troubling questions about the current critical
scholarship in this field. Is the rejection of liberal peacebuilding substantive or
ritualistic? Is this rejection now considered a prerequisite of any ‘genuinely’ critical
peacebuilding analysis? One hopes not. Critical scholarship is crucial to helping us
understand the ‘prevailing order’ and how this order is reproduced,9 including in
the realm of peacebuilding. But in the absence of self-criticism, critical theory can
devolve into dogmas that can be just as unthinking as other unquestioned
orthodoxies.

While the turn to critical theory in this field has generated important insights
over the past decade, nothing in the recent critical literature provides a convincing
rationale for abandoning liberal peacebuilding or replacing it with a non-liberal or
‘post-liberal’ alternative. The literature does, however, reinforce the case for
reforming current approaches to peacebuilding, without disavowing the broadly
liberal orientation of these missions. Clarifying these points seems important – both
for scholars of peacebuilding, and for broader debates about the future of
international assistance to war-torn states.

The pendulum swing: from exuberance to denigration

At the end of the Cold War, there was a widely shared conviction that political and
economic liberalism offered a key to solving a broad range of social, political and
economic problems from under-development and famine, to disease, environmental
degradation and violent conflict. A record number of countries held elections
during this period, and a broad ideological shift took place in the world’s leading
international organisations towards more open and enthusiastic support for liberal
forms of government (based in the idea of elections, constitutional limits on
governmental power, and respect for civil and political rights). For example, many
international organisations, including the UN, the Organisation for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and the Organisation of American States (OAS)
created specialised democracy-promotion and electoral-assistance offices at this
time. Such changes reflected the spirit of liberal triumphalism echoing in the pages
of academic and popular publications, and perhaps best symbolised by Francis
Fukuyama’s claim that humankind had reached the (liberal) endpoint in its
ideological evolution.10

It was during this period that the UN launched its first flurry of peacebuilding
operations to help implement peace settlements in war-torn countries, including
Namibia, El Salavador, Nicaragua, Mozambique and Cambodia. Not surprisingly,

8 I make this argument on prudential grounds: that the principal alternatives examined in this article
are less likely to yield lasting peace than some version of liberal peacebuilding. While I also believe
that liberal political and economic principles are normatively preferable, this belief is not the
foundation of my argument below.

9 Cox 1986, p. 208.
10 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Harper Perennial, 1993).
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given the prevailing zeitgeist, these missions pursued a strategy of promoting peace
by encouraging political and economic liberalisation of the host states. The
intellectual origins and theoretical foundations of international peacebuilding in the
1990s have been described in detail elsewhere, including a key assumption that
informed these missions: that rapid liberalisation would create conditions for stable
and lasting peace in countries emerging from civil conflict.11 Like modernisation
theorists of the 1950s and 1960s, the practitioners of peacebuilding in the 1990s
seemed to think that ‘all good things go together’12 – that democratisation and
marketisation were mutually reinforcing and that, once these processes were
initiated, they would be largely self-perpetuating.

As the years went by, however, the challenges of post-conflict reconstruction –
and the limitations of rapid liberalisation strategies – became increasingly apparent.
Rather than creating conditions for stable and lasting peace, efforts to hold a quick
set of elections and economic reforms did little to address the drivers of conflict
and in some cases produced perversely destabilising results. Peacebuilding missteps
in the early 1990s were well-documented: In Angola, for example, the UN oversaw
postwar elections in 1992 that provoked one of the former belligerents to resume
fighting, in part because there were no institutional mechanisms established to
resolve disputes over the election, inadequate international and local forces to
uphold the results, and no serious measures to disarm the factional forces before
the elections took place. In Rwanda, plans for power-sharing and democratic
elections were scuttled in 1994 when extremist members of the Hutu government
orchestrated genocidal violence against their political and ethnic enemies, the
Tutsis. In Cambodia, international peacebuilders organised a relatively successful
set of elections in 1993, declared the mission a success, and left the country, only
to watch from a distance as the results were subverted by the country’s long-time
strongman, Hun Sen. In El Salvador and Nicaragua, political reforms were largely
effective but the economic dimension of the peacebuilding mission, which pre-
scribed far-reaching economic liberalisation, served to exacerbate socio-economic
distributional inequalities that had been among the causes of the conflict in the first
place. In Bosnia, the 2005 Dayton Accords prescribed a quick set of elections
which reinforced the power of the most nationalist elements in the society who
were least committed to pursuing inter-ethnic reconciliation. Economic liberalisa-
tion in Bosnia also produced unexpected problems: in the acute institutional
vacuum of that country after the war, internationally-mandated privatisation
efforts reinforced war-time black markets and enriched extremist groups. Mean-
while, in Liberia the outcome of peacebuilding efforts paralleled those in
Cambodia: post-conflict elections were held successfully in 1997, the peacebuilding
operation declared success and wrapped up, but the winner of the election, Charles
Taylor, immediately began to dismantle the democratic elements of the state and
repressed his political rivals, which triggered a new round of fighting.

Although most of the countries hosting operations in the 1990s did not
experience a return to large-scale conflict, searching questions were rightly raised
about the sustainability of the results, including the degree to which rapid

11 Paris, 2004.
12 This quote is from Robert Pakenham’s critique of modernisation theory in America in the Third

World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973).
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liberalisation could produce the conditions for durable peace. These questions
appeared not only in academic publications but also in the internal deliberations
of major peacebuilding agencies including the UN, and served to temper earlier
excitement and optimism about the peace-producing effects of liberal peace-
building strategies. By the end of the 1990s and early 2000s, the UN itself was
acknowledging the need for more comprehensive and longer-lasting approaches to
peacebuilding, based on the principle of ‘no exit without strategy’ and on the need
to pay greater attention to building or strengthening governmental institutions in
the host countries as a means of consolidating, or ‘locking in’, postwar political
and economic reforms.13 This emphasis on institutional strengthening came to be
known as ‘statebuilding’.14

In 1999, three more operations were launched in Sierra Leone, Kosovo and
East Timor, this time with more explicit statebuilding mandates and more
open-ended timeframes. Rather than holding an election and then concluding the
mission within the first two or three years, these new missions embraced a broader
set of goals, including more extensive efforts at disarmament, demobilisation and
reintegration of factional forces, establishing functioning judicial and administra-
tive structures within the host state (structures that have always been necessary for
the functioning of democratic governance and a market economy) and promoting
the growth of civil society groups within the state including human rights NGOs
and political party organisations. But whether these measures went far enough
remained a matter of disagreement. In East Timor, for example, the peacebuilding
mission ended in 2002 and was widely touted as a resounding success, even though
several observers warned at the time that the job of reforming the judicial sector
and police had only just begun and that continued weakness in these sectors posed
a threat to the stability of the country. As it turned out, fighting between elements
of the security forces triggered a new round of violence in 2006, prompting
then-UN Secretary General Kofi Annan to acknowledge that the earlier peace-
building mission had been terminated prematurely and to recommend the
deployment of a new mission to East Timor.15

As peacebuilding strategies evolved and reflected more realistic understandings
of the limitations of existing approaches (including the faulty assumption that
peace-through-liberalisation could be easily achieved) a different set of critiques
gained attention. For some observers, the principal problem in peacebuilding was
not its brevity or superficiality, but quite the opposite: that peacebuilders exercised

13 ‘No Exit without Strategy: Security Council Decision-Making and the Closure or Transition of UN
Peacekeeping Operations’, Report of the Secretary-General, UN document S/2001/394 (20 April
2001).

14 On the idea of statebuilding and its relationship to the broader goals of peacebuilding, see Roland
Paris and Timothy D. Sisk, ‘Introduction: Understanding the Contradictions of Postwar Statebuild-
ing’, in Roland Paris and Timothy D. Sisk (eds), The Dilemmas of Statebuilding: Confronting the
Contradictions of Postwar Peace Operations (London: Routledge, 2009), pp. 1–20. Other works that
focus on statebuilding include: Ashraf Ghani and Clare Lockhart, Fixing Failed States: A Framework
for Rebuilding a Fractured World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008); Charles T. Call and
Vanessa Hawkins Wyeth (eds), Building States to Build Peace (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 2008); and
Francis Fukuyama, State-Building: Governance and World Order in the 21st Century (Ithaca, N.Y.:
Cornell University Press, 2004).

15 ‘Report of the Secretary-General on Timor-Leste Pursuant to Security Council resolution 1690
(2006)’, UN Security Council document S/2006/628 (8 August 2006), paras. 40 and 142.
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such expansive powers that they effectively squelched genuine political participa-
tion and locally-driven reforms. David Chandler’s analysis of the Bosnia mission
offered a good example of this argument. Chandler maintained that extensive
decision-making powers of international officials were ‘undermining Bosnian
institutions and creating relations of dependency’ and consequently ‘had done little
to facilitate democracy and self-government in Bosnia’.16 Similar criticisms leveled
at international peacebuilding efforts elsewhere (including East Timor17 and
Afghanistan18) contributed to a growing belief, both inside and outside the UN,
that greater ‘local ownership’ of peacebuilding processes was needed.

These observations raised difficult problems for peacebuilding practitioners,
who were confronted by two competing imperatives. On one hand, for reasons
outlined above, they were under pressure to expand the scope and duration of
operations in order to build functioning and effective governmental institutions in
war-torn states, and to avoid problems of incomplete reform and premature
departure seen in East Timor and elsewhere. On the other hand, they were also
under pressure to reduce the level of international intrusion in the domestic
political processes of the host states. Achieving the first goal seemed to require a
relatively ‘heavy footprint’, or a large and long-term international presence with
extensive powers, particularly in cases where governmental institutions are dys-
functional or non-existent; whereas the second goal seemed to require a relatively
‘light footprint’, a small and unobtrusive presence that would maximise the
freedom of local actors to pursue their own peacebuilding goals. Squaring these
two objectives became – and remains today – a crucial conceptual and strategic
challenge for practitioners. Simply put, if both the heavy footprint and the light
footprint are problematic, what is the ‘right’ footprint?

Other commentators, however, were more deeply sceptical about the prospects
for peacebuilding reform, and some opposed the very idea of deploying inter-
national missions into war-torn countries. Jeffrey Herbst, for instance, argued that
seeking to restore war-torn states in parts of Africa could backfire by freezing in
place political arrangements that did not reflect underlying social patterns and were
therefore unsustainable. His advice was to ‘let states fail’, in some cases allowing
new forms and centres of political authority to emerge through conflict and
cooperation, without outside direction or intrusion, and then to redraw national
boundaries where necessary to reflect these new arrangements, rather than seeking
to perpetuate the untenable fictions of many existing states.19 Pierre Englebert and
Denis Tull made a related argument with regard to Somaliland and Uganda,
which, in contrast to countries hosting major peacebuilding operations, underwent

16 David Chandler, Bosnia: Faking Democracy After Dayton (London: Pluto Press, 1999), pp. 3 and
154.

17 Jarat Chopra, ‘The UN’s Kingdom in East Timor’, Survival, 42:3 (2000), pp. 27–40; and Jarat
Chopra, ‘Building State Failure in East Timor’, Development and Change, 33:5 (2002), pp. 979–1000.

18 Astri Suhrke, ‘The Dangers of a Tight Embrace: Externally Assisted Statebuilding in Afghanistan’,
in Roland Paris and Timothy D. Sisk (eds), The Dilemmas of Statebuilding: Confronting the
Contradictions of Postwar Peace Operations (London: Routledge, 2009), pp. 227–51.

19 Jeffrey Herbst, ‘Let Them Fail: State Failure in Theory and Practice: Implications for Policy’, in
Robert I. Rotberg (ed.), When States Fail: Causes and Consequences (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2003), p. 302. See also Jeffrey Herbst, ‘Responding to State Failure in Africa’, International
Security, 21:3 (Winter 1996–97), pp. 120–44; and Boaz Atzili, ‘When Good Fences Make Bad
Neighbors: Fixed Borders, State Weakness, and International Conflict’, International Security, 31:3
(Winter 2006–07), pp. 139–73.
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their own largely ‘indigenous state reconstruction efforts’ and ‘have fared better
than their externally sponsored counterparts’.20 Similarly, Jeremy Weinstein
endorsed a strategy of promoting ‘autonomous recovery’ that would allow states
to achieve ‘a lasting peace, a systematic reduction in violence, and postwar political
and economic development in the absence of international intervention’.21 He
maintained that international efforts to end wars through negotiated settlements,
and to rebuild states on the basis of these settlements, could ‘freeze unstable
distributions of power and to provide a respite from hostilities for groups that are
intent on continuing the conflict when the international community departs’.22

Instead, allowing conflicts to take their natural course (which would sort out the
winners from the losers) would sometimes provide a surer basis for a lasting
peace.23 This argument also built on other researchers’ findings that civil wars
ending in military victories tend to produce longer-lasting peace than those ending
in negotiated ceasefires.24

Herbst and Weinstein questioned current approaches to peacebuilding on the
prudential grounds that such missions were unlikely to succeed, and that allowing
conflicts to burn themselves out might, in some circumstances, offer a better
strategy for achieving lasting results. Others, by contrast, have based their
objections on moral criteria – arguing, for example, that peacebuilding is a form
of Western or liberal imperialism. One such writer, William Bain, denounced
international administration as ‘alien rule’ that denies the ‘human dignity’ of the
people who live in these countries.25 David Chandler, extending his earlier work on
Bosnia, characterised international statebuilding missions as the practice of ‘empire
in denial’ in which external actors ‘colonize’ non-Western state institutions.26

Michael Pugh criticised liberal peacebuilding on the grounds that it is part of a
larger ‘hegemonic’ project whose ‘ideological purpose’ is ‘to spread the values and
norms of dominant power brokers’.27 According to William Robinson, peacebuild-
ing activities in countries such as Nicaragua and Haiti represent an effort by ‘the

20 Pierre Englebert and Denis M. Tull, ‘Postconflict Resolution in Africa: Flawed Ideas about Failed
States’, International Security, 32:4 (Spring 2008), pp. 111 and 135.

21 Jeremy Weinstein, ‘Autonomous Recovery and International Intervention in Comparative Perspec-
tive’, (Washington, D.C.: Center for Global Development, Working Paper no. 57, 2005), p. 5;
emphasis in original.

22 Ibid., p. 9.
23 However, Weinstein also noted that ‘the conditions under which autonomous recovery is likely to

occur are rare and difficult to create’. Ibid., p. 5.
24 For example, Edward Luttwak, ‘Give War a Chance’, Foreign Affairs, 78:4 (July/August 1999),

pp. 36–44; Monica Duffy Toft, ‘Peace Through Victory?’, paper presented at the annual meeting of
the American Political Science Association, August 27–31, 2003, Philadelphia, Penn.; and Monica
Duffy Toft, Securing the Peace: The Durable Settlement of Civil Wars (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
University Press, 2009). For a critique of this finding, see Caroline Hartzell and Matthew Hoddie,
Crafting Peace: Power Sharing and the Negotiated Settlement of Civil Wars (University Park, Penn.:
Penn State University Press, 2007).

25 William Bain, ‘In Praise of Folly: International Administration and the Corruption of Humanity’,
International Affairs, 82:3 (2006), pp. 525–38.

26 David Chandler, Empire in Denial: The Politics of Statebuilding (London: Pluto Press, 2006); and
‘The Other Regarding Ethics of “Empire in Denial”’, in David Chandler and Volker Heins (eds),
Rethinking Ethical Foreign Policy: Pitfalls, Possibilities and Paradoxes (London: Routledge, 2007),
p. 176.

27 Michael Pugh: ‘Corruption and the Political Economy of Liberal Peace’, paper prepared for the
International Studies Association annual convention (San Francisco, 26–28 March 2008); ‘Peace-
keeping as Constant Gardening by Other Means’, paper prepared for the British International
Studies Association conference (Cork, Ireland, 18–21 December 2006); ‘Towards a New Agenda for
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core regions of the capitalist world system’ to maintain ‘essentially undemocratic
societies’ which facilitates the continued exploitation of the global poor by the
global rich.28 For all of these commentators, liberal peacebuilding was hiding a
deeper and more destructive purpose: imperial or quasi-imperial domination.

The reaction of the US to 9/11 – including the declaration of a ‘war on terror’
and the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq – added fuel to these peacebuilding-as-
imperialism arguments. After all, the Bush Administration justified its invasions
partly on liberal grounds: as a means of providing the benefits of democracy and
freedom to oppressed societies. Efforts to stabilise Iraq after the invasion also bore
at least a partial resemblance to liberal peacebuilding strategies pursued elsewhere
by the UN and by other international agencies in countries emerging from civil
wars. Elections, constitutional processes, market-oriented economic adjustment and
institution-building were central to the US plan in Iraq and also part of the
standard formula for UN-mandated peace operations. Given these apparent
similarities and the disastrous effects of the Iraq invasion, it was not long before
commentators began equating the Iraq war and international peacebuilding
missions as a part of an abhorrent phenomenon of ‘democratic imperialism’29 or
‘imperial nation-building’.30 In the words of Wolfram Lacher, ‘Statebuilding and
reconstruction practices in Iraq are in continuity with international operations
during the post-Cold War era and beyond’ because they have all involved
‘the reproduction and expansion of hegemonic international order’.31 Alejandro
Bendaña also portrayed the Iraq war as a natural extension of 1990s-era
peacebuilding operations, which had promoted the ‘external economic and strategic
interests’ at the expense of such principles as justice and self-determination, thereby
‘opening the door to Washington’s subsequent savagery’ in Iraq.32 Similarly, John
Gray insisted that liberal peacebuilding and the Iraq invasion were based on the
same flawed methods and assumptions: the ‘liberal interventionism that took root
in the aftermath of the Cold War was never much more than a combination of
post-imperial nostalgia with crackpot geopolitics’, as events in Iraq definitively
demonstrated, in his view.33

Frustration at America’s ‘regime change’ invasion of Iraq thus seemed to
contribute to a mounting backlash against all forms of liberal interventionism
including UN-sponsored peacebuilding. It also deepened scepticism about the

Transforming War Economies’ (co-authored with Mandy Turner), Conflict Security and Develop-
ment, 6:3 (October 2006), pp. 471–9; and ‘The Political Economy of Peacebuilding: A Critical Theory
Perspective’, International Journal of Peace Studies, 10:2 (Autumn/Winter 2005), pp. 23–42.

28 William I. Robinson, Promoting Polyarchy: Globalization, US Intervention, and Hegemony
(Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 6–7.

29 Omar G. Encarnacion, ‘The Follies of Democratic Imperialism’, World Policy Journal, 22:1 (Spring
2005), pp. 47–60.

30 Alejandro Bendaña, ‘From Peacebuilding to Statebuilding: One Step Forward and Two Steps
Back?’, Development, 48:3 (2005), pp. 5–15.

31 Wolfram Lacher, ‘Iraq: Exception to, or Epitome of Contemporary Post-Conflict Reconstruction?’,
International Peacekeeping, 14:2 (April 2007), p. 247.

32 Bendaña, (2005), p. 6.
33 John Gray, ‘The Death of this Crackpot Creed Is Nothing to Mourn’, Guardian, (July 31, 2007). For

similar arguments, see also Tim Jacoby, ‘Hegemony, Modernization and Post-war Reconstruction’,
Global Society, 21:4 (October 2007), pp. 534–5; Mark Duffield, ‘Development, Territories, and
People: Consolidating the External Sovereign Frontier’, Alternatives, 32:2 (April–June 2007),
pp. 225–46; and John Heathershaw, ‘Unpacking the Liberal Peace: The Dividing and Merging of
Peacebuilding Discourses’, Millennium, 36:3 (May 2008), p. 620.
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legitimacy and feasibility of promoting democracy and market-oriented economics
as a remedy for civil conflict. Instead of simply critiquing the manner by which
international agencies support liberal democratic transitions in war-torn states,
some commentators began to dismiss the entire enterprise as ‘futile’,34 ‘folly’,35

‘delusional’,36 ‘hubristic’,37 and destined to produce ‘enemies instead of allies and
[to heighten] insecurity instead of enhancing security’.38 Similarly, rather than
simply examining the similarities between old-style colonialism and modern
peacebuilding, some commentators went further and claimed that liberal interven-
tionism was colonialism or imperialism, now ‘comprehensively discredited in the
killing fields of Fallujah and Samarra’.39 Thus, measured scepticism about the
difficulties or appropriateness of promoting liberalisation in specific postwar
circumstances gave way, in some quarters, to an almost indiscriminate indictment
of such efforts, which contributed to what Neil Cooper has called a “crisis of
confidence and credibility . . . in the Western liberal peace project.”40

In summary, the pendulum of peacebuilding analysis swung from one extreme
to another. After a period of irrational exuberance about the almost magical effects
of liberalisation, the study of this field entered a phase of constructive scepticism
about the effectiveness or propriety of liberal peacebuilding strategies, but the
pendulum kept on swinging, driven in part by 9/11 and the Iraq war. Today,
expressions of distrust, pessimism and even cynicism about liberal peacebuilding
have become more common.

There are interesting parallels between the heady optimism of the early 1990s
and the current ‘crisis of confidence’ in the strategy of promoting peace through
liberalisation. Both of these positions can be viewed as reactions to major opinion-
shaping events in international affairs. In the former instance, it was the end of the
Cold War and the apparent ‘victory’ of liberalism that informed the early optimism
about liberal peacebuilding. In the latter period, it was the Bush Administration’s
actions (and its appropriation of the language of liberalisation to rationalise and
justify its own destructive unilateralism) that contributed to a turn towards pessi-
mism. Both positions, moreover, reflected the zeitgeist of their respective times. In
the early 1990s there was a widely shared view that liberal democracy had emerged
‘the only model of government with any broad legitimacy and ideological appeal in
the world’ (as evidenced by the more than three dozen countries that adopted liberal
democratic constitutions for the first time between 1990 and 1996),41 whereas the
2000s witnessed democratic reversals in Africa, South America and elsewhere,
leading many to lament the ‘sobering state’ of democracy in the world.42

34 Michael Scheuer, Marching Toward Hell: America and Islam After Iraq (New York: Free Press,
2008), p. 37.

35 Bain, (2006); and Encarnacion, (2005), p. 47.
36 Gray, (2007).
37 Neil Cooper, ‘Review Article: On the Crisis of the Liberal Peace’, Conflict, Security and Development,

7:4 (December 2007), p. 610; and Oliver P. Richmond and Jason Franks, ‘Liberal Hubris? Virtual
Peace in Cambodia’, Security Dialogue, 38:1 (March 2007), pp. 27–48.

38 Beate Jahn, ‘The Tragedy of Liberal Diplomacy: Democratization, Intervention and Statebuilding
(Part II)’, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, 1:2 (June 2007), p. 212.

39 Seumas Milne, ‘A System to Enforce Imperial Power Will Only be Resisted’, Guardian (28 February
2008).

40 Cooper, (2007), p. 605.
41 Diamond, Linz and Lipset, (1990), p. x.
42 Thomas Carothers, ‘Democracy’s Sobering State’, Current History (December 2004), pp. 412–6.
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However, both of these extremely positive and extremely negative views of
liberal peacebuilding have been based on exaggerated claims about the benefits (in
the early 1990s) or the liabilities (in the late 2000s) of these missions. While the
mixed record of more than 20 operations to date has shown that democratisation
and marketisation are not all-purpose elixirs for societies emerging from civil
conflict, the recent backlash against liberal peacebuilding is just as immoderate and
mistaken as the earlier optimism. It is also reckless, as I shall argue below.

Critiquing the critiques

The real shortcomings of liberal peacebuilding have been widely discussed. They
include: inadequate attention to domestic institutional conditions for successful
democratisation and marketisation; insufficient appreciation of the tensions and
contradictions between the various goals of peacebuilding; poor strategic coordi-
nation among the various international actors involved in these missions; lack of
political will and attention on the part of peacebuilding sponsors to complete the
tasks they undertake, and insufficient commitment of resources; unresolved
tensions in relations between the military and non-military participants in these
operations; limited knowledge of distinctive local conditions and variations across
the societies hosting these missions; insufficient ‘local ownership’ over the strategic
direction and daily activities of such operations; and continued conceptual
challenges in defining the conditions for ‘success’ and strategies for bringing
operations to an effective close. This is just a sampling of the serious challenges
that continue to face the practitioners of peacebuilding.

But some critiques – including claims that peacebuilding missions have done
more harm than good, or that they are essentially exploitative or imperialist – have
gone too far. Many of these arguments rest on flawed information and fail to make
important distinctions between different forms of liberal intervention. In what
follows, I describe five mistakes that underpin several such analyses.

Mistake 1: conflating post-conquest and post-settlement peacebuilding

As noted above, several commentators have characterised the US invasion and
subsequent occupation of Iraq as equivalent to, or a natural extension of, the
multilateral peacebuilding missions of the post-Cold War era. According to this
perspective, supporters of liberal peacebuilding as well as US neoconservatives who
pushed for ‘regime change’ in Iraq have all suffered from the same delusions and
hegemonic impulses, which have led to dangerous and futile efforts to impose
democracy by force. Less extreme versions of this argument make distinctions
between UN-sponsored and unilateral types of intervention, but nevertheless
suggest that the practice of postwar peacebuilding ‘open[ed] the door’ to American
liberal imperialism in Iraq and Afghanistan.43 Given the dreadful effects of the Iraq

43 Bendaña, (2005), p. 6.
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war, such assertions have the effect of raising serious doubts about the entire
peacebuilding enterprise.

Although the post-conflict stabilisation mission in Iraq and other peacebuilding
missions share some characteristics in common, including a sometimes naïve belief
in the salubrious effects of holding quick democratic elections, their differences
should not be ignored. Most importantly, the US operation in Iraq began with an
external invasion – a war of conquest – followed by peacebuilding and counter-
insurgency efforts, whereas most peacebuilding missions since the end of the Cold
War have been deployed at the request of local parties after the negotiation of
peace settlements to civil wars.44 These ‘conditions of birth’ are important. When
peacebuilding follows conquest, foreign peacebuilders are more likely to be viewed
as occupiers, particularly when they are the same parties that invaded the country
in the first place; and any new governing arrangements established during this
period are more likely to be viewed as external impositions.45 Although all
peacebuilding missions involve a measure of foreign intrusion in domestic affairs,
destroying a regime through external invasion is hardly equivalent, in degree or
kind, to deploying a mission at the request of local parties with the goal of helping
these parties to implement a peace settlement.46 To be sure, there are examples of
post-Cold War peace operations that began in less-than-consensual conditions –
most notably, the mission in Kosovo, which followed NATO’s bombing of Serb
targets in that territory – but the vast majority of missions have not involved
forcible entry: they have been examples of post-settlement, not post-conquest,
peacebuilding. Blurring this distinction invites false analogising between UN
peacebuilding and the American-led ‘war on terror’.

Mistake 2: equating peacebuilding with imperialism or colonialism

Although there are similarities between European colonialism and today’s post-
settlement peacebuilding operations, such comparisons should also not be taken
too far. To be sure, both types of intervention have involved powerful external
actors seeking to refashion the domestic structures of weaker societies in
accordance with prevailing notions of good or ‘civilized’ governance. In this sense,
today’s post-conflict missions may be viewed as a modern version of the old
mission civilisatrice – or the belief that European colonial powers had a duty to
improve the people living in their overseas possessions – now translated into
contemporary parlance of ‘capacity building’ and ‘good governance’. Furthermore,
as many have pointed out, international administrators have exercised extraordi-
narily broad powers in several modern missions, including the right to dismiss local
officials from office who allegedly violate the terms or spirit of a peace agreement.

44 It is also worth noting that the Bush Administration’s decision to invade Iraq was initially justified
on the grounds of pre-emptive self-defence. Only later, when weapons of mass destruction were not
discovered in Iraq, did the Bush Administration rationalise the invasion as a means of ‘liberating’
the Iraqi people and spreading democracy to the Middle East.

45 Suhrke, ‘The Dangers of a Tight Embrace’ (2009).
46 David Edelstein, ‘Foreign Militaries, Sustainable Institutions, and Postwar Statebuilding’, in Roland

Paris and Timothy D. Sisk (eds), The Dilemmas of Statebuilding: Confronting the Contradictions of
Postwar Peace Operations (London: Routledge, 2009), pp. 81–103.
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To some commentators, these powers resemble the far-reaching authority of
colonial administrators and create similar relations of dependency and domination.

However, the old and new versions of civilising mission also differ in important
respects – differences that are often elided by those who portray peacebuilding as
a form of imperialism.47 First, colonialism was practiced largely to benefit the
imperial states themselves, including through the extraction of material and human
resources from the colonised society.48 In spite of the self-proclaimed civilising
mission including the purported benefits of colonialism for the colonised, the most
enduring and ‘unquestioned’ assumption of French colonial policy, for instance,
was that colonies must benefit France itself – both materially and strategically.49

The same was true of Britain, where 19th century debates over the costs and
benefits of colonialism focused not on whether to get rid of the colonies, but
rather, on ‘how to organize them so as to make the best use of them with a
minimum of effort and expense’.50 While modern UN-sponsored missions still
reflect the interests of the world’s most powerful countries – and therefore cannot
be viewed as ‘innocent assistance’51 – they have not principally been motivated by
efforts to extract wealth from their host societies.52 On the contrary, the
predominant flow of resources in contemporary peacebuilding has been in the
opposite direction: from international actors to the host state. Moreover, those
who claim that post-settlement peacebuilding serves the interests of ‘transnational
capitalism’ have yet to demonstrate that either the expectation or the desire for
economic gain has driven the decision to launch any such operations.

Second, although the various European colonial powers differed on the
prospects and desirability of their respective colonies moving towards indepen-
dence, it was not until the 20th century that the ethic of ‘national self-
determination’ fully discredited the traditional view of colonies as imperial
possessions. Put differently, shifts in the normative environment of international
affairs gradually made colonialism impossible to justify or continue. As Neta
Crawford points out, ‘Colonialism – the political control, physical occupation, and
domination by one group of people over another and their land for purposes of
extraction and settlement to benefit the occupiers – was considered a “normal”

47 Roland Paris, ‘International Peacebuilding and the “Mission Civilisatrice”’, Review of International
Studies, 29 (2002), pp. 637–56. Marina Ottaway and Bethany Lacina make a similar observation
in ‘International Interventions and Imperialism: Lessons from the 1990s’, SAIS Review, 23:2
(Summer-Fall 2003), pp. 71–92.

48 As Bernard Waites writes, ‘It was no secret that the modern colonial empires were acquired for the
advantages they brought the European states.’ Bernard Waites, Europe and the Third World: From
Colonialism to Decolonization, c. 1500–1998 (New York: St. Martin’s, 1999), p. 222.

49 Robert Aldrich, Greater France: A History of French Overseas Expansion (London: Macmillan,
1996), p. 91 and ch. 5.

50 Ronald Hyam, Britain’s Imperial Century, 1815–1914: A Study in Empire and Expansion (London:
B.T. Batsford, 1976), pp. 31–2.

51 Jorg Meyer, ‘The Concealed Violence of Modern Peace(-Making)’, Millennium, 36:3 (May 2008),
p. 573.

52 There have been cases of international personnel accused of corruption and malfeasance, but these
activities have not been sanctioned by peacebuilding agencies, which sets these transgressions apart
from the colonial powers’ systematic and deliberate exploitation of the territories they occupied.
Indeed, for those who believe that only national interests (and not humanitarianism) should justify
the deployment of military forces, it may seem ‘strategically irrational’ to contribute troops to a UN
peacebuilding mission. See C. Dale Walton, ‘The Case for Strategic Traditionalism: War, National
Interest and Liberal Peacebuilding’, International Peacekeeping, 16:5 (November 2009), pp. 717–34.
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practice until the early 20th century.’53 The anti-colonialist ethic continues to
predominate today and shapes the normative environment in which modern
peacebuilding operations have unfolded.54 Even the longest-lasting and most
intrusive missions of recent years have been designed to exercise temporary and
transitional authority in their host states, and to create the conditions for effective
self-government in those states.

To be clear, I am not suggesting that colonialism was wholly self-interested or
that modern peacebuilding is wholly altruistic. Both practices involved complex
mixtures of motivations and effects.55 For this reason, it is interesting to compare
and contrast these practices. But observing that there are echoes of colonialism in
peacebuilding is quite different from asserting their equivalence. Not only is the
colonialism-peacebuilding analogy overstated, but it also serves to discredit and
delegitimise peacebuilding by establishing an ‘interpretive frame’ in which these
missions are portrayed as exploitative, destructive, and ultimately disreputable
forms of international intervention and assistance.56 Further, such characterisations
make it difficult to distinguish between different types of peacebuilding, some of
which have stronger echoes of imperialism than others.

Mistake 3: defining the ‘liberal peace’ too broadly

Many problems of peacebuilding appear to stem from contradictions within the
objectives of peacebuilding itself, including complex tensions between different
‘liberal’ reform objectives.57 On one hand, liberalism contains a universalist (and
universalising) vision of emancipation through political and economic liberalisa-
tion, but it simultaneously embraces an ethic of individual and collective choice or
self-government, which can conflict with universalist formulas. Some interesting
recent scholarship on peacebuilding has explored these tensions and contradic-
tions – within liberalism itself, and between liberalism and other peacebuilding
objectives.58

However, there is a danger of defining liberalism (or the liberal approach to
peacebuilding) too broadly. If such definitions include elements of peacebuilding
that have little to do with liberalism, they can lead to dubious conclusions about
the viability or the legitimacy of the ‘liberal peace’. Oliver Richmond, for example,
argues that liberalism includes the idea of a ‘victor’s peace’, or the notion that ‘a
peace that rests on a military victory, and upon the hegemony or domination of
a victor peace, is more likely to survive’ than one based on a negotiated settlement

53 Crawford, (2002), p. 131.
54 Roland Paris, ‘Peacekeeping and the Constraints of Global Culture’, European Journal of

International Relations, 9:3 (Sept. 2003), pp. 441–73.
55 For example, national interests play a role in the decisions of individual countries to contribute

troops to specific international operations. See Laura Neack, ‘UN Peace-Keeping: In the Interest of
Community or Self?’, Journal of Peace Research, 32:2 (May 1995), pp. 181–96.

56 For a discussion of ‘interpretive frames’ and their role in shaping understandings of particular issues
or phenomena, see Robert D. Benford and David A. Snow, ‘Framing Processes and Social
Movements: An Overview and Assessment’, Annual Review of Sociology, 26 (2000), pp. 11–39.

57 See Paris and Sisk (eds), Dilemmas of Statebuilding; and Simon Chesterman, You, the People: The
UN, Transitional Administration and State-Building (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).

58 See, for example, Oliver Richmond, The Transformation of Peace (London: Palgrave, 2005).
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or ceasefire.59 The assertion that liberalism contains a penchant for military victory
over negotiated settlement, however, is dubious on both theoretical and an
empirical grounds. Theoretically, this belief is more accurately associated with the
realist project, as Richmond acknowledges elsewhere.60 Empirically, there is little
support for the claim that peacebuilding operations rest on a preference for
military victory. As noted above, most of these missions have been deployed to
implement and uphold negotiated settlements to civil wars, not military victories.
Once in the field, moreover, international peacebuilders have generally sought to
prevent formerly warring parties from remobilising or renewing their attempts to
defeat their rivals – in other words, they have stood in the way of military victories
– which is why commentators who view military conquest as a surer foundation for
peace have tended to criticise peacebuilding on these very grounds. They have
argued that peacebuilders display a reflexive preference for negotiation and
compromise, which, they claim, is less effective as a strategy for building peace
than allowing (or actively helping) one party to achieve victory over its rivals.61

This is not a minor point: treating the victor’s peace as a core element of
peacebuilding serves to blur the distinction, once again, between post-conquest and
post-settlement peacebuilding.

Another example comes from the writing of Beate Jahn.62 By tracing the
lineage of modern peacebuilding, Jahn offers an interesting analysis of the
continuing relevance of modernisation approaches, but she then takes this
argument to extraordinary lengths. Specifically, she suggests that post-settlement
peacebuilding is an expression of the same liberal modernisation ethic that gave
rise to realist balance of power and ‘containment’ policies during the Cold War,
including US covert and overt interventions against authoritarian and liberal
regimes alike. This claim is problematic. As one of Jahn’s readers has noted: ‘[T]he
inclusion of such a wide range of foreign policy motivations and activities under
the liberal rubric makes the very idea of a particularly liberal foreign policy hard
to specify.’63 Such definitional stretching is especially unfortunate because it elides
critical distinctions between different forms of external intervention and thus invites
misleading interpretations of post-conflict peacebuilding as being yet another
instance of imperial meddling.

Mistake 4: mischaracterising the peacebuilding record

If the purpose of peacebuilding is to create the conditions for self-sustaining peace,
most missions cannot be judged to have fully succeeded, and for this reason
important questions have been raised about the sustainability of peacebuilding

59 Oliver Richmond, ‘The Problem of Peace: Understanding the “Liberal Peace”’, Conflict, Security and
Development, 6:3 (October 2006), p. 293.

60 Although the boundaries between liberalism and realism are diffuse, Richmond himself writes that
the ‘victor’s peace’ is associated more with realism than liberalism, yet he nevertheless maintains that
the preference for military victory is ‘a key aspect’ of the liberal peace (Ibid., p. 310).

61 See, for example, the discussion Jeffrey Herbst’s and Jeremy Weinstein’s writings above.
62 Jahn, (2007).
63 Oisín Tansey, ‘Reply and Response to Jahn’s “Tragedy of Liberal Diplomacy”’, Journal of

Intervention and Statebuilding, 2:1 (March 2008), p. 89.
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outcomes.64 But recognising the many shortcomings of these missions and their
sometimes troubling effects does not, in itself, demonstrate that peacebuilding has
on balance been harmful to the societies into which these operations have been
deployed. Most of these countries are probably better off than they would have
been without such missions.65

Consider the specific case of Bosnia. Many commentators have critiqued the
international role in that country – and with good cause. Rather than taking the
time to design an electoral system that would encourage inter-factional compro-
mise, international peacebuilders rushed ahead with elections that served to
reinforce ethnic divisions and the power of the most recalcitrant nationalist leaders.
In effect, international agencies wound up supporting ‘the dysfunctional political
structures that emerged from the war, while failing to buttress the development of
alternative political and social projects in civil society’.66 This is just one of several
criticisms, including the one raised by David Chandler and others: that peace-
builders have been too dirigiste and have done too little to ensure democratic
accountability or to foster genuine political participation within the population.67

Acknowledging the validity of these criticisms, however, tells us little about the
overall impact of the Bosnia mission. Although the Wilsonian assumptions
informing this mission did not produce the hoped-for results, the fact that Bosnians
are no longer killing each other, and have not been doing so for well over a decade,
should figure prominently in any calculus of the ‘net’ effects of the operation. Even
the specific criticism that international administrators have exercised excessive
power in Bosnia needs to be interpreted with caution. Not all of Bosnia’s problems
– from unemployment and corruption to the passivity of the country’s political
class – can be attributed to the international administrator’s robust authority. On
the contrary, some of the most important postwar achievements can be traced to
the very exercise of these powers, including internationally-driven measures to
allow the return of refugees and displaced persons, to create a Bosnian central
bank and currency, and to remove ethnic identifiers from official documents
including passports. As Sumantra Bose puts it, ‘Virtually all developments in
[Bosnia] since the end of the war that contribute to a slightly better present for its
citizens and open up better prospects – however tenuous – for their future have
been due to international effort, often very intensive and protracted.’68 Bose’s
attribution of ‘virtually all’ major developments to international efforts may be
debatable, but the broader point is that a balanced analysis of peacebuilding

64 Keith Krause and Oliver Jütersonke, ‘Peace, Security and Development in Post-Conflict Environ-
ments’, Security Dialogue, 36:4 (December 2005), pp. 447–62.

65 Determining what conditions would have been in the absence of a peacebuilding mission is a very
difficult analytical task, but the evidence strongly suggests that peacebuilding missions have
contributed to preserving peace in most countries that have hosted these operations: Fortna, (2008);
Doyle and Sambanis, (2007); Michael J. Gilligan and Ernest J. Sergenti, ‘Do UN Interventions
Cause Peace? Using Matching to Improve Causal Inference’, Quarterly Journal of Political Science,
3 (2008), pp. 89–122; and J. Michael Quinn, T. David Mason and Mehmet Gurses, ‘Sustaining the
Peace: Determinants of Civil War Recurrence’, International Interactions, 33 (May 2007), pp. 184–5.

66 Roberto Belloni, State Building and International Intervention in Bosnia (London: Routledge, 2007),
p. 5.

67 Chandler, (1999) and (2006); and Richard Caplan, ‘Who Guards the Guardians? International
Accountability in Bosnia’, International Peacekeeping, 12:3 (Autumn 2005), pp. 463–76.

68 Sumantra Bose, ‘The Bosnian State a Decade After Dayton’, International Peacekeeping, 12:3
(Autumn 2005), p. 331.
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behaviour would consider both the costs and benefits of an assertive international
presence, and that we stand to learn more from such an analysis than from
caricatures of peacebuilders as a new ‘Raj’.69

This point also applies to the larger peacebuilding record. Most of the countries
that have hosted missions are no longer at war. This is not, in itself, an adequate
measure of success, because the absence of fighting is not equivalent to stable
peace. (Indeed, peacebuilders have devoted too little attention to the longer-term
requirements for sustainable peace). But the record does not support claims that
liberal peacebuilding, on the whole, has been ‘counterproductive’70 or ‘nonsensi-
cal’.71 It is impossible to say how many lives would have been lost if not for these
interventions, but there is compelling evidence that peace agreements endure
longer, and societies are less likely to slip back into internecine violence, when
major peacebuilding missions are deployed.72 The economic benefits of peace are
also difficult to calculate, but one recent Oxfam study estimated the cost of Africa’s
armed conflicts from 1990 to 2005 as $284 billion, or approximately 15 per cent
of GDP for the countries that experienced wars.73 Compared to peaceful
countries, moreover, African states in conflict have 50 per cent more infant deaths,
15 per cent more undernourished people, five less years of life expectancy,
20 per cent more adult illiteracy, 2.5 fewer doctors per patient, and 12.4 per cent
less food per person on average.74 If and when international actors help to prevent
such conflicts from reigniting, these human and developmental costs may be
avoided. In other words, the specific problems of peacebuilding need to be
considered in the light of the overall effects of these operations.

Mistake 5: oversimplifying moral complexity

Mark Duffield is one of several commentators who dispute the moral foundations
of international peacebuilding. Intervention in post-conflict societies and other
fragile states, he argues, reflects the ‘liberal urge to deepen the west’s external
sovereign frontier’ and represents a new and noxious kind of ‘international
occupation’, tinged with ‘cultural racism’.75 Duffield’s analysis of peacebuilding –
and of the larger security and development paradigm – is fascinating and
insightful, but overstated and one-sided. He uses sharply reproving metaphors
(occupation, racism) to characterise international development and peacebuilding
efforts, while paying comparatively little attention to the positive effects of such
interventions, or to the moral implications of not intervening in crisis situations.
Nor does he spell out a clear alternative to current liberal peacebuilding practices,

69 Gerald Knaus and Felix Martin, ‘Travails of the European Raj’, Journal of Democracy, 14:3 (July
2003), pp. 60–74.

70 Jahn, (2007).
71 Gray, (2007).
72 Doyle and Sambanis, (2006).
73 Oxfam International, Africa’s Missing Billions: International Arms Flows and the Cost of Conflict,

Briefing Paper 107 (October 2007).
74 Ibid.
75 Mark Duffield, Development, Security and Unending War (London: Polity, 2007), p. 27; and Duffield,

“Development, Territories, and People: Consolidating the External Sovereign Frontier’, p. 230.

Saving liberal peacebuilding 353



other than offering attractive but vague appeals for ‘a new formula for sharing the
world with others’.76

William Bain, who focuses on missions involving the international admin-
istration of war-torn territories, is also interested in the ethics of promoting
democratisation and self-government through external intervention.77 Although
Bain is more willing than Duffield to credit to the humanitarian rationale of such
operations, he nevertheless portrays internationally-run transitional administration
as a destructive enterprise that ‘subjects’ local people to ‘alien rule’ and thus leads
to a kind of ‘moral corruption’ that ‘augurs the breakdown of social life’ – due,
in part, to contradictions between the stated liberal goals of peacebuilding and de
facto illiberal actions of the peacebuilders.78 Like Duffield, Bain is a sophisticated
observer who exposes uncomfortable and important tensions within the liberal
peacebuilding project, but his ethical calculus is constricted and incomplete. If
international administration of war-shattered territories is ‘folly’, as he concludes,
surely this judgment should be based on a more complete evaluation of the various
benefits of peacebuilding, not just its moral costs.

It is a truism to observe that there are elements of ‘folly’ in every human
institution, including international peacebuilding. If we accept this as a given, the
more important ethical issue is whether international peacebuilding – viewed as a
whole, not just in fragments – remains a justified and worthwhile enterprise.
Among other considerations, answering this question requires careful assessment of
possible alternative courses of action (or inaction). To arrive at sweeping moral
judgments about peacebuilding based on fragmentary analysis is not only
methodologically suspect, but it is ethically problematic in itself, given how much
is at stake in debates over how and when to provide assistance to societies
emerging from conflict.

Liberals in disguise?

Based in part on these critiques, there has been much written in recent years on
the need to promote ‘alternative versions of peace’ that are not rooted in liberal
peacebuilding models.79 On the surface, such writers appear to reject the idea of
liberal peacebuilding, but on closer examination many actually embrace variants of
liberal peacebuilding. Few critics endorse terminating the practice of peacebuilding
altogether, or abandoning its broadly liberal orientation.

Consider, for example, Michael Barnett’s intriguing discussion of a possible
‘republican’ approach to peacebuilding, which he portrays as a much-needed
‘alternative’ to the liberal approach.80 Republicanism is a better model for
stabilising post-conflict states, he argues, because it prioritises substantive and

76 Duffield, Development, Security and Unending War, pp. 227–34; and Duffield, ‘Development,
Territories, and People: Consolidating the External Sovereign Frontier’, p. 242.

77 Bain, (2006).
78 Ibid., pp. 536–8.
79 Roger MacGuinty, ‘Indigenous Peace-Making Versus the Liberal Peace’, Cooperation and Conflict,

43:2 (June 2008), p. 159. See below for other examples.
80 Michael Barnett, ‘Building a Republican Peace: Stabilizing States After War’, International Security,

30:4 (2006), pp. 87–112.
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continuous deliberation among members of the society. Deliberation need not be
limited to democratic elections; in fact, it needs to take place between elections in
order to encourage ‘individuals to consider the views of others, generalize their
positions to widen their appeal, find a common language, articulate common ends,
demonstrate some detachment from the self, and subordinate the personal to the
community’.81 This could have a taming effect on factional tensions, Barnett
argues. Republicanism also emphasises the importance of representation, but in
contrast to liberalism it is open to a wider variety of methods and types of
representation than elected legislatures. Together, these and other features of
republicanism offer a better basis ‘for postconflict stability by establishing the
process for creating a legitimate state that is restrained in its ability to exercise
arbitrary power and can minimize conflict among factions’.82

All of this makes good sense, but whether Barnett’s vision is truly an alternative
to liberal peacebuilding is questionable. The distinction between liberalism and
republicanism is, in reality, one of nuances. As Barnett notes, both philosophies
rest on the values of ‘liberty and the need to check the power of the sovereign
through elections, representation, constitutions, and laws’.83 He is not calling for
disengagement from war-torn states, nor for authoritarian forms of governance,
nor for state-socialist forms of economic planning. Barnett’s vision is one of
improved political participation and representation, all rooted in principles of
individual freedom and accountable government. Thus, while his proposed strategy
is interesting and compelling, it represents much less of an alternative to liberal
peacebuilding than he suggests.84

David Chandler’s critique of peacebuilding was described above. International
actors, he argues, have taken a ‘high handed approach’ which has ‘restricted [. . .]
political party competition and policymaking by elected representatives’ in the ‘tiny
postwar state of Bosnia’.85 The result has been ‘a situation where there is little
accountability for the policy results of external rule’.86 One of Chandler’s central
concerns, therefore, is not the liberal orientation of peacebuilding, but the illiberal
behaviour of international administrators, including their relatively unconstrained
and unaccountable exercise of power and methods that discourage local political
activity and participation. Such criticisms are rooted in a distinctively liberal set of
values, emphasising self-government, political participation and representation, and
limitations on governmental power. Although he does not offer specific policy
prescriptions, one apparent implication of his analysis is that peacebuilders should
honestly acknowledge the gap between their stated liberal principles and their
less-than-liberal actions, and that they should live up to the liberal principles they
purport to espouse. Nevertheless, his writing has been wrongly interpreted as
providing evidence that ‘the liberal peace is in crisis’.87

81 Ibid., p. 98.
82 Ibid., p. 96.
83 Ibid., p. 94.
84 Barnett hints at this when he acknowledges that liberalism and republicanism are frequently

conflated and ‘with good reason’ (Ibid., p. 93).
85 David Chandler, ‘Back to the Future? The Limits of Neo-Wilsonian Ideals of Exporting

Democracy’, Review of International Studies, 32:3 (2006), p. 480.
86 Chandler, Empire in Denial, p. 125.
87 Cooper, (2007), p. 606 (emphasis added).
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Such misinterpretation would be less likely if Chandler and other deeper critics
clearly explained what kinds of peacebuilding they would find more acceptable or
effective. The purpose of seeking such clarification would not be to push every
researcher into a ‘problem solving’ mode of analysis,88 but simply to clarify the
nature and scope of each critique. If, for example, a given analyst’s preferred
alternative turned out to be another mode of international intervention that still
embraced and promoted liberal values, this critique should not be interpreted as a
rejection or indictment of either ‘liberal peacebuilding’ or the ‘liberal peace’.
Misinterpreting such critiques can have real effects: it may unnecessarily delegiti-
mise the idea of liberal peacebuilding rather than focusing attention on the mode
or methods of liberal peacebuilding.

Some responsibility therefore rests on individual authors to clarify their views
on what, if anything, would constitute a better approach to peacebuilding. For
example, what exactly would ‘emancipatory’ peacebuilding involve in practice?89

Duffield describes an emancipatory approach as one that enhances the ‘solidarity
of the governed’.90 Pugh, for his part, suggests that it would involve greater
‘participation of local actors’ and more ‘pro-poor engagement with local popula-
tions’, which he contrasts to the ‘subjugation’ of the prevalent liberal model.91 Who
could disagree with appeals for emancipation, phrased in such vague terms? If
these authors offered more specific recommendations, it would be possible to
evaluate these alternative approaches in greater detail. It would also allow us to
understand the degree to which these emancipatory approaches are genuinely
distinct from liberal peacebuilding.

To confuse matters further, not all of the proponents of the emancipatory
approach view it as distinct from liberal peacebuilding. Richmond, for instance,
argues that the goal of ‘emancipation’ is actually integral to liberalism, but he
maintains that current liberal approaches place insufficient weight on ‘bottom up’
policies and do not adequately empower individuals or free them from ‘domina-
tion, and hegemony, as well as want’.92 When Richmond turns to prescriptions,
however, he offers little more by way of detail than either Duffield or Pugh.
Emancipatory peacebuilding, he says, would focus more on ‘social welfare and
justice’93 and embrace the ethic of ‘human security’.94 More precision would be
welcome.

In spite of this lack of clarity, there are good reasons to take the concept of
emancipatory peacebuilding seriously. Richmond correctly points out that ‘liberal
peacebuilding cannot succeed unless it achieves a broad consensus among its target
population’, and this may ultimately be connected to the idea of emancipation,
depending on how the term is defined.95 As I shall argue below, more research is

88 In principle, however, there is no reason that ‘critical’ theorising cannot provide useful insights into
‘what to do’ questions. See Richard Price, ‘Moral Limit and Possibility in World Politics’,
International Organization, 62 (Spring 2008), pp. 191–220.

89 Duffield, (2007), ch. 9; and Pugh, (2005).
90 Duffield, (2007), p. 234.
91 Pugh, (2005).
92 Oliver P. Richmond, ‘Emancipatory Forms of Human Security and Liberal Peacebuilding’,

International Journal, 62:3 (Summer 2007), p. 461.
93 Richmond, (2006), pp. 301 and 311.
94 Richmond, (2007).
95 Ibid., p. 460.
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needed on the sources of local legitimacy in peacebuilding, including the challenge
of incorporating mass publics and non-elites into post-conflict political and
economic structures and directly into the management of international peacebuild-
ing operations themselves. The concept of emancipatory peacebuilding may
provide a framework for pursuing such efforts, but we will not know until this
concept is elaborated and specified. When this happens, we may also discover that
emancipatory peacebuilding is not really opposed to liberal peacebuilding at all.

Is there an alternative to liberal peacebuilding?

In fact, there seems to be no viable alternative to some version of liberal
peacebuilding. Consider, first, the question of whether international peacebuilding
should be continued at all. As we saw, some commentators including Jeffrey
Herbst and Jeremy Weinstein have suggested that conflicts should sometimes be
allowed to burn themselves out, and that large-scale ‘impartial’ intervention (even
after a ceasefire agreement) risks locking in conditions that are not sustainable or
compatible with long-term peace. There is some logic to this approach, since wars
ending in military victory may produce longer-lasting peace than those ending in
negotiated settlements. But this strategy could also involve huge risks and costs:
The victors might decimate the losers, or alternatively some wars might grind on
for years or decades without resolution, all the while producing humanitarian crises
before one side finally achieves victory. In the meantime, conflicts could spread to
neighbouring territories, as several have done in Africa in recent years. On balance,
then, failing to provide assistance when it is possible to do so, and when it is
requested by local parties, would seem a short-sighted and dangerous solution to
the shortcomings of these operations; just as suspending the practice of post-
conflict peacebuilding would be a significant overreaction to the various problems
that these missions have experienced and caused. Nor is there any sign of declining
demand for new operations, given the increased trend for civil conflicts to end in
negotiated settlements in recent years.96

But why, in this case, must peacebuilding be liberal? The simple answer is that
alternative strategies – that is, strategies not rooted in liberal principles – would
likely create more problems than they would solve. One approach, for example,
might be for international agencies to establish permanent trusteeships over
war-torn states – that is, externally run governments that have no intention of
ceding their authority to local actors. This option is not unlike the formula
proposed by Stephen Krasner, who called for direct international governance of
dangerously fragile states ‘for an indefinite period of time’.97 The main problem
with this approach is that it would come very close to colonial-type control –
indeed, much more so than even the most long-lasting and interventionist
post-settlement missions that have been conducted to date. Maintaining such an
arrangement over the long term would likely require permanent suppression of

96 Human Security Brief 2007 (Vancouver, British Columbia: Simon Fraser University, Human Security
Project, 2008).

97 Stephen D. Krasner, ‘Sharing Sovereignty. New Institutions for Collapsed and Failing States’,
International Security, 29:2 (2004), pp. 85–120.

Saving liberal peacebuilding 357



domestic political activity within the host state. As David Edelstein points out,
even when foreign military deployments are made at the invitation of local parties,
they face a problem of an ‘obsolescing welcome’ whereby elements of the local
population tend to grow increasingly resentful of a powerful external presence in
their society.98 Continuing to embrace the objective of transferring full sovereign
powers to local actors may thus be the single most important strategy for
addressing this problem and for widening the ‘window’ of time available for
peacebuilders to assist in strengthening domestic institutions within the host state.
By contrast, establishing permanent foreign rule would reduce the time available
for peacebuilders to do their work before local resentment begins to build and the
peacebuilding mission becomes an obstacle to, rather than a facilitator of,
consolidating a stable peace.

A second alternative to liberal peacebuilding might be for international agencies
to identify local leaders who could rule as undemocratic strongmen over their
society. This would, at least, provide a means for peacebuilders to scale back their
presence quickly, as long as they continued to offer various types of support
(financial, material, etc.) to the ruling person or party. Indeed, this was roughly
that strategy that the US and Soviet Union pursued with their respective patrons
in many parts of the world during the Cold War. However, one of the practical
problems with this approach is that authoritarian regimes created and sustained by
external parties have often turned out to be more fragile than they appear, in part
because they tend to lack domestic legitimacy and therefore remain in power only
by repressing or buying off their internal rivals. This was one of the lessons learned
at the end of the Cold War, when a reduction or cessation of immense flows of
superpower assistance led to the collapse of authoritarian regimes in Somalia,
Zaire/Congo and elsewhere, followed by a violent scramble for power. Further-
more, in a country just emerging from civil war, where two or more factions were
engaged in large-scale killing, a postconflict ‘strongman strategy’ would risk
alienating unrepresented groups that might choose to resume violence rather than
living under the new regime. Some measure of power-sharing, or at least a
reasonable prospect of gaining power through an unrigged political process,
generally helps to mitigate this danger.99

A third alternative to liberal peacebuilding might be to rely on traditional or
indigenous practices of peace-making and governance, rather than elections and
other accoutrements of liberal democracy. Roger MacGuinty has usefully high-
lighted the limited space provided for such approaches in existing peacebuilding
models, which tend to be ‘highly standardized’ and rooted in a sense of the
‘superiority of Western approaches to peace-making’.100 In contrast to the more
formalistic and legalistic approaches, traditional and indigenous methods tend to
focus on ‘consensus decision-making, a restoration of the human/resource balance,
and compensation or gift exchange designed to ensure reciprocal and ongoing

98 Edelstein, (2009).
99 Anna K. Jarstad and Desirée Nilsson, ‘From Words to Deeds: The Implementation of Power-
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pp. 206–23; and Jack A. Goldstone and Jay Ulfelder, ‘How to Construct Stable Democracies’,
Washington Quarterly, 28:1 (Winter 2004–05), pp. 9–20.

100 MacGuinty, (2008), pp. 144 and 151.
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harmonious relations between groups.’101 Because they reflect local customs, he
adds, these techniques may ‘hold the potential to achieve a grass-roots legitimacy
that may be lacking from more technocratic “alien” forms of dispute resolution
that form the mainstay of Western-funded and designed peace-support programs
and projects’.102

While MacGuinty makes a strong case for adapting policies to local conditions
and traditions (using examples such as Afghanistan’s Loya Jirgas, or tribal
assemblies, which played an important role in that country’s initial transition from
Taliban rule), he does not recommend relying exclusively on such techniques. On
the contrary, he wisely warns of the danger of romanticising traditional or
indigenous practices – not least because they may serve to reinforce ‘the authority
of existing power-holders’ and to impose ‘social conformity’, sometimes in brutal
ways.103 Tanja Chopra’s analysis of local peacebuilding initiatives in Kenya offers
cautionary tale illustrating these dangers. Efforts to tap into traditional conflict-
resolution techniques through community-level ‘peace committees’ in Keyna have
shown some success, but in some cases they have also served to “deepen existing
rifts between communities” and “reinforce divisions’ while also undermining
concurrent efforts to strengthen respect for the rule of law at the national level.104

Traditional and bottom-up approaches, in other words, should be part of
peacebuilding, but they are no panacea.

There are other reasons to be cautious before embracing traditional governance
methods. Those who believe that doing so will eliminate or reduce the intrusion of
foreign peacebuilders in the domestic affairs of the host state fail to recognise that
peacebuilders will still need to make crucial choices, whether they wish to do so or
not. No society has a single, unambiguous set of governance structures (traditional
or otherwise) that can be automatically activated. Consequential decisions must
therefore be made to privilege some structures and not others – and, as much as
peacebuilders might view themselves as referees in such decisions, in fact they will
always be ‘players’ simply by virtue of their relative power in the domestic setting
of a war-torn state.105 In any event, some measure of external influence may be
necessary and desirable: if the post-conflict society could organise its own
governance arrangements without international assistance, there would have been
no need or demand for peacebuilding in the first place.

Given all this, consider the implications if international agencies were to adopt
a general policy of relying on indigenous governance structures in post-conflict
countries. Very likely, any political outcomes of this process would be questioned
and contested due to perceived international ‘interference’, no matter how
well-meaning and diligent the peacebuilders were in seeking to remain neutral.
Further, in cases where one individual or group dominated such a process, the
result could be the equivalent of the second alternative to liberal peacebuilding
discussed above – strongman rule – with all the problems associated with that

101 Ibid., p. 149.
102 Ibid., p. 155.
103 Ibid., p. 150.
104 Tanja Chopra, ‘When Peacebuilding Contradicts Statebuilding: Notes from the Arid Lands of

Kenya’, International Peacekeeping, 16: 4 (August 2009), pp. 531–45.
105 Alex de Waal, ‘Mission without End? Peacekeeping in the African Political Marketplace’,

International Affairs, 85:1 (January 2009), pp. 99–113.
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option. These are all real concerns that counsel caution. Yet in spite of these risks
and complexities, experience in Afghanistan, Cambodia and elsewhere suggests
that more research attention needs to be devoted to the topic of hybrid
arrangements in countries recovering from conflict, or approaches those that blend
formal, informal, modern and customary methods of governance and conflict
resolution.106

It is also interesting that MacGuinty argues that one of the benefits of
customary arrangements could be to enhance ‘political participation’, while he
also warns against the dangers of authoritarianism. Such arguments suggest that
MacGuinty, like other commentators discussed above, is less concerned with the
liberal orientation of current peacebuilding approaches than he is with their relative
rigidity and lack of adaptability to local conditions. In fact, there is nothing in the
idea of the ‘liberal peace’ or ‘liberal peacebuilding’ that mandates such inflexibility.
Liberal polities come in many different styles and forms, from group-based
‘consociational’ proportional representation arrangements to Anglo-American-style
plurality systems, and there is nothing to prevent liberalism from accommodating
new models. Nor does support for liberal political principles stand in the way of
pursuing any number of complementary initiatives and goals, including those
focusing on post-conflict reconciliation,107 social welfare and justice,108 extensive
public deliberations at the national and local levels,109 or the empowerment and
inclusion of women and other marginalised groups.110 The key principles of
liberalism – individual freedoms, representative government, and constitutional
limits on arbitrary power – offer a broad canvas for institutional design and
creative policymaking.

Without clear alternatives, some version of liberalism therefore remains the
most sensible foundation for post-conflict peacebuilding. The overarching goal of
such missions should be to create the conditions for representative self-government,
not only because such an outcome is the least morally objectionable goal for
peacebuilding, but also for the practical purpose of facilitating the eventual
departure of peacebuilders through the restoration of domestic sovereignty over the
territory. Further, while the importance of elections alone should not be
exaggerated, they remain a crucial tool for populations to constitute their own
governments, not only during the period of peacebuilding, but on an ongoing

106 Tobias Debiel, Rainer Glassner, Conrad Schetter and Ulf Terlinden, ‘Local State-Building in
Afghanistan and Somaliland’, Peace Review, 21:1 (January 2009), pp. 38–44; David Roberts, ‘The
Superficiality of Statebuilding in Cambodia: Patronage and Clientelism as Enduring Forms of
Politics’, in Roland Paris and Timothy D. Sisk (eds), The Dilemmas of Statebuilding: Confronting the
Contradictions of Postwar Peace Operations (London: Routledge, 2009), pp. 149–69; and Heidrun
Zinecker, ‘Regime-Hybridity in Developing Countries: Achievements and Limitations of New
Research on Transitions’, International Studies Review, 11:2 (June 2009), pp. 302–31.

107 Lisa A. Baglione, ‘Peacebuilding: A Time to Listen and Learn from Reconciliationism’, Polity, 40:1
(January 2008), pp. 120–35.

108 Richmond, (2006), p. 311; and Shahrbanou Tadjbakhsh, ‘Conflicted Outcomes and Values:
(Neo)Liberal Peace in Central Asia and Afghanistan’, International Peacekeeping, 16:5 (November
2009), p. 648.

109 Katia Papagianni, ‘Transitional Politics in Post-Conflict Countries: The Importance of Consultative
and Inclusive Political Processes’, Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding, 3:1 (March 2009),
pp. 47–63.

110 Kristoffer Lidén, ‘Building Peace between Global and Local Politics: The Cosmopolitical Ethics of
Liberal Peacebuilding’, International Peacekeeping, 16:5 (November 2009), p. 621.
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basis.111 While it is true that encouraging elections itself involves an external intrusion
in the internal affairs of the host state, surely we can differentiate between more and
less acceptable intrusions – including the fact that elections are meant to facilitate the
society’s ability to shape its own destiny and exercise self-government, so that the
peacebuilders themselves can leave. Elections alone cannot achieve this goal; nor do
elections equal democracy. But of all the possible ways in which international actors
can influence the domestic politics of a country, the idea of promoting self-
government is one of the least troubling – and, from the standpoint of not overstaying
an ‘obsolescing welcome’, it may be a pragmatic necessity.

