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Message from the Editor 
 
Here at long last is the December 2019 issue of Language, Discourse & Society, the journal of 
the Research Committee 25 (RC 25) of the International Sociological Association. It is the first 
issue published since I began serving in the role of editor. Its extreme lateness has occurred due 
to a cascading set of events including the hacking of the journal’s website, the death of an 
author, and the global pandemic that we are all still suffering under. This issue, whose thematic 
focus “Political Discourse and Historical, Colonial and Neo-Colonial Regimes of Power” was 
developed by guest editors Gatitu Kiguru, and Phyllis Mwangi, both of Kenyatta University, 
Kenya. The research presented on this timely topic spans six nations and four continents.  
 
The call for papers from Drs. Kiguru and Mwangi focused on a Foucauldian approach to the 
study of language and power. They noted from Foucault’s (1991) Discipline and Punish that 
“power is everywhere,’ diffused and embodied in discourse, knowledge and ‘regimes of truth.’ 
The papers in this issue apply a variety of analytical approaches including Foucauldian, critical 
discourse analysis (CDA), critical political discourse analysis (CPDA), and critical realism, 
among others. The researchers’ object of analysis varied from speeches by government 
officials, to documents from a funding agency, to in-depth interviews, to graffiti in 
Washington, DC., to even a single word. For example, in “The Deconstruction of the Concept 
of Normalization within the Context of the Settler-Colonialism in Palestine: The Duality of 
Acceptance and Rejection,” Albzour problematizes the use of the term normalization in the 
history of the Arab-Israeli conflict.  
 
The collection of articles selected by Drs. Kiguru and Mwangi allows readers to examine 
histories of colonialism and provide for us an examination of several types of discursive 
practices and their relationship to power. These articles allow us to see how new nuanced 
social and political practices and procedures (or slight shifts in old one) maintain old 
hegemonic forces and/or allow new ones to arise that subvert cries for justice or sometimes 
challenge old regimes. For example, Zaluar’s and Gonçalves’ “Religious discourses and 
politics in Brazil: The conservative evangelical parliamentary front” unearths a process for how 
discursive inflections are created by Brazilian evangelical parliamentarians using existing 
norms in institutions as a framing device to hide the radical conservatism in their legislative 
goals.  
 
In addition to the thematic pieces, the Varia section of this issue includes an article written in 
French about the ethnic identity of the Chinese in Paris. The issue also includes a tribute to the 
life of prominent Brazilian scholar Dr. Alba Zaluar. Dr. Zaluar, who co-authored an article in 
this issue, died at the end of last year.  
 
Please also be on the lookout for upcoming Call for Papers for the June 2021, December 2021, 
and June 2022 issues. Some of our upcoming special issue topics will address the Covid-19 
crisis and the uprising against racist policing across the globe.  
 
Natalie Byfield, Editor in Chief 
Language, Discourse and Society  
St. John’s University-New York, U.S.A. 
journal@language-and-society.org  
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Message from the Guest Editors 
 
 
The present thematic issue of Language Discourse and Society focuses on the theme of Political 
Discourse and Historical, Colonial and Neo-Colonial Regimes of Power. The articles reflect the 
diffuse concept of power as reflected in various discourses. Influenced by Foucault’s views on 
power, the issue accepted submissions that show power in various settings and in a constant state 
of negotiation. The articles reveal the discursive practices that shape the prevailing power 
structures, sustain and challenge them. The articles show that power is discursively defined, 
reinforced and redefined in varied social settings and institutions.  
 
Meghan Tinsley’s article looks at the competing frames by various parties of a massacre of 
striking workers in South Africa that reveals underlying competing discourses of domination. 
Levi Mitzen analyses political graffiti in Washington DC and shows it to be a community’s fight 
for political legitimacy against a backdrop of the negative perceptions that shadow this artform. 
The concept of normalisation is analysed in the context of the historically strained Israeli-
Palestinians relations. In the article, Mai Albzour shows how the discourse of normalisation has 
defined Arab identity in relation to Israeli settlers since the initial international peace efforts. 
From Brazil, Bruno Gonçalves and Alba Zaluar show competing religious discourses between 
conservative and fundamentalist evangelical Christians. Ojwang’ looks at how Swahili 
communities in Kenya who have settled in the hinterland – rather than their ancestral coastal 
homeland – have had to fight to maintain their identity. The article by Mwangi and Mwangi 
focuses on how the Kenyan government dominates the discourse on terrorism and 
counterterrorism and assigns itself the role of defining who is a terrorist. 
 
The issue thus presents diversity of topics and settings as well as outlooks on regimes of truth 
and power. The ensuing discussions show power being enacted, reproduced, challenged and 
resisted. 
 
Gatitu Kiguru, Guest Editor 
Kenyatta University, Kenya 
kiguru.gatitu@ku.ac.ke 
  
and 
 
Phyllis Mwangi, Guest Editor 
Kenyatta University, Kenya 
mwangi.phyllis@ku.ac.ke 
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Call for guest-editors for e- journal Language, Discourse and Society  
 
Language, Discourse & Society is an international peer-reviewed journal published twice 
annually (June and December) in electronic form. The journal publishes high-quality articles 
dedicated to all aspects of sociological analyses of language, discourse, and representation.  
 
All interested guest-editors are invited to submit a proposal (a call for papers) in order to edit a 
thematic issue. The editor-in-chief will consider proposed calls for papers based on a clear 
commitment to studies of language. Language, Discourse & Society cannot publish 
proceedings. Guest-editors are free to choose the thematic focus of their proposed issue.  
 
The description of the role of Language, Discourse & Society guest-editor is described below. 
Each guest-(co-)editor is responsible for the following:  
 

• Writing the call for articles within the framework of LD&S editorial priorities and 
incorporating into that a statement indicating that LD&S cannot publish proceedings.  
 

• All communications with authors 
 

• The evaluation process of articles, which includes:  
1) identifying potential reviewers to help guarantee a review process in which each article 

is peer-reviewed by at least two reviewers. 
2) making the final decision regarding the selection of articles in accordance with the 

editorial purview of LD&S and the reviewers’ input. 
3) ensuring that authors maintain the proper formatting, that is, following the format 

provided in the LD&S template regarding, e.g., front page, font size, headings, line 
spacing, and margins. 

4) ensuring that authors present figures and tables using the LD&S style 
5) ensuring the basic editing of each article, such as, confirming that 

a) in-text references are mentioned in the reference section of the article;  
b) references listed in the reference section are all quoted within the article 
c) references follow APA format 
d) authors follow LD&S-style in-text citations 

6) developing agreed upon review, assessment, and production deadlines with the editor-
in-chief to ensure submission of the completed issue for on time publication. 

 
The position of guest-(co-)editor is unpaid. The guest-(co-)editor cannot publish an article in 
the LD&S issue they oversee, neither as principal author, nor as co-author. Their name is 
indicated as follows: “This issue of Language, Discourse and Society about {here the final title 
of the thematic issue} is edited by {here the name of the editor(s)}.” 
 
Language, Discourse & Society accepts electronic submissions year-round. Please send your 

proposals to: journal@language-and-society.org 
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Call for Papers 
 
 

The Language of a Pandemic:  
COVID-19 discursive practice and social change 

 
 
Thematic issue of "Language, Discourse, & Society", a journal published by Research 
Committee 25 “Language and Society” of the International Sociological Association, ISSN: 
2239-4192, indexed in ERIH Plus. Guest Editor: Maud Mazaniello-Chézol (Maud 
Mazaniello-Chezol, McGill University) 
  
This thematic issue of Language, Discourse & Society seeks to investigate discourses related 
to the current pandemic of coronavirus disease (COVID). As such, we aim to tackle how 
COVID-19’s language is shaping society and how society constitutes the pandemic language, 
especially how it may transform social norms. 

The pandemic of COVID-19 disrupted the social order with sudden changes, affecting the 
neoliberal system on multiple levels (OECD, 2020). From the disease outbreak news to the 
declaration of the COVID-19 pandemic from the World Health Organization and the 
associated decisions such as borders’ restrictions or confinement/quarantine, new challenges 
emerged bringing the dominant economic system’s limitations out into the light (Nunes, 2020; 
Saad-Filho, 2020).  

Leading to rapid changes in most areas of society, at the macro, meso, micro or individual 
levels, social functioning was revisited by the performance of a series of new governmental 
and institutional measures. In doing so, institutional discourse rapidly changed, investing the 
social realm with new claims, calling upon individuals’ behavioral change. Distinguishing 
services as “essential” or “non-essential”, re-ordering priorities, demonstrating violence to 
apply these priorities, the language shift inherently questioned the dominant ideology. For 
example, the weight put on healthcare systems and thereby healthcare workers and users has 
triggered governmental and social responses challenging social values, norms and ethics (e.g., 
Ortega & Orsini, 2020). Also, while new rituals emerged to thank healthcare workforce in 
some part of the world (e.g., showing gratefulness with images at the window, regular 
applause), some works seemed to be newly recognized. The notion of being or staying at 
‘home’ took several dimensions whether people had a safe place to call ‘home’ (e.g., Black, 
Indigenous, and People Of Color, stateless persons, refugees, homeless persons), or people 
were in situation of vulnerability (e.g., in case of domestic violence, abuse, isolation). 

COVID-19 reaffirmed the intersections between health and race, gender, and class-based 
inequalities. It thus highlighted existing social injustice, shedding light on systemic racism. 
These inequalities translate in several forms and raise how societal fissures along the lines of 
race, indigeneity, class, gender, immigration, and citizenship statuses are being revealed by 
the pandemic to be prevailing social determinants of health.  

For this issue, we are looking for papers exploring the language of and on COVID-19 and 
intersecting events. We especially invite research that addresses how/if the language of the 
pandemic created discourses around systemic oppression related to intersecting identities of 
race, indigeneity, class, gender, immigration, and citizenship statuses. In this vein, we may 
question how institutions’ discourses operationalize the pandemic, from its beginning to 
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envisioning a post-COVID-19 era; to what extent these discourses affect human rights 
principles such as equality and non-discrimination; how the language of the pandemic sheds 
light to the social structure; how controversies around preventive practices and related 
regulations on social organization (e.g., #stayathome, social distancing, handmade masks) 
arise and how do they translate in society; or how stakeholders take part in the pandemic 
management, including research.  

Considering the vast array of sources and questions we may discuss in this thematic issue, 
papers specifically drawing on government and institutions’ discourses, international relations 
or healthcare systems restructuring, social movements, social organization of confinement, 
health and illness representation, healthcare workforce role negotiation, or professional 
identity are encouraged. Rooted in interdisciplinarity (e.g., sociolinguistics, sociology, 
linguistics anthropology, semantics, political science, communications, education, public 
health), the articles will study the language of and on COVID-19 as a mode of action, 
uncovering the “pervasive connections between language structure and social structure” 
(Fowler & Kress, 1979). Authors are invited to present their work through the lens of critical 
theory (e.g., neocolonialism, feminism, ecocriticism, intersectionality, critical race theory) 
(e.g., Crenshaw, 1989; Buell, 1998), however, any theoretical approach is welcomed and will 
be considered. 

Submission can be done in English, Spanish and French. 

Please follow the author guidelines indicated at the following URL, which includes a template 
for formatting: https://www.language-and-society.org/language-discourse-
society/instructions/ 

 
IMPORTANT DATES 
Call for papers July 2020 
Due date for submission December 2020 
Feedback from reviewers February 2021 
Submission of revised articles April 2021 
Issue in press June 2021 
Issue printed December 2021 

 
This thematic issue will be published in December 2021. 
 
SUBMISSION TO BE DONE ONLINE AT:  
http://www.language-andsociety.org/language-discourse-society/submit-paper/    
 
The contact email of the guest-editor for any query is: maud.mazaniello-
chezol@mail.mcgill.ca  
 
References 
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Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A black feminist 
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public health, 1-21. 
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Constructing and Contesting the Post-Apartheid State:  
Political Discourse on the Marikana Strike 

 
Meghan Tinsley1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
In August 2012, the police massacre of thirty-four workers during a strike in Marikana, South 
Africa highlighted the interconnectedness of political power, state violence, and capitalism. Taking 
as its starting point the sweeping ramifications of the Marikana strike, this article asks how the state 
attempted to restore its moral authority amidst a grassroots social movement. The methodology 
consists of a critical political discourse analysis of references to Marikana by members of the 
national ANC government, as well as dissenting voices in rival political movements, between 
August 16, 2012, when the massacre took place, and June 30, 2015, five days after the release of 
the Farlam Commission report. This paper argues, from a critical realist standpoint, that the power 
of political discourse lies not in the text itself, but in the speaker’s intentions, the audience’s 
interpretations, and the public’s responses. Such a framing reveals the systems of domination 
underlying all discourse, such that varied, malleable concepts produce visible, violent social 
structures. It finds that in the aftermath of Marikana, the national ANC government, faced with 
comparisons to the apartheid regime, represented itself as both the voice of the marginalized and 
an impartial mediator between competing narratives. This approach stood in contrast to counter-
discourses, particularly that of Numsa, that positioned the state in opposition to the oppressed 
working class. These two discourses reflect divergent understandings of the nation at large. 
Ultimately, the ANC’s conciliatory approach failed to address many of the strikers' grievances, 
creating a vacuum in political discourse that increasingly is filled by anti-capitalist voices from 
below. 
 

Keywords 
South Africa, Protest, Political discourse, Critical realism 

 
1 The University of Manchester, Department of Sociology, Arthur Lewis Building, Oxford Road, Manchester M13 

9PL, United Kingdom, meghan.tinsley@manchester.ac.uk 
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Introduction 
 
The Marikana massacre of August 16, 2012 marked a turning point in post-apartheid South Africa. 
With the killing of thirty-four striking mine workers, members of the South African Defence Force 
(SADF) perpetrated the deadliest episode of state violence since 1976. Certainly, the massacre 
invoked the racial terror of state violence against an impoverished Black majority. Yet the massacre 
was all the more alarming because it violated the post-apartheid nation’s dominant idea of itself: 
the African National Congress (ANC) government and its then-President, Jacob Zuma, had risen 
to power as the party of the heretofore excluded. The Marikana massacre threw into question the 
idea that the nation had transformed, and that the rural poor, in particular, held any measure of 
political power. By extension, the massacre unsettled the legitimacy of a government that claimed 
to govern for, and on behalf of, the poor. The profound changes and contradictions in the nation’s 
idea of itself played out discursively, as national ANC politicians and their rivals sought to 
convince constituents (and voters) of a particular interpretation of events. Given the high stakes for 
the government’s own legitimacy, political discourse about Marikana sought to address both the 
massacre itself and its implications for the idea of the post-apartheid state. 
 
This paper takes as its starting point the power-laden discursive contestation of the events in 
Marikana. It asks how members of the national government positioned themselves in relation to 
other actors, to the nation, and to history. Utilising critical political discourse analysis, this article 
asks, further, how the dominant discourse was received by the ANC’s constituents—and how, by 
extension, it failed to restore the party’s moral authority. Because the meaning of discourse lies in 
its articulation, reception, and response, this article also analyzes the counter-discourse produced 
by the National Union of Metalworkers of South Africa (Numsa), which emerged as a powerful 
critic of the ANC in the years following the massacre. Throughout this analysis, the author attends 
to the structures of power in a highly stratified society, and to its corresponding effects on the type 
(e.g. televised address versus popcorn protest) and scope (national versus community-focused) of 
discourse that each speaker constructs. Yet power is also fluid and nebulous, and counter-
discourses take root through unexpected and subversive channels. In particular, counter-discourses 
infiltrate the dominant discourse through the gaps, emphases, and inconsistencies of the latter. Each 
of these, this article argues, was significant with regard to Marikana. Further, exclusion from the 
dominant discourse provided an impetus for counter-discourses, which, in turn, gave rise to rival 
political movements. The ANC’s national discourse, and the popular rejection thereof, holds 
implications for competing visions of the nation. 
 
The next section recounts the sequence of events surrounding the Marikana massacre. The article 
then presents critical discourse analysis as a theoretical and methodological framework and lays 
out its approach to data collection and analysis. It argues that the ANC national government framed 
post-apartheid South Africa as the product of a longstanding, and ongoing, collective struggle for 
reconciliation. Within this framework, members of the government represented the Marikana 
massacre—like the violence of the apartheid era—as a threat to national unity. The state, as the 
democratically elected embodiment of the nation, was tasked with restoring national unity through 
its legal and judicial mechanisms, alongside its overarching understanding of the various actors 
and interests involved. Thus, in order to establish their moral authority, speakers invoked two 
complementary discursive themes: administration and affect. This dual approach gave rise to two 
corresponding calls to action: stability and peace. Yet the dominant discourse also gave rise to 
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counter-discourses: many mineworkers, who belonged to the ANC’s conventional voting base, 
rejected the dominant discourse on Marikana and, with it, its conception of the nation at large. An 
emphasis on reconciliation, they argued, left no space for acknowledging systemic violence against 
the poor, which was perpetrated by the same wealthy politicians, mining companies, and police 
whom the ANC depicted as equal stakeholders in the nation. From this rejection of the official 
discourse emerged a counter-discourse, which emphasized ongoing violence and the incessant wait 
for truth and accountability. Increasingly, this counter-discourse has taken shape as a political 
platform in its own right, as the National Union of Metalworkers of South Africa (Numsa) rallied 
workers by condemning both the ANC government and the mining companies for perpetrating the 
massacre. Their vision of a nation defined by the struggle to overthrow oppressors resonated with 
many at the margins, who increasingly were alienated from the dominant discourse. 
 

1. Background: The Marikana Massacre in Context 
 
Since 2012, ‘Marikana’ has become shorthand for any eruption of state violence that reveals an 
underlying pattern of systemic repression, unsettling the legitimacy of the state and the collective 
identity of the post-apartheid nation. Indeed, the Marikana massacre was the culmination of 
persistent and growing inequality, as stagnant wages, social and economic precarity, and an 
absence of institutional support for poor communities coincided with the liberalization of the South 
African economy and rising foreign investment (Bond and Mottiar, 2013; Duncan, 2016). 
Politically, a tacit alliance had emerged between the South African Police Service (SAPS)—an 
agent of racial terror during the apartheid era—and the trade unions and ANC leadership that had 
rallied the Black poor and working classes against the apartheid state.  
 
The ANC’s post-apartheid transition to power, and its subsequent dominance of the South African 
political landscape, had created a tension between its revolutionary past and its new role as the face 
of the status quo. As the ANC sought to maintain its traditional base of support amidst radical 
changes to its own power and platform, its leaders constructed a new discourse of party and nation 
that appealed to its revolutionary past while calling for reconciliation and cooperation in the present 
(Bertelson, 1998; Murray, 2013). This discourse found widespread, but diminishing, appeal: 
support for the ANC, while still comfortably above fifty percent, has declined steadily in every 
national election since 1994. Such has been the case particularly among the young and the 
unemployed. Alienated from mainstream politics, the marginalized took their demands into the 
streets, with a “rebellion of the poor” beginning in 2004 (Alexander and Pfaffe, 2014). The 
movement was largely decentralized and disorganized—an indication of its resonance with a broad 
sector of society and its emphasis on generalized, systemic injustice. Amidst growing frustration 
with the deferred promises of democracy, Jacob Zuma was elected President in 2009, on a platform 
of restoring the ANC’s commitment to representing the poor and excluded. His term of office, 
however, was marred by corruption scandals that only augmented popular disenchantment with the 
state. 
 
The platinum mining sector was, in many ways, a microcosm of the configurations of power, and 
the discontents thereof, that permeated South African society. Foreign investors exercised 
disproportionate control over the mines. Relationships between mining companies, managers, and 
mine workers were strained, regularly giving rise to strikes and violence (Alexander, 2013; Bond 
and Mottiar, 2013). Trade unions, and in particular the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM), 
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purported to represent workers; their representatives, however, faced criticism for collaborating 
with managers. This culminated in a mass defection of NUM workers to the Association of 
Mineworkers and Construction Union (AMCU)—a split that generated tension between members 
of the two unions. 
 
On August 10, 2012, AMCU workers employed at the Lonmin mine in Marikana went on strike. 
Rock drill operators demanded wages of R12,500 per month, alongside attention to the danger and 
difficulty of their work and an end to the disrespectful behavior of managers (Alexander, 2013). In 
response, Lonmin proclaimed that the strike was “illegal”2, and that as such, it was not obligated 
to respond to the workers’ demands. The NUM, in turn, mobilized strike-breakers. Over the next 
few days, tensions escalated: on 11th August, NUM shop stewards fired on a march outside of NUM 
headquarters, wounding two AMCU-affiliated striking workers. In a subsequent clash, four AMCU 
and two NUM workers, two security guards, and two policemen were killed. AMCU strikers rallied 
on a koppie (a small hill), which became the center of the strike for the following five days. 
 
In response to pressure from Lonmin, its investors, and the NUM, and conscious of its own loss of 
control, the state deployed special public order forces to Marikana. On the morning of August 16, 
as striking workers rallied on the koppie, SAPS officers rolled out razor wire in front of them, and 
the workers began to move towards the SAPS line. It was at this point that an unknown worker 
fired a pistol. Upon hearing gunfire, the SAPS officers opened fire on the protesters, killing twenty 
and sparking a panic among survivors, who fled to a smaller koppie. Police pursued them, 
surrounded the koppie, and opened fire again. By the time the shooting ceased, fourteen more 
workers lay dead, and seventy-eight were injured. 
 
Immediately after the massacre, SAPS spokespersons declared that the police had acted in self-
defense; the workers, they claimed, had been armed with guns, and had charged on the police. 
Initial media coverage of Marikana reported this account uncritically (Bond and Mottiar, 2013). 
By framing the killings as an act of self-defense, the police account criminalized the striking 
workers. Thereafter, the National Prosecuting Authority (NPA) charged 270 striking Lonmin 
workers with murder. Yet independent investigations by academics at the University of 
Johannesburg (Lekgowa et al, 2012), the September National Imbizo Group (Fogel, 2012), and 
journalists from the Daily Maverick (Marinovich, 2012) called the police account into question. 
The publication of their findings generated a public outcry alongside calls for an official 
investigation into the events of August 10-16.  
 
Within days, the NPA dropped the murder charges against the Lonmin miners, and President Zuma 
fulfilled his pledge to create an official commission of inquiry. Throughout this brief but volatile 
period, political discourse on Marikana was frequent and amplified: as members of the government 
answered to public pressure, they continued to assert control over the situation, emphasizing that 
truth and justice were best pursued through legal and administrative mechanisms. Most 
significantly, President Zuma convened a commission of inquiry, led by Justice Ian Farlam, to 
investigate and produce an official account of the events at Marikana. Yet across the nation, wildcat 
labor strikes and community protests, galvanized by Marikana, spread rapidly as marginalized 

 
2 This was a meaningful discursive choice by Lonmin: under the Regulation of Gatherings Act, there are no “illegal” 
strikes—only protected strikes and unprotected strikes (Duncan, 2016). By calling the strike “illegal,” Lonmin 
deemed the striking workers criminals, and thereby legitimized the use of violence against them. 
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workers and communities demanded a response to the systemic inequalities that had given rise to 
the AMCU protest in the first place. Post-Marikana social movements, in turn, destabilized the 
nation’s hegemonic institutions and political parties: the decline of the NUM left Numsa as the 
largest constituent union in the Congress of South African Trade Unions (Cosatu). Numsa’s radical 
political platform clashed with Cosatu’s longstanding support for the ANC—leading to Numsa’s 
expulsion from Cosatu in 2014. Yet Numsa’s detachment from political power emboldened its 
base. In what commentators have termed the ‘Numsa moment’, the union’s anti-establishment 
platform found echoes in student protests, ongoing service delivery protests, and, ultimately, a new 
political party, the Socialist Revolutionary Workers’ Party (SRWP). Amidst social turmoil, 
political discourse provides insight into how members of the national government conceived of 
their role with respect to the nation at large. Counter-discourses, in turn, revealed alternative visions 
of the nation that competed with the government for political space. 
 

2. Theoretical Framework: Critical Realism and Critical Political Discourse 
Analysis 

 
This article approaches political discourse through the lens of critical realism. Following Bhaskar 
(1975), critical realism rejects the positivist attempt to identify generalizable laws that govern every 
aspect of the natural (or social) world. Yet it equally rejects the interpretivist stance that because 
every observable reality is socially constructed, making any generalizable claim is impossible. 
Instead, critical realism holds that the purpose of the social sciences is to make situated causal 
claims about social structures (Banta, 2013; Mahoney and Goertz, 2012). These claims are not 
universal laws; rather, they are statements about powers that produce structures, which, in turn, are 
observable through their activities and interactions with other structures (Bhaskar, 1975). 
 
Among the observable products of this process are social texts (Potter and Wetherell, 1987). Like 
other social structures, texts are the product of complex, interacting forces, and consequently, the 
actions that they produce are multiple and changing. Viewed this way, the object of a critical realist 
approach to discourse analysis is not a finished text, but the discourse through which it is created 
and interpreted. For critical discourse analysis (CDA), discourse functions as a causal mechanism, 
interacting with other (extra-discursive) causal mechanisms to produce events. Thus, CDA traces 
the production of discourse and extra-discursive events over time, reading an observable text in 
light of the social processes that both precede and follow it. This context illuminates the interests 
and concerns that shape the speaker’s articulation of a text, the meanings that audiences ascribe to 
it, and the ways in which other speakers respond to it (Banta, 2013). Equally, it illuminates the 
systems of domination underlying all discourse, such that varied, malleable concepts (e.g. “nation”) 
produce visible, violent social structures (e.g. ethnic nationalism) and tangible outcomes (e.g. 
exclusionary migration policies or police profiling of perceived foreigners) (Fairclough, 1995; Van 
Dijk, 2002). Consequently, a particular text, voiced by a particular speaker and interpreted by a 
particular audience, may convey more or less power to entrench or disturb existing social structures 
(Wodak et al, 1999). 
 
Framed this way, CDA is attentive to the inherently political nature of all discourse. Yet one form 
of CDA, critical political discourse analysis (CPDA), gives particular attention to discourse that 
engages explicitly with political power, its articulation, and its reproduction (Van Dijk, 2002). 
Political discourse uses highly charged terms to define the object of discourse, and to justify 
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particular policies—using “troublemakers” or “thugs,” for example, to delegitimize striking 
workers and rationalize their exclusion from the national body politic. These references to 
particular groups and events contribute to a larger frame of reference, wherein speakers define a 
cohesive in-group (with whom they identify, and to whom they address their speech) and a 
corresponding out-group (against whom the in-group consolidates its own identity) (Reicher and 
Hopkins, 1996). Even the most exclusionary political discourse, however, is multivocal: it always 
acknowledges, and responds to, counter-discourses as it appeals to a particular audience. An anti-
union discourse, for example, may characterize pro-labor discourses as “unfair” or “unrealistic”. 
In the process, political discourse acknowledges another possibility for perceiving way of 
understanding and structuring the world. As it attempts to undermine counter-discourses, political 
discourse seeks to maximize its own base of supporters. Ultimately, the goal of political discourse 
is to consolidate the speaker’s authority.  
 
It is crucial to note at this point that CPDA, like CDA at large, does not prescribe a singular method 
of collecting and analyzing political discourse (Van Dijk 1993). Rather, CPDA offers an 
ontological understanding of discourse and extra-discursive context. This shapes the research 
questions posed about political discourse, as well as the implications of the findings. The sections 
that follow employ CPDA to analyze how, following a deadly episode of state violence, national 
ANC politicians sought to restore their individual and collective legitimacy. They ask, further, how 
ANC discourse constructed a particular understanding of the South African nation. Finally, the 
article considers how this discourse was received, and how counter-discourses constructed the 
nation differently. 
 

3. Methodology 
 
Data consisted of all public statements foregrounding Marikana by members of the ANC national 
government (that is, Zuma, his ministers, and his spokespersons) between August 16, 2012 and 
June 30, 2015. Statements by provincial and municipal ANC officials were excluded. Narrowing 
the scope of data collection to the national ANC government permitted a focus on speakers and 
statements that spoke with the authority of the state, and frequently received national media 
coverage. Consequently, the discourse that these speakers produced was likely to influence public 
opinion and national policy. Additionally, national political figures were expected to invoke the 
meaning of Marikana for the nation at large more than municipal figures, who were expected to 
emphasize the local implications of Marikana. The date range began with the first announcements 
that the massacre had taken place and ended five days after the release of the Farlam Commission 
report—encapsulating the early, highly volatile discourse immediately following the massacre, and 
concluding with the state’s final, official interpretation of the events in Marikana. Within this three-
year period, labor and community strikes spread throughout the country, alongside increasingly 
insistent demands for truth and justice. Political discourse on Marikana thus was expected to 
engage with this increasingly fraught political moment as the government sought to maintain its 
moral authority. 
 
Data was sampled from the speech database of the South African Government 
(www.gov.za/speeches), a comprehensive archive that is searchable by keyword, category, 
government level, province, subject, and date. An initial search of the archive for the keyword 
“Marikana” within the specified time period yielded forty-five speeches, press releases, and event 
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transcripts by members of the national government. These items collectively produced a 
chronological account of the government’s representation of Marikana over the course of three 
years, with all of its emphases, silences, and changes across time. Of the forty-five items, fourteen 
were speeches by members of the government, which provided the opportunity to conduct a more 
detailed analysis of ANC national discourse (see Table 1).  
 

 
Table 1: ANC Speeches Analyzed 
 
Date Speaker Title 
August 17, 2012 President Jacob Zuma Statement from President 

Jacob Zuma on the Marikana 
Lonmin mine workers tragedy 
media briefing Rustenburg 
 

August 21, 2012 Susan Shabangu, Minister of Mineral 
Resources 

Address by Susan Shabangu, 
MP, Minister of Mineral 
Resources, on the occasion of 
the Special Parliamentary 
Debate following the Lonmin 
Marikana Tragedy: National 
Assembly, Cape Town 
 

August 21, 2012 Nathi Mthwetha, Minister of Police Address by Minister of 
Police, Nathi Mthethwa, MP 
on the occasion of the 
National Assembly Debate on 
the Marikana Tragedy, 
National Assembly, 
Parliament 21 August 2012 
 

August 23, 2012 President Jacob Zuma Appointment of Judicial 
Commission of Inquiry on the 
Marikana tragedy 
 

August 23, 2012 Nomvula Mokonyane, Premier of 
Gauteng Province 

Tribute delivered by the 
Premier of Gauteng Ms. 
Nomvula Mokonyane at the 
memorial service for the 
Marikana disaster held at the 
Johannesburg City Hall 
 

September 2, 2012 Nomgcobo Jiba, Acting National 
Director of Public Prosecutions 

Statement on Marikana court 
case by Acting National 
Director of Public 
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Prosecutions (NDPP), 
Advocate Nomgcobo Jiba 

September 3, 2012 Collins Chabane, Minister for the 
Presidency 

Media statement by the Inter-
Ministerial Committee on the 
Marikana tragedy at the 
briefing of the Foreign 
Correspondence Association 
 

September 21, 2012 Jeff Radebe, Minister of Justice and 
Constitutional Development 

Announcement Hon Jeff 
Radebe, MP, Minister of 
Justice and Constitutional 
Development, regarding the 
commencement and 
operations of the Marikana 
Commission of Inquiry 
 

August 15, 2013 President Jacob Zuma Statement by President Jacob 
Zuma on Marikana 
anniversary 
 

August 16, 2013 Collins Chabane, Minister for the 
Presidency 

Chairperson of the IMC on 
the Marikana tragedy appeals 
for calm and dignity as the 
tragedy is commemorated 
 

August 29, 2013 Trevor Manuel, Former Minister for 
the Presidency 

The Ruth First Memorial 
Lecture 12 months on: 
Marikana and its meaning for 
the NDP Wits Great Hall by 
Trevor Manuel, Chairperson: 
National Planning 
Commission 
 

August 16, 2014 President Jacob Zuma Marikana anniversary: a day 
of reflection and 
recommitment to peace 
 

May 10, 2015 President Jacob Zuma Presidency on release of 
Marikana Commission Report 
 

June 25, 2015 President Jacob Zuma President Jacob Zuma: 
Release of Marikana Report 
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The fourteen speeches were imported into NVivo and coded thematically at the sentence-level. In 
line with grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin 1994), the data was revisited with more pointed 
questions and more meaningful codes in light of the initial findings. Further, since the object of 
analysis was the text alongside its context and consequences, the author followed Fairclough’s 
(1989) three stages of CDA: description, which noted the explicit properties of the text; 
interpretation, which analyzed the text as both the product of a particular production process and a 
source of meaning-making; explanation, which places the text within its broader social context in 
order to make sense of its real (extra-discursive) consequences. Thus, at this stage, the goals of 
analysis were twofold: the first was to identify discursive themes in representations of Marikana. 
The second goal, in line with CPDA, was to understand how discursive representations of Marikana 
interacted with, and contributed to, larger narratives about the nation. The remaining thirty-one 
items established context—for example, announcements of official visits to Marikana, responses 
to media inquiries, and statements intended to “correct the record”. Further, as time progressed, 
speakers added or omitted detail, changed their own representation of the events at Marikana, or 
ardently defended their version of the events. 
 
Analyzing national political discourse provided insight into the dominant discourse on the 
Marikana massacre. Yet through its changes over time, through its acknowledgments or refutations 
of other perspectives, and through its gaps and silences, national political discourse also revealed 
the presence of, and interactions with, counter-discourses from below. This was the case, for 
example, when Advocate Nomgcobo Jiba (2012), speaking in his capacity as Acting Director for 
Public Prosecutions, announced that the murder charge against 270 striking miners would be 
dropped. Jiba stated, “The NPA has noted the concerns voiced . . . In view of the significant public 
interest in this matter, I have decided to call this press briefing to explain our decisions as well as 
provide direction on this matter” [emphasis mine].  
 
A comprehensive analysis of counter-discourses is beyond the scope of this paper, particularly 
since counter-discourses frequently were informal, decentralized, and lacked a national media 
platform. Government discourses, however, did not exist in a vacuum; as detailed above, CPDA 
maintains that the meaning of a text lies in the social and political context of its utterance, its 
reception by audiences, and its consequences. These audiences include political rivals who share 
the goal of consolidating the support of an in-group, and the consequences include new and altered 
political formations. In the aftermath of Marikana, both the ANC and South Africa’s largest 
federation of trade unions, Cosatu (a key ally of the ANC) were beset by internal turmoil, creating 
the conditions that led to the rise of the Numsa. Both organizations produced counter-discourses 
on Marikana that engaged with, and contested, the dominant narrative of the nation. Both, further, 
constructed their own narratives of the nation. 
 
Speeches by Numsa officials were sampled from the union’s official website (www.numsa.org.za). 
An initial search for the keyword “Marikana” in the Numsa news archive between August 16, 2012 
and June 30, 2015 yielded sixty-nine results. Of these, sixteen were speeches or official statements 
by national Numsa officials that pertained primarily, or significantly, to the Marikana massacre. 
As with the ANC, the remaining results established useful context for Numsa’s representation of 
Marikana. The resulting dataset, which provides insight into a dynamic, politically salient counter-
discourse on Marikana, is detailed in Table 2. 
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Table 2: Numsa Speeches Analyzed 
 

Date Speaker Title 
August 17, 2012 Castro Ngobese, Numsa 

National Spokesperson 
Numsa Sends Condolences to 
NUM and Families of Workers 
Who Lost Their Live! 

August 28, 2012 Cedric Gina, President of 
Numsa 

President Cedric Gina’s 
Opening Address to Numsa 
Central Committee Held in 
Birchwood Hotel 

October 22, 2012 Cedric Gina, President of 
Numsa 

Comrade Mtutuzeli Tom’s 
Memorial Lecture Delivered by 
the President of Numsa, Cde 
Cedric Sabelo Gina 

November 14, 2012 Karl Cloete, Deputy General 
Secretary 

Numsa DGS’ Input to the 
National Motor Shopstewards 
Council (NSSC) 

November 28, 2012 Karl Cloete, Deputy General 
Secretary 

DGS’ Input to the Numsa Pre-
National Bargaining 
Conference 

November 28, 2012 Andrew Chirwa, First Deputy 
President 

Numsa National Pre-Collective 
Bargaining Conference 

December 12, 2012 Cedric Gina, President of 
Numsa 

2012: Notable Year 

December 12, 2012 Cedric Gina, President of 
Numsa 

Letter from the President 

January 18, 2013 Irvin Jim, General Secretary Reflection on the Cosatu 
Congress 

August 19, 2013 Numsa National Office 
Bearers 

“Tell No Lies—Claim No Easy 
Victories” 

October 22, 2013 Irvin Jim, General Secretary Numsa General Secretary, 
Comrade Irvin Jim Input 
During Joe Slovo Memorial 
Lecture 

December 18, 2013 Andrew Chirwa, First Deputy 
President 

Opening Speech by 1st Deputy 
President, Andrew Chirwa 

February 11, 2014 Irvin Jim, General Secretary Numsa General Secretary 
Presentation to the Cape Town 
Press Club 

March 12, 2014 Irvin Jim, General Secretary Numsa General Secretary 
Presentation to Unifor 

February 13, 2015 Mazibuko Jara, Spokesperson 
for the United Front 

Alternative State of the Nation 
(SONA) Delivered by 
Comrade Mazibuko Jara on 
Behalf of the United Front – A 



Language, Discourse & Society, vol. 7, no. 2(14), 2019 

 

25 

Just and Corruption-Free South 
Africa Is Possible 

April 17, 2015 Irvin Jim, General Secretary Numsa General Secretary Irvin 
Jim’s Political Input to the 
Conference for Socialism – 
Birchwood Hotel and OR 
Tambo Conference Centre 

 
 

4. Findings I: Discourses of the nation 
 
A CPDA of the fourteen speeches identified above revealed that speakers situated the Marikana 
massacre within the historical context of the South African nation. Consequently, when speakers 
made claims about the Marikana massacre, they also made claims about the ANC government and 
the South African nation at large. Speakers constructed an overarching framework of historical 
struggle, within which were two overlapping discursive themes: administration and affect. Each of 
these discursive themes was supported by normative claims and characteristics. Each, in turn, gave 
rise to particular policy priorities. This framework is visualized in Table 3 and detailed below.  
 
 
Table 3: ANC Discursive Framework 
 

Discursive Framework: Historical Struggle for Reconciliation 
Discursive Theme: Administration Discursive Theme: Affect 
Government as embodiment of the state 
Government as bearer of history and memory 
Government as mediator between 
stakeholders 
 

Government as empathetic with victims 
Government as empathetic with the poor 
Government as national mourner 
 

Specific mechanisms: legal framework, 
judiciary, Constitution 

Specific references: ‘tragedy’, families, grief 

Generalized norms: unity, equality, fairness Generalized references: violence, poverty 
Prescription: stability Prescription: peace 

 
 

4.1. Historical Struggle for Reconciliation 
 
Zuma, his Ministers and spokespersons made sense of the Marikana massacre as a tragedy for the 
nation at large, situating it within the continuity of the nation’s history of collective struggle to 
overcome division. They framed the national present, in turn, as the progressive, ongoing 
expansion of an imagined non-racial, non-sexist society. At an August 23 memorial service for the 
Marikana victims in Johannesburg City Hall, in the presence of victims’ families and of ANC 
officials, the premier of Gauteng Province, Nomvula Mokonyane, acknowledged that the nation at 
large sought an explanation for the “tragedy”. Yet she cautioned against “finger-pointing,” arguing 
instead that the nation should draw lessons from the overthrow of apartheid and reaffirm its 
commitment to unity. Such a response to Marikana would strengthen the nation at large. 
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Mokonyane continued, “It is a mere eighteen years since we have emerged as a united democratic 
country.  Ours has been celebrated by the nations of the world as the ‘miracle’ political settlement 
based on true values of reconciliation, peace, justice and freedom” (Mokonyane, 2012) [emphasis 
mine]. By making sense of Marikana as an eruption of fragmentation amidst the ongoing work of 
reconciliation, Mokonyane called upon her compatriots to continue the work of nation-building—
a collective task emphasized by her use of the first-person plural. In so doing, she and her fellow 
South Africans would emulate their forbears in the anti-apartheid struggle.  
 
According to this framework, nation-building would entail reconciliation with former enemies—a 
process to which all citizens were equally bound. Nation-building would not entail ascribing blame 
or calling for retribution; doing so would serve only to fracture the nation further. Positioning 
fragmentation—rather than oppression—as the greatest obstacle to nation-building enabled 
speakers to court sectors of the population with oppositional demands and freed them from 
identifying the neo-colonial facets of the post-apartheid state.  
 
 

4.2. Administration 
 
In order to make the case for reconciliation as nation-building, national ANC speakers appealed to 
two discursive themes: administration and affect. As a discursive theme, administration highlights 
the role of the ANC government as the embodiment of the state and its institutions, the bearer of 
the nation’s history and memory, and the impartial mediator between stakeholders. Thus, on the 
second anniversary of the massacre, Zuma (2014) issued an official statement proclaiming that: 
 

We have the laws, institutions and many instruments to deal with 
disagreements and find solutions. Our progressive labor relations 
framework in particular, includes mechanisms of solving disputes. These 
should be utilized so as to avoid senseless loss of life during labor disputes. 
[emphasis mine] 

 
By appealing to administration, speakers proclaimed that the national government sought to 
reconcile citizens across socially salient divisions—including, in this instance, inter-union rivalries. 
Yet speakers also acknowledged the contradictions between stakeholders’ interests and upheld the 
government as the only actor capable of arriving at a mutually beneficial resolution. Any alternative 
approach would risk violence and menace the integrity of the nation. Taken together, these values 
and mechanisms construct the government as the legitimate interpreter and implementer of a legal 
and normative framework that would strengthen South Africa as a nation.  
 
Framing the government as an impartial arbiter and framing the state and its institutions as a 
resource for all citizens, gave rise to more generalized calls for stability. Amidst widespread distrust 
of the police and elite politicians, and a growing wave of labor and community strikes, stability 
would entail placing confidence in the Farlam Commission to produce a complete and impartial 
account of the events that had unfolded in Marikana. Workers, by extension, were encouraged to 
place their trust in the state and its institutions, rather than defecting to anti-establishment parties 
and trade unions. Mining companies and foreign investors, likewise, were reassured that the state 
could provide a stable environment in which to continue mining operations. As Collins Chabane 
of the Inter-Ministerial Committee proclaimed at a September 2012 press briefing:  
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The tragic incident at Marikana is not a reflection of the business 
environment in South Africa. We would like to reassure all stakeholders 
and the international community that mining operations continue 
unhindered in other parts of the North West province and throughout the 
country. Government remains in control of the situation and law and order 
continues to prevail (Inter-Ministerial Committee, 2012). [emphasis mine] 

 
Here, Chabane appealed to administration in order to assert the government’s uncontested 
authority. Speakers also invoked stability more generally: they called for normalized relations 
between all sectors of the population, which would be possible only if everyone were to adhere to 
law and order and respect the political system.  
 
 

4.3. Affect 
  
A second discursive theme, affect, complemented the emphasis on the state’s administrative 
mechanisms with an assertion of empathy with marginalized citizens in general, and with the 
victims of the Marikana massacre in particular. In so doing, speakers frequently invoked the anti-
apartheid struggle, reminding audiences that the ANC continuously had stood on the side of the 
oppressed. Thus, when speakers referred to Marikana, they overwhelmingly characterized the 
events as a “tragedy,” and proclaimed their solidarity with the victims’ families (n.b. Alexander 
2016 for the semantic choice of “tragedy”). More generally, they appealed to affect by invoking 
the tropes of violence and poverty, whose perpetrators were either unnamed or consigned to the 
past, even when their legacies were violently manifested in the present. Thus, Minister of Mineral 
Resources Susan Shabangu (2012) proclaimed, “The causes of the Marikana tragedy are long in 
the making, going back at least a few centuries. The underlying causes of the tragedy stem from a 
history of colonial oppression overlaid with the exploitation of natural resources . . . leading to one 
of the highest levels of inequality in the world” [emphasis mine]. In these references, the plight of 
the poor was aligned with the plight of South Africa at large, and the state was positioned as the 
representative of the poor. 
 
Just as administration gave rise to appeals for stability, so did affect give rise to appeals for peace. 
Peace, in turn, entailed both specific responses to the massacre and more generalized desires for 
the nation. In particular, workers were encouraged to strike peacefully, to negotiate with employers, 
and to refrain from inter-union violence. When appeals for peace were abstracted and directed at 
the nation at large, they dovetailed with calls for reconciliation as a nation-building project. Thus, 
Zuma declared upon the release of the Farlam Commission Report, “We should, as a nation, learn 
from this painful episode. We should use it to build a more united, peaceful and cohesive society” 
(Zuma, 2015). This project of reconciliation precluded any ascription of blame, any 
acknowledgment of neo-colonialism, or any call for systemic change. Instead, calls for peace, 
alongside stability, effectively strengthened the elite institutions that had perpetrated the conditions 
underlying the Marikana massacre. 
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5. Findings II: Counter-discourses of the nation 
 
National leaders of the ANC represented Marikana as a violent manifestation of fragmentation, 
which threatened the integrity of a non-racist, non-sexist rainbow nation. By extension, they framed 
South Africa as an ongoing project of reconciliation and called upon citizens to respond to the 
massacre by uniting across race, class, and institutional lines. Leaders, further, sought to restore 
their own moral authority by presenting the ANC-led government as the legitimate mediator 
between the frequently antagonistic, yet equally worthy, stakeholders of the nation. Within this 
discursive framework, there was no single perpetrator of the violence at Marikana, nor single 
oppressor who had created the conditions underlying the protest. Rather, disunity was the source 
of inter-union and police violence, and the threat that the nation must collectively overcome. 
 
At certain pivotal moments, the state altered its discourse and policy—namely, when the state 
dropped murder charges against 270 striking miners and established the Farlam Commission. More 
frequently, speakers emphatically adhered to the dominant discursive framework, insistently 
calling for unity, and assuring that the nation’s legal and judicial framework would secure truth 
and justice. With their gaps and emphases, both approaches pointed to the existence of emergent 
and growing counter-discourses. 
 
Indeed, the dominant vision of the Marikana massacre, and of nation at large, was rejected by many 
mine employees in Marikana and striking workers elsewhere. Like the ANC speakers, these 
dissenting voices perceived South Africa as the product of a historical struggle. Unlike the ANC, 
however, they viewed the present government as the successor to the apartheid state, serving the 
interests of the powerful at the expense of the still-marginalized. These counter-discourses were 
not univocal; speakers constructed a narrative of the massacre that reflected the political 
standpoints and rivalries of particular parties and trade unions, which changed markedly in the 
three years following the massacre. Of particular significance was one shifting, interacting counter-
discourse: that of Numsa. Analyzing Numsa’s counter-discourse, and tracing its relationship to the 
national ANC discourse, illuminates South Africa’s post-Marikana political landscape. 
 

5.1. Rebutting the historical struggle for reconciliation 
 
Immediately after the massacre, Numsa spokesperson Castro Ngobese expressed his condolences 
to the mineworkers in Marikana—and, in particular, to the NUM, Numsa’s sister union and 
fellow Cosatu member. In line with national ANC leaders, Ngobese invoked the specter of the 
apartheid era, stating that Marikana had “brought back ugly memories of the past, where workers 
were slaughtered during the apartheid-sponsored violence in hostels and townships” (Ngobese, 
2012) [emphasis mine]. Thus, like his rivals, he situated contemporary South Africa within a 
context of historical struggle. The nature of that struggle, however, was ambivalent: while 
Ngobese condemned police violence, he also explicitly condemned inter-union violence and 
refrained from characterizing the strike as an eruption of systemic state violence. Cedric Gina, 
President of Numsa, made the latter point even more explicitly during an October 2012 address: 
paying homage to his predecessor, Gina recalled, “Comrade Tom played a prominent role in 
convincing NAAWU and SAAWU comrades to join a united metalworkers union, the coming of 
Mercedes Benz SAAWU comrades into the 1989 merger Congress was largely as a result of the 
work that Comrade Mtura did in Mercedes Benz. He defended with his life, the decision of the 
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national union to negotiate at a national level.” [emphasis mine] As he described a strike that 
brought metalworkers together with the ANC and SACP, Gina continued, “I can already visualize 
the similarities between the Koppie in Marikana, the Mercedes Benz sleep-in and the Gompo 
Hall meetings in Duncan Village! Do I have your attention comrades?” For Gina, the strength of 
the union lay in its commitment to solidarity—which, in the late apartheid era, had extended to 
the ANC and SACP. Though the configuration of power had changed, solidarity remained 
Numsa’s priority. In the initial aftermath of the massacre, Numsa thus echoed the state in its calls 
for unity and reconciliation. Because its audience consisted of union members rather than the 
citizenry at large, Numsa officials emphasized inter-union solidarity, and looked to the 
government as a partner in negotiations. Explicitly anti-government voices were condemned by 
Numsa as politically opportunist. 
 
This cautious approach changed within months: subsequent statements by Numsa leaders 
increasingly framed the Marikana massacre as symptomatic of the inherent violence of global 
capitalism. The ANC-led state, by extension, was condemned as the instrument of global finance 
rather than the representative of the poor and oppressed. In January 2013, then-spokesperson and 
subsequent General Secretary Irvin Jim reflected on the broader implications of Marikana, arguing 
that the massacre had “proved once more that in a capitalist mode of production the state will 
always protect and act in the interests of the dominant, capitalist class in society.” He continued: 
“The tragic crime of Marikana has shown us how far this protection goes. The forces of the state 
are capable even of murdering workers if we show signs of revolting against our historical chains 
of colonialism of a special type, if we are willing to say no to modern slavery” [emphasis mine]. 
As the relationship between Numsa, Cosatu, and the ANC grew increasingly fractious, Numsa’s 
political discourse increasingly disavowed unity with more powerful institutional actors. Instead, 
for Irvin Jim, the post-apartheid state—and, with it, the ANC government—was only the most 
recent manifestation of the capitalist superstructure, which previously had included slavery and 
apartheid.  

 
 

5.2. Rebutting administration and affect 
  
By rejecting the ANC’s framework of historical struggle for reconciliation, Numsa speakers 
equally rejected the state’s discursive appeals to administration and affect. The state, as a proxy for 
global capital, could not claim to stand for law and order. Thus, in December 2012, President 
Cedric Gina wrote that “the Marikana debacle has also posed questions about the legitimacy of the 
state as the official bearer of law and order, expressed in the form of the police” (Numsa Press 
Office 2012) [emphasis mine]. Elsewhere, speakers expressed apprehension that a state not bound 
by law and order could deliver justice. Thus, beginning in August 2012, speakers called for an 
independent inquiry into the massacre (Gina 2012). With the release of the Farlam Commission 
report, a Numsa press release acknowledged its findings while arguing that the report’s 
embeddedness in the ANC government had compromised its integrity: “Even this inadequate 
commission has exposed the collusion of the mine bosses and their police, elements placed high in 
the ANC, and the ANC government itself” [emphasis mine]. 
 
