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To our non-human friends in conflict zones, who taught us resilience, 
compassion, and the joy of playfulness even in bad times.
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Introduction

I am a man of substance, of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids— 
and I might even be said to possess a mind. I am invisible, under-
stand, simply because people refuse to see me. Like the bodiless 
heads you see sometimes in a circus sideshow, it is as though I 
have been surrounded by mirrors of hard, distorting glass. When 
they approach me they see only my surroundings, themselves, or 
figments of their imagination—indeed, everything and anything 
except me.

—Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man

Identity politics has historically been used the most by those who 
were keen to stigmatise different “races,” those who in the first place 
did not believe in our common humanity. They worshipped differ-
ence, which they weaponised.

—Achille Mbembe, “Thoughts on the Planetary”

Peace is elusive. It eludes us as a lived reality, as forms of violence intensify, 
driven by “weaponised” differences between you and me, us and them, Self 
and Other. Peace also eludes us epistemologically, flitting between seeking 
an inner balance that then radiates out to our wider world—a call for the 
cessation of armed violence, a recognition of structures of violence insti-
tutionalized in systemic inequalities, a demand for social justice and equal 
rights, and an imagining of a world without countries and religion where all 
live a peaceful life. Peace eludes us, yet it also inspires us to act, though often 
that action leads to further states of non-peace. Peace is “maintained by the 
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constant threat of war” or sought through war and conflict or becomes a 
justification for exploiting and oppressing others.1 Peace is, more often than 
not, the inspiration for creating non-peace, or what Dalia Gavriely-Nuri terms 
“peace in the service of war.”2

The Other is the foundation of non-peace but also of peace, of living in 
respect of our differences. The following chapters untangle the contradictory 
mapping of the Other as an enemy and as our emancipation from our violent 
tendencies. On Othering: Processes and Politics of Unpeace examines the pro-
cesses of Othering that destabilize the possible shared wholeness of humanity. 
Dehumanizing others who are different and weaponizing this process allows 
people to see and think of others as less than human creatures against whom 
violence is justified, as philosopher David Livingstone Smith argues in Less 
Than Human: Why We Demean, Enslave, and Exterminate Others.3 Discur-
sive violence against the Other using extreme negative representations and 
articulations of “enemy” and “evil” is a psychological tool as well as a political 
and social weapon that weakens the human community, breaking people 
into multiple factionalized societies. Critical reflection on the process 
of Othering and humanistic actions for mending our broken Self–Other 
relationships are necessary for renewing a vision for peace. Thus, the following 
chapters are anchored on two themes: one, highlighting the Othering pro-
cess evident worldwide that constructs differences for discriminating against 
people who are deemed “inferior” and denies them human dignity; and two, 
exploring how to move beyond the divisions among people for building posi-
tive relationships for peace, recognizing that socio-cultural differences are a 
positive value, not something to be feared, oppressed, or erased.

The contributors to this volume document a diversity of Othering pro-
jects and explain how peace is undermined or lost in our fear and policing 
of those different from ourselves and, in so doing, undermine our basic 
humanity. Instead, they urge us to reimagine peace as a lived ethic among 
strangers, more than an acceptance and tolerance of multicultural differences. 
Human relationships are a crucial element for attaining and maintaining 
peace. Difference is more than an attribute of the Other, more than an epis-
temological acknowledgement of Self and Other; rather, it is an embodied 
experience that acknowledges we are not fully ourselves without the Other, 
that we are intricately interconnected, and that what makes us human is the 
difference, which is our unique identity. In this embodiment of difference,  
peace flourishes.
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This book is not about conflict resolution but rather about the 
potential—and challenges—of positive human interaction. Here we move 
beyond the traditional academic study of peace. While certainly integral to 
peace, conflict resolution and social justice often map the Self and Other as 
discrete entities, so that the Other becomes a target for violence, discrimina-
tion, and oppression. Thus, at the heart of non-peace is the imagining of the 
Other as someone to fear and loathe, unequal to “us.”

On Othering also pushes the borders of a second understanding of peace as 
a state of mind and self-awareness where peace is a psychological and spiritual 
discourse that emphasizes self-realization and harmony. Such an understand-
ing of peace as an inner state, while integral to living in peace, often reinforces 
the Self as a discrete entity, seeking harmony through connecting with our 
common humanity. No doubt, when we strip away our social makeup and 
cultural differences, we are just human beings. We acknowledge, however, that 
our social and cultural diversity is also what makes us human. We express 
ourselves through our cultural values and norms; we do not reside in some 
Rawlsian “original position,” free from history and culture. These create a rich 
diversity of ways of being human, and we celebrate this as the expression of 
peace. Thus, our work does not reduce all peoples simply to generic humans 
but endorses cultural, religious, and gender varieties while extending basic 
human dignity to all people. It also, which is unusual in most peace studies, 
extends acceptance and rights to non-humans.

So far, the twenty-first century has proven to be tumultuous. In every 
sphere of life, there is division, and the rising temper of intolerance is polar-
izing communities, people, and nations. In civil discourses, the breakdown 
of communication is evident in face-to-face exchanges and on social media. 
Hateful articulations and vicious confrontations have become the dominant 
form of interaction; laying the blame on the Other for everything wrong is the 
weapon of choice. Citizens use violence against one another to prove their pol-
itical and religious differences; they mock others’ religions and satirize beliefs 
in the name of free speech; states racialize and discriminate among their 
citizens; immigrants are represented as infiltrators and criminals; refugees 
are seen as culturally polluting; international coalitions are suspected as pur-
veyors of foreign ideology infringing on national sovereignty; corporations 
are on a rampant march to exploit the natural environment as consumable 
objects, and so on and so forth. It is a dismal reality and a violent world that 
we have created and inhabit.
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How do we shift from polarization to unity among people and nations, 
humans and non-humans? Our aspiration is a horizon, but without a dream, 
we cannot bridge the chasm between “us” and “them.” Moving from abusive 
disregard to accepting the Other is a challenging demand, but this demand 
is an urgent need we must address for our survival. Renewing the bonds of 
connections among people and the value of interrelationality among humans 
and between humans and non-humans is a moral as well as an existential 
concern. Our book is an attempt to respond and contribute to this moral and 
human reimagination.

In The First Fifty Years of Peace Research, David Dunn recognizes that  
the loss of community and social order is the greatest failing of our times  
as the state-centric conflict management approach has become the con-
ventional wisdom.4 Taking this viewpoint, generally peace scholars have 
suggested several key factors that are necessary for peace maintained by the 
states, including greater economic co-operation, binding treaties for nuclear 
disarmament, settling territorial boundary disputes, increasing citizens’ par-
ticipation, addressing issues of gender equity, climate change, and other “big 
issues” that require the intervention of formal structures of states and gov-
ernments. These are laudable high-policy goals; however, somewhere along 
the way, the importance of revitalizing the community and human relation-
ships within and beyond their community has been sidelined. We agree that 
the participation of states and international organizations is critical, but the 
problem of loss of community requires more than paperwork. It is a human 
concern calling for human involvement at the level of the everyday. Without 
concerted human engagement, the mantra of the violent and evil Other is 
easy to produce and reproduce by state and non-state actors, distracting, and 
unravelling the human community. Renewing faith in the human community 
is a value we, as human beings, must find and pursue. Peace and the Other 
makes a call for this human turn in which we all can be involved.

Other as the Foundation of Peace

Recognizing that peacelessness is a shared condition, for true peace to take 
root in our world, the following chapters point us toward the commonsense 
approaches of valuing differences, understanding the socio-historical contexts 
of people’s lived conditions, and appreciating the depth of our interconnection 
with one another. Collectively, we suggest that valuing difference is not merely 
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a matter of “multiculturalism” but must aim for a deeper reorienting of our 
understanding of difference.

The key ingredient in the shift to peacefulness is moving away from hier-
archical, vertical thinking and the institutions that produce it to horizontal 
imaginings of “us” along with “them.”5 In horizontal thinking, differences are 
not threatening but rather are valued as something worth knowing. There is 
a verse from the Qur’an that sums up how in the Other is the possibility of 
peace: “We have made you tribes and sub-tribes that you may recognize (and 
do good to) one another.”6 This understanding of the Other as the locus of 
knowledge and, ultimately, peace through good acts can be a very powerful 
approach to developing horizontal thinking.

A critical inquiry into the processes of Othering illuminates the change 
in thinking that is necessary for recognizing the humanity of the Other for 
peace. At its foundation, the Othering process, as documented in the following 
chapters, is dehumanizing. This is true when we Other one another, as well as 
when we imagine nature as an object less valuable than the human species. 
Recognizing dehumanizing processes provides tools to interrogate structures 
that thrive on Othering and undo peace.

The problem of Othering is not specific to a single place or people, but 
rather a global phenomenon. The imagery of shared humanity is not wishful 
thinking but is an enormously powerful idea for redirecting energy from 
destructive to peaceful activities and outcomes. Erich Fromm understood 
horizontal thinking as a “being mode” of existence. Among other psycho-
logical states, Fromm saw peace in the Other through being in solidarity, 
being joyful, and being creative as opposed to acts of peacelessness rooted 
in our desire to acquire, where we objectify our world and thus see things as 
distinct from one another, as discrete entities to possess, use, throw away, or 
even kill. The structures of our consumer society and the rise of “selfie-ism” 
drive us toward having things, relationships, and emotions that feed into a 
violent relationship between ourselves in the world around us.7

As an orientation toward fellow humans, as a way of imagining our 
relationships and interdependence with one another, and as a mode of valu-
ing our rich and diverse human heritage, peace is not easily definable. It is a 
value and ethics of living that is at once universal yet particular, with diverse 
expressions in different communities according to their culture and circum-
stances. A singular, fixed definition of peace itself would be counter to the very 
notion of peace ascribed to in this collection. For some, peace is simply about 
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living side by side; for others, it can be reconciliation, healing, pluralism, or 
amity, and so on. Yet, for others, it might be a struggle for justice. The cap-
acious understanding of peace foregrounds the possibility of bringing together 
disparate Others, overcoming differences, and practising relationality. Narra-
tives of superiority and inferiority that produce vertical relationships among 
communities—dividing, compartmentalizing, and piling them one on top of 
another—must give way for horizontal interactions allowing the multiplicities 
of communities to thrive without overcoming or suppressing another. This 
may sound utopic, but in our times the extreme polarity between “us” and 
“them” calls for new imaginations for bridging the chasm.

Our approach is humanistic, based solidly in the humanities and human 
social sciences. As such, we draw on the philosopher René Girard’s theory 
of mimetic desire, which in essence is a theory of conflict and a prism for 
understanding the causes of interpersonal clashes and encourages the search 
for solutions to address them.8 The negative emotions and attitudes toward 
the Other based on envy, rivalry, prejudice, and hate allow for justifying and 
supporting a war against another group in the name of protecting good from 
evil, as Girard argues. Through mimetic imitation, one can also develop an 
affinity with Others as fellow humans. Thus, mimetic theory cautions against 
lurking violence because of negative desires against the other scapegoated for 
destruction, and, simultaneously, this awareness opens pathways for thinking 
about how we can work with differences for accepting the Other as human. 
Awareness of this negative and positive possibility, as we argue in the book, is 
critical for peaceful living with internal and external Others as well as friends.

Girard’s theory of mimesis turns to Christianity as the only way to protect 
man from the consequences of mimesis.9 Unlike Girard who emphasizes only 
Christianity as saving mankind from imitating the violent ways of others, we 
emphasize that different religions and value systems should be appreciated 
for overcoming the hubris of the Self. By focusing on interpersonal human 
relations as the primary location for peace, our approach moves beyond the 
surgical and instrumental methods of “positive” or “negative” peace developed 
by Johan Galtung.

Johan Galtung has developed a powerful thesis of a twelve-step approach 
to peace, which draws from both Western and Buddhist philosophies and 
practices.10 He emphasizes that positive peace can prosper only where there is 
the absence of organized group violence alongside the commitment to equal-
ity, the absence of exploitation, and a positive relationship between groups 
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and countries, which is the purview of state actors controlling the exchange 
of values, such as commodities, services, knowledge, people, etc. In other 
words, he argues that peace thinking will only emerge if there is at the same 
time “a value on the absence of violence and perception of (at least potential) 
presence of violence.”11 Galtung’s overemphasis on structure and typologies 
of violence privileges the utilitarian value of “elite talk” among national and 
international peace actors for making peace and encouraging peace thinking. 
Peace thus becomes a technostrategic project.

Galtung’s positivist model has remained very powerful in informing 
scholars working in the field of peace studies. They use Galtung’s typology of 
violence and “steps method” for evaluating social systems and creating sto-
chastic patterns for assessing peaceful and unpeaceful societies. Feminist 
scholars of peace critique this method of peace as overlooking gender and 
social constructions of violence.12 Kenneth Boulding, another giant in peace 
research, argues that the approach to “positive” and “negative” peace produces 
a creative tension between them.13 In peace studies classes at Arizona State 
University our students usually express confusion how there can be negative 
peace, for them it is not peace at all.

Coming from a humanistic perspective, we argue that the sociological 
and “scientific” methods for evaluating peace overlook and leave a big void 
in understanding human thoughts and perceptions that influence both vio-
lence and peace. People are not automatons who follow patterns and trends 
without reflection. The theories of agency, dialogue, and interpersonal contact, 
including overcoming anger and hatred of the Other through a reasoned and 
faith-based approach developed by John Paul Lederach and Desmond Tutu 
are powerful ways of thinking for improving human relations for peace.14 Thus 
we argue that at the centre of peace and peace studies is creating the condi-
tions for positive human relationships. The management of the relationship 
between people cannot be a top-down approach, but human development 
for understanding Self and the Other must be horizontal in its basic orien-
tation. Thus, instead of seeing peace as an object, as something “to have,” we 
focus instead on peace as a way of “being,” thus reaffirming that sustainable 
and deep peace requires valuing the Other because all human relationship is 
communal and interdependent.

Moving beyond the self-centred assumption that “we” are “good” and 
“they” are “evil” and the rugged individualism symbolized in the West by a 
figure like Robinson Crusoe, which pairs with the Hobbesian image of an 
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anarchical world of violent and destructive Others out there, the contributors 
to this book argue that co-operation and integration among people is essential 
for creating shared histories and appreciating lived realities. As the philoso-
pher Kim Sterelny argues, for 97 percent of human history, we lived in equality 
with one another.15 While the social structures and cultural patterns that fos-
tered equality are long lost, those values and a renewed commitment to 
living in appreciation of one another should be part of our lived world.

The human reality is a desire for peace with and through the Other, despite 
structures that define us as discrete entities. While war, violent conflicts, 
oppression, marginality, and inequality are prevalent and capture headlines, 
the vast majority of the world’s population forge peaceful lives, even in the face 
of grave oppression. We see in the work of architect Teddy Cruz and political 
theorist Fonna Forman the values of difference informing new imaginings 
of borders in conflict. Their work begins with the premise that “border walls, 
and border policies, are often self-inflicted wounds on the border-builders 
themselves since they frequently interrupt the environmental, economic, and 
social flows that foster the health and sustainability of the larger region.”16 It 
is neither naïve nor utopic to reimagine the walls and borders of conflict and 
heightened differentiation when we recognize that our well-being is under-
mined by those walls.

Peace with the Other is not a romantic image of the homogenization of 
society or a “melting pot” metaphor. Peace is also not a multicultural national 
identity, a symphony of cultures that together form a beautiful whole. Multi-
culturalism is itself predicated on acts of differentiating those who belong 
within the symphony and those whose presence is an unwelcome din. It is 
also predicated on a bounded unit, a nation, a country, a territorialized society 
with policed borders, and a kind of gated community in which an experiment 
of cultural appreciation is practised. But the gates are locked to allow the 
experiment to unfold.

With rapid climate changes, devastating natural disasters, and the ensuing 
displacement of people, peace studies must acknowledge the place of the 
non-human Other as well. The lived natural environment and the critical 
role of balance for sustaining human and non-human lives are essential for 
sustainable peace. When we place the natural environment within the frame 
of peace, we see similar patterns of vertical thinking that must be reimagined, 
taking a more “cosmo-centric” perspective, as Frédéric Neyrat argues in  
this collection.
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Building positive relationships for peace is not a new idea. Religious, 
philosophical, historical, and even scientific discourses show the connec-
tions among the varieties of species and acknowledge that they constitute one 
whole. It is this way of thinking about the connections of our world that can 
free us from negative discourse. As Yasmin Saikia and Fabio Perocco point out 
in their respective chapters, we do have the human capacity, both as individ-
uals and as collectives and assemblies, for positive relationships with the Other 
and for bringing those relationships to bear on the Self–Other continuum.

Siep Stuurman’s path-breaking book The Invention of Humanity informs 
our suggestion that common and shared humanity is not a singular con-
cept but a plural way of recognizing and acknowledging the multiple ways 
people have expressed their humanity and the humanity of the Other.17 
Accepting the Other, even foreigners and rivals, as equal fellow human beings, 
not destructive strangers, is a powerful idea that disrupts the current and 
extreme polarization of people and cultures. Stuurman’s viewpoint is that the 
concept of humanity is not a European one, but a universal idea shared by 
multiple cultures and people, and it is evident in multiple time periods and 
societies, even the ones that Europeans considered barbaric and uncivilized.  
However, it is not a widely accepted approach. Rather, the idea of the Other 
as a disrupting, if not corrupting, force is the generally held view and it is also 
evident in scholarly conceptions of society. Much contemporary thought is 
rooted in the classical approach of Emile Durkheim’s theory that postulates 
community as a bonding force, encoding social integration and solidarity. It 
is this understanding of community that scholars such as Samuel Hunting-
ton employ to map clear distinctions between us and them and perceive the 
Other as a threat that must be kept out of “our” community, with an inherent 
“clash” between Self and Other, as he argues consistently in all his scholarly 
work.18 In particular, Huntington argues that there is an unbridgeable divide 
between the civilized Western and the uncivilized Islamic worlds. In various 
chapters in the book, we show how Huntington’s divisive idea of community 
as a bounded unit works as a mechanism of self-identification rather than as 
a socio-historical reality. We engage the literature on how ideas of a fixed, 
often primordial identity are in fact imagined and operationalized to create 
fractures between the Self and Others. To develop this conceptual under-
standing, we draw upon Charles W. Mills’s foundational philosophical idea 
that hierarchical social ordering is a way to maintain an imagined hierarchy of 
privilege for some and reducing Others to sub-humanness.19 In The Conquest 
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of America: The Question of the Other, the Bulgarian-French philosopher Tzve-
tan Todorov argues that the relation to the Other is both process and function 
created and determined by the Self. In the Spanish conquest of America the 
European Self failed to “discover” the Other because they could not accept  
the equality of the Other who was different.20 This approach is evident through-
out the history of Western colonization of the so-called Third World where it 
tried to impose Western values and culture and transform the non-Western 
communities because in Western colonial view the Other was less civilized 
and constituted a lower category of humans. Again, in a more recent book, 
The Fear of Barbarians: Beyond the Clash of Civilizations, Tzvetan Todorov 
and Andrew Brown argue for the dignity of the Othered, particularly the 
Muslims in Europe, who are repeatedly demonized without engaging in a 
dialogue.21 The perspective of unbridgeable differences with the Other and 
a mentality that differences must be feared is rooted in a historical process 
that has come to claim a hegemonic, universal position—but, we argue, it is 
just a claim. To change this inimical outlook and to generate a different possi-
bility, boundary-crossing through co-operation is necessary. Co-operation, 
Frederick Bird and colleagues argue, is the foundation for developing global 
ethics.22 As Richard Sennett posits in Together: The Rituals, Pleasures and Pol-
itics of Cooperation, a moral commitment to uplift one’s community through 
a sense of “togetherness” is necessary so that co-operation among people can 
enable conversations face-to-face and online.23 Empathetic interaction with 
others requires us to look beyond ourselves to develop “dialogue skills,” which 
can be far more powerful in placing “us” in close relation to “them,” and is a 
way of letting others see us within our context for improved understanding. 
However, making the normative into a universal political and public ethics is 
not ideal for advancing peace because the tendency would be homogenization 
rather than allowing the multiplicities of cultural and religious traditions of 
humanity to flourish and inform local communities according to their specific 
conditions, histories and circumstances.

Judith Butler offers a realistic warning of the challenges we face in attempt-
ing to create “a people” guided by common ethical purposes and/or practices. 
The modern democratic world “community” is partial and exclusionary, she 
argues, and “There is no possibility of ‘the people’ without a discursive border 
drawn somewhere”—which we think is an important issue to bear in mind; 
however, we cannot remain confined to a bordered way of thinking.24 Borders 
among people need not be rigid divisions but can be a space that does not 
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foreclose the possibility of encounters and exchanges. The human capacity to 
invent and find its humanity must be accepted as a fluid, continuous journey.

Freedom from the Othering menace is not simply a political problem: it is 
an existential and practical demand for human advancement. In his study of 
early Islamic communities, Franz Rosenthal noted in The Muslim Concept 
of Freedom Prior to the Nineteenth Century that freedom was considered a 
“basic principle for all children of Adam—or, as is occasionally added: as far 
as Muslims are concerned.”25 Connected to and parallel with freedom, is the 
concept of Muslims’ relationship to others/strangers. As Rosenthal argues, in 
early Islamic societies, there is no term or concept of a stranger as an Other. 
Free people viewed others, who were free like them, as neighbours, some 
close and others far away, whom they encountered at home or during their 
travels. The concept of stranger/agnabi “existed and did not exist” in Mus-
lim lands.26 The ethics of hospitality and giving refuge to strangers who are 
treated as guests (evidently practised in all Muslim communities throughout 
history, particularly in Arab and Afghan communities, so much so that even 
Osama Bin Laden found refuge among the Pathans in Afghanistan and Pak-
istan) evolves from seeing the stranger as a wayfarer/sojourner and even a 
neighbour. Unleashing this friendly imagination of the stranger/Other as not 
a fearful Other, but someone nearby and next door, a fellow traveller, is the 
first step to creating horizontal relationships and to bringing into existence  
the “reality” of living as a hospitable human community, as a society of humans 
in a shared, peaceful world. Emmanuel Levinas, Zygmunt Bauman, Hannah 
Arendt, and several others have written extensively on this topic. Bauman 
powerfully argues against the Western philosophical idea of freedom rooted 
in the privileging of the sovereign individual and our entrenchment behind 
walls with the emergence of consumer society, suggesting that outsiders are 
perceived as an ontological “threat and a nuisance,” an opposite perspective 
Rosenthal suggests is at root in Islamic thought.27

The shared space of a social “public” world cannot come into being by 
mere contemplation or complaint; transformation requires action, as Judith 
Butler argues in Notes Toward a Performative Theory of Assembly.28 The theory 
of assemblage and acting on it for change fosters ethical connections and the 
recognition of the precarity of the Other. Political scientist Seyla Benhabib 
postulates in her insightful book, The Rights of Others, that ensuring rights 
owed to the Other is a step toward enabling a positive and inclusive assem-
blage of people.29 We agree on this, but argue in our book that these rights 
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have to work in tandem with human dignity. There are millions of people in 
our world today who are not recognized as citizens of a defined state but are 
stateless, displaced, living under occupation, sometimes as illegal immigrants 
and refugees, and are dispossessed. How can these people enjoy rights and be 
part of the public sphere when they are not even regarded as fully human? Is it 
possible to find within the asylum seekers housed in our own neighbourhood 
the prospect for peace rather than reproducing fear and hatred?

Othering as Peacelessness

At the root of non-peace is an imagination of difference as a threat: that a 
dangerous Other is out there, a being whose life is not as worthy as one’s own, 
a creature who must die or be oppressed so one can be free and live in peace. 
Socio-cultural differences justify violence toward this imagined Other-as-
threat and, through a variety of rhetorical and discursive representations, 
rally a community of people who are (imagined as) similar against the Other. 
This destructive dynamic between the discourses of Otherness and acts of 
violence legitimizes oppression, distilling fear, and, in the end, often becoming 
a self-fulfilling prophecy when those who are oppressed strike back and seek 
to undermine their oppressors—Timothy Grose’s discussion of the condition 
of the Uighurs in this book illustrates this problem well.

There are multiple social processes through which the Other as fearful 
manifests itself. Unsavoury, biased, and discriminatory rhetoric is the foun-
dation of the Othering project. The images employed are rooted in a second 
process, that of bordering between Self and Other, of imagining ourselves as 
discrete social entities. These distinct boundaries between “us” and “them” are 
employed to justify building social boundaries, manifested in such policies as 
border walls, apartheid states, and other forms of segregation. Modes of sep-
aration between the Self and the Other are never between two communities 
regarded as equals; rather, the difference is inherently hierarchical. We con-
struct walls to protect our identity and the social fabric because we imagine 
the Other as inherently inferior. Their difference will pollute and corrupt us 
because they are not as good, not as advanced, modern, or civilized as we are. 
Each of these three processes becomes a social act of keeping the Other at bay.

In his classic work, Orientalism, Edward Said documented how the con-
struction of the “Oriental,” often an Arab/Muslim Other, was an inherent part 
of the Western Self. The West imagined the Other as the antithesis of Self to 
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claim a global space of superiority that came to define the Western colonial 
project and postcolonial imperialism.30 The imagination of the Orient, Said 
argued, preceded the West’s colonization of the East and the Middle East, 
serving not as an ex post facto justification but rather as a driving force of 
colonialism. The Orient was perceived as less civilized, as chaotic, as irrational, 
rooted in traditionalism and spiritualism as well as socially static and polit-
ically despotic. The Orient required the West to colonize it in order to liberate 
it. The image of the Other as less than the Self was the driving force of conquest 
and occupation—of non-peace.

In Islam in Liberalism, Joseph Massad furthered Said’s argument, reflecting 
on how Islam “is an internal constituent of liberalism, not merely an exter-
nal other, though liberalism often projects it as the latter.”31 That without the 
(imagined) Islamic Other, the liberal West would not exist, that it was required 
as its antithesis through which “Europe as a modern identity was conjured 
up.”32 Daniel Jonah Goldhagen asserts that Nazi Germany was driven by 
antisemitic sentiments structured within social policies and practices where 
“language is mass murder and elimination’s medium.”33 The imagined Other 
as a threat leads to imagining the body of the Other as worthy of violence.

But racism, anti-Semitism, and Islamophobia are not merely discourses 
through which one projects a particular image of Self; they are predicated on 
particular worldviews and reproduce those perspectives as natural. Camille 
Burge’s chapter on anti-Black racism and Chad Haines’s chapter on Islamo-
phobia both tackle this problem head on. In his seminal work, Europe and 
the People Without History, the anthropologist Eric Wolf traces the histories 
of material interconnections, trade routes, and cultural borrowings between 
diverse communities and civilizations. For Wolf, a perspective of cultures 
and civilizations as “billiard balls” ricocheting off one another provided the 
West with a history of uniqueness that propagates the popularly held view of 
civilizational superiority and historical exceptionalism.34 History, however, is 
a series of interconnections and borrowings, adaptations and appropriations. 
The perspective of cultural borders as necessary provides the historical foun-
dations of discrete ethnicities, nations, and civilizations. Walls are the physical 
manifestation of this bounded view of history and culture.

Those who fear the Other argue that raising walls and boundaries is neces-
sary to securitize and protect from the enemy hordes. The political scientist 
and government policy adviser Samuel Huntington made it clear in his final 
book, Who Are We? The Challenges to America’s National Identity, that new 
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immigrants, who happened to be Brown and Black (non-Europeans), were 
undermining American values through their failure to integrate and to mould 
themselves to the Anglo-Protestant cultural ethics that made America great.35 
Huntington’s argument of the cultural Other is an inherent part of not just 
the United States’ national ethos but of every nation that imagines itself as a 
distinct cultural entity with clear borders between us and them. The mani-
festation of exclusionary nationalism is about maintaining some semblance 
of national purity. It attempts to create peace inside for the select few who are 
members of the nation, often at the cost of others, not just their exclusion. This 
pattern of violence to create peace is repeated over and over around the world, 
in each nation-state through cultural and physical genocide, elimination, 
expulsion, and segregation. But this violent Othering is not tenable or sustain-
able in our globally connected world. Yet it is the dominant mode of political 
organization and social imagining—a territorially bounded community with 
some shared values, histories, cultures, religions, and/or languages that has 
particular rights to a good, peaceful life. Others may have these rights but 
only in their own bounded communities.

The modern nation-idea as a community with a singular identity predi-
cated on a sense of some shared culture gives rise to “minorities”—the cultural 
Other within a territorial nation-state. Various countries devise distinct social 
practices for dealing with minority populations and, in some cases, absorb 
them through acculturation, which is also a process of cultural erasure. In 
more extreme cases, structures of apartheid and segregation are devised to 
separate communities so that the ruling class can thrive and keep the mar-
ginalized groups “under control.” In other cases, the elimination of minorities 
is achieved through deportation or, worse, genocide. Recognizing that no 
country is comprised of a single cultural group, non-peace prevails in coping 
with, and finding a place for, minorities. What that looks like for Indigenous 
populations in settler colonial countries like South Africa, Australia, Canada, 
the United States of America, and Israel is different from what ethnic min-
orities experience in countries such as Sweden and Japan, which, again, is 
different from countries where minorities are mapped as religiously different, 
such as the Copts in Egypt or Muslims in India. Each country has its own 
means of marginalizing and oppressing minority populations.

Multiculturalism, as a mode of tolerance, slips into easy cultural essen-
tializing, reducing the Other to a type. This reductivism gives rise to what 
Mahmood Mamdani calls “Culture Talk,” which assumes “every culture has 
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a tangible essence that defines it, and it then explains politics [and all other 
social behaviours] as a consequence of that essence.”36 The discourses of tol-
erance, multiculturalism, and cultural acceptance do not in and of themselves 
undo assumptions of difference as a negative; rather, they create systems of 
regulating difference, according to Wendy Brown in Regulating Aversion.37 
Apartheid and segregation, for example, are forms of accepting cultural dif-
ferences and then policing those differences to protect the purity of Self and 
secure well-being.

Exclusionary nationalism is currently compounded by the rise of “selfie-
ism,” an imagining of a discrete Self, a sort of collectively practised narcissism 
that prompts moral and ethical “withdrawal from other people.”38 We find 
ourselves in a double bind, seeing in the Other only whatever might gratify us, 
and commodifying our differences by turning them into objects; this entices 
fear and builds walls to keep the unwanted Other out, as Sennett asserts in 
The Fall of Public Man. When the Other is reduced to an object, a discourse, 
their true nature is “invisible,” just as the narrator in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible 
Man experiences.

Focusing on the Othering of nature, novelist Arundhati Roy and ecologist 
Satish Kumar identify this mindset as “speciesism,” reflecting the hierarch-
ical mapping of Self and Other, where our sense of interdependence is lost.39 
As Amit Baishya argues in his chapter in this book on Roy’s The Ministry 
of Utmost Happiness, the loss of relationship with the non-human Other is  
a process in which rampant urbanism and conspicuous consumption play a 
vital role.40 The Self becomes a severed entity, an island unto itself, discon-
nected from an interconnected natural world and an exclusive unsustainable 
community. The fixation on the human Self normalizes a value of Self and 
regards those like me as good, indeed superior, and the non-human as inferior, 
objects in the service of the consuming human.

The discourse of the Other drives two interrelated social phenomena: 
building walls (physical or social) to maintain separation and enacting one’s 
superiority—thinking vertically or hierarchically—toward the Other, mar-
ginalizing them through such practices as denying them rights. The inferior 
human Other is denied basic civil rights through disenfranchisement from 
electoral processes and democratic representation or denying them equal 
opportunities. Systemic discrimination is driven by structures such as nation-
alism, capitalist accumulation, and colonialism/imperialism. Unless these 
structures are addressed, non-peace will prevail.
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Structures of Othering

Images about the Other harden our attitude toward them and produce 
unfounded “realities,” as Edward Said argues in Orientalism. This provokes 
a discourse that emphasizes a different way of seeing the underlying and 
often unacknowledged dependency between Self and the Other. Modern-
ity unleashed a number of social processes that have unravelled our human 
interdependencies—capitalism, colonialism, and the rise of the nation-
state idea as the hegemonic mode of political organization. For peace to be 
achieved, peace studies as a field must acknowledge and engage the deeper 
structures of modernity and history that create walls and vertical thinking.

Underneath the human experiences of non-peace in our everyday lives 
lie historical forces and processes that reshape/d our relationships with one 
another. Too often, peace efforts work as band-aids. They are much needed in 
moments of extreme violence and bring an end to the conflict, but rarely do 
such efforts address the root causes that continue to spew hate, oppression, 
and outbursts of violence. Such acts of peacemaking are usually state-driven, 
creating peace treaties and accords without addressing the culpability of  
states in the violence.

On-the-ground peace activists fill in the gaps by reaching across commun-
ities in conflict to foster understanding and tolerance. People-to-people peace 
initiatives and interfaith and inter-ethnic community-building efforts bridge 
differences and allow communal work to occur. Such efforts are strategic, 
particularly in areas with extensive violence, such as the Balkans, Afghanistan, 
India–Pakistan, Somalia, and other conflict hotspots around the world. How-
ever, the forces that drove the cleavages between different communities in the 
first instance are rarely addressed in such peace initiatives, and the possibility 
of new conflicts continues to fester below the surface.

The dynamic of vertical thinking reflected in these peacemaking practices 
is naturalized in the modern-day era of nation-states and institutionalized 
globally through the long histories of colonialism and imperialism. Many of 
the conflicts we are experiencing today—for example, between India and Pak-
istan and between the Hema and Lendu in the Congo—are colonial legacies. 
We live in a postcolonial world where borders and divisions that were mapped 
and instituted by foreign occupying forces rewrote the nature of community, 
belonging, and neighbourliness. The very people whose communities were 
destroyed by occupying forces are today the migrants who face the third wave 
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of discrimination as they attempt to seek out economic livelihoods and peace-
ful lives in other countries. First, they were conquered and divided by invaders 
and colonizers; then they were marginalized and oppressed as minorities by 
the postcolonial nation-states; and, finally, they find themselves the victims 
of anti-immigration protests in their new homes.

Modern colonialism and imperialism, extremely violent versions of verti-
cal thinking, are rooted in a “world system” that was forged in tandem with the 
expansion of European powers, starting in the late fifteenth century. Coloni-
alism was driven by capitalist economic expansion and a “civilizing mission” 
that “rested upon the twin fundamental assumptions of the superiority” of 
European culture and of “the perfectibility of humankind,” and implied that 
“colonial subjects were too backward to govern themselves and that they had 
to be ‘uplifted.’”41 The project, at least in its early manifestation, was to convert 
the colonized subjects, the Brown and Black people of the world, to Euro-
pean liberalism. One of liberalism’s foundational beliefs is in the equality  
of people. Thus, those deemed inferior had to be transformed and civilized to 
be made equal. Equality in this framework was not inherent in the human-
ness of people but rather in their cultural expressions and in their mental 
capabilities. As Thomas Macaulay argued in his famous “Minute on Indian 
Education” in 1835, “a single shelf of a good European library was worth the 
whole native literature of India and Arabia.” By doing away with “traditional” 
socio-cultural practices and creating a class of subjects who were “Indian in 
blood and colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect,” 
the British would fulfill their duty of advancing Indians to a higher civiliz-
ation.42 Of course, by creating such a class they would also advance their 
ability to rule over the masses.

The rhetoric of extreme Otherness that propelled Europeans onto the 
world stage as “civilizing” colonizers reinforced unequal global economic 
structures. Colonies were conquered and parcelled out based on agreements 
between European powers to feed their emerging industrial capitalist econ-
omies. What emerged was a “complex hierarchical system controlled by the 
capitalist mode of production,” mapping core regions with peripheries and 
semi-peripheries where labour and raw materials were extracted and new 
markets for products were created.43

European colonialism created structures of dependency, as Albert Memmi 
argues in The Colonizer and the Colonized.44 Its persistent reflection is evident 
in the decolonized postcolonial world. The unfree human condition of today, 
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whether in the West or non-West, is the product of a long history of oppres-
sion, inherited behaviours, and repressive policies that continue to produce 
extreme Othering. As colonized people sought independence and built new 
nation-states, they remained within the global hierarchical structure of cores, 
peripheries, and semi-peripheries, their economies dependent on exploitative 
relations with the former colonizers.45 As documented in the following chap-
ters, postcolonial societies have recreated this entrapment in the present. The  
irony is that those who Other in the present were victims of Othering in  
the past as they forge postcolonial nation-states in a highly fractured, unequal, 
and disparate global sphere.

The very idea of the modern nation-state that emerged with the decline of 
colonial empires legitimizes vertical thinking and institutionalizes differences 
to benefit the hegemonic community that defines the nation around its values 
and interests, thus reproducing the structures of governance inherited by 
the colonial state. The oppression does not only include ethnic and religious 
minorities but people of different orientations, such as lesbians and gays, and 
our natural environment. The nation-state idea encodes a singular national 
identity that places some at the margins or outside the nation while simulta-
neously propagating a moral orientation of the nation. Here in the Phoenix, 
Arizona, area, where the editors of this volume are based, there are ongoing 
anti-immigrant protests taking place that are also a regular part of the pol-
itical scene across Europe. In India, Muslims are lynched on the suspicion 
of having beef, or for marrying non-Muslims, and even labelled as “illegal 
migrants,” “invaders,” or worse, “termites” who are destroying the nation. 
But such Othering is not restricted to India, as the Uyghurs in China, the 
Rohingyas in Myanmar, the Hema and Lendu in the Congo, the Christians 
in Iraq, African and Middle Eastern migrants across Europe, and many other 
groups can attest. In every one of these countries, minority communities are 
facing violent oppression. The Other—be they ethnic, religious, moral, or 
natural—are excluded from national imaginings of the Self.

Globally, economic shifts and geopolitical manipulations create extreme 
instability, placing billions of the world’s population in precarious condi-
tions. Digging deep into the histories of colonial encounters is important for 
charting pathways to peace, as it was a formative site for producing negative 
images about the subject/Other by the master/European Self that circulated 
back to the metropolitan centres, influencing and bolstering the still-ongoing 
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Othering process and finding expression in anti-immigrant policies, hatred 
toward refugees, discussion of safeguarding European culture, and so on.

Under the neoliberal regime of globalization, coming to the forefront since 
the 1980s, the precarious status of these marginal populations has become 
more acute. First colonized, then marginalized within their postcolonial 
nation-states, and today regarded as disposable labourers, people at the 
margins live in non-peace. Many are forced into displacement, seeking out 
political and economic opportunities elsewhere. As refugees and migrants, 
their lives take on a different precarity, becoming the unwanted Other. The 
presence of the precarious Other disrupts the image of Self and unleashes 
nationalist movements, such as the Britain First movement in the United 
Kingdom and the Proud Boys and Minute Men in the United States. While 
these groups are manifestations of the most extreme anti-immigrant positions 
across Europe and North America, governments are imposing stricter poli-
cies against immigrants and policing immigrant communities as inherently 
suspect, a trend that Kathryn Cassidy and Alexander Aviña document in 
their chapters.

While this history of conquest, exploitation, marginalization, and oppression 
is well known and documented, placing it within the context of peace-
making is a challenge. How does one attempt to foster peace by dredging 
the past? Many peace activists, in fact, find it counter-productive to engage 
in history; rather, they focus on the present moment and look forward to 
a different future. The history of oppression, discrimination, and violence 
makes it difficult to bridge divides between communities. We cannot change 
colonialism or nationalism, nor can we overlook these factors because much 
of the world lives in conditions of latent violence and non-peace due to the 
vertical thinking of colonialism, imperialism, and nationalism.

As the chapters in this volume indicate, socio-cultural differences do not 
have to lead us down the path of Othering—of reducing Others to essential-
ized, stereotypical notions, or confining them to “culture talk” or ignoring 
complex histories. More significantly, the chapters draw our attention to vari-
ous ways we can start to imagine difference as something to celebrate rather 
than fear.
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The Book

The chapters in the book span a range of humanities disciplines: history, phil-
osophy, religious studies, anthropology, literary and cultural studies, human 
rights law, and gender studies. These diverse approaches help us understand 
how and why we have a global crisis of peace in local, national, and inter-
national arenas. The historical perspectives offer longue durée views on how 
people create divisions and separations and how they struggle to overcome 
them. The anthropological and ethnographic methods adopted in several 
chapters dig deep into human experiences and meanings in the struggle for 
living side by side with others, while the chapters using the methodology 
of human rights law and gender studies search for human understanding 
through reconciliation, justice, and accountability. Finally, the religious stud-
ies approach offers pathways to reflect on the significance of values for peace as 
a lived, ethical relationship that includes both human and non-human Others.

Putting these approaches and methods in dialogue with each other 
in the book produces an inquiry into, and connection between, two 
processes—Othering and unpeace and the ethical responsibility necessary 
to renew the commitment to peace. Our ethics of peace suggests an awareness 
that the Other and Self are parts of one whole. This awareness may not be so 
evident in the twenty-first century; precisely for this reason, we need to reflect 
on how we got to the place of amnesia, forgetting the relationship that we owe 
to the Other for preserving Self and peace.

Paying attention to the values, cultures, and actions of those who are rarely 
seen as peace actors—women, minorities, immigrants, refugees; in short, 
the invisible people—we shift the study of peace from high-rise buildings 
where international organizations and national governments broker peace 
and instead situate peace on the ground as a lived activity and a fluid negoti-
ation among people who know its value and suffer the impact of its loss. On 
Othering extends the conversation and opens new areas for exploring behind 
the scenes the conditions of Othering that undo and deny sustainable peace.

Each chapter in this book provides an important instance of the Othering 
process and shows how the phobic relationship can become the site for emer-
ging human awareness of relationality. It is an active engagement generating 
a language of peace as a felt and actionable possibility in which scholarship 
and activism come together.
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The chapters look behind the screen at the concept of common humanity 
to see the gaps that exist in the lived world. They drive home the importance 
of learning about peace from a variety of locations and cultures and show 
how the different perspectives speak to the same human desire—for human 
recognition, social harmony, dignity, and peace. We draw upon the works of 
several scholars and situate our research in conversation with them but also 
offer new insights on what needs to be done at a practical level for peace with 
the Other.46

Part 1 of the book focuses on the Other within, exploring the processes of 
marginalization of minority populations. Sinologist Timothy Grose lays bare 
the extreme violence being waged against the Muslim Uyghurs of western 
China. He places the policies within China’s broader concern for mapping 
minorities as inherently inferior to the dominant Han Chinese and exposes 
the contradictions of forced acculturation, which includes rape and “re-
education.” Grose suggests that the policies create permanent inferior classes 
who live in continuous states of non-peace. In her chapter on the Miya Mus-
lims of Assam, India, historian Yasmin Saikia traces the historical discourse 
of Muslim Otherness first by the British colonists and later by the Hindutva 
extremists (right-wing religious nationalists) who now dominate national and 
regional politics in Assam. Saikia documents the dehumanizing politics of 
Othering based on religion but offers a prospect for laying the foundations 
of peace in the lived Assamese culture. She suggests a local way of being 
with the Other expressed in the cultural form of xanmiholi (accommodation 
and fusion) that had developed historically and survived despite colonial 
divisions of communities. Xanmiholi queries the power of people’s history 
to counter the politics of the state for a singular Hindu identity and make 
Assam Muslim-free. Human geographer Kathryn Cassidy’s chapter takes us 
to the United Kingdom, where minorities are subject to various forms of 
“everyday bordering” that limit their access to goods and services provided 
through welfare programs, thus deepening their precarity. Everyday bordering 
includes a diversity of practices, including policing of identity cards that create 
a lived anxiety among minority communities. Cassidy emphasizes a variety 
of everyday practices such as care, love, and support within and between 
communities that challenge border-making. Looking at Muslim migrants in 
Italy, sociologist Fabio Perocco reflects on the socio-cultural shifts taking place 
due to Europe, overall, becoming a site of immigration. This creates diverse 
responses, including cultural or ethnic-racial selection, policies promoting 
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temporariness, social alienation (Entfremdung), and ethnocentric assimi-
lation. Within this context, the Muslims in Italy seek out ways of “rooting” 
themselves in the place but find themselves as a racialized underclass.

Taken together, the chapters in part 1 critically engage how the national 
imaginary disrupts and limits our capacity for seeing the Other in our midst as 
worthy of equal respect. The Other cast as “outsiders” are denied the benefits 
of the social systems unless they erase their previous identities and assimilate 
within the national political body to the point of forgetting their past. Or, as 
in the case of the Uyghurs in China, they are expunged from the Chinese 
national community although they have no other home than China. The 
expectation of conversion of the minorities to the dominant culture driven 
by the political ideology of majoritarianism and rooted in a sense of superior-
ity have become state projects in China and India, as Grose and Saikia show. 
However, at the local level, particularly as reflected in the chapters by Cassidy 
and Saikia, human ethics and values are evident; their sources may be cultural 
or social interactions, but the outcome is care, respect, and equal inclusion 
of the Other within.

In part 2, the contributors examine how sexuality, gender, race, and 
religion are Othered. Gender studies scholar Nikoli Attai looks at the per-
sonal voices of queer asylum seekers from the Caribbean to Canada and The 
Netherlands, providing a narrative of living as double Other—racialized and 
queer, with the additional marker of being an immigrant. Attai importantly 
raises the question of how asylum seekers find themselves in a system of 
indebtedness for the help they receive, reproducing hierarchical structures 
rather than full accommodation. Chad Haines combines religious studies and 
anthropological methods to discuss American variants of Islamophobia, high-
lighting one expression of it through a number of interviews he conducted 
with right-wing extremist Jon Ritzheimer, a member of the Oath Keepers 
and Three Percenters. Ritzheimer organized an armed protest against the 
Phoenix Islamic Center in 2015 because, according to him, Islamic values can 
never be fully accepted as American values. Haines places this exclusionary 
perception within the larger realm of Western liberal thought, rooted in the 
Enlightenment and the long history of racialized exclusion. In the next chap-
ter, Alexander Aviña takes a historical perspective to document the making of 
the “killing machine” of the juridical-political system along the US–Mexico 
border and the “right to disappear” those deemed as criminally and illegally 
Other. Hauntingly, Aviña unveils the finding and identifying of human bones 
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in the desert as a pathway for forging a peaceful future—by recognizing the 
humanness of the victims and the sheer inhumanity of the system that forced 
them to disappear in the desert. In her chapter, Camille Burge weaves her 
personal story of growing up Black in a highly racialized environment in the 
United States and her research on the experiences and meaning of chronic 
Othering experienced by Black Americans. Burge documents how shame, 
anger, and fear come to define the inner experience of being hyper-Othered 
and marginalized. She argues that to overcome the lived reality of peaceless-
ness of Black Americans, we need to delve deeper than mere recognition 
of injustices—we need to address them head on and acknowledge the past 
wrongs as a step for Blacks and whites to live in dignity and equality. Finally, 
in this section, Maryam Khan’s chapter reflects on her own positionality as 
a devout Muslim and racialized South Asian queer woman with a disability. 
Khan questions the relationship between “normative” Muslims and queer 
Muslims in North America and highlights various Muslim liberationists and 
feminists who chart a path forward for building positive and peaceful relations 
within the highly diverse North American Muslim community.

These chapters address the diverse experiences of people at the margins 
in North America. Each chapter engages directly with the issue of postcol-
oniality, the carceral state, and racialized structuring that was bequeathed 
by European colonialism. Using different methodological approaches, the 
chapters unravel how liberal discourses of freedom, democracy, and inclu-
sion are employed to create peacelessness and how the victims of global 
violence are doubly victimized as outcasts when they arrive on the shores of 
North America. In the case of Black Americans, this double victimization is 
imposed on them when they dare to speak back and attempt to expose the 
racial injustices of American history.

The chapters in part 3 of the book explore the relationship between 
humans and non-humans and the Othering of the environment that leads 
to the destruction of the lived world around us. Taking as his starting point 
Donna Haraway’s idea of “multispecies flourishing,” literary scholar Amit 
Baishya, in his chapter, argues that peace is neither the condition of non-
violence nor a naïve expression of mutual coexistence and friendship but a 
“messy and laborious process of making kin within quotidian networks of 
obligation and responsibility.” Baishya traces the loss of such peace and its 
possibilities for the future through a reading of Arundhati Roy’s The Min-
istry of Utmost Happiness. As with Aviña’s discussion of the disappearance 
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of humans on the US–Mexico border, Baishya draws our attention to the 
disappearance of vultures and sparrows in Delhi and the spiralling effect that 
has on everyday life. Frédéric Neyrat takes a philosophical look at the root of 
such disappearances in the natural world within the human phobic attitude 
toward the environment. He reflects on the interweaving and interfeeding of 
Earth-phobia and eco-fascism. Neyrat is both pessimistic and optimistic about 
our ability to overcome the mass destruction of the environment in our days 
of COVID-19. The optimism lies with our capacity, as yet not fully recognized, 
for forging terrestrial alliances—breaking down the borders between Self 
and a cosmic Other. Yet the fear of the spread of the COVID virus through 
interaction requires “social distancing” and serves as a reminder of the work 
that lies ahead for true peace among humans and between humans and non-
humans. In the final chapter of this section, legal scholar Rebecca Tsosie uses 
a human rights lens to reflect on how colonization and globalization disrupted 
and continue to disrupt the intergenerational sustainability of Indigenous 
communities in North America. This sustainability is directly tied to their 
presence on ancestral lands, forging a didactic interdependence between the 
environment and community, reproduced over generations. The reduction of 
the environment to an object for exploitation undermines not just nature but 
ourselves. Tsosie calls for reconciliation and a “centring Indigenous values in 
the effort to restore the land, the water, and the way of life” if we are to have 
a peaceful future.

The authors in the final section grapple with the philosophical question 
of who are we? with an emphasis on the “we,” not “I,” as part of a congregated 
whole, but “we” as humanity, together, on Earth and in the cosmos. Are we 
discrete species divided by imagined demarcations between different groups, 
or do we have the capacity to transcend speciesism and reconnect with the 
natural environment that sustains us? Importantly, the final chapters chart 
a path beyond just documenting the destruction and loss to weaving paths 
for transcending our destructive ways by valuing and learning from different 
cultural worlds that embody values of harmony, respect, and equality.

Taken as a whole, the chapters open up dialogue, first, for recognizing the 
depth of injustice and destructiveness in the Othering projects and, second, 
for providing hope for charting peaceful futures by transcending the borders 
of Self and Other and valuing difference.
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nonviolence to guide human dependency and recognition of one another in 
positive terms. However, Butler’s analysis falls short in grounding this idea in 
actual real-world conditions and in examining how violence against the Other 
becomes the undoing of peace for the self. Otherness: A Multilateral Perspec-
tive, ed. Susan Yi Sencindiver, Maria Beville, and Maria Lauritzen (Frankfurt 
am Main: Peter Lang, 2011) provides a new inquiry into the representations 
and nature of Self–Other relationships in art, literature, and culture, and opens 
the conversation for a multidimensional exploration of otherness. We have 
found this interdisciplinary approach helpful in bringing together a variety of 
methodologies and perspectives from different disciplines in our book. Finally, 
Jean François Staszak’s intense probing into Other/Otherness (2020) in the 
International Encyclopedia of Human Geography makes evident the deep spatial 
divides between people that stigmatize certain groups for discrimination and 
devalue their lives. He emphasizes the asymmetry in power relationships in 
the construction of the Other but does not make the connection between the 
othering processes and peacelessness. We argue in this book that the sense of 
superiority of the self does not depend solely on articulations and highlight that 
it is backed by the political, social, and cultural power of those constructing  
the discourse.



Part 1

The Other Within
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	1	 Hosting the Hostage
Hospitality, the Uyghur Other, and 
Chinese State-Imposed Peace

Timothy A. Grose

The success of China-based polities and their ability to maintain peace have, to 
a certain extent, rested on the ability to manage ethnic and cultural difference. 
To be sure, as an inherently fluid and protean socio-political designation, 
the “Other” has shifted, been inverted, and even undergone fundamental 
redefinition several times from China’s imperial past (221 BCE–1911 CE), to the 
Republican Period (1911–1949), and in the People’s Republic (1949–present). 
Broadly speaking, the insider-vs.-outsider dichotomy was sketched along 
cultural—and not necessarily racial—contours, as has been the case in Euro-
pean colonial projects.1 “Sinicization” through the acquisition of certain 
cultural competencies (such as the Chinese language, agrarian lifestyles, and 
Confucian humanism) was possible, but not forced, for “barbarian” (Ch. yi) 
Others of the past—mostly nomadic peoples who lived on the peripheries of 
the Middle Kingdom’s sedentary core. Today, it is expected among the fifty-
five ethnic minority groups (Ch. shaoshu minzu) who live within the borders 
of the People’s Republic of China. Indeed, connecting these otherwise dispar-
ate historical and political processes is a persistent strategy of acculturation: 
these projects intended, and intend, to transform.

Yet state-imposed cultural transformation is intentionally an endless pur-
suit. Similar to the process of creating British subjects in colonial India who 
were, as Thomas Macaulay famously put it, “Indian in blood and colour, but 
English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect,” the “Other” will 
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never, and can never, be made fully “Chinese.”2 Rather, Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) policies toward ethnic minorities—similar to imperial strategies 
directed toward these groups’ “barbarian” ancestors—seek to suspend the 
“Other” in a permanent position of “inferiority.” In other words, they are 
always “on their way” to integration.3 The liminal status of ethnic minorities 
neither being fully alien nor Chinese demands constant state intervention 
as the groups attempt to play catch-up to the more “advanced” Han people. 
This process invokes Homi Bhabha’s ideas about mimicry: ethnic minorities 
in China are eternally “a subject of difference that is almost the same, but not 
quite.”4 Cultural elements the state deems threatening must be hollowed out 
but can never be fully replaced with a solid Chinese core. Put another way, 
ethnic praxes in China do not forge unity and equity among the Han majority 
and fifty-five minority groups, they reify their differences.5

In the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, the CCP has dispatched 
civil servants—mostly Han people—to equip Turkic Muslim Uyghurs with 
a socio-cultural blueprint to become more Chinese than they are currently. 
These work teams eat, sleep, and labour alongside local families as they “gift” 
(Ch. song) them kindness and knowledge about policy, law, and Chinese cul-
ture. Within the context of state-mandated family visits, this chapter explores 
how the CCP infiltrates Uyghur homes using low-level bureaucrats who then 
co-opt vernacular understandings of hosting to impose Han cultural norms 
and transform Uyghur persons. Drawing upon Chinese-government reports 
on inter-ethnic activities in the region and firsthand accounts of Han civil 
servants, this chapter will demonstrate that the CCP’s attempt to require Han 
people to share intimate moments and spaces with Uyghurs as they provide 
them with new ethnic markers—for example, Chinese language, Han sens-
ibilities, and a “correct” political outlook—is not meant to fully integrate these 
“Others” into the Chinese mainstream or create ethnic equity. Instead, the 
campaign reproduces, reinforces, and officializes “Otherness” and imposes 
“negative peace”—that is, one attained by force—while it neglects Indigen-
ous models for relatives (Uy. tughqanlar) that potentially hold the key for 
meaningful peace.6
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Guests, Officials, and Bandits: Muslims from the Imperial 

to Republican China

The integration of Muslim “Others” into Chinese society has been uneven 
and is ongoing. To be sure, the history of Islam in China is complex and each 
community’s experiences and relationships to the state and majority popu-
lations are distinct to time and location. Yet Muslims have largely remained 
on the geographic and social peripheries of Chinese metropoles since they 
first arrived in the Middle Kingdom nearly fifteen hundred years ago. Mus-
lims established their first permanent settlements during the Tang Dynasty 
(618–907) when the reopening of important Silk Road routes attracted Arab 
and Persian Muslim “foreign guests” (Ch. fangke) to bustling trade hubs at 
Chang’an (Xi’an), Guangzhou, and Quanzhou. However, in the imperial capital 
at Chang’an, Muslims were isolated. They were confined to semi-autonomous 
foreign quarters, restricted to designated markets to conduct business, and 
discouraged from fraternizing with local Chinese.7 The Mongols relocated 
large numbers of officials from the Near East and Central Asia—many of 
whom professed Islam—to serve the Yuan Dynasty (1279–1368). As Mongol 
subjects, the statuses of Muslims changed from “foreign guest” to semu, or 
members of “assorted categories of people.”8 However, Muslim support for the 
(“alien”) Mongol overlords as well as their commonly assigned administra-
tive duty to collect tax bred animosity among Chinese.9 Relations improved 
somewhat during the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644). Muslim officials continued 
to be valued civil servants in the imperial bureaucracy, Islamic religious elite 
found ways to integrate Islam into a Confucian cultural milieu, and Muslim 
families began adopting Chinese surnames.10 Despite Muslim attempts to 
embrace Chinese elements of their identity, however, neo-Confucian liter-
ati endeavoured to reestablish the Ming as a cultural Chinese dynasty and 
remained suspicious of Muslims. In fact, to dissolve their ethno-religious iden-
tities, Emperor Ming Taizu (r. 1368–1398) mandated that all Muslims marry 
ethnic Chinese but later relaxed the requirement.11 Relations deteriorated 
during the late Qing Dynasty (1644–1911). Muslim-led—but not necessarily 
Islamist—revolts broke out in Yunnan (1856–1873), Gansu (1862–1877), and 
Qinghai (1895–1896) resulting in the deaths of millions.12 Meanwhile in Kash-
garia (modern-day Xinjiang), a warlord from the Khanate of Kokand named 
Yaqub Beg overpowered the already weakened Qing garrison and established 
an Islamic emirate (1865–1877). It would take a massive military campaign 
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led by Zuo Zongtang to defeat Yaqub Beg’s army and claim the region under 
the Qing.13 Xinjiang was annexed as a province in 1884.

In ways similar to the Qing, the Nationalist government (1911–1949) rec-
ognized Hui (Muslims) as one of the five nationalities of the Republic of 
China. However, Sun Yat-Sen and his successor, Chiang Kai-shek, adopted an 
assimilationist approach to China’s ethnic diversity, which essentially viewed 
Muslims as (Han) Chinese converts to Islam.14 This rhetoric aligned with the 
Nationalists’, or Guomindang’s (GMD), goals of assimilation: ethnic difference 
was to be ignored before it was eradicated.15 Internally weak and preoccupied 
with an encroaching Japan, however, the GMD government was largely unable 
to incorporate non-Han into the national fold.16 After years of civil war, the 
GMD was defeated by the Communists in 1949.

Becoming Pomegranate Arils: Muslims in the People’s 

Republic of China

To set themselves apart from the assimilationist approach of the Nation-
alists, the CCP initially recognized, created where it never existed, and 
celebrated China’s ethnic diversity. Inspired by Marx, Lenin, Stalin, as well 
as British imperial practices in India, the CCP attempted to create a “scien-
tific” taxonomy of non-Han peoples shortly after coming to power.17 This 
“identification” project (Ch. minzu shibie) recognized fifty-six distinct ethnic 
groups, ten of which are classified “Muslim.” Uniting the disparate popu-
lations into a “great family” (Ch. da jiating)—though one that prioritized 
the Han majority—would not be easy. Mao recognized the dangers of Han 
chauvinism and the fragility of ethnic unity. Therefore, with the exception 
of the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976), the CCP initially adopted a gradual 
approach to amalgamation (Ch. ronghe)—that is, the fusion of all ethnic and 
ethno-national groups into an all-encompassing nation, but one that retains 
mostly Han elements.18 Since the Reform Period (1976–present), CCP lead-
ers have offered a package of entitlements to ethnic minorities, including a 
bonus-point policy on the country’s college entrance examination, relaxed 
enforcement of the “one-child” policy, and legal protection under various 
anti-discrimination laws.19 These measures intend to reduce socio-economic 
disparity between majority Han people and marginalized ethnic minorities.

Now under the leadership of general secretary of the CCP Xi Jinping, the 
Han-dominated Party-state has adopted a tribal cultural nationalism that 
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views some forms of ethnic and religious diversity as political threats.20 To 
be sure, sporadic episodes of violence have disrupted even superficial peace 
in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region for over a decade. On July 5, 
2009, peaceful protests in the region’s capital city, Ürümchi, spiralled into 
three days of rioting, which claimed 197 lives and resulted in over two thou-
sand injuries and the disappearances of hundreds.21 In the years following the  
“7–5 Incident,” the CCP has labelled otherwise unrelated attacks at a  
police station in rural Turpan, in front of Beijing’s iconic Tiananmen Square, 
inside the Kunming Train Station, and at a coal mine in Aksu, as co-ordinated 
global terrorism. Much as the Indian government has done among Mus-
lim minorities and the dominant Hindu majority in Assam (see Saikia, this 
volume), the Chinese government instrumentalizes fear of violence to simul-
taneously strengthen popular support among the Han majority and strike 
terror into Uyghur communities.

Framing the incidents as global terror (and not local grievances), the 
CCP has decided to act with urgency and impunity when dealing with  
the Uyghurs.22 As such, Xi Jinping urged for the construction of a “great wall of 
iron” to protect the region from what leaders consider an existential threat to 
China’s territorial integrity, remarks that inspired the CCP to pass legislation 
called the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region’s Articles on Eliminating 
Extremism.23 Officials formally redefined extremism as “propositions and 
conduct using distortion of religious teachings or other means to incite hatred  
or discrimination and advocate violence.”24 Under the new law, activities as 
mundane as refusing to eat non-halal food, removing cable connections to 
state television, or maintaining a pious appearance are considered extremist 
and are severely punished. Anti-extremism measures are violently enforced. 
Since 2016, the CCP interned as many as one million Uyghurs in “concen-
tration re-education centers.”25 Chinese officials—who first angrily denied 
the program’s existence—now publicly insist they are providing essential 
vocational training for individuals influenced by the so-called three evil 
forces—extremism, radicalism, and terrorism—that threaten stability.26 The 
few families spared from the atrocities of re-education endure a form of house 
arrest akin to quartering. To this end, the CCP has conscripted over one mil-
lion Han civilians and sent them to live with Uyghurs in arranged homestays.27 
Once a Uyghur space impenetrable to the state high-tech surveillance appar-
atus, the home has been repurposed by the CCP as a site for acculturation.28
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The CCP is confident that its pernicious approach to transforming the 
Uyghurs will help bring ethnic harmony to fruition. In fact, the government 
encourages all remaining people in the region to act as if they are pomegran-
ate arils. In 2019, listeners who tuned in to Xinjiang People’s Radio Uyghur 
language station for its morning broadcast were inundated with five public 
service announcements that spanned over three minutes of programming. 
Aired in succession and repeated several times throughout the day, the first 
four announcements emphasized the importance of loving China and dem-
onstrating this patriotism by adopting “civilized” (Uy. medeniy) behaviour, 
following general secretary of the CCP Xi Jinping’s leadership, and celebrat-
ing the seventieth anniversary of the People’s Republic of China. However, 
the theme and tone of the final announcement shifted from patriotism to  
ethnic unity:

One instance of family (Uy. tughqanliship) connectedness, and we will 
be relatives (Uy. tughqanlar) forever. Let’s embody ethnic unity as if we 
are members of one family (Uy. bir a’ilik kishiler). Come together, visit 
each other, and show genuine kindness. Let’s embody ethnic unity as 
if we are members of one family. We should be thankful for the Party, 
listen to its words, and follow it. Every ethnic group needs to join 
tightly as if they are pomegranate arils.