Similarly, while certain economic liberalisation strategies can be destabilising,112

is there really an alternative to some version of market-oriented reform in states
emerging from war? The second half of the twentieth century demonstrated that
centrally planned and state-dominated development strategies – including not only
Soviet-style communism but also import substitution strategies pursued in many
parts of Latin America and Africa – generally produced lower levels of economic
growth than market-oriented development strategies. Debates continue about the
appropriate balance between the market and the state in economic development,
including greater regulation of financial institutions and the like, but there is
near-universal agreement today that non-market-oriented economic policies (or
those that do not give the market a primary role in allocating scarce resources) are
too inefficient to generate sustained economic growth. Most of those who have
criticised the economic dimensions of liberal peacebuilding (including this author)
have called for less aggressive adjustment strategies in order to reduce the
destabilising effects of rapid marketisation, but have not rejected the idea of
economic liberalisation itself – in part because economic growth is important to the
long-term success of peacebuilding.113 Although there is no guarantee that states
pursuing market-oriented development policies will become richer, there is a near
guarantee that those pursuing non-market-oriented strategies will stay poor.

There is no single, market-oriented model appropriate for all peacebuilding
cases. Rather, there are countless variations of liberal economic policies that can
be explored and pursued.114 But all share one thing in common: a primary
orientation toward markets as a foundation for long-term growth. If existing
economic policies have been ill-suited to the needs of war-torn states, it is not
because these policies have been ‘liberal’ or market-oriented in the broad sense of
these terms, but rather, because they have paid too little attention to the particular
vulnerabilities of countries just emerging from destructive and divisive conflicts,
including the potentially destabilising effects of ‘shock therapy’ adjustment
policies.115 Addressing such problems primarily involves altering and customising,
not abandoning, the economically liberal elements of peacebuilding.

111 Timothy D. Sisk, ‘Pathways of the Political: Electoral Processes after Civil War’, in Roland Paris
and Timothy D. Sisk (eds), The Dilemmas of Statebuilding: Confronting the Contradictions of Postwar
Peace Operations (London: Routledge, 2009), pp. 196–223.

112 See Paris, (2004), pp. 166–8 and 199–205.
113 Sambanis, (2008).
114 Paul D. Williams, ‘International Peacekeeping: The Challenges of Statebuilding and Regionaliza-

tion’, International Affairs, 81:1 (January 2005), p. 170.
115 Frances Stewart, ‘Policies towards Horizontal Inequalities in Post-Conflict Reconstruction’, World

Institute For Development Economics Research, UN University, Research Paper No. 2006/149
(November 2006).
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Conclusion: saving liberal peacebuilding

If there is no realistic or preferable alternative to broadly liberal approaches, what
can be done in the face of the current ‘crisis’ of liberal peacebuilding? The first step
is to question the extent to which this crisis is real or imagined. In this article, I
have attempted to show that some of the most sweeping critiques of liberal
peacebuilding have rested on dubious claims and logic, including the conflation of
post-conquest and post-settlement peacebuilding; un-nuanced analogies of peace-
building and colonialism or imperialism; definitions of the liberal peace that are too
broad; mischaracterisations of the peacebuilding record; and oversimplifications of
the moral complexity of peacebuilding. Considered in this light, the purported
crisis of liberal peacebuilding appears to be less severe and less fundamental than
some have claimed.

The challenge today is not to replace or move ‘beyond’ liberal peacebuilding,
but to reform existing approaches within a broadly liberal framework. This
enterprise has both conceptual and policy elements. Peacebuilding remains ripe for
theoretical treatments that shed light on the meaning and effects of these
operations. In other words, the peacebuilding literature need not, and should not,
be limited to narrowly policy-oriented or ‘problem solving’ analyses. In the 1990s,
most of the peacebuilding literature was preoccupied with practical policy issues
and paid little attention to the relationships between peacebuilding and larger
phenomena in international politics. The rise of more critical analysis since then
has been part of a welcome broadening of the field, which now places greater
emphasis on exploring the theoretical underpinnings and implications of these
missions. The great strength of critical approaches has always been their focus on
exposing and dissecting widely held assumptions and orthodoxies. But critical
scholarship can lose its intellectual and empirical moorings if it fails to be
self-reflective and self-critical – that is, if its logic, evidence and implications are not
themselves subject to scrutiny and challenge. Nothing in the recent critical
literature offers a convincing rationale for abandoning liberal peacebuilding, rather
than reforming it. If anything, the rise of what I have called hyper-critical
scholarship – and particularly its dubious yet seemingly ritualised rejection of
liberal peacebuilding – has served to cloud rather than clarify our understanding
of what peacebuilding is, and what it does.

Of course, there is no single ‘best’ way of analysing these missions or the
broader phenomenon of international peacebuilding. This field of research is – and
hopefully will remain – a diverse bazaar of different theoretical and empirical
approaches, open to discussion and debate across intellectual traditions and
methodologies. This article has sought to contribute to this debate by arguing for
a rethinking and rebalancing of liberal peacebuilding critiques. In contrast to the
unconvincing hyper-criticism of today, or the irrational exuberance of earlier years,
a more constructively critical approach might build on the recognition that: (1)
both liberalism and liberal peacebuilding are deeply problematic concepts – in
theory and application – and their internal contradictions play themselves out in
peacebuilding, sometimes in troubling and destructive ways; (2) liberally-oriented
peacebuilding can, in principle, accommodate a great deal of internal variation and
adjustment, including many of the specific changes proposed by many critics; (3)
scholars who repudiate liberal peacebuilding or call for ‘alternative’ strategies
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should be expected to reflect carefully on the normative underpinnings of their own
arguments and to clarify the alternatives they may be proposing, including the
moral and practical implications of pursuing these alternatives. The third point
should be particularly important for those who believe that critical peacebuilding
scholarship has a useful contribution to make to the field – and that the recent turn
towards a reflexive anti-liberalism has diminished the force of these critiques.

Adopting a constructively critical orientation does not mean accepting the
current practices of peacebuilding. It does not mean that peacebuilding must be
‘top-down’ instead of ‘bottom-up’ – that is a criticism of centralism, not liberalism.
It does not mean that peacebuilding should be fixated on formal institutions to the
exclusion of informal or customary methods of governance – that is a criticism of
formalism, not liberalism. It does not mean that peacebuilders should adopt a
‘fixed, non-negotiable concept of what the state should eventually look like’116 –
that is a criticism of institutional isomorphism, not liberalism. Nor does it mean
that peacebuilders should assume that liberalisation will necessarily foster peace –
that is a criticism of naïve Wilsonianism, one variant of liberalism.117 Addressing
all of these real problems may entail probing the internal tensions of liberalism, but
it does not require a sweeping rejection of liberal peacebuilding.

In fact, there are many recent examples of constructively critical research that
raise important theoretical and practical questions, some of which challenge liberal
premises without making the mistake of discarding the baby with the bathwater.
For instance: What are the sources and dynamics of ‘legitimacy’ in international
peacebuilding?118 What obligations, if any, do international actors have in
rebuilding societies after conflict?119 What are the limits of external democracy
promotion efforts?120 How might ‘non-elite’ populations of host states be included
more directly into peace negotiations and post-conflict institutional reform?121

What is the relationship between power-sharing arrangements and peace?122 How

116 Stein Sundstøl Eriksen, ‘The Liberal Peace Is Neither: Peacebuilding, State building and the
Reproduction of Conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo’, International Peacekeeping, 16:5
(November 2009), p. 663.
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Dangers of Violence’, Terrorism and Political Violence, 21:3 (July 2009), pp. 378–400; Claire
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Ireland’, Irish Political Studies, 23:1 (February 2008), pp. 1–19; and Katharina P. Coleman,
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(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).

119 Alexandra Gheciu and Jennifer Welsh, guest editors, Ethics and International Affairs, 23:3 (Summer
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ing, 14:5 (November 2007), pp. 633–46; and Thomas Ohlson and Mimmi Söderberg Kovacs, ‘Peace
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Peacebuilding in Tajikistan’, International Negotiation, 13:1 (2008), pp. 55–72; and Kirsti Samuels,
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University Press, 2008); Jarstad and Nilsson, (2008); Anna K. Jarstad, ‘Power Sharing: Former
Enemies in Joint Government’, in Anna K. Jarstad and Timothy D. Sisk (eds), From War to
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might ideas of ‘local ownership’ be developed in a manner that avoids simplistic
bromides about the need for greater local ownership or emancipation?123

Other questions include: How do ‘discursive frames’ and organisational
procedures shape the design and conduct of peacebuilding in practice?124 How can
peacebuilding agencies learn from experiences across missions without falling into
the trap of assuming that ‘technical’ knowledge is readily transferrable across
diverse local circumstances?125 Why does the UN seem to make peacebuilding
commitments that it subsequently fails to fulfill in practice?126 What are the
economic impacts of peacebuilding operations?127 What is the relationship between
‘peace conditionalities’ in economic assistance and the durability of the ensuing
peace?128 How can economic liberalisation be pursued in ways that minimise the
dangers of strengthening black markets?129 Under what circumstances should
peacebuilding missions end, and how should they ‘exit’?130

This is just a small sampling of research questions that represent a broad mix
of normative approaches. They point to even larger unresolved questions, including
the crucial issue of how one should define peacebuilding ‘success’.131 Many of these
research efforts also offer the possibility of making peacebuilding operations more
effective, and more just, in the future.

In the end, however, whichever research paths one may chose to follow, those
engaged in constructively critical analysis have an immense task ahead of them:

Democracy: Dilemmas of Peacebuilding (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), pp. 105–33;
and Hartzell and Hoddie, (2007).
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peacebuilding is tremendously complex and prone to unanticipated consequences,
yet it is also too important to lose or abandon. As long as both scholars and
practitioners embrace an open discussion of peacebuilding’s merits and flaws,
without descending into unwarranted hyper-criticism, there is still hope of
improving both the conception and delivery of international assistance to societies
embarking on difficult transitions from war to peace.
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Foreword  

by the Secretary-General of the United Nations

All of us have a responsibility to ask ourselves what we 
can do to protect populations from the most serious 
international crimes: genocide, crimes against human-
ity and war crimes. These crimes continue to be per-
petrated in many places across the world. Although 
calls for accountability are now the norm when such 
crimes are committed, impunity is all too common. 
We can and must do more, much earlier, to save lives 
and prevent societies from collapsing and descending 
into horrific violence. 

The first thing we can do is to be more alert and pay 
attention to the warning signs. Atrocity crimes take 
place on a large scale, and are not spontaneous or 
isolated events; they are processes, with histories, 
precursors and triggering factors which, combined, 
enable their commission. 

My Special Advisers on the Prevention of Genocide 
and on the Responsibility to Protect have developed 
this Framework of Analysis for the Prevention of 
Atrocity Crimes as a guide for assessing the risk of 
genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes. 
With the help of the Framework, we can better sound 
the alarm, promote action, improve monitoring or 
early warning by different actors, and help Member 
States to identify gaps in their atrocity prevention 
capacities and strategies.

I am pleased to present this Framework at a time 
when the United Nations is undergoing a system-wide 
revision of the way we respond to situations where 
serious violations of international human rights and 

humanitarian law are happening or could happen. 
Through the “Human Rights Up Front” initiative, we are 
committed to upholding the promise of “never again” 
and drawing lessons from past failures. In practice, it 
means putting human rights, the protection of popu-
lations and the prevention of atrocity crimes at the 
centre of our work. 

As affirmed at the 2005 World Summit, States have 
the primary responsibility for protecting their own 
populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleans-
ing and crimes against humanity. The international 
community has committed to support each State in 
this endeavour and, should States manifestly fail in 
meeting their responsibilities, to take collective action 
in a timely and decisive manner in line with the United 
Nations Charter. 

I therefore urge the widest possible use of this 
Framework to support prevention strategies at the 
national, regional and international levels. Prevention 
means acting early; to do that, we need to know what 
to look for. Together with a commitment to account-
ability, we owe this to the millions of victims of the 
horrific international crimes of the past — and those 
whose lives we may be able to save in the future.

BAN Ki-moon 
United Nations Secretary-General  
July 2014
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Atrocity crimes are considered  
to be the most serious crimes against 
humankind. Their status as international 
crimes is based on the belief that the 
acts associated with them affect the 
core dignity of human beings.
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I.  INTRODUCING THE 
FRAMEWORK OF ANALYSIS

What do we mean by atrocity crimes?
The term “atrocity crimes” refers to three legally 
defined international crimes:  genocide, crimes 
against humanity and war crimes. The definitions 
of the crimes can be found in the 1948 Convention 
on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of 
Genocide, the 1949 Geneva Conventions1 and their 
1977 Additional Protocols,2 and the 1998 Rome 
Statute of the International Criminal Court, among 
other treaties.3 

In the 2005 World Summit Outcome Document 
(paragraphs 138 and 139), United Nations Member 
States made a commitment to protect populations 
from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and 
crimes against humanity, a principle referred to as the 
“Responsibility to Protect”. In this context, the term 
“atrocity crimes” has been extended to include ethnic 
cleansing which, while not defined as an independent 
crime under international law, includes acts that are 
serious violations of international human rights and 
humanitarian law that may themselves amount to one 
of the recognized atrocity crimes, in particular crimes 
against humanity.4 

1   The Geneva Conventions comprise the 1949 Geneva Convention 
(I) for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and 
Sick in Armed Forces in the Field; the 1949 Geneva Convention 
(II) for the Amelioration of the Condition of Wounded, Sick 
and Shipwrecked Members of Armed Forces at Sea; the 1949 
Geneva Convention (III) relative to the Treatment of Prisoners 
of War; and the 1949 Geneva Convention (IV) relative to the 
Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War. 

2  The Additional Protocols comprise the 1977 Protocol Additional 
to the Geneva Conventions of 12 August 1949, and relating 
to the Protection of Victims of International Armed Conflicts 
(Protocol I); and the 1977 Protocol Additional to the Geneva 
Conventions of 12 August 1949, and relating to the Protection 
of Victims of Non-International Armed Conflicts (Protocol II).

3   For definitions of each of the crimes, consult Annex I.
4   For possible definitions of ethnic cleansing, consult Annex I.

Who are the victims of atrocity crimes?
Atrocity crimes are considered to be the most serious 
crimes against humankind. Their status as international 
crimes is based on the belief that the acts associated 
with them affect the core dignity of human beings, in 
particular the persons that should be most protected 
by States, both in times of peace and in times of war. 
However, the victims targeted by acts of genocide, 
crimes against humanity and war crimes differ.

Genocide, according to international law, is a crime 
committed against members of a national, ethnical, 
racial or religious group. Even though the victims of 
the crimes are individuals, they are targeted because 
of their membership, real or perceived, in one of these 
groups. When speaking about potential victims of gen-
ocide, the Framework will refer to them as “protected 
groups”.

Crimes against humanity encompass acts that are 
part of a widespread or systematic attack directed 
against any civilian population. Even if non-civilians 
might also become victims of the attack, for an act 
to be considered a crime against humanity, the ulti-
mate target of the attack must be the civilian popula-
tion. When speaking about potential victims of crimes 
against humanity, the Framework will refer to them as 
a “civilian population”.

War crimes can be committed against a diversity of 
victims, either  combatants or non-combatants. In inter-
national armed conflicts, victims include those specifi-
cally protected by the four 1949 Geneva Conventions, 
i.e., (1) the wounded and sick in armed forces in the 
field; (2) the wounded, sick and shipwrecked members 
of armed forces at sea; (3) prisoners of war; and (4) 
civilian persons. It also includes those protected under 
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the 1977 Additional Protocol I. In the case of non-
international armed conflicts, common Article 3 of the 
four 1949 Geneva Conventions affords protection to 
“persons taking no active part in the hostilities, includ-
ing members of armed forces who have laid down their 
arms and those placed ‘hors de combat’ by sickness, 
wounds, detention, or any other cause”. It also includes 
those protected under the 1977 Additional Protocol 
II. Protection under international humanitarian law in 
both types of conflicts covers medical and religious per-
sonnel, humanitarian workers and civil defence staff. 
When speaking about potential victims of war crimes, 
the Framework will refer to them as “those protected 
under international humanitarian law”.

Due to the diversity of types of victims of the three 
crimes, when speaking broadly about potential victims 
of atrocity crimes as protected by international law, the 
Framework will refer to them as “protected groups, 
populations or individuals”. 

Why is it important to prevent atrocity 
crimes?
One of the principal roles of the United Nations Special 
Advisers on the Prevention of Genocide and on the 
Responsibility to Protect is to mobilize action for the 
prevention of atrocity crimes. The first and most 
compelling reason for this focus is the imperative to 
preserve human life. Atrocity crimes are, for the 
most part, large-scale events that, if prevented, will 
avoid significant loss of human life, as well as physical, 
psychosocial and psychological damages and trauma. 
However, there are also other significant reasons to 
focus on prevention.

Atrocity crimes tend to occur in countries with some 
level of instability or crisis. Consequently, measures 
taken to prevent these crimes are likely to contribute to 
national peace and stability. Prevention also serves 
the larger agenda of regional and international 
peace and stability. Atrocity crimes and their conse-
quences can spill over into neighbouring countries by, 
for example, creating or reinforcing tensions between 
groups that are defined along religious or ethnic lines 
rather than by national borders. The United Nations 

Security Council has stated in several of its resolu-
tions that serious and gross breaches of international 
human rights and humanitarian law constitute threats 
to international peace and security. The preamble to 
the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court 
also states that international crimes “threaten the 
peace, security and well-being of the world”.

A further key reason for focusing on the prevention of 
atrocity crimes lies in the fact that prevention is much 
less costly than intervening to halt these crimes, or 
dealing with their aftermath. Wars, humanitarian cri-
ses, the rebuilding of nations and the building of sus-
tainable peace after conflict require high and sustained 
levels of international support, often over many years. 
The political cost and challenges of early engagement 
by the international community are also less than when 
crises are imminent or ongoing, by which time options 
for preventive action are much more limited and there 
is a greater likelihood of political stalemate and failure. 

Finally, by taking measures to prevent atrocity crimes 
and fulfilling their primary responsibility to protect, 
States reinforce their sovereignty and reduce the 
need for more intrusive forms of response from other 
States or international actors. As the United Nations 
Secretary-General has emphasized, the principle of 
the Responsibility to Protect is designed to be an ally 
of sovereignty, rather than to undermine it. Efforts by 
States to prevent atrocity crimes from being commit-
ted within their own borders are another way of fulfill-
ing their sovereign responsibilities.

Is there a legal responsibility to prevent 
atrocity crimes?
Apart from the moral and ethical responsibility that 
we all have to protect populations at risk of atrocity 
crimes, both individually and collectively, there are also 
well- established legal obligations to do so. Such 
obligations can be found in the Convention on the 
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, 
in international human rights and humanitarian law 
and in customary international law. International 
courts and tribunals have also cited these obligations 
and clarified their specific content. 
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The responsibilities that fall on States through ratified 
treaties or customary law entail an obligation not only 
to punish atrocity crimes but also to prevent them. In 
some cases, such as for the crime of genocide, the 
obligation to prevent contained in the Convention on 
the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of 
Genocide (Article I) has become a norm of custom-
ary international law, which means that it is mandatory 
for all States, regardless of whether they have ratified 
the Convention. The obligation to “respect and ensure 
respect for international humanitarian law”, as con-
tained in common Article 1 of the Geneva Conventions, 
is also considered to be a norm of customary interna-
tional law. This provision can be interpreted as includ-
ing an obligation to prevent violations of international 
humanitarian law, including war crimes. 

International human rights law also places obliga-
tions on State Parties to take steps to prevent the 
acts it seeks to prohibit. For example, the Convention 
against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment specifies in Article 2 that 
State Parties “shall take effective legislative, adminis-
trative, judicial or other measures to prevent acts of 
torture”. When part of a widespread or systematic 
attack against a civilian population, torture can consti-
tute a crime against humanity. 

On 27 February 2007 the International Court of 
Justice issued an important judgment in the Case 
Concerning Application of the Convention on the 
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide 
(Bosnia and Herzegovina v. Serbia and Montenegro). 
The Court stated that the obligation “to prevent” within 
the scope of the Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide imposed an obli-
gation that was not territorially limited. According to 
the Court, every State with a “capacity to influence 
effectively the action of persons likely to commit, or 
already committing genocide,” even if outside its own 
borders, is under the obligation “to employ all means 
reasonably available to them, so as to prevent geno-
cide so far as possible”.

The principle of the Responsibility to Protect, which 
reaffirms the primary responsibility of the State to 

protect its population from atrocity crimes, is founded 
on all these legal obligations and interpretations. 
Paragraph 138 of the 2005 World Summit Outcome 
Documents specifies that States have a responsibility 
to prevent the commission of genocide, war crimes, 
ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity, as well 
as incitement to these acts. Paragraph 139 goes on 
to underline the responsibility of the international com-
munity to prevent atrocity crimes by helping States 
to build capacity to protect their 
populations and assisting States 
under stress “before crisis and 
conflicts break out”. When States 
“manifestly fail” in their responsi-
bility to protect populations from 
atrocity crimes, the international 
community has also declared that 
it is prepared to take collective 
action, in a “timely and decisive 
manner”, to protect populations 
from these crimes, using all avail-
able tools, and bearing in mind the 
principles of the United Nations 
Charter and international law. 

How can atrocity crimes be prevented?
Preventing genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and 
crimes against humanity is primarily the responsibility 
of individual States. Prevention is an ongoing process 
that requires sustained efforts to build the resilience 
of societies to atrocity crimes by ensuring that the 
rule of law is respected and that all human rights 
are protected, without discrimination; by establish-
ing legitimate and accountable national institutions; 
by eliminating corruption; by managing diversity con-
structively; and by supporting a strong and diverse civil 
society and a pluralistic media. Failure by the State to 
provide such protection and guarantees to its popula-
tion can create an environment conducive to atrocity 
crimes. In such cases, prevention involves efforts to 
halt a likely course of events. 

Atrocity crimes are not usually single or random 
events. Instead, they tend to develop in a dynamic 
process that offers entry points for action to prevent 
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their occurrence. To be able to engage in the level of 
violence associated with atrocity crimes, perpetrators 
need time to develop the capacity to do so, mobilize the 
resources, and take concrete steps that will help them 
to achieve their objectives. This does not mean that an 
overt plan to commit atrocity crimes will always exist 
from the onset of the process. In some past cases of 
genocide, for example, the intent to destroy a group 
was formulated at a later stage of the violence. 

However, as atrocity crimes are processes, it is pos-
sible to identify warning signs or indicators that they 
might occur. This is particularly true in the case of 
genocide and crimes against humanity. If we under-
stand the root causes and precursors of these 
crimes, and can identify risk factors that can lead to 
or enable their commission, it follows that we can also 
identify measures that can be taken by States 
and the international community to prevent these 
crimes. 

The earlier the risk factors are identified, the greater 
the opportunities for early prevention. As times goes 
on, preventive action becomes more difficult and more 
costly. If, for example, the motivation behind increased 
violence against a particular group is recognized at 
an early stage, it will be possible for the State or the 
international community to develop strategies aimed 
at addressing and defusing this motivation. However, 
if atrocity crimes are already occurring, the options 
available to respond will be very limited and, in some 
cases, may require the use of coercive measures 
including, if all peaceful means fail, the use of force.

What are the roles of the Special Advisers 
on the Prevention of Genocide and on the 
Responsibility to Protect?
The United Nations Secretary-General’s Special 
Advisers on the Prevention of Genocide and on the 
Responsibility to Protect, who have distinct but com-
plementary mandates, work together to advance 
national and international efforts to protect popu-
lations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleans-
ing and crimes against humanity, as well as their 
incitement. 

The Special Adviser on the Prevention of Genocide 
acts as an early warning mechanism by alerting the 
United Nations Secretary-General and, through him, 
the Security Council to situations where there is a 
risk of genocide and presenting recommendations. 
The Special Adviser also advocates and mobilizes 
the United Nations system, Member States, regional 
arrangements and civil society for appropriate preven-
tive action. Working under the overall guidance of the 
Special Adviser on the Prevention of Genocide, the 
Special Adviser on the Responsibility to Protect leads 
the conceptual, political, institutional and operational 
development of the Responsibility to Protect principle 
and its implementation by the United Nations, Member 
States, regional arrangements and civil society.

The Special Advisers are supported by a joint office, the 
Office on Genocide Prevention and the Responsibility 
to Protect (the Office). The Office collects information 
and conducts assessments of situations worldwide 
that could potentially lead to atrocity crimes or their 
incitement. The Office also works to build the capacity 
of United Nations, Member States, regional and sub-
regional organizations and civil society through training 
and technical assistance to strengthen prevention, early 
warning and response capacity; to promote a greater 
understanding of the causes and dynamics of atrocity 
crimes and of the measures that could be taken to pre-
vent them; and to raise awareness among States and 
other actors about their responsibility to protect.

It is worth noting that there are other United Nations 
departments and institutions with  mandates that 
are relevant to the prevention of atrocity crimes. 
These include the Department of Political Affairs 
(DPA), through its work on conflict prevention and 
peaceful resolution; the Department of Peacekeeping 
Operations (DPKO), through its work on the pro-
tection of civilians; the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), 
which takes the lead on the  promotion and protec-
tion of human rights; the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), through 
its work on the protection of uprooted or  stateless 
people; the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), through its work to  promote the rule of law 
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and support democratic governance and crisis preven-
tion initiatives; and the United Nations Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), through 
its coordination work among humanitarian actors with 
the aim of reducing the impact of conflict. The United 
Nations human rights monitoring mechanisms, such 
as the human rights treaty bodies and the Human 
Rights Council’s special procedures, can also play an 
important early warning role.

What is the Framework of Analysis?
In 2009, the then Office of the Special Adviser on 
the Prevention of Genocide developed a framework 
of analysis to support the assessment of the risk of 
the crime of genocide from an early warning perspec-
tive. However, with the subsequent expansion of the 
Office’s responsibilities to also support the work of 
the Special Adviser on the Responsibility to Protect, 
there was a need to develop a framework that could 
be used to analyse not only the risk of genocide but 
also the risk of crimes against humanity, war crimes 
and ethnic cleansing. In addition, new dynamics and 
a better understanding of the processes of atrocity 
crimes prompted the need for a revision of the ele-
ments included in the initial framework.

The present Framework replaces the previous docu-
ment and provides an  integrated analysis and risk 
assessment tool for atrocity crimes. The revision 
also reflects recent developments and new research 
into the processes that lead to those crimes. It was 
subject to consultations within and outside the United 
Nations system. The result is a Framework that serves 
as a working tool for the assessment of the risk of 
atrocity crimes in all parts of the world and in identify-
ing those countries most at risk.

To be effective, assessments require the systematic 
collection of accurate and reliable information based 
on the risk factors and indicators that the Framework 
identifies. The broad risk factors and the more specific 
indicators reflect definitions of the crimes in interna-
tional law, case law from the work of international 
courts or tribunals, and empirical analysis of past and 
present situations. 

Given the absence of a conceptual definition com-
mon to all war crimes, such as that which exists for 
genocide and crimes against humanity, the Framework 
focuses only on war crimes that have an impact on the 
protection of human life, this being the primary objec-
tive of preventive action. In addition, given the focus of 
the Responsibility to Protect principle on the protec-
tion of populations from the most serious violations 
of international human rights and humanitarian law, 
the Framework covers war crimes 
that assume a more systematic 
or widespread pattern of conduct. 
Finally, given that ethnic cleansing 
does not have a distinct legal defini-
tion as an international crime, but 
includes acts that can constitute 
other atrocity crimes or elements 
of them, it has been integrated into 
the analysis of the risk factors for 
those crimes. 

This Framework is a public docu-
ment. The Office encourages and 
welcomes its use by international, 
regional and national actors as a 
tool either for early warning mech-
anisms, or for other mechanisms 
used for monitoring, assessment and forecasting. In 
addition, the Office recommends that Member States 
use the Framework to help identify both areas of suc-
cess as well as gaps in atrocity prevention capacities 
and strategies at the national level.

What are risk factors and indicators?
Risk factors are conditions that increase the risk of 
or susceptibility to negative outcomes. Those identified 
in this framework include behaviours, circumstances 
or elements that create an environment conducive 
to the commission of atrocity crimes, or indicate the 
potential, probability or risk of their occurrence. Risk 
factors are not all the same. Some are structural in 
nature, such as the weakness of State structures, 
while others pertain to more dynamic circumstances 
or events, such as triggering factors. Triggers and 
other dynamic elements transform general risk into 
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an increased likelihood that atrocities crimes will be 
committed.

The indicators included in this framework are differ-
ent manifestations of each risk factor, and therefore 
assist in determining the degree to which an individual 
risk factor is present. The particular indicators identi-
fied in the Framework have been drawn from past and 
current cases, but are not intended to be exhaustive. 

How to use the Framework of Analysis
The Framework contains two main analytical tools for 
assessing the risk of atrocity crimes: (a) a list of 14 
risk factors for atrocity crimes; and (b) indicators 
for each of the risk factors. Among the 14 risk fac-
tors outlined, the first eight are common to all crimes, 
reflecting the fact that atrocity crimes tend to occur 
in similar settings and share several elements or 
features. In addition to these common factors, the 
framework identifies six additional risk factors, two 
specific to each of the international crimes — namely 
genocide, crimes against humanity and war crimes. 

The common risk factors help us identify the prob-
ability of atrocity crimes overall, without necessarily 
identifying the type of crime. In fact, in the initial stages 
of monitoring, it is not always possible to identify which 
specific crime is most at risk. This becomes clearer 
as the process leading to atrocity crimes progresses. 
For example, weak State structures put populations or 
groups at risk of any of these crimes. In addition, dif-
ferent kinds of atrocity crimes can occur concurrently 
in a same situation, or one crime might be a precursor 
to another form of atrocity crime.

The specific risk factors, on the other hand, result 

from the fact that each crime has elements and pre-

cursors that are not common to all three crimes. For 

example, one of the elements specific to the crime of 

genocide is the intent to destroy, in whole or in part, 

a national, ethnical, racial or religious group. Where 

signs or evidence of such intent are found, this points 

to a higher risk of genocide. In this way, the specific 

risk factors identified in the framework reflect the legal 

definitions of the crimes, even though they are not 

strictly limited by them, nor intend to be criminal evi-

dence of them. 

To assess the risk of atrocity crimes in a given situation 

with the Framework of Analysis, a monitor or analyst 

should use the risk factors and indicators to guide 

the collection and assessment of information. For 

example, taking Risk Factor 1 (Situations of Armed 

Conflict or Other Forms of Instability), they should collect 

reliable information from a variety of sources that would 

inform an assessment of whether any of the respective 

indicators is present or has changed: whether there 

is an international or non-international armed conflict 

(Indicator 1.1); whether there is evidence of a humani-

tarian crisis or emergency (Indicator 1.2); whether 

there is political instability caused by different factors 

(Indicators 1.3 to 1.6); economic instability (Indicator 

1.7 to 1.9) or social instability (Indicators 1.10 and 

1.11). The analysis of the totality of the information 

gathered will guide an assessment of whether a par-

ticular State faces the kind of stress that could gener-

ate an environment conducive to atrocity crimes and 

hence, the presence of Risk Factor 1.

A few points should be kept in mind while using this 

Framework. First, not all risk factors need to be 

present for there to be an assessment that there 

is a significant risk of atrocity crimes occurring. 

For example, there are situations where information 

gathered has confirmed the presence of most of the 

risk factors, but atrocity crimes have not yet taken 

place. This could be due to the absence of a triggering 

event or the presence of a strong mitigating factor. 

It may also not be possible to obtain sufficiently accu-

rate and reliable information to confirm the presence 

of a particular risk factor. Nevertheless, this should 

not deter monitors and analysts from warning of the 

likelihood that an atrocity crime could be committed. 

Triggering factors are not always predictable and a 

strong mitigating factor might weaken or disappear. 

It is also important to bear in mind that common 
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risk factors tend to be manifest sooner than specific 

risk factors. Information that confirms the presence 

of specific risk factors is sometimes more difficult to 

obtain at an early stage.

Second, the more risk factors (and the greater 

number of relevant indicators) that are present, 

the greater the risk that an atrocity crime may be 
committed. Also, the greater the number of indica-
tors of a particular risk factor that are present, the 
greater the importance and role of that factor in a 
particular situation.

Third, the risk factors and the indicators are not 
ranked, as their relative importance will differ 
according to the particular context. Even though 
armed conflict has been identified as the strongest or 
most important contributing risk factor, armed conflict 
is not a precondition of all atrocity crimes — geno-
cide and crimes against humanity can also occur in 
times of peace. Certainly, some risk factors will have a 
greater weight than others, or will be manifest more 
often than others. However, all contribute to increas-
ing the risk of atrocity crimes. 

Finally, monitors and analysts will need to be flexible 
when considering and weighing all the elements in this 
Framework and situate them within a broader polit-
ical, contextual, historical and cultural analysis. 
In addition, given the development of new trends and 
patterns of violence and of conduct related to conflict, 
assessments should be open to new elements that 
might surface.

How accurate are risk assessments of 
atrocity crimes?
The Framework of Analysis provides a set of elements 
to help monitors or analysts to make qualitative and 
systematic assessments of the risk of atrocity 
crimes in specific situations. However, the presence of 
risk factors of atrocity crimes in a particular situation 
does not directly or inevitably lead to the occurrence of 
those crimes — risk is not equated 
with inevitability. In fact, some of 
the risk factors identified in the 
Framework will be present in many 
situations or societies around the 
world where atrocity crimes have 
not taken place. Why is that? 
The absence of atrocity crimes in 
these societies can be linked to 
the strength of local sources of 
resilience, outside assistance that 
mitigates risk, the lack of motiva-
tion of the leadership to commit or 
permit atrocity crimes, or simply 
the absence of a triggering fac-
tor or event. On the other hand, 
unpredictable occurrences can 
disrupt a likely course of events.

However, although it is impossible to draw a direct 
causal relation between the presence of particular risk 
factors and the occurrence of atrocity crimes, these 
crimes are rarely committed in the absence of all 
or most of the risk factors that the Framework 
identifies. 

To be effective, 
assessments 
require the 
systematic 
collection 

of accurate 
and reliable 
information 

based on the 
risk factors and 
indicators that 
the framework 

identifies.
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II.  FRAMEWORK OF ANALYSIS 
FOR ATROCITY CRIMES

COMMON RISK FACTORS

Risk Factor 1 Situations of armed conflict or other forms of instability

Risk Factor 2 Record of serious violations of international human rights and humanitarian law 

Risk Factor 3 Weakness of State structures

Risk Factor 4 Motives or incentives 

Risk Factor 5 Capacity to commit atrocity crimes

Risk Factor 6 Absence of mitigating factors

Risk Factor 7 Enabling circumstances or preparatory action 

Risk Factor 8 Triggering factors

SPECIFIC RISK FACTORS

Genocide

Risk Factor 9 Intergroup tensions or patterns of discrimination against protected groups 

Risk Factor 10 Signs of an intent to destroy in whole or in part a protected group

Crimes against humanity

Risk Factor 11 Signs of a widespread or systematic attack against any civilian population

Risk Factor 12 Signs of a plan or policy to attack any civilian population

War crimes

Risk Factor 13 Serious threats to those protected under international humanitarian law

Risk Factor 14 Serious threats to humanitarian or peacekeeping operations
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C
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RISK FACTOR 1

Situations of armed conflict or other forms of instability

Situations that place a State under stress and generate an environment conducive to atrocity 
crimes.

Indicators

1.1 International or non-international armed conflict. 

1.2 Security crisis caused by, among other factors, defection from peace agreements, armed conflict in 
neighboring countries, threats of external interventions or acts of terrorism. 

1.3 Humanitarian crisis or emergency, including those caused by natural disasters or epidemics.

1.4 Political instability caused by abrupt or irregular regime change or transfer of power. 

1.5 Political instability caused by disputes over power or growing nationalist, armed or radical opposition 
movements. 

1.6 Political tension caused by autocratic regimes or severe political repression.

1.7 Economic instability caused by scarcity of resources or disputes over their use or exploitation.

1.8 Economic instability caused by severe crisis in the national economy.

1.9 Economic instability caused by acute poverty, mass unemployment or deep horizontal inequalities.

1.10 Social instability caused by resistance to or mass protests against State authority or policies. 

1.11 Social instability caused by exclusion or tensions based on identity issues, their perception or extremist 
forms. 

Comment: 
Atrocity crimes usually take place against a background of either an international or non-international armed conflict. 
Armed conflicts are periods characterized by a high incidence of violence, insecurity and the permissibility of acts 
that would otherwise not be acceptable. In addition, the capacity of States to inflict harm is usually at its peak dur-
ing periods of conflict. If armed conflict is a violent way of dealing with problems, it is clear that the risk of atrocity 
crimes acutely increases during these periods. However, other situations that are not typical armed conflicts can 
also put a State under such a level of stress that it becomes more prone to serious human rights violations and, 
eventually, to atrocity crimes. In fact, genocide and crimes against humanity can also occur during times of peace. 
This is most likely when there are serious levels of political instability, threats to the security of the country or even 
volatility in economic or social affairs. Although situations of instability, or even of armed conflict, will not necessarily 
lead to the occurrence of atrocity crimes, they highly increase the likelihood of those crimes.
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RISK FACTOR 2

Record of serious violations of international human rights and humanitarian law

Past or current serious violations of international human rights and humanitarian law, particularly 
if assuming an early pattern of conduct, and including those amounting to atrocity crimes, that 
have not been prevented, punished or adequately addressed and, as a result, create a risk of 
further violations.

Indicators

2.1 Past or present serious restrictions to or violations of international human rights and humanitarian law, 
particularly if assuming an early pattern of conduct and if targeting protected groups, populations or 
individuals.

2.2 Past acts of genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes or their incitement.

2.3 Policy or practice of impunity for or tolerance of serious violations of international human rights and 
humanitarian law, of atrocity crimes, or of their incitement.

2.4 Inaction, reluctance or refusal to use all possible means to stop planned, predictable or ongoing 
serious violations of international human rights and humanitarian law or likely atrocity crimes, or their 
incitement.

2.5 Continuation of support to groups accused of involvement in serious violations of international human 
rights and humanitarian law, including atrocity crimes, or failure to condemn their actions.

2.6 Justification, biased accounts or denial of serious violations of international human rights and 
humanitarian law or atrocity crimes.

2.7 Politicization or absence of reconciliation or transitional justice processes following conflict.

2.8 Widespread mistrust in State institutions or among different groups as a result of impunity.

Comment: 
Societies that have a history of violence and serious violations of international human rights and humanitarian law 
or atrocity crimes, or where these are currently taking place, can be more prone to further atrocity crimes. As 
history has demonstrated, atrocity crimes in general and genocide in particular are preceded by less widespread or 
systematic serious violations of international human rights and humanitarian law. These are typically violations of civil 
and political rights, but they may include also severe restrictions to economic, social and cultural rights, often linked 
to patterns of discrimination or exclusion of protected groups, populations or individuals. This risk factor is also 
relevant where the legacies of past atrocity crimes have not been adequately addressed through individual criminal 
accountability, reparation, truth-seeking and reconciliation processes, as well as comprehensive reform measures 
in the security and judicial sectors. A society in this situation is more likely to resort again to violence as a form of 
addressing problems. 
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RISK FACTOR 3

Weakness of State structures

Circumstances that negatively affect the capacity of a State to prevent or halt atrocity crimes.

Indicators

3.1 National legal framework that does not offer ample and effective protection, including through 
ratification and domestication of relevant international human rights and humanitarian law treaties. 

3.2 National institutions, particularly judicial, law enforcement and human rights institutions that lack 
sufficient resources, adequate representation or training. 

3.3 Lack of an independent and impartial judiciary. 

3.4 Lack of effective civilian control of security forces.

3.5 High levels of corruption or poor governance.

3.6 Absence or inadequate external or internal mechanisms of oversight and accountability, including those 
where victims can seek recourse for their claims.

3.7 Lack of awareness of and training on international human rights and humanitarian law to military forces, 
irregular forces and non-State armed groups, or other relevant actors. 

3.8 Lack of capacity to ensure that means and methods of warfare comply with international humanitarian 
law standards.

3.9 Lack of resources for reform or institution-building, including through regional or international support. 

3.10 Insufficient resources to implement overall measures aimed at protecting populations.

Comment: 
The risk of atrocity crimes can be increased by a State’s lack of capacity to prevent these crimes. A State protects 
its population through the establishment of frameworks and institutions that are guided by the rule of law and good 
governance principles. However, when such structures are inadequate or simply do not exist, the ability of the 
State to prevent atrocity crimes is significantly diminished. As a consequence, populations are left vulnerable to 
those who may take advantage of the limitations or the dysfunction of State machinery, or to those that may opt for 
violence to respond to real or perceived threats. This is even more the case in a situation of armed conflict, when 
it is paramount that those resorting to the use of force are fully aware of and respect the rules that aim to protect 
populations from such force, and have the necessary means to do so. The weakness of State structures will not 
necessarily be a cause of atrocity crimes, but it undoubtedly decreases the level of protection and, when analysed 
in conjunction with other risk factors, increases the probability of atrocity crimes.
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RISK FACTOR 4

Motives or incentives

Reasons, aims or drivers that justify the use of violence against protected groups, populations 
or individuals, including by actors outside of State borders.

Indicators

4.1 Political motives, particularly those aimed at the attainment or consolidation of power. 

4.2 Economic interests, including those based on the safeguard and well-being of elites or identity groups, 
or control over the distribution of resources.

4.3 Strategic or military interests, including those based on protection or seizure of territory and resources.

4.4 Other interests, including those aimed at rendering an area homogeneous in its identity.

4.5 Real or perceived threats posed by protected groups, populations or individuals, against interests or 
objectives of perpetrators, including perceptions of disloyalty to a cause.

4.6 Real or perceived membership of or support for armed opposition groups, by protected groups, 
populations or individuals.

4.7 Ideologies based on the supremacy of a certain identity or on extremist versions of identity.

4.8 Politicization of past grievances, tensions or impunity. 

4.9 Social trauma caused by past incidents of violence not adequately addressed and that produced 
feelings of loss, displacement, injustice and a possible desire for revenge.

Comment: 
The motives or incentives that lead perpetrators to commit atrocity crimes are not elements of the legal definition 
of those crimes and are therefore not relevant to determine individual criminal responsibility. However, from an early 
warning perspective, it is extremely important to be able to identify motivations, aims or drivers that could influence 
certain individuals or groups to resort to massive violence as a way to achieve goals, feed an ideology or respond to 
real or perceived threats. On one hand, to do so allows for a higher degree of prediction of the likelihood of those 
crimes. On the other, it opens the opportunity to develop prevention strategies aimed at neutralizing or curbing 
those motives or incentives. No one specific motive or incentive will automatically lead to atrocity crimes, but certain 
motives or incentives are more likely to, especially those that are based on exclusionary ideology, which is revealed 
in the construction of identities in terms of “us” and “them” to accentuate differences. The historical, political, 
economic or even cultural environment in which such ideologies develop can also be relevant.
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RISK FACTOR 5

Capacity to commit atrocity crimes

Conditions that indicate the ability of relevant actors to commit atrocity crimes.

Indicators

5.1 Availability of personnel and of arms and ammunition, or of the financial resources, public or private, for 
their procurement.

5.2 Capacity to transport and deploy personnel and to transport and distribute arms and ammunition.

5.3 Capacity to encourage or recruit large numbers of supporters from populations or groups, and 
availability of the means to mobilize them. 

5.4 Strong culture of obedience to authority and group conformity.

5.5 Presence of or links with other armed forces or with non-State armed groups.

5.6 Presence of commercial actors or companies that can serve as enablers by providing goods, services, or 
other forms of practical or technical support that help sustain perpetrators.

5.7 Financial, political or other support of influential or wealthy national actors.

5.8 Armed, financial, logistic, training or other support of external actors, including States, international or 
regional organizations, private companies, or others.

Comment: 
Atrocity crimes are not easy to commit. In particular, genocide and crimes against humanity, but also several war 
crimes, are characterized by large-scale violence that requires a level of planning and that, in most cases, is sus-
tained over a period of time. To be able to engage in such conduct, actors aiming at committing atrocity crimes must 
have at their disposal the necessary, substantial resources and support, either internal or external. That capacity 
can be intentionally developed or it can also be incidental. Accordingly, the fact that States or groups have the capac-
ity to perpetrate atrocity crimes does not imply that they will commit them — for that, it is also necessary that they 
have the intention to make use of that capacity against a protected group, population or individual. Therefore, this 
risk factor must be assessed in conjunction with other factors. In contrast, those who do not have the capacity to 
commit atrocity crimes, i.e., where one or more of the indicators mentioned above are not present, will most likely 
not be able to put any plan into action, or will face serious challenges in its attempt to implement it. 
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RISK FACTOR 6

Absence of mitigating factors

Absence of elements that, if present, could contribute to preventing or to lessening the impact of 
serious acts of violence against protected groups, populations or individuals.

Indicators

6.1 Limited or lack of empowerment processes, resources, allies or other elements that could contribute to 
the ability of protected groups, populations or individuals to protect themselves.

6.2 Lack of a strong, organized and representative national civil society and of a free, diverse and 
independent national media.

6.3 Lack of interest and focus of international civil society actors or of access to international media.

6.4 Lack of or limited presence of the United Nations, INGOs or other international or regional actors in the 
country and with access to populations. 

6.5 Lack of membership and effective participation of the State in international or regional organizations 
that establish mandatory membership obligations. 

6.6 Lack of exposure, openness or establishment of political or economic relations with other States or 
organizations.

6.7 Limited cooperation of the State with international and regional human rights mechanisms.

6.8 Lack of incentives or willingness of parties to a conflict to engage in dialogue, make concessions and 
receive support from the international community.

6.9 Lack of interest, reluctance or failure of United Nations Member States or international or regional 
organizations to support a State to exercise its responsibility to protect populations from atrocity crimes, 
or to take action when the State manifestly fails that responsibility. 

6.10 Lack of support by neighbouring States to protect populations at risk and in need of refuge, including 
by closure of borders, forced repatriation or aid restrictions.

6.11 Lack of an early warning mechanism relevant to the prevention of atrocity crimes.

Comment: 
Atrocity crimes result from a convergence of elements, as demonstrated in this framework. Among those elements, 
some point more directly to the likelihood of atrocity crimes, while others might have a more indirect effect and 
seem secondary, or even too broad to merit consideration. However, even if indirect, these elements can contribute 
to preventing an escalation of violence or even to ending it and can therefore reduce the probability of atrocity 
crimes. Some of these elements can exist prior to the development of tensions, crises or conflict, while others 
can arise as a situation escalates. Such elements, either internal or external, are important to consider for early 
warning purposes. 
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RISK FACTOR 7

Enabling circumstances or preparatory action
Events or measures, whether gradual or sudden, which provide an environment conducive to 
the commission of atrocity crimes, or which suggest a trajectory towards their perpetration.

Indicators

7.1 Imposition of emergency laws or extraordinary security measures that erode fundamental rights.

7.2 Suspension of or interference with vital State institutions, or measures that result in changes in their 
composition or balance of power, particularly if this results in the exclusion or lack of representation of 
protected groups.

7.3 Strengthening of the security apparatus, its reorganization or mobilization against protected groups, 
populations or individuals. 

7.4 Acquisition of large quantities of arms and ammunition or of other objects that could be used to inflict 
harm.

7.5 Creation of, or increased support to, militia or paramilitary groups.

7.6 Imposition of strict control on the use of communication channels, or banning access to them.

7.7 Expulsion or refusal to allow the presence of NGOs, international organizations, media or other relevant 
actors, or imposition of severe restrictions on their services and movements.

7.8 Increased violations of the right to life, physical integrity, liberty or security of members of protected 
groups, populations or individuals, or recent adoption of measures or legislation that affect or 
deliberately discriminate against them.

7.9 Increased serious acts of violence against women and children, or creation of conditions that facilitate 
acts of sexual violence against those groups, including as a tool of terror. 

7.10 Imposition of life-threatening living conditions or the deportation, seizure, collection, segregation, 
evacuation, or forced displacement or transfer of protected groups, populations or individuals to camps, 
rural areas, ghettos or other assigned locations. 

7.11 Destruction or plundering of essential goods or installations for protected groups, populations or 
individuals, or of property related to cultural and religious identity.

7.12 Marking of people or their property based on affiliation to a group.

7.13 Increased politicization of identity, past events or motives to engage in violence.

7.14 Increased inflammatory rhetoric, propaganda campaigns or hate speech targeting protected groups, 
populations or individuals. 

Comment: 
Atrocity crimes, and in particular genocide and crimes against humanity, are processes that take time to plan, coordi-
nate and implement. They cannot be explained as isolated or spontaneous events that perpetrators decided to commit 
without some level of preparation. Also, as mentioned in a previous risk factor, perpetrators need to possess sufficient 
resources to be able to commit massive or widespread acts of violence. Such resources are not always readily available 
and can take time to assemble. Consequently, throughout the development of these processes, it should be possible to 
identify events, actions or changes that point to the likelihood that certain actors are taking steps towards a scenario of 
mass violence and possibly atrocity crimes. Alternatively, such events, actions or changes can also serve to create an 
environment that favors or even encourages the commission of such crimes. Recognizing such indicators and establish-
ing a causal link to the probability of atrocity crimes is not always easy, but it is of great relevance. As with all risk factors, 
analysis of this risk factor should take into consideration a context in which other risk factors might also be present. 
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RISK FACTOR 8

Triggering factors

Events or circumstances that, even if seemingly unrelated to atrocity crimes, may seriously 
exacerbate existing conditions or may spark their onset. 

Indicators

8.1 Sudden deployment of security forces or commencement of armed hostilities. 

8.2 Spillover of armed conflicts or serious tensions in neighbouring countries. 

8.3 Measures taken by the international community perceived as threatening to a States’ sovereignty. 

8.4 Abrupt or irregular regime changes, transfers of power, or changes in political power of groups.

8.5 Attacks against the life, physical integrity, liberty or security of leaders, prominent individuals or 
members of opposing groups. Other serious acts of violence, such as terrorist attacks.

8.6 Religious events or real or perceived acts of religious intolerance or disrespect, including outside 
national borders.

8.7 Acts of incitement or hate propaganda targeting particular groups or individuals. 

8.8 Census, elections, pivotal activities related to those processes, or measures that destabilize them.

8.9 Sudden changes that affect the economy or the workforce, including as a result of financial crises, 
natural disasters or epidemics.

8.10 Discovery of natural resources or launching of exploitation projects that have a serious impact on the 
livelihoods and sustainability of groups or civilian populations.

8.11 Commemoration events of past crimes or of traumatic or historical episodes that can exacerbate 
tensions between groups, including the glorification of perpetrators of atrocities. 

8.12 Acts related to accountability processes, particularly when perceived as unfair.

Comment: 
The dynamics of atrocity crimes are not the same in all cases. In fact, they can vary considerably. The commission 
of atrocity crimes may progress at a faster pace if the perpetrators have a clear plan and the immediate capacity 
to implement it. In other situations, the commission of atrocity crimes might unfold at a late stage of a situation 
of serious crisis or tension that may have been lasting for a long period of time. It can also happen that unpredict-
able events or circumstances aggravate conditions or spark a sudden deterioration in a situation, prompting the 
perpetration of atrocity crimes. An adequate early warning assessment should be mindful of all such events or 
circumstances and consider their potential impact, even if they appear to be unrelated to more direct or structural 
risk factors. 
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RISK FACTOR 9

Intergroup tensions or patterns of discrimination against protected groups5

Past or present conduct that reveals serious prejudice against protected groups and that 
creates stress in the relationship among groups or with the State, generating an environment 
conducive to atrocity crimes.

Indicators

9.1 Past or present serious discriminatory, segregational, restrictive or exclusionary practices, policies or 
legislation against protected groups.

9.2 Denial of the existence of protected groups or of recognition of elements of their identity.

9.3 History of atrocity crimes committed with impunity against protected groups.

9.4 Past or present serious tensions or conflicts between protected groups or with the State, with regards 
to access to rights and resources, socioeconomic disparities, participation in decision making processes, 
security, expressions of group identity or to perceptions about the targeted group.

9.5 Past or present serious tensions or conflicts involving other types of groups (political, social, cultural, 
geographical, etc.) that could develop along national, ethnical, racial or religious lines.

9.6 Lack of national mechanisms or initiatives to deal with identity-based tensions or conflict.

5  For a definition of “protected group” within the context of this Framework, please consult Section I — Who are the victims of atrocity 
crimes?.

Comment: 
Genocide is an extreme form of identity-based crime. Whether real or socially constructed, identity can be subject to 
manipulation by elites, including as a deliberate tactic for personal or political gain, and may be used to deepen soci-
etal divisions. Identity-based conflict, which may give rise to the crime as defined by the Convention on the Prevention 
and the Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, can be rooted in differences between national, ethnical, racial or 
religious groups, whether real or perceived. It can also be rooted in other differences, such as those of a political 
or even geographical nature, that eventually develop along national, ethnical, racial or religious lines. However, the 
risk factor is not the existence of diversity within the population of a country, nor is it those differences per se that 
cause conflict between groups. Instead, it is discrimination based on such differences, and persistent patterns of 
it, that establish divisions within society which serve as both a material cause and a perceived justification of group 
violence. Without group-level discrimination, even deeply seated grievances are unlikely to transform into the pat-
terns of abuse that give rise to genocide. 
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RISK FACTOR 10

Signs of an intent to destroy in whole or in part a protected group

Facts or circumstances that suggest an intent, by action or omission, to destroy all or part of 
a protected group based on its national, ethnical, racial or religious identity, or the perception 
of this identity.

Indicators

10.1 Official documents, political manifests, media records, or any other documentation through which a 
direct intent, or incitement, to target a protected group is revealed, or can be inferred in a way that the 
implicit message could reasonably lead to acts of destruction against that group. 

10.2 Targeted physical elimination, rapid or gradual, of members of a protected group, including only 
selected parts of it, which could bring about the destruction of the group. 

10.3 Widespread or systematic discriminatory or targeted practices or violence against the lives, freedom or 
physical and moral integrity of a protected group, even if not yet reaching the level of elimination. 

10.4 Development of policies or measures that seriously affect the reproductive rights of women, or that 
contemplate the separation or forcible transfer of children belonging to protected groups.

10.5 Resort to methods or practices of violence that are particularly harmful against or that dehumanize a 
protected group, that reveal an intention to cause humiliation, fear or terror to fragment the group, or 
that reveal an intention to change its identity. 

10.6 Resort to means of violence that are particularly harmful or prohibited under international law, including 
prohibited weapons, against a protected group.

10.7 Expressions of public euphoria at having control over a protected group and its existence. 

10.8 Attacks against or destruction of homes, farms, businesses or other livelihoods of a protected group 
and/or of their cultural or religious symbols and property.

Comment: 
The intent to destroy in whole or in part a national, ethnical, racial or religious group is both one of the most funda-
mental and one of the most difficult elements of the crime of genocide to prove. It is also a challenging element to 
predict from an early warning perspective. Frequently, the intent only comes to light after a crime has taken place, 
typically during accountability processes, or sometimes when it might be too late to take preventive action due to the 
advanced level of the violence. However, there are some early indicators that can serve as a warning sign. Those 
indicators are unlikely to be explicit, but they can also be inferred from conduct that would reasonably lead to the 
belief, even if not the certainty, that the intent of or a plan for annihilation could exist. Indicators can include overt 
methods of destruction, or otherwise covert or indirect methods that in practice lead to the same ultimate result. 
In addition, case law has associated intent with the existence of a State or organizational plan or policy, even if the 
definition of genocide in international law does not include that element. As genocide is not a spontaneous act, it is 
unlikely that it will be committed in the absence of such a plan or policy.
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RISK FACTOR 11

Signs of a widespread or systematic attack against any civilian population6

Signs of violent conduct including, but not limited to, attacks involving the use of force, against 
any civilian population and that suggest massive, large-scale and frequent violence (widespread), 
or violence with patterns of periodicity, similitude and organization (systematic).

Indicators

11.1 Signs of patterns of violence against civilian populations, or against members of an identifiable group, 
their property, livelihoods and cultural or religious symbols. 

11.2 Increase in the number of civilian populations or the geographical area targeted, or in the number, 
types, scale or gravity of violent acts committed against civilian populations. 

11.3 Increase in the level of organization or coordination of violent acts and weapons used against a civilian 
population. 

11.4 Use of the media or other means to provoke or incite to violent acts. 

11.5 Signs of a plan or policy to conduct attacks against civilian populations. 

11.6 Establishment of new political or military structures that could be used to commit violent acts. 

11.7 Access to or increasing use of significant public or private resources for military or belligerent action, 
including the acquisition of large quantities of weaponry or other instruments that can cause death or 
serious harm. 

11.8 Signs of development or increased use of means or methods of violence that are incapable of 
distinguishing between civilian and military targets or that are capable of mass destruction, persecution 
or weakening of communities.

6  For a definition of “civilian population” within the context of this Framework, please consult Section I — Who are the victims of 
atrocity crimes?.

Comment: 
Crimes against humanity involve either large-scale violence (quantitative element) or a methodical type of violence 
(qualitative element). This excludes random, accidental or isolated acts of violence that, in addition, could be difficult 
to predict. Instead, the type of violence that characterizes crimes against humanity will most probably require a 
level of preparation that can be revealed through different indicators. Such indicators can, for example, relate to 
the means and methods used to engage in violence, or to patterns of violent conduct during the early stages of a 
conflict that can help predict an aggravation of those patterns and, consequently, the potential for crimes against 
humanity. Other indicators can point to patterns of conduct — even outside of a conflict situation — that manifest 
earlier, such as the building up of capacity for large-scale or systematic violence, or the use of alternative means to 
target civilian populations or particular groups within them. Identifying early stages of pattern manifestation is crucial 
to be able to devise strategies to stop them.
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RISK FACTOR 12

Signs of a plan or policy to attack any civilian population

Facts or evidence suggestive of a State or organizational policy, even if not explicitly stipulated 
or formally adopted, to commit serious acts of violence directed against any civilian population.

Indicators

12.1 Official documents, political manifestos, media records, or any other documentation through which 
the existence of a State or organizational plan or policy to target civilian populations or protected 
groups is directly revealed, or could be inferred. 

12.2 Adoption of discriminatory security procedures against different groups of the civilian population. 

12.3 Adoption of measures that result in the alteration of the ethnic, religious, racial or political 
composition of the overall population, including in defined geographical areas.

12.4 Establishment of parallel institutions or autonomous political or military structures, or organization of 
a network of potential perpetrators belonging to a specific ethnic, religious, national, racial or political 
group.

12.5 Preparation and use of significant public or private resources, whether military or other kinds.

12.6 Access to and use of weaponry or other instruments not easily obtained inside the country.

12.7 Preparation or mobilization of armed forces en masse against civilian populations.

12.8 Facilitating or inciting violence against the civilian population or protected groups, or tolerance or 
deliberate failure to take action, with the aim of encouraging violent acts.

12.9 Widespread or systematic violence against civilian populations or protected groups, including only 
parts of them, as well as on their livelihoods, property or cultural manifestations.

12.10 Involvement of State institutions or high-level political or military authorities in violent acts.

Comment: 
In addition to the requirement that attacks against the civilian population be widespread or systematic, crimes 
against humanity are committed in furtherance of a State or organizational policy to commit an attack. Even though 
this is not included in the definition of the crime under Article 7(1) of the Rome Statute, Article 7(2)(a) of the same 
document introduces this element. The plan or policy does not need to be explicitly stipulated or formally adopted 
and can, therefore, be inferred from the totality of the circumstances. Early signs of those circumstances, such as 
the indicators mentioned above, reveal planning, promotion or encouragement of violent acts, even if not explicitly 
presented as such. Conduct that manifests as widespread or systematic, as described in the previous risk factor, 
can be an indication of a plan or policy. On the other hand, a plan or policy can point to the systematic nature of an 
attack. The distinction between both might not always be clear.
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RISK FACTOR 13

Serious threats to those protected under international humanitarian law7

Conflict-related conduct that seriously threatens the life and physical integrity of those protected 
under international humanitarian law.

Indicators

13.1 Fragmentation of parties to the conflict or disintegration or absence of chains of command within 
them.

13.2 Mistrust between opposing parties based on past or present breaches of commitments or 
agreements.

13.3 Increased radicalization or extremism of opposing parties within a conflict.

13.4 Promotion of ethnicity or religion as a determinant of national allegiance or allegiance to a party of 
the conflict.

13.5 Conduct that dehumanizes the enemy or particular groups within the population, or that exhibits 
disrespect for their religious, ethnic or, in general, cultural traditions, morals and values, objects or 
institutions.

13.6 Adoption of measures that severely curtail the rights of those protected under international 
humanitarian law, including those aligned or perceived as aligned with opposing parties but not taking 
active part in hostilities.

13.7 Evidence of plans or discourse which reveals a threat of or incitement to violence against those 
protected under international humanitarian law, including as a means to spread terror, intimidate, 
demoralize, show military strength, provoke displacement, or as preliminary to further violence. 

13.8 Evidence of conduct interfering with or impeding delivery or access to supplies, facilities, equipment, 
objects or medical or humanitarian support indispensable to the survival of those protected under 
international humanitarian law.

13.9 Evidence of preparation of personnel and logistics enabling the transportation, movement or 
confinement of large numbers of people, or the conducting of medical experiments.

13.10 Evidence of conduct related to the planning, development, production, storage, acquisition, 
availability or threat of use of weapons, projectiles, materials or substances which are by their nature 
indiscriminate or cause superfluous injury or unnecessary suffering to people, or that can cause 
widespread, long-term and severe damage to the natural environment. 

13.11 Refusal to allow inspections by competent and independent bodies into allegations of conduct 
included in point 13.10, or action to stop such conduct. 

13.12 Refusal to acknowledge detentions or places of detention or to allow visits by delegates of the 
International Committee of the Red Cross.

➝
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Risk Factor 13 indicators, continued

13.13 Issuance of rules of engagement or legislation that allow the disproportionate or indiscriminate use 
of force, or failure to take action to avoid launching such attacks or to conduct military operations in 
heavily populated areas or to non-military targets.

13.14 Increase in the number of any of the attacks or operations mentioned in point 13.13.

13.15 Use of methods of warfare that reveal treachery, including taking advantage of the symbols or 
emblems of humanitarian or peacekeeping personnel, or not wearing uniforms or distinctive combat 
gear to portray combatants as civilians.

13.16 Threats or appropriation, seizure, pillaging or intentional destruction or damage of civilian objects 
or property that belong, represent or are part of the cultural, social or religious identity of those 
protected under international humanitarian law, unless used for military purposes.

13.17 Threats or orders of warfare without concessions or where there would be no survivors.

13.18 Conduct that threatens the rule of law or any other measures that limit protection of the rights to life 
and physical integrity afforded by applicable international humanitarian law, including denial of its 
applicability.

7   For a definition of “those protected under international humanitarian law” within the context of this Framework, please consult 
Section I — Who are the victims of atrocity crimes?. Humanitarian or peacekeeping operations, though also protected under 
international humanitarian law, will be dealt separately in this Framework under risk factor 14.

Comment: 
In contrast to the crimes of genocide and crimes against humanity, war crimes must always take place in the con-
text of an armed conflict. Consequently, indicators specific to war crimes surface at a late stage, when options for 
prevention are more limited. For earlier preventive action, common risk factors should be considered first. However, 
even if a conflict is already under way, there are still measures that can be taken to diminish the effects of hostilities 
and, therefore, to prevent war crimes. The list of war crimes is long and each has a specific definition. They can also 
vary according to different norms of international law. The indicators identified above attempt to include indicators 
relevant to as many war crimes as possible that are related to the protection of human life. However, they are far 
from exhaustive. Some of the indicators identified can also on their own be war crimes, such as attacks against 
civilian property, which can point to an increase in the threat to human life.
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RISK FACTOR 14

Serious threats to humanitarian or peacekeeping operations

Conflict-related conduct that threatens the protection provided by international humanitarian 
law to humanitarian assistance or peacekeeping personnel not taking direct part in hostilities.

Indicators

14.1 Perceptions of partiality or political interference by humanitarian or peacekeeping operations, their 
members, the broader international community, international, regional or national organizations, 
individual countries, or others sponsoring or participating in the operations. 

14.2 Increase in identity-based conflicts and perceptions about humanitarian or peacekeeping operations 
as associated with the opponent or as an obstacle to plans of elimination, marginalization or 
displacement.

14.3 Increased intensity of the conflict and scarcity of livelihoods or other resources.

14.4 Fragmentation of parties to the conflict or disintegration of chains of command within them.

14.5 Interference, limitation or prohibition of access or movement of humanitarian or peacekeeping 
operations or their personnel.

14.6 Tampering with or removal of signs identifying protected objects or locations where humanitarian or 
peacekeeping operations are stationed or providing support.

14.7 Incidents of improper use of a flag of truce, of the flag or of the military insignia and uniform of the 
United Nations and the distinctive emblems of the Geneva Conventions.

14.8 Attacks against locations in close proximity to humanitarian or peacekeeping operations and 
personnel, or on the routes taken by them during their activities.

14.9 Discourse or evidence of plans that suggest a threat, or the incitement or tolerance of acts of violence 
against humanitarian or peacekeeping operations and personnel.

14.10 Disrespect, threats or increase in attacks to objects, property or persons using the distinctive emblems 
of the Geneva Conventions or of other humanitarian or peacekeeping operations.

