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Anthropology  
 
 
Consuming Candomblé: The Baiana and the 
Navigation of Ethnic Identity in a ‘Racial 
Democracy’ 
 
Katie Hurd 

 

Fig. 1 Smile! You are in Bahia!!1 
 

Introduction 
 

‘Africa’ and the interpretation of traditions and attributes understood as being 
of African origin, is a contested symbol of identity in the ‘Black Atlantic’. This 
is partly due to the ways in which it has been continually placed in dialectical 
processes of objectification and appropriation for consumable means, notably 

																																																								
1 Postcard of the Baiana, Source Marike Vis, K. (2013) 
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as part of the global identity industry. In Brazil, this is nowhere more apparent 
than the state’s appropriation of African cultures as part of its national racial 
ideology of being a ‘racial democracy’. As such, in this essay I want to focus 
on the Baianas de Acarajé, street food vendors who are part of the ‘ethno-
religion’ Candomblé - a religion with its roots or ‘routes’ in West Africa - to 
look at the ways in which they have navigated their ethnic identity under the 
empress of the dominating ideology of ‘racial democracy’ and an increasingly 
prominent global identity industry that espouses the creation of ‘ethno-
commerce’. I draw on a mixture of academic work, cultural studies and grey 
material to look at the ways in which the Baianas have been appropriated as 
part of Brazil’s ‘ethno-tourism’, which has in turn folklorized them, their 
identity and their craft as an extension of the preservation of Bahia as a 
modernist dream of what Bastide (1978b: 10) termed a ‘microcosmic Africa’. 

I critique a historical presumption of a one-way process of reification 
and abstraction by drawing attention to how they navigate this folklorization, 
querying whether this process of cultural objectification can be reduced to a 
linear interpretation of alienation. It is through drawing attention to the 
concept of ‘intangible cultural heritage’ (ICH) that I will discuss the notion of 
‘instrumental ethnicity’, whilst using Comaroff and Comaroff’s (2009) 
paradoxical concept of ‘ethnicity Inc.’ to highlight the ways in which the 
Baianas - recognised as part of ICH - are able to manipulate the sacred and 
draw on their folklorization to exert themselves in ‘spaces of exclusion’. As 
such, I use the concept of ethnicity not as an analytic construct but as a 
concrete abstraction deployed by communities and individuals in their 
everyday attempts to inhabit sustainable worlds.  
 

 
Finding Africa in Brazil 

Brazil has the largest percentage of Black people of African descent outside 
of the African continent due to the influx of slaves sent to work in the many 
plantations established in the ‘New World’ (Rey, 2016). As a result, ‘Africa’, as 
both a place and as an idea, has been crucial in the construction of Black 
identity in what Paul Gilroy (1995) has termed the ‘Black Atlantic’. Although 
Gilroy does not address Latin America directly, this concept is crucial in not 
only critically evaluating colonial legacy but understanding the ways in which 
race, ethnicity and identity have been informed by the movement of people 
and ideas, ties created earlier by global flows of the Atlantic slave trade. 
Gilroy’s imagery of the ship in his discussion of this concept, used to portray 



	
	

	 10	

the fluid connection between two points, draws attention to the 
multidimensional aspect of ‘Blackness’ as well as serving as a powerfully 
melancholic reminder of the history of Black identity in diasporic imaginings. 
Populations defined as ‘Black’ in Latin America and elsewhere in Europe 
have therefore drawn on this concept of ‘Africa’ as well as the common 
experience of slavery in the production of Black cultures and identities. It has 
been argued in reference to this point that a particular point of reference in 
Black cultures has been the use of ‘Africa’ as a symbolic bank (Sansone, 1999) 
as well as a source of common experience. These symbols are drawn on as 
part of an “ongoing process that serves to increasingly bring together . . . 
disparate and quite distinct notions of Blackness in different locales of the 
Americas” (Dawson, 2008: 112). As such,  I wish to discuss this notion of Black 
identity or ‘Blackness’, not just as a racial category or pigmentation, but as a 
cultural and social trope that  includes, for those with whom the concept 
resonates, ancestry, religious practices, class and community. I draw on Stuart 
Hall (1997) in his discussion on the production of identities and ethnicities 
when he states, “Black is not a question of pigmentation. The Black I am 
talking about is a historical category, a political category, a cultural category” 
(1997: 53). 

How have these ideas played out in what has been constituted and 
institutionalised as a ‘racial democracy’?  Although now aptly labelled as a 
‘myth’ by many Brazilian race relations scholars, the ideology is still 
maintained in the national consciousness in that due to ‘mestiçagem’ (the 
mixing of white Portuguese colonizers, native people and African slaves 
during Colonialism), Brazil has avoided racial prejudice and discrimination 
due to these exceptional colonial circumstances. These ideas became 
popularised by Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Freyre (1956) and his idealized 
studies of the development of the Brazilian population, which claimed that 
through this “lubricous union” of races, a meta-racial identity was created. 
Although Freyre’s theories celebrated racial mixture, promoted a notion of 
“triumphant brownness” and challenged Brazil’s North American 
counterparts, he inevitably assigned Portuguese colonialists “with nonracist 
sensibilities” (Sherriff, 2003: 89) whilst simultaneously romanticising (and 
sexualizing) the encounter with the ‘other’.  

As a consequence, anti-racist movements and a unified ‘black’ identity 
have proved difficult in mobilizing.  However, there has been increasing 
reverence on the part of Black social movements for African cultural symbols, 
employing the concept of a ‘remembered Africa’ to reinforce Diasporic 
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connections (Dawson, 2008: 9). Black identity making in Brazil has therefore 
revolved around what Barth (1998: 15) has called the ‘cultural stuff’ within an 
ethnic boundary. Black as an ethnic category (that is defined as different from 
mainstream culture) has therefore increasingly come to mean and encompass 
a range of cultural practices, religions and disputed ideas about the 
importance of ‘Africa’ within this ethnic construction. “For many Afro- 
Brazilians, blackness, must mean an engagement with the practice of what 
they deem ‘African’ e.g. ‘African’ religious rituals, ‘African’ values and the 
learning of an African language, in other words the Africanization of their 
Black identity” ( Dawson, 2008: 6).   

However, this ‘Africanization’ has not resonated with a large majority 
of ‘Black’ Brazilians. Although Brazil has been suggested to have a ‘bi-polar’ 
racial configuration (Sheriff, 2003), Brazilians themselves, to a large extent 
due to the continual permeating strength of the ideology of ‘racial democracy’, 
identify with a variety of colours. Race is then understood or interpreted 
through appearance rather than phenotypes. Many censuses conducted since 
the 1940s by the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE) have 
managed to classify the population into five main categories: branco, (white), 
pardo (brown), preto (black), amarelo (yellow) and indigenous, however the 
institute has acknowledged the precarity of these categories with many 
Brazilians preferring to self describes as ‘morenos’ (Telles, 2004; Gates, 2011). 
In a census taken in 1976 it was even found that there were in fact 134 different 
answers to the question about race (see Dawson, 2008: 27 for list of results) 
ranging from Azul (bluish) to Parda (dark brown), highlighting the fluidity in 
racial classification. As Wade (1995) has suggested when looking at the diverse 
definitions of Blackness in Colombia, these definitions can often be 
contradictory, which in turn, can lead to the reification of Blackness and 
“essentialist notions of race” (1995: 351). 

This has to be understood contextually within a national appropriation 
of these ‘African’ derived cultures for consumable means. One only has to 
look at the famous Rio Carnival, with its infamous parades of capoeira and 
samba schools, to look at the ways in which these cultural elements have been 
reified and essentialised as part of a national symbol. In fact, as many scholars 
have noted, this reverence for African culture acts as a symbol to uphold the 
discourse of ‘racial democracy’ through their ability to mask the innate racial 
inequalities of Brazil through their enactment. Many scholars have drawn 
attention to this more globally with the appropriation and/or commodification 
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of black cultures and the potentiality of this to erase structures of 
disadvantage and discrimination (Gilroy, 2000; Alexander, 2002).  

Bell Hooks (2015) in her discussion on this point and the representation 
of Blackness, talks about this in terms of the commodification of Otherness: 
“within commodity culture, ethnicity becomes spice, seasoning that can liven 
up the dull dish that is mainstream white culture” (2015: 44). In so doing, Bell 
Hooks (2015) argues that this in many ways can be seen as a revival of “the 
‘primitive’ with a distinctly post-modern slant” (2015: 45). Although her 
discussion is primarily focused on the appropriation of Afro-American 
culture and the media, her argument resonates with the essentialisation of 
‘African’ culture by the Brazilian state that in many ways de-politicises its 
political potential through its reification. As such, ‘Blackness’ is only 
celebrated or constituted through its performance of ‘African’ elements in the 
national imaginary. This begs the question:  if mobilization occurs on the 
premise of a subject that has a tendency to be appropriated and that is often 
exclusionary, the question lies in whether it can be effectively used against 
the dominating powers that be? (Selka, 2005: 90). Should we say then that 
‘Afro-Brazilian’ culture is merely an ideology used to veil racism, a tool in the 
ideological apparatus of ‘racial democracy’?  

 
 
Candomblé virou moda' (Candomble has become fashionable)2 
 

I will address these questions and tensions around ‘Africa’ as a contested 
source of identity for Afro Brazilians by focusing on the ‘ethno-religion’ 
(Selka, 2005) Candomblé. This is a ‘spirit’ religion developed through a 
creolization of traditional Yoruba, Fon and Bantu beliefs brought from West 
Africa (notably Benin) by slaves for the Portuguese empire and plantations in 
the northern state of Bahia. At the time, many slaves were the subject of the 
gaze of the then prominent Catholic Church, its leaders and the vast majority 
of slave owners felt it necessary to convert enslaved Africans as a form of 
domination. Although a large percentage did convert, many instead 
incorporated elements of Catholicism into their traditions, largely in order to 
feign conversion to Catholicism in front of Portuguese masters. Interestingly, 
they often hid sacred symbols or tokens of their Spirit deities, the Orixas, 
inside the figurines of Catholic saints. Today, Candomblé and its counterpart 

																																																								
2 An often-repeated phrase in Brazil (see Stansky 2012: 23) 
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Umbanda, are often lumped together in both academic literature and by 
government agencies as ‘Afro-Brazilian religions’ and ‘Afro –Brazilian cults’ 
(Selka, 2005), which despite both religions now having a changing racial 
demographic, including that of white followers, remain seen as symbols of 
‘Blackness’ (Sansone, 1999) due to its ‘authentic’ African elements. 

This has recently come to light due to a rise in a militant Pentecostalism 
that has participated in hate speeches, or what (Neace, 2016: 42) has called a 
“rhetoric of war”, as preachers have condemned the sinfulness of African-
based worship and provoked hate crimes that have seen Candomblé houses 
(temples) in addition to their practisers attacked. Although Pentecostalism is 
practiced by all races in Brazil, the semiotic link established by Black activists 
between Afro-Brazilian identity and Black identity, as well as the ties between 
Candomblé and Blackness, have meant that acts of intolerance towards the 
religion have become widely associated with racism (Selka, 2003). In addition 
to being seen as an ‘authentic’ African tradition, this symbolism is also partly 
due to its imagery, its ability to subvert the denigration from the Catholic 
Church and colonial masters and is a product of changing governmental 
discourses around the religion: once disregarded and considered veiled as a 
taboo, it is now one of the most important cultural references in Brazil.  

In his discussion on the history of these ever-changing discourses 
surrounding the religion, Van de Port (2015) discusses the fact that 
Candomblé was once publicly presented as nothing “but a jumble of 
primitive, barbarous and scary practices of African origin” (2015: 244). He cites 
a letter sent by an elite citizen of Salvador in the early 1900s to the editor of a 
local newspaper urging for a tighter grip around the religion: “The festivities 
of Carnival are coming up . . . and the African drums are already preparing to 
tell the world once more about our low level of civilization”3 (Rodrigues, 1904 
[1935]: 257 cited by Van de Port, 2015). After the abolition of slavery, the 
Brazilian nation set out towards a ‘progress’ and ‘modernity’ in which the 
African population was seen as a hindrance, especially in the northern state 
of Bahia where the majority of plantations had been. As such, the ‘whitening’ 
of Bahian society was proposed as a solution for “the African presence” (Van 
de Port, 2015: 245) which revered miscegenation and consequently the 
‘whitening’ of the Bahian population. This discourse had its roots in the 
theories of scientific racism, eugenics and the idea of the ‘great chain of being’ 
(or racial determinism) being discussed in Europe at the time, which 

																																																								
3 Translation from the Portuguese are from the author Van de Port. 
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attempted to map out the hierarchical comparison of peoples, with the 
‘African’ marking the lowest tier of this evolutionary model.  Resultantly, a 
policy to “un-Africanize” (ibid) the streets was implemented in which African 
traditions and entertainments such as the Baianas de Acarajé, Capoeira and 
Samba were taken off the streets from 1905 to the 1930s (ibid).  

However, as discussed earlier in section one of this essay, new 
understandings of mestiçagem and discourses on race and ethnicity espoused 
by Freyre (1956) and his notion of ‘triumphant brownness’ allowed for a re-
evaluation of this African cultural heritage, accumulating in the presentation 
of the nation as a ‘racial democracy’. Bahia was construed instead as a land of 
magic and mysticism as part of this elitist construction that echoed surrealist 
and modernist representations of the ‘primitive’ aesthetic in European arts. 
As De Port (2015) notes on this change in representation, “already in the 1950s, 
tourist guidebooks urge visitors to Salvador (Bahia) not to miss out on visiting 
the ‘barbaric beauty’ of Candomblé ceremonies, describing these as ‘the 
savage poetry of Bahian nights’” (2015: 246). This assigned a new value to the 
‘primitive’ character of Candomblé - a change made visible through the 
metamorphosis of the representation of Candomblé objects - towards ‘Black 
magic’ and fearsome fetishes that the police confiscated (ironically out of fear 
of their power). These were subsequently displayed next to criminal objects 
in the Geographic and Historical Institute in the late 19th century, later 
becoming cultural works of art and public monuments in the Afro-Brazilian 
Museum of Bahia (Sansi, 2007: 83-109). 

As Roger Sansi (2007) states in his evaluation of this cultural transition, 
Candomblé images and objects became revalued from “weapons of crime to 
jewels of the crown” (2007: 83). He draws attention to the ways in which Black 
bodies and cultural expressions, embodied in the religion of Candomblé, 
became reinterpreted by Brazilian (as well as international) artists and 
intellectuals as an expression of vitality and strength (2007: 52), with one 
famous Brazilian writer Jorge Amado venerating Candomblé as something 
“beautiful” (Amado, 1935: 96-7) and sensual, fulfilling modernist expectations 
with its “music, mysterious symbols, and a troubled eroticism” (Sansi, 2007: 
52). This revolutionary change articulated Candomblé not only as an 
institution of Afro Brazilian popular culture, but as ‘high culture’ (Bastide 
1978a), a ‘microcosmic Africa’ (Bastide, 1978b).  
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Bahia: the ‘Living Museum’ 
 

In light of this, Candomblé has been made into ‘culture’ through what 
Bourdieu (1993) has termed the ‘field of cultural production’: its 
institutionalisation as part of ‘high culture’ through its participation in arts, 
literature, museums and being the subject of academic focus as a 
‘microcosmic Africa’. This has been internalized or even activated by 
Candomblé practitioners, especially those houses that reject syncretism and 
establish themselves as authentically African, a symbol of Blackness and 
resistance in Brazil. On the one hand, this draws attention to the fact that the 
use of African identities - whether essentialised notions of ‘Africa’ as a 
homogenous entity or specific African ethnic categories - act as a symbolic 
anchor for notions of Blackness. This can ultimately be understood as being 
about the creation of meaning for historically marginalised peoples (Dawson, 
2018: 342). However, at the same time Candomblé’s veneration as culture has 
in turn made the religion more, to use Dawson’s word, ‘palatable’ or 
consumable for a wider audience through this concentrated campaign to 
revere Candomblé at “the centre of all aspects of black popular culture in 
Bahia” (ibid: 197).  

This paradox is reflected in the creation of the African Heritage City 
Tour around Salvador that offers tourists, many of them Afro-Americans, to 
come and see the ‘true’ Africa in Brazil’s ‘Black Rome’. Tourists can take tours 
of ‘authentic’ Candomblé houses where they can watch the ceremonies of 
Candomblé, unveiling the once secret and private religion. Dawson (2008) 
notes after one such ceremony, tourists asked their tour guide who was from 
West Africa, “do they get it right? Is this really similar to what you saw growing 
up in Africa?” (Dawson, 2008: 3). 

This has led many academics to highlight Candomblé’s ‘folklorization’ 
(Stansky, 2012) as one that revers Candomblé whilst simultaneously restricting 
it to a static and folkloric icon of Brazil and the Northeast.  As one Afro-
Brazilian informant stated: 
 

“Candomblé is folklore, and more remembered during parties. But day to day, 
no one remembers . . . it was a belief of the slaves. For example, Pelourinho 
(a city in Bahia) literally means the ‘whipping post’. It was a place where they 
sold and punished many slaves that came from Africa. And now, it is just a 
tourist attraction” (Stansky, 2012: 33).  
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As Godreau (2002) draws attention to in her study of folklorization in 
Puerto Rico, this process of making ‘folklore’ (a. k. a. making it more inclusive 
and more ‘palatable’), in turn feeds into national ideologies found in Latin 
America of mestiçagem that romanticize Black communities as “remnants of 
a past era” that she links to a “modernizing state agenda and discourses of 
authenticity that fuel cultural nationalism worldwide” (2002: 281). This is 
reflected in Brazil’s state sponsored tourist initiatives that espouse a rhetoric 
of recuperating tradition and revitalizing the past, which objectify Afro-
Brazilian heritage whilst romanticizing the colonial era. As such, this 
highlights the effects of tourism’s ability to commodify an ethnic population. 
Tilley (2006) discusses this point in his article on identity and place as well as 
‘ethno-tourism’. He argues that at the heart of this is the production and 
reproduction of difference, drawing on the ‘authenticity’ of a culture to fulfil 
the ‘exoticism’ of experience (2006: 17). He creates a linkage between museum 
exhibitions and heritage sites through the ways they prioritize the collection 
and classification of objects and peoples reminiscent of Said’s (1995) 
‘orientalism’ and the static construction of the mystical and erotic ‘Other’. 
This is why ‘ethno-tourism’ is frequently argued to “destroy that which it 
seeks” in its ability to render culture “flat” as part of the process of “drama 
and the aura of its decay” (Comaroff and Comaroff, 2009: 20). 

Fig.24 

Although briefly 
mentioned in section two, 
this finally leads me to the 
main focus on my 
discussion: the Baianas De 
Acarajé - the ‘postcard of 
Salvador, Bahia’ (see Fig.2) 
and the ways in which they 
navigate these prevalent and 

regulatory discourses.  
The Baianas are exclusively female street vendors who sell the sacred 

food of Candomblé (the Acarajé). This is peeled black-eyed cowpea beans, 
onions and salt formed into a ball then deep fried in palm oil, which in 

																																																								
4  A Baiana selling Acarajé, a familiar image around Bahia. Source: 
http://correionago.com.br/portal/regulamentacao-municipal-ao-oficio-de-baianas-sofrera-
atualizacoes/ 
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Candomblé ceremonies are offered to the Orisha deities as sacred food. The 
Baianas began selling this West African speciality during colonial times, 
originally as wage-earning slaves. Their ubiquitous presence in Bahia has 
made them the subject of writings and popular culture: from being depicted 
as irrational and lazy5, to becoming sexualized by the Brazilian Broadway star 
Carmen Miranda in the 1950s (see Fig.36) (Castañeda, 2015).  

The Baianas are characterized by their dress or ‘uniform’ in which they 
wear a white dress, characteristic of the rituals of Candomblé, as well as cloth 
turbans and beaded necklaces in the colours of their deities, which together 
symbolically constitute the identification of the craft, its religious intent and 
its historical ties to slavery in addition to the position of women in the Afro-
Brazilian community (Gaspar, 2009). As such, they have been seen as a 
“symbol of resistance since slavery” (Maria Lêda Marques, President of 

ABAM 7 ). Over a period  of 
‘positive commodification’ of 
Afro-Brazilian culture in Bahia, 
this folklorization of Candomblé, 
with its roots in museum culture, 
extended over the city itself 
including its buildings, 
Candomblé houses and its 
practitioners, which has led many 
to argue that Bahia has itself 
turned into a ‘living museum’ 
(Romo 2010), preserved as a static 
modernist dream. This becomes 
highly visible through the 
production of the Baianas’ 
‘costume’ as part of an initiative in 
which tourists can try on the 

‘outfit’ worn by the Baianas and even take pictures with shop girls wearing 
the ‘costume’ (Gage, 2016: 171- 175). This arguably produces a certain 
exhibition value to the craft, or even a “Disneyesque version of black culture 

																																																								
5 By Aluisio de Azevedo in his book O Cortiço (The Slum, 1890) 
6 Carmen Miranda, the ‘Brazilian Bombshell’. Source: http://www.royalrio.net/site/carmem-
miranda/ 
7 The Association of Bahian Acarajé and Porridge Women. 	

Fig.3 
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but without any uncomfortable exposure to black poverty and the realities of 
Salvador” (Romo, 2010: 154).  

In addition to this point, one must look at the effects that Brazil’s 
recognition of its ‘intangible cultural heritage’ by UNESCO 8 has had, which 
became institutionalised in Brazil through the creation of IPHAN9. This has 
worked to constitute Candomblé as a cultural reference and its actors as living 
cultural assets, subject to safeguard measures for its preservation, protection 
and promotion (Santos, 2012). A municipal decree was created in 2004 to 
specify the regulations of the craft including “the traditional garb, the 
association to Candomblé, the religious symbolism Acarajé imbues, and the 
obligatory use of the tabuleiro or wood tables used for generations” 
(Castañeda, 2014), which in failing to be adhered to, leads to a municipal fine 
preserving the Baianas in a static and controlled role. As such, UNESCO’s 
heritage policies have always been subjected to criticism when one asks: Who 
selects what cultural assets should be preserved? And “how much have the 
bearers of intangible heritage . . . been able to (in)form such agency?’ (Stefano, 
2012: 215). 
 

