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Introduction

!ere has been no single formative event that led to the writing of 
this book. Rather, it is the random collection of many experiences, in 
the &eld and in the classroom, that has led me to challenge the founda-
tions of peace and con%ict studies as I know them. Over the years, the 
processing of past events has allowed me to assemble a puzzle that is 
di"erent to the pre-established one I have been expected to teach my 
students at former times. My peace and con%ict puzzle is constantly 
in the making, it has no original or &nal shape, and it bears too many 
dimensions to be seen as the sum of its original pieces.

In this book, I will question the pre-established assumptions that 
exist in peace and con%ict studies, and bring forward an alternative 
epistemology that relates to unconventional initiatives for peace that 
exist in various parts of the world. I will seek to deconstruct “peace” as 
we claim to perform it, and ask some crucial questions, not only about 
the e#ciency of our work, but about the structure of our system itself, in 
an attempt to identify how and why it keeps failing the populations we 
o'en claim to be protecting, helping, or assisting. Who are we protecting 
when we foster the resurgence of human tra#cking in post-con%ict 
situations? Who are we helping when we send our most inexperienced 
practitioners to the toughest regions of the world? Who are we assisting 
when just a fraction of the money we send actually reaches the ground?

!e &rst illustration that I always use to raise students’ awareness of 
the current challenges faced by peace and con%ict studies is my experi-
ence in post-con%ict Bosnia-Herzegovina in 2001. I had just turned 
twenty-&ve, and I was appointed as Democratization O#cer and Acting 
Head of Field O#ce by the Organization for Security and Co-operation 
in Europe (OSCE). At the time, I was a PhD candidate at the University 
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of Limerick, Ireland, and needed funds to carry on with my studies. I 
applied online to the OSCE’s democratization team, and was granted 
a telephone interview soon a'er. Two factors seemed important to my 
recruitment: my experience in interacting with civil society organiza-
tions, and my willingness to be deployed at short notice in challenging 
environments. As I ached to gain experience in what I used to refer to 
as the “&eld”, I jumped at the opportunity to be deployed in an envi-
ronment that, I thought, would &nally make a peacebuilder out of me, 
and which would give me some of the &eld credentials necessary to be 
considered a successful peace and con%ict studies scholar. As I arrived 
in Sarajevo, I learned that I would be deployed in Drvar, North-Western 
Bosnia, a small town full of problems that our o#ce, as part of handful 
of international organizations present in the area, would be expected to 
solve. It was made clear to me that Drvar was no one’s &rst choice as an 
assignment; in fact, it seemed that no one wanted to be deployed there. 
Drvar was considered too di#cult an environment to work in, as most 
of its population was hostile to any international presence, and had been 
resisting peacebuilding initiatives on various occasions since the Dayton 
Peace Agreement of 1995. Tensions remained high between di"erent 
parties, and economic/political developments were inexistent. Last, but 
very importantly for some, I was told that Drvar was also remote from the 
sea, Sarajevo, or any “civilized” environment. Since it was expected that 
hard-working peacebuilders should be able go away for the weekends to 
a well deserved “rest and relaxation,” colleagues in Sarajevo joked with 
me that I was to be deployed to “the armpit of Bosnia”.

I did not mind any of this, as I considered this mission to be the 
launching pad for my career. !ere was, however, one unexpected 
drawback to my deployment that caused me many sleepless nights: I 
did not know what the OSCE meant by “democratization”. What was 
expected of me as Democratization O#cer? Since most dictatorships in 
the world refer to themselves as democracies, I was aware that the term 
was as elusive as its many avatars. When I raised the obvious question 
to my recruiter in Sarajevo, I was told that I should go on the mission’s 
website to study my mandate and pillars, and I was assured that my 
experienced twenty-eight year-old democratization colleague in the 



Introduction!15

neighboring town of Livno would coach me as I arrived to my area of 
responsibility. Being “experienced” in that particular context meant 
having a German passport and two years of previous experience as a 
democratization o#cer. As my experienced colleague was on rest and 
relaxation from her most di#cult life as a peacebuilder, her assistant, a 
50 year-old “local” woman named Ankica, welcomed me to town. She 
had spent all her life in Livno, and knew the system inside and out. She 
was respected by everyone in town, and walked me through what my 
duties were to be. As I gasped at the immensity of my mandate, as well 
as the scarce means I would be given to honor it, I realized that I was 
expected to coach politicians in their 50s and 60s on democratization, 
inspire youth actors who would never be a"orded a fraction of the many 
opportunities that life had given me, and “empower” women whose daily 
lives I knew or understood nothing about. I was expected to coach all 
those people on “democratization” just because I happened to carry a 
French passport. As I was still convinced that my country was a beacon 
of human rights and democracy, I was ready to take on the challenge. 
Still, I realized that there was an exchange rate, a categorical di"erence, 
between the international sta", paid for the hardships of living in the 
“bush” far away from “civilization”, and the locals, the backbone of our 
daily activities, who were paid a fraction of our salaries. Just because 
I had been born on the right side of the fence, I was expected to come 
up with solutions for the lives of communities that had experienced 
incredibly traumatic, earth-shattering violence. If I was supposed to 
represent any sort of hope, the “international community” was playing 
a cruel joke on them.

Since my only experience was in abstract academia, I set to map-out 
the situation that I had inherited as soon as I arrived in Drvar. In a paper 
entitled “Multi-Track diplomacy in Bosnia-Herzegovina: Post-Con%ict 
rehabilitation in Drvar,” I applied my academic training to identifying 
vulnerable/at-risk groups in my area, as well as ensuing priorities for 
sustainable post-con%ict rehabilitation.1 When I matched this analysis 
to my mandate, I realized that the budget that I had to address these 
priorities was barely enough to decorate workshop tables with pretty 
plastic plants and %owers. Where was the disconnect? Why was Drvar 



16!Decolonizing Peace

considered to be a “post-con%ict environment”, when all that I could 
see on the ground was another con%ict in the making?

Drvar may have been considered to be “the armpit of Bosnia” by some, 
but it also turned out to be the most complex political situation in the 
entire mission: a true peace and con%ict studies microcosm. Originally a 
Serb town, it had been ethnically cleansed of most of its Serbian popula-
tion in September 1995. In anticipation of Bosnia’s General Framework 
Agreement for Peace, more commonly knows as the Dayton Agreement, 
which was to be negotiated by all parties to the con%ict in December 
1995, Croatian leadership had rushed to alter the ethnic make-up of 
this strategic town. Since it was established that Bosnia-Herzegovina 
would be partitioned, and that Drvar would fall within the remit of the 
Bosnian-Croat federation, harboring an ethnic majority of Muslims 
Bosniacs and Croats, the ethnic cleansing of Drvar was a last minute, yet 
well-orchestrated e"ort. As the local Croatian leadership, spearheaded 
by Drago Tokmadjia, sought to gain as much territory as possible, all 
strategic businesses and public institutions in town were annexed by 
its Croatian elite.2 Houses were emptied of their Serb inhabitants, and 
repopulated by Croats who themselves had been internally displaced 
from other parts of Bosnia-Herzegovina.

As a Croat, one would have access to all private and public services 
such as telecommunications, health-care, schooling, military pension, 
security, etc.; while as a Serb, one would &nd it extremely di#cult, if not 
impossible, to re-settle in town, due to a complete lack of services and 
community support.3 Should a Serb family decide to return, no secu-
rity would be provided for any of its members, as the local police and 
army presence were all Croat. Worse, acts of intimidation on the part 
of local police were frequently reported to the “international commu-
nity”. Under these inhospitable premises, the main mission of our o#ce, 
more speci&cally its human rights department, was to accompany the 
implementation of property law, so that Serbs would be facilitated in 
the return to their homes.4 !is seemed much more realistic than the 
inapplicable democratization mandate that Sarajevo had dictated to 
me without ever, it seemed, having stepped a foot in Drvar. While the 
property claim process had been initiated &ve years earlier all throughout 
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Bosnia-Herzegovina, we soon came to realize that it had come to a halt 
in Drvar due to a combination of local hostility toward this particular 
part of our mandate and excessive caution on the part of our superiors. 
Six years into the implementation of the Dayton Agreement, evictions 
were at a standstill in town, with very little international commitment 
to honor this part of the OSCE mandate. Why?

In 1998, the newly elected Serb mayor of Drvar, Mile Marceta, was 
thrown out of his o#ce window by an angry mob as part of a violent 
demonstration organized by the local Croat elite to pressure the interna-
tional community into invalidating the latest municipal election results. 
As Marceta was le' for dead on the street pavement, he was recuperated 
by Canadian NATO forces in-extremis.5 Marceta had been elected as 
a result of the organization and observation of free and fair elections, 
as part of a healthy post-con%ict democratization process. Surely, the 
tragic events that almost killed him would be severely sanctioned by the 
International Community? !e plenipotentiary international ruler of the 
area at the time was Peter Chappel, a former humanitarian aid convoy 
truck driver. Chappel was the local Special Envoy of the O#ce of the 
High Representative, an ad hoc instrument created by the international 
community to “monitor the implementation of the peace settlement.”6 In 
e"ect, the OHR was assuming the authority of the Bosnia-Herzegovina 
state, and had all powers to adequately ensure that such a situation would 
never be allowed to happen again. Chappel’s decision was drastic. He 
immediately removed Marceta from o#ce, arguing that it was his elec-
tion that had triggered unrest in Drvar. He also sanctioned the alleged 
organizer of the demonstrations, Drago Tokmadjia, with ineligibility. 
A'er this decision, the municipality went back to the Croat community, 
whose de facto leader remained Tokmadjia until we arrived in town.

Our immediate management considered that events such as the 
1998 riots ought to be avoided at all costs in the future. Since threats 
of a similar breakout were made as soon as we took o#ce, we realized 
that the local elite were using blatant intimidation in an e"ort to stop 
refugee returns. Should we have given in to these threats, none of our 
mandate could ever have been implemented. We would have become 
ornamental peacebuilders in our own o#ces. At the same time, my 
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newly appointed human rights colleague, an Italian lawyer, was receiving 
Serb home owners on a daily basis, who plead to be allowed to return to 
their homes before the harsh winter broke out. Some of them lived in 
caravans, hounded by wolves in the countryside. Others had makeshi' 
lodgings in covered parking spots. Overall, their living conditions were 
gruesome, while their own homes were occupied by others. Some were 
so old that we knew they might die before ever returning to their homes. 
Others had managed to repossess their homes, only to &nd them burned 
or booby-trapped. We felt accountable to those individuals. We wanted 
to bring them the good news that a'er six years of standstill, we would 
&nally facilitate their return.

So long as such a return could be avoided, Mr Tokmadjia and other 
businessmen in town were free to maintain their control over the area, 
most noticeably through the illegal logging activities of the Croat-owned 
company Finvest, which was no doubt bene&tting them personally. 
When we arrived in town, my human rights counterpart and I were 
warned by our Regional Centre Director, Ms. C., that we would not be 
able to achieve much. She encouraged us to be patient, and promised 
that she would give us the go ahead on our tasks soon. Interestingly 
enough, both my human rights colleague and I were deployed on our 
&rst assignment, with no “&eld” previous experience. Was this inten-
tional? Was the toughest spot in Bosnia-Herzegovina to be manned with 
&rst-timers? Ms. C. stressed that she had handpicked us for this di#cult 
task, that she had high hopes for us in the organization. While we were 
certainly %attered by her trust in our abilities, we also felt accountable 
to our local interlocutors, waiting to repossess their homes as soon as 
possible. Our commitment to them superseded our desire to please 
our immediate hierarchy. A'er writing numerous reports to Sarajevo, 
bypassing Ms. C.’s authority, we &nally obtained the green light to embark 
on honoring the o#ce’s property law mandate. As we initiated our o#ce’s 
most important task, the anniversary of the ethnic cleansing of the town 
was celebrated by arson, which resulted in an immense forest &re that 
was only contained by heavy rain a'er days of burning. !e warning 
was chilling: if the Croat community were made to leave the area, there 
would be no town standing to be repossessed.
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Ms. C. informed us that since we were to initiate the refugee return 
process, she would personally come to talk Tokmadjia into co-operating 
with us, or at least not making our job more di#cult than it had to be. 
A meeting was set for late September. As Regional Centre Director, she 
was to make him understand that the eviction process of hundreds of 
Croatian families could not be delayed any longer. Ms. C. claimed that 
she was an experienced negotiator. Her high position in the organiza-
tion certainly vouched for this. As the time of the meeting approached, 
she explained that she used to sell used airplanes to African dictators. 
According to her perception, this would make her the toughest and most 
experienced negotiator in town. She was very friendly while we waited 
to meet Tokmadjia at the terrace of the largest restaurant in town – there 
were only two – and she encouraged us to be upbeat, and to “watch and 
learn.” A'er his arrival and informal introductions, the atmosphere of 
the meeting rapidly became sexually tense. Ms. C. and Tokmadjia openly 
began to exchange inappropriate jokes and comments. My human rights 
colleague and I were feeling increasingly uncomfortable. We assumed 
that she knew what she was doing, since she was our boss. We were 
all pressured to start drinking whisky together. A'er we le' to attend 
pressing duties, Ms. C. ended this particular meeting on Tokmadjia’s lap, 
hand-feeding him pepperoni, in view of the entire town. Our translator 
then called us to let us know that both had initiated another meeting, 
in the private con&nes of a room of the Bastasi hotel, in the village next 
to Drvar. !e next day, Tokmadjia bragged around town to have kept 
Ms. C.’s underwear as a trophy.

Our Serbian sta" came to the o#ce with many questions that we could 
not answer. How were we to implement any mandate, if our boss had 
openly sided with one party to the con%ict? What was to become of our 
e"orts, our commitment to those returnees without homes? What was 
the political impact of such a strategy? All morning, my human rights 
colleague and I paced around the o#ce, asking ourselves what Ms. C.’s 
strategy could be, if there was one at all. We had watched something 
very shocking, and had no intention of learning any of it! We could 
not grasp what had just occurred, and we questioned our sta" to know 
exactly what had happened a'er we le' the restaurant. !e advantage 



20!Decolonizing Peace

of being &rst timers in a job like ours was that we were unaware of the 
politics of our organization. We were also idealists, strong believers of the 
ideals that had brought us to our respective positions. We thus decided 
to blow the whistle, one month into our job. It was a hard decision to 
make, as we both knew that our careers might not survive it.

An OSCE internal investigator, a former policeman from the US, was 
sent by our Sarajevo headquarters to interrogate us. As he arrived, he 
let us know very clearly that Ms. C. was a “colorful person,” very well 
connected to the Berlusconi administration, implying that we ought 
to put what had happened behind us. It was clearly insinuated that the 
investigation was going to turn against us if we spoke out. Repeated 
phone calls and visits were made to intimidate us, and have us dampen 
our testimonies. Still, our young aged idealism prevailed. While our 
organization was not supporting us, NATO, whose position in town had 
also been weakened by the Ms. C.’s behavior, decided to step in. !eir 
leadership in Sarajevo contacted our organizational leadership, and a'er 
much struggle, Ms. C. was asked to resign. By then, I had already le' 
the mission, having been awarded a PhD Fellowship that prevented me 
from engaging in any paid employment, and more importantly, having 
realized that I never wanted to work for such an organization again. 
Some were made to pay for Ms. C.’s resignation, including my immediate 
supervisor, Senior Democratization O#cer Michaela Bergman, who had 
supported me throughout. Miraculously, my human rights colleague 
was con&rmed in his position, a'er refusing to be transferred to another 
&eld o#ce, with the full support of his Human Rights hierarchy. It was 
later alleged that Ms. C. had business links with Tokmadjia, alongside 
OHR Representative Mr. C., but there was no o#cial enquiry to verify 
this as she had already le' the mission. 

Upon Ms. C.’s departure, some colleagues wrote to me, expressing 
their support and also making further allegations as to her pattern of 
wrongdoings and shady political deals. In a post preceding her appoint-
ment in Mostar, as Regional Centre Director in Tuzla, allegedly she had 
been given property by a local politician in exchange for political favors.7 
To my dismay, three years later, she reappeared on the post-con%ict 
scene, this time as US-led Coalition Provisional Authority Governorate 
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Co-ordinator of the Dhi Qar province, in Iraq.8 A very close ally to 
Italian President Silvio Berlusconi, she had de facto been given a promo-
tion.9 A'er this stint, she came under media scrutiny for vote rigging 
as part of her candidacy for the Italian Senate.10 Some years later, she 
was appointed special envoy of the Italian Ministry of Foreign A"airs 
to Darfur. Under those auspices, she came to the forefront of a scandal 
over the non-appropriation of funds raised in Italy for a hospital in the 
town of Nyala.11

As I witnessed Ms. C.’s ascension of the diplomatic ladder, I have 
been le' to watch as one individual damaged a peace mission, ruining 
the expectations of local individuals, only to be transferred to another 
environment where other individuals were equally short-changed. What 
would I &nd if I ran detailed interviews on her tenure in both Iraq and 
Darfur? !is case reminds me of how the Catholic Church would re-settle 
known pedophiles to other parishes, as it continuously refused to act on 
its own demons. Is the trade of peace, and the discipline of peace and 
con%ict studies, guilty of the same charges? Are good intentions enough 
to make peace? Is peace, the way it is being appropriated by the system, 
part of the wider con%ict problem? Is Ms. C. an exception to the rule or 
the product of a problematic system? In short, can we possibly do better?

In this book, I will seek to address all the questions that this &rst 
encounter with the peace industry, and subsequent peace and con%ict 
research, has raised not only in me but also in my colleagues throughout 
the world. !is book will be divided into several parts, &rst decon-
structing the discipline and practice of peace and con%ict studies, while 
making a case for a decolonizing approach to peace; then looking at the 
implications of an already existing paradigm shi'; followed by an analysis 
of the di"erent anomalies that can emerge as part of a dysfunctional 
political or peace system. An analysis of alternative understandings of 
the “&eld” realities from a theoretical perspective will follow, as well as a 
snapshot ethnography of various realities I have encountered throughout 
the world. In the last two chapters, alternative pathways for decolonizing 
peace will be introduced with an additional theoretical understanding, 
to be followed by a systemic wrapping up of the individual and collec-
tive modalities of decolonizing peace.
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!is book does not aspire to be a conventional academic book, both 
from the perspective of the narrative and style that it will keep utilizing, 
as well as the concepts that will be introduced to process the real life 
examples that are developed throughout. It will use a trans-disciplinary 
epistemology to make sense of a complex “&eld” reality. !e idea of this 
book is not only to establish an alternative paradigm from which to 
understand peace and con%ict studies, but also to use ongoing initiatives 
and examples to decipher a parallel reality both epistemologically and 
theoretically. !e purpose of this book is not to dwell on the tools of 
conventional, liberal peace, but on the invisible aspects of the territory 
of peace that are le' behind by the traditional tools and epistemology of 
peace. Lastly, this book will not come into opposition with conventional 
concepts or theories. Rather, it seeks to complement and enrich them.

