
�e twentieth century has made unprece-
dented achievements in human history that 
can be labeled with such vocabularies as 
advancement and development.  Especially 
the post-war era has brought us almost 
unlimited material wealth and a miraculous 
development of science and technology. 
Despite these positive historical experiences, 
our life in the modern era is also �lled with 
various kinds of social pains and su�erings. 
War, crime, massacre, genocide, racialism, 
prejudice and distortion, discrepancy, 
indi�erence, di�erentiation by power and 
wealth, cultural and civilizational con�ict, 
alienation, poverty, oppression, political 
terror and military violence decorated by 
rhetoric of justice and righteousness, etc. are 
not historic words of the past for display. 
�ey become more frequent in practice and 
are ubiquitous in the contemporary world of 
everyday life. �ese social miseries and 
su�erings are the very products of unlimited 
and greedy desires of human beings for 
material wealth, vanity, and power that are 
legitimized and rationalized by various 
misleading ideologies and subjective morali-
ties. More glooming is that these su�erings 
and pains will be regenerated through 
violence of more elaborate skills and forms 
in the twenty-�rst century. 

We are suffering not only from memories 
of painful historical experiences but 
also from emerging new socio-cultural 
institutions and technologies. Paralleled 
with the advancement of civilization, 
new genres of sufferings are emerging in 
everyday life. In this regard, memory is a 
source of misery and pain but at the same 
time it is also a powerful source of curing 
and healing.

Edited by Kwang Ok Kim



The Humanities and Healing

0-1(preface).indd   1 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:53



0-1(preface).indd   2 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:53



The 
Humanities and   

Healing

Edited by Kwang Ok Kim 

0-1(preface).indd   3 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:53



The Humanities and Healing

Copyright© 2014
Korean National Commission for UNESCO

Edited by Kwang Ok Kim 

All rights reserved. No parts of this publication may be reproduced,  
stored in a retrieval system, copied in any form or by any means,  
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise transmitted  
without the prior written permission of the publisher. You must not circulate  
this book in any format.

First published in 2014
By Korean National Commission for UNESCO
Phone 82-2-6958-4137
Fax 82-2-6958-4252
www.unesco.or.kr
E-mail sciences@unesco.or.kr

ISBN: 978-89-94307-58-9

Printed in Korea

0-1(preface).indd   4 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:53



Foreword
  

Clearly, the concept of healing is crucial to modern society. It is not 
an exaggeration to state that almost everyone looks forward to being 
consoled, reconciled with, and ultimately healed by others for his/
her physical, spiritual, psychological, and emotional sufferings and 
wounds. However, the concept of healing has not yet been suffi-
ciently examined through the lens of the humanities. 

Some universities have begun establishing programs to consider 
the healing power of the humanities. However, a book directly ex- 
amining the relationship between healing and the humanities has yet 
to be published. In fact, there are no existing titles containing both 
the words “healing” and the “humanities” together. Further, the gen-
eral public tends to believe that people who are suffering are in need 
of psychological counseling and emotional comfort. But, suffering is 
an incredibly complex combination of individual, societal, national, 
and even civilizational aspects. 

Accordingly, this book reflects on the true meaning of “suffering” 
and “healing” within the social context of human existence. It also 
probes a deeper understanding of the suffering of individuals, groups, 
communities, and civilizations from a humanities perspective.

In this regard, this book will be the first to approach human suf-
fering and healing from a humanities lens. This publication exam-
ines an array of possible roles that the humanities may play in help-
ing people and communities heal from tragedies. The essays herein 
offer a wealth of new views and responses for utilizing the human-
ities to address human suffering, thereby fostering an enhanced 
understanding of the diverse aspects of the relationship between 
healing and the humanities. Through its deep and elaborate insights 
into the humanities and healing, the text can serve as a vital catalyst 
for higher education institutions seeking to develop such related 
programs. 

0-1(preface).indd   5 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:53



This publication is a selection of papers presented at the 2nd 
World Humanities Forum held in Busan, Republic of Korea, in 
2012. The forum was hosted by the Ministry of Education of Korea, 
UNESCO, and Busan Metropolitan City, and was jointly organized 
by the National Research Foundation of Korea and the Korean 
National Commission for UNESCO. It is with the deepest gratitude 
that I thank the hosts and organizers for their contributions in mak-
ing it such a successful forum.

This publication also would not have been possible without the 
devoted cooperation of both the authors and editors. I would like to 
therefore extend my sincere appreciation to four editors—Professors 
Kwang Ok Kim, Youngmin Kim, Jaejeong Chung, and Kihyeon 
Kim—for their selection and editing of the papers appearing in this 
book. 

Finally, I sincerely hope that in this “era of the humanities,” this 
topic can appeal to audiences and readers worldwide, stirring a global 
interest in the forthcoming new roles to be played by the humanities.

MIN Dong-seok
Secretary-General

Korean National Commission for UNESCO
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Preface

Envisaging Ecumenical Humanities
  

Kwang Ok Kim 
Professor Emeritus

Seoul National University

 

The twentieth century has made unprecedented achievements in 
human history that can be labeled with such vocabularies as 
advancement and development.  Especially the post-war era has 
brought us almost unlimited material wealth and a miraculous 
development of science and technology. Despite these positive his-
torical experiences, our life in the modern era is also filled with vari-
ous kinds of social pains and sufferings. War, crime, massacre, geno-
cide, racialism, prejudice and distortion, discrepancy, indifference, 
differentiation by power and wealth, cultural and civilizational con-
flict, alienation, poverty, oppression, political terror and military vio-
lence decorated by rhetoric of justice and righteousness, etc. are not 
historic words of the past for display. They become more frequent in 
practice and are ubiquitous in the contemporary world of everyday 
life. These social miseries and sufferings are the very products of 
unlimited and greedy desires of human beings for material wealth, 
vanity, and power that are legitimized and rationalized by various 
misleading ideologies and subjective moralities. More glooming is 
that these sufferings and pains will be regenerated through violence 
of more elaborate skills and forms in the twenty-first century. 

In 2012, more than one-hundred distinguished scholars and 
intellectuals gathered in Busan, Korea, from all parts of the world to 
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Preface

10 discuss the humanities and how they deal with deeply rooted human 
problems of social and cultural sufferings, miseries, and pains, at the 
2nd World Humanities Forum jointly organized by the Ministry of 
Education of Korea and UNESCO. Of the forty-five papers present-
ed, eleven papers were selected for the present volume. 

These essays discuss how the humanities and their accumulated 
wisdom can provide intellectual and institutional sources, methods, 
and arts of healing and curing of human sufferings that are histori-
cally and politically reproduced. 

What happened is not a fact of the past. The wounds and pains 
that an incident leaves in the human mind and soul are revived and 
reproduced not only as trauma through various forms of social 
memories but also as social existential realities through the struc-
tured violence of political ideologies and the regeneration of eco-
nomic power. Violence is not a natural, autonomous, or one time 
accident. It leaves deep wounds in the mind and thus is revived 
through the socio-cultural mechanisms of memories and social real-
ities caused by violence. Through compromise and conspiracy with 
power, people construct a specific form of historical memory. 

We are suffering already from knowing that our past history is 
filled with unsolved horrible experiences and memories of war, 
genocide, massacre, the Holocaust, colonial distortion, racial preju-
dice, poverty and disease as well as natural disasters and calamities. 
Violence has been legitimized and rationalized through various rhet-
oric and ideological decorations while victims suffer social and cul-
tural wounds as well as psychological and physical pains. Here we 
expect the humanities to provide relevant ideas and methods to rec-
oncile and heal those historically accumulated and newly emerging 
social pains and sufferings. 

We are suffering not only from memories of painful historical 
experiences but also from emerging new socio-cultural institutions 
and technologies. Paralleled with the advancement of civilization, 
new genres of sufferings are emerging in everyday life. In this regard, 
memory is a source of misery and pain but at the same time it is also 
a powerful source of curing and healing. 

Juxtaposing the reminiscence of memory of Korea’s total devasta-
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11tion through the Korean War and that of compressed modernization 
through the manipulation of memories of its national historical suf-
ferings, philosopher Yersu Kim (Chapter 1) mentions the Korean 
peoples’ post-development unhappiness caused mainly by civiliza-
tional malaise and a lack of proper cultural synthesis. He suggests 
that we should construct and broaden the scope of the humanities to 
accommodate ecumenical activities for human security and safety. 

Through a meticulous analysis of the historical process of trauma 
the Germans had suffered from the Holocaust, which they commit-
ted as dictatorial elites, perpetrators, and collaborators, historian 
Konrad Jarausch (Chapter 2) shows how the Germans at last came 
out to bravely confront, instead of consciously forgetting or inten-
tionally distorting or cowardly covering, the historical truths of their 
collective and structured crimes so that they could overcome the 
burdens and shadows of shameful sufferings and pains. He also 
points out that only through recognition of the truth, aufarbeitung, 
both the perpetrators and victims could arrive at reconciliation. 
Lasting social peace, therefore, can only be restored by openly con-
fronting the truth because then the ghosts of the past can no longer 
haunt the living.

While these two essays show us how retrospection can cure histor-
ical sufferings, sociologist Michel Maffesoli (Chapter 3) urges to build 
up society to regenerate complete humanism to heal all kinds of pains 
and miseries the new era may produce. Peter Rudinytsky (Chapter 4) 
focuses upon emerging digital technologies as a new genre of art 
through which we can find a new way to construct a space to over-
come spiritual and psychological sufferings through the combination 
of virtual reality and empirical reality. Digital art, as another sub-field 
of the humanities, provides a new genre for reviving and disintegrat-
ing the real world of suffering through imagination. 

Also we are concerned with both the space and place of reality, 
defined politically, per se. John Clammer, a social anthropologist, 
draws our attention to the social pains and sufferings underlying the 
reality of modern development and prosperity (Chapter 5). Disease 
here means not only an abnormal process in our physiological or 
biological conditions but also, or more seriously, mental and psycho-
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12 logical sufferings both civilization and modernity has brought to 
especially socially deprived people. Those victimized are suffering 
from new epidemic diseases like AIDS, Avian Flu, SARS, and so on 
as well as poverty, marginalization, deprivation, forced displacement, 
and distortion by the main current of society. Thus, social illness is 
the product of collective violence. Yet, people are often politically 
misled to ignore or even to distort the existence of the victimized. 
We need, therefore, to build up a new field in the humanities for the 
moral and cultural communities to care for human dignity. 

Mass massacre is yet ubiquitous while decorated with various 
forms of rhetoric of justice and morality. These realities are not sim-
ple happenings in a point of the historical process. They revive again 
and again while methods and techniques of killing and brutality 
become more refined and cruel. Advancement is not only applied to 
the human condition for living but also to the technology of the 
destruction of humanity. Daniel Feierstein, a social scientist, and 
Henry Theriault, a philosopher, have been active in the field of geno-
cide studies. Their articles in the present volume discuss genocide in 
order to discover the reason for its continuity and a way to eliminate 
it from the world of human guilt. 

Feierstein (Chapter 6) points out that, despite the official moral 
rhetoric, consensus or agreement of value is almost impossible 
between governments and between people because they have their 
own legal concepts and political interpretations of war and structured 
violence leading to genocide. For these survived from such cruel mas-
sacres, and memories of terror and brutality are deeply rooted at the 
consciousness and revived and regenerated contingently and continu-
ously. Therefore, healing is not a simple and easy process. 

Theriault (Chapter 7) argues that dialogues for reconciliation 
between perpetrators and victims are not easy because of the politi-
cal power relations between the two and because the former manip-
ulates them for misrepresentation of the latter’s painful wounds. Jus-
tice and peace should be possible only when the perpetrators come 
to admit their public guilt and compensate it institutionally and 
materially. He proposes that the humanities should be elaborated to 
discern the proper meaning of and method for reconciliation.     
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13The question of who we should listen to is also a question of 
whom we should focus on. Those victims of social violence are usu-
ally marginalized, deprived, and nameless mass, ethnic minorities 
victimized by the mechanisms of racial prejudice and differentiation, 
gendered groups, and people without political and economic power. 
They are always stigmatized and muted by the social mainstream. 
These alienated and deprived people become further victimized by 
both the “public” and “national” discourses produced and controlled 
by former perpetrators and collaborators. So, the moral bases of the 
victims are easily uprooted for the sake of orderliness, communal 
values, and public development. Not only do wars, genocides, and 
massacres, but also enforced migration and displacement by war, 
natural disaster, poverty, political discrimination and pressure, etc., 
become prevalent in the modern contemporary world that is in vor-
tex of neo-liberalism and globalization. 

Literature provides a relevant space for liberating people from mis-
ery and terror through imagination and analogy between different 
times and places. Wai Chee Dimock shows us how ancient narratives 
of a Mesopotamian hero, Gilgamesh, lead people in the modern era to 
liberate themselves from the painful agony of the question of life and 
death that they encounter in the cruel process of war (Chapter 8).  

Kangha Yu (Chapter 10) analyzes a Korean writer’s novel, Prin-
cess Bari, to trace the life history of a young girl from North Korea, 
who, totally deserted by her family and nation, undergoes a series of 
indescribably hard and tragic times and places before she comes to 
find a way to liberate herself from all the personal pains and suffer-
ings as well as grudges against the world by becoming a member of a 
transnational global community. Sharing with others is suggested 
here as the way to heal the soul and mind. 

Invention of the “Other” is another genre of violence and cruelty 
upon human dignity. Through an analysis of how distorted images 
and discourses on African Americans have been continuously 
invented and reproduced by the Western-centrism of white society, 
historian Tunde Adeleke (Chapter 9) discusses the structure of the 
knowledge industry in America. Arguing Western intellectual vio-
lence in producing victims of ethnic bias in the field of Black Studies, 
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14 he urges for the therapeutic function of the humanities that listens to 
the distorted and the stigmatized.

Another space for the destruction of human dignity is displace-
ment. Anthropologist Ronel Dela Cruz (Chapter 11) shows us how a 
displaced ethnic group experiences frustrations and pains by confus-
ing their traditional value systems in the Philippines. Between the 
ideas of traditional healing and the alluded imagination of “well-be-
ing,” those people, victimized by the government relocation project 
under the development ideal, have undergone an unexpected and 
unwanted cultural and social crisis.

 Based on historical and empirical observations of structured vio-
lence and social sufferings in the human world, these eleven essays 
try to suggest ways to solve social pains and sufferings. It is the pow-
erless, poor, marginalized, and nameless mass that becomes the vic-
tim of the ironical history of human advancement. It is still hopeful, 
however, that these victimized people come to heal their sufferings 
through their intellectually vigorous confrontation of these pres-
sures, be it historical memory, political terror, or ideological vio-
lence. The humanities are not genres of gentle, soft, and romantic 
stories for snobby, wealthy intellectuals and CEOs who want to enjoy 
knowledge as a consumer good. A new horizon of humanities is in 
demand to take up these new ecumenical issues and to cope with 
and accommodate the weight of the world. The present volume is 
not a result of our intellectual endeavors but a small start of our 
humble idea in the long way towards the noble goal.   
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Suffering, Memory, 
and the Humanities

The Human Sciences and  
the Healing of Civilizations

Catharsis by Confronting the Past: 
Lessons of Germany’s Double Burden of Dictatorship

Regeneration by Complete Humanism 

The Work of Art in the Age of Digital Technology: 
What Kind of a Future Will Human Beings Create?
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The Human Sciences and the Healing 	
of Civilizations

  

Yersu Kim
Professor Emeritus 

Seoul National University

  

A Miracle at Centum City?

Exactly sixty years ago, I left Korea for the unknown world of the 
United States, probably from the very place I am speaking at this 
moment. Centum City was at that time the place of Suyoung Airport 
at the westernmost corner of Busan, the temporary capital of the 
Republic of Korea, fighting for its very survival in the vortex of an 
international war that involved the United States, the Soviet Union, 
the People’s Republic of China, and sixteen nations of the United 
Nations, and of course two Koreas. The airport was the hub of much 
military air traffic, and a small corner was allotted to civilian use that 
connected the Korean peninsula to the outside world.

After forty-eight hours of flights, stopovers, and airsickness, I 
landed in San Francisco. Although in a daze, I could dimly see that I 
was in a world totally different from the one I had left two days before, 
where I did not know how to operate a flush toilet, and my lack of 
culinary and language skills forced me to survive on tomato soup all 
three meals of the day. 

Buildings were taller than I had imagined. The streets were wide 
and clean and full of tall trees and automobiles. The brightly colored 
houses were painted in yellow, pink, and blue as only the houses in 
fairy tale books could be. People were clean and smiling and said “Hi” 
or “Hello” even to a bewildered boy from a far-off land. Everything 
exceeded the expectations I had formed through my interactions, 
observations, and experiences with American soldiers in Korea. It 

1(Kim Yersu)수정.indd   17 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:26



Suffering, M
em

ory, and the Hum
anities

18 occurred to me at the time that this new world, this new civilization, 
would never be mine; too far removed and different from the one I 
had just left. But I was determined to do my best to learn as much I 
could. To bring such lessons back home and make Korea a better place 
to live.

Busan had been at that time the temporary capital of South Korea 
during much of the fratricidal war at the front line of the ideological 
confrontation between the so-called Free World and the Soviet bloc. 
Busan, a port city of about a half million at that time the war broke 
out, was bursting at the seams with an influx of more than two mil-
lion refugees from all parts of Korea. There were also soldiers of both 
Korean and foreign nationalities who were passing through Busan 
as one of the central points of deployment. The city swarmed with 
soldiers who had been wounded on the fronts, sent to hospitals or 
discharged without adequate medical care. 

The city simply was not capable of dealing with the situation on the 
ground. Food was scarce, malnourishment was prevalent, and some 
even died of hunger. To say that housing was inadequate would be an 
understatement. Shanties and mud-huts sprang up in many parts of 
the city, with severe problems of sanitation, safety, and fire protection. 
There was a serious shortage of water, as long lines of people waited 
for hours with big buckets eager to receive drinking water. Street beg-
ging, burglary, and pickpocketing were daily occurrences and were 
“natural” parts of daily life in this city. With the police forces overbur-
dened, everyone was on their own, left to fend off as best they could 
the numerous harms that plagued this miserable city.

There was of course easy money to be made in the hustle and bus-
tle and the confusion of war. There were smugglers of much needed 
goods from such places as Japan, Hong Kong, and Macau. Merchants 
dealing in illicitly obtained military goods made fortunes. While 
some serious-minded entrepreneurs began laying the foundations 
for their post-war business empires by beginning to meet the needs 
of the military and civilians, such easy money was accompanied by 
corruption in high and low places and decadent life styles. Prostitutes 
were a common sight in the streets, and cabarets, tearooms, and se-
cret dance halls dotted the streets at nights. Some youths were deeply 
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19drenched in nihilism born of the miseries of daily life and hopeless-
ness about the future. Sartre and Camus were much talked about, if 
little read.

Even in the midst of misery and suffering, schools and universi-
ties were opening temporary campuses. My school was putting up 
temporary classrooms in military tents on a vegetable field at the 
outskirts of Busan. When the wind blew, we would be covered with 
dust from the field underneath our benches, which contained infec-
tious remnants of human manure that had been used as fertilizer for 
vegetables. But that did not matter. We were all happy that we were 
fortunate enough to go to school again, and even having to resort to 
dim candles during frequent power outages could not dampen our 
spirits. Young males were conscripted to serve in the army and many 
lost their lives. But even more began to experience, in an indirect 
way, the West, through the military system that was based on the 
organization and management of the US armed forces. Many young 
military officers were sent to the US for training, thereby giving them 
first-hand experience of a culture and civilization so totally different 
from their own.

When the cruelly destructive war came to an end with an incon-
clusive truce in 1953, Korea was one of the poorest countries in the 
world, if not the poorest. According to World Bank statistics, even 
as late as 1962 the per capita GNI was $100, less than that of the 
many LDCs today, and certainly less than that of many Asian neigh-
bors such as the Philippines and Malaysia. During the period from 
1953 to 1960, as the rubble of the war was being cleared, more than 
seventy percent of the government’s income was from foreign aid, 
predominantly from the US through such diverse channels and insti-
tutions as the ECA, UNKRA, ICA, and PL480. These acronyms may 
ring a bell with some older members in the audience who have lived 
through Korea’s times of poverty and destitution.

Today, a half century later, Busan stands transformed. Korea’s 
second largest metropolis after Seoul and as the world’s fifth busiest 
seaport by cargo tonnage, Busan is now a modern city of 3,600,000. 
It was the host of the 2002 Asian Games, the 2005 APCE Meeting, 
the 2010 G-20 Summit, and the 2011 Nuclear Summit. The Busan In-
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20 ternational Film Festival, held every year on these very premises, has 
become the largest and most talked about international film festival 
in Asia. Earlier this year, the population of Korea reached the fifty 
million mark and our media celebrated the event with Korea’s sym-
bolic entry into the 20-50 Club, a notional club whose seven mem-
bers each have a population of more than fifty million and per capita 
GNI of more than US $20,000. It was emphasized in the media that 
Korea is the only member of the Club to have won independence af-
ter the end of World War II. 

A Craving for Healing

A miracle at Centum City? A transformation of great magnitude has 
certainly taken place. A world has been created that was unimag-
inable in the mind of this youngster who left Suyoung some sixty 
years ago. Have Koreans not been “healed” from the misery and suf-
fering of poverty and indignity? Has such a miracle at Centum City 
brought happiness and fulfillment to the people of Korea?

Let us take a little detour to answer this seemingly simple question. 
A few weeks ago, a presidential hopeful, who had just been nom-

inated as the official candidate of the opposition party, promised he 
would be a “healing” president. A committee formed by the party 
with a focus on developing policies to redress the anxieties of the 
people regarding housing, education, security, old age, and youth 
employment, was to be called the “healing policies committee.” The 
candidate of the governing party, for her part, came up with “the 
headquarters for the happiness of 50 million” which would perform 
similar functions as the healing committee of the opposition par-
ty. The third candidate, a political neophyte, who gained national 
prominence by conducting youth concerts and mentoring youth, has 
recently declared his candidacy for the office of president, vowing to 
become the “healing president” for Korea. There is an enormously 
popular television show called “Healing Camp,” which consists of 
well-known public personalities who publicly confess to past mis-
takes and unhappy moments in their lives and by the end of the show 
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21magically declare themselves “healed.”
Korea has been awash with “healing” since perhaps the mid 

2000s. There are healing walks, healing foods, healing tourist pack-
ages, healing lectures, healing dances, healing equestrian clubs, and 
healing forest resorts. The list seems endless. The marketing industry 
seems to have found a new blue ocean where neglected products and 
activities make new appearances with a “healing” label and naturally 
at substantially enhanced prices. Bookstores have special counters 
selling books dealing with various aspects of healing. Books by Bud-
dhist monks top the bestseller lists and the demand comes from a 
wide range of social groups, spanning people in their 20s to those in 
their 50s and beyond.

Healing is a restorative concept with many nuances. When we 
speak of healing in a physiological sense, we refer to damage or dis-
ease suffered by an organism, and, in these terms, healing as a whole 
means the resumption of the natural functioning of the biological 
system as a whole. Medical treatments would be a more appropriate 
word for this process with well-defined procedures performed by 
trained and experienced experts. When we speak of healing in a psy-
chological or spiritual sense, we refer to damage or suffering in the 
mind and soul. And through some non-physical processes of “heal-
ing,” the resumption of a normal and fulfilling existence becomes 
possible.1 It is thus natural that many people seek healing in religion. 
More people throng to Christian retreats and temple stays—a few 
days of quiet and contemplation in secluded places of prayer and 
meditation. Some people retreat to a more primitive mode of living 
close to nature and away from the conveniences of modern civiliza-
tion. People thereby wish to be free from the stresses of daily life and 
to restore themselves through quiet and contemplation to an original 
state of purity for renewed energy and readiness for life.

To judge from these trends toward healing in all sectors and as-
pects of Korean life, the answers to the questions we have asked a few 
moments ago seem to be a clear “No.” The miracle at Centum City has 
not brought happiness and fulfillment. This perception is corroborat-

  1.	“Healing,” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Healing, accessed on September 22, 2012.
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22 ed by some interesting international statistics. Despite membership in 
the 20-50 Club, Korea ranks a distant 102nd place in the Satisfaction 
with Life Index released in 2006,2 an index of subjective well-being 
pioneered by an analytic psychologist at the University of Leicester 
correlating factors of health, wealth, and access to basic education. 
Denmark ranks the highest, Bhutan ranks in eighth place, the US in 
twenty-third, East Timor in sixty-ninth, China in eighty-second, and 
Japan in ninetieth place. Korea does slightly better in the Human De-
velopment Index,3 a composite statistic of life expectancy, education, 
and income indices, published by UNDP. According to the 2011 Hu-
man Development report, Korea ranks twenty-eighth with Norway in 
first place, France in sixth place, and the US in twenty-third place.

In a comprehensive and enlightening paper given as the key-
note address at the 11th International Conference on Philosophical 
Practice and the Fourth International Conference on Humanistic 
Therapy, recently held in Chunchon, Korea, Sung-Jin Kim, a Kore-
an philosopher who has been active in introducing philosophical 
practice in Korea, declares Korea is becoming a “therapy country.”4 
Presumably, he has made his judgment based on the diagnosis that 
people are showing “more are more neurotic symptoms while they 
are trying to adjust themselves to all the dramatic changes of life style 
to the rapidly changing social environment.”5

The idea of philosophical practice or philosophical counseling 
began to be known to the public at large with the publication of the 
Korean translation of Lou Marinoff ’s Plato not Prozac6 in 2000. Since 
then the idea spread quickly among Korean philosophers. The Ko-
rean Society of Philosophical Practice was founded in 2009, and has 

  2. Cf. “Satisfaction with Life Index,” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Satisfaction_with_Life_
Index, accessed on September 22, 2012.

  3. Cf. “Human Development Index,” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_Deveopment_
Index, accessed on September 22, 2012.

  4. Sung-Jin Kim, “Philosophical Practice in Korea: A Short History, A New Approach,” Pro-
ceedings of the 11th International Conference on Philosophical Practice and the 4th Interna-
tional Conference on Humanistic Therapy, Vol. I, Humanities Institute: Kangwon National 
University, p. 173.

  5. Ibid., p. 176.
  6. Lou Marinoff, Plato Not Prozac (New York: Harper Collins, 1999).
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23grown to the point of hosting the 11th international conference earli-
er this year. The idea of philosophical practice was further expanded 
into one of “humanities therapy” by scholars at Kangwon National 
University. With the support of the National Research Foundation 
of Korea, its Humanities Institute has been conducting research on 
humanities therapy through conferences and colloquia, as well as 
research on healing methods for mental and emotional problems. 
According to Sung-Jin Kim, the demand of philosophical counsel-
ing and therapy in Korea is so high and the number of people who 
need philosophical help is growing so rapidly that “no hesitation is 
allowed for us philosophers in Korea.”7

A Revival of the Humanities?

We must also consider the surprising surge in the demand for the 
humanities we are witnessing today. To what extent this phenomenon 
is connected with the all-encompassing call for healing is difficult to 
gauge. Prima facie, it is a surprising and unexpected phenomenon. As 
late as 2002, there was a public decision to establish a committee to 
study policies dealing with what was considered to be the crisis of the 
humanities and the proposed policies that would have the effect of 
promoting and putting life into humanistic studies. I myself chaired 
the committee for five years with an increasing sense of frustration, 
and I must say the results were far from satisfactory. Representative of 
the crisis atmosphere in university humanities circles was a declara-
tion in 2006 by a group of professors in humanities departments that 
the foundations for the very survival of the humanities were under 
threat due to the blind belief in the logic of the market and efficiency. 
The association of deans of humanities colleges followed up the dec 
laration by warning that the crisis of the humanities could lay waste 
the dignity of human beings and the authenticity of human life.

The response came, surprisingly, from the market itself. To call 
this a response to the agonized cries of the academics is perhaps mis-

  7. Kim, op. cit., p. 172.
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24 leading, since the demand for the restructuring of universities of the 
neo-liberal provenance had come primarily from the market itself in 
the name of demand and efficiency. The market then began to notice 
how Steve Jobs, the icon of the business world, said he would give all 
the technologies of Apple in return for a single meal with Socrates. 
Over the last four to five years, humanities programs for CEOs have 
sprung up like mushrooms after the rain and some programs have 
become so competitive as to institute screening procedures to sift 
out those who are serious about the humanities and those who are 
not. Costs are sometimes prohibitively high, but they are sometimes 
subsidized by the companies themselves as legitimate extracurricu-
lar activities of their CEOs. The CEOs go through weeks of rigorous 
evening study, covering Socrates to Confucius, Machiavelli to Sun 
Zi, Hermann Hesse to Han Young Man, and Marx to Beopjeong. Not 
only do businessmen participate, but also people from the financial 
world, government, judges, lawyers, university presidents, medical 
doctors, journalists, church leaders, and artists. 

Some business groups have internal programs and seminars with 
an emphasis on the humanities. One group recently organized a 
CEO strategy meeting with the title, “Understanding of the Human-
ities and Leadership.” This is how the chairman of the group saw the 
rationale for the meeting. In this difficult time, what is important is 
how you can differentiate yourselves from other groups. The basis of 
differentiation lies on the understanding of human beings through 
the study of the humanities. Understanding what clients want and 
creating a creative and challenging work force—both of these tasks 
boil down to the problem of human beings.8 

Is this what seems to be a sea change in the attitude of Korean so-
ciety toward the humanities? There is certainly an element of adroit 
commercialism in this humanities phenomenon. But it seems to 
have spoken to a deep need in the minds of Korean people. In 2010, 
Michael Sandel’s What is Justice? sold over one million Korean trans-
lated copies and his lectures filled halls seating thousands. Earlier 
this year, lectures by Slavoj Zizek, a Slovenian philosopher of Marxist 

  8. Chosun Ilbo, October 17, 2012, B6.
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25provenance, met with a reception of similar enthusiasm. The audi-
ence consisted not only of students but of young people in their 20s 
and 30s coming directly from work. Paradoxically, Zizek, the Marx-
ist, was sponsored by a medium to low end clothing brand. There are 
also lecture courses on various aspects of the humanities such as art, 
music, classics, and philosophy organized by different foundations 
and local governments and most of them are overflowing with appli-
cants. There are also humanities and philosophy courses for prison 
inmates and the homeless. Some who are engaged in the humanities 
and philosophy, traditionally disciplines which pride themselves in 
being secluded in the isolated splendor of the ivory tower, now visit 
homes of single moms and conduct care programs for North Korean 
refugees and international families.

Telescoped Development and Borrowed Cultural Synthesis

Are these phenomena somehow related, and if so how? I believe one 
has to go back to the early days of Korea’s entry into Western civiliza-
tion in seeking an answer to this question. Korea’s economic, politi-
cal, and social development has been so unprecedented in the con-
temporary world that it requires a deep and careful understanding. 
In such an understanding, lies at least part of the answer regarding 
the role which the humanities and philosophy play or fail to play in 
today’s world.

Exactly 136 years have passed since Korea opened its doors to 
the West. The Treaty of Gangwha with Japan signed under duress in 
1876 was the beginning of an end to Korea’s traditional, civilizational 
allegiance to the Sino-centric world. Six years later, in 1882, Korea 
signed the Treaty of Amity and Commerce with the US. With the 
signing of the treaty Korea opened its doors directly to the ascendant 
West for the first time in its history. Then in rapid succession, Korea 
signed treaties with Great Britain and Germany in 1883, Russia in 
1884, and France in 1886.

Defeated in a confrontation of civilizations and suddenly con-
fronted with the vitality of Western civilization during the latter half 
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26 of the nineteenth century, we blamed our own political and cultural 
traditions for all the stagnancy, ineffectiveness, and injustice in our 
society. To be sure, there were such men as Ki-Rak Kwak and Sun-
Hak Yoon, who attempted to mediate between civilizations with 
such doctrines as the dongdo-seogi, which, while recognizing the im-
portance of Western technology, seogi, such as canons, steam ships, 
railways, and the telegraph, believed the Eastern way, dongdo, orig-
inating in Confucian ethical norms, to be superior to the Western 
way. They held that the Eastern way and Western technology could 
be separated from their original habitats and combined to meet the 
challenges of the West. But it was a classic case of too little, too late. 
We associated the ignoble demise of the Joseon Kingdom with a 
Confucian tradition rendered defunct by formalism, factionalism, 
and a regressive worldview. Then came the colonial distortion of 
Korean cultural traditions as a record of mere subservience to China 
and therefore of no intrinsic value. The cultural synthesis that has 
been at the basis of political stability and cultural achievements was 
in deep disarray. Deprived of national dignity, history, and our sense 
of a future, the de facto devaluation of our own traditions was deeply 
ingrained in the consciousness of the Korean people.

We Koreans thus became a cultural tabula rasa and highly recep-
tive to the political, social and cultural ideas, and institutions that 
Americans brought with them after the defeat of Japan in the Sec-
ond World War. The dissemination of these ideas, institutions, and 
practices was all the more rapid and fundamental because they were 
part of the culture of a welcome liberator and later a powerful ally in 
the struggle for survival in the Korean War. There was a ready-made 
cultural synthesis which promised a way forward to survive and flour-
ish. Intellectual and political leaders had neither the time nor need 
to choose with discrimination among the goods offered by the new 
culture. The course of economic and social development necessitated 
borrowing many Western experiences and technologies. American 
culture, identified with Western culture in the popular mind, seemed 
to be an inevitable part of our experience, with all its fads, fetishes, 
disorders, and aberrations. To be sure, the Confucian norms and atti-
tudes continue to govern to this day the daily behavior of Koreans at a 
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27deeper level. But as explicit cultural ideals, these norms were as good 
as dead. In a virtual cultural tabula rasa, the conception of the Ameri-
can economy and US politics found ready and enthusiastic acceptance 
in the minds of Koreans.

Such an acceptance brought about, through a painful and tortu-
ous process of trial and error and of simple hard work, a measure of 
realization of the visionary expectations of power and affluence. Ko-
rea has become a postindustrial society, unimaginable half a century 
ago. In this sense, the transformation at Centum City is truly a mira-
cle. The transformation brought about is a fair replica of the industri-
al civilization that the West, particularly America, had succeeded in 
creating during the last century and a half by systematizing countless 
technological inventions and improvements. It guaranteed for man a 
material existence at the level never before enjoyed. The phenomenal 
increase in productivity, attained by institutionalizing the fruits of 
science and technology, promises not only the satisfaction of man’s 
basic wants, but also promises the creation of accumulated material 
wealth that can enable man to develop his potentialities to the full.

In this process of telescoped development based on a borrowed 
cultural synthesis, there was no need and no place for humanistic 
thinking about the ideas and values underlying what was considered 
a defunct civilization. In moments of perplexity and need, we needed 
only to turn to the ready-made cultural synthesis for inspiration and 
instruction. Given Korea’s defeat to this civilizational confrontation 
in the latter half of the nineteenth century reducing many centuries 
of humanistic achievements to a mere pile of useless papers, who can 
be surprised at the fact that the classical disciplines of the humanities 
even in their imported form became wholesale “useless” disciplines, 
of interest only to those few who made it their profession. There were 
of course some who made valiant efforts to revive the study of Kore-
an history and philosophy, but colonialism saw to it that these efforts 
went nowhere.

Fortunately for us Koreans, we were perhaps the last riders of the 
civilizational train that brought affluence, democracy, and justice to 
a significant minority of people in the world. In 1945, Koreans ad-
opted a civilization as embodied America’s conceptions of economy, 
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28 politics, and culture. By that time, however, the inner dynamics and 
validations of this civilization were in disarray. The material and 
institutional side of the civilization was, to be sure, still basking in 
the splendor of high noon, but perhaps only of Indian summer. The 
intellectual and moral ideas and values of this civilization were un-
dergoing, unnoticed except by a few, a process of disintegration and 
transformation. As early as 1888, the decade in which the treaty be-
tween Korea and the US was signed and Korea’s doors opened to the 
West, Friedrich Nietzsche wrote in the preface to his Will to Power 
thus:

What I relate is the history of the next two centuries. I describe 
what is coming, what can no longer come differently; the advent of 
nihilism…. The future speaks even in a hundred signs…. For some 
time now, our whole European culture has been moving as toward 
a catastrophe, with a tortured tension that is growing from decade 
to decade: restlessly, violently, headlong, like a river that wants to 
reach the end, that no longer reflects, that is afraid to reflect.9 

Boethius: The Consolation of Philosophy

Healing, as I said a moment ago, is a restorative concept. Here, two 
questions pose themselves. If healing is a restorative concept, what is 
the nature of the disease, damage, and consequent suffering? What 
do we need to do to get back to the original state of normalcy and 
purity to which we would wish to be restored?

To get a grip on these questions I propose that we take another 
detour and go to Boethius’s The Consolation of Philosophy.10 It is a fifth 
century Roman protreptic or exhortation with a specifically religious 
message, written in the prosimetric form, a combination of prose and 

  9. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power, ed. by Walter Kaufmann, 1967, p. 3, as quoted in 
Yersu Kim, “Interaction of Aesthetic and Intellectual Traditions” in Academy of Korean 
Studies and Woodrow Wilson Center, Reflections on a Century of United States-Korean 
Relations (New York and London: University Press of America, 1983), p. 110.

10. Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, translated and with an Introduction by P. G. 
Walsh (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999).
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29verse. Following the Renaissance and the Reformation the work was 
translated into many Western European languages, including various 
translations into English, and remained a recommended reading for 
every educated person until well into the twentieth century.

Born into one of the aristocratic families which dominated Roman 
life in the final decades of the fifth century, Boethius became the 
leading figure in the Roman establishment with power and prestige. 
He was then suddenly accused of treason, imprisoned, and was final-
ly put to death. The circumstances of his trial and death are not clear 
but it is probably during his imprisonment that Boethius wrote The 
Consolation. 

Boethius is complaining bitterly about his unjust fall from pow-
er and grace. The figure of Philosophy appears and chases away the 
muses of poetry who had been consoling him. Philosophy offers 
him a physician’s help.11 In order to diagnose his ailment, Philosophy 
poses several questions to Boethius: whether the world is guided 
by reason; to what end it proceeds; and what the essential nature of 
man is.12 Though she finds Boethius’s answers less than satisfactory, 
Philosophy sees in them the hope for a cure. Philosophy declares to 
Boethius, “Now I know… the further cause of your sickness, and it 
is a very serious one. You have forgotten your own identity. So I have 
now fully elicited the cause of your illness, and the means of recover-
ing your health. […] Your true conviction of the government of the 
world provides us with the nourishment to restore you to health.”13  

After a round of give and take with the prisoner, Philosophy 
comes to the conclusion that the defective goods sought by human 
beings piecemeal are merely stages in the search for true good, which 
is the true means to happiness. This lies with God. Philosophy here 
makes an important point that defective goods sought piecemeal by 
humans must be gathered in unity. Philosophy makes the point that 
“the things sought by most men were not true or perfect goods… 
that the true good emerges when those aims are gathered into a sin-

11. Ibid., p. 8.
12. Ibid., p. 13.
13. Ibid., pp. 16-17.
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30 gle shape… so that sufficiency is identical with power, renown and 
pleasure. And indeed unless all are one and the same, they have no 
claim to be counted among things worth seeking.”14

Step by step, Philosophy moves from the prisoner’s personal con-
cerns and makes clear to him that consolation does not lie in the 
prisoner’s attainment of mundane satisfaction. It lies rather in aspir-
ing to and attaining knowledge of God, the Good. That knowledge 
will bring with it the realization that God orders all things justly. “So 
God is the highest good which governs all things peacefully, and or-
ders them sweetly.”15 A central feature of the freedom given to human 
beings is that they be able to choose their way. Humans cannot fully 
comprehend this process, but they are thus given the freedom to free 
themselves from the shackles of earthly serfdom and rise to the con-
templation of God. 

Civilizational Malaise and Cultural Synthesis

Does this early medieval language of exhortation to God have any-
thing to teach us? In particular, what is the relevance of Boethius’s 
protreptic for the question we posed a few moments ago, namely, 
what is the nature of sickness and suffering which philosophy and 
the humanities are called upon to heal? And how does he help us in 
conceptualizing the original state of purity and integrity toward 
which the healing should be directed?

Once stripped of the early Christian language of the Roman era, it 
becomes clear that Boethius is focusing on the discrepancy between 
values and ideas that are dominant in the society and the individual 
in need of healing. This can be seen in such questions as the relations 
between reason and governance, the final purpose of the world, and 
essential nature of man. This discrepancy results in the loss of iden-
tity for the individual. Philosophy’s final prescription and Boethius’s 
acceptance of it consists in seeing God as the embodiment of the One 

14. Ibid., p. 62.
15. Ibid., p. 67.
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31and the Good. The ideas are not just randomly selected ideas, but 
are rather the essential parts of the world in which a person lives and 
must live. And such a world order with ideas and values in coherent 
unity is represented as God. In secular language, Boethius seems to 
be saying that it is civilizational analysis which gives consolation and 
healing to a person because he is suffering from what is essentially a 
civilizational malaise.

Cultures and civilizations of each time and place strive to forge an 
optimal synthesis of ideas, values, and practices that would enable it 
to survive and flourish. At some point in time and place, a synthesis 
thus achieved would be perceived by those both inside and out to have 
achieved an optimal point; a reflective equilibrium in the process of 
the interaction and interchange of ideas, values, and practices on the 
one hand, and a recalcitrant but changeable reality on the other. A cul-
tural synthesis thus achieved would be the basis of civilization.

Such synthesis must constantly adapt its ideas, values, and prac-
tices to the ever changing or changed circumstances in order to guide 
humanity to survive and flourish. Radical changes in the natural 
environment in which a particular civilization is situated, may neces-
sitate it. Some have been exterminated by imperialistic imposition. 
A civilization may lose a sense of direction at a certain stage of its 
development and may be confronted by another budding civilization 
that is more powerful and conceptually richer. The resulting transfer 
of allegiance, partial or total, may come through imperialism but 
it need not always be so, since the old civilizations may themselves 
come to recognize their own inadequacies.16

In times of great transition and transformation, when the essential 
pillars of a civilization are in jeopardy, each culture would grapple se-
riously with historical and cultural alternatives, adopting and further 
developing some and discarding others. Danielle Eliseef, a French 
Sinologist, tells us about the “Confucian wave”17 that gripped Europe 
in the last quarter of the sixteenth century. When Histoire du Grande 

16. Yersu Kim, “The Idea of Cultural Identity and Problems of Cultural Relativism,” Occasion-
al Paper 40, Washington DC: The Woodrow Wilson Center, 1990.

17. Danielle Eliseef, “Les Valeurs Confuceenes: Un Ferment de l’Europe,” a Paper presented at 
a UNESCO conference on “Dialogue Among Civilizations” in Paris, 2003, unpublished.
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32 Royaume de la Chine by Juan Gonzalez de Mendoza was published 
in 1585, it became an immediate sensation and was translated into 
several European languages. Michel de Montaigne is said to have 
expressed his interest in a world much more “ample and diverse” 
than Europe and surpassing in some aspects the ancient civilizations 
of the Greeks and Romans. Matteo Ricci introduced Confucius to 
Europe. Chinese civilization continued to fascinate the Europeans in 
the early stages of the formation and evolution of a cultural synthesis. 
One can only surmise what the result of the interaction between civ-
ilizations could have been had it continued its course unimpeded by 
other courses of events. What this “Confucian wave” shows clearly is 
the crucial importance of the humanities in the formation and evolu-
tion of a cultural synthesis, which becomes the basis of civilization.

Plea for Ecumenism in the Humanities: Human Sciences

The nature of the damage, disease, and suffering now seems clear 
enough. What we are suffering from and what is crying out for heal-
ing is civilizational. It is civilizational in the sense that many of the 
values, ideas, and institutions that constitute the pillars of the cultur-
al synthesis of the West that has served humanity so well in its task 
to survive and flourish, seem now to be increasingly irrelevant and 
sometimes counterproductive. Take, for example, the conception 
regarding man’s relationship to nature. The Faustian will to shape 
nature for the benefit of human beings, has been very strong in the 
cultural synthesis of the West. We are now in an ecological dead end 
and we do not know much about when and where the tipping point 
may be reached. The times we live in are times of great uncertainty. 
We speak of “risk societies” and “tired societies.” These terms indi-
cate the sense that we have entered an age of uncertainty and simply 
do not know what will come next as a result of many actions and 
ways of life that we thought we were conducting in a “rational way.” 
We witness in Korea as well as in other societies of the world many 
senseless and brutal killings. We agonize over them because we do 
now know why they have occurred and what in our interpersonal 
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33relations has gone wrong to cause such inhumane and heinous 
crimes. We seem to have lost our way and seem to be living in a 
“lost” society.

I suspect at the bottom of the present surge in demand for the 
humanities lies a fumbling search for some kind of new cultural 
synthesis. The long, drawn out process of the demise of the cultural 
synthesis of the West, which had been at the basis of the miracle at 
Centum City, is manifesting in particularly painful ways in Korea. 
Korea’s place in the sun has been secured on a borrowed identity, a 
borrowed cultural synthesis. Korea’s development during the last half 
century has been a telescoped one, achieving relative affluence within 
a span of time two to three times shorter than that required by other 
societies. In this sense, what happened at Centum City is truly a mir-
acle, and not simply a mirage. Just a few days ago, as I was writing 
these lines, a review of a book, written by a British journalist, caught 
my attention. The book is entitled Korea: The Impossible Country.18 
Why an impossible country? Firstly, Korea has created economic and 
political miracles. Secondly, Koreans are setting for themselves stan-
dards of achievement that are almost impossible to achieve.

Be that as it may, many of the developments that are taking place 
in Korea economically, politically, and in the humanities are hap-
pening elsewhere too. But somehow they seem to appear writ large 
in Korea. Our sense of loss of direction and waywardness in Korea is 
only that much greater because we have only a distant memory of the 
agony of identity building and creation. Korea’s last dynasty, Joseon, 
was a locus of political stability and cultural achievement because we 
had actively and creatively participated in the creation of a cultural 
synthesis that was the basis of an ecumenical Confucian world order 
for 500 years. Then the world turned topsy-turvy for Korea through 
civilizational defeats by Westernized Japan and subsequently, the 
United States. 

The surge for the humanities may certainly have this element of 
being writ large. It is of course explained partly by commercialism 
and the tastes for luxury of the newly affluent. One hopeful sign 

18. Joongang Sunday, September 30–October 1, 2012, p. 12.
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34 however, is that business enterprises seem to be the most serious 
about the humanities. The pressure of the market against “useless” 
learning partly led to the restructuring of knowledge that occasioned 
the crisis of the humanities. Now, business leaders see that the time 
of economic development based on borrowed models of manage-
ment and technology, is over. They see that they have to be creative 
in order to stay ahead and even just to survive. The problem boils 
down to the problem of human beings. Ergo, the humanities, the sci-
ences of human beings par excellence.

Today, sadly for us, there is no cultural model that can effectively 
replace the old. Signs of civilizational transformation are everywhere, 
and there seems to be a definite direction toward which certain eco-
nomic and political trends are moving. But it is far from clear wheth-
er such shifts are merely signs of an extension of the refurbished 
cultural synthesis of the West or a truly transformational moment in 
the evolution of civilizations. Science and technology are creating an 
heard of opportunities even as they threaten the very foundations of 
human life. The economic turmoil that began in 2007 and the tragic 
disasters at the nuclear power plants in Fukushima last year attest to 
human beings’ terrifying helplessness in dealing adequately with the 
consequences of what we have ourselves wrought. Today, computers 
are getting faster such that the year 2045, barely thirty-three years 
from now, as the year when the computers will have become capable 
of whatever it is our brains are capable of Given exponentiation of 
the growth of computers, the human mind will be quickly eclipsed 
by artificial intelligence and what lies beyond that threshold will be 
unfathomable for the human mind.19

If there is a healing mission for the humanities of today, it is first 
and foremost to create a cultural synthesis that is adequate to deal 
with these problems. That would involve search and reflection on 
knowledge and wisdom that would give meaning to the relationship 
between nature and human beings, on how a just society can be en-
visaged in which freedom and equality play appropriate roles, how 
the relationship between individuals and the communities in which 

19. Lev Grossman, “Singularity,” Time, 177-7, February 2011, pp. 25-31.
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35they have existential roots should be conceptualized, how to conceive 
what ultimately constitutes the meaning of life, and many more ques-
tions that animate the current intellectual debate.

These are times of challenges and opportunities for the human-
ities. It is clear that the humanities cannot exhaust itself as it is con-
ceived in the modern bifurcation of knowledge into science and the 
humanities and its relegation to a “lesser” part of knowledge. The 
humanities that would be adequate to the tasks of forging a cultur-
al synthesis would need to be a more inclusive ecumenical activity, 
encompassing all the disciplines that contribute to understanding 
human beings and their lives; past, present, and future. It would in-
clude not only ideographic classical humanistic studies but also the 
less nomothetic part of the social sciences and even some sciences 
such as genetics, artificial intelligence, and nanotechnology. It would 
be a call for the kind of knowledge sought after in movements such 
as consilience and convergence. The label for such an ecumenical 
science of human beings could be “the human sciences,” les sciences 
de l’homme, in the tradition of Fernand Braudel. It would be “a single 
adventure of mind, not even just the obverse sides of a single cloth, 
but the entire cloth itself, in all the complexity of its threads.”20

Is this task “almost impossible” to achieve? Therein, I submit, lies 
the challenge for all of us who are engaged in the human sciences not 
only in Korea, but everywhere.

20. Fernand Braudel, “Histoire et Sociologie,” In Fernand Braudel, Ecrits sur l’Histoire (Paris: 
Flammarion, 1969), pp. 85-86, as quoted in Immanuel Wallerstein, The Uncertainties of 
Knowledge (Philadelphia: Temple University Press), p. 62.
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Catharsis by Confronting the Past:
Lessons of Germany’s Double Burden  
of Dictatorship

Konrad H. Jarausch 
University of North Carolina

One of the most vexing legacies of a defeated dictatorship is the 
question of what to do with its violations of human rights. During 
the “peaceful revolution” of 1989 in Eastern Europe, cautious voices 
warned against confronting Communist crimes so as to build a com
mon future. They argued that citizens could only reconcile with each 
other by letting bygones be bygones. None theless, the vic to rious dis
sidents opened the prison gates to free political victims who were cal
ling for justice. Once the spell of secrecy was broken, the public also 
clamored for infor ma tion about who was responsible for its prior 
suffering. Moreover, the newly enfranchised me dia published scan
da lous revelations about the corruption of those who abused their 
power for personal gain. So as to legitimize the transition to demo
cratic rule some postCommunist go vern  ments sought to expose the 
misdeeds of their predecessors.1 These conflicting approaches raise 
the funda mental question: Should a postdictatorial country ignore 
prior crimes in order to move forward, or should it openly confront 
repression and atrocities in order to heal the pain?

Especially in “pactedtransitions” like the democratization of 
Spain after the death of Gene ralissimo Franco, the impulse of forget
ting has proven quite powerful. As compensation for giving up power 
peacefully, dictatorial elites have insisted not just on exemption from 

  1. A. James McAdams, ed., Transitional Justice and the Rule of Law in New Democracies 
(Notre Dame, 1997). Cf. also Helga Welsh, “When Discourse Trumps Policy: Transitional 
Justice in Unified Germany,” German Politics 15 (2007): 137152.
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38 legal or economic punishment but on keeping their reputation un
sullied, even if they knew full well that they had committed crimes. 
Former perpetrators and many collaborators argued that little would 
be gained by dwelling on their transgressions, because that would 
only continue internal con flicts. Rather than reopening old wounds, 
it would be much better just to forgive and forget in order to move on 
to a brighter future. For the sake of living in peace with one’s neigh
bors it see med sensible not to delve into their misdeeds under the 
dictator ship. Such argu ments tended to find favor with groups who 
had something to hide while also appealing to a sense of generosity 
among the victors.2 Hence some East European and Latin American 
coun tries de cided to forego transitional justice by maintaining a be
nevolent silence about prior crimes.3

In contrast, regime critics have argued quite insistently that lasting 
social peace could only be restored by openly confron ting the past, 
because then the ghosts could no longer haunt the living. In opposing 
impunity, victims of the military dictatorship in Argentina have stres
sed the need to find out what hap pened to the family members who 
simply disappeared, to dis cover the graves of murdered dissidents, or 
to identify the chil dren who were taken from their parents so as to be 
able to mourn.4 Most critical intellectuals emphasized the necessity of 
bringing per petra tors to justice in order to restore faith in the rule of 
law. They argued that untold victims of repres  sion and violence need
ed both personal consolation and financial compen sation for their 
de stroy ed lives. In the long run, so they reasoned, a stable democracy 
required open discussion rather than sweeping previous atrocities 
under the rug. These claims rest both on the Christian teaching that 
forgiveness requires a prior confession of guilt and on the psychiatric 
theory that the soul can only achieve peace, if it honestly engages its 

  2. Laura Desfor Edles, Symbol and Ritual in the New Spain: The Transition to Democracy 
After Franco (Cambridge, 1998). 

  3. Monika Nalepa, Skeletons in the Closet: Transitional Justice in Post-Communist Europe 
(Cambridge, 2010).

  4. Carlos H. Acunia, “Transitional Justice in Argentina and Chile: A NeverEnding Story?” 
in John Elster, ed., Retribution and Reparation in the Transition to Democracy (Cambridge, 
2006), pp. 206238.
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39own failings.5
For this debate, the German case is particularly instructive, since 

the Federal Republic has borne a double burden of dealing with two 
ideologically opposed dictatorships: After 1945, it had to confront the 
responsibility for unleashing the Second World War and perpetrating 
the mass murder of the Jews and Slavs in the Holocaust. After 1989, it 
had to deal with the eff ects of Communist repression that imprisoned 
GDR citizens behind the Wall. The effort to cope with the fascist past 
first coined the untranslatable term of Vergangenheitsbe wäl ti gung, i.e. 
mas ter ing the past, and later on the equally complex concept of Aufar-
beitung, i.e. working through his tory. While the international commu
nity has made sure that the Germans would not escape their respon
sibility for the Nazi crimes, internal pressure has kept the Communist 
violations of human rights in the public eye. Moreover, the success in 
creating a stable postwar democracy and the progress in reunifying 
a divided country have raised the question of what other count ries 
might be able to learn from the German effort to come to terms with 
its terrible past.6

In order to explore whether to forget or to confront history, the 
following remarks will briefly examine the German struggle over 
coping with its dictatorial histories. These reflections will trace the 
evolution of memory culture rather than legal and administrative 
measures, since a public understanding of the past forms the basis 
for most judicial sentences and political deci sions.7 First I shall focus 
on the laborious process of coming to terms with Nazi crimes which 

  5. Alexander Mitscherlich, The Inability to Mourn: Principles of Collective Behavior (New 
York, 1975) and Joachim Gauck, Winter im Sommer, Frühling im Herbst. Erinnerungen 
(Munich, 2009).

