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CHINA’S GROWING ROLE IN REGIONAL INSTITUTIONS
Application of institutional realism to the Shanghai
Cooperation Organization (SCO)

Aylin Aksu

Abstract

1

China’s ever growing importance in world affairs and politics has
not gone by unnoticed. However, conventional IR theories fail to
explain how the emerging superpower has been expanding its role
in regional institutions. The rather novel theory of scholar Kai He of
institutional realism will be applied to China’s involvement in the
formation of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO). His
theory combines traditional neorealism with elements of the neoliberal interdependence theory in an attempt to provide a holistic
approach to the PRC’s foreign policy decisions.

Introduction
‘We should step up multilateral cooperation. Multilateral cooperation of various
forms should become the principal vehicles in the handling of international affairs.’
– Li Zhaoxing, UN General Assembly, 2003.

China’s growing importance as a major player in the international community
has not gone by unnoticed. Neither has its increasing influence on and participation in regional and international multilateral institutions in the 21st century

(Wu & Lansdowne, 2008). As illustrated by this, the rising giant has been moving away from its decade-old hesitant and reserved attitude towards an active
approach of involvement in international institutions (Xie, 2011). This resulted
in increased pro-activeness and involvement in multilateral institutions, such
as the WTO, SCO, APEC, IMF and the AIIB. A growing body of academic
research within the field of International Relations has aimed at understanding
the Chinese Communist Party’s (CCP) growing inclination for integration (He,
2008). However, conventional IR theories only offer a limited explanation for this
behavioural shift.
Professor Kai He developed a novel theory, namely institutional realism, to
explain states’ behaviour within institutions (He, 2007). This framework borrows
from both neorealist and neoliberal theory to explain the strategy of ‘institutional balancing’ to secure one’s position in the international system (He, 2008).
How can China’s role in the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation be explained
using institutional realism? This question is answered with a three-tiered analysis: a historical overview of China’s evolved role, an explanation of institutional
realism and lastly the application of this theory to the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO).

2

Background

China’s role in regional and international institutions has evolved as is shown by
its growing interest in the benefits of institutionalizing politics. China’s foreign
policy can be categorised into two four distinct stages, with a significant turning point at the end of the Cold War (He, 2007). From the establishment of the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949 to 1971, the country was characterized
by non-alignment, mistrust and isolation from the international community and
its institutions, such as the United Nations (Xie, 2011). The CCP viewed these
organizations with a high level of suspicion due to the Western nature of these
establishments, leaving little room for decision-making power amongst developing countries (Kulma, 2005).
During the second stage, from 1971 to 1978, China continued its passive
stance towards participation but experienced a shift in attitude. It became less
suspicious, which resulted in cooperation in mostly non-political organizations
such as the International Olympics Committee (IOC) and UNESCO (Xie, 2011).
The third stage was characterized by significantly increased participation in
international institutions, under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping. 1978 was the
starting point for structured economic reform throughout the country, which was
4

accompanied by a strengthened interaction with the outside world. In accordance with China’s Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence as well as the nation’s
primary goal of economic development (CCP, 1978), the number of organizations the country became involved in rose significantly (Wu & Lansdowne,
2008).
The end of the Cold War is seen as the turning point as well as the last stage
in China’s process from resistance towards the embracement of institutions.
This period, up until now, has been characterized by both a deepened engagement in a variety of established institutions, such as its WTO membership in
2001, as well as playing a leading role in the establishment of new organizations,
such as the SCO and the AIIB (Xie, 2011). With the collapse of the USSR, the
global power shift from bipolarity to unipolarity, moved China towards a policy
of engagement in international organizations (Kulma, 2005). Nowadays, China’s
interests are represented in almost all significantly important international and
regional institutions in which it continues to increase its influence. The following
section provides a model aimed at understanding these trends.

3	Theoretical framework: Institutional Realism
Kai He’s dissertation, Institutionalizing security: Institutional realism and multilateral institutions in Southeast Asia (2007) introduced a novel theory to explain
China’s increased participation in (the establishment of) multilateral institutions.
He recognised the merits and limitations of both neoliberal and neorealist theory
to explain the increasing importance of institutions in power politics. By borrowing from both theories institutional realism combines the neorealist power-balance theory with the neoliberal interdependence theory. This results in a new
strategy named institutional balancing, employable by states as an alternative to
traditional hard balancing. The idea behind this often ‘overlooked’ form of balancing is to “[counter] pressures (…) through initiating, utilizing and dominating multilateral institutions, (…) to pursue security under anarchy.” (He, 2008,
p. 492). It is based on two main assumptions: (1) Due to a high level of economic
interdependence states prefer the strategy of institutional balancing over traditional military balancing to cope with external threats. (2) The regional distribution of capabilities determines which type of institutional balancing states will
employ: an inclusive or an exclusive one (He, 2008). This model consists of one
dependent variable, state behaviour, which is determined by two independent
variables: the degree of economic interdependence and the distribution of power
(See table 1 on p. 7).
5

The first independent variable, the degree of economic interdependence, constrains state behaviour from choosing traditional military balancing as a viable
option. Institutional realism acknowledges the neorealist notion of self-help in
an anarchic system as the most rational behaviour of states. However, neorealism limits the subsequent balancing strategies to traditional external balancing
via the formation of alliances, or internal balancing, by increasing one’s domestic military capabilities (Baylis, 2013). According to He’s novel theory, traditional
balancing can be counter-productive since economic development, and subsequent national security, can be severely damaged by employing this form of balancing in the context of economically interdependent states. The measurement of
such interdependence is based on two indicators: foreign direct investment [FDI]
and international trade flows, which will be applied to the case study below.
Secondly, the distribution of power, being the second independent variable in
the model is based on the perception of a country’s decision-makers of how capabilities are distributed amongst the actors. Apart from the measurable indicator of military power it is also determined by the expectations of the government
on future changes in the power structure. Reliable sources for obtaining relevant
information are a state’s white papers and public statements.
The last, dependent variable is state behaviour, which is demonstrated in the
international system by a state’s foreign policy decisions. Within the framework
of institutional realism this behaviour can be categorized into four distinct strategies: traditional internal or external power balancing as well as inclusive or exclusive constitutional balancing. Table 1 below shows the predicted balancing strategies which are most favourable and effective in different scenarios. In a scenario
of strong economic interdependence the type of institutional balancing depends
on the distribution of power in the global system (He, 2007).
As shown in table 1, exclusive balancing is employed in a unipolar system as
well as between the two blocs in a bipolar system. This refers to the act of keeping the target state(s) out of the institutions. The rationale behind such a policy is the belief that a hegemon has the capability of influencing the agenda of
such institutions to its own advantage. The power gap between this hegemon
and other states is too large to constrain the former’s actions within institutions,
which makes inclusive balancing counterproductive. Inclusive balancing, on the
other hand, is employed in a multipolar world and within the blocs of a bipolar
world. This strategy tries to bind the target states to institutions as a means to
control the behaviour of these hegemonic powers.

6

Independent variable 1: Economic interdependence

Independent variable 2:
Distribution of power

UNIPOLAR

BIPOLAR

MULTIPOLAR

WEAK

STRONG

Power balancing
– possibility of hegemonic
wars

Institutional balancing
– exclusively
 hegemon vs. rest

Power balancing
– between blocs, war
relatively unlikely

Institutional balancing
– exclusively between the
blocs
– inclusively within the
blocs

Power balancing
– high possibility of war

Institutional balancing
– inclusively
 binding powers to
institutions

Table 1: Institutional realism

4	Case study: Shanghai Cooperation Organization
China is part of the Shanghai Five1, the founding members of this regional
institution. After the addition of Uzbekistan in 2001 it changed its name into
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, whose name already illustrates China’s leading role in its formation. The SCO’s enlargement in July 2015 has officially incorporated new partners India and Pakistan into the organization, as well as a growing number of observer states2 and dialogue partners3 (SCO, 2015). The main
purpose of the organization is to ensure stability and security in the region via
the strengthening of ‘good-neighbourly’ relations amongst the member states and
other participants. And even though the SCO currently focuses on deepening the
economic and political relationships within the organisation, this still indirectly
impacts upon the degree of regional influence exercisable by the US. Not only
is certain strategic information inaccessible to the hegemon, it is also losing its
dominant influence in (the oil sectors of) SCO members Kazakhstan, Tajikistan
and Kyrgyzstan to Russia and China (Ismi, 2014).
1

Shanghai Five: China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia and Tajikistan.
states: Afghanistan, Belarus, Iran and Mongolia.
Dialogue partners: Armenia, Azerbaijan, Cambodia, Nepal, Sri Lanka and Turkey.

2	Observer
3
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The ambitions of the SCO reach further than merely securing the status-quo.
According to its website it strives for “the establishment of a new, democratic,
just and rational political and economic international order.” (SCO, 2015).
Clearly, the SCO does not just aim to maintain the current power distribution,
but wishes to challenge and reshape it via the formation of a strong regional partnership. The decision to leave the US out of its organisational structure shows
an envisioned new world order in which the current hegemon does not occupy
a prominent role. This is in line with the general trend among the BRICS4
countries, who have been pursuing a world of multipolarity as a result of their
increased political and economic powers (Papa, 2014).
From both its words and actions it has become clear that it aims to become
the most important international organization in the Asian region (Hansen,
2008). China has played a formative role in the establishment and development
of this non-western Asian-centred organization, which is in line with its overall
positive attitude towards institutions in the 21st century. This paper will explain
why and how China’s role in multilateral institutions has increased significantly
since the end of the Cold War.

5	China and the US: Economic interdependence
Following Kai He’s (2007) theoretical framework, the first independent variable
of economic interdependence must be identified. Whether this factor is weak or
strong depends on the level of trade flows and foreign direct investment [FDI].
During the Cold War China’s economy slowly opened-up to the world. The trade
in goods as a percentage of China’s GDP fluctuated between 30% and 45% until
2000. But this trade dependency sky-rocketed after its accession to the WTO
in 2001 and is currently around 60% (World Bank, 2015). Not only does this
indicate its full incorporation into the world economy, it also makes the country’s economy more vulnerable to external factors (He, 2007). China’s FDI figures (Gray, 2012) show a similar pattern, as it became, and remains, the largest
receiver of FDI globally since 2002, when it topped the United States.
With regards to its economic relationship with the US, an asymmetrical economic relationship between the two emerged at the end of the Cold War. Firstly,
the US is one of China’s largest export markets, which increased from 8.45%
in 1985 to 17% in 2015, whereas China only accounted for respectively 1.33%

4
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Brazil, Russia, India, China, (South-Africa)

(1985) and 7% (2015) of US exports (Trading Economics, 2015). Secondly, a
large proportion of China’s FDI, which its rapid economic development is largely
based on, originates from the United States (Worldbank, 2015). This increased
economic dependency on the hegemon coupled with the belief that economic
development is the main legitimization tool of the CCP makes traditional military balancing no longer a cost-effect or desirable policy option (Ferguson, 2012).

6

Distribution of capabilities in the world system

The dissolution of the USSR and the subsequent ending of the Cold War had an
all-compassing impact on the distribution of power in the international community (Hogan, 1992). China’s perception of the polarity of the system shifted
from the bipolar US-USSR world system towards a new world of multipolarity.
Among Chinese leaders, this worldview gained great support, as they perceived
the US as a power in (relative) decline due to rising developing powers, including
China itself. This common vision of the future power distribution was expressed
by Jiang Zemin in 1992: “The current world is undergoing dramatic historical
changes. The bipolar structure has ended, (…), and the world has been moving
towards a multi-polar direction.” (Zemin, 1992, p. 34). This public statement was
mainly based on the shared belief that the U.S. economy was headed towards
stagnation and was declining in material power, such as the loss of military bases
in the Philippines (Sanger, 1991).
However, this perception was reassessed as a result of the 1998 Kosovo war,
which illustrated the US’s unprecedented strength. For the sake of ‘humanitarian intervention’ it was able to bypass UN authorization and experienced little
resistance from other states (Gibbs, 2009). This growing power gap between the
US and all other states became even more evident with the US Belgrade bombing of the Chinese embassy during this war ( Johnson, 1999). The PRC realized
its capabilities were too limited to stand up against this hegemon. Subsequently,
the White Paper on National Defence acknowledged this power gap and adopted
a unipolar world view ( Johnston, 2004).

7

Foreign policy decisions

The combination of high interdependence and China’s perception of a unipolar distribution of capabilities, within the framework of institutional balancing, points towards a foreign-policy of exclusive institutional balancing (table 1).
9

Therefore, China altered its attitude of scepticism towards institutions after
the Cold War, leading to, amongst others, the establishment of the SCO (He,
2007). Even though the SCO is primarily focused on regional security, China has
repeatedly pushed for deepened economic and strategic cooperation amongst the
SCO members (Tiezzi, 2014). Such an expanded SCO would serve China’s interest of becoming the regional power, creating the possibility of taking over the
position of the US. The United States was deliberately kept out of the organization and the Chinese newspaper People’s Daily confirmed this intention by stating that “The Declaration points out that the SCO member countries have the
ability and responsibility to safeguard the security of the Central Asian region,
and calls on Western countries to leave Central Asia.” (Rozoff, 2009).
This illustrates how China and the other SCO members are trying to move
towards a new regional order in which the US has limited leverage to impose
it preferences on them, which it is certainly capable of in the current unipolar
world (Song, 2013). The purpose of this isolation policy is to ultimately drive the
hegemon out of the region to create more room for China’s (regional) rise (Lukin,
2015). And to conclude with the words of Foreign Policy in Focus columnist
Conn Hallinan:
“The expansion [of the SCO] is a big deal, The U.S. has been trying to isolate Iran
and Russia. After this expansion I think it is relevant to ask who is looking more
isolated these days?”
(Ismi, 2014, )

8	Conclusion
Taking all of the above into account, it can be concluded that China’s role in the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation is based on the strategy of institutional balancing. The power distribution during the Cold War was bipolar, but due to
the fall of the USSR the Chinese government had to acknowledge the hegemonic power of the United States in a post-Cold War unipolar world. Additionally,
the economic interdependence of the PRC’s economy with the world economy
and the United States in particular, increased significantly after the Cold War.
Foreign Direct Investment and trade dependency in China have seen an unprecedented growth from the 1990s onwards. Within the framework of institutional realism, these two factors, high economic interdependence and a unipolar
power distribution, logically lead to a policy of exclusive institutional balancing.
China has employed this strategy with the creation of the Shanghai Cooperation
10

Organization, in which it purposefully left the US out of its structure. The practise of institutional balancing is becoming an increasingly important diplomatic
tool of the PRC, since it can be employed without undermining its economic relations with foreign powers. In order to determine whether exclusive institutional
balancing will become the main foreign-policy strategy of the PRC towards the
US, further research in this field needs to be conducted.
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THE PROBLEMATIC ALLEVIATING
SUFFERING ARGUMENT –
Why genetic engineering is unnecessary

Lorena Dürnholz

Abstract

1

Few topics are as controversial today as genetic engineering, which
would allow parents to screen and subsequently modify the genome
of their unborn children. Advocates commonly argue that genetic
engineering is desirable because it could prevent diseases and disabilities and in this way alleviate suffering. However, this argument
relies on a simplistic and one-sided view of health. By adopting a
more relational perspective, it becomes clear that genetic engineering is unnecessary, firstly because the amount of suffering associated with the genetic conditions it could prevent is much lower
than one might expect, and secondly because the suffering that
might nevertheless be present can also be alleviated by other means,
which are to be preferred.

