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REALPOLOTIK CHALLENGES TO WORLD PEACE: DEBATING THE 
EFFECTS OF AMERICA’S  FOREIGN POLICY DURING THE EARLY 
YEARS OF THE SECOND IRAQI WAR

Introduction

The tragic events of September 11 have had a tremendous impact on the form, yet 
not on the political and ideological roots of American Foreign Policy. What is 
already known as the “Bush Doctrine” does not necessarily provide new insights 
on the political principles and ideological premises of US foreign policy, 
traditionally  divided under the influence of four schools: Hamiltonians, 
Jeffersonians, Jacksonians and Wilsonians. In fact, as this essay  tries to 
demonstrate, the Bush Administration adopted a foreign policy path whose main 
differences with previous American doctrines are the extraordinary international 
and domestic circumstances in which this particular administration was forced to 
operate. 

With this in mind, the first section of this paper includes a historical, psychological 
and postmodern overview on the ideological and political basis over which 
American Foreign Policy is built. The idea is to demonstrate how the construction 
and adoption of a particular notion of “national identity” has defined the terms in 
which Americans develop, promote, enforce and defend their Foreign Policy. The 
second part will include a critical analysis of US Foreign Policy under the Bush 
administration. This second section of the paper tries to offer a balanced account 
between those who saw the Bush Doctrine as a necessary instrument to save the 
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West by  protecting its values, and those who criticized the arrogance and selfishness 
with which the Bush Administration adopted its most infamous policies. By 
conducting an effort  to understand why the events of September 11 have become 
such a big deal in the formulation of US foreign policy, part II will also try  to offer 
a general overview on the supposed unilateral effects of 09/11 over the Bush 
Administration’s foreign policy.

Finally, part III includes –as a manner of conclusion– an argument on the need to 
liberate American Foreign Policy under the Obama Administration, from the narrow 
political discourse that has found the way to kidnap  it. American Foreign Policy 
must not and should not  concentrate exclusively in the so-called “war on terror” or 
the implications that this “preemptiive war” will have on the preservation of 
America’s national security  and world peace will be remembered forever.  
American primacy implies important responsibilities and the world is still waiting 
for the greatest power to turn its political rhetoric into a precious reality. 

Part I.  The Origins

American Foreign Policy is at the center of every serious attempt to understand the 
current political and economic dynamics of the world. The end of the Cold War left 
the United States as the only  great  superpower, inviting scholars like Kenneth Waltz 
(2002, 1996, 1993) or John Mearsheimer (2002, 2001) to conclude that in the 
anarchic conditions of international relations, great powers’ specific weight is what 
matters most.   
Authors like Samuel Huntington also stressed the importance of the US unique role, 
by analyzing what he decided to call “US Primacy” (Huntington 1999, 27). In 
international relations, primacy is acquired when a particular state has the capacity 
to shape decisions that affect the world.  In Huntington’s argument, only the United 
States possesses the power and the necessary values to support a prosperous, 
increasingly democratic, and stable international order (Huntington 1999, 28).  

But where do these ideas come from? Where can we find the roots not only of 
Huntington’s beliefs but of the realist notion that international relations, ultimately, 
is about great powers’ politics?  Several authors have tried to answer similar 
questions from a historical or a psychological perspective. Others, like David 
Campbell, have based their arguments on the theoretical framework developed by 
postmodernism, with the idea to offer an accurate account on the interactive relation 
between the constitution of identities, the definition of a national interest and the 
formulation of a particular foreign policy.  
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An interesting reference to the psychological perspective can be found in a recent 
article wrote by Gilbert Achcar (2002). While explaining the effects of 09/11 over 
America and the world, Achcar offers a valuable approach to the notion of 
superiority within the Western culture.  For Achcar, “America and the West suffer of 
what Freud called ‘narcissistic satisfaction provided by the cultural ideal’. Freud 
explained such narcissistic satisfaction as follows: “No doubt one is a wretched 
plebeian, harassed by  debts and military service; but to make up for it, one is a 
Roman citizen, one has one’s share in the task of ruling other nations and dictating 
their laws” (Achcar 2002, 26). 

An ideal example of this narcissistic satisfaction can be found in Tony Blair’s 
speech during the 2002 Labour Party Conference in Blackpool: “Our values aren’t 
Western Values. They’re human values and anywhere, anytime people are given the 
chance, they  embrace them.  Around these values, we build our global partnership. 
Europe and America together. Russia treated as a friend and equal. China and India 
seeking not rivalry  but cooperation and for all nations the basis of our partnership  –
not power alone but a common will based on common values applied in an even-
handed way” (Zelikow 2003, 21). Overwhelmed and disturbed by these kind of 
messages, some analysts suggests the idea that America and the West do possess a 
psychological element that provides them with the notion of pride and superiority, 
since “they belong to a culture to which not everyone is lucky enough to belong 
to” (Archar 2002, 26). Too often, Gilbert Achcar argues, “their [Western] 
‘humanism’ is nothing more than a masked expression of their own 
ethnocentrism” (Archar 2002, 27). 

If we connect psychological insights like the one offered by  Achcar with serious 
historical approaches to the issue, we might be amazed to discover –as Mary A. 
Heiss did (2002)– that “the idea that the United States had a special and unique 
mission, assigned by a higher authority, to remake the world… had existed 
throughout the nation’s history, from George Winthrop’s ‘City  on a hill’ 
proclamation to the Founders’ conception of the nation as a new Israel leading the 
world from darkness to light” (Heiss 2002, 520).  From the theoretical basis of a 
historical framework, Mary Ann Heiss offers an interesting insight on the evolution 
of the Imperial idea and the construction of an American notion of national identity.  
Heiss suggests that  major political events throughout the relatively short history of 
the United States have influenced this nation’s identity and the process through 
which American Foreign Policy has acquired its imperialistic, or better said, 
expansionist nature. After offering a historical analysis of the main US foreign 
policy doctrines, from the birth of the nation to the final years of the Cold War era, 
Heiss reaches a remarkable conclusion: “When the nation was weak and lacking in 
global status, it remained true to the anti-imperial principle, not only  because it was 
part of the nation’s heritage but also –and perhaps more importantly– because doing 
so served US efforts to consolidate the nation’s position at home and later abroad. 
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Once the nation had acquired international standing, it seemed to subordinate anti-
imperialism to practical geopolitical considerations” (Heiss 2002, 540).

While psychological and historical approaches do deserve, in my opinion, more 
attention than the one they  get from international relations scholars, David 
Campbell’s de-constructivist approach provides a useful insight on the relationship 
between national identity and the consolidation of a particular foreign policy. 
Following Foucault’s postmodern notion of genealogical de-construction, Campbell 
tries to understand different perspectives of national security while “un-building” 
notions of identity. For Campbell, identity is constituted in relation to difference and 
difference is constituted in relation to identity. By  avoiding a traditional reading of 
Hobbes’s Leviathan, Campbell is capable to conclude that the notion of individual 
identity, the state and international relations are mutually  constitutive. In Writing 
Security, Campbell argues that the state requires a considerable effort to maintain 
order within and around itself. This effort forces the state to engage in an 
evangelism of fear to neutralize off internal and external threats, succumbing in the 
process to the temptation to treat difference as “otherness”. Thus, the constitution of 
identity  is achieved through the inscription of boundaries that  serve to demarcate an 
inside from an outside, a self from an-other, a domestic from a foreigner. According 
to Campbell, what he calls “outside dangers”, have helped to define what it means 
to be an American. In consequence, the constant articulation of danger through US 
foreign policy is not  a threat to the nation’s identity or existence, but quite the 
opposite, it is its condition of possibility (Campbell 1999, 289). 

Interesting enough, the tragic events of September 11 have brought a new 
dimension to the “outside dangers” perspective over which Campbell believes 
American identity  is constructed and American Foreign Policy is formulated. After 
09/11 outsiders are dangerous not only because they pursue different goals over the 
basis of a very different morality, but  mainly because they represent –more than 
ever –the incarnated versions of the unknown, the unexpected, the unseen.   If as 
Campbell argues, “foreign policy needs to be understood as a domestic instrument 
giving rise to a boundary rather than acting as a bridge” (Campbell 1992, 69) then, 
the events of 09/11 can easily be considered as the perfect excuse to formulate the 
ultimate foreign policy  with which the United States could be able to neutralize off, 
once and for all, every single external threat. 

The risks, then, are evident. After the shocking events of 09/11, the United States 
can easily succumb to the temptation of treating “the other” –the Afghans, the 
Iraqis, the terrorists, the immigrants– not  only as “dangerous foreigners” but as 
members of a different, sub-human, category. As a matter of fact, many  analysts 
consider that the treatment received by some Taliban and Al-Qaeda prisoners in 
Guantanamo, shows already  the arrogance of the US government, especially  if we 
compare such treatment with the one received by the “American Taliban” or other 
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domestic terrorists, like Timothy Macbay.  Having proved the dangers intrinsic in 
“others”, the US government has succumbed to the temptation of treating them as 
different.  If this temptation of “raising barriers” continues to be translated into 
actions, it could not only  harm Americans through an increasing paranoia inflamed 
by a vicious narcissistic contemplation of themselves, but it will continue to 
“engender the hatred of many  ordinary people… and, as an outlier, the terrorism of 
a few” (Gilbert 2002, 1).  

Part II.  The Immediate Past

On his first public reaction to the terrorist attacks of September 11, President Bush 
recognized, at least implicitly, that international cooperation was indispensable for 
the consolidation of a successful campaign against terrorism. During the following 
weeks the integration of an international anti-terrorist coalition was at the center of 
American political objectives. To help organize its retaliation, the Bush 
Administration approached its NATO allies, carefully  reviewed the list of nations 
that were subjugated to its sanctions, and designed commercial and financial aid 
programs with the premeditated idea of using them in exchange of cooperation.  
Yet, as Kenneth Pollack points out, “from the first moments after September 11, 
there was a group of people, both inside the administration and out, who believed 
that the war on terrorism should target Iraq, and in fact, should target Iraq 
first” (Pollack 2002). In “The War Behind Closed Doors”, PBS show, Frontline, 
traces the inside story of how this group  of advisers, calling themselves neo-
Reaganites, neo-conservatives or simply hawks, set out to achieve the most 
dramatic change in American foreign policy in half a century: a grand strategy, 
formally articulated in the National Security  Strategy (NSS)1 released in September 
2002, that is based on preemption rather than containment and calls for the bold 
assertion of American power and influence around the world (Frontline 2003).

For this group of neo-conservatives, the new National Security  Strategy was 
somewhat provocative, but it was deliberately so. In other words, the National 
Security Strategy  had to be provocative if it was to foster the painful worldwide 
debate that must occur in order to condition the international community to think 
hard about these new dangers and about how the cadence of security  threats has 
changed.  In any  event, hardcore realists like Condoleezza Rice, were very careful 
to observe that this new strategic approach had to be treated with great caution. Rice 
argued that the number of cases in which this new Security Strategy might be 
justified will always be small. “Realism and idealism should not be seen as 
alternatives”, Rice argues, “a realistic sense of power politics should be used in the 
service of ideals” (Rice 2000, 33). However, contrary to what she and Bush once 
argued on the campaign trail about humility  and a judicious sense of limits, Rice as 
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well as some of the most powerful neo-conservatives of the Bush Administration, 
did believe that America’s vast military power should be used preventively  to 
spread democratic ideals (Snyder 2003, 40). 

Ironically  and perhaps because of the “frankness” of some members of President 
Bush’s cabinet, this administration’s foreign policy was perceived by many as 
radically different from –say– the previous one. The Bush administration insiders 
who helped define the Bush Doctrine, and who argued most  forcefully  for a war 
with Iraq, were determined to set a course that will remake America’s role in the 
world (Frontline 2003). On this regard, the comments expressed by the then 
National Security Advisor in an article written for Foreign Affairs offer a shocking 
example of the Bush Administration political intentions. In her article, Rice appears 
as a fearless defender of US unilateralism. A unilateralism that she justifies over the 
tacit assumption that American values could be treated, in fact, as universal values. 
For Condoleezza Rice, “the aim of the Bush strategy  is to dissuade any  potential 
adversary  from pursuing a military build-up in the hope of surpassing, or equaling, 
the power of the United States or American allies” (Snyder 2003, 40).  Her position 
was so extreme that during the 2000 presidential campaign, Rice often criticized 
what she considered “the Wilsonian echoes” of President Clinton’s Foreign Policy.  

For Rice, the idea of having to legitimize and subjugate America’s power in the 
international arena to the statutes and norms established by international 
organizations, was nothing else but a sign of weakness. “Only those that  feel 
uncomfortable with their power position are able to substitute the ‘national interest’ 
for ‘humanitarian ones’” (Rice 2000, 34).  According to Rice, the implication that 
the United States can legitimately  exercise its power only when it is done in the 
name of someone or something else, is inadmissible.  In sum, although she sustains 
that there is nothing wrong with actions that benefit humanity, Rice clearly indicates 
that multilateral and institutional agreements should not be ends in themselves for 
US foreign policy, but  only secondary effects, appearing after the consolidation, 
preservation and promotion of the National Interest (Rice 2000, 36).

The fact, however, is that right after the attacks of September 11, Secretary of 
Defense, Colin Powell, and General Henry Shelton, chairman of the Joint Chiefs, 
were determined to rein in the hawks. Powell’s argument –that an international 
coalition could only be assembled for a war against  Al Qaeda and the Taliban in 
Afghanistan, not an invasion of Iraq– won the day, and Iraq was put on the back 
burner (Frontline 2003). Thus, despite the fact that it was forced by the 
circumstances, the construction of an international coalition against terrorism was 
seen by many  as a valuable step towards a consistent diplomatic cooperation. In 
short, it  was seen as a clear signal that the Bush Administration was genuinely 
returning to the “safe waters” of multilateral consensus. Nevertheless, eighteen 
months after the attacks the unilateral decision of attacking Iraq revealed America’s 
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strong links with its immediate past and the arrogance and selfishness of its new 
grand strategy. 

Of course, the personal beliefs of some members of the Bush Administration are not 
the only  reason that can explain the persistence of unilateralism in US foreign 
policy, as well as the persistence of numerous obstacles to overcome it.  From the 
isolationist tradition of American public opinion, to the never well-controlled forces 
of globalization, or the military conservatism of some US officials, United States 
foreign policy has been continuously  manipulated by  unilateral premises under the 
shadows of multilateral ones. In fact, for example, we can say that America’s public 
opinion was an essential element of the unilateral belligerent reactions assumed by 
the US government right after the attacks of 09/11.  Thus, if we want to understand 
why President Bush talked about “infinite justice”, we should take in consideration 
the expectations of a population that, in its vast majority, were scared, offended and 
humiliated by  the terrorist attacks. The American people, educated in the myths of a 
right to violence in self-defense, were expecting nothing else but “infinite justice”.   

The issue of globalization as a possible source of American unilateralism deserves 
separate attention.  The debate about globalization and its effects starts with the 
definition of the term. One of the most perversely oblique definitions establishes a 
perfect correlation between “globalization”, understood as the process of de-
territorialization of the decision-making variable (Dahrendorf 2001) and 
“unilateralism”, understood as the extension of US national interests and particular 
values to the rest of the world (Dahrendorf 2001). To identify the notion of 
globalization with US unilateralism or to identify globalization –as some authors 
do– with the “Americanization” of the world, is to restrict the richness and potential 
of globalization to the power politics game of American foreign policy. Although it 
may  sound strange, the impact that the process of globalization has had over the 
consolidation of a unilateral US foreign policy is enormous. The apparent 
contradictions of a unilateral engagement in global dynamics find an obvious 
justification when we consider the great amount of money  and resources that 
America put at risk every day under the different dimensions of globalization. 

Another interesting source that can help us to understand America’s chronic 
unilateralism might be found in the conservative bastions of its military apparatus. 
As it is well known, the terrible Vietnam experience gave new impulse to the old 
isolationist tradition. The constant reluctance of high ranked US generals to send 
military troops even to peace-keeping operations in relatively “safe” regions of the 
world, might as well be explained by  the Vietnam trauma.  However, the reluctance 
of these high ranked officials contrasted with the continuous US interventions and 
the decision of the last two administrations to station US troops all over the world.  
The issue, then, is not American involvement in foreign conflicts, but the way in 
which America gets involved. 
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With the idea to ensure total control of “America’s destiny” in international military 
campaigns, and as a reaction to the enormous failure of the US intervention in 
Somalia in 1993, a new Presidential Decision Directive (PDD 25) was promulgated 
in Washington regarding the participation of US troops in multilateral operations. 
This document was elaborated in 1994 following the criteria established by Caspar 
Weinberger and Colin Powell. According to PDD 25, the United States can 
participate in multilateral operations, only if these operations are launched under its 
exclusive control, and only if they count with the support of the American people 
and victory is guaranteed (Urquhart 1999).  In other words, the document proposed 
an “affirmative multilateralism”, but includes conditions so restrictive that it 
conduces, instead, to the so-called “coalitions of the willing”.

In consequence, just as it happened during the conflict in the Balkans, Washington 
promoted the idea of an international peace-keeping coalition, but did not discuss 
the idea of subjecting its soldiers to the command of a foreign General, especially 
when it came down to what Washington considered “key military  campaigns”. The 
evidence indicates that US foreign policy  has operated lately over the basis of 
selfishness and unilateral interests. Not one realist would be surprised with the 
formulation of a foreign policy which main objective would be to serve a national 
interest traditionally defined in terms of power. 
For many analysts and US policy makers, the terrorist attacks of 09/11 have 
provided one more reason to continue with the same tendency.   As explained by 
James Chace: 

“[F]or much of its history, America has sought  to secure its political and 
territorial integrity without the assistance of other powers. This solitary –or 
unilateral– approach to security has carried with it  an implicitly absolute 
goal: to prevent America’s security from being undermined by the 
constraints of other powers. Such an approach has brought  with it  a strong 
disposition to respond militarily to any perceived threat” (Chace 2002, 21). 

Yet, far from bolstering the mechanisms of an international community that the 
United States helped to create, the Bush Administration did show signs of a 
dangerous unilateralism, not to mention the gleams of moral superiority  that can 
actually be found in Bush’s Doctrine. 2 

The War on Terror helped to reaffirm US foreign policy over its imperialistic and 
isolationist roots… 

“As America continues to ferret out  and destroy terrorists who aim to 
attack the United States… it  will do so alone or with ‘coalitions of the 
willing’. This implies a permanent  ‘garrison state’, with American troops 
acting as international policemen, prepared to attack and destroy any 
perceived danger to the state –with or without allies” (Zelikow 2003, 21). 
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The dangers of such unilateral measures are evident. America now finds itself 
trapped in the agony  of an endless war that has demanded and will continue to 
demand a large amount of economic and human resources, and will inevitably 
register several casualties. Besides, the need for pre-emptive strikes –like the one 
that was promoted by the Bush administration against Iraq– may turned out  to be 
the source of deepest problems, not to mention the enormous challenges posted 
today by the need of reconstructing both, Iraq and Afghanistan. 

More than eight years after the September 11 attacks, some argue that there is more 
confusion than clarity  about the direction and motives of US foreign policy, while 
others suggest that  the Obama Administration is actually providing American 
foreign policy of a clear purpose and direction, under the leadership  of Secretary  of 
State, Hillary Clinton.   For the first time since the end of the cold war, many argue 
stealing Ikenberry’s term, a new grand strategy is taking shape in Washington, one 
that does not mean to use America’s unrivaled power to manage global order.

From the constant concern of national governments regarding the future of Central 
Asia, to the voices of prudence and concord elevated by human rights and 
international peace activists, the so-called “hawks” of the Bush Administration not 
only seemed to ignore all those claims and voices, but they seemed to forget one 
little detail: After Saddam, what? Today, President Obama seems to know that 
whatever follows the war in Iraq will be at least as important as the war itself. 

Before the invasion, the international community questioned the possibility of a war 
in Iraq not only in terms of its legitimacy, but in terms of the humanitarian and 
political impact that such a war could have for the entire region. Sadly, the 
legitimate concerns of the international community combined with the idea that 
weak, unstable or authoritarian regimes might constitute a fertile soil for the 
development of terrorists, especially  if these regimes suffer of economic 
backwardness, has generated today an intense debate between ample sectors of 
American scholars and policy makers. 

The debate, however, isn’t new. In fact, this discussion has its origins on what I like 
to call “the two great consciousness of American foreign policy”. Henry Kissinger 
offers a plausible explanation of these two tendencies. On the left, Kissinger argues, 
many see the US as the ultimate arbitrator of domestic evolutions around the world.  
They  act as if America has the appropriate democratic solution for every other 
society regardless of cultural and historical differences. For this school of thought, 
foreign policy equates with social policy. On the right, some Americans believe –
sometimes based on a frivolous interpretation of history– that  the solution to the 
world’s ills is American hegemony (Kissinger 2001). 
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Pulling from the left, “many analysts and politicians have claimed that  the 
September 11 terrorist attacks provided concrete evidence that the United States 
should incorporate ‘nation building’ into its national security  strategy as a tool for 
preventing the formation or continued existence of states where international 
terrorists can organize and operate” (Dempsey 2002, 415). In other words, this train 
of thought proposes the idea of ‘nation building’ as the best mechanism to support a 
national defense. Formed in this tradition, authors like Gary  Schmitt argue, for 
example, that “promoting liberal democratic governance in many of our [American] 
adversaries’ regimes, is less an idealistic option than a strategic 
imperative” (Schmitt 2002, 12). 

In contrast, pulling from the right, hardcore realists like John Mearsheimer (2001, 
2002) or Robert Jervis (1978, 1998, 2002), consider the idea of nation building, as 
well as the liberal premises over which it is constructed, as highly misleading.  The 
liberal idea of nation building as the best defense “rests on debatable assumptions, 
such as that  poverty and ignorance are the ‘root causes’ of terrorism and that 
undertaking multiple nation-building missions will significantly reduce the potential 
for terrorism” (Dempsey 2002, 417). For Jervis, the liberal perspective that finds 
poverty  and inequality  as the roots of the terrorist problem is misleading as an 
explanation for the problem and as a prescription for dealing with it. Thus, to argue 
that poverty  is either a necessary or a sufficient cause of terrorism is as perverse and 
misleading as to argue that the absence of liberal arrangements is the root cause of 
terrorism (Jervis 2002).  The whole idea of nation reconstruction evidences the 
return of liberal internationalism. For Mearsheimer, the fact that this time the return 
of liberal internationalism poses in the realist attire of national self-interest, does not 
alter its utopian premise: “if only we could populate the planet  with good states, we 
could eradicate international conflict and terrorism” (Mearsheimer 2001, 15; Snyder 
2002). A realist approach to combating terrorism, therefore, hinges not on nation 
building or making the world safe for democracy, but  on a policy of victory and 
credible deterrence (Mearsheimer 2001, 15).

