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Editor’s Foreword 
 
 
It is with great pleasure that we welcome you to the inaugural edition of 
Global Horizons, the student-run interdisciplinary journal that seeks to 
recognise, represent and compile the most daring, innovative, theoretically 
advanced and boundary pushing papers Global Studies has to offer. It hopes 
to pay homage to and uphold the critical pedagogical methods and bold 
epistemological enquiry that Global Studies, or more generally, The 
University of Sussex is known for.  

Global Horizons was born out of both need and desire; the need to, 
through a formal architecture, preserve and present the outstanding work 
that students produce throughout their time at Sussex; and the desire, in 
this troubling and troubled global moment, to generate and disseminate 
knowledge and understanding that we hope, through small but committed 
contributions, can make a positive difference to the world that we all share.  
 This journal however, did not simply come into fruition through need 
and desire, but through the hard work and perseverance of those who have 
been involved. It is to these people that I owe my deepest gratitude. Namely, 
Andrea Cornwall, Paul Boyce and Geert De Neve who all those months ago 
had the foresight to recognise the potential in this project and offer 
guidance and support when it was most needed; the editorial team who have 
committed their valuable time and effort in assisting me compile and edit 
the following papers, as well as develop the online infrastructure that makes 
this all possible; Valéria Midena for filling in an important gap in our team’s 
skill-set, in the best possible way, by designing our logo and helping to 
brand the journal; and finally, the authors that have contributed to this 
Issue, without whom we would have little to offer bar blank pages and an 
empty website.  

Global Horizons will be published as three Issues a year containing 
eight papers per Issue; one at the beginning of spring; one at the beginning 
of summer; and then a Special Issue orientated around a particular research 
topic for publication in the Autumn period. Each Issue is thematically split 
into four sections, with each section roughly reflecting the disciplinary 
boundary from which the paper originates. As a way of general introduction, 
it is worthwhile for a moment to consider that which our authors have 
sought to achieve in their respective papers.  

Josie Dryden explores the relation of time and temporality to the 
experience of infertility and artificial reproductive technologies (ARTs). 
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Dryden argues that infertility can cause significant temporal disruptions that 
individuals seek to overcome through the use of ARTs, which can introduce, 
by way of engagement with such technologies, a host of further temporal 
variables that require negotiation and management for the pursuit of 
parenthood.  

William Bosanko, through revisiting the post-colonial work of 
Edward Said, delves into the discursive dichotomies that underpin the 
principles and practices of the more ‘ethical’, ‘value-driven’ modalities of 
modern capitalism. Bosanko argues that the Western consumer uses the 
performative practice of consumption to imagine an idealised self in 
contradistinction to an exoticised Other, a process that relies on and is 
predicated by the discursive hierarchisation of the ‘West’ and the ‘Global 
South’ that Said’s Orientalism (1978) revealed nearly half a century ago.  

My own paper considers bodily resistance and protest through two 
seemingly disparate examples: spirit-possession episodes in the 
multinational corporations of Malaysia’s Free Trade Zones and Palestinian 
martyrdom under Israeli Occupation. It draws these examples together 
through offering a theoretical point of alterity to Michel Foucault’s ‘docile 
body’ - the ‘defiant body’. By exploring the exigencies, structures and 
dynamics that are crucial to moments of bodily defiance through a 
combination of phenomenological method and theories of practice, this 
paper offers some theoretical orientations through which to understand the 
empirical conditions that lead to states of bodily defiance.  

Juliet Davies, through first-hand research, explores the significance 
of belonging, community and ‘place connection’ in the world of performing 
arts. Davies locates her research in the conceptual and theoretical 
frameworks of non-representational theory and performativity, in order to 
consider the emotional geographies and feelings that arise though and 
within involvement in the performing arts - an epistemological approach 
Davies uses to understand people’s wider expression of and components to 
belonging and community.  

Elsa Dore, through queer theoretical frameworks and a focus on 
heteronormativity, seeks to identify and understand the alternative realities 
and negative ‘invisible’ experiences in relation to ‘home’ within and beyond 
marginalised groups. Through an analysis of LGBTQ, disabled and female 
experiences of ‘home’, Dore finds ‘home-making’ and ‘–unmaking’ 
processes to be complex, contested and contingent on one’s intersectional 
identity, whilst concurrently structured by temporal and spatial negotiations 
operating under heteronormative patriarchy. Dore leaves us with a warning 
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that ‘home’ for many is often unobtainable, unpredictable and sometimes 
undesirable.  

Kara Wright identifies and quantifies the historical carbon footprint 
of the average UK omnivores meat consumption. Once establishing 
statistically significant trends in meat consumption, namely that between 
1974 and 2014 the average meat-eater reduced their dietary intake of beef, 
lamb and pork and their correlative contribution of food-related greenhouse 
gas emissions, Wright projects these trends to 2050, providing empirical 
data that demonstrates a dietary change away from meat-based diets could 
be an effective means to reduce one’s contribution to anthropogenic, food-
related greenhouse gas emissions.  

Euan McCartney’s paper challenges the assumption that the Dayton 
Peace Agreement - which marked the end of open conflict in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina - was comprised of three main participating groups which were 
clearly delineated ethnic communities and equal belligerents in the conflict. 
Through historical examination and exploring theories pertaining to ‘ethno-
conflict’, particularly in relation to Bosnian Muslims, McCartney argues that 
the Accord and ensuing political structure it implemented does not reflect 
historical reality and thus serves limited practical purpose in ensuring 
enduring peace.  

Bethan Casey poses and attempts to answer the question: is counter-
insurgency an acceptable policy instrument of the 21st century? Through 
identifying the rationale underpinning counter-insurgency (COIN) based 
human security agendas, Casey reveals the contradictions inherent in this 
rationale and the dichotomies and disparities between doctrinal apparatus 
and military practice. Through such an analysis, Casey finds COIN to be an 
unacceptable vehicle to promote, advance and realise human security 
agendas on ethical and moral grounds.  

Zoe Gilchrist, based on her first-hand experience working in and near 
the Thessaloniki border region in Northern Greece, explores the act of 
migrant ‘squatting’ as a form of resistance that exceeds housing and 
humanitarian support and presents itself as a challenge to dominant, 
re/oppressive socio-political and spatial structures. Gilchrist frames 
Orfanotrofio, the ‘squat’ her analysis is based on, as a platform in which 
migrants claimed new ‘rights to the city’ and alternative forms of citizenship 
– something which Gilchrist argues blurs and questions the binaries of 
‘citizens’ and ‘non-citizens’, ‘political voice’ and ‘states of exception’.  

Taking Vogue’s March 2017 Diversity Issue as a starting point of 
analysis, Felix Choong explores the fashion industry’s exoticism and 
appropriation of the Asian Other. Choong argues that this figuration and 
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appropriation of the Asian subject, simultaneously undermines and contains 
Asian subjectivity whilst acting to centre whiteness, promote Orientalism 
and reconfigure racial hierarchies in neo-colonial ways. Choong explores the 
ways in which this operates and is made possible under the guise of 
‘diversity’ through the particular relationships between post-racial 
ideologies, capitalism and the ‘global’ and ‘local’ under processes of 
globalisation.  

Chloe Taylor-Gee examines domestic violence against women 
through a feminist framework in order to forge connections between 
‘intimate’ forms of violence and the violence of international geo-politics 
and identify their shared foundational dynamics. Demonstrating the ways in 
which domestic violence informs geo-political conflict and how sexist, racist 
and economic hierarchies inform the dynamics of violence against women, 
Taylor-Gee makes visible the gendered nature of structural forms of 
violence and in doing so, exposes the generative sources to society’s inability 
and unwillingness to recognise and combat these forms of violence.  

Mark Morrogh, through an analysis of the art-house, pornographic 
film L.A Zombie (2010) - a film which sought to function as a critique of 
heteronormative neoliberal society’s homogenisation of and closing down to 
the pluralities of LGBTQ sexual identity - explores the extent to which the 
piece succeeds as a politically loaded film aimed at liberating the LGBTQ 
from neo-liberal ‘zombification’. Morrogh argues that L.A Zombie (2010) only 
enacts a ‘one-side white emancipation’: one that does not benefit the 
LGBTQ as a whole, but in-fact devalues the liberation of LGBTQ pluralities 
through the perpetuation of homonormative structures. Ultimately, Morrogh 
questions and deconstructs both L.A Zombie’s (2010) cinematographic 
methods and the pornographic means through which LGBTQ liberation is 
sought out.  

So why is this Issue called The Big Issue you may ask? We thought to 
name it as such to reflect two things: the issues and debates it seeks to tackle 
and the literal materiality of its length. As you will have noticed, this Issue 
contains twelve papers, far exceeding our stated eight-paper limit.  We 
wanted to give you, our readership, the broadest, most far-reaching First 
Issue that encompasses a plethora of topics, discussions and arguments for 
you to engage with. So please, read those papers that catch your eye, or the 
Issue in its totality, this is a space of exploration and discovery. We hope you 
enjoy and gain as much through engagement with this material as we have 
through putting it together for you. 

 
Matthew Clark (Lead editor and Journal Founder) 
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Anthropology  
 
An Exploration of Time in Relation to the Experience 
of Infertility and Artificial Reproductive technologies 

 
Josephine Dryden 
 

Introduction 
 

The concept of time is often rendered invisible by its ubiquity. In the words 
of Munn (1992: 96), “time frequently fragments into all other dimensions and 
topics anthropologists deal with in the social world.” By consequence, little 
attention is paid to how it shapes experience on a fundamental level. Within 
this analysis, I contend that a focus upon time illuminates our 
understanding of the experience of infertility. New methods with which to 
gain insight in this area are becoming increasingly necessary because the 
birth of Louise Brown (the first ‘test tube baby’) signalled the beginning of a 
new era. Nature has become a “mediated authority” (Franklin, 1999: 135) 
through artificial reproductive technologies (ARTs). Conception is now 
possible outside of the human body and infertility no longer necessarily 
prevents individuals from becoming biological parents.  

In what follows, I offer an explanation of how time has been 
conceptualised in general terms and then with specific regard to fertility and 
reproduction. I argue that infertility can cause significant temporal 
disruption which individuals attempt to overcome through engagement with 
ARTs. However, these infertility treatments introduce a host of further 
temporal variables, which it is necessary for individuals to negotiate and 
manage in the pursuit of parenthood.  
 

The Experience of Time 
 
Ask someone to describe time and they will almost invariably speak of 
quantified units. Epitomised by the Malinowskian notion of ‘time-
reckoning’, this functionalist definition conceptualises time as simply the 
measure of motion, the means with which to gauge length, date events and 
effectively co-ordinate activities (Munn, 1992: 96). Time within this 
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formulation is both mundane and empiricist (Munn, 1992: 96); it provides an 
overarching rhythm or framework within which most individuals now live 
their lives. A year is divided into twelve months, months are divisible by the 
days within them and the clock offers the means with which to further 
organise behaviour into hours, minutes and even seconds. According to 
Marx, this abstraction of time into a quantifiable entity occurred in 
conjunction with the abstraction of labour. Put simply, it is experientially 
invariable; “one hour is the same irrespective of context or emotion” 
(McCourt, 2009: 39). However, while this quantitative understanding of time 
appears to saturate most aspects of lived existence, it is far from the only 
temporality which shapes experience.  

At the opposite end of the spectrum, there is the highly subjective 
temporality which is commonly referred to as the ‘life course’. Defined by 
Becker (2000: 36) as “a cultural unit and powerful collective symbol”, the life 
course concerns all the meanings and expectations individuals assign to 
specific life stages and events. In very simple terms, the western life course 
can be divided into several linear chapters; gestation, childhood, 
adolescence, adulthood and old age. While the parameters of some chapters 
are predefined, with gestation being concluded with birth and old age by 
death, most are far more nuanced. Nonetheless, fertility and reproduction 
continue to play a significant role in shaping the adulthood chapter. While 
Western family sizes are admittedly contracting, it remains the statistical 
norm to have children and parenthood continues to be pursued by the 
majority.   

Like the aforementioned quantifiable type of time, the life course is 
often rendered invisible by its obviousness. However, it is made evident in 
the case of deviance. Failing to fulfil the expectations of a given chapter 
within the life course can be disruptive and has the potential to cause “inner 
chaos” (Becker, 2000: 36). In the case of infertility, this inner chaos often 
prompts individuals to “cling to traditional notions about what constitutes 
womanhood and manhood” (Becker, 2000: 29), essentially reducing the 
‘adult’ stage within the life course to the pursuit of parenthood.  

Conceptually, an appreciation of the life course greatly enhances our 
understanding of why individuals pursue ARTs. Procedures like in vitro 
fertilisation (IVF) present individuals with the unparalleled opportunity to 
fulfil reproductive aspirations and therefore advance along their culturally 
prescribed life course. By consequence, Becker (2000: 28) suggests that 
“technology can be seen to both perpetuate cultural ideologies and to be 
used performatively by individuals as a vehicle for living out their goals”. 
Indeed, the rise in popularity of ARTs reflects the desire to ‘have a child of 
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one’s own’; a sentiment which is testament to the importance of biological 
relatedness in Euro-American understandings of kinship (Strathern, 1999: 
22). Employed in this manner, ARTs appear inherently conservative; their 
core aim being to correct deviations and rescue the socially determined life 
course (Thompson, 2005: 268). However, there is a limit to the extent that 
these treatments are able to emulate normalcy. 

Overall, the relationship between the life course and quantitative time 
is dynamic. Technologies like ARTs provide the catalyst for significant 
change, regardless of their conservative underpinnings. In broad terms, 
medical technologies have “dramatically extended the life span and affect 
the timing of the course of life, lengthening some life stages, and sometimes 
altering the potential content of specific life stages” (Becker, 2000: 36). For 
example, according to the Office for National Statistics (2016), in the United 
Kingdom women aged between 30 and 34 are statistically the most fertile, 
now having more children than those aged between 25 and 29. This statistic 
is indicative of an overall shift in western parenthood; “women and men 
wait longer to form long-term partnerships. Unions formed in one's twenties 
may be unstable and end without either person having considered 
parenthood” (Becker, 2000: 39). However, the reach of such change is not 
limitless and as a result the “irreversible force of linear time is the ground 
on which a tremendous amount of cultural activity is focused” (Bledsoe, 
2002: 19). In the words of Munn (1992: 111), quantifiable, abstract time is 
consistently “concretised in experience reaching (partly through the 
sonorous bells and increasing visibility of the clock) into the body to fuse 
with body time and space”. Testament to such is how female fertility is often 
symbolically represented by a ticking clock, which is ominously and 
unrelentingly marking the passing time until menopause, and the end of a 
chapter within the life course. This phrase is increasingly common within 
popular media; with a recent Daily Mail article proclaiming that “The female 
fertility clock starts ticking at 27” (Marsh, 2017) and New York Magazine 
suggesting that “the contemporary ‘Sex and the City’ generation are now 
reflecting; ‘while we were busy with business, bars, and Barneys, did we 
miss out on motherhood?’ ” (Grigoriadis, 2017).  

This paradoxical tension between the finite nature of fertility and the 
desire to have children later and later is often mediated by ARTs, which play 
a central role in subverting the former in order to accommodate the latter. A 
prime example of such is the rise in women becoming mothers after the 
menopause. While by no means the norm, documentaries like the BBC’s 
Too Old to be a Mum (2010) explore how women are now able to become 
pregnant as late as in their sixties. By its own admission, the documentary 
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sought to explore not whether such women could become mothers, but 
whether they should. This remains the crux of the issue; while science may 
push the biological parameters of fertility, the ethically and culturally 
circumscribed limits of the life course are a different matter. This is 
illustrated through the dominant narrative which labels post-menopausal 
mothers as selfish; all of the women in the documentary described receiving 
unsolicited comments and judgements about their decision to become 
mothers so late in life.  

Before continuing, it is important to emphasise that conceptualising 
fertility in relation age is far from universal. Bledsoe identifies an alternative 
orientation in Gambian women, who perceive the decline in fertility as more 
intimately related to “traumas encountered over the course of [a] personal 
history” (2002: 20) than an abstract and quantifiable notion of time. As a 
result, women apply a contingency logic to their management of fertility. 
Instead of fertility occurring within a finite window of which they have no 
control, they perceive ageing, and by consequence their fertility, as 
malleable. Through the use contraceptives like Depo-Provera injections and 
the management of birth events, they are able to “guide the character and 
pace of their ageing” (2002: 24).  

In summary, infertility marks a point of intersection temporally, 
where expectations surrounding reproduction cause the collision of the 
subjective life course with objective clock time. The comparative force of 
these variables differs hugely. However, as previously stated, the latter is 
increasingly dominant; McCourt and Dykes (2009: 32) goes as far as to 
suggest that “in Western Industrialised cultures women have become so 
programmed by clock time they may be unable to enter or experience 
cyclical time.” Indeed, this bias is often perpetuated by medical 
professionals throughout the experience of birth and pregnancy. For 
example, Walsh (2009: 128) suggests that modern maternity wards have 
adopted a Fordist mentality in which “labour must be completed within a 
set number of hours.” The consequence of this assembly line approach 
means that women have become detached from the natural “rhythm and 
flow of labour” (2009: 140). ARTs have a similar bias toward objective clock 
time. However, as I will subsequently explore, they also introduce a host of 
further temporalities. 
 

Infertility as Liminality  
 

“It’s just a long waiting game. You always seem to be waiting: waiting for 
appointments, waiting for results, waiting to hear what you can do next. I get 
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very frustrated when nothing is happening and I’m not taking any drugs or 
trying to help things along. The emotions are such a rollercoaster – one 
minute low, the next as high as a kite and then we’d hit rock bottom.” 

Michelle's story (Hfea.gov.uk, 2017) 
 

In the testimonies of infertile couples and individuals, there is repeated 
reference to “waiting” (Hfea.gov.uk, 2017) and “being in limbo” (Thompson, 
2005: 70). It may be argued that such experiences are symptomatic of a pause 
in the subjective life course. If parenthood is accepted as constituting an 
important element of adult identity, the inability to have children 
compromises the individual’s security within this chapter of the life course 
and it furthermore affects their ability to move forward. As a result, Allan 
(2007) argues that the experience of infertility can be understood as a liminal 
space. Before exploring the temporal experience of ARTs it is necessary first 
to consider how infertility can affect our understanding of time.  

Van Gennep’s seminal work Rites of Passage (1960) provides a 
framework from which to analyse how individuals advance through the 
chapters of the life course and negotiate the crucial events within them. A 
central aspect within a rite of passage is the separation of the individual 
from their everyday life; this “ritual space reflecting their ‘betwixt and 
between’ status, where they often undergo ritualised learning or tests, 
before being literally and symbolically returned to the ordinary social and 
physical world with a new social status and role” (McCourt, 2009: 44). 
Referred to as the liminal phase (a nod toward the Latin for threshold), this 
period of separation can be conceptualised as a temporal pause, in which 
one is separated from the usual trajectory of the life-course. While applying 
this framework to the experience of infertility may initially seem extreme, 
narratives of separation and learning or tests during infertility are common.  
 
“I think once you’ve got a child you never feel that sense of isolation in the 

way that you did the first time round. And although it’s still a difficult 
process, it’s not easy, you’ve still got the same kind of ups and downs…you 
know, you’re not this odd, different person anymore. You’re someone who 
actually has a child. It would just be really really truly lovely if you could 

have another one” 
Catherine’s story (Healthtalk.org, 2017). 

 
Effectively, Catherine describes a feeling of separation from those around 
her as a direct result of her inability to conceive a child; she was both ‘odd’ 
and ‘different’. Engaging in IVF treatments are the testing experiences 



	  

	  

19	  

which allow her to progress from this liminal position and affirm her 
identity as an adult woman and mother. Furthermore, efforts to conceive a 
second child are experientially tempered by the first; a fact which 
emphasises how liminality heightens the emotional experience of IVF. To 
reiterate, it can be asserted that “assisted reproductive technologies are 
sought by women to resolve the temporal disruption and disorder which 
affects their lives” (Allan, 2007: 134). Treatments like IVF present an 
unparalleled opportunity to escape the liminality caused by infertility, in 
which individuals feel unable to progress along the life course. Indeed, a 
common sentiment among infertile women is an inability to imagine 
themselves never becoming a mother (Our Bodies Ourselves, 2009).  

By extension, Allan (2007: 132) further suggests that clinics which 
provide infertility treatments become a crucial space in which this liminality 
is both exaggerated and made bearable. This paradox is caused by the 
impetus behind infertility treatments; which is predominantly hope and not 
logic (Franklin, 1997: 200). To explain, for women under 35, IVF cycles 
resulted in live birth only 37.1% of the time. What is more, this figure drops 
to 1.2% for those over 44 (hfea.gov.uk, 2017). As McCourt (2009: 199) 
explores, “rather than being ‘clear’, in vitro fertilisation renders conception 
opaque. For every instance in which a sperm and egg unite to produce a 
pregnancy, there may be many more cases in which pregnancy does not 
result, and for these ‘missed conceptions’ there is no explanation”. Repeated 
engagement with treatments like IVF, regardless of the low chances of 
success, further emphasises how biological parenthood is perceived as the 
ideal. In many cases, adoption would provide a more concrete and cost 
effective method through which to become a parent. 

While she does not actively engage with the experience of infertility 
treatments, Johnson-Hanks’ (2006) concept of ‘vital conjunctures’ sheds 
light on the heightened experiences surrounding infertility and ARTs. Vital 
conjunctures are the “structures of possibility that emerge around specific 
periods of potential transformation in the lives of one or more participants” 
(2006: 3). This category moves beyond everyday experiences and 
interactions; “vital conjunctures are particularly crucial durations when 
more than usual is in play, when potential futures are galvanised and others 
made improbable” (2006: 3). To elaborate, the birth of a child results in 
significant change. Kinship relations shift to accommodate a new member 
and, to borrow Thompson’s (2005) phrase, parents are effectively ‘made’. 
What is more, there is a host of other socio-economic changes which arise, 
too. Johnson-Hanks created the term to explore the how ethnic Beti women 
in Southern Cameroon experience unwanted pregnancies. However, I 
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believe that for the same reasons the experience of ARTs may similarly 
qualify as a point of vital conjuncture. If infertility is conceptualised as a 
liminal experience, then ARTs offer a deliberate, but unreliable, opportunity 
to promote significant change.  

In the light of the poor success rates of treatments like IVF, it is 
necessary to explore the implications of maintained infertility and 
childlessness. In Making Parents, Thompson (2005: 43) explores the 
necessary process of reconciliation informants undertake in order to move 
on with their lives without children; “a process of integrating disruption and 
restoring a sense of continuity to life”. In order to do so, both men and 
women expressed the need to reflect on “cultural dialogues about gender, 
sexuality, reproduction, and marital relationships” (2005: 43), addressing 
how expectations of fertility had saturated all other aspects of life. For 
example, Marisa, one of Thompson’s informants, describes conflating 
reproduction with a successful marriage; “I realised that I had been so 
caught up in this not being able to have kids that really, in my mind and at 
that point, the main goal of getting married was providing someone with 
children” (2005: 43). 

Effectively, moving out of the liminal phase caused by infertility 
(without children) is a choice. Individuals must realign with the life course 
and evaluate how a return to its forward trajectory is possible without 
children. For Marisa, it was necessary to adjust her understanding of what 
constitutes a successful marriage. However, in the broadest terms, it is 
necessary for individuals to stop framing their infertility as a failed (and 
continued) rite of passage.  
 

The Distortion of Time through ARTs 
 

To complicate matters further, engaging in IVF treatments introduces a host 
of further temporal variables which individuals must co-ordinate and 
manage. Thompson (2005: 9) devised the term ‘ontological choreography’ to 
describe the “dynamic co-ordination of the technical, scientific, kinship, 
gender, emotional, legal, political and financial aspects of ART clinics”. I 
reference her work within this analysis because a key component of 
ontological choreography is the calibration of time. To elaborate, Thompson 
(2005) identifies several different types of time implicated within the 
experience of ARTs which all have a significant impact on the individual. 
The first concerns the age of a patient. Even if post-menopausal mothers 
suggest otherwise, biological age remains the single biggest determining 
factor in the success of ARTs (Nice.org.uk 2017). Though infertility 
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treatments may often create the illusion that they can override the biological 
limitations of fertility, they often cannot. They are more effectively 
understood as mediators (Franklin, 1999: 134); when nature fails, they 
provide assistance.  

Secondly, there are multiple cyclical temporalities which individuals 
engage with in the pursuit of parenthood. Most obviously, there is the 
female menstrual cycle. However, fertility treatments operate in a 
comparable rhythmic and repetitive manner. The National Institute for Health 
and Care Excellence (NICE) explicitly recommends three cycles of IVF as 
“both the most cost effective and clinically effective number” of cycles 
needed for women to achieve pregnancy (Nice.org.uk, 2017). Indeed, the 
repetitiveness of treatments like IVF should not be understated. In the light 
of poor success rates, and the fact that these treatments are often privately 
funded, deciding when to stop is usually defined more by economic viability 
than a dream family size. Revealingly, one clinician suggests that “the quest 
to have children can become a vortex that gets faster and faster and sucks 
people in. Women will sell everything and anything to have the treatment if 
they are short of funds” (Hill, 2009). 

A further two types of time, which Thompson coins ‘first-person 
selfhood’ and ‘temporal histories’ are intimately related to the life course. 
They refer to everything from the mental and physical “precursors to the 
crisis of infertility” to future hopes and intentions (2005: 10). This emphasis 
on both the past and the present aligns with the work of Bestard (2012: 24), 
who suggests that, “descent not only implies ancestors, but also 
descendants.” Once more, emphasising the importance of biological 
kinship, this ties into symbolic references to ‘bloodlines’, in which an 
individual’s identity is uniquely constituted by genetic endowment. In the 
words of Strathern (1999: 178), “the bloodline may be conceptualised as 
descending from one’s ancestors as though it were their identities being 
projected forward.” In the case of ARTs, individuals are deliberately 
attempting to construct these lines of descent, projecting their own 
identities forward. It is necessary to highlight this notion of planning and 
agency as central to ARTs. Unlike during natural conception, in the clinic 
each stage is deliberate and explicit. 

The final temporality relates to Malinowski’s ‘time-reckoning’. 
Perhaps the most obvious of all, individuals must accommodate “the 
regimented, linear, and repetitive bureaucratic time of the working day into 
which appointments must be fitted” (Thompson, 2005: 10). Managing other 
commitments and potentially missing work, the multiple appointments 
necessary in infertility treatments have the potential to cause significant 
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disruption on both a practical and emotional level. This can be made more 
difficult by the fact that many individuals choose to conceal their treatment 
from those in the workplace; feigning illness and doctors appointments in 
order to get time off (mumsnet.com, 2015). 

Conceptualised as a liminal space, the experience of infertility and the 
treatments offered in remedy are highly demanding. Individuals are not 
presented with a simple set of steps which lead to inevitable success. 
Instead, they must withstand “a confusing and stressful world of disjointed 
temporalities, jangled emotions, difficult decisions, unfamiliar procedures, 
medical jargon, and metabolic chaos” (Franklin, 2013: 7). Almost 
paradoxically, in order to escape this pause within the life course, 
individuals must engage with numerous other types of time; ranging from 
repetitive cycles to mundane bureaucracy. Further, as I will subsequently 
explore, even when infertility treatments are successful individuals do not 
return to their original trajectory along the life course. Inherent within 
ARTs, which continue to develop faster than society has been able to 
comprehend, are new temporal realities. With specific reference to IVF and 
cryopreservation, I attempt to outline how these new temporalities manifest.  
 

IVF and Manipulation of the Timescale of Human Life 
 
“The subject of our debate is the embryonic human, a living dynamic being 
having its origin in the meeting of human sperm with the human egg. At the 
point of fertilisation an irreversible process of human development begins. 

It is here that our clock starts. Before that point new life is a possibility; 
thereafter, it is an actuality.” 

 Sir Bernard Braine speaking at the Parliamentary Debate on the Human 
Fertilisation and Embryology Act (cited in Franklin, 1999: 146). 

 
In order to situate this analysis, it is necessary first to address the embryo 
and embryonic personhood. As the words of Sir Bernard suggest, it is a 
common belief that this is the beginning of the human life course; where 
our clock effectively starts. However, according to the American College of 
Obstetrics and Gynaecology (ACOG), it is only after sixteen days that a cell 
mass is in definition an embryo. The scientific terms used to describe the 
phases of development prior to this point (like zygote, blastomere, morula, 
and blastocyst) have failed to enter into popular discourse in the same way. 
Instead, the term embryo has become a catch-all phrase to describe 
“anything after fertilisation” (Roberts, 2007: 184). There are numerous 
consequences of this over generalisation and adoption into lay vocabulary. 
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For example, Roberts (2007: 182) suggests that in North America and 
Western Europe, the term is heavily associated with ‘life’ and as a result, its 
use in abortion debates is highly evocative; instead of a small cluster of cells, 
one may imagine a fully developed foetus. These generalisations warp our 
understanding of early development and effectively blind us to the nuances 
of this important process.  

Counterintuitively, this trend appears to intensify when individuals 
engage with ARTs. Firstly, the overextension of the term embryo is highly 
common in clinical settings too, which reinforces the misconception 
(Roberts, 2007: 184). What is more, advanced imaging technologies further 
shape how early development is interpreted. According to Kato and 
Sleeboom-Faulkner (2011: 439), the ability to visually connect with the 
embryo drastically effects when individuals become emotionally attached. In 
their study of a Japanese fertility clinic, it was found that all patients 
referred to their embryos as children, and some even employed this term 
from the point of conception. Put simply, hyper-awareness of the early 
stages of pregnancy, facilitated by high quality imaging of the process, has 
allowed individuals to engage with their potential child like never before. 
Returning to the work of Allan (2007), being able to engage with one’s 
potential child so early has significant consequences on the experience of 
liminality; from the moment of conception, a potential end is in sight. 
However, if this process doesn’t result in a pregnancy, the emotional 
consequences of this escalation are acute; many individuals effectively 
mourn the loss of an embryo as if it were the death of a child. In summary, 
the timescale of a human life has been drastically altered as the embryo, 
even pre-embryo, has become endowed with personhood.  

Altering the timescale of human life in this way has significant 
implications on how women construct their personal identity in relation to 
the embryo. Surmised by Strathern, the embryo has come to be understood 
as a “self contained individual regardless of its need to be embedded within 
a mother” (1999: 191). Obviously, in the case of treatments like IVF, this 
separation is more than symbolic during the early stages. However, even 
when gestation begins, the distinction remains steadfast. This is in part 
caused by the fact that those seeking fertility treatments will often see 
themselves not as a whole person, but instead as an “assemblage of body 
parts” (Becker, 2000: 26). This dissociation is common among those 
experiencing infertility. To quote one personal testimony directly; “I no 
longer trusted my body to do what it was supposed to do” (Our Bodies 
Ourselves, 2009). This is a self-perpetuating contradiction; if a woman 
understands her womb as distinct and simply part of a machine, she affirms 
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the embryo’s identity as separate from her own. Overall, these changes can 
be surmised as the rise of ‘embryonic personhood’; in which a small cluster 
of cells is understood culturally, as a person. 

Whether one agrees with embryonic personhood or not, the 
“expectation that an embryo produced in a clinic might lead to a pregnancy 
and become a baby is crucial in ART clinics” (Thompson, 2005: 250). 
Moreover, this expectation shapes decisions about how to handle embryos. 
The rising popularity of cryopreservation can be seen in response to these 
factors. Access to the process - in which embryos and gametes are preserved 
through cooling to very low temperatures - differs across the globe. 
However, its rising popularity has begun to cause concern, as there are now 
increasing numbers of embryos being stored for increasing lengths of time.  

Within a single cycle of IVF, practitioners can retrieve up to forty 
eggs (Roberts, 2007: 185). While in most cases the success of fertilisation 
leaves this number significantly diminished, a majority of those undertaking 
IVF treatments will end up with far more embryos than they require. 
Presented with this surplus, cryopreservation is an increasingly popular 
option and is marketed as an effective insurance choice. People are provided 
with the opportunity to engage in future IVF cycles; skipping the taxing 
preliminary steps leading up to the creation of an embryo. Furthermore, the 
Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority (HEFA) also recommend this 
option as a preemptive measure. For example, if someone is about to engage 
in a medical treatment which is likely to have an adverse effect on their 
fertility, like cancer treatments. However, as Roberts (2007: 187) explores, 
cryopreservation is effectively inaction and is often chosen in order to avoid 
the more difficult ethical decisions about the final outcome of surplus 
embryos. For example, the unsettled relationship ARTs have with the 
church is, at times, mediated through cryopreservation. In the words of 
Doctor Vega; “The church experts say it is considered human life, the new 
cell, and the union of sperm with the egg. To avoid this controversy you can 
say to the church ‘look, we are freezing these embryos’ and after ten years 
you can revive them and they continue being the same being. Nothing is 
lost. Nothing” (Roberts 2007: 187). However, while the embryos may be 
frozen in place and in time, all the other individuals implicated continue to 
move forward and, temporally, this results in new ethical quandaries. 

In some cases, however, cryopreservation is not an attractive option. 
In contexts like Ecuador, the disposal of surplus embryos is considered 
more ethically sound than preservation. In the words of Roberts (2007: 187), 
these concerns have “less to do with the status of embryos as ‘live persons’ 
than with kin obligations that construct embryos as members of one 
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particular family at one particular temporal moment”. Both symbolically, 
and practically, it was viewed as problematic for individuals to neglect their 
obligations to embryonic kin. This concern is further heightened in Ecuador 
where there is a common fear that, without their knowledge, practitioners 
might “surreptitiously move [the cryopreserved embryos] out of the bounds 
of their natal family” (2007: 189) and give them to a different couple. 
However, for the most part, this temporal dislocation is considered the 
lesser evil, and cryopreservation allows people to “construct themselves as 
good parents and their unused embryos as children ‘out there somewhere’ 
for whose welfare they were concerned” (de Lacey, 2005: 1667). For example, 
one of Kato and Sleeboom-Faulkner’s (2011: 441) informants describes how 
she mentally talks to her embryos whenever she visits the hospital; 
apologising to them, saying “sorry that you have to feel so cold in the 
freezer”. Once more, this illustrates how embryos are endowed with 
personhood and considered sentient. As a result, this comfortable inaction 
means that the length of time which embryos are preserved is more 
restricted by legislation than by personal choice. Indeed, some clinics 
describe considerable frustration when people are unwilling to make any 
permanent decisions about what to do with surplus embryos; describing 
themselves as caught in “the dilemma of selecting one option from a range 
where none was suitable.” (de Lacey, 2005: 1668).  

This idea of ambiguous kin-obligation is also seen within the Western 
context. However, there appears to be far less of a consensus on what 
constitutes a desirable outcome. Disagreements on how to manage embryos 
have given rise to a new legal and ethical quandary; can an individual claim 
custody or ownership over a cryopreserved embryo? As Kato (2011: 438) 
explores, embryos are implicated within understandings of private property; 
“we can say that embryos belong(ed) to us because they come into being as a 
result of our will and labour.” These feelings are further intensified by the 
heightened emotional and physical labour associated with IVF. By 
consequence, new legal terrain is being created in order to mediate 
disagreements about how to handle embryos, especially in cases where the 
implicated parties divorce or are no longer together. I raise this issue 
because it is indicative of a temporal lag. The embryo is the sustained 
evidence of a relationship between two people; to borrow Franklin’s phrase 
it is ‘shared reproductive substance’ (2013: 15). While a parallel may be 
drawn between this and the custody of children, I am hesitant to overstate 
it. The kin-obligations toward embryos are characteristically more obscure; 
they are ‘kinship-yet-to-be’ (Franklin, 1999: 160).  



	  

	  

26	  

To provide a direct example, Davis v. Davis was the first case of its 
kind to reach the supreme court; “After years of infertility efforts, the 
Davises had cryopreserved seven pre-embryos but had not achieved a 
successful pregnancy. When they divorced, the husband, Mr Davis, sought 
destruction of the embryos, while the wife, Mrs Davis, sought to donate the 
embryos to a childless couple. Because the couple had not entered into any 
agreements regarding embryo disposition, the court's holding focused 
entirely on the parties' conflicting rights to attain or avoid genetic 
parenthood” (Waldman, 2004: 1033).  

While each case is unique, the overall narrative of the Davises 
disagreement is common; with one party wishing the embryos to be used in 
some way (either personally or through donation) and the other not. In this 
case, the court was sympathetic to Mr Davis’ “appeal to preserve both his 
autonomy and his psychological tranquility” (Waldman, 2004: 1034) and the 
embryos were disposed of. Indeed, the right to avoid procreation appears to 
take precedence, with courts often emphasising the financial and 
psychological implications of being drawn unwillingly into parenthood 
(Waldman, 2004: 1052).  

In summary, such cases highlight two central issues. Cryopreserving 
embryos is effectively cryopreserving a relationship. Put simply, the 
concerned embryos are the sustained evidence of a relationship between 
two individuals. However, this does not necessarily correlate to how the 
individuals feel about one another later on; the embryos and the union they 
represent are temporally dislocated and therefore problematic. Such cases 
make for alluring newspaper headlines, like “Woman loses battle to use 
frozen embryos created with her ex-fiancé” (Dyer and McVeigh, 2007) and 
“US judge to rule if woman can use embryos against ex-husband’s wishes” 
(Guardian, 2015) and understandably, cause moral panic. Once established 
biological facts are now segmented, genetic and gestational parenthood are 
no longer necessarily fused together temporally. In the words of Thompson 
(2005: 149) “overlapping biological idioms of shared bodily substance and 
genes [have] come apart.” Secondly, this once more emphasises the assumed 
importance of genetic inheritance and biology in establishing kinship ties; 
“Biology, according to the courts, catalyses . . . psychological attachment, 
and psychological parenthood constitutes the biological parent's destiny” 
(Waldman, 2004: 1028). 
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New Forms of Kinship 
 
As previously alluded, the success of ARTs does not result in an immediate 
return to the original life course. Instead, the effect of procedures like IVF 
and cryopreservation are long lasting, if not permanent. In illustration, 
Collard and Kashmeri (2011: 319) argue that such treatments have drastically 
altered kinship structures and have effectively created new types of 
siblingship. Beyond genetic siblingship, it is now becoming increasingly 
necessary to recognise a further three forms; which they coin gestational, 
delayed and batch siblingship. The first refers to how children who share 
the same womb are no longer necessarily genetically related; a product of 
surrogacy, gamete donation and embryo adoption. Batch and delayed 
siblingship are more directly the product of IVF and cryopreservation; they 
express how children conceived at the same time can be born months if not 
years apart. 

Batch siblingship is particularly interesting temporally, as it presents 
couples with “another basis for the calculation of age and order among 
siblings alongside the usual birth date; the date of conception, which is now 
[as a result of ARTs] precisely known” (Collard and Kashmeri, 2011: 307). 
This new type of siblingship has captured the popular imagination. To 
quote a Telegraph article (2012); “Reception class pupil Reuben Blake went 
back to school today, but his twin sister will have to wait another five years 
until she is old enough.” Accompanied by a photo of the siblings side by 
side, the physical similarities are clearly visible. Indeed, the children's 
mother echoes the sentiments of many parents who describe a shift in the 
understanding of embryonic personhood as a result of potential batch 
siblingship. The healthy development of a child from the same ‘batch’ serves 
to concrete the link between the cryopreserved cluster of cells and 
development into a child. Put simply, embryonic personhood is intensified 
through other kinship relations; embryos were seen as part of the family that 
simultaneously exists, but does not exist (de Lacey, 2005: 1665). 
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“Five-year-old Reuben Blake with his seven-week-old twin Floren who were 
conceived from the same batch of embryos but born five years apart” 
(Birchall, 2012). 
 
This intensified embryonic personhood has significant consequences. In 
effect, the belief that these ambiguous kin exist somewhere beyond reach 
can prevent an individual from progressing along the life course, even if 
they have achieved their desired family size. Put another way, the existence 
of a cryopreserved embryo serves to anchor an individual to a particular 
temporal moment and chapter within the life course. Until the embryo is 
appropriately handled, it is difficult to move forward. This anxiety is 
exemplified through the personal testimony of Ruth Whippman, who 
describes her ongoing struggle to decide the fate of her embryos which are 
currently “languishing in an industrial park in San Ramon” (Whippman, 
2016). While she does not necessarily desire another child, the belief that the 
preserved embryos are her son’s twins causes significant moral discomfort; 
“I picture the freezer boys like our sons, waiting for us to come and 
rescue them with the same crumpled, anxious expressions they wear if I am 
ever five minutes late to pick them up from preschool” (Whippman, 2016). 
For those who do not want to engage with further rounds of IVF, there are 
three viable alternatives; disposal, donation or adoption. Access to these 
options is dependant on where treatment is received and the desirability of 
each is heavily influenced by how the embryo is perceived. For example, 
disposal is the most simple option on a practical level but has significant 
implications if embryos are endowed with personhood. In Ecuador, disposal 
is the most attractive option because it is deemed more socially problematic 
for the embryos to be removed from the genetic family (Roberts, 2007: 187). 

Donation to another couple, a process coined embryo ‘adoption’, 
illustrates an opposing mentality; where the continued existence of the 
embryo is deemed more important than other ethical or social concerns. 
This option is favoured in multiple religious contexts, where the moment of 
conception is considered the beginning of life. Indeed, this standpoint was 
reinforced when the Pope likened the disposal of embryos to genocide 
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(Franklin, 1999: 167). In practice, embryo adoption is facilitated through 
charitable organisations like Nightlight Christian Adoptions. Their programme 
Snowflakes expands their work into ‘open’ embryo adoption. Within this 
model, adoptive and donor couples are able to select one another and 
maintain a relationship after the birth of a child. To provide a brief 
explanation of the process; the donated embryo is transferred to the womb 
of the adoptive, gestational mother. Through analysis of this particular 
charity, Collard and Kashmeri (2011: 313) discovered an overriding focus 
upon biological kinship. While it may seem contradictory to emphasise 
genetic kinship in cases of adoption, the logic is apparently very common 
(2011: 313). Effectively, “the sibling pair and not the married couple . . . is 
perceived as the enduring union, linking the families present and future” 
(2011: 313).  Indeed, this is why many donors gave high numbers of embryos 
to a single family, in order to ensure the biological relatedness of all of their 
adoptive children. Further, donor and adoptive parents often desire their 
children to know one another. In the words of one informant; “I wanted 
them [the embryos] to stay in the same family. I didn’t want them to go here 
and there and everywhere . . . because they’re siblings . . . I think [that] 
siblings should grow up together and I think you have a bond with your 
siblings that you don’t have with other people” (2011: 311).   

By contrast, donation to science is only viable if one does not believe 
the embryo to be a human life. Made up of stem cells or ‘super cells’, 
embryos are considered to have ‘major clinical potential’ (De Wert and 
Mummery, 2003). Therefore, if one is arguing on a purely utilitarian basis, 
donation can be considered far superior to disposal1. Indeed, the impetus 
behind donation is often reported to be based on altruism and the desire to 
avoid wasting such potential (McMahon, 2003: 874). However, de Lacey 
(2005) identifies a trend in couples who initially express significant interest 
in embryo donation but in practice rarely act upon this intention. This 
development in perspective further supports the assertion that embryonic 
personhood is relational and develops through time. In response to this 
trend, Kahn (2012) argues that in order for donation to appear more 
attractive, steps would need to be made to counter-act embryonic 
personhood. Further, it is suggested that framing donation to other couples 
as ‘adoption’ draws an explicit parallel to the adoption of fully-developed 
children and as a result “implicitly grants embryos a particular moral status 
without argument or discussion” (Kahn 2012).  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 However, as the extended parliamentary debate on embryo research illustrates, the socially 
acceptable parameters of this practice are constantly under revision (Franklin, 1999: 141). 
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Conclusion 
 

ARTs are rapidly developing. New techniques and procedures have allowed 
individuals to achieve parenthood in ways that would have been 
unimaginable fifty years ago. A focus on time offers a different angle from 
which to explore the experience of infertility and the increasing number 
treatments offered in remedy. Without interrogation, it would be easy to 
assume that time is a one-dimensional entity; an abstract and empiricist 
framework from which to co-ordinate activity. However, an appreciation for 
how the life course also shapes behaviour illuminates why infertility can be 
such a challenging experience. What is more, presenting moments of vital 
conjuncture, treatments like IVF force individuals to engage with an array of 
further cyclical, linear and bureaucratic temporalities. Unfortunately, even 
with the successful co-ordination of these variables, ARTs fail to provide any 
assurances. A fact which heightens the experience further.  

Through my analysis of IVF and cryopreservation, it appears that 
reconciling with new kinship realities is more important than understanding 
the technological procedures which facilitate them. For example; this is 
illustrated through the creation of new kinship terminology, which is 
outlined by Collard and Kashmeri (2011). Crucially, the technical nuances of 
cryopreservation are of far less concern than how to conceptualise the social 
consequences. Articles which proclaim the birth of a child born five years 
after her twin do not provide an explanation of the implicated procedures 
and techniques. Instead, anecdotes are offered about lived experience. As 
the momentum behind ARTs grows, I believe an analytical perspective 
which places a focus upon time offers a revealing insight into how such 
treatments shape behaviour and are experienced.  
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Consuming the Other: Revisiting Said’s Orientalism in 
an Era of Ethical Consumption 
 
William Bosanko  
 

Introduction 
 
In an article published just three years ago, the Associate Director of the 
World Economic Forum’s Global Agenda Councils compels global corporations 
to adopt the principles of a more ethical, value-driven system of capitalism; 
as part of, what he terms, the “business model with a higher purpose” 
(Bisanz, 2014). The adoption of this moral high ground, Bisanz (2014) posits, 
entails an eschewing of short-term corporate profit-seeking in favour of 
more moral, trust-based relationships with producers, suppliers and 
consumers across the global market (ibid.). It is a utopic proposal for the 
globalised world representative of a panel of global corporate experts; albeit 
one indicative of discourses far beyond the visions of Davos. Movements 
aiming to challenge or reform the neoliberal market of our time are, 
undoubtedly, gaining traction – circulating new regimes of accountability, 
responsibility and ethicality, seeking to unite financial profit with social 
good across the globe (Dolan and Rajak, 2016). As a result, conversations and 
practices concerned with the rights and wrongs of economic behaviour and 
market exchange appear increasingly prevalent; from Fair Trade initiatives, 
to local food movements, and corporate social responsibility (CSR) policies 
(De Neve, Luetchford and Pratt, 2008).  

This dissertation will claim that intrinsic to these movements and 
initiatives, however, lies a deeply entrenched discursive dichotomy: 
positioning the inferior, producing Global South as distinct from that of the 
powerful, consuming Global North. After revisiting the work of Edward Said 
and his postcolonial text Orientalism (1978), this paper will highlight the 
relevance of Said’s concept of Othering when exploring the literature on 
ethical consumption thus far. In placing their consumption practices within 
discourses of morality, economic altruism and ethical selfhood (Dolan, 
2009), I will argue Western consumers use the performative practice of 
consumption to constitute visions of the Self against a contrasting, 
exoticised Other; a process predicated by a discursive hierarchisation 
between the West and the Global South. Consequently, I shall demonstrate 
how uniting Said’s (1978) framework with ethnographic case studies based 
on Fair Trade initiatives for both cocoa products and indigenous handicrafts 
sheds new light on the powerful role representational discourses of 
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difference play in positioning everyday consumption as an accessible and 
popular form of activism (Bryant and Goodman, 2004). Throughout this 
analysis, the paper shall question whether practices of ethical consumption 
reproduce – rather than replace or eradicate – discursive binaries between 
the producers and consumers of the global supply chain. 
 

Orientalism, Othering and the Work of Edward Said 
 
To effectively discuss the representational process of Othering and its 
bearing on ethical consumption practices, I shall begin by outlining the 
influential work of Edward Said and his postcolonial text Orientalism (1978). 
Said’s writing proposes a trend in colonial French and British scholarship 
after the eighteenth century, when representations and constructions 
emerged positioning the East – or, the ‘Orient’ – as the ‘Other’; a place not 
only comprising of Europe’s richest and oldest colonies, but also of 
contrasting images, ideas and experiences (Said, 1978: 1–2). Resultantly, Said 
(ibid: 4) draws from Foucauldian (1977) theory to detail how the pervasive 
institutional discourses seeking to highlight such ‘difference’ ultimately 
formulate and define internal visions of the powerful West; giving authority 
to a systematic domination, restructuring, and alleged ruling of the Occident 
over the Orient. Thus, wrote Said, Orientalist stereotypes of the Eastern 
Other illuminate Occidental ideological desires, repressions and projections, 
rather than those of the subject Orient; a means through which European 
culture gains its strength and identity, by differentiating itself from the East 
(Said, 1978: 3–8).  