Introduction

Few topics are as controversial today within the field of bioethics as genetic engineering. This is a procedure that allows parents to genetically modify their children before they are even born. In fact, in light of the considerable recent advances

in the areas of molecular biology and reproductive medicine, such genetic engineering seems no longer mere science-fiction. For instance, in-vitro fertilization
and preimplantation genetic diagnosis have become routinized medical procedures, and much research is currently being dedicated to the sequencing of the
human genome as well as the development of gene therapy (e.g. Lander et al., 2001;
Thomas, Ehrhardt, & Kay, 2003). As a result, parents might, indeed, soon be able
to use these techniques in order to screen and subsequently modify the genome
of their future children (Ewing, 1987). This would allow parents to correct genetic
mutations that are deemed undesirable, such as those associated with genetic diseases or disabilities, or even to select and potentially enhance traits that are considered advantageous. While proponents embrace this future perspective with much
hope and enthusiasm, genetic engineering clearly also raises a variety of ethical concerns, which need to be examined carefully in order to ensure that this technology,
should it ever be developed, will be used in a responsible and desirable manner.
One of the most prominent arguments commonly brought forward by advocates of genetic engineering holds that genetic engineering is beneficial because
it alleviates human suffering (Suckling, Root, & Millares-Martin, 2000), which
is defined as any state of serious distress that threatens the physical, emotional,
mental, spiritual or social intactness of a person (Oreopoulos, 2005). In fact, by
means of genetic engineering, parents could correct genetic mutations that would
otherwise result in chronic diseases or disabilities. Proponents claim that, as
such chronic diseases and disabilities are necessarily associated with a considerable amount of suffering, as well as a decreased quality of life, preventing such disabilities will alleviate human suffering. According to these advocates of genetic
engineering, this constitutes a morally desirable possibility which should be
embraced (Suckling, Root, & Millares-Martin, 2000).
However, this argument is problematic, because the assumption that genetic
diseases and disabilities necessarily come with an increased amount of suffering relies on a simplistic view of health, which cannot do justice to the complex
experiences of those affected by such chronic diseases and disabilities. By adopting a more relational approach, defining health not simply as the absence of disease but as the outcome of a complex interplay between both medical and contextual factors, it becomes clear that genetic engineering is unnecessary for two
reasons. Firstly, the amount of suffering associated with those genetic conditions
that could be prevented by genetic engineering is much lower than one might
expect, if present at all. Secondly, the suffering these individuals might nevertheless experience can also be alleviated by other means, which are to be preferred as they also benefit the majority of diseased or disabled individuals whose
impairments result from non-genetic factors.
14

2

Why Genetic Engineering is Unnecessary

At first glance, it might seem appealing to believe that genetic engineering is
desirable because it could prevent a considerable amount of suffering. However,
this argument only holds if those genetic conditions which could be prevented by
genetic engineering are, indeed, necessarily associated with a high amount of suffering, and if this suffering cannot be alleviated by other means that are preferable over genetic engineering. Both of these assumptions are questionable, as they
rely on the highly contested medical, or attributional, model of health and disease. According to this model, health is simply defined as the absence of disease
and thus as a bodily property that is, or is not, possessed by a person (Amzat &
Razum, 2014; Kagawa-Singe, 1993). In fact, after the scientific revolution in the
17th and 18th century, scientists in the medical field became increasingly interested in observing, classifying, and causally explaining the various symptoms of
diseases. This way, the focus of attention gradually shifted away from the broader
social environment of the patient towards the internal workings of the body, and
health became seen as an individual rather than a social matter (Bury, 2005).
As a result, the medical model considers diseases or disabilities as a problem of
the diseased or disabled person only, caused by physical or mental impairments.
These impairments are thought to impose severe limitations and suffering on the
concerned individual, who requires sustained support and medical care (Bury,
2005). Moreover, since diseases and disabilities are considered an individual
matter, management of the condition is exclusively directed towards the diseased
or disabled individual, and treatment aims at a cure or, if this is not possible, at
the adjustment and behavioral change of the person concerned (Langtree, 2015).
From this perspective, genetic engineering seems desirable, as it would liberate
an individual from the burdens of the physical impairments that she would necessarily have experienced had she been born with a given disease or disability.
However, the attributional view of health as outlined above is strongly criticized today for not doing justice to the complex nature of health and disease.
Many advocates of the disabilities rights movement, for instance, point out that
it is wrong to assume that physical or mental impairments, such as those resulting from genetic conditions, are necessarily associated with a decreased quality
of life and an increased amount of suffering (World Health Organization, 2011).
In fact, a growing body of empirical evidence shows that many individuals with
chronic diseases or disabilities do not consider themselves unhealthy and do not
report a high degree of suffering. For instance, 40% of people with severe disabilities who responded to the 2007-2008 Australian National Health Survey rated
their health as good, very good, or even excellent (World Health Organization,
15

2011). Moreover, studies found that the average quality of life of people with
cystic fibrosis (CF) does not differ from that of healthy controls in spite of the
various challenges encountered by CF patients, including multiple medications,
chest drainage maneuvers, frequent hospitalizations, and an average life expectancy of only 37.4 years (Boslet, 2011). Similarly, when interviewing cancer
patients about their perceived health, Kagawa-Singe (1993) found that 49 out of
50 individuals nevertheless perceived themselves as being healthy, and that they
were able to maintain a sense of self-integrity as individuals despite their physical challenges (Kagawa-Singe, 1993). By far, the clearest evidence that disabilities
do not necessarily entail unbearable suffering comes from a study assessing the
self-perception of 284 people with Down syndrome all across the United States.
In this study, 99% of respondents indicated that they were very happy with their
lives, 97% liked who they are, and 96% liked how they look (Skotko, Levine, &
Goldstein, 2011).
Of course, these studies did not cover all genetic conditions, and some individuals with chronic diseases or disabilities might nevertheless consider themselves as suffering to a certain extent. Nevertheless, these findings indicate that
the relation between physiological and perceived health is much more complex than suggested by the medical or attributional model of health and disease on which advocates of genetic engineering base their argument. More specifically, these studies show that the extent to which diseased or disabled people are able to cope with their health challenges is not only determined by their
body, for if this was the case, all individuals with a given disability would be
facing an equally high amount of suffering. Rather, these studies indicate that
the extent to which individuals suffer from a chronic disease or disability also
depends on other factors. This calls for a more social and relational approach
to disability. In fact, advocates of such a social conception of the term, including many disabled people themselves, argue that disability should be understood
as a dynamic interplay between health conditions and contextual factors (World
Health Organization, 2011). In this model, the limitations experienced by disabled people are thought to be linked not only to their medical condition, but also
to the barriers created by their environment and the attitudes of the people they
encounter. Thus, disability should no longer be considered a mere attribute of the
disabled person, and diseased or disabled people are no longer viewed as being
disabled by their body only, but also by society (World Health Organization,
2011). Management of the disability, then, is not exclusively directed towards the
disabled individual, but also towards society as a whole, so that the societal barriers encountered by this individual can be reduced. This could be achieved, for
instance, by developing more effective therapeutic means to better manage the
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physical pain that might come with certain genetic conditions, and by changing the societal attitudes towards people with chronic diseases or disabilities.
Eventually, this could create a more tolerant environment, in which people with
genetic conditions would no longer experience their physical impairments as
severe limitations (World Health Organization, 2011). Moreover, building a more
tolerant society can not only benefit those individuals affected by genetic conditions, who constitute a minority, but it will also facilitate the lives of the majority
of diseased and disabled people who acquire their disability in the course of their
lives and whose condition could never have been prevented by means of genetic
engineering.
Together, the empirical evidence along with a more relational approach to disease and disability show that genetic engineering is unnecessary for two reasons. Firstly, the suffering associated with those genetic conditions it could prevent is very small to begin with, if present at all. As the quality of life of many
diseased or disabled individuals is as high as that of healthy people, genetic engineering is already unnecessary in many cases. Secondly, even if some individuals with chronic genetic conditions might still be suffering to a certain extent
today, it becomes clear by adopting a more relational perspective on health that
their suffering could also be alleviated in the future by alternative means which
do not require genetic engineering. Rather than using genetic engineering in
order to prevent the existence of genetically diseased or disabled individuals on
the wrong assumption that they will necessarily be suffering, the quality of life
of existent individuals with diseases or disabilities could be further increased, if
necessary, by ensuring that their special needs are met and that they face as few
limitations as possible. This relational view on health makes genetic engineering
not only appear unnecessary, but an alternative approach which aims at creating a more tolerant society is even preferable, as it will benefit not only genetically
diseased and disabled individuals but also the many people affected by non-genetic impairments.

3	The Problem of Severe Early Onset Diseases
Even though some advocates of genetic engineering acknowledge that the suffering associated with many genetic conditions might be lower than expected or
even absent in many cases, they often point out that there are nevertheless certain diseases which necessarily impose an unbearable amount of suffering on
the affected individual and those surrounding them. For instance, Tay-Sachs is a
severe early onset disease that causes both physical and mental retardation and
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eventually results in death between ages four and five (Boslet, 2011). Proponents
of genetic engineering claim that in such cases, the impairment of the child’s
quality of life and the suffering inflicted on both the child and its parents are so
great that non-existence is to be preferred over existence, and that genetic interventions should consequently be used in exceptional cases to prevent such children from being born (Boslet, 2011). While the birth of a child with Tay-Sachs
or another severe early onset disease indisputably constitutes a highly challenging situation, four points have to be emphasized here. The first two focus on the
experience of the child, the third addresses the potential suffering of the parents,
and the fourth concerns the practical and moral problems concerning the suggestion to allow genetic engineering only in rare exceptions.
Firstly, advocates who plead in favor of genetic engineering to prevent severe
early onset diseases assume that a short life is necessarily associated with a
higher degree of suffering than a long life, but this assumption has to be questioned. Of course, every parent wants its child to be able to grow into an adult
with a fulfilled and ideally a very long life. However, there are no grounds to
objectively assert that a short life is necessarily less valuable for the affected child
than a longer life would have been. For instance, toddlers are unable to understand the concept of death. In fact, most children realize that they themselves
will eventually die only when they reach school age (University of Rochester
Medical Center, 2016). Thus, there is no reason to believe that children affected
by a severe early onset disease, who unfortunately have to die before they even
understand what death means, are suffering from the knowledge that they will
die sooner and have a shorter life than others - or as a mother once said in an
interview about her son affected by Tay-Sachs: “He never worried, because he
didn’t know how” (Braiker, n.d., para. 16). Secondly, given the recent advances
with regards to palliative care and the management of pain, the physical suffering
that might be experienced by affected children can already be alleviated tremendously today. Additionally, psychological support as well as a loving and caring
environment might equally contribute to making the child’s short life as enjoyable as possible. In sum, the claim brought forward by advocates of genetic engineering that non-existence is to be preferred over existence in the case of diseases such as Tay-Sachs is highly questionable.
When it comes to the suffering of the parents, it cannot be denied that parents
of children with severe early onset diseases have to go through a very difficult
process of having to care for and then let go of their diseased child. However,
just as for the child, psychological support is already available today and can successfully help these parents in dealing with this situation. Moreover, despite the
challenges they encounter, many parents of children with severe early onset dis18

eases such as Tay-Sachs are nevertheless grateful for the short yet valuable time
spent with their children, and they give meaning to the disease by incorporating
it into their identity. For instance, in an interview, a mother of a son who died of
Tay-Sachs explained: “Sometimes he would do something that would make me
laugh. He was gorgeous and sweet. You could snuggle with him and take him
places. All of that was happy. […] I have a great life. It’s a sad, complicated, beautiful and strange life. It’s mine. […] I’m glad I was his mother. I just wish I had
been able to be it for longer” (Braiker, n.d., para. 30). Finally, parents who are
at risk to have a child with a severe early onset disease and who know that they
would not be able to cope with this situation can already make use of alternatives
that are available today and do not require genetic engineering. For instance, parents can, in most cases, get a healthy child by means of gamete donation, adoption or a combination of in-vitro fertilization and preimplantation genetic diagnosis, though the latter admittedly also comes with ethical concerns that need to be
examined. Together, the available psychological support for parents, the ability
of many parents to cope surprisingly well with such a difficult situation, and the
ample available alternatives once again make genetic engineering unnecessary.
Lastly, the suggestion of many advocates to allow genetic engineering only in
a small number of exceptional cases, such as severe early onset diseases, is problematic for several reasons. In fact, it would require us to decide which diseases
count as sufficiently ‘bad’ to be entitled to such an exceptional status. In order
to do so, one would have to decide upon the criteria in terms of which diseases
would be classified as causing more or less suffering and as being more or less
worthy to be prevented. However, such a classification is both practically unfeasible and morally unacceptable. It is unfeasible because it would require us to
objectively assess, weigh, and compare the level of suffering that is associated
with these diseases. It is simply impossible to accomplish this, as different diseases come with radically different challenges, and as every individual affected
by a given disease experiences this disease and the suffering that might result
from it in his or her own way. Consequently, any distinction between diseases
that should and those that should not be prevented by genetic engineering would
be arbitrary. Additionally, such exceptions are not only unfeasible but also morally questionable, as such a distinction would convey the message that some diseases are acceptable while others are seen as ‘condemning’ children to a life that
is deemed not worth living and that should consequently be prevented. Thus, not
only is the exceptional use of genetic engineering to prevent severe early onset
diseases unnecessary in many cases, as shown above, but it is also unfeasible
and even morally questionable.

19

4

Fixing society rather than our genome

Even though it might be tempting to believe that genetic engineering is desirable because it could alleviate suffering, this argument is problematic because it
approaches the problem of suffering from a simplistic and one-sided perspective.
Indeed, this view ignores the subjective and multifaceted nature of suffering and
the complex experience of those individuals affected by conditions that genetic
engineering could prevent. Empirical evidence suggests that many chronically
diseased or disabled people do, in fact, not suffer more than healthy people. As
a result, genetic engineering is already unnecessary in a majority of cases today.
This even applies to severe early onset diseases, because a shorter life is not less
valuable than a longer life, the suffering of both the affected children and their
parents can already be alleviated by other means, and there are alternatives available for parents who know that they could not cope with a child diagnosed with
such a disease.
Moreover, by adopting a more relational approach to health, it becomes clear
that being healthy means much more than just having the ‘right’ genome or not
having a given disease. Of course, the medical challenges resulting from genetic
conditions can, and should, not be ignored. However, the various social and contextual factors that might influence the suffering experienced by diseased and
disabled individuals have to be acknowledged as well. Rather than trying to fix
an individual’s genome on the wrong assumption that genetic mutations necessarily cause unbearable suffering, the suffering of genetically diseased or disabled
individuals can also be alleviated if society adapts to the special needs of these
individuals, for instance by investing into a well-functioning health care system and by creating a more tolerant social environment. Not only would genetic
engineering be completely unnecessary in such a society, but trying to alleviate
suffering by adjusting our attitudes rather than our genes is even preferable, as
everyone will ultimately benefit from a more open and tolerant society in which
diseased or disabled people are included and their existence is not prevented in
the first place. Since only the minority of diseases and disabilities is genetically
determined, society will always have to deal with diseased and disabled individuals, and the less disabilities are regarded as abnormalities that could, or even
should, be corrected, the less suffering those who are disabled or diseased as a
result of both genetic and non-genetic factors will experience.
Overall, genetic engineering approaches suffering from the wrong angle,
is in many cases already unnecessary, and can be made fully unnecessary in
the future if society adopts a more relational approach to health and disease.
Consequently, it seems much more desirable to use the effort, time, and money
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which is currently being dedicated to the development of genetic engineering
instead for much more pressing and necessary goals, such as the establishment of
precisely such a society in which the development of genetic engineering would
eventually no longer be needed at all.
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CAN MINDFUL DOCTORS TAKE BETTER
CARE OF THEIR PATIENTS?
How mindfulness can benefit medical care beyond
serving as a clinical intervention for patients
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Abstract

The potential of mindfulness as a clinical intervention is increasingly recognized, yet less attention has been paid to how mindfulness can contribute to medical care when cultivated by physicians.
This paper examines how mindfulness in practitioners can alleviate three problems arising in contemporary medical care. Firstly,
mindfulness could prevent flaws resulting from mindless medical practice by allowing practitioners to become more aware of their
patients and their own cognitions. Secondly, mindfulness can alleviate the problem of chronic stress and burnout in medical practitioners, thereby enhancing their care of patients. Finally, mindfulness can contribute to improving patient-practitioner-relationships
which often suffer in contemporary healthcare. In sum, mindfulness
in practitioners holds great potential for medical care; hence mindfulness-programs for physicians should be implemented.

1

Introduction

“In the context of medical practice, mindfulness has the potential to foster healing” (Dobkin, 2011). What is expressed in this quotation by Patricia Dobkin is
increasingly recognized today and the application of mindfulness1-based interventions for curing a wide range of diseases is becoming more and more common. Up to now, mindfulness has mainly gained popularity as an intervention
for patients whilst potential benefits for medical care arising from the cultivation
of mindfulness in practitioners have received less attention. Nevertheless, there
is increasing theory and empirical research indicating that mindfulness in practitioners can equally contribute to medical care and foster healing. A more mindful medical practice could be especially important today, where medical care is
oftentimes dictated by “time constraints, financial issues, and administrative burdens” (Epstein, 2003, p. 2). This paper aims to answer the question how mindfulness can benefit medical care beyond serving as a clinical intervention for
patients.
In order to address this issue, the paper first considers how mindfulness has
already contributed to medical care as a treatment for patients in order to provide a background for the following analysis. Then it examines to what extent
mindfulness can benefit medical care beyond serving as a treatment for patients
when cultivated by practitioners. Due to the limited scope of this essay it specifically focuses on three problems accompanying the issues of time pressure and
economic necessities in medical care and assesses how mindfulness in practitioners can alleviate each of these. First, the problem of mindless medical practice, resulting from practitioners not being fully aware of both their patients as
well as of their own cognitions is examined. Based upon this, it is illustrated that
when practitioners adopt more mindful ways of practicing, their patient-care can
be improved and medical errors can be avoided. Second, the problem of burnout
and chronic stress in healthcare practitioners and its adverse impacts on medical care is introduced. It is examined how mindfulness in practitioners can provide a solution to this, thereby improving medical care in a second way. Finally,
the central importance of the patient-practitioner relationship to patients’ healing
processes and the problem of its deterioration in contemporary medical care is
described. It is illustrated that mindfulness in practitioners can also mitigate this
problem by enhancing the patient-practitioner relationship. Altogether, this paper
1
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Defined by John Kabat-Zinn as “moment-to-moment, non-judgmental awareness,
cultivated by paying attention […] in the present moment, and as non-reactively, as
non-judgmentally, and as openheartedly as possible.” (Kabat-Zinn, 2015)

shows that mindfulness in practitioners in fact holds great potential to improve
medical care by alleviating the above described problems. In the final section of
this paper, recommendations regarding the implementation of mindfulness in
practitioners are given. It should be noted that for the sake of this analysis, reference is not made to one specific mindfulness-based intervention, but to the cultivation and the state of mindfulness itself, which can be reached through different
practices, including walking- or sitting meditations but also body-oriented practices such as yoga.