In order to assess the invisible aspects of the peace territory, let us 
&rst look at the most visible ones, and the many rami&cations that an 
incomplete understanding of peace, as illustrated in my Bosnia example, 
may have on the ground.
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I. The Case for Decolonizing 
Peace

In the past few years, rape in Eastern Congo has been the object of 
intense media coverage. !is has contributed to the assistance and treat-
ment of thousands of women and girls, taken from the front lines into 
safe houses in di"erent urban centers of the region.12 While the exact 
number of victims is di#cult to gather, UN o#cials have referred to the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DR Congo) as the “worst place in the 
world in terms of sexual violence.”13 !ere is one aspect of sexual violence, 
however, that the UN mission in DR Congo would rather abstain from 
mentioning: the rape of children and internally tra#cked young women 
by some of its mission members within the towns of Bukavu, Goma 
and Uvira.14 According to Congolese law, sexual intercourse involving 
children amounts to rape.15 Yet, peacekeepers regularly pay for sex with 
children and women in and around some nightclubs and hotels in Kivu 
Province of DR Congo. While the aforementioned UN narrative paints 
sexual violence in DR Congo as a problem to be solved by the interven-
tion of a benevolent savior, one may well consider the presence of this 
“savior” as a contributor of the current insecurity in DR Congo.

Amidst the controversy about Greg Mortensen’s !ree Cups of Tea, 
it is important to question, not only the motives and good intentions 
of self-proclaimed peacebuilders, but the systemic structures that allow 
for human rights abuses, embezzlement, and corruption to take place 
as part of peace missions.16 Are those abuses the product of “a few bad 
apples”, an exception to the rule, as each probe reluctantly carried out 
tends to tell us, or are the epistemological foundations of peace missions 
themselves responsible? Has our understanding of peace become the 
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barrel within which anyone can fall over the edge of corruption, embez-
zlement, and even sexual abuse? A few months ago, I caught myself on 
the edge of corruption. Arriving to Rwanda without my o#ce having 
arranged a Congolese visa for my foreseen three weeks stay in Bukavu, 
I immediately panicked at the idea of not being able to complete my 
mission there, anticipating a bad review from our project evaluators and 
a disappointed donor at a simple logistical mistake. I entertained the idea 
of attempting to bribe a border o#cial to enter the country. I thought 
that to carry out my “peace”-related mission, the ends would justify 
the means. Understanding peace as an end, an objective, an outcome, 
is exactly what has precipitated many others to venture over the edge.

Using decolonizing research methods and critical pedagogy, this 
chapter will question the epistemological structure of peace as we know, 
practice, and teach it, as well as the implications of our thoughts and 
actions on the daily lives of the populations we are supposed to serve. By 
way of an illustration, I will take a close look at the resurgence of human 
tra#cking in post-con%ict areas, and will question how and why, in spite 
of an array of international legal instruments, internal UN policies and 
lessons learned, it is still one of the most widely practiced forms of abuse 
worldwide. !is will lead me to question the epistemological basis of 
peace, as a theory, a practice, and a discipline. Finally, this chapter will 
make the case for a di"erent approach to peace, one that does not rely 
on “benevolence” or any other colonial narrative that serves the social 
and economic interests of a complacent ruling elite. Decolonizing peace 
calls for an introspection of all aspects of the peace industry, the tran-
scending of a structural elite toward the formation and facilitation of 
endogenously sustainable communities of peace processes. It brings parts 
of the invisible to the forefront. It involves the dismantling of “o#cial” 
narratives, asserting the &rst person and subjective experiences of all 
those involved as visible and relevant.17
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Huda and Sajeeda

In the Spring of 2003, as the US-led coalition’s infamous de-Baathi&-
cation program dismantled all law enforcement, legislative, and military 
Iraqi institutions, organized crime in Iraq was given a free hand to resume 
its pre-war activities, and extended its scope.18 Sisters-in-law Huda and 
Sajeeda were abducted by armed men on a September morning while 
they were cleaning their front porch.19 !ey were drugged, beaten into 
submission, and sold o" to a pimp. A few days a'er their abduction, 
they were given fake passports and driven with their new “owner” 
through the Syrian-Iraqi border. Since borders were not protected by 
the coalition, not being a strategic priority in the “building” of a new 
Iraq, they were unable to alert any o#cial at any point.20 Upon reaching 
Damascus airport, they mistakenly thought that customs o#cials were 
going to help them. !ey pleaded for help to whoever was willing to 
listen to them. !eir hope for salvation was crushed a'er money was 
exchanged between their pimp and o#cials, and they were subjected 
to a severe beating for trying to escape. Upon reaching Yemen, they 
started working in a hotel with another 180 Iraqi women and girls. 
!e youngest among them was 11 years old. A'er a few weeks, they 
managed to contact their mother, and mother-in-law, Aisha, and asked 
her to organize their rescue. Aisha went to the Iraqi authorities, to no 
avail. She then tried the coalition, and was given a sympathetic ear by 
a US sergeant on duty. While he could not enforce any legal provision 
to have them freed, he assisted her in putting pressure on the Yemeni 
embassy for their police to take action. By then, I had alerted Amnesty 
International of their case as well. !is combination of e"orts led to their 
hotel being raided by the Yemeni police in April 2004. All women were 
put in buses, and taken to Sana’a airport. !ey thought that this was 
the end of their ordeal, only to realize that they were le' at the airport 
with no passports or money, trapped in a country whose authorities, or 
well-intentioned international NGOs, were unable and unwilling to o"er 
any assistance outside of their budgetary scope. Most women settled for 
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having their pimp marry them o", for a large sum of money, with the 
hope of returning to Iraq at a later date. Others made a deal according 
to which they would return to Iraq and work for their pimp in a brothel. 
Huda and Sajeeda were among these. As soon as they reached Baghdad, 
they escaped and returned home. While Huda’s parents welcomed her 
with open arms, Sajeeda was threatened to death by her brother if she 
did not accept to divorce her husband and return to the family home, to 
be kept there under lock and key for the rest of her life, as her abduction 
alone was thought to have tarnished her family honor. She disappeared 
shortly a'er her return home and has not been seen since.

As far as Amnesty International was concerned, it had done its job by 
raising awareness of a heart-breaking issue. A'er all, there was no line 
on their sophisticated, London-elaborated budget for the repatriation of 
tra#cked persons or their protection if/once they had returned home. 
Maybe a string of other agencies ought to have picked up on it, but a lack 
of co-ordination made this impossible. Still, this story, at the tip of the 
human tra#cking iceberg, could have been carefully packaged to ensure 
a continuous %ow of individual donations to their London-based o#ce.

Moreover, while organizations such as Amnesty International have 
never made their yearly operational costs thoroughly transparent, the 
percentage of donations that actually bene&t people on the grounds 
of their awareness campaigns is thought to be less than 20% at best.21

Human Tra!icking and International Law

While commiserating on the desertion of Huda, Sajeeda, and their 
companions, one may feel consoled to know that International Law does 
protect what it refers to as “victims” of human tra#cking. !e ordeal 
of Huda and Sajeeda falls within the remit of the Palermo “Tra#cking 
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Protocol” of 2000, as part of the Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime.22 Human tra#cking is de&ned as:

42(a) the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring 
or receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of force or 
other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, of deception, 
of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of 
the giving or receiving of payments or bene"ts to achieve the 
consent of a person having control over another person, for 
the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall include, at a 
minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or 
other forms of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, 
slavery or practices similar to slavery, servitude or the removal 
of organs;

42(b) !e consent of a victim of tra#cking in persons to 
the intended exploitation set forth in subparagraph (a) of 
this article shall be irrelevant where any of the means set 
forth in subparagraph (a) have been used.23

While they were tra#cked out of Iraq, Huda and Sajeeda were 
supposed to be protected by the 1st Protocol of the Geneva Conven-
tion, Article 75, as they were to be the “object of special respect and […] 
protected in particular against rape, forced prostitution and any other 
form of indecent assault.”24 Even though the US government never rati-
&ed the convention, it was and is still supposed to abide by it according 
to customary law when it is occupying a country.

Since full sovereignty was handed over to the Iraqi Transitional 
Government on June 28th, 2004, the case of Huda and Sajeeda fell under 
the remit of the aforementioned Geneva Convention. Yet they were let 
down at many stages during their ordeal. !e borders that they were 
forced to cross were not safe. !ey were not helped by the Iraqi police 
anti-tra#cking unit, which, when I interviewed them, had decided that 
they had eloped with a pair of “lovers”.25 !eir mother, and mother in 
law, Aisha, did not bene&t from any institutionalized structure within 
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the US-led coalition to help &nd her daughters. Instead, she relied on 
the good will and heart of a US soldier, who could equally have turned 
her away when she came to him for help. When they returned, Huda 
and Sajeeda were not a"orded the protection of a safe house, where 
they could stay until their families decided to take them in. Rather, it 
is more than likely that Sajeeda either returned to the claws of sexual 
slavery, or was the victim of an honor killing. To this day, she has not 
reappeared. International law provides a hopeful response to the issue 
of human tra#cking, yet in e"ect, fails to ensure the safety of human 
beings. From this perspective, we can see the wisdom of linguist Alfred 
Korzybski’s famous phrase: ‘the map is not the territory.’26

Abu Baker, Buk and Koran

Human tra#cking is not only limited to sexual slavery, it can also take 
the form of forced domestic labor, forced labor, reproductive slavery, etc.27 
According to a UN estimate, human tra#cking touches 2.5 million people 
worldwide, and the annual pro&t it generates amounts to approximately 
US$ 31.6 billion.28 In post-Saddam Iraq, human tra#cking has recently 
reached a new height, in the form of forced domestic labor. Brought 
in with democracy and peace is a new fashion among the Iraqi elite 
Middle Class, the “ownership” of a house slave, or two. Should a shop 
be successful, having a Bangladeshi serving its customers is considered 
the height of re&nement and the envy of one’s neighbors. Asian migrant 
workers now &ll the streets of Iraqi Kurdistan in Northern Iraq, as street 
sweepers, garbage collectors, painters, laborers, etc. !ey have also started 
appearing as domestic laborers for NGO workers and the international 
media. Meet Abu Baker, another piece of Korzybski’s “territory.” Abu 
Baker is a Bangladeshi Sunni Muslim migrant who works in a hotel 
rented by one of the leading news wire agencies in the western world. 
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For the last year, he has been working between 12 and 14 hours per 
day, cleaning the 12 rooms of this small hotel, and handling the guests’ 
laundry and cooking, when possible. He came in from Saudi Arabia to 
Iraq, as he was told that working conditions in Baghdad were better, 
and since his arrival, his passport has been withheld. He is supposed 
to be paid $200 per month, but since he is expected to reimburse his 
employer for the airfare that brought him to Iraq, he never gets to see 
his wages. He is constantly hungry, sleeps very little, has no vacations 
or days o", no health-care, and sleeps on the hotel’s kitchen %oor.29 In 
2011, Iraqi legislation was enacted to “protect” people like Abu Baker. 
It has decided to no longer grant visas for migrant workers, although 
it is going back and forth on its decision.30 Will this decision have any 
impact on his daily life? Will it help him at all?

Next door to Abu Baker’s hotel are Buk and Koran, two migrants 
from Nepal, working in a house occupied by an Iraqi security company. 
!ey each earn $500 per month, $300 of which is transferred directly 
to a bank account in Nepal.31 !ey assist one another in the villa’s daily 
chores. !ey have a separate living area outside the kitchen, with bunk 
beds. !ey eat as much as they need and have one day o" per week. 
!eir employer did not give in to their recruitment agency’s request to 
have their airfare reimbursed, so their salaries are not “taxed” for reim-
bursement each month through debt bondage. !eir passports are in 
their possession, and until the government’s decision to no longer grant 
visas for migrant workers, they thought that they would bene&t from 
a free return ticket home for 10 days of vacations per year. While the 
Iraqi government is going back and forth on this decision, should it be 
maintained, how will it a"ect both them and Abu Baker? !is depends 
only on the good will of their employer. Given the slavery situation in 
which Abu Baker &nds himself, it is likely that his employer will force 
him to work until he no longer can, either falling gravely ill or dying on 
the job. For Buk and Koran, this means that they will be compelled to 
work without a vacation until they decide to go home for good.

In both cases, workers are trapped in Iraq, to di"erent degrees. When 
many workers like Buk and Koran decide to return home, the “pool” 
of available workers in the country will decrease, opening the door to 
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further abuse from employers. It is likely that “workers” will become 
more expensive to “acquire”, and that “visas” will have to be paid for 
handsomely, resulting in a higher risk of debt bondage. For instance, 
since there will be less availability of new “blood”, it is likely that “owners” 
will seek to keep their sta" at any cost, preventing them from having 
any contact with the outside world which might lead them to better 
employment opportunities elsewhere. At the time of writing, the Iraqi 
government has indicated that it may li' its visa ban and begin “charging” 
between $500 and $1000 per visa. !is amount would undoubtedly be 
re-paid by workers on the long run.32

!e foreign journalists that live in Abu Baker’s hotel do not seem to 
take notice of the living conditions of the man serving them on a daily 
basis. !ey are busy completing their daily tasks, championing press 
freedom and Iraq’s newfound democracy, despite staying in a hotel where 
freedom only exists for the chosen few. !is contradiction is worth more 
than mentioning. It forces us to acknowledge the fragmentation and 
limitations existing within post-con%ict settings, whose deeply %awed 
peace paradigm only caters for a fraction of the populations is it supposed 
to reach. Within this paradigm, there is a hierarchy of human beings, 
values, origins, and ethnicity. !is paradigm values the map above the 
territory, and, through a familiar religious narrative, rewards the chosen 
few for their best behavior, while promising the wretched that there 
is a place ready for them, peace heaven, should they behave in a way 
that will not upset the current social order. Abu Baker, be consoled, for 
you will be rewarded a hundred times when justice &nally breaks out 
alongside sustainable peace, on judgment day. A few peace and con%ict 
scholars have chosen to de&ne this paradigm as “liberal peace”, the linear, 
mechanistic building of peace as an aggregation of parts built through 
a liberal framework.
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The Liberal Peace Paradigm

!e critique of liberal peace questions the fragmentations, inconsisten-
cies, and priorities regimenting post-con%ict environments. It asks why 
some individuals are worth more than others, and who bene&ts from a 
peace whose expression is as industrial as its promotion is idealistic. A 
probing of liberal peace asks why Huda, Sajeeda and Abu Baker are le' 
behind while billions of dollars are poured into post-con%ict areas on the 
basis of their “vulnerability”. Oliver P. Richmond in !e Transformation 
of Peace has provided re%ections on the liberal peace model, which he 
understands as the universal, neo-colonial, state-building model applied 
indiscriminately in post-con%ict missions a'er the Cold War. According 
to this model, salvation and sustainable peace in post-con%ict situations 
are based on the construction of state mechanisms through the promo-
tion of good governance, free market, law enforcement institutions, and 
human rights.33

!e neo-colonial %avor associated with this enterprise relates to the 
idea that Northern-educated, seasoned “democrats” will be deployed to 
educate locals on the values that they ought to embrace and be grateful 
for. An illustration of this would be my own story: the deployment of 
an inexperienced, 25 year old French democratization o#cer to a small 
village in Bosnia Herzegovina, where only her passport credentials, 
her nationality, and birth-rights, endowed her with the privilege to 
“empower” women, youth, and politicians o'en twice her age, with no 
prior experience. !is situation, Richmond suggests, o'en leads to the 
local rejection of or resistance to perceived neo-colonial institutions and 
models, as well as the resurgence of con%icts in many parts of the world.

Of importance to liberal peace is the fragmentation and prioritiza-
tion of certain domains over others. O'en, these priorities are dictated 
by the Northern capitals that these state-building enterprises emanate 
from, and at times create some extreme examples of the disconnect 
between what is considered policy priorities and some of the values 
these missions are supposed to champion or protect. An illustration 
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of this would be the latest scandal involving Washington DC-based 
security company Dyncorps, regarding a cable between an Afghan and 
a US diplomat who discuss the purchase of dancing boys, Bacha Bazi, 
for Afghan policemen in exchange for their assiduous participation in a 
police-training program.34 In the early 2000s, this same company was also 
involved in a human tra#cking scandal in Bosnia Herzegovina, where 
it was supporting the United Nations International Police Task-Force.35 
Over a period of months, a Dyncorps employee collected information 
on the buying, selling, rape, and murder of women as well as children 
as young as 12 years of age.36

To this day, Dyncorps continues to be contracted by the US Depart-
ment of state in Iraq, Afghanistan, Sudan, and other places where the 
liberal peace paradigm is being applied.37 In light of this, Mary Anderson’s 
Do No Harm essay raises the question of a Hippocratic Oath for peace 
missions personnel, since, as international actors in times of con%ict do 
become part of the con%ict itself, an epistemological distance is called 
for.38 Is this enough? More importantly, are peace workers aware of 
the contradictions and shortcomings that their presence represents? A 
Hippocratic Oath places the responsibility of success onto the shoulders 
of peace workers, while a critique of the liberal peace paradigm implies 
that the system itself is bound to fail. Peace mission personnel are not 
benevolent physicians at the side of a sick nation, society, etc. !is narra-
tive encourages challenges to peace to be seen as a sickness, an ailment 
to be cured, and in so doing may actually promote the renewal of an 
elitist system complacent to a neo-colonial power structure. Is the system 
bound to fail or re-create the same social order? Development e"orts 
and their shortcomings are a constant reminder of this conundrum.

Indeed, Dambysa Moyo and William Easterly have deconstructed the 
logistical arm of liberal peace, development, and international assistance 
with great eloquence. In her book, Dead Aid, Moyo describes the system-
atic dependency of African nations toward the industry of international 
aid.39 She contends that aid as a development model cannot function 
or be sustainable in the long term, as it creates a pattern of reliance on 
foreign economies and upholds the power structures of local elites. From 
her perspective, there is no incentive for sustainability in relation to aid, 
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since it creates jobs in the North, and maintains a socio-political status 
quo in the South. In !e White Man’s Burden, William Easterly articulates 
the perspective that aid is not only an industry, but also a neo-colonial 
arm of Northern powers working to keep the greater South in a cycle 
of dependency and despair, while simultaneously granting themselves a 
moral self-righteousness for helping the world’s poor and pulling them 
out of “darkness.”40 His main argument condemns the vision of planning, 
or “planners” based in Northern capitals, masterminding operations to 
save Africans from themselves, while seldom understanding what needs, 
realities, and initiatives are endogenous to those environments. Easterly 
advocates for the morphing of planners into “searchers”, who already 
do exist, and instead of applying one-size-&ts-all solutions to Africa’s 
woes, identify and customize actions according to local realities. Both 
Moyo and Easterly emphasize the fact that the billions of dollars spent 
to supposedly alleviate poverty seldom reach the people that desperately 
need it, and instead feed the egos and budgets of international NGOs 
and their idealist, Ivy-League-trained, “white” aid-workers.41 Scores of 
articles have been written on the legitimate channeling of funds that 
make the aid community a business and an industry. Two illustrations 
come to mind.