In outlining this frictional relationship between the West and East 
through to the end of European imperial hegemony, Said’s (ibid.) work 
details a variety of representational methods utilised to degrade, mystify or 
exoticise the Other; in an attempt to solidify the supremacy of the West. It is 
this recognition of a discursive, ideological dualism between the Occident 
and the Orient – or the Self and the Other – which proved so revolutionary 
for Orientalism, and integral to the theoretical paradigm of Othering rooting 
this paper. Said’s (ibid.) exploration into the discourses applied to the 
Orient thus become exemplary of Othering as a systemic process beyond his 
historical period of analysis: an illustration of the ability of a power to 
construct subject positions for a communal ‘us’, by designating a certain 
category of people as an opposed ‘them’ (Hall, 1992). Moreover, within these 
collective discourses, it is of equal importance to note how such dichotomies 
have been perceived as equally crucial for the construction of individual 
identities (Coward and Ellis, 1977), where the Self becomes constituted vis-à-
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vis the constructed Other (Inokuchi and Nozaki, 2005); be that an internally 
marginalised domestic group, or foreign nation. 

It is difficult to encapsulate the enormous literature responding to the 
themes and ideas of Said’s Orientalism into this preliminary section of the 
paper. However, suggesting the myriad of academic perspectives it has 
provoked – latterly, in regards to American perceptions of the Middle East 
(Little, 2003; Lutz and Collins, 1993) – serves only to highlight the 
undeniable relevance of its concepts nearly four decades later. As such, 
despite a variety of critiques suggesting its ideas to be ahistorical 
(Eickelman, 1981) or generalising (Clarke, 1997), this dissertation will 
demonstrate how Said’s (1978) polemic remains both valuable and fruitful 
when exploring modern processes of cultural differentiation and 
representation in an era of globalised trade and ethical consumption 
movements. For if the process of Othering entails the disregarding, 
essentialising, and denuding of the humanity of another culture, people or 
geographical region (Said, 1978), perhaps one need only turn to the 
discourses and practices of ‘moral selving’ (Barnett et al., 2005) within 
ethical consumption movements to unearth contemporary visions of the 
inferior, external Other against the moral, virtuous Self. 

 
Constructing the Moral Self through Consumption 

 
As such, this paper turns to the burgeoning literature exploring practices of 
ethical commodity consumption within processes of identity formation, self-
realisation and relationship building (Barnett et al., 2005; Gregson and 
Crewe, 2002; Jackson, 1999), so as to illuminate the relevance of Said’s (1978) 
framework. In his study of North London shopping trends, Miller (1998) 
considers the morality and sociality of everyday consumption and thrift; 
exampling the expressions of love and care rooted within his informants’ 
actions of mundane grocery shopping. Intrinsic to the practice of 
consumption, Miller (1995, 1998) suggests, is a level of obligation and 
responsibility to the care of others. Expanding on these notions, Barnett et 
al. (2005) attribute the growth of ‘ethical’ consumption initiatives to this 
same perceived duty of care and obligation; albeit one re-defined by policy-
makers and campaigning organisations, seeking to reconfigure everyday 
practices of consumption as the site for individual ethical transformation 
and political agency (Barnett et al., 2005: 25). This debate intriguingly 
positions ethical consumption as a signalling device (Carrier, 2008) for 
‘moral selving’ (Allahyari, 2000; Cloke, 2002); whereby consumers are able to 
create themselves as increasingly virtuous and honourable, through the 
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explicit performance and signalling of their commitment to distant ‘others’ 
(Barnett et al., 2005: 30; Carrier, 2008: 32). 

However, while these authors effectively consider ethical 
consumption as an everyday, individualistic practice of moral selving, 
scholars have since elaborated on the important role of social discourses in 
framing such purchasing habits. In his article exploring ethical consumption 
in Germany and the UK, Varul (2009) considers the ways in which ‘shopping 
for justice’ and ‘ethical selving’ requires the legitimacy of socially 
embedded, pre-existing discourses (Varul, 2009: 183). Ethical consumption 
movements, Varul suggests, are grounded on ‘anti-conquest’ discourses 
(ibid: 187); a strategy of representation whereby European bourgeois subjects 
secure their innocence in the same moment as they assert their European 
hegemony (Pratt, 1992). As a result, the themes of Varul’s (2009) article prove 
useful in perceiving how such ethical movements – and their place within 
global consumer capitalism – sit in dialogue not only with discourses of 
altruism, individualism and diverse national consumerism, but also 
ideological visions of European hegemony and postcoloniality (Pratt, 1992: 
7). Thus, in perpetuating a “simultaneous partnership and distance” with the 
Global South (Varul, 2009: 187), Western ethical consumption movements 
and the discourses through which they gain legitimacy can be seen to 
perpetuate a difference and distinctness between the producer and consumer. 

Dolan’s (2009) study of the Kenyan cut-flower trade provides an 
exemplary ethnographic account of such discourses in practice. Dolan 
details a widespread movement in the 1990s by British consumers, NGOs 
and trade unions to ‘save’ the African worker through Fair Trade flower 
consumption; following a television exposé portraying the dangerous and 
damaging working conditions for rural Kenyan women on the flower fields 
(ibid: 169). However, within this initiative, Dolan likens the rules of 
compliance imposed by Western Fair Trade standards to a form of 
governmentality (a la Foucault, 1977) over the African worker; where 
paternalist practices and discourses effectively construct an African subject 
as too powerless to attain their human rights without the intervention of the 
more authoritative, moral Western agent (Dolan 2009: 177). Scholars have 
also noted how such ‘rights’ discourses within Fair Trade initiatives not only 
exclude localised constructions of social organisation (Blowfield, 2004), but 
simultaneously reflect the moral and ethical discursive absolutism of 
nineteenth-century imperialists who assumed stewardship over African 
welfare (Comaroff and Comaroff, 1999). Hence what ultimately appears to be 
affirmed through the purchase of a Fair Trade product is not the improved 
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living standards of the producer, but the moral rectitude and power of the 
consumer (Dolan, 2009: 181). 

In summation, the pertinent literature published to date succeeds not 
only in highlighting the importance of ethical selving and self-formation to 
practices of ethical consumption (Barnett et al., 2005; Shaw and Shiu, 2002), 
but also in demonstrating the need for such moral motives to be affirmed 
and legitimised by pervasive national discourses of distinction (Dolan, 2009; 
Varul, 2009). Yet, across each of these perspectives, Said’s (1978) framework 
proves undeniably valuable in reflecting on the extent to which such power 
relations and distinctions are premised on the construction of the moral Self 
through a fetishisation of the Other. In seeking to connect with the distant 
worker through purchasing ethically traded products (Barnett et al., 2005: 
34), further analysis is required to illuminate the key contradictions of 
ethical consumption; and the visions of superiority and inferiority within 
such binary narratives. It is a re-making and positioning of the ‘Third 
World’ as ‘a child in need of adult guidance’ (Escobar, 1995) bearing 
undeniable symmetry to the earlier-outlined themes of Orientalism (Said, 
1978), yearning for deeper analysis. Consequently, the subsequent sections 
of the paper will expand this discussion by relating processes of ‘moral 
selving’ and ‘ethical consumption’ to contemporary Orientalist dichotomies; 
across ethnographic case studies concerning Fair Trade producers of both 
cocoa and indigenous handicrafts. 
 

‘Ethical’ Cocoa & the Marketing of Difference 
 
Having outlined the critical field of scholarship on ethical consumption thus 
far, I shall now turn to explore the discourses and categorisations of 
difference evident across the marketing strategies of a particular ‘ethical’ 
commodity: Fair Trade cocoa. Stemming from allegations of labour abuse 
across West African cocoa production in the early 2000s (Berlan, 2012), the 
Fair Trade cocoa movement – a network of non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) and initiatives, co-ordinated under the umbrella organisation 
Fairtrade Labelling Organisations International (FLO) – has sought to de-
anonymise and de-fetishise the act of consumption and make visible the 
social ramifications of production; in an attempt to draw the Northern 
consumer into moral relations with the Southern producer (Berlan, 2012; 
Dolan, 2011). Amidst these aims for increased transparency, however, lies a 
range discursive strategies: a variety of promotional techniques and 
representational tools seeking to elicit sympathy – and, more importantly, 
money – for the distant, poor producer from the Northern consumer at the 



	  

	  

40	  

checkout till (Dolan, 2011: 43; Goodman, 2004: 902). Moreover, as symbolic 
carriers of race, gender and class, such representations and marketing 
techniques have also been said to interplay with constructed binaries 
between the fortunate ‘us’ and downtrodden ‘them’ (Dolan, 2011: 44). 
 Thus, Berlan’s (2008) ethnographic study exploring the apparent 
disparities between the marketing of Fair Trade chocolate in the United 
Kingdom and the lived realities of cocoa farmers in Ghana provides a 
particularly illuminative case study for deepening this paper’s discussion. 
Berlan explores the socio-economic impact for cocoa farmers in a village 
within the Ashanti region of Ghana, comparing the working lives of farmers 
who are members of the Fair Trade co-operative Kuapa Kokoo to the 
marketing incorporating narratives of these same producers for Fair Trade 
products in the UK (ibid: 172). In its presentation of Fair Trade as a 
“modern-day, market-based ‘Robin Hood’” (Goodman, 2004: 897), Berlan 
highlights the problematic tendency for organisations promoting Fair Trade 
– such as Oxfam’s Make Fair Trade website – to incorporate, structure and 
fashion testimonies from seemingly impoverished and arduous Ghanaian 
farmers, establishing a narrative wherein Ghanaians appear to be ‘saved’ by 
the continued support of the Western consumer (Berlan, 2008: 174-175). It is 
a repositioning of this particular tropical commodity – echoing the similar 
alignment of coffee (Roseberry, 1996; Wright, 2004) and fresh vegetables 
(Dolan, 2005) – to narratives of morality and social good; attempting to 
reconnect the Northern consumer with communities across the Global 
South (Berlan, 2008: 174).  
 However, the Fair Trade cocoa movement’s saviour status across 
Western marketing is not entirely indicative of its perception across 
Ghanaian communities. Within the ethnography, Berlan outlines the 
specificities of the Ghanaian cocoa trade; where small-scale, family-owned 
farms have the option to sell their cocoa to over two dozen Licensed Buying 
Companies (LBCs), before these LBCs then sell to the government-run 
Ghana Cocoa Marketing Board Cocobod, who subsequently export and sell to 
international markets (ibid: 176). The price paid to farmers for their cocoa 
across these LBCs, though, is largely the same (Larbi-Jones, 2001); contrary 
to the claims of fairer and more just pricing paid directly to farmers 
suggested by a variety of Fair Trade organisations (Berlan, 2004; Larbi-
Jones, 2001; Ronchi, 2003). Furthermore, with just three percent of the 
cocoa produced by Kuapa Kokoo being bought by Fair Trade organisations 
and the rest by mainstream multi-nationals, the lack of demand for Fair 
Trade cocoa in the West leaves many communities unable to reap the 
practical benefits of the co-operative initiatives (Berlan, 2008: 178). Such 
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practices not only illuminate the under-conveyed complexities of Fair Trade 
cocoa initiatives across marketing campaigns, but also dispute the 
perception that consumers paying more equates to producers receiving more 
(ibid: 178).  
 In reality, Ghanaian farmers can be seen to benefit more from Kuapa 
Kokoo’s ethical principles and co-operative structure, than any increased 
revenue generated from the sales of Fair Trade products to the West (Larbi-
Jones, 2001). Berlan (2008) expands this to suggest that – against the narrow 
view of Fair Trade’s impact being purely economic (Ronchi, 2003) – the 
empowerment of the Global South and its producers is far more complex 
than creating greater incomes. Rather, Kuapa Kokoo’s provision of loans and 
participatory democratic system proves more influential to the livelihoods of 
both farmers and their local communities; more so than the higher income 
or building of schools wished for by the Western ethical consumer (Berlan, 
2008: 179). Berlan and Dolan (2016) highlight the similar emphasis placed on 
health, education and clean water in UK Fair Trade organisations’ marketing 
of social premium projects; despite producers preferring many ‘non-
orthodox’ uses for the premium to be spent, be it better roads, cars, or even 
a cash transfer over a community project (Berlan and Dolan, 2016: 50). 
Further disparities thus arise between locally-preferred aspirations and the 
wider implementation of projects seen to resonate better with Western 
consumers (ibid: 50); a focus on cleaner water or women’s empowerment, 
which positions producers as either ‘needy’ or ‘poor’ (Berlan 2008; Berlan 
and Dolan, 2016; Dolan, 2007).  
 Correspondingly, the inaccurate portrayals of Ghanaian cocoa 
farmers’ as helpless or passive (Berlan, 2008: 184) across the marketing 
materials proves increasingly suggestive of a paternalistic, Orientalist 
narrative (Said, 1978). Hill (1963) explores the history of cocoa farming in 
Ghana, where individual migrant farmers organised themselves into 
companies or kinship groups to acquire land for farming in new areas 
during the first half of the twentieth century; a forming of coherent group 
structures which enabled farmers to benefit from both increased bargaining 
power and better security (Berlan, 2008). Additionally, Berlan goes on to 
detail farmers’ acts of subversion against the variety of LBCs in current 
practices; exampling the agency, determination and creativity of farmers in 
shaping their trading relationships (Berlan, 2008: 185). Using the competitive 
cocoa trade landscape to their advantage, Berlan details how Ghanaian 
farmers ‘forget’ the pre-payment loans given to them by one LBC – under 
this LBC’s assumption such a loan would secure future produce – and 
instead sell to another company once their crop is harvested and dried (ibid: 
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185). Both examples here demonstrate well-understood local Ghanaian 
perceptions of fairness, profit-making and bargaining; the same concepts 
advocates of trade justice claim to be the result of foreign education through 
Fair Trade (ibid: 188).  
 Similarities can be drawn here with Dolan’s (2009) earlier-outlined 
study of the Kenyan cut-flower industry, through the discursive 
representation and narratives of the African worker as somewhat desperate 
or destitute. The Fair Trade marketing detailed by Berlan (2008), then, not 
only calls on the consumption practices and heartstrings of consumers to 
position particular commodities within discourses of ethicality and morality 
(Dolan, 2009); but so too places the agency, power and control of these 
social transformations firmly in the hands of that same Western consumer. 
Though Berlan recognises how these power relations – evident across 
ethical trade commodities (Blowfield, 1999) – illustrate a degree of 
paternalism, further elaboration can be made here to consider how such 
paternalistic discourses prove emblematic of Said’s (1978) Orientalist 
framework. As has been demonstrated, the ways in which these tactics 
successfully mystify or exoticise both the conditions of production and 
perceptions of the producer – through the construction of “culturally 
appealing morality tale[s]” across the promotion of Fair Trade commodities 
(Luetchford, 2008: 144) – appears predicated by a discursive process 
fetishising the Other as distinct from the Self (Said, 1978). 
 Alas, the narratives of difference and dependence embedded within 
the outlined studies of Fair Trade cocoa marketing allude to the 
reproduction of binary logics and unequal power relations, as something of 
a tactical sales technique. By aestheticising, denuding and fetishising the 
livelihoods and practices of small farmers, such marketing strategies utilise a 
range of ethnically and racially coded images (Dolan, 2011); presenting 
Ghanaian farmers as either culturally static, or socially undeveloped to 
appeal to the visions and emotions of the Western consumer (Berlan, 2008). 
Thus, in purchasing a Fair Trade chocolate bar believed to provide a new 
school to a disadvantaged community in Ghana, I would argue the Western 
shopper realises far more than their individualistic vision of morality or 
ethicality. For simultaneously, as this section of the paper has suggested, the 
marketing narratives, practices and discourses of Fair Trade cocoa 
consumption can be seen to engage in the very dichotomies of Otherness 
they perhaps claim to subvert; re-affirming Said’s (1978) notions of 
Occidental superiority through contemporary representational narratives of 
gratitude, Western-led salvation and control (Berlan, 2008) over the 
seemingly inferior African producer. 
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Indigenous Artisans & the Crafting of Otherness 
 
While this paper has so far discussed the representational techniques 
utilised to compel the Western consumer to purchase an ethically-traded 
food product, I shall now explore the forms of symbolic Othering equally 
essential to the marketability and profitability of “quintessentially ethnic” 
(Wilson, 2010: 176) Fair Trade artisanal commodities. As a sector 
representing just over a quarter of the Fair Trade products sold globally, 
ethical handicraft products have been deemed “crucial for people all over 
the world” by the World Fair Trade Organisation (WFTO); an avenue of 
Western ethical consumption less regulated than FLO-certified agricultural 
commodities, but with similar aims to enforce fairer prices and producer 
empowerment for exploited producers of the Global South (WFTO website). 
However, as a commodity more explicitly portraying the non-Western 
cultural identity of the producer than foodstuff through its aesthetic design, 
Fair Trade handicraft products provide an intriguing site for the discussion 
of Orientalist discourses within ethical consumables. Hence this section 
shall consider how Fair Trade handicraft projects not only engage the 
Western consumer in dialogues of ethnic difference and Otherness, but so 
too come to discursively shape and restrict producers’ own perceptions and 
understandings of indigeneity through a range of Fair Trade certification 
practices. 

Wilson’s (2010) ethnography exploring the symbolic dimensions of 
Ecuadorian artisans’ Fair Trade encounters offers intriguing insight into the 
role ethical consumers’ expectations play in shaping producers’ cultural 
identities and productive practices (Wilson, 2010: 178). Detailing the ways in 
which alternative trade organisations (ATOs) market artisan Fair Trade 
products through visual images of the ‘exotic Other’, Wilson outlines the 
construction of ‘acceptable’ indigenous identities across the internationally-
funded projects of the Quito-based ATO Sinchi Sacha; where notions of 
communalism, gendered complementarity and ecological stewardship across 
the marketing of handicrafts reproduce North American and European 
stereotypes of indigeneity (Strong, 1996; Wilson, 2010). Across this study, 
Wilson (2010) argues that the interactions between a range of NGOs, ATOs, 
multinational corporations and indigenous federations can be seen to frame 
appropriate and inappropriate social and economic behaviours for inclusion 
in their development schemes. It is a disciplinarian logic, Wilson suggests, 
whereby the certification requirements and regulations of Fair Trade come 
to exclude particular indigenous groups or communities from consideration 
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should they not perform ‘indigeneity’ in the ways expected or portrayed by 
the international organisation (ibid: 191-192).  

For example, in research with a former community member of the 
Unión Huacamayos – a now disbanded second-tier member organisation of 
the Federation of Organisations of Kichwa Nationalities of Napo (FONAKIN), at 
the time representing eleven communities – Stein (n.d.) details the 
reluctance of a Fair Trade organisation to work with a particularly 
community, due to issues with its child labour practices. These practices, 
however, were perceived by members of the artisan cooperative to merely be 
engaging with and teaching teenagers different aspects of handicraft 
production; passing on traditional knowledge to the next generation (Stein, 
n.d.). Wilson (2010) utilises this example to portray how Fair Trade’s 
regulation of particular cultural norms – fearing reprimand from regulatory 
bodies – comes to limit the forms of economic activity indigenous people are 
expected to engage in, so as to appease Western ethical standards and 
practices. As such, drawing from the themes Dolan’s (2009) study of the 
Kenyan cut-flower industry, I would suggest such regulations highlight 
forms of continued Western governmentality over the disadvantaged 
producer; reproducing existing trade relationships between the Global 
North and South, by predicating indigenous peoples’ access to alternative 
markets on Western expectations and condemnations of their cultural 
practices and values (Wilson, 2010: 192). 

Perceptions of cultural difference appear equally prevalent to the 
actual artisanal commodities produced by these Fair Trade handicraft 
initiatives. As seen in the Fair Trade commodities produced for Sinchi Sacha 
by Huaorani artisans (a range of necklaces, headdresses, spears, and axes), 
such products appear to engage in the commodification and 
commercialisation of particular visions of indigeneity; that is, indigenous 
aesthetics deemed desirable, valuable or artistic by the Western ethical 
consumer (ibid: 192). Not only do such images reinforce perceptions of 
cultural distinctiveness between producer and consumer, but so too do they 
suggest Fair Trade initiatives assist in maintaining and valorising these 
minority ethnic identities (ibid: 178). The discourses of difference and 
evident power relations at play here are particularly rich for this paper’s 
discussion. It is a representation of indigenous Amazonians as “ecologically 
noble savages” (ibid: 193) that is highly evocative of Said’s (1978) Orientalist 
framework: where the marketing representations and aesthetic valuation of 
indigenous Fair Trade handicrafts entails a discursive constitution of an 
essentialised, exoticised Other. Thus, as Wilson (2010) suggests, such 
representational practices perhaps limit Fair Trade’s ability to truly 
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empower the indigenous producer; rather, reproducing their discursive 
marginalisation. 

Said’s (1978) framework appears equally astute for Esperanza’s (2008) 
ethnography of the global handicrafts industry; exploring Orientalist 
narratives embedded within the production practices of ‘ethnic art’ – that is, 
handmade items produced by indigenous minorities, most of whom attain 
little political or economic power (Graburn, 1976: 3) – across the developing 
world (Esperanza, 2008: 72). Detailing the transactions between handicrafts 
producers and ‘middlemen’ across this sector, Esperanza investigates the 
ways in which images and stereotypes of the romanticised and exoticised 
Other are integral to the production of commercial ethnic art in Tegallalang, 
Bali. For example, alongside the production of their local ethnic art for 
overseas consumption, Esperanza highlights the economic success of 
Tegallalang locals who produce and distribute non-Balinese ethnic arts; 
from Native American dreamcatchers, to Australian Aboriginal digeridoos 
and African masks (ibid: 74). As a result, the study demonstrates the ways in 
which retailers and distributors of the Global North rely on the cheap labour 
of third-party Balinese artisans to produce any “cultural objects” and 
“images of subaltern groups” (ibid: 75). It is an outsourcing of Otherness, 
Esperanza posits, whereby an increasing number of Tegallalang artisans are 
contracted to produce simulacrums of subaltern cultures and ‘Otherness’; 
imagined and commissioned by the influential Western consumer (ibid: 75).  

Fair Trade initiatives thus arrive in this context as a perceived saviour 
to the uneven distribution of power across Bali’s commercial handicrafts 
market. Detailing the practices of Mitra Bali – a Fair Trade organisation 
based in the village of Lot Tunduh, not far from Tegallalang – Esperanza 
outlines the methods through which this particular NGO seeks to empower 
handicrafts producers and resist the inequities of the global economy (ibid: 
90). Be it the reliance on designs created by locals for its products, or the 
monthly workshops for producers teaching new design trends or production 
techniques, Esperanza suggests the moral intentions of Mitra Bali’s founder 
Agung Alit present an opportunity for Balinese artisans to reclaim their 
power and agency through engagement in the global marketplace (ibid.). 
Such suggestions illuminate the positive contributions Fair Trade initiatives 
and ethical consumption practices may have to the lived realities of 
producers in the Global South. However, so too do they highlight how the 
success of the ethical initiatives outlined by Esperanza remain predicated on 
the successful distribution of merchandise to the Western consumer; 
continuing an engagement in the Western commodification and discursive 
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positioning of Balinese cultural materials as consumable, exoticised ‘ethnic’ 
art. 

In sum, the ethnographic case studies explored throughout this 
section serve to demonstrate the reproduction of highly unequal power 
relations between the Global North and South, through the purportedly 
ethical production and consumption of Fair Trade indigenous handicrafts. 
Further to the marketing tactics of Fair Trade cocoa explored earlier in the 
paper, detailing the restrictive production regulations (Wilson, 2010) and 
‘ethnic’ aesthetic designs (Esperanza, 2008) of artisanal Fair Trade 
commodities has presented another illustration of the Orientalist imageries 
underlying Western practices of ethical consumption. Not only have such 
perspectives highlighted explicitly essentialised and commodified visions of 
the producing Other for consumption or valuation by the Western 
consumer, but so too have they conveyed underlying discourses of 
indigenous people as inferior, savage, and requiring Western moral 
intervention. It is a process undeniably evocative of Said’s (1978) Orientalist 
framework: presenting indigenous designs and cultural handicraft traditions 
as fixed and culturally static, whilst simultaneously placing hegemonic 
Western moral standards, aesthetic preferences and certification practices as 
more rational and superior. As a result, in purchasing characteristically 
‘ethnic’ Fair Trade handicraft commodities, the inherent contradictions 
plaguing ethical consumption practices re-emerge; where Western 
consumers form visions of the moral Self through continued processes of 
racial fetishisation. 

This dissertation has sought to explore a range of problematic 
contradictions peppered across the practices and discourses which 
constitute ‘ethical’ consumption. Be it the marketing of Ghanaian cocoa 
farmers as helpless, destitute and requiring Western salvation (Berlan, 
2008), or the exoticisation of indigenous handicraft commodities and 
production traditions through the guise of Fair Trade empowerment 
(Wilson, 2010), what appears most prevalent across the literature discussed 
in this piece is the recurring thread of difference. It is a continued distinction 
drawn between the producers and consumers of the global supply chain, 
however, which appears masked by narratives of morality and parity. For, as 
has been demonstrated, unpacking the discourses of ethical consumption 
exposes a host of reproductive, uneven power relations; where visions of the 
moral, ethical consuming Self are constituted vis-à-vis a fetishised, inferior 
Other. Alas, despite its concentration on communicating the notion of 
increased connectedness between Global South producers and Global 
North consumers, this paper has considered the ways in which the 
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marketing of Fair Trade commodities may reinforce racist distinctions 
between the poor farmer or artisan, and the benevolent consumer. I have 
argued it is a process further entrenching neo-colonial, capitalist structures 
that maintain producers’ impoverishment (Hussey and Curnow, 2013).  

Hence, Said’s (1978) framework of Orientalism has provided an 
undeniably effective theoretical lens able to decipher the powerful, 
discursive processes of Othering at hand across the ethnographies of 
discussion. Of course, suggesting such Orientalist dichotomies are 
ubiquitous across the myriad of initiatives, organisations and practices 
constituting this movement is implausible. However, this dissertation’s 
exploration of Fair Trade as one particular strand of ethical consumption 
has illuminated the ways in which long-standing, unequal binary 
oppositions and consumer-producer dialectics may remain influential across 
the marketing and certification practices of purportedly ‘ethical’ 
commodities. Uniting Said’s (1978) polemic with such literature not only 
indicates the pertinent, historical dimensions to these practices – where 
contemporary visions of the inferior, producing Third World mirror earlier 
institutional Orientalist notions of Western, colonial superiority – but, 
simultaneously, the intrinsic racial narratives; where Fair Traders’ 
endeavour to ‘save’ the producing Other entails the discursive fetishising, 
essentialising and homogenising of the very cultures and subjects they seek 
to protect. The ways in which ethical initiatives may avoid such dichotomous 
binaries is an avenue calling for further academic analysis; where perhaps – 
to truly reorient the injustices of global trade – it is shoppers’ continued 
consumption of an Orient Other that would prove better off left on the 
proverbial shelf.  
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Resistance, Protest and the Production of the’ Defiant 
Body’: Understanding Bodily Defiance through 
Phenomenological Engagements with Bourdieu’s 
Theory of Practice   
 
Matthew Clark 
 

Introduction 
 

Michel Foucault throughout his genealogical works (1975, 1976, 1984a, 1984b) 
elucidates and redefined the problematic of power in relation to the body. 
Through scholarly erudition, Foucault demonstrated the ways in which the 
political economy of the ‘modern’ era relies “on the political anatomy of the 
body” (Lemke, 2002: 60; Foucault, 1975). In conceptualising configurations 
of bio-power as ‘governmentality’, or the ‘conduct of conducts’, Foucault 
provided an analytic-conceptual tool for studying disciplinary plans and 
technologies (Crossley, 2004: 41) that seek to ‘normalise’, use, subject, 
‘improve’ and transform bodies to become ‘productive’ (Foucault, 1975: 136-
37). For Foucault, the body is docile in relation to this. Foucault (1981) 
recognised the significant ‘gap’ between the governmental plans of bio-
power and what he called the ‘witches brew’ (ibid: 10) of their actual 
implementation, yet, never sought to address this.  

This paper addresses Foucault’s ‘witches brew’ by focusing on the 
moments and conditions in which bodies refuse to be ‘subjected’, 
‘normalised’, and made ‘docile’ to the plans of bio-power, and instead 
become ‘defiant’. It seeks to elucidate the socio-cultural logics of bodily 
defiance, the reasons one form of ‘protest repertoire’ is taken and not 
another, and ultimately, the role of the lived experience of body-self, or 
bodily being-in-the-world (Heidegger, 1962) in structuring and (re)producing 
such defiant practices. In doing as such, this paper reveals “dynamics, 
structures and exigencies that fall below the threshold of visibility” 
(Crossley, 2004: 42) in Foucauldian analyses of power and the body, 
illuminating why and how bodies are defiant in the face of bio-power, not 
simply docile. To frame these states of bodily defiance, a new theoretical 
concept is advanced: the defiant body.  

To achieve this, this paper re-analyses two ethnographies (Ong, 1988; 
Pitcher, 1998) of bodily ‘protest’ and ‘resistance’ through Crossley’s (2001a, 
2001b, 2002, 2003, 2004) re-visitation to the phenomenologists’ engagements 
with habitus and theories of practice (Bourdieu, 1977, 1984, 1992), in 
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combination with Foucault’s (1975, 1976, 1984a, 1984b) theories of 
governmentality, bio-power and bio-politics. In applying such a theoretical 
framework, this paper presents and then advances pre-existing ethnographic 
data on bodily ‘protest’ and ‘resistance’, whilst more broadly contributing to 
Foucauldian theoretical frameworks of analysis. 

The thesis of this paper can be summarised as follows. Through 
placing the lived experience of the body-self as a central frame of analysis, as 
Crossley’s theoretical explication does, this paper reveals the productive, 
experiential exigencies crucial to the production of the defiant body and 
defiance repertoires, in relation to the technologies and rationalities of 
power these same bodies are subjected to.  

Utilising a secondary research methodology, this paper draws from 
theoretical and ethnographic literature sourced through online databases 
and the University of Sussex library. This paper is thematically structured in 
the following fashion. Firstly, an analysis of Foucault’s theories of 
governmentality, bio-power and bio-politics are placed in dialogue with 
Crossley’s engagements with ‘theories of practice’ and ‘habitus’. Secondly, 
this theoretical framework is ethnographically situated in Ong’s (1988) 
analysis of spirit-possession in the Malaysian multi-national corporation and 
Pitcher’s (1998) analysis of Palestinian youth martyrs. Both ethnographies 
highlight many of the key symbolic-discursive interactions involved in these 
forms of ‘defiance’, yet crucially, fail to situate these findings within the 
locus of their (re)production and articulation: the embodied, lived 
experience of the body-self. In concluding, comparisons between 
ethnographic findings are made, revealing similarities to the productive 
exigencies and processes through which the defiant body comes into 
‘production’, and how this is ascertained through the “ethno-theory” 
(Turner, 1995: 146) this paper deploys. 
 

Bringing Governmentality and a Phenomenological Theory of Practice 
into Dialogue: Protest and Resistance Re-imagined  

 
Michel Foucault (1975: 92) theorises powers over the body, bio-power, as 
decentralised, dynamic, and crucially productive. He developed the analytic-
conceptual tool of ‘governmentality’ to account for, and investigate the ways 
in which bio-power - through institutions, technologies, discourses, 
attitudes and actions - determines bodily conduct (Foucault, 2003: 138). 
Foucault defines governmentality as “the ensemble constituted by the 
institutions, procedures, analyses and reflection, the calculations and tactics 
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that permit the exercise of this quite specific, albeit very complex form of 
power” (Foucault, 2007: 108). 

Foucault’s analysis of power begins from below, focusing on the 
heterogeneous micro-physics of power, the forms it takes when exercised 
across institutional sites, and then, if at all, how these link to generate 
societal arrangements (Jessop, 2007: 36). Crucially, bio-power circulates 
through networks ensuring that bodies realise their ‘productive’ potential 
through differential social institutions (Guta et al., 2014: 252). Bodies are 
“object[s] of surveillance, analysis, intervention [and] modification” 
(Foucault, 1980: 171), regulated and disciplined through forms of bio-power. 
When bodies are the objects of political interest, Foucault refers to bio-
power as bio-politics (Morris, 2012: 25). Governmentality encompasses macro 
and micro levels of bio-power that “extends from political government right 
through to forms of self-regulation – namely, ‘technologies of the self’” 
(Lemke, 2002: 59).  
 Governmentality reveals that it is impossible to analyse the 
technologies of power, without first “an analysis of the . . . rationality 
underpinning them” (ibid: 50). Rationalities underpin the meanings of 
‘productive potential’, regulating, intervening and shaping bodily conduct in 
a manner congruent with their ‘ends’. Foucault colloquially states, “it’s true 
that ‘practices’ don’t exist without a certain regime of rationality” (Foucault, 
1991: 79). Rationalities refer to temporal practices, not a transcendental 
reason (Lemke, 2002: 55). 

Governmentality draws attention to the “strategic character” (ibid: 56) 
of power in relation to the body and processes of subjectification, forcing us 
to recognise the bio-political reality of the current paradigm of power (Hardt 
and Negri, 2000: 22-23). Governmentality functions as a ‘politics of truth’ 
(Lemke, 2002) coercing through disciplines and technologies that are both 
imposed and come from within. This ‘policy of coercions’ (Foucault, 1975: 
138) produces practiced and subjected bodies, something Foucault terms 
‘docile bodies’ (ibid: 138). Docile bodies are those bodies, which under the 
grip of bio-power and governmental rationality conform to that which is 
‘imposed’ upon them (ibid: 136).  
 Aretxaga (1995) critiques Foucault by claiming, “what Foucault has 
not addressed are the points where the technology of normalization breaks 
down, the moments in which rational disciplines of the body fail to produce 
docile subjects, either because the subjects refuse to be normalized . . . or 
because the exercise of punishment . . . betray[s] its rational aims” (Aretxaga, 
1995: 12). Foucault in his later works  (1981, 1991) recognised his 
overdetermination of power affects. He claimed “real life isn’t the same 
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thing as theoreticians’ schemas . . . that would be a very impoverished 
notion of the real . . . [,] they act as grids of perception and evaluation of 
things” (Foucault, 1981: 10).  

The ‘witches brew’ (ibid: 10) of the actual implementation of the 
programs and plans (Crossley, 2004: 41-42) of bio-power, a point in which 
Foucauldian analysis ‘drops off’, requires a phenomenologically engaged 
and ethnographically situated theory of practice and embodiment to address 
why agents do refuse to be docile to the power plays of society. Crucial to 
this is adopting the phenomenological methodology Schutz (1962) proposes, 
which states: agents are in an on-going process of making sense of the 
world, we must adopt the same ‘sense-making’ they employ if we are to truly 
understand and interpret their world (Wilson, 2002). Crossley’s re-visitation 
to the phenomenologists’ engagements with habitus and theories of practice 
is essential to this interpretation.  

Central to a ‘theory of practice’ is Bourdieu’s notion of ‘habitus’ (see 
Mauss, 1979). Bourdieu defines habitus as a “system of durable, transposable 
dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as structuring 
structures, that is, as principles which generate and organise practices and 
representations” (Bourdieu, 1992: 53). To frame this differently, habitus is a 
sediment of the past, functioning in the present that can be heuristically 
used to explain the regularity of social practices in dialectic relation to the 
socio-structural environment in which an agent is situated; with each being 
structured and generative of the other. Habitus is an underlying ‘grammar’ 
that predisposes individuals to act in certain ways without diminishing their 
strategic capacities (Crossley, 2001b: 84).  

Crossley (2001a, 2001b, 2004, 2005, 2007) revisits the 
phenomenological legacy of engagements with habitus and embodied 
subjectivity (Husserl, 1972, 1989, 1991; Merleau-Ponty, 1962, 1964, 1965; 
Schutz, 1962, 1964). The phenomenologists, whilst recognising the relative 
durability and stability of the schemas and dispositions of the habitus, 
largely see it as a lived-through-structure-in-process, continuously evolving 
through the interactions of the agent with others and the socio-cultural 
environment, and through accident, learning, reflexivity, intentionality and 
innovation (Crossley, 2004: 39-40). Furthermore, the phenomenologists 
explored the ways habitus structures and is structured by emotion, action, 
perception and thought (ibid: 40). Phenomenological notions of habitus 
allow this paper to theorise ‘protest’ and ‘resistance’ practices as a product 
of the biographical history of the agent, the exigencies of intentionality, 
reflexivity, interactions (both symbolic and social), perceptions, thoughts 
and emotions. This theoretical framework reveals the why of bodily defiance. 
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Habitus cannot be isolated from two other of Bourdieu’s concepts – 
‘field’ and ‘capital’. Habitus accounts for the generative principle of social 
practices, perceptions, emotions and thoughts, whilst field accounts for the 
context of their occurrence. Bourdieu theorises fields like games. Agents 
actively pursue ends with competence and skill; yet always do so within the 
‘parameters’ of the game (Crossley, 2001b: 84). Fields are arbitrary forms and 
culturally distinct states of play caught in a dialectic, circular relationship 
with habitus (ibid: 86-87). “[I]nvolvement in a field shapes the habitus that, 
in turn, shapes actions that reproduce the field” (ibid: 87). Capital is 
positioned in relation to habitus and field. It accounts for the resources 
available to an agent, which in turn, shapes the forms of action one is able 
or likely to undertake. Capital can take many forms; symbolic, cultural, 
social, economic, educational etc. (Nice, 1986), which all shape status and the 
possibilities for action. Capital and field account for the how and what of 
bodily ‘protest’ and ‘resistance’: the available repertoire of defiant practices.  

The phenomenologists’ engagements with habitus allows one to 
identify how the biographical history of the agent will shape one’s 
engagements in ‘protest’ and ‘resistance’, how these engagements structure 
and are structured by thoughts, emotions, and the (inter)subjective and 
(inter)corporeal interactions with other agents and the socio-cultural field in 
which they are situated. Capital reveals how the socio-cultural field shapes 
the resources available and the possibility for action, shaping the repertoire 
of ‘protest’ and ‘resistance’ practices agents can draw upon and undertake. 
Revealing dialectics between agent, structure and practice are utilised in this 
theorisation. When placed alongside Foucauldian analyses of 
governmentality and bio-power, one is able to see the plans and programs of 
control, discipline and ‘normalisation’ agents are subject to and seek to 
resist. This paper now defines the ‘defiant body’ in relation to that which 
has just been discussed. 
 

Defining the ‘Defiant Body’ in Protest and Resistance 
 
This paper defines ‘defiant bodies’ contra to Foucault’s (1975) ‘docile 
bodies’. It defines the defiant body as such: a body, either collective or 
individual, which resists and refuses to be subjected to, used by, 
transformed in accordance with and/or constrained by the powers and 
technologies of ‘normalisation’, conformity and regulation in society. 
Defiant bodies are those bodies that engage in “open resistance”, or “bold 
disobedience” (Oxford University Press, 2017), refusing and resisting the 
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hegemonic forms of bio-power that seek to control and manipulate them. 
This can take the form of both reflexive and pre-reflexive bodily defiance.  

Crucial to theorising and conceptualising the ‘defiant body’ is 
understanding that states of bodily defiance are informed by exigencies 
directly related to and correlative with the lived experience of body-self and 
the socio-cultural and structural milieu in which one is situated.  Bodies 
become ‘defiant bodies’ when phenomenologically informed dispositions 
fall ‘out of line’ with the doxic assumptions of power in a particular context, 
or additionally when the powers over the body appear to be excessive, unfair 
or irrational, thus betraying their ‘rational’ aims. The workings of power in 
any given context produce defiant, not simply docile bodies as Foucault’s 
earlier works suggest. 
 The ‘defiant body’ is aptly suitable for ethnographically exploring 
protest and resistance. It provides a heuristic tool for coalescing the 
relationships between embodiment and phenomenology, power and 
resistance, and structure and agency in regards to the body. This paper now 
ethnographically deploys the aforementioned theorisations of power, 
resistance, protest and the body.  
 
Spirit-Possession as Protest: Perception, Pre-Reflexive Self-Objectification 

and the ‘Defiant Body’  
 
In 1988 Aihwa Ong published a now widely cited ethnography on spirit-
possession among Malaysian women. These women, typically from rural 
kampong (villages) in Peninsular Malaysia (Ong, 1988: 29), through the 
restructuring of the Malaysian economy towards industrial programs, the 
creation of ‘Free Trade Zones’ throughout the 1970s and the large-scale 
rural to urban migration this entailed, started working in multi-national 
technology-based manufacturing corporations (ibid: 29). In this ‘new’ 
industrial setting spirit-possession became a common phenomenon among 
the Malaysian women working within them (ibid: 29).  
 Ong starts her analysis by stating the disparity in approaches to spirit-
possession between anthropologists, policy-makers and ‘professionals’. 
Anthropologists have commonly analysed spirit-possession as culturally 
particular conflict managements (Firth, 1967; Lewis, 1971; Crapanzano and 
Garrison, 1977). ‘Professionals’ and policy makers on the other hand, tend to 
see spirit-possession as the infringement of indigenous beliefs into ‘modern’ 
contexts, subsequently framing them through bio-medical discourses (Teoh 
et al., 1975; Chew, 1978; Phoon, 1982). Disparities in interpretation are 
exemplified in Ong’s ethnography by management, who frame spirit-
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possession through individualised pathological bio-medical discourses and 
the Malaysian workforce, who see spirit-possession as manifestations of free 
“disembodied spirits” (Ong, 1988: 30) attacking those who step out of, and/or 
transgress the Malay social order (ibid: 31). These differences worked to the 
detriment of the workforce, who found their spirit attacks labelled in terms 
of individual psychological or physiological afflictions by management, 
rather than having them seen as stemming from the context of the factory in 
which they occurred (ibid: 37). This interpretation, in treating spirit-
possessions as “things in themselves” (Taussig, 1980: 1) released management 
of obligations to the workforce and the working conditions that give rise to 
this phenomenon, which resulted in harsher work-discipline, not 
sympathetic understanding.  

Ong identified the disciplines and regulations the workforce were 
subjected to, yet never sought to frame it for what it was: a localised 
governmentality management operationalised through technologies of bio-
power. These technologies disciplined the female body towards the 
‘rational’ ‘productive ends’ of efficiency through ‘Taylorist’ (Ong, 1988: 35; 
see Ong, 1987) modes of work discipline; the use of pharmaceutical 
treatments to maintain “a relentless work schedule” (Ong, 1988: 37); a 
differentiation of the workforce into corporate workers (ibid: 39) ‘suitable’ 
for modern industrial contexts and those physiologically and psychologically 
‘weak’, deluded by worldviews ‘unsuitable’ for the modern workplace (ibid: 
37); and coercion  through micro-techniques of power, that is, the 
manipulation of cultural beliefs as self-regulation. This made the workforce 
governable and manipulable through the internal and external surveillance 
that was imposed upon them. The behaviour, performance and personal 
character (Ball, 2005: 90) of the workforce were the objects this 
configuration of bio-power sought to manipulate, control and shape. This 
was largely informed by a sexual division of labour underpinned by an 
ideology that positioned the workforce as ‘nubile women’ and “cheap units 
of labour” (Ong, 1988: 35). For example, using regular bomoh visits 
(Malaysian shamans and traditional medicine practitioners), management 
sought to acknowledge, yet manipulate workers fears of spirits into modes of 
self-regulation in the form of being physically, morally and spiritually strong, 
with some workers even calling “for increased discipline” (ibid: 35) and 
“spiritual vigilance” (ibid: 34) of the ‘weaker’ members of the workforce. 
“[C]orporate and self-control on the shop floor” (ibid: 35) intensified 
through a ‘policy of coercions’ that sought to diminish unproductive 
(spiritual) behaviours, thus increasing work regularity and productivity. 
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Spirit-possession persisted. Bodies were not docile in relation to these 
technologies of bio-power.  

Ong identified the spiritual belief system of the workforce. In 
Peninsular Malaysia, spirit beliefs vary according to intersections between 
Islamic teachings and folklore (ibid: 30), forming an indigenous worldview 
interweaved with animistic cosmology and Hindu, Muslim and Javanese 
cultural influences (Osman, 1972). Ong’s analysis is based upon the spirit 
beliefs of Sungai Jawa (a pseudonym) for a village in Kuala Langat in rural 
Selangor (Ong, 1988: 30). Within this belief system, all living beings have “a 
spiritual essence (semangat) but, unlike humans, spirits (hantu) are 
disembodied beings capable of violating the boundaries between the 
material and supernatural worlds” (ibid: 30). The actions of spirits reflect 
Malaysian anxieties about morals and social relations, attacking people who 
transgress them (ibid: 30-31). Spirits correlate with particular sites and 
objects (keramat) that frame boundaries between natural and human spaces, 
guarding humans against “transgressions into amoral spaces” (ibid: 31) whilst 
attacking those who do.  
  Additionally, women are thought to be overly influenced by hawa 
nafsu (human lust) (ibid: 31) and thus seen to be erotic, polluting and 
spiritually frail, making them more probable to transgress moral spaces and 
penetrable to the will of spirits (ibid: 31). Drawing from Douglas (1966, 1970) 
Ong identified the ways these taboos patrol Malaysian social boundaries. 
They keep women locked in conventions that keep them out of male 
dominated spaces and social roles; confine their bodies to particular spatial 
movements, bodily comportments and the maintenance of bodily 
boundaries through the careful disposal of polluting bodily substances. 
Namely, menstrual blood and menstrual products (Ong, 1988: 31; cf. 
Laderman, 1983: 74). To not do so, renders one vulnerable, ambiguous and 
open to spirit-possession.  
 Ong argues that Malaysian spirit-possession is the symbolic 
configuration of worker’s fears and protests regarding the moral ambiguity, 
social conditions, spatial arrangements, sexual divisions of labour, and the 
disciplinary technologies the women were subjected to (Ong, 1988: 35). The 
factory being a site of mixed-gendered, hierarchically organised working 
conditions, where (male) management ideologically view women as 
‘instruments of labour’ (ibid: 35) and their bodies as sites of control and 
discipline; in combination with the liminal and morally ambiguous spaces of 
the workshop, namely, the toilets, prayer rooms and locker rooms, placed 
the women in a position in which they “unintentionally violated taboos 
defining social and bodily boundaries” (ibid: 34). For Ong, spirit-possessions 
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symbolised ‘inchoate signs’ of social and moral chaos (ibid: 35) functioning 
as protest without punishment as the blame for these acts is negated to the 
spirit realm, not those who experience them.  

Whilst Ong deciphers a common ‘symbolic language’ and socio-
cultural origin (the kampong) to spirit-possession and the forms of discipline 
and control the women are protesting against, she does not push her 
analysis far enough by failing to theorise a generative link between the 
symbolic orders and practices of spirit-possession and the site of their 
(re)production and articulation: the embodied agent and their ‘spiritual 
practices’. Phenomenologically engaged practice theory can redress this by 
bringing habitus, practice and perception into dialogue with the socio-
structural and symbolic-interactional orders Ong identifies. Of particular 
importance here is the work of Husserl (1972, 1991) and Merleau-Ponty (1962, 
1964) on perception.  

One is able to discern a collective gendered habitus in Ong’s (1988) 
ethnography, whereby the women’s dispositional structure is shaped 
through the dialectic relationship between the “objective conditions of life” 
(Csordas, 1990: 11) – the social fields, material contexts and socio-structural 
orders of the kampong and factory and the socio-cultural beliefs that 
permeate them - and the “totality of practices and aspirations compatible with 
those conditions” (ibid: 11) – socially and culturally attuned bodily 
comportments, spatial movements and spiritually informed behaviours. That 
is, the lived experience of the body-self within social fields permeated by 
spiritual beliefs, symbolic orders and socio-structural constraints. 

Husserl (1972, 1991) demonstrated how the habitus does not simply 
structure practice, but also perceptual experience. Processes of 
apperception, Husserl (1991) argues, are always partial and perspectival. We 
assume ‘certain’ facts, impute ‘hidden’ qualities, and fill ‘in the gaps’ 
through the force of familiarity and habit, the habitus (Crossley, 2001b: 108). 
We do this in ways in which our embellished perceptual experience is 
mistaken for a raw percept (ibid: 108). For Husserl (1991), two processes are 
crucial to this, ‘typification’ and ‘pairing’. Of particular importance here is 
‘typification’. Typification refers to the “formation of habitual perceptual 
schemas that simplify complex perceptual input” (Crossley, 2001b: 109) into 
general types and categories. Biography and biographically acquired habit 
structures perceptual experience, which ‘sediments’ in the habitus, shaping 
future perceptual experiences and the responses to them (ibid: 109).  