2

Mindfulness as a clinical intervention for patients

Even though the concept of mindfulness has been becoming more familiar to the
western culture only since the 1970’s, clinical interventions which aim to foster
mindfulness in patients can be encountered with increasing frequency and are
gaining popularity rapidly (Baer, 2003). The currently most well-known interventions based upon mindfulness training are Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction
(MBSR) and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) (Baer, 2003). MBSR,
developed by Jon Kabat-Zinn and others, was originally aimed at patients suffering from a range of chronic pain- and stress-related disorders but it is now also
used in the supportive care of diseases such as cancer, heart disease or fibromyalgia (Gotink et al., 2015). MBCT, which is based upon the MBSR program,
is employed for depressed patients as well as to treat anxiety or eating disorders
(Baer, 2003; Gotink et al., 2015).
Regarding the mode of action of such interventions, several mechanisms are
proposed. Generally, mindfulness-based interventions allow patients to adopt a
more active role in their own healing process (Gotink et al., 2015). Specific mechanisms through which mindfulness can foster healing include patients’ exposure to their own experiences and emotions, including pain, anxiety or stress
(Shapiro, Carlson, Astin, & Freedman, 2006): as patients become able to observe
these sensations non-judgmentally, desensitization can occur and distress and
emotional reactivity in response to such sensations can be reduced (Baer, 2003).
Moreover, mindfulness can induce cognitive change in patients (Baer, 2003):
through becoming aware that their pain- and anxiety-related thoughts are not
more than thoughts, the importance of these can be reconsidered. This also
entails acceptance of states such as pain or panic which can alleviate patients’
suffering from these conditions (Baer, 2003). Finally, self-management is another
mechanism through which mindfulness-based interventions can contribute to
patients’ well-being (Baer, 2003). As patients learn to observe their inner pro25

cesses more attentively and hence to recognize potentially occurring problems
such as a depressive relapse or panic attacks earlier, they can make better use
of their coping skills and avoid responding with automatic maladaptive habits
(Shapiro et al., 2006). Notably, these exact mechanisms through which mindfulness can alleviate patients’ suffering are still mainly described and substantiated
theoretically but still need to be verified empirically.
Nevertheless, even though their exact mode of action still needs to be further
substantiated, a growing body of empirical research already documents the effectiveness of mindfulness-based interventions in a wide range of clinical conditions
(Baer, 2003). Beyond that, such interventions are usually well-accepted, rated
highly among participants, and hence show good compliance rates (Baer, 2003).
As mindfulness-based interventions are unlikely to have dangerous side-effects and are even shown to improve stress-levels and health in non-clinical populations, they also have a great potential to be employed in preventative care
(Gotink et al., 2015). Altogether, it can be seen that mindfulness-based interventions which allow patients to become active agents in their own healing process
have, in fact, already greatly contributed to medical care by providing effective
treatments for a variety of clinical conditions.

3

How mindfulness in practitioners can improve medical care

As outlined above, clinical interventions based upon mindfulness-training are
becoming increasingly accepted and integrated into medical care. Yet, the aim
of this paper is to show that beyond providing a way to heal the patient directly,
mindfulness can also indirectly, by affecting the practitioner, greatly contribute
to medical care. More specifically, mindfulness in practitioners could alleviate
three important problems arising in the contemporary medical system. In the following, each of the three problems outlined in the introduction is described, followed by an analysis of how mindfulness in practitioners can contribute to mitigate the respective problem. It should be noted that although all of these problems are interlinked, for the purpose of this paper they are analyzed separately.
3.1.1	The problem of mindless medical practice

In the current medical system, where time constraints, economic necessities, and
resulting stress are highly prevalent, practitioners often adopt a rather mindless
medical practice, as they might feel that they have no time to entirely be in the
present moment and to extensively listen to patients and their needs (Epstein,
2003). This can for example manifest in multitasking in order to try to use time
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more efficiently (Epstein, 2003). However, considering the definition of mindfulness provided in the introduction of this paper, multitasking is evidently quite
the opposite of a mindful practice as it entails performing several tasks simultaneously without completely focusing and being fully aware of any of them. This
can be particularly harmful in the medical field where diminished attention on
one task can have severe consequences for a person’s well-being and even life
(Skerrett, 2012).
The reason why such a mindless medical practice can be especially harmful
is that it entails that practitioners are not fully aware of their patients as well as
of their own cognitions (Epstein, 2003). Thereby, they may not recognize subtle
signs which can yield important information about patients and their situation,
but rather let themselves be guided by cognitive biases and automatic thinking
patterns (Epstein, 2003; Sibinga & Wu, 2010). Being mindless and unaware of
their own cognitions, practitioners may in turn not realize that they are acting
according to such biases and not fully paying attention to the individual patient
(Sibinga & Wu, 2010).
The consequences of such mindless medical practice are alarming: it is
reported that cognitive biases, resulting from unawareness of one’s own cognitive processes constitute one of the main causes for erroneous medical diagnoses (Croskerry, 2013). Such wrongful diagnoses and resulting unwarranted treatments or mal-medication can in turn have severe adverse impacts on patients
(Sibinga & Wu, 2010). Altogether, it can be seen that if practitioners exert a
mindless medical practice, entailing diminished attention for the patient as
well as for their own automatic thinking patterns, this can have several harmful impacts on patients. Regarding these adverse consequences of mindless medical care, it becomes evident that a more mindful way of practicing can contribute
greatly to effective and satisfying medical encounters.
3.1.2 How mindfulness can prevent the shortcomings of mindless medical practice

In the following, it is assessed how cultivating mindfulness in medical practitioners can help to avoid the above described flaws resulting from mindless medical
practice is assessed. In recently published literature, several ways through which
mindfulness in practitioners can contribute to improve medical practice are
described. Due to the limited scope of this paper, four mechanisms as proposed
by Epstein (2003) are discussed here.
Firstly, it is empirically substantiated that mindfulness can allow practitioners to more attentively observe themselves as well as patients and their problems
(Beach et al., 2013). Thereby, they can on the one hand become more aware of
the individual patient and subtle cues that might be delivered within the inter27

action. On the other hand, a greater self-awareness also allows practitioners to
observe their own cognitions more attentively (Epstein, 2003). By engaging in
such metacognition, they can become alert to their own cognitive biases which
may guide them to mindless, premature, and hence often erroneous diagnoses (Croskerry, 2013; Sibinga & Wu, 2010). Secondly, greater presence, entailing non-distracted concentration on the present task is reported as another habit
going along with increased mindfulness (Dobkin, 2011; Epstein, 2003). Thereby,
the medical flaws arising from multitasking can be avoided: by promoting an
increased concentration on the current patient, mindfulness can help to prevent
medical errors or a patient’s feeling of being misunderstood. Two other proposed
mechanisms through which mindfulness can benefit practitioner’s care for their
patients are ‘critical curiosity’ and ‘beginner’s mind’ (Epstein, 2003). This entails
approaching both new and well-known patients openly without being caught in
one’s previous automatic assumptions and thinking patterns (Epstein, 2003). It
can allow practitioners to be open to several aspects that might play a role in a
patient’s suffering and disease, thus avoiding prematurely putting patients into
categories and not doing justice to their individual condition (Sibinga & Wu,
2010).
In sum, if clinicians adopt a more mindful way of practicing they can become
more attentive to their own cognitions as well as to their patients and approach
clinical encounters openly and in an unbiased manner. Thereby patients can be
diagnosed and treated more accurately and many medical flaws such as medication errors or erroneous diagnoses can be avoided. However, even though these
benefits of mindfulness in practitioners are theoretically well-substantiated and
can be illustrated by several examples, a substantial body of empirical research
documenting the direct effects of a mindful medical practice on patient outcomes
is still lacking today (Beach et al., 2013). Therefore, further research in this area
is of primary importance.
3.2.1	The problem of burnout and chronic stress in practitioners

A second problem resulting from prevalent stress in the medical system which
can be alleviated by mindfulness is that practitioners are greatly affected by the
strenuous working conditions in their health and overall well-being (Shapiro,
Astin, Bishop, & Cordova, 2005). This manifests itself in extremely high prevalence rates of chronic stress, burnout and other stress-related disorders amongst
medical practitioners, ranging up to 60% (Halbesleben & Rathert, 2008). This
prevalent stress is usually rooted in the intense medical training (Van den Brink,
E., 2015). As a consequence of this, medical practitioners frequently adopt
highly self-critical and self-sacrificing attitudes (Irving, Dobkin, and Park, 2009).
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Moreover, they often adapt to the high pressures by hardly practicing any selfcare activities and by sacrificing their personal to their professional interests
(Dobkin, 2011; Irving, Dobkin, & Park, 2009). In other words, such unhealthy
practitioners are being mindless of their own needs and well-being.
Importantly, beyond negatively affecting practitioners themselves, their diminished well-being also has several negative impacts on medical care: burnout and
stress are reported to decrease practitioners’ concentration and attention for the
patient and thus to increase the likelihood of medical malpractice such as medication errors (Krasner et al., 2009; Shanafelt, 2009). Moreover, as burnout is
characterized by symptoms of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization,
burned out or chronically stressed practitioners are reported to communicate less
effectively and empathetically with their patients (Irving et al., 2009; Shanafelt,
2009; Shapiro et al., 2005). This in turn manifests in decreased patient satisfaction and trust in their physician, in diminished adherence to medication,
and finally in decreased patient outcomes such as recovery time from illness
(Halbesleben & Rathert, 2008; Krasner et al., 2009). Altogether, it can be seen
that the prevalent stress in the medical sector has severe impacts on the well-being of medical practitioners and thereby also on the quality of their patient care.
Thus it becomes evident that interventions to improve the well-being of practitioners are of central relevance to medical care.
3.2.2 How mindfulness can alleviate the problem of
burnout and chronic stress in practitioners

Regarding the problem of chronic stress and burnout in practitioners and its
adverse impacts on the quality of medical care, promoting mindfulness in practitioners is of great value. Mindfulness-based interventions such as MBSR have
been shown to significantly decrease rates of stress and burnout among both
healthcare practitioners and medical students (Irving et al., 2009; Shanafelt,
2009; Shapiro et al., 2005). These positive effects might manifest through different mechanisms. Firstly, by cultivating mindfulness and thereby becoming
more aware of the current moment and their own thoughts and feelings, practitioners can learn to become more attentive to the presence of stress in the workplace and to their habitual reaction to it (Krasner et al., 2009). Thereby, they
can actively influence this stress reaction, resulting in lower perceived stress
(Shapiro et al., 2005). Moreover, it is described that mindfulness-based interventions allow practitioners to become less self-critical and more self-compassionate
by non-judgmentally accepting their own thoughts and feelings (Shapiro et al.,
2005). Furthermore, practitioners are reported to become more open to practice
self-care activities which further contributes to their well-being (Dobkin, 2011).
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Similar to the adverse effects of practitioners’ chronic stress and burnout on
their patients, such improvements in practitioners’ health and well-being equally
influence patient outcomes: when being less affected by stressors and enabled
to respond differently to these, practitioners can better concentrate on their
patients ( Jones et al., 1988). Thereby, medical malpractice and medication errors
can finally be reduced and practitioners can take better care of their patients
(Dobkin, 2011; Jones et al., 1988). Beyond that, by becoming more self-accepting
and self-compassionate through mindfulness, practitioners can in turn also react
more empathetically to their patients and assess them in a less critical manner
which is of great importance to the process of healing (Dobkin, 2011; Krasner et
al., 2009). In sum, a second way in which mindfulness in healthcare practitioners can improve medical care is by allowing practitioners to become healthier and
less stressed themselves which is of central importance to the quality of medical care. Or, as stated by Beach, “[i]n an era in which many physicians suffer professional burnout, mindful practice may be the way in which physicians not only
heal themselves, but heal their patients as well” (2013, p. 427).
3.3.1	The problem of a deteriorating patient-practitioner relationship

A third problem of contemporary medical care that can be alleviated by mindfulness in practitioners is the degradation of the patient-practitioner relationship.
This relationship is known to be of primary importance for patient satisfaction as
well as for their healing process (Halbesleben & Rathert, 2008; Van den Brink, E.,
2015). It is reported to centrally affect patients’ compliance to a certain treatment
and thereby also their recovery time (Halbesleben & Rathert, 2008). It is even
stated that the patient-practitioner relationship as a “powerful medical tool” (Beach
et al., 2013, p. 427) may sometimes be of greater importance to a patient’s healing process than a clinical intervention itself (Beach et al., 2013). Nevertheless, in
our current medical system, this relationship often falls short and treatment is frequently rather focused on technical efficacy (Frances, 2014). Moreover, both the
above discussed problems of mindless medical practice and unhealthy, stressed
practitioners adversely affect the patient-practitioner relationship.
Firstly, burnout and chronic stress not only affect practitioners themselves
and the quality of medical care, but also their patient-relationships. As examined
above, burnout is accompanied by emotional exhaustion and depersonalization.
This entails that such unhealthy doctors are less empathetic and spend fewer
resources on developing a relationship with their patients but rather withdraw
from it (Halbesleben & Rathert, 2008; Shanafelt, 2009). Thereby, this relationship evidently suffers. Secondly, whenever practitioners generally engage in mindless medical practice, this can adversely affect the relationship to their patients:
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when practitioners are unaware of themselves and their patients and rushing
to diagnoses as being guided by automotive cognitive patterns, patients may
often feel unheard and not properly cared for (Frances, 2014). Another example of how mindless medical practice can harm the patient-practitioner relationship is the case of multitasking, which is plausibly illustrated by Epstein (2003).
He describes a physician engaging in multitasking by conducting an intimate
physical examination - a situation in which the patient is vulnerable and insecure - while simultaneously trying to elicit highly sensitive information from the
patient (Epstein, 2003). This situation is deeply uncomfortable for the patient
and is likely to create distance between the two parties rather than establishing
an empathetic relationship. Altogether, it can be seen that both mindless medical practice as well as burnout and chronic stress in practitioners impair the
patient-practitioner relationship. Regarding the central importance of a well-functioning and meaningful patient-practitioner relationship for a patient’s healing
process it is of great relevance to counteract its deterioration.
3.3.2 How mindfulness can contribute to improve
the patient-practitioner relationship

Considering the above outlined degradations of the patient-practitioner relationship, mindfulness can render a central contribution by allowing this relationship
to develop as a ‘safe space’ of trust and mutual awareness in which healing can
occur (Dobkin, 2011). Mindfulness can enrich the patient-practitioner relationship in several ways. First of all, mindfulness can improve practitioners’ well-being in the first place, which is central to establishing more meaningful relationships
with their patients (Dobkin, 2011). As mindfulness allows practitioners to become
less self-critical and more self-compassionate, they can in turn also accept their
patients and their suffering more non-judgmentally and appreciate the patient in a
deeper way (Dobkin, 2009; Van den Brink, E., 2015). Thereby, more compassion
and empathy between the two parties is created (Beach et al., 2013), which clearly
enhances their relationship. Moreover, by becoming healthier again, practitioners
may be less likely to withdraw from relationships with their patients and devote
more resources towards these again (Krasner et al., 2009).
Beyond improving patient-practitioner relationships through allowing physicians to become healthier themselves, mindfulness also contributes to this relationship by allowing practitioners to refrain from mindless medical practice
and to avoid its adverse impacts on their patient-relationships. As practitioners
become more mindful and thus more attentive to patients and their needs, the
communication between the two parties is enhanced. For instance, psychosocial
issues, as well as the patient’s personal experience gain a more important role
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within the communication (Krasner et al., 2009). Furthermore, by being more
aware of patients, the physician may appreciate their suffering in a more fundamental way, whereby greater understanding and an enhanced emotional atmosphere is established (Beach et al., 2013). Overall, it has been found that as physicians become more mindful and thus show increased interpersonal awareness
and perspective taking, the patient-practitioner-interaction becomes less dominated by the practitioner and more patient-centered (Beach et al., 2013; Krasner
et al., 2009). This is essential to a good relationship between the two parties.
Finally, as practitioners become more mindful, their patient-relationships can
also gain a fundamentally different form as they can change their perception of
the patient from a treatable object to a suffering being, who is capable of taking an active role in the own healing process (Kabat-Zinn, 2000). As mindful
practitioners are shown to adopt more patient-centered behaviors, they can also
encourage patients to explore their own suffering more intensely and empower
them to in fact become active agents in their own healing process (Beach et al.,
2013; Dobkin, 2009). Thereby, the traditional roles of patient and practitioner
can be shifted towards a more participatory medicine in which patients themselves play an active role, such that a “genuine partnership [is established] which
truly honors the patient as a unique individual with a unique universe of felt
experience, relationships, and meaning” (Kabat-Zinn, 2000, p. 239). Such a participatory medicine and the underlying shift in the patient’s position can be central to successful healing (Dobkin, 2009; Frances, 2014). Altogether, mindfulness
in practitioners can enhance their patient-relationships in several regards and
thus contribute to medical care in a third way.