!e &rst one refers to a USAID-sponsored project I was asked to 
evaluate and monitor in 2005.42 !is project was designed to organize the 
&rst three elections of the new Iraqi electoral cycle from a logistical and 
voter outreach perspective, and to support the dra'ing of the provisional 
Iraqi constitution. Out of the $155 million allocated by USAID for this 
project, an estimated $100 million was directly allocated to contracting 
companies for their services, primarily to ensure the security of the aid 
workers involved in these various projects.43 !e actual funding delivered 
to communities for voter outreach or electoral document circulation 
was a fraction of this initial budget. Equally, the funds allocated to our 
evaluation project were minimally allocated to deploying &eld monitors 
around Iraq to assess the impact of the programs initiated by the USAID 
partners. Since we were not allowed to leave the safety of the International 
Zone inside Baghdad, more commonly known as the Green Zone, it 
made sense to allocate a strong budget for &eld research. !is was not 
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the case. Almost every dollar, from our transportation exclusively on 
American carriers to our daily spending at the local Subway franchise 
of the Green Zone, channeled our budget, spending money/per Diem, 
and salary back to Northern-based economic interests. !is particular 
case presents more than an anecdote, it demonstrates the spending 
re-cycling of aid money, rarely channeled outside Northern business 
or NGO interests.44

!e second illustration is an NGO I visited in Congo (DRC). !e 
organization had been working to help rape survivors for the last 10 
years. It then realized that, throughout this period, less than 20% of 
the funding raised in Belgium, where its Headquarters are based, actu-
ally reached the women it was supposed to help, despite following all 
applicable laws. Is peace as much an industry as any other? Is “peace” 
geared toward giving our Northern peace and con%ict studies graduates 
careers and a good conscience?

The Field beyond Right and Wrong

Common to all these critiques of the peace-building world, whether 
it pertains to the discourse of liberal peace, international aid, or the 
planners’ perspective, is a narrative of responsibility to save the greater 
South from itself, to bring it to “our” Northern level and standards – 
economically, politically, culturally, and legally.45 !e tools: democracy, 
state-building, good governance, transparency, accountability, human 
rights, and rule of law, are o'en lagging behind in our own Northern 
environments, i.e. Guantanamo Bay Detention Centre, Oil for Food 
scandal, etc., yet are presented to our Southern Other as their salvation, 
totems to the altar of their forced modernization.46 In fact, as pointed 
out by Easterly, the past rhetoric of colonization vividly matches that of 
the main United Nations documents today.47 !e liberal evangelization 
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of the 21st century is similar, in its narrative, to its religious counterpart 
of previous centuries.

!is realization is what makes me, as a “practitioner”, question the 
foundations of my discipline. What am I to say to my students from 
the global South when they deplore the fact that most of the theories 
we teach emanate from the greater North, using them, the South, the 
“Other”, as mere case studies, as the problem to be solved? What am 
I to answer to well-intentioned colleagues when they come back from 
years of dedication to the “&eld” burned out and disillusioned? What 
advice am I to give my students who ache to go to the “&eld” to make 
a di"erence in the world? With “&eld”, of course, comes the Orientalist 
characterization of the “Other” from the greater South.48 In the same 
way that evangelization presented the glorious map of heavenly life as 
an ultimate reward, the liberal peace evangelists present the map of a 
magni&cently just social order to the populations they so benevolently 
“help”, while quietly earning money for it and maintaining a social status 
quo within the territory.

Su& poet Rumi wrote: “Out beyond ideas of wrong-doing and right-
doing, there is a &eld. I’ll meet you there.”49 I do not want this re%ection 
to take one side in relation to the impact, or not, of peace missions: other 
colleagues have already carried this out beautifully.50 Rather, I wish for 
it to transcend a too obvious polarization that may have been generated 
by alternative voices in the &eld. I am aware of the dedication of my 
peers, of the positive impact of some projects on the ground, of the hope 
that some of our actions might bring: “success”, “development”, “relief ”, 
or at least a modicum of comfort and kindness in an overwhelmingly 
uncomfortable and unkind world, both to “us”, and also “them”. I also 
know that the road to peace mission hell, embodied by the resurgence 
of the Afghan Bacha Bazi, is paved with good intentions, and mate-
rialized by the rule of law, in this case, Afghan police reform. What I 
am challenging here is the assumption that the liberal peace model is 
what the “Other” needs, the assumption that any model that suits our 
good intentions is needed. I want the lessons learned to matter, so that 
children, women, and men, no longer su"er the consequences of our 
recurring mistakes. One does not need to break lives to make peace, for 
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it then only represents a victor’s peace. Finally, I also want to question 
the commonly expressed assumption that malpractices are exceptions 
to the norm. What is it, within the system, which transforms the excep-
tion into the norm?

No solutions

At the University for Peace (UPEACE), I co-teach the foundation 
course in peace and con%ict studies. I have been doing so since I arrived 
at the institution, and the content of my teaching, as well as my meth-
odology, has changed drastically in the last few years. !e main factor 
responsible for my di"erent approach has been the diversity of our 
student population. Teaching peace and con%ict studies in a Northern 
institution, where a strong percentage of the student body is homogenous, 
does not challenge the system within which one evolves at all. A'er all, 
this teaching will endow its privileged elite to go and save the world a'er 
they graduate. When I arrived at UPEACE, the base of my teaching was 
peace and con%ict studies classics.51 A'er a couple of years repeating 
the same models, I became increasingly aware that the majority of our 
students, from the greater South, were weary of both the theories and 
case studies utilized in the course. As mentioned earlier, they were being 
“studied” with a Northern eye. Some felt that they were being objecti&ed, 
while others questioned their place within a university setting where 
they, the majority, perceived themselves as a minority. Were the con%ict 
resolution mechanisms that we were teaching applicable to individual or 
collective settings? Where was the place for alternative con%ict resolution 
mechanisms outside the rhetoric of “indigenous” traditions? Where does 
the universal &nish and the indigenous start? Why would the Rwandan 
Gacaca practice, or the Hawai’ian Ho’ponopono process, be considered 
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by our literature as “indigenous”, while Fisher and Ury be understood 
as universal?52 At the same time, questioning the liberal peace paradigm 
raised some frustrations within parts of the Northern student popula-
tion. !e critique of liberal peace, it seems, was challenging the dreams 
and also the forming identity of some.

One speci&c interaction embodied this conundrum. A'er my &rst 
lecture, which deconstructed some of the Northern assumptions of 
peace and con%ict studies, one British student was particularly upset. He 
emphatically let me know that just about every argument of my lecture 
had profoundly irritated him. His reaction was understandable: he was 
fresh out of his undergraduate studies, with little practical experience. He 
was too young in our “&eld” to be critical of the liberal peace narrative. 
At the same time, he was also enrolled in a graduate school where he 
ought to have expected to be intellectually challenged.53 A deconstruc-
tion of the liberal peace paradigm had just touched his idealism at its 
core. If liberal peace was the expression of the status quo, and the aid 
paradigm an industry geared to maintain this status quo, where were 
his good intentions going to &t? In a meeting subsequently held, he 
expressed that he was reconsidering his decision to stay at UPEACE. He 
said that he had just spent an enormous amount of money to be given 
the tools that he would need to make the world a better place. Being told 
that there was no universal tool to alleviate the world su"ering was just 
too much for him to take. He asked if he would be spending the rest of 
the year in his particular program, International Peace Studies, decon-
structing liberal peace. I replied that at the beginning of the year, yes, 
we would deconstruct a great deal of theories and practices. However, 
a'er this initial phase, we were also going to explore some pathways 
toward post-liberal peace, decolonizing peace, as well as to o"er alterna-
tive proposals to this con%icting paradigm. I also reminded him that, 
no, I had no universal tools to propose to him. In fact, a transcending 
of the universalism of liberal peace was the only certainty that I could 
propose to him. Peace, in the program, was going to be seen primarily 
as a process. We were not going to make a “peacebuilder” out of him. 
No community is an empty shell, nor does it need a fresh graduate to 
come and “build” peace from scratch. Rather, we were going to train 
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him to facilitate peace as a process, if anything. Still, if he insisted on 
being labeled, he would leave the program as a peace-facilitator, or a 
vector of peace formation.54 !is, I contended, was the only intellectu-
ally honest label that I had to propose. A few days later, he switched to 
our law program. !e map had more appeal than the territory. He now 
works for NATO.

Liberal Peace and its Enabling Great Caveat

!e tools, little handbooks on, steps to, and paraphernalia of liberal 
peace, are legion. Peace, on paper, is a very straightforward matter. With 
a careful mix of good governance, rule of law, accountability, democracy, 
transparency, and multi-track diplomacy, a country can be sustainably 
transformed for the better. In fact, a'er reading these books, one with 
no &eld experience might get the impression that peace-building is like 
assembling a car, and that &xing a country and its people is a viable 
possibility. Since the 1960s, the greatest caveat, the safety net of liberal 
peace, has existed in the form of a false dichotomy between negative and 
positive peace.55 We are told, and are still teaching, that, yes, harmonious 
peace is di#cult to achieve, and that while negative peace, the absence 
of war, can be engineered mechanically, positive peace, or the fairy tale 
of happily-ever-a'er co-existence, remains complicated to achieve, yet 
attainable. We are told that positive peace takes years to foster, that it 
is no easy task, but that our good intentions, in the end, will prevail. 
While useful in its time, the cob-web-made safety net of positive peace 
still absolves us from questioning our entire paradigm. It enables us to 
retreat behind its safety when everything else fails, in the same way that 
Dyncorps’ repeated scandals will be understood to be the exception to 
the rule. How o'en have we heard that, a'er trying everything, it was just 
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impossible, within this or that failed state, this corrupt political culture, 
or amidst that reality of vicious/atavistic ethnic hatred, to do anything 
more for “those” people, the “Other”, who are not like us, do not under-
stand our peaceful values?56 How dishonest can we be to even assume 
that our mechanical actions bear no responsibility in the situations that 
we too o'en %ee, evacuate from, or abandon?57 In every such situation, 
there are people, civilians, including children, who will not survive our 
liberal peace paradigm, who will die because of it.58 Regardless of the 
relevance of positive peace at the time, its obsolescence now makes it 
the enabler of our failures. We cannot but transcend it.

The Peace Universalism

Where does this paradigm emanate from? We may all agree that 
while we look into the transitions between stages of peacekeeping, 
peace making, and peace building, we are not looking at a strict linear 
progression. We may also be aware of the complexities existing within 
these classi&cations. For instance, we know that within one particular 
case, each of the stages mentioned above might be present at the same 
time. One case very obvious to me in relation to this is the situation of 
post-Saddam Iraq between 2004 and 2006. During this time, while a 
democratization process was taking place, generally classi&ed as “peace 
building”, many parts of the country were experiencing acts of ethnic 
cleansing, more related to the sphere of peace keeping.59 !e merging 
of all occurrences, and their complexities, can be seen to account for 
the failure of liberal peace in post-Saddam Iraq. We are still telling our 
student population that these models are the best we can o"er them. 
Indeed they are. !ese models emanate from a paradigm that has been 
dominating our thinking for hundreds of years: Cartesian thinking.
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In !e Turning Point, Fritjof Capra analyses the key evolutions of 
Western/European thinking between the years 1500 and 1700.60 While 
before 1500, the dominant view of the world combined both mind and 
matter in organic, collectivist and ethics-based communities, the arrival 
of the Scienti&c Revolution by way of the seminal works of Copernicus, 
Galileo, and Descartes, privileged a vision of the world as a machine 
to be tamed, controlled and engineered.61 !is vision of the world as a 
machine prevails today in our daily lives, e.g. the separation of academic 
departments within one university structure, or the prioritization of 
speci&c objectives within peace missions, at times privileging state 
building over basic human rights, as was the case with the lack of interest 
in countering human tra#cking in 2003-2005 post-Saddam Iraq. While 
the Scienti&c Revolution was extremely useful at the time, and still is 
now, the separation of humanity from its environment, spirituality, and 
ethics, has brought a lack of equilibrium that is now culminating in, to 
name only a few impending catastrophes, climate change and nuclear 
disaster.

In !e Structure of Scienti"c Revolutions, !omas Kuhn argues that 
scienti&c evolution is not the result of a gradual process, but of revolu-
tionary changes a"ecting the way we conceptualize the world as a whole, 
our social paradigm.62 !e Cartesian revolution, separating mind and 
matter, did transform our daily lives into compartmentalized settings, 
where one wears di"erent hats at di"erent times of the day, and where 
one’s fragmented vision of the world transpires in one’s actions. It is thus 
possible for a person to work in a peace mission during the day, and 
have a sex slave waiting for him/her to return home at night.63 True, we 
can all reach post-con%ict environments thanks to the technological 
advances of modern science. Yet, it is also modernity at its core, in its 
sheer methodical ruthlessness, which engineered and executed the Jewish 
Holocaust, validated colonization, and now fuels neo-colonialism.64 At 
stake in this debate is not whether modernity is needed or not, rather, 
it is how the reliance on hard sciences as a paradigm, a model on which 
our lives are based, have brought disequilibrium to humanity. !e word 
“humanity” is a very conscious choice as applied to this text. While the 
Cartesian thinking of “I think therefore I am” emanates from Europe, 
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it is the paradigm that it has created that has permeated throughout the 
world, culminating in globalization and the universalism of peace studies.

!us, when I see that to be a successful academic in an African Univer-
sity, one has to be educated in a Northern-based institution, and return 
as the prodigal son or daughter with these unfaltering credentials, I also 
deplore the pervasiveness of this neo-colonial model. Where is the space 
for academic creativity and innovation, if there is only one paradigm that 
dominates the thinking of elites worldwide? Recently, I was assisting in 
the development of a syllabus on good governance for a University in 
Eastern Congo. My colleague, a brilliant and resourceful professor, gave 
me an appalling &rst dra' of his curriculum, listing governance models 
of the European Union, the World Bank, United Nations, etc. When 
I asked him how this would &t in Eastern Congo, he realized that his 
curriculum could be o"ered as part of any generic program anywhere 
in the world. When I asked how his region fared, was organized, and 
administered itself before colonization, he wondered if he could base 
his work on a traditional governance model to be applied to today’s 
realities, mitigating all in%uences to &t his environment.

We are not calling for a return to the basics, to the proverbial “cave”, 
but are merely looking into what governance could possibly mean in 
a contemporary Congolese context. Are some lessons learned from 
the past useful for our future? To date, very few models supersede the 
“indigenous” label that the imperialist Northern academia grants any 
of its competitors. Cartesian thinking as a paradigm, indeed, emanated 
from the West, and condemned all other paradigms to the “indigenous” 
label. !is also alludes to the universalism of the liberal peace paradigm. 
Not only is peace administered as a mechanical remedy to con%ict, its 
main precepts are also understood to be universal.
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Decolonizing Peace

!e case for decolonizing peace comes from the realization that 
the same paradigm that was invoked for colonization is now serving 
to channel neo-colonial liberal peace e"orts worldwide. Decolonizing 
peace calls for a holistic, systemic approach to peace, the processes that 
represent it, and the ethics and values that it embodies. Decolonizing 
peace means harmonizing the map and the territory, bringing the invis-
ible to our understanding and living of the visible. It calls for mitigation 
between localized social fabrics and values of peace, it also questions the 
idea of imposed change at any cost, usually that of a peaceful process. 
Contrary to colonial discourses, which once invoked that Africa as a 
whole was there to be discovered, conquered, and built from scratch, 
the narrative of decolonizing peace asserts that peace already exists at 
the local level, and that it does not need to be built according to values 
and understandings of a foreign environment.

Is there universality in ethics, human rights, and a culture of peace? 
Decolonizing peace does not call for a discarding of human rights or 
values of peace for the sake of cultural relativism. It does not call for 
a return to a basic order of patriarchal exploitation, for instance.65 It 
questions the political and neo-colonial motives that are being pushed 
through the championing of certain “universal” values. When the map 
is no longer pitted against the territory, sustainability is not to be engi-
neered, doctored, or re-invented: it is intrinsic to decolonizing peace. 
!e role of the “peacebuilder” comes to be heavily challenged under the 
guise of decolonizing peace. !e Northern-white-ivy-league educated 
expert and its elite-Southern-born-Northern-educated counterpart are 
asked to re%ect on the compartmentalization of what they have under-
stood to be an end justifying all means.

Decolonizing peace requires a paradigm shi' that enables its practi-
tioner to see initiatives through a di"erent set of lenses and to employ a 
di"erent array of what are no longer “tools” but understandings of what 
can be facilitated, strengthened, and enabled to %ourish on the “ground”. 
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!is paradigm shi' transcends the power dimensions of social orders, 
it also evolves outside of the le'-right political spectrum, for politics 
also kill the sustainability of any decolonized initiatives, as Nobel Prize 
winner and Indigenous leader Rigoberta Menchu’s case would illustrate.66 
Of importance is the idea that peace becomes a decolonizing agent, but 
not a decolonized &nality. It evolves within the complexity of a live adap-
tive system; it is always in motion, as a process. It goes through cycles, 
vanishes to re-emerge in another form, according to the bifurcation 
point that it takes through its constant adaptation and re-invention. It 
cannot be controlled, since it is a complex adaptive system.

A Di!erent Lens

Wishful thinking or parallel reality; what does decolonizing peace 
look like? !e paradigm shi' that decolonizing peace represents is also 
in the eye of the beholder. It is not for this book, therefore, to convince 
anyone of its relevance. As mentioned earlier, an internationally funded 
NGO focusing on rape survivors realized that its activities were mainly 
bene&ting a handful of elite employees both in Belgium and DR Congo. 
As less than 20% of its donations from Belgium actually reached rape 
survivors, they decided to re-evaluate their liberal peace activities of 
capacity building, women and youth empowerment, legal aid, and 
&nancial support to hospitals, to strengthening local initiatives.