The problem with these realist approaches –which basic premise is to ensure 
national security  through the maximization of power– is that they seem to ignore, 
once again, the voices of those who claim that national security shall be constructed 
over the basis of a more pluralistic and humanitarian discourse. For example, in an 
interesting approach to the notion of Human Security, Seyom Brown considers that 
the traditional realist  prioritization of the national interest disregards the interests of 
individuals and non-state actors and ignores all that  happens “within, above, and 
across the jurisdictions of nation-states” (Brown 1994, 10). The final purpose of a 
preventive doctrine would be seriously affected if the notion of ‘nation building’ is 
not considered essential towards the objective to prevent a ‘rouge state’ from 
launching an attack against America or a so-called ‘failed state’ from harboring 
terrorists.
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Thus, regardless of the intensity with which the debate between these two 
“consciousness” develop, the need to combating terrorism in the “real world”, 
seemed to force the Bush Administration to move farther and farther from a healthy 
balance. Rather than contributing to the consolidation of a moderate synthesis, the 
concepts emerging from the Bush administration’s war on terror form a neo-
imperial vision in which the United States assigned to itself the global role of 
setting standards, determining threats, and using force. The Obama Administration 
must realize that such radical ideas could transform today’s world order in a way 
that the end of the Cold War did not. As John Ikenberry argues, “the Bush 
administration’s approach was fraught with peril and likely to fail” (Ikenberry 2002, 
II).

Unexpectedly, the winds of prudence and moderation seemed to be touching the 
temple of America’s new Commander in Chief. However, as long as Washington 
continues to show its inability, if not its indifference, to everything that links 
America with the rest of the world, the United States will be unable to develop  the 
necessary  elements for the consolidation of a peaceful and safe international order. 
Despite the existence of an educated middle class and a continuous civil struggle for 
the installment of a democratic tradition, President Obama’s goal to withdraw 
combat forces from Iraq by August 2010 and all remaining troops by December 
2011 (NYT 02/27/09) will not only be wishful thinking but a complete disaster in 
case the official policy towards Iraq and the entire War on Terror does not change 
soon.
 
An authentic international community  can only  be founded over the basis of that 
which Condoleezza Rice considers secondary: the conciliatory power of 
international organizations and the regulatory  power of international law.  Perhaps it 
is time for America to abandon its harmful arrogance and ridiculous selfishness, as 
Michael Sherry  argues, “humility seems a weak reed against American power and a 
mushy quality  when toughness is needed, but humility and toughness can go 
together” (Sherry 2002, 637). 

Part III. Conclusion

Before 09/11, during the first seven months of his administration, President Bush 
accumulated affront after affront. Bush offended the international community by 
rejecting the Treaty  of Kyoto against gas emissions, by rejecting the premises of the 
International Justice Tribunal of Rome and its efforts to legally process war 
criminals, and by trying to build an anti-missile defense system (Rumsfeld 2002).
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This short list  of Bush’s infamous errors and affronts in foreign policy –by  no 
means exclusive or exhaustive– may show, for some, nothing but a mild liberal 
criticism. For others, however, these actions comprise just the tip of the iceberg in a 
long list of atrocities and illegalities perpetrated by  the Bush Administration before 
and after 9/11. The question, then, is not how will America use her power in the 
post Bush era, but ‘how will President Obama overturn such an adverse situation in 
American foreign policy?  The new ‘strike first’ military policy was simply the 
most revealing expression of the Bush Administration’s determination to follow its 
own path regardless of the views of long-standing allies (Tucker 2002, 7).

The initial reaction of Washington to the September 11 attacks suggested the need 
to formulate an American foreign policy over the basis of a multilateral approach. 
Few months later, however, a ‘return’ to unilateralism was more than evident.  The 
major critics of the Bush Administration predicted that a “failure to pay proper 
respect to the opinion of others and to incorporate a broad conception of justice into 
US national interest, will eventually come back to hurt the US” (Nye 2002, 87). 
Thus, American advocates of multilateralism agree to indicate that a multilateral US 
foreign policy under the Obama Administration would be in the best interest of the 
United States. 

Even Realist gurus like John Mearsheimer suggest that the United States, first, 
should not engage in a global war on all terrorists. Second, should place the highest 
priority on locking up the fissile material and nuclear weapons in the former Soviet 
Union. Third, should emphasize intelligence, diplomacy and covert actions over 
military force in its campaign against Al-Qaeda. And finally, should adopt certain 
policies to ameliorate the rampant anti-Americanism in the Islamic World 
(Mearsheimer 2002, 31). In relation with his last suggestion, Mearsheimer’s 
proposed policies include the massive withdraw of US troops from Saudi Arabia, 
the immediate end of the occupation of Iraq and the elimination of an unconditional 
support for Israel.  Amazingly enough, even the maximum exponent of the so-called 
‘offensive realism’ advocates for a prudent and more sensible US foreign policy.  
After all, every suggestion complies with U.S foreign policy ultimate objective: To 
defend, ensure and promote the United States and its National Interest.

The political debate between unilateralists and multilateralists appears to be purely 
rhetorical. Perhaps, Tucker is correct when he suggests that the advocates of 
multilateralism “have often confused form with substance”. The problem is that 
“American foreign policy  has never been quite as multilateral as many  have 
imagined” (Tucker 2002, 7). If, in fact, American multilateralism and its efforts to 
find ‘peaceful’ diplomatic resolutions to international conflicts have always been 
founded over the premises of this rhetorical basis, then the unilateralism exhibit by 
the Bush Administration was in no way different from the unilateralism showed by 
previous administrations, with the exception of the international circumstances in 
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which it had to operate, and will not be, in essence, any different from the 
multilateral approach promoted by  President Obama. This, however, does not mean 
that the selfish unilateral measures of US foreign policy constitute the best option to 
deal with the exceptional circumstances of current international relations. 

While sustaining the idea that “American response to 09/11 did not deflect US 
foreign policy from its historic purpose, but only more precisely defined and re-
energized it” (Schmitt 2002, 13), analyst Gary Schmitt  argues that “[I]n the early 
1990’s, the question was raised as to whether the United States could ‘return’ to 
being a ‘normal’ power once the exceptional requirements of the Cold War were 
behind it. The truth is, [however], that the United States can never be a ‘normal’ 
power and it invites trouble even when it tries to avoid it. It is rather American 
‘exceptionalism’ that is normal, and the Bush Doctrine was the most  recent 
manifestation of it” (Schmitt 2002, 13). Schmitt  might be right, but what he does 
not consider is that “America’s exceptionalism offers not only the grandiose face of 
imperial hubris, but also the narrower one of parochial national interest.  Any 
imperial power has to balance its narrow national interest  with the interests of the 
system it leads” (Hassner 2002, 33).

One thing the current Iraqi War has made clear is that a grand experiment of the 
twentieth Century –the attempt to impose binding international law on the use of 
force– has failed. As Washington showed, nations do not need to consider whether 
armed intervention abroad is legal, merely  whether it is preferable to the 
alternatives. The structure and rules of the UN Security Council really reflected the 
hopes of its founders rather than the realities of the way states work (Glennon 2003, 
18). However, reality  showed that  these hopes were no match for American hyper-
power; will the Obama Administration be?

What happens today at the Security Council confirmed a tacit truth: Today, no 
combination of adversaries can hope to equal America’s power under any 
circumstances. However, if they fear the unbridled use of America’s power, they 
may perceive overwhelming incentives to wield weapons of terror and mass 
destruction to deter America’s offensive tactics of self-defense. Indeed, the history 
of the myths of empire suggests that a general strategy of preventive war is likely  to 
bring about precisely the outcome that Bush and Rice wished to avert  (Snyder 2003, 
40).

In other words, for as long as the Obama Administration is unable to find a “fair 
equilibrium” between US national interests and the interests of the international 
community, this administration will be incapable to realize that “there is more to 
hegemony than superiority, more to power than military might, more to terrorism 
than Al-Qaeda or Islamic fundamentalism, more to the fight against them than 
‘war’ in the classical sense and much more to ruling the world, dealing with its 
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problems and fighting its dangers, than [the dangers that] can be found in the 
philosophy of American Unilateralims or benevolent empire” (Hassner 2002, 30). 

Poverty and ignorance may not be the root causes of terrorism, but that does not 
mean either that  these problems shall continue to be ignored or that  they must be 
addressed only  because they  indirectly  “harm” America and the West.  Issues like 
world health, global warming, illegal traffic of drugs and weapons, environmental 
degradation, international migration, human rights, economic development, free and 
fair trade, etc. demand a rapid and efficient attention.   The wealthiest and most 
powerful nation in the world does have a responsibility. Why? Because this nation 
has the means to accomplish things others cannot.  If putting the interest of the 
international community  before the interests of the nation is rejected as an idealistic 
view, perhaps the Obama Administration shall at least try to find a fair balance 
among these divergent, yet not necessarily antagonistic forces. 
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Notes

1. Released September 17, 2002, twenty months after President Bush took 
office, the 33-page “National Security  Strategy of the United States” (NSS) 
offers the administration’s first  comprehensive rationale for a new, 
aggressive approach to national security. The new strategy calls for pre-
emptive action against hostile states and terror groups, and it states that the 
US “will not hesitate to act alone, if necessary, to exercise America’s right of 
self-defense by acting pre-emptively”. The NSS also focuses on how 
diplomacy  and foreign aid can and should be used to protect American 
values, including “a battle for the future of the Muslim World” (Frontline 
2003).

2. It is clear that the Bush Administration, following on the work of its 
predecessors, was trying to integrate the formal discourse of universal 
principles into great power politics. In fact, the National Security  Strategy 
states that including the world’s poor in an expanding circle of development 
and opportunity is a moral imperative, one of the top priorities of US 
international policy (Zelikow 2003, 21).
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PATRIARCHAL DIVIDE A�D SPILLOVER VIOLE�CE FROM THE 

MILITARY SHPERE I�TO THE DOMESTIC SPHERE 

 

 

Abstract 

 
Processes of inquiry: a questionnaire, web-survey, and the narratives of women 
detailing how non-state actor torture (NSAT) inflicted by a mother, father, sibling 
and guardians who had warring or military experiences, spilled over into the 
domestic sphere. Discussion illustrates how a patriarchal divide has and does exist 
internationally and nationally in Canada whereby the defining elements of state 
torture: severity, intentionality, purposefulness and powerlessness make it a distinct 
offence from all others, whereas, these elements are not equally applied to NSAT to 
acknowledge that it is also is a distinct offence that occurs in the domestic sphere, 
therefore NSAT is invisibilized. It is argued that discrimination exists, even within 
the UN Committee on the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), when there was a failure to recognize 
Canadian women and girls who survived NSAT as a vulnerable group. Socio-legal 
visibilization solutions are suggested.   
 
 
Introduction 
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Specific to this paper is a discourse on defining torture that is inflicted by 
non-state actors in the domestic sphere.  Pertinent to this discussion is how a 
patriarchal divide exists whereby state inflicted torture is regarded as a distinct and 
specific human rights violation internationally and nationally, whereas, torture 
inflicted by non-state actors in the domestic sphere is invisibilized, at least in 
Canada, which does not have a specific law that identifies and criminalizes non-
state actor torture (NSAT) but has a law that specifically identifies and criminalizes 
state torture.  Civilians, who commit NSAT in the domestic sphere – in the home 
for example, are referred to as non-state actors; conversely, if a Canadian military 
person commits torture on duty they are considered representatives of the state, 
therefore, are identified as state actors (Amnesty International, 2000).  

Additionally, this paper makes visible NSAT victimization inflicted by a 
mother, father, a sibling and companions and guardians who had warring and/or 
military service experiences.  NSAT is a form of violence that can spillover into 
family relationships that has been under-exposed or invisibilized.  

Knowledge already exists regarding military and spillover violence in the 
domestic sphere.  Research indicates that during combat preparation spillover 
violence from the military sphere into the domestic sphere occurs, increasing 
violence against women and children (Mines, 2007).  Additionally, relational 
domestic violence within military families exceeds the relational domestic violence 
experienced within non-military families (Miles, 2007; Stamm, 2009).  Femicide 
and suicide that can be related to combat stress occur within military families 
(Mines, 2007; Watson, 2002).  And insights gained from those caring for military 
personnel include knowledge that military women and men come to the military 
with histories of childhood physical and sexualized violence that are higher than the 
general population; and these histories are likely to be displayed as aggression by 
men, while women appear to lose personal self-protective instincts (Corbett, 2007).  
The abuses of power and trust that are present in all acts of relational domestic 
violence, including NSAT, are very damaging given that the perpetrators are those 
with whom the victimized woman or child generally have their most intimate and 
trusting relationships. 

To begin to erase the invisibility of NSAT the discourse in this paper is 
organized into five different sections:  

1. A questionnaire: “What are your thoughts?” This is the first section; it 
discusses the results of a questionnaire completed by two groups asking 
them to differentiate acts of abuse from acts of torture that occur in the 
domestic sphere.  

2. Women’s narratives and insights into �SAT. In this second section four 
women consented to anonymously share detailed narratives disclosing 
connections between the perpetrators and warring or military service 
experiences.  

3. A self-reporting website survey. This section discusses the purpose of the 
survey which was to shed insight into spillover NSAT that can be inflicted 
by perpetrators with military or warring connections. Respondents 
participated anonymously.   
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4. The Patriarchal Divide. This fourth section proposes that NSAT in the 
domestic sphere has been invisibilized at both international and national 
levels; specifically, it addresses the Canadian situation given this is our 
nationality.  

5. Visibilization. This section presents a focused solution approach.  
 
 

A Questionnaire: “What are your thoughts?” 

 

Socio-cultural construction depends, for example, on beliefs, values, 
principles, attitudes, motivations and experiences and how these shape the way of 
life of a people or group, impacting on their worldview and perception of reality.  
Without open discourse blind spots exist in perception or knowledge of reality 
(Berger & Luckman, 1978).  We encounter blind spots verbalized as, “You don’t 
mean in our country!” when introducing NSAT as a reality occurring within 
Canadian society and that of other industrialized countries.  To encourage civil 
dialogue we created a one-page questionnaire, with questions formulated on 
knowledge gleaned about NSAT victimization since 1993.  

To date, two groups voluntarily provided their responses.  Group A 
represents a random selection of 52 individuals, 43 (83%) female and 9 male (17%), 
who delivered their responses in person, by mail, or email (Sarson & MacDonald, 
2009).  Their ages ranged from young adulthood to older seniors.  They included, 
for example, nurses, social workers, adult protection workers, educators, data 
recorders, mothers, fathers, and grandmothers.  Thirty-three were Canadian (63%), 
eleven (21%) were from the U.S. and the remaining eight (15%) were from 
Australia (2), Germany (1), Greece (1) and the UK (4).  

Group B represents 42 Canadian students, 37 (88%) female and five (12%) 
male, in a graduating university health science class.  They had not had one lecture 
in their degree program about relational violence in the domestic sphere.  They 
completed the questionnaire prior to our class presentation on NSAT, thereby 
preventing their responses from being swayed by the presentation materials.  

 
The first question. 

Presenting a no-win situation, this question asked: If you were forced to 
choose between being a victim of abuse or being a victim of torture (NSAT) which 
would you choose, abuse or torture?  The next question asked for their reasoning.  
Posing this situation was not meant to devalue the harms inflicted by either 
victimization ordeals; rather, it was to stimulate discussion on whether people 
differentiate acts of abuse from acts of NSAT and why.   

In group A 45 (86.5%) respondents rejected torture due to its severity and 
four (7.6%) respondents did not answer the questions.  Severity was expressed as: 

1. “I feel there is greater depth of pain associated with torture.” 
2. “Torture is … generally meant to break a person emotionally, 

psychologically”; and 
3. “Torture seems to mean something more evil, deliberate, a planned cruelty 

to another.”  
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Three (5.7%) respondents elected torture because they stated they had infant 
and childhood histories of NSAT victimization, therefore, chose the familiar of 
torture versus the unfamiliar of abuse.  One woman explained that her to-be-the-
victim conditioning “creates and empowers the torture of self” (Sarson & 
MacDonald, 2009).  Their statements suggest that struggling for survival requires 
adapting torture victimization as the normalized familiar.  Perpetrator-inflicted 
conditioning we have encountered includes: (a) a perception that withstanding 
torture makes one superior to outsiders, (b) that one does not deserve to be treated 
less torturously, or (c) during recovery a victimized person can be confronted by a 
psycho-physical ‘need’ to be harmed and to hurt, often experienced as a “craving” 
and expressed as “the more pain the better it felt… I think I honestly enjoyed [it, it] 
felt good” (Sara, written communication May 20, 1997).    

Forty-one (98%) students in Group B rejected torture; one student (2%) did 
not answer the question.  Citing severity, they said: 

1. “Torture … involves repeated brutal acts of violence and humiliation.” 
2. “Torture represents ... something aimed at total dehumanization”; and 
3. “Torture seems more organized and with intent … more horrific … 

degrading … causing prolonged pain and suffering … and is life-
threatening.” 

 
The final question. 

The following clustered listing of violent acts composed this final question: 
If many or all of the following violent acts were inflicted on one person would 
you define these as acts of torture (T) or abuse (A), (Figure 1).  The violent acts 
originate in the NSAT narratives obtained since 1993, mainly from women who 
identified being from the industrialized countries of Australia, Israel, New Zealand, 
the U.K., the United States, Western Europe and Canada.  
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Group A and B responses have been inserted into figure 1.  Only the highest 

rated percentages are given for each specific act, that is, if the highest rating for an 
act was torture (T) then this percentage is given, if a specific act was rated highest 
as abuse (A) then this percentage is given.  

The introduction to the questionnaire located the violence as occurring in the 
domestic sphere, inflicted by parents, relatives, husbands, friends, guardians or like-
minded others.  Within this context only two acts were rated as abuse: (a) being 
subjected to derogatory names and (b) put downs; although being subjected to 
pornography was rated torture the rating of 49% was significantly low.  

Given that the questionnaire stated that many or all acts were inflicted on 
one person and the respondents considered all other acts to be torture, derogatory 
names and put downs would, we suggest, constitute verbal and emotional tactics of 
psychological torture.  The severities of mental suffering psychological tortures 
cause, occur simultaneously and are similar to the suffering caused by physical 
tortures (Catani, Neuner, Wienbruch, & Elbert, 2008).  Maybe a socio-cultural blind 
spot exists whereby the long-lasting severity of psychological torture, such as 
derogatory name calling, is unrecognized.  

Relational Torture or Abuse 

  
• food/drink withheld T 63%; chained or handcuffed to a stationary object 

T 83%; 
• savagely and repeatedly beaten T 76%; kicked T 60%; hung by limbs T 

98%;  
• burnt T 86%; cut T 87%; whipped T 83%; soles of feet beaten (falanga) T 

94%; 
• fingers, toes, and limbs twisted T 74%; broken T 85%; dislocated T 88%; 
• tied down naked for prolonged periods of time T 86%; sat on T 60%; 
• forced to lie naked on the floor/ground without bedding/warmth T 69%; 
• confined to a dark enclosed space T 76%; placed in crate/box T 89%; 

caged T 90%; 
• electric shocked T 98%; forcibly impregnated T 81%; forcibly aborted T 

88%; 
• forced to eat one’s vomitus (throw-up) T 91%; bowel movements T 90%; 
• raped by one person T 61%; raped by a family/group T 82%; 
• raped with a weapon (gun or knife) or other objects T 88%; with animals 

T 89%; 
• prevented from using toilet T 64%; smeared with urine, feces, or blood T 

70%; 
• forced under cold or burning hot water T 90%; placed in a freezer T 97%; 
• near drowned when held under water in the tub, toilet, bucket, stream T 

96%; 
• drugged with alcohol T 57%; pills T 55%; injections T 72%; by mask T 

70%; 
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A socio-cultural sexualization of pornography may have influenced the low 
torture rating given to it by respondents.  Combining socio-cultural sexualization of 
pornography with a possible failure to recognize the psychological suffering forced 
participation in such crime scenes cause creates misunderstanding a girl or woman’s 
victimization.  Forced into such crime scenes, girls and women suffer the 
sexualized tortures of repetitive rapings, multi-object and multi-penetration rapings.  
They witness and/or participate in the forced harming of others, are animalized 
when bestiality is involved, suffer the powerlessness of nakedness, are degraded 
with bodily fluids, are shamed, demeaned, laughed at, objectified and so 
dehumanized and over-traumatized that spontaneous survival dissociation can 
occur.  The humiliation of such sexualized and psychological victimization is a 
struggle to dismantle (Baer & Vorbrüggen, 2007).  Women inform us that forced 
participation in crime scene pornography causes terror and horror to the degree of 
stating, “I felt lost in horror” (Sara, written communication, January 11, 2000).  It is 
our experience that the destructive and deadly impact created by psychological 
torturing can impose self-destructive behavioral, minute-by-minute risk for suicide, 
especially in family units where children are “schooled” to commit suicide to keep 
the family secrets.   

The physical tortures listed in figure 1 are also the universal torture tactics 
of state actors and can be grouped as (a) physical tortures that cause extreme, 
excruciating pain and suffering such as savage and repeated beatings, falanga, 
cutting, burning, twisting, breaking and dislocation of limbs, (b) physical tortures 
that cause fear of dying, electric shocking, suffocation, being sat on and water 
tortures for instance, (c) immobilization tortures such as being tied down, isolated 
and confined in a box or cage, (d) deprivation tortures including the  withholding of 
nutrition, bathroom facilitates and warmth and (e) disorientation tortures created by 
forced drugging, isolation into dark confines such as a freezer, to mention but a few.  

Besides non-state actor torturers inflicting identical acts of torture as those 
perpetrated by state torturers, NSAT fits the internationally and nationally defining 
element of causing severe physical or mental pain and suffering as stated in the 
Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 

Punishment (CAT) (United Nations, 1985).  Severity is the differential distinction 
that identifies torture as an offence distinct from abuse, common assault, or other 
crimes (Committee against Torture, 2007). 

 
   

Women’s �arratives: Severity, Intentionality, Purposefulness and 

Powerlessness 

 

The severity of NSAT is further revealed in the following snapshot 
narratives of four women’s torturous childhood and/or young adult lives.  In the 
first and second narratives women – ‘E’ and Hope – disclose their perspectives that 
warring ordeals impacted on their parents.  The third woman, Sara, speaks of 
sexualized torture perpetrated by a sibling and his friends; all were in the military.  
And fourthly, Kelly recalls her early toddler and childhood pedophilic NSAT 
ordeals by ex-military perpetrators.  
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‘E’ from England, Written September 2009. 

My mother was a child in the Second World War.  She was fostered 
out to boarding schools and residential homes, particularly during the war, 
where she was tortured, raped and abused and witnessed extraordinary 
cruelties inflicted on other children and animals.   

I was born in Autumn 1956.  From birth, my mother tortured me.  
She burnt my hair and my feet, subjected me to extreme cold, and often 
locked me outside … with hardly any clothes on or naked for hours ….  She 
tied me up, gagged me, hit and beat me, chased me round the house 
threatening me with frying pans and carving knives.  She repeatedly forced 
my head under water in the basin so that I nearly died.  She raped me with 
her fingers.  She forced objects into my mouth, my vagina and my anus.  
She left me lying in my own urine and excrement and smeared this over my 
body.  She also screamed at me for hours and then completely abandoned 
me for days by locking me in the dark cupboard and starving me.  

She tied me up naked and hung me from the banistairs and then 
threw food at me.  She forced me to eat insects.  My mother constantly 
threatened suicide, overdosed herself and drugged … [me].  

