RCCS

Annual Review
A selection from the Portuguese journal
Revista Crítica de Ciências Sociais

W3
AntónioNSousaNRibeiro

Memory,NIdentityNandNRepresentation
N

GabrielNGatti

TheNDetained-DisappearedN
N

SilviaNRodríguezNMaeso

TheNPoliticsNofNTestimonyNandNRecognition
N

FernandaNHenriques

PhilosophicalNConceptionsNandNRepresentationsNofNtheNFeminine
N

RosemarieNBuikema

ConfigurationsNofNNationhoodNandNCitizenshipNinNDisgraceNandNAgaat
N

TeresaNToldy

SecularistNDreamsNandNWomen’sNRights
N

NunoNMiguelNCardosoNMachado
KarlNPolanyiNandNtheNNewNEconomicNSociology
N

EleonoraNSchettiniNMartinsNCunha,N
GiovanniNAllegrettiNandNMarisaNMatias
ParticipatoryNBudgetingNandNICT

RCCS Annual Review #3
October 2011
ISSN 1647-3175
Managing Editor
Teresa Tavares
Editorial Board
Clara Keating
Claudino Ferreira
Hermes Augusto Costa
José Castro Caldas
Paula Duarte Lopes
Sílvia Portugal
Silvia Rodríguez Maeso
Teresa Tavares
Editorial Assistant
Rita Cabral
Editorial Secretary
Ana Sofia Veloso
Property and Edition
Centro de Estudos Sociais
Laboratório Associado
Universidade de Coimbra
Contacts
RCCS Annual Review
Colégio de S. Jerónimo
Apartado 3087
3000-995 Coimbra
PORTUGAL
Tel.: +351 239 855 573
Fax: +351 239 855 589
E-mail: rccsar@ces.uc.pt
URL: http://rccsar.revues.org
Periodicity
Annual

TABLE OF CONTENTS
António Sousa Ribeiro
Memory, Identity and Representation: The Limits of Theory and the Construction of
Testimony ..........................................................................................................................3

Gabriel Gatti
The Detained-Disappeared: Civilisational Catastrophe, the Collapse of Identity and
Language .........................................................................................................................15

Silvia Rodríguez Maeso
The Politics of Testimony and Recognition in the Guatemalan and Peruvian Truth
Commissions: The Figure of the 'Subversive Indian' ........................................................38

Fernanda Henriques
Philosophical Conceptions and Representations of the Feminine: Contributions towards
a Critical Hermeneutics of the Philosophical Tradition ...................................................68

Rosemarie Buikema
The Content of the Form and other Textual Politics. Configurations of Nationhood and
Citizenship in Disgrace and Agaat ....................................................................................86

Teresa Toldy
“Secularist Dreams” and “Women’s Rights”: Notes on an “Ambiguous
Relationship” ................................................................................................................ 100

Nuno Miguel Cardoso Machado
Karl Polanyi and the New Economic Sociology: Notes on the Concept of
(Dis)embeddedness........................................................................................................119

Eleonora Schettini Martins Cunha, Giovanni Allegretti and Marisa Matias
Participatory Budgeting and the Use of Information and Communication Technologies:
A Virtuous Cycle? .......................................................................................................... 141

1

SUMMARY

This issue begins with three articles that discuss issues of memory, identity, and
testimony in the context of phenomena of extreme social violence, and includes other
texts that address various topics: representations of the feminine in the Western
philosophical tradition, the manipulation of the religious and the secular in women’s
rights discourses and practices, the relationship between literature and identity, the
New Economic Sociology and the concept of (dis)embeddedness, and the use of
information and communication technologies in participatory budgeting experiments.
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António Sousa Ribeiro
School of Arts and Humanities and Center for Social Studies, University of Coimbra, Portugal

Memory, Identity, and Representation: The Limits of Theory and the Construction of
Testimony*
Starting from the perspective that Holocaust theory offers a paradigmatic framework that may
form the basis for overall reflection on phenomena of extreme violence in modernity, the
question of the significance of the Holocaust in understanding the possibilities and limits of
reconstructing identities in post-traumatic contexts is reviewed. The role of testimony, in
particular, is emphasized as representing a space for translation conducive to overcoming victim
status and affirming public memory and post-memory.
Keywords: genocide; Holocaust; identity; Justice; memory; testimony; trauma; violence; victims.

As the symbol of an irreparable “civilizational rupture” (Diner, 1988), Auschwitz has become,
in the context of contemporary thought, the central metaphor for the complex body of
experiences caused by situations of extreme violence. That is why the Holocaust remains an
absolutely paradigmatic reference for those who, in a wide variety of contexts, set out to
analyze the possibilities and the limits of identity reconstruction in the framework of posttraumatic memory. Nevertheless, the question of whether the Holocaust was a truly unique
event is one that has been asked frequently and under quite different circumstances. This is
far from being an innocent question, and reams have been written about it. As was made
plain in Germany during the 1980s in connection with the so-called historians’ dispute
(Historikerstreit), to deny the uniqueness of the Nazi genocide is just a short step away from
an apologetic stance, and more often than not it is permeated with a relativizing intent. For
historian Ernst Nolte, the main spokesman for the relativizing faction, it was about time the
German people stopped blaming themselves for the Holocaust, as similar horrors could be
attributed, for instance, to Stalinist repression. Furthermore, the true historical explanation
for the Holocaust, according to Nolte, lay in the existence of the Gulag, since the Nazi terror
was just a reaction to Stalinist terror. Such theses are untenable and were fully refuted at
the time.1 Nevertheless, in comparison with the various experiences of large-scale violence

*

Article published in RCCS 88 (March 2010).
On the “historians’ dispute”, see Augstein et al. (1987), Evans (1990), Peacock (2001), “Forum: The
Historikerstreit Twenty Years On” (2006).
1
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throughout the 20th century, the attempt to view the Nazi genocide as just one instance
among others crops up now and then in public discourse with unfailing regularity.
The truth is that the Holocaust presents some features that are absolutely unique, to wit:
the decision to exterminate not just one group as such, but every single human being
classified as belonging to that group, to the last one of its members; the centrality of antiSemitism in Nazi ideology, which takes extermination beyond all political and military
rationality (think of the formidable logistics for ensuring the transportation of the deported,
especially after deportations were intensified in 1943, a time of mounting difficulties in the
area of military transportation); the industrial scale of the genocide, evinced by the logistical
organization already alluded to and by the efficient planning of mass extermination, which
was characterized by a technological rationality that comprised the gas chambers,
crematoria, and the full utilization of the victims’ bodily remains as raw material.2
Such uniqueness is indeed the mark of a consummate case of absolute violence, and it is
in this respect that the Holocaust presents itself as a paradigm. Affirming the uniqueness of
the Nazi genocide does not mean that it cannot be compared to other extreme historical
events of a similar nature – in fact, that very uniqueness adds relevance to such
comparisons, which are not only legitimate but also necessary.3 Moreover, it is crucial to
bear in mind that the unique significance of Auschwitz resides not just in the unique nature
of the facts themselves, but also in the relevance of the memory-work it generated. As
Helmut Dubiel (2003) rightly points out, there is no doubt that nowadays the Holocaust is an
indispensable metanarrative for any other phenomenon of large-scale violence. But that
means that the Holocaust, while retaining its historical singularity, is seen by our
contemporary consciousness not just as an event set in the past, but rather as something
that is still present. That presentification is the result of a long process that for the most part
did not start until the 1960s, and in which the work of memory plays a much more decisive
role than the work of history. That is the question I wish to dwell on here – the place of the
Holocaust in contemporary consciousness does not stem merely from its representing a set
of historical facts marked by the uniqueness of absolute violence, but is rather a function of
the depth of the memory work associated with it. Such depth is based on a new paradigm of
2

On the modernity of the Holocaust, see Zygmunt Bauman’s now classic study (1989). Bauman’s central theses
are foreshadowed in H. G. Adler’s poorly disseminated studies (see for instance 1958).
3
Paul Gilroy, among others, has stressed the need to develop a comparative perspective between post-colonial
theory and Holocaust theory (Gilroy, 2000).
4
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testimony that, among other things, radically questions the role and the concept of the
victim, presenting itself in these times of ours, through its multiple cross-generational
ramifications, as an extremely vigorous discursive formation.
In Die Schuldfrage (The Question of German Guilt), a long, nowadays perhaps somewhat
neglected, essay published in 1946,4 shortly after the end of World War II (Jaspers, 1987),
German philosopher Karl Jaspers established a few definitions that still strike me as rather
pertinent and that will be used in my argument. Jaspers starts out by rejecting a loose
concept of guilt as well as the assignment of collective guilt to the German people – because
in his eyes the mere concept of collective guilt is absurd, and for good reason. Instead, he
submits four concepts, which correspond to as many different dimensions of the same
problem. First of all he identifies criminal guilt, arising from a responsibility for crimes that
can be objectively established through evidence and subject to sentencing in common
courts. The second type of guilt is political guilt. It is generated by decisions emanating from
state institutions and can only be subjected to sanctions imposed in the framework of
situations where the winners are in charge. In other words, in case of defeat, the winning
powers may establish a new legal framework that criminalizes acts that were formerly
beyond the jurisdiction of the courts. This was precisely what happened with the Nuremberg
court, whose most outstanding feat, as is well known, was the establishment of the concept
of crimes against humanity. Thus, the definition of political guilt in the Jaspersian sense
enabled the creation of a decisive legal precedent.
Thirdly, there is Jaspers’ definition of moral guilt, a concept which implies ethical
responsibility for participating in criminal acts, even where there is no criminal responsibility
involved (typically, being forced to carry out orders while having no means of evading them).
This particular dimension of guilt has to do with the individual conscience, and the tribunal is
that of one’s own conscience. Jasper’s fourth and last concept is that of metaphysical guilt,
which involves a notion of responsibility that is independent of any act of commission or
omission on the part of the individual, since it refers to the sense of responsibility felt by
every human being regarding all violence against another human being. This is then a
fundamental ethical principle encompassing all of humankind and extending to succeeding
4

In 1937, as a result of his wife being labeled as Jewish, Jaspers was removed from the university and
ostracized by the Nazis. Until 1945 the couple lived under the constant threat of deportation. In his essay,
however, Jaspers positions himself neither as an outsider nor a victim, but rather as someone who neither can
nor wishes to shirk collective responsibility.
5
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generations, and which, by definition, can never expire. Notwithstanding the religious
overtones undeniably given to it by Jaspers’ justification, the concept strikes me as crucially
relevant today, as it points to a basic ethical principle of respect for human rights, which is
the sole viable foundation for a comprehensive, universal ethics in our times. 5
It is a well-known fact that criminal prosecution of Nazi crimes in Germany 6 did not start
until the early 1960s, which was relatively late. The Nuremberg trials had set a new
paradigm for international law, but the advent of the Cold War soon led to a policy of
restoration and to the strengthening of a conservative political course that was to relegate
the whole issue of the recent Nazi past to a secondary position in Germany’s public
consciousness. It was not until 1958 that an official agency – the Central Office of the Judicial
Authorities for the Investigation of National Socialist Crimes ("Zentrale Stelle der Aufklärung
zur Landesjustizverwaltungen Nationalsozialistische Verbrechen") – was established in
Ludwigsburg with the purpose of initiating proceedings against Nazi criminals. The work
carried out by the Central Office, which was expressly created to investigate crimes that had
been committed outside Germany, and that for this reason had so far evaded the jurisdiction
of West German courts, was to become extremely important, even if it had to overcome
numerous obstacles over the years. Right at the beginning, for instance, it had to face the
violent opposition of Anton Saur, the city’s mayor, who feared that the new office of judicial
investigation might give Ludwigsburg “a bad name.” But the office’s activities soon began to
bear fruit, and within just a few years they gained full public visibility with the sessions of the
so-called “Auschwitz trial” (1963-1965) of officials of the Auschwitz concentration camp.
These were the first major trial proceedings initiated by the “Zentrale Stelle,” with many
others to follow.
Despite the importance of such moments of affirmation of the judiciary vis-a-vis the
rationale of virulent self-exculpation on the part of vast sectors of German society, the
Office’s activities always met with political obstruction, and there was indeed a significant
disproportion between the number of cases prosecuted and the number of actual
convictions (not to mention the fact that the latter were often rather light or just symbolic at
that). In fact, out of 106,496 people who were investigated as part of about 15,000 cases

5

For a discussion of the question of German guilt in Jaspers and Hannah Arendt, see Schaap (2002).
I speak here of the Federal Republic, thus leaving aside the German Democratic Republic and Austria, where
the process of confronting the past has other, albeit equally problematic, specificities.
6
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(typically against more than one defendant per case), only 6495 were actually convicted. In
some particularly sensitive areas, such as those permeated by the myth that the regular
army had never been involved in criminal actions,7 the disparity is even more blatant. Thus,
of about 1000 cases prosecuted against members of the Wehrmacht who were accused of
war crimes, not even one was brought to court.8
For obvious generational reasons, that phase is now virtually over. One should not expect
to see many more Nazi criminals being prosecuted. The case against John Demianiuk, a camp
guard at Sobibor who is currently being tried in Munich, may well be the last and – given the
advanced age of the defendant, already 89 years old when the proceedings started, on 30
November 2009 – may not even come to an end.
Was justice done then? In truth, only to a limited extent, as one can easily see: many
criminals ended up unpunished, and in any event reparation to the victims could not but be
disproportionately small, not just because of the irreparable enormity of the pain that was
inflicted, but also because – as Shoshana Felman, among others, point outs (2001) – current
jurisprudence is not victim-centred, but rather centred on reparation to society. In the
conventional space of the courtroom, the victim's testimony is relevant only insofar as it
contributes to evidence building. All other dimensions of the testimony are thus rendered
secondary, with the frequent result that reenacting the trauma entails no process of
liberation for the victim, but a new punishment instead. In other words, within the context
of the courtroom memory should be at the sole service of historical reconstruction and
therefore remain subordinate to history and to fact-finding, relegating the witness to a
minor role in a judicial machinery that totally transcends him/her.
As we all know, the amount of historical knowledge that is available today, after more
than 60 years devoted to the study of Nazi crimes and the Holocaust in particular, is huge
and virtually unmanageable. One may safely say that historical knowledge regarding the Nazi
genocide of the Jews and the whole of National Socialist crimes against humanity is now
firmly established. Although historical studies continue to be carried out in significant
numbers, mostly with a local emphasis, the basic facts have long been established and
7

The myth fell apart once and for all after the mid-1990s, in the wake of the exhibition on the Wehrmacht war
crimes. Organized by the Hamburg Institute for Social Research, the exhibition was shown in many cities
throughout Germany and Austria over several years and amidst great controversy (Heer and Naumann, 1995;
Heer, 2005).
8
The data on the “Zentrale Stelle” is from the Office’s web site (http://www.zentrale-stelle.de). See also the
informative Wikipedia entry.
7
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barring a few exceptions (such as the existence of a written order by Hitler at the origin of
the “final solution”) invite little or no controversy.
The questions that still stay and will remain open – the questions for which there may
never be a satisfactory answer and which, for that reason, sharply demarcate the limits of
theory – have nothing to do with fact-finding or with mere historical interpretation, but
rather with memory and postmemory, that is, with real individuals relating to the past in a
way that is dependent on their engagement in the present.9 After posing the question
“Whose Auschwitz?”, as he does in the title of his crucial 1998 essay, Imre Kertész does not
hesitate to provide an outright answer: Auschwitz belongs less to the generation of the
victims, from whose age-worn hands it is gradually slipping away, than to the next
generation and those still to come. But Kertész also adds one equally clear proviso: “for as
long as those generations claim it” (2002: 145). Thus we find ourselves again faced with
Jaspers and the concept of metaphysical guilt, and we are brought back to the question I
asked above: how is it possible that Auschwitz can represent not just a historical fact or a
past event, but a reality that is ever present and therefore capable of providing a
paradigmatic foundation for a human rights ethics in our times?
The answer to this question, in my view, is inextricably linked to the question of
testimony itself. We are all familiar with the aporia of testimony, first raised by Primo Levi in
1986 in his I sommersi e i salvati (The Drowned and the Saved), and taken up by Giorgio
Agamben’s crucial reflections on Auschwitz (Agamben, 1999; Vecchi, 2001). Here’s Levi in an
often-quoted passage: “[T]he history of the Lagers has been written almost exclusively by
those who, like myself, never fathomed them to the bottom. […] Those who did so, those
who saw the Gorgon, have not returned to tell about it or have returned mute” (Levi, 1989:
6 and 64). Which is to say that the real witness, the one with the ultimate, most vivid
knowledge, is that who, paradoxically, is unable to testify.
But Levi does not view this apparently insoluble aporia as paralyzing. On the contrary, it
distinctly gives the ethics of testimony a very precise meaning in that it sets its limits, but in
no way does it make one overlook the fact that the witness is also, etymologically, terstis, a

9

The concept of postmemory was first introduced by Marianne Hirsch in her study on photography, narrative
and memory (Hirsch, 1997). In a recent essay, she defines the concept in the following manner: “Postmemory
describes the relationship of the second generation to powerful, often traumatic, experiences that preceded
their births but that were nevertheless transmitted to them so deeply as to seem to constitute memories in
their own right” (Hirsch, 2008: 103).
8
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third party, who happened to be present and therefore is also in a position to attest to the
veracity of the facts, and all the more so when, as is here the case, the testifying third party
can also speak in the first person. This despite the fact that, by reason of the mere reality of
survival, the witness’s status cannot but be problematical, according to Levi, because – as
the latter unflaggingly insists – being allowed a few privileges, no matter how small, or
establishing even a minimal degree of complicity with the exterminators were common
conditions for survival in the death camps’ ruthless machinery. This makes testimony even
more difficult, because a victim status carries with it, if only to an infinitesimal degree, the
ambiguity of having once been an accomplice as well. This uniquely disturbing problem is
discussed in “the Gray Zone,” one of the chapters in Primo Levi’s The Drowned and the
Saved. This particular chapter contains the following remarks about the possibility of bearing
witness on the part of the extremely few survivors of the teams in charge of the most
terrifying work carried out in the death camps – operating the crematoria:
From men who have known such extreme destitution one cannot expect a deposition in the
juridical sense of the term, but something that is at once a lament, a curse, an expiation, and
an attempt to justify and rehabilitate themselves. One should expect a liberating outburst
instead of a Medusa-faced truth. (Levi, 1989: 36)

The distinction Levi here makes between testimony in the legal sense and a victim’s
testimony is crucial if one is to understand that a broad sense of the concept is indeed what
we find underlying the transformation of the Holocaust into a universal paradigm. Levi
repeatedly reminds us that testimonies should be read “with a critical eye” (ibid.: 6): an
eyewitness is neither a historian nor a philosopher (ibid.: 122), and for the average prisoner
the camp’s workings as a whole were totally indecipherable, since the observable horizon
was inevitably very narrow in scope (ibid.: 24). The witness in most cases is not a hero either,
nor an exceptional being, but rather someone who was permitted to survive thanks to a
combination of chance circumstances. To put it differently, the value of testimony and its
veracity should no doubt be assessed in the terrain of historical truth and sociological
analysis, but its significance goes well beyond that: testimony, to begin with, provides the
survivor with a reason to live; it allows him/her to build an authority that frees him/her from
the mere status of victim while also allowing for him/her to claim an identity where trauma
is overcome; in short, it gives him/her a winner status in the war against memory that we
find inscribed in the Third Reich’s entire system of extermination (ibid.: 18).

9
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The early 1960s were a watershed moment, with two events marking the definite
transition to a context where this mode of testimony enunciation became possible: the Adolf
Eichmann case, tried in Jerusalem in 1961, and the Auschwitz case, taken to court in
Frankfurt am Main from 1963 to 1965. In fact, those were decisive moments in which the
witness’s silence was finally ruptured. It is not so much that witnesses had not spoken out
until then; they had indeed, and in many different ways. Still – as is often mentioned – no
one had ever shown any interest in listening to them, not just in Europe and Israel but
especially in other parts of the world. The big public moment with regard to bringing the
Nazi leaders to justice, the Nuremberg trials, had barely broached the issue of the victim’s
perspective or even of the Holocaust itself, which the trials tended to view as just a facet
among others of World War II, a terrible facet for sure, but still a long way from its
significance as civilizational rupture, as it was to be labeled by future reflection. This is
tantamount to saying that there existed no public space for witness bearing in the post-war
period, i.e., the prevailing conditions for enunciation were then wholly unfavorable to the
articulation of memory, in a public context that was dominated by the wish to forget.
The problem, however, has to do not just with a hostile environment, but with the no less
important fact that lived experience seldom lets itself be articulated right away. It takes long,
hard work to win back the possibility of making memory speak. Robert Antelme, who
nevertheless had published L'espèce humaine, one of the first major testimonies about this
self-enclosed universe, as early as 1947, describes the issue in all its rawness:
[W]ith us we brought back our memory of our experience, an experience that was still very
much alive, and we felt a frantic desire to describe it such as it had been. As of those first days,
however, we saw that it was impossible to bridge the gap we discovered opening up between
the words at our disposal and that experience which, in the case of most of us, was still going
forward within our bodies. […] No sooner would we begin to tell our story than we would be
choking over it. And then, even to us, what we had to tell would start to seem unimaginable.
The disproportion between the experience we had lived through and the account we were
able to give of it would only be confirmed subsequently. (Antelme, 1992: 3)

No wonder it was only in the 1960s that such crucial narratives as Jorge Semprún’s The
Long Voyage, Primo Levi’s If This Is a Man, and many others emerged on the scene with
widespread repercussions. And no wonder, too, that the Adolf Eichmann case was perhaps
also, in this regard, a decisive caesura in terms of confronting the Holocaust (Levi and
Rothberg, 2003). In her relevant critique of Eichmann in Jerusalem, Hannah Arendt’s
controversial report on “the banality of evil” (Arendt, 1990), Shoshana Felman keenly

10
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emphasizes the extent of that caesura precisely from the standpoint of what one might call
the emancipation of testimony. Emancipation indeed, because at the same time that it for
once massively gave voice to the victims (with over a hundred survivors attending as
witnesses) and that it gave absolute centrality to that voice, the space of the courtroom
where Eichmann was tried also offered the possibility of finding a public mode of
enunciation for a memory that until then had been confined to private space. Thus Felman
suggestively views the court as a space of translation, that is, a space for translating private
memory into pubic discourse, which in turn allows the testifying subject, in that same act, to
reconstruct an identity beyond trauma.
From this point or view, the Eichmann case was a privileged moment of discursive
production for hitherto silenced or otherwise excluded voices, a moment when a public
discourse of testimony was constituted. One should not view that public discourse as a
monolithic space, but rather as a tight discursive web where the irreducibly private nature of
individual testimony can be merged with a discursive stream in which the subject overcomes
the irreparable solitude inherent in the memory of his or her suffering, at the point in which
the subject finally finds the possibility of translating memory and, in so doing, of sharing the
language of a collective experience. That is why, in the words of Shoshana Felman, the
Eichmann trial is a revolutionary event: “It is this revolutionary transformation of the victim
that makes the victim’s story happen for the first time, and happen as a legal act of
authorship of history” (Felman, 2001: 320).
This act of authorship constitutes an exercise of memory that is not concerned with the
past or with a reconstruction of the past. Instead, it focuses on the construction of a present
and future identity, one that radically alters the status of the victim. It is an act that literally
makes the world livable. In fact, as Semprún (1995: 19) and Kertész (2002), among others,
put it while implicitly alluding to Adorno’s much debated verdict on the barbaric nature of all
poetry to be written after Auschwitz, the point is not that life in the camps cannot be
represented, but simply that it cannot be lived. On the contrary, it is precisely the act of
representation – and Kértesz goes as far as considering that “the concentration camp is
imaginable only and exclusively as literature, never as reality,” even though he had lived that
reality himself (2002: 146) – it is the practical affirmation of the possibility of representation,
that allows the very existence of a future and makes the world livable after Auschwitz. In the
context of the Eichmann case, just like in the Frankfurt Auschwitz trials, there is a special
11
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significance in the transformation of the criminal court into a space where the universe of
testimony is allowed to resonate and be collectively constructed.10 Again in the words of
Shoshana Felman, “For the world to be livable after the Holocaust, a human narrative of the
past catastrophe and of the past devastation needed to be legally articulated and combined
with future rules of law” (Felman, 2001: 235).
One of the most salient chapters in The Drowned and the Saved concerns the structures
of communication and incommunication in the death camps. According to Primo Levi, the
possibility of survival was outright lost by virtue of the inability to communicate and thereby
gain quick access to vital information. Many of the prisoners could not speak German and
the camp was a Babel of tongues and dialects. It often happened that the language of your
fellow prisoner was no more familiar than the language of the oppressors. Furthermore, the
language of the oppressors was a discourse with its own rules. It was the language of
violence as analysed by Viktor Klemperer (1991), which even the German-speaking prisoners
had to learn. This means that the ability to translate was a basic requirement for personal
survival. In this case, however, the space of translation is confined to the survival function
and does not entail a strengthening of the subject’s capabilities beyond what is most
immediate. It is an instrumental kind of translation, whereby language is reduced to a purely
functional role. In contrast, testimony offers a space for recovering language and also, as a
result of that, for building community and gaining authority. It is as an author, indeed as
someone who has the ability to generate a discourse of memory that can be combined with
a collective discourse and affirm his/her own place within that discourse, that the survivor
secures for himself or herself the possibility of a future, albeit a precarious one.11
Nowadays a diversity of projects devoted to the establishment of visual archives – among
others, the Fortunoff Video Archive for Holocaust Testimonies at Yale University and, more
recently, the Survivors of the Shoah Visual History Foundation, founded by Steven Spielberg
– are proving to be crucial tools for creating a public space of testimony (Assmann, 2006).
Even more so than written records, video recordings, by force of their performative nature,
generate a kind of event that allows for communication not just through words, or that
which is said, but also through that which manifestly remains unsaid in what is said – that in
10

German playwright Peter Weiss’s Die Ermittlung (The Investigation), a 1965 docudrama portraying the
Auschwitz trials through a montage of the court transcripts, captures that significance in a particularly poignant
way.
11
For a wide-ranging discussion on the relationship between testimony and translation, see Insana (2009).
12
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which the experience of the Holocaust far exceeds the possibilities of language. Just like the
enormous amount of testimony that has been amassed especially since the 1960s, such files
are vital tools for the construction of postmemory, in that they make it possible to
participate in what one did not experience. Auschwitz now belongs to the next generations,
as Kertész claims. It is their ethical task to keep the vibrations of memory always present and
to keep alive the reverberations of the testimonial evidence of what was the most
paradigmatic mode of absolute violence of the 20th century. Those reverberations might
generate other, better conditions for the victims of the many other acts of violence
committed in the course of that century and all other centuries to be heard.
Translated by João Paulo Moreira
Revised by Teresa Tavares
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The Detained-Disappeared: Civilizational Catastrophe, the Collapse of Identity and
Language*
This article proposes the concept of catastrophe as a starting point for the construction of
appropriate representation strategies for phenomena of extreme social violence, exploring the
case of the forced disappearance of individuals in Argentina and Uruguay. The analysis begins with
a paradox: this process represents the culmination of policies for the construction and
management of the population in post-colonial America, and is simultaneously applicable to the
most completely formed products of this policy, namely individual citizens. Due to this paradox,
the forced disappearance of individuals implies unsolvable problems in terms of interpreting the
characteristic identity and language of the “civilizing process,” the individual-citizen and direct
representation. Thus, disappearance situates identity and language within the terrain of
catastrophe, demanding that our representation strategies be reconsidered.
Keywords: Argentina; catastrophe; civilization; disappeared; identity; representation; state
terrorism; Uruguay; social violence.

This text explores problems that are difficult to resolve, associated with understanding what
happens to social life when it is removed from the parameters that define it within the terms
of modern conventions, in particular the convention that binds words to things and
representations to facts. There are many situations nowadays in which this convention is
broken, some banal and others extreme. This article focuses on one of the latter cases,
namely forced disappearance, an extreme situation that forces us to seriously reconsider the
relationship between memory, social life, identity and representation.
In order to address this extreme situation, I will make use an old concept, that of
catastrophe. After introducing the concept, I intend to analyse the sense in which forced
disappearance is a catastrophe, since it affects two essential assets, identity and language.
Following this, I will present certain efforts to understand and exorcise this catastrophe,1
which have proved fruitless since they demonstrate that in the face of extreme violence it is
necessary, above all, not to abandon representation but instead to review our strategies for

*

Article published in RCCS 88 (March 2010).
Other efforts are analysed in the book which contains the results of the research on which this article is based
(Gatti, 2008), referring to various projects undertaken between 2005 and 2008 in Argentina and Uruguay,
financed by the University of the Basque Country mobility scheme and the Basque government. This text
analyses the results for the two countries, in particular Argentina.
1

15

RCCS Annual Review, 3, October 2011

The Detained-Disappeared

representation. The text ends with a brief proposal concerning the means by which this may
be achieved.

1. Catastrophe: (Brief) theoretical notes
There are facts that are associated in a stable manner with meanings and also facts that are
completely dissociated from meaning. This dissociation may occur on an occasional or a
lasting basis. In the latter case, we are confronted with problems involving the
representation and accommodation of situations affected by this dissociation: if the
dissociation between facts and meanings stabilises, we are faced with a social catastrophe. I
will explain the concept in terms of a sequence: if degree zero is normality (facts united with
meanings), it is followed by three distinct degrees of dissociation of facts and meanings
resulting from trauma, a significant event and, on the boundaries of what is conceivable,
catastrophe:
1. The destabilisation that occurs with trauma is profound but provisional, since there are
institutional practices that can regulate maladjustments and are able to ensure that
after destabilisation a new balance is established. After a certain period of time, things
return to their original place and normality is restored. The death of a loved one is a
trauma; mourning, when it comes to an end and is resolved, is the practice that
enables us to manage its effects.
2. The destabilisation that follows a significant event is profound and intense, to the
extent that when it happens the disruption is absolute but short in duration. As it is so
intense, there is no category capable of describing it. Thus the event is unique and
nameless, but rapidly fades. Few examples can therefore be cited: sudden bursts of
pain, powerful revolts or intense pleasure, none of which leave any traces behind.
3. Catastrophe is stable instability, a permanent maladjustment between words and
things converted into a maladjusted structure. “Catastrophe is a dynamic that creates
a dismantling without founding an equivalent logic as part of its articulatory function”
(Lewkowicz, 2004: 154). The cause of the catastrophe does not disappear: it is the
permanent exception, the abnormality of the norm, a permanent state of mourning. It
is a trauma that is not resolved, an event that endures, ambivalence normalised. “This
time, the flood is here to stay” (ibid.). Forced disappearance is an example of a social
catastrophe, although there are also other, less serious examples such as the identity
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of the “undocumented” or certain situations involving precarious employment.
Following a social catastrophe, a very problematic social space is constructed, which is
defined by the breakdown of conventional relationships between social reality and
language when this breakdown is consolidated, and in particular when consolidation
creates permanent difficulties in terms of representing what takes place in the
territories defined by the breakdown.2

2. Forced disappearance. A catastrophe in context
In an attempt to demonstrate the analytical usefulness of this concept in terms of
understanding social situations defined by extreme violence, it will be applied to a concrete
case, the forced disappearance of individuals and the figure of the detained-disappeared,
within a particular social and historical context: the process of civilization as manifested (in
exacerbated form) in Argentina and Uruguay. Within this context, the device of
disappearance (Calveiro, 2004) and the figure it produces, the disappeared person, manifest
themselves, in my view, as a device that aims at and a figure that embodies the
destructuring and rupture of the most prototypical product of modern subjectivity, the
individual-as-citizen.
2.1. Gardeners, the construction of societies and individuals within the civilizing process in the
Latin American Southern Cone

As is the case with almost all of Latin America, Argentina and Uruguay are the result of the
dream of civilization. There, “the motives [of the coloniser] […] in founding new cities in the
territory they had just conquered and destroying the old indigenous cities they had
encountered en route corresponded to a new plan, that of inventing a new Europe”
(Blengino, 2005: 19). These were places imagined as having emerged out of nothing, like the

2

This concept is formulated on the basis of notions of linguistic and psychological catastrophe. The former may
be understood, following George Steiner and Alvin Rosenfeld, on the basis of the effects that extreme
phenomena create on language. This is the case with Auschwitz, which, for Steiner, subjects language to such a
profound crisis that he asserts it “is beyond language” (1967). For Rosenfeld, it constitutes a veritable
“linguicide,” a case of the “death of language” (apud Grierson, 1999). The latter may be approached through
the work of René Kaes, for whom “a psychological catastrophe occurs when the usual methods of dealing with
the negativity inherent to a traumatic experience prove inadequate, especially when they cannot be used by
the subject due to the particular qualities of the relationship between the inner traumatic reality and the
surrounding environment” (1991: 98). In other words, it happens when a situation cannot be understood
through the mechanisms for understanding structures which this situation has destroyed.
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work of shaping a desert populated on the basis of a plan, a void filled thanks to careful
gardening (Bauman, 1987), so that within it (1) a population can take shape (Foucault, 2006),
(2) the Lettered City can be constructed (Rama, 1998), and (3) the subject that makes up the
resident population of this city, the individual-as-citizen, can be configured.

Shaping the population
Since the 18th century, government has been exerted over populations, not territories. This
is biopolitics, “the means” – states Michel Foucault – “by which […] the practice of
government has attempted to rationalise the phenomena represented by a group of living
beings formed into a population: problems relating to health, hygiene, birth rate, longevity
and races” (1990: 119). This government of populations has its own genealogy and its own
protagonists.
The genealogy of the government of populations can be located with no great difficulty
when combined with the idea of creating a society. I will not dwell on this issue; it is
sufficient to state that society is a recently invented form of social life (Donzelot, 1984;
Kaufmann and Guilhaumou, 2003) that features in the collective imaginary of its many
preceptors – from republicanism to anarchism and from liberalism to socialism – as a
territory for corrective action (an arena for politics and rights) and observed action (an arena
for sociologies and anthropologies). The pen of these preceptors was so mighty that as part
of their social project they were able to create what they had dreamed of: a society, a
“strategic notion” (Donzelot, 1984: 77), which served to create, mould, model and modulate
things and people.
Things and people, that is, that conformed to the logic of the nation state and the
individual-as-citizen, the protagonists in the narrative. I do not intend to enlarge on this
either (Gatti, 2007): it is enough to recall that the metaphors that shape our subjectivities
are a direct legacy, on a collective level, from the nation state and, on an individual level, the
individual-as-citizen. Both are closely related and as such are similar, even though they give
an impression of rivalry and conflict. Whether they like it or not, they have always shared the
same parentage (modernity) and the same logic: both are organised, coherent, stable figures
– like the state – and indivisible – like the individual. They are always uncontaminated and
have their own place; they are never dirty or disorganised. Both constitute the model for
modern life, to the extent that they have become our producers of solidity (Lewkowicz et al.,
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2003: 171). They constitute “our song,” the melody that seduces us, the only way we have of
viewing social life. I am not referring only to empirical references or administrative realities
but to our “pan-institutional providers of meaning,” our “general principles of consistency”
(ibid.: 31 and 65), which, for the moderns, is equivalent to nothing less than basic geometry
(Moya, 1984).