!e issue of rape in the DRC has been prominent in the international 
scene for some years. !ousands of women have been helped as a result 
of numerous campaigns. !ey have gained access to much needed 
surgeries, medication, and psychological assistance. In some cases, they 
have been given a new lease on life, and the issue of rape in war has 
gained much more exposure internationally. None of this much-needed 
assistance deserves to be questioned, yet, is it sustainable on the long 
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run? !ere is one town in the Southern Kivu region of DRC where all 
this assistance is gathered: Panzi. Due to the concentrated media and 
academic coverage of this particular town, almost 100% of all medical 
services given to female rape survivors are provided there, neglecting 
the development of similarly relevant infrastructures elsewhere in the 
region.67 Moreover, most reports focus on female victims, neglecting the 
equal prominence of sexual violence targeting men, hence the unavail-
ability of treatment for male rape survivors.

Taking these parameters into account, alongside many more, the 
Belgian NGO decided to alter all its activities two years ago. It changed 
its local sta" into a locally educated, gender-equal, and ethnically diverse 
team, and suspended all its liberal peace programs. It now focuses on 
logistically and &nancially supporting diverse homegrown initiatives 
and NGOs working on minimal, locally gathered funding, solely with 
local sta". Its headquarters have been transformed into a half-way 
house for survivors and local NGO workers to meet and work toward 
medical assistance, legal help, small business initiatives training, and 
very importantly, the emerging of a network of survivors to help one 
another once they return to their home environments. 

!e organization is also helping local hospitals and clinics so that 
survivors do not need to travel all the way to Panzi to bene&t from 
medical treatment, thus provoking less of a negative impact both socially 
and family-wise. !e treatment of men remains an issue, but has become 
part of the organization’s agenda. No international “expert” has been 
detached from the Belgium headquarters to decide what its priorities 
ought to be. Rather, a local manager reports to Belgium. !e idea behind 
this thinking is that the existence of local NGOs cannot depend on 
international money. Rather, those NGOs are based on a strong social 
fabric of mutual trust, resilience, belonging, and values of care. Money 
certainly helps for those values to blossom, but could never engineer 
them. A di"erent set of lenses on part of this Belgium organization, 
coming from a paradigm shi' regarding their own role and standing, 
made a di"erence to a resilient community, and fostered its sustain-
ability. !is bears the hallmarks of a decolonizing process, where an 
equal space exists for all.
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Decolonizing Methodologies: Teaching and 
Writing to Transgress

It will not have escaped you, the reader, that this book is written with 
a semi-autobiographical tone, also placing other individuals at the fore-
front of the overall narrative. We are o'en told that individuals cannot 
be singled out, exposed, because they need to be “protected.” !ose indi-
viduals are moved from being seen in their humanity to being labeled as 
objects of our “independent” ethical research.68 All individuals portrayed 
in this book except Mrs. C. pleaded with me to make their lives visible. 
From their perspective, they do not need “protecting”: they want their 
ordeals to illustrate our failures as benevolent “peace builders.” !ey 
seek to make us accountable in light of our own &ascoes. !ey want to 
matter. How can I, as a peace and con%ict studies professor, training a 
little army of “peace builders” detach myself from the failures and crimes 
of our peace industry? An autobiographical style is also a statement of 
my own responsibility as a practitioner. It may be seen as a transgression 
from more conventional academic writing, yet it is a chosen stylistic 
transgression toward empowerment, awareness, and action.

!e choice of the territory over the map stems from the epistemology 
of decolonizing peace. !e individual is no longer portrayed as the 
problem, the exception to the beautiful rule on paper; rather, he or she 
represents the call for accountability in peace missions, theory, and 
teaching. !e individual warrants the decolonizing of all, a reappraisal 
of peace as a process rather than a mere end. !is also stems from the 
choice to teach and research peace and con%ict studies from the perspec-
tive of critical and engaged pedagogy.69 In teaching for and through 
decolonizing peace, there can be no boundary between the “subject” 
and “object”, no barrier separating the researcher and the researched. 
In terms of research methods, all “material” for this book was gathered 
using Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s decolonizing methodologies.70 Stemming 
from the realization that conventional research methods can no longer be 
seen as an independent, clinical tool for data collection, a decolonizing 
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methodology re-appropriates control over the formation of knowledge 
and one’s understanding of their own reality. It becomes a dialogical 
process between all involved, stems from being more than participating, 
and does not rely on pre-established keywords and categories. Teaching, 
researching, and writing to transgress liberal peace becomes the process 
of decolonizing peace.

Conclusion

As I re%ect on decolonizing peace, one of my former students has just 
been hired as a protection o#cer for an NGO in South Sudan. She is 
street-smart, under 25 years old, and full of ideals and energy. She has 
been working with me on this emerging paradigm for some time. Still, 
I wonder how many of my students will eventually be driven over the 
edge by the liberal peace system in the long run. As I set o" to continue 
researching the abuse of local populations in DR Congo by MINUSCO 
sta", I hope to also remain in this parallel universe, not to be coerced 
into accepting the unacceptable.

Amidst former allegations of human rights abuses and sexual slavery, 
the UN mission to DRC was re-named as MINUSCO in 2010.71 All 
controversy has been relegated to the past, with the assault, rape, and 
enslavement of women and children by UN sta" and soldiers no longer 
tolerated as part of this new and improved mission and mandate. True, 
appearances are slightly more presentable. UN vehicles are no longer 
parked in front of nightclubs in and around Bukavu. When they do not 
use civilian cars, peacekeepers now send in their petits, errand boys, to 
bring them the children that they will safely rape in the con&nes of their 
environments.72 !en they will build a mosque or a church to make it all 
even, to thank the local communities for having given them their pound 
of %esh. All is a little more di#cult to track down, but still very real.
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Where does this leave us as “practitioners”? Huda, Sajeeda and Abu 
Baker remain at the mercy of our good conscience, our willingness to 
search our own souls. Still, we can no longer say that there is no other way 
to approach peace. A parallel world exists: we have to acknowledge it and 
evolve according to its needs, even if this makes a part of us redundant.
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II. A Leap of Faith

How many are we who try to make a di"erence in the world, only to 
end up deconstructing its imperfections to the in&nite? Do the contra-
dictions of the peace industry exposed in Chapter I warrant a rejection 
of peace as a concept, or the abandonment of our hope for peace? A'er 
being committed to helping others, to being the peace they wanted to 
see in the world, some have le' the &eld of peace and con%ict studies 
altogether, opting for careers in &nance, real estate, or the &lm industry. 
Does the realization that peace has transformed itself into an industry 
merely warrant one’s cynicism, or, to the contrary, does it call for an 
even greater commitment to its values and principles?

Decolonizing peace stems partly from a decolonization of the mind; 
from the cognitive and emotional understanding that individuals do 
not necessarily need expert outsiders and their resources to shape their 
daily lives, or more importantly, to bring them peace. In exploring 
Rumi’s &eld beyond right and wrong, above the Cartesian duality of false 
social choices, a slice of life from El Salvador will allow us to analyze 
some of the everyday dynamics of the peace-excluded middle, as well 
as their backlash. By way of exploring a paradigm shi', this chapter will 
review certain dynamics of social change and recurring dimensions 
of inequalities and hierarchies. It will then analyze how the discursive 
and structural fundamentals of peace as immanent may nurture the 
neo-colonial expression of a peace to be built by outsiders, and not by 
a"ected individuals and their communities. A last part will look into 
some ground realities and consequences of the immanence of peace, 
as a basis for opening one’s eyes to alternatives that are already taking 
place worldwide. !is chapter will conceptualize a paradigm shi', from 
peace as transcendent to peace as imminent, as a leap of faith.
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“If God Existed”

Geovanni Morales is from the Mejicanos district of San Salvador, one 
of the most deprived neighborhoods of the city.73 !ere is not one week 
that goes by without scores of casualties in the war between its gangs, the 
Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) and the Mara 18, reinforced through drug 
tra#cking, organized crime activities, and police brutality, all within a 
machismo subculture of hegemonic masculinity. In spite of the common 
outsider belief that the daily violence in El Salvador is the result of the 
gang phenomenon, inhabitants of Mejicanos assert that those gangs 
would never have emerged if it wasn’t for the misery, social injustice, 
state repression, and the civil war that displaced and scattered many 
families between 1980 and 1992. It was at the age of nine that Geovanni 
joined the MS-13, in his own words, to have a family and a roof over 
his head. One day, as he returned home from an errand, his mother was 
gone, as was the rest of his family. He stayed with a neighbor for some 
time, waiting for anyone to come home, and when he had outstayed his 
welcome, his only option was to join the MS-13. It was either this, or live 
under a bridge until he grew old enough to be forcibly enlisted in the 
Salvadorian army to &ght the Frente Farabundo Martí para la Liberación 
Nacional (FMLN) rebels. To this day, he does not know whether his 
mother is dead or alive. For years, he was an active member of the MS-13, 
involved in drugs tra#cking, petty crimes and street &ghts. According 
to him, the life he was leaving was not particularly to his liking, since 
he refers to himself as way too sensitive for the machismo culture that 
prevails within the gangs, but there was no alternative in sight. A'er 
many brushes with the police and the law, he eventually landed in prison. 
His experience there broke him. !e harshness of the survival condi-
tions and the exacerbated violence of prison life were not for him. More 
importantly, his incarceration meant that he had to abandon his toddler 
son, Carlos. As he was still experiencing the trauma of losing his family 
during the war, he could not bear to in%ict the same fate onto his son. 
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He attempted suicide, was unsuccessful, and vowed as he was released 
from prison that he would never “abandon” his son again.

Geovanni’s promise to himself and his son came at the same time 
that the activities of Spanish Catholic priest Antoño Rodriguez Lopez, 
known by the community as Father Toño, took o" in the San Francisco 
parish of Mejicanos. Father Toño’s pragmatic outlook on the daily reali-
ties of Mejicanos has endeared him to his community. Over the years, 
he has never promised them a heavenly a'erlife to follow their earthly 
passage made of hardship and violence. In his sermons, he criticizes the 
Salvadorian government for not addressing their living conditions, for 
not bringing them the basic human security that anyone deserves. He 
denounces the collusion of his own leadership, the Catholic Church, with 
the Salvadorian government, the remoteness of the church’s hierarchy 
from people’s daily plights, and the strings attached to missionary work 
that tighten the cycle of dependency of the “helper-helped.” He states: 
“I think that the church has lost the capability to ask questions, as if 
they already know it all, and want to speak too much about everything; 
I believe the Church, or us who represent it, also need to ask ourselves 
some questions.” He hasn’t promised anything in terms of earthly 
humility and heavenly reward, yet he has enabled within the popula-
tion of his parish more than anyone could: a capacity of introspection, 
autonomy, and self-con&dence as a community. !rough his organiza-
tion, Servicio Social Pasionista, his local team has initiated projects that 
&rst took care of urgent health issues in the community, and then looked 
at addressing structural violence through the strengthening of social 
capital. !is could only happen through living with the community, 
engaging with them on a daily basis, and observing more than claiming 
to know what they needed. It took Padre Toño’s organization more than 
10 years to gain its momentum and take its current shape.

When Geovanni met Father Toño, he knew that he had &nally found 
a way out of the MS-13. Father Toño became a mentor to him, and with 
his assistance, he founded a bakery whose primary objective was to 
provide an alternative activity for other gang members. A'er an initial 
&nancial struggle, Geovanni’s bakery became a local success, recruiting 
more and more youths away from the gangs, so much in fact that the 
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government of the Netherlands has been sending former Dutch gang 
members to take part in the program and document how this initiative 
could be replicated back home. While busy with his endeavor, Geovanni 
founded his own family. His daughter Grace Isamar was born in 2011.

!is idyllic picture of hope, social entrepreneurship, and community 
building was shattered on March 20th, 2012, when he was arrested for 
having, according to the media, not the police, an alleged connection to 
murders that had taken place in the community. His bakery was raided, 
his equipment shattered, and all his colleagues arrested with him. !e 
next day, all were paraded in front of TV cameras as dangerous gang 
members. Geovanni and his naked tattooed torso made the headlines 
on TV; he was alleged to be gang-leader “El Crazy” and branded as a 
dangerous murderer who had been on the run from the police for many 
months. As a decommissioned Mara, Geovanni was always trying to 
cover his tattoos from the sight of others, wearing long sleeve shirts 
and a baseball cap. He was not ashamed of his past, but wanted to look 
toward the future and wanted others to see him as a human being, not 
a feared Mara. As I watched Geovanni’s public humiliation on TV, the 
day I was supposed to meet him face-to-face for the &rst time, I recalled 
the harsh words of Padre Toño’s Sunday sermon a few days earlier: “if 
God existed, he would care about your misery.” On that particular day, 
Father Toño was not only referring to the God of the Catholic Church’s 
establishment, but also to the municipal and legislative elections that 
were taking place, asserting that no political party would ever be the 
solution to the daily issues of the neighborhood. For Father Toño, all 
political parties make the same promises, only to behave exactly the 
same way once elected, with utter disdain for human misery. Geovanni 
had tried to make a di"erence in his community, yet his life was being 
destroyed as a pawn to political demagogy. In El Salvador, the invoca-
tion of gang violence is what issues such as terrorism or foreign threats 
can be for Western democracies, a strategic manner to divert citizens 
away from more pressing domestic issues and inequalities. While gang 
violence exists, in the same way that terrorism does, it can be conveniently 
used in populist speeches. With his words questioning God’s existence, 
rather surprising in a Catholic Church Sunday sermon, Father Toño was 
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reminding his congregation that only they were in charge of their daily 
realities, yet this assertion came with an obvious risk. !e day before 
his sermon, he had received an anonymous phone call: “your life will 
never be the same again.” Communal empowerment, it seems, is seen 
as a threat to some.

Neither Mara, nor Slave

Awaiting his trial, Geovanni was transferred to the Bartolina prison 
in Santa Tecla, where, at the time of writing, he is currently sharing a 
four point &ve square meter cell with eight other detainees, with only 
a bucket in lieu of lavatory. Geovanni and his cell mates have to take 
turns to sleep, are barely fed, and have no privacy. Geovanni has not 
been granted the right to have any visitor. He has no contact with the 
outside world and can only hope that the judicial system processes his 
case as soon as possible to %ee his living hell. Letters of support for him 
have come %ooding in from all corners of the world, attesting to his 
rehabilitation and the respect he has earned within his community and 
beyond, but these have been ignored by the judicial system.

His legal team has been told that his arrest was connected to a tragedy 
that shook the Mejicanos community in 2010. On June 20th 2010, a street 
gang set a bus on &re: carbonizing 11 people inside.74 !e attack was 
a reprisal against a bus company that refused to give the local gang its 
monthly protection money. It was the &rst time that a bus took &re with 
people inside, and the event shocked the community. !e individual 
arrested in connection to this was proposed a reduced sentence by the 
judiciary system, in exchange for the names of any gang members living 
in the neighborhood. Geovanni’s name was given, among many others, 
regardless of his rehabilitation. He was arrested for being a MS-13 gang 
member, nothing else.
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!ere is a political aspect to Geovanni’s “capture”, which was planned 
carefully from a media perspective, with TV crews following every 
part of his arrest: from the rude awakening he received at the hands of 
the police, in the middle of the night, to his transport in the back of a 
pick-up truck.75 No lurid detail was spared from the public, apart from 
the police abandoning the screaming three-year-old daughter of one of 
Geovanni’s housemates in the middle the road at 3 am. !e Salvadorian 
government had carefully prepared this media opportunity in the context 
of its “hard hand” policy against the gangs.76 Following its election to 
the Salvadorian presidency in 2009, the FMLN, formerly a guerilla 
movement against the US-backed right wing Arena government, had 
to prove to the Salvadorian population that it could be as “tough” on 
crime as any self-respecting government. !is is the political context 
that led to the arrest and incarceration of Geovanni and his friends. !e 
fact that they were decommissioned did not matter to anyone; they were 
statistics that could show that even a former guerilla government could 
be as potent, if not more, as any other. Of course, this policy would also 
dissuade any member of the Mara from being decommissioned, since 
it seems that, to the eyes of the world, once a Mara, always a Mara. As 
for Father Toño, a'er calling for a dialogue with the Maras as part of 
a commission that was set up between the Catholic church and the 
government, he was seen to be taking sides with organized crime, and 
started receiving anonymous calls and letters.77

!e election of the FMLN to the presidency of El Salvador was short 
of being a revolution for many Salvadorians. A'er years of armed 
struggle against a right-wing government, the FMLN was &nally going 
to represent “the people”. !e hope this electoral result generated was 
immense, matched only by the rhetoric of its charismatic President, 
Mauricio Funes. !ree years on, police repression and judicial miscar-
riages such as Geovanni’s are still taking place on a regular basis. Many 
feel let down, and have resorted to communal solidarity as their way 
out of poverty. Geovanni’s choice to live his own life, away from the 
extremes of either being a Mara or a slave for the ruling elite, sweeping 
streets or cleaning rich people’s toilets, was too much for El Salvador’s 
polarized elitist social system to take. !e state had to re-appropriate 
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him as a gang member, years a'er he had chosen a di"erent way of life. 
Will he be sentenced for living in the excluded middle? How long will 
he remain behind bars? Despite the admission on part of the police that 
“El Crazy” is actually another person, the political nature of this case 
seems to be working against Geovanni, as the government will not want 
to lose face a'er it made such a show of his arrest.78 In the meantime, 
Father Toño continues to &ght for his liberation despite having his daily 
community activities reduced to a minimum. He maintains that he does 
not care about being killed, a'er all, what better footsteps to follow than 
Monsignor Romero’s? Can Geovanni’s case be seen as an illustration of 
El Salvador’s aborted social revolution?

On Revolutions

Revolutions do not take place in a vacuum. !ey are o'en the product 
of years of awareness, and at times struggle, toward social change. 
!ey conventionally occur when a critical mass pulls itself together to 
demand change, accountability, and a new social order.79 Revolutions 
might occur when enough people are aware, not only of what they want 
to see change, but also of the fact that this change cannot come to life 
within their current elite structure. Super&cially, revolutions are about 
numbers. When enough realize that something in their daily reality 
just does not work anymore, that it does not match their dreams and 
expectations, and more importantly, that they have nothing le' to lose, 
they take to the streets and demand change.

Change they o'en obtain. Political &gures are deposed; to be replaced 
by others deemed to be less corrupt, more just, and more representative 
of the critical mass that led the revolution. Yet the months following 
revolutions o'en have a bittersweet a'ertaste. !ey see disenchanted 
masses going back to their daily grinds, hung-over from the intoxicating 
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%avor of a change that has not challenged their structure of oppression. 
Leaders change. Cards are re-shu)ed. Hopes are con&ned to legal struc-
tures. Elections are organized. Inequalities persist. We are then told that 
power corrupts. !e greater cause that united all slowly withers away 
toward the replicating of former divisions. Old wounds re-open, and 
social con%ict resumes.