Kept a prisoner in my bedroom I was often tied up to the bed or a 
chair.  When I wasn't tied up, I wasn't allowed to leave the room.  Even 
though the door to the room wasn't locked I didn't dare move or leave the 
room.  I wasn't allowed to use the toilet so I remember just going to the 
toilet on the lino floor.  I remember when I was eight once feeling so 
ashamed that I had to do this, that I put my own excrement outside on the 
window ledge of my bedroom.  Later when I was a teenager … a bucket was 
placed in the room which I refused to use.  I got the idea to urinate into some 
clothes and then wash them out later when I was let out.  I hated the 
humiliation of using the bucket.  I felt less than human and so ashamed. 

I wasn't allowed any heat in the room.  By the time I was fourteen or 
fifteen … I had internalised an intense terror and dependency on my captors 
who were my parents.  At night … my mother would come in and violently 
rape me in bed with a knife, my hands were tied to the headboard.  The bed 
always had a plastic sheet and I remember the knife coming at me between 
my legs and me trying not to scream, trying so hard to not let her see she 
was hurting me. I remember the blood and shit and urine and having to try to 
sleep in it afterwards.  The terror of lying in bed waiting for this to happen 
would build and I learnt to listen for danger signs which would be my 
mother's rising violent outbursts in the next room.  

Nothing and nowhere was safe.  I dissociated to survive.  This went 
on for twenty years – a whole childhood of torture – alone and unfound.  My 
[male] friend helped me escape when I was twenty.    

                                                    
Hope, a Canadian Interviewed in 1999. 

I think my father’s cruelty had to do with his military service and 
wartime experiences.  He was only 16 or 17 when he joined the military.  
During the Second World War his job was picking up the wounded and dead 



Peace Studies Journal, Vol. 2, Issue 2, Winter 2009                                                                        
 

23

from the battlefields; I’ve wondered if this overwhelmed him?  My father’s 
parents told me they lost their son to the war because he returned home an 
extremely different person.  They never knew he tortured me.  

Our family probably looked like a good family but the truth was very 
different.  My father used to take me to the basement and put me in a cage.  
Sometimes he threw food on the basement dirt floor making me eat it like an 
animal.  Sometimes he’d put canned dog food in a white china saucer and 
force me to eat it like a dog.  There was a bucket of pee there that he’d force 
me to drink.  He put me in my cage and suspended it from the beams.  I used 
to make it swing; it helped me feel less like a caged animal.  The swinging 
noise made my father angry so he tied my hands together and put a rope 
around my neck so if I caused the cage to swing too much the noose would 
tighten.  Often my black cloak was thrown over the cage to make me even 
more shut off.  When I was about eleven or twelve the caging stopped.  

Everything got twisted in our family, even food.  My father and 
mother would stuff mashed potatoes into my mouth, massage my throat 
training me to let the mashed potatoes slide down without gagging.  This 
taught me not to gag during oral rapes, something my father and others did 
very often.  Being orally raped started, I think, when I was just a wee one, 
like the little babies I saw having their eyes taped shut before being forced 
to suckle the man’s penis.  

When I was older and had a paper route he forced me to give him 
most of the money I made, or he threatened to starve my siblings.  What 
choice did I have?  When I was eight he forced me into child pornography 
and working as a child prostitute.  I think my father once sold me for 
$500.00 when I was in grade seven.  My disappearances from school were 
explained as being away visiting or on vacation so no one suspected if I was 
gone for days.  I was about fourteen when they let me out of this work.  

For me all clothes, including underwear, were like Band-Aids, 
offering a feeling of protection from the humiliation of all the nakedness.  
My torture, terror and horror and degradations were so bad I didn’t even feel 
human, I felt like an animal, like a pile of shit.  Thinking of this gives me a 
terrified floating sensation.  

It never occurred to me to run away when I was young.  There was 
no reason to, my life was normal, wasn’t it?  In my late adolescence I 
became pregnant and married the father who was an outsider.  

 
Sara, a Canadian began Exiting 1993. 

I’m not sure of my age; my two birth certificates have different dates 
on them. But I know I was in my early 30s before I started getting out of my 
family who tortured, terrorized and horrified me since birth.  And then, there 
were the leap years!  Do you know what it’s like to survive through one 
more whole extra day, one whole extra night of torture?  Do you know how 
hard that is?  How I hated leap years! 

My brother left home to join the military.  He had raped me many 
times growing up.  I was a young woman the day my brother came home for 
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a visit.  He brought two military friends with him, a woman and a man.  
During his visit he and his friends forced me into the basement, into the little 
torture room where I had been tied to the torture rack and tortured by so 
many.  This time my brother and his friends gang raped and tortured me for 
a long time.  I was so humiliated because they laughed at me all the time.  
They had pleasure torturing me.  They hurt me very badly and I was 
bleeding so they sewed me up with black “thread”.  They talked about 
having military training on “how to patch a person up”.  They left me in the 
basement and I think I drifted in and out of consciousness for several days 
before my family got me some medicine.  My brother and his military 
friends left. 

 

Kelly, a Canadian, Written April 2007. 

My mother was single and travelled with her job, so she placed me 
in a home for little girls from Sunday nights until Fridays.  I was born in 
1958 and lived there from age one and a half until seven, then sent back 
twice more around age 10 or 11.  
 One of the women running the home belonged to a large pedophilic 
clan.  When I was too young to describe what was happening they began 
trafficking and torturing me.  Beginning with fondling, fingering, oral rape, 
being peed upon and forced to eat excrement; as I grew older it escalated.  I 
was taken from my bed Sunday nights, and driven to different locations such 
as to a TV station with a bed and cameras on a stage.  There was a fat man 
who wore nothing but a red clown’s nose when assaulting me.  I was told I 
was lucky to be chosen to have my photograph taken.  

Most often my torture took place in the bush or at an isolated country 
farm.  At six years old I was raped in an elaborate “pretend” marriage ritual 
complete with wedding dress by the leader wearing a mask.  I was traded 
like playing cards among the pedophiles.  Once I was forced to kneel before 
one man and say, “I like to be used, I like to be hurt”.  These ritual games 
grew more violent.  Once I was covered in glucose syrup and put in a box 
swarming with bees.  I was locked in a root cellar, frequently tied to a table 
in a farming shed and tortured with cattle prods, burning candles and electric 
shocked; in a blacksmith’s shed I was tied naked in a chair with the bottom 
cut out of it. They took a newly hot iron rod and poked it inside my vagina.  
The pain was so great I overturned the chair in my desperation to get away.  
They laughed.  Twice they forced cold water into my urethra and punished 
me when I couldn’t hold it.  To break my spirit two men would sit at both 
sides of my head and whisper hypnotically in my ears that I was white trash, 
the daughter of a whore.  Over and over they repeated, “You are nothing, 
you are nobody”. 

Sometimes I was locked in the shed for days, lying in my own 
excrement and vomit, with the light on, and a record playing over and over, 
so that I could not sleep.  I would be electric shocked until I was so terrified 
and confused I could no longer remember my name.  They tortured me like 
this frequently until I went temporarily blind, blacked out or went mad.  At 
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the end of such degradation, I was often masked and put in a leather harness, 
and given a knife and forced to harm animals or other victims.  My 
tormentors wore costumes and masks and used nicknames to conceal their 
identities. Drugs were always a part of these rituals, before, during and after.  
Years later I learned that the majority of my male and female perpetrators 
had served in the war and was surprised to discover that many of the torture 
techniques they used on me had been used by state torturers in various 
conflicts throughout history.  

Finally, I convinced a kindly old lady in my mother’s apartment 
building to look after me after school so that I could come home to live with 
my mother.  

 
From a perspective of severity, it needs stating that the childhood and early 

adulthood lives of ‘E’, Hope, Sara and Kelly immersed them in minutes, hours, 
days and years of continuous organized family/group NSAT victimization.  The 
complex severity of NSAT goes beyond the acts of physical, sexualized and 
psychological ‘norms’ of state inflicted tortures.  

Beyond arguing that the acts of NSAT described above need to be equally 
recognized as torture because they fit the internationally and nationally defining 
element of severity, NSAT also fits the additional defining elements of 
intentionality and purposefulness (United Nations, 1985).  For example, 
intentionality and purposefulness are present when Hope describes how her father 
was involved in forced feeding her, conditioning her not to gag during oral rapes 
and trafficked and exploited her for financial gains.   

Recently, the powerlessness of the victimized person was suggested as 
another defining element of torture (Nowak, 2008).  There can be no greater degree 
of powerlessness than being an infant or small child held in psychological and 
physical captivity by the intentional and purposeful infliction of terror, torture and 
horror perpetrated by their most intimate of caregivers.  

 
 

Insights into �SAT 
The elements defining state torture as an offence distinct from all others is 

even more complex in NSAT, which comprises unique torture ordeals that require 
recognition as: 

1. Relational tortures 
2. Acculturational tortures  
3. Ritualism tortures  

 

Relational tortures 

Because of the torturer-victim relationship and the young ages of those 
victimized this destructively distorts the parent-guardian-child bond, forcing the 
chosen victim into normalizing their own state of captivity.  This is why the 
psychological severity of NSAT is so uniquely and devastatingly enslaving.  
Furthermore, other kinship-adult-child relationships are distorted. This is revealed 
by Hope in the following situation:   
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I still remember how shocked and upset my father’s father, my grandfather, 
was when, during a visit with him and my grandmother, I went over to him 
and started to unzip his fly.  He pushed my hand away saying something to 
my grandmother who brushed it off as innocent curiosity.  It wasn’t.  I was 
doing as I’d been taught – to suck men’s penises.   My grandfather’s 
reaction left me confused because this was the first time I remember a man 
moving my hand away.  I thought he was angry at me.  Today I realize he 
wasn’t.   Guess what we did?  We went for a walk to get a brick of ice-
cream.  I still remember this, I was about seven. 
And the forced inability to express neither suffering nor receiving empathy 

harmed her in her relationship with/to herself. Hope explains: 
When I started to understand that my torturers, the pornographers and 
prostituters, got pleasure when I cried, got off on seeing me suffer, I 
resolved never to cry again.  I’d take away their pleasure so I made a deal 
with myself never to cry.  And I never did. 
 

Acculturational tortures 
Survival adaptation that normalizes torturing family systems can cause 

cultural fatigue when a woman exits such a system and attempts to readjust 
relationally and socio-culturally to non-violent relationships and mainstream 
systems.  It triggers a response similar to the cultural fatigue experienced when a 
person moves from one totally different culture to another (Hachey, 1992).  
Because her framework of reality can, in effect, be totally challenged by a lack of 
understanding of ways of behaving, of language and free speech and decision-
making, this causes stress, disorientation, confusion, anxiety and even panic when 
escaping to the outside world, as ‘E’ describes: 

 
When I first arrived at [my friend’s] flat, I had no idea that I was allowed to 
use a toilet at night so I went in the bed.  I had no idea of how to sleep at 
night, I had never learnt how to.  Reenacting the rapes and beatings that 
happened at night I continually had panic attacks.  I would then hit my body 
all over, over and over again and freeze in a trance like terror state.  I 
couldn't stop shaking and rocked backwards.  The first day I was asked what 
I'd like for supper I burst out crying when sausages were suggested.  No one 
had ever asked me what I'd like to eat.  I'd never known I could choose 
anything.  It was also such a trigger, a terrifying reminder of forced oral 
rapes.  I was completely traumatised and dehumanized. 

 
Ritualism tortures 

Kelly describes ritualism tortures perpetrated by ex-military pedophiles; 
they would have experienced the organizational benefits of ritualism as there is 
much ritualism in the military.  Torture-based ritualism used in ritual abuse-torture 
which is a form of NSAT can be briefly defined as involving pedophilic parents, 
families, guardians and like-minded others who engage in abuse, torture and 
trafficking of their and other children using organizing ritualism (Sarson & 
MacDonald, 2009, 2008a; 2007).  
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Understanding NSAT ritualism-based torturers’ intentionality and purpose, 
two of the elements that define torture as previously stated, requires delving into 
organizational theory (Daft, 1995).  Ritualism provides a group with a functioning 
framework, setting its cultural tone.  It hones group beliefs, values and attitudes 
thereby normalizing the construction and function of the group, shaping its 
purposes and practices.  Group ritualism positions leadership; it reinforces 
groupthink, group bonding and cohesiveness.  Depending on whether a group is 
motivated by good or destructive causes decides how organizational ritualism is 
used to operationalize to achieve its desired outcomes.  When pedophilic torture-
based ritual drama is their pleasure, the group intentionally and purposefully sets 
out to achieve their goal.   

Torture-based ritual drama means setting up an environment that is 
“fundamentally for the attainment of a practical end … for … gratification” (Leach 
& Fried, 1984, p. 946).  For example, Kelly’s description of being “six years old 
[and] … raped in an elaborate “pretend” marriage ritual complete with wedding 
dress by the leader wearing a mask”.  This vantage point suggests that a sadistic 
pedophilic pleasure-seeking family/group would have as their practical end the 
attainment of gratification via the pleasures fundamentally embedded in acts of 
pedophilic torture embellished by the props of ritual drama.  Props include the use 
of costumes or masks, the manipulation of light and darkness using candles or spot 
lighting for example, the manipulation in symbolic ways of sounds such as 
repetitious sayings, rhythmic chants or music and olfactory assaults that result from 
bodily secretions, along with drugs and alcohol and transporting the captive 
victimized girl/woman to an unfamiliar location to effectively alter her 
consciousness and cause disorientation.  
These manipulative psychological and 
hormonal stress-inducing tactics cause the 
“swing” effect (Sanday, 1997, p. 147) – an 
emotional hormonal vacillation between 
ecstasy and despair – a sense of specialness, 
superiority and belongingness that swings 
into extreme suffering of being the tortured 
victim.  This process makes the severity of 
the psychological torture of NSAT uniquely 
devastating.  She is alone without help, she 
has no way out; she is like a prisoner-of-
war (Kozaric-Kovacic, Marusic, & Ljubib, 
1999), a domestic war inflicted in the 
private sphere, unacknowledged by society.  

Torture-based ritual drama includes 
psychodrama.  It imposes an air of cunning 
formality, legitimacy and falsifying 
meaning giving, attributing powerfulness to 
the torturers and strengthening the impact 
of psychological torture.  In turn, this 
deepens their control and captivity over the 

Ritualism tortures foster: 

 

↑ Group organization, 
cohesiveness & groupthink 
↑ Like-minded bonding 
↑ Adrenaline rush, thrill & 
sadistic pleasures 
↑ Group voyeurism  
↑ Perception of omnipotent power 
of the perpetrators by creating 
false illusions of formality, 
legitimacy & meaning giving 
 ↑ Sense of normalization for the 
victimized   
 ↑ Control & captivity over the 
victimized  
↑ Powerlessness & helplessness 
of the victimized 
  

Figure 2: Ritual Tortures  
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victimized girl/woman.   
Torture increases powerlessness and helplessness, stripping individuals of 

individualized identity (Neziroğlu, 2007) – stripping her of hers.  To reinforce their 
group bonding they transform her into the ‘willing’ victim and/or scapegoat and 
blame her, telling her it is her fault (Girard, 1987 as cited in Sandy, 1997, p. 109), 
and through the process of justification reinforce further their deviancy (Scully, 
1990).        

Sexualized and physical ritualism-based torture also operates on gang/group 
principles, as is common to state torturing (Sampson, 2005; Sarraj, Punamäki, 
Salmi & Summerfield, 1996).  For example, participating in group raping creates 
male group bonding-belongingness (Sanday, 1997), a group purpose that is seen 
cross-culturally in street gang raping (Hoenig, 2003), in fraternity gang train rapes 
(Sandy, 1997), in ‘raped in’ human trafficking groups, or historically post-war as 
sexualized ‘entitlements’ of the raping of conquered women and girl victims 
(Anonymous, 2003/2005; Beevor, 2005).  

Relational, acculturational and ritual-based tortures cause complex and 
severe suffering, physically and mentally as evidenced in the women’s narratives.  
Other women have, since 1993, indicated to us they suffered many forms of NSAT 
inflicted by perpetrators with military experience.  This gives rise to the next 
section of this paper.  

 
 

A Self-Reporting Website Survey 

Historically and in recent times a multitude of military personnel have, 
during conflict and in post-conflict, participated in rape, gang rapes and repetitive 
rapes of women and girls (Smet, 2009; Anonymous, 2003/2005; Beevor, 2005; 
Armstrong, 1996).  Small groups of military men have also engaged in gang raping 
and killing as was recorded to photographic memory in the ‘trophy’ crime scene 
pictures showing the positioning of 14-year-old Abeer Qassin al-Janabi’s raped and 
murdered body (Lenz, 2007).   

State military directives normalized the objectification and sexualization of 
girls and women and their bodies by establishing for military personnel the 
‘comfort women’ torture rape camps in the 1930s and 40s (Amnesty International 
2008; Cohen 2006; Copelon 2000).  To achieve its military-led ‘work’ incentive, 
even in the death camps of Nazi Germany non-Jewish women prisoners were 
‘prostituted’ to elite non-Jewish prisoners for this purpose (Lifton, 1986).  

Throughout the world, wherever military bases exists, the military, local 
governments and police are frequently involved in the organized management of 
‘prostitution services’ and in the sexualized human trafficking of vulnerable women 
and girls to meet the sexualized demands of military men (Talleyrand, 2000).  Even 
in Canada’s Arctic, one of the authors, as a nurse involved in communicable disease 
control, was confronted in the 60s, by the sexualized military culture when a group 
of young naval men who, following the venereal infection of vulnerable Inuit and 
Indian women, engaged in a repetitive pattern of sexualized behaviors with the aim 
of becoming re-infected.  Their purpose was to display to their peers evidence of 
their sexualized machismo.  
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The commodification of women and girls and their bodies suggests a 
military culture that normalizes and intertwines violence with sex, of military 
domination and sexualized domination as described by a Vietnam veteran as 
“killing can be like sex … you can get carried away with it; it can consume you like 
sex can” (Grossman, 1996, pp. 136-137).  From the perspective of the victimized, 
the sexualized interconnection of life and death was verbalized by a woman who 
completed the questionnaire: “What are your thoughts?” discussed in the first 
section of this paper.  Describing the torture, terror and horror she endured as a 
child, including sexualized torture, she wrote she was repeatedly drowned in the 
bathtub then resuscitated by her father who, as a military medic, loved “the power 
to take and bring back life” (‘X’, written communication, April 27, 2009).  
Grossman also makes a symbolic link between military domination and sexualized 
domination as being similar thematic processes displayed in pornography and when 
pressed further the military domination over life and death plays out in the raping 
and murder themes of snuff films.  

Listening, since 1993, to mainly women’s narratives, thematically some 
women have repetitively described surviving, beginning in childhood, and 
sometimes extending into their young adulthood, ritualism-based NSAT or ritual 
abuse-torture involving military personnel.  To follow up on this specific 
information we developed a self-reporting 10 question website survey which was 
completed in September, 2009.  Although completing the survey was anonymous, 
some respondents did contact us via email, expanding on the details of their 
victimization.  The survey results are not meant to suggest there are a greater 
number of perpetrators with a military background involved in organized 
family/group ritualism-based tortures.  Women and some men’s narratives indicate 
that perpetrators come from all walks of life.  The purpose of the survey was to shed 
more insight into the extensiveness of spillover violence that can be inflicted by 
those perpetrators with military or warring connections.  

Of the 156 respondents 19 (12%) were Canadian, 112 (72%) were 
Americans, 13 (8%) European and the remaining 11 (8%) were Australian (6), New 
Zealanders (2), Israelites (1), Africans (1) and other (1).  Insights gathered from the 
remaining nine questions revealed: 

1. From a gendered perspective 142 out of 157 (90%) victimized respondents 
were female. 

2. The majority of respondents 96 (62%) selected 1946-1975 as the time period 
when victimization occurred, followed by 57 (37%) out of 155 respondents 
who chose 1976 to the present.  These dates are post-World War II and are 
in 30 plus chunks of time because often victimized persons take prolonged 
periods of time before they can reveal the horrors of their victimization or 
that societies are even open to listening.  

3. Perpetrators were identified as being military members and/or veterans with 
and without combat experience or civilian employees who worked for the 
military by 96 (62%) of 155 respondents; the remaining 59 (38%) 
respondents did not know the military service backgrounds of the 
perpetrators.  One hundred and twenty (77%) of 155 respondents indicated 
perpetrators included male and female officers and other ranks.   
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4. A combination of military and non-military places were the predominate 
locations where victimizations occurred, as indicated by 91 (59%) out of 
153 respondents, followed by in non-military places 54 (35%) and on 
military bases 8 (5%).  

5. Human trafficking victimization was indicated by 97 (63%) of the 154 
respondents with 52 (34%) stating they were trafficked within their own 
country and 45 (29%) indicating being trafficked within their own country 
and to one or more other countries.  

6. As to the clothing worn by perpetrators, 99 (63%) of the 156 respondents 
indicated costumes, civilian clothing and military uniforms were worn, with 
20 (13%) specifically indicating the perpetrators wore only costumes. 

7. The opinion of 67 (43%) of the 155 victimized respondents was that the 
perpetrators’ torture tactics were learned in the military; 86 (55%) stated 

they did not know 
where the military 
perpetrators learned 
torture tactics.  Guns, 
knives, pornography 
and snuff films, as 
outlined in figure 3, 
were selected as the 
physical and 
psychological tools 

used against 126 (82%) of the 155 victimized respondents. 
Although it was stated that some perpetrators wore military uniforms and 

that some victimization occurred on military bases, we do not know whether there 
was also an abuse of their positional power as representatives of the state.  If there 
was, the question arises whether they would be considered state actors.  Perpetrators 
do use and abuse positional power to control those they victimize, as well, state 
actors engage in corruptive silencing and re-victimization practices rendering 
women and girls so victimized increasingly silenced and powerless, a defining 
element of torture.  This culture of silence is seen during investigations of 
complaints against military personnel involved in sexualized violence, with the 
machismo culture responding to protect their own kind (Human Rights Advocates, 
2004; U. S. Department of State, 2007).  

 
 

The Patriarchal Divide 

 
Why is torture inflicted by state actors categorically defined as torture 

distinct from assault, abuse or other crimes whereas the exact same actions inflicted 
by non-state actors in the domestic sphere are not equally, categorically and 
distinctly so defined as torture?  

Women’s activism called for the language in the Preamble of the Charter of 

the United �ations, of 1945, to read “equal rights of men and women” (Pietilä, 
2002, p. 10).  Three years later equality rights and fundamental human rights of 

Figure 3: Perpetrators’ Tools No. % 

Guns 9 6% 

Guns & pornography 23 15% 

Guns, pornography  
& snuff 

57 37% 

Pornography, other  
weapons,  i.e., knife 

19 12% 

Pornography, snuff, 
 other weapons,  i.e., knife 

18 12% 
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women and men were restated in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
wherein, it also stated that “no one shall be subjected to torture …” (Article 5).  
Forty-five years later, at the World Conference in Vienna in 1993, women repeated 
their demands by declaring that "women's rights are human rights" (Bunch & 
Reilly, 1994, p. 3); calling also for the elimination of global gender-based 
discrimination and violence against women in both public and private life.  Such a 
call when operationalizing Article 5 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
means no woman, no girl shall be subjected to torture in neither the public nor 
domestic sphere. 