4

Recommendations

Regarding the above described potential that mindfulness holds for medical care
also when cultivated by practitioners, it appears imperative to take measures to
promote greater mindfulness in practitioners. Nevertheless, despite these evident
benefits, it is sometimes put forward that there might be no time for mindfulness
within the fast-paced medical system and that fostering mindfulness in practitioners is not feasible as it would cause them to spend much more time with each
individual patient (Dobkin, 2011). This however disregards the fact that mindful
practice does not necessarily entail spending more time with patients but primarily to make better use of the time spent with them by being more attentive and
focused. Thus, as practitioners become more mindful, medical encounters can
in fact become both more effective and more satisfying. Therefore, even though
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a small number of mindfulness-education programs designed especially for medical practitioners already exists, increasing focus should be put on developing
such programs and incorporating them in several different sectors of healthcare.
Notably, it would be important to centrally implement such offers for practitioners into the healthcare system. Otherwise they might often hesitate to voluntarily spend their constrained free time by participating in mindfulness programs.
Moreover, such programs might be integrated already early in medical education. This can allow medical practitioners to adopt more mindful ways of caring for both themselves as well as for their patients already at the outset of their
career. Implementing such interventions which foster mindfulness in practitioners would provide a highly valuable contribution to medical care, making it more
effective, satisfying, and holistic.

5	Conclusion
Overall, it has been illustrated that mindfulness can provide a valuable and
effective intervention for patients in various clinical conditions and that it can,
beyond that, mitigate three central problems of contemporary medical care if
cultivated by practitioners. By becoming more attentive to their own cognitions
as well as to their patients, practitioners can avoid medical flaws resulting from
a mindless medical practice and diagnose and treat their patients more accurately. Moreover, mindfulness can help practitioners who are suffering from burnout and chronic stress to become healthier themselves and thus to take better
care of their patients in turn. Finally, mindfulness in practitioners can counteract deteriorations of the patient-practitioner relationship: as practitioners become
healthier and more self-compassionate, they can establish more meaningful
and empathetic relationships with their patients. Furthermore, as practitioners show greater mindfulness and awareness of their patients, they adopt a more
patient-centered practice. This finally allows the patient-practitioner-relationship
to shift to a fundamentally different level such that the patient obtains a more
participatory role. In sum, if practitioners become more mindful, this can make
medical encounters both more effective as well as more satisfying. Therefore,
the implementation of programs designed to foster mindfulness in practitioners
could greatly enrich medical care.
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THE TURN TO VIOLENCE IN THE
KURDISH-TURKISH CONFLICT
Using framing theory to explain why the TurkishKurdish conflict turned violent

Laura Meijer

Abstract

1

This paper analyses why the protracted conflict between the PKK
and the Turkish state started in 1984. It argues that the traditional
focus on ethnic grievances is insufficient to explain the turn to violence in the Kurdish-Turkish conflict. Using Desrosiers’ framing
theory for identity-based conflicts, this paper shows how the 1980
Turkish military coup provided the circumstances for violence to
erupt. The Turkish military oppression diminished the influence of
more moderate Kurdish voices, which led to the acceptance of the
PKK’s message that only violent measures could resolve Kurdish
oppression. This enabled the mobilization of Kurds in Turkey and
the diaspora and led to the eruption of violence.

Introduction

Since the summer of 2015, there has been a re-emergence of violence between
the Kurdistan Workers Party (Partiya Karkerên Kurdistanê (PKK)) and the
Turkish state. With attacks by the PKK on the Turkish military and bombings

by the Turkish state on PKK-targets, the ceasefire that was established in 2013
seems to have ended (Wielgos, 2015). The renewed attacks also meant the end
of the fragile peace process between the Turkish leading party, the Justice and
Development Party (AKP), and the leader of the PKK, Öcalan, that had been
going on for several years (Nazish, 2015).
The current violence is no new phenomenon. Already, since 1984, there has
been fighting between the PKK and the Turkish state, with its peak in the 1990s.
The conflict has cost over 40,000 people’s lives and the displacement of many
others (Marcus, 2007). After over 40 years of violence, one sometimes loses
sight of the reason the violence originally erupted. In analysing this issue, different scholars have pointed at the grievances -meaning the resentment caused
by feelings of being wronged- among the Kurdish population against the Turks
and the Turkish state, as a result of structural discrimination against the Kurdish
ethnic minority (see, among others, Yavuz, 2001; Saatci, 2002; Yegen, 2007).
However, while these grievances were present from the start of the 20th century,
it was only in 1984 that the Kurdish-Turkish conflict became a violent conflict.
Grievances alone can thus not explain the actual start of the civil war. Moreover,
there have been many moderate Kurdish organizations before 1984, which raises
the question why it was in the end the PKK that was able to largely dominate the
Kurdish-Turkish issue.
In order to understand what caused the Kurdish-Turkish issue to turn violent,
it is therefore important to go beyond grievances alone. The framing theory for
identity-based conflicts, developed by Marie-Eve Desrosiers (2015) incorporates
grievances into a larger theory. It explains how changes in circumstances can
lead an ethnocentric frame to be accepted by a certain population, enabling the
mobilization of an ethnic group for violent actions. Using Desrosiers’ theory, this
paper argues that the military coup that happened in Turkey in 1980 provided
the circumstances in which the PKK’s frame could resonate among the Kurdish
population. Due to the fact that the Turkish military, which came to power in
the 1980 coup, oppressed large parts of the Kurdish population, more moderate Kurdish organizations had limited influence or even disappeared. This led
to the acceptance of the PKK’s message that only violent measures could solve
the Kurdish oppression by (mainly young) Kurds who were already experiencing
strong feelings of injustice. Moreover, due to the 1980 coup, the message of the
PKK reached the Kurdish diaspora in Europe. The money that was raised among
the diaspora, in combination with a mobilization of Kurds in Turkey, enabled the
turn to violence in the Kurdish-Turkish conflict.
First, the theory by Desrosiers is extended upon. Secondly, it is applied to the
conflict at hand, explaining first the long-existing grievances among the Kurdish
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population, then the mobilization of the Kurdish population in Turkey and lastly
the mobilization abroad. This is followed by a conclusion.

2

Framing theory explaining identity-based conflicts

Generally, framing theory has been used as a tool for explaining the mobilization of
people, for example for a protest. In her article, Desrosiers (2015) argues that framing theory, if adapted to the study of conflicts, can also be a very promising framework for explaining identity-based conflicts. Framing is the process in which “purposive tools” (Desrosiers, 2015, p. 128), called frames, are used to present people
or circumstances in a specific way in order to achieve a specific goal; in the case
of civil war, for example, the mobilization for ethnic violence. Importantly, not all
frames result in the desired goal: a frame needs to align with public views and resonate enough in a specific population in order to achieve the intended mobilization.
This is where structures and context play a role: whether frames resonate enough
is often determined by the specific circumstances of that time. Changing circumstances allow for new or different frames to arise, affecting how these changes are
perceived, and whether they will be perceived as opportunities by the population.
In that sense, “framing is the vector that translates circumstances into recognized
opportunities and actions” (Desrosiers, 2015, p. 129).
In identity-based conflicts, ethnocentric frames play a large role. These frames
tap into existing feelings among members of ethnic groups about belonging,
rights and identity, and are therefore key to ethnocentric violence. However, in
order for ethnocentric framing to succeed, the circumstances need to be favourable for such a frame to resonate. Desrosiers (2015) gives examples of circumstances that can create ethnocentric rhetoric to be used: “shifting patterns of
power relations [...] changes in state strength/policies, a major crisis or event,
[...]” (p. 129). If there are agents making use of this (change in) circumstances to
stimulate taking up arms, violence can erupt. Desrosiers stresses that not every
use of ethnocentric frames necessarily leads to violence; they can also be used
to mobilize identity-based solidarity that can lead to support of the ethnocentric
cause. There are three types of solidarity mobilization frames: (1) injustice frames
stressing the injustice done to the group, (2) adversarial frames, focusing on the
righteousness of the group and the wrongfulness of the other and (3), the counter-frame, stressing how the approach of this specific group is better than any
other. In order to achieve the extra step toward violence, these frames are often
combined with frames of gravity, stressing the seriousness of the situation, and
aptness frames, which focus on the possibility of the action to be successful. As
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will become clear in the analysis of the outbreak of the violence of the PKK, there
can be several frames operating at the same time.
Figure 1 gives an overview of the different processes involved in framing theory
for identity-based conflicts. In the section that follows, this framework will be used
to analyse the violent eruption of the Kurdish-Turkish conflict. By combining both
identity-aspects as well as (changes in) circumstances, it is possible to explain how
grievances could lead to violence under the specific circumstances of the 1980s.

Figure 1

3

Overview of framing theory for identity-based conflicts (From: Desrosiers,
2015)

Long-existing grievances among the Kurdish populations

In order to understand the resonance of the frames presented by the PKK
throughout the Kurdish population, it is important to first look at long existing
grievances of the Kurdish population as this provided the basis for the PKK’s call
for violent action. When the Turkish state was formed in 1922, the south-eastern
region of Turkey had a high concentration of Kurdish citizens (Aydinli, 2002).
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However, the founders of the Turkish Republic, instead of building upon the polyethnic heritage of the Ottoman Empire, wished to make the category of ‘nation’
the basis of the Turkish state, with one single identity: that of the Turk (Yegen,
2007). The strong focus on the Turkish nation was articulated in the constitution
of 1924, stating that the Turkish Republic “is a nation state. It is not a multi-national state. The state does not recognize any nation other than the Turks” (in
Yegen, 2007, p. 126). The exact origin of this focus on national identity remains
open to discussion, but it is clear that the Turkish authorities feared that multi-ethnicity would lead to separation and potentially to the end of the Turkish
Republic (Aydinli, 2002; Yavuz, 1998). The Kurdish population, the largest ethnic minority in Turkey, was seen as the most imminent threat to Turkey’s unity,
which led authorities to focus on the assimilation of the Kurds into the Turkish
nation. Kurdish names were banned, and repressive laws of resettlement implemented in order to avoid a strong Kurdish presence in the south-eastern parts of
Turkey (Kaliber & Tocci, 2010; Tezcür, 2010). Over time, all references to Kurds
as a distinct part of the population were eliminated, until “the use of the word
‘Kurd’ disappeared altogether from the media, and from any kind of official documentation including school textbooks” (Barkey & Fuller, 1997, p. 64).
Next to the repression of their culture and identity, the south-east of Turkey,
still mainly inhabited by the Kurds, also experienced economic deprivation in
comparison to the rest of Turkey. It experienced less investment and economic
growth, creating even larger grievances against the Turkish state, which seemed
to ignore and neglect them (Sirkeci, 2000). The social, cultural and economic
oppression of the Kurds was thus at the centre of the Kurdish-Turkish conflict:
it strengthened the Kurdish self-awareness of their ethnic identity and created
a feeling of Kurdish resentment of the Turkish policies, which led to tensions
between the Kurds and the Turks (Barkey & Fuller, 1997).
The existence of grievances and ethnic tension, however, does not necessarily
mean that violence will erupt, especially not on this scale. Although the Kurdish
identity was systematically ignored, Turkish society was still based on democratic principles allowing for the expression of dissatisfaction (Barkey & Fuller,
1997). Indeed, as was pointed out earlier, there were many moderate Kurdish
organizations that tried to achieve greater political and cultural rights for Kurds
through legal and democratic means and, until 1984, no sustained violence took
place. At first, the founders of the PKK were also perceived as sensation seekers
more than an actual threat, and their ideas about an independent Kurdistan were
not taken too seriously (Marcus, 2007). They could not count on the (Kurdish)
locals either: instead of supporting the emergence of the PKK, the Kurdish villagers would often inform the government about the PKK’s activities. Such a lack of
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support among the Kurdish population in the southeast would have made a guerrilla campaign extremely difficult (Barkey & Fuller, 1997; van Bruinessen, 1988).
However, within a few years, the PKK became the dominant voice in the KurdishTurkish conflict and the organization grew into a strictly coordinated guerrilla
force of more than 15,000 fighters, with more than 50,000 civilian militias and a
lot of active backers, also in Europe (Marcus, 2007). What caused this emergence
of the PKK, leading to the outbreak of the civil war?

4	Changing circumstances and framing opportunities – the 1980 coup
While the grievances among the Kurdish population can be seen as structures
underlying the conflict and allowing for ethnocentric framing, it was only with
a change in political circumstances in Turkey that the frame of the PKK, advocating for violent action, started to resonate in the Kurdish part of society. More
specifically, it was the 1980 military coup that took place in Turkey that strongly
accelerated the success of the PKK in mobilizing support, both active and passive, making a violent eruption possible. In the 1960s and 1970s, Turkey had
seen the emergence of much extreme left- and extreme right activism, causing
chaos in society. With the 1980 coup, Turkish military leaders wanted to re-establish a stable and unitary Turkey under strong military rule (Barkey & Fuller,
1997). Due to a general suspicion of Kurdish activism and the fact that Kurdish
organizations had sometimes worked together with leftist groups, the military
regime was especially harsh on Kurdish activists. It identified Kurdish nationalism as a disruptive force and aimed at its elimination. The regime introduced
a highly repressive language law (Law 2932) that extended the power of the
state: by prohibiting the use of the Kurdish language entirely, it could not only
curb public cultural activities of the Kurds, but also those in the private sphere
(Yavuz, 2001). Moreover, many Kurds suspected of activism were imprisoned
under extremely bad circumstances, including torture (Gunes, 2013). The military regime hoped that by increasing the repression, the Kurdish opposition
could be stopped and a Turkish unitary state could be secured. However, the
oppressive actions were not able to eliminate the long-existing feelings of injustice present among the Kurdish population. What the restrictions on Kurdish
expression did achieve, was that it made it impossible for any Kurd to voice their
feelings of dissatisfaction with the current order in a legal or democratic way
(Tezcür, 1980).
This restriction of all aspects of Kurdish life alienated not only a large group
of the Kurdish population from the state, it also brought the message of the PKK
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much more to the forefront (Tezcür, 1980). While earlier, the radical voice of
the PKK might have sounded out of place for many Kurds, with a regime that
indeed eliminated all other forms of Kurdish expression, the PKK could now portray itself as the only organization still capable of opposing state violence and
defend Kurdish rights. Drawing upon existing frames of injustice done to Kurds,
Kurdish violence was presented as the only effective means to achieve Kurdish
socio-economic and cultural demands. As stated by Yavuz (2001, p. 12), “it [the
PKK] presented itself as the liberation movement and voiced the desire to restore
Kurdish identity and justice by violent means”. While these feelings of injustice,
as discussed earlier, had been existing for decades already, the PKK’s addition
of a counter frame, which presented violence as the sole viable solution to this
injustice, only found resonance among society when circumstances allowed for
it. Under the 1980 coup, Kurds were indeed experiencing the elimination of any
other form of Kurdish expression, which validated the idea that violence was the
only possible option left (Gunes, 2013; Tezcür, 2010).
However, as Desrosiers (2015) explained, having a frame resonate in society does not necessarily mean that people go beyond supporting it and start acting accordingly. The injustice frame and counter frame need to be complemented
with frames of urgency and aptness. Again, due to the 1980 coup, this was
achieved. The high levels of oppression of the state created a feeling among many
Kurds that they had only two options left: either to move to Europe as refugees
and start a new life, or to resort to action to remedy the situation. There was a
feeling of urgency to change the situation now in order to avoid complete oppression, which was used by the PKK to recruit people to join their fight (Yavuz,
2001). While democratic means did not seem to have changed much during
the past decades, the PKK offered opportunities for immediate action and heroism, which promised to have a much more direct result than the more moderate
approaches. Although violence was of course not supported by all Kurds, especially among young Kurds, with a strong feeling of economic- and cultural marginalization, the message of the PKK found large resonance. It was this highly
frustrated segment of the Kurdish population that was easily mobilized for actual
fighting (van Bruinessen, 1998).
Thus, whereas right before the coup of 1980, the PKK had not found much
backing, it now had both passive and active support among the Kurdish population. As Barkey and Fuller (1997) stated, the PKK was the only Kurdish organization for which the repressive regime had actually been a way to reverse its image,
by providing the right circumstances for its message.
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5