The construction of the Lettered City
However, things are not always the same everywhere: modern governamentality which,
since the 18th century, has taken populations to be its object and product, and the nation
state and the individual-as-citizen its favoured creatures, undoubtedly extends everywhere
but in different ways. Thus, the task of colonising reality has its own historicity and
territoriality: although they may appear to do so, the history of the invention of society in
Europe and the history that accounts for this process in Latin America do not completely
coincide. In the case of the former, battles were fought against the feudal state and the
gamekeeper (Bauman, 1987), the stylised exponent of the pre-modern “gardening culture”
and the subject with the power to administer his own domains, explains Bauman, frugally
and freely. In the face of this policy, the “rule of the knowledgeable and knowledge as a
ruling force” (ibid.: 67) was established in old Europe. However, it was not the same in
America: the state did not concern itself with replacing the old gamekeepers but envisaged
its task as that of installing gardeners, firstly to make civilizations grow and afterwards to
maintain and take care of them.
In Latin America, unlike the European norm according to which the city emerges after a
lengthy process of development or, in some cases, by imposing itself in the face of the
resistance of the feudal structure, the starting point is the ideal. Thus civilization is not a
result, but a beginning.
In essence, gardening is as hard a task as any other form of sociological engineering and is
equally powerful and, without doubt, well intentioned and even beautiful. In addition, it
involves orderliness: the gardener, as we know, is in charge of planning the garden and also
of clearing the weeds and keeping what lies within the walls immaculately tidy, with
admirable patience and persistence:
Modern culture is a garden culture. It defines itself as the design for an ideal life and a perfect
arrangement of human conditions. It constructs its own identity out of distrust of nature. […]
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Apart from the overall plan, the artificial order of the garden needs tools and raw materials. It
also needs defence – against the unrelenting danger of what is, obviously, a disorder. The
order, first conceived of as a design, determines what is a tool, what is raw material, what is
useless, what is irrelevant, what is harmful, what is a weed or a pest. (Bauman, 1989: 92)

Ángel Rama has explored the idea that the Latin American city was born out of the
execution of an erudite and scholarly plan. In this city, things fulfilled words, in an age in
which words and things had begun to connect or, at least, to connect in accordance with
modern pacts. Latin America, an empty continent in the collective imaginary of the
colonizer, was a promising place for a good start to a life in the company of this newly
created couple: “Latin American cities basically became creations of the human mind, since
they were inscribed in a cycle of universal culture in which the city became the dream of an
order that could only take shape in the land of the New Continent” (Rama, 1998: 17). Virgin
land, tabula rasa, ex nihilo creation, a perfect world dominated by representation. New
Spain, New Helvetia, New León, New Paris… The same as before, but without errors.
This is the modern order of representation, that is, a prototype transposed onto reality. A
“planning principle,” in Rama’s words, governed this translation of the model to the terrain.
Even today, because they were efficient, the results of this work of representation (since it is
representation that combats the void to be colonized) are striking: cities were born, states
created, imaginaries devised, filled with utopias, defined by the plan by which they were
designed and by the clauses with which it was embellished, including the obligation to keep
the land free of plagues. This is relevant to the topic addressed here, namely the catastrophe
of forced disappearances: it influenced a future that would continue to think in terms of
civilizing, preserving and cleansing. At the end of the day, this future, our present, is not so
far removed from these origins.
Under modernity in the paroxysmal state, society submitted to the gaze of the
engineer/gardener is seen as “an object of administration, as a collection of so many
‘problems’ to be solved, as nature to be ‘controlled’, ‘mastered’, ‘improved’ or ‘remade’, as
a legitimate target for ‘social engineering’, and in general a garden to be designed and kept
in the planned shape by force” (Bauman, 1989: 18). Who sustained this dream? Rama refers
to auditors, notaries, geographers, lawyers, clerks, bureaucrats… but the list can be
extended to include scientists and priests (Blengino, 2005), and, at its limits, to various
shades of the military.
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The making of the civilized individual
The subject who lives in this beautiful modern garden is the individual. Its management
partly depends on his good relationship with the machinery for registration and socialisation
that has existed in nation states since the 18th century (the census, schools, identity
documents, personal records...). It also depends on the response he can give to the list of
questions attached to the civilizing process, and to its demands for good manners and selfconsciousness (Elias, 2000). This subject has a history, however much it has become ahistoric
nowadays and considered a “sociological universal that accompanies the human condition”
(Béjar, 1988: 15). This is not the case; it is, on the contrary, something that has been recently
invented:
The group identity of the single person, his we-, you- or they-identity, played a much too
important role, compared to the I-identity in the social praxis of the ancient world to give rise
to a need for any universal concept for the single person as a quasi-groupless identity. (Elias,
2001: 158)

Elias offers clues for an approach to the social origins of this single subject that was, and
is, the individual-as-citizen. In The Civilizing Process he analyses how the work of civilization
takes place in conjunction with another task whose scope is only superficially more modest,
the birth of the modern individual. Its origins may be traced by following a path in which, as
external constraints increase, the level of self-consciousness rises. José María González
García summarises the process well:
This transformation presupposes a process of self-formation on the part of the individual, the
transformation of his emotional system, the containing of emotions, a change in the precepts
of ‘good manners’ at the table or at any other gathering of ‘good society’, the development of
a great capacity for psychological observation of the self and others […]. It creates a calculating
type of man, always on the defensive, repressing his spontaneous emotional reactions, a great
observer and understander of his own self and an expert in the psychological observation of
the human being. (2001: 47-48)

Civilization translates into psychologisation on the level of the affective economies, or
rationalisation, which amounts to the same thing. Society ultimately finds its ideal partner
on the level of personal subjectivities. Weber and Freud are united through the civilizing
process. Society finds its balance – arrangements dictated by need coincide with directives
for action:
[C]onstraints through others from a variety of angles were converted into self-constraints, […]
the more animalistic human activities were progressively thrust behind the scenes of people’s
communal social life and invested with feelings of shame, […] the regulation of the whole
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instinctual and affective life by steady self-control became more and more stable, more even
and more all-embracing. (Elias, 2000: 365)

Thus society reveals itself as a grouping of self-controlled individuals: chaste, decorous,
with good table manners, endowed with a psyche – a civilized psyche – and a growing level
of internal differentiation, individuals who do not defecate or salivate in public, who eat
nicely, all in the same way. They are the ideal inhabitants of the Lettered City. They are not
machines; they often take part in public life and believe in citizenship and even in the
possibility of change and improvement. Argentina and Uruguay are full of people like this.
This is the purity of the “American way” of implementing the civilizing process. Places
emerged from the language of civilization, which, consumed with a kind of feverish
nominalism, rechristened everything it found: “Names for minerals, plants and people were
changed and invented. Shrubs and grasses were scientifically classified. The clergy also
changed people’s names and used numbers to show the success of their evangelical
enterprise” (Blengino, 2005: 56).
The Lettered City, as Ángel Rama so aptly calls it: life as the result of writing (and the
census and the judicial machinery and the national identity document). Foucault and Elias
have outlined Argentina and Uruguay. Others have peopled them with individuals. These
individuals have been devastated by the mechanism of disappearance.

2.2. The mechanism of disappearance. Elias in the concentration camp

The background to forced disappearance is a society based on a rhetoric in which the
discourse of ex nihilo creation and that of elimination of surplus are played out and in which
both the construction of what fits into the project and the disappearance of the
dysfunctional and conflictual are of equal importance.
This is not simply a matter of the analyst’s interpretation; those responsible for the 1976
coup d’état in Argentina also pompously christened themselves the leaders of the “Process
of National Reorganisation” and mobilised the old imaginaries of the nation states in the
region as states formed from the dialectic of order and disorder, civilization and barbarism
(Blengino, 2005). They were the continuation of the work that began with the Wilderness
Campaign, when the indigenous population of what is nowadays Argentina was annihilated.
But how could this happen in countries considered by everyone – and especially by a
significant number of those born in them, including the present author – to be educated,
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enthusiastically shaped by literary references, with two capital cities that are more European
than many actual European capitals since they are a synthesis of them? It is certainly
tempting to argue that torture and, on a higher scale of brutality, forced disappearance,
contradict the rules governing the progress of civilizing processes, that they are a throwback,
an expression of what remains to be domesticated, that “still more civilizing efforts” are
required (Bauman, 1989: 13). Yet, contrary to the hypothesis of a breakdown in civilization
or the sudden emergence of barbarism, the hypothesis that what we are witnessing is a
paroxysm of rationality is perhaps more accurate. In other words, the dictatorships of the
1970s, rather than violating Argentine and Uruguayan societies or representing exceptions in
their history, actually revealed that they contained a not insignificant number of bodies
“readily prepared to serve the extermination machine” (Vezzetti, 2002: 152).
This, then, is the hypothesis: the forced disappearance of individuals is not barbarism but
rather an exacerbated form of modernity. This is, in fact, the proposition on the basis of
which Zygmunt Bauman (1989) analyses the Holocaust, when he argues that the logic of this
phenomenon is not alien to our enlightened modernity, both in its most spectacular
manifestations (scientific rationality and the construction of the idea of citizenship) and its
most banal (the gardener’s painstaking task of clearing ground, the dedicated doctor’s
relationship with a patient…). The Holocaust was an enormous “sociological laboratory”
(ibid.: 12) which sent out many signs, not of the dangers of a return to pre-social barbarism,
but of the “hidden possibilities of modern society” (id.). This devastation is the apotheosis of
the civilizing dream: The Holocaust was “fully in keeping with everything we know about our
civilization, its guiding spirit, its priorities, its immanent vision of the world – and of the
proper ways to pursue human happiness together with a perfect society” (ibid.: 8).
The Wilderness Campaign in Argentina, forced disappearance, Auschwitz… all these
phenomena are “legitimate resident[s] in the house of modernity; indeed, [they] would not
be at home in any other house” (ibid.: 17) and there can be no doubt that they all bear a
strong family likeness to modernity.
This hypothesis helps to make sense of what took place in the 1970s in Argentina and
Uruguay as a radicalisation of the modern project. Thus, Hugo Vezzetti is right when he
affirms that “the [Argentine] dictatorship was as much an outcome as an eruption” (2002:
16).
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2.3. The paradox of the detained-disappeared, a local invention

Within this context of the civilizing process, the population policies and the (re)construction
of the strictly planned Lettered City, from the 16th century to the 1970s, to the present day,
the machinery has worked with automatisms: we are confronted with a state developing a
population policy, operating as a gardener. Its keepers strive to ensure that Eden continues,
and that if anything veers off course it will be contained and reorganised. The objective still
remains to shape the wilderness through civilisation, taking care to ensure that what has
been planted grows well. Yet not everything is a matter of history repeating itself. There are
two major new features: the secret detention centre, the epitome of biopolitical space, a
place for extreme control over life (Calveiro, 2004; Gatti, 2008), and the disappeared, an
abysmal catastrophe. I will focus here on the latter.
In this case, power was exercised as it always has been, over entities that defied the
order. It was no exception – or rather, it was, since it had one glaring peculiarity: the entities
subjected to forced disappearance were the most refined products of the process of
civilization, card-carrying citizens, who were rational, educated and clean (or sullied by their
own choice). The perfect fruits of modernity were the ones that would be ripped apart by
the machinery that had brought them into being.
This enormous force, the civilizing force, creates this landscape. And, if necessary, it
unmakes it. It takes as the object of its work – and I would even say that this is historically
unprecedented and thus theoretically fascinating and morally terrible – its own product, the
modern, rational individual, whose identity is referenced with civic and administrative
credentials. It takes the clean, self-conscious individual of the nation state, of liberal
citizenship, the subject found on the psychoanalyst’s couch, and unmakes it. This is, I repeat,
a true invention, so much so that it merits a name for the paradox from which it is created,
“the paradox of the detained-disappeared,” which may be formulated thus: (1) forced
disappearance is one of the tools of population construction and management which belong
to the civilizing/modern order; (2) forced disappearance is applied to the most complete
products of the civilizing/modern order. Hence, the civilizing routine was applied to the most
finished product of civilization. It is an inverted civilizing machine, a machine for decivilization, which is not the same as barbarism.
Paying attention to the situation at the time – the military forces trained in the School of
the Americas, the doctrine of national security and the generalised production of the
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internal enemy, the Nazi, Spanish or Vietnam experiences – involves factors that would
doubtless explain a great deal concerning this episode. The truth must lie out there. Yet
none of them can account for the sub-liminal horror that forced disappearance has caused –
and causes: probably unintentionally, an instrument that destroys meaning has been
invented. A catastrophe: “The beasts were painting La Giaconda when in reality they were
killing flies with a paintbrush […]. They did unbelievable things, they separated identities
from bodies, that was what they did.”3
3. Forced disappearance as a catastrophe of identity and language4
The disappeared person is an emergency, a singularity, an unintended consequence,
something unforeseen. He is a fragmented individual; a body separated from a name, a
consciousness removed from its physical support, a name separated from its history, an
identity deprived of its citizen cards. He is a “body to which things happen,” says the
daughter of one. Pure vulnerability.
Confronted with this, “the word senses the threat of its own exhaustion […]. The threat of
exhaustion damages it […] in terms of its essential and original power, the power to name”
(Gómez Mango, 2004: 15). Therefore disappearance and its figures can only be defined by
using a set of semantically diffuse terms: chupado,5 separated, dissociated; borrado,6 a
subject impossible to record within the repertoire of structured existence; chupaderos,7
places of detention into which the subject was absorbed, abducted almost, by the
mechanism of disappearance. The disappeared, Gómez Mango also says, is someone
abandoned, a “living-dead,” a “corpse robbed of death,” someone “always present by their
absence” (2004: 17).8 And this absence is a state, not a situation9: “The category of

3

From an interview with a member of the Argentine Forensic Anthropology Team.
The quotations which follow are taken from interviews held, as part of the abovementioned research (see
footnote 1), with members of the Argentine Forensic Anthropology Team and the Association of Former
Detained-Disappeared. In some cases they were taken from the archives of the Buenos Aires Memoria Abierta
Foundation.
5
Missing person [T.N.].
6
Wiped out, eliminated [T.N.].
7
Secret military prisons [T.N.].
8
Gómez Mango, based on Arendt, proposes to include the disappeared in the list of the forsaken of the world:
the precarious, the clandestine, the undocumented, refugees, pariahs: “The notion of the forsaken […] seems
to me to be the best one to describe and understand the psychological suffering experienced by these pariahs
of modernity” (2004: 101), an “inner experience of feeling oneself radically expelled from humanity” (ibid.: 8).
9
The author illustrates this difference by using the expressions “se es desaparecido” (the verb “ser” indicates a
state or an essential quality) and “se está desaparecido” (“estar” indicates a situation or condition) [T.N.].
4
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disappearance implies a presence-absence that endures over time” (Kordon and Edelman,
2005).
We are confronting a new state of being, in a previously unknown place. We had thought
that within the architecture of existence it would not be possible to find a place between life
and death, and that if it did exist (purgatory, limbo, ghosts, spectres…), it would be of short
duration. But disappearance invents a perpetually unstable space, a kind of permanent
liminality. Besides, it is unresolvable: there is not even the certainty of the death of the
disappeared subject to bring closure.
It is clear that this is an enormous catastrophe, a permanent dissociation: an entity that
had had the status of individual-as-citizen is expelled beyond the pale, where previously
tramps and scum were sent and, like them, converted into an NN.10 They cease to be citizens
and become the disappeared. Therefore, the verb desaparecer (disappear) is not conjugated
with the verb estar [to indicate a temporary condition] but with the verb ser [to indicate a
state]: “When they tell me ‘tu estás desaparecido’, it’s not actually ‘estás desaparecido’ [you
are someone who has disappeared], but ‘és um desaparecido’ [you are one of the
disappeared].” Nothing less than a new state of being is created (“You are one of the
disappeared, neither living nor dead,” “A non-person, a thing that doesn’t know whether it
exists or not”). An unprecedented status, “a new abyss.”
It is true that forced disappearance has occurred in other chapters of history, for
example, during the 1941 Nacht und Nebel (Night and Fog) campaign (Amnesty
International, 1983) – which would appear to be the direct historical antecedent for the
device – and during the Spanish Civil War. It still happens today in camps such as
Guantanamo, or in Argentina itself, in the indigenous zone of Tucumán, where the policy of
forced disappearance was particularly virulent and the effects as terrible as those in urban
areas. In any of these cases, the strategy, systematically applied, is, in addition to being
perverse, also effective.
But it is not the same thing.
It is not a question of partiality, far less of comparing horrors. I repeat my hypothesis to
argue the point: in the civilized capitals of the Southern Cone, forced disappearance radically
10

NN is used to mark the tombs of unknown individuals or mass graves. It means nomen nescio (“name
unknown”) although due to a translation rather than a semantic error, it is translated as “Nenhum Nome” or
“No Name.” In Argentina in the 1980s numerous skeletons appeared in NN graves in public cemeteries,
identified as those of disappeared individuals.
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affects and destroys the forms of representation of identity and of the subject, whereas in
the other places cited it is plausible to resort to devices which, in terms of local traditions,
explain the existence of bodies without identities or names without bodies.11
What is being demolished here is the mainstay of our means of understanding identity. It
is the individual who is destroyed: he loses his name, has no territory and is separated from
his history. This is the catastrophe: things no longer have words to give them consistency.
The words that exist are no use: we are confronted with a figure represented as being
without a place (“The disappeared leave no trace, they create a void”), corresponding to no
recognisable entity, simultaneously absent and present (“[With them] absence becomes
presence”), without logic (“Disappearance is an attack on logic. It creates a sense of the
absurd”), and without a body (“It is a body without an identity and an identity without a
body”). It is a nebulous territory between life and death, a true swamp: words and things
melt and their unity is destroyed. A catastrophe.
Or two catastrophes: one which has ravaged the modern architecture of identity and one
which has ruined the possibility of representation. I will approach the former via the efforts
made to reorder the remaining fragments of disappeared identities in order to reunite
bodies and identities, and the latter through the task of bearing witness to what took place
in the camps. Many organisations have helped give shape to one or the other. I have chosen
two of the most representative to illustrate this work: the Argentine Forensic Anthropology
Team (Equipa Argentina de Antropologia Forense), which works on the status of the
fragmented identity, and the Association of Former Detained-Disappeared (Associação de Ex
detidos-desaparecidos), which is drawing up strategies to give a voice to the horror.
Both efforts aim to bring order to catastrophe, to introduce (imaginary) order into the
chaos (of the imaginary) which forced disappearance creates. A great deal is achieved:
contemplating disappearance, being able to make a statement … but the efforts almost
always end in despair at their impossibility or the recognition of the incommensurability of

11

Such as in Tucumán, in North Argentina, where people speak of the inausentes, as the Argentine researcher
Mecky Vega informed me. Disappearance is conceptualised there by invoking traditional figures (“he was taken
by a Familiar Spirit,” “he was taken by the Dog”), some of which date back to the time of the Conquest. It is
feasible to explore the hypothesis that in these traditions figures exist that can help to deal with forced
disappearance and its consequences, figures that dull the pain caused by forced disappearance, which cannot
be contained when it occurs in places that do not have these shock absorbers. It is not a matter of this being an
advantage, since it indicates that the horror is not exceptional but part of a continuing sequence of affronts:
now, as in the past, “the armed men” come.
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the catastrophe in relation to the resources that can be mobilised to contemplate it, which
amounts to the same thing.

3.1. The catastrophe of identity and its (impossible) exorcism

Little remains of the disappeared: there is information on their condition before they
acquired this status, and the (incomplete, insecure) testimonies of their passage through the
secret detention centres. In material terms, very occasionally a body without an identity
remains, otherwise, there is an identity without a body, the name of someone known to be
disappeared without any trace of their body. It may be the case that some bureaucratic
remains survive — the advantage of having been swallowed up by that civilizing machine,
the state — such as packages of papers, duly stamped trails testifying to the momentary or
final emergence of someone from the catacombs of the machinery of disappearance and of
their entry into the more visible and better known areas of the state apparatus prolific in
institutions and people: the staff of the mortuaries who bury and testify, the doctors and
nurses in out-patients who attend to a young woman who has been shot and write the
report for the public hospital records, the experts and police on night duty who routinely
photograph bodies found in the street and add the reports to the files, the state archivists
who preserve a typed copy of this body without a name, the duty magistrates who verify and
attest to the fact that the body belongs to “nobody” and that the destination of this nonidentity is the mass grave in the public cemetery. But the most common scenario is that not
even these traces remain and it is only possible to access — a strange and perversely
redundant term — information that indicates that others had previously requested
information about those who are now the disappeared: records of habeas corpus requested
by mothers, copies of statements of disappearance submitted by spouses denied the status
of legal subject by the state for the purpose of inheritances, purchases, sales… blocked by
the impossible status of their partners … Nothing else.
Here, the things that comprise a modern identity appear in fragments. In this task of
fragmentation, the dismembering of a subject, lies the theoretical key, according to many
agents, to the forced disappearance of individuals:
1. Firstly there is the shattering of what is seen as the ontological unity of the human
being, that which unites a body, and one only, with a name and one name only. The EAAF
(Argentine Forensic Anthropology Team) states: “What clandestine repression did was to
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transform one thing into two; the identity and the body are the same thing, they have to be
the same thing but at a certain moment it is as if you arrive at a particular place, a stopping
point where the two things that form one are dissociated.” Terrible is the work of this
machinery which decomposes the unity, naturalised in the modern subject, between body
and consciousness, the condition of our ontological balance. It works by cutting up, dividing
and dissociating this complete individual. It does nothing less than rupture the coexistence,
within an entity that is always the same in itself (the semper idem of identity), of a body,
which is mutable but whole, and a consciousness, which is mutable but essentially one.
What emerges from this disintegration is a new figure: the disappeared, a subject, but a
shattered subject, and an identity, but a pseudo-identity. A new state of being, a body
separated from a name, a consciousness removed from its physical support.

Skeletons dissociated from their names at the EAAF head office in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Stills from the
film Nietos. Identidad y memoria (Ávila, 2004). The following is an excerpt from a statement by a member
of the EAAF, taken from the same film: “What we have still been unable to do in all cases [looking at the
boxes] is to establish a meaningful relationship that would allow us to restore the basic relationship we all
have between our identity and our body. Amongst other things, what state terrorism did in these cases
was to dissociate, to separate identities from bodies. The identity remains in the air, and the body stays
here. The aim of this work is for things not to remain the way they left them, and they left them like this
[pointing to the boxes], with the identities separated from the bodies.”

2. The machinery has shattered this name and body, formerly united in an identity
associated with a continuity, that of the family narrative, conveyed by parentage: “What
happened, the dismantling of the rights of individuals through disappearance, murder and
the kidnapping of children, now young people and still disappeared, has led to a breakdown
in the human system of parentage, it is a massacring of bonds and a fracturing of memory”
(Lo Giudice, n.d.).
3. Finally, the machinery has shattered the relationship of the individual, as a body and a
consciousness linked to a family history, with the administrative unit that gives him meaning
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as a citizen, namely the state. He has been deprived of the rights of citizenship and described
in terms similar to those used by gardeners when weeding land: rabble, ungovernable, classe
dangereuse, vagabond, nomad, riffraff, mobile vulgus, outlaw, racaille, linyera,12 subversive…
nameless people.
These three interpretations of the fragmentation created by forced disappearance allow
us to measure the depth of the catastrophe that this phenomenon brings to our
understanding of identity. In the light of this, the reaction is to deal with the disaster by
remaking what has been destroyed, in other words, by re-associating what has been broken
up by disappearance, the pact between words-as-names and things-as-bodies. This is what
the Argentine Forensic Anthropology Team does, working with what remains of this pact, to
reconstruct and restore meaning. It works within the limits of what is possible. It re-makes
the work of the machine by inverting it and whereas, as I argue, the latter has de-civilized, it
strives to re-civilize. It seeks to rebalance the relations between body and name (to recover
identity), reconstitute the individual by reinstating him within his family history (creating
mourning) and restore his status as a citizen (officially registering him as dead). It involves a
lot of work, using the logic of the bureaucratic machinery, which gives and takes away
identity, by inverting it:
– From birth, an individual is given a number and an identity, no one escapes this. [Without
this] you are not part of the state, you are not an individual in full possession of your rights.
What happens is that this method of population registration is used [in cases of
disappearance] in a different way.
– [GG] And you are basically doing the same thing …
– Yes, but in reverse.

With one aim, to reconstitute the shattered identity:
– [GG] Identifying means restoring identity?
– Of course. If I break this cup and have to stick it back together again, what do I do with the
pieces? What was it before? A cup, so I have to end up with a cup again, if I’ve got all the
fragments… I never have them all but it has to be as close to a cup as possible.

12

A word used in Argentina to describe a tramp.
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3.2. The catastrophe of language and (impossible) testimony
You are what we once were, we are what you will be.
(Inscription at the entrance to the old cemetery of
Orereta, Guipúzcoa)

Giorgio Agamben proposes that the Nazi concentration camp should be considered a space
constructed on the basis of the logic of exception, the principle by which the law orders its
own transgression (1998: 20). When exception occurs, it gives rise to two situations. Firstly,
there is strict demarcation (exception takes place in a separate world), and afterwards, a
specific language for this world that is inadequate in the world it contradicts, the world in
relation to which it is an exception. This language has an awkward grammar and stammers:
exception requires babble. These two facts coincide in the few reports that have emerged
from the secret detention centres, the chupaderos in the jargon of the repressive machinery
itself, places where all connections with the exterior are severed and the detaineddisappeared enters a space where daily life takes place “in the deepest confines of cruelty
and insanity” (CONADEP, 1987: 59). It is a place with rules that break the Rule: there, one exdisappeared told me, “the laws of gravity were abolished,” and another said, “the rules from
outside did not apply. They overstepped all the limits.” A third individual explained: “What is
it that can’t be conveyed? The deaths? The disappearances? The torture? All of this can be
understood. I mean, understood mentally. What can’t be understood? The anomy, you can’t
understand the lack of rules.”
In her account of the time she spent in the Escola de Mecânica da Armada (Navy
Mechanics School, known as ESMA), the most infamous of all the chupaderos, Pilar Calveiro
describes it thus: “There is a very clear feeling that you are in a different dimension, in a
world apart.” Cut off from the outside world, the concentration camp is, she says, a “real
unreality governed by other kinds of logic” (Calveiro, 2004). Graciela Daleo, another survivor
of the ESMA, testifies to the “walks” outside the chupadero into which she had disappeared:
“I told myself I was here but in reality I wasn’t in this world.” There is a world switched on,
with clear rules, and a world switched off, which is invisible, dark, disappeared, and
exceptional.
Out of this exceptional space, this fringe of reality in which norms are suspended and
order is defined by this suspension (Agamben, 2008), emerge the agents of testimony – the
former detained-disappeared. They are the ex-disappeared who occupy a complicated place
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that is difficult to deal with in a world that copes badly with the non-standard and, suffering
as it does from horror vacui, abhors a lack of meaning. They exist in a disturbing space
between two worlds, a paradoxical limbo, an ambivalent purgatory (“We still don’t belong
anywhere”; “Sometimes I felt like a ghost, nobody listened to us, nobody believed us”),
places as aberrant as they are abnormal and always impossible. The ex-disappeared inhabits
a difficult place. How can they continue to cling to an identity, the identity of the
disappeared – the inhabitants of a black hole – if, when they emerge from the hole, that
identity no longer exists? How can they protest and continue to speak as the disappeared if,
precisely because they can now speak, they are no longer these people?
The first step towards exorcising this catastrophe is to find a common name to describe
this difficult collective situation: the “appeared,” “the reappeared disappeared,” “ghosts,”
“the disappeared who appear.” The second step is to give substance to this common name
by constructing a communal arena for speech, a communitas, in this case the Association of
Former Detained-Disappeared, a community support base in Argentina for many exprisoners which makes their group identity plausible: “A place of our own,” “A bit like our
own union, the survivors’ union.” A shared but complex place, a springboard for the staging
of a shared stigma, an open sore (“We are an open wound, we are the ones who bear the
marks of the camps on our bodies,” “We are the ones who escaped death,” “We are the
ones who have come back from the void”). And once the common name and shared place
have been established, the third step is to speak through them.
This speech takes the form of testimony. For many it is almost a mission: that of the
terstis who mediates and conveys information, a kind of medium (Agamben, 2008: 17).13
But what does the witness bear witness to? And how? Agamben, basing his ideas on the
work of Primo Levi, analyses the relationships established between two types of individuals
from the camps: those who succumbed and those who saved themselves. The latter, the
survivors, can talk about the camp, but only in relative terms: those who have lived through

13

According to Agamben (2008: 17) the witness is the terstis, the intermediary (“the person who, in a trial or
lawsuit between two rival parties is in the position of third party”). The superstes is the person who has lived
through something and survived and can therefore bear witness to it; and the auctor is the person who makes
the testimony emerge, a narrator or, in other words, the person who narrates a fact which they have survived
with the intention of providing information, even if this fact is something that cannot be survived, is not
reportable and cannot be recounted (cf. 148 ff.).

32

RCCS Annual Review, 3, October 2011

The Detained-Disappeared

it cannot – they have looked on the Gorgon.14 The former bear witness and represent; the
latter, who are mute, are represented. The former are locked into the absurdity of the
impossible: they speak of something they have approached, but not touched. This is what
Agamben calls “Levi’s paradox”: “The Muselmann is the complete witness” (2008: 82, 150,
165); “I bear witness for the Muselmann” (ibid.: 165). Adapted to our context, this would be:
(1) the disappeared is the complete witness; (2) the ex-disappeared speak in place of the
disappeared.
Thus, those who can bear witness have no words and those who have words have
nothing to say. Despairingly, as some of them recognise, “The onus is on the disappeared
and they cannot bear witness, they cannot speak. And those of us who have in some way
been in the same places as the disappeared, what we are doing, seems to me to be … false,”
“they are the witnesses”. Prisoners of paradox, they realise that those who can truly bear
witness do not have the word and those who have the word have nothing to say: “Testimony
appears here as a process that involves at least two subjects: the first, the survivor, who can
speak but has nothing interesting to say; and the second, who ‘has seen the Gorgon’, who
‘has touched bottom’, […] has much to say but cannot speak” (Levi, 2008: 120).

4. Conclusion: Representing catastrophe
What can those who have not experienced the extremes of horror, even though they have
come close to it, speak about? How can they account for this catastrophe of language?
Some of the ex-disappeared opt to turn the situation on its head, speaking of the void that
opens up between the disappeared (the fact in all its intensity) and themselves, the
witnesses (who can represent the fact). It is within this void that the testimony is situated,
and this is the tension it expresses: the terrible tension to which forced disappearance
submits language. Someone accurately said that that the testimony of extreme situations is
the discourse that gives “linguistic expression to the unnameable” (Sucasas, 2002: 333), not
through the representation of the truth it contains but because it is the best response to the
impossibility of achieving this in these situations, of the despair at being unable to tell, of not
14

The Gorgon is the Greek goddess who had the power to kill those who looked at her. Levi says: “We, the
survivors, are not the true witnesses […]. We survivors are […] an anomalous minority: we are those who, by
their prevarications or abilities or good luck did not touch the bottom. Those who did so, those who saw the
Gorgon, have not returned to tell about it or have returned mute, but they are the ‘Muslims’, the submerged,
the complete witnesses […]. They are the rule, we are the exception” (1989: 83-84; my italics).
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having words. It gives words – truncated words – to a place from which words have been
banished. Thus, the survivors “bear witness to a missing testimony. […] they must bear
witness in the name of the impossibility of bearing witness” (Agamben, 2008: 34).
It is therefore not surprising that one of the ex-disappeared, feeling impotent, should ask
at the beginning of his testimony, “How can I structure this delirium?” and another admit “If
I had to recount what I believe was the experience of the condition of the disappeared … I
would have to stay silent, I would have to stop talking.” Nor is it strange that they think that
what happened is utterly unrepresentable:
The experience you have lived through can be told, but I think there is a small part that […].
There is something that lies beyond this, that has another register.
The balance of my experience has to do precisely with the difficulty in conveying it, there is
something that is impossible to transmit…

The narratives that Vezzetti (2000) calls the chupadero narratives, that is, the reports
emerging from the secret detention centres, have an unusual structure. When the exdisappeared return from the camp, they believe they have been reborn: they are once again
instated, reincorporated into the things we call “normal,” whether this means the idiotic
bureaucracy of an ordinary prison or a penitentiary that clearly has the status of an
exception. Reality is restored and “words reappear,” one survivor explains. But the words
that reappear cannot bear witness to the experience, since they refer to something else.
They have emerged from a buried world into the light of another. Each has its own logic, but
they are untranslatable. What functions in one does not function in the other. The
experience finds no place in the recognised language.
There are no references for the impossible. However much is translated in the objective
and objectifying nature of a testimony intended to be faithful to what took place, or
attempts are made to steer the negative that cannot be inscribed into a framework of
socially shared rationalisation within which an abnormal fact may be inscribed (for example,
the language of political explanation or the more slippery framework, also supplied with
convenient causalities, of attributing moral perversion to the oppressor), however much this
is achieved, a latent despair always remains in those who speak. Firstly it is the despair that
what is being recounted is being told badly (“There is something that is not comprehensible
in this experience”; “There is something here of an experience, I won’t say … I don’t want to
call it ineffable, but it is”), and it is also despair at recounting only the surface (“[When you
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tell it] you leave out everything you felt when you experienced it, as if you were
transforming it into a material thing”). This is the testimony of the ex-disappeared: the
despair at not being able to represent. They skimmed the surface of the catastrophe and
that, some say, “cannot be explained. How can this enormity be explained!” And in the
camps, “words disappear too.”
Clandestine repression constructed a place for the exercise of power, probably applied
through the banal actions of bureaucrats who exerted repression as a matter of routine. The
secret detention centre helped this power to grow into something disturbing, beyond the
control of the bureaucrat. It was a place of exception, where language did not work, which
could scarcely be spoken about, about which it was only possible to stammer and stutter.
The testimony is the formula for doing so. It gives words to the catastrophe that is forced
disappearance: it marks the lapses, the holes, the cracks in the representation. Its
spokespeople are the agents who live in this anfractuosity shaped from the rupture between
words and things, and who, in order to talk about it, develop a language that speaks of the
impossibility of speaking.

If catastrophic situations exist, we, the prisoners of horror vacui, want to master them
and saturate them with meaning. When faced with forced disappearance this is what
forensic anthropologists and the ex-disappeared do: the former want to restore the
conventions on which our idea of identity is based (BODY +

NAME)

and the latter want to

restore the conventions on which representation is based (THINGS/WORDS). Nevertheless, both
end up only partly achieving their aim: they come close to achieving responses in terms of
what happened, which is fundamental in many areas (justice, truth), but remain distant from
responses to what a catastrophe is. It is the detained-disappeared; it therefore requires a
reconsideration of how identity is created and language is constructed when the modern
meanings of both terms are confronted with issues that call them into question.
Translated by Sheena Caldwell
Revised by Teresa Tavares
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The Politics of Testimony and Recognition in the Guatemalan and Peruvian Truth
Commissions: The Figure of the ‘Subversive Indian’*
This text analyzes the politics of testimony in the Truth Commissions in Guatemala (the Historical
Clarification Commission – CEH) and Peru (the Truth and Reconciliation Commission – CVR) and its
effect on the narratives contained in their respective final reports. Recognition for victims involves
taking into consideration the narratives established to interpret the process of violence, which
decisively influence the production of ideas and practices of citizenship central to the discourse of
both Commissions. In these narratives, ideological representations of the “subversive Indian”
directly affect the status of the main victims/individuals affected by the conflict (the indigenous
peasant populations) as well as the role which ethnic and racial inequality, and racism in
particular, plays in the interpretation of the armed conflicts offered by the Commissions. Thus,
the work of both Commissions and the preceding academic debates reveal the complex
relationship – deeply rooted in history – between Indian-ness and politics.
Keywords: Truth Commissions; Guatemala; subversive Indian; Peru; indigenous population;
racism; recognition; testimony; victims.

In this paper I present an analysis on how the Truth Commissions1 (TCs) – bearing in mind
the political contexts in which they appear – produce, based on the doctrine of Human
Rights, a discourse and a practice of recognition towards the victims of processes of
violence. In general, the TCs that have been established in Latin America have tried to
report, from a state viewpoint, on the systematic human rights violations committed by the
state itself, by investigating the facts and the corresponding responsibilities. Based on the
cases of Guatemala (Historical Clarification Commission – CEH) and Peru (Truth and
Reconciliation Commission – TRC), this analysis intends to open the discussion2 on the status
of ethno-racial discrimination and racism within the framework of this type of processes,
considering that in both cases interpretations were offered for historical injustice and
discrimination practices. Therefore, it is important to underline that in such processes public
recognition towards those who have been the main victims of armed conflicts – the peasant*

Article published in RCCS 88 (March 2010).
On the work and repercussions of the truth commissions in other contexts see, among others: Hayner (2001);
Minow (1998); Popkin and Roht-Arriaza (1995); Rotberg and Thompson (2000); Steiner (1997).
2
Truth Commissions are complex processes involving a large number of professionals from different fields and
viewpoints, therefore they should not be regarded as monolithic wholes. The aim of my analysis is not to assess
the work carried out by the Truth Commissions, but rather to understand certain aspects which have
configured the politics of testimony in each context.
1
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indigenous communities – proposes not so much restitution but production of citizenship,
thus emphasizing the need to refound the principles and practices of democracy in each
national political community.
In this context, the testimonies collected by the TCs, apart from providing knowledge on
cases of human rights violations, were considered to be the main vehicle for the recognition
of the victims’ right to tell their own truth and hence restore their dignity. TCs are
established as institutional frames, sanctioned by the state, for victims to tell their histories
in their own words; as such, they acquire the status of producing-legitimating spaces for
political agency and citizenship. The speech delivered in Andahuaylas (department of
Apurímac, Peru) by the head of the regional office of TRC in Ayacucho is paradigmatic in this
respect:
Every time we collect testimonies […] we find horrifying cases. A huge number of mass graves,
denounced over and over again and ignored by the state, though listened to by the NGOs
defending human rights […] and some grassroots organizations. Hence, the TRC does not
emerge exclusively from the legal mandate that gave birth to it, but from a historical need to
explain why we have reached such a level of savagery, of rights violations among Peruvians, of
citizenship denial […]. Not so much in order to explain the legal truth but a historical one – this
is the reason for one of the thematic areas of the TRC: to explain the causes and political
processes in order to define our responsibilities as political parties, as organizations, as
institutions and as civilian population in general, and as armed forces and national police.
(Centro de información para la Memoria Colectiva y los Derechos Humanos, 2002, Audio REG
Nº 01004001000012)

The testimonies are assumed to be the essential moments that encapsulate the
“historical truth” told from the viewpoint of those who suffered the horrors, savageries, the
“denial of citizenship.” It is from this viewpoint that the TCs analyzed here, although
established as institutions offering all the stakeholders the opportunity to tell their
experience in the armed conflict, gave a central position to the victims’ accounts:
In order to establish a practical truth, as understood in this Report, it was necessary, evidently,
to listen to and to process the voices of all the participants. The TRC has especially emphasized
this dimension of truth, and has thus focused its work on organizing public audiences across
the country. For strictly ethical reasons, the priority has been to listen to the victims of
violence, to whom the entire country is indebted in terms of justice and solidarity. (TRC, 2003,
volume I, Introduction: 33)
The testimonies of the people who suffered human rights violations or other acts of violence
are the primary, most relevant source of the Commission’s work. The CEH itself has used
several media to send a call to all the victims and their families, without distinction, in order
that they may convene to give their account of the events. Their testimonies, given under the
rules established by the CEH, have been an essential source of information to investigate each
one of the cases submitted and, overall, they have meant an invaluable qualitative and
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statistical input for the general analysis of the subjects contained in the core chapters, leading
to the conclusions of this Report. (CEH, 1999, Mandate and working procedure: 53)

Bearing in mind the circumstances in which the TCs were established, I consider the
politics of testimony to be the power relationships that take part in configuring the context
of the denunciation; that is to say, the narrative itself of the testimony is produced within
the conditions of possibility for negotiation between the state and the victims and their
families. Recognition for the victims is therefore established by taking into account the
narratives established3 to interpret the process of violence (Rodríguez Maeso, 2009), as well
as what lies outside of them, conditioning in a decisive manner the production of an idea
and practice of citizenship as was carried out by the TCs. In such productions of meaning, the
ways in which to interpret the processes of armed struggle are interrelated with the
historically produced ideological representations of the actors in the conflict (e.g., the
“subversive” actors, the peasant communities) as well as with certain uses of the categories
of social class and ethnicity.
This text is divided into five sections. In the first one I provide a brief description of each
one of the commissions in terms of their constitution, working methods and main results of
the investigation. In the second one, I focus on an analytical proposal to interpret the ways
in which recognition is made, based on a comparison between the figure of the “detaineddisappeared” in the context of the Southern Cone, to adopt Gabriel Gatti’s formulation
(2008) in the form of a “paradox,” and that of the “subversive Indian” in the contexts of
Guatemala and Peru. In sections three and four I consider two interrelated aspects that
condition the link between the politics of testimony and recognition towards the victims in
the discourse of the TCs: one refers to the place of political action and militancy and how
they affect directly the status, of the main victims of the conflict and of those affected by it;
the other focuses on the way in which ethno-racial inequality, and particularly racism, are
brought to the interpretation of armed conflicts in the final reports. Finally, in my

3

I refer mainly to the establishment, from the beginning of an armed conflict, of certain narratives to explain
the emergence and relative success of armed struggle among peasant communities. These narratives
interweave, among others, accounts by local authorities, members of the communities, representatives of the
Armed Forces, journalists and academics. In their testimonies and accounts, the peasant communities have had
to manage a complex relationship with the state authorities, largely characterized by mistrust and fear, and
conditioned by their participation – at different levels – in the “subversive” struggle, especially during the first
years of the conflict.
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conclusion, I discuss the relationship between Indian-ness4 and politics, within the field of
human rights and academic work.