For Numsa, because the state lacked legitimacy as the representative of the marginalized, it could 
not claim to empathize with them. Numsa consequently rejected the ANC’s appeals to affect. 
Speakers did, however, appeal to the same affective tropes—particularly violence and poverty—
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in their own discourse. Such was Irvin Jim’s lament in October 2013 that "We see social protests 
every day. Violent crime is on the rise. Our babies and boys and girls are no longer safe in our 
communities because of violent crime propelled by massive poverty, unemployment and 
inequalities" [emphasis mine]. Here, Jim, alongside ANC speakers, empathized with his audience 
by using the first-person plural to describe the plight of the poor. Whereas ANC speakers invoked 
affect to shore up support for the state, however, Numsa speakers used affect to emphasize the 
distance between the capitalist state and the working class. Notably, Numsa appeals to affect 
diminished as the immediate shock of the massacre receded into the past. While condemnations of 
organized violence were still widespread, these increasingly were abstracted from the events in 
Marikana. Rather than framing the violence as a clash between police and striking miners, Numsa 
speakers situated Marikana within a global crisis of capitalism. Deputy General Secretary Karl 
Cloete’s November 2012 speech to the National Motor Shop Steward’s Council is instructive here: 
he states that “this is the global and national context which explains the Marikana massacre – a 
deteriorating global and local capitalist economy which increasingly will resort to bloody violence 
to ‘discipline’ the working class in order to defend its falling profits.” Abstracting from the 
immediate context of Marikana enabled Numsa speakers to call for systemic change. 

 
In February 2015, Mazibuko Jara, speaking on behalf of the United Front, proclaimed: “The 
Marikana massacre [and subsequent social movements] are all important developments which 
mark the beginnings of a deep rupture with the post-apartheid social consensus. These are serious 
challenges to the ANC as the glue that holds society together” [emphasis mine]. Jara’s statement 
drew Numsa’s discursive framework to its logical conclusion: if South Africa’s history since the 
advent of European colonialism was fundamentally a history of struggle against oppression, if the 
contemporary state was the agent of global capitalism, and if the oppressed were the recipients of 
violent ‘discipline’ in the service of global capitalism, then the oppressed were not obligated to 
recognize the authority of the state. Rather, they held an obligation to history, to the nation, and to 
their working-class comrades worldwide to reject the legitimacy of the capitalist system and the 
institutions that supported it. The new, anti-colonial, socialist South Africa that they invoked would 
revolt against the post-apartheid state alongside its colonial and apartheid-era predecessors.  

 
Discussion and Conclusion 
 
In the aftermath of the Marikana massacre, many citizens and institutions composing the ANC’s 
conventional heartland rejected the government’s discourse of reconciliation. Calls for unity 
between workers, mining companies, and police presented each group as an equal constituent of 
the nation. This discursive approach rang hollow for workers who knew the other institutions not 
as compatriots but as oppressors. Rejecting the national ANC discourse did not entail presenting a 
singular, cohesive counter-discourse; indeed, Numsa’s discourse changed over time, and speakers 
repeatedly criticized another critic of the government, Julius Malema, as an opportunist exploiting 
a massacre for his own political gain. Yet the two discourses increasingly diverged in three 
fundamental ways: in their intended audiences, in those whom they represented as Others, and in 
their respective conceptions of the nation. Ultimately, these distinctions between the national ANC 
discourse and a powerful counter-discourse yielded different policy approaches. 
 
Both ANC and Numsa speakers sought to consolidate the largest possible group of listeners into a 
national in-group, and invoked or rebuked various discursive themes in order to do so. The ANC 
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appealed to audience members as citizens and stakeholders, who fundamentally sought peace, 
stability, and unity. Numsa appealed to listeners as workers and members of the global proletariat, 
who fundamentally sought the overthrow of capitalism. In each case, constructing a collective in-
group necessarily entailed constructing an out-group, against which the in-group might define 
itself. In the case of the ANC, an unnamed, and unspecified, Other threatened disunity. Historically, 
the Other had taken the form of the apartheid state, which fragmented the nation along racial lines. 
More recently, the Other was a shifting configuration of individuals and groups who menaced the 
integrity of the nation. In the immediate aftermath of Marikana, the Other, held responsible for 
violence, consisted of the two hundred seventy miners charged with murder. Following the 
withdrawal of charges, and with the convening of the Farlam Commission, the Other became less 
tangible—such that by the time the report was released in June 2015, signaling the government’s 
final word on the events at Marikana, its perpetrators were abstracted. The report named both police 
and union officials as perpetrators of the violence yet refrained from either charging individuals 
with criminal offences or identifying systemic problems within any institution. The shortcomings 
of this approach are evident in its contrast with Numsa’s counter-discourse: for Numsa, an initial 
reticence to name the Other gave way to an explicit denunciation of global capital—of which the 
ANC state was an agent—as the most salient Other. This discursive shift, in turn, permitted the 
consolidation of Numsa’s intended audience, and heralded the ‘Numsa moment’ in South African 
social movements. 
 
By appealing to contrasting audiences, and by constructing contrasting Others, ANC and Numsa 
speakers also invoked contrasting discourses on the nation. For the ANC, contemporary South 
Africa was an ongoing project of ever-broadening and -deepening reconciliation. Its fragmentation 
was both continuous with its history and an obstacle to be overcome. The goal was the attainment 
of a non-racial, non-sexist nation, which had never before existed. For Numsa, contemporary South 
Africa was an ongoing project of resistance to oppression—and to oppressors. The working class 
was tasked with uniting across sectors and institutions to take up their historical, revolutionary role. 
Whereas previous generations had fought the apartheid state, the contemporary working class was 
to fight its successor, in the form of international capital and its agent, the post-apartheid state. 
 
With the publication of the Farlam Commission report, Marikana has receded from public 
attention. Its implications for South Africa’s political landscape, however, endure: Marikana is now 
widely read as a ‘turning point’ in South African history (Alexander 2013). This extends to political 
discourse: for the ANC and its resurgent rivals alike, ‘Marikana’ now signifies the eruption state 
violence that undermines confidence in existing configurations of power. Even more notably, ‘post-
Marikana’ has come to signify diminished confidence in the government in the aftermath of the 
massacre. The immediate consequence of this diminished confidence is an increasingly plural 
political landscape. Yet the political discourses of the ANC and Numsa indicates that something 
greater is at stake: the idea of the South African nation. 
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The Deconstruction of the Concept of Normalization within the Context 
of the Settler-Colonialism in Palestine: 

The Duality of Acceptance and Rejection 
  

 Mai Albzour 3  
 

I consistently tried to explain to the Black that he was normalizing in a 
way or another and to the White that he was misled and misleading. 4  

                                  ~~ Frantz Fanon 
 

Abstract 
 
The concept of normalization was associated with the peace process with Israelis, in both, 
Arab and Palestinian context. The term has different interpretations depending on context, 
and it becomes more complex when referring to a direct relationship between the colonized 
and their colonizers in the context of the settler colonialism in Palestine, therefore, it is a 
highly controversial concept. The political debates over the concept, mostly describe it as a 
term that refers to recognizing the state of Israel and conducting normal relations with Israelis. The 
term ‘normalization’ has been used by Michel Foucault in describing the processes of 
psychological dominance imposed by an authority’s penal role in modern societies and its 
influence on human groups. One of the most prominent purposes of “Post-modern” theories is to 
resist the colonial dominant narratives by discovering the Scattered Historical Contingencies. 
Given this premise, this paper has the following objectives: To offer a critical, deconstructivist 
analysis for the concept of normalization in the context of the settler-colonial regime, and to study 
the genealogies of this concept (Généalogie) by investigating the relevant historical 
hypotheses: 1) there are historical differences regarding the appearance of the expression 
phonologically and its practice (political, official, and public practice); and 2) there are 
historical epistemological transformations that took place with regards to Arabs’ 
perceptions, and the political reflection, which shaped the image and the relationship with 
the colonizer, due to the practice of the concept normalization in politics. I will analyse these 
historical hypotheses by using a synthesis of settler colonial theoretical frameworks 
and those of socio-political psychology such as Frantz Fanon’s theoretical contributions, 
to investigate political discourse, including discourse in peace treaties, politics 
related to the Palestinian and Arab national identities, and the relevant political discourses 
used by politicians who reject normalization. 

Keywords   
Normalization, Settler colonialism, Intergroup relations, History, National identity  
 

 
3 University of Lausanne/Switzerland, mai.albzour@unil.ch and maialbzour@yahoo.com 
4 Quoted from (Fanon, 2004, p. 239) Arabic translation, while in the English version it is “I have ceaselessly striven 

to show the Negro that in a sense he makes himself abnormal; to show the white man that he is at once the 
perpetrator and the victim of a delusion.” (Fanon, 2008, p200). 
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Introduction 

In 1978, and after the signing of the Camp David peace agreement between Egypt and Israel, a 
major shift took place in the Arab-Israeli conflict. The signing marked the beginning of a new 
phase of official Arab recognition of the establishment of the State of Israel and the emergence of 
normal relations with it (Elmessiri, 1999). Since then, the term normalization has been extended 
on both the official and popular levels to describe the acceptance of the Zionist idea on the one 
hand, and dealing with its denominators on the other (Awwad, Salem, & Obeed, 2007).  

The establishment of normal relations with Israel in various fields - economic, political, academic 
and cultural - has been promoted by the Arab governments that have kept peace (e.g. Egypt & 
Jordan) or wanted peace with Israel, (e.g. some of Arab Gulf States recently). Moreover, some 
Arab intellectuals and artists were supportive to the policy of normalization too (Mi’Ari, 1999). 
Other Arab governments were still opponents to the Zionist idea or Israeli occupation in Palestine 
and rejected and condemned normalization policies (e.g. Lebanon & Syria). Additionally, 
promotion of the anti-normalization movements and campaigns on the popular, intellectual and 
political levels was wide spread (Committee for the Defence of Arab culture-Cairo, 1993). 
According to the anti-normalization voices, the term normalization has negative connotations such 
as acceptance of defeat, and adherence to colonial order and vision (Albzour, 2017). Therefore, 
normalization is a controversial term; it has different interpretations depending on the political 
position of the actors, which, in turn, influences their representations of the categorization of 
behaviours of normalization. In other words, the Arabs’ national group’s boundaries (which 
determine who are the patriots vs. normalizers) are not clear, nor unified amongst the Arab and 
Palestinians. For example, many political and popular debates are emerging over stigmatizing Arab 
figures’ visits to the “West Bank”, and over whether these visits are forms of normalization or not 
(e.g. Alloush, 2013). 

Academic  inquiry into the phenomena of normalization was limited to two levels: 1) empirical 
investigations about the impact of intergroup “positive” contact on the Palestinians’ attitudes 
towards normalization (Albzour, Penic, Nasser, & Green, 2019; Mi’Ari, 1999); and 2) historical 
analysis focusing on criticizing the policy of normalization by addressing the political, cultural and 
economic reasons for normalization (Muhsin Awwad, 1988; Kautharani, 1995; Nofal, 2010; 
Qarqar, 2011; Samarah, 2011). Moreover, public opinion articles on normalization are widespread 
in social media. Although the previous political, sociological, conventional, and historical work 
agreed on the emergence of the concept of normalization in 1978 (Muhsin Awwad et al., 2007; 
Elmessiri, 1999; Yaqeen, 2003), there is a need for further historical investigation of this 
constructed phenomenon, which has become a truth in the present. The novelty of this research lies 
in the need of uncovering the power dynamics of the language by challenging the conventional 
historiography through using Critical Discourse analysis (CDA), whose main concerns, are “the 
critique of relations of power and ideology in society at large” (O’Regan & Betzel, 2016, p. 2) and 
unearthing how discourse (re) produces asymmetric power relations in identity policies (Parker, 
2013). What is more, CDA is a flexible approach as it is “a multi/inter/transdisciplinary and multi 
methodological approach” (Wodak & Fairclough, 2013, p. 202).  
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1. Background 
 

1.1. Normalization within the settler colonial context 

In the social sciences, the term normalization appeared in Foucault’s book “Discipline and Punish, 
1991” when he discussed the processes of psychological dominance imposed by an authority’s 
penal code in modern societies. The goal is to influence human groups; to control them socially, 
mentally and physically to achieve a state of behavioural discipline, where people have one pattern 
of thought, behaviour and responses (Foucault, 1991; Paternek, 1987). It is possible to conclude 
that Foucault (1991) used the term normalization to describe a dual, synchronous process of 
normalization, which is, normalization of thought and practice (behaviour of human groups). 
Normalization of thought involves a group of social standards and values issued by the modern 
states’ penalizing authorities and institutions, making these standards “normal” as part of a social 
schema which represses and nullifies individuals’ free will. This, also, creates authoritative 
psychological tools of punishment (such as monitoring) and social standards that legalize the 
normalization of the individuals within said social system. 

Under the status of settler colonialism in Palestine, many researchers agree that the definition of 
normalization means to recognize the state of Israel and its right of existence, which entails 
initiating normal relations with it in various fields (Muhsin Awwad, 1988; Kautharani, 1995; 
Mi’Ari, 1999; Samarah, 2011; Yaqeen, 2003). On the global level, the concept is used in political 
sciences to refer to the regaining of normal relations between two states after a conflict, such as 
what happened amongst European states after World War II through peaceful reconciliation 
agreements sponsored by the UN. An example of this is the normalization agreements between 
Yugoslavia and Croatia (“Agreement on Normalization,” 1996). Additionally, in Legal-history 
studies, the term “normalization” refers to the process of normalizing foreign relation laws within 
the framework of the UN, which took place after World War II. (For more information, refer to: 
Sitaraman & Wuerth, 2014). 

It seems essential here to refer to the different connotations of the term normalization under the 
settler-colonial status in Palestine, as opposed to the term’s universal use. In this context, two 
observations can be made regarding normalization: first, normalization with the colonizing entity 
always refers to initiating “normal ” relations, not the revival of such relations, given the fact that 
this colonizing entity is new, emerged in 1948. The second observation, and arguably the more 
important, refers to initiating relations after ending a state of “feud ” or “conflict”, be it physical or 
ideological. However, under a settler-colonial status, the term refers to initiating such relations 
before reaching a peaceful resolution, or before ending the state of disagreement. The Israeli use 
of the term combines the meaning of normalization at a global scale and the meaning of peace 
(reconciliation); Awwad et al (2007) point out that the concept of peace was the basis for the term 
normalization as used by Israeli group, in which case Palestinian/Arab demands are put off and 
associated with normalization as perceived by the colonizer. In this scenario, normalization 
becomes the first step towards peace, not one of its outcomes. In other words, normalization would 
lead to the end of conflict, unlike the internationally recognized process of conflict resolution which 
leads to normalization. 
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In conclusion, the basic idea behind colonial concept of “normalization” is to gain recognition, to 
gain the “other” Palestinian/Arab recognition of the Zionist idea and to legalize it, which would 
reinvent the Zionist "other", and lead to the acceptance of the establishment of the state of Israel in 
Palestine, in addition to establishing “normal” relations with it. Normalization carries a dismantling 
of the idea of rejection through gaining recognition as perceived by the colonizers.  

 
1.2. Theoretical rationale 

“Post-modern” and “Post-Colonial” theoretical frameworks were first established by persecuted 
nations, or the so called “Third World” countries, in accordance with the dominant divisions of 
“West, East” and “North, South”. “Modern Discourse” was utilized to normalize the concepts of 
development and unequal relations between the persecuted and persecutors throughout history 
(Bhabha, 2012). Accordingly, one of the most prominent purposes of “Post-modern” theories is to 
resist this dominance by discovering the scattered historical contingencies. 

Due to this, a de-constructive analysis of the (made discourse) of normalization in the settler 
colonial context in Palestine is needed. The label of normalization has become a natural construct, 
crystallized at a historical moment of conceptual transformation in the Arab context. In order to 
challenge the conventional historiography of normalization, this paper seeks to track the power 
dynamic of the emergence of normalization, by investigating the relevant historical hypotheses of: 

First, there are historical differences regarding the emergence of the term normalization, 
phonologically and practice wise. Second, there is a historical epistemological transformation that 
took place with regards to Arabs’ perceptions, identity policies, and the political representations 
that shaped the image and the relationship with the colonizer, due to the practice of the policy of 
normalization. 

The critical historical investigation in this paper depends on Michel Foucault’s genealogical 
method that “provides people with the critical skills for analysing, and uncovering the relationship 
between knowledge, power and the human subject in modern society and the conceptual tools to 
understand how their being has been shaped by historical forces” (Crowley, 2009, p. 2). According 
to Nietzsche (1967), genealogy is based on disintegration, in the sense of the search for origin; 
beyond any beginning there are other beginnings, and other narratives that have vanished through 
traditional history. Genealogy is about searching for the origin of our moral judgments. Foucault 
(1978) stated that what we find in the beginnings (of the phenomenon, or of the linguistic use as 
an expression of a phenomenon) does not necessarily have to express its original identity. This 
view emphasizes Nietzsche’s theoretical  view that “meaning is the will of power”, where language 
is the signs and symbols of the will of the power produced (Nietzsche, 1967). 

Moreover, normalization is an expression of a moral judgment of intergroup relations. Using social 
psychological theorizing of intergroup relations might be effectual to track this research 
hypotheses. Accordingly, critical social psychology through history was based on different 
theoretical bases, (such as those of Marxism, Feminism, Post-Structuralism, and psychoanalysis) 
while the theories of “Post Modernism” were all but present (Hook, 2005). As such, Hook believes 
that “Post-Modernism” theories may significantly contribute to critical social psychology by 
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resurrecting the form of analysis that is based on psycho-politics, more specifically, by resurrecting 
the intellectual contributions of Frantz Fanon. Moreover, Foucault’s genealogical method is a 
method of investigation of the condition of the made discourse, or a present truth; it is not a method 
of searching for the truth, or a moral judgment (Tamboukou, 1999). Through the genealogical 
approach, this paper is an attempt to merge the social psychological theorizing of intergroup 
relations (i.e., social identity theory; Reicher, 2004) and the settler colonial theoretical frameworks; 
more precisely, Fanon’s theoretical contributions on nationalism (Fanon, 1963) and social 
psychological aspects of the relationship between colonizers and the colonized people (Fanon, 
1952, 2004).. 

The theory of Social identity contribution is used here to capture the role of the political discourse 
in defining the “self” vs. the “other”, drawing the group boundaries, and setting the normative 
aspect of the relations between the “self" and the “other". However, the use of Fanon's contribution 
(Fanon, 1963) is employed to distinguish between the types of national liberation tendencies 
amongst the Arab states with regard to their vision of "normalization". Moreover, in the discussion 
section, some of the theoretical aspects of  Fanon (1952) will be used to clarify the Arab’s 
adaptation of the colonial terminology (e.g. how the consciousness of Blacks dissolves in the 
White's vision of the Black’s freedom). 

This research analyses political discourse data, including; politics related to the Arab national 
identities (Gamal Abdel Nasser’s nationalism, Arab league statements, Camp David’s peace 
treaties, and the relevant political discourses used by politicians (Arab Parliaments) who reject 
normalization. In addition to that, in this analysis, I use the term of in-group (member) to refer to 
the Arab or Arab state that belongs and adheres to the limits of Arab national identity, while, I use 
the term of the “out-group” for the members who don’t belong or adhere to these limits5. Moreover, 
in order to distinguish between Arabs and Zionists; concepts of the “self” and the “other” were 
used. Zionist the “other” is considered a catalyst for the emergence and crystallization of the Arab 
nationalism in the last century6. 

 
 

2. Methodology  
 

2.1. Research questions 

Foucault's (1970, 1981) contributions were part of the main basis of the development of Parker's 
(2013) levels of discourse analysis. Augoustinos notes that “Parker's (2013) four levels of analysis 
in discursive research ranging from the micro to the macro are reminiscent of Willem Doise's, 
(1986) organizing of social psychology into four levels of analysis: individual, interpersonal, 
intergroup and collective” (Augoustinos, 2013, p. 245). Therefore, in this critical investigation, the 

 
5 In sociology “An in-group is a group with which we identify and to which we belong. An out-group is a group with which we 

don’t identify and to which we do not belong” (Hughes & Kroehler, 2009, p102). 
6 Originally used in the field of philosophy by Hegel (see, Russon, 2011).  In the social sciences, its use refers to the limits of 

collective or individual identities according to the interaction with the other (e.g. (Mead, 1934)). 
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research questions are based on the intergroup perspectives, in order to test the hypotheses and to 
track the origin of the term normalization within the Arab nationalist movements. 

This investigation will tackle the following questions within two historical periods, (A=before 
1978), and B= within the year of 1978 in the Arab context: 

1. How the Arabs (the “self”) and the Zionists (the “other”) were identified in the Arab 
national discourse? 

2. How did these national discourses deal with the fact that some Arab states declared their 
“normalization” or acceptance of the settler colonial structure in Palestine? (the “in-group” 
vs. the “out-group” among Arab members) 

3. When and how did both the term normalization and its practices emerge?  
 
 

2.2. Data 

To answer the research questions, various texts were analyzed, including books, political speeches, 
summits and conferences’ reports, international treaties, parliamentary and political parties’ 
statements. In all data texts, the analysis tracked the units of analysis that relate to the texts’ 
definitions of ("self" and "other"), (in-group and out-group), in addition to the terms of 
normalization and its synonyms. 

In order to avoid falling into the trap of data selective selection, “cherry picking,” I had all data 
analysed comprehensively. i.e. all records of the Arab summits between the years 1964-1979 and 
all the Arab states’ immediate responses on Camp David accord in 1978 were covered. 

 

2.3. Selected data before 1978 
 
1. Book - Philosophy of the Revolution (1953), of the Arab Nationalism founder Gamal Abdel 
Nasser. 2. Speech - Habib Bourguiba (Jericho/Palestine, 1965). 3. Statements - First Arab summit 
(Cairo, 1964), the Second (Alexandria, 1964), the Third (Casablanca, 1965), the Fourth (AL 
Khartoum, 1967), the Fifth Arab Summit in (Rabat, 1969), the Sixth Arab Summit (Algeria, 1973), 
the seventh summit (Rabat, 1974). 
 
 

2.4. Selected data after 1978 
 
1. Camp David peace accord 1978 and Egyptian Israeli peace treaty 1979. 2. The statements of the 
Prime Ministers Council issued by: Jordan, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Bahrain, Yemen, UAE, 
Kuwait, Oman, Sudan, Tunisia, Morocco, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), and the 
Steadfastness and Confrontation Front in Damascus (which included the presidents of Syria, 
Yemen, Libya, Algeria and the PLO)7. 3. The statement of the Ninth Arab Summit (Baghdad, 1978) 

 
7 Institute for Palestine Studies (IPS)’s book (1978) that documents the texts related to the Camp David accords and 

all Arab states’ political reactions, national reactions and reactions of factions. 
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and Ahmad Hasan Baker (Iraq’s president) inaugural statement. 4. Gaddafi’s speech (1978) in the 
anniversary of the Italian evacuation from Libya. 5. Main political parties’ statements (1978): Al-
Ba’ath Party’s National Leadership in Iraq, the Egyptian Revolution’s Leadership Council’s 
memorandum, the National Progressive Unionist Party in Egypt and the National Progressive 
Unionist Party’s statement. 6. Book – From Resistance of normalization to confronting domination 
(1993), of the Committee for the Defence of Arab Culture. 
 

The following sections will answer the research questions. The third section dealt with the Arab 
nationalism perspectives of the “self” vs. “other”, “in-group” vs. “out-group” before 1978. The 
sub-section of (3.3) dealt with the emergence of the practices of normalization before 1978. In this 
section, extracted text examples from the selected data before 1978 were used. 

The fourth section addressed the emergence of the term of normalization in 1978. The sub-section 
(4.1) addressed changes in the perceptions of the “self” vs. “other” in Camp David peace accord 
1978 and Egyptian Israeli peace treaty 1979. While the subsection (4.2) dealt with Arabs’ 
reflections of the Camp David accord, by addressing the changes of Arabs’ perceptions of the “in-
group” vs. “out-group” members. The analysis in section four, showed the need for analysing the 
Arabs’ rejection of Camp David accord separately; section five addressed the themes of this 
rejection. The sixth section answered the questioning of the emergence of the term of normalization 
within the Arabs’ rejection statements.  

 

3. Analysis: Arab nationalism perspectives before 1978 
 

3.1. The pre-coinage stage; before 1978 

After the Second World War, and specifically after the catastrophe of Palestine (Nakba) in 1948, 
the influence of the Arab nationalist movement increased on the official and popular levels. This 
rise was attributed to the pivotal role played by the then Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser 
(Al-Hindi, 2012). The Arab Nationalist movement, in the era of the creation of Israel, was the main 
ideological incubator to confront the settler colonial project in Palestine. In his book The 
Philosophy of Revolution, (Abdel Nasser, 1954), it is clear that the Palestinian Nakba is one of the 
most significant historical events facing the Arab identity and its nationalist discourse; in reference 
to the Palestinian Nakba and the war in which he participated, Gamal Abdel Nasser states: “I 
realized that fighting in Palestine was not on foreign land and was not an emotional act; it was a 
duty to defend oneself,… Arab nations engaged in this war zealously in an effort to protect 
themselves!” (Abdel Nasser, 1954, p. 63). 

Literature in the field of social psychology indicates that the threat could lead to a collective social 
identity awakening (Reicher, 2004). In turn, this calls for social standards and values which shape 
a movement for social change, where identity creation becomes a call for social change, on the one 
hand, and movements in the face of another social change, on the other hand. Accordingly, the 
Social Identity Theory is considered to be one of the theories that attempted, in its initial stages, to 
interpret when and how social structures and standards influence human and individual behaviour, 
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and how this social context influences social identity paradigms (Reicher, Spears, & Haslam, 2010; 
Tajfel, Turner, Austin, & Worchel, 1979). This contextual effect is reflected in the clarity of Abdel 
Nasser's speech; “This region has those who seek to become the (hero), and I believe that this role 
is nearing our homeland. This role is not the leaders’, but is a matter of responding and interacting 
with the surrounding conditions to achieve change… It is a new attempt to create a world power in 
this region which has power and has a positive role in building the future of humanity” (Abdel 
Nasser, 1954, p. 61). 

The theoretical proposition suggested by the psychology of social groups’ identity formation 
indicates the emerging leadership’s needs to answer central questions that revolve around 
identification of the self: Who are we? What do we want? Who is the other? How do we face this 
other to achieve what we want? (Reicher et al., 2010). In the case of national identity, political 
aspects are also included, such as the forming of social-psychological boundaries with the other, 
or the reforming of these boundaries in some cases. This is clearly presented in the Arab-Nationalist 
discourse. For example, the “Philosophy of the Revolution” states: “this brainstorming is not an 
attempt to compose a book... But is an attempt to discover the “us”; so that we can explore 
ourselves, who we are and what our role is... Our goals and the energy needed to achieve them, to 
discover the conditions of the field in which we do battle to free our nation from all its shackles”. 
(Abdel Nasser, 1954, p. 7). 

 

3.2. “Self” vs. the “Other” in the Arab national discourse 

Nationalist rhetoric defines the “in-group” as the Arab circle, as a group who has been historically 
and culturally unified. Additionally, the group of "Arab", defined its economic, political, and 
geographic unity, is presented as facing threat from the imperial and colonial power represented by 
the Zionist entity in Palestine. Therefore, facing Zionism is one important element in defining the 
Arab "self". While the "other" Zionist and imperial powers were defined as the "enemy" of the 
Arab, the Philosophy of the Revolution states that “There is one enemy, even if he wears different 
disguises”, the other was labelled as “Zionists” imperial powers, and “Jews”8. Accordingly, the 
Arab national identity at that era was established to face foreign threats. The relationship with the 
other was shaped in accordance with the Arab group’s goals, such as the goal of liberation of the 
Arab land of Palestine, and on that, the only way to accomplish that was by unifying the Arab 
struggle in a way that would make this struggle and liberation from the Zionist oppression the basis 
of Arab nationalism. 

Thus, we find that the Arab national identity is based on a complete rejection of the settler 
colonialism in Palestine. This has been reflected in the policies of the Arab League, and has been 

 

8 I think that this description, “Jews”, has entrenched the lack of clarity of the relationship between Arabs and Arab 
Jews later. Moreover, it might have even been one of the factors that contributed to the shaping of the Zionist 
identity amongst them (For more information on the role of political discourse in creating national groups, refer 
to (Reicher, Cassidy, Wolpert, Hopkins, & Levine, 2006). 
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consistently expressed in the following summits: The First Arab summit (Cairo, 1964), the Second 
Arab summit (Alexandria, 1964), the Third Arab summit (Casablanca, 1965), and the Fourth (AL 
Khartoum, 1967), all of which has expressed rejection towards the recognition of Israel, rejection 
of the historical right which the Zionist narrative proclaims, and complete rejection of the UN 
resolution of 1947; the division of Palestine resolution (181) (“Arab League summit,” 2019; 
Database, 2019). As such, the Zionist, the “other”, has been defined as just the enemy, and there 
was no intergroup mobility amongst the two groups (Arabs and Zionists). 

Among the national anti-colonial movements, Fanon, (1963) distinguishes between two types of 
movements. The first remains in subordination status to the colonial powers even if they take the 
form of liberation, while the second is a national movement in a true liberation sense that seeks to 
disengage from the colonizer. The Arab national revolutionary doctrine fits Fanon’s concept of 
struggling against colonization, as an expression of the complete rejection of the colonial structure. 

3.3. “In-group” vs. the “Out-group” Arab members in the Arab nationalism 

Under the dominance of the Arab nationalist libertarian rhetoric, the term normalization was not 
used to describe calls to accept the settler colonialism in Palestine or to deal with it yet. Even when 
it took a form of “negotiations as part of the struggle” it was still described as a major “betrayal”, 
as “surrender”, “collusion” and as conspiring against the unity of Arabs and the whole libertarian 
struggle. This was clear in the Arab nationalist rhetoric, and its public, represented in the reaction 
of Habib Bourguiba’s famous statement in Jericho, 1965, and in his political initiatives against the 
colonialism in Palestine which he presented to the Arab League’s council. In his speech, Bourguiba 
called the Arab community to accept the policy of “the stages” and to abandon the policy of “whole 
or nothing”. He stated that “As for the policy of the “whole or nothing,” it brought us to the defeat 
in Palestine and reduced us to the sad situation we are struggling with today” (Tunisian President 
Bourguiba’s Speech in Jericho—English (1965); 2014). He also encouraged Arabs and Palestinians 
to accept the UN Division resolution of 181, and proposed an idea to deal with the settler-
colonialism in Palestine through negotiating with “the opposing forces” (as he labelled them) when 
needed or fighting them if negotiation did not work, while abiding to technique of “take and 
demand”, mirroring his experience in Tunisia. Bourguiba’s initiative was completely rejected by 
the Arab League’s council. Following that, and after Egypt’s fall out with Tunisia, Tunisia 
boycotted the Third Arab League summit in Casablanca in 1965. Moreover, this initiative and 
Bourguiba were accused of treason and conspiracy by the Arab public and official bodies. 

To sum up, the political representations of the Arab national identity have limited the relations with 
the Zionist, the "other", in a clear duality, with clear borderlines, the duality of rejection and 
acceptance of the settler colonialism, which implies the duality of “patriotism” and “treason” as 
part of the Arab national agenda for change. 

 

3.4. The emergence of the official practices of normalization before 1978 

In 1967, and after Israel's victory in the Six-Day War (the Arabs -including Palestinians- call this 
setback, the “Naksa,” referring to their defeat and to the second displacement of Palestinians after 
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the 1948 setback, the “Nakba”), Israel gained control over new territories captured from the Arab 
countries that participated in that war (e.g. Sinai Peninsula from Egypt, Golan Heights from Syria 
and “West Bank” and Gaza Strip, which were under the rule of Jordan and Egypt respectively). In 
the years of 1973-1974, the Arab/Palestinian libertarian doctrine soon began to tread on shaky 
grounds for political reasons, including the results of the Naksa in 1967, and the role of this defeat 
in empowering political conflict amongst Arab states regarding their positions with regard to the 
Palestinian issue. For example, the website of the Arab League stated that the Fifth Arab Summit 
in Rabat in 1969, with 14 participating states, “with the purpose of putting forward an Arab strategy 
to face Israel” was not effective because “the leaders of the Arab states became divided before 
issuing any resolutions or a concluding statement ” (“Arab League summit,” 2019). In addition, the 
Sixth Arab Summit in Algeria in 1973 affirmed the Arab world’s willingness to engage in 
negotiations to achieve peace with Israel based on the UN’s resolutions, such as resolution 242. 
The Summit’s resolutions included agreement on two terms for peace with Israel: The first was 
Israel’s withdrawal from all the Arab occupied territories, including Jerusalem. The second was 
that the Palestinian nation regains all constant national rights. It is worth mentioning that Libya and 
Iraq boycotted this summit. 

The acceptance of UN resolutions indicates that the Arabs had abandoned their comprehensive 
liberation project from settler colonialism in Palestine on the one hand, and it refers to their implicit 
acceptance of the two-state solution. This was followed by the Arab League’s recognition of the 
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) as the soul legal representative of the Palestinian people, 
in its seventh summit in Rabat in 1974 

To return to Bourguiba’s initiative in 1965, the power relations, at that time, imposed the label of 
“betrayal” on the objectives of Arab nationalism. Eight years later, after the 1967 defeat, which led 
to the weakness of the doctrine of both Arab Libertarian rejection and Arab nationalism (Albzour, 
2015) the Arab states decided to partially accept settler colonial structure in Palestine by approving 
UN resolutions and thus taking a similar position to Bourguiba. But, in this case, the criteria of the 
“in-group” and “out-group” Arab members had changed, depending on the differences in groups’ 
power relations and historical moment, where the acceptance of the settler colonialism in Palestine 
was not considered as betrayal. To sum up, all of these initiatives of normalization behaviours by 
the in-group members or the out-group ones was not stigmatized by the term “normalization” yet. 

 

4. Emergence of the term normalization in the Arab context; after 1978 

The use of the term normalization was one of the outcomes of the Egyptian-Israeli negotiations, 
sponsored by the USA, which were concluded by the Camp David accord in 1978 and the Egyptian 
- Israeli peace treaty in 1979. The Camp David accord was a central turning point in the relationship 
between Israel and the Arab world. 

The accords stated: “Signatories shall establish among themselves relationships normal to states at 
peace with one another.” The Camp David Accord between Israel and Egypt; 2013, p. 5). With 
this, the term normal relations, driven to Arabic from the English term “Normal” in accordance to 
the language of international law. As for the nature of the intended relations, article three of the 
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peace treaty signed in 1979 states: “normal relations will be established between Egypt and Israel, 
including full recognition, including diplomatic, economic and cultural relations; termination of 
economic boycotts and barriers to the free movement of goods and people...” (Mohamed, 1979, p. 
7). These relations are further explained in the third annex in the treaty, entitled “Protocols on the 
Relationship between the Two Parties”. 

 
 

4.1. “Self” vs. the “Other” within Camp David peace accord 
 

In the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty, peace was defined in accordance to the American vision (which 
was in line with the Israeli vision) that  required the establishment of friendly relations with the 
Zionist-settler-colonial entity before ending “conflict” (i.e. before fulfilling the United Nation’s 
resolutions, such as resolution 242), contrary to the meaning of peace according to the international 
legal language. This implies  that the reconciliation process requires redefining social and political 
values and standards (Bar-Tal, 2000), and redefining of the other and the self, and the social-
psychological boundaries between the so called parties in “conflict”. In confirmation, the Egyptian-
Israeli treaty states in the second point of the third article:  
 

Each Party undertakes to ensure that acts or threats of belligerency, 
hostility, or violence do not originate from and are not committed from 
within its territory, or by any forces subject to its control or by any other 
forces stationed on its territory against the population, citizens or property 
of the other Party. Each Party also undertakes to refrain from organizing, 
instigating, inciting, assisting or participating in acts or threats of 
belligerency, hostility, subversion or violence against the other Party, 
anywhere, and undertakes to ensure that perpetrators of such acts are 
brought to justice. (Mohamed, 1979). 

 
The peace agreement led to the redefinition of the “self” Egyptian vs. the “other” Zionist, by 
accepting the “other” and abandoning the Arab nationalist ideology that rejects the Zionist project. 
With this, according to the peace treaty, military resistance for liberation (previously allowed by 
the national rhetoric) was now recognized as “acts of transgression”, and the person who used to 
be “patriotic” was now seen as one committing acts of transgression. 
 

4.2. “In-group” vs. “Out-group” Arab members in the Arab reaction of Camp David in 1978 
	

To be precise in investigating the emergence of the term normalization, that was associated with 
“out-group” Arab members’ stigmatization for their acceptance of the settler colonialism in 
Palestine, I decided to go over all of the Arab states’ immediate responses in 1978 in addition to 
some of the political parties’  reactions, the parties that reacted immediately after the signing of 
Camp David in the same year (1978). 

 
The statements of the Prime Ministers Council issued by Jordan, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, 
Bahrain, Yemen, UAE, Kuwait, Tunisia, Morocco, the PLO, and the Steadfastness and 
Confrontation Front in Damascus (which included the presidents of Syria, Yemen, Libya, Algeria 
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and the PLO) rejected the agreement in general, with differences in the rejections being linguistic 
implicitness or explicitness. Oman’s statement was in favour of the agreement, and, later, Sudan’s 
statement was neutral. 

 
The Arab states and Egyptian political parties who reject the peace accord, considered Egyptian 
government represented by Anwar Al-Sadat as an “out-group” member. Moreover, some Arab 
countries called for and boycotted Egypt politically and economical.  

 
At this point, writing a genealogy “turned out to be an exciting adventure. There were a lot of things 
to be discovered,..” (Tamboukou, 1999, p. 201). Foucault’s genealogy does not “follow any certain 
methodology”, it is an open method against “all types of closed methodologies” (Tamboukou, 
1999, p. 201). Thus, while analysing with the “in-group” vs. “out-group” theme in the Arab 
political reaction of the Camp David accord, I expected to find the clear duality of acceptance and 
rejection of Israel and the peace accord, as it was clearly addressed in the political analysis 
literatures (e.g. Awwad, et al, 2007). But instead, through analysis of the national political 
discourse of the Arab governments rejecting the accords, it was clear that there are several levels 
of rejection; some of which hint at accepting the settler-colonial structure in Palestine by 
recognizing the conditions of the 242 and 181 UN resolutions, while others rejected the accord 
because of their adherence to the liberal doctrine. This result meets Fanon’s classification of the 
national movements. The responses of the Arab national opponents to the Camp David agreement 
were classified as true rejection or rejection based on the terms of negotiations with Israel. This 
outcome indicates the existence of the spirit and practices of normalization among the opponents 
of normalization, without using the term of normalization. In turn, this confirms that 
“normalization” took place, even in the voices of its opponents, before the emergence of the term 
in the Arab context. 

 
As for the kinds of rejection, the thematic analysis below shows that there are two themes; first is 
the rejection on the basis of negotiation with Israel. Under this theme there are two sub themes (1. 
Rejection based on the UN Resolution 242, 2. Rejection based on the UN Resolution 181). The 
second theme is the libertarian rejection. 
 

5. Themes of Rejection   
 

5.1. Rejection on the basis of negotiation with Israel 
 

5.1.1. United nations security council resolution 242 of 1967 

In 1978, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, UAE, Morocco, Lebanon, Yemen, Bahrain, and the 
participants in the Steadfastness and Confrontation Conference indicated their objections to the 
contents of Camp David agreement. The specific objection was that the agreement ignored the 
resolutions of the Arab Summit in Rabat in 1974; specifically, UN resolution 242, and granting 
Palestinian self-determination and representation via the PLO. For example, the Council of 
Ministers of Jordan’s statement declared: “Any just, final settlement has to clearly state the 
Palestinian people’s complete right for self-determination in the context of a comprehensive 
settlement”, and, “(t)here is a clear difference between positivity and love for peace, on the one 
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hand, and sacrificing national positions, interests, and historic rights, on the other hand” (Institute 
for Palestine Studies (IPS), 1978, P,115).  The Saudi Council of Ministers stated, after praising 
Carter’s efforts, that Saudi Arabia “has reservations” towards the agreement because “Camp David 
is not considered an adequate final peace agreement” (IPS, 1978, p. 129). The Qatari Council of 
Ministers stated that the agreement “does not constitute a decent basis that can lead to a just, 
comprehensive settlement” (IPS, 1978, p. 142); while the Kuwaiti Council of Ministers declared 
that there would be no “Commitment to the Arab Summits’ resolutions, especially Rabat’s” (IPS, 
1978, p. 143). Finally, Morocco explained “No solution is possible in the Eastern Arab region 
without Israel’s full withdrawal from all the Arab territories” which were occupied in 1967, in 
addition to withdrawing from Jerusalem (IPS, 1978, p. 167).  

These parliamentary data (published by the respective Parliaments) did not even mention any 
objection against recognition of Israel, or the normalization of relations, but focused on objecting 
to the conditions of negotiations and the Arabs’ lack of commitment by embarking on a one-sided 
pacifist solution.  

The participants in the Steadfastness and Confrontation Conference (SCC) held in Damascus, 1978, 
called for boycotting Egypt considering it as an “out-group” member. Article Five of the 
resolutions made in the SCC demanded the “ending (of) political and economic relations with the 
Egyptian regime, including organizations and companies, and implementing the Arab boycott 
resolutions to individuals who have dealings with the enemy” (IPS, 1978, p. 175). The Ninth Arab 
Summit in Baghdad also suspended Egypt’s membership, and moved the League’s headquarters 
elsewhere. The participants’ attitude and form of rejection can be observed in the Conferences’ 
documents, such as the opening speeches of Hafiz Al-Asad and Yasser Arafat. This was again 
indicated in the statement of the Ninth Arab Summit in Baghdad.  

The Conference also deemed the Camp David accords a violation of the UN Charter and 
international law. This view can be discerned in the concluding statement of the SCC, when Sadat 
was accused of abandoning “the universal concept of just peace in the region which is based on 
full withdrawal from all Palestinian and Arab territories” (occupied in 1967) and on the recognition 
of self-determination and the establishment of an independent state” lead by the PLO as the soul 
legal representative of the Palestinian people” (IPS, 1978, p. 174). The same position can also be 
observed in the PLO’s Executive Committee’s statement, the National Conference in Jerusalem’s 
statement, the Municipal and Local Councils’ statement in Gaza Strip, and in Al-Ba’ath Party’s 
National Leadership’s statement in Syria that stated: “the treaties of Camp David, at core, stray 
away from all international treaties, undermine all the UN resolutions, and contradict all the 
international understanding of the terms of just and permanent peace in the region” (IPS, 1978, p. 
133).  

The rejecting rhetoric was also different from previous rejecting positions in the way it described 
the Camp David accord, and in describing Sadat as its composer. The concluding statement of the 
Summit, the Syrian Ba’ath Party’s statement, and the inaugural statements of Arafat and Asad 
described the accord as “the biggest Zionist and imperial conspiracy against Arabs”, and 
considered it “defeatist”, “a betrayal”, “submissive”, and “collaborative”. Additionally, Sadat was 
described as a “defeatist”, “traitor”, “ally”, “collaborator” with the colonizing imperial powers, 
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and with the Zionist enemy. (IPS, 1978, pp. 169-170). Amongst all the previous descriptions, the 
word normalization was not mentioned, as stated above.  

5.1.2. United nations security council resolution 181 of 1947 

This form of rejection appeared in the Tunisian Council of Ministers’ statement. In contrast to the 
previous type of rejection, this statement had a greater degree of rejection of the treaty arguing that 
it ignored the Division Resolution 181 of 1947, and for ignoring the creation of an independent 
Palestinian state. In Tunisian’s statement,  

The Tunisian government has followed with full interest the talks in Camp 
David. The Government considers its duty to recall the principles on which 
the Tunisian position is based towards the Palestinian and Middle East 
issues: First, respect for the international legitimacy of the United Nations 
resolution of 1947, which provides for the establishment of an independent 
Palestinian state. It should be noted that Tunisia is the first to call for 
adherence to this principle in addressing the question of Palestine. (IPS, 
1978, pp. 127-128).  

It is important to point out the importance of the language used in political discourse to convey 
rejection. Most of the political analysis literature` agrees on adopting rejection, and revolutionary 
position. This literature describes the states that participated in the Steadfastness and Confrontation 
Conference (SCC) as the pioneers of this revolutionary stand, excluding the Tunisian stand that 
was firmer in rejection. I think that this exclusion was based on two reasons: the first has to do with 
the SCC’s boycott of Egypt, and the second has to do with the SCC’s discourse of the Arab 
nationalist tendencies and the relevant revolutionary rhetoric; where we can detect expressions 
such as “colonization”, “the enemy”, “betrayal”, “surrender”, and “military resistance” are still 
being used in the Conference’s discourse. 

However, this rejection is still defined as rejection based on the terms of negotiations, not through 
liberation from the settler colonialism structure in Palestine. Even though the Arab resolutions were 
a form of strategic tactics (in accordance with the stage’s policy), and even though their objective 
was complete liberation later on, they still recognized the colonizing system, according to the 
rhetoric used within, and recognized Israel in exchange for withdrawal from “the Arab territories 
occupied in 1967”. As for rejection in the Tunisian discourse (also based on negotiations), it goes 
back to the previous initiative by Bourguiba in 1965, and is also based on the Division resolution 
which grants Palestinians a bigger share of territories than those listed in resolution 242, which was 
labelled as a treason in that historical period, as mentioned earlier. 

  
5.2. Libertarian rejection 

Despite Iraq and Libya’s participation in the SCC in Damascus (1978), and the two states’ 
agreement to the content of the Conference’s concluding statement, the political discourse of 
president Gaddafi, the Iraqi president Ahmad Hasan Al-Baker, and statements by the Leadership 
of the Iraqi Revolutionary Council, and Communist Al-Ba’ath national Arab Party in Iraq included 
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rejection based on refusing to recognize the settler-colonial entity. For example, in his statement in 
the anniversary of the Italian evacuation from Libya, Gaddafi referred to the Egyptian’s 
“traitorous” position in the form of recognizing the “enemy”; he also stated that “what the Egyptian 
president did is a disaster for the whole Arab nation, as it has removed Egypt from its Arab origins, 
and has taken it out of the fight”. He also insisted that “for the first time, the Egyptian president 
recognized an enemy who occupies a land that is not his, the Palestinian land. Gaddafi also 
questioned the legitimacy of the settler saying, “the Israeli residents of occupied Palestine have 
hailed from Europe, Russia, and America, so how can we accept that they are resident of the Middle 
East or the East region of the Arab world, and that this is their land?” He asserted that “… if the 
defeated Egyptian president has accepted that the residents of Arab Palestine be people from 
Europe and America, we will not accept that” (IPS, 1978, p. 146).  

For the statement by the Al-Ba’ath Party’s National Leadership in Iraq was different from all the 
previous statements. It labelled the Zionist Movement as a settler-colonialist and noted that “this 
Zionism is a settler-colonial, racist, extremist, expansive movement full of malice and aggression. 
The contradiction between it and the Arab Revolutionary Movement cannot be resolved through 
negotiations or compromises, but through full confrontation until the national objectives are 
achieved” (IPS, 1978, p. 186). The statement clearly and repetitively used the term taming (in 
reference to what we call today normalization) (IPS, 1978, p. 187). The statement criticized Arab 
governments’ responses to the efforts of Zionism and Imperialism to get them to accept Resolution 
242, which allowed “submissive” and “taming” agendas to emerge. 

More importantly, according to Al-Ba’ath Party’s statement, accepting Resolution 242 had paved 
the way for responses to the surrender represented in Sadat’s visit to Israel (in 1977), which the 
statement declared as “a compromise for the enemy, on the one hand, and a blow to the spirit of 
resistance and confrontation, on the other hand” (IPS, 1978, p. 187). Additionally, the Arab 
opponent powers stated their ultimate purpose as being to achieve an Israeli withdrawal from the 
territories occupied in 1967 and to establish a Palestinian state in the “West Bank” and the Gaza 
Strip with full recognition of the Zionist enemy...” (IPS, 1978, p. 188). This Iraqi and Libyan 
libertarian position which rejects the settler colonialism in Palestine was rejected by the Rejecting 
Front of (The SCC Front) itself.  

It is worth mentioning that all the above-mentioned which came in reference to the Iraqi position 
was emphasized in the Iraqi president’s Ahmad Hasan Baker inaugural statement in the Ninth Arab 
Summit in Baghdad. The Iraqi Revolution Council’s statement called on the Syrian government to 
cooperate with the Iraqi demands to send military forces to face the “enemy” in response to the 
agreement; in addition to demanding Egypt to immediately withdraw from the agreement. In return, 
Iraq would supply Egypt’s needs by establishing an Arab national fund to support Egypt and the 
battle fronts, in addition to the PLO’s needs and to provide support for “the Palestinian Arab 
people’s steadfastness in the occupied territories” (IPS, 1978, p. 184). This was raised in the Ninth 
Arab Summit in Baghdad in 1978.  

Amidst all the previously mentioned positions and levels of rejection which utilized expressions 
such as “Zionist penetration”, “collaboration”, “taming”, “alliance with America and the Zionist", 
“submissive mentality”, “defeatist”, and “peaceful settlement” to describe the relationship with the 
Zionist (the other) during the Camp David era, none of them used the term “normalization”, to 
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describe the treaty nor to describe Sadat, despite the fact that they all came from a position which 
rejects “normalization” with the colonial system in varying degrees.  

 
6. The emergence of the term normalization in the statements of rejection in 

Egypt, 1978 

Apparently, the discourse of anti-normalization was first used in Egypt, where the “peace” treaty 
was created. The signing of Camp David had a tremendous effect on the Egyptian people 
themselves, where many, including politicians, officials, and regular folk, declared their rejection 
of the treaty. For example, three heads of the Egyptian Council of Ministers resigned in objection 
to the treaty (For more information, refer to, Kamel, 1984). Adding to that, the Revolution’s 
Leadership Council’s memorandum of July 23 to President Anwar Sadat (Cairo, 01\10\1978), 
which started with: 

Let it be known, Mr. President, and let all citizens understand, that we are 
like the rest of our people in our pursuit of peace, and that our ultimate 
purpose is to liberate our land from the corruption of the Israeli occupation. 
However, we know, as well, that there is a difference between a peace which 
achieves justice and security, and national sovereignty which returns rights 
to their people and achieves peace for them, and a false peace which 
achieves no justice nor security, one which eliminates the struggles of the 
past and any hopes for the future (IPS, 1978, p. 161). 