Framing in Europe – financial support from abroad

The previous section outlined the mobilization by the PKK of the Kurds living
in Turkey, providing the necessary human resources for its militant campaign.
The message of the PKK, however, was not directed to the Kurds in Turkey only.
Especially important was its influence on the Kurdish diaspora in a number of
European countries; through the mobilization of the diaspora, financial- and
technical assistance was assured. As with the Kurdish population in Turkey, the
support by the Kurdish diaspora for violence as an answer to Kurdish oppression
emerged right after the military coup in 1980. In the decades before, Kurds had
moved as migrant workers to different European countries, mainly to Germany
but also to France, Britain, Sweden and the Netherlands (Blätte, 2003). However,
only a few of them emphasized their Kurdish identity. Instead, many were reluctant to get involved in politics and the Kurdish issue therefore did not play a large
role among the diaspora communities (van Bruinessen, 1999). This drastically
changed with the military coup, after which the PKK could count on large-scale
support of its cause. What caused this rapid change?
There were two consequences of the military coup that made the message of
the PKK find its way into Europe. Firstly, as a result of the repressive actions of
the military government against the Kurdish population, a considerable group of
young, politicized Kurds fled to Europe, with Germany as a key destination. These
Kurds brought with them stories of the Kurdish oppression and of the PKK standing up against the Turkish state (van Bruinessen, 1998). The spread of the PKK’s
message throughout its diaspora was further facilitated by the European countries themselves: critical of the military coup, which was seen as resulting in deteriorating democratic values in Turkey, Europeans not only accepted Kurdish refugees but also offered them great opportunities to form organizations and networks
to express their claims (Baser, 2013; Lyon & Uçarer, 2001). The presence of the
politicized and not rarely PKK affiliated Kurds “worked as a catalyst on the [diaspora] Kurd’s ethnic self-awareness” and many got interested in the Kurdish cause
(van Bruinessen, 1998, p. 45). In particular, second generation Kurds were highly
receptive to the message brought by Kurdish refugees. Caught between their family
traditions and the culture of the country they were living in, they were struggling
with their identity and attracted to the idea of belonging to an ethnic community
which would give their lives meaning and self-respect (Curtis, 2005; Eccarius-Kelly,
2002). The PKK, using the access to various communication channels, played into
these sentiments: with its discourse on the fight for the homeland, the PKK’s campaign brought a sense of belonging to second generation Kurds who had been unaware of their ethnic heritage before (Saatci, 2002; van Bruinessen, 1999).
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Thus, the 1980 coup caused the frame of the PKK, drawing upon feelings
of injustice and providing violence as a solution, to reach the Kurdish diaspora in Europe. The situation of the European-Kurdish communities made them
very receptive to the PKK’s message and subsequently they took up their cause.
This was, among others, reflected in the raising of large sums of money for PKK
activities (van Bruinessen, 1998; Khayati, 2008). In combination with human
resources and support in the Kurdish areas, the support coming from Europe
made a large-scale eruption of violence possible. With human and monetary
resources available, the actual outbreak of violence in 1984 seems no longer a
surprise.

6	Conclusion
This paper started with raising the question of why it was only in 1984 that the
Kurdish-Turkish conflict became violent and why, of all existing Kurdish organizations, it was the PKK that came to dominate the conflict. With use of the framing theory for identity-based conflicts developed by Desrosiers, it became clear
that, although feelings of injustice had been existing for a long time already, it
was the military coup of 1980 that made the PKK able to turn these into violent action. The very oppressive military regime provided the circumstances in
which a frame of violent action against Kurdish suppression found its resonance
among the population. It based its message on the already existing grievances
and added to this a counter-frame, stressing that no other option than the violent
one remained possible. The increased receptiveness of the Kurdish population to
this message due to the repressive regime enlarged the support for the PKK and,
combined with a feeling of urgency, also led Kurds to decide to join the violent
struggle.
The influx of young, politicized Kurds fleeing from the repressive regime created a possibility for the PKK to get its message to the European diaspora. There,
especially the Kurds of the second generation were highly receptive to the frame
of the PKK, which provided them with meaning and a feeling of self-respect that
they were lacking in their respective European communities. The European diaspora provided a considerable part of the funding for the struggle by the PKK.
Together with the increased human resources in Turkey itself, this funding made
a violent eruption of the Kurdish-Turkish conflict possible.
The explanation of the start of the conflict between the PKK and the Turkish
state given here provides interesting insights into the interaction between multiple sources of conflict, such as grievances, state factors and organizations. It
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shows the multi-dimensionality of conflict and exemplifies how, among others, the actions of the state can bring about unintended outcomes due to their
interaction with other forces in society. This is not only helpful in understanding
the outbreak of the conflict in 1984, but can also be a useful tool for those policy-makers or researchers dealing with the current return of violence between the
PKK and the Turkish state. It provides them with a multi-dimensional framework
accounting for the interaction of actions by the state and the PKK, which can
potentially increase the understanding of this ongoing conflict.
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Abstract

1

In this paper, I evaluate the potential of irony to subvert racist discourse. Irony is characterised by semantic forms that engage explicit
and implicit language so as to communicate oppositional or contradictory meanings for satirical or contentious purposes. This process is complicated as meaning often remains contested between
the author of a statement and its various interpreters. My analysis of
the stand-up comedian Aamer Rahman’s work shows how irony can
be used by comedians in order to subvert dominant and exploitative
discourses. In particular, I illustrate how irony provides him with a
tool to evoke and simultaneously distance himself from anti-Muslim racist discourses. For white audiences with an interest in deconstructing their own complicity in racism, his comedy can function
as a Critical Public Pedagogy that enables critical self-reflection.

Introduction

Irony is a discursive strategy that abounds in culture and society. Defined as
engaging the difference between an explicit said meaning and an implicit unsaid
meaning, irony is a linguistic schema or practice that is often used for humor-

ous or contentious purposes. However, because of its reliance on implicit meanings, irony is particularly open to differing interpretations which are in contestation with one another (Hutcheon, 1995). Interpreters may thus often disagree on
whether statements (e.g. in literary works or everyday conversations) are meant
sincerely or ironically. Additionally, even when consensus to the ironic nature of
an utterance is established, the resulting ironic meaning can remain contested.
The semantic characteristics of irony have led to discussions on the possible
social functions and ambiguities of irony: if there is so much space for differing
interpretations, can it be used as an effective communicative strategy?
In this paper, I examine this question by looking at the ways in which irony
can be used to subvert dominant ideologies about race and identity. More specifically, I investigate the case of the Muslim Australian comedian Aamer Rahman
whose comedy is explicitly anti-racist, and the way in which he seems to make
use of irony’s contentious meaning-making practices in order to support his progressive political aims. Ultimately, I argue that irony, in Rahman’s case, provides
a linguistic schema through which dominant anti-Muslim discourses can be critically examined and combatted. It does so without forcing him to subject himself to the rules that have been designed by dominant culture. Although Rahman
sees his comedy as primarily addressing other people of colour and those who
already share his criticisms (Rickett, 2015), I argue that his comedy can function as a Critical Public Pedagogy for white audience members, such as myself,
who belong to certain, somewhat anti-racist, discursive communities. “Critical
Public Pedagogy” is a concept introduced by Rossing (2015), referring to the way
in which popular culture can function as an educational means that enables critical reflection. Rahman’s use of irony as a strategy to simultaneously evoke a discourse and create a critical distance from it, encourages and facilitates reflection
on racist discourse and white audience’s own participation in these.
The argument I make has a two-fold relevance: Firstly, it is an argument about
the usefulness of irony, situated within debates in literary and cultural studies
(Booth, 1974; Fish, 1983; Hutcheon, 1995, 1998; Jameson, 1991). I claim that
irony can be employed to make meaningful points, which is contrary to interpretations of irony as disengaged. Secondly, it is an argument about possibilities
to destabilise dominant oppressive discourses, situated within debates on the
potential of popular culture (Rossing, 2015). My paper thus aims to contribute
to these two fields by combining debates on the possibilities of irony and subversion in popular culture, aiming at a greater understanding of how processes of
subversion can function through irony.
I begin by outlining the ways in which Muslims are popularly represented and
framed in a contemporary Australian context. I continue by briefly introducing
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Rahman and his comedy within that context. The subsequent section introduces
popular culture and humour and their possibilities as Critical Public Pedagogy
(Rossing, 2015), contesting popular representations of people and issues. I then
look more closely at irony, its definition and characteristics, before applying these
to the case of Rahman’s comedy. In my analysis, I focus first on engagement with
violence and second on the stereotyping of white culture. I end with a discussion
of the role and responsibility of the audience, on whose assumptions and beliefs
the impact of Rahman’s comedy rests.

2	The Context of Australia: Images of Islam
To understand the ways in which the comedian Rahman manages to achieve
subversion, it is important to have some understanding of dominant conceptualisations and views on Muslims and race relations in the Australian context.
Officially, Australia adopted a multicultural policy in 1973, and is one of very few
countries which somewhat successfully have continued along this course. This
multicultural policy replaced many years of policies aimed at creating a ‘White
Australia’, privileging migrants who were considered white. Still, scholars have
argued that Australia continues to privilege those of Anglo-Australian descent, e.g.
through immigration and visa restrictions or the way in which people of colour
are viewed as recent immigrants (Busbridge, 2013). This seems to be in line with
Rahman’s experiences, who in an interview said that he is often asked where he is
from, or welcomed to Australia, adding that there is “an idea of white ownership of
this country” (Freeman-Greene, 2010, as cited in Busbridge, 2013, p. 474)
In contemporary Australia, much like in the US and Europe, the post-9/11
years have been characterised by increased debates over the threat of terrorism.
These debates have often raised questions and concerns about the role of Islam
in ‘Western’ society. Following Samuel Huntington’s (1996) notorious ‘Clash of
Civilisations’ thesis, Islam has frequently been positioned as contradictory to
Western, and thus Australian, culture (Busbridge, 2013). Adding to the long history
of Orientalism (Said, 2008), the post-9/11 narrative of an incompatibility between
Islam and the West was further strengthened by the 2002 and 2005 bombings in
Bali, a neighbouring island of Australia. Following these events, Australian Muslims
became increasingly viewed as a direct threat to national security.
For example, Busbridge (2013) argues that in the wake of these attacks the
way cultural difference is framed in Australia has shifted. While it was previously framed as a regular component of a diverse and multicultural society, the
focus is now on difference as dangerous, and to be “managed, controlled, con51

tained, disciplined” (Busbridge, 2013, p. 463). This logic of securitisation is
coupled with the logic of domestication (Bowen, 2004): Muslims are urged to
‘assimilate’ and become ‘Australian’, and are therefore positioned as radical, dangerous, and ‘un-Australian’ until they prove that they are ‘good’, ‘domesticated’
and ‘Australian’. They are thus “positioned in spaces of conditionality, where they
must be willing to play the ‘rules of the game’ in order to qualify for the benefits of citizenship: The migrant is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ depending on their acceptance
of this condition” (Busbridge, 2013, p. 463). Within this discourse, Australian
national identity or ‘Australian-ness’ is presupposed as a defined and thus definable category, rather than a dynamic socially constructed “site of political and cultural contestation” (Busbridge, 2013, p. 459).

3

Introducing Aamer Rahman

Fitting a general dominance of white Australians, Australian media have been
characterised as “notoriously white” (Phillips, 2012, as cited in Busbridge,
2013, p. 467). Rahman and his comedy partner Hussain’s show Fear of a Brown
Planet was one of the first popular productions in which Muslims had a space
to express and represent themselves (Busbridge, 2013). In 2008, Rahman and
Hussain’s show debuted at the Melbourne Comedy Festival, winning the Best
Newcomer Award. The show has been identified as “explicitly oppositionary”
(Busbridge, 2013, p. 472), taking the inspiration for its name from the radical,
black US hip-hop group Public Enemy’s album Fear of a Black Planet. In the show,
Rahman and Hussain thematise current Australian politics and culture, especially with regard to racism and anti-Muslim ideologies. Although their show
was acclaimed by critics, audiences were so small that Rahman was planning to
end his comedy career when he suddenly gained international fame through his
YouTube clip on Reverse Racism (Logan, 2014). It started to be circulated widely,
linked on pages such as Buzzfeed and Huffington Post, reached over 2 million views on YouTube (Rahman, 2013) and brought him much needed bookings (Logan, 2014). He has since performed in Australia, the UK, Canada and
the US with his solo show The Truth Hurts. While popular within a certain part of
Australian society, Rahman can hardly be classified as part of mainstream popular culture. In an interview with VICE, for instance, Rahman himself characterises his audience: “The majority are people of color and, out of that, maybe
a quarter of them are Muslim – politically-minded Muslims. Overall, my audience is left-wing types” (Rickett, 2015). While Rahman therefore views especially his clip on Reverse Racism as “preaching to the converted” with the pur52

pose of “entertain[ing] people who already understand” (Rickett, 2015), I argue
that although some understanding and assumptions are required of audiences,
his comedy and use of irony function to reinforce and assist critical thinking
about race.

4	Comedy as Critical Public Pedagogy
Many cultural studies theorists have viewed pop culture as “a site of struggle
over knowledge, power relationships, and identity” (Rossing, 2015, p. 3). In popular culture, people and issues are represented and engaged in certain ways,
resulting in a form of dynamic learning by and for the audience, i.e. ‘public pedagogy’. According to Rossing (2015), popular culture is thus one way in which
we learn dominant discourses. Focusing on the US context, Rossing argues that,
dominant public pedagogy, among other things, “enables, legitimizes, and reinforces the devaluing of people of color, condones acts of violence against racial
minority groups, renders this violence invisible, and creates sanctuary for White
Privilege” (Rossing, 2015, p. 3). For Rossing, popular culture is a powerful force,
often used to reinforce racist hegemony (Rossing, 2015). However, he also sees
space for resistance within popular culture. He therefore introduces the concept
of ‘Critical Public Pedagogy’. This concept draws on previous conceptualisations
of Critical Pedagogy by academics such as Paulo Freire (2000), Henry Giroux
(2003; 2004) and bell hooks (1994). While their work has often focused on the
class room in the more literal sense, Rossing (2015) emphasises the relevance
of viewing popular culture as a form of pedagogy. Critical Public Pedagogy thus
refers to popular culture’s potential as a form of widely available education which
opposes and disrupts hegemonic ways of understanding issues such as racism.
I argue that Rahman’s comedy functions as an instance of such a Critical Public
Pedagogy, and thereby is an object of popular culture that has the potential to
counteract dominant narratives on Australian and Muslim identities.
In his article, Rossing explores the ways in which racial humour manages to
destabilise dominant discourse on race, focusing on humour’s ability to “make
visible dominant discourses, disrupt common sense, and struggle over identification and representation” (2015, pp. 3–4). In this vein, there have been a number
of analyses of humour’s potential. For example, both Rossing (2015) and BellJordan (2007) have analysed the US comedian Dave Chappelle’s show, arguing
that it disrupts discourses which position the contemporary US as a post-racial
society, i.e. a society in which race no longer plays a role in the lives of people,
and should therefore no longer be a topic of discussion.
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5	Theory of Irony
As I will argue, Rahman contests dominant images of Muslim people through
his use of irony. To make that point, I follow influential literary theorist Linda
Hutcheon’s conceptualisations of irony from her book Irony’s Edge: The Theory and
Politics of Irony (1995). She pays special attention to irony’s evaluative edge. By
edge, she refers to the way in which irony often ‘cuts’ and cannot be separated
from its evaluative nature. This edge, however can cut in different ways, and can
therefore be used to reinforce different ideological standpoints, both hegemonic
and subversive ones.
It is important to clearly distinguish irony from comedy and humour, although
they are deeply interrelated. Stand-up comedy is a way of performing humour,
characterised by its professional nature (Mintz, 1985). Humour can however take
a variety of other forms, from every-day conversations to stand-up comedy to literature. Irony can be used in comedy, and as a way of being humorous, but is
not solely defined by this context. Instead, Hutcheon defines irony as a “discursive strategy operating at the level of language or form” (Hutcheon, 1995, p. 10),
which engages a said and an unsaid meaning as relational, inclusive and differential (Hutcheon, 1995). This definition includes a number of relevant points for
my analysis, relating firstly to the semantics of ironic meaning as constituted by
the interplay of said and unsaid meaning, and secondly to its nature as discursive
strategy.
First, irony is defined as engaging said and unsaid meanings in a relational,
inclusive and differential way. Irony is often simplistically understood as an articulated, literal meaning (the said meaning) replaced with its opposite (the unsaid
meaning). Hutcheon (1995), on the other hand, holds that the relationship
between the literal, said meaning and an evoked unsaid meaning is more complex. Ironic meaning should therefore not be equated with the unsaid meaning.
Analyses should instead thematise the way in which the two meanings relate to
and interact with each other, including both of them as crucial for creating ironic
meaning. Irony is thus seen as “the result of the bringing—even the rubbing—
together of the said and the unsaid, each of which takes on meaning only in relation to the other” (Hutcheon, 1995, p. 56). While this means that both meanings in interplay need to be considered when analysing irony, Hutcheon does
acknowledge the privileged status of unsaid meanings in challenging said meanings and thereby determining ironic meaning (Hutcheon, 1995). Additionally, the
differential aspect of irony highlights that it is the difference between said and
unsaid meanings that creates ironic meaning, as meaning emerges from “the thematization of this difference” (Man, 1969, p. 192 as cited in Hutcheon, 1995,
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p. 62). This is in contrast to metaphor, for example, which also functions through
the relation of said and unsaid meanings, which are relational and inclusive, but
based on similarity instead of difference.
Second, Hutcheon’s (1995) definition of irony as discursive strategy highlights the social and interactive nature of irony, which plays out in a discourse,
involving multiple actors. She identifies an ironist and an interpreter as key players. They can both ‘make’ irony, exerting agency and intention. The ironist does
this by producing a statement that is intended to be ironic. This statement is
then interpreted by the interpreter, who might identify and thereby also create
an ironic meaning, or interpret the statement as non-ironic. Additionally, statements that are not intended ironically can become ironic when irony is created
by the interpreter. This impossibility of knowing the other actor’s exact meaning-making practices results in a certain insecurity as neither ironist nor interpreters can ensure that they have the same understanding of an utterance. This
communicative problem inherent in irony is relevant to an ironist who wishes
to bring across a certain message, and to an interpreter who wishes to understand the ironist’s intentions and views. While it can and has been argued that
this same problem is part of any form of communication, not only ironic ones,
Hutcheon (1995) holds that the particular importance of an implicit meaning
in irony makes irony particularly sensitive to instable meaning. Due to this difficulty it could be argued that irony is futile in creating meaningful statements
and can therefore not function as a subversive strategy. Hutcheon (1995), however, argues that shared understandings of irony or sincerity can to some extent
be established because discursive communities with common assumptions exist.
These discursive communities are made up of people who have certain knowledges, or opinions, or make similar experiences in society, such as Australian
Muslims confronted with anti-Muslim racism. While irony usually does not create these discursive communities, its interpretation is dependent on the communities the interpreter belongs to. There is thus a way for ironic meanings to
be communicated between ironists and interpreters, although complete stability is, of course, never guaranteed. My argument relies on the existence of these
discursive communities which share a number of assumptions. However, I also
argue that Rahman plays with the insecurity of stable meaning between him and
his audience, using the insecurity itself as a way to subvert dominant discourse.
My analysis of Rahman’s work will therefore pay attention firstly to the relation
of said and unsaid meanings, and secondly to the relation between ironist and
interpreters.
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6