Additionally, Merleau-Ponty (1962) states perception is indeterminate 
and embodied; there are no objects prior to perception, perception begins 
in the body as a “certain setting in relation to the world” (Merleau-Ponty, 
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1962: 203) and objects are the end product of perception. To describe and 
account for the “embodied process of perception from beginning to end” 
(Csordas, 1990: 9) and the moments prior to perception being constituted by, 
and constituting culture, Merleau-Ponty offers the concept ‘preobjective’. 
This paper now ethnographically addresses the liminal spaces in which 
spirit-possession most commonly occurred through the aforementioned 
phenomenological explication of perception. 

Spirit-possessions most commonly materialised in the liminal spaces 
of the factory (Ong, 1988: 34), namely, the toilets. In Malaysian spiritual 
cosmology, evil-spirits occupy amoral territories kept distant from female 
bodies by physical and ideological regulations (ibid: 33). Modern 
constructions lack regard for Malaysian concerns over moral spaces, 
displacing evil-spirits who take residence in Western-style toilet tanks (ibid: 
33). These toilets, usually deemed filthy (kotor), disturb the discreet disposal 
of bodily waste and require unfamiliar bodily comportment to use them, 
resulting in hurried departures, the incorrect disposal of used sanitary 
products and un-flushed toilets (ibid: 33). This offends evil-spirits who 
attack and possess those who have violated moral codes of cleanliness (ibid: 
33). Moral threats were exacerbated by management, who in attempting to 
achieve high production targets often accompanied the women to the toilets 
(ibid: 33). One worker stated: “[w]orkers saw things appear when they went 
to the toilet. Once, when a woman entered the toilet she saw a tall figure 
licking sanitary napkins . . . It had a long tongue and those sanitary pads . . . 
cannot be used anymore” (ibid: 34). Another worker became possessed after 
seeing a ‘hairy leg’ when going to the toilet (ibid: 34). These spirit-
possessions followed a similar form of screaming, thrashing, struggle against 
management and erasure of the experience from memory after its 
occurrence (ibid: 32-34).  

The toilets and their contents are apperceived by the female 
workforce and thus culturally constituted as objects through an embodied 
habitual spiritual perceptual schema, which owes its generative source and 
structuration to a shared habitus, a dispositional structure shaped through 
and within similar socio-cultural fields and material contexts. Far from 
being priory or ‘objectively’ constituted, these perceptual inputs undergo a 
pre-reflexive process of objectification and ‘typification’ by the workforce; 
who perceive them in terms of spirits and spirit-possession. These stimuli, 
culturally constituted as spiritual ‘objects’, are the end products of 
perception. The workforce senses an excess of emotions, thoughts and 
feelings correlative to these ‘objects’ and their transgression of moral 
thresholds, which then undergo a process of embodied pre-reflexive self-
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objectification as spirit-possession. Evil-spirits are reified as cultural objects 
through the expressive moment this process of pre-reflexive self-
objectification occurs, resulting in the adoption of the common cultural 
idiom of spirit-possession. “[T]he thing expressed [that] does not exist apart 
from the expression” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 166) is the surpassing and/or 
transgression of a tolerance threshold regarding moral codes and the 
emotional distress these perceptions cause the workforce. It is not the spirit 
as a cultural object as this is a “conventional means of expression” (ibid: 166) 
in Malaysian culture. The pre-objective element in this embodied process is 
that spirit-possessions are experienced “as spontaneous and without pre-
ordained content” (Csordas, 1990: 15); yet share common expressive form as 
they “emerge from a shared habitus” (ibid: 15) and perceptual schema.  

Spirit-possession as expressive, communicative phenomena and as a 
process of pre-reflexive self-objectification reveals “functions that can be 
shown to be directly related to the needs, motivations and goals” (Hallowell, 
1955: 87) of the women from which they emanate. These women sought 
refuge from the moral transgressions they unintentionally violated, the 
ambiguous situations they found themselves in, and the disciplinary 
technologies they were subjected to. This precipitates a view of spirit-
possession as an embodied bodily protest arising from the habitual 
perceptual schemas of the workforce and the pre-reflexive self-
objectification of the emotions, feelings and moral negotiations that arise 
within the workshop. Spirit-possession finds generative ‘meaning’ through 
the ‘arbitrary necessity’ (Bourdieu, 1977) of a complex symbolic order that is 
reified and (re)produced by the workforce through practice, and its common 
forms of expression through the habitus from which these practices emerge.  

In viewing agency as “a capacity for action that . . . specific relations 
of subordination enable and create” (Mahmood, 2001: 203), we come to see 
spirit-possession as a form of (pre-reflexive) agency and bodily defiance 
available when all others are not. This arises from (inter)subjective 
perceptions, emotions, behaviours, feelings and moral negotiations with a 
social field and material context structured by differentials in symbolic and 
social capital between the workforce and management. The ‘rules of the game’ 
and potential for action are narrow. The ‘individual bodies’ (Scheper-
Hughes and Lock, 1987: 7) of the workforce become ‘defiant bodies’ against 
the disciplines, regulations and moral transgressions they were subjected to 
through the embodied process of pre-reflexive self-objectification that 
spirit-possession constitutes. However, as Ong (1988) has shown, these 
forms of ‘protest’ and defiance despite communicating great social ‘dis-
ease’, worked to the determinate of the workforce who found themselves 
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anesthetised by the pharmaceutical ‘treatments’ management imposed upon 
them.  

This paper has advanced Ong’s (1988) analysis by theorising a 
generative site for the (re)production and articulation of spirits as cultural 
objects and spirit-possession as symbolic-order and practice; the ‘defiant 
body’ in protest against disciplinary bio-power and moral-taboo 
transgression on the shop-floor. This has revealed the theoretical and 
empirical locus of the lived-experience of body-self, embodied habitual 
perceptual schemas and the habitus as a means to understand and identify 
the generative source of, and socio-cultural logic to spirit-possession as 
protest against disciplinary bio-power.  
 
Palestinian Martyrdom and Necropolitics: The Radical Habitus, Reflexive 

Embodiment and the Production of the ‘Defiant Body’ 
 
In 1998 Linda Pitcher published an article that sought to show the ways in 
which Palestinian Martyrdom is made possible under Israeli occupation 
(Pitcher, 1998: 8) by focusing on the symbolic, narrative and ritualistic 
dimensions of martyrdom that exist within discourses of national liberation 
and sacrifice (ibid: 8). 
 At the time of Pitcher’s fieldwork there were roughly 900000 children 
raised by political struggle and living under military occupation in the Gaza 
Strip and West Bank (Garbarino, 1991). These children routinely 
encountered the Israeli Defence Force (IDF) through a bio-political 
configuration of governmentality and the specific disciplinary technologies 
that made it possible. Namely: travel restrictions, school closures, curfews, 
identity card confiscations, home demolitions, deportations, beatings, family 
separations and the injury and/or death of family and friends (Pitcher, 1998: 
10). They are living in circumstances beyond their control; the ever-present 
threat and authority of the IDF, a military force uninterested in their welfare 
and security, continuously shape their lives (ibid: 10). Under such 
circumstances, the locus of displacement is the body (Feldman, 1991). 
Inscribed by conflict the intimacy of the body is violated, yet this merely 
reflects much larger systematic displacements: “the displacement of an 
entire population denied the authenticity of a homeland” (Pitcher, 1998: 14). 
The Palestinian body is shaped by the legacy of occupation and the Intifada 
(the resistance against Israeli occupation) (Lockman and Beinin, 1989): it 
struggles to ‘speak’ and identify within the liminal context and confines of 
an occupation that inhibits subjective agency and social organisation 
(Pitcher, 1998: 16). This has instigated a process of ethnic assertion and 
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violence perpetuation (ibid: 10): the intentional shahada (martyrdom) of the 
shebab (politically active Palestinian youth) (ibid: 14).  
 Pitcher identifies the discourses, rituals and symbolic importance of 
martyrdom as having their locus in the experience of liminality, politicised 
Islam and the popular symbolic order of Palestinian poetry. Pitcher argues 
that occupation has accomplished what Taussig (1990: 219) calls “the 
strategic art of abnormalization”. Under occupation there are no clear means 
to gain a grounded sense of identity, something very important in times of 
political crisis and social upheaval (Pitcher, 1998: 16). “People in a liminal 
condition are without clear status . . . They are ‘betwixt and between’ . . . 
suspended in a social space without firm identity or role definition” (Turner, 
1969: 93; see Turner, 1967; Van Gennep, 1960).  So these youth ‘identify’ 
through the ritualistic performance of shahada, which directs the suffering 
of occupation away from individual incapacity and internalised ‘pathology’ 
(Pitcher, 1998: 17). Shahada is simultaneously a symbol of resistance, a 
vehicle for agency, identification with national struggle and an affirmation of 
Palestinian ethnic identity (ibid: 17) in a context of bio-politically instigated 
liminality.  

Martyrs (shaheed) in Hadith literature - reports describing the habits, 
actions and words of Muhammad (Brown, 2009) - are those who die 
committing a commendable act or performance, finding themselves nearest 
to God in heaven (Gibb and Kramers, 1974: 515-516). In modern Palestine, 
the meanings of and discourses on shaheed and shahada have been extended 
to encompass the bio-political control and socio-political threat Muslim 
communities face, as well as those children killed in resistance against the 
IDF (Pitcher, 1988: 18). One Palestinian doctor commented on martyrdom 
by stating: “[f]irst you have . . . to conquer death. You must glorify it as a 
necessary means to and end – Palestine. In these terms death is no longer 
something to be afraid of . . . [Y]ou must believe deeply in the notion of 
sacrifice. You must believe that your death will aid in the struggle of those 
who survive you” (Dr. Eyad El-Sarraj quoted in ibid: 19). These comments 
clearly reveal an interpretative discourse of martyrdom that links honour, 
sacrifice and Palestinian national struggle through a politicised Islam. This 
provides ‘subjective’ imperatives and ‘objective’ outcomes to ascribe to.  

Palestinian poetry is organised around themes of sacrifice, absence, 
triumph and steadfastness - metonyms for Palestinian suffering (ibid: 23). 
This poetry, Pitcher claims, speaks of the familiar, tapping into the 
consciousness of all Palestinians through symbols tied to the ‘reality’ of 
occupation (ibid: 23). In this literature symbols signify the relation between 
‘reality’ and ‘subject’, whereby symbols function as a “determining order of 
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the [martyr] subject . . . [and] . . . the real[ity] [of occupation] functions to 
establish continuity in the symbolic order” (ibid: 23; see Lacan, 1977). This 
poetic symbolic order acknowledges the erasure and fragmentation of the 
Palestinian under occupation and positions martyrdom as a symbolic means 
to overcome this absence of self (Pitcher, 1998: 23-24). Martyrs  ‘live on’ 
through rituals of death, as martyrdom is symbolically linked to the 
affirmation of a becoming self and an eternal Palestine. In a context of bio-
politically instigated loss of subjectivity, the symbolisms of martyrdom have 
particular force – ethnic and national presence and a purposeful sense of self 
can be attained (ibid: 25).  
 For Pitcher, the liminality of Palestine under occupation provides a 
space, and the symbolisms of and discourses on martyrdom provide an ideal 
subjective image: a space for becoming and an image to be attained. It is the 
potential of creating a permanent ‘I’ in a context of bio-politically instigated 
liminality (ibid: 19) that provides the imperative to adopt such deathly praxis. 
“[T]he state of emergency is . . . always the state of emergence” (Bhaba, 1994: 
41), and it is this state, arbitrated by symbolic and discursive culture that, as 
Pitcher argues, starts the intrapsychic “contemplation of death” (Pitcher, 
1998: 21) as becoming a subject.  

Whilst Pitcher highlights the ritualistic and symbolic-discursive 
aspects of Palestinian martyrdom, and the ways the martyr is narrative (Lévi-
Strauss, 1967) of this, she does so by claiming that youths adopt martyrdom 
through cognitive contemplation of symbols and discourse. This paper 
argues that martyrdom, as a form of practice and mode of subjectification, is 
(re)produced and adopted through a dialectic conjunction of mind and 
body, the ‘mindful body’ (Scheper-Hughes and Lock, 1987). To frame this 
conjunction, this paper positions martyrdom as emerging from the habitus, 
a dispositional structure informed by the lived experience of the body-self 
under occupation. Additionally, whilst the lived experience of Palestine does 
present itself as a context under Israeli bio-political governmentality and 
disciplinary technologies, it would be more accurate to depict it a context 
also permeated by ‘necropolitical’ forms of power (Mbembe, 2003: 29). That 
is, an occupation organised around Israeli instigated necropolitical forms of 
power: necropower (ibid).  ‘Necropower’ being, the ‘state of exception’ 
(Agamben, 2005) in which we find the “ultimate expression of sovereignty” 
(Mbembe, 2003: 11): the “capacity to dictate who may live and who must die” 
(ibid: 11). Israel is as a “sovereignty whose central project is . . . the general 
instrumentalisation of human existence and the material destruction” (ibid: 
14) of the Palestinian populous.  Under these circumstances, martyrdom 
appears subversive of Israeli necropower and seen as an expression of 
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agency, as through martyrdom, “death is . . . [the] form over which . . . 
[Palestinians] have [regained] power” (Mbembe, 2003: 39), control and found 
an avenue for subjectification. Lets explore this further through 
phenomenological engagements with theories of practice and habitus.  

Crossley (2003) advances a conceptualisation of habitus in the context 
of sustained protest and resistance, the ‘radical habitus’ (see Downton and 
Wehr, 1997; Searle-Chatterjee, 1999). The radical habitus is linked to one’s 
biography, structured through involvement in resistance and protest, which 
in turn, is interwoven with and affected by the historical trends of one’s 
socio-structural location (Crosley, 2003: 51). This produces ‘protest 
repertoires’ that draw upon a plethora of culturally and historically acquired 
techniques (ibid: 49) of resistance shaped by the intersections of capital and 
field (ibid: 56). The radical habitus precipitates “politicised reflexivity” (ibid: 
55), disposing agents to critique, and turn this critique into practices “which 
. . . agents . . . derive purpose” (ibid: 52) from. As aforementioned, the 
habitus structures and is under structuration through perceptions, 
emotions, thoughts (Crossley, 2001b) and the exigencies of symbolic, 
(inter)subjective and (inter)corporeal interaction (Crossley, 2004). It would 
be advantageous to apply the radical habitus and its phenomenological 
structuration to the case of Palestinian martyrs. 

Within a field of a disciplinary, bio-political and necropolitical forms 
of governmentality and the specific technologies that make it possible - 
beatings, checkpoints, searches etc. (Linos, 2010) - exposure to the death, 
violence and trauma caused by the IDF are everyday experiences for most 
Palestinians. The Israeli occupation of Palestine not only inhibits subjective 
agency and identification, but also defines “who is disposable and who is 
not” (Mbembe, 2003: 26). Youths not only (inters)subjectively perceive, but 
(inter)corporeally feel the governmentality of occupation, producing a 
plethora of collective perceptual, conceptual and emotional responses, 
which structure and sediment as dispositions of the radical habitus (see 
Crossley, 2001a, 2001b). This sedimentation structures future “principles of 
action and . . . ways of . . . acting . . . [,]understanding” (Crossley, 2001b: 104) 
and perceiving that agents gain purpose from. As Blacking (1977: 5) has 
remarked, emotional experience often acts as the stimulus that brings 
obligation and passion to human action, generating what Blumer (1969) calls 
‘esprit de corps’: solidarity, belonging and common feeling within social 
movements. Individuals start acting, perceiving and “thinking from the 
point of view of the group” (Crossley, 2001b: 103) as the group 
(inter)subjectively and (inter)corporeally experiences the same socio-
structural context, and thus a similar phenomenological structuration of the 



	  

	  

69	  

radical habitus. A collective dispositional structure of politicised resistance, 
reflexivity and practice is formed based on their bodies “setting in relation 
to the world” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 203) of occupation and the resistances 
of the Intifada, and the correlative emotional, perceptual and conceptual 
responses to these experiences. Additionally, a network, which is at once 
both social and symbolic emerges. 

Within this socio-symbolic network the dispositions of the radical 
habitus find their expression in martyrdom, a practice “localised [in the] 
specific and durable social network” (Crossley 2004: 40) of the Intifada. The 
youths see others adopt martyrdom as a state of bodily “being toward death” 
(Heidegger, 1962) and in their death as martyrs, reify the symbolic-discursive 
order that surrounds it.  This starts a process of mimesis (Benjamin, 2007) 
or ‘imitation’, as martyrdom gains existential meaning and ontological 
validation when the experiences of others and self undergo politicised 
reflexion through the lens of symbolic-discursive culture - a ‘arbitrary 
necessity’ (Bourdieu, 1977) in this process. The radical habitus of the 
Intifada is a structure-in-process continuously evolving in response to these 
socio-symbolic interactions.  

The symbolic-discursive meanings of martyrdom are not externally 
inscribed in the body, but are reified, (re)produced and articulated through 
the body. The body brings the symbolic-discursive dimensions of 
martyrdom ‘to life’ for others, reproducing this as a field of practice, 
meaning and subjectification as it is incorporated into the radical habitus. 
After all, “body techniques are shaped through symbolic interaction” 
(Crossley, 2001b: 60). It is through these forms of socio-symbolic interaction 
that martyrdom emerges as an ontological orientation, or ‘practical 
knowledge’ with derivative ‘purpose’ in practice: the subversion of Israeli 
governmentality. It is worth noting that martyrdom emerges from and is 
(re)produced within a field in which the Israeli bio-political and 
necropolitical economy of power, not only structurally limits other avenues 
for Palestinian agency, but the “murderous functions of the state” (Mbembe, 
2003: 17) denies Palestinians the right “to die one’s own death” (ibid: 38). 
The ‘rules of the game’ are narrow and the capital assets of Palestinians 
slim; martyrdom is an act imbued with symbolic and social capital when 
there are perceived to be no alternatives. The radical habitus brings the 
body and mind into epistemological perspective, showing how bodily 
experiences, perceptions and emotions caught in social and symbolic-
discursive networks, inform and structure the dispositions that make 
martyrdom appear purposeful to adopt as a state of bodily ‘being toward 
death’ (Heidegger, 1962) and form of resistive practice and subjectification.  
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Martyrdom functions in a similar manner to Crossley’s ‘reflexive body 
techniques’ (Crossley, 2001a, 2001b). It is a practice that emerges from the 
Intifada’s radical habitus, and is a technique that agents use to modify, or 
act back on their body, embodiment and notions of self. Reflexive body 
techniques are techniques “which act back on the agent, modifying him or 
her, and which are employed specifically for this purpose” (Crossley, 2001b: 
38). This usually refers to techniques of bodily maintenance and 
modification. However, in drawing such a comparison, this paper wishes to 
show how with martyrdom, agents place themselves “into a relationship 
with an objectified image” (Crossley, 2005: 13) of their body, modifying and 
constituting not a body type or form, but a new “specific sense of self” (ibid: 
13) and a ‘purposeful’, subversive, subjective bodily ‘me’ (see Crossley, 
2001b: 38). “[B]ody techniques are social facts” (Crossley, 2005: 8) in the 
Durkeimian sense, they embody reason, knowledge and psychological 
properties (ibid: 8), whilst “only exist[ing] insofar as agents practice them 
but they nevertheless pre-exist individual agents and will outlive them” 
(Crossley, 2001b: 38). It is the conceptual and empirical similarities between 
reflexive body techniques and martyrdom that forms the basis of drawing 
such a comparison.  
 Martyrdom as with reflexive body techniques, relies on the 
reflexive capacities of the habitus, which allows one to objectify oneself, 
“[a]ffecting a distinction between . . . the ‘I’ and the ‘me’; the body as subject 
and the body as object” (Crossley, 2005: 1; see Mead, 1967). This forms part 
of what Crossley (2007) calls ‘reflexive embodiment’. The youths, in 
recognising the denial of the subjective ‘I’ and the right to die one’s own 
death under occupation, intentionally objectify the body through symbolic-
discursive culture as a vehicle to achieve a permanent ‘I’ and eternal 
Palestine through struggle and ultimately death: a death that permits 
freedom from and a negation of Israeli necropower. They intentionally yield 
their body as object to the collective struggle for autonomous identification 
as subject. This objectification acts back on the agent as ‘I’, lending them 
meaning and purpose in life through that which the body as object, ‘me’, 
symbolises in struggle and death. The martyr becomes more subject and 
object simultaneously in this process (see Lacan, 1977), reflexively altering 
their embodiment and notions of self as martyrdom is seen to be a mode of 
subjectification and subversion of Israeli necropower. This objectification is 
the dispositions and reflexive capacities of the habitus in interaction with 
the ‘arbitrary necessity’ (Bourdieu, 1977) of symbols and discourse. Through 
martyrdom the youths display a radical assertion of agency in a context that 
systematically denies this. They seek to subvert Israeli governmentality 
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through finding meaning and purpose in life through self-identification and 
bodily objectification with “an ideal, . . . [a] self reconstructed in image” 
(Pitcher, 1998: 27). In doing so, they find freedom “to live one’s own life only 
because one is free to die one’s own death” (Mbembe, 2003: 37). Martyrdom 
emerges as a technique of empowerment, subjectification and identification, 
which reclaims the individual body from the necropower of Israeli 
occupation through taking control of one’s own death and that which this 
symbolises.  
 The self-objectification martyrdom requires and the ways in which 
it “proceeds to take power over . . . [their own] death and approach it head 
on” (Mbembe, 2003: 38) is the locus of agency and the production of 
defiance in this process; the objectification-subjectification inherent in 
martyrdom is seen as autonomous and subversive in a context where the 
Palestinian body has largely been objectified, controlled and destroyed 
under Israeli terms. Through martyrdom, we come to see “death and 
freedom . . . [as] irrevocably interwoven” (Mbembe, 2003: 38). These youths 
engage in a visceral ‘politics of recognition’ (Taylor and Gutmann, 1992), 
forcing others to recognise the subjectivity of the agent, that which they are 
willing to die for, and the necropolitical nature of occupation. Death is the 
final performative expression in this process: the individual body in 
defiance, negating Israeli necropower through dying under one’s own terms. 
Through martyrdom, Palestinians exert agency and become ‘defiant bodies’, 
finding subjective identification and meaning in life, through the “struggle 
and . . . work through which . . . [they] confront death” (Mbembe, 2003: 14). 
 This paper has advanced Pitcher’s (1998) analysis through 
highlighting the role of the body, a body not separate from mind, and the 
(inter)subjective and (inter)corporeal lived experience of body-self, as the 
generative and (re)productive sources to martyrdom as a symbolic-discursive 
order and ‘purposeful’ field of practice. It has provided a theoretical 
explanation of the embodied process and reflexive embodiment that makes 
martyrdom ‘meaningful’ as a form of agency, mode of subjectification and 
resistance for Palestinians, whilst situating this within the wider 
necropolitical nature of occupation. As Mbembe states, the ‘death worlds’ of 
necropolitics produces a social existence in which “the lines between 
resistance and suicide, sacrifice and redemption, martyrdom and freedom 
are blurred” (2003: 40).  
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Conclusions and Discussions 
 
Although this paper has taken a largely theoretical approach to moments of 
bodily ‘protest’ and ‘resistance’, situating itself in what Buck-Morss (2003: 8) 
uneasily calls ‘theory world’, it has done so to develop an ‘ethno-theory’ 
(Turner, 1995: 146) to defiant bodily practices that reveals exigencies, 
structures and dynamics that Foucauldian analysis can not reveal when 
singularly applied. This ‘ethno theory’, drawn largely from the 
phenomenologist’s engagements with ‘habitus’ and ‘theories of practice’, 
foregrounds the body, the (inter)subjective and (inter)corporeal lived 
experience of body-self, one’s socio-structural position within particular 
socio-cultural fields, symbolic-discursive and social interaction as the 
generative and (re)productive sources to bodily defiance and defiance 
repertoires. This has been placed alongside Foucauldian analysis in order to 
provide a ‘holistic’ or more complete analysis of protest and resistance; 
highlighting both the plans and programmes of power bodies are subjected 
to, and the lived experience of body-self as crucial to ‘agentic’ states of 
bodily defiance under ‘untenable’ conditions of governmentality. To 
theorise these states of bodily defiance this paper has advanced a new 
theoretical concept: the ‘defiant body’. In doing so, a theoretical and 
empirical point of alterity to Foucault’s ‘docile bodies’ has been offered: 
bodies are not simply docile, but defiant to the technologies and rationalities 
of bio-power.  
 This paper has developed the ethnographic and theoretical insights of 
the ethnographies (Ong, 1988; Pitcher, 1998) it has drawn upon and re-
analysed. Both ethnographies present themselves as unique sites with 
specific configurations and rationalities of power, yet, the processes through 
which the defiant body is ‘produced’ are remarkably similar. In the 
Malaysian Factory, bodies became ‘defiant bodies’ against disciplinary 
power through spirit-possession, an embodied pre-reflexive self-
objectification of emotions, feelings and thoughts that cross tolerance 
thresholds of emotional distress and moral-taboo transgression. These 
‘productive’ exigencies were the product of perceptual schemas structured 
by the ‘habitus’ and arbitrated through spiritual symbolic orders. Spirit-
possession ‘episodes’ reify cultural beliefs, (re)producing it as a symbolic 
order and field of pre-reflexive practice. For the Palestinian youths, ‘defiant 
bodies’ were ‘produced’ through martyrdom, a practice that relies on a 
‘reflexive embodiment’ whereby the body is self-objectified through 
symbolic-discursive culture as a vehicle, in struggle and ultimately death, to 
attain meaning, subjective identification and an eternal Palestine through 
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the negation of Israeli necropower. This ‘politics of recognition’ owes its 
generative source to (inter)subjective and (inter)corporeal bodily 
experiences, which sediment in the ‘radical habitus’. Through adopting this 
as a modality of resistance the youth (re)produce martyrdom as a field of 
practice and symbolic-discursive order. 

What emerges from these observations is five-fold. Firstly, the 
‘defiant body’ seemingly comes into production through processes of self-
objectification, a process largely instigated by one’s lived experience of 
body-self within the mechanics of power in a given context. Secondly, this 
self-objectification revolves around a ‘politics of recognition’, recognition of 
the body-self and the conditions of everyday life that have become 
‘untenable’. Thirdly, the repertoires of bodily defiance are commonly shared 
within the contexts of their emergence. The source of this commonality is 
the phenomenological structuration of the ‘habitus’ in dialectic relation to 
‘field’ and ‘capital’. Fourthly, the existential meaning and ontological 
validation of bodily defiance is largely gained through the feelings, emotions 
and perceptions that inform and are the product of such defiance. Lastly, 
the defiant body is dialectically related to the fields of practice and the 
symbolic-discursive orders that encapsulate them, with each being 
constitutive and generative of the other. Although these conclusions span 
ethnographic localities, it is the work of future anthropological enquiry to 
test these hypotheses further. To achieve this, one must place the lived 
experience of body-self as a central frame of analysis, revealing the 
dynamics, structures and exigencies crucial to bodily defiance and the 
production of the ‘defiant body’ under configurations of power that seek to 
manipulate and regulate them towards their own ends.  
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Geography  
 
“It will always be magical”: An Exploration into 
Belonging, Community, and Place Connection in the 
Performing Arts  
 
Juliet Davies 

 
Chapter 1: Introduction 

 
Seeking belonging and being part of a community have been recognised as 
vital, integral elements in people’s lives (Massey, 1994), explaining the 
prominence of belonging and community in research. Within the academic 
literature and geography especially, there has been extensive exploration 
attempting to understand the formation of a person’s belonging and 
community. Consideration of this began in humanistic geography, 
highlighting the criticality of human experience (Relph, 1976; Tuan, 1977). 
Underpinning Relph (1976) and Tuan’s (1977) work, was the integral role of 
emotions in shaping and influencing experiences of belonging or not 
belonging in place. The rise and resultant prevalence of emotional 
geographies within research prompted recommendations of a revised 
approach, with increased awareness of feeling (Anderson and Smith, 2001; 
Bondi et al., 2005). However, with the development and progression of 
technology facilitating global connections (Massey, 1994), it has been argued 
that this has lessened the strength in feelings of attachment, community and 
belonging in an individualised society (Beck, 1992; Low and Barnett, 2000).    

I hope to investigate these aspects, assessing the on-going 
significance of belonging, community and place connection, with the 
platform for this analysis being the performing arts. The reason for this 
choice was in reflection of my own experiences while allowing exploration 
into an intense and emotional space. Investigation in the performing arts 
enables the application of everyday practices associated with ‘non-
representational theory’ (Thrift, 2004) and ‘performativity’ (Butler, 1988) as it 
is, within its nature a performance.  
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Locating my research within these conceptual and theoretical 
frameworks, I aim to further consider ‘emotional geographies’ (Anderson 
and Smith, 2001) and feeling as a result of involvement in the performing 
arts. Fundamentally, I intend to understand people’s expressions and 
components of belonging and community. Research within the performing 
arts is mainly unexplored in analysing the extent these factors can be 
fostered, particularly in regard to issues of access, inclusivity and socio-
economic constraints, which I will address.    

To achieve these aims, I focus on the perspectives, thoughts and 
feelings of those directly involved and performing, rather than audience 
interaction, which is often emphasised (Wood and Smith, 2004). This is not 
reducing the importance of such interactions, but to highlight how people 
directly involved express their belonging and community in relation to 
performing arts. Following Cohen (1989), I placed emphasis on asking 
participants what each component meant to them, in this context. Initially 
then, the analysis will focus on the complexities of community and 
belonging, shown in the discussion (see 3.1, 3.2, 3.4). The wider community 
will also be explored with consideration of the perspectives of performing 
arts facilitators in engaging the wider community (see 3.3), before exploring 
affect, feeling and practice in more depth (3.5). There will also be an 
emphasis on drama and acting, due to the distinct absence of this within the 
literature.   

One way I aim to develop originality in an area absent from research 
is through geographical analysis of people’s experience within a specialist 
performing arts school in explorations of belonging, community and place. 
In addition to this, I aim to investigate different pathways of belonging 
through memory (Jones, 2005). While this study focuses on the performing 
arts, the analysis may have some degree of transferability and relevance in 
other areas (Baxter and Eyles, 1997) related to the importance of belonging, 
community, the value of participation in activities and the significance of 
spaces.  

Chapter 2: Literature Review 
2.1 Place, Space and Performing Arts 

 
Within geography, and in many other academic disciplines, place is 
considered a significant and influential aspect in our lives which plays a key 
role in everyday rituals and practices (Relph, 1976; Cresswell, 2014). Relph 
(1976) juxtaposes place and placelessness, the feeling of being attached to a 
space and, conversely, increasingly feeling detached and disconnected from 
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place. Outlining a ‘sense of place’, Relph (1976: 76) phenomenologically 
emphasises how imperative it is to acknowledge people’s experience of 
place, practices and how places can become sites of significance. Similarly, 
Agnew (1987: 28) goes on to refer to the possibility of a ‘sense of place’ 
through understanding place as flexible, depending on interaction and as a 
continuous construction connected to identity.  

Cresswell (2014) utilises the foundation of Relph (1976) and Agnew’s 
(1987) theorisations, emphasising the centrality of place in progressive 
discussions of place within geography. Cresswell (2014) focuses on place as a 
vacant space, which becomes a place of meaning through the actions that 
people partake in within that. For example: within the performing arts and 
in my study, lessons may take place in someone’s home, but it becomes a 
performing arts space when that is occurring. Cresswell (2014) suggests that 
in deciphering the individual’s relationships to place, we can better 
understand the diversity of people’s experiences and their formations of 
attachment and belonging. This explains then, through inhabiting different 
spaces, in addition to the influence of places of performance, exploration in 
the performing arts can reveal people’s everyday practices and how these 
shape attachment. Low and Barnett (2000) however, provide a critique of 
geographers’ focus on space and place within discussions of globalisations, 
due to the initiation of global networks, which they argue should not 
necessarily be reduced to analysis of place and space.   

Positioning place as a process is seen as fundamental in the formation 
of people’s identity and feeling of attachment spatially, as well as the 
differential experience people have (Agnew, 1987; Massey, 1994; Rose, 1995; 
Antonsich, 2010a). In considering identity, Buttimer’s work  (1980) provides 
an insight into how place significantly shapes a person’s experience and how 
the absence of this may negatively affect a person’s identity. Buttimer (1980: 
171) also visualises the interaction between identity and memory within 
place, stating that, “to discuss place, we have to freeze the dynamic process 
at an imaginary moment . . . to take the still picture”. This can be seen as 
particularly prominent within the performing arts and in my study, with 
performances and rehearsals constantly altering in location and the ability to 
turn any space into a rehearsal room (Mackey, 2007). This interconnection of 
identity and place can be further seen as identity is “connected to a 
particular place by a feeling that you belong to that place” (Rose, 1995: 89).  

Alterations in people’s perspectives of space due to contemporary 
change have also been theorised; altering belonging within place, with rapid 
progression in mobility and technology generating a ‘global sense of place’ 
rather than just attachment in a physical place (Massey, 1994: 138). Massey 
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(1994) stresses the importance of understanding a person’s natural search 
and necessity for attachment, which can be connected to place. That is, our 
inherent need as humans to find where we fit in, which can be connected to 
feelings of belonging. Antonsich (2010a) introduced an interdisciplinary 
framework connecting place and identity, combining psychology and 
geography with an emphasis on connections between social and personal 
encounters; as on-going constructions of identity with place. Equally, it is 
important to contemplate elements of inclusion and exclusion within spaces, 
(Sibley, 1995) linking this to access to the arts, with potential barriers such as 
economic cost, to places of performance or opportunities for participation.    

 
2.2 Community, Belonging, and Place 

 
Definitions of community have been highly contested and multifaceted, with 
continued support of its key role within the social sciences, and emphasis on 
community as a factor bringing people together (Cohen, 1989). This is 
evident as Cohen (1989: 15) expresses it as “the entity to which one belongs, 
greater than kinship”, as a process of interactions and identifying with 
others. Similarly, Bauman (2001: 1) describes community as a “warm place, a 
cosy and comfortable place” reiterating the positive connotations associated 
with community.  Amit (2002) supports this, in addition to the emotional 
aspects of community, showing a community’s significance for people in 
terms of the connections formed with others through shared interests. 
However, Amit (2002: 18) also states that “community matters, but is never 
everything”, thus clarifying that community can be a key component in a 
person’s life, but is not unchanging, secure or necessary for all.  

Feelings of being a part of, or within a community have been 
illustrated to be a fundamental aspect of human life (Jupp, 2008). Focusing 
on the benefits for the wider community, Jupp (2008) stresses how 
engagement with others can create feelings of familiarity and comfort; 
adding positivity and value in people’s lives. Hall’s (2013) empirical study in 
Edinburgh demonstrates this, detailing how the creative arts can be a source 
of belonging and community, especially for those excluded from wider 
society. Recognising the inventive, emotional nature within the performing 
arts, Hall (2013: 246) notes how it has the ability to generate “outcomes of 
connection, recognition and belonging”. In this format, it can allow people 
normally excluded in a space to express themselves in a protective and 
inclusive setting. However, it is also critical to recognise the alterations of 
the rooted, local community in today’s society, with a developing focus on 
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the feelings of community through relationships, connected to broader 
processes, inequalities and the world (Massey, 1994; Amit, 2002).    

Empirical research in social and cultural geographies has looked at 
the reproduction of identities associated with traditions rooted in 
communities, occurring far away. Focusing on Irish people’s communities in 
Coventry and Liverpool, Leonard (2005) explains how the performance of 
Irish identities through dance and music, allowed people to maintain a 
feeling of community elsewhere. Interlinked to research in emotional 
geographies and present in my study, theorisations of belonging also echo a 
homely feeling (Blunt and Dowling, 2006; Antonsich, 2010a). Yuval-Davis 
states that, “belonging is an emotional attachment, about feeling at home” 
(Yuval-Davis, 2006: 197).  These formations of attachment do not necessarily 
have to be attached to a physical location or place, but rather are inherently 
associated with familiarity and a feeling. Yuval-Davis (2006: 197) outlines this 
through a framework with three key points determining belonging: “social 
locations, identifications and emotional attachments, ethical and political 
values”.  She details that the constituents of people’s belonging demonstrate 
a human need to be connected in some way to people and places.  

2.3 Emotional Geographies 

The development and rise of emotional geographies in academic research 
has seen emotions, feelings, and how we experience day-to-day life become 
grounded in connections to place and space (Anderson and Smith, 2001; 
Davidson and Milligan, 2004; Bondi et al., 2005). ‘Humanistic geography’ 
played a fundamental role in influencing the progression of emotional 
geographies, with a focus on a person’s individual experience of the world, 
as Parr (2013) outlines through analysis of Tuan (1977) and Relph (1976).  
Their work emphasised the significance and role of humans, in deciphering 
everyday encounters and the feelings associated with that. A key idea is the 
ongoing construction of identities through these experiences and 
interactions, detailing that, “emotion tints all human experience, including 
high flights of thought” (Tuan, 1977: 8). Emotions are considered to be part 
of a fluid process, one which is altering all the time, never fixed (Relph, 
1976).   

Building on these foundations, Anderson and Smith (2001: 8) 
proposed a shifting focus towards emotional geographies, illustrating the 
significance particularly within ‘emotionally heightened spaces’, such as the 
performing arts in which emotions fluctuate. Anderson and Smith (2001) 
urged that emotional geographies should be at the forefront of research, due 
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to it being a key determinant and factor in daily life. Bondi et al. (2005: 2) 
reiterated this, arguing that emotions are a key element constantly affecting 
us and are inherently linked to flows of ‘people and place’. While 
deciphering emotions remains at the forefront of research and fundamental 
in my study, it is important to note, that a prime concern and limitation in 
studying emotion is it can be challenging to map out how a person 
experiences and is affected emotionally in research (Davidson and Milligan, 
2004).    

There have been further interconnections within place between 
emotional geographies and memory. Emotions have been closely linked to 
memories and how this then interacts with space and place, carving out our 
identities and influencing belonging (Hoelscher and Alderman, 2004; Jones, 
2005). Jones (2005), suggests that the memories that we have become 
embedded into ourselves, our belonging and identity, creating a reference 
point which we recall in differing emotional ways. This is particularly true in 
the performing arts, and within my findings, as people were informed by 
memory and emotional geographies throughout.  “Clearly remembering 
being in-place, . . . and perhaps remembering through place are powerful 
elements of emotional geographies of place” (Jones, 2005: 213). This explains 
then, how memories are inherently connected to a person’s experience of 
varying spaces and the networks between those places.   

Empirically, studies applied to the performing arts are present but are 
unusual and often focused on the connections between the audience and 
performer (Wood and Smith, 2004). Wood and Smith’s (2004) study is 
illustrative of this, referring specifically to performances themselves and 
their ability to affect and shape both the audience and the performer. The 
research elucidates how the emotional components of a performance gives 
researchers fundamental information into a person’s emotional geographies, 
with a critical insight into a range of feelings. This shows how these spaces 
can intensify emotions and feelings, demonstrating clear interaction with 
emotional geographies, which can then be applied within everyday spheres.  

 
2.4 Non-Representational Theory, Performativity and Affect 

 
The third set of theoretical frameworks informing my research is ‘non-
representational geographies’ (Thrift, 2004). These focus on the processes 
and practices in life which shape who we are, rather than concentrating on 
each action being identified as a representation of something else. Recently, 
there has been a momentum shift from representation towards 
understanding the practices and performance in daily life, within everyday 
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routines, in addition to exploration in performing arts (Latham and 
Conradson, 2003). Thrift and Dewsbury (2000) discuss how the performing 
arts can be analysed through the lens of non-representational theory in 
understanding identity, belonging and feeling deriving from participation in 
music, dance or drama. Non-representational theories alongside 
‘performativity’ (Butler, 1988) are critically important in the performing arts 
as they show active constructions of identity and attachment.  

Nash (2000) critiques the components of Thrift’s non-representational 
theory, calling for a balance between understanding the daily practices and 
actions, in addition to wider constraints influencing those. This illustrates, 
how difficult it is to separate representational and non-representational 
theories entirely, which Lorimer (2005: 84) reiterates, suggesting a ‘more-
than representational theory’ emphasising the importance of non-
representational theory, whilst not rejecting the significance of 
representations. I agree with this and argue that there is relevance with 
both; for example, a script or music score is a representation of an existent 
object, which the writer has created, while how the actor or musician takes 
it on is through a non-representational process.   

There has been some debate regarding the interrelatedness of 
emotion with affect (Thien, 2005; Tolia-Kelly, 2006; Pile, 2010). Pile (2010) 
views the two as very separate entities, while Thien (2005) discusses the 
inherent emotional nature of affect, and thus the benefits of exploration of 
both together, which will be followed in my discussion. McCormack (2008: 
1828) pins down affect as an “affective intensity is felt- you can feel it in your 
gut” intertwined with non-representational theory. Therefore, theories of 
affect interconnected with emotional geographies, performativity, and non-
representational theory are essential to address (Massumi, 2002).  

Discussing the relevance in exploration of affect within the 
performing arts, McCormack (2008) states that dance especially provides an 
insight into the role of affect on people. However, McCormack (2008) shows 
the potential limitations within interviews in regards to how affect and 
feeling can be expressed interrelated with emotion, and how reflective this is 
of reality. Conversely, Anderson (2006) proposes a framework of affect 
towards hope interconnected with emotions; encompassing the 
potentialities of being hopeful. 

Further theorising performativity, Gregson and Rose (2000) 
investigate performativity as intertwined with identity and community, and 
how this can generate insight into performance spaces and practices. An 
example they use, are community art workers, in which the people involved 
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gained important abilities and self-esteem, enabling them to perform their 
identity in a secure space (Gregson and Rose, 2000; Hall, 2013).   

 
Chapter 3: Findings and Discussion 

3.1. Expressions of Positive Belongings in Place 
 

“It will always be magical” (Laura) 
 

Cresswell’s (2014: 12) conceptualisation of belonging and the creation of 
‘meaningful spaces’ through a person’s experiences had particular 
significance in deciphering people’s emotional response to important places.  
Within my study, this was reflected in responses as expressions of belonging 
in the performing arts were intertwined with place, with only one exception. 
In all interviews, there was consistent reference to the space or place where 
the performing arts was occurring, for example: in rehearsal rooms or at 
school.  Critically, all agreed, that in some moment within the performing 
arts, there was belonging. The way interviewees articulated a positive sense 
of belonging within places, having fond reflections in the performing arts 
were strong, illustrating the degree of attachment they felt connected to 
particular places (Buttimer, 1980).  

There was reference to magical elements of place which Savage et al. 
(2005: 80) theorises as an ‘elective belonging’, understanding the ‘magical’ 
potentialities of particular locations of places for an individual in a lifetime. 
The theme of magical or ethereal feelings rooted to place and the 
performing arts was an unexpected finding but expressed by 9 of the 14 
interviewees, giving the choice of phrasing some significance.  
 

“I saw someone playing flute in assembly and thought it was the most epic sound- 
an unearthly thing” (Scarlett) 

 
“It was just, magical, it’s an incredible place and I don’t think I’ll ever lose that 

sense”  (Laura) 
 

“When you go you are like ‘ this place is magic, I have to go here” (Henry) 
 
 Within performing arts, these distinctive expressions may be more 
common, given the beauty and artistic skill often associated with performing 
arts, particularly prominent within dance. It also may be indicative of the 
potential emotion and intensity of the performing arts (Wood and Smith, 
2004). For those who attended a specialist performing arts school, or started 
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performing arts in school, it was the surrounding presence of others 
interacting and the built environment, which created a sense of belonging 
(Rose, 1995).  
 

“We used to do plays in the tunnels and we were angels and we were pirates and 
we were Lady Macbeth and we were, you know- everything” (Claire) 

 
It is notable when interpreting, in terms of class analysis, Bourdieu’s (1987) 
notion of ‘capital’ in deciphering people’s attitudes. Three of the four above 
statements directly related to a private specialist performing arts school, 
often referred to by participants as “beautiful” and “incredible” in its build.  
The ability to audition and attend the school is determined largely then, by 
the degree of economic capital available (Bourdieu, 1987), aside from 
bursaries and scholarships. However, this should not detract from the 
powerful way interviewees expressed connections, as it was evident that the 
building was one constituent of their belonging to the school, while the 
relationships and atmosphere within place were the most prevalent 
mechanisms in the creation of belonging.  

The interrelationships formed, and the ambience within spaces of 
performing arts were ubiquitous within the interviewee’s expressions of 
positive belonging, with frequent associations of a sense of belonging with; 
pleasant interactions, feeling comfortable, and feeling at home or part of a 
family. Theorisations of belonging have been rooted in these ideas, 
emotionally (Bondi et al., 2005) and socially, emphasising a homely 
connection between a sense of self and belonging (Blunt and Varley, 2004; 
Yuval-Davis, 2006; Antonsich, 2010a). Blunt and Varley (2004: 3) outline that 
home is not limited to a singular, rooted location, but rather present in 
“both material and symbolic ways”. This explains that home does not 
necessarily have to be a house, but can be understood as something that is 
felt, as a process, identifying with this feeling and reflective of homeliness 
and family (Easthope, 2004; Blunt and Dowling, 2006). This details how 
feelings of home can be attachments towards particular places, and a key 
emotional constituent of belonging, as much as the presence of a physical 
home (Easthope, 2004).  

When asked to describe their sense of belonging, participants 
deciphered feeling at home as “an imaginary that is imbued with feelings” 
(Blunt and Dowling, 2006: 2). It is significant that interviewees recognised 
and expressed that this sense of homeliness was linked to an activity such as 
performing arts. Detailing their experience within the performing arts, eight 
interviewees discussed feeling at home as a deep connection and process 
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(Blunt and Dowling, 2006), considered vital to a sense of belonging. Those 
who attended a performing arts school explained that their feelings of home 
were related to participation, but did not limit it to the performing arts 
alone.   
 

“You feel at home doing something, but a sense of belonging doesn’t have to be 
through sport, through performing arts. It could be through a space, a place, a 

person or a group of people that you’re with. For me it has been in the performing 
arts” (Elsie) 

 
For Elsie and uniquely within interviews, performing arts initially took place 
in another person’s home, which created a literal feeling of home due to 
drama classes conducted in a living room. Fulfilling the purpose of a living 
room aside from that hour a week, this elucidates the transformation and 
purposeful capability of a space (Cresswell, 2014). There was 
acknowledgement that the meaningfulness of that space may not live on, but 
the occurrence of it created a lasting vivid memory and strong feelings of 
belonging in comparison to other spaces. Recalling the significance of place 
highlights the role of emotion and memory in “the unfolding of life-in the–
now” and how these moments can remain significant elements of a person’s 
sense of belonging far beyond that (Jones, 2005: 206). This clearly illustrates 
the interrelationship between memory and identity (Hoelscher and 
Alderman, 2004), demonstrating the relevance of experiences in shaping 
belonging (Thrift and Dewsbury, 2000).   
 
[Did it feel homely?] “Yeah, it did, obviously it had a fireplace and a dog and a cat 

that was always coming around. I can remember really detailed aspects very 
vividly, . . . whereas I might have been to another room way more times, like a 

classroom but I won’t be able to describe it as well’ (Elsie) 
  
All interviewees elucidated that a sense of belonging was underpinned by 
sentiments of: being themselves, security, freedom, support, and acceptance 
within place. The notion of performing arts being a safe, secure space to 
develop and experiment is well established within the literature as it can 
create a stimulating environment, in a non-judgemental space (Lin, 2010; 
Hall, 2013). Feelings of being at home may then be interpreted as 
representative of acceptance and familiarity within the space of performing 
arts, given the ability to be playful (Rogers, 2012). During interviews, 
explanations of belonging in performing arts were interlinked with 
emotional geographies and a sense of self, encapsulating the role of emotion 



	  

	  

90	  

and feeling (Anderson and Smith, 2001: Bondi et al., 2005). The following 
reflections of a sense of belonging within place, resonate with the existing 
literatures, illustrating the potential that performing arts can create for 
feeling supported and a vulnerability, but critically, in a secure environment. 
This is interlinked to the increased need to belong in times of vulnerability 
(Yuval-Davis, 2006). These qualities were considered fundamental 
components within these extracts:  
 

“Naturally people are accepting, emotional and are willing to step out of their 
comfort zone and as soon as anyone steps out of their comfort zone, that is them 

being vulnerable, . . . in classes or in moments of performing arts” (Ben) 
 

“It was a feeling of belonging and you want to do well because people are 
supporting you and then you feel like you are doing well, . . . you have confidence 

and you do feel invincible I guess”  (Scarlett) 
 

“I think it was a sense of energy and connection and people caring about each 
other” (Annabel) 

 
[Referring to the theatre he owned] “It is like a family, it was a place you felt at 

home, that you belonged to and we made” (David) 
 

Significantly within discussions of belonging, in performing arts and other 
areas of life, all interviewees, with two exceptions, stated they felt that a 
sense of belonging was critical in their daily life and an essential part of 
their lives to obtain (Massey, 1994; Probyn, 1996). One unusual perspective 
was Henry, stating that the importance in belonging was an individual 
choice, not a given, indicative of the individualistic nature within society 
(Giddens, 1991). Furthermore, the multiplicity of meaning within different 
places was evident in responding to: “are there places you associate your 
belonging in the performing arts with?” All interviewees gave detailed visual 
descriptions of places which shaped their belonging, echoing the 
multiplicity in networks of locations which we can become attached to 
throughout life (Massey, 1994) and in the performing arts (Mackey, 2007).    