Invocations of family are central to this public service announcement: the 
message does not simply promote random acts of kindness; it commands 
ethnic groups who have historically held different understandings of “family” 
and different positions vis-à-vis the Chinese Party-state to behave as if they 
are relatives.29 The pomegranate metaphor is confounding. As a model for 
ethnic unity—and peace—a pomegranate is only effective if tightly bound by 
a hard rind that constricts its inner membrane. Only with the tight control 
of these exterior and interior systems do the seeds remain tightly folded into 
one another. In the case of the People’s Republic, a pomegranate system of 
inter-ethnic unity only works if there is a Han-dominated police state to hold 
the seeds together.30 This strategy may impose unity but not peace.

Hosting and Gifting Among Uyghur and Han

Yet in ways similar to the pomegranate, the CCP is demanding unity by 
exerting force. Indeed, Uyghurs and Han people rarely interact, let alone 
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welcome one another into their homes.31 To smash physical and symbolic 
ethnic barriers created and maintained by Uyghurs and Han people, officials 
have implemented mandatory house calls. Programs such as “explore the 
people’s conditions, benefit the people’s livelihood, and fuse with the people’s 
hearts” (Ch. fang minqing, hui minsheng, ju minsheng or fanghuiju) have con-
scripted over one million Han civilians and sent them to live with Uyghurs 
in arranged homestays.32 The “fanghuiju” initiative has been expanded to 
reach ethnic minority families across Xinjiang. In 2014, the first year of the 
program, 200,000 civilian workers embarked on this campaign; in 2016, an 
additional 110,000 civilians journeyed to the region as part of a similar cam-
paign called “United as One Family” (Ch. jie dui renqing).33 According to a 
May 30, 2018, Xinjiang TV News broadcast, from 2016 to May 2018, these sent-
down workers—referred to sometimes as “big brothers and big sisters”—made 
24 million house visits, conducted 33 million interviews (read: interroga-
tions), and organized over 8 million ethnic unity activities. Depending on 
efficiency and extensiveness of each house call, work teams visit six to ten 
households per day; some work teams pay daily visits to every household for 
ninety days.34 Government reports from Hoshut County and Onsu County 
Aqsu Prefecture uncovered by Human Rights Watch indicate, respectively, 
that work teams must visit each family fourteen times every month and stay 
in the homes of local residents no fewer than eight days each month.35

Hosting—and Holding Hostage—the Other

As agents of an authoritarian state, work teams could easily force themselves 
into Uyghur homes unimpeded; yet they assume, albeit briefly, the identity of 
unassuming and gracious guests. Indeed, hospitality is the unstable fulcrum 
on which the CCP’s call to create familial bonds across ethnic boundaries is 
placed.36 To properly perform the temporary role as guests, civilian workers 
are expected to commit to a code of conduct. A manual used in Kashgar Pre-
fecture instructs work teams to: (1) knock first; (2) greet the family; (3) observe 
door etiquette; (4) display proper comportment; (5) hug children; (6) respect 
elders; (7) receive items with two hands; (8) say “thank you”; (9) leave if you 
have inconvenienced the family; and (10) end the visits with a “goodbye.”37 In 
addition to these basic guidelines, each team carries out at least one practical 
act of kindness—that is, assistance, care, or a congratulations—during each 
visit to further build rapport with their assigned families.38
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Deception helps work teams gain access to reluctant families. A clas-
sified manual for work teams suggests devising a “staggered” (Ch. cuoshi) 
schedule—visitations in the evening, on weekends, and during holidays—to 
make sure working families are monitored.39 One civilian worker recom-
mends allowing a local (in other words, Uyghur) female cadre knock on the 
door because a woman—the individual who customarily remains in the home 
during the busy farming seasons—is likely going to greet the visitor. The Han 
woman worker further claims that households are unlikely to accept visitors if 
the patriarch is gone. However, following these steps prevents any unwanted 
“awkwardness” regardless of who may answer the door.40 In another attempt 
to gain access to Uyghur families, work teams sometimes inspect homes late 
at night.41 Called on by uninvited guests, local families have little choice but 
to provide their visitors with a room or their own bed.42

Once inside the home, work teams shower their families with gifts. The 
“United as One Family” campaign carries out the “four commons, four gifts” 
strategy (Ch. si tong, si song). Literally, the phrase “four commons, four  
gifts” refers to civil servants eating, living, working, and studying alongside 
Uyghur families while they gift them kindness and knowledge about policy, 
law, and culture.43 However, gifting takes other forms and is central to the 
success of the “United as One Family” campaign. Indeed, work teams rarely 
arrive empty-handed. They present their “hosts” with rice, furniture, clothing, 
and school supplies—gestures that enmesh Uyghur families in a suffocat-
ing social bond forged from material and emotional debt and repayment, 
or “human feelings” (Ch. renqing).44 Although renqing operates within the 
complex realm of—largely Confucian-defined—interpersonal ethics, it can be 
unpacked by analyzing the dynamics of gift-giving. In her canonical book on 
social relationships in China, Mayfair Yang explains, “Gifts require reciprocity, 
and so do relationships; therefore, the ethics of gift-giving are extended to all 
human relationships.”45 In other words, the material gifts are commodified 
objects of the CCP’s compassion.46

Having set the traps and baited them with gifts, the work teams can 
spring them. According to the expectations of renqing, when Uyghur families  
accept the gifts—voluntarily or reluctantly—they become indebted to the 
work teams and by extension the Party in a sudden inversion of the host-guest 
relationship. According to Pitt-Rivers’s theories about hospitality, sent-down 
workers intentionally violate and invert the law of hospitality. In the most 
obvious example of role reversals, work teams supply food, prepare it for their 
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Uyghur “relatives,” and share these meals on tables provided by the govern-
ment.47 Becoming the recipients of state renqing, similar to impoverished 
Han people who receive regular cash stipends from the government, Uyghur 
families incur social and political debt.48 This seemingly casual gesture is an 
exercise of power: it demonstrates that Uyghur “hosts” are incapable of provid-
ing for their government-dispatched Han “relatives.”49 As such, dependency is 
transferred from the Uyghur community to the Han-dominated Party-state.

Now relegated to the role of guests inside their own homes, Uyghurs are 
expected to reciprocate by displaying gratitude, co-operation, and compli-
ance. To be sure, work teams do not expropriate domestic space, but they 
effectively occupy and repurpose it for government use. Indeed, in the com-
pany of civilian work teams, Uyghurs families no longer exercise agency over 
domestic affairs. To display proper guest etiquette (and, more importantly, 
avoid harsh punishment), Uyghurs cannot refuse to answer questions from 
their government-appointed hosts. Meanwhile, work teams keep meticulous 
records of their assigned families.50 A standardized form ensures no bit of 
information is overlooked.51 Workers must determine an individual’s eth-
nic status, age, income, political affiliation, religious beliefs, education level, 
relationship with the “targeted population,” and even the materials used to 
build the person’s house.52 A typical record resembles the following entry 
recorded on April 1, 2014:

Ali Ayshan. Thirty-six years old. Resident of village group nine. 
Household of three. Earns 6000RMB/year from an orchard; earns an 
additional 10,000RMB driving a taxi. Family has already received the 
“affordable housing” subsidy. Individual has attended Aqsu technical 
school and has a secondary-school education. He hopes to earn a living 
breeding livestock.53

This entry permanently documents this Uyghur person as Other. He is rural, 
under-educated, poor, relies on government support, and clings to the trades 
of his ancestors: animal husbandry.

A bilingual phrase book for fanghuiju work teams provides another 
window into home visits. After teaching the workers basic greetings and 
introductions, the phrase book offers instructions on how to obtain each 
family’s information. Sentences include: How many people are in your family? 
Do your children attend school? Do you like studying Chinese? How much 
money do you make? Can I take a family picture? and How many people attend 
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mosque?54 Directing these questions primarily to villagers in underdeveloped 
rural towns elicits responses that will reinforce stereotypes of Uyghurs: they 
are poor, uneducated, and religious.55 This status is then archived in searchable 
government databases, effectively officializing Uyghurs’ difference.56

Having been pried open by government agents, the house can be scoured 
for manifestations of “extremism.” Signs of this deviance include practices 
as mundane as using the greeting “Assalamu Alaykum” (Peace be upon 
you,) maintaining a pious appearance, keeping a Qur’an at home, engaging 
in unsanctioned religious practices, and even owning a tent.57 Once the 
team enters the house, it inspects for warning signs. The work manual from 
Kashgar Prefecture provides an extensive list of questions: Does the family 
have guests from another locale? Do they have too many knives or cleavers? 
Do they choose to watch VCDs instead of state television? Have they hung 
religious articles in the home?58 One work team member noted that “some 
families had sought after knives without QR codes from remote stores while 
others discarded radios provided to them free of charge from the government. 
They’re apparently influenced by extremism and don’t want things from the 
government. This village has deep problems. I won’t go into detail here.”59 An 
individual’s “stubborn” commitment to these behaviours is likely grounds 
for internment.

These searches contribute to the further “Othering” of Uyghurs. Combing 
through Uyghur homes for manifestation of “extremism” preordains Uyghurs 
as inherently prone to anti-state activity. This is by design. As has been the 
case in the Islamophobic depictions of Muslims in Europe and the US (see 
Perocco, this volume; Haines, this volume), media in China sensationalizes 
the threat of Uyghur “terrorism” to incite fear and stir-up Han nationalism.60

Transforming Recalcitrants into Patriots

After gaining access to Uyghur families and recording their basic informa-
tion, work teams can now transform them. The process begins with “correct” 
political thought, which is established through “thought work” (Ch. sixi-
ang gongzuo) and “thought reform” (Ch. sixiang gaizao). These programs 
can be understood as the collection of the Party’s vast resources and agents 
for spreading its political messages to the masses.61 This massive enterprise 
includes large-scale institutions, such as media, schooling, entertainment, and 
penal facilities, but also more personalized interventions between officials 
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and individuals such as one-on-one talks (Ch. tanxin), group meetings (Ch. 
tanxinhui), and public performances of patriotism.62

According to the CCP, Uyghurs can cultivate correct political thought 
by engaging in ritualized political behaviour. In other words, the CCP must 
construct “nationalized” Uyghur bodies.63 As such, officials require Uyghurs to 
participate in public flag-raising ceremonies. In June 2017, officials announced 
the “Three Initiatives” (Ch. san ju cuo), a policy that designated Mondays—10 
or 11 a.m. Beijing time depending on locale and season—for the ceremony.64 
This weekly performance of loyalty is highly prescriptive. Attendees must 
arrive ten minutes before the hour, line up in straight rows, and stand quietly. 
In Aqto County’s Mushitage District, residents organize themselves according 
to their residential building number.65 Individuals must remove their caps, 
discard their headscarves, and stand at attention in order to guarantee the 
“solemnity” (Ch. zhuangyan) of the event.66 Attendees can neither whisper  
nor walk idly. The national anthem is then sung in Putonghua, China’s 
national language.

Attendance is mandatory for most members of the community. All gov-
ernment officials, “sent-down” workers (fanghuiju), Party members, Party 
activists, retired officials/veterans (Ch. silao renyuan), and individuals over 
eighteen must participate.67 A document circulated in Qaraqash warns that 
individuals who miss the ceremony without reason will be rectified (Ch. 
zhenggai): one offence results in a meeting with a government official; two 
absences result in mandatory night school; and a third offence carries a pen-
alty of “concentration re-education” (Ch. jiaozhi zhongxin jiaoyu zhuanhua).68

After the flag is raised, government officials lecture to the attendees for at  
least thirty minutes. This time provides an opportunity to communicate 
the Party’s ideals to a captive audience. In Pichan County’s (Ch. Shanshan) 
Shuangshuimo district, cadres delivered a speech about the importance of 
“ethnic unity” and “eliminating evil” to over four hundred people.69 A May 
lecture in Aqto County covered the three evil forces—extremism, separatism, 
and terrorism—and “Two-Faced People” (officials who parrot the Party line 
in public but are suspected of engaging in the three evil forces).70

Officials believe formulaic expressions of patriotism will strengthen 
Uyghur loyalty toward China and the Party. The motto “every household is 
gifted a flag, each family hangs the flag, everyone studies the national anthem, 
every village hoists the flag, and we are constantly thankful for the Party” (Ch. 
Jiajia song qi, huhu gua guoqi, renren xue guogge, cuncun sheng guoqi, shishi 
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gan dang en) demonstrates this apparent connection.71 In fact, a government 
report from Guma County (Ch. Pishan) claims that the weekly activity aids 
residents in “deeply establishing an affinity with the fatherland.”72 A resident 
of Bazhou told officials that “every day I see the flag, I also see the Party 
and feel excited.”73 Furthermore, the CCP uses these weekly events to make 
patriotic spectacle. Similar to state-organized national holiday celebrations in 
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, the weekly flag-raising ceremonies project CCP 
authority on Uyghurs and remind them they are Chinese citizens.74 The Party 
mobilizes these communities, forces obedience, and imposes meaning upon 
the participants through post-ceremony lectures.

The events also effectively force Uyghurs to stand side by side with officials, 
Party members, law enforcement personnel, and their assigned relatives, most 
of whom are Han. The scene, the subject of regular photo ops, presents an 
idealized, yet translucent image of unity. Although the flag ceremony brings 
Han and Uyghurs together, the union is forged using force. The arrangement 
of bodies reproduces a social hierarchy, which indexes Uyghurs as ethnic and 
political Other. Standing behind neatly dressed Han officials and an occasional 
Uyghur bureaucrat, lay Uyghurs are publicly displayed as society’s underlings.

Gifting Civilization

According to the CCP, Chinese civilization can remedy major social and cul-
tural deficiencies in Uyghurs. Although CCP policies are not simply derivative 
of imperial practices, the belief that non-Chinese “barbarians” could become 
civilized by adopting Chinese modes of livelihood, or laihua, has been at  
the centre of several successive Chinese “civilizing projects.”75 As cultural bea-
cons, sent-down workers provide the Party-state with live-in tutors to guide 
Uyghurs toward Chinese civilization. Work teams use visits to teach Uyghur 
families standard Chinese language, the Chinese national anthem, socialist 
values, and Xi Jinping thought.76 However, work teams are also to focus on 
teaching family planning policies, instilling ethnic unity, and reviewing laws 
on religious practices.77 According to a report posted by the Qaghiliq County, 
explaining CCP policies using simple language and “drip irrigation” (Ch. 
diguan) teaching methods will help residents realize that their good days have 
not serendipitously fallen from the sky but that “the origins of these good days 
are the Party’s good policies.”78
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Civilian work teams are also instrumental in spreading Han cultural norms 
in Uyghur villages. Few tasks are more important than introducing major holi-
days and ensuring every village celebrates them. Spring Festival (Ch. Chunjie) 
activities require weeks of preparation and hundreds of hours of work. In 
Ürümchi’s Baiyanghe Village, preparations began February 5, 2018—ten days 
prior to the New Year—after the weekly flag-raising ceremony and public 
lecture. Then work teams helped residents create “New Year’s couplets” (Ch. 
chunlian) depicting the “happiness” character (福) and delivered extras to 
elderly residents.79 Night classes introduced Uyghurs to the festival’s basic 
customs: on what day would it fall that year and what should one should eat?80 
In Kashgar’s Yengisheher County, local officials held the “Ethnic Unity—One 
Family” New Year’s Gala. Residents performed in skits titled “I’m going to 
meet Chairman Xi,” staged drum and fan dances, and sang songs such as “We 
thank the Party.”81 Not to be outdone, work teams in Yeken taught residents 
how to perform a dragon dance.82 Meanwhile, work teams throughout the 
region assisted residents in hanging New Year’s couplets outside their homes.83 
Upon delivering couplets to one household, a civilian worker told his assigned 
relative, “This couplet is meant to say that after we became ‘relatives’ our 
affection is deeper and our hearts are closer.”84 The composition of this newly 
forged “blended” family is not one of “tughqan” or close relatives; rather it is  
an asymmetrical Han-big brother-Uyghur little brother relationship that  
is characteristic of China’s “big family.”

The New Year’s festival usually concludes over a communal meal typical 
of Han families. From northern Xinjiang’s cities to its southern oases, work 
teams held jiaozi dumpling-making parties for local residents.85 An official 
from Kashgar praised similar jiaozi events held the previous year:

Today everyone is making jiaozi of all different colours, and we are 
eating the filling of “ethnic unity” jiaozi. We are living happy and 
beautiful lives. This event has also strengthened the resolution of both 
Party members and the masses to love the fatherland, show gratitude 
towards the Party, and listen to their words, and follow them.86

These events capture the prevailing objectives of the government-arranged 
family visits. Work teams attempt to bring Uyghurs into the fold of China’s 
“great family,” but in the marginalized roles as obedient children to the 
CCP and respectful younger siblings to their older Han brothers and sis-
ters. Furthermore, a jiaozi feast taps into prevailing principles of Traditional 
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Chinese Medicine: food presumes the power to transform the person. Eating 
jiaozi is not only symbolic of acting Chinese: it is a step toward becoming 
Chinese. But the widespread observance of halal dietary practices in these 
communities, one of the few religious observances the CCP respects, reminds 
Uyghurs and Han people of their differences, even when they celebrate these 
festivals together.87

Conclusion

Government-imposed inter-ethnic mingling in Xinjiang relegates Uyghurs to 
guests in their own homes. Their Han hosts then provide totalitarian “care”  
to these families.88 Formerly one of the few Uyghur spaces that existed beyond 
the government’s high-tech surveillance state, the home has been thrust to the 
centre of CCP human intelligence collecting activities.89 Hospitality, regard-
less of how hostile or ambivalent it may be, nevertheless create new zones of 
encounters. Therefore, this social convention possesses the potential to engen-
der mutual respect, strengthen feelings of belonging, and establish positive 
peace, that is, the facilitation and development of shared feelings of human-
ity.90 However, the CCP’s approach does not pursue peace; it does not intend 
to increase tranquility; nor does it hope to promote individual well-being. It 
seeks stability (Ch. wending) and the partial transformation of Uyghurs. The 
consequences will be great: the elimination of ethnic markers that Uyghur 
have identified as essential to their identities and have transmitted for gener-
ations. Unlike imperial dynasties of the past, the Party-state does not provide 
a choice for Uyghurs, or other ethnic minorities, to acculturate on their own 
terms while it shares control with Indigenous elites. It will not loosen its  
grip to allow local governing practices to handle day-to-day affairs or non-
Han cultures to thrive.91 Yet if the CCP respects the promises it extended to 
Uyghurs in the Law of Regional Ethnic Autonomy (self-government and free-
dom to develop their own languages, religions, and cultures), stops its mass 
incarceration program, and leaves Uyghur homes, positive peace, created 
through tughqan networks, is within arm’s reach.92
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	2	 The Ubiquitous Other, or  
the Muslims of Assam
Is Peace Possible?

Yasmin Saikia

One hundred crore infiltrators have entered our country and are 
eating the country like termites. Should we throw them out or not?

—Amit Shah, current Home Minister of India

During the 2019 general election campaigns in India, Amit Shah, of the right-
wing nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), repeatedly reduced immigrant 
Muslims in Assam to the status of “termites,” promising that a BJP govern-
ment would “pick up infiltrators one by one and throw them into the Bay  
of Bengal.”1 One of the largest Muslim communities in India, the Muslims of 
Assam were recently estimated to constitute nearly 40 percent of the state’s 
population—some 14 million people out of a total population of more than 
35 million.2

Casting Muslims as the Other has a long history in Assam. The designation 
of Muslims as outsiders was useful for the imperial British, as sowing com-
munal division supported the colonial policy of divide and rule. This process 
of Othering has been reinforced in the postcolonial period by the growth of 
Assamese nationalism and fears of a loss of identity in the face of ongoing 
migration from East Pakistan and subsequently Bangladesh, which achieved 
independence in 1971. Among other things, the depiction of Muslims as for-
eigners has allowed the Assamese to construct a historical narrative according 
to which Assam remained unconquered by the invading Mughals, in contrast 
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to the fate of Indians beyond its borders, while at the same time enabling  
them to present Assam as a bastion of Hindu India.3 This image in turn bol-
sters the Assamese claim to be “genuine” Indians and destabilizes the colonial 
narrative surrounding the so-called Assam Frontier inhabited by “uncivilized,” 
“rude,” “Mongoloid,” and otherwise backward “tribes.” More recently, the BJP 
government has invoked this narrative in support of its anti-Muslim policies. 
In 2020, for example, Assam’s chief minister, Sarbananda Sonowal, urged 
indigenous Assamese communities and “genuine” Indians to unite against 
“Mughal aggression” in order to defeat the “conspiracy of illegal foreigners.”4

Excluding Muslims from the Assamese imagination is supported by 
powerful agents both inside and outside Assam. The rhetoric of Muslim out-
siderness serves as a foil to divert public attention from the failures of the 
government and conceal the exploitative ventures that serve the interests of 
a few. What about the rampant exploitation of the natural environment and 
the various illicit businesses run by syndicates and mafias? Every day, the 
local media reports on these and other problems affecting the people, but  
the government does little to address them.5 This inaction has fuelled grass-
roots resistance associated in particular with the Krishak Mukti Sangram 
Samiti (KMSS), a peasant organization, founded in 2005, that has tackled an 
array of specific issues, from corruption to the construction of massive hydro-
electric dams in seismically unstable areas. Although this emerging resistance 
has generally shunned partisan politics, it became somewhat more visible 
during the state elections of 2021 when peasant leader Akhil Gogoi, founder 
of the KMSS, and Pranab Doley, secretary of the Jeepal Krishak Shramik 
Sangha, a farmers’ rights organization, ran for seats in the legislative assembly.6 
The movement has steadily been generating what I call a politics of refusal: 
a refusal to accept religion as a tool of division, environmental and natural 
resource exploitation, and the disempowerment of the people. Instead, the 
forum promotes the idea of Assam as a shared homeland for everyone. Assam 
belongs to the Hindus, Muslims, Christians, Buddhists, and everyone else 
who lives there, this voice asserts. This vision of inclusion offers hope for a 
way forward to create peace for the Self and the Other. However, at present, 
this is only an ideal vision: the fracturing of communities continues in both 
political discourse and action.

In precolonial times, the people of Assam came together along the path-
ways of historical and everyday encounters, producing a blended culture 
that became the mainstay of the Assamese heritage. I have written elsewhere 
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about the concept of xomonnoy (union) that produced a culture of xanmiholi, 
which envisions Assam as an inclusive place of blended communities that 
prioritizes positive human relationships.7 This creative, assimilatory fusion is a 
lived experience of the people, a product of human associations that survives 
despite assaults on it. For nearly six hundred years (1228–1826), the Ahom 
rulers, whose kingdom extended all across northern Assam and into the foot-
hills of present-day Nagaland and Arunachal Pradesh, forged a composite 
community, recorded as the “we” community in the buranjis, the chronicles 
of the Ahom kingdom. This community included a variety of plains and hills 
people, as well as immigrant Brahmins, converted Hindus, and Muslim set-
tlers. Xanmiholi facilitated the success of the Ahom kingdom.

Today, however, people are forgetting xanmiholi, which has left Muslims, 
in particular, vulnerable. Within the Muslim community, two groups are 
targeted for different purposes—the goriya, who have resided in Assam for 
centuries and have assimilated into Assamese culture, and the miya, whose 
ancestors migrated to Assam from the British province of East Bengal begin-
ning early in the twentieth century. The goriyas have since been reduced to 
“Mughal” invaders and their heroic history in service of the Ahom kings 
declared fictitious, while the miyas are deemed “Bangladeshis” and targeted 
for detention and deportation. In this chapter, I hope to contribute to healing 
the bitter hatred directed at the Muslims of Assam, the miyas in particular, 
by focusing on xanmiholi, which I present as a cultural and ethical site for 
living in peace together as Assamese.

In exploring the fraught issue of peace with the Muslim/Other, I begin  
by inquiring into the negative politics of exclusion that divides communities 
into indigenous “insiders” and immigrant “outsiders.” Although the roots of 
this division run deep, the BJP has, in its push for a homogeneous Hindu India, 
sought to reconfigure the concept of citizenship so as to deny Muslims—the 
miyas, in particular—a home in Assam. Integral to this project have been  
the updating of the National Register of Citizens (NRC) in Assam and the 
Indian government’s subsequent passage of the 2019 Citizenship Amendment 
Act (CAA), which I discuss in the first section below.

The Hindutva ideology and policies grounded in it have created an 
existential crisis for the miya Muslims, which I discuss in the subsequent 
section. Today, the miyas live their lives as pariahs, despised as “filthy (geda), 
illegal immigrants,” or “Bangladeshis,” and reduced to subhuman status. 
In December 2017, a report submitted by members of the Committee for 
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Protection of Land Rights of Indigenous People of Assam ridiculed the 
miyas as “land-grabbing illegal Bangladeshis” who in the Lower Assam dis-
tricts have spread “like the invading swarms of ants” and “fall on any kind of 
vacant land like the vultures on the corpse, leaving nothing and swallowing 
everything.”8 Building on the rhetoric of infestation, the BJP government  
has developed its own divide-and-rule policy that pits the “immigrant” miyas 
against the longer-established Assamese-speaking goriya and other groups 
of Muslims, who are now categorized as indigenous (khilonjia). On the one 
hand, the BJP uses the tool of fear and threatens the miyas with loss of citizen
ship; on the other hand, they bribe miyas with monetary promises to win 
their votes during elections. The unstable status of belonging creates extreme 
anxiety among Muslims in Assam and is the central concern of the second 
section of this chapter.

In the conclusion, I illustrate the potential for inclusion by bringing 
another immigrant group, the multiethnic “tea tribes,” into the discussion. 
After a century of neglect and exploitation, the tea tribes are slowly integrat-
ing into Assam’s socio-cultural and political landscape—providing a model 
for the inclusion of other groups and for peace in Assam. Whether religion 
will come in the way of fostering belonging for the Muslims in BJP’s Assam 
remains a troubling question.

Sociologist Keith Tester calls for a politics of action for creating posi-
tive change and for moving beyond contemplation to address the problems  
of the human condition. Assam requires bold actions to move beyond hating 
the Other to forge peace. This is possible with the empowering knowledge 
of xanmiholi, a priceless local resource. As a local historical process of com-
munity interaction, exchange, and blending, xanmiholi undermines the 
inhospitality of the politics of othering. I say this not to privilege it nostalgic-
ally, but rather, borrowing from Maurice Blanchot, to argue that the rupture 
caused by the Othering so prevalent in contemporary rhetoric is a disaster but 
that, because it did not exist in Assam’s past, it cannot preclude peace in the 
future. Again, following Tester, I suggest that xanmiholi can produce positive 
actions so that “the world might be able to be made to become something 
different; or at least . . . be experienced in different ways.”9

People in Assam have a commonsense knowledge that accepting the Other 
is an ethical and moral responsibility. This knowledge reaffirms the scholarly 
reflections of Jacques Derrida, Zygmunt Bauman, Emmanuel Levinas, and 
many others who have addressed the responsibility we owe to the Other. 
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Unforgetting xanmiholi is critical to refusing to hate the Other and to devis-
ing constructive actions to move forward. Like all who believe that humanity 
can do better, I am hopeful that the Assamese will rediscover the spirit of  
xanmiholi to create a new and peaceful future.

Constructing the Problem

The Othering of Muslims in India and Assam is anchored in the BJP’s ideology 
of Hindutva.10 Hindutva imagines India as a nation homogenously peopled 
by Hindu citizens and, in so doing, displaces Muslims and casts them as 
outsiders. Like Northeast India more broadly, Assam is targeted by the BJP’s 
Hindutva because of the relatively high percentage of Muslims in the state. 
Multiple caste groups and tribal communities constitute the Hindu commun-
ity, which is the majority. Muslims are the largest of the minority groups in 
Assam, while Christians, Buddhists, Sikhs, Jains, and, in theory, Parsis make 
up the others. (Although Parsis are one of India’s official minority groups, 
Assam actually has no Parsi population.) The people share one common 
factor—their homeland, Assam—and are emotional about the place and 
their place in it. Each community claims belonging within the historically 
and culturally hybrid Assamese family that evolved through exchanges and 
interactions over a long period of time.

The BJP government has pointed to Assam’s close proximity to Bangla-
desh in an effort to whip up the deeply lodged fear of “infiltration” by illegal 
Bangladeshi immigrants.11 The government has effectively reinforced the nar-
rative of infiltration by publicly emphasizing that Assam’s Muslim population 
consists predominantly of Bengali immigrants, variously labelled “miya” or 
“Bangladeshi”—a term that came into use following the Assam Agitation 
(1979–85), a struggle for Assamese identity that was initially directed against 
all outsiders but later settled on the Bengali Muslims as the quintessential 
outsiders. To end this “infiltration,” the government proposes to fence the 
border with barbed wire, catch Bangladeshis at the border, and identify, 
detain, and deport the illegal Bangladeshi immigrants who are already inside 
Assam. Hinduizing Assam and isolating the Muslims as illegal Bangladeshis 
are simultaneous processes.

An aggravated sense of the Other thus exists in Assam. The Muslim “ter-
mites” who are deemed ghuspaithiye (infiltrators) must be exterminated, 
as Amit Shah suggests in the chapter epigraph. The BJP’s approach is not 
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merely political: it is ideological. India, they say, should be a “Hindu Rash-
tra,” a Hindu nation, encompassing the territory known as Akhand Bharat, 
“undivided Bharat,” with the term “Bharat” invoking the ancient Sanskrit 
epic Mahābhārata, Extending from Afghanistan through to Northeast India, 
and encompassing Pakistan, Nepal, Bhutan, and Bangladesh, Akhand Bharat 
nullifies the partition of India in 1947 and effectively creates a new, Hindu 
empire.12 Mohan Bhagwat, the head of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangha 
(RSS), does not clarify what the status of Muslims in the imagined Akhand 
Bharat will be, but he promotes the idea of reuniting the entire subcontinent. 
By way of explanation, he claims that “people who got separated from India, 
leaving their tradition and culture, forgetting their ancestors, were unhappy  
since the beginning .  .  . even people of Pakistan were saying that it was a 
mistake.”13 The Assam room in this national house will shine as pure Hindu. 
The BJP has anchored this ideological position on the platform of the RSS, 
which, in turn, draws inspiration from the Brownshirts of Nazi Germany.

In keeping with its Hindu nationalist project, the BJP has undertaken 
to reclaim land, particularly from miya cultivators, and return it to the 
indigenous people of Assam.14 Two dominant narratives—invasion and 
displacement—convey a disturbing message about the Muslims as aggressive 
and illegal occupiers of Assam’s land, and because their original home is out-
side Assam and even India itself, they are deemed treacherous and destructive. 
Even the Assamese-speaking Muslims, who are now officially considered 
indigenous, are simultaneously labelled as Mughal outsiders, while the miyas 
are the Bangladeshi “infiltrators.” These labels were popularized during the 
state elections of 2021 and became part of the public discourse, a development 
in which the television media played an important role. Beyond the media 
discourse, a religious tinge was given to this discussion by self-styled Hindu 
ideologue Satyanarayan Borah, of the RSS, who called for the economic and 
social strangulation of Muslims because they were outsiders.15

In pursuit of its desire to be rid of these loathsome infiltrators, the BJP 
was keen on the plan to update the National Register of Citizens (NRC) in 
Assam, as doing so would identify illegal immigrants, as distinct from citizens. 
The process of updating took place from 2013 to 2018, but when the final 
NRC list was released at the end of August 2019, the government rejected the 
result because, contrary to their expectations, more than half of those whose 
citizenship could not be documented were Hindu Bengalis, rather than Mus-
lim.16 This setback called for a sweeping remedy: the Citizenship Amendment 
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Act (CAA), which the national government passed on December 11, 2019, 
in order to assure Indian citizenship to all undocumented Hindus and 
other non-Muslims who had migrated to India from Pakistan, Bangladesh,  
and Afghanistan.

Its blatantly anti-Muslim character notwithstanding, the CAA is a hugely 
unpopular solution for the Assamese. Subnationalist (jatiyotabadi) groups 
reject the CAA on ethnic and linguistic grounds. Progressive Assamese  
groups also reject the CAA because they do not agree with the BJP’s religion-
based approach to citizenship. They continue to believe in Assam’s secular past. 
Irrespective of their reason, soon after the CAA became law, the Assamese 
took to the streets to protest. Two things changed the course of mass activism 
in Assam. First, the national media shifted its attention to Delhi’s Shaheen 
Bagh, where Muslim women had organized a peaceful sit-in to protest against 
the CAA. By making opposition to the CAA a “Muslim protest,” the media 
gave a religious colour to the people’s struggle.

Second, COVID-19 broke out. Shortly after the outbreak, a hyped-up nar-
rative began circulating about how the virus had been brought to Assam (and 
elsewhere in India) by Muslims who had attended a meeting of the Tablighi 
Jammat in Delhi. The government’s public naming and shaming of the confer-
ence attendees from Assam emboldened the divisive forces within the state. In 
daily press briefs, Himanta Biswa Sarma, then the minister of health, read the 
names of each Muslim man or woman infected with COVID-19, even going 
so far as to detail their “bad behaviour” in quarantine hospitals, and urged 
the Assamese public to shun and isolate the contagious Muslims. People set 
up barricades with signs reading “No Muslim Entry” and “Corona Jihad”— 
anti-Muslim slogans that symbolized and represented the internalization of 
the government’s rhetoric.

Assam is at a critical juncture; it must choose between its multivalent, 
heterogeneous local pasts and a homogenous Hindu identity. The new, pol-
itically constructed image of the Muslim Other cannot serve Assam and the 
Assamese in the long haul. The lived history of xanmiholi, tried and tested 
over centuries, offers an alternative way of thinking about and being with 
the Other. To me, this local resource holds the key to the future and the 
possibility of living in peace with one another.

Defining “Assamese” opens a complex issue of belonging and citizenship. 
Many non-Assamese, although they might be citizens of India and have 
lived in Assam for multiple generations, are not accepted as Assamese. The 
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Assamese are pitted against the non-Assamese, making “indigenous” ver-
sus “settler” a political issue. The BJP’s new vision of Akhand Bharat, which 
defines Assam in religious terms, further complicates the political situation. 
How did this politics become so powerful? Blaming the colonials after seven 
decades of independence does not resolve the problem. Postcolonial polit-
icians endorse the colonial agenda of religious Othering, and the virus of 
hatred is spreading.

The Char-Chapori Miyas: Insider or Outsider?

The Muslims who inhabit the chars (islands formed by sand and silt deposits) 
and chapori (sandbanks) of the Brahmaputra River are variously called miyas, 
pamua (farmers), or charua (char residents), and are also labelled “Bangla-
deshis.” The term “char-chapori miyas” simply references the lands on which 
they live, which seems preferable to me. Ironically, elsewhere in India, miya 
is an honorific title given to a man of superior social standing, a “gentle-
man.” In Assam, however, the term is used pejoratively—although in recent 
years several miya poets have embraced the name to highlight their pride 
and dignity despite the degradation they suffer.17 I am using the term miya 
similarly, in the spirit of a refusal to accede to the politics of Othering and 
dehumanization. When I refer to char-chapori miyas, I do so with the hope 
that knowledge about the Othering process and the everyday lives of the 
miyas will motivate discussion and calls for redress and a reaffirmation of 
our mutual humanity.

The chars are scattered along more or less the entire length of the Brahma-
putra River. Some of the present-day chars are more than a hundred years old, 
and there are over two thousand of them, but not all are habitable. Although 
many Nepalis and other communities also migrated and settled in the chars, 
the chars have become synonymous with the miyas. Majuli, located in the 
district of the same name, is Assam’s largest char, but since miyas do not  
live there, it is not called a char. Instead, it is promoted as a living museum 
of the Assamese culture.

The chars occupy roughly 4.6 percent of Assam’s total land area. At  
690 persons per square kilometre, the population density is more than double 
the state average of 340 persons.18 Many of the chars are located in districts 
with a high percentage of Muslims, namely, Dhubri, Goalpara, Bongaigaon, 
Barpeta, Darrang, Morigaon, and Nagaon (see figure 2.1). Altogether, the 
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chars fall within a total of fifty-nine rural development blocks, which are 
home to roughly 9.35 percent of Assam’s total population—the most illiterate 
population in India.19 Few have primary schools, dispensaries and/or health 
care centres, or business establishments. In 1993, the government established 
a Directorate for Char Areas Development; after nearly three decades, there 
is no published documentation on this “development.” Geography and social 
neglect combine to produce a dearth of knowledge about the people and the 
chars. They are forgotten spaces, disconnected from the mainland.

In October 2019, I visited the chars of Lakhipur and Morisakundi, in 
Barpeta district. Conditions were pathetic. Houses were precariously made 
of bamboo and thatch, and poverty was evident in people’s torn and dishev-
elled clothes. Young children played aimlessly, their one-room schoolhouse 
closed for lack of a teacher. There was no mosque, graveyard, or marketplace. 
A run-down shop was the only public space. Both chars were desperate places, 
and people had little to say about the development they have experienced. 
Parvin Sultana, a char-chapori scholar, laments that char miyas have become 
the “nowhere” people living in “missing villages” that no one cares about.20

In Lakhipur and Morisakundi, people were gravely concerned about the 
future, particularly for those left out of the NRC roll of July 2019. Almost 
everyone I talked to told me that their ancestors came to Assam more than 
a hundred years earlier. They had colonial land documents as proof, which 
they had guarded carefully even when they lost all their other belongings in 
floods. The authenticity of these documents has been called into doubt by 
the government of Assam, which adjudicates their claim to citizenship. To 
me, the reduction of their lives into bits of paper was even more disturbing.  
Even those whose names do appear on the citizen rolls fear that they can 
be declared “foreigners” and thrown into jails and/or government detention 
centres until deported.21 They do not know where they might be sent because 
they have no home except Assam. Those who continue to have voting rights 
are desperate not to lose their status as citizens, which they know the BJP 
government can take away.

In the Assamese view, the chars are a “mini Bangladesh,” and the char 
dwellers are “Bangladeshis.” The tag “illegal immigrants” relegates them to 
the bottom of the Muslim/Other pile in Assam. The char-chapori miyas know 
in their hearts that they are abandoned people. Even the char lands at times 
discard them. The chars are precarious islands created by the Brahmaputra 
River. The floods erode the chars; with each passing year, as floods intensify, 
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the people’s condition worsens. When the Brahmaputra changes course, the 
char inhabitants must migrate to new areas, where they encounter new prob-
lems as “infiltrators.” Their woes are unending, yet they are blamed as the 
“culprits” who rob the Assamese of their identity, land, and culture. Chief 
Minister Himanta Biswa Sarma has stated that harmony will not be possible 
as long as Muslims are unwilling to protect “our Sankari Culture.”22 The lum-
pen, underprivileged miyas are blamed as scheming, treacherous thieves who 
threaten the Assamese people.

These images of the alien and hostile miya were undone for me during the 
COVID lockdown in Guwahati, Assam’s largest city, from late March to July 
2020. My firsthand experiences made me appreciate their humanity, expressed 
in the face of acute danger to their health and life. At the break of dawn, 
they came in their country boats, braving the Brahmaputra’s turbid waters to 
provide food to the townspeople. Our neighbourhood survived because of 
them. Several miyas, young and old, offered support in a variety of different 
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ways. A disturbing question emerges for me about my own community: how 
did we, the Assamese, became so ruthless toward the miyas? A combination 
of factors, such as fear of the Other, Assamese self-deception, the economic 
marginalization of the India’s northeast, the BJP’s Hindutva rhetoric, and the 
expectation of reward for denouncing the miyas are hastening the demise of 
humanity in Assam.

Originally, “miya” was the name give to Muslim peasants who migrated 
to Assam early in the twentieth century primarily from the Mymensingh 
district of East Bengal—although, since then, the term has come to be applied 
to Bengali Muslims more broadly, not in any historical sense but rather as a 
political label used to cast Muslims as outsiders. During the period of colonial 
rule, Hindu landlords owned almost all of the arable land in Mymensingh, 
and the Muslim peasants were landless. Becoming landowners in Assam was 
thus an attractive option to these peasants, and since movement within British 
India was open and encouraged, they came to Assam in the hope of improving 
their condition. Although the migration of Bengali Muslims to Assam began 
slowly, during the partition of Bengal (1905–11) the migration of both Mus-
lim and Hindu Bengalis increased. Educated Hindu Bengalis took up jobs as 
“babus” (clerks) in the colonial administration, while the peasants, mostly 
Muslims, took to cultivating the land. Besides growing rice, the newcomers 
were encouraged to cultivate jute; as a cash crop, it increased the revenues 
of the colonial state. By 1919–20, the immigrants claimed more than 106,000 
acres for cultivating jute.23

The early immigrants settled in the islands in the western districts of the 
Brahmaputra Valley, initially in the Goalpara area, which was adjacent to East 
Bengal. They cleared the uninhabited land and brought it under cultivation 
and were good neighbours to the local people. In 1927, the colonial commis-
sioner of Assam, B. C. Allen, described their land thus: “Near the river the 
land as a rule is low and is covered with reed jungle, much of which has in 
recent years been taken up by hardy immigrants from Bengal, who are trained 
to snatch a living from places which an up-countryman would consider to be 
quite unfit for human life.”24 As one can imagine, the chars were not a prime 
property for the Assamese. No one wanted to live in the middle of the river 
or start new agriculture in the sandy, unstable banks. Today, however, the 
government has plans to develop the permanent chars as the site for small 
industries. The miyas are excluded from these entrepreneurial projects. In 
the arithmetic of electoral politics, however, the “immigrant” miyas, who 
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outnumber the Assamese Muslims, have proved useful. On the one hand, the 
poverty-stricken miyas are branded as illegal immigrants, and the Assamese 
public is provoked into viewing them with anger and contempt. On the other 
hand, the BJP courts them with promises of financial benefits, in hopes of 
winning their votes. The party aims to divide the Muslims in Assam against 
each other and prevent them from building trust among themselves or from 
voting as a unified political bloc. But before I discuss the Assamese Muslim 
condition, we need to understand the history of miya exclusion.

Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, the immigrant peasant 
population grew and spread into new areas in central Assam, notably the dis-
tricts of Kamrup, Darrang, and Nagaon.25 In 1920, the colonial administration 
introduced the “Line System,” which restricted the areas in which Bengali-
speaking Muslim immigrants were allowed to settle, thereby segregating miya 
villages from those of indigenous Assamese. The miya peasants nevertheless 
moved beyond the lines of demarcation because the Assamese were will-
ing to sell land to them and because “the local administration was found 
to be increasingly indulgent” in dealing with the settling of land.26 Isolated 
from their neighbours, the Assamese felt threatened by the rising numbers 
of Bengali immigrants, seeing them as land-grabbing “Muhammadans.” The 
animosity grew more intense following the 1937 elections, when the Muslim 
League formed a minority government in the province. Between 1937 and 
1946, the government encouraged migration into presently uncultivated areas 
of western Assam as part of its “Grow More Food” program, which was widely 
seen as a strategy to increase the Muslim population.27

Although the colonial government had initiated the migration of Muslims 
from East Bengal, they laid the blame for the demographic changes in Assam 
on a “Muhammadan invasion” that was altering the culture, language, and 
religion of the Brahmaputra Valley. This emboldened the Hindu Mahasabha 
(the religious platform of the RSS) to stoke tensions, claiming the existence of 
“alarming reports of forcible occupation of lands in mass-scale by Muslims.”28 
Organizations such as the Assam Sangrakhani Sabha (Assam Protection 
Society), the Jatiya Mahasabha (People’s Assembly), and the Indian National 
Congress party made it a public issue to resist the Bengali Muslim inva-
sion. In 1941, when Assam’s Muslim population numbered 1,696,978 against 
3,222,377 Hindus, people were alarmed.29 Statistics and terms like “native” and 
“outsider,” which the colonial British had used for administrative purposes, 
acquired new value for manufacturing “facts” for politics and expanding 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

The Ubiquitous Other, or the Muslims of Assam  69

the boundaries of interpretation. The economic grievances of the Assamese  
were aggravated by reminders of the struggle between the Bangla (Bengali) 
and Asamiya (Assamese) languages that raged between 1836 and 1873—but 
instead of blaming the Hindu Bengali babus, who were both the propon-
ents and beneficiaries of the Bangla language in Assam, the Assamese people 
directed their anger and fear at Bengali Muslim immigrants. The term “Ben-
gali” came to be equated with the term “Muslim,” and the much-hated miyas 
became the embodiment of negative connotations: adjectives like criminal, 
dirty, litigious, greedy, licentious, thieving, smelly, and so on were heaped on 
top of “foreigners” and “invaders.” The rhetoric of indigeneity versus outsider-
ness that emerged produced cleavages among the Hindus and Muslims and 
an atmosphere ripe for violence.

In these circumstances, one could hardly expect those viewed as outsiders 
to embrace Assamese culture and language. Yet that is what the char-chapori 
miyas, in their earnest effort to assimilate, did. Unlike Bengali Hindu immi-
grants, immigrant Muslims adopted Assamese as their mother tongue, thereby 
earning themselves the name Na-Asamiya (or Na-Axomiya), “new Assamese.” 
In so doing, they increased the percentage of Assamese speakers from 31 per-
cent in 1931 to well over 56 percent in 1951, paving the way for Assamese 
to become Assam’s official language in 1960.30 Both the language and the 
Assamese community benefited from the support of the char-chapori miyas, 
but the benefactors themselves did not. Speaking Assamese could not wash 
off the stigma of being immigrants. Nor were the Assamese communities 
interested in sharing their homeland: they continued to devise new ways to 
depict the miyas as strangers. As Zygmunt Bauman argues, building on the 
work of Georg Simmel, the stranger is someone who has come and does not 
go away. This is what the Assamese feared: the miyas would never go away 
unless they were driven out. Driving out the immigrants was the fundamental 
goal of the Assam Agitation in the early 1980s, and, in the BJP’s Assam, this 
objective has been incorporated into official policy.

Although the ethnonationalist Assam Agitation of the early 1980s started 
as an economic and cultural struggle against non-Assamese “foreigners,” it 
went through a sea change after the RSS entered the fray and the term “Ban-
gladeshi” gained currency. Miyas now found themselves condemned as illegal 
foreigners. On February 18, 1983, Assamese peasants and members of local 
tribal communities torched the miya village of Nellie, in the Nagaon district of 
central Assam. The violence swiftly spread to other Muslim-majority villages, 
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killing thousands of miya peasants and their families. Fear crippled the Mus-
lim mind, while the Assamese Hindus assumed ownership of Assam. The 
Assamese Hindu claim to be the primary citizens of Assam created another 
rift, this time with a plains tribal group called the Bodos.

In 1993, the Assamese government attempted to placate the Bodos, 
who were angry not only about being placed in a position secondary to the 
Assamese but also about encroachments onto their lands by miya peasants 
and were agitating for an independent state. The government set up an autono-
mous administrative district governed by the Bodoland Autonomous Council. 
The 1993 Bodo Accord stopped short of formally demarcating Bodoland ter-
ritory, however, and in 2003 another agreement was signed—which, while it 
did define Bodo territory, proved to generate a new round of conflicts. In this 
ongoing cycle of violence, the Bodos periodically directed their anger at the 
neighbouring miya villages, most notably in major pogroms that took place 
in 1994, 2012, and 2014.31 In the meanwhile, academics, government officials, 
and journalists produced numerous statistics to “prove” that the Bangladeshi 
immigrants were overwhelming the local people. The welter of numbers con-
fused the public, as intended. Adding to the confusion, rumours proliferated, 
public discourse became the site for lamenting Assamese losses, and the yarn 
of the story grew until the government’s version of the “truth” was publicly 
accepted. No longer perceiving any distinction between the two, people now 
freely talked about the “Bangladeshi miyas” as their “enemies.”32

Disillusioned with upper-class goriya Muslim politicians who had pre-
viously won election from miya constituencies but had failed to adequately 
represent their interests or offer them protection from potential deportation, 
the miyas were drawn to a new political party that promised to stand up  
for the rights of the marginalized and vulnerable: the Assam United 
Democratic Front (AUDF). The party was founded in 2005 by a coalition of 
Muslim minority groups under the leadership of the wealthy businessman 
and Islamic scholar Badruddin Ajmal and was then relaunched in 2009 as 
a national party, the All India United Democratic Front (AIUDF). A prom-
inent member of the Jamiat Ulema-e-Hind, a well-respected organization of 
Islamic theologians and scholars, Ajmal forged a combination of politics and  
religion that captivated the miya imagination, assuring them inclusion  
and support.33 In multiple conversations with miya voters, I learned that, although 
the majority had voted for the BJP in the general elections in 2016 for fear of 
reprisals against their community, they are more comfortable with the AIUDF 
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representatives, who sport long beards, wear tunics and ankle-length pyjamas, 
speak a Bangla dialect, and observe Islamic religious rituals. However, some  
were astute enough to understand that the AIUDF makes them more vulner-
able by communalizing politics and galvanizing support for the BJP among 
the Hindu majority and tribal groups.

Another profound development that has pushed the Muslims to the brink 
is, of course, the CAA. The government responded harshly to the surge of pro-
tests, attempting to silence the opposition. In December 2019, on the very eve 
of the passage of the CAA, Akhil Gogoi—leader of the Krishak Mukti Sangram 
Samiti (KMSS), which was a formidable presence in anti-CAA activism—was 
accused of having Maoist connections, arrested, and imprisoned. Two days 
later, another KMSS leader, Biju Tamuli, was arrested, followed by a third, 
Sashi Sensowa, in January 2020.34 The government also strangled media cover-
age of the CAA protests, going so far as to black out the Internet.35 It strives 
to change how people know themselves and applies new rhetoric of hatred 
for writing a new version of history emphasizing the story of two opposing 
groups—indigenous and outsiders. There is no “we” in this story.

As outsiders, immigrant Muslims have now been targeted for removal. 
Under the terms of a new land policy, miya lands are designated “encroacher” 
property, confiscated, and returned to local people or acquired by the gov-
ernment for other purposes. The consequences of this new policy became 
brutally evident in September 2021, when thousands of miya settlers were 
violently evicted from their homes and land in the village of Dhalpur, in 
Darrang district. This was not the first such eviction, however—merely the 
latest in a series.36 The motive is to narrow the circles of inclusion and expand 
the boundaries of exclusion.

In addition, the BJP government has split Assam’s Muslim population 
into two broad categories, each containing more than one community. In July 
2022, the government declared the Assamese-speaking Muslims, constituted  
by the goriya, moriya, deshi, julha, and syed communities, to be indigenous, 
while the Bangla-speaking miyas and the Muslims of the Barak Valley were 
deemed to be immigrants.37 The Barak Valley Muslims are not, in fact, immi-
grants: they were originally from the Sylhet district, which was part of Assam 
until 1947 (when it became part of East Pakistan). All the same, as Bangla 
speakers, the Barak Valley Muslims are, like the miyas, viewed as a threat to 
the Assamese and are thus excluded from the indigenous Muslim groups.
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The ancestors of the indigenous Muslim communities were present in 
Assam well before the start of the twentieth century. The goriyas emerged as 
a Muslim group during the period of Ahom rule and are sometimes men-
tioned in the buranjis. The moriyas, who were traditionally brass workers, 
also originated during the precolonial period and were distinguished from the 
goriyas by the British. The deshi and julha communities, which differ largely in 
terms of line of descent and place of origin, are also well established and live 
alongside miyas in the Dhubri, Goalpara, and Kokrajhar districts of western 
Assam. As I discovered during a field visit to Kokrajhar, an intense rivalry 
exists between the deshis and miyas, as is particularly evident in the politics 
surrounding Panbari Mosque, the oldest mosque in Assam, which is con-
trolled by the deshi community but receives huge numbers of miya pilgrims 
who donate generously to the coffers of the mosque.38 In addition, some julha 
groups reside in the “tea belt” of eastern Assam, having been transplanted 
there by the British from Bihar and eastern India. The BJP government also 
created a brand-new community, labelled syed, made up of the descendants 
of various Sufi teachers who arrived in Assam many centuries ago but were 
not otherwise closely related.39 Nowhere else in the world is there a Muslim 
community called syed.

Assamese Muslims differ in terms of their occupation, level of education, 
and social standing. Goriyas, who have thoroughly assimilated into Assamese 
Hindu society, rarely marry into moriya or julha families.40 In colonial  
Assam, the goriyas held a commanding position because they were better 
educated than the moriyas and julhas and had been an established com-
munity for several centuries, during the period of Ahom rule. As a goriya 
Muslim and a historian, I have tried to trace the origins of this commun-
ity, but its history is obscure.41 Nothing exists, except occasional family 
silsilas (genealogical histories). The buranjis do, however, include stray ref-
erences to goriyas in the royal Ahom administration. While not explicitly 
named, they are distinguished from the “Bongals,” outsiders from the west 
who arrived with the invading “Badshah’s army” (that is, the Mughals).42 It 
appears, then, that even in the precolonial period, goriyas abdicated their 
past when they became Assamese. Today, no one recognizes the loss of  
their history as a disappearance, an unmourned “social death.”43 Rather, it 
is their assimilation into Assamese society that is variously celebrated for 
political purposes or weaponized against them. The erasure of history allows 
for the making and remaking of their place in Assam as suits the purposes of 
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powerful others. Those who were once “Mughal invaders” have been trans-
formed into an indigenous minority group by government decree.

In addition to fragmenting the Muslim community, the government is 
pursuing another divisive strategy. In late March 2022, Assam’s chief minis-
ter, Himanta Biswa Sarma, brought forward a proposal for a new approach 
to defining minority groups, one based on individual districts rather than 
entire states—an approach “clearly directed at benefitting Hindus in the 
Muslim-dominated districts.”44 As the majority community in Assam, Hin-
dus are presently ineligible for the government financial assistance available 
to minority communities—even if they happen to live in a district where 
the Hindu community is actually in a minority. Under a district-by-district 
system, however, Hindus who reside in Muslim-majority districts would be 
considered a minority group, to their obvious benefit. By the same token, 
miyas and Barak Valley Muslims living in the Muslim-majority districts of 
Hailakandi and Karimganj would no longer be able to claim minority status 
as Muslims, to their obvious detriment. The designation of minority groups is 
up to the central government, and Sarma’s proposal is currently under review 
by the Supreme Court—but, if adopted, it would draw another line of divide 
between the “indigenous” Assamese Muslim minority and the much larger 
community of “immigrant” Muslims.

Especially coming on the heels of the district-by-district proposal, another 
source of concern is Sarma’s announcement, early in June 2022, that the 
Assamese government intends to issue “minority certificates” to members 
of minority groups so as to provide them with official proof of their eligibil-
ity for financial aid and access to social welfare programs. Many Assamese 
Muslims live in rural areas and do agricultural labour. Education is a luxury 
that few can afford, and lack of education, coupled with scant opportunities 
for employment, has contributed to economic stagnation. Some thus view 
minority certificates, with their attendant benefits, as a doorway to economic 
and educational opportunities. Many of the indigenous Muslims are keen to 
partake of the government benefits and distance themselves from the other 
Muslim groups. Yet many other Muslims are skeptical of the idea. They see in 
it a BJP strategy designed to garner electoral support and undo the stronghold 
of the AIUDF and Congress-led alliances in Muslim-majority districts, as 
well as to shatter Muslims into multiple communities and reinforce the gap 
between the Assamese Muslim minority and the far more numerous miya 
and Barak Valley Muslims.45
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Isolating the Muslim groups from one another marks the slow death of 
the Assamese Muslim community. Little by little, the fragmentation is orches-
trated from the outside, until Assamese Muslims no longer have a sense of 
unity and the community becomes unrecognizable to itself as a community. 
Because of their elevated status both educationally and professionally, the 
goriyas had long been the most influential Muslim group. Their social place as 
nobles and administrators in the Ahom kingdom and later their high-ranking 
jobs in the colonial administration had allowed them to position themselves 
as the main representative community of the Muslims of Assam. Today, div-
ided and pushed to the margins, the goriyas, who once proudly claimed to be 
“pure Assamese,” are being reduced to silence: they are observing their own 
demise. They had died in history once before by forgetting their past because 
they wanted to fit into the Assamese world. Today, the goriya Muslims are 
dying because they want to escape their Othering—dying without power, 
without unity, and without a way out. The shattering of Muslims, however, is 
more than a matter of one community. It threatens to weaken and ultimately 
obliterate the shared humanity of “we” in Assam.

Xanmiholi in the Future

More than seven decades after independence, the politics of Hindutva has 
legitimized the colonial policy of divide and rule and the Othering of Muslims 
has become an act of patriotism. The BJP’s agenda requires forgetting the lived 
memories of xanmiholi. The Assamese have accordingly suppressed their 
local struggles; they have effaced the local histories, memories, and traditions 
upholding xanmiholi and are streamlining their desires to accord with the 
BJP’s vision of creating one nation, one people, one history of loyal Hindu 
Indians. Hindus who have not embraced this vision are deemed to be the 
enemy and are blamed for destroying Assam and India. Convincing the people 
of Assam that Hindutva will save them from the Muslims and demanding 
the sacrifice of former relationships with Muslims for a manufactured Hindu 
national identity allows Assam to be recast as an integral part of India and 
inserted into the narrative of Hindu power.

In turn, the BJP sees an opportunity to establish power in Northeast India, 
with Assam as the gateway to the region. The party’s most immediate goal is 
to ensure electoral victory. The target communities are the tea tribes and the 
plains tribes. Within these two groups there are no Muslims. Muslims working 
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in the tea industry are labeled julha and are excluded from the tea tribe com-
munity. However, the converted Christians within the tea tribes and plains 
tribes are not excluded. The tea tribes and plains tribes constitute over a third 
of Assam’s population, and they can play a decisive role in Assam’s politics. 
Therefore, the BJP as well as the Indian National Congress party woos them 
with infinite promises of future opportunities for their support.

Like the char-chapori miyas, the tea labourers migrated to Assam during 
the colonial period. Unlike the Bengali immigrants, they did not move to 
Assam of their own free will. They were coerced, abducted, and physically 
forced to relocate by contractors and recruiters, who transported them from 
east and central India to work in the “tea gardens,” where hellish indentured 
servitude awaited. They became “coolies,” beasts of burden, for the thriving 
capitalist tea industry that grew rich on their backbreaking labour. The osten-
tatious lifestyle of the planter class contrasted starkly with the coolies’ pitiful 
lives. Such contrasts illustrated the absolute power of the colonial regime over 
local people’s lives.

Despite the abjection of tea garden life, the “coolies” numbered “well over a 
million” in 1919. Together with some 300,000 settlers from East Bengal, about 
104,000 Nepalis, and another 100,000 casual visitors and temporary labour-
ers from places such as East Bengal, Burma, and Bihar, the total population 
of “foreign and foreign extraction population” in Assam stood at 1,837,000 
in 1921, or 28 percent of the total population of the state. Of this total were 
1.3 million tea labourers.46

The inclusion of tea labourers as a community in Assam developed grad-
ually. Despite low wages, by 1920 nearly 50,000 labourers whose work terms 
had expired owned land outside the plantations. As Assamese historian  
Jayeeta Sharma observes, “Relations with local society became less abrasive, 
although still marked by caste disdain,” a shift of attitude evident in “the locals’ 
gradual acceptance of ‘garden baat (the plantation dialect)’ as a form of the 
Asomiya language.”47 These labourers became the nucleus of Assam’s tea tribe 
communities. Nobody sought to drive them out. While their social interaction 
with the Assamese was negligible, they rejected the derogatory term “coolie” 
and instead called themselves “tea tribes,” the name given them by the state, 
or “Adivasis” (“original dwellers”), or baganiya, an Asomiya term meaning 
“garden people.”48 The case of the tea tribes offers a model for the inclusion 
of other groups in the spirit of a new xanmiholi, etching the path toward a 
humanistic future in Assam.
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Today, the tea tribes are estimated to account for roughly 7 million of 
Assam’s more than 35 million people—nearly 20 percent of the population. 
Their presence in electoral politics is immense. Recognizing that their sup-
port can be decisive in elections, both the Congress Party and the BJP make 
lucrative promises. One of the tea tribes’ demands is their inclusion on the 
list of Scheduled Tribes, which will guarantee them “reservation” status with 
respect to political representation, access to higher education, and job hiring, 
along with a number of other constitutionally mandated benefits. They still 
await the fulfillment of this demand.49

There are also various plains tribal groups, who, as of the 2011 census, 
made up about 12.5 percent of Assam’s population and can play a significant 
role in state politics. Assam’s former chief minister. Sarbananda Sonowal, is, 
for example, from the Sonowal Kachari plains tribe community, now admin-
istered by the Sonowal Kachari Autonomous Council. The community is 
at this point thoroughly integrated into Assamese society, and the Sonowal 
Kacharis speak Assamese as their first language. The Bodo tribe, whose 
drive for independence was mentioned earlier, is similarly governed by the 
Bodoland Territorial Council, established in 2003. In 2020, the Bodos signed a 
further peace agreement with the Assam Government, and the Bodo language 
became an “associate official” language in Assam, alongside the Assamese 
language. Given their long history of oppression, including the plains tribes 
as part of the larger Assamese community is not only prudent but essential.

At the same time, the BJP has taken full advantage of the penetration of 
RSS cadres into tribal communities via humanitarian relief work, in which 
the RSS has been engaged for some time now.50 Through projects such as 
establishing village schools, health care clinics, and vocational training cen-
tres, along with a variety of village social welfare projects, the RSS has drawn 
plains tribes’ communities more closely into the Hindu fold. Influenced  
by the ideology of Hindutva, they learn to see their miya neighbours and  
even the Assamese Muslims as enemies.

The Assamese Hindus, who dominate Assam’s politics, are divided in their 
approach toward the BJP. Generally, they support local or regional Assamese 
parties and reject control by Delhi (regardless of whether Congress or the 
BJP is in power). Winning the Assamese Hindu community over and rallying 
them together on a common national platform is the BJP’s project—for which 
identifying the Muslims, particularly the miyas, as the alien Other is crucial.
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Subdividing and certifying the “Assamese Muslims” as minorities and 
differentiating them from the Bangla-speaking miya and Barak Valley Mus-
lims not only breaks up the Muslims into smaller communities, but it also 
makes them more vulnerable.51 The char-chapori miyas, the largest Muslim 
community in Assam, are the most exposed and politically harassed. Despite 
embracing the Assamese language and choosing Assam as their homeland, 
they remain excluded. The fear that miya Muslims will change Assam’s demo-
graphics and consequently the balance of political power is a driving factor 
behind isolating them and discriminating against them. The BJP seeks to 
remove all miyas from the electoral roll to reduce the number of Muslim 
voters and to marginalize the community politically.