Analysis of Rahman’s Use of Irony

For my analysis of Rahman’s use of irony as a way to subvert dominant discourses, I have identified two recurring themes in the material that is available
online (Fear of a Brown Planet, 2009, Rahman, 2015a, 2015b). The first of these
is the engagement with the logic of domestication, while the second deals with
the stereotyping of white culture. While engagement with racism can be found
throughout Rahman’s comedy, the use of irony is particularly prominent in four
of his pieces. In Iggy Azalea (Rahman, 2015a) and ISIS (Rahman, 2015b) from
The Truth Hurts, Rahman thematises violence and the logic of domestication. In
White People (Rahman, 2010a) and Workshops for Whitey (Rahman, 2010b) from
the show Fear of a Brown Planet, the stereotyping gaze is reversed and engaged. I
argue that in these particular pieces, irony can be understood as the discursive
strategy that makes his subversion effective.
In his stand-up performances, it seems that Rahman plays with the insecurity audiences experience as they attempt to pinpoint the meaning intended by
Rahman. He does this by performing in a way that at many points leave the audience wondering about his intentions – not allowing for an easy answer to the
question: is he being ironic? This is an especially effective strategy in Rahman’s
case as it allows him to engage the logic of domestication which urges Rahman
to again and again position himself as ‘safe’, such as by personally condemning
and explicitly distancing himself from the use of violence, while at the same time
refusing to position himself in that way.
6.1

Violence and the Logic of Domestication

In his shows, Rahman repeatedly speaks about performing violence against
white people, with the piece Iggy Azalea even addressing his wish to kill random
straight white men. In this piece, he introduces the topic by referring to a tweet
directed at him:
This one time, this guy on Twitter tweeted out of nowhere: “Aamer Rahman supports the killing of whites.” I was like, “What? I support killing random white people?” I got – I got so, so upset, guys, because, honestly, I have never, ever, ever said
anything like that – out loud… Um, thought it, thought it many times, I’m not
gonna lie, okay? I have, I have said guys, I do sometimes think about killing random white people. (Rahman, 2015a)
Rahman first fulfils the cultural script which requires him to distance himself
from accusations of being a ‘bad’, dangerous Muslim, when he claims to be upset
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about this accusation. He then, however, performs the role of the ‘dangerous’
Muslim when he ‘admits’ his secret wishes to kill random white people. These
two roles that he performs result in the possible attribution of irony to each of
these opposed statements: When Rahman defends violence, there seems to be
an unsaid meaning of condemning violence. Similarly, when he condemns the
use of violence, an unsaid meaning of legitimating violence can be interpreted,
resulting from the opposition of the two roles. This ambivalence is reinforced
when Rahman continues by bringing forward reasons for and thoughts on killing random white people. For example, he speaks about cultural appropriation
by white Australian rapper Iggy Azalea, the way cultures have been wiped out
by European colonisation, and adds that he does not want to joke about violence
against women, and would therefore only target straight, white men:
When I think about Western culture, when I think about the culture that has wiped
out countless other cultures throughout history, on the premise that it is the most
superior way of life on the planet, when I think about the fact that that culture
basically now exists to promote and worship people like Iggy Azalea, I do think
about killing white people, okay? (Rahman, 2015a)
The piece then culminates in Rahman comparing killing these white men to a
community initiative, suggesting that the audience and he could go from house
to house, together killing white people after the show (Rahman, 2015a). The criticisms of colonialism and cultural appropriation are presented in a humorous way.
Nevertheless, these criticisms are likely to be shared by a large part of the audience – which is suggested to mostly be made up of people of colour. Their loud
laughter suggests they understand the pains and frustrations of being confronted
with white dominance, and its manifestations in everyday life, leading to anger at
white culture.
Rahman thus juxtaposes performances of the ‘dangerous’ Muslim, the
‘domesticated’ Muslim, as well as criticisms of cultural appropriation and colonialism. The mutual incompatibility of his statements suggests that there is an
extent of irony involved. While assumedly, audience members would not understand this plan to kill random white people literally, the ironic meaning that
is invoked is unlikely to be the exact opposite. Instead, like Hutcheon (1995)
argues, the ironic meaning is to be located somewhere between the literal meaning, such as that of promoting violence against an oppressive group and the
unsaid meaning which could read that obviously Rahman is not planning to kill
white people. While these two meanings seem to be present in Rahman’s performance, the exact ironic meaning remains open to contestation – possibly leaving
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white parts of the audience on edge, as violence is never explicitly condemned.
He remains unapologetic and even jokes about possible white audience members’
feelings of alienation and intimidation, however, never voicing a calming statement that is free from the possibility of irony on the part of the ironist as well as
the interpreter (Rahman, 2015a).
Violence, and the way Muslims are positioned with regard to their view on it,
is a recurring theme of Rahman’s comedy. In his piece on ISIS, he speaks about
another social media status directed at him: a Facebook friend wrote an angry
post about Muslims beheading people, referring to ISIS. This status update however also included a jab at Rahman, because “he isn’t saying anything about it”
(Rahman, 2015b). In reaction to this, Rahman still refuses to condemn violence
by Muslims, but instead ridicules the accusation, saying that “sorry, I didn’t realise I was giving off a ‘maybe-I’m-down-with-ISIS’ kinda vibe” (Rahman, 2015b).
Here, the unsaid meaning, invoked by the initial ‘sorry’, could be exactly the
apologetic way of handling such an accusation which the narrative of domestication suggests – namely to explicitly condemn ISIS, thereby again reacting to the
idea that every Muslim potentially is a threat, until they explicitly distance themselves and make an effort to seem safe to the white Australian public.
While this uncertainty might be criticised for refusing to take a clear stance,
and refusing to finally position himself within the discourse framed by white
Australian politics, it can also be seen as an intentional and successful way
of refusing to fit himself into an oppressive discourse. This discourse frames
Muslims as potentially threatening, and being in a position of conditionality
in which they have to prove themselves worthy, which Rahman refuses to do,
thereby rejecting the rules of the discourse itself. This rejection is made possible through the characteristics of irony as contested between ironist and interpreters: Rahman uses, and plays with, the insecurity of stable meaning between
himself, the ironist, and interpreters, the audience. By making both statements
that explicitly condemn violence and statements that explicitly promote violence,
Rahman leaves his audience wondering about the extent of irony that should
be attributed to each of these contradictory statements. This urge to determine
Rahman’s exact position towards violence then highlights the pressure put on
Muslims to position themselves. Rahman refuses to securely confirm his intentions, leaving interpreters wondering about the extent to which he condemns violence against white people, and thereby managing to position himself outside of
the discourse. This is achieved precisely because the meaning-making practices
of irony allow the speaker to withhold their intentions.
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6.2

Reversing the Discomforting Gaze

Another common use of irony in Rahman’s comedy is his way of stereotyping and
ridiculing white culture. His former comedy-partner Nazeem Hussain sees this as
a way of ‘democratising’ comedy, by adding jokes about white people to the common jokes about other ethnic groups (Busbridge, 2013). However, it can also be
seen as a way of highlighting the problems of generalising from one member of
an ethnic group to others. In his piece on White People, Rahman addresses the
white part of the audience, telling them he has a question for them, in a relatively
casual, calm voice. His question however turns out to be “What the hell is your
problem?” (Rahman, 2010a). Asking the collectivity of white people such a question seems bizarre, perhaps especially to a white audience. Nevertheless, similarly
stereotyping questions or even assertions are commonly posed about other cultures. An example of this stereotyping gaze that is frequently directed at Muslims
can be found in a letter by the former Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott,
published in an Australian newspaper. In this letter, Abbott speaks about “the
massive problem within Islam”, asserting the “clear superiority of our culture”,
thereby implying the existence of a homogeneous Muslim culture (BBC Australia,
2015). Rahman’s question directed at white people then functions in a similar
way, as it homogenises and stereotypes white culture.
By dissecting and criticising white culture in this and other pieces, Rahman
thus returns the “discomforting gaze” (Busbridge, 2013, p. 473) often directed
at non-white cultures. This stereotyping gaze that is normally directed away from
white culture becomes perceptible for white people, highlighting its problematic
character as it assumes a homogeneous group identity. According to this logic, a
random individual is viewed as responsible or is even held accountable for other
people’s actions and ways of thinking and speaking, simply because they are
assumed to be part of a certain (ethnic) group. This problem is also highlighted
when Rahman speaks about performing revenge attacks on random white people after the violent nationalist, anti-immigrant Cronulla Riots in Sydney in 2005,
via email: “I sent these psycho revenge emails to random white people, I was like
‘HEY! What did you do that for?’” (Rahman, 2010a). Rahman thereby reverses
the thought pattern of generalisation and attribution of responsibility for an
action to a random individual, who was not involved in this action, but happens
to belong to the same ethnic or religious group.
Here again, Rahman allows for some ambiguity to remain: In how far is his
stereotyping of white people meant ironically? While his pieces do point to
the ways in which it is inappropriate to over-generalise and hold individuals
accountable for actions they had nothing to do with, his criticisms of white culture seem genuine. Especially in his piece called Workshops for Whitey, Rahman
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criticises the commonly experienced problems of the way people of colour are
often treated by white people, by presenting the titles of workshops he pretends
to hold: “Don’t compliment me on my English”, “Just because I’m at the petrol station doesn’t mean that I work here” and “Why do you clutch your handbag when you see me?” (Rahman, 2010b). In this case, his stereotyping of white
culture appears to be meant sincerely, leaving audiences to negotiate conflicting
meanings. Rahman thus refuses to take the edge off his statements, declining to
offer comforting words for white parts of the audience, which would again put
white people as the central addressees whose feelings matter the most. Instead,
Rahman’s ambiguous use of irony leaves his exact intentions and views relatively
contestable. The one thing that does become very clear is his rejection of racism, and his dismantling and ridiculing of dominant discourses of domestication and stereotyping. He thus uses irony to target dominant discourse without
participating in them – refusing to categorise himself as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ Muslim
and refusing to provide new ways to generalise about Muslims and people of colour, fully pointing the examining gaze at whiteness. By performing a critical discourse instead of participating in dominant ones, Rahman thus provides an alternative way of examining Australian culture and politics. This is especially enabled by his use of irony, as it allows him to remain at a distance from dominant
discourses while also thematising and criticising them.
6.3

Impact and Discursive Communities

As it was not possible to empirically ascertain the impact of Rahman’s comedy
on white Australians, I focus on my own reactions to his acts. My position is that
of a white, non-religious German, living within Western Europe. I therefore do
not belong to the discursive community that experiences what it is like to be a
person of colour or Muslim in Australia, or anywhere else. Instead, I am part of
the dominant group that is in need of a Critical Public Pedagogy about race, as
a way of addressing our racism. While I do have a strong interest in overcoming
my own complicity in racial discrimination and prejudice, I also cannot say that
I am free of such prejudice. In fact, many of the things Rahman says about white
people, e.g. the fact of clutching your hand bag when seeing a man of colour, are
actions that I have performed, regrettably. Many of the thought processes that
Rahman criticises come very natural and easily to me, and take a conscious effort
to reject as false and oppressive. For example, in passages of his show in which
Rahman thematises violence (Rahman, 2015a, 2015b), I perceive myself trying to
figure out if he is a ‘safe’ or a ‘dangerous’ Muslim. This need of mine to securely
position Rahman reflects the logic of domestication. My expectations are ultimately rejected by Rahman, as he does not give clear indications regarding the
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meaning intended by him. As I have argued above, this rejection of clear positioning is enabled by the use of statements which leave the extent of intended
irony and sincerity unclear. The way I subconsciously attempt to classify Muslims
is thereby disrupted and made visible, creating a situation in which it becomes
possible to reflect on the ways Muslims are commonly perceived and represented. This reflection can then enable or strengthen a rejection of dominant discourse, which is replaced by a deeper understanding of the ways in which racism
against Muslims functions, and the ways in which we are personally participating
in this form of oppression.
This way of understanding Rahman’s comedy is likely to be shared by a number of other white people. Together, we constitute a larger discursive community
with similar ways of interpreting, resulting from “shared knowledge, beliefs, values, and communicative strategies” (Hutcheon, 1995, p. 87). The shared beliefs
in this case relate to an interest in dismantling own participation in racism. The
discursive community then functions as the basis on which Rahman’s work is
understood by us. From the perspective of this discursive community, Rahman’s
show can be seen as highly educational. His engagement and simultaneous ironic
distance to dominant, racist discourse continuously affronts the viewer’s subconscious participation in this discourse, making their own participation obvious, while also immediately providing a criticism of the discourse. For example,
when Rahman points the stereotyping gaze at whiteness, this results in a feeling that it is inappropriate to generalise from some white people’s actions to all of
white people, and is thus perhaps intended in an ironic way. However, for those
who realise their own participation in some of the actions that Rahman criticises,
such as complimenting people of colour on their English, the generalising statements about white culture might no longer seem entirely ironic. Again, Rahman’s
refusal to make obvious the extent of intended irony leaves viewers questioning their participation in an oppressive white culture, as well as reflecting on the
ways in which stereotyping functions. Rahman’s way of thematising anti-Muslim
and other racism in Australia thus disrupts dominant, internalised thought patterns and gives the opportunity to reflect upon and challenge own complicity in
the discourse that is criticised.

7	Conclusion
As I have argued, Rahman uses the characteristics of irony to create stand-up
comedy that manages to bring to attention dominant ways of speaking and
thinking about Muslims, in an unapologetic way, not especially catered to the
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needs of white people, thereby disrupting these dominant discourses and highlighting their flaws. He refuses the demand to position himself as a ‘good’
Muslim, who is asked to continuously reject violence and criticisms of white culture. This distance is enabled by irony as the intended meaning emerging out
of the said and the unsaid cannot be determined clearly, and (white) audiences’
wish to position Rahman is thereby disappointed. Audience members who have
an interest in dismantling their own racism thereby have the chance to challenge
their own participation in discourses that require Muslims to assert and re-assert
their position as unthreatening.
It is however also clear that his comedy is no panacea to racism in society, and
those who do not want to question their own attitudes are very unlikely to do so
just because they see Rahman’s critical comedy. Nevertheless, comedy like his
can reach the possibilities that Rossing (2015) formulated for the Critical Public
Pedagogy of racial humour: to “make visible dominant discourses [and] disrupt
common sense” (Rossing, 2015, pp. 3–4). Rahman’s comedy can nudge those
already critical with regard to racism deeper into criticism of stereotyping and
domestication discourses, ideally helping them to identify and point them out to
others in everyday life. Through his ironic approach to dominant discourses on
race, Rahman thus manages to make visible the flaws of these discourses, enabling anti-racist learning on the part of white audiences.
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Small Riots
Reviewing an artwork by Barbara Kruger

Amelie Bahr

Abstract

To what extent can art still be subversive in the age of neoliberalism?
Barbara Kruger’s “Untitled (The Meaning of Life is that it stops)“
shows that there is no easy answer to this question. My critical reading of the artwork examines the contrast between its visual appearance, congruent with advertisements in consumer societies, and
its more earnest critique of their practices. Ultimately, I argue that
Kruger seeks to do what any commercial seduction deliberately fails
at: to press the viewer to make up their own mind, while admitting – in the spirit of postmodernism – that it is itself perhaps but
another form of lure and persuasion, inevitably caught up in the system it sets out to oppose.