Applied to the discourse in this paper such a call was and is essential 
because the operationalization of Article 5 that no one suffers torture has not and is 
not being upheld, it had not/has not been applied to the NSAT of women and girls 
in the domestic sphere.  This means a patriarchal divide has existed in that torture 
inflicted by state actors, such as military personnel, is considered to be a specific 
offence distinct from all others such as assault and abuse rendering its elimination 
unconditional.  Whereas, the exact or even more complex acts of torture inflicted on 
girls and women by non-state actors in the domestic sphere has not been named as 
the specific and distinct offence of torture (figure 4).  Therefore, giving recognition 
to the NSAT of women and girls as torture has been negated and even resisted in 
various ways both internationally at the UN level and nationally in Canada, 
resulting in the invisibilization of the fundamental human right of women and girls 
as human persons not to be subjected to torture in either the private or public 
sphere.  

 
Actions of State Actors 

The Public Sphere 
 Actions of �on-State Actors 

The Domestic Sphere 
• Electric shocking 
• Beaten, burned, cut 
• Immobilization tortures, tied, 
hung,  
   caged 
• Water tortures 
• Suffocation/choking tortures 
• Sexualized tortures: Rapes, 
gang rapes, 
   repetitive raping, hand/object 
rapes 
• Forced drugging 
• Nutritional deprivation 
• Psychological tortures: 
Humiliation, 
   degradation, dehumanization,  
   animalization, terrorization, 
horrification 
• Forced nakedness 
• Sleep deprivation 
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• Water tortures 
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• Sexualized tortures: Rapes, gang 
rapes, 
   repetitive raping, hand/object 
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• Forced drugging 
• Nutritional deprivation 
• Psychological tortures: 
Humiliation, 
   degradation, dehumanization,  
   animalization, terrorization, 
horrification 
• Forced nakedness 
• Sleep deprivation 
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• Witnessing torture others 
• Powerlessness 

• Witnessing torture others 
• Powerlessness  

• In Canada acknowledged as 
torture 
• In Canada criminalized as 
torture 
• Defined under UN CAT as 
torture 
 
 
Figure 4: The Patriarchal Divide 
 

 • In Canada not acknowledged as 
torture 

• In Canada criminalized as 
simple,  
   aggravated or sexual assault, 
forcible  
   confinement, etc. 
• Just beginning to be argued as 
   torture at UN level under CAT 

 
This patriarchal divide attends to the elimination of state torturing while 

negating NSAT.  It involves hegemonic practices at international UN levels and 
national levels in Canada.  Practices whereby the international community 
operationalized “no one shall be subjected to torture” via the Declaration on the 

Protection of All Persons from Being Subjected to Torture and Other Cruel, 

Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, enacted in 1975, followed by the 
Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 

Punishment (CAT) signed in 1984 (United Nations, 1985).  CAT remains the 
present UN instrument defining elements of torture.  

Historical failure at the international UN level to operationalize with 
gendered equality that no woman or girl (child) shall be subjected to torture in the 
public or domestic sphere has had a negative impact in Canada.  For example, to 
ensure that Canada as a signatory to CAT abides by its obligations, Canada 
‘flipped’, so to speak, its obligations, the definitions and wording of CAT into the 
Canadian Criminal Code, thereby, making only torture by state actors a specific 
distinct criminal offence under section 269.1 (Department of Justice Canada, 2009), 
whereby: 
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1. Only torture committed by state actors is criminalized, and  
2. Only state actors can be held criminally responsible for torturing (Sarson & 

MacDonald, 2009).  

 

The U� Committee on the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 

Discrimination against Women (CEDAW).  

 

The centuries old patriarchal divide that culturalized, traditionalized and 
religionized, that invisibilized and normalized violence against women and girls 
including NSAT, is difficult to break for both women and men.  As evidenced when 
the CEDAW was initially created in 1976 without mentioning violence against 
women (Pietilä, 2002), obviously, if violence against women was specifically 
unacknowledged as gender-based discrimination then, neither was NSAT or 
spillover torture in the domestic sphere that was connected to warring and/or 
military service.   

When international human rights instruments gave only state torture a 
position of ‘distinctiveness’ as a specific human rights violation, NSAT was 
invisibilized.  This perspective – distinctiveness versus invisibilization – became 
glaringly evident when the Canadian delegation reported and responded to the 
monitoring function of the CEDAW Committee on October 22, 2008.  When 
CEDAW Committee expert Ms. Tan asked the Canadian delegation the following 
question, “Some acts involving family violence constitute torture … as part of its 
many family violence initiatives, had [Canada] examined the issue of non-State-
actor torture by family members?” (CEDAW, 2009, para. 36), Canadian delegate, 
Ms. Morency, responded that: 

Canada recognized torture as a State-actor offence and prohibited it 
categorically. What was sometimes referred to as torture by non-State actors 
was covered by the criminal law as simple, aggravated or sexual assault, 
forcible confinement, kidnapping or trafficking in persons (CEDAW, 2009, 
para. 46). 
Ms. Tan’s question was asked in response to a shadow report submitted to 

the CEDAW Committee regarding NSAT of Canadian women (Sarson & 
MacDonald, 2008b).  In the CEDAW Committee Chamber A expert deliberations 
naming that some acts of violence against women and girls in the domestic sphere 
amounted to NSAT was resisted (Ms. Tan, verbal communication, October 23, 
2008).  This resistance surfaces as discriminatory in that the CEDAW Committee 
(2008) in their Concluding Observations submitted to Canada did not equally and 
specifically include women and girls who suffer NSAT in the domestic sphere as a 
vulnerable group in need of specific services and protection.  The Committee did, 
however, specifically mention violence against aboriginal women, women and girls 
in prison, women in domestic partner violence, as well as recommending the need 
to supply appropriate services and adequate shelters to women victimized by 
domestic partner violence, to aboriginal women, women with disabilities, 
immigrants, refugees, trafficked women and rural and northern women (para. 30).  
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When the CEDAW Committee invisibilized women and girls who suffer 
NSAT inflicted in the domestic sphere and when physical, sexualized and 
psychological NSAT plus the relational, acculturational and ritualism-based tortures 
can be minimized to a “simple, aggravated or sexual assault” by Canada illustrates 
the discriminatory patriarchal divide that exists internationally and nationally and a 
failure to operationalize no one – no woman or girl - shall be subjected to torture.  
Consequently, torturing, considered one of the most evil and brutalizing human 
rights violations our species is capable of inflicting onto the dignity of another 
human being (Neziroğlu, 2007; Staub, 1993), when inflicted on Canadian women 
and girls in the domestic sphere NSAT lies oppressed.  In fact, it lies excluded from 
the promise of fulfillment and protection of gendered equality (Chinkin, 1998 as 
cited in Chapham, 2006).  

 
 

Visibilization: A Focused Solution Approach 

 
Breaking the patriarchal hegemonic divide that invisibilizes and discriminates 

against women and girls who severely suffer NSAT, acts inflicted with the intent 
and purpose “to break a person” – captive infant to adult woman – is required. 
Internationally and nationally this means: 

1. The CEDAW Committee (a) specifically acknowledge the NSAT 
victimization and discrimination of women and girls that occurs in the 
domestic sphere and (b) recommend to States where NSAT occurs, such as 
in Canada, that specific protection and services be initiated.  

2. The CAT Committee and UN Special Rapporteurs equally recognize NSAT 
as a distinct and specific human rights offence committed against women 
and children in the domestic sphere. 

3. Nationally, Canada requires first and foremost a socio-cultural legal 
framework to distinctly criminalize and visibilize NSAT.  From this 
framework all other interventions and implementations flow, such as:  
a. Prosecution and statistics recording.  
b. Protection including improved and informed child to adult protection 

services.  
c. Informing military departments that spillover NSAT can occur. 
d. Specialized rehabilitation and acculturation interventions accessing the 

specialized advances already achieved in fields aimed at helping persons 
who have suffered state actor torture. 

e. Prevention such as informed professional education in all fields, 
pinpointing health and educational departments including universities. 

f.  Development of respectfully appropriate language regarding sexualized 
violence against children; it is common in Canada to see and hear in 
media reports that a parent or other adult was charged ‘for having sex 
with a child’.  Parents or other adults do not have ‘sex’ with a child. 
Sexualized violence against a child is a crime, it is not sex; therefore, 
respectfully appropriate language would be that ‘a parent or adult has 
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Figure 6: Immense Hurt  

 

been charged for the sexualized assault against a child’ (Sarson & 
MacDonald, 

2007).  
g. Preventive 

education by 
incorporating 

human rights 
education in 
school systems, 
beginning at the 
earliest of ages, 
based on the 
Convention on the 

Rights of the 

Child.  Preventing 
chronic 

victimization of 
children could result from child friendly education using child friendly 
images to help visually explain the many forms of violence committed 
against children, including NSAT. 
Images, as shown in figures 5 and 6,1 
accompanied by clear explanations 
discussing, for example, that forcing a 
child into a cage and not feeding her is 
called violence and is a crime.  This 
could help children so victimized de-
normalize their victimization, including 
NSAT. Children would learn that 
violence against a child causes them 
immense hurt.  It could help children understand that such victimization 
is not their fault and inform them that they have a human right not to be 
so harmed.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 These drawings are by David MacDonald and are from a copyrighted work we have in-progress.  

Figure 5: Caged  
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THE PHILIPPINES BIOFUELS LAW AND WORLD HUNGER

Biofuels: An Introduction

Biofuels are fuel derived from relatively  and recently dead biological matters which 
can either be plant material or animal waste, and are distinguished from fossil fuels such as 
petroleum, coal and natural gas. Biofuels primarily  consist of two different types: biodiesel 
and ethanol. Since such plant material or animal wastes are replenished when needed, 
biofuels are considered a source of renewable energy.

Biodiesel is a clean-burning alternative to petroleum fuel that is made from 
renewable resources and is usually used as an additive to petroleum fuels or used by itself 
in unmodified diesel engines.1 A 1998 study sponsored by the US Department of Energy 
and the US Department of Agriculture concluded that biodiesel reduces net carbon dioxide 
emissions, a leading source of global warming, by 78 percent compared to petroleum 
diesel.2  Thus, the use of biodiesel could possibly reduce pollutants which include 
hydrocarbons and carbon monoxide, as compared to emissions from ordinary diesel fuel.

Ethanol, on the other hand, can also be used as an alternative fuel or as an additive 
to petroleum-derived fuel used in car gasoline engines. Similar to bioiesel, ethanol burns 
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without particulate emissions and produces less carbon monoxide and nitrogen oxide than 
gasoline.3 According to a report issued by Argonne National Laboratories, ethanol use can 
reduce total greenhouse gas emissions by up to 87 percent.4

Over the past few years, petroleum prices have remained stubbornly  high. Since the 
middle of 2005, the average price of crude oil originating from OPEC countries has 
remained above $50 per barrel.5   This troubling fact has increased the desirability  and 
motivation for countries to lay  the foundation for the use of biofuels in the hope that it 
would reduce their dependence on foreign crude oil.  Moreover, car manufacturers have 
developed car engines to make it less costly and more adaptable in the use of biofuels.6 
This thereby makes biofuels readily available and accessible to ordinary  consumers around 
the world. 

Global warming has also pressured countries to come up with solutions to reduce 
their emissions of greenhouse gases. Adopting biofuels technology could be one way of 
complying with a country’s obligations and commitments under the Kyoto Protocol, which 
is an international agreement linked to the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change. The major feature of the Kyoto Protocol is that it  sets binding targets for 
37 industrialized countries and the European community for reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions.7 

The US and EU Example

At the forefront of technological developments in the biofuels industry are the United 
States of America (US) and the European Union (EU). 

The biofuel industry in the US was born as early as 1908.8  The focus then was on the 
development of ethanol as an additive for petroleum fuel.9   Prior to World War II, Standard 
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Oil marketed a 25% ethanol blend fuel on the east coast.10 After World War II, however, the 
ethanol industry in the United States lost support due to advances in the technology and 
supply of petroleum.11 The industry did not regain strength in the US until the 1970s.12 

Similarly, the biofuel industry  was also present in Europe prior to World War II. In 
contrast however to the pre-World War II biofuel industry in the US, which focused on 
ethanol, Europe's biofuel industry focused on biodiesel.13

Recently, the US under former President George W. Bush Jr. enacted the Energy Policy 
Act of 2005 (EPAct05) to advance biofuels as a means to reduce oil dependence by: (1) 
implementing and expanding goals for a renewable fuel content in gasoline; (2) 
maintaining and extending financial incentives for soybean oil biodiesel and corn ethanol; 
and by (3) adding tax incentives to research, develop, and introduce other promising 
biofuels options to market.14

EPAct05 charged the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Administrator to 
“promulgate regulations to ensure that gasoline sold or introduced into commerce in the 
United States . . . on an annual average basis, contains the applicable volume of renewable 
fuel . . . .”15 This Act set an original applicable volume of 7.5 billion gallons by 2012,16 and 
the EPA promulgated the Renewable Fuel Standard Program (RFS) on September 1, 
2007.17

Moreover, EPAct05 also established a biofuels and bioproducts program, which aims to 
bring the most promising biofuels to the market by partnering “with industry and 
institutions of higher education” to develop commercial bioenergy applications, including 
“integrated biorefineries that may produce biopower, biofuels, and bioproducts.”18  These 
programs intend to advance biofuels production processes that produce fuel, electricity, and 
other products through the use of biomass, and avoids to utilize crops grown for food. By 
doing so, any  competition between crops used for biofuels and food purposes will be 
minimized if not eliminated.
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The EU passed two directives in 2003 that work together to promote and offer excise 
reductions for biofuels.19  First, a directive was passed instructing all Member States to 
formulate plans for increasing biofuels' share of total fuel consumption.20  That directive 
mandated that biofuels make up 2 percent of fuel consumed by  2005, and 5.75 percent by 
2010.21 While this directive sets out a clear benchmark for EU Member States to meet, it 
does not specify how EU Member States should achieve this goal.22 Perhaps due to this 
lack of instruction, the 2 percent goal was not reached in 2005.23 And, while some Member 
States such as France and Germany reached the 2 percent goal by the end of 2006, it  is not 
likely, given current projections, that Member States will meet the 5.75 percent requirement 
by 2010.24  However, the European Commission is still pursuing compliance with this 
goal.25 It  has already instructed all Member States to provide an estimate of the percentage 
of total fuel used that biofuels will account for and the way in which the Member States 
will promote biofuels.26 

While the EU has taken steps to promote increased market share for biofuels, its 
approach has consisted largely of mandates, with very little legislation directly  controlling 
Member States' treatment of the biofuel industry.27 Because of its supranational structure, 
the EU has not passed enough incentives to encourage Member States to meet the EU's 
mandates.28

The Philippine Biofuels Law       
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   22Id.  

   23 Gain Report, European Union Oilseeds and Products: European Union promotion of the 
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   24 Communication from the Commission: An EU Strategy for Biofuels, COM (2006) 34 final 
(Aug. 2, 2006). 

   25 See Council Directive  2003/30, art. 3, 2003 O.J. (L123) 42, 44 (EC); One-on-One: 
Valerie  Corre, Director-General of the European Union of Alcohol Producers, Europe  Energy, 
Apr. 22, 2005, available at 2005 WLNR 6597626. 
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On 2005, President Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo released an Energy Independence 
Agenda or Plan for the Philippines that called for a 60% energy self-sufficiency by  2010.29 
The action plan focuses on addressing the nation’s energy needs in three areas, including 
energy independence, power sector reform and energy conservation.

Pursuant to the aforementioned action plan, RA 9367 also known as the Biofuels 
Act of 2006 was enacted into law on January  11, 2006. It  was made the policy of the State 
“to reduce dependence on imported fuels with due regard to the protection of public health, 
the environment, and natural ecosystems consistent with the country’s sustainable 
economic growth that would expand opportunities for livelihood by  mandating the use of 
biofuels.”30 

Biofuels are defined as bioethanol and biodiesel and other fuels made from biomass 
and primary used for motive, thermal power generation, with quality specifications in 
accordance with the Philippine National Standard consistent with section 26 of R.A. No. 
8749 otherwise known as the Philippine Clean Air Act of 1999.31 

The law provides that all liquid fuels for motor vehicles sold in the country “shall 
contain locally  produced bio-fuel components."32 A 10% blend would be mandated within 
four years from the law’s enactment, with the approval of the National Bio-fuels Board, 
which will also be created under the law.33 A 1% biodiesel blend was imposed within three 
months from the law’s enactment and it was to be increased to 2%  after  two years 
thereafter.34  

Thus, Section 5 of the Implementing Rules and Regulations of RA 9367 states the 
following:

“Pursuant to Section 5 of the Act, all liquid fuels for motor 
vehicles shall contain locally-sourced biofuels components as follows:

 
5.1     Bioethanol
 
a)       Within two (2) years from the effectivity  of the Act, at 

least five percent (5%) bioethanol shall comprise the annual 
total volume of gasoline fuel actually sold and distributed by 
each and every  oil company in the country, subject to the 
requirement that all bioethanol blended gasoline shall contain a 
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   29 Administrative Order No. 126 "Strengthening Measures to Address the Extraordinary Increase in World 
Oil Prices, Directing the Enhanced Implementation of the Government's Energy Conservation Program" dated 
August 13, 2005.  

   30The Biofuels Act of 2006, Republic Act No. 9367, Section 2.  

   31The Biofuels Act of 2006, Republic Act No. 9367, Section 3(f).   

   32The Biofuels Act of 2006, Republic Act No. 9367, Section 5.  

    33Id. 

    34Id. 

http://www.geocities.com/afdb/9367.htm
http://www.geocities.com/afdb/9367.htm
http://www.geocities.com/afdb/9367.htm
http://www.geocities.com/afdb/9367.htm


44

minimum five percent (5%) bioethanol fuel by  volume:  
Provided, That the bioethanol blend conforms to the PNS.

 
b)       Within four (4) years from the effectivity of the Act, the 

NBB created under Section 8 of the Act is empowered to 
determine the feasibility and thereafter recommend to the DOE 
to mandate a minimum of ten percent (10%) blend of 
bioethanol by volume into all gasoline fuel distributed and sold 
by each and every  oil company in the country:  Provided, That 
the same conforms to the PNS.

 
         5.2     Biodiesel
 

a)       Within three (3) months from the effectivity of the 
Act, a minimum of one percent (1%) biodiesel by volume shall 
be blended into all diesel fuels sold in the country:  Provided, 
That the biodiesel blend conforms to the PNS.

 
b)       Within two (2) years from the effectivity of the Act, 

the NBB is empowered to determine the feasibility and 
thereafter recommend to DOE to mandate a minimum of two 
percent (2%) blend of biodiesel by  volume which may be 
increased after taking into account considerations including, 
but not limited to, domestic supply  and availability of locally-
sourced biodiesel component.

         XXX                            XXX                                 XXX”

Among the incentives designed to encourage the production and use of biofuels are 
an exemption of the ethanol/biodiesel portions of fuel blends from specific taxes and an 
exemption from value-added taxes for biofuels raw materials.35  There are also favorable 
loan policies available from banks for biofuel investors and producers.36

According to an executive summary on the recently concluded Bioenergy Forum 
2008 in Bangkok, Thailand, the Philippines through the enactment of the Biofuels Act  of 
2006 is at the forefront of biofuels development and use in the world.37  The law was 
praised for  having a decisive mandate on the use of coco-biodiesel and fuel-ethanol, 
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    35The Biofuels Act of 2006, Republic Act No. 9367, Section 6(a) and (b).   

    36 The Biofuels Act of 2006, Republic Act No. 9367, Section 6(d); Also See The Philippines Biofuels 
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specifically, by  ensuring that the feedstocks needed for biofuel production will not compete 
with the demands for food production.38

Nevertheless, despite the worldwide hype over the use of bio-fuels as an alternative 
to petroleum, serious concerns over its effects on the world’s food supply remains. “World 
agriculture has entered a new, unsustainable and politically risky period,” says Joachim von 
Braun, the head of the International Food Policy Research Institute in Washington DC.39 Its 
impact on world agriculture has brought about a huge debate on whether bio-fuels is indeed 
the solution to the world crisis or whether it  has instead brought about the worsening of the 
world’s diminishing food supply. 

A Stable Food Supply

“Food riots have erupted in countries all along the equator. In Haiti, 
protestors chanting ‘We’re Hungry’ forced the prime minister to resign; 
24 people were killed in riots in Cameroon; Egypt’s president ordered the 
army to start baking bread; the Philippines made hoarding rice punishable 
by life imprisonment.”40

The abovementioned events clearly  demonstrate the overwhelming influence of 
food supply on the political and governmental policies of countries. RA 9367 attempts to 
address the issue of food security  by attempting to ensure the steady domestic supply  of 
sugar, coconut and other raw materials to be used in producing biofuels. The Sugar 
Regulatory Administration (SRA) and the Philippine Coconut Authority (PCA) will be 
tasked to monitor and regulate the export and import of such goods.

To ensure the stability of domestic sugar supply, Section 10 of the law tasks the 
SRA to monitor the supply and price of sugar at  all times. To this end, the SRA shall 
recommend and the other government agencies shall undertake the importation of sugar 
whenever necessary and shall make appropriate adjustments to the minimum access 
volume parameters for sugar in the Tariff and Customs Code. Accordingly, Section 16 of 
the Implementing Rules and Regulations of RA 9367 provides that the SRA shall at all 
times ensure that the supply of sugar is sufficient to meet the domestic demand and that the 
price of sugar is stable. Moreover, the SRA together with other government agencies shall 
implement policies supporting the National Biofuels Program and submit the same to the 
Secretary of the Department of Agriculture for consideration.
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    38Philippine Biofuels Law a Model for Other Countries, PHILIPPINE DAILY INQUIRER, May 3, 2008 at 
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    39The New Face of Hunger, THE ECONOMIST, April 17, 2008 at http://www.economist.com/world /
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RA 9367 does not  specifically address the duties of the PCA but Section 17 of the 
Implementing Rules and Regulations finds authority  in Presidential Decree (PD) 1468, the 
law that amended PD 961 otherwise known as the Coconut Industry Code. Section 17 
states that pursuant  to the PCA’s mandate to formulate and adopt a general program of 
development for the coconut and other palm oil industry  in its all aspects, under PD 1468, 
Article II, Section (3) (a), the PCA shall develop, implement policies within the coconut 
industry in support of the National Biofuels Program.

The Department of Agriculture (DA), is on the other hand, required to comply with 
the directives listed under Section 11(d) of the law which includes ensuring increased 
productivity  and the sustainable supply of biofuel feedstocks.  It  shall also institute a 
program that would guarantee a sufficient and reliable supply of feedstocks for allocation 
in biofuel production.

   Furthermore, to address the concern over the supply  of feedstocks for the 
production of biofuels, Section 28 of the Implementing Rules and Regulations of RA 9367 
states that the DA shall ensure increased productivity and sustainable supply of biofuels 
feedstocks.  Towards this end, the DA in consultation with PCA, SRA, and other entities 
concerned, shall develop and implement appropriate programs and guidelines in order to 
ensure a reliable supply of biofuel feedstocks.

 The question however remains whether the provisions in RA 9367 addressing 
sugar, coconut, and feedstock supply would be sufficient to avoid, avert and prevent a food 
crisis from happening in the country. RA 9367 and its implementing rules and regulations 
does not directly  address but instead ignores the possible effects of the law on the prices of 
basic commodities other than sugar and coconuts, nor does it establish a mechanism 
wherein the prices of such basic commodities are monitored and regulated.  