Comment: 
International humanitarian law affords specific protection to those working for humanitarian assistance or peace-
keeping missions in a setting of armed conflict, as long as they do not take direct part in hostilities, except for 
self-defense. These operations are particularly exposed to the violence that accompanies periods of conflict due to 
the key role they play in the protection of human lives and the alleviation of human suffering during those periods. A 
set of specific indicators can help in assessing the likelihood of attacks against this group that could constitute war 
crimes. As the focus of the Framework is the protection of human life, attacks against property of humanitarian or 
peacekeeping operations have been included only as indicators of an increased risk to the lives of their staff.



Pronunciation:

 

 

translation, n.
  /trɑːnsˈleɪʃən/ /træns-/ /-nz-/

Etymology:  < Old French translation (12th cent. in Godefroy Compl.), or < Latin translātiōn-em a transporting,
translation, noun of action < translāt- , participial stem of transferre to TRANSFER v.

The action of translating (or its result).
 I.
 1.

 a. Transference; removal or conveyance from one person, place, or
condition to another.

spec. The removal of a bishop from one see to another; in the Church of Scotland, the removal of a
minister from one charge to another; also, the removal of the body or relics of a saint to another place
of interment.

a1350   St. Stephen 211 in C. Horstmann Altengl. Leg. (1881) 30   Of þat ilk translacioun Es named saynt
Steuyn inuencioun.

c1380   WYCLIF Sel. Wks. II. 318   Þis translacioun is better þan worldly translacioun of þe pope.
1447   O. BOKENHAM Lyvys Seyntys (1835) 30   Of summe relykys to make translacyoun.
1473–4   in T. Dickson Accts. Treasurer Scotl. (1877) I. 52   The translacione of the parliament fra

Sanctandros to Edinburgh.
1485   CAXTON tr. Lyf St. Wenefryde 13   Her bones were broughte to thabbay of Shrewsbury, whiche

translacion is halowed the 19 day of Septembre.
1597   R. HOOKER Of Lawes Eccl. Politie V. lv. 119   Ascension into heauen is a playne locall translation of

Christ according to his manhood.
a1613   E. BREREWOOD Enq. Langs. & Relig. (1614) ii. 10   The translation of the imperiall seate to

Constantinople.
1635   J. SWAN Speculum Mundi vi. §3. 238   A fifth [effect of Earthquakes] is the translation of mountains,

buildings, trees &c. unto some other places.
1647   N. BACON Hist. Disc. Govt. 34   After the translation of the See from Thetford to Norwich.
1702   Clarendon's Hist. Rebellion I. I. 69   The necessary forms for the Translation [of Laud from London to

Canterbury].
1777   J. ADAMS Wks. (1854) IX. 470   The rapid translation of property from hand to hand.
1869   E. A. FREEMAN Hist. Norman Conquest III. xi. §2. 34   That the Feast of the Translation of Saint

Eadward should be kept..on the eve of the day of Saint Calixtus.
1910   in Halsbury Laws of Eng. XI. 400 (note) ,   The fees paid by the late Archbishop Magee on his

translation to York amounted to £573 6s.

 b. fig. of non-material things.
translation of a feast (Eccl.), its transference from the usual date to another, to avoid its clashing
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with another (movable) feast of superior rank.

1532   L. COX Art or Crafte Rhetoryke sig. F.i,   Translacion of the faut is, whan he that confesseth his faut
sayeth that he dyd it: moued by the indignacion of the maliciouse dede of an other.

1552   ABP. J. HAMILTON Catech. Tabil sig. *.i ,   The translatioun of the sabboth day, to the sonday.

1607   S. HIERON Abridgem. of Gospell in Wks. (1620) I. 151   Imputation: by which there is a kinde of
translation or putting ouer of the beleeuers sinne vnto Christ, and of Christs righteousnesse to the
beleeuer.

1686   J. SCOTT Christian Life: Pt. II II. vii. 717   The very translation of the guilts of the people upon them.
1705   G. STANHOPE Paraphr. Epist. & Gospels II. 549   A Translation of Punishment and Guilt, from the

Person offering to the thing offered.

 c. Removal from earth to heaven, orig. without death, as the translation
of Enoch; but in later use also said fig. of the death of the righteous.

1382   Bible (Wycliffite, E.V.) Heb. xi. 5   Enok..bifore translacioun he hadde witnessing for to haue plesid
God.

a1682   SIR T. BROWNE Christian Morals (1716) II. 56   Time, Experience, self Reflexions, and God's mercies
make in some well-temper'd minds a kind of translation before Death.

1727   D. DEFOE Syst. Magick I. i. 12   A glorious Example of such Faith as was rewarded with an immediate
Translation of the Person [Enoch] into Heaven.

1760   G. WHITEFIELD Let. 29 Oct. in Pearson's Catal. (1894) 64   Blessed be God for supporting me so well
under the news of dear Mr. Polhill's sudden translation.

1878   W. E. GLADSTONE Homer v. 61   The Islands of the Blest, to which Menelaos has a promise of
translation on his death.

 d. Med. Transference of a disease from one person or part of the body to
another. Now rare or Obs.

1665   R. BOYLE Occas. Refl. II. xiii. sig. Q4 ,   Madness..by the translation of the Humours into the Brain.

1732   J. ARBUTHNOT Pract. Rules of Diet iv. 368   Translations of morbific Matter in acute Distempers.
1842   R. DUNGLISON Med. Lexicon (ed. 3) ,   Metastasis,..Translation, a change in the seat of a disease;

attributed, by the Humorists, to the translation of the morbific matter to a part different from that
which it had previously occupied.

 e. Astrol. (See quots.)

1658   in E. Phillips New World Eng. Words  
1706   PHILLIPS'S New World Eng. Words (ed. 6) ,   Translation of Light and Nature, a Phrase us'd by

Astrologers, when a light Planet separates from a more weighty one, and presently joyns another
more heavy.

1819   J. WILSON Compl. Dict. Astrol. 378   Translation of the light and nature of a planet is when a planet

v
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separates from one that is slower than itself and overtakes another by conjunction or aspect.

 f. Physics. Transference of a body, or form of energy, from one point of
space to another. motion or movement of translation : onward
movement without (or considered apart from) rotation; sometimes as
distinguished from a reciprocating movement as in a wave or vibration.

1715   tr. D. Gregory Elements Astron. I. I. §72. 157   The ratio of the Translations will be compounded of the
ratio of the differences of the Angular Motions, and of the ratio of the distances from the Axis.

1794   J. HUTTON Diss. Philos. Light 47   We should conclude that the translation of heat, among bodies, is not
performed according to the laws observed in that of light.

1854   H. MOSELEY Lect. Astron. (1874) viii. 34   This mass when left to itself will have two motions, one a
motion of translation,..the other, a motion..of rotation.

1860   J. TYNDALL Glaciers of Alps I. xxvii. 215   It was, for a time, a mere motion of vibration without any
sensible translation.

1878   T. H. HUXLEY Physiogr. (ed. 2) 171   The motion of the water is a movement of undulation and not of
translation.

1884   J. S. RUSSELL Wave Transl. Oceans (title)    The Wave of Translation in its Application to the Three
Oceans of Water, Air, and Ether.

 II.
 2.

 a. The action or process of turning from one language into another; also,
the product of this; a version in a different language.

a1340   R. ROLLE Psalter Prol.,   In þe translacioun i folow þe lettere als mykyll as i may.
1382   Bible (Wycliffite, E.V.) New Test. 595   Thei setten in her translaciouns oneli the names of thre thingis,

that is of water, of blood, and of spirit.
1447   O. BOKENHAM Lyvys Seyntys (1835) Introd. 4   Thys translacyon..In to oure language.
1535   Bible (Coverdale) Ded.,   I thought it my dutye..to dedicate this translacyon vnto youre hyghnesse.
1549   (title)    The Byble in Englyshe, that is the olde and new Testament, after the translacion appoynted to

bee read in the churches.
a1568   R. ASCHAM Scholemaster (1570) II. f. 33 ,   Translation, is easie in the beginning for the scholer.

1581   G. PETTIE tr. S. Guazzo Ciuile Conuersat. (1586) I. A iij,   To present unto you the first sight of this my
translation.

1647   J. DENHAM in R. Fanshawe tr. G. B. Guarini Pastor Fido sig. a1,   Nor ought a Genius lesse than his that
writ, Attempt Translation.

1682   DRYDEN Religio Laici 15   Various readings, and Translations.
1805   N. NICHOLLS Corr. with Gray (1843) 37   Pope's translation of the Iliad stood very high in his

estimation.
1837   J. G. LOCKHART Mem. Life Scott I. iii. 94   His translations in verse from Horace and Virgil were often

approved by Dr. Adam.
1874   J. R. GREEN Short Hist. Eng. People vi. §3. 291   He [Caxton] stood between two schools of translation,

v
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that of French affectation and English pedantry.

 b. transf. and fig. The expression or rendering of something in another
medium or form, e.g. of a painting by an engraving or etching; also concr.

1598   SHAKESPEARE Love's Labour's Lost V. ii. 51   Some thousand Verses of a faithfull Louer. A hudge
translation of hipocrisie, Vildly compyled, profound simplicitie.

1812   R. H. in Examiner 30 Nov. 763/2   His translations on copper, to compare them with..verbal
translations.., display much of the elegance of Pope.

1829   Chapters Physical Sc. xxiv. 308   That correctness of reasoning which..exhibits a faithful translation of
the language of facts.

1829   Examiner 805/1   Engravers..have here hung up their translations from the works of our landscape
and other painters.

1864   Athenæum 27 Feb. 305/3   A system of copying which demands two translations,—that of the
draughtsman and that of the chromo-lithographer.

 c. Biol. The process by which genetic information represented by the
sequence of nucleotides in messenger RNA gives rise to a definite
sequence of amino-acids in the protein or polypeptide that is synthesized.

1963   Cold Spring Harbor Symp. Quantitative Biol. XXVIII. 352/1   Polarity mutations affect the RNA to
protein translation.

1968   H. HARRIS Nucleus & Cytoplasm iv. 83   In higher cells translation and transcription are not closely
coupled.

1970   Nature 27 June 1198/1   For the past twenty years the cardinal tenet of molecular biology has been
that the flow or transcription of genetic information from DNA to messenger RNA and then its
translation to protein is strictly one way.

1973   Sci. Amer. Apr. 34/2   In prokaryotes, which include the many species of bacteria, transcription and
translation of messenger RNA occur at the same time and place.

1977   P. B. MEDAWAR & J. S. MEDAWAR Life Sci. xii. 95   This translation of genetic into structural information
is irreversible, so there is no known..method by which germinal DNA could be imprinted with
information acquired in an organism's own lifetime.

 3.

 a. Transformation, alteration, change; changing or adapting to another
use; renovation.

1382   Bible (Wycliffite, E.V.) Heb. vii. 12   Forsothe the presthod translatid, it is nede that and translacioun
[1611 change] of lawe be maad.

?c1470   G. ASHBY Active Policy Prince 156   The ruine Of high estates, and translacion, That to vices and
outrage dud incline, For the whiche thei suffred mutacion.

1534   T. MORE Treat. Passion in Wks. 1344/1   The translacion of chaunging of it from thynges sensible to
thynges intelligible.
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1582   in A. Feuillerat Documents Office of Revels Queen Elizabeth (1908) 349   Of wages, workemanship,
Translations, Attendaunces.

1604   R. CAWDREY Table Alphabet.,   Translation, altering, chaunging.

 b. spec. (in workmen's use) The process of ‘translating’ boots (see
TRANSLATE v. 4).

1851   H. MAYHEW London Labour II. 34/1   Translation,..is this—to take a worn, old pair of shoes or boots,
and by repairing them make them appear as if left off with hardly any wear.

1865   Morning Post 13 Feb. 6   Her son sat up the whole night to make the ‘translations’ [of old boots].

†4. Rhetoric. Transference of meaning; metaphor; = TRALATION n. Obs.

1538   T. ELYOT Dict.,   Metaphora, a translation of wordes frome their propre sygnifycation.
1553   T. WILSON Arte Rhetorique (1580) 174   Men vse translation of wordes (called Tropes) for neede sake,

when thei can not finde other.
1605   BACON Of Aduancem. Learning I. sig. K3,   That excellent vse of a Metaphor or translation.
1652   T. URQUHART Εκσκυβαλαυρον 279   With words diminishing the worth of a thing, Tapinotically,

Periphrastically, by rejection, translation, and other meanes.

 III.

 5. Law. A transfer of property; spec. alteration of a bequest by
transferring the legacy to another person.

1590   H. SWINBURNE Briefe Treat. Test. & Willes VII. f. 280,   Translation of a legacie is a bestowing of the
same vpon an other.

1651   T. HOBBES Leviathan I. xiv. 67   All Contract is mutuall translation, or change of Right.
1754   J. ERSKINE Princ. Law Scotl. II. III. v. 324   If the assigney conveys his right to a third person, it is called

a translation.
1875   E. POSTE tr. Gaius Institutionum Iuris Civilis (ed. 2) IV. Comm. 490   No translation of property is

operated by theft.

 6. In long distance telegraphy, the automatic retransmission of a message
by means of a relay.

1866   R. M. FERGUSON Electricity 245   It would be advisable to..resend at the mid-station by translation.
1876   W. H. PREECE & J. SIVEWRIGHT Telegraphy iv. §113   The circuit can be divided, and the repeating

station can work separately..without translation.

COMPOUNDS
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 C1. General attrib.

  translation bill   n.

1702   T. BROWN Amusem. Serious & Comical (ed. 2) ii. 21   He has so mortified himself..that the Translation
Bill may not Pass.

  translation element   n.

1875   H. SPENCER First Princ. (ed. 3) II. v. §56. 183   What we may call the translation-element in Motion.

  translation-equivalent   n.

1963   J. LYONS Struct. Semantics iv. 70   It may be impossible to find even a ‘roughly equivalent’ term in
another language.., even though we can find satisfactory translation-equivalents for most..of its
hyponyms.

1977   Language 53 295   Thai khon and its (near) translation-equivalents in many languages denote ‘people’.

  translation movement   n.

1898   P. MANSON Trop. Dis. i. 5   Slight translation movements of the pigment particles.

  translation process   n.

1954   A. KOESTLER Invisible Writing xi. 132   At which stage of the translation-process all these blessings had
slipped in, we could not tell.

1967   J. M. ARGYLE Psychol. Interpersonal Behaviour v. 90   Social interaction..depends on the existence of a
learnt store of central translation processes.

  translation right   n.

1906   Westm. Gaz. 15 Oct. 4/2   Their respective delegates have agreed to extend the period during which
authors can protect their translation rights.

  translation theory   n.

1936   J. R. KANTOR Objective Psychol. Gram. v. 59   No doubt in the translation theory it is these social and
cultural factors that have been unnecessarily converted into psychic guides of bodily action.

1978   C. HOOKWAY in C. Hookway & P. Pettit Action & Interpr. 27   Given the under~determination of
translation theory by possible observations, we are invited to conclude that in the field of translation,
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there is no objective fact of the matter.

1980   Times Lit. Suppl. 12 Sept. 992/3   An academic researcher in translation-theory,..one of the very few
people in the world..working in this field—had undertaken a questionnaire on the subject and now
revealed some of its findings.

  translation work n.

 C2.

  translation loan   n. (also translation loan-word) = loan-translation
n. at LOAN n.  Compounds 2b.

1900   E. BJÖRKMAN Scand. Loan-words in M.E. I. 12   What I should like to call ‘translation loan-words’...
Thus..wæpengetæc ‘vote of consent expressed by touching weapons; district governed by such
authority’..distinctively English in form, although..of Scandinavian introduction..wæpen- having been
put instead of the Scand. vápn.

1922   O. JESPERSEN Lang. xi. 215 (heading)    Translation-loans.
1922   O. JESPERSEN Lang. xi. 215   Besides direct borrowings we have also indirect borrowings or ‘translation

loan~words,’ words modelled more or less clearly on foreign ones, though consisting of native speech-
material.

1958   A. S. C. ROSS Etymol. 34   MnE that goes without saying is a translation-loan of (better, is calqued on)
MnFrench cela va sans dire.

1974   R. QUIRK Linguist & Eng. Lang. vi. 101   We should add here the use of bower which is clearly a
translation-loan.

  translation wave   n. an ocean wave with a propelling or forward
impulse; a forced wave.

1863   J. D. DANA Man. Geol. IV. 729   The sound-wave may be felt before the translation wave, and may travel
farther.

1863   J. D. DANA Man. Geol. IV. 655   The ocean-waves, which the earthquake, if submarine, may produce, have
an actual forward impulse, and are, therefore, forced or translation waves.

This entry has not yet been fully updated (first published 1914).
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Plato, Republic, Book VI: The Allegory of the Cave

The son of a wealthy and noble family, Plato (427-347 B.C.) was preparing for a career in 
politics when the trial and eventual execution of Socrates (399 B.C.) changed the course of 
his life. He abandoned his political career and turned to philosophy, opening a school on the 
outskirts of Athens dedicated to the Socratic search for wisdom. Plato's school, then known 
as the Academy, was the first university in western history and operated from 387 B.C. until 
A.D. 529, when it was closed by Justinian. 

Unlike his mentor Socrates, Plato was both a writer and a teacher. His writings are in the 
form of dialogues, with Socrates as the principal speaker. In the Allegory of the Cave, Plato 
described symbolically the predicament in which mankind finds itself and proposes a way of 
salvation. The Allegory presents, in brief form, most of Plato's major philosophical 
assumptions: his belief that the world revealed by our senses is not the real world but only a 
poor copy of it, and that the real world can only be apprehended intellectually; his idea that 
knowledge cannot be transferred from teacher to student, but rather that education consists 
in directing student's minds toward what is real and important and allowing them to 
apprehend it for themselves; his faith that the universe ultimately is good; his conviction that 
enlightened individuals have an obligation to the rest of society, and that a good society 
must be one in which the truly wise (the Philosopher-King) are the rulers. 

The Allegory of the Cave can be found in Book VII of Plato's best-known work, The 
Republic, a lengthy dialogue on the nature of justice. Often regarded as a utopian blueprint, 
The Republic is dedicated toward a discussion of the education required of a Philosopher-
King. 

The following selection is taken from the Benjamin Jowett translation (Vintage, 1991), pp. 
253-261. As you read the Allegory, try to make a mental picture of the cave Plato describes. 
Better yet, why not draw a picture of it and refer to it as you read the selection. In many 
ways, understanding Plato's Allegory of the Cave will make your foray into the world of 
philosophical thought much less burdensome. 

 

 

 1



*          *           *           *           *           * 

[Socrates] And now, I said, let me show in a figure how far our nature is enlightened or 
unenlightened: --Behold! human beings living in a underground cave, which has a mouth 
open towards the light and reaching all along the cave; here they have been from their 
childhood, and have their legs and necks chained so that they cannot move, and can only see 
before them, being prevented by the chains from turning round their heads. Above and 
behind them a fire is blazing at a distance, and between the fire and the prisoners there is a 
raised way; and you will see, if you look, a low wall built along the way, like the screen 
which marionette players have in front of them, over which they show the puppets.  

 
[Glaucon] I see.  

 
[Socrates] And do you see, I said, men passing along the wall carrying all sorts of vessels, 
and statues and figures of animals made of wood and stone and various materials, which 
appear over the wall? Some of them are talking, others silent. 

 
[Glaucon] You have shown me a strange image, and they are strange prisoners.  

 
[Socrates] Like ourselves, I replied; and they see only their own shadows, or the shadows of 
one another, which the fire throws on the opposite wall of the cave?  

 
[Glaucon] True, he said; how could they see anything but the shadows if they were never 
allowed to move their heads?  

 
[Socrates] And of the objects which are being carried in like manner they would only see 
the shadows?  

 
[Glaucon] Yes, he said.  

 
[Socrates] And if they were able to converse with one another, would they not suppose that 
they were naming what was actually before them?  

 
[Glaucon] Very true.  

 
[Socrates] And suppose further that the prison had an echo which came from the other side, 
would they not be sure to fancy when one of the passers-by spoke that the voice which they 
heard came from the passing shadow?  
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[Glaucon] No question, he replied.  

 
[Socrates] To them, I said, the truth would be literally nothing but the shadows of the 
images.  

 
[Glaucon] That is certain.  

 
[Socrates] And now look again, and see what will naturally follow if the prisoners are 
released and disabused of their error. At first, when any of them is liberated and compelled 
suddenly to stand up and turn his neck round and walk and look towards the light, he will 
suffer sharp pains; the glare will distress him, and he will be unable to see the realities of 
which in his former state he had seen the shadows; and then conceive some one saying to 
him, that what he saw before was an illusion, but that now, when he is approaching nearer to 
being and his eye is turned towards more real existence, he has a clearer vision, -what will 
be his reply? And you may further imagine that his instructor is pointing to the objects as 
they pass and requiring him to name them, -will he not be perplexed? Will he not fancy that 
the shadows which he formerly saw are truer than the objects which are now shown to him? 

  
[Glaucon] Far truer.  

 
[Socrates] And if he is compelled to look straight at the light, will he not have a pain in his 
eyes which will make him turn away to take and take in the objects of vision which he can 
see, and which he will conceive to be in reality clearer than the things which are now being 
shown to him?  

 
[Glaucon] True, he now.  

 
[Socrates] And suppose once more, that he is reluctantly dragged up a steep and rugged 
ascent, and held fast until he's forced into the presence of the sun himself, is he not likely to 
be pained and irritated? When he approaches the light his eyes will be dazzled, and he will 
not be able to see anything at all of what are now called realities.  

 
[Glaucon] Not all in a moment, he said.  

 
[Socrates] He will require to grow accustomed to the sight of the upper world. And first he 
will see the shadows best, next the reflections of men and other objects in the water, and 
then the objects themselves; then he will gaze upon the light of the moon and the stars and 
the spangled heaven; and he will see the sky and the stars by night better than the sun or the 
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light of the sun by day?  

 
[Glaucon] Certainly.  

 
[Socrates] Last of he will be able to see the sun, and not mere reflections of him in the 
water, but he will see him in his own proper place, and not in another; and he will 
contemplate him as he is.  

 
[Glaucon] Certainly.  

 
[Socrates] He will then proceed to argue that this is he who gives the season and the years, 
and is the guardian of all that is in the visible world, and in a certain way the cause of all 
things which he and his fellows have been accustomed to behold?  

 
[Glaucon] Clearly, he said, he would first see the sun and then reason about him.  

 
[Socrates] And when he remembered his old habitation, and the wisdom of the cave and his 
fellow-prisoners, do you not suppose that he would felicitate himself on the change, and pity 
them?  

 
[Glaucon] Certainly, he would.  

 
[Socrates] And if they were in the habit of conferring honors among themselves on those 
who were quickest to observe the passing shadows and to remark which of them went 
before, and which followed after, and which were together; and who were therefore best able 
to draw conclusions as to the future, do you think that he would care for such honors and 
glories, or envy the possessors of them? Would he not say with Homer,  

Better to be the poor servant of a poor master, 

and to endure anything, rather than think as they do and live after their manner?  

 
[Glaucon] Yes, he said, I think that he would rather suffer anything than entertain these 
false notions and live in this miserable manner.  

 
[Socrates] Imagine once more, I said, such an one coming suddenly out of the sun to be 
replaced in his old situation; would he not be certain to have his eyes full of darkness?  
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[Glaucon] To be sure, he said.  

 
[Socrates] And if there were a contest, and he had to compete in measuring the shadows 
with the prisoners who had never moved out of the cave, while his sight was still weak, and 
before his eyes had become steady (and the time which would be needed to acquire this new 
habit of sight might be very considerable) would he not be ridiculous? Men would say of 
him that up he went and down he came without his eyes; and that it was better not even to 
think of ascending; and if any one tried to loose another and lead him up to the light, let 
them only catch the offender, and they would put him to death.  

 
[Glaucon] No question, he said.  

 
[Socrates] This entire allegory, I said, you may now append, dear Glaucon, to the previous 
argument; the prison-house is the world of sight, the light of the fire is the sun, and you will 
not misapprehend me if you interpret the journey upwards to be the ascent of the soul into 
the intellectual world according to my poor belief, which, at your desire, I have expressed 
whether rightly or wrongly God knows. But, whether true or false, my opinion is that in the 
world of knowledge the idea of good appears last of all, and is seen only with an effort; and, 
when seen, is also inferred to be the universal author of all things beautiful and right, parent 
of light and of the lord of light in this visible world, and the immediate source of reason and 
truth in the intellectual; and that this is the power upon which he who would act rationally, 
either in public or private life must have his eye fixed. 

 
[Glaucon] I agree, he said, as far as I am able to understand you.  

 
[Socrates] Moreover, I said, you must not wonder that those who attain to this beatific 
vision are unwilling to descend to human affairs; for their souls are ever hastening into the 
upper world where they desire to dwell; which desire of theirs is very natural, if our allegory 
may be trusted.  

 
[Glaucon] Yes, very natural.  

 
[Socrates] And is there anything surprising in one who passes from divine contemplations to 
the evil state of man, misbehaving himself in a ridiculous manner; if, while his eyes are 
blinking and before he has become accustomed to the surrounding darkness, he is compelled 
to fight in courts of law, or in other places, about the images or the shadows of images of 
justice, and is endeavoring to meet the conceptions of those who have never yet seen 
absolute justice?  

 

 5



[Glaucon] Anything but surprising, he replied.  

 
[Socrates] Any one who has common sense will remember that the bewilderments of the 
eyes are of two kinds, and arise from two causes, either from coming out of the light or from 
going into the light, which is true of the mind's eye, quite as much as of the bodily eye; and 
he who remembers this when he sees any one whose vision is perplexed and weak, will not 
be too ready to laugh; he will first ask whether that soul of man has come out of the brighter 
light, and is unable to see because unaccustomed to the dark, or having turned from darkness 
to the day is dazzled by excess of light. And he will count the one happy in his condition and 
state of being, and he will pity the other; or, if he have a mind to laugh at the soul which 
comes from below into the light, there will be more reason in this than in the laugh which 
greets him who returns from above out of the light into the cave.  

 
[Glaucon] That, he said, is a very just distinction.  

 
[Socrates] But then, if I am right, certain professors of education must be wrong when they 
say that they can put a knowledge into the soul which was not there before, like sight into 
blind eyes.  

 
[Glaucon] They undoubtedly say this, he replied.  

 
[Socrates] Whereas, our argument shows that the power and capacity of learning exists in 
the soul already; and that just as the eye was unable to turn from darkness to light without 
the whole body, so too the instrument of knowledge can only by the movement of the whole 
soul be turned from the world of becoming into that of being, and learn by degrees to endure 
the sight of being, and of the brightest and best of being, or in other words, of the good.  

 
[Glaucon] Very true.  

 
[Socrates] And must there not be some art which will effect conversion in the easiest and 
quickest manner; not implanting the faculty of sight, for that exists already, but has been 
turned in the wrong direction, and is looking away from the truth?  

 
[Glaucon] Yes, he said, such an art may be presumed.  

 
[Socrates] And whereas the other so-called virtues of the soul seem to be akin to bodily 
qualities, for even when they are not originally innate they can be implanted later by habit 
and exercise, the of wisdom more than anything else contains a divine element which always 
remains, and by this conversion is rendered useful and profitable; or, on the other hand, 
hurtful and useless. Did you never observe the narrow intelligence flashing from the keen 
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eye of a clever rogue --how eager he is, how clearly his paltry soul sees the way to his end; 
he is the reverse of blind, but his keen eyesight is forced into the service of evil, and he is 
mischievous in proportion to his cleverness.  

 
[Glaucon] Very true, he said.  

 
[Socrates] But what if there had been a circumcision of such natures in the days of their 
youth; and they had been severed from those sensual pleasures, such as eating and drinking, 
which, like leaden weights, were attached to them at their birth, and which drag them down 
and turn the vision of their souls upon the things that are below --if, I say, they had been 
released from these impediments and turned in the opposite direction, the very same faculty 
in them would have seen the truth as keenly as they see what their eyes are turned to now.  

 
[Glaucon] Very likely.  

 
[Socrates] Yes, I said; and there is another thing which is likely. or rather a necessary 
inference from what has preceded, that neither the uneducated and uninformed of the truth, 
nor yet those who never make an end of their education, will be able ministers of State; not 
the former, because they have no single aim of duty which is the rule of all their actions, 
private as well as public; nor the latter, because they will not act at all except upon 
compulsion, fancying that they are already dwelling apart in the islands of the blest.  

 
[Glaucon] Very true, he replied.  

 
[Socrates] Then, I said, the business of us who are the founders of the State will be to 
compel the best minds to attain that knowledge which we have already shown to be the 
greatest of all-they must continue to ascend until they arrive at the good; but when they have 
ascended and seen enough we must not allow them to do as they do now.  

 
[Glaucon] What do you mean?  

 
[Socrates] I mean that they remain in the upper world: but this must not be allowed; they 
must be made to descend again among the prisoners in the cave, and partake of their labors 
and honors, whether they are worth having or not.  

 
[Glaucon] But is not this unjust? he said; ought we to give them a worse life, when they 
might have a better?  

 
[Socrates] You have again forgotten, my friend, I said, the intention of the legislator, who 
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did not aim at making any one class in the State happy above the rest; the happiness was to 
be in the whole State, and he held the citizens together by persuasion and necessity, making 
them benefactors of the State, and therefore benefactors of one another; to this end he 
created them, not to please themselves, but to be his instruments in binding up the State.  

 
[Glaucon] True, he said, I had forgotten.  

 
[Socrates] Observe, Glaucon, that there will be no injustice in compelling our philosophers 
to have a care and providence of others; we shall explain to them that in other States, men of 
their class are not obliged to share in the toils of politics: and this is reasonable, for they 
grow up at their own sweet will, and the government would rather not have them. Being 
self-taught, they cannot be expected to show any gratitude for a culture which they have 
never received. But we have brought you into the world to be rulers of the hive, kings of 
yourselves and of the other citizens, and have educated you far better and more perfectly 
than they have been educated, and you are better able to share in the double duty. Wherefore 
each of you, when his turn comes, must go down to the general underground abode, and get 
the habit of seeing in the dark. When you have acquired the habit, you will see ten thousand 
times better than the inhabitants of the cave, and you will know what the several images are, 
and what they represent, because you have seen the beautiful and just and good in their truth. 
And thus our State which is also yours will be a reality, and not a dream only, and will be 
administered in a spirit unlike that of other States, in which men fight with one another about 
shadows only and are distracted in the struggle for power, which in their eyes is a great 
good. Whereas the truth is that the State in which the rulers are most reluctant to govern is 
always the best and most quietly governed, and the State in which they are most eager, the 
worst.  

 
[Glaucon] Quite true, he replied.  

 
[Socrates] And will our pupils, when they hear this, refuse to take their turn at the toils of 
State, when they are allowed to spend the greater part of their time with one another in the 
heavenly light?  

 
[Glaucon] Impossible, he answered; for they are just men, and the commands which we 
impose upon them are just; there can be no doubt that every one of them will take office as a 
stern necessity, and not after the fashion of our present rulers of State.  

 
[Socrates] Yes, my friend, I said; and there lies the point. You must contrive for your future 
rulers another and a better life than that of a ruler, and then you may have a well-ordered 
State; for only in the State which offers this, will they rule who are truly rich, not in silver 
and gold, but in virtue and wisdom, which are the true blessings of life. Whereas if they go 
to the administration of public affairs, poor and hungering after their own private advantage, 
thinking that hence they are to snatch the chief good, order there can never be; for they will 
be fighting about office, and the civil and domestic broils which thus arise will be the ruin of 
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the rulers themselves and of the whole State.  

 
[Glaucon] Most true, he replied.  

 
[Socrates] And the only life which looks down upon the life of political ambition is that of 
true philosophy. Do you know of any other?  

 
[Glaucon] Indeed, I do not, he said.  

 
[Socrates] And those who govern ought not to be lovers of the task? For, if they are, there 
will be rival lovers, and they will fight.  

 
[Glaucon] No question.  

 
[Socrates] Who then are those whom we shall compel to be guardians? Surely they will be 
the men who are wisest about affairs of State, and by whom the State is best administered, 
and who at the same time have other honors and another and a better life than that of 
politics?  

 
[Glaucon] They are the men, and I will choose them, he replied.  

 
[Socrates] And now shall we consider in what way such guardians will be produced, and 
how they are to be brought from darkness to light, -- as some are said to have ascended from 
the world below to the gods?  

 
[Glaucon] By all means, he replied.  

 
[Socrates] The process, I said, is not the turning over of an oyster-shell, but the turning 
round of a soul passing from a day which is little better than night to the true day of being, 
that is, the ascent from below, which we affirm to be true philosophy?  

 
[Glaucon] Quite so.  

http://www.historyguide.org/intellect/allegory.html  
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A curious thing about being an 
American abroad is that everyone 
knows more about my country 
than I do and can’t wait to tell 
me all about it. Being a translator 
is a bit like that. Everyone has 
an opinion about my profession, 
which is usually that it’s simple or 
impossible.

Simple, because surely it’s a 
matter of holding up words to the 
mirror of a bilingual dictionary. 
This is the matter-of-fact verdict 
of those for whom a foreign 

tongue should not, perhaps must not, pose an obstacle to 
getting through the day—and quite rightly so. However clunky, 
cluttered, approximate, rife with the wrong prepositions and the 
comedy of idiom, language is indulged, so long as we can see 
the message for the thicket of mistakes. This sort of thinking—
always good for a guffaw at an international potluck—also 
underlies the dream of machine translation. 

If we might qualify this workaday opinion as popular, then 
the second view—impossibility—is a more refined affair, for loss 
is always an acquired paradigm. Crimes of this order are subtler, 
offenses not to syntax but to taste. One must be taught to lament 
the sonorities of a Romance language brutalized by abduction 
into one more Germanic. As ever, a little learning is a dangerous 
thing. Then again, when Freud listed his three impossible tasks, 
teaching made the cut. The others were to govern and to cure. 
Happily, translation was nowhere to be found. What these two 
outlooks limn, really, is the old divide between the instrumental 
and expressive properties of language.

Are we to conclude, then, that translation is “difficult, but 
possible,” like peace in the Middle East? Divergent legal readings 
of the definite article have scuttled peace treaties—as, famously, 
after the Six-Day War, though one might say the parties there 
were looking for an excuse. And that is the thing about reading, as 
with so many other human endeavors: what we look for, we find. 
A translation is a single reader’s record of those findings, ratified 
by editors or friends. An expert reader, one would hope: devoted, 

Brokers of Babel
Edward Gauvin
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close, sympathetic, fallible but 
also inimitable.

Yet when Wimsatt and 
Beardsley, articulating their 
famous Intentional Fallacy, 
first claimed the “poem 
belongs to the public;” when, 
20 years later, Roland Barthes 
declared the author dead, a 
new kind of reader was born, 
unbeholden to authorial 
intent. But the emancipation 
was rather selective. A certain 
segment of the public was 
left out. Even now, when 
interpretive freedom is a 
founding assumption, a certain 
kind of reader remains fettered. 
Wimsatt and Beardsley ended 
their essay with the portentous 
sentence: “Critical inquiries are 
not settled by consulting the 
oracle.” Translators, however, 
are still regularly looked to 
as mouthpieces for these 
otherwise extinct gods. To 
translate faithfully, one must 
descry the author’s intention. 
One must in fact possess a 
second sight that pierces mere 
words to meaning, looks past 
the saying to what’s said, in 
order to re-say it our way and 
not theirs. It should be noted 
that Barthes’ influential essay 
first appeared in English—that 
is to say, in translation, by 
Richard Howard—before being 
published in French a year 
later.

Discussions of fidelity bore 
me, because fidelity is so often 
drearily literal, to letter and 
spirit alike. Held faithful to 

 
Barabbas by Pär Lagerkvist, 
translated from the Swedish by 
Alan Blair.
Nobel Laureate Lagerkvist’s 
Olympian distance lends his tale 
a surface simplicity—as tricky a 
tone to maintain in any language 
as it is to replicate in another—
but underneath it is adamantine, 
hewn from stone: a monumental 
meditation on human loneliness. 
Barabbas’ late encounter with 
Peter in prison always makes me 
tear up.

Austerlitz by W.G. Sebald, 
translated from the German by 
Anthea Bell.
One of the great authors of our 
age rendered by one of its great 
translators: lucid and dizzying. 
Bell is also a source of personal 
inspiration to me for her work on 
Astérix and Obélix.

The Poetics of Space by Gaston 
Bachelard, translated from the 
French by Maria Jolas.
This strange exception of a book, 
not central to Bachelard’s thought 
but always deeply felt, is now also 
one of his most popular. In its 
contemplation of domesticity’s 
mysteries, it is the perfect rainy 
day read.

My  Recommendations
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the fundamentally unknowable, even immaterial ideal of intent, 
how can translation do anything but fail? The modern rhetorical 
move would be to reframe the question. The words are there on 
the page, but the author, like meaning, is something we create 
for ourselves. Intention, that beautiful thing, is in the eye of the 

beholder. What might at first seem 
like abdication or evasion can in 
fact be renewal, since changing the 
basic terms opens fertile new fields 
for debate. Fidelity must be neither 
literal nor figurative, but dynamic—
transfigurative.

Whether from page to screen, 
stage, song, or game—in short, 
between media—adaptation has, 

if only grudgingly, often been given greater leeway than 
translation in recreating a work, while being similarly vilified 
for failures to honor the original. Movies, we sigh—ruining 
the book since 1902. Or used to. If these days adaptation 
commands greater leniency and esteem, the reasons are 
many: a cultural shift, some might say, in the definition of 
philistinism; a chastened deferral to the disseminative power 
of visual media; but more than any of these, I think, is an 
enhanced understanding of what moving a work across media 
entails—the cultural, commercial, and technological constraints 
that come with the territory and force change. DVDs with 
extras—director’s commentary, deleted scenes, making-of 
documentaries—put me in mind of nothing so much as critical 
editions of literature, with their essays and appreciations, 
contemporary to both classic text and modern reader. Whatever 
the consumer motivation for their inclusion (packaging filler 
to meet a price point, or endless special editions), DVD extras 
give us insight into the conditions of a work’s creation. Reviews 
from even a decade ago are a testament to the ways blame 
for a movie’s faults were wildly, often wrongly ascribed, 
due to misunderstandings of how movies are made. Greater 
transparency of process equals greater appreciation for the 
difficulty, necessity, or ingenuity of aesthetic choices. Greater 
public awareness of the sheer extent to which translators alter 
a text on a regular basis might obviate popular myths like 
the sanctity of punctuation or the audacity of substituting a 
synonym.

Disciplines, like new media, emerge to be disparaged, or 
understood only in terms of existing disciplines, before being 

“Fidelity must 
be neither literal 
nor figurative, 
but dynamic—
transfigurative.”
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recognized for their unique and salient traits. It was decades 
before the photographer’s handling of mechanical aspects 
(lighting, angle, lens, aperture, stock) was seen as aesthetic. 
As with media adaptation, where artistic energies are poured 
into impersonal franchises, the nature of translation is so hotly 
contested because what’s at stake is: who gets to be called 
creative? And who gets to say so? The translator is always a 
literature lover, but also, it has lately come to light, a literature 
worker, and as such deserves respect, guarantees of safer 
working conditions, and certain basic rights for the formerly 
invisible and illicit.

Historians of translation will point out that the cult of 
fidelity is a rather more recent development. Translation was 
once a far messier affair, flecked with deliberate omissions, 
emendations, and bowdlerizations, in which translators—as 
gatekeepers of their culture, bloated with the chauvinism that 
entailed—sometimes took it upon themselves to assemble the 
originals they translated: The Arabian Nights, as Borges explored 
in his essay, or Gilgamesh, as translator Karen Emmerich 
discusses at Words without Borders. Now we bring works into 
our language for almost the opposite reason: to preserve intact 
their foreignness, as a challenge. To avoid appropriation, fidelity 
takes on new meaning as a political responsibility, a negotiation 
between two languages of unequal clout, in which the moral 
authority of the less powerful language must be asserted. If 
the people I meet abroad all have things to say about America, 
it is because America is a part of their lives in ways that their 
countries are, sadly, not a part of ours as Americans—something 
literature in translation endeavors to address and change.

Edward Gauvin has translated many fictional and graphic works and is 
the contributing editor for graphic fiction at Words without Borders. He 
received an NEA Translation Fellowship in 2011.



The Task of the Translator 

In the appreciation of a work of art or an art form, consideration of the 
receiver never proves fruitful. Not only is any reference to a particular public 
or its representatives misleading, but even the concept of an "ideal" receiver 
is detrimental in the theoretical consideration of art, since all it posits is the 
existence and nature of man as such. Art, in the same way, posits man's 
physical and spiritual existence, but in none of its works is it concerned with 
his attentiveness. No poem is intended for the reader, no picture for the 
beholder, no symphony for the audience. 

Is a translation meant for readers who do not understand the original? 
This would seem to explain adequately the fact that the translation and the 
original have very different standing in the realm of art. Moreover, it seems 
to be the only conceivable reason for saying "the same thing" over again. 
For what does a literary work "say"? What does it communicate? It "tells" 
very little to those who understand it. Its essential quality is not communi-
cation or the imparting of information. Yet any translation that intends to 
perform a transmitting function cannot transmit anything but communica-
tion-hence, something inessential. This is the hallmark of bad translations. 
But do we not generally regard that which lies beyond communication in a 
literary work-and even a poor translator will admit that this is its essential 
substance-as the unfathomable, the mysterious, the "poetic"? And is this 
not something that a translator can reproduce only if he is also-a poet? 
Such, actually, is the cause of another characteristic of inferior translation, 
which consequently we may define as the inaccurate transmission of an 
inessential content. Whenever a translation undertakes to serve the reader, 
it demonstrates this. However, if it were intended for the reader, the same 
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would have to apply to the original. If the original does not exist for the 
reader's sake, how could the translation be understood on the basis of this 
premise? 

Translation is a form. To comprehend it as a form, one must go back to 
the original, for the laws governing the translation lie within the original, 
contained in the issue of its translatability. The question of whether a work 
is translatable has a dual meaning. Either: Will an adequate translator ever 
be found among th.e totality of its readers? Or, more pertinently: Does its 
nature lend itself to translation and, therefore, in view of the significance of 
this form, call for it? In principle, the first question can be decided only 
contingently; the second, however, apodictically. Only superficial thinking 
will deny the independent meaning of the latter question and declare both 
to be of equal significance. It should be pointed out in refutation of such 
thinking that certain correlative concepts retain their meaning, and possibly 
their foremost significance, if they are not from the outset used exclusively 
with reference to man. One might, for example, speak of an unforgettable 
life or moment even if all men had forgotten it. If the nature of such a life 
or moment required that it be unforgotten, that predicate would imply not 
a falsehood but merely a claim unfulfilled by men, and probably also a 
reference to a realm in which it is fulfilled: God's remembrance. Analogously, 
the translatability of linguistic creations ought to be considered even if men 
should prove unable to translate them. Given a strict concept of translation, 
would they not really be translatable to some degree? The question as to 
whether the translation of certain linguistic creations is called for ought to 
be posed in this sense. For this thought is valid here: If translation is a form, 
translatability must be an essential feature of certain works. 

Translatability is an essential quality of certain works, which is not to say 
that it is essential for the works themselves that they be translated; it means, 
rather, that a specific significance inherent in the original manifests itself in 
its translatability. It is evident that no translation, however good it may be, 
can have any significance as regards the original. Nonetheless, it does stand 
in the closest relationship to the original by virtue of the original's translat-
ability; in fact, this connection is all the closer since it is no longer of 
importance to the original. We may call this connection a natural one, or, 
more specifically, a vital one. Just as the manifestations of life are intimately 
connected with the phenomenon of life without being of importance to it, 
a translation issues from the original-not so much from its life as from its 
afterlife. For a translation comes later than the original, and since the 
important works of world literature never find their chosen translators at 
the time of their origin, their translation marks their stage of continued life. 
The idea of life and afterlife in works of art should be regarded with an 
entirely unmetaphorical objectivity. Even in times of narrowly prejudiced 
thought, there was an inkling that life was not limited to organic corpore-
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ality. But it cannot be a matter of extending its dominion under the feeble 
scepter of the soul, as Fechner tried to do, or, conversely, of basing its 
definition on the even less conclusive factors of animality, such as sensation, 
which characterizes life only occasionally. The concept of life is given its due 
only if everything that has a history of its own, and is not merely the setting 
for history, is credited with life. In the final analysis, the range of life must 
be determined by the standpoint of history rather than that of nature, least 
of all by such tenuous factors as sensation and soul. The philosopher's task 
consists in comprehending all of natural life through the more encompassing 
life of history. And indeed, isn't the afterlife of works of art far easier to 
recognize than that of living creatures? The history of the great works of 
art tells us about their descent from prior models, their realization in the 
age of the artist, and what in principle should be their eternal afterlife in 
succeeding generations. Where this last manifests itself, it is called fame. 
Translations that are more than transmissions of subject matter come into 
being when a work, in the course of its survival, has reached the age of its 
fame. Contrary, therefore, to the claims of bad translators, such translations 
do not so much serve the works as owe their existence to it. In them the 
life of the originals attains its latest, continually renewed, and most complete 
unfolding. 

As the unfolding of a special and high form of life, this process is governed 
by a special high purposiveness. The relationship between life and pur-
posiveness, seemingly obvious yet almost beyond the grasp of the intellect, 
reveals itself only if the ultimate purpose toward which all the individual 
purposivenesses of life tends is sought not in its own sphere but in a higher 
one. All purposeful manifestations of life, including their very purposiveness, 
in the final analysis have their end not in life but in the expression of its 
nature, in the representation of its significance. Translation thus ultimately 
serves the purpose of expressing the innermost relationship of languages to 
our answer. It cannot possibly reveal or establish this hidden relationship 
itself; but it can represent it by realizing it in embryonic or intensive form. 
This representing of something signified through an attempt at establishing 
it in embryo is of so singular a nature that it is rarely met with in the sphere 
of nonlinguistic life. In its analogies and symbols, it can draw on other ways 
of suggesting meaning than intensive-that is, anticipative, intimating-re-
alization. As for the posited innermost kinship of languages, it is marked 
by a peculiar convergence. This special kinship holds because languages are 
not strangers to one another, but are, a priori and apart from all historical 
relationships, interrelated in what they want to express. 

With this attempt at an explication, our study appears to rejoin, after 
futile detours, the traditional theory of translation. If the kinship of lan-
guages is to be demonstrated by translations, how else can this be done but 
by conveying the form and meaning of the original as accurately as possible? 
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To be sure, that theory would be hard put to define the nature of this 
accuracy and therefore could shed no light on what is important in a 
translation. Actually, however, the kinship of languages is brought out by 
a translation far more profoundly and clearly than in the superficial and 
indefinable similarity of two works of literature. To grasp the genuine 
relationship between an original and a translation requires an investigation 
analogous in its intention to the argument by which a critique of cognition 
would have to prove the impossibility of a theory of imitation. In the latter, 
it is a question of showing that in cognition there could be no objectivity, 
not even a claim to it, if this were to consist in imitations of the real; in the 
former, one can demonstrate that no translation would be possible if in its 
ultimate essence it strove for likeness to the original. For in its afterlife--
which could not be called that if it were not a transformation and a renewal 
of something living-the original undergoes a change. Even words with fixed 
meaning can undergo a maturing process. The obvious tendentiousness of 
a writer's literary style may in time wither away, only to give rise to 
immanent tendencies in the literary creation. What sounded fresh once may 
sound hackneyed later; what was once current may someday sound archaic. 
To seek the essence of such changes, as well as the equally constant changes 
in meaning, in the subjectivity of posterity rather than in the very life of 
language and its works would mean-even allowing for the crudest psy-
chologism--confusing the root cause of a thing with its essence. More 
precisely, it would mean denying, by an impotence of thought, one of the 
most powerful and fruitful historical processes. And even if one tried to tum 
an author's last stroke of the pen into the coup de grace of his work, this 
still would not save that dead theory of translation. For just as the tenor 
and the significance of the great works of literature undergo a complete 
transformation over the centuries, the mother tongue of the translator is 
transformed as well. While a poet's words endure in his own language, even 
the greatest translation is destined to become part of the growth of its own 
language and eventually to perish with its renewal. Translation is so far 
removed from being the sterile equation of two dead languages that of all 
literary forms it is the one charged with the special mission of watching over 
the maturing process of the original language and the birth pangs of its own. 

If the kinship of languages manifests itself in translations, this is not 
accomplished through the vague resemblance a copy bears to the original. 
It stands to reason that resemblance does not necessarily appear where there 
is kinship. The concept of "kinship" as used here is in accord with its more 
restricted usage: it cannot be defined adequately by an identity of origin 
between the two cases, although in defining the more restricted usage the 
concept of "origin" remains indispensable. Where should one look to show 
the kinship of two languages, setting aside any historical connection? Cer-
tainly not in the similarity between works of literature or in the words they 
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use. Rather, all suprahistorical kinship between languages consists in this: 
in every one of them as a whole, one and the same thing is meant. Yet this 
one thing is achievable not by any single language but only by the totality 
of their intentions supplementing one another: the pure language. Whereas 
all individual elements of foreign languages-words, sentences, associa-
tions-are mutually exclusive, these languages supplement one another in 
their intentions. This law is one of the fundamental principles in the phi-
losophy of language, but to understand it precisely we must draw a distinc-
tion, in the concept of "intention," between what is meant and the way of 
meaning it. In the words Brot and pain, what is meant is the same, but the 
way of meaning it is not. This difference in the way of meaning permits the 
word Brot to mean something other to a German than what the word pain 
means to a Frenchman, so that these words are not interchangeable for 
them; in fact, they strive to exclude each other. As to what is meant, 
however, the two words signify the very same thing. Even though the way 
of meaning in these two words is in such conflict, it supplements itself in 
each of the two languages from which the words are derived; to be more 
specific, the way of meaning in them is supplemented in its relation to what 
is meant. In the individual, unsupplemented languages, what is meant is 
never found in relative independence, as in individual words or sentences; 
rather, it is in a constant state of flux-until it is able to emerge as the pure 
language from the harmony of all the various ways of meaning. If, however, 
these languages continue to grow in this way until the messianic end of their 
history, it is translation that catches fire from the eternal life of the works 
and the perpetually renewed life of language; for it is translation that keeps 
putting the hallowed growth of languages to the test: How far removed is 
their hidden meaning from revelation? How close can it be brought by the 
knowledge of this remoteness? 

This, to be sure, is to admit that all translation is only a somewhat 
provisional way of coming to terms with the foreignness of languages. An 
instant and final rather than a temporary and provisional solution to this 
foreignness remains out of the reach of mankind; at any rate, it eludes any 
direct attempt. Indirectly, however, the growth of religions ripens the hidden 
seed into a higher development of language. Although translation, unlike 
art, cannot claim permanence for its products, its goal is undeniably a final, 
conclusive, decisive stage of all linguistic creation. In translation the original 
rises into a higher and purer linguistic air, as it were. It cannot live there 
permanently, to be sure; neither can it reach that level in every aspect of the 
work. Yet in a singularly impressive manner, it at least points the way to 
this region: the predestined, hitherto inaccessible realm of reconciliation and 
fulfillment of languages. The original cannot enter there in its entirety, but 
what does appear in this region is that element in a translation which goes 
beyond transmittal of subject matter. This nucleus is best defined as that 
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element in the translation which does not lend itself to a further translation. 
Though one may glean as much of that subject matter as one can from a 
translation, and translate that, the element with which the efforts of the real 
translation were concerned remains at a quite inaccessible remove, because 
the relationship between content and language is quite different in the 
original and the translation. Whereas content and language form a certain 
unity in the original, like a fruit and its skin, the language of the translation 
envelops its content like a royal robe with ample folds. For it signifies a 
more exalted language than its own and thus remains unsuited to its content, 
overpowering and alien. This disjunction prevents translation and at the 
same time makes it superfluous. For any translation of a work originating 
in a specific stage of linguistic history represents, in regard to a specific aspect 
of its content, translation into all other languages. Thus, ironically, transla-
tion transplants the original into a more definitive linguistic realm, since it 
can no longer be displaced by a secondary rendering. The original can only 
be raised there anew and at other points of time. It is no mere coincidence 
that the word "ironic" here brings the Romantics to mind. They, more than 
any others, were gifted with an insight into the life of literary works-an 
insight for which translation provides the highest testimony. To be sure, they 
hardly recognized translation in this sense, but devoted their entire attention 
to criticism-another, if lesser, factor in the continued life of literary works. 
But even though the Romantics virtually ignored translation in their theo-
retical writings, their own great translations testify to their sense of the 
essential nature and the dignity of this literary mode. There is abundant 
evidence that this sense is not necessarily most pronounced in a poet; in fact, 
he may be least open to it. Not even literary history suggests tht: traditional 
notion that great poets have been eminent translators and lesser poets have 
been indifferent translators. A number of the most eminent ones, such as 
Luther, Voss, and Schlegel, are incomparably more important as translators 
than as creative writers; some of the great among them, such as Holderlin 
and Stefan George, cannot be simply subsumed as poets, and quite particu-
larly not if we consider them as translators. Just as translation is a form of 
its own, so, too, may the task of the translator be regarded as distinct and 
clearly differentiated from the task of the poet. 

The task of the translator consists in finding the particular intention 
toward the target language which produces in that language the echo of the 
original. This is a feature of translation that basically differentiates it from 
the poet's work, because the intention of the latter is never directed toward 
the language as such, at its totality, but is aimed solely and immediately at 
specific linguistic contextual aspects. Unlike a work of literature, translation 
finds itself not in the center of the language forest but on the outside facing 
the wooded ridge; it calls into it without entering, aiming at that single spot 
where the echo is able to give, in its own language, the reverberation of the 
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work in the alien one. Not only does the intention of a translation address 
or differ from that of a literary work-namely a language as a whole, taking 
an individual work in an alien language as a point of departure-but it is 
also qualitatively different altogether. The intention of the poet is spontane-
ous, primary, manifest; that of the translator is derivative, ultimate, idea-
tional. For the great motif of integrating many tongues into one true lan-
guage informs his work. This language is that in which the independent 
sentences, works of literature, and critical judgments will never communi-
cate-for they remain dependent on translation; but in it the languages 
themselves, supplemented and reconciled in their way of meaning, draw 
together. If there is such a thing as a language of truth, a tensionless and 
even silent depository of the ultimate secrets for which all thought strives, 
then this language of truth is-the true language. And this very language, 
in whose divination and description lies the only perfection for which a 
philosopher can hope, is concealed in concentrated fashion in translations. 
There is no muse of philosophy, nor is there one of translation. But despite 
the claims of sentimental artists, these two are not philistine. For there is a 
philosophical genius that is characterized by a yearning for that language 
which manifests itself in translations. "Les langues imparfaites en cela que 
plusieurs, manque Ia supreme: penser etant ecrire sans accessoires, ni 
chuchotement mais tacite encore l'immortelle parole, Ia diversite, sur terre, 
des idiomes empeche personne de proferer les mots qui, sinon se trou
veraient, par une frappe unique, elle-meme materiellement Ia verite. "1 If 
what Mallarme evokes here is fully fathomable to a philosopher, translation, 
with its rudiments of such a language, is midway between poetry and theory. 
Its work is less sharply defined than either of these, but it leaves no less of 
a mark on history. 

If the task of the translator is viewed in this light, the roads toward a 
solution seem to be all the more obscure and impenetrable. Indeed, the 
problem of ripening the seed of pure language in a translation seems to be 
insoluble, determinable in no solution. For is not the ground cut from under 
such a solution if the reproduction of the sense ceases to be decisive? Viewed 
negatively, this is actually the meaning of all the foregoing. The traditional 
concepts in any discussion of translation are fidelity and license-the free-
dom to give a faithful reproduction of the sense and, in its service, fidelity 
to the word. These ideas seem to be no longer serviceable to a theory that 
strives to find, in a translation, something other than reproduction of mean-
ing. To be sure, traditional usage makes these terms appear as if in constant 
conflict with each other. What can fidelity really do for the rendering of 
meaning? Fidelity in the translation of individual words can almost never 
fully reproduce the sense they have in the original. For this sense, in its 
poetic significance for the original, is not limited to what is meant but rather 
wins such significance to the degree that what is meant is bound to the way 
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of meaning of the individual word. People commonly convey this when they 
say that words have emotional connotations. A literal rendering of the 
syntax casts the reproduction of meaning entirely to the winds and threatens 
to lead directly to incomprehensibility. The nineteenth century considered 
Holderlin's translations of Sophocles monstrous examples of such literal-
ness. Finally, it is self-evident how greatly fidelity in reproducing the form 
impedes the rendering of the sense. Thus, no case for literalness can be based 
on an interest in retaining the meaning. The preservation of meaning is 
served far better-and literature and language far worse-by the unre-
strained license of bad translators. Of necessity, therefore, the demand for 
literalness, whose justification is obvious but whose basis is deeply hidden, 
must be understood in a more cogent context. Fragments of a vessel that 
are to be glued together must match one another in the smallest details, 
although they need not be like one another. In the same way a translation, 
instead of imitating the sense of the original, must lovingly and in detail 
incorporate the original's way of meaning, thus making both the original 
and the translation recognizable as fragments of a greater language, just as 
fragments are part of a vessel. For this very reason translation must in large 
measure refrain from wanting to communicate something, from rendering 
the sense, and in this the original is important to it only insofar as it has 
already relieved the translator and his translation of the effort of assembling 
and expressing what is to be conveyed. In the realm of translation, too, the 
words En archei en ho logos ["In the beginning was the word"] apply. On 
the other hand, as regards the meaning, the language of a translation can-in 
fact, must-let itself go, so that it gives voice to the intentio of the original 
n"ot as reproduction but as harmony, as a supplement to the language in 
which it expresses itself, as its own kind of intentio. Therefore, it is not the 
highest praise of a translation, particularly in the age of its origin, to say 
that it reads as if it had originally been written in that language. Rather, the 
significance of fidelity as ensured by literalness is that the work reflects the 
great longing for linguistic complementation. A real translation is transpar-
ent; it does not cover the original, does not block its light, but allows the 
pure language, as though reinforced by its own medium, to shine upon the 
original all the more fully. This may be achieved, above all, by a literal 
rendering of the syntax which proves words rather than sentences to be the 
primary element of the translator. For if the sentence is the wall before the 
language of the original, literalness is the arcade. 

Fidelity and freedom in translation have traditionally been regarded as 
conflicting tendencies. This deeper interpretation of the one apparently does 
not serve to reconcile the two; in fact, it seems to deny the other all 
justification. For what does freedom refer to, if not to the reproduction of 
the sense, which must thereby give up its lawgiving role? Only if the sense 
of a linguistic creation may be equated with that of the information it 
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conveys does some ultimate, decisive element remain beyond all communi-
cation-quite close and yet infinitely remote, concealed or distinguishable, 
fragmented or powerful. In all language and linguistic creations, there 
remains in addition to what can be conveyed something that cannot be 
communicated; depending on the context in which it appears, it is something 
that symbolizes or something symbolized. It is the former only in the finite 
products of language; the latter, in the evolving of the languages themselves. 
And that which seeks to represent, indeed to produce, itself in the evolving 
of languages is that very nucleus of the pure language; yet though this 
nucleus remains present in life as that which is symbolized itself, albeit 
hidden and fragmentary, it persists in linguistic creations only in its symbol-
izing capacity. Whereas in the various tongues that ultimate essence, the 
pure language, is tied only to linguistic elements and their changes, in 
linguistic creations it is weighted with a heavy, alien meaning. To relieve it 
of this, to turn the symbolizing into the symbolized itself, to regain pure 
language fully formed from the linguistic flux, is the tremendous and only 
capacity of translation. In this pure language-which no longer means or 
expresses anything but is, as express\onless and creative Word, that which 
is meant in all languages-all information, all sense, and all intention finally 
encounter a stratum in which they are destined to be extinguished. This very 
stratum furnishes a new and higher justification for free translation; this 
justification does not derive from the sense of what is to be conveyed, for 
the emancipation from this sense is the task of fidelity. Rather, freedom 
proves its worth in the interest of the pure language by its effect on its own 
language. It is the task of the translator to release in his own language that 
pure language which is exiled among alien tongues, to liberate the language 
imprisoned in a work in his re-creation of that work. For the sake of the 
pure language, he breaks through decayed barriers of his own language. 
Luther, Voss, Holderlin, and George have extended the boundaries of the 
German language.-What remains for sense, in its importance for the rela-
tionship between translation and original, may be expressed in the following 
simile. Just as a tangent touches a circle lightly and at but one point-es-
tablishing, with this touch rather than with the point, the law according to 
which it is to continue on its straight path to infinity-a translation touches 
the original lightly and only at the infinitely small point of the sense, 
thereupon pursuing its own course according to the laws of fidelity in the 
freedom of linguistic flux. Without explicitly naming or substantiating it, 
Rudolf Pannwitz has characterized the true significance of this freedom. His 
observations are contained in Die Krisis der europaischen Kultur, and rank 
with Goethe's notes to the Westostlicher Divan as the best comment on the 
theory of translation that has been published in Germany. Pannwitz writes: 
"Our translations, even the best ones, proceed from a mistaken premise. 
They want to turn Hindi, Greek, English into German instead of turning 
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German into Hindi, Greek, English. Our translators have a far greater 
reverence for the usage of their own language than for the spirit of the 
foreign works .... The basic error of the translator is that he preserves the 
state in which his own language happens to be instead of allowing his 
language to be powerfully affected by the foreign tongue. Particularly when 
translating from a language very remote from his own, he must go back to 
the primal elements of language itself and penetrate to the point where work, 
image, and tone converge. He must expand and deepen his language by 
means of the foreign language. It is not generally realized to what extent 
this is possible, to what extent any language can be transformed, how 
language differs from language almost the way dialect differs from dialect. 
However, this last is true pnly if one takes language seriously enough, not 
if one takes it lightly." 

The extent to which a translation manages to be in keeping with the 
nature of this form is determined objectively by the translatability of the 
original. The lower the quality and distinction of its language, the greater 
the extent to which it is information, the less fertile a field it is for transla-
tion, until the utter preponderance of content, far from being the lever for 
a well-formed translation, renders it impossible. The higher the level of a 
work, the more it remains translatable even if its meaning is touched upon 
only fleetingly. This, of course, applies to originals only. Translations, in 
contrast, prove to be untranslatable not because of any inherent difficulty 
but because of the looseness with which meaning attaches to them. Confir-
mation of this as well as of every other important aspect is supplied by 
Holderlin's translations, particularly those of the two tragedies by Sopho-
cles. In them the harmony of the languages is so profound that sense is 
touched by language only the way an aeolian harp is touched by the wind. 
Holderlin's translations are prototypes of their form; they are to even the 
most perfect renderings of their texts as a prototype is to a model, as can 
be aptly demonstrated by comparing Holderlin's and Rudolf Borchardt's 
translations of Pindar's Third Pythian Ode. For this very reason, Holderlin's 
translations in particular are subject to the enormous danger inherent in all 
translations: the gates of a language thus expanded and modified may slam 
shut and enclose the translator in silence. Holderlin's translations from 
Sophocles were his last work; in them meaning plunges from abyss to abyss 
until it threatens to become lost in the bottomless depths of language. There 
is, however, a stop. It is vouchsafed in Holy Writ alone, in which meaning 
has ceased to be the watershed for the flow of language and the flow of 
revelation. Where the literal quality of the text takes part directly, without 
any mediating sense, in true language, in the Truth, or in doctrine, this text 
is unconditionally translatable. To be sure, such translation no longer serves 
the cause of the text, but rather works in the interest of languages. This case 
demands boundless confidence in the translation, so that just as language 
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and revelation are joined without tension in the original, the translation 
must write literalness with freedom in the shape of an interlinear version. 
For to some degree, all great texts contain their potential translation be-
tween the lines; this is true above all of sacred writings. The interlinear 
version of the Scriptures is the prototype or ideal of all translation. 

Written in 1921; published in Charles Baudelaire, "Tableaux parisiens": Deutsche Uber
tragung mit einern Vorwort uber die Aufgabe des Obersetzers, von Walter Benjamin 
[Charles Baudelaire, "Tableaux parisiens": German Translation, with a Foreword on the 
Task of the Translator, by Walter Benjamin], 1923. Translated by Harry Zohn. 

Notes 

1. "The imperfection of languages consists in their plurality; the supreme language 
is lacking: thinking is writing without accessories or even whispering, the immor-
tal word still remains silent; the diversity of idioms on earth prevents anyone 
from uttering the words which otherwise, at a single stroke, would materialize 
as truth."-Trans. 