At first glance, it looks rather ordinary. Cheap even – just another instance of flashy
visuals requesting a splinter of our ever more divided attention. Somehow familiar.
Just not in this composition, not with this status conferred upon it. Then again, perhaps this should not even come as a big surprise in an age where art, by the pointing of a finger (although, of course, not just anyone’s), can come to mean virtually
anything in a process of selection that invokes sacredness at the same moment as it
undermines it: the spectacle. Indeed, one might rightfully wonder how a single artwork can reassert its own potency against such circumstances at all.
Barbara Kruger’s “Untitled (The Meaning of Life is that it stops)“ approaches
the question of how an individual artwork may maintain an effect of its own in a
society of spectacles by picking out specific visual elements from the artist’s surroundings which, put together, construct a whole that may follow entirely different rules than its individual, appropriated parts. What Walter Benjamin in the
1930s called the loss of an artwork’s “aura“ in the age of mechanical reproduction has been irrevocably completed in the 21st century, in which society has
become almost over-saturated with the usage and influence of technology in
everyday life. Kruger‘s artwork openly exhibits this loss; in fact, her work seems
to be downright revelling in the loss of the “aura“ by showcasing it in so many
aspects. The poignancy of her message is communicated, for example, with the
choice of photographic print as its medium. As Benjamin had already observed at
the onset of the large-scale popular diffusion of photography and film, by means
of new technologies art is no longer destined to remain in its initial environment.
Being confined to a church or a museum for their display, artworks retain their
unique nature of being bound to a particular time and place that constitute them
as originals and inspire reverence and contemplation. However, as they become
free to travel into living rooms, onto billboards, and nowadays, those digital
spaces that do not even exist in physical boundaries but only through our clicks
66

and settings, internet searches and iPhone screensavers, the loss of the artwork’s
“aura“ advances accordingly and indeed completely dissolves, rendering questions of authenticity obsolete. In Kruger’s work, the image‘s individual elements
have been lifted out of their original contexts and into a new one as the artist
saw fit. For instance, the picture’s caption is a quotation commonly attributed to
strange-troubled-genius-writer Franz Kafka: The meaning of life is that it stops.
This quote now finds itself cast in Kruger’s signature font in a way that epitomises supposedly sensational but in fact banal news in its red letters on a white
ground. The presentation is reminiscent of the almost aggressive style of advertisements, tabloids and the like (indeed, some of Kruger’s more recent works
appear in urban settings inbetween and as normal commercials).
The picture of a needle in the hay, in its grainy texture and stark lighting ignorant of professional subtleties, has in all probability been appropriated from
another source as well. These acts of robbery, displacement, and insertion into
something different become even more apparent in the smaller bits of texts
appearing to be literally cut out of another place and glued into Kruger’s piece.
The artwork is not dated, but fits the style and method Kruger employed during
the 1980s. During this time she became known for pairing mass media images
with her own commentary in bold fonts. Later she moved on to include in her
oeuvre work produced in other spheres of art such as installation. As a trained
designer, Kruger started out working in the magazine industry before making use
of her graphic design skills to create her own artworks. Considered a member of
the Pictures Generation alongside figures like Jenny Holzer and Louise Lawler,
Kruger has throughout her career been addressing concerns of feminism as well
as consumer society and their intercepts, for example in the manifestations of
power relations and social constructions of desire and sexuality in mass media
(Kruger, Alberro, & Foster, 2010).
In Kruger’s process of appropriation, it seems as though nothing is of a higher
order – neither praised literary figures nor mass culture for sale, neither “laughter“ nor “hate“ – everything is clumped together, part of a haystack an individual
is patiently picking at with a needle in the hope of pulling out a manifestation of
one of the big concepts of life. The artwork demystifies the grandeur of these concepts, however, by representing them as mere snippets, each identical to the others. Thus, the “universal equality of things“ envisioned as the masses‘ desire by
Benjamin has been achieved. In his theory, this refers to the increasingly intense
urge on the part of the masses to bring a particular object closer to them by
means of reproduction, which contributes to the loss of the “aura“.
In Kruger’s art, the collapse of distance through the possibility of endless
appropriation has above all resulted in eerie impersonality. This does not only
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concern the authorship of her own work, which retreats into and thereby emphasises the frame from which it is fashioned, but also the very feelings that are mentioned on the slips of paper in the picture, such as pleasure, greed or lust. In life,
such feelings do not come to us as concepts – they are subject in the first place
to perception, not abstraction. Yet increasingly, these direct experiences have
become mediated at almost the very moment they take place by desires that are
not necessarily ours, but that claim they could rightfully be. Advertisements provide us consumers with embodiments of the ideal family, couple, home, product,
whilst at the same time trying to persuade us that these models are so attractive, convenient and within our reach that they might as well be our own. There
are certain things we seem to have to want or need as young, privileged, ambitious people on the path to achievement which include but are definitely not limited to: a relationship, good grades, a passport filled with exotic stamps and a CV
boasting internships and extra-curriculars. Rather than questioning them right at
the start, we believe we can still decide to discard them in favour of something
else once we have attained them, although it is uncertain whether that is ever
really going to happen. The circumstances of neoliberalism hold out the promise
of brilliance and success but seem to add always yet another step in describing
how to get there, urging to undertake just one more investment that will secure
accomplishment in the long run, and make us more qualified, more secure and
more beautiful in the meantime, which in fact stretches on indefinitely.
Kruger’s artwork gives no indication whether “pleasure“, “innocence“ or any
other feeling mentioned will – once we come across it – merely present itself to
us as a preconceived notion that we must gratefully accept (precisely as only a
word on a paper slip), or whether we will be able to recognise and receive it as
something belonging to ourselves (to grasp this word from the mind’s eye and
watch it grow and take shape in our own life). We also cannot be sure which of
the emotions we will precisely encounter, although Kruger seems to suggest there
is little fundamental difference between them in any case. Indeed, there is even a
possibility that we may not come across any of them at all, small, flimsy and hidden in the haystack as they are. Taken together, all these details imply that we
have in fact little control over our lives, but are only vaguely aware thereof. This
may shed some light on how to understand the artwork‘s title.
Kruger proclaims that the meaning of life is that it “stops“, as something
which happens to us and it is that act itself, which we have no power to direct
or decide upon, that counts. Does this mean that all efforts for self-deliberation are destined to fail, that we should not even try to succeed at anything anymore? Yes and no. On the one hand, there is in fact no hope that the small, individual actions that constitute our lives will end up being significant as such. On
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the other hand, the fact that it is through “stopping“ that life becomes meaningful indicates that there must have been an attempt to truly be alive and pursue things before. It is therefore dependant on our constant framing and seeking to realise ambitions up until the point when they are suddenly wiped out.
Similarly, perhaps the only way in which the given artwork can itself be meaningful is by proclaiming the supposed meaninglessness of everything that lies
beyond its own domain of critique, but of which it, ultimately and paradoxically,
still forms a part. In positioning itself in opposition to hegemonic discourse, the
artwork presents itself as removed from the former, as the possibility to formulate
such a judgment in the first place presumably exists only in relative isolation to
the object of criticism itself. At the same time, the discourse the artwork sets out
to contest is so all-encompasing that there cannot be a state of absolute isolation
from its reach. For example, already in creating the work, Kruger is participating
in modes of production and distribution prescribed by the system.
Hence, at the same time that the artist is revealing her message, it is questionable which position she assumes herself. As Benjamin already anticipated,
the loss of the aura, while having come about as a result of the people’s wishes,
may have precarious consequences depending on who has the means to control
and make use of it. Facism in particular makes use of art in order to aestheticize
politics, reintroducing the “aura“ into political life, which for Benjamin always
results in war. Ultimately, the destruction of humanity itself becomes an aesthetic experience. According to Benjamin, the possible redemption to this danger of exploitation lies in a politicisation of art by Communism. This means that
art is reconstructed as a number of fragments which can be used and recombined by an active user; an object that is characterised by its disjointedness and
thus opposes the Fascist culture of spectacle, in which the constructed nature of
the artistic whole is obscured and naturalized. However, it is questionable how
one could adapt his clear-cut dichotomy of Fascism and Communism to present
times as the main bodies to exercise power have transcended national alliances
and institutional frameworks. Today.transnational companies shield from us consumers the exact details of their activities and above all keep transparent only
that they are following the formula to profit, nowadays so ubiquitous that some
might claim it cannot even be considered an ideology of its own. Under these circumstances, it is far from certain whether politicised art can still be produced to
disturb the increasingly homogeneous field of ideology.
How, then, can Kruger respond to this situation? Whether she likes it or not,
she is part of the capitalist society she sets out to criticise, and history – in particular the failure of the avant-garde to integrate art into life – has shown that
there is no vantage point from which art can be seen as functioning autono69

mously from pre-established institutions. The artwork in question is on sale,
“price upon request“; the image that pops up most often when searching for it
on the internet leads directly to the gallery’s posh website. It may just be a typical irony of postmodernism that one simply cannot fully escape or indeed sustains precisely thetotalisingforce which one seeks to resist. But Kruger takes into
account and attempts to counter this irony, for while she cannot control whether
or not her work will inevitably end up getting bought and sold, she can – and
does – comment on exactly this practice.
Kruger is aware of the fact that her works will enter the circulation as commodities at the very moment she produces them. However, by cladding them in
the latter‘s attire, she only underlines their difference to them. The same letters
and colours scream out a message in an attempt to seduce us of their offer, but
Kruger’s art is fully aware – and seeks to instill a similar awareness in the viewer
– that it possesses none of the qualities that would usually tempt us to buy into
its slogan, that it comes with none of the perks that mark the purchase of other
products: a shiny instant of consolidating status or identity and glossing over
anxieties that may surface again at any given later time. On the contrary, the artwork voices these anxieties, but while doing so, it does not promise any solution
or direct consolation, as Kruger recognises that in the system in which her art
operates, relieving such anxieties ultimately only serves to further consolidate the
status quo.
While the slogans of neoliberalism tell us that we can be anything we want
as long as we only work hard enough for it, specifically for women, “anything we
want“ more often than not refers to a life that is spent cooking dinner and raising children while maintaining respectable jobs and perfect hair. If anything,
such normative expectations set us all up to fail equally, although some people
might be better at hiding or denying this than others. Contrary to dominant discourse, however, Kruger does not tell us we can do anything we desire, because
she recognises this as the very deception on which the current system is operating. What she tries to shows us is that there might be a way to be subsumed by
the system in place only to come up with a most delicate gesture of resistance – a
change which, by virtue of its very simplicity, almost invites its own obliteration
at first glance but thereby ultimately secures its endurance.
In her work, Kruger also elucidates the formerly drawn categories of meaning
and lack thereof in individual lives, for now it becomes clear why self-deliberation is so important in the face of an ultimate collapse of the meaning of singular
actions when life ends. If the status of her art as a commodity – in fact, its very
existence as anything at all – will eventually be meaningless, this opens up the
opportunity to cater directly to the practice of commodification in place (as con70

temporary artists such as Takashi Murakami are arguably doing) just as it enables entering into an act of resistance against it. Kruger does so by likening the
work to a mass product, pointing out that her artistic production is taking place
in an established system of norms, capital and social relations that may never be
fully overcome. The artwork seems almost to simultaneously question and advocate the message delivered by its caption: to at once bow to the inescapability of
death – a slate finally wiped clean which can, however, no longer be used as the
surface for any new creation and to ask “So what?”, and to attempt to identify
and tug at the seams of a status quo that seeks to present itself as unchangeable.
Altogether a bit of a twisted logic, but it works. Above all, it serves as a reminder
of the possibilities that, though inevitably limited, are available to us, and that
whether or not we make use of them is up to us, not any prescribed rule that
tries to gain our favour, just as Kruger is and yet of course, infinitely differently here again, she walks the tightrope between postmodern dilemma and delight.
Kruger does not deny that she may have a stake in our consumer behaviour or
pretend to be neutral in a sphere which exerts its influence on everything anyway, but her artwork still attempts to speak truthfully from and about the imperfect place it inhabits; possibly the only place which it can occupy at all. Her work
reveals itself as a thread of the all-encompassing narrative in the midst of which
it exists, but a thread which at the same time lays bare stories that are otherwise
silenced. And here is what it says: I am me, and you, and also the other that persists in spite – and because of – all apparent sameness. And here is all it asks:
to listen and to see where it leads us, this answer to a question we could not
find the words for before, which we can even now perhaps barely articulate, but
whose weight we suddenly feel on our tongues, waiting to grow into a riot strong
enough to enter this world.
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“As I have already told you, I did not
grow up in poverty. But I did grow up
with a poor boy’s sense of longing”
– On The Reluctant Fundamentalist, Girard, and
the relationship between desire and violence

Fleur Damen

Abstract

1

This book review of Moshin Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist
attempts to present an alternative perspective on human violence by
applying Girard’s literary theory of mimetic desire to the main turning point in the novel: the sudden realization by the protagonist,
a Westernized Pakistani called Changez, that he desires to see the
United States harmed. The review hypothesizes that this is the case
not because Changez despises America and its values, but rather
because he mirrors them so closely. Broadening its perspective, the
review then moves from the literary to the real world, discussing the
added value of applying this concept to the relationship between the
US and Al-Qa’ida. Lastly, the review points out (possibly problematic) implications of this interpretation of violence.

‘Why did part of me desire to see America harmed?’

In 2010, freshmen entering the Washington University in St. Louis (United
States) were required to read a 2007 novel by a largely unknown Pakistani author
('First Year Reading Program', 2010). The Reluctant Fundamentalist by Mohsin
Hamid seemed to have hit a nerve, provoking an immense response in the West
as well as his home country. Set in the post-9/11 world, Changez, a Pakistani
university lecturer, tells a mysterious American stranger his story over tea in a
street cafe. Written in monologue style, the focus shifts between the situation in
the Lahore cafe on the one hand and Changez’ life history on the other.
Changez’ narrative is characterized by his references to cultural differences
between the US and Pakistan. He stresses his attempts to become like an American
in order to restore his lost family status, which forms a source of shame. Every now
and then, the reader is reminded of the setting and the possible danger that lingers
in the Lahore café - never really sure if this will come from Changez himself, the
unknown American or perhaps even the Pakistani waiter. Having graduated summa
cum laude from Princeton, Changez starts working at Underwood Samson, a prestigious valuation firm in the U.S. where employees should “focus on the fundamentals” (p. 112).1 Subsequently, he falls in love with Erica, whose longtime boyfriend
has just passed away. Changez’ story takes a crucial turn on 9/11, when he watches
the Twin Towers fall from his luxurious business hotel room. From that moment
onwards, American society and Changez’ opinion on his own place therein seem

1
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to change. Eventually, he decides to return to Pakistan forever and aligns himself
with a fundamentalist anti-American camp in the country. The monologue-style of
the books adds to the suspicion the strange encounter with the unknown American
provokes. Moreover, it allows the reader to follow Changez’ transformation, which is
not so subtly announced by the author via the character’s name.
Many critics have tried to divine Hamid’s intentions: does the book tell us that
the West should learn to empathize with post-9/11 radicalization in the Muslim
world? Did the US create its own enemies and is thus fully responsible for 9/11
(Anthony, 2012)? Is the story an example of the destructive forces of ethnic profiling and cultural misunderstanding (Kirkus Review, 2007)? The novel touches upon
many of these relevant issues in today’s terrorism-debate. Nevertheless, one of its
most fascinating aspects - although minimally elaborated upon by critics - is the
contentment that violence can bring us, or, as our protagonist describes it: “I stared
as one - and then the other - of the Twin Towers of New York’s World Trade Center
collapsed. And then I smiled. Yes, despicable as it may sound, my initial reaction
was to be remarkably pleased” (p. 83). This passage forms the very crux of the
novel (Olsson, 2007), impelling Changez to ask himself the crucial question: “Why
did part of me desire to see America harmed?” (p. 84). This paper tries to find an
answer to this question by employing René Girard’s theory of mimetic desire. First,
the theory is introduced, after which it is applied to Changez’ transformation and
Al-Qa’ida’s attack on the United States. Finally, the review touches upon some
important and problematic implications of this use of Girard’s theory.