1. The Commissions in Guatemala and Peru: A brief characterization


The Historical Clarification Commission (CEH, 1997-1999)

This commission was established within the framework of the Peace Agreements (19911996) under the auspices of the United Nations.5 The commitment to establish the CEH was
adopted under the Oslo Accord, on 23 June 1994, with the aim “to clarify with all objectivity,
equity and impartiality the human rights violations and acts of violence that have caused the
Guatemalan population to suffer, connected with the armed conflict.” Finally, the
Agreement on a Firm and Lasting Peace, signed on 29 December 1996, as a result of
negotiations between the state, the government of Guatemala and the Guatemalan National
Revolutionary Unity (URNG), led to the establishment of the CEH, which became formally
constituted and operational on 31 July 1997. The Secretary General of the United Nations
appointed the German jurist Christian Tomuschat as coordinator of the CEH, and he in turn
appointed two Guatemalan nationals as commissioners: Alfredo Balseéis Tojo (jurist, former
member of the Constitutional Court) and Otilia Lux de Cotí (renowned leader of the native
Maya movement, former Minister of Culture in Alfonso Portillo’s government, and elected
Member of Parliament in 2007 for “Encuentro por Guatemala”). The UN, acting as
coordinator of international cooperation, supported the operations and financial
management of the CEH and all the supporting staff, with Fernando Castañón acting as
Executive Secretary.
The CEH investigated a period of 34 years, from 1962 to 1996. Its work was based on the
legal categories pertaining to International Law on Human Rights and on International
Humanitarian Law; nevertheless, it defended that, besides applying the legal categories, it
would also use those relevant to disciplines such as history, anthropology, sociology,
economics and military science, in order to allow “to unravel complex aspects specific to the
Guatemalan reality, which is different from that of other countries, even in the Central
American region” (CEH, 1999: 52). The CEH interviewed approximately 20,000 individuals,
4

By the concept of Indian-ness I am referring more to a condition than to an identity, constructed historically
by means of certain kinds of ideological representation in each context; such a condition of Indian-ness places
certain populations, defined racially, as inferior and lying outside of politics.
5
United Nations Verification Mission in Guatemala – MINUGUA.
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visited some 2,000 communities, and collected 7,338 testimonies (individual and collective).
The total estimated number of victims was of 132,000 individuals executed during the period
from 1978 to 1996. Since 1960, it is estimated that there have been 160,000 executions and
40,000 persons disappeared. In terms of percent distribution by ethnicity, 83% of the victims
of human rights violations and acts of violence belonged to the Maya ethnic group and 16%
were ladinos.6 As to the geographical distribution, 46% of the victims were concentrated in
the department of El Quiché. 626 cases of massacres attributable to the Guatemalan Army
were counted. Finally, the attribution of responsibilities for human rights violations and acts
of violence was as follows: 93% of violations were attributed to state forces (85% Army; 18%
Civilian Self-Defense Patrols – PAC; 11% Military Commissioners; 4% other security forces),
3% to guerrillas7 and 4% unidentified.


The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC, 2001-2003)

In December of 2001, during the “transition” government presided over by Valentín
Paniagua, after Alberto Fujimori's regime collapsed and he fled to Japan, an Interinstitutional Working Group was established to propose the creation of a Truth Commission.
When Alejandro Toledo won the ensuing presidential elections in 2002, he ratified and
supplemented its designation as Truth and Reconciliation Commission by means of a
complementary legal instrument (Decree No. 101-2001-PCM). The Supreme Decree 0652001-PCM established the TRC with the remit to “clarify the process, the facts and
responsibilities of terrorist violence8 and human rights violations occurred from May 1980
until November 2000, attributable both to terrorist organizations and to state agents, as well
as to put forward initiatives destined to strengthen peace and harmony among Peruvians.”
The TRC was presided over by Salomón Lerner, a philosopher who then was the rector of
the Pontifical Catholic University of Peru (PUCP), and included 11 commissioners among
whom were representatives of the human rights movement (Sofía Macher and Enrique
6

Mestizo, non-Indian.
There were four main subversive forces: Fuerzas Armadas Rebeldes (FAR); Organización del Pueblo en Armas
(ORPA); Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG) and Ejército Guerrillero de los Pobres (EGP).
8
Regarding the use of the term “terrorist” in the Final Report of the TRC, it is stated that “its use […] at the end
of a prolonged armed conflict is full of subjective meanings that render it difficult to analyze the behavior of
those who decided to uprise against the State and in doing so committed violent crimes. For this reason, the
TRC has made a distinction between acts of subversion whose aim was to terrorize the civilian population and
others of a different nature, and has sought to use the concepts of ‘terrorism’ and ‘terrorist’ with caution and
strictness” (TRC, 2003, Volume I, Introduction: 25).
7
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Bernales); academics (anthropologist Carlos Iván Degregori; sociologist Rolando Ames;
independent researchers, such as engineer Carlos Tapia; Alberto Morote, former rector of
the University of Huamanga); representatives of the Catholic Church (Father Gastón
Garatea) and of the Evangelical Church (Humberto Lay); representatives of the Armed Forces
(Luis Arias Grazziani, retired Lieutenant General of the Peruvian Air Force); and Beatriz Alva
Hart9 (a lawyer, former congresswoman during the administration of Alberto Fujimori).
The Commission focused on investigating the following facts: a) assassinations and
kidnappings; b) forced disappearances; c) tortures and other serious injuries; d) violations of
the collective rights of the Andean and native communities in the country; e) other serious
crimes and violations of individual rights. One of the major difficulties encountered by the
TRC, and more specifically, its legal team, was identifying the most relevant legal grounds to
categorize the criminal acts attributed to the subversive organizations. The legal discourse of
the TRC recognizes that, legally speaking, human rights violations may not be attributed to
non-state agents, as only states are bound by international treaties and conventions on
Human Rights. However, it considers that the role of the TRC must not only be legal, but also
ethical, and thus terrorist crimes should be classified as human rights violations (TRC, 2003,
volume I, chapter 4: 201). The TRC also assigned a fundamental role to the work of experts in
the social and human sciences, to bring forward an interpretative analysis to the causes of
the facts.
16,917 individual and collective testimonies were collected, given by 18,217 deponents,
of whom 61% were close family members of the dead or missing persons. From said
testimonies the figure recorded for dead or missing Peruvians added up to 23,969, while the
number of victims estimated statistically was 69,280; 74.9% had Quechua as their mother
tongue and 79% lived in rural areas. The department of Ayacucho, an Andean region
situated in the center-south of the country, accounted for 40% of the reported victims.
Based on the statistical estimates of the number of victims, responsibilities were attributed
as follows: 46% to the Communist Party of Peru – Shining Path (PCP-SL); 30% to state agents;
24% to other agents (armed peasant patrols, self-defense committees, Tupac Amaru
Revolutionary Movement, paramilitary groups, unidentified agents or victims of

9

Beatriz Alva Hart's appointment was highly controversial because of her political ties to Alberto Fujimori, and
she was harshly criticized by the National Coordinating Committee for Human Rights and by the Broader
Women's Movement.
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confrontations or situations of armed combat). Of the 23,969 victims reported to the TRC,
53.68% were attributed to the PCP-SL and approximately 33% to state agents.
The core narrative of both TCs emphasizes that the overwhelming majority of victims
were peasants and indigenous peasants, concentrated, moreover, in the same geographical
region of the country. Experts in social and human sciences played an important role
(anthropologists, sociologists and historians), in addition to the experts in law who had
traditionally controlled other commissions such as those of the Southern Cone. The political
protagonism of the indigenous movement favored the emphasis placed by CEH on the
violation of the rights of existence, integrity and cultural identity of the Maya people, as well
as on confirming acts of genocide perpetrated by Guatemalan state forces. Nevertheless, the
analysis of the acts of genocide was limited to the period 1981-8310 – during which 81% of
human rights violations took place – and to the events in certain regions of the country.

2. Violence and citizenship: the “paradox of the detained-disappeared” and the figure of
the “subversive Indian”
[T]he project to discipline the population deployed in the 1970s [in Uruguay and Argentina]
targeted its own product – the modern, rational individual – to break it up; and this inverted
civilizing machinery had demolishing effects. (Gatti, 2008: 132-133)
As opposed to the countries in the Southern Cone, here [in Peru] the victims did not belong
mostly to urban sectors, either connected to the intellectual or professional middle class, or to
the paid working-class, both of which sectors have a clear experience of citizenship and prior
awareness to their rights. Similarly to Guatemala, the victims in Peru were mostly poor
peasants from the Andean region, a sector of the population with less awareness of citizenship
and much less voice and visibility in society. And not only for their rural condition or their
poverty, but also for their ethnic and cultural ingredients. (Basombrío, 1999: 127)

Gabriel Gatti's work has investigated the effects of state terror in the decade of the 1970s
on the ways of thinking about and experiencing identity in the Argentinian and Uruguayan
contexts. As a theoretical-analytical premise, he considers that forced disappearances must
be understood in a direct relationship to the peculiar way in which the identity of these
territories was historically constructed: the obsessive application of the modern project
whose main executor is the state. In the light of this historical process and based on
historiographical works (Blengino, 2005), he explores the idea of the indigenous people as
the “disappeared” of the 19th century, and hence the state progressed from acting upon
10

For an analysis of how the CEH counted human rights violations in the period 1960-1977, see Chapman and
Ball (2001: 37-38).
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“the Indian and the wilderness” to acting upon “the subversive and subversion” (Gatti, 2008:
43). According to this author, the civilizing biopolitics developed in Latin America was
“perfected” in the Southern Cone by way of conquest and destruction of the indigenous
cities and populations, whereas in other contexts, for example in the Andean region, its
modern history cannot be told without the “pre-colonial tradition.” From this viewpoint he
establishes what he calls “the paradox of the detained-disappeared,” which is defined by
two key aspects: “(1) forced disappearance is one of the specific tools used by the
modern/civilizing order to build and manage populations; (2) forced disappearances apply to
the most finished products of the modern/civilizing order” (ibid.: 132).
Such an “inverted civilizing machinery” applied forced disappearance on the
modern/rational individual by dismembering him/her – the missing person leaves behind a
name without a body – and thus, annihilating him/her. How can such an analytical
framework help us to address the armed conflicts and the logic of state terror in countries
like Peru and Guatemala, where rural communities and indigenous-peasant populations
were the most affected? We can think that the aim of the devastation policy applied by the
Peruvian and Guatemalan Armed Forces was to annihilate the subversive Indian, whereas in
the Argentinian and Uruguayan cases there would be two figures – “the Indian” and “the
subversive individual” – belonging to two different historical moments. If we consider that,
in Latin American states, the strategy of disappearances has republican, post-colonial roots,
but that in the cases of Guatemala and Peru the citizen never came to replace the native,
two possible ways of analyzing the different contexts arise: one, to think of the victim of
human rights violations as embodying different figures (the modern, white, city-dweller
individual on the one hand, and the indigenous-peasant comunero on the other); and two, to
think of the “political attribute” that turned them into victims of state terror – “subversion”
– and how it relates to each “type” of victim. Thus, we would have on the one hand the
modern, literate individual whose attachment to “subversion” is construed in terms of the
existing ideological and political circumstances; and on the other the indigenous-peasant
communities, illiterate or possessing low formal education levels, whose attachment to
“subversion” is not construed as a strictly political or ideological adherence, but as relating
to local and family interests.
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Following this logic of “types” of victims and their connection to “subversion,” the
relationship between the state and the victims is addressed, in the first case, in terms of the
restitution of the annihilated individual identity, which means rebuilding the connection
between the name and the body;11 in the second case (the indigenous peasant population),
restitution entails the need to generate state institutions that acknowledge the condition of
these populations as full-fledged citizens, while these “historically denied citizens” engage in
intra- and inter-communal processes which do not necessarily involve state structures
(Theidon, 2004; 2006).
How may we approach the politics of testimony and recognition in the TRC and CEH
based on this typology? I will consider that the “civilizing machinery” with colonial roots
operated from an ambivalent ideological definition of the indigenous-peasant population:
they were considered to be ignorant, illiterate, and thus alien to subversive ideologies,
though at the same time it was thought that, since these populations were living in
conditions of extreme poverty, resentful of the white city-dweller citizens, they could easily
fall prey to the promises of subversive groups and give them their support. It is because of
this ambivalence that the figure of the “subversive Indian” is present, albeit implicitly, in the
different ways of representing the armed conflicts and the disputes surrounding them, as
well as in the central narrative of the testimonies and reports by the TCs. What frames such
narratives is precisely certain ways of thinking and of telling the relationships between the
community and the state, on the one hand, and the political participation of rural
populations in the armed conflict, on the other.

11

This is one of the possible productions of meaning, from a political and social viewpoint, that was the
mainstream during the first decades of struggle within the human rights movement, and that has marked state
policy in Argentina (Gatti, 2008, chap. III-IV).
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Rigoberta Menchú Tum was an activist of the Guatemalan peasant movement 12 in the
1970s and 1980s, and was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1992. She stood for the
presidential elections in Guatemala in 2007 leading the indigenous political movement
Winaq, allied to the party Encuentro por Guatemala. In 1983, her biographical testimony was
published with the title Moi, Rigoberta Menchú. Une vie et une voix. La Révolution au
Guatemala, edited by the ethnologist Elisabeth Burgos, based on the material compiled after
several hours of conversations she held and recorded with Menchú in Paris. Rigoberta
Menchú’s testimony denounces the counter-subversive policy of the Guatemalan
government and army, especially the genocide of the indigenous-peasant population, in the
name of the fight against the expansion of communism, telling the experience of her family,
especially the death of her father and brothers. In 1999, the U.S. anthropologist David Stoll
published the book Rigoberta Menchú and the Story of All Poor Guatemalans in which he
states that some of the facts told by Menchú are incorrect and/or that she was not an
eyewitness to them. What seemed to concern David Stoll most was the political
transcendence that Rigoberta Menchú had achieved, and the fact that she had become a
“subaltern” icon for an important part of academia and for those who sympathized with the
insurgent armed groups in Guatemala, which lacked, according to Stoll, much support from a
part of the peasant population: “I wanted to challenge preconceived and romantic ideas
about indigenous peoples and guerrilla warfare. Based on my interviews with peasants, I
don’t believe they were the revolutionary avant-garde that others claim they were” (Stoll,
2001: 68). According to Stoll, the fact that Rigoberta Menchú was a militant of the Guerrilla
Army of the Poor (EGP) – “she believed in the ideology and used it to frame the experience
of her family and people” (ibid.: 67) – and therefore not just an indigenous peasant, casts a
shadow over the validity of her testimony as representing the situation of the indigenous
populations in Guatemala.
On 26 January 1983, eight journalists, their guide and a comunero were murdered by
inhabitants of the community of Uchuraccay, situated in the highlands of the Huanta
province, department of Ayacucho (Peru). The journalists, mostly from Lima’s newspapers,
were on their way to a neighboring community, Huaychao, where the inhabitants of several
communities in the area had murdered seven members of Shining Path on 21 January, and
the newspapers in Lima wanted to know if a peasant uprising was taking place against the
12

Committee for Campesino Unity (CUC), to which her father, Vicente Menchú, also belonged.
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PCP-SL. On 2 February, president Fernando Belaúnde established an Investigatory
Commission to inquire into the events of Uchuraccay, presided over by the writer Mario
Vargas Llosa. The report submitted by the Commission one month later concluded that the
peasants of Uchuraccay were guilty of the murders. The conclusions of the report by the socalled “Vargas Llosa Commission” caused an immediate polarization (which continues to this
day) regarding the responsibility of the Armed Forces, and hence of the state and Belaunde’s
administration in the massacre of the eight journalists. The journalists’ families, as well as
sectors linked to left-wing parties, argued that the peasants had been led directly by the
Armed Forces, and defended the hypothesis that there were undercover members of the
army present in the community who had participated directly in the events. Between 1980
and 1984, 135 comuneros died, which led the survivors to abandon the community until
several families returned in 1993 (TRC, 2003, volume V, chapter 2: 2.4; Del Pino, 2003).
Two years after the events at Uchuraccay, the newsmagazine Caretas published the
report “Sendero bajo la Lupa” [Shining Path under scrutiny] (Lima: 25 February 1985), which
included the discussion among four academics (Cynthia McClintock and David Scott Palmer,
from the U.S., Carlos Iván Degregori, from Peru, and Henri Favre, from France) on the nature
of Shining Path and the support it enjoyed in rural and urban sectors. Scott Palmer and
McClintock argued that the phenomenon of the PCP-SL should be qualified as a “peasant
rebellion” with hardly any support in urban areas, whereas Favre and Degregori developed a
more detailed differentiation between the cadres of the PCP-SL and the populations of the
communities that supported them. They considered that the cadres were made up of young,
“de-peasantized” individuals, with average or university-level education, whom “modern
Peru” had failed to integrate successfully; in turn, support in the communities was to be
closely linked to local reality and intra- and inter-communal conflicts.
These two controversial scenarios, in the contexts of Guatemala and Peru, illustrate the
political and academic arguments over the figure of the “subversive Indian” and, in my
opinion, point towards how the different – and in some cases diverging – ways of
interpreting the involvement of indigenous-peasant populations in armed struggle have
modeled the politics of testimony and recognition in both cases. In addition, in these
contexts, human rights violations and the political participation of these populations are
interlinked with structures and situations of ethno-racial discrimination. From this
standpoint, Victoria Sanford (2003: 200-210) has argued that, for the Guatemalan context,
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we must avoid interpretations that blame Maya communities and populations for the army’s
violence due to their links to the guerrilla, rendering the army’s massacres into mere
reactions to potential subversive violence. In the context of Peru, Kimberly Theidon’s works
(2004; 2006a; 2006b) have shown the need to go beyond the view of peasant communities
caught “between two fires,” between the state forces and the members of Shining Path, in
order to understand how they became involved in the conflict, and the consequences of the
political decisions they made, as well as their role in the constitution of the PCP-SL and of the
Self-Defense Committees (CAD). I believe it is this kind of reflection that we must make in
order to understand the contexts of the denunciation that mark the politics of testimony and
recognition in both TCs, taking also into account the two aspects that I expound in the
following sections: the victims’ political “militancy” and the role of racism in the explanation
of both conflicts.

3. The de-politicization of the victims: Denunciation and innocence
The production of the condition of victim/affected by the processes of violence (armed
conflict and state terror) is both a cause for as well as a mitigation of political agency. In this
respect, we must bear in mind that there is a certain narrative pattern in the reports by the
commissions in which one may appreciate the tendency to “neutralize” the victims’ political
discourse by favoring a narration in which, in a way, “violence” appears to be outside of the
victims’ political motivations and of society itself.13 This aspect is analyzed by Emilio Crenzel
(2008) for the case of the report Nunca Más (Never Again), drafted by the National
Commission on Missing Persons (CONADEP) in Argentina and published in 1984:
The heterogeneous character of the knowledge and recognition of the nature of
disappearances among those who denounced them was parallel to the configuration of an
increasing homogeneity in the way in which they were denounced. The revolutionary key with
which political repression and disappearances had been denounced prior to the coup in 1976
was gradually displaced by a humanitarian narrative that called, from a moral imperative, for
empathy with the extreme experience without historicizing the crimes nor establishing links
among “the exercise of evil, its perpetrators and their victims”. […] the denunciation in
historical-political terms of state violence and its relationship with the social order or with
power groups was replaced by the detailed, factual description of the kidnappings, the
tortures inflicted, the characteristics of the places of captivity, the precise names of the captive
persons and of those responsible for the disappearances. (Crenzel, 2008: 44-45)
13

For an interesting discussion around the disputes for recovering the figure of the “revolutionary militant” in
conflict with a humanist, more de-politicized discourse on human rights in the case of Argentina, see Lorenz
(2002).
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The way in which the “denunciation in historical-political terms” is more or less
dampened in the Guatemalan and Peruvian TCs has to do with the construction of the image
of the “subversive Indian” and the position that armed struggle takes in this imaginary,
beyond the humanist discourse of human rights violations. More specifically, the testimonies
show different ways of discursively mobilizing the ideological representation of peasants and
natives as “ignorant” and “innocent,” and hence alien to politics.

Armed struggle and the “awakening” towards politics in the CEH

The narrative that structures the CEH and the testimonies it cites confirms the acts of
violence against the civilian population, in particular against the Maya people, as well as the
mechanisms used by the guerrilla to “extend its grassroots support and gain followers to its
cause.” Emphasis is also placed on why “many Maya leaders saw the insurgent movement as
a channel to further their own movement. Others, in turn, joined when their attempts to
bring change using other channels did not bear fruit or were repressed” (CEH, 1999: 181).
Thus, the fact of underpinning the concept of an unarmed civilian population, victim of the
devastation actions (massacres) by state forces, does not preclude the presence of a political
discourse among a part of the aforesaid indigenous-peasant population. A series of
testimonies cited in the report reveal political motivations, linked to specific life experiences,
in order to explain the relationship between the indigenous-peasant population and armed
struggle:
In 1960 Catholic Action was fashionable there in Santa Cruz. I went from the mountain of
Zacualpa, from there to Santa Cruz, to learn... they told us a little about injustice, they taught
us the catechism, songs and prayers. Most of us were Maya people, there were only two
ladinos. We knew about poverty, we have suffered it always as Mayas, little by little those of
us in Catholic Action spoke to the community about injustice, little by little we awakened,
understanding the nature of things. (CEH witness, T.C. 276; CEH, 1999: 168)
They, the community leaders, were promoting revolution to claim the lands... good education,
respect for dignity [as] [there was] no right to speak, to freedom of organization, etc. (Witness
CEH, T.C. 61; CEH, 1999: 180)
I am a poor peasant... my father and my mother are but poor peasants and travelers on the
coast. I was seven years old when I started to travel with my father to work on the coast. I
spent a long time on the coast because my father had no land to till... When I was 19 years
old... I participated in a strike at the estate of Pantaleón de Escuintla... most of us sugarcane
cutters were fired together with other workers at the Pantaleón sugar refinery. That was the
last time I worked for the employers on the coast... on the 12th of December of 1980 I joined
the guerrilla. (CEH witness, T.C.254: Excerpt from the document submitted to the CEH by this
informant titled: “Relación historial durante 16 años de mi entrega personal en la lucha
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armada en el Frente Guerrillero Ho-Chi-Minh” [sic] [The story of my 16-year personal
dedication to armed struggle in the Ho-Chi-Minh Guerrilla Front]. CEH, 1999: 181-182)

The recurring discourse of the “ignorant” indigenous peasant is used in many of the
testimonies collected by the CEH in order to highlight that it was precisely their participation
in “subversive” organizations that led to their “awakening” and “engaging in politics” to
claim their rights. Thus, this points to the need to avoid the denial of the victims’ political
agency, i.e., to avoid constructing an image of their identity as mere “puppets” following the
orders of two major actors, the guerrilla and the army. The testimonies quoted here show
how certain political discourses and certain actors identified as “outsiders” to the
communities (e.g., Catholic Action) are appropriated by the victims on the basis of their life
experiences and knowledge (i.e., “being poor peasants”; “participating in strikes”). Arturo
Arias has analyzed this aspect from the testimonies gathered in the book published by Ligia
Peláez (2008), Memorias rebeldes contra el olvido: Paasantzila Txumb’al Ti’ Sorteb’al K’u’l
[Rebel Memories Against Oblivion: Paasantzila Txumb’al Ti’ Sorteb’al K’u’l], a compilation of
accounts by indigenous women of the Ixil and K’iche ethnic groups, veterans from the
department of El Quiché. Arias works from the word txitzi’n, an Ixil term appearing
repeatedly in the testimonies, which seeks to “express the unspeakable condition of
surviving genocide” beyond physical pain:
Feeling txitzi’n does not preclude empowerment or managing power. On the contrary, it is a
prerequisite for significant empowerment, one that is capable of contextualizing these
women’s struggle and that turns them into intelligible subjects. The need to speak about the
profound pain, never before addressed by any of them through discourse, or by the majority
of Maya women, was followed by the joy in getting together again, by the memories of their
adventures and feats, their courage and their ability to make decisions and enact them. Txitzi’n
allowed them to speak of the past as a mechanism to speak of the future. (Arias, 2009: 2)

The analysis by Arias points to a fundamental aspect of the relationship between the
indigenous-peasant populations, in this case the Mayas, and the armed struggle that various
Latin American left-wing groups have engaged in since the 1960s: how can we understand
political projects anchored in certain ideological positions when they incorporate groups
whose means of political intervention regarding state structures are, and have been,
historically different? In order to reply to this question, we need to acknowledge the fact
that “the Mayas […] were not innocent victims trapped between two fires” (ibid.: 9), and
thus seek to understand how power was managed in an extremely violent process in which
they actively took part, albeit with different levels of commitment.
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“Shining Path” violence, ideological proselytism and peasantry in the TRC

The construction of the idea of “innocent victims” appears clearly in many of the testimonies
collected by the TRC. Thus, it is stressed that the narrative on “violence” must make it clear
that those affected were not a part – at least willingly and for ideological motives – of the
subversive parties and movements, mainly the PCP-SL. The two examples that follow
illustrate this aspect:
a) Ms Julia Ramírez Orozco gave her testimony at a Public Audience in the coastal city of
Trujillo in September of 2002; in her statement she denounced her arbitrary arrest by
members of the National Police at the Piura police station, on 13 May 1993. She was accused
of being a member of the Socorro Popular of the PCP-SL14 by a reformed member of the PCPSL, and presented to the media as an actual member of Shining Path. During the public
audience she declared: “We ask for moral restitution, dignity, to live in dignity, to be able…
to feel ourselves at peace, not with the finger pointing at us, calling us “Huantinos,
Ayacuchanos: terrorists.”15
b) In an interview conducted in Lima, the president of the Association of Family Members
of the Affected by Political Violence in the District of Accomarca16 (Department of Ayacucho)
stated the following: “thanks to the investigation by the TRC, it was proven that we were
right, and it was proven that there were no Escuelas Populares17 in Accomarca” (Interview by
the author, Lima: April 2008).
Both examples account for the need, when denouncing state crimes, to disavow the
stigma of having had any kind of connection to subversive groups. Hence, we must
understand how the narrative sustained in the final report of the TRC – a narrative gestated
from the start of the armed conflict by various actors and discourses, among them the
peasants themselves (Rodríguez Maeso, 2009) – and which shows up repeatedly in the
testimonies, emphasizes the idea of the PCP-SL as a sort of “unknown politics” in rural
communities, having had some acceptance initially, due to the weak institutionalization of
the state in the region and the strong growth in schooling experienced by the Andean region
14

“Socorro Popular” (“People's Aid”) was created within the structure of PCP-SL to cater for the health and
legal assistance for militants.
15
URL: www.youtube.com/watch?v=nGdu1KL1How [accessed on 12 February 2010].
16
The case of the massacre committed by the Peruvian army in the community of Accomarca was investigated
by the TRC (TRC, 2003, volume VII, chapter 2–2.15).
17
The Escuelas Populares [People's Schools] was an educational project of the PCP-SL in such communities
where local teachers or having family ties with the community, as well as other teachers and young students
from outside, taught and discussed the party’s doctrine, its political project and the need for armed struggle.
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in the 1960s and 1970s. This account is full of gaps and discontinuities that are used not so
much to deny participation by the communities in armed struggle, but rather not to make
their political motivations explicit, always highlighting the moment of dissent, of breakaway
from Shining Path:
Interviewer: How did they arrive [the members of Shining Path]?
Deponent: First it was comments only, even in our place there were people who said: “this is
what we’re going to do, we’ll change our lives, we’ll all dress alike, eat the same, there’ll be no
more exploitation, we’ll all be equal, there won’t be money either, we’ll all work for the state
and the state will provide for us all”, they said.
I: The people from Mollebamba18 or the Shining Path”?
D: The people from the same community. Suddenly that person had already been with them,
those people spoke at the assembly.
[…]
I: And how did you feel about it? Did you like that kind of politics, equality, working for the
state?
D: Well, in my view it was not feasible, right now we are well, calm, I said so to the people who
spoke, besides, I said, “what are the means or the ways?” And he said to me: “you are still in
your infancy, you do not know reality, you are ignoring it, now we have to change our lives,
change the situation, for example, there's no work now, how much do you earn? They give you
two or three miserable soles and you have to work all day, but with this new life we'll all
flourish” (Testimony no. 201205).
I don't think the people were actually aware and knowledgeable [...]. They didn't really know
what Shining Path was all about, did they? [...]. And so, taking advantage of the problems and
the situation lived by the people, Shining Path was there [...] Señor, we will rise to fight for our
rights! So who would say no? A few, suddenly. Those who said no were not forced by Shining
Path, but they reached the weaker ones. (TRC, BDI In-depth interview P3. Focus Group,
Vicashuamán; TRC, 2003, volume V, chapter. 2-2.1: 20)

Both testimonies show the circulation of political discourse among the communities,
though participation in armed struggle is pointed out and noted as the moment of the
community’s “disagreement” towards the PCP-SL, or as a moment of “weakness” or
“ignorance” or of a “not fully aware knowledge.” Thus, the interpretation provided in the
final report of the TRC constructs the PCP-SL as the differentiated actor in the community,
acting upon it with devastating effects, as may be seen in the chapter titled “El PCP-SL en el
campo ayacuchano: los inicios del conflicto armado interno” [The PCP-SL in rural Ayacucho:
The start of the internal armed conflict], where there are many statements such as: “the
PCP-SL arrived proclaiming a discourse of equality among rich and poor”; “the PCP-SL began
its proselytism through the schools”; “the PCP-SL managed to impose itself in the schools
and then activated the establishment of people's committees” (TRC, 2003, volume V,

18

Community in the province of Huanta, department of Ayacucho.
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chapter 2-2.1: 15-50). Such a narrative relates to an analysis of the PCP-SL and, more
generally, of the major peasant movements of the 1960s and 1970s, focusing on the one
hand on how some discourses became rooted among the population and community
leaders, and on the other, on accounting for the reasons that led to the failure of a class
discourse that denied indigenous cultural identity and its organizational peculiarities:
It might be worthwhile to remember that the Peruvian Left of the 1970s did not invent the
problematic relationship between Peru’s oppositional groups and indigenous culture and
communal institutions more generally, which has existed throughout the twentieth century. […]
The Peruvian Left has thus had a long tradition of “de-Indianization” to draw from, and the
discourse of the 1960s, which emphasized class struggle, capitalist exploitation, and
proletarianization, was only one in a long line of attempts to create a nonethnic popular
political identity. Yet […] this historically constructed blindness to indigenous political and
cultural practices doomed the inclusive and democratic nature of the 1960s and 1970s
mobilizations. (Mallón, 1998: 114-115)

There seems to be some sort of consensus in considering that the blindness of the PCPSL’s ideology regarding the cultural factors of the indigenous-peasant identity would
gradually become its Achilles’ heel, an aspect highlighted by one of the commissioners at
one of the working meetings of the TRC:
[O]ne of the blind spots that led to the defeat of Shining Path is that one, when I said “they
didn't see the cultural specificity,” it’s… not taking into account the cultural dimension in
general; for them as a block, everything was the feudal superstructure and they didn't pay
attention to that… it’s a tremendous blind spot. […] [In the documents of PCP-SL] there is not a
single word about cultural diversity, not a word on such an issue, and that was, I think, one of
the reasons for their downfall. (TRC archive, Audio: REG nº: 050101001000001#1)

However, though I share some of the opinions of this analysis, I think that it has also
reinforced a blind spot in the sociological and political analysis of these processes: by
emphasizing the ideological dimension of the PCP-SL (Degregori, 2007; Manrique, 2007) and
its nature contrary to the community’s stakes, what has not been analyzed is precisely the
work of re-appropriation of the political discourses and practices by and on behalf of the
communities. Such an absence is obviously underpinned by the political need of the
populations most affected by armed violence to rebuild a collective memory that
emphasizes its distancing from the PCP-SL, resorting to an ideological representation of the
“ignorant Indian” who knows nothing of ideologies, and hence is “deceived” by those who
belong outside of their world.
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4. The role of racism in the denunciation
Another aspect related to the politics of testimony, directly linked to the previous point,
refers to the role played by ethno-racial discrimination within the narratives of the CEH and
the TRC, and more specifically the role of racism. This is a core element in the narratives of
the final reports of both commissions when analyzing the differentiated impact of violence
in both societies: the vast majority of victims were peasants, indigenous peasants and
natives.19 Besides, in both cases the validity of such data is defended against the criticism
that aimed at “distorting them” by arguing, in the Guatemalan context, that the vast
majority of victims were Mayas because they are the majority population in the country, and
in the Peruvian context because the Quechua peasant population is the majority in the
regions where armed conflict had the greatest incidence. In order to counteract such
assertions, the data from the census are compared to the data produced by the TCs relevant
to the number of victims. Thus, in the case of Guatemala, according to the 10th Population
Census (1994), 43% of the population was indigenous (non-official data raise the number up
to 60%), whereas 83% of the victims reported to the CEH were indigenous Mayas. In the
case of Peru, only 20% of the population spoke native languages or had Quechua as their
mother tongue according to the census of 1993, while 75% of the victims reported to the
TRC had the above linguistic features. Both reports also insist on racism as a structuring
element in social, political and economic relations in the two countries, and especially as
structuring the relationship between the state and society. More specifically, emphasis is
given to racism in the armed forces and how it structures the strategic action plans
(devastation) against indigenous-peasant populations.

Racism and political agency in the CEH: Between denial and “archaic violence”

The process of indigenous mobilization that has taken place in Guatemala since the 1960s
and the protagonism, as I highlighted in the previous section, of the political discourse of a
large part of the indigenous population in the testimonies collected by the CEH may be
considered to be factors which have fostered the centrality of racism in this commission’s

19

Although there is hardly room in this paper to expound on this issue, it must be specified that categories such
as “campesino”, “nativo” and “indígena” (peasant/native/Indian) do not have exactly the same meaning in the
two national contexts. In the case of Peru, the state acknowledges “Nativo” populations and communities as
being those living in the Amazon region, whereas the term “campesino” is used to designate the rural Andean
populations.
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narrative. More specifically, racism is treated as an essential aspect in two parts of the
report: one, in the chapter addressing the “historical reasons” for the internal armed conflict
(chapters I and II: 86-94), and two, in the analysis of the massacres and, particularly, in the
categorization of acts of genocide against the indigenous population (chapters XX and XXI).
Racism is analyzed as a structuring element of Guatemalan society in general and of the
army in particular, with its origins lying in the process of colonial domination:
In the racist mentality, any indigenous mobilization brings to mind the atavistic image of an
uprising. In this respect, it may be considered that racism was also present at the bloodiest
moments of the armed confrontation, when the indigenous population was punished as if it
were an enemy to be vanquished. (CEH, 1999, chapters I-II: 93)
On the other hand, racism nurtures the belief, in the imaginary of a large sector of ladinos, that
“the Indians are going to come down from the mountains to slay ladinos.” Such a fear exists
because some ladinos believe that the indigenous peoples feel historical resentment towards
them, for the experiences lived during colonial times. Therefore, as an ideological element of
context, racism led the Army to conflate the indigenous peoples, a sort of ancestral enemy,
with the insurgents. On the other hand, racism influenced nurturing a feeling towards the
indigenous peoples as being different, inferior, almost less than human, alien to the universe
of the moral obligations of the perpetrators, making it less of a problem to eliminate them.
(CEH, chapters II–XXI: 325)

Both quotes from the report of the CEH are inscribed in one of the ideological definitions
of the indigenous-peasant population to which I have referred: the Indian historically
resentful towards non-indigenous citizens has now become the “subversive Indian” that
must be eliminated. This ideological representation is reinforced by the paternalistic vision
of the Indian that needs to be “helped,” “won back” by the state to prevent them from
falling into the hands of the “guerrilla”: “Naturally, if a subversive operation exists in which
the Indians are involved with the guerrillas, the Indians are also going to die. However, the
army’s philosophy is not to kill the Indians, but to win them back, to help them” (Efraín Ríos
Montt, apud CEH, 1999, volume III, XXI: 324).20
Two sides of the same coin, a sort of semantic tension between “subversion” and
indigenous population that facilitates, on the one hand, the legitimacy of the devastation
operations by state forces when both signifiers become equivalent (Indian = subversive) and
on the other, the criticism directed precisely against such an equivalence. The problem that
arises here is bringing racism into the analysis without producing, to paraphrase Arias, the
“preclusion of empowerment or the management of power.” This is the concern of the
20

Originally in English, translated into Spanish by the CEH. Foreign Broadcast Information Service, Central
America: “Ríos Montt Views on Peasant Killings, Communism” (2 June 1982).
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ethnographic work of Victoria Sanford (2003), who collaborated with a forensic team in the
exhumation of mass graves in rural communities.21 Sanford collected testimonies and life
histories of peasants – many of whom were engaged in grassroots organizations and
“subversive” organizations – offering a new perspective in order to understand the histories
of the survivors of massacres and the ways in which ethno-racial discrimination also
structured their experiences:
In my village, men would always to say, “I’m the man and I can do everything. You can’t do
anything. All you can do is bear children.” So, in the mountains [with the guerrilla], it was all
different because everyone knows that each one is capable of doing anything that a man can
do. I suppose this means a psychological challenge for men – in that they have to consider
their female “comrades” as equals, that they cannot discriminate them. This is one of the
things that we learn – that everyone is equal, men and women, Indians and ladinos, that no
one is behind anyone. (Account by Esperanza, who joined the “guerrilla” at the age of 15, apud
Sanford, 2003: 199-200)
When I mentioned my name [in the army], they [fellow soldiers] would laugh at me because
my surname was Indian. I even changed my name for a while, but it made no difference, I was
an Indian because of my features and because that's what I am, whether I like it or not. This
was a great conflict for myself and I started to see the division between what is ladino and
what is Indian. I felt so humiliated that I started to hate ladinos. […] The army would always
recruit in the park, in the cinema, anywhere where there were youths assembled. […] I found
out that the world is made up of the abusers and the abused and I didn't want to be further
abused. So when I was 16, I let the army take me, but they didn't really capture me because I
decided that I wanted to be a soldier, I did not wish to be abused again. […] When I was
recruited, there were many Indian recruits too. They were beaten up and called “stupid
Indians” for not being able to speak Spanish. The soldiers that beat them up were Indians too.
(Account by Gaspar, recruited by the army from which he eventually deserted, apud Sanford,
2003: 183-184)

Racism is present in most of the life histories collected by Sanford, marking the power
relations inside the communities and between them and the army, as well as gender
relations. What is fundamental for my argument is that they show that violence is not only
an “external” process that affects those who suffer it, but also that it constitutes their
identity and political agency. This is of the essence in order to address the relationship
between the state, the guerrilla and the civilian population. Generally speaking, the
justifications offered by state forces pursuant to their actions point to the difficulty to
discern who is actually “subversive,” but the problem we face is, rather, the difficulty to
establish clearly which is the civilian population that is caught between “two fires.” The

21

Specifically, with the Foundation for Forensic Anthropology of Guatemala (FAFG), an independent NGO since
1997. Sanford followed closely the work of some researchers of CEH and collaborated in drafting the FAFG
report for the commission.
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racist ideologies that demean the Indian population underlie such interpretations that
consider “both the apparent as well as the real political belonging of the Mayas as being
determined by external forces” (Sanford, 2003: 208).