Who can safely state that the 2011 Arab Spring has signi&cantly 
changed the power structure of today’s Egypt?80 Are women better o" 
than before?81 Are confessional di"erences erased?82 Do ordinary people 
feel protected by their security services?83 Do ordinary people have a 
brighter economic future? Has structural violence diminished?84 !eir 
elite commentators and media pundits now tell Egyptians that change 
takes time, that they have to be patient, and that Rome was not built in 
one day.85 Do revolutions truly produce social change, or do they merely 
re-shu)e the cards that always bring the same elites back in power? Are 
revolutions an end in themselves?

Kuhn writes that scienti&c revolutions bring personal as well as 
discipline-wide upheavals that are neither expected nor desired, due 
to the existence of a paradigm greater than the individual within it.86 
A paradigm is the epistemological foundation of a social structure. It 
cannot be challenged through logical appeals. Any contradictory element 
emerging out of that paradigm is thus characterized as an anomaly within 
the system, an exception to the otherwise uniformly-working order. !us, 
when a theory is disproved through an experiment, the scientist’s &rst 
reaction will be to label it as an anomaly, and o'en not venture down the 
new avenues that pursuing it might entail. !e reasons for this are the 
following. First, no one wants the foundations of their scienti&c existence 
to be shaken. Kuhn equates the feeling that this creates to one’s %oor 
being pulled out from under one’s feet. Second, and more importantly, 
no one wants to be a mis&t, or an anomaly, within one’s own discipline. 
In fact, within scienti&c revolutions, critical mass is o'en more of an 
impediment than a force toward creativity and renewal. Kuhn states that 
scienti&c revolutions do not occur through the exposure of undeniable 
scienti&c facts, but through a leap of faith. Scienti&c revolutions are not 
the e"ect of a logical change, but of a change in emotions. !ey occur 
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when the scientist cannot but move forward, since the groundings of 
his/her discipline have vanished; yet a new ground must be landed 
on. An unavoidable leap into unchartered territory de&nes a scienti&c 
revolution that brings a paradigm shi', a true leap of faith.

Paradigm shi's do not come about cumulatively, steadily, reasonably. 
!ey are resisted tooth and nail. Nyhan and Rei%er demonstrate that facts 
do not change one’s opinions.87 !eir research suggests that the more 
politically aware someone is, the more di#cult it is for them to accept 
facts that contradict their beliefs. Essentially, Nyhan and Rei%er found 
that facts have the tendency to back&re and actually reinforce people’s 
political opinions. Should a supporter of the Iraqi invasion, for instance, 
be confronted with the fact that no weapons of mass destruction were 
found in post-Saddam Iraq, this politically astute person will further 
justify the occupation of Iraq.

Critical mass and facts are thus not the prerequisites for a paradigm 
shi' to occur within any approach to social change for peace. Revolu-
tions by numbers - mainly relying on critical mass - have the tendency 
to back&re and bring more of the same, while paradigm shi's need both 
a space for creativity and a leap of faith to %ourish. Old paradigms can 
be deconstructed, yet social change can only emerge out of a paradigm 
shi'. Revolutions, such as the Arab Spring, will never amount to sustain-
able renewal and social change if all their players are not ready to throw 
themselves together into the unknown.

Easier said than done? A revolution that counts on numbers and 
progression will only &nd structural resistance to it, since in essence, 
elites may give in a little in times of upheaval, but will never relinquish 
their space. Can paradigm shi's emerge from resistance, struggle, even 
violence? Is it possible to bring about change outside the system? If the 
system is too great a force, why &ght it? Why not just be the change we 
want to see around us? Easier said than done indeed. Geovanni tried to 
change his daily reality, his own being, only to be politically recuperated 
by the state eventually. For the state, which only sees a gang member 
in him, his decommissioned self was an anomaly to its polarized right/
wrong reality, it could not be le' to live outside the parameters of the 
state, the political elite, and the Catholic Church: once a “bad” Mara, 
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always a “bad” Mara. !e threats to Father Toño’s life come from this 
very dynamic.

!e proposed solutions to a crisis are always those that we know, 
socially learned, and part of the same pattern of failures, discontent, 
and social inequalities that we periodically denounce. We are told to be 
patient, since democracy will save us in the end. We know that the map 
is not the territory, but is democracy even a relevant map? Democracy 
in Ancient Greece amounted to the power of the Greek adult male 
elite.88 Women were con&ned to their homes, slaves were subjugated 
and barbarians, i.e. foreigners, were not even considered second-class 
citizens. Is this the democracy that we want to reproduce in Egypt 
today, that we want to maintain in El Salvador? Is the democracy that 
is producing Occupy Wall Street protests all over the world the one that 
represents us, or a select politico-&nancial elite? Why do we look up to a 
two thousand year old metaphor to organize our daily lives, while social 
creativity might have local answers to our present needs? How much 
more patience must we show? Why not give our collective creativity a 
space to re-organize our spaces?

By re-organization, do we mean throwing away our old paradigm? 
Again, in the spirit of Rumi’s &eld beyond right and wrong, old para-
digms are not “wrong,” they are incomplete, limited, and non-adapted to 
current realities.89 !e fact that we can no longer ignore the anomalies 
that exist before our eyes forces us to reconsider our current paradigm, 
to renew ourselves, and to indulge in a leap of faith. What have we got 
to lose? An emphasis, not on prayer and hope, but on daily actions, 
changed daily realities, and anomalies, is the paradigm shi'.



II. A Leap of Faith!59

On the Immanence of Peace

How does the older paradigm within which we live manifest itself on a 
daily level? How are we conditioned into waiting for a better life while the 
structure of our society cannot permit fundamental changes to occur? In 
the same way we look up to a two thousand year old metaphor to shape 
our daily lives, we also look up to powerful &gures to enlighten us and 
show us the way to our own salvation. It is in this context that the, for 
some, shocking words of Father Toño can be best understood. Statues of 
noble men, and few women, adorn our collective spaces. !ese men are 
deemed to be “visionaries”, showing us the way toward a better future, 
toward peace, equality, or freedom. !ey are strong and assertive; they 
can also be violent and merciless. !ey are revered. !e anniversaries 
of their deaths are celebrated, while the peaceful daily actions of many 
faceless women and men are kept invisible. Similarly, as we remember 
wars and their ending dates for the sake of never forgetting how low 
we as humanity can sink, the interludes of peace that we collectively 
live and work through are not part of our history books. We are thus 
conditioned into believing ourselves to be inherently violent beings that 
need great men to wage our wars and negotiate our peace.

When great men are a product of our system, their allegiance to it 
reinforces our shared illusion that revolutions bring change within the 
established order. Division within a system is what reinforces society. 
Hierarchical relationships between those great men and us mere mortals, 
between us and a nature, us and animals, can all be found within our 
common social order and come to de&ne our daily lives. None of us are 
powerless, yet the belief that we are keeps us dominated. According to 
Bo" and Hathaway, the belief in our own powerlessness, our collective 
analysis, is maintained through dynamics of internalized oppression, 
denial, addiction, and despair.90 Additionally, the systemic reinforce-
ments of those states permeate through militarism, our educational 
systems, mass media, and of course, organized religion. All those sectors 
of our lives rely on the same hierarchy of human beings that maintain 
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the supremacy of those great men we are told to look up to. From mili-
tary generals to Hollywood celebrities, through our higher education 
administrators, and Jesus Christ, the transcendence of the “visionaries” 
over commoners, of mind over matter, keeps us from realizing our own 
potential.

To the question as to why these “visionaries” are mostly men, pater-
nalism reassures women into believing that one of them was always 
the immanent force behind this or that great man out there. First there 
was the Virgin Mary, and now there is Michelle Obama. Women are 
also told that their time will come, while being shown that if they were 
one of the boys, they would earn their own statue within the garden 
of transcendent visionaries. Does a statue, or even an inversion of 
domination contribute to social renewal? Patience within domination, 
again, is exhorted within the system. Does patience make social peace, 
or does it merely reinforce a status quo? According to the current ratio 
of seats gained by women in the US Congress, which has not changed 
since 1979, parity will not be achieved for another 500 years.91 Is there 
no space between the status quo and revolution? Is the status quo the 
only “peace” that both women and men can a"ord to live by within a 
paradigm of fragmentation and domination?

Sometimes, the status of great men does not emanate from the ruling 
elite. A stone in powerful shoes when they are alive, they are eventu-
ally granted the halo of “visionaries”, preferably a'er they are dead and 
buried, as with Reverend Luther King. As they challenged the system 
outside the polarity of revolution and status quo, they evolved within 
an Aristotelian excluded middle, the &eld beyond right and wrong, 
violent change and peaceful resignation, which can both be seen as 
part of the same coin.92 !ose “visionaries” living through the excluded 
middle were referred to as anomalies within the system. !eir deaths 
allow them to be recuperated by it. What can be learned from their 
lives? Can their lives be re-appropriated by the mere mortals, the foot 
soldiers, the proletarians, the downtrodden? Can vision and peace be 
immanent, or are they condemned to the realm of the transcendent? 
!e immanence of social peace is the core of Padre Toño’s message to 
his parish: “If there was a God, he would care about your misery.” !is 
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assertion does not belong to the realm of theology, but to that of social 
reality. If the Catholic Church no longer has answers, yet does not dare 
to ask questions, who will?

Can anomalies play a larger role than we think in order for the para-
digm shi' to take place? Should the leap of faith that any paradigm 
shi' needs to emerge start from within us? Anomalies may not be an 
exception a'er all; could it be that we all have the potential to become 
anomalies that can gain faith in ourselves, instead of the statues that we 
are told to revere? Is the crippling e"ect that the statues have on us, as 
a collective, be the meaning of the idolatry that is forbidden in some 
religions? Has the meaning of idolatry been devoid of its core by the 
transcendence of organized religion? When anomalies are no longer 
the exception, and when they are de&ning an emerging paradigm, do 
we no longer see them as ”anomalies” through the overcoming of our 
own internal as well as structural powerlessness? Does this awareness 
preclude any social action toward peace?

!e recognition of anomalies within one’s mind is the beginning of 
a paradigm shi'. What are anomalies within the mind? !ey arise with 
our awareness of our injustices to ourselves, the contradictions of our 
daily lives, and the disconnect that exists between our thoughts and our 
hearts, and the depression that arises from it. !e search for happiness, 
or more accurately, the end of su"ering, may arise from the overcoming 
of one’s own powerlessness, or the faith into our own internal anomalies, 
highlighting our disconnections between mind and matter.

Physicists Targ and Hurtak argue that su"ering derives from one’s 
attachment to a representation of the ego as the self, through the construc-
tion of an Aristotelian way of thinking, based on duality: either, or.93 
If I do not enjoy school, I am not intelligent. If I am not with them, I 
am against them. I have everything to be happy, yet I want more, I buy 
more, and I desire more. I believe in gender equality, yet I will keep 
exploiting my “maid” at home. Equality for the chosen few transcends 
the immanence of equity. According to Targ and Hurtak, awareness 
of this disconnect might lead to an end to su"ering, to inner peace. 
Inner peace, in turn, might contribute to social peace. Yet, through the 
either-or logic, I remain divided, disconnected from my fellow human 
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beings and myself. I feel superior to my fellow human beings, through 
judgment, hierarchies, yet I want to be more in touch with my heart 
and myself. Beware though, a distorted sense of connection to the self 
can also be part of the “either, or” paradigm. If I comply with military 
service in my country, if I occupy others, shoot them, torture them, am 
part of a state’s repression against another people, and yet go to India 
in search of myself as soon as my military service is over, I am looking 
for a fragmented inner peace, I am still part of the either-or paradigm: 
either military, or hippie. Once I have found myself in a great ashram, 
meditated enough to forget about my active participation of state (struc-
tural) violence, I will return home and be a pillar of my society again. 
My conscience will be silenced, and I will function as a polarized agent 
of structural violence again.

Structural inequalities, therefore, feed into internal powerlessness, 
and vice versa, while an emphasis on collectiveness to renew the system 
remains a question of numbers and not an awareness of, and a faith 
in, internal anomalies. A'er all, those who feel the most powerless 
individually have the most to loose, while the structural maintenance 
of social domination places an emphasis on individuality. !ere are as 
many realities as there are beings on this planet; this realization leads 
to greater connectivity, structural peace. !ere is neither right, nor not-
right, in Rumi’s &eld beyond right and wrong.

Can we simply say that there is neither peace, nor not-peace? If peace 
does not have to be transcendent, then can its imminence be nurtured 
or harvested both at the individual and the collective level? What does 
peace look like in the “&eld”?
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What Happens in the “Field” and Whose Peace 
Are We Working for?

!e relevant illustration of the peace that can be witnessed in the 
“&eld” is, again, Korzybski’s “the map is not the territory”.94 !e map, 
in terms of the peace that we are trained to work toward, is all the good 
intentions that are put together in terms of policies, international law 
instruments, Millenium Development Goals, and the theoretical models 
and measures of peacebuilding, such as capacity building. !e territory 
is the reality of what happens on the ground: the shortcomings that arise, 
the deaths that occur as a result of what was supposed to be a useful 
policy, the disappointments that appear, and the lack of sustainability of 
most initiatives. Why is there such a disconnect between the map and 
the territory? It might be because both arose within a dualistic mode of 
thinking, that is to say, the absolute belief in the transcendence of peace.

Gandhi’s vision that there is no road to peace, that peace is the 
road, may link the map with the territory, yet, Gandhi’s vision is not as 
important as the statues that have been erected in his name. !rough the 
transcendence of peace, Gandhi remains another visionary consigned 
to a convenient space in our peace gardens. Idolatry strikes again.

If you are not at peace, you are at war, and vice versa. Within a tran-
scendent vision of peace, meaning that peace is the responsibility of 
states, the UN, visionaries, and peace practitioners, ordinary people can 
rest on their laurels and have a Sunday picnic next to Gandhi’s statue. It 
is a transcendent vision of peace that, for instance, categorizes countries 
that are at war, over those that are at peace. Intervention, good deeds 
and intentions, will only take place in states that are deemed to be at 
war, whether internally or with other states. A'er their nice picnic, 
ordinary human beings who are committed to peace will donate funds 
to those poor countries out there that are crippled by war, malnutri-
tion, and despotic leaders. !ey may shed a tear over the plight of the 
less fortunate with a moral sense of compassion, and a confortable 
condescendence. !e visibility of war becomes the greatest comfort 
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for those living in peace, just as one feels the coziness of a home while 
living through a snowstorm.

Yet, the map is not the territory. While most might believe that Africa 
and the Middle East are the most violent regions in the world, it is actu-
ally Central America that quali&es as such, with a regional average of 
29 violent deaths per 100 000 inhabitants on a yearly basis, the highest 
in the world.95 According the Geneva Declaration on Armed Violence 
and Development, there has been more violent deaths in El Salvador 
than in post-Saddam Iraq, with a rate of 60 deaths for 100 000 inhabit-
ants.96 !ese &gures would con&rm that most of the countries that are 
touched by violent deaths are not engaged in war. Are they at peace? 
!ey certainly are considered to be so on a map. !e country has been 
o#cially at peace since 1992, the year that the Salvadorian civil war 
ended and the United states government massively expulsed Salva-
dorian refugees.97 As a result, the Salvadorian gangs of Los Angeles, the 
US-based sections of the Mara Salvatruchas, returned to create more 
havoc in their former home country, resulting in the aforementioned 
grim statistics. Can peace be deadly and violent too? !e transcendence 
of the Chapultepec Peace Accords in El Salvador certainly has been so 
for many civilians over the last twenty years.

Peace and war are the two ends of an Aristotelian dualistic model. 
!is model, or paradigm, has been the basis of our modern thinking 
since Descartes separated mind and matter, and equaled human society 
to a machine.98 If you are not with us, you are against us, and if you are 
not at war, you are at peace. Nothing exists in between. !ere is a strong 
relationship between cause and e"ect when it comes to “peace” from a 
map perspective, what William Easterly refers to as the “planners’ peace”, 
and Oliver Richmond as “liberal peace”.99 According to this mode of 
thinking, peace comes with a few tools and recipes that will ensure its 
success. Most peace and con%ict trainings worldwide teach these tools 
to an army of soldiers either coming from peaceful/democratic states, or 
elites of the developing world that have a vested interest in maintaining 
a social status-quo that bene&ts both them and Western democracies. 
Before looking deeper into this assertion, let us examine not only some 
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of the results of mechanical peace, but also how its dualistic structure 
maintains con%ict in the long run.

!e case of Kashmir lends itself to the analysis of peace as a map, or 
a machine, as well as the anomalies that this paradigm creates and the 
con%icts that it maintains. First of all, the internationally visibility of 
the Kashmir issue has always been in relation to the two nation-states 
that are said to be in dispute over its territory, namely India and Paki-
stan.100 Seldom in the international media is the voice of the Kashmiri 
people heard, for if it was, the dualistic nation-state frame covering it 
would be broken over the possibility of a third option: an independent 
Kashmir. Is this third option a panacea though? Or is an independent 
Kashmir the recipe for yet another con%ict down the line? !e situation 
of Kosovo today, struggling to exist as a nation-state with strong ethnic 
minorities, amidst regional tensions and a global economic crisis, is not 
an encouraging precedent. Second, two of the main solutions conven-
tionally proposed to solve the Kashmiri issue are also deeply entrenched 
within the Cartesian frame of the nation-state. !ose are plebiscitary 
and partition approaches, respectively leaning toward an allegiance to 
India or Pakistan, or creating an international border between India 
and Pakistan, alongside a speci&c political community of Kashmiris.101 
Seeing Kashmir from the vantage point of either-or carries a strong 
dualistic pattern that has led the con%ict to be deemed intractable for 
years. Both solutions are deemed by Sumantra Bose to be obsolete, since 
they were based on a geopolitical paradigm that no longer exists; yet 
it is alongside those roadmaps for peace that the United Nations pres-
ence in the region has been based since 1949, through the UN Military 
Observer Group (UNMOGIP).102

A'er more than sixty years, one can safely ask: for whose peace has 
the UNMOGIP been working? Equally dubious, under these dualistic 
nation-state parameters has been the stance of the Kashmiri local 
political elite, siding alongside India or Pakistan, or merely calling for 
independence. Can everyone &nd themselves in the elite that represents 
them? Or is it the responsibility of everyone to &nd a solution to his or 
her daily problems? Can peace in Kashmir only take the form of the 
nation-state? Or do the peace roadmaps brought forward for so many 
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years merely maintain a status quo that keeps killing ordinary human 
beings on a daily basis?