Chapter 19 

Antoine Berman 

TRANSLATION AND THE TRIALS 

OF THE FOREIGN 

Translated by Lawrence Venuti 

T HE GENERAL THEME of my essay wlll be translation as the trial '![the 
joreinn (co.mme Jpreuve de l'ftranger). "Trial of the foreign" is the expression that 

Heidegger uses to define one pole of poetic experience in Holderlin (Die Eifahrunn 
des Fremden). Now, in the poet, this trial is essentially enacted by translation, by his 
version of Sophocles, which is in fact the last "work" Holderlin published before 
descending in~o :madness. In its own time, this translation was considered a prime 
manifestation pf his madness. Yet today we view it as one of the great moments of 
western transla!}on: not only because it gives us rare access to the Greek tragic 
Word, but because while giving us access to this Word, it reveals the veiled essence 
of every translation. 

Translation is the "trial of the foreign." But in a double sense. In the first place, 
it establishes a rdationship between the Self-Same (Propre) and the Foreign by aiming 
to open up the foreign work to us in its utter foreignness. Holderlin reveals the 
strangeness of the Greek tragic Word, whereas most "classic" translations tend to. 
attenuate or cancel it. In the second place, translation is a trial for the Foreian as well, : · 
since the foreign work is uprooted from its own lanauaae-around (sol-de-lanaue). And . 
this trial, often an exile, can also exhibit the most singular power of the translatfl:g ; 
act: to reveal the foreign work's most original kernel,·its most deeply buried, most · 
self-same, but equally the most "distant'' from itself. Holder lin discerns in · 
work- in its language -two opposed principles: on the one hand, the n· nn1ecua1:e) 
violence of the tragic Word, what he calls the "fire of heaven," and on the 
"holy sobriety," i.e., the rationality that comes to contain and mask this vic•lertce./ 
For Holder lin, translating first and foremost means liberating the violence re~>re:sse•d 
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in the work through a series of intensifications in the translating language - in other 
words, accentuating its strangeness. Paradoxica1ly, this accentuation is the only way 
of giving us access to it. Alain addressed the topic of translation in one of his remarks 
on literature: 

I have this idea that one can always translate a poet -English, Latin, or 
Greek- exactly word for word, without adding anything, preserving the 
very order of the words, until at last you find the meter, even the rhymes. 
I have rarely pushed the experiment that far; it takes time, I mean, a few 
months, plus uncommon patience. The first draft resembles a mosaic 
of barbarisms; the bits are badly joined; they are cemented together, 
but not in harmony. A forcefulness, a flash, a certain violence remains, no 
doubt more than necessary. It's more English than the English text, more 
Greek than the Greek, more Latin than the Latin [ ... ] 

(Alain 1934: 56-7) 

Thanks to such translation, the language of the original shakes with all its liberated 
might the translating language. In an article devoted to Pierre Klossowski's transla-
tion of the Aeneid, Michel Foucault distinguishes between two methods of translation: 

It is quite necessary to admit that two kinds of translations exist; they 
do not have the same function or the same nature. In one, something 
(meaning, aesthetic value) must remain identical, and it is given passage 
into another language; these translations are good when they go "from 
like to same"[ ... ] And then there are translations that hurl one language 
agai[!St another [ ... ] taking the original text for a projectile and treating 
the translating language like a target. Their task is not to lead a meaning 
back to itself or anywhere else; but to use the translated language to 
d,ra.il the translating language. 

i . 
(Foucault 1964: 21) 

Doesn't this distinction simply correspond to the great split that divides the entire 
field of translation, separating so-called "literary" translations (in the broad sense) 
from "n~n:literaryJJ translations (technical, scientific, advertising, etc.)? Whereas the 
latter perform only a semantic transfer and deal with texts that entertain a relation 
of exteriqrity or instrumentality to their language, the fanner are concerned with 
works, that is to say texts so bound to their language that the translating act inevitably 
becomes a manipulation of signifiers, where two languages enter into various forms 
of collision and somehow couple. This is undeniable, but not taken seriously. A 
superficial glance at the history of translation suffices to show that, in the literary 
domain, everything transpires as if the second type of translation came to usurp and 
conceal the first type. As if it were suddenly driven to the margins of exception and 
heresy. As if translation, far from being the trials of the Foreign, were rather its 
negation, its acclimation, its ''naturalization." As if its most individual essence were 
radically repressed. Hence, the necessity for reflection on the properly ethical aim 
of the translating act (receiving the Foreign as Foreign). Hence, the necessity for 
an analysis that shows how (and why) this aim has, from time immemorial (although 
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not always), been skewed, perverted and assimilated to something other than itself, 
such as the play of hypertextual transformations. 

The analytic of translation 

I propose to examine briefly the system of textual deformation that operates in every 
translation and prevents it from being a "trial of the foreigu." I shall call this exam-
ination the analytic if translation. Analytic in two senses of the term: a detailed 
analysis of the deforming system, and therefore an analysis in the Cartesian sense, 
but also in the psychoanalytic sense, insofar as the system is largely unconscious, 
present as a series of tendencies or forces that cause translation to deviate from 
its essential aim. The analytic of translation is consequently designed to discover 
these forces and to show where in the text they are practiced - somewhat as 
Bachelard, with his "psychoanalysis" of the scientific spirit, wanted to show how the 
materialist imagination confused and derailed the objective aim of the natural 
sciences. 

Before presenting the detailed examination of the deforming forces, I shall make 
several remarks. First, the analysis proposed here is provisional: it is formulated on 
the basis of my experience as a translator (primarily of Latin American literature 
into French). To be systematic, it requires the input of translators from other 
domains (other languages and works), as well as linguists, "poeticians" and ... 
psychoanalysts, since the deforming forces constitute so many censures and resist
ances. 

This negative analytic should be extended by a positive counterpart, an analysis 
of operations \vhich have always limited the deformation, although in an intuitive 
and unsystema~ic way. These operations constitute a sort of counter-system destined 
to neutralize, or attenuate, the negative tendencies. The negative and positive 
analytics will ill turn enable a critique if translations that is neither simply descrip
tive nor simply normative. 

The negap.ve analytic is primarily concerned with etlmocentric, annexationist 
translations and hypertextual translations (pastiche, imitation, adaptation, free 
rewriting), where the play of deforming forces is freely exercised. Every tr·anslator 
is inescapably exposed to this play of forces, even if he (or she) is animated by 
another aim. More: these unconscious forces form part of the translator's being, 

determining the desire to translate. It is illusory to think that the translator can be 
freed merely by becoming aware of them. The translator's practice must submit to 
analysis if the unconscious is to be neutralized. It is by yielding to the "controls" (in 
the psychoanalytic sense) that translators can hope to free themselves from the 
system of deformation that burdens their practice. This system is the internalized 
expression of a two-millennia-old tradition, as well as the etlmocentric structure of 
every culture, every language; it is less a crude system than a "cultivated language." 
Only languages that are "cultivated" translate, but they are also the ones that put 
up the strongest resistance to the ruckus of. translation. They censor. You see what 
a psychoanalytic approach to language and linguistic systems can contribute to a · '' 
"translatology." This approach must also be the work of analysts themselves, since 
they experience translation as an essential dimension of psychoanalysis. 
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A final point: the focus below will be the deforming tendencies that intervene 
in the domain of literary prose - the novel and the essay. 

Literary prose collects, reassembles, and intermingles the polylingual space of 
a community. It mobilizes and activates the totality of "languages" that coexist in 
any language. This can be seen in Balzac, Proust, Joyce, Faulkner, Augusto Antonio 
Roa Bastes, Joao GuimaraeS Rosa, Carlo Emilio Gadda, etc. Hence, from a formal 
point of view, the language-based cosmos that is prose, especially the novel, is char-
acterized by a certain shapelessness, which results from the enormous brew of 
languages and linguistic systems that operate in the work. This is also characteristic 
of canonical works, la grande prose. 

Traditionally, this shapelessness has been described negatively, that is, within 
the horizon of poetry. Herman Broch, for example, remarks of the novel that 

in contrast to poetry, it is not a producer, but a consumer of style. 
[ ... ] It applies itself with much less intensity to the duty of looking 
like a work of art. Balzac is of greater weight than Flaubert, the form-
less Thomas Wolfe more than the artistic Thornton Wilder. The novel 
does not submit, like proper poetry, to the criteria of art. 

(Broch 1966: 68) 

In effect, the masterworks of prose are characterized by a kind of"bad writing," 
a certain_ "lack of control" in their texture. This can be seen in Rabelais, Cervantes, 
Montaigue, Saint-Simon, Sterne, Jean Paul Richter, Balzac, Zola, Tolstoy, 
Dostoevsky. 

The ·Jack of control derives from the enormous linguistic mass that the prose 
writer must squeeze into the work- at the risk of making it formally explode. The 
more totalizing the writer's aim, the more obvious the loss of control, whether in 
the proliferation, the swelling of the text, or in works where the most scrupulous 
attentioQ. iS paid to form, as in Joyce, Brach, or.Proust. Prose, in its multiplicity 
and rhytfllnic flow, can never be entirely mastered. And this "bad writing" is rich. 
This is th~ consequence of its polylingualism. Don Qgixote, for example, gathers into 
itself the plurality of Spanish "languages" during its epoch, from popular proverbial 
speech (Sancho) to the conventions of chivalric and pastoral romances. Here the 
languages are intertwined and mutually ironized. 

The ~abelian proliferation of languages in novels pose specific difficulties for 
translation. If one of the principal problems of poetic translation is to respect 
the polysemy of the poem (cf. Shakespeare's Sonnets), then the principal problem 
of translating the novel is to respect its shapeless polyloaic and avoid an arbitrary 
homogenization. 

Insofar as the novel is considered a lower form of literature than poetry, the 
deformations of translation are more accepted· in prose, when they do not pass 
unperceived. For they operate on points that do not immediately reveal themselves. 
It is easy to detect how a poem by Holderlin has been massacred. It isn't so easy 
to see what was done to a novel by Kafka or Faulkner, especially if the translation 
seems "good." The defonning system functions here in complete tranquillity. 'fhis 
is why it is urgent to elaborate an analytic for the translation of novels. 
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This analytic sets out to locate several deforming tendencies. They form a sys-
tematic whole. I shall mention twelve here. There may be more; some combine with 
or derive from others; some are well known. And some may appear relevant only 
to French "classicizing" translation. But in fact they bear on all translating, 
at least in the western tradition. They can be found just as often in English transla-
tors as in Spanish or German, although certain tendencies may be more accentuated 
in one linguistic-cultural space than in others. Here are the twelve tendencies in 

question: 

rationalization 
2 clarification 
3 expansion 
4 ennoblement and popularization 
5 qualitative impoverishment 
6 quantitative impoverishment 
7 the destruction of rhythms 
8 the destruction of underlying networks of signification 
9 the destruction of linguistic patternings 

10 the destruction of vernacular networks or their exoticization 

11 the destruction of expressions and idioms 
12 the effacement of the superimposition oflanguages 

Ratiorta:lization 

This he~rs primarily on the syntactical structures of the original, starting with that 
most meaningful and changeable element in a prose text: punctuation. Rationaliza
tion recomposes sentences and the sequence of sentences, rearranging them 
according to a certain idea of discursive order. Wherever the sentence structure is 
relatively ·free (i.e., wherever it doesn't answer to a specific idea of order), it risks 
a rationalizing contraction. This is visible, for instance, in the fundamental hostility 
with whi~h the French greet repetition, the proliferation of relative clauses and 
participles, long sentences or sentences without verbs - all elements essential to 

prose. 
Thus, Marc Chapiro, the French translator of the Brothers Karamazov, writes: 

The original heaviness of Dostoevsky's style poses an almost insoluble 
problem to the translator. It was impossible to reproduce the bushy 
undergrowth of his sentences, despite the riclmess of their content. 

(cited by Meschonnic 1973: 317) 

This signifies, quite openly, that the cause of rationalization has been adopted: As 
we have seen, the essence of prose includes a "bushy undergrowth." Moreover; 
every fonnal excess curdles novelistic prose, whose "imperfection" is a condition of~ 
its existence. The signifying shapelessness indicates that prose plunges into 
depths, the strata, the polylogism of langnage. Rationalization destroys all that. 
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It annihilates another element of prose: its drive toward concreteness, Rational
ization means abstraction. Prose is centered on the concrete and even tends to 
render concrete the numerous abstract elements bobbing in its flood (Proust, 
Montaigne). Rationalization makes the original pass from concrete to abstract, not 
only by reordering the sentence structure, but- for example- by translating verbs 
into substantives, by choosing the more general of two substantives, etc. Yves 
Bonnefoy revealed this process with Shakespeare's work. 

This rationalization/ abstraction is all the more pernicious in that it is not 
total. It doesn't mean to be. It is content to reverse the relations which prevail in the 
original between formal and informal, ordered and disorderly, abstract and 
concrete. This conversion is typical of ethnocentric translation: it causes the work 
to undergo a change of sign, of status- and seemingly without changing form and 
meaning. 

To sum up: rationalization deforms the original by reversing its basic tendency. 

Clarification 

This is a corollary of rationalization which particularly concerns the level of "clarity" 
perceptible in words and their meanings. Where the original has no problem moving 
in the indqlnite, our literary language tends to impose the definite. When the 
Argentine novelist Roberto Arlt writes: "y los excesos eran desplazados por des
medimientos de esperanza" (the excesses were displaced by the excessiveness of 
hope; Arlt 1995: 37), French does not tolerate a literal rendering because every-
where, itl this passage from Los Siete Locos, excess is still in question. French asks: 
an excess Of what? 

The ;same goes for Dostoevsky. Chapiro writes: uTo render the sugge::;tions 
of a Russian sentence, it is often necessary to complete it" (cited by Meschonnic 
1973: 317~18). . 

Clarification seems to be an obvious principle to many translators and authors. 
Thus, the American poet Galway Kinnell writes: "The translation should be a little 
clearer tha~ the original" (cited by Gresset 1983: 519). 

Of coutse, clarification is inherent in translation, to the extent that every trans
lation comprises some degree of explicitation. But that can signify two very different 
things: 

(1) the explicitation can be the manifestation of something that is not apparent, 
but concealed or repressed, in the original. Translation, by virtue of its own move
ment, puts into play this element. Heidegger alludes to the point for philosophy: 
"In translation, the work of thinking is transposed into the spirit of another language 
and so undergoes an inevitable transformation. But this transformation can be 
fecund, because it shines a new light on the fundamental position of the question" 
(Heidegger 1968: 10). 

The power of illumination, of manifestation, (1) as I indicated apropos Holder lin, 
the supreme power of translation. But in a negative sense, (2) explicitation aims 
render "clear" what does not wish to be clear in the original. The movement 

polysemy to monosemy is a mode of clarification. Paraphrastic or explicative 
\ranslaticm is another, And that leads ns to the third tendency. 
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Expansion 

Every translation tends to be longer than the original. George Steiner said that trans-
lation is "inflationist.'' This is the consequence, in part, of the two previous 
tendencies. Rationalizing and clarifying require expansion, an urifoldina of what, in 
the original, is "folded." Now, from the viewpoint of the text, this expansion can 
be qualified as "empty." It can coexist quite well with diverse quantitative forms of 
impoverishment. I mean that the addition adds nothing, that it augments only the 
gross mass of text, without augmenting its way of speaking or signifying. The addi-
tion is no more than babble designed to muffle the work's own voice. Explicitations 
may·render the text more "clear," but they actually obscure its own mode cf clarity. 
The expansion is, moreover, a stretching, a slackening, which impairs the rhythmic 
flow of the work, It is often called "overtranslation,'' a typical case of which is Annel 
Guerne's translation of Moby Dick (1954). Expanded, the majestic, oceanic novel 
becomes bloated and uselessly titanic. In this case, expansion aggravates the iuitial 
shapelessness of the work, causing it to change from a shapeless plenitude to a shape-
less void or hollow. In German, the Fragments of Novalis possess a very special 
brevity, a brevity that contains an infinity of meanings and somehow renders them 
"long," but vertically, like wells. Translated by the same Gueme (1973), they are 
lengthened immoderately and simultaneously flattened. Expansion flattens, hori-
ZOJ?ctalizing what is essentially deep and vertical in Novalis. 

Ennoblement 

This. marks the culminating point of "classic" translation. ln poetry, it is "poetiza
tion:" In prose, it is rather a "rhetorization." Alain alludes to this process (with 
English poetry): 

If a translator attempts a poem by Shelley into French, he will first spread 
it out, following the practice of our poets who are mostly a bit too 

; oratorical. Setting up the rules of public declamation as his standard, he 
· will insert their thats and whichs, syntactical barriers that weigh upon 

and prevent- if I can put it this way- the substantial words from biting 
each other. I don't disdain this art of articulation .... But in the end it 
isn't the English art of speaking, so clenched and compact, brilliant, 
precise and strongly enigmatic. 

(Alain 1934: 56) 

Rhetorization consists in producing "eleganf' sentences, while utilizing 
source text, so to speak, as raw material. Thus the ennoblement is only a re,vritinJ(/ 
a "stylistic exercise" based on- and at the expense of- the original. This pr•oc<,duift 
is active in the literary field, but also in the human sciences, where it on,dttces~t<ix(j 
that are ''readable," "brilliant," dd of their original clumsiness and complexity 
to enhance the "meaning." This type of rewriting thinks itself justified in rec:o' verill 
the rhetorical elements inherent in all prose -·but in order to banalize +J,.,m,.il 

assign them a predominant place. These elements - in Rousseau, na<za<""""'"' 
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Melville, Proust, etc. - restore a certain ''orality," and this orality effectively 
possesses its own norms of nobility - those of "good speaking," which may be 
popular or "cultivated." But good speaking in the original has nothing to do with 
the "rhetorical elegance" extolled by the rewritin9 that ennobles. In fact, the latter 
simultaneously annihilates both oral rhetoric and formless polylogic (see above). 

The logical opposite of ennoblement - or its counterpart - occurs in passages 
judged too "popular": blind recourse to a pseudo-slang which popularizes the ori-
ginal, or to a "spoken" language which reflects only a corifusion between oral and spoken. 
The degenerate coarseness of pseudo-slang betrays rural fluency as well as the strict 
code of urban dialects. 

Qualitative impoverishment 

This refers to the replacement of tenns, expressions and figures in the original with 
terms, expressions and figures that lack their sonorous richness or, conespondingly, 
their signifying or "iconic" richness. A tennis iconic when, in relation to its referent, 
it "creates an image," enabling a perception of resemblance. Spitzer alludes to this 
iconicity: "A word that denotes facetiousness, or the play of words, easily behaves 
in a whimsical manner- just as in every language worldwide, the terms that denote 
the butterfly change in a kaleidoscopic manner" (Spitzer 1970: 51). 

This does not mean that the word 'f!Jutterfly" objectively resembles "a butterfly," 
but that in j_ts sonorous, physical substance, in its density as a word, we feel that it 
possesses something of the butterfly's butterfly existence. Prose and poetry produce, 
in their own peculiar ways, what can be called suifaces of iconicity. 

When translating the Peruvian chuchumeca with pute (whore), the meaning can 
certainly be rendered, but none of the word's phonetic-signifying truth. The same 
goes for every term that is commonly qualified with savoureux (spicy), dru (robust), 
vif (vivid), colod (colorful), etc., epithets that all refer to the icorric physicality of 
the sign. A~d~when this practice of replacement, which is mo.st oft'en nnconscious, 
is applied tO an entire work, to the whole of its iconic surface, it decisively effaces 
a good portion of its signifying process and mode of expression - what makes a 
work speak tO us . 

Quantitative impoverishment 

This refers to a lexical loss. Every work in prose presents a certain proliferation of 
signifiers and signifying chains. Great novelistic prose is "abundant." These signifiers 
can be described as urifixed, especially as a signified may have a multiplicity of signi-
fiers. For the signified visaae (face) Arlt employs semblante, rostro and cara without 
justifying a particular choice in a particular sentence. The essential thing is that visage 
is marked as an important reality in his work by·the use of three signifiers. The trans-
lation that does not respect this multiplicity renders the "visage" of an unrecognizable 
work. There is a loss, then, since the translation contains fewer signifiers than the 
miginal. The translation that attends to the lexical texture of the work, to its mode 
of lexicality - enlarges it. This loss perfectly coexists with an iocrease of the gross· 
quantity or mass of the text with expansion. For expansion consists in adding articles 
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and relatives (le, la, les, qui, que), explicative and decorative signifiers that have 
nothing to do with the lexical texture of the original. The translating results in a 
text that is at once poorer and longer. Moreover, the expansion often works to mask 

the quantitative loss. 

The destruction of rhythms 

I shall pass rapidly over this aspect, however fundamental it may be. The novel is not 
less rhyt!u:nic than poetry. It even comprises a multiplicity of rhythms. Since the 
entire bulk of the novel is thus in movement, it is fortunately difficult for translation 
to destroy this rhythmic movement. This explains why even a great but badly trans-
lated novel continues to transport us. Poetry and theater are more fragile. Yet the · 
deforming translation can considerably affect the rhythm - for example, through an 
arbitrary revision of the punctuation. Michel Gresset (1983) shows how a translation 
of Faulkner destroys his distinctive rhythm: where the original included only Jour 
marks of punctuation, the translation uses tweno/-two, eighteen of which are commas! 

The destruction of underlying networks of signification 

The literary work contains a hidden dimension, an "underlying" text, where certain 
signifiers correspond and link up, forming all sorts of networks beneath the "surface" 
of the text itself- the manifest text, presented for reading. It is this subtext that 
carries the- network of word-obsessions. These Wlderlying chains constitute one 
aspect of the rhythm and signifying process of the text. After long intervals certain 
words may recur, certain kinds of substantives that constitute a particular network, 
whether; through their resemblance or their aim; their "aspect." In Arlt.you find 
words t4at witness the presence of an obsession, an intimacy, a particular percep
tion, alth\mgh distributed rather far from each other - sometimes in different 
chapters ~ and without a context that justifies or calls for their use. Hence, the 
followii{g Series of augmentatives: 

port~l6n 
gate 

al6n jaul6n 
wing cage 

which establishes a network: 
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This simple network shows that the siguifiers in themselves have no particular 
value, that what makes sense is their linkage, which in fact signals a most important 
dimension of the work. Now, all of these signifers are augmentatives, appropriately 
enough, as Arlt's novel Los Siete Locos contains a certain dimension rf augmentation: 
gates, wings, cages, entrances, giants, alleys acquire the inordinate size they have 
in nocturnal dreams. If such networks are not transmitted, a signifying process in 
the text is destroyed. 

The misreading of these networks corresponds to the treatment given to aroup
ings of major sign!fiers in a work, such as those that organize its mode of expression. 
To sketch out a visual domain, for example, an author might employ certain verbs, 
adjectives and substantives, and not others. V. A. Goldsmidt studies the words that 
Freud did not use or avoided where they might be expected. Needless to say, trans-
lators have often inserted them. 

The destruction of linguistic patternings 

The systematic nature of the text goes beyond the level of signifiers, metaphors, 
etc.; it extends to the type of sentences, the sentence constructions employed. Such 
patternings may include the use of time or the recourse to a certain kind of subor
dination (Gresset cites Faulkner's "because"). Spitzer studies the patterning system 
in Racine and Proust, although he still calls it "style". Rationalization, clarification, 
expansion, etc. oestroy the systematic nature of the text by introducing elements 
that are excluded by its essential system. Hence, a curious consequence: when 
the translated te::::ct is more "homogeneous" than the original (possessing more "style" 
in the ordinary s~nse), it is equally more incoherent and, in a certain way, more 
heterogeneous, mOre inconsistent. It is a patchwork of the different kinds of writing 
employed by the translator (like combining ennoblement \vith popularization where 
the original cultiv~tes an orality). This applies as well to. the position of the trans-
lator, who basically resorts to every reading possible in translating the original. 
Thus, a translation always risks appearing homogeneous and incoherent at the same 
time, as Meschonnic has shown \vith the translation of Paul Celan. A carefully 
conducted textual analysis of an original and its translation demonstrates that the 
writing-of-the-tfan'slation, the discourse-of-the-translation is asystematic, like the 
work of a neophyte which is rejected by readers at publishing houses from the very 
first page. Except that, in the case of translation, this asystematic nature is not 
apparent and in fact is concealed by what still remains of the linguistic patternings 
in the original. Readers, however, perceive this inconsistency in the translated text, 
since they rarely bestow their trust on it and do not see it as the or a "true" text. 
Barring any prejudices, the readers are right: it is not a "true" text; it lacks the 
distinguishing features of a text, starting with its systematic nature. Homogenization 

can no more conceal asystematicity than expansion can conceal quantitative impoverishment. 

The destruction of vernacular networks or their exoticization 

This domain is essential because all great prose is rooted in the vernacular language. "If 
French doesn't work," wrote Montaigne, "Gascon ,villi" (cited by Mounin 1955: 38). 

! 
,. ' 
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In the first place, the polylogic aim of prose inevitably includes a plurality of 

vernacular elements. In the second place, the tendency toward concreteness in prose necessarily 
includes these elements, because the vernacular language is by its very nature more 
physical, more iconic than "cultivated" language. The Picard "bibloteux" is more 
expressive than the French "livresque" (bookish). The Old French "sorcelage" is 
richer than "sorcellerie" (sorcery), the Antillais "d~respecter" more expressive than 

"manquer de respect" (to lack respect). 
In the third place, prose often aims explicitly to recapture the orality of vernac-

ular. In the twentieth century, this is the case with a good part- with the good part 
~of such literatures as Latin American, Italian, Russian, and North American. 

The effacement of vernaculars is thus a very serious injury to the textuality of 
prose works. It may be a question of effacing diminutives in Spanish, Portuguese, 
German or Russian; or it may involve replacing verbs by nominal constructions, 
verbs of action by verbs with substantives (the Peruvian "alagunarse," s'enlaguner, 
becomes the flat-footed "se transformer en lagune," "to be transformed into a 
lagoon"). Vernacular signifiers may be transposed, like "portefio," which becomes 

"inhabitant of Buenos Aires." The traditional method of preserving vernaculars is to exoticize them. 
Exoticization can take two forms. First, a typographical procedure (italics) is used 
to isolate what does not exist in the original. Then, more insidiously, it is "added'' 
to be "more authentic," emphasizing the vernacular according to a certain stereo
type of it (as in the popular woodcut illustrations published by Epinal). Such are 
M~rdrus's over-Arabizing translations of the Thousand and One Niahts and the Sana 

· ~ Exoticization may join up again ,vith poprdarization by striving to render a rj'Sonas. 

foreign vernacular with a local one, using Parisian slang to translate the lurifardo of 
Buenos Aires, the Normandy dialect to translate the language of the Andes or 
-Abruzzese. Unfortunately, a vermicular clings tightly to its soil and completely 
·resists any direct translating into another vernacular. Translation can occur only between 
_"cultivated" 1anauaaes. An exoticization that turns the foreign from abroad into the 
· foreign at home winds up merely ridiculing the original. 

'the destruction of expressions and idioms 

Prose abounds in images, expressions, figures, proverbs, etc. which derive in part 
from the vernacular. Most convey a meaning or experience that readily finds a 
parallel image, expression, figure, or proverb in other languages. 

Here are two idioms from Conrad's novel Typhoon: 

He did not care a tinker's curse 
Damme, if this ship isn't worse than Bedlam! 

Compare these two idioms ,vith Gide's amazingly literal version: 

n s'en fichait comme du juron d'un etameur 

(He dido't give a tinker's curse) 
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Que diable m'emporte si l'on ne se croirait pas a Bedlam! 
(The Devil take me if I didn't think I was in Bedlam!) 

(cited by Meerschen 1982: 80) 

The first can easily be rendered into comparable French idioms, like "il s' en fichait 
comme de I' an quarante, comme d'une guigne, etc.," and the second invites the 
replacement of "Bedlam," which is incomprehensible to the French reader, by 
"Charenton" (Bedlam being a famous English insane asylum). Now it is evident that 
even if the meaning is identical, replacing an idiom by its ''equivalent" is an etlmo
centrism. Repeated on a large scale (this is always the case with a novel), the practice 
will result in the absurdity. whereby the characters in Typhoon express themselves 
\vith a network of French images. The points I signal here \vith one or two exam-
ples must always be multiplied by five or six thousand. To play with "equivalence" 
is to attack the discourse of the foreign work. Of course, a proverb may have its 
equivalents in other langnages, but ... these equivalents do not translate it. To 
translate is not to search for equivalences. The desire to replace ignores, further
more, the existence in us of a proverb consciousness which immediately detects, in a 
new proverb, the brother of an authentic one: the world of our proverbs is thus 
augmented and enriched (Larbaud 1946). 

The eff~cement of the superimposition oflanguages 

The superimposition of languages in a novel involves the relation between dialect 
and a common language, a koine, or the coexistence, in the heart of a text, of two 
or more koine. The first case is illustrated by the novels of Gadda and Giinter Grass, 
by Valle-In~lan's Tirano Banderas, where his Spanish from Spain is decked out with 
diverse Latin American Spanishes, by the work of Guimara:es Rosa, where classic 
Portuguese .interpenetrates with the dialects of the Brazilian interior. The second 
case is illustrated by Jose Maria Arguedas and Roa Bastos, where Sparush is modi-
fied profoundly (syntactically) by two other langnages from oral cultures: Quechua 
and Guarani. And there is finally- the limit case- Joyce's Finnegans Wake and its 
sixteen aggl\'tinated languages. 

In these two cases, the superimposition of langnages is threatened by transla-
tion. The relation of tension and integration that exists in the original between the 
vernacular language and the koine, between the underlying language and the surface 
langnage, etc. tends to be effaced. How to preserve the Guararu-Sparush tension 
in Roa Bastosl Or the relation between Sparush from Spain and the Latin American 
Sparushes in Tirano Banderasl The French translator of this work has not confronted 
the problem; the French text is completely homogeneous. The same goes for the 
translation of Mario de Andrade's Macumaiina, where the .deep vernacular roots of 
the work are suppressed (which does not happen in the Spanish version of this 
Brazilian text). 

This is the central problem posed by translating novels - a problem that 
demands maximum refleCtion from the translator. Every novelistic work is charac
terized by linguistic superimpositions, even if they include sociolects, idiolects, etc. 
The novel, said Bakhtin, assembles a heteroloar or diversity of discursive types, 
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a heteroglossia or diversity of languages, and a heterophony or diversity of voices 
(Bakhtin 1982: 89). Thomas Mann's novel The Magic Mountain offers a fascinating 
example ofheteroglossia, which the translator, Maurice Betz, was able to preserve: 
the dialogues between the "heroes," Hans Castorp and Madame Chauchat. In the 
origioal, both communicate in French, and the fascinating thing is that the young 
German's French is not the same as the young Russian woman's. In the translation, 
these two varieties of French are in turn framed by the translator's French. Maurice 
Betz let Thomas Mann's Gennan resonate in his translation to such an extent that 
the three ldnds of French can be distinguished, and each possesses its specific foreign-
ness. This is the sort of success- not quite impossible, certainly difficult- to which 
every translator of a novel ought to aspire. 

The analytic of translation broadly sketched here must be carefully distinguished 
from the study of "norms"- literary, social, cultural, etc. -which partly govern 
the translating act in every society. These "norms," which vary historically, never 
specifically concern translation; they apply, in fact, to· any writing practice whatso-
ever. The analytic, in contrast, focuses on the universals of deformation inherent in 
translating as such. It is obvious that in specific periods and cultures these univer
sals overlap with the system of nonns that govern writing: think only of the 
neoclassical period and its "belles infideles." Yet this coincidence is fleeting. In the 
twentieth century, we no longer submit to neoclassical norms, but the universals 
of deformation are not any less in force. They even enter into conflict with the new 
norms goVerning writing and translation. 

At the same time, however, the deforming tendencies analyzed above are not 
ahistorical. They are rather historical in an original sense. They refer back to the 
figure of translation based on Greek thought in the West or more precisely, 
Platonism_. The "figure of translation" is understood here as the fonn in which trans
lation is deployed and appears to itself, before any explicit theory. From its very 
beginnings, ,western translation has been an embellishing restitution of meaning, 
based on the typically Platonic separation between spirit and letter, sense and word, 
content and fonn, the sensible and the non-sensible. When it is affirmed today that 
translation -(including non-literary translation) must produce a "clear" and "elegant" 
text (even if the origioal does not possess these qualities), the affirmation assumes 
the Platm1ic" figure of translating, even if unconsciously. All the tendencies noted in 
the analytic lead to the same result: the production of a text that is more "cle?.r," 
more "elegant," more "fluent," more "pure" than the original. They are the destruc
tion of the letter in favor of meaning. 

Nevertheless, this Platonic figure of translation is not something "false" that can 
be criticized theoretically or ideologically. For it sets up as an absolute only one 
essential possibility of translating, which is precisely the restitution of meaning. All 
translation is, and must be, the restitution of meaning. 

The problem is knowing whether this is the unique and ultimate task of trans-
lation or whether its task is something else again. The analytic of translation, insofar 
as the analysis of properly defonning tendencies bears on the translator, does in fact 
presuppose another figure of translating, which must necessarily be called literal 
translation. Here "literal" means: attached to the letter (of works). Labor on the 
letter in translation is more originary than restitution of meauing. It is through this 
labor that translation, on the one hand, restores the particular siguifying process of 
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works (which is more than their meaning) and, on the other hand, transforms the 
translating language. Translation stimulated the fashioning and refashioning of the 
great western languages only because it labored on the letter and profoundly modi-
fied the translating language. As simple restitution of meaning, translation could 
never have played this formative role. 

Consequently, the essential aim of the analytic of translation is to highlight this 
other essence of translating, which, although never recognized, endowed it with 
historical effectiveness in every domain where it was practiced. 
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The Garden of Forking Paths 
Jorge Luis Borges, 1941 
 

For Victor Ocampo 

 

On page 22 of Liddell Hart's History of World War I you will read that an 
attack against the Serre-Montauban line by thirteen British divisions 
(supported by 1,400 artillery pieces), planned for the 24th of July, 1916, had 
to be postponed until the morning of the 29th. The torrential rains, Captain 
Liddell Hart comments, caused this delay, an insignificant one, to be sure. 

The following statement, dictated, reread and signed by Dr. Yu Tsun, 
former professor of English at the Hochschule at Tsingtao, throws an 
unsuspected light over the whole affair. The first two pages of the document 
are missing. 

". . . and I hung up the receiver. Immediately afterwards, I recognized the 
voice that had answered in German. It was that of Captain Richard Madden. 
Madden's presence in Viktor Runeberg's apartment meant the end of our 
anxieties and--but this seemed, or should have seemed, very secondary to me--
also the end of our lives. It meant that Runeberg had been arrested or 
murdered.1 Before the sun set on that day, I would encounter the same fate. 
Madden was implacable. Or rather, he was obliged to be so. An Irishman at 
the service of England, a man accused of laxity and perhaps of treason, how 
could he fail to seize and be thankful for such a miraculous opportunity: the 
discovery, capture, maybe even the death of two agents of the German 
Reich? I went up to my room; absurdly I locked the door and threw myself 
on my back on the narrow iron cot. Through the window I saw the familiar 
roofs and the cloud-shaded six o'clock sun. It seemed incredible to me that 

                                                      
1 An hypothesis both hateful and odd. The Prussian spy Hans Rabener, alias Viktor 
Runeberg, attacked with drawn automatic the bearer of the warrant for his arrest, 
Captain Richard Madden. The latter, in self-defense, inflicted the wound which 
brought about Runeberg's death. (Editor's note.) 
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day without premonitions or symbols should be the one of my inexorable 
death. In spite of my dead father, in spite of having been a child in a 
symmetrical garden of Hai Feng, was I--now--going to die? Then I reflected 
that everything happens to a man precisely, precisely now. Centuries of 
centuries and only in the present do things happen; countless men in the air, 
on the face of the earth and the sea, and all that really is happening is 
happening to me . . . The almost intolerable recollection of Madden's 
horselike face banished these wanderings. In the midst of my hatred and 
terror (it means nothing to me now to speak of terror, now that I have 
mocked Richard Madden, now that my throat yearns for the noose) it 
occurred to me that tumultuous and doubles happy warrior did not suspect 
that I possessed the Secret. The name of the exact location of the new British 
artillery park on the River Ancre. A bird streaked across the gray sky and 
blindly I translated it into an airplane and that airplane into many (against the 
French sky) annihilating the artillery station with vertical bombs. If only my 
mouth, before a bullet shattered it, could cry out that secret name so it could 
be heard in Germany . . . My human voice was very weak. How might I make 
it carry to the ear of the Chief? To the ear of that sick and hateful man who 
knew nothing of Runeberg and me save that we were in Staffordshire and 
who was waiting in vain for our report in his arid office in Berlin, endlessly 
examining newspapers . . . I said out loud: I must see. I sat up noiselessly, in a 
useless perfection of silence, as if Madden were already lying in wait for me. 
Something--perhaps the mere vain ostentation of proving my resources were 
nil--made me look through my pockets. I found what I knew I would find. 
The American watch, the nickel chain and the square coin, the key ring with 
the incriminating useless keys to Runeberg's apartment, the notebook, a letter 
which I resolved to destroy immediately (and which I did not destroy), a 
crown, two shillings and a few pence, the red and blue pencil, the 
handkerchief, the revolver with one bullet. Absurdly, I took it in my hand and 
weighed it in order to inspire courage within myself. Vaguely I thought that a 
pistol report can be heard at a great distance. In ten minutes my plan was 
perfected. The telephone book listed the name of the only person capable of 
transmitting the message; he lived in a suburb of Fenton, less than a half 
hour's train ride away. 
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I am a cowardly man. I say it now, now that I have carried to its end a 
plan whose perilous nature no one can deny. I know its execution was 
terrible. I didn't do it for Germany, no. I care nothing for a barbarous 
country which imposed upon me the abjection of being a spy. Besides, I 
know of a man from England --a modest man--who for me is no less great 
than Goethe. I talked with him for scarcely an hour, but during that hour he 
was Goethe . . . I did it because I sensed that the Chief somehow feared 
people of my race--for the innumerable ancestors who merge within me. I 
wanted to prove to him that a yellow man could save his armies. Besides, I 
had to flee from Captain Madden. His hands and his voice could call at my 
door at any moment. I dressed silently, bade farewell to myself in the mirror, 
went downstairs, scrutinized the peaceful street and went out. The station 
was not far from my home, but I judged it wise to take a cab. I argued that in 
this way I ran less risk of being recognized; the fact is that in the deserted 
street I felt myself visible and vulnerable, infinitely so. I remember that I told 
the cab driver to stop a short distance before the main entrance. I got out 
with voluntary, almost painful slowness; I was going to the village of 
Ashgrove but I bought a ticket for a more distant station. The train left 
within a very few minutes, at eight-fifty. I hurried; the next one would leave 
at nine-thirty. There was hardly a soul on the platform. I went through the 
coaches; I remember a few farmers, a woman dressed in mourning, a young 
boy who was reading with fervor the Annals of Tacitus, a wounded and 
happy soldier. The coaches jerked forward at last. A man whom I recognized 
ran in vain to the end of the platform. It was Captain Richard Madden. 
Shattered, trembling, I shrank into the far corner of the seat, away from the 
dreaded window. 

From this broken state I passed into an almost abject felicity. I told 
myself that the duel had already begun and that I had won the first encounter 
by frustrating, even if for forty minutes, even if by a stroke of fate, the attack 
of my adversary. I argued that this slightest of victories foreshadowed a total 
victory. I argued (no less fallaciously) that my cowardly felicity proved that I 
was a man capable of carrying out the adventure successfully. From this 
weakness I took strength that did not abandon me. I foresee that man will 
resign himself each day to more atrocious undertakings; soon there will be no 
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one but warriors and brigands; I give them this counsel: The author of an 
atrocious undertaking ought to imagine that he has already accomplished it, ought to impose 
upon himself a future as irrevocable as the past. Thus I proceeded as my eyes of a 
man already dead registered the elapsing of that day, which was perhaps the 
last, and the diffusion of the night. The train ran gently along, amid ash trees. 
It stopped, almost in the middle of the fields. No one announced the name 
of the station. "Ashgrove?" I asked a few lads on the platform. "Ashgrove," 
they replied. I got off. 

A lamp enlightened the platform but the faces of the boys were in 
shadow. One questioned me, "Are you going to Dr. Stephen Albert's house?" 
Without waiting for my answer, another said, "The house is a long way from 
here, but you won't get lost if you take this road to the left and at every 
crossroads turn again to your left." I tossed them a coin (my last), descended 
a few stone steps and started down the solitary road. It went downhill, slowly. 
It was of elemental earth; overhead the branches were tangled; the low, full 
moon seemed to accompany me. 

For an instant, I thought that Richard Madden in some way had 
penetrated my desperate plan. Very quickly, I understood that was 
impossible. The instructions to turn always to the left reminded me that such 
was the common procedure for discovering the central point of certain 
labyrinths. I have some understanding of labyrinths: not for nothing am I the 
great grandson of that Ts'ui Pên who was governor of Yunnan and who 
renounced worldly power in order to write a novel that might be even more 
populous than the Hung Lu Meng and to construct a labyrinth in which all 
men would become lost. Thirteen years he dedicated to these heterogeneous 
tasks, but the hand of a stranger murdered him--and his novel was incoherent 
and no one found the labyrinth. Beneath English trees I meditated on that 
lost maze: I imagined it inviolate and perfect at the secret crest of a mountain; 
I imagined it erased by rice fields or beneath the water; I imagined it infinite, 
no longer composed of octagonal kiosks and returning paths, but of rivers 
and provinces and kingdoms . . . I thought of a labyrinth of labyrinths, of one 
sinuous spreading labyrinth that would encompass the past and the future 
and in some way involve the stars. Absorbed in these illusory images, I forgot 
my destiny of one pursued. I felt myself to be, for an unknown period of 
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time, an abstract perceiver of the world. The vague, living countryside, the 
moon, the remains of the day worked on me, as well as the slope of the road 
which eliminated any possibility of weariness. The afternoon was intimate, 
infinite. The road descended and forked among the now confused meadows. 
A high-pitched, almost syllabic music approached and receded in the shifting 
of the wind, dimmed by leaves and distance. I thought that a man can be an 
enemy of other men, of the moments of other men, but not of a country: not 
of fireflies, words, gardens, streams of water, sunsets. Thus I arrived before a 
tall, rusty gate. Between the iron bars I made out a poplar grove and a 
pavilion. I understood suddenly two things, the first trivial, the second almost 
unbelievable: the music came from the pavilion, and the music was Chinese. 
For precisely that reason I had openly accepted it without paying it any heed. 
I do not remember whether there was a bell or whether I knocked with my 
hand. The sparkling of the music continued. 

From the rear of the house within a lantern approached: a lantern that 
the trees sometimes striped and sometimes eclipsed, a paper lantern that had 
the form of a drum and the color of the moon. A tall man bore it. I didn't see 
his face for the light blinded me. He opened the door and said slowly, in my 
own language: "I see that the pious Hsi P'eng persists in correcting my 
solitude. You no doubt wish to see the garden?" 

I recognized the name of one of our consuls and I replied, disconcerted, 
"The garden?" 

"The garden of forking paths." 

Something stirred in my memory and I uttered with incomprehensible 
certainty, "The garden of my ancestor Ts'ui Pên." 

"Your ancestor? Your illustrious ancestor? Come in." 

The damp path zigzagged like those of my childhood. We came to a 
library of Eastern and Western books. I recognized bound in yellow silk 
several volumes of the Lost Encyclopedia, edited by the Third Emperor of 
the Luminous Dynasty but never printed. The record on the phonograph 
revolved next to a bronze phoenix. I also recall a famille rose vase and another, 
many centuries older, of that shade of blue which our craftsmen copied from 
the potters of Persia . . . 
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Stephen Albert observed me with a smile. He was, as I have said, very 
tall, sharp-featured, with gray eyes and a gray beard. He told me that he had 
been a missionary in Tientsin "before aspiring to become a Sinologist." 

We sat down--I on a long, low divan, he with his back to the window and 
a tall circular clock. I calculated that my pursuer, Richard Madden, could not 
arrive for at least an hour. My irrevocable determination could wait. 
 
"An astounding fate, that of Ts'ui Pên," Stephen Albert said. "Governor of 
his native province, learned in astronomy, in astrology and in the tireless 
interpretation of the canonical books, chess player, famous poet and 
calligrapher--he abandoned an this in order to compose a book and a maze. 
He renounced the pleasures of both tyranny and justice, of his populous 
couch, of his banquets and even of erudition--all to close himself up for 
thirteen years in the Pavilion of the Limpid Solitude. When he died, his heirs 
found nothing save chaotic manuscripts. His family, as you may be aware, 
wished to condemn them to the fire; but his executor--a Taoist or Buddhist 
monk--insisted on their publication." 

'We descendants of Ts'ui Pên," I replied, "continue to curse that monk. 
Their publication was senseless. The book is an indeterminate heap of 
contradictory drafts. I examined it once: in the third chapter the hero dies, in 
the fourth he is alive. As for the other undertaking of Ts'ui Pên, his  
labyrinth . . ." 

"Here is Ts'ui Pên's labyrinth," he said, indicating a tall lacquered desk. 

"An ivory labyrinth!" I exclaimed. "A minimum labyrinth." 

"A labyrinth of symbols," he corrected. "An invisible labyrinth of time. 
To me, a barbarous Englishman, has been entrusted the revelation of this 
diaphanous mystery. After more than a hundred years, the details are 
irretrievable; but it is not hard to conjecture what happened. Ts'ui Pe must 
have said once: I am withdrawing to write a book. And another time: I am withdrawing 
to construct a labyrinth. Every one imagined two works; to no one did it occur 
that the book and the maze were one and the same thing. The Pavilion of the 
Limpid Solitude stood in the center of a garden that was perhaps intricate; 
that circumstance could have suggested to the heirs a physical labyrinth. Ts'ui 
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Pên died; no one in the vast territories that were his came upon the labyrinth; 
the confusion of the novel suggested to me that it was the maze. Two 
circumstances gave me the correct solution of the problem. One: the curious 
legend that Ts'ui Pên had planned to create a labyrinth which would be 
strictly infinite. The other: a fragment of a letter I discovered." 

Albert rose. He turned his back on me for a moment; he opened a 
drawer of the black and gold desk. He faced me and in his hands he held a 
sheet of paper that had once been crimson, but was now pink and tenuous 
and cross-sectioned. The fame of Ts'ui Pên as a calligrapher had been justly 
won. I read, uncomprehendingly and with fervor, these words written with a 
minute brush by a man of my blood: I leave to the various futures (not to all) my 
garden of forking paths. Wordlessly, I returned the sheet. Albert continued: 

"Before unearthing this letter, I had questioned myself about the ways in 
which a book can be infinite. I could think of nothing other than a cyclic 
volume, a circular one. A book whose last page was identical with the first, a 
book which had the possibility of continuing indefinitely. I remembered too 
that night which is at the middle of the Thousand and One Nights when 
Scheherazade (through a magical oversight of the copyist) begins to relate 
word for word the story of the Thousand and One Nights, establishing the 
risk of coming once again to the night when she must repeat it, and thus on 
to infinity. I imagined as well a Platonic. hereditary work. transmitted from 
father to son, in which each new individual adds a chapter or corrects with 
pious care the pages of his elders. These conjectures diverted me; but none 
seemed to correspond, not even remotely, to the contradictory chapters of 
Ts'ui Pên. In the midst of this perplexity, I received from Oxford the 
manuscript you have examined. I lingered, naturally, on the sentence: I leave to 
the various futures (not to all) my garden of forking paths. Almost instantly, I 
understood: 'the garden of forking paths' was the chaotic novel; the phrase 
'the various futures (not to all)' suggested to me the forking in time, not in 
space. A broad rereading of the work confirmed the theory. In all fictional 
works, each time a man is confronted with several alternatives, he chooses 
one and eliminates the others; in the fiction of Ts'ui Pên, he chooses-- 
simultaneously--all of them. He creates, in this way, diverse futures, diverse 
times which themselves also proliferate and fork. Here, then, is the 
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explanation of the novel's contradictions. Fang, let us say, has a secret; a 
stranger calls at his door; Fang resolves to kill him. Naturally, there are 
several possible outcomes: Fang can kill the intruder, the intruder can kill 
Fang, they both can escape, they both can die, and so forth. In the work of 
Ts'ui Pên, all possible outcomes occur; each one is the point of departure for 
other forkings. Sometimes, the paths of this labyrinth converge: for example, 
you arrive at this house, but in one of the possible pasts you are my enemy, in 
another, my friend. If you will resign yourself to my incurable pronunciation, 
we shall read a few pages." 

His face, within the vivid circle of the lamplight, was unquestionably that 
of an old man, but with something unalterable about it, even immortal. He 
read with slow precision two versions of the same epic chapter. In the first, 
an army marches to a battle across a lonely mountain; the horror of the rocks 
and shadows makes the men undervalue their lives and they gain an easy 
victory. In the second, the same army traverses a palace where a great festival 
is taking place; the resplendent battle seems to them a continuation of the 
celebration and they win the victory. I listened with proper veneration to 
these ancient narratives, perhaps less admirable in themselves than the fact 
that they had been created by my blood and were being restored to me by a 
man of a remote empire, in the course of a desperate adventure, on a 
Western isle. I remember the last words, repeated in each version like a secret 
commandment: Thus fought the heroes, tranquil their admirable hearts, violent their 
swords, resigned to kill and to die. 

From that moment on, I felt about me and within my dark body an 
invisible, intangible swarming. Not the swarming of the divergent, parallel 
and finally coalescent armies, but a more inaccessible, more intimate agitation 
that they in some manner prefigured. Stephen Albert continued: 

"I don't believe that your illustrious ancestor played idly with these 
variations. I don't consider it credible that he would sacrifice thirteen years to 
the infinite execution of a rhetorical experiment. In your country, the novel is 
a subsidiary form of literature; in Ts'ui Pên's time it was a despicable form. 
Ts'ui Pên was a brilliant novelist, but he was also a man of letters who 
doubtless did not consider himself a mere novelist. The testimony of his 
contemporaries proclaims--and his life fully confirms--his metaphysical and 
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mystical interests. Philosophic controversy usurps a good part of the novel. I 
know that of all problems, none disturbed him so greatly nor worked upon 
him so much as the abysmal problem of time. Now then, the latter is the only 
problem that does not figure in the pages of the Garden. He does not even 
use the word that signifies time. How do you explain this voluntary omission? 

I proposed several solutions--all unsatisfactory. We discussed them. 
Finally, Stephen Albert said to me: 

"In a riddle whose answer is chess, what is the only prohibited word?" 

I thought a moment and replied, "The word chess." 

"Precisely," said Albert. "The Garden of Forking Paths is an enormous 
riddle, or parable, whose theme is time; this recondite cause prohibits its 
mention. To omit a word always, to resort to inept metaphors and obvious 
periphrases, is perhaps the most emphatic way of stressing it. That is the 
tortuous method preferred, in each of the meanderings of his indefatigable 
novel, by the oblique Ts'ui Pên. I have compared hundreds of manuscripts, I 
have corrected the errors that the negligence of the copyists has introduced, I 
have guessed the plan of this chaos, I have re-established--I believe I have re-
established--the primordial organization, I have translated the entire work: it 
is clear to me that not once does he employ the word 'time.' The explanation 
is obvious: The Garden of Forking Paths is an incomplete, but not false, image 
of the universe as Ts'ui Pên conceived it. In contrast to Newton and 
Schopenhauer, your ancestor did not believe in a uniform, absolute time. He 
believed in an infinite series of times, in a growing, dizzying net of divergent, 
convergent and parallel times. This network of times which approached one 
another, forked, broke off, or were unaware of one another for centuries, 
embraces all possibilities of time. We do not exist in the majority of these 
times; in some you exist, and not I; in others I, and not you; in others, both 
of us. In the present one, which a favorable fate has granted me, you have 
arrived at my house; in another, while crossing the garden, you found me 
dead; in still another, I utter these same words, but I am a mistake, a ghost." 

"In every one," I pronounced, not without a tremble to my voice, "I am 
grateful to you and revere you for your re-creation of the garden of Ts'ui 
Pên." 
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"Not in all," he murmured with a smile. "Time forks perpetually toward 
innumerable futures. In one of them I am your enemy." 

Once again I felt the swarming sensation of which I have spoken. It 
seemed to me that the humid garden that surrounded the house was infinitely 
saturated with invisible persons. Those persons were Albert and I, secret, 
busy and multiform in other dimensions of time. I raised my eyes and the 
tenuous nightmare dissolved. In the yellow and black garden there was only 
one man; but this man was as strong as a statue . . . this man was approaching 
along the path and he was Captain Richard Madden. 

"The future already exists," I replied, "but I am your friend. Could I see 
the letter again?" 

Albert rose. Standing tall, he opened the drawer of the tall desk; for the 
moment his back was to me. I had readied the revolver. I fired with extreme 
caution. Albert fell uncomplainingly, immediately. I swear his death was 
instantaneous--a lightning stroke. 

The rest is unreal, insignificant. Madden broke in, arrested me. I have 
been condemned to the gallows. I have won out abominably; I have 
communicated to Berlin the secret name of the city they must attack. They 
bombed it yesterday; I read it in the same papers that offered to England the 
mystery of the learned Sinologist Stephen Albert who was murdered by a 
stranger, one Yu Tsun. The Chief had deciphered this mystery. He knew my 
problem was to indicate (through the uproar of the war) the city called 
Albert, and that I had found no other means to do so than to kill a man of 
that name. He does not know (no one can know) my innumerable contrition 
and weariness. 



6 Stuart Hall 

Encoding, decoding 

EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION 

Stuart Hall's influential essay offers a densely theoretical account of how 
messages are produced and disseminated, referring particularly to television. 
He suggests a four-stage theory of communication: production, circulation, 
use (which here he calls distribution or consumption), and reproduction. For 
him each stage is 'relatively autonomous' from the others. This means that the 
coding of a message does control its reception but not transparently - each 
stage has its own determining limits and possibilities. The concept of relative 
autonomy allows him to argue that polysemy is not the same as pluralism: 
messages are not open to any interpretation or use whatsoever- just because 
each stage in the circuit limits possibilities in tKe next. 

In actual social existence, Hall goes on to argue, messages have a 
'complex structure of dominance' because at each stage they are 'imprinted' 
by institutional power relations. Furthermore, a message can only be received 
at a particular stage if it is recognizable or appropriate- though there is space 
for a message to be used or understood at least somewhat against the grain. 
This means that power relations at the point of production, for example, will 
loosely fit those at the point of consumption. In this way, the communication 
circuit is also a circuit which reproduces a pattern of domination. 

This analysis allows Hall to insert a semiotic paradigm into a social 
framework, clearing the way both for further textualist and ethnographic work. 
His essay has been particularly important as a basis on which fieldwork like 
David Morley's has proceeded. 

Further reading: Hall1977, 1980; Morley 1980, 1989. 
S.D. 

Traditionally, mass-communications research has conceptualized the 
process of communication in terms of a circulation circuit or loop. This 
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model has been criticized for its linearity - sender/message/receiver- for 
its concentration on the level of message exchange and for the absence 
of a structured conception of the different moments as a complex 
structure of relations. But it is also possible (and useful) to think of this 
process in terms of a structure produced and sustained through the 
articulation of linked but distinctive moments - production, circulation, 
distribution/consumption, reproduction. This would be to think of the 
process as a 'complex structure in dominance', sustained through the 
articulation of connected practices, each of which, however, retains its 
distinctiveness and has its own specific modality, its own forms and 
conditions of existence. 

The 'object' of these practices is meanings and messages in the form 
of sign-vehicles of a specific kind organized, like any form of communi-
cation or language, through the operation of codes within the syntag-
matic chain of a discourse. The apparatuses, relations and practices of 
production thus issue, at a certain moment (the moment of 'production! 
circulation') in the form of symbolic vehicles constituted within the rules 
of 'language'. It is in this discursive form that the circulation of the 
'product' takes place. The process thus requires, at the production end, 
its material instruments - its 'means' - as well as its own sets of social 
(production) relations - the organization and combination of practices 
within media apparatuses. But it is in the discursive form that the 
circulation of the product takes place, as well as its distribution to 
different audiences. Once accomplished, the discourse must then be 
translated - transformed, again - into social practices if the circuit is to 
be both completed and effective. If no 'meaning' is taken, there can be 
no 'consumption'. If the meaning is not articulated in practice, it has no 
effect. The value of this approach is that while each of the moments, in 
articulation, is necessary to the circuit as a whole, no one moment can 
fully guarantee the next moment with which it is articulated. Since each 
has its specific modality and conditions of existence, each can constitute 
its own break or interruption of the 'passage of forms' on whose conti-
nuity the flow of effective production (that is, 'reproduction') depends. 

Thus while in no way wanting to limit research to 'following only 
those leads which emerge from content analysis', we must recognize 
that the discursive form of the message has a privileged position in the 
communicative exchange (from the viewpoint of circulation), and that 
the moments of 'encoding' and 'decoding', though only 'relatively 
autonomous' in relation to the communicative process as a whole, are 
determinate moments. A 'raw' historical event cannot, in that form, be 
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transmitted by, say, a television newscast. Events can only be signified 
within the aural-visual forms of the televisual discourse. In the moment 
when a historical event passes under the sign of discourse, it is subject 
to all the complex formal 'rules' by which language signifies. To put it 
paradoxically, the event must become a 'story' before it can become a 
communicative event. In that moment the formal sub-rules of discourse 
are 'in dominance', without, of course, subordinating out of existence 
the historical event so signified, the social relations in which the rules 
are set to work or the social and political consequences of the event 
having been signified in this way. The 'message form' is the necessary 
'form of appearance' of the event in its passage from source to receiver. 
Thus the transposition into and out of the 'message form' (or the mode 
of symbolic exchange) is not a random 'moment', which we can take up 
or ignore at our convenience. The 'message form' is a determinate 
moment; though, at another level, it comprises the surface movements 
of the communications system only and requires, at another stage, to be 
integrated into the social relations of the communication process as a 
whole, of which it forms only a part. 

From this general perspective, we may crudely characterize the 
television communicative process as follows. The institutional structures 
of broadcasting, with their practices and networks of production, their 
organized relations and technical infrastructures, are required to pro-
d uce a programme. Production, here, constructs the message. In one 
sense, then, the circuit begins here. Of course, the production process is 
not without its 'discursive' aspect: it, too, is framed throughout by 
meanings and ideas: knowledge-in-use concerning the routines of pro-
duction, historically defined technical skills, professional ideologies, 
institutional knowledge, definitions and assumptions, assumptions 
about the audience and so on frame the constitution of the programme 
through this production structure. Further, though the production 
structures of television originate the television discourse, they do not 
constitute a dosed system. They draw topics, treatments, agendas, 
events, personnel, images of the audience, 'definitions of the situation' 
from other sources and other discursive formations within the wider 
socio-cultural and political structure of which they are a differentiated 
part. Philip Elliott has expressed this point succinctly, within a more 
traditional framework, in his discussion of the way in which the 
audience is both the 'source' and the 'receiver' of the television message. 
Thus - to borrow Marx's terms - circulation and reception are, indeed, 
'moments' of the production process in television and are reincorpor-
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ated, via a number of skewed and structured 'feedbacks', into the 
production process itself. The consumption or reception of the television 
message is thus also itself a 'moment' of the production process in its 
larger sense, though the latter is 'predominant' because it is the 'point of 
departure for the realization' of the message. Production and reception 
of the television message are not, therefore, identical, but they are 
related: they are differentiated moments within the totality formed by 
the social relations of the communicative process as a whole. 

At a certain point, however, the broadcasting structures must yield 
encoded messages in the form of a meaningful discourse. The 
institution-societal relations of productio~ must pass under the discur-
sive rules of language for its product to be 'realized'. This initiates a 
further differentiated moment, in which the formal rules of discourse 
and language are in dominance. Before this message can have an 'effect' 
(however defined), satisfy a 'need' or be put to a 'use', it must first be 
appropriated as a meaningful discourse and be meaningfully decoded. It 
is this set of decoded meanings which 'have an effect', influence, 
entertain, instruct or persuade, with very complex perceptual, cogni-
tive, emotional, ideological or behavioural consequences. In a 'determi-
nate' moment the structure employs a code and yields a 'message': at 
another determinate moment the 'message', via its decodings, issues 
into the structure of social practices. We are now fully aware that this re-
entry into the practices of audience reception and 'use' cannot be 
understood in simple behavioural terms. The typical processes ident-
ified in positivistic research on isolated elements- effects, uses, 'gratifi-
cations' - are themselves framed by structures of understanding, as well 
as being produced by social and economic relations, which shape their 
'realization' at the reception end of the chain and which permit the 
meanings signified in the discourse to be transposed into practice or 
consciousness (to acquire social use value or political effectivity). 

Clearly, what we have labelled in the diagram (below) 'meaning 
structures 1' and 'meaning structures 2' may not be the same. They do 
not constitute an 'immediate identity'. The codes of encoding and 
decoding may not be perfectly symmetrical. The degrees of symmetry -
that is, the degrees of 'understanding' and 'misunderstanding' in the 
communicative exchange - depend on the degrees of symmetry/asym 
metry (relations of equivalence) established between the positions of the 
'personifications', encoder-producer and decoder-receiver. But this in 
turn depends on the degrees of identity/non-identity between the codes 
which perfectly or imperfectly transmit, interrupt or systematically 
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distort what has been transmitted. The lack of fit between the codes has 
a great deal to do with the structural differences of relation and position 
between broadcasters. and audiences, but it also has something to do 
with the asymmetry between the codes of 'source' and 'receiver' at the 
moment of transformation into and out of the discursive form. What are 
called 'distortions' or 'misunderstandings' arise precisely from the lack of 
equivalence between the two sides in the communicative exchange. Once 
again, this defines the 'relative autonomy', but 'determinateness', of the 
entry and exit of the message in its discursive moments. 

The application of this rudimentary paradigm has already begun to 
transform our understanding of the older term, television 'content'. We 
are just beginning to see how it might also transform our understanding 
of audience reception, 'reading' and response as well. Beginnings and 
endings have been announced in communications research before, so 
we must be cautious. But there seems some ground for thinking that a 
new and exciting phase in so-called audience research, of a quite new 
kind, may be opening up. At either end of the communicative chain the 
use of the semiotic paradigm promises to dispel the lingering behaviour-
ism which has dogged mass-media research for so long, especially in 
its approach to content. Though we know the television programme is 
not a behavioural input, like a tap on the knee cap, it seems to have been 
almost impossible for traditional researchers to conceptualize the com-
municative process without lapsing into one or other variant of low-
flying behaviourism. We know, as Gerbner has remarked, that 
representations of violence on the TV screen 'are not violence but 
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messages about violence': but we have continued to research the ques-
tion of violence, for example, as if we were unable to comprehend this 
epistemological distinction. 

The televisual sign is a complex one. It is itself constituted by the 
combination of two types of discourse, visual and aural. Moreover, it is 
an iconic sign, in Peirce's terminology, because 'it possesses some of the 
properties of the thing represented'. This is a point which has led to a 
great deal of confusion and has provided the site of intense controversy 
in the study of visual language. Since the visual discourse translates a 
three-dimensional world into two-dimensional planes, it cannot, of 
course, be the referent or concept it signifies. The dog in the film can 
bark but it cannot bite! Reality exists outside language, but it is con-
stantly mediated by and through language: and what we can know and 
say has to be produced in and through discourse. Discursive 'knowl-
edge' is the product not of the transparent representation of the 'real' in 
language but of the articulation of language on real relations and con-
ditions. Thus there is no intelligible discourse without the operation of a 
code. Iconic signs are therefore coded signs too - even if the codes here 
work differently from those of other signs. There is no degree zero in 
language. Naturalism and 'realism' - the apparent fidelity of the rep-
resentation to the thing or concept represented- is the result, the effect, 
of a certain specific articulation of language on the 'real'. It is the result 
of a discursive practice. 

Certain codes may, of course, be so widely distributed in a specific 
language community or culture, and be learned at so early an age, that 
they appear not to be constructed- the effect of an articulation between 
sign and referent - but to be 'naturally' given. Simple visual signs 
appear to have achieved a 'near-universality' in this sense: though 
evidence remains that even apparently 'natural' visual codes are culture-
specific. However, this does not mean that no codes have intervened; 
rather, that the codes have been profoundly naturalized. The operation of 
naturalized codes reveals not the transparency and 'naturalness' of 
language but the depth, the habituation and the near-universality of the 
codes in use. They produce apparently 'natural' recognitions. This has 
the (ideological) effect of concealing the practices of coding which are 
present. But we must not be fooled by appearances. Actually, what 
naturalized codes demonstrate is the degree of habituation produced 
when there is a fundamental alignment and reciprocity - an achieved 
equivalence -between the encoding and decoding sides of an exchange 
of meanings. The functioning of the codes on the decoding side will 
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frequently assume the status of naturalized perceptions. This leads us to 
think that the visual sign for 'cow' actually is (rather than represents) the 
animal, cow. But if we think of the visual representation of a cow in a 
manual on animal husbandry - and, even more, of the linguistic sign 
'cow' - we can see that both, in different degrees, are arbitrary with 
respect to the concept of the animal they represent. The articulation of 
an arbitrary sign - whether visual or verbal - with the concept of a 
referent is the product not of nature but of convention, and the conven-
tionalism of discourses requires the intervention, the support, of codes. 
Thus Eco has argued that iconic signs 'look like objects in the real world 
because they reproduce the conditions (that is, the codes) of perception 
in the viewer'. These 'conditions of perception' are, however, the result 
of a highly coded, even if virtually unconscious, set of operations -
decodings. This is as true of the photographic or televisual image as it is 
of any other sign. Iconic signs are, however, particularly vulnerable to 
being 'read' as natural because visual codes of perception are very 
widely distributed and because this type of sign is less arbitrary than a 
linguistic sign: the linguistic sign, 'cow', possesses none of the properties 
of the thing represented, whereas the visual sign appears to possess 
some of those properties. 