Racism and identity of the victims and perpetrators in the TRC

The statistical analysis of the socio-demographic profile of the victims (the chapter titled
“Rostros y Perfiles de la Violencia” – Faces and Profiles of Violence) allowed the TRC to
confirm that violence “was concentrated in what we might call the margins of society, that
is, such areas and groups which were less integrated into the centers of economic and
political power of Peruvian society” (TRC, 2003, volume I, chapter 3: 155). Racism is treated
mainly in the chapter dedicated to the factors that made the conflict possible, and, more
concretely, to the connection between violence and racial and ethnic discrimination (TRC,
2003, volume VIII, chapter 2: 2.2.). In its conclusions, the TRC stressed that the armed
conflict reproduced to a great extent the ethnic and social gaps characteristic of Peruvian
society, and that although “the conflict did not have an explicit ethnic nature, it was laden
with racial, ethnic and regional elements that interacted accentuating violence” (ibid.: 159). I
wish to highlight two aspects of this analysis: one, the idea that the Andean rural context
was prone to the multiplication of “the violence unleashed by Shining Path” in that it was a
society located in between the demise of traditional order and modernization:
[T]he subsistence of some elements of traditional Andean society, such as authoritarianism,
paternalism, ethnic discrimination and racism, provided the socio-cultural context that
facilitated a certain acceptance of Shining Path’s call among the social sector of enlightened,
rootless youths of provincial origins. Suffering the experience of discrimination and racism,
product of a society that despite its modernization maintained many traditional features,
generated among many such youths a strong awareness towards offense and exclusion. (TRC,
2003, volume VIII, chapter. 2-2.2:108)

This analysis favors an understanding of racism as a remainder of traditional ideological
structures, and therefore diminishes its relevance as a constitutive element of the modernity
of Peruvian political structures and democracy. Such a perspective is clear in the observation
of the presence of an anti-Indian racist ideology in the relations both between the peasant
communities and the army and between the communities and the PCP-SL, an ideology that
is seen as deriving “from traditional Andean society.” From this approach, the humiliating,
racist treatment is analyzed in the deprecatory use of categories such as “cholo,” “indio,”
“indígena,” accompanied by adjectives such as “dirty” or “ignorant,” which were used to
58

RCCS Annual Review, 3, October 2011

The Politics of Testimony and Recognition

justify the violence by state forces (TRC, 2003, volume VIII, chapter 2-2.2: 111). According to
this analysis, racist ideologies also fostered the construction of a certain “ideal profile” of the
Shining Path member: “[…] living in a low-income neighborhood, being young, student and
provincial were considered to be suspicious. The social and ethnic origin, revealed by
physical traits, constituted the evidence for presumed membership of Shining Path” (TRC,
2003, volume VIII, chapter 2-2.2: 119).
In this respect, an important process pointed out by the TRC was the enactment of Law
25880, whose aim was to punish those who “making use of their condition of instructors or
teachers influenced their students by defending terrorism”; this law furthered the
aggravation of the existing stigmatization of teachers:22 “First of all, the ethnic stereotypes
whereby Indian features were equivalent to being suspicious of being a subversive agent,
more so in a society in which teacher bodies are made up of locals, for whom such racial
features are common” (TRC, 2003, volume III, chapter 3-3.5.3.1.4: 593).
The final report points out that the testimonies use certain “racial images” in order to
describe the distance between members of the army, the cadres of Shining Path and the
peasant population:
Many of the testimonies collected by TRC refer to the fact that among the members of Shining
Path there were men and women who were “gringos” and “blond.” The color of hair, skin and
eyes was related to other phenotypical characteristics such as being “large” or “tall,” as well as
to the fact of being “foreign.” […] Such kind of ethnic and social identification based on
physical traits does not only stem from the witnesses’ awe, surprise or fear, but also from a
reality in which ethnic differences between “whites,” “mestizos” and “Indians” were always
deeply connected with the differences in status, wealth and power. (TRC, 2003, volume VIII,
chapter 2: 2.2: 115-116)

Kimberly Theidon (2006a; 2006b) has pointed to the “externalization” of Shining Path by
means of racial features and body marks, as well as through anonymity (the members were
“hooded” persons), as a strategy to keep the distance from violence and to build “moral
binaries characteristic of a code of conduct in times of war” (Theidon, 2006b: 444), thus
separating the community from those who introduce violence into it. In this respect, the
politics of testimony in the TRC lies at the middle of these discursive strategies of the
communities’ resistance and survival. It is from this perspective that we may understand
why the TRC’s narrative is dominated by an interpretation of ethno-racial discrimination as a

22

Regarding the complex relationship between race, racism, ethnicity and political militancy among the
teachers in Andean communities during the armed conflict, see Wilson (2007).
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constituting factor in the condition of victims, whereas it does not appear to be equally
relevant for political agency. The hegemonic narrative on what the PCP-SL was makes it
difficult to ascertain the extent to which racism – apart from being an aspect that influenced
decisively the way in which human rights violations were perpetrated and legitimated – was
a reason for a part of the peasantry to engage in political struggle. Today, the ways in which
this aspect could be addressed by peasant populations are very limited. In this respect, it is
interesting to revisit one of the first research studies on the armed conflict made by Roland
Berg in the peasant community of Pacucha (province of Andahuaylas, Apurímac), whose
fieldwork was carried out in two periods (1981-82 and 1985). Berg describes the nature of
the support to the PCP-SL during the initial years of the conflict as well as its relationship to
the position of power of various actors in that regional context:
[…] Overall, then, sympathizers believed the guerrillas were fighting for economic justice – and
against the people of the towns, the upwardly mobile peasants and merchants in the
communities, and the cooperatives. There was also great resentment, and fear, of the police
who, from the peasant point of view, behaved in even more cruel and arbitrary fashion than
did the guerrillas. When the guerrillas struck, it was against people whose “crimes” were wellknown, or against specific targets such as cooperatives and/or alleged informers. On the other
hand, the police would arrest and interrogate blindly, and those who had had relatives taken
away were extremely bitter. Aggravating the situation even more was an underlying class/
ethnic conflict between the Quechua-speaking peasants of the highlands and police forces
who looked down on Quechua speakers and poor peasants. Thus, by 1985, sympathy for the
guerrillas was stronger than ever. One indication of this is the changing terminology used by
peasants when referring to members of the Sendero Luminoso. In 1982 they were known as
“terrorists” (terroristas, terros, terukuna), or sometimes (sarcastically) as los universitarios. By
1985, they were often called “the comrades” (los compañeros). (Berg, 1986-87: 188-89)

What Berg describes indicates the need to approach what the PCP-SL was from a different
viewpoint that neither demonizes nor mythicizes the armed struggle. This would allow us to
discern the processes of political identification that occurred in the local contexts, which,
according to most of the testimonies and social sciences analyses, emerged whenever the
peasant populations “evolved from being victimizers to victims in resistance” (Del Pino,
2007: 6).

5. Final considerations. Racism, recognition and denunciation from the field of human
rights and social sciences
The analysis of the final reports by the Guatemalan and Peruvian TCs from the perspective of
the politics of testimony present across such processes, as well as in relation to various
academic studies, reveals the complex relationship – with deep historical roots – between
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Indian-ness and politics. Based on the differentiation between two “types” of victims of state
terror – the modern individual and the indigenous peasant – we may see that both the
discourse and the doctrine of human rights, as well as the work of the social sciences in the
TCs, are anchored in certain ideological representations of the indigenous-peasant
population, of its relationship to the state and of its political agency. It is in this sense that
the work of the TCs as producers of legitimate spaces to denounce human rights violations
reveals the problematic relationship between power, political representation and ethnoracial differences. The political and moral foundations of the TCs have been based on their
capacity to provide recognition for the victims that is not ensured by legal justice, i.e., public
recognition of the “undeserved suffering” they experienced, and to offer them a space
legitimated by the state to tell their histories (Allen, 1999; Du Toit, 2000). Paraphrasing
Lyotard (1993), a process such as that of the TCs seeks to reintegrate victims into the
“speech community” and thus reinstate their right to speak, and especially to be listened
to.23
My aim in this paper was to show what happens when those who are relegated to the
margins of the “community of citizens” actually speak, and more concretely, when the
problem is transferred from the “truth” about what happened to the possession of the
authority to narrate (Beverley, 2001). What both TCs analyzed here show is that such an
authority is destabilized whenever the “victims” leave the position between two fires,
between the “guerrilla” and the army. Such a destabilization of authority becomes evident in
the discursive mobilization of racist ideological representations of peasants and Indians in
the testimonies. Such representations refer not only to the definition of Indians and
peasants as “ignorant” and “innocent” but also as populations involved in archaic forms of
political action, which may be reactivated by “outsiders” to the communities, thus profiting
from the supposed historical indigenous-peasant resentment against “whites” and
“mestizos.” We may then ask ourselves: what political space is left for these populations
when, through testimony, they acquire the condition of victims? That is to say, the key issue
here is not whether the indigenous peasants joined the guerrilla or not, but rather the

23

These viewpoints tie in with the pragmatic idea defended by Richard Rorty (1993) who considers that any
progress in the dissemination of a culture of human rights will be due mainly to progress in the “sentimental
education” of citizens, i.e., education for empathy towards the suffering of others.
61

RCCS Annual Review, 3, October 2011

The Politics of Testimony and Recognition

restriction of their political discourse to a humanist semantics which, as in other
commissions, enhances their identity as “innocent victims.”
Although this narrative, focused on the experience of suffering and on the facts of
violence, may have been similar to that of the commissions that dealt with the persons who
went missing due to state terror in the Southern Cone (Crenzel, 2008), the implications
acquire a different tone when the victim is the “subversive Indian.” The aspects of the
Guatemalan and Peruvian TCs analyzed here, and more concretely the politics of testimony
in each context, reveal different modes of addressing political militancy and the participation
of indigenous-peasant communities in armed struggle. Thus, the politics of testimony that
structured the processes of these commissions show clearly that the testimonies of the
victims and their families must not be seen linearly, as a transition from “silence” to a
citizens’ “speech community” from which to denounce violations of rights and claim
restitution. Rather, the politics of testimony reveal power relations that enable certain kinds
of subjectivity and narrative forms (i.e., the humanist discourse) and tone down others (i.e.,
political militancy).
Coming back to the controversy surrounding Rigoberta Menchú Tum’s life testimony and
the work by the controversial anthropologist David Stoll, Arturo Arias refers to how she was
able to exit from the “peripheral silence to which the Mayas have been sentenced due to
racism” (2001: 24), which required acknowledging her as a political subject, as a leader of a
national and international movement. However, for Stoll the political agency of the Maya
population is confined to reaction in face of state terror and suffering the pressure of the
guerrilla:
Any sample of peasant testimony will show that army kidnappings, massacres and scorchedearth tactics played a large role in building support for the guerrillas. What is harder to find in
testimony are pre-war grievances – such as conflicts with labour contractors and plantation
owners – motivating Ixils to welcome the guerrillas as a drastic but necessary solution for their
own problems. This is why I believe that the guerrilla movement in the Ixil area did not grow
out of pre-existing social struggles in the way that the EGP claimed. (Stoll, 1997: 193)

In the case of Peru, the discussion around the nature of the PCP-SL, as noted before,
reveals the problematic status of the political when referring to peasant populations. This is
how I construe the article published in 1991 by Deborah Poole and Gerardo Renique
criticizing the analysis made by two U.S. academics, Cynthia McClintock and David Scott
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Palmer, on the process of violence.24 McClintock and Palmer refer to the existence of a
“peasant rebellion,” and this is extensively criticized by Poole and Renique, who argue that
such analysis is informed by theories of “failed modernization” in the Third World and the
construction of “terrorism” as a threat to the “Democratic West,” as sustained by U.S.
foreign policy. Poole and Renique especially criticize the fact that the PCP-SL is seen as a
logical extension – in cultural and political terms – of the peasant mobilizations in the
Andean region, and therefore they defend the need to approach the relationship between
the peasantry and this movement from a different perspective:
We do not wish to deny the fact that Sendero did and does have the support of certain sectors
of the Andean peasantry in Peru. This is particularly true of Ayacucho, where Sendero's
community of political sympathisers and militants is greatly expanded by networks of kinship,
compadrazgo and paisanaje, as well as by the undeniably authoritarian and violent persuasion
methods through which they ‘influence’ both voting behaviour and gain ‘support’. The nature
of the 'support' offered to Sendero by differently situated actors within these networks is,
however, neither uniform nor consistently 'political'. This is even more true of the 'support'
and 'sympathy' offered to Sendero by peasants in different provinces of Ayacucho and in
different regions of Peru. These peasants' perceptions of Sendero's military and political
agenda are conditioned by the quite specific local and regional experiences with, and
knowledges of, the Peruvian state, national political parties and the capitalist economy. (Poole
and Renique, 1991: 147)

What exactly do these two authors mean when they say that “the nature of the ‘support’
offered to Sendero is […] neither uniform nor consistently ‘political’”? What does Stoll mean
when he argues that it is difficult to find testimonies where the Ixil communities linked their
political and socio-economic problems to having joined the guerrilla? We face two
interrelated issues: on the one hand, defining the space of the political, and on the other,
considering certain populations as having always been subjected to the influence of external
agents. In the cases analyzed here, the peasant-indigenous populations have a history of
constant tension with the state administration, and in a way we could say that they have
managed their “marginality” politically in order to maintain, in many cases, such an
ambivalent position regarding the state and thus safeguard some degree of autonomy. This
situation has fostered viewpoints that situate these populations “outside” of politics,
meaning forms of political struggle that have been “standardized” in the formation of the
national state and in the different processes which take place in such a political space –
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See, among others, Palmer (1986) and McClintock (1984).
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“revolutionary” or not – or also in pendular situations in which state forces and “subversive”
forces engage in battle to achieve their adherence.
If we start with the premise that “to a great extent, the Senderistas were themselves [the
peasant population]” (Theidon, 2004: 174) and that “the Mayas […] were not innocent
victims caught between two fires” (Arias, 2009: 9), we must then face the challenge, both in
the struggle to defend human rights and in academic studies, of considering and
acknowledging the “victims” as political subjects, and therefore, in the cases expounded
here, approach the representation of armed struggles and “subversive” movements from
perspectives which, as Victoria Sanford argues for the Guatemalan case, do not lose sight of
the “distinctions among guilt, responsibility and representation” as well as between “beliefs
and political actions” (2003: 202). I believe that in this respect the Peruvian armed conflict
and the way to understand what the PCP-SL actually was are a great challenge for us. How to
understand the political participation of the peasants in the process of armed struggle
without idolizing nor demonizing Shining Path, and thus, how to think of the participation of
a large part of the population that most suffered the consequences of violence not in terms
of innocence/guilt but of political responsibility?
[T]he previous generation will have to wait ten years to forget… because we don’t know how
to acknowledge our mistakes, that is the serious problem here in Santiago de Lucanamarca,
despite the fact that it has been seen, proven, we continue to insist on that ‘I am innocent’.
They're incapable of acknowledging, intentionally or not, or out of ignorance, I acknowledge
my mistake and then I correct it and keep on working… (Interview to an inhabitant of San
Martín de Tiopampa, Santiago de Lucanamarca25 in Falconí et al., 2007: 169-170)
Translated by Michael Skinner
Revised by Teresa Tavares

25

District of the province of Huancasancos, department of Ayacucho. The armed conflict in this community was
investigated by the TRC (volume V, chapter 2-2.2.; volume VII, chapter 2-2.6).
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Philosophical Conceptions and Representations of the Feminine: Contributions Towards a
Critical Hermeneutics of the Philosophical Tradition*
Drawing upon an extensive bibliography concerning the role of women in Western culture, this
article aims to deconstruct the common idea that male domination was always peacefully and
universally accepted. Thus, it calls attention to the fact that in Greece (where our tradition
conceptually originated), parallel to the established canon of thought, there were significant
disruptions revealing other ways of conceiving and representing the feminine, thereby
demonstrating the need to re-signify our reception of the classical tradition.
Keywords: feminism; philosophy; women; classical tradition.

What is desirable must become possible.
Adela Cortina
Our heritage is our power.
Judy Chicago

This text draws upon Aristotle’s claim that “being is said in many ways,” and that, moreover,
and perhaps more importantly, that it is said by a polyphony of voices, some near and
harmonious, others far-off and dissonant, but all equally essential. Indeed, the notion that all
voices are indispensable to make sense of reality underpins my argument throughout,
inspired by Paul Ricoeur’s observation that the hermeneutic field is constitutively
fragmented and therefore impossible to mediate properly, with the result that human
rationality is condemned to a conflict of interpretations which represents the last frontier of
a finite and merely human rationality.
Thus, in the light of this, I acknowledge that the writing of this text, like any other, takes
place on the horizon of a dialectique à synthèse ajournée – in other words, that it is indebted
to many other texts; that writing is, in its essence, intertextual; that the textual fabric
produced is by nature unfinished, and that there will be other texts that will oppose mine
and give rise to new texts, enabling the sum of them all to achieve a deeper, truer and more
enlightened vision of reality.
The aim of this article is to study the connection between philosophical thought and the
conceptualization of the feminine, focusing upon certain aspects of that relationship in
* Article published in RCCS 89 (June 2010).
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Greek culture at the moment philosophy made its appearance. This does not derive from
any historicist bias towards beginning at the beginning, but rather from the recognition that,
in the so-called Western world, Ancient Greece represented a founding moment and, within
the sphere of philosophy, it instituted a different way of thinking, opening up a whole new
theoretical space, irrespective of how the passage from mythos to logos is interpreted.
In this case, with regard to philosophical conceptions and representations of the
feminine, it seems indisputable that we received from Greece a foundational
anthropological discrimination, a kind of archetypal stereotype, which caused the feminine
to be perceived as derivative, and women to be considered the second sex throughout the
Western tradition. But it seems equally indisputable that there was also another
conceptualization of women and the feminine in Greece, associated with strength, courage
and conviction, as in the case of Antigone or the philosopher queens suggested by Plato in
his Republic. In such a context, it does not seem likely that in Greece women were confined
exclusively to the gynaeceum, that they could not enter public life (with the exception of
some religious festivals), and had a status conceptually similar to that of slaves and children;
for, although those things did occur, there seem also to have been other occurrences that
counter the universal disrespect for the feminine and for women. Thus, the ultimate aim of
this text is to denaturalize the idea that male domination was always peacefully accepted.
As I am neither a Hellenist nor a specialist in Ancient Philosophy, this article will explore
lines of research that have been carried out on the above-mentioned topic, suggesting some
interpretations based on the state of the art.

The sense and legitimacy of the quest for a conceptualization of the feminine and of
women
With the purpose of establishing the sense and legitimacy of this work from a feminist point
of view, we might raise the following questions:


Is it worth plunging into the history of philosophy or the history of cultural ideas in
search of roots?



Is it even possible and useful to do so, or will the androcentrism of our language
perversely affect that research?

Obviously, the fact that this text exists indicates that I shall answer both questions in the
affirmative: nevertheless, it is not redundant to demonstrate how this is philosophically
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consistent and militantly useful. Thus, I shall try to explain what separates me from positions
that assert the absolute alterity of the female principle, such as that of Luce Irigaray for
whom a project such as this of trying to re-signify some phases of the tradition is not merely
irrelevant as downright prejudicial, because “the issue is not one of elaborating a new theory
of which woman will be the subject or the object, but of jamming the theoretical machinery
itself, of suspending its pretension to the production of a truth and a meaning that are
excessively univocal” (Irigaray, 1992: 126). This then, is about encountering in the theoretical
machinery resources that may be operationalized. For this, I will use Gadamer’s
hermeneutics, according to what Ricoeur translates as the effectiveness of the work of
history, as a way of characterising Gadamer’s perspective on the subject of historical
consciousness, which makes it simultaneously a condition of possibility and a constraint on
the way we interpret reality. For Gadamer, to have a historical sense is to measure our
thought against our historical horizon, assuming our historical consciousness; in other
words, it is to account for ourselves within the development of a process that contextualises
us and to some extent shapes us. For this reason, it is our destiny to work on the history that
works us.
Gadamer calls the outcome of the historical work that we do about ourselves prejudice,
by which he refers to that which could be characterised as schemata of trans-subjective
signification, which function as principles for the reading of reality. These signification
schemes represent what, in Kant’s language, may be designated as the spectacles of the
mind, constitutive of humanity, which confine us to an irreducible standpoint – not so much
a form of relativism as the inevitable consequence of human finitude. We know reality and
intervene in it through the conditions inherent in our being human: our insertion into a
historical, social and cultural context, and the fact that we have a body, mean that any
human discourse is an interpretation that is more or less validated by the premises and
axioms into which it is inscribed. This perspective is directly opposed to the Western
epistemological standard, according to which neutrality, universality and objectivity are
considered necessary endowments for truth and knowledge, based on the idea of a pure,
transparent and aseptic reason. Indeed, it points out that this knowledge is by no means
unblemished or fingerprint-free; on the contrary, it encodes the blond white man’s ideology,
and only appears to be universally accepted because it is still the blond white male that is
discursively dominant.
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Amongst many critical positions, hermeneutic rationality also challenges this kind of
epistemological positivism by showing that it is always connected to a particular human and
cultural place, and that we are irremediably connected to the being or reality that we seek
to understand; hence, we cannot “know the whole” because we are “in the whole” (Ricoeur,
1950: 443). And although we have not given up seeking the universal, we no longer claim an
abstract universality but rather an “asymptotic universality that marks a direction, a
regulatory horizon” (Amorós, 2000: 99). The hermeneutic position, in undermining the
legitimacy of total rationality, brings to the field of knowledge the value of argumentation,
contributing to the creation of a “culture of reasons”1 and to defend the need to seek out
different sites from which reality may be comprehended and explained. If being can be said
in many ways, it is important that all these interact together to enable a joint mode of
speaking that can put an end to the discursive monolithism that masquerades as universal
neutrality.2 It is in the context of the possibility and necessity of plural narratives that this
work finds its raison d´être, helping to reinforce feminism’s self-awareness.
Judy Chicago created her famous installation The Dinner Party to give shape to women’s
heritage and women’s power. Similarly, all philosophical movements have sought for their
roots and legitimacy in the history of philosophy. Feminist philosophy cannot avoid this rule;
indeed, it is for this reason that I intend to use Gadamer’s ideas of historical consciousness
to propose a different reading of the past, seeking to re-signify the idea that male
domination was peacefully and universally accepted, and raising the hypothesis that this
unquestioning acceptance was only apparent. This re-signification process may find support
in the following words of Gadamer:
Historical consciousness no longer listens sanctimoniously to the voice that reaches out from
the past, but, in reflecting on it, replaces it within the context where it took root in order to
see the significance and relative value proper to it. This reflexive posture towards tradition is
called interpretation. (1979: 111; my italics)

Thus, the fact of belonging to a time and culture implies that we have inherited a cluster
of interpretative resources with which we orient ourselves as humans, as we have seen.
However, this interpretation should entail a reflective behaviour towards our cultural

1

Expression also used by Celia Amorós.
This hermeneutic rationality is situated between a modern and a postmodern rationality, taking from the
former its discriminatory and analytical power and the value of formalization (while rejecting its totalizing and
excluding stance), and from the latter, the recognition of finitude and the value of difference.
2
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inheritance rather than a passive acceptance of it. In other words, having “a historical sense”
obliges us to recognise the cultural legacy that we have received, but also obliges us to
reassess it and reinterpret it, so as to reconfigure, with greater equity, the cultural
inheritance that we in turn will bequeath.
As regards representations of the feminine, the work of interpreting our cultural legacy is
particularly delicate as it goes against that which most profoundly constitutes us. It has to
start with deconstruction and a hermeneutics of suspicion, as the most deeply entrenched
representations of the feminine come from an asymmetrical anthropological conception
that takes the masculine as standard and the feminine as derivative.3 Following this
approach, a reflective look at the Western tradition should allow itself to be oriented by the
idea that male domination was not universally and peacefully accepted, but only appeared
to be so. That is to say, re-signifying our common history, of men and women, obliges us to
seek out the “noises” that disrupt the universal acceptance of male domination, bringing to
light signs of ambiguity and complexity in the power relations between the sexes, to which
all eras have borne witness. Without this disclosure of such events, it will not be possible to
trace out a new route for the understanding of our way of being, and we women will be left
without female figures that materialize the possibility of looking at ourselves as full human
beings. Moreover, if we passively accept the idea that male domination was always
completely accepted, we are once more discriminating against our cultural heritage, because
we are not doing justice to those that fought against that domination, thereby making their
efforts invisible and reinforcing the cultural legacy that has managed to erase them.
Such an interpretation of the Western tradition will reveal not only a way of conceiving
the feminine and women that we might call canonical thought (which offers a negative,
subaltern view of women and the feminine), but also counter currents of thought, or noises
on the margins of dominant thought, which show that male domination has not always been
peacefully accepted.

Re-signifying old knowledges
Philosophy, at the outset, spoke Greek, and was marked by rejection and rupture. It rejected
a certain type of mythical and poetic knowledge and broke with the particular way of
thinking that this implied. According to María Zambrano, philosophical discourse is an ethical
3

On this subject, see Benoîte Groult (1993).
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discourse as it corresponds to the desire of humans to construct their own knowledge,
rather than accepting it from an external source.
This dual situation of rejection and rupture led to a new way of thinking that determined
the epistemological development of the western world. With that inheritance also came
what I have called archetypal stereotypes, or foundational discriminations concerning the
feminine and women, and these indelibly marked all subsequent anthropology, which
developed different concepts but always involving an asymmetry between women and men.
The historical effectiveness of that inheritance is so marked that Freud, who countered
almost all modes of established thought, merely reiterated Aristotle on questions relating to
the feminine and to women – for the castration complex and penis envy are no more than a
recapitulation of the Aristotelian perspective, now raised to the status of scientific
knowledge. In another field of signification, Lacan’s idea that only the phallus has the
capacity to evoke a specific symbolic field merely echoes what was instituted in Greece as
the paradigm of the neutral universal, though it was in fact assimilated to the masculine.
Greek philosophy is, thus, our inheritance and our destiny. To adopt it, within the
framework of what has previously been said about the historical consciousness, necessarily
requires that it be re-signified, as far as possible. To attempt this, I shall propose a series of
guiding questions with their respective responses, which will serve to organize the second
part of my text.
Questions

Answers

What ideas inherited from Greece do we assume
to be natural, not having reflected on their process
of constitution?
What have we rejected outright?
What has been belittled or disparaged?

What have we ignored or refused to accept as our
inheritance?
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The idea of the neutral universal, and everything
associated with it.
The Platonic proposal.
The confirmed importance of some female figures,
such as Sappho and Aspasia.
Some less usual aspects of Greek culture, if we
take into account the depreciation of the feminine,
for example:
 The importance of the feminine in the
transmission of knowledge – Hesiod (The
Theogony) and Parmenides (Poem)
 The importance of the female figure in the
configuration of fundamental questions
concerning the human condition, as testified by
the tragedies.
 Plato’s unexpected proposal concerning the
possibility of philosopher queens and the
examples from Lysistrata, The Assembly of
Women and Melanippe, the Philosopher
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Since it is impossible to explore all these aspects within the limits of this particular text, I
shall focus only on four, chosen for being particularly well known, unusual, paradigmatic or
influential. These are:


The question of the neutral universal



The Plato controversy



The cases of Sappho and Aspasia



The symbolic dimension of three unusual plays

Neutral Universal/False Neutral
Celia Amorós, in her introduction to an anthology of studies on the conceptualization of the
feminine in Greek philosophy, claims that, from the outset, there was an ideological
conceptualization of the feminine that counterposed it to a supposed neutral universal. On
this subject, she makes two important points:
a. […] that which is thought as being generically human is presented on an abstract plane that
neutralizes sexual opposites […]. However, this does not mean that what is proposed on the
level of the abstraction of the neutral can be communicable in the masculine or feminine: it
will constitute itself as masculine, thereby assuming the neutral, and thus not positioning
itself as masculine but as the generic human itself. […]
b. By being placed on the side of what is different, the other-that-is-different-from-the-neutral,
and as the neutral is what is thought of as neutral – in the same way that it becomes
neutral in the process of being thought – the feminine becomes the unthought. (Amorós,
1994: vii)

I shall explore this dual claim – the suppression of the process of assimilation of the
neutral universal and the masculine, and the transformation of the unthought feminine into
the unthinkable – using Zambrano’s perspective on the origins of Greek philosophy,
particularly the direct connection that she makes between philosophy and violence
(Zambrano, 1991). Focusing on Plato and Aristotle, and within the framework of a
comparison between philosophy and poetry, Zambrano calls the philosophical attitude an
ecstasy failed by a schism because the philosopher, who initially experiences ecstasy before
the awe-inspiring nature of reality (unlike the poet, who loses himself in it), ultimately
abandons it, and abstracts from it in order to acquire an understanding of its essence
through this ascetic distancing. The image that Zambrano gives us of the origin of philosophy
shows that the philosophical desire is for the unity or totalization of knowledge. From her
point of view, this desire for a unified whole becomes an obsession and pursues philosophy
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like a phantom. To utter the human word about reality (instead of the divine word of mythic
poetry) means for the philosopher uttering the last word, absolute and pure, and thus
philosophy entails a dual violence: the separation from the primary awe at reality and the
imposition of an all-inclusive order on that same reality. Within this interpretation,
Zambrano claims that, in the Greek world, philosophical thought could have developed in
two distinct ways – one connected to a temporal logos (the Pythagorean way of number and
music) and another connected to a spatial logos (of word and being).4
The temporal logos privileges both word and silence, giving emphasis to rhythm and time
as reality’s mode of being. If this form of thinking had triumphed, philosophical reason
would have had to find another way of expressing itself. However, it was the Aristotelian
logos, which defined and judged all things, that prevailed. With this victory, unity, clarity and
luminosity gained the upper hand, and the abstract and supposedly neutral universal was
established as a supreme value. However, it is useful to understand how Aristotle, the victor,
defined the Universal on the anthropological and political plane.
In a work on this subject, Amparo Moreno separates “sexism” from “androcentrism” in
order to show that the concept of supposedly universal man inherited from Aristotle’s
Politics not only excludes women, but also many men. She claims that the concept of man
that Aristotle forged, particularly in Book I of his Politics, refers to the aner-andros, i.e. “to
the made man, who has assumed the values proper to virility and thereby believes that he
has the right to rule over other men and women” (Moreno, 1988: 18).
Analysing important academic works that comment on and disseminate the Aristotelian
perspective, Amparo Moreno shows that, in the transmission of Aristotelian thought,
Aristotle’s references to women, slaves and foreigners are minimized or completely ignored,
or, in some cases, only his position on slavery is mentioned. While serving the idea of a
neutral universal, this selective transmission in fact ignores the discriminatory significance
that the meanings of the concept originally had; because although Aristotle knew to whom
his concept applied and which men could be citizens of his polis, we (the whole of the
western world) use the word man to refer to humanity, thereby eliding the segregational
dimension that the term originally had. This gives public and academic discourse what
Moreno calls an androcentric opacity. In other words, we have relegated to the plane of the
unthought the conditions that created the concept, and in doing so, have naturalized it,
4

I have developed this idea in previous texts (Henriques, 1998a, 2001).
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stripping it of its constructed character, and presenting it as being itself a neutral universal,
contributing to the dissemination of an idea of humanity as virile, combative, dominating
and property-owning.
The importance of this perspective is connected to the ultimate purpose of Aristotle’s
Politics: to naturalize a particular state of affairs by showing that the polis represented the
natural mode of collective organization. For this reason, Aristotle used the “nature of things”
to legitimise those that had the power to command and those that had, naturally, to be
commanded. Thus, he says at the beginning of Book I of the Politics that nature created
some beings to command and others to obey, emphasising that everyone would gain
through this. This perspective served the West for many centuries, legitimizing slavery. We
may ask if it still serves today to keep women away from public life and deprive them of full
and inclusive citizenship. It has certainly influenced other ideas that have prevailed, such as
those of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for whom the place of women according to “the nature of
things” was clear:
In the union of the sexes each contributes equally to the common aim, but not in the same
way. […] One ought to be active and strong, the other passive and weak. One must necessarily
will and be able; it suffices that the other put up little resistance.
Once this principle is established, it follows that woman was made specially to please man.
(2010: 532)

There are many other examples like this that show that, when the will exists to establish the
superiority of one sector of humanity over another, there is always a tendency to ground it
in arguments concerning the “nature of things.” This is why it is crucial for feminist thought −
or indeed any other form of thought that aims at justice − to lay bare the constructed nature
and the context of construction of all that presents itself as “natural.” In fact, the keyword
for non-discriminatory thought of any type should be “denaturalization.” Particularly in
relation to the idea of the neutral universal, such denaturalization is absolutely essential.

The non-acceptance of the Platonic proposal for the Just City
The occultation of the context underlying Aristotle’s idea of the citizen-man may have been
partly responsible for the reception of Plato’s proposal in the Republic that women could
also govern the city and become philosopher queens.
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Plato has two works on social and political organization: the Republic and the Laws.5 In
the first, he argues that, although men as a group are superior to women, there are many
women that are better than many men; for this reason, women should be given the chance
to benefit from an education that could turn them into potential city governors. In the light
of his notion that only practising philosophers could govern wisely, this proposal in the
Republic implies that women (or at least some women) could arrive at the pinnacle of
knowledge, as represented by philosophy, thereby enabling them to be queens of the just
city. Even in utopian terms, it does not seem irrelevant that this idea once arose in Greece
and that it is the object of debate in one of the best known works of western philosophy.
However, it so happened that, while Western culture accepted this work as important, it
excluded the part about women accessing the heights of knowledge and power, considering
it ridiculous, unreasonable or “against nature.” Natalie Bluestone (1987: 21-73) analysed
how this issue was received by the academy between 1870 and 1970 and identified seven
types of hostility in relation to the Platonic proposal, of which I shall highlight the following
four:


Equality is a non-issue (i.e. devaluation of the proposal)



Women are different (i.e. the proposal is against nature)



Women have better things to do (i.e. the proposal is undesirable)



Plato did not really mean that (i.e. the proposal is unintentional, unwelcome or
comic)

I do not believe that scholars can remain indifferent before such arguments for not
accepting a theoretical proposal. And I believe, moreover, that this hostility is likely to have
had a decisive historical effectiveness in the formation of our collective consciousness, to the
extent that it still operates today as a preconscious schema in the minds of those that have
doubts about parity or about the value of quotas as a process of positive discrimination.
The rupture that Bluestone identifies in her analysis of the reception of the Platonic
proposal in the 1970s is related, as we might expect, with the cultural and epistemological
revolution that occurred in the 1960s and ‘70s, which in one way or another had
repercussions upon the academy. However, although the reception of this issue seemed to
change after that date, Bluestone points to the persistence of the stereotype, particularly in

5

On this question see, for example, Julie K. Ward (1996); Sister Prudence Allen (1985); Claude Mossé (1983).
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readings such as that of Allan Bloom, which continue to propagate an eminently sexist
interpretation of the Platonic proposal (Bluestone, 1987: 154 ff.). Bluestone’s analytic
framework makes it clear that it is the reception of Plato that continues to erase the
meaning and pertinence of his proposal; despite considering women as “fallen souls,” Plato
was nevertheless able to conceptualize the feminine without taking it as a collective, and
thus, to conceive of the possibility that at least some women could rise to become governors
of the city.
Without wishing to make Plato a defender of women’s rights, we should be aware of
what is at stake in the Platonic proposal: a rational argument in favour of the human right
and philosophical legitimacy of women being able to rise to the highest form of knowledge
and, consequently, to the highest rank of power. If we take into account that even today
those rights are not peacefully accepted by all, we can glean some sense of the extent of
Plato’s daring.