2

Imitation and desire – Girard’s theory

The idea of mimetic desire, as elaborated by French literary theorist and anthropologist René Girard, gives us a clue as to where Changez’ sentiment might originate. According to Girard (1990), conflict is natural to human interaction.
Human interaction leads to desire: first, the desire to imitate another human
being, a model. As a result of this mirroring, one adopts the objects of desire of
this model. Next, a derived desire to take possession of the objects of desire of
the model, called metaphysical or acquisitive desire, takes place (Gallese, 2009;
Imitatio.org, 2015a). As a consequence, the model one tries to imitate inevitably becomes the rival (Chow, 2006). This mimetic rivalry, put simply, suggests that people fight not because they are different, but because they want
the same things (Adams & Girard, 1993, p. 23). They do not necessarily need
those things: rather, they want to provoke others’ envy (Imitatio.org, 2015d). As
a result of this process of imitation, rivals become increasingly similar, up to the
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point that they are “monstrous doubles” (Girard as cited in Chow, p. 143).
The only way to break the consequential vicious cycle of reciprocal violence
is to sacrifice a surrogate victim: a scapegoat. According to Girard, “the sacrifice that is collectively ordained and practiced” is mimetic desire ‘ritualized’
(Chow, 2006, p. 143). Hence, victimhood is a matter of social necessity and
bears a “systemic”, if not purifying, function (Chow, 2006, p. 145). Ritual violence, expressed in cultural practices such as art, is creative and protective in
nature, whereas reciprocal violence is wholly destructive. The process of sacrificing a scapegoat is crucial, because it alleviates the violent tensions. The scapegoat
ought to be the girl or boy-next-door: they must be a clearly identifiable member
of the community in order for the other members to accept the sacrifice. Their
expulsion is substituted for the preservation of the group as a whole.
‘Who is the victim?’, one of the major questions The Reluctant Fundamentalist
raises, changes meaning in this context. Are both the United States and Al-Qa’ida
participating in a destructive cycle of violence that produces only tragedy, or should
9/11 be perceived as a ritual sacrifice that helps to set the balance straight? And
what about our protagonist’s satisfaction after the attack? In the following, Girard’s
theory will serve to explain where Changez’ contentment stems from. Moreover, in
an attempt to discover the theory’s usefulness outside of the literary realm, the concept of mimetic desire will be applied to Al-Qaida’s real-world violence.

3	Changez’ desire and sacrifice
The desire to imitate a model is one of the most outspoken themes in Hamid’s
novel. Changez works hard to be able to identify as American, with all the status
that comes with it and that his Pakistani family lost throughout the years. When
assigned a prestigious business project in the Philippines, he remarks to feel on
top of the world, being “a young New Yorker with the city at my feet” (p. 51).
Once in the Philippines, for example, Changez attempts “to act and speak, as
much as my dignity would permit, more like an American” (p. 74).
Changez’ desire is not solely aimed at being like the average successful
American, however, but is focused on one specific person: Chris(tian)2, Erica’s
late boyfriend. Changez wants what Chris used to want: Erica.3 This desire is
only fulfilled when Changez asks Erica to pretend he is Chris, after which they
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Representing the Christian aspect of American society.
Whose name might be seen, if we follow the earlier logic, as a reference to ‘(Am)erica’.

make love. Changez remarks: “I felt at once both satiated and ashamed. (...).
Perhaps, by taking on the persona of another, I had diminished myself in my
own eyes” (p. 121). This ambiguity, exemplified by the novel’s title, is another
recurrent theme: whilst admiring them for their confidence, Changez also
despises his American coworkers for their arrogance. Whilst feeling proud to
identify as an American in the Philippines, he feels shame when realizing his
background is more like that of the average Philippine street worker. Changez
has a prestigious job, lives in a spacious New York apartment and dates a WASP4
girl: this is the moment where the subject and object of desire start to resemble
each other to the extent that they become barely distinguishable. Changez himself experiences this as a problem, which he describes as follows: “I did not know
where I stood on so many issues of consequence; I lacked a stable core” (p. 168).
According to Girard, there are two ways for such a literary conflict to be
solved through sacrifice: the sacrifice of a tangible scapegoat or the sacrifice of a
character’s ego, as it were. The latter implies a “return of the subject upon himself” and is characterized by genuine self-criticism on one’s former beliefs and
actions (Girard, 1990, p. 214). The character follows a path of death-by sacrifice and resurrection comparable to that of Christ (Girard, 1990). Hamid uses
this century-old pattern, describing Changez’ realization of the betrayal of his
true self5 as a result of his Americanization. When visiting his family back in
Pakistan, for instance, Changez draws the crucial conclusion: “It occurred to
me that the house had not changed in my absence. I had changed; I was looking about me with the eyes of a foreigner- and not just any foreigner- but that particular type of entitled and unsympathetic American that had so annoyed me when
I encountered him in the classrooms and workplaces of your country’s elite” (p.
141). When he decides to move back to Pakistan for good, he thus sacrifices all
that had defined the American Changez: his hard-fought status, work, respect
and love. In this death-and-resurrection pattern, it is not surprising that Changez
admits to feeling “waves of mourning” washing over himself at times (p. 195).
Occasionally, it feels as if Hamid speaks directly to the reader, announcing
the yet to happen transformation. For instance, in the first half of the novel, he
makes Changez remark how “perhaps it is in our nature to recognize subconsciously the link between mortality and procreation - that is, between the finite

4
5

Popular term utilized in the United States which refers to an historically influential
ethnic group: “White Anglo-Saxon Protestant”.
At one point, Changez describes himself as a ‘modern-day janissary’, referring to the
Christian boys that were recruited and indoctrinated by the Ottoman Empire to fight as
soldiers against the culture they had been born in (p. 173).
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and the infinite - and we are in fact driven by reminders of the one to seek out
the other” (p. 89). By putting to death all that he has built up, Changez solves his
inner conflict and is able to create a new ‘stable core’ which allows him to live
sincerely. This also explains why, even years after the event, Changez does not
feel particularly sorrowful about 9/11: the attack allowed for the sacrifice of his
former self and the creation of a new self that is no longer facing an inner conflict. Taking a step back from the novel, the application of Girard’s theory to
Changez’ case raises an interesting follow-up question: did Al-Qa’ida achieve a
comparable resolution of inner conflict on a larger scale?

4

Al-Qa’ida’s desire and sacrifice

This is where literature and real life part. Whereas Changez’ sacrifice is a
non-material, intangible one (except for the beard he grows, maybe, to end his
business-look), Al-Qa’ida opted for real-world violence. Following Girard’s theory, this might mean two things: either, the 9/11 attacks were a form of ritual
violence, or they were purely one act in a vicious cycle of destructive, reciprocal violence. First of all, however, it has to be evaluated whether the US and
Al-Qai’da are actually engaged in a process of imitation.
Remarkably, many observers have emphasized the similarities between
the US’ strategies and those of Al-Qa’ida, suggesting that a process of mirroring is taking place. Whereas Gray (2003) draws attention to the modern
way of thinking that Al-Qa’ida employs, Agathangelou and Ling (2004) go as
far as to say that “America’s War on Terror and Al-Qa’ida’s jihad reflect mirror strategies of imperial politics” (p. 517). They argue that there are important similarities between the US’ and Al-Qa’ida’s politics, which are based
upon a belief in human agency and progress, employ violent tactics that violate state sovereignty and include mutual negative framing of the other party
in media. What’s more, both parties transnationalize violence and insecurity to protect or restore the national or communal security (Agathangelou &
Ling, 2004).6 Hence, there might be what Girard calls “a sacrificial crisis”: a
state of chaos caused by the absence of distinction between two actors (Chow,
2006, p. 143). Abovementioned similarities might be the result of the process
of mimetic desire, with Al-Qa’ida desiring to be as powerful, respected and
6
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Following this line of reasoning, it is perhaps less surprising that many highly placed
Al-Qa’ida members, including Bin Laden, were either educated in or sponsored by the
West, or both (Agathangelou & Ling, 2004).

feared as the US and both aspiring to international power, resulting in animosity.
Following this line of thought, the suicide attackers of 9/11 play the part of sacrificial scapegoats in Girard’s model: as Girard points out, the Latin ‘sacer’ means
both ‘sacred’ and ‘accursed’, which leaves space for the sacrificed to achieve
the almost holy status of martyrdom, a process that is not uncommon amongst
Al-Qa’ida’s followers (Chow, 2006).
The crucial question remains, however, if this sacrifice has truly ended the
cycle of violence: 9/11 was surely not the last Al-Qa’ida attack aimed at hurting the U.S. in specific or ‘the West’ in general and thus does not seem to have
led to a resolution of any kind. Thus, Al-Qa’ida’s pattern of a suicide killer who
takes the live of his enemies as well as his own can hardly be interpreted as ritualized violence: it resembles more closely the destructive instead of the procreative, harmless and tension-relieving kind that Girard proposes as the only peaceful solution to mimetic conflict. However, it is not at all impossible that Changez
(and others with him) felt as if 9/11 was of this latter kind: after all, the attack
and its aftermath finally allowed him to resolve his inner struggle, resulting in
overwhelming satisfaction rather than a sense of fright and terror.

5

An alternative view on violence

Girard’s theory offers us an alternative approach to violence in general and 9/11
specifically. Contrary to the much-heard narrative about a ‘Clash of Civilizations’,
which positions a supposed incompatibility of Occidental and Oriental (religious) thought at the root of violence, Girard holds that beliefs and ideas do not
form the basis for conflict (Adams & Girard, 1993; Huntington, 1993). That is
not to say they are not influential. Rather, they deceive us into believing that
they are the core actors, while they are really concealing what is mimetic desire
(Adams & Girard, 1993). Hence, it is not the ideology (religious, economic, etc.)
we should focus on when trying to explain (Islamic) terrorism: rather, it is the
desire that hides beyond this ideology.
This view on violence as being inevitable to human interaction is interestingly different from the narratives we are used to hearing. Whereas postcolonial (Ghandi, 1998) and feminist (Sullivan, 2003) theorists generally argue
that it is the disparity between those with power and those without it that produces (physical) violence, Girard’s theory argues the opposite: it is the equalizing effect produced by the reciprocity of violence, the century-old notion of ‘an
eye for an eye’-, that is the source of our greatest terror (Chow, 2006). Practically
speaking, closing the gaps in economic, cultural and political power between the
79

non-Western world and the West would not resolve the vicious cycle of violence
that is harming both sides of the equation. Rather, the (perhaps naive) solution
lies in finding a non-violent way to release the pressure that is produced by the
growing interaction and similarity between cultures as a result of globalization.
This peaceful “substitute violence” is found in cultural practices such as literature and other forms of art (Chow, 2006, p. 143).
It is important to point out that mimetic desire can have both positive and
negative outcomes. Although Girard focuses on violence, he also holds that
mimetic desire is the basis for love, viewed as the imitation of a positive model
(Gallese, 2009). Mimetic desire, after all, is the opening up of oneself to others,
or, as Changez phrases it: “Something of us is now outside, and something of the
outside is now within us” (p. 197). Tensions only arise when the desirable is not
shareable and rivalry becomes inevitable ('Mimesis en begeerte', 2015).
As seen in the case of Al-Qa’ida, applying Girard’s logic to units larger than
individuals might fail to provide us with satisfying solutions to large-scale, realworld violence. However, the logic of mimetic desire can very well be relevant on
a level higher than the individual. As an example, Girard mentions the Western
reaction on its own ethnocentrism, “scapegoating our [entire] own culture in the
process” by classifying everything Christian or Western as hypocrite and shallow (Adams & Girard, 1993, p. 27). Without rejecting a critical stance towards
Western values and practices, Girard does point us towards the problem of rash
scapegoating, even if that is aimed at one’s own culture: it keeps us caught in the
cycle of racism and violence which is supposedly being repudiated by the very
act of scapegoating (Adams & Girard, 1993).

6

In Nietzsche’s and Freud’s footsteps?

One could argue that Girard’s take on violence is a highly nihilistic one. If followed to its extreme, his logic might imply that the willful extermination that
takes place during genocides and other monstrosities should be understood as a
sacrificial ritual, “a cultural process whose purpose is to forestall a worse form of
disaster” (Chow, 2006, p. 146). In this light, the theory of mimetic desire seems
to rationalize extreme violence and the victimhood that it produces, reducing it
to a mere social necessity. As such, it mitigates the moral aspects of violence and
problematizes questions of responsibility and individual agency, simply understanding violence as a way to restore or preserve a social equilibrium (Chow,
2006). While this nihilism might be a problematic implication of Girard’s theory, one should not overlook the importance of mimetic desire as the source of
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love and ethics: the imitation of a positive model, an imitation equally driven by
mimetic desire, has peaceful rather than violent results. A clear example of this
is that of a child imitating his parents, (hopefully) learning how to behave ethically and responsibly in the process. Desire on behalf of the other, then, can be
regarded as the basis for ethics (Adams & Girard, 1993).
Another important implication of Girard’s theory is that it seems to suggest
that freedom of will is an illusion (Adams & Girard, 1993). The individual is an
essentially relative, relational being, formed by his social interactions with others.
Since the self is always defined antagonistically to others and formed by the mirroring of actions to those of others, one’s life path seems to be determined by the
models one follows (Chow, 2006; Imitatio.org, 2015a). Girard rejects this criticism, but does not give a clear explanation as to whether it is possible for individuals to resists the natural human inclination towards mimetic desire or to alter
its outcomes (Adams & Girard, 1993). Following Freud’s ideas on the unconscious mind, Girard argues that the process of desire happens largely on a subconscious level (Imitatio.org, 2015a; Juergensmeyer, 2003). This leaves one to
wonder whether we can be fully autonomous beings, responsible for our desires
and the actions that flow from these. Changez finds it difficult, even after his
‘resurrection’, to view himself independently of the model he has now alienated
himself from. He remarks: “(…) it is not always possible to restore one’s boundaries after they have been blurred and made permeable by a relationship: try as we
might, we cannot reconstitute ourselves as the autonomous beings we previously
imagined ourselves to be” (p. 197).

7	Concluding remarks
Girard argues that violence today is not any different from violence in Biblical
times. Rather, it is a natural consequence of human interaction, which produces mimetic desire. The destructive forces of this desire can only be alleviated by a ritual sacrifice, which takes a destructive or a creative form. This
approach to violence sheds a different light on The Reluctant Fundamentalist
as a whole Changez’ reaction to 9/11 in specific: he does not simply hate
the US because it forms a cultural antagonist of Pakistan. Instead, his contentment stems from the resolution of internal violence that had plagued
him since he moved to US and started to mirror himself to the American
model. His transformation after 9/11 can be explained as a typical literary
self-sacrifice, where the character realizes his ‘betrayal’ and feels the need for
self-purification. Applying the theory of mimetic desire to Al-Qa’ida, how81

ever, is more problematic. After all, it remains hard to imagine Al-Qa’ida
or the US state willing (and able) to implement Girard’s ideas of a peaceful ritualization of violence in order to halt their vicious cycle of destruction.
Nevertheless, the idea of mimetic desire offers a new perspective on the relationship between so-called enemies and the meaning of victimhood. Ultimately, animosity does not stem from ideological, religious or economic differences. Rather,
it is the result of human interaction and similtudes, which have increased as a
result of globalization. This view of violence has an equalizing effect because it
applies to all (interacting) humans at all times and in all places. As a result, victimhood becomes a matter of social and structural necessity more than anything
else. This implication is also the most important criticism to Girard’s theory: it
has the risk of reducing our views on (human) life as nothing more than a function in a larger system, which makes it difficult to believe in autonomous actions
as well as ethical responsibility for these actions. In Girard’s defense, however,
it must be stressed that mimetic desire also forms the basis for peaceful behavior and ethics. In sum, mimetic desire gives us an often-overlooked perspective
on conflict on both the individual as well as the international level. It provides
us with new insights as to why people act the way they do, which is very likely
exactly what both Girard and Hamid hoped for when writing their works.
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The Maastricht Journal of Liberal Arts is a peer-reviewed journal which encourages and rewards
excellence in bachelor research. The articles in this edition were carefully selected from a large
number of submissions and represent the best research conducted by University College Maastricht
students. The topics tackled in the published papers are wide ranging, as is to be expected of a multi
disciplinary journal and their scope and methodologies reflect the different disciplines studied at the
college.
Submitting an article to a peer reviewed academic journal is usually an intimidating undertaking for
the most seasoned of researchers, for bachelor students it is an especially daunting prospect.
Every researcher knows that criticism and praise from the academic community is both a challenge
and a spur to greater achievements. The earlier a scholar can experience this vital element of
academic endeavor, the better they will be prepared for a future career in research. The editors were
convinced that UCM students would more than meet this challenge and we have pleasure in stating
that our expectations have been met.
Students are fully represented on the editorial board and have carefully performed their tasks as
editors in maintaining academic standards and selecting the very best papers for publication.
Any journal needs to also be formatted and praise must be given to the members of the board who
provided their expertise in this time consuming part of the process. Thus the journal both provides
students with the invaluable experience of submitting papers to peer review and also allowed them
to participate fully in the editing process.

The eighth edition of the Maastricht Journal of Liberal Arts sets out to demonstrate the academic
prowess of both University College Maastricht and its students. Not only are the students of the
college hard working scholars but they are also diligent and inspired researchers. Therefore the
editorial board is proud to present the eighth edition and is sure that the academic community will
recognize the added value that the published papers make to the subjects they discuss and analyze.
It is the goal of every academic journal to promote the highest standards of research and to promote
originality and excellence to the wider academic audience and the Maastricht Journal of Liberal Arts
follows in this tradition.
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