  6. These remarks draw on Konrad H. Jarausch, “Memory Wars: German Debates about the 
Legacy of Dictatorship,” in John A. Williams, ed., Berlin Since the Wall’s End: Shaping Soci-
ety and Memory in the German Metropolis since 1989 (Cambridge, 2008), 90109; and 
“Double Burden: The Politics of the Past and German Identity,” in Jörn Leonhard and 
Lothar Funk, eds., Ten Years of German Unification: Transfer, Transformation, Incorpora-
tion? (Birmingham, 2002).

  7. Timothy Garton Ash, “Trials, Purges, and History Lessons: Treating a Difficult Past in 
PostCommunist Europe,” in JanWerner Müller, ed., Memory and Power in Post-War 
Europe: Studies in the Presence of the Past (Cambridge, 2002).
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40 took decades to complete, since the establishment of a selfcritical 
view had to overcome much public resis tan ce. Then I shall take a 
look at the postunification dis cus sions about the Com mu nist dic
tatorship in East Germany which are still in progress since they are 
more recent, engen dering strong emotions in the new federal states. 
Thereafter I shall address the competition between the efforts to deal 
with the Nazi and Communist legacies in order to point out how the 
different memory regimes have influenced one another. And finally I 
shall conclude with some general comments on the relationship be
tween truth, justice, and reconciliation.

 
Confronting Nazi Crimes

Learning to deal openly with the horrible crimes committed by the 
Third Reich was a long and contested process, because the establish
ment of a critical approach to the past had to overcome strong public 
resistance. In order to prevent another World War, the victorious 
allies instituted a program of reorientation during the Potsdam Con
ference that sought to transform the defeated country’s entire politi
cal culture by “demilitarization, denazification, and decar te li za tion.” 
When they returned from emigration, concentration camps, and 
inner exile, the German opponents of the Nazi regime also insisted 
on a fresh start by repu di ating the dangerous tradi tions of militarism, 
nationalism, and authoritarianism which had brought about the cata
strophe. But the majority of the population remembered the prewar 
years as a “good time” and refused to address its own complicity in 
the brutality of the war, the persecution of the Jews, and the ex ploita
tion of the slave laborers. While official pronouncements admitted 
German guilt, private memories instead dwelt on their own suffering 
during and after the collapse.8 

The military defeat of Hitler’s regime permitted the victorious 
Allies to combat Nazi propaganda myths by revealing the full extent 
of the atrocities perpetrated in the German name. The demobiliza

  8. Jeffrey Herf, Divided Memory: The Nazi Past in the Two Germanies (Cambridge, 1997). 
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41tion of the military machine, the dissolution of the Nazi Party, and 
the deconcen tra tion of the war industries sought to discredit milita
rism, displace party members, and dis man tle the economic basis of 
aggression. Compulsory visits to nearby concentration camps and 
films of the skeletal survivors also demonstrated the inhumanity of 
Nazi policies to shocked German civilians. But it took the muchpub
licized Nuremberg Trial of the Nazi leaders and the subsidiary cases 
against the SS, the captains of industry, and the medical profession in 
order to make public the full extent of war crimes. Moreover “crimes 
against humanity” had to be added as a new category so as to punish 
the genocide of Jews and Slavs. In order to sustain their in dictments, 
the prosecutors amassed an enormous amount of evidence in official 
documents and personal testimonies which proved the murderous
ness of the NSdictatorship beyond any doubt.9

Most of the Germans responded to the presumed accusation of 
“collective guilt” with incredulity and resentment, instead blaming the 
top Nazis for their misfortune. Excuses such as “I was just following 
superior orders,” “we did not know anything about the crimes,” or 
“the other countries also did bad things” were popular, because they 
diminished personal res pon si bi  lity. Though designed to establish the 
degree of individual guilt, the denazification process gra dually turned 
into a whitewashing when most of its judgments classified perpetra
tors as mere fel lowtravelers. While the Protestant Church admitted 
some failing in its Stuttgart declara tion, conser vative bishops and the 
Catholic hierarchy pleaded for the release of generals con victed of 
war crimes. Moreover, many collaborators who had been interned or 
lost their jobs were eventu ally reintegrated into government service 
through a general amnesty. Though Chancellor Konrad Adenauer 
courageously offered restitution to the Jewish community, the bulk of 
the electorate wanted the “politics of the past” to stop any further legal 
prosecution and debate.10

  9. Astrid M. Eckert, The Struggle for the Files: The Western Allies and the Return of the Ger-
man Archives after the Second World War (Cambridge, 2012).

10. Norbert Frei, 1945 und wir: Das Dritte Reich im Bewusstsein der Deutschen (Munich, 
2005). See also Philipp Gassert and Alan E. Steinweis, eds., Coping with the Nazi Past: 
West German Debates on Nazism and Generational Conflict, 1955-1975 (New York, 2006).
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42 The renewed confrontation with the Nazi crimes in the FRG 
during the early 1960s came as somewhat of a surprise, because it 
went counter to public sentiment. Since the formulaic antiFascism 
of the GDR served to justify the dictatorship of the SED, many West 
Germans dismissed charges that old Nazis still held power as Eastern 
propaganda. But a series of highly publicized court cases such as the 
Einsatzgruppen trial in Ulm, the Eichmann trial in Jerusalem and the 
Ausch witz trial in Frankfurt drew public attention once again to the 
criminal past. Based on incri mi na ting documentary evidence and 
touching survivor testimonies, a minority of pro gres s ive jurists like 
Fritz Bauer decided to prosecute perpetrators before the statute of 
limitations would make legal action impossible. The establishment of 
a central clearing office in Ludwigs burg helped to assemble material 
for further court cases. Moreover, famous writers such as Hein rich 
Böll in his short stories, Günter Grass in the Tin Drum, Peter Weiss in 
his staging of the Ausch witz trial, and Ralf Hochhut in the play The 
Deputy also issued searing indictments.11 

The overwhelming response to the US TV series on the Holo
caust, aired in the Federal Republic in January 1979, reinforced this 
critical turn. Liberal media like Die Zeit and Der Spiegel, had already 
prepared the ground with their honest reporting, while an entire re
bellious generation, which had grown up since the Third Reich, kept 
asking “Daddy, what did you do during the war?” The American TV 
series, directed by Marvin J. Chomsky, was so effective because it did 
not treat the murder of the Jews didactically, but used the form of a 
soap opera to dramatize the gruesome fate of the putative Weiss fam
ily of a Berlin doctor, hunted by a bureau cratic SS killer named Dorf. 
Seen by 1015 million viewers, about a quarter of the West German 
TV audience, the miniseries, portrayed by gifted actors like Meryl 
Streep, showed the entire trajectory of increa sing discrimination, kill
ing by bullets, extermi nation in Auschwitz, and painful survival. This 
dramatization evoked such an emotional response that the Bundestag 

11. Annette Weinke, Die Verfolgung von NS-Tätern im geteilten Deutschland: Vergangenheits-
bewältigung 1949-1969, oder eine deutsch-deutsche Beziehungsgeschichte im kalten Krieg 
(Paderborn, 2002).
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43was forced to extend the statute of limitation and the term Holocaust 
entered into the German debate.12

Local efforts to uncover traces of persecution and the transfor
mation of the concentration camps into public memorials supported 
the growing Holocaust sensibility by making the effects of AntiSem
itism visible. The methodological shift from an abstract “history of 
society” to a more tangible “everyday history” inspired historians and 
amateurs to research the effects of per secu tion where they lived, re
vealing a universe of forgotten Nazi detention facilities. Arresting the 
decay of former concentration camps, this increas ing public interest 
transformed sites of suffer ing like Buchenwald or Da chau into im
pressive public memorials. Ironically East and West Ger many began 
to compete by offering different versions of a critical approach, with 
the GDR extol ling the Com munist resistance and the FRG stressing 
the racist nature of genocide.13 Grassroots initiatives like Stolper-
steine or plaques to murdered Jews on their former houses made the 
process of discrimination and the loss of Jewish culture visible. As a 
result educated young Ger mans identified with the racial victims and 
developed a diffuse sense of philosemitism.

Yet among the older generation and the political right signs of dis
comfort con tinued to emerge which demonstrated an unwillingness 
to be selfcritical. During the postwar decades an unofficial subcul
ture of veteran reunions and rightist publications (Landserheftchen) 
maintained a more positive recollection of Wehrmacht exploits during 
the war. Fortunately the various neoNazi parties, initially forbidden 
but resurrected in a tamer guise, never received enough votes to get 
into the federal parliament. But moderate politicians like Helmut Kohl 
also made occa sional missteps such as meeting with President Reagan 
in the Bitburg military cemetery which con tained Waffen-SS graves. 
When traditionalist scholars such as Ernst Nolte sought to relativize 
German crimes by pointing to the prior Stalinist mass murders as in

12. Peter Reichel, Erfundene Erinnerung—Weltkrieg und Judenmord in Film und Theater 
(Munich, 2004).  

13. Harold Marcuse, Legacies of Dachau: The Uses and Abuses of a Concentration Camp, 1933
2001 (New York, 2001); and David A. Hackett, The Buchenwald Report (Boulder, CO, 
1995).
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44 spiration, they set off a fierce quarrel among the historians (Historiker-
streit).14 While liberal intel lectuals ultimately prevailed in main taining 
the critical consensus of public discourse, they were unable to stop 
the development of a xenophobic skinhead subculture among disen
chanted youths.

The postunification tendency towards claiming victimization also 
revealed a desire to revise the critical memory regarding the Third 
Reich. In his Frankfurt Peace Prize speech the writer Martin Walser 
ques tioned whether Auschwitz ought to be used any longer as a “moral 
club” for beating the Ger mans, pro vok ing censure from Ignatz Bubis, 
the head of the Jewish commu nity. The novelist W. G. Se bald and the 
journa list Jörg Friedrich also called attention to the suff ering of Ger
man civilians during the “firestorm” of Allied bombing, which had 
previously been somewhat neglected. Simi larly Günter Grass pointed 
to the plight of over 12 million fleeing from the Red Army in 1945 and 
expelled from their homes in the East in order to blunt the call of the 
Union of Refugees for a separate memorial to “flight and expulsion.”15 
Pointing to Ger man suff ering during the War needed not to diminish 
responsibility for Nazi crimes, if its cau ses were clearly kept in mind. 
Chancellor Kohl suggested a compromise with the revised inscription 
of the Berlin war memorial Neue Wache which now pays tribute to all 
“Victims of War and Tyranny.”

The erection of the new Holocaust Memorial close to the Bran
denburg Gate, none theless, showed that selfcriticism was here to 
stay. Though institu tions like the Topography of Terror or the Jewish 
Museum already addressed the topic, the redoubtable journalist Lea 
Rosh and the historian Eberhard Jäckel organized a citizens’ initiative 
which convinced Helmut Kohl that a symbolic expression of German 
guilt was needed in the new capital. In spite of much criticism di
rected against the necessity of further contrition as well as against its 
artistic form, Kohl chose the concept proposed by the architects Peter 

14. Charles S. Maier, The Unmasterable Past: History, Holocaust and German National Identity 
(Cambridge, MA, 1988).

15. Thomas A. Kovach and Martin Walser, eds., The Burden of the Past: Martin Walser on 
Modern German Identity (Rochester, NY, 2008); Jörg Friedrich, The Fire: The Bombing of 
Germany, 1940-1945 (New York, 2006); Günter Grass, Crabwalk (Orlando, FL, 2002).
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45Eisenman and Richard Serra, which resem bled a Jew ish cemetery 
with 2,711 tomblike columns of polished concrete. After an under
ground “place of information” was added so as to help visitors decode 
the site’s meaning, the Bundestag voted the funds, and construction 
was completed in 2004. The memorial’s massive size and location 
close to the Bundestag created a permanent presence in the center 
of government, suggesting that national identity could be reconciled 
with a sense of guilt.16

Coping with Communist Repression

The effort to deal with the Communist dictatorship was both similar 
to and different from the confrontation with the Nazi crimes. On the 
one hand, the regimes resembled each other as oneparty dictator
ships, supported by a welloiled pro pagan da machine and a powerful 
secret service, which violated human rights. On the other, the GDR 
was a Soviet satellite, covered only one third of Germany, lasted three 
times as long, and killed many fewer victims. In fact, its Communist 
ideology of egalitarian internationalism was diametrically opposed to 
the Fascist dreams of racist imperialism.17 This perplexing mixture of 
resemblance and antagonism was bound to compli cate the process of 
dealing with the second German dictatorship which tried to avoid 
the earlier mistake of reluctant engagement by insisting on a more 
thorough reckoning from the beginning. Although emotions contin
ue to run high in the East due to conflicting me mories of the GDR, 
the twentieth anniversary of the fall of the Wall in 2009 has created 
an incipient consensus by establishing the notion of a “peaceful revo
lution” in the public mind.

The quest for free speech as a fundamental human right was al

16. JanHolger Kirsch, Nationaler Mythos oder historische Trauer? Der Streit um ein zentrales 
„Holocaust-Mahnmal“ für die Berliner Republik (Cologne, 2003). Cf. www.holocaustdenk
malberlin.de.

17. Günter Heydemann and Eckart Jesse, eds., Diktaturvergleich. Theorie und Praxis (Berlin, 
1998).
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46 ready part and parcel of the demo cratic awakening of 1989, seeking to 
tear the veil of secrecy from the SED regime. The most popular citi
zens’ initiative of the fall was the “New Forum” which proclaimed the 
need for an open discussion of the problems confronting the GDR, 
thereby trying to restore an indepen dent public sphere in which cit
izens could articulate their wishes. After ousting the dictator Erich 
Honecker, his successor Egon Krenz was forced to initiate a policy 
of “public dialogue” that gradually escaped his control. At the same 
time, the media threw off its prior censorship, with state television 
suddenly presenting unvarnished news and newspapers scandaliz
ing the cor rupt lifestyle of the Socialist Unity Party in its suburban 
ghetto Wandlitz. The party’s pri vileges, such as a separate grocery 
store, an indoor swimming pool, or a hunting preserve, seemed rath
er modest by Western standards. Propelled by freed victims of the 
regime, critical reckon ing with the GDR’s past therefore originated 
already during the overthrow of the SED.18

The records of repression became an important bone of contention 
during the postdicta torial transition. When the secret service began 
to shred and burn its documents, alert dissi dents occupied its regional 
offices in December 1989 and when it leaked out that the Stasi was 
trying to survive by changing its name, the opposition stormed its 
Berlin headquarters in midJanuary. Though the foreign espionage 
branch HVA succeeded in destroying its files and the Modrow gov
ernment authorized the purging of personnel records, the dissidents 
captured kilo meters of files, documenting the prior repression in great 
detail. A curious alliance of the Eas tern com munist perpetrators and 
the West German government, afraid of disclosing their re spect ive  
secrets, wanted to seal or destroy this evidence. But the civic move
ment engaged in a dra ma tic hunger strike in order to preserve the 
written record of injustice. In the end, the dissidents succeeded and 
the Bundestag established a special office for Stasi files (BStU) that 
offered access to victims and scholars, thereby laying an archival basis 

18. Konrad H. Jarausch, Die Unverhoffte Einheit 1989/90 (Frankfurt, 1995); and Charles S. 
Maier, Dissolution: The Crisis of Communism and the End of East Germany (Prince
ton,1997).
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47for a critical memory.19

The political confrontation with the SEDregime culminated in a 
“commission of inqui ry” which sought to discredit the Communist 
dictatorship. Meeting from 1992 to 1998, this parlia mentary Enquete- 
kommission was dedicated to “Examining the History and Conse
quences of the SEDDictatorship.” In a series of widelypublicized 
hearings, politicians, eyewitnesses, and aca demic experts discussed 
the structures of the SEDregime in order to destroy apologetic myths 
and enlighten the public about the repressive character of the GDR. 
Since they revealed secrets such as the shady economic dealings of 
Alexander SchalckGolodkowski, the televised discus sions reached 
a considerable audience. While conservative antiCommunists and 
regime victims painted a dark picture of the East German state, 
postCommunist partisans sought to defend its record as socially in
novative, whereas moderate commentators tried to make sense of the 
many contradictions between humane goals and inhumane policies. 
Eventually, the Bundestag created a foundation to carry on with pub
lic education and historical research.20

Legal efforts to punish perpetrators and compensate victims 
turned out to be just as diffi cult after Communism as after Nazism, 
because they were constrained by the rule of law. Court ca ses were 
based on GDR laws as long as they did not conflict with FRG provi
sions, while for eign spies were excluded altogether, since Markus Wolf 
claimed that they were no different than the sleuths of the West. As a 
result thousands of investigations led to hundreds of cases, but yiel ded 
only a few dozen convictions. It was easier to condemn border guards 
for shooting es ca pees at the Wall than to punish Stasichief Erich 
Mielke or the head of the security commit tee Krenz for their political 
responsibility. Organized in pressure groups, the victims clamored 
for re ha bili tation and com pen sation through laws “to undo the injus
tice.” While about 200,000 people received some payment for prior 
suffering, it proved more difficult to handle the more than one million 

19. Joachim Gauck, Die Stasi-Akten. Das unheimliche Erbe der DDR (Reinbeck,1991).
20. Andrew Beattie, Playing Politics with History: The Bundestag Inquiries into East Germany 

(New York, 2008). Cf. www.stiftungaufarbeitung.de.
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48 claims for restitution of lost property.21 As a result the high hopes for 
justice were often dash ed by the cold reality of legal procedure, leav
ing both perpetrators and victims dissatisfied.

Resentment against blanket condemnation and Western lack of 
understanding triggered a nostalgic reflex, called Ostalgie, which 
made the GDR seem more attractive in retrospect than it had been 
in reality. Not surprisingly, former regime members in the party, the 
military, or the security organs became rather defensive, feeling vic
timized by Western media, and voted for the postCommunist PDS. 
Intellectuals, who often had lost their jobs due to their ideological 
taint, clustered around the Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung in a separate 
scholarly subculture, deba ting the reasons why Communism had 
failed. The majority of East Germans regretted the loss of their ob
jects of daily life, which they had precipitated by switching to Western 
goods. There fore a series of Ostshops started to revive familiar Eastern 
brands, offering the new citizens a sense of regional continuity across 
the rupture. Curiously enough many Easterners failed to distinguish 
between criticism of the regime and their own lives, gradually replac
ing their recollections of shortage and repression with an illusion of a 
warm solidarity in the GDR.22

Artistic efforts to come to terms with the Communist past have 
presented more complex renditions of life under the SED dictator
ship, seeking to balance the old security with the new freedom. A 
spate of autobiographical texts like Jana Hensel’s Zonenkinder de
scribed the transi tion from a regulated but protected GDR childhood 
to the excitement and insecurity of Western lifestyles. Some authors 
like the filmdirectors of Sonnenallee or Goodbye Lenin took recourse 
to irony while contrasting the claims and realities of the East and the 
West with each other, using a light touch in order to explore the am
bivalences of the two sys tems.23 Other writers like Uwe Tellkamp of 
Der Turm or directors like Henkel von Donners marck of The Lives of 

21. A. James McAdams, Judging the Past in Unified Germany (Cambridge, 2001).
22. Daphne Berdahl, “‘(N)Ostalgia’ for the Present: Memory, Longing, and East German 

Things,” Ethnos (1999), pp. 192211.
23. Jill E. Twark, Humor, Satire and Identity: Eastern German Literature in the 1990s (Berlin, 

2007).
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49Others employed a more dramatic voice so as to portray the suffer
ing of victims in the GDR, suggesting that the SEDdictatorship was 
not just a friendly summer camp. Intellec tuals like Christa Wolf have 
offered a whole spectrum of recollections, ranging from a defense of 
so cial ist ideals to an indictment of repressive practices—sometimes 
even within the same text.24

Less than one generation after the collapse of Communism, the 
academic controversy between harsh condemnation and sympathetic 
understanding of the GDR remains unresolved. Internal and external 
opponents interpret the SED regime as a brutal dictatorship, implant
ed by the Red Army, which violated human rights in order to retain 
power. They have revived the theory of totalitarianism, originally de
veloped by German émigrés like Hannah Arendt, in order to equate 
the antidemocratic nature of Fascism with Communism. In contrast 
postCommunist intellectuals tend to defend the Enlightenment de
rived idealism of Socialism as a progressive quest for an egalitarian 
utopia. But they need to explain when and why this noble experiment 
failed in the end. Instead, more moderate scholars, supported by 
AngloAmerican academics, empha size the tensions between the un
questioned dictatorial features of SED control and the relatively nor
mal daily lives of East Germans as constitutive. The concept which I 
have sugges ted in order to reconcile this contradiction is the notion 
of a “welfare dictatorship.”25

This disagreement is also visible in the cleavages of the memory 
landscape of museums and exhibitions that deal with the GDR. On 
the one hand, condemnations of the Unrechts staat have motivated 
the transformation of former prisons like in Hohenschönhausen or 
the Linden strasse in Potsdam into memorials of brutal repression in 
which victims talk about their terrible suffer ing. On the other hand, 
the experience of everyday life in the East has inspired apolitical 
presen tations like the GDRmuseum at the Spree or nostalgic im

24. Klaus Scherpe, “After the GDR? Restoring Literature’s Standing,” in Konrad H. Jarausch, 
ed., United Germany: Debating Processes and Prospects (New York, 2013).

25. Konrad H. Jarausch, ed., Dictatorship as Experience: Towards a Socio-Cultural History of the 
GDR (New York, 1999).  
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50 pulses like the Trabi tours in Berlin. In order to meet the interests of 
worldwide tourists, the Berlin Senate has developed a “decentra lized 
Wall concept” which preserves a few remnants of the divisive barri
er and drama tizes their effect in a special memorial at the Bernauer 
Strasse. Most controversial remains the fu ture of the crossing point at 
Checkpoint Charlie, since its commercialism clashes with plans for 
the construction of an international Cold War Museum to explain 
the worldwide context. The ultimate shape which the memorializa
tion of the GDR will take is therefore still unclear.26

Reconciling Competing Memories

The development of critical approaches to the past has been compli
cated by the ideo lo gical competition between antiFascism and anti 
Communism as the foundation for a func tion ing democracy. Even if 
Fascism fortunately disappeared with the defeat of Hitler and Mus
solini, other authoritarian regimes and military dictatorships of the 
Right have taken its place around the globe. Similarly, Communism 
has been overthrown from below in Eastern Europe and Rus sia, but 
developmental dictatorships of the Left are still in power from Cuba 
to North Korea, and with some economic modification in China and 
Vietnam. Developed as a form of resistance during the 1930s, anti 
Fascism remains the ideological basis for leftist ideology, abhorring all 
forms of exploitation and repression. At the same time the Cold War 
reflex of antiCommunism is still a powerful motive force for conser
vatives who fear social leveling and various kinds of experiments.27 
Since both ideologies clash in the Federal Republic, the German case 
has impor tant implications for the worldwide debate about develop
ing a critical memory.

26. Martin Sabrow, ed., Wohin treibt die DDR-Erinnerung? Dokumentation einer Debatte 
(Bonn, 2007); and  KlausDietmar Henke, ed., Die Mauer. Errichtung, Überwindung, Erin-
nerung (Munich, 2012).  

27. Francois Furet, The Passing of an Illusion: The Idea of Communism in the Twentieth Century 
(Chicago, 1999).
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51The territorial division of memory regimes has hampered the 
global spread of the prin ciple of histo rical selfcriticism. Western and 
Central Europe primarily remember the bru ta lity of the Nazi occu
pation, therefore attributing, like the Dutch, the respon sibility for all 
suffering to the Germans. The myth of the résistance in France allowed 
the restoration of democratic go vern ment by ignoring the evidence of 
mass collaboration, punished in a wave of épuration after li ber ation. 
Only gradually were critical scholars like Robert Paxton from the US 
or Henry Rousso in France able to dismantle the “Vichy syndrome” 
by pointing out that most Frenchmen had coope rated with the Ger
man occupiers, and the Laval government had even turned over tens 
of thou sands of hapless Jews to be annihilated in Auschwitz.28 This 
growing Holocaust sensibility has made the racist violation of human 
rights a central international concern. Hence acknowledge ment of 
the Holo caust has emerged as a new standard of civilized conduct, 
symbolically reaffi r med by the Stockholm declaration that it “must be 
forever seared in our collective memory.”29

In Eastern Europe, memory debates are instead dominated by 
the recollection of suf fer ing from Soviet atrocities, sometimes even 
downplaying the cooperation of local auxili aries in Nazi murder. 
This fixation on the misdeeds of the Communists is understandable, 
since their wounds are more recent and the discrepancy is greater 
between the liberationist rhetoric of antiFascism and the Red Army 
practice of rape, pillage, and repression. The effort to legitimize na tio
nal independence also involves pointing to Russian crimes, inspiring 
accusations of mass star vation during the Holodomor in the Ukraine 
and of the vicious repression of Hungarian wish es for independence 
in 1956, dramatized in the “House of Terror” in Buda pest. In cont rast 
to the courageous democratic activists around Memorial, the major
ity of patrio tic Russians and Bela rusians remain in deep denial about 
Stalinist crimes, preferring to cele brate their victory in the “Great 

28. Robert O. Paxton, Vichy France: Old Guard, New Order. 1940-1944 (New York, 1972); and 
Henry Rousso, The Vichy Syndrome: History and Memory in France since 1944 (Cam
bridge, MA, 1991).

29. Stockholm declaration https://www.holocausttaskforce.org/abouttheitf/stockholmdec
laration.html.
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52 Fatherland’s War” over the Fascist aggressors. Recent research has 
none theless poin ted out that in the Eastern “bloodlands” Soviet mur
der rivaled the beastliness of Nazi killing.30

In many ways the German case is unique, because there the de
bates about the Holo caust and the Stalinist crimes overlap, engen
dering an exceptionally critical memory cul ture. Compared to the 
nationalist tendency to downplay the Nanking massacre in Japan and 
the Italian penchant for claiming that everyone resisted the Fascists, 
international and domestic pres sure has forced Germany to con
front its ugly past as chief perpetrator of the Holocaust.31 The latest 
instance of this mechanism was the debate about the compensation 
of Slave Labo rers, which led to the establishment of a business and 
government foundation, paying out bil lions of Euros to survivors. 
At the same time the fall of the Wall has also compelled Germans to 
deal with the le gacy of Communist crimes, since tens of thousands of 
SEDvictims de man ded legal punish ment as well as material aid. The 
internal effort to integrate the new citi zens during unification there
fore sparked heated discussions about Stalinist repression. As a result, 
the Germans were forced to address the relationship between these 
two sets of memories.

One way of resolving the competition between Fascist and Com
munist memories con sisted of looking more closely at the repressive 
practices of both dictatorships on the ground. Surprisingly enough, 
both the Nazis and the SED used the same places such as the concen
tra tion camps of Buchen wald and Sach senhausen or estab lished pris
ons in Bautzen, Brandenburg or Halle to incarcerate their opponents. 
As a result, two groups of victims now compete for erec t ing memo
rials on the same sites, seek ing to high light their particular suffering 
so as to establish the priority of their ideological mes sage. Ironically 
the patterns of persecution by pro secutors and informants, the harsh 

30. Claus Leggewie, Der Kampf um die europäische Erinnerung. Ein Schlachtfeld wird besichtigt 
(Munich, 2011). Cf. Konrad H. Jarausch and Thomas Lindenberger, eds., Conflicted Mem-
ories: Europeanizing Contemporary Histories (New York, 2007).

31. Richard J. B. Bosworth, Explaining Auschwitz and Hiroshima: History Writing and the Sec-
ond World War (New York, 1993); Ian Buruma, The Wages of Guilt: Memories of War in 
Germany and Japan (New York, 1994).
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53treatment of inmates, and the disinterest of outsiders were rather 
si mi  lar under both regimes. Moreover, some Commu nists impris
oned under the Nazis sub se quent  ly turned into guards while some 
NSjailers found themselves imprisoned afterwards….32 Rather than 
quarreling about the primacy of antiFascism and antiCommunism, 
this resem blance suggests that it would be more constructive to pay 
attention to their actual relationship.

Another method of dealing with the paradox would be to empha
size that both the Nazi and SED dictatorships were antidemocratic 
regimes, proposing alternatives to Western forms of moder nity. The 
revival of totalitarianism theory after the fall of the Wall highlight
ed the structural similarities of the oneparty dictatorships in terms 
of the political science criteria of Carl Fried rich. Critics, however, 
quickly pointed out that such an approach risked equating two hos
tile re gi mes which had fought each other in the Second World War 
and committed different kinds of crimes such as racist ethnic ex
termination versus classbased killing by starvation and labor. As a 
result, scholars have turned to comparing both dicta tor ships system
atically in a Dikta tur ver gleich so as to establish where they resembled 
each other or where they were rather differ ent. Recent research has 
also paid more atten tion to their mutual learning, with the Nazi mass 
mur der copy ing Soviet crimes and Soviet repression imitating Nazi 
techniques.33 Instead of ig nor ing each other, both memory initiatives 
would benefit from confronting their mutual entanglement.

The sterile moralizing about the priority of the Holocaust or of the 
Communist crimes might be overcome by a new effort at compar
ative genocide studies. The Polish Jewish survivor Raphael Lemkin 
coined this concept as description of the resemblance between both 
ideolo gi cal mass killings during World War Two. In its 1948 conven
tion the United Nations therefore forbade “the deliberate and system

32. Gabriele Schnell, Das Lindenhotel. Berichte aus dem Potsdamer Geheimdienstgefängnis (Ber
lin, 2012), rev. ed. Cf. Heike Roth, „Öffentliche Anhörung zum Konzept und zur Träger
schaft der Gedenkstätte Lindenstraße am 7. Juni 2012 in Potsdam“ (Potsdam, 2012).

33. Colin Ross, The East German Dictatorship: Problems and Perspectives in the Interpretation 
of the GDR (London, 2002).
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54 atic destruction, in whole or in part, of an ethnic, racial, reli gious, or 
national group.” By being ideologically neutral, the term genocide 
makes it possible to compare various cases of mass murder from the 
Ottoman persecution of the Armenians all the way down to Pol Pot’s 
crimes in Cambodia to the orgy of killing in Rwanda. Although beset 
with defi ni tional and empirical difficulties, statistical comparisons 
have established that the magni tude and form of mass murder com
mitted by the Fascists and Communists were generally on the same 
scale. Therefore a similarly critical effort is needed in order to investi
gate the causes, courses, and consequences of all cases so as to be able 
to prevent their recurrence.34

The debate about repression, ethnic cleansing, and genocide has 
begun to establish the critical approach to past crimes as the global 
standard of civilization. The internationaliza tion of the Holocaust has 
played a crucial role in raising awareness of the connection be tween 
the admis sion of crimes and democratic rule as the continuing denial 
of Iran indicates. It took a mixture of academic research and jour
nalistic exposure to overcome denials of the reality of mass murder 
of Jews and Slavs, so that the Holocaust could become the historical 
basis for a shared Euro pean identity. In the case of the Communist 
crimes, intellectual resistance to admitting guilt has been stronger 
yet, but even there the reality of massive transgressions cannot be dis
puted any lon ger. The symbolic meeting between Russian and Polish 
leaders at Katyn, the site of the Red Ar my’s mass killing of the Polish 
officers, was an important step towards improving relations be tween 
both neighbors.35 Such encouraging examples need to be extended to 
other mi litary or leftist dictatorships so as to break the cycle of hatred 
and revenge at home and abroad.

In this process scholars have a crucial role to play because they 
can establish the actu al facts and provide conciliatory interpretations. 
While selling thousands of copies, most kissandtell memoirs of pol

34. Ben Kiernan, Blood and Soil: A World History of Genocide from Sparta to Darfur (New 
Haven, 2007).

35. Norman Naimark, Stalin’s Genocides (Princeton, 2010); and Eric Weitz, A Century of 
Genocide: Utopias of Race and Nation (Princeton, 2003).
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55iticians are ultimately selfserving, often covering up more than they 
re veal. Similarly journalistic exposes, announced with great fanfare, 
tend to scandalize the past through shocking disclosures rather than 
to provide judicious judgments. Due to their critical me thods and 
selfreflexive detachment, contemporary historians can help establish 
“what ac tually hap pe ned” in order to dispel partisan myths. More
over, their transnatio nal discussions are also able to support internal 
critics and transcend the narrowness of chauvi nistic interpretations 
so as to enhance mutual understanding.36 The inter national school
book conferences supported by the Georg Eckert Institute in Braun
schweig are such an endeavor that has brought scholars together from 
various countries so as to narrow their interpretative differen ces.37 
This effort has already helped to diminish hostile stereotypes between 
Germany and France as well as Poland.

Aufarbeitung as Catharsis

These remarks have proposed the thesis that confrontation with the 
horrors of the past is necessary so as to reach closure through a pro
cess which Aristotle called “catharsis.” In a simp le sense this elusive 
term suggests a purgation of the blood from evil humors. Closer to 
the issue is the connotation of purification, referring to the release of 
fear and pity in Greek tragedy. More suggestive yet is another mean
ing of “intellectual clarification” in the audience via its vi ca rious par
ticipation. Psychotherapists like Sigmund Freud have picked up the 
concept in order to suggest a way of dealing with shocking experi
ences through a controlled release of emotions. A recent psychologi
cal summary claims: “Catharsis refers to the reexperiencing (partial
ly or fully) of significant traumatic events, that have not been ade
quately emotionally processed and are repressed, causing emotional, 

36. Konrad H. Jarausch and Martin Sabrow, eds., Verletztes Gedächtnis: Erinnerungskultur und 
Zeitgeschichte im Konflikt (Frankfurt, 2002), pp. 973.

37. Ursula A. J. Becher, 25 Jahre Georg Eckert Institut für Internationale Schulbuchforschung in 
Braunschweig (Hannover, 2000).

2(Konrad H. Jarausch).indd   55 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:22



Suffering, M
em

ory, and the Hum
anities

56 physical, or relation ship problems in the person’s life.”38 In deal ing 
with crimes of repression or mass murder, historians can play a simi
lar the ra peutic role of containing destructive feelings through intel
lectually clarifying their cause.  

The examples of Hitler’s Holocaust and of Stalin’s crimes sug
gest that the attempt to come to terms with the past involves several 
successive steps. As in individual therapy, survivor experiences of 
repres sion or genocide indicate that coping with trauma must begin 
with break ing the wall of silence. The incredulity of the public has to 
be overcome, since it creates a barrier among bystanders who do not 
want to be troubled by facing their complicity in the horrors. More 
over, the reluctance of most perpetrators to con fess to crimes which 
they have committed has to be surmounted, since they correctly fear 
that their justifications will not be believed. Con fronted with such in
difference, victims often have a compul sive need to share their stories 
in order to establish that the atrocities which trouble their dreams 
have actually happened, even if that seems implausible in retro spect.39 
Testifying is therefore their effort to convince the public of the reality 
of the crimes so as to gain a measure of sympathy for their suffering 
that might lead to punishment and compensation, even if the wrongs 
can never be fully righted.

The creation of a critical memory therefore involves the sharing 
of eyewitness stories, the collating of different testi monies, and the 
verification of competing claims. While an un bur den  ing from hor
rors allows indivi duals to cope with survivor’s guilt, remembering is 
a social process as Maurice Halbwachs has indicated. The Spielberg 
interviews demonstrate how actual dimensions of suffering emerge 
by listening to different experien ces and com paring various accounts. 
As I have ar gued in Shattered Past, such exchan ges allow groups like 
the Displaced Persons or German expellees to shape collec tive rec
ollections which standardize narratives of persecution as a basis for 

38. Donald Keesey, “On Some Recent Interpretations of Catharsis,” The Classical World, Vol. 
72, No. 4 (Dec., 1978  Jan., 1979), pp. 193205; and Esta Powell, “Catharsis in Psychology 
and Beyond: A Historic Overview,” http://primalpage.com/cathar.htm.

39. Steven Spielberg, The Last Days: Steven Spielberg and Survivors of the Shoah Visual History 
Foundation (New York, 1999).
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57claiming re cognition and restitution. The airing of conflicting ver
sions sponsored by different interests in a public de bate is a necessary 
part of the process of creating a memory culture, because it forces 
society to decide which rendition will be adopted by the media and 
in the schools.40 Instead of being dictated from above by government 
fiat, this civil society discussion is essential for developing a pluralis
tic memory that supports democracy.

In order to foster mutual understanding, such a public memory 
must be based on stre nu ous efforts to discredit propaganda by un
covering the truth of disputed incidents. In the Balkan Wars, NATO 
claimed that Milosevic was the aggressor, while Russia portrayed the 
Serbs as the victims of a Western plot. Only through investigative 
journalism and several court cases did the full tragedy of the Srebren
ica massacre become public knowledge: The Dutch had an in ter est in 
downplaying the cowardice of their bluehelmeted peace keepers who 
refused to pro tect the imprisoned men and boys. The Serbian govern
ment and its offshoot in the Republika Srbs ka wanted to hide the mass 
killing of about 8,000 males. And the Bosnians sought to inflate what 
was undoubtedly the largest slaughter on the European continent 
after World War Two. The persecution of perpetrators like Radovan 
Karadzic and Ratko Mladic was only credible when the Hague Tri
bunal also indicted Croatian general Ante Gotovina for similar mass 
mur der.41 In such cases scholars have the responsibility of scrutinizing 
the truthfulness of the various claims.

The final challenge in confronting an evil past is the fostering 
of forgiveness as a basis for a more constructive future. Inspired by 
Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu, the South African “Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission” has proven helpful in overcoming the 
deepseated hatred, left behind by the whitesupremacist apartheid 
regime. As in Latin America, its aim was not punishment but rather 
individual consolation and collective enlightenment about the crimes 

40. Konrad H. Jarausch and Michael Geyer, Shattered Past: Reconstructing German Histories 
(Princeton, 2003).

41. Isabelle Delpla, Xavier Bougarel, JeanLouis Fournel, eds., Investigating Srebrenica: Institu-
tions, Facts, Responsibilities (New York, 2012).
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58 committed by the prior regime. While critics objected that the in
justices cried out for legal redress, the full disclosure of the previous 
crimes did help create public awareness on which internal concord 
and external peace could be based.42 Even other Eastern European 
countries have therefore started to open their Communist files. In 
the shadow of the Holocaust, the Ger man philosopher Karl Jaspers 
rightly insisted: “That which has happened is a warning. To forget it 
is guilt. It must be continually remembered. It was possible for this to 
happen, and it remains possible for it to happen again at any minute. 
Only in knowledge can it be prevented.”43 

42. Priscilla B. Hayner, Unspeakable Truths: Facing Challenge of Truth Commissions (New 
York, 2001).

43. Karl Jaspers, The Question of German Guilt (New York, 1948).
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Regeneration by Complete Humanism 
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The word “caritas,” a royal road of truth for Saint Augustine, has 
been weakened significantly in modern times. However, the word 
has found a new kind of vigor on the occasion of numerous charity 
events; it is a vigor of a social bond with love. The entire theme of 
“care” is summarized here.

Of course, “love” in this context cannot be reduced to a private 
sense. Moreover, it doesn’t refer to the feeling shared by two persons 
for each other. “Love,” in its full meaning, is an appropriate term to 
describe a general atmosphere in which a way of being together de-
velops and blossoms. This is a basis for another form of social rela-
tion. This is not actually a new way but it has been hidden or at least 
marginalized throughout modern times and we need to see why. 
And Saint Augustine’s link between truth and “caritas” is timely, if we 
agree with each other, from a phenomenological perspective which 
acknowledges that the nature of truth is to be something which is 
discovered and “unveiled.”

Truth is not given once and for all and there is also the case of “a 
priori truth.” However, considering the Greek etymology (aletheia), 
it refers to something that avoids oblivion and something that is un-
veiled.

In this context, it is about unveiling the secret permanence of 
emotions in the societal game. It is about acknowledging that only 
life (in its complete meaning) has its rights. Citing Heidegger’s joyful 
expression, it is also about showing “dialectical maturity” in order to 
completely address the elements of life. It is truly what differentiates 
abstract and unilateral thinking (seeing only one aspect of what is 
“real”) from concrete thinking which allows us to decipher its multi-
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64 ple aspects. We should thus find words that know how to make things 
happen. The words that reveal their intimate truth while unveiling 
these things. It is the way (the only way actually) to find possible 
healing for societies in crisis!

Nevertheless, in order to fully understand the role of emotions, to 
decipher the logic belonging to ordo amoris (Max Scheler), it is neces-
sary to admit that those who play the role of saying “what is” are only 
the speakers of an ancient memory, in other words, the tradition, in 
contrast to what is conventionally defined as “correctness” (unilateral, 
univocal). This considers the fact that being “an echo is more difficult 
and thus rarer than having an opinion and giving value to a point of 
view. Being an echo means endurance in thinking” (M. Heidegger). 
Being an echo of the fact that life isn’t divided and that truth of life 
itself cannot be divided.

This means that there aren’t on one hand, emotions, which take 
care of and heal us and on the other hand, politics, in other words, 
power, knowledge, and the predictable. In contrast, feelings consti-
tute part of public and private lives. Even if this sounds surprising, 
nothing and no one can avoid the strong “love” (“caritas,” “care”) un-
derstood likewise. The role played by the emotional in administrative 
actions, in labor games, in professional requests, and in reactions 
to diverse news items, all of this would encourage more lucidity in 
terms of ingredients used in the preparation and maintenance of so-
cial relations. 

In short, we cannot understand this idea if we don’t take into con-
sideration its “Eros.” The same is true for what concerns the mental 
atmosphere characterizing today’s era. We can even say that we are 
slaves to a mania and madness that we inherit. A people is always 
subordinate to passions and emotions coming from afar and it is 
useless to believe that we have overcome these feelings: Ideological 
prejudices, racial reactions, diverse conventions and customs, specific 
language practices, cultural idioms, etc. The list is long for the ways 
of being and thinking that are far from being rational but rather pas-
sionate and such ways have been accumulated during a long period 
of human history. This is the period of CULTURAL TRADITION.

Whatever was said and done during ancient times of which we 

3(Michel Maffesoli).indd   64 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:22



Regeneration by Com
plete H

um
anism

65have lost the memory, “it” continues to work on the social body in its 
completeness. We had believed that we had overcome this sedimen-
tation of collective passions and emotions and here it returns strongly 
and undeniably. Maybe in an analytical vision of societal power (this 
“groundwater zone” nourishing the entire social life), should it be 
acknowledged that there isn’t a difference between energy and love 
(“what savants call energy and what mystics call universal love”)?

That is why, beyond our prudent language use and below our 
disciplinary confinements (psychology, sociology, philosophy, the-
ology…), it is appropriate to decipher a passionate basis from which 
arises any way of living together. That is because social consensus 
(cum sensualis) is essentially a shared feeling. This is what the “social 
contract,” in its rationalism, had forgotten. This is what the emotional 
pacts, in all the areas, are rediscovering. This is what allows us to un-
derstand that societal “healing” is possible.

To remember, let’s remind ourselves that it is only since the Re-
naissance period that an individual “me” has been affirmed. Philoso-
phers and historians effectively showed the paradigm shift going on 
with the invention of what “I think,” making “self ” a centripetal force: 
everything goes back to this individual person thinking and acting 
by him or herself and for him or herself. The world is absorbed by the 
“me.” This is the root of epistemological egotism, source of diverse 
egoisms (moral, economic, social, political, national…) that have 
characterized modernity.

Panofsky has analyzed how this aspect “me” was centrifugal in 
Europe in the Middle Ages; “me” is thrown toward the world that 
surrounds it and even absorbed by it. In its strong meaning, there is 
altruism in current trends. Without giving moral connotation to this 
term, it is the other, in other words, social, geographical, ideological, 
religious consideration of the other, that determines what “me” is. 
This consideration of the other is almost a mold, a forming form in-
forming us of what each person is all about and the social world in its 
completeness.

This is what “altruism” is, in its epistemological meaning. Emer-
gence of subjectivity starts from objective concepts: from a place, a 
tribe, and a religion. We are thus from one body: individual and so-
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66 cial. In other words, this is importance that we give to meanings and 
sensitivity. “Realism” was that of Saint Thomas Aquinas: “because the 
meaning is also a form of reason like any cognitive power.” Sense like 
a “form of reason,” isn’t this point focused on the connection of body 
and spirit? Isn’t it also focused on what I call the “entirety of being” 
whose ‘perceptible reason’ is a good methodological leverage for a 
pertinent approach of this entirety?

What is certain is that this “cognitive power” of the perceptible 
is at the very heart of a postmodern paradigm thus discovering the 
pre-modern institutions and practices. The entirety of a medieval 
person, a person from a traditional society finds an echo in the “ho-
lism” of diverse tribes (sexual, musical, sportive, religious) consti-
tuting the mosaic of postmodern societies. Separation is no longer 
a question but what is regarded as important is the connection or 
interaction among all the elements that the modern way of thinking 
has slowly dichotomized.

Nature is connected to culture, the body is spiritualized, material-
ism becomes mystic and archaisms are technologized, work becomes 
prospective and creative, progressivity is combined with tradition, so-
cial ethics are beautified and so on. These oxymorons thus translate, 
in fact, the important role played by libido in social structure. In the 
image of organic solidarity that belongs to traditional societies, the 
spirit of postmodern times provides diverse emotions with a place of 
the front view in the arrangement of all that is social.

We can remind ourselves that there were certain ancestors with 
such an understanding of the world, linking reason and sense. With-
out an exception, modernity is certainly based on domination of 
nature, the individual body, and body’s environment. However, in 
this functionalist and production-oriented future of civilization, “free 
thinkers” constitute an exception.

We can see in what aspect the pioneers of the seventeenth century 
were all lovers of eroticism and “forbidden books” at the same time. 
We can see how they showed (almost) public contempt for “morals 
and religion” and at the same time, fascination for “forbidden” phi-
losophy. Among all the radical authors, let’s think about Beverland 
(1650-1716), protagonist of the Radical Lights, specialist of the histo-
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67ry of Greece and ancient Rome and the one who developed a philos-
ophy of life from the liberation of libido and the glorification of pas-
sion. All of this constitutes a fundamental and universal characteristic 
of humanity. In this sense, he is a good analyst of a pantheist concept 
and a general theory of the erotic. In other words, this is a theory of 
an eroticism that isn’t reduced to the “functionality” of reproduction 
but that irrigates life in its totality.

The same is true for Saint Évremond despising “war, politics, and 
religion” and trying to “distinguish himself from others similar to 
him through a subtle mix of philosophical spirit and love, through 
irreverent writing and a taste for refined pleasures.” A typical free 
thinker, Saint Évremond made great efforts to found and justify a 
close link between passionate and intellectual freedom. Therefore, 
nothing is separate from concrete reality but on the contrary, every-
thing is deeply rooted in it. Such thinkers conserve the old ideal of an 
authentic humanism knowing how to savor the always renewed beau-
ty of what is given to see and what is given to live on. Leaving things 
intact, “leaving them as they are,” we are characterized by a pleasure 
in which the body and spirit find the part that belongs to them, all 
the time, again and again.

What truly brings back societal emotions is the fact that behind 
the narrow reason exists an instinctual force: the power of life. It is 
about all these non-rational causes, whether they be spiritual, social, 
ethnic, or educational, that achieve their goals by means of psychic 
operations other than reasoning.

They constitute the basis of beliefs and prejudices whose impor-
tance is known in political, social, and economic life. Always remem-
ber the expression used here: “non-rational” causes but not irrational 
causes. In fact, even if these causes don’t depend on instrumental 
reason, in other words, they are oriented toward a precise (and far-
away) goal, these causes still have an internal reason, expressing what 
is lived by the group which carries them. In this context, we can talk 
about a “ratio-vitalisme” (Ortega y Gasset).

As indicated, what is special for “ratio-vitalisme” is that it “leaves 
something as it is” and doesn’t give it an external, moral order ex-
plaining what it “must be” or what we want it to be. This is exactly 
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68 how Heidegger characterized the power of desire: “thanks to it, 
something has the fundamental power of being. Such power is fun-
damentally possible […].” There is a chain of reasons between power 
of being, leaving as it is, and making it be which is expressed at best 
in the structure of postmodern communities (tribes) beyond and 
below philosophical definition. The essence of these communities is 
certainly desire, sharing a taste, process of attraction, and everything 
that can be summarized with the expression “selective affinities” 
(Goethe). This may be a basis for “healing” induced by a complete 
humanism.

What bewilders rational thinking is the fact that the relation to 
the other lies in the action to “leave as it is” rather than the fact of 
taking action: toward the natural world or the social world. However, 
this is such rudeness that characterizes the mental atmosphere of the 
era, in many aspects and in multiple ways. Losing interest in politics, 
getting tired of diverse forms of political participation (plus, let’s not 
forget about the hedonistic atmosphere contaminating most social 
phenomena), all these things emphasize the saturation of finalized 
energy and underlines the regeneration of energy with a passionate 
connotation.

In short, energy isn’t accumulated but it is consumed. However, it 
is to clearly mention that the libido implying this passionate energy 
should not be reduced to a purely genital sexuality. As all the works 
by Jung show, it is about psychic energy that we will rediscover in 
the foundation of culture in general. This is in all the aspects of this 
culture: art, daily life, economy, politics, etc. This is this libido in its 
general meaning that is the basis of symbolic nature, another way of 
referring to “living together.” This is what I say here “ordo amoris.” 
This is characterized by a true humanism.

This psychic energy (“objective” psyche, more specifically) is com-
posed of all these habits, these diverse taboo atavisms and other “secret 
areas” which contain hidden pleasures and the desire of being togeth-
er. A being is rooted in the feeling and to be in love no longer means 
to be closed in one’s individual self which is significantly rickety and 
it doesn’t mean to be closed in a “duo” (that of a couple) which is 
entirely economic. Rather, it is comparable to a state of diffraction in 
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69perpetual movement. What is formed is thus this “affectio societatis,” 
the mystic basis of the entire political reality, and we begin to mea-
sure its effects again.

In this context, to be in love, once its sweet connotation used in 
“romance novels” or Harlequin books is removed, constitutes a kind 
of synthesis that spreads everywhere with an energy secretly forming 
societal friendliness. This is the underlying core of sociality where 
excess, games, dreams, and imagination don’t fail to play an import-
ant role, while favoring acceptance, which is paradoxically lucid and 
unconscious, of human conditions.

We can apply to such a state of “being in love” the meditation by 
Heidegger regarding the word “be:” “the infinitive, what should be 
heard from this? This name is an abbreviation of a more complete 
expression: modus infinitivus, that is, the world of the unlimited, of 
the undetermined […].” In fact, there is “the unlimited” in emotions. 
Thus comes its spreading aspect that was celebrated in abundance by 
thinkers, poets, and, of course, those in love. It can, in essence, only 
be multiplied and spread. This is the emitter of a spiritual combat. 
This is what transforms everyone and everything. This is also what 
has the power to intoxicate the one whom we know is contagious. 
Then, what does the force of contagion of emotions mean? All that 
was divided desperately longs for a reunion. This is the nature of love! 
Distinction meant the supreme achievement of modernity. Fusion 
seems to be the vector of postmodernity.

This is what makes shared passion an internal feeling of Res Publi-
ca (republic) and this “public thing” is common to all. Such a concept 
cannot be understood simply through small reasoning if this isn’t en-
riched by all the potentialities of the perceptible. For Greek wisdom, 
“Eros” is a mix of pleasure and wisdom. It is this mixed structure that 
is the beating heart of a community’s ideal. In contrast to any form of 
unilateralism, such a structure encourages us to hold the two ends of 
the chain: thought and desire. This is the thread of popular wisdom. 
This is also what we find in the social networks on the Internet.

To make an “ode to perceptible reason” or in other words, to 
know how to connect right reason and common sense, this is what 
can allow us to overcome the fundamental error of modernity: that 
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70 of separation. We pay for this error at a high price. That is because 
if “analytical reason” (the very one that separates) enabled scientific 
advances that we know, if it generates technological development that 
softens social life, the well-being that will result comes at the expense 
of “better being.” Ecological damage, the decrease of collective sense, 
and the foolishness of the public are the most evident illustrations of 
this.