The belittling, denigration and disparagement of the notable women of the Ancient World
In its guise as neutral universal, androcentism is also likely to have been an important factor
in the silencing or belittling of women. However, despite women’s general invisibility, it was
not possible to make them completely disappear from the history of ideas and culture. The
cases of Sappho and Aspasia may be taken as the paradigm of the (deliberate or
unconscious) occultation of the feminine, letting us believe that women were always
confined to the gynecaeum and that male domination was universal, uncontroversial and “in
accordance with the nature of things.”
The reception of Sappho and Aspasia was, in both cases, connected to sexuality; however,
there are differences between them that have to do with their personal history and the
topics for which they became important.
For most people today, two associations immediately spring to mind when we think of
Sappho: her identification with the tenth muse and her lesbianism. However, these have
nothing to do with the specific qualities that made her impossible to erase from history,
namely the fact that she was one of the greatest poets of all times. As far as we know,
Sappho was from the city of Mytilene on Lesbos, and lived between the second half of the
7th century and the first decades of the 6th century BC. This makes her slightly later than
Hesiod and Simonides – poets whose views of the feminine were not the most positive.
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According to specialist studies, the information about Sappho’s life is so contradictory
that the most reliable details may be gleaned from her own oeuvre. From this, we learn that
she was responsible for herself and for her family circle, and was far removed from the
received idea of the Greek woman, confined to the home and kept under guardianship
(Iriarte, 1997). One of the prejudices that the reception of Sappho’s poetry seems to have
been unable to overcome was the categorisation of her poetry as exclusively concerned with
the inner world; indeed, she is frequently accused of a cloistered sentimentality centred
upon a self-contemplative Eros, in contrast with the political awareness shown by Alcaeus,
her contemporary and compatriot, who sang of war and the active life. As some studies
point out, this preconception has had the effect of turning Sappho herself into a symbolic
figure, relegating her to the plane of the divine and identifying her as “the mortal muse.”
The other preconception concerns Sappho’s own life and her identification with
lesbianism (the term of course derives from her native island). This idea indicates the
ideological framework in which women are conceptualized; for while it was common in
Greece for teachers to have relations of this nature with their (same-sex) students, in her
case it became her defining feature. We might note that the same did not occur with other
distinguished figures of Greece, such as Socrates (who is never characterised first and
foremost by his passion for Alcibiades);6 for, in the context of Western morality and
worldview, linking an eminent person with homosexuality was a way of denigrating them,
thereby obscuring their value. Thus, the reception of Sappho offers a prototype of how
female figures were mythically represented, as either divine or evil.
As for Aspasia,7 most people that know her name remember her as the mistress of
Pericles. They will also know that she had great influence over him, especially negatively.
However, what they probably do not know is that Aspasia belonged to an elite intellectual
circle in Athens, and that she took active part in debates there alongside the famous men
that also formed part of the group. This shows there were other roles for women in Athens
besides that of the faithful submissive wife of an Athenian citizen, protecting the family’s
honour and property through her fidelity and submission. Thus, in the case of Aspasia, we
find the same ideological interpretation operating as we found with Sappho. That is to say,
6

If the differentiating circumstance is the fact that Socrates was married, we should remember that Sappho
was also said to have a husband and daughter, and that, moreover, she composed epithalamiums (songs
celebrating marriage).
7
On Aspasia, see, for example, Mary E. Waithe (1992); Amalia G. Suárez (1997); José S. Dueso (1994).
79

RCCS Annual Review, 3, October 2011

Philosophical Conceptions and Representations of the Feminine

when it is not possible to ignore women, then the aspect of them that is least prestigious is
presented first and foremost, in the light of a morality that is also supposedly neutral.
The introduction to the bilingual edition of a work on Aspasia ends on a note that is
pertinent for my purposes here:
[T]he information Plato gives about Aspasia corresponds to the historical reality. I consider
that this is the best hypothesis to explain what the critics repeatedly call the “mystery” or
“enigma” of Menexenus. The reason why the vast majority of modern authors, and some
ancient ones, not only refused to accept this hypothesis but also did not consider it worthy of
study is another question that raises important issues for the ideological history of the West.
(Dueso, 1994: xl-xli)

Interestingly, it is once again the reception of Plato that is at the heart of this controversy.
In this case, we are dealing with the Platonic dialogue Menexenus, where Aspasia is
described as a master of rhetoric and author of speeches. According to Mary E. Waithe
(1992), commentators on this work can be divided into two large groups: those that consider
that the Menexenus belongs to the Platonic oeuvre, but that it is his only non-philosophical
work (which effectively belittles it); and those that consider that the references it contains to
Aspasia were made by Aspasia herself, and that Plato included them because he recognised
her reputation as a philosopher/rhetorician, and wanted to make clear that he disapproved
of the influence that philosophers like her had in Greece.
For Dueso, who belongs to this second group, Plato’s references to Aspasia demonstrate
the importance that she would have had in those circles. Indeed, this author points out that,
in refusing to accept the factual basis of what Plato says about Aspasia, scholars are
employing different criteria to those used for the reception of other figures from his works,
such as Lysias (in Phaedrus), Gorgias and Protagoras.
In his study of Aspasia, Dueso collected 34 testimonies, 17 of which refer to Aspasia’s
rhetorical expertise and others that connect her to philosophy; thus, he believes it is
absolutely legitimate to consider that Aspasia was connected to philosophy and to the art of
argumentation, claiming that her trial for impiety illustrates her importance and intellectual
influence. Dueso also raises the hypothesis that a movement of female emancipation may
have developed around Pericles and his circle, which might help explain not only the trial,
but also comedies such as Lysistrata and The Assembly of Women.
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Some peculiarities of Greek culture
This reference to Lysistrata and The Assembly of Women leads conveniently to the last point
I wish to make in this paper, involving the analysis of some of the less usual aspects of the
Greek legacy. In particular, I will focus upon three plays (two comedies and one tragedy)
where women are protagonists in situations that would be completely unlikely within the
framework of the dominant conceptualization of the feminine.
However, to legitimise this incursion into the poetic, I shall call to my defence the words
that open the second part of the work La Femme dans la Grèce antique:
The knowledge of a society does not consist simply in establishing legal, social and economic facts. A
society is often revealed much more sharply through the image that it has and conveys of itself than
through statistics or laws, however reliable they might be. […] Consequently, a study of women in
Greece involves updating the images that the Greeks themselves created and defined in epic, lyric
poetry, and tragic and comic theatre, without overlooking the works of the philosophers and the
narratives of the historians. (Mossé, 1991: 93)

Although I do not agree with the conclusions that this author draws from her analysis, I
do share her starting point with regard to the importance of what might be called social
imaginary, so effectively transmitted by literature and theatre. Thus, any discussion of
women’s role in Greek society needs to take account of the importance of female figures in
Greek theatre as vehicles for the consideration of fundamental philosophical problems.
In a groundbreaking work of feminist theology (In Memory of Her, 1983), Elisabeth
Fiorenza, a specialist in New Testament exegesis, reconstructs the history of the origins of
Christianity in the global social context in which it emerged, i.e. its Sitz im Leben. By revealing
the social, cultural and ideological conditions underpinning the production of the Biblical
texts, she situates them in time, thereby separating the historical and the symbolic
dimensions.
To my mind, Greek theatre requires the opposite reflective operation in order to make
visible a contradiction between its Sitz im Leben and the role of women in the textual
testimonies that have come down to us, and the symbolic function of that contradiction
needs to be explored. Thus, Greek theatre should be analysed within its (strongly
patriarchal) Sitz im Leben, in order to at least raise the hypothesis that there might have
been noises on the margins of the dominant thought, that not everyone thought in the same
way and that, therefore, male domination was not peacefully accepted.
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From the complex of questions that arises in this context, I would like to highlight two
situations that would seem to be exemplary:
 The connection of women to fundamental social issues, such as peace and the
organization of collective life, as is the case of Lysistrata and The Assembly of
Women;8
 The totally atypical existence of a play entitled Melanippe, the Philosopher.
Claude Mossé’s study, mentioned above, does not give any political significance to the
two comedies by Aristophanes, considering that both Lysistrata and The Assembly of Women
only depict female figures that have all the characteristics traditionally ascribed to women
(particularly the negative ones), and that the issues that are raised pertain strictly to the
female worldview.9 As we have already seen, Dueso suggests another reading: that these
comedies might have echoed a real-life protest by women in the context of Pericles’ circle.
Although I am not in a position to settle this interpretative dispute, it does strike me as
remarkable that Aristophanes created a plot in which female protagonists suggest political
solutions in times of crisis, and that, in both cases, those female figures managed to mobilise
and organise themselves in such a way as to occupy the public space which theoretically was
forbidden to them. Whatever one wishes to think, only one of two hypotheses is possible
here: either Aristophanes dreamed up the situation that he staged (which means that he
implicitly acknowledged the possibility that women could perform such roles) or he was
echoing others that did think in that way. Whichever, it is remarkable that such an image of
female strength and power, with the capacity for mobilization and public action, was staged
and applauded in Greece in the 5th century BC. What is more, although the solutions
suggested by the women seemed to originate from their own experience and worldview,
this can only be perceived as negative if those solutions are assessed from an exclusively
male vantage point. Yet, in both examples, the so-called male solutions had been exhausted
and had led to chaos, making it legitimate to seek alternatives.
8

Lysistrata (411 BC) is set during the resurgence of the war between Athens and Sparta. The Athenian
Lysistrata summons the women of Greece to mobilise and put an end to the war by going on a sex strike. In The
Assembly of Women, the Athenian women disguise themselves as men, and their leader, Praxagora, takes
control, establishing a communist regime.
9
In the case of Lysistrata, the women suggest replacing weapons with distaffs and spindles. “However,” the
th
author adds, “the 5 century Athenian spectator knew very well that at the end everything would return to
normality, that the topsy-turvy world would eventually be righted and that the women would once more find
their way home” (116). In The Assembly Women, the protagonists conceive the life of the city in terms of a
giant household (oikos), and therefore do not ever get beyond the female imaginary.
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Melanippe, the Philosopher is the title of a tragedy by Euripides of which only fragments
have survived. As the title indicates, the play focuses on a woman philosopher, or at least a
woman that philosophises. The story is as follows. Seduced by Poseidon, Melanippe bears
twin boys. Afraid of her father Aeolus, and upon the orders of the god, she hides her sons in
a stable. However, the twins are discovered and taken to Aeolus, who considers them
monsters and condemns them to be burned alive. Melanippe intervenes, and uses rational
arguments to demonstrate that the children cannot be monsters and must have had a
human mother. She finally acknowledges that she herself is the mother, at which her father
blinds her and shuts her away. However, 16 years later, she is released by her sons and
father, and recovers her sight.
Séverine Auffret (1988) has carried out a study of this work, making the following points:
 The protagonist’s name, Melanippe, which is related to black mare, is interpreted as
referring to the feminine and tragic side of the centaur Chiron, considered to be the
ancestor of the philosophers for having gained dominion over brute strength through
the power of the spirit. For Auffret, the tragedy of Melanippe stages not only the
Greek situation but also the whole paradigm of the relationship between women and
philosophy – they are always excluded from it and operate at its margins. In this
respect, she evokes the work of Gilles Ménage, Historia mullierum philosopharum,
which identifies 65 female philosophers, thus proving that it is in the reception and
dissemination of women’s thought that the occultation of this inheritance occurs,
thereby obstructing its historical effectiveness.
 In the ambit of this occultation or de-legitimation, Auffret mentions Aristotle’s
comment in the Poetics that Melanippe is an example of theatrical bad taste; this is
because its protagonist is inappropriate, as it is implausible that a young woman would
develop philosophical discourse to this extent.
 Finally, pointing out that the tragedy ends happily, despite Melanippe’s
philosophising, Auffret suggests that Euripides may have wanted to focus on the
prohibition against women philosophers and on the reasons that led them to engage
in that practice.
Even without going into the anachronistic question of whether Euripides might have been
displaying pre-feminist impulses, we cannot ignore that he wrote this play and that the
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situation described in it must have had some significance with regard to the representation
of women and their capacities in the Greek world.

Conclusion
Although this is only a very brief introduction to what is a very vast subject, I have suggested
that the conventional perspective on women in Ancient Greece (which depicts them as
wholly subordinate to men and culturally irrelevant) does not tell the complete story. A
more systematic in-depth survey will certainly show a greater range of perspectives on this
topic, uncovering a new list of names beyond those that are well known from the canonical
literature. Thus, further work needs to be done in the field of Greek philosophy and culture
in order to uncover some of the possibilities that were not developed in the past, thereby
enabling us to narrate our own roots in a different way.
Translated by Karen Bennett
Revised by Teresa Tavares
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The Content of the Form and other Textual Politics. Configurations of Nationhood and
Citizenship in Disgrace and Agaat*
This text seeks to rethink the relationship between literature and citizenship or, more
generally, identity. It does so by analysing two recent South-African novels i.e. J.M Coetzee’s
Disgrace (1999) and Marlene van Niekerk’s Agaat (2006). Both Disgrace and Agaat are
examples of how the singularity of great literary works needs an interdisciplinary approach
that does justice to the way in which a novel is part of, and simultaneously co-constructs, the
discourses on history, identity and citizenship.
Keywords: literature; identity; difference; citizenship; representation; literariness; J.M
Coetzee; Marlene van Niekerk.

In outlining the relationship between literature, community building and citizenship, two
South African novels will guide my course: Disgrace (1999) by J.M. Coetzee and Agaat
(2004)1 by Marlene van Niekerk. The work of both has become the focus of fierce debate
with respect to the exact relation between literature, citizenship and nation building, or,
more generally speaking, the relation between literature and identity. The nature of such
discussions is exemplary for the practice of interpretation within cultural studies in the 21 st
century. These two novels then, and the debate they have engendered, will act as a
touchstone for proposing certain coalitions between the different forms of studying culture
within the humanities.
Disgrace appeared in 1999, exactly a year after the publication of the massive five-volume
Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa Report (TCR). The novels’ narrative
events are centred on the white South African literary scholar David Lurie who makes the
mistake of starting an affair with a coloured female student. He is subsequently dismissed.
When he seeks peace and quiet on the farm of his daughter Lucy, both of them fall victim to
violence by blacks.
Nearly every critic noticed that the story of the downfall of Professor David Lurie could be
read as a description of the upheaval of a country in transition. The representation of this
upheaval drew considerable national and international attention and sparked a continuous
* Article published in RCCS 89 (June 2010).
1
This novel was originally published in Afrikaans. The first English translation was published in South Africa by
Jonathan Cape Publishers in 2006.
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debate about what readers felt was Coetzee’s pitch-black vision on the near future of South
Africa. The fact that there were clear-cut differences between black, white and genderspecific interpretations of the novel was a striking feature of this heated debate. Black
readers and critics characterized the trenchant images of black violence as unproductive and
stereotypical, while white readers saw the way in which the white Lucy takes her historical
colonial guilt upon her shoulders as far too fatalistic (Banville, 2000; Gorra, 1999). Feminist
readings, moreover, criticised the affirmation of the connection between passivity and
femininity (see also Krog, 2004). For instance, the literary scholar Elleke Boehmer wondered
whether reconciliation in the context of a violent history is possible if women, in this case
the white Lucy or the wife of the black Petrus, are still expected to bear gender-specific
inequality and suffer in silence (Boehmer, 2002).
The novel Agaat was published five years later, in 2004. Its author is that other giant of
South African literature, Marlene van Niekerk. In Agaat the reader witnesses the complex
interaction between the dying white farmer’s wife Milla and her black carer Agaat. Milla is
paralyzed and unable to talk. Throughout the novel she tries to communicate with Agaat by
moving her eyes. The two women, who are condemned to each other as patient and carer in
the narrative present, share a heartrending and complex past which is unravelled bit by bit
when Agaat reads fragments of Milla’s dairy to Milla on her deathbed.
This novel too fell prey to a debate about the kind of things Van Niekerk tries to say about
the future of South Africa. Van Niekerk is an Afrikaans speaking author who also writes in
that language, and the South African reception of her novel concentrates specifically on the
position allocated to the endangered Afrikaner minority culture in her vision of post
apartheid South Africa. There were serious allegations from the politically conservative wing
in particular, who blamed Van Niekerk for squandering Afrikaner heritage. The cultural
philosopher Johann Rossouw accused Van Niekerk of pleading for the ‘selfopheffing’
(voluntary elimination) of Afrikaner culture in favour of an opportunistic association with a
globalising English-speaking South African cultural elite (Rossouw, 2005). This led to a
response by Andries Visagie, lecturer in Afrikaans and Dutch, who challenged Rossouw in an
essay titled “Agaat as cultural archive for the future” in the digital South African journal
Litnet (Visagie, 2007). Visagie agrees with the view that Agaat is a comment on the position
of Afrikaner culture, but he is somewhat more sensitive to the novel’s complexity. He is at a
loss to understand how Rossouw can argue that Van Niekerk treats Afrikaner culture as a
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lost cause in Agaat. The novel informs the reader at length about the richness of Afrikaner
folksongs, proverbs, children’s rhymes, crafts, agricultural methods, sound farmer’s lore and
other traditions still available to the Afrikaans-speaking South African. This is no
“selfopheffing,” but the acknowledgment of a sub-cultural canon. What Agaat does
undermine, according to Visagie, is the self-evident legitimacy and status of this cultural
heritage in Afrikaner ideology. This status needs to be reformulated and that is why the
novel may function as an archive of the future.
In the Netherlands too the journalistic reception of Agaat explicitly states that the lengthy
novel’s true meaning is allegorical. In an admiring review in de Volkskrant (12 May 2006),
Fred de Vries writes for instance that “Agaat is an allegory of Afrikaner history of the past
fifty years.” He carefully connects the dates of the family story to historical facts. The birth of
Agaat coincides with the institutionalization of apartheid in 1948, and the birth date of
another central character recalls the Sharpeville protest instigated by schoolchildren in 1960.
De Vries sees the subtle symbiotic power play between the white Milla and the black Agaat
as metaphorical for racial and political relations in South Africa. Milla’s progressive muscular
disease is symbolical of the exhaustion of farmland and the decline of Afrikaner hegemony.
And so on.

Art and Community Building
The cultural and literary critics mentioned above are aware of the fact that in these specific
novels, art on the one hand, and political and historical reality on the other, have entered
into a cogent relationship. It is of course true that works of art that are rooted in a period of
political transition have a self-evident urgency and significance that cannot easily be claimed
by all art. However, in less pressing political circumstances cultural artefacts also present
opportunities for identification and are in that sense community building, which involves
excluding and including groups. In the past decades, the identity constituting effects of art
and its concomitant inclusionary and exclusionary mechanisms have featured in various
disciplines within the humanities. More generally, art and culture are seen as important
producers of cultural memory in any context (see for instance Bal et al., 1999). The
underlying idea is that cultural artefacts come about in a force field of global and local
developments and that, as a sign system and text, the work of art has an openness and
mobility that Bakhtin and Kristeva have described with the term “intertextuality” (Bakhtin,
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1982; Kristeva, 1974). Their concept of intertextuality is not exclusively limited to literary
examples. Every sign system absorbs other intended and unintended sign systems. Bakhtin’s
famous dictum that “the word does not forget its own path” always illustrates this process
best. That is to say that every text bears the echoes of other texts and is also in dialogue with
other texts, which implies that the attribution of meaning is a project that is never fully
realised. A reader then performs a text, rather like a musician who performs a score (see
also Van Heusden, 2001). The performance determines the attribution of meaning,
distributes emphasis, and reinforces some strands while ignoring others.
Thus, in order to do justice to the intertextual character of the artefact, texts can only be
studied adequately, when they are the object of research, from an interdisciplinary
perspective. Interdisciplinarity is in essence not a frivolous type of academic research, as
critics of cultural studies have frequently claimed, but a necessity compelled by the research
object itself if a cultural phenomenon is to be approached in all its complexity. Aesthetic
experience is no longer exclusively related to work-immanent aspects, but linked to material,
political and historical circumstances as well.
The outcome of research carried out from this angle has yielded some very valuable
results and changed many a classic literary work’s meaning forever. After Toni Morrison’s
lectures in American literature at Harvard University (see Morrison’s Playing in the Dark,
1992), who could fail to grasp that the construction of freedom and humanity in Mark
Twain’s great American novel Huckleberry Finn (and the many films of the book) is
inextricably connected to the slavery of nigger Jim? Who is still willing to present Jane Eyre
as an unproblematic feminist heroine since Gayatri Spivak (1985) showed us that Jane’s
striving for economic independence, so applauded by the second feminist wave, was
enabled by the unrestrained imperialism and slavery of nineteenth-century Britain? In the
past decades, the teaching and research in feminist cultural criticism has been solidly
anchored in this tradition of critical interpretations of culture. The intertextual approach has
proven to be just as fruitful to research of popular culture as to art research. However, a
specific practice has crept into the enthusiasm of committed humanities scholars: the
concept of intertextuality is mainly applied as a form of ideological criticism. Many a
committed research project in the humanities is in danger of reducing popular culture and
artistic expressions to a message about the construction of gender, ethnicity, nationality
and/or sexuality, thereby paying too little attention to the specific nature of the medium and
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the effect of its form. The approach to the artistic domain with a clear-cut political agenda
involves the risk of losing sight in advance of what constitutes the specificity of art and
literature. A few years ago, Jonathan Culler, a worthy advocate of intertextual
interpretations of art and culture, concluded that, as a literary scholar, he had been so busy
conceptualising gender, race, identity, and subjectivity that not a word is spent on
literariness in his prominent introductions to literary theory (Culler, 2000; see also Butler,
2000; Spivak, 2003).
To a certain extent this practice mirrors the white, black and gendered readings of
Coetzee quoted at the beginning of my essay and the concern about the loss of Afrikaner
cultural heritage in response to Van Niekerk’s latest novel. I mean to attempt to redress this
imbalance in proposing a synthesis of the work-immanent approach, so deservedly criticised
in the past, and the contextual approach to art and culture that was so rightly taken on
board. In other words, I would like to reassess the fruitfulness of the work-immanent
approach and the method of meticulous textual analysis involved in it in order to attune and
enrich the intertextual approach and avoid the risks inherent to identity politics in the
interpretation of art. Form is what defines a work of art; form constitutes its singularity par
excellence, which is why it will always withdraw from being appropriated by sheer identity
politics. I have no wish to deny that issues of identity politics can be understood through and
illustrated by a work of art. However, the fictive and imaginary character of art does imply
that the way in which it represents political and historical themes deserves explicit
methodological attention.

Literature as the representation of difference
Let us return to the two contentious South African novels. Apart from the vehement debate
about how to be a white citizen in post-apartheid South Africa that was caused by these two
novels, the most conspicuous similarity in the reception of Disgrace and Agaat is that both
novels invariably seize readers by the throat. As such, this is of course a significant literary
phenomenon; and this ought to be the primary focus of literary and cultural criticism. We
are living in a multimedia world increasingly dominated by visual culture, digital or not. How
is it possible, then, that in this kind of world a written text can seize you, perturb you,
become part of your consciousness? Critics like Susan Sontag and Walter Benjamin would
have said perhaps that this is possible because literature is a work of art. Every work of art
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has a unique aura that leads to concentration and contemplation (Benjamin, 1935; Sontag
1964). Roland Barthes calls a similar effect in photography the punctum, whose immediacy
stirs the art critic although it withdraws from connotative signification (Barthes, 1980).
Asking this kind of questions changes the focus from meaning to the signifier, to the
materiality of the work. In the case of literature, such materiality is the specific literariness of
the work.
But what is literariness? It is a question frequently asked and variedly studied in literary
studies, to no fully satisfactory effect. In an attempt to describe literariness here, I would say
that literariness is generally manifested where an awareness or consciousness of ‘the real’ is
engendered by language. This term, the real, originates from linguistics as inspired by French
psychoanalysis. Like the concepts of aura and punctum, it refers to that which produces an
effect, but which is not embedded in the symbolic system. In other words, in this context
‘the real’ refers both to the deficit of language and to the surplus, i.e. excess, of the medium.
From this perspective, literariness is language that reflects on its own performance. I have to
admit that this sounds rather vague at first, but in the past decades semioticians of culture
have managed to find a connection between awareness of the real and the process of
attributing of meaning (Culler, 1981, 1983). Awareness of the real develops through
difference and divergence. People experience the real at the moment the world appears to
them in unexpected ways. I argue that the literary or artistic moment is the imitation of that
process. Hence, it is the mimesis of the unexpected instead of the imitation of a familiar
reality which creates awareness. Paradoxically, then, diverging linguistic forms make us
aware of our conventionally coded ways of dealing with the world.
The nature and effect of literature is different from other social and cultural practices
because of this specific form of semiosis. Mimesis of the divergent also accounts for the fact
that literature in particular, although this is true for art in general as well, can focus on
absolutely everything. But whatever it deals with, its most important effect is always the
production of awareness. Being aware of difference. Literature performs and represents an
awareness of alterity, of the other, of what is new and different. Thus, literariness
comprehends the dimension of language that has the capacity to reveal the world. It has the
potential to create new realities, not by giving us what we want, but by dissecting and
deconstructing our expectations. Literature does not present us with solutions for questions
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concerned with identity politics or other matters, but foregrounds those questions as such
by telling stories and by situating characters in diverse locations and times.

Disgrace
How does this process take place in Disgrace and Agaat? Which questions do Coetzee and
Van Niekerk raise in depicting certain characters, locations and times? How does the analysis
of culture that I am advocating raise these texts above reductive readings that are
exclusively based on identity politics and/or on allegory? Let us start with Coetzee: in
Disgrace, Coetzee seems especially to be asking questions about the specific characteristics
of language. Which different kinds of languages are available to us? What can and cannot be
achieved by language with respect to the relation of the subject to itself and the regulation
of human interaction?
The investigation into the possibilities and limitations of language motivates every plot
development in David Lurie’s story. The most prominent example of this is Lurie’s somewhat
unthinking seduction of a female student in his class. He is summoned before a committee
of enquiry consisting of his closest colleagues. If he is willing to tell the committee in just a
simple phrase that he sees the error of his ways, that he has transgressed academic
conventions, the problem will blow over and order will be restored. You tell us your story
and we will offer our forgiveness. That is the function of language as exchange, as trade-off.
Because of Lurie’s awareness of the reductive effects of that communicative function of
language, however, the self-evident nature of it in this specific context becomes unstuck.
An exchange or trade-off presupposes an abstract equality. There is no room for
difference in an exchange. Language as a means of communication and thus as exchange,
Lurie seems to be saying, allows me to confess guilt and to accept the consequences of my
deeds, but it does not serve to reveal my deepest motives in unequivocal terms or to express
remorse. He thus accepts his dismissal.
It is of course tempting to read this reflection on the scope of language in relation to
perpetrators and victims as a comment on the truth and reconciliation process that had
come to an end just before the publication of Disgrace. There is in fact no reason for not
reading it in this way. Reports on the truth and reconciliation process not only focused on
the stories of the victims of the apartheid regime but also, and especially, on the stories of
the perpetrators. Perpetrators could divulge their story to a committee specifically set up for
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this purpose and would duly receive amnesty (see for example Coetzee and Nutall, 1998).
This aspect became a target of much criticism because of the relative ease with which the
perpetrators could clear their conscience by simply telling a pretty story (Mamdami, 2001;
Minow, 1998; James and Van de Vijver, 2001). Lurie’s refusal to confess in order to be
pardoned can be read as a critique on that political-historical reality.
However, there is a good reason to go beyond this broad contextual reading and to
regard Coetzee’s novel in the context of his other works. The occupation with the
performative aspect of language has been a recurrent theme in his novels and essays since
his debut Dusklands in 1974, thus preceding the work of the Truth committee in South Africa
by twenty years (see also Attridge, 2005). Coetzee’s impressive essay “Confession and
Double Thoughts” (1985; in Coetzee, 1992) testifies to his interest in this theme. In
attempting to formulate a critique on any effort to hound the truth by means of a written or
spoken confession and/or self-examination, he concludes that every confession involves
“double thoughts,” ulterior motives. He argues that the confessional process can never imply
an unequivocal pursuit of truth and self-awareness because every revelation of a hidden
truth also simultaneously serves another aim. In other words, the confessional mode leads
to a paradoxical situation: the truth is veiled rather than unveiled. Only when confession is
not aimed at self-preservation or meant to command sympathy and acceptance on the part
of the listener/reader, there is a possibility that truth be revealed—as a matter of grace.
In the context of the pursuit of truth and the truthfulness of expressed regret, the use of
language as unequivocal exchange – you will tell your story and I will seal your fate –
advances the question of how justice can be done, and what justice should look like. That
question resurfaces even more compellingly in the second half of Coetzee’s novel. Having
left Cape Town, Lurie moves in with his daughter Lucy who, with the help of coloured
employees, manages a farm in the Eastern Cape. The apotheosis of this second part is the
violence inflicted on father and daughter by acquaintances of Lucy’s black employee Petrus.
Lurie wishes to solve the injustice against his daughter in the same way he solved his own
faux pas – by taking recourse to the law. Not by enforcing remorse or understanding the
reason why, but through the economy of the law. Whoever breaks the law will be punished.
With dismissal, a fine, or detention. Again, such an exchange of guilt and penance makes it
impossible to acknowledge that the histories and motives of everyone concerned are
fundamentally different and cannot be weighed equally. Despite her father’s persistent
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urgings to report the crime and go to court, the white Lucy accepts what has been done to
her just as the TRC asks of the black population to give and forgive. No equivalent exchange,
no justice, but a gift.
It is precisely for this dramatic turn in the plot that Coetzee is severely criticised by white
and feminist readers. When Lucy informs her father that she entirely accepts the
consequences of the situation and renounces any claim of retribution, Lurie concludes that
she is acting like a dog. This is true, she agrees, like a dog. Being dog-like, however, does not
imply passive resignation as Elleke Boehmer fears, nor a programmatic solution to a
problem, an end point, as some white critics inferred from the text. It is an opportunity to
remain open to the experience of the present and continue to be oriented on the future.
Such an interpretation becomes probable if we apply the work-immanent approach and are
made sensitive to the way in which the vocabulary of confession and awareness does not
concern the thematic of the novel alone, but affects the language of the novel as well. Once
Lurie realises that his emphasis on the logic of justice will only distance him further from his
daughter and her employers, he is able, through his dedication to written-off dogs and in his
thinking about music, to approach a level of humanity he was lacking before. In the novel’s
closing pages, Lurie mostly finds himself among the dogs in their shelter, while thinking
about music:
He sighs. It would have been nice to be returned triumphant to society as the author of an
eccentric little chamber opera. But that will not be. His hopes must be more temperate: that
somewhere from amidst the welter of sound there will dart up, like a bird, a single authentic
note of immortal longing. As for recognizing it, he will leave that to the scholars of the future,
if there are still scholars by then. For he will not hear the note himself, when it comes, if it
comes – he knows too much about art and the ways of art to expect that. (Coetzee, 1999: 214)

Using staccato sentences Lurie enters the twilight zone between language and nonlanguage, between human and animal, black and white, man and woman. The awareness
that one can only become human in being dedicated to the other, to music, to difference, is
a political effect of Disgrace’s literariness, of Coetzee’s sparse language, of the room for
thought the reader is offered. Read within the context of post-apartheid South Africa, this
complex stance does not necessarily obstruct the path towards reconciliation; but it
highlights the as yet unbridgeable gaps between different political-historical histories and
opens an outlook on human interaction that is not facile but ‘real.’ That is what art can
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contribute to the debates on identity and citizenship. The divergent story creates an
awareness of our conventionally coded ways of dealing with the world.

Agaat
Current political debates on culture, identity and citizenship tend to turn to concepts like
hybridity, nomadism, cosmopolitism, diversity and the like. Thus far I implicitly have argued
for a very specific interpretation of those concepts which all try to describe the
multilayeredness and situatedness of the subject. In my discussion of literature and the
configuration of citizenship, hybridity, nomadism or diversity are not so much politically
correct concepts that pay lip service to the experiences of women, migrants, blacks and
other politically, socially and culturally marginalised people, as the consequence of the
fundamental singularity of visual and discursive works of art (see also Attridge, 2004;
Braidotti, 2006). This singularity does not reside in the inviolable meaning that is buried in
the deep structure of the work, as a work-immanent approach would assume. Singularity
resides in the complex of intertextual and contextual machinations. So in the case of the
literary work the singular effect comes about through the interplay of language, genre and
literary tradition, as well as the cultural and geopolitical context in which the work functions.
I began my essay with a brief sketch of the cultural and geopolitical context in which both
Disgrace and Agaat have become part of a comparable cultural political debate. I have
shown that, as a literary event, there is more to Disgrace than mere participation in a
political debate. In conclusion, I would like to sketch briefly how Agaat differs from Disgrace
as a literary event.
Apart from imagining a country in transition, Agaat also sheds a light on a wholly different
world. Thematically just as grand and burdensome, and equally concerned with concepts of
language, justice, and the law, with the representation of the unincorporable other and
difference, the style and choice of words in Agaat is strikingly suggestive. While Coetzee is
economic with language – his sentences are terse, jagged, disembodied, almost
mathematical, leaving aside their sometimes lyrical textual effect – Marlene van Niekerk’s
novel Agaat is a sumptuous linguistic orgy, a blazing volcano of words, an excessive mix of
styles and genres.
For that reason a description of the plot of this novel is in no way representative of its
potential impact as a literary event. I will try nevertheless. More than forty years ago the
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white Milla inherited the settlement Grootmoedersdrift. She has ambitious plans for the
land and the premises and learns to master traditional agricultural methods. In order to
endure her loveless and childless marriage to Jak, Milla takes in the coloured Agaat as a
foster child. She treats the neglected child like she treats the South African land: with
traditional methods. She sways between regarding the child as a small animal that can be
transformed into a human being through discipline and punishment and seeing it as an
enigma that needs to be deciphered or as a potential source of love, gratitude and
admiration that needs to be cherished. When about twelve years have past Milla becomes
pregnant, contrary to all expectations. Agaat is demoted from adopted daughter to servant.
Agaat’s revenge on Milla is ingenious and has very complex effects. She deploys the
stereotypical conduct of the wet nurse and the black mama and uses her love to steal Milla’s
son. The child Jakkie develops a symbiotic relationship with this self-appointed mother and
from their son’s earliest youth his biological parents Milla and Jak are of no account.
In the tradition of South African literature, the setting and themes of Agaat appear to
typify the novel as a so-called plaasroman. This is an essentially conservative nationalistic
nineteenth and twentieth-century colonial genre. Its prominent themes are the connection
to the land, the spacious countryside, the motif of the lost son, the relation to earlier
generations, and especially the distinction between a white ‘us’ and a black ‘them’ (Coetzee,
1988; Jansen, 2005; Postel, 2006). However, in Van Niekerk’s novel the settlement is far
from idyllic. Grootmoedersdrift is a hotbed of unfulfilled desire, failed investments and
projects going nowhere, cold-heartedness, violence, revenge and tyranny. In that sense Van
Niekerk innovates the traditional genre from a post-apartheid position, comparable to the
way in which in the eighties Angela Carter (1983: 69) advocated playing a postmodernist
feminist and post-colonial game with conventional themes and genres: “I am all for putting
new wine in old bottles especially if the pressure of the new wine makes the old bottles
explode.” This would imply that Rossouw has a point: Van Niekerk undermines classical
Afrikaner values and sentiments. But that is not the whole story. More than in any other
plaasroman the tie with the land and the spaciousness of the countryside are apparent in
Agaat both through its themes and composition as well as in the limitless exploration of the
linguistic sign. Van Niekerk investigates the possibilities of language to an extreme extent
and it is indeed true that here she challenges the boundaries of the traditional plaasroman
and its patriarchal, nationalist values. Her method fits Hélène Cixous’ use of the French verb
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voler in the familiar double meaning of the word (Cixous, 1975). Innovating literary tradition
is like an act of voler, a process of theft and flight. In Van Niekerk’s novel flight transforms
the stolen form, the signifier, into an almost palpable object that allows for the celebration
and re-appropriation of the colours and fragrances of the African land. Thus, reading for
example about Milla’s struggle against agricultural monoculture is not so much a mental as
an almost physical experience. In the novel’s structure Milla’s dying body acts like a text, an
interactive source carrying the burden of a past event; it has memory; it is coded and
conditioned but not fixed in time. In the meantime the reader is inevitably caught in the
tangle of love and revenge, innocence and guilt, justice and injustice, power and impotence.
It is also this brazen imaginativeness and nearly palpable embodiment of frustrated and
corrupted desire that made Van Niekerk the target of the type of criticism voiced by
Rossouw, who argues that the minute description of Milla’s dying body, doomed to silence
and at the mercy of the black Agaat, means that Van Niekerk is squandering South Africa’s
cultural heritage.
Certainly in the case of a work like Agaat, such criticism implies an almost hostile view on
art, an anti-literary reading of literature and a disregard of the paradoxical dynamics of
power relations between the characters. In order to give an example of one of the many
deregulating literary registers deployed by Van Niekerk in the midst of the vortex of disaster
and violence, I will quote a random passage in which Milla Redelinghuys is thinking of Agaat
while on her deathbed. The passage is an example of the succession of subtly shaded and
suggestively fragrant miniatures. As I said before, Milla is paralysed, she is unable to speak
and she is at the mercy of Agaat:
‘Ag, that I could speak now! I would want to ask her if she remembers. The butterflies we
picked out of pools. After the showers that fell unseasonably that first year after I got her. Too
heavy to fly, trapped by the rain. We took them out of the mud, blew on the stuck-together
wingtips until we found fingerholds, carefully, carefully like wet scraps of tissue paper we
pulled the wings apart so that one shouldn’t come off on the other.’ (2006: 538)

While the vocabulary of subjection to the law and its violation and of confession, guilt and
awareness carries the weight of Disgrace, the power of Agaat lies in the unprecedented
abundance of poetic language, in linguistic associations and stylistic experiments, in the
deployment of novel words, images, and streams of consciousness. Every little miniature,
like the one cited above, shows that this novel does not lend itself to a univocal identity97
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constituting appropriation. At the same time, the experimental style and the poetic language
demonstrate that in a context of racial and patriarchal violence, literariness and politics do
not constitute separate domains. Far from wishing to reduce Agaat to a programmatic
cultural studies object, I would recommend this unique and exemplary novel as a guide in
further exploring the interaction between content and form, literariness and politics,
literature and citizenship in the years to come.
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“Secularist Dreams” and “Women’s Rights”: Notes on an “Ambiguous Relationship” *
This article analyses the impact of the manipulation of the religious and the secular in women’s
rights discourses and practices. It problematizes the concept of secularization and
desecularization in light of the recognition of the limits of modernity. It also addresses the
possibility of a postcolonial and post-secularist discourse on human and women’s rights,
opening up the way for the recognition of the emancipatory potential of some forms of
religiously inspired feminism. For this, it is necessary to consider the contribution made by
various types of feminism to alternative understandings and practices from the point of view
of an emancipatory and ecological interpretation of human rights.
Keywords: human rights; feminisms; social movements; religion; secularization.