This may help. us to clarify a confusion in current linguistic theory 
and to define precisely how some key terms are being used in this 
article. Linguistic theory frequently employs the distinction 'denotation' 
and 'connotation'. The term 'denotation' is widely equated with the 
literal meaning of a sign: because this literal meaning is almost univer-
sally recognized, especially when visual discourse is being employed, 
'denotation' has often been confused with a literal transcription of 
'reality' in language - and thus with a 'natural sign', one produced 
without the intervention of a code. 'Connotation', on the other hand, is 
employed simply to refer to less fixed and therefore more conventiona-
lized and changeable, associative meanings, which clearly vary from 
instance to ins tance arid therefore must depend on the intervention of 
codes. 

We do not use the distinction - denotation/connotation - in this 
way. From our point of view, the distinction is an analytic one only. It is 
useful, in analysis, to be able to apply a rough rule of thumb which 
distinguishes those aspects of a sign which appear to be taken, in any 
language community at any point in time, as its 'literal' meaning (deno-
tation) from the more associative meanings for the sign which it is 
possible to generate (connotation). But analytic distinctions must not be 
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confused with distinctions in the real world. There will be very few 
instances in which signs organized in a discourse signify only their 
'literal' (that is, near-universally consensualized) meaning. In actual 
discourse most signs will combine both the denotative and the connota-
tive aspects (as redefined above). It may, then, be asked why we retain 
the distinction at all. It is largely a matter of analytic value. It is because 
signs appear to acquire their full ideological value- appear to be open to 
articulation with wider ideological discourses and meanings - at the 
level of their 'associative' meanings (that is, at the connotative level) -
for here 'meanings' are not apparently fixed in natural perception (that 
is, they are not fully naturalized), and their fluidity of meaning and 
association can be more fully exploited and transformed. So it is at the 
connotative level of the sign that situational ideologies alter and trans-
form signification. At this level we can see more clearly the active 
intervention of ideologies in and on discourse: here, the sign is open to 
new accentuations and, in Volosinov's terms, enters fully into the 
struggle over meanings- the class struggle in language. This does not 
mean that the denotative or 'literal' meaning is outside ideology. 
Indeed, we could say that its ideological value is strongly fixed -because 
it has become so fully universal and 'natural'. The terms 'denotation' 
and 'connotation', then, are merely useful analytic tools for distinguish-
ing, in particular contexts, between not the presence/absence of ideo-
logy in language but the different levels at which ideologies and 
discourses intersect. 

The level of connotation of the visual sign, of its contextual refer-
ence and positioning in different discursive fields of meaning and 
association, is the point where already coded signs intersect with the deep 
semantic codes of a culture and take on additional, more active ideologi-
cal dimensions. We might take an example from advertising discourse. 
Here, too, there is no 'purely denotative', and certainly no 'natural', 
representation. Every visual sign in advertising connotes a quality, 
situation, value or inference, which is present as an implication or 
implied meaning, depending on the connotational positioning. In 
Barthes's example, the sweater always signifies a 'warm garment' (deno-
tation) and thus the activity/value of 'keeping warm'. But it is also 
possible, at its more connotative levels, to signify ' the corning of winter' 
or 'a cold day'. And, in the specialized sub-codes of fashion, sweater 
may also connote a fashionable style of haute couture or, alternatively, an 
informal style of dress. But set against the right visual background and 
positioned by the romantic sub-code, it may connote 'long autumn walk 
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in the woods'. Codes of this order clearly contract relations for the sign 
with the wider universe of ideologies in a society. These codes are the 
means by which power and ideology are made to signify in particular 
discourses. They refer signs to the 'maps of meaning' into which any 
culture is classified; and those 'maps of social reality' have the whole 
range of social meanings, practices, and usages, power and interest 
'written in' to them. The connotative levels of signifiers, Barthes 
remarked, 'have a close communication with culture, knowledge, his-
tory, and it is through them, so to speak, that the environmental world 
invades the linguistic and semantic system. They are, if you like, the 
fragments of ideology'. 

The so-called denotative level of the televisual sign is fixed by 
certain, very complex (but limited or 'closed') codes. But its connotative 
level, though also bounded, is more open, subject to more active trans
formations, which exploit its polysemic values. Any such already consti-
tuted sign is potentially transformable into more than one connotative 
configuration. Polysemy must not, however, be confused with plural-
ism. Connotative codes are not equal among themselves. Any society/ 
culture tends, with varying degrees of closure, to impose its classifi-
cations of the social and cultural and political world. These constitute a 
dominant cultural order, though it is neither univocal nor uncontested. 
This question of the 'structure of discourses in dominance' is a crucial 
point. The different areas of social life appear to be mapped out into 
discursive domains, hierarchically organized into dominant or preferred 
meanings. New, problematic or troubling events, which breach our 
expectancies and run counter to our 'common-sense constructs', to our 
'taken-for-granted' knowledge of social structures, must be assigned to 
their discursive domains before they can be said to 'make sense' . The 
most common way of 'mapping' them is to assign the new to some 
domain or other of the existing 'maps of problematic social reality'. We 
say dominant, not 'determined', because it is always possible to order, 
classify, assign and decode an event within more than one 'mapping'. 
But we say 'dominant' because there exists a pattern of 'preferred 
readings'; and ~hese both have the institutional/political/ideological 
order imprinted in them and have themselves become institutionalized. 
The domains of 'preferred meanings' have the whole social order em-
bedded in them as a set of meanings, practices and beliefs: the everyday 
knowledge of social structures, of 'how things work for all practical 
purposes in this culture', the rank order of power and interest and the 
structure of legitimations, limits and sanctions. Thus to clarify a 'misun-
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derstanding' at the connotative level, we must refer, through the codes, 
to the orders of social life, of economic and political power and of 
ideology. Further, since these mappings are 'structured in dominance' 
but not closed, the communicative process consists not in the unproble-
matic assignment of every visual item to its given position within a set of 
prearranged codes, but of performative rules - rules of competence and 
use, of logics-in-use - which seek actively to enforce or pre-fer one 
semantic domain over another and rule items into and out of their 
appropriate meaning-sets. Formal semiology has too often neglected 
this practice of interpretative work, though this constitutes, in fact, the 
real relations of broadcast practices in television. 

In speaking of dominant meanings, then, we are not talking about a 
one-sided process which governs how all events will be signified. It 
consists of the 'work' required to enforce, win plausibility for and 
command as legitimate a decoding of the event within the limit of 
dominant definitions in which it has been connotatively signified. Terni 
has remarked: 

By the word reading we mean not only the capacity to identify and 
decode a certain number of signs, but also the subjective capacity to 
put them into a creative relation between themselves and with other 
signs: a capacity which is, by itself, the condition for a complete 
awareness of one's total environment. 

Our quarrel here is with the notion of 'subjective capacity', as if the 
referent of a televisional discourse were an objective fact but the in-
terpretative level were an individualized and private matter. Quite the 
opposite seems to be the case. The televisual practice takes 'objective' 
(that is, systemic) responsibility precisely for the relations which dispar-
ate signs contract with one another in any discursive instance, and thus 
continually rearranges, delimits and prescribes into what 'awareness of 
one's total environment' these items are arranged. 

This brings us to the question of misunderstandings. Television 
producers who find their message 'failing to get across' are frequently 
concerned to straighten out the kinks in the communication chain, thus 
facilitating the 'effectiveness' of their communication. Much research 
which claims the objectivity of 'policy-oriented analysis' reproduces this 
administrative goal by attempting to discover how much of a message 
the audience recalls and to improve the extent of understanding. No 
doubt misunderstandings of a literal kind do exist. The viewer does not 
know the terms employed, cannot follow the complex logic of argument 
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or exposition, is unfamiliar with the language, finds the concepts too 
alien or difficult or is foxed by the expository narrative. But more often 
broadcasters are concerned that the audience has failed to take the 
meaning as they- the broadcasters- intended. What they really mean to 
say is that viewers are not operating within the 'dominant' or 'preferred' 
code. Their ideal is 'perfectly transparent communication'. Instead, 
what they have to confront is 'systematically distorted communication'. 

In recent years discrepancies of this kind have usually been 
explained by reference to 'selective perception'. This is the door via 
which a residual pluralism evades the compulsions of a highly struc-
tured, asymmetrical and non-equivalent process. Of course, there will 
always be private, individual, variant readings. But 'selective percep-
tion' is almost never as selective, random or privatized as the concept 
suggests. The patterns exhibit, across individual variants, significant 
clusterings. Any new approach to audience studies will therefore have 
to begin with a critique of 'selective perception' th~ory. 

It was argued earlier that since there is no necessary correspondence 
between encoding and decoding, the former can attempt to 'pre-fer' but 
cannot prescribe or guarantee the latter, which has its own conditions of 
existence. Unless they are wildly aberrant, encoding will have the effect 
of constructing some of the limits and parameters within which decod-
ings will operate. If there were no limits, audiences could simply read 
whatever they liked into any message. No doubt some total misunder-
standings of this kind do exist. But the vast range must contain some 
degree of reciprocity between encoding and decoding moments, other-
wise we could not speak of an effective communicative exchange at all. 
Nevertheless, this 'correspondence' is not given but constructed. It is 
not 'natural' but the product of an articulation between two distinct 
moments. And the former cannot determine or guarantee, in a simple 
sense, which decoding codes will be employed. Otherwise communi-
cation would be a perfectly equivalent circuit, and every message would 
be an instance of 'perfectly transparent communication'. We must think, 
then, of the variant articulations in which encoding/decoding can be 
combined . To elaborate on this, we offer a hypothetical analysis of some 
possible decoding positions, in order to reinforce the point of 'no 
necessary correspondence'. 

We identify three hypothetical positions from which decodings of a 
televisual discourse may be constructed. These need to be empirically 
tested and refined. But the argument that decodings do not follow 
inevitably from encodings, that they are not identical, reinforces the 
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argument of 'no necessary correspondence'. It also helps to deconstruct 
the common-sense meaning of 'misunderstanding' in terms of a theory 
of 'systematically distorted communication'. 

The first hypothetical position is that of the dominant-hegemonic 
position. When the viewer takes the connoted meaning from, say, a 
television newscast or current affairs programme full and straight, and 
decodes the message in terms of the reference code in which it has been 
encoded, we might say that the viewer is operating inside the dominant 
code. This is the ideal-typical case of 'perfectly transparent communi-
cation' - or as close as we are likely to come to it 'for all practical 
purposes'. Within this we can distinguish the positions produced by the 
professional code. This is the position (produced by what we perhaps 
ought to identify as the operation of a 'metacode') which the pro-
fessional broadcasters assume when encoding a message which has 
already been signified in a hegemonic manner. The professional code is 
'relatively independent' of the dominant code, in that it applies criteria 
and transformational operations of its own, especially those of a 
technico-practical nature. The professional code, however, operates 
within the 'hegemony' of the dominant code. Indeed, it serves to repro-
duce the dominant definitions precisely by bracketing their hegemonic 
quality and operating instead with displaced professional codings which 
foreground such apparently neutral-technical questions as visual qua-
lity, news and presentational values, televisual quality, 'professiona-
lism' and so on. The hegemonic interpretations of, say, the politics of 
Northern Ireland, or the Chilean coup or the Industrial Relations Bill are 
principally generated by political and military elites: the particular 
choice of presentational occasions and formats, the selection of person-
nel, the choice of images, the staging of debates are selected and 
combined through the operation of the professional code. How the 
broadcasting professionals are able both to operate with 'relatively auton-
omous' codes of their own and to act in such a way as to reproduce (not 
without contradiction) the hegemonic signification of events is a com-
plex matter which cannot be further spelled out here. It must suffice to 
say that the professionals are linked witJ::t the defining elites not only 
by the institutional position of broadcasting itself as an ' ideo-
lo~~al apparatus', but also by the structure of access (that is, the system-
atic over-accessing' of selective elite personnel and their 'definition of 
the situation' in television). It may even be said that the professional 
codes serve to reproduce hegemonic definitions specifically by not 
overtly biasing their operations in a dominant direction: ideological 
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reproduction therefore takes place here inadvertently, unconsciously, 
'behind men's backs'. Of course, conflicts, contradictions and even 
misunderstandings regularly arise between the dominant and the pro-
fessional significations and their signifying agencies. 

The second position we would identify is that of the negotiated code 
or position. Majority audiences probably understand quite adequately 
what has been dominantly defined and professionally signified. The 
dominant definitions, however, are hegemonic precisely because they 
represent definitions of situations and events which are 'in dominance' 
(global). Dominant definitions connect events, implicitly or explicitly, to 
grand totalizations, to the great syntagmatic views-of-the-world: they 
take 'large views' of issues: they relate events to the 'national interest' or 
to the level of geo-politics, even if they make these connections in 
truncated, inverted or mystified ways. The definition of a hegemonic 
viewpoint is (a) that it defines within its terms the mental horizon, the 
universe, of possible meanings, of a whole sector of relations in a society 
or culture; and (b) that it carries with it the stamp of legitimacy - it 
appears coterminous with what is 'natural', 'inevitable', 'taken for 
granted' about the social order. Decoding within the negotiated version 
contains a mixture of adaptive and oppositional elements: it acknowl-
edges the legitimacy of the hegemonic definitions to make the grand 
significations (abstract), while, at a more restricted, situational (situated) 
level, it makes its own ground rules -it operates with exceptions to the 
rule. It accords the privileged position to the dominant definitions of 
events while reserving the right to make a more negotiated application 
to 'local conditions', to its own more corporate positions. This negotiated 
version of the dominant ideology is thus shot through with contradic-
tions, though these are only on certain occasions brought to full visi-
bility. Negotiated codes operate through what we might call particular 
or situated logics: and these logics are sustained by their differential and 
unequal relation to the discourses and logics of power. The simplest 
example of a negotiated code is that which governs the response of a 
worker to the notion of an Industrial Relations Bill limiting the right to 
strike or to arguments for a wages freeze. At the level of the 'national 
interest' economic debate the decoder may adopt the hegemonic defi-
nition, agreeing that 'we must all pay ourselves less in order to combat 
inflation'. This, however, may have little or no relation to his/her will
ingness to go on strike for better pay and conditions or to oppose the 
Industrial Relations Bill at the level of shop-floor or union organization. 
We suspect that the great majority of so-called 'misunderstandings' arise 
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from the contradictions and disjunctures between hegemonic-dominant 
encodings and negotiated-corporate decodings. It is just these mis-
matches in the levels which most provoke defining elites and pro-
fessionals to identify a 'failure in communications'. 

Finally, it is possible for a viewer perfectly to understand both the 
literal and the connotative inflection given by a discourse but to decode 
the message in a globally contrary way. He/she detotalizes the message 
in the preferred code in order to retotalize the message within some 
alternative framework of reference. This is the case of the viewer who 
listens to a debate on the need to limit wages but 'reads' every mention 
of the 'national interest' as 'class interest'. He/she is operating with what 
we must call an oppositional code. One of the most significant political 
moments (they also coincide with crisis points within the broadcasting 
organizations themselves, for obvious reasons) is the point when events 
which are normally signified and decoded in a negotiated way begin to 
be given an oppositional reading. Here the 'politics of signification' -the 
struggle in discourse- is joined. 

NOTE 

This article is an edited extract from 'Encoding and Decoding in Television Discourse', 
CCCS Stencilled Paper no. 7. 
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MIDDLE EAST | NYT NOW

What to Call Iraq Fighters? Experts Vary on S’s
and L’s
Islamic State in Iraq and Syria? Or Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant?

By PATRICK J. LYONS and MONA ELNAGGAR JUNE 18, 2014

Everyone seems to agree that the Sunni extremists who are striving to carve
out a caliphate in Syria and Iraq have upended the region, but there is no
consensus on what to call the militant group, in English at least.

Many news outlets, including The New York Times, have been
translating the group’s name as the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, or ISIS
for short. But the United States government and several news agencies call it
the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant, or I.S.I.L. (The BBC, curiously, uses
the ISIS acronym, but “Levant” when spelling the name out.)

Neither way is an exact rendering of the group’s Arabic name, الدولة
or al-Dawla al-Islamiya fil-Iraq wa al-Sham. The ,االسالمية في العراق والشام
difficulty comes from the last word.

Al-Sham is the classical Arabic term for Damascus and its hinterlands,
and over time, it came to denote the area between the Mediterranean and
the Euphrates, south of the Taurus Mountains and north of the Arabian
desert. Similarly, in Egypt, “Masr” may refer either to Cairo or to the whole
country. Used in that sense, al-Sham takes in not just Syria but also Israel,
Jordan, Lebanon and the Palestinian territories, and even a part of
southeastern Turkey.

That is fairly similar in extent to what Western geographers call the
Levant, a once-common term that now has something of an antique whiff

http://www.nytimes.com/
http://nyti.ms/1kOeD0j
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/world/middleeast/index.html
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-24179084
http://www.nytimes.com/adx/bin/adx_click.html?type=goto&opzn&page=www.nytimes.com/yr/mo/day/world/middleeast&pos=Frame4A&sn2=8ca84067/d4c26d2b&sn1=3b93d958/cadc51f5&camp=FoxSearchlight_AT2014-1911128G-Oct&ad=Wild_NYT_96x60_Jun26&goto=http%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Efoxsearchlight%2Ecom%2Fwild
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about it, like “the Orient.” Because of the term’s French colonial
associations, many Arab nationalists and Islamist radicals disdain it, and it
is unlikely that the militant group would choose “Levant” to render its name.

The fighters do not like “Syria” either, though. Syria is what the Greeks
named the region in ancient times, possibly after the Assyrian people who
once lived there, though that derivation is disputed. And at times in the past,
the term “Syrian” was used to mean specifically a Christian Syrian, while
Muslims or Jews living there would be called Shami. Today, when Arabs
speak of Syria, they usually mean only the modern state, which the insurgent
group is fighting to obliterate.

Historic resonances are the point, said Ali Adeeb, a professor of Arabic
at New York University. “When they first thought of the name,” Mr. Adeeb
said of the group, “they were thinking with the mentality of the seventh or
eighth century, just like their interpretation of religion and the life they want
to recreate.” He noted that in the group’s statements, “they use old words
like ‘ghazwa’ for invasion, instead of the modern word for battle.”

So if neither “Levant” nor “Syria” will do to translate “al-Sham,” what
would? Some writers and geographers use “Greater Syria,” which preserves
the distinction with the current state. But that would come at the cost of
adding an adjective that is not present in the original Arabic, not to mention
cluttering the acronym. Or the already familiar ISIS abbreviation could
simply be said to stand for Islamic State in Iraq and al-Sham, though the last
word is unfamiliar to English speakers.

Speaking of the acronym, there is no consensus on how to pronounce
ISIS, either. Many people say “eye-sis,” the way most English speakers
(notably including Bob Dylan) would pronounce the name of the ancient
Egyptian goddess Isis. When an English word begins with I, followed by a
single consonant and another vowel, the long I sound is generally used.

But “ee-sis” is also frequently heard, perhaps because these days both
Iran and Iraq are often pronounced beginning with a long E sound. So far,
those using the Levant version seem to be speaking the abbreviation letter
by letter — “eye, ess, eye, ell” — more often than making an acronym out of

http://vimeo.com/61341838
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it.

Correction: August 11, 2014 
Because of a production error, an article on June 19 about the lack of
consensus among news outlets and the United States government over
what to call the Sunni extremist group besieging Iraq — the Islamic State
in Iraq and Syria, or the Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant — rendered
its Arabic name backward. This correction was delayed by an editing
lapse.

Christine Hauser contributed reporting.

A version of this article appears in print on June 19, 2014, on page A11 of the New York edition
with the headline: What to Call Iraq Fighters? Experts Vary on S’s and L’s.

© 2014 The New York Times Company

http://www.nytimes.com/content/help/rights/copyright/copyright-notice.html


Pronunciation:

 

culture, n.
  Brit. /ˈkʌltʃə/ , U.S. /ˈkəltʃər/

Forms:  lME (18– nonstandard) cultur, lME– culture; also Sc. and Irish English (north. ) 19– cultur. See also
CULCHA n.
Etymology:  < Anglo-Norman and Middle French culture (French culture ) action of cultivating land, plants, etc.,
husbandry (12th cent. in Anglo-Norman), (piece of) cultivated land (12th cent. in Anglo-Norman), formation, training
(13th cent. in Anglo-Norman), worship or cult of someone or something (14th cent. or earlier in Anglo-Norman),
cultivation, development (of language, literature, etc.) (1549), mental development through education (1691),
intellectual and artistic conditions of a society or the (perceived) state of development of those conditions, also the
ideas, customs, etc. of a society or group (1796, after German Kultur) and its etymon classical Latin cultūra
cultivation, tillage, piece of cultivated land, care bestowed on plants, mode of growing plants, training or
improvement of the faculties, observance of religious rites (2nd cent. A.D. in this sense), in post-classical Latin also
rites (Vetus Latina), veneration of a person (late 2nd or early 3rd cent. in Tertullian), training of the body (5th cent.) <
cult- , past participial stem of colere to cultivate, to worship (see CULT n.) + -ūra -URE suffix . In branch III., and
especially in senses 6 and 7, also influenced by German Kultur, both directly and via French. The German word is a
17th-cent. borrowing < French, but the transfer of the meaning ‘state of intellectual development’ from an individual
to the whole of a society occurred in German in the mid 18th cent. Compare also Spanish cultura (15th cent.),
Portuguese cultura (15th cent.), Italian cultura (15th cent.).
French culture shows a learned borrowing < Latin, the regular development of the Latin word being shown by Old French, Middle French

couture cultivated land (12th cent.).

 

The sense development of the word in branch III. from the 19th cent. onwards is very complex; the term is frequently distinguished from

CIVILIZATION n. (and to some extent also from SOCIETY n.), although the precise distinctions made differ greatly. In one important tradition

originating in Germany in the 18th cent., the term is used to denote the (perceived) state of development of the intellectual life of a society

(compare sense 6), but this was challenged (already before the end of the 18th cent. by the German philosopher Herder) by another

(countable) use with reference to the ideas, customs, etc. of a society or of a group within a society (compare sense 7); this has frequently

been used in the context of rejection of normative or hierarchical conceptions of the development of society, and hence with loss of the

previously transparent connection with earlier senses at branch III. Additionally, in modern use in sense 6 the term is frequently used as a

general term to denote the arts and other aspects of intellectual life, without any special reference to their historical development (nor to

their connection with any particular society), and hence again with less transparent connection with earlier senses of the word. For an

account of this process see R. Williams Keywords (1976) at culture.

 

Contested uses of the term are often flagged, and mocked, by the use of altered spellings, for which see CULCHA n.

 

culture pearl at sense 2b is probably after Japanese yōshoku-shinju (although this is apparently first attested later (1920 or earlier); <

yōshoku culture, breeding + shinju pearl, both < Middle Chinese).

 I. The cultivation of land, and derived senses.
 1.

 a. The action or practice of cultivating the soil; tillage; = CULTIVATION n. 1.
Now chiefly with of.

1
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c1450   tr. Palladius De Re Rustica (Bodl. Add.) I. 21   In places there thou wilt have the culture.
c1475  (▸?a1440)    B. BURGH Distichs of Cato (Rawl. C.48) l. 348 in Archiv f. das Studium der Neueren

Sprachen (1905) 115 311 (MED),   Iff thou list, my child..to knowe the tilthe and the cultur..summe is
arable [v.r. erable] and summe is pasture.

a1500  (▸c1425)    ANDREW OF WYNTOUN Oryg. Cron. Scotl. (Nero) II. l. 106   Scho gert men thraly set þar cure
Corn to wyn wiþe þar culture.

1665   R. BOYLE Occas. Refl. V. vii. sig. Ll3 ,   Such a..Plot of his Eden..gratefully crowns his Culture (for Toil I
cannot think it) with chaplets of Flowers.

1676   J. EVELYN (title)    A philosophical discourse of earth, relating to the culture and improvement of it for
vegatation.

1707   tr. P. Le Lorrain de Vallemont Curiosities in Husbandry & Gardening 3   Man was..imploy'd in the
Culture of the Garden.

1785   T. MARTYN tr. J.-J. Rousseau Lett. Elements Bot. xvii. 244   Our Wild Smallage..which is common by
ditches and brooks, cannot be rendered esculent by culture.

1803   Gazetteer Scotl. at Kilpatrick,   The soil is clay, and difficult of culture.
1866   J. E. T. ROGERS Hist. Agric. & Prices I. 11   The same kinds of grain..are sown..and the same mode of

culture is adopted.
1891   Centralia (Wisconsin) Enterprise & Tribune (Electronic text) 6 June,   Deep culture of the soil allows

an excess of moisture to pass away from the roots of plants.
1962   D. R. WEIMER City & Country in Amer. 292   The theory of agrarianism is that the culture of the soil is

the best and most sensitive of vocations.
1976   Syracuse (N.Y.) Herald Jrnl. 7 Mar. 25/6   The culture of the earth had been one of his constant joys.
2000   Policy Rev. (Nexis) 1 Apr. 63   Agriculture, after all, means not food production, but ‘the culture of the

soil’.

†b. concr. A piece of tilled land; a cultivated field. Obs.

a1475   in A. Clark Eng. Reg. Godstow Nunnery (1906) II. 592 (MED),   Which is diched bitwene the crofte
called herbelot and the culture called the hamehore.

1557   MS. Indenture 30 June,   [Conveying] a culture of land called the flatte, in Brantingham, Yks.
1562   P. WHITEHORNE tr. Machiavelli Arte of Warre II. f. xxvii,   Euery culture where bee Uines, and other

trees, lettes the horses.
1757   J. DYER Fleece IV. 143   From their tenements..proceeds the caravan Through lively-spreading cultures,

pastures green.
1773   J. RAMSDEN Hist. Acct. Kirkstall-Abbey 17   Robert, son of Hubert, gave one flat or culture of land here

in Wythage.

†c. Cultivated condition. Obs. rare.

a1538   T. STARKEY Dial. Pole & Lupset (1989) 9   The erth..by..dylygent labur..ys brought to marvelous
culture & fortylite.

1879   H. N. MOSELEY Notes by Naturalist xix. 485   The land along the road is in the very highest culture. A
great deal of it was covered with yellow-blossomed crops of rape.
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 2.

 a. The cultivating or rearing of a plant or crop; = CULTIVATION n. 2a; (also)
an instance of this.

For compounds with modifying noun specifying the crop, as flax, grape-, olive culture, etc., or the
method, as drill, drip, glass culture, etc.: see the first element.

1580   T. NEWTON Approoued Med. f. 63 ,   The wilde Uyne differeth in nothinge from the Gardein vyne, but
onely in Cultures.

1607   E. TOPSELL Hist. Fovre-footed Beastes 721   Virgill also maketh mention of them.., writing of the
culture or tilling of vines.

1626   BACON Sylua Syluarum §402   These..were slower than the ordinary Wheat..and this Culture did
rather retard than advance.

1697   DRYDEN tr. Virgil Georgics I, in tr. Virgil Wks. 51   The Culture suiting to the sev'ral Kinds Of Seeds and
Plants.

1750   JOHNSON Rambler No. 33. ⁋2   The fruits, which without culture fell ripe into their hands.
1789   J. MORSE Amer. Geogr. 395   A culture [sc. of tobacco] productive of infinite wretchedness.
1856   R. W. EMERSON Eng. Traits v. 98   [England] is too far north for the culture of the vine.
1887   Pall Mall Gaz. 15 Oct. 11/2   There are eighty acres devoted to bulb culture.
1931   C. L. JONES Caribbean Backgrounds & Prospects x. 184   Some success is reported..in spreading the

culture of crops of wider demand, such as cacao,..and rice.
2006   Mail on Sunday (Nexis) 21 Feb. (Live section) 39   The Albariza soil..is favoured locally for the culture

of grapes for lighter sherries.

 b. The rearing or raising of certain animals, such as fish, oysters, bees,
etc., or the production of natural animal products such as silk.

culture pearl = cultured pearl at CULTURED adj. 1d; cf. MIKIMOTO PEARL n.
 
bee-, cattle-, fish-culture, etc.: see the first element.

1744   tr. G. A. Bazin Nat. Hist. Bees sig. A2,   The care and culture of Bees have always been one of the most
agreeable and useful employments of country life.

1796   J. MORSE Amer. Universal Geogr. (new ed.) I. 679   The culture of silk.
1862   Cornhill Mag. Feb. 201   The dredgers at Whitstable have so far adopted oyster culture.
1886   Pall Mall Gaz. 23 Sept. 6/2   In the interests of bee-culture, and in the search of improved races of

bees.
1904   N.Y. Herald 9 Oct. (Mag. section) 4/6   In 1900 some specimens of the culture pearl were exhibited in

the Paris International Exhibition.
1921   Current Hist. (U.S.) July 623/1   Jewelers in London have been greatly perturbed over a new type of

[Japanese] ‘culture’ pearls which is said to be so perfect that it cannot be distinguished from the
natural article.

1963   Times 12 Mar. (Austral. Suppl.) p. v/7   Culture-pearl farms.
1975   L. PERL Slumps, Grunts, & Snickerdoodles x. 85   The would-be entrepreneurs..tried their skills at

glass-blowing, wine-making, silk culture, and even lumbering.
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2006   Eastern Daily Press (Nexis) 28 June,   There is no satisfactory alternative within the Wash area
where such mussel culture can be carried on with.

 3. Biol.

 a. The artificial propagation and growing of microorganisms, or of plant
and animal cells, tissues, etc., in liquid or solid nutrient media in vitro.
Freq. attrib. Cf. culture medium n., culture plate n. at Compounds 2.

1880   G. M. STERNBERG tr. A. Magnin Bacteria II. i. 113   Cohn, in order..to get rid of the moulds,..employed
the following culture-fluid [Fr. liquide nourricier].

1890   Jrnl. Chem. Soc. 57 487   Experiments upon the culture of excised barley embryos on nutrient liquids.
1938   R. C. PARKER Methods Tissue Culture xvi. 208   The method of tissue culture has also served as a direct

means of studying the further development of complex structures and organ rudiments.
1950   L. E. HAWKER Physiol. Fungi ii. 32   Most fungi will remain viable in undisturbed culture for several

months at room temperature.
1987   E. W. BURR Compan. Bird Med. xiii. 80/1   Culture and sensitivity tests for gram-negative bacteria are

warranted.
2003   New Scientist 11 Jan. 51 (advt.)    You'll be supervising the cell culture of hybridoma cells and the

preparation of harvests for the purification team.

 b. The product of such culture; a growth or crop of artificially maintained
microorganisms, cells, etc.

1880   tr. L. Pasteur in Lancet 6 Nov. 751/2   The cultures of the parasite [Fr. les cultures du parasite] are
necessarily made in contact with the air, for our virus is an aerobe being, whose development is not
possible without it.

1910   Jrnl. Amer. Med. Assoc. 15 Oct. 1379/2   The plasmatic media were inoculated with many tissues or
organs, of which all were found to multiply or grow. The cultures of the different tissues—as we shall
call them—contain common characteristics.

1932   R. ROBISON Significance Phosphoric Esters in Metabolism 101 (caption)    Osteogenesis in a hanging-
drop culture of mesoderm from a 6-day embryonic jaw.

1965   P. R. WHITE & A. R. GROVE Proc. Internat. Conf. Plant Tissue Culture 9   Experiments with excised
roots as organ cultures.

1999   J. ELKINGTON & J. HAILES New Foods Guide iv. 158   Whole or skimmed milk is fermented with a
‘starter culture’ of bacteria, usually Streptococcus thermophilus and Lactobacillus bulgaricus.

†II. Worship (see the etymology).

 4. Worship; reverential homage. Obs. rare.

1483   CAXTON tr. J. de Voragine Golden Legende f. lxxxi/1,   Whan they departe fro the culture and honour of
theyr god.

 III. Extended uses (from branch I.).
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 5.

 a. The cultivation or development of the mind, faculties, manners, etc.;
improvement by education and training.

?1510   T. MORE tr. G. F. Pico della Mirandola Let. in tr. Lyfe J. Picus sig. d.iii,   To the culture & proffit of
their myndis [L. animi cultum].

?1608   S. LENNARD tr. P. Charron Of Wisdome I. xlvii. 185   Necessarie for the culture of good maners.
1651   T. HOBBES Leviathan II. xxxi. 189   The education of Children [is called] a Culture of their mindes.
1711   J. ADDISON Spectator No. 10. ¶1   Follies that are only to be killed by a constant and assiduous Culture.
1752   JOHNSON Rambler No. 189. ⁋12   She..neglected the culture of [her] understanding.
1849   T. B. MACAULAY Hist. Eng. II. 55   The precise point to which intellectual culture can be carried.
1865   R. W. DALE Jewish Temple xiv. 155   The Jewish system was intended for the culture of the religious

life of the Jews.
1922   L. MUMFORD Story of Utopias 50   The two branches of Greek education, music and gymnastic,

applied..to the culture of the body and the culture of the mind.
1999   Times (Nexis) 29 Jan.,   I used to think houses in the country were for saints or fools... But they ate

fortunes, ruined marriages and dulled the culture of the mind.

 b. The training and improvement of the human body. Now rare.

1628   T. HOBBES tr. Thucydides Peloponnesian War I. vi,   Amongst whom [sc. the
Lacedaemonians]..especially in the culture of their bodies, the nobility observed the most equality
with the commons.

1793   T. BEDDOES Let. to E. Darwin 60   To suppose the organization of man equally susceptible of
improvement from culture with that of various animals and vegetables.

a1813   A. F. TYTLER Universal Hist. (1834) I. xi. 219   Nor was the culture of the body neglected. The youth
were trained to every manly exercise.

1894   Nevada State Jrnl. (Electronic text) 5 Jan.,   Unless proper attention is given to the culture of the
body good health cannot be expected.

1965   Brit. Jrnl. Educ. Stud. 13 207   Vittorino, like a true humanist, emphasized the culture of the body no
less than that of the mind.

 c. The devoting of attention to or the study of a subject or pursuit; =
CULTIVATION n. 5.

1692   J. NORRIS Coll. Misc. 72   Not he whose rich and fertile mind Is by the Culture of the Arts refin'd.
a1761   J. CAWTHORN Poems (1771) 44   As now his op'ning parts, Ripe for the culture of the arts, Became in

ev'ry hour acuter, Apollo look'd out for a tutor.
1843   tr. Voltaire Philos. Dict. II. 523   An entire nation is led, during its early culture of the arts, to admire

authors abounding in the defects and errors of the age.
1856   G. BANCROFT Hist. U.S. (ed. 15) I. 2   Our national resources are developed by an earnest culture of the

arts of peace.
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1905   Science 8 Sept. 303/2   America's scientific capital is equal to ours; she is well in the way toward
preceding us in the culture of the sciences.

1931   G. A. PFISTER & E. S. KEMP tr. R. Romain Goethe & Beethoven 113   The times were ripe for meditation
and the culture of the arts.

1992   P. DAVIS Experience of Reading 149   David..has eschewed his father's old-fashioned humanist culture
of the arts for fast-lane industrial power and money.

 6. Refinement of mind, taste, and manners; artistic and intellectual
development. Hence: the arts and other manifestations of human
intellectual achievement regarded collectively.

In origin an elliptical use of sense 5a.

a1677   I. BARROW Serm. Several Occasions (1678) iv. 120   We may observe it growing with Age, waxing
bigger and stronger together with the encrease of wit and knowledge, of civil culture and experience.

1703   tr. S. von Pufendorf Of Law of Nature & Nations II. ii. 91/1   Men of any tolerable Culture and Civility
must needs abhor the entring into any such Compact [L. unde & abhorret à consuetudine hominum
cultiorum tale pactum inire].

1790   S. W. MORTON Ouâbi IV. 42   As no images can with propriety be taken from culture or civil society in
the dialogues, I am under the necessity of frequently repeating the most striking objects of nature.

a1807   WORDSWORTH Prelude (1959) XII. 466   Where grace Of culture hath been utterly unknown.
1837   R. W. EMERSON Jrnl. 24 Nov. (1910) IV. 371   It seems to me that the circumstances of man are

historically somewhat better here and now than ever,—that more freedom exists for Culture.
1860   J. L. MOTLEY Hist. Netherlands (1868) I. ii. 47   His culture was not extensive.
1871   ‘G. ELIOT’ Middlemarch (1872) I. I. ix. 137   He wants to go abroad again..[for] the vague purpose of

what he calls culture, preparation for he knows not what.
1873   M. ARNOLD Lit. & Dogma Pref. p. xiii,   Culture, the acquainting ourselves with the best that has been

known and said in the world.
1888   A. JESSOPP Coming of Friars iii. 131   Some few of the larger..monasteries..[were] centres of culture.
1916   E. WHARTON Xingu i. 3   Mrs. Ballinger is one of the ladies who pursue Culture in bands, as though it

were dangerous to meet alone.
1939   tr. H. Johst in C. Leiser Nazi Nuggets 83   When I hear the word ‘culture’ [Ger. Kultur] I slip back the

safety-catch of my revolver.
1948   T. S. ELIOT Notes Def. Culture ii. 43   The primary channel of transmission of culture is the family.
1963   Pasadena (Calif.) Independent 20 June 23/4,   I am pleased that you workers appreciate culture.

What opera are you going to see?
2001   Financial Times 27 Jan. (Weekend Suppl.) p. vi/5   In 15 years culture has moved from the most

sublime performances of opera, dance and classical music to street parties, social inclusion, and fun.

 7.

 a. Chiefly as a count noun. The distinctive ideas, customs, social
behaviour, products, or way of life of a particular nation, society, people,
or period. Hence: a society or group characterized by such customs, etc.
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1860   A. GUROWSKI Slavery in Hist. i. 7   This Egyptian or Chamitic civilization..preceded by many centuries
the Shemitic or Aryan cultures.

1867   E. A. FREEMAN Hist. Norman Conquest I. iv. 167   A language and culture which was wholly alien to
them.

1891   Spectator 27 June 888/2   Speaking all languages, knowing all cultures, living amongst all races.
1903   C. LUMHOLTZ Unknown Mexico I. 117   A thrifty people whose stage of culture was that of the Pueblo

Indians of to-day.
1921   E. SAPIR Lang. x. 222   Historians and anthropologists find that races, languages, and cultures are not

distributed in parallel fashion.
1948   T. S. ELIOT Notes Def. Culture i. 28   The culture with which primitive Christianity came into

contact..was itself a religious culture in decline.
1981   P. DAVIES Edge of Infinity (1983) i. 2   The common interest in astronomy among such diverse cultures

as the Sumerians and the North American Indians.
1991   Aloha Feb. 64/3   Also included are fascinating tidbits about Hawai'i's unique culture and history.
2000   Z. SMITH White Teeth xii. 245   They're Englishifying him completely! They're deliberately leading him

away from his culture and his family and his religion.

 b. With modifying noun: a way of life or social environment characterized
by or associated with the specified quality or thing; a group of people
subscribing or belonging to this.

For more established compounds, as cafe culture, drug culture, youth culture, etc., see the first
element.

1912   New Fun 5 Oct.,   Truly she comes from the very core of corset culture, Austria; but really, when she
speaks of 7 and 8-inch waists, one needs must in politeness suspect a printer's error.

1940   C. F. C. HAWKES Prehist. Found. Europe vi. 233   With the rise of the warrior cultures a new element
was thus let loose into European civilization.

1973   Maclean's Oct. 84/3   They've developed a beer-parlor culture.
1994   Times 2 Aug. 4/7   We are not a gun culture like the United States.
2003   C. WHITEHEAD Colossus of N.Y. 42   This is his tenth attempt to join the jogging culture. This latest

outfit will do the trick.

 c. The philosophy, practices, and attitudes of an institution, business, or
other organization. Cf. corporate culture n. at CORPORATE adj. and adv.
Additions.

1940   D. CLEMMER Prison Community xii. 299   We may use the term prisonization to indicate the taking on
in greater or less degree of the folk~ways, mores, customs, and general culture of the penitentiary.

1978   L. GOODWYN Populist Moment iv. 102   The supportive culture of the movement helped encourage the
mass aspirations that made the Populist effort such a unique moment in American history.

1991   Managem. Accounting Sept. 30/2   Managers see their role as creating a culture in which the team can
make a sound contribution to agreed goals.

2004   Business Rev. Weekly 30 Sept. 63/1   Smart corporations have realised that fast growth and high
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profitability is best created through unique intellectual property and unique organisational cultures.

PHRASES

 

  two cultures n. (in the terminology of C. P. Snow) science and the arts,
considered as being in opposition to each other.

1956   C. P. SNOW in New Statesman 6 Oct. 413/1   The separation between the two cultures has been getting
deeper under our eyes; there is now precious little communication between them... The traditional
culture..is, of course, mainly literary..the scientific culture is expansive, not restrictive.

1959   C. P. SNOW Two Cultures 16   Those in the two cultures can't talk to each other..very little of twentieth-
century science has been assimilated into twentieth-century art.

1961   Listener 16 Nov. 809/1   The lack of communication between scientists and non-scientists, which has
been so much discussed recently in terms of ‘the two cultures’.

1967   ‘W. HAGGARD’ Conspirators ii. 14   He could explain things to laymen simply, despising ill-digested
chatter about two cultures.

1981   H. SHAW Death of Don (1982) xix. 145,   I still embody Newman's idea of a liberal education. None of
your two cultures for me.

2002   Y. ABRIOUX in P. Gossin Encycl. Lit. & Sci. 70   Throughout much of the century..the split between the
‘two cultures’ has also been undermined from within scientific practice.

COMPOUNDS

 C1.

 a. attrib. and objective with sense ‘of, belonging to, or characteristic of a
(particular) culture’ (see sense 7a), as culture area, culture conflict,
culture myth, etc.

1881   Harper's Mag. Dec. 106/2   All such legends are culture-myths.
1903   Daily Chron. 11 June 3/1   The hero-tales and culture-legends of the prehistoric period of the Hebrews.
1921   E. SAPIR Lang. x. 223   That a group of languages need not in the least correspond to a racial group or a

culture area is easily demonstrated.
1922   D. H. LAWRENCE Fantasia of Unconscious xi. 203   The woman is now the responsible party, the law-

giver, the culture-bearer.
1931   H. J. ROSE tr. W. Schmidt Orig. & Growth Relig. V. xiv. 221   Leo Frobenius, a pupil of Ratzel,

enlarged..the doctrine of ‘culture-circles’ (or ‘spheres’, Kulturkreise).
1933   Downside Rev. 51 185   Russia is a culture-complex in itself, and Russia's problem is not ours.
1938   Amer. Jrnl. Sociol. 44 365   The culture shift is toward urbanization and anglicization.
1949   M. MEAD in M. Fortes Social Struct. 27   Teacher, physician, nurse..each in turn represents some
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different form of culture conflict.
1953   Proc. Prehistoric Soc. 19 41 (title)    The prehistoric culture-sequence in the Maltese Archipelago.
1962   D. HARDEN Phoenicians i. 24   To pick out what is Egyptian and Mesopotamian among finds and culture-

traits in Phoenicia is not nearly so hard.
1978   PMLA 93 370/1   His powerful rendering of the culture myth that Woolf..sensed at the heart of Western

literary patriarchy.
2003   Jrnl. Anthropol. Res. 59 571   The culture history of the Yuchi reflects the distinctiveness of the tribe

within the generalized regional patterns common to the Southeastern culture area.

 b. attrib. and objective (in sense 6) as culture hunger, culture
instinct, culture snob, etc.; culture-hungry, culture-loving,
culture-rich, culture-specific, adjs.

1889   G. B. SHAW in Star 23 Aug. 201   The race of culture humbugs.
1897   M. KINGSLEY Trav. W. Afr. 28   The present culture-condition of West Africa.
1897   M. KINGSLEY Trav. W. Afr. Pref. p. ix,   Your superior culture-instincts may militate against your

enjoying West Africa.
1901   R. W. ROGERS Hist. Babylonia & Assyria I. x. 297   The cities of Assyria were not so ancient as those of

Babylonia, and their general character was..military rather than peaceful and culture-loving.
1909   Westm. Gaz. 2 Jan. 11/2   A modernised, constitutional, culture-loving Turkish State.
1927   Charleston (W. Va.) Gaz. 7 Aug. 6/7   The culture hungry public must grow accustomed to such sights

and the nude statue was allowed to kneel without disturbance.
1931   A. HUXLEY Music at Night 226   Most professional intellectuals will approve of culture-snobbery (even

while intensely disliking most individual culture-snobs).
1933   Amer. Jrnl. Sociol. 39 301 (title)    The bureaucratic culture pattern and political revolution.
1938   D. THOMAS Let. 23 Mar. in Sel. Lett. (1966) 190   Advanced writing..sells very well over there [i.e. in

America], they're such culture-snobs.
1939   ‘M. INNES’ Stop Press III. iii. 376   You couldn't have a more persistent culture-hound.
1940   Philos. Sci. 7 492   The task of the social sciences is an enduring one, for their facts are transitory and

culture specific.
1955   20th Cent. June 536   An attack on contemporary ‘Culture’-mongers.
1960   A. KOESTLER Lotus & Robot 279   Literacy, culture-hunger and leisure-time are increasing even more

rapidly than the birth-rate.
1961   Bennington (Vermont) Evening Banner 31 Aug. 4/1   Ours is a culture-rich state which prides itself on

getting along without the works of expatriots like Henry Miller.
1990   What Satellite July 97/1   American Forces TV for the troops in Germany..would be the best bet for

transatlantic culture fiends.
2007   Sunday Rev. (Nexis) 11 Feb. 9   Forget Barcelona and Paris: the key cities for culture-hungry travellers

are not where you'd expect.

 C2.

  culture-bound adj. determined or limited by the presuppositions or
restrictions of one's culture.
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1921   Jrnl. Philos. 18 604   Leaving them culture-bound just as other species are structure-bound and
instinct-bound.

1951   R. FIRTH Elements Social Organization iii. 109   He is culture-bound in his desires as well as his
activities.

2005   Trav. Afr. Autumn 11/2   The opportunity to counter the negativity about Africa projected by a culture-
bound, crisis-devouring mass media.

  culture centre   n. = cultural centre n. at CULTURAL adj. and n. Special
uses.

1890   Sandusky (Ohio) Daily Reg. 19 May 2/6   The church is to be not only the spiritual but the mental,
social and physical culture center of influence in the community.

1961   C. JONES Archit. Today & Tomorrow vii. 76   Aalto's second major building..was the Library and Culture
Center for Viipuri.

1987   Jrnl. Rom. Stud. 77 223   Alexandria, the greatest culture-centre of the eastern Mediterranean.
2007   Milwaukee (Wisconsin) Jrnl. Sentinel (Nexis) 15 Mar. 10   Money to convert the building into a Great

Lakes Indian education and culture center.

  culture clash   n. conflict or discord resulting from the interaction of
(two) different cultures; an instance of this.

1926   Times 6 Aug. 8/3   In Africa the culture-clash could not be handled without a deeper knowledge of the
African.

1964   Pacific Hist. Rev. 33 355   The book is also an illuminating..study in culture contact—or more
accurately,..culture clash.

2004   Time Out N.Y. 26 Aug. 11/1   Everybody thinks the whole shebang is a simple culture clash between the
red-staters and the liberal weenies.

  culture contact   n. the state of interacting with other societies or
cultures; interaction of this sort; an instance of this.

1892   J. JACOBS Indian Fairy Tales 234   The fairy-tales..were invented once for all in a certain locality, and
thence spread to all the countries in culture contact with the original source.

1936   Mind 45 294   In the modern world, with its ever-increasing facilities for culture-contacts, a world-
culture is in process of formation.

2005   Austral. Aboriginal Stud. (Nexis) 22 Mar. 16   An emerging theme in..the archaeology of culture contact
in Australia is the idea of ‘shared’ or ‘entangled’ histories.

  culture festival   n. = cultural festival n. at CULTURAL adj. and n. Special
uses.
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1927   Geogr. Rev. 17 342,   I have especially in mind here Nelson's descriptions of culture festivals, masks,
[etc.].

1979   Washington Post (Nexis) 18 Apr. B1   The Japanese culture festival..seemed to her made to order to
advance the great project of each country's learning a bit more about the other.

2007   Calgary (Alberta) Herald (Nexis) 31 Mar. A3   Comedienne Lily Tomlin is performing a one-woman
show as part of the culture festival.

  culture gap   n. a difference in values, behaviour, or customs between
two cultures or groups of people, esp. as a hindrance to mutual
understanding and communication.

1912   C. HOSE Pagan Tribes Borneo II. xxi. 231   These civilised or semi-civilised visitors and settlers were
separated from the indigenous Borneans by a great culture gap.

1940   Mississippi Valley Hist. Rev. 27 332   The author does not seem to regard Mrs. Whitman as
congenitally unsuited to bridge the race and culture gap, as is required of missionaries.

2006   Chicago Tribune (Midwest ed.) 9 Apr. I. 1/2   Europeans are struggling to come to grips with a
widening culture gap between themselves and an increasingly alienated Muslim immigrant
community.

  culture hero   n. Cultural Anthropol. and Mythol. a (typically
mythological) historical figure who embodies the culture of a particular
society, and is freq. considered to have founded or shaped that culture;
(also more generally) a person who is prominent or important within a
particular culture.

1868   N. Amer. Rev. Oct. 640   One of the most widely famous of these culture-heroes was Manabozho, or
Michabo, the Great Hare.

1907   A. C. HADDON in N. W. Thomas Anthropol. Ess. 183   The death dances were introduced into the Western
Islands by two culture heroes from New Guinea.

1945   Mind 54 78   The culture-hero has a vague complex status, part man, part demi-god.
1986   City Limits 29 May 83   The direct antithesis of all that Eagleton and his '70s culture-heroes advocated.
2001   L. ÖPIK in P. Moore 2002 Yearbk. Astron. II. 161   Hidatsa mythology made references to sky powers and

shamanistic journeys of culture heroes across the Milky Way.

  culture heroine   n. Cultural Anthropol. and Mythol. a female culture
hero.

1901   Contemp. Rev. Mar. 455   The ancient ‘culture-heroine’.
1993   J. GREEN It 5   The ‘bonking bimbo’..has become in her way, a culture heroine.
2002   Jrnl. Anthropol. Res. 58 516   Sina was a culture heroine responsible for the origin of coconuts.
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  culture jammer   n. orig. N. Amer. a participant in culture jamming; cf.
culture jamming n.

1990   Verbiage Battles in alt.postmodern (Usenet newsgroup) 13 Aug.,   Then I'm a culture jammer?
2004   T. JORDAN & P. A. TAYLOR Hacktivism & Cyberwars iv. 83   Once culture jammers enter the empire of

signs and begin their work re-manipulating the semiotic viruses transmitted by corporations, they risk
being trapped there.

  culture jamming n. orig. N. Amer. the subversion of advertising and
other mass-media output (by parody, alteration, etc.) as a form of protest
against consumerism, corporate culture, and the power of the media.

[1985   ‘NEGATIVLAND’ JamCon '84 (cassette inlay notes) (title)    Crosley Bendix reviews JamArt and Cultural
Jamming.]

1991   Ottawa Citizen 26 Dec. A10/1   Their anti-television television advertisements surface with increasing
regularity. Turn off the TV, is the message. Get a life. Adbusters co-publisher Kalle Lasn calls it ‘culture
jamming.’

2006   Times 6 Dec. 74   Beginning with spoof advertisements, culture-jamming has grown to encompass
defacing billboards to alter their message and campaigns such as TV Turnoff Week and Buy Nothing
Day.

  culture lag   n. = cultural lag n. at CULTURAL adj. and n. Special uses.

1925   Jrnl. Social Forces 3 355/2   In spite of ‘culture lag,’ the family institution is involved in change.
1980   Christian Sci. Monitor (Nexis) 14 Jan. B6   Modern music we may hear on FM radio... But the culture

lag in modern poetry makes the Grand Canyon look like a crack in the sidewalk.
2000   Polit. Sci. & Politics 33 1/1   Waltz and the globalists are both right in focusing on the U.S. as the

world's politico-economic giant, a condition stirring..external resentment globalists blame on envy and
culture-lag.

  culture medium   n. Biol. a nutrient liquid or solid in or on which
microorganisms, cells, etc., are cultured.

1883   Science 28 Sept. 433/2   What is the minimum quantity of each of these agents which will restrict the
multiplication of each specific disease-germ in a suitable culture medium?

1965   P. R. WHITE & A. R. GROVE Proc. Internat. Conf. Plant Tissue Culture 28   Sterile seedlings of
tomato..were grown in 50 ml of the inorganic solution of the standard root culture medium.

2005   Nature 3 Nov. 33/2   When algal species were first cultured more than 100 years ago, they were grown
on a defined plant culture medium that lacked vitamins.

  culture plate   n. Biol. a flat container, esp. a Petri dish, holding or
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designed to hold a culture of bacteria, fungi, etc. on or in a nutrient
medium.

1886   Bot. Gaz. 11 278   A simple circle made of a strip of zinc an inch wide will serve as a support for the glass
culture plate.

1907   Westm. Gaz. 9 Oct. 12/1   The feet of the fly..are so formed as to make effective carriers of germs,
and..he showed a photograph of a culture plate on which a captured fly had been allowed to walk.

1994   Sci. Amer. June 85/1   The culture plates contain Luria broth, or LB, which provides nutrients on which
the bacteria thrive.

  culture shock n. a state of distress or disorientation brought about by
sudden immersion in or subjection to an unfamiliar culture.

1932   Econ. Jrnl. 42 301   Culture-shock is invoked over and over again in this volume to account for religious
indifferentism, poverty, crime and mental disease.

1940   J. B. HOLT in Amer. Sociol. Rev. Oct. 744   All these citations suggest the ‘culture shock’ arising from the
precipitation of a rural person or group into an urban situation.

1960   Listener 18 Aug. 244/1   The people of the host country appear to lack the normal conventions of social
behaviour or to have a different and apparently illogical system... Most Europeans in Africa withdraw
into their own community, and quickly equate their own way of doing things with their own superior
material culture... This reaction..has been called ‘culture shock’.

1970   A. TOFFLER Future Shock i. 12   Culture shock is the effect that, immersion in a strange culture has on the
unprepared visitor... Culture shock is what happens when a traveler suddenly finds himself in a place
where yes may mean no, where a ‘fixed price’ is negotiable, where to be kept waiting in an outer office
is no cause for insult, where laughter may signify anger.

2004   J. L. KINCHELOE in S. R. Steinberg & J. L. Kincheloe 19 Urban Questions i. 12   Many new teachers
experience culture shock during the first few weeks and months in their new positions.

  culture vulture   n. colloq. a person who is voracious for culture.

[1941   P. LARKIN Let. 23 July (1993) 19   I'm a vulture for culture in my own way.]
1945   Life 18 June 91/1   To Crosby..a group of college girls is a ‘covey of culture-vultures’.
a1953   D. THOMAS Quite Early One Morning (1954) 67   See the garrulous others, also, gabbing and garlanded

from one nest of culture-vultures to another.
2003   New! 3 Nov. 69/1   If you're a culture vulture, head for the Van Gogh Museum and the Rijksmuseum

with their splendid collections of paintings.

  culture war   n.  [in sense (a)   after German Kulturkampf (see
kulturkampf n. at KULTUR n. Compounds)]  (a) a political struggle for
control of cultural and educational institutions (rare);  (b) a conflict
between groups with different ideals, beliefs, philosophies, etc.; (now) spec.
(in the United States) an ideological struggle for political and cultural
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dominance between conservatives and liberals.

1879   J. R. SEELEY Life & Times of Stein VIII. ii. 449   At the same time what is now called a Culture War was
commenced. As lately the Catholic Church, so in 1819 the Universities were the object of jealousy.

1917   Amer. Jrnl. Sociol. 22 744   The Polish-Prussian culture war in Posen has developed some remarkable
leadership and innovations.

1987   N.Y. Times (Nexis) 14 Nov. 27   The traditionalist side of the culture war wants our authorities..either
squeaky clean or impeccably discreet.

2005   Guardian 5 Nov. (Guide) 3/1   According to the owner of one of these absurd religious theme
parks..this is all part of America's homo-bashing culture wars.

  culture warrior   n. orig. and chiefly U.S. a person actively involved in
protecting or promoting a particular culture or set of values regarded as
being under threat; (now) spec. (esp. in the United States) an activist
advocating a conservative political agenda; cf. culture war n. (b).

1982   Amer. Indian Q. 6 309   We culture-warriors ought to listen carefully... Maybe we shouldn't bother with
the military side of things.

2007   Human Events 27 Aug. 10/2   [The book is] also an arsenal for culture warriors looking for ammunition
to use against the politically correct version of American history that has captured our schools.

This entry has been updated (OED Third Edition, March 2008).
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54 LOCAL KNOWLEDGE 

one: minor surely in comparison to the ironies of World War I or the deliv-
erances of such more consequential Asian cultures as China's or India's, 
but real nonetheless, not yet over, and in its own way telling. And that, 
therefore, the ethnographer of Bali, like the critic of Austen, is among other 
things absorbed in probing what Professor Trilling, in that last, winding, 
interrupted essay of his, called one of the significant mysteries of man's life 
in culture: how it is that other people's creations can be so utterly their own 
and so deeply part of us. 

Chapter 3 I ''From the Native's 

Point of View'': On the 

Nature of Anthropological 

Understanding 

k\ 

I 

Several years ago a minor scandal erupted in anthropology: one of its ances-
tral figures told the truth in a public place. As befits an ancestor, he did 
it posthumously, and through his widow's decision rather than his own, 
with the result that a number of the sort of right-thinking types who are 
with us always immediately rose to cry that she, an in-marrier anyway, had 
betrayed clan secrets, profaned an idol, and let down the side. What will 
the children think, to say nothing of the layman? But the disturbance was 
not much lessened by such ceremonial wringing of the hands; the damn 
thing was, after all, already printed. In much the same fashion as James 
Watson's The Double Helix exposed the way in which biophysics in fact 
gets done, Bronislaw Malinowski's A Diary in the Strict Sense of the Term 
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rendered established accounts of how anthropologists work fairly well im-
plausible. The myth of the chameleon fieldworker, perfectly self-tuned to 
his exotic surroundings, a walking miracle of empathy, tact, patience, and 
cosmopolitanism, was demolished by the man who had perhaps done most 
to create it. 

The squabble that arose around the publication of the Diary concentrat-
ed, naturally, on inessentials and missed, as was only to be expected, the 
point. Most of the shock seems to have arisen from the mere discovery that 
Malinowski was not, to put it delicately, an unmitigated nice guy. He had 
rude things to say about the natives he was living with, and rude words 
to say it in. He spent a great deal of his time wishing he were elsewhere. 
And he projected an image of a man about as little complaisant as the world 

· has seen. (He also projected an image of a man consecrated to a strange 
vocation to the point of self-immolation, but that was less noted.) The dis-
cussion was made to come down to Malinowski's moral character or lack 
of it, and the genuinely profound question his book raised was ignored; 
namely, if it is not, as we had been taught to believe, through some sort 
of extraordinary sensibility, an almost preternatural capacity to think, feel, 
and perceive like a native (a word, I should hurry to say, I use here "in 
the strict sense of the term"), how is anthropological knowledge of the way 
natives think, feel, and perceive possible? The issue the Diary presents, with 
a force perhaps only a working ethnographer can fully appreciate, is not 
moral. (The moral idealization of fieldworkers is a mere sentimentality in 
the first place, when it is not self-congratulation or a g~ild pretense.) The 
issue is epistemological. If we are going to cling-as, in my opinion, we 
must-to the injunction to see things from the native's point of view, where ' j 
are we when we can no longer claim some unique form of psychological I 
closeness, a sort of transcultural identification, with our subjects? What 
happens to verstehen when einfiihlen disappears? 

As a matter of fact, this general problem has been exercising methodolog-
ical discussion in anthropology for the last ten or fifteen years; Malinowski's 
voice from the grave merely dramatizes it as a human dilemma over and 
above a professional one. The formulations have been various: "inside" ver-
sus "outside," or "first person" versus "third person" descriptions; "phe-
nomenological" versus "objectivist," or "cognitive" versus "behavioral" 
theories; or, perhaps most commonly "ernie" versus "etic" analyses, this 
last deriving from the distinction in linguistics between phonemics and pho-
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netics, phonemics classifying sounds according to their internal function 
in language, phonetics classifying them according to their acoustic proper-
ties as such. But perhaps the simplest and most directly appreciable way 
to put the matter is in terms of a distinction formulated, for his own pur-
poses, by the psychoanalyst Heinz Kohut, between what he calls "experi-
ence-near" and "experience-distant" concepts. 

An experience-near concept is, roughly, one that someone-a patient, a 
subject, in our case an informant-might himself naturally and effortlessly 
use to define what he or his fellows see, feel, think, imagine, and so on, and 
which he would readily understand when similarly applied by others. An 
experience-distant concept is one that specialists of one sort or another-an 
analyst, an experimenter, an ethnographer, even a priest or an ideolo-
gist--employ to forward their scientific, philosophical, or practical aims. 
"Love" is an experience-near concept, "object cathexis" is an experi-
ence-distant one. "Social stratification" and perhaps for most peoples in the 
world even "religion" (and certainly "religious system") are experi-
ence-distant; "caste" and "nirvana" are experience-near, at least for Hindus 
and Buddhists. 

Clearly, the matter is one of degree, not polar opposition-"fear" is expe-
rience-nearer than "phobia," and "phobia" experience-nearer than "ego 
dyssyntonic." And the difference is not, at least so far as anthropology is 
concerned (the matter is otherwise in poetry and physics), a normative one, 
in the sense that one sort of concept is to be preferred as such over the other. 
Confinement to experience-near concepts leaves an ethnographer awash in 
immediacies, as well as entangled in vernacular. Confinement to experi-
ence-distant ones leaves him stranded in abstractions and smothered in jar-
gon. The real question, and the one Malinowski raised by demonstrating 
that, in the case of"natives," you don't have to be one to know one, is what 
roles the two sorts of concepts play in anthropological analysis. Or, more 
exactly, how, in each case, ought one to deploy them so as to produce an 
interpretation of the way a people lives which is neither imprisoned within 
their mental horizons, an ethnography of witchcraft as written by a witch, 
nor systematically deaf to the distinctive tonalities of their existence, an eth-
nography of witchcraft as written by a geometer. 

Putting the matter this way-in terms of how anthropological analysis 
is to be conducted and its results framed, rather than what psychic constitu-
tion anthropologists need to have-reduces the mystery of what "seeing 
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things from the native's point of view" means. But it does not make it any 
easier, nor does it lessen the demand for perceptiveness on the part of the 
fieldworker. To grasp concepts that, for another people, are experi-
ence-near, and to do so well enough to place them in illuminating connec-
tion with experience-distant concepts theorists have fashioned to capture 
the general features of social life, is clearly a task at least as delicate, if a 
bit less magical, as putting oneself into someone else's skin. The trick is 
not to get yourself into some inner correspondence of spirit with your infor-
mants. Preferring, like the rest of us, to call their souls their own, th~y are 
not going to be altogether keen about such an effort anyhow. The trick is 
to figure out what the devil they think they are up to. 

In one sense, of course, no one knows this better than they do themselves; 
hence the passion to swim in the stream of their experience, and the illusion 
afterward that one somehow has. But in another sense, that simple truism 
is simply not true. People use experience-near concepts spontaneously, un-
self-consciously, as it were colloquially; they do not, except fleetingly and 
on occasion, recognize that there are any "concepts" involved at all. That 
is what experience-near means-that ideas and the realities they inform are 
naturally and indissolubly bound up together. What else could you call a 
hippopotamus? Of course the gods are powerful, why else would we fear 
them? The ethnographer does not, and, in my opinion, largely cannot, per-
ceive what his informants perceive. What he perceives, and that uncertainly 
enough, is what they perceive "with"--or "by means of," or "through" 
... or whatever the word should be. In the country of the blind, who are 
not as unobservant as they look, the one-eyed is not king, he is spectator. 