As provocative as it may seem, it is the superiority of exacerbated 
consciousness and subjectivism that is reached by it. Such subjectiv-
ism is exactly what found its peak in the incommunicability of these 
same kinds of consciousness, with each of them confined to its small 
individual fortress. Surrounded by political, ideological, and religious 
certainty, consciousness can only start a combat against another kind 
of consciousness equipped with identical weapons. The reason that 
reasoning resonates with the sound of war is that it is greedy. The 
rationalist systems as well as causes and effects of battles are fatal in 
their essence: they induce death.

In its strict meaning, it is about “paranoia” (a system of thinking 
that is well constructed, tilted, and unilateral), denying all reality 
where we are: tradition, place, people, and culture. With all things be-
ing against “I think,” we must consider the previous and surrounding 
altruism.

In fact, there is paranoia in “progressism” which is a big modern 
myth (which is not acknowledged as such). Progressism forgets the 
“progressivity” of things, in other words, to be involved in the natural 
and societal world and to be rooted in the sensitivity of those who are 
alive. Such progressivity will reappear in postmodern ecosophy.

In its “holistic” perspective integrating the entire condition of 
humans, this postmodern ecosophy will bring back all the aspects 
(rational, sensitive, instinctive, and emotional) of human nature. In 
addition, it has its “habitus,” in other words (Aristotle, Saint Thomas 
Aquinas) its adjustment to a territory shared with others, or (Spen-
gler), its situation of being rooted and thus growing under specific 
biological conditions. Here is truly what we can call the revolution 
induced by the return of senses and of sensitivity as well as that of 
body and tempers to a societal “reality” that is enlarged and enriched 
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71by all of its potentialities.
Sensitive ecosophy (we understood well that it gives all its impor-

tance to emotions again) will be from now on an alternative to mod-
ern “normapathy.” Modern normapathy, whether it is from religious, 
moral or political obedience (in any case, the logic is identical: “must 
be”), tries to rid itself of any risk (ideology of “zero risk”), to reassure 
excessively, to antisepticize daily existence up to the point of making 
it incapable of resisting any intrusion of antibody or to the diverse 
adversities that actually constitute worldly conditions. However, it is 
well known that fear of abuses, excesses, and even that of disorder is 
in itself what leads to the most tiring immobilism. The “holistic” con-
cept allows the possible healing of the social body!

The rise of emotions simply reminds us of the dialogue existing 
between “chaos” and “cosmos” and between order and disorder. 
Homo Sapiens only exist in relation to Homo demens. Vitalism is 
structurally ambivalent. That is a “law of land” can exist because 
there are the antinomic and the anomic. It is an internal, ambigu-
ous, plural, polytheistic law whose ambivalence is no other than the 
movement or dynamics of nature as a whole. Inside their diverse 
impulses, body and spirit are united in a mixture without end. After 
all, the “devil of the flesh” is a good illustration of this deeply rooted 
spirit. Isn’t this what popular wisdom used to call “affectus carnalis,” 
or carnal emotions, a firm human impulse to adjust to and enjoy this 
world?

This is thus what starts in the societal structure where “love” plays 
an important role. It is the end of long domination of the heart by the 
cognitive. Let’s also not forget that this was an intuition of A. Com-
te. This was regarded as the object of ecstatic phantasmagorias, in a 
somewhat contemptuous manner. In the same vein, the “Religion of 
Humanity” expressed in itself the firmly anchored conviction that 
“spirit isn’t destined to reign but to serve… In fact, the real command 
requires a force above all and reason was only the light; its impetus 
should come from elsewhere.”

Thanks to its theoretical quirks, this enlightening remark empha-
sizes the role of impetus as another way of saying human dynamics. 
We could provide it with several names: dynamics (dunamis: force), 
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72 energy, emotion, libido, etc. Anyway, it is an initial impulse which 
is at the origin of vital leap either individually or collectively and it 
ensures its principal command. It is by forgetting this fundamental 
element that we reach abstractization of social life correlated to the 
uprooting of the human plant! 

In fact, if we want to understand a number of current phenome-
na (e.g. hysteria, sports gatherings, political effervescence, religious 
fanaticism, and other ways of expressing emotions), we may have to 
remember the sharp formula of Auguste Comte: “… spirit is always 
the minister of the heart.” In addition, before we reduce their works 
to dried schematism, Durkheim and his followers had a much more 
open concept of the role of emotions in collective consciousness. 
This is how they didn’t hesitate to regard sociology as the “science of 
suggested desires.” It is a curious and beautiful anticipating formula 
in that it underlines not only the role of collective consciousness but 
also that of unconsciousness common to all in which anyone “par-
ticipates” and that he or she shares with others, in an almost magical 
way.

The attempt of interpretation, deciphering, and decoding the signs 
belonging to a culture, can only pay attention to the expression of 
feelings. These feelings are “symbolic” and in the strong meaning of 
the term, they mean a process of acknowledging the other, in other 
words, a process of “being born” to oneself from altruism. It is thus 
a more intense “light” that is given by the connection of reason and 
sense. A swift light isn’t reduced to brightness offered by small rea-
son, or by rationalism that is its epistemological expression. The light 
producing this illumination whose diverse institutions (religious, 
moral, and social ones) are always objects to be wary of. It is still such 
illumination that we need to learn to consider if we want to under-
stand the social “mysticism” beyond scholars’ opinions (This com-
bined opinion is quite moralizing). The contemporary tribes of such 
mysticism provide us with numerous examples. Also, as it is true, if 
we don’t take this term in a bad sense, that a number of “those who 
are enlightened” are growing in all areas of public life.

Deep ecology, religious revival, charismatic movements, political 
extremism, “gay” fanaticism, esoteric recurrence, media’s mimicry, 
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73obsession with sports, and theoretical militancy confuse science and 
labor engagement. Under these circumstances, we can find, for the 
best and for the worst, a large number of examples of this “illumina-
tion” characterizing the Spirit of time! Moreover, we can at least say 
that these “illuminated persons” receive views and reactions through 
a logical conformity of which they are not conscious. In this regard, 
it is enough to “surf ” several “lists of diffusion” such as a university 
association or such a sexual tribe in order to measure the scope of 
mimicry.

The “laws of imitation,” which were applied in the case that we 
have just quoted, lie in the power of contagion of emotions. It is a 
priori and without any reflexive basis that we react and think in such 
ways, that we will announce bitter critiques and apply inquisitorial 
processes. However, this is also thanks to such a feeling of belonging 
that we will participate in such things as charitable activities, vibrate 
in response to such collective emotions, and engage in concrete forms 
of solidarity or daily generosity.

The feeling of belonging and relation of belonging! Such intrusion 
of emotions transforms mechanical solidarity into a real, organic 
solidarity and it is characterized by its initiatory structure. We don’t 
judge; we follow our masters. We don’t exert our critical spirit; we try 
to deepen the order of things. We never define the “ideological tools 
of the State” in a critical way, using the jargon from the 1960s. On 
the other hand, we create analogies and we use metaphors. In other 
words, in a poetic way, we trace “the real” that is complex, unstable, 
and located inside existential dynamism. In an impulsive way, we are 
probably “enraged” collectively. Most often, we try to adjust to the 
world as it is and we do so in order to win the best part for ourselves 
and for the tribe we join. The harmony with the world and with oth-
ers is truly the common denominator for all the past experiences.

All of this brings back the underlying part of social being and un-
conscious excitement that it always generates. Thus comes the need 
to elaborate on a thought of the organic in accordance with vitalism 
which is generated from all the pores of the social body, in opposi-
tion to the dominating knowledge (that of functionalist “mechanics”). 
This is what is at the heart of “social healing.” Such a thought is no 
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74 longer blessed tap water (holy water) but it is a thought that knows 
how to use aristocratic freedom offshore.

As Proust said, “we become moral when we are unhappy!” How-
ever, what we can empirically observe is a revival of generalized 
hedonism. It always irritates the sad people preferring to criticize 
catastrophist analyses. Nevertheless, such hedonism is there (pop-
ular expression appetitus), such vital appetence for which certain 
good people show maintenance and renewed vigor. Cult of body and 
pleasure to consume, to enjoy the goodness of this world and to be 
attached to the present are often described as signs of deep “alienation” 
or exploitation of body and spirit. Can’t we rather acknowledge here 
the fact that we enjoy life? 

We enjoy a life that is strengthened, increased and doubled, ex-
pressing everyday popular wisdom that has always been friendly to 
love. Such love is like energy coming from the very nature of hu-
manity, from those who are alive. It is a love that is not castrated by 
constant Judeo-Christian (Semitic) moralism. It is a love that is an 
afterglow of the old pagan foundations and we could be quite right to 
call it Eros.

In fact, there are permanent comings and goings in social dyna-
mism (what Bergson calls “vital momentum”) between Love and 
Eros, between ordo amoris and social eroticism. Sense of belonging 
expresses this impulse which is found only in humans whose very na-
ture is to aspire fusion, to bring together what is scattered. Wouldn’t 
it be the nostalgia of what Durkheim used to call “social divinity?” It 
means to be together like God. It is transcendence that is generated!

It is the final destination of the analysis of a social structure where 
emotions occupy the principal place. This means that beyond a ratio-
nalism with devastating effects (destroying the planet and the con-
sensus), we know how to integrate intuition into mystic experience. 
Intuition (intueri or to see the inside), which is the condition of pos-
sibility of any scientific discovery, is thus the methodological leverage 
allowing us to understand the close union uniting reason and sense. 
“Ratio-vitalism” reaches its peak in festive effervescence throughout 
time, our time in particular.

An undeniable appetite for this world, this is what can lead to 
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75“healing!” Its roots are found in epicureanism and stoicism which, 
each in its own way, attest to the worldly radicality of enjoyment find-
ing its own interactivity existing between reason and senses.

Such senses are from the Middle Ages in “amor discretus” where 
“discretion” is synonymous with right judgment, in other words, the 
right judgment of oneself and the other and thus, sense of belonging 
that we can form between one and the other. Therefore, it is about a 
love controlled by the right judgment. This is the basis for the forma-
tion of social relations, that among tribes, that of “states” and nations 
in a complex and organic structure where understanding and sensi-
bility occupy their own place.

We recall that how and in what aspect “caritas,” “care,” love and 
desire are intimately intertwined and are at the very foundation of 
Aristotle’s “hexis” and Thomas Aquinas’ “habitus.” These notions 
bring back our permanent measures pushing us to act in one way or 
another. We thus see well how libidinal energy is at the very origin 
of multiple impetuses that move individuals and thus, favor their 
diverse reunions. It is by keeping this in mind that we could have an 
understanding (not concretely anymore) of postmodern tribes’ ac-
tion for which emotional attraction and impulse never fail to play the 
most important role.

It is exactly what Spinoza called “loving intelligence” in his pan-
theistic naturalism. Such “loving intelligence” means to “link togeth-
er” (intellegere) all of the scattered elements of the complex “real,” 
starting from emotions. In fact, intelligence finds its essence only 
when it gathers together what is scattered. Intelligence is thus spe-
cific; it is about growing (cum crescere) with the very thing that it 
describes. In short, intelligence is rooted in everyday life and it thus 
contributes to common passions.

Such rooting isn’t an easy matter as long as our mind tends to 
become separate from this humus which, however, constitutes a hu-
man. This can be radically defined like this: a return to the roots of a 
complex and ambivalent human, a return which allows us to update 
the contemporary understanding of the “soul of the world” of the 
neo-Platonists. It could be called an unconscious soul, an emotion-
al soul, a soul of nature, the way it is described doesn’t matter. It is 
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76 enough to note that such an intuitive view allows us to underline the 
importance of the release of oneself into the other. The term empa-
thy, frequently used these days, merely expresses such interaction 
between one and the other. In other words, it means to put oneself in 
the place of the other. This could be because we share the same feel-
ings or, this could also be done to perceive the consequences of such 
reversibility.

What is enabled by empathy is the situation in which Eros, com-
bining all the impulses of life, pushes me to be detached from myself. 
In the Banquet, Plato shows that Love acknowledges its state of desti-
tution; the other is needed. In short, perfection isn’t in Me but in Us.

It is this mystical experience (we have seen some of its roots) that 
we will rediscover in the postmodern New Age: “to free oneself,” to 
be liberated from self, paradoxically encouraging oneself to be linked 
to the other. Some have been able to emphasize the relationship be-
tween heart (cor-cordis) and rope (chorda, gut). Related to the Old 
French “corder,” (to tie up), the modern French word “s’accorder” (to 
agree with each other) means to come from the heart that we share. 
Thus love means tying each other together. It is the Gordian knot 
constituting postmodern tribes, that of interrelation. In contrast to 
epistemological individualism, it is the prevalence of ordo amoris 
where dependence on the other (the Other) is essential.

To express it in another way, we can recall the position (if it is 
reasonable) of the philosopher Alain, emphasizing that in contrast 
to “contractualism,” society is based on friendship or diverse feel-
ings. We can also see that in this context, society is an “extension of 
family.” Such metaphysical familialism is exactly the cause and effect 
of this movement of magnetization largely dominating social rela-
tions whose basis is impulsive, emotional, and affectionate, all things 
whose erotic element cannot be more evident.

Thus facing tedious and somewhat brief social theories diagnos-
ing general prostration on the rise: gloom, decadence, ennui, de-
cline, and other catastrophist characteristics, it is right to remember 
that we are observing multiple existential experiences rooted in the 
(re)birth of passion, desire and diverse emotions of the same water, 
revitalizing what is always and over again old and very young: the 
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Here, it is the logic of “philia” that constitutes the backbone of so-

ciety, sometimes secretly and sometimes in a paroxysmal way; what 
is beyond and below the tragic feeling of existence makes such logic 
acceptable, anyway more desirable than its entire disappearance. It is 
exactly the question asked by Cicero: “qui potest esse vita vitalis, quae 
non in amici mutua benevolentia conquiescat” (how can we have a 
livable life, if it wasn’t able to find ease in the mutual benevolence of 
friendship.”)

Such “mutualism” of benevolence is exactly what constitutes the 
economy of all human changes, its structural “relationism.” Specific 
wisdom: ecosophy based on the permanent interaction of reason and 
sense. Put into a perspective that we continue to see in terms such as 
mutuality, cooperation, solidarity, all things refer to a lasting relation 
and even symbiosis between entities that are different and supple-
mentary at the same time. Here, what is in question is the “natural 
health” of all sociality. Deep sociality, while being hidden (we could 
say “secret” or “discreet”) still constitutes the culture of all “being to-
gether” over a long period of time. In this simple meaning, it is the 
humus soil, the good soil where togetherness can grow and develop. 
It is, in a way, dynamic rooting. It is also a “natural” characteristic 
which is closer to what Heidegger said about physis: emergence, 
blooming, movement of birth.

Thus, “the nature of things that like to hide themselves.” Note the 
Heraclitean remark emphasizing the constant dialogue existing be-
tween the depth and appearance of what is. It is about withdrawal, 
concealment and shadow necessary for the whole of one’s life. It is 
what Heidegger specifies in the critique of “meta” physics denying 
the simple physics. In other words, such physics denies this world in 
accordance with a hypothetical heavenly world which is to come later 
on. Thus physis refers to “the act of rising up and flourishing, all to 
be revealed within oneself.” The rhythm of life can only be expressed 
from this fixed point, a basic source allowing and justifying the flow 
of what is. It is exactly what we can observe in a number of contem-
porary practices, in particular youthful ones: to stay inside oneself 
while blooming on the outside. An oxymoron such as “mystical cel-
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78 ebration of body” effectively regenerates the role and function of dis-
play (body), starting from inwardness (spirit, soul).

Such dynamics are expressed in a specific kind of living together: 
that of “mysticism” where each one, in his or her entirety, is only an 
element of a big group that surpasses each one and gives a meaning 
to each one. It is the “mystical body” of Catholic theology, the “subtle 
body” of oriental traditions, the collective spirit of Freemason-type 
symbolic logic; all things beyond the anatomical body and serving as 
a basis for a relation of belonging (ecosophy) between Me, altruism 
of the world, and the others. In some sense, it is expanded and gener-
alized eroticism.

As for the expression “sensitive ecosophy,” it is about becoming 
attentive to this irrefutable vitalism which is expressed in so many 
ways. It is vitality that, beyond utilitarianism, emphasizes the uncon-
scious importance of a culture of instinct no longer accepting to be 
reduced to a rationalistic civilization. Let’s meditate again on Heide-
gger: “Action is everywhere and display of a world is nowhere.” (ein 
Welten der Welt). However, what is happening is that such “display,” 
such search of a “beautiful life” and of a “better-being” (more than 
just “well-being”) appears in a spontaneous sociality surpassing the 
limits of a reasoning sociality.

Such spontaneity of life and of the vitalist “system,” which is de-
veloped little by little, is expressed in the concern to transform exis-
tence into a daily work of art. We can also measure its effects in the 
increased role given to imagination in all the areas of social life. It is 
not to forget exacerbation of feelings promoting all of these kinds of 
enthusiasm: political, social, charitable, religious, musical, sports, etc. 
where passions or more simply moods take the place of reasoning 
and even that of intellectual capability to understand the social “real.”

There is lyricism in the current trend and it is romantic sensibility 
which is heated up by collective excitement and it offers a global and 
holistic vision of these human things that we had tended to strangely 
separate. Maybe it is to see there what M. M. Bakounine called “re-
generation through love.” Meanwhile, Fourier celebrated “erotosophy” 
expressing the powerful return of imagination and phantasmagoria 
in the development and strengthening of the social relation. It is the 
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By understanding this term in its original meaning, this is what 

Comte called the “sympathetic culture” belonging to entire humanity 
and ensuring its “moral regeneration.” This is an acknowledgement of 
the “predominance of feelings” able to maintain dissolution of what 
is socially dominated by simple reason. Ecosophy restores feelings to 
the most important position in the structure of social life. Thinking 
about the memory of long, long ago of humanity, certain thinkers 
had shown the probable return to this ordo amoris, as early as the 
nineteenth century. It is this and this alone that can allow the begin-
ning of the regeneration of social life.
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1

In the sublime first stasimon of Sophocles’ Antigone, the Chorus 
sings of the seemingly limitless powers enjoyed by human beings. 
Man, the Chorus proclaims, can sail across the ocean in swift ships, 
plough the unwearied earth, capture beasts of land, sea, and air, 
learn languages to express his thoughts, build houses and cities, and 
even discover remedies for once-incurable diseases. There is only 
death, the Chorus somberly notes, from which man cannot escape.

Even this rough paraphrase may suffice to convey something of 
the essential duality in the attitude expressed by Sophocles’ Chorus: 
on the one hand, the ode celebrates—much as will Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet two millennia later—“What a piece of work is a man! How 
noble in reason, how infinite in faculty”—while on the other hand, 
by its reminder of the finality of death, the Chorus likewise foreshad-
ows Hamlet’s melancholy question, “And yet what to me is this quin-
tessence of dust?”

Indeed, the tension between exuberant optimism and tragic pes-
simism in the ode as a whole is distilled by Sophocles in its haunting 
first line, which reads in the original Greek:

πολλὰ τὰ δεινὰ κοὐδὲν ἀνθώρπου δεινότερον πέλει·

The Victorian translation of R. C. Jebb is instructive as much for 
what it gets wrong as for what it gets right about the line: “Wonders 
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82 are many, and none is more wonderful than man.” For the words 
that Jebb translates as “wonders” and “more wonderful,” δεινὰ and 
δεινότερον, are both formed from the adjectival noun δεινῶϛ, which, 
according to the Liddell-Scott-Jones lexicon of classical Greek, has 
three principal meanings: (1) fearful or terrible; (2) marvelously strong 
or powerful; and (3) clever or skillful. Jebb, it is clear, has captured the 
second of these meanings, and possibly also the third; but nothing at 
all of the first, which portrays the power of what is deinos not as some-
thing benign but rather as something inducing fear and terror in those 
who are exposed to it.

Thus, Heidegger, in his profound philosophical meditation on 
this chorus in An Introduction to Metaphysics, translates deinos as 
unheimlich or “uncanny,” while Hölderlin, in his inspired poetic ren-
dering, opts even more radically for ungeheuer, meaning “terrible” or 
“monstrous”:

Ungeheuer ist viel. Doch nichts
Ungeheuerer, als der Mensch.

Or, in English:

There is much that is terrible. But nothing
That is more terrible than man.

As Heidegger comments in part, “the deinon is the terrible in the sense 
of the overpowering power which compels panic fear, true fear; and in 
equal measure it is the collected silent awe that vibrates with its own 
rhythm.” On the other hand, Heidegger continues, “deinon means the 
powerful in the sense of one who uses power”; and, in summary, “the 
verse says that to be the strangest of all is the basic trait of the human 
essence, within which all other traits must find their place.”1

What Heidegger formulates in existential terms can also be un-
derstood from the vantage point of psychoanalysis. For it is clear 
that deinos is what Freud would call a “primal word”—that is, a word 

  1. Martin Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics (1935), trans. Ralph Manheim (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1959), pp. 149-151.
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83with two antithetical meanings, such as the Latin altus, which means 
both “high” and “deep,” or sacer, which means both “sacred” and “ac-
cursed”—and in translating deinos into German as unheimlich, Heide-
gger joins up with Freud, who devotes a paper to the phenomenon of 
the uncanny, which he explains as something encountered either in 
life or in art that one experiences as “strange” precisely because it is 
only too “familiar” (heimlich), except that it has been alienated from 
the subject by a process of repression.

With the aid of Heidegger, Hölderlin, and Freud, therefore, we 
have found in the first line of Sophocles’ choral ode a starting point for 
our investigation into the paradox that makes humans “the strangest 
of all” beings, at once the most wonderful and terrible of creatures, a 
perspective that will guide as we turn now to reflect on the place of 
the work of art in the age of digital technology, and thus what it might 
mean to speak of the creative human being of the future.

2

By my title, “The Work of Art in the Age of Digital Technology,” I 
mean to pay homage to Walter Benjamin’s classic essay of 1936, “The 
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” Written during 
what we can now recognize to have been the age of high modernism, 
Benjamin’s meditation sets forth with great cogency many of the 
issues that continue to preoccupy us in the current postmodern era.

Benjamin’s central concern is to elucidate what he terms “the social 
bases of the contemporary decay of the aura,”2 with reference above 
all to the quintessentially twentieth-century arts of photography and 
film. For Benjamin, the “aura” of a work of art emanates from “its 
unique existence at the place where it happens to be,” and, because “the 
presence of the original is the requisite to the concept of authenticity,” 
it is precisely the aura that “withers in the age of mechanical repro-

  2. Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illumina-
tions, trans. Ralph Manheim (London: Fontana Books, 1973), p. 225. Subsequent page ref-
erences will be given parenthetically.
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84 duction” (pp. 222-23). In Benjamin’s analysis, the power of mechanical 
reproduction at once “substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique 
existence” and “detaches the reproduced object from the domain of 
tradition.” In keeping with Heidegger’s exposition only one year earli-
er of the antithetical meanings of Sophocles’ definition of man, more-
over, Benjamin notes that both these consequences of technology are 
“intimately connected” with “contemporary mass movements,” and 
that their “social significance, particularly in its most positive form, is 
inconceivable without its destructive, cathartic aspect, that is, the liq-
uidation of the traditional value of the cultural heritage” (p. 223).

Benjamin’s formulations are astonishing in their prescience. His 
task, let me reiterate, is to examine the effects of technological innova-
tion on the nature and experience of the work of art, a project that the 
ever-accelerating rate of change makes even more urgent in our own 
time. As if he could foresee the iconic Campbell’s Soup Cans of Andy 
Warhol, Benjamin writes, “To an ever greater degree the work of art 
reproduced becomes the work of art designed for reproduction” (p. 
226). Or, in a harbinger of the astonishing popularity of “reality TV,” 
Benjamin remarks: “Any man today can lay claim to being filmed” (p. 
233). And, calling attention to the way that the proliferation of news-
papers and other print media has changed the relationship between 
writers and readers, Benjamin anticipates the emergence of Internet 
blogs when he observes that “the distinction between author and pub-
lic is about to lose its basic character,” and “at any moment, the reader 
is ready to turn into a writer,” who, “as expert,” in some domain or an-
other, “gains access to authorship” (p. 234).

In short, Benjamin anticipates the advent of postmodernism, 
which Jean Baudrillard has characterized as marked by the emer-
gence of a third order of simulation. In Baudrillard’s historical sche-
ma, the first order of simulation is associated with the premodern 
period in Western culture, in which the sign or image stands in place 
of the real object, while the second order arises during the modern 
period as the distinction between image and reality breaks down due 
to the proliferation of mass-produced copies in the Industrial Rev-
olution. This shift from the first to the second order of simulation is 
the transformation in sensibility registered by Benjamin in his essay. 
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85Toward the end of the twentieth century, however, humanity has col-
lectively reached the third order of simulation endemic to postmod-
ernism, in which the sign usurps the vacated place of the thing, the 
copy becomes ontologically prior to the original, and “there is only 
the simulacrum.”3

Consider, against this backdrop, Benjamin’s quotation from Paul 
Valéry’s 1928 essay, “The Conquest of Ubiquity,” concerning the im-
pact of technological progress on aesthetic experience: “‘Just as water, 
gas, and electricity are brought into our houses from far off to satisfy 
our needs in response to a minimal effort, so we shall be supplied 
with visual or auditory images, which will appear and disappear at a 
simple movement of the hand, hardly more than a sign.’”4 It is, again, 
uncanny how what Benjamin, with the aid of Valéry, has to say about 
the way photography foreshadows the advent of the sound film in the 
modern era applies even more strikingly to the postmodern era, in 
which it is on our computers that images “appear and disappear with 
a simple movement of the hand,” and that which flickers before us on 
the screen is indeed “hardly more than a sign.”

Valéry’s notion of the “conquest of ubiquity” figures centrally in 
Benjamin’s argument. For integral to Benjamin’s contrast between 
painting and film as visual media is the paradox that film offers, 
“precisely because of the thoroughgoing permeation of reality by 
mechanical equipment, an aspect of reality which is free of all equip-
ment” (p. 236). In other words, the terrible yet wondrous power of 
“mechanical equipment” creates the illusion of an unmediated access 
to reality that depends on the spectator’s obliviousness to his reliance 
on the very “equipment” that makes the experience possible. By ex-
tension, the “aura” of a work of art that is embedded in a tradition, 
but which “withers” when art is mass-produced, has as its precondi-
tion “the unique phenomenon of a distance, however close it may be” 
(p. 224), whereas the countervailing “desire of contemporary masses” 

  3. Given that my subject is postmodernism, I have taken the liberty of relying on the sum-
mary of Baudrillard’s schema found in Wikipedia. For his own more nuanced exposition, 
see Jean Baudrillard, “The Precession of Simulacra,” in Simulacra and Simulation (1981), 
trans. Sheila Faria Glaser (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1994), pp. 1-42.

  4. Quoted in Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” p. 221.
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86 to overcome “the uniqueness of every reality by accepting its repro-
duction” has as its corollary for Benjamin an equally ardent impulse 
“to bring things ‘closer’ spatially and humanly” (p. 225), that is, the 
manufacture of a sense of immediacy that is all the more factitious 
for seeming to be indistinguishable from reality itself.

It is, for Benjamin, the heightened importance of the mass in 
twentieth-century culture that ultimately provides “a matrix from 
which all traditional behavior towards works of art issues today in a 
new form” (p. 241). The role of technology in the mass-production of 
arts such as photography and especially film is mirrored by the rise 
of the crowd or mob as a force in social and political life. Benjamin’s 
essay, indeed, is structured around a series of binary oppositions that 
turns on the contrast between the responses to art by the individual 
spectator and a collective entity or mass. In Benjamin’s words, “dis-
traction and concentration form polar opposites which may be stated 
as follows: A man who concentrates before a work of art is absorbed 
by it. He enters into this work of art,” whereas “the distracted mass 
absorbs the work of art” (p. 241). The individual spectator is to the 
mass, that is, as concentration is to distraction, as presence is to rep-
resentation, but also, in a seeming paradox, as distance and detach-
ment are to immediacy and participation, and as tradition is to what 
Benjamin terms “proletarianization” (p. 243).

One has only to recite this litany of polarities invoked by Benja-
min to be reminded of yet another, even more famous antithesis that 
has been deployed in a treatise on aesthetic experience to account, 
specifically, for the power of Greek tragedy. I refer to Nietzsche’s op-
position between the principles embodied in the deities of Apollo 
and Dionysus, whom, in The Birth of Tragedy, (1872), he equates, 
respectively, with the plastic arts and music as well as with the realms 
of dreams and intoxication—or, in Schopenhauer’s terms, with the 
dichotomy between the world of appearances and the underlying 
substrate of the will. But if, for Nietzsche, the rebirth of tragedy in 
the modern world was dependent on a reawakening of the spirit of 
music—which, at this early stage of his career, he believed to be in-
stantiated in the operas of Wagner—and, by extension, on a revival 
of the intuitive wisdom of Dionysus, for Benjamin it was, conversely, 
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87the gathering storm of collective intoxication that was responsible 
not simply for the disappearance of the aura of art works in an age of 
mechanical reproduction but above all for the threat of catastrophe 
that, in 1936, he could see looming over Europe and, indeed, the 
world.

The exact circumstances of Benjamin’s death in 1940 in the Span-
ish Pyrenees remain shrouded in mystery, but there can be no doubt 
that this German-Jewish Marxist mystic was one of the millions en-
gulfed by the conflagration of the Holocaust. Thus, what Benjamin 
has to say about the “destructive” as well as the “positive” aspects of 
“contemporary mass movements” has at once an acutely personal 
and a broad historical significance. As he writes in the epilogue of 
his essay, “the destructiveness of war furnishes proof that society 
has not been mature enough to incorporate technology as its organ, 
that technology has not been sufficiently developed to cope with the 
elemental forces of society” (p. 244). Benjamin’s warning on the eve 
of World War II concerning the dangers lurking in technology to 
human beings who may not be “mature enough” to harness its pow-
ers wisely returns us to Sophocles’ double vision in the choral ode of 
Antigone, and it confronts us even more starkly at the dawn of the 
twenty-first century.

 

3

In the July 1945 issue of The Atlantic Monthly, Vannevar Bush, a pri-
mary organizer of the Manhattan Project and Director of the Office 
of Scientific Research and Development, which promoted coopera-
tion between the scientific establishment and the United States gov-
ernment, published an article, “As We May Think,” an abridged ver-
sion of which was reprinted in Life magazine on September 10, 1945. 
Not coincidentally, it was in the interval between the two appearanc-
es of Bush’s article that the atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshi-
ma and Nagasaki, a turning point in human history in which Bush 
himself played a decisive role.

Although Bush’s article has garnered considerable attention from 
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88 contemporary scholars, it is still far less well known than Benja-
min’s essay, to which it forms an intellectual and spiritual sequel. 
For whereas Benjamin’s essay takes stock on the eve of World War 
II of the changes wrought in human consciousness by advances in 
the modern technologies of mechanical reproduction, Bush’s article 
forecasts in truly remarkable ways the further revolutionary changes 
that are currently taking place in our own postmodern era of digital 
technology.

Although it is impossible to read “As We May Think” without 
being reminded of the atomic bomb, it is alluded to only obliquely 
by Bush at the outset of his paper. Secure in the knowledge that the 
war not only in Europe but also in Japan had already been won, Bush 
looks ahead to the coming time of peace and poses the question, 
“What are the scientists to do next?”5 Bush is concerned especially 
with physicists, who, of all scientists, “have been thrown most vio-
lently off stride” by their participation in the war effort, which has 
inspired them to invent “strange destructive gadgets,” as a result of 
which it has been possible for America “to turn back the enemy” and 
for those enlisted in the heroic struggle to feel themselves “part of a 
great team” (p. 101).

In words that echo the chorus of Antigone, Bush begins the main 
portion of his article by asking, “Of what lasting benefit has been 
man’s use of science and of the new instruments which his research 
brought into existence?” (p. 101). He responds by asserting that these 
inventions “have increased his control of his material environment,” 
specifically citing improvements in food, clothing, and shelter. Even 
more sweepingly, Bush credits science with bestowing upon mankind 
“a progressive freedom from disease and an increased span of life.” 
The dividends paid by these “new instruments,” he contends, extend 
from the physical realm to “improved mental health.”

Although few people are likely to dispute Bush’s contention that 
science has been of “lasting benefit” to humanity in a variety of ways, 
there is, by comparison with Benjamin’s analysis, a naïve and in-

  5. Vannevar Bush, “As We May Think,” The Atlantic Monthly, July 1945, p. 101. Subsequent 
page references will be given parenthetically.
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89deed utopian quality to Bush’s celebration of progress. For when he 
states that the wonders of technology have not only improved man’s 
material lot but have also “increased his security and released him 
from the bondage of his bare existence” (p. 101), he seems oblivious 
to the reality that, despite America’s postwar economic boom, this 
was not a time of political security but rather of what W. H. Aud-
en, in a poem published in 1947, christened the “age of anxiety.” It 
is as though, having himself been implicated first in the discovery 
and then in the use of atomic weapons, Bush is unable to grasp the 
cataclysmic potential of the “strange destructive gadgets” he and his 
colleagues have, as though in a fulfillment of Mary Shelley’s prophe-
cy in her Romantic tale of the mad scientist Dr. Victor Frankenstein, 
“brought into existence” in their laboratories. Seen from this vantage 
point, Bush’s paper, prescient though it is in its anticipation of the 
Internet and other breakthroughs in the technological domain, takes 
on its greatest significance as a symptom of an anxiety exposed in the 
poetry of Auden and Sophocles but that he himself, as a scientist, is 
forced to repress—namely, that the same powers of the human mind 
that, as Bush affirms so eloquently, in “the speed of action, the intri-
cacy of trails, the detail of mental pictures,” make it “awe-inspiring 
beyond all else in nature” (p. 106), are also what have brought us to 
the brink of collective annihilation and to the irreversible dissolution 
of, in Shakespeare’s words from The Tempest, “the great Globe itself, / 
Yea, all which it inherit.”

Still, Bush’s blindness to the dark side of scientific progress is 
matched by his capacity—no less astonishing than that of Benja-
min—to envision a future that has become our present. Bush focuses 
on the challenges posed by the rapidly accelerating accumulation of 
human knowledge, which is of little benefit if it cannot be accessed 
by those who seek it. As he sets forth the problem, “publication has 
been extended far beyond our present ability to make real use of the 
record. The summation of human experience is being expanded at 
a prodigious rate, and the means we use for threading through the 
consequent maze to the momentarily important item is the same 
as was used in the days of square-rigged ships” (p. 102). But, as he 
notes—and everyone who has watched the steadily dropping prices 
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90 of computers, cell phones, and practically all other electronic prod-
ucts would have to agree—“the world has arrived at an age of cheap 
complex devices of great reliability, and something is bound to come 
of it” (p. 102).

Like Benjamin, Bush instances photography as a centerpiece of 
the technological changes that will continue to transform human life. 
Proposing a thought experiment, he conjures up for his mid-twen-
tieth-century reader “the camera hound of the future” who “wears 
on his forehead a lump a little larger than a walnut” (p. 102). Inside 
of this protuberance, “there is film . . . for a hundred exposures,” and 
Bush notes that “it would be advantageous to be able to snap the 
camera and look at the picture immediately” (p. 103). Continuing his 
experiment, Bush imagines that “the Encyclopedia Britannica could 
be reduced to the volume of a matchbox” (p. 103), and he goes so far 
as to recognize the indispensability of wireless technology in pictur-
ing “a future investigator in his laboratory” whose “hands are free, 
and he is not anchored” (p. 104), as he moves about and simultane-
ously photographs his observations and dictates his comments into a 
recorder, which are then synchronized with his visual images. Bush’s 
futuristic vision culminates in what he calls the “memex,” which he 
defines as a “mechanized file and library,” that is, “a device in which 
an individual stores all his books, records, and communications, 
and which is mechanized so that it may be consulted with exceeding 
speed and flexibility. It is,” Bush continues, “an enlarged supplement 
to his memory” (pp. 106-7).

In the version of Bush’s article published in Life magazine, illus-
trations of both the walnut-sized camera and the memex are includ-
ed, the latter of which is clearly what we would now recognize as a 
desktop computer. Bush describes it as consisting of a desk, on top 
of which “are slanting translucent screens, on which materials can 
be projected for convenient reading. There is a keyboard, and sets of 
buttons and levers” (p. 107). Bush has, therefore, forecasted not only 
the personal computer and the digital camera but also, as we have 
seen, the extent to which so much of contemporary communication 
is hands-free or wireless. Even the electronically downloaded book is 
anticipated when Bush details how, on the memex, the user, by mov-
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91ing one of its levers, “runs through the book before him,” and “can 
add marginal notes and comments” to the text being viewed on the 
screen, while the guiding principle of the Windows operating system 
is reflected in Bush’s statement that since there are “several projection 
positions,” the operator of the memex “can leave one item in position 
while he calls up another” (p. 107).

But though Bush accurately predicts so much of the contempo-
rary world, our reality has outstripped his imagination in at least one 
respect. Despite the fact that his miniature camera allows the user 
to see the picture immediately, as is the case with digital equipment, 
Bush’s conception of “microphotography” (p. 103) still relies on film, 
and hence he has not fully made the transition from modernism 
to postmodernism or, in Baudrillard’s terms, from second-order to 
third-order simulation. But this limitation is inconsequential when 
compared to his most profound insight, which is, as I have already 
noted, that it is not enough to be able simply to improve how records 
are made and stored if one does not at the same time tackle the prob-
lem of how this vast “summation of human experience” is to be ac-
cessed and consulted.

With respect to what we would call today the “search engine,” 
Bush makes the point that the human mind works not by artificial 
systems of indexing, whether alphabetical or numerical, but rather 
by “the association of thoughts, in accordance with some intricate 
web of trails carried by the cells of the brain” (p. 106). It is this real-
ization that gives rise to Bush’s panegyric to the faculty of memory 
as “awe-inspiring beyond all else in nature.” If we set aside Bush’s 
assumption that the memex must utilize microfilm and instead 
read back into his description our contemporary awareness of the 
Internet, this makes only the more astonishing his recognition that 
the “essential feature” of his futuristic invention is its capacity for 
“associative indexing,” whereby “any item may be caused at will to 
select immediately and automatically another” (p. 107). Thus, when 
we have purchased or even simply viewed a book on Amazon, this 
principle allows the computer to suggest other books we might also 
like to consider ordering. What is more, just as the mind lays down 
memory traces based on intricate webs of association, so, too, in the 
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92 memex “numerous items” can be “joined together to form a trail,” 
and—as Freud said of the neuronal networks in the unconscious—
these “trails do not fade” (p. 107). Indeed, despite his assumption 
throughout most of his paper that the memex will employ a materi-
al substance such as microfilm, Bush concludes by proposing that, 
just as information is transmitted between nerve cells and the brain 
by means of “electrical vibrations,” so, too, it is possible to imagine 
that in the technology of the future it will not always be necessary to 
“transform to mechanical movements in order to proceed from one 
electrical phenomenon to another” (p. 108). Here Bush achieves the 
conceptual turn to postmodernism, as data conveyed electronically is 
no longer confined to any physical space, in a way that would allow 
us to distinguish an original from a copy, but is rather set free in a 
virtual universe comprised entirely of simulacra in which we have, in 
Valéry’s phrase, completed the “conquest of ubiquity.”

But if we now pause and reflect critically on Bush’s essay as a 
whole, what lingers even more indelibly in the reader’s mind than his 
gifts as a visionary is, as I have argued, his blindness to the dark side 
of scientific progress. It is as though, like the Victorian Jebb, he has 
translated Sophocles’ word δεινῶϛ only as “wonder,” and left out its 
antithetical meaning of man as something “fearful” or “terrible.” In 
his final paragraph Bush proclaims that “the applications of science 
have built man a well-supplied house, and are teaching him to live 
healthily therein” (p. 108). But if, as both Sophocles and Heidegger 
ask us to remember, it is only from death that human beings cannot 
escape, it is precisely this tragic awareness that has been “forgotten” 
by Bush—forgotten in the sense of being actively repressed from 
consciousness. And the death that confronts us is not merely of 
each of us as an individual but, for the first time in human history, 
that of our entire species—indeed, of all living species—as a specter 
unleashed and symbolized by the “strange destructive gadgets” that 
are the demonic counterparts of the angelic memex. In diametric 
opposition to Bush, from Heidegger’s perspective man dwells not in 
the “well-supplied house” of science but rather in the realm of the 
uncanny that “is the basic kind of Being-in-the World, even though 
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93in an everyday way it has been covered up.”6 And if the notion that 
any kind of technology can teach us to “live healthily” is itself a delu-
sion—a symptom of the mass psychosis that has put the entire planet 
in peril—it may be up to an enhanced respect for nature, cultivated 
by receptivity to the aura emitted by works of art embedded in a tra-
dition, to save us.

4

Thomas L. Friedman, the three-time Pulitzer-Prize-winning colum-
nist for The New York Times, begins The World Is Flat, the first of his 
two recent books on globalization and the fate of America and the 
world in the twenty-first century, by recounting a visit to Infosys, 
a leading information technology company headquartered outside 
Bangalore, India. It was here, upon pondering the statement by the 
CEO of the company that “the playing field is being leveled” in the 
global economy due to the revolutionary changes made possible by 
the emergence of a worldwide communication network, that Fried-
man came to the realization encapsulated in the title of his book, The 
World Is Flat; and he describes himself as being at that moment “filled 
with both excitement and dread.”7

That Friedman should have experienced in himself these anti-
thetical emotions is not surprising since, though he does not use the 
word, they mark his entry into the twilight zone of the uncanny that, 
as has been my contention throughout these reflections, is integral 
to the surpassing power of the mind that makes human beings “the 
strangest of all” creatures. By way of conclusion, therefore, I shall 
first show how Friedman’s analysis of globalization in The World Is 
Flat extends the inquiry into the inherent ambiguity of technological 

  6. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time (1927), trans. John Macquerrie and Edward Robinson 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1973), p. 322.

  7. Thomas L. Friedman, The World Is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-First Century (New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2004), pp. 7-8. Subsequent page references will be given 
parenthetically.
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94 progress of which the essays by Walter Benjamin and Vannevar Bush 
are landmarks for their respective eras; then I shall compare Fried-
man’s fundamentally optimistic vision in The World Is Flat to the 
far more sober assessment of where we are headed as a species and 
a planet that emerges from his sequel, Hot, Flat, and Crowded, pub-
lished only four years later, in 2008.

Among the striking points of contact between Friedman and 
both Benjamin and Bush is that Friedman, too, cites photography 
as an example of the transformations in everyday life that have been 
wrought by the latest advances in technology, though Friedman, un-
like Benjamin, is referring not to mechanical reproduction but rather 
to digitization; and he therefore is able to experience in actuality 
what Bush could only see as a possibility on the horizon. As Fried-
man reports, not only is mail now something that one sends digitally 
from a computer rather than on paper through a post office, but the 
same is true for photography:

Photography used to be a cumbersome process involving film 
coated with silver dug up from mines halfway across the world. I 
used to take some pictures with my camera, then bring the film to 
the drugstore to be sent off to a big plant somewhere for process-
ing. But once the Internet made it possible to send pictures around 
the world, attached to or in e-mails, I didn’t want to use the silver 
film anymore. I wanted to take pictures in the digital format, 
which could be uploaded, not developed (And by the way, I didn’t 
want to be confined to using a camera to take them. I wanted to be 
able to use my cell phone to do it.) (pp. 64-65).

Similarly, just as for Bush the user of the memex possesses an “en-
larged supplement to his memory” that makes accessible the “sum-
mation of human experience,” which can be “consulted with exceed-
ing speed and flexibility,” so, too, Friedman quotes Jimmy Wales, the 
originator of Wikipedia, as saying that he has “one simple goal: to 
give ‘every single person free access to the sum of all human knowl-
edge’” (p. 95). Not to be outdone, it is likewise the aim of the search 
engine Google—the name of which is derived from the word “googol,” 
which means 1 followed by 100 zeros—as stated on its home page, 
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95“‘to organize the immense, seemingly infinite amount of information 
on the Web,’ just for you” (pp. 152-53). And just as Bush recognized 
that the “essential feature” of the memex would be its capacity for 
“associative indexing,” whereby “any item may be caused at will to 
select immediately and automatically another,” in consonance with 
the requirements of the user, so too, as Friedman points out, “the 
key breakthrough that enabled Google to become first among search 
engines was its ability to combine its PageRank technology with an 
analysis of page content, which determines which pages are most rel-
evant to the specific search being conducted” (pp. 154-155).

At the most general level, Friedman’s argument in The World Is 
Flat is that what he dubs the “triple convergence”—of the collapse of 
the Soviet Union along with the rise of Internet technology, of new 
ways of doing business, and of several billion new competitors in the 
global marketplace—has produced a transformation in contempo-
rary life. As he summarizes his thesis, “It is this triple convergence—of 
new players, on a new playing field, developing new processes and hab-
its for horizontal collaboration—that I believe is the most important 
force shaping global economics and politics in the twenty-first century” 
(pp. 181-82). According to Friedman, the interconnected changes 
that came to a head at the turn of our present century have inaugu-
rated the third great era of globalization. Globalization 1.0, he says, 
lasted from 1492, when Columbus opened trade between the Old 
World and the New World, to approximately 1800, and was driven by 
the power of nations. Globalization 2.0 extended from 1800 to 2000 
and was spurred by multinational companies, which profited first 
from falling transportation and then from falling telecommunica-
tions costs. Finally, Globalization 3.0, which commenced around the 
year 2000, derives its unique character, in Friedman’s view, from “the 
newfound power for individuals to collaborate and compete globally,” 
thanks not to horsepower or hardware but to software, “in conjunc-
tion with the creation of a global fiber-optic network that has made 
us all neighbors” (p. 10).

Although formulated independently, Friedman’s analysis of the 
three eras of globalization dovetails with Baudrillard’s schema of the 
three orders of simulation, and it helps to elucidate the connection 
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96 between economic and political developments and changes in the the-
ory and practice of representation. Ever the realist, Friedman reminds 
his readers of the dangers of nuclear terrorism and the ways that the 
resources of the Internet can be exploited by the forces of darkness as 
well as of light. Still, the predominant tenor of Friedman’s outlook to-
ward globalization in The World Is Flat is resolutely optimistic, to the 
point that he seems much closer in spirit to Vannevar Bush than to 
Walter Benjamin, to say nothing of Martin Heidegger. Thus, Friedman 
stresses how the newly “flattened” world gives “newfound power” to 
individuals rather than to states or to corporations, and he sees the 
fundamentally benign and wealth-producing changes brought about 
by digital technology as “the most important force shaping global eco-
nomics and politics in the twenty-first century.” Indeed, as he writes at 
the close of his book, playing on the coincidence that the attack on 
the World Trade Center took place on 9/11/01, whereas the opening 
of the Berlin Wall took place on 11/9/89: “the two greatest dangers 
we Americans face are an excess of protectionism—excessive fears of 
another 9/11 that prompt us to wall ourselves in, in search of person-
al security—and excessive fears of competing in a world of 11/9 that 
prompt us to wall ourselves off, in search of economic security. Both 
would be a disaster for us and for the world” (p. 469).

It is not necessary to dispute Friedman’s defense of free trade to 
question his assertions that the “two greatest dangers” facing Ameri-
cans are economic and political protectionism. Surely both the Unit-
ed States and the world are in far deeper trouble than that, and the 
sense of uncanniness that led Friedman to describe himself as filled 
with “dread” as well as “excitement” during his visit to Infosys in 
Bangalore, India, invites closer scrutiny as a symptom of an existen-
tial malaise that returns us to the unflinching meditations on Sopho-
cles’ choral ode in Antigone by both Heidegger and Hölderlin.

As his titles makes plain, Friedman’s understanding of the dan-
gers facing humankind in the twenty-first century has undergone 
a profound evolution between The World Is Flat and Hot, Flat, and 
Crowded. In place of the “triple convergence” of new economic ac-
tors, new technologies, and new forms of “horizontal collaboration,” 
Friedman now underscores how the technological revolution that 
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97has “leveled the global playing field” cannot be isolated from “two 
other enormously powerful forces” that “are impacting our planet in 
fundamental ways,” namely, “global warming and soaring popula-
tion growth.” As Friedman sums up his revised thesis, distilled in the 
three adjectives of his title, it is “actually the convergence of global 
warming, global flattening, and global crowding that is the most im-
portant dynamic shaping the world we live in today.”8 Instead of re-
ferring to the present age as Globalization 3.0, Friedman now terms 
our epoch the Energy-Climate Era.

A few of the statistics included by Friedman in Hot, Flat, and 
Crowded suffice to tell us most of what we need to know. The popula-
tion of the world, which stood at 2.5 billion in 1950, is now over 6.7 
billion, and is projected to grow by 2050 to 9.2 billion—an increase 
equivalent to the total number of people on earth as recently as 1950. 
Almost all of this growth, moreover, will take place in less developed 
regions (p. 28). Roughly one quarter of the world’s people, moreover, 
still do not have regular access to an electricity grid (p. 155). By 2100, 
temperatures worldwide are expected to rise between 3 and 5 degrees 
Celsius—or 5.4 and 9 degrees Fahrenheit—over preindustrial condi-
tions, with catastrophic increases in sea levels, droughts, and floods 
as consequences (p. 44). Even now, one species is going extinct every 
twenty minutes, which is one thousand times faster than in the past 
(p. 141). Since the Industrial Revolution, the amount of carbon diox-
ide in the earth’s atmosphere has shot up from 280 parts per million 
(ppm) to 384 ppm, which is higher than it has ever been in twenty 
million years, and, if present trends continue, we are projected to 
reach as much as 560 ppm by 2050, and an unthinkable 800 ppm by 
2075 (pp. 119, 212). Although avoiding this death spiral would re-
quire “a huge global industrial energy project” (p. 212), at the present 
time the United States invests a meager eight billion dollars—equiv-
alent to the cost of nine days of fighting in Iraq—in research and 

  8. Thomas L. Friedman, Hot, Flat, and Crowded: Why We Need a Green Revolution and How 
It Can Renew America (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2008), p. 26. Subsequent 
page references will be given parenthetically. I sometimes omit the names of the sources 
quoted by Friedman in my own citations from his work.
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98 development in energy, or only 0.8 percent of its revenues in a one-
trillion-dollar-a-year industry (p. 185).

Taking a synoptic view, the underlying problem is that we have 
created a vicious spiral, in which, as Friedman puts it, “rapid eco-
nomic growth and population expansion—flat meets crowded—is 
driving the destruction of forests and other ecosystems at an unprec-
edented rate. The destruction of these forests and biodiversity-rich 
environments, in turn, contributes to climate change—flat and 
crowded meet hot and make it hotter—by releasing more carbon into 
the atmosphere” (p. 301). Hence, Friedman adds, “when it comes 
to climate change, human society has been like the proverbial frog 
in the pail on the stove, where the heat gets turned up very slightly 
every hour, so the frog never thinks to jump out. It just keeps adjust-
ing until it gets boiled to death” (p. 48). One of the most profound 
insights to emerge from Friedman’s analysis is that, in contrast to 
the traditional notion of human beings as the masters of creation, 
the truth is that “we are the only species in this vast web of life that 
no animal or plant in nature depends on for its survival—yet we de-
pend on this whole web of life for our survival” (p. 152). Tragically, 
however, although no other species depends on us for its survival, as 
we depend on nature, we do possess the power to destroy not only 
ourselves but also much of the life on the planet, whether through a 
nuclear cataclysm or through the slow burn of irreversible global cli-
mate disruption.

What, then, are we to do about this grim picture? Although 
Friedman declares himself “a sober optimist” (p. 411), I think the 
truth concerning climate change is better expressed in the words of 
Harvard climatologist John Holdren: “‘The more aspects of the prob-
lem you know something about, the more pessimistic you are’” (p. 
125). What is clear, above all, is that it is no longer possible to reverse 
course by tinkering around the edges of the problem or through the 
efforts of individuals alone, however important these may be. Rath-
er, what is required is a massive worldwide effort, led by the United 
States and seconded by China, “to replace the Dirty Fuels System 
with a Clean Energy System,” a radical transformation in our collec-
tive way of life that Friedman calls “a green revolution” (p. 199).
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99Perhaps the greatest single obstacle to this change in systems is 
the lack of political will in the United States, a condition of lethar-
gy and moral blindness that made even the recent modest reforms 
in our health care system a feat of Herculean proportions, and that 
seems likely to doom any efforts at comprehensive energy and cli-
mate legislation for the foreseeable future. Unless the United States 
is prepared to wean itself of its dependency on fossil fuels and make 
massive investments in clean-energy technology, it will be simply im-
possible for other countries to break the vicious spiral of an increas-
ingly hotter, flatter, and more crowded world; and I see, alas, little 
evidence to justify optimism in any form.