 
3.2. Expressions of a Positive Sense of Community 

 
Intertwined with belonging, all interviewees expressed having felt a sense of 
community within the performing arts, stating how important it was in their 
lives.  Deciphering people’s positive expressions of community within the 
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performing arts: togetherness, interaction and sense of self were key in the 
interviewee’s explanations, including reflections on the values of it from 
childhood. This interacts, and can be linked with the theory of  
‘communities of practice’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). One 
definition of this is surrounding a mutual interest in which there is “a 
shared repertoire of resources: experiences, . . . stories, . . . in short- a 
shared practice” (Wenger-Trayner, 2015: 2). It is understood as a process 
requiring building relationships with others, which is a key constituent of 
people’s identity, and a component of attachment and belonging also. 
‘Communities of practice’ require ongoing participation over time, 
particularly in order to ensure a continued and lasting sense of community.   

Supporting ‘communities of practice’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991; 
Wenger, 1998), friendship and meaningful relationships were key 
descriptives in discussing communities during the interviews, including the 
lasting potential of these. Anthropologically, theorisations of community are 
especially relevant within the viewpoints of all interviews, characterised by 
its influence in people’s lives, marked by continued friendship formation, 
symbolic meaning and negotiating relationships with others (Cohen, 1989; 
Amit, 2002). Bowlby (2011) urges increased discussion of friendships within 
geography given their significance. During the interview process, there was 
emphasis on the notion and extent of possibilities for interactions, 
friendship development, and therefore for a feeling of community to 
develop. This showed the significance of ‘personal communities’ as 
theorised by Spencer and Pahl (2006: 132) demonstrating how family or 
friendship formations remain relevant in the 21st century. In the performing 
arts, these ‘friends-based personal communities’ are most significant, 
particularly geographically, as spheres of meaningful connections with 
people are founded on memories and supportive interaction. Spencer and 
Pahl’s (2006) study illustrated how varying forms and scales of a community 
underpin the daily happenings of our lives and influence belonging. 
Interviewees within my research study clearly illustrated the place they felt 
these communities had entangled with their performing arts world, and the 
strength of the relationships within that. 
 

“It’s brought me and one of my friend’s really close to each other . . . every week 
we’d look forward to it, we’d spend extra time outside of music together because of 

the music”  (Scarlett) 
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[Did it create community?] “Yeah, I think I made the best friends at performing 
arts school that I will ever make because I think you understand each other as 

people on a much more intimate, personal level” (Elsie) 
 
For many interviewees, involvement in the performing arts began at school, 
and the embeddedness of this memory reflected their view of the imperative 
role that the arts can have as an extra curricular activity (Nutbrown, 2013). 
There is evidence at a school level showing the possibilities through 
performance to create friendships, community, confidence and fulfillment 
within education (Pitts, 2007; Whitaker, 2016). Pitts (2007: 157) concluded 
that through musical rehearsals in a school there was a “strong community 
spirit . . . with friendships being easily forged and developed”, while also 
demonstrating individual fulfillment and happiness from the project. These 
sentiments were emphasised during my research, showing the 
meaningfulness and togetherness of the performing arts for the community, 
reinforcing the notion of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) ‘communities of 
practice’:  
 

“You develop as person in so many ways . . . you have to be so aware of other 
people, especially in a orchestra you have to be sensitive of all the other people . . . 

being in a community of people that you’re working so closely with” (Scarlett) 
 

Consideration of interactions is especially applicable within performing arts 
schools over a sustained period, in a more intensive environment as it 
reiterates the idea of community formation as an ongoing process over time 
(Rose, 1997), enhancing place connection. Elsie, expressed this as she stated 
that: “it definitely intensifies that potential community . . . due to the proximity of 
living together, boarding together and being together all the time”.  During the 
interviews, there was understanding of the qualities a physical community 
had and, also the components generating a sense of community. These 
included; equality within the group, having a voice, and critically, the 
multiplicity and lasting potential of a community or communities.   
 

“I would also say that all of the sessions create their own communities as well, 
particularly with the adult groups, that they actually meet outside of the building as 

well” (Jane) 
 
Within the interviews, and particularly evident in Daisy’s and Elsie’s 
extracts, were references to the ability to maintain a virtual connection 
through contemporary media such as Skype, Facetime and Instagram within 
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a community, notably theorised in Rheingold’s seminal work (2000).  
Through these platforms, Daisy explained that it was easy to see what people 
were up to, thus maintaining a sense of community without constant 
contact. However, she also noted that there was an awareness and attempt to 
balance spending time on a phone, while also seeing them in person on 
occasion. Interestingly, Elsie illustrated the feelings of connection to an 
actress that she’d never met, showing the potential of community through 
social media. Overall however, responses showed support for the theory of 
co-presence, entailing meeting up once every so often, in order to maintain 
a strong sense of community (Bregman and Haythornwaite, 2003).    
 
(Do you feel that social media helps maintain a community?) “Yeah definitely 
and it makes me go back to that time when I met them, and the situation we were in 

and its nice to - oh I’ve forgotten the word! Reminisce!” (Daisy) 
 
“So it doesn’t have to be a close-knit thing it can actually be a community in a very 
broad sense - like something that connects me to a very famous actress- and when 

you listen to an interview with them you can be like yeah, I kind of understand that” 
(Elsie) 

3.3 Engaging the Wider Community through Performing Arts 
 
A supplementary question during this project was analysing the ability of 
the performing arts to generate valuable skills and its capability to have 
wider social impacts. The potential that the performing arts has for the 
creation of community arts projects is quite well established within the 
literature (Rose, 1997; Wooster, 2009; Ward et al., 2013). Although not the 
main focus of my research, a key sub-question was exploration of the 
possibilities for impact within the performing arts and its beneficial 
potential from a young age. The positive impacts were clear in reflections of 
the interviewees involved within facilitating community theatre for wider 
social groups.  

Jane, the ‘take part’ initiative director of a local theatre discussed the 
various outreach programmes running alongside adult groups, including a 
music therapy project going into care homes, and running reminiscence 
sessions in the theatre for those with dementia.  She described the 
performing arts as an opportunity for wellbeing, a chance of release from 
the stress of everyday life and fundamentally, for those socially excluded or 
with health issues; feeling a valued member of a community.  She explained 
the theatre created a sense of community and place connection through 
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working with others creatively and generating positive views about 
themselves through the arts.  
 
“Those sessions are a major part of their life- actually really major and sometimes it 
is easy to forget that aspect of it, they will meet in the pub afterwards and organise 

a Christmas meal together, they become really important groups” (Jane) 
 
A second example is David’s experiences, (previously director of a large local 
theatre for 20 years) notably awarded an MBE for his work, engaging young 
people in a particularly diverse, cosmopolitan community.  He stressed his 
hope to give people within the wider community a voice, emphasising the 
equality of opportunity for all, and a reflection of the way he hoped the 
world would be in a utopian vision. The positivity and engagement of young 
people in the wider community, however, was balanced with an 
acknowledgement that it became increasingly difficult due to funding to 
maintain inclusivity to the extent he had hoped. He emphasised that the fee 
remained the same and he fought to keep it that way, offering a donation 
scheme, for those who wished to donate more. He was keen for the fees to 
be the same across the board, and as low as possible so that there was no 
stigmatisation or judgement.  
 

[Describing the community in the theatre] “How I would like the world to be, 
everybody being respectful with each other, everyone being equal, . . .  everybody 

having the opportunity to do the things they want to do” (David) 
 
Re-iterating this importance of giving marginalised people a voice and 
creating community theatre (Mattingly, 2001; Ward et al., 2013) provides a 
potential platform for social change. Working in a school in a disadvantaged 
region, Mattingly (2001) ran a community theatre project, in order to involve 
the young people and show a different side to the negative image of their 
surroundings. She outlined that while she felt it gave them valuable feelings 
of community and how it could be created, the realistic potential of wider 
social change as a direct result was perhaps not possible, or visible. Within 
my study, Ayesha described an international festival, which she organised, 
gathering marginalised people from all over the world to participate in 
performing arts. Similarly, Ward et al. (2013) detailed that choosing local 
people to be involved could enrich people’s lives.  Although, Ayesha’s 
narrative is similar to Mattingly (2001) and it would be difficult to decipher 
and quantify the lasting effects of these community theatre projects beyond 
the immediate performance.  
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Similarly, utilising drama and performing arts, Rogaly (2016) 
illustrated the potential to interact and engage with the wider community in 
Norwich, using performance as one platform for that. Rogaly (2016) 
understands community in this sense to be a process, constantly undergoing 
alteration and changing shape. The aim of the project was to make people 
aware of the diversity and commonalities between residents, creating a 
shared experience and ‘spaces for possibility’ (Rogaly, 2016: 673). Ayesha 
discussed in the same sense, her work with an oral history writer to create a 
play about refugees and asylum seekers, which toured schools. She 
discussed how the role-play exercises generated empathy and understanding 
from the children participating, in addition to increased awareness of 
diversity. Similarly, Rogaly (2016) illustrated how the play, and display of 
photographs created a shared environment, empathy and dissolved existing 
barriers between people. However, he does note some of the challenges in 
the production of play, particularly in trying to involve a wide variety of 
young people, and being inclusive.    

 
3.4 Ambiguous Experiences of Community and Belonging 

 
The way the interviewees discussed belonging and community were full of 
emotion, memories, and in some cases nostalgia. In most instances, these 
notions of attachment, were not constant, but rather shifting all the time 
(Massey, 1994) reflective of the perceived pace and expectation in an 
individual society (Giddens, 1991; Beck, 1992). The interviewees perspectives 
on the longevity of community and belonging, appeared to be relatively 
limited in some aspects, with referral to times they had not feel part of the 
performing arts community, in addition to a lack of belonging. These 
disconnections were a combination of personal choice, or in some cases, 
feelings of exclusion (Sibley, 1995).     

First, it is central to make sense of the role that differing levels of 
access to the performing arts have in creating barriers to belonging and 
community. Although all interviewees themselves had the familial and 
financial support to participate fully in the performing arts, this was 
reflective of economic and social capital available to them and the middle 
class representation within the sample (Bourdieu, 1987). Despite this caveat 
however, due to the interviewees being a combination of community theatre 
facilitators and performers, there was in-depth understanding of the 
difficulties and expense to participate, or even watch the performing arts.   

Two particularly vivid descriptions of a time of detachment from 
belonging and the pain it created came from Claire and Laura who had 
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attended a specialist performing arts school, describing when they had to do 
other jobs for financial reasons, while still surrounded by performing arts. 
This reference to not enjoying being around performing arts, when not 
feeling that sense of belonging was evident in their interviews: 

 
“Sometimes it can feel really detrimental . . . , being around it stings, sometimes. As 

far as not belonging, I felt really disjointed because I wasn’t feeling my peace, I 
wasn’t feeling my ease. I felt all jumbled up and tight”  (Claire) 

 
“I lost all sense of performing arts. I didn’t go and see plays, I didn’t go to do 

anything, I just lost myself completely - it was too painful” (Laura) 
 
For those having attended a specialist performing arts school, there was also 
recognition of the differences between varying situations in the performing 
arts and the effect on community creation this had. This was particularly 
marked within discussions of competitiveness of the industry, as all 
interviewees trying to enter  performing arts professionally alluded to.  
 

“My sense of belonging was lost immediately, you’re suddenly no longer working 
together to better yourself, you’re working alone to be better than everyone else, 

because you need to be to get the job” (Ben) 
 
 It was described as a lonely environment, not part of a community. 
Critically it was really the hope of becoming part of the community and 
feeling belonging (Probyn, 1996; Anderson, 2006), which made the 
perseverance in drama school auditions and within the industry worthwhile.   
 

“You’re all judging each other thinking, are you going to get in? Why have I been 
landed with this partner- they’re rubbish - I wanna [sic] be with them because they 
look really good. You are constantly having to audition and that is quite a lonely 
thing, I guess it is more to do with the hope of being a part of something that like 

keeps you going” (Elsie) 
 
Annabel did not attend the school for a few months and found she had to 
reinsert herself back within the community, which she had previously 
naturally slotted into.  She expressed that she had an outsider’s perspective, 
even though she had already been part of the community before. While 
attending a specialist performing arts school, she felt conflicted between her 
academic and performing arts identities, before attending one of the most 
prestigious universities in the country. She describes this ambiguity as:  
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“A source of quite a lot of unhappiness, where you are torn between various 

different senses of belongings and it’s kind of identity isn’t it where you are torn 
between different parts of yourself and you want to invest in both of them . . . its 

quite difficult sometimes” (Annabel) 
 

In a few of the discussions, there was recognition of the perceived 
competitiveness and harshness that can accompany training in the 
performing arts, leading to momentary lack of belonging. Scarlett described 
her classical music training at a leading drama school; detailing how her 
teacher gives her negative feedback at times to bring the best out of her. 
However, while occasionally she felt that this lead her to question whether 
she is good enough, ultimately the friends and people around her gave her 
that sense of belonging once again within that environment, reinforcing the 
flexibility and instability of belonging (Antonsich, 2010b). 

There were also ambiguous mentions of a ‘bubble’ within the school, 
seen in one way to have a positive, protective capacity, but also being a 
competitive community, separated from the outside world. Henry described 
a disconnection with the school after finishing, due to the lack of presence 
of his friends, the very aspect that informed his belonging and community 
while there. This supports Cresswell’s (2014) theorisation, of a space made 
meaningful as a result of the actions within it. The following extract, details 
the significance of memory and the loss of it, as the way it faded impacted 
Henry’s belonging and sense of community so much so that there was a 
disconnect to a previously meaningful place. The experience gave him fond, 
meaningful memories within that space illustrating the significance of 
focusing on past memories within non-representational geographies (Jones, 
2011), which have weakened over time. Ambiguously, the physical place no 
longer contained meaning, in the absence of the friendships, and 
atmosphere.  

 
“I wouldn’t mind if I never saw the place again, it is the place with the people. It’s 
literally just a building now, and it makes it worse each time you go back, because 

you become less and less attached to it because you remember less” (Henry) 
 
Exploring access to the arts on a recreational scale, the facilitators 
interviewed also discussed the challenges for inclusivity in a community and 
uneven access within the performance arts, particularly in terms of 
providing access for those of lower socio-economic backgrounds and capital 
(Bourdieu, 1987), in addition to physical access. There was also acceptance of 
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the limitations faced, governed to a large extent through funding from the 
arts council, and the extent to which they were able to fundraise. 
Furthermore, there was awareness of the expense of applying for a drama 
school, approximately £55 per audition, and the inevitable exclusion 
therefore for talented people potentially unable to afford this each time. 
These narratives however, were accompanied by a hopeful aim to address 
socio-economic inequality and inclusivity in the facilitators’ work:  
 

“With my theatre company, one of my aims is to employ young performers from 
mainly black/Asian and ethnic minority and from lower socio-economic 

backgrounds because they don’t get the chance” (Ayesha) 
 

“Physical access can be a bit of a problem, because we don’t have a lift within the 
building. We have got a singing group; . . . I deliberately took that out into the town 
hall where there is access, so if somebody is a wheelchair user they could actually go 

along” (Jane) 
 

3.5.Focusing on Affect, Feeling and Practice 
	  
I will now shift to analysis of affect and how these theorisations are relevant 
to consider in view of the performing arts for the interviewees. Thrift and 
Dewsbury (2000) connect ‘performativity’ to the theory of ‘non-
representational theory’, emphasising the relevance of the effects of daily 
practices and processes in people’s lives. This has been linked to the 
performing arts, as it can be seen as performing an identity (Butler, 1988) 
due to it literally being a performance of a memory in itself. Thrift and 
Dewsbury (2000: 415) also illustrate how within cultural geography, 
performance can be seen as “carrying out a cultural practice such as memory 
thoroughly”, placing focus on the process of rehearsals and practice sessions 
for example. The perspectives on feelings and practice were particularly 
noteworthy during the research, as often when asked to think of a memory, 
it was the rehearsal process and practice rather than the final performance, 
which was referred to, across music, dance and drama. This illustrated the 
notability of deciphering these practices and their potential meaningfulness 
(Thrift, 2003). The interviewees perspectives on feeling and practice, 
underpinned their explanations of belonging, place attachment and 
community.  
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“But all the rehearsals, that’s kind of when everyone comes together and you’re 
kind of scrambling through all of these mistakes . . . like an organic process . . . 

allowing each other to falter in the meantime” (Elsie) 
 

“It is a pride, you’ll feel it in sports, in many ways its very similar isn’t it, and the 
practices you have to do in sport, you know, all of the rehearsals that you do and a 

very keen sense that’s its not all about me, its about us” (Jane) 
 

“Doing that play at that time, with those people, in that space, was unique and 
you’ll never do that again with anyone else” (Claire)  

 
“It’s an unbreakable bond and then it finishes and you’re closer than when you 

were when you started” (Scarlett) 
 
These extracts were in response to questions about the benefits of the 
performing arts, and the unusual aspects within it, rather than the practices 
themselves, which came out through conversation.  A recurring theme 
within the interviewees experience of the performing arts, was the positive 
discussion of the rehearsals. These viewpoints are supported theoretically by 
non-representational theory, elucidating the “on-going creation of effects 
through encounters” (Thrift and Dewsbury, 2000: 415).     

Interviewee’s perspectives also linked to theories of ‘affect’ (Massumi, 
2002; Anderson, 2006) which, have also been discussed frequently alongside 
non-representational theory.  Massumi (2002: 36), sees affect as an 
unconscious action as a “continuous, like a background perception that 
accompanies every event”. Following Massumi (2002), Shouse (2005)  also 
considers affect to have the potential to travel through bodies, which was 
evident in performing arts and within my study, when on stage or in 
rehearsals. Thrift and Dewsbury (2000) detail that analysis of the performing 
arts can provide a more in-depth knowledge of the feelings, thoughts and 
emotions that we go through as a result of its openness, in addition to the 
inherent entanglement of the self when performing.  

Pile (2010) has argued that affect cannot be accurately captured and 
depicted within research asking about people’s feelings. However, within my 
research study, asking questions about feeling within moments of the 
performing arts drew out some interesting perspectives during participation, 
unexpectedly expressing the value of emotional and affectual connections 
(Wood and Smith, 2004). The following responses were to the question 
“how do you feel when you are performing?” These answers were 
accompanied by animated body language by the interviewees, which 
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supported the fervour in which they described their feelings during 
performance. While the exact affectual senses felt in that moment may be 
intangible, it gives some feeling of richness and embodied nature of the 
experience as is clear in these extracts. 
 

“I think it’s a buzz, its like there’s something in your body . . . I’ve never 
experienced an adrenaline rush from just standing on your feet and saying someone 

else’s words so I guess that’s how I feel- its just excitement” (Laura) 
 

“There is something really amazing about dancing and the way you express 
yourself through movement and its really releasing and freeing and I finally built 

up the courage to go and it was the best feeling ever. Afterwards I felt like on cloud 
nine.  I felt belonging” (Scarlett) 

 
“When I perform I get a massive adrenaline rush” (Matilda) 

 
“It is electrifying and a brilliant form of self expression and self-exploration” 

(Philippe) 
 
Daisy also specifically referenced the influence of live music had on her 
dancing capturing affect, feeling and emotion. She describes it as a 
reflective moment for her in terms of thinking about her life:   
 

“I mean I don’t know visually if my dancing is different, but I feel different. I just 
start feeling an emotion” (Daisy) 

 
This supports Thien’s (2005) theorisation of affect as grounded in emotion. 
Alongside expressions of in-the-moment feelings, there was frequent 
reference to the positive qualities which the performing arts generated, 
strongly interrelated with an emotional connection and non-
representational theory through these activities, (Revill, 2004; Wood et al., 
2007) whether that be drama, music or dance. The predominant qualities of 
the performing arts, outlined in the interviews were: a new perspective, 
empathy and confidence.  When taught and presented in an inclusive way, 
all participants agreed that the benefits of the performing arts, had an 
element of transformative potential (Kane, 2013), which transferred into their 
daily experiences, outside of the rehearsal or performance space. Claire 
described when she was 13, and her much older brother had just split up 
with his long-term girlfriend who she viewed as a sister. In class, there was a 
task to do an improvisation about a break-up and she described this as a 
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release, having blocked it out. For her, it was a way of dealing with the 
sadness of that and expressing it. The practices involved in the performing 
arts may therefore have extensive beneficial potential far beyond the initial 
goal perhaps, of becoming increasingly proficient within that activity.   
 
“At a young age, when you’re first learning things like the performing arts, its sort 

of through games and through play . . . it’s how you learn about how humans 
behave” (Annabel) 

 
“It teaches kids to be confident and to be kids . . . and where you just use your 

imagination, so I think it is so important to do it as a child before we kind of build 
up all these barriers around ourselves and we kind of go a bit more interior” (Elsie) 
 
On reflection, an attempt to capture the non-representational geographies, 
was undoubtedly intertwined with the representational throughout, drawing 
on existing experiences and scripts in performance, therefore favouring the 
‘more-than-representational model’ (Lorimer, 2005). This interlinks with the 
prominence of emotion in the everyday, and how the interviewees conveyed 
their emotions and feelings within space through visual descriptions (Urry, 
2005).   

Chapter 4: Conclusion 
 

The aim of this study was to explore the components and complexities of 
belonging, community and place (Relph, 1976; Antonisch, 2010a) within the 
performing arts, developing originality through this analysis. In order to do 
this, the predominant conceptual and theoretical frameworks used included 
‘emotional geographies’, ‘non-representational theory’, ‘affect’, and 
‘performativity’.  

While there was some ambiguity when reflecting on belonging and 
community; primarily regarding access, inclusivity or feeling like an outsider 
(Sibley, 1995); addressing the main question, everyone felt there was a sense 
of belonging and community, which the performing arts created. This far 
outweighed the negative factors, showing that the potential of belonging and 
community in the performing arts and through daily routines were strong, 
despite globalisation perhaps destabilising this (Massey, 1994). The main 
constituents of belonging and community in the everyday and performing 
arts were friendship (Pahl and Spencer, 2006), supportiveness, acceptance, 
happiness and ultimately a sense of home (Blunt and Dowling, 2006) and 
comfort. Conversely, not feeling part of a community or belonging for a 
prolonged period were characterised by loneliness and unhappiness in the 
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narratives. This was not constant as communities and belonging shifted.  
Overall, discussions elucidated the imperative and lasting role of community 
and belonging in performing arts and in daily life, in addition to place 
connections. Place connections in the performing arts were multifaceted, as 
were narratives of community and belonging.  

The answers were mixed, when analysing responses related to sub-
questions surrounding inclusivity and the potential for wider social change. 
As stated, the sample was predominantly middle-class, enabling access to 
the performing arts and the resources necessary to participate fully 
(Bourdieu, 1987), which was a limitation of this research. Although within 
the facilitators extracts especially, there was a stark awareness of the socio-
economic disadvantage in access, a lack of funding by the Arts Council and 
the cost of auditioning for drama schools. In terms of wider social change 
however, it was felt that the performing arts could potentially have a positive 
effect for marginalised groups of people.  

A key objective was to capture the continual, everyday practices 
(Thrift and Dewsbury, 2000) through listening to stories and memories 
(Jones, 2011), while investigating the impact on belonging and community, as 
a result of involvement in the performing arts. Following Lorimer (2005), I 
see value of the ‘more-than-representational’. During interviews I focused 
on feelings during performance, and how the participant felt in a time of 
significant belonging or attachment. While it was beneficial, in this study, 
providing a glimpse into that moment of intense feeling, I acknowledge that 
affect may be challenging to pin down and consider with emotion 
(McCormack, 2008; Pile, 2010).  There was also value of considering affect 
intertwined with emotion, as the two factors were entangled in responses, 
reflecting that emotion underpins everything we do (Thien, 2005). The 
emotional response, and vividness of feeling, or not feeling community or 
belonging, illustrated the value of continual work within emotional 
geographies (Anderson and Smith, 2001).  
 Considering its ‘transferability capacity’ (Baxter and Eyles, 1997), 
exploration into the performing arts can show the strength of emotion, 
illustrating how joy may feel (Wood and Smith, 2004) and perhaps even, a 
fleeting moment of the magical in daily life. I would suggest that further 
research into these themes with larger, diverse samples, could provide 
worthwhile insight into participation in activities from a young age, showing 
the importance of creating supportive, accepting environments for all, 
promoting welfare and well-being in a constantly shifting world. 
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A Critical Geography of Home: Unearthing Negative 
Lived Experiences of Home by Lifting the Invisibility of 
Women, Disabled People and LGBTQ People 
 

Elsa Dore 

Introduction 

 

“Most people spend their lives in search of home, at the gap between the 
natural home conducive to human existence and the particular ideal home 

where they would be fully fulfilled” (Tucker, 1994: 184). 
 
In this period of shifting identities and subjectivities, it is increasingly timely 
to better understand what home means to those beyond the outmoded and 
idealised normative familial home (Gorman-Murray, 2011).  ‘Home’ as a 
concept is widely ambiguous (Bowlby et al., 1997; Somerville, 1992; 
Valentine, 2001) yet one that most are familiar with (Blunt and Dowling, 
2004; Mallet, 2004; Parsell, 2012). Often proposed as a place of sanctuary in 
earlier literature (Depres, 1991; Saunders, 1988; Somerville, 1992), many tend 
to define and confine home within this essentialist categorization often 
without any further reflection (Duncan and Lambert, 2007). Crucially 
however, many of us, do not define it as such.  

Consequently, this article seeks to highlight the diversity and 
multiplicity with which home is experienced alternatively amongst 
marginalised groups focusing on LGBTQ (Lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, 
transgender, queer) people, women and disabled people; highlighting also 
that those whose identities reflect heteronormative values are not exempt 
from negative experiences of home (Evans, 2002; Jamieson, 1999). These 
three focal groups, whilst not an exhaustive representation of those 
marginalised, do allow an intersectional experience of home to be 
highlighted and are diverse enough to see how home is experienced across 
cultures too. Adopting a critical geography of home, incorporating theories 
of home ‘un-making’ and queer theory will highlight a very real and very 
raw side of home, experienced by those identifying outside the 
heteronormative stature of heterosexual, non-disabled, white and middle 
class (Ward and Schneider, 2009). Therefore, this essay projects a voice for 
those marginalised and ostracised within the very realm of their home.  
Identities and home compositions are diversifying (ONS, 2011; Giddens, 
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1992; Wilkinson, 2013). Delving into more underrepresented experiences of 
home following the de-traditionalization of home life (Budgeon, 2004; 
Weeks et al., 2001), will break down rigidly romanticised representations of 
home, instead highlighting home as a conflicted concept encompassing 
oppression, alienation, violence, and contested meaning. The essay will 
firstly broadly introduce the concept of home, defining how and why home 
is romanticised. By introducing heteronormativity and adopting a queer 
theory of home, the essay seeks to understand alternative, negative realities 
of home and how this extends beyond marginalised lives, to all of those 
identifying outside the strict binary expectations society imposes (Wilkinson, 
2014). By lifting the invisibility of marginalised groups, unravelled will be the 
varied, often traumatic experiences surrounding home life. 
 

Heteronormativity and Queer Theory 
 
Contrary to much belief, heteronormativity is not synonymous with 
heterosexuality (Jackson, 2006). It extends beyond sexuality, encompassing 
ideals of age, race, class and nationalist values (Charlebois, 2012; Herz and 
Johansson, 2015). Harbath (2008) highlights heteronormativity as an unseen 
force, a cooperation between governmentality and power (Foucault, 1991) 
working to dismantle non-normative identities (Garwood, 2016; Smith, 2015). 
Consequently, heteronormativity is assumed the dominant, ‘normal’ life 
trajectory, stigmatizing minority groups as well as those heterosexuals 
violating societies expected behaviour (Hegarty, Pratto and Lemieux, 2004). 
Within heterosexuality, hierarchies of social status are created and likewise 
so are subordinate forms (Seidman, 2005). Heteronormativity is considered 
(by those fulfilled by it) as a “natural, unproblematic, and taken for granted 
phenomenon” (Kitzinger, 2005: 478) constituting the very function and 
foundation of societies structure (Myers and Raymond, 2010). By setting a 
rigid outline of expected life trajectories, institutions serve to marginalise 
and punish those not fitting within what Perin (1977) describes as the ‘ladder 
of life’: a set of life events that one must complete and in the correct order 
too.  

Those who ‘fit’ within this are considered the most blessed (Elias, 
2003): often granted preferential housing allocation, for houses that are 
designed and tailored to suit their familial needs (Oswin, 2009; Valentine, 
1993). LGBTQ people, women and disabled people are often placed at a 
disadvantage. Home materiality’s (Finch, 2007) and housing design along 
with prying and violent neighbours (Valentine, 1993; Kirby and Hay, 1997), 
are just a few examples that prevent the performance of identities by 
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constantly reminding those of their perceived ‘unnaturalness’. Resultant 
pressure often leads to minorities hiding their identities (Gorman-Murray, 
2006a; Elwood, 2000) and seeking escapism by unmaking (Blunt and 
Dowling, 2006) and remaking home (Brickell and Baxter, 2014).  By adopting 
a queer perspective, this essay seeks to question the apparent naturalness 
and inevitability of heteronormativity (Halberstam, 2005; Jackson, 2006). 
What is perceived as natural is actually rather regimental. A queer approach 
explains the social mechanisms of how and why some people experience 
home negatively. This politics of difference challenges sexual homogeneity 
(Jacobs, 2013), it further disrupts binary assumptions of private vs. public 
and homosexuality vs. heterosexuality (Nash and Brown, 2015) and helps to 
emphasise the multiplicities and fluidities in how home is experienced 
beyond normative assumptions (Fortier, 2001). 
 

Home: The Heteronormative Sanctuary 
 
Although home is confirmed a complex and multifaceted concept (Blunt and 
Dowling, 2006), there is still an overarching imagery of home, laden with 
heteronormative ideals surrounding the nuclear family and heterosexual 
lifestyles (Herz and Johansson, 2015). From infancy (Taylor et al., 2005) we 
are surrounded by various stimuli proposing home as a place of family, heart 
and hearth (Somerville, 1992). Any digression away from this even within the 
realms of heterosexuality (Hubbard, 2002) is not considered the ‘norm’ and 
in some extreme cases can be branded as ‘deviant’ behaviour. As a result, 
many become spatially excluded (Hubbard, 2002).  Normative lifestyles are 
conveyed to the population via official institutions and apparatuses of the 
state (Foucault et al., 1991) including education, medicine, religion and 
family. Their collective influence is a powerful one (Elias, 2003), 
encouraging individuals to internalise and reproduce discourses of 
heteronormativity. Marxist feminists such as Feeley (1972) argue that there is 
an underlying ulterior motive to uphold the production of consumers and 
labour force that can partake in the neoliberal market as agents of 
consumption and production (Valentine, 2001). Therefore, the 
heteronormative nuclear home is favoured as the site to best reproduce and 
sustain these capitalist and neoliberal models, and as a result, nurtures a 
sphere of social reproduction. Consequently, those who do not uphold these 
values are ostracised from the benefits that middle-class heterosexuals are 
accustomed to such as privacy, domesticity and consumption within the 
home (Duggan, 2003).  
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LGBTQ Experiences 
 
Home is more likely to be experienced as a neutral, safe space for those 
following heteronormative life trajectories. These life choices are actively 
supported, encouraged and celebrated (Pearson and Wilkinson, 2012). For 
some, reminiscing past tales and photographs conjures positive memories, 
often centred around home life (Petrelli et al., 2014). However, for those 
identifying LGBTQ in a heterosexual household, similar recollections of 
home may be recalled very differently, often negatively as isolating, 
alienating experiences (Elwood, 2000; Meth, 2003; Valentine, 1993). LGBTQ 
groups have long been ostracised from society (Herek, 1984). Daily 
discrimination is a common reality, disguised as normality via hidden non-
verbalised heteronormative codes (Browne, n.d). LGBTQ groups are often 
left to bear the brunt of societal prejudices. The feasibility of closing the 
door after a long day and shutting out the daily stresses of society (although 
an ideology) diminishes greatly for LGBTQ people: home is often 
experienced as ‘unhomely’, a site of repression (Lauretis, 1990) which often 
ignites feelings of desperation, escapism and the desire to find or 
reassemble alternative home lives (Brown, 2000).  

 
Impinging LGBTQ Identity and Feeling ‘Out of Place’ 

 
LGBTQ people often feel ‘out of place’ at home (Johnston and Valentine, 
1995). There is a power geometry that operates within our lived and 
imagined experiences of homes that defines some identities as ‘homely’ and 
others as not (Blunt and Dowling, 2006; also see figure 1). This is further 
exacerbated by the obsession that one must fit within ‘traditionalist’ 
envisions of home and family as a synonymous concept that cannot exist 
without each other (Crow, 1989; Oakley, 1976). The heterosexual family is 
still the dominant family unit (Fortier, 2003; Sinfield, 2000; ONS, 2011) 
across cultures (Oswin, 2008). It isn’t uncommon for the family to assume a 
similar identity for their children, often asserting and assuring children of 
their normative identities (Valentine, 1993; 2001; Oswin, 2008) via the 
performance of ‘mundane’ activities (Butler, 1988). The subtlety and 
repetition of such activity provides a politically powerful tool (Oswin and 
Olund, 2010; Enloe, 2011) that emphasises heteronormative behaviours as 
innate (Browne and Ferreira, n.d). This conflict of interest often results in a 
contested environment between parent and child (Valentine, Skelton and 
Butler, 2003).  
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The arrangement of the home and the process of purchasing the materiality 
of the home often reflect and affirm its place as heteronormative (Reimer 
and Leslie, 2004): Strategically placed photographs often depict themes of 
heterosexual families (Johnston and Valentine, 1995) conveying cultural 
identity particularly to visitors (Petrelli et al., 2014). Children’s books largely 
convey themes of heteronormative lifestyles often centred around the home 
(Walsh, n.d), often being the last words spoken before a child falls asleep. 
The decorative choices for homes are often chosen in mind with what others 
expect and desire of oneself (Miller, 1998), especially the use of colour in 
bedrooms that often perpetuates gender norms synonymous with 
heteronormativity. Therefore, everyday use of objects subtly reminds and 
reaffirms that we live in a heteronormative society and consequently, home 
can become an isolating space where one’s sexual identity remains closeted, 
or in certain cases, modified (Pilkey, 2012) to fit within expectations imposed 
by society. The home consequently becomes a space that denies an 
individual to express themselves (Valentine, 1993). 

It is not just LGBTQ youths that experience home negatively. There 
is still an underlying assumption that suburban homes are not considered 
the domain for same sex couples (Costello and Hodge, 1999), presumably 
because home is assumed a heterosexual space (Duncan and Lambert, 2004) 
consisting of the “kinship of man, wife and children” (Goh, 1956: 28). For 

Figure 1 -  ‘’HEAL’S presents for particular people Christmas 2016.’’ An ambiguous 
display. Could this be interpreted that home materiality’s are exclusively for ‘particular 
people’? Excluding ‘others’? Or should this be interpreted as homeware purchases for 
those difficult to buy for?  Heals display window, Brighton (2016) 
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many, housing purchases are determined by their perceptions of the 
sexuality of space (Valentine, 1993). Rural areas were considered less 
welcoming and some were even purchased making sure a second bedroom 
was available to conceal their identity to visitors (Kirby, 1997).  
 

Private vs. Public Space 
 
LGBTQ people have a heightened need to manage the private vs. public 
boundary due to the social marginalisation they are subjected to (Gorman-
Murray, 2012; Kirby and Hay, 1997).  Surveillance and intrusion impinges on 
home as a private domain and thus LGBTQ people are largely aware of their 
stigmatization. This blurring of boundaries increases the pressure to 
consciously repress identities by removing their visibility (Kirby, 1997). Kirby 
found that interviewees would ‘de-gay’ their home for visitors, and 
purposely hire gay tradespeople for any work required in the home 
(McDowell, 1999). ‘De-gaying’ the home was kept to a minimum however, 
and greatly impacted the frequency of visits made by family, friends and 
others, making home a place of isolation and loneliness from fear of 
prejudice (Kirby, 1997).  

Lesbian geographies have highlighted home can provide a temporary 
sanctuary, offering a site of liberation (Elwood, 2000) and privacy to express 
their identity and interact with fellow lesbians (Kennedy and Davis, 1993), 
away from the prying eyes of society (Elwood, 2008). Whilst home is 
popularly idealised as private space (Blunt and Dowling, 2006) and where 
this may be a reality in some cases (Gorman-Murray, 2006a; 2006b; 2007; 
2008), it is often an unrealistic assumptions of public and private space that 
is a rarity for many LGBTQ lives (McDowell, 1999). LGBTQ youths that lack 
financial independence are more likely to have their privacy encroached by 
sharing their space with others (Reimer and Leslie, 2004) whilst independent 
LGBTQ people, either single or partnered have more control over how they 
control the public/private boundary (Kirby and Hay, 1997; Gorman-Murray, 
2007). 
 

Rejection and Homelessness 
 
The lack of privacy found within the home makes LGBTQ people 
particularly vulnerable to violence, domestic abuse (Meth, 2003) and 
marginalisation from the pleasures that home brings to dominant figures in 
society (Browne, 2007). Many families actively refuse to support their child 
economically and emotionally meaning that home becomes a site of 
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alienation and isolation for fear of disclosing part of their identity (Ryan, 
2009). In both scenarios, lack of support in the home has been linked to 
longer-term mental health issues (Siddique, 2016; Ryan et al., 2009). Often, 
conflicts are so strife that youths are left no option but to become 
‘homeless’. It is estimated that 40-50% of homeless youths in New York 
identify LGBTQ (Chatterjee, 2014). Being homeless, poses further 
challenges. A distinct lack of shelters catering to LGBTQ needs means 
transgender people often do not have a choice in their gender when 
allocated shelter (Chatterjee, 2014). Finding a safe space is difficult, meaning 
LGBTQ people are at higher risk of engaging in risky behaviours 
(Chatterjee, 2014). Although marginalisation often starts within the home 
(Chatterjee, 2014), beyond this concept, various agencies including the home 
operate to promote heteronormative lifestyles. It is therefore not surprising 
that many LGBTQ people find a certain solace by belonging nowhere at all 
(Brown, 2007). Often the ‘house’ and ‘home’ become a blurred vision, and 
often the ideal home never materializes due to the many barriers imposed 
on LGBTQ people (Tunåker, 2015). 
 

Women’s Experience 
 
Gender largely determines the lived experience of home (Bowlby et al., 
1997). Women’s identities are less shaped around tedious associations with 
the home and housewife, and increasingly shaped via growing participation 
in employment, education, sport and politics (Walby, 1997). This progress is 
true to some extent and more so in western cultures, however dominant 
patriarchal and heteronormative ideologies stem back to centuries ago 
(Alkana, 1988; Smuts, 1995), and still operate today, thus creating an 
ideology that allows the cyclical abuse and discrimination of women to 
continue within the home today.  

 
Violence 

 
Often privacy is much sought after within the home (Inness, 1992). However, 
it often sustains unwanted control, concealment, subordination (Smuts, 
1995) and suffocation for women, causing home to be experienced as 
confinement (Goldsack, 1991). The recent headline TV shows women how to 
hide domestic violence was aired showing how women could conceal their 
bruises with make-up (The Guardian, 2016). This highlights the shocking 
reality that not only are women nationally and internationally at risk of 
violence within their home (Chapman and Hockey, 1999), but that there is 



	  

	  

116	  

an “ideological scripting” (Price, 2002: 40) of home to hide violence against 
women, allowing the darker side of home to remain uninterrupted, silent 
and untold. Not surprisingly then, as so much violence goes unreported, 
some women believe that the home is a safer realm (again a normalised 
ideological view), than the street (Meth, 2003). Research indicates women are 
in fact more likely to be abused by a relative or friend in the home than by a 
stranger in the street (Bonnin, 2000; Pain, 1997). 

There is often a tendency for western bias to creep in when talking 
about the home, often assuming a robust, fixed structure (Ellsburg et al., 
2011). Home structures vary across cultures, especially in stability and 
accessibility to others. Home can be fragile, offering little protection to 
women. In certain cultures, it is often public knowledge that women are 
likely to be home alone whist their husbands work (Desai and Temsah, 2014). 
Home therefore can act as magnet sites for acts of rape due to the 
vulnerability women experience inside them (Brickell, 2012). Although a 
more public culture may increase awareness, often violence is so common it 
is simply overlooked and consequently home becomes a source of 
humiliation, exposure and danger. 

 
Gendered Environment 

 
Globally, women and the home are often idealised as one entity (Young, 
2006). The boundaries between public and private are often maintained by 
relations of power and exclusion (Bonnin, 2000) which in many ways 
metaphorically resembles the relationship between women, men and home. 
A rise in the number of ‘stay at home mums’ for the first time in years 
(Economist 2014) indicates home still dominates as the private domain for 
women, and the public realm for men (Young, 2005) indicating traditional 
ideologies are still in operation today. It is suggested that men enjoy the 
ideological home at the expense of women’s homelessness (Irigaray, 1993). 
Often women have less leisure time (McKie, Bowlby and Gregory, 1999), lack 
their own space (Reimer and Leslie, 2004) and are objectified within the 
home (Lauretis, 1990). Underlying this control is the assumption that men 
nostalgically long for their lost mother (Irigaray, 1993). Whilst this is a 
presumptive view, the patriarchal system creates a gender divide that makes 
it possible for men to cope with this loss by assigning women to the home, 
to be the home (Irigaray, 1993).  Malos and Hague’s (1997) research highlights 
the exploitation that women are exposed to within the home: Housework 
involved tasks that reproduce the workforce, are often unpaid, 
unappreciated and in some cases unrecognised as ‘real’ work (Commane, 
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2010). Often women are expected to fulfil their assigned role without 
question. Resistance to this, in some cases, is considered worthy of physical 
and emotional abuse (Malos and Hague, 1997) within the home. Therefore, 
women’s experiences of home are diverse depending on their culture and 
economic background. Common themes prevail throughout often leaving 
women entrapped within the division of labour (Commane, 2010) and left to 
carry the emotional burden of projecting a fully functioning household to 
the rest of society in a bid to appear ‘normal’.  As with other marginalised 
groups, some women gain power by leaving the home and seeking refuge 
elsewhere in a bid to escape these harsh realities. 
 

Disabled People’s Experiences 
 

‘Disabled people’ are able people; like anyone else, worthy of choice and 
control over their lives (Scope.org.uk, 2016). Quite often however, disabled 
people are restricted of everyday activities caused by a contemporary social 
organization that does not account for those who are bodily impaired 
(Oliver, 1990). Housing is reflective of this social organisation. Designs often 
centre around the non-disabled person, leaving the impaired body a rare 
consideration in the process of creating homes (Borsay, 1986; Heywood, 
2002; Imrie, 2003). Often the home is taken for granted as a place to carry 
out everyday activities to care for, and look after oneself such as washing, 
eating and dressing in preparation for entry into the outside world (Imrie, 
2004). However, the structure of many homes make such activities 
impossible (such as the height of cupboard units) and consequently the 
home becomes a series of ‘disembodied spaces’ that challenge and 
disempower disabled people (Paterson and Hughes, 1999). In many cases, it 
is the house, not the individual which hinders participation in society; it is 
the steps, the too narrow entrances, or out of reach areas that create and 
exacerbate disabilities (Oldman and Beresford, 2000). Resultantly, 
dependence on others is heightened and feelings of powerlessness 
accentuated. Some residents commented ‘feeling on edge’ when 
unannounced visitors entered the house (Imrie, 2004) which highlights how 
privacy within one’s house is often conditional and never guaranteed (Allan 
and Crow, 1989). Although home is marketed for the majority, realistically 
home often only sufficiently serves a super race of optimal height, weight 
and mobility. It could be suggested then, that home metaphorically becomes 
the ‘gatekeeper’ in allowing disabled people a smooth transition from home 
into society.  
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Furthermore, it is often difficult for some disabled people to equip 
and personalise their home due to economic constraints (Moss, 1997) and 
lack of support (Moss 1997). Feelings of isolation and feeling ‘out of place’ 
(Blunt and Dowling, 2006) are not uncommon. But perhaps most 
disconcerting is how the home can be experienced as a site of danger and 
helplessness. Oldman and Beresford’s (2000) study of disabled children 
found certain areas of home were disliked due to the hazardous trips and 
falls that occurred throughout. For some, it can be the issue of decaying 
technologies which restrict, entrap and push the boundaries of safety. The 
broken lifts in Arrigoitia’s (2014) study of Puerto Rican high rise flats forced 
those less mobile into isolation that for some led to eventual suicide.  

Though not exhaustive, these experiences of home are deeply rooted 
in and not helped by limited assumptions of corporeality (Imrie, 2004) and 
normative ideals of home as fixed, settled structures (Blunt, 2005). The body 
and the house are in fact fluid, complex and variable entities, subject to 
change over space and time (Hooks, 1991). Body impairment is not static. 
Consequently, homes that were once experienced as ‘homely’ will not always 
remain so.  
 

Concluding Remarks 
 
For marginalised groups, homemaking processes are complex, contested 
and contingent upon one’s identity (Pilkey, 2012). Advances have been made 
in the general acceptance and inclusion of those marginalised, however 
debates around gender, disability and sexualities of home remain 
problematic, if not overly simplistic (Imrie, 2004; Mallatt, 2004). This essay 
has attempted to destabilise popular discourses of home imagined as a site 
of tranquillity, privacy and safety (Bachelard, 1994; Dovey, 1985; Somerville, 
1992), by highlighting instead, the lived realities of home experienced by 
some of those most marginalised. By selecting a diverse, but by no means 
exhaustive selection of the population, LGBTQ people, women and disabled 
people share common discourses surrounding home unmaking, critical in 
unearthing the intersectional experience of home. Their collective 
experiences have highlighted a home that is contingent upon temporal and 
spatial negotiations, squashing the dualistic binary of public and private 
space, demonstrating they are unavoidably interlinked (Norwicki, 2014).  

Acknowledged too, are the diverse narratives across LGBTQ people, 
women’s and disabled people’s experiences of home that remain unnoticed 
and unchallenged. Their experiences are largely hidden, made invisible to 
wider society (Baxter and Brickell, 2014), often purposely so by the individual 
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themselves experiencing it. Brickell’s (2012) study highlighted the problem, 
exposing the apprehension of potential humiliation if one were to disclose 
their experiences outside of the home. Therefore, many prefer to suffer 
home-unmaking in silence. Hiding or denying the lived experience of home 
means society does not have to acknowledge it. This serves the patriarchal 
and heteronormative society well, enabling its reproduction and integrity to 
remain intact.  

By conceptualising the home as queer, ignited is the process of 
recognising that home is a place of difference (Fortier, 2003) and diversity that 
still battles for acceptance. Queer theory not only highlights the fluidity and 
inherent ‘unfixity’ of identities (Brown and Nash, 2010), but also decentres 
the heterosexual familial home, recognised as the model of ultimate 
happiness and belonging. By dismantling the heavily saturated, and deeply 
rooted heteronomy surrounding society, alternative home lives become 
visible, less of a ‘taboo’ and therefore recognised and accepted as a place of 
multiple creations of inhabitancy (Fortier, 2003; Gorman-Murray, 2006a; 
2006b; 2007; 2008; Valentine, 1993).  

Whilst it is crucial to remember that for some, positive lived 
experiences of home are a reality, encompassing elements of familiarity 
(Dovey, 1985; Mallet, 2004), safety, family (Crow, 1989; Oakley, 1974; Gilman, 
1980) and privacy (Saunders, 1988). Home can provide a crucial site of 
resistance to heteronormativity (Gorman-Murray, 2006a; 2006b) where 
communities can be created and identities affirmed (Elwood, 2008). For 
many however, home is sought elsewhere to combat feelings of 
‘betweenness’ (Fortier, 2003) and homelessness (Veness, 1993). The 
resilience of those most marginalised resonates loudly:  Often space is 
regenerated (Arrigoitia, 2014) and negotiated (Imrie, 2004) to create ‘homely’ 
spaces emphasising that the home is not a pre-existing entity, but rather 
extends beyond bricks and mortar (Gorman-Murray, 2006b) and is ongoingly 
made, remade and undone (Blunt and Dowling, 2006). 