 
Manipulating the Sacred 

 
It is through exploring the concept of ICH and its criticisms that I take issue 
with a historical and theoretical presumption of a one-way process of 
objectification and abstraction of Afro-Brazilian culture, especially in relation 
to the Baianas. There is a considerable debate to how this process of ‘cultural 
objectification’ should be interpreted (Stansky, 2012: 36). On the one hand, 
the folklorization of Afro-Brazilian heritage creates an image of Candomblé 
and its actors as part of a traditional colonial past, ultimately de-politicizing it 
as a symbol of ‘Blackness’ in Brazil and feeding into the state’s interest in 
revenue. On the other hand, as Stansky (2012) draws attention to when 
discussing whether IPHAN can be construed as a form of protection or 
appropriation (2012: 37), many Afro-Brazilians celebrate this folkloriation as 
they see it as a long-awaited recognition by the state that protects community 

																																																								
8 	UNESCO defines this as including ‘traditions, performing arts, social practices, ritual, 
festive events, knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe or the knowledge 
and skills to produce traditional crafts’ (UNESCO 2018)  
9  Registry of Immaterial Heritage and the National Programme for Immaterial Cultural 
Heritage	
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efforts “to resist cultural hegemony, survive persecution, and maintain 
traditions in the face of racism, socio-economic injustices and the fight for 
human rights” (2012: 44).  

Herein lies the paradox of marketing ethnic identity that Comaroff and 
Comaroff (2009: 23) draw attention to with their concept ‘ethnicity Inc.’: the 
liquidation of the “traditional value of cultural heritage” within what they 
term the ‘modern impulse’ to bring things closer, has the tendency to debase 
its mystique upsetting that “old modernist angst” of difference vanishing. 
However, they draw attention to an inherent complexity as it also appears to 
“(re) fashion identity, to (re) animate cultural subjectivity to (re) charge 
collective self-awareness” (ibid: 26), especially in what they discuss as the 
current global identity industry and market. 

As such I ask: Can this cultural objectification be reduced to an 
interpretation of alienation? The registration of the Baianas and their sacred 
food as an intangible cultural asset was recognised as a long-awaited 
appreciation of the craft professionally by the Association of Baianas de 
Acarajé. When the president of the Association explained this, she discussed 
the fact that she did not want to fill the field profession as ‘cook’ but rather 
wanted to be recognised and identified as a Baiana, since cooks cook at home 
(Bitter and Bitar, 2012).  

Selling Acarajé is still an economic mainstay for many Afro-Brazilian 
women and 70 % of Baianas in the state of Bahia are heads of the family, 
leaving the craft to be the economic mainstay for entire families (Africa Up 
Close, 2014). As Comaroff and Comaroff (2009) argue: “vendors of ethnic 
authenticity, however bound they may be to the market, are not alienated 
proletariats, in thrall to the fetish of their own estranged essence. Nor have 
they simply become fetishes themselves” (2009: 24-25). They draw attention to 
the self-enactment and proclamation of identity within the rise of ‘ethno-
commerce’, critiquing Bourdieu’s theoretical separation of ‘economic’ and 
‘cultural’ capital by arguing the two concepts can no longer be seen as at odds 
with each other “when culture is objectified by those who inhabit it” (2009: 
32).  

This draws on the concept of ‘instrumental ethnicity’ in which ethnic 
identities are “claimed, challenged, or reconfigured for present day political, 
social, and economic purposes” (Kearney, 2012: 40). The Baianas have in some 
ways accepted or even asserted the folklorization or institutionalisation of 
their Afro-Brazilian identities. As such, I highlight the ways that ethnicity in 
Brazil is a negotiated terrain drawn from a national and local history in which 
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collective and individual identities are constantly playing out against the 
empress of the Brazilian state’s negotiation of its ‘racial democracy’ and the 
increasing global identity industry. Baianas as such, have strategically used 
their folklorization under IPHAN and state-sanctioned agreements to protect 
their livelihood as cultural assets. 

Once again, this became contextually prominent within the rising 
militant Pentecostalism discussed in section two of this paper, which 
attempted to de-legitimize Baianas and displace them from selling Acarajé - 
something they term ‘devil food’ due to their association with Candomblé - in 
order to re-claim the delicacy as ‘Acarajé Jesus’. This led to the Baianas 
eventually wining a court case in conjunction with banning the evangelical 
churches from promoting and selling ‘Acarajé Jesus’ (Bitter and Bitar, 2012). 
However, the enactment of their identity and craft as ‘cultural assets’ reached 
an international scale during the FIFA World Cup in 2016, whereby the 
Baianas were banned from selling Acarajé in and around the stadium. This 
led to a twitter trend started by the Baianas stating #NãoQueroMcDonalds and 
#QueroAcarajé,10 which asserted the Baiana’s right to sell their sacred food in 
this ‘zone of exclusion’ (Ivester, 2015). Their ability to raise global awareness 
in describing FIFA as a “global imperial force actively displacing a nationally 
recognised cultural patrimony” (Castañeda, 2014) led them to becoming the 
first street vendors in history to be allowed to sell their delicacy in and around 
the arena.  
Fig. 411 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

																																																								
10 Translation: ‘We don’t want McDonalds. We want Acarajé’ 
11 ‘Global Voices’: Baianas protesting outside the World Cup stadium. Source:  
https://pt.globalvoices.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/foto-das-baianas-375x249.jpg	
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Conclusion 
 

In this essay I have sought to demonstrate the ways in which the Baianas de 
Acarajé navigate a sense of ethnic identity under the empress of an ideological 
apparatus that appropriates the ‘Afro’ and a global identity industry that 
spurns ‘ethno-commerce’. I have argued that Candomblé exists within a 
hegemonic narrative that encapsulates, exoticizes and commodifies the 
religion and its associates, not only within the context of promoting a ‘racial 
democracy’, but within a notoriously Western tendency to appropriate 
African based identity in diasporic communities. However, what becomes 
apparent when looking at the changing discourse around the religion is that 
a new ‘dimension’ has been created that celebrates and recognizes the local 
within the context of the global, highlighting the changing nature of 
categories such as ethnicity, race and national identity. Although this has led 
many to believe that this leads to a cultural ‘flatness’ in which the glory of 
‘authenticity’ becomes debased through these global flows, I have argued that 
through looking at the ways in which the Baiana’s have exercised their 
folklorized identities as emblems of Afro-Brazilian culture, using the tools of 
ICH, they retain the local referent and historical content of their craft, 
straddling both the ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ worlds.  

This touches on an increasing academic focus on the globalization of 
Afro-Brazilian identity politics that looks at the ways in which African cultures 
in Brazil (e.g. traditional practices such as Capoeira), have been globalized 
through the rise of tourism and other international flows. Practices such as 
Capoeira have been utilized by lower-class Afro-Brazilians to exert their 
agency both internationally and nationally to challenge the racial inequalities 
that are deeply veiled and still very much prevalent in Brazil.  As such, I wish 
to conclude by drawing on Mezzana (2011) in her blog discussion on ending 
the underestimation and basic stigmatization that has been reserved for 
African traditions, which places them in static and depoliticized, or in this 
case, folklorized roles, that have often resulted in ‘African’ phenomena 
becoming locked behind a ‘interpretation cage’ as if they existed in a 
‘historical void’, or, a one-way presumption of objectification that is thought 
to limit their survival in the world. As such, she suggests that we must 
extricate them from their established post-modern stereotypes, focusing 
instead on their profound connections to modernity and the ways in which 
an ethnic identification with ‘Africa’ can be deployed by communities and 
individuals in their everyday attempts to inhabit sustainable worlds. 
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A Multi-Species Ethnography of Nature and 
Time: Human’s Long-Standing Relationship with 
Moss in the Japanese Temple Garden 
 
Natasha Hoare 

 
Introduction 

 
It has long been acknowledged that the Earth’s species are interdependent on 
one another. When studying the ecosystems of the rainforest or the ocean we 
learn that one species cannot exist in isolation of those which surround it; 
these environments must be considered holistically. But, as Anna Tsing 
argues in her 2012 study of mushrooms as a companion species, human’s role 
within species interdependency tends to be left out of anthropological (and 
wider) research. Too often we see ourselves as exceptional, “self-maintaining”, 
remote from the rest of the species kingdoms (Tsing, 2012: 144). In the field of 
anthropology, the past couple of decades have seen the rise of “multi-species” 
ethnography which seeks to challenge this hierarchy of life on earth. 
Recognising that animals, plants and other non-humans are deeply connected 
to our social worlds, a multi-species method examines this entanglement of 
humans and non-humans to give new insight into human interaction. 

This paper will adopt a multi-species approach to discuss the role moss 
plays in a human-shaped landscape, particularly focusing on its presence in 
Japanese temple gardens. After considering the current status of plants in 
multi-species ethnography, I argue that moss has been largely disregarded – 
not only in anthropological study but also in wider fields of garden design and 
Japanese studies. I question why it has been a consistent feature of the 
Japanese garden across all eras, and what kind of response it evokes in the 
observer. Conscious of past tendencies to ‘Other’ Japanese society (Adeney 
Thomas, 2001; Said, 1978), I compare the use of moss across cultures to reflect 
on how far these attitudes are unique: arguing that appreciation of moss, 
whilst particularly prominent in Japanese society, is not limited to Japan. 
Both appreciation and hostility is evident across cultures. 
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Plants in Anthropology: More Than Just a Model of Thought 
 
Plants have long been used in metaphorical form to better visualise and 
understand human society. The image of the tree is utilised recurrently to 
map human origins both in religious texts and Darwin’s evolutionary theory 
(Basu, 2004; Bouquet, 1996). In more recent history Deleuze and Guattari 
(1987) proposed a shift from the metaphor of the linear tree to one of rhizomes 
(networks of shorter, non-hierarchical stems), better reflecting the 
multiplicity of society. Botanical tropes are ever-present in the English 
language to indicate identity and belonging; individuals often refer to their 
‘roots’, ‘soil’ or ‘turf’ (Basu, 2004; Ghorashi, 2017). Yet, as Nealon (2015) points 
out, despite their prominence in our language and models of thought, plants 
themselves tend to remain on the outskirts of anthropological research. Even 
in Deleuze and Guttari’s (1987) rhizomatic model, which they refer to as a 
‘vegetal model of thought’, the image is used as “a template for discussing 
virtually everything except plant life” (Nealon, 2015: 85). Although plants are 
abundant in the vocabulary we use to understand human phenomena, little 
attention has been paid to human’s relationship with the species itself.  

However, more recently this has been changing with a shift towards a 
broader sense of multi-species ethnography pioneered by academics like 
Donna Haraway and Edward Kohn. Donna Haraway (2003) refers to the 
‘Significant Otherness’ of non-humans. A multi-species ethnography does 
not anthropomorphise non-humans, nor assume that all species are all the 
same. It is their ‘Otherness’ which makes non-humans an interesting subject 
of enquiry, because of the different and unique ways in which humans 
interact with them. Much of the criticism directed towards multi-species 
ethnography tends to revolve around how far non-humans should be given 
agency. From this view, plants are even more problematic than animals 
because they do not present us with any interpretable emotions at all – it is 
impossible to see from their point of view. However, researchers like 
Archambault (2016) and Nealon (2015) criticise this need to classify non-
humans; we should not get “caught up in a theoretical shell game of what 
counts and doesn’t count as life” (Nealon, 2015: 110). They argue that it is not 
essential to define the status of non-humans, nor attempt to see from their 
point of view. Instead, multi-species ethnography should focus on the 
products formed through the entanglement of humans and non-humans - 
emotionally, aesthetically and so on. 
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Haraway’s (2003) Companion Species Manifesto drew attention to the 
fluidity of a multi-species approach. Haraway (2003) focused on dogs in her 
study because of their long-enduring relationship with humans, but by 
referring to them as companion species rather than companion animals she 
helped open the door for this approach to extend to all non-human entities. 
Referencing Haraway’s work, Anna Tsing (2012) studied not animals but 
mushrooms as a companion species. She traced the ways mushrooms were 
species-interdependent with humans as well as other parts of the plant/fungi 
kingdom. Julie Soleil Archambault (2016) studied feelings of ‘love’ between 
young male gardeners in Mozambique and their plants. Whilst researchers 
like Archambault and Tsing help bring non-humans into the spotlight of 
anthropological research, the plant and fungi kingdom is vast and diverse; it 
requires more than a handful of notable multi-species ethnographies to 
address wide issues like the binaries of wild/domestic and natural/man-made. 
This essay seeks to add to the growing field of multi-species ethnography by 
discussing a plant not often considered either in multi-species ethnography 
or more traditional studies of garden and landscape design: moss. 
 
 

Nihonjinron and the Othering of Japan 
 
According to Kazuyuki Ishihara (2012), a Japanese garden designer renowned 
in the UK for his multi-award-winning works at the Chelsea Flower Show, “it 
has been difficult to make them [judges from the UK] understand what moss 
means to us [Japanese people]”. Comparisons like Ishihara’s are helpful in 
highlighting where perceived differences might be, yet it is important not to 
take dualisms like this at face value. Japan has long gained attention in 
western media and academia for its status as a particularly ‘unique’ country 
and society – leading to its own field of enquiry, ‘Nihonjinron’ (Hijiya-
Kirschnereit, 2013). A common perception of the Japanese is that they possess 
an innate love of harmony, achieved through oneness with nature. However, 
studies of Japan’s uniqueness have become widely critiqued for their 
historical inaccuracy and sweeping generalisations (Adeney Thomas, 2001; 
Kuitert, 1988; Yamada, 2009). Though Japan is not being homogenised with 
all countries considered part of the ‘Orient’, Said’s Orientalism (1978) is still a 
useful reference when considering the issues surrounding Japanese studies. 
Said (1978) argued that separating Eastern countries as the foreign ‘Other’ was 
a way for western countries to refine their own identity against this. ‘Othering’ 
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qualities do not always have to be negative; Japan’s love of nature is often seen 
as admirable; but this does not necessarily make it a reality.  

Academics like Adeney Thomas, Yamada and Kuitert have given 
agency to Japanese people themselves in shaping these dualistic identities, 
adding depth to Said’s (1978) theory. In 20th century Japan, in a bid to compete 
culturally with the West as well as materially, the state amplified 
characteristics of society which were garnering interest overseas. In 1934, 
Japan’s Ministry of Education defined the Japanese ‘spirit’ as one of harmony, 
in contrast to the West’s perceived individualism (Kuitert, 1988: 152). This led 
to what Yamada (2009: 5) calls the “Magic Mirror effect” – a polished image 
being presented which reflected only the most positive ideas, in order for the 
Japanese state to negotiate power in the form of cultural capital. Within this 
was a politicisation of nature; relationships with nature (seen as an enemy to 
modernity) became a part of the national identity (Adeney Thomas, 2001). This 
had an impact on Japanese gardens: in the West during the mid-20th century 
it was widely thought that the gardens were in themselves an expression of 
Zen philosophy. This has since been criticised, as well as their intellectual 
design clashing with Zen notions of intuitivism, the claim was first made only 
in 1935 by Western author Loraine Kuck, a year after Japan self-defined itself 
with a ‘spirit’ of harmony (Kuitert, 1988; McKellar & Deane, 2015).  

With both Orientalism and this “reverse Orientalism” in mind, it is 
important not to make assumptions about an innate Japanese understanding 
or perception of beauty in regard to the role of moss in the garden. Its 
prominence still makes it worthy of research – Japan cannot be written off as 
a place of study for fear of contributing to stereotypes (Berthier, 2000). 
Nonetheless, appreciation of moss is not absent in other societies and the use 
of moss in the garden is not simply a desire to be ‘at one’ with nature. 

 
 

Moss: The Ignored Element in the Japanese Garden 
 
Why dedicate a study to moss, and why focus on Japan in particular? Thanks 
to multi-species ethnographies the idea of plants as an object of study is 
beginning to gain some traction in the field of anthropology. But ‘plants’ is a 
huge field of enquiry and moss occupies a very different space in the 
landscape to a tree or a flowering plant. When Deleuze and Guattari (1987) 
stated that they were ‘bored of trees’ and proposed rhizome theory, they were 
talking metaphorically; thinking ‘rhizomatically’ was a framework for 
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considering human society. Instead of linear roots (implying hierarchy and 
chronology of thought), rhizomes are tiny stems which spread horizontally 
and connect like a web (indicating the multiplicity of society). I would like to 
apply the notion more literally. Whilst trees have long been studied for their 
connection to genealogy, blood and ‘rootedness’, what of rhizomatic plants 
like moss? The rootlessness of moss allows it to grow on surfaces that most 
cannot colonise, such as rocks and rooftops. Because it does not need 
nutrient-rich soil like rooted plants, moss is fantastic at taking advantage of 
environments in which other parts of the ecosystem are failing. It is 
remarkably resilient and known for being difficult to kill. Thus, colonies of 
moss can survive across generations, a longer time span than many plants. As 
Deleuze and Guattari (1987) alluded, plants with roots and plants with 
rhizomes are entirely different categories; in connection to humans, a plant 
like moss deserves to be studied in its own right. 
 

Figure 1 Saihō-ji’s garden (Fuji, 2017) 

In Japanese gardens, moss can adopt a very prestigious role. Take 
Saihō-ji (pictured above), a Unesco World Heritage temple in Kyoto 
renowned for its garden. Saihō-ji’s familiar name is “Koke-dera”, literally 
translated to the “moss temple”. As the name suggests, its main attraction is 
the rich green moss that blankets much of the gardens surface. Saihō-ji is not 
alone: along with water and rocks, moss is a key component of virtually every 
Japanese garden, extending to even the most baron. 
 The Karesansui garden, or Dry Landscape garden, is iconic precisely 
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for its lack of life. Consisting of rocks (often representing mountains or other 
natural forms) carefully placed within a garden of raked white gravel 
(representing water), this style has evoked interest worldwide due to its 
simplicity: imitating nature in microcosmic form rather than actually 
incorporating natural elements (McKellar & Deane, 2015). In the garden of 
Ryōan-ji (pictured below), undoubtedly Japan’s most famous Karesansui, 
there are no grasses, no trees, and no rooted plants within the confines of the 
strictly bounded rectangular plot. And yet, in this garden of austerity, moss is 
allowed to grow at the base of each of the fifteen rocks. Nitzchke (1993), in his 
detailed overview of the history of Japanese Gardens, seems almost reluctant 
to acknowledge its presence: simply stating that “apart from a few traces of 
moss at the foot of its rocks, the garden is utterly devoid of plant life” (1993: 
90). And yet it is not just a few traces; particularly in the summer months 
when moss is at its most lush - it is a burst of colour in a monotonous 
landscape. Precisely because Ryōan-ji is devoid of other plant life, moss plays 
a crucial role in the overall effect of this garden.  

 

Figure 2 Ryōan-ji’s garden (Yee, 2009) 
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Figure 3 Ryōan-ji’s garden (own image). 
 
Lack of attention to moss seems consistent in even the most influential 

English-language studies of Japanese temple gardens. Ryōan-ji, Kuitert’s 
(1988)Themes, Scenes, and Taste in the History of Japanese Garden Art makes 
exactly the same limited observation as Nitschke: there is a “complete absence 
of any planting material, aside from some moss at the base of the rocks” (1988: 
118). In both, there is detailed discussion about what the garden lacks, but not 
what the garden contains. In Nitzchke’s (1993) otherwise thorough account of 
Saihō-ji or the “moss temple”, only one line mentions it: “the garden is 
floored with a thick, moist carpet of intense green” (1993: 68). Despite its 
namesake there is no insight into the reason for or meaning of its prominence. 
Great attention is paid to rocks and water as the key elements of a Japanese 
garden; entire books have dedicated to the “language of rocks” in the 
Karesansui (Berthier, 2000). But despite adorning many of these rocks, moss 
only ever gets mentioned in passing – a by-product of these other, more 
‘worthy’ objects of analysis. Japan’s humid climate makes it a perfect home 
for mosses, leading to an abundance of species. For this reason, they could 
be written off as a practical, unfussy choice in landscape design. Yet the 
gardens of Japan are revered around the world for their nuance and attention 
to detail; if this is so, surely the choice to consistently use moss is not purely 
practical.  
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Moss as “Beauty of Natural Accident” and “Perfection of Man-Made Type” 
 
The previously held binary suggested that the Japanese created their gardens 
in harmony with nature, while the West created their gardens in an attempt 
to conquer nature (Kuitert, 1988). This has been plenty critiqued with 
reference to the thought-process behind placement of rooted plants and 
rocks. For example, the influential Zen master Oribe was known for sweeping 
away the fallen leaves in his garden and scattering leaves or pines of his 
choice; this was often an entirely different species from the trees above 
(Nitschke, 1993: 162). Nitschke (1993) used this case to show a shift in human’s 
relationship with nature in the garden – whereas in previous eras the trend 
was to imitate nature in a microcosmic form, Oribe was consciously 
overwriting natural design with his own imaginings. The Meiji era - roughly 
1868-1912 - took this further with the introduction of carved rock and synthetic 
materials. Lamenting how the mark of ‘man’s hands’ tends to be worn away 
in gardens, modern sculptor Isamu Noguchi stated that he “didn’t want to be 
hidden” from his works (Noguchi, 1989 cited by Nitschke, 1993: 233). These 
instances suggest that ‘conquering’ nature through conscious garden design 
can be as much a part of Japanese garden design as Western. It is particularly 
important not to be ahistorical in this respect. As noted, styles have 
undergone significant changes throughout the ages.  

In reality, a garden can rarely be reduced to simply ‘harmonising’ 
versus ‘conquering’ nature, or, as Nitschke (1993: 11) refers to it, “beauty of 
natural accident” versus “perfection of man-made type”. The two can be 
present in the same place, even within the same element. It is surprising that 
moss has not been used to illustrate this point: in the Japanese garden it 
provides a perfect example of the fluid dynamics between the ‘natural’ and 
‘man-made’. 
  In his book Earth Diver (2005) Shinichi Nakazawa, anthropologist and 
artist, imagines Tokyo as a gigantic form of the Karesansui (dry landscape) 
garden. In his descriptions, roads are like the flowing water, buildings the 
rocks, and gardens/greenery the moss. Nakazawa (2005) uses moss as 
representative of nature in its simplest, most pure sense. This could be 
because of moss’ primitivism; it is part of the bryophyte family, the first plants 
to colonise land. It could also be the way in which it grows, with rhizomes 
spreading in all directions, rather than linear roots. This makes it more 
random than a rooted plant; more reflective of the chaos and spontaneity 
found in nature. When speaking about why they keep moss in their private 
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gardens, multiple Japanese people linked it to clean air. This is scientifically 
accurate: because of its dense surface area, it’s an excellent absorber of 
pollutants (Wall Kimmerer, 2003). This could contribute to the perception of 
moss as the ‘purest’ form of nature. Finally, there is still a sense of mystery 
surrounding moss – there’s a lot unknown about its growth patterns even 
today. For example, it is extremely difficult to cultivate it on rocks despite this 
often occurring naturally (ibid.). In these ways, moss can embody Nitschke’s 
(1993) notion of ‘natural accident’.   