Hafiz Ahmed’s poem, “Write Down ‘I am a Miya,’” written in the context 
of the NRC, captures the agony of the miyas who, despite their century-plus 
contribution to Assam’s economy in the form of back-breaking labour, have 
been stripped of their rights as citizens and are now the targets of hate.52 The 
fate of the Barak Valley Muslims, as well as the goriyas, is moot. They are dis-
tinguished from the other Assamese groups, and the Barak Valley Muslims are 
not even recognized as an indigenous community of Kachar origin, although 
their Kachari Hindu counterparts are. Muslims are strangers no matter how 
hard and how long they try to become part of the Assamese. What is ironic, 
though, is that Bangladesh is the fourth largest remittance source for India, 
and more than one million Indians are working there illegally.53 Yet no one in 
Assam appears to be aware of this, whereas invented stories about Bangladeshi 
infiltration changing the demography and culture of Assam are a matter of 
daily discussion.

The colonials bequeathed to the Assamese a consciousness, whether real 
or imaginary, of the Other, expressed in the opposition between indigenous/
outsider or native/stranger. The emotion invested in the construction called 
“Assamese” has taken many shapes and forms since then. In the postcolonial 
period, it became particularly evident in the founding moments of India 
(1947) and the struggle for Assamese subnational identity (1979–85). Assam 
has played out the ritual of hunting and humiliating the Muslims, particularly 
the miyas, as illegal Bangladeshis. The BJP government has extended the 
hatred to the other groups of Muslims as well. In 2006, the Sachar Commit-
tee Report on the social, economic, and educational status of the Muslim 
community in India established that the Muslims were on the lowest rung of 
the socio-economic ladder, even lower than the Dalits, who stand at the very 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

78  Saikia 

bottom of the caste hierarchy. Muslims’ lack of opportunities for education 
and economic advancement, their experience of the everyday, routine violence 
carried out in the name of political cleansing in India and Assam, and now 
the threat of their removal from the register of citizens have made them the 
perfect strangers. Those of us who are not in their situation must remind our-
selves that we can only dimly understand their daily trials. All the same, this 
understanding can help us to step beyond the blinkered view of politics and 
perceive a different way to be: in peace with the Other. Demanding assimila-
tion is not enough. Tolerating difference does not erase aversion toward the 
Other because it does not remove the stain of Otherness.54

An authentic desire for inclusivity requires a new way of thinking coupled 
with positive actions that move away from narrow identitarian politics and 
expand the circle of a humanistic awareness of the Self. In Assam, this is a tall 
order in the current moment of hatred of the Other. Nonetheless, inclusivity 
is possible if we approach it in small chunks, as the story of the tea tribe 
illustrates. Unshakable confidence in one’s identity as Assamese is possible 
when one can be Assamese and simultaneously a part of the human com-
munity. This is not watered-down Assamese-ness that I am calling for but an 
unclouded, easily recognizable Assamese identity that reaffirms the xanmiholi 
past and brings it forward into the future. A new xanmiholi human commun-
ity is possible, for this is the Assamese way of being in peace with the Other.
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	3	Bordering and Everyday  
Peace with the Other

Kathryn Cassidy

The routine violence of bordering regimes has become deeply embedded  
in the heart of communities, disrupting the conviviality of everyday life in 
plural, cosmopolitan cities as more and more people are forced to check 
others’ immigration status to determine their access to a range of services.1 
In this chapter, I explore what the emergence of this everyday bordering, that 
is, the embedding of immigration checks into everyday encounters with state 
and non-state actors, means for everyday peace with “the Other.”2

As Philippa Williams has acknowledged, peace is not “trouble free” but 
“a process which is always complexly and intricately intertwined with forms 
of violence.”3 Williams’ understanding of everyday peace is useful here, as it 
incorporates analysis of human agency’s role in producing peace in the every-
day context, including how and why actors differentially orientate themselves 
toward others.

In this chapter, I draw upon examples from the United Kingdom to illus-
trate how the advent of everyday bordering has intersected with existing 
inequalities that form part of what Galtung terms “negative peace,” that is, 
an absence of particular forms of “spectacular violence.” The chapter is based 
upon participant observation with an activist organization in the northeast of 
England and analysis of data from secondary sources, including parliamentary 
debates, media, and third-sector reports and briefings.4 Through this analy-
sis, I elucidate the violences that operate through policy-making and into 
the operationalization of the border and immigration regimes in the United 
Kingdom. However following Harry Bregazzi and Mark Jackson,5 I balance 
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critique of everyday peace through a focus on violence by illuminating every-
day peaceful actions that are extending and proliferating within the hostility 
of everyday bordering. I highlight just some of the socio-spatial relations that 
produce non-violence. Through these acts of care, love, and support, I show 
how unmasking the violence of everyday bordering does not always have to 
challenge claims to peace with the Other.

Everyday Bordering in Britain

In research undertaken between 2013 and 2017 as part of the EUBorderscapes 
project funded by the European Union, my colleagues Nira Yuval-Davis, 
Georgie Wemyss, and I elaborated the concept of everyday bordering. At 
the time, the UK government was developing and introducing legislation to 
create a “hostile environment” for a group they called “illegal immigrants.”6 
Until the 1990s, most of the United Kingdom’s bordering regime focused 
on filtering people either before or when they reached its borders. As Don 
Flynn has explained, in a global context, the United Kingdom was generally 
considered a difficult country to enter—but once you arrived and effect-
ively crossed the border, you could build a life for yourself.7 However, the 
end of the 1990s saw a shift toward internal surveillance, initially of refu-
gee communities and movements, which has become more pervasive and 
encompassing with successive legislation.

Internalized bordering has historically turned residents into what Nick 
Vaughan-Williams has called “citizen-detectives” with a focus on combat-
ting terrorism.8 Internal structures drawn into bordering regimes include the 
welfare state and the labour market; certain migrants have received limited 
access to state support or had no recourse to public funds at all, while others 
were given little or no access to employment opportunities. For asylum seek-
ers, whose status the state has not yet determined and who are subjected to 
some of the most stringent restrictions on their everyday activities,9 this has 
often meant temporary suspension in limbo or grey zones and an inability to 
access employment and many forms of state support.10 Internalized bordering 
expanded to incorporate some European Union (EU) migrants following  
its 2004 and 2007 enlargements. Access to social security was restricted and, 
after 2007, Romanian and Bulgarian citizens were unable to freely access the 
labour market.11 Everyday bordering policies have been supported by high-
profile media campaigns following UK Border Force workers on raids,12 
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which have embedded symbolic violence against particular groups in popu-
lar discourses.

Despite a clear trajectory toward developing internalized bordering in 
the United Kingdom, the announcement of the “hostile environment” policy 
in 2012 denoted an explicit intensification of these processes and practices.13 
Subsequent legislation in 2014 and 2016 embedded immigration checks in 
the privately rented housing sector and banks; extended existing checks  
in employment, social security, marriage/civil partnerships and health care; 
increased sanctions for employers, landlords and National Health Service 
(NHS) trusts who failed to identify those whose immigration status precluded 
them from accessing these services; and introduced a range of new offences, 
such as driving without being “lawfully resident.” This marked shift increas-
ingly differentiates processes and practices of everyday bordering from the 
more familiar “firewall bordering,” or filtering of would-be border-crossers 
prior to and at territorial borders through visa and visa-free regimes.14

“Everyday bordering” specifically refers to the introduction of immigra-
tion checks into more and more routine encounters and the co-option of more 
and more UK residents into administering these checks—residents who are 
neither trained by nor work for the UK state and for whom the sanctions, 
should they fail to carry out these checks correctly, have also become increas-
ingly severe. As we shall see, everyday bordering not only restricts access 
for those without lawful immigration status, whose ability to survive in the 
United Kingdom the legislation seeks to curtail, but also for other non-citizens 
and settled populations whose identity documents are confusing to everyday 
border workers or who are unable to prove their status.15

Everyday bordering is not unique to the United Kingdom; there are exam-
ples of the increasing internalization of border regimes in other countries, 
such as the United States,16 Denmark and Turkey.17 However, the speed of these 
changes in the United Kingdom, alongside the way the hostile environment 
policy has come to dominate political and popular discourse, has made every-
day bordering the focus of a vast body of research across the social sciences.18 
In particular, there is interest in how everyday bordering exacerbates existing 
inequalities and contributes to the violences of everyday life for minoritized 
people in the United Kingdom.19
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Everyday Violence, Everyday Peace

For a number of decades now, scholars have been involved in highlighting 
that peace cannot be assumed to exist in the absence of spectacular violence. 
Slavoj Žižek, Michel Foucault, and Jacques Derrida, amongst others, have all 
theorized violences beyond those of conflict and war.20 A lack of spectacular 
violence can in fact conceal the uneven relations, which are foundational to 
certain forms of violence. An absence of spectacular violence was conceptual-
ized by Johan Galtung as a “negative peace.”21 For Galtung, “positive peace” 
is tied to social justice. It would involve an absence also of the slow violences 
of inequality, which, as we shall see, everyday bordering very much perpetu-
ates. As Gyanendra Pandey suggests,22 we need to understand this “routine” 
violence as both material and rhetorical. Indeed, one of Žižek’s contributions 
to this body of thought was to suggest separating the subjective violence of 
actions from the objective violence of society’s foundations. Žižek further 
defines objective violence as comprising symbolic violence, for example, lan-
guage, and systemic violence, emanating from political and economic systems.

Rachel Pain, in particular, has been developing feminist understandings of 
violence and war that transcend their association with armed conflict within 
and between states.23 She argues that a focus on spectacular violence has drawn 
attention away from the most prevalent violence across the world—domestic 
violence—which is rooted in and connected to other forms of violence. This 
“complex of violence” for Pain entangles differing forms of violence, which 
she sees as relational. However, as Phillipa Williams has argued in relation 
to India, “the focus on violent events means that actual lived realities .  .  . 
characterized by intercommunity everyday peace, risk being occluded.”24 
Therefore, if we are to extend our understanding and analysis of peace to 
incorporate “hidden” everyday forms of violence, we must also ask how peace-
ful actions intersect with violence in the context of socio-spatial relations. 
Violence is not only relational to its differing forms but also to peace.

Everyday bordering in the UK subjects some groups and individuals to the 
daily violences of inequality and forms part of a structure of unequal power 
and life choices. Socially produced harms, such as those experienced through 
everyday bordering, are naturalized discursively and materially. Slow violence 
“occurs gradually and out of sight, [it is] a violence of delayed destruction that 
is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically not 
viewed as violence at all.”25 As Pain has argued, slow violence is also “spatially 
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disproportionate” and more likely to be felt by those who are already “made 
vulnerable.” Although often invisible, its impacts are much greater than spec-
tacular violence. For Laurie and Shaw, violence is therefore not a subjective 
condition but conditions subjects; violent conditions exist but are only felt by 
certain groups, hence the assumption by majoritized populations of a domin-
ance of peace.26 Such violence remains in the minds of those who have been 
subjected to it long after the conditions are removed.27

Here I think it is important that we seek to unpack the essentializing ideas 
of bordering, rather than simply replicating them, by exploring everyday 
bordering as something that impacts more than just migrant or minoritized 
communities. The dispossession of everyday bordering is not only felt by 
migrants and racialized minorities (although the impacts upon them are often 
much greater) who are subject to immigration checks in everyday life but 
also by those who have been working in antiracist and other struggles for 
decades to de-border everyday life and build greater social justice for migrants 
and racialized minorities. Everyday bordering, therefore, has disrupted an 
imagined trajectory toward a more equal society. While peace may always be 
in a process of becoming, it can also be in a process of unbecoming; that is to 
say, the movement toward positive peace is neither linear nor assumed.28 Any 
study that attempts to understand peace must “expose the conflicts and injus-
tices that pass as ‘putative peace,’ to expose the violence of peace.”29 However, 
an analysis of peace cannot begin and end with violence but should explore 
the complex intertwining and connections between violence and peace  
as they unfold in everyday encounters.30

The Violent Inequalities of Everyday Bordering

In this section, I show how everyday bordering both extends existing inequal-
ities and creates new ones in the United Kingdom. In order to do this, I focus 
on two different groups: settled populations from the former British Empire 
who became involved in the so-called Windrush scandal, and asylum seekers, 
whose right to remain in the United Kingdom remains undetermined. In 
doing so, I show why the violent, hostile conditions of everyday bordering 
are not equally felt.31 This is important in understanding the potentialities of 
peace with the Other in multicultural societies, where immigration checks in 
a range of everyday encounters may be felt differently, depending on the social 
positioning and situated gaze of those checking/being checked.32
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Settled Minoritized Communities and the Windrush Scandal

The term “Windrush generation” has been used to refer to West Indian adults 
and children who arrived in Britain from the Caribbean between 1948 and 
1973, initially through free movement (from 1948) and then from 1963 with 
increasing restrictions on their rights to move to and settle in the United 
Kingdom.33 Free movement was facilitated by the Commonwealth of Nations, 
a global association of member states that had previously comprised much 
of the British Empire. The term Windrush comes from the name of a pas-
senger ship, the HMT Empire Windrush, which was one of the first to bring 
a large group of West Indians (more than 1,000) to the UK after the end of 
the Second World War. After settling in the United Kingdom, many of the 
Windrush generation and their descendants were subjected to the routine 
violences that comprise negative peace, from racist hate crimes perpetrated by 
the majoritized population to structural and institutional racisms that reduced 
social mobility and embedded socio-economic inequalities that persist today.

After the introduction of the United Kingdom’s everyday bordering regime 
through the 2014 and 2016 Immigration Acts, some of the Windrush gener-
ation found it impossible to prove their status in the United Kingdom and 
were denied access to employment, health care, housing, and state support, 
which in turn led to destitution, deportation, or even death in some cases.34 
Everyday bordering required UK residents to prove their immigration status 
in a wide array of everyday encounters and placed the burden of proving that 
status on these individuals.35 This was particularly problematic in the case of 
the Windrush generation, for whom the frequent changes in legislation dur-
ing their settlement period created complexity, furthered by a 2009 decision 
(enacted in 2010) to destroy landing cards—the only record of the date of 
arrival of thousands of people from the Caribbean.

The impacts of everyday bordering on the Windrush generation  
became the focus of a political scandal in 2018, which eventually led to the 
resignation of the then home secretary, Amber Rudd. However, popular and 
media engagement with the scandal replicated the idea that the Windrush 
generation had been incorrectly “caught up” in policies that were targeted 
at “illegal immigrants” and sought to de-border a group of people who had 
been incorrectly “bordered.”36 The Windrush generation exemplified violent 
inequalities being felt by a group who were not the “Other” constructed in 
popular and political discourses surrounding the “hostile environment” 
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policy. Theresa May’s designation of some people as “illegal migrants” has 
proved pervasive in UK public and political discourse. May, the home secre-
tary responsible for the hostile environment policy, made a number of claims 
pertaining to this “group.”

In her speech introducing the first piece of legislation to the House of Com-
mons in October 2013, May stated, “We will do everything we can to make it 
harder for illegal migrants to establish a settled life in the United Kingdom 
when they have no right to be here.”37 This established that the “Otherness” 
of this particular group warranted depriving them of the opportunity for 
any form of settled life. In particular, she went on to contrast these migrants 
with those she describes as “legitimate,” elucidating the “arche-violence” that 
Derrida refers to as being sited in language:38

Finally, the Bill will clamp down on those who live and work in the 
United Kingdom illegally and take advantage of our public services. 
That is not fair to the British public, and it is not fair to the legitimate 
migrants who contribute to our society and economy.39

This legitimacy is defined not only by legal status but also by “contribution” to 
“our” society and economy. Later in the same speech, the then home secretary 
extended this logic further to generate a clearer distinction as being one of 
paying into the public purse. Here, “hard working taxpayers” are defined as 
having to “compete” with this Other, directly envisaging conflict between 
these groups:

It is frankly ridiculous that the Government has to operate such a 
complex system to deal with foreigners who fail to abide by our laws. It 
is ridiculous that the odds are stacked in favour of illegal migrants. It is 
unacceptable that hard working taxpayers have to compete with people 
who have no right to be here.40

The rhetorical elements of this routine violence are evident in the reference 
not only to foreigners but to the possession of “our laws.” This violence extends 
to the suggestion that the current system is favourable to those without status 
in the country at the expense of “taxpayers.” Such an assertion is entirely 
false. Those forced to take up work without the right to do so are most often 
at a huge disadvantage, which is not only compounded by existing laws but 
created by them.41 This sleight-of-hand, which focuses on the individuals sys-
tematically excluded and made vulnerable to exploitation as the “Other” and 
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hinders a more just and fair society, must be understood as a key impediment 
toward a positive peace with the Other. While such foci remain, systemic 
barriers are obscured and fail to be addressed, and the prospects for positive 
peace are diminished.

The contributory focus—that is, the lack of paying into shared resour-
ces through tax—is common in discourses surrounding migration and was 
reflected back in the scandal that surrounded the Windrush generation’s treat-
ment;42 in both the words of Donald Biggs, one of the victims, and the media 
coverage of the scandal:

I daren’t go anywhere or do anything—I didn’t want to be stopped and 
told I was an illegal immigrant. A solicitor told me: Immigration could 
knock on your door any time and you could be taken into detention 
if you don’t get this sorted. It frightened the living daylights out of us. 
I’d paid taxes here for decades. The more I think about it the more it 
makes me angry.43

Here, one of the Windrush generation explains how he was afraid of being 
classified as an “illegal immigrant” but also refers to the contribution he had 
been making for decades in the form of taxes to demonstrate how he was 
not the “Other” that the policy sought to exclude and unsettle. In a further 
report published in February 2020, the journalist responsible for researching 
and uncovering the scandal refers to the Home Office’s “mistake in wrongly 
classifying thousands of Commonwealth-born people who came to the United 
Kingdom as children in the 1950s and 1960s as illegal immigrants.”44 The 
claim that this is the institution’s error is incorrect and further obscures 
the violence that the exclusion represents—an exclusion that was known, 
perhaps not specifically, but in general terms. Member of Parliament Sarah 
Teather referenced this exclusion while the legislation was being discussed 
in Parliament:

These are the sort of people I worry will fall foul of the Bill because they 
struggle to provide their documentation. We know that there are a lot 
of people who fall through the net when they are first given refugee 
status and end up destitute. They make up the bulk of the people whom 
the British Red Cross deals with in terms of food parcels because they 
cannot prove their entitlement to benefits. A significant number of 
people have the right to stay but will struggle to be able to prove it.45
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The comment by the MP for a London borough demonstrates that there were 
some people with status who were unable to prove it because they did not have 
documentation from the Home Office. Prior to the new legislation, some of 
them were already being forced into destitution, unable to get a job or any 
form of state support. Therefore, the legislation was understood to create and 
further the inequalities central to negative peace, intensifying the routine 
violences of everyday life for minoritized groups. This analysis suggests we 
should view the legislation’s impacts on the Windrush generation not as a 
mistake but as an accepted part of the systemic violence against minoritized 
communities in contemporary Britain.

Seeking Asylum

One of the groups subjected to routine violence—material and rhetorical—in 
the United Kingdom are those who seek refuge under international human 
rights laws. The systemic harms of the UK asylum process are well docu-
mented in a range of academic literature.46 A society that continues to create 
and support institutions, processes and practices that harm some of its mem-
bers in this way cannot be understood as peaceful.

Asylum seekers have increasingly been subjected to rhetorical violence, 
which focuses on and questions the “genuineness” of their claim. Questions of 
genuineness in relation to asylum are present in public and political debates 
on immigration. The term “genuine asylum seeker” is often juxtaposed with 
so-called “economic migrants”:

More than 300,000 people have crossed the Mediterranean to Europe 
so far this year. These people came from different countries under 
different circumstances. Some are economic migrants in search of a 
better life in Europe; many are refugees fleeing conflict. It is vital to 
distinguish between the two.47

Public discourses of genuineness are often shaped by policy programs, which 
seek to define and support “vulnerable” refugees. Since early 2014, resettlement 
schemes have brought refugees living in camps—initially from Syria—directly 
to the United Kingdom, thus seeking to reduce exploitation and human traf-
ficking. The Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Scheme (VPRS—also known 
as the Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Programme) prioritizes the elderly, 
the disabled and victims of sexual violence and torture. In addition, the UK 
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government also introduced a scheme for resettling vulnerable children (and 
their families) fleeing conflicts in the Middle East and North Africa. And the 
Dubs Amendment to the 2016 Immigration Act agreed to resettle unaccom-
panied refugee minors living in Europe.48 All of these schemes created particular 
definitions of vulnerability, which emerge in popular discourses surrounding 
the “genuineness” of asylum seekers.

Discourses of genuineness intersect with the ongoing convergence of 
asylum and terrorism, which has been developing since the mid-2000s.49 
Those designated as “Other” are often met with suspicion as governments 
attempt to manage perceived risks.50 These regimes of immigration and bor-
der control that prioritize the vulnerable cast doubt on the claims of those 
unable to seek refuge via these resettlement routes and place them at risk 
of systemic harms during the asylum process. Due to everyday bordering, 
these systemic violences are experienced more and more in everyday life, and 
frequently perpetrated on the state’s behalf by a range of everyday actors, from 
doctors’ receptionists who refuse to register asylum seekers for care to which 
they are entitled to check-out staff who refuse to accept Home Office-issued 
payment cards.51

Therefore, state violences against asylum seekers in the United Kingdom 
are also material. Denied access to both the labour market and to social 
security/state support, the vast majority are forced into destitution. It is only 
then that the state steps in and affords support, but only as exception and 
outside of the parameters supporting the rest of the population. For example, 
they are housed in accommodation primarily located in areas of social dep-
rivation, which often does not meet basic health and safety requirements and 
which, during the COVID-19 pandemic, were exposed as unsafe shelter dur-
ing lockdown measures.52 In addition to the forced displacement associated 
with accommodation, reporting regimes for asylum seekers discipline their 
mobilities. State levels of cash support are well below those of the general 
population; some asylum seekers receive no cash support at all. They receive 
access to health care but often experience difficulties in accessing needed 
care.53 Many also live with the threat of being detained—the United Kingdom 
is one of the few countries with no time limit on immigration detention.

Importantly, as everyday bordering has intensified in the United Kingdom, 
the state has also co-opted more and more UK residents into enforcing its bor-
dering regime through immigration checks in everyday life. State and systemic 
violence toward asylum seekers has become routinized in everyday encounters. 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

Bordering and Everyday Peace with the Other  99

From refusing to open bank accounts to requesting unnecessary documenta-
tion for primary health care registration and controlling how asylum seekers 
spend their limited cash, an army of untrained immigration officials b/orders 
asylum seekers in the United Kingdom.54 What are the prospects for everyday, 
positive peace within such a regime? Below, I present examples of how com-
munities are responding to everyday bordering and carving out new spaces 
for creating positive peace with the Other in everyday life.

Disordering Everyday Bordering and Building  

Positive Peace

In this section, I want to explore how the violent inequalities of everyday 
bordering in the United Kingdom have shaped potential spaces for building 
positive peace. Ince argues that “anti-fascist organizing can be unpredictable, 
following the shifting ideologies and dynamics of its opponents.”55 This is also 
evident with efforts to disorder state bordering, as actions emerge as responses 
to new and existing bordering processes and practices. Accounts of everyday 
co-operation prevent the dominance of elite voices in narratives surrounding 
border regimes. We “must attend to the entwinement of Selfhood and Other-
ness in multiple spaces and times.”56 Part of building positive peace can be in 
the shifting of the epistemological gaze to read for peaceful acts in everyday 
life at a time when positive peace seems distant. Everyday encounters are sites 
of contestation comprising acts of violence and peace.

Borderwork, Peacework

Firstly, I want to focus on how forcibly conscripting UK residents into state 
borderwork actually leads to a proliferation in borderwork, more broadly 
conceived, and presents opportunities for everyday peacework. Rumford 
reminds us that the making of state borders has never been solely the work 
of the state—its institutions and actors.57 Making territory integral to the state 
has long engaged a range of different social actors.58 Some have supported 
and engaged with the central government’s political project of belonging that 
underpins border regimes;59 others have challenged this or presented alterna-
tive political projects of belonging.60

However, for many, especially those from the majoritized population 
whose belonging is rarely (if ever) questioned, engagement with borderwork 
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was limited to passively accepting state bordering regimes; that is to say that 
they were not actively involved in the labour of state political projects of 
belonging, either by administering state bordering regimes or taking a pos-
ition on who does or does not belong in the United Kingdom, which would 
lead them to actively support or oppose state bordering regimes. Everyday 
bordering legislation and the surrounding mediation of it have made it 
more difficult for some in the majoritized population to continue their tacit 
complicity in the violent inequalities of bordering regimes. This has been par-
ticularly evident in the delivery of health care, where professional bodies and 
other organizations have become outspoken critics of everyday bordering. The 
Royal College of Midwives (RCM) collaborated with the non-governmental 
organization Maternity Action to investigate the impact of charging regimes 
on midwives. Charging is the main mechanism the UK government use for 
bordering the NHS and some of its services. In a foreword to the report that 
resulted from the collaboration, RCM Chief Executive Gill Walton stated:

Cost Recovery in the NHS is not new, but recent legislative changes 
in England have made the NHS part of what is known as the “hostile 
environment.” This report has found that midwives resent being made 
part of Cost Recovery architecture, finding it an anathema to the pro-
fessional ethics of midwifery.61

Not all health professionals have the same active level of engagement in 
state borderwork. For example, questions about immigration status are often 
embedded in administrative regimes, with borderwork primarily under-
taken by reception staff in primary care settings and specialist staff in Overseas 
Visitors offices in secondary care. Midwifery has received attention as one of 
the few areas in which healthcare professionals directly collect/ask patients 
about their immigration status in “booking appointments.”62 The RCM has 
taken a position opposing midwives’ involvement in state borderwork and 
opposes state bordering within health care more broadly on the grounds of 
both individual and public health:

The RCM is committed to supporting our members to deliver the best 
care they can, and Cost Recovery is a barrier to this. We believe that 
maternity care should be exempt from NHS charging altogether to 
protect and promote maternal and newborn health. The current char-
ging regime needs to be suspended until the government can prove this 
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policy is not doing any harm and jeopardising our shared ambition to 
make England the safest place in the world to have a baby.63

The questions midwives are expected to ask during a booking appointment 
might be understood as a form of borderwork, in that they seek to define 
who is chargeable for care; however, the RCM’s active opposition to their 
forced involvement can be considered peacework, as the organization seeks 
to address inequalities in access to health care and health more broadly.

The British Medical Association (BMA) argues that it is a doctor’s role to 
explicitly challenge state bordering within the NHS:

The BMA called on the government to publish the findings of its own 
review into the effects of migrant charging, which it launched back in 
2017, but this request has been denied. We can only assume that this 
is because the results confirm what clinicians at the front line already 
know—that mistakes, injustice, and avoidable suffering have been caused 
not for financial benefit, but merely to help the government look tough 
on immigration. As doctors, we must continue to speak out against this 
policy, which harms us all: vulnerable people are denied care, public health 
is compromised, and the founding ethos of the NHS is undermined.64

In both examples, the active engagement of healthcare professionals with bor-
dering emerges from the embedding of borderwork into the healthcare system. 
Everyday bordering not only increases routine violence but, in engaging more 
residents in borderwork, acts as a spur to challenging this violence.

In addition to successes in debordering care and having charges removed 
or waived in individual cases, there have also been examples of wider systemic 
changes resulting from challenges to borderwork in the healthcare system. In 
2017–2018, the BMA joined a number of other organizations, such as Doc-
tors of the World and Liberty, in calling for the end to data sharing between 
the NHS and the Home Office, as part of a Memorandum of Understanding 
(MoU), which came to light in January 2017. Following an inquiry by the 
Health and Social Care Committee, which was launched in January 2018,  
the MoU was withdrawn in November 2018.65 Led by a number of organiz-
ations, the Vaccines for All campaign in 2021 was widely supported across 
the public and third sectors and was successful in extending the UK’s free 
COVID-19 vaccine program to all residents and reducing barriers to accessing 
the vaccine for some groups of migrants.66
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I want to reframe these actions and efforts to disorder bordering regimes 
as alternative approaches to building positive peace, that is, I argue that they 
operate at a nexus of borderwork and peacework. Labouring at this nexus 
involves disordering existing orders and borders, and recognizing that peace-
ful conditions for some may be experienced violently by others. Ending these 
violences and building positive peace entails accepting that disorder is integral 
to these processes and practices of building positive peace. There is no clear 
point at which positive peace is achieved and the struggle for it can end, for 
as Don Flynn points out, there has been a regression:

The difference between now and 15–20 years ago is that people  
felt they were on course for integration. It might be slow; it might be, 
you know, step by step. . . . And, you know, by and large it contributed 
to probably what is quite a good record as far as the UK is concerned. 
[The UK] was generally considered to have a better record in terms of 
the integration of its migrant communities. I think we really have to be 
concerned that we have more or less put a full stop to that now. That 
people who find themselves in a difficult situation with their immigra-
tion status cannot be quite so optimistic that over time they will find a 
way to sort it out. That life will gradually become better. That they will 
extend their circles of friends and contacts. That they will feel more 
and more part of the community that they are living in.67

Prior to introducing the hostile environment policy, those engaged in this 
struggle to disorder bordering regimes sensed that while there may be no 
clear trajectory toward positive peace, over time individuals could escape the 
violent inequities within bordering regimes. Therefore, part of the shifting 
dynamics of bordering regimes involves both the violent conditions created 
and the efficacy with which a bordering regime closes routes or opportunities 
to exit these routine violences. Everyday bordering marks a shift in the levels 
of everyday state violence as described in the previous section not solely by 
creating violent conditions but also by ensuring that those violent condi-
tions are felt over sustained periods by more and more people, whether or  
not they are the intended targets of the policy. Consequently, it greatly 
increases the violences of everyday peace in the United Kingdom. Perhaps we 
should not be surprised, therefore, at the agonism and disorder that everyday 
bordering has created. Lynn Staeheli has argued that both disorder and its 
suppression can threaten democratization.68 Should we not also consider that 
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disorder might threaten everyday peace—but that its suppression, particularly 
when it permits the proliferation of routine violence, may also present a more 
immediate threat to everyday peace with the Other?

Peace Within Agonism

Creating space for disorders leading to positive peace requires openness to 
potentiality, as often “the outcome of struggle is not predetermined,”69 and 
multiple publics may be formed that can sometimes be in conflict with one 
another. However, as Bregazzi and Jackson argue, it is important to pay atten-
tion to the forces of love, care and conviviality that permeate everyday life 
to avoid foreclosing possibilities for positive peace.70 While there may be an 
obvious draw toward highlighting the agonism that emerges in response to 
the violences of everyday bordering, paying attention to peaceful acts within 
violent contexts opens space for better understanding the shifting dynamics 
of peace with the Other. In this section, I will explore these peaceful acts by 
analyzing the work of one organization, the Migration and Asylum Justice 
Forum, which emerged in the northeast of England in 2015 in immediate 
response to the 2014 and then the 2016 Immigration Acts. This group is a 
pertinent case study because, while they were founded on agonistic principles, 
specifically aiming to create space for migrant-activist political subjectiv-
ities, they were only able to sustain their campaigning and advocacy through 
acts of love and care that supported and sustained relationships between the  
members—from both mobile and non-mobile populations.71 Analyzing  
the forum’s work enables us to explore how struggles and conflict related to 
everyday bordering may also be imbued with and shaped by peace.

The Migration and Asylum Justice Forum was founded upon a pre-
figurative politics: they sought greater justice for migrants—particularly 
asylum seekers—through wider social and political change and operated 
on principles of equity and justice that were very much aligned to positive 
peace. For example, the forum sought to centre the voices of minoritized and 
marginalized people impacted by everyday bordering and understood their 
role as supporting people from these backgrounds to drive the forum’s work. 
This meant that, wherever possible, those with recent or current lived experi-
ence of the United Kingdom’s immigration and asylum regimes held elected 
roles. Those without this direct experience were there to support and listen. I  
saw this approach in action at a meeting in 2018 when an asylum-seeking 
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member, Artur, grew irritated with what he thought was a majoritized popu-
lation member’s attempt to dominate the conversation. He confidently turned 
to the speaker and said, “You come here because you want to help us, right? 
So why don’t you be quiet and listen while we tell you what we need?”

From 2017 until the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020, 
the forum met every two weeks. These encounters exemplified the love and 
care that underpinned their work. Members brought food, made each other 
hot drinks, and cared for each other’s children to enable parents, especially 
asylum-seeking members, to participate. Although the forum referred to the 
gatherings as “organizing” meetings, they were about much more than sim-
ply organizing campaigns and actions. How the food offers were tailored 
demonstrated the care and thought that went into them. Cakes were baked 
for different food intolerances/allergies; fresh fruit was provided after a dis-
cussion about the poor quality of food bank parcels and concerns about 
obesity-related health problems; food was appropriate to the range of dif-
ferent backgrounds of the members. These small offerings recognized and 
challenged the physical harms emerging from the structural violence of  
the asylum system, where most were unable to maintain a healthy diet on the 
equivalent of just over £5 a day.72

Members also demonstrated concern for each other’s physical and emo-
tional well-being through accompaniment on visits to Home Office reporting 
centres.73 On these visits, a member from a majoritized background would 
accompany the reporting member to the centre. Although they could not 
enter the centre and had to remain outside, the member provided support 
on the journey and, in practical terms, would quickly learn if the reporting 
member had been detained. Accompaniment “puts bodies that are less at risk 
next to bodies that are under threat, as a sort of ‘unarmed bodyguard.’”74 It 
has been used in an array of settings, from its roots in Gandhi’s Shanti Sena 
(or “Peace Army”) to the US Civil Rights Movement and by Peace Brigades 
International. Migration and asylum support groups in the US have used 
access to and being with migrants at threat of deportation to “communicate 
solidarity and compassion, as a way to monitor the treatment of detainees, 
and to enable spiritual and emotional connections with them.”75 Koopman 
describes this coming together of bodies to “build alternative, non-violent 
securities” as “alter-geopolitics,” which necessitates building connections with 
those who may have been considered “Other” in order “not just to stay alive 
and be safe, but to live well, to live with dignity and justice.”76
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In addition to caring for the physical health of members, the Migration 
and Asylum Justice Forum also sought to improve participants’ mental  
health and well-being. Everyday interactions between the members were 
replete with small acts of love and care. In the group’s social media chats 
and in meetings, members praised each other’s efforts and achievements. 
They avoided criticism even when among different underpinning values and 
ideals. This was exemplified in an event in late 2018. The forum held a public 
screening and debate, and one of the members—an asylum seeker called 
Raman—gave a speech about his hopes when he came to the United Kingdom 
and his personal experiences of the asylum system. During a break, Elias, a 
member of the audience who had collaborated with the forum in the past, 
took Raman to task, telling him his “dreams” were not the right ones and what 
he should be aspiring to instead. Raman stood up for himself, but Elias became 
insistent and domineering. Some other members of the forum—mostly those 
without asylum-seeking backgrounds—swiftly moved to support Raman by 
approaching and asking if he was alright and congratulating and thanking him 
for his speech and involvement in the event. After Elias left, several reiterated 
their thanks and told the Raman to ignore Elias’ intervention.

On another occasion, I was involved speaking with two female members 
of the forum outside of the usual meeting. One, Ella, confessed that she had 
removed herself from the WhatsApp group and other social media because 
she was struggling with her mental health. The other, Jane, spoke at length 
about her own struggles with her mental health, offering empathy and support 
and sharing hope as her own mental health had greatly improved. In 2019, 
members of the forum rallied around another member, Brian, when his wife, 
another long-standing member of the group, was diagnosed with dementia. 
Brian received practical support with shopping, getting his wife to various 
medical appointments, and with duties he had taken on in the forum itself. 
In these encounters and many others, members showed each other love and 
compassion on a range of issues. This was also apparent in the weekly meet-
ings, when asylum-seeking members shared their fears, anger and frustration 
and others responded with hugs, a comforting hand, a sympathetic smile or 
even tears.77

This is not to say that everyone experienced the Migration and Asylum 
Justice Forum as a supportive environment or that there were no conflicts 
between members. However, as one member, Jim, explained,
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I think we all just try to remember what everyone is going through and 
let some behaviour go for the greater good. I mean I think [Raman] 
has had arguments with everyone in the forum by now. He and [Artur] 
have had some big arguments in the past but the next time you see 
them, they are best friends.

For Jim, the forum’s campaigning and struggle were best served by a lack 
of internal conflict and underpinned by solidarity, which Featherstone has 
argued is a generative spatial political practice that constructs “relations 
between places, activists, diverse social groups.”78

Conclusions

In her recent reflection on van Houtum and van Naerssen’s seminal text on 
“Bordering, Ordering and Othering,” Chiara Brambilla suggests that it is time 
for border studies to “migrate towards an alternative politics of hope.”79 For 
Brambilla, this would open the discipline to the possibilities of the complex 
becomings of social and political order that underpins bordering regimes. I 
have sought to begin just such a migration in this account of the relationship 
between everyday bordering and peace with the Other. Academic scholar-
ship analyzing the United Kingdom’s hostile environment policy and recent 
changes to the immigration regime has been dominated by accounts of its  
violences, both in terms of its symbolic underpinnings (illustrated here 
through analysis of public and political discourse pertaining to “illegal 
immigrants” and asylum seekers’ “genuineness”) and the increases in routine 
violence emerging from intensifying internalized bordering. This “increase” 
is both in terms of the intensity and volume of routine violence and in the 
number of UK residents now forcibly incorporated into administering this 
violence on the state’s behalf.

However, it is at this point, in incorporating more and more residents 
into everyday acts of violence against the Other, that I have argued that 
everyday bordering reveals possibilities for a politics of hope, and with 
it comes opportunities for building positive peace with the Other. Draw-
ing on the example of healthcare professionals, I show how some of those 
residents who have been mandated to undertake everyday bordering are 
transforming borderwork into peacework, actively challenging the inequalities 
emerging from everyday bordering and seeking to overturn the legislation 
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fuelling it. Everyday acts of peace have also proliferated within struggles 
across mobile and non-mobile populations. Love and care underpin the 
work of the Migration and Asylum Justice Forum. The forum not only fights 
for positive peace but creates it within members’ mundane practices. In  
this analysis, everyday bordering produces a key set of processes and prac-
tices shaping the intertwining of violence and peace comprising everyday 
peace. Recent changes in bordering policies mark a shift in both (un)becoming 
and in the complexity of these entanglements, making negotiating difference 
within everyday life in the United Kingdom not only ever more difficult, 
but also increasingly unavoidable.
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	4	Muslims in Italy
Rooting and Pluralism, Inequalities and 
Islamophobia

Fabio Perocco

Originally a continent of emigration, after the Second World War Europe 
became a continent of immigration—from within Europe and from outside. 
In 1950, foreign-born immigrants in Western Europe (people whose nation-
ality differs from that of the country they live in) amounted to 4 million; in 
1971, they were around 11 million; in 1982, 15 million; and in 1995, around 
20 million.1 In the 1990s, the world of immigration in Europe widened and 
took on a marked demographic, national, linguistic, and cultural heterogen-
eity. From a simple though no longer silent presence, immigration became 
a structural element of European societies. One example will suffice: in the 
mid-1990s, out of 55 million French, around 18 million had foreign-born 
parents or grandparents.2 How about today? Well, on January 1, 2022, the 
number of residents in an EU28 country who did not hold EU citizenship was 
23.8 million (5.3 percent of the EU28 population).3 In addition, 13.7 million 
persons living in one of the EU Member States were citizens of another EU 
member state. If we consider the country of birth, including both residents 
born in a country that is not part of the EU and residents born in an EU 
country that is not the one they live in, on January 1, 2021 the number jumps 
to 55.4 million of foreign-born persons.4 In Germany, a key country in Eur-
ope, currently 25 percent of the population has a migration background  
(Migrationshintergrund). When you consider such figures, it becomes hard 
to define yourself as “a real Finn” or “100 percent French.”
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This immigration, which is unprecedented in the history of modern Eur-
ope, has been a powerful factor of social transformation in European societies. 
These numbers describe the great transformation of Europe in recent dec-
ades in all aspects of social life: demography, workplaces, urban landscape, 
social relationships, cultural dynamics, religion, and artistic production. For 
Europe this is a quantum shift, which is made even more radical when you 
consider that until not so long ago, in several European countries the program 
was to “cleanse” European-Aryan people of contamination by “inferior races” 
and Jews and thus eliminate them from Europe.

This transformation is the result of the social rooting of immigrant 
populations, which is the symbol of their social resistance, individually and 
collectively, to being exploited and to the conditions under which they live. 
The shift from “work immigration” to “settlement immigration” and “family 
immigration” has turned temporary foreign workers into stable residents 
and has turned temporary migrations (circular, seasonal, alternate) into 
permanent immigration.5 This has indeed entailed not only a radical shift 
in the makeup of immigrant populations but also a transformation among 
immigrants at the level of identity, personality, or values. It also occasions an 
unexpected transformation within European countries themselves, many of 
which have tried to counter their own transformation in several ways: cultural 
or ethnic-racial selection, policies promoting temporariness and countering 
rooting, social alienation (Entfremdung), and ethnocentric assimilation. How-
ever, immigrants’ push for stabilization and rooting has been so strong that no 
major events or policies since the economic crisis of 1973–1974 have managed 
to reverse this trend—not the subsequent policies to curb immigration and 
favour the return of emigrants, nor the global criminalization of immigration 
and making it increasingly precarious over the last two decades, or today’s 
war on migrants.6 Because there are such deep and structural causes behind 
contemporary migration, no containment policies, walls, or barbed wires can 
curb it. In this way, social rooting has gone from effect to cause, potentially 
leading to a further stabilization of immigrants “in transit” and therefore 
a further and powerful factor of transformation of European societies. Yet 
several European countries have continued to deny that they are immigration 
countries, and some still define immigrants as temporary guests.7 Others have 
followed policies of neo-assimilationism, exclusion, segregation, subordinate 
inclusion, and ethnicization without recognition; today, almost all Euro-
pean nations are affected by the rise of institutional racism. Such apparently 
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irrational reactions aim at influencing the direction and speed of the social 
transformation produced by immigration and at hindering human exchange 
on an equal basis. These responses also hinder solidarity between natives and 
immigrants to maintain a segment of the population in a condition of social 
inferiority and subalternity in the form of a racialized underclass.

These contrasting trends and forces may be observed in Italy, particu-
larly in relation to the situation of Muslim immigrants, who are a plural and 
rooted presence but at the same time opposed and stigmatized.

A Plural Presence, an Obscured Pluralism

In Italy, the settlement of Muslims is recent and is linked to the arrival of 
migrant workers from Arab countries in the last three decades.8 In the last 
fifteen years—in the wake of the arrival of new workers, refugees and asylum 
seekers, family reunification and natural reproduction—this population has 
grown: in 2018 there were 1.6 million Muslims, two thirds of whom reside 
in northern Italy, and who come mostly from Morocco (440,000), Albania 
(226,000), Bangladesh (141,000), Pakistan (106,000), and Egypt (111,000).9

From the point of view of national origin, it is a strongly plural presence, 
which has settled and stratified over time: in the 1980s and 1990s, immigrants 
came mainly from the Maghreb, Egypt and Senegal; in the 2000s, they were 
joined by Balkan Muslim populations; populations of West, Central, and East 
Africa, where Islam is practised;10 populations from the Middle East (Iraq, 
Palestine, Syria, Turkey); and populations from the Indian subcontinent 
(Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Pakistan). To this we shall add a marked 
demographic heterogeneity: in several cases there is a balance between men 
and women (Albania, Morocco); the percentage of children and youth, born 
or raised in Italy, is significant (above 20 percent), and the number of elderly 
people reunited with family or who have grown old in Italy is not negligible 
(around 10 percent).11 There is also a relevant social heterogeneity in terms 
of territorial origin (metropolis, city, countryside; urban, rural, rural–urban 
environment), social class (from sub-proletariat to middle class), and educa-
tion level (from illiterate to highly educated people). Also, migratory projects, 
social practices, and lifestyles are quite varied.12

Thus, Muslims constitute an extremely heterogeneous section of the 
community, representing dozens of different nationalities, languages and 
dialects, cultural traditions and local cultures, political orientations, religious 
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affiliations (Sunni/Shia), specific religious currents, somatic traits, lifestyles, 
and cultural practices—so much so that it is not an exaggeration to say that 
in Italy (and in Europe) such a composite and heterogeneous population has 
never been seen. This is a tiny cross-section, through a sort of miniature social 
transfer, of the large plurality that characterizes the Islamic world. And due to 
the marked regional pluralism of Italy, Muslim immigration and Islam have 
manifold expressions.13

However, this plurality is constantly obscured by institutions, the political 
sphere, and the mass media.14 A triple process of demonization, spectacu-
larization, and overmediatization of Muslims methodically represents them  
as an undifferentiated monolith; the dominant discourse generalizes and 
involves all Muslims in an intangible unity (the Islam-whole), obscuring inter-
nal pluralism and the changes within this population. The public discourse 
represents them through the characteristic traits of a total-Islam, a crystallized 
and all-consuming religious dimension (the Homo islamicus, imbued with 
religion) and a total pervasiveness of the community.

Rooting and Rejection

Muslims, like the majority of immigrants in Italy, have experienced a deep 
process of social rooting; with their insertion into the labour market, they 
have achieved a progressive, albeit difficult, social, housing and administra-
tive stabilization. They are the first, largest, and most rooted and organized 
extra-European population in Italy for work reasons. They have created 
relationships in the workplace, they have forged links with the area and local 
people, and they have enlarged and consolidated their presence in the public 
space.15 The cultural capital of this population has grown, transformed, and 
diversified. This has made them less docile, less open to self-compression  
and exploitation, tougher, and more resistant to the social conditions imposed 
by the labour market and the local context; this has increased their social 
value and social cost and has fed both their demands for equal treatment and 
their critical positions toward inequality and a fate of social inferiority. In 
raising the issues of working and living conditions reserved for immigrants, 
rights, discrimination, recognition, and respect for countries of origin and 
by rejecting both assimilationism and segregation, they have made clear that 
they do not want to be treated as second-class citizens. This has materialized 
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in the workplace and in the public space with the demand for better living 
conditions, recognition of one’s identity, and respect for one’s origins.

Within this process of rooting, Muslims have followed diversified and flex-
ible forms of social inclusion in the different local contexts of Italian society: 
local contexts that are diversified in terms of economic development, urban 
structure, and political cultures. The stabilization of Muslims has taken place 
in a diffuse and flexible manner, adapting to the economic, social and cultural 
features of the national context. Several Muslim strategies of interaction can 
be observed in the public sphere; local societies have responded to them 
with a mixture of reticence and suspicion, openness and solidarity, with each 
context of interaction bounded by cultural, political, and historical particu-
larities. The social rooting has produced—like it or not—the transformation 
of the demographic, social, cultural, and religious frameworks of the country. 
Think, for example, of the religious scenario: in Italy today, there are about 
seven hundred places of Islamic worship (prayer rooms, mosques), differ-
entiated in terms of national, political, and religious references.16 This was 
something unthinkable until a few years ago in a country where for centuries 
the national identity and the urban landscape coincided with the Catholic 
religion and where, until a few decades ago, the idea of a single pure superior 
race/civilization was cultivated.

In conjunction with such processes of insertion, relationships and contact 
with local and other immigrant populations has expanded. Multicultural-
ism has progressed slowly but incessantly during daily life: work, friendship, 
and love relationships have increased. Daily multiculturalism has inevitably 
widened, day after day, in apartment blocks, schools, places of work, and 
leisure time. New forms of social and solidarity links were created within a 
trend toward shared life, symbiosis and exchange. This has contributed to  
the transformation of social relations and cultural dynamics, and to divers-
ification and hybridization.

This is the very opposite of the expectations and demands of the pro-
duction system, of governments and labour and migration policies, which 
require a temporary workforce, possibly unrooted, precarious, and with few 
rights—cheap, isolated, docile, and to be used according to the needs of the 
production system, thus avoiding the social and political costs of immigration. 
Muslim immigrants have become a wanted but not welcomed population. The 
increase in anti-Muslim racism and in anti-migrant Islamophobia aimed at 
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countering their rooting, pushing them back to the margins, and diminishing 
their social value is no coincidence.17

Different social forces oppose these processes of transformation, trying 
to influence the direction and/or the speed of social change. Muslims are the 
object of a set of policies, practices and discourses aimed at devaluing and 
marginalizing them. The social inclusion of Muslims is often hindered and is 
continuously described by institutions, political parties, and the mass media 
in problematic and negative ways: Muslims are considered bearers of ways 
of life which are incompatible with European ones; as a threat to both secu-
larism and the Christian identity; as a threat to modernity and tradition; 
as an isolated and self-referential entity and total and all-encompassing, 
encapsulated in the religious dimension; and cast as responsible for the fail-
ure of democracy, multiculturalism, and even the return of racism. Muslim 
immigration is systematically placed, by public policies and the dominant 
discourse, under specific headings: demographic invasion, cultural coloniz-
ation, the Sharia-zation of Europe, uncompromising diversity, and absolute 
incompatibility with Italian values. The discourse points to the impossibility 
of integration because of “their culture,” and presents Muslim communities 
as closed enclaves—angry, regurgitating discomfort, violence, religious fan-
aticism, and extremism.

Communities are described as organized, demanding, and critical: the 
dominant discourse and institutions identify and include these populations 
under the category of “Muslims,” starting a top-down process of Islamization 
of social issues. They are the object of a process redefining them as “the other 
Muslim” in a completely negative and derogatory sense of the term, as “the 
Other” par excellence. Protests, struggles, claims as workers, as migrants, as 
young people, were turned by the dominant discourse and institutions into 
Islamic issues, into “the Islam problem,” into “the Muslim immigration prob-
lem” within a top-down Islamization of social issues. The set of anti-Muslims 
policies, practices and discourses is systemic: it is the system of Islamophobia. 
A structural aspect of the Italian (and Western) society, with deep histor-
ical and cultural roots, Islamophobia is organic to the inferiorization and 
marginalization of Muslims, and functional to the legitimation and repro-
duction of social inequalities that affect Muslims structurally in Italy and in  
Western countries.
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Inequalities, Racialization of Exclusion, and Islamophobia

In Italy, as in the rest of Europe, the current condition and social position of 
the Muslims is heterogeneous. However, because of the interaction, accumu-
lation, and transmission of inequalities, most Muslims find themselves in the 
lowest, poorest, and most precarious section of the working class. Muslims 
have higher rates of unemployment and underemployment than the majority 
of the population (and often than the rest of the population of foreign origin) 
and are more likely to be confined to the lower levels of the labour market. On 
average, they have lower levels of education, higher rates of poverty, a worse 
overall health profile, and a higher concentration in destitute urban areas and 
in poorer-quality housing. In 2014, the unemployment rate for Italians was 
12.2%, for EU citizens 15.7%, and for non-EU citizens 17.4%, but the top five in 
the unemployment rate ranking by nationality were Morocco (27.3%), Tunisia 
(24.3%), Albania (22.7%), Pakistan (20%), and Egypt (19.4%).18

Islamophobia plays an important role in this regard: the depiction of the 
Islamic culture and religion as directly responsible for this situation and Mus-
lims as victims of their own culture contributes to transforming this population 
into a backward religious minority.19 At the same time, this population is a 
segment of the working class with a migratory background and foreign origins: 
it is doubly disadvantaged as foreign and Muslim, penalized because of its class 
position (migrant workers), its faith (Muslim), and its countries of origin being 
once under the rule of colonialism (dominated nations).

In this framework, xenophobia (racism against foreigners, as aliens), Ara-
bophobia (racism against Arabs, as a cursed and damned race, the enemy 
based on “racial” difference) and Islamophobia (racism against Muslims, as 
the other absolute, based on religious difference) contribute jointly—through 
a multiple discriminations—to producing inequalities, to worsening depriva-
tion and social compression, and to consolidating an excluded social segment 
on a religious basis. This combined inequality results from the interaction 
of the different dimensions of social inequality (work, income, housing, 
education, and health inequality) with the interaction of xenophobia, Ara-
bophobia, and Islamophobia. This multifaceted interaction is the driving force 
of a process of production and accumulation of inequalities that structurally  
affect Muslims.

At this juncture, Islamophobia has gained primacy over xenophobia 
and Arabophobia. As a central element of contemporary racism and as a 
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structuring factor of the current nationalisms, Islamophobia has become the 
most important element in the unequal reproduction of this social segment, 
plays a major role in crystallizing inequalities, and provides plenty of ideo-
logical support that paves the way for a range of discriminating policies and 
practices, whose outcomes and results it subsequently legitimizes.

A means for maintaining and legitimizing such inequalities is racializa-
tion: Muslims are defined as a “race” or a “semi-race,” that is, “the Muslim 
race,” through a social process in which the factors of race, culture, and faith 
overlap, and the religious dimension is racialized and the Islamic culture is 
naturalized.20 Through this process, an extremely heterogeneous population 
is depicted as a unitary subject and as an exception.21 The idea of a “Muslim 
exception” allows for the normalization of a religiously “racialized” under-
class. By naturalizing inequalities—ascribing them to the nature of the Islamic 
culture—Islamophobia crystallizes the “Muslim issue” as the major matter 
of concern, the culprit of all the social issues related to immigration, under 
which all social issues are subsumed and turned into elements of a clash of 
civilizations caused by the culture of the Other. This exception is normalized 
by identifying Muslims as victims of their own culture and by pointing to their 
“way of being” as the cause of the social exclusion they suffer, thus ultimately 
blaming their exclusion and marginalization on them. In turn, this results in 
the culturalization and racialization of Muslims’ social condition, regardless 
of its relation to Islamic culture and religion.

This dual process of racialization and marginalization draws on a broad 
and diverse set of social actors: best-selling authors, mass media, far-right 
parties and anti-Islam organizations, and state institutions. In Italy, the literary 
genre of anti-Islam publications—one of the most active sectors in the indus-
try of Islamophobia—is quite widespread.22 This branch produces bestsellers 
that reiterate and revise the set of elements that have historically converged in 
a caricatural representation of Islam and Muslims. Within it is a literary strand 
of publications, for example the Eurabia fantasy series, which is dedicated to 
promoting stereotypes of inferiority and conspiracy theories about Muslim 
immigration; in the Italian context, a popular and visceral style prevailed over 
a “scientific” and learned style.23

Besides the prevalence of works by Islamophobic foreign authors that 
have been translated into Italian, Italy has itself produced a fair number of 
them. The most famous is Oriana Fallaci: her work concerns the cultural 
colonization of Europe by Islam and the spiritual decline of Europe; in The 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

Muslims in Italy  123

Rage and the Pride (2001) and The Force of Reason (2006), she warns the 
West about the serious threat presented by Muslim immigrants because of 
their cultural backwardness and spiritual inferiority. The works of Magdi 
Allam, an Egyptian-born journalist, naturalized Italian, and convert to Cath-
olicism, are also widespread, such as Bin Laden in Italia (2002), Jihad in Italia  
(2003), Kamikaze Made in Europe (2004), Islam: Siamo in guerra (2015), Io e 
Oriana (2016), and Stop Islam.

Works such as these exert a significant influence both on the common 
reader and on the other actors of Islamophobia, with which they interact 
dialectically. For example, in the 1990s, mass media specialized in produ-
cing negative discourses around immigrants through the distorted use of the 
concepts of Otherness and diversity, identifying in the Muslims their most 
notorious representatives. In 1997 a popular talk show (Pinocchio) unveiled to 
the Italian public the presence of Muslims in the country and contributed 
to fixing the characterizing features of Muslim immigration: Islam as a total, 
uniform, unitary order; the Islamic religion as an obstacle to integration; 
Muslim communities as closed entities, as isolated, self-referential enclaves. 
This has resulted in an increased focus on Muslim immigration and a growing 
suspicion of Muslims, fuelled by mass media that depict their presence as 
unnatural, troublesome, and threatening. Through a systematically hostile 
register, Muslims migrants came to be depicted as radically different: an ances-
tral, organic kind of difference and diversity that must be kept distanced and 
isolated. The “integration of Muslim immigrants in the national society” was 
a priori regarded as problematic and impossible because of “their culture.” In 
the 2000s, the picture changed in concert with international events. Violent 
press campaigns have specifically targeted local contexts, individual and col-
lective subjects (representatives of local communities and associations), and 
aspects of social life (mosques, the veil, the burkini, the Muslim diet). The 
focus on Muslim immigrants has become more and more constant, insistent, 
and obsessive.

Muslims have been depicted as a global threat, which in turn has fuelled 
feelings of dislike and refusal; Muslims, depicted as a pathology, are associated 
with images of strangeness, isolation, and self-exclusion. The mass media have 
turned them into public enemy number one, obscuring their daily life and 
real conditions of existence through countless distortions, generalizations, 
and reductionism. Muslim immigration has become the object of a racialized 
regime of representation, functional to its subordinate inclusion: using the 
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discursive routines of emergency and security issues, the mass media have 
promoted the exclusion and marginalization of Muslim immigrants from 
social life while encouraging the adoption of special and urgent control poli-
cies, which has sometimes resulted in central and local governments actually 
adopting restrictive measures. The media industry of Islamophobia has been 
untiringly devoted to the social and symbolic inferiorization of Muslim immi-
grants, thus contributing to their subordinate condition.

Italy has been at the forefront in Europe in terms of anti-immigration 
and anti-Islam parties; the main reference here is the Lega Nord (Northern 
League). Born at the end of the 1980s in the name of autonomism, neolib-
eralism, and anti-southern Italy racism, it was a leading agent in the spread 
of the discourse on Muslim immigration as a global threat and as a carrier 
only of backwardness, obscurantism, and ineptitude. For the past twenty-
five years, Lega Nord has been a firm opposer of Muslims’ rooting and 
integration—considering them aliens, impossible to integrate, lacking both 
skills and willingness to integrate—and has been one of the major political 
forces in the country. It has frequently participated in government coalitions, 
holding key ministries and functions of the state at both central and local 
levels and governing several cities and regions in northern Italy.

The party’s late-1990s hostility against Muslim immigration became, in the 
2000s, pillars of its propaganda and line of action. Lega Nord promotes itself 
as the defender of national identity, guardian of the Italian people’s Catholic 
identity, and custodian of modern progress, which is threatened by “Muslim 
obscurantism.” It especially claims to be the champion of the cultural tradition 
of local communities in northern Italy, of the “motherland” threatened by 
cultural globalization and international migration.24 Lega Nord has perma-
nently placed the topic of “Islamic invasion” among the pillars of its political 
communication and focused its political action (especially at the local level) 
on mobilizing against Islam’s presence in public space. Several party chapters, 
members, supporters, and local administrators have harshly opposed the pub-
lic presence of Muslims (Islamic cultural associations, prayer halls, mosques, 
halal food in schools and canteens, afternoon schools in Arabic, after-school 
care for children) and Muslim celebrations (Īd al-Adah, Ramaḍān,ʿĪd al-Fitr) 
by organizing marches, torchlight processions, pickets, mobilizations, dese-
cration of areas to be turned into mosques, municipal interpellations, messages 
to newspapers, signs, and graffiti.25 Several local administrations governed by 
this party have adopted provisions (municipal resolutions, regulations, bans, 
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etc.) limiting Muslims’ private autonomy and rights or denying the recogni-
tion of Islam in the public sphere.26

Lega Nord’s hostility toward Muslims is a structured, long-term activity, 
considering the following dates: on June 23, 1995, the president of the Chamber 
of Deputies in the Italian Parliament, Irene Pivetti, a prominent member of 
Lega Nord, privately took part in a “redress rosary” organized by the Lepanto 
Cultural Centre following the opening of a mosque in Rome; in 2018 and 2019, 
Matteo Salvini, the explicitly anti-Islamic leader of Lega Nord, took to kissing 
a rosary at campaign rallies and other public events.27 A decade earlier, during 
the national meeting of the party in 2008, in front of tens of thousands people, 
Salvini made the following comments:

I want a revolution against illegal immigrants. . . . I want the streets 
cleaned up from all these ethnic groups that are destroying our 
Country. . . . I want a revolution against nomads, gypsies. . . . I had two 
nomad and gypsy camps in Treviso destroyed. . . . I want to eliminate 
all the gypsy children that rob the elderly. . . . I want double zero  
tolerance! . . . I want a revolution against those who want to open 
mosques and Islamic centres. . . . They can go pray in the desert. . . .  
No more Muslims! They are to go back to their countries! . . . They can 
go piss in their mosques! . . . I want a revolution against those who tol-
erate headscarves and burkas. . . . I don’t know who hides behind those 
headscarves and burkas: there could be someone with balls or with a 
machine gun in between his legs. . . . I don’t want to see black, yellow, 
brown, grey teachers for our youth. What do they teach? The culture 
of the desert? The culture of those who chase lions or those who chase 
gazelles in order to eat them?28

Lega has influenced the public significantly, even those who don’t identify with 
the party: its stances have influenced the other parties and both national and 
local government policies on migration and integration.29 Its white suprem-
acist slogans have been endorsed by various sectors of society (but not by 
the Catholic Church), and some have found their way into the programs of 
majority parties, influencing the political agenda. Over the last decade, groups 
and movements from the traditional neo-fascist right wing have joined in 
(Fiamma Tricolore, Forza Nuova, Casapound), which has led to an expo-
nential regrowth in demonstrations and mobilizations against migrants and 
the places of Islam.
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National institutions, at both central and local levels, have helped in the 
spread and application of Islamophobia. They did this in two ways: “pas-
sively,” by not acting, not legislating, and not applying anti-discrimination 
rules against verbal and physical attacks, threats, and abuse, thus indulging 
anti-Muslim racism; and “actively,” by promoting exclusion and discrimina-
tion within public policies and local integration policies, in rights regulations, 
and in rules on private autonomy.