It is true that food prices have increased in response to many  factors: higher energy 
and fertilizer prices; increased demand for biofuels, especially in the U.S. and the European 
Union; and droughts in Australia and other countries.41  Nevertheless, the increase in 
demand for biofuels is attributed to have forced global food prices by 75% - “far more than 
previously estimated according to a confidential World Bank report.”42

The International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) index of internationally traded food 
commodities prices43  increased 130% from January  2002 to June 2008 and 56% from 
January 2007 to June 2008.44 
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     41High Food Prices: A Harsh New Reality, WORLD BANK DATA AND RESEARCH, February 29, 2008 
at http://econ.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTDEC/0,,contentMDK:21665883~ pagePK:
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   42 Secret Report: Biofuel Caused Food Crisis, THE GUARDIAN, July 3, 2008 at http://
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2009]. 

   43A nominal dollar index of food commodity prices using global export value weighs. 

   44DONALD MITCHELL, A NOTE ON RISING FOOD PRICES:THE WORLD BANK DEVELOPMENT 
PROSPECTUS GROUP, 3 (JULY 2008).   
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The increase in food commodities prices was led by grains which began sustained 
price increases in 2005 despite a record global crop in the 2004/05 crop year that was 
10.2% larger than the average of the three previous years and a near record crop in 2005/06 
that was still 8.9% larger.45  Global stocks of grain increased in 2004/05 but declined in 
2005/06 as demand increased more than production.46 From January 2005 until June 2008, 
maize prices almost tripled, wheat prices increased 127% 
 and rice prices increased 170%.47 The increase in grain prices was followed 
by increases in fats & oils prices in mid-2006, and that also followed a record 2004/05 
global oilseed crop that was 13% larger than in the previous year and an even larger 
crop in 2005/06.48 

Fats and oils prices have shown similar increases to grains, with palm oil prices up 
200% from January 2005 until June 2008, soybean oil prices up 192%, and other vegetable 
oils prices increasing by  similar amounts.49  Other foods prices (sugar, citrus, bananas, 
shrimp and meats) increased 48% from January 2005 to June 2008.50

Rice, although not used in biofuels, has also been affected due to the increase in 
prices of other commodities. Rice prices almost tripled from January to April 2008 despite 
little change in production or stocks.51 This increase was mostly  in response to the surge in 
wheat prices in 207 (up 88% from January to December) which raised concerns about the 
adequacy of global grain supplies and encouraged several countries to ban rice exports to 
protect consumers from international price increases, and caused others to increase 
imports.52

 

Impact on the Domestic Food Supply

Although the Biofuels Act of 2006 is a relatively  young law, questions as to its 
effects on the national food supply has already been raised. 1998 Nobel laureate for 
chemistry Dr. Hartmut Michel warned that the Philippine government’s biofuels program 
could both endanger the country’s food security and harm the environment instead of 
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improving it.53  On April 16, 2008, senators also urged the government to consider a 
moratorium on the implementation of the biofuels law and the conversion of irrigated lands 
to ensure food security.54  Senator Rodolfo Biazon among others said the use of food 
sources like corn and sugar cane for alternative fuels might  have to be reassessed and it 
must also be ensured that the lands planted with corn, sugar cane and jatropha for 
alternative fuels were indeed not suitable for rice, the country’s primary staple.55

The proponents of biofuel technology argues that in addition to being 
environmentally  friendly, biofuels will speed the rate of economic development 
experienced by  countries as biofuels will increase the demand for domestic crops and 
reduce oil imports.56  The fuel needed for industrial expansion will come from domestic 
farmers and money otherwise used to import energy will be kept in the country.57

The Philippines however is an archipelago with a limited resource in terms of land 
fit for agricultural purposes. The law of supply and demand in economics partly explains 
why prices of food commodities in the Philippines have increased. Crops used for biofuel 
would be competing with crops used for the country’s food supply in terms of the 
agricultural land where such crops are to be planted.   

Thus, due to an increase in demand in the use of agricultural land and also due to 
shifts in farmers’ decisions to plant biofuel related crops which are to be relatively more 
lucrative instead of crops for the food market, the prices of basic food commodities will 
thereby increase. As of 2008, there are currently  10 million hectares of land now devoted to 
agriculture and there are 4 million hectares of idle public land that can be planted with 
various crops, including biofuel crops.58 

Several hectares of rice lands are however also sought to be converted for biofuel 
production purposes.59 Given the fact that rice farmers only earn about P20,000 to P40,000 
per hectare per cropping season, the temptation to shift to biofuel crops that can guarantee 
much higher incomes cannot be ignored.60
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    54Biazon Seeks Review of Biofuels Law Implementation, THE PHILIPPINE STAR, April 17, 2008 at http://
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Foreign investors have also expressed interest  in massive jatropha planting 
programs, encouraging local government units to offer large tracts of land.61  A Special 
Report on Energy in the International Herald Tribune also noted that a British firm, NRG 
Chemical Engineering (NRG Chemical), will invest $600 million in jatropha plantations in 
the Philippines that will cover over a million hectares, mainly in Palawan and Mindanao.62 
NRG Chemical has set up a joint venture with the Philippine National Oil Company 
(PNOC) to build a biodiesel refinery and two bioethanol distilleries.63  Over a million 
hectares will be tapped because jatropha needs vast areas to produce a substantial amount 
of oil.64 

The Department of Agriculture has also been approached by 15 companies 
interested in producing biofuel feedstock here whose projects will require 725,300 hectares 
of land.65

On the opposite spectrum, the demand for fuel in general will increase yearly. 
Based on a study by the PCA, the country’s transport-industry consumes an estimated 7 
billion liters of diesel per year and this amount is expected to increase over the years.66

The supply of biofuels is so limited and its demand so great in the Philippines, that 
the National Biofuels Board on January 2009 authorized the oil companies to import 
bioethanol as the local supply cannot afford them to comply with the Philippine Biofuels 
Law of mixing 5% ethanol in the gasoline they sell at the pumps.67 

The Philippines will require 208 million liters of ethanol in 2009 in order to comply 
with the Biofuel Law.68  As of 2009, there are only two companies in the Philippines 
producing bioethanol in commercial quantities. These are the San Carlos Bioenergy Inc. 
and the Leyte Agri Corp, both of which can produce only 19% of the 208 Million liter 
requirement of the Philippines.69

 As the biofuels industry in the Philippines grows, a larger and larger share of the 
supposedly food production is to be used to feed the huge mills that produce ethanol. This 
was precisely  what happened in the United States of America (US). As the US biofuels 
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industry grew, wheat and rice prices surged to decade highs, because even as those grains 
were increasingly used as a food source, farmers were allotting more acres for biofuels 
production and fewer acres with other crops.70 
 The poultry and swine industry  could also be affected with this phenomenon. 
According to Vernon Eidman, a professor emeritus of agribusiness management at the 
University  of Minnesota, higher feed costs will cause returns to fall sharply, especially  in 
the poultry and swine sectors.71 Thus, if returns will drop, production will decline, and the 
prices for chicken, pork, milk, eggs and other derivatives will ultimately rise.

An increase in food prices would certainly  hurt consumers’ pockets, especially 
those in poor developing countries including the Philippines. The World Bank as early as 
2001 has estimated that 2.7 billion people in the world were living on the equivalent of less 
than USD 2 a day; to them,  even marginal increases in the cost of staple grains could be 
devastating.72

Sugar and Biofuels

Sugar is one of the primary sources of biofuel in the Philippines today. Despite the 
increase in food prices,  Senator Juan Miguel Zubiri, the principal author of the Biofuels 
Act of 2006, denied that the biofuels program is the reason behind the increase in world 
food prices. According to him, “the increase in food prices is commensurate to the increase 
in the price of fuel. Producers spend more for transportation and fertilizer, which is a fossil 
oil by-product.”73   He further pointed out that the feedstock for bioethanol in the 
Philippines is sugar, a mere food additive.74

This assessment however ignores the fact that sugar is an important commodity  in 
the Philippines, a major input in food processing industries. In 2007, the Department of 
Agriculture reported that by 2001 about 8.5 M  metric tons of sugarcane will be needed to 
fulfill the mandated blending of gasoline with 10% ethanol, which already represents 
around 37% of the total sugarcane produced in the country in 2005.75

Moreover, in an article published in the Philippine Agricultural Scientist, UPLB 
economist Prof. U-Primo E. Rodriguez and Dr. Liborio Cabanilla, dean of the College of 
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Economics and Management, noted that using sugarcane as source of energy may have 
adverse effects. “Devoting sugarcane as biofuel feedstock would probably raise the average 
domestic prices of agricultural, fishery and forest products, which in turn will make 
production costs higher and therefore increase prices of food products in the market.”76  

According to the research’s simulation, there are significant impacts which would 
greatly affect the sugar industry. First  would be the increase of about 18.5% of sugar prices 
due to the stimulating demand for sugarcane.77 This would induce significant increases in 
the value added and employment in the sugar industry.78 
The big expansion of the sugar industry, however, will just be the only reason for the 
general expansion of the agriculture, fishery and forestry sector.79 Rodriguez explained that 
the expanding sugar industry will affect industries such as corn, livestock and poultry, 
probably due to the possible allocation of resources to sugar planting.80

Conclusion

There is no doubt that  the Biofuels Act of 2006, if implemented properly  and 
effectively, would help  address the Philippines’ dependence on foreign oil. There is also no 
debate that the law is a good starting point  for the country’s program to become self-
sufficient in energy production. 

Addressing the oil crisis alone, however, could be disastrous for the country’s food 
supply. The oil crisis as well as the food crisis must be tackled hand in hand to come up 
with a good and viable policy and solution. Ignoring one or the other would only  raise more 
problems than there was to begin with.

The government through the proper agencies could also explore other sources of 
biofuels that would require land that would not necessarily be fit for agricultural purposes. 
Doing so could help eliminate the competition between biofuel crops and food crops and 
thereby mitigate any  adverse effects on the prices of the basic food supply. It has already 
been discovered that ethanol made entirely from cellulose (which is found in trees, grasses, 
and other plants) has an energy ratio between 5 and 6 and emits 82 to 85% less greenhouse 
gases than does gasoline.81 This alternative, if enhanced, could be rewarding as grasses and 
trees can be grown on land poorly  suited on food crops or in climates hostile to the usual 
biofuel crops such as sugarcane, corn, and soybeans.
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A promising development is the use of malunggay as a source of both biofuels and 
food. Unlike jatropha, all parts of the plant can be used either for food or for fuel.82 The 
leaves of malunggay can be eaten, while oil can be drawn from the seeds to produce fuel. 
The malunggay seedlings will take one to two years to mature, half the time required for 
jatropha. Malunggay can also be grown in land not necessarily fit or devoted for 
agricultural purposes.

Other alternatives may exist yet its discovery would depend on whether the government 
would acknowledge that the food supply is threatened by  factors including the increase in 
demand for biofuel crops. Moreover, even if acknowledged, the solution to both the oil and 
food crisis must take into consideration its effect  on one another. Only then will the 
Philippines truly lead the way to ensuring food and energy sustainability for Filipinos.  
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Abstract

This article examines how the demobilization process of former paramilitary  groups in 
the Colombian city of Medellín does gender by representing the ‘traditional nuclear 
family’ as the marker of pacification for former male combatants. By reading the 
Democratic Security Policy, it makes visible the ways in which the state project  of 
security aims at fixing the moral boundaries of the identity category of nationals. It 
looks at the security  practice of demobilization, individual as well as collective ones, 
and interrogates how it informs and shapes traditional notions of family. Finally, this 
article highlights the functions and effects that the invisibility of gender plays in the 
legitimation of the state project  of security and questions the violence embedded in 
sanctioned gender relationships.

Keywords: Security, identity, gender, war on terror, demobilization.

Introduction
Lay down your arms, come back to the nuclear family and abandon a clandestine life 
(DSP, 2003: §116) has been the slogan of the Colombian government to call members of 
illegal armed groups to join the demobilization process. This invitation is part of the 
Democratic Security Policy (DSP), the official security strategy in place since 2002 and, 
hence, the beginning of the demobilization process for more than fifty thousand 
combatants that also marks the beginning of the present inquiry. This paper reads the 
ways in which the demobilization process in Medellín from 2003 until 2007 does 
gender and ultimately contributes to the cycle of violence the security strategy  promises 
to halt.
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The focus of this paper lies in the problematisation of gender relations for men and 
women in the reintegration process in Medellín.3 I ask how the security  discourse does 
gender for former demobilized men that, following the proclamation of the nuclear 
family as the basis of citizenship, makes women the necessary peaceful counterparts. As 
such, traditional heterosexual arrangements become institutionalized as the security 
formula in the new war on terror. Sanctioned gender roles and relationships, that 
produce and reproduce the figure of male as warrior and the role of women as confined 
to the reproductive private sphere become crucial to closing ranks against terrorists and 
so both men and women are hailed and summoned to perform identities that secure the 
nation. As a way of introducing the main part of the work, I would first like to make 
explicit my own position and the assumptions upon which this paper is based.

I perceive this paper as an academic contribution, yet this text is also a glimpse of 
myself. The call for an open war on terror caught me by surprise in May 2002, when 
Alvaro Uribe was elected President  on the political platform of Democratic Security. I 
was puzzled with the results of the elections that proclaimed a war of ‘all against the 
terrorists’, I thought we had always been at war in Colombia, especially  in Medellín, 
where I was born. What could then mean that we were now ‘really’ closing ranks to 
defeat dangers, represented in the blurred figure of ‘terrorists’ and ‘terrorist-
sympathizers’? This war meant to put the security of the Nation first.

My personal and professional experiences, as well as my academic background, made 
me aware of the many affiliations I had. I was a peace scholar, foreigner, daughter, 
woman, heterosexual, latina, middle class, mestiza, and yes, also Colombian. These 
identity  markers, gender, nationality, ethnicity, age, profession, among others are 
sometimes too broad and sometimes too strict and they do not represent my subjectivity. 
Hence, being Colombian was an imperfect identity  category  among many; one that 
could not overshadow the rest of my affiliations. Furthermore, my  nationality has 
contributed greatly  to being who I am personally  and professionally. I am a peace 
researcher to a great extent because I grew up  in Colombia, in a political, social, cultural 
and economic context in which violence was ordinary  for resolving conflicts, and I have 
spent significant years trying to come to terms with alternative ways of transforming 
conflicts peacefully. Despite and because of this recognition, I am not nationalistic and I 
refuse to enroll in the ‘army of good people’, to be stripped of the many identity 
positions and affiliations I embody and be reduced to a transparent citizen in the war on 
terror. I believe I have alternative options for dealing with violence that do not 
reproduce more violence. This paper is a specific expression of these provocations. 

What is implied in this research is, on the one hand, that security discourses are crucial 
for the construction of identity categories and, on the other hand, that gender is a doing. 
The first assumption derives from the belief that discourses are living texts, which 
simultaneously  describe and prescribe realities (Campbell, 1998; Hall, 1996; Stern, 
2005; Weldes and others, 1999) and thus come into being within contexts, positioned, 
constituted and constitutive of power relations (Said, 2003; Butler, 1995). The 
expression doing gender refers to Judith Butler’s notion of gender as “an incessant 
activity performed, in part, without one’s knowing and without one’s willing ... as a 
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practice of improvisation within a scene of constraint” always acting in concert with or 
for another (Butler, 2004a: 1). In other words, gender as a doing is made up beyond 
oneself “in a sociality  that has no single author” (ibid), which in this article I relate to a 
specific group of gendered security discourses on state, nation and family.

Following this argument, I focus specifically on the official Colombian Democratic 
Security discourse and how it constructs categories that  play an important role in the 
process of identification. I use the term process because, first, discourses are not 
sufficient to constitute identity  since not any subject fits into any category or can be 
removed or exchanged as a puppet in an unproblematic fashion (Hall, 1996: 6-10; 
Butler 1990). Social subjects are hailed into the positions created by discourses but they 
necessarily have to invest in those positions for articulating their identity. Identity, 
understood as this particular ‘intersection’ (Hall, 1996), needs the subject’s response or 
investment to perform certain subject positions. 

Moreover, the process of identification is imperfect, temporal and unsettling since “the 
subject never achieves the completion or wholeness toward which it strives [and] 
remains haunted by that which has to be excluded for subjectivity to be constituted in 
the first place” (Edkins and Pin-Fat, 1999: 1). In this sense, identification is a 
performance, a continuous doing by subjects who are always in the process of 
becoming, a constant negotiation that never finds a perfect fit (Stern, 2005). 

This ‘becoming’ gains ever more importance when looking at the representations of 
identity  categories. In Hall’s view, “not ‘who we are’ or ‘where we came from’, as much 
as what we might become, how we have been represented and how that bears on how 
we might represent ourselves” (Hall, 1996: 3-4) identities are constituted within 
representations. In this line of thinking, how identity categories are represented plays a 
vital role in the conditions of possibility for the constitution of the subject. 
Representations make feasible certain ways of becoming while necessarily rendering 
others irrational, abnormal and impossible.

In security discourses, such representations are evidently intertwined with identity 
categories such as state, nation and others. Security discourses generally emanate from 
state officials and commonly follow a simple structure in which threats are presented to 
the public, claiming that they are also – by extension – dangers to the nation, and from 
such denomination a list of measures is constructed (Weldes and others, 1999) that aims 
at blocking the development of whatever is said to be putting the collectivity at risk 
(Wæver, 1995). By naming dangers, security  discourses function as “a specific sort of 
boundary producing political performance” to domesticate “the meaning of man [sic] 
by constructing his [sic] problems, his [sic] dangers, his [sic] fears” (Campbell, 1998: 
62). State security discourses do not only construct ‘men’s’ problems, dangers and fears, 
they  do also construct women’s problems, dangers and fears. In a differentiated manner, 
the construction of both manhood and womanhood in security  discourses is then 
paramount, not only  to point at what  ‘good citizens’ should be afraid of, but also to 
construct citizens’ loves. “For security is a package which tells you what you are as it 
tells you what to die for; which tells you what to love as it tells you what to defend 
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(dulce et decorum est pro patria mori); and which tells you what  is right  as it  tells you 
what is wrong” (Dillon, 1996: 33).

Thus, when naming dangers the boundaries erected do not only involve delineating the 
territorial space of the state but, equally  important, the cognitive and moral borders 
which divide homogeneity  from diversity, inside from outside, self from other (Stern, 
2005: 27; Walker, 1993). These borders presuppose “clear-cut, unambiguous, non-
overlapping and defined” frontiers (Chilton, 1996: 64). Moreover, inside its borders, 
through the measures the state devises to cope with the dangers it names, the state is 
supposed to secure the ‘imagined political community’ (Anderson, 1991). 

In this direction, when security  discourses establish which events and actors, what and 
whom we should fear, they necessarily  establish the other, the outside and the to be 
feared at the same time that  they establish the domestic, the safe and ordered. Both are 
constituted in what William Connolly (1991) has named the economy of identity/
difference, implying that an “identity is established in relation to a series of differences 
that have become socially recognized” and that “are essential to its being” (Connolly, 
1991: 64). If differences did not exist, neither would identity in its distinctness and 
solidity (ibid).

Through denominations of danger, the state partially  creates those idealized 
representations of identity to which national and foreign are hailed. The ways subjects 
are hailed to adopt certain subject positions are multiple, involving institutional and 
security practices, such as the demobilization process. Their discursive representation 
and this particular security practice, ‘how we are represented’ and thus how those 
representations bear on ‘who we might become’, are the gendered processes of 
identification I want  to problematise in the particular case of the demobilization process 
in Medellín.4

In the constant construction of the identities of state, nation and other, gender plays a 
crucial role. Those who are called, summoned and hailed by institutional practices to 
fulfill their security  duties in Colombia have a gender-differentiated position, men ought 
to be active politically, financially  sufficient ‘citizens,’ and women ought to show their 
security loyalties in the war on terror by fulfilling their roles as mothers, heterosexual 
partners of former combatants and become the markers of pacification. Their active 
belonging to the category of ‘good citizens’ restricts their agency, reduces their 
personal, sexual and political affiliations, which is overridden by their obedience to the 
state’s project of security. 

The construction of an individual citizen in the Colombian case, represented as an 
autonomous self that founds the political community, privileges attributes traditionally 
linked to masculine power relationships by  presenting the main characteristics of 
sovereignty (objectivity, rationality, morality and power-driven) as concomitant interests 
and features of ‘men’. However, this gender constitution is made invisible in security 
politics in order to present ‘the sovereign man’ as an unproblematic disembodied being 
that founds political order. Citizen, this subject of law, of political, economic and 
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cultural practices and rituals, is impossibly individual, with impossibly undifferentiated, 
uniform, and universal properties, entitlements, and duties (Joseph, 2000: 3). In short, 
citizenship becomes an impossible ideal of an “independent, autonomous individual, 
disconnected from time and space, circumstances, personal relations, state formations or 
position of knowledge” (Weber, 2008). In other words, in order to appear universal, this 
‘citizen’ needs to be devoid of its gender, race, class, ethnicity, as well as other 
contextual and historical aspects of identity (Politics & Gender, 2007).

I turn my attention at this particular historicity of gendered citizenship in the Colombian 
setting. Instead of assuming that the citizen, as subject, is autonomous, centered and 
devoid of gender, I explore the security discourses and the micropractice of 
demobilization of paramilitaries in Medellín as a way of making visible how citizens 
are, in and of themselves, open to relations with others and how their experiences open 
up new frameworks for understanding violence (Butler, 2004a). I want to pursue an 
investigation that scrutinizes the positionality of men and women in the Peace and 
Reconciliation program, how they are hailed to adopt impossible neutral, autonomous 
and sovereign citizenship practices. They are women and men who are ‘done’ in their 
gender, partly, by the discourse of Democratic Security.5 

In order to develop these arguments, this article is structured as follows. First, it reviews 
the security policy of the Colombian government, pointing at how the naming of 
terrorism constructs identity categories for ‘us’ and ‘them’. Then by examining closely 
the particular case of the demobilization process in Medellín, Colombia this paper 
problematises the representation of the nuclear family and its concomitant gender roles, 
relationships and duties carried out in the name of state security.

(New) war on terror in Colombia
As it was mentioned in the introduction, the demobilization process of members of 
illegal armed groups is part of the state’s security practices in the war on terror. In order 
to contextualize and position this discourse and its security practices, it is crucial to 
comprehend how the armed conflict has been redefined according to the concepts of a 
(new) war on terror. This new framework for violence brings along its own 
interpretation on the causes of war and hence makes viable certain methods for conflict 
transformation while – necessarily – leaves others unconsidered. 

Although traditionally defined by the government as a war between the state and 
communist guerrillas, since the decade of the eighties the naming of the Colombian 
conflict has changed radically (Nieto and Robledo, 2001). The expansion of drug cartels 
and the creation of paramilitary groups increased the intensity  and complexity of the 
war. The actors of the war proliferated and the connections between guerrillas and drug 
business, between drug cartels and politicians, between drug cartels and paramilitary 
groups and between politicians and paramilitary  groups were evident. Violence rose to 
the ranks of the worldwide highest rates of murders, kidnapping and internally displaced 
persons, making civilians the number one target of the different armed groups, including 
the armed state forces.
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Against this background, definitions and names of the Colombian war flourish.6 Aware 
of such multiplicity, I would like to concentrate on the official definition of the war 
according to the government, since this definition informs the security discourse and 
serves as platform for the demobilization process. In contrast to (neo)idealist  views 
which present the situation of violence as the result of economic, political and social 
conditions of ‘underdevelopment’,7 the current government has defined the war along 
the lines of a (neo)realist perspective. This perspective assumes that violence exists in 
individual ‘men’ free from laws and government. Thus, when there is no common 
power which keeps ‘men’ at awe, no authority  can contain the unruliness of ‘man’ who 
lives in constant fear of ‘a war of every man against  every  man’ (Hobbes, 1651). The 
solution to this problem is to establish a common power – a sovereign state authority  – 
that produces so much fear in ‘men’ that it  makes them obey and restrain from waging 
war against their equals. In return, the government promises security and internal order.