Yet these indicators of ‘naturalness’ are in many ways at odds with the 
way moss is kept in a Japanese temple garden. As aforementioned, Japanese 
garden design is a very conscious process and does not have to follow the 
rules of nature. In a similar vein to Oribe’s leaf replacement, the garden of 
Sanzen-in (a temple in Northern Kyoto) contradicts natural formations. 
Sanzen-in’s Yusei-en garden features a spectacular carpet of moss, amongst 
which maple trees grow. The maple trees are well known for the shades of red 
and orange they turn during the autumn season. Yet, according to Wall 
Kimmerer (2003: 15), moss carpets should only grow under evergreen trees. 
Deciduous trees like maple would smother them with their falling leaves, 
making the ground virtually uninhabitable. It is fair to say that the blanket at 
Sanzen-in would at least be less uniform if the garden was left growing 
naturally. Two elements which do not grow together harmoniously have been 
united and human interference keeps them both in pristine condition in this 
garden. Like most temple gardens, viewing is done from within the gravel 
path (pictured below) or from the temple veranda. To interact with this scene 
and walk through the moss itself, as one might be naturally inclined to do, 
would be hugely disrespectful. 
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Figure 4 Sanzen-in’s garden (author’s own image) 

	
Figure 5 Sanzen-in’s garden (author’s own image) 

 
The ways in which moss is cultivated outside of the garden in Japan is 

also worthy of note. For example, it is almost always found at the base of 
bonsai trees and is wrapped around the soil of kokedera (moss ball plants). 
Bonsai is grown from the seedling or cutting of a regular-size plant; the artist 
stunts its development by shaping and restraining it to a small pot. Once fully 
established, expert bonsai can be displayed in museums or art galleries, 
further distancing them from the seeds or cuttings from which they came. 
Pictured below is the famous Uzushio bonsai; its name means ‘whirlpool’. 
Over roughly five hundred years this bonsai (including the moss at its base) 
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has been tamed by human hands in order to reflect the ‘untameability of 
nature’ (Fox, 2017). In all the multiple ways in which moss is utilised in 
Japanese design - gardens, bonsai, kokedama - humans are clearly exerting 
their will upon it. Yet, almost paradoxically, appreciation of it in the first place 
is thanks to its status as nature in its ‘purest’ form. Moss is therefore useful in 
contributing to the argument, previously put forward by anthropologists like 
Knight (1996) and Adeney Thomas (2001), that binaries of natural/artificial in 
Japanese society are far more blurred than we might once have thought. 

 

 
Figure 6 Uzushio at the Omiya Bonsai Art Museum (BBC Four, 2017) 

 
In terms of how unique this overlapping of the rational and the random 

(Nitschke, 1993) is to Japanese or Eastern thought, Nitschke (1993) leans 
towards the notion of a fundamental difference in the Western mind. He 
discusses how logics of design like geomancy (also known as feng-shui) have 
“a fundamental acknowledgement of the interdependence of all levels of 
reality, both natural and man-made” and are “not easily grasped by the 
Western mind” (1993: 33). Yet, this seems a little reductive. Robin Wall 
Kimmerer’s (2003) ethnographic account as a bryophyte consultant shows that 
the combination of ‘rational’ and ‘random’ is not just something desired by 
the Japanese. Kimmerer discusses how she was enlisted by a wealthy property 
owner in the United States to give advice on his new golf course. The owner 
wanted her help to grow or transplant moss onto the newly blasted rock 
formations, thus making them look more aged and ‘authentic’.  
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  Studies of Nihonjinron often cite the Japanese aesthetic notion of 
‘wabi-sabi’; this phrase contains a love for things that embody imperfection 
and the passing of time (Nitschke, 1993). But Kimmerer was asked to help on 
the golf course because her employer also wanted the rocks to look less 
perfect, less new. When discussing his ‘Senri-Sentei’ garden design, 
Kazuyuki Ishihara (2016) said “I put them [the plants] there, of course, but I 
want people to think they were there naturally”. From this quote, Ishihara 
and the golf-course owner’s goals do not seem too far apart – both wanted to 
artificially evoke a sense that time had passed. It should be mentioned that 
Wall Kimmerer (2003) had to disappoint her employer; it would be impossible 
to transplant moss onto the rocks permanently, and it would have taken 
generations to encourage an entire colony to grow there naturally. Having 
been a feature of garden design in Japan for so long, the methods of growing 
moss are perhaps more widely understood there. But this example shows a 
consistency in the reasons for wanting moss in a garden across cultures. The 
dynamic between natural and artificial, highlighted in the use of moss, is 
especially prominent and artfully carried out in the Japanese garden, but is 
not a feature limited to them.   

 
 

Provoking Reflection on the Passing of Time 
 

One of the appeals - or, as will be discussed later, deterrents - of moss 
consistent across cultures is its status as an indicator of age. Colonies of moss 
can exist across generations, and they take advantage of objects that are in a 
state of decay; causing the observer to reflect upon the passing of time. 
Previous anthropological studies have shown the concept of time as being 
crucial to the understanding of human’s relationship with plants. In his study 
regarding the social life of trees in the Hongu forests of Japan, John Knight 
(1996) discussed the long-term process involved in yamazukuri or forest 
management. In these largely family-run businesses, trees took on average 
sixty years to fully grow; a labourer would often fell trees planted by their 
grandfather or great-grandfather. Interviewees described the “deep affection” 
they felt for the trees due to way in which they linked generations (1996: 228). 
In a sense, the trees tell the stories of the villages they surround; they “come 
to be inscribed with the social relationships that made their successful 
cultivation possible” (ibid: 229). Differentially, in Mozambique, Julie Soleil 
Archambault (2016) studied the way in which young male’s in particular 
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‘loved’ the plants in their gardens. Like Knight, she notes how the plants 
“mapped out the passing of time”: this time through each plant’s association 
with a different life event, social interaction and so on (ibid: 225). So, in what 
way can moss contribute to this sense of plants embodying time?  

Shinichi Nakazawa (2005) uses moss as allegorical for the ‘ancient 
world’, and moss is often a desirable plant because of its tendency to grow on 
that which has aged: humans can interpret this as a sign that the object has 
an authentic history, making it more aesthetically pleasing. If we were to apply 
anthropological frameworks usually reserved for humans, moss growing on 
an object can be seen to give it objectified ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu, 1984). 
Like Archambault and Knight’s studies, moss is autobiographical, but of its 
environment rather than of the person growing it. Wherever it grows, it gives 
that object a visible story for the observer to appreciate. To return to the 
garden of Ryōan-ji: other than the moss, the space consists simply of gravel 
and stone in its roughly 400 square yards -excluding the trees outside the 
walls, considered shakkei or “borrowed scenery” (Kuitert, 1988). The main 
expanse of gravel shows no sign of age; like all dry landscape gardens it has 
to be freshly raked often to maintain its shape against weathering (Mckellar & 
Deane, 2015). It is the moss-adorned rocks which give the space a sense of 
time, something seen as crucial to ‘wabi-sabi’ aesthetics.  

Of course, it is well known that moss is not always considered 
aesthetically pleasing. Despite Ishihara’s observation that the UK does not 
understand Japan’s love of moss, for households in both the UK and Japan 
moss growing out of place can be a nuisance. There are vast websites and 
products readily available in both the English and Japanese language to help 
remove it from lawns and buildings. Ironically, the same golf-course owner 
who hired Robin Wall Kimmerer (2003) to cultivate moss on rocks later hired 
her once again to help remove it from his pathways. Moss is often blamed for 
killing the object on which it grows, despite botanists like Wall Kimmerer 
(2003: 95) arguing that its shallow rhizomes are not capable of doing as such - 
they simply take advantage of environments in decay from another cause. 
Moss as a signifier of age can be positive – as a sign of authenticity and a 
reflection on the beauty of passing time – but it can also be negative; a sign of 
neglect and deterioration. In the Japanese temple garden, moss is caringly 
looked after. One can often see gardeners working at ground level, using 
tweezers to tend to the plants stem-by-stem. There is no fear of negligence 
here; moss can exist as a solely positive presence. In this space, its qualities 
are seen in a positive light, but this should not be taken to mean that moss is 
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always a welcome plant. The very qualities that make it an object of beauty in 
the Japanese temple garden make it undesirable in certain other 
environments - in particular lawns and rooftops - both in Japan and in other 
countries like the UK and USA. 
 

 
Figure 7 Moss on a wooden rooftop in Ohara, Kyoto (own image) 

 
Conclusion 

 
In this paper I have sought to demonstrate how the presence of moss in 
Japanese temple gardens - and further afield - adds an autobiographical 
aspect to its surroundings. It gives an insight into the history of the object on 
which it grows; often in line with traditional Japanese aesthetics, which makes 
the object more beautiful to the observer. But this can equally make it a 
nuisance: when it grows against human will it tends to lose its aesthetic 
appeal, in Japan as well as ‘Western’ countries. I have argued that moss also 
helps destabilise dichotomies between the natural world and the artificial 
world. At first revered for its status as primitive and ‘pure’, moss is then 
meticulously shaped and cultivated to the gardener or designers will. The way 
it is admired both for its natural chaos and its human-controlled perfection 
highlights the tenuous border between these two spheres. More than simply 
an easy choice to grow in Japan’s climate, the qualities moss embodies as a 
rootless and resilient plant make it a crucial feature of the garden. Its presence 
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helps give insight into the designer or observer’s understanding of aesthetics 
and time: making moss a deserving addition to multi-species ethnography.  
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Geography 
	
	

 
More-than Maps: The Loss of Place in Landscape 
Representation 
 

Josie Jolley 
 

Introduction 
 

That geography has long concerned itself with the ‘where of things’ (Bunge, 
1962; Agnew and Livingstone, 2011), is implicit in its semantics (see Mackinder, 
1887; Shaw, 2008; Cloke et al, 1991). Arguably, its attraction to the spatial has 
often led geographers to overlook many of the implicit assumptions 
concerning the nature of spatial manifestations. If, as Dorling and Fairbairn 
(1997) posit, for instance “the role of geography is to analyse and explain the 
phenomena of the landscapes that surround us,” (1997: 1), it is logical to expect 
an incipient clarification of what landscape is. In seeking to provide such 
evidence, Cosgrove’s (1984) retracing of landscape takes “the obvious point of 
departure [as] the human use of the earth” (Cosgrove, 1984: 2). In so doing, 
the ambiguity of landscape is revealed. Predating its explicit introduction into 
geography through Sauer’s (1925) essay The morphology of Landscape, 
landscape’s polysemy is instead observable in its multiplicity. Identified firstly 
as property, then as Landschap (Mikesell, 1968), and later, as a way of seeing, 
an idea, and as social morphology (Cosgrove, 1984), landscape is, as I will 
show, more than all of this. Nevertheless, in informing contemporary 
approaches to landscape through a historically informed mapping of ideas, 
Cosgrove’s work exposes a pervasive bias in geography. That is, in the 
predilection of geographers, geologists, geophysicists, and wider discourses 
synonymously identifying ‘earth’ with ‘globe’, we forget that ours is a planet 
predominantly covered in water.  

To begin addressing the issues that arise from such a privileging of 
visual landscapes, I turn towards an embodied sense of landscape engaged in 
non-representational theories. After exploring the emergent places that arise 
in landscapes, I begin to consider the implications such theories bring to bear 
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on maps, focusing particularly on how the limits of representational theories 
erase place in mapped landscapes. Lastly, having proposed the loss of place 
in maps, I shall close with a suggestion of how we might recover the places 
our landscapes contain.  
 
 

Seeing Scenery 
 

In negotiating the task of seabed mapping, the 2008-10 National 
Oceanography Centre’s Artist in Residence, Rona Lee, notes how, beneath 
the ocean surface, there is no horizon. The collapse of spatial distance there 
threatens the traditional cartographer’s tools with an obliteration of the visual, 
exposing an inherent desire among ocean surveyors to drain the seas (Lee, 
2011). With the elimination of sight, oceanographers have instead sought new, 
alternative means of mapping, particularly through sonar. That we might hear 
the landscape carries with it the suggestion of something lived; of places not 
just seen, but experienced. Such was the reflection of commentators Paul 
Fussell, Kenneth Silver and Eric Leed in a discussion of trench warfare, 
“when all the soldier could see was the sky above and the mud below, the 
traditional reliance on visual evidence for survival could no longer be easily 
maintained” (quoted in Jay, 1991: 15). Immersed in the totality of the 
landscape, auditory signals became the cue for performing every-day tasks. 
Such landscapes may be far removed from the mundane, every-day, but they 
serve to exemplify the ways in which living and landscape are engaged 
(Crouch, 2010). Similarly, Lorimer (2014), Wylie (2016), and others, have all 
sought to pursue this notion of an embodied, lived experience of landscape. 
Indeed, Owain Jones’ (2015) autotopographical account of emotion(al) 
landscapes is just one in a recent series of pieces applying Derridean 
approaches, wreathing together landscape and absence (Derrida, 2005; Wylie, 
2009). It is from this body of work on landscape as practise and dwelling 
(Ingold, 1996; Jones and Cloke, 2002), that I concern myself with issues of the 
real, of experience, and of place itself. As Lorimer (2005: 84-85) points out, 
the problematisation of representational forays fixing, framing and 
immobilising “all that ought to be most lively” has now become well-
established. Yet there remains, despite this, a ubiquitous tendency for 
visuality and representation to collide in the creation, production, and 
interpretation of maps. If we are to believe in both the inertia of 
representation and the subjectivity of experience, however, then so too must 
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we realise that places can never be experienced twice, our experience of them 
never being the same as the first encounter. Such was the paradox recognised 
by Heraclitus when he told of how we cannot “step in the same river twice” 
(McCabe, 2015: 1).  

In the Introduction to this essay, I made several assertions beginning 
with the implicit relation of landscape and earth from Cosgrove’s (1984) book 
Social Formation and the Symbolic Landscape. His was not a unique affair. Peirce 
Lewis asserts, in his examination of the landscape lexicon, that as a verb, 
landscape entails “that somebody has fussed with the shrubbery on a small bit 
of ground, perhaps planted a few trees, and has manicured the bushe,” (1979: 11 
additional emphasis). Likewise, Meinig (1979) illustrates not just the 
complexity of landscape but mimics the self-same implicit synonymy: “[t]ake 
a small but varied company to a convenient viewing place overlooking some 
portion of city and countryside and have each, in turn, describe the 
‘landscape,’” (1979: 33). These are but a window of insight into the privileging 
of landscape in the visual realm, for in working their ideas to a portion of the 
ground, their ideas of landscape contain within them the possibility of being 
readily seen. Subsequently lost in the privileging of the visual, are the 
subjective, embodied experiences not just of the audible, but of the emotional 
everydayness of our lived performances, processes, and activities. A reduction 
of lived experiences to an order of logical positivism and rational beings is 
problematic not least because it misses the diversity and richness of social 
phenomena. Assuming human experience may be analysed in the same 
quantitative approaches utilised in examining spatial laws, geography forgets 
that it is concerned not just with the quantitative ‘where’, but the qualitative 
‘where’ (Holloway and Hubbard, 2004). As Lewis (1985: 468) elucidates, “one 
is meant to feel . . . landscapes, not analyse them.” Ergo, the difference 
between space and place is emotive; “what experience does is transform a 
scientific notion of space into a relatively lived and meaningful notion of 
place” (Cresswell, 2009: 4). Such are the criticisms lodged against 
representational geography, with its emphasis on the textuality of the world 
and accentuated visuality, by the likes of Heidegger (1962), Whatmore (1999), 
Thrift (2000; 2004), Philo (2011), and Colls (2011).  
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Where’s There? Finding Place(s) in Landscape 
 

Phenomenological, post-structuralist, and non-representational geographies 
(perhaps more accurately understood as more-than representational theories) 
have since rallied upon the need to realise the embeddedness of selves in 
place and landscape. In averting the ‘ocularcentrism’ that has prevailed in 
post-Enlightenment pursuits to render all worldly phenomena visible, a 
greater awareness has been brought upon the fragmentary and contingent 
performances entailed in self and place (Jay, 1991; Lee, 2011). John Law (2004), 
for example, directs our enquiries towards the ephemeral, the vague, the 
emotional, indistinct, and slippery (see also Wylie, 2007). In so doing, Law 
questions how geography can order the messiness of lived experiences. This 
is not to suggest that Law’s concerns are new; many geographers have sought 
approaches to landscape capable of reflecting and demonstrating agency, 
attachment, emotions, and experience. Even French philosopher and 
anthropologist, Marcel Hénaff, implored academics to consider both 
procedures and ways of thinking capable of acknowledging their origins “in 
procedo, the act of walking” (1997: 72). To that end, Jones and Cloke (2002) are 
particularly noteworthy for their work on the agency of human and the non-
human in place relations. By building from the creative agency exhibited in 
their articulation of nature-society relations, we are rewarded not only with a 
way of thinking about landscape involving flows and processes, but are also 
exposed to the inherent dynamics of place. The dual exposure of landscape 
arising from such a perspective reasserts an eloquently explained conclusion 
given by Muir (1999). “In experiencing places, we simultaneously encounter 
two closely related but different landscapes. The one lying beneath our feet . 
. . is a real landscape . . . . The other is the perceived landscape, consisting of 
sensed and remembered accounts” (Muir, 1999: 115). Caution is critical here 
not just in the assumption of a real external world, but because memories, we 
would do well to remember, are as selective as history. Whilst Jones (2015) 
posits that our pasts survive no matter our attempts to quash them, discerning 
imagination from reality is not always so easy. As Anderson (2015) reflects in 
accounting Marco Polo’s travels, “to accuse Polo of inventing . . . is to assume 
that perception and memory are not partially fictional to begin with” (2015: 
20).  

The problem, and it is no small one, is the embeddedness of lived 
experience. Unable to remove ourselves from landscape, abstract locations 
become spaces layered with a multitude of individual and collective meanings 
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(Cresswell, 2009). Imbued with the personal, space becomes social, 
meaningful; becomes felt. Any one space may contain a multitude of places, 
be a multitude of things, encompass multiple meanings. Aware of the 
interaction between people and place in this way, landscapes are readily 
brought into debates steered less toward a concern for landscape and more 
particularly surrounding culture. As complex and coy a term to define as 
landscape itself, the social construction of culture shares more than an 
aggregation of meanings insofar as it is “maintained by social actors and 
supple in its engagement with other ‘spheres’ of human life and activity” 
(Mitchell, 1995: 102). Returning to Muir (1999), then, what is meant by the ‘real’ 
landscape? Muir suggests this landscape is one comprised of rock, soil, 
vegetation, water; its history is objective, its spatiality extends to the horizon. 
Theoretically, it is this ‘real’ landscape which maps have sought to represent, 
and yet, with a ‘sociology of associations’ (Latour, 2005) performativity 
provides us with a processual becoming of the world. Landscapes, as places 
in which our embodied performances occur, are in constant motion, always 
relational, mediated by the actors both human and non-human. Maps, as 
static, culturally informed representations produced after the event of 
experiencing place, artificially fix places into locations. They frame a 
perspective of landscape without acknowledgement of its plurality, obscuring 
the cultural contexts that create place performances (Dewsbury, 2000). In so 
doing, maps erase the places of landscape.  
 
 

Deep-mapping Esmeralda: Kingdoms of Lost Places 
 

Having suggested that representational geographies fail to recognise 
embodied performances with their diversity of experiences and plurality of 
meanings, and having also suggested that these lived experiences are 
mediated by our cultural contexts, if Muir’s (1999) ‘real’ landscapes exist, can 
we ever encounter them? Kai-cheung (2012), perhaps Hong Kong’s most 
accomplished writer, poses serious questions over our ability to represent 
places and their histories in maps. Through poetic anecdotes and a 
ponderously Foucauldian approach echoing the work of Harley (1989), Kai-
cheung suggests that the spaces of maps contain non-existent places as 
mirror-images of lived landscapes “visible but intangible, [which] exist but 
[are] not to be experienced” (2012: 15). Might such a perspective indicate maps 
contain at least an idea of places? Wylie’s (2009: 276) walking of the Cornish 
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coastal path offers an illustration of the tensions at play, “for a minute I 
thought I could see the sea-in-itself, unhued by any perception of mine or 
anyone else. But I was wrong.” Wylie’s landscape is not a view opening onto 
a perspective, rather it is a perspective arising from his immersion in the 
landscape. What he experiences, feels, sees, is narrated not only by his 
presence there, but also by his memories and experience of ‘elsewheres’; of 
other landscapes. The landscape of Mullion Cove is one of canyons and 
coastal cliffs, strong winds, sunny days, rolling fog; it is ambiguous, multiple. 
Always becoming, and its visitors becoming within it. Yet any map reader 
absent from the landscape and armed only with the OS Explorer map of the 
Lizard Peninsula, would find in the varying shades of grey, green and blue, 
winding red contours, and symbolised amenities, no sense of its places. 
Instead, the map frames with corners the Celtic Sea, and summarises the 
“phenomenological fusion of self and world” (ibid: 275) as a coordinated grid 
reference.  

In forgetting that places are relational, maps induce us into believing 
spaces have always been the same, that they are, like their representation, 
“forever fixed and immutable” (Kai-cheung, 2012: 6). The truth, as it has 
already been alluded to, is that landscapes are always places of becoming. 
More than merely relational and personal, landscapes are contextual, existing 
as “a time of year (a season), and a time of day . . . as well as a kind of weather” 
(Nancy, 2005: 61). Maps, in their immobility, render such passages of time 
obsolete and forget the inherent processual nature of its landscape. 

I have worked, thus far, from a premise of maps as finished products 
and taken-for-granted, self-evident ‘visual trophies’ (Dodge, 2015). Earlier, 
however, I noted the work of Jones and Cloke (2002) on the agency of human 
and non-humans. Might a similar approach evoking the agency of mapping 
resolve the crisis of lost places in maps? The work of Briggs (2011) and Dodge 
(2015), suggest, at the very least, an attempt to restore place in mapped 
landscapes. For, rather than recognise maps as an end-product of research, 
their preposition of deep-mapping has sought to capture “the richness of 
small places and [the] different kinds of experiences and emotions they can 
engender” (Dodge, 2015: 91; see also Dear, 2015). Accepting that maps are 
social texts, as argued by Brian Harley (1989), but going beyond this to focus 
instead on the “numerous practises that bring mapping into being” (Dodge 
and Perkins, 2015: 38), deep-mapping applies embodied ethnography to 
enquire about the textuality of representations. Esmeralda, a non-existent 
place of Italio Calvino’s Invisible Cities, is a poetic abstraction – but, if we were 
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to map Esmeralda, we would find it brings into being a swathe of places 
simultaneously: 

 
“In Esmeralda, city of water, a network of canals and a network of streets 
span and intersect each other. To go from one place to another you have 
always the choice between land and boat: and since the shortest distance 
between two points in Esmeralda is not a straight line but a zigzag that 
ramifies in tortuous optional routes [following] an up-and-down course of 
steps, landings, cambered bridges, hanging streets . . . a map of Esmeralda 
should include, marked in different coloured inks, all these routes, solid and 
liquid, evident and hidden . . .” (Calvino, 1997: 88-89). 
 