Still, one can continue to make the arguments in hopes of chang-
ing people’s minds. There are, I think, two fundamental points to be 
made. The first is pragmatic. It is that, in the words of one of Fried-
man’s authorities, “‘Mother Nature has not been fooled’” (p. 260). 
Traditionally, capitalism has functioned by treating environmental 
waste as what economists term an “externality,” that is, a cost of doing 
business that is not borne by any of the parties involved in the trans-
action, and hence could be simply ignored. But now we are coming 
up against the limits imposed by “‘the ecological logic of capitalism’” 
(p. 57). Thus, as another of Friedman’s sources explains, “‘Socialism 
collapsed because it did not allow the market to tell the economic 
truth. Capitalism may collapse because it does not allow the market 
to tell the ecological truth’” (p. 259). This is why the only solution to 
our problems lies in government regulation of the market, to begin 
forcing business and consumers alike to bear the true costs of their 
carbon footprints, as well as in providing support at the federal level 
for clean-energy technologies. Given the entrenched resistance in 
the United States to “big government” and higher taxes, however, 
it is again difficult for me to see how there is any chance of a major 
course correction while there is still time.

The second point is moral and spiritual. Ultimately, as Friedman 
eloquently pleads, “the deepest truth of all” is that love for the envi-
ronment “is a value that needs to be preserved in and of itself, not 
because it makes your bank account richer but because it makes life 
richer and always has” (p. 314). Whereas in political conflicts, such 
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100 as the space race, there may be winners and losers, “in the earth race 
either we will all win or all lose” (p. 366), because a disaster in one 
country is a disaster for the entire world. Thus, for any country to 
“go green,” it must be “committed to the idea that there is something 
bigger than itself, its own community, and its own borders—that the 
state of the world really matters too” (p. 180). For the United States 
to embrace such an ethic of energy efficiency and environmental 
conservation would be a sign of humility that would, in turn, enable 
it to regain much of the moral authority it has squandered in recent 
decades, most egregiously by the invasion of Iraq in a tragically mis-
guided response to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.

The dilemma we face as human beings is that the interests on 
whose behalf an appeal is most urgently needed—nature, children, 
and the future—are those with the least power and influence on 
their side. That is why, as Friedman argues, quoting the words of Rob 
Watson, CEO of EcoTech International and “one of the best environ-
mental minds in America” (p. 6), our most precious commodity at 
the present time is “‘the one faculty that distinguishes us as human 
beings—the ability to imagine.’” We need imagination, Watson contin-
ues, in order to be able to grasp the impact of “‘the nonlinear, unman-
ageable climate events that could unfold in our lifetime’” (p. 119).

And this is where the arts and literature come in. We study the 
arts, above all, not as a means to a utilitarian end, but as an end in 
themselves, as a way of sparking our imaginations and educating 
ourselves as whole persons. It follows, therefore, that in order to 
save nature we also must cherish art, because only if human beings 
cultivate the power of imagination and empathy will we continue to 
have a future to create. I began by quoting from the first stasimon of 
Sophocles’ Antigone, precisely because of my belief that it is from ar-
tistic masterpieces that we still have most to learn about the human 
condition, and that the essential paradox that makes man at once the 
most terrible and most wonderful of creatures remains as true today 
as it did in ancient Athens, notwithstanding the advances in technol-
ogy that have profoundly transformed not only how we experience 
works of art but also every facet of our material existence.

Although it will be necessary to await future meetings of the 
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101World Humanities Forum to discover what will have become of the 
earth in the next fifty or one hundred years, I would like to conclude 
by drawing two seemingly antithetical morals from these meditations 
on the theme of the work of art in the age of digital technology. The 
first is that science alone can never supply the wisdom that will guide 
us in its proper use. To suppose that we can reap the benefits of man’s 
awe-inspiring power to control nature without also assuming the 
dreadful costs of this responsibility is to forget the lesson elucidated 
by Heidegger in his existential reading of Sophocles’ choral ode that 
“to be the strangest of all is the basic trait of the human essence,” and 
there is no escaping the uncanniness that haunts our being at every 
moment from its encounter with the finitude of death.

But if science alone cannot save us, it is equally evident that unless 
we are finally prepared to face the impact of our collective actions on 
nature that we will be irrevocably lost as a species. Mother Nature, 
Friedman quotes Rob Watson as saying, “‘is just chemistry, biology, 
and physics,’” and “‘everything she does is just the sum of these three 
things’” (p. 139). Given that there is no abrogating the laws of nature, 
it is impossible to escape the realization that postmodernism, with 
its siren song that “there is only the simulacrum,” is but the mirror 
image of a naïve faith in science and technology, and must be dis-
carded as an intellectual luxury we can no longer afford. Indeed, as a 
byproduct of late capitalism, life inside the postmodernist bubble is 
the philosophical counterpart to our addiction to fossil fuels. It can’t 
go on forever. In his influential treatise, The Postmodern Condition, 
Jean-François Lyotard states that whereas he employs the term mod-
ern to refer to “any science that legitimates itself with reference to a 
metadiscourse . . . making an explicit appeal to some grand narra-
tive,” he defines the postmodern as an “incredulity toward metanar-
ratives,” and he attributes this skeptical attitude to “progress in the 
sciences,” which has replaced the “grand narratives” of the past with 
“many different language games.”9

  9. Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1979), trans. 
Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
1984), pp. xxiii-xiv.
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102 As the synergistically interacting pressures of climate disruption, 
rising energy consumption, and exponentially increasing population 
compel us to recognize, however, it is ultimately the “grand narrative” 
of evolution—nature as altered by the feedback loop of human be-
havior—that will seal the fate of our unique and irreplaceable planet. 
In The World Is Flat, Friedman quotes a passage from The Commu-
nist Manifesto, published in 1848, in which Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels reflect on the way that the Industrial Revolution, impelled by 
capitalism, has dissolved previous forms of human identity. Marx 
and Engels write:

“All fixed, fast, frozen relations, with their train of ancient and ven-
erable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all new-formed 
ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid 
melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last com-
pelled to face with sober senses his real conditions of life and his 
relations with his kind.”10

Everything that Marx and Engels say about the Industrial Revolution, 
which is synonymous with the age of modernism or Baudrillard’s sec-
ond order of simulation, is even more true for the Energy-Climate era, 
which is also the age of postmodernism or the third order of simula-
tion. On the one hand, “all that is solid melts into air,” as information 
technology completes the “conquest of ubiquity” and the economic 
playing field is leveled. On the other hand, “man is at last compelled 
to face with sober senses his real conditions of life and his relations 
with his kind,” as we have at long last come to terms with “the ecolog-
ical logic of capitalism.” Whether we can marshal the resources of the 
imagination to face the reality of the environmental catastrophe that 
is already upon us, as well as to remove the still-looming threat of nu-
clear annihilation, will determine whether —and for how long—there 
will be creative human beings in the future.

10.	Quoted in Friedman, The World Is Flat, p. 202.
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Healing, and the practices designed to bring it about when neces-
sary—including medicine in the formal bio-science sense, alternative 
practices (herbal therapies, massage, acupuncture and so forth), and 
of course magic, need always to be understood culturally. It is for 
this reason that the Humanities—at first sight at the opposite end 
of the intellectual spectrum from science, have in fact a great deal 
to say about healing and the condition (bodily, mental or spiritual 
suffering) from which it arises. Embedded in accounts of healing are 
inevitably stories—of the causes, course and outcome of a suffering 
event—and of the imputed meanings of that suffering and expla-
nation of the process of healing. These stories—narratives—may be 
embodied in literature, song, testimonies, autobiographies, myths, 
performance, and, very interestingly, in medical discourse. Healing, 
and the suffering from which it arises, need as a consequence to be 
located socially—as responses to the given or manufactured nature 
of the world and of existence within it. Anthropology (perhaps the 
most humanistic of all the social sciences) has long known that both 
healing and suffering are understood differently across cultures and 
religions, and that medicine, far from being an objective science, is 
itself deeply implicated with culture. In this essay I will explore some 
of the interfaces between medicine and the humanities through the 
medium of the study of narratives of suffering and healing and the 
social and cultural conditions out of which they arise, including, in 
the contemporary world, the experience of rapid social change and 
globalization.
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108 As the Buddha long ago noted, suffering is apparently inherent 
in the human condition. Some of this suffering arises from physical 
conditions over which we may have little control (disease, climate, 
natural disasters), but a great deal comes from culturally induced and 
generated sources—underdevelopment and with it poverty, conflict 
and violence (Scheper-Hughes 1993), trauma as a result of war, rev-
olution and criminal violence, and even from “development” itself, 
with its accompanying erosion of cultures, impact (often negative) on 
the environment, forced displacement of peoples, urbanization, and 
the less desirable side-effects of globalization, and historically from 
the effects of colonialism including the all too common phenomenon 
of racism. Some prominent social and cultural theorists have indeed 
argued that modernity itself has proved to be violent, leading not 
to emancipation and utopia, but to displacement, conflict, and even 
the Holocaust (Dussel 1995, Bauman 2004). As a result all cultures 
have found it necessary to account for both the causes of suffering 
and methods for its alleviation. Much of the content of religion is the 
wrestling with the problem of suffering, whether expressed in the id-
iom of Buddhism (suffering as arising from attachment and desire), 
or in the Judeo-Christian tradition where it is understood primar-
ily as the problem of evil in a cosmos created by a benevolent deity 
(Leaman 1997). But although posed in these contexts as a theological 
or metaphysical question, in practice it is the cultural negotiation of 
suffering that actually preoccupies most people, whether in the form 
of cultural explanations of suffering (as in Evans-Pritchard’s classic 
study of Azande witchcraft [Evans-Pritchard 1968]), the diminution 
of such suffering by way of magic, ritual, healing techniques and 
medicine, the identification of specialists in the relief of suffering 
(doctors, priests, shamans, witchdoctors, mediums) and techniques of 
prevention and protection. Such concerns apply particularly, although 
not exclusively, to illness, for they may in some cases also be applied to 
more structural forms of suffering such as war, natural disasters, the 
cultural and economic displacements of modernization and develop-
ment, or through the violence of colonialism and the new economic 
patterns that it enforces on subject peoples, such as slavery, mining, 
or plantation labor (for a classic study of the latter, see Taussig 1980).  
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109Indeed, as we noted above, cultures themselves are often a major 
source of suffering for their own members by way of patterns of class, 
caste, social exclusion, torture, warfare, socially sanctioned forms of 
violence, neglect, and educational, psychological and other forms 
of performative stress and expectations, on top of the illnesses that 
respect no social class or status and which, quite literally, plague the 
human species.

The cultural critic David Morris has suggested that, “Unlike robots 
or rabbits, humans possess a tendency towards repeated and often 
protracted illnesses that seem finally less a flaw in our design than a 
mysterious signature” (Morris 1998, 1). So even as the search for per-
fect health is a universal and ancient impulse, so too is the search for 
a perfect society, as evidenced by the perennial attraction of utopias 
throughout history. Perfect health and the perfect society go hand 
in hand. But just as illness has been attacked by the mechanical and 
science based interventions of biomedicine (with the corresponding 
marginalization of traditional medical systems and their accumulat-
ed wisdom), so too have the problems of “underdevelopment” been 
attacked with all the resources of a “scientific” economics, and all the 
managerial paraphernalia of policy science, planning, and forecast-
ing. What they have in common is the dependence on a mechanistic 
model and the assumption that there are objective “problems” to be 
“solved” by the application of strict scientific reasoning. Neither has 
taken seriously the necessary convergence on the one hand between 
biology and culture and on the other between culture and develop-
ment. The result has been the very incomplete treatment of illness by 
biomedicine, and even the generation of what Ivan Illich has called 
“Iatrogenesis”: medically induced diseases the existence of which 
led him to the rather radical conclusion that “The medical establish-
ment has become a major threat to health” (Illich 1990, 11). Its more 
radical critics (e.g. Sachs 1995) would say the same thing is true of 
“development.” Both certainly operate in an environment of very 
incomplete knowledge, strongly political agendas often driving their 
allegedly scientific objectives, little awareness of the long term out-
comes of their well-intentioned interventions and little insight into 
the deep subjectivity of the subjects of their activities—patients or 
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110 those being “developed.”
While culture shapes and provides (however imperfect) models 

for suffering, the afflictions that provide so much of the “signature” 
of being human are common to all of us, regardless of class, race or 
gender. While politics is the cause of much suffering, suffering itself 
lies beyond politics—it is a universal language and as such the basis 
for a new form of philosophical anthropology, in this case not the 
seeking for an “essence” of human nature, but a critique of the nature 
and sources of that suffering, a critique that points to such remedies 
as are within our power. This modesty is necessary as a clear lesson 
to be derived both from the limitations of biomedicine and “develop-
ment.” As much as we may desire one, there is no “cure,” no ultimate 
“fix.” Rather, there must be a new model of understanding suffering 
as a key interface between the existential condition of being human 
(our “species being” to use Marx’s term) and the cultural negotiation 
of that suffering. While the issue certainly touches upon theological 
questions, here it will be understood as a matter for sociology and 
anthropology, but of a deep sociology that goes beyond the empiricist 
and mechanistic premises and methodology of so much of the social 
sciences (Clammer 2009).

This approach can be illustrated by an example given by David 
Morris, who discusses the case of the critic Anatole Broyard, who, 
prior to his death from prostrate cancer in 1990 kept a diary reflect-
ing on his own illness and his relationship to the medical system that 
was attempting to treat him. In that diary Broyard emphasizes the 
power of narratives to make sense of experience, in his own case a 
not statistically uncommon, but personally devastating experience. 
As Morris summarizes it: “He emphasizes that narrative contains 
or releases therapeutic powers. A sick person, he contends, can 
make a story out of illness as a way of trying to ‘detoxify it’. In seek-
ing to detoxify his own illness, Broyard experiments with inventing 
‘mini-narratives’ and exploring the resources of metaphor: ‘I saw my 
illness as a visit to a disturbed country.. . .  I imagined it as a love affair 
with a demented woman who demanded things I had never done 
before’” (Morris 1998, 45). Such narratives of course do not need to 
be written: oral testimony can be just as powerful, if more fleeting. 
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111What is significant is that they allow the “victims” of even apparently 
intolerable situations to find, if not meaning, certainly humor, a sense 
of self-worth, and of meeting reality on their own terms rather than 
as simply pawns of determinism. Morris summarizes this situation 
as follows: “The ‘patient’ has to start treating his own illness not as a 
disaster, an occasion for depression or panic, but as a narrative, a sto-
ry. Stories are anti-bodies against illness and pain. The storyteller—
according to Arthur W. Frank (another cancer patient who turned 
his experience into narrative)—is the new figure of the postmodern 
patient: no longer a victim of disease, not an object of medicine, but 
a person struggling to recover and to reshape the voice that illness so 
often takes from us” (Morris 1998, 48).

Narrative then is a form of empowerment, available alike to the 
very poor and to the very rich. And its necessity may be increasing as 
with the advent of the “risk society” (Beck 1992) with its unknown, 
diffused, untraceable dangers and problems, the sense of lack of con-
trol over the environment (both social and natural) by the average 
individual increases:

Postmodern illness, because of its complicated links to the cultur-
ally constructed environment, ultimately demands that we rethink 
the sources of medical knowledge. Laboratory tests and scientific 
studies cannot reveal everything that doctors need to know. The 
social, cultural and personal dimensions of illness must be under-
stood through other means, and one neglected but useful source is 
narrative. Narrative, we might say, constitutes a mode of under-
standing appropriate for situations too variable and too untidy for 
laboratory analysis. Further, storytellers thrive at the margins of 
power, castinga skeptical eye on contemporary culture, and their 
somewhat independent status permits them to offer impassioned 
critiques, visionary alternatives, and an outsider’s objectivity. Nar-
rative may also require readers to confront self-consciously the 
ways in which their culture has taught them to think about illness, 
to imagine ways in which they might experience a healthier rela-
tion to the earth. The United Nations reports that fourteen million 
children die annually from causes related to environmental degra-
dation. For the children, if not for ourselves, we need to hear from 
voices silenced or over-whelmed by the prevailing biomedical dis-
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112 course of science, policy analysis, and cost containment. We need a 
knowledge that comes with narrative” (Morris 1998, 89).

Much biomedicine, like development, is devoted to the eradication 
of symptoms, not necessarily of the real underlying disease or its 
ultimate causal factors, which reside as much in the complex rela-
tionships between illness and culture as they do in the biological or 
socio-economic environments. “The main point is that, although life 
expectancy has increased, a high-tech, energy dependent, consumer 
lifestyle has not brought the developed world a period of unprece-
dented health. Historian Roy Porter rightly warns against the facile 
and long standing prejudice that equates civilization with the spread 
of disease [Porter 1993]. The serious question is not about the health 
value of civilization but about what kind of civilized society we want. 
Along with their benefits, unfortunately, affluence, technological de-
velopment, and biomedical progress in Western nations have accom-
panied the rise of new or intensified illnesses. By-products of devel-
opment have in fact left industrial nations vulnerable to a growing list 
of maladies that bodes ill for future generations” (Morris 1998, 104).

There are some major consequences of this perspective, including 
the principle that all policies lead to unexpected outcomes, the recog-
nition of ignorance (we are working with imperfect and ever evolving 
knowledge), the principle of caution, and the recognition that there 
are no ultimate “solutions,” but rather temporary “fixes” that will in 
turn dissolve in the ever dynamic environment in which cultures and 
knowledge exists. Even as the construction of a viable narrative of 
suffering confers meaning on illness to a patient, and may and often 
does lead to healing, even, paradoxically in terminal cases where the 
“healing” may not be physical recovery (Levine 1987), so too the ex-
perience of the violence of development and forced change can and 
does lead to the transformation of that experience through essentially 
the same means. Important here is the recognition of imperfection, of 
what Ian Craib has called the “importance of disappointment” (Craib 
1994). Development, like medicine, is an art rather than a science 
(Kaplan 2002), and in the context of both medicine and development, 
listening as well as prescribing is vital. This requires attention to that 
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113profoundly neglected dimension of culture—the emotions. Loss, 
grief, joy, excitement, fear, apprehension, a whole geography of the 
emotions shaped by a particular culture and its specific vocabulary of 
feelings, attend the experience of change and the reshaping of society 
around oneself (Clammer 2000). The external processes of change 
and the inner processes of the reshaping of subjectivities, go hand-in-
hand and are interpenetrating and dialectical experiences.

Fortunately medical sociology and anthropology have begun to 
recognize that illness is not just an objective condition, but also a 
relationship to the world that must be made sense of in some way by 
the patient, and also by the medical practitioner, whose therapeutic 
interventions are likely to be much less successful if the “story” in 
which the patient’s experience is embedded is not acknowledged and 
to some extent empathized with. Anthropologists working with tra-
ditional health systems which do actually acknowledge those stories, 
and modern biomedical systems which mostly do not, have clearly 
identified the critical role that the narrative of suffering plays, both in 
the ontological environment of the indigenes and in the relative suc-
cess of biomedical or alternative therapies (Samson 2004). This rec-
ognition, and the equally important insight that both suffering and 
healing are culturally expressed, has given rise to the elaboration of 
the notion of “social suffering” explored by Arthur Kleinman, Veena 
Das, Margaret Lock and their collaborators (Kleinman, Das and Lock 
1997) in which a number of instances of collective suffering including 
the Holocaust, political widowhood in South Africa, torture, the Chi-
nese cultural revolution and the relationships between religion and 
suffering are explored. It is significant that two of the three editors of 
the collection are medical anthropologists, and Kleinman himself has 
devoted a whole book to the analysis of illness narratives (Kleinman 
1988).

In the introduction to their collection, Kleinman and his co-ed-
itors define social suffering as that “assemblage of human problems 
that have their origins and consequences in the devastating injuries 
that social forces can inflict on human experience (p. ix) and point 
out that this suffering is a shared and hence social experience, and 
that while this can occur anywhere, in practice it tends to fall dispro-
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114 portionately on the poor and powerless. The issues that they list, in-
cluding political violence, social breakdown, uprooting and forced mi-
gration, infectious diseases, mental health problems, have their roots 
in the political economy of globalization and underdevelopment, and 
sometimes in the bureaucratic or well intentioned policies designed 
to alleviate the suffering that in the end they intensify. The represen-
tation of suffering all too often becomes a “professional” problem, to 
be dealt with bureaucratically by “experts” or “agencies”: “Existential 
processes of pain, death, and mourning are metamorphosed by these 
historically shaped rationalities and technologies, which, again all too 
regularly, are inattentive to how the transformations they induce con-
tribute to the suffering they seek to remedy” (p. x). 

The outcome of this is that a fresh methodology is required to 
address issues of suffering and healing. “The authors discuss why a 
language of dismay, disappointment, bereavement, and alarm that 
sounds not at all like the usual terminology of policy and programs 
may offer a more valid means for describing what is at stake in hu-
man experiences of political catastrophe and social structural vio-
lence, for professionals as much as for victims/perpetrators, and may 
also make better sense of how the clash among globalizing discourses 
and localized social realities so often ends up prolonging personal 
and collective tragedy” (p. xi). This is important as not only cultural 
representations of suffering involved, but also not infrequently expe-
riences of suffering are hijacked for current political purposes (to fuel 
hatred for another group, tribe or race for example), giving rise to yet 
another cycle of suffering.

It is also important to attempt to overcome the impoverishment 
of social and cultural theory that stems from their failure to acknowl-
edge suffering, and the fact that much of that suffering is socially and 
culturally induced. It is often the case that such theory frequently 
divorces the humanistic analysis of meanings, feelings, and subjectiv-
ities from the “hard” world of social policy. The whole thrust of the 
argument of Kleinman and his collaborators is that this is an entirely 
unwarranted separation and is itself the cause of yet further suffering. 
Poverty for example lies at the base of a huge amount of social suf-
fering, and as the anthropologist Oscar Lewis demonstrated decades 
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115ago (without the need to commit oneself to his controversial “culture 
of poverty” thesis), poverty is not just material deprivation, but also 
an experience, one demanding endless survival strategies, adapta-
tions and daily confrontation with the starkness of an existence with-
out safety nets or fallback positions. To confront both the structural 
and existential dimensions of poverty it is necessary to grasp the full 
depth of the problem and of the experience. To do so is to render 
easier the expansion of the moral community, which in a globalized 
world is to move a little closer to the ideal of a genuinely cosmopol-
itan sense of citizenship and solidarity (Lederach 2005). Since the 
ultimate end of both academic research and social policy should be 
the relief of suffering through understanding and action, a holistic 
grasp of its fullest dimensions is a prerequisite for its alleviation and 
response at the deepest human level. Integral development requires 
holism—the synthesis of the various levels at which the humanities, 
the social sciences, and policy discourse operates. The key to this is 
the understanding of culture: the mechanisms through which sub-
jectivities are formed and expressed, and the narratives which shape 
life experiences, including especially extreme ones, the ones that exist 
within the realm of suffering.

It is for this reason that Kleinman’s attention to the interpretation 
of the illness experience is particularly significant (Kleinman 1988) 
and I will discuss his insights here with view to relating them to the 
broader question of social suffering. The study of medicine from a 
cultural perspective then turns out to be important because it sug-
gests a whole new model for approaching society as a whole, a truly 
humanistic one rooted in culture, and with a convivial, equitable, and 
sustainable community as its final outcome. At the beginning of his 
book Kleinman relates how through two experiences with quite differ-
ent patients of greatly differing ages, he came upon the central theme 
of his study—that it is possible for the doctor (usually fixated on the 
disease), to hear from the patient about the actual experience of ill-
ness, and that listening and witnessing can help to order that experi-
ence in ways that can have great therapeutic value (Kleinman 1988, 
xii). This, he realized, pointed to a holistic model that connects body, 
self, and society, and that this complex set of relationships is inevita-
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116 bly mediated by culture even as it points to universal qualities of the 
human condition: “The study of the processes by which meaning is 
created in illness brings us into the everyday reality of individuals like 
ourselves, who must deal with the exigent life circumstances created 
by suffering, disability, difficult loss, and the threat of death.... Illness 
narratives edify us about how life problems are created, controlled, 
made meaningful. They also tell us about the way cultural values and 
social relationships shape how we perceive and monitor our bodies, 
label and categorize bodily symptoms, interpret complaints in the 
particular context of our life situation (Kleinman 1988, xii). Here the 
experience of illness in the purely physical sense resonates with much 
wider experiences of social suffering: the subjects of social crises cre-
ate narratives of a very similar kind to that of the patient in a medical 
situation.

Chronic illness, like trauma, displacement, and the manifold dis-
locations of development and globalization, “becomes embodied in 
a particular life trajectory, environed in a concrete life world” (Klein-
man 1988, 31), to be endowed with both personal and interpersonal 
meanings, particularly when the ties that bind the individual (emo-
tional and affective ones as well as social relationships) are severed or 
damaged. The notion of trauma is important here, as it links illness 
and social suffering, since like illness it involves memory forgetting, 
mythologizing and negotiating experiences, in many cases extreme 
ones and ones, that lead to a total reorganization of subsequent life 
courses. Illness, war, and abuse can all be sources of trauma, and sub-
sequently of the generation of narratives to try to make sense of the 
experience (Tal 1996). For identity may be transformed, not only for 
the survivor, but also for those with whom s/he must afterwards asso-
ciate, since the relationship between them has been forever changed 
by the traumatic experience. The survivor indeed is in a sense a 
“subversive” character, having been to regions of experience rarely 
shared by the majority and as such, “He is a runner of the blockade 
men erect against knowledge of ‘unspeakable things.’ About these he 
aims to speak, and in so doing undermines, without intending to, the 
validity of existing norms” (Des Pres 1976, 42). As a result Kleinman 
suggests that, “The role of the health professional is not so much to 
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117ferret out the innermost secrets… as it is to assist the chronically ill 
and those around them to come to terms with—that is, accept, mas-
ter or change—those personal significances that can be shown to be 
operating in their lives and in their care. I take this to constitute the 
essence of what is now called empowering patients” (Kleinman 1988,  
43). Here we see a powerful corrective to the over-domination of the 
objective, structural, and technical. Processes of change, especial-
ly when that change involves displacement, loss, and the cutting of 
emotional bonds to places, kin, work, familiar natural environments, 
deeply involve the emotions and subjectivities of those affected, and 
their self concepts and senses of personal worth and competency. 
These are questions that involve ethics every bit as much as they in-
volve technology.

Healers and “developers” then have much in common: both are 
concerned with listening as well as doing, encouragers of the nar-
ratives of suffering and displacement to emerge, empowerers rather 
than simply technicians, and both operate in a deeply and inevitably 
cultural context, one in which culture is not merely an added extra 
to technological interventions, but is the very medium in which the 
whole discourse is embedded and expressed. As with the chronically 
ill, in development too there may be no “cures,” but rather the seek-
ing of a methodology for addressing often intractable and permanent 
conditions and the “essence of that methodology is captured by the 
words empathetic listening, translation, and interpretation, which I 
take to be the craft of the clinician who treats illness, not just disease” 
(Kleinman 1988, 228). Such a methodology is necessary to discover 
what the patient (or victim of trauma or physical, psychic or social 
displacement) wants from their situation, a knowledge necessary 
to help with re-empowerment, or what Kleinman calls “re-moral-
ization”—the instilling or rekindling of hope—of those subject to 
wrenching changes that force them to redefine their place in the 
world of meanings and social networks that they have previously re-
lied on as their primary maps.

Seen from this perspective “development” itself potentially be-
comes not a destructive but a meaning-centered activity in which 
care not control, and empowerment not management are the central 
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118 elements. This is not to exclude the political and structural dimen-
sions of development (including globalization and other forms of so-
cial change), but rather to infuse it with a spirit of cultural sensitivity 
and compassion that is so often lacking in this field. In fact such an 
approach requires not only a grasp of those political and structural 
factors, but also cultural and moral ones—the latter of which, parallel 
to Kleinman’s arguments about the role of the physician in the med-
ical field, the subject of development ethics has emerged to address 
(Goulet 1995). As the philosopher Alastair MacIntyre has wisely 
said, “In successfully identifying and understanding what someone 
else is doing we always move towards placing a particular episode in 
the context of a set of narrative histories both of the individuals con-
cerned and of the settings in which they act and suffer” (MacIntyre 
1981, 197). The outcome then should be the humanizing of medi-
cine through the understanding of the existential issues that actually 
engage people on an everyday basis, and of the ways in which these 
issues become “focused” in remarkable ways when illness or other 
forms of radical disruption of life occur. This is in fact what culture 
really is about: the strategic means by which people understand, ne-
gotiate, and manage the problems and tensions of everyday life. There 
is nothing abstract or essentialist about it.

This is where the humanities play a crucial role. As Kleinman and 
Kleinman put it:

Humanizing the level at which interventions are organized means 
focusing planning and evaluation on the interpersonal space of 
suffering, the local, ethnographic context of action. This requires 
not only what is at stake for participants in those local worlds, but 
bringing those local participants (not merely national experts) into 
the process of developing and assessing programs…. And those 
methodologies of policy must engage the existential side of social 
life. How to reframe the language of policies and programs so that 
large-scale social forces are made to relate to biography and local 
history will require interdisciplinary engagements that bring alter-
native perspectives from the humanities, the social sciences, and 
the health sciences to bear on human problems (Kleinman and 
Kleinman 1997, 18-19).
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119To actually make this happen then requires a new and more holistic 
conception of both knowledge (currently distributed across the var-
ious disciplines of special sciences) and of practice—the turning of 
those forms of knowledge into concrete beneficial outcomes.

The Social and Individual Dimensions of Suffering  
and Healing

Suffering, while individually felt in the pain of each discrete individu-
al, is also then a social phenomenon. It has it roots in the all too often 
unnecessary infliction of pain by social, cultural, economic, and po-
litical mechanisms that could well be otherwise. Mourning can be for 
individual loss, but also for collective trauma—“ethnic cleansing” in 
the Balkans, the “disappearances” of the years of military dictatorship 
in Argentina, the inter-communal atrocities in Rwanda, the experi-
ence of famine in Ethiopia, and innumerable other instances (for one 
good example see Feitlowitz 1998). The recognition of this collective 
dimension has some fundamental moral, political, and methodolog-
ical implications, one of which is our own complicity by our silences, 
our ignoring of these vast problems that infest the Earth, our con-
sumption habits, and our political choices and decisions. Method-
ologically we have to grasp the extent to which our “scientific” and 
managerial approaches to suffering diminish the full dimensions of 
the experience, and to allow back into analysis a significantly cultural 
(including the religious) perspective. Suffering is perhaps the primary 
challenge to human knowledge and practice, yet an epistemology of 
pain hardly yet exists, although the outlines of such a project do exist, 
interestingly mainly in the realms of literature and art, rather than in 
the social sciences (for example Sebald 2003).

The rather recently emergent field of the sociology of the body for 
example has yet to assimilate the fact that suffering is, often quite lit-
erally, inscribed on the body—through torture, illness, malnutrition, 
disfigurements. Anthropology too has been complicit here. Despite 
critiquing the moral and other consequences of cultural relativism, 
especially from the point of view of the formerly colonized, “this 
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120 thinking has not yet eroded a tendency, registered in many of the 
social sciences but perhaps particularly in anthropology, to confuse 
structural violence with cultural difference. Many are the ethnogra-
phies in which poverty and inequality are conflated with ‘otherness’” 
(Farmer 1997, 277). The notion of culture, while essential, has to be 
managed carefully. Arguments for multiculturalism or the rights 
and dignities of particular communities, “tribes” or “races,” or even, 
as Amartya Sen has pointed out, of religions (Sen 2007), can easily 
become arguments for exclusion, stigmatizing, or persecution, of 
special privileges for some and denial of those same resources or 
rights to others. “Culture” is consequently not a neutral term: in one 
dimension it is embedded in particular life worlds and experiences 
of specific communities, their historical experiences, local ecologies 
and social arrangements, and on another dimension it is embedded 
in the larger politics of a globalized world system. There has emerged 
from his interplay the relatively recent notion of “cultural politics”—
the emergence into the political sphere of issues of ethnicity, gender, 
religion, class, and the “right to recognition” of minorities of all kinds.

The prominent cultural critic Ivan Illich famously argued, as we 
noted above, that even as the medical profession in his view has 
become a major threat to health, so too culturally ill-informed and 
professionalized development policies and practices have become a 
threat to lifestyles, memories, a sense of rootedness, and of course 
the environment. Speaking of medically induced diseases, Illich says 
clearly that, “My argument is that the layman and not the physician 
has the potential perspective and effective power to stop the current 
iatrogenic epidemic” (Illich 1990, 12), and to reverse the counter-pro-
ductivity of so much “development” when measured against the ide-
als of human happiness. Even as the proportion of doctors, clinical 
tools and hospital beds has not significantly effected the emergence 
or continuation of disease patterns (indeed, new ones have appeared), 
but where morbidity is redefined but not reduced, so too the vast de-
velopment and aid budgets at the disposal of development “experts” 
has not significantly reduced the incidence of poverty globally. This 
paradoxical process Illich calls “social iatrogenesis”:
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121I will speak of ‘social iatrogenesis’, a term designating all impair-
ments to health that are precisely due to those socio-economic 
transformations which have been made attractive, possible, or nec-
essary by the institutional shape health care has taken. Social iatro-
genesis designates a category of aetiology that encompasses many 
forms. It obtains when medical bureaucracy creates ill health by 
generating increasing stress, by multiplying disabling dependence, 
by generating new painful needs, by lowering the levels of toler-
ance for discomfort or pain, by reducing the leeway that people are 
wont to concede to an individual when he suffers, and by abolish-
ing even the right to self-care. Social iatrogenesis is at work when 
health care is turned into a standardized item, a staple; when all 
suffering is ‘hospitalized’ and when homes become inhospitable to 
birth, sickness and death; when the language in which people 
could experience their bodies is turned into a bureaucratic gobble-
degook; or when suffering, mourning, and healing outside the 
patient role are labeled a form of deviance (Illich 1990, 49).

As with medicine, so too with development that is not rooted in cul-
ture and genuine human needs.

As Illich also rightly notes, many of the factors that influence hu-
man life are beyond the interventions of experts anyway. Supplemen-
tary to his notion of social iatrogenesis, he also proposes the concept 
of “cultural iatrogenesis.” This “sets in when the medical enterprise 
saps the will of people to suffer their reality. It is a symptom of such 
iatrogenesis that the term ‘suffering’ has become almost useless for 
designating a realistic human response because it evokes superstition, 
sado-masochism, or the rich man’s condescension to the lot of the 
poor. Professionally organized medicine has come to function as a 
domineering moral enterprise that advertises industrial expansion 
as a war against all suffering. It has thereby undermined the ability 
of individuals to face their reality, to express their own values, and 
to accept inevitable and often irremediable pain and impairment, 
decline and death” (Illich 1990, 133). It is what Illich calls the “spe-
cific counter productivity” of too much or inappropriate institutional 
intervention that in his view brings about these effects, and in the 
development context brings about not the alleviation of poverty, but 
its modernization. “The persons most hurt by counterproductive in-
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122 stitutionalization are usually not the poorest in monetary terms. The 
typical victims of the depersonalization of values are the powerless 
in a milieu made for the industrially enriched. Among the powerless 
may be people who are relatively affluent within their society or who 
are inmates of benevolent total institutions. Disabling dependence 
reduces them to modernized poverty. Policies meant to remedy the 
new sense of privation will not only be futile, but will aggravate the 
damage. By promising more staples rather than protecting autonomy, 
they will intensify disabling dependence” (Illich 1990, 220-1). 

Illich then specifically includes such factors as development agen-
cies, welfare, aid, and international relief efforts amongst these coun-
terproductive institutions. While this may be a difficult position to 
defend in the context of humanitarian emergencies, in broader struc-
tural terms we see here a convergence between the arguments against 
over institutionalized medicine and over institutionalized top-down 
development. The recovery of health and the recovery of ecological 
sanity and just development are parallel and interlinked processes. 
Given that a huge amount of suffering is man-made, the tools to 
counter this are at hand, but they do not reside exclusively in techni-
cal and managerial methods, but also in culture, values, spirituality, 
resistance, and imagination. This is where the role of the humanist 
and the cultural critic take central place. If civilization is the root of 
many of our current problems, then it is to the critique and modifica-
tion of that civilization to which we must turn our attention.

Back to Narratives

I have suggested throughout this essay that medicine is not a purely 
technical or “scientific” activity, but very much one concerned with 
the life experiences, values, culture, and stories of those afflicted by 
suffering in any physical or psychic sense. It is for this reason that 
the humanities have a great deal to say to and with medicine, even as 
they do to much wider processes of social change, globalization, and 
development. It can be cogently argued that humans are a story tell-
ing species—our cultures are full of them in the form of literature, 
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123film, theatre, the visual arts, myth, and play. It is in recognition of 
this fact that Kleinman in particular has devoted efforts to recover-
ing the illness narratives of the sick and tried to understand and 
explore anthropologically the ways in which patients construct such 
stories in order to make sense of their own suffering. In doing so he 
suggests that interpreting the illness experience is a tragically 
neglected art in the modern world of highly technological bio-medi-
cine, and that the recovery of the social and personal dimensions of 
illness are fundamental to the humane treatment of disease, itself not 
simply a physical manifestation, but a complex culturally construct-
ed category for the individual sufferer (and indeed for his or her 
family, friends, colleagues, and other members of a social network). 
In this approach, what Kleinman calls the “life world as meaning” 
becomes central, and as such creates a bridge of understanding, wit-
nessing, and helping (often mutual) between patient and physician 
(Kleinman 1988). Narrative then becomes the medium through 
which illness is understood, even in cases where an equilibrium is 
never again achieved—that is to say even in cases where healing in 
the sense of the complete cure of the disease or condition is not 
achieved. As Tzvetan Todorov puts it in his book The Poetics of 
Prose, “An ‘ideal’ narrative begins with a stable situation which is 
disturbed by some power or force. There results a state of disequilib-
rium; by the action of a force directed in the opposite direction, the 
equilibrium is re-established; the second equilibrium is similar to the 
first, but the two are never identical” (Todorov 1977, 111). In this 
notion of narrative there is the idea of the re-establishment of equi-
librium, of a return to order, and in illness narratives it is obviously 
the case that in the majority of cases, this is exactly the desired out-
come of the story: the patient’s life path, suddenly interrupted and 
transformed even by an illness experience, needs not only to be 
explained by the devices of narrative, but that earlier equilibrium 
re-established or re-constructed, perhaps as different, but as equally 
meaningful. Indeed there is a lot of evidence that the experience of 
illness actually triggers the desire and necessity of creating a narra-
tive, and transforms into a meaningful experience not only the ill-
ness, but also the unexamined life that preceded it.

5(John Clammer).indd   123 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:28



Politics, Conciliation, and Healing

124 Scholars of the relationships between illness and culture now 
widely recognize that both illness and healing are to a great extent 
cultural phenomena, constructed differently in different cultures 
and historical epochs, but that share the common characteristic of 
being rooted in and expressed through narratives (Mattingly and 
Garro 2000). The humanities, and especially literary studies, have as 
a consequence great relevance to the study of healing and suffering, 
especially through the way in which stories are made, stories that 
are not peripheral to the “real” study of healing, but are actually at 
its core. Claudia Casteneda has suggested through her concept of 
“Figurations” that these figurations or stories are what bring into be-
ing different “landscapes of meaning” (Casteneda 2002), the human 
means through which sense, structure and teleology are imposed on 
the confusing flux of experience in the actual world. If suffering is the 
“mysterious signature” of human being-in-the-world, so is narrative. 
We are a story-making species, and nowhere is this clearer than at the 
interface of the humanities and medicine, the point at which suffer-
ing and the search for meaning most poignantly converge.
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Memories, Representations, and Working 
through Genocides

  

Daniel Feierstein
National University of Tres de Febrero

  

This paper analyzes the consequences of terror on the identities of 
genocide survivors. It starts from the assumption that genocide in 
the modern world seeks to transform and reorganize the social fab-
ric. Massive state violence is thus seen as instrumental and serving a 
broader objective: the breakdown, destruction, and transformation of 
the identity of the survivors. This approach is rooted in Raphael Lem-
kin’s pioneering definition of genocide, but also in a careful analysis 
of the socio-political outcomes of Nazism and Stalinism, as well as 
those of the National Security doctrine, a counterinsurgency strategy 
developed by the CIA in the 1950s and 1960s and later implemented 
throughout Latin America.

Although the focus of this paper is on the genocide carried out 
by Argentina’s last military government between 1976 and 1983, the 
example chosen can equally serve as an historical analogy for other 
cases of modern genocide. Of particular importance for comparative 
genocide studies, the paper examines how different legal definitions 
of social conflict—war, genocide, and crimes against humanity—give 
rise to different narratives and different types of collective memory. 
In particular, it considers the impact these definitions have had or 
may have in the future on the collective working through of the trau-
matic experience in terms of memory, representation, and identity. 
It shows how each narrative mode of representation (war, genocide, 
crimes against humanity) defines and constructs the victims and the 
perpetrators in different ways. It also shows how each of these modes 
leads to analogies with different historical events, suggesting differ-
ent causal explanations for what occurred and stimulating very dif-
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128 ferent modes of intergenerational transmission and ways of relating 
to the present and to others.

The purpose of terror is to destroy the self and the main outcome 
of trauma following systematic terror is the destruction of identity 
together with a breakdown of self-confidence and, consequently, of 
confidence in others. This has been the rationale of torture since the 
late Middle Ages, when it was first used by the Inquisition as part of 
the embryonic technology of power that would only become fully de-
veloped in the twentieth century. Now, torture—which is a recurrent 
feature of modern genocide—would be unnecessary if the goal was 
simply to defeat or disarm the enemy. Torture sets out to achieve more 
than the destruction of the will to fight. Torture aims to erase the vic-
tims’ identity by forcing them to say or do things they should not say 
or do, such as denying their religious, national, political or sexual con-
victions, providing information that will harm loved ones, or giving 
their affection or sexuality to a subject that repulses them.

The most typical psychological response to memories of a traumatic 
experience is to block them from consciousness. The feeling remains 
but, because the memories cannot be processed in narrative form, they 
cannot be modified. Instead, they produce dislocations of identity; for 
example, repressed feelings are responsible for such diverse mental 
health problems such as phobias, hysteria, obsessions, and repetition 
compulsion. Thus, unprocessed feelings are “played out” in endless 
ways that are harmful or problematic for the subjects and/or their so-
cial environments. However, what is repressed is only the subjective 
experience of the event that took place, not the event itself.

At the social level, repetition compulsion is related to a transub-
jective phenomenon Kaës (1989) calls the ‘denegative pact,’ that is, an 
unconscious agreement not to mention the traumatic event. The pact 
shares the logic of repetition compulsion, but it also establishes a con-
sensus that did not exist when the trauma was repressed. It operates 
on individual subjectivity, destroying any vestige of self-confidence 
that those involved in the pact may have had previously and prevent-
ing them from appropriating their own history. The pact alienates 
individuals not only from their own experience but also from any 
narrative account of the traumatic event. They remain detached and 
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129unable to relate such stories to their own experience.
But this pact is not only maintained in and through silence. Var-

ious discourses about the traumatic past help to produce a collective 
distancing and alienation from the traumatic event by using narrative 
procedures that deliberately exclude the first person and construct 
the narration as something that happened to others. At the same 
time, trauma produces a desensitization which, like repression, op-
erates at the individual and subjective level, but also has cumulative 
social and historical effects. When caused by events affecting large 
population groups, this accumulated desensitization is experienced as 
meaninglessness and may be accompanied by cynicism or nihilism, 
satire or ridicule. In ideological terms it is expressed as the impossi-
bility of trying to understand the traumatic event. Here, a deliberate 
and ideologically justified refusal to seek one’s own identity will be 
called the ideology of nonsense. This ideology is a more extreme form 
of repression because, far from challenging the denegative pact, it 
seeks to voice it at a conscious level, giving it narrative solidity and 
restoring some sort of coherent identity by denying the very exis-
tence of the self that was previously destroyed.

The importance of narrative for nearly every area of our lives is 
now widely recognized.  In the field of neuroscience, one of the most 
important discoveries of the last thirty years is that memories are 
not stored in the brain as complete video recordings of events, but 
as a set of fragmented and disordered experiences from which sense 
has to be made through a narrative or story. In the field of gross hu-
man rights violations, it is impossible to decide which explanatory 
framework best fits a particular historical event unless we consider 
the alternative narratives each one generates and its implications for 
working through trauma and rebuilding personal identities. This is 
especially true in an applied discipline such as law, where there may 
be fundamental disagreements about how events should be defined.1 

Concepts are not facts—even though social scientists, historians, 

  1. This does not mean that it is not possible to make a doctrinal analysis of the possible defi-
nitions, but this belongs to another level of discussion, involving not memory processes 
and representation but the construction of lawsuits.
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130 and lawyers often confuse the two. Concepts are mental constructs—
interpretative frameworks used to make sense of the facts. Thus, in 
the case of human rights violations in Argentina in the 1970s, it is 
impossible to decide whether or not these occurred, for example, in 
the context of a war or genocide simply by appealing to the facts (for 
example, the number of skirmishes and casualties; or the number of 
rapes, kidnappings, and disappearances) because a number of differ-
ent concepts can potentially explain the same facts. 

More than any other discipline, law plays a key role in the collec-
tive working through of trauma following systematic mass violence. 
This is partly because courts are authorized to detain and punish 
wrongdoers but also because judges’ sentencing decisions tend to 
become collectively sanctioned truths and stories. The important 
point to remember is that different concepts organize facts in differ-
ent ways, giving the ‘same’ facts different meanings. These meanings 
will inevitably be influenced by social attitudes towards the events in 
question.

Reviewing the Different Legal Concepts

The widespread and systematic human rights violations committed 
in Argentina between 1976 and 1983 can and have been described in 
numerous ways. Some descriptions have changed over time or have 
acquired greater or lesser social acceptance at different moments 
during and after the dictatorship. However, in legal terms these de- 
scriptions can be grouped under three separate categories, each with 
its own discourse. These categories are: war crimes, genocide, and 
crimes against humanity. In Argentina, the area of legal discourse is 
marked by an ongoing dispute over the meaning of two of these 
(genocide and crimes against humanity) while the third (war) has 
been appropriated by the defense lawyers and political supporters of 
those responsible for the crimes, both as a weapon to legitimize the 
defendants’ actions and as a tool to secure their acquittal.

These categories are not mutually exclusive or contradictory. On 
the contrary, some sociologists and historians work with two and 
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131even all three simultaneously.2 Nevertheless, the different chains of 
reasoning associated with each concept lead not only to widely dif-
ferent understandings of Argentine history, but to different symbolic 
outcomes for trials and sentences. Consequently, both factors impact 
differently on the collective working through of trauma.

War

The discourse of war has taken many different forms in Argentina, 
some totally at odds with others, politically and ideologically. More-
over, although this discourse shaped common-sense understandings 
of the events at the time, it became quickly discredited after the dic-
tatorship. Nowadays, it is kept alive among sectors of Argentine soci-
ety close to the perpetrators, by a minority of former members of 
armed leftist organizations, and by small groups of academics.  

All the different discourses of war agree that the 1976-1983 mil-
itary repression originated in the political climate and social mobi-
lization of the late nineteen sixties. For the military and its civilian 
accomplices and sympathizers, the very essence of Argentine identity 
was threatened by subversion from abroad—a subversion instigated 
by Communists, atheists, and Freemasons, among others. On the 
other hand, the armed leftist organizations saw ‘war’ as a response 
from the ruling bloc to the radicalization of the poorer classes and 
the emergence of militarized Peronist and/or Marxist revolutionary 
vanguards. In their view, the military coup of 1976 was a counter- 
revolutionary backlash to the expansion of socialism in Argentina, 
an expansion which began after the Peronist resistance movement 
(1955-1973) turned to the Cuban Revolution for inspiration and 
started to preach insurrection.

  2. Such a combination is clearly present (even in the title) in Ines Izaguirre et al, Lucha de 
clases, guerra civil y genocidio en la Argentina, 1973-1983. Antecedentes. Desarrollo. Com-
plicidades (Class Struggle, Civil War and Genocide in Argentina, 1973-1983. Background. 
Development. Complicity) (Buenos Aires, Eudeba, 2009). It clearly and explicitly juxta-
poses the concepts of civil war and genocide and expressly excludes the notion of crimes 
against humanity. Their work is based on the previous works by Juan Carlos Marín, who 
started by viewing the events as war but quickly adopted the concept of genocide.
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132 The concept of “dirty war,”3 used by the perpetrators refers to the 
fact that fighting did not take place in the open on conventional bat-
tlefields. Because the insurgents were irregulars, clandestine police 
repression of civilian populations supporting guerrilla movements 
was thought to be more effective than directly targeting the guerrillas 
themselves. In fact, as is widely known, this counterinsurgency doc-
trine was first implemented by the French in Indochina and Algeria 
and later spread throughout Latin America by the U.S. School of the 
Americas.

Using the concept of war in the case of Argentina presupposes that:

 1) There were two social groups involved in the conflict, both 
with military capability and political power.

 2) War was a logical consequence of the escalating violence in 
Argentina. Therefore, whatever the Armed Forces set out to 
defend (the nation, the institutions, the status quo, oligarchic 
power), they were fighting in a “defensive” way.

 3) The terror unleashed on Argentine society after the coup of 
1976 was an unintended consequence of the Armed Forces’ de-
cision to fight left-wing violence. 

Genocide

The concept of genocide refers to a premeditated and organized at-
tempt to spread terror throughout society. Terror is not a by-product 
but a fundamental part of the genocide process. To argue that Argen-
tina suffered genocide means, among other things, that there was a 
plan to reorganize society which sought to destroy social identity and 

  3. Note that the concept of “dirty war,” created by the perpetrators and used exclusively by 
them in Argentina, now dominates foreign literature on the topic. From the twenty-first 
century, the term “dirty war” has been adopted by several Argentine academics who had 
deliberately ignored the term in the past without explaining in what sense the concept is 
used, how it relates to the perpetrators’ vision of the period, or what political and moral 
weight it presupposes, deriving as it does from French counterinsurgency doctrines. See its 
use, for example, in Marcos Novaro and Vicente Palermo, La dictadura militar 1976/1983. 
Del golpe de Estado a la restauración democrática (The Military Dictatorship 1976/1983. 
From the Coup to the Restoration of Democracy) (Buenos Aires, Paidós, 2003).
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133social relations based on cooperation among autonomous agents. 
This destruction was brought about by killing a significant part of 
the national group (significant in number or in importance) and by 
using the terror thus caused to establish new forms of social relations 
and identity.4

Using the concept of genocide in the case of Argentina presupposes 
that: 

 1) The victims can no longer be divided into ‘guilty’ or ‘innocent’ 
because terror is directed against the whole of society, includ-
ing the perpetrators and their families. The definition of the 
enemy as “subversive criminals” is deliberately ambiguous and 
may include, as the Argentine perpetrators put it in one infa-
mous public statement “the rebels’ accomplices, supporters, 
the indifferent, and the timid.”5 Terror was not a side effect of 
a crackdown on armed leftist groups nor did the military aim 
primarily to defeat these groups. The Argentine military used 
concentration camps to terrorize the Argentine national group 
as a whole, not just to intern radical or militarized groups.

 2) The military repression in Argentina was not a reaction to es-
calating violence but a project of social reorganization patiently 
and persistently pursued even before armed leftist organizations 
existed in Argentina and before the poorer sections of the Ar-
gentine population became radicalized. Although it was imple-
mented with the excuse of a “fight against subversion,” it was in 
fact part of a continent-wide project—expressed in the National 
Security Doctrine—and therefore independent of whether local 
insurgent organizations posed any real threat of revolution. The 
existence of a continent-wide “reorganizing” project is obvious 
from the fact that it was implemented not only in countries like 
El Salvador, where there was almost certainly a civil war, but in 
countries like Guatemala and Argentina, where insurgent forc-
es had no conventional military combat capability, and even in 

  4. Daniel Feierstein, El genocidio como práctica social. Entre el nazismo experiencia argentina 
(Genocide as a Social Practice. Between Nazism and the Argentine Experience) (FCE, 
Buenos Aires, 2007), p. 83.

  5. Statements by the then de facto Governor of the Province of Buenos Aires, Ibérico Saint 
Jean, to the International Herald Tribune, May 26, 1977
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134 countries like Chile and Bolivia, where there were almost no 
armed actions against the State.

 3) The military repression was not a “defensive reaction” to left-
wing violence, but rather an “offensive action.” It took advan-
tage of the violence perpetrated by left-wing organizations to le-
gitimatize its own use of terror but it was in no way dependent 
on these organizations. On the contrary, it was, in principle, 
more or less independent of the guerrilla forces in the region. 
It had its own project—one that used concentration camps and 
terror to transform social relations based on reciprocity and 
cooperation into relations based on individualism and mutual 
suspicion. It sought to use informants and betrayal to destroy 
and/or transform patterns of social ties and with them, social 
and personal identity.

It is worth pointing out that this particular way of conceiving and nar-
rating genocide is less common outside Argentina. In most other cases 
genocide has been regarded as the result of racial or ethnic confronta-
tion. Thus, there is a clear difference between studies of repression in 
Guatemala, which tend to stress the indigenous status of the victims, 
at the same time depoliticizing them, and studies of repression in Ar-
gentina, where race and ethnicity play only a marginal role.