We are in a historical moment in which feminism can be
easily annexed to the project of empire.
Sherene Razack (2007: 7)

The issue of women’s rights seems to offer a privileged position from which to observe the
potential, limitations and ambiguities of the discourse and practices of modernity,
particularly as regards two of its fundamental principles: secularization (with its reduction of
religion to the private sphere) and human rights. The debate about the human rights of
women is often dominated by approaches that seem to place even more veils on women (as
much in the West as in the East), and in some cases these approaches have been promoted
by other women influenced by a single model of feminism. This issue, which according to
some authors dates back to colonial times (Ahmed, 1992), has acquired a sharper focus since
11 September 2001, particularly in Europe. It is especially visible in the interpretations and
assessments made of the lifestyles of Islamic women, both inside and outside Europe, and
consequently, of the whole Islamic population, whether migrants or residing in Muslim
countries. According to these perspectives and opinions, Islamic women often constitute
“the other of the other,” that is, the most radically different of the different, the “resident”
that is most “alien,” to paraphrase Gayatri Spivak (2002: 47). It is worth analysing some of
the posters that were used by right-wing parties in Switzerland during the referendum of 29
November 2009 concerning the construction of mosques (the famous “minaret case”) in
* Article published in RCCS 90 (September 2010). I would like to thank Cláudia Ramos, Francisco Queiroga and
Rui Estrada for kindly reading and commenting on this text.
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order to understand how the issue of “cultural alienness” is also associated with a sense of
threat, and both are “hyper-ritualized” in the images that are produced of women. For
example, one of the posters depicted, in the foreground, a veiled woman with a threatening
gaze.1
But on this “stage” another question is also being played out, that of the “re-emergence”
or “permanence” of the public impact of religion, since the roles that the different religions
attribute to women (and therefore the conception that each one has of the fundaments and
expressions of the human rights of women and the ways in which this framework of values
affects their lives) are also being used increasingly as a weapon in disputes between
different worldviews. It has become commonplace to attribute to “the religion of others” a
failure to respect the rights of women, which thereby serves as a scale for measuring the
degree of perfection of a particular culture, society and lifestyle.2 Thus, “orientalist” (Said,
2004) invocations of “disrespect for the rights of women” are frequently used in the West as
a “sign” of the socio-political and cultural “backwardness” of other societies, becoming one
more pretext for interference that is not always grounded in human rights. For example, in a
radio message broadcast on 17 November 2002, Laura Bush, addressing the American
nation, stated: “Civilized people throughout the world are speaking out in horror – not only
because of our heartbreak for the women and children of Afghanistan, but also because in
Afghanistan, we see the world the terrorists would like to impose on the rest of us” (apud
Hirschkind and Mahmood, 2002: 341).
On the other hand, Islam’s rejection of the West often includes a repudiation of the
supposedly “permissive” behaviour of “its women,” considered one more sign of “moral
decadence,” frequently perceived as the result of secularization. On this subject, it is worth
reading the comments of Akbar S. Ahmed (1992: 178) on the Western media, which he holds
responsible for the dissemination and reinforcement of the “common stereotype of Western
1

Cf. press news: http://www.spiegel.de/politik/ausland/0,1518,664135,00.html;
http://www.publico.pt/Mundo/suica-mais-de-57-por-cento-da-populacao-votou-contra-minaretes-nasmesquitas_1411922; http://www.spiegel.de/politik/ausland/0,1518,664337,00.html;
http://www.lemonde.fr/europe/article/2009/11/30/suisse-les-affiches-de-choc-de-la-droite-populistedecryptees_1274290_3214.html. This topic requires much further research.
2
On this subject, we may recall the words of the Cardinal Patriarch of Lisbon, D. José da Cruz Policarpo, who in
January 2009, in the Auditorium of the Figueira da Foz Casino, in a talk with journalist Fátima Campos Ferreira,
claimed, on the subject of Portuguese women involved in relationships with Muslims: “Be careful about who
you love. Think twice about marrying a Muslim, think very seriously about it, because you might be letting
yourself in for a great deal of trouble. Not even Allah knows where that might end”
(http://ultimahora.publico.clix.pt/noticia.aspx?id=1356031).
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women as promiscuous,” confirmed, in his perspective, “by the reports of contemporary
Western women visitors to Muslim countries.” That stereotype offers a view of Western
women “with their legs wide open, waiting for sex on car bonnets.” According to Ahmed,
“this is the sort of image which would agitate the mind of any Muslim father,” and
constitutes “an insult not only to Western but to all women” (Ahmed, 1992: 178).
But religion is also often invoked by women in both West and East as an inspiration for
the defence of their rights. Does religion therefore hold some emancipatory potential for
them? Might it be possible to use it as a tool of liberation and reconcile it with an
emancipatory interpretation of human rights? And would these be, per se, rights of/for
women?
This article analyses the impact of the manipulation of the religious and the secular upon
the discourses and practices of women’s rights, beginning by problematizing the concepts of
secularization and desecularization in light of the recognition of the limits of modernity, as
well as the ways in which they are used to place those considered alien to “Eurocentric”
discourse “on the other side of the line” (Santos, 2007). It also addresses the possibility of a
postcolonial and post-secularist discourse on human and women’s rights that could
ultimately lead to the recognition of the emancipatory potential of some forms of
religiously-inspired feminism.

1. Secularization, desecularization and “the other side of the line”
Western societies seem to have awoken from their “secularist dream.” Habermas spoke of a
“post-secular society” (2005) and Berger (1999) of the “desecularization of the world.” For
some authors, secularization was itself an illusory or unfinished project, while for others it is
now threatened by a revival of religious expressions that they consider to be alien to the
dominant worldview in their geographic and cultural space.
These questions and realities challenge the Western world’s perception of itself, as well
as the paradigm of modernity as a project of emancipation, secularization and, more
recently, multiculturalism. In fact, underlying all these references for European and
Eurocentric identity is that which some authors, such as Kaufmann (1989: 34), consider to be
in need of “demythologization” – that is to say, the deconstruction of the project of
modernity itself. This would suggest that this demythologization involves the deconstruction
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of modernity as a general theory and the recognition of the existence of different
interpretations of secularization.

1.1. The deconstruction of modernity as a general theory and the various interpretations of
secularization

Modernity emerged and imposed itself not only as a new phase of Western history, but
above all as a global project for the “perfect society,” based on the principles of a universal
enlightened rationality as epitomised in the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the
Citizen, which constituted the inspiration for a radically new social order. Thanks to the
social movements that sprang up in reaction to the industrial revolution and early capitalism,
to liberal currents that affirmed the rights of citizenship in opposition to absolute forms of
royal power, and to the “blood, sweat and tears” on which the first half of the 20th century
was built, that new order ultimately led to the Declaration of Human Rights.
Modernity was also shaped by the legitimate desire for independence from religion and
from Western European Christianity, structured upon a dual classification system that was
itself dualist. On the one hand, there was the dualism between “this world” and “the next,”
and on the other, another dualism “in this world” between the “religious” and the “secular”
spheres, in which the Church in fact brandished two swords – power over the “Hereafter”
and religious power in this world. In modernity, therefore, the religious realm ceased to be
an all-encompassing reality. The secular realm took over that role and religion had to find its
place within it. Thus, the project for a universal rationality led to the separation of Church
and State, which meant that the Catholic Church had to come to terms with the fact that its
dream of Christendom would never return and that it was impossible to reconcile these two
projects of universality: the project of modern rationality, which generated the notion of
“citizenship by right,” and that of the Church wielding an authority urbi et orbe over the
secular world.
Secularized society generated unease in religious institutions, particularly as regards its
project to relegate religion to the private domain. This unease is not exclusive to Christianity;
indeed, it can be found in an even more pronounced form in Islam, particularly in sectors
that view secularism as the product of modernity and, therefore, of the West. It obviously
takes on more aggressive and radical contours in the various forms of fundamentalism –

103

RCCS Annual Review, 3, October 2011

Secularist Dreams and Women’s Rights

whether Islamic or Evangelical3 – which view secularism as their main enemy, due to its
“anthropocentric worldview which places man and his unaided reason at the centre of the
universe” (Zeidan, 2002: 207). However, there are also dimensions of secularization and
ways of understanding and expressing it that deserve closer examination.
The concept of secularization is a controversial one that has been much debated. It
initially referred to the separation of Church and State, and to the appropriation of
ecclesiastical property by the civil authorities; however, it was later extended to culture,
coming to signify its autonomy in relation to religious symbols (Berger, 1969). Wilson (1966:
149) defines it as “the process whereby religious thinking, practice and institutions lose their
social significance.” Luckmann, in his work The Invisible Religion (1967), radicalizes this
understanding of the secularization process, considering that it consists of a “loss of public
relevance of religion.” For him, self-expression and self-realization have become the
“invisible religion” of modernity, as traditional religious institutions became increasingly
irrelevant and marginal for the functioning of the modern world, with modern religion no
longer inhabiting the temples. This insight was followed up by Niklas Luhmann (1977), who
considers secularization to be a consequence of the reduction of religion to a voluntary
element within the social system, which has itself ceased to be determined by religion or its
substitutes.4
Taylor (2007), for his part, adds a third feature to the definition of secularization as the
separation of religious and state institutions and as a distancing from religious practice.
According to his perspective, the core of the secularization process, which leads him to
speak of the present era as being “secular,” lies in an “exclusive humanism” (ibid.: 19), which
consists of “a move from a society in which belief in God is practically unchallenged and,
indeed, unproblematic, to one in which it is understood to be one option among others”
(ibid.: 3).
Casanova (1994), on the other hand, points out that, in the 1980s, religion entered the
public sphere, abandoning the place that had been attributed to it in the private sphere. He
holds that, in this phase, there were few conflicts that were unrelated to religion, which

3

For an in-depth analysis of the various trends within political theology (pluralistic and revelationist,
particularly in Christianity and Islam), see the important text by Santos (2009).
4
He is referring to Durkheim’s conviction that religion, though banned from the modern world, would be
replaced by a kind of “civil religion,” as the whole of society would require rituals for the reinforcement of its
values.
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appeared in the form of social protests, struggles for justice and theories of the
revolutionary role of religion (the various forms of liberation theology offer an example of
this).5
This author, whose work Public Religions in the Modern World (1994) is essential for the
debate on secularization, believes that, to understand the nuances of this multifaceted
phenomenon, it is necessary to separate the ideological critique of religion, which he
considers typical of the Enlightenment, from the theory of secularization, and distinguish
between the loss of functions traditionally assumed by religion in public life and its pure and
simple privatization or marginalization. In his opinion, the differentiation and loss of the
social functions of religion do not necessarily entail its privatization. Thus, according to
Casanova, there are three different facets of secularization:
a) Secularization as differentiation: the recognition that the fusion of religious and
political community is incompatible with the modern principle of citizenship; the loss of
religion’s compulsory character has led religious freedom to transform all religions into
denominations, leaving aside functions that are not religious;
b) Secularization as religious decline: this thesis originated in the Enlightenment critique
of religion, which envisaged the end of religion through loss of relevance; this, in Casanova’s
view, led some political movements and governments to impose secularization through
State policy;6
c) Secularization as the confinement of religion to the private sphere: the specialization
that resulted from modernity (i.e. the plurality of knowledges and consequent institutional
segmentation) reduced religion to a sectorial option, which depends upon the individual’s
private conscience and choice.
However, according to Casanova (one of the first authors to make this claim), we are at
present witnessing a “deprivatization of religion in the modern world” (1994: 5). That is to
say, religion no longer accepts (if in fact it ever did) the “marginal and privatized role”
assigned to it by theories of modernity and secularization. Indeed, religion has recovered its
political role and its desire to influence social and public life. This challenges the

5

For an overview of the various political and liberation theologies, see Santos (2009).
In fact, this seems to have occurred in some African and Arab countries, where governments emerging from
emancipation struggles and movements (mostly Marxist-inspired) tried to eradicate religion, on the basis of the
“self-fulfilled prophecy” of the disappearance of religion due to its lack of relevance to a perfect socialist
society.
6

105

RCCS Annual Review, 3, October 2011

Secularist Dreams and Women’s Rights

Enlightenment view of religion as something from the private domain, destined to
disappear.
Casanova’s central thesis is problematic for some authors, such as Pollack (2003), who
considers that it does not allow the relation and compatibility between individual and social
responsibilities to be understood and regulated in such a way as to guarantee that freedom
of religious expression does not undermine the secular structure and logic of the State.
Moreover, the public or private role attributed to religion also depends upon the role that is
(or is not) recognised for religion in general. For the Western world, the question appears to
reside in the limits of secularization and of globalized modern society itself, in which, in the
words of Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2009: 14), the reduction of the public space (i.e. the
“depoliticization of collective life”) is accompanied by a corresponding expansion of the
space occupied by religion. We may ask, therefore, how the re-emergence of the religious
(“desecularization”) may be articulated with the paradigmatic reference to human rights
(both “emancipated children” of that same social order) if we take into account the fact that
secularized societies with elements of desecularization increasingly invoke their religious
roots to draw the line that separates them from “others” that have different religious
traditions.

1.2. Desecularization and “the other side of the line”

The expansion of the space of religion, and also of a Eurocentric argument based on religion,
is manifested in the perplexity7 often shown in the aftermath of violent events and breaches
of human rights (such as terrorist attacks and murders, including the so-called “honour
crimes” perpetrated against women). To some extent, we seem to be unable to “see the
wood for the trees,” for focusing upon such minority phenomena conceals the “normality”
of daily life for most Muslims, particularly in Europe. These events also serve to justify
reactions of estrangement and rejection of anyone that is perceived to be “different from
us.” According to Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2007: 3), this distinction between “us” and
“the others” has its roots in a form of “abyssal thinking,” typical of modernity, which creates
the illusion of the “impossibility of the co-presence of two sides of the line.”
7

Reactions of perplexity may range from the simple effort to understand what is happening to full-fledged
xenophobia, particularly directed against Islam. See, for example, the statements made by Umberto Bossi, of
the Northern League in Italy, who proclaimed, “Europe is and must remain Christian.” For this and more
documented examples, see Skenderovic (2006).
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For Amartya Sen (2006) this process of classification along ”civilizational lines” (involving
antagonistic identities) is a form of “confinement,” as it encloses people within one group,
restricting them to a single identity, while simultaneously assuming that all human relations
may be analysed from the perspective of relations between different civilizations. The
categorization also stereotypes the other as someone that has to fit the representation that
we make of him/her, including on the religious level.
The “other side of the story,” the side of the Muslims in Europe, is thus largely unknown,
or is subjected to a “hermeneutics of suspicion” that attempts to deconstruct what is
considered to be an inherent aggressive tendency in the Islamic religion. This perspective
grants no legitimacy to critiques of Western (i.e. “modern and secularized”) lifestyles by
Muslim intellectuals, when in fact the “Muslim question” in Western societies raises the
problem of the limits of modernity, both as a “cultural border” as well as its “cul-de-sacs.”
Perhaps this is another reason for the defensive reactions that are often displayed against
manifestations of “other voices,” or “voices of others,” and of “other religions” inside
Europe.8 This tendency reveals, among other things, the fear of the return of public
expressions of religion, in general mixed with a conscious or unconscious vestige of a
Christian understanding of the European identity. This, then, would seem to confirm
Hervieu-Léger’s thesis, according to which the typical European attitude to religion consists
in “belonging without believing.”
This attitude entails a distant shared memory, which does not necessitate shared belief, but
which − even from a distance – still governs collective reflexes in terms of identity. The Danish
citizens who do not believe in God and never attend church, but who faithfully continue to pay
the tax that goes to the Lutheran Church because they like to see religious buildings properly
maintained, and the French citizens who are nostalgic for the beautiful church services of their
childhood and complain about mosques being built in France while never setting foot in church
until “the bell tolls” for them, illustrate how one can “belong without believing,” the European
counterpart to the expansion of beliefs without belonging. (2006: 3)

This “belonging without believing” seems to be perfectly compatible with secularization
and is sometimes used as a pretext for the suppression and silencing of cultural differences
in Europe. This might lead us to wonder whether “secularization” is not itself a type of
8

Cf. the debate on the building of mosques in European capitals, mentioned above, which constitutes a good
example of this fear of “non-European” religions (Der Spiegel Spezial, 2008). See also a televised debate,
available online, between Tariq Ramadan and Yvan Perrin of the U.D.C., the party that received the most votes
in the Swiss elections of 2006: http://sport-trops.com/marocfoot/2008/05/26/debat-tariq-ramadan-vs-yvanperrin-emission-infrarouge/ (accessed 20 October 2009). On the dimension of the question in Europe, see
Evans (2009).
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“religion” for some states, whether it has not become an excuse to reinforce other forms of
Eurocentricity with regard to peoples considered to be “on the other side of the line,” and
whether there might not exist an “Orientalization” of the religion of others. In fact, we might
ask if the “post-Christian secularist hegemony” has not generated a new way of thinking and
a discourse that justifies Eurocentric superiority by the fact that the European lifestyle is
secularized, but which nevertheless results from the secularization of Christian societies.
That is to say, might the distinction between public and private typical of Western modernity
ultimately be a “local solution”? For Boaventura de Sousa Santos, “secularism (which should
be distinguished from ‘secularity’) is as much a part of Christianity as the Christian religion.
Secularism and the Christian religion were part of the same colonial ‘package’” (Santos,
2009: 15).
Tariq Ramadan has pointed to the quasi-aporia generated by the (sometimes
posthumous) identification of Europe with Christianity and/or post-Christianity. He insists
that it is possible to be a “European Muslim” and stresses the need to “shape an IslamicEuropean identity out of the crisis” (1999: 101) – that is to say, to develop an identity that is
capable of transcending the sense of exclusion that causes reactive attitudes. If that is
impossible, and Islam is alien to Europe, then it is impossible to be Muslim and European at
the same time. If this claim is based on an allegedly European religious identity (that is
specifically Christian or post-Christian), then the success of the whole modern secularization
project is at risk (since the references for the construction of identity continue to be
religious).
This is, then, a complex game in which the argument of secularism is used to exclude or
make invisible those that (often allegedly)9 have a non-Christian religious identity. This
generates a paradox. For while secularism is sometimes used in opposition to religion in
general, which is considered to be a distinctive feature of “cultural backwardness” that is
damaging to certain groups, at other times it is used to reinforce a (secularized) “cultural
identity” which is, ultimately, considered to form part of a particular religion, which, for its
part, having been relegated to the private sphere, is now invoked in the public sphere (often

9

I remember hearing Abdourahman Waberi, an African writer born in Djibouti, say, ironically, that he had
discovered his Islamic identity when he arrived in Europe and was told that he was Muslim. Waberi said this at
the Networking European Citizenship Education (NECE) conference on “Rethinking Citizenship Education in
European Migration Societies: Political Strategies – Social Changes – Educational Concepts” (Lisbon, 26-28 April
2007). To access his personal page: http://waberi.free.fr/index00.html.
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by secular authorities) to reduce some people (particularly women) once more to the
private.

2. The pretext of women’s rights
These questions are reproduced in discourses about the rights of women, assuming specific
contours and generating what Razack (2004 and 2007: 5) describes as “the eternal triangle
of the imperilled Muslim woman, the dangerous Muslim man and the civilized European.”
This triangle may be present both in state discourses designed to reject external signs and
cultural traces of the “alien,” and in acritical campaigns by feminist groups against human
rights abuses. In both cases, although in different ways, the result may be the reproduction
of the stereotype that attributes the private domain to women. And, as we’ve seen, the
relegation of religion to the private sphere was the desired aim of the secularization process.
In the era of post-secularization, the “religion of others” is assigned to the private sphere
also through the relegation of women, once more, to that sphere. And consciously or
unconsciously, that strategy is often justified by the supposed desire to defend their rights in
the public sphere. Let us analyse some examples of this strategy, in particular the arguments
used by President Sarkozy against the use of the burka in France, and those presented by
Norwegian feminist movements against forced marriages, analysed by Razack (2004).
In 2009, on a visit to Drôme, more specifically to the Chapel of Vercors (symbolic site of
the French resistance during World War II), Sarkozy made a speech in which he praised the
love of the fatherland and French values. The speech included a passage in which he
referred to the incompatibility of the burka with France. After describing France as a pluralist
country, where diversity reigns, Sarkozy invoked what he believed to be common to all
French people: “the profound unity of our culture, and, dare I say it, of our civilization” (ibid.:
3). For him, the French view “Christianity and the Enlightenment as two sides of the same
civilization of which they are the heirs” (2009: 4).
Despite adding that to be French is “not to let oneself get enclosed in a religion” (2009:
4), he did not refer to religious pluralism, which permits the coexistence of different
religions, but rather to a pluralism of ideas that include atheism, Christianity and secularism,
which he defines as “the respect for all faiths and the neutrality of the State,” at the same
time as he notes the respectability of all religious sentiments “that come from the depths of
time” (ibid.: 7). What Sarkozy identifies as tolerance, proper to the French nation, leads him
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to say, “therefore, dear compatriots, anyone that comes to France with the intention of
provoking violence and hatred against others shall be expelled” (ibid.: 7).
It is in this context, in which he describes being French as “adhering to a form of
civilization, to its values and customs” (ibid.: 5), that Sarkozy makes his declaration
concerning the use of the burka and its incompatibility with France:
France is a land of liberty and equality. France is a country of emancipation where each can
aspire to better himself in accordance with his talents, merits and hard work. France is a
country where woman is free. France is a country where the Church is separate from the State,
where the beliefs of each one are respected. But France is a country where there is no place
for the burka, where there is no place for the subjection of women, for whatever reason, or
under whatever condition or circumstance. (ibid.: 5)

The analysis of Sarkozy’s speech suggests that the question of women’s rights has been
appropriated to support a way of thinking that might be described as “neocolonial” or – to
use the terminology of Aníbal Quijano – under the cover of an epistemology marked by
“coloniality,” i.e. by the “imposition of a racial/ethnic classification of the world’s population
as the cornerstone of this pattern of power,” which “operates on all material and subjective
levels and dimensions of daily social existence and on the societal scale” (2000: 342). The
subject of women's rights, here a pretext to prohibit the use of the burka, is used as a
weapon of cultural attack, whose objective seems to be to affirm the supposed civilizational
superiority of the West (in this case, more specifically, France). We should note that the
question of religion is also used as a criterion for distinguishing between “those that are
inside” and “those that are from outside”; there is no reference to a religious pluralism that
includes Islam, but rather to a pluralist secularism that has to respect the religious values of
Christianity (those that “have come from the depths of time”). Hence, secularism and
Christianity, two sides of the same coin with regard to French identity, are invoked in order
to render the women that use the burka invisible, in other words, to assert that there is no
(public, visible) place for them in France.
Let us move on to the second example, invoked by Razack (2004) in her analysis of how
some Western feminist movements and personalities have perceived “the situation of
Islamic women,” revealing, as we have seen, the existence of a triangle that perpetuates the
idea of the Islamic woman in peril at the hands of dangerous Islamic men and the solidarity
of “civilized” Europe. According to Razack, this is the assumption that underlies the debate
between feminist groups and currents, particularly in Norwegian legislation concerning
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forced marriages.10 I shall not linger on that legislation any further than to examine Razack’s
critique of Western feminists, whom she considers to “have begun to share conceptual and
political terrain with the far right” (ibid.: 130). From her point of view, on the one hand they
have allowed themselves to be beguiled by the “culturalist” discourse concerning violence
against Islamic women, as if this were something particular to a given culture; and on the
other hand, they support stricter immigration controls as a way of supposedly protecting
Muslim women and girls from forced marriages, since, in accordance with the interpretation
given by reports carried out in Norway, quoted by the author, these occur as a consequence
of the fact that immigrants “marry within their own cultures” (ibid.: 135). Razack considers
this type of approach to be racist as it “is simply assumed that marriages contracted with
partners of the same ethnic background who live outside Norway necessarily involve
coercion” (ibid.: 136), and no attention is given, for example, to the percentage of native
Norwegians that also marry amongst themselves, both inside and outside the country.
The question raised by Razack (who is herself of Muslim origin, and a feminist) is whether
it is possible to reconcile the struggle for women’s rights with a view that does not fall into
what feminist and postcolonial studies call “the colonial universalism of Western rationality,”
as if there was a single model of human development and progress, also from the point of
view of human rights, and, more concretely, women’s rights.
This involves, once more, the whole debate concerning the “Westernization” (or
otherwise) of the discourse (and practices) of human rights and women’s rights, and that
which some authors have designated as the “imperial” nature of some forms of feminism
that conceive the Western model as the only possible reference for the emancipation of
women, thereby ‘ghettoizing’ feminists of the Third World (Mohanty, 1991; Spivak, 1994).
But also inscribed in this, though perhaps in a more subtle way, is the reference to
religion as a mechanism for reinforcing the culturalist interpretation. Thus, according to
Hege Storhaug, in his book Human Visas: A Report from the Front Lines of Europe’s
Integration Crisis, based on a report submitted by the Human Rights Department of the
Norwegian Parliament and cited by Razack, the problem of forced marriages lies in the
persistence in non-Western societies of the idea that “the individual’s worth is entirely
dependent on religion, clan, caste, and class” (apud Razack, 2004: 135). The culturalist
10

Razack (2007) also analyses the existence of this “triangle” in the debate that occurred in Ontario, Canada,
known as the “Sharia law debate.”
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interpretation, in which religion constitutes an important part, ignores women in their
concreteness – for one, because it refers to a stereotype, which does recognise each
concrete case as unique; and secondly, because the cultural attack on “a community already
fearing for its cultural survival”, in the words of An-Na'im (2000: 2), concerning the analysis
of this situation in Great Britain, leads to the tendency to “reinforce the very practices that
those on the outside are seeking to change.” This reinforcement is, once more, “bad news”
for women.
Therefore, this raises the fundamental question of knowing whether a simultaneously
postcolonial and post-secularist feminist discourse is possible – that is, one that defends the
rights of women without falling into forms of racist feminism. What, then, would be the
place of religion in such discourse?

3. Religion and women: public space and private space
Considerations of women’s human rights in the context of religion and secularization cannot
afford to underestimate the complexity of the subject, for religion plays a diversity of roles in
different societies, and indeed, has played different roles within the same society at
different times. Such a consideration also involves trying to get beyond the colonial
discourse on religion and secularization, as well as attempting to articulate both with the
rights of women, particularly those from “the other side of the line.” However, whether this
line be geostrategic or mental, from this perspective, religion may also perform a number of
different functions, and questions concerning secularization tend to be raised in ways that
challenge Eurocentric mental schemata. In fact, as was said at the beginning, the question of
the rights of women offers a privileged vantage point for studying the limits and potential of
discourses about secularization and human rights. Feminist pronouncements about women’s
rights from “the other side of the line” (in which women are the protagonists rather than the
object(s) of the discourse) may offer a privileged site for examining one of the foundation
stones of the real and/or imaginary construct that is Western secularism: the dichotomy
between the public and private, particularly as regards the relegation of religion and its
impacts to the private sphere (i.e. its depoliticization).
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Both secular feminists in Islamic countries and Islamic feminists11 recognise that religion
may be used to legitimise the subjection of women. As an example of the former, we might
recall, for example, the work of Mernissi (1987, 2001), one of the pioneers in the analysis of
the bias in the interpretation of the Koran, who denounced the political use of the sacred
texts and of the Hadit for the purpose of female subjection. The latter may be illustrated
with the work of Barlas, who holds that “the Koran is not a patriarchal text” and that it
“opens up the space for Muslims to develop a theory and practice of sexual equality” (Barlas,
2006: 2).
However, secularist forms of feminism in Islamic countries have been criticised from two
very different directions: nationalists and Islamic feminists. In different ways, both of these
consider that secularist feminisms represent a concession to the West (see, for example,
Razack, 2007 and Asad, 2003). Squeezed between the nationalist aspirations for liberation
from colonial empires, which they shared and embraced, and the accusation of “importing”
Western concepts, secularist feminists in countries such as Egypt won a place for women in
the public worlds of work, education and politics (mostly as voters); however, they seem to
have been unable to persuade governments (even those governments that have emerged
out of independence movements and are socialist in orientation) to acknowledge equal
rights for men and women in the domain of family law. It appears that the private rights of
women have been the price to pay for social peace with more conservative sectors, for
whom change in this area is something “unnatural” (Badran, 2009: 31).
On the other hand, secularist feminists are also accused of complicity with orientalist
representations (Barlas, 2006), both for confirming stereotypes that dichotomize Islam and
feminism, and for sometimes falling into the same generalizations that result from a “global
feminism.” For example, the use of the expression “the status of women in Islam” has been
criticised, given the immense diversity within Islamic countries (Chowdhury, Farsakh and
Srikanth, 2008: 446).
The emergence of Islamic female emancipation movements in the 1990s seems, then, to
constitute largely a reaction to the incapacity shown by secularist Islamic movements in
resolving what appears to be the fundamental problem for women: family law. Islamic
feminism challenges the dichotomy between the public and private and the effectiveness of
11

“Secular feminism” refers to a secular social movement, and “Islamic feminism” to a movement of religious
inspiration (Badran, 2009).
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the struggle for women’s rights and/or state policies of regulation of those rights for their
actual emancipation. Therefore, it is in private life that the “political destiny” of women’s
rights is played out on a daily basis. Badran (2009) considers it impossible to alter this state
of affairs without returning to an emancipatory interpretation of the texts of the Koran, in
which patriarchal discourse and law are allegedly based. From her point of view, this means
that the kind of feminism that is effective for Islamic women is, increasingly, Islamic
feminism, i.e. that which seeks in the Koran a lever for the liberation of women, as it is the
Koran that is invoked to justify their subjection. In this process, the dichotomy between
public and private is once more questioned, as it also was in Western feminist movements.
Religion is a tool of patriarchal politics which oppresses women in the private space. But it is
in that private space that an emancipatory interpretation of religion may undermine the
public-patriarchal political order. Women’s private roles, particularly as educators of their
children, have a public impact; and while they may of course reproduce a prescriptive social
order, they may also “stretch the limits”, to use the words of Mir-Hosseini (1996), becoming
sites of an appeal to gender justice. It is on this side that many Islamic feminists have
invested, for it is the “last redoubt” of their subjection. A revolution on the private side will
have public impact, and therefore its appeal is political.

4. Open issues
As we have seen, the intention to protect the rights of women by manipulating the question
of the “veil” or “burka” in the Western world may effectively reinforce women’s
confinement to the private space, with the corollary that it also renders their religion
invisible. We have also seen how this may be one of the collateral and contradictory effects
of a Western feminism with universalist pretensions, which made the struggle against
women’s confinement to the private sphere one of its main causes (in its second wave), and
discovered its political import in the process. The ongoing debate seems to indicate that we
are on dodgy terrain, with arguments that are often contradictory or dogmatic. Thus, there
is a need for a more complex dialectical thought process in order to avoid falling into new
reductionisms with destructive consequences, above all for women. This means that new
questions need to be raised and some assumptions need to be questioned.
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If the presumption of the universal and abstract nature of human rights, even for women,
is unaccompanied by a complex political framework, it may run the risk of ahistoricism,
resulting from an abstract universalism that is blind to the historical circumstances that
influence the way in which these rights are applied differently in different times and places –
or indeed at the same time. The first question that we might raise is whether the
“universality of human rights” of women might not constitute a “false universality”; in other
words, if the “very postulation of the universal” may not constitute an “operation of
censorship” which, in enunciating itself as such, codifies the exclusions through which it is
produced, as Judith Butler has suggested (2002: 48-49).
However, the postmodern and postcolonial problematization of the universal character of
human rights in the name of respect for cultural and religious diversity and the need to avoid
false generalizations may run the risk of obtaining the opposite of what is desired; according
to Moller Okin (1997), it may slide towards a toxic multiculturalism that “harms,” because it
is based on the assumption (although not explicit) that cultural traditions are static and selflegitimising, even at the cost of women’s rights.
It might be useful to seek a “narrow way” to a discourse on the human rights of women
that neither eliminates those rights in the name of an acritical multiculturalism, nor erases
women’s reality and the violations of their rights in the name of an abstract notion of
“human being.” For this, it may be necessary to respond to the greater challenge of
defending a postmodern approach that criticises both Western universal rationality and
relativism – which threatens human rights, and here, concretely, the human rights of
women.
It is obvious that the reference to the secular or the religious does not, by itself, indicate
whether the social and intellectual movements for women’s rights are truly emancipatory;
all depends on their consequences for everyone involved. Moreover, it is difficult to address
the place of secular or religious feminisms in the struggle for women’s rights without
considering another issue, namely the relevance of a public space of debate. We might ask if
this might not be a space where hybridization and “contamination” (Appiah, 2006) are
possible, given the unrealistic nature of the discourse of the immutability and
impermeability of cultures. We live in “border zones” (Santos, 2007) in which an “ecology” of
emancipatory experiences, both secular and religious, might be produced (Santos, 2006). For
this to happen, we must accept that the public space is not a “pre-established, immutable
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arena,” and face the need to redefine “its frontiers, and its normative values” (Göle, 2007:
5). Might there be a future for the proposal put forward by this Turkish author, resident in
France, according to which public space, particularly the European, may be imagined as “as
an ethical and physical frame that enables us to develop a common civility drawn from
liberal pluralism as well as a plurality of religious experiences” (ibid.)? Only the (near) future
will tell.
Translated by Karen Bennett
Revised by Teresa Tavares
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Karl Polanyi and the New Economic Sociology: Notes on the Concept of
(Dis)embeddedness*
Within the context of the New Economic Sociology, Karl Polanyi is almost universally
considered the “father” of the concept of embeddedness. However, this concept has been
subject to selective appropriation by this discipline and its relationship to the remaining
theoretical edifice constructed by Polanyi has been neglected. It is, in fact, possible to refer to
the “great transformation” to which the concept of embeddedness has been subjected:
whereas in Polanyi’s work it is associated with the macro(economic) level and is used as
evidence of the exceptional nature of the capitalist market economy – disembedded from
society – in NES, it is normally associated with the meso (and even micro) level, on the
assumption that all economies – including capitalist economies – are embedded.
Keywords: capitalism; market economy; embeddedness; Karl Polanyi; New Economic
Sociology.

1. Introduction
Within the context of the social sciences, Karl Polanyi is usually viewed as the “father” of the
concept of embeddedness. The New Economic Sociology is no exception to that, as it
adopted the phrase as one of its central concepts (Krippner, 2001; Swedberg, 2006).
However, the concept has been subject to selective appropriation by this discipline and its
relationship to the remaining theoretical edifice constructed by Polanyi has been neglected.
It is, in fact, possible to refer to the “great transformation” (Beckert, 2007) to which the
concept of embeddedness has been subjected: whereas in Polanyi’s work it is associated
with the macro(economic) level and is used as evidence of the exceptional nature of the
capitalist market economy – disembedded from society – in NES, it is normally associated
with the meso (and even micro) level, on the assumption that all economies – including
capitalist economies – are embedded. In other words, the economic actions of individuals
are always part and parcel of networks of social relations.
Embeddedness,1 for Polanyi, means that the economy is immersed in social relations, i.e.,
it cannot be a separate, autonomous sphere vis-a-vis society as a whole. One must point out,
*

Article published in RCCS 90 (September 2010).
The concept had already been used by Thurnwald, who was one of Polanyi’s major influences in the field of
economic anthropology. So Thurnwald must have been the inspiration for Polanyi’s adoption of the concept of
embeddedness (Beckert, 2007: 7). Block (cf. 2000: 7), on the other hand, suggests that Polanyi got his
1
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however, that the author did not intend to create a new concept, nor did he seem in the
least concerned with giving it an explicit definition. Perhaps that is the reason why the
concept of (dis)embeddedness has been the object of a number of contradictory
interpretations. Still, the best way to understand the true meaning and the implications of
the concept is to try and grasp it in close interconnection with Polanyi’s entire theoretical
and conceptual edifice, which is to say, by capturing its role, function, relationship and place
in the author’s thinking. Besides, trying to understand the concept solely from a number of
disparate statements made by the author – namely from its explicit uses in The Great
Transformation – may prove a pointless, misleading endeavor rather than an enlightening
one (as we will see to be the case in the context of the New Economic Sociology).
I have shown elsewhere the unique character of the modern capitalist market economy
as viewed by Polanyi (Machado, 2009). I will now summarize some of the main concepts
behind it. In order to fully understand Polanyi’s work and thought, one has to start by
analyzing the distinction he makes between the substantive and the formal meaning of
economy. The formalist approach is based on an ontological scarcity of the means for
providing to human needs, and takes as its object of analysis the discrete (“rational”)
individual who seeks to maximize his gains, i.e., it stays within the predicates of homo
economicus. According to Polanyi, the formalist schema – based on the neoclassical model of
economic theory – can only be applied to the study of modern capitalist economies, where
price-making markets play a crucial role.2 The substantivist approach, on the other hand, in
its effort to study the role of the economy within society, deals with the institutional forms
taken by the process of satisfaction of human needs in different societies, both past and
present, its main concern being sufficiency rather than efficiency.
inspiration from a word used in mining: while studying British economic history in preparation for The Great
Transformation, he most certainly read extensively on the history of the technologies used in the British mining
industry, whose job it was to extract “embedded” coal from the rocky walls of mines.
2
One scholar pointedly asks whether, according to Polanyi, formalist theory may be entirely applied to the
study of the capitalist market economy. While it is true that Polanyi says that “even in regard to the market
system itself, the market as the sole frame of reference is somewhat out of date” (Polanyi, 1968a: 174), he also
writes that “once a human being was circumscribed as an ‘individual in the market’, the [formalist] proposition
[…] was easy to substantiate” (Polanyi, 1977c: 29). The capitalist economy confronts individuals with choices
brought about by a shortage of means; therefore it can be analyzed by applying those methods based on the
formal meaning of the economy. As long as this economic system obtains, the formal meaning and the
substantive meaning will coincide for all practical purposes (Polanyi, 1968a: 141; Polanyi, 1977a: 10-11),
because the institutional arrangements ensuring human subsistence only reflect the arrangements of
formalism. This debate goes well beyond the scope of the present paper, but we can (safely) assume that
Polanyi grants the formalist schema some degree of explanatory power only when it applies to the modern
capitalist economy.
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Thus, according to the author, one must acknowledge the relevance of the substantive
definition, which views the economy as an instituted process of interaction between man
and his natural and social environment. Such a process results in an ongoing – and, in this
case, universal – supply of material means to satisfy human needs, and is the foundation of
the method envisaged by Polanyi: institutional analysis. The economy may of course be
instituted in different ways from one society to another, and so Polanyi identifies three
major patterns, or so-called forms of integration – reciprocity, redistribution and (market)
exchange – which combine to give the economy its unity and stability, that is, the
interdependence and recurrence of its parts.3
According to Polanyi’s classification, primitive or tribal societies are characterized by
reciprocity and also, to a certain extent, by redistribution. Archaic societies, in turn, are
predominantly redistributive, although there may be room for some exchange. One has to
keep in mind, however, that the system of self-regulating markets as the dominant form of
integration is only to be found in modern societies. We may therefore conclude that
Polanyi’s attempt to formalize a globally relevant comparative economics and the
importance of the concept of embeddedness itself are precisely the result of his need to
emphatically underscore the differences between the various social and economic systems,
namely between capitalism and every single society that came before it. Karl Polanyi’s
thinking is driven by the wish to highlight the absolute exceptionalism of the market
economy4 in the history of humankind. The embeddedness/disembeddedness condition
must be understood, first and foremost, in the context of that distinction.