Whosoever might engage with a map of such a space might recognise 

in it New York, or Venice, or indeed any other number of cities comprised of 
waterways and streets. Synchronously, Esmeralda is fiction and fact, and it is 
only through our engagement with the map that its places come into being 
(Kitchin and Dodge, 2007). So, it is that any mapped representation 
necessarily emerges in a much wider field of action, process, and 
embodiment, be that of the landscape represented, or of the memories we 
hold of alternative landscapes and their places. What is important to 
recognise here is that “representations are borne of the performativity of 
living” (Crouch, 2010: 13). Emerging through our engagement, both map and 
landscape fold into one another as we negotiate an endless array of relational 
problems (Kitchen and Dodge, 2007: 341). Whereas Thrift (2000, 2004) 
attributed visuality to the deadening of geography in its reduction of the world 
to text, our experience of places have long been constituted by the fictional 
presentation of space. It is precisely because maps exist as representation and 
performance that landscapes contain places. As Cresswell (2009) points out, 
places and spaces are co-dependant. What agency do maps possess then? Like 
orchard trees (Jones and Cloke, 2002), a map of Esmeralda exhibits creative 
and transformative agency; it exists in a multiplicity of ways being always 
nowhere, imagined, and in the spaces of real landscapes. Its richness is 
sensory, its experience embodied, felt, always intimate. Our reading of the 
mapped landscape is, like the landscape itself, inseparable from cultural 
contexts. Often, our first experience of place is informed by a map or some 
other fictional representation, and yet our imagined geographies of these 
places come into being, as Muir (1999) posited, only through our memories of 
the perceived landscape.  
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Conclusion 
 
I argued earlier that the processual becoming of people transforms space into 
a lived experience. My argument was not quite complete. Now, having 
uncovered the position of place in landscape and the crisis our landscapes 
face in maps, I should like to return to that idea. Imbued with the personal, I 
posed that space becomes social, meaningful, felt; but so too does it become 
place; become our mapping of landscapes. If we follow Ingold’s (1996) 
determination to conceive of landscapes as the products of activity, then 
might we recover our lost places in the landscapes represented by maps? 
Certainly, for such representations “actively render any spatially bounded 
notion of dwelling permeable to the cultural flows of ideas, meanings, 
signification and symbols operating on different scales” (Jones and Cloke, 
2002: 139). These cultural contexts, inseparable in our embodied 
performances of place, feature in our mapping of spaces and thus, whilst maps 
in isolation might conceivably fix the processual landscape to a rooted, 
singular perspective, in our engagement of the map, any one landscape is a 
multitude of simultaneous places. Indeed, Cosgrove’s own ideas of landscape 
have since shifted from an idea of historical materialism, reflecting the 
powerful influenced of embodied, more-than-visual geographies (Cosgrove, 
2008). Hence, it is only by recognising the value of engaging with the 
embodied practise of mapping, that is, in both creating and performing the 
map, that we might recover the lost places of spatial landscapes. Whilst we 
might never experience the same place twice, each embodied encounter being 
constituted by our ever-changing memories, emotions, relations, and external 
temporal influences, this is not to deny that such places exist.  

By questioning whether maps can represent place, or merely portray 
space, I have argued that we might consider places to be lost from our 
represented landscapes. Indeed, maps are full of spaces that have “never been 
trodden and never will be” (Kai-cheung, 2012: 23), and yet, these 
representations are fluid, multiple and processual. Engaging with the process 
of mapping, we find maps contain within them the possibility of all place(s).  
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British Neoliberal Governmentality as a Form of 
Structural Violence Against the ‘Fat Individual’ 
 
Nadia Goldsmith 
	
	

Introduction 
 

The World Health Organization declared obesity a major public health 
problem that needed to be monitored through effective governance to avoid 
a looming public health crisis in 1977 (James, 2008). British neoliberal 
governmentality has an interest in situating health and the problem of obesity 
at the level of the individual with the aim of moving society toward a more 
optimal state of health and wellbeing (Crawford, 1980). 

This essay argues that British neoliberal governmentality is a form of 
structural violence against the ‘fat individual’. A definition of structural 
violence will be offered drawing upon academic theorisations before relating 
to it in context. British neoliberal governmentality as a form of structural 
violence against the fat individual will be examined, focussing on hegemonic 
state ideologies that situate the fat individual outside mainstream society, 
manipulating them to be ‘docile bodies’ of neoliberal control that behave in a 
particular manner, so as not to threaten established societal norms of 
‘healthism’ (Dorn and Laws cited in Del Casino, 2009). Developing Galtung’s 
(1990) definition of ‘cultural violence’, UK reality series The Biggest Loser (2012) 
will be explored to demonstrate how televised space legitimises structural 
violence against the fat individual with cultural representations of their body, 
which makes their mistreatment seem ‘acceptable’ and ‘justifiable’.   

The relentless victimisation of the fat individual through the structural 
violence of British neoliberal governmentality will be challenged with a 
discussion of macro and micro level Fat Activism, which is allowing the fat 
individual to resist and renegotiate structural violence in virtual space 
through collective agency - emancipating their bodies toward socio-political 
belonging, challenging dominant neoliberal governmentality with a critical 
edge. In conclusion, I draw together theorisations throughout this essay to 
offer a viewpoint on the way one should conceptualise ‘violence’ in the 
contemporary. 

 



	
	

	 57	

Structural Violence 
 
‘Structural violence’ refers to the systemic, subtle and invisible ways in which 
social structures harm or disadvantage individuals. In Violence, Peace, and 
Peace Research Galtung (1969) outlined structural violence not as the physical 
depiction of violence at the forefront of our minds, but the invisible social 
structures of injustice that violate or endanger an individual’s ‘right to life’ on 
an everyday basis. In this sense, Galtung’s definition of structural violence 
raises our consciousness toward a more expansive geographical 
understanding of ‘violence’, whereby direct physical violence is only a 
fragment of contemporary violence, with structural violence being far more 
pervasive in ‘everyday’ spaces (Oeppen, 2017).  

Expanding on Galtung’s conceptualisations, anthropologist Paul 
Farmer (2001) considers structural violence to further be, the political 
structures within a society that injure or harm the subaltern (marginalised), 
negatively impacting their health. Farmer frequently details structural 
violence as a force that reduces the capacity of individuals to act 
independently of their own free will. He writes of the subaltern:  

 
Their sickness is a result of structural violence: neither culture nor 
pure individual will is at fault; rather, historically given (and often 
economically driven) processes and forces conspire to constrain 
individual agency. Structural violence is visited upon all those whose 
social status denies them access to the fruits of scientific and social 
progress (Farmer, 2001: 78).  
 
A key component of structural violence is that, it is difficult to assign 

culpability, for unlike direct physical violence, it is not attributable to the 
individual but the consequence of seemingly ‘smooth’ functioning social, 
economic and political systems (Žižek, 2008). As argued by Scheper-Hughes 
and Bourgois (2004) it is therefore important to acknowledge structural 
violence is largely invisible for it constitutes the routine grounds of everyday 
life. Structural violence is often not deviant behaviour but, “to the contrary is 
defined as virtuous action in the service of generally applauded conventional 
social, economic and political norms” (Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois, 2004: 
5).  

In this essay, structural violence is conceptualised as the psychological 
harm induced on the fat individual through neoliberal governmentality (Lee, 
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2016). This structural violence against the fat individual impairs their 
‘fundamental human needs’ to be loved, cared and respected, inflicting 
psychological harm on their being through societal stigmatization that 
renders them unequal status to others, as they are largely stereotyped as 
excessive, lazy and a moral failure. Structural violence toward the fat 
individual, often goes unchecked, as ‘harm’ is not exercised through physical 
violence but perpetrated through neoliberal ideologies.  

This essay will demonstrate structural violence is not an exceptional 
occurrence, but an everyday geographical process structurally embedded in 
neoliberalism in which the “establishment, maintenance, and extension of 
hierarchical orderings of social relations are re-created, sustained and 
intensified” (Springer et al, 2016: 160) and ‘othering’ of the fat individual 
looms large. 

 
 

The Structural Violence of Neoliberal Governmentality 
 
The fat individual has undoubtedly become an object of state control in 
neoliberal Britain. As noted by Sassen (2014) the need for neoliberal 
governance to marginalise certain individuals from its populace, such as the 
fat individual, is derived from their perceived economic threat to state 
productivity. Governance aims to expel them from mainstream society as they 
symbolise an ‘unproductive citizen’. In the case of neoliberal Britain, the fat 
individual is manipulated to view themselves as ‘worthless’ and ‘repugnant’ 
as their size goes against neoliberal ideologies and threatens state ideas of 
productivity.   

Neoliberal governmentality is a form of post-welfare state politics that 
has outsourced the responsibility of personal health and wellbeing from the 
government onto the shoulders of the everyday citizen. The structural 
violence of neoliberal governmentality constrains the fat individual’s capacity 
to act of their own free will, as representations of their body as ‘shameful’ and 
a ‘burden’ psychologically control them to hide their body from a society that 
condemns them, or, urges them to change their image in order to be accepted. 
Neoliberal governmentality can be classified as structural violence for it 
constrains the agency of particular citizens through the internalization of 
beliefs portrayed by popular governmental discourses as ‘common 
knowledge’ (Foucault,1978 cited in Burchell et al 1991; Foucault, 1975-76).                                                     
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Bio-politics is a political strategy deployed by neoliberal 
governmentality that enacts structural violence against the fat individual, 
through conditioning their bodies to subjugation and control (Foucault, 1976). 
Agamben (1998) notes through exploitation of scientific knowledge, the 
contemporary neoliberal state has acquired the ability to define who is 
included and who is excluded as worthy, sovereign human beings. The 
neoliberal labelling of the fat body is for it to be excluded from citizenship for 
it does not fit into mainstream ideals; their voice excluded from the public 
realm, and the structural violence they are exposed rendered ‘legitimate’ 
through their consideration/figuration as less-than-human. Their bodies are 
objects of state control, or what Agamben (1998) terms ‘bare life’ politics. 

Through statistics on the dangers of obesity, neoliberal governance has 
been able to legitimize control over the fat individual, proclaiming to wider 
society that obesity interventions will allow them to live a longer, healthier 
and happier life. Through the lens of Foucault, manipulation of scientific 
knowledge by governments to propel control over their citizens marks a 
‘slippery slope’ in contemporary society, in which structural violence is 
dangerously moving toward totalitarian control of citizens bodies. As 
Skrabenek (1994) emphasises:  

 
The pursuit of health is a symptom of unhealth. When this pursuit is 
no longer a personal yearning but part of state ideology, healthism for 
short, it becomes a symptom of political sickness. Extreme versions of 
healthism provide a justification for racism, segregation, and eugenic 
control since 'healthy' means patriotic, pure, while 'unhealthy' equals 
foreign, polluted (Skrabenek, 1994, 15). 

 
The UK Foresight Report on Obesity (2007) is an example of how British 

neoliberal governmentality has deliberately manipulated knowledge on the 
‘dangers of obesity’ in order to control the everyday citizen, internalising the 
‘fat body’ as a ‘moral outcast’ that threatens the neoliberal economy. As a 
consequence, Wang et al (2004) note the fat individual has become subject to 
structural violence in the form of discrimination and stigmatization in a 
variety of UK social environments (Wang et al, 2004).  

A striking financial statistical finding pushed into public discourse by 
the Foresight Report stated that by “2050, 60% of men and 40% of women in 
the country would be obese, costing the NHS at the very least £49.9 billion a 
year” (James, 2008, 347). This is a classic example of how the government uses 
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the economic risks of obesity to control the everyday citizen, keeping track of 
their weight, tapping into their fear of the economic turmoil Britain could face 
with increased obesity. Through scaremongering statistics, neoliberal 
government thereby renders it ‘natural’ for the everyday citizen to stigmatize 
the ‘obese’ who are depicted as responsible for extortionate health expenses 
and their own misfortune.  

Such government statistics that perpetuate victim blaming toward the 
fat individual are dangerously neglecting wider circumstances out of the 
individuals control, such as poverty, which may significantly be contributing 
to their obesity. Although contentious, it is recognised that those 
impoverished are more likely to be obese relative to those on higher incomes 
(Lee, 2012). For poverty means limited food budgets and fosters poor 
neighbourhoods in which there is often a largely disproportionate number of 
fast food chains relative to upmarket supermarkets providing healthy 
alternatives (ibid). Despite this, British neoliberal governmentality continues 
to deny the need to improve social and physical environments in which low-
income people live to solve obesity, but instead emphasises and manipulates 
scientific knowledge to reinforce a demonization of their bodies. 
 Neoliberal governmentality has concerningly left the identity of the fat 
individual in Britain to be constructed through the lens of prejudicial 
representations that significantly disadvantage their being comparatively with 
other citizens. Said (1978) argues demonising representations by those in 
power, directly impacts the treatment of the ‘labelled’ in an often-derogatory 
fashion in everyday spaces. On the conscious and unconscious level, 
representations of the fat individual through neoliberal governmentality, have 
widely installed a hegemonic idea in the western citizenry that justifies 
structural violence toward the fat individual, who are repeatedly represented 
as a threat to their own health and that of the wider British economy. This 
renders neoliberal governmentality to be a “state-sponsored fatphobic tub-
thumping” (Cooper, 2016, 24).  

After Gramsci (1998), hegemonic ideas within neoliberal 
governmentality that repeatedly subjugate the fat body have resulted in the 
everyday citizen internalising discriminatory state ideologies so much so that 
they have become depoliticised and viewed as a ‘given’, rather than as a 
political construct. It is therefore paramount for the body to remain central 
in our understandings of structural violence against the fat individual for, 
“physical traits, or more precisely, the meanings attached to bodily traits go a 
long way toward ‘explaining’ some (but not all) violent acts” (Tyner, 2012: 7).  
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Paradoxically, the ‘fat individual’ appears to be acting of their own free 
will to change their size in neoliberal Britain as they adopt obesity 
intervention strategies, however, underneath, their motivations are arguably 
controlled by the psychological manipulation of neoliberal governmentality 
and state paternalism. The fact we do not detect structural violence against 
the fat individual perhaps indicates we are all victims of structural violence, 
but habitually misconceive it as rhetoric ‘for the good of all’. The familiarity 
and everydayness of this makes it invisible in neoliberal Britain (Bourdieu and 
Wacquant in Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois, 2009). 

British - neoliberal - governmental discourses that habitually shame 
the fat individual have led to popular culture representations of their body in 
British televised space, which have acted to place their objectification as an 
accepted part of contemporary western culture, rather than a social-political 
construct. The relationship between British neoliberal governmental 
discourse and popular culture in contemporary Britain is highly 
interconnected, with one directly feeding the other and vice-versa.  

The British government’s ongoing televised healthy eating campaign 
Change for Life (2013) is a succinct example of this intertwined relationship. As 
governmental discourses stigmatize the fat individual, televised marketing 
strategies such as that of the Change for Life campaign relay such ‘fat shaming’ 
ideals by characterizing fatty food as not food ‘smart’ (Change for Life, 2013) 
and thus, more widely, the fat individual as also ‘not smart’. Consequently, 
such derogatory portrayals of the ‘fat individual’ in popular televised space 
incite a vicious cycle that prejudicially feeds and normalizes the demonization 
of the ‘fat individual’ in contemporary governmental and popular discourses.  

 
 

Cultural Violence in Televised Space 
 
On-screen, in televised space, the ‘fat individual’ is continually depicted 
through a normative lens that outlines what a ‘healthy body’ should look like, 
consequently rendering their fat body to encompass the ‘abnormal’ and 
‘unsightly’ (Kyrölä, 2014). In 1990, Galtung, proposed that elements of a 
society’s culture could be used to legitimise structural violence toward 
marginalised social groups. Galtung termed the act of legitimising structural 
violence, or its rendering as somewhat more societally acceptable, or to ‘feel 
right’ or at least ‘not wrong’ to be ‘cultural violence’ (Galtung, 1990: 291-292). 
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The Biggest Loser (2012) - a UK reality programme in which overweight 
contestants govern themselves to lose weight in a regimented boot camp with 
the ‘aid’ of gruelling personal trainers - is an exemplar of cultural violence 
against the fat individual. Through constant depictions of their body as ‘lazy’, 
‘unproductive’ and ‘apathetic’, The Biggest Loser subtly justifies structural 
violence against the fat individual by reinforcing social-spatial boundaries 
between the fat individual and the everyday citizen, which Sibley (1995) notes 
is a fundamental characteristic of the geographies of exclusion. Emotionally 
charged commands bellowed at the overweight contestants throughout the 
programme by personal trainers such as, “I want control”, propels neoliberal 
ideologies of the fat body as ‘less than human’. That is, one failing to embody 
basic human qualities of self-control. Consequently, reinforcing the idea that 
fat contestant - and ‘fat individuals’ in general - are deserving of physical and 
mental hardship until they learn to acquire such a skill. 

In the opening sequence, professional trainer Rob ‘Killer’ Edmond, 
disturbingly confesses to the viewer, “I make no apologies for what I’m about 
to do to them [the fat contestants]” before bellowing, “welcome to hell”, as the 
camera shows him aggressively splattering fat contestants with mud when 
they do not perform to his fitness standards. Professional trainer Charlotte 
Ord adds, “I don’t think contestants have any idea what is going to hit them, 
mentally or physically”.  

Through examining emotionally powered language on The Biggest Loser 
one can note how structural violence is permeated in the communication of 
language itself (Žižek, 2008). Abusive verbal language toward the fat 
contestant strengthens the supposed ‘right’ of neoliberal governmentality and 
the healthy citizen to govern the ‘fat individual’ into discipline through 
psychological harm. Re-stating to the viewer – as part of wider society – to 
have no remorse in the mistreating of ‘fat individuals’. 

Consistent unequal power relations between the personal trainer and 
fat contestant throughout The Biggest Loser mirrors neoliberal 
governmentality on a micro-level in televised space. The professional trainer, 
like neoliberal governance, adopts the role of ‘dominator’ and ‘coercer’ as 
they embody societal norms of a slim ‘desirable’ body (Kyrölä, 2014). In 
contrast, the fat contestant, like the fat individual in neoliberal Britain, ‘the 
dominated’, is controlled through structural violence that constrains their 
individual agency and supresses their natural behaviour. Thereby as Kyrölä 
(2014) writes: 
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The multifaceted power relations that produce and maintain the 
longing towards a normative body become dramatized as simple 
relations between participants who want to change and experts who 
spur them to change.  The norm is never questioned, just like the 
experts should never be questioned (Kyrölä, 2014: 68). 
 
Cultural representations such as those in The Biggest Loser reflect a 

neoliberal governmentality in which the burden of remaining healthy is no 
longer on the shoulder of the government (the personal trainer) but on that 
of the everyday citizen (the fat contestant), who blame themselves if they 
default to a seemingly ‘unhealthy’ size (Rose, 1999). Through repeated 
reinforcement, the unequal position of the fat contestant in boot camp 
compared to the dominating personal trainers works to render their structural 
violence in neoliberal Britain acceptable.  

In the first episode, overweight contestant Jessie, 22, is evidently the 
product of such logics, which have psychologically ‘reformed’ her to think 
negatively about her size. When expressing her thoughts that her size makes 
her insecure and feel that she needs to change in order to be respected, it is 
clear that the negative labelling of her body has caused her to internalise state 
control (Foucault, 1975-1976). Jessie strikingly declares, “I feel my weight is 
holding me back because it affects my personality, it makes me paranoid. I 
feel unhappy, I feel unsexy”. Her extensive use of “I feel” demonstrates an 
internalised psychological manipulation under fat-shaming forms of 
governmentality, which inform her that her weight must be reduced. Jessie 
powerfully demonstrates that the fat individual is dominated by hegemonic 
ideologies in neoliberal Britain, so much so, many largely fail to recognise 
their own oppression as they are overwhelmed with internalised feelings of 
disgust toward their own being. 
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The Biggest Loser (2012) is undoubtedly a form of cultural violence 
enacted in televised space against the ‘fat individual’, which is used to justify 
and propagate structural violence through (re)producing the normative 
understandings of neoliberal fat-shaming governmentality. Depicting obesity 
as self-inflicted, televised space firmly situates ‘fatness’ as a socio-cultural 
issue, rather than a political construct through neoliberal governance. 
Through the persistent ‘othering’ of the fat body, televised space reinforces 
the fat individual’s acceptance of a lower position in the socio-cultural 
hierarchy, which, as Bourdieu has noted (2000), allows governments to 
maintain control over the marginalised.  

As argued by Jones et al (2010), cultural violence that legitimises 
structural violence, such as that against the fat individual, raises complex 
ethical issues. Viewers are ‘psychologised’ into hegemonic ideologies of 
corporality in which democratic platitudes are eradicated - for a ‘slim’ body is 
idealised as “desirable, acceptable and pleasurable” and the ‘fat’ body 
legitimised as “threatening, removable and shameful” (Kyrölä, 2014: 1-2).  

 
 

Resistance to Structural Violence through Fat Activism 
 
Through macro and micro level Fat Activism, fat individuals have actively 
resisted and renegotiated the pervasive structural violence they experience 
through British neoliberal governmentality and the cultural violence of 

Figure 4: Contestant Jessie, from the UK 2012 season of The Biggest Loser, next to the giant 
screen scales used in contestant weigh-ins. Photo source: The Biggest Loser (2012). 
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televised space. ‘Activism’, is best conceptualised as the principal way in 
which, as Wacquant (2008) notes, a marginalised social group resists 
governmental state control, with aims of promoting social-political reform 
and improving their status and standing within the society in which they live.  