Ultimately however, the ‘ideal home’ continues to be forcibly 
presented and reinforced via public discourses in popular culture and 
public policy, as a hub of heteronormative ideals (Blunt and Dowling, 2006), 
involving heterosexual nuclear families and emphasis on ownership of 
detached suburban bliss. Consequently, if one does not adhere to the 
idealised ‘ladder of life’ (Perin, 1977) then ‘home’ for many is often 
unobtainable, unpredictable (Veness, 1993) and sometimes undesirable. 
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The Carbon Footprint of the UK’s Meat Consumption: 
A Review of Past Trends and a Projection to 2050 
 
Kara Wright  
 

Introduction 

 

Agricultural production is responsible for between 19%-29% of global 
anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions (GHGe’s) (Clune, Crossin and 
Verghese, 2017).  In the UK 20% of GHG emissions are directly related to 
food consumption, particularly livestock products, mainly in the form of: 
nitrous oxide (NO2), methane (MH4) and carbon dioxide (CO2). Therefore 
meat consumption is a significant contributor to the nations carbon 
footprint (Scarborough et al., 2014). For the purpose of this essay, carbon 
footprint is defined as the amount of direct and indirect greenhouse gas 
emissions produced throughout the production of meat, expressed as 
equivalent kilograms of CO2 (Clune, Crossin and Verghese, 2017). Growing 
concerns over the sustainability of food systems calls for national level 
consumption studies to assess the carbon footprint attributable to food. This 
need is reiterated as the pressure on global food systems from dietary 
change - particularly the livestock industry, as it is predicted to outpace 
those arising from population growth (de Ruiter et al., 2017). In response to 
meeting food demand, nutritional guidelines and environmental protection 
targets, the concept and the means to achieve a sustainable diet has become 
a focal point over the last 30 years (Jones et al., 2016). The FAO (2010: 294) 
defines a sustainable diet as one “with low environmental impacts which 
contributes to food and nutrition security and to healthy life for present and 
future generations . . . protective and respectful of biodiversity and 
ecosystems, culturally acceptable, accessible, economically fair and 
affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe and healthy; while optimizing natural 
and human resources.”  

Reducing meat consumption has significant potential to minimise 
food related GHGe’s with concurrent health benefits (Garnett, 2009; 
Scarborough et al., 2014). The identification of national consumption 
patterns is essential for the successful implementation of national policy to 
mitigate food related environmental impacts (de Ruiter et al., 2017). The 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) have collected 
food consumption data since 1940. The Living Costs and Food Survey (LCF) 
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(formerly the Expenditure Food Survey (EFS) 2001-2008 and the National Food 
Survey (NFS), 1940-2000) asks a selection of households in the UK to keep a 
food diary and till receipts of all purchased food for a two week period. 
Results are analysed and published in an annual report known as family 
food (DEFRA, 2017).  Once food consumption patterns have been identified, 
national environmental impact can be assessed through the use of Life Cycle 
Assessments (LCA’s), which in turn can provide consumer guidance towards a 
more sustainable diet (Virtanen et al., 2011). LCA’s have become an accepted 
methodology to quantify the environmental impacts of food groups, with a 
focus on resource use and emissions (Brentrup et al., 2004). This essay aims 
to quantify the historical (1974 – 2014) carbon footprint of the average UK 
omnivores meat (lamb, beef, pork and chicken) consumption. Furthermore, 
following establishment of statistically significant trends in historical 
consumption, it aims to project future meat consumption and embodied 
GHGe’s assuming invariable trends to 2050.  
	  

Methodology 

 

Firstly, manual collation of consumption data from the family food reports 
series between 1974 and 2014, standardising units to kilograms (kg) per 
person was completed (appendix table A). Following this, regression analysis 
determined the statistical significance of consumption trends.  

Secondly, GHGe’s are measured as a function of Global Warming 
Potential (GWP). Clune, Crossin and Verghese (2017), conducted a meta-
analysis of 369 LCA studies quantifying GWP by food group. GWP values 
in this study are quantified from this data set, by averaging the British data 
set for beef, lamb, pork and chicken, obtaining a CO2 equivalent (CO2e) 
value per kg of bone free meat (BFM) (appendix table B).  

CO2e GWP values are then multiplied with the consumption data set 
to achieve a CO2e emissions value in kilograms per person for each meat 
group.  
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Results 
 

Historical 
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
	   	  

 
Figure 1a demonstrates the declining nature of British meat 

consumption (per person) since 1980. It is clear that a degree of variability 
existed over the 30-year period, with the lowest meat consumption recorded 
in 2000 at 19.8kg; thereafter-increased consumption is evident. Despite 
variability and the post 2000 increase, regression analysis confirms an 
overall declining nature with 99% confidence. This reduction has resulted in 
approximately a 45% decrease of meat related CO2e emissions. Although 
consumption appears to have experienced a slight increase since 2000, 
emissions continue to decline (Fig. 1b), due to a change in the type of meat 
being consumed (Fig. 2). In 2014, chicken made up the largest proportion 
(55%) of the UK’s meat consumption, a two-fold increase from 1974. In 
contrast, beef and lamb reduced by similar amounts over the 30-year period, 
14% and 13% respectively, leaving beef and lamb making up the smallest 
proportion of omnivores annual meat consumption. With regard to 
emissions (CO2e), despite a 14% reduction in lamb consumption, it remained 
the highest contributor to GHGe’s. The proportion of emissions that pork 

Figure 1. Average annual meat (lamb, beef, pork and chicken) consumption (a) and embodied 
emissions (CO2 equivalent emissions) (b), per person in the UK between 1974 and 2014. Line 
equation, R2 value, standard error (SE) and P-values are displayed. Green P-value indicates 
statistically significant trend at the 99% confidence level from regression analysis. Consumption 
data obtained from the National Household Consumption and Expenditure Survey series. CO2e 
is calculated from averaged global warming potential values collated by Clune, Crossin and 
Verghese (2017) as listed in appendix table B.  
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contributes to has stayed stable, whilst beef’s contribution has declined by 
15%. Conversely, the contribution of chicken to meat embodied emissions 
increased, accountable for 23% in 2014 up from 6% in 1974.  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

 
 
 
 

Figure 2. Proportion of meat average person consumed in (a) 1974, (b) 2014 and 
proportion of embodied emissions (CO2 equivalent) per person in (c) 1974, (d) 2014. Total 
meat consumption in 1974 was 26.4kg and 22.6kg in 2014. Total greenhouse gas emissions 
contribution in 1974 was 414.4kg and 232.8kg in 2014. 
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The biggest reduction in CO2e emissions is observed from beef, with a 66% 
decrease over the 30-year period studied. Despite such reduction, the 
consumption of 2kg per person per year in 2014, still has 49kg of CO2e 
emissions attributed to it (Fig. 3a). Similarly lamb consumption has 
experienced a large decline (46%), however its larger consumption than beef 
results in a higher contribution to GHGe’s (Fig. 3b). Unlike beef, the 
declining trend of lamb consumption has been less steady, with relatively 
large variations, and a steep decline between 1986 and 1996 (Fig. 3b). The 
average UK omnivore has also decreased their annual dietary pork intake 
since 1974, although this rate of decline is much lower than that observed for 
beef and lamb it has prevented 17kg of CO2e emissions (Fig. 3c). In contrast, 
chicken has experienced an increase in consumption and subsequent 54% 
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rise in its associated GHG emissions. Consumption increased from 5.9kg per 
person per year in 1974 to 8.8kg per person per year in 1998, plateauing 
thereafter at between 8kg-9kg until 2005 where intake increased 
dramatically particularly post 2011 (Fig. 3d) 
 Regression analysis confirmed consumption trends to be significant 
with 99% confidence; beef, lamb and pork demonstrate declining trends 
whilst chicken demonstrates an increasing trend. 

 
Future Projections 

	  

	  

Figure 4 shows the projected average annual meat consumption and 
embodied emissions for 2050. The total amount of meat that the average 
omnivore consumes annually is expected to decrease until 2045 increasing 
slightly thereafter, with an individual reducing their meat consumption by 
30% to 14.3kg in 2050. Reducing an individual’s consumption also reduces 
their carbon footprint. Assuming continual trends, the average UK omnivore 
will reduce their dietary carbon footprint by almost 75% by 2050. 
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Figure 4. Projected average annual meat (lamb, beef, pork and chicken) consumption (a) 
and embodied emissions (CO2 equivalent) (b), per person in the UK to 2050.  
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Projected trends suggest the average omnivore consumer in the UK 
will eliminate beef from their diet completely by 2028 (Fig. 5a). Similarly, 
consumption of lamb and pork is predicted to be eliminated from an average 
omnivore diet in 2046 and 2048 respectively (Fig. 5b and 5c). In the event of 
the elimination of beef, lamb and pork consumption by 2050, a meat-eater in 
the UK could reduce their carbon footprint by 159kg CO2e per annum. 
However, some of this reduction may be offset by the increased 
consumption of chicken. A projection of the trends experienced between 
1974 and 2014 suggests the average UK omnivore will increase their chicken 
intake, consuming 14.3kg a year. This 30% increase in consumption between 
2014 and 2050 will envisage a 20% increase in those related GHGe’s (Fig. 5d).  

	  
	  

	  

Figure 5. Projected average annual (a) beef, (b) lamb, (c) pork, and (d) chicken, 
consumption and embodied greenhouse gas emissions (CO2 equivalent) per person in 
the UK. to 2050. Projections assume continual trends as identified in figure 3.  
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Discussion 
 
Livestock products provide the world with 33% of protein consumption and 
17% of calorie intake on average, with large disparities between developed 
and developing nations (Rosegrant et al., 2009). In theory, the demand for 
livestock products is predicted to rise with urbanisation, globalisation, 
population growth and income growth (Thornton, 2010). Rapid increases in 
demand for livestock products will put additional pressure on food systems 
and food security, particularly in developing nations (Rosegrant et al., 2009). 
It is thought that the demand for livestock products in the developing world 
will continue to increase, whilst demand will begin to plateau in the 
developed world by the 2030s. However, dramatic increases in the price of 
livestock products in the developed world may reverse the increasing trends 
observed in the past. Increased stress on land resources and an increase in 
production risk factors owing to climate change variability is likely to make 
livestock products more expensive, thus reducing demand as consumers 
look for cheaper alternatives. In addition, socio-cultural drivers of change 
and increased ethical concerns following further intensification of 
production systems may also encourage reduced demand (Thornton, 2010). 
Over the past 30 years (1974-2014), the average UK citizen has reduced their 
personal consumption of beef, pork and lamb particularly since 1980 (Fig. 
3a, 3b and 3c), although the demand for chicken has increased (Fig. 3d), 
these results suggest that the demand for livestock products in the UK has 
already started to decline with subsequent significant reductions in 
embodied GHGe’s. 
 Firstly, it is important to recognise that accurate assessment of the 
carbon footprint of the UK’s meat consumption requires the collection of 
reliable consumption data. It is important to note that the consumption data 
used in this essay ignores eating out, a significant omission considering the 
UK National Diet and Nutrition Survey (2012) states 25% of adults and 20% of 
children eat out or order takeaway at least once a week (Cited by Adams et 
al., 2015). Whilst it is very difficult to identify the true environmental impact 
of eating out, eating out has a significantly higher carbon footprint than 
home cooking, attributed not only to food choice and ingredient acquisition, 
but energy, transport and waste (Foster et al., 2006). Beyond the limitation 
posed by the omission of meat products obtained outside the home in this 
study, the use of surveys to attain food consumption data is not always 
reliable. Smith, Dupriez and Troubat (2014) assessed the reliability and 
accuracy of the national LCF survey series concluding only 70% of recalled 
food consumption data to be reliable, due to over-reporting of healthy foods 
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and under-reporting of unhealthy ones. In addition, they highlighted 
concerns with more recent survey data due to the increased cognitive 
burden on participants, of not only recalling their own food consumption, 
but also that of their household. Whilst, improvements can be made, food 
data collected from the national LCF survey is of vital importance to 
identify, monitor and find solutions for arising health and environmental 
problems associated with food consumption. This does however cast a 
degree of uncertainty over the identification of historical consumption 
trends and future projections.  
 Furthermore, a degree of uncertainty exists with regard to the 
quantification of GHGe’s embodied in meat. Life Cycle Assessments (LCA’s) 
are traditionally used to analyse the environmental impact of a product from 
cradle to crave. However vast differences exist in methodologies and 
functional units, with resultant differences in the valuation of product 
specific environmental impacts (Cederberg et al., 2012). Bellarby et al. (2013) 
reports a lack of incorporation of the environmental impacts of land use 
change in LCA’s of livestock products. Land use change disregard results in 
significant underestimation of GWP values, affecting ruminant GWP values 
more than monogastric ones, with poultry being least affected. Furthermore, 
variation in what constitutes the cradle and grave boundaries and the 
functional unit used generates significant variation in GWP values, making 
LCA studies incomparable (Clune, Crossin and Verghase, 2017). For 
example, Williams, Audsley and Sanders (2006) identified the production of 
one kilogram of beef to emit 17.69kg of CO2eq emissions, whereas Schroder, 
Aguiar and Baines (2012) derived a value of 33.99kg of CO2e. Therefore, in an 
attempt to incorporate both lower and upper end values, GWP values used 
in this essay represent an average of all UK reported values in the meta-
analysis conducted by Clune, Crossin and Verghase (2017).  
 Beyond the limitations posed by the difficulty in establishing accurate 
GWP values, spatial and temporal variability in production efficiencies, 
further casts a degree of doubt over the accuracy of GWP values. According 
to the International Meat Trade Association (2016) 45% of livestock products 
consumed in the UK are imported. National variation in meat-embodied 
emissions exists mainly due to differences in the efficiency of agricultural 
practices (Webb et al., 2013). In 2015, of the 798 thousand tonnes of poultry 
meat purchased in the UK, 86 thousand tonnes of it was imported from 
Brazil (Meat Trade Association, 2016). Webb et al. (2013) conducted LCA’s of 
UK imported poultry meat from various countries including Brazil. Results 
suggested that poultry meat imported from Brazil emitted 17% less CO2e 
emissions than domestically produced poultry meat, despite the additional 
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transport and storage process emissions. In addition to national variation, 
temporal variation in meat-embodied emissions also exists. Livestock 
production practices have become increasingly more climate efficient over 
the last decade. Climate-efficient production has significantly reduced meat-
embodied GHGe’s. Changing the source of energy to heat poultry barns in 
Sweden from oil to biofuels reduced average GHG emissions associated 
with chicken production by 23% (Cederberg et al., 2012). Therefore, it is 
likely that the GWP values identified in this study underestimate historical 
meat embodied GHG emissions and potentially overestimate future ones. 
Further research investigating historical livestock production practices and 
future climate-efficient ones is required to fully analyse the carbon footprint 
of the UK’s meat consumption.  
 Bearing the potential inaccuracies in GWP values in mind and 
assuming continuity in historical trends, projections predict the average 
meat-eater in the UK to eliminate beef, lamb and pork consumption from 
their diets by 2028, 2046 and 2048 respectively (Fig. 5a, 5b and 5c). The 
reluctance of meat-eating consumers to shift towards a vegetarian diet makes 
it very unlikely that the nation will cease the consumption of livestock 
products. Hartmann and Siegrist (2017) investigated consumer perceptions 
towards sustainable protein consumption. They concluded that consumers 
willingness to reduce meat consumption or to replace their source of protein 
with non-meat substitutes to be low, particularly amongst men adopting a 
high meat diet of over 100g a day. Nonetheless, it is clear that the nation has 
reduced its meat consumption to more sustainable levels. Kearney (2010) 
identified the UK to have the lowest meat related consumption carbon 
footprint in Europe, owing to the recent decline in the consumption of red 
meat. In addition, Kearney (2010) predicts the consumption of red meat to 
continue to decline until 2030, where consumption is likely to plateau at 
more sustainable levels. Macdiarmid et al. (2012) reiterates this, predicting 
the UK to curb its red-meat meat consumption to 190g per person per week 
by 2030 (9.8kg a year). It appears the UK is well on its way to achieving the 
sustainable level outlined by Macdiarmid et al. (2012). In 2014, the average 
meat-eater consumed 10kg of beef, lamb and pork in comparison to 21kg in 
1974, although this excludes many other sources of red-meat, it does 
highlight the nations potential to reduce consumption to more sustainable 
levels. 
 It is clear that in general, the UK meat-eating population have 
decreased their meat intake by approximately 30% since 1974 (Fig. 1a). This 
study does not consider the proportion of the population adopting a meat-
free diet. According to Scarborough et al. (2014), dietary change from a high-
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meat diet to a vegetarian or vegan one could reduce an individual’s carbon 
footprint by 1,230kg CO2e and 1,560kg CO2e per year respectively. It 
important to note that this figure is notably greater than the emissions 
related to reported lamb, beef, pork and chicken consumption in this 
analysis (Fig. 1). This reiterates the need to consider all other meats 
including cooked ones as well as those consumed outside of the home in 
carbon footprint assessments of food. The number of consumers in the UK 
adopting a vegan diet has risen by over 360% since 2005 (Quinn, 2016). 
Furthermore, a third of British citizens identify as ‘flexitarian’ (semi-
vegetarian) (Raphaely and Marinanova, 2014). This dietary shift has been 
attributed to a series of food-related health scares including the mad cow 
disease crisis, as well as health benefits (Hartmann and Siegrist, 2017). 
Surprisingly, consumers are relatively unaware of the environmental 
impacts of meat production (Cordts et al., 2014). International campaigns 
driven by social media including ‘Meatless Monday’ have increased public 
awareness of the health and environmental benefits of reducing the 
consumption of livestock products (Moss, 2016). The ‘Meatless Monday’ 
campaign was initially established in America in 2003 by Sir Lerener and 
introduced into the UK as ‘Meat Free Monday’ by Paul, Mary and Stella 
McCartney in 2009. The non-profit campaign aims to raise awareness of the 
environmental impact of meat consumption to guide more sustainable diets 
and mitigate anthropogenic climate change attributed to the agricultural 
industry (McCartney, 2017). Whilst it is difficult to assess the extent of 
influence such campaigns have on changing consumer behaviour, it is clear 
they have an effect, contributing to GHGe’s reduction efforts (Moss, 2016). 
The GHGe’s mitigation potential following the rise of flexitarianism, 
vegetarianism and veganism is significant (Raphaely and Marinanova, 2014). 
 Whilst it is evident that red meat consumption is in decline and is 
likely to continue so, the consumption of chicken meat is increasing. In light 
of the increased awareness of the negative health impacts of red meat, 
consumers appear to have substituted red meat products with white meat 
ones (Kearney, 2010). Skunca, Tomasevic and Djekic (2015) highlight the lack 
of research into the contribution of the poultry supply chain to 
anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions due to its relatively low emission 
rates in comparison to ruminants and other monogastrics. A significant 24% 
increase in the consumption of chicken meat is observed between 2011 and 
2012 from consumption data (Fig. 3d). Similarly, Fortune (2015) reports a 
20.2% increase in the sales of chicken meat between 2011 and 2012, blaming a 
progressive increase in the value of the UK chicken industry since 2010. 
With further growth predicted in combination with increased consumption, 
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environmental impact assessments of the poultry industry are of vital urgent 
importance  (Skunca, Tomasevic and Djekic, 2015).  
 Exploring patterns in the UK’s consumption of meat is a vital step to 
assessing the nations potential to meet climate change mitigation targets 
(Webb et al., 2014). The 2008 climate change act requires the UK to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions by 80% (Committee on Climate Change, 2017). In 
2005, the UK’s livestock industry emitted a net value (imports minus exports) 
of 60 million tonnes of CO2e emissions (Garnett, 2006). The national low 
carbon transition plan developed in 2009 highlighted the need for the 
agricultural sector to curb 3 megatons of emissions by 2050 (Committee on 
Climate Change, 2017). Webb et al. (2014) analysed the reduction in the 
production of livestock products required to ensure national and global 
emission targets are met. Results suggest there is no need to reduce beef 
production, as increasing rearing and breeding efficiencies of beef and dairy 
cattle alone has the potential to reduce emissions by 20%. In contrast, a 
15.6% reduction in pork production and a 14.6% reduction in lamb 
production is required to meet targets. In addition, pigs should only be 
reared to medium or light weight due to high feed inefficiencies of rearing 
heavier pigs. It is also noted that whilst the demand for chicken meat in the 
UK is increasing, production needs to decrease by 19.3%. Webb et al. (2014) 
suggests the simplest way of meeting these production reduction targets is to 
eliminate the production of all organic and free-range livestock. However, 
large discrepancy exists between whether organic or conventional farming is 
better for the environment. Conventional farming practices may have lower 
greenhouse gas emissions, but other environmental problems including soil 
degradation and water contamination are trade-offs that need to be assessed 
(Pimentel et al., 2005). In addition, animal welfare concerns are a significant 
barrier to ceasing such production (Webb et al., 2014). Results from this 
study suggest that the reduction targets outlined by Webb et al (2014) for 
pork and lamb will be met by 2020 (Fig. 5b, 5c). Although chicken 
consumption is set to increase (Fig. 5d), this is a less GHG intensive meat. 
Swapping high GHG intensive meat (ruminant) to less GHG intensive meats 
(monogastric) could reduce emissions by 18% (Hoolohan et al., 2013).  
 It seems a simple solution that a reduction in production will make 
the livestock industry more sustainable, however the problem is that the 
production market is driven by consumer demand both internal and 
external (Delgado, 2003). It is clear from these results that there has been a 
decline in consumption and thus demand for red-meat products throughout 
the UK since 1980. Nonetheless, production has continued to remain steady 
as economic development in developing countries increases demand, 
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encouraging the exportation of meat products facilitated by globalisation 
(AHDB, 2016). Over recent years the export of beef and lamb products has 
been recovering following their downturn after the BSE-ban in 1998 (lifted 
in 2006), and the breakout of foot and mouth disease in 2001 (Howarth and 
Baker, 2016). Exports of beef and pork products has increased by 4% and 
26% respectively year on year since 2006, whilst the number of countries the 
UK exports livestock products to is expanding (Rosseau, 2016; Morley, 2016). 
If the UK’s livestock sector continues to grow, attributed emissions may 
increase, hindering the achievement of emission reduction targets.  
 It is at present very difficult to determine the future of the UKs 
livestock industry, amidst the removal of the UK from the European Union 
(Brexit) (Howarth and Baker, 2016). In 2014, 80% of beef, 95% of lamb and 
64% of pork exports were exported to EU member countries (Moorhouse, 
2016). Brexit means that these exports are likely to be subject to World Trade 
Organisation (WTO) trade tariff’s limiting the profitability of production 
(Howarth and Baker, 2016). Whilst WTO trade tariffs range from 4.1% to 
32%, it is likely that new regulations and other non-tariff barriers will 
obstruct successful export deals (Foster and Kirkup, 2017). Therefore, it is 
uncertain whether this will reduce meat production, or increase production 
in the event of successful negotiations of trade deals both within the EU and 
outside of the EU. A decrease in production will ultimately be beneficial to 
the environment following the reduction in livestock embodied GHGe’s, 
although economic development, job security and subsequent farmer 
livelihoods are a significant trade off (Howarth and Baker, 2016). The 
uncertainty as to whether the UK livestock industry will increase, maintain 
or decrease meat production and subsequent GHGe’s post-Brexit is clear. 
This is a significant barrier at present to the assessment of the UKs livestock 
industry’s future carbon footprint, and to identifying the potential to achieve 
GHG emission reduction targets by 2050.   

 
Conclusion 

 
In conclusion, it is clear that assessing the carbon footprint of the UKs meat 
consumption is complex. It is evident that the average meat-eater reduced 
their personal dietary intake of beef, lamb and pork between 1980 and 2014, 
and increased their chicken meat consumption. Analyses of embodied 
greenhouse gas emissions suggest that this dietary change reduced an 
individual’s carbon footprint by 45%. Projecting these historical trends to 
the future suggests that the average meat-eater will cease to consume red 
meat by 2050. In contrast, chicken consumption is predicted to increase, 
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with the average consumer consuming 14.3kg per person per year in 2050. 
However, given the large reluctance of some meat-eaters to reduce their 
consumption this is unlikely to be the case.  
 Nonetheless, it is likely the UK will further reduce its carbon footprint 
in the future owing to dietary change. The proportion of the population 
adopting a vegetarian and vegan diet appears to be rising, with an additional 
third identifying as flexitarian (semi-vegetarian). Moreover, it appears the UK 
is substituting high greenhouse gas intensive meats (ruminant – beef and 
lamb) with less greenhouse gas intensive ones (monogastric – chicken). This 
shift is attributed to a series of livestock disease epidemics, as well as 
increased public awareness with regard to health and environmental impacts 
of the overconsumption of red meat products. Subsequently, a reduction in 
meat-embodied greenhouse gas emissions is very likely, the extent of which 
cannot be determined from this study. This study ignores the contribution 
of an array of other meats both cooked and uncooked within its analysis 
which may significantly contribute to anthropogenic greenhouse gas 
emissions. Furthermore, a degree of doubt exists over the accuracy of global 
warming potential values due to spatial and temporal variability in 
production efficiencies, and differences in methodologies used to identify 
them. 
 Despite such uncertainties, it is clear that the UK’s meat consumption 
carbon footprint is reducing, as the nation adopts a more environmentally 
sustainable diet through reduced consumption and increased adoption of 
meat-free diets. However, this does not mean the UK is reducing its carbon 
footprint, the production of livestock products has continued to remain 
steady, and subsequently emissions have not been reduced as suggested by 
consumption data alone. The continued production is simulated by the 
ever-growing external demand for livestock and the ease of trade, hindering 
the potential for the UK to achieve national and global emission reduction 
targets. At present is difficult to identify future meat production trends and 
assess the associated carbon footprint because of complexities arising from 
Brexit. Further research investigating all production outcomes post-Brexit is 
required to fully assess the future carbon footprint of the UKs meat 
industry.  
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!

Table& A.& Average! Annual! Meat! Consumption! (kg)! (beef,! pork,! lamb! and! chicken)! and! embodied!
emissions!(CO2!equivalent!kg)!per!person!in!the!UK.!Embodied!emissions!are!calculated!from!GWP!
values!listed!in!Table!B.!

!

Average'Annual'Meat'Consumption'(kg)'and'Embodied'Emissions'(kg'of'CO2'equivalent)'per'person'in'the'
UK.'

Year' Beef'
Consumption'

Beef'
Emissions'

Lamb'
Consumption'

Lamb'
Emissions'

Pork'
Consumption'

Pork'
Emissions'

Chicken'
Consumption'

Chicken'
Emissions'

1974' 5.876! 145.25472! 9.828! 217.29708! 4.732! 26.78312! 5.98! 25.0562!

1975' 6.188! 152.96736! 11.18! 247.1898! 4.108! 23.25128! 6.448! 27.01712!
1976' 6.188! 152.96736! 10.192! 225.34512! 4.524! 25.60584! 6.812! 28.54228!
1977' 5.824! 143.96928! 10.868! 240.29148! 4.888! 27.66608! 6.968! 29.19592!

1978' 5.72! 141.3984! 10.972! 242.59092! 4.94! 27.9604! 7.176! 30.06744!
1979' 6.292! 155.53824! 11.024! 243.74064! 5.408! 30.60928! 7.644! 32.02836!
1980' 6.656! 164.53632! 10.816! 239.14176! 6.136! 34.72976! 7.332! 30.72108!

1981' 6.24! 154.2528! 9.308! 205.79988! 5.668! 32.08088! 8.008! 33.55352!
1982' 5.2! 128.544! 9.412! 208.09932! 5.98! 33.8468! 7.8! 32.682!
1983' 5.668! 140.11296! 8.788! 194.30268! 5.252! 29.72632! 7.592! 31.81048!

1984' 4.836! 119.54592! 8.372! 185.10492! 4.836! 27.37176! 7.904! 33.11776!
1985' 4.784! 118.26048! 8.684! 192.00324! 5.096! 28.84336! 7.592! 31.81048!
1986' 4.42! 109.2624! 8.788! 194.30268! 5.356! 30.31496! 8.112! 33.98928!

1987' 3.9! 96.408! 8.996! 198.90156! 4.68! 26.4888! 8.736! 36.60384!
1988' 4.056! 100.26432! 8.476! 187.40436! 4.888! 27.66608! 8.736! 36.60384!
1989' 4.368! 107.97696! 8.06! 178.2066! 4.68! 26.4888! 8.476! 35.51444!

1990' 4.264! 105.40608! 6.968! 154.06248! 4.368! 24.72288! 8.528! 35.73232!
1991' 4.42! 109.2624! 7.124! 157.51164! 4.264! 24.13424! 8.58! 35.9502!
1992' 3.64! 89.9808! 6.604! 146.01444! 3.744! 21.19104! 8.996! 37.69324!

1993' 3.432! 84.83904! 6.24! 137.9664! 4.16! 23.5456! 8.996! 37.69324!
1994' 2.808! 69.41376! 6.136! 135.66696! 4.004! 22.66264! 8.32! 34.8608!
1995' 2.808! 69.41376! 5.668! 125.31948! 3.692! 20.89672! 8.632! 36.16808!

1996' 3.38! 83.5536! 4.836! 106.92396! 3.796! 21.48536! 8.944! 37.47536!
1997' 2.86! 70.6992! 5.252! 116.12172! 3.848! 21.77968! 8.788! 36.82172!
1998' 3.016! 74.55552! 5.2! 114.972! 3.9! 22.074! 8.372! 35.07868!

1999' 2.912! 71.98464! 5.252! 116.12172! 3.588! 20.30808! 8.06! 33.7714!
2000' 2.808! 69.41376! 5.876! 129.91836! 3.536! 20.01376! 8.84! 37.0396!
2001' 2.808! 69.41376! 6.136! 135.66696! 3.172! 17.95352! 8.84! 37.0396!
2002' 2.652! 65.55744! 6.136! 135.66696! 3.172! 17.95352! 8.58! 35.9502!
2003' 2.652! 65.55744! 6.136! 135.66696! 3.172! 17.95352! 8.736! 36.60384!
2004' 2.548! 62.98656! 6.188! 136.81668! 2.912! 16.48192! 8.58! 35.9502!
2005' 2.6! 64.272! 6.396! 141.41556! 2.912! 16.48192! 9.516! 39.87204!
2006' 2.756! 68.12832! 6.24! 137.9664! 2.704! 15.30464! 9.412! 39.43628!
2007' 2.808! 69.41376! 6.656! 147.16416! 2.86! 16.1876! 9.256! 38.78264!
2008' 2.86! 70.6992! 6.552! 144.86472! 2.808! 15.89328! 9.516! 39.87204!
2009' 2.34! 57.8448! 5.772! 127.61892! 2.86! 16.1876! 9.516! 39.87204!
2010' 2.392! 59.13024! 5.824! 128.76864! 2.808! 15.89328! 9.412! 39.43628!
2011' 2.288! 56.55936! 5.928! 131.06808! 2.756! 15.59896! 9.88! 41.3972!

2012' 1.924! 47.56128! 5.824! 128.76864! 2.912! 16.48192! 13.052! 54.68788!
2013' 1.82! 44.9904! 5.044! 111.52284! 2.652! 15.01032! 12.532! 52.50908!
2014' 1.924! 47.56128! 5.252! 116.12172! 2.964! 16.77624! 12.48! 52.2912!
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!

Table&B.&Global!warming!potential!(GWP)!values!from!the!meta9analysis!conducted!by!Clune,!Crossin!
and! Verghese! (2017).! GWP! values! are! represented! as! CO2! equivalent! emissions! in! kilograms! per!
kilogram!of!bone!free!meat!(BFM).!

Food$Type$ Year$of$
Study$

Kg$CO2e$per$kg$
of$BFM$

Food$Type$ Year$of$Study$ Kg$CO2e$per$kg$
of$BFM$

Beef$ 2006$ 17.69$ Lamb$ 2006$ 11.04$
Beef$ 2012$ 17.72$ Lamb$ 2006$ 15.96$
Beef$ 2012$ 17.86$ Lamb$ 2006$ 19.13$
Beef$ 2006$ 17.92$ Lamb$ 2012$ 22.26$
Beef$ 2006$ 18.60$ Lamb$ 2012$ 22.30$
Beef$ 2006$ 20.64$ Lamb$ 2012$ 25.23$
Beef$ 2012$ 23.02$ Lamb$ 2014$ 25.23$
Beef$ 2010$ 24.06$ Lamb$ 2014$ 29.88$
Beef$ 2014$ 25.75$ Lamb$ 2009$ 30.61$
Beef$ 2011$ 26.30$ $ $ $
Beef$ 2014$ 26.33$ $ $ $
Beef$ 2012$ 28.40$ $ $ $
Beef$ 2006$ 28.69$ $ $ $
Beef$ 2012$ 29.40$ $ $ $
Beef$ 2012$ 33.85$ $ $ $
Beef$ 2012$ 33.99$ $ $ $
$ $ $ $ $ $

Beef$Average$ $ 24.72$ Lamb$Average$ $ 22.11$
$ $ $ $ $ $

Food$Type$ Year$of$
Study$

Kg$CO2e$per$kg$
of$BFM$

Food$Type$ Year$of$Study$ Kg$CO2e$per$kg$
of$BFM$

Chicken$ 2010$ 2.60$ Pork$ 2011$ 3.50$

Chicken$ 2011$ 2.81$ Pork$ 2007$ 3.64$
Chicken$ 2010$ 2.84$ Pork$ 2009$ 4.45$
Chicken$ 2012$ 3.65$ Pork$ 2007$ 4.54$
Chicken$ 2012$ 4.55$ Pork$ 2006$ 5.60$
Chicken$ 2010$ 4.60$ Pork$ 2009$ 6.10$
Chicken$ 2010$ 5.10$ Pork$ 2009$ 6.11$
Chicken$ 2012$ 5.15$ Pork$ 2009$ 6.14$
Chicken$ 2012$ 5.27$ Pork$ 2009$ 6.30$
Chicken$ 2012$ 5.70$ Pork$ 2009$ 6.34$
Chicken$ 2012$ 5.8$ Pork$ 2009$ 6.34$
Chicken$ 2012$ 5.87$ Pork$ 2006$ 6.40$

$ $ $ Pork$ 2012$ 6.92$
$ $ $ $ $ $

Chicken$Average$ $ 4.19$ Pork$Average$ $ 5.56$
$ $ $ $ $ $

$
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“We are Muslims now because they did not allow us to 
be Bosnians”: The Consolidation of a Common Bosnian 
Muslim Identity as a Result of the 1992-1995 Conflict 
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Introduction 

 

The foundation of many modern states has been inherently violent and the 
emergence of the first independent Bosnian and Herzegovinian (BiH) state 
in 1992 is no exception. The outbreak of war in the former Yugoslavia is 
largely labelled as ethnic, with the major causal factor being that lingering 
animosity, tied to inherent ethnic differences, eventually resulted in the 
eruption of mass inter-ethnic violence. The war in Bosnia was the most 
significant war in Europe for decades and the ferocity of violence between 
the three belligerent groups shocked the world. Following the Dayton Peace 
Agreement in 1995 that marked the end of open warfare in BiH, the new 
political structure of the state was designed to accommodate Bosnia’s three 
major ethnic groups: Bosnian Muslims, Orthodox Bosnian Serbs, and 
Catholic Bosnian Croats (Reid, 2002). This agreement rigidified notions of 
three clearly distinct groups living within the boundaries of a single nation 
and thus assumes that Bosnian Muslims belong to a coherent and unified 
social group.  

This essay will challenge these assumptions and begins by exploring 
theories pertaining to ethnicity, ethnonationalism and ethnic-conflict, 
arguing that these terms serve limited practical purpose in attempts to 
understand the Bosnian conflict. This is followed by a historical examination 
to determine to what extent the Muslims of Bosnia belonged to a coherent, 
communal identity prior to the war. I shall argue that a Bosniak1 Identity 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Throughout this essay I shall predominantly use the secularised term Bosniak when 
referring to the Muslims of BiH. Although historically this term was not always employed, I 
believe it better accounts for the varying degrees of religiosity amongst the population and 
identifies them with the geopolitical region of BiH. Whereas Bosnian refers to all 
inhabitants of the country, Bosniak has become the official term used to distinguish 
Bosnian Muslims from Bosnian Serbs and Bosnian Croats. Simultaneously, employing the 
term Muslim is problematic given that as I shall argue, a Bosniak identity cannot be 
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was largely embryonic prior to the war and emerged in a more consolidated 
manner as a result of the conflict. The final section will demonstrate the role 
of various foreign actors in rigidifying it, both during and after the conflict, 
and reveal how ultimately this is both detrimental to long-term peace and 
contradicts both historical, and frequently, contemporary reality. 
Throughout this essay attention will be paid to the role of Islam in these 
processes.  

This study has predominantly relied on ethnographic accounts and 
case studies conducted in BiH before, during and after the war. An 
anthropological perspective has been applied as I believe it crucial for 
deconstructing preconceived essentialist and overly theoretical conceptions 
of identity, group formation and warfare. Furthermore, whilst one can 
debate the role of anthropologists acting on behalf of belligerents during 
conflicts, I believe a well conducted ethnography offers crucial and more 
objective perspectives of conflict situations before, during and after the 
escalation of violence and thus can assist in reconciliation programmes. 
Ethnographic studies enable those that actively participated and 
experienced the war to give their accounts, as ultimately these people are 
afterwards best placed to enact and implement conflict resolutions.  

Although this study will begin by deconstructing some of the 
assumptions surrounding the outbreak of war in 1992, it will not deal 
directly with its causal factors. This is primarily due to the existing volume 
of literature on the topic and, given the enormously complicated 
intermingling of multiple factors that provoked the war, a short summary 
can never do it justice2. Furthermore, I reject the much propagated idea of 
moral equivalency amongst the three belligerent groups in initiating the war 
and their subsequent actions during it. Whilst Bosniaks certainly committed 
atrocities after the outbreak of hostilities, as a communal group they were 
not directly instrumental in instigating the violence. This topic will be 
discussed later in more depth, the important element here being that I 
consider notions of nationalism, ethnonationalism or nationalist-induced 
violence of little relevance with regard to Bosniaks prior to the war. A 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
understood in relation to Islam alone.  
Simultaneously Bosnian-Serb and Bosnian-Croat nationalists who did not identify as 
Bosnians and fought against the government will be referred to as Serb and Croat 
nationalists as their allegiance lay with those respective countries. The Bosnian-Serbs and 
Bosnian-Croats who aligned themselves with the government will be referred to as such. 
Finally these populations were also largely secular which is why I have not referred to them 
as Bosnian Eastern-Orthodox or Catholics.  
2 For a concise summary of events and causal factors leading up to the outbreak of war 
please refer to Oberschall’s (2000) The Manipulation of Ethnicity.  
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historical analysis will serve to demonstrate that before the conflict there did 
not exist a coherent, broadly embraced or militant ethnonationalism relating 
to Bosnian Muslims, as opposed to Bosnian-Croat and Bosnian-Serb 
counterparts 3 . Therefore, the focal point is to examine how Bosniaks 
reacted and responded to these largely imported ideologies and the violence 
that occurred as a result, and why it is important to make this distinction.  

 
An Ethnic Conflict? 

 
Some of the earliest, and most propagated explanations circulating in 
academia, politics and the media regarding the war in BiH was that it was 
the result of ‘ancient ethnic hatreds’. Popular publications such as Robert 
Kaplan’s “Balkan Ghosts” (Kaplan, 1993), in tune with Samuel Huntington’s 
influential “Clash of Civilisations” (Huntington, 1993), argued that the 
violence was due to primeval antagonisms amongst Bosnia’s three major 
ethnic groups that erupted after the decline of the communist Yugoslav state 
that had succeeded in suppressing these sentiments. Thus, the predominant 
cause of conflict was the inability of these distinct groups to exist in a plural 
society, inevitably resulting in conflict after the militant and chauvinistic 
cultures of the Balkans were unleashed following the Hobbesian breakdown 
of the communist state. However, most objective academic material that has 
appeared after the conflict has rejected such reductionist claims and the 
primordial elements contained within them. Bringa states that it is 
impossible to employ such simplified categories in a land that has for 
centuries straddled the major political, religious and ideological divisions 
within Europe and has thus become fundamentally diverse (Bringa, 1995: 12).  

Despite this, the nationalisms of the former Yugoslavia are commonly 
described as ethno-nationalisms. This postulates that ethnic groups can be 
identified unambiguously, each group is entitled to self-determination and 
that ideally this nation should be homogenous to guarantee national survival 
(Petrovic, 2000: 164). Whilst in reality identity is a much more fluid 
phenomenon, under ethno-nationalism cross cutting ties and cultural 
hybridity are under communicated and membership of a group is ascribed 
and not open to contestation (Eriksen, 2001: 42).   

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 For an in depth analysis of the development of a Bosniak consciousness, please refer to 
Donia and Fine’s (1994) Bosnia and Hercegovina: A Tradition Betrayed and Friedman’s (1996) 
The Bosnian Muslims: Denial of a Nation. Ideally the historical development of a Bosniak 
national identity should be studied in conjunction with studies of Serbian and Croatian 
nationalism.	   Please refer respectively to Sells’ (2002) The construction of Islam in Serbian 
Religious Mythology and its Consequences and Uzelak’s (1997) Franjo Tudjman Nationalist 
Ideology.	  	  
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Ethnonationalist induced ethnic violence is described as “violence 
perpetrated across ethnic lines, in which at least one party is not a state, and 
in which the putative ethnic difference is coded . . . as having been integral 
rather than incidental to the violence” (Brubaker, 2004: 93). However, ethnic 
violence cannot be taken as an uncritical category of analysis and attempts to 
understand it through a theoretical lens will inevitably fail as it does not 
account for the complex context in which ethnic-violence occurs (ibid: 114).  
Furthermore in itself “ethnic plurality as such cannot account for violence 
and political instability”, given that many peaceful democracies are multi-
ethnic (Eriksen, 2010 [1995]: 297). Contrary to most nationalist claims of 
insurmountable ethnic differences, Eriksen argues that “ethnicity is 
frequently most important in contexts where groups are culturally close and 
enter into contact with each other regularly” (ibid: 276). Appadurai even 
claims that the worst violence is often committed against social intimates 
when they are suddenly discovered as being in the enemy category which 
frequently applied in the Bosnian context (Appadurai, 1998).  

Ultimately, arguments of ethnic-violence rely on a clear assumption as 
to what ethnicity is and what it entails. However, as Comaroff argues, there 
exists a banality of theory in conceptual discussions of ethnicity and 
nationalism, given that when applied, existing approaches have all been 
consistently discredited (Comaroff, 2000 [1995]). This essay will therefor 
operate on the argument postulated by Wilmsen and McCallister that 
“ethnicity as an existential presence is founded on just one premise”, which 
“although false, is the conviction of endemic cultural, social and often racial 
differences”. The argument continues that “if phenomenon are real in their 
effects, they are real” and that even if ethnicity is “artificially constructed”, it 
cannot be dismissed as illegitimate (Wilmsen and McCallister, 1996: 2-3). 
Working with this premise, this essay will argue that now that a Bosniak 
identity has largely been consolidated, it is of little relevance to challenge its 
legitimacy, which a historical examination and contemporary ethnographic 
studies will inevitably do in themselves. Rather it seeks to explore the 
processes, notably the role of conflict and outside actors, in shaping the 
emergence of an arguably necessary Bosniak identity as a means of group 
survival for those targeted and labelled as Muslims. This challenges the 
framing of the conflict as ethnic, especially when pertaining to the role of 
Bosniaks and reveals how before, during and after the war, essentialist views 
of Bosnian Muslims led to poor intervention and conflict resolution policies. 
Simultaneously primordially-inspired ethnic sentiments remain a powerful 
force in the region and one cannot think essentialism away, nor dismiss it as 
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irrational and neglect the sentimental power of these forms of identification 
in attempts at mediation (Ryan, 1996: 159). 
 

Historical Background 
 

Conflicts have historically played an important role in shaping national 
identities and the war in BiH from 1992-1995 was pivotal in consolidating an 
institutionalised and broadly embraced Bosniak identity (Babuna, 2005: 436). 
In order to examine this process, a basic chronological understanding of a 
common Bosniak identity prior to the conflict is necessary.  

The modern-day territory of BiH has a long history of invading 
groups, empires and nations that have imported a variety of religions, 
ideologies and cultures. As with most conquests, these processes have been 
marred by periods of extreme violence along with longer phases of peaceful 
coexistence, harmonious inter-ethnic relations and elements of a 
flourishing, inclusive Bosnian culture resulting in the recent conflict often 
being viewed as “a betrayal of the Bosnian tradition of tolerance” (Donia and 
Fine, 1994: 753).  

Historically, the mountainous and isolated terrain of BiH helped to 
prevent mass indoctrination of its population by the two dominant religions 
of the region, Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy. With the start of 
the Ottoman conquest in 1384, came the introduction of Islam, a dynamic, 
structured and organised state religion. One of the long-standing myths, and 
frequent Serb or Croat nationalist claims, is that today’s Muslims are the 
descendants of invading Turks who arrived with the Ottoman conquest 
(Sells, 2002: 64). However, most empirical studies have shown that the vast 
majority of Bosniaks share common ancestry with other South Slavs and are 
descended from those that converted voluntarily, over multiple centuries, to 
the vibrant religion of the conquering power (Friedman, 1996: 7). For many 
the ethnogenesis of today’s Bosniaks began with the Ottoman conquest, as 
this is indisputably when Islam was introduced (Babuna, 2005: 405).  
Ultimately, “none of the concerned groups, however, has been able to 
advance conclusive geographic or ethnographic claims on today’s Bosnian 
Muslims to the exclusion of all other counterclaims”, thus emphasising the 
complex historical processes that have culminated in the conception of 
Bosniaks as a distinct group (Friedman 1996: 21). 

The Ottoman Empire also introduced the Millet system, whereby 
society was solely divided along religious criteria, which has arguably 
contributed to ethnic particularism and the South Slav tendency to combine 
religion and nationalism (Friedman 1996: 32). It is important to note that all 
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inhabitants of BiH have for most of history shared the same language, 
territory, economic and social life, with religion being the sole 
differentiating element in collective cultural identities. Partly as a result of 
the aforementioned factors and the Empire’s notable religious tolerance, the 
Ottoman period was characterised by a general lack of inter-communal 
religious violence and overall peaceful coexistence. Throughout this epoch, 
the Bosniaks were geographically dispersed, and there existed a strong rural-
urban divide, manifested by various localised Islamic traditions that resulted 
in little widespread group cohesion, aside from an overarching Islamic 
identity.  

The introduction of Austro-Hungarian sovereignty in 1878 was the 
first time Bosniaks experienced rule under a non-Muslim state authority and 
thus galvanised Bosniaks to identify increasingly with their co-religionists, 
becoming gradually politicised with the permeation of Western European 
ideas of nationalism (Fine, 2002: 9). Whilst this period did foster feelings of 
distinctiveness amongst Bosniaks, notably alongside rising nationalist 
sentiments in the neighbouring regions of Serbia and Croatia, they by no 
means constituted a monolithic entity, with inter-communal distinctions 
persisting (Friedman, 1996: 70). This was perhaps most evidently manifested 
in the two World Wars, where Bosniaks found themselves fighting on 
opposing sides of these imperial and global conflicts. The political turmoil 
and uncertainty of early 20th century Europe prevented the emergence of a 
clear political or ideological stance to unite the Bosniaks, with religious 
heritage remaining the only common denominator. 

Throughout the Second World War, a majority of Bosniaks joined 
Tito’s multi-ethnic partisans who promoted South Slav unity in the face of 
foreign aggression (Fine, 2002: 12). This both reflected the Bosniaks’ 
tendency to favour plural societies, and was rational response to the 
systematic targeting of perceived Muslims, in particular by Serb Cetnik 
militias and Croatia’s Ustase forces (Babuna, 2005: 405). Following Partisan 
victory, and despite their contribution to the cause, the Communist Party of 
Yugoslavia (CPY) did not immediately acknowledge the Bosniaks as a 
distinct nation. This was partially because the CPY recognised that 
nationalism was the most likely force to trigger another civil war, and with 
their Islamic heritage being the most distinctive marker differentiating 
Bosniaks from other Yugoslavs, this clashed with the secular ideology of 
Marxism (Freidman, 1996: 144). In fact, national identity was rarely 
categorised except for the censuses conducted by Yugoslav authorities.  