Crimes against Humanity

Using the concept of crimes against humanity in the case of Argenti-
na presupposes that:

 1) The victims are seen as individual “citizens” persecuted by the 
State. The big difference between crimes against humanity 
and genocide lies in the fact that genocide sees the victims as 
members of a “national group” whereas crimes against hu-
manity treats them as politicized individuals who have suffered 
violations of their individual rights (to life, physical integrity, 
safety, or welfare). The victims of crimes against humanity are 
persecuted for their “convictions” which are thought of as part 
of a “voluntary” identity they can adopt or discard at will—as 
opposed to an “involuntary” ethnic or national identity that 
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135people are born into.6
 2) The discourse of crimes against humanity includes the notion 

of a “terrorist state” but unlike the discourses of war and geno-
cide, it presents no consistent explanation about when or why 
the Argentine State began to commit these crimes. For exam-
ple, the 1984 report Nunca Más (Never Again) drawn up by 
CONADEP (the National Commission on the Disappearance 
of Persons) takes the view that state terrorism was an excessive 
and disproportionate response to left-wing political violence. 
Other authors, however, see state terrorism as an independent 
project, much more in line with the concept of genocide.

In summary, the concept of “crimes against humanity” as applied in 
Argentina allows for two types of causal explanation of the repression 
(i.e. as a reaction to left-wing violence or as an independent project) 
while sharing a roughly similar vision of the victims as politicized 
individuals.

It is instructive to examine other historical cases in which only 
one of these frameworks—war crimes, genocide, and crimes against 
humanity—is generally accepted. For example, Spain undeniably 
waged a civil war between 1936 and 1939, with conventional battles 
fought by more or less professional armies. This has tended to ex-
clude the possibility of interpreting the murder and torture carried 
out by the Franco regime during and after the Spanish Civil War as 
instances of genocide, even though the number of atrocities far ex-
ceeded those committed in Argentina between 1976 and 1983 and 
genocide might prove to be a much more revealing explanation.

According to a recent estimate, 150,000 people were murdered by 
right-wing Nationalists during the Spanish Civil War and a further 
20,000 were executed after the war had ended, with an additional 
50,000 put to death by the Republicans.7 These killings are quite sep-

  6. For the legal characterization of this discourse, see the amicus curiae presented by the Niz-
kor organization in the case heard in Spain against Adolfo Scilingo. The document can be 
found on the site www.radionizkor.org and was one of the items referred to by the Court of 
Spain to change the initial charge of genocide for one of crimes against humanity.

  7. Paul Preston, The Spanish Holocaust: Inquisition and Extermination in Twentieth-Century 
Spain (London, 2012).
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136 arate from the 200,000 soldiers killed in combat. One cannot help 
but wonder to what extent the conventional picture of a two-sided 
military conflict, has made it impossible to obtain justice for atroci-
ties committed far from the battlefront and for Spanish society as a 
whole to work through these traumatic events.

The conventional view of the Spanish Civil War as war makes it 
difficult to appreciate how the systematic terror exercised by Fran-
co’s forces in fact affected the whole of Spanish society (not just the 
Republican sectors). It also makes it more difficult to identify those 
responsible. Just to give one example: Spanish society still shows an 
almost complete lack of interest in the children appropriated by their 
parents’ murderers during and after the Spanish Civil War. In contrast, 
the efforts of the Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo to uncover similar 
cases in Argentina have been well publicized. This discrepancy is 
surprising since the number of stolen children is calculated at around 
500 in Argentina as opposed to 30,000 in Spain, where the Spanish 
Catholic Church was involved in a clandestine adoption network. 

The Link between Memory and the Present: We Live  
in a “Remembered Present”

Having described the three main ways human rights violations in 
Argentina are generally interpreted, I will now analyze their differ-
ent implications for the present. As we will see, each interpretation 
impacts differently our ability to work through terror, facilitating or 
hindering our capacity to work through and appropriate the past. I 
will consider five dimensions that can be affected by different inter-
pretations of events: 

 a) how the victims are described;
 b) how meaning is assigned to events;
 c) the types of analogies and comparisons allowed for by each in-

terpretation;
 d) the necessary actions for working through terror and/or pre-

venting its reappearance;
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137 e) generational transmission and mourning and the types of  
appropriation or alienation that each interpretation tends to 
produce.

 
a) How the Victims are Described

The criminal legal system uses the term victim to describe people 
affected both directly and indirectly by criminal actions. The con-
cept of “indirect victim” will be useful when examining the effects 
of different narrative approaches and how they construct people as 
victims. The concept of “indirect victim” allows for a broader under-
standing of who is affected by terror and what relationship—if any—
exists between the two types of victims.

 1) Although the Fourth Geneva Convention of 1949 extended 
civilian protection during times of war, the idea that the vic-
tims of armed conflict have a right to compensation was not 
seriously discussed until the 1990s and to this day the positions 
of various courts and scholars vary considerably. Moreover, 
we have to distinguish between rights under international and 
national law, and between rights vis-à-vis a State or a non-State 
actor. Nevertheless, it is clear that the only victims in a war 
are those civilians harmed by lawful or unlawful conduct. The 
combatants in an armed conflict do not generally think of war 
as a crime or see themselves and the enemy as victims, whether 
direct or indirect.

 2) For those who claim that the human rights violations commit-
ted in Argentina between 1976 and 1983 were acts of genocide, 
however, must understand that the indirect victim is the Ar-
gentine national group. Genocide does not target specific polit-
ical opponents or individual citizens, but the whole group; that 
is why the notion of “destruction of a group” is specific to the 
concept of genocide. This focus on the group poses a different 
approach to the relationship between victims and perpetrators. 
Even the perpetrators are, in a sense, victims, in that torture 
and murder have left indelible marks on them as well as on the 
rest of society. They, too, suffer a breakdown of social ties rad-
ically different from that which is produced by other conflicts, 
including war.
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138  3) The discourse of crimes against humanity does not set up a 
binary opposition between two more or less evenly matched 
opponents, as in war, but between the state and the rights of the 
individual citizen. This liberal approach sees the State as com-
mitting crimes against individuals whose rights it is supposed to 
guarantee. Consequently, victims—whether direct or indirect—
are citizens whose rights have been violated in some way by 
clandestine and illegal repression. The big difference with geno-
cide is that they are affected as individual citizens, rather than as 
members of a broader group.

It is worth pointing out here that there is a clear connection between 
the discourse of “crimes against humanity” and the concept of the 
“responsibility to protect”, which is a more recent discourse used to 
legitimize neo-colonial military interventions. The most direct and 
emblematic of these has been the bombing of the Libyan people 
during 2011 and the intervention to overthrow Gaddafi’s dictatorial 
regime, with the intention of imposing a government more sympa-
thetic to U.S. and European interests, particularly in the manage-
ment of Libyan oil and the control of a geopolitically vital territory.8

b) How Meaning Is Assigned to Events

The meaning of state-sponsored mass violence also varies depend-
ing on whether we describe them as war crimes, genocide or crimes 
against humanity. Except in rare cases of stalemate like the Korean 
War, the outcome of a war is usually defined in terms of victory and 
defeat. Thus, whatever their ideological perspective, those who inter-
pret events in Argentina in terms of a civil war agree that the war re-
sulted in a clear victory for the military regime. For the defeated, the 
primary focus is mainly on analyzing battles in order to understand 
where they went wrong.

  8. For a geopolitical discussion of genocide and crimes against humanity and their redefini-
tion in neo-imperialist terms, see Daniel Feierstein, “Getting Things into Perspective,” 
Genocide Studies and Prevention (University of Toronto Press), 4.2 (2009): 155-160, “The 
Good, the Bad and the Invisible. A Critical Look of the MARO Report,” Genocide Studies 
and Prevention (University of Toronto Press) 6.1 (2011): 39-44.

6(Daniel Feierstein)수.indd   138 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:29



M
em

ories, Representations, and W
orking through Genocides

139From the perspective of genocide, however, the meaning of the 
events far exceeds military strategy and tactics. After genocide, it is 
more important to understand how the national group and the social 
fabric have been transformed. In the case of Argentina, the defeat 
of the different guerrilla forces by the Argentine military is seen as 
less important than the radical transformation of society as a whole. 
Thus, the key issues implicit in the notion of “destruction of a group” 
as opposed to the more liberal “destruction of individuals” are: 1) 
what Argentine society was like before it was transformed by terror; 
2) how terror was internalized; and 3) how it continued to operate in 
society after the dictatorship had ended. 

From the perspective of crimes against humanity, meaning derives 
from the binary opposition of individual vs. the State. In this view, 
when the State abuses freedom and individual rights (human rights), 
individual autonomy is stifled and individuals are suffocated within a 
mass society where they are unable, either partially or wholly, to exer-
cise their individuality. 

c)  Types of Analogies and Comparisons Allowed for  
 by Each Interpretation 

The third focus of our analysis is the relationship between memory 
and the present. What other historical events does each narrative 
model typically bring to mind? Here we are particularly interested in 
how representations of the past affect current behavior, learning or 
orientation towards the present and future.

In Argentina, the term ‘revolutionary war’ tends to evoke a range 
of historical events from the prototype of the Russian Revolution to 
revolutions closer to home, especially those in Cuba, Nicaragua or El 
Salvador. But not all such events are linked to mass annihilation. Sev-
eral revolutionary and counter-revolutionary wars of the 1970s and 
1980s were accompanied by state-sponsored genocide. This was espe-
cially true of El Salvador but also—to a lesser degree—Nicaragua and 
perhaps Guatemala. However, no mass annihilations were committed 
by either side during or after the Cuban Revolution, which served as 
a model for the Latin American guerrilla movements until the 1990s. 
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140 Nevertheless, where war and genocide did co-exist, an emphasis on 
one has tended to render the other invisible. In particular, genocide 
is apt to be written off as wartime excesses. This has an unfortunate 
effect on memory processes since transforming genocide into a 
by-product of revolutionary struggle somehow prevents us from ex-
amining it critically.

The term ‘genocide’ tends to suggest the Holocaust, despite the 
numerous other extermination processes that have taken place since 
1945. But comparisons with the Holocaust can be misleading as well 
as enlightening. First, the Nazis’ apparent obsession with race has 
little or nothing to do with destruction processes in Latin America. 
Although this is clear in the case of Argentina, an overemphasis on 
racism as a motive for annihilating Guatemala’s indigenous popula-
tion between 1960 and 1996 tends to obscure the political intentions 
that guided the process. I use the word “apparent” advisedly because, 
as I have argued elsewhere, Jewish identity was targeted for destruc-
tion by the Nazis more for political than for ethnic reasons.9

However, the concept of “partial destruction of the national group” 
not only allows us to break with the myth that genocide is driven by 
“irrational” hatred; it allows us to understand all the annihilations 
that have taken place during the modern era. And by recognizing that 
state violence is intended to affect the survivors as much as the direct 
victims, we are able to recognize more easily its effects in the present. 
We are also able to demand various collective responsibilities and, 
in doing so, change the processes whereby we appropriate events or 
remain alienated from them.

One positive aspect of analogies with the Holocaust is that af-
ter World War II an international consensus was forged that these 
crimes could not go unpunished. In Argentina, a popular catch-
phrase during the final years of the military dictatorship clearly ex-
pressed the rejection of impunity: “Even if you go to ground, like the 
Nazis you’ll be found.”

  9. See: Daniel Feierstein, El genocidio como práctica social. Entre el nazismo experiencia 
argentina (Genocide as a Social Practice. Between Nazism and the Argentine Experience) 
(FCE, Buenos Aires, 2007).
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141The term “crimes against humanity” does not clearly conjure up 
any one historical event. Among the many human rights violations 
of the past, perhaps those committed by the Nazis are the most sig-
nificant in scope and scale. But the Third Reich is associated in most 
people’s minds with genocide rather than the violation of individual 
rights. Instead, the most paradigmatic examples of “crimes against 
humanity” are likely to occur in the future, as new and increasingly 
broader international regulations and institutional bodies are created. 
Let us not forget that the International Tribunals and the Internation-
al Criminal Court, as well as around half the current International 
Human Rights Conventions were not created until after the military 
dictatorship in Argentina had ended.

Now that the anticommunist crusade of the Cold War era has 
been discredited, the neo-imperialist tool10 to legitimize international 
intervention is a human rights discourse preaching the “responsibility 
to protect” civilians and even the war on terror. This new direction 
in international order and international criminal law could be seen 
clearly in the US’s direct military intervention in Libya in 2011 after 
the UN authorized the use of “all necessary measures” to prevent at-
tacks on civilians.

Interestingly, the concept chosen to justify these new policies is 
the vaguest and most ambiguous of those discussed so far—“crimes 
against humanity.” In international criminal law, war and genocide 
are considered much more restrictively and this makes it far more 
difficult for “the international community” to intervene and “protect” 
on the basis of half-baked media reports alone. To prove the existence 
of a war or genocide there must be clear objective evidence (territo-
rial control or professionalized armies for war; the intent to destroy a 
group for genocide). Yet it seems more and more that any act of state 
violence—and even non-state violence, as far as the International 

10. For a discussion of this issue, see Daniel Feierstein, “El peligro del redireccionamiento de 
los conceptos del derecho internacional: las Naciones Unidas, la Corte Penal Internacional 
y el nuevo papel de los ee.uu.” (The Danger of Reformulating the Concepts of Internation-
al Law: the United Nations, the International Criminal Court and the New Role of the 
U.S.), Revista de Estudios Sobre Genocidio (Journal of Genocide Studies) (Buenos Aires, 
EDUNTREF) 3 (November 2009): 83-97.

6(Daniel Feierstein)수.indd   141 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:29



Politics, Conciliation, and Healing

142 Criminal Court and some others are concerned—can be quickly clas-
sified as crimes against humanity.

Thus, the concept of crimes against humanity is being progres-
sively devalued as totally different practices are conflated. If the twen-
tieth century was in Mark Levene’s view “the century of genocide,” 
the twenty-first century may soon become one where crimes against 
humanity are used to legitimize and morally justify military inter-
vention in cases where violence is not state-sponsored and/or not 
systematic, or where it may not even exist at all. Paradoxically, such 
interventions to “prevent” human rights abuses end up creating many 
more victims than they were intended to protect, while internation-
al “peacekeeping” forces use international resolutions to punish the 
perpetrators for their own purposes. 

d) Working through Terror and Preventing Its Reappearance

It is clear, then, that different meanings and emotions are attached to 
war crimes, genocide, and crimes against humanity, largely because 
of the different historical analogies that each category brings to mind. 
Consequently, each category suggests the need for a different course 
of action in the present. In this sense these different representations 
also play an eminently political role by mediating the link between 
memory of the past and present action.

For those on the left who support the idea of   a “dirty war” in Ar-
gentina, the task ahead is to continue the “struggle” on the cultural 
level. Public opinion has turned against the perpetrators and has 
moved in favor of putting them on trial again; supporters of the “dirty 
war” hypothesis insist, fortunately with little success so far, on the 
need to strip the “alleged victims” of their “aura of martyrdom” and 
reformulate our understanding of the years before the dictatorship. 
Although such discourses are promoted by a minority of Argentin-
eans, they have a wide following in the case of the Spanish Civil War 
because of the strong dominance of the discourse of war which ex-
cludes other visions of the conflict.

For those who think in terms of genocide in Argentina, the ways 
of “working through” are very different. Because the whole national 
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143group was affected, terror needs to be worked through at a group 
level. The social transformations that took place cannot be reversed 
by mere individual acts of will because they are anchored in a shared 
collective unconscious. Any attempt at prevention must take into 
account the tremendous force of what Freud calls repetition compul-
sion (the psychic need to repeat the unprocessed trauma again and 
again) as well as denegative pacts (a social phenomenon that reveals 
to what lengths individuals will go to repress trauma) and the vari-
ous additional processes of desensitization. The rallying cry of “never 
again” heard at so many remembrance ceremonies must be under-
stood in this context as an attempt to deny this compulsion to repeat 
the past. But trauma can only be worked through slowly and patient-
ly—perhaps only when we have done a thorough job of discovering 
its complex and intricate scars on the collective psyche.

For those who prefer the explanation of crimes against humanity, 
however, working through is fraught with obstacles. It is no coin-
cidence that supporters of this view tend to practice denial. They 
attempt to “turn the page” on history through a wholesale condem-
nation of violence and the past, in which subversive activity and state 
repression are lumped together as one. They do not understand that 
justice is the fundamental tool that allows the past to be laid to rest. 

e)  Generational Transmission and Mourning and the Types  
 of Appropriation or Alienation

Abraham and Torok have developed an interesting notion to describe 
this level: the crypt. According to the authors:

The unspeakable words and sentences, linked as they are to mem-
ories of great libidinal and narcissistic value, cannot accept their 
exclusion. From their hideaway in the imaginary crypt—into 
which fantasy had thrust them to hibernate lifeless, anesthetized, 
and designified—the unspeakable words never cease their subver-
sive action.11

11. Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok, The Shell and the Kernel: Renewals of Psychoanalysis, 
Volume 1. Edited and translated by Nicholas T. Rand (Chicago and London: Chicago Uni-
versity Press, 1994), p. 132.
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144 They add that:

Should a child have parents ‘with secrets,’ parents whose speech is 
not exactly complementary to their unstated repressions, he will 
receive from them a gap in the unconscious, an unknown, unrec-
ognized knowledge—a nescience—subjected to a form of “repres-
sion” before the fact. The “buried speech of the parent” will be “a 
dead gap without a burial place in the child. This unknown phan-
tom returns from the unconscious to haunt its host and may lead 
to phobias, madness, and obsessions. Its effect can persist through 
several generations and determine the fate of an entire family 
line.12

Thus, these experiences, repressed and unprocessed in one gener-
ation, are unconsciously transmitted to the next generation. As the 
team at Chile’s Centre for Mental Health and Human Rights (CIN-
TRAS) explains:

The contents of the crypt are unspeakable for the subject because, 
despite being present psychically in the person who has lived 
them, they cannot talk about it. Because they are transmitted to 
the next generation as a phantom and cannot be represented ver-
bally, they become nameless, their contents are unknown, but their 
existence can generate psychic disturbances. In the generation of 
the grandchildren, they generate unthinkable thoughts, because 
this generation is not aware that a secret hangs over an unresolved 
trauma. This can result in symptoms, bizarre feelings and emo-
tions that occur without any apparent correlation with the psychic 
life of the family.13

Haydeé Faimberg describes this transgenerational transmission of 
trauma as “alienating identification” or “generational telescoping,” 
as the older generations’ experiences overrun those of their children 

12. Ibid, p. 140.
13. CINTRAS, “Daño transgeneracional en descendientes de sobrevivientes de tortura” (Trans-

generational damage in the offspring of survivors of torture), in cintras, eatip, gtnm/rj y ser-
soc, Daño transgeneracional. Consecuencias de la represión política en el Cono Sur (Santiago 
de Chile, Unión Europea-Gráfica lom, 2009), pp. 48-49.
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145and grandchildren.14 The image comes from 19th century accounts 
of train accidents in which wagons were described as collapsing into 
each other like a folding telescope. Here we will examine how the 
different legal concepts discussed so far can affect this phenomenon.

In the discourses of war and crimes against humanity, generation-
al imprinting leads to relatively incoherent transgenerational legacy. 
In the case of war, the fallen are constructed as heroes and the mode 
of mourning tends to be melancholic. In the case of crimes against 
humanity, the tendency towards an abstract and blanket condemna-
tion of all types of violence leads to detachment and so to denial.15

However, the idea of a militarized conflict between the guerrillas 
and Armed Forces has lost ground in Argentina, at least since the 
end of the Cold War, while the idea of a repressive, centralized State 
has also lost legitimacy. Even if we accept that there was a war in 
Argentina, the notions of war crimes and crimes against humanity 
produce visions of the past that are difficult to appropriate for the 
younger generations that have never participated in a war. Moreover, 
despite all the shortcomings of contemporary democracy in Argen-
tina, the overwhelming majority of the population votes in elections 
and so governments are lawfully elected. If freedom of expression is 
still limited, this is not due to State censorship of the media but, as in 
other democratic countries, to the power of media corporations and 
other economic groups.

Thus, the generation born after the dictatorship is dislocated 
from both types of discourse. For those who did not live through 
the events, the discourses of war crimes and crimes against human-
ity tend to sound contrived since those who supposedly confronted 

14. For the concept of generational telescoping, see Haydeé Faimberg, “El telescopaje (encaje) 
de las generaciones—acerca de la genealogía de ciertas identificaciones” (“The telescoping 
of generations—on the genealogy of certain identifications”) in René Kaës, Haydeé Faim-
berg and others, Transmisión de la vida psíquica entre generaciones (Transmission of Psy-
chic Life between Generations) (Buenos Aires, Amorrortu, 2006) (first edition, 1996). 

15. For the analysis of patterns of bereavement in addition to the classic work of Freud, 
“Mourning and Melancholia,” Collected Works, op. cit, pp. 235-256, available on the third 
volume (“Loss”) of the trilogy of John Bowlby, Attachment and loss, op. cit, which per-
forms a brilliant analysis of the different types of grief and its relationship to the possible 
construction of detachment, and inability to handle the effects of the absence.
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146 each other in war no longer speak of continuing the military conflict, 
while a return of the military dictatorship is no longer a real threat to 
democracy. This younger generation tends to feel increasingly alien-
ated by the discourse of war crimes and crimes against humanity 
because these relegate past terror to history, a history that belongs to 
their parents and which remains disconnected from their own expe-
rience in the present.

For the victims’ children, this lack of intergenerational legacy has 
complex and profound effects. Some of these can be observed in ac-
tivities as diverse as public protests organized by HIJOS, an acronym 
in Spanish for the Sons and Daughters for Identity and Justice Against 
Oblivion and Silence, consisting of demonstrations outside perpetra-
tors’ homes or at the restaurants and night clubs frequented by the 
perpetrators. They also include works by “Theatre for Identity,” po-
ems by writers like John Terranova, films like Los rubios (The blond) 
by Albertina Carri and any film by Alejandro Agresti, all of whom 
belong to the generation of those who were children at the time of 
the 1976 coup or were born during the dictatorship.

Of course, confronting the effects of the three narrative models 
analyzed with the discursive logic of another generation involves 
broadening and deepening our analysis of the different memory and 
representation processes of how these are molded and how they are 
linked to action.

The need felt by the younger generations to demonstrate in public 
meant a break with the silence and closure imposed on—or, at least, 
accepted by—the older generations that lived through the terror. 
And these demonstrations began precisely in the years when the per-
petrators enjoyed complete impunity and sought closure in the name 
of “national reconciliation.” Through their protests, the sons and 
daughters of the disappeared signified their refusal to accept this dis-
torted legacy of trauma. With their cry of rebellion, they sought and 
continue to seek not only a link with their missing parents but with 
a missing generation—one that relinquished its parental roles and 
responsibilities as lawgivers, authorities, and dispensers of justice.

These public protests appealed—and still appeal—to the State to 
exercise its responsibility. One of the demonstrators’ chants trans-
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147lates roughly as: “No justice? No closure? Then public exposure.” The 
failure of the generation that came through the terror to live up to its 
responsibilities has led to a revolt against order and authority among 
some of the younger generation, exposing a breakdown of intergen-
erational bonding in a society where justice is still denied. Although 
this plea for justice is directed at the State, it appeals primarily to a 
whole generation, a generation delegitimized because it failed to ex-
ercise its parental role by seeking justice.

These appeals can also be identified in much of the creative lit-
erary and artistic output of the second generation, which questions 
or confronts the older generation. Some of these dissident voices 
are children of the disappeared; others are simply members of a 
generation. Their work forms part of a wider focus on the ways in 
which society was reorganized by destruction—a focus essential for 
working through trauma in both age groups. At the same time, the 
questions raised by the children could be an opportunity to demolish 
their parents’ denial of the past and open the way to the transmission 
of a legacy. Together they could give the past a different meaning and 
cope jointly with the crypt, seeking somehow to raise its sealed lid.

Both generations need to understand how society and social be-
havior have been reorganized by genocide, even if they approach 
the question in different ways. And each needs an intergenerational 
dialogue. Only by starkly facing pain, shame, and guilt is it possible 
to construct a legacy capable of including the dreams, successes, 
problems, and concerns of a generation, dreaming of a better world, 
and how it was marked by terror and by the consequences of terror. 
A terror that sought to destroy meaning as they had known it, to 
turn their experience into nonsense, to block any possibility of re-
bellion, and to reorganize the ways of conceptualizing the self and 
relationships with others, even with loved ones, even with their own 
children.

One of the key conclusions of this study is that a fundamental ob-
jective of “reorganizing genocide” is desubjectification and desensi-
tization, not only of the direct victims, but also of the national group 
as a whole together with its complex web of social relationships and 
practices. As for what to call the violence of the 1970s, those who 
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148 seek definitions need to examine the emotional transference be-
tween their own traumas and their descriptions of historical events. 
Otherwise, they risk becoming bogged down in abstract definitions 
without ever coming to grips with the heart of the matter and how it 
affects us, our parents, and our children. Different concepts are likely 
to satisfy our needs in different ways. Being aware of this fact and 
acting responsibly is the least we can ask of ourselves and others.
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Difficult Dialogues: Perpetrators, Victims, 
Power, and the Legacies of Mass Violence
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Introduction

The foundation of my previous work on perpetrator-victim relations 
in the long-term aftermath of genocide has been the assertion that 
any process addressing a case of mass violence that focuses on 
improved contemporary relations between the two parties is doomed 
to fail if it does not address (1) the actual impact on the victim group, 
in material, social, familial, and other dimensions and (2) the sharp 
power imbalance between the perpetrator group and the victim sur-
vivor group that results from the broad destructiveness of genocide 
for the victim group and the economic, political, demographic, 
social, identity, and other benefits for the perpetrator group.1 This is 
not to say that tensions will not be reduced, but they will be reduced 
in ways that extend and even intensify the harms to the victim group 
and the benefits to the perpetrator group.

My approach has been to examine typical conflict resolution mod-
els based on perpetrator-victim dialogue as they have been applied 
to particular cases, especially the 1915 Armenian Genocide,2 and to 
show why these do not resolve the legacy of the case of mass violence, 
when “resolution” is defined in a way that takes account of the needs 

  1. Henry C. Theriault, “From Unfair to Shared Burden: The Armenian Genocide’s Out-
standing Damage and the Complexities of Repair,” The Armenian Review (forthcoming). 

  2. The Armenian Genocide should be understood as part of a broader Ottoman Turkish 
Genocide of Greeks, Assyrians, and Armenians from 1914 into the 1920s. The focus of 
my work on dialogue and reparations has been on the Armenian aspect of this overarch-
ing genocidal process, so I refer here to the Armenian Genocide specifically.
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152 and rights of the victims in a fair way. Based on this, I have argued 
that reparations are necessary to resolve the legacy of mass violence 
in a proper manner.

My critique of the usual approaches to perpetrator-victim di-
alogue raises the question of what features dialogue must have to 
be a productive part of a resolution of the legacy of a case of mass 
violence, but I have not taken up this issue in previous work. The 
question is perhaps crucial, as dialogue might be a necessary if not 
sufficient element of any resolution, because any resolution imposed 
without genuine perpetrator group participation and acceptance is 
bound to be unstable.

Conflict Resolution’s Failure to Resolve

I will begin by explaining the general argument I have used to chal-
lenge standard conflict resolution models as they have been applied 
to past mass violence and oppression.3 These models typically focus 
on changing attitudes among both perpetrators and victims in order 
to eliminate or minimize the tensions that authors employing the 
model hold as a result of these attitudes. Though this is not neces-
sarily stated, the attitudes are considered conceptual or discursive 
(linguistic) in the sense that they are not merely expressed in mental 
processes or words but that this is their essential nature. Such models 
thus hold that, despite the material reality of past violence or op-
pression, subsequent attitudes and expressions are separable from 
the prior violence or oppression and can be treated in isolation. On 
this view, the reason there are tensions between former victims and 
perpetrators is not because of the material process of violence and 
oppression, but because both groups maintain and express attitudes 
that negatively characterize the other group. The solution offered by 
such models is to change those attitudes and expressions so that they 
no longer cause tensions. Sometimes the model calls for beginning 
with changes to the expressions to try to impact underlying attitudes, 

  3. Theriault, op. cit.
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153sometimes with the attitudes as the apparent “root causes.” Either 
way, the process is supposed to lead to a reduction or elimination of 
tensions and a “reconciliation” of former perpetrators and victims.

My critique is this. Changes at the discursive or conceptual level 
leave intact what is on the material level. But genocide, slavery, mass 
rape, and other mass violence or oppression are quite material. That 
is not to say that they do not have conceptual or discursive elements 
that are essential to the processes of violence or oppression. Certainly 
they do, as ideological frameworks, propagandistic manipulation, and 
so forth play significant roles in many if not all cases. But the effects 
of discourse and concept are real deaths, rapes, torture, expropria-
tions of labor and property, and destruction of familial and commu-
nity relations. It is through the operation of concrete force and power 
that attitudes and statements have the real effects they do. They do 
not emerge ex nihilo (out of nothing), but themselves are produced 
through concrete social and political forces and interactions. And, 
these material impacts themselves structure the long-term subse-
quent relationship of perpetrator and victim groups.

An exclusive focus only on the conceptual and discursive level 
does not alter significantly the material level. In other words, chang-
ing attitudes and eliciting positive statements by each group about 
the other does not alter the effects of the violence or oppression, such 
as the impoverishment of the victims and enrichment of the perpe-
trators; the demographic, political, and identity frailty of victims and 
the security of perpetrators; the level of trauma suffered by victim 
group members even of later generations; etc. It does not alter the 
relationship of domination that is the outcome of mass violence or 
long-term oppression. For instance, it is common to view the end of 
the direct killing phase of genocide as the end or suspension of the 
perpetrator-victim group relationship, as a cutoff that ends the mate-
rial impact of perpetrators on victims. But what genocide does, quite 
the contrary, is put into effect a hyper-domination relation. If most 
genocide takes place in a context in which the perpetrator group had 
a pre-existing dominance over the victim group, the genocide is not 
a rupture that breaks the domination relation but rather its maximi-
zation or totalization. And, if nothing is done to address that extreme 
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154 dominance relation, it remains intact far into the future. In fact, over 
time, the dominance increases, as the power of the perpetrator group 
over the victims becomes the basis for yet further increases in power, 
with the resulting greater power imbalance serving as the basis for 
another increase, and so on perpetually if no balancing forces are ap-
plied or come into play.4

What is more, conceptual and discursive adjustments do not alter 
the underlying commitments of perpetrator group members. Even 
if self-perceived attitudes might change, if a perpetrator group is not 
willing to offer meaningful reparations to the victim group, then this 
betrays a willingness to benefit from mass violence or oppression 
and, in essence, anything ranging from at the very least a culpable if 
thoughtless complicity in the violence or oppression to tacit agree-
ment with the view that the victim group is in fact a fit target of vio-
lence or oppression. While members of the perpetrator group might 
espouse a view opposed to violence against or oppression of mem-
bers of the victim group and genuinely feel that they are opposed to 
it, this feeling can coexist with a mental framework in which such a 
feeling is sufficient to resolve the case of mass violence or oppression, 
so the perpetrator group has no further obligation to the victims. It 
can coexist with a normalized, implicitly-held sense of hierarchy in 
which the “neutral” position is one in which the perpetrator group 
dominates the victim group, even though to most perpetrator group 
members, even progressives, this dominance relation appears to be 
an equal relationship. Either or both frameworks in turn can cause 
perpetrator group members to reject justice claims by victim group 
members for reparations—and even to condemn victim group mem-
bers as self-interested, unfair, or aggressive when they advocate for 
such things5—thus creating an ethical hierarchy or dominance rela-
tion of some or most members of the perpetrator group over some 

  
  4. These forces, it should be pointed out, might not be intended to address the past violence 

or oppression, but could be, for instance, an economic crisis in the perpetrator society, a 
crisis that is quite independent of any relationship with the victims or history of violence 
or oppression, yet which decreases the relative power of the perpetrator group vis-à-vis 
the victim group.

  5. Ibid.
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155or many members of the victim group that parallels the concrete 
dominance relation that was produced or exacerbated by the original 
mass violence or oppression. In all of this, the positive attitude on 
the surface masks a deeper commitment to hierarchy over victims, a 
commitment of which perpetrators themselves might not be aware 
of.

I have pointed out the two things that this approach misses. First, 
material impacts persist through time and actually become in time 
causal forces themselves, unless or until they are mitigated directly. 
Thus, the impoverishment of victims is not only a result of, say, slav-
ery, but even long after slavery has ended persists and causes further 
problems for the victims, keeping them in a lower political position, 
say, than the progeny of the master group. Second, the result of any 
mass violence or oppression is a deep dominance relation—differ-
ential power and status—that persists even if a situation of formal 
equality is established in the aftermath.

A typical conflict resolution model should never be applied to a 
case of asymmetrical violence or oppression. A conflict resolution 
model assumes a mutual conflict that is driven more or less equally 
by both sides, which are locked in a more or less balanced antag-
onism. When this kind of model is applied to a situation of power 
asymmetry, it actually obscures the real structure of the (dominance) 
relationship.

It should be noted that both insights are based on intellectual 
lineages in the humanities. Various rejections of idealism or a privi-
leging of the mental over the material have emerged in the history of 
philosophy, particularly Western philosophy, culminating perhaps in 
Marx’s critique of what he viewed as Hegel’s “one-sided” privileging 
of the abstract over the concrete.6 While Marx’s understanding of 
oppression is embedded in economic and sociological work, it was a 
philosophical insight into the relationship of the mental and material 

  6. See Karl Marx, “Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844,” trans. Martin Milligan, 
in The Marx-Engels Reader, 2nd ed., ed. Robert C. Tucker (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company, 1978), pp. 107-108, 110-125, and Marx, “The German Ideology,” trans. and ed. 
S. Ryazanskaya, in The Marx-Engels Reader, 2nd ed., ed. Robert C. Tucker (New York: W. 
W. Norton & Company, 1978), p. 175.
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156 that grounded this work. Similarly, theorizations of power differen-
tials hidden within apparently egalitarian or neutral structures reach 
high points with J. S. Mill,7 Franz Fanon,8 and Michel Foucault.9 Mill 
identified the potential for domination within democratic structures, 
while Fanon presciently analyzed colonial domination to identify 
ways in which it would persist in the post-colonial era and Foucault 
revolutionized the concept of power as a structuring framework rath-
er than an institutional or individual possession. Also from a phil-
osophical perspective, Marilyn Frye developed a definition of and 
analysis of oppression that extends Foucault’s critique of hidden pow-
er structures and adds key insights into the way in which structural 
power functions in apparently innocuous direct interactions and 
relations between members of the dominant and dominated group.10 
Finally, Edward Said analyzed the role of misrepresentations of “ori-
entals” in modern imperialism and charted out the ways in which 
misrepresentations reinforced and supported imperialism as well as 
reflecting an imperial order in the colonial and post-colonial eras.11

Of a number of responses to arguments for reparations in cases of 
mass violence or oppression, one is particularly relevant here. The ob-
jection is often made that even advocacy, let alone attainment, of repa-
rations will actually be counter-productive and foster increased rather 
than decreased tensions between the victim and perpetrator groups. 
Particularly in cases of long-past violence or oppression (say, Native 
American genocides or slavery, respectively, in the United States), later 
generations in the perpetrator group—many of whose own historical 
origins mean that their families were not even in the United States 
when the violence or oppression was perpetrated—feel that any impo-
sition of responsibility on them is unfair. While it is beyond the scope 

  7. John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, ed. Elizabeth Rapaport (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1978).
  8. Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (New York: Grove, 

1991).
  9. Michel Foucault, “Right of Death and Power over Life,” in The History of Sexuality: An 

Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley, vol. 1 of The History of Sexuality (New York: Vintage, 
1990), pp. 135-159. 

10. Marilyn Frye, “Oppression,” in The Politics of Reality: Essays in Feminist Theory (Freedom, 
CA: Crossing Press, 1983), pp. 1-16, and Frye, “Sexism,” in The Politics of Reality, pp. 17-40.

11. Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 1979).
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157of this paper to discuss in full this feature of the objection or respond 
to the complex issues it raises, suffice it to say that “responsibility” is 
different from “blame.” The latter depends on actually having partic-
ipated in violence or oppression, while the former can derive from 
a much less direct connection to past events, including benefiting 
materially, socially, politically, etc., from that violence (for instance, 
financial benefits from an economy whose wealth is traced in part 
to slave labor in the past, use of land depopulated through genocide, 
etc.), denial that the past harms were done despite presentation of 
adequate evidence, or even voluntary celebration of the identity of 
the perpetrator group.12 In this sense, “responsibility” does not mean 
responsibility for the actual long-past harm in the sense of blame, but 
rather responsibility to address the impacts of that past harm in the 
present and future.

Justice and Peace

Despite the strength of arguments for responsibility, the potential 
backlash by perpetrator group members is treated as a neutral factor, 
rather than something for which members of the perpetrator group 
have moral responsibility. As a result, the usual response in political 
as well as academic circles is to determine what will minimize the 
tension, rather than to assign responsibility for it. This generally leads 
to the view that “justice” and “reconciliation” (“peace”) are in tension 
and any increase in justice—for instance, by compensating the victim 
group for expropriated property—results in an increased tension, so 
the only way to achieve a reduction in tensions toward “reconcilia-
tion” is to set aside entirely or in part the dictates of justice. For a 

12. See Karen Kovach, “Genocide and the Moral Agency of Ethnic Groups,” in Genocide’s 
Aftermath: Responsibility and Repair, ed. Claudia Card and Armen T. Marsoobian (Mal-
den, MA: Blackwell, 2007), pp. 50-70; Armen T. Marsoobian, “Acknowledging Intergener-
ational Moral Responsibility in the Aftermath of Genocide,” Genocide Studies and Preven-
tion 4.2 (2009): 211-220; and Theriault et al., “Resolution With Justice: Reparations for the 
Armenian Genocide—The Report of the Armenian Genocide Reparations Study Group,” 
draft, September 2012, p. 50, pp. 55-56, pp. 65-75.
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158 recent case of mass violence or recently ended form of oppression 
(say, Apartheid), this could mean setting aside prosecution of key per-
petrators; for a long-past case of mass violence or oppression, this 
could mean blocking reparations.

In this context, it is essential to define the term “justice.” There 
are many available concepts of justice discussed in reference to mass 
violence and oppression. Because this paper concerns long-past cases 
of mass violence and oppression, criminal justice is not a necessary 
component. In many cases—genocide of Native North Americans, 
United States slavery, the Tasmanian Genocide, the Herero Genocide, 
the Armenian Genocide, etc.—the major perpetrators most respon-
sible are no longer living and thus cannot be punished. Even where 
some major perpetrators might be living, as in the case of the Comfort 
Women system, Holocaust, Cambodia Genocide, East Timor Geno-
cide, Guatemala Genocide, Jim Crow discrimination in the United 
States, United States’ war crimes in Vietnam, Apartheid in South Af-
rica, etc.—criminal prosecutions in themselves are inadequate for ad-
dressing the harms done to individual victims and the victim groups 
more broadly. Thus, criminal prosecutions might be part of an overall 
justice process, but will not be sufficient to meet the requirements of 
justice.

Similarly, the concept of “healing” in the sense of removing the 
pain of past violence or past or present oppression is not possible 
even across multiple generations, because the effects of the harms 
continue permanently, but this does not mean that the psychological 
and material situations of victim groups cannot be improved. This 
does not occur naturally with the mere passage of time, which on the 
contrary tends to exacerbate the effects of mass violence or oppres-
sion (genocide victim groups lose their identity, fade demographi-
cally, etc.; denied economic reparations, formerly enslaved groups 
become poorer over time; and so on).

For past mass violence and oppression, three elements appear 
necessary. First, the resolution must respect the rights of the victims. 
For instance, victims who were forced from land or lost land through 
illegitimate actions by the perpetrators (passage of unfair laws, fraud 
that was allowed by the government, etc.) should have their land 
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159restored to them. This works symbolically as well. For instance, a 
recent court ruling in Argentina has recognized what has been la-
beled a “right to truth” for members of victim groups.13 Second, the 
resolution should be fair, in the sense that perpetrators should not be 
allowed to benefit from past mass violence or oppression. A member 
of the perpetrator group in possession of a business expropriated 
from a member of the victim group should be required to restore that 
business to the member of the victim group or, if that person is no 
longer living, a family member or common institution of the victim 
group. This also works symbolically: the correct history should be 
disseminated by the perpetrator group to ensure that the truth will be 
recognized and the harm done to the victim group understood—as 
in the case of the Comfort Women, Japanese school textbooks should 
include a description of this atrocity that is historically accurate and 
makes clear its ethical and legal unacceptability.

Third, the needs of the victims arising out of their victimization 
must be addressed. The harms were done by the perpetrator group 
and the perpetrator group has a responsibility for addressing what 
victim group members need, that they would not need if they had 
not been victimized. For instance, elderly Comfort Women experi-
encing physical suffering from the brutality, enforced drug addiction, 
harmful medical “treatment,” and so forth often need extensive medi-
cal care. The Japanese government should be responsible for meeting 
the needs of victims that arise directly from their victimizations. This 
applies psychologically (symbolically) as well. In the same example, 
many Comfort Women have faced denial by the Japanese govern-
ment and those supporting it of the facts of what was done to them, 
have been characterized as voluntary prostitutes by deniers, have 
been stigmatized in their own societies, and so forth. For vindication, 
the Japanese government should officially recognize and apologize 
for the full range of harms done to the Comfort Women. It should 
make clear that Japan and not the Comfort Women was responsible 
for what happened and that what happened was categorically wrong. 

13. “Turkey Slams Argentine Court Ruling on Genocide,” Asbarez, 4 April 2011, http://
asbarez.com/94660/94660/ (accessed October 15, 2012).
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160 Indeed, Japan bears responsibility for educating its own citizens as 
well as those in other countries about mass sexual violence and sup-
porting a change in attitudes toward women and girls who are vic-
timized by it.

Kibibi Tyehimba has argued that any resolution that sets aside 
the reparative process called for by the dictates of justice actually 
leaves intact the prejudicial attitudes that the resolution is supposed 
to address, simply hiding them from view. As soon as victim group 
members advocate for their rights, the same attitudes and forces that 
resulted in harms in the past will be triggered in the perpetrator pop-
ulation.14 Indeed, I would extend this point to assert that setting aside 
justice concerns because of fear of a backlash from the perpetrator 
group actually reinforces the power of the perpetrator group over the 
victim group and extends the original harm. After all, it turns a refus-
al to accept responsibility by perpetrator group members into a veto 
over those advocating for victim group rights and needs.

This suggests a deeper problem with the very concept of “res-
olution” that is often employed in discussions of past violence or 
oppression. The goal of conflict resolution strategies is self-evidently 
the reduction of conflict, especially where that conflict is manifested 
as physical violence, discrimination, etc. Most conflict resolution ap-
proaches assume that a reduction in rhetorically-expressed animosity 
or concrete behaviors and actions harming the other group is the 
goal of the conflict resolution process. They typically focus on rhet-
oric and attitudes. But changed rhetoric and attitudes can obscure 
persistence of the same harms of past violence or oppression and the 
domination/subjugation produced or exacerbated by it. These surface 
changes can act as a cover, in fact, for increasing domination and 
harm. This is true of perpetrator rhetoric, for instance, that expressed 
regret over the past while the perpetrator group’s court system rejects 
any and all claims for compensation for past injuries. It is also true 
in the reverse sense for victim group members. After a long period 
of struggle against denial of the truth of what their group experi-

14. Kibibi Tyehimba, “Reparations as Justice” (remarks presented at the “Armenians and the 
Left” symposium, City University of New York Graduate Center, April 2006).
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161enced (Armenian Genocide denial and denial of the Comfort Women 
atrocity are obvious examples), an accommodation with members 
of the perpetrator group that can be labeled a “resolution” might be 
embraced by weary victim group members or might be accepted as 
the best that can be hoped for in the face of perpetrator group intran-
sigence. In such a context, the expectations of victim group members 
have already been reduced due to the force and manipulation inher-
ent in the hierarchy in which they engage the perpetrator group. At 
the very least, when the situation of domination by the perpetrator 
group has been normalized and victim group members have come 
to expect denigration, denial, ill-treatment, lack of basic rights, and 
so on, a reduction in any of that might appear to be positive progress 
and to warrant the satisfaction, contentment, or something similar 
on the part of victim group members. In sum, the subjective feeling 
that the relationship with perpetrator group members has improved 
does not indicate that the resolution of past violence or oppression 
is accomplished by what has produced the subjective feeling. That 
subjective feeling might coexist with preserved or heightened dom-
ination of and loss by the victim group. The “resolution” in this case 
will guarantee power of the perpetrator group and the ineffectiveness 
of the victim group.

A resolution must not simply result in lowered tensions but must 
transform the context of those tensions as well. For instance, it should 
mitigate the power imbalance of the perpetrator and victim groups 
by requiring that the perpetrator group give up material advantages 
derived from the past violence or oppression. The subjective satis-
faction of victim group members might, of course, reflect genuine 
strides toward a resolution, but all positive changes in the subjective 
experience of victim-perpetrator relations should be tested against 
the context in which they occur. If domination and injustice are still 
persistent despite the subjective view that relations are positive, it is 
the material reality that determines when an actual resolution has 
been achieved.

One approach to prevent the minimizing of justice in favor of a 
reduction of tensions between the victim and perpetrator groups 
has been to impose a minimum threshold on any resolution process 
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162 between victims and perpetrators, such that justice requirements 
cannot be lowered below a certain level even if not doing so will pre-
serve some level of tension between the victims and perpetrators. 
Amy Gutman and Dennis Thompson, for instance, have applied this 
approach to truth commissions that can include such things as the 
offering of prosecutorial amnesty.15 The problem, however, is that this 
line of argument still accepts that the requirements of justice and of 
improvement in the perpetrator-victim relationship are in tension. Is 
this necessarily the case? And, if it is, is any stable and just resolution 
of a past case of mass violence or oppression possible?

The answers to these questions might be seen to depend on wheth-
er the rehabilitation of perpetrator groups is possible. If it is, then 
it would appear that some process might at once allow justice to be 
given to the victim group while tensions would not be increased but 
instead reduced, as perpetrator group members exorcise from their 
political, military, cultural, social, and/or religious institutions, prac-
tices, and structures the attitudes, behaviors, hierarchies, and so forth 
put into place through mass violence against or oppression of the vic-
tim group or embedded features that drove the past mass violence or 
oppression and the entrenchment of which was reinforced by the fact 
that there was no accountability for that mass violence or oppression.

It is unlikely that an externally-imposed resolution will contribute 
to the rehabilitation of the perpetrator group. As Hegel explained, 
the imposition of an external order on a given society is bound to 
fail; only an order that develops from the society itself will properly 
fit it.16 Thus, not only is an externally-imposed resolution of a case 
of mass violence or oppression likely to provoke a backlash from the 
perpetrator group, but such a resolution might not actually fit the 
perpetrator group correctly. That is, it might not address the issues 
in the perpetrator group that need to be addressed. Only a process of 
internal change that is accepted by the perpetrator group can move 

15. Amy Gutman and Dennis Thompson, “The Moral Foundations of Truth Commissions,” 
in Truth v. Justice: The Morality of Truth Commissions, ed. Robert I. Rotberg and Dennis 
Thompson (Princeton: Princeton, 2000), pp. 22-44.

16. G. W. F. Hegel, The Philosophy of Right, trans. T. M. Knox (New York: Oxford, 1967), pp. 
178-179.
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163the perpetrator group away from prejudice against and dominational 
tendencies toward the victim group.

Jermaine McCalpin has emphasized this point in his contribution 
to the Armenian Genocide Reparations Study Group’s forthcoming 
report.17 According to him, the way to achieve this kind of perpetra-
tor group transformation is through a “truth and reparations com-
mission.” He explains the importance of participation of members of 
the perpetrator group on the commission, which should consist of 
perpetrator group members, victim group members, and third-party 
members to ensure balance. Given the fact that any resolution of the 
Armenian Genocide must take place in the context of an aggressive, 
well-funded official governmental denial campaign, McCalpin argues 
that, unlike the previous Turkish-Armenian Reconciliation Com-
mission, this new commission should take as its beginning point that 
the Armenian Genocide occurred and have as its charge determining 
what the appropriate response by the perpetrator group today should 
be.

While this is a legitimate stipulation for the commission and thus 
a necessary condition that must be met if it is to have the salutary ef-
fects it is intended to, the question remains open as to how the perpe-
trator group will be moved to engage in such a process. It would seem 
that, if the process is entirely voluntary and the perpetrator group en-
ters into it, it will already have been rehabilitated to the point where 
it accepts responsibility for the past and is committed to discharging 
its responsibility, while if it has not already been rehabilitated, it will 
not enter into a “truth and reparation” process to begin with. It would 
seem that we are back to the problem of the mutual exclusiveness of 
justice and the reduction of tensions.

In previous work, I have argued that the giving of reparations will 
demonstrate that a perpetrator group has undergone a transforma-
tion. Reparations are the result of a transformation, but I did not the-
orize the method of transformation.

The problem is not solved by a perpetrator group-victim group 
dialogue approach that is supposed to foster an evolution of thinking 

17. Theriault, “Resolution With Justice,” pp. 77-89.
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164 by participants. Such a dialogue process is in essence a negotiation 
between unequal parties. Unless the power imbalance is countered, 
any negotiative process will tend to preserve that power imbalance. 
In the dialogue process, victim group members are in the position 
of attempting to change the status quo, which is the normalization 
of the results of mass violence and oppression. A just result typically 
requires dramatic changes. The perpetrator group is in the posi-
tion of accepting or rejecting all requests or demands of the victim 
group. Thus, the very process of dialogue in the post-mass violence 
or post-oppression context gives an advantage to the perpetrator 
group, an advantage reinforced by the dominant position they are in 
generally. Even if a perpetrator group makes some concessions to the 
victim group that moves the situation a few steps closer to a fair out-
come for the victims, it still controls how far toward such an outcome 
the process is allowed to move. In practice, the process never moves 
very far. Indeed, the imbalance of power between the two groups can 
allow the perpetrator group to use the dialogue process to extend its 
advantages and benefits, so that a dialogue process that is supposed 
to produce a better situation in effect extends the original harm by 
perpetrators to the victim group.18 Thus, for a dialogue process to 
succeed, it would seem to have to start with a rehabilitated perpetra-
tor group, but the point of a dialogue process is that it is supposed 
to bring about perpetrator (as well as victim) group transformation 
starting from a state of entrenched opposition between the groups.

The Path Forward

The putative opposition between justice and stable resolution dis-
cussed above can be regarded as turning on the external-internal 
dichotomy. In a context in which the post-mass violence or post-op-
pression situation is taken as the natural or neutral status quo at least 
from the perpetrator perspective, any change in that status quo 
requires external force or coercion. But, a stable outcome is only pos-

18. Theriault, “From Unfair to Shared Burden.”
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165sible if the perpetrator group members in general voluntarily accept 
the outcome, and this is typically possible only if the perpetrator 
group has a full role in the deliberation or process leading to that 
outcome; since the post-violence or post-oppression status quo is 
taken as neutral, however, the perpetrator group is unlikely to (in 
practice, virtually never does) accept substantive change to the status 
quo under such circumstances. It is not just that the process cannot 
be externally-driven if it is to succeed, but any internal process will 
tend toward a very different outcome from any external process. 
Thus, an internal process is highly unlikely to produce—and in prac-
tice would seem never to produce—a just outcome. Is there any way 
forward?

Despite Hegel’s view that only an internally-driven, organically- 
developed process can transform a given society, his predecessor 
Rousseau recognized the challenge of a purely immanent construc-
tion of ethical, political, and legal structures and attitudes. For Rous-
seau, the process of ethical, political, and legal development could not 
come out of nothing: there needed to be some kind of originary force 
to begin it. Rousseau developed the notion of an external “law-giv-
er” who would lay down the basic social contract to form a political 
unit.19 Martin Thom suggests the possibility that Rousseau did not 
have in mind a particular individual as the law-giver, but used the 
concept as a sort of short-hand for social groups.20 Either way, the es-
sence of the concept is that an external originary force is required to 
organize a society because the internal tools are not sufficient.

This notion can be extended and applied to the question of per-
petrator-victim group relations and resolutions. Various forms of 
external pressure have been attempted to effect change in perpetra-
tor-victim relations for long-past mass violence or oppression. These 
include the passage by other governments (usually at the national 
level, but sometimes from international organizations or of sub-na-
tional governing bodies) of resolutions calling for recognition and 
atonement by the perpetrator government. Typically outside pressure 

19. Martin Thom, Republics, Nations and Tribes (New York: Verso, 1995), pp. 69-72. 
20. Ibid., p. 70.
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166 has been viewed as a hindrance for intergroup conciliation, because 
of the backlash that often comes from the perpetrator group.21

In addition to the problem of what “conciliation” should mean in 
such a context, as discussed above, there is another issue. The back-
lash concern treats all perpetrator group members alike and ignores 
the tensions and complexities within it. The result is a situation in 
which any proposed resolution must satisfy the most extreme mem-
bers of the perpetrator group to achieve a genuine reduction or elim-
ination of perpetrator-victim tensions. Dialogue processes taking this 
as their goal therefore often focus on these most extreme members 
of the perpetrator group and ignore other more moderate and even 
highly progressive members. The extreme members are in effect giv-
en veto power over any attempt at progress in intergroup relations. 
They are the least likely to change their views and so the effort to 
help them transition to more positive attitudes is usually futile. Yet, 
by their refusal to overcome their prejudices and dominating posi-
tion, they stop progress between the perpetrator and victim groups.  
An excellent example of this is the Turkish-Armenian Reconciliation 
Commission.22

While outside pressure might trigger extreme elements of the 
perpetrator group and alienate more moderate members who are not 
willing to confront their historical responsibilities directly, not chal-
lenging such people does not fix the problem but merely hides it from 
view while the attitudes and resistance of such perpetrator group 
members continue to prevent progress. What is more, for those who 
are resistant but at some level committed to progress, this kind of 
pressure can trigger critical reevaluation of societal attitudes, prac-
tices, and institutions and thus progress. Perhaps more importantly, 
external pressure of this sort can provide support to those within the 
perpetrator group who are pushing for transformative rehabilitation 

21. Taner Akçam, “Is There Any Solution Other Than a Dialogue?” in Dialogue Across an 
International Divide: Essays Towards a Turkish-Armenian Dialogue (Toronto: Zoryan 
Institute, 2001), pp. 13-14, and David Phillips, Unsilencing the Past: Track Two Diplomacy 
and Turkish-Armenian Reconciliation (New York: Berghahn, 2005), pp. 27-36.