Katz (2004) notes that activism used by marginalised social groups to 
renegotiate their experience of structural violence can take one of three forms. 
The marginalised social group may use ‘resilience activism’ to find “new and 
creative ways of surviving” (Cumbers et al, 2010: 60) their mistreatment within 
a socio-political system without active resistance. Alternatively, ‘reworking 
activism’, which seeks to make things better within the parameters of 
possibility as defined by the state (Foucault, 1975-76). Or lastly, ‘resistance 
activism’, which is fundamentally opposed to government control and focuses 
on elevated levels of disruption and protest that can be likened to radical 
revolutionary activism (Katz, 2004). The type of activism that marginalised 
social groups choose to undertake is often diverse. Different forms can be 
used simultaneously in both physical and virtual spaces depending on the 
ways in which activism is deployed, this deployment being highly dependent 
on the socio-political and economic climate in which the marginalised group 
resides.  

Fat Activism - undertaken by ‘fat’ men and women termed ‘fat-
liberation activists’ - is a form of ‘reworking activism’ enacted at the macro- 
and micro-political levels, which has been used to resist the structural 
violence enacted against the fat individual in virtual spaces. Rather than 
making fundamental changes to neoliberal governance, Fat Activism is a social 
movement that seeks to subtly re-work existing, hegemonic, anti-fat biases in 
neoliberal discourses through “alter[ing] the organisation but not the 
polarization of power relations” (Sparke, 2008: 2) between the neoliberal state 
and the fat individual, with the aim of improving their experience in everyday 
society. According to Gill (2010) ‘reworking activism’ re-writes governmental 
discourses in delicate ways and is a continuum of reactions against 
government subjugation that often indicates that the marginalised social 
group holds a post-structural view of the state – that governance is a ‘peopled’ 
organisation inextricably linked to everyday society. Thus, marginalised social 
groups attempt to renegotiate and resist structural violence through 
communication, rather than full-on disruptive activism.  

On the macro-level, one way that fat activists are actively resisting their 
experience of structural violence is through the movement Health at Every Size 
(HAES, 2017). HAES seeks to renegotiate the unequal power relations 
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between the neoliberal state and the fat body. Through the movement’s 
website, the ‘fat individual’ can join an online global community that seeks to 
create a virtual space that demystifies moralising discourses that condemn 
their size, with counter-evidence that ‘fatness’ should  not be a social taboo 
and, is in-fact, as much of a source of health as the ‘normatively’ designated 
body. Ahmed (2010) maintains macro level activism has enabled fat individuals 
to demonstrate they are not necessarily always victim to structural violence. 
Through activism these subjects hold significant power and collective agency 
with the potential to disrupt central hegemonic views surrounding the 
‘happiness’ of an idealised weight, likening these ideas and ideals to the ‘kill-
joys’ of neoliberal ideology.  

At the heart of HAES, the movement argues that to be labelled ‘fat’ 
and nothing else is a significant social and psychological burden to the fat 
individual. In response, the movement makes a continued statement to 
celebrate size diversity and challenge accepted norms by advocating 
assumptions contrary to neoliberal discourses around their eating: eating in 
an attuned manner that values pleasure and self-acceptance. Fat individuals, 
regardless of their location or background can sign up to the cause, referred 
to as ‘the pledge’ on the website. HAES’s mission statement is to “advance 
social justice, create an inclusive and respectful community, and support 
people of all sizes in finding compassionate ways to take care of themselves” 
(HAES, 2017). This demonstrates how the movement takes a ‘humanitarian 
realist’ approach to activism (Rigby and Schlembach, 2013) in that it protests 
within the realms of the state, but in a way that successfully drives political 
reform by reworking neoliberal ideologies of ‘fatness’.  

As argued by Bacon and Aphramor (2014), HAES is a great achievement 
for it helps “people shift their focus away from changing their size to 
enhancing their self-care behaviours” (Bacon and Aphramor, 2014: 28). 
Through the movement’s online presence, the fat individual has consequently 
- whether they are part of the HAES pledge or not - become part of a global 
fat community that is increasingly respected and gaining social and symbolic 
capital, thus, giving them a more ‘local’ and respected agential voice in 
Britain. The movement’s global outreach brings attention to the prejudicial 
stigma placed on the fat body in neoliberal Britain, which consequently 
incites extensive axis of inequality for their being (Bacon and Aphramor, 2014).  

On the micro-level, Fat Activism also operates through virtualised 
space, but unlike at the macro-level, seeks to resist structural violence through 
the fat individual’s self-reform, or ‘transformation’ through ideas of self-care 
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and body acceptance. An online podcast by Danish blogger Sofie Hagen 
entitled People Want to See Fat Bodies Dancing (Hagen, 2017) is an example of 
micro-level activism which allows the ‘fat individual’ to actively renegotiate 
their experience of structural violence through seeking to remove and/or 
change internalised notions of normativity that figure their size as ‘unworthy’ 
and ‘repugnant’.  

On the 1-hour podcast, Hagen interviews academic and fat activist 
Charlotte Cooper in order to deliver tips on how to renegotiate one’s everyday 
stigmatization through standing up for oneself through the performative 
enactment of self-care. As a form of micro-level activism, Hagen and Cooper’s 
podcast echoes Žižek’s (1999) proclamation that to resist structural violence, 
one must attempt the ‘art of the impossible’ to change established societal 
parameters of what is considered ‘possible’. Their podcast is framed around 
the ‘art of the impossible’ as they create a virtual space in which the fat 
individual is celebrated, contrary to most virtual spaces, equipping the fat 
listener with bitesize strategies to make this a reality in their everyday.  

The podcast highlights how through self-care – or, self-activism - the 
fat individual can significantly resist the felt effects of structural violence by 
reforming the way in which they internalise (or not) the prejudicial 
assumptions embedded in neoliberal discourse. Through self-care, Cooper 
informs Hagen, ‘fat individuals’ can be assertive and speak up for themselves 
internally and externally, as well as developing and honing their political 
interests. This strategy - continually explored throughout the episode - allows 
the fat listener to resist the impositions of neoliberal governmentality as they 
are provoked to question if their disgust toward their body is a self-formed 
judgement, or, an internalisation of neoliberal, normative state ideologies. 
Cooper encourages the fat listener, detailing: 

 
Activism can be something as subtle as having a bad thought or 
thinking something that is not allowed . . . . [i.e. w]inking at somebody 
or having these very sorts of subtle moments that don’t have any 
materiality to them . . .  . The main thing is don’t become part of the 
‘death star’, don’t do that, live, live, live (Hagen, 2017).  
 
Both HAES, and Hagen’s (2017) podcast, highlight an interesting 

avenue of Fat Activism in contemporary society in which virtualised spaces - 
at both the macro and micro-level - are inciting fundamental changes to the 
geographies of structural violence enacted against the ‘fat individual’; 
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producing mediums through which these subjects can instantly unite with a 
like-minded global community, becoming empowered objectors to their 
societal victimisation. This activism is often not loud, visible or disruptive but 
instead can be small micro-political acts such as being proud of one’s 
existence and reversing - or attempting to reverse - one’s internalisation of 
societal norms, rewriting the social stigma placed on one’s body. At the 
macro- and micro-level Fat Activism is therefore expanding geographical 
understandings of activism. It renders ‘activism’ to no longer be social-
political change fixed to location, but instead to be dynamic forms of 
resistance by marginalised groups in spaces that are increasingly virtual as 
well as physical (Cooper, 2016).  

It is paramount to therefore question the applicability of Foucault’s 
infamous assertion that humanity can never escape from systems of power 
and governmentality (Foucault, 1978 cited in Burchell et al 1991; Foucault, 
1975-76). Foucault’s proclamation that neoliberal governmentality is a 
totalitarian mode of state control is challenged by the activities and agendas 
of Fat Activism, whereby the ‘fat individual’ and community at-large is 
developing agential voices and practices of resistance against governmental 
forms of control enacted in virtualised space. As Kerr (1999) notes, to adopt 
Foucault’s viewpoint that the citizen is forever a helpless victim of neoliberal 
governmentality risks and potentates a danger of internalizing and thus 
reproducing the top-down governmental power that Foucault so strongly 
despises.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Through a consideration of neoliberal governmentality as structural violence 
against the fat individual, it is clear that understandings of violence as an 
aggregate geographical process with a spectacle of visible characteristics must 
undoubtedly be challenged. This essay has endeavoured to illustrate that one 
must therefore conceptualise ‘violence’ more expansively at the micro-
political level of personal experience, rather than a phenomenon distanced 
from the everyday, or one that solely involves the enactment of direct physical 
force.  

The majority of violent experiences are embedded in our everyday 
geographies. Structural violence against the ‘fat individual’ - entrenched in 
normative neoliberal governmentalities ‘backed’ by and enacted through 
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verbal, cultural and statistical representations – works to taint their bodies as 
inferior to that of the everyday (slim) citizen’s, which has come to be figured 
as the ‘desirable’, ‘normative’ body. Structural violence against the ‘fat 
individual’ in Britain is therefore habitually masked under the neoliberal, 
utilitarian rhetoric of ‘the greatest good for the greatest number’. 

On the contrary, it is just as paramount to challenge the assumption 
that the fat individual and those marginalised by neoliberal governmentality 
are always and/or simply victims to its pervasive structural violence. For whilst 
the fat individual has largely become ‘docile’ in relation to pervasive forms of 
structural violence, this essay has encouraged one to acknowledge that 
through emergent activist agendas – such as Fat Activism - the subalternized 
‘fat’ subject’s capacity to renegotiate their victimisation is expanded, primarily 
through a reworking of and anti-normative challenge to dominant neoliberal 
ideologies and their attendant forms of disciplinary power. As a micro-
geographical process embedded in the mundane organisation of 
neoliberalism, structural violence is evidently ambiguous and inherently 
unstable, with it being continually open to change and renegotiation 
depending on the social-political context(s) in which it is enacted, the 
person(s) which it seeks to affect and the medium(s) through which resistance 
occurs and is articulated. As Springer et al (2016) note, neoliberalism in 
contemporary society has unquestionably “not produced greater peace, but 
often a ruinous encounter with violence” (Springer et al, 2016: 154); an 
encounter that has – evidently - disturbing ramifications for the ‘fat 
individual’ in neoliberal Britain.  
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What Factors Enabled a More Successful 
Democratisation in Tunisia than in the Rest of  
MENA after the Arab Revolts?  
 
Benjamin Preclik 
 

Introduction 
 

The global tendency towards democratic regimes is arguably one of the most 
important features of the 20th century.  In the post-Second World War period and 
especially after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the ‘Liberal World Order’ has 
embraced the spread of democracy as one of its core objectives. Since the Second 
World War countries in most regions of the world have adopted democratic state 
structures and the number of authoritarian regimes has plummeted. Samuel 
Huntington (1991) identified this as the ‘Third Wave’ of democratisation in modern 
history. However, the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) seemed untouched by 
the wave of democratisation that swept the globe and transformed many countries 
of the global South into democracies. According to the Freedom in the World Report 
(2016), the number of democracies in the MENA has hardly changed over the last 50 
years, and the region has consistently had the highest count of authoritarian regimes 
in the world (Freedomhouse.org, 2017).  

The tendency towards democracy did not seem to apply to the MENA. 
Politicians and academics alike were thus labelling the region an exceptional case. 
Culturalists argue that the ‘democratic deficit’ is inherently linked to Islam, 
alongside other cultural specificities. Khedourie (1992) suggests that the Islamic faith 
is irreconcilable with democratic principles because the religion makes claims on 
state authority. “Islam, ‘Oriental despotism’, patrimonialism, patriarchalism, ‘small 
group politics’ and mass passivity were all said to make the region democracy-
unfriendly” (Hinnebusch, 2006: 375).  

In 2011, the Arab Revolts challenged this Western (mis)representation of 
Middle Eastern populations as passive and lethargic, despite them surviving through 
long-lasting forms of oppression (Said, 2003). The revolts were a popular backlash 
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against the region's authoritarian regimes and their failure to address widespread 
discontent (Pollack, 2011a). The Arab Revolts, also referred to as the Arab Spring, 
was a transnational movement initiated in a small town in Tunisia. On December 
19th, 2010 Mohammed Bouazizi - a street vendor in a small Tunisian town - set himself 
afire in an act of desperation and protest (Af.reuters.com, 2010). The young man had 
repeatedly been subject to police brutality and humiliation while selling fruit in his 
hometown. Bouazizi’s death was a catalyst that initiated a wave of protests. Tunisia’s 
population took to the streets to express their frustration with the lack of social 
justice, growing inequalities and despotism.  

On January 2011, after weeks of unrest, Tunisia’s leader Zine al-Abidine Ben 
Ali was forced to leave the country and seek refuge in Saudi Arabia (Chrisafis and 
Black, 2011). The events in Tunisia inspired popular upheavals against authoritarian 
leaders all across the MENA. Protests erupted in Egypt, Syria, Libya and many other 
Middle Eastern countries. The nature of the revolts came as a surprise to many 
Western political analysts. Agency, for political change in the MENA, was assumed 
to be limited to Western-led liberalisation efforts or Islamist anti-western rhetoric 
(Bayat, 2013). Islamist groups supported the movement. However, the discourse of 
the revolts remained distinctively non-religious. Core demands were rather for more 
“freedom, dignity and social justice” (Bayat, 2013: 591). It seemed like the MENA was 
likely to experience its own wave of democratisation. 

However, this initial optimism faded when the majority of revolts failed to 
oust authoritarian rule and civil conflicts emerged. Although some movements were 
successful in ejecting their authoritarian regime, few have managed to hold free 
elections and start the democratisation process. Tunisia has been the notable 
exception. Six years after the beginning of the revolts, the country has a new 
constitution and has successfully implemented democratic state structures 
(Freedomhouse.org, 2017). I seek to discuss what facilitated the Tunisian success. 
That is, what factors have been most influential in driving Tunisia’s democratic 
success?  

Modernisation theory was one of the first theoretical concepts that tried to 
find ‘logical’ patterns that would explain the spread of democracy. The theory’s 
founding father, Seymour Lispted, observed that a country’s level of socio-economic 
‘development’ and education coincided with their ‘democratic endowment’. Based 
on a comparative study of several countries, he then argued that modernisation and 
economic development have a direct link to democracy. Modernisation theory seem 
to offer a compelling and simple explanation of Tunisia’s successful democratisation. 
The country has one of the best per capita wealth ratios of the MENA, higher levels 
of urbanisation and better literacy rates than most other countries in the region 
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(Hdr.undp.org, 2017). It is, therefore, tempting to attribute Tunisia’s democratic 
success to its higher levels of growth and development. But pro-market reforms, 
linked to modernisation and liberalisation, actually reinforced authoritarian rule, 
corporatism and regime clientelism in Tunisia (King, 2003). While there has 
historically been a strong correlation between economic development and sustained 
democracy, there have been many counter cases. Relatively poor states have 
managed the transition to democracy, and conversely, there are examples of well-
developed states that have remained authoritarian (Bellin, 2015). Furthermore, by 
focusing simply on correlations, causal factors are evidently overlooked (Potter, 
1997).  

To understand why democracy has been established in Tunisia and failed to 
materialise in other Middle Eastern countries, one has to look at the forces that 
provide opportunities and constraints for the establishment of democracy. 
Structural theory is most equipped to do so as it looks to make sense of the changing 
structures of power. As Potter (1997: 22) explains, structural analysis finds that the 
“trajectory towards liberal democracy . . . is shaped by changing structures of class, 
state and transnational power”. The contrasting experiences of Tunisia and Egypt, 
for instance, must be understood in relation to the different power structures that 
shaped these countries’ trajectories.  Hailed as promising prospects for 
democratisation after overthrowing their despotic rulers, Egypt and Tunisia 
experienced drastically different political development in the following years. A 
structural approach, which looks to understand national power confgurations and 
their particular historical trajectory shaped by the nature of the preceding 
authoritarian regime, provides us with a more accurate understanding of the 
Tunisian success. In the following, I will highlight three factors that each played an 
important part in ensuring a fruitful transition to democracy in Tunisia. The 
Egyptian case will act as a useful contrast and will underline the importance of these 
factors. 
 
 

The Military 
 

Militaries have historically played a major role in Middle Eastern politics and 
continue to do so today. For Bellin (2004), the coercive apparatus is a crucial element 
that explains the robustness of authoritarianism in the MENA. The capacity and will 
of the military to repress popular democratic initiatives explains the persistence of 
authoritarianism in the region. The military’s involvement in the Arab Revolts 
heavily influence the course of events in many countries and explains the successful 
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liberation from authoritarian dictatorship. The Arab Spring showed how militaries 
can be vehicles of government oppression, but equally facilitate the demise of 
authoritarian regimes.  

In cases where the military is linked to the political elites along sectarian lines 
and reliant on the state to secure its interest, it chose to repress the revolts. The 
interwoven fate of the civilian and military leadership, also referred to as 
‘commissarism’, explains the willingness of the Bahraini and parts of the Syrian and 
Libyan army to use force to repress the upheavals (Pollack, 2011b: 60). In Tunisia and 
Egypt, on the other hand, the military sided with the protesters and forced the 
abdication of the old regime. However, the Tunisian and Egyptian militaries have 
drastically different legacies of political engagement within the state and thus a very 
different set of political ambitions (Bellin, 2015). The historically neutral character of 
Tunisia’s military establishment avoided the power struggles between civilian and 
military leadership evident in Egypt after the fall of Mubarak. Bellin (2015) has 
suggested that the institutional nature of the army explains these different 
trajectories.   

The Egyptian military is a large institution with a long history of political 
engagement and a disregard for civilian supremacy. This has made it a powerful and 
ambivalent domestic actor (Bellin, 2015). The Egyptian military is respected by the 
population and has considerable influence in society. However, their decision to side 
with the protesters during the revolts in 2011 was not straightforward. The military 
was heavily involved in the domestic economy and was anxious to lose their 
institutional privileges (Anderson, 2011). Under Mubarak, the military was heavily 
involved in crony links to the regime. Bellin (2012) explains that many of the military’s 
economic ventures depended on the survival of the status quo. When it became 
apparent that this was not feasible, they opted to step in and to maintain their 
legitimacy with the Egyptian people. Although the Islamist Muslim Brotherhood 
candidate Mohammad Morsi won the subsequent presidential elections, the military 
remained influential and gained power with a military coup a year later. This led to 
a “complete military domination of the Egyptian state . . . [which set about] 
colonising huge swathes of the state’s civilian bureaucracy, local government, 
general intelligence and central security forces, and state-owned commercial 
companies” (Sayigh, 2014: 39). Roll (2016) explains that the Egyptian military was 
highly successful in managing the political transformation of 2011 in a manner that 
worked in their favour. They managed to defend the basic features of authoritarian 
order and capitalised from the transformation process by expanding their power. 
Furthermore, they managed to position themselves as guardians of the revolution 
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(Roll, 2016). But in reality, the military has constrained democratisation significantly 
as Egypt is increasingly turning into a military dictatorship.  

Tunisia, on the other hand, possesses a small professional army that is 
relatively independent of politics. It did not have any particular relationship to the 
county’s ruling elite and was not benefiting from Ben Ali’s ‘cronyism’ (Bellin, 2012). 
Under Ben Ali, the military remained a relatively unimportant institution with very 
limited influence and restricted funding. The coercive arm of Ben Ali’s regime was 
the country’s domestic police security forces, which were despised by the general 
population (Anderson, 2011). Contrary to other Arab militaries, the Tunisian army 
also had never experienced combat situations and were not involved in the national 
independence movement. This limited its relevance and standing amongst the wider 
population. Over the years the army thus developed an institutional culture that 
accepted civilian supremacy (Bellin, 2015: 5). For the Tunisian army, the demise of 
Ben Ali’s system was not linked to any losses in power or privileges, explaining the 
military’s willingness to assist the population in forcing the old regime out 
(Anderson, 2014). After removing Ben Ali from office, the army did not try to increase 
its influence, but instead transferred the power to interim civilian bodies that were 
charged with the responsibility of managing transition (Sayigh, 2014: 39). Sayigh 
(ibid) explains that the “army remains unlikely to play an overtly political role, but 
may well become the balance holder between the rival secular republican and 
Islamist camps”.  
 
 

Ennahda’s Transition Management 
 

Until the Arab Revolt Islamist parties had limited influence in the MENA. 
Authoritarian state repression limited the political relevance of the Islamic parties, 
as they were often perceived as threats to the regime. Despite these obstacles, 
Islamist parties remained active and relatively strong throughout the 2000s. The 
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, the Moroccan Party for Justice and Islamic parties 
remained relatively successful but refrained their influence to the fringes of politics. 
In Algeria, Libya, Syria and Tunisia authoritarian rule totally repressed Islamic 
parties in fear of their strength (Cavatorta and Merone, 2015).  

In the wake of the Arab Spring, Islamic parties did extremely well in many 
MENA countries, going from repressed political parties to election winners and state 
leaders. In Egypt and Tunisia, Islamic parties won the first elections after the Arab 
Spring, transforming into massive political movements seemingly overnight. Bayat 
(2013) explains that this success comes back to the well-established networks of 
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Islamic parties such as the Muslim Brotherhood. Their well-organised campaigning 
tactics help them to capitalise from the political vacuum in the post-revolution 
period. With established structures around the country, good media campaigns and 
efforts to provide a cohesive political manifesto, they managed to effectively mobilise 
voters (Cavatorta and Merone, 2015: 30). Furthermore, Islamists used populist 
methods to further their esteem amongst the population with handouts and food 
distributions (Bayat, 2013). Islamist movements capitalised from the revolution’s lack 
of leadership and their opposition status during authoritarian rule (Marks, 2015a). 
Although the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood and Tunisian Ennahda were both 
Islamist parties, they were different in many ways. Their approach to governing and 
developing democracy was, therefore, very different. While the Muslim Brotherhood 
took a “majoritarian approach to power in the wake of Egypt’s revolution, Ennahda 
adopted a number of farsighted, participation-oriented positions that evinced a 
much thicker understanding of democratic politics” (Marks, 2015b: 46).  

Under Ben Ali, Islamist political activists had been ostracised and thrown into 
prison. The authoritarian leadership feared their strength and banned all Islamist 
political movements. Ennahda’s leader, Rachid Ghannounchi, a well-respected 
Islamic thinker and intellectual, had been in exile in London since the 1990s. 
Ghannounchi only returned to Tunisia in the aftermath of the revolts. His moderate 
vision of political Islam shaped Ennahda’s rhetoric and eased the conflict potential 
with the country’s secularist forces. Despite substantial scepticism by secularists and 
old regime supporters, Ennahda demonstrated an important ability to compromise 
and look beyond its Islamic principles (Cavotra and Merone, 2015). As Cavotora and 
Merone (2015: 31) explain, Ennahda’s “success is in large part due to the fact that al-
Nahda has given up on its core Islamist principles and accepted the liberal-
democratic game and rules”. The party managed to successfully change the 
authoritarian structure of the state and opted for more democracy. Ennahda and 
secularist forces even met before the fall of authoritarianism to anticipate the 
challenge of the democratisation process (Stepan and Linz, 2013: 23). In the 
transition period towards the first elections Ennahda also argued against a 
Westminster style ‘first past the post system’ (FPTP) (Marks, 2015a). Although a 
FPTP system would have probably resulted in a landslide majority victory for 
Ennahda, its leadership supported a proportional representation system to provide 
a more democratic outcome.  