Now, to make all this a bit more concrete, I want to tum for a moment 
to my own work, which, whatever its other faults, has at least the virtue 
of being mine-in discussions of this sort a distinct advantage. In all three 
of the societies I have studied intensively, Javanese, Balinese, and Moroc-
can, I have been concerned, among other things, with attempting to deter-
mine how the people who live there define themselves as persons, what goes 
into the idea they have (but, as I say, only half-realize they have) of what 
a self, Javanese, Balinese, or Moroccan style, is. And in each case, I have 
tried to get at this most intimate of notions not by imagining myself some-
one else, a rice peasant or a tribal sheikh, and then seeing what I thought, 
but by searching out and analyzing the symbolic forms-words, images, 
institutions, behaviors-in terms of which, in each place, people actually 
represented themselves to themselves and to one another. 
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The concept of person is, in fact, an excellent vehicle by means of which 

to examine this whole question of how to go about poking into another peo-
ple's tum of mind. In the first place, some sort of concept of this kind, one 
feels reasonably safe in saying, exists in recognizable form among all social 
groups. The notions of what persons are may be, from our point of view, 
sometimes more than a little odd. They may be conceived to dart about 
nervously at night shaped like fireflies. Essential elements of their psyches, 
like hatred, may be thought to be lodged in granular black bodies within 
their livers, discoverable upon autopsy. They may share their fates with dop
pelganger beasts, so that when the beast sickens or dies they sicken or die 
too. But at least some conception of what a human individual is, as opposed 
to a rock, an animal, a rainstorm, or a god, is, so far as I can see, universal. 
Yet, at the same time, as these oftband examples suggest, the actual concep-
tions involved vary from one group to the next, and often quite sharply. 
The Western conception of the person as a bounded, unique, more or less 
integrated motivational and cognitive universe, a dynamic center of aware-
ness, emotion, judgment, and action organized into a distinctive whole and 

. set contrastively both against other such wholes and against its social and 
natural background, is, however incorrigible it may seem to us, a rather 
peculiar idea within the context of the world's cultures. Rather than at-
tempting to place the experience of others within the framework of such 
a conception, which is what the extolled "empathy" in fact usually comes 
down to, understanding them demands setting that conception aside and 
seeing their experiences within the framework of their own idea bf what 
selfhood is. And for Java, Bali, and Morocco, at least, that idea differs mark-
edly not only from our own but, no less dramatically and no less instructive-
ly, from one to the other. 

II 

In Java, where I worked in the fifties, I studied a small, shabby inland coun-
ty-seat sort of place; two shadeless streets of whitewashed wooden shops 
and offices, and even less substantial bamboo shacks crammed in 
helter-skelter behind them, the whole surrounded by a great half-circle of 
densely packed rice-bowl villages. Land was short, jobs were scarce, politics 
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was unstable, health was poor, prices were rising, and life was altogether 
far from promising, a kind of agitated stagnancy in which, as I once put 
it, thinking of the curious mixture of borrowed fragments of modernity and 
exhausted relics of tradition that characterized the place, the future seemed 
about as remote as the past. Yet in the midst of this depressing scene there 
was an absolutely astonishing intellectual vitality, a philosophical passion 
really, and a popular one besides, to track the riddles of existence right 
down to the ground. Destitute peasants would discuss questions of freedom 
of the will, illiterate tradesmen discoursed on the properties of God, com-
mon laborers had theories about the relations between reason and passion, 
the nature of time, or the reliability of the senses. And, perhaps most impor-
tantly, the problem of the self-its nature, function, and mode of opera-
tion-was pursued with the sort of reflective intensity one could find among 
ourselves in only the most recherche settings indeed. 

The central ideas in terms of which this reflection proceeded, and which 
thus defined its boundaries and the Javanese sense of what a person is, were 
arranged into two sets of contrasts, at base religious, one between "inside" 
and "outside," and one between "refined" and "vulgar." These glosses are, 
of course, crude and imprecise; determining exactly what the terms involved 
signified, sorting out their shades of meaning, was what all the discussion 
was about. But together they formed a distinctive conception of the self 
which, far from being merely theoretical, was the one in terms of which 
Javanese in fact perceived one another and, of course, themselves. 

The "inside" /"outside" words, batin and lair (terms borrowed, as a mat-
ter of fact, from the Sufi tradition of Muslim mysticism, but locally re-
worked) refer on the one hand to the felt realm of human experience and 
on the other to the observed realm of human behavior. These have, one 
hastens to say, nothing to do with "soul" and "body" in our sense, for which 
there are in fact quite other words with quite other implications. Batin, the 
"inside" word, does not refer to a separate seat of encapsulated spirituality 
detached or detachable from the body, or indeed to a bounded unit at all, 
but to the emotional life of human beings taken generally. It consists of the 
fuzzy, shifting flow of subjective feeling perceived directly in all its phenom-
enological immediacy but considered to be, at its roots at least, identical 
across all individuals, whose individuality it thus effaces. And similarly, 
lair, the "outside" word, has nothing to do with the body as an object, even 
an experienced object. Rather, it refers to that part of human life which, 
in our culture, strict behaviorists limit themselves to studying-external ac-
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tions, movements, postures, speech-again conceived as in its essence in-
variant from one individual to the next. These two sets of phenome-
na-inward feelings and outward actions-are then regarded not as func-
tions of one another but as independent realms of being to be put in proper 
order independently. 

It is in connection with this "proper ordering" that the eontrast between 
a/us, the word meaning "pure," "refined," "polished," "exquisite," "ethere-
al," "subtle," "civilized," "smooth," and kasar, the word meaning "impo-
lite," "rough," "uncivilized," "coarse," "insensitive," "vulgar," comes into 
play. The goal is to be a/us in both the separated realms of the self. In the 
inner realm this is to be achieved through religious discipline, much but 
not all of it mystical. In the outer realm, it is to be achieved through eti-
quette, the rules of which here are not only extraordinarily elaborate but 
have something of the force of law. Through meditation the civilized man 
thins out his emotional life to a kind of constant hum; through etiquette, 
he both shields that life from external disruptions and regularizes his outer 
behavior in such a way that it appears to others as a predictable, undisturb-
ing, elegant, and rather vacant set of choreographed motions and settled 
forms of speech. 

There is much more to all this, because it connects up to both an ontology 
and an aesthetic. But so far as our problem is concerned, the result is a 
bifurcate conception of the self, half ungestured feeling and half unfelt 
gesture. An inner world of stilled emotion and an outer world of shaped 
behavior confront one another as sharply distinguished realms unto them-
selves, any particular person being but the momentary locus, so to speak, 
of that confrontation, a passing expression of their permanent existence, 
their permanent separation, and their permanent need to be kept in their 
own order. Only when you have seen, as I have, a young man whose 
wife--a woman he had in fact raised from childhood and who had been 
the center of his life--has suddenly and inexplicably died, greeting every-
one with a set smile and formal apologies for his wife's absence and try-
ing, by mystical techniques, to flatten out, as he himself put it, the hills 
and valleys of his emotion into an even, level plain ("That is what you 
have to do," he said to me, "be smooth inside and out") can you come, 
in the face of our own notions of the intrinsic honesty of deep feeling and 
the moral importance of personal sincerity, to take the possibility of such 
a conception of selfhood seriously and appreciate, however inaccessible it 
is to you, its own sort of force. 
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III 

Bali, where I worked both in another small provincial town, though one 
rather less drifting and dispirited, and, later, in an upland village of highly 
skilled musical instruments makers, is of course in many ways similar to 
Java, with which it shared a common culture to the fifteenth century. But 
at a deeper level, having continued Hindu while Java was, nominally at 
least, Islamized, it is quite different. The intricate, obsessive ritual 
life-Hindu, Buddhist, and Polynesian in about equal proportions-whose 
development was more or less cut off in Java, leaving its Indic spirit to tum 
reflective and phenomenological, even quietistic. in the way I have just de-
scribed, flourished in Bali to reach levels of scale and flamboyance that have 
startled the world and made the Balinese a much more dramaturgical peo-
ple with a self to match. What is philosophy in Java is theater in Bali. 

As a result, there is in Bali a persistent and systematic attempt to stylize 
all aspects of personal expression to the point where anything idiosyncratic, 
anything characteristic of the individual merely because he is who he is 
physically, psychologically, or biographically, is muted in favor of his as-
signed place in the continuing and, so it is thought, never-changing pageant 
that is Balinese life. It is dramatis personae, not actors, that endure; indeed, 
it is dramatis personae, not actors, that in the proper sense really exist. 
Physically men come and go, mere incidents in a happenstance history, of 
no genuine importance even to themselves. But the masks they wear, the 
stage they occupy, the parts they play, and, most important, the spectacle 
they mount remain, and comprise not the fa9ade but the substance of things, 
not least the self. Shakespeare's old-trouper view of the vanity of action in 
the face of mortality- aU the world's a stage and we but poor players, con-
tent to strut our hour, and so on- makes no sense here. There is no 
make-believe; of course players perish, but the play does not, and it is the 
latter, the performed rather than the performer, that really matters. 

Again, all this is realized not in terms of some general mood the anthro-
pologist in his spiritual versatility somehow captures, but through a set of 
readily observable symbolic forms: an elaborate repertoire of designations 
and titles. The Balinese have at least a half-dozen major sorts of labels, as-
criptive, fixed, and absolute, which one person can apply to another (or, 
of course, to himselt) to place him among his feUows. There are birth-order 

"Native's Point of View": Anthropological Understanding 

markers, kinship terms, caste titles, sex indicators, teknonyms, and so on 
and so forth, each of which consists not of a mere coUection of useful tags 
but a distinct and bounded, internally very complex, terminological system. 
When one applies one of these designations or titles (or, as is more common, 
several at once) to someone, one therefore defines him as a determinate 
point in a fixed pattern, as the temporary occupant of a particular, quite 
untemporary, cultural locus. To identify someone, yourself or somebody 
else, in Bali is thus to locate him within the familiar cast of charac-
ters-"king," "grandmother," "third-born," "Brahman" --of which the so-
cial drama is, like some stock company roadshow piece-Charley's Aunt 
or Springtime for Henry-inevitably composed. 

The drama is of course not farce, and especially not transvestite farce, 
though there are such elements in it. It is an enactment of hierarchy, a the-
ater of status. But that, though critical, is unpursuable here. The immediate 
point is that, in both their structure and their mode of operation, the termi-
nological systems conduce to a view of the human person as an appropriate 
representative of a generic type, not a unique creature with a private fate. 
To see how they do this, how they tend to obscure the mere materiali-
ties-biological, psychological, historical--of individual existence in favor 
of standardized status qualities would involve an extended analysis. But per-
haps a single example, the simplest further simplified, will suffice to suggest 
the pattern. 

All Balinese receive what might be called birth-order names. There are 
four of these, "first-born," "second-born," "third-born," "fourth-born," 
after which they recycle, so that the fifth-born child is called again 
"first-born," the sixth "second-born," and so on. Further, these names are 
bestowed independently of the fates of the children. Dead children, even 
stillborn ones, count, so that in fact, in this still high-birthrate, 
high-mortality society, the names do not really tell you anything very reli-
able about the birth-order relations of concrete individuals. Within a set 
of living siblings, someone called "first-born" may actually be first, fifth, 
or ninth-born, or, if somebody is missing, almost anything in between, and 
someone called "second-born" may in fact be older. The birth-order naming 
system does not identify individuals as individuals, nor is it intended to; 
what it does is to suggest that, for all procreating couples, births form a 
circular succession of "firsts," "seconds," "thirds," and "fourths," an end-
less four-stage replication of an imperishable form. Physically men appear 
and disappear as the ephemerae they are, but socially the acting figures re-
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main eternally the same as new "firsts," "seconds," and so on emerge from 
the timeless world of the gods to replace those who, dying, dissolve once 
more into it. All the designation and title systems, so I would argue, func-
tion in the same way: they represent the most time-saturated aspects of the 
human condition as but ingredients in an eternal, footlight present. 

Nor is this sense the Balinese have of always being on stage a vague and 
ineffable one either. It is, in fact, exactly summed up in what is surely one 
of their experience-nearest concepts: lek. Lek has been variously translated 
or mistranslated ("shame" is the most common attempt); but what it really 
means is close to what we call stage fright. Stage fright consists, of course, 
in the fear that, for want of skill or self-control, or perhaps by mere accident, 
an aesthetic illusion will not be maintained, that the actor will show through 
his part. Aesthetic distance collapses, the audience (and the actor) lose sight 
of Hamlet and gain it, uncomfortably for all concerned, of bumbling John 
Smith painfully miscast as the Prince of Denmark. In Bali, the case is the 
same: what is feared is that the public performance to which one's cultural 
location commits one will be botched and that the personality-as we would 
call it but the Balinese, of course, not believing in such a thing, would 
not-of the individual will break through to dissolve his standardized pub-
lic identity. When this occurs, as it sometimes does, the immediacy of the 
moment is felt with excruciating intensity and men become suddenly and 
unwillingly creatural, locked in mutual embarrassment, as though they had 
happened upon each other's nakedness. It is the fear of faux pas, rendered 
only that much more probable by the extraordinary ritualization of daily 
life, that keeps social intercourse on its deliberately narrowed rails and pro-
tects the dramatistical sense of self against the disruptive threat implicit in. 
the immediacy and spontaneity even the most passionate ceremoniousness 
cannot fully eradicate from face-to-face encounters. 

IV 

Morocco, Middle Eastern and dry rather than East Asian and wet, extro-
vert, fluid, activist, masculine, informal to a fault, a Wild West sort of place 
without the barrooms and the cattle drives, is another kettle of selves alto-
gether. My work there, which began in the mid-sixties, has been centered 
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around a moderately large town or small city in the foothills of the Middle 
Atlas, about twenty miles south of Fez. It's an old place, probably founded 
in the tenth century, conceivably even earlier. It has the walls, the gates, 
the narrow minarets rising to prayer-call platforms of a classical Muslim 
town, and, from a distance anyway, it is a rather pretty place, an irregular 
o.val of blinding white set in the deep-sea-green of an olive grove oasis, the 
mountains, bronze and stony here, slanting up immediately behind it. Close 
up, it is less prepossessing, though more exciting: a labyrinth of passages 
and alleyways, three quarters of them blind, pressed in by wall-like build-
ings and curbside shops and filled with a simply astounding variety of very 
emphatic human beings. Arabs, Berbers, and Jews; tailors, herdsmen, and 
soldiers; people out of offices, people out of markets, people out of tribes; 
rich, superrich, poor, superpoor; locals, immigrants, mimic Frenchmen, un-
bending medievalists, and somewhere, according to the official government 
census for 1960, an unemployed Jewish airplane pilot-the town houses 
one of the finest collections of rugged individuals I, at least, have ever come 
up against. Next to Sefrou (the name of the place), Manhattan seems almost 
monotonous. 

Yet no society consists of anonymous eccentrics bouncing off one another 
like billiard balls, and Moroccans, too, have symbolic means by which to 
sort people out from one another and form an idea of what it is to be a 
person. The main such means-not the only one, but I think the most im-
portant and the one I want to talk about particularly here-is a peculiar 
linguistic form called in Arabic the nisba. The word derives from the trilit-
eral root, n-s-b, for "ascription," "attribution," "imputation," "relation-
ship," "affinity," "correlation," "connection," "kinship." Nsib means 
"in-law"; nsab means "to attribute or impute to"; muniisaba means "a rela-
tion," "an analogy," "a correspondence"; mansiih means "belonging to," 
"pertaining to"; and so on to at least a dozen derivatives, from nassiib 
("genealogist") to nisbiya ("(physical] relativity"). 

Nisba itself, then, refers to a combination morphological, grammatical, 
and semantic process that consists in transforming a noun into what we 
would call a relative adjective but what for Arabs is just another sort of 
noun by adding i (f., iya): $efrii/Sefrou-$efriiwi/native son of Sefrou; 
Sils/region of southwestern Morocco-Silsi/man coming from that region; 
Beni Yazga/a tribe near Sefrou- Yazgi/ a member of that tribe; YahUd/the 

t Jews as a people, Jewry-Yahiidi/a Jew; Ad/un/surname of a prominent 
Sefrou family-tAdlU!ti/a member of that family. Nor is the procedure con-
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fined to this more or less straightforward "ethnicizing" use, but is employed 
in a wide range of domains to attribute relational properties to persons. 
For example, occupation (hror/silk- hrorf/silk merchant); religious sect 
(Darqowo/a mysticalbrotherhood-Darqtiwi/an adept of that brotherhood 
or spiritual status), (Ali/The Prophet's son-in-law-tA/awi/descendant of 
the Prophet's son-in-law, and thus of the Prophet). 

Now, as once formed, nisbas tend to be incorporated into personal 
names-Umar Al-Buhadiwi/Umar of the Buhadu Tribe; Muhammed 
Al-Sussi/.Muhammed from the Sus Region- this sort of adjectival attribu-
tive classification is quite publicly stamped onto an individual's identity. 
I was unable to find a single case where an individual was generally known, 
or known about, but his or her nisba was not. Indeed, Sefrouis are far more 
likely to be ignorant of how well-off a man is, how long he has been around, 
what his personal character is, or where exactly he lives, than they are of 
what his nisba is-Sussi or Sefroui, Buhadiwi or Adluni, Harari or Dar-
qawi. (Of women to whom he is not related that is very likely to be all that 
he knows--or, more exactly, is permitted to know.) The selves that bump 
and jostle each other in the alleys of Sefrou gain their definition from asso-
ciative relations they are imputed to have with the society that surrounds 
them. They are contextualized persons. 

But the situation is even more radical than this; nisbas render men rela-
tive to their contexts, but as contexts themselves are relative, so too are nis-
bas, and the whole thing rises, so to speak, to the second power: relativism 
squared. Thus, at one level, everyone in Sefrou has the same nisba, or at 
least the potential of it-namely, Sefroui. However, within Sefrou such a 
nisba, precisely because it does not discriminate, will never be heard as part 
of an individual designation. It is only outside ofSefrou that the relationship 
to that particular context becomes identifying. Inside it, he is an Adluni, 
Alawi, Meghrawi, Ngadi, or whatever. And similarly within these catego-
ries: there are, for example, twelve different nisbas (Shakibis, Zuinis, and 
so forth) by means of which, among themselves, Sefrou Alawis distinguish 
one another. 

The whole matter is far from regular: what level or sort of nisba is used 
and seems relevant and appropriate (to the users, that is) depends heavily 
on the situation. A man I knew who lived in Sefrou and worked in Fez 
but came from the Beni Y azgha tribe settled nearby- and from the Hima 
lineage of the Taghut subfraction of the Wulad Ben Y dir fraction within 
it-was known as a Sefroui to his work fellows in Fez, a Y azghi to all of 
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us non-Yazghis in Sefrou, an Y diri to other Beni Yazghas around, except 
for those who were themselves of the Wulad Ben Y dir fraction, who called 
him a Taghuti. As for the few other Taghutis, they called him a Himiwi. 
That is as far as things went here, but not as far as they can go, in either 
direction. Should, by chance, our friend journey to Egypt, he would become 
a Maghrebi, the nisba formed from the Arabic word for North Africa. The 
social contextualization of persons is pervasive and, in its curiously unme-
thodical way, systematic. Men do not float as bounded psychic entities, de-
tached from their backgrounds and singularly named. As individualistic, 
even willful, as the MoroccllflS in fact are, their identity is an attribute they 
borrow from their setting. 

Now as with the Javanese inside/outside, smooth/rough phenomenologi-
cal sort of reality dividing, and the absolutizing Balinese title systems, the 
nisba way of looking at persons- as though they were outlines waiting to 
be filled in-is not an isolated custom, but part of a total pattern of social 
life. This pattern is, like the others, difficult to characterize succinctly, but 
surely one of its outstanding features is a promiscuous tumbling in public 
settings of varieties of men kept carefully segregated in private ones-all-out 
cosmopolitanism in the streets, strict communalism (of which the famous 
secluded woman is only the most striking index) in the home. This is, in-
deed, the so-called mosaic system of social organization so often held to 
be characteristic of the Middle East generally: differently shaped and col-
ored chips jammed in irregularly together to generate an intricate overall 
design within which their individual distinctiveness remains nonetheless in-
tact. Nothing if not diverse, Moroccan society does not cope with its diver-
sity by sealing it into castes, isolating it into tribes, dividing it into ethnic 
groups, or covering it over with some common-denominator concept of na-
tionality, though, fitfully, all have now and then been tried. It copes with 
it by distinguishing, with elaborate precision, the contexts-marriage, wor-
ship, and to an extent diet, law, and education-within which men are sepa-
rated by their . dissimilitudes, and those-work, friendship, politics, 
trade-where, however warily and however conditionally, they are con-
nected by them. . 

To such a social pattern, a concept of selfuood which marks public iden-
tity contextually and relativistically, but yet does so in terms-tribal, terri-
torial, linguistic, religious, familial-that grow out of the more private and 
settled arenas oflife and have a deep and permanent resonance there, would 
seem particularly appropriate. Indeed, the social pattern would seem virtu-
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ally to create this concept of selfhood, for it produces a situation where peo-
ple interact with one another in terms of categories whose meaning is almost 
purely positional, location in the general mosaic, leaving the substantive 
content of the categories, what they mean subjectively as experienced forms 
of life, aside as something properly concealed in apartments, temples, and 
tents. Nisba discriminations can be more specific or less, indicate location 
within the mosaic roughly or finely, and they can be adapted to almost any 
changes in circumstance. But they cannot carry with them more than the 
most sketchy, outline implications concerning what men s_o named as a rule 
are like. Calling a man a Sefroui is like calling him a San Franciscan: it 
classifies him, but it does not type him; it places him without portraying 
him. 

It is the nisba system's capacity to do this-to create a framework within 
which persons can be identified in terms of supposedly immanent character-
istics (speech, blood, faith, provenance, and the rest)-and yet to minimize 
the impact of those characteristics in determining the practical relations 
among such persons in markets, shops, bureaus, fields, cafes, baths, and 
roadways that makes it so central to the Moroccan idea of the self. 
Nisba-type categorization leads, paradoxically, to a hyperindividualism in 
public relationships, because by providing only a vacant sketch, and that 
shifting, of who the actors are-Yazghis, Adlunis, Buhadiwis, or whatev-
er-it leaves the rest, that is, almost everything, to be filled in by the process 
of interaction itself. What makes the mosaic work is the confidence that 
one can be as totally pragmatic, adaptive, opportunistic, and generally ad 
hoc in one's relations with others-a fox among foxes, a crocodile among 
crocodiles-as one wants without any risk of losing one's sense of who one 
is. Selfhood is never in danger because, outside the immediacies of procre-
ation and prayer, only its coordinates are asserted. 

v 

Now, without trying to tie up the dozens of loose ends I have not only left 
dangling in these rather breathless accounts of the senses of selfhood of 
nearly ninety million people but have doubtless frazzled even more, let us 
return to the question of what all this can tell us, or could if it were done 
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adequately, about "the native's point of view" in Java, Bali, and Morocco. 
Are we, in describing symbol uses, describing perceptions, sentiments, out-
looks, experiences? And in what sense? What do we claim when we claim 
that we understand the semiotic means by which, in this case, persons are 
defined to one another? That we know words or that we know minds? 

In answering this question, it is necessary, I think, first to notice the char-
acteristic intellectual movement, the inward conceptual rhythm, in each of 
these analyses, and indeed in all similar analyses, including those of Mali-
nowski-namely, a continuous dialectical tacking betweeq the most local 
of local detail and the most global of global structure in such a way as to 
bring them into simultaneous view. In seeking to uncover the Javanese, Ba-
linese, or Moroccan sense of self, one oscillates restlessly between the sort 
of exotic minutiae (lexical antitheses, categorical schemes, morpho-
phonemic transformations) that make even the best ethnographies a trial 
to read and the sort of sweeping characterizations ("quietism," "drama-
tism," "contextualism") that make all but the most pedestrian of them 
somewhat implausible. Hopping back and forth between the whole con-
ceived through the parts that actualize it and the parts conceived through 
the whole that motivates them, we seek to turn them, by a sort of intellectual 
perpetual motion, into expliCations of one another. 

All this is, of course, but the now familiar trajectory of what Dilthey 
called the hermeneutic circle, and my argument here is merely that it is 
as central to ethnographic interpretation, and thus to the penetration of 
other people's modes of thought, as it is to literary, historical, philological, 
psychoanalytic, or biblical interpretation, or for that matter to the informal 
annotation of everyday experience we call common sense. In order to follow 
a baseball game one must understand what a bat, a hit, an inning, a left 
fielder, a squeeze play, a hanging curve, and a tightened infield are, and 
what the game in which these "things" are elements is all about. When an 
explication de texte critic like Leo Spitzer attempts to interpret Keats's 
"Ode on a Grecian Urn," he does so by repetitively asking himself the alter-
nating question "What is the whole poem about?" and "What exactly has 
Keats seen (or chosen to show us) depicted on the urn he is describing?," 
emerging at the end of an advancing spiral of general observations and spe-
cific remarks with a reading of the poem as an assertion of the triumph of 
the aesthetic mode of perception over the historical. In the same way, when 
a meanings-and-symbols ethnographer like myself attempts to find out what 
some pack of natives conceive a person to be, he moves back and forth be-
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tween asking himself, "What is the general form of their life?" and "What 
exactly are the vehicles in which that form is embodied?," emerging in the 
end of a similar sort of spiral with the notion that they see the self as a com-
posite, a persona, or a point in a pattern. You can no more know what lek 
is if you do not know what Balinese dramatism is than you can know what 
a catcher's mitt is if you do no~ know what baseball is. And you can no 
more know what mosaic social organization is if you do not know what 
a nispa is than you can know what Keats's Platonism is if you are unable 
to grasp, to use Spitzer's own formulation, the "intellectual thread of 
thought" captured in such fragment phrases as "Attic shape," "silent 
form," "bride of quietness," "cold pastoral," "silence and slow time," 
"peaceful citadel,"· or "ditties of no tone." 

In short, accounts of other peoples' subjectivities can be built up without 
recourse to pretensions to more-than-normal capacities for ego effacement 
and fellow feeling. Normal capacities in these respects are, of course, essen-
tial, as is their cultivation, if we expect people to tolerate our intrusions 
into their lives at all and accept us as persons worth talking to. I am cer-
tainly not arguing for insensitivity here, and hope I have not demonstrated 
it. But whatever accurate or half-accurate sense one gets of what one's infor-
mants are, as the phrase goes, really like does not come from the experience 
of that acceptance as such, which is part of one's own biography, not of 
theirs. It comes from the ability to construe their modes of expression, what 
I would call their symbol systems, which such an acceptance allows one 
to work toward developing. Understanding the form and pressure of, to 
use the dangerous word one more time, natives' inner lives is more like 
grasping a proverb, catching an allusion, seeing a joke-or, as I have sug-
gested, reading a poem- than it is like achieving communion. 

PART II 
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The Phenomenon of Violence 

David Riches 

THE l'v1EANING OF VIOLENCE 

The call is frequently made to anthropologists and sociologists to cut down on 
the ' jargon' they employ: 'use the language of ordinary people', they are 
admonished. But then problems arise. To employ the language of everyday 
life in sociological 1 analysis risks distorting the social processes due to be 
uncovered. In the first place, the terms of everyday language are used in 
particular situations by particular individuals who have particular designs; 
the sense these terms convey is therefore bound to vary subtly with the 
context. Second, everyday language is something the analyst takes for granted 
and uses without reflection; the full implications of its meanings may therefore 
remain concealed (d. Riches 1985). Not least because of the emotions it 
tends to arouse, 'violence' must stand close to the top of the list of words 
which invite danger from these points of view. 

For anthropologists to declare that they are studying 'violence' especially 
courts such danger. The social actions performed by people in 'other societies' 
and the collective representations (mythology, aesthetics, etc. ) of 'other 
cultures' may strike the English-speaking lay person as 'violent' - yet some of 
the essential meanings in the Anglo-Saxon idea may be missing from them 
altogether. Indeed, it may be that there will not be a word in the language of 
the 'other culture' which marks off exactly the same range of acts and images 
that 'violence' denotes in the Anglo-Saxon world. Then again, to the Anglo-
Saxon mind, 'violence' strongly connotes behaviour that is in some sense 
illegitimate or unacceptable - as noted in several chapters in this book. 
However, for the performer of violence this particular implication may well 
be played down or even be completely absent. This is a point brought out 

1 'Sociological' refers here to the social sciences in general; it includes social anthropology. 
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strongly in Edmund Leach's discussion of violence perpetrated by terrorists 
( 1977 ). Leach draws a remarkable parallel between terrorists in a society and 
the society's leaders (authorities), noting that in a crucial sense both may be 
regarded as 'outsiders' competing to impose their will on the populace at 
large. Locked in a supreme opposition, each side represents the other's acts of 
physical force as barbarism but considers its own as heroic. 

There is a second danger in employing the term 'violence' in sociological 
study. This is that the analysis could be damagingly influenced by the 'folk' 
theories about violence which obtain in the analyst's lay culture. Stressing the 
apparent universality, intractability and unacceptability of the problem of 
violence, the theories prominent in Anglo-Saxon lay culture focus strongly on 
the irrationality and bestiality of violence. It is certainly tempting to remark 
that the approach to violence advocated in the discipline of ethology - in 
which violence is seen at least partly as having generic determinants - is 
rather close to Anglo-Saxon folk ideas, though I am sure that the ethologists 
themselves would reject the view that their theories have been influenced in 
this way ( cf. Eibl-Eibesfeldt 1979; Riches 1986 ). But more than this, 
anthropologists can also stand accused of being influenced by their informants' 
theories and rationalizations as Graham McFarlane shows in his chapter in 
this book on violence in rural Northern Ireland. In McFarlane's opinion1 the 
anthropologists' long and intimate association with particular communities, 
whose members believe it is barely thinkable for one member to carry out 
violence against another, may well have led to analyses which emphasize the 
communities' harmony and integration and which can be seriously at odds 
with reality. 

How realistic, then, is an attempt to appreciate violence cross-culturally? 
The fact that actions which 'we' recognize as violent may be understood 
rather differently in other cultures, epitomizes the doubts which many have 
expressed as to whether 'violence' can be a sociologically useful category of 
action (Heelas 1982). But I would not wish to pre-judge the matter; perhaps 
some universal 'core' understanding can be uncovered. In any event, the point 
of departure in this chapter is the Anglo-Saxon notion - transparently a 
meaningful category for most English-speakers! For a cross-cultural analysis 
to be reasonable it must do justice to people's understandings, so there is some 
sense in my deploying the everyday categories of my own cultural world -
even though the explanations of violence that I eventually offer will have been 
filtered through the 'language of ordinary people'. In the end, I hope to deduce 
certain social processes implicated by Anglo-Saxon ideas of violence which 
possibly can be discerned in other cultural - especially non-Western -
settings. But, before beginning, I m ight mention that in the closing chapter in 
this book David Parkin offers the complementary procedure, showing that the 

The Phenomenon of Violence 3 
analysis of certain non-Western ideas provides insights into Anglo-Saxon 
understandings. 

An apparent paradox may be noted as a guide to the following discussion. 
This is that 'violence· is very much a word of those who witness, or who are 
victims of certain acts, rather than of those who perform them. Yet what is 
required is that performance should be understood and explained. Indeed the 
cross-cultural appreciation of the performance of actions deemed violent is 
the major aim of this chapter. In the face of this paradox I believe the focus 
must initially be put squarely on the witness and victim, examining 'violence' 
in its fundamental sense: we consider the ttse of the term 'violence' by the 
English-speaking lay person. However, because such use is predicated in the 
politica/2 relations between performer and witness, it turns out that important 
insights into the performer's perspective can be generated qui te quickly. 

THE \VJTNESS'S PERSPECTIVE (ANGLO-SAXON CULTURE) 

A significant background of cultural values and norms is plainly the context 
for the major meaning of the term 'violence' in Anglo-Saxon culture. The 
salient point is that when a witness or victim invokes the notion of violence, 
they make a judgement not just that the action concerned causes physical hurt 
but also that it is illegitimate. By implication, Anglo-Saxon understandings 
indicate that 'physical hurt done to others' counts as violence only in certain 
social contexts. In a negative sense, the salient context in this respect is the 
state. The physical force employed by the state is, as Radcliffe-Brown told us 
some years ago, government ('political organization') and not violence ( 1940: 
xiv). Also, the fact that such physical force does not normally amount to 
'violence' implies some idea of social order, to which the notion of violence is 
inextricably counterposed. In the affairs of the state, and in world affairs, the 
concept of peace is typically invoked to describe the ideal condition of such 
social order. In David Parkin's chapter in this book, the opposition between 
legitimate and illegitimate uses of physical force is shown to be nicely 
captured in a London Metropolitan Police poster, which seems to be inviting 
the public to respond to the activities of the petty criminal with physical force. 
The poster's effect is clearly intended to derive from the fact that for an arm 
of the state apparently to be inciting the populace to violence will be seen as 
highly paradoxical and arresting. 

1 1 shall be using 'political' in its most general sense, referring to that component of social 
life in which people seek influence or control over the actions of others. There is a political 
dimension in all social rela tionships. 
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It is evident then that when the term 'violence' is being used, attention 
should crucially be focused on who is labelling a given act as such and most 
especially their social position. It follows that violence is a concept which can 
easily be manoeuvred into an ideological ambience, coming particularly to 
symbolize moral impropriety in a range of actions and policies. Through leaps 
of imagination people can ensure that acts of violence are inextricably linked 
with other acts implying social disorder (e.g. strikes, political unrest, etc.). So 
it has been with the moral panics about football spectator violence that have 
arisen in Britain during the past century. These have undoubtedly been 
occasioned through such violence being identified with rather different 
activities which threaten the social fabric in a considerably more profound 
way (here I refer to the chapter in this book by Eric Dunning, Patrick Murphy 
and John Williams). Sometimes the ideological possibilities of violence are 
explicitly recognized by certain individuals in the community. The pronounce-
ment by an Anglican bishop, at the time of the British miners' strike in 
1984- 5, that the social and economic neglect of mining communities in 
certain parts of Britain should be regarded as a 'violence', is an example. What 
arises from this discussion is that analysts using the term 'violence', even in 
simple descriptions of certain acts of physical hurt, might well be forthright 
about the possible ideological stance they themselves are enter taining, 
especially when they employ such arguably controversial phrases as 'state 
violence' or 'working-class violence'.3 

THE PERFORMER'S PERSPECTIVE (ANGLO·SAXON CULTURE) 

T he analytical focus in the study of violence which requires that the 
performer's actions command central attention is bound to be compromised 
slightly, for the performer may well deny that the actions concerned can 
properly be called 'violent' - especially when violence is allowed its 
connotation of illegitimacy. But the anthropologist's task is more to explain 
actions than to label them, so this difficulty should not be troubling. For 
convenience, the performer's actions can be called violence, corresponding to 
the commonsensical meaning of the term as 'the intentional rendering of 
physical hurt on another human being'. But one thing does follow from the 
shift in interest from witness to perfor mer. The connotation of Yiolence as 
disorder is lost. As we shall see, the focus in this chapter is on what goals -

J My stance in social analysis. empathizing with the performer of action , suggests that the 
illegitimacy imputed in an act or image that is deemed violent should be regarded with 
scepticism. 
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'practical' or 'symbolic' - people achieve by behaving violently, and on why, 
from among other alternatives, people specifically choose violence to strive 
for these goals. T o the extent that performers conceive of violence as 
something which can be predictably deployed to meet some end (including 
changes in the social system), ideas of order could reasonably be pertinent to 
the analysis. However, my preference is to consider the perfor mers' actions 
through such concepts as strategy and meaning. It is these notions which lie 
behind the examination of the performer's perspective in what follows. 

For the performer of violence in the ' Anglo-Saxon' society, a particular act 
will very likely have several explicit purposes, one of which will probably 
predominate and will therefore give the act its primary sense or meaning. But 
for the act to fall into the category of 'violence' suggests that some 'core' 
purpose, common to all acts of violence, is at least implicit in its performance. 
It is obviously worthwhile to uncover this purpose and illustrate its presence 
in specific examples of violence. 

To discern the 'core purpose', the political relations between performer and 
(dissenting) witnesses look to offer the most promising context . An essential 
aspect of such political relations is that the performer will argue for the act's 
legitimacy, whilst the witnesses (and victims) will deem it illegitimate. In 
rival attempts to uphold their respective stances both sides will appeal to 
social rules and values, each entering the claim that justice lies with their 
performance or opinion. I suggest that the core purpose of violence stems 
from a contradiction in this situation which performers have to face. In the 
first place, violence is a means of social advancement whose recipients -
victims or witnesses - are, by definition, unwilling recipients. But, at the 
same time, victims and witnesses have to be persuaded of the act's acceptability, 
for the performer will certainly wish to dampen down the possibility of a like 
reply. The purpose of violence which best meets this contradiction - through 
which advancement is achieved and a measure of legitimacy claimed - is 
tactical pre-emption, i.e. securing practical advantage over one's opponents in 
the short term through forestalling their activities. For performers of violence, 
then, the notion of tactical pre-emption is vital, in that pressed to give an 
account of themselves they can offer defence through making the idea explicit 
- though it is hardly necessary to say that when someone insists that the 
need to meet this purpose outweighs the suffering caused victims and witnesses 
may well not concur. 

But why tactical pre-emption? I deduce this from two facts. First, social 
acts in general may be most readily justified if they can be presented as 
unavoidable, and second, that in a violent act the immediate effect is to impair 
a victim's faculties. The ultimate defence for all violent acts will accordingly 
be given as the unimpeachable necessity of immediately halting some aspect 
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of the social activities of the person to whom violence is imparted. Tactical 
pre-emption is what has happened when this necessity is met. 

By way of darification and illustration, let me extract this core purpose 
from three quite different examples of violence (I continue to refer to Angl~ 
Saxon societies). Firstly, the violent acts associated with rape may be cited as 
an extreme - some would say controversial - instance. In this example, the 
violence by which the woman is restrained would be defended as a means to 
mitigate or prevent the physical protest she will offer, and which the rapist 
could find seriously endangering.4 The second example, at a very different 
part of the moral spectrum, reveals the core purpose much more plainly. I 
refer here to the deployment of violent actions as a means of pre-emptive self· 
defence, particularly the homicidal actions that have come to be known in the 
United States as 'deadly force'. The sympathy aroused in the American public 
in 1983 for the subway passenger who shot and seriously wounded four young 
men whom he claimed were attempting to rob him indeed testifies to the 
efficacy of making explicit the core purpose in violent acts.~ The third 
example refers to acts of vengeance, and specifically homicidal vengeance. 
Here we hardly need confine ourselves to AnghSaxon societies; for example, 
we could equally be speaking of the inter-group feuds common in tribal and 
some peasant societies. The background to the practice of homicidal vengeance 
as tactical pre-emption is, of course, that those destined to receive the 
violence (they may be specific individuals or groups) have already proved their 
strength by perpetrating homicide on some prior occasion. In terms of the 
' core purpose', vengeance's aim reflects the importance of immediately 
disabling this opposition, undermining their capability for continuing in the 
same manner. 

Of particular interest in the case of vengeance is that the core purpose is 
largely concealed. As the word 'vengeance' implies, the perpetrator normally 
speaks in terms of exacting retribution, of retaliation - of paying back. Any 

4 The sexual penetration itself is better thought of in terms of mental harm (cf. Corbin 
1977). To consider it as violence would be to detract from the serious physical hurt that 
usually accompanies sexual intercourse in rape. 

'The genocide of women and children in warfare, which some writers have considered 
irrational in relation to warfare's aim, is surely similar to 'deadly force' (cf. Kelman 1973). 
In terms of 'core purpose' it is designed to forestall women and chi ldren giving emotional 
and economic succour to enemy fighters. Of course, from the perpetrators' point of view, 
the women and children only pose an indirect threat - but such is the case in other 
instances where the tactical pre-emption is obvious, for example when soldiers massacre an 
enemy to forestall their commanding officer executing them for disobeying orders. 
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practical advantage stemming from the act is effectively disclaimed, and the 
act is entirely rationalized in terms of what has happened in the past. That the 
tactical pre-emption in vengeance homicide remains largely hidden in this 
way is probably because vengeance is typically thought of in relation to 
conflict among political equals. In this regard to enunciate the act in terms of 
what has gone past claiming that no present advancement is being sought, 
mitigates the likelihood of further conflict. To put it another way, lest the act 
of violence invite still more contention, it is better declared as designed 
simply to retrieve lost honour than as a means to forestall the other side 
deploying its capabilities. Yet an act from which there is no practical advantage 
vis·a·vis some other is impossible (cf. Riches 1985); when this is made 
explicit among the people involved, the core purpose of vengeance violence 
will have to be revealed. 

If AnghSaxon understandings of violence are to enable us to appreciate 
comparable practices in other cultures, then cross-cultural analysis is bound 
to dwell on the fact that these practices will be deemed by some as illegitimate. 
The importance of the 'core purpose' is that, among violence's many possible 
aims, it is the means by which its legitimacy will ultimately be argued - the 
core purpose, so to speak, constitutes the substance of violence's legitimacy. 
In probably only a minority of instances is tactical pre-emption the initiating 
purpose (or 'primary meaning') of violence: many ambitions can stimulate 
acts of violence, but the core purpose itself is not often evident as one (though 
instances of 'deadly force' would be an example). The salience of the core 
purpose is, rather,. that it amounts to a necessary condition of violence. The 
tactical pre-emption in an act of violence may be incidental to the act's 
primary purpose, but the knowledge that it is nonetheless being produced 
allows performers to contemplate the violent solution to a particular problem; 
confident that their actions command a gloss of legitimacy they are able, with 
some equanimity, to satisfy their ambitions through deploying physical harm. 

THE DYNAMICS OF VIOLENCE: TOWARDS THE CROSS.CUL TURAL VIEW 

Can we discern in other human societies and cultures, social processes and 
images corresponding with Angl~Saxon notions of violence (even though 
such processes may not be exclusively marked off with a particular linguistic 
term)? If this can be done, can we then grasp - again with all human 
societies in mind - what it is about violence that makes it so efficacious in 
action and potent in imagery? The capacity of violence to achieve certain ends 
may seem obvious to the Western mind, yet it is plainly a risky adventure 
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(E. Marx 1976).6 Violence as a course of action is especially difficult to 
control and, in very many societies particularly liable to censure. Other means 
are normally available to achieve the desired ends. As several contributors to 
this book point out, though people may be in conflict this by no means 
explains why they select violence in order to achieve their aims at their 
opponents' expense. To consider these questions is effectively to examine the 
scope of violence, which is evident in the richly varying specific purposes to 
which it is put, in different settings and in different societies. The scope of 
violence turns out to be very largely enabled by its 'core purpose'. 

But the groundwork laid in previous sections, explicating Anglo-Saxon 
meanings of violence, is inadequate as it stands. In the first place, it must be 
recognized immediately that in many non-Western societies much physical 
hurt is invisibly enacted. Thus, witchcraft and sorcery, their reality as 
unquestioned as is the reality of visible physical hurt, must be included as 
instances of violence, even though their performance has to be inferred from 
their eventual result: the misfortune, injury or death of the recipient. But 
more importantly for the moment, we have to admit the realities of violence 
in human society will hardly be grasped through a simple institutional 
analysis, encompassing the performer, victim and witness of violence in so 
many social roles. A superior model is required, which captures the 
fundamental tension in this basic triangle of violence. The aim must be to 
reveal the dynamics present in the triangle. We shall see that these dynamics 
reflect the spirit of the Anglo-Saxon notion as this has been examined so far, 
yet they exemplify a new perspective. This perspective is secured through 
putting the focus on the act of violence itself, rather than separately on the 
roles of performer, etc. Violence now comes to be seen as 'an act of physical 
hurt deemed legitimate by the performer and illegitimate by (some) witnesses.'7 

• In his interesting study of Galilah, an immigrant town in Israel, E. Marx offers useful 
comments about the riskiness of violence. What emerges here is that immigrants who 
employ violence against state authorities normally command a c_ertain level of wealth and 
resources. whi<:h they can fall back on if the violent strategy has adverse repercussions. 
Those who are totally impoverished dare not risk the violent solution, such is their material 
dependence on the authorities whose decisions to supply state resources can be quite 
capricious (E. Marx 1976: pp. 37, 46-7). 

1 A limiting case is apparently where the victim gives approval of the actions perpetrated 
against him. But such action still qualifies as violence, since (masochists apart) approval is 
invariably voiced only after the event. (Rather similarly to the way in which performers of 
violence may be contrite after the event. ) Thus, Yanomamo wives give approval of their 
husbands beating them, for the latters ' power to defend family integrity is thereby 
demonstrated. But the beatings themselves are always contentious affairs: the husband has 
to give an account of his wife's particular failing, which she assuredly will deny; excessive 
beating is certainly condemned (Chagnon 1977: pp. 83, 95 ). 
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Once the tension in the relationship between performer, victim and witnesses 
is drawn out, the vital question of the potency of violence as an act and as an 
image can be approached. 

The tension in the relationship between performer, victim and witnesses 
consists of two elements: an element of political competition and an element 
of consensus about the nature of the violent act. I deduce the element of 
competition from the fact that the act of violence never fails to be one of 
contested legitimacy. What marks the contestability of violence is that, as acts 
of physical hurt unfold, performers, witnesses and even victims may be 
expected to alter their opinions about this legitimacy. Witnesses may come to 
accept the performer's view of things or may come to detract from this view; 
performers may come to accept the opinions of detracting witnesses - and 
cease or modify t he acts they are perpetrating. For anthropologists who have 
studied political action, the mobilization of resources and informat ion which 
leads people to be persuaded to change their minds in this way is known as 
'subversion'; I accept the view of Bailey ( 1969) that this is a universal feature 
of political strategy. 

Argument and dispute about the sorts of occasion when the use of violence 
is appropriate, and about the sorts of relationship which may obtain between 
performer and victim, are indicative of the possibility of such subversion. 
Societally arranged compromises may be expected on behalf of those who are 
likely to find themselves 'on opposing sides of the argument'. As is well-
known, few societies are without norms stipulating how violence should be 
organized - specifying, for example, the sorts of weaponry that might be 
used against particular adversaries. The famous case is that of the Nuer of 
southern Sudan, for whom fighting between members of the same village is 
restricted to clubs whilst people from different villages may use spears; 
likewise, with fighting between different tribes there are restrictions against 
molesting women and children, destroying huts and byres and taking captives. 
This sort of ruling is only suspended where the opponents are non-Nuer 
(Evans-Pritchard 1940: pp. 121, 151). In much the same manner, in the 
Canadian arctic, where I conducted field research in the early 1970s, the 
fighting among Eskimos which typically accompanies the consumption of 
alcohol is never carried on with firearms, though these are always at hand; 
nor does it involve Eskimos physically harming the European-Canadian 
administrators present in the village, despite the fact that the latters' policies 
often give rise to very considerable grievances. 

And yet ... exacerbating the inherent contestability of the violent act and 
effectively countering societal constraints on its deployment, human control 
over the practice of violence is strikingly fragile. Whatever the weapons, the 
discharge of violence is bound to be grossly unpredictable, both in terms of 
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the actual physical harm done, and in terms of how a sequence of violent acts 
develops.s Nowhere is this more plain than in those pre-industrial societies 
which anthropologists have made famous for their fig hting and bellicosity, 
such as the Tausug of the Philippines and the Yanomamo of Venezuela. The 
Tausug recognize that such is the nature of violence that it tends to go beyond 
ri_ght and appropriate levels; intellectually they accept that tit-for-tat reprisal 
k.illing is self-defeating {Kiefer 1972: pp. 83, 92). In such societies, a hallmark 
of leadership is to exercise a restraining influence in this regard - though 
people who become leaders seem to be provided with precious few resources 
to help them impose authority, apart from their own personalities, 
determination and ambition. The duty of the Tausug leader is to stress the 
long-term implications of violent activity { 1972: pp. 92- 5). Meanwhile, 
Yanomamo leaders have to be 'even-headed' , and work to limit the effects of 
fights (Chagnon 1977: p. 91). 

The second element in the tension in the performer/victim/witness of 
violence relationship is the degree of consensus among those involved as to 
what qualifies as violence. Notwithstanding the multifarious purposes of 
violent actions in various societies, and at different levels in particular 
societies (e.g. violence within the family, violence between members of a 
community, and so on), everyone implicated in violence is very likely to 
recognize it as such. The main ambiguities, and therefore misunderstandings, 
will certainly come from people's inability always to spot acts of hurt which 
are primarily meant as playful or ritualized, as opposed to those which are 
directly serious in intent. Even so, all these various acts are very likely to 
connote violence in one way or another, for those that are 'playful' or 
'ritualized' are commonly designed as 'threats' of serious violence or as 
dramatic metaphors of the value of being, or being prepared to be, violent in 
the society concerned. To emphasize the point: the tension amongst those 
implicated in violence stems from the fact that the people concerned - be 
they performers, victims or witnesses- are unlikely, deliberately or otherwise, 
to mistake the activity for what it is. Suppose one's experience of violence has 
been limited to one level of society, such as the family, the fact that it is being 
practised at another level (e.g. between members of different communities, or 
even different ethnic groups) will be immediately noticeable, and one will 
then be unable to avoid the implications of its central property - its 
contestability. T his recognizability of the violent act is, of course, enhanced 
by its very visibility. The sight and sound of violence, and the tell-tale marks 
of physical distress it leaves, are matters upon which elaboration is hardly 
needed. 

8 But such unpredictability may be somewhat reduced if the actions concerned are 
ritualized, as is the case in some tribal warfare. 
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THE POTENCY OF VIOLENCE 

The capacity of violence as a social and cultural resource draws on four basic 
properties, which I believe have cross-cultural validity. The first three of 
these properties have in fact been introduced already. 

The performance of violence is inherently liable to be contested on the 
question of legitimacy. 

2 The discrepancy in basic understandings amongst those implicated in the 
performance of a violent act, or in experiencing a violent image, is likely 
to be minimal: in its key sense, as the 'contestable giving of physical 
hurt', violence is unlikely to be mistaken as such. 

3 The practice of violence is highly visible to the senses. 
4 The performance of violence to a moderate degree of effectiveness requires 

relatively little by way of specialized equipment or esoteric knowledge. 
The manipulative and strength resources of the human body, and 
knowledge that these resources are capable of destroying physical objects, 
are sufficient to enable a minimally successful act of hurt against another 
human being.9 

These properties, each on the extreme end of a continuum, reveal violence 
to be unique among social acts. Other social acts are likely to be less 
inherently contestable, more ambiguous as to their meaning, less visible, and 
to require resources and knowledge of greater degrees of sophistication and 
complexity. 

The potency of violence stems from the way in which its four key properties 
make it highly appropriate both for practical (instrumental) and for symbolic 
(expressive) purposes: as a means of transforming the social environment 
(instrumental purpose), and dramatizing the importance of key social ideas 
{expressive purpose), violence can be highly efficaceous. So it is that the 
desire to achieve a very wide variety of goals and ambitions is a sufficiettt 
condition for acts of violence to be performed. 

To employ the solution of violence to transform the social environment 
plainly reflects its fourth property. The strategy of advancing one's social 

9 Adjuncts to plain physical strength will of course add substantially to violence's 
effectiveness. Sorcery and witchcraft consti tute esoteric knowledge which contributes 
considerably in this regard. Indeed, so devastating are these techniques that in some 
societies they may completely substitute for the use of physical violence. But the images that 
sorcery and witchcraft inevitably conjure revea l their basis in the observation of the 
essential efficiency of visible physical strength. 
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position through offering physical hurt to one's opponents could indeed be 
entered as a ' natural social experience', together with the fact that weaponry 
and other devices can increase exponentially the results from this strategy. 
T hus while powerful social constraints, especially those articulated through 
the rules and values of kinship, may very substantially dampen the incidence 
of violence amongst a quite large proportion of the population. this natural 
tendency to employ the violent solution is quickly revealed in relations among 
people who fall outside the purview of such constraints. In my view, the 
Piaroa of Venezuela, described by j oanna Overing in this book, offer the 
perfect example. Because of kinship-type constraints, objective everyday 
relations among this people are almost totally free from violence. But in 
relations with outsiders - be they non-Piaroa or beings of the supernatural 
world - violence is allowed full sway. I should note at this point that 
theoretically to treat violence as a strategically, consciously employed resource 
- as I do here - is at odds with the opinions of some scholars, for whom 
violent tendencies are seen as in some sense biologically innate or as imprinted 
in the human subconsciousness. I cannot comment here on the contributions 
of the ethologically-minded anthropologists on the. subject (see later), except 
to say that whilst they see the etiology of violence as comparable with the 
biological 'drives' towards sex and eating (e.g. Fox 1982), the parallel I prefer 
is between the practice of violence and the tilling of the soil. 

The expressive function of acts or images of violence capitalizes, firstly, on 
the visibility of violence, and secondly on the probability that all involved -
however different their cultural backgrounds - are likely to draw, at the very 
least, some basic common understanding from the acts and images concerned. 
These two properties of violence make it an excellent communicative vehicle. 
Some commentators have remarked that the symbolic usage of violence has 
been neglected (e.g. E. Marx 1976); but this is not the case in this book. 

The relation between violence and what it signifies can clearly be metonymic 
or metaphoric. It is the former when extraordinary violent acts or images are 
used to make a statement about the general political capability of, say, a 
particular social group, where the readiness to deploy violence is an ordinary 
part of this capability. Public executions are an example, as is the kneecapping 
of informers favoured by some paramilitary organizations in Northern Ireland. 
At a simpler yet possibly more profound level, metonymic signification is 
evident where an individual uses violence tit-for-tat fash ion in retaliation 
against violence perpetrated by others. While such violence, among other 
purposes, effectively (and instrumentally) pre-empts further violence by the 
original perpetrators through incapacitating them, it is also a statement about 
the retaliating individual's general political strength in the long term. In this 
regard, just as violence may be a natural social experience for the achievement 
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of instrumental aims, it may be the same as regards the realization of 
expressive goals. Since individuals or groups will always at least contemplate 
violence as a means to secure a practical political advantage, then, should 
people wish to announce themselves as worthwhile political associates it 
makes sense that they consider demonstrating their own persohal capacity for 
violence. Certainly, to represent themselves as worthwhile associates people 
cannot always rely on displaying economic resources which they command or 
social connections that they enjoy, since the availability of such 'assets' tends 
to be uncertain and not necessarily under their control; in contrast, their 
physical capacities - especially their physical strength - are much more 
readily available, constituting as they do a ' resource' of which an individual 
can boast remarkably comprehensive knowledge. Suggested from this is that 
the seeming propensity for 'violence to breed violence' stems not from 
something inherent in the psychological constitution of the human individual, 
but rather from some basic - and possibly universal - logic in human and 
social interaction. This 'basic' social structuring is indeed quite transparent in 
the institutional complexes of a number of societies - among them, most 
famously, the societies of the northern Mediterranean (Spain, Sicily, Greece, 
etc. ) such as are discussed by John Corbin and Garry Marvin in this book. 10 

Where violent images are used in metaphoric signification, t he challenge is 
to uncover the rationale through which violence has come to represent ideas 
which are not themselves normally associated with the imparting of physical 
hurt This is the theme of Brian Moeran's chapter in this book, dealing with 
certain japanese film genres and other artistic media which centrally embody 
images of violence and sexual pornography. It is surprising t hat violence is 
such an obsession in this classically ordered industrial society, but Moeran 
shows that it is especially linked to the experience, which the Japanese deeply 
feel, of the transience and impermanence in the passage of t ime. Images of 
violence, for which there is plainly a high aesthetic regard, function to 
represent a protest against this passage of time; in this respect death, in 
particular, provides a sense of liberation and purification. 

Since images of violence are among the few social images which are likely 
to be well understood across major ethnic divisions, the communication of 
these images may be expected to frequently take place in a n ambience of 
substantial conflict and opposition. And because the idea that is most basically 
communicated in such images is the idea of a contestable social act, violence 

'0 When such discussions about social advancement refers 10 the explicitly public domain 
of politics, men become the chief actors. Then the control of women, especially their 
sexuality, becomes a statement of political worth as well as control over one's own physical 
body - as the Mediterranean examples indicate. 
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is peculiarly appropriate for directly expressing this opposition. Thus, specific 
acts of violence may be arranged in a way that one 'side' will deem them 
legitimate, whilst the other side will judge them unacceptable - and in this 
respect each side may be fairly confident about the interpretation the' other' is 
giving. From the standpoint of witnesses on one side of a divide (ethnic or 
otherwise), the violence perpetrated and displayed by people on the other side 
comes to symbolize the existence of an alternative way of life - a way of life 
which, though mysterious in detail, plainly has integrity in its own terms and 
is therefore profoundly challenging and disquieting. 

For such messages of political opposition to be effectively relayed, the 
witnesses need not - and perhaps should not - be directly the victims of 
violence. Such is the position of the British middle classes, watching passively 
from the stands or on their television screens, as football hooligans from the 
' rough' working classes fight among themselves in the stadium. The message 
they receive is that the middle-class way of life is not sacrosanct and that the 
working class may have a supremely viable alternative (d. Marsh and Campbell 
1982; Dunning, Murphy and Williams, in this book). 

One presumes that the successful communication of political opposition in 
this way will be better achieved through some acts of violence than through 
others. The selection of 'appropriate' violence here may require judgements 
of some subtlety - which gives the lie to the view that violence is mindless or 
irrational. For example, the 'opposing side' will have arrived at its own 
internal compromises about what is acceptable and what is unacceptable in 
violence, so intending perpetrators will be obliged to estimate exactly where 
this line of legitimacy has been drawn; their violence can then be all the more 
effective for having been pitched precisely on the 'wrong' side of the line. Of 
course, in the internal affairs of any group the question of acceptable and 
unacceptable violence is likely to be a compelling concern; indeed, a group's 
internal compromises may come to be a symbol of its cultural distinctiveness. 
One may therefore suppose that, of any aspect of the opponent's culture, 
outsiders will know its conclusions on this matter. T he Eskimos in my 
Canadian arctic community certain ly knew where European Canadians 'drew 
the line'; whenever they had engaged in a violent drinking bout the latter 
would keenly attempt to re-educate them. In fact, the more the Eskimos 
departed from Canadian norms, so the stridency of Canadian sermons on the 
subject would increase - and so the Eskimos' conclusions about the Canadians' 
opinions were confirmed yet again. In the next section, I consider in some 
detail the Eskimos' deployment of violence as a strategy of political opposition. 

However, whilst the communication of political opposition may be their 
aim , perpetrators of violence do not necessarily seek complete political 
dissociation from the group they oppose. For example, their intention may 
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merely be to signal a desire for an improvement in the political balance in 
their favour, within the context of some overarching political system which 
embraces both sides. In this case, there will be limits to the level of violence 
by which opposition may be suitably expressed: the perpetrated violence will 
have to be considered illegitimate by the other side, but it should not be 
completely indiscriminate or 'beyond the pale'. Such a state of affairs is 
brought out clearly in Fogelson's exemplary analysis ( 197 1) of the race riots 
which occurred in the black ghettos of many United States' cities in the 
1960s. What marked these riots was apparently the relative restraint of the 
blacks' violence set beside the physical potential for death and destruction. 
The blacks' targets seem to have been selective (white policemen, certain 
other whites venturing into the ghettos, particular economic exploiters), and 
their wielding of physical force kept for the most part in check - very few 
whites were killed in the riots, and even fewer deliberately killed ( 1971: pp. 
73, 92). However, if there was a subtle poli tical message here, not all whites 
seemed to heed it. 

ALCOHOL AND VIOLENCE 

The anthropologists' approach to violence is bound to concentrate on the way 
its practice is mediated by social constraints and values in the society at large. 
Childhood experiences, personality traits and other factors 'internal to the 
individual', which possibly predispose particular manners of behaving, will be 
less prominent in the explanations offered by anthropologists. Behind the 
anthropologists' perspective is the assumption that social acts are designed to 
make an impact on the wider social environment, and that a measure of 
shared understanding between an act's perpetrator and its recipients and 
witnesses is a precondition of the act's intended effect being produced. Social 
values importantly underpin this shared understanding. So it is that the 
predominant focus in this book is on the social ideas which give sense to the 
acts and images of violence and which provide for the exceptional social 
reaction that the acts and images command and evoke. 

But this is not to say that anthropologists will totally ignore the inner 
determinants of violence. T hus, implicit in Suzette H eald's chapter in this 
book (which, with material from an East African people, associates cultural 
ideas about violence and aggression with aspects of initiation ceremonial) is 
the hint that a subconscious propensity to act violently may be fostered 
through certain 'ordeal'·type experiences featuring psychological processes 
akin to brainwashing - certainly such ordeals seem to prepare people to be 
courageous in the face of violence. But Heald's cautious discussion of the 
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Gisu circumcision rituals suggests that if such experiences are to have this 
effect they will have to be fairly drastic, and even then one could only draw 
tentative conclusions that the effect actually occurs. However, there is one 
field dealing with inner determinants of violence in which anthropologists 
have, contrastingly, pronounced with confidence though with resounding 
disagreement. I refer to the relationship between alcohol consumption and 
violence (cf. Everett et al. 1976). On this particular topic it is worthwhile to 
draw out the respective ideas and debates, for clarifications of some of the 
issues of contention are suggested from the analysis of violence in general, 
offered in the preceding part of this chapter. The main discussion on the 
significance of alcohol consumption in human society is about whether or not 
(or to what extent) alcohol consumption actually produces particular styles of 
social behaviour. No-one disputes that alcohol induces substantial physiological 
changes in the human body; the question is whether such changes directly 
translate into distinct patterns of action. 

The ferocity of the argument about the role of alcohol in human action is 
fuelled by the immense variability in the behaviour with which alcohol 
consumption is empirically associated. Thus, writers who link alcohol with 
the practice of violence have to confront the many societies where alcohol is 
connected with peaceable and quiescent behaviour (MacAndrew and Edgerton 
1970). Generally the styles of behaviour, be they violent or peaceful, adopted 
when alcohol is consumed seem to be rather exceptional compared with sober 
everyday styles. Yet, from society to society, it is very difficult to predict what 
t hese exceptional styles will turn out to be. To be sure, the most common 
pattern associated with alcohol does involve violence, but even here there are 
puzzles and paradoxes. My data from a Canadian Eskimo community are 
typical in this regard. In this community, alcohol - either 'home-brewed' 
wine or imported beer and spirits - is consumed only in connection with 
particular social events, most especially at parties held to celebrate the return 
to the community of people who have been away for some time, on hunting 
expeditions, at development conferences or in hospital. When violence occurs 
at these parties it tends to develop only after an event has been under way for 
some time, usually replacing boisterous but essentially friendly interaction; 
the physical assaults that take place are typically connected with particular 
grievances which the Eskimos involved hold against one another. What is 
noteworthy is that even though the physical assaults are quite frequent and 
not in the least unexpected, after the event, many people - often including 
the perpetrators - voice the opinion that such behaviour is a thoroughly bad 
thing. And here is the puzzle: in spite of this. retaliative action is barely ever 
attempted even against the most persistent offenders (Riches 1976). Instead, 
in the familiar manner, the perpetrator's violence is excused - on the 
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grounds that they were drunk. This fact may be kept in mind as I now turn to 
two prominent theoretical approaches to 'alcohol violence' in human society. 

With the first theoretical approach, I introduce the well-known hypothesis 
that alcohol violence may at least partly be attributed to the fact of alcohol 
consumption itself. I believe a mark of this approach is that it either baldly 
treats alcohol violence as deviant behaviour, or else implies that those who 
practise it are virtually on an emotional scrapheap; and I am therefore 
sceptical. However the analysts who favour this approach normally present 
alcohol violence in rather more positive wrappings, pointing to certain 
beneficial effects - to the individual or to the society - which it seems to 
engender. It is claimed, for example, that in those social settings where norms 
of everyday behaviour suppress such emotions as anger and ill-will, violent 
alcohol events function as a culturally-approved vehicle for the release of the 
tensions which invariably result. In a variant of this view, typically enunciated 
about aboriginal peoples who are confronted with abrupt social change forced 
on them from the outside world, alcohol violence is explained as a simulation 
of feelings of power - in an ambience where real power has been lost to the 
outside. Klausner and Foulks's study of Eskimo social change and oil-related 
developments in North Alaska includes this latter opinion ( 1982). On the 
face of it these sorts of proposals make sense of my Eskimo material as well. 

But for all these arguments, this general approach plainly treats alcohol 
violence as deviant behaviour in that it includes the view that alcohol 
consumption works physiologically to lower people's inhibitions, and so is 
instrumental in fostering actions which run against everyday social controls. 
It sees the agents of action as virtually on an emotional scrapheap in its 
assumption that, like the alcoholic in Western society, the perpetrators of 
alcohol violence are victims of forces they can barely control and against 
which they strike out blindly. In my view, these are not especially helpful 
points of departure for understanding behaviour whose potential for damage 
is so enormous. It is immediately noticeable that their conclusions seem to 
concord very closely with the opinions my Eskimo informants express about 
such behaviour after the event (see above); analysts who favour this approach 
appear to be tackling the problem of alcohol violence from the standpoint of 
the perceptions of those who witness violence. Yet any explanation should 
properly address the situation of the performer of violence at the moment of 
performance. Being disposed to this latter perspective I shall have to find an 
alternative explanation for my Eskimo data - one in which the Eskimo is 
seen to practise violence as a rational and entirely considered means of social 
advancement. 