The issuers of the memorandum objected to Israel’s terms which dictated the establishment of 
normal relations before achieving full withdrawal from Sinai and before achieving a 
comprehensive agreement with all the different parties, explaining that Israel’s purpose is to 
achieve dominance on economics, and that this is “in conflict with the Arab League’s charter, and 
the League’s joint defence treaties, and cultural and economic agreements, in addition to 
collaborative economic projects ” (IPS, 1978, p.  165). The members of the Leadership of the 
Egyptian Revolution Council proposed questions about the impact of the treaty of Egypt’s 
relationship with the Arab nation after “it collaborated with, and befriended the Zionist thought” 
and “What sort of havoc would this wreak on the minds of Egyptian youth as they attempt to 
interpret this new friendship with Israel? And how can they accept this and the relationship with 
the rest of the Arab world?’ (IPS, 1978, p. 165). 

In the same year of 1978, and in response to the Camp David accords, the term normalization was 
heavily present in the statement of the National Progressive Unionist Party in Egypt, (Cairo, 
25\09\1978), which presented a detailed critical statement about the Camp David Accords, 
discussing the Egyptian relationship with Israel (the status of Sinai), and Israel’s relationship with 
the Palestinians and the Arab states, while heavily criticizing Sadat’s abandonment of his previous 
statements, that “normalizing relations with Israel, and exchanging of diplomatic representation is 
not possible at all”, and that (Sadat) “made a commitment in front of the American president Carter 
that it may be possible to consider normalizing relations with Israel, provided that it be 5 years 
after withdrawing all Israeli forces from all the occupied Arab territories, and after the Palestinian 
people receive all their national rights they are entitled to” (IPS, 1978, p. 149). In other words, 
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Sadat submitted to the Israeli terms of normalization even before implementation of the UN 
resolutions and before the withdrawal from Sinai. 

As for the second mention, it was in the National Progressive Unionist Party’s statement, which 
utilized the term normalization in the fourth point of the statement, under the title: “Repercussions 
of normalization with Israel on Egypt’s sovereignty” (IPS, 1978, p. 152), in which they warn 
against the political, economic, cultural, and historic dangers of normalization. For example, the 
statement says, in warning against the dangers of cultural normalization:  

Egypt will be the door through which Zionist, racist Israeli culture will enter 
the region, and all the contradictions it imposes against the Arab, Islamic, 
Christian culture. Egypt would have to rewrite the national history and 
culture that is taught to our children in schools and universities to include 
Israel, the new friendly neighbour, in the Egyptian consciousness, in a brazen 
challenge to the national, religious emotions (IPS, 1978, p. 152). 

Since the year of 1978, cultural movements were initiated within the Egyptian community aiming 
at fighting normalization and spreading awareness of its dangers, such as the Arab Culture Defence 
Committee in Cairo, established in 1979, whose activities were dominant in unions and 
professional associations, which also move on to other Arab countries later. 

Considering the Arab Cultural Committees’ statements, it is clear that the anti-normalization 
rhetoric has two levels: the first rejects normalization, in the sense of refusal to recognize the state 
of Israel and the Zionist agenda altogether due to the belief that it is impossible to coexist with as 
“a threat to the Arab liberation and to the region’s nations’ aspirations for a better future”. As for 
the second level, it is a conditional rejection, i.e. a refusal, “tentatively”, to normalize relation and 
to recognize the state of Israel before the establishment of an independent Palestinian state 
(Committee for the Defence of Arab culture-Cairo, 1993, p. 20). 

 

Discussion 
 

Dealing with normalization in the previous literature was limited to historical and political analysis 
of the Israeli motives of normalization and the threats and forms of normalization at the global and 
local levels. Emphasis was also placed on the role of normalization in the identification of Arabs 
within the new Middle Eastern identity, an identity that accepts and treats the colonial entity as a 
natural structure. 

As a development of these literatures, the current research questions attempted to track the 
genealogy of the term normalization in the Arab context. Two hypotheses were addressed; the first 
assumes that there are differences regarding the emergence of the term normalization, 
phonologically and practice wise. The investigation of this hypothesis reveals that the practice of 
what we call today “normalization”, in the meaning of acceptance of the settler colonial structure 
in Palestine, had started before the term of normalization appeared. Additionally, this genealogical 
investigation reveals that the emergence of this terminology was a result of the asymmetrical power 
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relations between Arabs and Israelis, as it was imposed by a colonial condition of reconciliation 
process in 1978. Furthermore, the analysis shows that the adaptation of the term “normalization” 
from the formal usage within Camp David peace accord to the popular usage has emerged in the 
opposing political powers as a reaction not a response (Fanon’s expression, 1963) to the colonial 
demand of normalization. The result corresponds to the mission of critical discourse analysis, 
which is to uncover how the discourse produces and reproduces power relations within the identity 
policies of the oppressors and the oppressed (Wodak & Fairclough, 2013). This means 
internalization by the subordinate groups of colonial terminology; in other words, falling in the trap 
of “the will of power” (Nietzsche, 1967). Moreover, the analysis reveals that there were different 
kinds of acceptance and rejection of the settler colonialism in Palestine that emerged through 
history. A fact that goes beyond the clear boundaries of the binary of acceptance and rejection 
mentioned in the traditional historical practices. This paper proves a historical existence of a 
continuum of acceptance and rejection of the Zionist settler colonialism, confirming the 
applicability of the genealogical method with the goal of deconstruction.  

It was obvious that the age of reconciliation with the settler colonial entity had begun; it began with 
the Camp David accords which resulted to explicit division in the Arab League (i.e. the Arab 
states), between acceptance and rejection. Testing the second hypothesis reveals that at this 
historical moment a new moral system of beliefs and terminological aspects had changed from the 
duality of stigmatizing the “in-group” vs. “out-group” members as a (national patriots vs. traitors) 
to the duality of (normalizer and anti-normalization person). However, I believe that the use of the 
term normalization in the anti-normalization discourse has contributed to an epistemological shift 
in the resisting discourse of the anti-Zionist Arab movements. Such use of the term “normalization” 
(as derived from international law, referring to the establishment of normal relations between two 
states) is a form of reaction to reconciliation accords, and is considered to be a trap that is part of 
the negotiations’ linguistic arsenal. The term normalization, itself, implies recognition of the settler 
colonial entity, and presents the problem (conflict) with the settler colonial entity as one which 
revolves around establishing normal relations with this entity. The libertarian discourse is supposed 
to utilize its own libertarian linguistic arsenal. 

The adaptation of the term “normalization” by some resistance movements means agreeing to 
normalize the term “normalization.” This leads the colonized to view their demands as viewed 
by the colonizer, and to express their liberty and their pursuit for liberty in accordance with the 
discourse and political standards that are put forward by the colonizer. This will necessarily affect 
the limits and standards of the Arab national and regional identities, and the relationship with the 
Zionist (the other). In Fanon’s theorising about the psychology of the colonized and colonizers’ 
interaction, where he was influenced by the theory of the philosophy of recognition - Sartre's 
recognition philosophy and Hegel’s master and slave relations philosophy -, Fanon concluded: 
when the Black seeks freedom and justice, the image is drawn to both freedom and justice being 
made as White. In other words, the colonized seek the recognition of the colonizers through 
internalizing their perceptions towards the relations between them (Fanon, 2008). 

The anti-normalization discourse has contributed to erasing the former libertarian linguistic system 
based on terms such as “betrayal”, “collaboration”, “taming”, and “penetration”. Normalization, 
itself, allows for mechanisms and acts which reduce the sense of betrayal or collaboration with the 
colonial system. According to the social psychology, one of the critical approaches to studying the 
development of social identity states that in studying identity related discourse analysis, language 
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is not seen as just a vessel to convey thought, but is also a generator and a controller of thought 
(Hopkins, Reicher, & Levine, 1997). Some concepts and terms imply that acts and a complete 
system of thought accompany used terms. For example, using the term “betrayal”, which was more 
dominant than the terms “collaboration” and “normalization”, implies certain acts and reactions, 
relating to certain social standards and social/political punishment, in addition to psychological 
burdens that accompany the abandonment of the group, and of the libertarian component of 
resistance as a group’s national and cultural identity. This is a linguistic shift in the discourse used 
by the resistance forces; even if the term normalization is used to carry the same burden as betrayal, 
it underwent epistemological shift in time where the term normalization’s indications have limited 
the concept of collaboration into the forming relations with the colonizer, excluding recognition 
and the acceptance of the settler colonial regime. 
 
 

Limitation 

Despite the contribution of this research in tracking the emergence of the term normalization and 
its consequences within the Arab perceptions, it is important to note that this research has been 
limited to analysing the linguistic level of political discourse, and it did not address the economic, 
social and cultural factors, despite their importance in dealing with the phenomenon of 
normalization. 

I assume that the present study is the first attempt to examine the phenomenon of normalization of 
the official political discourse phonology. Future researches should pursue this analysis of 
normalization to the Arab public and media discourses; and should also include critical analysis of 
the role of socio-economic factors in shaping normalization. In a future research, I aim to analyse 
the political discourse on normalization within the Palestinian context (Palestinians within the 
Israeli society, “West Bank”/Jerusalem and Gaza).  

 
Conclusion 
 

Patrice Wolfe concluded that settler colonialism is “a structure not an event” (Wolfe, 2006). The 
results of the present analysis confirm that ‘normalization’ with the settler colonial entity in 
Palestine was not an event that emerged in 1978, but a structural process. One of the main roles of 
discourse is its ability to “sustain and reproduce the social status quo and in the sense that it 
contributes to transforming it” (Tamboukou, 1999, p. 303). Recently, the discourse addressing the 
term “normalization” to describe relationships with settler colonial entity is widely spread, not only 
on the regional level, but also globally. This confirms the hegemony of  the terminology of the 
colonial forces; according to Wodak & Fairclough,  “when people in a society think alike about 
certain matters, or even forget that there are alternatives to the status quo, one arrives at the 
Gramscian concept of hegemony (Gramsci, 1978)” ( 2013, p. 306). Perhaps this paper contributes 
to influencing the present by opening up other narratives that may contribute to the use of different 
terminologies to describe the relations with Israelis, beyond the hegemony of the colonial power 
terminologies.  
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Abstract  
 
This article examines the securitization of political discourse in reinforcing regimes of power in 
Kenya. It perceives securitized terrorism and counterterrorism discourse as political discourse. The 
article combines Foucault’s perspectives on discourse, discursive practices and power relations, 
and aspects of Securitisation Theory, that subjectively construct security threats, as a framework 
to analyse the securitization of terrorism and counterterrorism discourse and discursive practices 
in Kenya. The official speeches of key members of Kenya’s National Security Council, which is 
officially responsible for security matters in the country, form the core data. The arguments raised 
are that Somalis residing in Kenya are constructed as existential threats to national security in the 
terrorism and counterterrorism discourse and discursive practices of the members of the National 
Security Council. The construction is done on the basis of ethnicity, religion and ungoverned 
spaces. These three are examined as causal factors whose political outcome is the reinforcement of 
power relations. By securitizing discourse and discursive practices, the state legitimizes its role in 
implementing and enhancing its capacity to implement coercive norm-violation counterterrorism 
measures. The state also enhances its capacity to continually modify existing knowledge of 
terrorism and counterterrorism through communication, further reinforcing discrimination of 
Somalis in Kenya.     
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Introduction 
 
In politics, securitization generally refers to the subjective construction of a political issue as an 
urgent existential threat to security that requires immediate political action (Mwangi, 2018). 
Securitized terrorism and counterterrorism discourses are discourses that are socially constructed, 
portraying referent objects as existential threats to security. Likewise, securitized discursive 
practices are social practices that are subjectively constructed with the objective of reinforcing 
relations of power in society. While there is no universal definition of terrorism and 
counterterrorism, this article adopts, as its working definition, one of the United Nations General 
Assembly’s (UNGA) definition of terrorism as, “criminal acts intended or calculated to provoke a 
state of terror in the general public, a group of persons or particular persons for political purposes 
are in any circumstances unjustifiable, whatever the considerations of a political, philosophical, 
ideological, racial, ethnic, religious or other nature that may be invoked to justify them” (UNGA, 
2016: 4). It adopts Kenya’s National Counter Terrorism Centre’s (NCTC) definition of 
counterterrorism as, “Measures aimed at preventing, deterring and responding effectively to acts 
of terrorism.” (NCTC, 2020). 

This article seeks to establish, as the problem under investigation, the relationship among 
securitized terrorism and counterterrorism discourses, discursive practices and the reinforcement 
of power relations in Kenya. Securitized terrorism and counterterrorism discourses and discursive 
practices in Kenya construct Somalis residing in the country as terrorists hence existential threats 
to national security. The securitized discourse is a product of securitized socio-historical processes 
based on ethnicity, religion and ungoverned space. Consequently, securitised terrorism and 
counterterrorism discursive practices have reinforced relations of power in the context of ethnicity, 
religion and space. This article is divided into three sections. The first section provides an analytical 
framework based on Foucault’s perspective on the relationship among discourse, discursive 
practices and power relations, and Securitisation Theory to describe, analyse and explain the 
securitization of terrorism and counterterrorism discourse and discursive practices in Kenya. The 
second section examines the securitized socio-historical evolution of Somalis in Kenya’s terrorism 
and counterterrorism discourse. Foucault argues, as discussed in the following section, that in order 
to understand discourses one must understand the socio-historical processes that produce them. 
The third pays attention to the securitization of terrorism and counterterrorism discursive practices 
in Kenya. This section analyses official speeches of members of the National Security Council 
(NSC) and argues that their securitized discursive practices, evolving, from securitized socio-
historical structures have reinforced relations of power in Kenya. Securitized terrorism and 
counterterrorism discursive practices reinforce relations of power. This is the article’s contribution 
to theory. 

1. Foucauldian discourse analysis and securitization theory  
 
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) pays attention to structural and linguistic features in texts and 
discourse analysis informed by the work of Foucault. The former perspective pays close attention 
to the linguistic features of texts and the latter can be described as paying attention to those which 
do not (Graham, 2005: 3). The term CDA is now used to refer more specifically to the critical 
linguistic approach that focuses on the larger discursive unit of text as the basic unit of 
communication. This perspective explicitly considers discourses which attest to more or less 



Language, Discourse & Society, vol. 7, no. 2(14), 2019 

 

57 

explicit relations of struggle and conflict (Wodak, 2006: 1-2). CDA also assumes that discourse is 
a form of social practice. It approaches discourse as socially constitutive, socially conditioned, and 
as an opaque power object. Discourse is a “socially and historically situated mode of action, in a 
dialectical relationship with other facets of “the social” (its “social context”) - it is socially shaped, 
but it is also socially shaping, or constitutive” (Fairclough, 1995: 131). Discourse is “always 
simultaneously constitutive of (i) social identities, (ii) social relations and (iii) systems of 
knowledge and belief - though with different degrees of salience in different cases” (Fairclough, 
1995: 131). As a variant of CDA, Foucauldian Discourse Analysis is historically grounded, 
attentive to historical specificities and mainly concerned with relations of power. It concerns itself 
with the production of knowledge through discourse, viewing knowledge as embedded in specific 
social and historical contexts (Foucault, 1972). 
 
Michel Foucault’s theoretical perspectives on discourse are no longer limited to linguistics but now 
widely regarded as analytical frameworks in social sciences. Foucault conceived discourse and 
discursive practice as social structure and social practice, respectively (Diaz-Bone et al., 2008: 9). 
Hence, he pays attention to who creates the discourse and what status they have, and argues that 
the individual does not make discourse but the opposite tends to be the case (Jager, 2001: 36). 
Discourse, therefore, is conceived of as a super-individual reality. It is a kind of practice that 
belongs to collectives rather than individuals, and is located in the social realm. Foucault, however, 
in his later work, revealed that discourses have an impact on individuals as they are discursively 
constructed and constituted (Diaz-Bone et al., 2008: 10). Discourses live an independent life in 
relation to reality although they impact on, shape and even enable reality, through intervening 
active subjects in their societal network, as producers and agents of discourse and changes to 
reality. Since they have knowledge at their disposal, these active subjects conduct discursive and 
non-discursive practices. Hence discourse has a material reality of its own and feeds on past and 
current discourses (Jager, 2001: 36). Discourse does not only imply the semantic structure of 
individual utterances or political speeches but it delineates a material-semantic knot in which 
subjective experiences and objects of knowledge are inscribed. This distinction leads to the concept 
of the dispositive: institutional and technical forms of social practices are embedded in discourses 
and vice versa. The dispositive is the constitutive interface for power-knowledge relations which 
Foucault has analyzed in many of his socio-historical studies (Diaz-Bone et al., 2008:12-13). In 
short discourses have evolved and become independent as a result of historical processes. They 
express more knowledge than the individual subjects are conscious of. Hence if one wants to 
identify the knowledge of a society, on certain topics, one has to construct the history of its 
evolution (Jager, 2001: 37).  

Foucault’s analysis of discursive practices pays attention to the object or area of knowledge 
discursively produced; the rationality behind constructing the language used; those who authorize 
it; and the type of strategic goals being pursued through the discourse (Diaz-Bone et al., 2008: 11). 
The role played in the discursive interplay by the individual or subject is not ignored by Foucault. 
He undertakes to arrive at a historical analysis which is capable of clarifying the constitution of the 
subject in the socio-historical context and therefore from a synchronic and diachronic perspective 
(Jager, 2001: 37-38). Foucault has emphasized that the individual as subject is created discursively. 
The unit of analysis in this case is the individual and her/his discursive production, including the 
relationship between discursive practices and processes of subjectification (Diaz-Bone et al., 2008: 
8). 
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In addition to being historically grounded and attentive to historical specificities, Foucault’s 
discourse and discursive practice analysis pays attention to power relations. Foucault emphasizes 
that as agents of knowledge, discourses exercise power. They are themselves a power factor to the 
extent that they induce behavior and other discourses. They thus contribute to the structuring of 
power relations in a society (Jager, 2001: 37). Power relationships are continually produced as both 
effect and conditions of other processes. Relations of power are the immediate effects of the 
differentiations which occur in social relations and conversely, they are the internal conditions of 
these differentiations which can be determined by a number of factors. Every human relation is to 
some degree a power relation. It is produced in every relation from one point to another. There are 
numerous means by which power relations are brought into being. However, power relations, as 
relations between individuals (or between groups), must be differentiated from power as capacity 
as well as from power as a relationship of communication. Power relations between individuals, 
power as capacity and power as communication, overlap and reciprocally support each other, thus 
further extending or altering power relations (Deacon, 1998: 114-116).    

It is in the context of the foregoing arguments on discourse and discursive practices regarding 
power relationships that this article combines Foucault’s perspective with Securitization theory as 
an analytical framework. For Foucault, discourse analysis is not only about interpretations of 
something that already exists, not only about the analysis of the allocations of a meaning after the 
fact ‘but about the analysis of the production of reality which is performed by discourse-conveyed 
by active people’ (Jager, 2001: 36). Securitisation theory examines the processes that produce an 
‘intersubjective and socially constructed’ security, whereby security or the logic of security is not 
actually constructed but objectively defined. Only threats are socially constructed in the context of 
various issues being framed as existential threats (Ciuta, 2009: 308). Threats, as constructions, are 
based on the way those constructing interpret their reality (Newell, 2016: 3-4). Securitization 
theory pays attention to both the discursive construction of existential threats and how this 
construction creates a type of politics that allows actors to disregard established norms, rules or 
restraints. The threat of terrorism, which existential threats are deemed to represent, supersedes 
particular human rights (Bright, 2012: 861-862). The state therefore introduces counter-terrorism 
measures, which in turn enhance individual perceptions that counterterrorism is a threat, leading to 
a vicious circle of threat and response (Spencer, 2006: 15).  

 

2. Methodology 
This article adopts both primary and secondary sources of data. The core or primary sources of data 
are the official speeches of members of the NSC that tackle terrorism and counterterrorism in 
Kenya. The speeches were obtained from the official website of the Kenya Government. The 
authors relied on previous research experience and findings to deliberately obtain and purposively 
sample speeches as units of analysis. The objective of purposive sampling was to ensure that the 
sample of the NSC members was representative of the relevant population from the security sector. 
The members include the President, Deputy President (DP), Attorney-General (AG), Cabinet 
Secretary (CS) Interior and Principal Secretary (PS) Interior. Qualitative data analysis was adopted 
to establish a cause-effect relationship. Using a combination of Foucauldian discourse analysis and 
securitisation theory, ethnicity, religion and space were considered as independent variables and 
reinforcing regimes of power as the dependent variable. In other words, ethnicity, religion and 
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space were considered as causal factors and reinforcing regimes of power, as a political outcome 
of these three factors. Secondary sources of data were obtained from academic books and journals, 
newspapers, government and non-governmental organization publications and other printed 
material. The article relies heavily on Human Rights Watch reports as they are authoritative sources 
of counterterrorism human rights abuses committed by states such as Kenya. 
 

3. Socio-historical evolution of securitizing Somalis in Kenya’s terrorism 
and counterterrorism operations   

Foucault argues that discourse defines a material-semantic knot, wherein subjective experiences 
and objects of knowledge are recorded and that discourses evolve and become independent as the 
result of historical processes. Discourses impart more knowledge than the individual subjects are 
conscious of. Hence if one wants to identify the knowledge of a society on certain topics, such as 
the securitization of terrorism and counterterrorism, one has to construct the history of its evolution 
(Jager, 2001: 37; Diaz-Bone et al., 2008: 12-13). It is in this context that this section examines the 
socio-historical evolution of the securitization of Somalis in terrorism and counterterrorism in 
Kenya.  

The socio-historical evolution of securitizing Somalis residing in Kenya as existential threats to 
national security is based on the realities of ethnicity, religion and ungoverned space. On the issue 
of ethnicity, Kenyan Somalis constitute approximately 6.2 percent of the country’s population. 
There are about documented 500,000 Somali refugees residing in refugee camps in Kenya. This 
translates to about 1.1 percent of the country’s population. A combination of Kenyan Somalis and 
Somali refugees totals to about 7.3 percent of the population (KNBS, 2013a). With regard to 
religion, Kenya’s population is predominantly Christian. Christians comprise 83 percent of the 
country’s population and Muslims 11.2 percent. The converse holds for Somalia, whereby 98 
percent of the country’s population comprises of Muslims. The majority of Somalis in both 
countries follow a Shafi’i version of Sunni Islam that has traditionally been dominated by apolitical 
Sufi orders. Islamist politics becomes robust when Somalis are faced with a foreign, non-Muslim 
threat (Mwangi, 2012: 517; ICG, 2010: 1; KNBS, 2013b). Securitisation also occurs on the basis 
of ungoverned spaces. Ungoverned space is an area characterized by absence of functional state 
capacity to exercise control. Intrastate and interstate protracted social and political conflicts that 
threaten national and regional security are common in such spaces. They are spaces of insecurity 
created by individuals and groups of individuals as they interact with each other largely through 
violence. Terrorists thrive in ungoverned spaces (Whelan, 2006: 69-70; Menkhaus, 2007; 
Witensburg and Zaal, 2012: 4-5). Kenya’s ungoverned spaces cover 80 percent of the country’s 
geographical territory. The north-eastern region, the focus of this article, covers approximately 22 
percent of Kenya’s geographical territory and contains slightly over 7 percent of the country’s 
population. This region borders Somalia and is dominated by ethnic Somalis. It is the most 
marginalized region in the country with a history of insecurity insurgency, misrule and repression, 
chronic poverty, youth unemployment, poor infrastructure and lack of basic services (Mwangi, 
2017a: 120-122). The long and porous Kenya-Somalia border is impossible to police effectively. 
Small arms flow across the border unchecked and Somali clan-identity politics and conflicts 
frequently spill over into the region often resulting in violent conflicts. The considerable stream of 
refugees into overflowing camps creates an additional strain on local residents and the country 
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generating a strong official and public backlash against Somalis (ICG, 2012: 1). The biggest 
settlement in the region, Dadaab Refugee Camp, hosts about 500,000 Somali refugees, and is the 
largest refugee camp complex in the world (Bradbury and Kleinman, 2010: 21; UNHCR et al., 
2015: 4).  

 
3.1. Securitization of terrorism and counterterrorism discourse 

This section examines how ethnicity, religion and ungoverned spaces as social structures have 
socio-historically been securitized, hence leading to the production of a securitized discourse that 
constructs Somalis as terrorists and existential threats to national security. It pays attention to the 
pre-2011 period; that is, prior to Kenya’s military intervention in Somalia on 16 October 2011 and 
the period thereafter that has witnessed intensified terrorist attacks and securitization in the country. 

 
3.1.1. Securitization of terrorism in pre-2011 period  

State-lead measures targeting Somalis as threats to national security in Kenya date back to the 
shifta (bandit) conflict of 1963 to 1968 (Whittaker, 2015). The documented historiography of the 
shifta conflict places Pan-Somali nationalism at the center of analysis. The literature pays attention 
to the critical relationship between violent insurgency in northern Kenya, and the broader 
objectives of Pan-Somali nationalism during this period. Actors in the conflict were inspired by the 
idea of a 'Greater Somalia' (Whittaker, 2012: 392). The rise of modern Pan-Somali nationalism 
dates back to the post-World War II period, when several political organizations in Somalia 
advocated for a ‘Greater Somalia.’ Proponents of Pan-Somali nationalism sought to incorporate all 
Somalis living in the greater Horn of Africa states and territories such British and Italian 
Somaliland, French Somaliland, Ethiopia and Kenya into a single territorial nation-state. The 
former Northern Frontier District (NFD) of Kenya, whose inhabitants predominately spoke a 
dialect of either Oromo or Somali, was to be part of ‘Greater Somalia’. The region had been 
marginalized, economically and politically, during colonial rule hence causing ethnic disaffection 
with the newly independent Kenya. This disaffection, combined with Somali nationalism 
emanating from the Somali Republic, provided a motive for secession (Whittaker, 2012: 391-392).  

By 1960, the idea of ‘Greater Somalia’ had gained popularity among the inhabitants of the NFD. 
Many of them aligned themselves with and supported the most popular party and the main advocate 
for union with Somalia, in the NFD, the Northern Province People’s Progressive Party (NPPPP). 
The idea of secession, however, did not auger well with the interests of party leaders in the Kenya 
African Democratic Union (KADU) and the Kenya African Nationalist Union (KANU), Kenya’s 
main political parties at the time, who regarded the NFD as an essential part of an independent 
Kenya. At independence in 1963, the Kenyan government launched a repressive operation to 
suppress the movement leading to the attack and massacre of many ordinary civilians. The Kenyan 
government also launched a propaganda campaign that branded those fighting for union with 
Somalia as shifta (Weitzberg, 2016: 65-66). According to Whittaker (2012), the post-1993 
militarization of northern Kenya also needs to be understood in relation to contemporary inter-
community resource struggles, post-insurgency violence, and Somali nationalism. Shifta 
secessionists pursued a nationalist agenda. They sought support and protection of their individual 
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clan sections by providing them access to firearms. The insurgents used the Kenya-Somalia border 
in pursuit of those interests (Whittaker, 2012: 392). 

The pre-2011 period also witnessed the securitization of Somali refugees in Kenya. This was 
prompted by the upsurge of Somali refugees into Kenya, following the collapse and end of Siad 
Barrre’s rule in Somalia in 1991. During the 1990s, the securitization of Somali refugees developed 
around localized insecurity issues such as border insecurity, poaching and the proliferation of 
illegal trade in arms. Following the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks in the United State and the 
subsequent launch of the Global War on Terrorism, Somali refugees became the purported ‘local 
and regional epitome of contemporary global terrorism’. The external military intervention of 
Ethiopia and the US against the Union of Islamic Courts (UIC) in 2006 contributed to the 
emergence of Islamic extremism in Somalia, prompting a new wave of refugees to Kenya. The 
UIC, an armed non-state actor in Somalia, had its origins in Somali clan courts and was a 
heterogeneous organization based on a variety of religious traditions and political perceptions. 
Kenya responded by closing the border in January 2007, citing increased insecurity in the border 
area and the threat of UIC militia crossing the border. The border closure provided the police the 
opportunity to send Somali asylum seekers back to Somalia, breaching the fundamental principle 
of non-refoulement. Some of the Somali asylum seekers forcibly returned to Somalia had already 
been pre-registered with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees in Kenya (UNHCR) 
a few days before the refoulement (Mwangi, 2018: 3-4). The pre-2011 period also witnessed Somali 
refugees become victims of police corruption, such as demands for bribes in exchange for allowing 
onward movement to refugee camps or to Kenya’s capital city, Nairobi. This is a practice that 
continues to date. Security agencies in Kenya began viewing Somali refugees as a threat to national 
security yet, ironically, they facilitate the movement of some of the refugees through corruption 
(HRW, 2010).  

 
3.1.2. Securitization of terrorism in post 2011 period 

In the post-2011 period, the securitization of Somalis as terrorists on the basis of ethnicity stems 
from the fact that Al-Shabaab has for a long time been perceived as a Somali organization. Its 
leadership and membership are predominantly Somali, and its attacks in Kenya are conducted also 
predominantly by Somalis. Since 2010, Al-Shabaab has, however, aspired to become a truly 
regional organisation with membership and horizons that transcend national borders (IGAD, 2016: 
4). Somalis in Kenya have, since the country’s independence in 1963, been perceived by the state 
as more sympathetic and loyal to the idea of a regional Somali identity and Somali pan-nationalism 
rather than a Kenyan identity and nationalism (Lewis, 2004: 493). This provides opportunities for 
both Somali identity and pan-nationalism to be used as foundations for securitization in the region. 
Al-Shabaab deploys Somali nationalism and incites Somalis to embrace xenophobia so as to gain 
popular support in Kenya and Somalia. The group depicts Somalis as victims of state induced 
political marginalization and state repression. The deployment of Somali nationalism and 
xenophobia is backed by group’s effective propaganda apparatus (Mwangi, 2012: 520-523). 
Securitizing Somalis as terrorists also stems from the fact that Al-Shabaab’s attacks in Kenya are 
organized and conducted predominantly by Somalis. In several of the attacks conducted by the 
group, security agencies and state officials in Kenya have implicated members of the Somali ethnic 
group as organising and conducting the attacks. In the 2013 Westgate Mall attack for example, of 
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the four terrorists involved in the attack, two were Somali nationals, one was a Norwegian citizen 
of Somali origin, and the other was a Somali national of Arab descent (Kenya, 2013: 29).  

Securitizing Somalis as terrorists on the basis of religion, particularly Islam, is primarily a function 
of Al-Shabaab’s use of Islamism as a political ideology to gain legitimacy hence achieve its 
objectives of creating an Islamic Caliphate in the region (Mwangi, 2017b). Islamism refers to the 
use of Islam by individuals, groups and organisations as an instrument to pursue political 
objectives. Al-Shabaab has transformed the nature of the conflict in Somalia by introducing 
religious extremism. Consequently, the conflict has acquired a more global jihadist dimension, also 
transforming it into a transnational one. Al-Shabaab perceives itself as a Jihadi-Salafi movement 
making it extremist and intransigent in pursuit of its socio-political objectives. Its internationalist 
and anti-Western stance are evident in its formal links with Al Qaeda and attempts by some of its 
factions to establish links with the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL). Its religious 
extremism makes it perceive Kenya as a Christian and an apostate state (Mwangi 2012: 514-520; 
Barkeley 2015:  46). Several of Al-Shabaab reprisal attacks in Kenya have targeted churches and 
Christians. The Global Terrorism Database (GTD) (2016) indicates that more than 30 attacks 
conducted by Al-Shabaab between October 2011 and December 2015 targeted Christian religious 
institutions and individuals (NCSTRT, 2016). Most Somalis residing in Kenya and Somalia are 
Muslims. Al-Shabaab has introduced a religious dimension in its national and transnational 
activities. Hence partisan state officials are religionising terrorism by depicting Somali Muslims as 
terrorists.    

North-eastern Kenya is a major security threat largely due to Al-Shabaab’s attacks. Its political and 
economic marginalisation provides the opportunities for the youth population residing in these 
spaces to be recruited by extremist organisations (Bradbury and Kleinman, 2010: 25-28). The GTD 
(2016) points out that out of the approximately 493 terrorist incidences conducted between 16 
October 2011 and 29 December 2015 in Kenya, about 235 of them occurred in Kenya’s ungoverned 
spaces, particularly the north-eastern region, representing about 48 percent of the total number of 
terrorist attacks in the country. The number of terrorist attacks conducted by Al-Shabaab in the 
ungoverned spaces was about 185, representing approximately 78.8 percent of the total number of 
attacks in ungoverned spaces (NCSTRT, 2016). Insecurity in north-eastern Kenya is 
institutionalized. The impact is reflected on the ‘othering’ of Somalis in Kenyan society, 
irrespective of their nationality. Securitising Somalis in north-eastern, as an ‘outside’ threat to 
peace and stability, is a distinct characteristic of Kenya’s security thinking and has provided 
opportunities for such communities to be further marginalized and radicalized (Lind et al., 2015: 
10-15).  

 
3.1.3. Securitization of counterterrorism 

 
Like terrorism, counterterrorism in Kenya is also securitized on the basis of ethnicity, religion and 
space. Hence this section examines the securitization of counterterrorism as a response to the 
securitization of terrorism in Kenya. The implementation of counterterrorism, on the basis of 
ethnicity, religion and space, is conducted simultaneously. This section focuses on state-led 
coercive counterterrorism measures provided for under various security and security-related laws 
of the country.  
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Securitizing counterterrorism on the basis of ethnicity and religion is based on the controversial 
symbiotic relationship between the two variables, and terrorism in Kenya. Most Somalis residing 
in the country are Muslims and they are disproportionately targeted during counterterrorism 
operations, a practice that is discriminatory, unconstitutional and against international norms. The 
norm-violating counterterrorism measures are responses to the securitization of Somali Muslims 
as ‘outsiders’, terrorists or abettors of terrorism, and as a threat to national security (Lind et al., 
2017: 119). The most notable agency that has been accused of violating rights of Somalis is the 
Antiterrorism Police Unit (ATPU). The ATPU is Kenya’s main domestic counterterrorism force. 
Human rights activists and organisations have accused the ATPU of engaging in ethnic and 
religious discrimination that targets Somali Muslims in Kenya. The Unit, established in February 
2003, is mandated to, among others, prevent, detect, disrupt and interdict imminent terrorist 
activities within the country. Its vision is to ensure that Kenya has a secure environment for all by 
eliminating the fear and threat of terrorism (OSF/MUHURI, 2013: 17-18). Although the ATPU has 
been credited with preventing several terrorist plots and arresting or killing dozens of terrorist 
suspects, it has, in the course of its operations, committed a wide range of human rights abuses that 
violate international, regional, and domestic laws (OSF/MUHURI, 2013: 9-10). Kenyan Somalis 
and Somali refugees are unfairly held responsible for the frequent terrorist attacks subjecting them 
to illegal detentions, detainee abuse, extra-judicial killings, enforced disappearances, kidnappings 
and torture. The Unit has also issued several directives aimed at the encampment of all refugees, 
including those residing in urban areas (OSF/MUHURI, 2013: 30-33).  

Kenya has acceded to the 1951 Convention/1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees and 
the 1969 Organisation of African Unity Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee 
Problems in Africa. The country also has ratified other international instruments protecting human 
rights. In December 2006, Kenya enacted its first refugee legislation, which came into force on 15 
May 2007. The majority of Somali refugees in Dadaab originate from South Central regions of 
Somalia that are Al-Shabaab strongholds (RCK, 2012: 15; UNHCR, 2014: 2). The perception 
created through securitization, that Somali refugees are a threat to Kenya’s national security, has 
provided grounds for the state to delegitimise its role in meeting its domestic and international 
obligations regarding the rights of refugees. The aim is also to justify the repatriation, forced 
relocations, and renditions of Somali refugees as part of counterterrorism measures. The Security 
Laws (Amendment) Act 2014, for example, initially included a section placing a 150,000 ceiling 
on refugees and asylum seekers in the country. This section of the Act was, however, successfully 
challenged in the High Court in 2015 and declared unconstitutional and against the country’s 
international obligations (Kenya, 2015a: 140). State officials in Kenya have on several occasions 
claimed that Somali-dominated refugee camps in the country are breeding grounds for terrorism. 
Security agencies confirm that Al-Shabaab is active in these camps, heightening the suspicion that 
Somali refugees abet terrorism in Kenya. Consequently, political leaders in Kenya have issued 
ultimatums to the UNHCR to relocate all Somali refugees back to Somalia (Daily Nation, 2015).  

Securitizing counterterrorism on the basis of religion is a response to Al-Shabaab’s strategies and 
tactics that promote and enhance Islamophobia in Kenya. The group’s strategy of targeting civilians 
in the country is designed to lure the government into reacting excessively. Al-Shabaab’s 
asymmetric strategies and tactics in Kenya involve using small groups of sympathisers to carry out 
attacks aimed at provoking state countermeasures that will be perceived as unfairly targeting all 
Muslims. The group attempts to maximise the potential divisiveness of these attacks by singling 
out non-Muslims for execution (Ali-Koor, 2016: 1; Jones et al., 2016: 30-33). Al-Shabaab’s 
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fighters often single out victims based on religion, killing those who cannot recite the Islamic creed 
shahada (HRW, 2016: 14). Al-Shabaab’s is achieving its objectives given that counterterrorism 
measures implemented by security agencies to counteract its strategies, are subjectively targeting 
and adversely affecting Muslims in Kenya. Following Al-Shabaab’s attacks on Mpeketoni center 
and other villages in Lamu and Tana River counties in 2014, for example, state-led coercive 
counterterrorism measures targeted Muslims and ethnic Somalis in the two counties (HRW, 2016: 
16; Torbjornsson and Jonsson, 2016: 2).  

State fragility in ungoverned spaces of north-eastern Kenya provide opportunities for the state to 
securitize counterterrorism measures in the region. Somalis residing in the region are subjected to 
structural and physical violence. In the region’s counties, several counterterrorism agencies are 
operational and are characterized by varied and conflicting command hierarchies and very limited 
effective civilian oversight. The agencies that are directly involved in carrying out counterterrorism 
operations in the region and are, by law, supposed to be coordinated by the NCTC, include the 
Kenya Defence Force, Kenya Police Service, the Directorate of Criminal Investigations, the ATPU, 
the paramilitary General Service Unit, the Administration Police Service and its units particularly 
the Rapid Deployment Unit and the Rural Border Patrol Unit, and the National Intelligence Service. 
All these counterterrorism agencies have been involved in the abuses of Somalis in the ungoverned 
spaces (HRW, 2016: 19). The agencies use their legitimate powers of arresting and detaining, 
imposing curfews, gathering intelligence information, seizing property used in terrorism, and 
conducting covert operations, to commit human rights abuses. They target men ranging from 20 to 
40 years who include, among others, imams, Islamic madrassa teachers and Muslims with other 
responsibilities at their local mosques. These men, allegedly have links with Al-Shabaab. They are 
frequently targeted for questioning, arbitrary arrests and, in some cases, enforced disappearances 
and extrajudicial killings. In most cases, the counterterrorism agencies do not follow the laid down 
procedures of registering those arrested and detained in police stations as stipulated in Article 50 
of the National Police Service Act (HRW, 2016: 23-25). The agencies also impose extended and 
indefinite curfews in the ungoverned spaces. Rather than preventing and combating terrorism 
impartially, counterterrorism measures implemented in the region “are modelled on the assumption 
that these Somali populations threaten Kenya’s peace and security” (Lind et al., 2017: 130). The 
structural violence meted out on individuals, groups of individuals and organizations in these 
ungoverned spaces is worsened by state and security officials. They threaten and intimidate those 
seeking to report and call for investigations and accountability for counterterrorism abuses. In 
December 2015, for example, Kenya’s CS Interior threatened to arrest anyone linking 
counterterrorism agencies to killings, enforced disappearances and purported mass graves in the 
north-eastern region. A day after the warning, four political leaders from the region were arrested 
and released without charge over claims made regarding the existence of mass graves in Mandera 
County (HRW, 2016: 57-58).  

 

4. Securitization of terrorism and counterterrorism discursive practices in 
reinforcing relations of power in Kenya 

The securitized terrorism and counterterrorism discourse in Kenya that has evolved from 
securitized socio-historical processes has paved the way for the securitization of terrorism and 
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counterterrorism discursive practices in reinforcing relations of power. Foucault argues that the 
processes of discursive analysis pay attention to the area of knowledge discursively produced; the 
rationality behind constructing the language used; those who authorize it; and the type of strategic 
goals being pursued in the discourse (Diaz-Bone et al, 2008). In the foregoing context of Foucault’s 
arguments, and securitization perspectives, this section examines the way in which securitized 
terrorism and counterterrorism discursive practices are produced.   

The area of knowledge under analysis is securitization of terrorism and counterterrorism discourse. 
An analysis of the securitized discursive practices shows that the securitized language is 
constructed on the basis of ethnicity, religion and ungoverned space. Those who authorize it are 
members of the NSC. They are members of the NSC as stipulated in Article 240 of the Constitution 
of Kenya. They represent structures of the executive and the security sector in Kenya (Kenya, 2010: 
154). The securitized discursive practices are evident in the way in which key messages conveyed 
by these active persons in their official speeches and statement construct Somali Muslims in 
Kenya’s ungoverned spaces especially Somali refugees and the refugee camps they occupy are 
existential threats to national security. The strategic goals pursued are the reinforcement of relations 
of power in the country. Foucault argues that discourses and discursive practices contribute to the 
structuring of power relations in a society (Deacon, 1998: 114-116).  

   
4.1. The presidency 

The President, on behalf of the presidency, has on several occasions conveyed issues of ethnicity, 
religion and space in the state’s securitized terrorism and counterterrorism discourse. In Statement 
by President Uhuru Kenyatta on the Terrorist Attack at Garissa University College, April 4th, 
2015, Kenyatta conveyed religious and spatial issues regarding the attacks, He pointed out that the 
terrorists “were not expressing a legitimate political aspiration;” they were not “killing in response 
to oppression or marginalisation;” and they were not “reflecting the tenets of faith and Godliness.” 
On the issue of religion, the President stated that he personally believed that “Islam is a religion of 
peace and tolerance, tenets which the vast majority of Muslims uphold.” He, however, pointed out 
that “the time has come for Kenyans to be honest with themselves and each other,” stressing that 
“the radicalisation that breeds terrorism is not conducted in the bush at night. It occurs in the full 
glare of day, in madrassas, in homes and in Mosques with rogue Imams.” The President argued 
that Kenyans must ask “where are the religious leaders, the community leadership, and the parents 
and families of those who are radicalising” young people in the country. Hence the government 
must get the information and cooperation of all these parties if Kenya was to “effectively combat 
the terrorists” (Kenya, 2015b). 

On the issue of ungoverned spaces, the President said that the terrorists seek to “establish a 
Caliphate in Somalia, and the north-eastern and coastal counties” of Kenya, and across large parts 
of the world. He stressed that Somali Muslims “enjoy the full rights, privileges and duties of every 
Kenyan” and that in those regions that have received less recognition and support from past 
governments, the new “Constitution has made provisions.” The President urged all those who 
reside in the “affected regions, and across the country, to not allow those who hide and abet the 
terrorists to compromise and even destroy the development that is fast growing” in their regions 
(Kenya, 2015b). On counterterrorism, the President said that it is a fact that the task of “countering 
terrorism work has been made all the more difficult by the fact that the planners and financiers of 
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terrorism” are “deeply embedded” in local communities. He emphasized that the state will not 
allow them to continue their “lives as normal” and that the “full force of the law would be brought 
to bear with even greater intensity than has been the case in previous years” (Kenya, 2015b).  

 
On the issue of Somali refugees, the President, in his Madaraka Day Speech on 1 June 2016, argued 
that in defence of the country’s sovereignty, Kenya “must pre-empt any threat” hence the decision 
to close the Dadaab Refugee Camp in Garissa County. He emphasized that the “decision was 
difficult, but our security, and our national interests, dictated it. Kenya comes first.” The President 
pointed out that for twenty-five years, Kenya has hosted refugees from Somalia, from South Sudan, 
and from our other neighbours and the country would continue to provide a safe haven for refugees, 
“but that generosity will be balanced against the imperative of keeping Kenya safe” (Kenya, 
2016a). Likewise while delivering a Speech by His Excellency Hon. Uhuru Kenyatta, C.G.H., 
President of the Republic of Kenya and Commander In Chief of The Defence Forces, Extra-
Ordinary Summit of the IGAD Assembly of Heads of State and Government on Durable Solutions 
for Somali Refugees, at Nairobi Kenya, on 25th March, 2017, the President pointed out that the 
“camp has, over time, lost its humanitarian character” and that it was not acceptable to Kenya that 
“a space that is supposed to provide safety and assistance, is transformed to facilitate agents of 
terror and destruction.” He stressed that instead, Dadaab had become “a protracted situation, 
characterized by hopelessness” that definitely fed environmental destruction; “conflicts between 
refugees and host communities; insecurity; radicalization; criminality”; and allowed “terrorist 
operatives to exploit it” for their operational efforts” (Kenya, 2017). From Foucault’s and 
securitization perspectives, the President discursive practices, as Chair of the NSC, hence the 
principal security actor in Kenya, reinforces power relations by constructing Somalis as existential 
threats to national security so as to justify the implementation of norm-violating counterterrorism 
measures.  
 

4.2. The deputy-presidency 
 
The DP, on behalf of the Deputy Presidency, has also on several occasions conveyed issues of 
ethnicity, religion and space in the state’s securitized terrorism and counterterrorism discourse. The 
DP has been emphatic conveying the message that Somali refugees and the camps they reside in 
are existential threats to national security in Kenya. In his speech delivered during the World 
Humanitarian Summit in May 2016, the DP emphasized that the Dadaab Refugee Camp was a 
security threat, a haven for terrorism and conduit of contraband goods as well as a danger to the 
environment. He argued that while “Kenya has been faithful to her international obligations of 
humanitarian assistance,” no country can “shoulder humanitarian responsibilities at the expense of 
the security of her people and the refugees themselves.” The DP said that Kenya was looking 
forward to discussions on how best to fast-track the repatriation of refugees’ process so that they 
could go back and contribute to rebuilding Somalia. He further said that Kenya had paid the price 
of terrorism and smuggling of weapons and contraband goods into the county because of the camp. 
Like the President, the DP also emphasized that it was unfortunate that the Dadaab Refugee Camp 
had lost its humanitarian character and instead mutated into a center for radicalization, planning 
and training of Al-Shabaab terrorists as well as a conduit for contraband goods, weapons, 
electronics and sugar which was killing local industries. The DP insisted that in the past two years, 
“the refugee camp has posed an existential threat to Kenya.” He also pointed out that the planning, 
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coordination and the execution of the terrorist attack in Westgate Shopping Mall that killed 67 
people in Nairobi, the Garissa University terror attack where the country lost 147 students and 
Lamu attack where 67 Kenyans lost their lives, were all traced to the camp (Kenya, 2016b). The 
DP who deputises the President has also in his discursive practices reinforced relations of power 
in Kenya by constructing Somali refugees and refugee camps as existential threats to national 
security so as to justify refoulement as a norm-violating counterterrorism measure. 
 

4.3. The attorney-general’s office 

The AG, on behalf of the Attorney-General’s Office, has also on several occasions conveyed issues 
of ethnicity, religion and space in the state’s securitized terrorism and counterterrorism discourse. 
His arguments focused more on the ungoverned spaces in Kenya and those who reside in such 
spaces. In his speech, for example, during the official opening of the fourth regional seminar on 
National Implementation of International Humanitarian Law at the Kenya School of Government 
in Nairobi in June 2016, the Attorney General also discussed the Somali refugee crisis in Kenya 
and its implication for national security. The AG said that the Government had confirmed that the 
closure of  Dadaab Refugee Camp would go on as had been planned but within the confines of 
international humanitarian law, emphasizing that the decision to repatriate the refugees at the 
camp was neither cruel nor a change of heart by the Government. He argued that it was designed 
to balance between the country’s security interests and obligations under international human rights 
laws and conventions, noting that the Government of Kenya has for many years, and at times on 
its own, played a significant part in ensuring that peace and stability return to Somalia. The AG 
insisted that it was “important to note that this decision to repatriate” was also based on the 
“practical realities of protracted refugee status” that had “adverse effects on socio-economic and 
political circumstances of host nations and especially in Kenya.” To support his and the 
Government’s position, the AG said that “since the setup of the camp in the 1990s, the Northern 
Kenya region has been clouded in controversy, ranging from illicit trade in goods and weapons, 
general insecurity and now, posing the greatest existential threat facing Kenya – terrorism” 
(2016c). The situation in Northern Kenya, the AG argued, had led to national dissatisfaction with 
the continued state of permanence due to the exacerbation of peace and security interventions in 
the region. This, the AG noted, was a challenging situation that had not been envisioned within the 
context of the 1951 Convention on Refugees (Kenya, 2016c). 
 
The AG is the principal advisor to the government. The AG’s terrorism and counterterrorism 
discursive practices focus more on ungoverned spaces and those who occupy them as existential 
threats to national security. The AG has also justified the implementation of norm-violating 
counterterrorism measures despite the fact that one of the office holder’s function is “to promote, 
protect and uphold the rule of law and defend the public interest” (Kenya, 2010: 93). This is in 
essence reinforcing relations of power in Kenya. 
 

4.4. Ministry of interior  

The CS for Interior, on behalf of the Ministry of Interior also conveys messages of ethnicity, 
religion and space in the state’s securitized terrorism and counterterrorism discourse. Like the DP 
and the AG, the CS has focused more on the ungoverned spaces in Kenya and those who reside in 
such spaces. A notable example is the CS’s Government Statement and Update on the Repatriation 
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of Refugees and Scheduled Closure of Dadaab Refugee Camp, 11 May 2016, in which he pointed 
out that for “reasons of pressing national security that speak to the safety of Kenyans in a context 
of terrorist and criminal activities, the Government of the Republic of Kenya has commenced the 
exercise of closing Dadaab Refugee Complex.” He emphasized that the decision was made by the 
government “reflecting the fact that the camps had become hosting grounds for Al-Shabaab as well 
as centers of smuggling and contraband trade besides being enablers of illicit weapons 
proliferation” (2016d). He further said that “considering the changing landscape of global 
terrorism, with new terrorist entities seeking to root themselves in our region, it would be 
inexcusable for the government to overlook its primary constitutional responsibility to protect 
Kenyan citizens and their property” (2016d). The CS also emphasized that the hosting of refugees 
has been costly for Kenya and that the country had been glad to help its neighbours and all those 
in need sometimes at “the expense of Kenya’s security” but there comes a time when Kenya must 
think primarily about the “security of its people” and that time had arrived saying that “Ladies and 
Gentlemen, that time is now “(Kenya, 2016d). 
 