After winning the elections Ennahda went into coalition talks and ultimately 
teamed up with two secular parties, the Congress for the Republic (CPR) and the 
Democratic Forum for Labour and Liberties known as Ettakatol. In 2013, Ennahda 
ultimately helped to de-escalate an intensifying political conflict by agreeing to step 
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down. Before doing so, they signed the new constitution despite numerous 
concessions on their part, such as the absence of reference to ‘sharia’. Cavatorta and 
Merone (2015) argue that Ennahda’s compromises and coalition willingness should 
be understood as a strategic behaviour, which was accompanied by internal struggles 
and debates on the nature of political Islam. This effort was a crucial element in the 
peaceful transition.  
 
 

Civil Society 
 

The active engagement of Tunisian ‘civil society’ throughout the transition and 
democratisation process has been crucial in steering the country towards democracy. 
Civil society organisations were the vanguards behind the initial upheavals, 
mobilising people against and uniting opposing groups to overthrow Ben Ali’s 
regime (Deane, 2013). The strength of civil society in Tunisia is an important element 
that explains the organised and large-scale mobilisation that provided a united front 
against Ben Ali and initiated a change in regime. “Despite regime regulations and 
repression, Tunisia’s civil society groups benefited from the relatively cohesive, 
tolerant make-up of Tunisian society, a society free from ethnically driven conflict” 
(Deane, 2013: 8). During the Ben Ali era, civil society organisations had limited 
freedom and had to operate within the structures approved by the regime. 
Nevertheless, Tunisia’s civil organisations had considerable relevance within 
Tunisian society and had a long history of political engagement (Netterstrom, 2016). 
Their history of collective action and commitment under a repressive regime 
provided the needed experience for successful collective action (Deane, 2013: 15). 
Their most acknowledged contribution has been their vocal post-revolution 
engagement to uphold the revolutions core demand for meaningful change. After 
the uprisings, these civil organisations became more influential and took an 
important role in the transition phase. Although civil society groups were far from 
unified, they provided an important counterbalance to the new political forces that 
emerged from the first elections. 

The most important civil organisation in the country is the General Union of 
Tunisian Workers (UGTT). The UGTT is one of the country’s oldest and most 
respected institutions. It was established during the Tunisian independence 
movement and has since been an integral part of Tunisian political life (Yousfi, 2015). 
Under the authoritarian rule of presidents Bourguiba and Ben Ali, the UGTT was 
linked to the regime but remained relatively independent (Netterstrom, 2016). 
Entirely sovereign civil society did not really exist throughout this period since 
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“mobilisation and interaction with the state cannot be analytically separated in an 
authoritarian context” (Netterstrom, 2016: 398).  

UGTT also maintained credibility in the eyes of the population for its struggle 
for workers rights and social justice (Chayes, 2014). With 750,000 members in a 
country of approximately 11 million, the organisation is a powerful force in society 
(Mars, 2015). Chaynes (2014) argues that the union actually represents the population 
better than any other political party in the post-revolution era and as such, enjoys 
more legitimacy. She adds that UGTT’s real strengths are its negotiating experience 
and economic leverage. A general strike called out by the UGTT has the ability to 
bring Tunisia to a virtual still stand. During much of the transition and constitution 
making phase, the UGTT acted as checks and balances to make sure Ennahda and 
its coalition partner would deliver on their election promises. However, for Mars 
(2015) the UGTT’s involvement was not always constructive. She explains that UGTT, 
secularist opposition and the governing Ennahda party spent much of 2012 in a 
destructive circle that eventually culminated in a political deadlock. UGTT and other 
civil society organisations feared Ennahda would try to dismantle unionism and were 
wary of its Islamic inspired programme. Ultimately, the Tunisian political crisis of 
2013 was the result of mistrust between these powerful political and civil society 
actors. 

The crisis in the summer of 2013 was Tunisia’s most fragile moment since the 
beginning of the Jasmine Revolution and the overthrow of the Ben Ali regime. The 
crisis was preceded by aggravating development that exacerbated tensions between 
the ruling Ennahda and secularist supporters linked to the old regime (Stephen, 
2015). Ennahda were accused of politicising the bureaucracy by reinstating around 
30,000 Ennahda civil servants who had been ostracised during Ben Ali’s rule. The 
opposition and civil unions voiced their discontent. They argued that Ennahda was 
trying to colonise the bureaucracy in an effort to consolidate their power and 
infiltrate state structures (Chayes, 2014). Further controversy emerged around a 
constitutional draft that made Islam the state religion, limited certain freedoms of 
assembly and had an ambiguous definition of women’s equality (Chayes, 2014). 

Following the assassination of Mohamed Brahmi, a vocal secularist and 
delegate of the Constituent Assembly, the UGTT called a general strike (Stephan, 
2015). After massive demonstrations in front of the parliament building, the 
Constituent Assembly was suspended, and the Assembly’s president Ben Jafaar 
called for national dialogue. A union of several civil society organisations, led by 
UGTT president Abbassi, came together to form the National Dialogue Quartet in 
an effort to “facilitated dialogue and compromise across the political divides when 
the normal course of politics in Tunisia’s formal political institutions hit an impasse” 
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(Bellin, 2015: 6). The three other members of the Quartet were the Employers 
Association, the Bar Association and the Human Rights League (Mars, 2015). The 
Quartet negotiated a so-called Road Map with representatives from all parties. The 
Road Map included the resignation of the current cabinet and the adoption of a 
revised constitution (Brumberg, 2015). In 2015 the National Dialogue Quartet won the 
Nobel Peace Prize "for its decisive contribution to the building of a pluralistic 
democracy in Tunisia in the wake of the Jasmine Revolution of 2011" (Nobelprize.org, 
2015).  

Civil society organisations helped to mitigate the conflict potential that 
threatened stability and democratisation. Furthermore, they pushed for the creation 
of a “robust representative Tunisian parliamentary assembly capable of managing 
the negotiation and formation of formal codes, rules and regulations [thus] 
provid[ing] a greater opportunity for Tunisian civil society to sustain new norms of 
civil engagement” (Deane, 2013: 6). Mars (2015: 62) agrees that the National Dialogue 
has a positive impact in creating mutual recognition and a fragile consensus amongst 
Tunisia’s three biggest powers in a time of crisis: the UGTT, Ennahda and the 
traditional political and economic elites of the Ben Ali era. But she hastens to warn 
that the conflict and its resolution were part of political power play amongst the 
county’s most influential civil institution and political parties. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 

Tunisia’s democratic success has been a fragile and uncertain development. The 
factors highlighted above all contributed in making the Tunisian experience more 
resolute than that of other MENA countries. Understanding the country’s different 
power structures and powerful actors has helped to explain their effect on the 
transition process. This paper has sought to situate them within the historical 
framework of the preceding authoritarian regime, in order to understand the effects 
that the changing power configuration within the country has had for different 
actors. To some extent this can explain the trajectory and reaction of diverse actors 
in the transitional period.  

A military that perceives itself as a servant of the Tunisian people, rather than 
a political player, created the platform for civilian and democratic rule in Tunisia. 
The relatively moderate Islamism and cooperative efforts of the election winning 
Ennahda party enabled a good transition period. Ennahda describe their diplomatic 
and compromising political efforts between 2011 and 2013 as their “national 
responsibility” (Cavatorta and Merone, 2015: 31). Last but not least, civil society’s 
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import role in the transition. Unions and other civil society organisations played an 
important role in holding the government accountable and facilitating a peaceful 
resolution in times of deadlock.  

This demonstrates that the Tunisian ‘successes’ are not just a story of more 
politically representative parties than in Egypt or Libya. “More accurately, it is one 
of the breakdown and widespread disavowal of standard political processes, and the 
ability of external actors to step in and serve as bludgeons and mediators” (Chayes, 
2014). Importantly, the political elite did not have the ability to govern coercively. 
Instead, they opted for “compromise that preserved the state and the potential for 
further democratization instead of defection, conflict and potential state collapse” 
(Heydeman, 2016: 198). 
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A Critical Discussion of Africa: A Voyage of Discovery 
– Episode 7 – The Rise of Nationalism in Relation to 
Academic Debates Over Nationalism in the African 
Context 
 
James Halnan 
 
Africa: A Voyage of Discovery is a series of documentaries written and presented by 
Basil Davidson that aired on Channel 4 (British Television) in 1984. This essay will 
focus on the seventh episode – The Rise of Nationalism – and evaluate its 
representation of nationalism and violence in several liberation struggles within 
Africa, and more specifically, Mozambique and Zimbabwe. This documentary is not 
a classic western representation of Africa. It is not essentialist of Africa and one can 
attribute this largely to Basil Davidson himself. Also, a decorated WWII secret agent, 
the journalist spent many years travelling Africa, gaining first-hand experience of 
liberation struggles in various African countries. Edward Said described him as one 
of a few western intellectuals who had “crossed to the other side” due to his 
comprehension of other cultures (Brittain, 2010). This essay will not, therefore, aim 
to find western bias in the views of Davidson but rather unravel some of the complex 
situations the scholar presents in this interesting and informative documentary. That 
is not to say that this documentary is without bias; the lack of content about divisions 
within nationalist movements is obvious, as is an assessment on nationalism itself. 
The documentary does not question the concept of nationalism, how it is created 
and used for a specific means. This essay will instead aim to cover areas that the 
documentary missed out in its somewhat narrow depiction of nationalism. 

The film opens with video of African troops in WWII and Davidson talking 
about the war and the Atlantic Charter. The joint statement from Churchill and 
Roosevelt in the Atlantic Charter stated, “they respect the rights of all peoples to 
choose the form of government under which they will live; and they wish to see 
sovereign rights and self-government restored to those who have been forcibly 
deprived of them” (The United Nations, 1947: 2). This would seem to set the 
precedent for the process of decolonisation, and a willing process at that from the 
viewpoint of the colonisers. The film goes on to show several different independence 
processes, starting in Ghana. It follows a similar trend of presentation in each 
country, Davidson narrating with himself on screen in the various countries. Then, 
interviews with different relevant people regarding their respective experiences and 
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views on the independence struggles. It is not clear whether these interviews were 
conducted by the production team or have been borrowed from other sources. 
Included also are video and audio of what appears to be pre-WWII British television 
productions, talking about “men and women from the British colonies, working with 
us, learning from us”. These are perhaps news clips, included in the documentary 
to give the viewer a particular point of view, one that the British government wanted 
the British public to have about the colonies. 

Robert Mugabe is featured twice in the film, both seemingly from the same 
interview. First, he appears talking about Ghana, as he worked there during 
independence in the 1950s. He then later appears again to talk about his own nation, 
Zimbabwe, and the independence struggle. Ian Smith, the then leader of Rhodesia 
Front (RF), enacted the Unilateral Declaration of Independence (UDI) in late 1965 in an 
effort to ensure political control for the white minority. He appears in the 
documentary in an interview where he is questioned when Rhodesia will have a “one 
man, one vote” system. He replies, “I hope we never . . . we never degenerate to that 
sort of thing [one man, one vote]”. Mugabe appears again directly after this interview, 
justifying the need for an armed reaction to the Universal Declaration of Independence. 
Smith’s intransigence to allow equal voting rights is in clear juxtaposition to 
Mugabe’s position, forced into an armed struggle to protect their rights. It is 
reasonable to assume the film intends for this sequence to gain the audience’s 
support for Mugabe’s cause, by showing a clear and rational response to the racist 
and exclusionary actions of Ian Smith. However, at the time of the documentary’s 
release, 1984, an army unit directly accountable to Mugabe himself, the 5th Brigade, 
were terrorising and massacring Ndebele civilians in Matabeleland in west 
Zimbabwe (Eppel, 2005).  

Why would the man who led his nation to independence from vicious 
colonisers be now terrorising his own people? To hold on to power. His position was 
under threat from the opposition party, Zapu. The 5th Brigade told “victims that they 
were being punished because they were Ndebele – that all Ndebele support Zapu” 
(Eppel, 2005: 45). This raises the question of how much the documentary producers 
knew of the then current situation in Zimbabwe. Did Basil Davidson himself, revered 
for his knowledge and comprehension of African societies, know and choose to leave 
it out? An argument the producers might make is that for every country (apart from 
South Africa as it was still under white rule) the focus is just on the liberation period. 
What one can conclude is that, like all media, the film is born out of a particular 
time and place. This was a time, as the film reminds us, when Nelson Mandela was 
in prison and had growing popular support among the British public. This perhaps 
shows Davidson’s personal support for liberation struggles also. Painting Mugabe as 
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a liberator hero, a man who had no choice but to take arms against the white colonial 
settlers, fits very nicely into a certain narrative. Davidson says himself in The Black 
Man’s Burden (1992) that “African nationalism . . . has since led to plenty of horrors 
and miseries” (Davidson, 1992: 165). However, this was nearly a whole decade after 
the documentary aired. Does this show a change in Davidson’s opinion? 
Alternatively, perhaps the producer really did just want to show the liberation 
period. Another possibility is that Mugabe’s actions were just not known about yet. 
The only point that one can reasonably assume is Davidson’s support for 
independence fights. 

The episode in the series of documentaries of which this essay is discussing 
is called The Rise of Nationalism, but the concept of nationalism is not a topic of the 
documentary. One needs to evaluate the concept to understand how it’s represented 
in the film. Crawford Young describes nationalism here:  

 
Nationalism, as I understand it, asserts that a historically constituted human 
collectivity exists which has a natural claim to sovereignty and self-rule 
(Young, 2001: 165). 

 
Working off this definition of nationalism, of which there are many variations, 

one can apply this to African nationalisms. A “natural claim to sovereignty and self-
rule”  (Young, 2001: 165) can easily been seen as a major component of African 
nationalisms. Issa Shivji argues that indeed, “[c]entral to the early African nationalist 
project, as we have seen, was the right of the people to self-determination” (Shivji, 
2003: 9). Colonialism subjugated the continent, and throughout the 20th century anti-
colonial nationalist independence movements won African people their 
independence. In the film these nationalisms are represented as very strong, the 
leaders as liberation heroes. However, academics such as Antony Smith (1983) argue 
African nationalisms are weak. He maintains that African nationalisms lack the 
ethnic background to be strong (ibid). This is a common criticism of African 
nationalisms, which draws upon the fact that the borders drawn up around most of 
Africa were decided by colonial powers with their own motives.  

One can take the Caprivi Strip in Namibia for example. Namibia resembles a 
rectangle (an already abstract shape for a nation) hugging the coast bar one aspect, 
the Caprivi Strip in the north east of the country. Its inclusion in Namibia’s territory 
is due to the German’s will to have access to the Zambezi river. Successfully 
negotiating with Britain in the late 19th century, they gained the land for their colony, 
German South West Africa (Jackson, 2013). What this tells us is that African 
nationalisms had to draw different ethnic groups together who were grouped 
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homogenously because of colonial motivation. Different ethnic groups, many of 
which experienced the common colonial tactic of ‘divide-and-rule’. 

To understand Smith’s (1983) criticism of why nationalisms need an ‘ethnic 
background’ to be strong one must address the relationship between ethnicity and 
nationalism. Young believes the two are “intertangled concepts” (Young, 2004: 7), 
which share similarities in ancestry, kinship and cultural practices. The two terms 
are separate, Eriksen argues, because ethnicity refers to “relationships between 
groups whose members consider themselves distinctive, and these groups may be 
ranked hierarchically within a society” (Eriksen, 2002: 7). Therefore, within a nation, 
and a nationalism, there could be multiple ethnicities. There could also be 
nationalisms within the same ethnicity also, but that is another essay topic 
altogether. So, if there can be multiple ethnicities within a nationalism, is it a fair 
criticism of African nationalisms that they lack the ethnic background? For every 
African independence, there must have been a nationalist movement strong enough 
to overthrow or convince colonial authorities to cede power. And that is what this 
film presents, strong nationalist sentiment and action in response to colonial 
dominance, with victory. So, is Smith’s argument that the lack of an ethnic grouping 
is a problem here valid? When one looks to the documentary for answers, it seems 
not. Nevertheless, one can delve deeper into the concept of nationalism and its 
supporting literature. 

Imagine nationalism not as a group of people in the same territory with similar 
sentiment, but as a part of individual identity. Identities are not fixed, day to day and 
place to place. They are, as John Sharp (1988) argues, ‘situational’. He cites a study 
conducted in what was then Northern Rhodesia in 1956 about identity. The study 
found that although tribal divisions were important on a social basis within various 
towns, once people were at work they did not recognise these differences. This is 
because when faced with the employer, the upper white ruling class, they united 
against them. At home or in their social life, they identified as Bemba or Lozi, but at 
work, they identified as African. One can apply this mechanism of identification to 
African liberation struggles. United against a common enemy, colonial powers, many 
groups were able to overcome differences and work together to liberate themselves 
and their nation. Does the film represent this mechanism also?  

The answer to this can be found when the film moves on to Mozambique, 
where Davidson was the only European to attend a congress held by the Front for 
the Liberation of Mozambique (FRELIMO). The congress was called because, as 
Davidson says, “[l]ike other national movements in periods of great tension, 
FRELIMO had to overcome internal divisions in the leadership”.  Davidson tells the 
viewer that after days of debate, a majority ruled against any sort of compromise with 
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the Portuguese, while a minority voted for a compromise. It is presented as 
somewhat straightforward, however, it still resulted in the assassination of the leader 
Dr Mondlane and his subsequent replacement, Samora Machel. Divisions are 
represented but not in detail. However, with further examination one can uncover 
how additional internal factionalism took place.  

A man called Uria Simango had expected to be the next leader after 
Mondlane, but instead he was placed on the presidential council where he found 
himself being outvoted two to one by the other two members (Favet, 1984). He wrote 
an article in 1968 titled Gloomy Situation in FRELIMO that led to his expulsion from 
FRELIMO in 1970. The article spoke of accusations levelled against FRELIMO, 
which consisted of “giving instructions to kill as they please” (Simango, 1969: 128). 
He talks also of “a very strong feeling of sectarianism, regionalism and tribalism” 
(Simango, 1969: 132). These regional divisions are still relevant and alive today. Justin 
Pearce (2016) conducted interviews in Sofala, in the centre of Mozambique, and 
found people still felt strongly about Machel’s outmanoeuvring of Simango, which 
was “part of a pattern of southern domination over the rest of Mozambique.” (Pearce, 
2016). The film simply does not represent these divisions in their entirety. That is, as 
the producers would argue, a harsh criticism and a difficult target to aim for when 
covering several countries. 

Nevertheless, the fact is that the film does skip over important details. 
Without much prior knowledge on the subject matter of the film, one could come 
away after watching it and feel that the liberation wars were colonised against 
colonisers, or good against evil. This point is not made to try to lessen the evil of 
colonialism, but instead highlight the generalisation made in the film about the 
liberators, i.e. that they are largely united in their views. Generalisation seeps into 
much of western media when it comes to Africa. An article in the magazine Granta 
written by Binyavanga Wainaina called How to write about Africa is a great, and funny, 
attack on representations of Africa written throughout in sarcastic prose: 

 
Treat Africa as if it were one country . . . . Don’t get bogged down with precise 
descriptions. Africa is big: fifty-four countries, 900 million people who are too 
busy starving and dying and warring and emigrating to read your book. The 
continent is full of deserts, jungles, highlands, savannahs, and many other 
things, but your reader doesn’t care about all that, so keep your descriptions 
romantic and evocative and unparticular (Wainaina, 2005: 92).  
 
If one applies these ‘rules’ to the documentary one can conclude the 

documentary is not a perpetrator of these commons stereotypes. This is not 
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surprising considering Davidson’s time spent on the continent and his 
comprehension and support for African liberation struggles. One could even 
contemplate that Davidson has so much support for these movements that he fails 
to evaluate them fully and present a fair view of them. This could be found in the 
positive representation of Mugabe, a known abuser of his citizens’ human rights, and 
the lack of representation of the factionalism within FRELIMO. 

The film shows violence on multiple occasions. Violence of the coloniser and 
colonised alike. Referring back to Zimbabwe, where Mugabe justifies their right to 
arm themselves in response to the UDI, the violence of the colonised is represented 
to be rational and necessary for their freedom. On the other hand, the coloniser 
violence is represented as unprecedented and merciless. Starting in Ghana, the 
interviewees describe being shot at during a peaceful protest attended by veterans 
of the Second World War. “A soldier fell, another fell, and the third one. The fourth 
one, was a schoolboy”. Seconds later Davidson describes this as “a rather small 
colonial killing”. In Mozambique, civilians killed and injured by Portuguese troops 
are shown being carried between vehicles. The next scene shows the destruction of 
Wiriyamu, Mozambique, a town of four hundred wiped out by Portuguese air strikes. 
This was, Davidson argues, “a vain attempt to stop the advance of the FRELIMO’s 
liberation fighters”. This, in combination with the audio and brief visual of a baby 
crying amongst settling dust, makes these scenes easy for the viewer to sympathise 
with the liberation fighters.  

The question is, is violence justifiable in the face of extreme violence? Martin 
Luther King Jr., perhaps the most famous advocate of nonviolent resistance, 
believed his method to be about being “nonaggressive physically but strongly 
aggressive spiritually” (King Jr., 1957: 1). One might be tempted to argue, what good 
is spiritual aggressiveness when your town is being bombed to the ground? On the 
other end of the spectrum is Frantz Fanon. His argument sums up the fact that 
colonialism itself was so devastating and so violent that an equally violent 
detachment from it is needed: 

 
The violence which has ruled over the ordering of the colonial world, which 
has ceaselessly drummed the rhythm for the destruction of native social forms 
and broken up without reserve the systems of reference of the economy, the 
customs of dress and external life, that same violence will be claimed and 
taken over by the native (Fanon, 1963: 39).  
 