These suppositions about subjectivity, violence, fear and consensus are echoed in the 
official narrative of the war on terror that, hand in hand with the concept of new wars,8 
seem to flawlessly fit the Colombian conflict  according to the government.9 President 
Alvaro Uribe argues that the guerrillas are narco-terrorist organizations whose 
mercenaries plunder, intimidate and serve criminal activities (Uribe, 2005). Thus, robust 
security measures, which undermine democracy, are necessary for the state to recover 
its lost  authority. The President promises that once security is achieved, peace will be 
born out of authority and people will be able to enjoy freedoms (Uribe, 2002a: 20). So 
Uribe (ibid: 27) proposes a strong state, a strong government, and good people 
collaborating with the armed forces to “close ranks against the terrorists”. 

Since the (new) war on terror denies an ideological basis for struggle, a particular 
economic perspective on the causes of violence has gained momentum to comprehend 
the nexus between armed groups and drug business. This particular view, although 
contested by  numerous political analysts (cf. IEPRI, 2006), has been made popular in 
Colombia through the design and implementation of World Bank projects. Former WB 
researcher Paul Collier (2006) holds that people naively believe in the discourse of the 
rebel groups that claim grievances – like inequality, political repression, and ethnic and 
religious divisions – as their motives for armed struggle. On the contrary, argues Collier 
(2006: 23), “[w]hile objective grievances do not generate violent conflict, violent 
conflict generates subjective grievances. This is not just a by-product of conflict, but an 
essential activity of a rebel organization.” 

Following this thesis, the real cause of violent conflict  is the possibility of the rebel 
groups to profit. There will be rebellions as long as the rebels and their leaders can fill 
their pockets with money. Hence, rebel groups need to be understood as rational 
economic agents who respond to incentives and sanctions (Collier, 2006). Consequently, 
to end violence the risk factors that feed the war need to be tackled with economic and 
financial instruments.

This definition of violence and its concomitant  solutions resound in the current 
governmental understanding of the Colombian conflict. The government does not 
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acknowledge a causal frame to comprehend violence but argues that grievances are the 
very consequences of insecurity. Poverty, exclusion, ecological degradation, political 
marginalization, violence, humanitarian crises and the ‘underdevelopment’ of the 
country  are seen as effects of violence and not as conditions for its emergence or 
continuation (Uribe, 2004a). In this logic, the war will only end when the enemy is 
defeated militarily. To achieve this defeat, it will take organized state and non-state 
violence as well as weakening the enemy’s sources of income.

The Democratic Security Policy
In order to defeat the terrorists, recover the authority of the state, bring back security to 
the country and unite Colombians, the government has designed the Democratic 
Security Policy (DSP). The DSP was the political platform used in the 2002 Presidential 
campaign of Alvaro Uribe10 and, once he was in office, it was launched as the security 
and defense strategy in June 2003 (DSP, 2003). Though Uribe has been in power for 
over seven years, the pillars of the DSP have been maintained throughout this 
administration.11 

For the purposes of this article, it is important to highlight the discursive formations that 
the DSP creates for the identities of state, nation and others in order to comprehend 
more thoroughly how these gendered representations hail subjects through the practice 
of the demobilization process.

The structure of the DSP (2003) follows a conventional understanding of security 
discourses. It first produces the effects of a state subjectivity by invoking a primary  and 
stable state identity; then it  lists a collection of threats that are said to be endangering 
the state and by extension the nation; and from these representations of dangers the state 
imparts strategies to cope with the dangers it names and, simultaneously, legitimate the 
state’s role as provider of security to its citizens. In this process, the categories of state, 
nation, and others are constructed and then produced as social facts according to state’s 
actions (Weldes and others, 1999). Likewise, the border which divides, and at the same 
time joins, us and them is outlined following a set  of markers which enable to 
distinguish the ‘good nationals’ from the ‘terrorists’ (Campbell, 1998).

Addressed to the whole society, the preface of the DSP by the President and the 
Minister of Defense states the theme perfectly. Everybody’s goal is to achieve security: 
the executive, the legislative and the judiciary branches of the state, the military  and the 
police especially, the civilian population, the industrial sector and the international 
community. To achieve security, all have to fight against terrorism (DSP, 2003: 6, 8). 
Thus, security is not reduced to a state obligation, but  is a task that has to be undertaken 
by everybody. Security is proclaimed as an obligation for the whole society. Security  is 
turned into everybody’s problem and everybody’s responsibility.

The naming of dangers in the DSP refers to six threats “which pose an immediate 
danger to the stability of the country, its democratic institutions, and the lives of 
Colombians” (DSP, 2003: §36). These dangers are terrorism, illegal drugs trade, illicit 
finance, traffic of arms, ammunition and explosives, kidnapping and extortion and 
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homicide. Though these dangers comprise a wide spectrum, in the explanation 
developed in the DSP they all relate to terrorism. 

Simultaneously, the notion of ‘terrorism’ is vaguely defined as a method for which “the 
only common denominator among [its] different variants […] is the calculated use of 
deadly violence against civilians for political purposes” (DSP, 2003: §37). Terrorism 
turns into the label ascribed to all types of illegitimate violence and hence the term “is 
conceived as an action with no political ground, [and which] cannot be read politically. 
It emerges, as they say, from fanatics, extremists, who do not espouse a point of view, 
but  rather exist outside of ‘reason’, and do not have part in the human 
community” (Butler, 2004b: 88-89). 

Leaving terrorism outside of the realm of politics turns ‘terrorists’ into invalid political 
interlocutors. Therefore, the ways of dealing with this threat are presented as apolitical. 
According to the government, the war on terror can only be won by military  means 
(DSP, 2003: §88-§90). And since ‘we all have to fight terrorism’, the concept that the 
government introduces for marking the borders between ‘us’ (good citizens) and 
‘them’ (terrorists) is the notion of ‘patriotic solidarity’, disguised as a Constitutional 
duty for all Colombians:

Solidarity demanded by the modern social democratic State to help  prevent 
crime and terrorism, by providing information relating to the illegal armed 
groups. […] If 44 million Colombians support and feel support by the State, 
terrorism can be defeated. (DSP, 2003: §130)

The government has placed its security’s priority on the cities, where the plan is to 
“encourage the participation and co-operation of each and every citizen in the 
achievement and maintenance of security [through] alliances between the authorities 
and the citizenry  [as] the quickest and surest way of restoring security” (DSP, 2003: 
§93-§94). This alliance comprises, amongst other elements, “active citizen co-operation, 
based on the common values of respect  for the dignity of the people and the rejection of 
[non-state] violence” (DSP, 2003: §104). 

Citizen’s cooperation has been mainly institutionalized in rural and urban areas as 
networks which “in accordance with the principle of solidarity  and the duty  to 
contribute to common security, will provide the authorities with information which will 
help  in the prevention of crime and the pursuit of criminals” (DSP, 2003: §131). This 
army of good people “will also participate in programmes aimed at promoting a culture 
of security” and act as “an extra set  of eyes for the authorities with whom they will be in 
constant contact” (ibid).

In this fight of all against terrorism, the government aims at involving the whole society. 
Therefore, it  is a key factor that the government controls what the media is allowed to 
communicate. Journalists are informed of their duties in this fight: they  should report 
with responsibility and prudence “when releasing information which endangers lives or 
jeopardises [military] operations” (DSP, 2003: §136). The above includes “the use of the 
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media by  those who attack the civilian population as a sounding board to justify their 
actions, and the impact of the language that is used when reporting information” (DSP, 
2003: §137). This way, the state dictates the limits of what can be spoken and what 
cannot be spoken about in the media, censoring criticism of state violence in the name 
of security (Butler, 2004b).

Following Gianni Vattimo (1992), this image resembles the transparent society in which 
citizens’ activities, thoughts, actions, plans, attitudes and behaviors are controlled by a 
government that is ever more opaque. The security  functions of the state expand to a 
point in which it is no longer possible to control its actions. When the increase of 
securitized issues is pervasive to the point of controlling the definitions of the armed 
conflict by the media, then such society can no longer contain that common power 
which ‘keeps men at awe’, to paraphrase Hobbes. The fear the Leviathan inflicts is 
overwhelming, it draws the boundaries of public speech, of a reasonable opinion in the 
media and it silences those who criticize state policies by labeling them unpatriotic and 
terrorist-sympathizers (Butler, 2004b).12 

Precisely in this direction, when security turns into a duty  for everyone, then ‘the 
people’ have the obligation to accomplish their security duties or otherwise face the 
consequences of being labeled suspect, non-collaborator and, in this logic, a security 
threat in themselves. The call for security, based on a national fight against terrorism, 
not only includes those who commit acts of terror, but it stretches to include anyone 
who is suspect of doing so, as well as people who do not actively collaborate with the 
security forces to fight the war, who do not comply with security measures, those who 
criticize the government and those who do not want to be ruled this way (Butler, 
2004b). 

These discursive formations, which construct an ideal picture of ‘the Colombian 
national’, are articulated as the history of an imagined political community  organized as 
a fraternity for which its members should be willing to kill and die for (Anderson, 
1991). In the DSP, the political community has clear origins, current attributes and a 
common future. According to official security discourses, ‘Colombia’ is a great nation 
born in the war of independence and later on shaped by  an authoritarian military figure 
(Simón Bolívar) who was able to bring security to the country. Only afterwards, its 
counter figure, symbolizing civilian freedoms (Francisco de Paula Santander), had the 
chance to erect norms and rules which brought  civil liberties to the people (Uribe, 
2002b). The government recalls this ‘historical event’ as a coup de force, which 
legitimizes current public policies and the sacrifices it demands from the citizenry based 
on the birth of the nation (Campbell, 1999).

At the present moment, this nation is portrayed as weak, a conglomerate of people who 
“cannot mourn their dead anymore, [as a] nation who is agonizing” and, consequently, it 
needs a strong state to support ‘her’ in the war on terror (Uribe, 2002b). Hence, the 
nation’s unity is based upon the exclusion of those who have harmed ‘her’. ‘We’ are 
bound by the pain that has been inflicted upon ‘us’ by  ‘them’. ‘We’ are defined by  the 
enemies we face (Saco, 1999). At the same time, the state promises that this enemy – 
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terrorism – will be defeated, only if ‘we’ all collaborate with the security  forces. The 
unity  of millions who make up  the army of ‘good people’, under the command of a 
strong state authority, is the necessary combined force that will be able to defeat  the 
narco-terrorists. 

The President claims that, on the day in which security  prevail, uncertainty  will be 
mastered and peace will be born out of authority (Uribe, 2002a). On that day of victory, 
the sacrifices of today will be worth it. Hence, in this fight future scenarios are crucial. 
The future is the time-space that takes precedence over the present. All the sacrifices are 
made in the name not just of security, but also of “achieving security  in the 
future” (ibid).

Citizens then are made in the concrete historical-political space that collapses fraternity 
into nation. This particular articulation unites the notions of citizen and patriot and 
makes their meaning synonymous. Just like in the nineteenth century wars, the figure of 
a patriotic citizen does not just  entail rights, but also obligations to the homeland, which 
explicitly include the call for rising up in arms to defend ‘her’ (Uribe de H., 2004: 
88-89). The representation of a patriotic citizen, as discursive identity category, also 
implies matters of imagination, desires and inventions in which public speech has an 
important role to play for the very  ways in which ‘we’ conceive ‘us’ as social subjects 
(ibid: 76-77). 

Such temporal elements are carefully  constructed in a way that the story of ‘who we 
are’, ‘where we come from’ and ‘where we are heading to’ is presented as coherent, 
unitary and consistent. This narrative makes the nation’s identity  fixed, its borders clear-
cut and its destiny certain. Each of these times and places confirms the thesis of the 
government that only  when the nation participates actively  in the war and fulfils its 
patriotic duties, security  will be achieved and then, only then, peace will be born out of 
authority and people will be able to exercise their freedoms.

The demobilization process
The project of defeating terrorism with a military  campaign and with the ‘patriotic 
solidarity of the good citizens’ is the basis for the demobilization process. It was 
inaugurated by President Uribe on 23 December 2002 when enabling the state to initiate 
processes of demobilization with armed groups without recognizing their political status 
(Law 782/2002). This legal prerogative was designed for the paramilitary  forces, which 
had promised to enter a ceasefire since November 2002. However, “[d]espite the 
declared cease-fire, paramilitaries were still responsible for massacres, targeted killings, 
‘disappearances’, torture, kidnappings and threats” (Amnesty International, 2004: 5-6).

In July  2003, government representatives and paramilitary leaders of the group 
Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) signed the Agreement Santa Fé de Ralito and 
paved the way for the demobilization process to take place outside the frame of a peace 
agreement. The demobilizations were so agreed to result in the reincorporation of 
former combatants into civilian life and contribute to the state’s security strategy by 
reducing the ‘man’-power of illegal armed groups and using their confessions as a 

Peace Studies Journal, Vol. 2, Issue 2, Winter 2009                                                                       



61

source of military  information “to stop illegal armed groups’ assaults and formulate 
military counterattacks” (Anaya, 2006: 2). 

It was made clear that the demobilization process was not a pillar in a peace process but 
a key element in winning the war on terror, and herein rests one of the biggest 
difficulties. The legal procedures for demobilization were signed before the 
reincorporation into civilian life had been thought out and before it was clear how the 
rights of the victims could be safeguarded and protected. This sequence in time reflects 
the priorities of the security  agenda and severely diminishes the possibilities of turning 
this war strategy into a peace process. 

From November 2002 until May 2007, the government’s invitation for terrorists to lay 
down their arms, return to “the nuclear family  and abandon a clandestine life” (DSP, 
2003: §116) was headed by circa 44,500 demobilized persons (Presidency of Colombia, 
2007). Out of this group, 31,000 are combatants who have demobilized in collective 
acts and the rest individually. Out of all the demobilized combatants in the three years 
period, approximately 3,400 (eight percent) are women (Policía Nacional, 2007).13

The main common characteristic between collective and individual demobilizations is 
that both imply disarmament, provision of information to the security forces and 
reincorporation into civilian life. However, there are great differences between 
collective and individual demobilizations. Collective demobilizations take place 
because of the order of the armed group leader, which implies a hierarchical structure 
and obedience, relations that do not automatically  disappear with the demobilization act 
(Iniciativa de Mujeres por la Paz, 2006: 15; Restrepo, 2009). On the other hand, 
individual demobilizations take place on the basis of combatants voluntarily abandoning 
the armed group, which for many of them implies being labeled as traitors and thus 
living in constant fear of getting killed by former comrades (Anaya, 2007: 16).

Individual demobilizations
Whereas most of the collective demobilizations take place in the locality  where the 
armed groups operated, because of its characteristics individual demobilizations imply 
the relocation from where the person was living with the armed group to a shelter in 
distant urban areas called House of Peace “Casa de Paz”. This movement aims at 
protecting the demobilized person from possible revenge of the former armed group and 
it has implied the isolation and exclusion of the demobilized in the shelters the state has 
arranged for them. This isolation also is an incentive for former combatants to hand 
information to the military forces since “to give information that leads to capture former 
commanders or helps disband their former block or group is a way of protecting their 
own lives” (ibid). 

Since the project of state security seeks the constitution of the nuclear family, once the 
demobilized person has been assigned a shelter, his/her family  is also relocated there. 
This move has significant gender effects and consequences. The first one is that even if 
a combatant spent years away from his/her family, once the demobilization takes place 
the state finds the family  and moves it  together with the former combatant without 
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taking into consideration if and how the families seek re-unification. Additionally, the 
stressful situation provoked by the ‘family reunion’, together with high levels of anxiety 
in the shelters, has resulted in an increased number of cases of domestic violence and 
abuse (ibid: 15). 

Combining these findings with the data of the National Police (Policía Nacional, 2006) 
which claims that around eighty-five percent of the individual demobilized combatants 
are men and that the state only recognizes as ‘nuclear family’ members of heterosexual 
couples, leads to the conclusion that most of those who suffer acts of violence in the 
shelters by  their partners are women. This information provides a more complete picture 
of the gendered character of the security practice of demobilizations. Men entered the 
demobilization process on a ‘voluntary’ basis and their families (i.e. wife and children) 
are relocated away  from their living places in provisional shelters in urban centers. All 
family members are isolated from the places where they  lived and the wives and 
children of these former warriors are abused. The state, however, has not yet considered 
increased domestic violence as an effect of the demobilization process. 

Conflating the ideas of nation and family in the name of security is then highly 
problematic. The state demands from ‘good citizens’ to pay their security  obligations to 
the nation by  providing information to the security  forces and to ‘become one of us’ by 
joining the nuclear family. This way the state enforces the rules of heterosexual 
marriage as fundamental element in securing the identity of the nation. Whether former 
combatants and their wives and children want to be re-unified is not a question. The 
state makes sure that the family is relocated at any cost in terms of physical and 
psychological violence to ‘family members.’ 

In this light, the gendered obligations to the nation are made evident. As nationals, 
Colombians are expected to be prepared to die for their country  (Yuval-Davis, 1997: 24) 
but whereas men are publicly recognized as former warriors and, once demobilized, as 
important sources of information to defeat terrorism, women are hailed to fulfill other 
type of national duties. To paraphrase Yuval-Davis and Anthias (1989: 7), women’s 
duties comprise being biological reproducers of the members of national collectivities - 
such as explicitly being called to bear children to demobilized men-, as reproducers of 
the boundaries of national groups - in this case border markers for demobilized groups – 
and as active transmitters and producers of the national culture – a culture of peace, 
civility and regulated heterosexual relations.

Contrary  to the role of men during and after war, women are made invisible in the 
demobilization process. Although they  are also active participants in violent struggles 
and are singled out in the demobilization process as biological and cultural reproducers 
of the ‘good citizenry’, the state handles this process as gender-neutral. In the same 
vein, the construction of manhood and masculinity is also left untouched. Which type of 
gender relations can help clarify why circa ninety percent of the combatants are male? 
This question is left unconsidered.14

Collective demobilizations in Medellín
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At the local level, nationalist women’s duties are also present in collective processes of 
demobilization where nation, state security  and nuclear family  become a pervasive unity 
that is presented as an apolitical issue and, thus, left outside of the limits of public 
debate. I would like to use the example of the city of Medellín to illustrate the complex 
and discriminatory character of this gendered process. 

Once the national government signed demobilization agreements with paramilitary 
leaders, local administrations found themselves faced with the question of how to deal 
with thousands of former combatants who were disarming. As it was mentioned in the 
introduction of this section, the state first decided upon disarmament and only  later 
concerned itself with the question of reincorporation. In other words, since 2003 cities 
like Medellín have received thousands of demobilized persons without any specific plan 
for reintegration except the central government instruction of ‘turning warriors into 
citizens’ (Iniciativa de Mujeres por la Paz, 2006: 15). From 2003 until 2006, the city  of 
Medellín received approximately 4,000 demobilized men and 40 women, a total number 
equivalent to thirteen percent of the total demobilizations in the country (Alcaldía de 
Medellín, 2006: 5).

Precisely for dealing with the demobilization process, the local administration of 
Medellín designed the institutional Program “Peace and Reconciliation: Model of 
Intervention for Returning to Legality” (Paz y Reconciliación: Modelo de intervención 
de regreso a la legalidad, hereafter PPR). The PPR should then make sure that former 
combatants are successfully turned into citizens, defined by the local administration as a 
process in which the individual is prepared to fully  enter society and acquire a formal 
job (Alcaldía de Medellín, 2007: 6). 

The PPR was designed upon an initial diagnosis based on testimonies of former 
combatants as regards their motives for joining illegal armed groups. The information 
provided by demobilized people and collected by the local government  shows that  the 
main reasons for joining armed groups are external threats (25 percent), death of a loved 
one (25 percent), stressful economic situation (23 percent), conflict with family 
members, friends or neighbors (7 percent) and others (20 percent) (Alcaldía de 
Medellín, 2007: 2). Despite of this initial diagnosis, which hints that  most of the 
motives for joining armed groups are found at  the relational level, only two out of seven 
areas of intervention deal with non-financial aspects of violence (Alcaldía de Medellín, 
2006: 9). Hence, no institutional line of action was designed to respond to relational 
conflicts in the reincorporation programs implemented by the state. 

For example, the psychosocial support area aims at providing familiar and 
communitarian psychological support, creating and strengthening trust, promoting 
communitarian development and establishing processes of compensation and 
reconciliation (Alcaldía de Medellín, 2007: 3). However, once set into motion this 
support program aims at providing education and job opportunities to former 
combatants. This lack of consistency is made clear in the first question posed to the 
demobilized person within the framework of the psychosocial program: “In which area 
would you like to study or work”? (Alcaldía de Medellín, 2006: 11). The multiple 
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choice answers offered to the interviewed are: finish primary  school, finish high school, 
professional training, high-level education, and social and communitarian action (ibid).

The PPR supplies former combatants with two years of monthly stipends, training 
courses and jobs offers. These conditions seek to make the demobilized persons 
economically productive and politically active citizens with cleaned criminal records. 

An obvious yet unauthorized question that needs to be asked is why are relational 
aspects of violence not dealt with in the PPR? What is at stake when taking seriously  the 
testimonies of former combatants? I believe that some answers to these questions are to 
be found in the effort to fence off counter-articulations to the identity  of the nation as it 
is constructed in the security discourse of the Colombian government. 

On the one hand, if demobilized persons contend that their motives to join illegal armed 
groups were not financial reasons but external threats, the death of a loved one or 
conflicts with family  members, friends and neighbors, then the picture that arises enters 
in clear contradiction with the definition of violence espoused by the government. The 
latter defines violence in Colombia because of a weak state authority in the past and 
nurtured by the desire of narco-terrorists to fill their pockets with money. The state 
promises that peace will be born out of authority, only if we follow the security 
measures and actively participate in the ‘army of good people’. Peace then turns into a 
certain promise, a knowable stage, always deferred in the future, for which we sacrifice 
today. This promise “overshadows the conviviality of individuals and 
communities” (Dietrich, 2006: 29) and, problematically, is unresponsive to the situation 
at hand, while constantly  referring to highest principles beyond the present moment 
(Dietrich, 2008: 178). 

Thus, listening to the testimonies of demobilized persons dissolves the frame for 
understanding violence within the (new) war on terror. These testimonies highlight the 
fact that there is much more to collective violence than greed and disobedience to 
sovereign authority. The testimonies hint at violent conflicts that express feelings, 
thoughts, words, actions and reactions in their own communities, relationally, in a 
particular context with concrete persons (Dietrich, 2006: 42). Consequently, these 
testimonies cannot be inscribed upon conventional divisions between sovereign/non-
sovereign and us/them. Most importantly, when we listen carefully  to the testimonies we 
realize that they defy the violent inscription of ‘otherness’ as a threat to ‘our’ national 
and territorial unity and to ‘our’ war on terror. Yet, articulated along the DSP lines of 
exclusion and violence against ‘otherness’, the Colombian government cannot come to 
terms with these particular understanding of violence and relationality.