Like other state officials, the CS also conveyed the message of the discourse that the state was 
aware that several large-scale attacks such as the Westgate Shopping Mall attack, Garissa 
University attack and the Lamu attack, were planned and deployed from Dadaab Refugee Camp 
by transnational terrorist groups. He also noted that over the years, Kenya’s security agencies had 
“thwarted and continue to thwart numerous terrorists attempts besides recovering caches of arms 
and arresting several terrorist suspects from Dadaab Refugee Complex” (2016d). Some of these 
attacks were aimed at the interests of the country’s international partners yet Kenya continued to 
“bear the brunt of these attacks on their behalf with negligible support from them” (2016d). 
The CS emphasized that Kenya’s national security organs had “observed that terrorist groups such 
as ISIS” were “looking to make inroads” into the region. He said that the decision to fast-track 
repatriation of refugees was anchored in an “evolving understanding by virtually all regional and 
international bodies that Kenya faces a serious security threat” (Kenya, 2016d). The CS Interior is 
accountable to the President and the Parliament on internal security matters, among others (Kenya, 
2010: 91). The CS’s discursive practices also reinforce relations of power in Kenya as they 
emphasize coercive norm-violating counterterrorism measures are the solution to the Somali 
dominated refugee camps constructed as existential threats to national security.  
   

4.5. Principal secretary interior 

The PS Interior, on behalf of the Ministry of Interior, like other state official, expressed similar 
issues in the state’s securitized terrorism and counterterrorism discourse. In a statement issued to 
explain why the Government was shutting down refugee camps, the PS said that the Al-Shabaab 
terrorist group had been able to take advantage of the Dadaab Refugee Camps” “overcrowded and 
under-resourced conditions, and most importantly the limits to policing United Nations run sites, 
to operate with an alarming degree of freedom” (2016e). He also pointed out that “terrorism has 
killed hundreds of Kenyans, and injured thousands.” Terrorism had also led to frequent Western 
country travel warnings that in their broad – and inaccurate – generalisations ruined the livelihoods 
of thousands of families, The PS, like other state officials, conveyed the message that since its 
inception in the 1990s, the “camp has been clouded in controversy ranging from smuggling of 
goods and weapons from the neighbouring Somalia, to harbouring terrorists” (Kenya, 2016e). 
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It is in this context that the PS argued that the Government’s most pressing constitutional and moral 
responsibility was to ensure the security of its citizens from the risk of violent attack and that the 
country’s  intelligence and security forces have known for a long time that these camps were a dire 
threat to our people’s security. Hence as a country with limited resources, which was facing an 
existential terrorist threat, Kenya could no longer allow its people to bear the brunt of the 
International Community’s weakening obligations to the refugees. He further emphasized that 
“Kenya has stood on the front-lines of challenging terrorism, upholding humanitarianism, and 
pursuing global peace and security” (2016e). The country, however, had “no grounds to keep 
compromising the security of its citizens in the face of foot-dragging, double standards and lack of 
commitment in the rapid resettlement of Somali refugees in their homeland” (Kenya, 2016e). Like 
the CS Interior, the PS Interior is responsible for administering the department in charge of internal 
security, among others (Kenya, 2010: 92). The PS has also reinforced power relations by justifying 
the implementation of norm-violating counter-terrorism measures that call for the closure pf 
refugee camps and refoulement. 
  

Conclusion 
The socio-historical-evolution of securitization of Somalis in Kenya’s terrorism and 
counterterrorism discourse has created securitized terrorism and counterterrorism discursive 
practices in the country. Members of the NSC have securitised Somalis as terrorists and existential 
threats to national security hence the need to implement state-led norm-violating counterterrorism 
measures targeting Somalis. The securitized terminology used by members of the NSC in their 
speeches and statements as demonstrated in the foregoing analysis is based on ethnicity, religion 
and ungoverned spaces. The strategic goals of the securitised discursive practices are to reinforce 
relations of powers by enhancing ethnic discrimination, the capacity of the state to implement 
coercive norm-violation counterterrorism measures, and its capacity to modify existing knowledge 
of terrorism and counterterrorism through communication.    
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Abstract 
 
This article evaluates the influences of the language ecology of the Swahili speakers who settled 
in the Kenyan hinterland on their identity, coexistence, and political prospects. These inland 
Swahili communities in Luo Nyanza have suffered an identity crisis under various political 
regimes. They have also faced an unstable and asymmetrical coexistence with their host 
communities. Their attempts at active political participation and social integration have been 
hampered by their different social, cultural, religious and linguistic heritage. This has led to 
exclusion and labeling which has jeopardized their chances of communal advancement and self-
determination thereby reinforcing local discriminatory attitudes that perceive them as immigrants 
expected to be subservient to their hosts. Although some have been assimilated through the school 
system, employment, intermarriage and community leadership, the majority remain in social 
seclusion only resorting to their religion, Islam, and fighting for official and social recognition from 
the limiting confines of their informal settlements. It is significant to examine the discourse that 
these Swahili communities use to negotiate for their political space, how they perceive their 
historical and present identity and how they navigate their myriad challenges to enhance their 
existential prospects.  
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Introduction 
 
There are pockets of isolated Swahili people or their descendants who moved and settled in the 
Kenyan hinterland alongside Arab traders. These are descendants of long-distance traders and 
itinerant traders who brought in goods from the coast and transferred crops from the farmers and 
blacksmiths from the interior. The business links led to sustainable social interactions, 
intermarriage and eventually, physical relocation after independence, some coastal Swahili 
remained and started dukas ‘shops’ and small-scale eateries that became the hallmark of their 
settled economic activities. They operated closely with the Indian dukawallahs who had preceded 
them. Besides introducing a business culture among the Luo, the Swahili way of life rotated around 
their religion, Islam which promoted Arabic through the madrassa learning centres hosted in the 
mosques.  
 
The specific Swahili settlements reported about in this article are found in Kendu Bay town in 
Homa Bay County, Kaloleni informal settlement in Kisumu town and Riat Hills near Kisumu. The 
integration of the Swahili into their Luo host communities has been lopsided given the desire of 
the Swahili to conform to the local dominant language. Despite the fact that Kiswahili is now an 
official and national language, the Luo have historically been disinterested in acquiring Kiswahili 
and using it for socialization purposes. The language attitude of the Luo is such that they exhibit a 
higher preference for English and their mother tongue at the expense of Kiswahili which they label 
as a language of outsiders or ‘not their tongue.’ Moreover, the complex noun class system in 
Kiswahili which is a Bantu language makes its structure perceivably difficult and is considered 
insurmountable to the Luo.  
 

1. The historical experience of the inland Swahili communities 
 
The school system ensures that the Luo learn Kiswahili in school because it is an examinable 
subject both in primary and secondary schools. These dynamic contexts portend an asymmetrical 
language situation whereby Kiswahili is reserved for interaction with government officials 
especially in public transport, with the police, and public health personnel. It is also spoken 
nominally in government offices but only when one faces a non-Luo official. The Luo have been 
labeled as characteristically poor speakers of Kiswahili with sub-standard forms and an inability to 
master the Kiswahili vocabulary and idiom. Given that the Swahili inland communities are few, 
they have taken two options. First, they strive to maintain their unique identity by promoting 
Kiswahili as their heritage language. Secondly, the Swahili have had to be assimilated by the host 
speakers who are the majority in order to integrate naturally into the local social, economic and 
political system. The acquisition of Dholuo makes them bilinguals who can operate effectively in 
Kiswahili for group identity, Dholuo for socialization and access to political opportunity such as 
campaigning, and Arabic for religious discourse. Dholuo therefore acts as the target language for 
the subsequent descendants who have Kiswahili as their first language and Dholuo as the second 
language that they acquire naturally from their peers, playmates and schoolmates. 
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2. The Luo attitude towards Kiswahili 
 
The Luo have for a long-time associated Kiswahili with the cunning business people, early Swahili 
travelers, who would speak a strange language and easily convince the locals to surrender their 
goods without comprehending the real intentions of the traders. In effect, the Luo perception was 
that Kiswahili was a language of conmen and swindlers. To date, a wily character is described as 
a Mswahili, while an argumentative person can be reprimanded and reminded to stop behaving like 
a Swahili speaker. This means that the Luo were hesitant and cautious to accepting and 
accommodating the Swahili. They consider the Swahili as a closed society culturally and 
economically. This perception is compounded by the fact that the Luo cannot access the Swahili 
mindset as encapsulated in the highly intuitive and decontextualised idioms in the Swahili sayings 
and proverbs.  
 
The fact is that most Kiswahili sayings and proverbs were derived from the coastal lifestyle that 
rotates around the oceanic environment particularly the flora and fauna around the water body. This 
causes a dichotomy of culture and tradition that creates a clear barrier in communication thereby 
limiting the Luo capacity to internalize the Swahili way of life including their dress, food, kinship 
system and conceptualization of folk wisdom. The Luo, for instance, believe strongly in the 
existence of genies (mystical entities that generate wealth and control life of an individual for both 
beneficent and malevolent reasons). Such beliefs may increase the social distance thereby 
rendering the Swahili way of life unattractive to the Luo.  
 
 

3.  Literature review 
 
There is a need to determine how people maintain ethnolinguistic identity in minority contexts 
(Omenya, 2016). In order to determine their identity, individuals may be labeled according to their 
religious or linguistic affiliations and these may point to their backgrounds (Hansen, 1991b). The 
inland Swahili communities in Luo regions of Kenya are thus associated with their allegiance to 
Islam and their preference for Arabic as a liturgical language. They also prefer Kiswahili in their 
social circles despite the fact that many of their hosts, the Luo, do not speak Kiswahili as their 
default language of community level interaction (Ojwang, 2008).  
 
In the context of the inland Swahili settlements, four main languages Dholuo, Kiswahili, English 
and Arabic, are in competition due to their varying degrees of relevance, preference, acceptability 
and utility. In the social, political, educational and economic contexts therefore, language is used 
both as an expression of power and a means of negotiating power in the society (Fairclough, 2001). 
 
The inland Swahili came with their microculture and have strived to maintain it despite pressure 
and influence from the dominant Luo and Luhya hosts. A microculture is a collectivity with 
conscious identity and grouping coexisting within a larger culture (Dodd, 1995). For instance, 
Islam would be considered foreign and therefore alien to the predominant local Luo culture. A 
macroculture on the other hand is the larger, dominant culture (Kokole, 1985). 
 

According to Kroskrity (2000), language has three functions namely the instrumental, symbolic 
and cognitive. The instrumental function enables users to manipulate language in order to control 
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access to power, opportunity and material resources. Moreover, language further carries an 
enormous political, social and economic power (Memon, 1976). The symbolic function enables 
language to determine identity; and in the cognitive dimension, language serves to influence the 
belief and thought systems of the speaker. Identity and power are often embedded in the 
communication system of the target community (Kiesling, 2007). According to Ndege (1992), the 
coming of the Swahili to the selected regions in Luo land was facilitated by the Arab traders who 
recruited the Swahili from the Kenyan coast as porters, tour guides, slave raiders and interpreters.  
 
After the end of the slave trade, and with the coming of independence and greater ethnolinguistic 
consciousness versus nationalism coupled with changing land policies, the inland Swahili settlers 
have faced an identity crisis of many facets. Some of them have intermarried with locals while a 
few have converted to Islam. In the process, an identity dilemma or identity crisis may arise 
(Karega, 2006). One controversial point is whether the inland Swahili are considered alien or 
whether their origins are to be questioned by the locals. The heritage of the children from inter-
ethnic marriages is another cause of the ensuing social dilemma. This implies that if one is asked: 
are you a Swahili or a Muslim, one may find it difficult to choose between his or her two important 
identities because affirmation of one implies denial of the other (Monaghan, 2007). 
 
 
There has been a tendency to link all Muslims to Swahili yet some Luo non-Swahili converts have 
adopted Islamic practices such as their dress, food, furniture, Arabic language and mode of 
worship. There is therefore need for an identity reconstruction by the current and future 
generations. Language can aid the identity reconstruction process because, according to Joanna 
(2004), we can symbolize, in a coded way, all the other concepts that we use to define ourselves 
and our society. For instance, Dholuo is a Christianized culture while Swahili is an Arabized culture 
hence the clash of systems. The speech codes resulting from the Swahili and Dholuo contact is thus 
expected to reflect the reconstructed identity of the groups (Ojwang, 2011). 
The religious and ethnic identities co-exist and explicitly reveal themselves in the language use of 
the community while the reconstruction of identity diffuses both cultures and comes up with a new 
culture (Rukya, 2016). The minority group such as the inland Swahili may be submissive hence 
this may militate against their chances of political participation. Some indicators of intergroup 
influence may include extensive loanwords and naming patterns (Jenkins, 2006). However, Dholuo 
has not been Arabized hence the slow acceptance of Islam and minimal Swahili influence (Ojwang, 
2018). 
 
 
Kiesling (2007) states that ideological power is the most significant because it shapes the world 
outlook and thought processes as a way of naturalizing a community’s behaviour. This is the facet 
that is expected to catapult the minority Swahili into leadership positions through politics. 
Moreover, language can be used both as a passive means of exercising power and an active player 
of it (Lippi-Green, 1989). To demonstrate this utility value, language is perceived as a tool that can 
influence actions while the words, expressions or sayings themselves reflect the power of the 
speaker to tell, excite, insult, trigger, motivate, hurt and create any other feelings (Eckert, 1999). 
 
 
 



Language, Discourse & Society, vol. 7, no. 2(14), 2019 
 

 

77 

4. Methodology 
 
Data for this paper were obtained through qualitative content analysis of historical records in the 
library. The second approach entailed conducting twenty personal interviews with selected 
community leaders in the three inland Swahili settlements of Kendu bay in Homa Bay County, 
Kaloleni in Kisumu Town, and Riat hills on the outskirts of Kisumu Town. The informants were 
identified through snowball sampling and the entry point was the mosques since Islamic affiliation 
was a major indicator of Swahili origins. Kendu Bay was included for its rural settings and because 
it hosted the earliest rural settlement of Arab and Swahili traders in Nyanza, after Kisumu town. 
Kisumu town was chosen as the epicenter of Swahili dispersal and early urban orientation, while 
Riat hills Swahili community represents a peri-urban group oscillating between rural and urban 
social boundaries. The selected interviewees were in the second generation of Swahili migrants as 
the first generation was found to have died out. The current middle age Swahili in the age group of 
45-65 were therefore deemed to have experienced change and transition from the old context to the 
current dynamic modernized and globalized situation. In all cases, the inland Swahili settlers had 
minimal or no physical contact with the coastal Swahili or their roots in the Kenyan Indian Ocean 
coast. We undertook qualitative content analysis and data was extracted purposively and 
thematically from the interview transcripts and presented in form of prose.  
 
 

5. Findings 
 

5.1. The social parameters of language heritage 
 
Our findings revealed that the first indicator of language heritage of the inland Swahili communities 
is their parentage and intermarriage. The primary language of the inland Swahili in the Luo region 
is first determined by their parentage. Those aged over 40 were born to both Swahili parents. This 
is the second generation. A few of the parents of this generation were Arabs married to African 
Swahili women. Their propensity for Kiswahili and Arabic is therefore higher than for the later 
generations. Their wives are in many cases, also from both Swahili parents. Linguistically, they 
can speak Dholuo in the market but cannot sustain an interaction in Dholuo. Their primary language 
for intra-group interaction, business and public networking is Kiswahili. The third generation who 
are under 40 are of mixed parentage where the father is Swahili and the mother is a Luo or Luhya 
by tribe. Some Luo and Luhya men have also married girls of Swahili parentage. The latter group 
consists of stable bilinguals who can switch from Dholuo to Kiswahili at will depending on the 
dominant language. In most contexts, this language is more often than not, Dholuo. There has been 
partial assimilation and dual linguistic identity in the younger generation and they can speak 
without a Swahili accent. This group has a higher chance of natural integration and acceptance by 
their peers as their proficiency in Dholuo tends to suppress their Swahili parentage in social circles. 
Outside their families, their kinship cannot readily be traced to the Swahili community. 
 
Religious affiliation is the second strong indicator of the language heritage of the inland Swahili 
groups. In the religious context there is a clear dichotomy between Islam whose language of 
worship is Arabic through the Quran. All Swahili people are therefore directly linked to Arabic and 
children have to go through lessons in the madrassa in order to learn Arabic (Reusch, 1953). 
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Although translations of the Quran exist in writing, these teachings have conservatively been given 
in Arabic script. This exposes the learners to three languages namely Arabic, English and 
Kiswahili. The latter is also a national language while English is the language of instruction in 
Kenyan schools. This gives the Swahili people a triple heritage in terms of language and a broader 
language repertoire.  
 
The local Luo who convert to Islam are also expected to learn how to read and write the Quran. 
Moreover, Islamic prayers are also recited in Arabic thereby indicating a direct loyalty to Arabic. 
The Luo who are dominantly Christian refer to the Muslim Swahili as jo wakbar due to the 
persistent sound of the muezzin repeatedly citing Allah. The older men also observe mosque 
attendance without fail five times a day as opposed to the children who are either travelling for 
business or in school during the day hence less exposure to Islamic teaching. The Luo mode of 
worship is through Sunday or Saturday service and is conducted in Dholuo in Kendu area with 
English interpretation, when there are visitors; while in Kisumu Town they use mainly English and 
Kiswahili with minimal Dholuo interpretation.  
 
Overall, we did not find case of a pedigree Swahili who had converted into Christianity in all these 
areas. The two religious groups, however, coexist peacefully. Thirdly, the age and socialization 
patterns of the Swahili speech community also determines their language choices and exposure to 
input from the dominant Luo. This goes hand in hand with the observed variations in socialization 
patterns. Whereas the older generation prefer to congregate in their kambis ‘clustered dwellings’ 
or centralized barazas ‘open shades’ either chatting, reflecting on current affairs, or playing ajua 
‘the game of bao’ while chewing miraa ‘khat.’ This group physically and behaviorally represents 
the sedentary Swahili lifestyle which the local Luo community considers as a sign of laziness. In 
contrast, Swahili children are more mobile and have created more opportunities of interacting with 
Luo children in town centres, video houses where they go for entertainment, fields where they 
watch football and at funerals of their Luo friends and schoolmates. In these environments, they 
acquire more Luo words and become ambidextrous using Dholuo and Kiswahili.  
 
The fourth factor is gender. Among the older Swahili, women have a higher propensity to acquire 
and use Dholuo because they interact at a closer interpersonal level with Luo women. Moreover, 
such interaction is repeated, frequent and predictable. In rural Kendu Bay, Luo and Swahili women 
fetch water and firewood together. In Kisumu’s Kaloleni, the Luo and Swahili women attend the 
same ante-natal and child care health facility together and engage in petty trade of household 
groceries and charcoal. The Swahili women specialize in cooking mahamri ‘fried cakes’ and their 
main clients are the Luo who also dominate the population of Kisumu town. In Riat Hills Swahili 
village, the Swahili women mainly work as farmhands in Luo homes while some have formed 
catering groups and are hired to cook at Luo functions. These provide data rich contexts and there 
are quite a few stable bilinguals whose language heritage cannot be readily discerned by a stranger 
to the area. In contrast, the male spend most of their time attending mosque committee meetings 
and political functions where they are mainly exposed to  Arabic and the local variety of Kiswahili 
which they frown upon as Kiswahili haramu ‘bastardized Kiswahili’ 
 
Finally, the school system acts as the major avenue of implementation of the language policy. In 
Kenya’s education system, English is the language of instruction from primary class four to 
university except when teaching Kiswahili and other languages. The lower classes 1-3 are however, 
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taught using the local vernacular or mother tongues (Simala, 2006; Republic of Kenya, 1964). This 
means that the children of Swahili parentage are exposed to the dominant local vernacular of the 
catchment area. In Kendu area, all school-going children are therefore taught in Dholuo from lower 
primary. In Kisumu Town, Kiswahili is the language of instruction in primary school classes 1-3 
while English is the language of instruction in upper primary school. This exposes both Swahili 
and Luo children to the same level of linguistic input although the Swahili children acquire a third 
code through their religion.  
 

5.2. Language and reconstruction of identity of the inland Swahili  
 

The inland Swahili settlers have had an identity crisis that has hampered their political 
participation. The obstacles have been of a historical, social and religious nature. In Kendu area for 
instance, the progenitors of Islam in the Kendu area were an Arab trader who settled there around 
1904 and his Gwe counterpart who was the first convert. Currently, the Muslim community in 
Kendu Bay comprise the Luo, Gwe and a mixture of groups generally known as the ‘Waswahili’. 
The identity was influenced by movements between the Muslims in Kendu Bay and Kenya’s 
coastal towns that informed the context for example, the lifestyle and the wider adoption of 
Kiswahili as the lingua franca. 
 
The inland Swahili have attempted to change their identity at various times to suit their needs. For 
instance, during land adjudication, some attempted to present themselves as close relatives of the 
locals in order to be allocated land but their places of birth on their national identity cards proved 
that they were not indigenous. Moreover, their mode of dress including the kanzu and caps for the 
men and colourful kangas worn by their women were clear indicators of their foreign origins. They 
also could not speak Dholuo fluently enough to convince the land surveyors. They therefore 
remained in crammed and overpopulated quarters close to their mosques in rural market centres 
and have essentially been isolated as squatters. Due to the rise of the money economy and national 
integration after independence, some Swahili who became teachers and civil servants have 
acquired their own land in the Luo villages but they maintain contact with the original inland 
settlements and they continue to practise Islam actively. According to one informant in Kisumu 
town: 
 

We are still seen as outsiders even if we marry from around. The way we 
dress appears strange to the locals but we inherited it from the Arabs and 
we cannot change this overnight. [Personal Communication, 2019] 

 

In the face of their identity crisis, the Swahili community in Luo region has tried to reconstruct 
social, linguistic and religious identity while some sections of the Luo have contested such attempts 
and strived to maintain the historical image of the Swahili as foreigners. These attempts at 
reconstruction are evident in the discourse of interpersonal talk and group perceptions. The explicit 
manifestations of reconstructed identity aim at portraying the Swahili as social and cultural 
insiders. This is seen in Swahili initiated expressions such as: 
 
1.a.An ng’atu ‘I belong to you’ 
b.Wan kanyakla ‘we are together’ 
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c.An ng’ama ung’eyo ‘I am someone that you know’ 
d.An jirani ‘I am a neighbour’ 
e. An ja Kenya wadu ‘I am your fellow Kenyan’ 
f. An ng’ama or ‘I am your son-in-law’ 
 
The above self-descriptions present the Swahili as actively seeking social acceptance. Their 
discourse here encodes their acknowledgement of their hitherto foreigner tag and moves towards 
narrowing the differences based on separation by physical and kinship dichotomies. For instance, 
the Swahili utterances labelled 1. a-f emphasize a sense of belonging, communal bonds, familiarity 
through closer interaction and kinship ties with the Luo through intermarriage. It is worth noting 
that the Luo treat a son in law with great respect and ready acceptance and is sometimes referred 
to as ‘our son.’ This means that the Swahili men who have married Luo wives have effectively 
redefined their identity regardless of their heritage language which is foreign to Luo land and their 
continued practice of Islam. 
 
Apart from the explicit expressions in Dholuo that the Swahili use to negotiate and reconstruct their 
identity and enhance acceptance, there are indications of social and cultural identification with the 
host Luo community. These include adoption of Dholuo music, local building patterns, food and 
eating habits, dress and farming practices and some funeral rites. In the words of one Swahili 
interviewee in Kendu Bay: 
 

‘Nowadays there is no big difference between us and the Luo. Our children 
go to the same schools, we eat the same food, attend burials and dances 
together and swim in the lake and we understand their language too. Our 
children can today speak Dholuo and understand everything said’ [Personal 
Communication, 2019] 

 

In reaction to the Swahili push for social appreciation, the host Luo speakers have exhibited some 
ambivalence in their perceptions of the Swahili as seen in their discourse. These social attitudes 
denote either acceptance or cautious rejection as illustrated by the following excerpts: 
 
2.a. od wadu ‘your brother’s house’ 
b. wuon mogo  ‘provider of maize meal’ 
c. wuod mwambao ‘son of Mombasa’ 
d. wuod ja Coast ‘son of the man from Coast’ 
e. ja kinda ka Abdul ‘industrious like Abdul’ 
f. nyathiwa ‘our child’ 
g. jakindu ‘man of Kendu bay’ 
h. jaboma ‘town dweller’ 
i. japesa wang’e lando ‘the one with money and has a brown face’ 
 
The Luo discourse in data set 2. a-i portray the Luo attitude towards the Swahili in ways that 
demonstrate a degree of acceptance for instance by describing them as ‘our child’, it indicates total 
adoption of the Swahili offspring as part of the Luo social system and by extension, they are treated 
as cultural insiders. The expression ‘man of Kendu’ and ‘your brother’s house’ mean that the 
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Swahili are now regarded as indigenes. The Luo even acknowledge the business acumen of the 
Swahili through the expressions ‘provider of maize meal’ and ‘industrious like Abdul.’ The 
reference to Abdul here is a general name synonymous with all Swahili traders in Kisumu. It was 
derived from the name of the first Swahili trader to set up shop in Kisumu town. Likening the 
Swahili with one who possesses a lot of money that gives him a brown face is a metaphorical 
reference to the Arab skin colour more so because the Swahili were their close business associates 
and employers. According to the Luo, The Swahili have maintained the business skills of the 
erstwhile Arabs.  
 
On the other hand, there are expressions by the Luo that are conservative, exclusionist. Such 
expressions are pejorative in nature. They magnify the outsider tag on the Swahili and portray them 
as different and intruders. These perceptions are derived from the adversarial historical encounters 
with the Swahili as slave raiders and exploitative middlemen who served the interests of the Arab 
traders and colonial administrators: 
 
3.a. jaoko ‘one from outside’ 
b.jamwa ‘cultural and linguistic outsider’ 
c. jabuoro ‘sojourner/sleeping in a place for one night’ 
d.jowakbar ‘those who shout (Allah) akbar’ 
e.jopecho ‘tax collector/property seizer’ 
f.jojinni ‘people who keep and use mystical beings/ genies’ 
 
The discourse extracts in 3. a-f encode an uneasy relationship with social, religious and economic 
tensions as well as mistrust between the Luo and the Swahili groups. Despite coexistence for over 
a century, a section of Luo people still considers the Swahili as essentially outsiders. The latter are 
also perceived as sojourners, economic exploiters, noisy worshippers, and untrustworthy. These 
adversarial portrayals may negate the attempt at identity reconstruction by the Swahili as they 
cannot be seen as reformed and more proactive to the Luo modus operandi. 
 
 

5.3. Language ecology, the politics of language and political participation of the inland 
Swahili 

 
It is imperative to examine how the inland Swahili have negotiated their acceptance and sought 
recognition in the political space. The language situation, the Luo social attitude, government 
policy, and ethnic loyalties have influenced the nature and extent of political participation in the 
selected regions. The Swahili are politically inclined (Simala, 2006). However, they constitute a 
minority in their inland settlements and command few votes, yet Kenya’s electoral system is largely 
determined by ethnic affiliations and bloc votes. For candidates from the majority Luo tribe, the 
votes are almost guaranteed. This requires the minority candidates to campaign widely among the 
larger tribes. 
 
Language is at the core of political loyalty building, persuasion, and acceptance. The main language 
of campaign at the local level is Dholuo especially at the county level where the Swahili mainly 
contest for Member of the County Assembly (MCA) but rarely for area Member of Parliament 
(MP). In Kendu area, only one Swahili has served as an MCA while in Kisumu town and its 
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environs a Swahili has only served as a nominated MCA on affirmative action to represent women 
as a special interest group. The only leadership roles that the Swahili have managed to attain are in 
school committees and locational development taskforces. These abysmal leadership opportunities 
demonstrate the implicit subjective treatment of the inland Swahili. One interviewee in Riat Hills 
noted that: 
 

We live well with the Luo but they do not want to give us votes. They think 
we will overpower them politically but we are fine because they are the 
majority. We will continue to campaign and hope for an attitude change. 
They will soon see us as fellow Kenyans’ [Personal Communication, 2019] 
 

The political scene exposes the simmering social, religious and linguistic tensions and polarizes 
the Luo and Swahili into the ‘them’ versus ‘us’ syndrome. Campaign period is often dramatic and 
rife with conflict. In this context, the language competence of a Swahili candidate endears them to 
the Luo electorate while a contestant who speaks broken Dholuo or code-switches and code-mixes 
a lot is frowned upon and may be heckled in Dholuo. In Kenyan politics, it has been established 
that campaign messages are more appealing and relevant when conveyed in the voter’s mother 
tongue and even presidential candidates have exploited this avenue to influence the electorate 
(Ojwang, 2018). 
 
Some extracts from political discourse involving the Luo and Swahili speakers include: 
 
4 a. Kiswahili mang’eny ok kony ‘speaking a lot of Kiswahili is of no use’ 
b.Kiswahili iko na wenyewe ‘Kiswahili has its owners’ 
c. Kiswahili waweyo ne jo Islam ‘Kiswahili is left for Muslims’ 
d. Dholuo maliu ema tucho wa gi siasa ‘pure Dholuo entices us politically’ 
e waislam ywayo kura gi jinni ‘Muslims attract votes using genies’ 
f.kendo nyarwa ok kel telo ‘to marry our daughter does not guarantee leadership 
g.telo ok riw gi ohala ‘business and leadership should not mix’ 
h.jadak ok mi telo ‘a sojourner cannot lead’ 
i. wayiero mana rembwa ‘we shall elect only our blood’ 
 
 
The above utterances indicate the expectations of the Luo that limit the chances of leadership and 
political participation by the Swahili. Utterances 4. a-d refer explicitly to language as a determinant 
of leadership potential and prospects. The dominant Luo attitude towards Kiswahili as a language 
of out-group members with a low preference among the locals is activated during political 
campaigns and this serves to pour scorn on Swahili candidates and on urban dwellers proficient in 
Kiswahili who return home only to contest. Despite the fact that the candidates have to present 
documents to prove their language proficiency in English and Kiswahili before clearance to vie by 
the electoral commission (Karega, 2006) on the ground, the local vernacular carries the day. This 
could be because ethnolinguistic affiliation bequeaths a sense of belonging thereby enhancing 
chances of being elected into political office. 
 
Whereas utterances 4. f and i allude to kinship by marriage and kinship by blood, the latter is 
regarded as a stronger bond and gives the Luo contestants a sense of entitlement hence priority 
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candidates against the Swahili. Even among the Luo themselves, the dominant clan consider 
themselves more entitled to produce leaders than smaller clans that are expected to be subservient 
in the political equation. These are described as providing the ‘swing vote’ (Simala, 2006). The 
Swahili have thus been seen as a rich ground for fringe candidates who are often manipulated to 
surrender and support the so-called mainstream candidates from the Luo tribe. 
 
 

Discussion 
 
The findings reveal that the inland Swahili tribes continue to face challenges of recognition at 
various levels particularly political rejection due to their triple heritage, mixed parentage, language 
attitudes, and historical background. These facets of identity militate against their existence and 
deny them equal opportunity on the political scene.  
 
The access to leadership through political participation is hampered by strong conservative views 
and their minority status. Moreover, Kiswahili remains unattractive to many of the Luo due to 
historical, attitudinal, social and political factors. Despite the recognition of Kiswahili as a national 
and official language in Kenya’s constitution (2010), proficiency remains low among the Luo as 
the Luo prefer English in official contexts and speak Kiswahili nominally to transact business in 
markets with multilingual setups, in public transport, in some churches and in school. 
 
The Luo also interact with Kiswahili through the mass media but the influence of national 
Kiswahili news broadcast by the Kenya Broadcasting Corporation has since been diminished by 
the proliferation of vernacular radio stations (Ojwang, 2008). This liberalization has further 
reinforced the language preference and ethnolinguistic loyalty towards Dholuo with the expanded 
domains of Dholuo to convey advertisements, evangelization, public health awareness and general 
education. Apparently, the status of Kiswahili as an examinable school subject bolstered by 
government policy has not boosted its functionality in the daily interaction of the majority inland 
Luo (Ndege, 1992). It emerged that even in a multilingual town such as Kisumu, Kiswahili has a 
low preference. It is only a lingua franca that facilitates business transactions with non-Luo traders. 
The shift towards Dholuo is stronger and there are Indian and Arab traders and settlers who have 
acquired Dholuo by interacting with their staff and clients. They therefore speak Dholuo to gain 
the confidence of their Luo clients and to reduce the racial distance between them (Omenya, 2016). 
This demonstrates that language enhances acceptance and a local language can also function as the 
main language of trade despite the presence of a wider lingua franca such as Kiswahili. 
 
Language and identity are intertwined and identity has many facets including race or ethnicity, 
nationality, social class, gender and age. Identity is fragmentary and in flux (Monaghan, 2007). 
The flexibility of identity has enabled the inland Swahili to project diverse public images in an 
attempt to reconstruct their identity. The religious stability of Islam as a community institution and 
Arabic as its main code of communication has remained their in-group identity marker (Ojwang, 
2011). However, they have moved out of these traditional confines to seek acceptance through 
intermarriage, acquiring Dholuo, participating in Luo cultural activities and sustained social 
interaction. This affirms the contention by Joanna (2004) that identities are dynamic and situated 
accomplishments, enacted through talk and changing from one occasion to the next. Moreover, the 
meanings of master identities such as ethnic and regional origins may change across time and space. 
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It has been noted that identities, whether on an individual, social or institutional level, is something 
that we are constantly building throughout our lives through our interaction with others (Joanna, 
2004). 
  
The conscious adoption of Dholuo for pragmatic purposes and the Luo tendency to foreground 
language as a measure of quality political campaigns and potential leadership by the inland Swahili 
captures both the agency of speakers and views language as social action as envisaged by Kroskrity 
(2000). The continued stable use of Swahili culture including naming patterns shows that identity 
can be demonstrated through strong loyalty to one’s heritage language.  
 
The Luo insistence on Dholuo maliu ‘authentic variety of Dholuo’ in political rallies presupposes 
the low recognition of code-switching and code-mixing that could accommodate non-Luo speakers. 
This notion is held despite the fact that code-switching implies some degree of competence in the 
two languages even if bilingual fluency is not yet stable and that in many multi and bilingual 
communities, code-switching is and should be seen as the norm (Rukya, 2016).  
         
Conclusion 
 
The Luo and inland Swahili communities have coexisted in spite of their religious, linguistic and 
cultural orientations. However, the Swahili have adapted to local social standards and practices and 
this has been facilitated by language. The national status of Kiswahili has not played a significant 
role in the acceptance of its speakers in the Luo political domain. Moreover, strong perceptions by 
sections of the Luo towards Islam, Swahili character and entrepreneurial skills have maintained an 
inter-group distance and distinct identity for the two groups. The moves towards social integration 
through intermarriage and boundless interaction of the Luo and Swahili youth as well as the 
physical dispersal of the Swahili from the clustered settlements further into rural Luo zones to 
acquire land will in future minimize the distinct identities leading to greater inter-cultural tolerance, 
cross-linguistic accommodation and increased opportunities for significant political participation. 
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Public-Facing “Success Stories” in International Development as Text: A 
Critical Discourse Analysis of Historicism 

 
Emily Springer12 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abstract  
 
Political discourse typically focuses on public oratory comments by politicians which are 
meticulously prepared and framed in advance, representing their political platforms. In the 
international development sector, there are few opportunities for conventional political discourse. 
Instead development organizations reach public audiences through manicured “success stories” 
which detail their programmatic interventions around the world. The focus of this study is on how 
publicly available documentation from international development organizations subtly reinforces 
a historicist understanding of global difference, with material consequences for which development 
agendas are able to garner legitimacy. Utilizing critical discourse analysis as a methodology, I use 
the case of the seven publicly available “profiles of progress” of African agricultural development 
projects funded by a recent large private foundation. As political discourse, these re-presentations 
of farmers serve political aims for promoting a particular version of agricultural development. I 
identify two strategies by which these profiles build epistemic legitimacy: (1) “scientizing” the 
profiles with the inclusion of quantified metrics and (2) using the voices of smallholder farmers to 
“authenticate” the narratives. I demonstrate that African smallholder farmers are presented in three 
possible roles: farmer-as-stagnant, farmer-in-modernity, and farmer-as-businessman. These re-
presentations normalize the idea of Western superiority, ultimately serving the political needs of 
development donors to appear as legitimate benefactors. I argue that these profiles are not benign 
but serve as organizational contributions to an episteme concretizing around a particular political 
agenda: agribusiness as the solution to 21st century food security. 
 
 
 
Keywords: Development, Critical Discourse Analysis, Historicism, Agriculture 
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Introduction 
 
International development today is premised on the idea that the Global North has something of 
worth to offer or give the Global South. While racism and sexism are popularly understood, 
historicism is a less well known – ism. For the purposes of this article, historicism refers to the 
ideology that progress or “development” unfolds in a teleological historical manner. Using the 
logic of historicism, the spoils enjoyed in Europe in the nineteenth century are cast as obtainable 
by all nation states if similar steps are followed. In other words, historicism presents capitalism and 
modernity as global in character but not yet everywhere (Chakrabarty, 2000). With this perception 
of not yet, European metropoles validated colonialism with the premise that they were “ahead” of 
others, positioning assistance to others in achieving “modernity” as a moral obligation. Although 
the obvert and brutal aspects that marked colonialism are no longer present, scholarship posits that 
colonial power relationships may be reinvented and reconstituted in different forms, presenting 
international development as a neocolonial task (Baxi, 2007; Douzinas, 2007; Balakrishnan, 2006; 
Makau, 2008). This study utilizes critical discourse analysis to interrogate how development 
organizations construct narratives about their work and the people they assist, asking what these 
representations do and for whom?   
 
Political discourse analysis typically denotes the object of research rather than a methodology 
(Wang, 2016). Through discursive frames, powerful donors are able to exert influence over 
recipient governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and international non-
governmental organizations (INGOs) (McCormick, 2012). Perceiving of development 
organization “success stories” as political texts draws sharper attention to the power dynamics at 
play, how donors narrate their interaction with “developing” countries, and the micro strategies 
which reproduce the postcolonial global order. Utilizing the publicly available Profiles of Progress 
published by the Gates Foundation, I demonstrate that a historicist logic undergirds the narratives 
constructed in success stories. These stories distill development project impact to lay audiences 
and are not benign but delineate action and build consensus around technological solutions 
developed in the West to be utilized in the Global South as the means to achieve development. By 
reconstituting a historicist logic in success stories, the global order, and its inequalities, are 
reproduced rather than broken down—the supposed aim of international development.  
 
Food security, and the means to achieve it, has emerged as a core public debate in the 21st century. 
Coming out of the 2007 and 2008 food crises, there is growing public awareness surrounding the 
importance of agriculture, food production, and climate change. Land grabs have proliferated and 
raised new questions about global interdependence in the food supply chain as well as national 
sovereignty and equity of food access (von Braun and Meinzen-Dick, 2009). Within this context, 
two contrasting approaches have emerged as the means to increase agricultural productivity: that 
of agribusiness—the corporatization and large-scale production of food—and agroecology—the 
mimicking of natural processes to create favorable production conditions (De Schutter, 2010; 
Thompson and Scoones, 2009). At the same time as social movements such as the organic and food 
sovereignty movements have thrived (Thompson and Scoones, 2009), governments and 
corporations have called for a “new green revolution for Africa” to feed the growing global 
population (Scoones, 2002). This revolution refers to the current movement to increase agricultural 
productivity on the continent of Africa in a manner similar to that of Asia during the 1960s and 
1970s, namely through improved seed, increased fertilizer, and connection to markets. The 
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agribusiness approach adopted by Gates Foundation and the majority of agricultural development 
aid by large bilateral donors focuses on kick-starting a smallholder farmer-led revolution, 
households that have typically practiced agroecology (Odame and Muange, 2011; Scoones and 
Thompson, 2011). In this context, it is essential that research focus on how power operates through 
discourse in mundane documentation, altering the stories we tell ourselves about global 
relationships, and which future pathways are considered valid.  
 
I begin by introducing postcolonial theory and the historicist perspective, linking this to the 
development sector. I then describe critical discourse analysis and influences from political 
discourse analysis, followed by a description of the textual dataset. Empirically, I begin by 
demonstrating how these texts build legitimacy, highlighting the role of quotations and numbers 
and then demonstrate how these texts present three interlinked types of farmers. Through this 
analysis, I argue that the layers of discourse bound within the Gates Foundation’s “Profiles of 
Progress” promote and reinforce a historicist ideology, in particular by increasing the facticity of 
the profiles, narrowing interpretive possibilities about who farmers can be in the 21st century, and 
ignoring agroecology as an alternative to agribusiness.  
 

1. Postcolonial theory 

Applying a postcolonial perspective to the development sector prompts an exploration of how 
development organizations perpetuate the idea that the West is a legitimate development actor 
despite decades of questionable developmental outcomes (Sachs, 1992). This article uses the 
postcolonial understanding of historicism—that the West is ahead of other countries and therefore 
somehow best suited to outline developmental solutions—to unpack how development 
organizations leverage a historicist narrative to legitimate their own interventions. Postcolonial 
scholars clarify that “postcoloniality” does not account for a mere understanding of societies since 
political independence, but rather the term highlights the reconfigurations triggered by colonialism 
in economic, social, and political spheres. Further it captures the “tension between power and 
knowledge production in the context of imperial relationships” (Boatcă and Costa, 2010: 15) and 
the crucial role colonialism played in the formation of “modernity” (Bhambra, 2010). Previous to 
postcolonial scholarship, the colonial experience was absent, silent, or excluded from social theory.  
 
The sociological canon was founded upon and assumed an idea of evolutionary and historical 
“progress” moving from primitive to advanced societal arrangements, which took this “global 
difference” as the central focus of scholarship and theorizing (Connell, 1997). Europe and the West 
are held up as self-made, developed, rational, scientific societies that are “ahead” of all others. 
Chakrabarty (2000) argues that a historicist interpretation of time underscores all theoretical and 
scholarly thought regarding relationships between nation-states. Taking hold in the nineteenth 
century, a historicist perspective presents capitalism not as originally global, based upon the 
contributions of the colonies to the metropole, but becoming global over time. By rendering the 
colonial experience and the relational aspects of the metropole-colonies absent, sociological theory 
has served to reproduce and perpetuate ideas of “modernity” and “development” as internal to the 
nation-state (Chakrabarty, 2000). Mignolo (2007) notes that the making of “modernity” (better 
understood as modernity/coloniality) was further racialized, encoded as “white.” The result of 
colonialism’s erasure was a narrative that Europe was self-made and colonies were presented as 
external to modernity, rather than essential to it (Bhambra, 2010; Quijano 2003), greatly impacted 
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epistemological diversity in our understanding of global difference (De Sousa Santos, Boaventura, 
Nunes, Meneses, 2007). Sociological research must attend to these relational aspects and 
interrogate how these inequalities are reproduced in new forms. 
 
Yet rather than perceive geographies as “behind” the West, Said (1979) argues the West utilized 
other locales in the making of its own identity (Said, 1979). Stoler (2002a) argues in the colonial 
context, individuals work to actively police themselves, particularly white settlers, and those 
around them, in a constant condition of proving their whiteness—who is white? Who is native? In 
this manner, the colonial encounter is conceived of as less a rigid political formation but rather a 
blurry set of rules that in practice are in a constant state of unfolding. Stoler offers the micro-level 
counterpart to Chakrabarty’s historicism at the state level: co-production is essential to identities 
in maintaining a historicist logic.  
 
Both postcolonial theory and critical discourse analysis (CDA) centralize relationality, power, and 
co-constitution. Despite the failures of the development sector, development organizations persist, 
prompting questions of how the Western development organization maintain legitimacy. Critical 
discourse analysis is an appropriate methodology to uncover such dynamics. 
 

2. Critical discourse analysis as methodology 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) begins from the premise that discourses perpetuate unequal 
relationships and are utilized by those in positions in power to reproduce their dominance. While 
discourse analysis can focus on the micro-grammatical strategies embodied in a text, CDA typically 
is concerned with not only how discourses have subjects, objects, create epistemes, and are 
historically located, but also how discourses serve to support the material bases of institutions, 
reproduce power relationships, and have ideological effects (Parker, 1992; Teo, 2000). Therefore, 
critical discourse analysts should seek to understand and expose how “privilege is discursively 
positioned, contested, reified and to use this understanding to construct new knowledge” 
(Groscurth, 2011). CDA moves beyond descriptive analysis of discourses to explorations and 
explanations of how and why discourses are produced and perpetuated. Critical discourse analysts 
perceive discourse as both socially constituted and socially constitutive. CDA adds value by 
assessing the dialectical relationship between discourse and larger social forces, often ignored by 
text-focused discourse analysts. Through a critical discourse analytic, we can articulate which 
discourses are being normalized and who is benefitted by the discourse.  
 
Moving beyond van Dijk’s (2009) premise that absence relies on the knowledge of the reader to 
fill in blanks, recent efforts have focused on bringing absence more systematically into discourse 
analysis (Schröter and Taylor, 2018). Absence may take different forms—traces and masks within 
the text—yet a void represents a full thematic absence which requires looking external to the texts 
at hand. Voids are not omissions because they exist as relevant and the failure of their inclusion 
cannot be epistemologically justified (Venkataraman, 2018). Adopting this view, discourse 
analysis must look both for presence and absence. 
 
Critical discourse has been used to explicate social realities of many types, yet only a few apply 
this methodology to international development: global health crisis (Ney, 2012), Poverty Reduction 
Strategy Papers in Tanzania (Vavrus and Seghers, 2010), education policies in aid-recipient 
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countries (McCormick, 2012), Red Cross volunteers (Groscurth, 2011), and agricultural 
development (Dixon and Hapke, 2003; Janker, Mann, and Rist, 2018). However, to my 
understanding, no scholarly analysis of “success stories” as text has occurred. Designed for 
consumption by laypeople, benefactor or donor “success stories” provide simplified “soundbites” 
of development projects. Representations matter because they delineate the stories we tell about 
the world and the relationships within it (Mohanty, 2003) and outline our argumentative reasoning 
for what we should do and how to act (Fairclough and Fairclough, 2012). Therefore, “success 
stories” constitute an important textual basis for analysis. 
 
Taken in total, what do sets of texts construct, justify, and delineate for future decision-making and 
action in development? My aim is to create a meso-level reading, situating textual analysis within 
a macro socio-political context—a focus on how language works within power relations (Graham, 
2011). Development organizations sit “in the middle” between transnational discourse and 
expectations, such as the Sustainable Development Goals, and the lived realities of development’s 
beneficiaries. In taking this approach, I analyze what is “made up” by these texts. Stoler (2002b) 
asserts “the task is less to distinguish fiction from fact than to track the production and consumption 
of those facticities themselves” (85). Combining Stoler (2002b) with explanatory discourse 
analysis (Fairclough and Fairclough, 2012), which focuses on how social structures and inequalities 
are maintained and reproduced, I analyze the production of a dominant narrative around 
agribusiness. Thus, I view development organizations” success stories as distillations of the 
ontological and epistemological assumptions regarding agricultural development. The focus is not 
on what these texts say, but what these sayings do and what effects they elicit. 
 

3. Profiles of progress as dataset 

Within the development landscape, benefactors are entities which give money away to 
beneficiaries. Well known benefactors include bilateral aid between countries, and multilateral aid 
between regional blocks, such as the European Union. The Gates Foundation was selected as the 
benefactor for this study due to its growing role in the international development industry 
(Schurman, 2019) and status as a private philanthropy, meaning it has greater flexibility than bi- 
or multilateral institutions. The Gates Foundation has recast the Global South as an experimental 
laboratory, embracing discourse of finding “what works,” in ways that may undermine Global 
South participation (Fejerskov, 2017). As a private institution and as a new organizational actor 
within the development landscape, the Gates Foundation had a rare opportunity to break the mold 
for “success stories.” Despite this, the Gates’ “profiles of progress” take a form similar to that of 
mainstream development actors, like that of USAID, DFID, and UNDP. Although each 
organization has different editorial guidelines, the emphasis on showcasing the impact of their 
intervention is key: for example USAID’s guidance to development partners to author success 
stories included the following: “The formula is simple: use powerful statistics; communicate 
progress; and bring it to life with a personal narrative… sprinkle in a beneficiary quote or two”13 
Taken in total, all contribute to the production of a larger development episteme that validates 
development intervention.  
 

 
13 See: Success Story Guidelines for USAID Partners  
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Scholars have argued Europe’s “grand escape” from hunger is inextricably linked with global 
inequality (van Haute, 2011) and donors continue to understand agrarian transformation akin to 
Europe’s is possible for other countries (Li, 2008). Historicism is present in agricultural 
development, making it a meaningful case for critical discourse analysis. The Gates Foundation 
moved into Global Health Development in 2006, when the Gates Foundation partnered with the 
Rockefeller Foundation to provide $150 million to launch Africa-based and African-led Alliance 
for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA). Since 2006, the Gates Foundation has continued to 
provide financial support for agricultural development projects, largely focusing on instigating a 
“new green revolution for Africa” (Foundation Website, 2011). As of 2019, Gates Foundation 
reported investing $286 million into African agricultural development across thirty-four 
organizations and an additional $626 million into AGRA14. This investment portfolio demonstrates 
a commitment to action (Fairclough and Fairclough, 2012), which interplays with discursive 
constructions.  
 
Source material for CDA often details an asymmetrical relationship which may “embody 
manipulative strategies that seem neutral or natural to most people” (Teo, 2000: 12). With 
historicism as an acknowledged episteme of global inequality, let us make strange the textual 
practices of success stories. The documents analyzed here include all “Profiles of Progress” 
published by the Foundation about their early work in African agricultural development. The 
Foundation’s website offers a searchable database of their publications by content, program, year, 
region, and topic15. In total, there are 7 “Profiles of Progress” which describe projects in agricultural 
development on the African continent. I collected documents in 2011 and 2012 through searches 
on the Gates Foundation website, which provided search options in the form of check boxes: 
“Research and Evaluation” or “Progress Reports.” It is interesting to note that some Profiles of 
Progress were catalogued as “Progress Reports” which is true to their content, whereas some 
Profiles were catalogued under “Research and Evaluation.” This demonstrates that even carefully 
crafted promotional narratives of projects are sometimes understood by staff as more scientific or 
empirical explorations of project impact, eliding constructed narratives with scientific 
documentation. Afterwards the Foundation decreased the amount of information publicly available 
online, therefore these documents offer a meaningful peek into the organizational narratives of a 
key development actor.  
 