It is difficult to disagree when one considers the violence shown in the 

documentary alone. One who does disagree though is Hannah Arendt (1970). She 
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dismisses Fanon’s use of a biblical quote to describe the decolonisation process, 
“[t]he last shall be first and the first last” (Fanon, 1963: 36), saying that “[t]he point, 
as Marx saw it, is that dreams never come true” (Arendt, 1970: 21). No one can argue 
Fanon was offering an extremely simple definition or guideline for decolonisation, 
but for Arendt to further simplify it into a dream is unfounded. Given the way the 
film is presented, one can assume that Davidson, if Arendt and Fanon are on a 
spectrum of opinion, would be positioned much closer to Fanon than Arendt. An 
interview with a teacher fighting in the Zimbabwean liberation war gives the same 
impression that Mugabe’s interview regarding UDI does: 

 
What can we do? . . .[Our leaders] have even gone to the United Nations . . . . 
They have sought all means of solving the problem . . . . No one bothered to 
care about it . . . . We can’t be men as we are . . . . We have to correct it . . . . 
That’s why we are in the forest (45:37). 
 
The film does not endorse violence in anyway. It shows violence from each 

side of the war but in such a way that one is somehow justified. 
Africa: A Voyage of Discovery – Episode 7 – The Rise of Nationalism is an 

informative and well put together documentary. It has interviews with many relevant 
and important people from the period of African independence that do give real 
insight into events. But as this essay has shown, it comes up somewhat short due to 
some certain aspects. To include a concept in a title of a piece of work and not to 
deconstruct it is disappointing, especially a concept as interesting as nationalism. 
There is no challenge to the idea of nationalism, not even a brief description of what 
it entails. It is far too simplistic in its representation of certain events, and people, 
also. These criticisms aside, it raises many good points to think and argue about. To 
what extent is violence acceptable, particularly in the face of extreme violence? And 
is it even necessary and/or inevitable? And most of all it exposes, just a small part 
admittedly, of the absolute horror that colonialism entailed. A recent YouGov poll 
found that 59% of British people in their sample were proud of Britain’s imperial 
past, whilst 49% believed Britain’s former colonies were better off after being 
colonised (YouGov, 2014). Therefore, one can argue that any piece of media exposing 
colonial atrocities should be welcomed, to redress the balance of such views. 
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International Relations 
 
 
Anarchy, Sovereignty and Realism: The Significance 
of Trotsky’s Theory of Uneven and Combined 
Development for International Relations 
 
Cameron Rogers 
 

Introduction 
 
Any student of International Relations (IR) is made acutely aware of the importance 
of anarchy and sovereignty in constituting the subject matter of the discipline. The 
Realist school has maintained a long-term theoretical ascendency via the 
transformation of these concepts into historically and sociologically empty dynamics, 
while simultaneously charging theorists of historical materialism with failing to grasp 
the international dimensions of both anarchy and sovereignty. In short, Realists 
advocate that their theory alone can claim to be a true theory of the international, as 
all others succumb to internalist tendencies and domestic analogies (Bull, 1966). In 
recent years, Trotsky’s theory of Uneven and Combined Development (U&CD) has 
undertaken a revival within IR. This paper adds to a growing volume of literature 
that forwards U&CD as a theory capable of sociologically defining the international 
and geopolitical. The purpose of this paper is to outline the significance of U&CD 
for the discipline of IR by demonstrating how it allows a historical materialist 
approach to reconcile both anarchy and sovereignty within its theoretical 
parameters. 

The Realist school has dominated IR since its birth as a discipline. Realism’s 
distinguishable characteristic, the separation of the international and domestic, 
gained IR’s acceptance into the wider social sciences, on the condition that 
international theorization would not trespass into the domestic sphere (Rosenberg, 
2016b). The themes of anarchy and sovereignty, devoid of any sociological meaning, 
constitute the foundation of any Realist argument, and thus, are central to an 
understanding of discourse in IR. Anarchy, as the defining principle of the 
international system, is the mechanism that dictates the actions of sovereign states 
(Waltz, 1979). Why are the themes of anarchy and sovereignty revered as natural or 
scientific phenomena in IR? Theorists of historical materialism must defy Realist 
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supremacy by providing a theory capable of demystifying the themes of anarchy and 
sovereignty.  

This paper will argue that historical materialism is capable of incorporating 
the themes of anarchy and sovereignty into its analysis when it is adjusted to 
encompass an Uneven and Combined Development (U&CD) methodology. The first 
section of the paper will delineate the academic charges against historical 
materialism. The second section will outline Marx’s methodology and its 
implications for anarchy and sovereignty. The final section, building on the findings 
of the preceding sections, will argue that U&CD has the capabilities of revamping 
historical materialism for IR by avoiding reductionism, placing the existence of the 
inter-state system at the centre of its methodology and formulating a theory that 
transcends the specifics of historical change, while maintaining the basis of a 
materialist conceptualization of history. This paper will therefore resemble an 
investigation and shall culminate in the evaluation of U&CD in accordance with the 
criteria laid above. 

 
 

The Critics of Historical Materialism 
 
The first critique of historical materialism is Kublakova and Cruickshank’s (1989) 
notion that the lack of the ‘international’ in Marx’s writing has caused an 
unbridgeable chasm between Marxism and IR. In other words, Marx’s call to the 
proletariat was universal yet he concretized no mode of analysing the existence of 
the international system. The historical nature of the materialist methodology means 
that Marxists often strive to analyse a singular case study within a singular mode of 
production (Kublakova and Cruickshank, 1989: 12). Additionally, Marxists assign 
causality to economic and domestic occurrences, leading to an 
internalist/reductionist style that fails to conceive external dynamics (Kublakova and 
Cruickshank, 1989: 18). This prevailing feature of Marxian inquiry in IR makes it 
strikingly problematic for Marxism to construct a truly international theory. 
Historical materialism must develop a technique of elucidating the change in 
substance of domestic and international socio-economic structures across the ages 
and, in the process, refine the mode of production approach to permit the 
formulation of a theory capable of capturing the elusive themes of anarchy and 
sovereignty. 

The second critique of historical materialism’s ability to theorize the themes 
of anarchy and sovereignty is Berki’s (1971) assertion that the existence of multiple 
states poses a serious problem for Marxism in IR (Berki, 1971: 81). This claim stems 
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from the Marxian notion that a peaceful socialist future is possible with the 
destruction of capitalism and the unity of the proletariat. Berki (1971) draws attention 
to the fact that there is a lack of clarity within the Marxist tradition regarding the 
exact configuration of this utopia. If, he continues, a system of multiple states 
remains, it is likely that they will be drawn into the same antagonistic relations of 
today, regardless of their internal composition as individual polities, as would be the 
commanders of private property (Berki, 1971: 102). This futuristic tragedy is exactly 
what Realists have promised all along. Their trans-historical prediction is that the 
behaviour of units (sovereign polities) has always been, and will always be, dictated 
by the structure of the international system (anarchy).  Consequently, historical 
materialism requires a meta-theoretical shift that integrates the international, if it is 
to comprehend the existence of multiple states and the subsequent importance of 
anarchy and sovereignty for inter-state relations.  

For historical materialism to incorporate the themes of anarchy and 
sovereignty into its analysis it must overcome three distinct charges. Firstly, causality 
must not be reduced to solely economic or internal structures (reductionism/ 
internalism). Secondly, the existence of the inter-state system must be central to the 
materialist conception of history. Thirdly, historical materialism must fathom a way 
to extend its theoretical framework in a manner that vivifies the intrigues of historical 
change beyond the confines of a singular mode of production approach.   
 
 

Classical Marxist Theory: The Historical Materialist Methodology 
 
Historical materialism is built on the premise that any study of human history must 
“ascend from earth to heaven” (Marx and Engels, 2004: 47). Marx (2004) argued that 
the young Hegelian perspective inverted social reality and that history’s true 
beginning lies in the relationship between man and nature. Since the dawn of time 
humanity has lived in interaction with nature, the universality of humanity allows 
for the manipulation of the inorganic body of nature. Labour facilitates this 
relationship as humanity enters into relations of production. This composes the 
material life-activity of society and from it springs the essence of human culture, 
politics and law. These fundamental structures of society are ideologically correlated 
to production. This philosophical notion leads one to conclude that the substance 
of social life is dependent on productive relations. In Marx’s words, “the production 
of ideas is interwoven with the material activity of men” (Marx, 2004: 47). The logical 
insinuation of this methodology is that anarchy and sovereignty are conceived of 
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socio-economic relations, and thus, Realists are guilty of inverting reality in the same 
manner as the young Hegelians.  

Historical materialism analytically divides history into epochs, highlighting 
how anarchy and sovereignty are dependant to each epoch and therefore cannot be 
trans-historical, as each epoch brings a new set of structures and institutions. 
Realism has no way of accurately theorising anarchy and sovereignty as it rejects 
socio-economic hypotheses in favour of a purely political analysis.  
 
 

Marx and Sovereignty 
 
Marx’s socio-analysis of capital “intended to reveal the political face of the economy” 
(Wood, 1995: 20) by piercing the false façade of liberal economics and its 
“proclamation of everlasting truths” (Marx, 1977: 175). There is an abundance of 
similarities between Marx’s critique of classical economists and our critique of 
Realist conceptualizations of sovereignty. Firstly, Realists assume that sovereignty is 
intrinsically trans-historical. Secondly, Realists maintain a false separation of 
international and domestic spheres, thus concealing the socio-economic 
foundations of the international. Therefore, historical materialism’s task is to 
demonstrate the spatial-temporal uniqueness of sovereignty.  

The capitalist sovereign state is characterized by the separation of the 
economic and political spheres of social life. This phenomenon is facilitated by the 
removal of the worker from the means of production and the subsequent initiation 
of wage-labour. This social structure is dependent on the liberty and equality of 
citizens, made possible when production “is no longer embedded in extra-economic 
social relations” (Polanyi, 1957: 57). Feudal era surplus extraction was based on the 
extra-economic (political) force of lords over peasants and, consequently, economic 
surplus was gathered via political means. Production in the capitalist epoch operates 
via a system of economic coercion. Workers are forced to engage in wage-labour 
transactions and to forgo any right to ownership of the products of their labour, as 
every aspect of the metabolism between humanity and nature becomes geared 
towards exchange. Surplus is extracted in the production process through 
consumption of labour power, which under capitalism assumes the form of a 
commodity. This mystification is what “Marx believed to be the innermost secret of 
capitalism” (Heilbroner, 1980: 107). The sovereign state is independent of “private 
transactions between individuals”, and thus, surplus is extracted via economic means 
(Seyer, 1985: 240).  
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Clearly, the separation of the economic and political spheres enables the 
bourgeois exploitation of the proletariat and is the principle source of their 
dominance. Therefore, sovereignty can be redefined as a social relation involving 
economic and political processes that sees the capitalist class ascend to the rank of 
sovereign. According to Marx (2004), “the state is the form in which individuals of a 
ruling class assert their common interest” (Marx, 2004: 80). A logical continuation of 
this analysis is that a historically specific ruling class is likely to harbour international 
as well as domestic interests. Yet without a conceptualization of anarchy, historical 
materialism has no means of theorizing how capitalist sovereign entities behave in 
the inter-state system. 

Historical materialism, in its endeavour to pierce the false façade of society, 
has provided us with a sociological definition of sovereignty and proved that the 
socio-economic structure of capitalism is an integral driver of historical change. The 
spatial-temporal specificity of the contemporary sovereign state has also been 
clarified. However, the charge of internalism persists as, thus far, this paper has 
failed to comprehend the international dimension of sovereignty. In other words, 
historical materialism takes states in isolation of their geopolitical and cultural 
context, therefore the methodology fails to conceptualize how the international has 
fashioned individual sovereign polities, and how the international formulates 
interaction between them. In order to incorporate the theme of sovereignty into its 
analytical parameters, historical materialism must develop a methodology that 
accounts for the existence of multiple societies. 
 
 

Marx, Wallerstein and Trotsky: Theorization of Anarchy 
 
Unlike sovereignty, there is little mention of anarchy in Marx’s writing. In fact, Marx 
viewed IR as a temporary obstacle to universal proletarian harmony and the 
withering away of the state (Marx and Engels, 2002). Marx’s personal sentiment on 
IR is often reduced to the notion that capital would “create a world in its own image” 
(Marx and Engels, 2002: 43). This part of the paper sees us diverge from the classical 
Marxian path for the first time and follow that of World Systems Theory. Wallerstein 
(1974) formulated the notion that capitalism had not spread in an organic nor 
teleological process. He observed how core states engaged in exploitative relations 
with peripheral states. This global division of labour represents an expansion of our 
analysis of sovereignty to the level of world economy (Chase-Dunn, 1981: 25), thus 
overcoming the dual pitfalls of internalism and the lack of international dynamics.  
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The World Systems debate is crucial to a theorization of anarchy due to 
Wallerstein’s challenge of the ontological prevalence of Realism by reformulating 
the question: what drives IR? Chase-Dunn (1981: 36) argues that the logic of 
capitalism contains a set of developmental tendencies, of which “the competitive 
accumulation process, state building and geopolitics play an integrated part” (Chase-
Dunn, 1981: 36). This materialist approach not only refutes Realism’s focus on the 
structural implications of anarchy but crucially, refines the Marxist methodology by 
highlighting the heretical nature of Callinicos’ (2007) ‘Realist moment’. Pozo-
Martin’s (2007) rebuttal of Callinicos is based on the idea that if geopolitical logic is 
autonomous it cannot be reconciled within a historical materialist analysis. 
Essentially, this paper must strive to discover the socio-economic hieroglyph of 
anarchy and not fall into the trap of reifying Realist definitions of geopolitical and 
territorial logics. 

Chase-Dunn (1981) asserts that capitalism dictates the logic of the state system, 
thus rendering the two inseparable. However, recall Kublakova and Cruickshank’s 
(1985) argument that for Marxism to form an international theory (as opposed to a 
sociological theory) it must develop the ability to meta-theoretically operate in a 
trans-historical manner. By Chase-Dunn’s (1981: 38) own admission, a retreat into 
historical explanations constitutes an ‘atheoretical manoeuvre’. The problem this 
paper now faces is the simple fact that the inter-state system is significantly older 
than capitalism (Lacher, 2005). This brings us to a new puzzle, what would be the 
theoretical consequence of viewing capitalism through the lens of the international 
and not vice versa? 

Russia’s road to revolution followed a very different route than that laid out 
in the communist manifesto. Seeking an answer to this puzzle Trotsky sought to 
break down the barricades of internalism and in doing so he uncovered that the 
international itself held the missing source of causal significance. Trotsky’s (2008) 
analysis starts with the empirical observation that “unevenness is the most general 
law of the historic process” (Trotsky, 2008: 5). In line with the materialist tradition, 
unevenness is attributed to humanity’s metabolism with nature. The implications of 
“the universal law of unevenness” (Trotsky, 2008: 6) are twofold. Firstly, it 
presupposes multiplicity as unevenness is relative and secondly, determines that a 
theory of social development must include the outcomes of interaction between 
societies (Rosenberg, 2006).  

It is necessary to delineate how exactly uneven societies combine their 
development, Trotsky identified three ‘causal mechanisms’ (Rosenberg, 2006) that 
highlight this phenomenon, thus, the ‘universal law of combined development’ 
derives from uneven development. “The whip of external necessity” (Trotsky, 2008: 
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6) constitutes economic or geopolitical pressure on a society to modernize. Trotsky 
described how the Tsars, forced by their ‘foe’ and ‘teacher’ (Trotsky, 2008), were 
compelled to industrialize or adopt foreign military technology to survive western 
invasion. Yet, how was imperial Russia able to transform its politico-military 
structures? “The privilege of historic backwardness” explains how “a backward 
country assimilates the material and intellectual conquests of advanced countries” 
(Trotsky, 2008: 4). For the West was Russia’s greatest teacher but that did not mean 
that Russian development pursued the same path to modernity, rather she was 
obliged to skip development stages or “draw together separate steps” (Trotsky, 2008: 
6). The consideration of the whip of external necessity and the privilege of historic 
backwardness in conjunction demonstrates how the uneven and combined texture 
of interactive development transforms the social structures of society, or rather, it 
combines an “amalgam of archaic with contemporary forms” (Trotsky, 2008: 6). This 
brings us to Trotsky’s final causal mechanism, the seemingly paradoxical fusion of 
ancient and modern social forms.  
 
 

The Theory of Uneven and Combined Development 
 
Before addressing the significance of Trotsky’s theory for the themes of anarchy and 
sovereignty let us pause and take stock of the theory we are developing. Trotsky’s 
theory signals a breakthrough for historical materialism in its battle to incorporate 
the themes of anarchy and sovereignty, yet there is something in the politics of 
Trotsky’s approach that restricts the growth of his theory. Once again, we find 
ourselves engaging with Kublakova and Cruickshank (1989) as Trotsky’s 
concentration on capitalism fails to break the confines imposed by a singular mode 
of production approach. U&CD becomes trans-modal when transformed to a general 
abstraction of inter-societal coexistence (Rosenberg, 2006: 319). A few small steps are 
necessary to concretize this gigantic theoretical leap.  

Our first step takes the form of a logical continuation of Trotsky’s (2008) 
universal law of uneven development, by stating it to be a “anterior sociological 
attribute to development itself” (Rosenberg, 2007: 453). The second step, comes in 
the guise of extending combined development to a trans-historical law, which can 
be qualified empirically considering that all uneven societies in history have 
interactively coexisted (Allinson and Anievas, 2009). In other words, all social 
development is uneven, interactive and combined. The causality of combined 
development had certainly been accelerated by capitalism, but it would be 
counterintuitive to describe it as unique to the capitalist epoch. Trotsky (2008) 
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himself illustrated the effects of a pre-capitalist ‘whip of external necessity’ in the 
shaping of the politico-military ministries of Peter I.    

The aforementioned charges against historical materialism stated that the 
trans-historical existence of the international formed an insurmountable obstacle for 
Marxist thought. U&CD overcomes these challenges with the assertion that every 
society in history has been a causal cog in an ever-realigning inter-societal engine 
that drives the sociological development of all its components (Rosenberg, 2006). 
Combined development operates at a universal level with no apparent centre to an 
interactive societal-system, all driven by multi-dimensional causality, at varying rates 
over time and space. Subsequently, U&CD’s unit of analysis becomes “social 
development as a differentiated but ontological whole” (Allinson and Anievas, 2009: 
54). The international plays an integral role in the evolution of social development.   
 
 

U&CD and Anarchy 
 
For decades theorists of historical materialism have been locked in debate vis-à-vis 
the logics of capitalist accumulation, geopolitics and the inter-state system. This 
debate is characterized by the failure of Marxism to overcome Realist dominance. In 
contrast, U&CD allows historical materialism to grasp, redefine and theorize anarchy 
as an essential corollary of uneven development (Rosenberg, 2013). Unevenness 
necessitates societal-multiplicity, which in its very substance gives rise to a 
“interactive dimension” (Rosenberg, 2013: 94) of coexistence. This combined 
development emerges via causal mechanisms (now abstracted to trans-historical 
status) that ensure development can only be considered as an ontological whole. 
Recall the implications that Trotsky’s causal mechanisms entailed for society, the 
‘whip of external necessity’ and ‘the privilege of historic backwardness’ drives socio-
historical change. This “strategic dimension of combined development” (Rosenberg, 
2006: 323) materializes as a property of uneven development. Thus, anarchy, 
emerging from the interactive texture of unevenness, is responsible for the 
transformation of cultural, socio-political and economic structures within society 
(Rosenberg, 2013).  

U&CD’s redefinition of anarchy remarkably differs from the Realist notion 
that anarchy governs the behaviour and actions of sovereign states within the distinct 
international realm. U&CD has proved that the fetishized Realist separation of the 
domestic and international spheres blurs the causality of anarchy for the internal 
composition of sovereign states and society (Rosenberg, 2013). 
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U&CD, Methodology and Sovereignty 
 
In which ways can we show the extent to which anarchy is causally significant in 
shaping social structures? Hitherto, we outlined the abstracted trans-historical 
structure of U&CD, which seems to operate contrary to the fundamental logics of 
historical materialism. However, U&CD does not only operate at the level of general 
abstraction, in fact, it can always be applied as an algorithm to examine the intrigues 
of specific cases, and thus maintains the critical scope of historical materialism. 
U&CD provides a methodological structure that adjusts the historical materialist 
perspective in order to overcome the accusations of Berki (1971) and Kublakova and 
Cruickshank (1989). 

At varying rates U&CD has subjected every societal constellation in history to 
the tidal effects of its causal mechanisms. Therefore, it is necessary to abandon the 
vulgarity that societal formation proceeds societal interaction (Rosenberg, 2006). 
This argument only appears perplexing because of the permeation of Neo-Realist 
categories into the social sciences. Sovereign states are not trans-historical 
undifferentiated units, rather, they are in a continuous process of combination and 
construction. Realist epistemology fails to capture the manner in which “combined 
development identifies the inter-societal, relational texture of the historical process 
within which the shifting meanings of the term ‘Russia’ (any know society) becomes 
crystalized and accumulated” (Rosenberg, 2006: 325).  

The adoption of U&CD’s methodological framework has implications for the 
Marxian conceptualisation of sovereign states. The combined nature of development 
renders the internalist analysis of sovereign states a fallacy. Therefore, the 
composition of sovereign states must include international causality as the 
expression of anarchy (interactive multiplicity) and its effects on the cultural, social 
and political structures of a given society. Sovereignty is also fashioned by the 
strategic behaviour of the society, produced by (and in the production of) the 
mechanisms of combined development (Rosenberg, 2006). U&CD rescues the 
historic materialist analysis with the injection of an international antidote, which, 
when multiplied by the phenomena analysed previously, equates to a ground-
breaking perception of the international. U&CD has amalgamated social and 
international theory, by indicating that the ‘universal law of unevenness’ 
presupposes multiplicity, which in turn, gives rise to ‘the universal law of combined 
development’ and interactivity. Our final step is the realisation that the international 
stems from the consequences of trans-historical social development. According to 
Rosenberg (2006, the international exists “in a dimension of their [societies] being 
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which cuts across both these places and reaches simultaneously into the domestic 
constitution of those societies themselves” (Rosenberg, 2006: 327).  
 
 

U&CD and Historical Materialism 
 
The formulation of U&CD as a universal theory has been met with controversy, 
particularly from within the historical materialist tradition. According to Rioux 
(2015), theorists of U&CD merely pander to Realist formulations of grand theory, and 
thus, contort the materialist method. This leads to the mystification of the relations 
of production, continues Rioux (2015), and causes U&CD to essentialise the changing 
dynamics of historical change (Callinicos and Rosenberg, 2008: 87). In short, the 
critics argue that U&CD is not compatible with the historical materialist method, 
ergo, nullifying this paper’s content.  