A remarkable example can be found in provisions against the opening 
or presence of mosques/prayer halls.30 The war on mosques has not only 
involved political mobilization and citizens’ groups at the local level, but also 
administrative-bureaucratic harassment by municipalities.31 Many cities con-
cocted elaborate bureaucratic tricks to hinder, curb, or stop the opening of 
prayer halls. Their main reasons concerned traffic and road issues (that is, the 
lack of parking spots), hygiene/sanitary issues, or technical/structural issues 
in the buildings and problems in the intended destination of use. Since 2000, 
there have been several bans, denied permits, and evictions, culminating  
in Regional Law no. 2 of the Lombardy region in February 2015, also known 
as the “anti-mosque law.”32 Drafted as formally valid for all religions (with 
which the Italian state has or has not agreements), it has dire effects for Mus-
lims’ freedom of worship through prerequisites and elements that hinder the 
opening of prayer halls, including additional controls by a part of the regional 
council and the possibility for municipalities to hold advisory referendums 
on whether to open mosques. Similar provisions using urbanistic tools as 
elements of discrimination were then approved by other Italian regions. The 
Veneto region, legislating on the management of landscape and territory, 
approved Regional Law no. 12 in 2016.33 This law, which never mentions Islam, 
provides municipal administrations with effective urbanistic tools to hinder or 
deny (through indirect discrimination) the authorization to open mosques/
prayer halls.

From these examples we can infer that Islamophobia, as a material relation 
of oppression, is a structural element of the system of social relations and 
social life in Italy. In particular, institutional racism, Italian-style, has state-
sanctioned Islamophobia among its distinctive features.
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Conclusion: Between Lights and Shadows

Over time, Italian society and immigrant Muslims have developed important 
processes of rapprochement and exchange that have matured in workplaces, 
schools, and places of daily life. However, at the same time, three problems 
can be observed: (1) a problem of social relations between the Italian society 
and immigrant Muslims, marked by repulsion, rejection, and exclusion of 
the latter; (2) a problem of public representation of Muslims, as the dom-
inant discourse systematically paints Muslims in a distorted manner using 
inferiorizing stereotypes; and (3) a problem of recognition of Muslims in the 
public space and in the public sphere.34 Italy, which has not yet come to terms 
with the history of its creation as a nation, is struggling to accept Islam and 
to incorporate it into its history and collective consciousness.

On one hand, slowly, day after day, daily multiculturalism has made its 
way into the sharing of the same physical and social spaces, into the sharing 
of the same material condition of working class. Sometimes this sharing has 
become a mixture, a dynamic projection toward new identities that tran-
scend their origin. This has materialized in mixed unions and marriages, 
in new relationships of friendship, in sports associations, in new forms of 
solidarity and social bonds, and in Islamic–Christian relations promoted by 
the progressive component of the Catholic Church. On the other hand, these 
experiences and dynamics of exchange and mutual integration have inter-
ested only a part of Italian society, whereas the majority of the parties, the 
mass media, state institutions, and a good part of the local population are 
unwilling to accept Islam as a component of Italian society and unwilling to 
recognize Islam in the public sphere—so much so that Islam, despite being 
the second-largest religion in Italy, has no legal recognition as a religion by the  
Italian state. Despite Islam’s importance in Italian religious and social life,  
the Italian state has officially recognized the following congregations by 
signing an agreement that allows, among other things, directing portions of 
taxes to these entities: the Catholic Church, the Waldensian and Methodist 
Churches, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, the Union of Jewish Commun-
ities, the Union of Adventist Christian Churches of the Seventh Day, the 
Assemblies of God, the Holy Orthodox Archdiocese of Italy and Exarchate for 
Southern Europe, the Christian Evangelical Baptist Union of Italy, the Italian 
Buddhist Union, the Apostolic Church in Italy, the Italian Hinduist Union, 
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and the Italian Buddhist Institute Soka Gakkai. It has no such understanding 
with any representative of Islam.35

This situation has repercussions for all immigrants and the local popu-
lation. Islamophobia, as a form of racism (the highest form of racism in the 
neoliberal era), negatively affects all immigrant populations and throws 
shadows of suspicion over them. Moreover, it leads large portions of local 
populations to accept discrimination and racism, thus creating a deep, 
unnatural division among the people. The systemic Islamophobia directly 
affects Muslim immigrants and simultaneously poisons local populations, 
who are encouraged (from above) to dig an unbridgeable chasm.36

For these reasons, the stance on Muslim immigration is an important 
bench test for the working class and a major challenge for radical and class-
centred antiracism. The alternative to building bridges among people and 
solidarity is pogroms, interracial clashes, and war among the poor. Peace is 
not obvious; it is a non-obvious process. Because it is not taken for granted, 
the achievements and successes of peace must be continually protected, pre-
served, and guarded to avoid subsidence and setbacks. Racism, as a social 
relationship of domination and an ideology of legitimation of domination, 
is a weapon of mass division, an instrument for the destruction of relation-
ships and experiences that operates under the banner of equal exchange, 
co-operative encounter, and reciprocal integration.

The social transformation linked to migration is filled with positive 
potential, including the possibility of overcoming national lacks and national 
antagonisms, and of freeing society from a scrap, a rattletrap, like nationalism. 
However, this potential can be revealed only if racism and discrimination 
fall; unfortunately, racism and discrimination have intensified precisely to 
block social transformations and prevent this potential from being realized. 
Therefore, solidarity and peace, equality and friendship between peoples, or 
confrontation and enmity between peoples, is a central issue for those who 
aspire to peace and egalitarianism and for those who oppose to them. As far 
as I am concerned, I know which side to be on.
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for the children of immigrants in the primary school in Sant’Agostino (west of 
Ferrara); the demonstrations in Treviso in December 2002 against the creation 
of an Arabic school and against the celebrations for ʿĪd al-Fitr, the demonstra-
tions against Īd al-Aḍḥā in Montebelluna in February 2003 and against the 
creation of an Islamic cemetery in Udine in November 2008.

	27	 Salvini’s use of the rosary recalls the 1571 Battle of Lepanto, in which the naval 
forces of the Christian Holy League faced off against those of the Muslim Otto-
man Empire. In preparation, Pope Pius V asked Christians to recite the rosary, 
and the Holy League emerged victorious.

	28	 I have selected salient fragments from Salvini’s address to the national gathering 
of the Lega Nord in Venice: “Festa dei Popoli—Gentilini,” September 14, 2008, 
https://​www​.youtube​.com/​watch​?v​=​_WCZNQJkV3E.

	29	 The majority of Italian institutions are not very much in favour of Islam and 
Muslim immigration. See the statement by Silvio Berlusconi at the Berlin 
summit of September 26, 2001, when, as the head of the Italian government, 
he claimed that Islam is inferior and the Western world is superior: “They are 
lagging behind 1400 years.”

	30	 Mobilizations took place in Bologna, Genoa, and Padua, where movements 
were created at the local level for a referendum against mosques.

	31	 A constant feature of anti-mosque mobilizations is physical and symbolic 
violence, insults to religion, humiliation and vilification of religious symbols, 
the desecration of others’ values, and de-humanization. Often demonstra-
tions concluded with desecrating lands or buildings by parading pigs and 
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Quaranta); in August 2011, there was an arson attack against the Islamic cultural 
center in Bologna; in October 2013, a fascist blitz attacked the prayer room of 
Ravenna; in March 2014, a raid damaged the inside of the prayer hall in Rieti 
and burned the Qur’an; in February 2015, an arson attack hit the prayer hall 
in Massa Lombarda (Ravenna area); in December 2015, a cherry bomb hit the 
prayer hall in Montagnana (Padua area); and in 2016, the prayer hall of Ber-
gamo was damaged, and a cherry bomb used against the prayer hall of Padua 
(Arcella).

	32	 “Principi per la pianificazione delle attrezzature per servizi religiosi” [Principles 
for the Planning of Religious Services Premises], Regione Lombardi, https://​
www​.regione​.lombardia​.it/​wps/​portal/​istituzionale/​HP/​DettaglioServizio/​
servizi​-e​-informazioni/​Enti​-e​-Operatori/​Territorio/​governo​-del​-territorio/​
principi​-pianificazione​-attrezzature​-servizi​-religiosi/​principi​-pianificazione​
-attrezzature​-servizi​-r.

	33	 “Modifica della legge regionale 23 aprile 2004, n. 11 ‘Norme per il governo  
del territorio e in materia di paesaggio’ e successive modificazioni” [Amend-
ment to Regional Law 23rd April 2004, no. 11—Rules for the management of the 
territory and on landscape], Regione del Veneto, https://​bur​.regione​.veneto​.it/​
BurvServices/​pubblica/​DettaglioLegge​.aspx​?id​=​320306.

	34	 With respect to the lack of recognition of Islam, it is worth noting the absence 
of Muslims, who are for the most part the subject of the debate.

	35	 In any case, Italy is aware of Islam as an internal phenomenon, and this realiz-
ation contributed to the re-discovery of the country’s collective memory of a 
Catholic identity and to the renewal of the debate on unresolved matters such 
as the relationship between religion and the state. The recognition of Islam as a 
public religion has not been dealt with very decisively in Italy, with the debate 
often shifting to more general matters, especially the deficit of internal integra-
tion that has long been ailing Italy and the frailty of the Republic’s founding 
pacts between liberals, Catholics, and socialists (Enzo Pace, La nation italienne 
en crise, Paris: Bayard, 1998).

	36	 For a discussion of the way in which colonialism dehumanizes the colonizers 
and de-civilizes the colonizers, see Aimé Césaire, Discours sur le colonialisme 
suivi de Discours sur la Négritude (1955) (Paris: Présence Africaine, 2004).
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	5	 Global North Homoimperialism 
and the Conundrum of Queer 
Asylum

Nikoli Attai

I’m out now and living very open again. And I’m even more out 
than I was before. It’s going be hard to go there [back home] to 
live. I do miss my friends and my family. I do not miss the lifestyle 
of Jamaica. I do not miss the homophobia. I probably miss the 
country, the physical country itself but going back there to live is a 
no-no. Definitely not. Maybe for a quick visit and that’s it.

—Jamaican refugee in Canada, 2013

On April 19, 2018, queer human rights activists gathered at the University of 
Toronto as part of a symposium on LGBT refugees and migration held by 
the Mark Bonham Centre for Sexual and Diversity Studies.1 Speakers from 
Rainbow Railroad and the 519 Community Centre, among other organiza-
tions, spoke about wide-ranging issues affecting queer refugees outside and  
within Canada. In addition to the popular glowing tributes about the safety 
that Canada offers to queer people, some participants spoke about the hard-
ships they face when they enter cities like Toronto as refugees. One presenter, 
for instance, made a passionate plea to activists and other stakeholders to 
understand how newcomers are impacted by limited access to housing, 
employment opportunities, and health care services, all of which are com-
pounded by the difficulties in becoming integrated into the Canadian society. 
Another, who arrived in Toronto from Nigeria in 2017, wondered, “Why am I 
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not settled now?” He spoke at length about being homeless, being unable to 
find employment or a stable place to live and having little access to racially and 
culturally sensitive mental health services. A trans woman also provided an 
emotional account of being attacked in Antigua and having to flee to Canada. 
While Canada represents all the dreams that she could not achieve in her 
homeland, she reflected, “There are times when I think, did I make the right 
choice? Things have been so hard, especially how I am getting by in Canada 
as a trans woman of colour.  .  .  . Although services are available, LGBTQ 
newcomers of colour are at a disadvantage because we do not know how to 
access the services available to us.”

Canada: A Queer Safe Haven?

These narratives stand in stark contrast to the testament in the opening epi-
graph that situates the Global North as a queer safe haven, where in this 
context the Jamaican refugee praises Canada for providing the safety and 
comfort that was not presumably available at home. In Imperial Leather: Race, 
Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest, Ann McClintock’s theorizes the 
interrelation between race, gender, and sexuality in the context of European 
colonization and imperialism. Further, she examines how racial hierarchies, 
gender stereotypes and norms of sexual behaviour were reinforced, exploited, 
and imposed to control women, the colonized, and the industrial working 
class. While McClintock does not comment explicitly on the impact of these 
colonizing structures on homophobia among the colonized, her theoriza-
tion proves useful for thinking carefully about how narratives like these are 
refracted through lingering racial hierarchies, and gender and sexual struc-
tures that persist in the Caribbean (and everywhere impacted by European 
colonization). These kinds of narratives of wanton violence position the 
region as an anachronistic elsewhere that remains “prehistoric, atavistic and 
irrational, inherently out of place in the historical time of modernity,” while 
leaving unaccounted, the impacts of European Empire on the moral, cultural 
and political psyche in these spaces.2

I have been documenting these stories of despair as part of ongoing 
research that theorizes the ways that queer people engage a politics of hope 
as they negotiate and resist homophobia, transphobia and discrimination in 
the Anglophone Caribbean and its diasporas. Indeed, they also inspire my 
discussion in this chapter, as I interrogate some of the deeply complicated 
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experiences that queer refugees from the Caribbean confront as they search 
for a “better life” elsewhere. I offer this analysis to rethink notions of peace 
and liberation as a means to focus on what happens when queer refugees 
enter Canada and The Netherlands as “Others” in relation to settler colonial 
and multicultural legacies that work to structure relationalities. How are they 
impacted by the prevailing racial, political, cultural, and social dynamics in 
these assumed “safe” havens? This question is often maligned or disregarded  
in mainstream, Global North international human rights activism, which 
relies heavily on white, neoliberal ideas about queer rights for persons else-
where. Joseph Massad’s theorization of the gay international’s sexual identity 
politics is useful here for situating this politics as a way to understand how 
the world ideas for queer liberation emerges. In Desiring Arabs, Massad 
examines how Western ideas and human rights activism influence sexual 
identity politics and define “not only Arab nationalist responses, but also 
and especially Islamist ones, and what implications these would have for the 
sexual desires and practices of contemporary Arabs.”3 This trend he attrib-
utes to the gay international’s mobilization to “defend the rights of ‘gays and 
lesbians’ all over the world and to advocate on their behalf.”4 He finds that 
the gay international propagates a largely white, male, Euro-American dis-
course that “describes” and “explains” their distant interpretations of Arab and 
Muslim sexuality against their ideas of a contemporary gay world.5 This inevit-
ably produces palatable versions of Islam and queerness and reinforce the  
imperialistic nature of human rights politics. Massad argues further that  
the gay international invokes an incitement to discourse that produces 
homosexuals in specific contexts and represses same-sex desires that “do not 
assimilate into Western sexual epistemologies.”6 This incitement, he continues, 
“divides the world into those who support and those who oppose gay rights.”7 
This argument, when applied to the current landscape of human rights activ-
ism in the Anglophone Caribbean is highly provocative, as it acknowledges 
the very particular ways that queer life is referenced on the one hand, and 
exposes the inherent silencing of the creative and transgressive ways that 
queer people actively negotiate violence and discrimination.

The Global North as a safe space for queer people therefore emerges in 
initiatives spearheaded by many organizations run by mostly white gay men 
and queer refugees from various parts of the world. I speak as a queer per-
son from the Anglophone Caribbean, living in North America, and working 
closely with community activists and working-class trans people from the 
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Caribbean and in Caribbean diasporas across the world. Some queer liber-
ation initiatives in the Anglophone Caribbean have allowed countries like 
Canada and The Netherlands to enter the region as a formidable “gay inter-
national” force through the deployment of human rights interventions, be it 
activism or asylum policy, that continuously frame the region as salvageable 
or “underdeveloped on the one hand, while reinforcing Canada [and The 
Netherlands] as manager[s] of global imperialism” on the other.8 This help-
ing imperative through queer-rights talk imagines the Caribbean region as 
barbaric by introducing ideas about what it might mean to save queers based 
on white, neoliberal notions of queer liberation. Global North human rights 
defenders have invested heavily in the region and their own queer imperial-
ism, which, as Jamaican scholar-activist Carla Moore theorizes, enacts a queer 
liberal hegemony by those who purport to be the holders of queer legitimacy 
and who justify their intervention with colonialist development rhetoric.9 
To do so, it utilizes members of the queer Caribbean diaspora to transport 
this politics to the region, a process in which Caribbean queers residing in 
places like Canada often become transformed into what I theorize in my work  
as “native experts” about these conditions.

“Native experts” are persons from the Anglophone Caribbean (and else-
where) who have relocated to countries like Canada, the United States, the 
United Kingdom, and The Netherlands. They have been positioned within 
white neoliberal queer discourses as holders of exclusive knowledge of  
the realities in their countries of origin. In Canada, they are made to speak the 
language of the human rights defenders who assist them, where narratives 
of death, disease, and escape from a violently homophobic region becomes 
the de facto rhetoric. Other stories are delegitimized in relation to these, and 
if the dominant narrative is contested, conflicting opinions are shut down 
and struck out of the conversation. This concept of “native” is indeed fraught 
with contention, and, as Trinh T. Minh-ha explains in her interrogation of 
anthropological studies of the Other, the very classification of someone as 
“native” emphasizes “their being born inferior and ‘non-Europeans.’”10 In this 
arrangement, native experts become “the handicapped who cannot represent 
themselves and have to either be represented or learn how to represent them-
selves. Whatever the issue, they are entrapped in a circular dance where they 
find themselves a pace behind the white saviours.”11

Examples of native-expert narratives abound. For example, Envisioning 
LGBT Human Rights (hereafter Envisioning), a Canadian queer human rights 
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initiative, propels a narrative of rescuing queers based on an idealized notion 
of what Canada has to offer. As part of its global mandate, it conducts par-
ticipatory action research to ascertain the international landscape of LGBT 
human rights and to determine Canada’s response to situations beyond its 
borders. This project explicitly focuses on “Commonwealth countries that 
maintain criminal code sanctions against same-sex intimacy, working with 
partners in selected countries where such laws are currently being challenged 
(India, Uganda, Kenya, Botswana, St. Lucia, Jamaica, Belize and Guyana).”12 
In 2013, the Society Against Sexual Orientation Discrimination in Guyana 
and Envisioning partnered with Guyanese artist Ulelli Verbeke to produce 
a photo-text essay called Capturing LGBT Migration from the Caribbean to 
Canada, which was launched by Envisioning at the Canadian Gay and Lesbian 
Archives (now The ArQuives) for Toronto’s 2014 World Pride. In this piece, 
Verbeke photographed queer people who still reside in or left the Carib-
bean in search of safety or, more precisely, to avoid death. The subjects in 
the Caribbean remain anonymous through their framing—back toward the 
camera, heads bent, or ambiguous body parts being shown—while those in 
Canada are photographed with broad and confident smiles. Each picture is 
accompanied by a short quotation that reinforces Canada as a safe haven. 
For example, Dud (face toward the camera), a refugee from Guyana now 
living in Canada, explains, “I totally empathize with people’s plights while 
they’re living there. That’s why I can never, ever go back. I have absolutely no 
desire to.”13 Annon, also from Guyana (back toward camera), lays blame for  
the incessant homophobia on the government: “When we look at the struggles 
of the huge gay movement in the Global North in terms of the gay revolution it 
requires a lot of work. And if we are looking to give equal rights to the LGBT 
community, then a lot more has to be done. And we can only do that with the 
support of the government.”14

These kinds of dynamics are made tangible in David Murray’s pioneering 
scholarship on homonationalism in the Canadian context where he establishes 
a clear link between the native-expert narratives (that I trace in my work) and 
International Refugee Board (IRB) culture that legitimizes particular stories of 
queer despair. In Real Queer? Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity Refugees in 
the Canadian Refugee Apparatus, Murray argues that Canadian asylum narratives

reinscribe the homonationalist queer migration to liberation nation 
narrative undergirding the refugee apparatus, in that Canada is 
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constructed as a new, liberated, home nation for sexual and gender 
minorities, while former home nations (mostly from the Global South) 
are constructed as backward and primitive because of their rampant 
homo- and transphobia.15

Murray explores the complicated navigations that queer asylum seekers need 
to make when they arrive in countries like Canada on sexual orientation and 
gender identity (SOGI) claims. Focusing on some of the processes that queer 
refugees must go through to authenticate their queerness to immigration 
officials, he explains,

Few SOGI claimants arrive in Canada thinking of themselves as “refu-
gees,” and some do not think of themselves as members of a particular 
sexual minority or gender identity group or may not recognize or 
identify with sexual minority terms as they are defined and organized 
in Canada. However, in the period leading up to their IRB hearing, the 
SOGI refugee claimants must learn relatively quickly how to “be” or at 
least “occupy” one of these LGBT identity categories authentically,  
as their hearings are dedicated to assessing the credibility of their 
claims to be members of a particular social group, who have faced 
persecution in their country of origin. They are reminded repeatedly 
by their lawyers, peer support group leaders and one another that there 
are a number of components, characteristics and assumptions utilized 
by IRB members to determine the credibility of an SOGI refugee claim, 
and if they learn and understand these assumptions and characteristics 
associated with “LGBT” identities, and integrate them into an appro-
priate narrative of identity formation and persecution based on that 
identity, then they stand a better chance of a successful hearing.16

Murray goes on to examine the experiences of several refugees from vari-
ous parts of the world, including gay men from Uganda and the Caribbean. 
He walks the reader through the various ways they perform or are made to 
perform their queerness once they are under investigation by the IRB and 
gives vital insight into some of the messy negotiations that queer people must 
engage in, like confronting homelessness, lack of access to sustainable employ-
ment and health care, and segregation among asylum seekers when they bring 
with them deep-rooted histories and ways of engaging with each other.

Readily visible in this discourse are a validation and celebration of queer 
rights within a particular queer neoliberal framework; one that “presumably 
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makes Canadians feel proud of their nation’s status as a gay-friendly refuge.”17 
My research continues to reveal that native experts, formerly Othered queer 
subjects in their countries of origin, are one of the main ways that such limiting 
performance queerness is maintained. And as Sima Shakhsari argues usefully, 
such figures “have been traditionally excluded from the heteronormative 
imaginations of the nation, and thus willingly take the opportunity to insert 
themselves into national imaginations in diasporic reterritorializations” as 
saved queers in the Global North.18 But what are the ethical responsibilities of 
those who are positioned to speak about these imagined violent safe places? 
Rinaldo Walcott questions this in Queer Returns: Human Rights, the Anglo-
Caribbean and Diaspora Politics as he grapples with the ethical responsibilities 
of those who “speak to somewhere and from another place . . . as displaced 
subjects both inside and outside of the region.”19 Walcott allows us to see 
this in the work done by these diaspora activists and native experts whose 
work “measure[s] citizenship in the exact and minute terms of heterosexual 
citizenship [and] provides space for elites within states to self-express .  .  . 
produce and police sexuality on singular terms forcing sexual minorities into a  
one size fits all model.”20 This, he contends, “does not work for the poor.”21

Bearing in mind what Walcott asks, it is not my intention to diminish the 
experiences of queer refugees who find their way to places like Canada and 
The Netherlands. Rather, I am interested in how their stories of frustration 
disrupt an idea of “good life” in the Global North. I wonder what might it 
mean to recognize that human rights as a singular-focused framework is an 
insufficient strategy for seeking queer liberation? Further, I posit that real, 
complicated and nuanced experiences need to inform and destabilize the 
homoimperial culture of liberatory queer human rights policy and activism. 
And as Caribbean feminist scholars Angelique Nixon and Rosamond King 
argue, this work must be attentive to the embodied experiences in ways that 
seriously contemplate the ways that transnational flows of power remain 
deeply informed by queer people’s historical, social, cultural and political 
circumstances.22 The following queer refugee experiences provide a glimpse 
of why this is a necessary ethical responsibility of human rights defenders of 
the “queer Other.”
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Asylum on Whose Terms?

My ongoing ethnographic research has revealed that, despite compelling nar-
ratives of queer refugee freedom in Canada and The Netherlands, many queer 
people continue to face significant economic, social, cultural, and interper-
sonal hardships. These are mostly tied to the larger political and racialized 
landscapes that define people of colour and particularly Black people’s rela-
tionship to these queer asylum spaces. I began documenting queer Caribbean 
refugee stories in 2019 to understand the complexities of the refugees’ experi-
ences once they arrive in Canada and The Netherlands.23 While refugees have 
expressed gratitude for being able to leave their home countries, newfound 
peace and happiness seem to be deferred because of many other mitigating 
factors. In what follows, I turn to interview data from queer people from 
Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago to reveal this pressing reality.24 While this 
sample limits the representation of refugee realities, it is nevertheless reflective 
of some of the experiences of many queer refugees and points to the critical 
need for further documentation and a better understand better the hardships 
that non-white queer refugees experience when they arrive in the Global 
North. I explore emerging refugee stories under two main themes: finding 
work and financial support and love and sex relationships.

Finding Work and Financial Support

Well, to be honest, work not really hard to find but I should say good 
jobs are hard to find. But work on the whole, like not really hard to 
find. But if you looking for something that will suit probably like what 
you did back home or something that suits your education, or qualifi-
cations or things like that, you might have a bit of a problem because 
coming to Canada all your education stuff needs to be assessed and . . . 
they still will require you to add certain things to it. . . . Or they may 
even . . . want you to pay. It’s expensive, that’s another thing too. . . . 
They have to contact the institution back in your country, the insti-
tution has to send certain forms and different things like that. So that 
can be a bit ticklish or be hard because, um, sometimes some of these 
people leave flee to these country without any of these information or 
document. . . . So some people just end up doing factory work, doing 
cleaning jobs and things like that just to make ends meet.
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Anthony, the respondent above, has been living in Canada for approximately 
five years after leaving Trinidad and Tobago because of the discrimination 
and violence he experienced.25 Once he received refugee status after a year in 
Canada, he needed a stable income to support himself, having arrived with 
no financial support or resources. Despite being a qualified nurse in his home 
country, he learned that all his education and experience were deemed invalid 
and that he had to start over in order to stay in the medical field.

Things were extremely hard for him for his first few years, and he was often 
at a point where he had to find any kind of work “just to make ends meet, 
just to put food on the table to get by.” One way that he and his other refugee 
friends managed this financial crisis was by registering with the provincial 
unemployment relief program called Ontario Works (OW) to get a monthly 
stipend. Anthony explains:

Well, refugees could, um, with their refugee ID can . . . get registered 
with Ontario Works . . . which that be . . . like ah kinda stipend  
they will get for each month. But with OW they encourage you to like 
get up and go find work. They also try to get you connected to like public 
programs; because OW have programs like maybe classes, for instance, 
for someone who may come from a country who don’t speak French or 
don’t speak English. If you might want to do cooking, sewing and things 
like that, they have classes and things for that. So that’s how OW gets you 
connected . . . and they help as much as it can. The money is not much.

Much like Anthony, Earl from Jamaica experienced extreme poverty after 
arriving in Toronto, with little hope for assistance from the numerous Black 
queer groups that cater to refugees. Since his arrival on March 14, 2016, he 
constantly struggled to find employment, finish university, and find stable 
housing. In our interviews and interactions, he always became extremely 
emotional because of the profound sense of regret and loss that he feels. On 
one occasion, he exclaimed,

Until this day I am living like damn second-class rat. Nothing accom-
plished! I’ve experienced what poverty and true isolation is over  
some homophobic threats in Jamaica. My life was economically  
more progressive in Jamaica. I was not socially isolated, and I had real 
proper guys to interact with despite them going through the same 
psychological issues due to the Caribbean society. Now I waste a way in 
an over-rated, overpriced ice waste land like a dingy rat.
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What makes Earl’s situation unique among other research participants is that 
he has been diagnosed with severe clinical depression and mild schizophrenia 
and remains heavily medicated. This has affected his ability to maintain stable 
employment or to attend school as regularly as he needs to maintain his fund-
ing through the provincially funded Ontario Student Assistance Program. In 
fact, he temporarily lost this funding and was being forced to withdraw from 
his undergraduate classes despite only needing to complete four courses to 
obtain his bachelor’s degree. This continues to take a serious toll on him as he 
contemplates going back to Jamaica, which he now appreciates as the better 
place to be:

Canada is not designed for people like me. [It is] designed for hyper-
sexually persecuted men and pretenders who are obsessed with North 
American gay life pictured on TV. If you don’t fit that, you get fucked! 
Even an impotent straight guy is able to find a decent woman and his 
life improves in all aspects. I ran from the frying pan into the fire. Still, 
I burn in the façade.

[I] ran from homophobic family to live like a john crow [a vulture] 
in Canada. Ran from proper housing, shelter that I volunteer for years 
to help sustain and upgrade my future blueprints to expand; to now 
come to a foreign land to deal with daily fuckery.

From dam riches to rags
From being affectionate with guys to be[ing] socially isolated and 

despised by guys
To eating daily 2 or 3 times to eating 0 or 1 time.
From learning to drive and planning to [but now] can’t even afford 

a bicycle
From saying, I paid the utility bills for 3 months in advance to elud-

ing creditors and struggling to pay my landlord rent.

Earl’s reality is frightening. Over the years, I’ve tried to work as closely as 
possible with him to ensure that he’s connected with health care resources and 
mental health crisis personnel. However, this too has been a struggle because 
of the highly racialized, sexualized, and politicized nature of health care in 
Canada and Toronto that diminishes equitable and culturally appropriate 
access for many Black populations in the country.

Earl and Anthony’s experiences only begin to scratch the surface of the 
kinds of crises that queer refugees in my research experience in Canada. Sim-
ilarly, Dirk, who had recently relocated from Trinidad and Tobago and was 
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working closely with newcomer communities with one of the main LGBTIQ+ 
organizations in Toronto, reiterated this reality:

Some organizations have support, so they run programs for mental 
health. But the thing is that . . . in the Caribbean there’s a stigma 
around mental health, right? Cause you see . . . if you have a mental 
health [issue], yuh crazy. Mental health does not always look like . . . 
what we see. We all have, you know . . . I probably have a range of 
mental health conditions going on with me right now. But you know, 
but I’m functioning. So it’s how do we communicate that to these 
communities, so they understand what it is [so] they are not afraid to 
access mental health support because there is a stigma around access-
ing mental health support. A stigma around accessing substance use 
support as well.

These deeply complex dynamics are further complicated when queer refu-
gees enter Canada as racialized and sexualized subjects, and, as I explore next, 
refugees in Amsterdam face a similar struggle due to systemic barriers that 
disproportionately affect them when they try to settle in. Annabelle, a trans 
woman from Trinidad and Tobago, moved to The Netherlands in 2016 after 
almost being murdered by an online acquaintance. Based on a promise of new 
life and an opportunity to transition safely, she was full of hope that Holland 
would offer all that she needed for a happy and safe life. However, she learned 
quickly that this was not going to be the experience that she anticipated. In 
reflecting on her financial situation, she lamented,

Here I feel so frustrated. . . . When I moved to Limburg to the new 
refugee camp, I was there for like a week before I was even registered 
to be there. Regardless of that, I am not a needle in a haystack, I am not 
a pin, I am not a strand of hair; I am a whole entire human being with 
flesh and blood. How do you forget me in a system for a whole bloody 
week? It’s those things that I feel like just has me feeling frustrated.

They put you in this house and is like, okay, you could shut up now 
because you have a house and is like they forget about you. So [sighs], I 
think my unhappiness comes from me not having a sense of direction 
here. Like I know that they say within three years you have to pass your 
Inburgeringsexamen [examination on Dutch language, culture, and 
society]. That’s not enough for me to have an aspiration for the direc-
tion of my life; that’s not enough for me. So, I don’t know if I’m being 
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critical, or if my feelings are valid to be honest, eh, but I am absolutely 
miserable here.

You know, the government is always coming down on us; oh, refu-
gees are not doing nothing and blah, blah, blah. But y’all are not giving 
us the opportunities to do it too, like is like they want us all to be like a 
bunch of hotel cleaners, fast food workers, street cleaners and delivery 
girls and boys. . . . [I] read articles and I see what they think about us! 
I know people who came from Iran that were fucking doctors, but 
because they don’t know fucking Dutch they have to go work in a fuck-
ing hotel as a teller as a bellboy. . . . It’s fucking ridiculous!

These kinds of frustrations are further compounded when queer people 
go to Canada and The Netherlands and try to find love, or even use love, 
relationships, or sex encounters as a way for coping and achieving some 
financial stability.

Love and Sex Relationships

Let’s be honest. In those days, I’m actually trying to get out of Trinidad. 
So this was my opportunity to leave. I got my visa within two weeks. 
He pulled some strings got me my visa. He left the Wednesday; the 
Friday morning, I was on that plane heading out. I got to Canada. 
When I got to Canada, I quickly realized that the guy wasn’t what he 
said he was. He was a drunk, an extreme drunk. He was divorced with 
four kids, and he was very abusive, to which, I grew up in an abusive 
home and it’s something I would never tolerate. It so happened that the 
guy . . . tried to throw me out of the house because he wanted to have 
a threesome with me and another guy. And . . . I knew nothing about 
these things yet [laughs]. Like, I’ve done it before, but I knew nothing 
like it in a relationship. I thought this guy was going to be my partner. 
He was going to be my saviour. He was going to be my hero. And it 
turned out that I literally was just his boy; he owns me. So whatever he 
wanted to do, I had to do. Um, I had a friend in Toronto that I used to 
call to help me to get out of the situation [but] to no avail; my friend 
never helped.

As he relates, Kyle left Trinidad in 2012 based on a promise of love, happi-
ness, and a better life with his newfound lover but this quickly turned into 
a nightmare. Recognizing that this arrangement was deeply fetishistic on 
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his partner’s part and isolating when his friend abandoned him, he left and 
sought refuge with other newfound friends in Alberta. But all this happened 
after a violent encounter with his lover that landed him in prison with the 
threat of deportation:

One night on May 4, 2007, the guy proceeded to throw my stuff out. 
And then reach[ed] at me . . . [and] started to choke me and reach  
into my pocket for his keys . . . well, for my keys . . . the keys that he 
gave me when I came. And we got into an altercation, a physical alter-
cation; it got to the point where he became hospitalized. I ended up in 
the Edmonton Remand Centre. I had to call a lawyer who insisted that 
I plead guilty. I kept telling my lawyer that I do not want to plead guilty 
because if I plead guilty, I have nothing to go back to in my country 
and I came here for a better life. I was promised a better life, and I don’t 
feel like if this is a better life that I’m getting.

I was in Remand for six weeks and one day before my case came 
up, I met a paralegal. We just started talking and she advised me as to 
what I should do to stay out of this situation to be able to stay in Canada; 
because she believed what I said about the situation . . . about the alter-
cation. She advised me to stand up and speak to the judge in front of 
everyone. And I did just that. I poured my heart out, I poured my soul 
out because I really believed and knew that I came to Canada for a better 
life and it’s what I should be getting. I won my case. The case got thrown 
out, and she advised me to go seek asylum in Canada. I went in, I sought 
asylum and got accepted into the refugee program within three days.

Earl has also had his share of disappointment with relationships since 
arriving in Toronto. His mental health struggles and asexuality makes his inter-
actions with men extremely difficult. Or as he explained to me more succinctly,

We are fresh meat for them, and they just want your dick and ass and 
give you cash, then kick you out after. Anyone who rejects this stereo-
type gets ostracized with not much support. Most refugee gays are like 
crab in a barrel, all about drama and fuck. That’s ok but what else is 
there to offer than risking people’s health and drama? I am homoro-
mantic asexual/gay asexual. I guess the system doesn’t know how to fit 
me in or puts me as a progressive straight man or slightly queer guy.

Earl points to several interesting and complicated dynamics as a Black queer 
man entering a highly racialized city and having to confront this new reality 
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of being fetishized both within and outside his community of queer refugees. 
Unfortunately, at the time of our interview, he became “socially isolated and 
despised by guys.” Further, he recognized that his life was more progressive 
in Jamaica, where he “was not socially isolated and had real proper guys  
to interact with despite them going through the same psychological issues 
due to homophobic Caribbean society values.”

An interesting occurrence was also happening in Holland at the time of 
my research, where, because they were receiving meagre financial assistance 
from the state, refugees often had to resort to sex work to survive. Keagan, a 
gay man from Trinidad highlighted this:

So, a lot of the trans girls, even some of the gay boys, they turn to sex 
work. . . . I personally know people that do that and credit card, credit 
card scams and fraud, and stuff like that, because especially the trans 
girls people have this notion, Oh, you get everything but when they 
come here and realize how hard it is they turn to men and these kinds 
of activities to survive.

Annabella too, shared her thoughts:

So, I don’t [do] it but sex work is a big thing. Especially if you’re a queer 
person of colour. I mean, there’s a high demand for it. It’s ironic as fuck 
but there’s a high level of fetishism here. And then it’s so racist to say, 
like, oh my god, like, you guys are fetishizing us but you’re so fucking 
racist toward people of colour.

Even in the organizations out here that are supposed to be helping 
us, they aren’t as innocent as you think. So there’s one called [name 
omitted] and then there’s another affiliation called [name omitted]. I 
know people who had court cases and the most [they] have done for 
them is written a letter. That’s not enough you know, but yuh want to 
have sex with them after yuh parties and have orgies at yuh house with 
everybody. That’s crazy.

Carl from Jamaica felt that Holland’s highly sexualized culture came with 
its seemingly natural affinity with sex:

The first world is the first world. Everyone up here is into drugs and sex 
and parties, and all of these things are things that are not in the Carib-
bean, so when we come here, it’s almost like culture shock and some 
people dive into it in a bad way and some people sort of experience it 
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and then go on with their lives. It comes with a whole bag of negativity. 
But it’s the first world kind of living. The Caribbean is slow and laid 
back and living here is like a culture shock.

A lot of refugees are into prostitution because here you know, my 
god, it’s ridiculous. Being Black here is sort of like being a forbidden 
candy that white people just want to try. So it’s really difficult to not get 
into prostitution here if you need money. So if you sit down here with 
no money and ten, twelve old men a night messaging you to  
sleep with you, obviously you going to get into prostitution at some 
point. So most of the refugees here get into prostitution and that’s how 
they make their money. I don’t judge them for it; no one in The Neth-
erlands will judge you because here it’s like a regular job. Here it’s . . . 
legal, this is a regular job, so I don’t judge people. I just believe that if 
you doing prostitution let it be for a bit and put things toward some-
thing that’s better for you. Prostitution comes with constantly taking 
drugs and you get lost. You don’t use the money for anything good, you 
use it just to buy more drugs.

While Canada appears to be more reserved in relation to Amsterdam 
in these recollections, evident here is the way that Black queer refugees are 
fetishized and sexualized and become deeply embedded within economies of 
sexual pleasure. These relationships continue long-standing racialized rela-
tions of power that situate Black bodies as hypersexual and hot-bodied.26 
Further, these relations fulfill a white fantasy, as tourism scholar Ian Strachan 
theorizes: Caribbean people are “supposedly beast-like, the object of sexual 
fantasy, the site of devious promiscuity.”27 Through these gazes an “exoticiz-
ation of the Black slave body and ‘untouched paradise’” continue legacies of 
colonization.28 However, as these refugees show, this is unacceptable if we 
really wish to achieve the elusive goal of peace and freedom for queer people.

Toward Queer Freedom

While these stories are disheartening, they also provide useful insight into 
the kind of work that is still needed in our quest for queer freedom. But how 
could we envision peace in ways that are attentive to these kinds of deeply 
complex experiences among queer Caribbean refugees in Canada and The 
Netherlands? I propose that human rights defenders and their funders need, 
first, to acknowledge that current rights frameworks premised on the demise 
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of a dying queer subject elsewhere is insufficient for representing queer real-
ities. Second, native experts need to ensure that the dark underbelly of queer 
asylum be recognized to nuance the first world’s generous self-positioning as 
a queer safe haven. Third, funders and activists from outside the Caribbean 
region (and elsewhere) must work closer with organizers on the ground, in 
the countries that they continue to situate as barbaric and savage. I have 
reflected on this necessity elsewhere, and my research continues to reveal 
that we must strive to honour these ethical responsibilities to ensure a more 
effective engagement with issues of queer peace and freedom.29

But how do we attend to this conundrum when, as queer-of-colour scholar 
Sarah Ahmed argues, the promise of a “a good life” that “gives us images of 
a certain kind of life, a life that has certain things and does certain things” 
is illusory.30 Evident in these experiences is a scenario where queer refugees 
enter these countries through already predetermined measures of progress 
and legitimacy in their quest for peace and freedom. By establishing these 
indicators, human rights as a framework regulates what denotes not just a 
happy life and queer peace but also what constitutes a good life. This pre-
determined good life, Ahmed reminds us, involves the regulation of desire.31 
However, as she asks further, “Can we rewrite the history of happiness from 
the point of view of the wretch?”32 Ahmed continues to explore the viewpoint 
of the wretch:

If we listen to those who are cast as wretched, perhaps their wretched-
ness would no longer belong to them. The sorrow of the stranger might 
give us a different angle on happiness not because it teaches us what it 
is like or must be like to be a stranger, but because it might estrange us 
from the very happiness of the familiar.33

The queer refugees in my research (and that of others) are acutely conscious 
of their alienation in their quest for peace and freedom, and it is important to 
pay closer attention to and devise ways to ensure that they become less entan-
gled in the kinds of highly racialized and deeply problematic relationships 
that are fostered in transnational spaces like Toronto and Amsterdam. Further, 
in this quest for peace for those who are Othered and deemed different or 
less-than, human rights activists in the Global North must invest energy and 
resources to understand and reflect on the deeply complex contours of queer 
life. They must also interrogate their ethical and moral responsibilities in 
attending to problematic sexualization and fetishization of those they assist. 
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In fact, they can draw on and learn many lessons from the community groups 
and activists fighting for change in the Caribbean. While conflicts between 
native experts and regional activists continue to foster tenuous relation-
ships, native experts must understand that their validation and celebration of 
queer neoliberal human rights discourse “presumably makes Canadians feel 
proud of their nation’s status as a gay-friendly refuge,”34 while overemphasizing 
“the hegemonic narrative about gay persecutions” elsewhere.35

Caribbean feminist scholar-activists offer a useful remedy to this debacle 
and a way to refocus on what queer freedom can look like in a Caribbean 
context punctuated by violence and discrimination. I return to Nixon and 
King, who for instance offer embodied theory as a methodology and praxis for 
honouring queer people’s situated knowledge and experiences. This they posit, 
facilitates an approach attuned to people’s realities where they are located 
across intersections of race, class, gender and sexuality, among others. As  
such, organizing and advocacy must “encompasses the importance of com-
munity organizing and attention to the local  .  .  . and consult local [and 
regional] archives and to collaborate with local [and regional] scholars, 
community-based researchers, and other experts in meaningful ways.”36 With 
this in mind, the embodied approach to queer freedom in the Caribbean is 
one, as Nixon and King explain,

that does not ignore the reality of bodies—either of the people being 
studied or of those doing the analysis. We too often, for instance, talk 
about sex without any mention of pleasure, as is clear in the heavily 
used term “MSM (men who have sex with men),” which privileges 
global north epistemologies, HIV/AIDS work, and the international 
non-governmental funding complex over local language and ways of 
knowing. Embodied theories pay particular attention to the material 
reality of the body—how the body’s need for sustenance and safety can 
drive the decisions of everyone in every sector of a society.37

We should also take seriously feminist legal scholar Tracy Robinson’s pro-
vocation that Caribbean people’s imagined lives are an integral aspect of how 
we envision belonging in the region. Or as she argues succinctly, being attuned 
to imagined lives ensures that “we hear in one another’s contributions a tan-
gible embodied analysis that responds with words and ideas we already own.”38 
It is particularly important for activists, scholars, and funders to provide a 
space for queer people located within the region and its diasporas to actively 
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share their experiences. In adopting an embodied theory approach proposed 
by these Caribbean feminists, we can retell stories using the experiences, lan-
guage, and ideas that “address the tensions and contradictions of [their] daily 
lives . . . to destabilize received representations of experience [and] facilitate 
the political consciousness and the political communities that are necessary 
in order for us to revisit varied and far-reaching forms of domination.”39 In 
doing so, we recognize that silenced stories do not necessarily equate to silent 
existence. We must therefore work toward ensuring that other non-Global 
North realities are respected and honoured, and that we foster solidarities 
across difference.
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	6	Unfree Muslims
Islamophobia and the (Im)Possibilities 
of Muslim Belonging in America

Chad Haines

On the sunny and hot Friday afternoon of May 29, 2015, Abdullah, a Somalian 
refugee living in Phoenix, Arizona, and his family and friends made their 
way to the Islamic Community Center of Phoenix (ICCP). They were greeted 
by a throng of protestors, all white, mostly men, and many heavily armed. 
The police cordoned off the crowd, allowing the Muslims, who were mostly 
immigrants and refugees, Brown and Black, residing in the poorer western 
neighbourhoods of Phoenix, to enter the mosque for their Friday congrega-
tional prayers. However, the sight of the protestors’ signs and the sounds of 
their chants were not blocked. The organizer of the protest, Jon Ritzheimer, 
wore a tee-shirt expressing his own feelings: “Fuck Islam.” That pretty much 
set the tone of the protest.

The protest was one of many, given the rise of violence against Muslims 
across the United States following the 9/11 terrorist attacks. From 2001 till 
2015 there were on average 150 to 200 documented Islamophobic attacks 
annually, with spikes following Muslim-perpetrated violence in Europe or 
North America. However, from 2015 on, anti-Muslim hate crimes doubled.1 
This was the era of Donald Trump, from when he first started to run for US 
President. Trump seemed to tap into anti-Muslim sentiment and encouraged 
Islamophobic spectacles, such as Muhammad cartoon drawing contests. His 
rhetoric, framed by his campaign slogan of “Make America Great Again” situ-
ated Muslims, and other minorities, as outside, if not directly undermining, 
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America’s greatness.2 Donald Trump’s policies and rhetoric naturalized the 
spurious “Clash of Civilizations” thesis popularized by Samuel Huntington 
in the 1990s.3 Huntington mapped out a foreign policy of aggression against 
various Muslim-majority countries and linked a global economic and military 
(terrorist) threat to America by an (imagined) “Islamo-Sino” partnership. 
His concern was with security. And security, or fear of terrorism, was the 
expressed driving force of most anti-Muslim violence following the terrorist 
attacks on September 11, 2001. However, I suggest, underlying the issue of 
security are assumptions and values of a radical difference between America 
and Islam that many perceive as inherent and utterly incompatible. That is, the 
fear of Islam is not of terrorism and security, but rather a perceived under-
standing of Islam as being inherently counter to American liberal values.4

Over the past ten years, though certainly drawing upon much earlier ideas 
inherent in the long history of Orientalist discourses about Islam, Muslims 
are no longer imagined as redeemable: they are unsavable. In this discourse, 
they do not belong, not just because they are a security risk (something that 
can be countered and corrected) but because their religion and worldview 
are inherently oppressive and deny individuals freedom—thus, completely  
un-American. For the new brand of anti-Islam agitators and Islamophobes, 
Islam can never be reconciled with American values; thus, Muslims can 
never be true Americans. “Like the Inquisition . . . the modern secular Euro-
American worldview rejects the possibility of multiple paths to the ‘pursuit 
of happiness’” and freedom, making the Otherness of Muslims absolute.5 
Like communism and socialism, Islam is the antithesis of freedom, which is  
the cornerstone of what makes America great, so the argument goes.

This brand of anti-Islamism is connected to another movement question-
ing the place of Islam in the United States—emanating from some Muslims 
themselves. A number of leading Muslim American activists are demanding 
an Islamic Reformation similar to the Protestant Reformation of Christian 
Europe. The idea is to forefront American liberal values and relegate religious 
practices and beliefs to the private sphere. In effect, they are out to convert 
Muslims to Americanism. However, unlike the Islamophobes, the Reforma-
tionists do believe there is a place for Muslims in America but only once Islam 
is transformed into a liberal, American religion. For them, although Islam has 
questionable capacity to be American, it can be accepted if relegated to the 
private sphere and reduced to a second-class ideology.
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These Muslims naturalize the division of “good Muslims” and “bad Mus-
lims,” the latter being those who threaten Western liberal, secular values and 
lives.6 They accept the popular discourse that bad Muslims have “hijacked” 
Islam but some good Muslims are redeemable. Still, for the Reformationists, 
such as Ayaan Hirsi Ali and Zuhdi Jasser, there remain inherent problems with 
Islam that must be transformed for Muslims to assert their place in the liberal 
West, which is defined as fundamentally superior to “tradition-bound” Islam.

In this chapter, I trace out the Muslim as Other in America, reflecting 
on the intrinsic intolerance of American liberalism toward those deemed as 
non-liberal Others. By focusing on freedom as the focal point of contempor-
ary expressions of Islamophobia, I question how peace with the Other must 
be reimagined away from liberal and nationalist projects and re-envisioned 
as a communitarian ethic. As detailed in the introduction to this volume, 
liberalism is predicated on vertical thinking, on mapping hierarchical dif-
ferences between a much superior liberal West and an inferior Islam that is 
bound by tradition, predicated on dogmatic prescriptions of social behaviour, 
and rooted in irrational thinking. Islam, in the construction of liberalism, 
denies freedom of the individual and thus Muslims require to be freed from  
their religion.

Placing Islamophobia

“I am not Islamophobic,” declared Jon Ritzheimer when I interviewed him 
about his anti-Islam protests. In his imagining, phobias are rooted in an 
irrational fear, and for Ritzheimer, there is nothing irrational about hating 
Islam. While Ritzheimer’s critique of the term is an expression of his hate 
toward Islam, academically speaking, Islamophobia as a descriptive label of 
particular kinds of hate tends to be vague and undefined, covering a gambit 
of conceptual frames, though all focusing on particular sets of behaviours. 
Despite the vagueness of the term and lack of conceptual clarity, it is widely 
used and circulated in popular media and even in academia. Islamophobia 
has become a convenient catch-all term used by a variety of organizations 
monitoring hate, such as the Council of American-Islamic Relations Islamo-
phobia Watch Department and the UK website for documenting “anti-Muslim 
bigotry,” Islamophobia Watch.7

There are multiple conceptual frames employed to define Islamophobia that 
I map into four broad categories: as acts of hate, as a discursive representation, 
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as an expression of racism, and, finally, as a mode of governmentality. Many 
academic studies merge these different ways of understanding Islamophobia, 
providing significant analyses to power, government policies, and a virtual 
“industry” of producing anti-Islamic messages, often driven by racist ideol-
ogies. These studies interrogate what Mahmood Mamdani calls “Culture 
Talk”—the assumption “that every culture has a tangible essence that defines 
it, and it then explains politics as a consequence of that essence.”8 As a critique 
of the simplistic historical reimagining of Samuel Huntington’s “Clash of Civil-
izations” thesis, Mamdani documents how the geopolitics of the American 
“War on Terror” and its long history in the Cold War, reconstructs global 
antagonisms, arguing that “it is no longer the market (capitalism), nor the 
state (democracy), but culture (modernity) that is said to be the dividing line 
between those in favour of a peaceful, civic existence and those inclined to 
terror.”9 For Mamdani, the distinction between Islam and the West is imagined 
to be modernity and Islam’s incapacity of being modern. Many of the tropes 
and images employed by Islamophobes and Reformationists document  
Islam’s apparent traditionalism and anti-modern ideas and practices. I suggest 
these assumptions are predicated on the idea of freedom because modernity, 
in their eyes, is an evolution toward greater and greater freedom of the indi-
vidual, something Islam does not accept, in their estimation.

Mamdani’s political history reminds us that, counter to Huntington’s 
assertion that Islam is anti-democratic, Muslims around the world have and 
continue to clamour for more democratic participation. Only, countries like 
the United States and France seem to have a greater aversion to Muslims being 
democratic. From Algeria to Palestine (where the United States rejected elec-
tion results), from the Arab Spring to the military and monarchic dictators 
of Pakistan and Saudi Arabia (where the United States supports oppressive 
dictators with extensive military aid), over and over again, Western “democra-
cies” undermine democratic movements and possibilities in Muslim-majority 
countries. Despite this history of undermining or outright denying Muslims 
democratic polities, the myth of Islam’s rejection of democracy is naturalized 
in the discursive imagining of Islamophobes, like Huntington, who argues 
that “Western ideas of individualism, liberalism, constitutionalism, human 
rights, equality, liberty, the rule of law, democracy, free markets, the separ-
ation of church and state, often have little resonance in Islamic, Confucian, 
Japanese, Hindu, Buddhist or Orthodox cultures.”10 For Islamophobes, Islam 
is so incompatible with modernity, so counter to liberal values of equality, 
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liberty, and fraternity, so inherently dictatorial in its demands on adherents, 
so oppressive of women, that, regardless of history, Muslims are incapable of 
desiring democracy. Lack of freedom is the leitmotif of Islamophobia.

In what we might consider “popular Islamophobia” as distinct from Hun-
tington’s “academic Islamophobia,” fear becomes the dominate theme. In these 
representations, Islam preaches violence as encoded in the Qur’an, in the life 
of the Prophet Muhammad, and in Islamic history. Academic studies of this 
variant of Islamophobia focus on analyzing the discursive construction of 
the Muslim Other, following in the path of Edward Said’s ground-breaking 
Orientalism and his later work, Covering Islam.11 Such studies focus on the 
media, political cartoons,12 and Hollywood movies. Some studies dig behind 
the circulation of anti-Muslim imagery and media rhetoric to identify key 
actors and funders of the “Islamophobia Industry.”13 These studies interro-
gate popular perceptions of Americans toward Islam, Muslims, and Arabs in 
particular, and attempt to delegitimize the self-proclaimed “experts” of Islam 
predominately producing and circulating anti-Islamic messages, commenta-
tors such as Daniel Pipes, Robert Spencer, Steven Emerson, Frank Gaffney, 
and David Yerushalmi.

The discursive constructions of Islamophobia draw upon a variety of fram-
ing techniques to depict Islam as violent and manipulative, with the capacity 
to construct a liberal façade behind which lies a diabolical menace to West-
ern civilization. Through cherry-picking, stereotyping, and false causalities 
in their depiction of Islam, “experts” such as Daniel Pipes focus attention  
on the uniqueness of Western civilization and on Israel as a frontline state in 
the battle against Islam. Pipes continuously repeats catchphrases and loaded 
terms to create an illusion of an evil totality—terms such as “jihad,” “Islamists,” 
and “Sharia.” Even the titles of Pipes’s articles imagine the (Islamic) barbarians 
at the gates of Western civilization: “Islamic London,” “Willfully Ignoring the 
Jihad against America,” and “Islamist Violence Will Steer Europe’s Destiny.”14

Though written two years after the Boston Marathon bombing, “Willfully 
Ignoring the Jihad against America” argues against those who depicted the act 
as “terrorism returns,” as the headline in the USA Today declared on April 13, 
2016. Pipes does not see the bombing as an isolated event but rather a series 
of terrorist acts perpetrated against Americans but ignored by the media  
and others. With no data to support his claim, he asserts that “Islamic inspir-
ation often serves as the motivation of Muslim-on-infidel attacks around the 
globe” (emphasis added; the catch phrase “infidel” creates a sense of victimhood 
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by all non-Muslims). He further states that “Americans—including USA Today 
headline writers—barely know about the steady drumbeat of attacks, leav-
ing them unaware about the scope of ideological Muslim-on-non-Muslim 
violence currently underway.” Here, again without any actual data, Pipes cre-
ates a specialized knowledge, enlightening the rest of us about the reality of 
Islam. Later, when he does provide examples of Muslim violence, he offers 
no insights into motivations, connections, or support from external terrorist 
networks. One such example is the gruesome beheading of two Coptic Chris-
tians in New Jersey by a Muslim man in 2016. Pipes hints that the motivations 
for the act are unknown; therefore, he argues Islamic terrorism is mystifying 
and erratic, and therefore all the more terrifying. What Pipes fails to include 
in his article is that the perpetrator was a well known violent criminal with a 
long criminal record, including two armed robberies.15 Was his heinous crime 
motivated by Islam or by his own psychological bent? None of this appears to 
matter, for according to Pipes, given that the perpetrator is Muslim, all Islam 
is guilty, in its totality.

Also missing from Pipes’s judgement against Islam is comparative data. 
For example, do individuals of other religious traditions perpetrate crimes 
against those they see as fearful and consider to be non-believers at the same 
rates as Muslims? Is this a general pattern or one only Muslims are prone to? 
Obviously, for the Islamophobes, such information is irrelevant. The errone-
ous assumption that Muslims only act based on their belief in Islam, combined 
with the loaded catch phrases and terms, creates an image that Muslims are 
automatons of a fascistic religion.

Muslims themselves become targets of violence by individuals who inter-
nalize their fear of Islam. Never asking themselves if following their own 
hateful ideology makes them unfree, such perpetrators become the foot sol-
diers of Islamophobia. According to the Pew Research Center on Religion and 
Public Life, between 2014 and 2017, Americans “warmed up” to Islam from 
40% to 48%. However, that is still less than half the population, meaning that, 
at the time, 52% of Americans had negative feelings about Islam. Furthermore, 
Muslims ranked the lowest of all the other religious groups that Americans 
felt “warm” toward: atheists (50%), Mormons (54%), Hindus (58%), and Jews 
(67%).16 The survey was conducted in January 2017, before Donald Trump  
was inaugurated as the forty-fifth president of the United States, after which 
many observers acknowledge an increase in hate acts directed toward Mus-
lims. Even before, despite the increasing “warmth” toward Muslims, hate  
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crimes against Muslims increased. In 2016, there were 127 reported  
hate crimes, up from ninety-one the previous year and fifty-six in 2014—much 
higher than reported in the year after the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001.17

These increasing acts of violence against Muslims in the United States 
parallel similar trends of an increase in other forms of discrimination in the 
workplace, in schools, and on the streets. Mosques are increasingly vandal-
ized and Muslim women who choose to wear the veil, the ultimate sign for 
Islamophobes of the lack of freedom in Islam, are “freed” by having their 
veils ripped off in public by good Samaritans trying to save them.18 In these 
various acts of violence, direct and indirect, Islamophobia becomes a form 
of racism. The racialized history of Islamophobia exposes the deep roots of 
the racist nature of the American state from its foundations in slavery to the 
“Black scare” of the 1960s, as Edward Curtis argues.19

Along with Curtis, a number of scholars map Islamophobia as a form 
of racism, recognizing that “as a social construct not based on phonotype, 
race and thus racism [are] not limited to biological categories.”20 America 
is assumed to be white and Christian and practices a “racial agnosticism” in 
which Americans “forget or whitewash the past in order to safeguard Amer-
ican innocence and reinforce the status of American ideals as universal and 
American opportunity as perpetually open to all who are willing to avail 
themselves.”21 Open to all, that is, except followers of Islam, socialists, Asians 
who spread the coronavirus, and any other undesirable imagined at any given 
time, such as Irish and Italians a century ago before they too entered the 
echelons of whiteness.

Anti-Black racism in the United States is deep, running through our 
national veins; it is a part of who we are as a country. Racism toward Blacks 
is institutionalized in the US Constitution, our electoral practices, and our 
judicial system. However, this systemic racism against Blacks is related to, but 
different from, the hatred mingled with fear held toward Islam and Muslims. 
For the majority of Muslims in the United States, there is no history of slavery, 
no being considered only three-fifths of a human to be counted for political 
representation, no segregated neighbourhoods. There are, however, similar 
experiences of discrimination and policing on the street and in everyday life 
that link anti-Black racism and Islamophobia.

The association with whiteness and the assumed inherent, uncritical 
correlation between white-Anglo-Saxon-Protestant culture and being Amer-
ican, and the dismissal of Islam and Muslims, falls along a variety of fault 
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lines—civilizational, racial, modern, and ideological. Underling each of these 
primary fault lines is a belief in freedom that the Other has not yet achieved or 
is incapable of realizing. The accumulative effect is to map Islam as inherently 
un-American and thus, for many, un-Western. The fundamental assumption 
is of an America and a West that is not just white, but Christian and liberal, 
inheritors of a great civilization traced to ancient Greece and articulated in 
modernity through the Enlightenment and liberal thought. Islam is thus not 
just the Other of the West but an inherent part of it, even as it is rejected.22

Racism, as Curtis and others note, is not an anomaly of wrong beliefs, 
intricately interwoven into the national imagination and institutionalized into 
systems of discrimination. Rather, racism is a form of governmentality, an 
integral part of the modern, liberal, capitalist state.23 That is, racism and 
Islamophobia, along with anti-Semitism and anti-immigrant sentiments, are 
strategic to the expansion and deepening of state powers, penetrating the 
everyday lives of people. Racism, in its various expressions, is constructed 
through a Foucauldian “regime of truth” that functions “as a tool to support 
and sustain how people act in the social.”24

What Foucault delimits is that such state powers are not merely coercive 
but are productive. While there is extensive state policing of Muslims, par-
ticularly with the very unfree, illiberal Patriot Act passed after 9/11, the real 
mechanisms of control are constituted into ideas of citizenship and national 
patriotism, creating ways for Americans to police one another to advance 
the American ideal. Here is where Islamophobia becomes more than a mere 
discourse of Orientalist representations and becomes actions carried out by 
“patriots” on the ground; Islamophobia is transformed into a lived code of 
discrimination and varying degrees of violence.

The “Islamophobia industry” inspires acts of hatred against Muslims 
by producing and circulating vitriolic anti-Islamic messages. The industry 
comprises layers of actors who feed one another, creating a greater sense 
of legitimacy, at least in their eyes, and self-righteousness.25 On one end of 
the loop are the “experts” such as Daniel Pipes, Richard Spencer, and Steve 
Emerson, who circulate information on the evils of Islam and the illiberal 
behaviours of Muslims. They act as pundits for conservative news programs, 
directly feeding media images and giving context to particular events.26 These 
experts justify the hatred of Islam that is then amplified by a series of social 
media activists, such as Pamela Geller. Geller’s role in the Islamophobia 
industry is not just as amplifier but as provocateur. Geller provides fodder by 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

Unfree Muslims  163

“proving” how illiberal and scary Muslims are, in her estimation, by orches-
trating spectacles to elicit violent responses by Muslims. One of her most 
infamous provocations is the annual Muhammad cartoon drawing contests, 
such as the one in Garland, Texas, on May 3, 2015.

Dubbed a “free speech event,” Geller solicited drawings of the Prophet 
Muhammad to put on display and arranged for the far-right Dutch politician 
Geert Wilders to be the keynote speaker. Of the event, Geller wrote, “There 
should have been Cartoon Exhibits all over the free world, to show the jihad-
ists and their stealth allies in groups that are doing all they can to intimidate 
the West into abandoning the freedom of speech that we will not kowtow to 
violent intimidation.”27 For Geller, on one side is freedom, on the other, Islam.

The event did, in fact, provoke a counter action by two young men, spurred 
on by an online Islamist provocateur. The two men from Phoenix, AZ drove 
to Garland with guns and body armour. They did not make it far from their 
car when they were shot and killed by local security guards. Both men, Elton 
Simpson, a convert with online connections to a number of radical Muslims 
aligned with the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, and Nadir Soofi, regularly 
attended prayers at the ICCP. It is for this reason that Jon Ritzheimer organ-
ized his protest at ICCP on May 29, three weeks after the failed attack on  
the “First Annual Draw Muhammad Contest.”