!e death toll of the Kashmiri con%ict, on the Indian side, is esti-
mated to have been between 50,000 and 70,000 since 1947.103 !e ratio 
of security forces to inhabitants of Kashmir is one to six, hardly the 
hallmark of what is believed to be a democratic state. Communication 
in Kashmir has been restricted since the Delhi central government 
banned SMS messages a few years ago, roadblocks restrict people’s 
movements, demonstrations are o'en crushed with live ammunition, 
and individuals can be arrested on suspicion of involvement in anti-
government activities as established by a Kashmiri version of the post 
September 11th 2001 Patriot Act in the United states, the Army Special 
Forces Act.104 !e violence of Indian state repression is not con&ned to 
Kashmir, but is broadly applied to other nationalist movements, peas-
ants, so-called “dalits” or untouchables, and various ethnic groups, all 
in the name of upholding its sovereignty as a democratic nation-state.105 
In e"ect, India, as most other democratic states, puts forward a homog-
enous front that is jealously guarded in the name of its sovereignty, thus 
creating layers of visibility and invisibility in its projection of itself as 
a democracy.106 Anomalies again take the “invisible” form of arbitrary 
arrests of “opponents”, which can be ethnic groups, political factions, 
or minorities, o'en leading to their torture, brutal repression, and/or 
arbitrary detention. However, since those anomalies are deemed to be 
invisible, the democratic civil peace theory put forward by Gleditsch 
dares to contend that, in addition to not &ghting each other, democratic 
states maintains civil peace by upholding the rights of each and everyone 
of its citizens.107 Go tell that to Geovanni and Father Toño.

Democracy pertains to the transcendence of peace, while in e"ect, the 
model that it represents crushes the invisible, represses its anomalies. 
!is becomes a reinforcement of the dualistic model of liberal peace 
through democracy. In this sense, democracy and the civil peace theory 
is an o"set of a mechanistic paradigm that attempts, with utmost failure, 
to explain a static reality that is all but homogeneous, since it is highly 
complex, shi'ing, and as diverse as the human race. When the civil 
peace system is given a higher value than people, between 50,000 and 
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70,000 people die in Kashmir under the umbrella of democracy and a 
UN observer mission.

If democracy fails to cater for a complex non-dualistic reality, how 
about peace missions? Fisher and Zimina have sought to ask this very 
controversial question a few years ago, in an article called “Just wasting 
our time?”108 It is not the &rst occasion this question has been asked in 
the peace and con%ict studies circle, yet this article was widely circulated 
within the &eld, as it systematically reviews anomalies both within and 
resulting from peace missions, from the strings attached to the state 
funding of NGOs and INGOs, to the unhealthy competition between 
peace projects, and the questionable training and motivations of peace 
workers. Overall, this article claims that mission statements o'en remain 
within the dualistic vision of negative and positive peace, contained in 
turn within an overall transcendent peace-building vision, meaning 
that peace may only be established through the promotion of certain 
values and projects emanating from the global North. Whose peace are 
those missions working for: their funders, the survival of their projects-
based funding, their own administrations, their value-systems? When 
Fisher and Zimina contend that most vision statements rarely address 
structural violence or work toward deep cultural change, their narrative 
touches debates over revolutions and social change in general, reshuf-
%ing cards but not encouraging a paradigm shi'. While questioning 
the industry’s dismissal of con%ict as inherently bad, they challenge a 
dualistic vision of peace and con%ict, arguing that con%ict may also be 
a force for constructive transformation. !ey make the case for tran-
scending a technical approach to peace, within which peacebuilding is 
understood as &xing a car, again, challenging the Cartesian paradigm 
of peacebuilding. Yet, what happens in the &eld is mostly the expression 
of a highly fragmented peace, whose visible deliverables hide a forest of 
anomalies within which unsustainability reigns. Is this state of a"airs 
the result of a cynical approach to peace, or the mere re%ection of a 
dominant epistemology of control? Are the good intentions of peace 
workers su#cient to build peace, in this sense? Or is the notion that 
peace can be built fundamentally %awed?
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If the leap of faith toward paradigm shi's and the immanence of 
peace may be a reference, then the idea of “building peace” maybe the 
greatest %aw of the peace industry. Fisher and Zimina advocate a trans-
formative approach, Richmond a post-liberal one, Lederach an elicitive 
method, and this book, a decolonized epistemology.109 Much remains 
to be assessed within a spirit of complementarity, yet decolonizing 
peace requires a leap of faith. Could a closer look at the complexity of 
anomalies, from a non-mechanistic perspective, prepare the way for 
such a revelation?

Conclusion

Dysfunctional categories of peace not only illustrate domination, they 
maintain it, through the narrative of transcendent peacebuilding. !ose 
dysfunctional categories are based on emphasizing the duality between 
good and bad, the people worthy of being helped, and the others, falling 
outside the realm of assistance because they are not “worthy” victims, 
because they do not know their place, or because they want too much too 
soon. A linear thinking of cause to e"ect prevails in the dysfunctionality 
of peace building, whereby the prevalence of an outside interference is 
revered. Peace is presented as a sum of isolated elements in a neutral 
space, and equals to planting a tree in a concrete base. Benchmarks 
and impositions measure the window of time within which this tree 
can grow, and they do not take into account the environment within 
which they are being imposed. When violence epitomizes the state 
Paradigm, which maintains social peace, how can it not also prevail in 
peacebuilding, and why are we even surprised when peace operations 
turn violent toward the populations they are supposed to protect? !e 
next part of this book will look into the complexity of anomalies from 
a non-mechanistic perspective, and will attempt to enlarge the scope 
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of peace away from it being a mere re%ection of the mechanistic para-
digm of domination and control. A di"erent pair of lenses will be used 
to understand why some projects, concepts, ideas that may be called 
hybrid by some, actually are sustainable in their nature. Deconstruc-
tion uncovers anomalies, and their analysis enables us to comprehend 
the paradigm shi' that has already taken place. It is time for us, peace 
practitioners, to join in.
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III. Anomalies and the Invisible

In January 2001, four months into my PhD, I decided to go to Lebanon 
for my “&eld research”. I was supposed to spend at least a year of desk 
research beforehand so that the reality that I would &nd on the ground 
would be strongly situated within the existing parameters of Lebanese 
Studies. I had read all that I could &nd about Lebanon in my Irish 
university, and was determined to &nd out what was really going on in 
the “&eld.” Nothing could have prepared me to encounter such a di"erent 
reality. As soon as I arrived in Beirut, I could not recognize or match 
the world I had read about with my surroundings. I set o" to &nd a 
way to meet the Hezbollah with apprehension, hoping I would be able 
to meet them a'er a few months of intense networking on the ground. 
A'er all, they had been described in all the literature that I had read as a 
highly secretive organization. To my surprise, I found their details in the 
Yellow Pages, and was soon given a carte blanche to become acquainted 
with any of their social or media initiatives for the next two years.110 A 
fascinating experience came a few weeks later, when I visited the Irish 
army in their camp in Tebnin, South Lebanon. As part of their outreach 
initiatives toward the population of South Lebanon, they had decided to 
broker a farming initiative between Irish NGO Bothar, USAID-funded 
Mercy Corps International, and Hezbollah-funded Jihad al-Binaa. !e 
project was supposed to enhance farming capacities in the little town 
of Barachiit, with the innovative twist of linking all parts of the popula-
tion, Christian and Muslims alike, in the pursuit of a common goal.111 
I was so enthusiastic about it that I shared this with some journalists 
as soon as returned to Ireland, only to be scolded by the Irish Army 
spokesperson for publicly linking the Irish Army to the Hezbollah. No 
matter what was happening down South, back home, I was not expected 
to run against preconceived notions of what the rest of the world was 
supposed to look like. !e Hezbollah could not be seen as anything else 
than a group of religious fanatics. I was given a stern warning, should 
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I write about any of this, I could kiss any future collaboration with the 
Irish army goodbye. Somehow I did not mind, and in the years that 
followed, I have never looked back.

!e emergence of anomalies in a socio-political context can be as 
destructive as it can be productive. While anomalies represent the 
expression of deep issues within societies, they can be met by a variety of 
reactions, ranging from blatant attempts to suppress them to a resigned 
acceptance. When those anomalies are understood to be challenging 
the mere existence of the paradigm within which they emerge, they 
o'en tend to be subdued. Names are quick to be invoked, for those 
anomalies to be conveniently labeled and returned to their rightful 
place in the deviant spheres of the paradigm, the unmentionable invis-
ible. Life then returns to its normalcy, until the anomaly re-emerges, 
stronger than before. How can these anomalies be understood in their 
complexity as well as in relation to what they are revealing to us about 
the system within which they emerge? Should anomalies be understood 
in an alternative way? Can they shed light on what makes them alive, 
sustainable, complex, and unique? Once they are understood, can they 
be integrated within society’s core? Can they make a signi&cant contri-
bution to society? Revolution or reform, is that the question? In this 
chapter, I will look into three di"erent anomalies, to understand what 
they have, or have not brought to their surroundings, what elements of 
sustainability they harbor, and how their complexity can contribute to 
a wider debate on decolonizing peace.

The Lebanese Hezbollah, the Anomaly’s Visible

!e Hezbollah as we know it today was not “created” as such, rather, 
it came to exist as an “organizationally amorphous and rudimentary 
constellation of primarily Shi’i Islamic activists cells dedicated to &ghting 
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the Israeli army of occupation.”112 !ose cells were composed of all 
sorts of individuals and groups, some following religious leadership, 
others more secular, some &ghting a small-scale insurrection against 
the Israeli presence in South Lebanon, others involved in political 
resistance to social disparities in Lebanon, etc.113 !e growing discon-
tent within part of the Lebanese Shi’i population was expressed in the 
elaboration of various groups, which, in the early summer of 1982, 
gelled together.114 !is was a sensitive period of time when Lebanon 
was occupied by Israel, the Lebanese government was thought to be 
representing only the interests of the Christian ruling elite, and the 
traditional Shi’ite leadership of AMAL was increasingly resented for 
allegedly siding politically with the country’s elite.115 Shi’a Muslims in 
Lebanon had traditionally been at the bottom of the social scale, until 
they lived through a collective revival in the 1960s, symbolized by the 
charisma of Imam Musa Sadr, who traveled extensively through South 
Lebanon in his Volkswagen Beetle to spiritually, politically, and socially 
empower its Shi’a population.116 Imam Sadr soon founded the Movement 
of the Disinherited, but disappeared in Libya in 1978. !e movement’s 
armed wing and subsequently gentri&ed political outlet, AMAL, saw 
many of its more humble members become disenfranchised without the 
charisma of their popular leader. !ey chose to leave the party and form 
their own groups, spiritually aligned with the 1979 Islamic revolution in 
Iran and Lebanese Shi’a clerics.117 !ose groups, over the years, gathered 
into the formation that published its &rst manifesto in 1985, under the 
name of Hezbollah, the Party of God.118 Still, some associated groups 
came to prominence in October 1983 with suicide attacks against the 
American Marine compound and the French paratrooper barracks in 
Beirut, killing 299 soldiers, six civilians, and two suicide bombers. Even 
though the presence of the French and US as part of the Multi-National 
Force (MNF) was labeled as a peacekeeping operation, both France and 
the US soon became drawn into the Lebanese civil war, openly siding 
with the Lebanese Christian political elite against other parties to the 
con%ict.119 Not only did the MNF use its naval power against Druze 
&ghters above Beirut, it also launched air raids against training camps 
near Baalbeck in the Bekaa valey, where Iran was deemed to be training 
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the nascent Hezbollah.120 While an organization called Islamic Jihad 
claimed responsibility for the attack, denouncing the French and US 
involvement in the con%ict, it is widely believed to have been part of 
the future Hezbollah.121

It is in this context that the Hezbollah has never ceased to be labeled 
in the West as a terrorist group, embodying most clichés that pertain 
to such type of organization. !e public image of the Hezbollah is 
seemingly inseparable from indirect actions that took place more than 
thirty years ago. By way of a comparison, one can imagine the state of 
Israel constantly being referred to in the mainstream media as a rogue 
state, due to the bombing of the King David Hotel on July 22nd 1946, 
killing 91 people and injuring 46.122 Mass media reports and academic 
books, o'en named “Inside” the Hezbollah, as if it was di#cult to 
consult the Yellow Pages, rarely relinquish the sensationalist tempta-
tion to introduce the organization with the mention of the attack on 
the US Marines, followed by a string of well-known polarizing truisms 
including training camps, secretive hierarchies, charismatic leadership, 
Islamic fundamentalism, martyrdom, undigni&ed mothers ready to 
see their children blown to pieces, anti-Semitism, chanting fanatics, 
the state within the state, etc.123 !e mainstream of media reporting on 
and academic analyses of the organization are in fact situated within 
a frame that makes any complex understanding of the organization 
virtually impossible. Why indeed would anyone seek to understand 
the Hezbollah beyond the string of clichés that will make one’s media 
program popular, or one’s research project attractive to state funders, 
where the money actually is? As I mentioned earlier, the emergence of 
anomalies in a socio-political context can be as destructive as it can be 
productive. In the case of the Hezbollah in the 1980s, it was destructive, 
yet its persistence, %ourishing, and gentri&cation over the years can 
also allow us to understand what makes an anomaly sustainable, and 
perhaps more importantly, how its integration within society can allow 
it as a whole to thrive. Anomalies never emerge and sustain themselves 
out of a social vacuum; an understanding of their invisible aspects may 
therefore inform us of what transformations a decolonizing peace and 
con%ict studies may be able to undergo.
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Complex Adaptive Systems

What conceptual techniques could be used by a social scientist 
seeking to understand an organization outside its polarized/dual context? 
Foucault writes on the situation of knowledge from an epistemological 
perspective.124 What we see is informed by the conceptual techniques we 
are using. !us, the evolution of knowledge within a Cartesian framework 
will inevitably taint any analysis according to the polarized parameters 
of good and bad, from a mechanical perspective. My contention is that 
an analysis of the Hezbollah with a mechanical, hierarchical outlook 
might be extensive and undoubtedly scholarly, but will invariably fail 
to bring to light its most important features, the invisible ones. It might 
mention those features, yet its dualistic/mechanistic lens will never allow 
them to be seen outside of a Cartesian context. 125 Alagha has previously 
established some steady grounds on which to be built by describing 
the Hezbollah as a “sophisticated, complex, multifaceted, multilayered 
organization.”126 My own contribution to his pioneering work is to argue 
that the Hezbollah is more than the sum of its parts; it has formed and 
maintained itself as a complex, adaptive system.

Educator Donald Gilstrap writes about di"erent types of organizations 
that range from Cartesian/rigid to more organic/adaptive systems.127 
According to this vision, equilibrium-oriented systems are the more 
rigid type of organizations. !ey work as a closed circle, with limiting 
negative feedback loops that are solely bound to prevent change and move 
toward the stability of their point attractor, which bounds the “system 
to a stable position of rest.”128 !e negative feedback loops dampen and 
regulate “activity to keep it within a certain range,” and can be compared 
to a thermostat.129 

!ose organizations typically consume more human energy than they 
generate, since they operate in a closed circle. !at would be a typical 
hierarchical and rigid structure that may attract new membership but 
will invariably fail to sustain itself in the long term due to its rigidity. !e 
very mention of “sustainable peace” as a contemporary issue highlights 
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the failure of many peace initiatives to generate their own energy, to 
recognize that what make peace is people, not budget lines, structures, 
or hierarchies. A typical expression of an equilibrium-oriented system 
would be a project, NGO, or an organization that looses its momentum 
once its funding runs out; it can also be a project whose administration 
has taken over its core raison d’être, message, etc. !e UN would be a 
prime example of an equilibrium-oriented system, while its blue helmets’ 
sexual abuse of local populations would be the symptomatic expression 
of the burial of its moral compass under the weight of its ever-growing 
administration, its point attractor, hence the unsustainability of most 
of its “&eld” programs and initiatives.130

An alternative to this is the complex adaptive system, which, as its 
name suggests, describes an organic structure that is in constant adap-
tation and symbiosis with its environment. It manages a simultaneous 
state of order and disorder, while it exchanges energy with the outside 
world. It is a system with an ability to continuously re-emerge at more 
complex levels of development a'er having reached certain bifurcation 
points, which enable it to transform itself. Flexibility is one of the most 
important elements of this type of organization; it combines the presence 
of positive and negative feedback loops interacting with one another, 
and their patterns of connection are expressed in the emergence of a 
strange attractor. Instead of being geared toward a point attractor, which 
will keep everything in its place and be predictable, complex adaptive 
systems revolve around an attractor that is referred to as “strange” since 
it is a combination of “parameters [that] provide a boundary from 
which the system does not stray, yet the object’s movement within 
those parameters cannot be predicted within the framework of time 
or space.”131 Since the system is open to its environment, the behavior 
patterns of its feedback interactions cannot be predicted – hence the 
“strange” nature of the attractor – yet its patterns of behavior do appear 
to follow a certain %ow.132 To be able to grow and sustain themselves, 
organizations of this type depend on a combination of negative feedback 
loops, that will maintain their structure, and positive feedback loops, 
that will push the system into renewed courses.133
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The Formation and Nurturing of a Strange 
A"ractor

Taking an example from the private sector, a strange attractor can 
be formed and maintained through the nurturing of three elements: a 
shared vision that provides an alternative to traditional strategic planning, 
team processes that allow for the emergence of attractors, and constant, 
transparent information %ows that act as positive feedback mechanisms. 
To expand on the idea of a shared vision as an alternative to strategic 
planning, the elaboration of di"erent future scenarios around a common 
vision are thought to allow each member of the system to “interpret” 
the di"erent possibilities envisaged within it from the point of view of 
their own knowledge and experiences. No future course is set in stone, 
with rigid steps laid out to attain it, rather, space is le' for unpredictable 
parameters to enter the future equation without necessarily derailing a 
“strategic plan,” since what matters is the common vision. !is vision 
allows the organizational dynamic to continue %owing regardless of 
external disruptions. Team processes, another element that is vital to 
the emergence of a strange attractor in this context, are characterized by 
their propensity to auto-organize, share their vision and responsibilities, 
and auto-regulate. !e experience of Dee Hock, founder of the Visa 
Company, a modest horizontal structure that bases its entire activity on 
logistically facilitating trust between banks worldwide, is an illustration 
of how team processes are a vital element of complex adaptive systems. 
Indeed, team processes guided by a shared vision and an aversion to 
hierarchies have made Visa one of the most renowned &nancial institu-
tions worldwide.134 Finally, constant and transparent information %ows 
are not only associated with the emergence of auto-organization, they 
are also paramount in keeping motivation, a sense of belonging, and a 
collective vision intact.135

In terms of fostering the emergence of a complex adaptive system, 
chaos theory refers to three non-linear phases.136 !e least complex 
of these is o'en described using the metaphor of turbulence, where 
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uncertainties and doubts are able to %ow into a collective space, gener-
ally as a result of the rigidities and dissatisfactions inherent to a point 
attractor system. !is phase emulates a degree of freedom a'er the 
letting-go of a cripplingly rigid structure. Examples of this may be the 
chaos of a revolution, or the avid reading of a writer before entering a 
more creative phase. Once uncertainties and chaos have been allowed 
to enter the common sphere, and have been structured by a combina-
tion of negative feedback loops with speci&c social, spiritual, or internal 
parameters, there is a phase of bifurcation and ampli&cation where the 
turbulence will form a vortex whose combination of feedback loops will 
gather around a set of parameters that provide both a boundary and 
space for unpredictable movements, symbolized in the strange attractor. 
!en comes another phase, characterized by an open %ow of creativity 
and a nurturing of the complex adaptive system. !is process can be 
seen as non-linear and non-hierarchical, as the complex adaptive system 
is in constant interaction with outside in%uences. !us, this depicted 
cycle of evolution remains in constant %ow, and should the internal 
adaptability of the system become rigid, then it will move toward an 
equilibrium-oriented shadow of itself, or a hybrid system symbolized 
by the emergence of a periodic attractor: which may allow for cosmetic 
%exibility but not for structural change. A democratic revolution, as 
understood in chapter two as a reshu)ing of political cards, illustrates 
this type of in-between system.