Table 1. Profiles of progress dataset 
 Project Intervention Year 
1 Farm Radio Improved Seed 2010 
2 Ghana Improved Seed 2010 
3 Cowpea Storage  Legume Storage Bag 2010 
4 Drought-Tolerant Maize Improved Seed 2010 
5 East Africa Dairy Development Cross-bred Cows and Cooperative Development 2012 
6 Purchase for Progress Assured Market for Produce 2012 
7 Tropical Legumes II Improved seed 2012 

 
Given the recent interest in making women “go to work” for developmental outcomes (Chant, 
2016; Chant & Sweetman, 2012; Roberts & Soederberg, 2012), one would expect the texts would 

 
14 Author tallied based on Foundation Website search “Awarded Grants” (April 2019) 
15 https://www.gatesfoundation.org/How-We-Work/Quick-Links/Grants-Database 
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construct masculine or feminine notions of farming and labor. However, no narrative differences 
were observed in the Profiles between those which featured men farmers versus women farmers. 
This advances the argument that historicism is the underlying logic, rather than gendered 
narratives, in promotional materials. Of the 7 Profiles, 4 featured women and 3 featured men. 
Additional research is needed as to whether or not this is both an accurate proportional 
representation of Gates Foundation activities in agricultural development and if or how their 
programs incorporate gender.    
 
Situating the development sector’s interest in agricultural development within the greater macro 
concerns of climate change and food security, I ask: What is it that this discourse promotes and 
how is power reconstituted through discourse? 

4. Critical discourse analysis of development success stories 
I demonstrate the purposeful presentation of a singular narrative structure, explore the mechanisms 
that make these narratives authoritative documents, and then describe the three farmer archetypes 
constituted by the narratives.  
 
Figure 1. Exemplary Profiles of Progress formatting and presentation 
 

 
Source: Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. 2010. Global Development Program. Accessed Profiles of Progress from 
publicly searchable foundation interface in 2010-2012. 

4.1. Building discursive legitimacy 
The featured Profiles of Progress all follow a similar format of two pages, with photo headers on 
both pages, and a grant summary with succinct details of the goal, partners, progress beneath the 
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photo header on the second page. Within the body of the text, there is a highlighted and bolded 
headline, one or more featured quotes, and one of more featured metrics—which I discuss in more 
detail below. Font size and bolding serves to highlight particular aspects of the profiles; headlines 
are larger font and bolded; quotes are the largest font and bolded; and metrics are placed in the 
center off-setting the two columns of text, are bracketed, and often have a metric bolded. Within 
each narrative, one beneficiary is featured and the impact of the project in their lives is described. 
Most narratives introduce supporting characters, often a mid-level character, such as an agricultural 
extension agent, a government employee, or a manager of a project. See Figure 1 above as an 
example of careful editorial presentation. The profile for “Ghana” as a country is an exception, 
reaching four pages. As the profiles are constructed under strict space and length specifications, 
careful and selective editing becomes primary and the resulting product is carefully presented.  
 
Headlines are meaningful data because they establish the directionality of interpretation. In other 
words, headlines orient the reader. The lexical choices used in the headlines generate an 
interventionist mentality through the use of temporal subjunctives or material changes. Both of 
which serve to build the importance of the benefactor’s intervention. See Table 2 for how headlines 
establish the importance of the development intervention in each story. 
 

Table 2. Profiles of progress headlines 
 
1 One Sunday evening, after a long day tending her fields of maize, pepper, and okra, 

Faustina Klutse switched on her radio. What she heard changed her life. 
2 In the mid-1980s, hunger stalked Ghana. 
3 Balarabe Kausani, a smallholder farmer in northern Nigeria, is earning enough money to 

make improvements to his home, install an irrigation system on his farm, and pay school 
fees for his four children. The secret to his success? A bag. 

4 For Sharifa Numbi, a smallholder farmer in Tanzania, maize is life. 
5 Paul Kimeni Muchai’s quiet character belies his ambition. A 40-year-old farmer with a 

wife and three children, Paul lives just outside Ol Kalou in central Kenya. He owns three 
dairy cows and a tidy three-acre farm where he grows fodder for his livestock and potatoes, 
beans, peas, and maize for his family. 

6 Odetta Mukanyiko is a single mother with two children. She lives on the eastern side of 
Rwanda, farming a half hectare of land, feeding her family with what she grows, and 
selling the rest to local traders. She’s been working the same tiny plot of land for 20 years, 
making less than a dollar a day. A visit from the World Food Program changed Odetta”s 
life. 

7 Temegnush Dhabi’s two-hectare farm in East Shewa in central Ethiopia looks very 
different today than it did three years ago. Back then, she grew mostly teff, a popular type 
of cereal grown in Ethiopia. Teff fetched a reasonable price at market, but demanded hard 
labor and expensive fertilizer. 

 
Temporally, these headlines emphasize intervention by interrupting an ongoing action, presented 
in the past progressive form, with a direct past tense. “after a long day tending her fields… Faustina 
switched on her radio. What she heard changed her life” and “She’s been working the same tiny 
plot of land for 20 years… A visit from the World Food Program changed Odetta’s life.” This is 
also accomplished by a specific mention of historical time in the past tense, implying the situation 
is different today: “In the mid-1980s, hunger stalked Ghana.” If the intervention is not highlighted 
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through temporal subjunctives, it is highlighted in possession of objects: a bag, maize, and dairy 
cows. These items are essential elements of the benefactor’s project. 
 
These headlines are reinforced through the use of two additional featured elements: a quote from a 
beneficiary and a metric. I identify these featured elements as strategies by which each Profile of 
Progress builds epistemic legitimacy through authenticating the Profile using the voice of a 
beneficiary and scientizing the Profile by presenting numbers as objective, irrefutable statistics. I 
explore both of these strategies in turn. See Table 3 for how each profile would appear to a reader 
“at a glance.” 
 
Table 3. Profiles of progress – highlighted features 
# Featured Quote(s) Featured Metric(s) 
1 “There is now happiness in my house. I never 

had enough money. Now I”m able to send 
my children to school, and I have enough 
income to eat.”  —Faustina Klutse, 
smallholder farmer and Farm Radio listener, 
Ghana 

Over 70 percent of Africa’s rural population 
has access to radio. 
 
Farm Radio has already reached 39 million 
farmers, providing them with vital agricultural 
knowledge. 

2 “The government called on the youth, 
especially the youth, to go to the farms. I 
heard that call.”  
—Peter Owoahene Acheampong, 
smallholder farmer in Ghana’s Ashanti 
region 
 
“Whether in developed or developing 
countries, agriculture needs support.  
Period.”     
—   Samuel Kojo Dapaah, chief technical 
advisor to Ghana’s minister of food and 
agriculture 

Ghana is on track to become the first country 
in Africa to achieve the Millennium 
Development Goal of halving poverty and 
hunger from 1990 levels. 
 
Child malnutrition in Ghana has almost 
halved since the end of the 1980s, and the 
fraction of underweight infants fell from 30 
percent in 1988 to 17 percent in 2008.  
 
Ghana commits nearly 10 percent of its 
budget to improving agriculture, putting it 
among the top investors in the sector in Africa. 
Spending on agricultural research and 
development more than doubled between 
2002 and 2008. 

3 “Because of the quality of the cowpeas, you 
can add 20 percent to the price. We are 
making more money.” —Balarabe Kausani, 
smallholder farmer in northern Nigeria 

By 2012, 1.7 million households in West and 
Central Africa are expected to increase their 
annual incomes by an average of $150 by 
using the bags. 

4 “We have been working hard, and the harder 
we work, it gives us more hope that in the 
future maybe we can be better off.”   
—Sharifa Numbi, smallholder farmer in 
Tanzania 

By 2016, the drought-tolerant maize program 
is expected to boost maize yields by as much 
as 30 percent for up to 40 million African 
farmers. 

5 “Dairy farming is a way of living with so 
much promise, I hope my son will follow in 

Since the project began, EADD has sold 
304,000 liters of milk a day through chilling 
plants (a 102 percent increase from 2009). 
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my footsteps.”  —Paul Kimeni Muchai, 
Kenyan dairy farmer 

6 “People here used to grow maize in despair. 
Now we see the value in what we”re doing.”  
—Christent Biziyaremyi, president of the 
local farming cooperative 

Started in 2008, Purchase for Progress has 
contracted to buy 190,000 metric tons of food 
directly from farmers’ organizations and small 
and medium traders, or through innovative 
marketing platforms. 

7 “I started sowing the improved chickpea 
variety three years ago, and it was the best 
decision I made.” —Temegnush Dhabi, 
Ethiopian farmer 

None 

 
First, given that the largest font in each profile is the featured quote(s), the reader’s eye is drawn to 
the quotes within the prose. The quotes are firsthand accounts, often but not always, said by the 
individual featured in the profile. Sometimes, a supporting or mid-level character is quoted. By 
directly quoting the beneficiaries, the benefactor moves away from a common criticism launched 
by CDA. Typically, critical discourse analysts focus on the passivization and removal of agency in 
texts through the failure of the text authors to directly quote certain (often marginalized) 
populations (Teo, 2000). Yet discourse analysis also posits that discourses shift and change to 
maintain the power and hegemony of particular groups (Parker, 1992). The direct quoting of 
African farmers, placed alongside quantified indicators, serves to increase the facticity, authority, 
and legitimacy of the stories present in the profiles, making contestation difficult. At first glance, 
it appears to the reader as if African beneficiaries are being provided a prime opportunity to share 
their views. Yet their views are being put into the service of the benefactor. While beneficiaries 
may be better off or have greater income as a result of the intervention, the question here is of 
knowledge production and whose knowledge is represented and allowed to count, which raises an 
interrogation of absences, what is left unsaid, and which perspectives are not represented here – in 
the documents available to the lay reader. These Profiles leave absent any contestation around 
agroecological approaches or conventional agriculture. In this absence, these voices coalesce 
around and promote conventional agriculture.  
 
As a second strategy for epistemic legitimacy, each Profile of Progress includes a featured metric, 
which serves to “scientize” the profile. The Gates Foundation’s strong focus on metrics in the 
profiles demonstrates its commitment to measurement and evaluation. By presenting multiple 
indicators in each profile, the Foundation demonstrates its own attentiveness to measuring (and 
ensuring) progress. However, this also serves to increase the facticity of the narrative. By bolding 
the specific quantified metrics and placing them within the greater narrative of the featured farmer 
and grant activities, the reader simultaneously takes in a personal and heartfelt story and is 
persuaded of the truth-like narrative via the highlighted quantified metrics. See Figure 1, noting 
the bracketed metrics in the center of each page and the bolded numbers in the summary on the 
second page. Furthermore, despite their importance, the indicators tracked by the Foundation are 
never defined for the public. This promotes a simplistic understanding of these indicators, 
presenting them as uncontentious, commonplace, and assumed. The statement, “by 2012, 1.7 
million households in West and Central Africa are expected to increase their annual incomes by 
an average of $150 by using the bags” unproblematically aggregates household level information 
to the international level. While the Cowpea Storage Project profile begins with the assertion that 
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the problem is harvest loss due to weevil infestation, later the emphasis shifts to harvest quality as 
the cause for increases in income. Yet the use of undefined metrics makes indicators appear as 
objective, unproblematic, and self-apparent.   
 
In summary, the headline and featured elements structure the narrative around the programmatic 
intervention: emphasize the temporal change instigated by the project, claim authenticity through 
the use of people’s voices, and achieve facticity through the use of metrics. What appears as a story 
of improved livelihoods may also be read within transnational relationships where benefactors 
build their own legitimacy through the presentation of success.   
 

4.2. Discursive co-constitution of the farmer and the benefactor  

In this section, I demonstrate that African smallholder famers are presented as a single group with 
shared concerns and demonstrate that these presentations result in three archetypical presentations 
of farmers in relationship to the benefactor. I argue that these discursive constructions build 
scaffolding for power structures, such as development donors, to operate on and within. 
 
Generalizations are important to analyze because they make claims that move the experiences of a 
few to a much larger set of individuals. Through generalizations, individual experiences are 
flattened and stereotyping is made easier. Therefore, the group being generalized becomes seen as 
less variable and less complex (Teo, 2000). An analysis of the generalizations posited by the 
Profiles finds a coalescence of the narratives around “smallholder farmers” and direct claims of 
generality. See Table 4 for the linguistic choices which allow the featured beneficiary to serve as a 
stand-in for all smallholder farmers.  
 
Table 4. Generalizations related to “farmers” and featured character as representative 
1 smallholder farmers; smallholder farmers; rural farmers 

Smallholder farmers like Faustina 
Faustina Klutse, smallholder farmer and Farm Radio listener 

2 nation’s smallholder farmers 
Peter Owoahene Acheampong, smallholder farmer 
Acheampong’s success over the past 25 years reflects the significant progress Ghana has made…  

3 African farmers  
Balarabe Kausani, smallholder farmer in northern Nigeria 

4 African Farmers; smallholder farmers in Africa; African smallholder farmers 
Sharifa, Numbi, smallholder farmer in Tanzania  
African farmers like Numbi 
for Numbi and millions of other African farmers 
pushing farming families like Numbi’s  

5 Paul Kimeni Muchai, Kenyan dairy farmer  
Like Paul, others have … 
makes all the difference to farmers like Paul 
Paul is just one of the nearly 173,000 farmers… 

6 small farmers in the developing world 
There are hundreds of millions of people whose lives are like Odetta’s 

7 smallholder farmers  
Temegnush is one of nearly a quarter million smallholder farmers… 
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Italicized font signals a direct generalization from the featured character to greater population of 
farmers 

 
Here linguistic patterns build an understanding of farmers as a monolithic category with shared 
characteristics. The “smallholder farmer” discourse in-the-making here has greater implications, 
“Put simply, how we categorize a social group affects the way we perceive them and relate to them. 
The ideological significance of this is that the less evaluative and more factual generalizations 
appear, the less questionable and more naturalized they become” (Teo, 2008: 17). 
 
But what presentations of farmers are being generalized? I posit three distinct, yet overlapping and 
blurred categorizations are present: Farmer-as-Stagnant, and Farmer-as-User-of-Modern-
Technologies, and Farmer-as-Businessman. I explore each in turn below. The recognition of 
“farmer-as” categorizations directs attention to an analysis of discourse as social practice. By 
taking this approach to discourse analysis, I assess how power/knowledge relationships that are 
“external” to these texts are, in fact, reflected in and reinforced by them (Vavrus and Seghers, 
2010). These typifications are activated by the Profiles in distinct ways to build up the importance 
of the agricultural intervention and build an image of the particular type of person who is meant to 
succeed in agricultural development in the 21st century.  
 
The first archetype is the farmer-as-stagnate, which is applied broadly to all smallholder farmers 
as a background frame to the featured farmer in each Profile. This background frame presents 
farmers as stagnated, stuck, and unsure of how to continue smallholder farming successfully. 
Farmers’ personalities are described as: reluctant, resistant, complaining, and opinionated. They 
are presented as ignorant or unable to help themselves: didn’t know, couldn’t imagine, cannot 
remember anything positive, sell at low prices, use hazardous chemicals that sometimes poison 
people, and experience amazement, e.g. “The farmers are usually quite surprised by the results.” 
Farmers are said to be risk-adverse on their farms, need to “see to believe,” require convincing or 
must be persuaded, and spend years fretting and working hard but get nowhere. See Table 5 for 
quotations from Profiles. These statements construct farmer personality as a barrier to agricultural 
productivity. 
 
The farmer-as-stagnate is solidified through statements such as “Many farmers had resisted…” 
“Having shown farmers the possibilities, Borlaug moved on… Today… they are still using… they 
are still searching… they still haven”t adopted,” and “Changing habits is never easy, and 
researchers have worked hard to persuade African farmers to try something new”. The use of 
temporal devices performs a double duty here: it inserts the historicist narrative throughout the text 
while solidifying the resistive farmer as the problem.  
 
 
Table 5. Farmer as stagnate 
1 Like many farmers in Ghana, Faustina was reluctant to experiment with new crops.  

 “Hearing about the rice from other farmers made it more convincing,” Faustina says. 
Many farmers had resisted trying the new crop not only because it was unfamiliar but also 
because the government didn’t have the resources for follow-up information or guidance 
To his surprise, many of his farmers were listening. 

2 “We didn’t know if anything would ever grow again, but we were starving,” 
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Even with present yields, a frequent complaint of farmers is that markets for some crops 
haven’t been sufficiently developed to absorb their production. 
Villagers bought these curious items with small, low-interest loans and then followed Borlaug’s 
instructions to plant in straight rows and apply the fertilizer and sprays in regular, judicious 
doses. 
Having shown farmers the possibilities, Borlaug moved on to other villages and other African 
countries. But in Fufuo, and most everywhere else Borlaug went in Africa, the gains were 
short-lived. Today, Fufuo is still struggling to return to the heights of the Borlaug years. They 
are still using the same basic seed varieties. Their efforts to communally grow seed for sale 
have expanded, but they are still searching for markets. They still haven’t adopted the higher-
yielding, more nutritious hybrid maize strains says a good promotional campaign is needed to 
get farmers to try the hybrids.  
“When you plant, you make sure the other farmers see what you are doing. They will see the 
improved results,”  

3 Faced with such devastating losses, many farmers don’t want to risk storing their cowpeas. 
Instead, they sell their cowpeas at harvest time when prices are lowest. In the off-season, prices 
can double or triple. Other farmers try to cope with the pests by treating their harvests with 
hazardous pesticides. 
Changing habits is never easy, and researchers have worked hard to persuade African farmers 
to try something new. 
Extension agents return several months later and ask farmers to open their bags in front of the 
entire village. The farmers are usually quite surprised by the results. “I was thinking that I’d 
open it up and see lots of pests. But it was free of pests,” 
After years of fretting over his cowpea harvest, Balarabe is optimistic about the future. 

4 More than 2 million smallholder farmers in Africa are already realizing the benefits of higher 
yields and incomes from these new maize varieties. 
Improved crops can’t help farmers unless farmers want to use them. 
The farmers have not been afraid to let their opinions be heard. 

5 The hardest thing was getting the knowledge and money to help them produce more milk.  
These cooperatives are the glue that holds the farmers together. By pooling their milk, farmers 
can get more for it.  
It’s this reliable place to sell their milk that makes all the difference to farmers like Paul,  

6 She’s been working the same tiny plot of land for 20 years, making less than a dollar a day. 
So they work hard, but they get no traction, and they usually stay hungry and poor. 
For the first time in anyone’s memory, these farmers earned a handsome profit for their 
harvests. 
Nearly everyone in Odetta’s village has a story of changed fortunes, 
And for the first time in her life she doesn’t view her small farm as a barrier to a better life. 

7 “I would never have thought chickpea could bring me such high returns,” says 50-year-old 
Temegnush, scooping her hand into the recently harvested legumes. 
In addition to helping her test the improved seed varieties “risk free,” 

 
The second categorization is farmer-as-modern in which farmers are encouraged to continue 
smallholder farming but with new agricultural technologies. Although not immediately obvious, 
five of the seven profiles portray improved seed as the solution to improving agricultural 
productivity of smallholder farming. The other two profiles encourage hybrid dairy cows amidst 
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other trainings and cooperative development, and the purchase of a storage bag to prevent 
infestation. These solutions bring agribusiness into the lives of smallholder farmers. The idea 
endorsed by the Profiles is that if farmers overcame their resistant personalities and adopted modern 
agricultural technologies, namely improved seed, their agricultural productivity would increase. 
Although the Profiles acknowledge drought, disease, and climate change as concerns to 
productivity, improved seeds are presented as the sole technological solution.  
 
Table 6. Farmer as user of modern technologies 
1 encouraging listeners to plant a drought-and disease-resistant rice variety 

providing information on disease-resistant crops, composting, animal housing, soil and water 
management, and a range of other vital agricultural issues. 
promoted the high-yielding rice, New Rice for Africa (NERICA) 

2 With new seed strains developed by scientists and distributed to farmers,  
Yields of many crops lag far behind yields in other parts of the world due to an under-use of 
current technology, such as hybrid seeds and fertilizer, and weak extension services. 
only a tiny amount of the maize grown in the country is from higher-yielding hybrid seed 
that has long been common elsewhere in the world. 
Norman Borlaug, an American crop breeder whose new wheat strains ignited the 
Green Revolution, tried to plant the seeds of revolution in Africa. In 1986, he traveled 
to Ghana, bearing seeds of a new variety of maize high in protein. 
The elderly, white-haired visitor stopped in the village of Fufuo and distributed bags of 
fertilizer to revitalize the soil and bottles of weed killer to help the farmers till more land.  
works with farmers to develop the best varieties for them. 

3 introduce African farmers to a simple solution: an inexpensive, triple-layer bag  
The Purdue Improved Cowpea Storage (PICS) bag is made from two inner high-density 
polyethylene plastic bags and an outer nylon sack. Sold for about $2 each, the rugged bags 
can be triple-tied, providing an airtight seal for long-term, pest-free storage. 

4 New varieties of maize, however, are giving her something once unimaginable: insurance 
against hunger. 
The maize varieties can withstand drought, allowing them to thrive—even when there is no 
rain. these drought-tolerant maize varieties are giving African farmers powerful tools to 
adapt to the changing climate. 
Getting these improved maize varieties into the hands of African farmers like Numbi is the 
product of more than two decades of research 

5 Increasing ownership of cross-bred cows 
Through cooperative “hubs,” farmers receive training on how to take care of their livestock, 
and services including artificial insemination and veterinary health care. Financial services 
through the co-op give them much-needed access to money that they can invest in their 
farms. Cooperative-hosted chilling plants collect milk from farmers in the area, and it is sold 
in bulk to the growing formal market. 
This reliability of selling and receiving payment is as powerful as the cooperatives 

6 These farming families don’t have quality tools, good seeds, reliable markets, or money to 
get the most from their farms.  
If the farmers produced quality maize and beans, WFP would buy it for a premium price and 
help the farmers find other buyers. 



Language, Discourse & Society, vol. 7, no. 2(14), 2019 
 

 

101 

7 the project also gave her invaluable farming advice, including information about crop 
rotation, how to obtain improved seed and manage her crop, and marketing techniques. 
Working in 10 countries, the project has brought improved varieties of six major grain 
legumes to smallholder farmers, and much-needed farmer education programs. 

 
The third archetype is farmer-as-businessman, which presents the featured, successful farmers as 
those who have experienced a cognitive, personality shift to a modern business mentality. 
Therefore, in order for a farmer to increase productivity not only is a modern technical intervention 
needed but also a cognitive shift away from farming as a way of life to farming as a business 
endeavor is needed: “Now, people are thinking of farming as an investment, and a business” and 
“For the first time in her life she doesn’t view her small farm as a barrier to a better life. Far from 
it. It’s her ticket to a more prosperous future…” Farming is wealth,” she says. Farmers in this 
category are the opposite of those in Farmer-as-Stagnate: they are instead confident, willing to try 
new things and take on challenges, hardworking, hopeful, and ambitious. Several of the Profiles 
highlight farmers who have won local competitions to be “model farmers,” highlighting their 
exceptionalism amongst the backdrop of the stagnate farmers that make up their communities. 
 
The Profiles go further, positing that if farmers could overcome their reluctance to these 
interventions and adopt new agricultural technologies, they will take on new identities and values: 
“More than money, however, P4P [Purchase for Progress] has brought something to this 
community that money cannot buy: an identity. ‘People here used to grow maize in despair. Now 
we see the value in what we’re doing.’” The Profiles carry this into the future by addressing the 
generationality of farming, hoping their children will continue it. Through these processes, the 
farmers take on the characteristics of businesspeople: interested in competition, accountability, and 
expanding one’s business. These statements construct the idea that if farmers overcome their 
hesitancies, adopt modern technologies in farming, they can be modern businesspeople following 
in the footsteps of Western countries.  
 
Table 7. Farmer as modern businesspeople 
1 after listening to the program, she decided to give it a try. Week after week, she tuned into the 

show to hear farmers and government agricultural extension agents offer advice on where to 
buy the seed, how to prepare the soil, when to plant, and how to tend the rice fields. 

“There is now happiness in my house. I never had enough money.” 
2 Acheampong’s family has a thriving cocoa business, allowing him to expand and grow more 

food. 
“From the beginning, I’ve thought of farming as a business” 
“All the farmers should introduce these new seeds,” says one farmer, inspecting the new 
varieties. “It will improve our lives.” 

3 “Because of the quality of the cowpeas, you can add 20 percent to the price. We are making 
more money.”  
“When the demand is high, that’s when I’ll sell them,” Balarabe says. “I am confident 
that even if I wait until next year to sell them, the cowpeas will be fine.” 

4 “We have been working hard, and the harder we work, it gives us more hope that in the future 
maybe we can be better off.”  
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The tall, healthy stalks of maize rising from Numbi’s fields are one of its best advertisements. 
Whenever other farmers stop to admire her maize, Numbi says, “I advise them to adopt this 
variety if they really want to change their lives.” 

5 Paul Kimeni Muchai’s quiet character belies his ambition. 
Dairy farming is a way of living with so much promise, Paul explains, that he hopes his son 
follows in his footsteps. 
Unsatisfied, and looking for a better life, he moved home to become a farmer like his father. 
When he learned about the EADD, and the benefits of joining the Ol Kalou Dairies 
Cooperative, he signed up. And it has paid off. 
“When these groups get together, they can inspire each other to be accountable,” says 
Ambrose, “and there’s even a sense of competition among the farmers to be “the  best.” 
“Now, people are thinking of farming as an investment, and a business,” says Ambrose. 

6 Odetta’s local farming cooperative accepted the challenge, and thanks to WFP training, they 
were able to sell their surplus maize and beans to the WFP and other buyers. 
What’s more, she’s provided part-time employment to eight of her neighbors who help with 
planting and harvesting. 
so they can become competitive players in the marketplace. 
“People here used to grow maize in despair. Now we see the value in what we’re doing.” 
she doesn’t view her small farm as a barrier to a better life. Far from it. It’s her ticket to a more 
prosperous future. 

7 Pleased with the results from one of the high-yielding, drought-tolerant, and pest-resistant 
varieties she tested, 
“I started sowing the improved chickpea variety three years ago, and it was the best decision 
I made.” 
when all stakeholders work together to meet a healthy market demand. 
“The high yields and market value of chickpea last season meant I could buy a second pair of 
oxen. I lend these to neighboring farmers,” 

 
The historicist agenda then becomes subtly layered: it is not solely an intervention in which the 
West gives/provides assistance, but Africans themselves must partner with the West and embrace 
the intervention in order to benefit from the tools, technology, and knowledge. In the Profiles, 
featured farmers are positioned as adopters in a context of rejecters. Taken in total, the farmers are 
presented as having to overcome suspicions, ignorance, risk-averse behaviors in order to benefit 
from the intervention. Taken together, these categorizations present African farmers in need of 
modernization in cultural, material, and cognitive—all elements which co-constitute the need for 
intervention by Western institutions. 
 

Discussion 
 
I demonstrated how these success stories offer a meaningful source of data for critical discourse 
analysis and understanding how power and knowledge operate in mundane organizational 
practices. First, I show how headlines, quotes, and numbers are operationalized to build a positive 
“at a glance” understanding of agricultural development projects which presents the authoring 
organization as legitimate and authoritative. Secondly, I showed how these stories reinforce a 
historicist logic through their presentations of farmers. The underlying logic of the stories in the 
profiles typify smallholder farmers into subjects acting in ways that not only legitimate the 
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benefactor, but reinforce a historicist understanding of the relationship between the global North 
and South, with the global North as “ahead” of the rest and capitalism and its principles 
progressively bringing new places and people into the global fold of modernity. The presentation 
of farmers “in need of modernizing” reinforces the relational role of Westerners and Western 
technology as the moral and civilizing benefactor. Without the farmer in need of assistance, what 
is the West? What is a “developed” country? When discourses become naturalized, we stop 
perceiving them as contested, but rather imagine their substantive content as common, normal, and 
acceptable. Once naturalized, ideologies as expressed through discourse, become taken-for-granted 
and contradictions to the discourse are considered illegitimate and often marginalized. 
 
Not only do these profiles build discursive constructions of smallholder farmers, but they serve 
organizational legitimacy and reinforce larger development paradigms as well. Given that “in 
organizational contexts, discourse functions as both the cause and solution for many of the systemic 
problems humans face” (Groscurth, 2011: 296), these Profiles highlight the circular nature of the 
Foundation’s evaluation and documentation processes. For example, in the Purchase for Progress 
profile the reader is told “these farming families don’t have quality tools, good seeds, reliable 
markets, or money to get the most from their farms. So they work hard, but they get no traction, 
and they usually stay hungry and poor.” With this linguistic maneuver, the solution is already 
defined as tools, seeds, markets, and microfinance, which parallels the Gates Foundation’s strategy 
in agricultural development. Therefore, the Gates Foundation is able to gain authority by 
determining the problem, its related solution, and then evaluating its own projects—all self-
referential. In presenting Western technology as the solution, this reinforces the historicist 
mentality that the West is ahead and must assist the incorporation of those not yet in the full fold 
of capitalism. These shifts are made possible by the void of agroecological approaches in the 
Profiles, resulting in a singular path forward. Relatedly, these Profiles link upwards to larger trends 
in the agricultural development space, reinforcing macro policy through micro justifications. For 
example, the Drought-Tolerant Maize Profile endorses a techno-fix for climate change, the Ghana 
profile supports the Comprehensive African Agricultural Development Program (CAADP), and 
the Farm Radio Program Profile’s unstated purpose is to drive farmer demand for NERICA rice. 
Discourse reproduces itself while legitimating higher level policy and epistemes. These epistemes 
narrowly define the solution to agricultural development in the twenty-first century.   
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Abstract 
 
The arguments embraced here are those that examine the discourses of parliamentarians and their 
proposals that represent Evangelical fundamentalism with the support of conservatism of a moral 
and religious character, no longer exclusive to the right-wing Catholics, as pointed out in the 
literature of Political Science. The interpretation of religious politicians' speeches is as legitimate 
and necessary as the discussion of the reverse of secularization and the increasing presence of 
religion in politics. Secularity is only an issue in Brazilian politics nowadays because of the conflict 
between conservative evangelical parliamentarians and Brazilian scientists. The latter are 
representatives of the scientific theories of evolutionism and proponents of scientific research on 
stem cells and embryos, considered as early as the beginning of the 20th century as threats to 
Christian civilization according to the Bible. The former, some of them propagators of the Bible, 
repeat this argument in public discourse, a symptom of fundamentalism as defined by Marsden. It 
discusses then the dispute between politics of morality and the process of informalization and 
permissiveness that have gained much widespread support of the young population since the 1960s. 
This dispute is still going on in Brazil, a country that has aroused the interest of missionaries 
because of its customs and non-Christian religions, especially Afro-Brazilians. The political crisis 
and the flaws of a fragmented public security policy has also called attention to the issues relative 
to the possession and use of guns as well as the role of repressive policies considered by the 
fundamentalist members of a divided Evangelical Front as the only way to stop violence and crime. 
This discourse is in flagrant contradiction with their defense of life in pregnancies. 
 

Keywords 
Religious actors; Democracy; Discourse; Evangelicals; Parliament.  

 
16 Rafael Bruno Gonçalves. Doctoral degree in Sociology, Institute of Social and Political Studies of the State 
University of Rio de Janeiro (IESP-UERJ), rafaelbruno1980@gmail.com. 
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Introduction 
 
The insertion of evangelicals—historical Protestants, classical Pentecostals and neo-Pentecostals—
in the Brazilian political scene, brought to the legislative sphere a confessional rhetoric that, over 
the years, has changed its character, resulting from its combination with other discursive tendencies 
characteristic of the environment. This reveals the capacity of political articulation and the 
disposition of the evangelical parliamentarians in the treatment of the subjects that appear on the 
agenda in this space. The subjects include research on human embryonic stem cells, abortion, 
homosexuality, alcohol consumption, smoking, among other topics, that emerge in the political 
sphere. They are transformed by the rhetoric employed by these evangelical segments, as well as 
the constitution of statements, and the discursive formations in this disputed scenario, comprised 
of the ideological attributes that emerge as political and religious speech are modified and made 
more complex to be effective in parliament. These are transformations of content, enunciation and 
circulation of themes. 

 
Evangelicals are no longer an aversive segment of political affairs, but a group in accordance with 
the strictly political discourse. In a way, this demonstrates the ability of these political actors to 
interpret and negotiate, especially when it comes to corporate or religious issues. However, the 
discourse of the evangelicals is heterogeneous, that is, there is a plurality of positions on the most 
diverse themes that are emerging, including those from parliamentarians who belong to the 
Evangelical Parliamentary Front, which makes the statement that there is a cohesive evangelical 
group that always votes in unity. 

 
The studies on evangelical churches in Brazil have always emphasized the impressive growth of 
their followers, and the great impact the new faith had on social life, addressing mainly themes 
such as the denominations of their organizations, the believers’ relationship with the church and its 
doctrine, their customary religious practices. The scholarly discussion on how and when 
evangelicals participate in politics has mainly focused on issues of secularization as well as the 
reverse of secularization or the re-enchantment of the world. In other words, it adopted the 
perspective that makes the concept of secularization a valuable tool for analysing the relationship 
between religion and the public sphere, between religion and the State (Pierucci, 1989; Freston, 
1994; Fernandes et al, 1996; Mariano & Pierucci, 1992; Mariano, 1995; Bastian, 1999; Novaes, 
2001; Machado, 2006; Oro, 2006; Ttadvald, 2015). 

 
These aspects, according to the studies mentioned, would have contributed to the social and 
political diversification in Brazil, as well as to a stimulating discussion about the thesis of 
secularization as advocated by Weber (1963 and 1997), a thesis that has been criticized and 
reformulated. In this theory, the process of rationalization in modern Western countries had 
produced the division between religion and other planes of social life because religious values had 
lost centrality in the modern world, replaced by the rationality of scientific thought. This would 
provoke the disenchantment of the world and secularization—emancipating the instrumental and 
secular rationality from religious dogmas or faiths.  

 
 



Language, Discourse & Society, vol. 7, no. 2(14), 2019 

 

109 

 
The researchers of this process in Brazil point to the development of a public space for evangelical 
agents but ignore that religion always had an important place, even before the growth of evangelical 
churches in Brazil (Montero, 2012). Others claim that the secularization process would have been 
reversed with the growth of evangelical churches and their entry into politics (Sell & al., 2016). 
However, these studies have hardly touched upon the themes of fundamentalism17 and political 
conservatism18 adopted by some neo-Pentecostal evangelical religious leaders who have been 
active in the National Congress. Nevertheless, it should be noted that one of the objective 
conditions in sociological research is to bring to consciousness the constraints, forgetfulness or 
flaws that influence the analysis social scientists conduct. 

 
The purpose of this article is to understand the discursive actions of the evangelical segment in the 
Chamber of Deputies, identifying how these congressmen construct their speeches using religious 
rhetoric and confession precepts as justification for performance in front of demands that arise in 
the legislative process. The article focuses on evangelical parliamentarians that are inclined 
towards issues that involve more conservative and repressive legislative deliberations, such as the 
self-defence discourse around gun possession, the change in Brazilian legislation on a reduction of 
the highest penalty and the defence of Israel's military dominance in the Middle East. 

 
For this reason, the forgotten themes are precisely those embraced in this text when examining the 
content and form of discourses used in propositions that have been presented by evangelical 
parliamentarians. Some of them represent the reinforcement of a moral and religious conservatism, 
no longer exclusive to the right-wing Catholics, as pointed out in the literature of Political Science 
(Codato & Oliveira, 2004). This perspective is as legitimate and necessary as the discussion on the 
reverse of secularization and the increasing presence of religion in politics. The reversal of 
secularity is only a concern in Brazilian politics nowadays because of the conflict between 
conservative evangelical parliamentarians and Brazilian scientists. The latter are representatives of 
the scientific theories of evolutionism and proponents of scientific research on stem cells and 
embryos, considered earlier, at the beginning of the 20th century, as threats to Christian civilization 
embodied in the Bible. The former, some of them strict broadcasters of the Bible, repeat this 
argument in public discourse that became a symptom of fundamentalism as defined by Marsden 
(1980) one hundred years ago. 

 

 
17The concept of fundamentalism (Bottomore & Alia, 2019) entered into the works of various sociologists of religion 
from the seminal work of George Marsden who studied the connection between Protestantism and American culture. 
According to this well-known author, Fundamentalism was a movement initiated in the 1920s by those who were 
displeased with what had provoked the profound cultural and intellectual crisis in the twentieth century. Among the 
faithful, this crisis was blamed on modernism and its rationality, as expressed in the theories of evolution that had 
shaken the biblical foundations of American civilization, founded by Puritans and other Protestants who fled from 
religious persecution or from the deterioration of their churches' precepts. Evolutionism was then considered the 
greatest threat to Christianity as a religion and a civilization. Subsequently, the movement took on such a dimension 
that it began to be analysed in other religions, and in ideologies of political parties. 
18The concept of conservatism appears in discourses as the aversion to change, or the willingness to keep things as 
they have always been, an aversion that would be triggered by the outbreak of any rapid change (Bottomore & Alia, 
2019). In Norberto Bobbio's Dictionary of Politics, conservatism is associated with party ideologies designed to 
organize consensus for political actions and government practices, thus differentiated from ideologies that discuss the 
legitimacy of power, directed at participating communities or collectivities. 
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Such discursive interventions by religious actors in politics have long roused the interest of 
sociologists in other countries who analyse how secularization did not prevent religious 
interferences in what they call the politics of morality (Fink, 2008; Larsson & Green-Pedersen, 
2013; Knill et al., 2014). Although Fink underlined the influence of the Catholic Church on 
legislation of abortion or same-sex marriage, there is a clear hegemony of theories that admit its 
effect on political dynamics for delaying decisions, but not for the rigidity of legislation. European 
Catholic countries have already admitted the continuity of the revolution on customs, or the 
informalization process that had begun in the 1960s, that religious morality could not prevent. In 
other words, the moralistic discourses did not inhibit the general tendency of permissiveness 
observed in present morality policies, such as legal abortion, euthanasia, artificial reproduction and 
same-sex marriage that are currently present in social practices as well as in laws. Even a recent 
study that compares many religions and countries, concludes that the effects of religious discourse 
are more pronounced during phases in which differences increase inside a country, since religious 
speech, in fact, slows down the reform process (Budde et al., 2018). Nevertheless, religious effects 
weaken whenever a policy convergence between countries appears. In other words, the religious 
speech factor is important but is not the only one and will lose its dominant role whenever the 
national debate is driven by other international political agendas (Budde et al., 2018).  

 
The latest studies point to a lack of research on Protestantism and Islam but warn that it is not 
enough to consider only the strength of churches and political institutions of a country. To these 
issues one must add the relevance of informality structures or the process of informalization (Knill 
& al., 2014; Wouters, 2011) that vary among countries, change over time, but certainly lessen the 
influence of churches and their moral discourses. 

 
In Brazil, such debate on the politics of morality are still going on, as a result of several conflicting 
processes: the weakening of the Catholic Church, the growth of neo-Pentecostal denominations 
(most of which are politically conservative and morally rigid), the growing fear of violent crimes 
(a serious problem in the country), as well as the informalization process in some urban areas. It is 
not yet clear what will be the outcome of these debates inside and outside the National Congress, 
even harsher after the election of an extreme right-wing president.19 

 
But this article is focused on an extensive research of the discourses made inside the National 
Congress by some evangelical parliamentarians, carefully analysing the voting of these for each of 
the Law Projects (PL) presented around the themes related to the conservative agenda. Discussions 
around it have been prominent within the National Congress, some of which were addressed in a 
doctoral thesis on topics related to the politics of morality, such as, the prohibition of abortion and 
embryonic stem cell research, of which the main argument has been “the defence of life”. 
(Gonçalves, 2016).  
 
 

 
19 Jair Bolsonaro is now the head of the Executive. Environmental, gender and public security policies have been 
changed from top to bottom, according to the values of the main political force that elected him, i.e. conservative 
evangelical believers. However, the debate is even more mordant against his evangelical ministers and their 
polarized and moralistic speeches.  
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1. Methodology 
 
Regarding the methodological steps of this investigation, the first step consisted of a literature 
review of investigations already carried out by different authors (Freston, 1994; Pierucci; 
Mariano, 1992; Novaes, 2001; Machado, 2006) on the insertion of evangelicals in Brazilian 
politics, especially their participation in the National Legislature. After this first stage, the 
reading was followed by an analysis of some news published in newspapers, websites and 
magazines in the period that refers to the beginning of the legislative work of these evangelical 
parliamentarians. With regard to the process of development of research, priority was given to 
statements from evangelical parliamentarians with mandates in the last legislatures of the 
Chamber of Deputies. Such pronouncements were found in the Official Journals and the House of 
Representatives website. The themes being researched were selected through a previous reading 
of the news of the Official Portal of the Evangelical Parliamentary Front and the official 
magazine of the organization. Also used as a reference in the identification of these themes, the 
electronic bulletins for monitoring the parliamentary mandates made available by the Chamber of 
Deputies through the creation of a register that allows the receipt of information on the work of 
each deputy.  After identifying the most recurrent subjects that constituted the major themes 
investigated in the article, that is, the remarkable subjects, the moment of collection of these 
subjects in the Official Journals began. The search was carried out at the Chamber of Deputies 
Bank of Speech and Shorthand Notes. 

 
Thus, the corpus of analysis was the discourses of the evangelical parliamentarians in the Federal 
Chamber from the time when the Evangelical Parliamentary Front was created in 2003 until 
2015, when a serious political crisis ended with the impeachment of former president Dilma 
Roussef. The basis for interpretations were based on the forms the used to shape their speeches in 
the National Congress, as well as their ability to exert influence in the secular political field.  

 
From the start, one noticed a particular characteristic of this religious segment regarding their 
discourses: they were almost always reactions to initiatives on the parliamentary agendas that 
were not elaborated by evangelicals, as a way to demarcate their political identity in opposition to 
other groups. Linked to the division lines between Evangelicals and the others, the evangelical 
discourse also appears as a propositional discourse whenever it seeks to respond to certain claims 
that are perceived by evangelicals as "offenses" and "attacks" on religious freedom, on family 
traditional, on life from conception, on morality in general. It is a common strategy of evangelical 
politicians to speak as a threatened segment whose purpose is to awaken supporters to defend 
their demands concerning delivering society from evil, which is identified with scientific 
progress, Afro-Brazilian religions, homosexuality, abortion and other private issues that are 
presented as demanding urgent public action. 

 
However, the statements of evangelical parliamentarians are not directed only to moral subjects; 
on the contrary, it is perceived that, although they always mention morality and evil, evangelical 
deputies pay attention to the typically political issues that arise in Parliament. Even if initially 
presented as a segment averse to political matters, evangelicals have begun to be a group 
concerned also with strictly political matters, showing a capacity for negotiation, especially when 
it comes to issues that have impact on corporate or religious interests.  
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Thus, the political discourse of the evangelicals in the Federal Chamber, including those of the 
members of the Evangelical Parliamentary Front, is heterogeneous, that is, there is a plurality of 
positions in the face of the most diverse topics that emerge. It is therefore problematic to affirm 
that there is a cohesive evangelical group that always votes together. Congruences and 
discrepancies on the main subjects treated by these parliamentarians, as well as the 
transformations on their rhetoric were verified.  The discursive formations appeared in a scenario 
of disputes, so that the attributes that appear as political and religious speech are modified and 
made more complex for effectiveness in Parliament.  
 
The evangelical conservative inclination was also recognised at the parliamentary fronts depicted 
as carrying forward interests that ended up converging in proposals to reduce the legal age for 
responding to a judicial process, changing the Statute of Disarmament created in 2005, and stating 
an unconditional support for the State of Israel. These themes were highlighted by conservative 
groups working in the Parliamentary Front for Public Security, the Evangelical Parliamentary Front 
and the Parliamentary Front for Agriculture, informally known as the "Bullet Bench", the "Bible 
Bench" and the “Beef Bench" by their opponents. This article goes beyond the more common 
concern with the insertion of evangelicals, mainly Pentecostals and Neo-Pentecostals, within the 
Brazilian political space. It analyses the institutional factors that work in this regard: the weak party 
institutionalization in Brazil, the weak presence of the State along the less favoured social 
segments, and the organization of evangelical churches with enough penetration in this sector that 
allows a strong political influence on their poorer followers. 

 
When one looks at the political participation of these Pentecostal and Neo-Pentecostal churches, 
one sees that the majority of parliamentary members are linked to parties of right and centre-right 
positions, according to the ideological spectrum. This persistent connection over the years 
demonstrates the growth of a new conservative political movement more concerned with attacking 
science, and procedures for acknowledging gender or religious diversity, as it happened at the 
beginning of 20th Century in the United States of America. Former President Eduardo Cunha 
(PMDB-RJ), a member of the Assembly of God Church and a former member of the Evangelical 
Parliamentary Front, has occupied the presidency of the Chamber of Deputies between 2013 and 
2016. Cunha had a parliamentary agenda that went from the defence of interests of business sectors 
related to the field of telecommunications, transportation and construction, the main financiers of 
his electoral campaigns, to the presentation of Constitutional Laws and Amendments that meet the 
ideological aspirations of sectors linked to the evangelical segment, especially neo-Pentecostal. 
One of them was PL7382 / 2010 that established penalties for any act that refers to discrimination 
against heterosexuals, as well as PEC 164/2012, which determined the inviolability of the right to 
life from the moment of conception. 

 
Exactly because it is a culturally and religiously diverse country with many African or indigenous 
religions, Brazil has become an attractive field for reformers who wanted to Christianize or purify 
the people, if not for building a society free of absolute evil but certainly for granting them refuge 
in their faith through a battle against it. Brazil is also a country that lends itself to research on such 
issues precisely because it has been going through a process of democratization and affirmation of 
rights, accompanied by a remarkable growth of new religious denominations, especially neo-
Pentecostals, to the detriment of the Catholic Church and Afro-Brazilian religions, such as 
Candomblé and Umbanda. The increase of the population that professes one of the neo-Pentecostal 
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denominations has been considered directly proportional to the fall of the Brazilian population that 
professes the Catholic faith and cults of Candomblé and Umbanda, although the religious traffic 
between these last religions and the neo-Pentecostal groups is maintained. Moreover, this process 
is related to the dismount of the Base Ecclesiastical Communities (CEB) that were developed under 
the Theology of Liberation in order to struggle for the poor’s or people's social rights. These 
communities, supported by the Catholic left, spread during the 1970s and 1980s in favelas and poor 
peripheries of large Brazilian cities like Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, as well as among poor rural 
labourers. In the 1990s, the Vatican decided to indict the Brazilian bishops responsible for this 
important movement that was the basis for popular parties like Workers' Party (PT). In the void 
created by the halt of communitarian associations in poor areas, the neo-Pentecostal churches found 
orphaned people full of affliction and in need of answers as well as care. That is a main content of 
their discourse: care for the suffering and disoriented people.  

 
The Evangelical Parliamentary Front gained prominence and vows to underline the defence of 
traditional family values, such as the lives of embryos and foetuses, and the heterosexual family 
built in religious marriage. Therefore, opposition to the recognition of same-sex marriage, abortion, 
and scientific research done with embryos has characterized its main parliamentary action. 
Recently, Congressman Eduardo Cunha, now in prison for corruption, presented the Bill 5.069 that 
makes abortion difficult even for women who are victims of rape. This legislative activity could be 
understood as conservatism in favour of life by itself and "good behaviour", in an evident attempt 
to moralize or civilize social practices of the Brazilian population in which marital unions are often 
informal and temporary. 

 
On the other hand, however, parliamentary activity is far from defending life and peace. Members 
of the same group have advocated themes such as reducing the legal age for responding to crime, 
undoing the Disarmament Statute, and supporting Israel's military intervention in the Middle East. 
Other issues of the conservative agenda were thus related to State actions on crime or insurgencies, 
supporting repressive internal and external policies. These three themes occupied the discourses 
given by members of the Evangelical Parliamentary Front and the Parliamentary Front of Public 
Security: Firstly, the position on the legislative proposal that deals with the reduction of criminal 
legal age from 18 to 16 years old, which would allow Brazilian system of justice to indict and judge 
adolescents as adults, giving them sentences of imprisonment, that is, putting them in 
penitentiaries, away from their families and in the company of adult criminals even for petty crimes. 
Secondly, revoking the Disarmament Statute would have the unquestionable consequence of 
putting a greater number of—and therefore more accessible—guns into circulation for all those 
who seek to resolve conflicts by armed confrontation.20 Thirdly, commitment to belligerent actions 
also becomes evident in the defence of Israel's military intervention, a surprising identification, for 
Christianity has emerged in conflict with Judaism. The neo-Pentecostal parliamentary members 
have defended the supremacy of the State of Israel in the Middle East, and justified segregation 
and local war against Palestinians21. How can one explain such belligerent positions?  

 

 
20The president Jair Bolsonaro has just issued a decree increasing the categories of people that can be legally armed, 
as well as the number of guns and ammunition that they can buy.  
21President Jair Bolsonaro tried to transfer the Brazilian Embassy in Israel to Jerusalem, but Arabic countries threatened 
putting an end to commerce with Brazil.  
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2. Relations between politics, society and religion  
 

The debate about the connections between religion and society has concentrated much more on the 
impact it would have on differential economic growth between countries in the world. From the 
Weberian theses, on the importance of the process of rationalization and the ideas of predestination 
for the constitution of an ethic of daily behaviour among Protestants, especially the Calvinists, this 
discussion has acquired theoretical contours and empirical accuracies that have involved much 
research around the world. One author points out that, in fact, religion has been a tremendous force 
throughout history, in every corner of the globe since it would have been more responsible for 
human deaths than class exploitation and the market. Over the centuries, says the author, given the 
resources that religions have controlled and their power over individuals’ hearts and minds, we 
should expect that following some religious practice would still have greater economic 
consequences (Iyer, 2015). 

 
Recently, Robert J. Barro and Rachel M. McCleary (2003), Harvard University, have revisited the 
study of religious bearing on economic life by the dimension of beliefs, somehow criticizing the 
secularization theory. In this study, they investigated the correlation between variables such as 
church attendance and belief in heaven and hell, comparing economic growth indices from 1965 
to 1995. They took religion as an independent variable with independent determinants or correlates 
of the economy and assumed the hypothesis that there would be a positive correlation between 
certain religious beliefs and economic performance, considering the diverse practices of 
participation and the various beliefs in the afterlife (Barro & Mccleary, 2003: 761-2). Religion 
would affect economic activity mainly through the promotion of religious beliefs that influence 
individual traits such as honesty, work ethic, frugality etc. Beliefs in heaven and hell could affect 
these characteristics by creating the perception of rewards and punishments for "good" and "bad" 
behaviour in one's life (Barro & Mccleary, 2003: 771). In this perspective, organized religion, and 
more specifically, attendance at religious services, would affect beliefs that would affect individual 
traits that would affect aggregate economic effects. The study confirmed the assumption that 
greater economic development is associated with lower religiosity, which is understood as 
participation in religious activities, that is, in the country where the church was most attended they 
would take time and readiness from other activities (Barro & Mccleary, 2003: 778). But in two 
countries where attendance at religious service was essentially the same, the one in which people 
demonstrated greater belief in heaven and hell had experienced faster economic growth. 