Rioux’s argument revolves around the notion that each mode of production 
contains a specific set of logics that universal theories cannot incorporate into their 
analysis. Yet, Rioux tactically omits the fact that, rather than abandoning these 
peculiarities, U&CD provides a lens through which to gauge their true nature 
(Allinson and Anievas, 2009: 57). Historical materialism provides a localised context 
of dynamics which are bound up with, and driven by, the causal mechanisms of 
combined development. The implications of this formula are twofold. Firstly, U&CD 
is a general law that can be applied to the localised dynamics of historical cases, thus, 
U&CD does not essentialise the forces of historical change. Secondly, U&CD relies 
upon historical materialism to flesh-out the relations of production (Allinson and 
Anievas, 2009) but, historical materialism requires U&CD to elucidate international 
phenomena, of which anarchy and sovereignty are the examples of choice in this 
paper. U&CD has an amorphous character, it can alternate between a general 
abstraction of social development and a concrete abstraction of historical specifics. 
This paper has shown that U&CD is capable of pin-pointing and theorising the 
dynamics of trans-modal historical change. This assertion makes one wonder if 
Rioux (2015: 97) is truly demanding a form of methodological pluralism when he 
accuses U&CD of lacking explanatory power. 
 
 

Conclusions and Further Research 
  
Perhaps U&CD’s most exciting aspect is the seemingly boundless potential to rid the 
social sciences of internalism. Yet, this promise comes with the need to 
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methodologically refine and philosophically clarify its theoretical functions, it can 
therefore be stated that U&CD is in its embryonic stages. This paper has not engaged 
with the high-profile Cambridge Review of International Affairs debate, choosing 
instead to open new avenues of research in order to highlight the scope of U&CD. 
Accusations from Marxists and critical theorists are abundant, yet these theorists 
seem to have radically misinterpreted the purpose of U&CD. In my opinion, U&CD 
strives to unlock the explanatory and predicting potential of Marx’s thought, so long 
caged in an internalist framework. Marx’s (1977) socio-analysis of capital is a unique 
work, for it demystified the most fundamental aspect of social life. This paper has 
highlighted how, in the same manner as Marx, U&CD equips historical materialism 
with the tools to capture and sociologically define the themes of sovereignty and 
anarchy.  
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Revisiting the Sex War: How Visual Politics in Sexual 
Imagery Offers Subversive Strategy in the Sex and 
Pornography Debate 
 

Yi-Hui Lin 
	
	

Introduction 
	
In the 1980s, the radical feminist case against pornography stemmed from the 
increasing determination to eliminate violence against women (Highleyman and 
Shepard, 2015) and developed a new emphasis that defined pornography as 
discrimination against women, since the way in which it objectifies and degrades 
women can ultimately lead to violence against them (MacKinnon, 1989; Dworkin, 
1981). In the view of the anti-pornography feminists concerned, bodily issues related 
to violence in femicide, domestic battery, rape, pornography, sex trafficking and 
prostitution have highlighted the significance of the gendered dynamics of 
‘conquest/submission’, ‘activity/passivity’ and ‘masculinity/femininity’. These 
discussions have revealed that not all bodies are treated equally in the extent to 
which they exist as markers of social value.  

From the outset, however, anti-pornography legislation was controversial, 
with many feminist pro-pornography supporters standing in opposition. 
Recognizing that the theoretical impetus of radical feminism as untenable to a 
politics that respects plurality (Segal, 1992), pro-pornography feminists have pointed 
out that the anti-pornography arguments relied too heavily on a fixed referentiality 
of the female body, which, from the inception of the anti-pornography movement, 
engendered attempts to presume a stable ‘feminine’ subject.  

The purpose of this essay is to interrogate the form of the ‘position-making’ 
taken by anti-pornography feminists in the 1980s and to critique the logic(s) behind 
the anti-pornography movements. While this essay acknowledges the important 
theoretical insights advanced by radical feminists, it also recognizes the monolithic 
reading of sexuality in their theoretical framework. The body, in terms of its 
association with violence, has become a discursive vehicle in the feminist anti-
pornography rhetoric, seeking to impose a sexless position on the female gender. By 
utilizing the work of Michel Foucault and Judith Butler, this essay seeks to 
complicate the feminist anti-pornography narratives that have situated female 
empowerment in a dichotomous position that has generated its own rules and 
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exclusions (Rossdale and Stierl, 2016: 2016). Furthermore, it argues that a 
deconstructive approach to female embodiment entails an interpretation that 
captures modes of power and governmentality, as well as modes of resistance and 
subversion; a theoretical insight that is absent in feminist anti-pornography 
literature.   

The essay argues that the bodily trope offers an adequate account for the ways 
in which feminine subjectivities can be re-envisioned. As a theoretical tool, the 
‘body’ can capture an alternative mode of subjectification, from which can be built 
an empirically-informed, yet distinctive approach to the analysis of women’s 
sexuality and identity. Employing Butler’s (1992) argument, this essay does not 
intend to apply ready-made concepts of the body. Instead, it seeks to explore how a 
theoretical approach that starts from the body generates an analysis that reconsiders 
how women’s sexuality can be (re)formed, thus, advancing an alternative discussion 
about embodied sexuality and alternative representation(s) of women’s sexual 
agency.  

These arguments are outlined over two sections. The first revisits the radical 
feminist framing of pornography and sexuality and traces the historical emergence 
of the type of subjectivity formed through exclusion. The second half of this essay 
offers a conceptualization of one possible form of the subversion of female sexual 
passivity, which it refers to as “creative visual counter-conducts” (Malmvig, 2016: 
258), which in turn, “[gives] rise to a different gaze” (Butler, 2007: 964).  In developing 
a subversive framework to rethink and recreate sexed bodies, this essay employs a 
discussion of Ren Hang’s sexually explicit photographs in order to engage with the 
issues of embodied politics, pleasure, and empowerment. 
 
 

The ‘Sex War’ 
 
The core of the feminist anti-pornography argument was that men construct their 
power over women through sex. This argument suggested that pornography is a form 
of sexual discrimination (Highleyman and Shepard, 2015) that has negatively 
influenced the image of women as ‘sex objects’ (MacKinnon, 1989: 27). In the view 
of the feminists concerned, this highlighted the significance of how social 
understandings of femininity are constituted.  

Scholarly interest in pornography in the 1980s was motivated by the need to 
expose this connection and the effect that pornography has on gender and sexuality 
(Cornell, 1991). MacKinnon (1985, 1989) and Dworkin (1981) observed the dominance 
of the masculine in the pornography industry in Western societies. Their works 
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posited that the role of the male gaze and the sexual objectification of women from 
the male viewpoint in the pornography industry fundamentally degrades women. 
The crux of their argument was that pornography readily reduces women to bits of 
bodies available for servicing men, thus unveiling how the sexual objectification of 
women functions as a mechanism for the construction of sexuality and gender.  

MacKinnon (1989, cited in Schaeffer, 2001: 700) proposed that sexuality 
ascribes the notion of male/female duality and that this difference constitutes gender 
dominance. Heterosexual intercourse became a key aspect of the evidence 
demonstrating male forms of dominance over women (Bright, 1993). As Segal (1992) 
clarified, once female sexuality is understood as non-existent, it becomes politically 
possible to ascertain the consequences of male sexual powe. And indeed, as anti-
pornography feminists have argued, sex, when applied in terms of the male model 
of knowledge and in the form of male biological sexual arousal, is the literal cause of 
numerous types of physical and sexual abuse of women, and pornography is the 
medium that influences how women are viewed and ultimately treated by men 
(MacKinnon, 1989).  Thus, argues MacKinnon, women are always, by definition, 
victims (Papadaki, 2015).  

The primary goal of anti-pornography feminists in the 1980s was the 
eradication of violent pornography and this required the state to recognize the public 
presence of women prior to its legislative operations. The lack of regulation 
surrounding the pornography industry, in which the objectification of the female 
occurs, promoted the dominance of one gender over the other. As a consequence, 
when the law treats women as no different from men, their unequal status is 
rendered invisible and thereby immutable. It was precisely this reflection on male 
power that led MacKinnon (1989) to question the nature of the systemic role played 
by the state in sustaining a patriarchal relationship in liberal societies. She argued 
that it is the state’s commitment to the legislative neutrality of the pornography 
industry that entraps women in a state of subordination. Thus, the anti-pornography 
movement was reacting against an ingrained gender inequality, seeking to open up 
new avenues for positive intervention by the state (Cornell, 1991).  
 
 

The Dubious Sex War Logic 
 
From its start, the authorization of the feminist anti-pornography argument was its 
rhetorical deployment of ‘sexuality’ on two levels: first, by reducing it to a causal by-
product of sexist materials in pornography. The key problem with this explanation 
is that it reduces feminine sexual difference to victimization (Cornell, 1991: 2248). 
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Such exposition is unsatisfactory, because disciplinary power does not causally turn 
bodies into subjects, but rather it forms only one dimension of a power/knowledge 
network, which constitutes the conditioning of the bodies concerned (Oksala, 2005: 
102). Secondly, it employs a simplistic view of sex as being either a good or a bad 
thing (Smith and Attwood, 2014). One major drawback of this view is that it allowed 
anti-pornography campaigns to garner support from traditional moral conservatives 
(Duggan, 1985).  

Critics have questioned MacKinnon’s empiricist assumption regarding the 
nature of sexuality and what it means to be gender–conditioned, since there is a 
danger that such an overview casts sexuality in ontological terms of the shaping of 
gender identity, ahead of other social conditions of being, such as socio-economic 
and those of race and culture. For example, Butler (1994) contended that MacKinnon 
likened sexual domination/subordination to the social meaning of being a 
‘man/woman’, which entailed the meaning of subjectivity possessing one gender 
and/or one sexuality. In a sense, this practice of ascribing a foundation to the cause 
of the anti-pornography campaign reproduced a position of hegemonic power by 
assuming that it was speaking for a universal category of the female “we.” When 
viewed in these terms, the legislation of anti-pornography law necessitated further 
examination of the impact(s) of tightened regulations. Scholars have highlighted the 
censorship of pornography as being disempowering, critically questioning whether 
expended legal ‘protection’ would allow significant freedom for diverse expressions 
of masculine and feminine sexuality (Brown, 1992; Duggan, 2006).  

As sex-positive feminists argued, censorship possesses at least two notable 
repercussions: first, the anti-pornography feminists’ accounts of victimization, 
which assume heterosexual behavior to be the norm, for example in the assumption 
that men are perceived to be stronger sexual beings, has advanced a category of 
female subjectivities that occludes behavior outside of heterosexism (Butler, 1994). 
Meanwhile, ‘bad’ sex came to encompass other areas of controversial sexual 
expression, including public sex, BDSM-practice, sexual role-play, lesbian sex, and 
sex work (Smith and Attwood, 2014). The personal struggle of women who are 
situated outside of the accepted forms of sexual practice came to be defined as 
inferior, marginal and deviant in the language and discourses of the dominant 
culture (Gibson and Kirkham, 2014). In support of the view of sex as disciplinary, 
Highleyman and Shepard (2015) stated, “a civil rights interpretation of anti-
pornography law was established by Canada’s 1992 Regina versus Butler high court 
decision; ironically—but not surprisingly—the first materials to be targeted were 
lesbian and gay erotica” (2015: 854). 
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The second way, in which the feminist anti-pornography rhetorical 
deployment of sexuality has produced “violence” (Butler, 1992: 18), is evident in the 
means by which active state-regulation became the ‘conduct’ governing women's 
sexual agency. Conduct, as Foucault (2007) explained, holds a broad range of 
meanings, from “impos[ing] a regimen”, as a doctor does to a patient, to governing a 
client in the sense that support-groups, legal, and medical advice clinics “support, 
provide for and give means of subsistence” (Louiza, 2016: 183). By claiming that 
power relations are the products of the subjects, Foucault (1977 cited in Oskala, 2005: 
95) understood the subject to be entangled with power and knowledge. Meanwhile, 
MacKinnon’s category of women lay in a principle of intelligibility, regulation and 
production that “direct[s], lead[s], guid[es], tak[es] in hand… collectively and 
individually throughout their life and at each moment of their existence” (Golder, 
2007: 167). In claiming that anti-pornography politics emerged as a domain of 
pastoral function, the nuances of which this political conduct delimits the number 
of positions women may adopt in exercising their own agency, are indicated.  

An example of the way in which ‘knowledge’ establishes authority over the 
sexed body can be found in the constructed nature of women’s sexual experience. 
In other words, women’s entitlement to and attitude toward sexual pleasure 
(Orenstein, 2016). While women may feel entitled to and confident about engaging 
freely in sexual behavior, they may struggle to enjoy sensuality and pleasure with 
men (Segal, 1994). For women, many reasons exist for participating in sexual activity. 
For example, it makes some women feel desirable; while for others, it can be a means 
of extracting themselves from an awkward social situation. Sometimes, women 
believe it is something they do for their partners, and others believe that it is strictly 
for purposes of reproduction. The key problem with the anti-pornography rhetoric 
is that it offers a prescribed female-subject model, which is understood to value 
denying the advancement of male sexual domination at the cost of repressing 
women’s entitlement to sexual pleasure. Disciplinary power addresses how, despite 
the alleged freedom women possess, the historically constituted experiences and 
modalities of embodiment are both individualizing and totalizing in the sense that 
women may struggle in different ways with their own sexual fulfillment.  

Given the contested nature of the foundational premise of the anti-
pornography movement, there is the political necessity to release the category of 
‘women’ from a fixed set of descriptive representations. The anti-pornography 
foundationalist reading of the body-subject is an account situated in a given 
circumstance. Historically, the attempts to establish a set of foundational meanings 
to the real nature of women sought to theorize against the liberal exclusion of women 
(Cornell, 1991). Thus, the historically-situated effect of the subject of the empowered 
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female of the 1980s represents the dichotomous opposite of the maternal ontology, 
whilst affirming power relations by standing contrary to the masculine liberal 
practices of its time. In turn, this construction of the subject and the reifications of 
sex in the process of subjectification, produced a new position in terms of hegemonic 
power by installing an ultimately heterosexual character to sexuality (Butler, 1995) 
and a disinterest in pleasurable sex (Segal, 1994).  

Hence, it is important to comprehend that to refuse to assume a foundational 
subject is not the same as negating such a notion altogether (Butler, 1992). On the 
contrary, the body is useful to the extent that, through deconstruction, it generates 
analyses, critiques, and political interventions since it necessitates that a greater 
attention is given to a political imaginary that facilitates progress beyond some of the 
impasses by which it has been constrained. The focus on corporeality suggests that 
“to deconstruct the subject of feminism is not to censure its usage, but to release the 
term into a future of multiple significations, to emancipate it from the maternal 
ontologies [and from its dichotomous opposition] to which it has been restricted, 
and to give it play as a site where unanticipated meanings might come to bear” 
(Butler, 1992: 16). Unlike the foundational politics to which the anti-pornography 
movement is subscribed to, an inclusive approach to articulate women’s equality is 
to subvert the anti-pornographic framework and notions of discourse imposed upon 
the female subject.  
 
 

Theorizing Photography in Counter-conduct Practice 
 
By employing Foucault’s Security, Territory and Population, this essay argues that a 
‘counter-conducts approach’ highlights how resistant practices function to ‘counter’ 
the conduct of power on the bodies. To counter conduct encompasses a broad range 
of meanings: for example, as a “struggle against the processes implemented for 
conducting others” (Foucault, 1978: 268), or as also argued by Foucault (2007, cited 
in Odysseos, 2016), as a process that “[does] not always take the form of rejection or 
refusal of conduct”, but aims to “redistribute, reverse, nullify and partially or totally 
discredit pastoral power”. Foucault’s concept of counter-conduct can function as an 
analytic to explore the practices of a specific form of resistance.  

One such way in which feminist politics can emerge from gender identity 
construction is through a critical engagement with art practice, such as photography, 
video, and drawings, since visual art representation highlights the capacity to ‘re-
present’ and re-work the subject (Malmvig, 2016) for the production of female 
subjectivities.  
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In Rossdale and Stierl’s (2016) useful analysis of Foucault, they showed that 
Foucault’s idea of power as relational indicates that subversive practice can function 
only if it moves beyond “dualisms of governance/resistance and creation/destruction 
(Rossdale and Stierl, (2016: 163). It might be claimed that highly muscular female 
bodybuilders posing for softcore pornography readily serve as an emancipatory tool 
that challenges established visual-discursive fields. However, this essay 
problematizes this assumption, arguing that practices of resistance can never be 
thought to be in opposition to power structures (Malmvig, 2016: 263). Although 
female bodybuilders posing nude invokes both an act of dissent and an expression 
of empowerment in that it challenges the stereotypes of feminine passivity and 
victimhood, such visual narratives can serve to obscure the more ambiguous 
practices of existing power relations. Yet, conceptualizing resistance through visual 
counter-conduct adds what Davidson (2009, cited in Odysseos, Death and Malmvig, 
2016) would call an “explicitly ethical component”, while maintaining an approach 
to alternative modes of seeing and being seen.  

Given the above discussion of what creative counter-conduct is not, 
Foucault’s view of power draws attention to the very specific transformation proved 
to be possible. That is, “although there can be no overall liberation from power, 
there can and will be ‘particular’ emancipations from different systems of 
dominance” (Oskara, 2005: 177). If power is to be understood as productive, relational 
and inescapable (Death, 2010), the disruptive potential of a photograph could be 
understood not as instantiating a pure form of resistance to reverse, but a rereading 
of the marginalized subject position. To understand the effectiveness of visual 
politics, the following turns to the work of Ren Hang, whose work, as he himself 
noted, was never intended to “push boundaries” (Qin, 2017). Before proceeding to 
examine his work, it is important to make clear the question posed: how are the 
affective responses to Ren’s explicit and erotic photographs - where nude body parts 
are arranged in absurd poses (Gosling, 2016) - brought out? 

To substantiate the political efficacy of still photography, it is helpful to turn 
briefly to Hansen’s approach to discourse analysis. Employing Hansen’s (2011) 
argument, this essay has contended that photographs are not empirical objects, thus 
suggesting that they do not possess meaning in or of themselves, rather their 
meaning is linguistically constituted in discourse. The linguistic emphasis of 
discourse analysis suggests that language is constitutive of that which is brought into 
being. For example, women’s lived experience is created through discourses that 
construct their subjectivities. Hansen (2006) summarized the means by which 
discourse constructs subjects, stating, “‘Woman’ is defined through a positive 
process of linking emotional, motherly, reliant and simple, but this female series of 
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links is at the same time juxtaposed to the male series of links through a negative 
process of differentiation” (Hansen, 2006: 17).  

The concept of discourse is a radically novel way to think about how the 
‘social world’ can be analysed systematically, and, more specifically, how it permits 
a consideration of the response one has to erotic imagery as dependent upon a 
“discursive reality already being established” (Butler, 2007: 951). In other words, the 
material signs and actions revealed in a photograph engage with the discourses 
already in place (Hansen, 2011), which provide structure for the reading (Brown, 2005) 
of the visual text. Individual’s different takes on sex and desire discourses contribute 
to the composition of subject positions. For Derrida (2001, cited in Brown, 2005: 55), 
different interpretations arise from each person viewing a text from two or more 
different structures.  

The sexual discursive reality in China is demonstrated by one aspect of the 
sexual taboos Ren rebelled against. Referring to taboo, Ren once said, “people are 
more bound by traditional and conservative attitudes toward the body. They think 
it’s a degradation, even a demoralization, to show what they think should be private. 
They generally abhor nudity” (Qin, 2017).   

This sexual display of bodies of which Ren explored also remains very much 
obscene in the American public mind. Certainly, sex has something to do with 
bodies in Western thinking and nude bodies are believed to remain unexpressed in 
private realm (Segal, 1994: 57). This contrasts with Ren’s work in which clothing is a 
rarity. In his photographs, there are just bodies piled on top of one another; multiple 
hands arrayed around the nipple, the breast, the vagina, and the body; a penis placed 
next to a flower, a snake, a body, a face—or, urinating into the air, and on another 
body. All one sees is the figure of the individual or a group of people, usually 
expressionless and still. The faces are on the whole neutral, expressionless, and 
composed. The nude bodies presented in unconventional ways seem in general to 
prompt a way of being otherwise.   

A photograph always comes with a textual context (Hansen, 2011). An image 
never stands alone. One thing that fascinates Ren’s viewers is his unique way of 
depicting nudity. Given the general conflict of sexual politics in the US (Duggan, 
2006), Ren’s erotic images comprise a negative contextual element for an US 
audience, which, according to Scott (2017), is accomplished by an active commission 
of omitting something. The details - such as the subject’s expression, background, 
and clothing - in a photography are what would have normally caught the viewers’ 
attention. Often the photograph is even accompanied with a title, a caption, and/or 
a text (Campbell, 2004). These signs convey information and yet these are usually 
missing in the pictures taken by Ren.  
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With very little material and textual signs, the frank displays of “organ in a 
fresh, vivid and emotional way” (Hang, 2013) portray the male and female genitals as 
strange, comic, and vulnerable. As much as the photographs are about “sex, love and 
porn”, his work is not seeking “to [deterministically] make people feel desire” (Tung, 
2013: 84). This near absence of context presents an alternative textual context. In 
other words, since meaning, according to Hansen (2006: 14), is constructed through 
the juxtaposition between a privileged sign, e.g. the ‘active’ penis, on the one hand 
and a devalued, e.g. the ‘passive’ vagina, on the other, Ren’s images succeed in 
producing a dis-identification. By doing so, the bodily images in Ren’s work are 
opened to more than one meaning for viewers to interpret. His portrayal of the nude 
bodies affirms a stance that suggests ‘bodies’ are fluid and heterogeneous. 
Consequently, it is difficult to pin any label on them along the symbolic resonance 
of activity/passivity and conquest/submission. Thus, Ren’s surrealistic images of 
naked models captures a reality that would otherwise stay invisible.  
 

Conclusion 
 
This essay has offered a clear evaluation of the pornography ‘sex’ debate by further 
linking it to current political developments. Through exploring the ways in which 
the politics of sexuality – in particular relation to pornography - must remain an issue 
located within the realm of ethics, it has been argued that such ethical sexual 
orientations are critical in sustaining a progressive sexual and gendered politics in 
years to come. I have sought to illustrate this as such through drawing upon the 
empirical and theoretical elucidations of Foucauldian scholars and the erotic works 
of Chinese photographer Ren Hang, whose photographic imagery should be 
understood as and valued for its politically effective, symbolically-charged and 
socially challenging aesthetical juxtapositions. 
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