Hezbollah’s Invisible: The wil#yat al-faqïh

While the visible face of the Hezbollah as an anomaly can be seen 
in most journalistic and academic depictions of the organization, its 
invisible nature is far more complex than anticipated by most self-
appointed specialists. What if the Hezbollah was a complex adaptive 



III. Anomalies and the Invisible!79

system? Revisiting the concept of the formation of the Hezbollah not as 
a self-proclaimed hierarchy of individuals but as a gradual aggregation of 
communities over the summer of 1982, one understands better how the 
organization emerged from a network of individuals to a community of 
like-minded groups with one shared vision: social and political equality 
for the Shi’i of Lebanon. Originally, the Hezbollah existed primarily as 
a military group with the immediate goal of ridding Lebanon of the 
presence of what it considered to be foreign invaders: the US, France, 
and of course the non-recognized state of Israel, routinely referred to 
as the Zionist entity.137 Its long-term goal to “[give] all [their] people 
the opportunity to determine their fate and to choose with full freedom 
the system of government they want” has been less salient both in the 
media and academic literature.138 !is objective referred to the Lebanese 
consociational system of democracy, which was based on sectarianism 
and not on proportional representation, favoring the Christian Maronite 
population over the Shi’i, the largest group.139 Understandably, the 
title of the &rst Hezbollah manifesto, published in 1985, refers to its 
community as the “downtrodden,” rising against social, political and 
economic oppression, and calling on other parts of Lebanese society, 
namely the Christian Maronite working classes, to join their ranks as 
downtrodden. It is in these terms that the Hezbollah can be understood 
as an anomaly, bursting out of a perceived unjust, locked, point attractor 
system that can no longer be sustained. !is phase in the history of the 
Hezbollah can be referred to as a turbulence phase, coming as a result 
of the point attractor of the Lebanese political life, its elitist consocia-
tional system, which at the time was symbolized for some Shi’i by the 
perceived secularist gentri&cation of AMAL against the best interest of 
Lebanon’s Shi’a population.140
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Figure III-1: Hezbollah as a turbulence

Within this turbulence, an aggregation of negative and positive feed-
back loops slowly emerged (see Figure III-1). Of primary importance 
to the Lebanese Hezbollah from before it declared itself to the world 
in 1982 to its &rst bifurcation point was the concept of the wil$yat 
al-faq%h, namely the ‘guardianship of the jurisprudent.’ !is concept 
emerged in 1978 from Iran in the writings of Imam Khomeini, and 
was seen at the time as a revolutionary concept linking the political and 
religious spheres for the &rst time in the history of Shi’i Islam.141 While 
much international attention was placed on the relationship between 
Iran and the Hezbollah, in terms of military training, &nancing, and 
political support, a detailed understanding of the wil$yat al-faq%h has 
seldom entered the international academic sphere, let alone the “inside 
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Hezbollah”-type media reporting, yet it is at the core of any complex 
understanding of the party.142 

!is concept places the political within the spiritual, rendering the 
highest religious authority the title of “Supreme Leader.” According to 
this model, Islamic jurists, whose role before was con&ned to “settling 
legal disputes, collecting religious taxes, implementing statutory penal-
ties (…) and administering the &nances of minors and the intellectually 
impaired” became “invested with much wider powers, including (…) the 
undertaking of jihad, overseeing the process of individual rectitude and 
social conformity, and, (…) responsibility for government,” all under the 
overarching guidance of the Supreme Leader.143 Of importance to this 
concept are not only governance aspects, but also the spiritual features of 
individual integrity, social conformism, and humility, in emulation of the 
humble and pious lifestyle of Supreme Leader Imam Khomeini. Within 
a Lebanese political context of clientelism, nepotism, and corruption, 
the wil$yat al-faq%h as a spiritual-political concept was nothing short 
of revolutionary, a rupture with the political tradition and system from 
which the Hezbollah as an anomaly emerged.144 !is epistemological 
break, alongside a strong element of armed resistance, was still char-
acterized within a relatively closed structure whose parameters were 
&xed by the Iranian concept of wil$yat al-faq%h. As the 1985 manifesto 
stipulated, the Lebanese political structure as such was seen as illegiti-
mate, hence while the Hezbollah was granted a signi&cant amount of 
popular support, its religious element was far from an overall liberal 
Lebanese social tradition. A strict understanding of religion, in fact, may 
have transformed the turbulence into a rigid near-equilibrium, whose 
point attractor was a zealous understanding of religion. !e negative 
feedback loops were close to asphyxiating the Hezbollah as potentially 
organic system. Many authors picked on the bigotry that existed then, 
manifested in the closing of co"ee shops, prohibition of alcohol, the 
harassment of women in the streets of Beirut, etc. As Jaber recalls: “[w]
omen who were considered to be dressed in an improper manner were 
o'en harassed by the radical newcomers – Hezbollah militiamen – 
and rumors circulated that acid had been thrown at girls dressed in an 
‘un-Islamic’ way as a lesson to others.”145
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Hezbollah’s Transformation As a Complex 
Adaptive System

In the early 1990s, the party found itself torn between a strict abiding 
to Iran and its wilāyat al-faqīh, or an existence as a Lebanese entity, 
not abandoning the wil$yat al-faq%h, but interpreting it within some 
contextual parameters. !ese were times of political renewal in Lebanon, 
following the signing of the 1989 Taef peace agreement, which marked 
the end of civil war. While all militias were disarmed as part of this 
agreement, the Hezbollah was spared as the Israeli occupation of South 
Lebanon made it a resistance movement in the eyes of some, despite the 
contestations of others.146 As a result of these accords, it was decided 
within the group that its identity ought to be legitimized by as many 
people as possible within Lebanon, not only their community. !is led to 
the Hezbollah’s participation in the 1992 parliamentary elections, since 
the consociational system requires any political party to forge alliances 
with other sects within the country. Alagha characterizes the Hezbol-
lah’s relationship with the wil$yat al-faq%h according to three phases. 

In the &rst two phases, between 1982 and 1992, the group considered 
the elaboration of an Islamic state in Lebanon to be their primary goal, 
modi&ed somewhat in the second phase, which focused on how to deal 
with Lebanese a"airs. !e third phase saw the party change its interpreta-
tion of the wil$yat al-faq%h, with the blessing of Imam Khamenei, Imam 
Khomeini’s successor, in order to participate in Lebanon’s political life, 
signifying a shi' from “exclusion to inclusion,” from a desire for Islamic 
revolution to one of reform within the Lebanese political system.147 !is 
shi', coupled with the expansion of the party’s social programs, the 
opening of their TV channel al-Manar, and other e"orts to reach out to 
the larger Shi’i and Lebanese population, allowed for the turbulence to 
reach a bifurcation point that enhanced the complexity of the aggrega-
tion of loops and allowed for the formation of a complex vortex-like 
structure (see Figure III-2).
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Figure III-2: Hezbollah, from turbulence to vortex

!e wil$yat al-faq%h, whose originally strict interpretation made it a 
negative feedback loop among others, evolved into a strange attractor, 
whose spiritual parameters allowed for the Hezbollah as a system to be 
in constant movement, developing an internal %exibility in relation to 
its incorporation into Lebanese political life. Its adaptability allowed 
for energy to %ow into the system, and also for it to renew itself. !e 
Hezbollah as a complex adaptive system was in full movement.

Nurturing the Hezbollah’s strange attractor was a shared vision 
of political reform, a team process within which the promotion and 
development of its civil society elements was paramount, and a constant 
%ow of information through Friday sermons, its media apparatus, social 
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gatherings, and speci&c groups such as the Women’s Section, etc. While 
the stabilizing elements of the vortex can be seen as its clerical basis, 
its armed branch, and its jurisprudence, its amplifying elements are its 
political inclusion of both card-carrying members and sympathizers 
across sects, its vast network of schools, hospitals, rural development 
organizations, cultural gatherings, etc. While most academic debates 
on the &nances of the party revolve around the material help of both 
Iran and Syria, as might have been the case in the past, this is now an 
incomplete reading of the situation. While the Imam Khamenei sends a 
signi&cant amount of funding every year, the Hezbollah owns a consider-
able number of businesses throughout the country, generating income 
for the party, and it also bene&ts from investment ventures, as well as the 
Islamic tax of khum.148 Within all this are bonding elements that hold 
together the structure of positive and negative feedback loops. !ese are 
invisible elements of care, inspiration, emotion, common practice, etc. 
!ese bonding elements, which cannot be quanti&ed, are at the core of 
the system’s sustainability; they are the generators of energy within the 
system. !ey account for its endurance. !e fact that most Hezbollah 
political leaders live within their communities, not in separate mansions 
but in the southern suburbs of Beirut, that their children attend the same 
schools as those of basic militants, that they all receive treatment in the 
same hospitals, brings inspiration to the least successful economically, 
and maintains the bonds between party members.149 !e fact that the 
party’s charitable organizations look a'er the least fortunate in providing 
them jobs is also a source of invaluable support. !e party is perceived 
to be connected to the population it represents, and this is what matters. 
Looking at the Hezbollah as a complex adaptive system enables us to 
understand it as an anomaly that has been able to sustain itself for years. 
What if its chaotic elements, such as its strange attractor, its loops, and 
its bonding aspects, could be made available to the formation of peace 
as an inherently sustainable system? What more, in the evolution of 
such a system, can we learn about its sustainability?



III. Anomalies and the Invisible!85

The Anomaly’s Sustainability As a Complex 
Adaptive System: A Given?

A complex adaptive system is by de&nition alive, organic. Has the 
Hezbollah ever emerged as an even more complex organization, as 
could be expected by Gilstrap’s third phase, characterized by the open 
%ow of creativity? In 2009, the Hezbollah published a new manifesto 
describing a “momentous time full of change” and the transformations 
that the party has made while facing it.150 It clearly rea#rms its willing-
ness to become part of the Lebanese political system and calls for it to 
be reformed into a consensual democracy, in order to proportionally 
represent the Shi’i community of Lebanon, the overwhelming majority 
in terms of numbers.151 While the evolution of the Hezbollah over time is 
undeniable, if one studies it beyond the terrorism frame commonly used 
both in the media and academia, elements of auto-organization and the 
supposed lack of hierarchy can certainly be called into question. While 
the presidency of the party, through the position of Secretary General, 
was initially thought to be rotating as a way for the party avoid being 
weakened should its leader be killed, Sayeed Nasrallah has occupied 
this position since 1992, more than 20 years. Has this consolidation of 
power hampered the party’s complex adaptability? Since Imam Khamenei 
named Sayeed Nasrallah as his religious deputy in Lebanon in 1995, one 
might conclude that his role is now perceived to have gained a spiritual 
edge, within the realm of the wil$yat al-faq%h.152 In any case, apart from 
the Secretary General, positions continue to rotate within the spheres 
of party, where one never remains in one post for an extensive period of 
time.153 !is is thought to limit the potential for nepotism. In terms of 
auto-organization, it is di#cult to ascertain, from an outside perspec-
tive, if those dynamics are pertinent to the daily functioning of each 
part of the system.

Has the inclusion of the Hezbollah within the Lebanese political scene 
changed its popular appeal to ordinary Lebanese? Has the party become 
less dynamic in recent years? As a primary opposition party within the 
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Lebanese political system, the Hezbollah failed to convince a signi&cant 
part of the Lebanese population in the June 2009 legislative elections. 
!ose elections, following 537 days of political deadlock within the 
government, did not bring the Hezbollah political alliance a majority 
of seats in the Parliament. A few months later, the party issued its new 
political manifesto as another strong statement of its commitment to 
Lebanese political life. Its strange attractor was nurtured in terms of 
information %ows, but will this be enough to reach another bifurcation 
point? Will this be enough for the Hezbollah to convince a larger part 
of the Lebanese population of its inclusion within Lebanon at large? In 
the meantime, how will the system face up to the challenges that could 
render it more rigid, a hybrid point-attractor system, or worse, a near-
equilibrium system? When the invisible elements of the anomaly are 
made obsolete, its sustainability evaporates.

Le"ers from Abbo"abad

In the eyes of the Hezbollah, no book chapter ought to join discussions 
on them and al-Qaeda, since both organizations are highly di"erent in 
their mission, their political philosophies, and, more importantly, their 
spirituality: the Hezbollah pertains to Shi’i Islam, and al-Qaeda to Sunni 
Islam. Both branches of Islam are now undertaking a low-intensity 
con%ict within the Muslim world. None of the political events occurring 
in Afghanistan, Bharein, Iraq, or Syria can be understood without taking 
this religious war into account.154 Given this context, it would be trivial 
to see any collusion or collaboration existing between the Hezbollah and 
al-Qaeda. !e two organizations have much more to divide them than 
bring them together, yet they can both be understood as anomalies. In 
terms of their organizational structures, they ought to be compared in 
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order to contribute to this chapter’s discussion of elements of sustain-
ability pertaining to complex adaptive systems. 

In 2006, I was asked to write a chapter on al-Qaeda for a book on non-
violence and counter-terrorism. I accepted the challenge, but thought it 
would be impossible to reconcile counter-terrorism and non-violence 
in the same publication. !at was until I realized that acts of terrorism 
are perpetrated by insurgencies, and that al-Qaeda considered itself at 
the time as a global insurgency. I concluded my chapter with a quota-
tion of British Home Secretary John Reid, who warned that al-Qaeda 
might be winning the war of ideas in the Muslim world.155 At that time, 
many signs showed the potential sustainability of al-Qaeda since it had 
become an idea, rather than a traditionally hierarchical dyadic system. 
As its ideas spread across the globe through the speeches of Usama bin 
Laden, its cells auto-organized into planning and carrying out their own 
operations, and popular support seemed to be gaining momentum. In 
this sense, al-Qaeda could be understood as a kind of turbulence made 
of both negative and positive feedback loops (see Figure III-3).



88!Decolonizing Peace

 Figure III-3: al-Qaeda’s vortex until the mid 2000’s

What happened in the period between 2006 and 2012, during which 
Usama bin Laden was killed, and the organization failed to sustain itself? 
Months before his death, Usama bin Laden wrote a series of letters in 
which he recognized mistakes made by some parts of the system that 
precipitated a massive loss of popular support, especially the indiscrimi-
nate killing of other Muslims, the strategic mistakes, and the needless 
terrorizing of the general public.156 Are those mistakes, and the killing 
of Usama bin Laden, enough to understand the demise of the system, 
and the failure of the turbulence to reach a bifurcation point that would 
have formed its strange attractor, and made it into a vortex?

At the onset of the Islamic Revolution in Iran, French philosopher 
Michel Foucault wrote a series of reports in which he presented a strong 
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analysis of the “political spiritualism” of the Iranian Revolution, antici-
pating its sustainability due to the alchemy between metaphysical and 
nationalistic dimensions, fusioned in the wil$yat al-faq%h.157 His analysis 
was dismissed at the time as “infantile le'ism,” yet he succeeded in 
showing the relevance of understanding the sustainable features of the 
system, and by default the Lebanese Hezbollah, from a chaos theory 
perspective.158 Another one of Foucault’s analyses posited an “analogy 
between democracy and Shī’īsm, on the one hand, and Sunnīsm and 
tyranny, on the other.”159 While I am tempted to agree, as such an analysis 
would account for the loss of public support to al-Qaeda between 2006 
and 2012, I would do so in more subtle terms, referring to the space 
for %exibility within the complex adaptive system of the Hezbollah, as 
opposed to that of al-Qaeda, the presence of many positive feedback 
loops with the Lebanese social structure, as well as the strong establish-
ment and nurturing of bonding elements within that system.

While al-Qaeda had undoubtedly formed a turbulence in 2006, its 
decline was due to the fact that its Sunni Muslim precepts were inter-
preted in a rigid manner by its supporters, who spent disproportionate 
amounts of time enforcing unpopular measures such as the trimming 
of one’s beard, the banning of jeans, deemed too westernized, the killing 
of female goats whose genital parts were not covered, or, its all time 
low, the banning of the purchase of suggestively-shaped vegetables by 
women, such as cucumbers.160 

Moreover, there was no bounding with local populations, only fear 
of summary executions at the whim of uneducated Islamic thugs. In 
terms of amplifying loops, al-Qaeda in Iraq never brought a strong 
network of social support. In fact, it seemed to many that they were 
only bringing fear, death, and destruction, hardly the basis for 
popular support.161 While Shi’i Islam is strictly geared toward juris-
prudence, which makes it relevant to everyday issues and circum-
stances, Sunni Islam seems to be limited to the dry precepts of the 
Qur’an, thus giving space for zealots to ban women from buying 
cucumbers. Can there be any formation of a strange attractor in a 
Sunni context? !e rule of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt will 
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hopefully begin to answer this, and hopefully challenge Foucault’s 
assertion. In relation to our understanding of anomalies and chaos 
theory, al-Qaeda, at the time of Usama bin Laden’s death, had 
morphed into an equilibrium-oriented system (see Figure III-4). Its 
leader had understood this, as his last letters indicate.162 

Figure III-4: al-Qaeda as an equilibrium-oriented system

So far, anomalies have been described and analyzed in a violent 
context; what can anomalies within a non-violent framework bring to 
our unfolding discussion of decolonizing peace theory? What other 
invisible parts of anomalies can complement our organic conceptualiza-
tion of sustainability?