 
This "quantitative approach to the study of religion" relies on the assumption that the Christian 
religion can affect the economy by promoting beliefs that influence productivity, emphasizing 
characteristics such as frugality, effort, and honesty. A widespread feeling that such behaviour may 
eventually be rewarded - belief in heaven - or that lack of such behaviour can be punished -belief 
in hell - can therefore promote economic growth. However, if more people and resources are 
dedicated to religious services, i.e., a higher level of religious participation, this tends to decrease 
productivity in the economy. In other words, national economies can perform better whenever 
people have relatively higher levels of religious beliefs than higher religious participation. 

 
In Brazil, the debate about the relationship between religion and economic action was based on 
which dimension would be the determinant of the others. Studies, such as Dias Duarte (2014), 
emphasize the importance of values, influenced by the thinking of Louis Dumont, author who 
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analysed complex societies by the predominance of the hierarchical or individualist principle that 
he understood as a historical phenomenon. It would be this trait of ideology, internalized by 
individuals that would explain religious adherence, individualistic or hierarchical. Others, such as 
Arenari (2015), adopt the Marxist or materialist perspective and understand the growth of 
adherence to evangelical churches, especially Pentecostalism, as an effect of the capitalist system 
expansion. Pentecostalism would be a typical religious form in the periphery of the capitalist 
system, being directly related to the members of the social classes who began to be crowded and 
broken in such societies. They did not address the political issues related to the class situation in a 
developing democracy. 
 
However, quantitative studies of the relationship between religion and the economy, as discussed 
here, do not say anything about the effects of religion on the institutionality and development of 
democracy in the examined countries. Could belief in hell, for example, have effects on how 
political opponents are perceived by believers? Would the strength of such beliefs as expressed in 
political discourses encourage antagonism and religious intolerance or belligerence? 
 
Weber also analysed the relationship between religion and politics, addressing issues such as the 
institutionalization of state-bound churches, pacifism as a way out of wars, the removal of any 
political involvement from the displeasure that political transactions provoke. In his historical 
approach, Weber always worried about the specific circumstances in order to understand one or 
another stance adopted by the religious leader. During the Roman Empire, the Christian religion of 
fraternal love, which renounced any violence, was understood not by interest in social reform, but 
by the complete loss of political concerns, that is, indifference to the warrior struggle for power 
(Weber, 1963: 225). During the Reformation, coexistence between asceticism and structures of 
power as instruments of the world's ethical transformation were not easy. Weber pointed out it 
happened because an even greater abandonment of ascetic values, than that existing in enrichment-
oriented economic activities, would appear in public pronouncements of the struggle for power, in 
the plots, agreements and political compromises (op.cit. 226). 
 
The postures on aggressive dispute or war have also been multiple among Protestants (Weber, 
op.cit.: 228-230). The Quakers, in the United States, were organized on the foundation of pacifism 
and thrived alongside the natives without ever resorting to guns or violence. In other 
denominations, attitudes varied according to the nature of the struggle in question, either to defend 
religious freedom against an abusive political authority, or to participate in the struggle for political 
power. Luther completely rejected revolutions or religious wars and abstained from participating 
in the game for the rational control of the world by demanding that the latter should follow ethically 
rationalized demands. In Calvinism, it was a religious obligation to defend, by violent means, 
religion against tyranny which would prevent the propagation or profession of the faith, but only 
when religious authority took the initiative of resistance through the use of force. In the religions 
or sects that developed the missionary enterprise as a war, practitioners embarked on the project of 
a religious revolution which they responded to as a call, even when they acted as mercenaries. 
Therefore, the most vocal militants of evangelism seem to be Calvinists and Puritans, that is, the 
English Calvinist groups who were called Puritans because they sought to purify the Anglican 
Church from the residue of Catholic ritualism by bringing its liturgy closer to Calvinism. The idea 
of purification reinforced the idea of an absolute evil that should be condemned in many words so 
that the purified good prevailed. They were the ones who populated the United States and South 
Africa, where repression of non-Christian religions was more pronounced and racial segregation 
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became legal. Therefore, segregation seems to harmonize with the purification of social practices 
and beliefs, or the dichotomy between good and evil. Weber (1997: 188-189) states that: 

 
... The world of purity and the world of impurity, from whose mixture 
emanated the fragmentary empirical world, separate themselves 
repeatedly into two detached realms. The more modern eschatological 
hope, however, causes the god of purity and benevolence to vanquish, 
just as Christianity causes the Saviour to triumph over evil. The most 
coherent form of dualism is the worldwide popular conception of heaven 
and hell, which re-establishes God's sovereignty over the evil spirit, 
which is His creature, and thereby believes that divine omnipotence is 
saved.  

 
In any case, the discussion on the relations between religion and society since the beginning of the 
20th century has always dealt with aspects and themes that have made this relationship more 
complex and multifaceted, bringing, even to the debate between religion and economic 
development, between religion and political power, religion and public space, aspects that were not 
previously considered, such as participation, religious diversity and civic culture. The discussion 
on the process of democratization, both with regard to electoral practices and with regard to the 
debate on the institution of citizenship rights in various sectors of social life, can illuminate some 
of the issues to be explored. 
 
One of the possibilities of interpretation and analysis of the effects of religiosity is to study the 
relationship between the political and religious fields to evaluate how religiosity can affect civic 
participation and the postures before the representative electoral process. In this dimension, the 
debate has been around the origins of the democratic game in the various instances of internal 
debate in religious institutions, such as Catholic brotherhoods where elders shared decisions with 
their members. Another important theme concerns the debate on secularism and secularization, the 
Weberian thesis most criticized by sociologists of religion who have dealt with the re-enchantment 
of the world, that is, the return of a religious discourse to symbolize or justify everyday practices, 
especially political ones. 
 
However, the theme less analysed is the one that brings to light the effects of a vision of absolute 
evil, that is the belief in devil, and how it impacts common sense talks, informing every day social 
practices and forming individual subjectivity. The idea that a belief in hell and devil is important 
for economic growth must be rethought in the light of its consequences for conviviality, especially 
in liberal democracies. Trying to understand how religion impacts on the political development of 
the country, the consolidation of its democracy, may astonish sociologists and political scientists 
as it acquires negative and threatening aspects regarding the others. 
 
An example coming from Brazil is a case in point. After being prevented by National Indian 
Foundation (FUNAI) from continuing to evangelize indigenous people in Brazil, the missionary of 
the New Tribes of Brazil Mission (MNTB), Onesimo Martins de Castro, an evangelical preacher 
that presents himself as an expert in indigenous cultures, explained the government's decision in 
1991: 
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We know that behind all is the Prince of Darkness who, according to the 
revelation of God in the book of Revelation, "came down to you full of 
wrath, knowing that he had little time left." He also knows that "when the 
gospel is preached in the whole world the end will come," and he and his 
angels will be cast into the lake of fire and brimstone with all the people 
who follow their wiles. It is no wonder that he uses every means to 
postpone this day and one of his main strategies is to prevent the Gospel 
from being announced, especially to isolated peoples. Yet as the Lord Jesus 
himself prophesied, the gates of hell would not prevail against the 
advancement of the Church, and God did not give up revealing himself to 
the Zo'é as well. [...] The work continues! And in a partnership relationship 
between missionary agencies, Brazilian church and indigenous church we 
proceed to the target in the certainty of soon seeing the Zo'é Indians know 
the Word of God and have their messianic expectation fully satisfied 
(Castro, 2008: 148, apud Ribeiro, 2015). 

 
Yet, the same federal government device was not used to protect religions of other ethnic 
minorities, such as the descendants of African slaves who became the preferred object of 
evangelization in the country. Pais de santo and mães de santo, Afro-Brazilian spiritual leaders, as 
well as other adherents who dress in white and carry religious symbols with them, have been the 
target of physical offenses and aggressions. Temples of worship or terreiros have already been 
destroyed by virtue of supposed association of these religions with demonic practices and their 
followers’ alleged incorporation by the devil. For Pentecostals, according to Lehmann (2013, p. 
18), "heaven and hell are indeed here on earth, and the churches offer a cure for the afflictions of 
the world more than a refuge." 
 
The other issue that links religion to politics concerns the internal relations of religious 
congregations, which Weber regards as important matrices for understanding the religious 
bureaucracy that is formed within communities of the believers to preserve the religious order and 
its officials continuing existence (Weber, Op.cit.: 60-79). But relations between leaders, 
bureaucracy and the community of believers are also important in assessing commitments to the 
organization that different churches have. At the religious question lies the supposed opposition 
between community and society, between social dependence ties and individual autonomy as 
defended by the ideology of Protestantism. However, today it is increasingly clear that this 
dichotomy goes far from the real social dynamics of so-called modern or post-modern and post-
industrial societies. Considering above all the meaning that community is acquiring for those living 
in state societies, already institutionalized or in development, it is possible to verify the permanence 
of communities, imaginary or not, desired or real, with which people identify themselves. Tensions 
are placed between the two models – society or community - because patrimonialism and 
clientelism pacts still arise from the possible combinations between community and society 
principles and rules. That is why Bertrand Badie refers to the communitarian culture of the 
politician, that is, the one in which the political space refers to the internal group rather than to the 
external ones or to the national territory, to interpersonal relations of loyalty or dependence more 
than to an abstract system of rules and assignments. (Badie, 1991: 119-123) The result of this 
hybridity is the clear segmentation between interest groups who are fighting for advantages or 
privileges. 
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Finally, there is the confirmation that, by affirming the individual responsibility for success and 
enrichment, by affirming the moral and intellectual superiority of followers of the church—White 
/ European citizens of the institutionalized political field and only of them—evangelization ends 
up creating the exclusion of the most humble, as was evident in the systems of social segregation 
in the United States and South Africa, colonized by Puritan groups and British and Dutch Baptists. 
Open, egalitarian, and pluralistic debate was erected only within the religious community, just as 
the election of the priest was reserved for faithful churchgoers (Hermet, 1991: 136-8). To the 
humble believers remained only obedience to the religious precepts with respect to the "right way" 
or the morally correct life as approved by the church. 
 
It is undeniable, however, the persistent fearless and courageous posture of those who have 
developed the propagation of the Gospels, hence the general denomination of evangelicals, in 
defence of their religious, economic and political values and interests. This posture is also present 
in the work of the Evangelical Parliamentary Front in the Brazilian National Congress. 
 
Yet, the discourses of the Brazilian evangelical parliamentarians offer an overview of the purposes, 
ambivalences and conflicts that the evangelization project can bring when trying to construct a 
world without evil in a hybrid political sphere as the one found in Brazil. This sphere encompasses 
various forms of personal dependency or clientelism in communities, while maintaining adherence 
to individualism; accepts informal or illegal means to reach and remain in strategic positions of 
power, an evil validated by the greater cause, the one in which ends justify the means. 
 
The discourses of the evangelical deputies at the Brazilian National Congress have served to spread 
biblical arguments that justify such bellicose positions, as we shall see below. With regard to the 
reduction of the penal age, there are indications that not all discourses come from moral principles 
or from religious ideology. Economic interests also move congressmen. 
 
The approval of the procedure of Constitutional Amendment Project (PEC) 171/1993, which 
allows the reduction of the criminal legal age from 18 to 16 years, by the Commission of 
Constitution and Justice (CCJ), had the support of 41 deputies, 8 of the Parliamentary Evangelical 
Front. Only one evangelical voted against (Aguinaldo Ribeiro, Progressive Party – Paraiba, (PP-
PB), of the Baptist Church). The text presented by two Evangelical deputies from two Evangelical 
political parties—Rogério Rosso, Social Democratic Party – Federal District (PSD-DF) and André 
Moura, Social Christian Party – Sergipe (PSC-SE)—was also approved in the first round of voting 
in the Federal Chamber of Deputies on July 2, 2015. The approval occurred with the score of 323 
favourable votes and 155 opposites. The deputies of the Evangelical Parliamentary Front voted as 
follows: 55 in favour, 9 against, 10 did not vote. The majority of the Universal Church deputies 
voted in favour of the PEC 171. Most of the members of Assembly of God, another Pentecostal 
church, were also in favour. However, many Baptists, Methodists and Presbyterians opposed or 
did not vote. 
 
At the time of the creation of PEC 171/1993, biblical arguments were used to justify their content, 
abstracting from the social, economic and political context in which they were written, which is 
the standard of religious fundamentalism that seeks to organize society as a whole today. Such 
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biblical precepts were important discursive arguments for the justification and ultimate approval 
of the Constitutional Amendment Project. 

 
At some point in the Old Testament, the prophet Ezekiel gives us the 
perfect dimension of personal responsibility. One does not even think of 
age: "the soul that sinneth, it shall die." (Ezek. 18) From the capacity to 
commit error, to violate the law comes the punishment: to receive also the 
admonition proportional to the crime. At that age, the features that mark 
personal identity are already being created” (Chamber Of Deputies, 1993: 
23063). 

 
The evident ambivalence in the defence of life, with which the evangelical deputies wish to present 
themselves discursively when opposing themselves to Abortion or Embryonic Stem Cell Research, 
appears likewise in the legal basis of the PEC 986/2015. The Constitutional Amendment Project in 
question deals with the Disarmament Statute aiming at retracting the law that created the rules on 
the possession and sale of arms by making it more flexible. Some evangelical deputies of the 
Parliamentary Front of Public Security, among other deputies commonly known as "Bullet Bench", 
use as their most important argument that people want the guns and so that they are just following 
the "popular will". Thus, in order to justify withdrawing the Disarmament Statute, they employ a 
political and pragmatic argument that is far from a religious discourse. Again, according to our 
records, this position is not consensual. Some members of traditional historical and Pentecostal 
churches are not in favour of dismantling this Statute. 
 
 
However, deputies of the Evangelical Front also used biblical psalms to justify the PEC presented 
by a Deputy who is not evangelical. The text, which has acquired a new name - Firearms Control 
Statute - and repeals the previous Disarmament Statute, was approved by a Special Commission in 
October 2015, but still needs to be reviewed by the Senate and the Executive Power. Through it, 
all citizens who meet the minimum requirements established in the new law have the right to carry 
firearms for self-defence and protection of their property. The new text also reduces the minimum 
age for guns purchases from 25 to 21 years, though the firearms cannot be carried anywhere. The 
possession of weapons today is exclusive (besides to members of the Judiciary), to all police 
professional categories existing in the country, except for the Municipal Guards of some cities, 
such as, Rio de Janeiro. Under the new bill, the possession and use of guns would extend to city 
councillors, state and federal deputies as well as senators. 
 
 
The esteem of evangelical leaders for Israel is not a phenomenon that occurs only in Brazil. In the 
United States, for example, there is a movement composed of evangelical defenders of Israel called 
Christian Zionism. This movement defends the existence of the State of Israel and understands that 
any act of this nation is understood as an act of God, a divine orientation, produced by the "chosen 
people." As for Christian Zionists, because Brazilian evangelicals that model themselves on the 
former, any attack against Israel must be repudiated, and the Israeli reaction to these attacks must 
be understood as an attitude of a sovereign state standing against its enemies. 
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Neo-Pentecostalism in Brazil represented mainly by the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God 
(Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus: IURD), has adopted a theological position close to Judaism. 
At the inauguration of the Temple of Solomon of the Universal Church in São Paulo, the bishop 
Edir Macedo opted for a new look, wearing tallit and kippah, traditional Jewish clothing. At that 
time, the hymn of Israel was performed during the liturgy of the inauguration and other ceremonies. 
These elements corroborate the growing affinity between the discourses of the Evangelicals and 
those of Zionist Jews. The former members of FPE have consistently revealed that the guidance 
they receive from the Old Testament will reverberate with the behaviour and customs emanating 
from the analysis of biblical passages that address the saga of the Jewish people and their role as 
"chosen people". The discourses of Brazilian Evangelicals and the discourse of Zionists, at several 
occasions, resort to the same substrata that are contained in the Sacred Scriptures, adopting a similar 
textual interpretation on the confessional dogmas. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
It is not the purpose of this article to make a judgment of the evangelical parliamentarians as if they 
were all committed to a warmongering standpoint and their corresponding speeches. There are non-
Protestant deputies who are equally extreme in defending these more conservative and repressive 
legislative deliberations. Nor do we conclude that the evangelical deputies want to control the 
whole society and the state through this legislation. However, the tradition of the interventionist 
state and demiurge of transformations in Brazil leaves a concern for those who do not want a 
setback that these bill changes will bring. There are also the discourses of the Evangelical 
Parliamentary Front that contradict, even opposite to the non-parliamentary believers and pastors, 
the positions in favour of traditional family, social harmony and peace. Their discourses on behalf 
of guns, teenage imprisonment and Israeli military intervention deny the peace speech by taking 
up the defence of order at any costs. Greater repression of adolescents, support for Israel's current 
warmongering government and greater access to firearms in Brazil are not in favour of peace and 
social harmony. Undoubtedly, the evangelical parliamentarians who have opted for politics in this 
world try to establish a direct influence on these matters, which were not previously explored by 
Protestant Christians. These developments represent an innovation in the place they occupied in 
Brazilian politics, this time in favour of a more despotic state and more in accordance with New 
Christian Right (NCR) in the United States from where the missionaries came to Brazil. 
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Abstract  

This study examines how graffiti, both the symbolic artifact itself and the act of producing graffiti, 
is used as a means of navigating power dynamics via counter-hegemonic political expression. 
Because social phenomena may only be understood in relation to the historic materialistic context 
in which it occurs, this study will focus on graffiti specifically within the city of Washington D.C. 
Sixteen randomly selected D.C. neighborhoods located in Wards 1, 2 and 8 were surveyed for 
graffiti deemed to be political. Once documented and coded, a content analysis was conducted to 
detect themes in how graffiti operates politically, focusing on both the content of the graffiti as 
well as the social context in which it existed. With a sample size of over 800, the sheer prevalence 
of political graffiti supports the assertion that graffiti does function in this capacity. By conducting 
such a study as this, graffiti was shown to be a highly complex social phenomenon; one that plays 
a central role in the placemaking process of the public sphere, issues of criminality and political 
legitimacy, and the autonomy of a community to express itself politically. These results are 
discussed in terms of how they adhere to a Marxian theoretical framework set forth by the work of 
Antonio Gramsci ([1935] 1989), Walter Benjamin (1936), Louis Althusser (1971), and Gayatri 
Chakravorty Spivak (1990; 1993).  
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Introduction  

The social position of graffiti is ambiguous at best; shifting depending on the actors, placement, 
and message. While the production of graffiti is illegal, subject to harsh penalties, its impact on 
urban culture has meant its widespread commodification. Said commodification comes in the form 
of glorification of particular graffiti writers (the term used for those that produce graffiti) (Banet-
Weiser, 2012: 91-93; Salib, 2015: 2293), the auctioning of graffiti-inspired art for millions 
(Pogrebin and Reyburn, 2017), and the incorporation of graffiti-inspired decor for its aesthetic 
value (Sammond and Creadick, 2014). While graffiti is characterized as a crime that infringes on 
the bourgie ideal of private property rights, in certain contexts, it may be framed as a symbol of 
liberation in the face of oppression. One must take the time to appreciate the irony that the graffitied 
Berlin Wall is portrayed as a powerful symbol of political freedom while its existence in the West 
would be criminalized; what were brave political freedom fighters in one context suddenly become 
dangerous criminals and radicals in another. This, and the lack of empirical work on the subject, is 
what motivated me to pursue research that examines the politicalness of graffiti.  

This study will examine how graffiti, both the symbolic artifact itself and the act of producing 
graffiti, is used as a means of navigating power dynamics via counter-hegemonic political 
expression. For the purposes of this study, graffiti (i.e. the unit: a piece of graffiti) was defined as 
publicly accessible symbolic artifacts placed without prior authorization. Thus, vandalism that 
functions as a means of protest and that results in the production of something visual and symbolic 
may be seen as producing graffiti that is political in nature; something that would not be gained 
from simply observing it superficially. This is to say that the context graffiti exists within is 
understood to play a large role in how it comes to be political. While the content of graffiti may at 
first appear apolitical, its placement, relation to historic events, and relation to other graffiti may 
reveal a deeper political meaning.  

By using this definition of graffiti, the importance of materialistic context already begins to surface. 
When conducting research such as this, it is imperative to remember that there exists an intrinsic 
relation between a social phenomenon and its material environment: a dialectic where one 
simultaneously shapes and is shaped by the other. Thus, the assertions made in this paper will be 
done specifically in reference to how graffiti exists as political within the city of Washington D.C. 
By conducting this study, it will be possible to gain insight into political protest, the use of 
symbolism and property in political expression, and how counter-hegemonic forces are utilized by 
the subaltern. This knowledge will help inform the strategies of those organizing towards activism 
and the opinions/beliefs of those who, despite not taking part directly, remain engaged via their 
observations and reactions.  

1. Literature and theory  

The public and criminal nature of graffiti means that how it operates socially is directly influenced 
by systems of power, and that any analysis of graffiti as political must take into account the power 
relations in which it is engaged. The ways graffiti has seen partial and uneven legitimization also 
demonstrates how power relations work on the social operation, and perception of graffiti. While 
research on the political nature of graffiti is limited, the power dynamics at play in the production 
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and policing of graffiti are still implicit in said work. This includes studies of graffiti that take up 
a sociological, criminological, historical, and even aesthetic perspectives.  

One aspect of graffiti that is often discussed is its role in the public placemaking process. Using 
the definitions put forward by Lawrence-Zungia and Low (2003), space is defined as the physical 
geographic characteristics which are intelligible to the senses; it is quantifiable and measurable to 
some degree. Place, then, is a space imbued with social meaning. Thus, physical space and social 
place work to form each other in tandem and are integral to the operation of the other. The 
placemaking process can then be understood to be the process by which spaces, here public spaces, 
are made into places. By altering public space via the creation of symbolic artifacts (i.e. painting, 
writing, posters), graffiti creates a place influenced by the symbolism it evokes.  

An understanding of the political nature of placemaking, and graffiti’s capacity to function in this 
way, is present from both the perspective of graffiti writers and anti-graffiti actors. Writers will 
often be selective in their placement of graffiti, choosing locations based on a personal moral 
imperative. This is seen in writers avoiding personal property, wanting to beautify monotonous 
buildings, or using graffiti as a form of protest (Ferrell, 1995). This indicates that graffiti enables 
the creation of places that facilitate public expression. In other words, graffiti is a means by which 
social actors who feel excluded from mainstream political discourse may still take part in said 
discourse via forced placemaking (i.e. despite legal restrictions).  

Additionally, much of the policies implemented to curb graffiti have targeted its role in public 
placemaking, mainly in the form of the erasure and relocation of graffiti. The erasure of graffiti has 
generally involved its physical removal from the public sphere: painting over graffiti, the use of 
paint-proof surfaces, and violent persecution of writers (Moreau and Alderman, 2011; Snyder, 
2011). The relocation of graffiti, however, works in a way that is more insidious, due to a guise of 
legitimization. As graffiti came to sociocultural prominence, art galleries began to introduce 
graffiti-inspired art. While this may appear beneficial, privatization effectively sterilized graffiti by 
restricting what it may depict and who may have access to it (Barnett, 1994). The fact that political 
sterilization coincides with a change in location is noteworthy as it demonstrates the link in 
graffiti’s politicalness to placemaking.  

The rhetoric used to justify the criminalization of graffiti also alludes to its placemaking nature. 
Snyder (2011) uses the terms “cool” and “crime” places to categorize the types of places graffiti is 
perceived to make. Anti-graffiti legislation and “quality of life policing” is commonly justified 
using the idea of “crime places,” most often in the form of broken windows theory of policing 
rhetoric. This refers to the theory put forward by James Wilson and George Kelling that visible 
signs of crime normalize crime, thus encouraging it. In practice, this has done little to reduce crime 
and has instead targeted marginalized groups: “... black and brown kids, who are more likely to be 
detained, more likely to be given harsher treatment, and more likely to be arrested than their white 
counterparts” (49). Despite being empirically ungrounded, with graffiti tending to reflect the 
cultural significance of an area rather than crime rates (47-53), this laid the groundwork for a legal 
understanding of graffiti that continues to remain in effect.  

By analyzing the relation of placemaking to policy creation and implementation, the political nature 
of graffiti may be examined through the legal discourse surrounding it. Because this legal discourse 
operates within a capitalist socioeconomic model, the way graffiti comes to be understood 
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economically cannot be seen as separable from how it is understood politically or legally. This is 
seen in the selective policing of graffiti, where areas with higher prevalence of graffiti are not 
targeted because of its value as a commodity (Snyder, 2011: 50-53). This, in turn, is tied to the 
legitimization of “graffiti” that has accompanied privatization, causing the criminality of graffiti to 
fluctuate.  

Following a public moral panic in the late 1980s, anti-graffiti policies were strictly enforced with 
the intent of eradicating graffiti from the public sphere. The result was a notable strain placed on 
the graffiti community that forced some to try to find legal alternatives. The 1990s and 2000s saw 
a wave of writers turned artist, who produced work with the intent of receiving monetary 
compensation (Barnett, 1994; Kramer, 2010). This resulted in the formation of organizations such 
as the United Graffiti Artists (UGA) and the Nation of Graffiti Artists (NOGA). Since much of 
graffiti-inspired art deviated from conventional understandings of how to value art in terms of the 
market, early graffiti-inspired art drew value from the commodification of the idea that graffiti is 
the art of uneducated, impoverished, and non-white criminals (Lachmann, 1988). Graffiti Hurts, 
an international anti-graffiti activist organization, works to remove graffiti from the public sphere 
and promote legitimized “graffiti” through introducing it into the market in the form of 
commissioned pieces. However, this means that said organizations essentially function in a way 
that conflates the legitimization with commodification (Moreau and Alderman, 2011). This 
example illustrates the distinctive ways in which power dynamics are created, reproduced, and 
navigated via the criminalization of graffiti. In suppressing public expression via the eradication of 
graffiti, and by restricting legitimacy to the private sector, the application of criminality can be 
seen to hold a direct relation to how graffiti is socially understood. This is to say that criminality 
and legitimacy are shown to reflect graffiti’s relation to the established political status quo: whether 
it is being eradicated or integrated.  

The non-legitimate characterization of graffiti, when it exists opposite the dominant political 
paradigms (i.e. in accordance to private property rights, as a commodity within the market, etc.), 
then must be understood to frame how it exists politically. The political existence of graffiti is 
largely shaped through it occupying what may be seen as a counter-hegemonic position. In Marxian 
terms, hegemony (or cultural hegemony) refers to the ideological rationalization of the material 
mode of existence (i.e. socioeconomic status quo) via a dominant and ubiquitous set of norms and 
values. This rationalization enforces social structures through a sort of naturalization process, 
whereas the material mode of existence is conceptualized as inherent due to its direct ties to 
established ideological/cultural paradigms (Althusser, 1971; Gramsci, [1935] 1989; Ramos, 1982). 
It is for this exact reason that hegemonic forces can be difficult to detect as they are often framed 
as normality. Yet in the discussion of graffiti thus far, hegemonic forces have already surfaced (i.e. 
legitimacy, criminality, etc.). The way graffiti is understood as a social artifact is dictated by and 
negotiated around its relation to hegemony. When attempts are made to reconcile the contradictions 
of graffiti and hegemony, graffiti must first be drastically altered in social functionality to the extent 
that it scarcely remains graffiti.  

The subaltern can be considered that which is excluded from mainstream hegemonic discourse. 
Here it is defined as a populace that is marginalized by the dominant hegemony of a society. Said 
exclusion and marginalization can happen for a number of reasons (i.e. being barred from 
institutions that participate in hegemonic discourse, being politically disenfranchised, etc.), but 
share the similarity of occupying a subordinate position within a power dynamic (Spivak, 1993; 
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Gramsci, 1989; Varghese, 2009: 117). The subaltern, then, is often legitimized as subaltern by the 
dominant hegemony via a rationalization of their placement (Said, 1978: 12-14). This may take the 
form of being inherently inferior and, thus, unfit to take part in hegemonic discourse. Or, perhaps 
more fitting for this study, is seen a politically illegitimate and potentially dangerous. The graffiti 
subculture, based on an illegal and oft considered illegitimate form of public expression, fits this 
definition nicely. The Egypt Crisis that occurred between 2011-2014 is just one example that 
illustrates the political potential of graffiti. Large graffiti murals depicting political figures, famed 
martyrs of the revolution, and revolutionary slogans became emblematic of the movement. These 
were made to commemorate the struggle that occurred during the crisis and to build morale among 
the people that saw themselves as agents of progress and democracy (Sharaf 2015). These pieces 
of graffiti demonstrate how symbolism is integral to political movements counter to the established 
hegemony. The use of symbolism by the subaltern creates a sociocultural paradigm that exists 
outside of the established status quo. Thus, the subaltern may utilize cultural expression in a similar 
way to how hegemony operates.  

The way that counter-hegemonic forces function may also directly draw upon the rationale of the 
established hegemony. Political/cultural values such as the idea that laws are written by the public's 
will or " el papel lo resiste todo" (paper resists anything) may be turned inward on the hegemonic 
status quo. Indeed, it is because hegemonic forces justify the socioeconomic order that they may 
be used to denote existing contradictions: “written law, because it is written, becomes a subject that 
requires obedience and imposes domination” (Benavides-Vanegas, 2005: 46-47). When hegemonic 
justification becomes viewed as contradictory, graffiti proves to be an ideal means by which these 
contradictions may be exposed publically. It is because of this that when analyzing instances of 
political graffiti that it is essential to understand graffiti to exist within a context that is intrinsically 
linked to hegemony.  

Thus far, graffiti has been presented as a complex social artifact; one that exists at an intersection 
of various social institutions, norms, and structures. It is precisely because of this that research on 
the subject is warranted, as it provides an entry point to discussing a wide range of social issues. 
This is epitomized by the amount of interdisciplinary work present on the subject. Yet despite 
various disciplinary differences, research on the topic of graffiti is understood to be relevant insofar 
as it holds the potential to be practically applied. As demonstrated by the literature reviewed, this 
has included critiquing the policing of graffiti (Snyder, 2011), assessing the effects that legitimizing 
“graffiti” has on the communities that use it as a means of discourse (Barnett, 1994; Moreau and 
Alderman, 2011), or examining its use within political movements (Benavides-Vanegas, 2005; 
Sharaf, 2015). Even if entirely involuntary, the creation of knowledge is, itself, a social 
phenomenon that exists within the web of interrelated phenomena. As such, my own research takes 
this fact into consideration when constructing the research question and design.  

While this study did not operate with a working hypothesis, as one would not be entirely 
appropriate, it is impossible and arguably unhelpful to have no expectations, as they are the natural 
byproduct of having an informed opinion. In addition to the empirical data presented by other 
researchers, a theoretical framework provides a foundation for understanding the rationale of social 
phenomena. Operating under a Marxian perspective, graffiti is understood to hold a role in 
ideological discourse that either critiques the status quo of how society operates or maintains it via 
justifying its existence. In either capacity, class interests will be mapped onto graffiti as it is used 
to navigate power dynamics to either encourage or prevent change. Because graffiti is relegated to 
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Figure 1: Map of Washington D.C. with Wards 

that of the illegitimate, it may be expected to represent interests of those excluded from mainstream 
discourse (the subaltern); that the results of this study will describe the way in which graffiti proves 
useful to those disenfranchised, thus forced to rely on alternative means of political expression.  

2. Methodology  

The research design of this study was a content analysis of political graffiti observed within the 
sampling frame that was sixteen neighborhoods. Graffiti was critically examined to assess how it 
exists within the social milieu, including the nuances at play in what may otherwise appear 
mundane and unremarkable. This involved exploring the ways in which graffiti is imbued with 
political significance, unraveling the complexities of the networks of meanings encoded within the 
artifact itself and its dialectical relation to its context. By doing so, it is possible to detect the 
patterns involved in how graffiti conveys meaning, engages in placemaking, and functions as 
counter-hegemonic.  

Additionally, ethical implications had to be taken into consideration. While content analysis is non-
intrusive, this does not mean that data collection occurred in social isolation. As I surveyed 
neighborhoods, I noted that people were aware that I was doing something abnormal: pacing by 
the same blocks, erratically turning into alleyways, and photographing seemingly random objects. 
While some bystanders ignored my antics, others were curious enough to approach me. However, 
no matter how suspicious my actions may have seemed, I was not once received with any hint of 
hostility. While these interactions had a minimal impact on the data collection process, I cannot 
help but reflect upon how my role as a researcher is inherently linked to the work I produced. I 
wonder if I would be able to conduct the work I did, as smoothly as I did, if I did not belong to a 
privileged race/ethnicity; if I would have received the same hospitality as a young Black man, 
wearing a black hoodie, walking through predominantly white neighborhoods acting in a way that 
could be construed as suspicious.  

2.1. Data               The sample for this study consisted of the political graffiti 
observed within sixteen randomly selected neighborhoods located 
in D.C.'s wards 1, 2, and 8 (see Figures 1 on left. Also see Figures 
2, 3, and 4). Wards function as political entities used in governance 
and indications of historic/social divisions. As such, they were 
useful in dividing the city into manageable portions that hold 
sociological relevance. The wards selected for this study were 
chosen purposely to ensure a representative sample. This included 
commercial districts, residential areas, and historic/cultural centers; 
neighborhoods frequented by tourists and those populated primarily 
by residents; some of D.C.'s most affluent neighborhoods to those 
that have suffered economic deprivation and sociopolitical 
disenfranchisement (DC Office of Planning).  

The neighborhoods surveyed were selected via a random number generator program so that fifty 
percent of the neighborhoods in each ward were included. By using a random selection of 
neighborhoods, the sampling frame was not unduly biased by preconceived ideas of D.C. and/or 
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graffiti. (See Figures 2, 3, & 4 below.) This is imperative as previous literature has demonstrated 
that ideas of graffiti locality (i.e. in relation to crime) have been falsified (Snyder, 2011).  

Figure 2: Map of Ward 1 with sampling frame labeled. 

 

Figure 3: Map of Ward 2 with sampling frame labeled.  

 

 

Data was collected following a semi-structured, block-
oriented route used to ensure a thorough surveying of each 
neighborhood. Publicly accessible surfaces (i.e. lampposts, 
trashcans, etc.) were searched for any signs of graffiti. 
Potentially political graffiti found was photographed and 
cataloged. Graffiti documented that later could not be said 
to be definitively political were excluded from the final 
sample. An example of this being a sticker that featured an 
Iron Cross (a symbol associated with neo-Nazism) with the 
phrase “HATED AND PROUD” in fraktur script. This 
sticker was later found to be for a soccer club. This process 
was repeated until all neighborhoods had been surveyed.  

Due to the nature of content analysis, there exists the risk 
of misinterpretation. As graffiti often uses stylized 
calligraphy, the risk of overlooking a piece of graffiti due 
to the inability of interpreting it was unavoidable. 

Therefore, all graffiti that had any hint of politicalness was documented and then omitted if it could 
not be definitively confirmed as political, reducing the risk of including non-political graffiti and 
overlooking political graffiti. One example being a stencil that at first appeared to be non-political: 
two crossed penises and the letters “PLP”, found in Kalorama Triangle (Ward 1). This symbolism, 
upon further review, was found in the work of writer Jbones that critiqued Vice President Mike 
Pence’s stance on LGBTQIA+ issues (“PLP” being an acronym for a phrase used by Jbones: “Pence 
Loves Penis”).  

Figure 4: Map of Ward 8 with sampling frame labeled.  

 



Levi Mitzen                       “Art in Action: An Analysis of Political Graffiti in Washington D.C.” 

 

130 

2.2. Coding procedures  

Documented graffiti were organized using a set of codes that noted content, descriptive 
characteristics, and context (see Appendix A). The use of thick description ensured a holistic 
approach to analysis that included aspects that may initially seem less relevant to politicalness, 
such as size or medium. While the research instrument was piloted via test observations, this cannot 
be said to have predicted all potential discrepancies. One example of a code that had to be adapted 
was “graffiti medium” (GRFTMDM) to distinguish handmade stickers/posters from those printed.  

The content of graffiti (GRFT CNT), such as use of symbolism and representations of groups, was 
analyzed to understand its social meaning which is integral to functionality. Additionally the use 
of right-wing/left-wing symbolism (WING) was analyzed to detect themes in who used graffiti. 
Graffiti lacking definitive ideological characteristics were noted as being centrist (i.e. 'Third-
Wayism') or simply indiscernible. The way the graffiti is produced (GRFT MDM, METH) was 
used to detect themes in how graffiti is practically used, such as sacrificing efficiency for the sake 
of producing unique and personalized graffiti. This was also used to detect signs indicating the 
organized production of graffiti. Finally, context was used to indicate if graffiti was political and 
to detect trends in how graffiti was distributed within D.C. As writers are noted for their selective 
placement of graffiti (Ferrell 1995), disparities in levels of graffiti may indicate how location 
influences the use of graffiti politically or if politically motivated writers tend to use property a 
specific way, such as targeting public or private property. This was analyzed via explicit coding of 
context (NGH WRD 1, NGH WRD 2, NGH WRD 3, GRFT PLCMNT) as well as analyzing field 
notes (VRB DESC) taken during the data collection process.  

Context was also used to confirm the validity of the measurement strategies implemented. Because 
graffiti’s politicalness is discernible from its context and content rather than just the knowledge 
that graffiti holds this potential, politicalness cannot be solely e xternally ascribed, but must make 
itself readable. All graffiti documented was coded using the same categories/measurements to 
ensure internal validity was maintained. The coding procedure was designed to be as exhaustive as 
possible, intended to record all elements of graffiti that could potentially indicate how said graffiti 
was meant to be interpreted. The exhaustiveness of the coding procedure also worked to strengthen 
internal validity as it provided as much evidence as possible to support the posited politicalness of 
the graffiti in question.  

2.3. Analytic approach  

Valid data was organized via SPSS to allow for themes to emerge from descriptive statistics. These 
themes were then used in tandem with a thick description of the graffiti itself and the social context 
it existed within to provide a holistic approach to exploring how graffiti operated politically. The 
use of thick description, as described by Geertz (1973), was purposely chosen as a means of 
supplementing the previously outlined coding procedure. The result being a qualitative analytical 
approach that contained elements reminiscent of quantitative analysis. For example, the frequency 
of political ideologies was analyzed to detect if graffiti tended toward either end of the political 
spectrum. This analysis was, in turn, compared to characteristics of the political atmosphere of 
D.C. These two themes were then analyzed in reference to each other, allowing for the interrelation 
of theme (i.e. location and political ideology of graffiti) to be noted as a significant factor in how 
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graffiti functioned as political. Another example was an analysis of how the frequency of 
neighborhoods found to have political graffiti was distributed. This was used to analyze the role of 
space/place in how graffiti was used politically.  

However, it should be made known that at this point the methodological approach encounters a 
complication. While a relation was found between the prevalence of graffiti and a neighborhood's 
sociocultural, political, and economic history, a correlation could not be technically made between 
the two. While the prevalence of graffiti is a quantifiable ordinal statistic, a neighborhood’s history 
and cultural significance is not. I cannot objectively rate a neighborhood as having a social history 
more/less significant than another. While neighborhoods such as the U Street Corridor and 
Anacostia have long and distinguished histories, I cannot quantify their significance. Instead, when 
discussing the results, I offer a contextualization of the graffiti found so to make the parallels 
between the prevalence of graffiti and a neighborhood’s social existence as apparent as possible.  

3. Results 
 
3.1. Prevalence  

There were 804 instances of political graffiti observed and documented; with every neighborhood 
noted as having some level of political graffiti. The neighborhood with the lowest prevalence, 
Judiciary Square (with only one example: two stickers posted together promoting stricter firearm 
regulations), was distinctly in the minority and may be attributed to numerous reasons such as the 
neighborhood being composed primarily of highly monitored and maintained federal buildings. 
Neighborhoods averaged 50.25 instances of political graffiti, with a median score of 36 (Logan 
Circle/Chinatown). The two neighborhoods with the most graffiti were U Street Corridor and 
Foggy Bottom (121 and 97 respectfully). The way graffiti was distributed, within neighborhoods 
and when comparing different neighborhoods, will be noted as an important factor in understanding 
how graffiti relates to placemaking.  

The prevalence of political graffiti is important in answering the question this study is predicated 
upon: is graffiti being used politically. With a sample size of 804, it was made obvious that graffiti 
does function in this capacity. The prevalence also supports the claim that graffiti is known by the 
public to be a method of expressing political agency. Indeed, one of the reasons why graffiti is such 
an effective means of political expression is that it may reach a state of public accessibility and 
visual ubiquity. Because graffiti is not required to abide by the regulations that restrict where public 
discourse may occur, it holds the advantage of production autonomy.  

3.2. Scale of Politics  

The term “scale” was used to analyze the geopolitical range and specificity of topics discussed by 
graffiti. This refers to the locality of the graffiti's topic (spanning from localized to D.C. to global) 
and the specificity of the issues discussed (either vague/ambiguous concepts or specific persons or 
organizations). Both analytic perspectives explore the ways in which individuals use graffiti to 
engage with political issues.  
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The scale of graffiti in terms of locality was noted as being very diverse. Multiple instances of 
graffiti were noted as directly critiquing the local D.C. government. These examples often critiqued 
the perceived corruption of the local government (see Figure 5) and their complicity in furthering 
local issues such as gentrification, displacement, and police brutality (see Figure 6).  

Figure 5: Graffiti by writer AbsurdlyWell 
condemning the perceived corruption of DC 
City Council members. Found in Anacostia, 
Ward 8. 

 

Figure 6: Graffiti criticizing Mayor Muriel Bowser for 
her complicity in the gentrification of D.C. and police 
brutality. Found in Barry Farm, Ward 8. 

 

 

 

While these are not issues specific to only D.C., graffiti engaged with these issues as they related 
to the specific context of D.C. One piece of graffiti documented noted the cultural erasure caused 
by the demographic shifts accompanying gentrification by noting how the nickname “The 
Chocolate City,” derived from D.C.’s prominent role in Black history and culture, has increasingly 
lost its applicability as mass amounts of D.C. natives are forced to leave neighborhoods they have 
occupied for decades (see Figure 7).  

 

 

Figure 7: Sticker critiquing the 
cultural erasure and displace-
ment caused by gentrification. 
Found in U Street Corridor, Ward 1.  
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Another, four posters arranged in a grid formation, critiqued the appointment of Peter Newsham as 
Chief of the Metropolitan Police Department, noting the mass (and perceived unjust) arrests of 
protesters, journalists, and bystanders during the 2002 World Bank protests in Pershing Park (see 
Figure 8 at right).  

Other instances of graffiti discussed sociopolitical 
topics taking place thousands of miles away. Graffiti 
was observed referencing the notion that the creation 
and expansion of Israel is illegitimate and a form of 
settler colonialism that is to the detriment of the 
indigenous Palestinian people (see Figure 9). 
Another (and extraordinarily still visible) example 
was a “Kony 2012” sticker, the slogan of the 
keyboard-activist “Stop Kony” movement centered 
around the Ugandan militant leader Joseph Kony. A 
timelier example were posters that called for the 
reuniting of “border families” (see Figure 10), 
critiquing the U.S.'s policy of separating 
undocumented families found crossing the US-
Mexican border. Multiple examples of graffiti were 
also found that critiqued a perceived relation 
between President Trump and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin (see Figure 11), including critiquing 
the relationship as quasi-romantic and promoting 
both far-right and far-left ideologies.  

 

 

Figure 9: Tag stating “FREE GAZA,” a pro-Palestinian 
slogan. Found in Georgetown, Ward 2.  

 

Figure 10: Poster by writer AbsurdlyWell calling for the 
reunion of undocumented families separated at the US-
Mexico border. Found in U Street Corridor, Ward 1.  

 

 

Figure 8: Grid of four posters critiquing the 
perceived wrongful arrests of protestors, 
journalists, and bystanders by Chief of D.C. 
Metropolitan Police Peter Newsham. Found in 
Downtown, Ward 2. 
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Figure 11: Two adjacent stickers that critique a perceived relation between President Trump and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin. Found in Foggy Bottom, Ward 2.  

 

Additionally, the specificity of the topics discussed varied. Many instances of graffiti critiqued 
specific individuals, from local politicians like Mayor Bowser to heads of state such as President 
Trump and Putin. However, other examples of graffiti discussed abstract concepts and ideologies 
that are more ambiguous. Graffiti observed was found to utilize iconography and abstract 
symbolism, including political/ideological symbols (see Figure 12 below), political slogans (see 
Figure 13 below), and critiques of America’s history (see Figure 14 below). Thus, rather than 
targeting specific examples of social issues, graffiti was observed to evoke the ideological bases of 
said issues. For example, the slogan “ACAB” (“All Cops Are Bastards”) critiques the current way 
in which the institution of law enforcement in America functions: not as a result of individualized 
“bad” members of said institution, but because the institution itself is a means of violently enforcing 
an oppressive/exploitative socioeconomic system. As such, specific instances of police brutality 
found in other graffiti is posited as the natural results of the generalized principles of the current 
institution of law enforcement. 

Figure 12: Circle-A and hammer/sickle, symbols representing Anarcho-Communism. Found in Columbia Heights, 
Ward 1.  
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Figure 13: “ACAB” or “All Cops Are Bastards” -- an anti-police slogan. Found in Anacostia, Ward 8.  

 

Figure 14: “Honor the Treaties,” a slogan used to promote decolonization and critique the U.S.’s history of genocidal 
practices towards indigenous peoples. Found in Columbia Heights, Ward 1.  

 

  

3.3. Political inclinations  

Washington D.C. is a rather progressive city in terms of local electoral politics. As of 2018, all 
major political positions are held by Democrats or Democrat-turned-Independents (District of 
Columbia Board of Elections 2018). Over 90% of D.C. voters voted for Hillary Clinton in the 2016 
Presidential Election (Federal Election Commission 2017). Thus, as one may expect, to say that 
the graffiti found in D.C. was overwhelmingly left-inclined would be an understatement. Over 95% 
was noted as being center-left to far-left in nature (with 3.7% being right-wing, ~1% centrist, and 
0.4% as indiscernible). Large amounts of graffiti were documented praising leftist political leaders 
and anti-capitalist/Marxist ideologies, while critiquing gentrification, institutional racism, political 
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disenfranchisement, socioeconomic inequalities, and right-wing politicians (see Figures 15, 16, 17, 
& 18). However, the most common form of leftist graffiti was that which critiqued right-wing 
ideology and fascism.  

 

Figure 15: Sticker depicting Kathleen Cleaver, black 
panther party leader and African American leftist 
revolutionary. Found in U Street Corridor, Ward 8.  

 

 

 
  

FIGURE 16: A poster critiquing gentrification, comparing 
displacement and cultural erasure caused by it to 
American settler colonialism and the related acts of 
genocide. Found in Anacostia, Ward 8. 

 

 

 
Figure 17: Sticker promoting anti-capitalist, 
anarchist ideologies and the destruction of private 
property as a form of protest. Found in Mount 
Pleasant, Ward 1.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Poster critiquing Brett Kavanaugh: a right-
wing Associate Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court. 
Found in Columbia Heights, Ward 1.  
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Figure 19: Sticker portraying the logo of anti-fascist action: now commonly associated with anti-fascist political 
theory/activism. Located in Columbia Heights, Ward 1.  

 

Before discussing antifascist graffiti, it is important to note that while the abbreviation “antifa” is 
often incorrectly said to be an organization or set of groups, in actuality, “antifa” refers to the 
application of political theories (i.e. praxis) that assert that fascism must be opposed via direct 
action on the part of local communities. While organizations may utilize the imagery and methods 
associated with antifascist activism, there is no single group or collective of groups that one can 
definitively point to as “Antifa.” Thus, when discussing antifascist graffiti and the use of “antifa” 
imagery (see Figure 19 above), it is important to keep in mind that this does not refer to graffiti 
produced by any specific group, but rather numerous sociopolitical actors that consider themselves 
to be working in opposition to fascism. As such, other political theories and activists have 
appropriate imagery associated with antifascism. One example being a sticker with the caption 
“ANTIHOMOPHOBE AKTION” that borrows its symbolism from the Antifaschistische Aktion 
movement of 1930s Germany; the graffiti is not the product of an organization named 
“Antihomophobe Aktion” but rather is a declaration by members of the community to oppose 
homophobia/homophobic groups.  

In addition to antifascist graffiti, “anti-antifa” 
graffiti was the most common form of right-
wing graffiti (~66%). “Anti-antifa” graffiti (see 
Figure 20) was coded as examples of far-right 
graffiti that opposed the idea of antifascist 
activism. Some may object to this, claiming 
that this graffiti critiques the perceived violent 
suppression of political dissidence exhibited by 
“members of Antifa,” rather than support for 
far-right politics. However, this is falsified by 
establishing that the “Antifa” organization in 
question is nonexistent. At most, anti-antifa 
graffiti critiques a fabricated straw-man to 
justify opposition/restrictions of antifascist 
activism; at worst, it intentionally misleads 
individuals about what anti-fascism is to justify 
the negation of the negation: fascism.  

FIGURE 20: Sticker declaring “HASTA LA VISTA ANTIFASCISTA,” a 
slogan promoting anti-antifascist activism with symbolism 
associated with the musical genre Rock Against Communism 
(RAC). Located in Foggy Bottom, Ward 2.  
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Additionally, much of the anti-antifa 
graffiti documented contained imagery 
borrowed from the hardcore punk 
subculture known as “Rock Against 
Communism”: typified by its racist, ultra-
nationalistic, and far-right themes (similar 
to White Power Rock and National 
Socialist Black Metal). Furthermore, this 
graffiti was located near all other 
documented cases of overtly far-
right/white-supremacist graffiti observed 
(see Figure 21). In addition to the 
discourse found between left- and right- 
wing graffiti, there existed conflict 
between leftist tendencies.  

 

The political ideologies that fall within the “left” are 
diverse, including liberals, socialists, and anarchists. 
As some of these ideologies are contradictory, graffiti 
categorized as “left” was at times found to conflict. A 
sticker that read “Trump's mouth smells like Putin's 
penis” had been partially covered by a “Dream 
Defenders” sticker –a prison abolitionist group– so 
that only the first half of the statement was visible (see 
Figure 22). While it is impossible to know 
definitively, it is likely that an individual saw the 
sticker as homophobic and wished to cover it.  