Censuses serve to demonstrate, how notions of ethnicity, nation and 
citizenship are conceptualised differently in Yugoslavia and result in 
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distorted understandings when simplified to Western categories (Campbell, 
2003: 49). Until 1961, the Bosniaks were not given a distinct classification, 
resulting in them picking a variety of categories that individuals believed 
best applied to them. Arguably the most relevant option was Muslim Nacija, 
which effectively translated into a religious group, but one that did not 
necessarily related to a specific territory, applying to all Muslims within 
Yugoslavia, and did not carry with it a national status. In 1961 they were able 
to identify as Muslims in the sense of a Narodnost, which is closest to a 
Western conception of an ethnic group. Finally, in 1968, they were declared 
a distinct national group and in the 1971 census were able to select the 
category of Muslim in the sense of a Narod, which can be understood as a 
nation. Although Tito had hoped that Bosniaks especially would embody the 
ideal Yugoslav identity, given their more universal and less parochial nature 
from living in a multi-ethnic republic, the 1971 census revealed that when 
offered the option most Bosniaks adopted the category that best marked 
their distinctiveness (Friedman, 1996: 146).  

Nevertheless, this category was never unanimously adopted by 
Bosniaks, partially revealing the ambiguity of their new Narod status, and for 
those that did, it could have been due as much to political pragmatism as 
ethnonational sentiments. Furthermore, the category was ‘Muslim’ which 
included Muslims across all of Yugoslavia and still did not contain an 
ethnonym specifically related to Bosnia, albeit Bosniaks adopted it more 
than anywhere else (Bringa, 1995: 11). This also resulted in the same people, 
selecting a variety of categories over a life time and did not account for the 
secularity of much of the population (Bringa: 2002: 29). It has been argued 
that there was an intentional and institutionalised ambiguity implemented 
by the Communist Yugoslav government to quell ethnonationalist 
sentiments amongst Bosniaks (Campbell, 2003: 51)4.  

Tone Bringa perhaps best summarises the ambivalent identity politics 
of Bosniaks before the conflict by stating that “essentially Muslims know 
who they are not” (Bringa, 1995: 34). Historically, there had never existed a 
coherent ideological and institutionalised conception that incorporated all 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4  To add to the ambiguity, Bosniaks ostensibly became the 6th nation of Yugoslavia, 
improving their minority status, but remained the only one without their own republic. 
This was further exacerbated by the fact that there were two different official institutions 
that represented different understandings of Bosniaks; the bureaucratised Islamic 
Community, charged with managing all Islamic affairs, represented the musilmani, which 
referred to a religious understanding and was not confined to Muslims in Bosnia, although 
headquartered in Sarajevo. Simultaneously, the domestic political structure represented the 
Musilmani, which was a secularised term referring to the Bosniaks as a national group.  
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Bosnian Muslims of varying degrees of faith and Islamic creeds. Nor had 
there existed a Bosnian state, in which the Bosniaks were a majority. 
Izetbegovic, President of the Bosnian government throughout the war, 
stated that it was hard to mobilise without national awareness, particularly 
amongst a largely secular group, whose complex historical roots had not 
changed, only their standing and status in society (Friedman, 1996: 245). 

Rather, the Bosniaks had always existed in plural, multi-ethnic 
societies that had tolerated their presence with intermittent periods of 
violence directed against them, although never in what could be conceived 
of as ethnic conflict. Throughout, Islam had acted as the moral basis on 
which a collective Muslim identity was based through cultural heritage, 
historical legacies, kinship ties and specific naming-patterns. These had 
been enacted through practices, rituals, symbols and lived experiences that 
distinguished them from their Catholic and Orthodox neighbours. However, 
amongst these unifying elements there had always existed differences and 
contrasts amongst Bosniaks, with Islam forming a focal, but not all-
encompassing, role in social identification (Bringa, 1995: 7).  

Furthermore “among Bosnia’s Muslims there was a continuum of 
degrees of conviction and practice, similar to what is found in Christian 
defined societies in Western Europe” (Bringa, 2002: 29). The majority of 
Bosniaks nominally belonged to the Hanafi school of Sunni Islam, but there 
also existed centuries-old Sufi creeds and Shia communities, further 
highlighting the fallaciousness in ascribing them a monolithic entity 
(Eickelman and Piscatori 1990: 19). Finally, terms such as nation and ethnic 
group were rarely employed prior to the war and have largely been adopted 
as a result of their prolific use by the international community (Campbell, 
2003: 51).  

On the eve of the war, Tone Bringa asserts that none of the material 
she collected in her ethnographic studies in the late 1980s could serve as an 
explanation. This was predominantly because ethnonationalist ideologies 
were not created by rural villagers and were orchestrated in distant places by 
actors who did not represent them. She states that “there was both 
coexistence and conflict, tolerance and prejudice, suspicion and friendship”, 
but that cultural pluralism was intrinsic to most people’s daily realities, 
making the argument that it was inconceivable for these disparate groups to 
coexist is empirically false (Bringa, 1995: 3-5).  

Following the death of Tito, Yugoslavia became an increasingly 
federalised system with the majority of power being devolved to the 
Republics, intensifying tensions and competition over increasingly scarce 
resources under worsening social-economic conditions. Combined with the 
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dissolution of the Soviet Union, ethnonationalism emerged as a potent new 
ideology to replace the crumbling communist one, with Yugoslavia’s 
‘Brotherhood and Unity’ motto proving to be a fragile construct (Friedman, 
1996: 179).  

In 1990, democratic elections were held in BiH, with the three 
nationality based parties emerging victorious 5 , rupturing hopes of an 
enduring multi-ethnic state, as political divisions enhanced ethnic ones. The 
Party of Democratic Action (SDA), the dominant Bosniak party, was 
nonetheless secular and open to all Bosnians and was a proponent of a 
centralised, secular and plural state. The three parties were nonetheless 
forced into a coalition, despite having inherently contradictory aims. With 
the collapse of the communist state, which had been the major supporter of 
a multi-ethnic Bosnia, and increasing Serb hegemony over what remained of 
Yugoslavia, independence was declared in March 1992. The country 
descended into violence and human rights abuses soon after, with Bosnian-
Serb nationalists, instigated by Milosevic’s remnant ‘Yugoslavia’, 
establishing their own republic in regions that were predominantly Serb in 
the hope of joining a greater Serbia. Soon after, Croat nationalists did the 
same, instigated and aided by Franjo Tudjman’s Croatia this time. 
Consequently, the country suffered over three years of complex, multi-
faceted conflict that caused enormous physical and psychological damage, 
much of which persists to this day. However, it is important to note that, 
particularly in urban areas, cross-communal protests were held against the 
dissolution of BiH and in favour of it remaining a multi-ethnic state. 
Although strained severely throughout the war, this ideal persisted amongst 
all of BiH’s groups and cannot be neglected when studying the conflict 
(Friedman, 1996).  

 
Who are the Bosniaks? 

 
As previously argued, the Bosniaks did not have a consolidated 
ethnonational identity, thus putting them at a major disadvantage 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 The SDS represented the Bosnian-Serbs and the HDZ the Bosnian-Croats. Both were 
ideologically and politically inspired by Serbian and Croatian ethnonationalist ideology and 
received support from the respective nations before and during the war; the HDZ remains 
the foremost Bosnian-Croat party, whilst the SDS, although no longer dominant, remains a 
strong political force. The SDA remains the foremost Bosniak political party to this day; 
founded by the now deceased, Alija Izetbegovic it is currently headed by his son Bakir 
Izaetbegovic. It has been described as “a movement of religious dissidents, former 
apparatchiks, Communist	   entrepreneurs and intellectuals who all, however agreed that 
Bosnia must be indivisible” (Friedman, 1996: 212). 
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throughout this tumultuous time. Therefore, the notion that all belligerent 
groups were equally responsible in instigating inter-ethnic violence is highly 
contestable. Furthermore, unlike Bosnian Serbs or Croats, Bosniaks had no 
outside state capable of supporting them throughout a conflict, and while 
they constituted the largest group in the country, they by no means had a 
monopoly of power (Friedman, 1996: 192). A Bosniak state divided along 
ethnic lines would result in an unviable, landlocked country surrounded by 
hostile neighbours and was evidently not in the interest of the Bosniak 
community or government that had no historical experience of existing as an 
independent nation state. This premise also rests on the assumption that 
areas were clearly delineated along ethnic lines, which was empirically false. 
Notions of inherent ethnic hatreds can also be challenged as had these been 
so potent, regions would have been ethnically ‘pure’ long before the 
outbreak of war (Petrovic, 2000: 163). The proximity and structural 
similarities of sites of worship provided material evidence that contradicted 
this (Riedlmayer, 2002).  
 It is even contestable to what extent the conflict can be considered a 
‘civil war’, given that the major instigating forces were outside of BiH and 
the Bosnian Serbs and Croats received support from Serbia and Croatia 
respectively for the duration of the conflict. Kurspahić has even gone so far 
as to argue that it can hardly be considered a war at all, given that BiH did 
not officially have its own army, and it was instead largely a campaign of 
terror against civilians. The Yugoslav National Army had essentially 
devolved into a Serbian one, seizing the majority of weapons in the process, 
and with the international arms embargo placed on BiH, those loyal to the 
government, predominantly the Bosniaks, were at a severe military 
disadvantage (Kurspahić, 1997: 138). 
 Drawing on Eriksen’s caution that studies of ethnicity should focus 
on circumstances under which it becomes politically important, this section 
will examine how circumstances beyond the control of Bosniaks served to 
consolidate a stronger communal identity that became increasingly 
politicised and institutionalised (Eriksen, 2001: 48). Of all the former 
Yugoslav republics, BiH suffered the most casualties with Bosniaks being 
the main victims, both in terms of systematic targeting and numerical losses 
(Bringa, 2002: 29). BiH was more ethnically diverse than any other republic 
and was resented so powerfully by nationalists because it represented a 
multi-religious civilisation, which despite internal differences, had 
demonstrated the capacity for people of different faiths and ethnic groups to 
live together, thus undermining ethnonationalist ideology (Sells, 2002: 56). 
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 In this context, I believe that the, albeit simplistic, ‘Simmel’s Rule’ 
applies in that the internal cohesion of a group is contingent on the strength 
of external pressure (Simmel, 2011). The war, waged by two militarily 
superior forces, against the Bosniak people, their traditions, their cultural 
heritage and their land, galvanised those who fell under the ascribed Muslim 
category to identify increasingly with their coreligionists under what 
Anderson would term an ‘imagined community’ (Anderson, 1983). Ed 
Vulliamy, a Guardian war correspondent poignantly captured this sentiment 
when interviewing a young non-practising Bosniak soldier, who considered 
himself a Bosnian or European before Muslim. The soldier states that he 
had “to think of myself as Muslim, not in a religious way, but as a member of 
a people. Now we are faced with obliteration, I have to understand what it is 
about me and my people they wish to obliterate” (Vulliamy, 1994: 65). This 
reflects the general bewilderment of much of the Bosniak populace, the 
majority of whom had not experienced the horrors of the Second World 
War and for whom the status of being Muslim was not an all-encompassing 
element of their self-identification.  
 As Sen has argued, people have multiple competing and contrasting 
identities, with important ones such as religious and ethnic affiliation 
existing amongst a plethora of others, rather than the solitarist ones often 
imposed by nationalists (Sen, 2008). Given that processes of identity 
formation are generally dualistic, Serbian and Croatian nationalism assigned 
one another and particularly the Bosniaks as the opposing other who had to 
be removed by whatever means necessary from territory they perceived as 
belonging to them for the sake of ethnic purification and spiritual ablution 
(Van Dijk and Bartels, 2012: 467).  
 Given that Islam was the focal differentiating factor, it was 
predominantly in the religious arena that people negotiated the construction 
of the newly imposed essentialist vision of all Bosniaks belonging to a 
homogeneous group. The conflict is sometimes portrayed as a religious war 
with the three belligerent groups nominally belonging to three separate 
religions. However, prior to it, there were minimal controversies in Bosnian 
society with regard to religion itself. Religious connotations and symbols 
were widely employed in nationalist rhetoric with religion operating as a 
legitimising factor, portraying the Bosniaks as a fifth column of Islamist 
militants, reminiscent of the Ottoman era, and Croatia and Serbia as the last 
bastion of defence of Christian Europe (Friedman, 1996: 220).  
 Despite, religion not being a causal factor, once religion is invoked, 
the conflict becomes more intractable as the idea of an eternal cosmic war 
between two fundamentally opposed groups takes root (Juergensmeyer, 
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1987). In the face of such potent religious symbolism, the Bosnian 
government, represented by the Bosniak-dominated SDA party, elected to 
“follow a survival strategy that was mostly pragmatic and independent of any 
political ideology” given that it still represented multi-ethnic BiH (Babuna, 
2005: 407). Nonetheless the SDA increasingly mobilised popular support 
through employing Islamic religious symbols, replacing secular ones 
institutionalised throughout communist Yugoslavia. Whilst it did not refute 
a common Bosnian identity, the visibility of Islam rose throughout the war 
and pious Muslims became increasingly involved in politics (Bringa, 2002: 
29).  
 Calls to prayer became more common and military units, although 
fighting in defence of a secular state, increasingly adopted religious symbols 
and insignia on their uniforms. This was not confined to Bosniaks though, 
with Bosnian-Serb and Bosnian-Croat pro-government soldiers also 
adopting religious symbols. Bosniak women, who Bringa considers the 
carriers of Islamic heritage, were specifically targeted, as women frequently 
are in conflicts, and protecting women became associated with protecting 
the wider Bosniak community (Bringa, 1995: 152)6.  
 Public greetings became more exclusive, drawing on Bosniaks’ 
Islamic heritage, and Islam increasingly entered the realm of education 
(Fine, 2002: 19). Throughout the war there was systematic destruction of the 
“visible symbols of their culture”, notably any religious buildings and 
monuments that denoted an Islamic presence in the country and a history of 
coexistence that served as a material reminder of the necessity of cohesion 
in the face of genocide (Riedlmayer, 2002: 112). This assault on culture 
impacted even secular Bosniaks, and concerted efforts were made to prevent 
their destruction during the conflict which have since been followed by 
significant restoration and rebuilding initiatives. Religious rituals such as 
the Ajvatovica pilgrimage that had been forbidden to Muslims during the 
communist regime, were rendered politically relevant. The site which was 
held and defended by the government army throughout the war achieved 
the status of a holy land that defied threats to Bosniaks and their spiritual 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Although beyond the scope of this essay, to ignore the gendered dimensions during the 
conflict would be a fundamental flaw and disservice to the women of all Bosnia’s groups 
who were systematically targeted, raped, killed and subject to appalling treatment 
throughout. Women often embody the nation in nationalist ideology and the specific 
targeting of Bosniak women was part of ethnic cleansing programmes designed to 
biologically eradicate an Islamic presence. The very survival of Bosniak women contributes 
towards the endurance of a communal Bosniak identity and merits a study in itself. For 
some of the discourse surrounding the gendered dimension of the conflict, please refer to 
Hansen’s (2000) Gender, Nation, Rape: Bosnia and the Construction of Security.  
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heritage. Henig has argued that rituals and sites such as Ajvatovica were 
instrumentalised in political discourse as a fertile symbol in debates on a 
collective Bosniak identity and its search for authenticity (Henig, 2012: 757). 
Babuna has even argued that the national development of the Bosniaks was 
institutionalised under the leadership of Izetbegovic’s SDA party 
throughout the war, both as a pragmatic means to ensure group-survival and 
to establish itself as their primary representative (Babuna, 2005: 436).  
 On an individual level, however, the relation between Islam and the 
conflict was more ambivalent as it was not just Bosniaks’ lives and identities 
that were challenged, but also their religiosity (Henig, 2012: 752-54). 
Following the collapse of the communist regime, public religious 
manifestation became more commonplace for all groups. However, the 
increasingly visibility of religion, with more people participating in rituals 
and ceremonies, did not necessarily imply that people were more devout, 
but that there was no longer any institutionalised stigmatisation in publicly 
participation. During the war years with the resultant possibility of 
imminent death, many drew comfort from Islam as a means of providing 
tranquillity or attributed their hunger for Islam in their search for a meaning 
behind the violence committed against their coreligionists. Simultaneously, 
for others, experiencing the horrors of war may have challenged their faith 
(Van Dijk and Bartels, 2012: 477-80). Given that mosques represent one of 
the focal points of Muslim consciousness, they were systematically targeted 
by Serb and Croat nationalists, frequently preventing attendance. Many 
Bosniaks were therefore confined to worshipping at home without the 
guidance of an Imam or any form of religious authority, giving rise to highly 
personalised currents of Islam (Riedlmayer, 2002). Although practised Islam 
can be said to create a community of Muslims, it also communicates 
differences, which is evident given that during the war not all Bosniaks 
worshipped, by choice or circumstances, in the manner prescribed by the 
official and institutional Islamic Community (Friedman, 1996: 197). Finally, 
as will be discussed later, foreign strains of Islamic doctrine and practice 
permeated into BiH during the war, impacting upon religious unanimity.  
 Internal differences also manifested themselves beyond the religious 
domain as some “inhabitants of Sarajevo during the war felt that the conflict 
was really an urban-rural one, since city-dwellers had a lot in common, 
irrespective of religion, which they did not share with rural people” 
(Eriksen, 2001: 63). While most Bosniaks in Sarajevo identified the Serbs in 
particular as the clear aggressor and identified with their fellow Bosniaks 
under threat, the influx of rural refugees strained relations with the city’s 
remaining Bosnian-Serb and Bosnian-Croat population and the ideal of 
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plurality still held by much of the capital. Further, Maček recounts that once 
the situation in Sarajevo was less precipitous, many Sarajevans who had 
defended the city were reluctant to join the government army and continue 
the war fighting for the greater BiH nation. Despite the official discourse, 
there was frequently a lack of national solidarity and common identity, as 
survivors of the siege of Sarajevo were indisposed to risk their lives further. 
Maček also argues that perceptions of the war were most ambiguous for 
those involved first-hand, with dichotomising categories of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ 
frequently contradicting their personal experiences. Explanations offered by 
the government, opposing forces, the international community or the 
Islamic community rarely captured the true complexity of the situation and 
were not considered as adequate (Maček, 2005). 
 Overall, while internal differences inevitably endured, this was the 
first conflict that saw the vast majority of Bosniaks fighting under the same 
authority7. Furthermore, given that Serb and Croat nationalist propaganda 
had lumped all Bosniaks into the same monolithic entity, thus subjecting all 
to the same existential threat, they identified with their coreligionists at 
unprecedented levels. Throughout the conflict, internal divisions and 
schisms were minimised, arguably artificially, and Bosniaks were pressured 
into adopting an overarching identity. For many Bosniaks this was perceived 
as a necessary, life-sustaining strategy that assisted individual survival as 
much as that of the group. In this context, religiously based ethnicity was 
the most accessible, easiest and arguably the only form of group 
identification available to Bosniaks (Wilmsen and McCallister, 1996: 3). 
Mustafa Ceric, previously the Grand Mufti of BiH, summarised the 
development of a new ethnonational awareness by stating that “we are 
Muslims now because they did not allow us to be Bosnians” (Friedman, 1996: 
248).  

 
External Factors and Foreign Influences 

 
The multifaceted failure of the global community to intervene and stop the 
Bosnian conflict is widely acknowledged and beyond the scope of this essay. 
Instead, this final section shall examine the role of the international 
community in identity politics and to what extent it served to rigidify 
notions of a coherent Bosniak identity both during and after the conflict. It 
will begin by exploring the role of Islamic countries, followed by the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 A notable exception being efforts at establishing an autonomous state in Velika Kladusa 
by a powerful local businessman Fikret Abdic that resulted in internecine fighting between 
the separatists and government forces (Pugh, 2002: 470). 
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Western governments and international bodies, revealing how distorted, 
simplistic and fundamentally flawed understandings of the causes of the 
conflict, the groups participating in it and means of ending it have solidified 
ethnic distinctions and undermined enduring peace processes.  
 Much of the nationalist rhetoric against Bosniaks essentially denied 
their Slavic identity and equated them with Ottomans, thus many expected 
that the Bosniaks would be pressured to adopt a more Islamic identity (Sells, 
2002). However, during the conflict, the government never employed the 
rhetoric of a crusade being waged against the Bosniaks that would require a 
Jihad in response. Political Islam did not take root and there were never 
concerted efforts to establish a fundamentalist Islamic system (Van Dijk and 
Bartels, 2012: 479). Overall, the government was wary about appearing too 
Islamic by appealing to the Islamic Umma as this would only serve to 
reinforce stereotypes of Bosniaks as a clearly distinct group, which 
conflicted with their self-perception of being Slavic. The Bosnian 
government and Bosniaks in general had a European outlook and primarily 
sought European support during the conflict despite a common feeling that 
they had been betrayed and left to their own devices (Friedman, 1996: 249).  

The government could, however, hardly afford to reject assistance 
from the wider Islamic community, which came in various forms from 
countries and actors that took an active interest in the only European 
country in which Muslims constituted the largest group (Karčić, 2010: 531). 
Although some of this assistance was important, such as the role of the 
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation in helping to amplify the plight of the 
Bosniaks to the global community, it generally rested on the assumption that 
the Bosniaks constituted a monolithic group (Karčić, 1999: 536).  

The war was frequently portrayed as a battle between Christendom 
and Islam, conveniently ignoring internecine Orthodox and Catholic 
conflicts. Furthermore, much of the Islamic community considered 
Bosniaks as ignorant of the true faith and in need of proselytising towards 
specific interpretations of Islam advocated by different polities (Bringa, 
2002: 27). As a result, assistance often came in the form of uninvited foreign 
fighters and missionaries who brought with them alternative, and frequently 
more stringent, interpretations of Islam. Ultimately this served to internally 
differentiate Bosniaks further with regard to their relation to Islam. More 
fundamental and foreign strains of Islam, such as Salafism and Wahhabism, 
grew in popularity during the calamitous period of the war and its 
immediate aftermath. Nonetheless, the vast majority of Bosniaks and the 
Islamic Community have since rejected these interpretations as conflicting 
with local interpretations of Islam and what it means to be Bosnian and 
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Muslim. Salafists are overwhelmingly viewed negatively by Bosniaks and 
alternative strains of Islam have negligible institutional power or followers, 
despite frequent claims that Bosnia is a hotbed for radical Islamic 
extremism. With its non-doctrinal approach, Bosnian Islam, characterised 
by its localised and apolitical nature, flexibility and non-judgemental 
attitude has endured over time, through conflicts, resisting foreign 
influences and arguably embodies the distinctiveness of the Bosniak 
community (Van Dijk and Bartels, 2012). In reality, much of the Islamic 
assistance before and after the war has served to undermine local Islamic 
traditions and most Bosnians still relate to Europe more than the wider 
Islamic Umma (Sells, 2002)8. Nonetheless the portrayal of Bosniaks as a 
homogenous group by their global coreligionists influenced wider 
essentialist perceptions of them.  

The most consequential action by the international community was to 
deny that what was occurring in Bosnia was a genocide, despite every 
human rights monitoring organisation claiming it was, as this would have 
compelled it to intervene (Hashemi, 2002: 183). This was partially based on 
the much propagated moral equivalence fallacy9, which thus necessarily 
assumed the Bosniaks to be a clear ethnic group and equal actors in this 
ethnically labelled conflict. By labelling it as ethnic, the conflict appeared 
more intractable thus absolving the international community from decisively 
intervening in a situation that appeared to have no rational basis and thus 
no rational solution (Allen and Seaton, 1999). The inadequacy of the UN’s 
mantra of impartiality was most infamously demonstrated in the Srebrenica 
massacre that now serves as a common trauma for Bosniaks and can be 
considered a national symbol of their suffering. The overall lack of support 
required the Bosniaks to be particularly self-reliant and galvanised the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 For an examination and criticism of the controversial role played by foreign Islamic 
actors, notably Saudi Arabia, Iran and Turkey during and after the conflict please refer to 
Riedlmayer’s (2002) From the Ashes: Bosnia's Cultural Heritage”, Karčić’s (2010) Islamic Revival 
in Post-Socialist BiH and Sells’ (2002) The Construction of Islam in Serbian Religious Mythology 
and Its Consequences. Each serves to demonstrate how foreign influences capitalised on the 
disarray to impart their own visions of Islam. In particular Saudi Arabia has channelled 
huge funds to ‘reconstruct’ BIH mosques in the Saudi architectural style, destroying or 
neglecting the architectural distinctiveness of the region. Many of these strains of Islam, 
such as Wahhabism, are much younger than their Bosnian counterpart, do not reflect the 
attitudes and desires of	  Bosniaks and have resulted in tensions and internal divisions within 
the Bosniak community. Nonetheless, their influences remain weak, with Bosnians 
prioritising forms of Islam they feel are more relatable and inherently reflect Bosnian 
religious attitudes and values. Some Bosniaks have joined jihadist, militant groups in recent 
years, but this phenomenon is beyond the scope of this essay and ultimately reflects upon a 
negligible percentage of the Bosniak population.  
9 Most notably by Bill Clinton and UN General Mazkenzie, two of the most influential actors 
at the time (Volkan, 2002: 87).	  
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population to unprecedented levels of organisation and cohesion in order to 
defend themselves against superior opponents in terms of military strength, 
institutionalised ethnonationalism and external assistance. The early 
Western recognition of Croatian and Slovenian independence had 
essentially legitimised ethnonationalism as the basis of nation state 
determination and thus further invigorated nationalists to pursue this to 
terrible effect (Green, 2002: 166).  

“Ethnic hatred was not the most important factor in the Bosnian 
conflict, but it was the most visible” and as a result throughout the conflict, 
international bodies failed to conceive of solutions that did not involve 
ethnic partition, eventually culminating in the signing of the controversial 
Dayton Peace Agreement (Friedman, 1996: 222). The agreement established 
two political entities within BiH - the Bosniak-Croat federation and the 
quasi-autonomous Republika Sprska. This essentially divided the country 
along ethnic lines, rewarding Serb aggression by granting them a quasi-
autonomous republic and undermining any central authority as ethnic-
based parties consistently challenge one another’s legitimacy, preventing 
tangible multi-ethnic cooperation. With Izetbegovic, president of the 
Bosnian government that had always opposed partition, stating that “this is 
not a just peace, but it would be more unjust to continue the war”, the 
injustice perceived by much of the populace was explicitly stated by the 
government that represented them (Galbraith, 2002: 137). Some of Dayton’s 
more scathing critics have argued that there was an ideological impotence to 
deal with BiH as there is an inherent ideal of homogeneity in Western 
perceptions of nation-state building. Thus, the accord represented a 
“measure built on the acceptance of the homogeneistic premise and therefor 
bound to fail in the long run in a thoroughly mixed area” (Blommaert and 
Verschueren, 1996: 120). On the other hand, Peter Galbraith, a US diplomat 
in the region, argued that although Dayton is fundamentally flawed, it was 
not intended to impose Western hegemony, but was the only conceivable 
way to stop the violence as quickly as possible with the means available 
(Galbraith, 2002: 136). 

Whilst one can question many elements of the Dayton Accord, the 
political structure it created has undoubtedly contributed to ethnic 
particularism, thus rigidifying notions of a communal Bosniak identity. The 
agreement and ensuing democratic elections held under the new system, 
had representatives for each of the three ethnic groups, but did not account 
for moderates, people of mixed or ambiguous ethnic identity or those that 
identified as Bosnians (Reid, 2002). This enabled nationalist factions to 
retain control of politics, the media and local municipalities, where most 
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power is held given the weak central state. The three dominant nationalist 
political parties, including the not overtly nationalist but Bosniak-dominated 
SDA, each implied that a “vote cast for another party was a vote for another 
ethnic group”, allowing ethnic-based rather than issue-based political 
parties to consolidate power in BiH (Reid, 2002: 149). This notion that 
everyone belonging to a particular ethnic group should be confined to being 
represented by a single dominant nationalist party is inherently flawed and 
undermines democratic procedure. This would be akin to expecting the 
ethnically homogenous population of post-communist Poland to all have 
similar political tendencies. Nonetheless the accord has established a 
political structure where this is required in order to prevent one ethnic 
group from dominating another. Whilst Bosniaks inevitably have different 
political views, to manifest this by supporting multiple different parties 
would inadvertently be against their self-interest, and thus a homogenised 
political culture has emerged that misrepresents the Bosniak community as a 
unified entity.  

There are never easy solutions for ending conflict and this war was 
particularly complex and brutal, with close acquaintances frequently 
fighting on opposing sides. The post-conflict situation has been described as 
an enduring truce rather than peace, exemplifying what Galtung would refer 
to as ‘negative peace’ (Galtung, 1969). The accord demonstrated that the 
ideal of halting widespread direct physical violence took precedence and in 
this was successful. However, for the ethnically divided political system that 
endures to this day to end, the ethno-political framework constituted 
through the accord must also (Pinkerton, 2016: 561). Although many regions, 
towns and villages have become more homogenised as a result of the war, 
the fact that inter-ethnic coexistence endures should serve as a basic 
premises for an improved political platform.  

 
Concluding Statements 

 
This study has sought to highlight how the existential threat to the Bosniak 
community during the 1992-95 conflict served to “produce and enhance 
ethnocentrism” (Agnew, 1989: 51). A historical examination of the 
community revealed that Bosniaks did not consist of, nor unanimously 
conceive of themselves as a cohesive, ethnonationalist and militant group. 
However, the realities of the war and nationalist propaganda, coupled with 
international discourse and policy, contributed to grouping them, along with 
Bosnian-Serbs and Bosnian-Croats, into essentialist ethnic categories that 
did not correspond to historical or contemporary reality. Whether by choice 
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or necessity, the Bosnian government and much of the populace adopted 
this new ethnonational construct, identifying with their fellow Bosniaks to 
help ensure both individual and group survival in the face of genocide. The 
mechanisms of the Dayton Peace agreement designed to stop the conflict, 
ensured that this ethnocentric identification would be perpetuated, 
polarising the country to unprecedented levels and diminishing the 
likelihood of genuine peace and multicultural coexistence.  
 Nonetheless a contemporary ethnography reveals that after the war, 
under the umbrella of an acknowledged communal Bosniak identity, intra-
communal divisions persist alongside inter-communal ones. No ethnic 
groups are monolithic and the Bosniaks are no exception. Urban-rural, 
religious, generational, socioeconomic, class and to a lesser extent political, 
divisions manifest themselves across Bosniak society, rendering 
homogenous perceptions of them all the more questionable. Notably within 
religion, discrepancies exist between folk Islam and officially recognised 
Islam, with varying degrees of religiosity and multiple strains of Islam found 
in BiH. Whilst theological arguments might assert that Islam is incompatible 
with a European nation state, an empirical study reveals that currently the 
vast majority of Bosniaks support the idea of a secular, plural, democratic 
and European-oriented BiH (Henig, 2012: 753). Despite the rhetoric, conflict 
and foreign influences, most Bosniaks were not radicalised and there have 
been no significant demands for the establishment of an Islamic theocracy 
(Van Dijk and Bartels, 2012: 468). Simultaneously, there is no call for Islam, 
or other religions, to be relegated to the private sphere as under 
Communism. Bosniaks’ Islamic heritage may be their most cohesive binding 
force, but it does not constitute an institutionalised, all-encompassing 
element of their identity, with the struggles of daily life being more relevant 
than grand doctrinal issues.  
 This element is of particular relevance today. A lack of available or 
reliable information on the Bosniak community, and Bosnia as a whole, 
resulted in persistently distorted media and international understandings. 
Bosniaks and their Islamic heritage were portrayed in the orientalist trope, 
often implying they were non-European, fundamentalist and 
quintessentially different (Bringa, 2002: 25). Initially they were conceived of 
as equal participants in the conflict, and elements of Serb and Croat 
propaganda stating that it was a fight against Islamic domination resonated 
amongst European audiences. With rising Islamophobic sentiment 
manifesting itself across the Western world, it is important to emphasise 
that Bosnia’s ‘Muslims’ were not instrumental in initiating the conflict, nor 
did they conduct systematic ethnic cleansing programmes. Of the three 
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belligerent groups, they were and continue to be, the most supportive of a 
secular, multicultural and democratic state. The Bosniak example serves to 
challenge rigid notions of Islam and Europe, demonstrating that a 
functioning European Islam exists and can exist amongst Muslim 
populations across the continent. Tone Bringa even asserts that “a revived 
Bosnian Islam could play a constructive role as a bridge-builder between the 
Islamic world and the mainly Christian-defined Europe to which the 
Bosniaks belong, geographically, historically and indeed culturally” (Bringa, 
2002: 32). Whilst more recent migrant or refugee populations of Muslims in 
Europe have naturally had different historical trajectories than the Bosniaks, 
this case study should serve as but one contribution to the fact that Islam 
and Muslims are not inherently opposed to concepts such as democracy, 
multiculturalism and secularism.  
 Finally, this study has not sought to portray the Bosniak community 
in an overly idealised manner, nor deny them agency in the construction of 
their identity. It acknowledges that Bosniaks engaged in acts of terror during 
the war and that many Bosnian-Serbs and Bosnian-Croats also opposed the 
actions of nationalists. However, as the eminent Bosnian journalist Kemal 
Kurspahić, editor-in-chief of the multicultural Bosnian newspaper 
Oslobođenje that operated in Sarajevo throughout the war, remarked that, in 
the BiH context, to be wholly objective and balanced distorts reality 
(Kurspahić, 1997). Acknowledging this has important implications, as 
Bosniaks overall were the least culpable party in all aspects of the conflict, 
and the many atrocities, mistakes, assumptions and poorly implemented 
resolutions relating to the community should serve as a lesson in current 
and future conflicts labelled as ethnic - an essentialising categorisation, 
which although retains strong emotive resonance for many, is rendered 
increasingly obsolete in a globalised world.  
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Is Counterinsurgency an Acceptable Policy Instrument 
of the 21st Century? 
 
Bethan Casey  

	  

Introduction 

 
The terror attacks of 9/11 arguably indicated a paradigm shift within the 
security arena as it saw the emergence of a discourse surrounding counter-
terrorism and later counterinsurgency (COIN), diverging from classical 
Clausewitzian concepts of war which dominated most of the 20th century. 
This indicated a watershed moment as it was the first time a security threat 
had penetrated the US domestically. This transnational phenomenon 
instigated a renaissance of COIN discourse in terms of how we think about 
military strategy, pursuing population-centric campaigns designed to win 
hearts and minds, bifurcating from shock and awe and decisive victories 
prescribed in the 1980s Weinberger-Powell doctrine (Gilmore, 2011: 24). 
 Despite the epochal shift in adversary from communism to terrorism 
that 9/11 signified, classical COIN theory has been applied to the subsequent 
‘War on Terror’ in Iraq and Afghanistan, enshrined saliently in the 2006 US 
Field Manual 3-24 (FM3-24). Although COIN is not a monolithic bloc, this 
paper will focus on US COIN in Iraq and Afghanistan as these operations 
have become somewhat synonymous with COIN, and are indicative of large-
scale 21st century COIN operations performed by an intervening state. They 
are also informed principally by the same doctrine, FM3-24, providing this 
paper with a focused scope.  
 COIN can be defined as a bifurcation from conventional enemy-
centric warfare due to its focus on the population as the centre of gravity, 
leading some specialists to deem it a more acceptable means of warfare (see 
Hammes, 2005). However, this paper seeks to interrogate this perception, 
explore the concept of COIN and assess it in terms of its acceptability in the 
21st century. Due to the broad meaning of 'acceptable', this paper will 
narrow its definition and assess it on purely ethical and moral grounds. It 
will be organised into three sections. Firstly, the rationale for COIN will be 
posited in terms of the human security agenda. Secondly, it will interrogate 
this reading and reveal the contradictions inherent in COIN's doctrine; and 
lastly, it will analyse the dichotomy between the doctrinal apparatus and the 
military practises. This paper will argue that COIN is not an acceptable 
policy instrument in the 21st century on moral grounds as it fails to advance 
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the human security agenda and is an unacceptable vehicle to do so. The 
purpose of this paper is not to condemn COIN but to argue that it is an 
unacceptable vehicle to promote human security. This argument 
materialises in two strands: the doctrine is only ostensibly concerned with 
human security at a surface level but an immoral sub-narrative can be 
identified; and this façade portrays an inherently problematic vision in terms 
of the military's practical war-fighting requirements. 

 
Literature Review 

 
Before proceeding with the analysis, the proposition first necessitates a 
definition of ‘acceptable’ with regards to policy instruments. The dominant 
debate in academia concerns whether COIN is a practicable means of 
warfare, advancing the notion that success such as the cessation of violence 
in 2009 was attained as a result of the increase in US troops to Iraq referred 
to as 'the surge'. However, this paper will bracket this and instead offer an 
assessment of COIN on moral and ethical grounds, which is often 
overlooked and thus under-discussed in the literature. Whilst it should be 
noted that moral questions arise in any discussion of conflict which aims to 
“destroy the enemy” through the means of violence (Clausewitz, 2007: 15), 
this paper will question whether COIN is a more ethical means of warfare 
regarding its enhancement of human security, thus providing an analytical 
framework.  
 This nuanced approach is useful as the COIN campaigns are situated 
in a war framed explicitly on moral grounds “against a force diametrically 
opposed to the liberal values of the US” (Gilmore, 2011: 22). In order to 
assess this self-declared morality, one must analyse the discursive apparatus 
of US COIN doctrine and how it is conceptualised, particularly in FM3-24 
(2006), the Human Terrain Team Handbook (2008), and the US Government 
Counterinsurgency Guide (2009). These have arguably invoked an 
epistemological dogma of US policy-making (see Gentile, 2009; Michaels 
and Ford, 2011), informed by classical COIN schools such as the French 
school, particularly the work of Galula as echoed in FM3-24's foreword, 
asserting the multi-faceted nature that soldiers need to adopt (USDA, 2006). 
This historiography therefore provides the impetus for this paper as 2006 
was a turning point which inaugurated the shift from 'rapid dominance', 
enemy-centric warfare aimed at defeating the Baathist regime in Iraq for 
example, to addressing the following guerrilla insurgencies (Sepp, 2007: 217). 
This paper will not only question the human security conceptualisation in 
COIN, but it will then assess whether this humanitarian rhetoric has been 
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realised through the practises of the US military, specifically through 
Human Terrain Teams (HTTs). These are of particular interest as they are 
controversially perceived as the weaponization of anthropology (Price, 2011), 
and constitute a tactic which saliently conflates military and humanitarian 
concerns. This paper will analyse the doctrine, generals, military theorists 
and practise, and demonstrate how these fail to correlate. It will build on 
Gilmore's (2011: 21) argument that COIN is an inappropriate platform for 
human security principles to be achieved, by advancing this through 
analysing the contradictions in practise. 

 
Rationale for COIN 

 
Firstly, this paper will analyse the initial rationale advocated for COIN 
which is often posited as a more moral form of warfare, enhancing the 
human security agenda which came to fruition in the aftermath of the Cold 
War. Human security is defined by the UN as “freedom from fear” and 
“freedom from want” (UNDP, 1994: 36); arguably COIN bolsters this human 
security agenda as seen in FM3-24. For example, it employs a moral rhetoric, 
stating that “ultimate success in COIN is gained by protecting the populace” 
and “troops may have to exercise increased restraint” (USDA, 2006: 1.27). 
Furthermore, this becomes explicit, noting the “moral basis for the use of 
restraint or measured force” (USDA, 2006: 5.12).  
 This concept of practising less-kinetic, enemy-centric warfare in 
favour of population-centric warfare is bolstered in the US Government COIN 
Guide, as highlighted by Gilmore (2011: 25). It explicitly defines security in 
terms of the ‘protection of human rights’ (USGICI, 2009: 22). This seemingly 
prescribes to the Aberystwyth school conceptualisation of human security as 
‘true security’, requiring the emancipation of humans based on a common 
concept of humanity (Booth, 2005: 12). These moral overtones in the 
doctrine alluding to emancipation are arguably paradoxical to classical 
Clausewitzian concepts of war characterised by the “impulse to destroy the 
enemy” (Clausewitz, 2007: 15). Hammes (2005: 190) seems to accept this 
apparent shift towards COIN as he notes that war has evolved in becoming 
socially-networked, and is characterised by avoiding direction confrontation. 
Not only does the US COIN doctrine seemingly prescribe to this moral 
rhetoric, but this is permeated throughout the ‘War on Terror’ narrative 
more broadly which refers to Iraq as on the 'axis of evil' (Gardner, 2003), 
immediately framing the actors dichotomously as the morally superior West 
in opposition to its evil adversaries. However, it should be noted that this 
moral and extremely normative view that COIN is acceptable is subject to 
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contestation, not only by scholars such as Gilmore (2011), but also by military 
personnel such as Gentile (2009) which will be explored in the next section 
of this paper. 

This human security rhetoric can be questioned as it is possible to 
detect a somewhat immoral sub-narrative inherent in the doctrine. The 
aforementioned guides imply that the host nations’ populace is the object of 
security, Iraqi and Afghan civilians, as FM3-24 states that defeating 
insurgents requires “efforts to secure the safety and support of the local 
populace” (USDA, 2006: x). However, this humanitarian narrative is not 
purely altruistic. For example, with regards to “winning hearts and minds”, 
minds is defined as “convincing them that the force can protect them and 
that resisting it is pointless” (USDA, 2006: A.5). Here, the military clearly 
anticipates resistance which is morally dubious as they implicitly expect that 
the populace are not innocent civilians but have the potential to become the 
enemy. This is questionable as it runs counter to FM3-24’s claim that the 
majority of the populace is neutral during such conflict (USDA, 2006: 1.20). 
This is therefore paradoxical as rather than freeing the population from fear 
as defined by the UN human security agenda, the US is arguably freeing 
itself from further resistance. This links to the main argument as the 
detection of this dubious sub-text shows how the military have failed to 
commit to their seemingly ethical stance. Therefore, this human security 
rhetoric may merely be a guise for protecting the US and US troops as the 
object of security. This can be corroborated by analysing the discourse of 
Generals such as Odierno, Sepp (2007: 219) describes his explicit assertion 
that his primary mission was the protection of his own troops. Here, US 
troops are perhaps given primacy over the Iraqi population. This argument 
is furthered by Lopez (2007: 258) who similarly argues that the American 
population is the centre of gravity. Such reasoning stems from the notion 
that the US cannot sustain heavy casualties as it could result in the 
withdrawal of troops, as realised in both Somalia and Lebanon in the 20th 
century (Lopez, 2007: 253).  

When one looks to the failures of these campaigns, this could explain 
why the US needs to portray COIN as ethical; arguably they deliberately 
changed how COIN is conceptualised to maintain domestic support. This 
possibility immediately undermines the legitimacy of the US' humanitarian 
COIN narrative. Although the protection of the US populace may, prima 
facie, chime with human security ideals, it should be noted that this 
prioritisation actually undermines the human security agenda, which is 
based on a common concept of shared principles, not an unequal one. 
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Moreover, arguably this human security rhetoric is a fallacy as one 
can identify another rationale for the renaissance of COIN. This view is 
advocated by Porter who argues that anthropological war is driven not by 
human security, but by the “reaction to the failures of recent American 
military interventions . . . inspired by a wider backlash against the 
universalism of the Bush Administration’s attempt to remake the world in 
America’s image” (Porter, 2007: 47-48). This suggests that the impetus for the 
adoption of COIN in Iraq and Afghanistan was not a self-declared ethical-
turn but a necessity born from the failings of the initial years of the 
campaign. It therefore serves a purpose to remedy the US’ mistakes in 
misunderstanding the nature of the conflict. For example, when the US “cut 
off the hydra's Ba'athist head, power reverted to its most basic and stable 
form-the tribe” (McFate, 2005: 44). Essentially, the subsequent insurgency 
was the antithesis of the war that the US had envisaged (Hammes, 2005: 190), 
a misunderstanding made clear from Bush's somewhat premature statement 
of 'mission accomplished' just months after the Iraq campaign began (Elgot, 
2013). The following turbulent post-Taliban Afghanistan and post-Saddam 
Iraq ultimately initiated an urgency to understand the phenomenon of 
insurgency (Ginty, 2010: 211). This misunderstanding arguably necessitated a 
change in direction regarding how the war was fought, materialising in the 
COIN doctrine of 2006 onwards.  

Although the narrative of defeating the Ba’athist regime began to 
dwindle, the military failed to buy into the new conceptualisation of 
population-centric COIN. For example, in order to articulate the change in 
direction, generals such as Casey and McKiernan were dismissed, giving way 
to McChrystal and Petraeus, the latter being the co-author of FM3-24 
(Michaels and Ford, 2011: 369). However, arguably this was not enough to 
bring about a sustained change in war-fighting. Gilmore (2011: 27) for 
example states that the Soldier's Creed imbues US soldiers with a warrior-
like ethos. It declares that: “I stand ready to deploy, engage and destroy the 
enemies of the United States of America in close combat” (Aylwin-Foster, 
2005: 13). This directly echoes the Clausewitzian impulse to “destroy the 
enemy” (Clausewitz, 2007: 15), demonstrating how long-standing traditions 
in the US military institution are inherently tilted towards fighting a highly-
kinetic war. This immediately problematises any attempts to make the 
military less-kinetic from the offset. As Clausewitz (2007: 14) states: “war is 
such a dangerous business that the mistakes which come from kindness are 
the very worst”. 
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Contradictions 
 
Having discussed the humanitarian rhetoric which permeates US COIN 
doctrine in the 21st century, this paper will now analyse whether US COIN 
promotes human security in practice. Arguably, the most salient vehicle for 
the realisation of human security is the use of Human Terrain Teams (HTTs) 
which came to fruition in 2006, following the publication of FM3-24 in the 
same year. This form of social network analysis, by definition, is closely 
associated with the populace and is responsible for “support[ing] field 
commanders by filling their cultural knowledge gap in the current operating 
environment and providing cultural interpretations of events occurring 
within their area of operations” (Finney, 2008: 2). The merits of this are 
outlined by McFate, a cultural anthropologist and core advocate for the 
military utility of anthropology through HTTs. The premise of her argument 
is that HTTs enable the understanding of culture and provide the military 
with the means to “know the enemy”, inciting Sun Tzu's dictum (McFate, 
2005: 42). This could effectively allow one to determine who does and does 
not pose a threat. However, despite being driven by population-centric 
concerns, they have been increasingly scrutinised. Whilst the HTT 
handbook outlines their role as to “explain and delineate the non-lethal 
environment” (Finney, 2008: 82), rather than gather intelligence, this paper 
will interrogate this view, mobilising scholars such as Ginty (2010) who 
critique social network analysis more broadly. To initiate this discussion, 
one could argue that HTTs obscure the discipline of anthropology as the 
objective to support field commanders emphasises that they operate under 
the directives of military commanders, rather than being autonomous 
altruistic units to advance human security. This inscribed hierarchy is 
possibly symbolic of how military concerns trump those humanitarian 
ventures of anthropology. 

However, this form of tactic is arguably problematic as it could 
operate as a façade for intelligence gathering. This is advocated by scholars 
who refer to the discipline of anthropology becoming weaponized as 
invoked by the term “hit man anthropology” (Albro, 2007: 20). Arguably, this 
line of reasoning stems from US COIN in the Vietnam War whereby 
anthropological research in pacification programs was utilized by the 
military to assassinate “real or presumed Viet Cong sympathizers” (Caryl, 
2009). This continuity highlights an inherent tension as rather than 
understanding the populace, it is plausible that similar to Vietnam, HTTs 
instead gather intelligence in order to inform targeted killing. This is evident 
as “in at least one case, an HTS employee supported interrogations in 
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Afghanistan” (Weinberger, 2011, cited in Gonzalez, 2015). This notion of 
intelligence gathering is also salient in the handbook which states that they 
are “attached to the unit and belong to the Commander, who employs the 
team as he needs them” (Finney, 2008: 28). Military commanders in the 
conflict such as Lieutenant Colonel Gentile even admit that: “whether they 
want to acknowledge it or not . . . [they] contribute to the collective 
knowledge of a commander which allows him to target and kill the enemy” 
(Gentile, 2007, cited in Gonzalez, 2009: 28). Even McFate (2005: 48) implicitly 
acknowledges this by empathising with anthropologists against HTTs, 
stating that they are “morally obliged to protect the population” as the 
subject of their study, however, cooperating with the military could violate 
this. This recognition immediately indicates the tension between the two. 
This unethical language is echoed here: “if you get the population to 
support your side . . . you don’t need to kill as many of them” (Ginty, 2010: 
214). This presupposes that the population will be killed which is at odds 
with the nature of a less-kinetic war. Moreover, it is unethical as one can 
identify overtones of coercion. This is paralleled by the encouragement of 
“co-opting neutral or friendly women . . . win the women, and you own the 
family unit. Own the family, and you take a big step forward in mobilizing 
the population” (Kilcullen, 2006: 106).  The use of ‘co-opting’ and ‘own[ing]’ 
is at odds with the notion of understanding culture and is perhaps indicative 
of the military's inability to buy into the humanitarian doctrine, immediately 
problematising the doctrine in terms of how it portrays the military's 
capabilities. 