A 'performer's perspective' may be introduced through MacAndrew and 
Edgerton's stimulating contribution ( 1970), to which I alluded above. Theirs, 
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indeed, is the second theoretical approach to alcohol violence that I shall be 
considering. These writers argue convincingly about the relationship between 
alcohol consumption and social behaviour, claiming that, whatever its style, 
'alcohol' behaviour is specified culturally and is not directed by the fact of 
alcohol consumption itself. They remind us that people can learn that, from 
the -way a social situation is defined, a particular style of behaviour is 
expected. Thus once a situation has been designated as, say, a ' party', or 
'fiesta', the appropriate behaviour will tend to be forthcoming at the appropriate 
time - indeed, with a party it will tend to be forthcoming whether or not or 
however much alcohol has actually been consumed. What is proposed then is, 
that among those social events for which alcohol happens to be an intrinsic 
part, violent behaviour (supposing it occurs) is learned behaviour. And this 
cettainly fits with two vital observations: first, very often in human social 
settings where violence is performed, alcohol is not being consumed; second, 
alcohol consumption can be connected with entirely peaceable behaviour. For 
present purposes, the first observation is crucial: if violence can be perpetrated 
without alcohol accompaniment, then violence associated with alcohol does 
not have to be caused by that alcohol. 

I find this approach helpful and ask two questions from it. First, why is 
violence deemed appropriate in certain social situations (events) where alcohol 
is also consumed? And second, why is alcohol considered the proper 
accompaniment to these situations? Limitations of space mean that I can only 
sketch in the directions for the answers. But a condition of them being 
satisfactory is that they will also explain the consumption of alcohol in 
situations where peaceable and quiescent behaviour is expected. 

One promising interpretation of alcohol violence treats this behaviour as 
symbolic behaviour, the investigator's aim being to work out what message 
the behaviour is expressing. Support for this view comes from considering the 
violence that seems to be especially prominent in drinking situations among 
native peoples in North America (cf. MacAndrew and Edgerton 1970). Two 
points are important. First, although Indian and Eskimo violence is normally 
directed in a straightforward way against people with whom there is a 
grievance, the victims of attack almost invariably fall in the same basic social 
category as the perpetrator: they are inevitably fellow Indians or Eskimos. To 
put it another way, it is notable that Europeans'' are only rarely the victims 
of, for example, Eskimo drunken violence - even though their policies and 
activities quite often give cause for very substantial resentments. The second 

11 From now on, I shall use 'European' as an abbreviation for the cumbersome 'European· 
Canadian' or 'European-American'. 
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point is that Indian and Eskimo violence seems peculiarly ineffective when 
judged in purely instrumental terms. Thus, as much as providing an outlet for 
the expression of grievance, its very practice produces further antagonisms 
and thereby heralds the likelihood of yet more violence later on. 

If the Eskimo or Indian alcohol violence is to be interpreted as primarily 
symbolic behaviour, then to grasp its message the ambience of European· 
native relations offers the most promising context. The salient fact about 
these relations is that authority and resources lie overwhelmingly on the 
Europeans' side. Admirably capturing the expressive implications of Eskimo 
and Indian violence, a number of writers (e.g. Brody 1977; Lithman 1979) 
have in fact already proposed that the function of this violence is to make a 
statement of opposition, or rejection, towards the social values of the American 
or Canadian authorities. Accepting this, the question which then follows is, 
what makes alcohol situations special that they should be particularly 
appropriate for the communication of such opposition? The fact that in both 
European and contemporary native cultures, alcohol situations (especially 
'party' situations) are important and given value, suggests the answer. The 
significance of alcohol situations is that they provide an ambience of common 
understanding between the two sides, in the absence of which it would be 
impossible to communicate a message at all. And as to why it is specifically 
through drinking violence that the opposition to 'European' values is expressed, 
this may be because (with tedious repetition) Europeans in authority 
continually stress the necessity of restrained conduct at drinking events -
though this is not how they invariably behave themselves. Frequently on the 
receiving end of the Europeans' sermons, the native people, by behaving in a 
manner that reverses European proprieties, make the point that European 
values are ideas with which they find little sympathy. 

Through the exceptional behaviour typically occurring in drinking events, 
we therefore conclude that the communication of a particular social message 
is the most likely purpose of these events. Yet we still have to ask why certain 
forms of symbolic behaviour are accompanied by alcohol consumption, and 
others not. The answer may well be found in the nature of the message being 
communicated, rather than in the fact that out-of-the-ordinary behaviour is 
being performed. For, in most societies, behaviour out of character with 
everyday life quite frequently occurs in the absence of alcohol - one thinks of 
crowd behaviour, or behaviour associated with ecstatic religious ceremony. 

I suggest that there is something contradictory about the social events (we 
could call them rituals) where alcohol is typically consumed. In these events, 
the message that is being symbolically communicated seems to be seriously at 
odds with the reality of the social relations which prevail in (non-ritual) 
everyday situations. And alcohol consumption's importance may relate to the 
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fact that, lest they be confronted with the fact of this contradiction, people 
need a means for recaming or denying the worth of the symbolic message. 
T he physiological changes - especially the lessened motor control -
connected with imbibing alcohol offers this means. Citing such lessened 
contro l, people can disclaim responsibility for what the ritual has 'said'. 

I believe such contradictions are part icularly evident in two broad types of 
situation. The first, exemplified by Eskimo party drinking, is where rituals of 
political opposition express confrontation or rejection vis-a-vis some other 
group, whilst those who perform the rituals are in fact dependent on this 
other group in rather fundamental ways. Thus European- native economic 
relations in northern North America are markedly asymmetrical. The 
constraining influence this has had on Eskimo and Indian action is well 
documented (e.g. Paine 197 1), and illustrated in the Canadian arctic in the 
continual threat by Europeans to withhold resources (e.g. jobs) should Eskimos 
not be forthcoming with certain required behaviour - usually behaviour in 
the 'European style'. Alcohol rituals enable Indians and Eskimos to 
accommodate such effective subordination with expressions of insubordin-
ation. So it is that, when promised with the loss of social welfare payments 
because they have been brawling, the Eskimos protest to the European 
administrator that 'it was the drinking that was responsible.' In this way, 
insubordination is masked and the Eskimos' economic fortunes preserved. 

Second, contradictions between 'ritual messages' and 'everyday reality' arise 
when the ritual is meant to express social solidarity, whilst everyday social 
relations are plainly not at all 'solid'. Events of alcohol consumption where 
'peaceful' behaviour is the norm are appropriate to this sort of contradiction 
- and drinking events among the Europeans in the Canadian arctic provide 
an example. In frequent parties, the Europeans vigorously proclaim their 
sense of social intimacy - yet these people are essentially strangers, thrown 
together in an alien setting and not infrequently engaged in bitter disputes 
(Riches 1977). In a similar vein, Brody ( 1971) remarks on the bar-room 
conviviality of Indian migrants to a Canadian city (the bar-room is the Indians' 
society), yet these Indians come from widely different regions and are of 
disparate ethnic origin. Again, Szwed ( 1966) links the increase in social 
drinking in a remote Newfoundland parish to the increased social isolation 
among its component families stemming from social changes brought about by 
greater contacts with industrialized society. Such .social isolation is also 
typically characteristic of many peasant societies where fiesta-type drinking is 
prominent. In all these cases, the unproblematic solidarity asserted in the 
drinking rituals stand, in the everyday, to be exposed as highly problematic. 
To be able to cite the lessened control that alcohol engenders means that, if 
need be, the actors are provided with the capacity to dismiss the ritual 
message, presenting it as an aberration. 
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END REMARKS 

The study of violence in the contemporary social and behavioural sciences 
seems to be dominated at the one extreme by the view that such behaviour has 
a strongly innate component, or some other form of genetic basis - and, at 
the other extreme, by theoretical approaches which appear to insist that 
virtually all social acts be metaphorically, or even literally, treated as 'violent'. 
Before the main arguments of this chapter are summarized, these two themes 
merit brief discussion. 

Studies offering the view that violence has a genetic basis normally discuss 
it under the rubric of a broader notion - aggression. Comparisons between 
human and animal behaviour feature strongly in such research. Very many 
definitions of aggression have been offered in the past, but one that is widely 
purveyed is the view that it is behaviour leading to the spacing of a (human or 
animal) population by means of repulsion (e.g. Eibi-Eibesfeldt 1979). Where 
animals are concerned a considerable range of behaviour evidently qualifies as 
aggression, from fighting to postures implying fighting, and indeed to any 
communications behaviour, such as birdsong, which is territory-maintaining. 

Directed as it is by insights into animal behaviour, this 'biological' approach 
is distinctive in its lack of interest in human understandings, and in its being 
disposed to give explanations in terms of function - i.e. in terms of what the 
social behaviour brings about, rather than in terms of what prompted it in the 
fi rst place. This is not to the taste of many social anthropologists. But to draw 
parallels or analogies between human social forms and animal behaviour is, in 
any case, contentious in its own right (Fortes 1983 ). Certainly, comparisons 
between aspects of human violence and aspects of animal aggression often 
seem to be drawn very superficially. Whilst a biological component to violence 
need not be ruled out, I believe that much in human violence is perfectly 
amenable to explanation in terms of the human being's unique mental 
capacities. As an illustration of this point we might consider the question of 
'threats of violence' - be these actual mild acts of physical hurt, gestures, or 
verbal utterances. 

Threats of violence have been given considerable attention by sociologists 
and anthropologists (e.g. Marsh, Rosser and Harre 1978) and are sometimes 
spoken of, appropriately, as rhetorics of violence. All of course agree that the 
function of threats of violence is to demonstrate a capacity to use real, or 
more serious, violence in order to prevail over an opponent. However, what is 
at issue is the relationship between a so-caUed threat and the real violence that 
might ensue. Those for whom parallels between animal and human behaviour 
are decisive suppose that threats of violence obtain unconsciously (perhaps 
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from natural selection), so that real violence never, in fact, happens. Through 
threats of violence adversaries are repelled, yet since one side withdraws the 
species is not endangered through someone, or some group, suffering serious 
physical impairment or even death (d. Fox 1977). The alternative approach 
to such behaviour - which sees threats of violence as a product of a 
distinctively human imagination - considers it as reflecting something 
which is actually known and experienced about serious violence. As I have 
indicated, this second approach is the one I would prefer. I simply suggest that 
threats of violence should be seen as an appropriate (and far from arbitrary) 
symbol of ' real' violence, based in the fact that people know that real violence 
can develop inexorably from quite mild acts of physical hurt. In short, 
knowledge about the uncontrollability of violence underpins the connection 
between the ' threatened' and the 'real', and not natural selection and the drive 
for species preservation. 12 

The second 'recent theme' about violence concerns the way in which in 
certain branches of sociological understanding a very wide range of social acts 
have come to be denoted by the term 'violence'. Thus, acts which result in 
mental anguish can be spoken of as 'violent', and Bourdieu (to take just one 
example) introduces the idea of 'symbolic violence' - meaning the capacity to 
secure a lasting hold over someone through economic means or through the 
manipulation of affective obligations ( 1977: p. 191 ). For many commentators, 
to employ 'violence' in this way is intui tively unreasonable. Yet respectable 
justifications can be put forward . In the first place, 'broad usages' of 'violence' 
result from profound cogitation on the analyst's part on such matters as the 
nature of human society, or the relationship between the human individual 
and the wider social forces which encompass him. Supposing the analyst 
decides that it is in the nature of interpersonal relations that they are 
intrinsically alienating with respect to one party in an interaction, then the 
notion of violence could reasonably be employed as a means to conceptualize 
the essence of social relationships. In the second place, broader usages of 
'violence' may be justified as reflecting something in the reality of very many 
non-Anglo-Saxon cultures, where a concept or label referring specifically to 
the 'giving of physical hurt', is entirely lacking. Such, for example, is the case 
with the Tausug, the notoriously violent people of the Philippines, for whom 
the only relevant term is maimg, which simply connotes a supreme masculinity 
and bravery (Kiefer 1972). 

12 But species preservation may incidentally be favoured through such symbolic 
manipulation of 'threats of violence': no one would dispute that an element of repulsion is at 
least an unintended consequence of 'threatening' behaviour. I might mention that elsewhere 
I have considered the question of the "dehumanization· of the victim in violence in similar 
terms to the examination of threats of violence given here (Riches 1986). 
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Yet, there are counter-arguments to broad uses of the term 'violence'. 
Firstly, the theoretical approaches which inspire such uses are by no means 
going to be universally accepted. And alternative theories simply may not 
invite the 'broad use'. Such would be the case with those theories {which I 
confess I favour) which see reciprocity and bargaining as key elements in 
human social interaction (Riches 1985). Similarly, to take the example of 
mental anguish (mentioned above), I would prefer to see this in terms of a loss 
of social prestige than as an assault on the human psyche, an d would therefore 
be less likely to favour it with the label'violence'. However, I must emphasize 
that this chapter should not be taken as representative of the theoretical 
standpoints implicit in the chapters which follow. The chapters in this book 
do take a very broadly similar line but they are not identical in this respect, as 
is evident from the following chapters by John Corbin and Elisabeth Copet-
Rougier. 'Violence' is evidently not privileged among social acts in being 
uniquely able to command a theoretical agreement among t hose who analyse 
it. 

On the other issue - the fact that, in many cultures, categories of action 
corresponding with Anglo-Saxon notions of violence may be missing - it 
may be a mistake to allow discussions about violence to be dictated by the 
presence or absence of particular terms in particular cultures. {Though it is 
true that the terminology of Anglo-Saxon culture is bound to influence the 
preliminary avenue of enquiry where English-speaking analysts are concerned.) 
Social processes and meanings that are distinctive in human soc!eties may in 
faet not be graced by exclusive terms - as students of kinship behaviours in 
society have discovered.13 So it is that the aim of this chapter has been to 
discern specific social processes and meanings present in Anglo-Saxon culture 
corresponding to the English word 'violence', and to indicate that, marked by 
an exclusive term or not, these specific processes and meanings may well 
obtain cross-culturally. 

But among the anthropologists in the orthodox traditions there is one 
agreement that can lead us into our concluding summary. This is that social 
and cultural factors, together with ecological setting, are the chief factors 
influencing the type and frequency of violence in any social situation. A large 
number of studies have been conducted on this theme and most of the present 
chapters contribute to it. 

Thus, cultural factors specifying the main ambitions people should hope to 
realize can crucially affect the performance of violence if the ambitions 

'' It would of course be interesting to establish cross-culturally the social and cultural 
variables that influence the presence or absence of a linguistic term corresponding exactly to 
the English 'violence', and of other terms with related meanings. 
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concerned are ones which violence can possibly achieve. In this way, among 
the Eskimo and among. the Yanomamo, the abduction of women from other 
groups is a vita l tr igger of violence (cf. Riches 1986). The social structure, 
identifying domains of altruistic relationships and domains of strangership 
and enmity is also influential. The study by Elisabeth Copet-Rougier in this 
book, which reveals the peaceability which prevails within a corporate 
community and the warlike behaviour that occurs between such communities, 
is an excellent example of this theme. Among different social structures, 
some allow the individual person a high level of autonomy. Here, unsupported 
by a definite wider group, someone ambitious for public political success has 
to rely very much on his or her own resources, especially physical resources, 
for advancement. If enemies are close by, such people may be instrumental in 
organizing frequent raiding, as occurs among the Tauade of New Guinea 
(Hallpike 1977). Alternatively, the ambitious person, by the judicious use of 
violence in dramatic gestures, can come to dominate a political following -
this happens among the mafiosi of Sicily (Biok 1974). Then again, there may 
be specialized institutions fostering the planning and organization of violence, 
for example the men's houses in some New Guinea societies (Hallpike 1977: 
p. 230). Where there is conflict between people within a community, the level 
which it attains may partly be a product of members being in a position to 
pressurize one another for resources and support, as David McKnight shows 
at some length in his chapter on violence in an Australian Aborigine 
community (d. Hallpike 1977: p. 116). Finally, factors external to the society 
as a whole may vitally affect the levels and types of violence which prevail 
within the society. For example, Hallpike presents the counter-intuitive 
opinion that in some tribal settings a permissive ecology may foster warfare 14 

and violence, allowing the disputing parties the crucial mobility to enable 
them to reorganize their social groupings after a defeat, find refuge out of 
range of the enemy, etc. ( 1977: p. 206).15 And the state structure's relations 
with the local society will be equally vital. Where state author ities are 
pervasive in the administration and direction of a local society, violence is 
likely to be confined to trivial incidents (albeit possibly frequent ones), as 
E. Marx demonstrates in his discussion of an immigrant town in Israel 
( 1976). Providing a contrast, the theme of Blok's book ( 1974) on the 
fluctuating fortunes of the Sicilian mafia is that extreme mafia violence 

' 4 ram not making an issue of warfare in this chapter, s imply treating it as violence which 
is subject to a certain level of organization. 

•s For discussion of the rival view, which links warfare to presmre on resources, see 
Ferguson ( 1984). 

The Phenomenon of Violence 25 

comes to dominate the affairs of Sicilian communities during periods when 
the Italian state's 'effectiveness' in the area is in decline. 

And so we could continue. Obviously all these socio-cultural variables are 
relevant to some degree in all societies, and separately should be seen either as 
aggravating or as detracting from the likelihood of violence in any particular 
social setting. But in every instance, the relationship between social structure 
and violence is one of influence and opportunity; there is no suggestion t hat 
social structure compels violence - there are always alternative courses of 
action. The aim of this chapter has been to examine why people nonetheless 
seem so inclined to opt for the violent solution. With genetic factors ruled 
out, the answer must reveal something fundamental - possibly universal -
in human social experience. 

I suggest three main factors underpin the capacity of violence as a social 
and cultural resource. First, with equal efficacy, violent acts fulfil both 
instrumental and expressive functions. It is true that the instrumental function 
may be the more fundamental, for the 'core purpose' of violence, tactical pre-
emption, implies instrumentality - if an act of violence has no instrumental 
aim, it would not be performed. Even so, a particular act of violence will, at 
the same time, transform the social environment in a practical sense and 
strikingly dramatize important social ideas. Indeed, the same act or image of 
violence will certainly achieve more than one expressive purpose. For example, 
the British football hooligan engaged in fighting against a rival group of fans 
offers to his group a statement about his own worth as an associate, to the 
rival group a statement about his own group's political and social capabilities, 
and to the watching middle classes a 'sceptical' view of working-class opinions 
about middle-class values. 

Second, violence may be manipulated most prominently in the context of 
political conflict and contention, including between distant and separated 
groups. Particular attention can be drawn here to a peculiar combination of 
properties. On the one hand, the same basic meaning to violent acts and 
images is likely to be imputed by people who in other respects subscribe to 
very different cultural ideas. On the other hand, the notion of violence 
connotes the idea of an act whose legitimacy is highly contestable. Accordingly, 
acts and images of violence offer a highly appropriate medium for the 
expression of broad political opposition, not least in the context of major 
ethnic cleavages. 

T hird and finally, for all these properties and capacities the performer of 
violence requires remarkably little by way of specific resources and knowledge. 
The physical strength of the human body, together with the knowledge that 
such strength effectively transforms the physical environment, is minimally 
sufficient to indicate that, appropriately directed, such strength can affect the 
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social environment. Whether this affect is directly practical or whether it is 
symbolic (fu nctioning to communicate the individual's worth as a social 
associate), violence may be said to amount to a strategy which is basic to the 
experience of social interaction. 
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Abstract   The articles published in this special journal issue examine how global 
ideas about women’s rights actually get used in four contexts – China, India, Peru 
and the United States. Our findings result from collaborative research conducted by 
teams in each country. We call the process of appropriation and local adoption of 
globally generated ideas and strategies vernacularization. In each country, 
vernacularization differed depending on the contents of the global women’s rights 
packages at play, the work of vernacularizers and the different social positions they 
occupy, how human rights ideas are framed, the channels and technologies of trans-
mission, and the local geographies of history and culture within which circulation 
and vernacularization take place. We find that vernacularization is a widespread 
practice that takes different forms in different kinds of organizations and in different 
cultural and historical contexts. Ongoing tensions between global and national rights 
ideas are quite common. Finally, our work brings to light two dilemmas in the way 
human rights are appropriated and used – a resonance dilemma and an advocacy 
dilemma – both arising from the disparity between human rights as law and human 
rights as a social movement. 
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During the weeks leading up to Uttarayan, the kite flying festival celebrated in 
Gujarat State in India, the streets fill with vendors selling brightly coloured kites, of 
all shapes and sizes that children launch from the rooftops. Some are merely 
decorative, adorned with intricate designs and shiny ornaments. Others bear a 
message, such as those sold by Sahiyar, a non-governmental women’s rights 
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organization, which say, ‘Let the daughters be born, blossom, and reach for the sky.’ 
Kite flyers compete with one another by cutting each other’s kite strings, which they 
have coated with tiny shards of glass especially for that purpose. The kites then drift 
through the air, carrying their message to some unplanned, unknown person, who may 
or may not receive them.  

Launching messages into the air is certainly one way for organizations to get their 
ideas across. Women around the world are exposed to a host of competing messages 
about their rights and status from a variety of sources. Local NGOs, national 
governments, United Nations’ agencies and delegates at international fora all have 
something to say about their rights and responsibilities. Some of these actors system-
atically disseminate their platform to a clearly defined audience. Others launch public 
education campaigns that may or may not reach potential recipients. But how do 
ordinary women make sense of all these different messages? How are global ideas 
about women’s rights translated into local contexts and how does the local talk back?  

Women’s rights are a hot topic in international human rights circles and have been 
at the core of the global agenda since the end of the Cold War. Since the 1990s, 
violence against women has gone from being something that only feminist activists 
were concerned about to becoming a key human rights issue around the world. 
Activists successfully convinced delegates at the 1993 Vienna Conference on Human 
Rights to declare that women’s rights are human rights, after a worldwide petition 
campaign gathered over 300,000 signatures from 123 countries (Friedman 1995: 27–
31). The UN’s 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing galvanized 
women’s groups around the world and united them around shared issues and prob-
lems. The Platform for Action produced at this conference stated clearly that violence 
against women was a human rights violation: it ‘both violates and impairs or nullifies 
the enjoyment by women of their human rights and fundamental freedoms. The long-
standing failure to protect and promote those rights and freedoms in the case of 
violence against women is a matter of concern to all States and should be addressed’ 
(Platform for Action, sec. D, 112).  

In Beijing, ideas generated by national and local feminist movements were 
accessible to activists from around the world. A quiet woman from the remote island 
nation of Kiribati told Merry (2006) that she was so astounded and inspired to see so 
many women marching and protesting that she decided to learn how to run a women’s 
centre. An elderly Indian woman from a remote village took her first aeroplane flight 
to Beijing, where she also learned that her personal struggles were not unique.  

In conferences and training seminars, in Internet postings, and as activists travel 
around the world, ideas and strategies for claiming women’s human rights circulate at 
increasing speed. They do not simply move from global to local places. Ideas and 
strategies developed in specific locales by earlier and contemporary social movements 
migrate to other places and countries. Sometimes they become the basis for inter-
national human rights principles or approaches. Wherever they land, these ideas and 
strategies connect with the ideologies already in place, adding new dimensions and 
perspectives. How can we understand this process of global cultural circulation and 
adoption? Which sets of ideas and practices are coupled together as they travel? How 
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and why are some ideas, strategies and underlying ideologies appropriated while 
others are largely ignored?  

Activists adopt globally circulating ideas and practices for several reasons. They 
may think that posing a problem in this way will resonate more with their potential 
supporters and help them pursue their goals more effectively. They may think that 
they will raise more funds, particularly from international organizations and foun-
dations. Or, they think that such ideas imbue their organization with an air of global 
connectedness, modernity and progress. In many parts of the world, talking about 
women’s rights as human rights makes it easier for activists to build networks and 
partnerships with other international organizations.  

The development of a human rights dimension to global feminism depends on far 
more, however, than the choices individual activists make. It occurs within a broader, 
historical context, shaped by events like the end of the Cold War; the decline of 
socialist ideology; and the rise of the Washington consensus on neoliberalism, the rule 
of law and democracy. Various global values packages are out there and available to 
global activists, including ones that embrace individuality, modernity and Western-
ization, and others that encompass religious fundamentalism. These events and trends 
generate a particular kind of human rights discourse, an international legal and 
institutional regime to promote it, and a set of donors eagerly funding activism around 
it. They also produce national resistance and dismissal.  

Theoretical conversations and project methods 

The articles in this special issue examine the relationship between the circulation of 
these global messages and the activities of women’s organizations in four contexts – 
China, India, Peru, and the United States. They look at how ordinary women and the 
local organizations serving them make sense of global ideas and norms, and how the 
global is transformed in response. More broadly, they examine how ideas and strate-
gies generated by human rights and global feminist movements are vernacularized to 
fit particular historical and social contexts, thereby producing shared notions about 
the status of women. The contributors ask, in the broadest sense, how global cultural 
production, dissemination and appropriation actually get done.  

We are not the first to ask these questions. Researchers working in a variety of 
disciplines have studied specific aspects of cultural circulation and translation at 
particular levels of social experience. We build on this work but also try to address 
what we see as some of its weaknesses. These include: (1) a tendency to assert some 
form of homogenization, creolization or hybridization without explaining why or how 
it happens; (2) focusing on macro-level processes without showing how they effect 
micro-level dynamics and vice versa; (3) paying too little attention to how circulation 
and translation evolve over time; and (4) emphasizing structural aspects of circulation 
at the expense of its cultural underpinnings. We propose that understanding cultural 
circulation and appropriation as vernacularization redresses these shortcomings. 

The social sciences are filled with examples of scholars grappling with travelling 
culture. International relations scholars seeking to understand the dissemination of 
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human rights ideas (for example, Keck and Sikkink 1998; Khagram et al. 2002; Risse 
et al. 1999) have explored the key role that transnational advocacy networks play and 
the process of institutionalism. Researchers have used diffusion theory to explain a 
range of seemingly unrelated social arenas (Katz 1999; Rogers 2003; Wejnert 2002). 
Less powerful adopters subjectively evaluate innovations communicated to them by 
elite individuals, organizations, communities or states like themselves. Because dif-
fusion depends on relationships between actors, networks are key. In much of this 
work, however, cultural transfers are depicted as ‘top–down’ (Katz 1999; Rogers 
2003; Zaltman et al. 1973). Innovations originating in the modern West are uncon-
ditionally good, imminently acceptable and a step ‘in the right direction’.  

In Castells’s (2004) ‘network society’, sets of interconnected nodes, with no clear 
centre or periphery, constitute the social boundaries within which diffusion takes 
place. Coe and Bunnell (2003) include external players in their networks, ‘knowled-
geable individuals’, such as migrants or members of communities of practice who 
also shape information flows. They describe ‘transnational innovation networks’ that 
cut across corporate, social and discursive network domains. Similarly, Granovetter 
(1983) highlighted the ‘cognitive flexibility’ that helps bridge previously unconnected 
social entities to achieve a workable, familiar language of communication, allowing 
successful diffusion between parties who are only slightly acquainted through their 
weak ties. 

Like these authors, we also found that social relations and networks strongly 
influence the path and impact of cultural circulation. Moreover, we found that the 
social position of the messenger is key. Centrally placed elite actors (either indi-
viduals or organizations) adopt culturally legitimate innovations early on by 
customizing them. In contrast, ‘marginal actors’, who can afford to go out on a limb 
because they are unconstrained by social norms, are more likely to adopt innovations 
that represent a ‘hard sell’ (Rogers 2003; Strang and Soule 1998; Wejnert 2002). If 
the sender and receiver are comparable organizations within an institutional field, or 
otherwise ‘structurally equivalent’, then coercive, mimetic or normative isomorphism 
encourages adoption (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Dobbin et al. 2007); what is being 
diffused also affects adoption. Things that are culturally and cognitively compatible 
with values already in place are more likely to be adopted (Katz 1999; Rogers 2003; 
Zaltman et al. 1973). How complex something is also plays a key role – the easier the 
diffused material is to comprehend, theorize and put into practice, the quicker it is 
adopted.  

We believe that a full account of cultural circulation and translation, however, 
must bring its different levels and rhythms into conversation with each other. While 
social networks, the social role of the innovator, or the novelty of the item being 
diffused are important, we want to bring culture back in. Like Debray (2000), 
Alexander (2003) and Kaufman and Patterson (2005), we believe that answering these 
questions requires looking not only at the ‘diffusion of culture’ (or religion, ideas or 
technology) but seeing diffusion as a cultural act. Because diffusing practices and 
actors’ identities are rich in cultural and social meaning, focusing solely on social 
networks and positions comes up short. It is not just when or that linkages, practices 
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or identities may be cultural but rather that they are inherently cultural. Cognitive 
maps and cultural categories are constantly defined and redefined, which is why 
culture, as well as structure and technology, matters. The articles included here drive 
home the cultural specificity of circulation. The same values package, including many 
of the same elements, lands in very different ways in different places.  

We take as a model two recent works that place culture at the centre of their 
analysis, simultaneously consider the global, the local, and everything in between, and 
track circulation over time. Tom Boellstorff (2003) uses the concept of ‘dubbing 
culture’ to bring local/national/global interactions in conversation with each other. He 
explores how Indonesian subjectivities shift when people hear messages about lesbian 
and gay lives in the mainstream media. These fragmentary messages define a new 
subject position or social category of selfhood that the general public gradually comes 
to recognize. In this dialogic process, Indonesians who adopt lesbi and gay subject-
tivities do not simply borrow Western concepts but embrace a new identity that, in 
some way, is associated with the nation. The notion of ‘dubbing culture’ is meant to 
reflect the agency of those adopting these subjectivities as well as the institutional 
power of those who produce and disseminate the messages upon which they are 
based. Subjectivities are ‘dubbed’ creatively but the soundtrack and images already 
exist.  

Anna Tsing’s (2005) notion of friction also powerfully captures the diverse and 
unequal global encounters that produce new cultural and power dynamics through the 
fragmentary intersection of ideas and concepts at global/local scales. Her descriptions 
of ‘activist packages’, stories about environmental heroes, also offer a way of 
thinking about vernacularization. These stories become detached from their original 
contexts as they travel and are reframed for different audiences. Powerful institutions 
and actors determine their paths. Global North environmental activists in Indonesia 
circulated the story of Chico Mendes, whom they described as a courageous, 
relatively androgynous man who challenged the destructive frontier masculinity. They 
stripped his story of its Brazilian cultural trappings and ideas of masculinity (Tsing 
2005: 234). But, as in the case of ‘dubbed culture’, institutions with the power to 
construct and disseminate these messages strongly influenced their circulation.  

The ideas presented here are the product of a truly collaborative effort. Over the 
last four years we have examined processes of travel and vernacularization of 
women’s human rights ideas and practices in four locations – Beijing, China; Baroda, 
India; Lima, Peru; and New York City, USA. This was in partnership with Liu Meng 
at the Department of Social Work, National Women’s University in Beijing, N. 
Rajaram at the Department of Sociology, Maharaja Sayajirao University of Baroda, 
and M. Rosa Alayza at the Escuela de Graduados, Pontífica Universidad Católica del 
Perú in Lima. In each site we compared two or three non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) working to implement women’s human rights to see how they translated 
these global concepts into local terms. We asked what women’s human rights look 
like in the day-to-day work of these organizations? How do organizations differ in the 
way they carry out the translation process?  

We developed the overarching problem and raised the funds from the National 
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Science Foundation. Each university collaborator hired and supervised junior col-
leagues or graduate students to carry out the research over a two-year period. The 
research strategies and questions for each site emerged through collaborative dis-
cussions between the teams. We held two conferences attended by all the researchers 
and we travelled to each place twice to talk with our collaborators as the work pro-
gressed. There was an active intellectual exchange among all the teams. Each team, 
however, was responsible for its own analysis and for writing the articles that appear 
here. While each article has been edited for English language clarity, we have tried 
very hard to respect the original voice and ideas of the authors.  

As we compared the activities of the NGOs in all four sites, we found that their 
leaders embraced a similar global women’s rights package. This package contained 
loosely coupled, roughly analogous elements such as gender equality, valuing auton-
omy in marriage and divorce choices, an emphasis on women’s empowerment, and a 
secular concern with political and economic status. This package circulated widely 
but was appropriated differently, depending on the political and historical context in 
which the circulation and appropriation took place.  

When staff and clients at the organizations we studied talked about women’s 
human rights, they tended to emphasize the importance of women ‘standing up for 
themselves’ or ‘not having to be hit’ rather than the importance of claiming human 
rights. The underlying ideas remained, but the way they were phrased and presented 
differed significantly depending on the particular social and cultural context. The term 
‘women’s human rights’ was rarely mentioned in local organizing and staff–client 
interactions, and human rights documents were rarely cited. Indeed, in many cases it 
was only by following the trajectory of ideas from global documents, theoretical 
writings, and international conference discussions through the talk of national leaders 
and NGO heads to discussions with staff members and clients that it was possible to 
link the grassroots discussion of women’s rights with global ideas of women’s human 
rights. Local groups differed in the extent to which these global ideas were absorbed 
into other social justice and feminist idioms. For some, the connections were quite 
tenuous while for others, more international reference and substance remained.  

We call this process of appropriation and local adoption vernacularization. As 
women’s human rights ideas connect with a locality, they take on some of the ideo-
logical and social attributes of the place, but also retain some of their original 
formulation. We see this as analogous to the ways in which organic molecules 
connect with each other. New pieces attach at points of similarity, producing a new 
overall structure. Even though the features of the original core do not necessarily 
change, the new composition of elements is different. How vernacularization actually 
works varies according to a number of factors. These include where its communi-
cators are located in the social and power hierarchy and their institutional positions, 
the characteristics of the channels and technology through which ideas and practices 
flow, the nature of the ideas and the idea packages in which they are embedded, and 
the topography of the terrain in which these transfers take place.  

Vernacularizers take the ideas and practices of one group and present them in 
terms that another group will accept. This is not the work of a single person. Chains 
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of actors stretch from the sites of the global production of human rights documents 
and ideas (in New York, Geneva and Vienna) to localities where ordinary people 
around the world adopt them. They wrestle with the dilemma of presenting trans-
national ideas in terms that resonate with local justice theories and at the same time 
are sufficiently different that they will challenge local inequalities and appeal to the 
imagining of the ‘new’. 

That a global women’s rights package exists, that it is formally articulated and 
institutionalized in various UN conventions and documents that in some cases ‘have 
teeth’, is important. We found, however, that perhaps even more important were the 
opportunities this package created, the possibilities it opened up, the slight shift in 
basic assumptions it brought about, and the new tools it added to local women’s 
cultural repertoires. Because these ideas and practices were out there, sanctioned and 
promoted by the magic and financial influence of the West, the range of the 
acceptable and the good expanded.  

The transnational spaces in which global values circulate are inherently powerful 
because they are imbued with the appeal, power, and legitimacy of the international. 
That women’s rights are codified into law endows them with authority and connects 
them to the state, even though few women turn to formal legal arenas to redress their 
grievances. Our research suggested that many women do women’s rights without 
calling it that. They incorporate elements of the global values package, adopting them 
so they are socially acceptable and useful, and stepping into new roles, with or 
without direct knowledge of this global rights regime.  

These questions concern us not just as theoretical puzzles, but also because of 
their relevance to international development. Just as ideas about democracy, the rule 
of law and good governance have become part of the development portfolio, so have a 
set of ideas about women’s rights and status. One of our goals in these articles is to 
see how this universal package stacks up against local realities and practices; to see 
what it looks like when it comes to roost in a particular place. We seek to understand 
the extent to which ordinary women are cognizant of these universal ideas, what they 
gain by embracing them, and how they make them relevant to their everyday lives.  

Global values packages 

Various global values packages circulate widely. A neo-liberal package that promotes 
democracy, capitalism, human rights, the rule of law, transparency, accountability and 
gender equity through institutions like the World Bank and Ford Foundation is 
perhaps the most familiar. A fundamentalist religious package based on gender com-
plementarity, tradition, conservatism and authority, spread by religious networks like 
Tablighi Jamaat and the more conservative evangelical Christian communities, is a 
second example.  

Our work revealed that there is also a global women’s rights package constituted 
by shared ideas about gender equity and selfhood. It includes the idea that women 
should own property, have the right to divorce, inherit money and land, earn income 
and express their views. They should be protected from domestic violence and dis-
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crimination and enjoy reproductive autonomy. They should occupy both the public 
and the private sphere. They should embrace a particular kind of agentic self that is 
self-interested and rational rather than religious, affective and communitarian. The 
women’s rights package embraces gender equality rather than gender complemen-
tarity. In other words, it stresses improving women’s position by making them the 
same as men, at least in opportunity. 

The global women’s rights package is expressed through a set of national and 
international laws and practices like the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms 
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), international women’s conferences, 
International Women’s Day, and the theoretical work of many women’s and feminist 
studies programmes that have proliferated at universities over the past 30 years.  

This package directly and indirectly informs the practice of women’s rights on the 
ground by joining with existing social justice movements and national women’s 
movements. This included social work ideology in China, liberation theology in Peru, 
Gandhian thought and socialism in India, and LGBT and people of colour activism in 
the USA. It also connected to different organizational forms and technologies, includ-
ing communal soup kitchens and Catholic base communities in Peru, the government 
Women’s Federation and universities in China, the US battered women’s movement, 
and caste and village panchayats in India.  

NGOs and activists in each site piece together distinct collections of discourses, 
practices and technologies of activism drawing in various ways on the human rights 
framework. Ideas about women’s human rights and strategies for protecting women 
from violence adopted by elite women lawyers in China, for example, led to the 
creation of a legal aid centre that prosecutes a small number of ‘model’ or ‘impact’ 
cases designed to change policies. Instead of helping individual clients, they focus on 
cases that can influence policy, such as allowing married women with children to 
attend university, which they were prohibited from doing in the past.  

When a women’s centre in India that was committed to a grassroots, Gandhian, 
Marxist approach adopted the same ideas, it produced very different activities. One 
project involved paying poor women to make kites that warn against sex selection 
policies, while another involved joining with other women’s groups to protest against 
the relocation of slum dwellers after a flood. In the USA, the global women’s rights 
package inspired the creation of a feminist/people of colour coalition that worked to 
pass a New York City ordinance against racial and gender discrimination. The group 
drew on UN human rights conventions on gender and race, CEDAW and CERD.  

Vernacularizers  

The process of vernacularization contains more friction than flows. Framing human 
rights claims in local terms and adapting them to existing ideas of justice may mean 
abandoning explicit references to human rights language altogether and, indeed, can 
mean highjacking these concepts for quite different purposes. Global human rights 
ideas are reframed, sometimes dramatically, to fit into existing justice/gender 
ideologies. For example, in India, the activists who set up the naari adaalats 
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(women’s courts) referenced human rights law but did not directly draw on its texts or 
sanctioning power. It is in this intersection that the possibilities of creative 
reinterpretation and mobilization of human rights language takes place. It is also at 
this nexus that the risk of rearticulating human rights claims in ways quite different 
from its overarching framework is most acute.  

Vernacularizers convey ideas from one context to another, adapting and reframing 
them from the way they attach to a source context to one that resonates with the new 
location. Vernacularizers are people in between, conversant with both sides of the 
exchange but able to move across borders of ideas and approaches. This is a role of 
power and vulnerability. Because translators know both sides, and control the flow of 
information back and forth, they are open to suspicion, envy and mistrust. Both sides 
wonder where the translator’s loyalty lies. Consider classic examples such as those of 
Sacajawea and Malinche, who were seen as unsuccessfully dividing their loyalty 
between the white men who sponsored them and the indigenous people whom they 
sought to understand and control.  

Social movement activists and NGO directors and staff are quintessential 
vernacularizers. Some are global travellers who participate in the production of 
documents in New York and Geneva and then come home to sell them to their 
publics. Others take ideas from national capitals to rural areas in the hinterlands. 
When in New York or Geneva, these activists represent their country’s specific needs, 
making statements such as ‘we can’t possibly implement that change by 2012 without 
more funding from other states,’ or ‘we do not see veiling as a human rights violation 
in our country.’ When they return home, however, they play the role of making those 
same documents coherent and relevant to local people. For example, an activist in 
Gujarat refused to accept that a widow could not remarry if she wished to inherit her 
dead husband’s property. She simply announced that such a ruling was unacceptable. 
While she grounded her objection in women’s human rights, she did not explicitly 
mention CEDAW.  

The vernacularizers we met occupied various social positions. There are ‘the 
anointed’, those leaders the international community has singled out and invested in 
because they see them as critical to the task in hand. Their education, class and 
cultural capital enable them to capture a disproportionate share of the resources and 
funding. They are ‘the person’ on the ground in a particular city who knows about 
women’s rights and is key to their dissemination. They are showcased abroad at 
conferences and training workshops and can be counted on to present international 
funders’ contributions to visiting dignitaries and government officials.  

A second group of cosmopolitan elites is also active on the global stage and 
partially integrated into its networks, but with less international prominence. These 
individuals have often lived and studied abroad or in a major urban centre. They also 
belong to activist and scholarly networks where they teach and learn about global 
values packages. While not ‘anointed’, they nevertheless interact with outsiders and 
with outside ideas on a regular basis.  

A third set of vernacularizers, and perhaps the largest, are both the beneficiaries 
and enactors of vernacularization. Because they are locally based and relatively 
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untravelled, they acquire new ideas and practices by interacting with fellow staff 
members and movement activists. They learn from the cosmopolitan elites and 
perform a second level of vernacularization for the clients or fellow volunteers with 
whom they, in turn, interact. They are, for example, the women who attend the 
leadership-training programmes the feminist NGO DEMUS organizes in Peru, who 
return to their communities each day and pass on some of what they have learnt to 
their neighbours. They are the staff at the Women’s Legal Aid Clinic in Beijing who 
have not attended international trainings but constantly meet outside visitors because 
of the clinic’s prominent position. They are the staff of Vikalp, the women’s NGO in 
India working on LGBT rights, who talk to national and international leaders about 
challenging state discrimination against lesbian and gay people. They are the formerly 
battered women working in an NGO in New York who are now advocates for 
battered women’s rights within the city and state legal system. These women hear 
about human rights ideas from the cosmopolitan heads of the programme and their 
peers in other organizations but also talk about being survivors.  

There is not a single translator between global and local sites, but a whole series of 
people who take one set of ideas and reframe it in different terms for another group. 
Moreover, vernacularizers talk back, interpreting grievances and alternative 
understandings of gender back to the source. For example, the Mahila Samakhya, the 
programme in India that developed the naari adaalats, relied on government-hired 
programme administrators to work with field-level motivators, or sahyoginis, who 
were usually local women. The sahyoginis, in turn, worked with groups of ten village 
collectives or mahila sanghas. Each sangha had two or three leaders whom feminist 
women’s NGOs in Delhi had trained; they received a small stipend for their work.  

The programme administrators worked with the sahyoginis who communicated 
with sangha members in villages, who in turn talked to village women. In part, it was 
because the sangha women told the sahyoginis that domestic violence and divorce 
were major concerns that the naari adaalats were created. In other words, the creation 
of the women’s courts depended on a series of translations, both horizontally across 
nations and vertically across lines of social class, mobility, education and local 
knowledge. The resulting assemblage in these Indian villages, which includes the 
naari adaalats, contains some of the core pieces of the women’s rights package with 
different kinds of attachments, including global feminism, local judicial control, ideas 
of women’s empowerment, and local caste hierarchies.  

Some of the organizations we studied addressed well-documented women’s rights 
problems. They relied little on the global women’s rights package, though their 
leaders sometimes referred to it. For example, when Sahiyar, in India, made kites 
carrying messages about female infanticide for a kite-flying festival, it took on a well 
established issue – that of son preference and sex selection – and employed a well-
known and loved social practice to address its cause.  

Other organizations adopted the women’s rights package more extensively. For 
example, a Chinese NGO hired social work students to work with their clients. These 
new staff members brought an ideology of individualism and self-actualization to 
their work, rooted in ideas of social work. The social work perspective emphasizes 
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individual human rights and the need to help individuals because they are human. It 
contrasts sharply with the government’s emphasis on the collective good and its 
message to put society’s needs before the needs of the individual. Although these 
workers saw themselves as doing social work rather than women’s human rights, they 
were aware that their approach was embedded in a human rights framework. Other 
organizations used the human rights framework more explicitly and extensively, such 
as the New York City initiative to pass CEDAW and CERD as a city ordinance.  

We also observed cases of resistance. Women from poor districts in Lima who 
participated in the neighbourhood food kitchens, and the social organizations that 
grew up around them, formed their own opinions about women’s rights, in dialogue 
with the Andean traditions that also shaped their daily lives. Because their strong 
sense of community clashed with the individualized discourse of rights, they 
reinterpreted rights as more communally based. As part of their leadership training, 
the Peruvian feminist NGO, DEMUS, wanted women to embrace their sexuality and 
become more comfortable with their bodies. Facilitators also encouraged participants 
to adopt what their students interpreted as an anti-male stance – something they were 
reluctant to do. Vernacularization, thus, had its limits. While the primarily college-
educated trainers, who were well versed in middle-class global feminism, believed 
this was key to producing strong women, the trainees rejected it as frivolous and too 
far from their comfort zone. 

Ideas, cognitive categories, and vernacularization  

The nature of the ideas contained within global values packages is key to vernacular-
ization. Not just values and norms matter. The identities, concepts and categories that 
underlie them also determine, in large measure, the degree to which it is possible to 
translate something into a communicable message with appeal to potential recipients.  

Ideas are the meaningful categories people use to interpret their social worlds. 
Some encapsulate identities, such as immigrant, criminal, or human rights victim, 
while others denote classificatory systems. Our research revealed that the people who 
appropriate and vernacularize globally circulating ideas, as well as the clients they 
hope to reach, often think of the world in dichotomous categories such as good/bad, 
moral/immoral and sacred/secular. For example, in China, many staff talked about the 
women they served as either worthy or unworthy, or in Chinese terms, as high or low 
quality. There were good women, who were not responsible for their plight and who 
deserved help, and there were women whom staff defined as bad, who merited little 
consideration or assistance. The adoption of new ideas, then, depends not only on 
understanding the cognitive categories potential recipients have in place, and vernacu-
larizing these new concepts so they become palatable, but also on framing messages 
so that they can easily be inserted or connected with these categories.  

The symbolic meanings associated with those ideas also strongly shaped staff and 
client responses to new ideas and activities. They link particular ideas or idea clusters 
with specific actors, localities and ideologies around the world. Some of the Chinese 
women we studied were particularly susceptible to the appeal of things from the 
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West, both because these ideas had been off limits for so long and because they were 
part of the broader national move towards capitalism. Some Peruvian activists, on the 
other hand, wanted to embrace global feminism, but to do so in a uniquely Latin 
American way. After so many years of living in the shadow of the northern behemoth, 
they were sensitive to the dangers of ideological and political imperialism, and 
wanted no part of either. For progressive activists in the United States, human rights 
symbolically connected their work with the postcolonial world and challenged Bush’s 
conservative administration and its opposition to protecting human rights at home. 

Ideas also tend to be more attractive when they are associated with a sense of 
innovation and progress. The pairing of particular concepts can facilitate the adoption 
of both. Modernity sells, particularly among women excluded from its benefits. Ideas 
communicated through new technologies, like telephone hotlines or the Internet, may 
be more attractive to Chinese women than ideas communicated through letters or in 
the newspaper. Human rights, in general, have an aura of the universal and the 
international, signifying advancement and progress and evoking the utopian goal of a 
universal good. In India, human rights have recently taken on a new glamour as the 
USA comes to replace the USSR as the centre of interest and imagination for the 
middle and upper classes. Too much newness, however, is not necessarily a good 
thing. Our case studies also suggest that the less familiar the idea, the less likely it is 
to be adopted.  

What people take in also depends on whether they are rule makers, in the majority, 
or rule takers, in the minority. Rule makers, having always been in charge, cannot 
imagine what it feels like to have another group set the terms of the status quo; they 
also cannot anticipate how this might weaken their position. White males in the 
United States, for example, may readily adopt positions sympathetic to women’s 
rights, for they have no need to fear that their power and status will be threatened. 
Men of colour, on the other hand, may be more reluctant to cede ground because they 
recognize their own vulnerability.  

Framing 

The extent to which vernacularization succeeds also depends on framing. Frames are 
not themselves ideas, but ways of packaging and presenting ideas that generate shared 
beliefs, motivate collective action, and define appropriate strategies of action (Snow 
et al. 1986; Tarrow 1998). Frames affect how women’s problems are defined and 
understood, how causes of problems and their solutions are theorized and which 
perspectives are rejected completely. Defining women’s problems as legal, religious, 
economic, developmental or rooted in the meanings of gender has consequences. 
Ways of thinking about problems are generally path dependent: once a problem is 
framed as religious it tends to stay on that path. The religious groups we studied in Peru, 
for example, applied religious frameworks to address women’s problems, while the 
more secular programmes in China and the USA used exclusively secular frameworks.  

Frames channel the way a global values package attaches to pre-existing ideas and 
institutions. They determine where the package seems appealing, who chooses to 
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adopt it and what set of ideas it connects to and enhances. For example, the secular 
basis of women’s human rights will make them less appealing for a religiously 
oriented organization than a more secular one. A nationalist organization seeking to 
resist international influences will be less amenable to this frame than one eager to 
adopt modernity and cosmopolitanism.  

An organization, however, may begin by using one frame and then overlay 
another frame onto it. The way the organization ultimately views problems is a func-
tion of the sequence and intersection of these two frames. Its initial choice about how 
to define and solve problems channels subsequent frames. Therefore, when one of the 
Peruvian NGOs we studied, which was rooted in Liberation Theology, began to see 
itself as working to alleviate under-development, it understood its work as a moral 
and ethical obligation. The frames that are added have to overlap sufficiently with the 
frames already in place. It is unlikely, therefore, that the same NGO would eventually 
adopt a frame that located the solution to underdevelopment in the unbridled market.  

Clearly, message framing is a political project. The international is associated with 
the West, with its implicit meanings of modernity, progress and even civilization. 
Adopting such ideas brings with it symbolic value, repositioning the individual or 
organization in a different status hierarchy. Moreover, those who mobilize human 
rights language guarantee themselves a wider audience and open up new possibilities 
for alliances and coalition building. Donor interests also drive this process, both with 
respect to what potential recipients are exposed to and what they are ‘encouraged’ to 
adopt.  

Channels and technologies  

Metaphors for the pathways of global cultural diffusion abound, differing by 
discipline. Neo-institutionalists call them templates, suggesting a kind of stamping on 
of different institutional models from above. Geographers speak of circuits of con-
sumption, exchange and production (Lee et al. 2004). Levi et al. (2007) suggest the 
idea of conveyer belts. Levitt (2001) described social remittance transfers between 
migrants and non-migrants, whose adoption depended on the strength and frequency 
with which they were introduced and upon with what else they travelled. Whatever 
the metaphor, we find that the characteristics of the communication channel, par-
ticularly the power and funding that undergird it, its structure, and the permeability of 
its boundaries strongly influence dissemination and appropriation.  

As Sidney Tarrow (2005) points out in his study of contentious politics, social 
movement theorists have generally focused on communication along networks of 
relationships and established lines of contact, which he calls relational diffusion. 
However, he notes that much of contemporary communication lacks these inter-
personal characteristics. It depends on technologies – social formations that join the 
physical and the social, with social relationships and processes giving meaning to the 
technical. These include modes of communication such as posters, mobilization 
strategies like street plays, documentary forms that mimic law, organizational forms 
like women’s village collectives, and bureaucratic forms like counselling and record 
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keeping. Technologies also include strategies for getting funding, attracting media 
attention, and framing issues in ways that resonate with the wider population. 
Through technology, messages are broadcast to unknown audiences via the Internet, 
the media, pamphlets, or they are picked up by mediators who convey them onward to 
other publics in non-relational ways. Workshops and conferences are a critical site of 
such mediated communication. While our work focuses on mediated communication, 
especially the role that individuals and groups play in translating ideas and messages 
back and forth, we are also aware of technology’s strong influence on global cultural 
production and dissemination.  

Channels that are more tightly structured facilitate more efficient transmission. 
Solid, hierarchical structures encourage the systematic exchange of ideas while more 
informally organized groups are more likely to be permeated by unexpected, random 
interventions. Simple, direct architectures speed transmission while those with many 
intersecting layers and nodes slow transmission down. For example, the Chinese 
GONGO (government-controlled NGO) we studied is highly structured and strictly 
controlled by the government. Ideas about women’s rights generated by national and 
international sources travel easily, but their content is narrowly limited in accordance 
with state policy. The vocabulary of women’s rights and interests abounds, but it is a 
particular version demanding a particular kind of response.  

More disorganized, loosely structured channels work less efficiently but have the 
potential to have a farther reach. While their scope is broad, due to the strength of 
weak ties (Granovetter 1983), their messages are also subject to greater interference 
and pollution. For example, the coalition seeking to pass a CEDAW/CERD city ordi-
nance in New York City consisted of five core organizations and more than 160 
supportive organizations around the city. The leaders convened several meetings and 
workshops with this larger group, but their level of commitment to women’s human 
rights and to the ordinance project varied considerably. Nevertheless, they served to 
disseminate the idea that women’s human rights was a productive framework for pur-
suing social reform, although they did so in different ways. Even core group mem-
bers, however, differed over whether they were engaged in a legal struggle, with a 
focus on drafting documents and articulating appropriate language, or a social move-
ment project, engaged in building civic awareness of injustice and the city govern-
ment’s failure to meet basic human rights standards. The size and complexity of the 
underlying network and organizations were both a strength in communicating the 
message and a drawback because they produced considerable internal dissent and 
debate.  

Clearly, some networks and channels are endowed with more status and power 
than others. A host of states and multi-lateral agencies disseminate the neo-liberal 
economic reform package with the power and prestige to ‘convince’ actors to adopt 
them. Similarly, autocratic states are presented with major incentives, in the form of 
foreign aid and positions on international decision-making bodies, to institute 
democratic reforms. Different incentive structures and windows of opportunity 
characterize social justice and reform movements.  
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Geographies of history, culture, and power 

Values packages land on and bounce off particular geographies rutted by history and 
culture. We could imagine how easily women’s rights might travel if they circulated 
through unmarked, smooth terrains. But this is rarely the case. In each site, how rights 
were understood and circulated strongly reflected particular national histories.  

In Lima, women’s rights travel over terrains marked by years of government-
supported urban collective action begun under the Velasco regime during the 1960s. 
They draw on Andean traditions of collective labour, governance and land tenure. 
Human rights activists mobilized when the Shining Path (Sendero Luminoso) 
terrorized rural peasants in the nation’s highlands and when the Fujimori government 
abrogated rights to bring Sendero to its knees. The Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission also extensively employed a rights vocabulary.  

A long tradition of collectivism and hierarchical family and social structures shape 
the Chinese landscape upon which women’s rights settles. Chinese society has always 
been organized around the family and clan system. It privileges collective rights and 
interests over individual and personal rights. Moreover, junior family members are 
expected to be loyal and submit to senior family members, and all members to the 
head of the household. The patriarchal ideology regards women (daughter, wife and 
even mother) and children as dependent on and the property of men (father, husband 
and son) (Liu 1999; Yue 1990). Individual family members’ welfare is connected to 
the overall welfare of the family or clan.  

Conceptions of the Chinese state are framed against this backdrop. The state was 
often described as one big family, with each citizen a member who was expected to 
obey the ultimate householder – the king. This strong hierarchical structure and the 
fact that people were unaware of their personal rights and interests, made it easier for 
the Chinese government to centralize power and therefore control how rights 
discourse is defined and mobilized.  

Country lessons 

While vernacularization occurred in each setting, it also varied considerably across 
our four study contexts.  

The three cases from Baroda, India illuminate the diverse ways that rights are 
vernacularized even when they draw from the same global values package. These 
differences are largely a product of differences in the environment in which they are 
produced. India has a long and rich tradition of women’s movements and concepts of 
rights are deeply embedded in the constitution and everyday social practice. In 
addition, India has embraced human rights, setting up a National Human Rights Com-
mission in 1993 as well as ratifying several human rights conventions. Women’s 
human rights discourses and approaches are added onto socialist ideas, Gandhian 
philosophy, Marxist theory and a variety of Hindu and Muslim religious traditions.  

One of the three organizations is deeply embedded in the urban community in its 
leadership, staff and approaches. It takes on problems that are fundamental to the 
Indian women’s movement, such as sex selection, and talks about women’s human 
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rights only to external visitors. The term ‘human rights’ does not arise in everyday 
efforts to handle poor women’s problems. The second organization has far stronger 
international connections and funding. It tackles development work as well as a more 
radical cause, the rights of lesbians. It has adopted the language of human rights more 
extensively, both in its self-presentation and in staff conversations. A centrepiece of 
its work is the claim that lesbian rights are human rights. Because the Indian women’s 
movement and general public are less supportive of lesbian rights, international 
human rights offers a more valuable resource for this organization. The third organ-
ization, a women’s court, grows out of longstanding traditions of village and caste 
justice, but was developed by feminists working for NGOs and the Indian government 
to enhance women’s empowerment in development projects. Thus, each of these 
organizations has adopted women’s human rights but in very different ways depend-
ing on its power base, its network of supporters, and its pre-existing ideology. These 
factors shape the issues each organization tackles and the kinds of strategies it adopts.  

The Chinese case illustrates the importance of the organizational trajectories 
through which global discourses travel. Two of the three organizations we studied had 
strong ties to the government. The first, an actual government organization (GO), 
could only promote new notions of women’s rights to the extent that they were 
consistent with government ideas of women’s rights and interests. The GO supported 
women’s rights inasmuch as they contributed to social stability. The GONGO, or 
government-supported NGO, went a bit further. It promoted a notion of rights in line 
with the government’s position but also pushed for a more expansive, internationally-
informed notion of women’s rights if and when it could be argued that it would 
contribute to the good of Chinese society as a whole. In contrast, the NGO, which 
receives much international support and funding, disseminated a notion of rights more 
in line with international treaties and documents. Because of its international con-
nections, it enjoys an autonomy and status that enable it to push an agenda that 
challenges the state more directly.  

The two groups in New York City have also appropriated women’s human rights 
language in very different ways, again depending on the networks and organizational 
structure of each group, the history of US engagement with human rights, and the 
types of issues that each group emphasizes. Despite its long history of promoting 
human rights globally, the US government has been reluctant to ratify human rights 
treaties or to apply them at home. One of the groups we studied comes out of the 
battered women’s movement and is gradually including human rights documentation 
strategies and language to help battered women advocate for better treatment by the 
New York City family courts. Group members are primarily survivors of domestic 
violence who are working to help others in a similar situation through education and 
advocacy. The other organization has the ambitious goal of passing a city ordinance 
in New York that would implement two important human rights conventions that the 
USA has not ratified: the conventions on women and on race. This group combines 
issues such as housing and schools – that social movement groups with a vague 
interest in rights are addressing – with an intersectional analysis of the race/gender 
factors in discrimination and exclusion.  
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Yet, as Serban and Yoon point out, there are significant and sometimes incom-
patible differences in the way human rights are appropriated, from instrumental uses 
as law to aspirational systems of values. These case studies show not only how 
vernacularization builds on existing ideologies but also the extent of resistance or 
indifference it often encounters. 

Finally, the Peruvian case emphasizes the ways in which national history and 
culture converge to shape vernacularization and how rights are appropriated and 
deployed differently at different historical moments. Here, we studied the appro-
priation of ideas about women’s rights in two non-governmental organizations. SEA 
is a local NGO grounded in the Catholic Church’s Liberation Theology movement, 
which seeks to promote integrated human development, and is linked to the world-
wide Catholic Church. DEMUS, the second NGO, with feminist roots, actively fights 
gender discrimination, and belongs to networks of international women’s human 
rights movements and UN organizations. While both groups interpret and deploy 
rights differently as a result, Alayza and Crisóstomo stress how the struggle for 
women’s rights is also part of a broader ongoing national struggle for recognition and 
equality among the poor that changed over time. Under General Velasco’s left-
leaning military government, which took power in the late 1960s, the state dedicated 
major resources toward improving conditions and expanding the rights of the urban 
poor who began migrating to Lima en masse. Activists seeking to protect rural 
villagers from forced cooperation with the Maoist Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) 
movement later deployed human rights ideas. They subsequently used them to 
challenge the oppressive policies that the authoritarian Fujimori government put in 
place in the 1980s and early 1990s to bring Sendero to its knees. The Catholic 
Church’s opposition to abortion also inspired women’s rights activists to rally for 
reproductive freedom. Ultimately, the adoption of rights ideas involved changes in 
women’s individual and collective empowerment.  

Dilemmas 

Our work brings to light two dilemmas in the vernacularization of human rights. The 
first is a resonance dilemma. To have impact, human rights ideas must be adopted 
locally, must transform the consciousness of those who claim them and have some 
institutional teeth so that people who demand rights are at least recognized if not 
satisfied. Rights ideas and practice need to resonate with existing ideologies to be 
adopted, but to be legitimate as human rights they have to reflect universal principles 
or standards. It is the claim to universality that provides ‘the magic’ of human rights 
for activists and establishes its transcendental character and legitimacy. In other 
words, the non-local dimension that points to global universals is precisely what 
makes human rights discourse politically powerful. This dilemma is inherent in the 
human rights project. More homegrown programmes emphasize localization, while 
more imported, cosmopolitan ones emphasize universality.  

The second is an advocacy dilemma. When organizations use human rights in 
ways that join readily with existing issues and strategies, they are more readily 
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accepted but represent less of a challenge to the status quo. The NGO in China that is 
part of the government All China Women’s Federation protected women’s rights and 
interests but did not challenge existing laws and practices. It worked to improve 
women’s status within the existing system. The legal aid centre, by contrast, 
challenged state principles, such as rural women’s rights to inherit land after they 
marry and move away.  

In New York City, the battered women’s advocacy group sought to improve legal 
services for battered women but not radically redefine the way these women see 
themselves or the legal system itself. In comparison, the coalition seeking to pass a 
human rights ordinance tried to introduce a new mode of conceptualizing inequality 
on the basis of human rights and to bring an intersectional analysis to the problem of 
gender discrimination. Yet it confronted a lack of popular support for an explicitly 
human rights initiative. Organizations that rely on ideologies and tactics that are more 
ambitious and challenging have more difficulty establishing local support and 
enthusiasm. On the other hand, they can advocate for more dramatic change. An 
organization can follow this more challenging path if it has external sources of 
support, inspiration and funding.  

Conclusion 

What does this mean for our understanding of the transnational transfer of ideas and 
practices such as those of human rights? We can draw three conclusions from this 
research. First, vernacularization is a widespread practice that takes different forms in 
different kinds of organizations. This process brings human rights as a justice ideol-
ogy into a wide range of communities. At the same time, however, it produces a set of 
ideas and practices that are remote from the original documents and intentions and 
that may differ from ideas that international organizations and agreements produce. 

Second, there are significant differences between national rights and human rights 
in content and application. These differences are a source of tension. Human rights 
have a special kind of appeal in their reference to the international, to the legitimacy 
of collective production, to universality that makes them useful as political state-
ments. These qualities give them transcendence, embodied in the idea of all humans 
having rights regardless of gender, nationality, religion and ethnicity, which makes 
them invaluable frameworks for social movements. On the other hand, they are 
relatively weak in enforcement. They operate in a world of sovereignty. Ultimately, 
the focus of human rights law and human rights legal activism is the state. If a social 
movement activist wants to change an institution, it makes more sense to use the 
domestic legal system and to exert pressure through that approach, turning to inter-
national only when the national fails. Indeed, although human rights ideas provide 
valuable rhetoric for social movements, most human rights activity focuses on forcing 
or persuading states to comply with their own laws or to pass new laws to protect 
their populations. Even though human rights have relatively strong appeal in India, 
for example, activists worked to pass a national level domestic violence law.  

Consequently, the tension between national rights and international human rights 
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is an enduring issue. This is a major concern in China, for example. This country has 
a long tradition of women’s rights and interests, but these differ from women’s human 
rights. The former asserts that women are entitled to equality with men in the state’s 
terms; the latter seeks equality in new areas such as the right to property ownership 
even after divorce. The latter raises concerns about political safety.  

This tension is also at issue in the USA where the government and many NGOs 
resist applying human rights domestically but want to promote them internationally. 
Activists using human rights frameworks compete with civil rights conceptions, 
which seem more powerful and more popularly resonant. Nevertheless, human rights 
ideas are broader and have special ideological appeal in their reference to the 
universal.  

International activism sometimes complements national legal strategies when the 
national level fails. Then, it may be a place of appeal. For example, an international 
tribunal is now considering a domestic violence case that failed in the US Supreme 
Court. Jessica Gonzales, a woman whose husband killed her children in Colorado 
despite a restraining order, lost in the US courts, but the American Civil Liberties 
Union took her case to the Inter American Commission on Human Rights in 
Washington, DC. In other words, the ACLU used a strategy of moving to the 
international legal sphere when it ran out of options at the domestic level (even 
though the international forum lacks legal authority in the USA). Similarly, women’s 
groups filed a shadow report on this case in Geneva when the USA reported to the 
International Convention on Civil and Political Rights’ Human Rights Committee. 