3

For an analysis of the forms of integration proposed by Polanyi as well as of their empirical use in the study on
Dahomey and the Slave Trade, see Machado (2009: 54-68; 79-89). Briefly put, reciprocity denotes movements
between correlative points of symmetrical groupings, which means that it presupposes the existence of
symmetry as institutional background. What we have is a system of gifts and counter-gifts, a continuous give
and take (such as Malinowski’s Kula ring). Redistribution describes appropriative movements toward a center
and back (that is, away from the center); in institutional terms, it depends on the presence of some degree of
centricity within the group (e.g. ancient empires – such as the Egyptian or Roman empire, etc.; Dahomey). As to
exchange, it refers to the “vice-versa” movements occurring among “agents” under a market system; so in
order to generate integration it requires a system of price making. Therefore (market) exchange consists of a
two-way movement of goods between people, aiming at obtaining gains for the parties involved.
4
Let us clarify the concept of capitalism, which Polanyi defines as an interconnected system of price-making
markets, i.e., as a market economy (regulated by the mechanism of supply and demand).
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2. Karl Polanyi: The disembeddedness of the capitalist economy
In fact, some authors tend to complain that the concept of embeddedness is used but twice
throughout The Great Transformation. However, a reader imbued with the right perspective
– that is, one who has made a thorough study and analysis of Polanyi’s thinking in its entirety
– will be able to capture the full meaning of the concept:
The market pattern, […] being related to a peculiar motive of its own, the motive of truck or
barter, is capable of creating a specific institution, namely, the market. Ultimately, that is why
the control of the economic system by the market is of overwhelming consequence to the
whole organization of society: it means no less than the running of society as an adjunct to the
market. Instead of economy being embedded in social relations, social relations are embedded
in the economic system. The vital importance of the economic factor to the existence of society
precludes any other result. For once the economic system is organized in separate institutions,
based on specific motives and conferring a special status, society must be shaped in such a
manner as to allow that system to function according to its own laws. This is the meaning of
the familiar assertion that a market economy can function only in a market society. (Polanyi,
2000: 77, emphasis added)
In the vast ancient systems of redistribution, acts of barter as well as local markets were a
usual, but no more than a subordinate trait. The same is true where reciprocity rules; acts of
barter are here usually embedded in long-range relations implying trust and confidence, a
situation which tends to obliterate the bilateral character of the transaction. (Polanyi, 2000:
81-82, emphasis added)

These quotes are perfect illustrations of the basic fact that throughout the book Polanyi
clearly contrasts capitalist society with past communities, where the economy, framed by
other institutional patterns, did not exist apart from society at large, nor was it even, most of
the times, an identifiable, noticeable entity, since it was totally submerged in social relations.
On the contrary, under capitalism the economy became disembedded (i.e., loose or, as it
were, autonomized), leaving society at the mercy of a blind mechanism – the self-regulating
market – that controls and overpowers it. Thus in practice the embeddedness of the
economy is tantamount to the absence of a system of price-making markets.
Besides, and more important, only a perfunctory analysis would settle for an explicit,
literal search for the concept’s meaning. It seems obvious that it would be too reductive to
limit one’s inquiry to the search for or the counting of how many times the word
“(dis)embeddedness” occurs. It should also be pointed out that throughout his work Polanyi
expresses similar ideas without exactly resorting to that particular word. As proof of that,
let’s look at two revealing, if commonly overlooked, examples from The Great
Transformation:
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The outstanding discovery of recent historical and anthropological research is that man's
economy, as a rule, is submerged in his social relationships. He does not act so as to safeguard
his individual interest in the possession of material goods; he acts so as to safeguard his social
standing, his social claims, his social assets. He values material goods only in so far as they
serve this end. Neither the process of production nor that of distribution is linked to specific
economic interests attached to the possession of goods; but every single step in that process is
geared to a number of social interests which eventually ensure that the required step be
taken. These interests will be very different in a small hunting or fishing community from those
in a vast despotic society, but in either case the economic system will be run on noneconomic
motives. (Polanyi, 2000: 65, emphasis added)
A self-regulating market demands nothing less than the institutional separation of society into
an economic and a political sphere. Such a dichotomy is, in effect, merely the restatement,
from the point of view of society as a whole, of the existence of a self-regulating market. It
might be argued that the separateness of the two spheres obtains in every type of society at
all times. Such an inference, however, would be based on a fallacy. True, no society can exist
without a system of some kind which ensures order in the production and distribution of
goods. But that does not imply the existence of separate economic institutions; normally, the
economic order is merely a function of the social order. Neither under tribal nor under feudal
nor under mercantile conditions was there, as we saw, a separate economic system in society.
Nineteenth-century society, in which economic activity was isolated and imputed to a
distinctive economic motive, was a singular departure. (Polanyi, 2000: 92-93, emphasis added)

One should keep in mind that state intervention or regulation does not mean that the
economy is embedded. In Polanyi one can find two different types of regulation, which do
not belie the empirical existence of a disembedded economy, but are, on the contrary,
intimately connected with its historical implementation: a) the establishment of the
preconditions for a market economy to come into existence (enclosures, the establishment
of a “free” labor market, etc.); b) protective measures against disembeddedness, primarily
to slow down the pace of change brought about by the transformation into a market
economy (labor laws, Speenhamland, etc.).
State regulation can only provide the framework for the (self-regulated) market to
operate, but it cannot dictate how it operates (which would be illogical). According to
Polanyi, there is a set of assumptions regarding the state and its policies, and all measures or
policies that interfere with the workings of the market are to be avoided. Prices, supply and
demand – none of these should be stipulated or regulated; the only valid policies and
measures will be those aimed at ensuring that the market regulates itself, thus creating the
conditions for it to be the sole organizing power in the economic sphere (Polanyi, 2000: 9091; Stanfield, 1986: 111). For Polanyi, the existence of the state – the (democratic) “liberal”
state – is not synonymous with embeddedness, just as social protection measures are not
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synonymous with (re)embeddedness. Conversely, separation between politics and the
economy is the very proof of disembeddedness.
Once we understand the importance of the concept of (dis)embeddedness as something
that is intimately associated with Polanyi’s comparative analysis of the market economy and
past economies, its central role in Polanyian thinking will become evident. If, on the other
hand, we are mostly intent on counting the exact number of times the word
“disembeddedness” is used in his work, then we will – fallaciously – conclude that the
concept had little relevance for Polanyi in the first place, and the leitmotiv of his entire
inquiry will be lost on us. Furthermore, we will probably downplay its meaning and will tend
to dismiss it as mere misunderstanding, selectively appropriating what after all seems more
important to ourselves: the very term “(dis)embeddedness,” clearly endowed with a
different meaning. I believe this is what happened with NES. But more on this later.
Still, let it be noticed that the word “(dis)embeddedness” is not used that sparingly by
Polanyi.5 Notwithstanding, most authors just mention the two occurrences in Polanyi’s
magnum opus, failing to read the rest of his work (as is the case with Barber, 1995; Ghezzi
and Mingione, 2007; Granovetter, 1985. Swedberg [1997, 2004] does not make a single
reference to Polanyi in his bibliography). One has to go to “Aristotle Discovers the Economy”
(Polanyi, 1957), a paper rarely mentioned in the literature, to find what is perhaps Polanyi’s
clearest and most systematic use of the concept of embeddedness. Let us look at a long but
telling – actually the most telling – quote regarding the concept of dis(embeddedness):
The conceptual tool with which to tackle this transition from namelessness to a separate
existence [of the economy] we submit, is the distinction between the embedded and the
disembedded condition of the economy in relation to society. The disembedded economy of the
nineteenth century stood apart from the rest of society, more especially from the political and
governmental system. In a market economy the production and distribution of material goods
in principle is carried on through a self-regulating system of price-making markets. It is
governed by laws of its own, the so-called laws of supply and demand, and motivated by fear
of hunger and hope of gain. Not blood-tie, legal compulsion, religious obligation, fealty or
magic creates the sociological situations which make individuals partake in economic life but
specifically economic institutions such as private enterprise and the wage system.
[…] Under a market system men’s livelihood is secured by way of institutions that are
activated by economic motives, and governed by laws which are specifically economic. The
vast comprehensive mechanism of the economy can be conceived of working without the
conscious intervention of human authority, state or government.
This, then, is the nineteenth century version of an independent economic sphere in society. It
is motivationally distinct, for it receives its impulse from the urge of monetary gain. It is
institutionally separated from the political and governmental center. It attains to an autonomy
5

Polanyi, 1966: 60, 81; 1968a: 141, 148; 1968b: 70; 1977a: 9; 1977b: 53; Polanyi et al., 1968: 118-119.
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that invests it with laws of its own. In it we possess that extreme case of a disembedded
economy which takes its start from the widespread use of money as a means of exchange.
(Polanyi, 1957: 67-68, my emphasis)

It seems obvious that, for Polanyi, the market economy was indeed disembedded.6 We
can say that the “market economy thus created a new type of society. The economic or
productive system was here entrusted to a self-acting device. An institutional mechanism
controlled human beings in their everyday activities as well as the resources of nature”
(Polanyi, 1968b: 62). And the author further contrasts capitalist society with primitive and
archaic societies:
As long as these latter forms of integration [i.e., reciprocity and redistribution] prevail, no
concept of an economy need arise. The elements of the economy are here embedded in
noneconomic institutions, the economic process itself being instituted through kinship,
marriage, age-groups, secret societies, totemic associations, and public solemnities. The term
‘economic life’ would here have no obvious meaning. […] [T]here existed, as a rule, no term to
designate the concept of economic. […] This concept was [simply] absent. […] The prime
reason for the absence of any concept of the economy is the difficulty of identifying the
economic process under conditions where it is embedded in noneconomic institutions.
(Polanyi, 1957: 70-71)

For this reason, in societies of the past the economy was not only embedded in society
but most of the times those societies possessed no notion, concept or awareness of an
economic sphere that was clearly identifiable or recognizable as such by their members.

3. The New Economic Sociology: “All economies are embedded”
3.1 NES and the concept of embeddedness

According to Swedberg, “Economic sociology is a term that was rarely heard a decade ago
but which has become quite popular again. Today sociology departments get ranked
according to their prominence in this field, and a respectable number of articles and books
6

One scholar challenges the validity of this (long) quote as representative of Polanyi’s work. Again, let us go
back to Polanyi: with capitalism, “an ‘economic sphere’ came into existence that was sharply delimited from
other institutions in society. Since no human aggregation can survive without a functioning productive
apparatus, its embodiment in a distinct and separate sphere had the effect of making the ‘rest’ of society
dependent upon that sphere. […] As a result, the market mechanism became determinative for the life of the
body social. No wonder that the emergent human aggregation was an ‘economic’ society to a degree
previously never even approximated” (Polanyi, 1968b: 63). According to Polanyi, equating economic
phenomena with market phenomena almost became a practical requisite after the emergence of the new
society and its way of life, in the wake of the early stages of the Industrial Revolution (Polanyi, 1977a: 9). Thus
“what we have here called the economistic fallacy was an error mainly from the theoretical angle. For all
practical purposes, the economy did now consist of markets, and the market did envelop society” (Polanyi,
1977a: 9). See also, for instance, Polanyi, 1968b: 70; 1977a: 9; 1977b: 53. Polanyi-Levitt (cf. 2003: 2-3) also
underscores the centrality of the disembeddedness of the capitalist economy for Polanyi.
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that label themselves ‘economic sociology’ appear every year” (2006: 2). Graça, in turn,
rightly points out that “in the area of social theory over the last decades, the emergence of
the ‘new economic sociology’, namely in connection with such authors as Mark Granovetter
and Richard Swedberg,7 is a fundamentally relevant and meaningful fact” (2005: 111).
One of the most important developments in the social sciences over the last decades has
been the attempt to fill the void left by the failure of mainstream economic science with
regard to the inquiry into economic institutions. This is precisely the context within which
the emergence of the New Economic Sociology has to be understood (Swedberg, 1997: 161).
However, as Graça once again puts it,
NES dared to refute, if only in part, some of the assumptions and methods of academic
economics. At the same time, however, it hastened to delimit the scope of the refutation, and
again and again tended to retrace its steps and revert to the traditional, self-legitimizing
allegation that there are a number of points of view or analytical angles and that its own view
is just one among several, in juxtaposition with – rather than in opposition to – that of
economics.8 (2005: 111, emphasis added)

The new discipline has its roots in a number of studies dating from the early 1980s. But if
one had to pick a particular year to mark its real “birth” then the choice would be 1985, the
year of the publication, by Granovetter, of what would become the most popular article of
contemporary economic sociology, “Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of
Embeddedness” (cf. Swedberg, 1997: 161-162). It should be stressed, however, that contrary
to modern economics, economic sociology still lacks a central core of ideas and concepts
resulting from a process of shaping, mixing and refining over a considerable period of time.
Instead, economic sociology – very much like what happens in the field of sociology –
consists of a set of competing perspectives, some more coherent than others (Swedberg,
2006: 3).
In spite of that, some central concepts have gained prominence. Among these is the
concept of embeddedness and the related concept of (social) networks. Swedberg goes as
far as stating that “the most famous concept in today’s economic sociology is by far that of
7

Among NES’s top names, besides Swedberg and Granovetter, mention should be made of Patrik Aspers, Jens
Beckert, Ronald Burt, Michel Callon, Bruce Carruthers, Neil Fligstein, Philippe Steiner and Viviana Zelizer (cf.
Swedberg, 2006: 20-21). It should be noted that NES has been a largely North American phenomenon, albeit
with a small number of researchers in several European countries (Swedberg, 1997: 164).
8
Beckert expresses a similar opinion: “economic sociology finds a unifying denominator in its critique of […] the
notion of homo economicus acting in a world with full information, independent decision making, polypolistic
competition, transitivity, and fixed preferences. […] [Nonetheless,] new economic sociology does not put
enough emphasis on proposing an alternative to rational actor theory” (2003: 769-770, emphasis added).
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embeddedness” (2006: 3). And Krippner adds, “The notion of embeddedness enjoys a
privileged – and as of yet, largely unchallenged – position as the central organizing principle
of economic sociology. […] [In fact,] the term has gained widespread acceptance as
representing the core unifying themes of the subfield” (Krippner, 2001: 775). The centrality
of embeddedness for the ‘new economic sociology’ (from the mid-1980s to the present) is
unquestionable (Swedberg, 2006: 3).9
Swedberg observes that Granovetter (1985) introduced a concept of embeddedness that
is not only different from, but also more analytically useful than, Polanyi’s. First of all, he
challenged the political dimension of Polanyi’s ideas by arguing that pre-capitalist economies
were as embedded as the capitalist economy itself, given that both of them are social, in the
sense of being embedded in the social structure. Second, he gave the concept of
embeddedness greater analytical precision by insisting that all economic actions are
embedded in networks of social relations.10 So in truth there is no such thing as a general
embeddedness of the economy; all economic actions have an interpersonal manifestation,
which, thanks to network theory, can now be defined with precision (Swedberg, 2006: 4).
Thus, what makes embeddedness an especially useful concept, according to many
economic sociologists, are its links with network theory. This type of method, which became
very popular among today’s (new) economic sociology, provides the analyst with a metric for
examining social interactions, including economic ones. Because it relies heavily on visual
representation, network theory gives the researcher an instrument whereby complex social
relations can be quickly rendered and interpreted (Swedberg, 2006: 4-5).
We may conclude that the advent of NES was associated with a set of key ideas: all
economic actions are “embedded”; markets can be conceptualized as “social structures”;
and economic actions comprise both a rational component and a socio-cultural component
(Swedberg, 2004: 317). According to Swedberg,
Economic sociology, as it exists today, can be described as a well established subfield in
sociology with a distinct identity of its own […]. It has been strongly felt, from the 1980s and
9

The concept of embeddedness has been used in other disciplines as well. In addition to economic
anthropology (especially as a result of Polanyi’s influence over the substantivist camp), economic geography
(Hess, 2004), archaeology (Cumberpatch, 2001), and history (Knowles, 2000; Knowles and Owen, 2008) also
deserve mention.
10
Elsewhere Swedberg also makes it clear that while Polanyi proposed the concept of embeddedness to
highlight the fact that in pre-capitalist times the economy was an organic part of society, Granovetter’s intent
when he uses the concept is almost the opposite: to show that economic actions are truly social actions within
capitalist society (Swedberg, 1997: 165).
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onwards, that it was important for economic sociology to have its own profile, which could
set it apart especially from mainstream neoclassical economics but also from other
approaches to economics, such as socio-economics and ‘old’ institutionalist economics.
(Swedberg, 2004: 325, emphasis added)

What is interesting about this quote is that, despite NES’ claim to be – at least to a certain
degree – part of Polanyi’s legacy, it also felt the need to move way from the “old”
institutionalist economy. But it is a well known fact that Polanyi tends to be linked with that
very same “school,” in the wake of authors like Veblen, Commons, etc. (Stanfield, 1986).
3.2 Literature overview

It is fair to say that the classical position of NES is still Granovetter’s (1985), which closely
links the concept of (dis)embeddedness to that of social networks and therefore to a “meso”
(and often even a “micro”) level, as opposed to a “macro” perspective. This position, in
short, argues that “[economic] behavior is closely embedded in networks of interpersonal
relations” (Granovetter, 1985: 504).
According to Granovetter, one of the central concerns of social theory has been to
understand the extent to which behavior and institutions are impacted by social relations.
Thus, in “Economic Action and Social Structure” he attempts to analyze the degree to which,
in modern industrial society, economic action is embedded in structures of social relations.
Common neoclassical approaches offer an “undersocialized” explanation for such action,
that is, one that is based on the atomized actor. Reformist economists seeking to bring social
structure back to the analysis, on the other hand, do so in an “oversocialized” manner. Both
explanations are paradoxically similar in their neglect of the ongoing structures of social
relations (Granovetter, 1985: 481-2).
It follows that “a fruitful analysis of human action requires us to avoid the atomization
implicit in the theoretical of under- and oversocialized conceptions.” The reason is that
Actors do not behave or decide as atoms outside a social context, nor do they adhere slavishly
to a script written for them by the particular intersection of social categories that they happen
to occupy. Their attempts at purposive action are instead embedded in concrete, ongoing
systems of social relations. (Granovetter, 1985: 487, emphasis added)

As to the substantivists vs. formalists debate (Machado, 2009: 15-54), Granovetter tells us
that his
view diverges from both schools of thought. I assert that the level of embeddedness of
economic behavior is lower in nonmarket societies than is claimed by substantivists and
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development theorists, and it has changed less with ‘modernization’ than they believe; but I
argue also that this level has always been and continues to be more substantial than is allowed
by formalists and economists. (Granovetter, 1985: 482-483)

Note, however, that Granovetter does not attempt to approach these issues with nonmarket societies in mind. Instead, he formulates a theory of the concept of embeddedness
whose importance is exemplified by a problem posed by modern society: which
transactions, in modern capitalist society, occur in the marketplace and which are subsumed
within hierarchically organized companies (Granovetter, 1985: 493). But as he admits in the
end,
I have had little to say about what broad historical or macrostructural circumstances have led
systems to display the social-structural characteristics they have, so I make no claims for this
analysis to answer large-scale questions about the nature of modern society or the sources of
economic and political change. (Granovetter, 1985: 506, emphasis added)

Nonetheless, he believes that the argument in favor of embeddedness shows “not only
that there is a place for sociologists in the study of economic life but that their perspective is
urgently required there” (Granovetter, 1985: 507).
In a particularly enlightening comment (Krippner et al., 2004), Granovetter admits that
over the past few years he has rarely used the concept of embeddedness in his writings
“because it has become almost meaningless, stretched to mean almost anything, so that it
therefore means nothing” (Krippner et al., 2004: 113). This particular piece becomes even
more interesting when Granovetter sheds light on the genesis of his seminal paper.
According to him, he used the concept of embeddedness in his 1985 paper in a narrower
and somewhat different sense than the one originally proposed by Polanyi:
[T]he reason is that I wasn’t trying to borrow the term from Polanyi, or to re-appropriate it or
reintroduce it. […] I have looked back in my old notebooks and found that I used the term
‘embeddedness’ in some of my very early notes, before I ever read Polanyi. And I used it in the
way that I use it in the 1985 paper to mean the way social and economic activities are mixed
up with networks of social relations. […] at some later time I did read Polanyi. I read
particularly “The Economy as Instituted Process.” It was not until much later that I really
carefully read The Great Transformation. (Krippner et al., 2004: 113)

To further quote Granovetter: “when I came around to writing the paper on
embeddedness, I had, in fact, forgotten about Polanyi, and was not thinking about him when
I wrote that paper” (Krippner et al., 2004: 114). After the draft version began circulating, the
author was hailed by one of its readers for bringing back Polanyi’s concept of
embeddedness. In truth, however,
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I read the letter and I thought ‘oh my gosh, I’d completely forgotten that Polanyi uses it [the
concept], and uses in a somewhat different way.’ So I did say a little bit in the paper on
embeddedness about Polanyi, but the main thing I was trying to do in that little section was to
distance myself from his use of embeddedness. (Krippner et al., 2004: 114)

I think the two last quotes speak for themselves. It is not without irony that the paper
most widely mentioned as deserving of laying claim to a “Polanyian” legacy in the discipline
of (new) economic sociology made no allusion whatsoever to Polanyi’s work.
In NES it is commonly understood – and in a way that understanding became the premise
for most of the research conducted within the discipline – that Granovetter’s main concern
in his seminal paper was the claim that analysis of social networks is the main or sole goal of
the sociological endeavor (see for example Swedberg, 1997: 165). But Granovetter believes
he was explicit regarding his own research when he made the strategic decision “to look at
social networks as an intermediate level between lower levels and higher levels” (Krippner et
al., 2004: 114). While admitting he may not have made his point clearly enough in that
paper, the author argues that it is obvious that “you can’t just analyse social networks, you
also have to analyse institutions and culture and politics and all of the micro and macro
elements, of which the ‘meso-level’ of social networks is in the middle” (Krippner et al.,
2004: 114). Granovetter then proceeds to conclude that “if I had known it would be an
influential paper I would have taken more care to say that there’s more to life than [just] the
structure of social networks” (Krippner et al., 2004: 115).
Barber, in turn, argues that “a better general theoretical understanding of embeddedness
should be of wide usefulness in contemporary sociological analysis” (1995: 388). The central
(cultural) concept to which embeddedness is related is that of “market.” In fact, the history
of the concept of embeddedness may be viewed as a long struggle to overcome what Barber
calls “the absolutization of the market” (Barber, 1995: 388).
For Barber, market exchange is interdependent with a set of social, structural and cultural
variables that form modern socials systems, to wit, equity, efficiency, universalism, specific
property rules, etc. (Barber, 1995: 399). So, while Polanyi’s analysis regarding the three
forms of integration – reciprocity, redistribution and exchange – may be valuable, it
becomes less so and even misleading when it deals with the issue of their different “levels”
of embeddedness:
Polanyi describes the market as ‘disembedded’, the other two types of economic exchange as
[being] more ‘embedded’ in the other social-structural and cultural-structural elements of
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society. [But,] as should now be clear, after what has been said about the connection of all
three types of economic exchange with some set of social structural and cultural elements in
the social systems in which they occur, our strong proposition, contrary to Polanyi's, is that all
economies are inescapably embedded. (Barber, 1995: 400)

Therefore,
While the modern market system may appear to be more differentiated from other social
system structures, somewhat more concretely separate, this image diverts attention from the
basic fact of its multiple and complex interdependence with the rest of the social system.
Calling the market ‘disembedded’ leads analytic attention away from just what this
interdependence is [in reality]. (Barber, 1995: 400)

Barber even expresses disappointment with the fact that Polanyi did not explicitly conceive
of a social system in which the economy was always a part of – and just one part among –
the variously different and interdependent (social, structural and cultural) parts that make
up the essence of any particular social system (Barber, 1995: 401).
According to Barber, Granovetter’s paper had the great merit of precisely emphasizing
how every economic action is embedded in non-economic social relations. But he still has a
few criticisms of the paper, the most salient being that Granovetter’s analysis “shows no
understanding of the importance of the larger social systems in which all economies are
located” (Barber, 1995: 406). Still according to Barber,
Granovetter says that economic behavior is embedded in “social structure,” and for him social
structure apparently means only networks of interpersonal relations. There is no specification
of the several different social and cultural structures that make up the larger social system.
Where have the social structures of kinship, stratification, gender, age, the economy, the
polity, organizations, education, and communications disappeared to? (ibid.: 406-407)

Barber’s main thesis, in short, is that the best way for the concept of embeddedness to
evolve would be to acknowledge that all types of economy are embedded in complex, more
comprehensive social systems. On the other hand, the socio-structural, socio-cultural and
personality components of such systems ought to be specified. Finally, their interrelations
with the economic systems – which are but a part of the social system – should be better
understood and, consequently, either stabilized or transformed (Barber, 1995: 407-408).
Block’s (cf. 2000; 2003) is perhaps the most distinctive perspective within NES, even if he
also ends up concluding that all economies are embedded. First of all it must be said that for
him the concept is imbued with the meaning that was first given to it by Polanyi, i.e., as
referring to a “macro” perspective, to a comprehensive understanding of the economic
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system as a whole. Nevertheless, his conclusions are different from Polanyi’s with regard to
the disembedded nature of capitalism.
According to Block, the modern market economy has a latent tendency toward
disembeddedness, which means that, empirically speaking, the economy comes very close
to being disembedded. However, “full-fledged” disembeddedness is simply impossible, in
that it would destroy society at once. Because of the need for state intervention and for
social protection, particularly in what concerns the regulation of fictitious commodities, the
economy, even the capitalist economy, “is always embedded.” Thus, in Block’s view a selfregulated economy is nothing but a (stark) utopia. Even if in an ambiguous way, Karl Polanyi
himself affirms the practical impossibility of total disembeddedness. The ambiguity arises
from the tension between the Polanyi that was influenced by a Marxist theoretical
framework (until the 1930s) and a later Polanyi, one involved with the concepts and
positions he himself had shaped while writing The Great Transformation, and which often
ran counter to those of the earlier frame of reference (Block, 2003). In short, capitalism is
moving toward a state of disembeddedness and in fact comes very close to it, but it will
never attain that state without causing society to collapse.
At various times Polanyi seems indeed to confirm Block’s claims, as when he states that
“the idea of a self-adjusting market implied a stark utopia” (Polanyi, 2000: 18). But it must be
noted that he wrote these words in The Great Transformation when he believed to be
witnessing the collapse, at long last, of “19th century civilization,” that is, the demise of a
society based on the self-regulated market (Polanyi, 2000: 17-18). Thus, the self-regulated
market had proved its practical incapacity to organize the life of human societies. “Utopia”
(dystopia), which was then being disproved by events, resulted from the empirical failure of
the capitalist system (which in fact, as we now know, did not occur): not from the fact that
no self-regulated market had ever existed, but from the fact that its short existence for a
(relatively) brief period of time had led humankind to the biggest crisis in its history. For
Polanyi, it was the (real) historical events that invalidated the alleged virtues of the market,
thus signaling the beginning of a “great transformation” characterized by the onset of other
economic experiments (socialism, fascism and the New Deal). The self-regulated market
utopia does not derive from its practical impossibility, but rather from the belief that it could
operate indefinitely without ever causing deeply harmful effects to both Man and nature.
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“Industrial civilization will continue to exist when the utopian experiment of a self-regulating
market will be no more than a memory” (Polanyi, 2000: 290).
Krippner, who is well aware of the differences between the concept of embeddedness as
it was first proposed by Polanyi and the one envisaged by Granovetter, wrote a thorough
review of the two visions (Krippner and Alvarez, 2007). Although acknowledging the merit in
Granovetter’s claim that all economies are embedded, Krippner is critical of the fact that the
NES camp has evolved and shaped itself almost exclusively around that concept (Krippner,
2001: 775-776).
What happens is that, to an even greater degree than most of the subfields of sociology,
the (new) economic sociology is built upon a key idea: the concept of embeddedness. Hence
Krippner’s argument that the notion of embeddedness deflected attention from other
important theoretical problems. She specifically suggests that the relative neglect of the
market concept in economic sociology is a consequence of the way in which the notion of
embeddedness was formulated. Paradoxically, the basic intuition – in itself an extremely
useful one – that markets are socially embedded led economic sociologists to take the
market for granted. As a consequence, economic sociology did not fare much better than
economics with respect to developing the market concept as a theoretical subject in its own
right, which caused an interesting case of arrested development of the market concept
within the discipline (Krippner, 2001: 776; Krippner et al., 2004: 111-112).
In attempting to steer a middle course between the undersocialized and the
oversocialized views of action, Granovetter ended up adopting the idea that they both share:
the separateness of society and the economy. This problem manifests itself in a curious
symmetry within the discipline: researchers either study economic processes in social terms
– thereby turning their backs on the market sphere – or they study the market as a
theoretical entity in its own right, in which case they excise its entire social content (Krippner
et al., 2004: 112-113).
In view of this, as long as the market is not entirely appropriated as a social object, a
tension will continue to exist between marketless conceptions of the social on one hand, and
on the other hand conceptions of the economy from which all social traces have been
suppressed (Krippner et al., 2004: 113).
Beckert (2007) offers a fine synthesis of how the concept of embeddedness has evolved.
As mentioned above, he points out that when the concept was borrowed from Polanyi and
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subsequently adapted, it underwent a “great transformation,” losing some elements of the
original notion in the process while gaining a few others (Beckert, 2007: 7). Beckert
highlights other aspects we have already covered here also: the irony surrounding the
concept, coupled with the fact that Granovetter did not have Polanyi’s work in mind when
he wrote his paper (Beckert, 2007: 9-10); the fact that the concept introduced by
Granovetter is intimately associated with that of social networks (Beckert, 2007: 8-9); and
the dominant position of the latter interpretation within NES (Beckert, 2007: 9).
Beckert is critical of Granovetter’s position and of network analysis, on the grounds that
This is a limited perspective because an exclusive focus on the structure of social relations
leads to a neglect of the social content underlying the observed structure. By not taking
attributes of actors and institutional rules into account, network analysis fails to explain how
the social structure of markets emerges and why networks are structured the way they are.
(Beckert, 2007: 9)

Furthermore, he argues that the concept of embeddedness is not the best sociological
approach to the economy. Therefore,
one can question whether sociology should start from this notion as its entry point into the
field of the economy. My position is that ‘embeddedness’ characterizes a general answer to
specific problems without identifying the underlying problems themselves. By starting from
the embeddedness of economic action we are putting the cart before the horse. The first
proper step would be to identify the problems that can actually be solved by an approach
focusing on the embeddedness of economic action. I suggest that we identify these problems
and make them the analytical starting point of economic sociology. (Beckert, 2007: 10-11)

NES should then take as its starting point the “three coordination problems” that actors
are faced with in market exchanges: the value problem, the competition problem and the
cooperation problem (Beckert, 2007: 11-15).
For Beckert, the attraction exerted by Polanyi upon NES arises from the fact that his social
theory does not entail a “linear concept of development.” In other words, embeddedness is
not a feature separating pre-modern from modern economies. Based on the notion of a
“double movement,” social change is conceptualized as a dynamic process of oscillation
between embeddedness, disembeddedness, and re-embeddedness. Therefore, all
economies are (in some way) embedded (Beckert, 2007: 19).
From the preceding analysis it should be obvious that I cannot agree with this
interpretation, which – as will presently be shown – proves problematic for Beckert himself.
In brief, what we have is the exact opposite of what Beckert envisions: Polanyi couldn’t be
more explicit when he stated that until very recently – before the emergence of the
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capitalist market economy – all economies were embedded in society. Therefore the
economy’s embeddedness /defensive counter-response / need for re-embeddedness is not
something that historically has been there all along but rather quite a recent “problem.” By
failing to recognize – alongside other NES scholars – that the specificity of the capitalist
economy lies precisely in its being disembedded and by claiming that “all economies are
embedded,” Beckert finally finds himself stuck in a problem for which there is no apparent
solution. Here are his own words:
However, ‘embeddedness’ does not provide a theoretical perspective informing us about the
specific characteristics of the embeddedness of modern capitalist economies. The strong
emphasis on similarities of economic systems across time and space, based on the notion of
embeddedness, impedes the development of conceptual tools to address differences between
economic configurations and, in particular, the specificity of the organization of modern
capitalist economies. (Beckert, 2007: 19, emphasis added)

These few lines actually summarize my critique of NES’s understanding of the concept of
embeddedness. But let us stay with Beckert: “This leaves us with an economic sociology that
is unspecific with regard to the structural changes taking place in the organization of the
economy with the development of modern capitalism. After all: All economies are
embedded” (Beckert, 2007: 19, emphasis added).
In short, Beckert sides with NES’s dominant trend, according to which all economies –
including the capitalist economy – are embedded. Contrary to most of his colleagues,
however, he is aware of the ensuing problem – actually a contradiction, in my view: how is
one to highlight the uniquely exceptional character of the modern capitalist market
economy? The problem just does not arise within NES because the discipline acknowledges
no such uniqueness: the capitalist economy is “just” another economy, with nothing to make
it stand apart from other economies of the past. Once the features of the capitalist economy
are ontologyzed, it may sound odd to call it a “disembedded” economy – and that is the
extraordinary statement, if there is one.
We may then conclude that the concept of embeddedness
has allowed for a concentration [of NES] on meso and micro level processes of economic
organization and relieved sociologists from the task of addressing socioeconomic development
at the macro level. […] We need a historical perspective if we are to understand the specific
ways in which economic action is [dis]embedded in [from] institutions and social structures of
modern societies. (Beckert, 2007: 19)
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3.3. Critical assessment

The views held by Randles (2003), Lie (1991) and Gemici (2008) seem to be good examples
of the dominant positions within NES, providing us with a suitable starting point for a critical
assessment of it. In The Great Transformation, according to Randles (2003: 420-421), Polanyi
admits that markets can be disembedded; but in “The Economy as Instituted Process”
disembeddedness is just a (theoretical) possibility, since markets are, in a way,
institutionalized. Lie (1991: 219-223) tells us that the embeddedness “thesis,” according to
which every economic activity and institution is enmeshed in social relations and
institutions, is a good theoretical basis for NES, but that Polanyi is wrong in that he does not
embed the concept of market. The thesis should therefore be taken to its logical conclusion
so that markets too are embedded and properly treated as social networks or organizations
constituted by traders. Gemici points out that very same contradiction, and he comes to the
conclusion that “All economies are embedded since economic life is a socially instituted and
organized process” (2008: 9). Yet, it should also be pointed out, in order to avoid confusion,
that institutionalization and embeddedness are not synonymous for Polanyi.11
Market exchange as a form of integration presents itself as an institutional pattern
constituted by a system of price-making markets, but it is precisely the (autonomous) action
of this institutional mechanism that causes the economy to be disembedded. Polanyi defines
the economy in terms of an instituted process comprising two levels, one of which has to do
with man’s interaction with his natural and social surroundings, the other referring to the
institutionalization of that process. Every economy, regardless of its dominant form of
integration, partakes of these characteristics. It seems obvious, therefore, that Polanyi in no
way denies this relationship between the human economy and the social system. What
happens is that, under capitalism, all social considerations, motivations, and values take a
back seat to the empirically acquired primacy of the economy, which becomes autonomous
from all (conscious) social control. According to Polanyi, in a post-capitalist society – namely
once the fictitious commodity nature of labor, land and money is abolished – social
regulation will take the form of a democratic, participatory management of the production
process, through the intervention of such institutions as the state, the trade unions, the
cooperative, the factory, the township, the school, the church, etc. (Polanyi, 2000: 290-292).
11

On the difference between protectionism and re-embeddedness – which is also among the most common
confusions, especially in globalization-related research – see Lacher (1999: 345-346).
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One might then say that the economy cannot be “social” if society – meaning the people
that comprise it and the institutions they create – is unable to run it, so that it is people who
are controlled and have their destinies defined by it instead. Of course there is always “a
connection of […] economic exchange with some set of social structural and cultural
elements in the social systems” (Barber, 1995: 400). Under capitalism, however, such
connection does not take the form of interdependence but rather of the primacy of the
economy over the entire social system. That is precisely why Polanyi speaks of
disembeddedness with regard to this type of economy.
Let us challenge Granovetter by saying that while it is true that human action “is
embedded in concrete, ongoing systems of social relations” (1985: 487), those systems are
in turn framed, and largely determined by, a disembedded economy. They belong in a wider
frame of reference characterized by an economy that evades human control, that is alien to
humans and that overpowers them. It is not the economy that is framed by the social
system, but rather the social system that is framed by the economy.
One may conclude by stating that whereas Polanyi proposes to study the place of the
economy in different societies, NES claims that the place and the role of the economy are
always and essentially very much the same. Just like the formalists in the field of economic
anthropology, NES ends up committing the so-called “economistic fallacy,” which consists of
automatically and uncritically equating the economy with its market shape (Polanyi, 1968a).