Pipes, Emerson, Geller, and Ritzheimer all play different roles in the 
production and circulation of anti-Islam messages and images. Ritzheimer, 
though, takes Islamophobia a step further, making it an action, spewing 
hatred directly at Muslims, protesting with guns in front of their mosques. 
Islamophobia is a lived reality, not just a discourse of hate, fear, and suspi-
cion. As a realm of anti-Muslim actions, Islamophobia parallels anti-Black 
racism in the United States but diverges from it in that Islamophobia is 
predicated on the assumption that Islam is an ideology, that it has a political 
agenda. For American Islamophobes—and remembering that they come in 
all ideological and political stripes themselves: alt-right, conservative, lib-
eral, and progressives—Islam is the problem, not Muslims. Islamophobia is 
thus more akin to anti-communism and anti-Antifa than it is to anti-Black 
racism. Perhaps in Europe, Islamophobia is different—particularly in the 
United Kingdom and France, where there are larger pockets of Muslims resid-
ing, longer histories of migration, and of sordid pasts of colonial conquest 
and oppression. In the United States, Islamophobia is about the inherent  
un-Americanness of Islam.
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The Islamophobic experts, provocateurs, and foot soldiers work in tandem 
to expose how Islam is counter to the American values of freedom, democracy, 
and equality. As Ritzheimer asserted during our interview, Islam is “this full-
blown ideology of a way of life how everything needs to be.” Geller’s “freedom 
of speech” event exposed just how non-freedom loving Muslims are, driven 
by their Islamic ideology. Ritzheimer and others imbibe that approach and 
act on it on the streets.

Taking Islamophobia to the Streets

Jon Ritzheimer served in the Marines in Iraq on several tours of duty as part 
of the US occupying forces. He was dishonourably discharged for obtaining 
a tattoo on his arm, a violation of Marine policy. When he returned to the 
United States, Ritzheimer was angry and “still needed a purpose. I needed, 
you know . . . I got that warrior mentality, that warrior spirit. I needed a cause, 
if you will. And I set my crosshairs on Islam. And it was very easy to do.” He 
went on to elaborate how “we were indoctrinated from boot camp and, and 
they don’t turn that off. So the veteran when he comes home is naturally 
inflicted. And I’ve been battling with that; I still battle with that to this day.” 
He was trained to be a soldier, to defend the country based on who the state 
deems as a threat, to kill the enemy, to take the lives of other human beings.

What Ritzheimer was never able to do is see the Other as similar to him-
self; that was not part of his training. In fact, just the opposite—the enemy 
has to be seen as less than you, as less deserving to live, as someone worthy 
of being exterminated. He was trained to kill and had been dismissed from 
his mission unceremoniously. Ritzheimer was angry, he was “indoctrinated,” 
and he needed a purpose but was unable to see that perhaps some of those he  
felt most threatened by were themselves angry and searching for a purpose, 
that perhaps they acted out in ways similar to Ritzheimer—with violence 
against the Other. For Ritzheimer, his anger is his, unique, an individual’s 
mental state. That of Muslims, however, is collective, by dint of their being 
Muslim, followers of Islamic ideology (whatever that might actually be  
or mean). He is free to make choices, but they, the Muslim Other, act out 
Islamic ideology, according to him and many others. Muslims are not indi-
viduals but part of a collective horde that needs to be stopped.

So, when the attack on Geller’s event in Texas occurred and the two perpe-
trators were traced to the Phoenix Mosque, Ritzheimer was compelled to take 
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action, acting on his Marine instincts “to do good and do right.” He obviously 
was not alone when he staged his armed protest outside the ICCP. He was 
joined by a few dozen others, a mixture of people including some “Marine 
buddies” of his, all sharing the belief that Islam was inherently evil and Mus-
lims did not belong in the United States.

Ritzheimer’s experiences in Iraq loom large in his recounting, troubled by 
his experiences there and his return to civilian life, though he never provided 
specific details. He says,

I went to Iraq a few times, came back very angry and a devout atheist 
at the time. But intrigued with what I saw over there believing it was 
Islam. So who would send someone to put a bomb on their kid and 
send him out? Or send their kid out to try and kill other people? Was it 
money? What was pressing these people?

He never made it clear what exactly he witnessed, how many kids he saw 
with bombs or fighting, particularly as Iraq is not known for having child 
soldiers. In fact, according to Human Rights Watch, the only groups using 
child soldiers were two Kurdish militias in northern Iraq, both of whom were 
aligned with the US occupying forces.28 In short, what he claims he “wit-
nessed” were undoubtedly fed to him by a machinery of disinformation, one 
that he was either inclined to listen to and believe or one that was imposed on 
him through the Marine Corps to vilify and dehumanize Muslims.

As with the self-declared experts on Islam and radical Muslims in the 
United States, facts are not important. The threat, for them, is not really about 
security; it is about values. Security is a convenient trope that reflects on just 
how uncivilized and intransigent Muslims are. The real threat is the erosion of 
American values of liberty, democracy, equality, and freedom. Fear of terror-
ism and the loss of life are convenient rallying cries to galvanize the American 
public into very “unfree” actions. That is, liberal America has always been 
more than willing to act illiberally to advance its liberal credentials—coups, 
invasions, and occupations, all deepening domestic security apparatuses to 
“protect” Americans. This embodies Ritzheimer’s own political ideology, for 
which he spent a year in a federal prison for taking part in the 2016 armed 
occupation of the Malheur Wildlife Refuge in Oregon with Ammon Bundy 
and other libertarian, anti-government extremists. Ritzheimer is a member 
of both the Oath Keepers and the Three Percenters, organizations that have 
come to greater attention following the January 6 Capitol insurrection of 2021.
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Following the mosque protests in 2015, Ritzheimer went through a period 
of self-reflection. He confesses that, in looking back, “I am not that guy any-
more. At all. I was so unhinged. I was just lost. And consumed with anger and 
hatred. But it is definitely not me anymore. And I’ve got a different perspective, 
if you will.” He has reached the point where he knows how he conducted 
himself at the protest was wrong. Recounting, he reflected, “Looking back, 
wearing that shirt was not right. I lost the moral high ground with it. Would 
Jesus do that? I think he would go to their doorstep and tell them it was wrong, 
sure. But would he wear a shirt that said, ‘F Islam’? Probably not.” He even told 
me he was willing to return to the mosque and offer a public apology for his 
actions in front of the community. However, while he admits his tactics were 
wrong, he holds on to the underlying beliefs that drove them—that there is 
something inherently wrong with Islam, that it is un-American, and that it  
is counter to the ideals of freedom enshrined in the US Constitution. Muslims, 
he says, he can accept, but not Islam. If they keep their religion to themselves, 
perhaps, just perhaps, there is a place for Muslims in America. But he has  
his doubts that such privatization of religion is possible for Muslims.

Today, Ritzheimer’s “crosshairs” are no longer focusing in on Islam. His 
battles of returning America to its original, foundational values inscribed in 
the Constitution and the life and thoughts of the Founding Fathers are focused 
on government overreach, particularly the judicial system, and are driven 
by two experiences. The first is his conversion from atheism to born-again 
evangelical Christianity. The second emerges from his experiences of being 
with Ammon Bundy and others at the Malheur Refuge Center and his time 
in prison. Both experiences have influenced Ritzheimer’s approach to Islam 
today and raise a number of questions on the multiple strands, or manifesta-
tions, of Islamophobia.

In the months after the Phoenix Mosque protest, Ritzheimer started to 
question his atheism. Through a Messianic Jewish friend (who was part of the 
later occupation in Oregon) and others, Ritzheimer began to open himself 
to the possibility of believing in Jesus Christ. After the ICCP protest, threats 
against his life were made, and he moved his family to San Diego, while he 
remained at their house outside Phoenix.

On September 11, 2015, he was driving to San Diego alone to be with his 
family to celebrate his daughter’s birthday. The drive, following Interstate 8 
from Gila Bend, through Dateland, Yuma, and into California, cuts through 
a desolate, barren desert landscape. As he related to me, along the drive, 
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alone, he started to beseech God for guidance. His emotions overtook him; 
he pulled over to the side of the highway, kneeled, and began crying, praying, 
asking God for a sign so that he could accept Him into his heart. Finally, 
recomposing himself, he continued the drive, still in doubt, still hoping for 
a sign. As he crossed over the hills heading into coastal southern California 
and reception for his mobile phone strengthened, he checked his news feeds. 
The first post was a headline that a construction crane collapsed in the holy 
city of Mecca—auspiciously, for Ritzheimer, on the anniversary of the terrorist 
attacks on September 11, 2001. This was his sign from God.

In the accident inside the Haram Sharif, the mosque surrounding the 
sacred al-Ka’ba, 111 Muslims were crushed to death, all of them pilgrims from 
around the world, many of them poor peasants achieving the once-in-a-life-
time dream of visiting Mecca. “I was not happy there was death,” Ritzheimer 
told me. “But here I am one of the most notorious, outspoken people against 
Islam. Just got done asking God for a sign and pouring my heart out and 
on this day of all days, September 11. I’m just like . . . it was too much to be 
just coincidence to me. And I felt an instant whoosh! All of my anger, all of 
my everything just kind of vawhoosh and I was just like shocked; it felt like I 
was hit by lightning.” From that day forward, Ritzheimer has identified as a 
Christian. While he is sorry that lives were lost, the reality is, for him to be 
saved, to find God, 111 Muslims had to die and nearly 400 be seriously injured.

There is a deeper meaning to that event for Ritzheimer as well, one that 
freed him from his anti-Islam mission, allowing him to refocus his energies 
on anti-government activities. For Ritzheimer, the crashing crane in the most 
holy of Islam’s sacred sites meant that he no longer had to advocate against 
Islam, because “God’s got this!” It turns out that in his vision, God too is  
an Islamophobe.

In my interview with Ritzheimer, he also related how his finding Jesus 
Christ in his life mitigates how he expresses his hatred, though the hatred 
remains. Today, as a born-again Christian, Ritzheimer differentiates between 
Islam and Muslims. He hates Islam but loves Muslims and wants them to be 
saved too. He is now motivated to save Muslims from themselves. If they 
want to stay practising Islam, he claims, he has no problem with that, as 
long as their faith remains fully private; if they want to be American, then 
they must accept the idea that America comes first. While his own extreme 
views against the government are seen by many as highly problematic, for 
him, they are expressions of his patriotic duty to abide fully and truly to the 
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US Constitution. In this configuration, the Constitution, as a text, is read 
literally, it is a fundamentalist interpretation that Ritzheimer and his fellow 
libertarian activists hold onto. This sort of dogmatism is only acceptable when 
directed toward the United States of America, the American flag, and the US 
Constitution—obviously, not the Qur’an.

Again, we find an inherent contradiction in the expression of freedom and 
unfreedom. Muslims are criticized for blindly following a text that dictates how 
they should behave and think. Because Muslims blindly follow the Qur’an, and 
because according to the logic of these libertarian activists, the text is flawed 
and violent, they are justified in committing violence against Muslims to 
protect “our way of life,” “our values,” “our freedom.” These ideals, they argue, 
are enshrined in the US Constitution, which is sacrosanct, untouchable; a 
fixed text with a singular interpretation that we must rigidly—dare I say, 
blindly—abide by to achieve a great society. In short, the logic of this expres-
sion of Islamophobia is that we must behave the way Muslims are perceived 
to behave—dogmatically following a text with no individual agency.

Through his conversion, Ritzheimer shifts his focus away from Islam 
toward Muslims, though today he is more concerned about the deteriorat-
ing nature of the American government. His energies are focused on taking 
direct action against the state, leaving the purification of Islam to God. But 
he does remain concerned about Muslims, and his new approach is aligned 
with a more mainstream attitude toward Islam—for it to be truly Western, 
American, modern, liberal, there must be a “reformation.”

The sentiments behind Ritzheimer’s conversion reaffirm the basic mapping 
of Islam as something other than rational, civilized, modern, and American/
Western—the values held across the political and ideological spectrum in the 
United States. In mapping Islam as America’s illiberal Other, Islamophobes 
like Ritzheimer, Geller, and Pipes show the impossibility of Muslims ever 
being American.

But the question is whether such an impossibility is rooted in the supposed 
inherent evils of Islam or in the inherent racist incapacity of Americans and 
Western liberalism to accept those they imagine as the non-liberal Other? 
How tolerant is liberalism truly? How free are Muslims to be Muslim in 
Western liberal societies? Or more poignantly, As W. E. B. Du Bois famously 
asked of African-Americans, “How does it feel to be a problem?” But the 
question that is never asked is, why is American liberalism predicated on 
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seeing everyone else as “a problem”? Why are American values so inherently 
intolerant of anyone who is not liberal?

Land of the (Not So) Free

The twisted reality of Islamophobia is that, in imagining Islam as an unfree 
ideology, one then grants oneself the right to deny Muslims any and all free-
doms. That denial of freedom is encoded through governmental security 
mechanisms enacted through domestic and foreign policies. One of the most 
sweeping denial of freedoms in the United States is the 2001 Patriot Act, 
which contains provisions for surveillance, arrest, and special courts.29 On the 
foreign front, as mentioned, the United States has a long history of denying 
freedom and democracy to Muslim-majority countries. The US supported 
the 1953 coup in Iran that imposed the Shah as the ruler; provided extensive 
support to Pakistan’s military dictator Zia ul-Haq (ruled 1977–1988), who  
was the third largest recipient of military aid after Israel and Egypt and  
who oversaw the Islamization of Pakistan; and provided support to Egypt 
under Hosni Mubarak (ruled 1981–2011). There is also their support for count-
less other places with problematic human rights records, such as Saudi Arabia. 
A second mode of denying freedom to Muslims is through vigilante actions, 
such as those of Ritzheimer. For Muslim Americans, Islamophobia is a lived 
reality; their lives are reshaped based on fear of violence for being Muslim. It 
is estimated that as many as 250,000 hate crimes have been committed a year, 
since 2001, against Muslims, most of them unreported: that is over 650 a day.30 
One should add that many victims of anti-Muslim hate crimes are not even 
Muslim, but rather Sikhs, such as the murder of seven Sikhs in Wisconsin by 
Wade Michael Page in 2012.

Given American history and social reality, it is hard to imagine the country 
as anything but inherently racist and intolerant. No doubt that idea is disturb-
ing to both conservatives and progressives. The difference is that conservatives 
tend to see American history not as racist and discriminatory but as an increas-
ing infringement on their own freedoms over the decades. Progressives, on 
the other hand, accept the horrific crimes against humanity committed by the 
country but imagine American history as constantly improving upon itself. 
Though founded in slavery, so many progressives would argue, we overcame 
it. Though democracy was anything but democratic in the early days of the 
republic, over the decades more and more people have been granted the right 
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to vote. While it remains contested terrain, the progressive national vision 
maintains the country is progressing, improving its racist, discriminatory, 
sexist, and violent/oppressive record.

Thus, the past and the future are battlegrounds for conservatives and pro-
gressives. But underlying both imaginings are certain assumptions about the 
liberal values that form the foundation of the nation; these are sacrosanct. 
One sees them as being eroded away from an idyllic past; the other sees 
them as guiding principles striving to be achieved in an idyllic future. In both 
scenarios, though, there are forces that corrupt the liberal ideal of America, 
and that take the nation off course from being truly free. Today, one of those 
forces is Islam.

According to comedian and TV commentator Bill Maher, “In the Muslim 
world [extremism] is mainstream belief.”31 While Maher is a talking head with 
a long history of sexist and racist comments, he claims to be progressive and 
concerned with advancing liberal ideas. He sees Muslims as illiberal and, thus, 
a problem. Such an imagining is quite prevalent in progressive and leftist 
thinking in the United States, particularly in feminist thought. The so-called 
War on Terror unleashed following the 9/11 terrorist attacks became a means 
of “saving brown women from brown men.”32 Muslim Afghan women par-
ticularly were silenced, reduced to victims of an oppressive culture. Colonial 
history, regional geopolitics, and US imperialist interests in the region were 
easily ignored in celebrating the “liberation” of Afghan women from their 
burqas.33 This discourse is resurfacing today, following the Taliban victories 
in Afghanistan in August 2021.

Saba Mahmood clearly documents liberal unease with religious conserv-
atives, particularly Muslims. Western/liberal feminists assume “that there is 
something intrinsic to women that should predispose them to oppose the 
practices, values, and injunctions that the Islamist movement embodies.”34 
There is a rejection of alternative moral and ethical lives predicated on modes 
of sociality, modesty, and deportment, as embodied by many Muslim women. 
As a result, Muslims are imagined as lacking the free will or self-realization 
so intrinsic to Western liberal thought. Rather, they are conditioned by their 
tradition, Islam, which is then deployed to explain all acts and behavioural 
peculiarities performed by any Muslim. Whatever a Muslim does, by dint 
of being Muslim, Islam is the explanation of their actions, as detailed in the 
analysis of Daniel Pipe’s depictions earlier.



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

Unfree Muslims  171

When Western feminists question why a woman would choose her own 
oppression by following the tyranny of tradition rather than pursuing her 
self-realization with individual autonomy, the answer is easy—Islam.35 As 
Mahmood points out, there is an uncritical assumption in progressive liberal 
thought about liberation, freedom, and individual agency that is predicated 
on a binary with an unliberated, unfree, non-individual Other.

Whether conservative or progressive, in the United States there is “a 
civilizational discourse that identifies both tolerance and the tolerable with 
the West, marking non-liberal societies and practices as candidates for an 
intolerable barbarism that is itself signalled by the putative intolerance ruling 
these societies.”36 For progressives, the future is to liberate those entrapped by 
illiberal ideologies and cultural traditions, who continue to live lives defined 
by irrational cultural practices, who are not free. For American conservatives, 
the issue is not saving Muslims from themselves but rather reforming them 
to accept the principles of the Founding Fathers of the United States to save 
America, or, to use the slogan of former President Trump, “make America 
great again.”

That exclusionary paradigm is comprised of various tracts, in which each 
foundational value of liberalism provides a map of alterity, of Self and Other, 
of liberal and illiberal, of free and unfree, of rational and irrational. There 
are, however, inherent contradictions to achieving the goals of saving lib-
eralism from Islam. In addition to sweeping surveillance and extrajudicial 
powers (including the assassination of American citizens), to save Muslims 
from themselves, the state attempts to ban and regulate Muslim behaviour. 
While in the United States there is no “veil ban” as in France, there is a rise of  
anti-Sharia laws being passed by state legislatures. While the threat of “creep-
ing Sharia” has never been truly documented, the implication on the erosion 
of freedoms is clear. In France, as Joan Scott asserts, the headscarf ban was

conceived of . . . as a valiant action by the modern French state to 
rescue girls from obscurity and oppression of traditional commun-
ities, thus opening their lives to knowledge and freedom, even if it 
meant expelling them from school. The contradiction—that legislation 
designed to provide choice ended up by denying it—was not perceived 
as such by the law’s champions. This was because of their faith in the 
superiority of their philosophy, their equation of it with universalism, 
progress, and civilization.37
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Freedom, then, is framed within the nation, a national ideal, something 
for the members of a nation. Those outside, invaders, immigrants, “illegals,” 
those who want to erode “our freedoms and values,” and those who under-
mine our ability to be “great” are afforded the status of being unfree until and 
unless they convert themselves, reform themselves, or transform themselves 
into members of the nation, holding the same values, same aspirations as 
normatively imagined. Freedom today is constrained, entrapped within the 
nation. It is not a universal value or a means of struggling against oppression, 
but rather a debased idea; freedom today is a warped reflection of an idea, 
trapped inside a funhouse of “freedom of choice.”

Conclusion

As agents of the nation, freedom and liberalism in general provide a pathway 
for imposing unfreedom on others deemed outside the nation. This imagining 
of the Other as unfree and then imposing unfree acts upon them because of 
their lack of freedom is the condition of peacelessness. The lack of peace is 
not an inherent quality of the Other, but rather an imagining of the Other 
through the lens of the nation and employing the state and various modes 
of governmentality to dictate and define the place of the Other. Through 
the liberal nation, the Other is forever a condition of conflict that needs to  
be managed, segregated, and/or converted.

Does the Other always have to be a threat? Does the Other always have 
to be imagined as the site of non-peace? Is it possible to transcend the Kant-
ian notion of our human propensity for evil that then requires restrictions, 
policing, and ultimately Othering? The nation-idea is predicated on a div-
isive imagining of community, of some belonging and others not and being a 
potential threat. While Benedict Anderson linked the nation to the idea of an 
“imagined community,” in reality, there is no community encapsulated within 
the nation-idea except one bounded, segregated, and dependent on policies 
and practices of exclusion.

What the liberal imagination lacks, confined within the bounded struc-
tures of the nation-idea, is a sense of collective freedom. To move toward 
peace, collective freedom must be inclusionary in its imagining, an under-
standing of a collective oneness. While never a socio-historical reality, the 
Islamic concept of ummah, of community, is one step in realizing our human 
potential. Yes, within Islam, that illiberal, unfree, violent Other, are values and 
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ethics that provide the possibilities for human peace, for a people’s peace.38 
Rather than erase the ethical values of diverse cultural traditions, rather than 
mapping them in a hierarchal structure, rather than binding them to par-
ticular communities, we need to enter into a dialogical relationship between 
Self and Other.

Jon Ritzheimer as a nationalist is unable to see beyond the greatness of 
America’s foundations and uses his Christianity to construct a superiority  
of traditions. He was willing to walk across the street during his violent 
protest of the Phoenix Mosque and shake hands with the Imam, yet he is 
willing to return to the mosque and apologize. Ritzheimer is far from an ideal 
model of imagining people’s peace, but within him is the kernel of possibility, 
predicated on a human ethic of concern and respect. Once we break down the 
walls of the nation-idea that we have internalized into our own worldviews, 
peace will find a place in our world. Once we stop limiting our ethical values 
only to our community and start seeing the human potential in the Other as 
well, peace will find a place in our world. Once we free our own hearts from 
the unfreedom of hatred, peace will find a place in our world.
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	7	 Killing Machine
How Mexican and US States of 
Exception Turned Revolutionaries and 
Migrants into Bare Life, 1969–1996

Alexander Aviña

I got no face, no name, I’m just a killing machine
I cut the population down, if you know what I mean.

—Judas Priest, “Killing Machine,” 1978

Isabel Ayala Nava survived two killing machines and died at the hands of a 
third. Born in the Mexican state of Guerrero, she joined a peasant guerrilla 
organization in late 1973 and fell in love with the communist schoolteacher 
who led the struggle. That union produced a baby daughter in September 
1974, in the midst of a brutal systematic campaign of state terror waged by the 
Mexican state against the bourgeoning guerrilla movement and its support-
ers. In late November, soldiers disappeared her and her baby, passing them 
through a series of clandestine prisons and camps. After nearly three years 
of illegal detainment—during which the young guerrillera suffered rape and 
torture—Ayala Nava and her daughter, Micaela, left Military Camp 1 in Mex-
ico City and “reappeared.” More than six hundred guerrerenses never did. At 
some point in the 1980s or 1990s, she fled Guerrero and migrated to the United 
States, having survived the deadly journey across the US–Mexico border that 
many thousands have not. When she learned of a growing human rights 
movement that demanded justice and the return of loved ones disappeared by 
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the Mexican state, Ayala Nava went back to Guerrero to actively participate, 
organize, and provide witness. On July 3, 2011, as she left a church service 
with her sister on the outskirts of Acapulco, assassins gunned them down. 
Ayala Nava and her sister joined the tens of thousands of Mexicans killed, 
victimized by a government-led “War on Drugs” that, in practice, is a bloody 
state of exception—or, to express it differently, a killing machine.1

A myriad of social theorists, philosophers and legal scholars have con-
sidered how a “state of exception”—the temporal or permanent suspension of 
the rule of law by a sovereign power in the face of a perceived threat—deprives 
certain individuals and/or communities of legal rights.2 They are reduced, 
according to philosopher Giorgio Agamben, to “bare life”: deprived of all legal 
protections by a legal act, susceptible to multiple forms of violence includ-
ing death, banished to a zone of lawlessness.3 For Agamben, understanding/
locating states of exception and their production of bare life reveals the kernel 
of (Western) law and sovereignty, a foundational component that is con-
stitutive of political power and the normative legal regimes that sustain it.4 
Nazi concentration camps represent the “hidden paradigm of the political 
project of modernity”—a camp paradigm that has spread and proliferated to 
become “the new biopolitical nomos of the planet.”5 Agamben draws a straight 
line to the United States’ so-called War on Terror, identifying Guantánamo 
and Camp X-Ray as sites where “bare life reaches its the maximum indeter-
minacy”; thus, to him, revealing that the state of exception has become the  
rule. The “juridico-political system” has become “a killing machine.”6

This chapter analyzes the historical formation of the killing machines— 
the states of exception—that Isabel Ayala Nava survived in 1970s Guerrero 
and the US–Mexico borderlands. But to understand why the Mexican state 
would disappear individuals in the 1970s and then re-disappear their bones 
in 2001 (for example) or the historical palimpsest of settler colonial violence 
that is the US–Mexico border, we must engage with and go beyond Agamben’s 
normative definition of sovereignty, democracy and politics.7 A model that 
posits social peace as the normative baseline, underscored by the realization 
of individual subjectivity and “the achieving of agreement among a collectivity 
through communication and recognition,” fails to account for those other 
projects of sovereignty fundamentally structured by a politics of death.8 The  
colony, the slave ship, the sugar plantation, the frontier, the reservation,  
the counterinsurgent “zone of protection” all constitute other sites of “max-
imum indeterminacy” that, to quote philosopher Achille Mbembe, also 
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“constitute the nomos of the political space in which we still live.”9 And these 
sites, these systems, can only function as permanent states of exception in 
which sovereignty is expressed nakedly as “the right to kill” and “where ‘peace’ 
is more likely to take on the face of a ‘war without end.’”10

In Guerrero and the US–Mexico borderlands, the right to kill assumed a 
more specific expression: the right to disappear. The thousands of disappeared 
persons in both spaces—and the expression of sovereignty via the right to dis-
appear individuals deemed disposable and hence subject to a lasting, haunting 
death—links these two states of exception. These two histories suggest that 
to disappear presupposes the prior reduction of entire communities to ban-
ishment and bare life. Using the theoretical literature on states of exception, 
and influenced by the work of Black intellectuals and artists who situate  
the nomos of our times in the histories of the trans-Atlantic slave trade,  
I analyze the historical processes that shaped the making of bare life in 
Guerrero and the Arizona–Mexico border. I argue that state construction of 
peasant guerrillas and undocumented migrants as “criminals,” “lawbreakers,” 
and “aliens”—a criminality often cast in civilizational, racial, and counter-
insurgent terms that then produces a forfeit of rights—shaped and enabled 
violent state responses and strategies. Reducing its victims to bare life, the 
killing machines jailed, tortured, raped, killed, and disappeared “bandits,” 
“cattle-rustlers,” “subversives,” “illegals,” and “aliens.”11

Additionally, this chapter suggests that both 1970s Guerrero and the 
Arizona–Mexico borderlands represent, to borrow from journalist Charles 
Bowden, laboratories of the future.12 Considering the ongoing Mexican “War 
on Drugs” (with its more than 90,000 disappeared since 2006) and the use of 
elite Border Patrol units with deployment experience in Iraq and Afghanistan 
to momentarily disappear protestors in US cities like Portland, the future 
is here.13 The lines between “frontiers” and “metropoles” have blurred; they 
always were. As such, the histories recounted in this chapter have something 
political to teach us. That these spaces constitute literal (Arizona–Mexico 
borderlands) and politically imagined (Guerrero) faraway frontiers further 
enabled the violence that created bare life. Much like the European colonies 
that Mbembe analyzes, historically and politically, these spaces “are similar to 
frontiers . . . the zone where the violence of the state of exception is deemed  
to operate in the service of ‘civilization’”—and its late modern cousin, national 
security.14 These “frontier regions” and the histories of the communities 
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that inhabit them suggest that states of exception are the rule—not the 
exception—coming soon to a place near you.

In what follows, I begin with a discussion of the bones—that is, the con-
sequence of bare life—in which I connect three histories separated by time 
and space but united by the perilous search for peace and justice. I then shift 
the focus to the state terror and violence in Guerrero, Mexico, during the 
1970s, before ending with an analysis of how US federal government policy 
in the 1990s transformed the Sonoran Desert into what anthropologist Jason 
de León termed a killing machine of migrants. The desert, he argues, “is a 
remote deathscape where American necropolitics are pecked onto the bones 
of those we deem excludable.”15 We thus turn to the bones.

The Bones and the Excludable

. . . and I saw a great many bones on the floor of the valley, bones 
that were dry.

—Ezekiel 37:2

In responding to a question from literary scholar Patricia Saunders about the 
limits of historical knowledge, representation, and archives in reconstructing 
the story of the Zong—an eighteenth-century British slave ship—poet Nour-
beSe Philip remarked, “I want the bones . . . ‘give me the bones’ I say to the 
silence that is so often what history presents to us . . . the bones actually ground 
you.”16 The bones, Philip seems to imply, offer the possibility of materially 
remembering individuals in history that populate archives more as spectres 
than as clearly identifiable historical agents, or, in the case of the Zong, solely 
as commodities, as measurable units of valuable goods and capital “lost” at sea, 
harnessed in the service of calculating insurance claims brought forth by the 
slave ship’s owners. If the archive is—in the entirety of the history of the trans-
Atlantic slave trade, of American slave plantation regimes, of the persistent 
legacies of racial capitalism and the continuity of post-emancipation slavery 
configurations that went by other names across the Americas—a “death sen-
tence, a tomb, a display of the violated body, an inventory of property,” to 
quote Saidiya Hartman, can the bones help in the writing of disappeared or 
undocumented histories?17 Can the bones help historians, in following Philip’s 
orders, “defend the dead?”18
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In a different time, in a different place, Tita Radilla has answered in the 
affirmative. The daughter of Rosendo Radilla, a campesino community leader 
detained and disappeared by Mexican soldiers in the southern state of Guerrero 
in August 1974, Radilla and her family have waged a decades-long struggle 
seeking to locate the remains of her father.19 When interviewed in July 2008 
during the forensic excavation of a former military base in Atoyac de Álvarez, 
Guerrero in a search for clandestine graves, she remarked: “they say the bones 
talk . . . the bones will tell us what happened to them. . . . I know my father was 
at the military base.”20 The bones talk; give us the bones. For Radilla and the 
hundreds of thousands of Latin Americans who lived through the disappear-
ance of loved ones during the region’s “long Cold War,”21 finding the bones may 
lessen or disrupt the anguish and uncertainty that torture the survivors long 
after the enforced disappearance. The brutal suspension of time, the continu-
ing terror enacted with the disappearance of a loved one, might end, and the 
mourning begin. Yet, as Radilla notes in the same interview, she wants more, 
perhaps something akin to Hartman’s desire: “I want to say more than this. I 
want to do more than recount the violence that deposited these traces in the 
archive.”22 Tita Radilla wants justice.23 And she wants to defend the hundreds, 
possibly thousands, of other disappeared Mexican dead.

“The entire border is a carpet of human remains,” César Ortigoza told 
journalist Aura Bogado in late 2018. Ortigoza, a migrant who entered the US 
in 1989, helped create a group called Los Armadillos that combs the most 
inaccessible parts of the US–Mexico borderlands searching for lost migrants: 
alive and dead. César is a committed volunteer who balances his full-time 
job as a maintenance man with his weekend searches, accompanied by more  
than a dozen other members of Los Armadillos. The organization has a 
prominent presence on Facebook, helping to connect with the concerned 
family members of migrants who haven’t received news of their loved 
ones. Family members like Eliseo Cárdenas Sánchez, who stumbled upon a 
photograph of his father’s identification card next to a small pile of bones on 
Facebook. His father had disappeared in 2008 after trying to cross the border. 
Most recently, Los Armadillos found remains in Arizona’s Organ Pipe Cactus 
National Monument, including a tiny spinal column. “The bones,” Ortigoza 
said, “the bones were so small.”24



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

182  Aviña 

State of Exception in 1970s Guerrero

In 1960s and 1970s Guerrero, the long-ruling authoritarian Institutional 
Revolutionary Party (PRI) unleashed a killing machine. A constellation of 
military, paramilitary, and police agents carried out enforced disappearances 
as a way to terrorize an insurgent rural population into submission and to pre-
emptively defuse any additional rebellious leanings in a region rich with living 
legacies of peasant resistance and struggle. To “annihilate”—the term used 
by a 2006 report presented by the office of the Special Prosecutor for Social 
and Political Movements of the Past (Fiscalía Especial para Movimientos 
Sociales y Políticos del Pasado, or FEMOSPP)—two separate peasant guerrilla 
movements, soldiers, police, and death squads tortured, raped, jailed, and/
or disappeared thousands of guerrerenses beginning in the late 1960s up to 
the early 1980s. These practices of state terror represented neither random 
outbursts of military violence in the context of a communally backed peas-
ant revolution nor the work of a few rotten state “apples.” Rather, practices 
like enforced disappearance demonstrated a systemic application ordered by  
the PRI civilian leadership and implemented by state security forces to annihi-
late armed movements supported by dozens of peasant communities and 
urban barrios located mostly in coastal Guerrero.

That high level of popular support proved problematic for both PRI 
politicians and military officials, as it transformed entire communities 
into potential enemies of the Mexican state. The region thus became a 
counterinsurgent “zone of lawlessness” that combined state terrorism with 
socio-economic development and state institution building to drain popular 
support from the guerrillas.25 That state agents tortured and disappeared actual 
and potential guerrillas, terrorized actual and potential guerrilla-supporting 
communities, suggests that the Mexican state was interested in the eradication 
of both actualized and potential instances of revolution against its oligarchic 
rule. State terror aimed to contain and prevent revolutionary challenges. To 
disappear individuals also meant the disappearance of resistance, utopias, and 
communal networks; of insurgent pasts, presents and futures.

In Guerrero these insurgent memories and utopias consistently fuelled 
popular movements and resistance. Rosendo Radilla, in his corrido “El 
Guerrillero,” succinctly summarized how the 1960s unfolded in the southern 
state: “Señores, I am a campesino / from the state of Guerrero / they took 
away my rights and turned me into a guerrilla.”26 Throughout the decade, 
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“civic insurgencies” challenged violent cacique (boss) political and economic  
domination at the local and regional levels.27 These sorts of movements 
demanded, in general, an actually existing pluralistic political democracy (in 
contrast to the one-party authoritarian rule of the PRI) and social and eco-
nomic justice. In 1960–1961, a broad, multi-class civic movement succeeded 
in deposing a corrupt and violent governor using massive protest marches, 
constant petitioning of Congress, and the occupation of public spaces—not 
before soldiers massacred more than twenty protestors in December 1960. A 
subsequent electoral effort to organize an opposition political party and run 
candidates for municipal and state-level positions ended in accusations of 
PRI-led fraud and yet another massacre. The bloody suppression of an elec-
toral movement that called for “the democratization of the political system of 
the ejido [communal landholding], municipality, district, state, and nation”28 
led one of its leaders—schoolteacher and future guerrilla Genaro Vázquez—to 
the conclusion that “the electoral path does not solve [working-class and 
campesino] problems and the secret, universal vote is a bourgeois trick.”29

In the years that followed during the governorship of Raymundo Abarca 
Alarcón (1963–1969)—a former military doctor closely aligned with local 
caciques and key national political figures—agrarian conflicts and political 
protests intensified.30 The state legislature passed laws in 1965 that effectively 
criminalized any political activity and dissent that threatened to provoke 
“social dissolution.”31 State police or military forces attacked entire peas-
ant communities for supporting opposition political parties or protecting 
local forestry resources from politically connected caciques,32 assassinated 
campesino leaders who organized rural unions independent of PRI control,33 
imprisoned state university students who led a strike against the governor-
aligned university rector,34 and massacred more than thirty-five copra farmers 
in Acapulco in August 1967 when they tried to seize their union headquarters 
from corrupt leaders.35 Months before, in the small coastal city of Atoyac 
de Álvarez, another massacre occurred when state police forces opened fire 
on a group of parents protesting an unpopular school principal. A communist 
rural schoolteacher named Lucio Cabañas barely survived that attack and fled 
to the mountains.36

After a decade of massacres, two socialist peasant guerrilla movements 
led by Vázquez and Cabañas emerged in the late 1960s: an armed revolu-
tionary response to the PRI’s use of outright violence and coercion to smash 
popular movements that had organized and acted within the political and 
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legal confines of the 1917 Constitution. Such practices of state terror helped 
transform students, rural schoolteachers, campesinas, campesinos, military 
deserters, veterans of the 1910 Mexican Revolution, and rural communities 
into revolutionary subjects seeking the radical transformation of Mexican 
society. Indeed, they sought a new revolution. They fought until late 1974, 
when soldiers defeated the last remnants of the Cabañas-led Party of the Poor 
(PDLP) (a number of smaller revolutionary organizations would keep fighting 
until the late 1970s; PDLP survivors would regroup and resurface during the 
1980s). To accomplish this military victory, the civilian leadership of the PRI 
had responded by turning the region into a counterinsurgent “state of siege” 
where military power gradually became sovereign power able to determine 
who could live and who had to die.37

“Packages” and the Language of Bare Life in the Archives

Te vas a ir de marinero . . . o te vas a ir de minero.

(You’ll either go as a sailor . . . or a miner.)

—Simón Hipólito, Guerrero, amnistía y 
represión, 139

Los “guachos” nos amenazaban diciendo que íbamos a ir a darles 
banquetes a los tiburones.

(The soldiers threatened us by saying that we would be the feast  
for sharks.)

—Testimony of Maximiliano Nava Martínez, 
FEMOSPP, Informe Histórico a la Sociedad  
Mexicana, 621

In offering a longer periodization of the Mexican government’s use of 
state terror after 1940, historian Gladys McCormick identifies three dis-
tinct periods: 1946–1962, 1962–1968, and 1968–1982.38 While the last period 
proved most violent and prolonged—and when the systematic practice of 
enforced disappearance begins, according to human rights groups and the  
FEMOSPP report—the previous two provide evidence of PRI experimentation 
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with different forms of repression and terror mainly in the countryside and 
provincial cities. Such forms included attempts to co-opt dissident leaders 
or the application of targeted violence—threats, surveillance, kidnapping, 
imprisonment, torture and/or assassination—as a way to disarticulate protest 
movements from the top down. The Dirección Federal de Seguridad (DFS, a 
political police force created in 1947 with the help of the US Federal Bureau 
of Investigation “as an instrument for controlling the population”) and the 
Mexican military played key roles in this process of violence calibration—roles 
that only expanded in the 1960s and 1970s.39

Beginning in late 1967, violence calibration became counterinsurgency 
in Guerrero, with public and private facets. In its public manifestation, PRI 
officials and military/political intelligence worked to depoliticize revolution-
ary armed struggle by publicly framing military and police operations as 
anti-crime “War on Drugs” campaigns against “bandits” and “cattle-rustlers.”  
In this public construction of a criminal subject, historian Camilo Vicente 
argues, the apolitical delinquent erased the dissident.40 From 1967 to 1970, 
military doctors and even barbers embedded within small military units 
travelled into the highlands to wage “social labour” campaigns that included 
free medical care and vaccinations, intending to win hearts and minds. The 
general who recommended these campaigns argued that the “vaccine of  
the [1910] Mexican Revolution best inoculates against the viruses of Com-
munism and Clergy spread by bad Mexicans who sought to infect the 
consciousness of the poor masses.”41 Five hundred soldiers “dressed as doc-
tors,” as the PDLP mocked them in a May 1969 communique, collected 
information on the whereabouts of the guerrillas while providing the sort of 
medical care that campesinos in the region had long demanded.42

As the armed actions of the guerrillas gradually assumed offensive dimen-
sions at the end of 1969—mostly in the form of police ambushes, kidnappings 
of hated local caciques, and bank “expropriations”—the military responded 
by inaugurating the practice of enforced disappearance. Soldiers detained 
and disappeared schoolteacher Epifanio Avilés Rojas in May 1969, who was 
accused of participating in a guerrilla bank “expropriation” in Mexico City.43 
Months later in October, another modality of violence emerged, according 
to a government spy: soldiers from the 48th Infantry Battalion executed 
two campesinos in extrajudicial fashion “after their detainment in the town 
of Huehuetán.”44 In subsequent military campaigns, Operation Friendship 
(1970) and Operation Spider Web (1971), soldiers used torture, rape, 
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and disappearances as a way to gather intelligence and discipline “restive” 
communities—all publicly presented as counter-narcotics operations.45

In the years that led to the final military defeat of the PDLP in December 
1974, the PRI maintained and expanded the public, criminalizing dimen-
sion of counterinsurgency.46 “Social labour” turned into sustained economic 
development and state investment during the presidency of Luis Echeverría 
(1970–1976)—a subtle admission that something was indeed rotten in the 
southern state.47 As a local politician bravely told the president, “for the fed-
eral government to support and help the state of Guerrero, we need many 
Lucios.”48 At the same time, the private terroristic aspect of counterinsurgency 
also expanded in response to guerrilla military actions that civilian and mil-
itary officials interpreted as a growing insurgent threat. Thousands of soldiers 
poured into the state.49 Nominally, the target remained the same: rural and 
urban communities located in coastal and central Guerrero, particularly in 
the municipality of Atoyac de Álvarez.

A key turning point occurred in the summer of 1972 when PDLP guerrillas 
ambushed two military convoys. Fully recognizing the group as a popularly 
supported guerrilla force in secret military and DFS documents, officers 
developed operations that aimed to militarily annihilate the guerrillas by 
isolating them from their peasant base of support.50 To achieve that separ-
ation, the military (with state police serving as auxiliaries) used tactics that 
“tortured entire highland communities”: the forced re-concentration of rural 
hamlets in municipal capitals, arrest and imprisonment of entire barrios, 
the violent persecution of entire families related to Cabañas and captured 
guerrillas, public torture and executions of individuals in front of their com-
munities, controlling and restricting the availability of foods and medicines in 
municipalities believed to support the guerrillas, the pillaging of campesino 
homes and individuals, forcing campesinos to work as snitches (madrinas) 
against their own communities and families, and the broader establishment  
of a regional state of siege that prevented farmers from working on their coffee 
and maize plots.51 Yet, despite such tactics, popular support for the guerrillas 
continued to grow. By November 1973, in the midst of Operation Firefly, a 
new term first appeared in military correspondence, one whose usage would 
become both ubiquitous and systematic for the next year: the package.52

Dated November 22, 1973, encrypted message #17136 describes a series of 
planned military manoeuvres based “on information provided by packages.”53 
Rather than list the names of captured individuals—in this case mostly  



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

Killing Machine  187

likely Raúl Morales Loeza (disappeared) and Pedro Adame Ramírez (detained 
and tortured)—high-ranking military officers reporting to superiors in Mex-
ico City from late 1973 to early 1975 consistently used “package” to denote 
captured individuals believed to possess intelligence on the guerrillas. The 
“revision of packages” likely meant interrogation and torture;54 “injured pack-
ages” referred to hurt individuals detained by soldiers;55 individuals coerced 
into identifying guerrilla supporters at military checkpoints became “identi-
fier packages;”56 “archived packages” were individuals imprisoned, put away 
somewhere within a labyrinthine network of clandestine jails and torture 
centres.57 By August 1974, officials expanded the term to describe suspected 
individuals not yet in military custody: “based on information provided by 
packages, we are organizing an ambush to intercept packages attempting to 
flee the region.”58 Anyone and everyone living in coastal Guerrero could be 
and become a “package.” More than anything, it was this terrorizing of an 
entire civilian population that enabled military and police forces to identify, 
encircle, isolate, persecute and annihilate the PDLP by the end of 1974. In this 
biopolitical calculation, some had to die for the majority to live.

What did these “packages” suffer? After detainment, torture: severe beat-
ings, the rape and sexual assault of women, electrocution, hanging men by 
their testicles, the insertion of water hoses in the anus that filled victims with 
water prior to physical assault. Torturers also used psychological methods, 
threating to disappear the victims by throwing them into the Pacific Ocean 
or in one of Guerrero’s many cave complexes.59 Some testimonies recalled 
how torturers used children to force their parents to talk by placing guns 
to their heads.60 This systematic violence occurred in secret prisons located 
on military bases in Guerrero or Mexico City and in police “safe houses” in 
Acapulco. Sometimes the torture occurred on basketball courts in highland 
communities, in front of the entire population.61 Charred bodies that began 
to appear on the outskirts of Acapulco in early 1974 demonstrated another 
sadistic form of public torture: forcing detainees to drink gasoline before set-
ting them on fire.62 After imprisonment and torture, some victims managed 
to survive, released by their military or police captors and bearing profound 
physical and psychological marks that would afflict them for the rest of their 
lives. Estela Arroyo “said her father ‘came out of jail, but he came out dead.’”63 
Others never came out.

How many did soldiers and police disappear? A final FEMOSPP investiga-
tion and report, amid much controversy, lists nearly 800 from the mid-1960s 
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to 1982, with more than 600 cases of enforced disappearance occurring in 
Guerrero. The Association of Relatives of the Disappeared and Victims of 
Human Rights Violations (AFADEM), a courageous group co-led by Tita 
Radilla that traces its origins to the mid-1970s and has collected many testi-
monies, presents a higher number at 1,300 nationally. Gustavo Tarín, a police 
enforcer and torturer during the 1970s based in Guerrero, testified in 2002 
against his former military commander and estimated fifteen hundred dis-
appearances in the southern state alone.64 These estimates—based on an 
incomplete, curated “archive of terror” hesitantly provided by a hostile state 
and the brave testimonies of victims and survivors willing to risk death to 
become part of the “archives of pain”—are most likely conservative. How 
many cases have not been reported?65 How many of the victims were buried 
in unmarked, clandestine graves, like the bodies of two PDLP guerrillas dis-
covered in 2014 by investigators working for the Guerrero Truth Commission 
(Comisión de la Verdad del Estado de Guerrero, or COMVERDAD)?66 How 
many of the disappeared were thrown into the Pacific Ocean from airplanes 
and helicopters during an estimated thirty “death flights?” Where are the 
“black lists” that recorded the names of the disappeared, according to surviv-
ors, Tarín, and the Air Force officers who piloted the “death flights”—death 
flights that actually increased in number after the defeat of the guerrillas in 
1974 and continued until the late 1970s?67 A photograph of Marcelo Juárez 
Serafín, a fifteen-year-old guerrilla captured by soldiers after the killing of 
Cabañas on December 2, 1974, represents perhaps the only known photo-
graphic evidence of a victim of enforced disappearance in Guerrero.68 We 
don’t have the bones, “for their graveyard is the ocean.”69

In the absence of bones, we are left with military documents that describe 
the detainment and “revision” of “packages”—like the documents dated 
August 25, 1974 that refer to the capture of Rosendo Radilla and six other 
“packages” at different military checkpoints.70 We are left with the testimonies 
of people like Rosendo’s son, Rosendo Radilla Martínez, who as a young child 
watched soldiers violently take his father off the bus they were riding. He  
remembers his father asking the soldiers why they were taking him. And  
he remembers their response: for writing corridos (ballads) about the guer-
rillas. “That’s a crime?” his father retorted. “No, but you’re fucked anyway.”71
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By Way of Conclusion: Bare Life in a Desert of Bones

What does it mean to defend the dead?

—Christina Sharpe

More than 7,000 migrants have disappeared trying to cross the most dangerous 
parts of the US–Mexico border since the late 1990s. Sometimes their bodies 
are recovered: 2,771 in southern Arizona alone between 2000 and 2014. And 
these are conservative estimates. Scholars like Jason de León, Roxanne Doty, 
Reece Jones, and Corey Johnson, who use Agamben’s work to help understand 
this level of border death and suffering in “spaces of exception,” point to the 
federal policy of “Prevention through Deterrence” (PTD).72 Implemented in 
the mid-1990s after federal officials deemed successful local Immigration and 
Naturalization Service efforts in deterring “unauthorized border crossings” in 
major urban centres (the building of walls in transnational cities like El Paso 
and San Diego), PTD would strategically use “the natural environment . . . as 
the foundation for border policy.” Forcing migrants to attempt their cross-
ings away from major urban centres, through dangerous and inhospitable 
natural environments such as the Sonoran Desert, became official policy; 
indeed, policy makers weaponized extreme environments as a way to deter 
migrants—or to render them invisible—knowing the dangerous and poten-
tial deadly consequences. As de León argues, “one way for the government 
to measure the efficacy of PTD is via a migrant body count.”73 Culpability for 
migrant deaths was displaced onto the natural environment while those same 
deaths allegedly served as a deterrence to potential migrants—the expression 
of bare life in the desert, in a space of exception, in a zone of lawlessness. 
Indeed, the Border Patrol still uses the death of migrants attempting to cross 
the border as an indicator of the success of their policies.74 Within this necro-
political matrix, the bodies of migrants and asylum seekers who survive the 
desert are caged in private detention prisons, generating value and profits for 
both the companies and their shareholders.75

How many more died or disappeared in the decades prior to PTD? And 
why? During the late 1970s, a journalist from the Arizona Daily Star talked 
to migrants captured by the Border Patrol while trying to cross into Arizona. 
“The trail up here is littered with the bones of Mexicans,” they told him.76 Dur-
ing the mid-1970s, white vigilantes terrorized migrants trying to cross through 
the California–Mexico border, shooting them from the flatbeds of their trucks; 
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“dozens of bodies were found in shallow graves” in the San Diego area.77 By 
the late 1970s, migrants encountered snipers and the KKK’s “Border Watch” 
patrols—led by a 27-year-old David Duke—who wore shirts that read “White 
Power.” One Border Patrol agent told a reporter that his colleagues gave the 
KKK the “red carpet” treatment when they arrived in the San Ysidro border-
lands, even encouraging them to capture migrants. Historian Greg Grandin 
recounts that Border Patrol agents reported “finding pitfall traps, modelled on 
the punji traps Vietnamese would set for US soldiers, in the swampy Tijuana 
estuary, an area of the border vigilantes started calling Little Nam.”78 If the 
California–Mexico wall did not keep out migrants—parts of which were made 
from helicopter landing pads used previously in Vietnam—the pitfall traps 
in “Little Nam” stood guard.

Decades later, a new generation of paramilitary border vigilantes shaped 
by another cycle of US imperial adventures would bring their faraway wars 
to the border and migrants. In the mid-2000s, Minutemen reported seeing 
“Middle Eastern guys with beards” and finding “Arabic–English dictionaries 
in the sand.” One of these vigilantes drew a parallel with another instance 
of settler colonialism—one that has exported border wall, policing and 
counterinsurgency technologies to the US and Mexico for decades—when 
he remarked, “this is our Gaza.”79

The type of violence recounted in this chapter suggests that states of 
exception, far from constituting temporary anomalies within state projects  
of sovereignty that claim the mantle of democracy, represent the rule. “Con-
flict and the state of exception,” Gareth Williams argues for Mexico, “reveal  
how society functions.”80 I extend that argument to the US today. In par-
ticular, the practice of enforced disappearance reveals the core of sovereign  
power. The body of the disappeared, as political theorist Banu Bargu argues, 
“becomes the surface upon which sovereignty imprints its mark—a mark 
written with an ink that erases itself as well as the surface out of existence.”81 
How then can we interrupt and abolish the material and cultural processes 
that render certain communities and individuals as “Being-outside, and yet 
belonging?”82 I think about my role in this, as the son of undocumented Mex-
ican migrants who crossed the border multiple times from the 1970s to the 
early 1990s, braving terrible suffering and violence. What is my/our respons-
ibility in writing these histories? In her work on the afterlives and ongoing 
impact of slavery on Black diasporic communities, literary scholar Christina 
Sharpe provocatively asks, “what does it mean to defend the dead?”83
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Those who search for the bones and the disappeared lead the way. “The 
dead will bring us along,” said María de la Luz López Castruita, mother 
of Irma Claribel, disappeared in 2008 in the northern Mexican city of 
Torreón.84 These peace workers courageously invite us to reimagine and 
work toward the actualization of justice and peace in the face of hostile 
state power. For surviving relatives of disappeared persons in Mexico 
since the 1970s, defending the dead means recovering both the physical 
remains of their loved ones and their memory. It means organizing hunger 
strikes, searching for clandestine graves in dangerous locations, pressuring 
recalcitrant and hostile political/police authorities and risking their lives.85 
It means organizing and pressuring state authorities to end the legal and 
political impunity enjoyed by those who staff and run the killing machines.  
The courageous testimony and praxis of the surviving victims of these kill-
ing machines go beyond Agamben and his political pessimism by asserting 
that the possibility of justice depends on the active, dangerous recovery of 
disappeared persons and their historical memory. At the very least, finding 
a loved one disrupts the prolonged, punishing uncertainty that afflicts the 
surviving long after the act of disappearance. As Tita Radilla told me, “We 
want the truth no matter how painful.”86

Justice, in other words, requires defending the dead. And without justice, 
as Black Lives Matter protestors most recently affirmed in radical fashion 
throughout dozens of US cities in 2020, there can be no peace. Against the 
“sovereign politics of erasure” that work to ensure that these histories remain 
silenced and the disappeared remain disappeared, we need the memories, we 
need the bones, we need the names, we need the clandestine graves, we need 
to defend the dead.87 The very condition of possibility for peace depends on 
remembering, on memory. Facing two “Visceraless” states for “which bodies 
are not a matter of care but a matter of extraction,” as Mexican writer Cristina 
Rivera Garza argues, we write to remember and to testify.88 We cannot and 
will not forget.

Notes

I deeply appreciate the incisive, generous suggestions and feedback provided by 
Yasmin Saikia, Chad Haines, and the rest of the participants at the “Peace with the 
Other” conference. Thank you also to my colleague Tracy Fessenden for her gener-
ous commentary on an earlier version of this chapter.
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	8	There Are No Signs
Feeling Black in a Post–Jim Crow 
America

Camille D. Burge

“What’s the difference between the racism and prejudice you experienced in 
the 1950s and 1960s, and what you see and experience today?” I posed this 
question to civil rights activist Diane Nash in January of 2018 while having 
dinner with her along with the Villanova University Martin Luther King Jr. 
Day Planning Committee. Nash is best known for being the chairperson of the 
student sit-in movement in 1960 in Nashville, Tennessee, where she organized 
many protests that ultimately led to the desegregation of Nashville’s lunch 
counters. It was because of her tireless efforts and negotiations with the local 
government that on May 10, 1960, Nashville, Tennessee, became the first major 
southern city to formally desegregate lunch counters. Around that same time, 
she and other students from the South assembled in Raleigh, North Carolina, 
and founded the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee. After the 
sit-ins, Nash played an integral role in coordinating the 1961 Freedom Rides 
across the Deep South. When responding to the question about the differences 
between racism during Jim Crow and now, Nash took a deep breath, peered 
over her wire-rimmed glasses, and said, “There are no signs.” I, along with 
several others at the dinner table, gasped aloud, but we proceeded to nod 
our heads in silence and agreement as Nash unpacked her answer about the 
segregation and discriminatory treatment that Black Americans face daily.

“There are no signs.” These four simple words encapsulated my entire 
lived experience as a Black person in a post–Jim Crow America—namely, that 
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even though the signs clearly demarcating the spaces that whites and Blacks 
could occupy are long gone, explicit and implicit racism reigns supreme in 
every corner of the United States, resulting in an inescapable Othering based 
on the colour of one’s skin. This chronic skin-deep “Other-ness” that Black 
Americans feel is not new. It is written into our founding documents, codi-
fied in our pieces of legislation, reinforced by the judicial system, and deeply 
ingrained in the minds of the masses.1 Because of this chronic Othering, 
Black Americans’ lived experiences have been and continue to be powerfully 
sculpted by race. From slave codes to Black codes and from Jim Crow to mass 
incarceration, the United States has created restrictive laws at every level of 
government to curtail the freedom, political power, and economic and edu-
cational opportunities of Black people.2 After all, it was Black veterans who 
were not afforded the same educational and home ownership opportunities in 
the GI Bill as their white counterparts.3 It was local, state, and federal housing 
policies that mandated residential segregation, which has contributed to the 
differential rates of home ownership between Blacks and whites as well as 
the demographic and socio-economic makeup of suburban and inner-city 
areas.4 Black students in schools are three times more likely to be held back  
as their white peers, and they also suffer harsher penalties for the same 
offences than their white counterparts in the educational system.5 It is Black 
people who are incarcerated disproportionate rates when compared to  
white people who are found guilty of similar offences, to the point that one 
out of every thirteen Black Americans has lost their voting rights at the hands 
of felon disenfranchisement laws.6 In addition, Black people are twenty-one 
times more likely than their white counterparts to be shot by the police.7 From 
the time of slavery to present day, Black people have been and continue to  
be treated differently simply because of the colour of their skin.8

Given Blacks’ differential treatment based on race and their negative emo-
tional experiences, it is rather difficult to imagine the conditions under which 
Black and white people in America might ever attain some semblance of 
peace. All the same, in keeping with the goal of this volume, I seek here to 
envision what peace between opposing groups might entail. I adopt the defin-
ition of peace proposed by antiracist gender scholar Jennifer C. Nash. Peace, 
she argues, “is a radical call for freedom from oppressions, and a bold chal-
lenge to rethink how we live together in ways that not only honor each other’s 
dignity but that recognize and redress the violence that has marked—and 
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continues to mark—the everyday. Peace, then, is an ongoing call to imagine 
living otherwise.”9

If Black and white Americans are to answer that call, they must come to 
understand what underlies the impulse to violence. The Reverend Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. stated, “One day we must come to see that peace is not merely 
a distant goal that we seek but a means by which we arrive at that goal.”10 In 
what follows, I attempt to explain those means toward peace. I begin with 
the Civil Rights construction of peace, which requires economic and social 
justice for all. Recognizing that this vision of peace may never be realized, 
my second goal is to provide concrete steps that I believe we can take as a 
nation to get us closer to that vision by focusing on the actions of individ-
uals, groups, and institutions: the adoption of an antiracist framework, which 
involves dismantling racism at the individual, interpersonal, institutional, and 
structural levels. I then discuss how the adoption and implementation of a 
truth and reconciliation commission might lead to peace. Since institutional 
and interpersonal steps toward peace may be adopted by some but not the 
masses, I then focus on how Black Americans might go about pursuing 
and finding inner or personal peace in a nation that, regardless of the steps 
taken toward peace, will more than likely continue to view them as the Other.

Feeling Black

How does it feel to be Othered in the only country one has ever known? How 
does it feel to be tethered to a country and a majority group of people who 
will never see you as an individual? Or to encounter people who will balk at 
the idea that your ancestors ever contributed anything to make America great 
and whose laws were never meant to protect you but rather intended curtail 
your access to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness? This is the reality of 
Black Americans in a post–Jim Crow America. One of my most prominent 
strands of research examines the role of emotions in Black politics and how 
they shape attitudes toward groups, politicians, policy opinions, and various 
types of political participation (voting, donating money to candidates, signing 
petitions, wearing/displaying campaign paraphernalia, and so on). Drawing 
on findings from focus groups and original survey experiments from 2012 
through 2017, I reframe my understandings of Blacks’ emotions, especially the 
experiences of pride, shame, anger, and fear in the context of being Othered 
in America.
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Pride, Shame, and Anger

From historical and contemporary perspectives, pride, shame, and anger often 
encapsulate the Black experience in America. It was Marcus Garvey who 
implored Black people to be proud of their African heritage,11 psychologist 
Claude Steele who wrote about the intense sense of shame and internalized 
racial oppression among Black Americans,12 and the words of preachers and 
activists that told Black people it was okay to be angry at legal and societal 
discrimination.13 Narratives surrounding these three emotions are often found 
across disciplines like history, sociology, literature, and Africana studies.14

What is pride? Richard Lazarus defines pride as “the enhancement of 
one’s ego identity by taking credit for a valued object or achievement, either 
our own or that of someone or group with whom we identify—for example, 
a compatriot, a member of the family, or a social group.”15 There are several 
ways that pride can be generated. Alvin Zander, Richard Fuller, and Warwick 
Armstrong write state that “a member’s sense of pride can be affected by his 
group’s achievements.”16 Mascolo and Fisher state that pride can be generated 
“by appraisals that one is responsible for a socially valued outcome or for 
being a socially valued person.”17 When describing what about being Black 
made them feel proud, participants in my 2012 focus group studies used the 
following words and phrases: resiliency, survival, ability to overcome, ability 
to rally around certain issues, accomplishments, strength, endurance, love for 
each other, and resourcefulness. For example, Barbara stated,

Our ability to overcome in spite of all the ways that we have been 
oppressed throughout the years and while folks say y’all need to be 
happy, discrimination don’t exist anymore we got a black president, 
they need to wake up and smell the coffee and we are still succeeding 
despite that . . . against all odds.

Janet, along with several others, cited the importance of the strength of  
Black people:

Yea, I think our strength and Black people particularly I’m thinking 
about the fact that we didn’t come here as voluntary immigrants we 
were forced to come here and yet we succeeded given whatever the 
circumstances we had to face. . . . We succeeded and I think that’s a 
tremendous source of pride.
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Despite being chronically Othered via tremendous legal, explicit, and implicit 
racial discrimination, many of my focus group study participants focused on 
their feelings of pride and the myriad ways in which members of their racial 
group have been able to overcome oppression.

While finding strength and pride in the ability to overcome oppression is 
one side of the lived experience of Black Americans, being Othered in Amer-
ica also results in a great deal of shame. Shame is defined as “an all-consuming 
experience of the self as fundamentally flawed or defective.”18 Shame is also 
defined as “an affective reaction that follows public exposure (and disapproval) 
of some impropriety or shortcoming.”19 Upon feeling this emotion, the goal 
is maintenance of others’ respect and/or affection, preservation, or positive 
self-regard. Psychology scholars have found that shame emerges among  
Black children during early childhood development because at a young  
age, Black children in the United States are taught implicitly and explicitly 
that white skin is better than darker skin.20 In a study of 250 Black children 
now known as the infamous “Doll Tests,” Clark and Clark found that Black 
children do draw distinctions between Black and white dolls and have a strong 
preference for wanting to play with the white doll, ascribing more positive 
characteristics to the white doll than the Black doll.21 There are no tangible 
signs to tell Black children that their skin is less desirable, but they inter-
nalize the stereotypes, myths, and misinformation that society communicates 
to them about the inferiority of their group.22 Extant literature in psychology 
and sociology suggests that members of groups with negative stigmas, espe-
cially Black people in America, are more likely to internalize these feelings 
of shame and oppression.23 These messages have done true damage to Black 
people, which is why campaigns like “My Black Is Beautiful” and “Black Girls 
Rock” are necessary, as they provide a national platform to help correct these 
widespread, inculcated, and internalized feelings of inferiority.