Third, there is a disparity between seeing human rights as law and mobilizing 
these ideas for social movements; this is a significant but largely unrecognized 
difference. It involves different actors with different training. The first group are 
largely lawyers, the second social activists. The former group focuses on building 
cases and appealing to UN agencies, while the latter works on building public 
consciousness and confronting governments. Human rights law is embedded in 
documents, interpretation, processes of monitoring, while human rights social 
movements draw on the legality of human rights in a broader and more open way, 
focusing on how these ideas are adopted and transformed.  

Clearly, human rights law, particularly that part that emphasizes civil and political 
rights, is quite compatible with neoliberalism and privatization, with a focus on 
choice, autonomy and individual agency. When social movements seize human rights 
ideas, however, they escape those textual constraints and become something else, 
more responsive to other sets of ideas about gender and justice. There is, in other 
words, a tension between human rights law as a set of doctrines and institutions for 
monitoring and pressuring governments and human rights as an idea mobilized in 
social movements. The two need each other, but they are also fundamentally different 
and often incompatible. Human rights social movements make claims that are not 
necessarily in the law. They expand the domain of human rights by coming up with 
new rights and defining new issues. They use human rights rhetoric to generate public 
support and produce outrage, seeking to inflame the public to support their cause. The 
legal dimension of human rights legitimates their claims and provides an appearance 
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of state power. On the other hand, human rights as law needs social movements. The 
implementation of human rights law depends on publicity, on public outrage, and on 
putting pressure on and shaming recalcitrant governments. This is a symbiotic but 
tense relationship.  

One implication of this distinction is that within social movements, the meaning of 
human rights is fluid and open to grassroots activism. Human rights are an appealing 
discourse for social movement activists because they refer to the international, the 
universal and the law, yet can take on quite different meanings from their legal 
formulation, beyond the control of legal institutions. In the process of vernacular-
ization by social movements and organizations, the idea of human rights becomes 
broader, escaping the original parameters of the legal documents. Indeed, the active 
seizing of the human rights framework by women’s social movements is reshaping 
human rights itself. The proliferation of small and large women’s NGOs puts constant 
pressure on the human rights system to accommodate these interests, so that vernacu-
larization is likely to transform the global understanding and practice of human rights. 
As social movements seize these ideas and wrestle with them, they make them 
something new. 
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In The News 

Speechless Emissaries: Refugees, 
Humanitarianism, and 

Dehistoricization 

Liisa H. Malkki 
University of California, Irvine 

Massive displacements of people due to political violence and the sight--on 
television and in newspapers-of refugees as a miserable "sea of humanity" 
have come to seem more and more common. If these displacements, and media 
representations of them, appear familiar, so too does the range of humanitarian 
interventions routinely activated by the movement of people. The purpose of 
this essay is to explore the forms typically taken by humanitarian interventions 
that focus on refugees as their object of knowledge, assistance, and manage-
ment, and to trace the effects of these forms of intervention at several different 
levels. 

One of the things that most immediately demands notice is that the forms 
of these humanitarian interventions appear to be so inevitable-as do the peren-
nial impasses and systematic failures from which such interventions often suffer 
(Calhoun 1995:xii; Ferguson 1994). The contemporary crises of mass displace-
ment-especially those of Rwanda and Burundi, which I discuss here-offer an 
almost laboratory-like, tragic clarity of view into the larger question of humani-
tarian intervention. 

My argument grows out of anthropological field research conducted with 
Hutu refugees from Burundi living in Tanzania (mostly in three very large refu-
gee camps) since the "selective genocide" of 1972 in Burundi. 1 It also addresses 
the 1994 genocide in Rwanda and its aftermath. The essay moves through a 
comparison of the social construction and uses of the refugee category in differ-
ent social and institutional domains. 

In the first section I discuss the social significance of the refugee category 
for the 1972 Hutu refugees themselves-that is, for persons who have long been 
legally recognized and documented as real, bona fide political refugees with a 
well-founded fear of persecution. I trace how the Hutu refugees in a particular 
context (many of whom still live in refugee camps) had come to appropriate the 
category as a vital, positive dimension of their collective identity in exile, and in 
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what sense refugee status was a historicizing condition that helped to produce a 
particular political subjectivity. 

The second section examines how the staff of the international organiza-
tions administering the Hutu refugees in Tanzania conceptualized the term refu
gee in the course of their everyday discussions. While the legal claim to refugee 
status by the Hutu was acknowledged by these administrators, other, more 
elaborate normative expectations and definitions of "the refugee" lived-un-
stated but vigorous-in the shadow of the law. The net effect of the administra-
tors' views, I will argue, was to depoliticize the refugee category and to con-
struct in that depoliticized space an ahistorical, universal humanitarian subject 
(Barthes 1980; Malkki 1995a: 12-13 ff.). 

In the third section the argument moves to a greater level of generality: the 
examination of the figure of the refugee as an object of concern and know ledge 
for the "international community," and for a particular variety of humanism. 
This exploration will suggest that refugee issues are one privileged site for the 
study of humanitarian interventions through which "the international commu-
nity" constitutes itself (Calhoun 1995; Ishay 1995; Malkki 1994; Rusciano and 
Fiske-Rusciano 1990). The central purpose here is to examine some of the spe-
cific effects of the contemporary dehistoricizing constitution of the refugee as a 
singular category of humanity within the international order of things.2 Much as 
in the case of the local refugee administrators in Dar-es-Salaam, one important 
effect of the bureaucratized humanitarian interventions that are set in motion by 
large population displacements is to leach out the histories and the politics of 
specific refugees' circumstances. Refugees stop being specific persons and be-
come pure victims in general: universal man, universal woman, universal child, 
and, taken together, universal family (Barthes 1980).3 Of course, refugee popu-
lations usually consist of people in urgent need who have been victimized in nu-
merous ways. The problem is that the necessary delivery of relief and also long-
term assistance is accompanied by a host of other, unannounced social processes 
and practices that are dehistoricizing. This dehistoricizing universalism creates 
a context in which it is difficult for people in the refugee category to be ap-
proached as historical actors rather than simply as mute victims. It can strip from 
them the authority to give credible narrative evidence or testimony about their 
own condition in politically and institutionally consequential forums (compare 
Balibar 1988:724, 1995). 

That humanitarian interventions tend to be constituted as the opposite of 
political ones has, of course, a long history and complex reasons behind it (Loes-
cher and Monahan 1989; Zolberg et al. 1989). But the purpose here is not to 
delve into that history; it is to emphasize the extent to which this opposition is 
taken for granted, and to ask what the effects of this conventionalized, depoliti-
cizing, universalizing practice are. A vital part of the answer must be, as I will 
try to show, that in universalizing particular displaced people into "refugees"-
in abstracting their predicaments from specific political, historical, cultural con-
texts-humanitarian practices tend to silence refugees. 
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A great deal of work has been done in recent years (in several disciplines) 
on the question of "voice" and representation, silencing and "ethnographic. 
authority" (Clifford 1988:21 ff.). Some of this work has tended to move in heav-
ily textualized domains where the potential political stakes in having or not hav-
ing a voice have slipped beyond the immediate field of vision. It is in the horror 
of current events in Rwanda and Burundi, and in the massive displacements of 
people that have resulted (and that could well multiply in the near future), that 
the question of voice reveals its importance. There, the systematic disqualifica-
tion of the refugees' own inescapably political and historical assessments of 
their predicaments and their futures has been (between the summer of 1994 and 
now, in February 1996) forming into a contestation between life and death. 

It is my hope that an examination of the contemporary political tragedies of 
the Great Lakes region of Africa will help to make the case that familiar forms 
of humanitarianism and humanism need careful, vigilant study, especially 
now-that they should no longer be left to lie in their accustomed circuits of in-
ternational policy science, but rather should be studied by scholars in many 
fields. The intent here is not to dismiss humanitarian interventions as useless. 
The alternatives to humanitarianism that come most easily to mind-utter, un-
informed indifference or repressive, undemocratic, mercenary logics-are 
clearly terrible. But precisely because international interventions (humanitarian 
and otherwise) are increasingly important, we should have better ways of con-
ceptualizing, designing, and challenging them. This is why it is useful to exam-
ine the idea of a universal, ahistorical humanity that forms the basis of much of 
contemporary progressive politics. This liberal, progressive politics, with its vi-
sion of a universal humanity, is hard-wired into the history of anthropology. 
Perhaps anthropology is, therefore, an especially suitable site from which to be-
gin questioning the workings and effects of these vital concepts and practices.4 

Refugee Status as Lived by Hutu Refugees in Mishamo, Tanzania 

The tens of thousands of Hutu refugees who fled the mass killings by the 
Tutsi-dominated army in Burundi in 1972 have, for the most part, been living in 
refugee camps ever since.5 A much smaller group of these 1972 refugees (some 
20,000-30,000) settled spontaneously in and around Kigoma township, and 
have thus had no experience of prolonged residence inside a refugee camp. 6 My 
fieldwork (1985-86) was divided between Mishamo, a refugee camp with a 
population of about 35,000 in western Tanzania's Rukwa region, and the town 
and environs of Kigoma on Lake Tanganyika, next to the historical crossroads 
of Ujiji. The biographical and social circumstances of the people in these two 
settings, the "camp refugees" and the "town refugees," were very different in ex-
ile, even though their lives in Burundi prior to 1972 appear to have differed 
much less. The most relevant contrast in the present context is that the social 
status of being a refugee had a very pronounced salience in the camp refugees' 
life-worlds, while in town it generally did not. In Mishamo it was indispensable 
to understand something of the social and political meaning given collectively 
to refugeeness and to exile by the camp inhabitants. In contrast, for the people 
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I have called the town refugees, refugee status was generally not a collectively 
heroized or positively valued aspect of one's social person. Insofar as it was 
considered relevant at all, it was more often a liability than a protective or posi-
tive status. 

I have examined this contrast at length elsewhere (Malkki 1995a). But even 
in its simplest outlines, the case suggests that the elaboration of legal refugee 
status into a social condition or a moral identity does not occur in an automatic 
or predictable way, and that even people who fled originally from the "same 
place" can, and often do, come to define the meaning of refugee status differ-
ently, depending on the specific lived circumstances of their exile. In what fol-
lows I will focus only on the camp refugees' social imagination of refugeeness 
because it was their definitions that most directly challenged the refugee admin-
istrators' visions of the same. 

The most unusual and prominent social fact about the camp of Mishamo 
was that the refugees who had lived within its confines for so many years were 
still in 1985-86 continually engaged in an urgent, collective process of con-
structing and reconstructing a true history of their trajectory as "a people." This 
was an oppositional process, setting itself against state-approved versions of the 
history of Burundi. The narrative production of this history in exile was sweep-
ing. Beginning with what anthropologists and other students of mythology have 
called "myths of foundation," the Hutu refugees' narratives outlined the lost 
features of the "autochthonous," "original" Burundi nation and the primordial 
social harmony that was believed to have prevailed among the original inhabi-
tants (the Twa and the Hutu). The narratives of the past then located the coming 
of the Tutsi in time and space: they were remembered as the pastoral "foreigners 
from the North" (sometimes as "the Hamites" or "the Nilotes") who came in 
search of new pastures for their cattle "only 400 years ago." There followed the 
progressive theft of power from the "natives" (Hutu and Twa) by Tutsi ruse and 
trickery, and the emergence of an extractive, oppressive social hierarchy. The 
refugees' historical narratives moved on to the colonial era, concentrating 
mainly on the period of Belgian administration, and defined the end of formal 
colonial rule as the defeat of the departing Belgians by Tutsi trickery. The cul-
minating chapter in the refugees' historical narratives of the Burundian past 
amounted to a vast and painful documentation of the mass killings of people be-
longing to the Hutu category by Burundi's (mainly Tutsi) army-and, eventu-
ally, by Tutsi civilians-in 1972. So many years later, the historical and per-
sonal memory of the apocalyptic violence and terror of that era still had a sharp 
and shocking salience in people's everyday lives. 

These historical narratives were ubiquitous in the camp, forming-as I 
have argued elsewhere with the benefit of more detailed evidence (Malkki 
1995a)-an overarching historical trajectory that was fundamentally also ana-
tional history of the "rightful natives" of Burundi. The camp refugees saw them-
selves as a nation in exile. And they thought of exile as an era of moral trials and 
hardships that would enable them to reclaim the "homeland" in Burundi at some 
moment in the future. 
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People in Mishamo tended to see their refugee status, then, as a positive, 
productive status and as a profoundly meaningful historical identity. Far from 
being a "mere" legal technicality, or a disabling problem to be endured, re-
fugeeness was clung to both as a protective legal status and as a special moral 
condition-for it was only by together passing through a period as refugees that 
the Hutu as "a people" could effect their return to their rightful homeland. 

Such a positive light on refugee status should not be taken to mean that the 
people in question did not notice or suffer from the large and small difficulties 
of being in exile. Indeed, people in Mishamo were quite aware of their very con-
siderable material and social hardships. But there were two important qualifica-
tions to this. First, legal refugee status and U.N.-issued refugee identity docu-
ments were seen as offering at least some protection against possibly even 
greater hardship. Second, and even more significant, many in the refugee camp 
were of the opinion that embracing instead of escaping hardships was wise as 
the knowledge of difficulties would teach and empower people, making them 
worthier and more able to reclaim the homeland. As one man put it in describing 
the Tanzanian camp administrators who were often seen as exploitative and op-
pressive: "They begin to educate us as refugees." 

Conversations about refugeeness and exile with people in Mishamo began 
to suggest, over time, that refugeeness was seen as a matter of becoming. They 
often explained that in the initial stages of exile, the Hutu were not yet true refu-
gees, refugees properly speaking. What they had to say strongly suggested that, 
socially, there was such a thing as a novice refugee. True or mature refugeeness, 
then, entailed a cumulative process embedded in history and experience. It had 
to do, if I have understood correctly, with a certain level of self-knowledge, and 
the camp was a privileged site for the elaboration of such a knowledge. 

Another indication that refugeeness had come to be interiorized as an as-
pect of people's identities in Mishamo was that it was considered to be inherited 
from one generation to another as long as the Hutu lived in exile. To quote one 
person, "If I am a refugee here, of course my child is a refugee also-and so is 
his child, and his child, until we go back to our native country." This vision, of 
course, fit well into the narratives of history and exile that were so central in the 
evS!ryday life of the refugee camp, but it was quite different from the legal defi-
nition, and also from the ideal trajectory of refugeeness usually constructed by 
the staffs of the international aid organizations. 7 

Being a refugee also naturally suggested, even demanded, certain kinds of 
social conduct and moral stances, while precluding others. Thus, for example, 
many refugees in Mishamo, in the camp, were continually angered by the con-
duct of those among them who engaged in commerce-those who had become 
"merchant refugees." (And, in fact, the most prominent Hutu merchant refugees 
mostly lived outside the camps, among the so-called spontaneously settling 
refugees in Kigoma and Ujiji, and in other towns). As one person exclaimed: 
"We have not come here to make commerce. We are refugees." This sense of 
outrage was echoed by another man: "[The merchant refugees,] they became 
rich. They have cabarets, hotels, restaurants ... being refugees!" As we will see 
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momentarily, the camp refugees and their administrators agreed on the point 
that a rich refugee was a contradiction in terms; but they came to this conclusion 
from different premises. The camp refugees recognized that wealth would likely 
root people in the here and now, making them forget that they were in exile, and 
thus properly rooted elsewhere. In a curious way, wealth and commerce made 
people "this-worldly"-while the "other world," of course, was the homeland. 
And refugeeness, ideally, was an integral part of the process of a future return-
just as it was inevitably linked to the past. It should be noted, too, that commerce 
put Hutu in the position of exploiting other Hutu, thus challenging their corpo-
rate solidarity .8 

This brief account of the social construction and moral imagination of re-
fugeeness in Mishamo has, perhaps, been sufficient to show in what sense refu-
gee identity can be shaped by historical and political context. Why the Hutu had 
to flee, what the history of political struggle had been in Burundi, how the refu-
gees expected to help bring about a new political order in Burundi: all these were 
issues inextricably tied to the social meaning of exile. It would therefore have 
been impossible for them to concentrate only on life within the confines of their 
camp, as if the camp were not itself deeply within history. 

The Social Imagination of Refugee Status among Refugee 
Administrators in Tanzania 

Throughout my field research in Tanzania I was offered crucially important 
assistance by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
and the Tanganyika Christian Refugee Service (TCRS), that is, by the people 
who-along with officials of the Tanzanian Ministry of Home Affairs-were 
charged with administering and assisting the Hutu refugees.9 UNHCR funded 
the greatest part of the refugee projects, while TCRS was the principal imple-
menting agency. Linked to the umbrella organization of the Lutheran World 
Federation, TCRS was (and is) an organization with long experience of refugee 
work in Tanzania and one of the most effective of such groups in carrying out its 
mandate. 10 

When I had completed one year of field research in rural western Tanzania 
in late 1986 and returned to Dar-es-Salaam in preparation for my departure fr~m 
Tanzania, the TCRS director invited me to his home to speak to TCRS staff 
about my research. To comply was a very modest way of acknowledging my 
debt to TCRS and the other organizations that had ferried my mail, given me ac-
cess to their wireless radios, permitted their mechanics to sell me gasoline an4 
fix my car, opened their library to me, submitted to interviews, furnished valu-
able maps, and rendered so many other similar services. 

At the evening gathering on the terrace of the director's home, I gave an ac-
count of what I had heard and thought in the course of the short year in western 
Tanzania, knowing that numerous people in my audience had much longer ex-
perience of living in Tanzania than I. I spoke about the fact that the Hutu refu-
gees in Mishamo saw exile in Tanzania first and foremost not as a tragedy, but 
as a useful, productive period of hardships that would teach and purify them, and 
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thereby help them to grow powerful enough to return to their homeland on their 
own terms. That the refugees considered they had undergone hardship in Tanza-
nia was evident, and I tried to give an account of this also. I spoke about the an-
tagonisms that had developed in Mishamo Refugee Settlement as a result of the 
very hierarchical social organization within it, about resentment over practices 
that were considered extractive of the refugees' agricultural labor power, about 
the control of movement through Leave Passes, about the scarcity of secondary 
and higher education for refugee children, and so on. The most important point 
I was trying to convey was that the experiential reality of the refugee camp was 
powerfully shaped by the narrative memory of relationships and antagonisms 
located in the past in Burundi, antagonisms between the Hutu peasant majority 
there and the minority Tutsi category that at the time predominated in the mili-
tary and government. That is, the camp was a site of intense historicity, and to 
be a refugee was a historicizing and politicizing condition. To study this histo-
ricity, I said, had become one of my main activities during the fieldwork. 

I knew as I spoke that my findings were in some measure incommensurable 
with the language of project evaluations and "development" discourse in which 
refugee issues were so often framed (Ferguson 1994). The results of my research 
were listened to politely but were clearly not received as particularly useful in-
formation by the TCRS staff, who were my audience that evening. What I re-
ported was not completely novel to them. Several among them-especially the 
Tanzanian staff-had previously heard aspects of the grand historical narrative 
of the Hutu as a people in exile. (In other organizations, too, there were individ-
ual staff members who were sometimes quite knowledgeable about the struggles 
over history in the region).'' But this historical knowledge, this narrative evi-
dence, was, to all intents and purposes, irrelevant and unusable by the organiza-
tion. Moreover, when it did become relevant to daily operations, it was as a po-
tential trouble factor threatening to complicate the administering of the projects. 

My presentation in the director's garden provoked a spirited discussion of 
what a real refugee was, or ought to be-and whether the Hutu who had come to 
Tanzania in 1972 still fit the picture. One of the guests heard in my presentation 
evidence that the Hutu refugees were ungrateful recipients of international as-
sistance, and was moved to challenge the refugee status of the Hutu on grounds 
of material, economic well-being: 

Nowhere else in Africa do these people [refugees] receive their own land to 
cultivate. Not in Sudan, not in Somalia. They say that these people are refugees; 
they should not have all the same rights as citizens. 

Another TCRS employee added, "In fact, their standard of living is higher than 
in the Tanzanian villages!" While both clearly were referring to complex 
questions regarding the distribution of poverty, there was also an evident moral 
intent to say that a real or proper refugee should not be well off. Later in the 
same discussion, the TCRS director himself commented: 
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I should show you a film the Norwegians made ofthe Burundi refugees when they 
first came. One was showing a bullet wound, someone else a cut, tom clothes, 
dirty .... They had nothing . ... These people don't look like refugees anymore. 
If you go to Mishamo [refugee camp] as a visitor, you will think these are just 
ordinary villagers. 

It was not uncommon to hear similar comments from other refugee administra-
tors, whether of TCRS or UNHCR. There was a pronounced tendency to try to 
identify and fix the "real" refugee on extralegal grounds. And one key terrain 
where this took place was that of the visual image of the refugee, making it 
possible to claim that given people were not real refugees because they did not 
look (or conduct themselves) like real refugees. This suggests that refugee status 
was implicitly understood to involve a performative dimension. The symbolic, 
social significance of the Hutu refugees' early wounds and physical problems 
for their administrators emerged only gradually, in the course of numerous 
exchanges with TCRS and U.N. staff. It appeared that the staff-in an effort to 
do their jobs properly and to direct assistance where it might be needed 
most-were in some manner trying to identify exemplary victims. 

Frantz Fanon has observed that for "the native," "objectivity is always 
against him" (cited in McClintock 1992:97). For the refugee, much the same 
might be said. In his or her case, wounds speak louder than words. Wounds are 
accepted as objective evidence, as more reliable sources of knowledge than the 
words of the people on whose bodies those wounds are found. So the ideal con-
struct, the "real refugee," was imagined as a particular kind of person: a victim 
whose judgment and reason had been compromised by his or her experiences. 
This was a tragic, and sometimes repulsive, figure who could be deciphered and 
healed only by professionals, and who was opaque even (or perhaps especially) 
to himself or herself. 

This set of expectations about the communicative efficacy (Tambiah 
1985: 123-166) of corporeal wounds-and of the presumed unreliability of the 
refugees' own narrative firsthand accounts of political violence-should be 
seen in relation to more general social expectations and interventions directed at 
refugees in Tanzania. What was conspicuously absent from all the documentary 
accumulation generated in the refugee camps was an official record of what the 
refugees themselves said about their own histories and their present predica-
ment. 

They were frequently regarded as simply unreliable informants. There was 
also a more general tendency among some (though by no means all) administra-
tors to characterize the refugees as dishonest, prone to exaggeration, even crafty 
and untrustworthy. So, in a sense, they had to be cared for and understood 
obliquely, despite themselves. Their bodies were made to speak to doctors and 
other professionals, for the bodies could give a more reliable and relevant ac-
counting than the refugees' "stories." I often heard the Hutu refugees charac-
terized as persons who were always "telling stories." 

Writing in the 1930s, Ernst Bloch defined "realism" as "the cult of the im-
mediately ascertainable fact" (cited in Feldman 1994:406). This useful phrase 
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accurately describes how the figure of the refugee comes to be knowable: it is 
necessary to cut through "the stories" to get to "the bare facts." It is here that 
physical, non-narrative evidence assumes such astonishing power. It has all the 
authority of an "immediately ascertainable fact." In contrast, the political and 
moral history of displacement that most Hutu in Mishamo themselves insisted 
on constructing was generally rejected by their administrators as too messy, 
subjective, unmanageable, hysterical-as just "stories." Set against an ostensi-
bly knowable, visible medical history of injuries or illness, a political history 
snaking its way from Burundi to Tanzania, from the past to the here and now, 
weaving people into complex loyalties and unseen relations, presented itself as 
unstable and unknowable-and as ultimately, or, properly, irrelevant to the 
practical efforts to administer and care for large refugee populations. 

In this manner history tended to get leached out of the figure of the refugee, 
as imagined by their administrators. This active process of dehistoricization was 
inevitably also a project of depoliticization. For to speak about the past, about 
the historical trajectory that had led the Hutu as refugees into the western Tan-
zanian countryside, was to speak about politics. This could not be encouraged 
by the camp administrators (whether the Ministry of Home Affairs, TCRS, or 
UNHCR); political activism and refugee status were mutually exclusive here, as 
in international refugee law more generally. 

The conversation at the TCRS director's home illustrates how the everyday 
language and practices of those very people who worked with the Hutu because 
of their refugee status continually acted to destabilize the solidity of the legal 
category, as documented in the refugees' identity papers. This destabilization 
occurred along several different axes. On the one hand, there was a continual, in-
formal monitoring of signs of decreasing refugeeness. As the visible signs of 
one's social refugeeness faded, one's worthiness as a recipient of material assis-
tance was likely to decrease. But there was more to it than that. What emerges 
from this and other accounts is that the refugees were thought to be at their pur-
est when they first arrived, and when their condition was visibly at its worst. So, 
instead of refugee status imagined as a state of being attained gradually (as the 
Hutu camp refugees themselves saw it) or as a legal status that one has or has 
not, the administrators tended to imagine refugee status as a processual condi-
tion that was at its purest and most recognizable early in exile, and was there-
after subject to gradual adulteration over time. All this added up, in a subtle way, 
to the barely noticeable but nevertheless powerful constitution of the real or true 
refugee-an ideal figure of which any actual refugees were always imperfect in-
stantiations. 

Refugees as Objects of Humanitarian Intervention 

The case of Tanzania in the mid-1980s facilitates the effort of identifying 
(even if tentatively) certain key features in the constitution of the archetypal 
refugee at the more general level of humanitarian policy discourse. I take as a 
starting point the observation that there has emerged, in the post-World War II 
era, a substantially standardized way of talking about and handling "refugee 
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problems" among national governments, relief and refugee agencies, and other 
nongovernmental organizations (Malkki 1995b ). I would also suggest that these 
standardizing discursive and representational forms (or, perhaps more pre-
cisely, tendencies) have made their way into journalism and all of the media that 
report on refugees. As a result, it is possible to discern transnational common-
alities in both the textual and the visual representation of refugees. Such transna-
tionally mobile representations are often very easily translated and shared 
across nation-state borders. And because they are shared among the institutions 
that locate, fund, and administer refugee projects, these representations can rea-
sonably be expected to carry significant consequences. One of the most far-
reaching, important consequences of these established representational prac-
tices is the systematic, even if unintended, silencing of persons who find 
themselves in the classificatory space of "refugee." That is, refugees suffer from 
a peculiar kind of speechlessness in the face of the national and international or-
ganizations whose object of care and control they are. Their accounts are dis-
qualified almost a priori, while the languages of refugee relief, policy science, 
and "development" claim the production of authoritative narratives about the 
refugees. 12 In what follows I attempt to look a little more closely at the systemic 
underpinnings of this form of silencing and speechlessness. I approach this phe-
nomenon from several different directions, starting with a brief look at the com-
plex effects of the visual representation of refugees, especially in the media of 
photography and documentary film. 

The visual representation of refugees appears to have become a singularly 
translatable and mobile mode of knowledge about them. Indeed, it is not far-
fetched to say that a vigorous, transnational, largely philanthropic traffic in im-
ages and visual signs of refugeeness has gradually emerged in the last half-cen-
tury. Pictures of refugees are now a key vehicle in the elaboration of a 
transnational social imagination of refugeeness. The visual representation of 
displacement occurs in many arenas: among refugee administrators (as we have 
seen), in applied and other academic scholarship (Forbes Martin 1992), among 
journalists (Drakulic 1993; Kismaric 1989), in the publications of humanitarian 
and international organizations (UNHCR's Refugees magazine), in television 
fund-raising drives, and even in fashion advertising (I once saw a fashion spread 
in a Finnish women's weekly magazine, Anna, entitled "The Refugee Look"). 
This global visual field of often quite standardized representational practices is 
surprisingly important in its effects, for it is connected at many points to the de 
facto inability of particular refugees to represent themselves authoritatively in 
the inter- and transnational institutional domains where funds and resources cir-
culate. 

The first thing to be noted about the mutual relationship between image and 
narrative, spectacle and self-representation, is that photographs and other visual 
representations of refugees are far more common than is the reproduction in 
print of what particular refugees have said. There are more established institu-
tional contexts, uses, and conventions for pictures of refugees than for displaced 
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persons' own narrative accounts of exile. Indeed, some of these visual conven-
tions seem to speed up the evaporation of history and narrativity .13 

Mass displacements are often captured as a "sea" or "blur of humanity" 
(e.g., Lamb 1994:H5) 14 or as a "vast and throbbing mass" (e.g., Warrick 
1994:El ), especially in Africa, as Figure 1 illustrates. 15 Black bodies are pressed 
together impossibly close in a confusing, frantic mass. An utter human uniform-
ity is hammered into the viewer's retina. This is a spectacle of"raw," "bare" hu-
manity. It in no way helps one to realize that each of the persons in the photo-
graph has a name, opinions, relatives, and histories, or that each has reasons for 

Figure 1 
Refugees in Zambia, 1977. The photograph is taken from the front cover of a card 
designed for correspondence. Photograph by Peter Marlow; © P. Marlowe and 
Magnum Photos. 
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being where he is now: inside the frame of this photograph. (And this is no or-
dinary news photograph; it has been made into an "art card" offset printed in 
Lombreuil, France.) 

Feldman's recent essay on "cultural anesthesia" explores these kinds of 
mass images: 

Generalities of bodies-dead, wounded, starving, diseased, and homeless-are 
pressed against the television screen as mass articles. In their pervasive deperson-
alization, this anonymous corporeality functions as an allegory of the elephantine, 
"archaic," and violent histories of external and internal subalterns. [1994:407; 
emphasis added] 

This "anonymous corporeality" is a precise characterization of what happens to 
refugees in the regimes of representation under discussion here. No names, no 
funny faces, no distinguishing marks, no esoteric details of personal style enter, 
as a rule, into the frame of pictures of refugees when they are being imagined 
as a sea of humanity. 

Of course, this anonymous corporeality is not necessarily just a feature of 
mass scenes; it is equally visible in another conventionalized image of refugees: 
women and children. This sentimentalized, composite figure-at once feminine 
and maternal, childlike and innocent-is an image that we use to cut across cul-
tural and political difference, when our intent is to address the very heart of our 
humanity. 

Elsewhere I have also suggested that the visual prominence of women and 
children as embodiments of refugeeness has to do not just with the fact that most 
refugees are women and children, but with the institutional, international expec-
tation of a certain kind of helplessness as a refugee characteristic (Malkki 
1995a: 11). In an article entitled "The Refugee Experience: Defining the Pa-
rameters of a Field of Study," Barry Stein notes that "refugees are helped be-
cause they are helpless; they must display their need and helplessness" 
(1981 :327). This vision of helplessness is vitally linked to the constitution of 
speechlessness among refugees: helpless victims need protection, need some-
one to speak for them. In a sense, the imagined sea of humanity assumes a simi-
lar helplessness and speechlessness. 

The bodies and faces of refugees that flicker onto our television screens and 
the glossy refugee portraiture in news magazines and wall calendars constitute 
spectacles that preclude the "involved" narratives and historical or political de-
tails that originate among refugees. It becomes difficult to trace a connection be-
tween me/us-the consumers of images-and them-the sea of humanity (com-
pare Calhoun 1995:xiii).16 Or, more precisely, it becomes difficult to trace a 
connection, a relationship, other than that of a bare, "mere," common underly-
ing humanity: "We are all human, after all." "As a parent, my heart breaks when 
I see those dazed Rwandan orphans." These are very human and very decent re-
actions. One cannot help but feel horror and profound sadness, I think, in the 
face of such images or in the knowledge that such social circumstances do exist. 
But it is also possible and, indeed, useful to notice that in their overpowering 
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philanthropic universalism, in their insistence on the secondariness and 
unknowability of details of specific histories and specific cultural or political 
contexts, such forms of representation deny the very particulars that make of 
people something other than anonymous bodies, merely human beings. 

At first it is difficult to see what might be so problematic in seeing the suf-
fering of people with the eyes of "humanitarian concern" and "human compas-
sion." It is surely better than having no compassion or simply looking the other 
way. But this is not the issue. The issue is that the established practices of hu-
manitarian representation and intervention are not timeless, unchangeable, or in 
any way absolute. On the contrary, these practices are embedded in long and 
complicated histories of their own-histories of charity and philanthropy, his-
tories of international law, peacekeeping, and diplomacy, histories of banish-
ment and legal protection, histories of empires and colonial rule, histories of 
civilizational and emancipatory discourses and missionary work, histories of 
World Bank and other development initiatives in Africa, and much more. These 
humanitarian representational practices and the standardized interventions that 
go with them have the effect, as they currently stand, of producing anonymous 
corporeality and speechlessness. That is, these practices tend actively to dis-
place, muffle, and pulverize history in the sense that the Hutu refugees in 
Mishamo understood history. And they tend to hide the political, or political-
economic, connections that link television viewers' own history with that of 
"those poor people over there" (compare Calhoun 1995; Ferguson 1995, in 
press). 

These processes were in grotesque evidence when the most recent large 
refugee movements from Burundi began to be photographed in the world's 
newspapers. In the October 25, 1993, issue of the Los Angeles Times, on what 
the paper calls its "Second Front Page," there was a large photograph of women 
and children laden with bundles. Underneath was a slim caption: 

Hutu tribe refugees cross the border near Rwanda after walking more than 37 
miles from Burundi. Tribal violence is believed to have flared up between the 
Tutsi and Hutu after a Burundi military coup overthrew and killed President 
Melchior Ndadaye on Thursday. On Sunday, 4,000 people marched through the 
streets of Bujumbura, the capital, calling for the release of the bodies of the 
president and of others killed in the coup. [Los Angeles Times 1993:A3] 

The photo was a very large one, but there was no story to go with it.'7 It was as 
if this grouping of people-women clothed in colorful cotton wraps, children 
in ragged T-shirts and shorts, walking barefoot out of Burundi-had just 
become generic refugees and generic Africans in whose societies tribal violence 
periodically flares up. It was as if this was all the context that might be required. 
Whoever got close enough to this cluster of people to take that photograph could 
have asked them to explain (if not in Kirundi, perhaps in French, or certainly 
through an interpreter) what had happened to them and what they had witnessed. 
Instead, there was almost no news from Burundi at all-only this large Asso-
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ciated Press photograph.18 And this small group of speechless emissaries was 
allowed to go on its way. 

This newspaper photograph helps us to see how "the refugee" is commonly 
constituted as a figure who is thought to "speak" to us in a particular way: word-
lessly. Just the refugee's physical presence is "telling" of his or her immediate 
history of violence. So we tend to assume, at any rate. 

But it is not just that photographs displace narrative testimony. When there 
is testimony about refugees, it mostly does what the photographs do: it silences 
the refugees. For it tends to be testimony by "refugee experts" and "relief offi-
cials" (or even by those ever ready "well-placed Western diplomatic sources"), 
not by refugees themselves. How often have we seen the media image of a (usu-
ally white) U.N. official standing in a dusty landscape, perhaps in Africa, sur-
rounded by milling crowds of black people peering into the camera, and benevo-
lently, efficiently, giving a rundown on their numbers, their diseases, their 
nutritional needs, their crops, and their birth and mortality rates? This mode of 
what may called a "clinical humanitarianism" looks for all the world like an ex-
haustive report on the displaced masses; and the official is surely trying to be in-
formative, as well as to balance honesty and diplomacy. And yet the scene and 
the expert voice operate precisely to erase knowledge. In constructing a raw hu-
manity and a pure helplessness, this spectacle all but blocks the possibility of 
persons stepping forward from the milling crowds, asking for the microphone, 
and addressing the glassy eye of the camera: "Now, if I may, Sir/Madam, there 
are numerous things that you have not considered, many details about our his-
tory and political circumstances that might assist you in helping us." Such de-
tails easily appear as mere quibbles, fine points, and posturing in the face of the 
other, very powerful narrative of emergency relief, humanitarian intervention, 
and "raw" human needs. 

The visual conventions for representing refugees and the language of raw 
human needs both have the effect of constructing refugees as a bare humanity-
even as a merely biological or demographic presence. This mode of humanitari-
anism acts to trivialize and silence history and politics-a silencing that can le-
gitimately be described as dehumanizing in most contexts. And yet the 
mechanisms involved here are more complex than that. For one might argue that 
what these representational practices do is not strictly to dehumanize, but to hu-
manize in a particular mode. A mere, bare, naked, or minimal humanity is set up. 
This is a vision of humanity that repels elements that fail to fit into the logic of 
its framework. 

The Stakes in the Humanitarian Interventions in Rwanda, Burundi, 
and Beyond 

The vast displacements of people that occurred in the wake of the fighting 
and the genocide of 1994 in Rwanda are a good example of what is at stake in 
the constitution of refugees as such passive objects of humanitarian interven-
tion. This short section will specifically address the effects of the disqualifica-
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tion of refugee knowledge in the matter of their repatriation to Rwanda from 
Zaire. 

It would be impossible to give, especially in a single essay, a thorough ac-
count of the complicated history that has culminated in the genocidal massacres 
of over half a million Rwandan citizens, overwhelmingly Tutsi, and the dis-
placement of several million other Rwandan citizens, mostly Hutu, since April 
1994. Important work on the genocide and its aftermath in Rwanda, as well as 
the contemporary political situation in Burundi, has been done by Reyntjens 
(1994), Prunier (1995), Lemarchand (1994a, 1994b), Newbury and Newbury 
(1994, I995), African Rights (1994), Mbonimpa (1993), Pottier (1994), Jefre-
movas (n.d.), Guichaoua (1995), Destexhe (1994), and others. The bare out-
lines, however, are as follows. 

Whereas in Burundi the minority Tutsi category controls the military and, 
effectively, the government, in Rwanda it is the Hutu majority that had been in 
power for all of its postcolonial history until the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) 
victory of I994. The Hutu-led I96I revolution that crumbled the monarchical 
system in Rwanda was violent; it resulted in the deaths of some 20,000 (mostly 
Tutsi) people and produced a sizable presence of exiled Tutsi in Uganda (and 
elsewhere). It is largely from the ranks of these refugees and their descendants 
in Uganda that the RPF grew. In October I990 the RPF attacked Rwanda from 
Uganda. "Following the attack," Amnesty International reports, "some 7,000 
people were arrested, most of them Tutsi; virtually all were subjected to severe 
beatings and some were killed" (1993: 1 ). Fighting between the RPF and the 
Rwandan government forces continued intermittently from 1990 to I993. On 
April6, I994, the presidents of both Burundi and Rwanda were killed in a plane 
crash for which responsibility is still being debated. This touched off a night-
marish campaign of mass killings in Rwanda, a campaign made the more appall-
ing because it involved planning and premeditation (Lemarchand I994a: 1; 
Newbury and Newbury I995:2; Prunier 1995). In the days following the crash 
there were "death squads" that systematically eliminated political opponents of 
the hard-line faction of the Rwandan government (including both Tutsi and 
moderate Hutu). Then civilian militias were apparently given "a free hand to just 
kill every Tutsi in sight" (Lemarchand 1994a: I 0). From Kigali, the killing 
spread to other regions of Rwanda. Eventually, many Hutu civilians began to 
kill their Tutsi neighbors (Smith 1994, cited in Lemarchand I994a: II). In just 
a few months, hundreds of thousands of people, mostly Tutsi, were massacred. 
Most estimates of the death toll fall between 500,000 and 800,000. As RPF 
forces made advances inside Rwanda, Hutu civilian communities took flight 
into neighboring countries for fear of retaliation. When the Rwandan army fi-
nally collapsed, over a million people moved in the space of a few days into 
Zaire (and also into Tanzania and elsewhere). The highest number reported for 
the Rwandan refugee population in the region was 2.2 million. These people 
have since become objects of world attention as the most awe-inspiring refugee 
population in the memory of the aid organizations and media working there. 
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The hundreds of thousands of people living and dying in awful conditions 
in the Rwanda-Zaire borderlands know better than anyone else on the scene 
what they have done, what has happened to them, why, and what they can hope 
for if they return toR wanda. If anyone is an expert on the apocalyptic Rwandan 
political situation now, it is they. And yet curious things are happening to their 
voices. Either they are not heard at all and not quoted in earnest as real, reliable 
sources by the journalists visiting the Zairean camps, or their words are quoted 
in ways they never intended (as symptoms of hysteria, evidence of brainwash-
ing, and echoes of superstitious, gullible Africa). They are being rendered 
speechless in much the same way that the October 1993 refugees from Bu-
rundi's killings were. 

This silence is the phenomenon to be understood. It is actually quite a rid-
dle when we consider how much time, effort, and resources refugee agencies 
and other aid organizations, journalists, politicians, U.N. peacekeepers, the 
French and U.S. forces, and countless other expert agencies have had to expend 
in order to learn anything at all about the setting in which many of them have 
been deliberating over consequential interventions. One of the most consequen-
tial of these interventions still centers on the issue of the repatriation of the refu-
gees from Zaire to Rwanda, a question that has been heatedly discussed ever 
since 1994. 

But before considering the specific question of repatriation, it is worth-
while to try to identify the discursive forms and modes of knowledge that dis-
placed local knowledge and understandings during the genocide and in the 
months after. At least three discursive registers were readily evident from that 
early media coverage. 

The first register of coverage (dating from the period when massive popu-
lation displacements had already occurred) emphasized the bodily, physical evi-
dence of violence and atrocity in Rwanda. A colleague has commented, cyni-
cally but accurately, that this was the period of "blood and gore." Photographic 
evidence of almost unimaginable violence flooded print media and television. 
Rivers swelling with bodies distended and bleached by death; crying, disori-
ented toddlers clinging to the bodies of their dying parents; people with limbs 
cut off or infected pang a slashes over their noses: this flood of terrifying images 
will not be soon forgotten. 19 

One particularly clear illustration of the place of photographic images in 
this crisis is to be found in a Life magazine special feature called "Eyewitness 
Rwanda" ( 1994:7 4-80). A short opening paragraph introduces six pages of full-
color photographs, six pages that seem almost like a religious gesture of mourn-
ing. The paragraph ends: "What persists are images-a handful of pictures from 
among the thousands that have raced before our eyes on videotape or stared out 
from our daily newspapers. They require no elaboration. In their silence, they 
tell the story of Rwanda, 1994" (1994:74). 

The heavily visual documentation of violence was subsequently joined by 
the second register: accounts of human tragedy, or what are perhaps most accu-
rately called human interest stories. There were especially many accounts of 
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children in terrible circumstances. Again, the relevant historical and political 
contexts were missing. 

The third register consisted of technical and heroic narratives. Here, the in-
ternational aid effort had got underway among the Hutu refugees, and the papers 
were suddenly filled with detailed technical profiles of cholera, of the working 
principles of the water purification plants being flown in, of oral rehydration 
techniques, of the construction of airfields, and of the makes and capacities of 
the military transport planes and other heavy equipment involved in the relief 
operation centered in Goma. All three of these discursive registers share the fea-
ture that they do not require any sustained narrative inputs, any testimonial evi-
dence, from the refugees on whose behalf all the activity was, and still is, being 
carried out. The refugees were relevant principally as the tragic mass of human-
ity that needed to be helped first and foremost not to die of cholera, dysentery, 
or other diseases, to be treated and fed. Epidemics had to be contained, clean 
drinking water had to be provided, orphans needed to be taken care of, the dead 
had to be buried (McGreal 1994). The relief workers, medical and other, have 
understandably been overwhelmed by the enormity of the tragedy in Rwanda 
and of their mandate in the refugee camps. The genocide left over half a million 
people dead and untold others wounded, orphaned, widowed, or alone; and the 
cholera epidemic in the camps in Zaire killed 40,000-50,000 people in little 
more than a month.20 

In the face of these terrible epidemics and the sheer mass of the refugee 
presence, most of the international organizations assisting them, the national 
governments sending in relief supplies, and even the journalists on site who 
were mostly echoing all of their policy statements concluded early on that the 
only solution was to get people to go back into Rwanda. (It is difficult to deter-
mine how much agreement there really was among the relief workers, but the 
dominant stance being reported was-and is--one favoring quick repatria-
tion).21 The refugees have in many cases been told they would be safer there than 
in Zaire. Yet they have consistently expressed grave misgivings about return-
ing. "Expert knowledge" has been terribly at odds with the principals' -the 
refugees' -knowledge of the situation, and it is clear that the latter has been al-
most automatically disqualified. For what reasons has this disqualification been 
considered rational or practically necessary? A vital part of the answer to this 
riddle is bound up with contemporary forms of humanitarianism. The speech-
lessness of the newest emissaries of suffering-the refugees from Rwanda-be-
comes intelligible in this light. 

This is where the question of voice-the ability to establish narrative 
authority over one's own circumstances and future, and, also, the ability to 
claim an audience22-begins to show its teeth, then. Evidence suggests that the 
overwhelming majority of the Hutu refugees have never considered repatriation 
wise. They continue to fear retaliation from the new RPF-led government and 
from ordinary people for crimes for which, they know, the Hutu as a categorical 
collectivity are thought by many to bear responsibility. And they probably fear 
the specter of returning to the devastation that their surviving Tutsi neighbors 
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have witnessed. The Rwandan Hutu in Zaire are being urged to go "home," but 
a question of great practical importance has not been seriously addressed: can 
the places from which these people fled still serve as their homes (W amer 
1994)? The physical sites might be there, even intact, but as social environments 
they are likely to be alien and terrifying to many. In addition to other considera-
tions, people know that many of their houses and fields are likely to have been 
occupied by Tutsi repatriating from Uganda after decades in exile there. As Ray-
mond Bonner, one of the few well-informed, seriously engaged journalists cov-
ering the Great Lakes region now, reported in November 1994: 

Since the war ended in July [1994], a dual repatriation problem has engulfed the 
tiny war-torn country. Tens of thousands of Tutsi have returned to Rwanda, as 
many as 300,000 by unofficial counts. They are not among the refugees who fled 
after the massacres erupted in April, but refugees from ethnic violence of 20 and 
30 years ago. Their return is creating demographic and political changes that are 
potentially explosive. [1994:A3] 

While officials of the new RPF government have stated publicly that 
"squatters must get out of houses when former owners return" from Zaire, the 
government lacks the means to enforce this; and "sometimes the new occupants 
have the real owner killed or picked up and taken away, often paying a soldier 
to do the dirty work" (Bonner 1994:A3 ). One need only accuse the returnee of 
complicity in the genocide. 

Journalists have mostly echoed the position of the United Nations and sev-
eral other relief agencies: it is necessary and desirable that the refugees should 
be repatriated. That the refugees have in general refused to return to Rwanda has 
been widely attributed, by the United Nations and several other humanitarian 
agencies and by the international press, to their vulnerability to rumormonger-
ing and manipulations by the exiled and defeated remnants of the Rwandan 
armed forces. There is good evidence that the refugee populations in Zaire are 
being intimidated by political leaders who wish to keep them in exile (compare 
Newbury and Newbury 1995; Prunier 1995). But to assume that they are all pas-
sive puppets moving mindlessly to the manipulations of a handful of callous 
politicians of the exiled Rwandan government may be unwise. In the early 1994 
coverage of the crisis, the refugees were rendered as superstitious and hysteri-
cal, while Rwanda was painted for them as a safe and secure hom of plenty. Of 
the many news reports along these lines, it is sufficient to quote one: 

Aid officials say the estimated 1.2 million Rwandan refugees now facing the 
agony of Zaire's border camps have about two weeks to go home and harvest the 
bursting fields of corn, beans and other crops that carpet the lush country .... Yet 
the hungry refugees are fed a steady diet of fear and propaganda by former Hutu 
government officials and their minions, who insist they will be tortured and killed 
if they return to Rwanda. They claim that the estimated 30,000 refugees who have 
crossed the border since Sunday are dead, although journalists and other witnesses 
have seen them walking home safely .... So rumors and threats circulate daily 
from members of the former regime's murderous militias and the Interahamwe, 
the armed youth wing of the government party .... Their propaganda machine is 
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in full swing again. Many refugees insist, for example, that the Tutsi caused the 
cholera epidemic by poisoning the water. And nearly all are convinced they will 
be mutilated or killed by the new regime if they go home. "We've heard all the 
refugees [who went back] have no eyes anymore," 28-year-old Primitiv Mukan-
demzo warned .... Frediana Mukamunana, 54, using her finger to slash in the air 
as she spoke, shouted: "They cut out the heart, the eyes, the intestines! And they 
put people in cars and burn them!" "They will put us in houses and burn us," 
whispered 18-year-old Faustin Ntanshuti .... Educated Rwandans are just as 
terrified. "They will kill all the intellectuals," said Alphonse Harerimana, a 
physician working at the Doctors Without Borders tent hospital for cholera cases. 
[Drogin 1994:A3, All, emphasis added] 

Such reports paint the refugees' refusal to comply with the repatriation pol-
icy as a symptom of their hysterical, superstitious, overdramatic frame of mind. 
What fails to be mentioned is that violence such as that described above has re-
peatedly occurred in the region; there are numerous historical precedents for all 
these forms of atrocity, as any student of the area knows (African Rights 1994; 
Malkki 1995a; Prunier 1995). That the refugees talk about such terrifying vio-
lence is not a psychological fact but a historical one. 

In the face of the refugees' resistance, many tactics and arguments have 
been used to persuade and cajole the refugees since 1994. U.N. officials on the 
scene have on several occasions issued statements emphasizing the safety of re-
turnees in spite of the fact that the United Nations has had no adequate staff of 
mobile observers on site within Rwanda, and no good way of knowing what has 
become of those who actually returned. The following was reported on July 27, 
1994: 

Wilkinson of the U.N. refugee agency said not a single returnee is known to have 
been injured or killed by soldiers of the new regime. "All the indications we've 
got is things are very stable there and the people who have gone back have had 
absolutely no problems," he said. [Drogin 1994:All] 

The same news report stated that "a reporter who explained to several old 
women that it was safe to return" was shouted down by angry young refugee 
men. "'You're telling lies!' they shouted angrily. 'It is not possible. Those who 
went back yesterday were all killed yesterday!'" (Drogin 1994:A11). On July 
31, 1994, it was further reported that "U.S. Special Forces psychological 
warfare teams would bring in radio equipment to help the new government 
encourage more than a million refugees in neighboring Zaire to return home. 
The Tutsi-led government has assured Hutu refugees that there will be no 
reprisals for the massacres of Tutsis" (Los Angeles Times 1994:A7). Along the 
same lines, a August 6, 1994, report in the Economist states: 

The U.N. hopes to persuade more to return by setting up counter-propaganda. It 
is establishing a "Blue Beret" radio station and is giving technical help to Radio 
Rwanda, now under RPF control, so that it can broadcast to the refugee camps. It 
also hopes to coax refugees back by deploying more peacekeepers in Rwanda and 
offering refugees food, water, and medical care at way-stations along the route 
home. [1994:35] 
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But how were these early assurances of safety to be reconciled with other, 
contradictory reports documenting the growing incidence of reprisals against 
returnees, seizures of land, disappearances, and other disturbing practices? Le 
Monde's Langellier already reported on August 7, 1994, that "more and more 
people have been 'disappearing'" in Kigali, that homes and lands abandoned by 
the people fleeing into Zaire have been reallocated by the RPF, and that "arbi-
trary seizures, accompanied in rural areas by the large-scale displacement of 
communities, amounts to a de facto ban on their rightful occupants' return" 
(Langellier 1994: 16). Some days later, on August 16, 1994, the Los Angeles 
Times quoted a "veteran relief agency leader," who declined to be identified, as 
saying that the RPF army in Rwanda "has never shown any interest in keeping 
this [Hutu] population. Rwanda was overpopulated. Now they have an abun-
dance of fields" (Balzar 1994c:A4; compare Bonner 1994). 

If reports of reprisals against the few Hutu returnees have convinced the 
refugees of the danger of repatriation, so, too, has the incarceration of some 
58,000-60,000 people accused of participation in the genocide in Rwandan 
prisons. The criminal lawyer Adam Stapleton reports for the Human Rights 
Tribune: 

The single most pressing concern was the arbitrary arrest and detention of 
hundreds of people each week. Suspects were detained on the say-so of anyone, 
particularly if the suspect was Hutu and the accuser Tutsi, and charged with 
genocide .... The army arrested and detained people unchecked (by March [ 1994] 
the average weekly rate was estimated to be I ,300) and the displaced persons and 
refugees refused to move out of their camps arguing ... that it was not safe to 
return home. The appalling conditions and increasing daily death toll from 
dysentery and diseases associated with chronic overcrowding make the prisons a 
time-bomb. [1995:15] 

The refugees' fears were further exacerbated in Aprill995, when hundreds 
(by some accounts thousands)23 of Hutu were killed by the RPF-led Rwandan 
forces in the displaced persons camp ofKibeho in southwestern Rwanda. Before 
people fled the camp in panic, 70,000-100,000 were living there. The govern-
ment forces stated that the camp and others like it were "filled with armed mi-
litias" and had to be disbanded (Lorch 1995a:A I, A4). 

It is plain to see that the repatriation question is very complex. It is prob-
lematic for many reasons to have hundreds of thousands of people living in exile 
outside of Rwanda; it is no less problematic to push them back into Rwanda. 
This essay does not presume to propose a solution to the crisis. So much said, it 
was a terrible responsibility that the international organizations assumed in urg-
ing the refugees to go back "home," for this has been the predominant argument 
throughout, despite the fact that the United Nations has more recently expressed 
concern over the dangers of repatriation, and has publicly objected to Zaire's re-
cent announcements about closing the camps one by one. 

How could anyone guarantee that no retaliatory violence would erupt, 
when anyone familiar with the region's history (and with the social struggles 
over history there) would be forced to recognize that such violence would be, at 



REFUGEES, HUMANITARIANISM, AND DEHISTORICIZATION 397 

best, unsurprising? How could anyone think that in the wake of a genocide the 
political situation in Rwanda is "stable"? What questions, what considerations, 
override these in importance? 

There is every reason to suppose that the violence that has so shocked the 
world has similarly shocked those who were its Rwandan victims and witnesses. 
This is a scale and kind of violence that is not often seen in the world. It is, lit-
erally, extraordinary. And because of this, it must have forced people in the re-
gion to rethink the universe of what is possible and thinkable-just as genocidal 
violence in recent European history has reconfigured social universes there. In 
the wake of the past two years, anything would seem to be possible. Politically, 
intellectually, conceptually, affectively-in all these ways it would seem wise 
and realistic to acknowledge the horror of what has happened by not forcing, ca-
joling, or tricking people to return to the still very dangerous sites of their shame 
and tragedy. 

Time must be allowed to pass so that the refugees waiting and watching in 
Zaire can make a reasonable, well-founded assessment of their alternatives. 
Time is also required from the humanitarian agencies involved. Surely they 
would not wish to have to acknowledge that they have marched people to their 
deaths in their desire to do away with a refugee crisis. 

Time must be given to the tasks of witnessing and testimony, on both sides 
of the Rwanda-Zaire border, among Tutsi and Hutu. Beresford has rightly ob-
served that 

there is ... a forgetfulness in the world's fixation with the relief disaster that is 
Goma. The story of Rwanda is not that of a cholera epidemic, terrible though it 
may be; cholera is the consequence of the central horror of the last few months-
genocide .... Genocide invites a Nuremberg. [ 1994:6] 

For any kind of accounting or public justice to become a real possibility, all the 
parties concerned (national, regional, and international) would have to consent 
to become an audience to the "involved" stories that the inhabitants of this 
terrorized region have to tell. The obstacles to such accounting at all levels have 
become very clear in the funding and other difficulties that the U.N.-organized 
war crimes tribunal has faced. 

The genocide in Rwanda has already happened; it is not possible to go back 
and change interventions or omissions of the past. But the dangerous effects of 
silencing are still all too salient in currently unfolding events in the region. The 
Hutu refugees from Rwanda are still in Zaire, Tanzania, and elsewhere, and, as 
of this writing (February 1996), refusing repatriation, still the objects of con-
certed efforts from the Zairean government, the United Nations, and various 
other agencies to push them back where they "belong." The effects of such si-
lencing are detectable in neighboring Burundi, also. By ignoring the continual 
political persecution, intimidation, and killings occurring in that country, the 
"international community" risks coming face to face with another Rwanda-like 
period of terror there and finding that nothing that could have been done has 
been done (Balzar 1994b). 
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But preventive measures do not come easily in the conventional logic of the 
"humanitarian operation." For humanitarian help to be mobilized, the disaster 
usually must have happened already. When refugees and orphans have been pro-
duced, then the site for intervention is visible. Otherwise, the matter is "politi-
cal" (or a "domestic" issue in a sovereign state) and thus beyond the realm of hu-
manitarian intervention (Waal 1994:1 0). 

Conclusion 

It is obviously neither logically nor practically necessary that humanitarian 
intervention in and of itself dehistoricize or depoliticize. And I would like to 
make perfectly clear that by studying certain of the transnationally shared as-
pects of humanitarian intervention in refugee issues, I am not thereby seeking to 
belittle the importance of the moral, ethical, and political motivations that are 
clearly at the core of humanitarian interventions.24 1t is necessary to state that 
these forms and practices of humanitarianism do not represent the best of all 
possible worlds, and that it is politically and intellectually possible to try to 
come up with something better. Especially in the face of the political crisis in 
Rwanda, and the very real possibility that the political situation in Burundi will 
soon become much worse than it already is, it is necessary to do better. Perhaps 
a part (a crucial part) of the improvement is to be found in a radically "historiciz-
ing humanism" that insists on acknowledging not only human suffering but also 
narrative authority, historical agency, and political memory. Barthes' s call for a 
progressive humanism (1980:101) addressed this very issue, as do Foucault's 
later writings; he suggested why it is more useful to seek to connect people 
through history and historicity than through a human essence (or "human na-
ture"). This is not to make a simple, romantic argument about "giving the people 
a voice"; for one would find underneath the silence not a voice waiting to be lib-
erated but ever deeper historical layers of silencing and bitter, complicated re-
gional struggles over history and truth. 

It is a historicizing (and politicizing) humanism that would require us, po-
litically and analytically, to examine our cherished notions of mankind and the 
human community, humanitarianism and humanitarian "crises," human rights 
and international justice. For if humanism can only constitute itself on the bod-
ies of dehistoricized, archetypal refugees and other similarly styled victims-if 
clinical and philanthropic modes of humanitarianism are the only options-then 
citizenship in this human community itself remains curiously, indecently, out-
side of history. 
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Townsend Center for the Humanities at the University of California, Berkeley, in 1996; 
and the Department of Anthropology colloquium at Princeton University in 1996. 

1. The term "selective genocide" is from Lemarchand and Martin 197 4 and was 
widely used. 

2. Compare Ree 1992 and Malkki 1994, 1995b. 
3. I would like to thank Daniel Segal for pointing out the presence of the universal 

family in this imagery. The universal figures of man, woman, and child are, of course, 
often (but not always) constitutive of that other abstraction, "the family," as Barthes' s 
classic essay "The Great Family of Man" showed ( 1980:100-1 02; Segal, personal 
communication, March 8, 1996). 

4. Humanitarian interventions take place largely within an internationalist institu-
tional and conceptual framework; that is, they depend on the concept of an "international 
community" (compare Malkki 1994 ). Thus, the concept of internationalism is an integral 
part of any discussion of international community and international responsibility. In a 
longer essay it would be productive to combine the critical study of humanitarianism 
with long-standing debates about internationalism. For the present, this larger set of 
questions may be indicated by Craig Calhoun's particularly clearsighted discussion of 
internationalism in the context of Rwanda and Bosnia in his foreword to Micheline 
!shay's Internationalism and Its Betrayal: 

In both cases [Bosnia and Rwanda]. the problem of internationalism does not just arise with 
questions about universal human rights and possible humanitarian interventions. but is consti-
tutive of the very crises themselves in ways not unrelated to the blind spots of liberal 
individualism. 

The problem is not just that international diplomats and multilateral agencies mishandled the 
two specific situations [Bosnia and Rwanda]: the entire international framework for under-
standing nationalism and related conflicts is deeply flawed. Among other things. it systemati-
cally obscures such international influences on the production of domestic, putatively entirely 
ethnic, struggles. It also leaves well-intentioned international actors with no good way of 
grasping their connection to the genocides and nationalist wars that have marred-but system-
atically marked-the twentieth century. Not only do these appear often as premodern inheri-
tances. and therefore disconnected from genuinely modem and even contemporary sources. but 
they appear as fundamentally separate from the institutions and discourse of the respectable 
international community. Diplomats and analysts fail to see the connection between the 
structuring of the international community as a world system of putative nation-states, of 
making adaptation to the rhetoric of nationalism a condition for entrance into the United 
Nations, and the pernicious forms of nationalism they decry. Not only they but many of the rest 
of us fail to reflect on the ironic nationalism reproduced in asking whether intervention in 
genocidal wars is or is not a part of the compelling national interest of the United States or any 
other country. [Calhoun 1995: xii i] 

5. The official designation of these camps by the Tanzanian Ministry for Home 
Affairs as well as TCRS and UNHCR was "refugee settlement"; however, the refugee 
residents of Mishamo always referred to it as a camp. Their reasons are discussed in 
Malkki 1 995a. 

6. It is not known how many people returned from the Hutu refugee camps in 
Tanzania to Burundi when the first democratic elections in that country brought a Hutu 
president, Melchior N dadaye, to power in 1993 (compare Lemarchand 1994b ). 
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7. This discussion also appears in Malkki 1995a. 
8. I would like to thank Referee 1 for helping me to think further about this issue. 

Referee 1 remarks: "Antagonism against commercial classes is especially strong during 
periods of significant inflation as occurred with the economic policies of 'liberalization' 
followed by the Tanzanian [government] over these years. The idea that a 'fellow 
refugee' could raise prices and create hardship for those of his or her own group was a 
contradiction to the norm of refugee culture." 

9. The officials of the Ministry of Home Affairs of the United Republic of Tanzania 
were also very generous in their assistance, but their relationship to the refugees was 
quite different from that of the nongovernmental organizations, as I have shown 
elsewhere (Malkki 1995a). 

10. I would like to thank Referee 1 for suggestions on this section. 
11. Individual persons in UNHCR and TCRS have also engaged very seriously 

with my research in the Hutu refugee communities in Tanzania and have given me 
valuable critical feedback. 

12. Referee 1 comments here: "From my experience, for example, in the Rwandan 
camps, it was astounding how the aid communities have selected texts that correspond 
with their image; having no other access to a wider range of discourse, and often 
dependent on their own interpreters for their impressions, they simply end up magnify-
ing the very oppositions they claim to oppose-in a process that amount[s] to an 
excellent example of creating alterity." 

13. Ortner's 1991 essay has helped me to think through issues of narrativity and 
historical agency. 

14. Another news photograph of a tightly packed group of children with cups in 
their hands has the caption "A drop in the ocean of misery .... Rwandan children wait 
for water at Kibumba camp near Goma, Zaire" (Trequesser 1994:4). 

15. I would like to thank my student Ghada Masri for giving me this photograph. 
16. Compare Debord: "The spectacle is not a collection of images, but a social 

relation among people, mediated by images" (1983:2). 
17. Other pictures with short captions but without stories appeared in the New York 

Times ( 1995a:A5, 1995b:E2); compare Life ( 1994:74-80). 
18. This should be seen in the more general context of the gross underreporting of 

the violence that started in Burundi in October 1993. 
19. In a theme issue on Africa, Granta, a literary magazine, published 22 pages of 

black-and-white photographs of the dead and wounded in the Rwanda genocide. The 
photographs were taken by Gilles Peress. 

20. Estimates vary. The figure of 50,000 cholera victims is cited in Lorch 
1995b:A1; compare Balzar 1994d:A23. 

21. And, of course, "voluntary repatriation" is inscribed in the operating code of 
the UNHCR as the primary, and ideal, "durable solution" to displacement. See Warner's 
reflections on the implications of this ideal and its relation to the social imagination of 
"home" by refugee organizations ( 1994: 1 ff.). 

22. Compare Balibar on citizenship: he contrasts "citizenship understood in its 
strict sense as the full exercise of political rights and in its broad sense as cultural 
initiative or effective presence in the public space (the capacity to be 'listened to' there)" 
(1988:724). It is in this broad sense that the international citizenship of the refugees 
from Burundi and Rwanda has been denied in the arena commonly named "the interna-
tional community" (compare Foucault, as cited in Macey 1993:437-438). 

23. Estimates vary. See, for example, Lorch 1995a:A1, A4. 
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24. I also do not wish to imply that all relief, aid, refugee, and humanitarian 
agencies espouse the same philosophy; I am only attempting to identify a dominant 
tendency. There are, happily, dissonant voices in the ranks of these agencies, as in the 
following case: 

"If the U.N. doesn't learn from this, God help the next poor souls of the world who need help," 
said John O'Shea of the Irish relief agency GOAL, which has been active here [in Rwanda] 
since the beginning of the crisis. Using bitter profanities, O'Shea said the United Nations has 
failed to meet the refugees' needs and has made no serious effort to make them feel safe going 
home. [cited in Balzar 1994a:A6] 
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