22. For a comprehensive, though apologetic, history of the Turkish-Armenian Reconciliation 
Commission that confirms this point, see Phillips.

7(Henry Theriault Edits).indd   166 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:30



D
ifficult D

ialogues: Perpetrators, Victim
s, Pow

er, and the Legacies of M
ass Violence 

167away from the violence or oppression of the past, toward an improved 
situation for the victim group and better relations with the perpetra-
tor group. It is important to recognize that perpetrator groups are not 
monolithic, but members exhibit an array of viewpoints and ethical 
commitments. Those pushing for positive change are typically active 
as resistance during the historical mass violence or oppression, as 
“righteous gentiles” who saved Jews from the Holocaust, abolitionist 
white Americans who fought against United States slavery, and so on. 
And, they exist just as much in the long aftermath of violence or op-
pression.

Rehabilitation of the perpetrator group does not require altering 
each person within the group, but on the contrary reworking the 
power dynamics within the group so that those committed to re-
sponsible relations with the victim group can lead the society toward 
them. While some within a society in this kind of transition will resist 
such changes, this should not be generalized to all members of that 
society. External pressure is not opposed by the perpetrator group in 
general, but rather only a segment, while the pressure actually sup-
ports another segment. The apparent opposition between “justice” 
and “reduction of tensions” thus turns out to be a misunderstanding 
of the situation based on essentialization of the perpetrator group, 
that is, viewing the perpetrator group as a homogenous identity 
group in which the attitudes and behaviors of all members line up in 
parallel, rather than as a complex of individuals and subgroups with 
varying attitudes, agendas, and ethical and political commitments. 
Even more than just being consistent with the change progressives 
in a perpetrator group pursue, external pressure is a support for the 
internal transformation they seek. What begins as external becomes 
internal.

The inverse is true for victim groups in typical dialogue or truth 
commission processes. Given the assumption that pursuit of justice 
by victims group members hinders the elimination or reduction of 
tensions with the perpetrator group, those organizing a dialogue or 
truth commission process typically exclude or marginalize those in 
the victim community who pursue justice claims, that is, those who 
are perceived as more extreme than others in the victim group. This 
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168 is an imposition of power over the victim group, to the point of de-
termining who its legitimate spokespeople are, and reflects an overar-
ching tendency of at least some progressive as well as denialist mem-
bers of the perpetrator group to assert control over the discourse on 
the past violence or oppression in what might be characterized as a 
normalized imperialist attitude.23

Balancing the power of the perpetrator group over the victim 
group in a dialogue or truth commission process starts with giving 
up this control and inviting various voices from the victim group in 
without interfering in the internal dynamics of the victim group—
except to mitigate the effects of prior interference practiced during 
long-term oppression. As suggested above, it also includes breaking 
the power of reactionaries as well as resistant moderates to allow oth-
er representatives of the perpetrator group their proper role. Internal 
pressure can also be mounted by those committed to rehabilitation 
by pushing or compelling resistant members of the perpetrator group 
to comply with the requirements of the process. For instance, pro-
gressive white South Africans could have worked to push Afrikaner 
ex-President Botha to appear before the South African Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission instead of allowing him to ignore the 
subpoena.24 External moral pressure is very helpful in such circum-
stances, among other reasons because it can affect members of the 
perpetrator group who are not ideologically committed to domina-
tion of the victim group. Yet, the process is internally-driven to the 
extent that the perpetrator group “polices” itself and progressives 
prevent extremists from the perpetrator group from exercising power 
over victims.

Another means of balancing perpetrator power is to challenge 
the tendency prevalent among progressive members of perpetrator 
groups to equate extremist positions within the perpetrator group—
for instance, denying that a genocide occurred, that enslavement was 

23. Theriault, “From Unfair to Shared Burden.”
24. Gilbert A. Lewthwaite, “Nation Seeks Truth from Aging Symbol—South Africa: P. W. 

Botha Has Answers about Apartheid-era Atrocities, but He Doesn’t Want to Give Them,” 
The Baltimore Sun, 8 June 1998, http://articles.baltimoresun.com/1998-06-08/news/ 
1998159011_1_apartheid-botha-truth-commission (accessed October 15, 2012).
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169cruel, etc., or rationalizing the violence or oppression by appeal to 
historical relativism (everyone did similar things in that age)—with 
strong positions in the victim group. Thus, Armenian “nationalists” 
advocating reparations for the Armenian Genocide are equated with 
Turkish ultranationalists denying that the genocide occurred or con-
sidering it justified. This equation is possible only through the prism 
of differential power. In reality, in this case, while Armenian national-
isms are far from perfect, they are generally a response to centuries of 
pre-Genocide oppression and the experience of largely accomplished 
annihilation. They should be understood as attempts to advocate for 
and defend a victim group the future viability of which a past geno-
cide has made uncertain. Concerns about Turkish ultra-nationalism 
should not be automatically applied to Armenian nationalisms; that 
is, Armenian political activists and advocates should not be demon-
ized or punished because of the genocidal nature of some extremist 
Turkish nationalism.25

This plays out in other ways as well. There has been a tendency in 
recent years to misuse the term “trauma” to apply to any kind of psy-
chological bad feeling resulting from an external force or event. This 
has even been extended to attribution of trauma to perpetrators of vi-
olence or oppression based on their experience of victimizing others. 
While it might be true that perpetrators or oppressors suffer in some 
sense, this is not to be equated or even related to what victims suffer 
due to unjust harm done to them, and the term “trauma” in a techni-
cal sense does not apply to what perpetrators experience.26 Care has 
to be taken to ensure that the term “trauma” is only applied to actual 
cases of trauma in a clinical sense.

The granting of material and symbolic reparations can also be 
built into the dialogue or truth commission process. With each repar-
ative step, the legitimacy of victim claims and needs becomes more 
and more established for members of the perpetrator group. This 
supports increasing progress in group relations.

25. Theriault, “Reparative Justice and Alleviating the Consequences of Genocide,” in The 
Armenian Genocide and International Law, ed. Antranig Dakessian (forthcoming).

26. Theriault, “Against the Grain: Critical Reflections on the State and Future of Genocide 
Scholarship,” Genocide Studies and Prevention 7.1 (2012): 131-132.
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170 Conclusion

This paper has argued that progress in perpetrator-victim group rela-
tions depends on structuring a dialogue or truth commission process 
in such a way that the deep disparity in power is balanced. This in 
turn depends on an inclusive approach to both the perpetrator and 
victim groups, bringing into the process participants typically mar-
ginalized in it. The question, “Who should be listened to?” is a cru-
cial one in this context. Especially important is external support for 
those in the perpetrator group who advocate rehabilitation. This 
ensures that the process is an internal one from the perpetrator 
group perspective. In this way, the dictates of justice do not have to 
be externally enforced, but in fact become consistent with the hoped-
for conciliation.
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Gilgamesh: A Mesopotamian Epic  
in Modern War

 

Wai Chee Dimock
Yale University

 

I would like to begin with a collaboration between Pulitzer-winning 
poet Yusef Komunyakaa and dramaturg Chad Gracia. In 2006 these 
two teamed up for a stage adaptation of Gilgamesh: the text was pub-
lished by Wesleyan University Press,1 the play was performed at the 
92nd Street Y in New York; at the Chicago Humanities Festival; at 
the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston; and also in New Orle-
ans, Komunyakaa’s home for many years. 

Staging

These were lean productions, with a small crew, no set to speak of, 
and about six actors doing double or triple duty, not only playing 
more than one role but also serving as handy stage props. Making 
ingenious use of simple objects, they produced a wealth of visual 
effects to make up for the bareness of the stage. In the Chicago per-
formances by the Silk Road Theater Project, the Goddess Ishtar, for 
instance, was shown only as a silhouette, a face in the moon, an effect 
accomplished with a flashlight and stretched cotton over a hula hoop. 
Humbaba, the guardian of the cedar forest and Gilgamesh’s main 
adversary, was meanwhile represented by a bamboo frame covered 
with green and brown fabric, moved around by three actors.

The Silk Road Theater Project called this kind of theater “stylized 

  1. Yusef Komunyakaa and Chad Gracia, Gilgamesh: A Verse Play (Middletown: Wesleyan 
University Press, 2006).
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176 and actor-driven.” Another name for it would be poor man’s theater, 
low-tech, low-cost, using nothing more than the primitive resources 
of the dramatic medium. This does not mean low-quality perfor-
mances: the Silk Road Theater Project is a respected company, the 
theater-in-residence at the First United Methodist Church, the oldest 
church in Chicago, housed in the historic Temple Building. Their two 
performances of Gilgamesh were at the Oriental Institute at the Uni-
versity of Chicago and at the Museum of Contemporary Art, part of 
the Chicago Humanities Festival. That season, 2008-2009, they were 
awarded grants from Google, IBM, the MacArthur Foundation, and 
the National Endowment for the Arts. Their low-budget production 
is rather a point of pride, the signature style of a theater with a particu-
lar vision of itself. Founded in 2002 by Malik Gillani and Jamil Khoury 
as a response to the anti-Arab and anti-Islam sentiments sweeping 
across the United States after the 9/11 attacks, the Silk Road Theater 
Project set out to be a grassroots theater, bringing back the multi-faith 
and multi-ethnic communities that once flourished on the trade routes 
linking China and India to the Middle East, North Africa, and Europe. 
The Komunyakaa-Gracia adaptation of Gilgamesh was very much in 
that spirit.

I go into these details, because these empirical circumstances are 
almost never mentioned in theories of epic. While Mikhail Bakhtin 
draws on the language of theater to create an analytical vocabulary for 
the novel—for the “carnival” in Rabelais—the politics and pragmatics 
of stage adaptation are subjects that never come up when he discusses 
the epic, when he dismisses it as a dead-end genre, ossified and mor-
ibund, with only a past and no present, no future.2 What difference 
does it make to see the epic through an empirical lens, through spe-
cific instances of translation, citation, and stage adaptation, instances 
of recycling that bring it back, break it up, and redistribute it across a 
variety of genres and media? How do these actions, often happening 
at irregular intervals and at locations hard to predict, complicate our 
understanding of this particular genre and of genres in general, both 

  2. M. M. Bakhtin, “Epic and Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination, trans. Caryl Emerson and 
Michael Holquist (Austin: Univ. of Texas Press, 1981), pp. 3-40.　
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177as an evolving field across time and as a cross-sectional spread at any 
given moment?

The Komunyakaa-Gracia adaptation not only reaches back to the 
oldest known epic, a non-Western one, predating the Iliad and the 
Odyssey by a thousand years, it also reminds us of the largely local 
and largely ungeneralizable contexts for recycling, some having to do 
with the nitty-gritty of on-site production, and some much broader 
in scope, fed by large-scale events such as global terrorism and the 9/
ll attacks. How do these input networks—macro and micro, and any 
number of intermediate ones in between—bear on the form of the 
epic, its morphological spectrum over the course of five thousand 
years, as well as the texture and minutiae of any particular example? 
What is the typical scale of operation for the genre, and how much 
variation might we expect as we go from one work to another, or 
even as we stay within the same work?

Mashup

The case of Gilgamesh is especially instructive. Unlike the Iliad and 
the Odyssey, the Sumerian epic was written, etched into clay tablets. 
There were no rhapsodes here traveling around, selectively rearrang-
ing the oral epics as they traveled. And yet, in its enormous range of 
variations—far more extreme than the Homeric epics—this Sume-
rian text stands as the earliest (and still most stunning) example of a 
text that was never integral to begin with, a text that came into being 
and continued to flourish only through multiple acts of translating, 
combining, and recombining.

Gilgamesh was a historical king who ruled in the Mesopotamian 
city of Uruk around 2750 BCE. Legends about him probably arose 
shortly after his death; they were first written in Sumerian, a non-Se-
mitic language with no relation to Akkadian, the Semitic language 
in which Gilgamesh would eventually be circulated across Meso-
potamia. This earliest Sumerian material seemed to have existed 
as five separate poems for about a thousand years—long after the 
Sumerian people were overrun by their Semitic neighbors—till about 
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178 1700 BCE, when they began to be collated and translated into the 
cuneiform script of the Babylonian language, a dialect of Akkadian. 
The best-preserved were twelve tablets collated a bit later, probably 
around 1200 BCE, by the scholar-priest, Sin-liqe-unninni, and even-
tually brought to the library of Ashurbanipal, king of Assyria (668-
627 BCE).

As is clear from this brief account, the making of Gilgamesh was 
long drawn out even in ancient Mesopotamia; the shape of the text 
and its basic features varied tremendously from one collator to an-
other, one translator to another. These early efforts, however, were 
nothing like the monumental labor in the nineteenth century as 
European scholars were faced with hundreds and thousands of bro-
ken fragments of these clay tablets.3 How to restore these to some 
legible order? Since the epic existed in so many different versions, 
put together by so many different scribes over such a long period 
of time, and since none of these had survived intact (even the most 
complete set, Sin-liqe-unninni’s, is missing approximately one-third 
of its lines), guesswork was unavoidable in the nineteenth century, 
and unavoidable in every modern translation. Stephen Mitchell’s, one 
of the most readable, uses Sin-liqe-unninni’s twelve-tablet “Standard 
Version” as the primary source, filling in the gaps with words or lines 
from some other tablets and from the Sumerian poems. Andrew 
George’s 1999 Penguin edition and Benjamin Foster’s 2001 Norton 
Critical Edition go even further. In the Penguin, Sin-liqe-unnin-
ni’s “Standard Version” is presented along with four other versions: 
Babylonian texts from the early second millennium BCE; from the 
late second millennium; from the late second millennium, but from 
outside Babylonia; and finally, the Sumerian poems. In the Norton, 
four texts are offered: the “Standard Version”; the Sumerian poems; a 
late second millennium BCE translation of Gilgamesh into the Hittite 
language; and finally a parody called The Gilgamesh Letter. Both the 
Penguin and the Norton use square brackets and ellipses to indicate 
either conjectural inserts or unfillable gaps in the text.

  3. David Damrosch, The Buried Book: The Loss and Rediscovery of the Great Epic of Gil-
gamesh (New York: Henry Holt, 2007).　
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179What counts as the “text” of Gilgamesh—what is included and 
what is left out, how the gaps are filled and with what additional 
material—reflects the editor’s preferences more than anything else. 
These preferences can go quite far in remaking the text, giving it an 
up-to-date purpose, an up-to-date resonance. Stephen Mitchell, for 
instance, translating Gilgamesh in the twenty-first century, cannot 
help seeing in the Mesopotamian epic “an eerie counterpoint to the 
recent American invasion of Iraq.”4 Gilgamesh’s sudden announce-
ment—“where the fierce monster Humbaba lives/ We must kill him 
and drive out evil from the world”—sounds in this context like the 
immemorial words of the “original preemptive strike.” Is this really 
a battle of good against evil, as Gilgamesh claims? “Everything in the 
poem argues against it,” Mitchell says. “As a matter of fact, the only 
evil we are informed of is the suffering Gilgamesh has inflicted on his 
own people: the only monster is Gilgamesh himself.” Humbaba, the 
targeted villain, “hasn’t harmed a single living being”: it is difficult to 
see him “as a threat to the security of Uruk or as part of the ‘axis of 
evil.’” On the contrary, as the guardian of the Cedar Forest, he “is a 
figure of balance and a defender of the ecosystem (having a monster 
of two around to guard our national forests from corporate and other 
predators wouldn’t be such a bad thing.)”5

Komunyakaa and Gracia do not claim for Gilgamesh quite this de-
gree of contemporary relevance, although, as we will see, their play is 
not without topical accents of its own. Since theirs is not a translation 
but a stage adaptation—venturing into an entirely different medium—
the allowable deviations are also much greater. Komunyakaa took full 
advantage of these, not only inventing entirely new characters but in 
some instances using the outline of the epic only as a loose-fitting shell 
to develop themes he had already been exploring elsewhere. The ini-
tial idea for the play had come not from him, but from Chad Gracia. 
Unlike Komunyakaa, a Pulitzer-Prize-winning poet, and unlike Ste-
phen Mitchell, celebrated translator of the Bhagavad Gita, the Tao Te 

  4. Stephen Mitchell, Introduction to Gilgamesh: A New English Version, trans. Stephen 
Mitchell (New York: Free Press, 2004), p. 26.

  5.  Ibid., pp. 29-30.
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180 Ching, and the Book of Job, among other works, Chad Gracia is a dra-
maturg operating on a considerably lower level. (On his own website 
he is now listed as working in international trade and development, 
specializing in the Middle East.) It is fair to say that he is less the top 
dog in the theater world than a persevering fan of the Sumerian epic, 
determined to give it a contemporary staging. 

Corruptible Body

Gracia was first introduced to Gilgamesh as a young reader, when he 
was reading Will Durant’s Our Oriental Heritage.6 It was the begin-
ning of a lifelong attachment. For weeks after reading it, he could not 
get this line out of his head: “I too must die, for am I not like Enki-
du?” The line is Gilgamesh’s. He and Enkidu have been inseparable 
up to this point, it has not been an issue; after the slaying of Hum-
baba, however, this inseparability begins to unravel, thematically as 
well as psychologically. Gilgamesh does not want to be exactly like 
his friend at just this moment, for Enkidu has been singled out for 
punishment by the gods: of the two, he is the one who must die. This 
differential outcome is in some sense the logical extension of the ini-
tial difference between the two friends: from the first we know that 
Gilgamesh is part God (through his mother, Ninsun, he is supposed 
to be “two-thirds divine, one-third human), whereas Enkidu seems 
to be part animal: he is the “man-beast of the Steppe.”7 Both compan-
ions, it seems, are only fractionally human, but fractional in opposite 
ways, pointing to two antithetical forms of identity. How do these 
get resolved? If humans are always going to be part-animal, part-
god, which of these two will rise to the top, or—realistically—which 
of these two will turn out to be the non-negotiable baseline, the most 
fundamental fact about us?

The death of Enkidu raises the question to a fever pitch. No longer 

  6. Chad Gracia, “Collaborating with Komunyakaa: The Creation of Gilgamesh,” Callaloo 28 
(summer 2005): 541-44, quotation from p. 542.　

  7.  Komunyakaa and Gracia, Gilgamesh: A Verse Play, p. 27.　
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181fully human, is there enough humanity left for the corpse to resist 
being banished to the other side? How long can it put off that even-
tuality, how long can it hold on to its fractional species membership, 
before being relegated once and for all to a much lower rung of the 
taxonomic hierarchy? The very nature of “humanness” seems to 
hangs in the balance here—our place in the animate and inanimate 
world, our relations to other living things, and to non-sentient organ-
ic matter. Who are our kin, our kind? Especially troubling here is the 
physicality of the body and its seemingly inexorable outcome. Doesn’t 
a body like that doom us to being more animal-like rather than god-
like? What exactly does it mean to be tackled to, and coextensive 
with, a body that is perishable and corruptible?

Gilgamesh is unsparing on this point. Rather than giving Enkidu 
a dignified and ceremonious end, the last that we see of him is as a 
corpse, a mount of dead flesh, its deadness accented by a small visual 
detail with maximum shock effect, a revolting close-up that we are 
not allowed to look away from. It is this small detail that is stuck in 
Chad Gracia’s mind. We can think of it as a moment of “microciza-
tion”: in this case, it takes the form of Gilgamesh hanging onto the 
corpse, not letting go, until “a maggot crawled from Enkidu’s nose.” 

Gracia was reading Ernest Becker’s The Denial of Death at the 
same time as he was reading Gilgamesh, and it seemed to him that 
what Becker was saying about human beings—that we are “gods with 
anuses”—could have served as well as a motto for the Sumerian epic.8 
Gross physicality is, of course, a common sight in the epic—there are 
also numerous instances in Homer, especially in the Iliad—but Gil-
gamesh is unique in putting the maggot at center stage, magnifying 
it far beyond its objective puniness. This is the less-than-human em-
blem of the less-than-human baseline of our species: it unites all of 
us, and it unites our species to all other species. As common denom-
inators go, this one is exceptionally low, setting the bar for species 
membership at a level where there is in fact no sharp distinction be-
tween humans and animals, and no sharp distinction between the so-
called civilized and the so-called barbaric. Death seen up close; fear 

  8.  Chad Gracia, “Collaborating with Komunyakaa,” p. 542.　
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182 of dying oneself; the instant degradability of the physical body—these 
are the basic ingredients that make up the epic landscape, shared by 
humans and animals alike. The genre is “primitive” in this sense: not 
only is Gilgamesh the oldest literature known to humans, its emotions 
also happen to be raw, visceral, not complicated. From the standpoint 
of evolution, they represent the most elemental brain processes, first 
evolved and robustly shared by a large number of animal species, 
having been there from the first and likely to be there till the bitter 
end.

Rather than being permanently stuck in the past and cut off from 
the living world, as Bakhtin contends, the epic is the genre of the 
living world. It is the genre that carries forward the most physically 
grounded emotions known to humankind, a prehistoric continu-
um surviving into modern times, fears and hurts undiminished in 
strength, undiminished in its sway over the species. It is able to serve 
as this carrier mostly by remaining a “low” genre: low, both in terms 
of its simple, death-driven narratives, and in terms of the deflating 
view of humanity that such narratives call up. This is a genre that 
puts us on a spectrum shared with other life-forms—gods on the one 
end, worms on the other—not leaving much doubt where we stand 
eventually. “Mortals”—this is the label that the epic reserves for our 
species. It sums us up. And, when the end arrives, as it is guaranteed 
to do, the epic quite often marks that occurrence with a formal spasm 
of sorts: simultaneously magnifying, contracting, and disorienting, 
giving the end of life the hallucinatory intensity that fills every inch 
of space and shrinks to a smaller and smaller point.

Macro and Micro

All of which is to say that the epic is doing active work on more than 
one scale, going back and forth between the large and the small and 
interweaving these two, bringing one to bear on the other, if not as an 
inverted prism then as a persistent counterpoint. Aristotle is wrong, 
then, to associate the epic only with the vexingly large. The vexingly 
small is equally within its province. In fact, simply on the basis of 
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183size, it probably does not make a lot of sense to maintain a strict sep-
aration between the epic and other genres, since its operating coordi-
nates are far from uniform, with a broad spectrum of variation linked 
to an alternating rhythm, often crossing over into the territory that is 
traditionally assigned to other genres.

In what follows, I would like to argue against a strict separation 
between epic and lyric. Rather than aligning the former only with 
the macro and the latter only with the micro, I would like to see these 
dimensional planes as up-and-down scalar variations that can be 
switched into and switched out of quite routinely, without too much 
fuss. Epic and lyric, on this view, are complementary registers, a 
functional duality perhaps present from the first, allowing the repre-
sentational space to expand or contract as the need arises, alternating 
between the technically neutral bird’s eye view and the deliberately 
charged close up. While it still makes sense to think of lyric and epic 
as two more or less distinct genres, the “lyricization” of the epic is by 
no means oxymoronic, but an important operational dimension of 
the genre, making it scale-rich, scale-variable.

The otherwise localized phenomenon of death, happening inside 
just one body, can be both hidebound and world-destroying for that 
reason, both center and circumference. In Gilgamesh it takes the form 
both of the concentrated repulsiveness of the maggot and of a repro-
ducible story of grief and fear, occasioned by the corruptibility of the 
body and expanding to include many spinoffs from that event. It is 
a story populated by a host of gods and a host of ambiguously un-
classifiable creatures (such as Humbaba or the Scorpion People). All 
have some relation to humans, to the mortals that we are. The epic is 
a multi-scale, multi-species environment. It is a genre that stretches 
the bounds of representation far beyond the customary borders of 
the “real,” turning the unthinkably alien into creatures visitable, con-
versable. It should come as no surprise, then, that one of the names 
the epic would adopt in the twentieth century is “science fiction.” For 
this is indeed one of the modern guises of the ancient genre, adding 
extraterrestrial species and interplanetary travel to its plot, but other-
wise sticking with the same death-driven and life-seeking narratives, 
and the emotions they reproduce and reactivate. Intimation of mor-
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184 tality, the physical nature of the body, and the up-for-grabs definition 
of “humanness” itself—these basic ingredients of the Mesopotamian 
epic are also the basic ingredient of science fiction.

This essay will indeed end with an episode of Star Trek as a twen-
tieth-century recycling of epic, one that reaches back in self-con-
scious tribute to Gilgamesh. This example, and numerous others like 
it, suggests that the epic is best explored as a cascading form, with a 
downstream textual field exploding in volume, energized by various 
projective arcs, and increasingly scattered across a variety of genres 
and media. The Star Trek episode is indeed a striking example of the 
latter, a transcribing and redirecting of those cuneiform tablets onto a 
non-text-based (or at least not strictly text-based) platform, one that 
is mass circulated, low in literary prestige but high in the number of 
viewers. The ease with which the epic can make it onto the TV screen 
points to at least three things: first, the genre seems to have an easily 
mobilized set of optics, a predisposition towards images, perhaps be-
cause humans have always been more visual than linguistic, because 
human emotions before the advent of language were triggered by vi-
sual cues;9 secondly, and for the same reason, popular culture is not a 
problem for the epic—it is entirely at home here, its primitive grieves 
and fears and its easily visualizable plots needing no exegesis, com-
prehensible even to the unschooled; finally, the frequency of recycling 
speaks to “lyricization” as one of the most important self-propagating 
mechanisms of the genre, since it is certainly not the entire epic, but a 
very small group of words that are selectively highlighted, extracted, 
and circulated anew, gaining new meanings and entering into new 
associations in an entirely different environment. It is not the large 
size of the epic but the portability of a tiny fraction of it that allows 
it to spread far and wide, to be cited and embedded over and over 
again, in countless new updates and remakes. 

  9. Antonio R. Damasio and Jonathan H. Turner, among others, have argued that emotions 
evolved much earlier than language did, and that pre-linguistic affect was largely visual in 
nature.  See, for instance, Antonio R. Damasio, The Feeling of What Happens: Body and 
Emotion in the Making of Consciousness (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1999); Jonathan H. 
Turner, On the Origins of Human Emotions: A Sociological Inquiry into the Evolution of 
Human Affect (Stanford: Stanford UP, 2000).　
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185But if so, portability would seem to rest on something like the 
non-integrity of the original text—the ease with which it can be bro-
ken up, pieces of it dislodged and taken elsewhere, mixed in with new 
material not only in foreign environments but often ones operating 
at a lower elevation. As we have seen with Gilgamesh, the general 
tendency for the epic, in the thousands of years of its unfolding, is to 
drift steadily downward: assimilating itself to more popular tastes, 
moving to more popular venues, speaking the street vernacular of the 
locals and, in the case of Star Trek, the media vernacular of a popular 
TV series. The epic is eminently “corruptible” in this sense—random 
composting is natural to it; fragmenting, fermenting, and disintegrat-
ing are its life-forces. Not only does the genre have a thematic interest 
in the degradability of matter, it is itself a part of that process, doing 
so with gusto, fed by the unsparing but microscopically vital down-
ward percolations that carry the process forward. From this perspec-
tive, the maggot is not only a repulsive detail, it is a counter-intuitive-
ly lyrical detail, a close-up too minute for comfort but also life-giving 
in that minuteness. It keeps the epic going, just as it keeps the earth 
going. 

The Maggot and the Biosphere

What would a play look like that gives pride of place to the maggot, 
dedicated to the twin concepts of corruptibility and renewability? Chad 
Gracia started casting about for a playwright already thinking along 
those lines. Komunyakaa caught his attention right away, since this 
poet already has under his belt a poem entitled “Ode to a Maggot”:

Brother of the blowfly
And godhead, you work magic
Over battlefields,
In slabs of bad pork
And flophouses. Yes you
Go to the root of all things.
You are sound and mathematical.
Jesus, Christ, you’re merciless
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186 With the truth. Ontological and lustrous,
You cast spells on beggars & kings
Behind the stone doors of Caesar’s tomb
Or split trench in a field of ragweed.
No decree or creed can outlaw you
As you take every living thing apart. Little
Master of earth, no one gets to heaven
Without going through you first.10

“Ode to the Maggot” was published in 2000, in Talking Dirty to the 
Gods. Komunyakaa was probably not thinking of Gilgamesh when he 
wrote this poem, and in fact its emotional orientation is significantly 
different. In Gilgamesh, the maggot is harsh, unstoppable, the voice of 
necessity from the biosphere. “Ode to the Maggot,” on the other hand, 
is almost a fond tribute to the “little/ Master of earth,” finding some-
thing “ontological and lustrous” where most people would only be 
repelled—a shift in perspective and in scale of attention that marks a 
shift from epic to lyric, recognizable even within a strict definition of 
those two genres. The shift is not too difficult, for the maggot in fact 
has the scalar flexibility that allows it to be at home in both genres, at 
home in the alternating rhythm that links the two. On a lyrical note, 
it reminds us that decomposing texts, like decomposing bodies, are 
the lifeblood of any generative process, a thought twined around the 
corruptibility of matter that it executes on the epic stage. This mod-
ern-day maggot, in short, has enough in common with the ancient 
one in Mesopotamia to convince Chad Gracia that Komunyakaa “had 
a Gilgamesh waiting inside of him all along.”11 

Epic DNA

It is an interesting idea, a theory of literature based on the virtual 
guarantee of cross-time reproduction. Even as the epic carries for-
ward the evolutionary psychology of the human species on a large 

10. Yusef Komunyakaa, Talking Dirty to the Gods (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 
2001).　

11.  Chad Gracia, “Collaborating with Komunyakaa,” p. 544.
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187scale, it would seem itself to be enacting a micro-evolution on its 
own, long drawn out, but apparently not especially precarious. What 
Chad Gracia is proposing, in fact, is a kind of literary genetics, a form 
of transcribing and transcoding, according to which the DNA of a 
text might lie dormant, with a “waiting” period of long duration, but 
eventually coming forth, spreading to unexpected places and inter-
acting with these environments, producing new and altered copies of 
that long-distance genetic material. How do we otherwise account for 
the proven track record of Gilgamesh, its ability to get itself recycled 
over and over again, not always predictably, but not without some de-
gree of regularity?

Here, the answer might be both simpler and more inexorable than 
we think. For to the extent that the death of physical organisms has 
remained a hard fact across time—one of the key constants of the 
biosphere—and to the extent that most of us have remained unrec-
onciled to it, unconsoled in its necessity, mortality might turn out to 
be the single most potent bit of epic DNA, carried forward without 
diminishment from century to century. The primitive devastations of 
Gilgamesh are no less devastating now than they were 5000 years ago. 
It is the potency and transmissibility of this particular bit of genetic 
material that make the epic robust, durable, and reproducible.

In the case of Komunyakaa, though, the epic DNA reproduced 
throughout his corpus might not even be mortality as a general con-
dition, but rather the smaller, grosser pressure point that is the mag-
got. This particular fascination no doubt has something to do with his 
background and the entwined coarseness and delicacy surrounding 
death in that particular environment. Komunyakaa grew up in Bog-
alusa, Louisiana, 40 miles north of New Orleans, the son of a carpen-
ter. He was given the name James William Brown, but later reclaimed 
the African name Komunyakaa, the name of his grandfather, a stow-
away from the West Indies (“My grandfather came from Trinidad/
Smuggled in like a sack of papaya/.../ The name Brown fitted him like 
trouble”).12 The family was poor. One of the effects of that poverty is 
that there is a kind of companionship with death, a companionship 

12.  Yusef Komunyakaa, “Mismatched Shoes,” in Magic City, p. 42.　
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188 with the act of killing, and with what happens after the killing. In the 
“Meat” section of the long poem, “A Good Memory,” Komunyakaa 
writes:

Folk magic hoodooed us
Till the varmints didn’t taste bitter
Or wild. We boys & girls
Knew how to cut away musk glands
Behind their legs. Good
With knives, we believed 
We weren’t poor… Sometimes
We weighed the bullet
In our hands, tossing it left
To right, wondering if it was 
Worth more than the kill.13

Someone who does this every day is going to have a very different 
attitude not only to meat consumption but also to the edible nature 
of bodies. Hunger, a perennial problem in Bogalusa, would have 
been much worse if this had not been the case, if individual bodies 
were not so easily degradable, so easily absorbed back into the vital 
processes of the biosphere. It is this recycling-based aesthetics that 
gives the maggot an honored place in Komunyakaa’s poetry, giving 
it the same ontological centrality (if a somewhat different emotional 
charge) that it carried in Gilgamesh. And of course it was this small, 
diligent, and easily portable bit of epic DNA that would also accom-
pany the poet as he went to war. 

Komunyakaa went to Vietnam. He was there from 1969 to 1970, 
working for the Army’s newspaper, The Southern Cross, covering the 
military action, and writing articles on Vietnamese history, which 
won him a Bronze Star. He also published a volume of poems, Dien 
Cau Dau, perhaps the most memorable poetry to come out of the 
Vietnam War. In this volume, there is another poem, “We Never 
Know,” seemingly descended from Gilgamesh as well, reenacting the 

13.  Yusef Komunyakaa, “A Good Memory,” in Neon Vernacular (Hanover: University of New 
England Press for Wesleyan UP, 1993), pp. 14-22, quotation from pp. 14-15.　
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189same divided tableau of one dying and one surviving, and once again 
putting flies and maggots at the center:

He danced with tall grass
for a moment, like he was swaying
with a woman. Our gun barrels
glowed red-hot.
When I get to him,
A blue halo
of flies had already claimed him.
I pulled the crumbled photograph
from his fingers.
There’s no other way
to say this: I fell in love.
The morning cleared again
except for a distant mortar
& somewhere choppers taking off,
I slid the wallet into his pocket
& turned him over, so he wouldn’t be
kissing the ground.

The dead man in the poem is a complete stranger, most likely an 
enemy combatant, someone the poet has just killed, someone he is 
supposed to kill. Yet this death is anything but routine. On the con-
trary, it is self-consciously lyrical: a spot of time special unto itself, 
luminous and overflowing with meaning, its smallness amplified into 
something much larger. It is fitting that this subjectively magnified 
event should be coupled with and offered in counterpoint to the larg-
er narrative of war, here miniaturized in its turn, for death in combat 
is indeed a classic moment of scalar instability, oscillating between 
two or more phenomenal planes, between epic expanse and lyric 
compression, between the impersonal necessity of killing and the 
convulsiveness of death as bodily event. 

The poem begins, in any case, on a lyrical note, with a slightly 
blurred, almost hallucinatory image of the enemy combatant sway-
ing and dancing. But it pulls back from that lyricization as it moves 
swiftly to the other end of the emotional spectrum, its descriptive 
lens zeroing in on the now-fallen body, with a “halo of flies” already 
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190 gathered. It is unsightly, grossly reductive and deflating, turning the 
dead soldier instantly into a corpse just like any other corpse: edible 
flesh, food for worms. We could call this a moment of ecological re-
alism, an impersonal, across-the-board recycling downward. But if 
so, this particular form of recycling is nonetheless one that acknowl-
edges the subjectivity of each organism, rather than erase it com-
pletely. In fact, in a double-stranded structure almost like a double 
helix, the ecological realism is coupled here with a sentiment-based 
lyricism that counters it, a lyricism that grants the fallen soldier a 
degree of individuality almost beyond what we might realistically 
believe. Startlingly, completely out of the blue, the poet announces 
that he has fallen in love. We don’t know who he has fallen in love 
with, whether it is the dead man himself, or the person in the crum-
bled photograph pulled out of his wallet just before he dies. But that 
almost does not matter. The identity of the recipient is less important 
than the fact that the sentiment is there, amplified and cherished and 
given poetic life. Both epic and lyric are honored by this alternating 
rhythm, a scalar flexibility that unmakes and remakes, as tender as it 
is hard-nosed.

And the alternation persists. Komunyakaa now makes another 
gesture in the direction of lyric as he does one last thing: he puts the 
wallet back into the dead man’s pocket and turning him over, face up. 
These gestures, each deliberate, each unexplained, and all non-trivial, 
do not change the fact that the dead man is organic matter. They do 
not have the power to fend off the “blue halo/ of flies” that are most 
certainly there. On the contrary, it is the visceral proximity of those 
flies that makes the cross-stitched rhythm of epic and lyric so pow-
erful, with two force fields intertwined and yet pulling in opposing 
directions, energized by that paradox, carrying forward both the 
non-negotiability of our physical end and the infinitely negotiable 
turns of textual reproduction.

Variation and Mutation

Since this alternating rhythm is so close to the expanding and con-
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191tracting phenomenal planes of death in combat,14 we should not be 
surprised that, in his more recent collection, Warhorses (2008), as 
Komunyakaa turns from Vietnam to Iraq and Afghanistan, the same 
genetic material from Gilgamesh and the same double-stranded struc-
ture would be brought along, put to work in these new environments. 
The cross-stitching of the large and the small is reflected this time in 
the very form of the poetry. In a long, fourteen-section poem called 
“Love in the time of war,” Komunyakaa devotes an entire section to 
the Sumerian epic, taking in the gods, the cosmos, but also lyricizing 
the death of one particular individual, turning it into an arresting mi-
cro-phenomenon:

Gilgamesh’s Humbaba was a distant drum
pulsing among the trees, a slave to the gods,
a foreign tongue guarding the sacred cedars
down to a pale grubworm in the tower
before Babel. Invisible & otherworldly,
he was naked in the king’s heart,
& his cry turned flies into maggots
& blood reddened the singing leaves.15

The death of Humbaba is given a context here, a psychology, not to 
say a visceral immediacy. Once again, the maggots are impossible 
to miss, although this key signifier has now been transferred from 
Enkidu to Humbaba. This unexpected shift suggests that the epic is 
perhaps distinguished above all by its “mutating genes,” that periodic 
shifts in its centers of gravity might turn out to be a crucial self-prop-
agating mechanism, as important to the ongoing life of the epic form 
as anything that was written on the original clay tablets. Which is 
another way of saying that, for the cross-time continuum that is the 
epic, variation is the rule rather than the exception. Its ontology is 

14. In his classic meditation on historical method, Carlo Ginzburg also argues that war is an 
occasion interweaving the “extreme long shots” of macrohistory with the extreme “close-
ups” of subjective experience.  See Ginzburg, The Cheese and the Worms, trans. John and 
Anne Tedeschi (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ Press, 1980).

15.  Yusef Komunyakaa, “Love in the Time of War,” Warhorses (New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2008), p. 4.　
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192 the ontology of recycling: ongoing, ever-multiplying, often randomly 
generated.

Humbaba is a case in point. As he appeared in the Mesopotamian 
texts, Humbaba was the guardian of the sacred Cedar Forest, restrict-
ed more or less to that sole function: he embodied a divine prohibition 
and, strangely, he was also supposed to be evil. Stephen Mitchell, as we 
have seen, has seized upon this apparent contradiction and turned it 
into a fable for our own time. According to him, the supposed evil of 
Humbaba is largely projected by Gilgamesh, a preemptive name-call-
ing to justify a preemptive first strike. Komunyakaa and Gracia do not 
go quite so far, but, like Mitchell, they are also struck by Humbaba 
less as a substantive entity than as a cumulative rumor. With no de-
monstrable physical might, he is merely a rumbling sound. The stage 
directions say: “The marching-rolling sound of Humbaba’s approach 
is heard—circular. He is not seen. ‘Humbaba’ grows into a resounding 
echo.”16 A creature of hearsay, Humbaba falls apart almost instantly in 
the stage adaptation. Enkidu says: “Humbaba is no god/ He is a small 
beast/ in a big forest./ He is only a roar/ among the night trees.”17 

Humbaba as a small beast in a big forest is not strictly an inven-
tion by Komunyakaa and Gracia; it is not an absolute departure from 
the Sumerian epic. This ambiguously unclassified creature has always 
been an agent, a proxy; he executes the will of the gods and serves at 
their pleasure. And the Sumerian gods are nothing if not treacher-
ous—it is Shamash, after all, who unleashes the thirteen winds that 
blind Humbaba and pin him down, turning his imminent victory 
over Gilgamesh into a defeat. Still, it takes the stage adaptation and 
“Love in the Time of War” to turn the fate of Humbaba into a fully 
imagined story about a low-level functionary, quite far down on the 
totem pole, done in by the higher power he serves, not only a “slave 
to the gods” (which is more or less what we might expect) but—sur-
prisingly—always a “foreign tongue” to them, meaningless as far as 
they are concerned, a tongue they never bother to learn. 

In what sense is Humbaba a “foreign tongue”? It is a manner of 

16. Gracia and Komunyakaa, Gilgamesh: A Verse Play, p. 49.　
17. Ibid. p. 50.　
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193speaking, of course, since there is no evidence anywhere that the ac-
tual language spoken by Humbaba requires translation. His foreign-
ness to the gods—his status as an alien—comes rather from the fact 
that, existentially and taxonomically, he belongs to a different league, 
a different order: they are immortal, he is not. Unlike the gods, and 
very much like Enkidu, Humbaba is perishable and corruptible, and 
the flies and maggots are there to prove it. These creatures are noth-
ing new, of course: they have always been with humans, with them 
“before Babel.” What is new, though, is that what is a given for human 
is now a given for Humbaba as well. Not even remotely god-like, he 
is no better and no different from his supposed adversaries. The label 
“mortal” applies to him just it does to him, making him an eternal 
underling, “invisible and otherworldly” to the gods. If there is any 
previous ambiguity about how to classify Humbaba, where he stands 
on the spectrum between gods and humans, the nature of his servi-
tude and the nature of his death put that beyond doubt.

The “humanization” of Humbaba—here, effectively a demotion—
is indeed a significant departure from the Sumerian epic, a recycling 
so radical that I would like to call base modification. In “Love in the 
Time of War” it is not through Gilgamesh, and not even through 
Enkidu, but rather through Humbaba, that “humanness” is being 
defined, and defined in terms of its lowest common denominator, its 
physical degradation and psychological abjection. If the vitality of 
epic comes in part from a downdrift, a channeling of its emotional 
charge towards the lower rungs of the hierarchy, in the hands of Ko-
munyakaa that downward momentum reinvents the genre even as 
it redraws the boundaries between what is human and what is not, 
giving us a transfigured baseline that is increasingly the center of 
gravity, and putting corresponding pressures on the shape of history 
told from that standpoint. For Komunyakaa, no less than for Stephen 
Mitchell, it is the history of the United States that recycles the Mes-
opotamian epic, that brings it up to the present. And, even though 
“slave to the gods” could have been just a catch phrase, the word 
“slave,” coming from Komunyakaa, is neither casual nor trivial. Nor is 
it casual or trivial that this particular layer of American history is be-
ing called up by the Iraq war, a military operation manned by those 
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194 with no say in the process, “slaves” to higher powers who makes de-
cisions from far above. What results from this base modification is a 
radical redrawing of the epic map, loosening the criteria for species 
membership even as it turns over the most vital part of the story to 
the lower ranks. 

Re-Scaling

This outcome, so striking in “Love in the Time of War,” is not the only 
one possible, however. Even in the highly charged and overdeter-
mined environment that is Iraq—ancient Mesopotamia doubling as 
a modern theater of war—Gilgamesh can resonate in multiple ways, 
its variants by no means speaking with one voice or mutating in the 
direction. While it is true that any gesture toward Gilgamesh would 
involve some meditation on death, the descriptive radius and emo-
tional texture can be very different. The spectrum of variants here 
is as broad as can be. Even that powerful signifier—the maggot—
turns out not to be absolutely indispensable. It too can be set aside, 
giving rise to a Gilgamesh with different contours, and a different set 
of features brought into relief. Indeed, an alternative mapping can 
be made, also revolving around the death of Enkidu but on a slightly 
enlarged scale—a level of resolution not centered on the maggot but 
taking in the larger view of the differential fate of the two compan-
ions: one dead, the other still alive, and still mourning, still bent over 
with grief. This tableau has been there as well from the dawn of time. 
When the analytic lens is trained on the maggot, this larger picture 
tends to be in the shadow, but when the scale is readjusted, it comes 
into sharp and devastating focus. Indeed, an entirely new lineup 
of works emerge as being on a continuum with Gilgamesh on the 
strength of this tableau, including Komunyakaa’s “We Never Know” 
that we discussed earlier. This slightly scaled-up bit of genetic mate-
rial is as tenacious and durable as the tenacious and durable maggot. 
The epic form that is Gilgamesh could not have flourished without 
frequent recycling of this alternative scene.

Since the morphology of the epic form is so crucially dependent 
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195on scale, on the shifting constellations that phase in and out as we go 
from one level of magnification to another, it clearly takes more than 
one work, and more than the corpus of one author, to explore even a 
fraction of these possible outcomes. In what follows, I would like to 
consider some of these alternative recycling routes by turning from 
Yusef Komunyakaa to Brian Turner, another poet of the Iraq War, 
also citing Gilgamesh, but doing so in the spirit of a sequence of per-
petual endings and perpetual beginnings, involving more than one 
person, and picked up again sometimes after thousands of years.

Brian Turner was in Iraq in 2003, stationed with the 3rd Stryker 
Brigade Combat Team, 2nd Infantry Division. I would like to discuss 
a pair of poems from Here, Bullet, a volume of poetry coming out of 
that experience. “Gilgamesh in Fossil Relief ” wears its connection to 
the Sumerian epic on its sleeve; “A B Negative (The Surgeon’s Poem)” 
shows no sign of being connected at all. And yet this poem, about a 
patient named Thalia Fields who dies on the plane taking her to the 
hospital, is arguably part of the same epic cycle, returning again and 
again to the last moment of contact between the living and the dead 
and, in that way, returning again and again to Gilgamesh:

... Thalia Fields is gone, long gone,
about as far from Mississippi 
as she can get, ten thousand feet above Iraq
with a blanket draped over her body
and an exhausted surgeon in tears,
his bloodied hands on her chest, his head
sunk down, the nurse guiding him
to a nearby seat and holding him as he cries,
though no one hears it, because nothing can be heard....18

The featured exhibit here is a woman, but otherwise she is much like 
Enkidu, stone dead, clearly and unmistakably and insultingly so. But, 
true to the contrapuntal rhythm that remains a surprising constant 
against the tremendous variation within the epic form, she is none-

18. Brian Turner, “AB Negative the Surgeon’s Poem,” in Here, Bullet (Farmington, Maine: 
Alice James Books), pp. 15-16.　
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196 theless not alone. The flight surgeon, bending over her in tears, his 
bloodied hands on her chest, is still holding on, not letting go, even 
if his labor is ultimately futile. They are strangers to each other; yet 
these hands are nonetheless a replay of that five-thousand-year-old 
scene between Gilgamesh and Enkidu, a replay of that ever-active gulf 
between the living and the dead, and our ever-active refusal to give in 
to it.

All of this is implicit in “A B Negative (the Surgeon’s Story).” In 
“Gilgamesh, in Fossil Relief,” that ever-active refusal becomes the 
conceptual backbone for a different story, this time coming back ex-
plicitly to the Sumerian epic, paying homage to it but also revising 
its premise, its outcome, allowing for a different form of contact now 
across the line of mortality, and a haphazard but not impossible con-
tinuity of labor across time: 

In the month of Ab, late summer
of the seventh century B.C.E., a poet
chisels text into stone tablets, etching
three thousand lines and brushing them by hand,
the dust blown off with a whispered breath...
In the mid-August heat of the year 2004,
an archaeologist pauses over an outline
of bone, one body’s signature in the earth,
which he reads carefully with a camelhair brush
and patience, each hairline fracture revealing.19

Once again, hands are in the foreground, in this case, two pairs of 
hands, almost like those of two manual laborers: one to get those 3,000 
lines chiseled into the stone tablets, and the other to retrace these lines 
with the help of a camelhair brush, uncovering what the other has 
done and restoring it to the world, bringing it into the present.

I could be pedantic and point out that the cuneiform tablets were 
clay tablets, not stone, and that Gilgamesh was in fact first deciphered, 
not in the twenty-first century, but in the nineteenth, by someone 
named George Smith, not American but British, but who did in fact 

19.  Brian Turner, “Gilgamesh, in Fossil Relief,” in Here Bullet, p. 53.　
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197come from a working-class background, someone who had to learn 
Cuneiform on his own by spending his lunch hours at the British 
Museum.20 Brian Turner sets aside this larger picture to make way for 
the miniaturized story he wants to tell, namely, the story of laboring 
hands, performing a task begun by one and carried on by the other. 
Brian Turner is not, on the whole, a utopian poet, someone driven 
by an overly idealized sense of what is possible. The other poems in 
Here, Bullet are filled with body bags, with Iraqi policemen being 
blown up, and an American private committing suicide. “Gilgamesh, 
in Fossil Relief ” is not a departure from these poems, but it is a dif-
ferent way to come to terms with those events, turning their large 
traumas into small moments of continuity that are responded to in 
kind and perpetuated in kind. This particular “lyricization” of the 
Sumerian epic not only reworks war into a humanly meaningful inci-
dent, it also affirms recycling as a death-powered form of life, begin-
ning with mortality rather than ending with it. There is no better fate 
for Gilgamesh. 

20. David Damrosch, The Buried Book: The Loss and Rediscovery of the Great Epic of Gil-
gamesh (New York: Henry Holt, 2007), pp. 12-15.　
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The Black American experience embodied suffering at its worst. It 
was an experience birthed and nurtured in perhaps the most tragic 
and violent of human encounters. The enslavement of millions of 
Africans and their forcible transplantation to the New World, which 
lasted for about three centuries, unleashed a reign of terror, violence, 
and dehumanization that had far-reaching and profound global con-
sequences. Many contend today that black Americans still bear the 
scar of that suffering. Recalling his first encounter with his European 
captors as he was being loaded into the ship along with other bewil-
dered and frightened slaves, eleven-year-old Olaudah Equiano wrote, 

The white people looked and acted, as I thought, in so savage a 
manner; for I had never seen among my people such instances of 
brutal cruelty…. The shrieks of the women and the groans of the 
dying rendered the whole a scene of horror almost inconceiv-
able…. Every circumstance I met with served only to render my 
state more painful, and heighten my apprehensions and my opin-
ion of the cruelty of the whites.1 

The evil, fear, and inhumane vibes European slave traders emitted 
foretold the greater horror and terror that awaited African captives 
in America. Equiano’s observation proved prophetic. The savagery 
he saw in the faces of those white slave traders mirrored the essence 

  1. Paul Edwards, ed., Equiano’ Travels: The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equi-
ano or Gustavus Vassa the African (Long Grove: Illinois, 1996), pp. 24-25.
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200 of what became the American South’s “Peculiar Institution,” and 
shaped the daily lives of slaves and experiences of generations of their 
descendants. Abject misery and dehumanization characterized slav-
ery.2 Imprisoned within this wall of degradation, blacks had to device 
means of retaining a semblance of dignity and humanity. In other 
words, blacks were thrust into the most inhumane of environments 
which subverted and denied their humanity. As James Sidbury sur-
mised:

Over the course of the eighteenth century several factors, includ-
ing the intensification of the Atlantic slave trade, the increasing 
economic and cultural integration of plantation America into 
European society, and the growing currency of Enlightenment 
notions of human progress, helped produce a conventional image 
of Africa in the Western imagination as a primitive and pagan 
place. “Africans,” according to this view, were a savage people who 
existed outside of the narrative of Western progress.3 

The slave masters constructed a world of violence and brutality. With-
in this world, slaves existed as beasts of burden. To justify slavery, 
slaveholders and their intellectual and pseudo-intellectual theoreti-
cians from different disciplines including science, history, geography, 
and theology developed a transmogrified portrait of Africa, and pon-
tificated about the “darkness” and barbarism of the continent, and the 
inherent inferiority of Africans.4 Notwithstanding this overwhelming 
force, blacks did not succumb or totally surrender to the dominant 
discourse of negation. Instead, slavery nurtured the seeds of its ulti-

  2. Kenneth Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South (New York: 
Alfred Knopf, 1956). Eugene Genovese, Roll, Jordan Roll: The World the Slaveholders Made 
(New York: Pantheon, 1969).

  3. James Sidbury, Becoming African in America: Race and Nation in the Early Black Atlantic 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 6.

  4. Winthrop Jordan, White over Black: American Attitudes toward the Negro, 1550-1812 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1968). Idus Newby, ed., The Development 
of Segregationist Thought (Homewood, Ill: The Dorsey Press, 1968). George Frederickson, 
Black Image in the White Mind: The Debate on Afro-American Character and Destiny, 
1817-1914 (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), also his, Racism: A Short History (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002).
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201mate destruction. The brutality and violence of slavery ignited in 
blacks a resistant and self-deterministic consciousness. Leading black 
nationalists of the time realized that the black struggle in America had 
to have as its component an intellectual arm, since much of the pains 
and anguish blacks experienced derived from intellectual falsehood.5 
In the second half of the eighteenth century, Equiano, Ignatius San-
cho, Quobna Ottobah Cugano, Phyllis Wheatley, and many others 
struggled against the misery and debilitation of an imposed collective 
identity of negation “African.” They humanized themselves by not 
only contesting negation, but also counterpoising an empowering 
identity of survival and personal affirmation. They initiated a coun-
tervailing “discourse on African identity;” one that redefined Africa in 
positive and ennobling terms.6 This counter-hegemonic and regenera-
tive discourse would engage generations of black activists. In other 
words, challenging and deconstructing the dominant and dehumaniz-
ing worldview became a trans-generational endeavor among black 
Americans. 