3.4. Sticker Art  

While one may think of brightly colored murals or iconic stylized tags when discussing graffiti, 
only 19.5% of the 804 instances of graffiti documented fit this description. The remaining 80.5% 
were stickers or posters, including those created free-hand (graffiti drawn/written by hand), printed 
(mechanically reproduced), and those not produced with the intent of creating graffiti but became 
graffiti once they entered the public sphere. Additionally, not all stickers/posters documented were 
entirely illegal. D.C. laws allows the posting of fliers/posters if kept under a certain quantity, are 
not obscene, and do not damage the surface they are placed upon (District Department of 
Transportation 2018). Thus, a gray area exists where political posters often teetered on the edge of 
illegality, either narrowly avoiding it or falling within it by slim margins. Yet all posters 
documented fit the definition of graffiti as public, symbolic-based social artifacts. Stickers/posters 
often used pop-culture, political tropes, and slogans (see Figures 23 & 24). Many functioned as 
calls to action, encouraging communities to rally around certain issues such as “Copwatch 
trainings” (training on how to respond to police brutality) or disseminating information about the 
counter-protests for the second “Unite the Right” rally (see Figure 25). Others were more 
ambiguous, such as a sticker that compared the Washington Post to the Soviet-era newspaper 

Figure 21: Graffiti portraying a variant of the Celtic Cross used by 
white supremacists/fascists. Around the cross reads “Trump lords”. 
Found on George Washington University campus in Foggy Bottom, 
Ward 2.  

 

FIGURE 22: Anti-Trump graffiti covered by a 
Dream Defenders sticker so as to obscure an 
arguably homophobic remark. Found in Foggy 
Bottom, Ward 2.  
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Pravada, a critique used by 
conservatives critiquing a perceived 
left-wing bias and liberals critiquing a 
perceived right-wing, Russian 
influence.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 24: Sticker art by writer 
Jbone. A play on the movie title 
“The Empire Strikes Back,” this 
sticker depicts various famous 
African Americans while also 
calling for anti-Trump activism. 
Found in Kalorama Triangle, 
Ward 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 25: A sticker stating, “GOOD NIGHT 
ALT-RIGHT,” encouraging individuals to 
“shut it down” - it being the Unite the Right 
2 rally. This phrasing was used in 
response to rumors that the rally’s 
attendees would be transported to the 
rally via private metro cars, something 
that sparked outrage from both D.C. 
residents and the D.C. Metro’s union. 
Located in Columbia Heights, Ward 1.  

 

Figure 23: Graffiti by writer AbsurdlyWell 
depicting musician and actor Donald 
Glover (AKA Childish Gambino) from the 
music video for his song “This Is 
America”, a song/video that achieved 
critical acclaim for its sociopolitical 
commentary and deep symbolism. Found 
in Anacostia, Ward 8. 
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The prevalence of stickers/posters is of interest in exploring how graffiti functions politically. 
While content analysis cannot provide conclusive evidence for why they were prevalent, there is 
still room for speculation. Pragmatically, stickers/posters are quicker and easier to produce. Posting 
a sticker takes mere seconds and the writer may produce graffiti in a safe location as opposed to 
on-site. As the graffiti is not illegal until it is posted, the risk associated with producing graffiti is 
greatly reduced, especially for more time-consuming pieces. Stickers also allow for an individual 
or group to mass produce a consistent message, aiding efficiency and preventing 
discrepancies/errors (see Figure 26). Finally, stickers facilitate what I term the “one writer, many 
scribes” effect. This refers to a distinction between designing and reproducing graffiti, with the 
“scribes” (those reproducing the writer’s design) being able to propagate a writer’s message. The 
writer then carries far less risk in claiming the design, as it is the scribes that commit the illegal act. 
Thus, the work of writers like AbsurdlyWell and Jbones are prominent features of the graffiti 
landscape without either having to necessarily commit a crime. It should be noted that writers have 
achieved prominence using traditional forms of graffiti. Writer DirtyKnucklez has work throughout 
D.C. (see Figures 27 & 28) and has received notoriety as a political graffiti writer (Waldron, 2018).  

Figure 26: Multiple cases of similar yellow center-left stickers, due to their design/font it is evident that they were 
made by the same person/group. This demonstrates how stickers/posters are wildly effective at spreading a mass-
produced message via graffiti. Found in Downtown, Chinatown, Logan Circle, Georgetown, Foggy Bottom, Mount 
Pleasant, Kalorama Triangle, and U Street Corridor, Wards 1 and 2.  
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Figure 27: Example of a tag by DirtyKnucklez. Located in U Street Corridor, Ward 1.  

 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 28: 
Example of a 
“FUCK TRUMP!” 
tag by Dirty 
Knucklez. 
Located in 
Bellevue, 
Ward 8.  
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3.5. Public place  

The distribution of graffiti was in no way even and tended to cluster around areas of sociocultural 
or historic significance. This meant that areas of wildly different racial, ethnic, and class 
backgrounds were found to have similar levels of graffiti present. While commercial areas were 
found to have higher amounts of graffiti in some neighborhoods, others were found to have higher 
levels of graffiti in residential areas. A little less than 90% political graffiti found in Anacostia was 
located within the central commercial district of the neighborhood (centered around Martin Luther 
King Jr Avenue SE and Good Hope Road SE), compared to Columbia Heights where some 72% 
of graffiti documented was found in residential areas. As such, by discussing some of the areas that 
had the highest density of graffiti documented, it is possible to explore how these areas function 
politically.  

Fifteen percent of the graffiti documented in this study was found in the U Street Corridor 
neighborhood. Proudly hailed as “Black Broadway,” the neighborhood is known as a cultural 
center (home of Duke Ellington, site of prominent jazz clubs, breathtaking murals, etc.). It was also 
the site of much of the violence that occurred during the 1968 race rebellion that followed the 
assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Thus, the prevalence of political graffiti in this 
neighborhood supports Snyder's (2011) claim that graffiti tends to gravitate not towards “crime 
places” but rather “cool places.” Though not considered an example of political graffiti, one mural 
summarizes the relation between U Street Corridor and graffiti (see Figure 33).  

The neighborhood with the second highest prevalence of graffiti, Foggy Bottom, is home to trendy 
urban townhouses, a bustling commercial district, and George Washington University (GW) where 
over half the graffiti documented in Foggy Bottom (60.9%) was located. Foggy Bottom was one 
of two neighborhoods found to have right-wing graffiti (the other being a sticker in Kalorama 
Triangle that was originally anti-Republican/GOP but had been altered to reverse the meaning). 
Although only 30.9% of graffiti in Foggy Bottom was right-wing, the fact that it was almost entirely 
absent in the other fifteen neighborhoods makes its presence significant. While it is, at this point, 
impossible to know the connection of GW to right-wing graffiti, the university as a social institution 
is of interest. Because a university will host students from a wide geographic area, the students that 
attend GW will not necessarily reflect local political trends. Universities are also key to the 
production of knowledge, making them attractive to those that have vested interests in this process. 
One example of a piece of right-wing graffiti documented was a sticker advertising a conservative 
think tank (see Figure 29). Finally, because universities are sites of rapid learning and growth, 
political discourse is inevitable. Political discourse may then manifest via the interactions of graffiti 
(see Figure 30).  
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FIGURE 29: A sticker for the right-wing public 
policy think tank the Heritage Foundation. 
Located on George Washington University 
campus in Foggy Bottom, Ward 2.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 30: Example of the 
discourse observed between 
right-wing and left-wing 
graffiti. Here, a piece of far-
right graffiti is partially 
covering a piece of center-left 
graffiti. Located on George 
Washington University campus 
in Foggy Bottom, Ward 2.  

 

 

 

 

 

Additionally, graffiti was found to document locations of historic events. On August 12, 2018, a 
second rally was set to take place on the anniversary of the Unite the Right rally and the far-right 
terrorist attack. A great deal of graffiti noted in multiple neighborhoods mention this and 
encouraged people to join the counter-protests. Counter-protesters congregated at various locations 
and eventually made their way to Lafayette Square to oppose the rally attendees. Graffiti promoting 
antifascist activism was found to cluster in these areas of south Downtown (see Figure 31), 
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demonstrating how graffiti can be used as a means of locating sites of sociopolitical significance, 
such as areas where major protests have occurred. 

Figure 31: Example of left-wing graffiti 
found near the location of the Unite the 
Right 2 counter protest. Here, a sticker 
is seen from the specifically anti-
Trump/Pence organization called 
Refuse Fascism Located near Lafayette 
Square in Downtown, Ward 2.   

 

 

 

 

 

Finally, as graffiti operates within the public sphere, the public sphere itself is understood to 
influence how graffiti exists. Public spaces where graffiti was observed were found to be in a state 
of constant change. There were multiple examples documented where signs of graffiti were present, 
but the graffiti had been removed, painted over, or made illegible. This characteristic of the public 
sphere was described using the term liminal. Liminality here can be understood to indicate a state 
of instability and transition. As a great deal of graffiti is illegally produced, it is under constant 
threat of being removed by law enforcement and those that maintain property. Graffiti’s role in 
placemaking also makes it a target for those that wish to influence this process. One of the few 
cases of right-wing graffiti was graffiti that had its meaning altered: the graffitiing of graffiti. Other 
examples show similar looking graffiti being reposted when the original was made illegible (see 
Figure 32). Thus, the graffiti was observed is to be in a process of assertion, erasure, then re-
assertion.  

Figure 32: A sticker that was made 
illegible was replaced by a new sticker, 
demonstrating the reassertion process of 
graffiti. Located in Downtown, Ward 2.  
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4. Discussion  

There is a great deal of value in analyzing the way in which graffiti operates politically. This 
analysis contributes to the field of sociology by furthering knowledge on the various social 
phenomena that intersect at the nexus that is graffiti. This may then be practically applied by 
exploring the implication of public policy and the accessibility of the public sphere. Additionally, 
the findings have confirmed and critiqued the initial understanding of graffiti as inherently counter-
hegemonic. While this may seem contradictory, this should instead be understood as a testament 
to graffiti’s complexity. That the political use of graffiti calls into question the very meaning of 
‘counter-hegemonic’ and if this cannot, in itself, support the hegemonic status quo. Yet, despite 
the disparities in how graffiti functions specifically, all examples demonstrate the significance of 
the public sphere in expressing political agency via autonomous expression by individuals and 
communities.  

4.1. Criminality  

As graffiti is often understood in terms of criminality, and a great deal of sociological work on the 
topic explores this relation, perhaps it is the most fitting place to begin. By doing so the results of 
this study hold the potential to, once contextualized, add to the ongoing discourse on issues of 
public policy and legality. Because graffiti is often produced illegally, there exists an inherent 
correlation to an increase in crime as its existence is itself a crime. While this relation is circular in 
nature, it remains a popular justification for the enforcement of anti-graffiti legislation. Thus, a 
great deal of research about graffiti has worked to dispel the “broken windows theory” policing 
rhetoric that supports the persecution of graffiti (Ferrell, 1995; Moreau and Alderman, 2011; 
Snyder, 2011). When comparing the results of this study to D.C. crime statistics, it becomes 
apparent that this study affirms critiques of “broken windows theory.”  

Areas within the sample that have comparable amounts of graffiti have distinctly different rates of 
violent crime. The amount of graffiti in the neighborhoods of Georgetown (76) and Columbia 
Heights (74) are relatively similar, yet from 2013 to 2018 Columbia Highest had three-times the 
number of assaults and five-times the homicides of Georgetown (Metropolitan Police Department, 
2018). From the data collected via this study, the prevalence of graffiti cannot be said to reflect the 
prevalence of violent crimes. This means that the broken windows theory is effectively falsified as 
it cannot be asserted that graffiti is indicative of a higher amount of criminal activity. One may 
object that political graffiti is not representative of the relation of graffiti and criminality because 
different types of graffiti (i.e. political slogans versus gang tags) are not comparable. Yet, this 
objection supports the claim that graffiti holds greater significance than a mere indication of crime, 
despite the fact that both remain equally illegal. Thus, broken windows theory is still shown as 
failing to appreciate the nuance represented within the empirical data.  

Furthermore, the issue of criminality begs the question of the legitimacy of alternative forms of 
political expression. This is to say that if political graffiti is illegal, the violent persecution of writers 
and the erasure of graffiti caused by the enforcement of anti-graffiti legislation is seen as legitimate 
(Barnett, 1994; Ferrell, 1995; Moreau and Alderman, 2011). This carries with it the judgment that 
graffiti as a form of political expression is unfit to exist within the public sphere. Thus, the process 
of assertion, erasure, and reassertion observed is, in part, a result of the criminalization of graffiti.  
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4.2. Graffiti and the subaltern  

By discussing criminality and notions of legitimacy, one may begin to see the connection of graffiti 
to the analysis/critique of hegemony and the subaltern. Political graffiti, by being labeled as 
illegitimate, holds a relation to the hegemonic that lends itself to being counter-hegemonic: a form 
of sociocultural expression that is opposed by the norms and values of the hegemonic. By being 
illegal/illegitimate, graffiti is not only persecuted but is disenfranchised: forcefully excluded from 
mainstream political discourse. This distinction of persecution and disenfranchisement is 
imperative in discussing the analysis of hegemony, specifically in reference to the subaltern.  

The term ‘subaltern’ can be rather contentious, specifically regarding its applicability. A great deal 
of work produced within the field of postcolonial studies and critical theory have taken up this task, 
with the work of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak being premier. One example, an essay entitled “Can 
the Subaltern Speak?” (1993) is of particular importance. As indicated by the title, this work 
discusses if the subaltern holds the ability to “speak,” that is the ability to express itself within 
society. This is not only an analysis of the subaltern, but also a critique of how the term has been 
applied. Spivak understands the term to be improperly used, too often being equated with 
“oppressed.” Spivak argues that this confusion has, in part, stemmed from the work of Gramsci, 
where the term ‘proletariat’ was substituted with ‘subaltern’ to avoid censorship. Spivak ultimately 
concludes her essay by asserting that the subaltern is unable to speak. That, “If the subaltern can 
speak then, thank God, the subaltern is not a subaltern anymore” (Spivak and Harasym 1990: 158). 
This is to say that the definition of subaltern means that its existence is predicated upon its 
disenfranchisement; that what quintessentially defines the subaltern is its dialectical relation as 
existing outside mainstream hegemonic discourse. To enfranchise the subaltern is to, in effect, end 
its existence as subaltern.  

I do not disagree with Spivak’s definition of the subaltern, nor her critique of its improper 
application, I believe the results of this study conform to her assertions. What I wish to critique, 
however, is her conclusion that the subaltern cannot speak. While the subaltern may be denied a 
place within mainstream political discourse, there still exists political discourse independent from 
the mainstream; a discourse embodied by the ways in which graffiti functions politically. Here, I 
urge that being disenfranchised be distinguished from being muted. To say that the subaltern cannot 
speak is to risk denying the agency of those who continually work to make themselves heard in an 
effort to achieve sociopolitical autonomy and eventual social wellbeing. By examining the political 
role of graffiti, it can be made apparent that the subaltern is doing a great deal of speaking. While 
it is not recognized by the dominant hegemony as holding political legitimacy, relegated to that of 
simple criminality, graffiti still exists as social artifacts that hold significance within public political 
discourse.  

Graffiti is not unlike other social artifacts that serve as a means of social communication for those 
excluded from mainstream hegemonic discourse (see Figure 33). Forms of cultural expression, 
from music genres like jazz and hip-hop to non-traditional/non-western literature, have often been 
used by disenfranchised communities. Despite being framed as illegitimate by some, these have 
still been instrumental in mobilizing communities to work toward effecting sociopolitical change. 
Thus, while the subaltern may be forever destined to a fate of being ignored by mainstream culture 
as anything other than illegitimate and/or criminal, the analysis of political graffiti provides 
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evidence that the subaltern still actively engages in discourse that remains legible to those willing 
to listen.  

Figure 33: A mural found explaining the origins of the U Street Corridor’s cultural history and its ties to the subaltern 
in the form of cultural/artistic expression. Additionally, graffiti of these symbols are found at the bottom left corner. 
These are the international squatters’ symbol, a circle-A, and a dollar sign. Located in U Street Corridor, Ward 1.  

 

 

4.3. Ideological state apparatuses and organic intellectuals  

The highly localized nature of right-wing graffiti may prove useful in understanding how the 
ideology which underpins society is produced/reproduced. Here, keeping in mind the notion of 
hegemony, ideology may be recognized as how the material basis of society is made socially 
coherent.  

‘Ideology’ can designate anything from a contemplative attitude that 
misrecognizes its dependence on social reality to an action-orientated set 
of beliefs, from the indispensable medium in which individuals live out 
their relations to a social structure to false ideas which legitimate a 
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dominant political power. It seems to pop up precisely when we attempt to 
avoid it, while it fails to appear where one would clearly expect it to dwell 
(Zizek, 1994: 3-4).  

Questioning where ideology “dwells” is useful when discussing graffiti that supports the dominant 
hegemonic order instead of opposing. Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs) are social institutions 
that take part in hegemonic discourse through affecting paradigms set by those that hold positions 
of authority such as religious leaders, policymakers, and intellectuals (Althusser, 1971). In relation 
to the societal “infrastructure” that is the material socioeconomic mode of existence, ISAs produce 
the “superstructure” social reality that is hegemonic (141-147). For the purposes of this study, the 
ISAs that revolve around intellectuals are of interest. While it is premature to state that there is a 
causal relation, a connection between the two would fit into the theoretical framework proposed by 
individuals such as Althusser and Gramsci.  

GW clearly fits the definition of an ISA: knowledge produced via this institution carries with it the 
weight of either affirming or critiquing the ways in which society is structured. Thus, the 
knowledge produced via this institution is inherently tied to ideology. As this institution is part of 
what creates the status quo, it attracts those that wish to maintain or change it. While not all 
members of this institution will act in any singular way, the presence of right-wing think tanks (see 
Figure 29) means that GW does function, at least in part, in this capacity. Intellectuals that uphold 
the interests of their hegemonic class via the production/reproduction of academic work are termed 
“organic intellectuals” (Gramsci, [1935] 1989; Ramos, 1982). While this is almost exclusively 
discussed in terms of legitimized avenues of political expression, the fact that these views are also 
found in graffiti located near an ISA is of interest.  

This is to say that despite graffiti often functioning in a counter-hegemonic fashion, this study 
found evidence of graffiti that promotes the maintenance of the current hegemonic order. This may 
explain why the few instances of graffiti that affirm and wish to conserve the hegemonic order 
were in close proximity to the ISA that is GW and the organic intellectuals that populate and 
regulate it. This includes graffiti that upholds capitalism, bourgeois democracy (i.e. the dictatorship 
of capital), current officials elected to office (i.e. President Trump), and apologism for systemic 
racial injustices. Indeed, some have found a similar phenomenon to occur in relation to right-wing 
tendencies.  

4.4. Graffiti and the “gramscian right”  

Initially, graffiti, due to its relation to the political subaltern, was expected to function in a way that 
represented the interests of those most marginalized by the dominant Euro-American, patriarchal, 
capitalist hegemonic order; that graffiti would be a tool used by the subaltern to use the public 
sphere as the means by which its contribution to political discourse could be made heard. While 
the data still demonstrates that graffiti has been used in this fashion, the presence of graffiti that 
reproduces aspects of the dominant ideology is curious. What might drive someone to pursue 
graffiti as a means of political expression when they already see themselves and their ideals 
represented in mainstream politics and have access to legitimate avenues of engaging in hegemonic 
discourse.  
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Angela Nagle’s To Kill All Normies (2017) discusses an on-going culture war that has raged 
between the political right and left drawing back to the 1960s with a particular emphasis on the rise 
of the New Left (specifically within the context of the U.S. and France, sites of radical 
sociopolitical change). It was this culture war that revolutionized how the right understood itself to 
fit within the cultural hegemonic paradigm. This “New Right” or “Gramscian Right,” as Nagle puts 
it, broke with traditional understandings of how to engage in hegemonic discourse, turning its 
attention to the rising popularity of counter-culture (42-42). Within the contemporary American 
context, this may be best understood by examining the rise of internet culture, the alt-right, and 
those that stand as its most prominent proponents, including among their ranks: political 
commentator Milo Yiannopoulos, founder of Vice magazine and far-right group the Proud Boys 
Gavin McInnes, and activist Lauren Southern (45-47). More recently, individuals such as Charles 
Kirk, Ben Shapiro, Paul Joseph Watson, and Dr. Jordan Peterson have taken up the banner of 
defending western civilization from a supposed “cultural Marxist” cabal. For the sake of focus and 
brevity, I will not offer an entire analysis of what the alt-right is, instead urging that future research 
examine how this phenomenon indicates a major shift in how the western political right 
understands itself to exist in relation to notions of hegemony. Instead, I will simply point to graffiti 
as an example of a social artifact that, through this study, has shown itself to follow this trend. That 
despite the fact that these individuals defend the current hegemonic forces (Euro-centric, 
patriarchal, capitalist culture), they position themselves as part of a rebellious counter-culture.  

Within the context of this study, while graffiti is deemed an illegitimate means of engaging in 
public political discourse by the hegemonic forces, those that present themselves as representing 
this hegemony still utilize graffiti as a means of propagating their ideology. Following the events 
of the Unite the Right rally of 2017, legislation was introduced to the house that specifically targets 
anti-fascist activists (H.R.6054: Unmasking Antifa Act of 2018). Additionally, law enforcement 
has been found to work with far-right groups to target anti-fascist activists (Papenfuss, 2018; Levin, 
2018b; Armstrong, 2018) and has disproportionately arrested anti-fascist activist, even when said 
activists were the victims of violence (Levin, 2018a). Yet, despite this, to support such a position, 
a position upheld by the state, is framed by the alt-right as counter-hegemonic and was found to be 
represented in the graffiti observed during this study (see Figure 20). Thus, further studies on 
graffiti may prove useful in building off the documented evidence, provided by this study, of a shift 
in how “counter-hegemonic” methods may be co-opted and used to maintain the sociopolitical 
status quo.  

4.5. Aesthetics and aura  

Lastly, I wish to offer a brief analysis of the role of reproduction in relation to aesthetics which 
may explain the prevalence of stickers/posters. Walter Benjamin posits that the advent of image 
reproduction challenged the concept of “aura”. The aura of an object is, in a sense, its authenticity: 
what distinguishes an original from a reproduction. In Benjamin's own words, “...even the most 
perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one element: Its presence in time and space, its 
unique existence at the place where it happens to be” (1936). While technology has advanced to 
the point where a technically perfect reproduction can be made, it remains impossible to reproduce 
aura.  

There have been those that have applied such concepts as aura to the topic of graffiti, determining 
that the ability to reproduce graffiti, and thus remove it from the public sphere, is detrimental. 
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Because graffiti gains much of its political potential from being a "site-specific art" (the public 
sphere), the ability to relocate graffiti strips it of its aura, resulting in graffiti being robbed of 
graffiti-ness (Akın and Kıpçak, 2016: 153-157). However, the data collected through this study 
does not entirely support this claim. While other literature has discussed the commodification and 
"death of graffiti" (Lachmann, 1988; Barnett, 1994; Kramer, 2010; Moreau and Alderman, 2011), 
the reproduction of graffiti observed through this study, while technically removing its aura, aided 
its political functionality. A large portion of the sticker art observed via this study were print-based. 
Even those that were hand-made were done en masse with no intent of there being an original copy. 
One may even question if the graffiti observed had an aura to begin with. As the graffiti produced 
was done so with the explicit purpose of it working as a totality of graffiti, and not as any singular 
graffito, it arguably exists beyond the concept of originality. This may lead some to conclude that 
the sticker graffiti observed are examples of what may be termed ‘post-aura’: that which, due to 
existing in an age of image reproduction, lacks an expectation of originality. Yet, instead, perhaps 
it would be more proper to not think of the graffiti as acting as any singular unit, but as a mosaic.  

Because reproduced graffiti was able to become widespread, the stickers/posters observed became 
an essential part of the landscape. The effect being, arguably, the creation of a different aura, not 
one tied to the graffiti in terms of any single unit, but through the coordinated effort of the totality. 
The primary difference between this example and that discussed in the previously described 
literature is that this example of reproduction changes how the graffiti engages in the public 
placemaking process, rather than removing it.  

This fits critiques of attempts to remove graffiti from the public sphere in an effort to ‘legitimize’ 
it. The result being the creation of what has been termed here ‘graffiti-inspired art’, as being in the 
public sphere is a defining characteristic of graffiti (Barnett, 1994; Kramer, 2010; Moreau and 
Alderman, 2011). If the sticker graffiti observed during this study was removed from the public 
sphere, it too would fail to keep its social function. The purpose of discussing this aspect of graffiti 
is to acknowledge the central role public accessibility plays and how image reproduction 
technology can have wildly different sociological effects. In regard to graffiti specifically, this both 
affirms the link between politicalness and the public placemaking process as well as puts into 
perspective how technological advancements have impacted the production and use of graffiti.  

Conclusion  

This study set forth to explore the political role of graffiti within Washington D.C. Initially, it was 
presumed that the data collected would explain how those excluded from institutional methods of 
political expression used the public sphere as a means of achieving representation; that because 
this representation was achieved through ‘illegitimate’ means, it would critique the established 
paradigm of mainstream politics. While I still believe that this was done, and that the data can attest 
to this, the data also acts independently from my own presumptions. Questions of shifting political 
tides, aesthetics, image reproduction, and the specific social context of D.C., while relevant to the 
central research question, only emerged once the data was collected and analyzed. Perhaps the most 
fascinating aspect of the research process is allowing for the social phenomenon to speak for itself. 
That, as a researcher, my role is to translate it so that it is comprehensible to academics and the 
general public alike.  
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Embodied by the liminality of the public sphere, social phenomena are in a constant dialectical 
process of being created, recreated, and thus altered. Even as of writing this, the graffiti documented 
here may have already been erased and replaced with the next wave of political discourse; the 
verses that makeup the next chapter that is the social narrative. Additionally, the methodology of 
this study relied entirely upon content analysis, which is limited by the type of data it collects. This 
limitation is not unnoticed, and future research is planned to strengthen the validity of the claims 
made in this paper via interviews with graffiti writers, community leaders, and political activists.  

This research presents an interesting challenge when discussing the issue of reliability. Graffiti, by 
being illegal and publicly accessible, has a high likelihood of being removed, altered, or made 
illegible. As such, the data collected is at risk of being permanently erased. In order to overcome 
this challenge, a great deal of photographs were taken to document the graffiti’s existence. Notable 
pictures are presented in this paper for the sake of transparency and to assert the reliability of the 
coding method used. By providing pictures of the graffiti observed, the data is made available 
without being overly influenced by any potential biases on the part of the researcher, thus 
strengthening the justification of how graffiti was coded.  

In addition to limitations, the study’s internal and external validity must be acknowledged. Internal 
validity was ensured by using a single coding criterion that worked to be as exhaustive as possible 
in its characterization of graffiti, so that the analysis conducted was performed uniformly and to 
the furthest extent possible. External validity, that being the generalizability of this study’s 
findings, is limited by the fact that graffiti is defined by its context. How graffiti existed during this 
study may differ drastically from other times and places. As such, a longitudinal study or one that 
explores how graffiti exists in other cities may prove useful. Because of these limitations of 
generalizability, the application of a Marxian theoretical perspective proved useful, as it situated 
the findings of this study in larger historical processes. While the results of this study are inherently 
linked to the social conditions that produced them, the application of theory enabled me to detect 
the way in which the  
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graffiti observed represented grander sociological trends that are then filtered through the social 
lens that is context.  

Despite these limitations, this study still holds a great deal of value. To those within academia, this 
study provides a nuanced description of a social phenomenon that is too often overlooked and 
underestimated, largely due to its association with criminality. To those outside academia, this 
study provides evidence that the role of graffiti extends far beyond a matter of criminality. As such, 
laws/policies that understand it from such a superficial perspective are doomed to fail to reduce 
crime as well as having additional consequences, such as: political disenfranchisement of 
marginalized communities, the continuation of systemic inequalities resulting from 
ineffective/unequal policing, and the denial of a community’s right to political autonomy. If done 
inadvertently, these additional consequences may be viewed as attesting to the danger of ignorance 
even when done with the best of intentions; if done deliberately, it only proves to support the 
assertion of graffiti’s significance. Thus, this paper is both an addition to the entirety of sociological 
knowledge as well as a call to action.  
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Un regard sur la question d’identité ethnique des Chinois à Paris : 
différence entre les générations et entre les genres 

 
Delin Deng23 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Résumé 
En s’appuyant sur les données relevées des entretiens et des questionnaires auprès 40 Chinois de 
la première génération et 21 Français d’origine chinoise résidant à Paris, cet article exploite la 
question de l’identité ethnique chez les immigrants chinois de la première et de la deuxième 
génération à Paris tout en mettant l’accent sur la différence des femmes et des hommes ainsi que 
sur le rapport entre le genre et la langue. 

Nous avons constaté qu’à l’égard de la première génération, différent de ce qui est observé dans 
des études précédentes, la première génération ne semble pas unanime sur leur identité ethnique 
en tant que Chinois. On a vu que tandis que deux tiers des interviewés s’identifient comme 
purement Chinois, un tiers comme entre Chinois et Français, malgré le fait qu’ils tous possèdent 
la nationalité chinoise. Quant à la deuxième génération, tandis que la plupart s’identifient comme 
Français d’origine chinoise, certains renient toujours leur identité chinoise en s’identifiant 
exclusivement comme Français. Toutes les femmes utilisent à la fois le français et le chinois au 
foyer, tandis que les hommes le font beaucoup moins. En général, les femmes s’attachent 
beaucoup plus à leur identité chinoise par rapport aux hommes à travers les deux générations, qui 
sont susceptibles d’être lié aux rôles sociaux différents des deux genres. 

Mots clés 

Identité ethnique, Chinois, Genre, Langue, Paris 
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Introduction 
Quand on parle de l’immigration, la question d’intégration est souvent abordée. Il, cependant, 
ne s’agit pas seulement d’une intégration linguistique mais aussi d’une intégration sociale. 
Plusieurs notions sont fréquemment liées à l’intégration des immigrants dans la société 
d’accueil dont l’identité ethnique. En fait, la question d’identité fait l’objet d’intérêt non 
seulement des sociologues mais aussi des psychologues ou bien des sociolinguistes qui essaient 
de trouver le lien entre l’identité ethnique des immigrants et certains comportements. La grande 
question classique sur l’identité des immigrants est comment les immigrants s’identifient et 
comment cette identité pourrait indiquer leur degré d’acculturation dans le pays d’accueil. 
Puisque la question d’identité constitue une problématique indétournable pour tous immigrants 
qui cherchent à s’installer en dehors de leur pays d’origine, cela devient aussi notre 
préoccupation principale pour les immigrants chinois dans notre présente étude. 

1. Définition(s) de l’identité ethnique 

Pour parler de l’identité ethnique, il faut tout d’abord comprendre deux ou bien au moins deux 
concepts importants qui y sont liés : l’identité et l’ethnicité. 

1.1. Identité 

Que veut dire l’identité ? Malgré le fait que la notion de l’identité semble omniprésente dans 
les domaines de sciences sociales et de lettres de notre époque, en raison de l’ambiguïté dans 
son sens, le mot « l’identité » signifie soit trop de choses soit très peu. (Brubaker & Cooper, 
2000) En fonction du contexte et la tradition théorique desquels elle relève, la signification de 
« l’identité » diversifierait. Brubaker et Cooper (2000) ont néanmoins identifié quelques usages 
principaux de ce concept : 

1. Entendue comme fondement de l’action sociale ou politique, « l’identité » s’oppose 
souvent à « l’intérêt » dans le but de mettre en évidence et de conceptualiser les modes 
non-instrumentaux de l’action sociale et politique. 

2. Entendue comme un phénomène spécifiquement collectif, « l’identité » dénote une 
similitude fondamentale et conséquente entre les membres d’un groupe ou d’une 
catégorie. 

3. Comprise en tant qu’aspect fondamental de « l’individualité » (individuelle ou 
collective) ou en tant que condition fondamentale de l’être social, « l’identité » est 
invoquée pour désigner quelque chose qui est prétendument profond, basique, 
permanent ou fondamental. 

4. Entendue comme un produit de l’action sociale ou politique, « l’identité » est 
invoquée pour souligner le développement processuel et interactif du type de 
compréhension de soi collective, de solidarité ou de « groupement » qui peut rendre 
l’action collective possible. 

5. Entendue comme le produit évanescent de discours multiples et concurrents, « 
l’identité » est invoquée pour mettre en évidence la nature instable, multiple, fluctuante 
et fragmentée du « soi » contemporain. 
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Cependant, ils ont beaucoup critiqué l’usage de « l’identité » dans l’analyse sociale pour que 
l’on ne tombe pas dans la particularité en raison de la littérature massive contribuée à ce sujet. 

Selon Hall (2014), l’identité n’est pas aussi transparente ni aussi peu problématique que nous 
le pensons. Peut-être au lieu de considérer l’identité comme un fait déjà accompli, ce que 
représentent alors les nouvelles pratiques culturelles, nous devrions la traiter comme une 
production jamais complète, constamment en changement et toujours constituée à la 
représentation à l’intérieur, pas à l’extérieur. 

1.1.1. Paradoxes de l’identité 

Comme ce que dit Lévi-Strauss, « toute utilisation de la notion d’identité commence par une 
critique de cette notion » (Lévi-Strauss, 1977). La notion de l’identité elle-même relèvent des 
paradoxes. Si l’identité est définie comme un processus social, qui se construit au cours de la 
vie et qui est reconnu par les autres, il souligne dans cette définition un trait de « cohérence » 
et « permanence ». (Dubar, 2007) Deux paradoxes se résument comme l’incompatibilités entre 
l’invariabilité et la pluralité de la notion de l’identité et entre le maintien de l’identité et le 
changement. Autrement dit, comment pourrait-on être un et plusieurs en même temps ? Et 
comment demeurer le même tout en changeant ? (Voir par exemple, Dubar, 2007, Lenclud, 
2008, Ferret, 2011, etc.) 

Par rapport à ces deux paradoxes, Dubar (2007) propose de voir l’identité comme « un concept 
permettant l’analyse des formes de changement ». Il s’agit de penser et d’analyser les traits de 
« cohérence » et « permanence » dans le mouvement. 

D’une part, il faudrait comprendre que le Moi dans la notion de l’identité est au pluriel. C’est-
à-dire un Moi multiple. L’invariabilité de la notion n’est pas absolue à travers tous les phases 
de la vie, mais plutôt stable à un certain moment. Le Moi change en fonction de la situation 
conditionnée par l’âge, l’environnement social, le réseau social, etc. Dans ce sens-là, l’identité 
n’est plus quelque chose de statique, mais en mouvement. Et puisque l’identité est considérée 
comme un processus social, on dirait que l’identité est plutôt un continuum. En cas de 
changement d’identité, le processus ne se fait pas brusquement mais progressivement. Cela veut 
dire qu’il est possible qu’un individu ne possède qu’une seule identité tout au long de sa vie 
mais cela pourrait aussi être vrai que plusieurs identités coexistent chez un individu. Il faut 
souligner que puisque le changement de l’identité est en continuité, il se peut qu’une identité 
soit plus forte que l’autre/les autres. 

« Si la vie sociale est un théâtre, et si toutes les identités du Moi sont des rôles d’acteurs qui 
n’existent que durant le temps de la représentation de la pièce, alors il faut postuler un Self doté 
de mémoire qui assure une certaine unité au-delà des situations rencontrées. » (Dubar, 2007) 

D’une autre part, par rapport au deuxième paradoxe que l’on a mentionné en haut, le deuxième 
paradoxe est le paradoxe entre son trait de rester « identique » et son caractère d’être « en 
mouvement » : 

Alors que le sens étymologique invite à rechercher « ce qui demeure 
identique dans un processus de changement », voilà qu’un programme 
de recherche invite à considérer des identités comme « formes typiques 
de changement ». Il s’agit d’une sorte de révolution épistémologique 
faisant du changement de type « sociétaire », la construction d’identités 
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modernes selon des processus typiques. Si rien n’est, et que tout 
devient, tout ne devient pas n’importe quoi, de n’importe quelle façon. 
Les manières de devenir sont liées à des normes, cadres cognitifs, 
représentations sociales, des façons d’être et de dire, des trajectoires 
typiques dans des organisations fluides, des formes identitaires 
déterminées dans des contextes divers. (Dubar, 1991) 

1.1.2. Ethnicité 

Quant à l’ethnicité, Juteau (1983) a identifié dans son article deux approches pour définir 
l’ethnicité : l’approche subjective et l’approche objective : 

Dans l’approche subjective, l’ethnicité correspond à l’identité 
individuelle, à la conscience d’appartenance, à l’identification de 
l’agent à un groupe ethnique… l’identité ethnique constitue un rapport 
social, les ethnies étant produites par un procès social d’appropriation 
symbolique de la nature. Quant au groupe ethnique, il renvoie, soit à la 
somme des moi, des identités et des consciences ethniques, soit à un 
nous collectif, cette conscience du groupe s’exprimant quelquefois au 
sein d’activités ou de projets politiques divers, soit à des dimensions de 
la culture non matérielle, telles les croyances, les valeurs, les 
représentations. Dans l’approche objective, l’ethnicité renvoie soit à 
des traits biologiques (origine commune, ancêtres, sang, hérédité), soit 
à la culture matérielle et à des pratiques observables. 

D’ici, on voit que la première correspond à la relation Je-Nous dans le courant philosophique, 
tandis que la deuxième à Nous-Je. Cela veut dire que l’approche subjective répond plutôt la 
question « qui je suis », alors que l’approche objective à la question « qui nous sommes ». 
Autrement dit, la première est l’identité que Je ressens en tant que membre d’un Nous collectif, 
tandis que la deuxième est l’identité reconnu par les autres, qui est plutôt attribuée/imposée à 
moi. Cela veut dire que la première l’ethnicité pourrait être changeante à travers la vie d’un 
individu, lorsque la deuxième est beaucoup moins flexible. Si on prend la position de Juteau, 
c’est l’approche subjective que nous allons employer dans cet article. 

1.1.3. Identité ethnique 

L’identité ethnique est définie par les sociologues comme la conscience et l’expérience de son 
appartenance à diverses communautés sociales : un petit groupe, une classe, une famille, une 
communauté territoriale, un groupe ethno-national, une nationalité, un mouvement public, un 
pays ou l’humanité en général. (Yadov, 1995) 

Huntington (2000) a souligné que les identités culturelles jouent un rôle important dans le 
monde d’aujourd’hui. L’identité ethnique occupe une place particulière dans la structure des 
identités car elle renforce et exprime la capacité de l’homme à répondre à la question « qui suis-
je ? » auprès la communauté ethnique. 

L’identité ethnique se dessine au cours d’un long chemin historique et accumule l’expérience 
d’une ethnie dans la compréhension de la réalité et sa place. L’identité ethnique a divers moyens 
d’expression : langage, symboles, l’idée et l’art populaire s’inscrivent dans un certain type de 
mentalité inhérente à cette ethnie et à cette culture. L’identification par ethnos est un statut 
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définitif qui comprend trois composantes principales : l’appartenance ethnique, la nécessité 
d’identité éthique positive et sécurité ethnique (Soldatova, 1998). L’identité ethnique n’est pas 
seulement l’acceptation de certaines idées de groupe, la volonté de penser de la même façon 
(Skorobogataya, 2008) et de partager les sentiments ethniques mais aussi la construction du 
système de relations et d’actions pour des situations différentes dans les contacts ethniques. 
C’est pourquoi l’identité ethnique signifie la conscience de soi en tant que représentant d’une 
ethnie et d’une culture fondé sur l’identification avec eux et les différences avec d’autres 
groupes ethniques tout en adoptant l’ethnicité et en le transformant en l’identité ethnique. 

L’identité ethnique a été décrite comme un sentiment d’appartenance et d’engagement envers 
son groupe ethnique. (Tzuriel & Klein, 1977) D’autres l’a défini comme la mesure dans laquelle 
les individus s’identifient à leur concept de soi et en tirent des aspects à partir des connaissances, 
de la participation et de l’attachement à leur groupe ethnique. (Voir par exemple, Phinney, 
1990) ; Roysircar-Sodowsky, 2000 ; Sue et al., 1998) En gros, l’identité ethnique fait référence 
au sens de soi d’un individu en termes d’appartenance à un groupe ethnique particulier 
(Liebkind, 1992, 2001 ; Phinney, 1990). Bien que le terme soit parfois utilisé pour désigner 
simplement l’appartenance à une étiquette personnelle ou à un groupe (Rumbaut, 1994), 
l’identité ethnique est généralement perçue comme englobant divers aspects, notamment 
l’identification de soi, le sentiment d’appartenance à un groupe et son sentiment 
d’appartenance, valeurs partagées et attitudes envers son propre groupe ethnique. (Phinney & 
Vedder, 2001) 

 

1.2. Identité(s) et immigrants chinois 

Une notion qui est souvent liée à l’identité ethnique est l’acculturation. L’identité ethnique 
devient essentielle dans le cadre du processus d’acculturation qui se produit lorsque les 
immigrants arrivent dans une nouvelle société. (Phinney et al., 2001) Selon beaucoup, les 
concepts d’identité ethnique et d’acculturation ne sont pas clairs (Liebkind, 2001 ; Phinney, 
1990), et ces deux termes sont souvent utilisés d’une façon interchangeable (Nguyen et al., 
1999). 

Selon Phinney (1990), l’acculturation est une construction plus large, englobant un large 
éventail de comportements, d’attitudes et de valeurs qui changent avec le contact des cultures, 
tandis que l’identité ethnique est cet aspect de l’acculturation qui met l’accent sur le sentiment 
subjectif d’appartenance à un groupe ou à une culture. 

Des chercheurs indiquent que seuls les immigrants de la première génération sont confrontés 
aux défis de l’acculturation, alors que la deuxième génération et les générations suivantes sont 
confrontées aux défis du développement d’une identité (Roysircar-Sodowsky, 2000). Puisque 
la deuxième génération éprouve constamment un conflit culturel entre l’autorité parentale à la 
maison à la chinoise et l’esprit d’autonomie et d’égalité à l’école à l’occidentale. Ils ressentent 
souvent des problèmes de la formation d’identité et de la crise d’identité. 

Qin (2009) a souligné que le sexe est un facteur important dans la formation d’identité et dans 
le processus d’adaptation. D’une part, il semble que les femmes sont plus susceptibles de 
conserver leur langue et leur identité ethniques chinoises, de résister aux attentes liées au genre 
dans les écoles et de rester centrées sur l’école. Les hommes, cependant, ont dû faire face à une 
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pression accrue de la part de leurs pairs pour développer une identité masculine en minimisant 
l’éducation et en mettant l’accent sur des activités non académiques comme le sport. D’autre 
part, le degré de « menace identitaire » (Steele, 1997) est différent pour les femmes et les 
hommes. Les garçons souvent souhaitent rompre avec le stéréotype d’un bon garçon chinois, 
car ils remettent en question leur masculinité. Être un « nerd » n’est pas un moyen de gagner 
en popularité pour les garçons de cette culture. Les filles, quant à elles, font face à une menace 
moins grande pour leur identité. Leur perception en tant que bonnes filles chinoises ringardes 
ne remettent pas en question leur féminité. 

Quant à la différence générationnelle de l’identité ethnique, Ting-Toomey (1981) a indiqué 
qu’alors que la première génération s’identifie principalement à la culture chinoise, la deuxième 
génération réussissent à adapter et à intérioriser les deux cultures. Une proportion assez 
frappante de la troisième génération s’identifie également avec des ensembles de valeurs et de 
croyances culturelles dans les deux cultures, ce qui indique que la conservation de la culture 
ancestrale est importante pour ce groupe ethnique particulier. Ce qui est pertinent dans son 
résultat est que lorsqu’il examine les résultats pour la quatrième génération, il semble que 
l’identification ethnique soit un processus cyclique, plutôt qu’une tendance d’assimilation 
linéaire. La quatrième génération semble chercher ses « racines », plutôt que de s’assimiler à la 
culture dominante. 

Il a remarqué ainsi la différence de deux sexes par rapport à leur identité ethnique. Les femmes 
sont davantage axées sur l’ethnie que les hommes sur leur culture ancestrale ; tandis que les 
masculins manifestent un degré plus élevé d’adaptabilité à la culture blanche. Cependant, en 
termes de préférence d’amitié interculturelle, il n’y avait pas de différences significatives entre 
les deux groupes. 

Certes, beaucoup de travail ont déjà été réalisés sur l’identité ethnique des immigrants. 
Cependant, la plupart de travail a mis l’accent sur une seule génération. Peu de recherche porte 
sur une étude comparative générationnelle au sein de la communauté. Étant donné qu’une bonne 
intégration dans la société d’accueil est un enjeu crucial pour les immigrants, dans ce travail, 
nous essayons de voir de plus près comment la deuxième génération d’immigrants chinois 
diffèrent de la première génération sur leur identité ethnique et quelle est la différence entre les 
femmes et les hommes sur cette question. 

Donc, dans cet article, tout en s’appuyant sur des données des entretiens collectées entre 2014 
et 2017 auprès des Chinois de la première génération et de la deuxième génération à Paris, nous 
allons d’abord revisiter la littérature sur la question de l’identité ethnique tout en mettant un 
accent sur sa définition et des résultats principaux. Ensuite, nous aborderons de la méthodologie 
en détaillant sur le corpus, les données ainsi que les informations sur les locuteurs dans notre 
étude. À la suite, nous présenterons les résultats obtenus dans notre étude. Pour conclure notre 
travail, une discussion sur la différence entre les hommes et les femmes sur leur identité 
ethnique ainsi qu’une réflexion sur le rapport entre l’identité ethnique et la langue, entre les 
hommes et les femmes dans leur rôle social seront mises en avance. 

 

2. Méthodologie 
 

2.1. Corpus et données 
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Les données du corpus dont nous nous servons ont été collectées entre 2014 et 2019 à Paris 
pour un projet anthropologique et linguistique plus grand que l’étude présente. Le grand corpus 
est composé de deux parties en matières des données : la partie des entretiens et la partie des 
questionnaires. La partie des entretiens est destinée principalement à l’analyse linguistique pour 
le grand projet, tandis que la partie des questionnaires répond mieux aux questions 
anthropologiques. Cependant, on pourrait quand même trouver des réponses à la question 
d’identité dans la partie des entretiens. Chaque partie pourrait être subdivisé en deux sous-
partie : la partie pour la première génération et la partie pour la deuxième génération. 

La partie des entretiens compte un total de 35 heures d’enregistrement en français, alors que la 
partie des questionnaires est composée de 36 questionnaires remplis en français, dont 21 par 
des locuteurs de la première génération en France, 15 par la deuxième génération. Les entretiens 
ont été conduits complètement en français avec les interviewés (y compris les locuteurs de la 
première génération et les locuteurs de la deuxième génération). Puisque le français n’est pas 
la langue maternelle pour les locuteurs de la première génération, on trouverait beaucoup de 
fautes grammaticales dans leur production orale. Cependant, pour la transcription, on n’a pas 
corrigé ces fautes afin que le corpus puisse être utilisé dans des analyses linguistiques par 
d’autres chercheurs focalisant sur l’apprentissage du français comme langue étrangère. Tous 
les entretiens ont été transcrits tels qu’ils étaient produits. 

Tous les entretiens ont été transcrits complètement sur Praat avec des tiers qui indiquent les 
informations pertinentes pour l’étude présente. Ces données nous permettent d’avoir une 
perspective qualitative sur la question d’identité. D’ailleurs, les données dans les questionnaires 
nous donnent la possibilité de quantifier les résultats pour voir la tendance générale sur la 
question enquêtée. 

 

2.2. Locuteurs 

Quant aux locuteurs, tous locuteurs résident à Paris au moment de l’entretien. Dans le cas de la 
première génération, tous les 40 locuteurs, âgés de 20 ans à 50 ans, sont d’origine chinoise 
malgré leur nationalité présente. Par conséquent, ils parlent tous le chinois en tant que langue 
maternelle et le français langue seconde. Dans le cas de la deuxième génération, tous les 15 
locuteurs, âgés de 21 ans à 35 ans, sont nés en France et ont au moins un des parents 
d’immigrant chinois. Ces locuteurs sont recrutés avec la technique de boule de neige et ainsi 
que par les petites annonces publiées sur Facebook pour l’entretien. La participation à 
l’entretien est entièrement volontaire. Afin de présenter plus clairement ce qui sont ces locuteurs 
socialement, nous avons établis deux tableaux suivants avec des informations détaillées sur 
chaque locuteur dans notre étude: 

 

 

      Table 1: Information sur les locuteurs de la première génération 

Locuteurs Sexe 
Durée de 
séjour en 

France 
Âge Niveau 

scolaire Profession 
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Chen Guanyu H 

1-3 

post-80 MA étudiant 
Shi Fu H post-80 MA étudiant 

Wang Xiangyu H post-80 MA étudiant 
Li Baiyi H post-80 BA restaurateur 

Wang Huadong H post-80 BA artiste 
Zhang Wei H post-90 MA étudiant 

Dong Ruiting F post-80 MA étudiant 
Feng Xiaoning F post-80 MA étudiant 
Li Chenyuan F post-90 MA étudiant 

Yang Qi F post-80 MA étudiant 
Zhou Xinyi F post-80 MA étudiant 
Lin Zifan F post-90 MA étudiant 
Wang Yu F post-90 MA étudiant 

Zhang Mengyao F post-80 MA étudiant 
Luo Mengjun F post-90 MA étudiant 

Ren Zhen F post-80 MA salariée 
Wang Yutong F post-80 MA salariée 

Gao Liangliang H 

4-6 

post-80 MA restaurateur 
Zhang Boliang H post-80 MA étudiant 
Fang Shunjie H post-90 BA étudiant 

Du Xue F post-80 MA étudiant 
Li Yuying F post-80 MA étudiant 
Gao Juan F post-80 BA salariée 
Xiang Sisi F post-80 MA salariée 

Hu Qi F post-80 MA galeriste 
Xu Xiangyi F post-80 BA fille au-pair 

Zhu Dianzhuo F post-90 PhD doctorante 
Jia Li F post-90 MA étudiant 

Liu Shubo H 

7-9 

post-80 MA salarié 
Yang H post-80 MA restaurateur 

Liu Yiqing H post-80 BA commerçant 
Ji Wenhui H post-80 MA salarié 

Shao Wenqing H post-80 PhD post-doctorant 
Ji Chenhui H post-80 MA salarié 

Yang Dengziyun F post-90 MA restauratrice 
Liu Ning H 

>10 

post-70 PhD entrepreneur 
Ming Wenlai H post-80 PhD enseignant 

Lu Kun F post-80 PhD ingénieur 
Yang Wei F post-60 BA femme au foyer 

Zhang Shuoyuan F post-90 MA étudiant 

 

On pourrait constater que les locuteurs de la première génération dans notre étude ont tous reçu 
l’éducation supérieure (la plupart sont diplômés de Master). En fait, la plupart d’entre eux ne 
sont venus en France qu’après leurs études universitaires. L’intégration sociale de nos locuteurs 
se fait après l’âge adulte. On voit que différent de beaucoup d’autres études qui se penchaient 
uniquement sur les étudiants (dans le cas d’une étude quantitative) ou sur un seul locuteur (dans 
le cas d’une étude de cas), nos locuteurs varient quand même en matière de leurs métiers. Dans 
nos échantillons, on n’a pas seulement des étudiants, mais aussi des commerçants, des salariés 
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et même une femme au foyer et une fille au pair. Cela dit que malgré la petite taille de notre 
corpus, nos échantillons même si loin d’être représentatifs de tous les secteurs sociaux sont 
quand même plus représentatifs que dans les études précédentes. 