Being Othered requires and/or implies that Black Americans have been 
lumped into one large group: stereotyped as violent, lazy, prone to criminal-
ity, and different from the seemingly more virtuous characteristics of white 
Americans. In “On Being Ashamed of Oneself,” W. E. B. Du Bois argues that 
Black people are “ashamed and embarrassed because of the compulsion of 
being classed with a mass of people over whom they have no real control 
and whose action they can influence only with difficulty and compromise and 
with every risk of defeat.”24 Psychology literature suggests that individuals 
might feel ashamed when they witness others who share their group identity 
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engaging in behaviours that are seen as revealing a flawed social identity. In 
other words, just as through my own misdeed I feel ashamed of who I am, 
when a group member engages in a wrongdoing, I might feel ashamed of 
who we are.25

Research in psychology finds that feelings of shame are especially pro-
nounced when members of stigmatized groups engage in behaviours that 
confirm negative stereotypes of the group.26 Indeed, my findings from the 
focus group study reveal that Black people experience shame when they wit-
ness members of their racial group engaging in activities that confirm negative 
stereotypes of the group; they cited several examples: poor appearance, lack 
of knowledge of self-worth, lack of belief in self, poor choices, giving up, 
dependence on welfare, indecency in public, disrespect/ignorance, prizing 
athletics over academics, Blacks not reaching back to help other Blacks, lack 
of priorities, excuses, negative portrayal in the media, Black-on-Black crime, 
and blaming others for their place in society. Robert stated, “with this society, 
I think their public appearance, the saggy pants . . . the pyjamas.” Catherine 
stated, “Men and women not taking care of their kids or running to welfare 
or running to food stamps. They’re like let me pop out a kid . . . who’s going 
to pop out a kid just cause? That’s crazy . . . no.” Karen stated, “I’m ashamed 
by the welfare system and how trickling generations are just in that cycle  
and they don’t want to do anything to get out of it.” Being Othered and teth-
ered to a group with a negative stigma causes an internalized sense of shame 
and oppression.

Undeniably, anger has also been at the core of being Black and Othered in 
America. Anger is defined as “a belief that we, or our friends, have been unfairly 
slighted, which causes in us both painful feelings and a desire or impulse for 
revenge.”27 Anger is a negative emotion wherein blame for undesirable behav-
iour and resulting undesirable events is directed at another person or group. 
Anger produces a desire to regain control, remove the obstruction, and if 
necessary, attack the source of injury.28 Banks states, “Anger is experienced 
when a person has been threatened and, more importantly, when an indi-
vidual is certain about who’s responsible (or blameworthy) for the offense.”29 
Lazarus states that if we blame someone for a wrongdoing, it requires that 
we believe that the individual engaged in the slighting could have acted dif-
ferently, that they had control over the offending action. The individual or 
maybe group of people that we are blaming is the appraisal that grows out of 
the context of threat and frustration.30
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What is it about being Othered in America that angers Black people? 
Black Rage, written by two Black psychiatrists in 1968, was devoted to under-
standing why Black people in America were angry and why they chose to 
express that discontent through protests and riots. In this work, Grier and 
Cobbs state that Black people in America are angry about the “unwillingness 
of white Americans to accept Negroes as fellow human beings.” In fact, the 
entire message in Black Rage is “that despite the passage of five Civil Rights 
bills since 1957, despite the erosion of legal supports for segregated institu-
tions, despite greater acceptance of Negroes into our major institutions, both 
public and private, it is still no easy thing to be a Black person in America.” 
These psychiatrists further argue that “the civilization that tolerated slavery 
dropped its slaveholding cloak but the inner feelings remained . . . [that] the 
practice of slavery stopped over a hundred years ago, but the minds of our 
citizens have never been freed.”31 Until Black people have equality with white 
Americans and are treated like human beings, they will continue to be angry.

Focus group study participants pointed to the following sources of anger 
as a result of being Othered: being guilty by association, the assumption of 
ignorance, and being the exception to the rule. The anger about societal treat-
ment described across the focus groups mimic what we find in the literature 
on Black anger. In regard to stereotypes, Cose devotes an entire chapter to 
discussing how Blacks are often “guilty by association.”32 This notion of being 
guilty by association stems from individuals ascribing negative characteristics 
to members of the Black community simply because of the colour of their skin. 
The best illustrations of these phenomena were expressed by Janet, when she 
recalled two separate instances in which she was stereotyped as a criminal in 
a department store and a single mother of unruly Black children:

There’s a store that used to be here called Cain-Sloan. . . . I could not 
walk in that store without being followed around. If I’m in here I can 
buy whatever I want. . . . You need to talk about Ashley Judd about 
that. It’s just the stereotype. . . . It’s the assumption that I can’t afford it 
or that I’m going to steal it.

I think that what angers me are stereotypes. I’m trying to think of 
the time when I was an angry Black woman was several years ago. . . . I 
was living in California and I was at the Stanford Mall this very upscale 
hoity-toity mall. I was in some shop and then there’s these two Black 
kids that came in by themselves. . . . They were being kids . . . not doing 
anything wrong . . . just being rambunctious kids and the shop keeper 
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was very snooty like, “You need to do something with your kids.” I’m 
like do you see a rang on my fanger anywhere?! What makes you think 
that those are my kids?! I mean I went off . . . ALL THE WAY OFF! I 
was angry and I was like why did I get so angry about that? It’s sort of a 
natural assumption . . . at the same time . . . did you see the kids come 
in with me? My kids would have been controlled you know.

Cheryl made an interesting statement to this effect when she said,

I had a white woman tell me that she understood exactly what I went 
through as an African American because she went through it as a 
woman every day and when I got through explaining to her that she 
could never ever understand what it felt like to not be able to take this 
off . . . to not be able to present in front of somebody else and they not 
see you coming, you can’t begin to know how I feel; after I was done 
her nose was bleeding and I didn’t hit her . . . but there is just no way 
she can feel that.

I fielded a study with fifteen hundred Black Americans in the fall of 2017 
to better understand the emotions of Black people during the presidency of 
Donald Trump. When provided with an open-ended prompt about how they 
felt as Black Americans in the current political climate, many respondents 
focused on the unequal treatment by law enforcement being a source of anger. 
When writing about anger, one respondent stated,

I always expected this country to want to make progress toward living 
up to its ideals of giving effective equality, liberty and justice to every-
one. The rise of Donald Trump and his ilk has led me to question my 
beliefs in the essential goodness of the American people. The blatant 
excusing of police brutality against Black people also makes me angry 
and sad on a regular basis. I’ve come to the conclusion that I might be 
better off living outside of the United States, a place where I was born 
and raised—I’ve come to feel the equal treatment that my ancestors 
fought for over generations might never be realized and I am quite 
disillusioned.

Another respondent stated,

Police brutality is something that angers me extremely. The people 
that are supposed to protect us seem to be doing the most harm. I got 
pulled over a few weeks ago and was genuinely afraid of what would 
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happen. That should never be the case. I’m angered at the fact that they 
created Blue Lives Matter in a result of the Black Lives Matter cam-
paign. Being Black is not a choice, being an officer is. They can take 
their uniform off; we can’t change our skin colour. It’s insulting.

Another respondent echoed those sentiments when they stated,

It angers me when I think of police brutality because the police are 
supposed to protect and serve the people regardless of race but they 
have forgotten about those terms and have lost all respect because of all 
the killings of black men, women, even children who would want help 
or anything to do with them honestly.

The reason why Black people are angry in America is because they have 
been Othered since their arrival to America in 1619. As Grier and Cobbs 
note, Black people have never been treated like equal human beings in this 
society; all Black people in America have been asking for is equality.33 What 
does that equality look like in practice? Equal funding for schools. Equal  
opportunities to receive home loans. Equal treatment before the law.  
Equal treatment in social spaces. It means that if a white person sees a Black 
man jogging in a neighbourhood, they let him jog, because you would never 
shoot at or suspect a white man jogging in your neighbourhood of a crime.34 
If you see a young Black boy playing with a toy gun in the park, you let him 
play, because you do not believe he poses a threat.35 If a Black man in a park 
asks a white woman to leash her dog, she leashes it because the sign tells her 
to—she does not call the cops to weaponize her whiteness.36 It means that I, 
as a Black woman, can get pulled over by the police and not have to worry 
about dying. Until Black people have equality before the law and in practice, 
Black people will continue to be angry.

Fear

How might fear factor into the experience of being Othered? Fear is a vital 
response to physical and emotional danger—if we didn’t feel it, we couldn’t 
protect ourselves from legitimate threats. Lazarus states that fear involves 
threats that are concrete, sudden, and related to imminent physical harm.37 
As it pertains to fear, one third of respondents in the 2017 study focused on 
police brutality against Black people, the lack of fairness in the criminal justice 
system, and the rise of racism and prejudice in the aftermath of the election of 
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Donald Trump. Although this state-on-citizen violence is not new, especially 
as it pertains to Black Americans, the proliferation of social media outlets has 
led to the recording, posting, and subsequent reposting of these atrocities to 
the broader world within a matter of seconds, thus allowing individuals who 
have only heard about these instances of violence to actually see them in either 
real time or just moments after their occurrence. Below are two archetypal 
examples of these fear responses:

Police brutality is affecting the black community. I fear for future black 
children growing up in this world.

I am afraid and appalled by the blatant racism being fostered as a 
result of this presidential election. I feel that with the Trump victory 
in the presidential election many people felt it gave them the right to 
openly discriminate against minorities. There has been an increase of 
violent incidences against minorities. The idea that the USA is a white 
country seems to be the message being sent. I am afraid for myself, 
my family and all the minorities in this country. Any progress made 
is being rolled back and eliminated. The worst is to see or hear any 
minority praising these actions.38

The chronic Othering of Black people in America has led many white 
people to fear Black people, but it is Black people who truly suffer the con-
sequences. Historically, Black Americans have been portrayed as inferior to 
white people, and this negative portrayal has had deleterious consequences 
for how white Americans perceive Black Americans. While acknowledging 
that human faculties defy empirical study, Thomas Jefferson wrote in Notes  
on the State of Virginia, “I advance it therefore as a suspicion only, that the 
blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or made distinct by time and 
circumstances, are inferior to the whites in the endowments both of body  
and mind.”39

What followed the publication of Jefferson’s opinions in the late 1700s was 
a well-tuned white elite propaganda machine, consisting of white politicians, 
religious leaders, artists, scientists, and academics, which substantiated these 
claims of Black inferiority. Indeed, Burrell states that “one of the greatest 
propaganda campaigns of all time was the masterful marketing of the myth 
of Black inferiority to justify slavery within a democracy.”40 From slavery 
throughout the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, white and Black people 
were inundated with portrayals of Black people as lazy, shiftless, lawless, 
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violent, and dumb; it was these characterizations and depictions of Blacks 
that helped to justify their oppression and Othering.41

Black people live in fear for their lives because being Black in America 
can get you killed. It does not matter how many degrees a Black person has 
attained, nor what their level of income is. When Black people built thriving, 
self-sufficient towns during Reconstruction (1865–1877), white people who 
were afraid of their progress and independence burned them down.42 His-
torically, a Black person accused of a crime could be jailed and/or lynched 
without a trial.43 If a Black person is walking down the street with a hoodie 
on, someone can view them as threatening and put an end to their life.44 As 
we have seen time and time again, a police officer can arrest and kill a Black 
person without serving any jail time. Fear is a rational response to constantly 
being Othered because it is a response to physical or emotional danger. Black 
people have faced a great deal of both since their arrival to the United States.

No Justice, No Peace

“No Justice, No Peace” is a popular chant at protests, which suggests that, if 
there is injustice in an institution (for example, the criminal justice system 
via policing and rulings of the courts, education, health care, etc.), there will 
be civil unrest. But what will it take to truly know justice and know peace in 
America? What are the prospects of peace between Black and white people  
in America? On March 18, 1956, the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. deliv-
ered a sermon titled “When Peace Becomes Obnoxious” at Dexter Avenue 
Baptist Church. During this sermon, King drew distinctions between posi-
tive and negative peace. He viewed negative peace as Black people accepting 
injustice and exploitation for the sake of maintaining good and peaceful race 
relations with whites:

If peace means accepting second class citizenship, I don’t want it. If 
peace means keeping my mouth shut in the midst of injustice and 
evil, I don’t want it. If peace means being complacently adjusted to a 
deadening status quo, I don’t want peace. If peace means a willingness 
to be exploited economically, dominated politically, humiliated and 
segregated, I don’t want peace. In a passive non-violent manner, we 
must revolt against this peace.45



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

210  Burge 

King argued that we should focus on positive peace, which involved the pres-
ence of justice and goodwill. Black and white people in America should seek 
to live in positive peace with one another. This positive peace is reflected in 
Nash’s definition of peace as “a radical call for freedom from oppressions, 
and a bold challenge to re-think how we live together in ways that not only 
honor each other’s dignity but that recognize and redress the violence that 
has marked—and continues to mark—the everyday.”46 With this definition 
in mind, I will explain the all-encompassing vision of peace promoted by 
activists from the Civil Rights Movement: economic and social justice for all 
Americans. I will also discuss the ways in which that work is being cham-
pioned by the Poor People’s Campaign in the present day. Considering that 
this version of peace may never be realized, I then provide concrete steps 
surrounding the actions of individuals, groups, and institutions that can get 
us closer to peace: the adoption of an antiracist framework and the establish-
ment of a truth and reconciliation commission. I conclude by providing a few 
suggestions for how Black Americans can find inner and/or personal peace 
should all the previous attempts at corporate peace fail.

Activists during the Civil Rights Movement had an ambitious vision for 
peace in America: economic and social justice for all. Immediately after secur-
ing a wide range of civil rights for Black Americans via the Civil Rights Act 
of 1964 and Voting Rights Act of 1965, leaders of this movement pivoted to 
human rights for all Americans. Fannie Lou Hamer stated it eloquently:

What would I look like fighting for equality with the white man? I 
don’t want to go down that low. I want the true democracy that’ll raise 
me and the white man up . . . raise America up . . . a deeply integrated, 
loving community rather than segregated chaos; hope rather than 
despair—raising up America and making the world over.47

In Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community? Martin Luther King Jr. 
echoed those sentiments by stating, “Equality with Whites will not solve the 
problems of either Whites or Negroes if it means equality in a society stricken 
by poverty and in a universe doomed to extinction by war.”48 These leaders 
called for a revolution of values as they sought to unite poor and marginalized 
people across the United States.

This idea of human rights for all Americans has the potential to lead to 
a great deal of peace. Why? If people have equal access to a living wage, 
health care, equality before the law, and equality in social spaces, oppression 
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is unnecessary, because each person will receive some baseline approximation 
of justice and equality. This vision of peace is still alive and well through the 
work of the Poor People’s Campaign, led the Reverend William Barber. This 
campaign focuses on ending the interlocking injustices of systemic racism, 
poverty, ecological devastation, and the war economy/militarism.49 While this 
vision of peace is the most desirable, there are other options that seem more 
reasonable in the short-term.

One of the first steps to achieving peace is the adoption of an antiracist 
framework. An antiracist is a person who opposes racism and promotes racial 
tolerance. In How to be an Antiracist, Ibram Kendi writes,

To be antiracist is to think nothing is behaviorally wrong or 
right—inferior or superior—with any of the racial groups. When-
ever the antiracist sees individuals behaving positively or negatively, 
the antiracist sees exactly that: individuals behaving positively or 
negatively, not representatives of whole races. To be antiracist is to 
deracialize behavior, to remove the tattooed stereotype from every 
racialized body. Behavior is something humans do, not races do.50

Being antiracist requires that the individual is fighting against racism at all lev-
els: individual, interpersonal, structural, and institutional. Individual racism 
refers to the beliefs, attitudes, and actions of individuals that perpetuate 
racism in implicit and explicit ways. Interpersonal racism occurs between 
individuals, usually in public expressions of racism that often include slurs, 
biases, and hateful words or actions. Institutional racism occurs in organiz-
ations and involves the discriminatory treatment, unfair policies, and biased 
practices based on race. Structural racism is the overarching system of racial 
bias across institutions and society that gives privileges to white people and 
disadvantages to people of colour.51

For Blacks and whites to live in peace, the majority of people have to be 
willing to adopt an all-encompassing antiracist framework. This is not an 
impossible feat. Conversations surrounding being antiracist burst onto the 
national scene in the aftermath of a series of high-profile police murders 
of Black men and women in May and June of 2020. White Americans are 
learning about the ways in which racism governs a great deal of their individ-
ual and interpersonal actions; they are also learning how to check their motives 
and actions and are being called out on social media platforms when they 
engage in racist behaviours. A number of Fortune 500 companies have made 
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powerful statements on the importance of diversity and inclusion. Along with  
these statements, many organizations are acknowledging the effects of insti-
tutional racism and making plans to bring about greater equity within their 
organizations. The adoption of an antiracist framework is plausible.

In addition to antiracism, peace in America requires a truth and rec-
onciliation commission to officially address America’s racist history. Nash’s 
definition of peace requires that individuals “recognize and redress the vio-
lence that has marked—and continues to mark—the everyday.”52 Several 
countries have established truth and reconciliation commissions to investi-
gate the role of government and key actors during human rights violations. 
The most notable Truth and Reconciliation Commission comes from South 
Africa. The commission was a “courtlike body established by the government 
in 1995 to help heal the country and bring about reconciliation of its people 
by uncovering the truth about human rights violations that occurred during 
the period of apartheid.”53 The United States has never embarked on such a 
truth-telling journey. We must tell the truth about American history and what 
has happened to Black people since arriving to these shores. A commission 
needs to be convened to examine the legacy of government-sanctioned slavery  
and to make recommendations for changes in criminal justice, education, 
health care, and economic systems.54 Black and white people overwhelmingly 
view inequality in different ways. That is, many white people focus on  
individual attributions (being lazy, unintelligent, untrustworthy, etc.) for 
Blacks’ inequality with white Americans; the overwhelming majority of Black 
Americans focus on structural attributions of inequality like racism and dis-
crimination.55 For peace to occur between Black and white Americans, the 
United States must address the violence of the past and examine how that 
shapes the current lived experiences of Black Americans.

The National Memorial for Peace and Justice created by the Equal Justice 
Initiative is a thriving example of how truth-telling about past events can 
foster dialogue about the connections to contemporary issues and place the 
country on a path to reconciliation. Opened to the public on April 26, 2018, 
“The National Memorial is the nation’s first memorial dedicated to the legacy 
of enslaved Black people, people terrorized by lynching, African-Americans 
humiliated by segregation and Jim Crow, and people burdened with con-
temporary presumptions of guilt and police violence.”56 The first step of any 
recovery program is admitting one has a problem. For far too long, many white 
people in America have been unwilling to recognize that there is a systemic 
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racism problem in America. A truth and reconciliation commission would 
help this process and lead to greater levels of peace.

Though I believe that steps can be taken to mitigate discrimination and 
reduce racism, anti-Black racism will always exist in America. Since anti-
Black racism will always exist, it requires that Black Americans take steps 
to protect themselves from that impending reality by finding a modicum 
of inner and/or personal peace. As previously mentioned, being Othered in 
America leads to a great deal of negative emotions like shame, anger, and fear. 
Speaking to a therapist who allows individuals to freely and openly discuss 
their emotions and experiences might be helpful. Involving oneself in large 
Black social networks might also provide spaces for affirmation (for example, 
attending a Black place of worship, attending Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities, or joining organizations devoted to the support and/or liber-
ation of Black people, like the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People or the Urban League). Consuming literature, media, and art 
about Black history might also lead to peace. Reflecting on Black history and 
the sacrifices individuals made for current generations might also bring about 
peace because it reminds individuals of the sacrifices and resilience of our 
ancestors, progress that has been made, and provides hope for a better future.

Conclusion

I am deeply conflicted about the prospects of peace between Black and white 
Americans. Diane Nash’s statement—“There are no signs”—which she used 
to describe contemporary racism, provides me with a rather bleak outlook 
and leads me to believe that there will never be peace between these two 
racial groups. I am a thirty-four-year-old Black woman and have experienced 
numerous microaggressions and explicit racism in my lifetime growing up 
near an active Ku Klux Klan chapter in Georgia and working as a young adult 
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. When I was a child, a close friend asked me to 
stop scratching a mosquito bite because I was going to rub my black skin off on 
her. While growing up in the predominately white suburb of Alpharetta, Geor-
gia, our neighbouring high school had nooses hung in the gym with racial 
slurs spray-painted in public areas. Several white students in my high school 
put a hit list together, containing the names of Black students they wanted to 
kill. After holding the door at the post office for an elderly white woman in 
the suburbs of Philadelphia, I was asked if I needed work. Upon declining the 
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invitation, the woman stated, “I’m sure I can pay you more than the family 
you’re working for out here.” I said, “No ma’am. I’m fine. I’m a professor at 
Villanova,” to which she replied, “You’re a PROFESSOR?” I said, “Yes, ma’am.” 
Her gaping mouth led me to believe that she may have never interacted with 
a Black person that was not in a service position. These three examples are an 
incredibly small sample of my racial encounters in a post–Jim Crow America. 
Malcolm X once stated, “You can’t separate peace from freedom because no 
one can be at peace unless he has his freedom,”57 Black people in America lack 
many freedoms. We are now legally allowed to occupy certain spaces (such as 
schools, neighbourhoods, and restaurants) but we are not free to simply exist 
and live our lives as individuals. We are constantly and chronically “Othered,” 
stereotyped, and rarely given the presumption of innocence. With that lack of 
freedom comes the seeming impossibility of living in and maintaining some 
semblance of peace with the group that has been and continues to oppress us.

I wrote the first draft of this essay in July 2020, at a time of civil unrest in 
the United States. Not only was the coronavirus having a disproportionate 
impact on Black communities, but the February killing of Ahmaud Arbery 
by white vigilantes, followed by the police murders of Breonna Taylor, George 
Floyd, and Rayshard Brooks led to weeks of protests throughout the country, 
calls for adopting antiracist attitudes, and suggestions to reallocate police 
funds to other endeavours. I am deeply troubled that I continue to march for 
the same equal rights that my parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents 
fought for during their lifetimes. It is because of my lived experiences that I 
fear the peace we strive for might never be realized. When racism has such 
deep roots in America, we do not need any signs to tell us where we, as Black 
people, can and cannot go, because we are constantly Othered and reminded 
every single day.

However, just like my ancestors, I remain hopeful that peace might happen 
someday. In Where Do We Go from Here? Martin Luther King Jr. states, “It 
is necessary to love peace and sacrifice for it.”58 The multigenerational and 
multiethnic coalitions protesting in 2020 give me hope for a different future 
and, quite possibly, peace. Peace between Blacks and whites will require a great 
deal of individual, interpersonal, institutional, and structural change. Black 
people cannot dismantle a system steeped in white supremacy that they did 
not create. Peace in the United States will require a number of white people to 
make sacrifices for it; they will have to do the introspective work and give up 
their racist ideals and actions, they will have to confront the racist history of 
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this country, and most importantly they will have to recognize their privilege 
and be willing to sacrifice it to live in a more equitable society.
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	9	Building Bridges Between 
Queer and Normative Muslims

Maryam Khan

My prayers, worship practices, sacrifices, life and death are all 
devoted to the Creator, Inheritor and Ruler of the worlds.

—Qur’an 6:162–63

In diasporic Muslim North American contexts, queer Muslims often occupy 
a marginal existence—at the fringes of Islam and Muslimness.1 Queer Mus-
lims face Othering in many forms, as individuals who are considered haram 
(forbidden) and who need to be “fixed,” hidden, and, at times, altogether 
eliminated from the folds of Islam and its discourses.2 Since queer Muslims 
are not seen as embodying and living Islam, envisioning a peaceful coexist-
ence with normative Muslims can be a difficult endeavour fraught with many 
challenges.3 For example, queer Muslims face challenges compounded by  
sexual and gender diversity, in addition to the religious, socio-political, 
historical, and cultural challenges surrounding internal politics in the  
larger Muslim diaspora that can get in the way of peaceful relations.

In this chapter, I propose several strategies that might allow normative 
Muslims and queer Muslims to make peace.4 Two overarching questions 
guide my discussion: Is the umbrella of Islam and Muslimness big enough 
to host diverse perspectives? Is peace even possible between normative and 
queer Muslims? I argue that peaceful coexistence and relations can be pos-
sible between normative and queer Muslims through critical engagement 
with Islamic liberationist, feminist, and sexuality-affirming readings on Islam 
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by theologians and scholars such as Amina Wadud and with the teachings 
of Mahatma Gandhi regarding compassion, tolerance, and non-violence.5 
Furthermore, my own positionality and experiences as a devout Muslim 
and racialized South Asian queer woman with a disability, will ground  
these perspectives.6

Holding Multifaceted Contexts and Truths

Who Is Speaking?

Contexts are important because they identify and situate whose voice gets 
heard in Islam, the power and privilege imbued in what’s being said, and the 
location of the speaker.7 For Muslims living in Canada, the politics of identity, 
belonging, Islamophobia, racist Othering, and embodying Muslimness play 
out in relation to the nation-state’s colonial, religious, socio-political, eco-
nomic, cultural, and historical contexts framed by modernity, neoliberalism, 
right-wing populism, and secularist forces, articulated through civilizational 
differences, cultural clashes, progress, and rights rhetoric.8 One way these 
forces intersect and ensure gendered and raced representation of Islam and 
Muslimness can be seen in contemporary discourses on niqab and hijab bans, 
the policing of Muslim women bodies, the evidence of Islamophobia, racist 
immigration policies, and violence against Muslims.9 For example, Jasmin 
Zine, a Canadian Muslim scholar who writes about Muslim women, argues 
that such contemporary discourses are located in “the discursive roots .  .  . 
historically entrenched within Orientalist representations that cast colonial 
Muslim women as backward, oppressed victims of misogynist societies.”10

In the international realm, Islam and Muslims are not viewed favour-
ably, especially as it relates to the treatment of women and queer Muslims. 
For example, Bucci’s research on domestic violence experienced by Muslim 
migrant women in Italy finds high rates of intimate-partner violence; this 
is compounded by Islamophobia amid the Catholic patriarchal culture of  
Italy.11 In this study, approximately half of Italian participants believed  
that Islam involved oppressive, anti-woman, and barbaric practices. Mus-
lim Othering plays out amid geopolitical discourses that pit Muslims and 
Islamic societies against modernization and progress, as these are measured 
through pink testing, LGBTQ+ rights, and women’s rights.12 Often, nation-
states like Canada and the United States accuse Islam and Muslim societies 
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of resisting queerness and enforcing state-sanctioned violence against queer 
individuals. One Dutch politician, Geert Wilders, deployed fear and engaged 
in civilizational rhetoric to promote his political party’s anti-Muslim immigra-
tion agenda. Fitna, a seventeen-minute film produced by Wilders, describes  
Islam as fascist, homophobic, violent, patriarchal, and dangerous to the Dutch 
way of life.13

Canada and the United States have long-standing colonial and imperial 
relationships with the Muslim world, characterized by many North American 
organizations and political groups (LGBTQ+, feminists, the oil industry, faith-
based missionaries, and so on) imposing their superior values and beliefs 
as progress and rights. Efforts made by non-governmental organizations 
lobbying for changes to colonial laws in Muslim contexts that criminalize 
same-sex relations are often countered by North American (some Pentecostal) 
organizations that support conservative interpretations of the Qur’an and 
approaches to Islam that squelch the rights of and the protection of sexual 
minorities in Muslim societies.14 Farid Esack cautions Muslims residing in 
the West to remain cognizant of their power and privilege when calling for 
Islamic reforms in the Muslim world:

North Americans’ location as privileged citizens of an empire that was 
aiding and abetting Muslim dictatorships in perpetuating the very 
injustices that we were opposing and . . . the inability to recognize 
how the prioritization of reforming Islam and taking on the Muslim 
community in the absence of a struggle against imperialism and neo-
colonialism, were effectively playing into the hegemonizing project of 
the Global North.15

As someone who is embedded in these contexts, I recognize the imper-
ial power and privilege my voice propagates. My calls for Islamic reform 
and approaches to Muslimness are situated in my intersectional identity 
(embodied queerness, disability, race, ethnicity, and so on) and the journey 
to decolonize white supremacist structures and practices in daily life. I speak 
from places of privilege afforded to me as someone who works in academe 
and lives in the West, and who is able to perform queerness and Muslim-
ness in relative comfort. My family of origin accepts most expressions of my 
queerness. I do not believe that my disability and queerness are punishments 
or tests from the Creator. I recognize that a queer Muslim living elsewhere in 
the globe will contend with different contexts.
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For believers, it is an arduous task to balance and not to demonize some 
Muslims’ practice of Islam while talking about the politics of Muslimness in 
North America. I am not attempting to placate Western imperialist, colonial-
ist, and populist anti-Islam agendas. I am also not attempting to incite racism, 
Islamophobia, and xenophobia.

Yet anyone, especially queer Muslims when talking back against injustice, 
can be labelled a troublemaker who is trying to change Islam. I have heard 
such statements on many occasions from family and friends. My sister used 
to call my Islam by a pejorative term: fislam as in fake Islam. Unfortunately, 
my experiences with normative Muslims over the years have left me cau-
tious and at times fearful that I will be harmed in some way. I realize that 
this may be similar to other queer Muslims’ experiences in North America 
while navigating ethno-racial, cultural, socio-political, religious, spiritual, 
and positionality differences.16 At the present time, the situation remains that 
queer Muslims are exhaustingly arguing for sexual and gender parity, while 
dancing diplomatically around Muslim bi-trans-homophobia and trying not 
to be identified as Western puppets. Who is listening to queer Muslims? How 
can conversations of making peace transpire without acknowledging the lim-
inal and marginal position occupied by many queer Muslims? Is there a way 
to hold these multiple truths and contexts without excusing one behaviour  
for another?

Normative Muslim bi-trans-homophobia is real. This needs to be acknow-
ledged. Patriarchal Muslim authorities have branded sexual and gender 
diversity as a “cancer” slowly devouring Islam and Muslims while eroding 
individual and societal morality.17 Additionally, Pepe Hendricks asserts that 
“the existence of homophobic hate rapes (often referred to as ‘curative’ or 
‘corrective’ rape), particularly targeting vulnerable lesbians, reflects the dis-
proportionate relationship between citizen rights enshrined in the law and 
the everyday social reality experienced by queer folks” in Muslim societies.18 
Research conducted with thirty-eight queer refugees in Austria and The 
Netherlands (90 percent identified as Muslim from the Middle East, North 
Africa, or Asia) found that almost two thirds of participants experienced 
post-traumatic stress symptoms related to their queer identities.19 The most 
distressing experiences included physical and psychological violence in trying 
to escape persecution, threats at gunpoint, rape and sexual assault, and verbal 
aggression. Other experiences during migration included shame, sex work for 
survival, public humiliation, discrimination from government officials, racism 
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and Islamophobia, denial of identity with documentation, isolation, suicidal 
ideation, and lack of job opportunities. These experiences demonstrate that, 
for queer Muslim refugees, racial and gendered violence is a common experi-
ence that leads to trauma and psychological distress.

Even though I have lived my existence in relative safety and have managed 
to avoid being the recipient of extreme violence, whether from the larger 
queer or the normative Muslim and diasporic communities, I still am not 
immune to systemic and everyday violence (slurs, microaggressions, assault, 
privacy infringement) aimed at Canadian ethno-racial and sexual minorities. 
So I tread with caution while attempting to foster a critical dialogue between 
normative and queer Muslims while also calling out Islamophobia, racism, 
ableism, cisgenderism, and bi-trans-homophobia as it shows up.

Whose Islam?

The contemporary body of knowledge on Islam and sexual and gender 
diversity is a record of diverse perspectives, often competing for limelight  
and dominance in the battle to represent Islam and Muslims in North America. 
Depending on who you talk to about sexual and gender diversity in Islam, 
you’ll get a different response. Usually, the dominant (normative) perspectives 
win, as these coincide and are closest to normative Muslims’ happy secur-
ity in their cis-heterosexual, able-bodied, and sanist approaches to Islam and 
expressions of Muslimness. Below, I detail two divergent perspectives on 
Islam, Muslimness, sexual and gender diversity: those of normative Muslims 
and the other or alternate perspectives usually favoured by queer Muslims.20 
While discussing these perspectives, I will concurrently outline some key 
challenges faced by the internal diasporic Muslim world in Canada and the 
United States and the larger contexts and relationships between Muslims and  
non-Muslims:

•	 The normative Muslim response usually is this: Islam doesn’t allow 
homosexuality. It is a great sin. Often, when pressed further, we might 
hear: There is no such thing as gay Muslims, and there aren’t any  
back home.

•	 Normative Muslims believe that the Qur’an explicitly states that 
same-sex relations are abhorred in Islam by drawing on the follow-
ing references in the Qur’an, which discuss Lot and his community’s 
interactions:21
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“Do you approach males among the worlds and leave what 
your Lord has created for you as mates? But you are a people 
transgressing.”22

“The mighty Blast overtook them before morning. We turned the 
cities upside down, and rained down upon them brimstones hard 
as baked clay.”23

“And Lot! (Remember) when he said unto his folk: ‘Will ye commit 
lewdness such as no creature ever did before you?’ Lo! Ye come 
with lust unto men instead of women. Nay, but ye are wanton 
folk.”24

•	 Some hadith (teachings of the Prophet) are reported to say the follow-
ing with regard to same-sex relations:

“Doomed by God is who does what Lot’s people did [that is, commit 
homosexual acts].”

“No man should look at the private parts of another man, and no 
woman should look at the private parts of another woman, and  
no two men sleep [in bed] under one cover, and no two women 
sleep under one cover.”

“Whoever has intercourse with a woman and penetrates her rectum, 
or with a man, or with a boy, will appear on the last day stinking 
worse than a corpse; people will find him unbearable until he 
enters hell fire, and God will cancel all his good deeds.”25

The process of Qur’anic exegesis is a complex task. Most people do not 
know how interpretations were and are made, other than by male Muslim 
jurists. Who was and is involved? What works were and are consulted? Men’s 
interpretive religious authority as a right is not questioned in matters related 
to exegesis; normative exegetical processes have assumed women’s biological 
and moral inferiority.26 Moreover, interpretation is imagined as an objective 
task, and somehow the interpreter is placed outside his socio-political, his-
torical, and cultural understandings during the process. The interpreter does 
not issue a statement listing beliefs and values that are the basis of his inter-
pretive method and process. Thus, a false sense of objectivity is applied to the 
interpretation of religious texts. In fact, when Qur’anic exegesis was attempted 
for the above-mentioned verses, Muslim scholars took the lead from Jewish 
and Christian counterparts to determine the meanings behind the story of 
Lot, Sodom, and Gomorrah.27 Progressive and liberatory Muslim scholars 
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argue that the destruction of Lot’s community was not a result of same-sex 
relations, but due to the people abhorring the Creator’s divine guidance. Lot’s 
wife’s demise also resulted from rejecting the word of the Creator. The verses 
speak out against the abuses of power, rape, harassment, and the confinement 
of Lot’s guests.28

The Prophet was vehemently against anyone writing out his teachings for 
fear that people would place his teachings above the Qur’an. Authenticating 
the hadith is also a complex process and is not foolproof. It is easy to falsify 
records and what’s reported to have been said by people surrounding the 
Prophet Mohamed.29 Muhsin Hendricks, an imam who identifies as queer, 
argues that the “hadith contain many inconsistencies, contradictions and 
distortions of facts. As definitive and reliable sources of Islamic law they are 
deeply problematic. It is no surprise that hate crimes against queer individ-
uals, including the justification for their execution, stems largely from the 
hadith.”30 Interpretations of the Qur’an and hadith that promote oppression  
and prejudice against women and queer individuals do not follow the mes-
sage of infinite acceptance, mercy, and love of the Creator. Instead, these 
alienate humans from the Creator.

Importantly, Islam is not just one thing: there’s no such thing as the 
one and true Islam. Suggesting that Islam is monolithic, static, clear, and 
anachronistic is rooted in Orientalist thought.31 There is extensive theo-
logical and sociological literature on differences in gender—men’s Islam vs. 
women’s Islam.32 Much has also been written about differences across the 
jurisprudential schools of Islamic thought, about sexual and gender diversity, 
and about specific geographic locations.33

Wherever Islam has flourished, the tradition has adapted to a myriad 
of regional languages, cultures, and histories.34 Moreover, there are many 
approaches to the practice of Islam (Ahmadiya, Shia, Sufi, Ismaili, and Sunni, 
to name a few), as well as diverse cultural, spiritual, and socio-political  
orientations of Muslimness as it is expressed in specific Muslim communities 
across the globe. Islam and Muslimness encompass not only a religious dimen-
sion but also intersecting social, cultural, economic, and spiritual dimensions. 
Under the ritualist and religious umbrella of Islam, there is consensus on these 
basic principles: believing in one Creator, establishing prayers and worship 
to the Creator, fasting during Ramadan, giving charity, and performing pil-
grimage around the kabah.35 There are many paths to the Creator. Who is to 
say that Sunni approaches to Islam and Muslimness, which are pervasive in 
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parts of Bangladesh, Morocco, and Yemen, are interchangeable and the same? 
They are not. Overall, the practice of Islam and embodiment of Muslimness 
shift based on one’s unique position (geography, race, gender, sexuality, ability, 
age, history of land and people, colonial and imperial histories, and so on). 
When normative Muslims utter generalizing blanket statements about Islam’s 
official stance on sexual diversity and women’s reproductive rights, among 
other topics, they are evoking a monolithic, static, and stale representation of 
the faith tradition and its practice situated in specific contexts.36

Homosexuality, Same-Sex, What?

Homosexuality as a construct and discourse, as theorized by Foucault, did 
not originate in the Muslim world. In other words, homosexuality according 
to Foucault is a particular way of organizing and thinking through sexuality 
as an avenue of identity and subject-making of the deviant and abnormal, 
which is different from the heterosexual, the considered “natural” attraction 
and way of being sexual.37 Referring to sexual and gender diversity purely as 
homosexuality is a modernist Eurowestern construction. For these reasons, 
the term “homosexuality” is not a part of Qur’anic and Islamic parlance:

Terms such as homosexuality, bisexuality and heterosexuality, by 
which modern society classifies human sexuality, are not used in the 
Qur’an. Nonetheless, a theme of sexuality, sexual permissibility and 
sexual prohibition pervades the Qur’an. It addresses a heterosexual 
audience, and is largely silent about non-heterosexual sex. It is import-
ant to recognize that this does not automatically imply condemnation 
of the latter.38

Afsaneh Najmabadi points out that the recognition of the homosexual 
based on a sexual act was not native to Iranian society. For example, Iranian 
men would engage in same-sex behaviours and acts before their marriage  
to women. Being homosexual did not exist as a category of identity.39 In Pak-
istan, males and females engaged in same-sex attractions and acts, which 
was not perceived as a way of identification, since men still got married and  
had children with their wives and the wives continued to bear children  
and engage in sexual acts with their husbands.40 In many ways, it is true that 
homosexuals and gays do not exist in Pakistan and Iran, as it relates to an 
identity label with legal rights. However, things are changing; in fact, there 
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are now LGBTQ+ Muslim individuals in Iran and Pakistan. There are many 
reasons explaining the rise of queer identity politics in most Muslim societies 
and regions that is beyond the scope of this paper.41 However, same-sex rela-
tions and sexual and gender diversity are not new to Islam, Muslim societies, 
and Muslimness. Extant literature supports historical accounts of gender non-
conformity, female and male cross-dressing, female and male same-sex acts, 
and attractions in literary, cultural, and religious writings.42

Pluralism and Inclusivity: Building Bridges

There is a notable wave building in North America that challenges the stance 
on sexual and gender diversity that is propagated by normative Islamic insti-
tutions and authorities. This wave has its origins in critical, liberatory, feminist 
sexuality, and gender-sensitive approaches to Islam and Muslimness.43 An 
overarching aspect of these approaches is inclusivity and pluralism—meaning 
that Islam is universal, for everyone, and has its foundations in love, peace, 
and freedom from injustice.44

Some literature asserts that queer Muslims can and do rectify issues 
related to ethnicity, faith, and family, negotiating with religious, ethnic, cul-
tural, and diasporic familial and community expectations.45 Most of this 
literature exposes the difficulties queer Muslims encounter, such as fleeing 
persecution and violence at the hands of patriarchal Islamic authorities and 
family members, forced marriages, deaths, suicides, isolation, mental health 
issues, abandonment of Islam, hiding sexual and gender identity, feelings 
of loss, shame, and guilt. Due to these reasons, among others, some queer 
Muslims assert that sexuality and faith are mutually exclusive and, therefore,  
cannot coexist.46

Nestled within these perspectives are strategies used by queer Muslims to 
hold the truths of sexuality, gender identity and expression, and Islam con-
currently without sacrificing one for another. For example, Pepe Hendricks 
argues that, through the use of the Islamic legal principle of ijtihad, which 
allows jurists to interpret texts purely by means of independent critical think-
ing, Muslims can engage in “the struggle to bring about social justice and 
transformation,” in which “there is a need to exert critical interpretation 
and independent reasoning to enrich our thoughts and spirit.”47 Moreover, 
ijtihad can pave the way for new “legal rulings that are compiled based on 
changing times, new interpretation of readings and altering circumstances.”48 
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As part of the larger exegetical processes or tafsir of the Qur’an, Scott Kugle 
discusses critically re-examining references to the story of Lot and situates 
these processes in their contexts of rape and toxic masculinist framings.49 
In a similar way, Andrew Yip’s research with queer Muslims shows that a 
“critique of traditional interpretation of specific passages in the texts” was 
used alongside a “critique of interpretative authority of religious authority 
structures and figures”; and then a “re-casting [of] religious texts” to reconcile 
faith and queerness.50

Below, I discuss some strategies that can possibly help peace germinate 
between queer and normative Muslims by drawing on my interpretation of 
Qur’anic and Gandhian teachings. For some readers, this combination may 
be analogous to blasphemy and heresy. But before issuing a fatwa or religious 
judgement and dismissing these as musings of a queer Muslim, I invite you 
to heed the Qur’anic injunctions never to stop seeking knowledge and to 
keep your mind open to various forms of knowledge.51 I am also painfully 
aware of the anti-Black attitudes that Gandhi espoused during his years in 
South Africa, at a time when he had yet to reject the legitimacy of the British 
Empire, as well as his habit, in his old age, of sleeping naked with young 
women as a test of his ability to remain celibate—a practice at best unsavoury 
to modern Western sensibilities.52 Yet by drawing on his teachings about non-
violence, compassion, self-sacrifice, and the need to hold onto the truth, I am 
not claiming that he was a saint: he was, like us all, a flawed human being. It 
is, I believe, vital to “take whatever provides you with value and insight, and 
leave the rest.”53

Knowing Yourself

When thinking about peace and peaceful relations, it is imperative to focus  
on the Self and not the Other. Peace with the Other can be envisioned only 
when there is self-awareness and knowledge about who you are and where you 
lie, sit or stand. One of the core teachings of the Creator is to work continu-
ously on oneself to do good and to repel evil by good deeds.54 This may involve 
practising self-compassion, being mindful of your intentions and actions, or 
living a pious life. It may also include seeking and attempting to understand 
varying knowledges (corporeal workings, engagement with poetry, scientific 
discoveries) from diverse standpoints—for example, thinking about how one’s 
practice of Muslimness (as, for example, a South Asian queer born-Muslim 
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woman) may look different from someone else’s based on social location (such 
as a Black queer Muslim woman convert).

Where does your moral compass and ethics point? Is it to exert pressure 
on others to conform to your Islam and ideals? In the Qur’an, emphasis is 
placed not on changing the behaviour of other people but rather on changing 
your own. The Creator will hold you responsible only for your actions and 
thoughts.55 Often, normative Muslims will exercise great efforts to curtail  
and regulate queer Muslims’ lives instead of focusing on their own  
Islam and Muslimness. Everyone has a conceptualization of their own truths. 
It is important to live your truth and allow others to do the same. A teaching 
about modesty in the Qur’an provides a good example of this. The verse in 
question urges the observers of “immodesty” to “lower their own gazes.”56 
Here, the focus is on your deeds and life as the observer to curtail your own 
actions and not to impose your beliefs, which often appear in the guise of good 
intentions, on humans whom you imagine require salvation.

Regardless of his personal shortcomings, the principles that drove 
Gandhi’s activism point to a way of existing in the world that can nurture 
compassion, truthfulness, and peaceful relations across religious, class, ethnic, 
and gender divides. Gandhi taught that, above all, those who seek change 
must first look to themselves and embody the qualities they wish to instill 
in others. Gandhi was committed to the practice of ahimsa, a Sanskrit word 
meaning “non-violence” or “non-injury.” Living in accordance with ahimsa 
requires self-restraint: it means that even when you are yourself the target 
of violence, you must refrain from responding in kind. Baiju Vareed argues 
that, while ahimsa literally means non-harm, “in a broader sense it means 
loving one’s opponent to the point of not wishing her or him any harm. While 
truth is the end, non-violence is the means and they are irrevocably bound to  
each other.”57

Living according to the ideal of doing no harm can be a complex and life-
long process. It is hard to imagine ourselves as perpetrators of harm. Everyone 
wants to be perceived in a good light and does not want to believe that their 
lifestyle is coming at a cost to someone else. I’ve struggled with this over the 
years and continue to contemplate how my existence in this world comes at 
a cost to creation. For example, my house is built on stolen Indigenous land.58 
I use resources (water, food, land, technology) without much consideration 
as to how my relaxed use impacts the natural world and humans globally. 
There are too many examples to list. It is impossible not to do harm because 
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harm is a part of everyday existence. I’ve been thinking about the next level 
beneath do no harm, which can involve coming to terms with my existence 
and its costs and trying to minimize these harms to human, animal, and plant 
life. This position allows me to acknowledge that, as a human, I will make 
mistakes. Being compassionate with my personal limitations can help with 
actualizing self-compassion in everyday life and possibly empathizing with those 
who harm me. We could all ask this question: how can I try to achieve love 
for my opponent or empathy and compassion without having these elements 
in my own life?

Anyone Can Answer Islam’s Call

Islam as a faith tradition and the Qur’an can be accessed by anyone seeking 
to understand their message and live by their principles. How can the Qur’an 
and Islam speak to everyone if they are represented and meant for only a few? 
One need not be a member of a given race, ethnicity, or class to believe in 
Islam or to engage with the Qur’an because the message of Islam, through 
the holy book, is universal, not limited by time, space, or geography.59 Amina 
Wadud points out that the Qur’an’s goal is not to create a duplicate society and 
circumstances present at the time of its revelation in seventh-century Arabia: 
“Rather, the goal [of the Qur’an] has been to emulate certain key principles of 
human development: justice, equity, harmony, moral responsibility, spiritual 
awareness, and development.”60 Another important aspect that cannot be 
overstated is that each Muslim approaches the sacred text from their unique 
position; thus, there cannot be a sole “right” interpretation of the Qur’an. 
So why is it that some normative Muslims deny queer Muslims the right to 
practice Islam and call themselves Muslim?

A good friend once shared that one can find anything in the Qur’an; it all 
depends on one’s quest and desires. One can look for love, and it’s there. If 
normative Muslims are coming from the perspective that the Creator’s mercy, 
love, and kindness are accessible to anyone who wants it, then peaceful rela-
tions with queer Muslims can germinate. Within the Islamic tradition, it is 
believed that the Creator has ninety-nine names that speak to the Creator’s 
oneness and love but also the ability to act as an avenger and restrictor. There 
is flexibility and multiplicity in the Creator’s ways, and certain aspects may be 
difficult for humans to reconcile. A peaceful coexistence can emerge from both 
sides (normative and queer) if there is openness and freedom from judgment. 
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I cannot tell a fellow Muslim what they believe is wrong and un-Islamic  
since I do not live their life.

There are many normative Muslims who insist that their interpretation of 
women’s rights, children rights, divorce laws, and such is the right and cor-
rect interpretation. This is untrue. The concept of ijtihad, mentioned earlier, 
allows each Muslim to wrestle with the sacred text and arrive at their own 
understanding of how the Qur’an can be applied in their life. Islam does not 
have any go-betweens on the path connecting the Creator and the believer. 
One can feel, embody, read, and interpret the Qur’an based on one’s beliefs and  
life experiences. Why would I believe in something that has no relevance to 
my daily life in Canada? Asma Barlas, in her study of patriarchal readings  
of the Qur’an, points out that

the Qur’an does not even associate sex with gender, or with a specific 
division of labor, or with masculine and feminine attributes (e.g., men 
with intellect and reason and women with instinct and emotion); 
rather, “since they manifest the whole,” the Qur’an does not endow 
humans with a fixed nature. Moreover, its account of human creation 
from a single Self, its definition of moral agency and subjectivity in 
terms of “ethical individualism,” and its emphasis on the equality 
before God of the moral praxis of both men and women not only 
confirms that the sole criterion for differentiation in Islam is ethical-
moral and not sexual but also allows for a mutual recognition of 
individuality.61

This “recognition of individuality” is pivotal in connecting belief with how 
one walks in this world. The spiritual, moral and ethical imperative is what 
sets humans apart, not one’s genitalia, gender expression, or sexuality.

Unity

Unity or tawhid is core to the Islamic faith. Unity signifies the interconnec-
tivity and interdependence of all diverse creation (inclusive of the universe, 
humans, non-living entities, anything beyond human conception and within 
it) to the Creator who is the sole, timeless originator.62 Because this unity is 
revealed in the Creator’s oneness and presence in everything in everyday life, 
it makes sense to follow this oneness, in tandem with all creation, irrespec-
tive of the positionality that may pertain to Muslims (race, gender, sexuality, 
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ethnicity, for example).63 Beholding all creation as intentional includes sexual 
and gender diversity since the Creator does not make mistakes. The concept 
of unity can be used to empower one’s faith to respect and be inclusive of 
all types of diversity (such as neurodiversity, mental health, non-normative 
expressions of sexuality and gender). Indeed, many verses in the sacred text 
speak to honouring the Creator through recognizing and celebrating diversity. 
Muhsin Hendricks points to places in the Qur’an that support the Creator’s 
plan to include sexual diversity, such as: “And among His signs is the creation 
of the heavens and the earth, and the variations in your languages and your 
colours: Verily in that are signs for those who possess knowledge.”64

Trustee and Trusteeship

Amina Wadud considers that all creation is purposeful and that all humans, 
irrespective of race, gender identity and expression, sexuality, disability, and 
so on are considered divine and have the purpose of being trustees (Khalifas) 
of the land, each other, wealth, and resources: “Part of Allah’s original plan in 
the creation of humankind was for man to function as a khalifah (trustee) on 
earth.”65 Acting as trustees acknowledges that the human presence on Earth is 
temporary, relational, and impermanent. As the Creator does not distinguish 
based on positionality facets but on one’s deeds, Wadud argues that trustee-
ship cannot be observed in the abstract but requires action: “One cannot 
stand on the sidelines in the face of injustice and still be recognized as fully 
Muslim, fully khalifah. I have accepted the responsibility and continue in the 
struggle.”66 This call to unite intention and action is powerful and makes it 
incumbent on me as a fellow Muslim to act on social justice beliefs—toward 
validation and existence of queer Muslims as full humans.

Gandhi also talked about humans as trustees on this earth and that every-
thing belongs to the Creator: “All wealth does not belong to me: what belongs 
to me is the right to an honourable livelihood, no better than that enjoyed by 
millions of others. The rest of my wealth belongs to the community and must 
be used for the welfare of the community.”67

Truthfulness

Gandhi discussed the importance of being truthful in everyday life and 
holding steadfast to that truth. According to Gandhian principles, the truth 
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resides deep in one’s being and can be accessed by truly listening to one’s 
inner guide—the inner teacher that resides inside every human. However, 
being on a journey to seek out truth cannot violate another human’s dignity 
or integrity.68 For example, practising one’s Islam cannot violate or oppress 
another human (as in believing that only a select few humans deserve mercy, 
being judgemental, or responding to evil vis-à-vis evil).

The Creator’s breath animates all humans and works as the inner guide and 
teacher.69 As Amina Wadud notes, “The third and final step in the creation 
of humankind is . . . the breathing of the Spirit of Allah (nafkhat al-ruh) into 
each human—male or female.”70 Years of societal prejudices and harmful ideas 
(like believing the Creator only loves some people) have shrouded the inner 
guide in darkness. If the Creator resides in everyone, how can one’s truth 
outweigh another’s? Truth has to be embodied in one’s actions, spirit, thought, 
and emotions. My truth is that I am from the Creator and will return to the 
Creator.71 All creation in life is sacred, purposeful, and meaningful.

By truly listening to one’s divine inner guide, the Creator’s own breath can 
make one more conscious of the Creator, and when one becomes aware of 
this, peace, love, and contentment, this enhances the knowledge that I am not 
really alone. Having an awareness and consciousness of the Creator in one’s 
life and aspiring to a pious existence is called taqwa. The opening prayer to 
this chapter is a constant reminder to be present mentally, spiritually, emo-
tionally, and physically with the Creator, in tandem with creation. I say this 
prayer multiple times a day and reflect on the intentional connections made 
between thought, emotion, body, spirit, and action; and with other humans, 
my work, land, and all creation—seen and unseen. All actions I engage in 
are forms of worship, so I have to be careful about intentionality and action. 
Indeed, this very chapter is an act of worship. The most beautiful aspect of 
this prayer connects me and my being, everything that I am, and the good 
I do is because of the Creator’s love and blessings. The prayer reminds me 
that I do not stand alone. I am loved. I am forever connected to the Creator, 
whose strong link makes the connections between my fragmented position-
ality selves and embodied experiences.

It can take many decades, perhaps centuries to build relational bridges 
between diverse individuals and communities (that is, between queer and 
normative Muslims to foster respect, relationality, faith, and trust). The work 
of building strong relational bridges is an arduously frustrating and uplifting 
set of tasks or rather a journey. One way of entering this work is through 
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fortifying your relational, social, and resource capital by getting to know per-
sonal strengths, capacities, and limitations. Many individuals, irrespective 
of religious affiliation, are not good friends with themselves and their inner 
guide. Becoming friends with your (self) can be an avenue for reflection, 
truth-seeking and truth-telling. As a social work educator, I spend most time 
in personal and communal reflection seeking clarity and truth. As the indi-
vidual does not/ cannot exist without the community. Therefore, getting to 
know yourself cannot transpire in isolation, and be solely rendered as an 
individualistic task and framework.

One thing to remember is that the self/selves can be a good trickster, 
so being accountable to more than your many selves, in good company is 
a necessity. Answering the call of social justice, equity, truth-telling, and plur-
alism can happen in a multitude of ways that honour the individual and 
community. I believe that pluralistic and liberatory perspectives on Islam 
and Muslimness can expand the Islamic umbrella to include and validate 
queer Muslims. The strategies of knowing yourself, responding to Islam’s 
call, identification with relational unity, engaging in trusteeship and truth-
telling are merely raindrops in the ocean of this work and journey. Given 
this, being on this journey is difficult which requires constant work. I do not 
speak as an expert, yet a lay Muslim calling on other lay Muslims walking 
the same path to walk in solidarity. Are you up for the challenge? If yes, I 
will meet you halfway on the bridge to building peaceful relations between 
queer and normative Muslims.
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	10	 “A Foothold in the Sheer Wall 
of the Future”
Extinction, Making Kin, and Imagining 
Peace in The Ministry of Utmost 
Happiness

Amit R. Baishya

Everywhere animals disappear.

—John Berger, “Why Look at Animals?”

To be present in history, even as nothing more than a chuckle, was 
a universe away from being absent from it, from being written out 
of it altogether. A chuckle . . . could become a foothold in the sheer 
wall of the future.

—Arundhati Roy, The Ministry of Utmost 
Happiness

A key idea that I will explore in this chapter is Donna Haraway’s concept of 
“multispecies flourishing,” which, for me, is a powerful descriptor for peace 
with the Other.1 Here, by “Other,” I mean not just human Others but a whole 
host of non-human Others with whom we enter into relationships of kin-
ship. “Multispecies flourishing” is not peace as a state of suspended war or a 
fuzzy version of mutual coexistence and friendship that avoids conflict but 
the messy and laborious process of making kin within quotidian networks 
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of obligation and responsibility. I wager that Arundhati Roy’s second novel, 
The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (henceforth Ministry), creates such a storied 
world in neoliberal urban locales scarred by species-extinction.2 I consider 
neoliberalism not simply as an economic ideology but also, in Jason Moore’s 
sense, “a way of organizing nature—as a multispecies, situated, capitalist 
world-ecology.”3 Spatial redistributions and practices that impact both human 
and non-human worlds in the contemporary neoliberal city and proliferating 
instances of environmental racism/casteism are among the primary nodes 
through which to analyze such organizations of nature.

I begin this chapter with John Berger’s comment as an epigraph because 
it chimes with a few provocations of the “Peace and the Other” sympo-
sium held at Arizona State University in November 2019: “What are the 
social forces, global and local, that otherize the non-human environment 
and construct them as objects for human exploitation? What values are 
needed for enhancing human and non-human relationships?” Berger’s 
statement prophetically points toward the ongoing sixth great extinction 
event. Simultaneously, it is a melancholic appraisal of what Robin Wall 
Kimmerer calls our predicament of “species-loneliness”—a “deep unknown 
sadness stemming from . . . the loss of relationship.”4 Extinction events in 
the Anthropocene and our species-loneliness stem largely from the objecti-
fication of the non-human environment, an orientation Martin Heidegger 
described as Bestand (standing-reserve). Heidegger describes this orien-
tation as enframing (Gestell), which renders the world into a stockpile of 
objectified raw materials. How do we abjure these objectifying orienta-
tions that enframe the environment, with deleterious effects for human 
and non-human beings?5 What “values” are needed for enhancing flour-
ishing multispecies relationships to imagine possibilities of peaceful forms 
of being-in-common?

Two formulations from animal studies—“dull edge of extinction” and 
“making kin”—help me explore the violence in treating the environment as 
Bestand and imagine “values” for sustaining flourishing multispecies com-
munities. While popular literature frames extinction as a cataclysmic end 
event (the “last Dodo,” for instance), it also gestures toward longer processes 
that involve what Thom Van Dooren calls the gradual disappearance of not 
just a “single life form” but multiple, interrelated “forms of life.”6 Extinction 
is an entangled process in which one loss impacts many others over a longue 
durée. Van Dooren calls this “the dull edge of extinction,” in which there 
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is “a slow unravelling of intimately entangled ways of life that begins long 
before the death of the last individual and continues to ripple forward 
long afterward .  .  .”7 To narrativize this unravelling and imagine forms of 
being-in-common, Van Dooren, Bird Rose and Chrulew call for “storied 
worlds”—narratives that “can help us to inhabit multiply-storied worlds in a 
spirit of openness and accountability to otherness.”8

Narrating storied worlds also necessitates that we attend to complex, 
entangled processes of making kin. Haraway writes:

Making kin as oddkin rather than . . . genealogical and biogenetic 
family troubles important matters, like to whom is one actually 
responsible. . . . What shape is this kinship, where and whom do its 
lines connect and disconnect? . . . What must be cut and what must 
be tied if multispecies flourishing on earth, including human and 
other-than-human beings in kinship, are to have a chance?9

Making kin is not the same as heartwarming notions of interspecies friend-
ship. Haraway’s description of this “wild” category of making kin includes  
the possibility of contingent queer becomings (“oddkin”) and does not pre-
clude the question of violence in relationality. It necessitates a disavowal of 
affective investments in genealogical and biogenetic notions of “family” lin-
eages and in following the tracks of one’s obligations to multiple Others in 
ordinary life.

Focusing largely on Delhi, Ministry begins with nostalgia for a lost “nat-
ural” plenitude. But Roy extends this initial evocation of nostalgic affect to 
consider the impact of extinction events in the era of accelerating neolib-
eralism, connect species-extinction with the urban precariat’s decreasing 
visibility, and imagine an alternative utopian space of multispecies cohabit-
ation through the portrayal of Jannat (Paradise) Guest House. Significantly, 
Jannat emerges as a safe space for the human and non-human marginalized 
that comes into being over and around an abandoned Muslim graveyard in 
Shajahanabad, Delhi. A space of death becomes the locus for the renewal 
of life and the formation of an alternative commons. This movement from 
a space of death to a locus for renewed life constitutes the linear trajectory  
of the novel’s otherwise sprawling plot. Ministry begins with an invocation of  
species-extinction—that of vultures and sparrows. Toward its closure, we 
encounter the following poem:
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How
to
tell

a
shattered

story?
By
slowly

becoming
everybody.

No.
By slowly becoming everything.10

Telling a “shattered story” is initiated by moving from a space of death to a 
space of life and through exploring entanglement: “becoming everybody” 
and “becoming everything.” Human and non-human selves, otherwise lack-
ing “footholds in the sheer wall of the future,” take refuge in the vibrant 
multispecies community that is Jannat. No wonder then that the last scene 
in Ministry features “Guih Kyom” (dung beetle in Kashmiri) as an important 
constituent of world-making in Jannat. The rest of this essay mimes this move-
ment from species death to multispecies life by focusing on the extinction of 
vultures and sparrows, the metaphorical bleed between species-extinction and 
disappearing people in neoliberal cityscapes, and the formation of a multi
species commons in Jannat.

Multispecies Communities: Losing Vultures and Sparrows

Ministry begins with a coda that narrates the extinction of white-backed vul-
tures (Gyps bengalensis) from Indian cityscapes:

At magic hour, when the sun has gone but the light has not, armies 
of flying foxes unhinge themselves from the Banyan trees in the old 
graveyard and drift across the city like smoke. When the bats leave, the 
crows come home. Not all the din of their homecoming fills the silence 
left by the sparrows that have gone missing, and the old white-backed 
vultures, custodians of the dead for more than a hundred million 
years, have been wiped out. The vultures died of diclofenac poisoning. 
Diclofenac . . . given to cattle as muscle relaxant, to ease pain  
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and increase the production of milk, works—worked—like nerve gas 
on white-backed vultures. Each chemically relaxed, milk-producing 
cow or buffalo that died became poisoned vulture bait. As cattle 
turned into better dairy machines . . . vultures’ necks began to droop as 
though they were tired and simply couldn’t stay awake. Silver beards of 
saliva dripped from their beaks, and one by one they tumbled off their 
branches, dead.

Not many noticed the passing of the friendly old birds. There was 
so much else to look forward to.11

An important moment that positions Ministry as a critical reflection on 
neoliberalism is the reference to diclofenac and its connection with bovines. 
Bovines, despite their veneration as gau mata (mother cow) by the hard-
line Hindu right, are treated as Bestand (not sentient animals, but “dairy 
machines”). Their cyborg bodies (“chemically relaxed”) are nodes in a neo-
liberal production line geared toward satisfying increasing consumerist needs. 
The key point about diclofenac is the molecular and cellular rearrangement 
at the level of bovine corporeality, a form of violence that by reducing animal 
bodies to mere standing-reserve impacts existing multispecies relation-
ships and creates conditions for non-peace. This molecular rearrangement 
leads cows to be mere Bestand, to be milked productively by humans.  
But this rearrangement has an even more deleterious underside: for vul-
tures, diclofenac worked “like nerve gas.” Van Dooren writes: “In vulture 
bodies, diclofenac causes painful swelling, inflammation, and eventually kid-
ney failure and death. Today, it is thought that 97 percent of the three main 
species of vulture in India (Gyps indicus, Gyps bengalensis, and Gyps tenuiros-
tris) are gone.”12 Vultures, ancient beings that gesture toward an inhuman 
dimension of time prior to the era of anthropos—“custodians of the dead for 
more than a hundred million years”—are almost wiped out.