The brutalities and terror that defined the daily operations of the 
“Peculiar Institution” are etched indelibly in the memories and mem-
oirs of slaves and former slaves. Frederick Douglass recounted in hor-
rifying details how slavery destroyed the humanity of slaves, and the 
depth of terror and anguish that defined daily lives on the plantations. 
In both his Narrative (1845), and Life and Times (1881), Douglass left 
vivid accounts of this historical pain for posterity.7 David Walker ad-
dressed in similarly gut-wrenching detail the violent and demeaning 
character of slavery in his epic Appeal (1829) to “my much afflicted 
by suffering brethren,” in which he identified slavery as “the source 

  5. John Ernest, Liberation Historiography: African American Writers and the Challenge of His-
tory, 1794-1861 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004). Stephen Hall, A 
Faithful Account of the Race: African American Historical Writing in Nineteenth-Century 
America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009).

  6. James Sidbury, Becoming African in America, chs. 1-3.
  7. Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, Written 

by Himself (New York: Signet Classics, 1997) (originally published in 1845). Frederick 
Douglass, Life and Times of Frederick Douglass (New York: Bonanza Books, 1962) (origi-
nally published in 1881).
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202 from which most of our miseries proceed.”8 Walker declared his “full 
and unshaken conviction, that we, (colored people of these United 
States) are the most degraded, wretched, and abject set of beings that 
ever lived since the world began….”9 Walker’s conclusions are corrob-
orated in hundreds, if not thousands, of testimonies of former slaves 
compiled by the Works Progress Administration (WPA) in the 1930s, 
and in the narratives and autobiographies of countless other slaves.10 

One consistent theme in the narratives is the terror and bestiality that 
defined the institution of slavery. And it did not end with slavery. The 
theme of suffering was a continuum from slavery right through to 
the present. The violence of slavery was succeeded by an equally, if 
not more, dehumanizing post-slavery reign of terror encased within 
a pervasive Jim Crow culture which lasted through much of the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century. During this period, the American 
landscape was littered with horrifying “human fruits.” Lynching; the 
spectacle of black bodies hanging from trees, the stench of burning 
flesh emanating from “human barbecues” polluted the nation. The 
age of lynching (1880-1945) witnessed hundreds, if not thousands, of 
hangings and burnings of blacks, occasioned by sadistic orgies and 
frenzies, oftentimes involving whole families, including children, who 
congregated in main streets and town squares to bask in the torture, 
mutilation, and burnings of black humans.11 Such was the American 

  8. David Walker, David Walker’s Appeal to the Colored Citizens of the World (revised edition) 
(New York: Hill & Wang, 1995), p. 1. Originally published in 1829.

  9. Ibid.
10.	John F. Bayliss, ed., Black Slave Narratives: Life Under Slavery as Told by its Victims in 

America (London: Collier Books, 1976). Norman R. Yetman, ed., Voices From Slavery: 100 
Authentic Slave Narratives (African-Americans) (New York: Dover Publications, 1999); see 
also his, When I Was a Slave: Memories From the Slave Narrative Collections (New York: 
Dover Publications, 2002).

11.	Jerrold M. Packard, American Nightmare: The History of Jim Crow (New York: St. Martins 
Griffin, 2002). C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow (3rd revised edition). 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1974). Ralph Ginzburg, Hundred Years of Lynchings 
(Baltimore, MD: Black Classic Press, 1988). Joe H. Mitchell, 150 Years of Lynchings: Ameri-
ca’s Bloody Record in the Press. Joe Mitchell, 2002. Stewart Tolnay & E.M. Beck, A Festival 
of Violence: An Analysis of Southern Lynchings, 1882-1930 (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1992). Elliot Jaspin, Buried in the Bitter Waters: The Hidden History of Racial Cleans-
ing in America (New York: Basic Books, 2008).
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203racial and cultural landscape which lasted from the late-nineteenth 
century to the second half of the twentieth. Key episodes that gripped 
national attention included the lynching of fourteen-year old Emmett 
Till in Money, Mississippi in 1955; an episode that ignited the flames 
of the civil rights movement, and the 1998 lynching of James Byrd 
in Jasper, Texas, described by many as the last reported lynching of a 
black person in America. James Byrd was tied to the back of a truck 
by three white supremacists and dragged through a three-mile gravel 
road, and was slowly and sadistically dismembered. At the end, noth-
ing of him was left. Human flesh littered the gravel road.12 

The terror Equiano saw in the faces of his captors became the 
reality that ruled what many characterize as the American house of 
bondage. From its inception the black American experience exem-
plified dehumanization. As Herbert Aptheker emphasized, from the 
beginning, blacks confronted the critical challenge, among many oth-
ers, of claiming and affirming their humanity. This was the existential 
struggle to reclaim their humanity in a culture/environment, and 
within the context of an institution, built on a denial and negation of 
that humanity.13 It was not just the slave laws and state constitutions 
that were used to foster the culture of violence and terror; it was also 
education, or more appropriately, dis-education; that is, the denial 
of access to learning and the systematic use of ignorance to perpet-
uate and legitimize a culture of dehumanization. During slavery, it 
was a crime in most states to teach slaves the alphabet. Slaves simply 
did not go to school. Thus, slavery thrived on a culture of ignorance 
that socialized its black victims to develop self-loathing and infe-
riority complexes, reinforcing in them a consciousness of negation 
and nothingness. Blacks were told they had no history, culture, or 

12. Joyce King, Hate Crime: The Story of a Dragging in Jasper, Texas (New York: Anchor Books, 
2002). Dina Temple-Raston, A Death in Texas: A Story of Race, Murder, and a Small Town’s 
Struggle for Redemption (New York: Henry Holt & Company, 2002). Stephen J. Whitefield, 
A Death in the Delta: The Story of Emmett Till (Baltimore, MD: The John’s Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1988).

13. Herbert Aptheker, “Slave Resistance in the United States,” in Nathan I. Huggins, Martin 
Kilson and Daniel M. Fox, eds., Key Issues in the Afro-American Experience, vol 1 to 1877 
(New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971), pp. 161-173.
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204 heritage worthy of pride; and that they came from an environment of 
barbarism, primitivism, and darkness. The intellectual foundation of 
black negation; the alleged absence of civilization in, and caricaturing 
of, Africa; the construction of Africa as a “dark” continent occupied 
by backward and primitive people; justified the enslavement and 
subordination of blacks. The goal was to legitimize enslavement by 
portraying slavery as a civilizing and positive force, the violence and 
horror notwithstanding. Over time, as Samuel Dubois Cook rightly 
noted, blacks developed a “tragic conception” of self, identity, history, 
and heritage.14 Though blacks confronted a destructive and disem-
powering culture, they refused to accept its reality, and struggled to 
challenge and reverse it. However, blacks soon realized that in order 
to effectively affirm their humanity, to overcome this culture of vio-
lence and suffering, to succeed in this existential struggle, they had 
to invoke not just physical responses such as escape, resistance, and 
rebellion, but also epistemological responses. They had to attack and 
destroy the intellectual edifice of violence, the very ideological ratio-
nale of slavery.15 

Since slavery and racism nurtured in black Americans a negative 
consciousness which served to undermine and negate their human-
ity, leading blacks realized that overcoming this existential challenge 
required self-deterministic affirmations of the will and desire to sur-
vive. In essence, this meant the forceful affirmation of their humanity. 
However, since that humanity was negated by a culture of intellectual 
racism, its reclamation would require frontal assaults on the edifice 
of that culture. In other words, to claim and exercise their humanity, 
blacks needed to challenge the prevailing and dominant intellectual 
discourse of invisibility, negation, and negativism that had defined 
their existence in dominant national historical narratives. They had 
to reclaim for posterity, a noble, empowering, and positive heritage 
and culture. Eighteenth century blacks such as Wheatley, Equiano, 
Sancho, and Cugano developed positive counter-narratives of, and 

14. Samuel Dubois Cook, “A Tragic Conception of Negro History,” Journal of Negro History 45 
(October, 1960).

15. John Ernest, Liberation Historiography; Stephen Hall, A Faithful Account of the Race.
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205discourses on, the meaning of Africa. They theorized a different Af-
rica; a positive Africa which soon functioned as a collective identity 
for resisting Eurocentric ideas.16 Building upon this foundation, early 
nineteenth century black leaders of different backgrounds and ori-
entations launched the abolitionist movement. To challenge slavery, 
they had to vigorously contest and debunk false ideas about their his-
tory and heritage. They had to challenge the American culture of in-
tellectual negation and hegemony. In the process, these “Pioneers in 
Protest,” as the late Earl Thorpe described them (James Pennington, 
William Wells Brown, William Cooper Neal, George Washington 
Williams, etc.), embarked on exposing the fallacies of American his-
torical writings, as well as rescuing the black heritage and experience 
from its stranglehold by “researching” and publicizing the “truths” 
about American history and African heritage. They strongly believed 
that illuminating and highlighting the “truths” about their African 
history and heritage would eradicate the fallacies that were used to 
justify their enslavement.17 As Stephen Hall underscored, these early 
black intellectuals: 

Understood the necessity of focusing their challenge on contem-
porary nineteenth-century contradictions of history that privi-
leged the rise of the Western hemisphere as the starting point for 
American history. For the black writers, the rise of the West coin-
cided with the development of the slave trade and the demise of 
Africa. To respond to these charges, black writers in more expan-
sive ways … honed a well-crafted historical discourse that accen-
tuated their complex role in human history […]18 

They were not just “troubling” the pages of the writings of historians 
who had misrepresented their history, but also they “worked con-
sciously and aggressively to ‘present a just view’ of black origins.”19 

For these pioneers, there was no better point of departure than the 
very continent that had become the subject of caricature and nega-

16. James Sidbury, Becoming African in America.
17. Earl Thorpe, Black Historians: A Critique (New York: William Morrow & Company, 1971).
18. Stephen Hall, A Faithful Account of the Race, p. 51.
19. Ibid, p. 52.
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206 tion; the one maligned to justify denying to them their humanity—
Africa. They launched gradual, systematic, and determined efforts to 
research, study, and publicize their African backgrounds and roots, to 
discover and publicize not just their rich history and culture, but also 
to affirm, in the process, their humanity and thus claim for them-
selves subject-status as agents and positive contributors to American 
development. David Walker discussed this issue in his Appeal. For 
Walker, as Stephen Hall argued:

Rethinking the African American role in Western civilization re- 
quired a systematic engagement with black achievements, ancient 
and modern. Walker turned to classical source to make an important 
point about the place of Africa in the history of the world: ‘When we 
take a retrospective view of the arts and sciences—the Pyramids and 
other magnificent buildings—the turning of the channel of the river 
Nile, by the sons of Africa or of Ham, among them learning originat-
ed and was carried thence into Greece, where it was improved upon 
and refined.20 

In the referenced passage, Walker advanced a theme that would 
become a central canon of black intellectual protest; one that subse-
quent activists, including Martin Delany, would amplify—the antiq-
uity of civilization in Africa, and Africa’s influence and impacts on 
Western civilization and culture. The rescuing of African history 
from the depths of Eurocentric neglect and more significantly, the 
re-affirmation of Africa’s preeminence in world civilization became a 
recurrent theme in nineteenth century black intellectual activism. 
Delany built his nationalism on a strong foundation of African his-
torical and cultural preeminence.21 

Regardless of their intellectual imperfections, the writings and 
publications of the “Pioneers” laid the foundation for future genera-
tions and genres of black intellectual activism. They wrote about their 
rich ancestry in Africa and their enslavement. They repositioned 

20. Ibid, p. 42.
21. John Ernest, Liberation Historiography, Stephen Hall, A Faithful Account of the Race; Tunde 

Adeleke, UnAfrican Americans: Nineteenth-Century Black Nationalists and the Civilizing 
Mission (Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 1998).
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207Africa and blacks as active and positive agents in world civilization. 
Most significantly, they claimed a central role for blacks in American 
national history from the Revolution through the Civil War and be-
yond. In their collective narratives, black protest intellectuals insisted 
that American achievements could not be accounted for absent black 
contributions. Thus, there was a connection between the historic 
pains and sufferings of black Americans and the rise of an intellectual 
avante-guard. Their humanity denied through intellectual deceits and 
fraudulent claims and assertions, blacks fought back and attempted 
to reclaim and reaffirm that humanity through the creation of an in-
tellectual tradition that highlighted the essence and worth of Africa. 
The New Negro History Movement of the early twentieth century 
further solidified the foundation of Black history. Led by William E. 
B. Du Bois, Carter G. Woodson, Benjamin Brawley, and many others, 
the “New Negro” intellectuals used their education, research, and 
publications to solidify a foundation for, and gain respectability for, 
African History. They created the institutional structures and intel-
lectual resources that established Black History as a respectable main-
stream discipline, and, in the process, they laid the foundation for the 
future of Black Studies.22 There was consequently a direct connection 
between the sufferings of black was Americans and the emergence of 
an intellectual discipline: Black Studies.

Black Studies emerged and institutionalized in the late 1960s out 
of the pains and anguishes of the black struggle. Its roots are em-
bedded in the riots, boycotts, and protest marches of the civil rights 
movement, and corresponding police brutalities and racist attacks. 
This context would transform Black Studies into not only a discipline 
that embodied the pains of black Americans, but also the panacea for 
soothing, moderating, and ultimately eradicating those hurts. This 
linkage corresponding between Black Studies and the black strug-
gle, as this chapter establishes, was birthed in the earlier attempts 
by eighteenth and nineteenth century black leaders and activists to 

22. August Meier and Elliott Rudwick, Black History and the Historical Profession, 1915-1980 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1986). Darlene Clark-Hine, ed., The State of Afro- 
American History: Past, Present, Future (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 
1986).
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208 use knowledge as a weapon of change; a means of challenging the 
dominant hegemonic narratives. From the beginning, therefore, the 
black struggle in America was about challenging and debunking a de-
bilitating philosophy and worldview which entrapped blacks in a so-
cio-economic, cultural, and political “house of horror”; the Plantation. 
Thus, the black struggle was about overcoming and transcending this 
dehumanizing environment. This called for the creation of a coun-
tervailing, life-affirming intellectual heritage; a counter-hegemonic 
response to the dominant tradition, one that validated the black past, 
reversed centuries of deliberate and systematic mis-education, and 
functioned as a disciplinary intellectual frame for the black struggle. 
The civil rights movement brought this vision to fruition. The struggle 
was not just about civil and political rights. At its core, the civil rights 
movement was also about comforting and easing the historic pains 
that had become magnified in racial violence and brutalities. Howev-
er, there was no consensus among civil rights activists on the course of 
action. While mainstream leaders focused intensely on civil and po-
litical rights, student activists grew increasingly impatient with what 
they perceived as the slow pace of change. Determined to accelerate 
the pace, they embraced and adopted the radical “Black Power” phi-
losophy which ultimately would direct the attention of the activists to 
college campuses.23 

The “Black Power” activists of the Students’ Movement conclud-
ed that civil and political rights would be hollow accomplishments 
without education; and were convinced that real knowledge was 
inconceivable without engaging and obliterating the legacies of 
mis-education that continue to torment blacks psychologically and 
emotionally; legacies that, in their judgment, the colleges embody 
and nurture. Put differently, the student activists considered black 
liberation meaningless without uprooting the Eurocentric pedago-

23. Noliwe M. Rooks, White Money, Black Power: The Surprising History of African American 
Studies and the Crisis of Race in Higher Education (Boston: Beacon Press, 2006). Talmadge 
Anderson & James Stewart, Introduction to African American Studies, Trans-disciplinary 
Approaches and Implications (Baltimore, MD: Black Classic Press, 2007), ch. 2. Fabio 
Rojas, From Black Power to Black Studies: How a Radical Social Movement Became an Aca-
demic Discipline (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010).
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209gy that shaped American education. The need for intellectual and 
psychological emancipation, therefore, redirected the attention of 
black activists to educational reforms.24 They sought education that 
would rid their minds and consciousness of ideas and ethos that had 
nurtured a self-abnegating consciousness, ideas that had subverted 
black self-deterministic capacity, and induced self-hate and loathing. 
These activists realized that centuries of slave violence and racism, of 
exploitation and impoverishment, of helplessness and powerlessness 
had resulted in a fatalistic disposition of self-hate and self-loathing. 
Black self-esteem and confidence had to be restored through edu-
cation that taught blacks to appreciate their heritage, their culture; 
to appreciate their roles as active historical persona in the American 
drama. This would only happen, they insisted, if blacks had their own 
space within American higher education; a space within which to 
nurture and propagate those counter-narratives that would reshape 
black minds positively. They began to advocate the creation of Black 
Studies; the foundation for which had already been solidified by ear-
lier generations of activists. Their efforts ultimately resulted in the 
establishment of the Black Studies Program at San Francisco State 
College in late 1968, popularly acclaimed as the first in the nation. 
This became the catalyst for programs at other institutions such as 
Princeton, Yale, Columbia, New York, and Ohio State.25

Within the Black Studies purview, blacks hoped to validate their 
history and experiences. Black Studies would become the disciplinary 
arm of the black struggle. It would function as the intellectual means 
of redemption, as well as the tool with which to heal the pains that 
continued to torment blacks. Ridding blacks of the tragic worldview 
became crucial to survival. Black Power advocate Malcolm X, for 
example, offered knowledge of African history as an anti-dote for 
self-destructive ideas and consciousness, the key to overcoming and 
obliterating the psychological and emotional pains inflicted on blacks 
through centuries of slavery and intellectual racism.26 Thus, the insti-

24. Ibid.
25. Ibid. See also Fabio Rojas, From Black Power to Black Studies.
26. Malcolm X, Malcolm X on Afro-American History (new edition) (New York: Pathfinder, 

1990).
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210 tutionalization of Black Studies heralded a new approach to African 
history and culture. It offered blacks their own distinct racial/cultural 
lens through which they perceived their African heritage and culture. 
It afforded blacks a positive view of themselves, as well as a renewed 
self-confidence that enhanced self-esteem and worth. Africa, the 
foundation of Black Studies became the source for a new positive 
identity, a new sense of the self, and the means of psychological and 
emotional freedom from the shackles of the past. Malcolm X and 
fellow Black Power spokesperson Stokely Carmichael saw increased 
knowledge of Africa as the means to a new self and identity. It was 
not just knowledge of Africa, but reeducation about Africa, about 
heritage and culture that would help blacks defeat and overcome Eu-
rocentric mis-education. As the quest for intellectual emancipation 
and the empowerment of knowledge became part of the civil rights 
movement, black activists and emerging intellectuals used Africa to 
construct a counter-hegemonic epistemology; an Africa-centered 
epistemology which became the intellectual bulwark against cultural 
emasculation and a weapon in what was perceived as an existential 
struggle against Eurocentrism. This “African-centered” philosophy 
(Afrocentricity) shaped the early Black Studies programs through the 
1970s, and ultimately became a dominant disciplinary paradigm by 
the late 1980s.

The “Black Consciousness and Community Orientation” concept 
developed by the “founding father” of Black Studies forged a prob-
lematic link between the discipline and the social and psychological 
challenges of the black community.27 Also, perhaps unintentionally, 
it set the stage for the racialization of the discipline. The intension 
no doubt was to create a mutually reinforcing relationship between 
Black Studies and the black community, reflecting the social dynam-
ics of the context of institutionalization. The objective was for Black 
Studies to cater to the needs of its primary community and constit-
uency; one that had been abandoned by America and had suffered 
and continues to suffer the scourge of neglect. Blacks would have to 
be imbued with a sense of responsibility to use their knowledge to 

27. Talmadge Anderson & James Stewart, Introduction to African American Studies, pp. 35-36.
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211improve the black community. Unfortunately, this had the unintend-
ed consequence of further racializing the discipline. The injunction 
to merge the academy with the community implied the marriage of 
theory and praxis. This underlines the healing power of the disci-
pline. Black Studies cannot just be about researching and publicizing 
the “truth” about black history and culture, neither should it focus 
solely on exposing the fallacies of Eurocentric/American history. 
Regardless of how soothing and therapeutic the exposure of such 
fallacies may be, they (i.e., the fallacies) constitute just a dimension 
of a greater problem. The other critical dimension is the praxis which 
requires black intellectuals to identify with, and use their knowledge 
to develop the neglected, powerless, and helpless black community. 
This constitutes black intellectuals as avante-guard in the struggle to 
heal the deeper and larger wounds of the community. However noble 
this praxis function, ultimately it sets the stage for a ghetto-centric 
construction of Black Studies.28 Emphasis on healing the historic 
pains and exposing the lies that had been used to inflict those pains 
and hurts undergird the problems of intellectual credibility in Black 
Studies. Preoccupation with positively affecting black self-esteem has 
had far-reaching implications for what is taught in Black Studies, how 
it is taught, and by whom. There developed almost a schizophrenic 
preoccupation with ensuring that what was taught, and how it was 
taught, conformed strictly to the dictates of Afrocentrism. This sug-
gests, therefore, that those deemed “alien” to the black experience, 
whether by virtue of race or ethnicity became suspect, regardless of 
disposition and qualification.29 

The belief was that only the victims and those who directly or 
indirectly shared in their anguish could be trusted to interpret and 
represent the experience accurately. The use of race and ethnicity to 
determine qualification, competence, and authenticity within Black 
Studies reinforced a siege/fortress mentality which further com-
promised intellectual credibility. The case against whites teaching 

28. Tunde Adeleke, “Enduring Crises and Challenges of African American Studies,” Journal of 
Thought 32.3 (fall 1997): 65-96.

29. Ibid.
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212 Black Studies, according to one Afrocentric scholar, is fundamentally 
because they would “be reporting on it and interpreting it through 
the prism of their European experience (when what is needed is) an 
authentic presentation of the (black) experience.”30 Another critic 
is opposed to whites teaching Black Studies because “their historic 
experiences disqualify them.” In his words, “discrimination can best 
be taught and understood by those who experience it. It is hard to 
read a textbook and understand what discrimination is about. It is a 
different thing altogether to live it.”31 Molefi Asante, a leading Afro-
centric intellectual, is equally skeptical of whites teaching Black Stud-
ies. However, he concedes that it is possible for whites to teach Black 
Studies if such a person is “willing to make the necessary commit-
ment to teach accurately and Afrocentrically” (emphasis mine), and 
has “the ability to frame blacks as historical agents.”32 Such white pro-
fessors must demonstrate not just knowledge of, but also “sensitivity 
to the genetic, social, and cultural links between Africa and Europe.” 
He insists on a priori vetting their “intellectual location, social orien-
tation, and moral investment.”33 

Almost from the start, Black Studies assumed an ideological bur-
den which would have far-reaching implications for scholarship. The 
ideological context of institutionalization created a racialized essen-
tialist identity for Black Studies. It quickly became, in the perception 
of many, a discipline created by, and for, blacks. This racialization 
reflected the historical context. But there were also other consider-
ations. Those who taught and administered the program in its early 
years were mostly black activists whose credentials/qualifications 
derived largely from the fact of “being black” and the ability to claim 
affinity with, or having actively participated in, the black struggles. 
Academic qualification was simply not a priority. However, this 
would change as the field grew and expanded with the training of 
more professionals. Nonetheless, for over two decades after its in-

30. Ibid., p. 73.
31. Ibid.
32. Molefi Asante, “Where is the White Professor Located?” Perspectives 31.6 (September 

1993): 19.
33. Ibid.
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213ception, racial/cultural jurisdiction and credentialism shaped Black 
Studies. Whether by design or not, several of the early programs and 
departments were run by all-black faculty. There seemed to pervade 
an unwritten, racialized intellectual code; one that mandated an all-
black faculty for Black Studies. The few whites who ventured into the 
field had difficulty gaining acceptance and credibility. Regardless of 
qualification, they were suspect. Race and ethnicity became the over-
riding credentials, and “experience,” rather than academic qualifica-
tion, was much valued.34 Thus, “being black” was presumed to confer 
authenticity in Black Studies. There was an underlying fear and con-
cern that whites could not be trusted to teach with the same convic-
tion and passion as blacks; they simply could not be trusted to “tell 
it as it should be told.” This was premised on the belief that because 
of the centuries of Eurocentric mis-education, for Black Studies to 
be truly emancipated, it had to be rooted in Africa; it had to be truly 
a discipline by, for, and about blacks/Africans. This racialized ethos 
defined the Afrocentric essentialist paradigm which assumed domi-
nance from the late 1980s through the early 1990s. Adopted by lead-
ing Black Studies programs and departments, Afrocentrism became 
not just a defining paradigm for the field, but functioned as well as an 
ideological panacea for easing and eradicating the psychological and 
emotional pains blacks had experienced, and continue to experience, 
from Eurocentric mis-education.35 

Thus, Black Studies developed a paradigm which fundamental-
ly racialized the discipline. Race became the basis of legitimacy and 
authenticity. Advocates insisted that the field had to be constructed 
and taught “Afrocentrically” for it to truly accomplish its mission; oth-

34. Tunde Adeleke, “Enduring Crises and Challenges,” also Robert Blackey and Howard Shorr, 
eds., (Teaching Innovations Forum) “White Professors, Black History: Foray into the Mul-
ticultural Classroom,” Perspectives 31.6 (September 1993): 6-19.

35. Molefi Asante, “The Afrocentric Idea in Education,” Journal of Negro Education 60.2 
(1991): 170-179. See also his, The Afrocentric Idea (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
1987); Afrocentricity (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 1988); Kemet, Afrocentricity and 
Knowledge (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 1990); “On Historical Interpretation.” In his 
Malcolm X as Cultural Hero and other Afrocentric Essays (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 
1993). Tunde Adeleke, “Black Studies, Afrocentricity and Scholarship: A Reconsideration,” 
Griot: Journal of African American Studies 12.1 (spring 1993).
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214 erwise it would just be another variant of Eurocentrism. Essentially, 
Afrocentrism locates Black Studies strictly and wholly within African 
cosmology; reframing in the most positive sense, the history, culture, 
and accomplishments of African civilizations, and the systematic use 
of the knowledge gained to empower blacks in their struggles.36 The 
injunction to teach “Afrocentrically,” therefore, suggests a willing-
ness to affirm and validate Africa/Blacks; to research and teach Black 
Studies strictly from an African perspective. This calls for forcefully 
critiquing and denouncing Eurocentric education, especially in re-
gards to its negative impacts and enduring legacies. Most importantly, 
teaching “Afrocentrically” implies the instrumentalist combination of 
knowledge creation and dissemination with social engineering. This 
entails the therapeutic use of Black Studies to deal with and eradicate 
those negative, demeaning, and self-loathing ideas that shaped black 
consciousness for centuries. In other words, the role of the instructor 
is not just to teach, but also ideological; to use Africa to empower 
students by challenging and reversing legacies of destructive and neg-
ative socialization. Due to a paradigmatic imperative, Black Studies 
combined both academic and non-academic (instrumentalist) func-
tions. It became a discipline for addressing not just the emotional 
and psychological pains, but also for eradicating the ills of the black 
community. 

The adoption of a racialized and ethnicized paradigm for Black 
Studies is intellectually problematic, especially in the context of 
emerging perspectives in the humanities and social sciences which 
privileges interdisciplinary and cross-cultural scholarship and dis-
courses. As humans become citizens of an emerging “global village,” 
and gravitate toward cultural citizenship, race and ethnicity become 
anachronistic as identitarian constructs and intellectual anchors. Put 
differently, just as the nation-state loses its grip on, and monopoly 
of, identity, so do race and ethnicity. The challenge for Black Studies 
scholars and scholars in the humanities generally is how to embrace 
this globalizing perspective without being constrained by the “Af-
rocentric” or any primordial identitarian ideology. The global and 

36. Ibid.
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215globalizing character of the black experience problematizes the use 
of race, ethnicity, or even culture, as a paradigmatic frame for Black 
Studies. The ability to engage, validate, and affirm multiple and com-
plex experiences is at the core of the humanities. We live in a mutu-
ally reinforcing, mutually reflective universe defined by crosscurrents 
of influences and values. No credible humanities discipline can exist 
in isolation, driven solely by racially defined experiential ethos. It 
is important to clearly demarcate between an intellectual discipline 
and an ideological movement, each is characterized by fundamen-
tally different objectives. While there may be shared and overlapping 
interests, the goals are fundamentally different. Black Studies can-
not be constructed instrumentally and “Afrocentrically” and at the 
same time retain intellectual credibility. The Afrocentric paradigm 
is racially and culturally constrictive. For intellectual credibility, the 
discipline has to be shared. This means not only that the field is open 
to everyone, but also that its philosophical frame privileges critical 
discourses with others; that it is an intellectual stream from which 
everyone is free to drink, an embodiment of experiences that are not 
enclosed in, or delineated by, racial, ethnic, or cultural walls.

The sufferings of black Americans cannot effectively be relieved by 
a discipline grounded in the philosophy of pain; one which isolates 
blacks behind a cultural and racial boundary that discourages en-
gaging other experiences. A paradigm rooted and grounded in pain 
would not foster interdisciplinary and inter-cultural research and 
discourse. It would replicate an epistemology of pain that feeds the 
consciousness with negative and inhibiting recollections, hindering 
critical engagement with others. Pains are better relieved by experi-
ences that inculcate in the victims the understanding that, however 
real, the pains do not, and should not, define one’s essence. In fact, 
it is in seeing how much blacks share with others, even the historic 
counter-hegemonic “other” that those pains are better analyzed, un-
derstood, and their effects relieved. An intellectual paradigm rooted 
in pain and defined by counter-narratives of negation, one which 
seeks to demonize and delegitimize the “other,” only replicates the 
very problem it was designed to eradicate, by evolving into what 
fundamentally is a disciplinary “ethnoscape” (to borrow Appadurai’s 
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216 concept).37 The pain is not relieved, but encased and perpetuated. 
Thus, Afrocentric fixation on race and identity politics negatively 
frames Black Studies as a protest discipline, a discipline fixated on 
shaping and re-shaping identity, constantly and perpetually on guard 
against perceived threats from the dominant society. As Gerald Early 
rightly noted, the entire Black Studies “enterprise seems more about 
authentication and restoration of identity than anything else.” This 
entraps the discipline “in a conceptual bind” which institutes the 
very problem it was created to destroy—“the act of imposing a uni-
fied identity upon a huge population of disparate people.”38 There is 
also what Early characterized as “the political baggage” of the origins 
of Black Studies. This “baggage” compelled the imposition of a uni-
form identity upon a people without consideration for the wealth 
and complexities of their backgrounds and experiences.39 As Early 
underscored, the “anti-establishment” origins of Black Studies creat-
ed a “political baggage” which encouraged “dogmatic teaching, the 
quest for Afrocentric orthodoxy, and a pure African perspective of 
the world.”40 The result is a cynical, anti-intellectual disposition that 
views with suspicion established canons of intellectual respectability. 
This is reflected in “the postmodernists’ denunciation of objectivity 
as Eurocentric, producing a vacuum that can be filled only by ‘correct’ 
leftist or nationalist politics.”41 There is also “the racial demarcation 
of the curriculum” which, according to Early, has “worked against 
the best interests of both the black professor and the black students 
by defeating a fundamental purpose of a liberal education: to learn 

37. Arjun Appadurai, “Disjuncture and Difference in a Global Cultural Economy.” In Mike 
Featherstone, ed., Global Culture: Nationalism, Globalization, and Modernity (London: 
Sage, 1990), pp. 297.

38.	Gerald Early, “A Place of Our Own.” The New York Times (on the web), April 14, 2002, p. 2.
39.	Stephen Howe, Afrocentrism: Mythical Pasts and Imagined Homes (London: Verso, 1998). 

Clarence E. Walker, We Can’t Go Home Again: An Argument about Afrocentrism (London: 
Oxford University Press, 2001). Yaacov Shavit, History in Black: Afro-Americans in Search 
of an Ancient Past (London: Frank Cass, 2001). Tunde Adeleke, The Case Against Afrocen-
trism (Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 2009).

40.	Gerald Early, “A Place of Our Own,” p. 3.
41.	Ibid.

9(Tunde Adeleke).indd   216 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:33



Therapeutic Function of the H
um

anities: Black Studies and the African Am
erican Experience

217about and to become experts in experiences outside yourself.”42 
Further isolating Black Studies and thus eroding its intellectual 

credibility is the “Afrocentric” distrust of, and reluctance to embrace, 
mainstream education. Afrocentric scholars deem mainstream ed-
ucation inherently harmful to blacks.43 Under the guise of scientific 
objectivity, rationalism, and universalism, mainstream institutions 
function as conduits of Eurocentric hegemonic values. Rejecting ra-
tionalism, empiricism, and objectivity, Afrocentric scholars advanced 
relativism, and the construction of Black Studies within a racialized 
essentialist perspective rooted in, and one that positively reflected, 
the African world.44 This became the weapon of liberation, conceived 
dualistically and simultaneously to include academic and ideological 
dimensions. This racial essentialist epistemology became, for lead-
ing Afrocentric scholars, such as Molefi Asante, Amos Wilson, John 
Henrik Clarke, Marimba Ani, Maulana Karenga, Terry Kershaw, and 
Na’im Akbar, the one and only viable and credible perspective for 
Black Studies and for educating blacks. Afrocentrism also functions 
as a kind of “collective consciousness” paradigm that uses racially and 
culturally shared negative experiences to shape in blacks an aware-
ness of their collective pains. This shared awareness would suppos-
edly inspire self-determination. This heightened state of “intellectual 
vigilance” which informs the Afrocentric paradigm shapes Black 
Studies in ways that conform strictly to the goals of black liberation; 
the need to combat and deconstruct vestiges of Eurocentric educa-
tion and socialization.45 It is this construction of Black Studies that 
validates the racial credentialist problematic which delegitimizes any-
one or any interpretation not in conformity with an Afrocentric view 
of history and reality; or anyone deemed racially and culturally “alien” 

42. Ibid.
43. Carter G. Woodson, The Mis-education of the Negro (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 

1990) (originally published in 1933). Mwalimu J. Shujaa, ed., Too Much Schooling, Too Lit-
tle Education: A Paradox of Black Life In White Societies (Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 
1994).

44. Molefi Asante, Afrocentricity, p. 50-52. Terry Kershaw, “The Emerging Paradigm in Black 
Studies.” in Talmadge Anderson, ed., Black Studies: Theory, Method, and Cultural Perspec-
tives (Pullman: Washington State University Press, 1990), pp. 17-24.

45. Molefi Asante, Afrocentricity, ch. 3.

9(Tunde Adeleke).indd   217 14. 12. 24.   오후 12:33



W
ho Should W

e Listen To?

218 to the unique experiences of the race. In other words, suffering, or 
the ability to claim a heritage of suffering, became a credentialing and 
legitimizing criteria and consideration. It soon became the defining 
and unifying underpinning of the essentialist pedagogy. Shrinkages 
in opportunity, coupled with renewed and relentless onslaughts on 
civil rights, and an upsurge of ultraconservatism targeting social wel-
fare reforms have exacerbated the crises of the black communities 
(poverty, unemployment, etc.) and bolstered the Afrocentric appeal 
as a weapon of liberation rather than an intellectual paradigm. Oba 
T’Shaka urged the continued adoption of Afrocentrism stating, “Black 
communities are in crises… we have become infested by the western 
worldview.”46 Amos Wilson presented Afrocentrism as the means of 
redressing historical wounds inflicted upon blacks, physically, psy-
chologically, and emotionally. He saw no more effective weapon of 
dealing with the myriad of challenges confronting blacks in America 
than to invoke and unfurl their “Afrikan” identity and heritage.47 

How realistic is a racialized essentialist framing of Black Studies in 
the context of globalization and a growing emphasis on connectivity 
and inter-disciplinary scholarship in the humanities? Can the hu-
manities combine academic and extra-academic functions, especially 
if the latter is race-specific and culturally provincial, in a context, and 
in an intellectual milieu that privileges inter-disciplinary scholarship 
and discourses; one in which culture and identity fluctuate, and old 
cultural and ethnic boundaries become obsolete? Black Studies could 
conceivably assume extra-academic functions of a therapeutic and 
instrumentalist nature due to the circumstances of its origin. The 
problem occurs, if and when, such functions become the essence of 
the discipline. For Black Studies to embrace and reflect emerging 
perspectives in the humanities, the discipline has to disengage from, 
or at the very least deemphasize, cultural and racial instrumentalism. 
Black Studies scholars, like others in the humanities must engage 
other experiences freely, and black students must expect exposure 

46. Oba T’shaka, The Art of Leadership (Richmond, CA: Pan African Publications, 1990), p. 71.
47. Amos Wilson, The Falsification of Afrikan Consciousness: Eurocentric History, Psychiatry 

and the Politics of White Supremacy (New York: Afrikan World InforSystems, 1993).
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219to a wide range of complex perspectives. The future of Black Stud-
ies depends on this openness and flexibility. The paradigm should 
acknowledge, affirm, and validate human experiences in their rich-
ness and diversity. Black Studies should not replicate racialized or 
culturally hegemonic grand paradigms or perspectives that shaped 
the context of the black experience; perspectives that were used to 
delegitimize “others” while being falsely represented as “universal” 
and “objective.” As indicated above, Afrocentrism developed largely 
in response to what was perceived as the prevailing tendency to exalt 
as “universal” and “objective,” canons rooted in Eurocentric weltan-
schauung. Consequently, blacks felt that their heritage and contribu-
tions were neglected; and their values and cultures caricatured and 
delegitimized. Everything was conflated into a supposedly universal 
and objective worldview; a framework, in the judgment of Afrocen-
tric scholars, for European hegemony. Afrocentrism was meant to 
free and protect blacks from this bondage, while also disrupting the 
legacies of their historic hurts.

The Afrocentric construction of Black Studies, therefore, reflects 
a rejection of the post-modern emphasis on inter-disciplinary dis-
courses. There is clearly a reluctance to embrace post-modern or 
post-colonial assumptions, especially with respect to notions of 
globalism, connectivity, and inter-culturalism. Suffering remains at 
the core of the problem. The critical question is: in what ways, if any, 
are the black American conditions (poverty, racism, inequality, etc.) 
moderated or mediated by post-modern or post-colonial develop-
ments? In other words, are the sufferings moderated by changing 
circumstances? Does the post-setting, however it is conceived (mod-
ern or colonial) necessarily safeguard, protect, and preserve un-
trammeled, black rights and privileges? Does it preserve the fruits of 
their historic struggles? Indications are not reassuring. The upsurge 
of ultra-conservative attacks on social welfare reforms and public 
policies perceived to disproportionately impact the poor have only 
reinforced a sense of unease among black Americans. More recently, 
persistent attacks on civil rights culture, and blatant attempts in Re-
publican controlled states to roll back the Voting Rights Act (1965), 
by restricting voting opportunities of minorities, have only opened 
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220 old wounds and reinforced the feeling that though the physical vio-
lence and sufferings of the past may have subsided, the political and 
cultural contexts remain pregnant with ominous consequences. Thus, 
for blacks, talks about trans-nationalism and cultural citizenship ring 
hollow. The enduring legacy of suffering and the looming threat of an 
unrepentant ultra-conservatism underscore the relevance of cultural 
vigilance and a racialized worldview. We may live in a postcolonial 
world; the “colonial” is still very much alive for black Americans. 
Even in the postcolonial and transnational contexts, the violence, 
pain, and anguish of the “colonial” establishment remain raw and 
fresh for black Americans, perhaps because for them, the concept 
“postcolonial” remains a distant illusion. The “colonial era” is still 
very much extant. Perhaps a “postcolonial” America, if and when 
it comes, would result in the easing of black sufferings. Contrary to 
some expectations, even the election of the first Black President has 
not ushered in the “post-racial;” a critical subtext to the “postcolonial.” 
In fact, as many now argue, the election of Barack Obama has, more 
than at any other time in American history, further deepened the 
racial divide and animosity. It has revealed how distant the nation is 
from the “postcolonial” or “post-racial” termini. 

Afrocentric scholars, therefore, deem the transnational vision as 
an illusion. It is difficult to envisage any transcending, be it racial, 
ethnic, or cultural in a global environment which continues in some 
form or other to replicate privileges; where racial inequities and in-
equalities prevail. Hence, Afrocentrists who subscribe dogmatically 
to a conflict-driven perception of reality remain skeptical. They deem 
the transcending of any sort a ruse; the “trans” a higher level of the 
old hegemonic order, an elevated platform for Eurocentric domina-
tion and exploitation, and thus an expanded terrain of black suffer-
ings. Hence they are leery of international/global engagements.48 For 
them, black sufferings cry out for global attention. Blacks continue 

48. Molefi Asante, The Painful Demise of Eurocentrism: An Afrocentric Response to Critics 
(Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 1990); Preface & Ch. 1. Marimba Ani, YURUGU: An 
African-Centered Critique of European Cultural Thought and Behavior (Trenton, NJ: Africa 
World Press, 1994). Haki Madhubuti, Enemies: The Clash of Races (Chicago: Third World 
Press, 1978).
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221to languish beneath the veneer of American democracy. Their suffer-
ings have morphed and now emanate from complex and often subtle 
sources—judicial, social, political, and economic inequalities and 
inequities, institutional and color-blind racism, and an unrepentant 
and virulent ultra-conservatism. This reality underscores, for many, 
the ever-present need for a distinct racialized pedagogy of resistance, 
an intellectual safety-valve, an “ethnoscape” even in an age when hu-
mans are supposedly increasingly being drawn closer, and traditional 
boundaries of racial, cultural, and ethnic delineations deemphasized. 
In their judgment, blacks have yet to attain this noble “utopian” re-
ality. Thus, Black Studies, a humanities discipline, remains saddled 
with this essentialist counter-hegemonic paradigm of “Pain,” even as 
humanities scholars worldwide explore ways of dismantling rigid dis-
ciplinary boundaries.
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Princess Bari, Answering the Conundrum 
of Sufferings of the World

KangHa Yu
Kangwon National University

Rewriting Princess Bari in the Twenty-First Century

In Korean shamanist rituals, or gut, there are those to lead the dead 
up to the heavens. These are “Jinogi gut,” “Ananpak gut,” and “Ogu 
gut.” In these rituals, the shaman sings and dances a Seosamuga, or 
an epic shamanist song, about Princess Bari. It is a shamanistic myth 
about a princess who was abandoned right after birth, coming back 
with the Water of Life obtained from the afterlife for her father. 

Princess Bari is a song about a goddess, sung to pray for the souls 
of the dead and to comfort the living. It has been orally transmitted 
for a very long time. The story is reborn by Hwang Sokyong’s book, 
Princess Bari (Korean title: Baridegi).1 The writer kept the basic struc-
ture of the abandoned princess going into the afterlife, but added a 
new meaning of abandonment in the twenty-first century. The new 
version is unique and different because it doesn’t repeat the original 
version, but encompasses the writer’s perception of reality in this 
world.2 

Baridegi is a story about a girl named Bari. Regardless of her will, 
she travels from North Korea to China and then to the UK. The sto-

  1. Hwang Sokyong, Baridegi (Changbi, 2007).
  2. In Hwang Sokyong’s Shimchung, the Road of Lotus Flower, Hwang states that “the perspec-

tive and the momentum of my book Shimchung is different from the perspective of Chae 
Mansik, when he newly wrote Shimhakgyu Jeon. They are both based on the realities of the 
times when they were written.” (Hwang Sokyong, “Preface: Publishing the Revised Edi-
tion,” Shimchung, the Road of Lotus Flower, Munhakdongne, 2011, p. 696). “Baridegi” will 
also express the deep and honest thoughts on the “now and here” of the writer.
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226 ry tells of a girl’s experience of forced immigration in the midst of 
haughty capitalism and globalism, so the work provides an important 
meaning in discussions regarding the current issues of the side effects 
of capitalism, immigration, and diaspora.3

In Hwang’s book, Baridegi, all of the world’s sufferings caused by 
rapid globalization, such as violence, forced immigration, prejudice, 
misunderstanding, antagonism, conflict, poverty, and discrimination 
are included. The reason that this story is more than the sufferings of 
a girl named Bari is because the causes and the phenomena that make 
the characters suffer are not just individual issues. They are all linked 
to human society and social institutions in a complex and multilay-
ered way.4 Therefore, the sufferings experienced by Bari in Baridegi 
are individual sufferings, as well as the sufferings of all of us living 
in a divided, hurtful, confusing, and ironic world. And furthermore, 
they are the pains of all of us, “mankind,” living in a huge society. This 
is why “we”5 must discuss pain and healing. This paper is not about a 
logical and scientific analysis of pain. It is about a story of a girl’s life, 
questioning the pains of human beings, who are relational beings as 
well as social beings. 

Bari, Traveling the Bitter World

There are various similarities and differences between Seosamuga 
and Hwang’s Baridegi. Among the differences, just looking at the 

  3. There are so many studies about Hwang’s Baridegi with the words “diaspora” and “immi-
gration” in their titles. This paper will not list the studies.

  4. “Grouping human issues into groups make us realize that these phenomena cannot be 
regarded as psychological or medical issues, therefore “personal” issues. On the other 
hand, it shows that in many cases, personal issues are closely linked to social issues.” 
Arthur Klienman, Veena Das, translated by Ahn, Jongseol, Social Suffering, Greenbee, 
2002, p. 10.

  5. The word “we,” is a concept that can be easily fabricated and falsified, “from the closest 
relationships like family and friends, to encompass states and companies” (Seo Kyungsik, 
Can Sufferings and Memory Bond, Chulsoo and Younghee, 2009, pp. 53-54). The word 
“we” in this paper is a macro and inclusive term, which goes beyond the barriers of state, 
ethnicity, and race.
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227amount written about the current life and the afterlife, descriptions 
of the current life comprise a bigger portion of Baridegi. In the myth, 
Bari’s childhood, the ten or so years she spends growing up with 
Birigongduk grandparents, is quite short. However, with the help of 
the writer’s imagination, that period is reborn as a long journey 
across North Korea, China, and the UK. 

Unlike other studies, which mainly covers Bari’s journey in the 
current life, this paper aims to look over the afterlife portion of the 
journey, comparatively shorter than the portion on current life. How-
ever, the afterlife that Bari travels through is a rendition of what peo-
ple think of today as the afterlife.6 So, even if we cover the story about 
the afterlife, it is inevitably a story about today’s world. Therefore, the 
journey into the afterlife is a recreation of today’s world. So it could 
be a clearer method to examine current life today.

As Bari in the Seosamuga did, Bari in the novel is born as the 
seventh daughter in a family living in Chungjin, North Korea, and is 
immediately abandoned after birth. After being rescued by her fami-
ly’s white dog, Bari lives without any difficulties for a while. However, 
due to economic and political reasons, the family becomes separat-
ed. Bari and her grandmother secretly cross the river and enter into 
China. In China, her sister, Hyuni, and her grandmother suddenly 
die. After their deaths, thanks to the help of a man named Miccuri, 
she goes to a massage parlor named Nakwon (Korean word for para-
dise). In Nakwon, she befriends a girl named Shang. With the help of 
the Shang couple, she moves to Dalian and seems to find happiness. 
However, she comes across financial issues again, and against her 
will, she is illegally smuggled into the UK. After working at a diner 
in Chinatown, she works as a foot masseuse at Tonking Salon. She 
meets Ali, a muslim man, gets married to him, and finally feels that 
her life will be happy from then on. However, her husband Ali goes 
to look for his brother who is involved in an act of international ter-
rorism and Bari has to raise her child alone.

  6. “‘Oh, it is horrible.’ Chilsung thinks. ‘That is the hell that you built in your world. That is 
why the same hell is here as well.’” Hwang, Baridegi, p. 267.
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228 Unlike the original story where Bari dramatically meets her par-
ents who abandoned her, and goes to the afterlife for her parents, Bari 
in the novel is abandoned repeatedly. She is abandoned at birth, again 
with the death of her grandmother, and again when she is separated 
from Shang, her only friend, after being smuggled into Britain. After 
marrying, she is abandoned again by her husband as he leaves her to 
look for his brother Usman. She is tragically abandoned in the world 
again as her baby dies in an accident.

1. The Road to the Afterlife, the Familiar Journey

She is named “Bari” because of her abandonment at birth. Like her 
name, she repeatedly suffers the pains of “abandonment” as if it were 
her destiny. At the end of increasing pain is the journey into the 
afterlife. In the myth, Princess Bari embarks on the journey after 
reuniting with her parents. She receives much cheering and farewell 
wishes as she goes,7 but in the novel, Bari begins her journey in a 
most painful moment. She cries herself to sleep after losing her 
daughter, Holiya, whom she gave birth to without her husband. At 
her lowest, most humble, and painful moment, Bari’s journey begins. 
After repeated abandonment and pain, what awaits her is the most 
difficult journey: a journey into the afterlife. 

In the myth, Princess Bari goes through many “hells.”8 Likewise, 
Bari must go through multiple layers of hell. With the help of her 
grandmother and Chilsung, she arrives at the watchtower of a ship. 
From there, she sees that she must go through three seas of hell—the 
seas of fire, blood, and sand—to get to Mushei Castle, at the end of 

  7. “The King gave Princess Bari huge jade, silk clothes, a smooth bamboo hat, and a jar, shoes 
and a walking stick made out of casting iron.” Kim Taegon, Choi Unsik, and Kim Jin-
young, Korean Myths (Siinsa, 2009), p. 229. Moved by the reunion with her parents and 
after reconciling with her parents, Princess Bari embarks on her journey receiving all the 
necessities. However, the situation is exactly the opposite for Bari. She embarks on her 
journey without anything. 

  8. “There was blade mountain hell, fire mountain hell, poisonous snake hell, ice hell, pitfall 
hell, baeam hell, and gate hell.” Kim Taegon, Choi Unsik, and Kim Jinyoung, Korean 
Myths, p. 230.
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human world shows that the sufferings of this world are highly com-
plex and multi-layered. 

The sea of fire, which she crosses first, shows both the world’s war 
and its carnage through burning cities and people. War is the most 
violent act. It is the act that destroys human beings, families, the 
world, and civilizations.10 That is the true nature of the sea of fire. 

After the sea of fire is the sea of blood. It is where boats filled with 
the souls of the dead float by. It makes us think of the meaning of 
pain and death. People who cannot enter the afterlife cry in pain on 
their way to the afterlife. They are on different boats according to the 
different pains they have suffered. It is here that Bari meets the most 
number of people. It shows that there are more than one or two dif-
ferent types of pain. That there are more diverse and complex causes 
and shapes of pain. At the sea of blood, symbolizing both life and 
death, Bari meets the first boat passing by: 

Scenes change relentlessly. It shows here and there inside the ship. 
Negroids, Caucasians, and Mongoloids are all on the boat. It is a 
ship filled with souls who starved to death, fell ill to death, were 
harassed to death, worked to death, beaten to death, exploded to 
death, burned to death, drowned to death, and those who were 
overanxious to die (Hwang 268). 

A soul that died painfully asks Bari, “Please answer me quickly. Why 
are we in so much pain? Why are we here?” (Hwang 268). However, 
Bari, even though she is a living soul, does not know the meaning. 
Looking at the painfully dying souls, she does not hastily accuse 
them or cast blame on them for any previous faults. This is possible 
because Bari herself has been through so much pain. Bari has a spe-
cial psychic gift of being able to travel to the afterlife, but she does 

  9. “‘First is the sea of fire, then the sea of blood. Last is the sea of sand, where even a bird’s 
feather sinks. After you pass that, is the Mushei Castle.’ ‘Where is that?’ ‘The end of the 
western sky.’” Hwang, Baridegi, p. 266. 

10. “War is the biggest and most brutal violence of all. It is because it destroys human, fami-
lies, nations, and cultures that man made.” Kim Chisoo, Wounds and Healing (Moonji 
Publishing, 2010), p. 36.
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230 not have the power to save them. Listening to their painful cries and 
questions, she continues her journey, answering them that she will 
tell them on the way back.

On the second boat crossing the sea of blood, are the lost souls of 
those who were sacrificed both voluntarily and involuntarily under 
the guise of world justice and peace. Ali’s brother Usman, who was 
involved in an international terrorist act, is also on that boat: 

On the boat are people lined up holding spears, arrows, swords 
and guns. There are also people with their hair everywhere. Some 
are without their arms, legs, or necks. They wear bloodied uni-
forms, with bandages, prosthetics, and eye patches. Their arms are 
outstretched, flailing.

Usman, in a white and round hat, fully-bearded, yells at me.

Bari, tell me why evil prevails in the world, and why we are with 
our enemies (Hwang 269). 

On the boat are people with swords, spears, guns, and other weap-
ons, and the people who have been hurt by them. Also, enemies who 
fought against each other are on the boat together. They ask Bari why 
evil always wins and why the enemies are on the same boat. Usman 
asks Bari a question, but Bari only answers that she will give them an 
answer on her way back. 

The third boat, crossing the sea of blood, appears:

There are young and old men with beards and stern faces and 
women wearing hijabs with concerned faces. There are also 
women with faces distorted from fire and with bodies filled with 
bloody scars and bruises from flogging, women wearing loose 
clothes covering their faces with burkas, and strange men with 
bombs on their chests. They shake their fists and ask Bari. Tell us 
what the meaning of our deaths is! ... I will answer you on my way 
back (Hwang 270).