Having exposed the flaws in the conceptualisation of HTTs, this 
paper will now further reveal the inherent dichotomy between the theory 
and practice. Arguably, human security in COIN operations juxtapose 
military practices by ignoring the destructive element inherent in warfare, 
dismissing “imperatives of coercion, escalated dominance and repression” 
(Hills, 2002: 11). Therefore, a doctrine which claims to be ostensibly 
concerned with human security is somewhat paradoxical as it also requires 
mobilising the means of violence which is the basic ontological apparatus of 
a traditional military. This futility is further exposed by HTTs as the 
program is run by BAE Systems, a weapons manufacturer (Gonzalez, 2009: 
27). This reveals an inherent blurring of tactics whereby military and 
humanitarian concerns seem to be grossly conflated. McChrystal’s career 
further exemplifies this blurring. For example, despite formerly heading the 
special forces known as JSOC (Heffernan, 2009), the epitome of kinetic 
warfare, McChrystal rose to a position where he advocated for population-
centric COIN (Economist, 2010). This immediately problematises his 
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commitments to COIN as he stems from a hard-power military background 
focused on carrying out targeted killing, thus raising moral questions over 
his role. Furthermore, the glorification of JSOC following the killing of Bin 
Laden (Goodman, 2013), shows how perhaps the humanitarian operations 
were merely a façade as success is publicly defined in terms of the death of 
an adversary, rather than emancipation of the populace.  This exposes the 
conflict in interests, as it seems that hard power will always triumph over 
soft power. Furthermore, the use of HTTs may be undermined by the use of 
Private Military Contractors (PMCs) who, although employed by the US, are 
not accountable to the COIN doctrine. According to a 2012 quarterly 
contractor census report, the number of contractors reached “113,376 in 
Afghanistan and 7,336 in Iraq” (Isenberg, 2012). This demonstrates the 
futility of the doctrine, as with an imbalanced ratio of PMCs to US army 
personnel, it is unlikely that human security would be realised, even if the 
military had bought into the agenda. Furthermore, the fact the US contracts 
so many shows how it is perhaps not committed to achieving human 
security. Therefore, the practices of the US contradict the human security 
agenda outlined at the doctrine’s surface-level. 

Arguably, human security concerns are futile in 21st century COIN as 
it is an inappropriate vehicle to realise this as warfare inherently has moral 
ramifications. This is due to the nature of insurgency which is fought 
“amongst the people”, indicating that the population is the centre of gravity, 
and the pivotal point for success (Smith, 2006: 278). The fact that insurgents 
operate amongst the population is problematic as it may be harder to 
distinguish between combatants and non-combatants, thus distorting the 
ability to discriminate as enshrined in the just war criteria (Smith, 2006: 
278). For example, when mapping the human terrain, it is possible that 
nodular connections become so endemic that more people are targeted due 
to the notion of “guilt by association” (Ginty, 2010: 220). Similarly, the use of 
unmanned drones could also fail to properly distinguish between 
combatants. This can be bolstered by the Human Rights Watch statistic that 
“civilian deaths in Afghanistan as a result of US and NATO airstrikes nearly 
tripled from 2006 to 2007” (Human Rights Watch, 2008, cited in Ginty, 2010: 
213), following the advent of the COIN doctrine. This shows a lack of net 
benefit on a human metric. Again, using unmanned drones suggests that US 
troops are prioritised by diminishing their points of confrontation with the 
adversary. Moreover, the notion of winning hearts and minds often becomes 
intertwined with a form of social engineering as it requires separating the 
insurgents from the population (USDA, 2006: 2.5). In Iraq this materialised 
as gated communities whereby Baghdad was walled off with access in and 



	  

	  

182	  

out of neighbourhoods controlled by and subject to biometrics as well as 
newly-issued identification cards (Niva, 2008). This notion of walling off the 
inhabitants of a city is diametrically opposed to the notion of emancipating 
enshrined in the human security agenda of the UN and Aberystwyth school 
(Booth, 2005). 
 

Conclusions 
 
To conclude, COIN cannot be deemed an acceptable policy instrument in 
the 21st century in moral terms. This is because the military is an 
unacceptable vehicle for the promotion of human security; it paradoxically 
conflates an entity preoccupied with killing its adversaries, with 
humanitarian concerns based on a common concept of humanity. 
Therefore, it portrays an inherently problematic vision of the military's 
capabilities which must meet war-fighting requirements, often resulting in 
civilian casualties. This issue stems from the doctrine which is problematic 
from the offset. Despite ostensibly claiming to emancipate the Iraqi and 
Afghan population, a sub-narrative can be identified which prioritises US 
troops. This, in turn, has resulted in the human security rhetoric being 
nothing more than a fallacy within the doctrine. Moreover, the doctrine was 
not born from the late 20th century human security normative environment 
but was a direct result of the US' initial failings in the War on Terror 
campaign. Overall, the doctrine is not well intentioned and does not 
consider how human security can be achieved in practise when large 
remnants of hard power are still at play. With an increasingly turbulent 
Middle East region, it will be interesting to see if the US continues to adopt 
similar COIN operations in states witnessing insurgencies such as ISIS in 
Syria. 
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Migrant Resistance: Migrant Squatting in Thessaloniki, 
Greece   
 
Zoe Gilchrist 
  

Introduction 
 
“They [evicted them] because they, the police, wanted to be in control again 

. . . to disempower this strong community that started to grow”  -
 Mira, German activist from Orfanotrofio 

 
In early December 2015 an abandoned orphanage in the Toumpa district of 
Thessaloniki, Greece, was squatted to house migrants and activists. The 
squat, known as Orfanotrofio (Greek for orphanage), became an important 
location for migrant resistance and support in Northern Greece. At any time 
between forty and fifty people were staying there and everyday hot food 
was served to about one hundred people and basic needs such as clothes, 
shoes, hygiene items and backpacks were supplied to whomever needed. 
This paper intends to focus on the notion of ‘migrant resistance’ and 
examine the situation of Orfanotrofio in the context of this 
notion.  Orfanotrofio, it will be argued, was more than just a form of 
housing and humanitarian support; it was a space of migrant 
resistance against dominant political and social structures.   

To begin with, this paper will define some of the key terminology 
used throughout, including ‘migrant’, ‘squat’ and ‘resistance’. Then follows 
a background and history on Orfanotrofio and the situation for migrants in 
Greece at the time Orfanotrofio was squatted. What follows is an attempt to 
situate Orfanotrofio in the context of migrant resistance through an analysis 
of ‘alternative citizenship’ and migrant  ‘in/visibility’.  Lastly, this paper 
explores the circumstances surrounding the eviction of Orfanotrofio in the 
context of state repression and violence.  
 

Key Definitions 
 
Much of the terminology used in this paper has indistinct definitions or 
multiple interpretations, however for the purpose of this study I will give a 
brief definition of the key terms. Firstly, a migrant is generally understood 
as “a person who is moving or has moved across any international border or 
within a state, away from his or her habitual place of residence” (IOM, 2017). 
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However, the term ‘irregular migrant’ is often used to further define a 
category of migrants. Irregular migrants are people who are affected by, or 
subject to, the immigration controls of the country they are in or trying to 
enter and are therefore often legally “not entitled to reside there”  (Migration 
Observatory, 2017). In the context of this paper, a migrant is referred to as 
someone who is affected by the immigration control of the area they are 
trying to enter; namely ‘Fortress Europe’.    
 Squatting’ is commonly understood as the occupation of a dwelling 
“without the consent of the owner” (Mayer, 2013: 1). However, the act of 
squatting is also recognised as more than just dwelling, it is a “unique form 
of protest that holds a potential of unfurling energies” (ibid: 2) and 
“underlining . . . political aspects” of a situation (Bouillon, 2016: 68). 
Squatting by migrants is often done as a means to accommodation, not 
necessarily a choice, but a necessity for survival. However, “squatting . . . 
reasserts people's rights to an autonomous and dignified life” (Calais 
Migrant Solidarity, 2016). Squatting Orfanotrofio was both a means to 
accommodation and, as this paper argues, a protest activity that served as a 
tool for/of resistance.      
 ‘Resistance’ has been defined as actions of ‘political mobilization’ 
(Tyler and Marcinak, 2012). However, resistance is understood to come in 
response to repression and/or structural and institutional inequality. In the 
context of migrant struggles, acts of resistance tend to revolve around the 
“rights to movement” and “advocacy for human rights” (Ataç et al., 2016: 
527-527). Orfanotrofio was a tool, performance and space for actions of 
political mobilisation from migrants and solidarity groups fighting for the 
right to movement for all, human rights and ‘No Borders’ (Anderson et al., 
2009).     

 
Background 

 
In the summer of 2015 the Aegean islands of Greece became a main arrival 
point for people migrating to Europe. The UNHCR estimated that in 2015 
851,319 people crossed into Greece from Turkey (UNHCR, 2015a; 2015b). The 
majority of people continued straight towards Northern Europe via the so-
called 'Balkan Route' (Appendix, Figure. 1). However, migrants relied on 
freedom of movement and open borders. Growing unrest in much of 
Europe over an ‘influx’ (European Commission, 2016a) or ‘flood’ (Daily Mail, 
2016) of migrants influenced the closure of the borders.  
 On the 18th November 2015 new restrictions to migrant mobility were 
put in place and the border of Slovenia closed to all migrants who were not 
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from Syria, Iraq or Afghanistan (S.I.A. migrants). Mounting pressure on the 
rest of the Balkan Route meant the same restrictions were soon put in place 
in all other countries (Moving Europe, 2015). Under these 
restrictions thousands of non-S.I.A. migrants became stuck on the Greek-
 FYROM (Former Yugoslavic Republic of Macedonia) border, the first 
official land crossing on the Balkan Route. Many migrants stayed in the 
border region in the hope of crossing towards Northern Europe and because 
there was nowhere else for them to go.    
 Thessaloniki, 50km to the south, is the closest big city to the border 
and the point of connection for buses and trains coming from Athens or the 
island ports of Kavala and Piraeus. When the borders closed to non-S.I.A. 
migrants, thousands ended up living precariously in and around 
Thessaloniki. Often migrants in Thessaloniki had nowhere to go and many 
were sleeping outside in the middle of winter around the university campus, 
in the train and bus stations, or around the Agiou Georgiou Square. Raf, a 
migrant from Morocco, told me for a week he was sleeping outside, “too cold 
. . . but what else do I do?'” (Interview, 2016).    
 Although The Constitution of Greece claims that regardless of 
legal status “[a]ll persons . . . shall enjoy full protection of their life honor 
and liberty” (Papastergiou and Takou, 2014: 11) the reality is the opposite. 
Papasterigou and Takou (2014) note that there is a ‘non-policy’ in relation 
to migrants who have entered the country irregularly and fundamental 
rights are not provided. Except for detention centers or military camps there 
is no accommodation or social support available to migrants (ibid: 26). 
Orfanotrofio was squatted in response to the lack of housing and social 
support, but also in resistance to the situation of “exclusion, hostility and 
rejection” (van Houtum and Aparna, 2016: 47) lived by migrants in the face of 
state policies.   
 On 5th December 2015 migrants and international and Greek activists 
squatted Orfanotrofio. The building was owned by the church but had not 
been used by anyone except squatters (the building was originally squatted 
and evicted in 2013) for decades (Squat Net, 2016). Although there was 
almost immediate pressure to evict from the police, government and the 
church, the squat remained open and active for over seven months.  
 Orfanotrofio provided accommodation in the city for between forty 
and fifty (up to seventy at its busiest) migrants and activists. Many people 
stayed for just a few days to rest and gather information, energy, food and 
supplies before moving on. However, many people ended up living there for 
months. Otis, a Moroccan migrant said it “really became a home”, and Rabs, 
an Algerian migrant said Orfanotrofio was “like having a very big family . . . 
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even away from your [real] family you are never lonely'” (Interviews, 2016).     
 The squat, however, was more than just a home or resting place. In 
the statement of occupation the assembly of Orfanotrofio publicised their 
intent and political stance from the beginning. The Declaration of Assembly 
announced the “practical, political and material takeover [of Orfanotrofio]” 
(Orfanotrofio, 2015).  They claimed a political stance of resistance against the 
“fences of fortress Europe” and called for a world of “No Borders” 
(ibid). They also affiliated the takeover with similar movements of solidarity 
and resistance from around Europe in the “struggle for open borders and 
free movement” (ibid). Orfanotrofio became a central space for the 
movement of migrant resistance in Northern Greece, with meetings for 
collective self-organised structures, demonstrations and solidarity events 
such as fundraisers and parties. 
 Although (or because) Orfanotrofio became a well-known space of 
migrant resistance it was evicted and demolished. On 27th July 2016 at 
5:30am, riot police entered Orfanotrofio with bulldozers and tear gas, and 
evicted all the residents and guests. Everyone was taken to the police station 
while the squat was being demolished. By evening much of the building had 
been raised to the ground (Appendix, Figure. 3), and many people’s 
personal possessions were buried under the rubble. Upon release, Ebbs, a 
Syrian refugee, said he was left with only the clothes he was wearing and his 
phone (Interview, 2016). Furthermore, most people ended up living 
precariously on the streets again, sleeping in the university, bus and train 
stations, or public squares.    
 

Methodology 
 
Much of the research for this paper comes out of direct participation 
observation in Orfanotrofio. Many different groups were active in the area 
around Thessaloniki and the border supporting migrants in Greece. I was 
part of a ‘collective kitchen’ working close to the border but frequently 
visited and stayed in Orfanotrofio between December 2015 and July 2016. 
We shared resources, joined demonstrations, fundraisers and parties, held 
meetings and plenaries and used the space for networking with other 
solidarity and support structures (see Featherstone, 2012). 
 During visits I would engage in informal conversations with migrants 
and activists. Furthermore, I undertook five informal interviews after the 
eviction with international activists and migrants from Morocco, Algeria and 
Syria. Taking interviews with migrants was essential to this paper. Often the 
voice of the ‘other’ or affected population is “systematically silenced” 
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(Kenway and McLeod, 2004: 530). However, through bringing in the voice of 
migrants this paper aims to explore forms of resistance that come from sub-
alternate voices. This further added distance to my perception and 
reflections on the situation.  

This paper does not claim to make direct statements about migrant 
resistance; it draws only on the situation of Orfanotrofio in the context of 
the closed borders in Greece. However, to engage further this paper draws 
on other academic research, blogs, newspaper articles and social media 
sites. There are limitations to this research, as interviews from other sources 
such as Greek activists, local residents, government officials, the police and 
the church would have added greater contextualisation.       

 
Findings 

 
Much of the scholarship and media surrounding migrants represents them 
as invisible, ‘non-citizens’ living a precarious life (Mountz, 2011; 2015; 
Zembylas, 2010). This lends them “vulnerable to deportation and state 
violence, exclusion from public services and basic state protections” (Paret 
and Gleeson, 2016: 5). Moreover, Giorgio Agamben (2005) argued that 
refugees and migrants are in a ‘state of exception’, where they can be 
regulated and governed by their lack of legal status. He claimed, through 
methods of regulation, especially the creation of camps and detention 
centres, the life of a refugee or migrant is reduced to a ‘bare-life’: a life 
exempt form political freedoms and voice of resistance (also see Agamben, 
1995; Owens, 2009) 
 However, recent scholarship around migrants has observed 
mobilisation of resistance from within migrant communities creating 
political voice (see Bhimji, 2016; Ellermann, 2009; Featherstone, 2012; 
Owens, 2009; Paret and Gleeson, 2016; Rigby and Schelembach, 2013; Tyler 
and Marciniak, 2013). This paper will explore the situation of Orfanotrofio as 
a space for/of migrant resistance in Thessaloniki by exploring the 
in/visibility of migrants and (non)citizen position, before finishing with a 
brief look at the circumstances around the eviction. 
    

In/Visibility 
 
Historically, migrants have been subject to invisibility (van Houtum and 
Aparna, 2016) and classed as 'social undesirables', excluded from public 
spaces (Grohman, 2016). Alison Mountz (2015) notes that spatial regulation 
pushes migrants out of sight and has formed exclusionary material 
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geographies. In Greece, policies for the securitisation of borders and 
exclusionary regulation and governance from state powers and the European 
Parliament have in many ways made the struggles and possibility of migrant 
resistance invisible. Around the country military camps for migrants and 
refugees are often in rural or unpopulated industrial areas and have been 
described as ‘Out of Sight, Out of Mind’ (Lohmueller, 2016). Furthermore, 
isolated spaces of detention which Mountz (2011) called the ‘enforcement 
archipelago’, such as Xanti and Paranesti in the North of Greece, are 
complicit with “‘invisibilizing’ the violence” of migrant struggles (Mountz, 
2015: 184). 

We took trips to the Paranesti detention centre to visit a migrant from 
Orfanotrofio who had been detained. From this location methods of 
exclusion through material geographies and spatial regulation were obvious. 
The detention centre, outside a small rural town and Thessaloniki, over 
200km away, is the closest city with a support structure for migrants. The 
center itself is constructed of square concrete buildings with small barred 
windows and is surrounded by high cement walls and fences topped with 
barbed wire. Moreover, communication between migrants and visitors was 
continuously monitored and our visits could be cut short, without reason, at 
the discretion of the guards.   
 Paranesti has been condemned by international activists for “the 
dehumanizing living conditions, the isolation and the life without dignity” 
(Moving Europe, 2016) being lived by migrants. Rabs was in detention in 
Paranesti for three months for trying to cross the Greek-FYROM border. He 
mentioned how “alone” and “powerless” he felt whilst inside, he said it was 
like “no one knew we were there” (Interview, 2016). In this situation 
migrants become subject to exclusionary geographies and an existence of 
'bare life' where their lives are governed within detention and resistance or 
political mobilisation, yet remain invisible.      
 Migrants are made invisible not only through methods of exclusion 
within a country but also by pushing borders further away (Mountz, 2011). 
When the ‘Balkan Route’ closed to migrants Greece became the focus of 
European border control. Greece was recognised as the “new southern 
border . . . of ‘Fortress Europe’” (Arbutina and Bogdanic, 2015), and 
consequently new controls and enforcements were put in place to prevent 
migrants from crossing into and out of Greece. The European Commission 
granted Greece €214.7 million in Internal Security Funds for border 
management (European Commission, 2016b) and Frontex (the European 
Agency for the Management of Operational Cooperation at the External 
Borders of the Member Sates of the European Union) deployed 734 
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personnel, 13 vessels and 50 readmission (read deportation) experts to 
Greece (Frontex, 2015). By pushing migrants further away, Europe is 
concealing the struggles, dehumanising migrants and preventing the 
possibility of resistance. Kartik Varada Raj called methods of governance 
and border control, which make migrant resistance invisible, like those in 
practice in Greece, “symbolic instance of violence” (2006: 521).  
 Although migrant resistance is often invisible, Mountz (2015) notes 
that in certain contexts migrants are ‘hyper-visible’, albeit this still acts as a 
tool of repression (Colombeau, 2016). Within public discourse, Mountz (2015) 
sees narratives as representing migrants as ‘a racialized other’ or 
‘dehumanised mass’ and therefore voiceless as political individuals (2015; see 
also Anderson, 2013).   Migrants are constructed, through media images 
(Appendix, Figure. 3) as a ‘threat’ to Europe, or as voiceless victims of their 
situation (Malkki, 1996). These hyper-visual images serve to rationalise 
methods of border control and violent means of exclusion as migrants are 
dehumanised and seen as politically voiceless. In the face of these tools of 
repression a visible space of migrant resistance such as Orfanotrofio is 
highly valuable.  
 Migrant visibility helped transform Orfanotrofio from an occupied 
building into a space of resistance. Fazila Bhimji's (2016) research around 
migrant/refugee resistance connects Lefebvre's (1991) theory on ‘spatial 
politics’ to ‘visibility’. Lefebvre called for attention to the “politics of space 
because space is political” (Bhimji, 2016: 434) and Bhimji acknowledged that 
migrant visibility in space enhanced and politicised struggles. She noted the 
presence of refugees or migrants in an illegally occupied space is in itself a 
political action. Therefore, visible spaces of occupation and resistance are 
‘intertwined’ and buildings become an important part of the ‘ideological 
struggle’ (Bhimji, 2016).  
  Orfanotrofio was an obvious space, visible as a space of migrant 
resistance from both the street and online. Online information and events 
were shared and support gathered through independent media outlets such 
as squat.net, indymedia and Facebook. From the street, Orfanotrofio was 
conspicuous, hung with banners and graffiti calling for ‘Freedom of 
Movement for All’ and ‘Open All Borders’ (Appendix, Figure. 4). A stall was 
also set up on the street to provide information on the squat, actions and the 
situation for migrants in Greece. Through being a visible space, migrants 
and activists transformed Orfanotrofio from an abandoned building into an 
active political space of resistance. Mira, a German activist, acknowledged 
that “we felt the connection to this place, to the people and to the project . . 
. its very powerful, people like us” (Interview, 2016). The connection 
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between the people and the struggle came through having a visible space 
through which it was possible to facilitate acts of resistance.   
 Moreover squatting provides motivation as a ‘visible source of ideas’ 
for performing resistance (Cattaneo, 2013). Sociologist Ervine Goffman (1959) 
saw performance as a method of identity formation, which represents values 
and ideologies (personal or socially constructed). Within migrant resistance 
the ability to visibly perform resistance is vital for creating a political 
identity, as migrants are often excluded and vulnerable to violence at the 
hands of dominant social and political structures. Furthermore, Goffman 
(1959) acknowledged that the social stage could be used to emphasise a 
performance or shape an identity. Orfanotrofio acted as and offered 
migrants a stage to perform resistance and create a visible identity. Otis, a 
Moroccan migrant acknowledged that “the squat made me see that I can do 
some difference, change the situations [sic] . . . [and] fight for our 
rights”(Interview, 2016). Orfanotrofio was a stage to perform resistance and a 
source of inspiration for migrants and activists.  
 

Alternative Citizenship 
 
Migrant resistance is at the “heart of debates around citizenship” (Tyler and 
Marciniak, 2013: 154). A traditional understanding of citizenship operates as a 
‘wall’ to marginalize or exclude migrants (ibid: 145). Citizenship is 
understood as a “state of democratic belonging or inclusion” (Bosniak, 2006: 
1), therefore through its very nature it is also constructed as ‘bounded and 
exclusive’ (ibid) dividing between citizens and non-citizens. However, 
migrant resistance offers an opportunity to ‘chink’ this wall to explore what 
lies behind or beyond citizenship (Papadopoulos and Tsianos 2012).    
 Citizenship can be seen to have two conceptual foundations as a 
practice and a discourse. Borders, as a practice, are the legal limits or 
‘territorial' frontiers of a nation state and its citizens (Fassin, 2011). Whereas 
boundaries, as a discourse, are the ‘social constructs’ responsible for 
creating “symbolic differences . . . and producing identities” (ibid: 241). 
Fassin draws together these concepts as an articulation of 
governmentality. He prescribes to Foucault’s (2007) discussions on 
governmentality, identifying “institutions, procedure, actions and 
reflections” that underlie traditional concepts of citizenship (Fassin, 2011: 
214).  These constructs work together to produce the ‘ultimate wall’ that 
excludes migrants from citizenship. However, when migrants act 
autonomously to resist structures of governmentality they can be seen to 
push beyond traditional representations of citizenship, forming an 
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alternative citizenship.   
 Papadopoulos and Tsianos (2013) link migrant autonomy to resistance 
movements. They see migrant autonomy as a ‘chink’ in the wall of 
citizenship that offers an opportunity to “cultivate an imaginary and 
practical sensibility to what lies after citizenship” (2013: 179). They look 
specifically at migrant mobility and the sharing of information as a means of 
autonomy and therefore resistance against dominant structures of 
citizenship. They acknowledge that a migrant’s “movement itself becomes a 
political movement and a social movement” (2013: 184) affirming autonomy 
and subverting normative constructs of mobility established through 
citizenship. 
 Orfanotrofio, as well as a physical space, was a space that enabled 
resistance through mobility. Lynn Owen (2013) in her research paper Have 
Squat, Will Travel acknowledges that although squatting is about place, it 
also increases mobility saying “[m]ooring make mobility possible” (Owen, 
2013: 190). In Orfanotrofio, although many migrants and activists stayed, 
many used the space to enhance their mobility through sharing information 
on possible routes, finding maps and travel companions and to rest. Raf 
tried to cross the Greek-FYROM border twice while he was staying in 
Orfanotrofio. After the first failed attempt he returned to Orfanotrofio and 
succeeded the second time after hearing of different routes through the 
Balkans from other migrants who had ‘made it’ to the north. Migrant 
autonomy through information sharing and mobility both unsettles and 
‘exceeds’ (Papadopoulos and Tsianos, 2012) the dominant framework of 
citizenship.    
 Alternative citizenship comes not just through mobility but also 
through physical space. Spaces of resistance that are occupied by both 
migrants and activists, or, non-citizens and citizens are spaces of conflict for 
traditional definitions of citizenship. Rigby and Schlembach (2013) explore 
the various forms of collective resistance, which comes through constructing 
a shared space where both migrants and citizens join together against 
dominant structures of governance. They acknowledge the potential for 
resistance through a space where migrants as ‘bare life’ come into alliance 
with citizens as political subjects. A space where distinctions or binaries 
between ‘bare life’ and political subjects are blurred opens discussions for 
alternative citizenship.    
 Viewing Orfanotrofio as a space of ‘collective resistance has echoes to 
Rigby and Schlembach's (2013) discourse around alternative citizenship. 
Political demonstrations, meetings and solidarity parties bought together 
people from the community, activists, refugees and migrants in what Rabs 
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described as “like a big family”(Interviews, 2016). He further said coming 
together in the squat “show[ed] us how to fight for our rights, and this is 
really good” (ibid). Additionally when asked about political action Otis 
mentioned that he “learnt so much” from other activists in the squat 
(ibid). Otis also started his own political actions, blurring even more the 
distinction between ‘political subject’ and the ‘bare life’ of a migrant (see 
Agamben, 1995; Fassin, 2011).  
 Henri Lefebvre (1996) developed another concept of ‘alternative 
citizenship’. He recognised the urban landscape as producing a new type of 
citizenship based around the ‘right to the city’. He saw citizenship as 
constructed through “everyday experiences of inhabiting the city” (He, 2015: 
674) therefore including anyone who resides in the city (Lefebvre, 1996 
paraphrased in He, 2015; see also Purcell, 2002). Shenjing He (2015) expands 
on Lefebvre’s discourse and situates the “right to the city” as an “outcry for 
social justice” (ibid: 674) and a therefore a “powerful weapon to fight against 
any forms of unjust hegemonic power and polices” (ibid: 674). He 
acknowledges that through inhabiting the city anyone, at anytime, can affirm 
their political rights and perform acts of resistance. In itself the ‘right to the 
city’ is a powerful tool of migrant resistance as “through taking your own 
place in the city” you are denying the place that society has made for you 
(Vasudevan, 2015: 340).   
  

Eviction 
 
Although migrant resistance found a voice and visibility through 
Orfanotrofio, dominant structures of governance can pull it all away. The 
eviction can be seen as a tactic by dominant structures of governance for 
migrant marginalization to “further the agenda of exclusion” (Hyndman and 
Mountz, 2007: 77). Imogen Tyler (2013: 128) recognized “the forced eviction 
of people from their homes . . . as a violent disturbing and damaging 
practice”. She further situated the eviction of minority populations in the 
context of  “state racism and social abjection”, which serves to “strip people 
of their human dignity” (ibid: 140). These strategies disempower and 
marginalise migrant movements of resistance though criminalization and 
dehumanisation (van Houtum and Aparna, 2016) and through reducing 
migrants to a non-citizen in politically voiceless ‘states of exception’ 
(Agamben, 2005).   
 Orfanotrofio carved out a ‘space of resistance’ in the city, however 
when it was evicted and destroyed it highlighted the precarity of migrant’s 
situation. Paret and Gleeson (2016) explore the possibility for alternative 
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citizenship through acts of migrant agency. However, they recognise that 
ultimately, institutional modes of governance and control can marginalise 
migrants and push them back on to the streets. Small acts of resistance 
often mean that “broader structures of domination and precarity, which 
heavily shape the everyday lives of migrants, are largely going unchallenged” 
(Paret and Gleeson, 2016: 282). National borders, citizenship and legality as 
well as geographies of exclusion and tactics of marginalisation ultimately are 
mechanisms of structural violence, which aim to control migrant’s lives. As 
Mira noted “they [evicted] because they, the police, wanted to be in control 
again . . . to disempower this strong community that started to grow” 
(Interview, 2016).  
 

Conclusion 
 
Although the evicting highlighted the precarity and exclusion of migrants 
from dominant ideas of rights and citizenship, this does not take away from 
the power that Orfanotrofio had in facilitating and creating migrant 
resistance. Orfanotrofio provided a space through which acts of resistance 
could be imagined and performed. Many migrants managed to cross the 
borders and also engage in the political mobilisation of ‘No Border’ or 
‘freedom of movement’ movements. The space itself also acted as a form of 
resistance to dominant political and social structures and geographies of 
exclusion through tactics of political visibility, such as demonstrations, 
information sharing and solidarity events.  
 The act of squatting itself was also an important part of the resistance 
struggle. Many migrants found not only a place to stay but also a space to 
form protest movements and question dominant structures of authority. 
Squatting is a unique tool of resistance, opening up space for creating 
political voice and a means to subvert situations of marginalisation and 
exclusion. Furthermore, squatting created a platform from which to argue 
for alternative citizenship by asserting migrants’ ‘rights to the city’ and by 
blurring binaries between ‘non-citizens’ and ‘citizens’ and ‘political voice’ 
and ‘states of exception’.  
  Although Orfanotrofio did not dismantle borders or state structures it 
provided an effort and opportunity of/ for resistance. However, the struggle 
is still ongoing and many migrants are subject to violent forms of exclusion 
and marginalisation. Migrants all over Europe are being deported, borders 
are becoming more technologically difficult and harder to cross and efforts 
to criminalise migrant solidarity are making resistance ever more 
challenging.  
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Appendix 

 

Figure 1: The Balkan Route (Arbutina and Bogdanic, 2015)  

 

 

  

Figure 2: Demolition of Orfanotrofio (Squat.net, 2016)  
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Figure 3– Media Visibility (NPR, 2016)  

 

 

 

Figure 4: Orfanotrofio (Squat.net, 2016)  
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Interviews 

 

1. Otis – Moroccan Migrant in Orfanotrofio from December 2015 – the 
eviction July 2016.  Now back to Morocco.   
 
2. Rabs – Algerian Migrant in Orfanotrofio form December 2015 – the 
eviction July 2016, spent three months in detention (December – 
February).  Now living in Italy.  
 
3. Raf - Moroccan Migrant in Orfanotrofio from December 2015- the eviction 
July 2016. Now living in Germany with activists from the Orfanotrofio.  
 
4. Ebbs – Syrian Refugee in Orfanotrofio from December 2015 – June 
2016.  Now seeking asylum in Holland.   
 
5. Mira – German Activists in Orfanotrofio on and off from December 2015 – 
the eviction July 2016.  Now back in Germany.  

 

All names have been changed and pseudonyms used in their place to protect 
the identity of those interviewed.  All interviewees gave verbal consent and 
each interviewee was also asked to identify him or herself for example 
Moroccan migrant/Syrian refugee.   

  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  



  
International Relations 
 
All in the Name of Fashion: American Vogue  and the 
Neo-Colonial Containment of the Asian Other 
 
Felix Choong 

	  
Vogue’s 2017 March issue attempted to celebrate the diversity of the modern 
American woman by showcasing a range of ethnicities and body types, 
including a Japan-inspired editorial of the American supermodel Karlie 
Kloss embodying a geisha in Ise-Shima National Park, Japan (Fig. 1.1). 
Globally, Vogue is highly revered. It stands at the forefront of fashion 
publications disseminating fresh, innovative ideas and visuals regarding 
fashion – readership alone from July to December 2016 reaching 1,210,000, 
while page impressions from December 2016 to February 2017 peaked at 
55,150,326 hits. However, in the ever more interconnected world, more 
people are critically engaging with aesthetics no longer being taken at face 
value, criticising the explicit use of ‘yellowface’ and ‘Orientalist’ visions of 
Japan. This is representative of a visual embodiment of the rhetoric of neo-

Fig. 1.1: Karlie Kloss in Vogue’s Diversity Issue, March 2017.  Shot by Mikael Janssen, styled by 
Phyllis Posnick. 
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colonial containment that work to contain perceived threats posed by a 
group - in this case Japan as historically the sole non-Western colonial 
power and Japan as a representation of the East Asian subcontinent. 
Containment is a tactic in which to subsume and exclude groups from the 
American public sphere. Anne Norton’s theory on America as a ‘republic of 
signs’ suggests that the USA’s political identity is composed through a 
variety of cultural and discursive indicators that seemingly come to 
represent America (Norton, 1993: 17). Vogue is part of this narrative and 
attempts to imagine the USA as an inclusive, diverse and cohesive society. I 
will look at neo-colonial containment to suggest this image does otherwise. 
Firstly, I will look at fashion’s exoticism and appropriation and how it 
undermines the subjectivity of the Asian Other. This will then allow me to 
look at notions of representation, and how performing yellowface and the 
geisha centres whiteness and promotes Orientalism. Finally, looking more 
broadly at globalisation, and how the relationship between post-racial 
ideologies, capitalism and the ‘global’ and ‘local’ permits images like this to 
be produced under the guise of ‘diversity’. In doing so, I will argue in this 
essay that this image imagines America as a modern imperialist state, which 
both naturalises white supremacy and reconfigures racial hierarchies in 
contemporary American society.  
 

Fashion: Beauty, Exoticism & Appropriation 

 
With the dissolution of traditional frameworks of class, race and sex, 
identity has been complicated by the recognition of gender fluidity, 
consumption patterns and enhanced communication through technology. 
Clothing is a vital part in the social construction of the self in that it is a 
performative act – to dress in a particular way is to align oneself with 
particular identity markers (Butler, 2014: 11). Fashion and clothing has come 
to signify rapid renewal, in that it is driven by a logic of replacement with 
the aim of rendering its predecessors as superfluous and irrelevant and its 
current offerings at the forefront of modernity and trend. In the context of 
the image, the cultural appropriation through the clothing used serves to 
replace and erase East Asian designers and Asian bodies, while 
simultaneously reinforcing the centrality of whiteness. Of the clothing, the 
only Asian designer to be featured was Alexander Wang, a Taiwanese-
American designer, while a host of Italian, French and British designers 
among others were credited including Louis Vuitton, Miu Miu and 
Alexander McQueen with the aim of achieving the Japanese aesthetic, which 
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is emphasised by a Nihongami hairstyle, a common hairstyle for maikos 
(apprentice geishas) and Geta-inspired footwear (Hsieh, 2017: n.p.). The 
erasure of East Asian designers who are both internationally recognised and 
more appropriate, negates the impact and influence of East Asian designers 
such as Issey Miyake, Junya Watanabe and Rei Kawakubo. However, this 
decision to platform the garments of western designers who use eastern 
influences - or even those who do not explicitly use such influences but are 
still repackaged and re-contextualised as Oriental through the overall 
narrative of the image and editorial - is representative of an attempt to court 
Asian consumers by asserting the superiority of western taste and culture 
(Vats and Nishime, 2013: 424). The fashion used is a visual depiction of the 
rhetoric of containment that limits the accessibility of East Asian designers 
and their ability to occupy spaces that are created as platforms to promote 
diversity. This idea of ‘diversity’ however, is a means of showing the 
versatility of the USA and the West that bridges this constructed binary of 
the global West and East, through infiltration rather than deconstruction. 
Equally, by imbuing this western flare to the Orient, the clothing, through a 
veil of exoticism is made more accessible, palatable and attractive to the 
target audience of the white, middle class woman, regarded as the ideal 
customer. These rhetorical strategies therefore are both containing the 
‘threat’ of a non-normative Japanese lifestyle, while implicitly excluding East 
Asians from the American public sphere (Smith, 2010: 128).  

Fashion magazines are designed in such a way that they utilise 
fantastical elements and play into our subconscious desires - they depict 
what they want to sell and achieve these sales by suggesting that we are 
lacking without. However, through the fashion photography of clothing, 
magazines like Vogue create a vacuum that disassociates the garment from its 
origins and consequently the image from colonial histories and social 
realities, erased and turned into an object of pleasure (Svendsen, 2006: 104). 
This language of fantasy uses a lexicon of familiar stereotypes and 
archetypes that are easily consumed in order to stimulate us, but not 
necessarily provoke us enough to think and question – the majority of us 
choose to consume Vogue and fashion on an aesthetic level, not for the 
provocation and the politics. This romantic emancipation from norms and 
restrictions places consumption as a key method in which to develop 
personal freedom and expression, which in turn liberates fashion to push 
boundaries - regardless of how problematic it may be in the pursuit of such 
expression. As such, fashion performs the ideologically necessary task of 
visually displaying power structures, while denying inequities in access to 
power through a discourse of beauty and art (Vats and Nishime, 2013: 428). 



	  

	  

208	  

This beauty acts as a disguise for its insidious nature. Desire for these 
commodities in the capitalist framework becomes the driving force that 
naturalises, disguises and beautifies in order to contain colonial subjects, 
desires and repulsions. Through desire, these clothes are re-contextualised 
and aestheticized, gaining cultural capital among white Westerners, that in 
the process amnesias stigmas attached to clothing that arise when 
marginalised communities wear them. This reinforces hierarchies of 
womanhood and social order. As such, whiteness through fashion and 
beauty fully infiltrates the Japanese sphere, while those actually 
representative of that demographic are left invisible and excluded, contained 
as the invisible Other.  
 

Representation: Yellowface and the Geisha 

 
Fashion’s contribution to neo-colonial containment is clear, but we must 
consider more widely how this image skews and juxtaposes representations 
of white and Japanese bodies. In the construction of this image, none of the 
creative team credited were Asian. Shot by Mikael Janssen and styled by 
Phyllis Posnick, who are both white, the image clearly exposes the white 
gaze and how it sees non-white bodies. Accurate and authentic 
representation is also sacrificed for celebrity appeal through the casting of 
American supermodel Karlie Kloss. Her casting alludes to the prevailing 
beauty ideals in the fashion industry that venerates western features and 
skin tones – last season’s New York fashion week saw only 31.5% of female 
models that walked were of colour (Kelly, 2017: n.p.).  

In centering whiteness, the sumo wrestler’s placement in the spread 
appears miscalculated and senseless, serving to reify himself as a prop and a 
passive object in the narrative. He is 
tokenised as a marker of Japan and the 
only East Asian body to appear in an 
editorial centred on Japan. Occupying 
the periphery reinforces the 
contemporary colonial gaze that in turn 
reinforces the centrality of America at 
the expense of Japanese subjectivity. 
This American idea of Japan is mythic, a 
representation that is fantastical and 
exoticised, working to confine Japan to an Orientalist discourse in the 
American imaginary. This discourse places gaze as crucial to hierarchies of 

Fig. 1.2: Image as shown in 
magazine 
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power and that in order to control the Orient, representations are created 
that are ethnocentric, fetishistic and exotic in order to perpetuate binaries 
and the exceptionalism of the West (Said, 2004: 301). Kloss becomes the 
yellowface performer, inhabiting the role of the ideal self (white) and the 
fragmented Other (Asian). This fragmentation is physically represented in 
the magazine layout – Kloss appears whole and untouched on the page, 
whilst the sumo wrestler is physically split across two pages and folded by 
the binding. The reader becomes complicit and an active agent in this act, 
physically folding the sumo wrestler with a turn of the page, renders the 
Japanese as a passive object instead of active rhetorical agents (Fig. 1.2). 
Their subjectivity is removed - the one thing the Orient is unable to do is 
represent itself (Said, 2004: 282). In the eyes of the oppressor, giving agency 
to allow authentic representation would serve to undermine the power 
structures in which neo-colonial containment consolidates and operates. 
The racial masquerade of Kloss in yellowface enacts succinctly the 
operations of neo-colonial containment – it seeks out an encounter with the 
exotic Other through an exchange of gazes, but then seizes control of the 
exchange by literally inhabiting the Other and directing the yellowface gaze 
back. The native gaze is invoked and then contained and these 
representations thus exist in order to exert hegemony over the subject (Said 
2014: 100).  

The image is the embodiment of a mimicry; the deliberate and playful 
performance of a role. As Bhabha (1984: 126) states, “[the mimicry is] one of 
the most elusive and effective strategies of colonial power and knowledge”, 
which through the depicted yellowface works to subtend dominant systems 
of representation through psychological depersonalisation, social discipline 
and political regulation (Fuss, 1994). Yellowface also aids in the construction 
of the self, a privilege in this scenario only offered to the whiteness 
embodied by Kloss. It suggests that whiteness is able to create multiple 
identities to realise itself in diverse forms, not limited geopolitically, 
socioeconomically or biologically, but also at the expense of others (Vats and 
Nishime, 2013: 439). Stuart Hall identifies that ethnicities like American and 
English, were constructed primarily through their relations to others (Ling, 
2002: 88). With Japan’s contradictory historical positionality in between the 
margins of ‘white’ and ‘black’ and coloniser and colonised, this image, 
however, attempts to do the opposite and place the Asian Other at the 
periphery into similar social standing as their black counterparts, in order to 
distance and protect whiteness and its standing in the racial hierarchy (Kim, 
2001).  
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Through Kloss, ‘Americanness’ as whiteness is presented as a 
complete and realised whole, which works to privilege whiteness and its 
ability to perform other ethnicities that suggests that these representations 
are realistic, authentic and successful. The presentation of the surroundings 
are static in comparison to Kloss, who through the narrative of the editorial, 
is mobile and transported to Japan to perform and inhabit the role of geisha. 
These images of places and space are not neutral choices however, but 
persuasive ones that create the conditions of possibility within which 
racialised bodies move and are socially and politically read (Vats and 
Nishime, 2013: 437).  While Orientalism attempts to simplify, commodify and 
contain Japan through a generalised set of images, it is important to 
recognise that race is not a singular, colonial concept, but a complex hybrid 
of conceptions and perceptions. By inhabiting the image of a geisha, Kloss 
performs an idea of Asian femininity that recirculates the overly sexualised 
understandings of Asian women as passive and exotic objects (Butler, 2006: 
7). Geishas are female entertainers traditionally for male audiences, 
originally appearing in the pleasure quarters, their identity is often blurred 
and contested due to their set of practices, which sometimes included sex 
work (Jin, 2011: n.p.). For the western gaze, geishas inhabit an exotic 
paradigm of mystery and intrigue, a compilation of symbols and markers of 
eroticism in its passivity and its practice (Hua, 2010: 70). Through this image, 
Kloss plays the liberated geisha, baring skin and moving athletically 
demystifying the geisha practice and offering the audience a diluted and 
inaccurate, but taken as artistic, representation of a geisha. This absence 
contains the authentic geisha to the realm of the imaginary and the mythic, 
playing into Orientalist visions of Japan that are solely constructed by the 
west. Furthermore, in line with post-colonialist thought, gender discourse is 
placed within the context of imperialism. The Female Other is erased by the 
masculine Western Self, its reactionary hypermasculinised Male Other and 
also by her white, female counterpart where the Female Other is left 
contained and relegated at the bottom of a racialised, gendered hierarchy 
(Ling, 2002: 70).  

Zushi, a British-Japanese songwriter, argues that the image is not 
racist, but ‘fashion’ and that the supposed cultural appropriation and 
yellowface is complicated by the reality that Japan is not a struggling nation 
and has a comparatively better standing of living than the USA (Zushi, 2017: 
n.p.). Zushi suggests that the framing power of the image serves to liberate 
and empower the Japanese, by ‘helping’ them recognise the value of their 
own culture, perpetuating a containment rhetoric that is insidious and 
difficult to detect as it uses exoticism and positive affirmation as disguise 
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(Smith, 2010: 129). This opinion however, is indicative of how neo-colonial 
containment is internalised and self-perpetuated by those it targets. 
Regardless of Japan’s economic standing, it does not exonerate the image 
from how it empowers and emancipates whiteness and constrains the Asian 
Other through the perpetuation of stereotypes that are often used to justify 
discriminatory domestic and foreign policies. 
 

Globalisation: Post-racial ‘global’ and ‘local’ 
 
While conventional narratives of globalisation emphasise the exchange of 
technology, ideas and commodities, we often forget that an integrated media 
and marketing network that homogenises images is also a bi-product of 
globalisation. This image is just one example of the homogenised images 
that utilise, as discussed, romantic notions of the Orient, with a post-racial 
ideology that justifies the appropriation of foreign cultures. Whilst it would 
appear that globalisation and containment are contradictory in terminology, 
I will go on to prove otherwise. It is important to understand that capitalism 
developed in tandem with Western imperialism - encounters between the 
West and East produced new human taxonomies and facilitated intimate 
interactions of great political consequence, that continue to shape 
contemporary race relations and power structures today (Pierce and Rao, 
2006: 8). The rhetoric of containment reflects the anxieties felt about 
globalisation and the political consequences, which frames the prosperity of 
other nations - who were once imperial exploits, and the migrant labour 
force as threats to the integrity of American society. This image attempts to 
deny these frictions by suggesting cohesion and receptivity. In containing 
these threats, the formal rhetoric of globalisation as progressive, economic 
integration becomes a façade for the cultural imperialism that places ‘the 
global’ as America; a Westernising, colonising force against ‘the local’ (Ling, 
2002: 81). Consequently, the global is granted dynamism and agency that was 
historically granted to the Western colonial man, and now here with the 
contemporary American woman. Within a patriarchal framework, placing 
Kloss in this position of superiority over the male Asian Other works to 
emasculate and pacify him. This contention and juxtaposition of global and 
local minimises the power and agency of Japan, in order to disregard its 
rapidly expanding economy and influence on the global stage. Shown 
through the contrast in footing between Kloss, firm and rooted in profile 
passive and steadfast, and the sumo wrestler, off-kilter his stance and gaze 
confronting us head on, is representative of the American paranoia that 
contains Japan into a discourse of the “yellow peril”.  
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For Vogue and the fashion industry more generally, globalisation 
means a greater audience and outreach and therefore a greater consumer 
base. In 2015, Japan was the second-largest luxury goods market in the 
world, worth €20 billion – approximately $22.7 billion at the time (Abnett, 
2016: n.p.). While attempting to contain, these closely controlled 
representations of race through fashion magazines, are a visual staging of 
colonial narratives that white Westerners can safely re-enact, harking back 
to an era of Western domination. Through the image’s re-enactment, 
America’s penetration and occupation of Japan conforms to a sexualised, 
racialised imperialism resemblant of the civilising missions used to justify 
colonialism. Accordingly, some advocates of liberal capitalism, in support of 
unilineal development, suggest that it is a necessary procedure as it provides 
modernity, progress and democracy, features Japan is ‘evidently’ without 
(Ling, 2002: 84). Yet, in employing visual rhetorical strategies 
for containing Asian bodies and lauding the achievements of Western 
culture, the image identifies Western anxieties about globalisation, the 
increasing influence of Asian cultures, and cross-cultural contaminations 
(Vats & Nishime, 2013: 425). These contaminations are apparently what 
America fears most and that globalisation has gone too far – in a recent poll 
it emerged that Americans who voted for Trump cited “fear of diversity” as a 
factor in their decision to elect the current president (Alcorn, 2017: np.). 
America still attempts to promote itself as a rich, diverse and multicultural 
society. However, this notion of diversity in which the March issue of Vogue, 
while attempting to promote a discourse of integration and assimilation, 
actually feeds into a liberalism that limits the parameters of the Asian self 
rather than undoing the oppression that has perpetuated these stereotypes, 
such as the one in focus. Here, diversity appeals to a liberal capitalism that 
benefits those in power – Vogue, whiteness and corporations, who are able 
to take advantage of the various experiences of different racial, gender and 
sexual backgrounds. Rather than respecting the distinctions and 
redistributing power accordingly, diversity is contained and only celebrated 
in order to exploit multiculturalism for its economic value. While racism is 
often regarded as explicit racial prejudice; separatism being the essence of 
Jim Crow, inclusion stands as the antithesis (Kẏra, 2014: n.p.). However, in 
this instance, inclusion does not equate to equal representation. Instead, it 
works to amnesia the injustices enacted by America on Japan, like the 1945 
Hiroshima bombing, and contain Japan as an entity devoid of its present 
and its past.  
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Conclusion 
 
In the United States, the fear of the Other is inscribed into the US identity, 
and the strategy of containment, historically has been the mode of operation 
for combatting such fear (Vats and Nishime, 2013: 426). 
Each visual rhetorical element identified within the image operates to 
simultaneously constrain the subjectivity of Asian Others, while 
emancipating and empowering whiteness and Western culture. The use of 
yellowface contains and directs the diegetic (composition, posture, clothing) 
and extra-diegetic gaze (camera angle, editing) dissolving the subjectivity of 
the Other, while bolstering white superiority through an imaginary Asian 
gaze. The image enacts unequal relations of exchange and consumption that 
co-opt distinct cultures and reduce them into mere commodities. While all 
cultures tend to make representations of foreign cultures in order to master 
or control them in some way, this fear of difference, this fear of the Other, 
an entity created by those who now come to fear it, is rendered material and 
then hijacked, commodified and exchanged (Said, 2014: 100). This image 
affirms the power and superiority of white womanhood and operates as a 
sign of white feminist empowerment, which has been critiqued for its lack of 
intersectionality and solidarity for women of colour. As such, the image 
partakes in the tactics of neo-colonial containment that works to imagine the 
USA as diverse and inclusive, but actually contributes instead to imagining 
America as a neo-imperialist state that reifies colonial frameworks of power 
and conservative politics towards race.   