Secondly, taking serious relational aspects of violence implies looking at the ways in 
which these relationships have worked and have constituted themselves in Medellín in 
order to recognize which role they have played in the legitimation of violence. In other 
words, this reflection would imply making visible relational aspects that account for 
collective violence with the aim of transforming them (Galtung, 2004). I would argue 
that gender does not only shape the institutional, political and economic structural 
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levels, but  also that at the relational level gender relationships play a decisive role. Yet, 
since the state project of security is based in particular on the construction of traditional 
gender relationships in the form of nuclear families, a profound transformative gender 
perspective is banned from public debate. 

Let us briefly  take the example of the “death of a loved one” to make this point clearer. 
In former versions of the PPR made public by  the local administration in July  2006, 
instead of ‘the death of a loved one’ accounting for 25 percent of the motives alleged by 
demobilized combatants to join the armed groups, the official document read “personal 
vengeance”. One could argue that the motivation for joining the armed group  is the 
desire to avenge the death of a loved one, not necessarily the death in itself. 

The topic of revenge has been widely  researched by cultural scholars in Medellín 
(Salazar, 1993, 2002; León, 2004; Blair, 1999, 2005; Vélez, 2000). What some of these 
findings suggest is that in many cases acts of violence perpetrated by  young males have 
been justified and encouraged by the figure of motherhood (Vélez, 2000).15  The 
feminine figure of the mother in need of protection by a hyper-masculine warrior son 
keeps feeding the cycle of revenge. Paradoxically, then, the relationships of a mother 
taking care of her children and in need of protection by a male figure which is strong, 
exhibits warrior features and acts as financial support  of the family  is precisely the 
representation of the family encouraged at the institutional level as part of the national 
security strategy. 

Yet, the complexity of the relations between violence, gender and agency would point to 
the urgency of recognizing the multiple roles and relationships between women and 
men, womanhood and manhood, in war and peace that challenge a clear dividing line 
between victim and perpetrator along gender identifications. This implies that the 
stereotypical dynamics of patriarchal culture in Medellín “in terms of the bipolar 
concepts of machismo – hypervirility  – and marianismo – a female archetype of purity 
and submissiveness; in other words, violent subjects (men) and peaceful ones 
(women)” (Riaño-Alcalá, 2006: 143), need to be closely scrutinized and thought out in 
their complexity. The call for understanding the violent conflict as systemic, relational 
and contextual then also requires that gender categories are open for recognizing how 
men and women are “instigators of conflict, perpetrators of violence, victims of conflict 
and eligible for demobilisation and reincorporation processes” (Schwitalla and Dietrich, 
2007: 58). Their gender identities allow for multiple positions that are being limited and 
restricted by simplified, fixed and stereotypical traditional gender identities in the DSP 
which, ultimately, rework the same gender divisions that feed violence in the first place. 

Institutional readjustments of gendered demobilizations
The Peace and Reconciliation program of Medellín became the model for the rest of the 
country  in the middle of 2006, after the Colombian Parliament passed the Law Justice 
and Peace (Ley de Justicia y Paz, Law 975/2005) and a new institutional framework 
was created to attend massive demobilizations of more than forty-four thousand 
between August 2002 and May 2007. Based on the mandate of the Justice and Peace 
Law, in 2006 the National Commission on Reparation and Reconciliation (CNRR) was 
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formed and, based on the Peace and Reconciliation program, the office of the President 
created the High Council on Reintegration (Alta Consejería para la Reintegración, 
ACR). This institutional framework was so erected inspired on the ‘success’ of the 
program in the city  of Medellín, which by then experienced a dramatic decline in the 
number of murders registered, i.e. 61 percent between 2003 and 2007 (Restrepo, 2009: 
16). 

However, since the beginning of 2008, critics of the local administration have put to 
scrutiny  the so-called success of the reintegration model. According to political scientist 
analysis (cf. Restrepo, 2009), the decrease in the number of murderers in Medellín, from 
2003 until 2007 would obey to a structural unification between illegal groups, mainly a 
hierarchical line of command from former paramilitary  leader ‘Don Berna’, which also 
absorbed other armed groups in the city, and legal arrangements supported in the 
reintegration process of the local administration.16 

Thus, despite the evidence that the Peace and Reconciliation program in Medellin 
portrayed a false decrease in violence and created the conditions for illegal and legal 
organizations to adjust to new forms of organized violence in the city, most critics fail to 
scrutinize the gender dynamics that called on men and women to position themselves in 
relation to war through the local conduct of everyday reintegration practices 
(O’Gorman, 1999: 102). 

The institutional reaction towards gender critiques of the demobilization process has 
been to include the ‘issue’ of gender in the institutional framework of the CNRR. One of 
the working groups of the Commission is called ‘gender and specific populations’, 
which is geared towards paying special attention to victims, such as women, children 
and historically discriminated groups, like indigenous and Afro-Colombian populations 
(CNRR, 2009). In this manner, the state retakes the topic of gender and accommodates 
it in the official discourse as it is necessary for the project of security  to succeed: 
women are victims. They cannot be seen as active combatants nor are they officially 
recognized as female members of demobilized groups and/or active citizens that defy 
the division victim/perpetrator. Women are re-inscribed in the category  of passivity, 
peacefulness, in need of help  and protection by  the state, and fit  for the state project of 
creating a nuclear family  as part of the security strategy. In this manner, the state has 
succeeded in resignifying gender relations by bringing in women in their role as 
victims. 

Hence, in the following lines, I would like to highlight the many functions and gender 
effects which are produced by the assumptions articulated and those silenced in the 
demobilization process. My contention is that the state project of security  can only  be 
enforced by  the invisibility  of gender and the seemingly  moral certainty that the notion 
of nuclear family provides for securing national identity.

Gendered effects of the security project
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While analyzing the political constitution of the gendered subject  by looking at the 
public discourses on demobilization in Medellín, I have traced how they produce the 
effects of seemingly  coherent  gender identities (Butler, 1990: 208). In the following, 
and attending to Judith Butler’s invitation to rethink gender identities as open to 
resignification, I inquire into the limits to the possibilities for becoming someone/
somebody different than a woman fulfilling her official security duties. 

Carrying on security duties
As it was sketched above, participating in the project of security of the Colombian 
government is an obligation for everyone who does not want (or cannot afford) to be 
labeled terrorist or terrorist-sympathizer and thus a security  threat in him/herself. 
Through different security  practices, amongst them the demobilization process,17 
subjects are hailed to assume the positions of soldiers and collaborators in the war on 
terror. However, what the analysis of the demobilization process both at individual and 
collective levels suggests is that the subject positions for constructing the nation of 
‘good citizens’ are highly differentiated for men and women. The project of turning 
warriors into citizens rests on and at the same time deepens the dichotomies male-
female, warrior-caretaker and protector-protected.

Though most of the demobilized combatants are male (ca. 90 percent), the process of 
demobilization is portrayed as gender-neutral. This assumption is quite problematic for 
many reasons. The masculine figure of the male soldier – as official warrior in the army 
and/or as the extra set of ears and eyes of state authorities – makes sure that males 
remain the main protagonists of the war and once demobilized the main protagonists of 
the public sphere. Once granted the status of citizens, men collaborate with the security 
forces by providing information to militarily  counter-attack narco-terrorists 
organizations. Yet they are also granted training and job opportunities allowing them to 
become economically productive and politically active citizens.

Still the project of security  calls on these ‘citizens’ to join the nuclear family and, if 
most of the demobilized combatants are male, to paraphrase Cynthia Enloe (1989), one 
would ask ‘where are the women’? The representation of the nuclear family implies a 
married heterosexual couple living together and bearing children. Thus women, in their 
public ‘absence’, are the other side of the coin of the project of state security. They need 
to also fulfill their security duties in the war on terror by pacifying the men who have 
laid down their arms. Women are re-united with their male partners and are expected to 
serve as guardians of the new citizen. In this manner, women ought to pay their 
contribution to the state project of security by biologically  and culturally  reproducing 
the ‘good nation’.

The consequences of this representation are manifold. First, it  constructs the role of 
women in the war on terror as synonymous with pacification, if not peacefulness, at the 
same time that it represents males as economic and politically active citizens. As it has 
been researched in the particular case of the Colombian war, women actively participate 
in the war effort (Londoño and Nieto, 2006; Meertens, 2003; Iniciativa de Mujeres por 
la Paz, 2006).18  The fact that only  eight to ten percent of the current demobilized 
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combatants are women should raise suspicion. Is the demobilization process only 
geared towards providing citizen status to males? To encourage women’s participation 
in the demobilization process would disrupt the articulation of women’s peaceful 
‘nature’ and thus the myth of the nuclear family as the solution to male aggressiveness 
and collective violence would fail.

Secondly, the fact that men enter the process of becoming citizens both as economically 
autonomous and as legal participants in the nation-building process leave women 
relegated to the ‘traditional’ sphere of household activities. Once warrior and now 
citizen, demobilized men keep performing their roles as masculine protectors. 
Therefore, the transition from warrior to citizen does not entail the transformation of 
traditional masculine identity, it does however imply becoming a ‘good national’ in the 
war on terror. Thus while men receive educational training and job offers as part of the 
demobilization process, women are supposed to carry on their security duties to the 
nation-state by staying home and bringing up children. Such institutional security 
arrangement creates women’s dependency  from male partners and accentuates the lack 
of spaces and opportunities to participate in other type of activities. For women it 
implies that their affiliation to the nation should override any other interests and sexual 
preferences they might have for the sake of national unity. 

In other words, what is at stake is the construction of gender and families as pillars of 
the state project of security. ‘Traditional’ gender relationships, and ‘traditional’ men’s 
and women’s roles are represented as the features that mark the end of the warrior’s life 
in combat and the beginning of a citizen’s life to enter society. 

Gender identities in the process of becoming
I would like to retake one of the initial points raised in this paper in regards to the 
constitution of identity. Hall argues that the process of identification is not so much 
about being but about becoming:

not ‘who we are’ or ‘where we came from’, so much as what we might become, 
how we have been represented and how that bears on how we might represent 
ourselves. Identities are therefore constituted within, not outside representation. 
(Hall, 1996: 4) 

Therefore, we are looking at the (lack of) possibilities for becoming something different 
from a woman fulfilling her obligations to the nation in the fight against terrorism. Who 
they  might become has regrettably been already decided in the security  discourse and is 
powerfully  being carried on by national and international institutions. As Michael 
Shapiro (2001) notes, the representation of the nuclear family  in its ‘traditional’ 
understanding provides moral certainty to the politics of national culture. The erasure of 
the possibilities to relate somehow differently, to establish kinship relationships along 
alternative lines and to articulate counter-narratives of what it is to be a man, a woman 
and families are fenced off by the politics of security.
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Making the nuclear family  essential to the state project of security at the same time fixes 
family (sex and gender) constructions. The securitization of the nuclear family, in the 
terms espoused in the DSP and practiced in the DDR process, provides shields that 
make unintelligible and threatening alternative sex and gender arrangements in the 
name of national security. In the midst of the Colombian war on terror, the nexus 
family-security makes a powerful argument not to be constituted differently because if 
what is at stake in re-thinking gender relationships is a national security  concern, then 
the possibilities for becoming otherwise are security threats in and of themselves.19 

Final remarks
Framed in the (new) war on terror, the Colombian government has launched a military 
campaign to defeat narco-terrorist organizations that are portrayed as mercenaries who 
plunder and intimidate, are driven by financial greed and, hence, lack any political 
status. In order to recover the authority of the state, the government calls for a united 
front against terrorism in which ‘we all have to fulfill security duties’. 

In the government’s Democratic Security discourse the discursive formation of the 
identity  category of ‘nationals’ is defined as a fraternity  of people who share a common 
history, present and future. In order to achieve security  in the future, as the government 
promises, all ‘good citizens’ need to participate in the war effort, either by providing 
information to the security forces or by actively fighting in the war. 

Part of the security strategies of the state is the demobilization process of paramilitary 
groups with which the government aims at diminishing the ‘man’-power of illegal 
armed groups and collecting information to be used in military counter-attacks. In order 
to disarm combatants, the government calls on them to lay down their arms and come 
back to the nuclear family, offering them the abandonment of a clandestine life in return 
for citizenship status. 

In this sense, the security policy seeks to secure the physical borders of the state as well 
as the moral borders of the nation. Both these projects need each other to appear as 
coherent and unproblematic enterprises. In other words, the state needs to maintain the 
ideal image of a nuclear family as natural, traditional and as source of peace. To unsettle 
this idea would imply  rethinking the ways in which this (new) war on terror has been 
defined and also the state security project.

The Peace and Reconciliation program of Medellín included, besides official 
disarmament of combatants, an institutional model of reintegration into ‘civilian life’, 
offering job and education opportunities to turn combatants into law-abiding citizens. 
Based on a gender-blind notion of citizenship, the Medellín program focused on giving 
public political voice and financial opportunities to a majority of male combatants and 
encouraged them to enter heterosexual arrangements in which their female counterparts 
would serve as markers of their pacification and ‘return to normality’. 

By looking at the gendered character of the demobilization process, both individually as 
well as collectively, it was evidenced that  though women are crucial for the state project 
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of security, they  remain invisible. While demobilized male combatants receive 
education and jobs opportunities, women are called to fulfill their national security 
duties by performing their role in official nuclear family arrangements. 

Making women invisible in the war has manifold consequences and functions. First, the 
ideal images of women as peaceful and caretakers are left untouched. Since the 
demobilization program is geared towards turning male warriors into citizens, women’s 
participation in the demobilization program is low. The state makes sure that the 
institutional framework and the data generated creates no evidence that, in fact, women 
play  an important role in violent  relationships that feed the war. As far as their role as 
perpetrators is negated, the project of state security  can make use of women as border 
guards of pacification. Because women do not participate in the demobilization program 
as members of illegal armed groups, the state’s project of a secure nuclear family has 
ground. 

Secondly, making women invisible in war activities denies them the benefits of the 
demobilization program and becoming active citizens. This militaristic logic is clearly 
exemplified in the security project: only those who were soldiers can now become 
citizens. Those excluded from the war are also excluded from being active political and 
economic agents. Women’s invisibility  is necessary  to deny education and job 
opportunities to women, leaving them outside the practice of citizenship as it is 
conceived by the Colombian government.

Conflating state security with the nuclear family construct is a powerful combination. It 
negates ambiguities and uncertainties in the political and sexual realm(s). Making the 
‘nuclear family’ a security issue in the war on terror silences and marginalizes 
alternative identities, it forecloses possibilities to be represented differently, for being 
constituted in multiple and alternative manners. If we are to peacefully tackle the 
continuation and exacerbation of violence, the seemingly  gender-neutral character of the 
security discourse in Colombia should be unsettled, disrupted and questioned in order to 
challenge the postulates and restrictions of pursuing the impossible promise of a secure 
political future and open a public discussion on how this ‘traditional’ gender doing can 
be undone.
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1 An earlier version of this article was presented at the 48th International Studies Association Annual 
Convention in Chicago, February 2007. I would like to thank the presenters on the panel “Gendering 
(In)security and Terror(ism)”, Christine Sylvester, Peter Burgess and Christina Masters, the discussant 
Maria Stern and the audience for their insightful comments. Luisa Dietrich gave me sage advice on the 
text and I thank her sincerely. This article offers preliminary research results of an ongoing project, if you 
have any comments and feedback, please contact the author under josefina.echavarria@uibk.ac.at

2 Josefina Echavarría is a Colombian researcher and lecturer at the MA Program in Peace, Development, 
Security and International Conflict Transformation at the University of Innsbruck and at the MA in Latin 
American Studies at the University of Vienna, Austria. <www.echavarria.wissweb.at>

3 The scope of this paper leaves aside the role of women as combatants and active participants in armed 
groups as well as women as victims. My focus does not imply that women are ‘only’ civilians or, to 
paraphrase Sjoberg and Gentry (2007), that they are destined to fulfilling mythical roles as mothers, 
monsters and whores. I believe that precisely a problematisation of women´s roles and gendered 
insecurities in war and peace arrangements needs to go beyond a moralistic typology of conflict that 
divides violent scenarios in victims, perpetrators and civilians caught in the middle. The war in Medellín, 
as I have argued elsewhere (Echavarria, 2007), is a systemic conflict that challenges us to rethink 
violence as collective, responding to diachronic as well as synchronic events, dysfunctional relationships 
and which cannot be dealt with by regenerating ‘perpetrators’. As this paper also suggests, we have to 
take the chance we have on our hands and confront ourselves with probably the scariest of all 
possibilities: that we are all part of the conflict. See the original contribution of Bowen and García-Durán 
(2004) in this respect.

4 This examination hence does not consider the investment, resistance or reaction of subjects to those 
practices, which are necessary to articulate the process of identification. In this regard, see especially 
Pearce (2007).

5 The question of recognition and withholding recognition for performing gender is a main topic of 
Butler’s Undoing Gender (2004a), which is indispensable for gaining a more comprehensive picture of 
the negotiations of identities at stake. See Echavarría (2010).

6 The definitions on the characterization of violence in Colombia also abound in academia. Some 
Colombian academicians have focused their attention on the causes for the war, privileging political and 
social explanations that mainly address injustice and inequality issues, as well as the inability of the state 
to accomplish its functions (Angarita, 2001; Comisión de Estudios sobre la Violencia, 1995). Other 
currents have centered their attention on the characteristics of the armed struggle, first classifying the 
armed actors and, from there, inferring conclusions about the character of the conflict (Franco, 2002; 
Pizarro, 1990; 1991; Rangel, 2005). The financing of the guerrillas and paramilitary groups with drug 
money has marked economic analyses by denying much of the political character to the armed conflict 
(Deas and Gaitán, 1995). Several academics have tried to trace the development, evolution or 
transformation of the armed groups in the past four decades and to assign to each period a different 
characterization (Nieto and Robledo, 2001). Finally, a considerable number of academics comprehend the 
history of the conflict within a wider spectrum. They trace the causes of the current armed conflict to the 
day of independence in the nineteenth century as a way of highlighting it as a long and violent process of 
nation building (Ramírez, 2002; Uribe de H. and López, 2006). A recent book that compiles in succinct 
and well-elaborated manner discussions on the importance of defining the war is the edited collection by 
the IEPRI (2006) Nuestra Guerra sin Nombre [Our Nameless War].

7 A contrasting view is held by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP). In the 2003 Annual 
Report, the UNDP depicts the Colombian armed conflict caused by structural circumstances such as the 
weakness of the state and the political exclusion of alternative tendencies from the political legal system, 
amongst which the UN acknowledges the political project of the armed groups. In this light, the UNDP 
proposes to strengthen development programs, which would bring about an improvement in the socio-
economical conditions and, so it is assumed, alleviate poverty and exclusion which shall foster economic 
growth and peace (UNDP, 2003).

8 Mary Kaldor’s use of Colombia as a quintessential ‘new war’ (Kaldor, 1999) has gained widespread 
appeal among both policy elites and academics. This has also provoked heated debates in Colombia that 
are concisely discussed in Marshal and Messiant (2004).
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9 The international dimension of the conflict, especially the political, military and economic alliance 
between the US government and Colombia, plays a chief role in the denomination of the conflict. Plan 
Colombia may be the clearest expression of the US government’s official understanding of the Colombian 
situation as a democratic state fighting narco-terrorism. Envisaged in 2000 under the Presidency of 
Pastrana and approved at that time by the US Congress, Plan Colombia has been controversial since its 
publication and, although it may fit neatly into the war on terror rhetoric, it was conceived before 9/11. 
This makes clear that, although the DSP intertextually and contextually fits into the war on terror, the war 
against narco-terrorism through military means has enjoyed a longer tradition in the country.

10 Alvaro Uribe was first elected as President in May 2002, a couple of months after the breakdown of 
peace dialogues between the government of President Andrés Pastrana and the guerrillas Fuerzas 
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia – Ejército del Pueblo (FARC-EP). This breakdown was crucial for 
the election of the popular right wing politician Uribe, who proposed to end the war by defeating the 
guerrillas militarily. For a discussion on the culturally produced crisis of the peace talks and the 
designation of an open war as the only plausible option left for Colombians, see Echavarría (2010).

11 In 2007, the government issued a consolidation strategy for the DSP, which should serve the second 
Presidency of Uribe (2006-2010). This new document mainly reworks the DSP original geopolitical 
objectives of territorial control while emphasizing biopolitical practices, especially the management of the 
population through reducing their movement and circulation (Ministerio de Defensa, 2007).  

12 A well-known international example in which the current government equated criticism of public 
policies with terrorist-sympathy is the accusation of President Uribe to Amnesty International (AI) in 
2004. After the massacre of La Gabarra, in a speech President Uribe (2004b) questioned why AI had kept 
silence when narco-terrorists (the guerrillas FARC-EP) committed acts of violence, whereas AI constantly 
denounced state’s actions. The President reminded AI of the obligation to take sides, either it was with the 
terrorists or with the Colombian state institutions. 

13 Since the demobilization process is labeled as a national security issue, official information about 
demobilized persons, like their gender, is restricted and fragmented in different public communications. 
The gender data offered here derives from several sources (Presidency of Colombia, 2007; Policía 
Nacional, 2007; Anaya 2006, 2007; Iniciativa de Mujeres por la Paz, 2006; Alcaldía de Medellín, 2006).

14 In June 2007, I met with the director of the Peace and Reconciliation Program, Jorge Gaviria. Trying to 
interrogate the gender dynamics of the demobilization process I asked him why there was no attention to 
gender in the institutional framework designed. He responded that there was no specific gender program 
because there were very few women demobilized. This anecdote cannot account for any representative 
data, but it does signal the lack of consideration of gender, as analytic prism, in the demobilization 
process and the silence built around gender altogether. As explained in the section below, gender is 
collapsed in the figure of women, it is understood as ‘an exception’, i.e. monsters (Sjoberg and Gentry, 
2007) and hence, there is a low numbers of female combatants that transcend sanctioned gender roles 
(Gunhild and Dietrich, 2007). Preferably in the picture of the secure ‘nuclear family’, women are 
portrayed as victims (CNRR, 2009). For a critical discussion on female combatants and their experiences 
in demobilization processes in Colombia, see Londoño and Nieto (2006) in note 18, and for a study of 
masculinities in the Medellín war, see Baird (2009).

15 Especially salient has been the phenomena of hired assassins (sicarios). For instance, authors like Vélez 
(2000: 172) argue that distinctively in this case violent manifestations can be viewed as the emergence of 
unconscious content that has been excluded and repressed consciously by a dominant culture that honours 
violence. Thus, the emergence of violence should be addressed in a collective manner by embracing the 
manifestations of violence – individualized in the sicarios – and should allow for the expression of 
intergenerational traumata and the revalorization of the feminine.