There are other avian entities in this passage too. Ministry begins with 
scenes of leaving home (flying foxes) and homecoming (crows). But the 
crucial element is what follows the corvid homecoming—“Not all the din 
of their homecoming fills the silence left by the sparrows that have gone 
missing.” The “din” of the corvid homecoming cannot replace the silence 
in the wake of the disappearance of the sparrows. This blink-and-miss ref-
erence to sparrows, one of the most ordinary urban animals, may seem 
insignificant if we do not consider the illustrations on the last page and 
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the back cover of the original hardcover edition of Ministry. Just as we  
exit the space of the plot, we notice a small illustration in the style of Mughal 
miniatures. This image is repeated in the back cover. Inset in these illustra-
tions are a perched vulture and sparrow about to take flight. The extinction 
of vultures and sparrows opens Ministry; a visual representation of these 
disappeared avian figures close the text. What do we make of this double 
invocation of species loss, both narrative and visual, at the beginning and 
end? The answers, I suggest, lie in the material impact of species loss on 
extant lifeworlds depicted in the novel and the metaphorical significance 
of animals like vultures and sparrows in Ministry.

Polyvalent metaphorical associations circulate around vultures. Since scav-
enging is viewed as a debased activity, vultures have often been associated 
with filth and greed. Concurrently, the mention of “friendly birds” reminds 
us of cultural-religious figures in South Asia, like Jatayu or Sampati in the 
Ramayana—avian figures associated with nobility and wisdom.13 Anand Vivek 
Taneja also narrates how vultures are venerated as “saintly animals” by Mus-
lims and Hindus alike in contemporary North India.14 On a material level, 
vultures’ disappearance has had ripple effects in multispecies communities in 
India. Vultures disposed of the carcasses of livestock. The death of the vulture 
in India, Samanth Subramanian writes, is “also the death of how we cope with 
death itself.”15 Disposing of carcasses, they also halted the spread of diseases 
like anthrax (the high acidic content in vulture stomachs naturally destroy 
pathogens).16 Moreover, what was once the task of vultures has now fallen 
on other scavenging species, like stray dogs and rats, leading to a significant 
population explosion in such species. The increase in stray dogs increases 
the risk of zoonotic diseases like rabies, while rats carry the danger of plague. 
Unsurprisingly, the rural populations and the urban poor are more vulnerable 
to such zoonotic outbreaks. Vultures have also existed symbiotically with 
humans in India.17 Van Dooren writes that

the mass death of vultures is having economic impacts on some of 
India’s poorest people. These people, often referred to . . . as “bone 
collectors,” have made a living gathering the dried bones of cattle and 
selling them to the fertilizer industry. In the absence of vultures,  
these bones are now often incompletely scavenged, requiring either 
extended periods of time before collection or for people to collect the 
bones themselves.18
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While Van Dooren successfully shows the entangled pathways of humans 
and vultures in a multispecies lifeworld, this passage exposes the limits of his 
vision. He fails to mention that the “bone collectors” belong to Dalit com-
munities. Caste remains an absent vector.

As contrasts, I provide two examples from Dalit autobiographies to 
consider the ambivalent relationships humans share with vultures in such 
multispecies lifeworlds structured by caste. Here is Hazari, a “bone-collector,” 
who was born and grew up in a village in Uttar Pradesh during colonial rule 
and belonged to the Chamar caste:

Our livelihood came from the work we did in town . . . disposing of the 
dead animals . . . we watched in the same way as the vulture watches, 
there is no difference between the vulture and the sweeper in this 
respect. As soon as . . . a cow, horse or goat died, we brought it to a field 
to skin it. We took the meat for cooking and eating, and the skin when 
dry to be sold. We left the carcass for the vultures to clean, and,  
when the vultures had finished, we collected the bones.19

And here is Daya Pawar, the author of the Marathi autobiography Baluta, who 
belongs to the Mahar caste:

News that an animal had died in the wilds did not take long to get to 
the Maharwada. It would pass along faster than the telexes of today. 
When the vultures and kite began to circle, like aeroplanes, the Mahars 
would locate the fallen animal. They would rush to get there before the 
birds picked the carcass clean.

How many vultures? Fifty or so. Their wings flapping, they would 
make strange sounds. . . . Annabhau Sathe has compared vultures  
to the velvet-jacketed sons of money-lenders. If you threw a stone  
at them, they’d flap and move away . . . but their greed drew them back 
to the body. They probably hated the Mahars. After all, we were snatch-
ing food from their claws.20

While my intention isn’t to conflate heterogenous experiences of caste, the 
figuration of vultures is crucial. In Hazari’s narrative, vultures and the “bone 
collectors” are presented in a relationship of symbiosis. In Pawar’s, the vulture-
human relationship is ambivalent and tense. While the symbiotic element is 
present (vultures as a form of media—note the reference to telex and aero-
planes), the avians and humans compete for the same resources. Vultures 
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orient the community toward the presence of carcasses. But they are also 
replete with negative metaphorical and anthropomorphic associations—they 
were like the “velvet-jacketed sons of money-lenders” who would move when 
a stone was thrown before greedily circling back. Vultures and humans 
make kin in a violence-laden relationship of interspecies competition over  
scarce resources.

On July 11, 2016, Vashram Sarvaiya, along with his brother Ramesh, his 
cousin Ashok and relative Bechar, were skinning a cow in Gujarat’s Una dis-
trict when they were accosted by Hindutva gau-rakshaks (cow protectors) 
who accused them of killing the cow. The video of their public flogging went 
viral and forms part of an escalating pattern of violence by Hindutva forces 
against Dalits and Muslims in contemporary India. (Incidentally, India’s nearly 
$12-billion leather industry is heavily reliant on Dalit and Muslim labour. 
India is also a major exporter of beef.) The Una violence sparked massive 
protests, forcing Narendra Modi to condemn it after a substantial period. 
Reporter Maya Prabhu visited one of these skinning fields necessary for the 
leather industry in Chamaria Para in Rajkot, Gujarat. This skinning field full 
of animal carcasses, he writes,

is a tip called Sokra, and it is the most apocalyptic place I’ve ever seen. 
Hundreds of stray dogs swarm the rubbish embankments, and wade 
hip-deep in a sewage lake to cool off. Years ago there would have been 
vultures wheeling on updrafts, perching on sun-blanched rib-cages. A 
horde of vultures could pick clean a bull’s carcass in half an hour, say 
Chamaria Para’s older skinners. But India’s vulture population has been 
in crisis since the 1990s, so the carcass dump is a grim exhibition of the 
stages of decay.21

The horror-stricken “apocalyptic” attribution stems from class/caste-
privilege emerging from an insulation from such locales and activities that 
Dalit communities have traditionally performed. Crucial here is the depiction 
of the skinning field as a necro-ecosystem replete with filth (“sewage lake”) 
and animal forms representing death and squalor (stray dogs, vultures). The 
description of the “apocalyptic exhibit of decay” notes the vultures’ disappear-
ance and its impact in this entangled lifeworld. Earlier, vultures “wheeling on 
updrafts” would pick a carcass clean; their absence, mourned by the skinners, 
means that the skinning field appears like a museum of horrors for the savarna 
observer—a “grim exhibition” of various “stages of decay.”
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While diclofenac has largely been blamed for the disappearance of vultures, 
the reasons for the disappearance of sparrows (Passer domesticus indicus) is 
a subject of debate. Over the last two decades, many states in India have 
reported declining sparrow populations. A 2015 study lists, in addition to  
“the increase of monoculture crops” and the “replacement of native plants with 
introduced species,” the following possible reasons for this decline: “Intro-
duction of unleaded petrol which produces toxic compounds such as methyl 
nitrate, use of pesticides in agriculture, effect of electromagnetic radiation 
from cellphone towers, eradication of agricultural land, loss of nesting sites 
due to changes in urban building design, competition among other species of 
birds, declines in insect populations.22” Neoliberal urbanization has impacted 
the food supply of sparrows, who are voracious feeders. Moreover, straw, an 
essential component of sparrow habitations, has become scarce. Sparrows 
habitually roost and nest on tiled and thatched roofs, architectural aspects 
that are disappearing in contemporary urban structures.

In 2008, Time magazine named Mohammad Dilawar from Nashik, Maha-
rashtra, as one of its “Heroes of the Environment.” Dilawar tracked Nashik’s 
sparrow decline and was responsible for building wooden houses for them. 
He began the Nature Forever society, which spreads awareness about sparrows 
and helps design strategies to conserve them as an umbrella species. Dilawar 
laments India’s exclusive focus on conserving charismatic species like tigers 
while ignoring small ones like sparrows. Comparing sparrows to the figure 
of the “common man” in Indian democracy, Dilawar says:

Even though the common man, his problems and his welfare is at the 
centre of the idea of democracy, he is always ignored. . . .

The same is the case with house sparrows. It’s only ignored because 
it’s common; it has little glamour as compared to other species. There is 
little awareness with regard to the ecological role it plays.23

Dilawar’s comment about sparrows being too “common” evokes familiar reac-
tions to this animal, which has co-evolved in proximity with human beings. 
Sparrows are the very signifier of commonness, lying somewhere between the 
status of nature (wild) and culture (domestic). Kim Todd writes:

In a world fascinated by the predatory and breathtakingly beauti-
ful, the sparrow is the type of the common and the humble. There is 
something generic about it. Picture the basic bird, the stripped-down, 
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super-efficiency model, and a sparrow probably comes to mind. . . . 
The Hebrew word that gets translated into the English “sparrow” 
means “bird” in general. . . . The root of the old English spearwa means 
“flutterer.” Its Latin name, passer, was adopted as the root of “passer-
ine,” the name for the largest order of birds.24

This attribution of commonness exists in other languages. In my first lan-
guage, Assamese, sparrows are called ghorsirika or ghonsirika. Sirika means 
small animal, ghor means house, and ghon means thick, dense or regular, all 
attributions of fecundity, commonness and ordinariness, maybe one of the 
reasons it possesses “little glamour as compared to other species.”25

However, this apparent insignificance can be deceptive, as sparrows can 
be invasive species—indeed, the sparrow has often been treated as a symbol 
of “pestilence, urban ills and unwanted immigration.”26 They have been key 
to the disappearance of local species. Oftentimes, they are treated as vermin 
and pests (they are often considered avian “rats”), one of the most notori-
ous instances being Mao Zedong’s war against sparrows as one of the four  
pests (sparrows, mosquitoes, flies and rats) that had to be eliminated. Shapiro 
writes that Mao’s order was an instance of “environmental authoritarianism” 
that had a massive and deleterious ecological impact.27 Designated as cap-
italist animals who did not work for the grain the peasantry’s hard labour 
produced, sparrows were killed en masse in the latter half of the 1950s. But 
their extermination had unanticipated effects, since besides grain, they also 
consumed insects. Locusts and other insects destroyed crops in the following 
seasons and contributed to the great famine in China (1959–1961). Similar 
fears have also been evinced about sparrows’ disappearance in India. Since 
sparrows serve as easily available food for birds of prey, their decline also leads 
to declining predatory bird populations. They are critical to seed dispersal, 
thus impacting agriculture. The dull edge of extinction rears its head again 
as the loss of one species has ripple effects across a lifeworld.28

Geographers Jennifer Wolch and Jody Emel write: “animals have been 
so indispensable to the structure of human affairs and so tied up with our 
visions of progress and the good life that we have been unable to .  .  . fully  
see them. Their very centrality prompted us to simply look away and to 
ignore their fates.”29 Following Wolch and Emel’s lead, let us return to the last  
sentences from Ministry’s opening coda. While this segment refers specifically 
to vultures’ disappearance, it also applies indirectly to the humble, ordinary 
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sparrow. The linear teleologies of “progress” and “development” in biopoliti-
cal modernity impel us to look forward at the seemingly arrow-like progress 
of time. Everywhere animals disappear, but their “very centrality” prompts  
us to “simply look away and to ignore their fates.” This looking-away is accen-
tuated by the ordinariness of animals like sparrows, which exist largely as 
background noise. But the zoopolitical also bleeds into the biopolitical in 
Ministry. Animal extinction is entangled in intimate ways with people ren-
dered disposable and invisible.

Disposable Humanity: The Metaphorical Bleed Between 

Species-Extinction and Precarious Humans

Ministry’s bleed between the zoopolitical and the biopolitical is not a simple 
comparison between humans and states of animalization; instead, metaphor-
ization operates at two levels: first, the dull edge of extinction reveals the 
severe impoverishment of multispecies lifeworlds over longer durations, and, 
second, it shows a connection between species disappearance and the status 
of disposable humans who are marginalized and instrumentally treated as 
Bestand in the neoliberal city.30

The recent exodus of migrant workers from cities like Delhi during the 
COVID-19 crisis emphasizes their disposability and treatment as Bestand. 
The utter lack of any plans for amelioration, the freezing of payments, social 
ostracization, and forcing migrants to walk up to 2,000 miles back home are 
sordid reminders of this unfolding human catastrophe.31 However, treatment 
of migrant workers as a standing-reserve, utilized and disposed at will, is no 
flash in the pan. In the immediate context of neoliberalization, we must turn 
our gaze back to the clamour to make Delhi a “world-class” city, which has 
steadily gained ground in the last two decades.32 The 2010 Commonwealth 
Games are significant here, as they led to massive investments in infrastructure 
(including operationalizing the Delhi metro), massively rising consumption 
patterns, increasing automobility, and gentrification, which included the pro-
liferation of shopping malls.

Another increasingly prominent post-liberalization dimension was the 
rise of what Amita Baviskar calls “bourgeoisie environmentalism”—judicial 
activism against problems like pollution prompted by upper-middle-class 
citizens aimed at enhancing elite lifestyles.33 This is congruent with “ban-
ishing the city’s working-class population out of sight, their labour available 
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yet invisible.” This occurred in various ways, including closing “hazardous” 
industries, laying off workers, and demolishing slums. Lalit Batra writes: “The 
‘legal and aesthetic pollution’ caused by working-class settlements and fac-
tories, according to the idea of ‘bourgeoisie environmentalism,’ denied the 
‘citizens’ (read property owners) their legitimate rights in the city. So the idea 
of reclamation of the rights of the ‘citizenry’ got directly linked to the dispos-
session of the working classes.”34 Around one million people were displaced 
in Delhi between 1998 and 2000. The resettlement colonies were “little more 
than planned slums” lacking basic amenities and often located near hazard-
scapes. The Bhalswa resettlement colony, for instance, is right next to a landfill 
where toxins leak into groundwater. Furthermore, the evictees either lost their 
livelihood or incurred more expenses in commuting from their resettlement 
colonies to their places of employment.

The first connection instituted between “falling people” and urban avians 
in Ministry is in the politics of visibility—to extend Berger, everywhere ani-
mals and people disappear, but they are hardly seen. The critique of such 
disappearance of precarious beings, both human and animal, in the face of 
spectacles carried by the neoliberal electronic media is evident in Ministry, 
when Roy focuses on the anti-corruption protests of 2011 spearheaded by 
Anna Hazare, referred to bombastically as India’s “second freedom strug-
gle.” Most of these protests occurred in a popular space of gathering: the 
area near the medieval-era observatory, Jantar Mantar. The televisual media 
widely covered these protests. But the same area was also the locus of other 
protests by what Roy calls “falling people” like the slum dwellers, political 
dissidents and victims of catastrophes like the Bhopal Gas Disaster.35 The nar-
rator describes the coverage of the protests by the Association of Mothers of 
the Disappeared from Kashmir, occurring simultaneously with the spectacle 
of India’s “second freedom struggle.” Thus, “No TV camera pointed at that 
banner, not even by mistake. Most of those engaged in India’s Second Freedom 
Struggle felt nothing less than outrage at the idea of freedom for Kashmir and 
the Kashmiri women’s audacity.”36 These simultaneous protests are willingly 
ignored by participants in the epic, linear temporality of progress under-
pinning the “second freedom struggle.” The “falling people” of various hues 
become background noise, easily ignored, much like the extinction events that  
initiate Ministry.

Ministry also makes specific comparisons between “falling people” 
and sparrows and vultures. Recall that Dilawar compares sparrows to the 
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“common man” of Indian democracy—incidentally, a figure rooted in the 
middle class with a long representational history, from the iconic cartoons of 
R. K. Laxman to the formation of the populist Aam Aadmi Party (Aam Aadmi 
means “common man”) during the 2011 anti-corruption protests.37 But while 
the semantic range of “common man” can be capacious, Ministry empha-
sizes that populations that have lost their precarious foothold on history fall 
out of this category to occupy a different world. This distinction is emphasized 
later, when the denizens of Jannat travel, or rather in another deployment of 
an avian metaphor, “glide” across Delhi:

They glided through dense forests of apartment buildings, past gigantic 
concrete amusement parks, bizarrely designed wedding halls and 
towering cement statues as high as skyscrapers. . . . They drove over 
an impossible-to-pee-on flyover as wide as a wheat field, with twenty 
lanes of cars whizzing over it and towers of steel and glass growing on 
either side of it. But when they took an exit road off it, they saw that 
the world underneath the flyover was an entirely different one—an 
unpaved, unplanned, unlit, unregulated, wild and dangerous one, in 
which buses, trucks, bullocks, rickshaws, cycles, handcarts and pedes-
trians jostled for survival. One kind of world flew over another kind of 
world without troubling to stop and ask the time of day.38

The neoliberal city’s division into two worlds existing on separate planes, one 
flying over the other, is anticipated in chapter 3, when one of the major char-
acters, the hijra (intersex) Anjum, stares into a TV camera and says, “We’ve 
come from there . . . from the other world (doosri duniya).”39 This chapter goes 
back to Delhi’s gentrification prior to hosting the Commonwealth Games. In 
the midst of the celebratory din surrounding neoliberal gentrification, aided 
by bulldozers that “could flatten history and stack it up like building material,” 
millions of urban precariat “were being moved, but no one knows where to.”40 
“Surplus” people, not the “common man” dear to Indian democracy, were 
losing their access to the commons. The comparison with sparrows is explicit:

On the city’s industrial outskirts, in the miles of bright swamp tightly 
compacted with refuse and colorful plastic bags, where the evicted had 
been “re-settled,” the air was chemical and the water poisonous. Clouds 
of mosquitoes rose from the thick green ponds. Surplus mothers 
perched like sparrows on the debris of what used to be their homes and 
sang their surplus children to sleep.41
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The plight of these “surplus” people, resettled in the toxic hazardscapes 
at the city’s margins, is compared via simile to the plight of sparrows pre-
cariously perched in the new metropolis. Both are victims of neoliberal 
gentrification—the disappearance of sparrows serves as a mirror to the invisibil-
ity of the surplus people.

Vultures are linked to the representation of caste especially through the 
portrayal of Dayachand/Saddam. In “The Doctor and the Saint,” Roy says:

The utopianism that Ambedkar is charged with was very much part 
of the tradition of the anti-caste movement. The poetry of the Bhakti 
movement is replete with it. Unlike the nostalgia-ridden, mythical vil-
lage republics in Gandhi’s “Ram Rajya” . . . the subaltern Bhakti saints 
sang of towns. They sang of towns in timeless places, where Untouch-
ables would be liberated from ubiquitous fear, from unimaginable 
indignity and endless toil on other peoples’ land.42

Ministry has one major Dalit character, who moves from neighbouring Bad-
shahpur to Delhi: Saddam Hussain/Dayachand (Dayachand takes the name 
Saddam Hussain after seeing a video of the former Iraqi ruler stoically facing 
death). Dayachand moves to Delhi because his father, who belonged to the 
Chamar caste, was lynched for the “crime” of skinning the carcass of a cow. 
Later, as the denizens of Jannat indulge in some flânerie at the swanky Nando 
Mall, Saddam/Dayachand reveals that it was constructed on a road neigh-
bouring wheat fields where his father was lynched. The link between caste 
violence and neoliberal gentrification is explicitly instituted. Moreover, as a 
controlled, postmodern space, the mall signifies a hub of species-loneliness 
far away from the multispecies lifeworlds Hazari and Daya Pawar describe.

Furthermore, vultures and their visual-olfactory role return through 
the repeated mention of smell in Ministry. In order to appreciate the visual-
olfactory aspect of Roy’s work, it is necessary to consider the olfactory trope 
in a broader context. Maya Prabhu writes: “Chamaria Para, ‘the leather-
making area,’ is signposted only by the stink. Part rancid, oily ram’s wool and 
part rotting meat, the odour hangs diffuse in the air along the shale alleys 
and thickens at the open doorways of ramshackle warehouses.”43 Joel Lee  
argues that caste functions as a “spatial-sensory order” very often predicated 
through the foregrounding of smell. His term “olfactory map” describes how 
in caste-geographies “odorants operate [to] underscore the sensuousness of 
space and the spatiality of sensory perception.”44 For the savarna Prabhu, 
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“stink” is a spatial signpost that alerts her to Dalit presence and habitations, 
but as she proceeds, smells orient the subject away from the sources. This dif-
fers from Pawar’s (Baluta) and Dayachand/Saddam’s (Ministry) descriptions 
of finding dead carcasses. Saddam says that the stink orients them toward the 
carcass: “We find the dead cow easily. . . . It’s always easy, you just have to know 
the art of walking straight into the stink.”45 The upper castes, however, “all  
held their noses because of the stink.”46 The phenomenologies of smell, 
predicated on caste subject-positions, differently orients inhalers to olfac-
tory sources.

As Lee argues in his essay, such instances of living near malodorous 
landscapes are examples of “environmental casteism” that have deleterious 
effects on residents’ health and psyche.47 In Ministry, Roy’s comment about 
disposable people precariously perched like sparrows refers to this form 
of “slow violence.”48 However, the olfactory plays a subversive role later, as 
“stink” becomes a subterfuge to smuggle Tilo, one of Ministry’s central char-
acters, and the foundling infant Udaya Jebeen away from the police. Saddam/
Dayachand says:

He would come with a friend who drove a pickup for the Municipal 
Corporation of Delhi [MCD]. They had to pick up the carcass of a 
cow that had died—burst—from eating too many plastic bags at the 
main garbage dump in Hauz Khas. . . . It was foolproof plan, he said. 
“No policeman ever stops an MCD garbage truck. . . . If you keep your 
window open you’ll be able to smell us before you see us.”49

In multispecies communities where humans and vultures once lived in prox-
imity, smell may possess a different valence than for upper-caste/middle  
class inhalers. The upper-caste subject’s act of holding their nose is not only a 
mode of orienting away from biological matter but also a way of marking dif-
ferences between a “pure” notion of self, opposed to the “polluting” presence 
of the caste-other. The implication is that objects of disgust/pollution make 
the subject pull away.50 However, from the obverse angle, the Dalit character 
uses this same “stink” as a guerilla tactic as he navigates urban space. This 
leads to a crucial plot twist as a new restoried world—a thriving multispecies 
community in Jannat—comes into being as Miss Jebeen is smuggled under cover 
of night and stink. Miss Jebeen becomes a beacon of hope and futurity at the 
end; so the act of “smuggling” her under the cover of darkness and stink leads 
us directly to the novel’s utopian closure.
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Making Kin: Multispecies Communities in Ministry

Roy says in an interview about Ministry:

The sprawling structure of this book . . . it’s almost like looking at a city 
whose plans are ambushed. It has unauthorized colonies and illegal 
entries. People come together in such places.

. . . In a city, you can’t walk past a person without wondering who 
he or she is. . . . All these people have stories. They’ve come from differ-
ent places. And this allows them to share their experiences and create a 
form of solidarity that could not exist in isolated villages.51

If bourgeoisie environmentalism and the desire to make Delhi into a “world-
class” city necessitates forms of rationalized, exclusionary planning, places 
of gathering like Jannat ambush such attempts at standardization and urban 
“beautification.” What elevates Ministry from a standard compassionate  
look at the fates of surplus people who are animalized and brutalized is this 
attempt at imagining a utopian form of being-in-common offering lines of 
flight from the neoliberal city’s spatial apartheid. Moreover, the distinctive 
feature of Jannat (Paradise) as a utopian space is that it is where humans and 
non-humans make kin. Early on, Anjum says about Jannat:

Once you have fallen off the edge like all of us have, including our 
Biroo (a stray dog) . . . you will never stop falling. And as you fall you 
will hold on to other falling people. . . . This place where we live, where 
we have made our home, is the place of falling people.52

By the end, Jannat becomes a refuge for other falling “people,” including sex-
ual minorities; castaways; political dissenters; various injured or abandoned 
creatures, including dogs, goats and crows; and Tilo and Miss Jebeen, both of 
whom are hiding from the law. If “falling people” become part of easily ignored 
background noise during spectacles in popular gathering places like Jantar 
Mantar, Jannat represents an alternative gathering space under the radar of the 
vacuous bourgeoisie, who shrilly scream about progress and world-class cities. 
In such alternative spaces, ruined, vulnerable and broken lives are salvaged and 
cared for, like Saddam’s injured crow. Furthermore, echoing Haraway’s point 
about “oddkin,” Jebeen’s “family” is a quintessential queer collectivity. Jebeen’s 
parentage is revealed at the end—her mother, Maase Revathy, was a brutalized 
Naxalite cadre who was likely killed (her father’s identity remains unknown, 
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probably one of the security personnel who had gangraped Revathy). But 
Jebeen now has a family full of “falling people.” This is not the stereotypical 
restitution of heterosexual coupling at the closure but a queer and contingent 
collectivity making kin. As they read Revathy’s letter,

Each of the listeners recognized, in their own separate ways, something 
of themselves and their own stories, their own Indo-Pak, in the story of 
this unknown, faraway woman who was no longer alive. It made them 
close ranks around Miss Jebeen the Second like a formation of trees, 
or adult elephants—an impenetrable fortress in which she, unlike her 
biological mother, would grow up protected and loved.53

These arboreal and animal similitudes gesture at alternative forms of making 
kin beyond biogenetic genealogies.

Polyvalent arboreal and animal metaphors are also intricately woven with 
the portrayal of Jannat, formerly a space of death. We get a brief glimpse of the 
decrepit graveyard from Tilo’s perspective, just after her return from Kashmir. 
When she returns years later with Miss Jebeen, she could not recognize it, 
because it “was no longer a derelict place for the forgotten dead.”54 The reason 
for the makeover of this space is Anjum, who after her exit from Khwabgah, 
the hijras’ living space, lives for months in the graveyard as a “ravaged, feral 
spectre, out-haunting every resident djinn and spirit.”55 Anjum moves there 
after the trauma of witnessing the 2002 Gujarat riots. Her transition from a 
form of death-in-life to a renewed sense of life is initiated by a vertiginous shift 
of perspective where she becomes like a tree: “She lived in the graveyard like 
a tree. At dawn she saw the crows off and welcomed the bats home. At dusk 
she did the opposite. Between shifts she conferred with the ghosts of vultures 
that loomed in her high branches.”56

A “ravaged spectre” communes with the ghosts of extinct animals—their 
absence is like the lingering pain of an “amputation.” These ghostly commun-
ions and her sense of herself as a “mehfil, a gathering . . . of everybody and 
nobody, of everything and nothing” slowly transports her back to the realm 
of the living. When asked about the funerary rituals for hijras, she retorts with 
statements rich with symbolic and intertextual resonances: “Where do old 
birds go to die? Do they fall on us like stones from the sky? Do we stumble on 
their bodies in the streets?”57 These statements take us back intertextually to 
Sophie Mol’s questions in God of Small Things besides referencing the death 
of the friendly vultures which very few people had noticed.58
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As Anjum returns to the domain of the “living,” she begins squatting in the 
graveyard. She builds a one-room tin shack, adds rooms to this rudimentary 
structure, and rents it out to people who had fallen off the grid. With Saddam’s 
arrival, Jannat functions as a funeral parlour, with a criterion that Jannat 
Funeral Services “would only bury those whom the graveyards and imams 
of the duniya (world) had rejected.”59 Not only living people or ancient birds 
who had fallen off the grid but also dead people who did not belong to any 
grid. Non-human inhabitants like Biroo—“a beagle who had either escaped 
from or outlived its purpose in a pharmaceutical testing lab”—and Comrade 
Laali, a red-headed mongrel who gave birth to five puppies and as a “mother” 
was a great “friend” of Tilo’s, also live in Jannat.60 The uniqueness of this 
multispecies duniya with multiple modes of making kin is signalled to Tilo 
when she first arrives with Jebeen: “Anjum spoke as though it was a world that 
Tilo was familiar with, a world that everybody ought to be familiar with; in 
fact, the only world worth being familiar with.”61 If the duniya (world) outside 
was rapidly growing exclusionary, this doosri duniya (other world) was a new 
form of world-making. The graveyard had turned into “a Noah’s ark of injured 
animals.” The soil of the graveyard, “a compost pit of ancient provenance,” had 
become a thriving vegetable garden. Tilo began a “people’s school.”62 A new 
commons came into being.

One of the most important symbols of utopian hope that gestures toward 
alternative futurities is the infant, Miss Udaya Jebeen. Hannah Arendt writes, 
“action has the closest connection with the human condition of natality; 
the new beginning inherent in birth can make itself felt in the world only 
because the newcomer possesses the capacity of beginning something anew.”63 
If mortality is the central category of metaphysics, natality is the political 
category par excellence as, through newness, it is oriented toward action. It 
is unsurprising that many global cultural works use natality and the promise 
of reproductive futurity as the herald for hope and the possibility of a new 
politics, especially during closures. Ministry follows this utopian narrative 
script where Miss Jebeen ties up many of the significations that cross-hatch 
the deployment of terms like “life” and “death,” simultaneously facilitating the 
gathering of a queer collectivity.

Miss Jebeen, who grows up in a graveyard, is named after another Miss 
Jebeen—the Kashmiri militant Musa’s daughter—who was killed in a protest 
in Kashmir and lies in another graveyard in Srinagar. At one point, Musa 
says that in Kashmir, “the dead will live forever, and the living are only dead 
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people, pretending to be alive.”64 Musa’s comments about living in Kashmir as 
a state of entrapment in an eternal present, and of death as a mode of escaping 
and surviving beyond the state of colonial occupation, are relevant to current 
necropolitical conditions in the Indian-occupied state. Kashmir, often fig-
ured as Jannat in the Indian popular and cinematic imaginary, has become a 
veritable graveyard. In her essay on Ministry’s representation of political and 
ecological “ruin-worlds” in both Delhi and Kashmir, Rituparna Mitra writes: 
“In the Kashmir sections . . . we find a compelling engagement with the break-
down of all life into waste by the neoliberal and necropolitical state. Recalling 
Fanon’s ‘combat breathing,’ living and dying take place under noxious state 
violence, which seeps into and makes the environment unsustainable and 
toxic.”65 Conversely, the graveyard, Jannat, in Delhi’s Shajahanabad, becomes a 
space of life where, as Tilo says in the novel, “the battered angels in the grave-
yard that kept watch over their battered charges held open the doors between 
worlds (illegally, just a crack), so that the souls of the present and the departed 
could mingle, like guests at the same party.” Life became “less determinate” 
and death “more conclusive” in this space of multispecies gathering.66

But “reproductive futurity” doesn’t have the last word.67 Sticking to her 
ecocentric vision of human–non-human entanglements ranging from the 
biggest to the smallest beings, Roy ends with an image of Guih Kyom, the dung 
beetle, “wide awake and on duty, lying on his back with his legs in the air to 
save the world in case the heavens fell.”68 Entomological studies show that 
the humble dung beetle may save the world by reducing the scale of global 
warming. By aerating cow dung pats, dung beetles significantly reduce meth-
ane release into the atmosphere.69 Guih Kyom, defending the world with his 
legs in the air, offset by a miniature image of sparrows and vultures watching 
like guardian angels—maybe “things would turn out all right in the end.”70 
This is Roy’s most powerful imagining of “peace with the Other”—conjuring 
forms of entanglement, being-in-common and making kin in marginal  
spaces and ruin-worlds.

The editors of this volume write that “interrelationality among humans and 
between humans and non-humans is a moral as well as an existential concern.” 
The imagination of a multispecies utopian space like Jannat reveals the moral 
and existential concerns of Ministry. Parsing Erich Fromm, the editors of this 
volume suggest in their introduction that peace in the Other emerges “through 
being in solidarity, being joyful, and being creative as opposed to acts of peace-
lessness rooted in our desire to acquire, where we objectify our world and thus 
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see things as distinct from one another, as discrete entities to possess, use, throw 
away, or even kill.” The Heideggerian notion of Bestand emphasizes the desire to 
acquire and objectify through processes of Othering humans and non-humans. 
In contrast, complex, located actions of making kin through processes of solidar-
ity, joy and creativity in lifeworlds of multispecies flourishing like Jannat reveals 
how peace can emerge not by an obliteration of Otherness, but through acts and 
practices of learning to live with multiple Others.
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	11	 The Earth as a Phobic Object
Negative Ecology and the Rise of  
Eco-Fascism

Frédéric Neyrat

In this chapter, I will test and trace the relation between two hypotheses: first, 
that the Earth has become a phobic object; second, that eco-fascism, which 
feeds on phobic attitudes toward the Earth, looms at the horizon of planetary 
politics.1 If “the Earth has become a phobic object” is a meta-environmental 
hypothesis (“meta-” in the sense of proposing a general, theoretical hypoth-
esis about our contemporary relation to the planetary environment), then 
“eco-fascism looms at the horizon of planetary politics” is a meta-political 
hypothesis (“meta-” in the sense of offering a view on a possible, and threat-
ening, becoming of politics on the whole planet). Both hypotheses are linked, 
and the goal of my text is to explain why, and how, eco-fascism feeds on 
Earth-phobia.

By “hypothesis,” I mean a theoretical tool, an abstraction looking for 
its concrete proofs or its refutation, a philosophical investigation into 
our environmental—but also, and inextricably, our political, social, and 
psychological—contemporary situation. Thinking contemporaneity and its 
vectors, being able to read the signs able to announce a still-inchoate future, 
is always risky, always a bet, especially when we are—as we are today, when 
I rewrite this text, in May 2020, after having read its first occurrence in 
November 2019 at the conference “Peace with the Other”—in the midst of 
a brutal, global, unprecedented transformation of society, a transformation 
that COVID-19 triggered, or more precisely, accelerated. This pandemic 
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compels me to revisit the way I first formulated my two hypotheses and to 
expand them, as I will do in the conclusion of this chapter. When I first 
formulated these two meta-propositions, I was thinking about the rise of 
nationalism and far-rightist populism in the world, about the weakening—if 
not the collapse—of democracy in many countries, and I began to think that 
there was a link between this double erosion of democracy and of the bio-
sphere.2 My reasoning was the following, which I condense below into five 
points before developing them in the two first sections, the first devoted to 
environmental collapse and the second to eco-fascism:

	 (1)	 The deterioration—if not the collapse—of the planetary environ-
ment seems more and more unavoidable;

	 (2)	 Governments, which are made up of people who obviously read 
the newspapers and who have heard about the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) reports, do not deny the ser-
iousness of the environmental situation: they know it, and their 
political choices depend on that knowledge;

	 (3)	 As every year’s annual UN climate conference proves, govern-
ments do not seem to lean toward an attempt to really stop the 
causes of climate change, loss of biodiversity, the acidification of 
oceans, etc.;

	 (4)	 If governments gave up on any serious economic, political, or 
ecological attempt to tackle the causes of environmental disasters, 
then they will have to try to deal with their unavoidable effects: 
famine, riots and several sorts of social unrest, economic uncer-
tainty, the exponential increase in the number of environmental 
refugees and the nationalist, xenophobic surges coming from it;3

	 (5)	 To prevent these social effects from happening, to be able to 
manage them—even to take advantage of them—governments  
will proactively undo democracy. Hence what I call “eco-fascism”: 
that is to say, a new form of fascism that is not first based  
on the substance-based idea of race or nation but on a rejecting 
relation to the environment, insofar as the deterioration of the 
latter—judged unavoidable—threatens the social and economic 
order, which can be called, without emphasis, capitalism. Eco-
fascism does not aim at preserving the biosphere but at preserving 
a group or a class from the collapsing biosphere.
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Eco-fascism, therefore, has a specific form of relation to the environment, 
which is clearly a negative one: in the eco-fascist frame, the environment is a 
sort of phobic object, an object of fear and distrust that has to be contained. 
In the third section, I will propose a genealogy of this phobic relation, which 
I call “negative ecology,” leading to the eco-fascist war against the environ-
ment. If eco-fascism uses the collapse of the ecosphere as a political tool for 
producing an authoritarian regime, negative ecology reveals a psychological 
tendency to paradoxically reject what we know perfectly well cannot be 
rejected, namely, our terrestrial ties—our embodied condition on Earth, our 
material relation with the ecosphere as living, breathing, and feeling beings. Of 
course, modernity might be (partially) defined as the anthropocentric form 
of society built against the non-human world, as human exceptionalism—that 
is, as a form of denial of our terrestrial belonging; but negative ecology para-
doxically recognizes the environmental reality, while trying to neutralize it, to 
stay away from its frightening reality. At the very (modern) place where there 
was an ontological divide based on a rejection of relations to the environ-
ment, eco-fascism builds political and technological walls that do not deny 
the environment but include it as the central element of a new form of govern-
mentality. This inchoate form of governmentality has a negative ecology—a 
phobia of the environment—as its central paradigm.

Negative ecology can consequently be defined as a pathology of 
Otherness—the Otherness of the Earth, of any terrestrial reality, human 
bodies and even viruses. In the fourth section, I will argue that, to heal from 
eco-phobia, we need to create terrestrial alliances—an alliance being neither 
a fusion with the environment nor its phobic rejection under the form of 
protective walls. Formed at the occasion of political struggles against the 
building of a pipeline (like in North Dakota recently) or of an airport (like in 
Notre-Dame-des-Landes in France, as I explain in the fourth section), these 
terrestrial alliances might be a good social basis to redirect technology. As 
philosopher Walter Benjamin helps us understand in the fourth section of 
this chapter, technology should not be seen as a tool used to master nature 
and vanquish it (in what would necessarily be a suicidal victory for all of us) 
but as a mediation helping us to resymbolize our relationship with the planet, 
that is to say, also with ourselves. If peace is possible with Earth, it will hap-
pen not first with a new contract, new rules, and norms but first with a new 
psychological-existential relation with Earth able to promote, against negative 
ecology and beyond local struggles, planetary alliances.



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

274  Neyrat 

On Collapsology

Recently translated in English, two books illustrate a new trend of thought 
called “collapsology”: How Everything Can Collapse: A Manual for Our Times 
and Another End of the World Is Possible: Living the Collapse (and Not Merely 
Surviving It).4 The argument of these two books is the following: because 
of the global rise of temperature, loss of biodiversity, the infertility of soils, 
water scarcity, peak oil, and other depletions, the collapse of our civilization is 
unavoidable and unmanageable. Every possibility that we might conceive as a 
way to avoid the planetary collapse is delusional. One might contemplate, for 
example, sources of energy able to replace oil (once oil will be either depleted 
or too expensive to be exploited) like solar energy or even nuclear plants; but 
the authors argue that, to develop any alternative energy in a global context, 
one needs oil (to transport raw materials and workers through the world, for 
instance). The “thermo-industrial civilization” is a trap: we cannot escape 
it, and when we try to escape it, we strengthen the causes leading to global 
collapse. We cannot, à la Hans Jonas or à la Jean-Pierre Dupuy, use the worst-
case scenario as an exhortation to act in the present to prevent the worst-case 
scenario from happening.5 Given the inevitability of global collapse—or more 
accurately, as they explain, the collapses, always plural—the authors of How 
Everything Can Collapse and Another End of the World Is Possible consider it 
necessary to grieve the futures we had dreamt about—futures of progress, easy 
life, and smart phones—and to modify our representation of human society 
and of the other-than-humans. Against the individualist and competition-
oriented scheme at the core of any survivalist strategy, they insist—leaning 
on the anarchist thinker Kropotkin—on “mutual aid” and solidarity, that is to 
say, on the positive aspects of a moral shift that our current civilization makes 
infeasible: Another End of the World Is Possible explores the passage from 
denial to mourning and from mourning to resilience and spiritual, existential 
renewals, hence its last line about a “happy collapse.”

We should not imagine that the authors of these influential books just 
speak for themselves. The idea that the future is rapidly dissolving into global 
warming is the reason for which movements like Youth Climate Movement 
or Extinction Rebellion recently emerged and became very popular.6 These 
movements are not millenarian. Their members do not use an apocalyptic reli-
gious vocabulary; they use the vocabulary of scientists, of the IPCC’s reports, 
to show that governments do almost nothing to act on the causes of climate 
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change. Thus, if knowledgeable, responsible citizens, pro-Kropotkin thinkers 
and activists, are able to diagnose the gravity of the global environmental 
situation, it would be rationally indefensible to argue that CEOs, leaders of 
world organizations, and heads of state do not know how serious the situation 
is. Actually, they know; but they have a different idea concerning the “happy 
collapse,” another plan—a Plan B that is not about changing the political 
situation but about escaping it. As journalist Evan Osnos explains in a famous 
2017 article titled “Doomsday Prep for the Super-Rich,”

Survivalism, the practice of preparing for a crackup of civilization, 
tends to evoke a certain picture: the woodsman in the tinfoil hat, the 
hysteric with the hoard of beans, the religious doomsayer. But in recent 
years survivalism has expanded to more affluent quarters, taking root 
in Silicon Valley and New York City, among technology executives, 
hedge-fund managers, and others in their economic cohort.7

Osnos’s article documents how the very wealthy build underground bunkers 
with air-filtration systems in Kansas or buy houses in New Zealand, which 
is supposed to be safer than other places in the world: still democratic, self-
sufficient in terms of food and energy, and (an interesting feature in an epoch 
of social distancing) “distant” enough from everything else in the world to be 
protected from chaos—at least for a while. What Osnos’s article shows is that 
the financial elite does not think about how to avoid the causes of chaos but 
about being at least momentarily protected from its consequences. Would  
it be unreasonable to argue that this nihilistic state of mind is perhaps also at 
play at the political level?

The Rise of Eco-Fascism

First, as I have already said, it would be almost impossible to imagine that 
everyone, from activists to hedge-fund managers, knows, except prime min-
isters and presidents. It is even not necessary to be a Marxist to know that the 
political and the economical domains greatly intersect (to use a euphemism). 
After all, the French president Macron used to be an investment banker. So 
they know. Even when they seem to deny it, they know—like Trump, calling 
global warming a “Chinese hoax” and also a “total hoax,” “bullshit” and “pseu-
doscience” while trying to build seawalls to protect his Ireland golf course 
from rising sea levels and water erosion. Even when they do not seem to 
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acknowledge the anthropogenic origin of climate change, they know about 
its catastrophic consequences.8

They know, but they do not act. Or not enough. Or not quickly enough. 
Just one illustration:

The majority of the carbon emission reduction pledges for 2030 that 
184 countries made under the Paris Agreement aren’t nearly enough 
to keep global warming well below 3.6 degrees Fahrenheit (2 degrees 
Celsius). Some countries won’t achieve their pledges, and some of the 
world’s largest carbon emitters will continue to increase their emis-
sions, according to a panel of world-class climate scientists. Their 
report, “The Truth Behind the Paris Agreement Climate Pledges,” 
warns that by 2030, the failure to reduce emissions will cost the world a 
minimum of $2 billion per day in economic losses from weather events 
made worse by human-induced climate change. Moreover, weather 
events and patterns will hurt human health, livelihoods, food, and 
water, as well as biodiversity.9

Hence what I call the eco-fascism meta-political hypothesis. According to 
Karl Polanyi, the “fascist solution of the impasse reached by liberal capitalism” 
in the 1930s “can be described as a reform of market economy achieved at the 
price of the extirpation of all democratic institutions.” But today the impasse 
concerns first the ecological situation and only second the market economy 
as a correlate. By this order of priority (first, the ecological), I do not mean, of 
course, that what Polanyi calls market economy, or what we can call capitalism 
or even neoliberalism, is not responsible for the environmental degradation. I 
mean that the eco-fascist political aim is the following: dealing with the social 
effects of the environmental collapse while trying to maintain, as much and 
as far as it is possible, the development of the economy. In 1973, Ivan Illich 
was already imagining a “managerial fascism,” which can be defined as a 
“bureaucratic management of human survival”:

People could be so frightened by the increasing evidence of growing 
population and dwindling resources that they would voluntarily put 
their destiny into the hands of Big Brothers. Technocratic caretakers 
could be mandated to set limits on growth in every dimension, and 
to set them just at the point beyond which further production would 
mean utter destruction. Such a dystopia could maintain the industrial 
age at the highest endurable level of output.10
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Eco-fascism is an authoritarian way to “manage,” as Illich says, the catas-
trophic consequences, and not the causes, of the collapse of ecospheres—or, 
if not their collapse, their blatant and probably irreversible deterioration. 
Such eco-fascism might be nationalistic, but not necessarily. It is true that 
the massacres in El Paso, Texas in August 2019 and in Christchurch, New 
Zealand, in March 2019, demonstrated how anti-immigrant white nationalism 
can be reinterpreted—by those who declare themselves as “eco-fascists”—in 
terms of anti-refugee environmentalism, calling for mass murder to save trees. 
Thus, we can understand how classic forms of nationalism might use so-
called “protection of the environment” as a way to “protect” the nation (even 
when this protection is nonexistent, or hides the mere will to increase the 
wealth of a class on the backs of the nation).11 But we also need to imagine 
a new form of nationalism, less based on the affirmation of a conquering 
national identity and the expansion of its Lebensraum (living space) than on 
the survival of this identity in a collapsing world, in which water is going to 
be more and more a rare good as global warming leads to the evaporation 
of water and consequently makes it unavailable. One illustration of this new 
kind of nationalism: during the campaign for the 2019 European elections, 
Marine Le Pen—the leader of the French far-rightist party the Rassemble-
ment National—argued during a political meeting that “The local must  
be given priority over the global.”12 For Le Pen, the nation is less defined as 
race than as one implementation of the local, as an “ecosystem” (I still quote 
Le Pen’s discourse) that must be protected against migrants and refugees seen 
as “invasive species.” The nation is thus less a substance (Blut und Boden) 
than a sort of immunological protection able to secure the “local,” that is to 
say, non-global, identity. Note that for the Rassemblement National ideology, 
the global is not—not openly, at least—synonymous with cosmopolitanism 
(as it used to be the case in its ideology of the 1980s) but with what attacks 
the ecological, biological, and economic conditions of survival of “the local.” 
Hence an emerging political function of the nation casts the nation not as a 
substantial centre but as an immunizing periphery. In this developing ideol-
ogy, nationalism would fulfill an immune function, more reactive than active, 
using ecological discourse to ensure not the maintenance of an identity but of 
the material conditions of possibility for this identity to persist. Not a living 
space, but a surviving space. This developing ideology is also clearly at stake 
in Duterte’s “green authoritarianism”:
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Duterte has channeled collective anxiety and resentment not just into  
a classist drug war and a nationalist assault on liberalism, but also 
into a performative green authoritarianism that promises to punish 
polluters (especially poor “squatters”) for subjecting the nation to 
environmental risk. Similarly, he has co-opted the rhetoric of the 
climate-justice movement, as for example when he said during an Al 
Jazeera interview: “Who’s responsible for the climate? Who’s respon-
sible for Haiyan? Who’s responsible for the monsters of tornado? It’s 
industrialized countries. We had nothing to do with it.”13

As we saw in this section, eco-fascism is not a kind of politics aiming at 
acting on the causes of ecological collapse but rather at managing its conse-
quences. This management demands a restructuring of governmentality to 
preserve the structure of domination. Eco-fascism would then be a form of 
politics that, in the future—a future that could get closer and closer due to 
strong pandemic episodes—would be in charge of the strict rationing of food, 
energy resources, and modalities of access to transport and communication, 
in a national framework where there would be no counter-power, only the 
omnipresent figure of a despot. It is unclear that an eco-fascist government 
would need to be concerned about the population’s health or subsistence: in 
times of ecological disaster, the survival of the group in power might depend 
on drones, robots, and artificial intelligence—any biopolitical concern (about 
health, hygiene, birthrate, and longevity) being a mere waste of time and 
energy. Eco-fascism would sign biopolitics’ death warrant. Consequently, the 
most likely kind of eco-fascism would be the one trying to save the ruling 
class by eliminating or at least immiserating the rest of the population, only 
preserving the minimum number of people necessary for the technical main-
tenance of the capitalist technologies still capable of functioning after major 
ecological disruptions. In this extreme form of eco-fascism that perhaps only 
cinema has anticipated, even nationalism would be a waste of time.14

Birth of Negative Ecology

The first section seems to offer the following lesson: for the kind of eco-fascist 
politics I trace here, the main concern is not to preserve the environment 
but to preserve a group from the environment. For this reason, I propose the 
concept of negative ecology, which I define first as an attempt to build dams 
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against the environment itself, in order to save the lives of privileged groups 
to the detriment of others. In this political frame, the Others are those who 
are intentionally and blatantly exposed to environmental death—hence the 
necessity for a strong, and maybe renewed, environmental justice movement.15 
If, therefore, eco-fascism’s ecology is negative, this is also because it denies 
others the right to live. Finally, I think we can add a third meaning to the term 
“negative ecology”: if even national leaders recognize the threat of a civiliz-
ational collapse, then the fact that these leaders intentionally burn forests 
(as in Brazil) and every environmental rule (as in the United States) should  
be interpreted as a deliberate acceleration of environmental destructions, a 
way to accelerate the eco-fascist restructuring itself. In this sense, the gov-
ernments ruled by Bolsonaro in Brazil, Trump in the US, and Duterte in 
Philippines (amongst others), can be considered as first steps toward the 
establishment of eco-fascism.

Philosophically, where does this relation with the environment come from? 
As I argue, eco-fascism’s negative ecology does not deny the environmental 
situation but recognizes it—thus we need to understand this recognition. 
The reason for a possible eco-fascist contamination everywhere in the world 
is that the Earth, understood as Gaia, as the ecosystem of every ecosystem, 
seems to generate nothing except fear, or “eco-anxiety,” to borrow from Noah 
Theriault’s already quoted essay on the Philippines:

The Philippines has undergone rapacious deforestation, resource 
extraction, and ecological degradation over the past century, and this 
has come at the expense of workers, peasants, and the environments 
that sustain them. Faced with what seems like a constant string of land-
slides, floods, typhoons, and other disasters, the Philippines is not just 
one of the most “disaster-prone” countries in the world, it is also one 
of the most “vulnerable” to the effects of climate change. Surveys have 
found that some 72% of Filipinos say they are “very concerned” about 
climate change, and some 85% report they are feeling its effects.16

This fear is certainly a planetary fear, even though one should not erase 
huge differences of perception and exposure depending on populations in 
question—hence environmental racism, that is to say, the disproportionate 
impact of environmental hazards on people of colour (like placement of min-
ority communities in proximity to toxic waste). Yet the fear circulates globally 
and creates a sort of social parataxis (a juxtaposition of unmediated social 
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realities), with on the one hand overexposure (of minorities, racialized people) 
and on the Other, overprotection (CEOs building bunkers or Elon Musk 
dreaming about an escape to Mars). This global fear perhaps explains why a 
thinker like Bruno Latour completely changed his philosophical perspective: 
first a lover of technology explaining why we should “love our monsters”—our 
artificial, “hybridized” creatures—and reject any attempt to criticize technol-
ogy, he seems now aware of the technological danger and describes Earth as 
“terrifying,” a source of “horror.” The Earth is more and more seen as a mon-
ster, Mother Earth turned into a ghoul—a nightmarish return of a repressed 
“Nature.” Climate change does not reveal Earth as a beast that we cannot tame 
but as a Lovecraftian creature that we do not want to face any longer, Medusa 
longing for our gaze.17 Unable to find a mirrored shield thanks to which we 
could see the Gorgon, we just prepare for a blind war against the Earth.

The war against the Earth is not something new and should be understood 
as the perfect implementation of what Carolyn Merchant called “the death of 
nature,” which is the military victory of the phallocratic rationalism that mod-
ernity has favoured. Since the seventeenth century, the war against the Earth 
has had a specific goal: submitting the Earth to a will to reprograming. For 
Descartes, nature is no longer “some deity, or other sort of imaginary power” 
but “matter itself ”—a flexible matter that we allowed ourselves to transform 
depending on our needs and fantasies. If the “book of nature,” to borrow from 
Galileo Galilei, is “written in mathematical language,” then the Earth—as the 
terrestrial embodiment of nature—is a page with letters and figures that we 
can easily digitalize and reassemble in a new form: an Earth 2.0. Earth 2.0 is 
Earth mastered by the sons of Descartes: the programmers who conceived 
Google Earth (a 3D representation of Earth based on satellite imagery), the 
geo-engineers who nowadays promise to master the climate and kill nature 
for good. Killing nature and generating its digital resurrection are two sides of 
the same coin, two sides that we need to consider if we want to understand the 
other dimension of the war against nature: not only its electronic resurrection, 
its 3D modelling and reprograming, but also its exploitation, the extractivist 
economy leading to fracking and fires in the Amazonian rainforest. We might 
think that nature’s mathematization, thanks to which science and technology 
can develop, underpins extractivism; but on a psycho-political level, it is more 
useful to highlight that it is the split between digitalization and extractivism 
that determines environmental collapse: the more the Earth is subjected to 
its digital transmigration into a geo-engineered Earth 2.0, the more the real 
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Earth is seen as a remainder that one would like to flush, hoping that such a 
“magic” act would either reverse global warming or at least protect the class 
of magicians and their eco-fascist protectors.

But in parallel with the formation of the Capitalocene—or should we call 
it the Digitalocene?—and its not disinterested attempt to master the forces 
of nature, an environmental awareness rose up. As historians Christophe  
Bonneuil and Jean-Baptiste Fressoz demonstrated, sensitivity to the 
environment did not suddenly appear in the 1960s with the birth of the US 
environmentalist movement: environmental sensitivity has accompanied, 
from the beginning, the development of the Capitalocene, the fabrication 
of Watt’s engine and the spread of the industrial revolution. For example, 
Bonneuil and Fressoz explain that, at the end of eighteenth century, people 
were already thinking about the connection between climate change and 
deforestation—already in fierce opposition to deforestation, already writ-
ing petitions and creating associations denouncing industrial pollution and 
the maladies resulting from it. But what I call negative ecology is the ter-
rible inversion of this awareness: not the mere production of a split between 
humankind and “nature,” that is to say, the production of an ontological form 
of exceptionalism withdrawing humankind from the rest of the world, but a 
“pragmatic,” concrete, cynical way to use environmental awareness as a form 
of authoritarian governmentality (assuming that a governmentality that does 
not really care for its population is not a mere flatus vocis). The reason for that 
form of cynical governmentality is that Earth 2.0 was not able to completely 
replace the “real” Earth: the digital was not completely able to become an 
offshore, parallel universe, and cyberspace was not able to completely get  
rid of the effluvium coming from acidified oceans. The Digitalocene has a 
leak, which fuels negative ecology.

Does it mean that what I call negative ecology is a planetary destiny, that 
everybody in the world feels but also fears the environment? This is not the 
case, as I will explain in the next section. However, to defeat the war against 
the terrestrial environment, we first need to know what must be confronted.

Terrestrial Alliances and Planetary Technology

Actually, I see two ways to defeat the war against the Earth: a micro-political 
and a macro-political one. The first one deals with ecopolitical activism; the 
second deals with the state and technology to be implemented at the national 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

282  Neyrat 

and global level. Both should be connected in the future if we want to pre-
vent the war against the Earth from being the best way to fuel the collapse of  
the biosphere.

The micro-political solution takes place when some people decide to 
defend their land, their forest, or their lake against geo-capitalist predation, 
against the building of a dam, an airport, a pipeline (like in North Dakota 
recently), or an entertainment park. What happens during these political 
struggles might be termed “terrestrial alliances.”18 A terrestrial alliance is not a 
fusion of humans and non-humans or the ontological affirmation that every-
thing is One, but a form of political correspondence between different entities. 
When in France, at Notre-Dame-des-Landes, activists against the building of 
an airport used to say: “We don’t defend nature, we’re nature defending itself 
(nous ne défendons pas la nature, nous sommes la nature qui se défend),” note 
that in the second part of the sentence, two subjects are at play, nous (we) and 
la nature (nature): these two subjects are allied in a struggle, thanks to the 
struggle, but they do not constitute one merged natural subject. However, I 
do not mean to suggest that no identification is possible between humans 
and non-humans (human subjects and a forest, for instance), but I argue that 
such an identification is what Rancière called an “impossible identification”: 
an identification precisely happening when one cannot put oneself in the 
Other’s place, because the Otherness of the Other ultimately also prevents 
me from identifying with myself. The French activists who cast themselves 
as the forest under attack are not engaged in a Deleuzian becoming-forest 
during which the forest and the human subject lose their boundaries: to the 
contrary, their rallying cry signals the immediate and absolute appearance of 
a common being in which nature’s Otherness is expressed as Other thanks 
to a human mediation.

In a situation of terrestrial alliance, we are not so far away from Aldo 
Leopold’s “thinking like a mountain” recommendation: What is at stake is 
not to become the mountain but to make the mountain appear as the lasting 
space-time. It is thanks to such a shift in thinking that the hunter and the wolf 
can identify with that which cannot be reduced to what they are. This sort 
of impossible identification is a good way to escape negative ecology’s trap: 
instead of seeing the Earth—as such, or metonymically present in a specific 
forest or a lake—as a mere external object to be mastered or to be feared, 
we can see the Earth as a dimension of alterity that constitutes our political 
relation to the world. In a terrestrial alliance, Earth’s Otherness is neither seen 
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as purely external nor dissolved in any oneness. In this sense, a terrestrial 
alliance is a situation in which fear can be replaced by care or included in 
care—in care, we fear for the Other because we do not want the Other to die, 
not because the Other is perceived as a monster to be neutralized. However, 
how might we use the lessons of these micro-political alliances to imagine 
a possible change in the technological-economic structure of the state? Is 
there a macro-political way to prevent governments and heads of state from 
developing “green authoritarianism” and “managerial fascism”?

Philosopher Walter Benjamin can help us to sketch out a macro-political 
perspective. Benjamin wrote several texts dealing with fascism, and he always 
connected fascism with a certain conception of technology and nature. Ben-
jamin’s thesis is the following: in fascism, war is thought of as an expression 
of an idealized, mysticized nature, an idealization that is also at stake in the 
fascist representation of the nation, which is seen as natural and pure; that is 
to say, completely mythical. In “Theories of German Fascism” (1930), speaking 
of the “landscape of the front” during World War I, Benjamin wrote: “Etch-
ing the landscape with flaming banners and trenches, technology wanted to 
recreate the heroic features of German Idealism.” But what really happened 
is that technology

gave shape to the apocalyptic face of nature and reduced nature to 
silence—even though this technology had the power to give nature 
its voice. War, in the metaphysical abstraction in which the new 
nationalism believes, is nothing other than the attempt to redeem, 
mystically and without mediation, the secret of nature, understood 
idealistically, through technology. This secret, however, can also be 
used and illuminated via a technology mediated by the human scheme 
of things.19

Against the idealization of nature, which could be also identified as another 
root of what I have called the Digitalocene and its will to a total virtualization 
of the Earth, Benjamin imagines another use of technology: a technology 
that would neither “silence” nature nor give her an “apocalyptic face.” This 
opposition between two sorts of technology is also at stake in “The Work 
of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” (1935–1939). In this 
text, Benjamin famously opposes the “aestheticizing of politics” that fascism 
practices. “All efforts to aestheticize politics,” he writes, “culminate in one point. 
That one point is war.”20 As he observes in the last line of his text, communism 
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replies to fascism’s aestheticizing of politics “by politicizing art,” which is the 
very thing that Benjamin advocates.21 What Benjamin calls the aestheticizing 
(of politics) is clearly linked to the idealization (of nature and the nation) that 
he was criticizing in his essay on German fascism. In the aestheticizing of 
politics, technology is used to master nature, a mastery revealing its success 
in war, which sets “a goal for mass movements on the grandest scale” and 
mobilizes “all of today’s technological resources.” But through the politiciz-
ing of art, another function would be given to technology: “The destruction 
caused by war furnishes proof that society was not mature enough to make 
technology its organ, that technology was not sufficiently developed to  
master the elemental forces of society.”22

This passage is so important that we find almost exactly the same sen-
tences in the first page of “Theories of German Fascism.” And in “One-Way 
Street,” published in 1928, Benjamin argues that technology should not be the 
mastery of nature but “of the relation between nature and man.”23 Mastering 
the relation between nature and human beings, instead of mastering nature, 
neither requires the extractivist nor the digital annihilation of the Earth that 
we studied in the previous section but a redirecting of society’s “elemental 
forces.” Amongst these forces, one might identify the destruction that Freud 
named “death drive”: Is it not also the death drive that is aestheticized in war, 
be it a war between nations or a war against the environment? Redirecting our 
death drive but also our capacity to take care of others and to defend what we 
love (our life drive) will be only possible thanks to education, which Benja-
min associates with technology, understood as a mediation between nature 
and humankind, and not as a tool for power. In this new aesthetic education  
of humankind, we could imagine a new Great Narrative (new representa-
tions, new values) that society would generate and promote apropos the Earth 
and its place in the cosmos: let us imagine a technology whose goal would 
not be to violently ex-tract energy from the Earth, but to in-sert the Earth 
into the cosmos; let us imagine a technology that would help us to perceive 
the correspondences—not the fusion—between human beings and animals, 
plants, and stones but also super-novae, with whom we share some compon-
ents. After all, to think like a mountain is to remember that technology shares 
with mountains a material ground: its geological components. Understood  
as related to the Earth, technology could be used to shape terrestrial alliances 
instead of building dams against the environment.
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But alas, at the macro-level like at the micro-level, terrestrial alliances 
cannot happen in a peaceful way. Benjamin knew very well that fascism 
would not be defeated only with good intentions. This is why, in “Theories of 
German Fascism,” he both condemns the “mysticism of war” and “pacifism’s 
cliched ideal of peace.”24 Benjamin knew that what he called the politicizing 
of aesthetics, or communism, would imply resolutely stopping fascism and 
anything else that destroys the conditions of possibility for justice and happi-
ness. For Benjamin, as for us, the problem is the same: changing the function 
of technology will not happen without political struggles that modify the 
economic structure of society. This is why Benjamin wrote that war sets “a goal 
for mass movements on the grandest scale while preserving traditional prop-
erty relations”; he also wrote that war mobilizes “all of today’s technological 
resources while maintaining property relations” (my emphasis in both).25 In 
other words, redirecting society’s death drive away from war and away from  
any sort of xenophobia or persecution of minorities will not be possible with-
out something able to function as a class struggle aimed at changing the 
economic structure of property and society. Maybe “class struggle” is not  
the right term; sometimes I prefer to speak about a stratum struggle, that is 
to say, a form of political affirmation based on our geological awareness—our 
ability to “think like a mountain”—and the ways through which we could 
neutralize the eco-fascist geo-power.26 Planetary peace will not happen with-
out tectonic shifts.