This image highlights that a post-colonial, post-racial society should 
not be taken literally and instead ‘post’ represents a transition, from the 
formal end of colonialism to neo-colonialism under new guises. The image 
represents a continuation of the use of culture under empire as a means of 
governmentality that works to promote specific discourses that protect white 
exceptionalism and western economic interests - the image is more about 
domination than diversity. However, while problematic, the criticism 
promoted an environment of accountability, necessary to protect 
marginalised communities from a neo-liberalism that is designed against 
them.	  
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Appendix 
 
Fig. 1.1: Karlie Kloss in Vogue’s ‘Diversity Issue’, March 2017.  Shot by Mikael 

Janssen, styled by Phyllis Posnick. 16 Feb, 2017. Web. 20 Mar, 2017. 
Available at: http://www.cosmopolitan.com/style-
beauty/a8801163/vogue-karlie-kloss-geisha-editorial-please-no/ 

 

Fig. 1.2: Image as shown in magazine. 15 Feb, 2017. Web. 28 Mar, 2017. 
Available at: http://nymag.com/thecut/2017/02/vogue-styled-karlie-
kloss-as-a-geisha-in-2017.html 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Feminist approaches to IR: How is Domestic Violence 
Against Women Relevant to the Study of Violence in 
Geo-Politics? 
 
Chloe Taylor-Gee 
 

Introduction 

 
Many conventional theories of International Relations (IR), as well as media 
representations and public opinion, equate the study of violence in global 
politics to the study of war, and sometimes – yet perhaps less frequently – 
the study of war and peace (Shepherd, 2009). Although these approaches 
may refer to gender at times, they fail to express its absolute centrality, and 
in addition, take for granted the division they create between international 
violence and the dynamics of violence located within states. Yet, for decades 
now feminist and gender theorists of IR have demonstrated that gender 
dynamics shape every site of human interaction, including every site of 
violence; from the home to the international (Cockburn, 2004; Pain, 2015). 
Armed with the renowned feminist slogan ‘the personal is the political’, 
feminist and gender theorists have shown that those who study security 
focusing solely on armed interstate conflict mobilise a gender bias, and that 
the war/peace and private/public dichotomies are gendered, misleading and 
damaging (Shepherd, 2009; True, 2012).  

Since both war and gender are inseparable from everyday life 
(Woodward, 2005), it is worth examining domestic violence against women 
with the aim of forging connections between the intimate and international, 
and identifying their shared foundational dynamics. Geopolitical studies do 
not typically include analyses of domestic violence. Yet domestic violence is 
endemic in every state and community worldwide (it kills 2 women each 
week in the UK, for example [Sisters Uncut, 2017]), and it does not receive 
the attention, urgency or resources required to combat it (Pain, 2014; True, 
2012). It is rarely discussed in IR, as though international issues were not 
intrinsically linked to and affected by the domestic, despite feminist 
contributions having dismantled this belief decades ago (Pain, 2015).  
Instead, studies of gender and war tend to indulge in gory fetishism, 
focusing primarily on horrific erotically motivated mass rapes or femicides. 
Although such studies are necessary, they can divert attention away from 
more institutionalised and subtle forms of violence against women (Pain, 
2015; Cockburn, 2007). Furthermore, it is important to avoid commenting on 
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contexts and experiences far removed from my own specific location, and 
resist contributing to the mounting scholarship which produces and 
reproduces a savage 'Other' which in turn re-inscribes racist and imperialist 
hierarchies. Although studying women’s violence is an important part of the 
necessary deconstruction of women as powerless de-politicised victims, 
victimization and agency should not be understood as existing only in 
absence of one another (Mahoney, 1994). It is possible to focus on violence 
against women without undermining the strength and resilience of survivors 
(this essay refers to domestic violence ‘victims’ as survivors). Women’s 
violence towards children, men, trans-communities and between lesbian 
couples are all important areas of study, however not ones addressed here.  

This paper is structured as follows: first, a literature review identifies 
the relevant key authors and arguments to provide an overview of previous 
studies relating to gender violence and IR. Next, these ideas are applied to 
domestic violence - an issue that is not restricted to a specific state or 
community since it is so widespread – which helps reveal three key findings 
about violence in geo-politics. We discover what is meant or can be meant 
by ‘violence’, the tactics of international warfare that exist simultaneously in 
domestic and international violence and the economic causes and 
implications of violence against women. The paper concludes that a feminist 
perspective on violence in global politics is not only a useful tool but a stark 
necessity. Through an analysis of domestic violence against women, as part 
of a continuum of violence that transcends conventional binaries, we reveal 
important feminist contributions that are imperative to the study of violence 
in geo-politics (Cockburn, 2004; Pain, 2015).  

From the very preface of Bananas, Beaches and Bases, Enloe (2000) 
states that the “personal is global. The global is gendered” (2000: xi). From 
this theoretical base emerges an analysis of gender and militarism that 
extends the boundaries of critical approaches to IR, demonstrating how 
everyday items, like trainers or vegetables, in fact contain embedded gender 
and power relations and discourses of masculinity and femininity that 
inform all forms of conflict (Sylvester, 1994; Shepherd, 2009; Enloe, 2000).  

Enloe’s gender curiosity also challenges the essentialism of ‘violent 
men’ and ‘victim women’; an idea further explored by Sjoberg and Gentry 
(2007). These authors acknowledge that whilst the impact of war is gender-
oppressive, women who commit violence are often simplistically 
characterised as ‘mothers’, ‘monsters’, or ‘whores’ (Sjoberg and Gentry, 
2007). Why is it that we take for granted male violence, yet female violence is 
stripped of agency and rationality? What are the implications when the 
violence of individuals is framed according to constructed expectations of 
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gendered behaviour? By posing these critical questions, Sjoberg and Gentry 
(2007) highlight various cultural expectations about gender performance and 
forms of subordination experienced by women, and in doing so show that 
gendered forms of oppression are multi-sited. For example, a man who 
beats his female partner will be considered differently to a woman in the 
same position, just as a black male perpetrator will be considered differently 
to a white male perpetrator, both by society and criminal justice systems.  By 
de-politicizing women’s violence, they argue, we are taking part in violence 
against women, since violence is frozen into structures and cultures that 
legitimate and justify it (Galtung, 1996).  

If we acknowledge that violence is much more than simply 
international warfare, we begin to blur the superficial division between the 
global and the everyday, and see domestic violence and international 
warfare as “equivalent strands winding into a single structure” (Pain, 2015: 
8).  Pain (2014; 2015) explores intimate dynamics to draw out the warlike 
nature of domestic violence during ‘peacetime’. She begins by noticing the 
disproportionate emphasis placed on war and terrorism compared to 
domestic violence, and uses the term ‘intimate war’ to describe not one or 
the other but both; showing that military strategy is intimate, just as 
domestic violence is political (Pain, 2015). She challenges us to collapse the 
pre-constructed distinctions embedded in our understanding of violence 
and cleverly illuminates the ‘everywhereness’ of intimate violence.  Pain 
(2014) demonstrates how perpetrators of violence adopt tactics of fear, 
control and economic repression; tactics that are used both internationally 
and in the private home. Similarly, Cockburn (2004) dissolves static and 
unchanging understandings of violence, situating war on a broader 
continuum of gendered violence that transcends spatial divides (Cockburn, 
2004). She argues that “gender relations are like a linking thread, a kind of 
fuse, along which violence runs.” (Cockburn, 2004: 44).  

These vivid framings of violence are essential to feminist approaches 
to IR as they reveal the embedded hierarchies that inform violence against 
women and geo-politics. As Shepherd (2011) argues, they demonstrate how 
dichotomies of war and peace neglect everyday violence: ‘peacetime’ is, in 
reality, not totally free from war. Peace and war are continually shaping and 
producing one another, peace is never an endpoint free from violence 
(Koopman, 2011). Fluid constructions of violence also remove boundaries 
between the family and the state, and the private and public; two 
dichotomies that have been fundamental to the maintenance of domestic 
violence as a ‘personal, domestic issue’, supposedly unconnected to geo-
political behaviour and the state. True (2012) has analysed the political 
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economies of violence against women, arguing that women’s 
impoverishment and inequality relative to men is at the root of violence. She 
points to neo-liberal processes, which combined with unequal social 
structures, serve to keep women subordinate, thus restricting their access to 
economic resources and rights and increasing their vulnerability to abuse 
(True, 2012).   

Lastly, when referring to violence against women, it is essential to 
recognise that the oppression of women is often multiplied by their race, 
social class, physical ability and sexuality. Therefore, one cannot refer to a 
homogenous woman survivor of domestic abuse as lived experiences differ 
greatly. Sokoloff (2005) and Smith (2005) highlight the worrying exclusion of 
women of colour in feminist IR scholarship, and illustrate how domestic 
violence within communities of colour is necessarily linked to structures of 
militarism, patriarchy and racism. They show how domestic violence 
survivors of colour and from lower socio-economic classes face 
intersectional systems of oppression and discrimination. For example, a 
woman who resists abuse or fights back is often labelled ‘evil’ or ‘crazy’, 
moreover the amount of sympathy shown for the woman, both by the 
criminal justice system and by society generally, is shaped by her race and 
the racist ‘cultural’ expectations that are attached to it (Sokoloff, 2005). 
Sokoloff (2005) and Smith (2005) criticise the dominant paradigm with 
which we approach IR and call for increased awareness of “gender violence 
not simply as a tool of patriarchal control, but also as a tool of racism, class 
oppression and colonialism” (Smith, 2005: 417). 

 
Domestic violence and the geo-political 

 
Before delving deeper into the shared dynamics of domestic violence and 
international warfare, we must first develop a more complete and holistic 
understanding of domestic violence and the many forms it can take. 
Domestic violence is violence that occurs within the home, between 
partners or family members, and as with international warfare, it operates 
on emotional and psychological registers as well as through physical harm 
(Pain, 2015). Domestic violence occurs worldwide, and appears to transcend 
boundaries of age, class, sexuality, race and ethnicity. It is marked by its 
long-term and repetitive nature, and is a social issue that has serious effects 
on the physical and mental well-being of those who experience it - including 
post-traumatic stress disorder and effects on the emotional development of 
children present in the home (Pain, 2015; True, 2012). People of all genders 
experience domestic violence, but women and girls experience higher levels 
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than any other class of individuals, across every national context (Sokoloff, 
2005; True, 2012). 

One of the most noticeable aspects of domestic violence from a 
feminist perspective is its almost complete absence in current media 
representation and government campaigns – its severity, both as a major 
public security issue and as a deadly consequence of structural gender 
inequality, is rarely addressed. One might argue that this is because it is not 
a prevalent problem that affects many women. This is incorrect: 1 in 4 
women in England and Wales will experience domestic violence during 
their lifetimes, and globally, 1 in 3 women will experience violence at the 
hands of a male partner (Refuge, 2017). It should be noted here that using 
statistics, generally - but also particularly when referring to gender violence 
- do not sufficiently depict the whole story (Cockburn, 2004), since gender 
violence takes place in structural, economic, and psychological ways that are 
less visible or may not be acknowledged or reported by the survivor due to 
fear or social stigma. However, statistics can be useful in providing general 
indications, as long as their fallibility is acknowledged.  

If domestic violence is so widespread, where is the international 
outcry? In Lloyd and Ramon’s (2016) exploration into the representation of 
domestic violence against women in the British newspapers The Sun and The 
Guardian, it was observed that despite its prevalence, the terms ‘domestic 
violence’, ‘domestic abuse’, and ‘intimate partner violence’ were not always 
used in relevant articles. Instead, alternative terms were selected, such as 
domestic row, disturbance, argument, strife, and marital difficulties (Lloyd 
and Ramon, 2016). These terms appear to lessen the impact: the words ‘row’ 
and ‘argument’ necessarily involve two individuals and thus, in turn, 
implicitly shift the blame from solely the perpetrator to a supposed 
‘combination’ of actions by both individuals. In addition, the term ‘marital 
difficulties’ reasserts the already widespread assumption that domestic 
violence is somehow an inevitable part of heterosexual relationships, that 
under certain circumstances it may be ‘more understandable’. These 
conclusions themselves constitute a form of violence against women as they 
explicitly condone female oppression, excusing it as part of ‘everyday life’. 
This demonstrates why it is so necessary to discuss the shared foundations 
of domestic violence and international warfare: it helps us to further 
understand violence in geo-politics, but more crucially, it also helps us to 
make visible the severity of this less visible – but equally destructive- form of 
violence that disproportionately effects women’s experiences. It is essential 
that media reports name the specific form of violence in order to 
acknowledge its prevalence and its very existence (Lloyd and Ramon, 2016).  
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This lack of public concern for domestic violence against women is 
not a coincidence. There are reasons why domestic violence against women 
and international violence are treated as separate and unaffected issues. One 
reason is the forms of fetishism that run throughout studies of violence, and 
the orientalist and racist discourses that produce and maintain them. 
Cockburn (2004) notes that although the London based group 'Women in 
Black' campaigned passionately against the epidemic of rape, torture, 
mutilation and murder of women in northern Mexico and Guatemala, “it 
feels less comfortable to point the finger at, for instance, the well-
documented abuse of women in war zones by ‘good’ soldiers of 
contemporary UN peacekeeping organisations. It’s harder to bring the 
problems right home” (Cockburn, 2004: 214). This echoes Spivak’s 
observation that 'Western' feminists often make it their mission to “save 
brown women from brown men” (Spivak, 1988: 93), and in doing so, claim a 
racialized superiority based on the representations of the ‘Other’. 
Representing the barbaric ‘Other’ as a black or brown man obsessed with 
sex, produces the ‘ideal’ perpetrator of violence against women, whose 
image is used to support certain political agendas (such as 'women's rights' 
justification for the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001) and cover up deeply 
rooted problems within ‘civilised’ societies. 

The ‘Orient’ is constructed as a savage yet mysteriously attractive 
unknown, and the women   as sexually repressed, but highly erotic and 
eroticised; this seems to particularly attract studies of sexual violence against 
women (Said, 1978). Fetishizing sexual violence against women in the Global 
South and deflecting attention away from domestic violence within the 
context of white ‘civilised’ societies, simultaneously reasserts the hegemony 
of whiteness and of masculinity. For example, Western media has been 
accused of exaggerating cases of gang rape in India as a means of covering 
up violence against women in Western states (O'Toole, 2013). A BBC article 
states, as though shocking, that a woman is raped every 14 hours in Delhi, 
which equates to 625 a year (Biswas, 2012). However, in England and Wales, 
the number of rapes, relative to population size, is actually higher with 9,509 
(O'Toole, 2013). British media coverage “overwhelmingly hones in on 
sensational cases of intimate partner violence” (Lloyd and Ramon, 2016: 121), 
and the Sun’s photograph of Reena Steenkamp in her bikini on the day after 
she was shot by her partner, is another case in point.  

Less severe and supposedly ‘mundane’ cases of domestic violence are 
marked by their lack of spatial fetishism (Pain, 2014). By expanding the ways 
in which we understand violence, making apparent its alarming absence 
within media and state priorities, and highlighting the racist and orientalist 
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underpinnings of these representations, we begin to reveal the political 
within the personal and dismantle the national/international and 
private/public dichotomies that are so problematic for combating violence 
against women (Pain, 2014; Pain and Staehelli, 2014; Shepherd, 2011; Enloe, 
2000). 

Tactics of Warfare 
 

The political nature of domestic violence against women can be further 
explored through analysis of common motivation and tactics that, in turn, 
expose the centrality of hypermasculinity. As well as physical abuse towards 
the target, displays of aggression are also often directed at windows, pets, 
children and themselves- using self-harm as a way to intimidate and scare 
the target (Pain, 2015). However, violent abuse is just one part of the strategy: 
the primary harm that violent men inflict is not physical, but political (Stark, 
2007).  

Domestic violence is fuelled by a desire to exert coercive control, and 
involves a set of tactics that run alongside physical violence and play 
through the psyches and emotions of survivors. These include threats, 
under-mining self-confidence, intimidation, isolation and economic 
dependency (Pain, 2015; Sjoberg, 2015; Stark, 2007). Stark (2007) recounts a 
fatal case of domestic violence in the US, in which during the week before 
her death, the perpetrator locked his wife out of their bedroom, limited her 
to one meal per day, and removed the toilet paper from the only bathroom 
that she had access to, describing the woman (Terry) as "a hostage in her 
own home " (Stark, 2007: 2). The word 'hostage' has military connotations, 
as it is often associated with terrorism and violence, and thus provokes 
thought about the difference location makes when framing violence.  The 
ways in which Terry is treated could resemble those of the detainees of Abu 
Ghraib prison, for example. What's more, the forms of belittling and 
humiliation used against her resemble tactics of military torture and 
dehumanisation. Tactics often used in military hazing aim to strip soldiers of 
their identity and install a deep-rooted fear of and loyalty to the regiment, 
and these also use human faeces as a means of degradation and humiliation 
(Whitworth, 2004). Although this example is one among many, it highlights 
the effort perpetrators go to in order to brutally subordinate the woman, the 
war-like nature of domestic violence, and reveals the crucial roles that fear 
and control play in this gendered power relation.  

Another comparable tactic is referred to as 'shock and awe' and 
describes the process when domestic violence perpetrators quickly shift 
from abusing their female partner to comforting her, persuading her of the 



	  

	  

224	  

rightful nature of their actions and positioning themselves as the more 
ethical partner and protector (Pain, 2014). In doing so, perpetrators seek to 
win over their ‘hearts and minds’ (Pain, 2014) in order to manipulate 
emotions and retain control. This tactic of 'winning over' can be compared 
to the US Female Engagement Teams employed in Afghanistan, whose sole 
mission is to influence, build trust and gather intelligence from local Afghan 
women. Playing on the gendered notion of 'peaceful' women, these teams 
also seek to "win over the hearts and minds of the population" (Wibben and 
McBride, 2012: 1) in order to gain control and influence.  Violent conflict 
often stems from struggles to control power or resources, whether this been 
in the home or between states (True, 2012).   

What unites these examples is the dynamic of hypermasculinity that 
runs throughout locations of violence against women. Here 
hypermasculinity refers to a collective social identity, that although fluid and 
changing, exaggerates elements of stereotypically 'male' behaviour, such as 
physical strength, resilience, aggression and a strong sense of entitlement. 
When this masculinity is undermined or comes under perceived threat, 
violence is often used to retain dominance. In an article in The Sun in 2001, a 
woman killed by her male partner is described as a high-flying administrator 
on £40,000, and her partner as hardworking police officer who was devoted 
to his children, who 'snapped' (Lloyd and Ramon, 2016). This account seems 
to partly justify his behaviour and conveys a sense of emasculation 
experienced by some men when their wife's employment is higher paid 
(Lloyd and Ramon, 2016).  Perceived threats to hypermasculinity are 
fundamental to understanding violence against women at all points along 
the continuum.  

 
Economy of violence against women 

 
The last shared dynamic of violence that is addressed discusses the 
globalized processes of political economy and devastating austerity 
measures, whose embedded gender norms and masculinities fuel violence 
against women (True, 2012; Pain, 2015; Sjoberg, 2013; Sokoloff, 2005). True 
(2012) calculates the economic costs of violence against women and shows 
how gender-based violence prevents women's access to education, job 
opportunities and welfare benefits. Despite feminist advances, it remains the 
case that work in the family or 'private' sphere often goes unseen and almost 
always unpaid, and is often assumed to be women's primary responsibility 
within the home. This division of labour is structural, ingrained within 
many masculinities and economic structures that shape modern society, and 
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constrains women's public participation, thus trapping them within 
potentially violent environments (True, 2012). Since material needs are 
gendered and poorer women are more vulnerable to violence, it is essential 
that domestic violence against women be viewed through an economic lens.   

This is also the case when considering government spending. 
Austerity policies implemented in European countries in an attempt to 
repay the public deficit after the financial crisis, have led to huge cuts to 
public health services, particularly domestic violence services and refuges: 
38% cuts to domestic violence services since 2010 in the UK, for example 
(Pain, 2015; Sisters Uncut, 2017; McIntrye, 2017; True, 2012). Instead 
governments prioritise military arms spending, including selling arms to 
states known to commit grave human rights abuses, and dispersing small 
arms that perpetuate violence against women, as they constitute an integral 
part of sexual violence (True, 2012). The gun, as a source of hypermasculine 
pride, is closely linked to gendered notions of power and subordination. For 
example, there are higher rates of domestic violence within military 
communities, particularly of men returning home from service (Whitworth, 
2004), thus highlighting the causal link between the military, 
hypermasculinity and domestic violence against women. Geo-political 
violence and security agendas impoverish societies as states make trade-offs 
between military spending and spending on social welfare, thus worsening 
conditions for violence against women (True, 2012).  

 
Conclusion 

 
Contrary to popular representation, domestic violence is political and 
constitutes part of a politics of oppression (Pain, 2015), yet its location within 
the ‘private’ space of the home has meant that it has been depoliticized and 
largely ignored as a type of gender warfare. The endemic societal practice of 
domestic violence directly informs dynamics of geo-political conflict, just as 
military masculinities inform the politics of domestic violence.  The Indian 
women's organisation Vimochana recognises violence as a continuum, and 
adopts the slogan: "Violence-free-homes means violence-free-communities. 
Violence-free-communities means violence-free-world" (Cockburn, 2007: 
215). This slogan neatly encapsulates the purpose of this paper, which has 
attempted to illustrate how sexist, racist and economic hierarchies inform 
the dynamics of violence against women.  

This has several implications for the study of violence in geo-politics. 
Firstly, it is helpful in making visible the structural forms of violence against 
women along all points of the continuum, and role that fear, control, and 
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hypermasculinity play in this. Secondly, it exposes the uncomfortable truths 
about society’s inability and unwillingness to recognise and combat its own 
flaws, and the fetishism of studying and thus producing the violence of the 
'Other'. Thirdly, it encourages us to examine the economic structures, 
which, although complex and seemingly deep-rooted, are integral to 
feminist studies of IR. Lastly, although resistance has only been mentioned 
briefly in this paper, it is always present in contexts of violence against 
women, and the conclusions in this paper seek to directly inform activist 
movements that challenge the oppressive forces that subordinate women 
and increase their vulnerability to violence. Feminist approaches to IR are 
thus not only useful but essential, and until they are considered 
fundamental to the discipline of IR, as opposed to an add-on, certain 
elements crucial to understanding the dynamic forces behind geo-political 
violence will remain obscured.  
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Voodoo, Fetish and Queer Corpses: The 
Exceptionalism of White-Gay Liberation through LA 
Zombie 
 
Mark Morrogh 

 
Disclaimer: This paper contains explicit language and images. 

 
Introduction 

 
The underground Canadian director Bruce LaBruce is renowned for his 
shock-factor films that deliver political messages by merging gore-horror 
with gay pornography. In 2010, he created the art-house, pornographic film 
L.A Zombie to critique what 
he sees as the homogeneity of 
a gay culture that has lost the 
sense of community it had 
during the AIDS epidemic. 
The director chose the 
famous French-porn star 
François Sagat (Fig. 2) as his 
protagonist, who plays 
Zombie. The film follows the 
anti-hero as he emerges from 
the sea and embarks on a 
sexual rampage through Los 
Angeles, ‘fucking’ recently 
deceased men back to life. He 
‘fucks’ each corpse, ejaculates 
a black fluid to resurrect 
them, and then, both he and 
the recently animated body 
proceed to have full sexual 
intercourse. We witness this 
series of sexual encounters through scenes that escalate in their violence 
and gore. The more exaggerated they are, the more absurdly comical they 
become. Post-coitus, the character seems disillusioned with each partner 
and he continues his quest. Sagat does not have any dialogue in the film, so 
we can connect with Zombie only through the moments in which he shows 

Fig. 1: L.A Zombie (2010) Promotional Poster. 
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emotion: the sex scenes. Thus, the relationship created between Sagat and 
the audience is one founded upon a paradoxical combination of lust and 
apathy. As the film continues, it becomes apparent that this sexual spree is 
the zombie’s search for companionship: he is desperately seeking to feel, but 
to no avail. After the sixth sexual encounter, we witness Sagat’s discontent 
with the gay presence and he buries himself alive – disappointed and alone.  

In this way, LaBruce critiques contemporary gay society, echoing 
present day social anxieties within the gay community – that companionship 
between gay men is impossible due to it violating normative discourses on 
the family unit. It is the gay man’s attempt at assimilation into these 
heteronormative constructs of neoliberal society that leads to the 
homogenisation of gay sexuality. Radical sex is forced into the private sphere 
and translated into something shameful, thus eliminating the potential for 
open exploration of the pluralities of LGBTQ sexual identity. LaBruce 

embodies his distaste for 
the ‘zombification’ of the 
gay community through 
Sagat, who yearns for the 
time of queer socialities 
during the 80s and 90s 
where, although being 
trapped under oppressive 
structures, gay men were at 
least united. Queer scholar 
Shaka McGlotten illustrates 
LaBruce’s nostalgic 
yearning for queer 
socialities as a “hunger” in 
his films, as they not only 
hunger for the flesh of the 
living but for living forms of 
sociality (McGlotten,	   2014: 
367).	  

This paper will explore 
the extent to which L.A Zombie succeeds as a politically loaded film aimed at 
liberating the LGBTQ from neo-liberal ‘zombification’. This will be done in 
three parts: first, it will explore the tensions present in the idea that 
pornography can be used to tell emancipatory narratives, and argue that 
exploitation rife within the pornography industry undermines any attempt to 
use it as a vehicle for liberation. It will then discuss how the film conflates 

12

Fig. 2: François Sagat in L.A Zombie (2010) 
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sex and violence, and normalises that combination, and finally it will 
deconstruct the challenges that LaBruce meets in his satirical embodiment 
of queer death. This paper will demonstrate that LaBruce’s queer nostalgia 
for a gay life ‘unified’ during the AIDS epidemic, is a form of victim-
subjectivity. By romanticising this past, it refuses to take account of the 
privileges experienced by the white cis gay male, and the injustices 
experienced by the racially and sexually marginalised queer Others. In sum, 
despite LA Zombie’s attempt to liberate gay sexuality, LaBruce erases the 
convergence of anti-blackness and transphobia that accompanied AIDS-
phobia, while perpetuating homonormative structures that do not liberate, 
but create further divisions. 

 
I. The Porn Industry: LA Zombie and the Capitalisation of Homosexuality 

 
In this section, this paper explores the tensions and limitations inherent in 
using hard-core pornography within cinema as a vehicle for liberation, 
counter-censorship and political expression.  
 

Censorship 
 
The perception of pornography as an anti-establishment, revolutionary 
medium for the expression of liberated sexuality, has been a topic of heated 
debate between the state and the bourgeoisie. The latter asserts that 
opposition to pornography is a form of censorship. This argues that such 
censorship suppresses creativity, by creating a specific system of 
representation through which collective identity defines itself, to itself and 
to the world beyond (Çelik, 2007: 69). In doing so, sexually charged work is 
often deemed obscene and deviant. Through L.A. Zombie, LaBruce attempts 
to place pornography and writing on an equal footing, yet Dworkin (1985) 
asserts that this conflation fails for two reasons. Firstly, while the 
bourgeoisie argue that censorship of pornography is an erasure of high 
culture - high culture itself is phallocentric. Thus, its presence sexualises 
inequality and in turn perpetuates discrimination as a sex-based practice 
(Dworkin, 1985: 10). Having the male gaze at the centre of pornography 
production results in the sadistic exploitation of women for profit. 
Consequently, Dworkin illustrates the bourgeoisie’s cynical attempt at 
‘creative’ liberation by using the injustice experienced by the powerless in 
police states as an allegory. In the same way that oppressed people are taken 
advantage of by the police who claim to liberate and protect them, she 
asserts that pornographers also take advantage of women. The only 
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difference is that pornographers also go on to instrumentalise the terror that 
they incite as a means of mass entertainment for profit. Pornographers are 
thus less like writers and more like secret police or torturers (Dworkin, 1985: 
14). Their attempt to align themselves with imprisoned writers is a cynical 
excuse for the reproduction of oppressive and torturous imagery through 
the guise of art. Pornography actively supresses the voices of women and 
masks their abuse. In Dworkin’s metaphor, pornographers enact the 
patriarchy’s totalitarian regime, using violence to silence and suppress.  
 

The Hetero-centricity of Gay Pornography 
 
As a persecuted subculture within an oppressive hetero-hegemonic culture, 
gays have historically constructed their identities and re-invented 
themselves in response to that oppression - be it through hyper-
sexualisation or complete desexualisation (Mercer, 2003: 286). Similarly, gay 
pornography situates homosexual desire within the masculine territory 
constructed by heterosexuality (Escoffer, 2003: 536). In this manner, gay 
pornography is predicated on the “truth” (the a priori good) being that 
means of relation are always and only defined as sexual in line with straight 
people’s practice of objectification as sex (Gilreath, 2011: 169); and through 
the visual excitement created by reminding men that they are superior to 
women (Dworkin, 1985: 16). By sexualising masculinity and femininity, gay 
men turn the interaction between masculine and feminine into the ultimate 
and only definition of what makes something sexually appealing. This can 
be demonstrated by the characterisation and relation between ‘Tops’1 and 
‘Bottoms’ 2 . Here, male dominance is not only centred during gay 
pornography, but also promoted and eroticised (Kendall, 2004: 910). It is 
through this that we see the hierarchy of straight men imposed onto gay 
men, where the ‘Top’ comes to denote dominance by conforming to the 
archetypal straight male image of the aggressive dominant ‘fucker’ (Gilreath, 
2011: 174). Conversely, the receptive role of Bottom is overtly effeminised. 
Within pornography, these men are treated as objects of gay derision, who 
take pleasure from the fact they are being viewed as sub-human. It is this 
conflict of normative imperatives, and the subverted eroticisation and 
appropriation of masculine signification that makes the two-dimensional 
prototypes of gay pornography both problematic and intriguing (Gilreath, 
2011: 288).  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Top – Penetrative sexual role during gay anal sex 
2 Bottom – Receptive role during gay anal sex	  
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Educating through Conditioning 
 
By creating a fictional scene that centres a particular ideal of attractiveness 
(white and masculine), gay spectators are conditioned to respond 
psychologically through pleasure and sexual excitement (Escoffer, 2003: 
536).  Sex scenes are now hyper-mediated: the viewer watches the exact 
same moment happen from a number of different camera angles, creating a 
sense of complete immersion. This constructs an engaging fantasy of what 
the gay world should (or could) be like, as well as defining what constitutes 
good and bad sex. It demonstrates how the ideal gay man lives his life 
(Mercer, 2004: 154). The goal of this heightened level of virtual reality is to 
grant the viewer their visual climax. But it also serves to educate or 
condition the gay man’s body to legitimise the masculine model of gay 
sexuality that continues to subordinate femininity (Dyer, 2005: 7).  

The glamorisation of ‘straight’-on-gay rape seen throughout L.A 
Zombie perpetuates the sexualisation of the power differential between the 
masculine and feminine. These gendered realities, which are claimed and 
reinforced in gay pornography, are inherently non-consensual (Gilreath, 
2011: 197). The internalised straight hatred of gays is therefore 
institutionalised in gay pornography, 
in a catatonia-inducing script of self-
loathing. This forces the gay man to 
abandon his identity and instead 
idolise the straight archetype, since 
“the straight-er he looks, the more we 
want it.” (Gilreath, 2011: 180). In gay 
pornography, this is expressed 
through the muscular requirements 
for actors to play the ‘Top’ on film. A 
physique achieved with the help of a 
thriving industry of chemicals, 
gadgets and potions (Gilreath, 2011: 
188). 

As much as Sagat rapes, 
mutates, abandons and is visually 
monstrous, he is centred as the being 
of optimum sexuality due to his 
steroid-pumped muscles and the 
abnormally large prosthetic he uses as 

Fig. 3: François Sagat’s Prosthetic Penis 

in L.A Zombie (2010) 
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an appendage. In Figure 3 we witness Sagat “Fucking the Dead Back to 
Life” by inserting this prosthetic-penis into the victim’s wound. 

 
‘Zombiedom’: The Homogenising Imperatives of Capitalism 

 
As Webb and Byrnand (2008) argue, ‘zombiedom’ and capitalism also have 
much in common. Zombies have been brainwashed and have an insatiable 
appetite to consume. Capitalism works by homogenising and making 
palatable that which is queer 3  from the norm, which mediates queer 
plurality - a reality played out in the character binaries found in sexual 
scripts. Even more deviant forms of pornography that enact the deepest of 
fantasies, play into this binary construct. In L.A Zombie, the dichotomies are 
extensive: top-bottom, master-slave, masculine-feminine, zombie-human, 
straight-gay, infected-clean. The way in which gay pornography takes the 
archetypal straight figure as its own homoerotic ideal, contains and 
delineates homosexual desire, allowing it only to be understood in the same 
way as heterosexual desire, through the masculine-feminine dichotomy. 
Neo-liberal thought enforces a system of binaries that eliminates the 
plurality of the LGBTQ (Mercer, 2004: 188). 

Essentially, what we find at stake within L.A Zombie is not the sex 
itself, but the speech it creates and/or removes. LaBruce hijacks these 
images of a sexually marginalised society, satirises them and displays them 
in a way that is reductive.  The production of gay pornography actually 
perpetuates a gay silence born from self-alienation (Gilreath, 2011: 203). 
There is no point at which the ‘anal warriors’ depicted in gay pornography 
are interpreted as people worth listening to. As Gilreath asks, “to what 
extent can sex as violence be a challenge to the dominant cultural discourse, 
when itself is the dominant cultural discourse?” (2011: 173). If censorship of 
pornography silences the politics of creative thinkers, then where do we 
draw the line between creativity and the perpetuation of more deviant 
torture, terrorisation and rape porn?  
 

II. Sex and Violence 
 
This section will explore how all pornography performs a violent narrative 
involving someone’s subjugation. More specifically, it investigates how rape 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 We use Jasbir Puar ‘s (2007) definition of ‘queer’, not to necessarily denote homosexuality 
but all that is queer racially or sexually to Western neo-liberal society, inhabiting identities 
or carrying out behaviours that resist rather than align with the neoliberal state (Martin-
Baron, 2014: 51). 
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is normalised within settings of conflict and used as a weapon - a means of 
control. While it is true that pornography is primarily concerned with the 
production of fantasy, it will explore why isolating pornography from its 
socially destructive repercussions is problematic and reductive. L.A Zombie 
was first released as a soft-core version, and a hard-core edit was released 
months later. By initially making the film more palatable (softer) to a wider 
audience, the director normalised the rape of Sagat’s victims. 
 

Phallocentrism and Military Masculinities 
 
As previously mentioned, ‘high culture’ in dominant cultural discourse is 
phallocentric. Moreover, military industrial complexes fortify the use of rape 
as a weapon of war. The way in which rape is deployed as a weapon within 
settings of conflict conforms to notions of heterosexual manhood, thus 
alienating feminine traits. In society, male-on-male rape is referred to as 
sodomy or torture, since rape is a violation reserved only for the female. 
Male-on-male rape must either be a rite of passage (hazing), or a release 
where men are compelled to use each other as substitutes in the absence of 
women (Mercer, 2004: 155). For these soldiers, there are two types of rape: 
one that is driven by lust, and the other driven by anger and rage. In L.A 
Zombie, these two types are played out only by switching Sagat’s emotions 
between lust and apathy. This rage-filled, rampant sex drive conflates the 
need to penetrate with masculinity. It creates the idea that it is not rape 
because it is what nature intended. The promotional posters of L.A Zombie 
feature the tagline, “He-Came-to-Fuck-the-Dead-Back-to-Life.” They imply 
that it is Sagat’s mission to reanimate corpses through non-consensual sex. 
The idea of ‘fucking-someone-to-death’ perpetuates a gay narrative of self-
annihilation, or annihilation by a straight archetype. This in turn presents 
gay men as vessels of sexual death, as opposed to their straight-counterparts 
for whom sex depicts actualisation (Gilreath, 2011: 176).  

Franz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (2011) asserts that soldiers 
rape in a way that dehumanises both the victim and the perpetrator. There 
exists a moral disengagement that is motivated by a desire to remove the 
dignity of the Other. Militants overseas reject the universalism of the mother 
country and apply the numerous clausus to the human race: since none may 
enslave, rob or kill his fellow man without committing a crime, the implicit 
assumption is that the native is not one of their fellow men (2011: 13). The 
enduring links between rape, race and conquest naturally lead to a 
discussion of white-phallocentricity within both gay and straight 
pornography. Both centre ‘the-money-shot’: the ejaculation of the ‘good’ 
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male (white, cis-gendered, masculine), and in turn stigmatise any identities 
that deviate from this norm (e.g. ‘unmanly’-men, ethnic Others, animals, 
nature) (Caputi, 2004: 375).  

In L.A Zombie, LaBruce portrays Sagat as an anti-hero. Zombie-make-
up (Fig. 4) and a prosthetic penis serve to dehumanise his character, 
rendering him almost comical. This humour and satire serve to disconnect 
the audience from the sexual violence he commits - the gory rape of the 
dead. He showers them in his ejaculate to bring them back to life and we are 
bizarrely encouraged to find his emotional vulnerability endearing: he only 
raped to aid his quest for companionship. By doing so, LaBruce invokes the 
idea of necessary rape, thus denying the perpetrator’s accountability. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4: François Sagat in L.A Zombie (2010) 

	  

Alongside the phallus and rape, the final item used as a weapon is the black 
ejaculate. Gay pornography profits from the allure of bareback porn: the 
spectacle of bodies giving into carnality, sin and the risk of contagion (HIV), 
realising a loss of control entailed in the experience of orgasm (Dean, 2009: 
106). The demonic nature of Sagat’s monstrous ‘fucking’ connotes the terror 
of HIV exposure and the Tops’ ability to use this to terrorise in a uniquely 
masculine and insertive way. Embodying gay-impurity, gay-evil and gay-
death, Sagat’s zombie character leads us to finally discuss sex and death. 

 
III. Sex and Death 

 
This section explores how the male homosexual is figured as someone 
defined by death: either as someone characterised by the desire to die, or 
one whose desire is inherently punishable by death (Puar, 2006: 67; Butler, 
1993: 83). This death is strongly conflated with his sexuality and race. We 
explore the ascendancy of some queer-subjects in contrast to the 
disposability, death and abandonment of others.   
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To-Be-Gay-is-to-be-Sex 

 
Given that gay-identity is something constructed in response to a hetero-
hegemonic culture, we arrive at Gilreath’s assertion that under normative 
society’s eyes, “to-be-gay-is-to-be-sex” (2011: 170). During the AIDS crisis, 
many men internalised this discourse and began to construct their identity 
as purely sexual. They began to imagine themselves within the gay-dating 
community through animal subcategories based on their appearances. For 
example, gay men who identified as ‘bearded’, ‘rugged’ and ‘beefy’ could 
condense these characteristics into the term ‘Bear’. Although this counter-
cultural expression created an exclusive community into which 
heterosexuals could not enter, it simultaneously made physicality the only 
means by which gay men distinguished themselves from one another, 
modelling their identities around the hypersexual labels heteronormative 
society pinned upon them. The conflation of gay men as animalistic sexual 
beings is one that has disabled LGBTQ plurality due to the excessive 
portrayal of same-sex carnality. Media that depicts men expressing emotive 
physical affection towards other men is rare (Subero, 2012: 215). We witness 
this emotionally disconnected and sex-centred dialogue between gay men in 
L.A Zombie. Sagat’s failed attempts at finding companionship, from being 
picked up by a cruising4 driver, to participating in a chem-sex5 fetish party 
(Fig. 3), these perpetuate the image of the gay man as a perverse and 
anarchic subject: one that is antagonistic to the neoliberal societal order, 
and the reproductive family.	  
	  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Cruising – A term used for walking around or driving in the search of a casual and 
anonymous sex-partner  
5 Chem-sex – A term used to define the simultaneous sexual intercourse between one or 
more participants whilst collectively consuming narcotics. Harder drugs (like heroin, crystal 
meth and GHB) normally constitute this term’s applicability.	  
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Sinthomosexual and the Zombie 
 
The homosexual man is hyper-sexualised by his own community and society 
at large. Edelman (2004) introduces us to the neologism of the 
‘sinthomosexual’, a subject that negates the reproductive ‘order’ of 
neoliberal society. He sets this in contrast to the Machiavellian construction, 
‘Homo economicus’, the ideal citizen and sovereign subject whose mentality 
has been governed to make economically beneficial choices within society 
(Odysseos, 2010: 102). This first serves to centre reproduction; one’s 
offspring acts as the investment of human capital. Consequently, it 
associates Homo-economicus with narratives of nourishment and growth. 
Therefore, human capital is held to be the essential wealth of the nation 
(Edelman, 2004: 112). Queer identities are perceived as child-threatening, 
and those forms of pleasure are registered as antisocial. Homosexuality 
cannot contribute, and therefore threatens the logic of futurity within 
nations, since it reduces the assurance of continuity. Instead, it replaces 
continuity with a “meaningless circulation and repetition” (Edelman, 2004: 
39), which has been interpreted as the homosexual death drive. The 
sinthomosexual is revealed to be the antithesis of progressive society, where 
homosexual enjoyment acts as both an infiltration and threat to the 

	  
Fig. 5: Chem-sex fetish scene in L.A Zombie (2010) 
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neoliberal-structure of the family, with only one hope of redemption: 
assimilation through homogenisation.  

LaBruce’s zombie embodies this sinthomosexual as a dehumanised, 
animalistic sex-machine that is no longer an “I” (Leverette, 2008: 187). His 
contagion transgresses the boundaries of propriety and interferes with the 
status quo in closed social and sexual systems (Doty, 1993: 160). Not only is 
he sexually queer, he is also queerly (un)able-bodied and a queer species. 
 

Queer Necropolitics and the Racialised Zombie 
 
The sinthomosexual is a figuration that can be further understood using 
Jasbir Puar’s (2006) term, ‘queer necropolitics’ - an idea that builds on 
Achille Mbembe’s Necropolitics (2003). Mbembe himself refers to Foucault’s 
biopolitics (1976, 148): a term describing the way in which society marks 
certain subjects (white, able-bodied, cis-gendered heterosexuals that 
embody futurity and continuity) as life-giving and life-perpetuating 
individuals. Mbembe analyses how certain subjects are marked for death, 
arguing that neoliberal society centralises death in sub-alternity, race, war 
and terror. Puar (2007: 122) argues that these targets of necropolitics are 
marked queer. Heteronormative society forces queers to assimilate into 
formations deeply marked by racial and sexual norms. Contrarily, 
assimilation has its limits for certain individuals who cannot perform an 
image of the homogenous individual. These are most notably people of 
colour or trans subjects, “the ghostly remnants of ongoing imperial history 
which demarcates which bodies are queered and marked for death.” (Baron, 
2014: 51).  

In the West, zombies are traditional embodiments of those queer 
subjects. Originally the ‘zombi’ was a figuration within the Haitian 
superstition ‘vodou’ that was central to the slave revolution. This is the only 
revolution in the world that successfully rid slaves of their masters. The 
American zombie today has been appropriated by Western scholars who 
travelled to Haiti and came back to their mother country with newly spun 
tales of primitive tribes where demonic ‘voodoo’ masters turned humans 
into zombies for personal gain. These anxieties of species contamination are 
deeply interlaced with those of (white) racial contamination in the West and 
of another uprising by the subaltern Other. Essentially, zombies express the 
fear of ‘white slavery’ (Doezema, 2000): an idea embedded in anxieties of 
potential retribution for colonial genocide, made safe by relegating it to the 
fantasy realm. Zombie narratives place them (the non-white Other) doing 
unto ‘us’ (Western, white powers) what we did to them (Berlatksy; 2014). The 
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underlying message, rooted in white exceptionalism, centres white 
enslavement only possible when enacted by a supernatural being. 

LaBruce fails to recognise the convergence of anti-blackness, anti-
transphobia, and general anti-queer rhetoric that accompanied AIDS-
phobia during the 80s and 90s. This failure demonstrates his victim-
subjectivity and narrow political intentions. Unwittingly, he performs his 
own necropolitics, separating those named populations marked for death 
from those queer subjects folded back into life. The film would do well to 
evoke a more nuanced critique of queer assimilation.  The co-opting of gay 
liberation as the by-product of these reproductions of “gay, pornographic 
cinema” reflects a deeper reconfiguration of sexual politics that bear a 
punitive and deathly logic (Lamble, 2014: 151). If zombies symbolise the racial 
and socioeconomic Other, an asexual hunger for the flesh and a social 
structure that threatens to pollute heteronormative white family structures 
and racial purity (Moreman and Cory, 2011: 11-12), why then narrow the 
definition of LGBTQ liberation and plurality to only the white, able-bodied, 
cis-male? 

 
Conclusion 

 
LaBruce operates from an inescapable white and cis-male perspective. It 
must be acknowledged that if a person of colour had played the raping 
zombie, the movie’s reception would have been catastrophic - interpreted as 
hate-speech against whites or, conversely, the stereotyped representation of 
non-white bodies as unhuman both sexually and socially. Pornography, it 
has been shown, is the antithesis of sexual liberation. LaBruce is, therefore, 
miscalculated to use L.A Zombie as a platform for voicing his discontent with 
contemporary gay society. His reliance on rape as a form of expression 
ignores the history of rape as a weapon of war, employed by military 
masculinities. Finally, his supposedly satirical interpretation of the de-
racialised zombie narrowly defines equality by erasing the convergence of 
discourses of gay death and anti-blackness. 

It is important to address films like LaBruce’s, since they purport to 
achieve emancipation, whilst only enacting a wholly one-sided white 
emancipation. Instrumentalising the oppression that homosexuals face, and 
using it to justify media like L.A Zombie, can create dialogue. However, that 
dialogue does not benefit the LGBTQ as a whole. The film’s satire blurs the 
lines between humour and politics, but achieves this by victimising the 
Other, which essentially devalues the movements that strive for the 
emancipation of the pluralities within the LGBTQ. This Western 
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exceptionalism tied in more specifically with homonormative exceptionalism 
is what prevents LaBruce’s film from living out its purported goal of 
emancipation. His nostalgia for a better time is wholly subjective, and blind 
towards his own privilege. Ultimately, by romanticising the past using gay 
zombie pornography, he erases anti-blackness and perpetuates 
homonormative structures that do not liberate, but further create divisions 
within the LGBTQ.  
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Appendix 
 
Fig. 1: LaBruce, Bruce (2010) L.A Zombie Promotional Poster. Available at: 
<https://artmetropole.com/image/6147/>. (Accessed 16 May 2017). 

 

Fig. 2: Sagat, François in L.A Zombie (2010). Available at: 
https://www.moma.org/d/assets/W1siZiIsIjIwMTUvMTAvMTQvOWVzMGpi
ZWt2NF96b29tXzE0MjU1OTYyOTFfbGF6b21iaWVfMnguanBnIl0sWyJwIi
wiY29udmVydCIsIi1yZXNpemUgMjAwMHgyMDAwXHUwMDNlIl1d/zoom_1
425596291_lazombie%402x.jpg?sha=c104d0e9a064a13e> (Accessed 16 May 
2017). 
 
Fig. 3: Sagat, François ‘Prosthetic Penis’ in L.A Zombie (2010). Available at: 
http://estoybailando.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/LA-Zombie-Francois-
Sagat-Bruce-LaBruce.jpg >(Accessed 16 May 2017).  
 
Fig. 4: Sagat, François ‘Make-up’ in L.A Zombie (2010). (Accessed 16 May 
2017). 
 
Fig. 5: Chem-sex fetish scene in L.A Zombie. Added 28 November 2011, 
Available at: 
<http://de.web.img2.acsta.net/r_1920_1080/medias/nmedia/18/86/72/36/198568
03.jpg> (Accessed 16 May 2017). 
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