16 The hierarchical structure combining legal and illegal arrangements was materialized in January 2004 
with the legal creation of the NGO Corporación Democracia (Corporation Democracy), which served as 
the officially recognized group of interest of demobilized combatants and was in charge of implementing 
several reintegration programs in the communities. This allowed the NGO to receive financial support 
from the city administration and created a network in the communities to exercise social and military 
control (Restrepo, 2009: 5).
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17 Numerous micropractices of security are in place in Colombia, like Citizen’s Cooperation and Warning 
Networks and Peasant Soldiers, which also have an important effect in the process of identification. 
Moreover, as subjects constantly negotiate their identity constellations (Stern, 2005) various discourses 
and practices of resistance to the ideal categories sketched in the DSP range from nonviolent institutional 
programs to civil society movements. The vastness of this topic exceeds the limits of this article, yet I 
have developed it more thoroughly in Echavarría (2010).

18 The research by Londoño and Nieto (2006) collects testimonies of former demobilized women during 
the decade of the nineties in Colombia. The findings of this investigation highlight the heterogeneity of 
women’s experiences during the war and after their demobilization. Amongst others, the motivations for 
entering the armed groups vary from utopias and revolutionary idealism to escape from gendered 
domestic violence and economic deprivation. As well, their life during warring years is quite dissimilar, 
from an adoration of an ideal belief in equality to bitter experiences of oppressive gender relationships as 
part of their revolutionary duty. Their reintegration into civilian life has also made for a collection of 
experiences that cannot be generalized: some idealize armed struggle times as their most concrete 
moments of freedom and liberation, whereas others see them as moments in which their lives just took the 
wrong turn. As diverse as these stories might be, it is clear that women have represented a challenge both 
to their comrades in combat as well as to institutions in charge of demobilization processes and they do 
bring with them important lessons and input for debating about gender and war. With this multiplicity in 
mind, I write my contentions about women in armed groups.

19 For a discussion on the challenges and difficulties women face when negotiating their position in 
regards the DSP and how they resist peacefully the call for ‘joining the army of good people’, see Pearce 
(2007) and Riaño-Alcalá (2006).
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Teaching Rebellion; Stories from the Grassroots Mobilization in Oaxaca, edited by 
Diana Denham & C.A.S.A. Collective. Oakland: PM Press, 2008. Paperback,. Pp. 232.

Where should we go after the last frontiers? Where should the birds fly after the last sky?
Where should the plants sleep after the last breath of air? We will write our names with scarlet 

steam.
We will cut off the hand of the song to be finished by our flesh.

We will die here, here in the last passage. Here and here our blood will plant its olive tree.
- Mahmoud Darwish, from “The Earth is Closing on Us”1

Teaching Rebellion; Stories from the Grassroots Mobilization in Oaxaca reflects the spirit 
of the historical teachers' struggle in Oaxaca, Mexico in the spring of 2006, which is rooted 
in the principal of radical (direct) democracy and social justice. The narratives assembled in 
this book are the voices of political implications of theory drawn from the experimental 
frameworks within this community struggle for "living wage, infrastructure repair, free 
school books and social services for poor students" (p.25). As the authors state, this book 
"is not a definitive assessment of the movement that took shape in Oaxaca in 2006, nor is it 
a comprehensive collection of the stories that people lived and carry  with them...it is an 
effort to represent a cross-section of Oaxacan society, to reflect both the diversity of actors 
and the diversity  of their experiences..."(p.21). This grassroots mobilization characterizes 
the movement active in challenging societal structures first  started by the National Union of 
Educational Workers in Oaxaca. After a short  while, unification of various citizens' 
mobilization has evolved into one of the largest and most tactfully  organized community 
struggles in the country, and at least a million people have taken to the streets to demand 
social justice. Within Teaching Rebellion the centrality  of praxis activates capacities, ideals 
and solidarities capable of challenging and reformulating societal structures. As one 
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indigenous community radio activist stated, "once you learn to speak, you do not want to 
be quiet anymore".

Throughout the book, we are witnessing new forms of organized struggle as a result of the 
policies applied by eighty  years of single party rule of Partido Revolucionario Institucional 
(PRI) and its hegemony  which “compress critical space and stifles critical thought” (Hill, 
2003, p.1) within the social and political spheres. Under the control of PRI, the concrete 
realities within the city  of Oaxaca inform us that the majority  of the population 
“disproportionately burdened with poverty, corporate-led development projects have 
targeted communal lands rich with natural resources and biodiversity, dismantling 
indigenous people’s rights to self-determination and ravaging their means of economic 
sustainability” (p.27-8). PRI’s economic policies serve to perpetuate the interest of neo-
liberal policies in the interest of dominant hegemony and situate itself involving in the 
neoliberal model of education. The widespread poverty and marginalization as a result  of 
state powered neoliberal policies concludes periodic waves of social revolts that have the 
capability of being constant foe of the government. In the first place, the street protest  of 
teachers starts and evolves into one of the largest struggle in the country. As opposed to 
Ulises Ruiz Ortiz’s words-the state governor as a member of PRI- ni marchas, ni plantones 
- no marches and no sit-ins (p.29), teachers and people of Oaxaca organize large marches 
including “the peaceful occupation of government buildings and television and radio 
stations, strikes, sit-ins, disruption of traffic with thousands of makeshift barricades 
throughout the city, public art, a 21 day hunger strike by  members of the teachers’ union, 
community  self-defense against police violence with using sticks, rocks, and Molotov 
cocktails and the use of public spaces to construct altars for assassinated activists” (p.31).  
Throughout the struggle the sites of resistance organize under the name of Asamblea 
Popular de los Pueblos Oaxaqueños -The Popular Assembly of the Peoples of Oaxaca 
(APPO)- a community organization that is rooted in dialogical communication through an 
involvement of its members in policy making processes. In time, APPO creates its own 
alternative public security  forces called topiles and becomes the people’s police and 
government. Then, the struggle develops integration with media in order to promote the 
alternative ways of communication and through media networks has the chance of speaking 
for itself. Radio Universidad becomes the voice of the movement and offers a medium to 
transmit their struggles.

Such a locally based social movements increasingly serve as the conduits that challenge the 
boundaries of the institutional politics within the larger political system, and pave the way 
for the embodiment of agency under the cultural, economic, and political constraints. What 
explains its power is giving expression to the multi-vocal and heterogeneous demands and 
fettering the potential predispositions to accept relations of domination. Throughout the 
book, we are witnessing the personal narratives which are not in silence or in some 
nebulous spaces but to capture the shared codes that undergird the current political, 
economic agenda. Authors conducted informal conversations with Oaxacans about their 
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memories of the conflict, and testimonies add a lens in which on the one hand illuminate 
the political agenda of the government and the impacts of neo-liberal policies, and on the 
other hand capture the spirit of struggle. People’s sensuous experience with the atmosphere 
reflects the movement’s spirit  through the voices of 23 active witnesses within the struggle. 
The book clearly reflects the moments of struggle through each personal narrative and 
helps us recognize that individuals and the community have a remarkable influence on the 
formulation of the state policies. When accepting the 2004 Sydney Peace Prize Arundhati 
Roy indicated that, "We know of course there's really  no such thing as the 'voiceless'. There 
are only the deliberately silenced, or the preferably  unheard" (Jaramillo, 2005, p.xxx), the 
preferably unheard and deliberately silenced voices, in this book, insist upon recreating 
their own struggle in its own image and language which is a way from stripping its own 
agency based on the movement's principles of social justice, radical democracy and 
humanist values. Each voice within the book "denaturalizes the mythic status of 
oppression" and the light surges from the new pedagogy  entries into oppression's closed 
rooms (Jaramillo & McLaren, 2009, p.3).

The collection of diverse voices show us how struggle is lodged within and with the praxis. 
The voices of Eleuterio, as a primary school teacher; Marinata, as a grand-mother; Sara, as 
Director of the Oaxacan Human Rights Network; Marcos, as one of the founder of APPO; 
Leyla, as activist from Committee in Defense of the Rights of the People (CODEP); 
Cuautli, as a twenty-one year old medical student; Ekaterine, as a dancer and a student; 
Genoveva, as a member of Oaxacan Women’s Coordinating Body; Tonia, as an activist; 
Francisco, as an engineering student and radio technician; Gustavo, as an independent 
journalist; Hugo, as a visual artist; Yescka, as a graffiti artist; Silvia, as a defender of Radio 
Universidad; Padre Arias, as a priest; Carmelina, as a Zapotec indigenous woman; Aurelia, 
as a maid; Carlos, as a founder of Union of Indigenous Communities of the Northern Zone 
of the Isthmus (UCIZONI); Pedro, as an journalist; Jenny, as an international human rights 
observer; David, as an agronomist and activist; Derwin, as a nine-year old child; Adan, as 
an elementary  school principal from the movement, and at this point some of their words 
are worth quoting at length;
 

Eleuterio (as a primary school teacher): “A whole movement began to promote authentic 
indigenous education…but the general current in the government says that everything 
indigenous is backwards. If we keep being ‘Indians’, the nation won’t progress” (p.45).
 
Marinata (as a grand-mother): “Hasta la Victoria siempre (Ever onward to Victory). That’s 
what I believe” (p.62).
 
Marcos (as one of the founder of APPO): “It is not enough to know that we want change; 
we have to know what kind of change we want and how to bring about that change” (p.83).
 
Leyla (as an activist from  CODEP ): “the most important thing is changing the power 
relations between oppressed and oppressor. These relationships exist on the smallest scale 
within the family, within the neighborhood and within the community. So the idea of 
‘empowering people’ starts from changing our own relations and making them the most 
egalitarian possible” (p.96). i
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Genoveva (as a member of Oaxacan Women’s Coordinating Body): “for a long time women 
did not have a voice or a vote in the communities; the men decided everything. But today’ 
spaces are opening up for women little by little. Women are included in meetings, 
participate in discussions, and are allowed to vote. Things are changing because of 
everything we have been fighting for since the repression of 1996-1997, when we, as 
women and family members of political prisoners, saw the necessity to take action” (p.
126).
 
Francisco (as an engineering student and radio technician): “We tend to live passively. We 
think only of ourselves and we do not feel like we are part of anything bigger, like our 
communities or pueblos (towns). Mass media only encourages individualism, and that is 
the cause of our social passivity” (p.143).
 
Hugo (as a visual artist): “There is a beautiful word, radical, to change things at the root. 
That is what we have tried to do in this movement, and our hope lies in that idea” (p.176).
 
Silvia (as a defender of Radio Universidad): “On the streets, we learned to be more 
human” (p.205).
 
Adan (as an elementary school principal): “Social movements can sometimes be short-
sighted. We’re looking for ways to move into the future” (p.325).

 
Each of these voices prove to us that the movement created its own definition of the good 
life which is "beyond development", "beyond economy", "beyond individual", "beyond the 
nation-state" (p.332), and do not accept globalization that  has "two attractive masks: as a 
political mask ‘democracy', and as an ethical mask, ‘human rights'" (p.333). The movement 
has its own definitions for "democracy" and "human rights" that allow a space for each 
human being below, above and within them.

Despite the strength of witnessing to local testimonies, Teaching Rebellion has some 
shortcomings. While the book contributes to the interpretation and explanation of the 
movement, the most missing part from the book is any concrete discussion of historical 
context and situating the agents within the historical and cultural aura. So despite book’s 
commitment to praxis and revolutionary  transformation, throughout the book authors 
provides not enough historical and cultural context to situate the movement within its past 
and within its possible future. This omission is critical considering this book for the reader 
who is looking for the historical and cultural boundaries that shape the radical 
transformation within the societies.

As final words, the book reminds us the poem of Nazim Hikmet, Optimism, (Blasing & 
Konuk, 2002, p.204) which says;
The world's no run by governments or money
But people rule
A hundred years from now
Maybe
But it will be for sure...
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Contemporary Anarchist Studies: An Introductory Anthology of Anarchy in 
the Academy, edited by Randall Amster, Abraham DeLeon, Luis Fernandez, II, 
Anthony J. Nocella, II, and Deric Shannon. New York: Routledge, 2009. Pp. 
336.

In the wake of the mass mobilizations against the WTO in Seattle in 1999, there has 
been a resurgence in interest in anarchism as a theory and practice, in both 
academic study  and activist circles. However, anarchism is still widely 
misunderstood and misrepresented in mainstream culture as violent and chaotic. To 
address some of these problematic conceptions, Randall Amster, Abraham DeLeon, 
Luis A. Fernandez, Anthony J. Nocella, II, and Deric Shannon have given us 
Contemporary Anarchist Studies: An Introductory Anthology of Anarchy in the 
Academy.

This compilation focuses primarily on anarchism in academia, where it is 
increasingly  present in research and classes ranging from philosophy and education 
to anthropology  and political science. Despite its growing influence on students and 
professors, the editors claim “there has been no comprehensive anarchist reader for 
classes, community scholars, and activist collectives that reflects this emerging and 
growing trend” (p. 1). This collection is intended to fill this gap and “highlight the 
diversity of contemporary  thought around anarchism, indicating the relationship 
between anarchist theory, critical pedagogy, and political praxis” (p. 2).

As anyone familiar with anarchist politics could imagine, compiling a book on 
Anarchist Studies could be a contentious undertaking. For one, defining anarchism, 
particularly in an introductory manner, can be quite complicated. Since the 1960s, 
anarchism has been greatly influenced by  many other radical social and political 
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perspectives, such as queer, critical race, feminist, radical environmental, and 
animal liberation theories. As a result, “there are as many varieties of anarchism as 
there are anarchists” (p. 2). Furthermore, a single, totalizing theory of anarchism 
would be counter to the very  idea of anarchism and its fundamental criticism of 
coercion and the imposition of authority; in the words of contributor William T. 
Armaline, defining anarchism “would be a claim to power—the power to define the 
world and future of others without their participation and consent” (p. 137). As a 
starting point, the editors offer a basic sketch of anarchism as an anti-authoritarian, 
anti-capitalist body of theory and practice based on 1) the rejection of hierarchy and 
vanguardism and 2) the promotion of decentralization, autonomy, and freedom (p. 
3). 

The book’s twenty-eight essays are divided into five sections: Theory, 
Methodologies, Pedagogy, Praxis, and The Future. Together, they  present anarchism 
as a multiplicity of ever-evolving tendencies, ideas, and practices that are 
sometimes in conversation with one another and sometimes in conflict. From 
theoretical proposals and discussions of new research methodologies to personal 
reflections from activist-academics and examples of popular anarchist pedagogy, 
the book offers a sampling of some of the dominant theories and debates of 21st-
century anarchism. 

Another potential point of controversy  derives from the strained relationship of 
anarchism to the academy. As an institution that is at its core hierarchical—and that 
actively creates and maintains hierarchy—academia is fundamentally  at odds with 
anarchism.  As David Graeber puts it, “to act like an anarchist would be academic 
suicide” (p. 107).  Stevphen Shukaitis warns against the creation of a field of 
“anarchist studies” that constructs anarchism as a fixed, static object to observe 
from afar; the end result, he cautions, could be that  the work done by anarchist 
academics is “turned against themselves and re-incorporated into the workings of 
state and capital…creating the image of subversion while raking in tuition fees” (p. 
167). Instead, he understands anarchism as a process, as a means, and, thus, 
suggests that the role of anarchism in academia (or of academia in anarchism) is to 
provide space and resources for “the elaboration of ideas and knowledges useful to 
further developing anarchist politics…approached from a way  that is deeply 
connected to questions posed by social movements and struggles” (p. 169). 

This idea that anarchist studies should serve interests and communities outside of 
academia is clearly  echoed throughout this collection, and many  of the essays 
included communicate the authors’ broader social and political commitments. All 
share the desire to further anarchist theory  and practices, which distinguishes 
Contemporary Anarchist Studies from other academic writing that attempts to 
maintain a professional distance from the subjects under consideration. Moreover, 
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many contributors challenge the very idea of scientific objectivity, arguing that it is 
a foundational aspect of oppressive power structures that impose a false sense of 
absolutism and “Truth” (p. 162). 

In addition to this shared desire, this book is full of proposals for how to strengthen 
anarchism as a viable and effective system of libratory  thought. Suggestions range 
from integrating more serious considerations of race (Olson), economics (Buck), or 
animal liberation (Best) into current theory  and praxis to viewing anarchism in 
terms of recent French philosophy (May), post-structural thinking (Kuhn), and 
nature (jones). Others go beyond theoretical considerations and put forth concrete, 
prescriptive ways to create anarchist institutions and, ultimately, a more anarchist 
society, prescriptions based on the authors’ experiences as activists. In “Addressing 
Violence Against Women,” for example, Emily Gaarder uses her background in a 
community-based restorative justice group to explore ways to prevent—and 
respond to—violence against  women without relying on the state, a pivotal 
challenge for anarchists. She briefly outlines practical steps anarchists can take to 
address gendered violence in a manner that “embraces both the call for women’s 
safety  and the call for the dissolution of state-sanctioned systems of law and 
punishment” (p. 54). 

For most contributors to the book—who all have a background in academia—the 
struggles from which they  draw their lessons and suggestions are based in the 
classroom. Multiple essays characterize traditional schooling models in the United 
States—in both public schools and universities—as reproducing the oppressive, 
hierarchical social relationships necessary for the advancement of capitalism. It is, 
therefore, as William Armaline writes, “a matter of strategy for us to consider 
pedagogy in any attempt to remake our communities in a way that reflects our 
mutual desires and needs” (p. 140).

Armaline asserts that a pedagogy steeped in anarchism—one that consciously 
minimizes power imbalances between teachers and students—can have libratory 
potential and allow for the “active deconstruction of oppressive elements of society 
and the creation of situated knowledge and grassroots community” (p. 137). 
Abraham DeLeon and Kurt Love similarly advocate a rethinking of social studies 
and “hard” science in secondary schools that questions the primacy of the state, 
objectivity, and historical discourses that naturalize capitalism, patriarchy, 
Eurocentrism, and other imposed systems of domination. Both essays suggest ways 
teachers can challenge these entrenched ideas in the classroom.

Others focus their attention on the university in particular, claiming that the creation 
of new methodologies infused with an anarchist perspective could lead to academic 
research that does not, as Luis Fernandez says, “reproduce colonizing effects or 
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help  reproduce state practices” (p. 95). Jeff Ferrell goes a step further in his 
unrepentant attack of the accepted research ethic in his fields, criminology and 
sociology, which he sees as “an intellectual side water with little hope of effectively 
confronting contemporary injustice” (p. 78). As an alternative, he cites philosopher 
of science Paul Feyerabend, who wrote that “the only principle that does not inhibit 
progress is: anything goes” (p. 73). Therefore, to Ferrell, the way to break out of 
this intellectually deadening quicksand is to challenge all methodological 
orthodoxies, to put down the data sets and go back out into the field where 
researchers are vulnerable and outcomes unpredictable. In the end, this could 
produce research with some relevance outside of the academy.

The question of relevance surfaces repeatedly throughout the book. Several 
contributors (in particular Paul Routledge, Stevphen Shukaitis, David Graeber, and 
Deric Shannon) discuss the role—if any—of radical academics in social 
movements. These essays are some of the most compelling, as they offer pointed 
critiques of the academy that are directed toward other academics, as well as 
suggestions for how to resist institutionalization and maintain political 
commitments. This group of essays makes clear that beyond incorporating anarchist 
thinking into the classroom, researchers are increasingly considering their role in 
the larger society and, in doing so, attempting to transform the very nature of 
academic work. On this Routledge is direct:  “‘relevance’ entails making certain 
political commitments to a moral and political philosophy of social justice, and 
research is directed both toward conforming to that commitment and toward 
helping to realize the values that lie at its root” (p. 82). He offers very concrete 
suggestions—grounded in his own experience with the Clandestine Insurgent Rebel 
Clown Army (CIRCA)—for how to make this a reality.

In focusing explicitly on the need to direct research toward the world outside the 
classroom, Routledge echoes many of the ideas found in Constituent Imaginations, 
a recent collection edited by Shukaitis and Graeber that explores “methods through 
which social research creates new possibilities for political action” and “methods 
and strategies of how to most  effectively  use the space we find ourselves in to find 
higher positions of subversiveness in struggle” (2007 p. 31). Despite the obvious 
similarities between the two books, there is a key  difference: Constituent 
Imaginations is more concerned with drawing examples from diverse histories than 
with any one theoretical tradition (i.e., anarchism). 

While seemingly benign, this difference is of great importance in the case of 
anarchism. As Graeber puts it, anarchism is not the invention of a group of 
nineteenth-century European theorists (eg, Kropotkin, Bakunin, and Prodhoun, all 
of whom are cited repeatedly throughout this book); neither did these theorists 
claim to invent anarchism, but rather to describe what they saw in people around 
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them. To them, says Graeber, anarchism was “a kind of moral faith, a rejection of 
all forms of structural violence, inequality, or domination (anarchism literally 
means ‘without rulers’), and a belief that humans would be perfectly capable of 
getting on without them. In this sense, there have always been anarchists, and 
presumably, always will be” (p. 105).

A few authors in Contemporary Anarchist Studies do reaffirm this sentiment: in his 
admonition against the creation of “anarchist studies” departments, Shukaitis notes 
the tendency inherent  in this line of thinking to understand anarchism as a word, a 
socio-political identity, rather than as an ethic or set of practices that could go by 
other names. The latter perspective, he claims, reveals “a much richer and more 
global tradition of social and political thought and organization that while not 
raising a black flag in the air is very useful for expanding the scope of human 
possibilities in a libratory direction” (p. 170). Conceiving of anarchism as a natural, 
rather than affected, tendency opens up the potential for much greater affinities 
across cultural, geographic, and historical lines. 

Some scholars included in this book utilize the broader conception of anarchism 
described by  Graeber and Shukaitis. During his time as a participant in the anti-
corporate globalization movement in Barcelona, Jeffrey S. Juris observed a 
proliferation of anarchist ideas and practices; yet when he asked activists to 
describe their political identities, most avoided adopting a specific label and instead 
chose to borrow from various contemporary  and historical perspectives, only one of 
which is anarchism. Juris sees this flexibility and inclusiveness as a major strength 
of these types of movements. In her section on combating gender violence 
(mentioned above), Emily Gaarder also points out that though restorative justice is 
in line with anarchist principles, the two are not explicitly  associated and many of 
its practitioners would not identify  as anarchists. Caroline K. Kaltefleiter inverts 
this process by  reclaiming the Riot Grrl movement, arguing that what mainstream 
society came to represent as simply  a music and fashion style was based on an 
anarchist politics. Through her discussion of girl zines and street activism, 
Kalrefleiter explains how Riot Grrl was—and still is—“a fluid sphere of resistance, 
source of empowerment, and viable agency for social change” (p. 226). 

Still, these examples are all drawn from a relatively narrow range of cultures. 
Graeber, on the other hand, mentions his doctoral research in rural Madagascar 
where villages were largely self-governed and made decisions by consensus, two 
practices lauded by anarchist groups around the world. Nowhere else in the book 
are anarchism’s myriad debts to indigenous practices mentioned, which points to 
the more general issue of what perspectives are and are not included. Men’s voices 
dominate, both as authors and editors, a shortcoming all too common in anarchist 
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groups and projects. The introduction does acknowledge this imbalance, but there is 
little discussion of why or how to address it. 

Though the relationship between anarchism and the university  can be tenuous, 
Contemporary Anarchist Studies makes compelling arguments—both theoretical 
and practical—for ways radical academics can use their privileged positions to 
further social movements without sacrificing their political ideals. This book itself 
is a compelling example: the editors worked as a collective and made decisions by 
consensus, a process that, in their words, “mirrors anarchism itself” (p. 6). That the 
end result was published by Routledge, a respected academic press, is proof that 
anarchism is alive and growing in the academy. 
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