Conclusion: Viral Fear or Planetary Alliances?

Will we be able to stop the development and the spreading of the negative 
ecology underpinning the eco-fascist future? Are we sure that even the social-
democrat regimes will not develop their own forms of eco-fascism, using 
police and the army to reject environmental refugees while building consent 
about eco-biopolitical rules on the national frame? My fear is that eco-fascism 
could spread everywhere, in blatant nationalist regimes but also in authori-
tarian neoliberal democracies.

The pandemic situation in which we were immersed did not seem to trig-
ger a counter-movement able to defeat eco-fascism. In a way, things worsened. 
Governments did not privilege democratic solutions to deal with COVID-19. 
In France, for instance, the government decreed an “état d’urgence sanitaire” 
(health state of emergency) that was extended in 2022, suspending freedoms 
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and giving all the power to the executive branch. Concerning our terres-
trial reality, it is worth noting that what one calls “social distancing” is first 
a physical distancing; nobody prevents you from experiencing social prox-
imity via Skype or Zoom, for it is the body of the Other—as environmental 
index—that has become a phobic object, the possible carrier of your own 
death. One question seems, alas, to eclipse all others: What is the technology 
that will be able to neutralize human bodies (“sheltering” them, that is, sev-
ering them from each other) while enabling the unrestrained development 
of the economy?

This form of proactive neutralization of human bodies had been antici-
pated by Ivan Illich, in a paragraph that just follows the above quoted line 
about the “dystopia” that “could maintain the industrial age at the highest 
endurable level of output”:

Man would live in a plastic bubble that would protect his survival and 
make it increasingly worthless. Since man’s tolerance would become 
the most serious limitation to growth, the alchemist’s endeavour would 
be renewed in the attempt to produce a monstrous type of man fit to 
live among reason’s dreams. A major function of engineering would 
become the psychogenetic tooling of man himself as a condition for 
further growth. People would be confined from birth to death in a 
world-wide schoolhouse, treated in a world-wide hospital, surrounded 
by television screens, and the man-made environment would be distin-
guishable in name only from a world-wide prison.27

This nightmarish vision might not have been produced in 1973, but today. Or 
tomorrow: COVID-19 enabled some virtual economic-technological plans to 
become real, like remote learning replacing in-class teaching, the development 
of “telehealth,” of so-called “smart cities” conjuring up artificial bubbles severed 
from the dangerous, grey reality of the green world, with almost everything 
being able to be home delivered (for well-off people, at least). As Anuja Son-
alker, the CEO of Steer Tech, a Maryland-based company selling self-parking 
technology, said in a perfect eco-phobic moment: “Humans are biohazards, 
machines are not.”28 COVID-19 fuels contemporary eco-phobia and the war 
against terrestrial reality, and artificial intelligence might be thought as the best 
way to implement the negative ecology driving eco-fascism.

In a way, we should not be so surprised that a coronavirus strengthens 
eco-phobia: deforestation drives wild animals out of their natural habitat 
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and puts them in contact with domestic farms close to peri-urban areas, a 
godsend for viruses that can then spread from wild animals to humans. The 
more biodiversity disappears, the more viral the globe becomes: as ecologist 
Philippe Grandcolas notes,

This is mainly a problem of simplifying ecosystems, of fragmenting 
natural habitats where diversity declines. The capacity of infectious 
agents to be transmitted from one person to another is reinforced, their 
prevalence increases, their enemies can disappear. . . . In France, we kill 
hundreds of thousands of foxes every year. However, they are predators 
of rodents carrying mites and can transmit Lyme disease through their 
bites. There are no angels or demons in nature, the species can be both 
at the same time. The bat is not only a reservoir of viruses, it is also a 
predator of insects as well as a pollinator of certain plants.29

As described by Grandcolas, bats perfectly illustrate Otherness, understood 
as what we cannot define a priori, at the risk of stifling it. Consequently, if we 
want to defeat COVID-19 and the next virus that will unavoidably come (from 
a forest or from permafrost thawing), we need to deeply question its condition 
of possibility: the Capitalocene and its eco-phobia, its rejection of Otherness 
as a biohazard. To do that, we will need to form planetary alliances: by this, I 
mean terrestrial alliances able to exceed their local radiance and their national 
configuration, thanks to a technology commensurate to the planet—a geo-
technology, or even a cosmo-technology—put in service of the flourishing of 
human and other-than-human forms of life. Without these audacious coali-
tions, I fear that peace will only look like a form of life in digital parameters, 
for the wealthy ones, at least; for the poor, war will be a daily-life attempt to 
survive in a collapsed environment, overheated and beset by viruses.
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	12	 “Peace” for Indigenous Peoples
Land-Based Visions of Reconciliation

Rebecca Tsosie

Within the United States, and globally, Indigenous peoples represent land-
based communities that maintain an intergenerational presence on their 
ancestral territories. This relationship between people and land has a central 
role in defining each group’s cultural identity and serves as the foundation 
for a set of values enabling the community’s intergenerational sustainability. 
Colonization and globalization have disrupted these long-standing relation-
ships; this essay describes some of those harms as they have affected the 
Navajo Nation and the Hopi Tribe in the Four Corners region of the American 
Southwest. These two Indigenous Nations have different histories and cultures 
but have coexisted within the same territory for centuries. In the twentieth 
century, the US federal government and private corporations incentivized 
large-scale energy development of tribal lands, disrupting central relation-
ships between the two Indigenous Nations and between the Nations and their 
lands. The political debates over land use, energy resources development, 
and water have continued into the twenty-first century and are reaching a 
critical scale, given the global COVID-19 pandemic and associated stresses. 
What will it take to heal the relationships between the people and between 
the people and the lands? This essay invokes the theme of “reconciliation” as a 
way to identify the human rights issues that have emerged from conflicts over 
land, water, and natural resources. I will take the position that “peace” with 
the Other will require centring Indigenous values in the effort to restore the 
land, the water, and the way of life that has allowed each Nation to maintain 
an enduring presence as the First Nations of that territory.
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The Relationship Between People and Place

The Colorado Plateau in the American Southwest is a unique landscape 
of stunning beauty that extends across four states and encompasses over 
80 million acres. Best known for the Grand Canyon, a national and inter-
national heritage site visited by thousands of tourists each year, the area also 
encompasses an unseen but sacred landscape of shrines, pilgrimage sites, 
and natural springs that gives life to the area. This vibrant interaction of  
land and water enabled countless generations of Indigenous peoples to 
survive—and thrive—on these arid lands. The Ancient Ones left inscriptions 
in the rock, marking human journeys through these lands. Overhead, the 
powder-blue sky extends forever and cloud shadows dance across the sand-
stone cliffs of these high-desert lands. When the rains come, they might be 
ephemeral dots of moisture or torrential floods.

This complex and unpredictable landscape is home to many Indigenous 
peoples, including the Navajo, the Hopi, the Havasupai, and the Hualapai. 
Today, each tribal government maintains ownership over reservation lands 
that were carved out of their ancestral lands. More distant tribal communities, 
such as the Zuni Pueblo of New Mexico, make regular pilgrimages to their 
traditional sacred places throughout the Colorado Plateau and into the vast 
chasm of the Grand Canyon. All of these Indigenous peoples have a unique 
legal status under US law as federally recognized American Indian tribes 
with long-standing claims to sovereignty, land, water, and cultural rights. In 
most cases, the tribal Nations trace their ancestral ties to these lands from 
time immemorial.

While tourists enjoy experiencing the Indigenous cultural heritage of the 
Colorado Plateau, they often do not understand the harsh legacy of energy 
development that has contaminated the land, depleted the water, and jeopard-
ized the ability of tribal governments to ensure that the land can adequately 
support the people’s continued survival. The development of coal, oil, gas 
and uranium reserves began over a century ago, rooted in America’s national 
quest to exploit natural resources for private economic gain. From 1955 to 1975, 
energy development accelerated on the Colorado Plateau in order to fuel the 
growth of large urban centres in the West, including Los Angeles, Las Vegas, 
and Phoenix, which had long since exhausted their own local resources.1 As 
Charles Wilkinson notes, the linchpin for this development was Black Mesa, 
“sacred ground to the Hopi and Navajo” people, who were coerced into leasing 
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their coal and water to the private corporations and public utility partners 
who sponsored the energy projects. Peabody Coal Company started mining 
coal at Black Mesa in 1968, fuelling the creation of several large power plants, 
including the Four Corners Generating Station and the Navajo Generating 
Station, both located on the Navajo Nation; the Mojave Generating Plant in 
Nevada; and the San Juan Generating Plant, adjacent to the Navajo Nation  
in Farmington, New Mexico. The environmental consequences of this prolif-
eration of coal-fired power plants were treated as an acceptable risk, despite 
the fact that reservation lands are home to thousands of Navajo and Hopi 
citizens. The National Academy of Science termed the Four Corners area 
a National Sacrifice Area in recognition of the development’s severe and 
irremediable environmental impacts. There was no equivalent assessment of 
the health consequences of this concentration of power plants on area tribal 
members. Instead, the Navajo Nation and Hopi Tribe received monetary pay-
ments for leasing their land and coal reserves, and they also granted the right 
to use approximately 1.3 billion gallons of pristine groundwater per year to 
transport coal slurry from mines on the Navajo Reservation to the Mojave 
Generating Station in Nevada.

Today, climate change and environmental concerns over air pollution have 
caused the closure of several of these coal-fired power plants, and the others 
will likely close within the next decade. Energy resources development has 
shifted to other forms of environmental exploitation. Oil and gas develop-
ment on tribal lands and federal public lands—including hydraulic fracturing 
(fracking)—has expanded, and uranium mining has also continued to some 
extent, despite the current lack of any long-term storage facility in the United 
States to house radioactive waste.

Mineral development on the Colorado Plateau involves federal public 
lands managed by agencies such as the Bureau of Land Management and the  
Forest Service, as well as state and tribal lands. The shared governance of  
the Colorado Plateau complicates the region’s social and political dynamics. 
All human communities must share land and water and cannot survive with-
out these common resources. The problems arise from the differing goals and 
needs of the respective claimants.

In the historic process, Indigenous peoples became the Other when the 
US asserted its so-called “manifest destiny” to colonize and civilize the land 
of what the colonizers designated as the “New World.” In the words of Chief 
Justice John Marshall, the “tribes of Indians inhabiting this country were 
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fierce savages, whose occupation was war, and whose subsistence was drawn 
chiefly from the forest. To leave them in possession of their country, was 
to leave the country a wilderness.” Chief Justice Marshall imported the rule 
of “discovery” from international law, to assert that “discovery gave title”  
to the first European government to claim lands inhabited by Native people. 
The Native people had the right to occupy their traditional lands until the 
European sovereign extinguished this right by “purchase or by conquest.” 
The United States took title to the land from Great Britain by Treaty, as well 
as the right to extinguish the “Indian right of occupancy.” Marshall did not 
question the logic of the European colonizers, who believed that they made 
“ample compensation” to the inhabitants of the New World by “bestowing  
on them civilization and Christianity.”2

Today, the oppositional dynamics are not so simple. The US holds reserva-
tion lands in trust for federally recognized Indian tribes, who are the beneficial 
owners of their lands and associated natural resources. In that sense, tribal 
Nations have the full beneficial title to their lands, similar to a private owner, 
although the legal title to the lands remains with the US.

Although tribal Nations exercise sovereignty over their lands, the leg-
acy of US colonialism has been to incentivize development of tribal lands 
for the “greater good” of the country, often under the guise of “helping” 
Native peoples. Throughout most of the twentieth century, the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs actively incentivized mineral development on tribal lands, 
asserting that this development would bring jobs and lease revenues to the 
impoverished tribal communities. Sometimes it did. It also created a need 
to commodify the land, mineral resources, and water, thus demarcating the 
respective “ownership” interests of the Navajo Nation and Hopi Tribe and 
enabling the US to preside over the quantification and sale of tribal resources. 
In the ensuing legal process, traditional relationships between the Indigenous 
people and land were reconfigured according to Western hierarchies. Each 
Indigenous Nation became an Other, as did the land.

Energy Development and Environmental Harm

Throughout the nineteenth century, the US government dismantled trad-
itional tribal governance systems and broke the treaty reservations into 
smaller parcels that could be leased to non-Indians for farming, ranching, 
and mineral development. Within this colonial model of land management, 
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federal bureaucrats made the land-use decisions for tribal Nations (considered 
“wards” of the federal government), commonly approving leases of tribal 
land at below-market rates. In 1934, Congressional policy shifted to recognize 
the agency of tribal Nations as governments. Congress passed the Indian 
Reorganization Act in 1934, which promoted the establishment of Western-
style elected tribal councils that could easily validate lease agreements. Tribal 
governments were persuaded to consent to intensive development of reser-
vation lands as a means to provide jobs to tribal members and lease revenues 
for the tribal government.3 Throughout the twentieth century, the federal 
government actively promoted development of coal, oil, and gas on tribal 
lands in the Four Corners region.

The US government also began to actively prospect for uranium, locating 
some of the richest deposits in the Colorado Plateau. In 1942, the US govern-
ment began a classified survey of the area and covertly mined uranium on 
the Navajo Nation.4 After World War II, Congress passed the 1946 Atomic 
Energy Act, which established the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC). The 
AEC controlled all uranium mining, and the uranium had to be sold to the AEC. 
The AEC contracted with the Vanadium Corporation of America, issuing it 
a lease to mine on the Navajo Nation. Although the adverse health effects of 
uranium mining were already known, the AEC assumed no responsibility for 
protecting worker safety in the mines. Navajo men were neither given pro-
tective gear nor informed of the risks of uranium mining without protective 
gear. At night, they went home to their families with the radioactive dust 
on their clothes. In 1949, the US Public Health Service began a covert study  
of the effects of uranium mining on Navajo miners, and a 1952 study con-
firmed that many had developed lung cancer and experienced high rates of 
mortality. The study results were not released to the Navajo Nation for fear 
that it would deter them from approving further leases to mining companies.

In 1971, with the end of the Cold War, the US government passed a law 
authorizing commercial development of uranium for energy use. The mines 
on the Navajo Nation continued to operate under private ownership, but 
the levels of illness and death among mine workers continued to rise. State 
laws protecting mine workers do not extend to tribal lands, and there were 
not analogous federal laws. After holding hearings on the severe impacts of 
uranium mining on Navajo workers, Congress ultimately passed the 1990 
Radiation Exposure Compensation Act (RECA), which provided limited 
compensation to miners or their widows for harms to health and loss of life 
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that arose from work undertaken between 1942 and 1971. The Navajo Nation 
was never compensated for the harm to its land and waters.

Today, the lands of the Navajo Nation house hundreds of abandoned 
uranium mines that have contaminated the air, water, and land. Only one 
of the estimated one thousand abandoned uranium mines on the Navajo 
Reservation is undergoing remediation and there is not an available location 
to move the vast pile of radioactive tailings near Church Rock, New Mexico. 
In 1979, a mud dam near the Church Rock site failed, spilling over 1,100 
tons of uranium tailings and 100 million gallons of radioactive wastewater 
into the Rio Puerco River. The largest nuclear spill in US history, it caused  
catastrophic damage to the Navajo people, lands, water resources, and live-
stock that drank the contaminated water. Although the affected Navajo 
plaintiffs sought to sue the responsible party, United Nuclear Corporation, 
in tribal court, the lawsuit was held to be pre-empted by the federal law that 
limits the liability of nuclear companies for damages and requires lawsuits to 
be brought in federal court. The company eventually paid a minimal settle-
ment out of court, and the mill was closed in 1982. The Church Rock site was 
placed on the Superfund National Priorities List in 1983, but it is currently 
only in the initial stages of clean-up.

As of 2020, there is only one active uranium mill in the US—the White 
Mesa mill near Blanding, Utah. The White Mesa mill is owned by Energy 
Fuels, a Canadian Corporation, and it processes uranium from mines across 
the Colorado Plateau as well as radioactive waste from contaminated sites 
across North America. The White Mesa mill has become the de facto dump 
for radioactive waste in the US, and Indigenous communities are at highest 
risk for exposure. Residents of the Ute Mountain Ute Indian Tribe live within 
three miles of the White Mesa mill, and members of the Navajo Nation living 
on tribal land near Blanding, Utah are also nearby. Energy Fuels is currently 
seeking permission to expand its facility to accept imported radioactive waste 
from Europe and Japan, despite the fact that the facility has already contam-
inated the air and groundwater to a level that is unsafe for tribal members 
living adjacent to the facility.

The Navajo Nation banned uranium mining within the reservation in 
2005, citing the historical experience as a practice of genocide against the 
Navajo people sanctioned by the US government. That ban does not pre-
clude state governments, such as Utah, from allowing uranium mining or the 
operation of a mill on privately owned lands adjacent to the reservation. In 
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addition, the state of New Mexico has authorized In Situ Leach Mining for 
uranium deposits on privately owned lands within the Checkerboard area of 
the Navajo Nation, where tribal land is interspersed with land held in private 
ownership. In that area, 99 percent of the population is Navajo and residents 
rely on the common pool of groundwater that lies beneath the mining sites.

Unfortunately, the lack of effective state environmental oversight with 
respect to mining on private land adjacent to the reservation means that 
the Navajo people continue to bear a disproportionate level of harm from 
uranium development within the Four Corners region, just as the Navajo 
and Hopi people shouldered the harms of coal mining and the power plants 
in this region. In each case, US policymakers took the view that it is permis-
sible to “sacrifice” certain lands and resources for the “greater good” of the 
public. These policymakers envisioned the environment as a non-living entity 
comprising energy “resources” that must be exploited for economic gain. The 
resultant contamination of air, water, and land on the Navajo Nation and 
Hopi tribal lands is considered an acceptable price to pay for the benefits 
of energy resource development. The economic benefits to the tribal gov-
ernments are envisioned as adequate compensation for the harms to tribal 
lands and resources. The harms to human health are rarely discussed, with 
the limited exception of RECA, which was created for the Navajo uranium 
miners who could prove that the harms to their health directly resulted from 
unsafe mining practices.

Human Rights and Earth Rights

US energy development policies have caused significant and lasting impacts 
on Indigenous territories and on the people themselves. “Environmental 
justice” for Indigenous peoples entails a recognition that harms to the environ-
ment cause harm to the people, and these harms are often inseparable. The 
cumulative weight of the harms cannot be understood within the existing 
structure of US law because that law differentiates harm to “persons” from 
harm to “environment” and uses instrumental standards to assess liability. The 
deficient legal framework causes a type of epistemic injustice for Indigenous 
peoples that prevents environmental justice and requires an expanded notion 
of legal rights.5 Harms to living persons are addressed through tort law, and 
plaintiffs must demonstrate the defendant breached a duty of care, causing 
tangible personal injury. The broader contamination of land and resources 
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and long-term health exposure to tribal members generally does not fit that 
model. Moreover, it is very difficult for plaintiffs to sue the US government 
for harms that arise from insufficient oversight. The complicity of the US and 
the private energy corporations that developed coal and uranium on Navajo 
and Hopi tribal lands further complicated the issue of liability for harm, as 
demonstrated by the events following the Church Rock spill and the federal 
legislation allowing only limited recovery for specific and proven harms to 
Navajo uranium miners.

In fact, most of the harms to human health from energy development 
in the Four Corners region will never be quantified, understood, or com-
pensated under US law. The broader lens of human rights law offers a more 
accurate appraisal of the harms and is a potential mechanism to overcome 
epistemic forms of injustice under US law. The United Nation’s Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, adopted in 2007 by majority consen-
sus of the UN General Assembly, regards energy exploitation in Indigenous 
territories as a potential human rights abuse and further counsels against 
activities that harm the health of Indigenous peoples or result in their 
removal from their territories.

Environmental Justice as Earth Justice

Environmental harm depends upon violation of specific standards for air 
and water pollution established under federal law. Most of the years that the 
power plants and coal mines in the Four Corners region were operating at 
maximum capacity saw negligible federal regulation. Even after the closure 
of specific power plants or coal mines, the costs of “restoring” land to an 
adequate level are prohibitive. Progress could take several decades. Simi-
larly, the groundwater has been badly depleted, and in the context of climate 
change, desertification of the land is already underway.

From the perspective of traditional Navajo and Hopi customary law, the 
Earth is alive and shares a fundamental relationship with the people, who 
must care for the land and water over each generation. In that sense, the 
Earth is envisioned as a living being with a consciousness and need to purify 
itself within the cycles of the natural world. Water is like lifeblood, and the 
confluence of rivers often has a sacred meaning and significance. Within this 
perspective, it is unwise to dam a river to secure hydroelectric power, and the 
destruction that dams cause is often considered a desecration.
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It is important to note that the basic perspective about the identity and 
importance of the Earth and water transcends Indigenous cultures.6 Nav-
ajo language and culture is distinctive from Hopi language and culture, and 
yet the land ethics that arise from each Indigenous tradition describe the  
Earth’s sacred qualities and people’s relationships with one another and  
the Earth. The Navajo Nation’s fundamental law describes a Universe bounded 
by Four Sacred Mountains, each associated with a direction, colours, medi-
cinal plants, and elements. Human beings are allowed to use certain elements 
(such as coal or wood) to heat fires, and they rely on the land and water 
to survive. Yet, under the Navajo Nation’s customary law, it is considered 
inappropriate and dangerous to harvest certain elements (such as uranium) 
or to engage in wasteful uses of the land and resources. This is the basis of the 
Navajo Nation’s current struggle to block a Phoenix-based private corporation 
from building four dams on and above a tributary to the Little Colorado River, 
which would pump groundwater to fill the hydro-power project’s reservoirs.7 
The goal of the Big Canyon Pumped Hydro Storage Project is to store “surplus 
electricity” and support electric-grid reliability, ultimately allowing storage 
of 3,600 megawatts of electricity. This is important for industrial users of 
electricity in the Southwest, given the recent closure of the Navajo Gener-
ating Station, which was the West’s largest power plant before its closure in 
2019. The rivers in the area will be used instrumentally to service the energy  
needs of Western cities, just as the lands were used for coal mining.

The Little Colorado River merges with the Colorado River at the mouth  
of the Grand Canyon, and this confluence site is widely regarded as sacred by 
all of the tribal Nations that are culturally associated with the region, including 
the Navajo Nation, the Hopi Tribe, the Havasupai Tribe, the Hualapai Tribe, 
and the Zuni Pueblo. The act of pumping pristine groundwater to service the 
Hydro project’s reservoir is a further desecration and one that would destroy 
the precious springs that nurture the Hopi farmers in their centuries-long 
cultural practices. Not surprisingly, the Navajo Nation and Hopi tribal govern-
ments and their attorneys are actively resisting the dam project, even though 
the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission has accepted the corporation’s 
permit application.

Tribal governments’ unity on the dam issue aligns with the cultural trad-
itions of both tribal Nations; it is also notable because the effect of federal 
policy has been to create opposition and antagonism between them. This is a 
further harm that must be considered and, ultimately, reconciled.
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The Navajo–Hopi Land Dispute

The Navajo Nation entered a treaty with the US in 1868 that demarcated a 
certain area of traditional land as their reservation. The Navajo people have 
a tradition of owning livestock, including sheep, goats, and horses, and many 
families maintained winter camps and summer camps. As the Navajo Nation’s 
population expanded, the US annexed additional parcels of land into the 
reservation by executive order. Today, the Navajo Reservation extends across 
four states and comprises sixteen million acres. Under US federal law, the 
Navajo Nation is a sovereign government with the right to govern its lands 
and members. Under the Navajo Nation’s customary law, the Diné people are 
governed by the set of instructions given by the Holy People at their origin. 
This complex set of cultural instructions orients the people within their Uni-
verse, as do the clans that socially organize the Navajo people.

The Hopi Tribe comprises several autonomous villages, including Oraibi, 
which is widely considered to be the oldest continuously inhabited site in 
North America and likely dates back 1,100 years or more. The Hopi villages 
are ancient and situated in place. Families occupy their sandstone homes 
generation after generation. Hopi people also have a clan system of social 
organization and have always farmed fields adjacent to their villages using a 
traditional dry farming technique, which preserves moisture in the soil and 
allows corn, squash, and melons to grow despite the extremely arid conditions 
and without the use of irrigation.

The Hopi have never moved from their villages and do not have a treaty 
with the US because they remained at peace and chose to negotiate and co-
operate with the federal government. The Hopi Tribe is also recognized as 
a separate sovereign government, and the Hopi Reservation was created by 
executive order in 1882 to encompass the boundaries of the Hopi Tribe’s trad-
itional villages and fields. Owing to federal actions in the late nineteenth 
century and early twentieth century, the Hopi Reservation became com-
pletely encompassed within the Navajo Reservation. The two Indigenous 
Nations had always coexisted within this territory; they had different cul-
tural life ways and didn’t compete for land or resources. For generations, the 
two tribes traded with each other and intermarried, leading to a rich set of  
social relationships.

With the accelerating energy development in the mid-twentieth century, 
however, came a need to commodify the sub-surface mineral resources the 
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tribes shared. This led to a bitterly contested land claim between the Navajo 
Nation and the Hopi Tribe that lasted from 1959 to 2005.8 Within the politics of 
energy development, each tribal Nation became an Other with respect to the 
land and each other. The first phase of litigation resulted in a judicial partition 
of the territory into “Navajo Partition Land” and “Hopi Partition Land.” Over 
10,000 Navajo people were on the “wrong” side of the partition line and were 
relocated from their homes in the largest relocation of individual US citizens 
in American history. Many Navajo families were left landless due to the failure 
of the governmental bureaucracy that managed the resettlement process.9

The litigation over the western portion of the reservation, an area jointly 
used by the two tribes, persisted for many more years. In 2005, the final 
phase of the land claim was resolved by a judicial decision, leading to a 
Congressional decree that settled the claim. In 2009, after forty-three years,  
the federal government lifted the administrative freeze on development in the 
contested area of 1.5 million acres within the Navajo Reservation. The Bennett 
Freeze had gone into effect in 1966 to preserve the status quo between the two 
tribes, pending adjudication of their respective rights. In a vast landscape that 
is home to thousands of people, the administrative freeze prevented house 
construction and even routine home repairs, such as roof replacement. It also 
prevented infrastructure development, foreclosing the construction of gas 
lines and water lines and road construction. Ironically, in an area that supports 
the energy needs of major Western cities, most Navajo residents lack running 
water and electricity. The dirt roads are too rough for water trucks and are 
often impassable when the rain turns dust into mud. Most residents have to 
drive an hour or more each week to haul water back to their homes. The water 
is scarce and must be reused many times by intergenerational families who 
live in substandard homes that lack working kitchens or bathrooms.

Current Snapshot: The Impact of COVID-19

This entire history and the significant level of underdevelopment on the 
Navajo Nation was largely unknown to most Americans until 2020, when 
the COVID-19 pandemic hit. Even the poorest communities in other parts 
of the country have access to running water and electricity, inspiring med-
ical professionals to insist upon handwashing and basic sanitation practices 
such as social distancing and avoiding crowded places. In June 2020, the 
national news media reported that the Navajo Nation was suffering the highest 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

302  Tsosie 

incidence of coronavirus cases in the country, surpassing even New York 
and New Jersey, which were in the midst of catastrophic outbreaks of the 
pandemic. The virus spread rapidly through the Navajo communities, where 
multigenerational families share a single home and where most are without 
running water to wash their hands or electricity for warmth and sanitation. 
Residents in these rural communities lack ready access to fresh food, water, or 
Personal Protective Equipment; many had to travel two or even three hours to 
the nearest grocery store. Many residents did not have vehicles and relied on 
rides from neighbours—and strangers—to obtain groceries or medical sup-
plies. There are very few law enforcement officers or emergency responders in 
the area, and many residents have underlying health conditions, such as heart 
and lung disease and diabetes, that made them vulnerable. Not surprisingly, 
the virus spread rapidly throughout the communities, causing devastating loss 
of life in these communities. The Navajo people cherish their Elders; children 
are taught to take care of their grandparents, who are their teachers and the 
custodians of ancient and unwritten cultural knowledge. The loss of many 
Elders and working members of each household has had devastating cultural 
and social consequences for families and for the close-knit communities on 
the Navajo Nation.

In the midst of crisis, however, there is also an opportunity to contemplate 
what is needed to restore these Indigenous communities to health and to the 
basic set of social goods that most Americans take for granted.

Peace and the Other: What Would “Reconciliation” Entail?

According to Justice Murray Sinclair, who presided over Canada’s truth and 
reconciliation process with Indigenous peoples in Canada, “Reconciliation is 
about forging and maintaining respectful relationships. There are no short-
cuts.”10 The key to achieving peace with the Other is to build—or rebuild—the 
requisite relationship according to a set of principles that achieves and honours 
the desired ends, including restoring social harmony, physical and spiritual 
well-being, environmental sustainability, and resilience. Given the history 
described above, “peace” as “reconciliation” on the Colorado Plateau requires 
restoring the relationships between the Navajo and Hopi tribal governments 
and between the people and their environment. It also requires the federal 
government to create a more just and equitable government-to-government 
relationship that can secure the well-being of each tribal Nation and restore 
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the health of tribal lands and waters. This seems like a significant undertaking, 
given that the federal government continues to exploit the energy resources of 
tribal Nations for the larger public good, but it is vital to prioritize the needs 
of the Indigenous Nations that have sacrificed so much to enable the country’s 
development. I will draw upon current developments within international 
human rights law, as well as Indigenous world views, to construct the param-
eters of “peace” with Indigenous peoples and their lands.

Reconciliation and International Human Rights Law

In July 2019, the Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
presented a report on the efforts of nation-states to implement the various 
provisions of the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.11 The report 
emphasized the centrality of three themes: recognition, reparation, and recon-
ciliation. Recognition of the rights and status of Indigenous peoples is ongoing 
among nation-states. In the US, the federal government recognizes the sover-
eign status and land rights of federally recognized tribal governments. The 
key to respectful relationships is to accord mutuality and respect, for example, 
through consultation prior to taking actions, such as the construction of dams 
that would jeopardize tribal rights. The process of reparations is linked to 
efforts to accord compensatory justice for past wrongs. The US is generally 
quite reluctant to accord material compensation for what it views as moral 
wrongs. Instead, Congress must pass legislation to selectively redress instan-
ces of proven injustice, such as providing compensation for Navajo uranium 
miners (or their surviving spouses) who became sick or died from radioactive 
contamination.

The process of reconciliation is also directed toward reparative justice, but 
it focuses on restoring broken relationships that have arisen from centuries 
of injustice in the wake of colonialism. This is the most abstract part of the 
human rights process, but it is a theme that must be engaged if we hope to 
repair the wounds that divide us from ourselves, from one another, and from 
the land itself.

The Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples is premised on the 
need for intercultural justice. The document is the result of over twenty-
five years of negotiation between state and Indigenous representatives and 
includes an Indigenous perspective for recognizing distinctive rights. For 
example, it recognizes the spiritual relationship between Indigenous peoples 
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and their territories, which has existed for generations and sustains the  
people’s place-based identity. Spiritual rights are different from religious rights. 
This concept is unique to Indigenous peoples among the various human rights 
documents and is closely linked to many Indigenous traditions that describe 
the people as “stewards” or “custodians”—rather than “owners”—of the land.

The job of a steward is to tend to the land: its forests, watersheds, moun-
tains, and all component parts that sustain the health of the natural system, 
including the fish and wildlife. Stewardship is often associated with sustain-
ability and with subsistence life ways, such as those of Indigenous peoples in 
Alaska who look after forests and Caribou herds but do not consider them-
selves to be owners of the Caribou herds or forests. In comparison, Western 
property law protects the right of an owner to exploit natural “resources”  
for their maximum economic value, which is the calculus of a market econ-
omy. The disparate values create dichotomies between and among Indigenous 
communities and with respect to their lands. In the Arctic, this dynamic 
has pitted Alaska Native corporations seeking to drill oil against Indigenous 
villages seeking to protect Caribou herds and salmon runs from environ-
mental catastrophe.12 In the American Southwest, this dynamic has fuelled the 
development of coal, oil, gas, and uranium extraction on tribal lands, resulting 
in the massive contamination and underdevelopment that now threatens the 
well-being of the associated tribal communities. Today, the oppositional 
dynamic is affecting the precious and scarce water resources in the region, as 
the litigation between the Navajo Nation and the Hopi Tribe commences to 
quantify their respective water rights to the Little Colorado River.13

The process of reconciliation and achieving “peace” with the Other must 
not be romanticized. The Navajo Nation and the Hopi Tribe are separate 
sovereigns with important legal rights to their respective lands and natural 
resources, including minerals and water. In that sense, they are owners of the 
land, mineral resources, and water, and, like all owners, may choose to exploit 
their “share” of the resource and sell or lease it to third parties. However, the 
oppositional dynamics of ownership create a precarious reality in a time of 
rapid climate change, where water is the most precious and valuable resource 
for the future. Traditional Navajo and Hopi community members know how 
to live with and sustain this fragile resource better than anyone else, and that 
is an invaluable source of guidance on the road ahead.
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Reconciliation and Indigenous Law

For Indigenous peoples, traditional law is based on the distinctive values and 
cultural norms of the people. Cherokee Elder Tom Belt, who taught Cherokee 
philosophy for many years at Western Carolina University, gave a lecture 
that described the Cherokee term for “law” as related to “health and healing” 
rather than “justice.” According to Belt, “to live according to the Laws of the 
Creator is to live a life of health and balance.” In the Cherokee way, no one 
was an orphan. Every Elder and every child had a family and home, food to 
eat, and people to care for them.

The comparison of Cherokee law with the treatment of Native peoples 
under US law is dramatic. Native peoples within the US (and other coun-
tries) have been subjected to some of the most cruel and inhumane policies 
in human history, given the colonization of their lands and the physical and 
cultural genocide that they experienced. Today, the harms of colonization  
and historic trauma manifest at the material and spiritual levels. This is the 
reason for what Chief Justice Robert Yazzie of the Navajo Nation describes 
as the “loss of hope” in some Indigenous communities, manifested by high 
suicide rates, substance abuse, and the overwhelming poverty that results in 
various levels of physical, social, and psychological deprivation.14

Of course, the harms of colonization cannot be healed by the colonizer. 
What is needed is a process of healing that emerges from the actions and 
consciousness of Indigenous communities and has the capacity to heal the 
physical and spiritual harms that they experience today. This is the agency 
of healing that is commonly associated with Indigenous justice systems that 
were designed to heal conflict within the community through principles 
of restorative justice rather than Western adversarial systems of retributive 
justice. The art of peacemaking associated with Navajo Peacemaker courts, 
for example, is similar to other Indigenous peacemaking traditions, such as 
the practice of Ho’opono’pono among Native Hawaiians. Indigenous peace-
making generally allows each party to express his or her emotions: victims 
can describe the consequences of injury and the offending party can take 
responsibility for the action. In that way, the peacemaking process enables 
each party to release the harsh mental states of resentment and retribution that 
can compromise healing and create continued violence and suffering. Healing 
is imagined as a multi-stepped process. As spiritual wounds are addressed, 
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physical consequences are ameliorated and redressed, leading to restored 
harmony and balance.

This restorative approach is also associated with various human trans-
gressions in the material world—often unintended—that can compromise 
individual health and integrity. This is one of the reasons for various cere-
monial practices of Indigenous peoples designed to facilitate the respectful 
“taking” of First Foods, such as deer or salmon, for human consumption. 
These animals are relatives that give their lives so that human beings can 
survive; they are revered for this sacrifice and allowing wanton destruction 
of deer or salmon purely for human greed would be considered a desecration. 
These ceremonial practices are associated with the physical and cultural sur-
vival of Indigenous peoples and serve as a baseline for the notion of respect 
and relationship that undergirds Indigenous land ethics.15

As Belt demonstrated, many Indigenous justice systems are founded 
upon the original laws given to the people at Creation, which are designed 
to promote life, harmony, and what today we might refer to as “sustainabil-
ity.” The Western European nations promoted a false belief that Indigenous 
peoples lacked laws and therefore could not own property or claim the 
equivalent rights of a Christian, European nation. The European-derived 
Doctrine of Discovery became part of US law, justifying the appropria-
tion of Indigenous lands and forcible destruction of Indigenous cultures. 
This history must be reconciled. The US has the duty of “moral repair,” 
in the words of philosopher Margaret Walker.16 Walker has written that 
many nations refuse to examine the negative aspects of their past, and they 
may fail to acknowledge government-sanctioned policies that perpetuated 
genocide or slavery or to assume accountability for current inequities those 
practices perpetuated. According to Walker, these groups have the “right 
to truth about the past,” and the government and its institutions have a 
duty to “remember” the past and to take corrective action to minimize the 
harms associated with historic policies and current inequities. Governments 
may insist that all citizens are now “equal” or that modern societies are 
“post-racial,” but this is not the experience of Indigenous peoples or other 
marginalized or minoritized groups.



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

“Peace” for Indigenous Peoples  307

Decolonization as “Indigenization”: Reconciliation with  
“People” and Place

The agency for healing must be rooted in Indigenous justice traditions. Today, 
decolonization requires “Indigenization,” centring the land and Indigenous 
people in policy discussions and grounding institutions in Indigenous values, 
even if this requires transforming the state’s institutions and practices. For 
example, if a state government commits to adaptation planning for climate 
change, or forest restoration or groundwater management, it must recog-
nize that Indigenous land and water stewardship protocols should become 
part of state policy-making through co-operative state/tribal efforts. Karuk 
Tribal Chairman Russell Attebury recently made a statement to this effect 
after California Governor Gavin Newsom apologized for that state’s past geno-
cidal policies and issued an executive order calling for healing and restoring 
relationships with the Indigenous Nations of California.17 Chairman Attebury 
described the need for the tribal and state governments to work together on 
environmental issues, combining “Indigenous traditional ecological know-
ledge with modern science,” including “thousands of years of managing the 
forests.”18 In a year when thousands of acres of forest land burned in Califor-
nia’s raging wildfires, the wisdom of Indigenous stewardship became all too 
clear. The knowledge of stewardship, however, resides with the First Nations 
of this land, not with the Western colonial nations or their descendants.

To bring the discussion back to the Southwest, the Navajo and Hopi people 
also maintain significant knowledge about the land, water, and environment 
that is pivotal to human survival. They are also on the front line of the climate 
crisis and the challenges associated with poverty, health vulnerability, and  
environmental contamination. Dr.  Karletta Chief, a Navajo soil scientist  
and professor at the University of Arizona, oversees an environmental and  
health project designed to identify ways to decontaminate tribal lands  
and waters after decades of coal and uranium mining and restore sustain-
able community energy and agricultural practices on the Navajo Nation.19 In 
this historic partnership between a state educational institution and a tribal 
government, Navajo youth are trained to test and treat the water to remove 
heavy metals. They also assist in developing sustainable community farming 
practices to support the nutritional health of community members, as these 
remote communities are located in a “food desert.”
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The Navajo Nation and Hopi tribal government will both be forced to 
make decisions about their mutual water resources as they go through the 
expensive and adversarial process of active water rights litigation. Under US 
law, water from common streams must be “adjudicated” into separable “water 
rights” that can be used by the respective “owners.” There are literally thou-
sands of users of every stream and river in the state. Extractive industries are 
notoriously consumptive of water. The Black Mesa coal mine on the Navajo 
Nation is estimated to have extracted 1.3 billion gallons of water annually 
from the Navajo Aquifer before the mine closed, which amounts to a total 
of 45 billion gallons during Black Mesa’s life cycle.20 Peabody Coal Company 
also used the aquifer’s water at its Kayenta Mine, which closed in August 
2019. The Navajo Aquifer is the sole source of drinking water in the region, 
and the water table has dropped precipitously, making it virtually impossible 
to access water through conventional wells, which normally access water at 
a depth of 400 to 500 feet. On the Navajo Nation, the groundwater is now 
2,000 to 3,000 feet below the soil, and many springs and wells that once  
served the communities are completely dry.

The consequences of groundwater depletion are best understood by the  
tribal members who have lived and farmed these lands for generations. The Hopi 
people have farmed corn for multiple generations using dry farming tech-
niques that do not require irrigation. For the Hopi people, corn is “central to 
their culture, religion, and way of life.”21 There are multiple practices associ-
ated with corn, such as selecting the best heirloom seeds and sustaining the 
complex ceremonies associated with rain and planting. There is also a need 
to bring everyone together with faith in the cycles that bring rain to nur-
ture the corn. Dependence upon foreign practices, such as irrigation, could 
contravene traditions, and many traditional farmers resist this type of shift. 
That shift, however, is what non-Native economists believe is inevitable for 
Hopi farmers. A recent study prepared by economics faculty at Arizona State 
University and the University of North Carolina posited that climate change 
on the Colorado Plateau will necessarily trigger severe drought and the need 
for supplemental irrigation for Hopi farmers.22 This is an argument in favour 
of quantifying tribal water rights as soon as possible. As with all tribal water 
rights cases, “paper rights” must be implemented through a water project. 
Much of water’s economic value is tied to the level of engineering required 
to develop the water resource and ensure delivery to the tribal communities.
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Of course, the impacts of climate change come on the heels of the vast 
exploitation of groundwater caused by the historic mining activities in the 
area. Former Hopi Tribal Chairman Vernon Masayesva now directs the Black 
Mesa Trust, a non-profit organized to protect tribal water, and he alleges that 
the mining activities caused a depletion of the Navajo Aquifer, which fed 
natural springs throughout the area.23 Masayesva says that, within the Hopi 
worldview, “all waters—rivers, groundwaters, glaciers . . . are interconnected, 
because Earth is like a human body and we survive with all the hundreds of 
bloodlines circulating through all of our body.”24 Masayesva says that the fed-
eral government and the coal company have an obligation to restore the lands 
and waters of the area that have been destroyed by mining. While the Hopi 
culture and religion are inseparably linked to water, Masayesva says that the 
“Western mind” sees “water as a commodity.”25 The two perspectives appear 
to be in tension, and yet the Hopi Tribe must adopt the latter to gain legal 
rights to use its water under US law.

Conclusion

What will it take to heal the land and bring the Navajo and Hopi people 
together for their common survival? Reconciliation requires acknowledging 
that the landscape and people have been altered and affected by the long-
standing history of coal and uranium mining. In the 1970s, a National Sacrifice 
Area at the Four Corners region seemed like a logical necessity to federal 
policymakers and the scientists who advised them. Today, we must look at the 
effects of their decision as we understand the harm to the land, the change in 
water flow, the impact of climate change, and the increased levels of salinity 
and toxicity that impair human health.

An ethics of reconciliation must be crafted to restore what was wrongfully 
taken from Indigenous peoples. Indigenous justice traditions counsel that 
healing takes place at the level of mind and spirit first, and then at the level 
of the material world. We must imagine a better future in order to realize that 
future. Peace with the Other requires committing to restorative and regenera-
tive practices rather than the exploitive practices that have driven energy 
resources development for so many decades.

Most of all, reconciliation requires building respectful and deliberative 
relationships between governments and the communities they serve. Sovereignty 
entails responsibility for the well-being of current and future generations. As 
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esteemed Haudenosaunee Faithkeeper Oren Lyons asserts, this is the premise 
of planning for the Seventh Generation, which was a fundamental concept for 
the Six Nations of the Iroquois Confederacy.26 For those Indigenous Nations, 
peace, power and righteousness must converge in the exercise of legitimate 
governmental authority.
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Afterword
Imagining People’s Peace

Chad Haines and Yasmin Saikia

Othering lies at the heart of most of the conflicts around the world today, 
justifying discrimination and violence against those deemed as threatening 
or whose cultural values are perceived as less advanced and less civilized 
than one’s own. Through hegemonic histories and narratives, differences are 
portrayed as problematic, highlighting discrete differences to justify violence. 
As the chapters in this volume document, rather than something to celebrate, 
Othering identifies differences with suspicion, as traits and behaviours that 
need policing, or worse, outright erasure. This is the ultimate outcome of Oth-
ering. It is not differences per se, for we are all different, but the transforming 
of differences into something negative that is perceived to be threatening to 
“our” way of life, “our” society where the “our” is exclusionary, singular, and 
normative. However, the Other can also be a site for reflective rethinking for 
developing an ethics of living with difference and accepting that circumstances 
and conditions separate us. Acknowledging that the Self–Other relationship is 
a continuum, a challenge that must be continuously worked on and improved 
can enable the process of peaceful living.

The contributors to this volume set out to explore a number of different 
expressions of Othering, uncovering the processes of imagining the Other as 
a social negative. As the chapters demonstrate, many of the claims of Othering 
are quite spurious, yet they are popularly consumed and circulated, amplified 
through mainstream and social media. At times, people are motivated to latch 
on to false claims and untruths about others, creating conditions of violence 
and oppression. This is particularly evident in the chapters in part 2—Haines, 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

314  Afterword 

Aviña, Burge, Attai, and Khan—focusing on different case studies of Othering 
in North America. But these false differences are not anomalies, rather they 
are naturalized through a variety of institutional arrangements that map and 
encode bounded differences. Othering, as the chapters in the book argued, 
is not merely a rethinking of group identity, of demarcating us and them as 
discrete entities. They are boundaries for violence, to keep the outsider from 
infiltrating and changing our societies, as Cassidy and Perocco demonstrate 
in their chapters in part 1. Even nature is Otherized allowing for regimes of 
resource exploitation and environmental degradation, as Neyrat, Baishya, 
and Tsosie argue in part 3.

Othering is more than a politics of identity that demarcates clear differ-
ences between Self and Other. Processes of Othering include imagining fixed 
boundaries that separate Self and Other, socially, culturally, and historically; it 
is about suspending or ignoring commonalities, interconnections, and inter-
dependencies; and it is about creating a hierarchy of superiority and inferiority 
between Self and Other, where the Other’s cultural values and practices, social 
organizations, philosophical ideas, and even their blood are deemed impure 
and corrupting. In part 1, Grose and Saikia show how Othering is about  
denying interconnections and interdependence, privileging boundary think-
ing, and, as a result, laying the foundations of unpeace.

Boundary thinking, however, is not merely the production of racists, sexists, 
and bigots. Boundaries are in fact naturalized through a variety of discourses. 
That is, boundary thinking is as much at the root of negative Othering as much 
as liberal ideas of tolerance and acceptance. Boundaries in our geopolitical 
world of nation-states are an assumed reality, demarcating nations, commun-
ities, and civilizations rather than socio-cultural interconnections, flows, and 
borrowings. Even in academia boundaries are naturalized in our disciplines 
where national histories are the dominant mode of organizing research and 
teaching—one studies Chinese history, French history, American history,  
and so on. Even a course on European history is often organized around the 
making of German or French or Italian identity, long before any of those ever 
existed, and certainly long before any conceptualization of Europe existed. Such 
bounded thinking also occurs in philosophy where Western philosophical 
thought is never categorized as “Western” unlike Islamic, Chinese, or Indic 
philosophies that are always qualified and constricted, mapped as inherently 
different. Western philosophy then takes on an aura of universality, as phil-
osophy, while Islamic philosophy is only that of Muslims, Chinese philosophy 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

Afterword  315

is only that of Chinese. How Greek philosophy shaped Islamic thought which 
in turn gave birth to Renaissance thinking is rarely acknowledged, and, if 
so, each component remains as a bounded unit that borrows, but where the  
flow is not the history, but rather the making of discrete philosophical discourses 
is the outcome, atavistically projected back in time. We have institutionalized 
boundary thinking and thus unpeace in our approaches to peace, which is the 
connecting arc of the case studies in this book. We have situated our dialogue 
alongside feminist, postcolonial and humanist scholarship that have pushed  
the boundaries of knowledge as they move across borders both as a method and 
as epistemological reconceptualizations of the hierarchies of power.

Rather than limit our study to the negative aspects of Othering, we posit 
that people’s peace is possible within the realm of human behaviour. By and 
large, most people would agree that people are generally civil toward one 
another, express neighbourly concerns, and have an ethics of living in com-
munities. The majority of people are socially tuned to think of the world 
as a connected place. This became distinctly evident in the collaboration to 
create a COVID vaccine and develop human immunity against the virus. Yet  
we are also prone to think vertically. Vertical thinking is prevalent within the 
academy, although it is also the site of critical theory and calls for upholding 
the equality of all knowledge. In everyday life, vertical thinking is even more 
obvious. Our own neighbours are extremely helpful in times of need. But 
they also speak of the problem about “those” immigrants, directly to Yas-
min, herself an immigrant from India. As we write this afterword, dozens of 
“patriots” are protesting daily outside a hotel in Scottsdale, Arizona, leased 
to temporarily house asylum seekers, many of them from Venezuela, others 
from Afghanistan. They are deemed “illegals,” and demands are made to send 
them back “where they came from.” Such protests are a common expression 
of national belonging not only in the United States but around the world. In 
the United Kingdom and Italy, as Cassidy and Perocco’s chapters argue, the 
border-making between communities demands a harder stance toward refu-
gees and emigres imposing intense surveillance of the outsiders and creating 
conditions of unwantedness for people seeking a place to belong because of 
their displacement from home. The contradiction between the need to be 
together, peacefully, and yet assume to be superior and better than “them” 
undermines our basic human capability to ensure people’s peace.

Living peacefully cannot be done without an awareness of the humanity 
of the Other. If we continue to view the Other as below us, radically different 
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than ourselves, and deem them an enemy and a threat to our “way of life,” 
we will only deepen the problem of unpeace. This is the core concern of our 
book. But humans are not the only ones with whom horizontal relationships 
are important for peaceful living. The natural environment is equally vital. 
Today, the main threat to peace is generated by the destruction of the natural 
environment by human exploitation.

We Other the natural environment in multiple ways. First is our attitude 
toward nature, animal and plant life as inherently inferior species. Humans 
claim the right to possess them for use, Othering them in the bargain. Not far 
from our home is a golf course. A few years back the beautiful tall Arizona 
long-needle pine trees were felled to redesign a links golf course without 
trees. The desert landscape was changed to look like a coastal one because 
this is what the consumers wanted it to be. When there is an awareness to 
“save” the environment, it is seen as an object, once again, for human use. 
Protecting nature, the advocates reason is good for healthy human lives. The 
idea of actually living in harmony with nature, in a horizontal relationship, 
is a rare value.

To live in peace—humans and non-humans—is to live with our differ-
ences, and value the ways our diverse lives are interconnected. The question 
that we must ask is how willing we are to explore the potential and undo the 
façades of differences that blind us to this living reality. The answer lies in our 
human agency: We can humanize ourselves and the Other. Peace is a human 
good for us to find and make, a collective journey for all of us to seek out. 
We invite each of you to reimagine our relationships with one another and 
with nature, valuing our differences and our capacity for being human. This 
capacity is not too far away, it lies within grasp, the task is a mindful awareness 
of this possibility to mimic affinity to close the gap of Othering.

“The Power of the People Is Greater than the People in Power,” the chant at 
Tahrir Square in Egypt during the Arab Spring protest in 2011, encapsulates a 
deep-seated belief that people can change the system and liberate themselves 
from the vertical oppressive system. The spark for this liberatory moment 
was lit far away in Tunisia by Tarek el-Tayeb Mohamed Bouazizi, a street fruit 
vendor, who set himself on fire to protest the harassment he suffered daily  
at the hands of local authorities. This event became a catalyst for the Tunisian 
Revolution and the wider Arab Spring that drew millions of people from all 
walks of life and divergent political, religious, and ideological orientations 
to demand change in the oppressive political institutions and leaders. Some, 
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like Egypt, had initial success but it was short-lived after the military crushed  
the people’s movement. Others, like Syria, spiralled into violence, and warfare 
involving multiple groups, including ISIS, forcing millions to flee. Today, 
there are over five million Syrian refugees abroad, while several million are 
internally displaced.

Over the following years, people’s protests demanding justice and peace 
appeared in new places around the world. In the United States, a movement 
was born based on Black Lives Matter—protesting against the murder of 
young Blacks, particularly Black men, by governmental and extrajudicial 
forces across the country. In 2018 in France, the Yellow Vest Movement ral-
lied people in solidarity to counter systems of social injustice. A year later in 
Hong Kong, ordinary citizens took to the streets to struggle for democracy, 
and, in 2019, in Assam and Delhi in India, young and old, men and women, 
surged to the streets to protest against the government’s arbitrary decision to 
change citizenship rules. Muslim women held a continuous sit-in for months 
in Shaheen Bagh, Delhi, against the Citizenship Act until the COVID pan-
demic broke out and they were forced to disband. The Farmers’ Protest in 
India that emerged in mid-2020 was thwarted by the government and the 
massive outbreak of the second wave of COVID in India pushed the farmers 
to return home to safety and protection.

While the people’s struggle for a better, more equitable world continues, 
the public-political space is, once again, crowded by reactionary forces that are 
determined to ensure that borders are secure. Opposing the people’s quest for 
justice, equality, and peace, reactionary forces impose draconian crackdowns 
on democracy and basic civil rights. Right-wing populist movements fill the 
vacuum fed by outlandish conspiracy theories of the evils of the Other in our 
midst. They target people who are different; they attack in the streets, and 
some have driven into crowds of protesting civil rights activists and murdered 
them. Governments promote new and restrictive immigration laws. Vigilante 
groups police international borders and beat people they deem “illegal.” Such 
fascist movements have long histories, fed by extreme nationalist ideas of 
superiority of the Self while undermining and devaluing others. In the past 
ten years, these forms of rabid nationalism have become mainstream in many 
countries as extremist groups have taken control of political and administra-
tive power. The global pandemic of 2020 and 2021, which compelled people 
to segregate from others, abandon the public space, and disconnect, allowed 
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for fascistic ideas to penetrate deeper into the social fabric of democratic 
societies in unprecedented ways around the world.

Our work as peace scholars makes us fully aware of these challenges to 
people’s peace, but we also believe that humanity survives against all odds. 
The present is a bleak time, but humanity is indestructible. This awareness is 
not simply bookish knowledge: we have seen and experienced this capacity 
in multiple places, among a wide variety of people, which kindles our hope 
that, under the debris of extreme nationalism, oppressive governments, and 
divisions of people, resilient humanity will emerge and thrive again, we hope. 
How and why do we take this assertive humanistic position? To answer this 
question, we would like to share with our readers our personal and academic 
story that enables this faith or yaqin (which implies “certainty” and is an 
expression of deep faith in South Asian Islam as Yasmin’s culture teaches her).

When Yasmin took up the Hardt-Nickachos endowed chair position in 
peace studies at Arizona State University’s Center for the Study of Religion 
and Conflict in 2010, we were aware that we were entering a new scholarly 
world. It was very encouraging on one hand to be part of a public university’s 
effort to contemplate and develop peace ideas, but, on the other hand, global 
events were unfolding with the Arab Spring, and everywhere people’s search 
for justice was trampled under the authoritarian boot. The signs of hope were 
darkened by the dark clouds of uncertainty. However, in our minds, we had a 
fresh memory of positive human relationships that facilitated a different way 
of thinking about peace.

The previous year, in 2009, following an intensive six months in Pakistan 
as two of the first Fulbright Scholars allowed to return to the country follow-
ing the 2001 US invasion and occupation of neighbouring Afghanistan, we 
spent a few weeks in Sicily. While there, Chad fell critically ill with an amoebic 
liver abscess. The care and generosity of the people nurtured Chad back  
to life. The care was driven by a human commitment to serve those in need; 
we were the recipients of this care. The care and concern were not limited to 
the medical staff. Patients and caregivers of patients reached out amid caring 
for their own and found the time to help translate for Yasmin, attend chapel to 
pray for Chad’s recovery, bring coffee, and, at times, even forsake the doctors’ 
visit to attend to their patients. After several weeks, when Chad was medically 
escorted back to the United States, the stark difference in the nature of medical 
care between Italy and the United States became evident to us. In the United 
States, the care was surgical and technologically driven. Reams and reams of 
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paperwork had to be completed before admission, the managerial culture 
seemed more concerned with “evaluation” than care, and medical insurance 
saved us from bankruptcy.

Italy’s humanistic care stayed with us as a value, as a lived ethic that was 
very real and part of people’s everyday lives. It made Yasmin’s shift to Ari-
zona State University to lead a new peace research initiative organic, and the 
imagination of peace from a humanistic perspective took shape. Pursuing 
the literature on peace quickly made it evident that the humanistic approach 
in peace studies is not well developed. To give it a shape and form, under the 
aegis of the Hardt-Nickachos peace initiative, we were able to organize and 
participate in a number of conferences, workshops, seminars, and reading 
groups grappling with a diversity of issues on peace. Faculty colloquia on 
peace research; international conferences on a variety of themes, including 
women and peace; Islamic ethical values of civility or adab; religion and  
human rights; postcolonial thought and resistance movements; migrants  
and refugees, and others illuminated new approaches for us. The annual peace 
lectures and film festivals and workshops with artists, producers, novel-
ists, musicians, and public intellectuals facilitated a variety of dialogues and 
partnerships with a wide group of scholars, practitioners, and the public. We 
recognized that a recurring concern for everyone was the issue of the role of 
people in affecting change for peace. Are people so crushed that they cannot 
reclaim agency, many asked. Even as the question surfaced, immediately it 
would be discounted. People’s peace cannot die, everyone would firmly assert. 
So we were encouraged to reimagine peace with a new vision.

Instead of focusing on conflict management and resolution, transitional 
justice, truth and reconciliation, and other institutional practices of peace that 
adopt a tool-box approach, we started our study of peace in people, in acts 
of everyday ethics. Perhaps, the everyday ethical actions of people that drive 
and maintain peace are less visible or consciously articulated, but it became 
evident that people’s capacity to live amicably with others keeps the peace. 
Coexistence is the bedrock of diverse communities living side by side, and 
human ethics sourced from secular and religious values maintain peace in 
the everyday. Paying attention to the rhythms and ebbs and flows of this lived 
peace gave shape to our concept of “people’s peace.” People’s peace focuses on 
the humanistic ways of living in peace.

Toward developing the idea of people’s peace, we undertook to write 
three books. We decided to make it a collective effort rather than develop 



https://​doi​.org/​10​.15215/​aupress/​9781771993869​.01

320  Afterword 

single-authored monographs so that a combination of voices could be brought 
together in unison. The first of the three books was Women and Peace in the 
Islamic World: Gender, Agency and Influence (2015). The second volume is 
People’s Peace: Prospects for a Human Future (2019). This book, On Othering: 
Processes and Politics of Unpeace, is the third and final volume emerging from 
our explorations into the lived ethics of people’s peace. These three books are 
centred on the lived human issues for peace and bring into sharp focus the 
most important constituency—human beings—who are both the architects 
and destroyers of peace.

In the first book, we paid exclusive attention to Muslim women who are 
generally seen by the “important people”—leaders, peace negotiators, internal 
donor agencies, and even the Western public—as living without agency, need-
ing to be saved from tyrannical Muslim men and obsolete mores of Islamic 
society. On the contrary, in putting together the book, we encountered case 
after case of ordinary Muslim women who are the daily actors of peace, par-
ticularly in conflict zones. Their voices are not usually heard, and they are 
silenced. But they continue to do peace work in the shadows, without the 
spotlight on them. It was a very encouraging and satisfying journey with 
these women to see and encounter the world of peace through the prism  
of their everyday lives and work.

Obviously, not all Muslim women are agents of peaceful transformations; 
many choose to align themselves with conservative religious movements, 
extremist political ideologies, or even the interests of global imperialists. But 
those who work on keeping and reviving peace among people draw upon 
certain values that are inherent in Islam, though certainly not unique to Islam, 
such as neighbourliness, hospitality, friendship, sociality, forgiveness, and 
memories of coexistence. Muslim women’s lived ethics of peace are at once 
universal yet particularistic. For Muslim women, who are the greatest victims 
of violence in the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the capacity to 
become the proponents of peace in their lived local worlds is indeed extra-
ordinary. Muslim women, we realized in writing the book, are one of the 
heroes of people’s peace.

In our second book of this trilogy, People’s Peace: Prospects for a Human 
Future, we focused on the broad category of people’s peace. We included 
within our field of vision ordinary men and women who uphold the humane 
ethics of living together in peace. Beyond the cessation of overt and covert 
violence, beyond negative and positive peace, there are emotions and attitudes 
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that enable humans to live peacefully in a community, amid external tensions, 
which we highlighted in the book. Such peace is not an event but a process 
that survives beyond and despite war and violence. We delved deeper into 
religious and philosophical interpretations and applications of people’s peace 
in various sites and chronologies. Ordinary people, we found, do not wait for 
authorities to issue prescriptions; rather, they attempt to “work things out” at 
a quotidian level. They succeed at times, but at other times, peace is undone; 
still, the search continues. “Finding balance” in communities is a continu-
ous and recurring process that is always in motion. This led us to conceive  
this third volume, On Othering: Processes and Politics of Unpeace.

In developing On Othering, we took a realistic view of the challenges  
and limitations of people’s peace, recognizing the deep structures of nega-
tive and violent Othering that have become acute during this last decade, as 
explained and illustrated in the different chapters in the book. Othering is 
the foundation for undoing peace, even when people want peace. The lack 
of people’s peace is not a failing of the people, but the vertical stratification 
created by those who control the institutions of power and make decisions 
that confine people within enclosures of “us” and “them” that result in their div-
ision rather than fostering the wholeness of peace. We have shown through 
different case studies and approaches that dehumanizing the Other has to be 
interrogated within structures that thrive on this strategy and undo peace. 
Rethinking the foundation of alliances in everyday interactions, as well as 
organizational networks is key to asserting the people’s capacity to live in 
peace. For us, this imagery of people living in peace is not wishful thinking 
but a realistic and workable strategy for redirecting energy from destructive to 
productive and generative outcomes. Thus, while we investigate the hyped-up 
negative politics of Othering, we also demonstrate with specific examples the 
deep histories of relationality among humans and non-human Others for 
building a positive narrative of peace. Relationality inspires an ethical concept 
of people’s peace that includes the Self and the Other.

Taking these three books together with the overarching theme of people’s 
peace opens up unique multidimensional and inclusive approaches to study-
ing peace, through cosmopolitanism, global citizenship, mutual aid, care, and 
community-building. People’s peace pushes us to focus on our interconnec-
tions and collective ability to create humanistic communities. Near and far, 
people have the capacity to forge ethical, horizontal, relationships of care, con-
cern, and belonging. It is the capacity to appreciate our common humanity.
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