4. By way of conclusion
The disembeddedness of the economy – i.e., its detachment from society – marked the
historical rise of an automatic system of price-making markets. In every society before that,
the economy had always been embedded or immersed in the social system (a statement
which has nothing to do with either the desirability, the merits or the shortcomings of such
societies). Therefore the “embedded” or disembedded” nature of a given economy,
according to Polanyi, is closely dependent on the presence (or absence) of a system of pricemaking markets, that is, of its either being a market economy or not. Within capitalist
society the economy takes on a life of its own, heedless of human will – and I believe this to
be the very essence of “disembeddedness.” In this sense it is easy to understand why, at
least according to the meaning conferred on the concept by Polanyi, modern economies can
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never be viewed as embedded in society, because the “re-embeddedness” of the economy
requires that we move beyond its current form.
By not acknowledging the unique nature of the market economy and the absolute
exceptionalism of capitalism in the history of human societies, NES irretrievably moves away
from the meaning originally given by Polanyi to the concept of (dis)embeddedness. As
Randles rightly notes, there seems to be in NES a tendency toward
an overly fragmented (and fragmenting) secondary appropriation of Polanyi. Nowadays
Polanyi’s name is often used as a fashionable ‘label’ or convenient point of entry into an
argument which thenceforth bears little resemblance, and offers little analysis—supportive,
critical or otherwise—of the ‘totality’ of Polanyi’s writing. Perhaps this is what concerns
Polanyi-Levitt [Polanyi’s daughter] when she refers to the potential abuse of the Polanyi
legacy. (Randles, 2003: 418)

It was Polanyi’s intent not just to analyze, but most of all to critique the capitalist
economy and to expose its profoundly nefarious effects on both humans and nature. Any
view that fails to take that critical dimension into account – selectively appropriating a
concept and omitting (through ignorance?) all the rest of the author’s theoretical and
analytical framework, as well as how it relates to the concept – will never earn the right to
claim the Polanyian legacy. That is why it is erroneous nowadays to say, in the context of
NES, that “we are all Polanyians now” (Beckert, 2007: 7). This misunderstanding does no
honor to Polanyi’s memory.
Translated by João Paulo Moreira
Revised by Teresa Tavares
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Participatory Budgeting and the Use of Information and Communication Technologies: A
Virtuous Cycle?1
This text discusses whether the use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) in
Participatory Budgeting processes can promote more engaged forms of citizenship and
democracy. The discussion is based on the analysis of a few examples from different countries,
which show how the use of ICTs is framed by institutions. The inclusion of ICT in participation and
decision-making processes can assume very different shapes. In some cases, they can be used
within well-defined limits, as information tools or for monitoring the PB during the debate and the
implementation phase; in other cases, a more advanced use of ICT potentialities can serve as
support to political decision-making processes. The different examples presented in the text
represent the different configurations that exist in the ambit of both “subordinate” and
“coordinated” models of ICT use within democratic processes.
Keywords: political action; Participatory Budgeting (PB); participatory processes; Information and
Communication Technologies (ICT).

1. Introduction
Since the mid twentieth century the consolidation of democracy as a political regime in
Western societies has been increasingly accompanied by different democratic practices.
Many of these have aimed to reverse processes that have gradually established a separation
between politics and citizens by providing scope for direct democracy or investing in a
combination of this and the work of representative institutions, which – through mutual
support – can reinforce both in the face of the predominance of the market, which also
affects most decision-making in public life. The mechanisms created have sought to respond
adequately to crises in governance that translate into crises of confidence in the strategies
and legitimacy of the state. Within this context, countless forms of democratic
experimentation or ‘technologies of participation’ (Nunes, 2006) have been developed. One
consequence of these new forms of citizen participation associated with projects
traditionally directed by the state – which at a particular period in history became the
1

Article published in RCCS 91 (December 2010). This text is an amended and shortened version of a paper
presented at the colloquium “Changing politics through digital networks: The role of ICTs in the formation of
new social and political actors and actions,” Florence, 5-6 October 2007. We would particularly like to thank
Claudino Ferreira (who offered ideas for the revision of the text) and Boaventura de Sousa Santos, João
Arriscado Nunes, Ana Raquel Matos and Daniel Neves from the Center for Social Studies who shared their
interest in studying PB processes with us and whose work has inspired us.
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Welfare State in the North and the Developmental State in the South – was a receptiveness
to experiments in citizen intervention and organisation “supported by the mobilisation of
practical know-how and the construction of a form of knowledge guided by prudence and
attention to the consequences of actions” (id.).
In the meantime, the development and diversification of information and communication
technologies (ICT) led to the expansion of the so-called ‘information society’, posing a new
set of questions and challenges for politics, ranging from the emergence of new identity and
interest groups to new forms of political action linked to several different social and political
actors.
The possibility of linking this deepening of democracy to the development of new
technologies led (in extreme situations) to the creation of the paradigm of electronic
democracy (e-democracy),2 whose ontology may be considered only apparently different
(Addison and Heshmati, 2003; Horrocks and Prachett, n.d.) to the extent that its designs are
influenced by different concepts of democracy, but is not ontologically different in any other
way from the democratic paradigm.
The debate on the effects and potential of this association has been related to two major
sets of expectations. On the one hand, there are the positive expectations emerging from
the potential which the interrelationship between democracy and ICT evinces for the
distribution of power, by extending democratic participation to a kind of ‘virtual public
sphere’, as well as the possibility of increasing government transparency and its control by
citizens. On the other hand, there are growing negative expectations resulting from the
realisation that very often, instead of helping to redistribute power, e-democracy results in a
stronger concentration of power in the hands of a few institutions, reinforcing market
predominance or the centrality of the state to the detriment of the other actors in the
political system and in society (Hacker and Djik, 2000).

2

Electronic democracy is understood by the authors of this article to be the set of democratic processes that
provide for citizen participation, through the use of information and communication technologies, in
fundamental issues associated with governance, decision-making processes within the state and the state’s
relationship with citizens. It differs from electronic government (e-government), which refers to the use by
governments of information and communication technologies as part of their efforts to modernise and
rationalise the public services they provide to users by improving quality, reducing costs and offering services
that cannot be provided using traditional models (Bannister and Walsh, 2002; Ring and Walden, 2003; Deiber,
2003; Graft and Svensson, 2006). A common feature of both concepts is the value they place on processes that
make information available to members of the community.
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Taking as a departure point the contradictions emerging out of a number of innovative
experiments linking representative democracy and participatory democracy, this article
aims, above all, to analyse certain aspects of this ambivalent relationship at a time when the
challenges generated by broadening the various means of communication and creating new
potential arenas for political participation extending beyond the traditional ‘formal’
processes must be added to these relationships. More specifically, it focuses on an
innovative form of building new relations between representative democracy, participatory
democracy and new technologies which has become prominent, acquiring its own status
within the framework of institutional experimentation, namely Participatory Budgeting (PB).
This choice is derived from the fact that PB is a tool that is currently attracting growing
interest (particularly in a time of economic crisis affecting many democracies in the world),
and also because it has the nature of a “clear and recognisable technical mechanism” by
being associated with a highly complex technical tool, namely the budget and the main
options it contains.
As relations between the state and civil society tend to be characterised by the principle
of “double delegation” (Callon et al., 2001) – which translates into a separation between
specialists and the lay public, and between representation and participation – experiences of
PB are a clear example of how strong social mobilisation and the convergence of political
projects associated with the state and with civil society (Dagnino, Olvera and Panfichi, 2006)
allow democratic processes to be devised which link representation and participation and, at
the same time, create spaces for the empowerment and involvement of citizens in areas
traditionally considered the “preserve of experts.”
The article starts by briefly contextualising PB experiments within the arena of debates on
the deepening of democracy, and more specifically the association between democracy,
technology and participation. Then, based on some examples, it describes the experience of
the gradually deepening relationship between PB and the use of ICT, providing the concrete
elements of a model of relational grammar which tends to ‘subordinate’ the use of
technology to the building of new arenas for public decision-making that focus on the
physical co-presence of the different actors involved. Finally, it presents some reflections
and challenges for the reformulation of the inter-relationship between new technologies
and the broader experiences of mass participation in building public policies for
transforming and managing territories.
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2. Democracy, participation and the use of new technologies within the context of
Participatory Budgeting
It is more difficult nowadays to unequivocally place forms of PB – as instruments for political
innovation – within the context of the six models of democracy proposed by Held (2006)
than it must have been in the early 1990s when the first experiments took shape in Brazil
within a highly tense scenario associated with the democratisation of local government
centring on citizen involvement in public decision-making and the idea of the constructive
contribution of the ‘local’ in reformulating national and global strategies. Held’s classification
includes the construction of “model types” of democracy, defined as legal, competitive,
pluralist, participatory, libertarian and plebiscitary. The three latter models may be included
in what Santos and Avritzer (2002) term “high intensity democracies.” In particular after the
‘return of the caravels’ (Allegretti & Herzberg, 2004), that is, the phase of mass
experimentation with PB (Cabannes, 2004) which extended the South-American example to
more than 1,600 other cases in the American subcontinent, some cities in Africa and Asia
and hundreds of municipalities in Europe (Sintomer, Herzberg & Allegretti, 2010),
unequivocally locating PB within one of these types is an even more daunting task, although
it is clear, in most cases, that PB tends to fit into ‘high intensity’ democratic concepts.
This is due to the fact that PB constitutes a hub that is becoming increasingly essential to
other experiences of participation, but does not have any monopoly over experiments in
innovative citizen participation processes involving public decision-making. On the contrary,
it tends to be infected by, and blend into, other experiences, diluting its original features,
adopting different, consolidated techniques and thus affirming itself in the collective
imagination as a ‘meta-model’, adaptable to different concepts of democracy which shape
numerous practices (Bobbio, 2006; Allegretti and Secchi, 2007; Chavez, 2007). The variety of
political horizons serving as reference points, together with the overall and specific
objectives underpinning many PB practices, is particularly evident in Europe, as shown by
Sintomer, Herzberg and Röcke (2005) and Sintomer and Allegretti (2009), evincing, on a
motivational level, new “model types” for PB that are related to forms of neo-corporativism
or aim to construct ‘participatory democracy’, ‘participatory modernisation of the public
administration apparatus’, or simply ‘proximity democracy’ or ‘community development’.
Adding a new variable (such as the relationship between participatory processes and ICT)
to these diverse uses and forms of PB within the different concepts of ‘grand democracy’ (to

144

RCCS Annual Review, 3, October 2011

Participatory Budgeting and ICT

employ a definition widely used in Scandinavian Europe) might – theoretically – complicate
the modelling of these processes. However, experience tells us that in many cases the use of
ICT does not determine new hybrid configurations of PB, but tends to reinforce the main
interpretation of each experience.
From this point of view, it is worth referring to Hacker and Djik’s study (2000). For these
authors, the main democratic goals to be achieved with the support of ICT relate to the six
models of democracy proposed by Held, including the objectives and strategies for their use.
According to the authors, ‘legal democracy’ allows for the use of ICT as a means of supplying
more and better information to governments, administrators, representatives, and citizens
with a view to fostering effectiveness and efficiency, as well as greater transparency in the
political system. The aim of using ICT from the perspective of ‘competitive democracy’ is to
strengthen the position of governments, politicians and administrators (as in general
election campaigns). In ‘pluralist democracy’ models, the main goal appears to be that of
supporting applications that strengthen information and communications within and
between civil society organisations. PB experiences appear to be well represented in terms
of ICT use in the ‘participatory democracy’ models proposed by Hacker and Djik, in which
ICTs are used mainly to educate and mobilise citizens through processes that shape
collective opinion in debates and educational settings. This includes computerised
information campaigns, mass public information systems, provision of easy access to users,
electronic debates to mould opinions, active learning and participation. The ‘libertarian’
conception of democracy extends virtual communities and horizontal communication in
collectively created networks and, to this end, citizens must be kept up-to-date by advanced,
free information systems, providing them with the conditions to voice opinions and to vote.
Finally, in the ‘plebiscitary model’ of democracy, ICTs are seen as communication channels
that amplify the voices of citizens, breaking down the barriers to direct democracy in
complex societies.
In this interpretation it seems clear that there is an increasing democratisation in the use
of ICTs in the various democratic arenas, configuring something parallel to the “ladder of
participation” described by Sherry Arnstein (1969). Certain ‘steps’ in the ladder (such as the
one relating to the centrality of information) are configured less as isolated situations (or
models in themselves) and more as pre-conditions integral to the other levels of
participatory content.
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In addition to identifying objectives and strategies for the use of ICT in relation to models
of democracy, Hacker and Djik (2000) have also proposed two sets of concepts that contain
an element of assessment of the relationship between power and social actors which are
useful in a political analysis of the use of technologies. The first deals with ‘information
traffic’ patterns and aims to show who holds power over information. Thus, ‘allocution’ is
used when a central actor provides information to several units; ‘consultation’, when a
central actor opens information systems to public consultation; ‘registration’, when a central
actor gathers information; and ‘conversation’ when information is exchanged between
different types of actors. The second set refers to the level of interactivity of
communication. Hacker and Djik discuss the importance of individualising the ‘spatial
dimension’ (two-way communication, involving action and reaction), the ‘temporal
dimension’ (synchronic communication), the ‘action dimension’ (the degree of control
exerted by actors over communication and the possibility of exchanging roles according to
the time and content of communication), and the ‘contextual and mental dimension’ (the
intelligibility of contexts and shared understanding). The latter appears to be the only level
that symmetrically combines face-to-face interaction with the use of ICT.
Up to now, most forms of PB (including those in countries such as Sweden, where the
high level of broadband penetration can lead to hypotheses that focus more on the use of
technologies) have tended to favour spaces offering direct contact between local residents
and between them and their representatives (politicians and technicians) in the institutional
sphere. There are several reasons for this, the first being the fear that the distance between
citizens and a seemingly “cold and technocratic” subject may be heightened by the use of
electronic technologies. Thus, the general worldwide scenario for PB has favoured the
construction of spaces for face-to-face encounters, with the aim of reinforcing social ties and
relationships between administrators and local residents that have been curtailed or made
difficult. These “warm” spaces have proved extremely positive in the construction of a social
pedagogy (Schmidt, 2000) and a negotiated solidarity (Abers, 2000), also in cases in which
the concrete results have not differed greatly from those that would have resulted from the
traditional exercise of power delegated to competent administrators (Ravazzi, 2007).
Within this general framework, the “grammar” of relations between PB and ICTs has
favoured a ‘subordinate’ position for technologies, given the possibility of wasting energy
and (human and economic) resources on creating “warm” interactive methods between
146

RCCS Annual Review, 3, October 2011

Participatory Budgeting and ICT

territorial actors. Viewed as a ‘cold medium’ for interaction (on a similar level to referenda,
questionnaires or telephone surveys), ICT has been relegated to second place in many
participatory processes and its proposals subsequently submitted to control by face-to-face
meetings.3 This has also occurred in situations (Borghi, 2005) where ICT use was explicitly
evaluated as a factor in the social inclusion of individuals or groups (commuters, families
residing far from the centre where meetings are held, the sick or those with restricted
mobility) who cannot attend public meetings, as in the case of Parma or Modena in Italy. In
the latter, a pilot project, UnoX1, was incorporated into the municipal electronic information
system, providing on-line streaming for some meetings in 2006, and even pauses for
contributions and suggestions that could later be submitted to the ongoing live debate in the
main PB headquarters.
The assessment of the new spaces to be constructed to accompany the series of debates
arising out of PB has been much more important than reflection on the timing of this
interaction, although this has meant extending participation to cover the whole year (from
January to December) or sacrificing the depth of the technical assessments of the feasibility
of proposals submitted by local residents in cases where the PB cycle was limited to the
second half of the year. ITC was therefore hardly ever evaluated in terms of its immediacy
(and capacity to modify the significance of the time factor in proceedings), but was instead
subordinated to the time periods dedicated to face-to-face debate developed in meetings,
workshops, or by local theme-based working groups which characterise the majority of PB
organisational architectures.
Only rarely has greater attention been paid to evaluating the potential of ICT, as in the
case of Jun, a municipality of little more than 24,000 inhabitants in the Spanish province of
Granada. Since 2001 all local families have been given support in the use of IT resources and
purchasing computers for family use or using them in public areas with Internet access. This
pre-condition has made it possible for voting on the Annual Budget at the Municipal
Assembly plenary meeting to be almost simultaneous with citizen web-based voting.4 In this
case, there are political reasons for the time lag between the two voting operations, since it
aims to secure a final vote on the public documents (already voted for – on a consultative
3

There are many examples of suggestions made by local residents via computerised means (e-mail or web
pages with interactive files) being submitted for assessment at public meetings, as in the case of Veneza Lido,
Pieve Emanuele or Grottamare, in Italy.
4
See Ayuntamiento de Jun website (http://www.ayuntamientojun.org).
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basis – by the inhabitants) for those elected, thus acknowledging the importance of
representative democracy.
Pilot schemes such as these aim to link the real-time components of PB processes to the
use of ICT through a syntax based on ‘coordinate sentences’. However, it would seem that
they are difficult to reproduce on a larger scale, for practical and economic reasons.
Nevertheless it is true that, although there are, as yet, no comparative analyses on the use
of ICT in PB, there is a strong impression that the majority of experiments did not aim to
construct virtual spaces in which the function of conversation between actors was ascribed
to ICT, based on the acknowledgment of its capacity to stimulate the mental dimension of
interchange and shared understanding.

3. The importance of ICT in some evolving PB experiments
One particularly interesting case – and a little unusual in terms of the overall scenario –
illustrating the relationship between ICT and PB is that of Belo Horizonte, the capital of
Minas Gerais (Brazil). Having begun in 1993, PB in this city adopted various innovations in
the institutional design of the process over the years, evincing significant changes in its
“adaptive” nature, especially in terms of incorporating ICT into the ongoing reformulation of
the political project. Since it was first designed, PB in Belo Horizonte has combined direct
participation of citizens and association representatives in decision-making processes. For
many years the Internet was used essentially as a means of providing information to the
upper-middle classes, recognising that it would be necessary to invest in other means of
direct communications for other local people, such as leaflets, caricatures and cartoons,
street broadcasts, posters, and announcements on local radio. The content of the
information provided via the Internet rarely had any importance in its own right
independent of the series of live meetings that favoured oral communication. In 2006,
however, a major change took place when the so-called “Digital PB” became associated with
the process of public decision-making for the city budget, offering the possibility of choosing
some investments via the Internet. These investments, worth 20 million reais, were directed
towards macro-areas of the city viewed as a whole, thus partly removing the regionalised
nature5 of the choices. The resource supplemented (rather than competed with) the funds
5

In PB procedures in Brazil the urban districts into which the territory is divided are usually called “regions” to
facilitate public debate in areas close to where citizens live. Comparative studies of PB emphasise the existence
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destined for the Regional PB (approximately 80 million reais). In order to implement the
process, the Belo Horizonte City Council set up approximately 178 polling stations, including
one on a bus which travelled around the most crowded areas (particularly in the poorer
areas of the city where the digital divide is potentially much greater) and training was given
to help those who used them to vote. In addition to voting, people could access various
kinds of information on PB, take virtual visits to the building sites, participate in discussion
and send electronic messages to the PB coordination team.
The opening up of an arena such as digital PB naturally led to a clear definition of the
rules for participation, since it was open to all voters in the city. The Council preselected 36
projects for voting (4 for each region in the city), which had previously been voted on by the
regional live PB delegates. Voters had the opportunity to choose one project for each region
(a total of 9). In the first digital PB session, which lasted 42 days, 172,266 voters took part,
casting a total of 503,266 votes. In the same year approximately 38,302 people took part in
the live PB sessions. These two kinds of participation – in real-time PB meetings, and via the
Internet in the case of the digital PB – were counted separately, operating as complementary
processes.
The second edition of the Digital PB took place in 2008, with some changes to its original
design. One initial change was to reduce the number of investments to five, concentrated
more on transport bottlenecks rather than and on districts and involving a much greater
number of beneficiaries. Much greater resources were reserved for the chosen project than
had been allocated in the first edition (amounting to around 40 million), whilst investments
for real-time PB remained at approximately 80 million. The number of voting stations was
increased to 275 and the travelling bus was retained. Innovations in this campaign included
the creation of two new interactive tools on the Digital PB webpage: five quick-post forums
(one for each investment) and four chartrooms based on subjects predefined by the City
Council in which citizens and members of the government team could participate. In
addition, a free telephone line was made available for voting, in order to reach the
population without access to the Internet. The voting period was shorter (26 days) and

of three main models of PB: “regionalised” (based on territory), “thematic” (based on discussion of expenditure
in certain sectors of operation of the local authority in question) and “actorial” (focussing on the involvement
of specific actors, such as women, immigrants, young people or school students).
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fewer people participated (124,320), 90.76% of whom voted by Internet and 9.24% by
telephone.
It is worth noting that in Lisbon (the first European capital to envisage a PB procedure
that applied to the whole municipality rather than individual parishes) Digital PB was
adopted in 2008 and was considered the only viable way of carrying out the experiment in a
capital which also had a large floating population in the metropolitan area. From the outset
PB in Lisbon therefore aimed to involve not only residents, but also everyone who studied or
worked in the Portuguese capital.
Whereas in the first year of the experiment – in the two combined sets of sessions –
1,732 people were registered on the Lisbon Council website (247 of whom submitted
proposals), in the second year there were 6,958 registrations and 533 proposals, 293 of
which were transformed into projects by technicians (after the exchange of almost 400 emails with the public employees involved) before electronic voting began (CML, 2009 and
2010). Between 2008 and 2009 the number of voters rose from 1,101 to 4,719 and the
number of votes totalled 11,570 in 2010. The profiles of the citizens involved in the debate
and electronic voting (which in Lisbon involved a fixed annual sum of 5 million euros)
remained similar throughout 2008 and 2009 – consisting mainly of residents in the capital
(68%), aged 26-45, with a slight predominance of females (53%) and average or high levels of
education. The fact that the Council had organised a survey to assess PB, to which 2,121
people (approximately 30% of the participants) responded proved important, since as a
consequence of the results certain new features were introduced into the 2011 PB session in
the Portuguese capital, the most important of which was the abandonment of PB centred on
proposals and discussion by electronic means only.6 In fact, from June 2010 onwards the
tradition begun in 2007 of “decentralised meetings” in various parts of the city was
reinstated and several specific meetings were added to enable citizens to submit proposals
in person which would later be published on the Council website (using georeferencing to
locate them in the areas of the city for which they were planned) and afterwards ranked by
electronic voting. In 2010, in order to increase the involvement of citizens without access to
the Internet or with little knowledge of IT, a “special PB bus” was also provided, equipped
6

As cited in the “Collective view” subsection of the 2010 Assessment Report available on the CML webpage,
“Citizens have stated that presenting proposals via the Internet only eliminates the possibility of consolidating
a particular proposal for debate, since it makes this a very individualised action” (http://www.cmlisboa.pt/op/archive/doc/RelatoriodeAvaliacao_Sintese_OP2009_2010.pdf).
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with computers connected to the Internet and from which Council employees offered
support for citizens. Meetings were organised with specific actors, such as the elderly and
pupils from the local schools.
The ESPA 2009 prize awarded for PB in the German city of Cologne, in addition to the
international recognition for PB in the Andalucian city of Malaga (governed by the Spanish
Partido Popular) demonstrate that nowadays – particularly in larger cities – the use of ICT in
PB procedures may extend beyond the mere provision of information or monitoring of
processes (Allegretti, 2007). This does not mean that the process cannot generate new
forms of exclusion, given that, presumably, the image of ICT as a powerful technological tool
with a potentially elitist component in terms of access, determines a “syntax of use” centred
on its “subordination” to the face-to-face aspects of PB cycles.
It is worth noting that this image may represent a projection of the fears of generations
who are not fully at ease with technology, and this can inhibit dialogue with other groups
(such as young people) for whom the language of new technology represents a friendly
element and even a stimulus to engagement in public debate. It is not by chance that the
majority of the municipalities in Sweden working on Participatory Budgeting with young
people (in particular Örebro and Uddevalla) encourage Internet use as a means of increasing
the numbers involved in the voting phase, and that others (as was the case in Haninge and
Avesta), although more concerned to foster physical encounters between citizens, have
constructed geo-blogs with the aim of boosting the multiplying potential of the debate on
the net and the transparency, clarity, accessibility and attractiveness of the proposals
presented, discussed and voted on by local residents. In 2009 the Swedish Association of
Municipalities and Regions (SKL) went as far as constructing a “budget simulator”7 to
stimulate new and richer debates on the organisation of municipal investments, both within
local council meetings and amongst society in general, taking advantage of the strong
support potential offered by the Internet.
Finally, it is worth mentioning the case of Vignola, in Italy, where new technologies were
introduced into the PB process in a different form and did not favour articulation between
real-time components and online voting. In this case, the same importance was accorded to
real-time voting and online voting, and the result was that the winning project (a sports
complex, i.e. a project that would attract the interest of young people) was approved by 60%
7

See the “IT-tools” session on the SKL webpage: http://www.skl.se/medborgardialog.
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of the electronic votes. This result translated into a disincentive to participate in actual
meetings (particularly for those who felt that their active involvement in live meetings had
been undervalued), to the extent that 2005 represented the first and last year in the life of
PB in Vignola.

4. The view from the other side
The above examples show that, whilst it is not easy to unequivocally place PB (as an
instrument of political innovation) within the context of the six models of democracy
outlined by Held (2006), it is even more difficult to interpret the changes to the categories of
PB that might be created by the presence of ICT. This is primarily because the incorporation
of ITC within PB – which was more homogenous in the 1990s in terms of a “grammatical
subordination” to an architecture constructed mainly on the basis of face-to-face debate –
nowadays reflects specific logics which, as the examples of Belo Horizonte and Lisbon
demonstrate,

envisage

greater

complexity

and

even

paradigms

of

“parallel

contemporaneity” or “instrumental primogeniture” in processes centred on the use of
electronic means to create new participatory budgeting experiences in an era of low energy
and little political faith.
The latter examples may help us explore a topic complementary to the one chosen as the
focus of this article: the use of ITC within the context of participatory budgeting and its
ability to promote more participatory forms of citizenship and democracy, depending on
how the use of these tools is framed by the official bodies and institutions who initiate
participatory processes, integrating them within the actual processes of participation and
deliberation. This complementary topic – which opens up a whole new area for reflection –
refers to the exploration of the potential or problems which the use of ITC can create in the
eyes of users or, in other words, citizens. Although such reflections are not central to the
perspective of this article, it is worth referring to some themes that are emerging out of the
abovementioned examples.
Belo Horizonte has gradually become receptive to the use of ICT to supplement years of
experimentation with a predominantly face-to-face form of PB. Although no major problems
have arisen, “Digital PB” has been subjected to heavy criticism from the popular movements
involved in regional Participatory Budgeting, who see it as a wealthier competitor that is
more open to manipulation by “hegemonic” social groups (Sampaio, 2010). The case of
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Vignola, in turn, reinforces the idea of competition between different arenas for
participation and reveals the risks of not confronting and establishing an interconnection
between the “deliberative phase” (in the Anglo-Saxon sense of discussion and exchange of
opinions and rational arguments) and the decision-making phase, that is, voting for the
priorities to be financed by public funds.
All the known examples of PB which have used ITC in the phase dedicated to proposals
and the discussion of claims put forward by citizens demonstrate the difficulty of initiating
debates using “cold methods,” including cases (such as Roma XI or Lisbon) that have
georeferenced popular proposals to facilitate chats and discussion on proposals and possible
variations. The image that these virtual spaces offer to the navigator is that of an acritical
accumulation of individual positions defined by strong convictions with little margin for
flexible negotiation. At the same time (as would appear from the Report on the Lisbon 2010
PB cycle – see CML, 2011), the virtual space is perceived as a doubly moderated arena, and
this lessens mutual trust between citizens and the local authority, given that the visible
space for proposal and debate conveys an illusory neutrality behind which can be perceived
the work of actors who not only summarise but also select some of the content sent by
online contributors.
What took place in Lisbon in November 2009 may well explain the risks associated with
this perception. In fact, after voting opened on the PB priorities to be included in the 2010
budget, some citizens protested strongly that their proposals had not been included in the
list of projects to be put to the vote following technical, legal and financial feasibility studies
by the Council’s technical team. The protests could have led to a rapid loss of confidence in
the entire PB process, given that the virtual space appeared to have been manipulated by
unknown actors operating behind the scenes and able to change the voting lists in
accordance with a “hidden agenda” which did not appear to reflect a fair and balanced
attitude towards the different proposals. Fortunately, the Mayor understood how to take
advantage of the crisis and prevent the entirely innocent actions of the back-office team
(such as deleting proposals that were unclear or considered totally unfeasible) from being
interpreted as acts of bad faith which threatened the legitimacy of PB. In the end the vote on
the priorities was annulled and the voting period only reopened after the contested
proposals had been reinstated and clarified through dialogue with their advocates.
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Without doubt, the good political use made of this moment of crisis conveyed the idea
that the Council had a strong commitment to PB, as demonstrated by the increase in the
total number of votes cast in the second round. This ability to learn from mistakes was also
evident in the fact that an amendment was introduced into the PB regulations stipulating a
new “space designed to foster trust.” With the aim of cleaning up the image of the webpage
as a place subject to possible manipulation, an obligatory period was established (starting in
October 2010) for the Council to receive criticisms and suggestions from local residents,
after the proposals had been assessed for feasibility and before electronic voting
commenced.
Although there are still no specific case studies on the subject, it is worth emphasising
that the essentially “electronic” nature of PB in the years 2008 and 2009 did not pose many
obstacles to the creation of a powerful organisational dynamic in Lisbon society, and that the
“competition” between proposals/projects put up for vote was boosted by mobilising social
groups, grassroots movements and some parishes in the city (such as Carnide, which had
already experimented with PB within the scope of its powers since 2005). The opening up of
live PB meetings in Lisbon to discuss investments for 2011 reinforced this social dynamism,
and also served to familiarise the public with the full team of technicians (and political
leaders) responsible each year for the organisation of the various phases of the process, thus
establishing a more direct and “visual” form of contact between them and the participants.
As evidence of the central role played by the recently created meetings in the spread and
ample growth of confidence in PB in Lisbon, and especially in reinforcing its deliberative
aspect (which had been a very weak aspect of the site in previous years), it should be noted
that – although the attendance at the meetings numbered around 400, that is, a much
smaller amount than the 12,681 registered on the webpage – 5 out of 7 of the approved
proposals were presented at face-to-face meetings.8 At the latter events (unlike the
procedure for the Lisbon PB webpage) only proposals that received at least 50% of the votes
in favour from each work group were accepted. This method led to a greater convergence in
the case of some proposals (in addition to debate and improvements through discussions
involving those present at the meetings) in comparison with the website, where the
8

Although the PB Report analysing the proposals for 2011 is still provisional, the numerical data was presented
publicly by Councillor Graça Fonseca at a PB plenary session on 5 November 2010. The results presented at a
Seminar in Aveiro on 12 November 2010 show that in this year in Lisbon 927 PB proposals were presented by
767 entities (492 in meetings) and 291 were converted into projects for subsequent voting.
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proposals emerged in the main on an individual basis. It is also interesting that proposals
made by citizens on the basis of the electronic survey proposed by the Council suggested
that, in future, the projects approved collectively as part of PB should be available for
consultation on the site, as well as the time periods for their implementation (stipulated in
the regulations as up to a maximum of 18 months).
Doubtless the method used in Lisbon – which makes the PB process no longer totally
centred on ITC but based instead on a mixed architecture, investing in arenas for face-toface dialogue as its real driving force (and particularly of its deliberative component) – says a
great deal about the long road that lies ahead to ensure that, in the eyes of users-citizens,
electronic platforms are considered a trustworthy and reliable mediator in PB processes.
Thus, it is important that in the future there is serious consideration of issues such as:
what type of experience of democracy and concept of citizenship is created amongst citizens
through interventions involving ITC in PB? In processes that aim to use ITC to mediate in
participation, how are the political skills needed by citizens to engage in the participatory
and deliberative interplay and the technical skills needed to work with TIC linked?
Furthermore, in the view of citizens, will the highly technical content of the central object of
PB be considered an obstacle to significant use of other technical instruments (such as ICT)?
And what precautions should be taken in future to gradually achieve a balance between the
development of PB and the increased use of ICT?

5. An open conclusion
The aim of this article was to reflect on innovative links between representative democracy
and participatory democracy in a scenario in which the challenges posed by the introduction
of new technologies directed towards expanding the formal spaces of political intervention
are added to these complex relationships.
As can be seen from this brief text, recourse to new technologies in participatory
processes and political decision-making takes on very different forms. It can entail a limited
inclusion – serving as an information tool or, at most, assisting in monitoring or debate – or,
in certain cases, a more advanced use of the resulting potential, by assisting actual decisionmaking processes. The cases presented here are representative of these different
configurations, highlighting clear examples of the “subordinated” and “coordinated” use of
ICT in democratic processes. The former is the result of applying hybrid or complementary
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processes that combine forms of face-to-face interaction with different technological
instruments. A broader comprehension of electronic democracy leads to the consideration
that it is not simply governments that can act as its agents, but also individuals and
organisations within society. If, on the one hand, governments can use ICT as a means of
increasing participation and legitimising decisions, society can also use it as a means of
accessing the relevant information to enable it to organise politically and mobilise around
issues it considers relevant. On the other hand, government use of technologies can
strengthen the technocracy specialising in information systems (or infocracy), which can
acquire importance and independence in relation to the government itself (Hacker and Djik,
2000).
As Jasanoff (2003) demonstrates, the affirmation in political literature that the quality of
solutions directed towards solving problems depends on the adequacy of their initial design
has become an almost undeniable truth. Thus, if an issue is too narrowly, or too vaguely, or
simply erroneously framed, the solution will reveal the same problems (id.). What the
examples presented here show is that the framing of the problem is as important as the
actual process. If we are faced with interactive processes, those who take part in them will
ultimately be able to redefine the design and adapt it to the needs that emerge throughout
the actual process. The case of the changes that took place in PB in Lisbon between 2009
and 2010 is a very clear example of this.
As a participation technology, PB is in a position to configure processes which, instead of
reproducing the separations existing in the various democratic models – the separation
between representatives and those represented and between specialists and the lay public –
help promote cognitive citizenship.9 This requires the involvement of citizens, endowing
them with decision-making capacities in processes involving technical dimensions and
operating in the sphere of state intervention, in an area traditionally seen as the preserve of
state regulation. However, neither the reinforcement of democracy nor the contribution to
citizen empowerment can be attained by introducing ICT. In processes such as the ones
presented here – which combine social and material technologies – the potential for
empowering and involving citizens appears to be more easily achieved in face-to-face PB, in

9

In countries such as South Korea, this aspect has become central to the construction of PBs, always
accompanied by “PB schools” which aim to train individual participants as the processes develop (see Sintomer,
Herzberg and Allegretti, 2010).
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which the participants have to master the proceedings and regulations in order to
participate. In cases in which the use of ICT is prioritised, participation may be reduced to
the use of a particular technology (useful for presenting sets of options and individual
preferences), since participants do not have to know how the relevant technologies work
(telephone, the Internet, etc.) in order to use them.10 In short, it is not enough to extend the
process democratically in terms of participation, it is also necessary to democratise it in
terms of knowledge.
One of the conditions for securing wider citizen participation is the provision of ample
and varied forms of access, including the understanding and use of these resources. A
second condition concerns making the necessary information available, to ensure not only
the quality of participation in the decision-making process, but also its transparency. A third
condition is related to the diversity of means and processes which make participation viable,
including the different ways of acquiring information, of expressing opinions and
deliberating, especially on the part of those who will be affected by decisions. A fourth
condition concerns the government’s commitment to carrying out the decisions made in
processes of this nature.
In this regard, the support afforded by ICT may doubtless prove very relevant in terms of
transparency and restoring confidence in institutions, as demonstrated by PB in Porto
Alegre, Sevilha, Malaga and Sesimbra (which constructed web applications to monitor the
execution of PB approved projects). Once again, however, the case of Belo Horizonte (which
has created local resident committees – Comforças – to monitor the implementation phases
of projects approved by Participatory Budgeting), leads us to reflect on the indispensible
overall value of investing in face-to-face operations, given that the internal dialogue of PB
monitoring committees can be transformed into something that extends beyond simple
transparency and helps create the capacity for critical control and new arenas for collective
understanding of complexities.
Translated by Sheena Caldwell
Revised by Teresa Tavares

10

A situation which Latour (1999) characterises as the result of the process of ‘black boxing’, referring to the
fact that when technologies operate efficiently the scientific and technological work is invisible. Paradoxically,
the more technologies feature in our everyday lives, the more opaque and hidden they become.
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