  Table 2: Information sur les locuteurs de la deuxième génération 

Locuteurs Sexe Âge Niveau scolaire Région d’origine Profession 
William Ye H 29 PhD Wenzhou ingénieur 

Richard H 25 BA Wenzhou étudiant 
David H 22 BA Wenzhou étudiant 

Maxime H 27 BA Wenzhou commerçant 
Philippe H 26 BA Wenzhou commerçant 

Catherine F 30 BA sud commerçante 
Alice F 33 BA / commerçante 

Arthur H 32 BA / commerçant 
Cécile F 35 BA Zhejiang commerçante 
Claire F 29 BA Wenzhou commerçante 

William H 24 BA Zhejiang étudiante 
Maxime Hu H 24 MA Wenzhou étudiante 

Camille F 21 BA Wenzhou étudiante 
Adèle F 21 BA Wenzhou étudiante 
Sophie F 21 BA Wenzhou étudiante 

En ce qui concerne la deuxième génération, il est sûr que les échantillons sont moins 
représentatifs que la première génération en matière de l’âge, du niveau scolaire et surtout de 
la région d’origine. Puisque nous avons recruté ces locuteurs principalement via une église 
chrétienne chinoise, la plupart des locuteurs sont issus des familles commerçantes locales. D’où 
les locuteurs sont soit des étudiants, soit des commerçants, sauf un locuteur qui est ingénieur 
(mais lui il est issu d’une famille commerçante aussi). Ces locuteurs se connaissent bien 
puisqu’ils vont à la même église tous les dimanches et sont proches par les tranches d’âge. 

2.3. Questions concernées 

Pour la première génération, nous nous concentrerons surtout sur la question « comment vous 
identifiez-vous ». D’une part, nous ferons une simple statistique pour voir la tendance générale 
de leur identification (voire leur choix entre Français, Chinois ou entre les deux fourni dans le 
questionnaire) ; d’autre part, nous examinerons d’une façon qualitative comment ils justifient 
leur choix (la même question a été également posée durant l’entretien). 

En ce qui concerne la deuxième génération, on s’efforce à répondre trois questions pertinentes : 
1) comment ils s’identifient (Français, Chinois ou Français d’origine chinoise) ; 2) est-ce qu’ils 
ont eu une crise d’identité, ce qui a été constaté dans d’autres recherches ; 3) la langue qu’ils 
utilisent au sein de leur famille. Tout comme pour la première génération, notre analyse sera à 
la fois quantitative (à l’aide des réponses obtenues via les questionnaires) et qualitative (avec 
les données tirées des entretiens). 

3. Résultat 
 

3.1. Identité ethnique 
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Comme ce que l’on a vu dans la partie de la revue de littérature de cet article, l’identité ethnique 
d’un individu pourrait bien être différent de sa nationalité, puisque c’est le Je subjectif autre 
que le Je objectif attribué par les autres que ressent un individu. À travers ce Je subjectif ou 
bien la constitution de ce Je subjectif, on pourrait bien voir comment un individu s’intègre dans 
la nouvelle société autre que sa société d’origine. Le degré d’intégration montré de l’ensemble 
des membres d’une communauté donnée pourrait alors montrer d’une certaine façon la 
fermeture ou l’ouverture de cette communauté envers son entourage. 

3.1.1. Le cas pour la première génération 

Comme montré dans le tableau 3, 27 sur 40 locuteurs s’identifient comme purement Chinois, 
12 sur 40 s’identifient comme à la fois Chinois et Français, soit 67,5% des locuteurs 
s’identifient comme Chinois contre 30% des locuteurs comme entre les deux. Ce qui est 
pertinent dans notre résultat sur leur identité est qu’il y a un locuteur qui s’identifie plutôt 
comme Français, malgré le fait qu’ils tous possèdent la nationalité chinoise et ont passé la 
plupart de leur vie en Chine avant de venir en France. 

                      Table 3: Résultat de l’identité ethnique chez la première génération à Paris 

 Total % H % F % 
Chinois 27 67.5% 8 47.06% 18 78.26% 
Français 1 2.5% 1 5.88% 0 0% 
les deux 12 30% 8 47.06% 5 21.74% 

Le seul locuteur qui s’identifie comme Français est un étudiant en droits venant du Canton dans 
le sud de la Chine. D’après lui, c’est une ville très occidentalisée. Durant son entretien, on 
pourrait toujours ressentir un refus de son identité d’origine. Quand il parle le mandarin, il a 
forcément un accent taiwanais au lieu d’un accent cantonais. Pour cet accent, il nous a justifié 
qu’il pensait que l’accent taiwanais est supérieur à l’accent chinois continental. Il préfère que 
les gens lui prennent comme Taiwanais. Après son arrivée en France, il essaie de s’éloigner du 
cercle chinois et d’avoir que les petites amies françaises. Il se prend comme un Français. C’est 
le seul locuteur chez qui on voit un refus et une honte évidente de son identité d’origine. Il a 
fait beaucoup d’effort d’imiter les Français et de devenir Français en s’éloignant de toutes les 
activités liées à sa culture d’origine. Certes, ce n’est qu’un rare cas dans notre échantillon. Pour 
la plupart des locuteurs de la première génération, ils s’identifient toujours comme Chinois 
même si on voit la coexistence des deux identités chez certains locuteurs, mais leur identité 
chinoise existe toujours. 

Même si on distingue bien la nationalité (l’identité objective attribuée à l’individu) de l’identité 
ethnique (l’identité subjective d’un individu) et qu’un individu pourrait avoir une identité 
ethnique autre que sa nationalité, on voit bien que pour les Chinois de la première génération 
leur identité ethnique correspond pour la plupart du temps leur nationalité (il faut souligner que 
le résident chinois pourrait posséder une seule nationalité par la loi). Cependant, il semble 
qu’avec le nombre d’années de séjour en France, les locuteurs commencent à accepter ou bien 
à ajouter une nouvelle identité à leur identité d’origine.  

comme je j’ai vis douze ans en France sûrement y a y a des habitudes 
je sais pas un peu françaises qui/qui sont entrées chez moi et puis l’autre 
côté la Chine évolue y a plein de choses j’ai pas vécu mon côté chinois 
rester dans dans l’époque (…) je pense pas je pense pas que j’arrive de 
vivre comme un français euh comme une française fin j’ai quand même 
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une partie fin je grandis en Chine y a une partie de penser de voir les 
choses euh fin chinoise je sais pas je/je sais pas que si j’arrive de tout 
convertir en français après c’est XXX j’ai pas envie euh après ça dépend 
fin si c’est bien si moi je pense que c’est/c’est au fur et à mesure fin je 
pense je serai entre les deux si je trouve le bon équilibre si/si ça me fait 
du bon je reste je continue comme ça (LK-F-FR-2014) 

Cela pourrait corroborer ce qui est constaté par d’autres chercheurs mentionnés dans la partie 
de littérature que l’identité d’un individu n’est pas stable et pourrait bien soumettre à des 
changements en fonction du changement aux alentours. Ce changement d’identité, comme 
évoqué plus haut, est plutôt un continuum. Si on met l’identité chinoise à un bout de ce 
continuum et l’identité française à l’autre bout, on dirait que la plupart des locuteurs de la 
première génération se trouvent plutôt entre les deux extrêmes sans jamais y atteindre. 

Durant les entretiens, nous avons remarqué que la façon de divertissement et la nourriture 
pourraient cependant constituer un élément très important dans leur retient de l’identité en tant 
que Chinois. Il paraît que le plus un individu est attaché à la nourriture chinoise et au programme 
de divertissement chinois le moins il accepte l’identité française. Un rattachement à la nouvelle 
identité demande surtout une acceptation à la nouvelle culture, représentée souvent par la façon 
de vivre, la façon de manger et la façon de se divertir. Une expression est souvent évoquée 
durant notre terrain par les interviewés : « l’estomac chinois », qui veut dire qu’un individu est 
très attaché à la cuisine chinoise et qu’il est difficile d’accepter d’autres types de nourriture. 
Cela ne veut pas dire que cet individu ne mange pas de plat français, mais ce qu’il aime le plus 
reste toujours le plat chinois. Pourquoi cette notion est si importante ? Parce qu’un tel 
attachement indique un lien incassable avec leur culture d’origine et qu’il n’est jamais possible 
de laisser leur identité chinoise derrière eux, puisque c’est cette partie de la culture chinoise qui 
est le plus important pour eux et que c’est quelque chose stable dans ce processus de 
changement. Parmi nos locuteurs, ceux qui s’identifient uniquement comme Chinois ont 
souvent évoqué qu’ils possèdent un « estomac chinois » et que la nourriture française est 
difficile pour eux, alors que ceux qui s’identifient comme à la fois Chinois et Français expriment 
qu’ils acceptent bien la cuisine française. 

D’après le tableau 3, on voit aussi une différence entre les deux groupes de sexe. C’est-à-dire 
que les hommes diffèrent des femmes dans leur identité ethnique. 47,06% des hommes 
s’identifient comme purement Chinois, tandis que l’autre 47,06% des hommes s’identifient 
plutôt comme à la fois Chinois et Français. Seul 5,88% des hommes se voient comme Français. 
En même temps, 78,26% des femmes s’identifient comme Chinois, alors que 21,74% se 
prennent comme entre les deux. Nulle femme s’identifie comme Français. D’après ce résultat, 
les femmes s’adhérent plus à leur identité ethnique chinoise, tandis que les hommes adoptent 
une nouvelle identité plus facilement que les femmes. Cela correspond au résultat de Ting-
Toomey (1981) sur la différence de l’attachement à la culture d’origine entre les deux sexes. 

Il faut demander pourquoi les femmes sont plus conservatrices par rapport aux hommes dans 
leur acceptation de la nouvelle identité. Autrement dit, pourquoi les femmes s’adhèrent plus à 
leur identité chinoise, alors que les hommes s’adaptent mieux à cette nouvelle identité ? 

Premièrement, cela pourrait être lié au fait que dans un foyer traditionnel chinois, ce sont plutôt 
les femmes qui font la cuisine, alors que les hommes gagnent la vie pour toute la famille. 
Comme on a vu plus haut que la nourriture et la façon de manger constitue un élément important 
dans l’attachement à une culture, cela indiquerait que les femmes chinoises dépenseraient plus 
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de temps dans la cuisine et seraient plus familières avec la cuisine chinoise. Par conséquent, 
elles deviennent plus attachées à la culture chinoise par la nourriture. Cependant, cela ne paraît 
pas le cas pour nos locuteurs, puisqu’avec la politique d’enfant unique en Chine. La plupart des 
locuteurs dans notre corpus sont des enfants uniques dans leur famille. Leurs parents ont 
l’habitude de faire tout pour eux à la maison. Beaucoup de locuteurs ont indiqué qu’ils n’avaient 
jamais passé une seule fois dans la cuisine avant de venir en France. En Chine, c’étaient toujours 
leurs parents qui faisaient la cuisine et tous les autres ménages pour eux à la maison. Cela dit 
que si les femmes de cette génération ne font plus la cuisine comme leurs parents, cet 
attachement à la nourriture par la distribution des tâches domestiques au sein d’une famille ne 
resterait plus le cas pour eux. 

Deuxièmement, cela pourrait être la conséquence d’une différence dans leur réseau social. 
Plusieurs facteurs pourraient contribuer à cette différence de réseau social : 

Une femme nous a révélé la raison pour laquelle elle trouve difficile à avoir des amis Français : 

...mais je n’ai pas l’ami français j’ai déjà dit donc s’il y a le chance je veux on me 
inviter je vais aller mais en fait je pense comment dire i/i/il y a un/un XXX c’est dans 
mon école il y a des d’in/d’in/d’information pour les Chinois pour trouver un f/un 
f/français pour bava/bavarder comme ça mais j’ai essaie de envoyer mes/mes XXX 
un/un français mais en fait je trouver que il vient que coucher avec moi c’est vrai c’est 
comme ça parce que on a on a on a dit que c’est si vous voulez habituer habilement 
ici tu dois coucher avec un français oui (WY-F-FR- 2014)  

Cela se dit que les femmes d’abord en considération de leur sécurité pourraient choisir à rester 
plutôt au sein de la communauté au lieu d’élargir leur cercle d’amis. Au contraire, les hommes 
par rapport aux femmes sont moins susceptibles à être les victimes de ce type de violence. Par 
conséquent, les hommes auraient plus de possibilité d’essayer de s’intégrer dans la communauté 
locale et auraient plus de contact avec la nouvelle culture, qui faciliterait une meilleure 
acceptation de la nouvelle identité. 

Ensuite, comme ce que nous puisque les femmes chinoises ne sont pas gênées par leur image 
d’être « nerd » à l’école, tandis que les hommes essaient toujours de s’éloigner de cette image. 
Cela conduirait au fait que les femmes dépenseraient plus de temps à améliorer leur 
performance académique (puisque l’éducation compte beaucoup pour les parents Chinois), 
alors que les hommes prendraient plus de temps à essayer de développer leur masculinité (être 
plus sportifs, voyager, connaître la nouvelle culture, prendre les aventures, etc). Pour les 
Chinois, ce qui compte pour les filles est de se marier bien et d’être une bonne femme après le 
mariage, alors que pour les garçons le plus important est d’avoir le succès et de gagner la vie 
pour sa famille. Cette tradition décide également la divergence du réseau social entre les 
hommes et les femmes dans la communauté chinoise. 

Vu la différence entre les fonctions sociales des hommes et des femmes dans la société chinoise 
et la divergence entre la culture chinoise et la culture occidentale voire française dans notre cas, 
les Chinois (par ethnicité) de la deuxième génération en France seront-ils influencés plus par la 
tradition chinoise représentée par leurs parents chinois ou par la culture française dans laquelle 
ils ont grandi ? Cela mérite sûrement notre discussion par la suite. 

 

3.1.2. Le cas pour la deuxième génération 
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Sur 12 locuteurs, comme montré dans le tableau 4, 3 locuteurs soit 25% des locuteurs 
s’identifient exclusivement comme Français. 8 locuteurs soit 66,67% des locuteurs se voient 
comme Français d’origine chinoise. Nul locuteur s’identifie comme Chinois, tandis qu’un 
locuteur a donné une réponse autre que ce qui est proposé. On dirait que la plupart des locuteurs 
s’identifient entre les deux. 

                      Table 4: L’identité ethnique chez la deuxième génération à Paris 

 Total % H % F % 
Français 3 25% 3 37.5% 0 0% 
Français 
d’origine 
chinoise 

8 66.67% 4 50% 4 100% 

Chinoise 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 
Autres 1 8.33% 1 12.5% 0 0% 

Il faut admettre qu’il est tout à fait normal si ces locuteurs s’identifient uniquement comme 
Français, puisque la France est leur pays de naissance et que le français est leur langue 
maternelle qu’ils entendent depuis leur naissance à l’hôpital. Aussi, ces locuteurs ont grandi en 
France et leur lien avec la Chine n’est pas forcément renforcé par leur visite régulière en Chine 
chaque année La Chine reste plutôt leur pays d’origine que certains d’entre eux n’ont jamais 
visité jusqu’à ce jour. Par contre, s’ils reconnaissent leur identité chinoise par s’identifier 
comme Français d’origine chinoise, on ne doit pas se sentir surpris, puisque leurs parents sont 
Chinois et mènent sûrement une façon de vie plutôt à la chinoise à la maison. Ce qui mérite 
notre discussion dans ce résultat est ce qui leur fait nier leur identité chinoise dans le premier 
cas (s’identifier uniquement comme Français) et ce qui leur fait reconnaître leur identité 
chinoise dans le deuxième cas (s’identifier comme Français d’origine chinoise). Il y aurait 
plusieurs raisons possibles : 

Premièrement, cela pourrait être liée à la crise d’identité souvent constaté chez les enfants 
d’immigrants. Il s’agit d’ici ce que l’on appelle « self-hate ». (Laur, 2014) D’une part, les 
parents des enfants d’immigrants chinois éprouvent un fort lien avec les rituels à la chinoise, 
qui se prennent souvent exotiques ou dans le pire cas étrange aux yeux des enfants occidentaux, 
puisque le décalage culturel est dramatique entre les deux cultures. Un enfant en raison de son 
âge et sa vision du monde encore en train de se développer ne pourrait pas comprendre bien 
cette différence et que certains comportements typiquement à la chinoise pourrait engendrer 
des moqueries des autres enfants à l’école, qui conduirait à un refus de cette identité chinoise 
chez les enfants d’immigrants. On a tellement peur d’être différent des autres et on essaierait 
tout pour être le même que les autres. Mais souvent avec l’âge, on comprendrait mieux son 
identité et quelquefois on constate un reprend de leur identité chinoise. Puisque nos locuteurs 
ont tous environ l’âge de 20 ans, il faut peut-être attendre un peu pour voir ce changement. 

Deuxièmement, le fait que l’on a plus de locuteurs masculins pourrait aussi être un facteur, 
puisque comme nous avons vu dans la partie de la littérature, les garçons réfutent plus leur 
identité chinoise que les filles en raison de la masculinité. Les Chinois sont considérés très 
souvent par les occidentaux comme « travailleux » à l’école ou bien un peu « nerd ». Pour les 
garçons être « nerd » semble un défi à leur masculinité, puisque les garçons devraient plutôt 
être sportifs et aventureux. Il faut donc vérifier par la suite, s’il existe une différence de la crise 
d’identité entre les hommes et les femmes. 
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Troisièmement, cela pourrait aussi être lié au réseau social différent entre la première génération 
et la deuxième génération. Durant notre terrain, nous avons constaté que au sein de la 
communauté chinoise, la deuxième génération ne fait pas amis avec la première génération, en 
raison d’un manque de points communs de leur expérience d’enfant commune, puisque la 
deuxième génération ont grandi en France, leur façon de vivre et leur comportement 
rapprochent plutôt à ceux des Français. De plus, la deuxième génération éprouve souvent des 
difficultés à parler bien le Chinois et la plupart ne lisent pas en chinois. La langue en tant que 
l’outil très important de communication devient une barrière entre la première et la deuxième 
génération. Cela pourrait être aussi un facteur pour le refus de cette identité. Si on ne parle pas 
la langue d’une culture, comment pourrait-on s’identité comme des descendants de cette 
culture ? 

En ce qui concerne la différence entre les deux groupes de sexe, 3 sur 8 hommes soit 37,5% des 
hommes s’identifient comme Français, tandis que 50% comme Français d’origine chinoise. Les 
femmes par contre ont donné une réponse homogène. Elle toutes s’identifient comme Française 
d’origine chinoise. 

Ce qui est intéressant dans ce résultat est la différence entre les hommes et les femmes. On voit 
que les femmes ont une identité bien définie et que les hommes hésitent entre les deux types 
d’identité. On constate quand même un effort d’éviter le côté chinois chez certains locuteurs en 
s’identifiant uniquement comme Français. Même si cela semble de correspondre à ce qui est 
constaté dans les travaux précédents par d’autres chercheurs (voire la partie de la littérature de 
cet article), il faut quand même poser la question : pourquoi les femmes sont plus attachées à 
leur identité chinoise tandis que les hommes refusent cette identité ? Cela ne pourrait pas être 
simplement une question d’être conservateurs. 

On voit qu’avec la première génération, la différence entre les femmes et les hommes est 
évidente et que leur division de fonctions sociales et domestiques est bien nette. On a un 
proverbe chinois pour dire la fonction entre les hommes et les femmes dans une famille 
chinoise, qui dit « nan zhu wai, nv zhu nei ». Cela se traduit comme « les hommes s’occupent 
tout ce qui est à l’extérieur d’une famille, tandis que les femmes tout ce qui est à l’intérieur d’un 
foyer ». En raison de cette division des fonctions domestiques, les femmes sont beaucoup plus 
attachées à des tâches domestiques et que les femmes sont en fait plutôt famille-centrées. Cela 
décide que chez la première génération, il y a une différence du réseau social entre les hommes 
et les femmes. Quant à la deuxième génération, puisqu’ils ont été menés par leur parents 
chinois, même s’ils refusent la façon de vivre de leurs parents, ils sont quand même influencés 
par leur parent. On voit surtout avec les locuteurs issus des familles commerçantes que la 
plupart des femmes restent au foyer pour s’occuper des enfants et aider leur mari qui mènent 
des business (faire le comptable du restaurant ou du supermarché, etc.). Cela dit que pour la 
deuxième génération, cette distinction des fonctions domestiques reste presque identique que 
ce que l’on voit avec la première génération. Par conséquent, les femmes deviennent plus 
attachées à leur culture d’origine par pratiquer les rituels identiques que leur parent chinois. 

En plus, cela pourrait être lié à l’usage de la langue au sein d’une famille. Si on dit que les gens 
se regroupent par la langue utilisée, un usage plus fréquent de la langue chinoise pourrait alors 
renforcer leur rattachement à l’identité chinoise. Si les femmes utilisent/conservent plus la 
langue chinoise dans leur pratique quotidienne, leur attachement à leur identité chinoise 
s’explique. Donc, il faut enquêter par la suite la/les langue(s) ces locuteurs utilisent à la maison, 
puisqu’à l’extérieur de la maison, ils parlent plutôt le français. 



 Eli Ayawo Atatsi & Benjamin Amoakohene   “An Analysis of   Students’ Knowledge in 
Spelling: A Case of a Technical University in 
Ghana” 

 

172 

3.2. Crise d’identité 

Comme montré dans le tableau 5, 16,67% des locuteurs de la deuxième génération ont attesté 
une expérience de la crise d’identité, alors que 83,33% des locuteurs ont donné une réponse 
négative à cette question. On dirait que pour la plupart des gens, la crise d’identité ne pose pas 
de problème. Cela correspond aussi à notre résultat précédent que la plupart des gens ne refusent 
pas leur identité chinoise en s’identifiant comme des Français d’origine chinoise. 

                       Table 5: La crise d’identité chez la deuxième génération à Paris 

 Total % H % F % 
+ 2 16.67% 1 12.5% 1 25% 
- 10 83.33% 7 87.5% 3 75% 

En ce qui concerne la différence entre les deux sexes, les hommes attestent moins de crise 
d’identité avec un taux de 12,5%, tandis que les femmes rencontrent plus souvent cette difficulté 
avec un taux de 25%. Ce résultat est au contraire à ce que l’on attendait plus haut avec 
l’hypothèse de « nerd ».  

Cependant, il nous semble que les hommes n’ont pas voulu d’aborder leur expérience de la crise 
d’identité en nous donnant souvent la réponse tel que « je dirais non pour ne pas raconter mon 
histoire ». En conséquence, il se peut qu’en réalité les hommes fassent plus face à la crise 
d’identité que les femmes, mais d’une raison ou d’autre ils ne voulaient pas nous l’avouer. C’est 
aussi pour cette raison qu’une analyse quantitative seule n’est pas suffisante et qu’il faut aussi 
avoir une analyse qualitative pour avoir une perspective plus complète surtout avec des sujets 
un peu sensibles. 

Un locuteur nous a raconté son expérience intéressante sur la crise d’identité : 

Je me souviens au collège à cause des moqueries et mauvaise réputation 
des chinois, je disais que j’étais Viet ou Thaï. Mais après en grandissant 
non je m’en foutais. (Maxime-H-FR-2018) 

Cette expérience corrobore ce que l’on a dit plus haut qu’en raison des moqueries des 
camarades, les enfants d’immigrants nient souvent leur identité chinoise, mais avec le temps 
cela devient moins en moins un problème. 

Néanmoins, les femmes ne semblent pas avoir la même version d’histoire. Souvent, la crise 
d’identité ressentie chez elles n’est pas liée à un événement spécifique comme ce que raconte 
ce locuteur ici, mais plutôt à une confusion intérieure. Cela veut dire que pour les femmes c’est 
plutôt un problème de s’identifier au cours d’identification, puisqu’elles voient les deux 
identités et essaient de trouver un équilibre entre les deux. Autrement dit, pour les femmes c’est 
plutôt une conscience du processus de la formation des identités qui cause une confusion de soi 
au lieu des expériences des moqueries, tandis que pour les hommes ce sont plutôt des mauvaises 
expériences. Cela nous donne aussi à penser que même si on réclame souvent l’égalité entre les 
hommes et les femmes dans la société, on voit quand même qu’ils ne sont pas traités d’une 
façon égale en réalité. Même si on demande toujours plus de droits pour les femmes, les 
hommes dans quelques cas font face à des cas plus sévères que les femmes surtout dans le cas 
des enfants d’immigrants. On demande toujours plus aux garçons qu’aux filles et que comme 
ce que l’on voit ici que les garçons ont plus de pressions sociales que les filles sur ce sujet. 
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Donc, si les hommes rencontrent vraiment plus de crises d’identité que les femmes comme nous 
le ressentons, on devrait voir plus de divergence dans leur emploi langagier à la maison. Aussi, 
si notre hypothèse est correcte concernant le rapport entre la langue et l’identité ethnique, on 
devrait voir plus d’hommes qui emploie uniquement le français à la maison comme un refus de 
leur identité chinoise ou bien exclusivement le chinois qui donne plus de contraste entre la 
maison et l’école, qui engendrerait plus de confusion d’identité soit la crise d’identité. 

3.3. Langue utilisée au sein de la famille 

Comme montré dans le tableau 6, 2 locuteurs sur 12 utilisent exclusivement le chinois à la 
maison, 2 sur 12 uniquement le français et 8 sur 12 une combinaison des deux langues. Il paraît 
que la plupart des locuteurs emploient les deux langues au foyer. 

                    Table 6: Langue utilisée au foyer chez la deuxième génération à Paris 

 Total % H % F % 
chinois seul 2 16.67% 2 25% 0 0% 
français seul 2 16.67% 2 25% 0 0% 
combinaison 

des deux 
8 66.67% 4 50% 4 100% 

Il est évident que l’usage exclusif de la langue chinoise à la maison avec la deuxième génération 
semble extrêmement difficile. On dirait que les enfants semblent quelquefois utilitaires. Ils 
utilisent plutôt la langue parlée aux alentours puisque cette langue est un passe-partout dans la 
plupart des cas. Quand on parle de la langue maternelle, il ne s’agit pas forcément de la langue 
parlée par la mère d’enfant, mais plutôt de la langue parlée par la plupart des gens autour d’elle 
et de la langue que l’on parle à l’école. Les locuteurs utilisent uniquement le chinois à la maison 
dans le cas où les parents ne parlent pas du tout le français ou quand les parents ne parlent pas 
très bien le français et qu’ils sont obligés de le parler avec eux pour se communiquer. Les 
locuteurs qui utilisent les deux langues à la maison indiquent qu’ils utilisent le français avec 
ceux qui savent parler le français et le chinois avec ceux qui ne savent que parler le chinois. 
Pour les deux locuteurs qui utilisent exclusivement le français à la maison disent que leurs 
parents pourraient tous parler et comprendre bien le français. On voit ici très clairement que la 
compétence linguistique des parents influence bien l’usage linguistique des enfants. Le fait que 
le parent utilise le chinois à la maison aide les enfants à parler cette langue et par conséquent à 
s’attacher plus à la culture chinoise. Il faut souligner aussi qu’il y a des cas où les parents 
comprennent et parlent tout à fait très bien le français, ils insistent à parler le chinois avec leur 
enfant à la maison afin de transférer la culture chinoise à la génération prochaine par la langue. 
En fait, plusieurs locuteurs de la première génération nous avons confirmé leur souhait de faire 
ainsi pour leur enfant. On voit que la première génération tient vraiment beaucoup à leur langue. 
Cependant, comme nous avons déjà évoqué, les enfants essaient toujours de négocier avec leur 
parent et qu’ils essaient de simplifier leur usage linguistique par l’usage d’une seule langue 
« passe-partout ». Certes, une fois qu’un locuteur atteint un certain âge, quelquefois il 
commence à se réfléchir sur son usage linguistique face à la prochaine génération. Cette 
conscience ne se prend dans la plupart du temps qu’au moment où les locuteurs deviennent 
parents. 

À l’égard de la différence entre les deux groupes de sexe, tous les locuteurs qui sont unilingue 
à la maison (que ce soit le chinois ou le français) sont des hommes. Les femmes ont donné une 
réponse homogène sur cette question. Elles tous emploient toutes les deux langues au foyer. On 
voit qu’une divergence dans l’emploi langagier chez les hommes à la maison : une partie des 
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locuteurs sont complètement francisés en excluant l’emploi de chinois de la maison ; une autre 
partie des locuteurs se tiennent bien à la tradition chinoise en employant uniquement la langue 
chinoise ; et enfin le reste des locuteurs se trouvent en contact permanent avec les deux langues. 
Cela suggère également les hommes ont plus de tendance à accepter la nouvelle culture et que 
les femmes tentent plus à garder leur tradition. 

Il faut alors poser la question : pourquoi les femmes tous utilisent les deux langues à la maison 
tandis que les hommes ne tiennent pas à l’emploi du chinois à la maison ? 

Il faudrait revenir sur la distribution des fonctions domestiques que l’on a parlé plus tôt dans 
une famille traditionnelle : ce sont les femmes qui s’occupent des enfants. Pourquoi ce point est 
important, parce qu’en tant que nourrice et première éducatrice des enfants, les femmes ont 
pour mission de transférer aussi sa culture. La transmission de sa culture se fait toujours par un 
apprentissage de sa langue aux enfants. Même si la deuxième génération se diffère beaucoup 
dans leur environnement de grandissement, le fait que les femmes sont plutôt familles-orientées 
reste le même. En considération de cette mission des femmes, elles n’ont pas d’autres choix 
mais de continuer à pratiquer cette langue. 

Ce qui est également intéressant dans le résultat est que les deux hommes qui parlent 
exclusivement le français à la maison s’identifient comme Français et que ceux qui n’utilisent 
que le chinois au foyer s’identifient comme Français d’origine chinoise. Toutes les femmes 
parlant à la fois le français et le chinois avec leur famille s’identifient tous comme Françaises 
d’origine chinoise. C’est aussi l’homme qui s’identifie comme Français nous a raconté l’histoire 
qu’il a eu une crise d’identité et qu’il disait qu’il était vietnamien ou thaïlandais à l’école. On 
pourrait ressentir un désir d’être accepté par la société et un refus clair de son identité chinoise. 

Cette différence entre les hommes et les femmes corrobore notre hypothèse que les hommes 
rencontrent en fait plus de crises d’identité que les femmes à Paris tout en le reniant durant nos 
entretiens afin d’éviter de raconter leur histoire d’une raison inconnue. 

 

 

Conclusion 
En s’appuyant sur les données relevées des entretiens et des questionnaires auprès 40 Chinois 
de la première génération et 21 Français d’origine chinoise résidant en France, cet article 
exploite la question de l’identité ethnique chez les immigrants chinois de la première et de la 
deuxième génération en France tout en mettant l’accent sur la différence des femmes et des 
hommes. 

À l’égard de la première génération, différent de ce qui est observé dans des études précédentes, 
la première génération ne semble pas unanime sur leur identité ethnique en tant que Chinois. 
On a vu que tandis que deux tiers des interviewés s’identifient comme purement Chinois, un 
tiers comme entre Chinois et Français, malgré le fait qu’ils tous possèdent la nationalité 
chinoise. Quant à la deuxième génération, tandis que la plupart s’identifient comme Français 
d’origine chinoise, certains renient toujours leur identité chinoise en s’identifiant exclusivement 
comme Français. 
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Plusieurs remarques sont à faire par rapport à notre résultat : 

Premièrement, ce qui est constaté dans notre résultat corrobore les études précédentes que la 
nationalité d’un individu pourrait différer de son identité ethnique. Tandis que la nationalité 
reste relativement stable chez un individu, l’identité ethnique semble beaucoup plus flexible, 
qui pourrait changer d’un moment à l’autre. Ce changement d’identité n’est pas forcément 
linéaire. Plusieurs identités ethniques pourraient coexister. 

Deuxièmement, chez la première génération, si on regarde un peu le profil des locuteurs qui se 
ressentent le problème d’identité, on verrait que ce sont surtout les locuteurs ayant résidé déjà 
un certain temps en France qui hésitent entre les deux identités au lieu des nouveaux arrivés. 
Cette corrélation suggère que le temps passé dans le pays d’accueil aurait un effet sur le 
changement d’identité ethnique chez la première génération. 

Certes, il serait imprudent de dire un seul facteur serait responsable pour ce changement, 
puisque d’autres facteurs pourraient toujours juxtaposer. Par exemple, une plus longue durée 
de séjour dans le pays d’accueil pourrait signaler une meilleure intégration dans la vie sociale, 
qui pourrait être interprété par un changement de cercle d’amis en incluant des amis non 
seulement de son pays d’origine mais aussi locaux, par un changement dans l’alimentation et 
certaines habitudes quotidienne, par une meilleure maîtrise de la langue locale, etc. On ne 
saurait pas si un ou plusieurs facteurs sont pertinents ou lequel est la cause duquel. 

Troisièmement, à l’égard de la différence entre les femmes et les hommes, même si on dirait 
que les femmes sont plutôt des innovatrices quand il s’agit des usages linguistiques et qu’elles 
mènent souvent le changement linguistique (voir par exemple, Labov, 2001), elles semblent 
beaucoup plus conservatrices dans leur identité ethnique par rapport aux hommes à travers les 
deux générations. Les femmes tiennent toujours plus à la tradition, tandis que les hommes 
s’adaptent plus à la nouvelle culture. Pour la première génération, cela est montré par une plus 
grande adhésion à son identité chinoise chez les femmes, alors que pour la deuxième génération, 
par une utilisation parallèle des deux langues à la maison par toutes les femmes dans notre 
étude. On se demande d’où provient cette divergence entre les deux sexes. 

Il faut peut-être parler des rôles assignés aux femmes et aux hommes dans la vie sociale des 
Chinois. On dirait des « rôles » parce qu’ils pourraient varier d’une communauté à une autre, 
d’une culture à une autre, d’une époque à une époque. Par exemple, on verrait que dans une 
certaine culture, ce sont les hommes qui tissent, tandis que dans d’autre culture ce sont les 
femmes qui le font. Dans une certaine époque, ce ne sont que les hommes qui écrivent, alors 
que l’écriture ne reste plus une priorité masculine. Notre discussion sur la différence entre les 
femmes et les hommes ne se repose donc pas sur la différence physique de ces deux sexes, mais 
sur des rôles y associés socialement. 

Les femmes sont considérées non seulement comme un groupe du sexe opposé des hommes 
mais aussi et peut-être impérativement comme les transmetteurs de la langue et de la culture 
aux futures générations, même si la culture chinoise est fortement patrilinéaire dans le sens que 
seuls les hommes sont comptés dans la ligne d’une famille. Les femmes sont donc loin d’être 
négligeables du fait qu’elles s’assurent la continuation de cette ligne et la transmission 
culturelle. Cela explique pourquoi toutes les femmes de la deuxième génération dans notre 
étude emploient à la fois le français et le chinois à la maison, tandis que les hommes le font 
beaucoup moins. D’une part, le français est leur langue maternelle ; d’autre part, le chinois est 
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la langue des parents et leur langue d’héritage. Dans ce sens-là, les hommes semblent plus 
utilitaires. 

Si on dit que les communautés et les individus sont susceptibles d’être regroupés par leur 
langue, il serait juste de voir la corrélation entre l’identité ethnique et l’emploi des langues chez 
la deuxième génération. On dirait qu’en employant le chinois au foyer, les femmes se font 
renforcer leur identité chinoise. 

Pour conclure le présent travail, comme souligné tout au début de cet article, notre étude offre 
une perspective comparative transgénérationnelle de la communauté chinoise sur la question 
d’identité ethnique. Cependant, à la limité du nombre d’échantillons, nous n’avons pas pu 
effectuer des statistiques pour déterminer le ou les facteurs qui influencerait un changement 
d’identité ethnique chez la première génération. Puisque d’autres phénomènes pourraient 
également être liés à l’identité ethnique des individus, tel que le choix marital, le problème de 
l’exogamie ou l’hypergamie, il est souhaitable de voir leur rapport dans des futures études afin 
d’avoir une connaissance plus complète et plus profonde sur cette communauté tout en tenant 
compte des différences à la fois entre les générations et entre les femmes et les hommes. 
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Gender, Neoliberalism and Distinction Through Linguistic Capital: Taiwanese Narratives of 
Struggle and Strategy, is an aptly titled book as, on one hand, it focuses on gender, 
neoliberalism, distinction and linguistic capital, and, on the other hand, it addresses these issues 
through narratives that pertain to everyday struggles and strategies that seek to address and 
overcome these struggles in the Taiwanese context. The title lives up to the expectations that it 
creates for the reader. If you keep the title in mind while reading the book, the author, Mark 
Seilhamer, provides reading that is not only coherent but also informative and, above all, 
pleasant to read. As the issues discussed in the book are rather complex and intertwined, 
addressing them in book format benefits the reader, something which Seilhamer is keenly aware 
of. Had these issues been addressed in a journal article or a number of journal articles, it is 
likely that it would have resulted in dense, if not tiresome reading. Some may take issue with 
the author’s somewhat informal and candid style, but I think it meshes well with the narrative 
approach, making the book more accessible to non-academics. Overall the book comes across 
as approachable and easy to read, even to people who are not familiar with the issues discussed 
in the book. 
 
Seilhamer provides an overview of the book in the introduction, supplying the reader a 
summary that eases the reader into a complex and multifaceted topic. As already hinted by book 
title, the introduction makes it further apparent that the book is markedly Bourdieusard in its 
approach to a topic that focuses on the acquisition and utilization of linguistic capital by 
Taiwanese women who seek to distinguish themselves in the highly competitive neoliberal 
Taiwanese job market. Before explaining the structure of his book, the author briefly discusses 
the link between the central concept of the book, distinction, and the emphasis Taiwanese 
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people tend to put on education. The introduction is useful to anyone who, like me, has limited 
knowledge of Taiwanese society and history because it not only addresses Taiwan’s 
relationship with the People’s Republic of China and the authoritarian rule of the island by the 
Kuomintang, what people may already be aware of, but also its colonial history which helps the 
reader to understand Taiwanese attitudes towards foreign languages and the prestige associated 
with them, especially with the English language. 
 
Following the introduction, the book can be divided into three parts. The first part, consisting 
of chapters 2, 3 and 4, covers the theoretical underpinnings of the book. In general, those already 
familiar with Bourdieu’s sociology, neoliberalism and/or narrative study may skip the chapters, 
whereas those unfamiliar with these theoretical issues would do well to go through these 
chapters as otherwise the rest of the book may prove to be hard to follow. Despite being familiar 
with these topics, I found these chapters to be well formulated, elaborating multiple central 
concepts, such as capital, field, habitus and practice, being concise yet not dense. This makes 
the book approachable to anyone interested in issues pertaining to gender, neoliberalism, 
distinction and linguistic capital. Moreover, Seilhamer not only covers these concepts in the 
abstract, but also explains their function in contemporary Taiwan, with particular emphasis on 
the Taiwanese education system, the central setting for the narratives of struggle and strategy 
contained in the book. Therefore, those familiar with the central concepts but unfamiliar with 
Taiwanese society may want to read this chapter prior to going through the narratives. It is also 
in this part of the book that Seilhamer elaborates on his qualitative approach to the topics 
indicated in the title and his own role, vis-à-vis the participants of his study. It is commendable 
that not only does he mention his own role in the process of narrative inquiry that emphasizes 
the role of the participants, letting them freely narrate their experiences rather than using 
snippets of their views as mere seasoning, but he also explicitly addresses his role and the 
limitations that come with it. Furthermore, he is careful to explain that narrative inquiry does 
not seek to uncritically promote the views of the participants as the narratives are seen as acts 
of self-presentation, truthful or not, rather than as the experiences of the narrators in themselves. 
 
The second part of the book consists of four narratives, each containing a distinct self-
presentation that revolves around distinction, distinguishing oneself from others in terms of 
linguistic capital, standing out in a crowd of people in order to be hired, having that competitive 
edge over others in the neoliberal job market. It is worth emphasizing that there are certain 
changes in all of the narratives as time goes by. This allows Seilhamer to gain a better 
understanding of these self-presentations. The first narrative focuses on an individual who 
comes to identify herself as an intellectual who makes use of her linguistic capital in order to 
invest in worldly knowledge, what one could call cultural capital. The second narrative presents 
an individual who utilizes her linguistic capital to make connections with other people, that is 
to say gain social capital. The third narrative is different from the other two in terms of its 
variable goals. In this case the individual makes use of her linguistic capital in order to develop 
herself according to shifting goals that are linked to succeeding in the job market. The fourth 
narrative is similar to the third narrative in the sense that both individuals strive to succeed. 
However, it also differs from the third narrative in the sense that the fourth individual seeks to 
make use of linguistic capital to succeed, for the sake of succeeding. At first, Seilhamer’s 
analysis of her as a fierce competitor may seem somewhat inconsistent, considering that her 
frustration and loss of confidence in her abilities force her to change her views. However, the 
analysis is consistent once one takes into account how such extreme competitiveness may result 
in a deemed failure.  
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The fourth part of the book summarizes and reassesses the narratives, followed by conclusions 
and a postscript in which the author and the narrators look back at their own narration. This part 
is particularly useful as it reminds the reader of certain underlying factors that one may lose 
track while reading the four narrative chapters, such as the importance of gender, education and 
local languages in Taiwanese society. For example, Seilhamer highlights how gender roles may 
help Taiwanese women in accruing social capital, making connections, as societal norms make 
it more acceptable for the women to have relationships with foreign men than it is for Taiwanese 
men to have relationships with foreign women. This, of course, applies only to certain women, 
those deemed attractive and desirable by foreign men, which could be deemed as problematic. 
However, it can also be seen as permitting women to exert more active agency than they could 
in the company of Taiwanese men due to the influence of local norms. Furthermore, Seilhamer 
also reminds the reader of the importance of economic capital, especially that of one’s parents, 
as it provides the means to gain linguistic capital, which, in turn, is expected to be convertible 
to other forms of capital, especially economic capital once one reaches the job market. The 
author recognizes that this is a troubling issue as, on one hand, using money to educate one’s 
child is arguably a positive thing, at least for the child, yet, on the other hand, as not everyone 
has the necessary capital to do so, this will likely function to maintain existing socioeconomic 
inequality, if not exacerbate it, as the children will likely come to reproduce the existing states 
of affairs in the social fields they are positioned in once they reach adulthood. In addition, it is 
likely that this is further reinforced by the general positive view of western countries and a 
deeply held assumption that women are better at language learning. These factors push women 
to learn western languages, which, in turn, allows them to gain distinction through the 
accumulation of various forms of capital via linguistic capital. 
 
As a final note, while linguistic capital seems to allow women more opportunities to gain 
distinction, it may not be enough to alter the role of women in society, as indicated by 
Seilhamer. The narrators see themselves as often relegated to doing linguistic grunt work in 
male dominated companies. In other words, women would seem to have the necessary capital 
to achieve distinction and thus gain status and higher remuneration for their work. However, 
their capital is deemed feminine, which creates challenges for them in achieving distinction. 
They have to struggle to prove their value, despite holding valuable linguistic capital that can 
be highly beneficial to companies, as identified in the postscript. Seilhamer ends with a positive 
note, stating that change is possible in this regard. It is, nonetheless, a slow process as it may 
run contrary to immediate interests of those who stand to lose in such a changing society, which 
explains the narrators’ experiences. 



 

 

 

 
 

Alba Zaluar: A Posthumous Tribute 
 
Rafael Bruno25 

 

The following lines are insufficient to describe the full importance of Alba Zaluar’s legacy in 
the Social Sciences in Brazil and around the world. Born in Rio de Janeiro in 1942, Alba Zaluar 
fought bravely in recent years against cancer in the peritoneum and pancreas, a disease that 
conquered her on December 19, 2019. Alba’s vast work provided us with an accurate look at 
contemporary social issues. Her pioneering research on urban violence in Brazil has become a 
reference in studies on crime in urban contexts, citizenship, public security policies, urban 
poverty, sociability and religiosity. 
 
Recognized as an expert in Urban Anthropology and Urban Sociology, Alba was tireless in her 
research, developing analyses that combined qualitative and quantitative methodologies with 
tremendous scientific rigor, rich ethnographic detail, always taking tough positions and 
exhibiting the courage that is the hallmark of thought of great social scientists. Relentless in her 
arguments, Alba did not ignore the major debates taking place, and continued in this vein until 
the end of her life. In such a delicate moment, as the current Brazilian political conjuncture, 
where conservatism advances in society and intellectuality is condemned by the federal 
government which seeks to diminish academic spaces, Alba was brave and not intimidated in 
the discussions, always bringing deep contributions marked by her ability to link theory and 
practice in analysis of social issues. 
 

 
25 Rafael Bruno Gonçalves. Doctoral degree in Sociology, Institute of Social and Political Studies of the State 
University of Rio de Janeiro (IESP-UERJ), rafaelbruno1980@gmail.com 
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From an early age, Alba showed an interest in dialogues involving politics, culture, and society. 
This was how she approached the National Student Union (UNE) in the 1960s and when she 
began her studies in the Social Sciences course at the National Faculty of Philosophy, the 
prestigious FNFi. It was during her studies there that Alba participated in the intense student 
movement and was part of the Popular Center for Culture, also acting in the Brazilian 
Communist Party (PCB). With the 1964 Military Coup, many students were pursued by the 
military, and Alba was one of them. After her graduation in 1965, Alba had to leave Brazil, like 
many students who were in the delicate situation of persecution and interrogation due to the 
Military Police Inquiry of the FNFi. As a young woman, she settled in England and started 
graduate school at the University of Manchester. It was during her stay abroad that Alba 
deepened her anthropological studies, learning new theories and methodological contributions, 
as part of a community of social scientists from the group of Max Gluckman, a very influential 
anthropologist in this period. 
 
Alba completed her master's degree on her return to Brazil in 1974 at the National Museum of 
the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro. Her study sought to analyze the religious dimension 
in the feasts and saints located in Brazilian popular Catholicism, a sphere still little studied in 
the country. The purpose was to identify the meanings that religion had within the popular 
strata, in community social life. Her dissertation was published with the book Os Homens de 
Deus (The Men of God). 
 
In 1979, Alba continued her studies through her doctorate in the Social Anthropology Program 
of the University of São Paulo (USP). Her research on the City of God, neighborhood of the 
city of Rio de Janeiro, considered one of the most dangerous regions of the municipal area, got 
international prominence. The thesis defended in 1984 sought to portray the social context in a 
region marked by urban violence. The research was published through the book A Máquina e a 
Revolta (The Machine and the Uprising), a work that brings with it all the analytical richness, 
a deep ethnographic analysis of the beginnings of organizations dealing with drug trafficking 
and the manifestations of communities exposed to structural poverty. It was also in the 70s that 
Alba began her work as a professor in the Department of Anthropology at the University of 
Campinas, in São Paulo, where in the 90s, she defended Free Teaching through the thesis 
Cidadãos não vão ao Paraíso (Citizens do not go to Paradise). With her retirement at Unicamp, 
Alba decided to return to Rio de Janeiro and began teaching at State University of Rio de 
Janeiro, becoming a full professor in 1995. 
 
As a teacher, Alba showed great sensitivity and treated the students with great affection. The 
classes were not just a simple exposition of content. Her words and gestures were riddled with 
feelings. It was so during the various occasions when Alba recalled her trajectory in her youth, 
her accounts of the period of persecution during the military dictatorship, her study experience 
in England, the stories told about her family, the adventures with her grandchildren, and field 
research in the City of God. Stories told in rich detail, not concentrated on the four walls of the 
classrooms. Alba liked to go out and dine with her students, drink a draft beer, among other 
gestures loaded with kindness and friendship that are rare in the academic environment. Alba 
made any subject more pleasurable, with her serenity in speech, her attention, and affection. 
Her students felt free and always remained attentive to their reports. All of this made the 
meetings always more enjoyable. 
 
In the academic setting, Alba never slowed her investigations. With a vast amount of 
publications from several research projects, Alba’s contributions dealt with themes such as 
urban violence, citizenship and criminality, in works always full of an abundance of empirical 



 

 

material that contributed to the formation of different public policies in the field of security. 
Their methodological rigor, care for empirical data, as well as their contributions to sociological 
and anthropological analyses can be verified by the constant presence of her works cited in 
dozens of books and didactic materials used in the disciplines of Human Sciences in schools 
and universities throughout Brazil. 
 
Alba also gained prominence on the international scene with her research. In 2002 she was a 
full professor at Stanford University, where she was a Joaquim Nabuco Visiting Professor in 
Brazilian Studies at the Center of Latin American Studies. In 2003 she was a Visiting Scholar 
at the University of California, Berkeley. During this period abroad she taught subjects that 
focused on social and economic perspectives on urban violence in Latin America. Alba was 
also tireless in attending overseas events, as a speaker or presenter at congresses, meetings and 
conferences, such as her last attendance at the 2017 European Consortium for Political Research 
(ECPR) Conference in the city of Oslo. 
 
Due to her legacy in the field of Social Sciences, her life long history of engagement in the 
social causes of youth, her dedication to empirical work, her care for theoretical and 
methodological issues, the Brazilian sociological and anthropological communities lose a 
warrior woman, who never ignored a discussion, no matter how adventurous, and who never 
stopped working although wracked by illness. In her last days of life, Alba expressed her 
concern about contributing her analyses in this scientific journal, always attentive to comments 
and suggestions. 
 
Alba Zaluar was 77 years old and leaves two children and grandchildren. 
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