This is the pain of the victims of violence under the guise of tradi-
tion and justice. Women wearing hijabs and burkas, women flogged 
for violating tradition, women who lost their lives from honorary 
killings, and men who have killed those women due to their wrong 
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231beliefs, all cry out in pain. The cause of their pain is not individual. It 
must be seen from a more macro perspective. It is caused by culture 
and tradition in a world that we have shared for a long time. Bari still 
cannot answer their questions. 

While seeing the boats pass by, Bari does not answer any of their 
questions. On the last boat crossing the sea of blood, she sees the 
people who have hurt her: 

In the quietness, Bari hears a creepy laughter. He he he, ha ha ha. 
Officials who took away her father, men who drove her away from 
home, men who have sold and harassed Bari’s sister, Mii, who 
crossed the Tumen River alone, gamblers from Dalian, and men 
from the boat that smuggled her into the UK are all on the boat. 
[…] Ah, most of all, the scary and ugly Shang is glaring at me. On 
this boat are the things that you hate the most. When will we be 
free? […] I will never set you free. […] When will we be freed 
from you? […] I will tell you on my way back (Hwang 270-271).

To the last question, Bari finally answers that she will never let them 
go. It is because even though she is a psychic, she is also only a hu-
man, not free from the bonds of hate and resentment. However, to 
the next question asking when they will be freed, she answers that 
she will tell them on her way back. 

While crossing the sea of blood, Bari receives four questions. She 
is a psychic, but she is incapable of solving her own pains, and an-
swering others’ questions. Even though she can see the afterlife, in 
the face of the universal, somber, and solemn questions of life and 
death, Bari cannot give any answers. To the people who cry out in 
wanting to know the meaning of life and death, Bari does not act in a 
solemn or domineering way. On the other hand, she listens and tells 
them that if she finds the answers, she will let them know. Even to 
the people who have sold and hurt her, she first cries out that she will 
never forgive them, but in the end, she unconsciously tells them that 
she will let them know later. 

Like so, hell is a familiar road, filled with people she has met be-
fore during her current life. Even though they are already dead, the 
dead souls on the boats crossing the sea of blood do not know the 
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232 meaning of death. It must be because they did not know the meaning 
of life, which is connected to death. Where would she find the an-
swers to the souls’ questions?

2. The Familiar Taste of the Water of Life

Bari promises the souls that she will find the answers to their ques-
tions and continues on her journey. She is a psychic who knows the 
past and the present of a person by touching his or her feet. She is a 
being who understands the unknown afterlife, but the writer holds 
off on finding the answers in the holy world, or the godly world. This 
is expressed in the novel by Bari being unable to see the future even 
though she can see the past and the present. Also, it is expressed in 
the criticism of the religious leaders she meets on the sea of sand: 

There is something moving far away. They wear different clothes 
and hold up different scriptures. The Protestant minister in a black 
suit and tie, the Catholic priest with a long black gown, a Hindu 
Brahman wrapped in white clothing with one bear shoulder, a Mus-
lim imam with long clothes and a white hat, a Buddhist monk with 
a shaved head wearing yellow cloth, and a Jewish rabbi with a black 
round kippa hat, all barely standing on the sand and screaming in 
undistinguishable words. […] They are screaming at the top of 
their lungs, but because they are trying to out-scream each other, 
the words are all mixed, and do not mean anything (Hwang 272).

The writer criticizes the fallacy of all religions in that they all speak 
solemnly about life and death while proclaiming salvation, but in the 
end, they do not accept one another and repeat their divisions and 
quarrels. All the religions in the world that sink into the sea of sand 
and rise back up again do not have any answers to the world’s con-
flicts and pains. By putting religious people filled with fallacies, 
hypocrisy, arrogance, and feigned solemnity, on the sea of sand on 
the way to hell, the writer draws a line to religious salvation and holy 
salvation. 

Bari, a psychic, is no exception. Bari has the ability to talk to Sook, 
who is a mute, and to her dog, Chilsung, and can see the past of a 

10(Kang Ha Yu).indd   232 14. 12. 24.   오후 1:45



Princess Bari, Answ
ering the Conundrum

 of Sufferings of the W
orld

233person by touching his or her feet. However, she does not know her 
future, or give answers to the questions asked by people crying out 
in pain. Instead of sermons, advice, and proclamations of teachings, 
Bari stands at the other end of the line. Bari reads the low points and 
pains in a person’s life and mind by touching his or her tired and 
dirty feet as a foot masseuse. She does not rule over or stand in front 
of people. With that ability, she stays at the lowest and dirtiest place. 
Therefore, Bari does not act as if she “knows” everything about hu-
man pain and salvation, but rather shares with people by exposing 
her ignorance to the world’s pain. 

Bari crosses the seas of fire, blood, and sand while receiving con-
stant questions about pain. Then, she reaches Mushei Castle at the 
end of the western sky. She asks Satan, disguised as an old man, about 
the Water of Life. He answers weakly, “It is impossible that such a 
thing exists. We do have a well, but it is just water to make food” 
(Hwang, 280). That was the disappointing answer she received after 
going through all the troubles in coming to Mushei Castle: 

Bari turns and walks out the back door of the room. At the end of 
the stairs, there is a small garden and a small well. She runs 
towards the well and drinks up the water with her hands a couple 
of times. It tastes cool and sweet like her well back home. But that 
is it. Disappointed, she gets up (Hwang 280).

Bari stands up “disappointed” after drinking the water from the well, 
tasting just like the water back home. She had expected the Water of 
Life to be something special, but unlike Princess Bari in the myth, 
there is no Water of Life that she can proudly carry back. 

On her way back, she meets the first, grey boat. People ask her the 
question once again. Against her will, a young girl’s voice answers the 
question. To the question asked by the bitter souls of all races, a voice 
within Bari answers:

It is because of the desires of human beings. In order to eat better, 
dress better, and live better, they harassed us. That is why the god 
riding the boat with you is also in pain. Forgiving them will be 
helping god (Hwang 282).
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234 A girl’s voice comes out from within Bari, who drank the Water of 
Life, which is just normal water. The voice says that the cause of the 
pain is desire, and forgiveness is the answer. On her way back, Bari 
meets people on the second boat, including Usman:

Do you know why evil always wins? Why are we here together 
with our enemies? Nobody is a winner in a war. The definition of 
the current life is always in half (Hwang 282).

Wars begin with a good cause: to eradicate evil and to pursue a just 
and peaceful world. However, in trying to create a peaceful world 
with violence, it only creates consumptive fights and victims. No 
matter what just causes it has, violence only begets more violence, 
and it does not solve anything. Usman’s question of why only evil 
prevails in the world stems from a mindset of putting good and bad 
in a conflicting manner. On the flip side, the enemy will harbor the 
same mindset from the opposite position, making a solution seem 
farther away. This is why Usman and his enemies are on the same 
boat. Identifying friend versus foe forces us to define each other as 
evil enemies and others. If friends are “absolute good” and foes are 
“absolute evil,” all fights will end in victory for evil. Bari’s answer that 
no one wins in a war and that justice in the world is only an imper-
fect half, means that as long as inconsiderate and narrow-minded 
divisions exist, there is no true victory in the world. 

As divisions become denser, pain grows and maximizes. Clearly 
dividing between friend and foe might dissect the world, but it can-
not put the world back together. Human desire and greed that pries 
in that boundary only makes that line more distinct. 

Next comes the boat with women in hijabs and burkas, women 
flogged to death, women killed in honor, and men with bombs on 
their chests. On that boat are many people sacrificed under the name 
of man-made “tradition” and “justice”: 

Tell us the meaning of our deaths!

 God’s sadness is because of your despair. He will not be in despair 
with you (Hwang 283).
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which has gone on for so long, that no one can identify it as wrong—
a tradition that does not change because sometimes it is similar to a 
belief, accompanied by despair arising from walls such as culture and 
prejudice. Bari learns from her “daily life” that people can be saved 
from despair when they recognize and consider others.11 The wall 
that has been built for a long time is so strong that people give up. 
But if human beings give into despair, god will not be able to do any-
thing and will be filled with sadness. It is because god can help man, 
but living is one’s own job.

Next is the quiet fourth boat. On that boat are the people who 
have hurt Bari. Shang, who killed Bari’s daughter Holiya Sooni, is 
also on the boat. The boat filled with people who Bari once hated is 
still tied to Bari with hate. Inside Bari’s hurting mind, Holiya’s voice 
answers for her:

 The things you hate the most are on this boat. When will we be 
freed?

 My mom is tied. When my mom untangles herself from hate, you 
will be freed (Hwang 284).

Through the voice inside of her, she faces the truth behind hate.12 She 
is a psychic who can go from the current life to the afterlife, but she 
realizes that even she is not a perfect being and that she is only a per-
son consumed in hate and despair. The pain inside her is not revert-
ed to her personal faults. On the other hand, it is pain of an individu-
al left in a world filled with global capitalism, racist hostility, and reli-
gious conflict. Bari’s experience of human trafficking, the September 

11. “Mr. Tan from Tonking Salon believed in Buddhism. Mr. Lou would murmur a man-
tra-like prayer endlessly when he was resting after cooking. Many people living in China-
town went to Taoist temples to burn incense and pray. Luna and Mrs. Sarah were from 
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, but they were born in Britain. They went to church and 
believed in Jesus. They freely crossed over different manners and courtesies according to 
their traditions.” Hwang, Baridegi, p. 225. 

12.	“Shang, you bitch! I will kill you. I later realized that Shang had only provoked something 
in my heart. The grudge was about everything that had hurt me throughout my journey.” 
Hwang Sokyong, Baridegi, p. 262.
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236 eleventh terrorist attack, the London subway terrorist bombing, and 
even Holiya’s death is not because of her own fault. In a world where 
we do not live alone, we are all victims and perpetrators. 

Pain is caused by personal faults as well as societal pain from war, 
religious conflicts, and terrorism arising from intangible things such 
as hate, conflict, and prejudice rampant all over the world. Therefore, 
the faults of a man in a world cannot be blamed solely on him, while 
the society that allows existence is not innocent. Pain is both personal 
and universal.

Bari eventually finds the Water of Life at the end of the dangerous 
road that she follows holding bells and tri-colored sprays. The Water 
of Life is just normal water that we use for cooking and washing our 
clothes. It is daily life itself. The Water of Life is the water from the 
well of everyday life filled with pain. The deep and encompassing 
healing power of the Water of Life is told by Bari’s grandmother: 

When I asked for the Water of Life, the Jangseung (Korean totem 
pole) told me that the water that we use for cooking and washing 
clothes, that water is the Water of Life. […] When I sprayed the 
Water of Life that I brought, my sick parents got well and the sick 
world became healed (Hwang 81).

The Water of Life that Bari drinks heals not only her “father’s” illness 
and brings him back to life, but is also the Water of Life that heals the 
world. She cannot bring back the Water of Life that creates bones, 
flesh, and flowing blood, but by drinking it and becoming one with 
it, she is able to answer the souls’ questions. Can we say that the ques-
tions we ask during our lives and the sufferings of life are less painful 
than the physical pain of bones and flesh falling apart and blood dry-
ing up? 

The fact that the Water of Life is just normal water means that the 
answers to the questions on our pain are not in books or learned 
from scholars. It is learned by ourselves and in our lives, while we ask 
ourselves such questions. The world we live in is painful like hell, but 
the water that brings life back to people and the world, is in our own 
lives.
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Although the depth might differ, pain is indiscriminate to all beings. 
It is universal in the sense that all people go through it, and it is the 
most unique emotion in the sense that it is an experience that we 
cannot explain vividly to anyone.13 The people from all ranks and 
classes, races, and ethnicities that Bari meets are not free from pain. 
Pain is caused by individual faults, but pain is also our destiny in the 
sense that we all live in complex relations and societies. Bari experi-
ences indiscriminate and merciless pain since birth, so she gladly 
begs for the pain of others:

Help Mrs. Emily.
I said quietly. Becky answered in a hoarse voice.
You are not in a position to worry about others (Hwang 239).

Deep pain and sorrow not only makes us fall into the depths of a 
bottomless pit. By experiencing pain with all our body, we earn the 
healing power that can be understood and can console others, and we 
become immune to pain. Immunity to pain is earned through pain. 
Why does the writer put Bari in the epicenter of pain and suffering? 
The writer says, “Shamans sang the pains and sufferings that Bari, the 
original shaman, experienced. By doing this, they considered them-
selves as ‘tortured healers of pain’ or ‘suffering solvers of sufferings.’”14 

Bari goes beyond the pains to console and embrace wounds. But 
Bari is only a human being, filled with scars herself. She gives birth to 
her only child, Holiya, without her husband in a foreign land. But her 
daughter dies suddenly, and she is abandoned in the lowest depths of 
the world. It is then that Bari asks, “God, why are you making me suf-
fer, when I have done nothing wrong? What difference does it make 

13. “Suffering, in other words is experiencing life and death which means that ‘we exist among 
people.’ It is subjective and at the same time, far apart from the world of matters and men.” 
Hannah Arendt, trans. Lee Jinwoo and Tae Jungho, The Human Condition, p. 104. “Expe-
riencing physical pain that is so strong that it makes us forget about everything else is the 
most intimate feeling. It is a feeling that we cannot tell anyone else.” Arthur Klienman and 
Veena Das, trans. Ahn Jongseol, Social Suffering, p. 25.

14. Hwang, Baridegi, p. 294.
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238 when I have faith and am dependent?” (Hwang, 263). The question 
that Bari asks, “Why me?,” is a question we have all asked in our lives. 
It is the cry against repeating pain that we experience even though we 
live diligently, work hard, and do nothing wrong. It is also the cry of 
the people living in the era of pain.

After listening to Bari’s story, the old Abdul consoles Bari by telling 
his story. He tells Bari that after seeing his innocent wife and children 
being shot to death, he resented god.15 He also says that misfortunes 
and pains are the outcomes of “our” deeds.16 The pains and sufferings 
in life are there for “us” to lead excellent lives.17 The answer that it is 
“our” fault means that not only individuals, but also human relations 
and society all are responsible. At the same time, it is the writer’s re-
quest to widen our perspective from “me” to “us.” That is why the 
writer proposes global citizenship as the answer, which transcends 
races, ethnicities, and nations. This work is meaningful in that it glo-
balizes Korean literature, but more so because it sees the world in a 
macro view, and it voluntarily joins in with the pains of the world. 
Breaking down barriers as well as the difficult journey to hell of Bari, 
the “wounded healer,” are the consolations and sources of compas-
sion for all suffering people. It is also the writer’s hope that “we” who 
drink the Water of Life every day, take on the role of the “wounded 
healer.”

15. “I resented god as I left Jammu and Kashmir after my wife and daughters were executed. 
How could he give so much pain to such good people! But anyone with flesh, all through-
out his/her life, already experiences hell. Hatred is the hell that you build.” Hwang, Baride-
gi, p. 263.

16. “Continued human interest on each incident that arises among people shows us that in 
defining humans, sufferings are fundamentally ‘social.’ Also, observing the diversity of 
human society conjures up an existential reverberation that all pain takes up a part of ‘our’ 
world.” Arthur Klienman and Veena Das, trans. Ahn Jongseol, Social Suffering, p. 25.

17.	“God’s nature is to watch. There is no color, share, laughter, tears, sleep, oblivion, star, or 
end, but is everywhere. Misfortune and pain is everything we have done. The ups and 
downs are there to teach us to lead excellent lives. That is why we must overcome them 
and enjoy the beauties of life. That is what god wants from us.” Hwang, Baridegi, p. 263.
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There is no such thing as the Water of Life
Ha ha ha. Stupid, the water that you drink is the Water of Life.
No one can bring back the Water of Life.18

When Bari is disappointed after knowing that there is no such thing 
as the Water of Life, the black crow who shows her the way laughs 
and tells her that the water she drank of and was disappointed in, the 
water with the cool and sweet taste like the water of home, is in fact 
the Water of Life. The Bari in the myth, who carefully brings home 
the Water of Life, is nonexistent in the novel. The Water of Life goes 
inside Bari and becomes one with her. The Water of Life that the 
writer portrays does not exist apart from us. It gains its meaning and 
strength when it becomes one with us. Bari is the psychic who con-
nects the living and the dead, and the current life and the afterlife. 
She became a true “healer” because she experiences the lowest points 
of life, goes through the deepest, most excruciating pain, and cries 
for her and others. 

They say that life is bitter. But is it only bitter? We need immunity 
in life. That immunity is not brought by someone else. Like Bari, it is 
earned by experiencing pain. Also, like Bari’s grandmother and Satan 
in the Mushei Castle say, the Water of Life is the ordinary water we 
cook and wash our clothes with. The answers to our pain are in our 
lives. The endless questions, reflections, soul-searching, and insights 
in our lives make the Water of Life.

The endless pain that the North Korean defector Bari experiences 
on her journey from North Korea to China and to the UK tells us 
that the fundamental cause of that pain does not bud from individual 
issues. The writer says that the world that we must pursue goes be-
yond the barriers of nationalism and patriotism. It is a world where 
all people are considered and cared for. The identity of the people liv-
ing in that world is one of a “Global Citizen.”19

18. Hwang, Baridegi, p. 280.
19.	(Hwang Sokyong, interview) “There is no such thing as a globally shared ‘literary trend.’ 

Sharing the current life of ourselves and the Korean peninsula with the people around the 
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240 Hwang takes out the traditional meaning of “filial piety” from 
the Seosamuga Princess Bari. Instead, Hwang proposes a new story 
of the birth of the “global citizen.” In traditional society, “filial piety” 
goes beyond the unilinear perspective of saving a sick father. It has a 
bigger meaning that sustains families and communities. The global 
citizenship that the North Korean defector Bari conveys also has a 
similar meaning. She contemplates personal pain and understands 
the pain of others. This creates a more expansive and flexible human 
community, a world of reconciliation and forgiveness, and an “orderly, 
whole world.”20 

A society without alienation, discrimination, and pain has never 
been realized. Utopia might still be a faraway dream in the future. 
However, “there are more humane and less humane societies.”21 

Whichever it is, if it is the world where people, who are destined to 
be social and relational, must live in, pain is inevitable. The meaning 
of “global citizen” proposed by the writer goes beyond the meaning 
of a citizen living in a world. It is born in a world where the barriers 
of ethnicity, race, and national borders are broken down. As society’s 
civilization develops, the distinction between friend and foe takes 
place more often. As that distinction becomes clearer, pain increases. 
Breaking down the myriad of borders, differences, and discrimina-
tory prejudices are not proposed by an individual. It must become a 
type of public opinion cultivated by all global citizens.22 Only when 
an individual gains dignity as a human being, and not from his or her 
identity based on gender, nationality, or ethnicity, will he or she gain 

world is the writer’s road to becoming a ‘global citizen,’ free of national borders or nation-
alities.” Hwang Sokyong, “Overcoming Conflict and Antagonism, to find the Water of Life 
in the 21st Century,” Baridegi, p. 298.

20. “In a person’s life, the feeling that the world completes something whole with orders is a 
prerequisite for happiness.” Kim Uchang, “Globalization and Universal Ethics: Acceptance, 
Rights, Cultural Values,” The 1st World Humanities Forum Proceedings, 2011, p. 3.

21. Kim Uchang, Freedom and Humane Life, Thinking Tree Publishing, 2007, p. 16.
22. Arendt says that, “Education, ingenuity, and talent cannot replace the compositional fac-

tors of public opinion. Public opinion is the adequate place for human excellence.” Hannah 
Arendt, trans. Lee Jinwoo and Tae Jungho, The Human Condition, p. 102. Human excel-
lence is not something that is individual. It must be agreed and understood by everyone, 
something that can create cooperation. 
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241the ability to understand the pain of others, whose lives are of equal 
value to anyone else.

It is not because Bari is a psychic with special talents that she 
crosses the river of pain. Bari’s psychic ability is shown when she em-
pathizes with and understands the pains of others. The answer to the 
pain that we have because we are relational, social, and global beings 
is the “dailiness” of the Water of Life that heals us. That daily life will 
become the world where the concept of “we” is infinitely expanded. 
Therefore, we must earn a new identity of a global citizen, which 
transcends ethnicity, race, nationality, gender, and age.

The pains and conflicts of the people Bari meets at the sea of blood 
are created by different causes, such as conflict, desire, selfishness, and 
hate. From those emotions arise war, terrorism, forced immigration, 
discrimination and violence. They have different names and forms, 
but they are all pains. A bigger problem is that this pain not only sick-
ens an individual, but also sickens all social beings, societies, and civi-
lizations. Though it is true that we must try and seek social and scien-
tific analyses, and ultimately, solutions to the primal causes humanity’s 
pains and sufferings, we must always keep in mind that reflection on 
the values of each and every human being should be the foundation 
upon which harmonious and peaceful communities are built upon; a 
humanity for reconciliation and healing.

What can the humanities do for the world’s pains? Literature is 
one branch of the humanities. It holds the stories of the people in our 
world. It helps people to have a wider perspectives on the world by 
viewing the status and relationships of many beings in a macro way. 
Stories may be fictional, but there are great truths about the world 
and life in literature. This is why we read fake, made up, imagined, 
and trivial stories.23

23. Kim Chisoo, “Moved by Trivial Stories,” Wounds and Healing, p. 22.
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Displacement as Disease: Exploring the Links 
between Traditional Healing and Well-Being  
in the Context of a Relocation Crisis

  

Ronel P. Dela Cruz
St. Paul University Quezon City

  
Contemporary works on the idea of place among cultural anthropol-
ogists have been looking at social identities and the well-being that 
arises from a sense of rootedness in place.1 The growing scholarly in-
terest on the idea of place, although it varies across distinct premises 
and diverse methodologies, indicates the importance of place in hu-
man experience. Various literature provide essential insights into how 
places shape human consciousness, how human beings understand 
themselves in relation to place, and how individuals and communi-
ties respond to the changing conditions of place or to the experience 
of relocation or exile.2 What is strikingly evident in the study of place 
is the way these diverse perspectives and fields have been seen as 
related to one another. The idea of place seems to demand such inter-
disciplinary work; its complexity requires the bringing in of multiple 
perspectives to bear upon our understanding of who we are as placed 
and displaced people. It also reminds us that while place has undeni-
ably personal significance, one’s sense of place always touches upon 
and is shaped by larger social, cultural, and political forces.

  1. For a helpful overview of recent trends in this area, see Steven Feld and Keith H. Basso 
(eds), Senses of Place (Santa Fe NM: School of American Research Press, 1996), pp. 3-11.

  2. J. Nicholas Entriken, The Betweenness of Place: Towards a Geography of Modernity (Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991); John B. Jackson, A Sense of Place, A Sense 
of Time (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994); Yi Fu Tuan, Cosmos and Hearth (Min-
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), and Space and Place: The Perspective of 
Experience (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1977).
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244 The concept of sense of place has been employed to describe the 
attitudes, beliefs, meanings, and interpretations that people asso-
ciate with a particular place. Anthropologist Keith Basso observes 
that places are as much a part of us as we are a part of them.3 The 
estrangement of people from places personally and culturally import-
ant to them is widespread and alarming in the current phase of eco-
nomic globalization and cultural homogenization. Gradually, we are 
losing the sense of what it means to dwell within a particular place, 
to become intimate with the landscape and be shaped by it. It is not 
easy to calculate the costs of losing our sense of place on our sense 
of well-being. But as the ever-growing body of evidence suggests, the 
costs are immense and a new form of suffering emerges from place-
lessness that has detrimental effects to an individual and community’s 
self-identity and well-being. 

This study explores the link between the displacement and the 
community’s well-being in the context of Fuga Island. It demonstrates 
how people’s “sense of place” is integral to their well-being and how the 
situation of poverty, land insecurity, and human rights abuses in the is-
land are causing “disease” in the community physically or biologically, 
emotionally, and socially in the form of conflicts and violence. It then 
explores the role of Fuga Island’s traditional healers or herbolarios (as 
they are called by the locals) in responding to this situation. 

Guiding the project design is a qualitative approach in exploring 
and understanding the inhabitants’ sense of place through the perspec-
tive of traditional healers in the context of an impending relocation and 
loss of land. Using participant observation and focused group discus-
sions (FGDs) to gather narratives, the study explores the link between 
traditional healing and the community’s well-being. Meeting the elders 
with their kindred spirits were rare encounters that were intuitive, 
reflective, and introspective. After gathering the data, the narratives 
of the healers and other sources of data were encoded in NVIVO 7, a 
software program designed for qualitative approaches that helped in 
the analysis of themes, trends, and patterns from the narratives. 

  3. Keith H. Basso, Wisdom Sits in Places: Landscape and Language Among the Western Apache 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1996), p. 4.
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245Fuga Island: a Cultural Landscape

Fuga Island is one of the islands of the Babuyan Group in the north-
ern Philippines. With a total land area of almost 10,000 hectares, the 
island is home to more than 2,500 Ilocanos (an ethno-linguistic group 
inhabiting the northern Philippines). The island is surrounded with 
fine white beaches and has numerous sites for scuba diving, snorkel-
ing, and fishing. The villagers primarily rely on swidden farming and 
fishing. The island is also constantly subjected to strong winds and 
typhoons. From August to December, the villagers could hardly cross 
the sea going to mainland Claveria due to strong winds and treacher-
ous waves. 

The Island’s cultural heritage has been shaped by its colonial past. 
The Spanish colonizers who came to the island named it Babuyan 
Chico. For the villagers, the old church Sta. Ursula de Isla Fuga is an 
important historico-cultural legacy left by the Spanish missionaries. 
Related to this religious structure are the unique customs and tradi-
tions that are still practiced in the present, particularly the Komedya, 
a drama tradition which reflects the early Christianization of the local 
villagers. The local leaders recognize the importance of these practic-
es in order to rekindle among the youth, a love and appreciation of 
their cultural heritage. Nowadays, villagers use the extant ruins of the 
church for their weekly prayer meetings. 

Archaeologists discovered a burial jar culture among the island’s 
early inhabitants. Prehistoric burial jars are found all over the island. 
An archaeological mapping of the island reveals that the entire place 
is encircled with burial sites considered sacred places by the villagers. 

Suffering is the lot of majority of the people in the island. The his-
tory of the Ilocano community in the island is one of alienation. The 
arrival of the colonial masters significantly changed their way of life. 
Freedom and abundance were altered with imposed restrictions and 
tight controls on the island. The people who farmed the island for 
many generations had to beg for a piece of land from Spanish author-
ities. Others worked as helpers in the cattle farms of the Spanish civil 
authorities. 

The situation barely changed after the Spaniards left and the Amer-
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246 icans took control in the early 1900s. To this day, poverty marks the 
lives of the people of Fuga Island. They do not have a stable source of 
income; they lack access to basic social services such as education, 
transportation, and electricity. Due to its distance from the mainland, 
the island is practically isolated. Access to basic health services is 
lacking as well. Infant mortality and cases of malnutrition are high. 
Villagers mostly rely on their traditional healers for their health 
needs. For many generations, they have relied on the expertise of 
these healers, who are the immediate authorities to turn to in case 
a family member gets sick. The continual destruction of the island’s 
marine resources has made life more difficult for the villagers. The 
situation is worsened by a culture of silence. People are wary to share 
their experiences to outsiders for fear that these will be used against 
them. Fear reigns in the island.

These social problems are rooted in the conflict over ownership 
of the island. When I interviewed the elder and traditional healer 
Enrique dela Cruz, he told me he was afraid that all the natives were 
going to be forced to leave the island. He opened up and began telling 
how life deteriorated over the years. He shared that the biggest prob-
lem in the island is hunger. “There is not enough food. We are not free. 
The owner controls us. The rules are extremely tough. If we disobey, we 
will be kicked out of the island.” 

Fuga Island is a contested land. A certain Alfonso Lim claims to 
have bought the island and sold it to another businessman Tan Yu. 
He dreamt of converting the island into a word-class recreational 
facility, a “model city of the twenty-first century, without squatters.” 
When his fifty billion dollar fantasy island project began, guards 
were deployed to the island to monitor the villagers. The presence 
of armed security guards and the atrocities they committed created 
constant fear and insecurity among the people. 

After Tan Yu’s death, the guards abandoned the island and the na-
tives experienced a brief respite from their oppression and hardships. 
They are now temporarily free to expand their farms. They are al-
lowed to renovate and expand their huts which are now dilapidating 
and have been for decades because they are not allowed to cut trees. 
Their farm produce is not even sufficient for family consumption. 
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247The constant struggle to survive is the main reason why many vil-
lagers, particularly the educated members of the communities, have 
decided to migrate to the mainland. 

Contested Landscape

Today, the Burgundy Realty Corporation, one of the primary inves-
tors of Tan Yu’s multi-billion dollar fantasy island, claims ownership 
of the island. It has also deployed security guards to monitor the 
place for “illegal activities” which for the corporation means the ille-
gal settling of the villagers since the land is privately owned. More-
over, the entire island is considered part of the Cagayan Economic 
Zone Authority (CEZA). The CEZA was created by the Republic Act 
7922 and was signed by former President Fidel Ramos in 1995. It 
envisions transforming northern Cagayan into an “international city, 
a world-class center and gateway for economic growth for the Philip-
pines linking the dragon economies of Asia and the First World.”4 

Senate President Juan Ponce Enrile, who hails from Cagayan, pushed 
the CEZA Act of 7922. The economic zone covers the town of Sta. 
Ana and the islands of Fuga, Barit, and Mabbag in Aparri town. It is 
intended to link up trade with Taiwan, Hong Kong, China, and the 
United States. The development of the Cagayan Special Economic 
Zone and the Cayagan Freeport involves the creation of a transship-
ment industry, agro-industrial development, endowments of foreign 
technology, and development of tourism and leisure facilities. 
According to its Master Plan for the period 2011-2016, Fuga Island, 
together with Palaui Island and Cape Engaño, will be sites for sus-
tainable tourism and leisure development. CEZA intends to make 
Fuga a haven for investors, including those from Taiwan and Hong 
Kong who are interested in permanently residing in the country.

Even with the claim of ownership by the Burgundy Realty Corpo-
ration and the development plan of CEZA, the people of Fuga Island 

  4. Cagayan Economic Zone Authority at http://ceza.gov.ph/development-plan/medium- 
term-development-plan-2011-2016.
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248 believe they have the right to live in the island as many generations 
did before them. Their families have been living in Fuga since before 
the coming of the Spanish missionaries. Their claim to the island is 
also based on their conviction that they have taken care of the land 
and its surrounding waters for centuries. The destruction of the is-
land’s resources and the poverty that came along with it are condi-
tions created by outsiders claiming ownership of the land. The tight 
control imposed by armed security guards prevented the people from 
protecting the island from exploitation and degradation. According 
to the villagers, their strong connection with the island that spans 
generations has given them a sense of responsibility to care for and 
protect the island, as one would treat a family member.

Sense of Place Among the Villagers

At the most fundamental level, the villagers describe their connec-
tion to the island across time and space—when and where they were 
born, where they have lived, and where they have worked in relation 
to the island. Their spatial and temporal relationship with Fuga 
Island serves as the foundation upon which their experiences have 
been built and their knowledge gathered. Being connected to the 
island means having historical and geographical ties to the place.

Being connected to the island also means experiencing the island. 
Whether they grew up with their farm or “fell in love” with its scenic 
beauty, their descriptions of their relationship to the place resonates 
with accounts of firsthand experiences—ancestral migration, child-
hood adventures, community events, wildlife encounters, and work 
routines. For many villagers, the island provides the perfect backdrop 
for social get-togethers. Altogether the villagers have had a variety of 
meaningful experiences throughout their lives, each contributing to 
their connection to Fuga Island. 

Being connected entails knowing the island. Born and raised in 
Fuga Island or having made the island a home, the villagers have ac-
quired a certain familiarity with the island’s landscape and communi-
ty that strengthens their connection to the island. Every place in the 
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249island has its story and these stories are passed on from generation 
to generation. The stories which connect the lives of each family and 
which in turn connect each family to the island provide deep and 
great meaning to the community.

The rhythm of life in the community revolves around such knowl-
edge of the island which has enabled them to adapt in changing envi-
ronments. They know the types of crops to cultivate. They know how 
to cope with the typhoons that frequent the island throughout the 
year. They know how to protect the island from forest fires. They are 
familiar with the terrains of the island: coral reefs, hills, forests, cliffs, 
caves, springs, and beaches. They are aware of the various changes 
in the island’s landscape—wildlife, burial sites and caves, vegetation, 
ethnobotany and zoology. The villagers emphasize the value of direct 
experiential knowledge and knowledge passed down to family mem-
bers. Many of them describe how learning about the island, especially 
its ecological significance, has influenced what Fuga Island means to 
them.

The island holds a range of meanings to community members. The 
people’s various connections to the island are expressed symbolically. 
Fuga Island is referred to as “ina” or mother, “a special place,” “a sacred 
place,” “a gift,” “our life,” “our heritage,” “our home,” “our roots,” and 
“where we can be ourselves.” The people are aware and appreciative of 
the many benefits—tangible such as the land on which they can grow 
their crops and build their houses, as well as intangible benefits, such 
as a spiritual connection, cultural and historical identity, and psycho-
logical well-being.5 Fuga Island is seen by its community members as 
endowed with abundant resources and biodiversity that has sustained 
their families for generations. Overall, the meanings articulated by 
study participants reflect broad dimensions: the island as a gift, as a 
mother, as a source of identity, and as nature. The four dimensions 
and their underlying categories and properties comprise the web of 
shared meanings local community members ascribe to the place.

Villagers often describe the island as having healing effects. The 

  5. Ronel P. Dela Cruz, “People and Space as a Factor in Community-Based Development in 
Fuga Island,” SPUQC Journal, 1.1 (2008): 1-30.
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250 men proudly speak of gazing at the island’s beauty as a way of restor-
ing wearied bodies after working the whole day in the farm. Enjoy-
ing the cool breeze along the beach of Fuga has become a communal 
ritual providing rest and serenity after a day’s struggle. Villagers 
express a strong emotional bond or attachment to the island such as 
these statements that came out of my interviews: “This is my home 
and I will die here,” “My ancestors lived here for many generations 
and I cannot imagine abandoning this place. It is like abandoning 
one’s family, one’s root,” “Fuga has been so much a part of our lives 
and my children’s lives. All my memories of my family and children 
are here.”

People’s accounts of what Fuga Island means to them clearly il-
lustrate that the social construction and expression of meanings are 
not static processes. Over time, meanings have evolved, as new expe-
riences and knowledge points were gained. Some villagers acknowl-
edged that before they became aware of its uniqueness and ecological 
significance, they “needed to suffer from the harsh rules and restric-
tions of outsiders.” A few villagers articulated a change of meaning. 
Local politics, management restrictions, and the ongoing develop-
ment in the island had affected their relationship to the island. 

Healing in the Midst of Suffering: The Vocation  
of Traditional Healers

Health is an important concern of the people of Fuga Island, which in 
turn explains the prominent role played by traditional healers in the 
community. The role of the healers is perceived as crucial in main-
taining harmony in the community. Villagers regard their healers as 
the keepers of the community’s well-being. The words of the revered 
healers inform many of the people’s beliefs on what is sacred, what is 
good versus evil, what is of order and harmony, what illnesses mean, 
and what suffering and death signify. Claiming a mandate from God 
through dreams and their great ancestors, the healers shape and in-
fluence the life-world of the community. Involving the community 
in their rituals, they facilitate healing processes through meaningful 
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251explanations of the causes of community member’s illnesses thus in-
fluencing societal behaviors and reinforcing the cultural values of the 
community.

There are fifteen traditional healers (herbolarios) in the island. 
Each village has its own herbolario to whom people go to in times of 
sickness and suffering. The vocation of these herbolarios stems from 
their desire to help people, which according to them, appear in their 
dreams. Becoming a herbolario is a vocation which passes on from 
each generation to the next. They tirelessly serve the community and 
willingly respond at any time of the day of which they are needed. 
They cannot resist people knocking on their doors during the wee 
hours of the morning to attend to their sick relatives. People often tell 
them that with the poverty and exploitation they have endured, the 
herbolarios are their constant refuge. 

The healers are committed to the well-being of the community as 
manifested in their rituals and practices which bring forth healing 
and wholeness both physically and socially. The sick are not restored 
to their physical health but are restored to their relationships with 
others including spirits present in nature. With their presence, com-
munal values are reiterated; difficulties are shared and transcended 
and solidarity is fostered as the villagers are confronted with various 
forms of struggles. With the lack of basic social services in the island, 
these healers are the people’s resource and refuge in many aspects 
of their lives. With their help, the villagers create a common vision 
and draw strength to face the challenges of living in the island. The 
traditional healers regard faith as a source of inner strength to build 
a community that is just, caring, and trusting. They live out a spiritu-
ality that celebrates community, that is oriented in seeking and pro-
moting the well-being of all, and that inspires hope in the midst of 
sufferings and powerlessness. 

Ethnomedicine: Healing Traditions

The traditional healers believe that Fuga Island is home to many spir-
its. The place is believed to be inhabited by ancient spirits, both good 
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252 and bad. Traditional healers regard bad spirits as ‘banbanig,’ spirits 
who can change into various forms to deceive and frighten people. 
With the insidious presence of spirits in the island, the healers see the 
interaction between the spirit-world and the material-world. What 
distinguishes traditional healing from medical treatment is the strong 
emphasis on spiritual healing as an inseparable component of all heal-
ing; healing that has as its objective the simultaneous relief of intra-fa-
milial, interpersonal, and communal stressors, equally as important as 
the relief of symptoms of physical illnesses. 

When members of the community bring their sick to the healers, 
the healers assume that the patients have encountered spirits (na-
kadalapus). The healer begins the diagnosis after reciting his or her 
oraciones (prayers said in Latin). There are familiar diagnostic meth-
ods employed by the healers. First is the talado, where the healer asks 
the members of the family to butcher a chicken and scrutinize its 
entrails. When the liver has wounds, the healer assumes that the pa-
tient encountered (nakadalapus) a bad spirit and then describes the 
type of spirit encountered, where the encounter took place, and what 
remediation is to be made. The other method is the tako, a diagnostic 
ritual using rice grain (sometimes ginger) to determine if the patient 
encountered a spirit. The healer gets nine grains and puts them in 
a white plate with water. After the orasyon is performed, calling the 
help of the spirits, the healer interprets the formation of the grains. 
If the grains form a crooked pattern, the patient is assumed to have 
encountered a bad spirit. Another diagnostic method is santiguan, 
where the healers use candles and a plate with water. The candle is 
first placed around the plate. Latin prayers are then recited, followed 
by the healer’s interpretation and explanation of the cause and mean-
ing of the illness.

Unlike scientific medicine, the healers’ way of treating illnesses 
involve members of the family and the community. Families are re-
quired to pray together and to prepare the things needed for use in 
the ritual. Offering advice and admonishment to families is part of 
the entire process of healing. Given the credibility of the healer in 
the community, he or she will facilitate the healing process through 
meaningful explanations of the patient’s illness as well as the ability 
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253to influence behavior and reinforce the cultural values of the com-
munity. They provide culturally relevant explanations of the imme-
diate and ultimate causes of health problems in the island. Moreover, 
the healer draws on symbols to help the sick person understand the 
cause of his or her illness and how he or she can be restored to health. 
The healer persuades the sick person that the problem can be related 
to some part of the mythic world. In this community, the healer, the 
sick person, and the family usually agree on these core meanings.

After their diagnosis, the healers initiate the process of dialogue 
with the spirit-world. In communicating with the spirits, the healer 
performs the atang, a ritual composed of prayers, food, and dialogue. 
Before the ritual, the healer requests a sumptuous meal. The food 
includes rice cakes, eggs, tobacco, and wine. The content of the dia-
logue details the encounter of the patient, reparation for trespassing 
the spirit’s territory, and food to appease the angry spirit. Herbal 
medicines are prescribed after the ritual for the patient to fully recov-
er from his or her encounter with the spirit.

The foundational element in traditional healing is cosmic reli-
gion—the spirit world. This system of meaning has structures and 
functions that reflect the human psychological, social, and biological 
needs for self and others. Spirits reflect a personality model and a 
theory of the fundamental aspects of consciousness. These healers 
use spirit constructs to represent personal and social dynamics. Spirit 
beliefs produce psycho-physiological manipulations through their 
meanings and attachments, including the management of emotions, 
the construction of relations between self and others, and the use of 
these systems to alter emotions. Healers mostly recommend herbal 
medicines that abound in the island. During the interview, the re-
searcher identified almost twenty herbal medicines in the island be-
ing used by these healers. The author took plant samples to identify 
its other biological uses and photochemical contents. 

Some healers prescribe taking a pilgrimage (suknal) to religious 
sites outside the island (Our Lady of Piat, Our Lady of Manaoag, 
Apo Baket in Sinait Church in Ilocos Norte) and a procession (libot) 
around the island. This is done if the diagnosis requires the entire par-
ticipation of the villagers; the social healing processes derived from 
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254 group participation and the telling of stories of illness. Winkelman6 
describes pilgrimage as a form of personal and popular empowerment 
produced by a journey to a site with religious, historic, and mytholog-
ical significance. The pilgrimage may begin as an individual quest, but 
it is typically part of a collective physical movement which brings the 
social dimension of the pilgrimage to the experience, where one re-
counts one’s story of illness and search for a cure with fellow travelers. 
These connections carry significant personal meaning and provide an 
emotional release from guilt, shame, and promises. These experienc-
es induce healing through a realignment of self-concept, status, and 
identity with the other, both cultural and divine. 

Fuga Island is frequently visited by inhospitable weather and ty-
phoons. If they are not able to win God’s favor and blessing (mapa-
tangan), the healers summon a week-long procession from the east 
point (Kiking) to the west point (Mudoc village) of the island. Vil-
lagers start their procession in the month of February. They offer 
flowers, prayers, and their produce during the procession. At the 
end of the ritual ceremony, they will place their offerings in a float 
and allow the waves to carry them away to the sea. Villagers practice 
this gift giving and offering so that life will be easy and bountiful for 
them. During the procession, they will also make a halt to every farm 
(kaingin) and pray. The procession is usually led by the elders and the 
cantors of the island. In every sitio, the patron saint will be met by the 
villagers as they pray and sing. According to the elders, once they win 
God’s favor (mapatangan) rain will pour even in the middle of the 
procession. This religious practice in the island fosters communalism 
and bayanihan among the villagers. These practices are tied up with 
their relationship with the land. Invoking God’s blessing for a bounti-
ful harvest is very much part of their annual religious practices.

Do these healing practices and strategies really work? Do cures 
really happen? These questions were asked during the interviews 
and group discussions on the island. Efficacy is “the perceived ca-

  6. Michael Winkelman. Culture and Health: Applying Medical Anthropology (San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 2009), p. 337.
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255pacity of a given practice to affect sickness in some desirable way.”7 

Fuga healers assert that they are credible in their practices since the 
community continues to bring their sick to them. They have been 
able to alleviate the pain and treat the illnesses of the island’s sick. 
From the perspective of medical anthropology, healing is efficacious 
when biomedical changes take place; curing is efficacious when the 
villagers who seek it say it is. In the island, healing is effective if the 
sick person is socially restored to the community. This is one of the 
responsibilities of the healers of the island. Efficacy is always a cul-
tural construct.8 This means that the healing process is considered 
effective when the bonds between the individual sick person and the 
community, weakened by disease, are strengthened, social values 
are affirmed, and the notion of social order is no longer threatened 
by illnesses and death. Healing is effective when the individual ex-
perience of sickness becomes meaningful, the personal suffering of 
the sick is shared, and the individual leaves the marginal situation 
of sickness and is reincorporated back into the social body. In other 
words, healing boils down to meaning and the transformation of 
experience. Such change or transformation is created by all who are 
involved and effectively enacts culturally authorized interpretations. 
When bad spirits (aplaw) are exorcized, the patient believes the cause 
of the problem is gone. This conviction is affirmed by the healer and 
encouraged by the social circle. An individual’s life problems may or 
may not disappear, but the perception of the individual is no longer 
the same.

Traditional Healing and People’s Health Care

Primarily, people go to a traditional healer seeking healing for their 
illnesses, which are understood as having both physical and spiritual 

  7. Allan Young, “The Anthropology of Illness and Sickness,” Annual Review of Anthropology 
(1982) 11: 257-285.

  8. Arthur Kleinman, “Towards a Comparative Study of Medical Systems: An Integrated 
Approach to the Study of the Relationship of Medicine and Culture,” Science, Medicine 
and Man (1973) 1: 55-56.
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256 dimensions. In medical anthropology, effective health care and well-
ness requires an understanding of the patient’s perspectives: the views 
on his or her illness and how both the individual and individual’s 
family views the origin, significance, and implication of the condition 
for the patient’s life. The healer’s interaction with all the members of 
the sick’s family is important as he or she attempts to elicit explana-
tory models that connect or explain the healer’s system of meaning 
to contextualize how such maladies and treatments are understood. 
These members are recognized as healers because of their commit-
ment to the well-being of the community as manifested through free 
healing services, family counseling during times of sickness, advo-
cating for the community’s respect of the island, keeping the island’s 
cultural traditions, and consulting in matters related to the life of the 
island.

In general, the people in the island believe that it is God who heals 
them and their community. Every time the healer performs his or her 
ritual to cure a sick member of the village, the family members and 
their neighbors are requested to join in the ritual. This is a form of 
social healing for the community every time a healing ritual is per-
formed. Winkelmann affirms the healing effects of communal ritual: 
“Ritual practices heal by meeting fundamental human needs for be-
longing, comfort, and bonding with others. Rituals integrate and bond 
people, enhancing social support systems, group identity, and self-de-
velopment. Community bonding elicits biologically based attachment 
processes, facilitating adaptive change and healing for individuals and 
groups.”9

The traditional healers are perceived as community members with 
an expanded kind of identity. They are publicly seen as persons called 
to serve the community, serving a larger social reality than their per-
sonal lives. Their vocation is a call that one attributes to a superior 
source. It is always a call from a social reality that is deemed greater 
than the mere individual self. The call is to participate in social move-
ments working to reconstruct society in a way that better serves its 
members. 

  9. Michael Winkelman, Culture and Health: Applying Medical Anthropology, p. 342.
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257Personal and Communal Transformation

Being called to heal the community requires transformation in both 
the life of the healer and the community. The healer is a man or 
woman of faith whom the community emulates. Common among 
their vocation stories are the elements of faith which strengthen them 
in their healing ministries. They recognize God as the healer of the 
community and believe that they are the instruments in their roles 
as a healer, father, mother, public servant, and elder. With this multi-
pronged role, faith is shared with the community while recognizing 
the need to cultivate it as they mature in their healing vocation. It is 
their faith that strengthens them as they wrestle with spirits in or-
der to restore their patients back to health. As the healers mature in 
their calling, they gain confidence in their faith and works. They ac-
quire and develop tibayong loob (inner strength) and tiwala sa sarili 
(self-confidence) as they practice their calling. 

The healers of Fuga perceive their work as a form of solidarity, 
a way of partaking in the social burden of the community. Here, 
the healers recognize their bigger role outside their families and are 
challenged to be a model to the community by promoting good re-
lationships. Difficulties in the community are overcome because of 
the expression of solidarity or the bayanihan spirit encouraged by the 
healers when they perform a healing ritual. A significant component 
of the healing ritual is the exhortation of the healer to gather all the 
members of the family and discuss the prognosis of their sick mem-
ber. This is also the time to be together as a community sharing their 
struggles, problems, community needs, aspirations for the future, 
and the like. The ritual brings community healing both physically 
and spiritually. Times of sickness, illness, and disease in the island are 
moments to reflect as a community, allowing the restoration of com-
munal relationships. 

The majority of the villagers demonstrate a strong trust in the 
healers of the island. With their presence, communal values of 
bayanihan and damayan are strengthened and affirmed. They serve 
as a “uniting force” in the village particularly in times of hardship and 
distress, a situation that has become a normal way of life in the island. 
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258 Sometimes communal quarrels are pacified through a healer’s inter-
vention. In times of difficulty, they admonish the people to help one 
another by sharing what they have in order to survive. The villagers 
learn the value of solidarity because of their healers who are always 
with them, accompanying them in the struggles and difficulties of 
life.

The Traditional Healers and the Well-Being of the Community 
in the Midst of Displacement

The traditional healers play a critical role in the transformation of 
their communities. Gifted with special skills and talents to heal, these 
healers are regarded by the community as wisdom keepers, inter-
preters of traditions, and performers of communal rituals for healing 
and memories. They are looked upon by the community as guardians 
and respected elders who provide vision for the community’s mem-
bers. While the community is deprived of basic social services, the 
presence of traditional healers, including their indigenous knowledge 
systems, can improve the quality of life for all the villagers through 
the development of indigenous healing and traditional medicines. 

In the midst of the ongoing relocation crisis, these healers exhibit 
their commitment to the well-being of the community in a myriad of 
ways. Violence and conflicts constantly arise in the community be-
cause of the situation of insecurity and worsening poverty. Respected 
for the wisdom and concern for the community, the traditional heal-
ers are the ones to whom the community go to in order to mediate 
and to settle disputes. Communal issues that threaten the villages like 
the illegal cutting of trees, dynamite fishing, use of cyanide, illegal 
pebble poaching, desecration of burial sites, and decimation of exotic 
flora and fauna of the island are raised by these healers to the local 
barangay for communal action. For instance, the villagers sought 
the counsel of one healer Agapito Balbag about the ongoing pebble 
poaching on the island. After a couple of dialogues with him, the 
villagers made a collective stand to protect their coast from poachers 
and outlined a course of action including reporting these crimes to 
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259higher authorities. Elder Agapito reiterates that the island is a gift to 
them, a source of their daily existence. “We are the island. If they will 
take away from us, then we all die”, he said. Some traditional healers 
proposed a local ordinance to protect the old church ruins and penal-
ize those who illegally cut trees.

The wisdom of these healers influences the worldview of the vil-
lagers in terms of their sense of place and commitment to protect the 
island. Elder Claro dela Cruz aptly puts it: 

We are blessed with plants and herbs that we can use for various 
illnesses and ailments. The entire island is our medicine while it is 
also a source of sickness. When people get sick, I always remind 
them to treat the island with respect and care. People look at our 
healing activities as a form of solidarity (damayan). We help our-
selves in times of difficulties here in the island. 

The role of the traditional healers as keepers and interpreters of their 
island traditions can be best seen in the practice of Komedya de Isla 
Fuga, a drama tradition originally based on the Christianization 
of the Muslims but is now reinterpreted by the healers as a way of 
training young people to be responsible members of the community 
through inculcating the values of discipline, prayer, and devotion. 
This drama tradition, according to the healers, asserts their identity 
and history since they have been performing this for several decades. 
It becomes a part of their lives; celebrating life in the midst of fear 
and the absence of freedom, relying on the generosity of God for a 
healthy and bountiful harvest free from typhoons, pestilence, and ca-
lamities.

The life and stories of these healers attest to the well-being of the 
island’s residents amidst internal and external economic threats. As 
wisdom keepers, they are in touch with the life-world of the people: 
their troubles and ailments, their conflicts and struggles, and their 
hopes and dreams. They live out their vocation in the context of sa-
mahan, that practical experiences of illness, chaos in social relations, 
and personal problems are interpreted and given new meaning. 
Furthermore, they involve the community in their rituals thereby 
facilitating healing processes through meaningful explanations of 
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260 sicknesses, as well as influencing social behavior and reinforcing the 
cultural values of the community. 

The community recognizes these healers beyond their roles as 
healers of illnesses. Their vocation to heal extends to their commit-
ment to uplift the lives of the people of Fuga Island, accompanying 
them in their struggles and in celebrating their hopes and joys. The 
healing rituals and practices bring forth restored relationships and 
wellness in the community. With the relocation crisis, these heal-
ers are the people’s refuge and leaders who are committed to their 
well-being. With their help, the villagers create a common vision and 
draw strength to face the challenges of living in the island. 
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�e twentieth century has made unprece-
dented achievements in human history that 
can be labeled with such vocabularies as 
advancement and development.  Especially 
the post-war era has brought us almost 
unlimited material wealth and a miraculous 
development of science and technology. 
Despite these positive historical experiences, 
our life in the modern era is also �lled with 
various kinds of social pains and su�erings. 
War, crime, massacre, genocide, racialism, 
prejudice and distortion, discrepancy, 
indi�erence, di�erentiation by power and 
wealth, cultural and civilizational con�ict, 
alienation, poverty, oppression, political 
terror and military violence decorated by 
rhetoric of justice and righteousness, etc. are 
not historic words of the past for display. 
�ey become more frequent in practice and 
are ubiquitous in the contemporary world of 
everyday life. �ese social miseries and 
su�erings are the very products of unlimited 
and greedy desires of human beings for 
material wealth, vanity, and power that are 
legitimized and rationalized by various 
misleading ideologies and subjective morali-
ties. More glooming is that these su�erings 
and pains will be regenerated through 
violence of more elaborate skills and forms 
in the twenty-�rst century. 

We are suffering not only from memories 
of painful historical experiences but 
also from emerging new socio-cultural 
institutions and technologies. Paralleled 
with the advancement of civilization, 
new genres of sufferings are emerging in 
everyday life. In this regard, memory is a 
source of misery and pain but at the same 
time it is also a powerful source of curing 
and healing.
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