III. Anomalies and the Invisible!91

An Ordinary Woman, Almost

Sampat Pal Devi is an ordinary Indian woman.163 She was born in a 
remote village of Uttar Pradesh, was married o" to a farmer at the age 
of twelve, and gave birth to the &rst of her &ve children when she was 
&'een. Nothing in her life was meant to be of any relevance to the outside 
world. She was born and raised to be a dutiful wife and mother, serve 
her in-laws, and above all, abide by her social caste and system. From 
a very early age, Sampat challenged some of the expectations placed 
on her. She never understood why her brother would be allowed to 
go to school, and while she would be expected to stay behind helping 
her parents. So one day, she decided to follow her brother to school 
and started eavesdropping on his alphabet lessons. She reiterated the 
experience as o'en as she could, until her uncle caught her and decided 
to help enroll her as a fully-%edged pupil. !is was Sampat’s &rst act of 
rebellion and victory, the &rst of many. Upon reaching puberty, she was 
deemed eligible to share her husband’s household, and moved to her 
in-laws. Her relationship with her mother-in-law was never one of love 
or respect. As a new bride, her status was that of a house-slave, and her 
mother-in-law was violent toward her. As the con%ict between them 
escalated, she rebelled again and again, and was sentenced to death 
by her new family. !is common practice in rural Indian households 
amounts to banishing the rebellious wife to a garden shed where she will 
die of starvation. Sampat did not accept this fate, and appealed to village 
elders to mediate between her and her in-laws. By then, her husband 
had also taken her side against his parents. All this was unheard of. As a 
daughter-in-law, she was supposed to be graceful in starvation, but then 
again, Sampat was “special.” !e mediation awarded Sampat’s husband 
his share of inheritance from his parents, and they le' for another part 
of the village to start a new life.

Since she knew how to sow, read and write, she started a school 
where she was able to share all her skills with all the women that sought 
education. She was giving back the chance that her uncle had given her 
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all those years ago. As a young couple exposed to rural life outside the 
security of a family sphere, life was not easy for Sampat and her husband. 
Nevertheless, all started to fall back into place a'er a few years, almost. 
Her exposure to the world outside of a family structure, coupled with 
her traumatic experience of domestic abuse, made Sampat more aware 
of what was occurring around her, to her neighbors and loved ones. She 
realized that her plight as a young bride in a violent household was part 
of the structural violence prevalent within the Indian caste system. Her 
fate was that of millions of others. She saw Brahmin, people of higher 
castes, spoliate members of lower castes; she witnessed humiliations, 
public beatings, etc. One day, she happened to pass by when a Brahman 
was hitting a man of lower caste, a Chamar. She asked him to stop, he 
didn’t, and before she could even think about it, she hit him. Realizing 
how far she had gone, she %ed to the Chamars’ quarters and rallied 
more than a hundred women to follow her down to the police station. 
On paper, India is a human rights heaven, all fundamental rights are 
respected, the caste system is banned, and it is illegal for anyone to hit 
someone from a lower caste. In practice, the caste system is still rampant 
and violence prevails. A'er reaching the police station with her group, 
Sampat asked to register a complaint denouncing the act of violence 
she had witnessed earlier. A'er refusing to oblige, the policeman was 
shown the group of supportive women sitting outside, and &nally agreed 
to lodge the complaint. !is was a victory, not only for Sampat, but also 
for the lower castes of her village, which collectively lost their fear of 
the higher castes and even elected a Chamar as village representative, 
an unprecedented move.

Once again, Sampat did the unthinkable: she ate at the new village 
representative’s house. According to the caste system, since she had 
consumed the food and water of an untouchable, she too had become 
one. Following a series of other similar moves, in which she assumed 
she would make people realize the absurdity of their traditions, it was 
considered that she had gone too far. Both her in-laws and the higher 
castes of the village decided to put a contract on her head. !ey contacted 
&ve dada, hit men, to kill her. Sampat was unaware of this until one of 
them, a distant cousin, greeted her and asked about the sewing teacher 
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in the village. She replied that she knew who this woman was, and he 
then con&ded that he was to murder her with four of his colleagues, 
for the sum of 10,000 Rupees, about $180. She decided to invite the 
&ve of them for dinner before revealing that she was the person they 
were looking for. A'er a lavish meal, she disclosed her identity, asking 
them to listen to her full story before deciding to kill her or not. As she 
explained her past actions, which challenged the structural violence 
that they too had been subjected to during their lives, they unanimously 
decided to decline the contract that had been o"ered to them. !e same 
night, Sampat decided to leave town and start a new life elsewhere, once 
again. She realized that this was a close call, and that she might not be 
so fortunate the next time.

The Great NGO Scheme

Her new life was to be set in the little town of Badaosa, close to her 
parents’ village, where she &rst opened her learning center, and later her 
own self-help women’s group. !is self-help idea was en vogue at the 
time, as was the founding of an NGO. Sampat’s group was not estab-
lished to carry out international or government-funded projects, and 
had no &xed monetary compensation to o"er anyone, including her. 
Rather, it informed women of their rights in terms of inheritance, as 
well as domestic and civic life. It brought women together in solidarity 
with one another, and it also navigated the Indian bureaucracy around 
land reform laws, passed decades before, ensuring that their applica-
tion would be to the bene&t of the lowest castes. Sampat, in a way, was 
more of a social worker or a lawyer than classic NGO worker. One day, 
as she was helping a group of women to open bank accounts, she met 
a man called Jay Prakash. He was working for his own NGO, gathering 
groups of women opening bank accounts on the basis that with their 
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joint funds, they would later be able to secure loans for investment in 
the local economy. !is was supposed to be a win-win for everyone 
involved, NGOs, banks, and the government, and of course women, 
would be able to expand their businesses, while paying a minimum of 
20% interest rates. Jay o"ered Sampat a job with his organization and 
she accepted. For every group she would put together, Sampat would 
receive 500 Rupees, and for every loan secured with a bank, Jay’s NGO 
would receive 2000 Rupees.

Sampat was a natural at gathering women under this government 
scheme, as they had complete trust in her. In a few weeks, the NGO had 
become eligible to secure more than 100,000 rupees. !is was never to 
materialize, however, as Jay’s two other workers had registered many of 
the groups with a separate NGO that they had established themselves. 
Since Jay had put all his savings into his NGO to keep it a%oat until the 
government money came, he was le' with nothing. !e few women 
groups that both he and Sampat managed to keep to their name never 
obtained the government reward, as their case government o#cer 
wanted a cut in their earnings. A sad realization dawned on both Jay and 
Sampat: their women’s groups would be indebted for years as a result 
of this scheme; it was not a win-win a'er all. !e &nancial autonomy 
encouraged in Sampat’s original scheme was replaced with the burden 
of debt. Sampat helped Jay back on his feet with one very clear lesson 
learned: they would never open a traditional NGO and would never 
focus their community activities on money. What this episode had 
taught them was that none of the people actually supposed to bene&t 
from these schemes ever did. !ere was no individual or community 
empowerment in this.
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Gulabi

A new beginning was called for, in the same town, with the same 
women, but this time on the basis of all but monetary values. Sampat’s 
extensive network would be completed by Jay’s astute experience of the 
Indian social and legal system. Joining e"orts, both would be able to 
have a deeper impact in their community. As Jay put it: “I knew she was 
capable of greater things than I could ever imagine, so I stepped aside 
and decided to support her in whatever she would undertake.” Many 
cases came to Sampat and Jay as news spread by word of mouth, and 
their network soon grew beyond the frontiers of their district. !e cases 
that came to them were varied: an abusive husband, a corrupt police 
o#cer, a rogue NGO scheme, etc. One day, she was called to a nearby 
village to help a'er a local Brahman had decided to build his new house 
not only on communal grounds, but also, and more importantly, on the 
only pathway that joined one end of the village to another. One founda-
tion wall was already built: Sampat decided to destroy it. She realized 
that her strength was her network of men and women, and that due to 
cultural issues, women would never be arrested en masse for destroying 
the wall, which they did in a few hours, before going to the police the 
next day and denouncing the building as illegal.

A'er this episode, Sampat realized that the group not only needed 
a name or recognition: it needed a symbol. She chose a pink Sari, the 
only color that was not political, and the latee, the traditional weapon 
of her caste, a wooden stick. From then on, the group would be called 
the Gulabi Gang, as gulabi means pink in Hindi. !is was a bifurcation 
point; as soon as women would gather, their colored uniforms and name 
gave them a sense of collective recognition. Would others take them 
seriously? !e case that gave Sampat and her network recognition in 
their community was when they were asked by two of their members 
to tackle the issue of government subsidized food being illegally sold by 
corrupt government stores employees. In India, the poorest are issued a 
Below Poverty Line card by the government, which allows them to buy 
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subsidized food at a lower price than that of the market. O'en, there is 
no grain in government stores, having been resold at the markets. What 
Sampat and her gang did was to follow the trucks that were moving the 
food, highjack them if needed, and hold them until the police arrested 
the culprits. Many were arrested in connection to this, and the police 
and district magistrates eventually grew impatient at all the extra work. 
One day, the police arrested two men connected to a government store, 
at the result of a routing &ght, but kept one of them detained for ten 
days because he was the husband of a Gulabi Gang member. Sampat 
and her women came to the local police station demanding the release 
of this man, and when thugs came to intimidate her and started to hit 
her, she used her latee against them. As a policeman came out to arrest 
her for the violence she used against the thugs, she hit him with her latee 
too. Soon, the thugs and the policeman were surrounded by dozens of 
armed angry women, in plain sight of other police o#cers who never 
came to help their colleague. Sampat and her gang had again done the 
unthinkable; another bifurcation point had been reached. Powerful men 
were scared. Even though Sampat was going to have trouble with the 
law, all now knew that she and her group were capable of resorting to 
violence in extreme cases.

An Open Circle of Help

Since this famous incident, the Gulabi Gang has been evolving quickly, 
with more than 60,000 active members in the network, one-third men 
and two-thirds women. All members have to pay 100 rupees to become 
part of the network, a substantial amount of money for people of modest 
resources. With this amount of money, women receive their pink sari, 
and the help that they need from Sampat and her gang. !is is the only 
condition for getting the help they need, which according to Sampat 
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“is not a one way street.” She explains: “many NGOs give, give and give, 
and everyone is used to taking without ever o"ering anything in return. 
!is does not help people on the long-term, keeps them in a cycle of 
dependency.” From her perspective, only in helping another does one 
realize that he or she can challenge the basis of structural violence 
within society, since with this help comes the consideration that one 
will never be alone in “doing the right thing.” Not every member of the 
gang needs help from Sampat. When she is not busy with a case, she 
organizes rallies in the center of villages to expose people to the gang. 
To promote her network, she does not use typical tools with pie charts, 
speeches, or testimonies: she uses local folklore. She sings her own songs 
with everyone learning the words as she goes along. She organizes plays 
where the social situations she encounters most are played and remedied 
on the spot, her own instinctual theatre of the oppressed. !ose gather-
ings can last hours, and their pinnacle remains the self-defense training 
that she gives, teaching women how to use their latee against violent 
husbands, potential rapists, etc.

One woman was not so fortunate as to have received that training. 
I met Lila Wati when she was seven months pregnant. She had come 
to Sampat’s house with her ten-year-old boy. !ey were beggars. Seven 
months before this, as she had recently become a widow, she was raped 
by two Brahmin while working in a &eld. She became pregnant, and 
her husband’s family used this as a pretext to shun her and her son. She 
was thrown in the streets, and &rst came to see Sampat when she was 
&ve months pregnant. Sampat o"ered to help her press charges against 
her aggressors, but all she wanted was money to survive with her son. 
Sampat gave her 1000 rupees, told her to &nd a place to live and to 
come back soon. She never returned until the day we met. She was in a 
desperate state this time, and asked for more money from Sampat. As 
I listened to their conversation, I felt an overwhelming urge to help, to 
make things better for her and her son, to take her in my arms and tell 
her it was all going to be &ne. I discreetly asked Sampat if I could give 
her money, and she became furious. A'er two days with her, I still had 
not understood anything. She said to both of us: “how dare you ask for 
more money, and you, do you think that throwing cash at her problem 
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will help her? She might want help, but she does not want to help herself. 
” I realized I was completely o" the mark. Sampat o"ered for Lila to stay 
with her until her baby was born, to help her press charges against her 
aggressors and to train her as a seamstress so that she would be able 
to make a living for herself a'er her baby was born. As a counterpart, 
she asked Lila to be a gang member and to help others when the need 
arose. Lila refused, she replied that she preferred to be a beggar at reli-
gious festivals, that she was making good money, and that she enjoyed 
her freedom. A short-term monetary gain against a long-term ability 
to sustain herself: it was her choice entirely. Sampat told her that she 
was not ready to help herself through helping others, but that her door 
would always be opened to her. !is was the greatest lesson that I could 
ever learn. Assistance has to come at the right moment.

A Self-Organized Chaos

More than just an interesting story, the episodes of Sampat’s life illus-
trate a cycle of renewal that eventually leads to the formation of a vortex. 
!e selected details shared above show a series of bifurcation points in 
the life of Sampat that have added to the complexity of the turbulence 
around her. An aggregation of positive feedback loops provoked a 
persistent thread of change and renewal in her life – &rst learning how 
to read and write, then moving out of her in-laws, then moving out of 
town, then her failed NGO venture – and these, combined with the 
positive feedback loops of her constantly challenging the frontiers of 
her condition and that of those around her, added complexity to the 
turbulence (Figure III-5), and resulted in the formation of a vortex 
once she had met Jay Prakash, identi&ed her network as her primary 
strength, and realized that an open circle of help was the sustainability 
of her network (Figure  III-6). 
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Figure III-5: Sampat’s life seen as a turbulence

!e coupling of both negative and positive feedback loops resulted in 
a bifurcation point with the realization that the network’s social fabric 
was more important than any money-driven NGO, and favored the 
emergence of a strange attractor, nurtured by the circle of help, the self-
organized nature of network, and the symbolism of the color pink. Some 
stabilizing elements to the network include the presence of people such 
as Jay, who put their long-term experience of India’s civil society scene 
toward the amplifying of the structure, and the fact that the network is 
indigenous to that particular part of the Indian Uttar Pradesh. Another 
stabilizing element, interestingly, is the Indian legislation, which legally 
sanctions all actions of the gang. Nothing that they are doing actually falls 
outside the remit of Indian law, apart from, maybe, the aforementioned 
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incident with the police o#cer. !at incident established an aura of 
deterrence to the network, which could be interpreted as an amplifying 
element, alongside the word to mouth, networking, folkloric meetings, 
the history of the network, and of course, creativity. Sampat’s creativity 
in playing outside the boundaries of her caste and tradition can also be 
seen as an amplifying element. In relation to bonding elements, we &nd 
advice between members, compassion shown for one another in the 
open circle of help, the care shown to one another, the love in humanity, 
mutual trust, and the constant solidarity for one another. All these can 
count as bonding agents.

Figure III-6: Gulabi gang as a complex adaptive system
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Who is Sampat in the network? Is she a leader? !e network, now 
60,000 strong, cannot be understood as a traditional hierarchical orga-
nization. Sampat does not centralize the actions of the gang, nor does 
she edict orders to her members. Women in di"erent districts carry 
out di"erent activities, on the basis of the creativity shown by Sampat 
in her &rst public actions. Not only would it be impossible for Sampat 
to channel everything, but it would also necessitate an important logis-
tical component that the network does not have. While Sampat receives 
new cases in her o#ce of Attara, other women gather themselves at one 
another’s houses in other parts of the district. Every week, di"erent 
actions take place simultaneously in di"erent corners of the district, all 
independently of one another. !e one common denominator of the 
network is equity. From that perspective, the network is self-organized, 
leaderless, and without hierarchy.

Formative Events and the Panarchy of Living 
Systems

As narrated above, one may see the story of Sampat over the years 
as an up and down rhythm of formative events that have made her 
what she is today. However, this up and down narrative can be seen as 
a Cartesian perspective of her life, disregarding the invisible elements 
that have all been as seminal as the most obvious incidents of her life.

As a theoretical addition to our understanding of how anomalies 
generate and sustain themselves, the panarchy of living systems addresses 
the sustainability of complex adaptive systems in relation to the interac-
tions they maintain among internal and external factors, as well as the 
constant patterns of their evolution.164 Panarchy places the system in 
relation to its larger environment, and addresses the inner-workings of 
that system. From this additional perspective, the life of Sampat and that 
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of the Gulabi Gang are inter-related with one another, and embedded 
within a village, district, regional, and state context. Recognizing the 
interactions between all these factors gives a deeper understanding of not 
only what sustainability is, but also how decolonizing peace emerges as 
a complex adaptive system within a given context. From the perspective 
of panarchy, Sampat’s life is seen within the Gulabi Gang, which is seen 
within its community, etc. (Figure III-7). 

Figure III-7: Sampat’s life seen within the panarchy of living 
systems

A helpful metaphor may be a set of Russian Matryoshka dolls. !e 
hierarchical sense, from this perspective, must not be understood as a 
top-down chain of control, but as “semi-autonomous levels (…) formed 
from the interactions among a set of variables that share similar speeds.”165 
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!e lowest levels of this hierarchy are always the speediest in relation to 
their ability to change and transform, such as Sampat’s life, as opposed 
to the highest levels, whose more complex structures slow down their 
ability for change and adaptation, such as the traditional caste system 
or modern Indian state within which Sampat continues to evolve.

!e stabilizing and amplifying elements of a complex adaptive system 
are respectively seen in panarchy as the internal controllability of a system 
and the inherent potential of a system that is amenable for change. While 
the former relies on the “degree of connectedness between internal 
variables and processes”, the latter relies on the “wealth” of the system 
in terms of the range of future options that are possible for its evolution 
(Figure III-8).166 

Figure III-8: !e morphing of a vortex as a panarchy level
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!e coupling of both forms a cyclical dynamic of long and predict-
able periods of systemic consolidation, marked by a slow accumulation 
of wealth and resources, an increased connectedness, and eventually a 
rigidity that will be followed by shorter periods of renewal where the 
potential for opportunities and space for innovation is at its greatest 
(Figure III-9). 

Figure III-9: Sampat’s life seen through a panarchy cycle lens

Any complex adaptive system will cyclically encounter those periods. 
In relation to Sampat’s life, this longer time period would be the consoli-
dation of her relationship with her husband in the earliest part of her life, 
the building of a community and strong social fabric with the Chamar 
community, and the development of ties with the women of her village 
through her lessons of sewing and writing, etc. !at period, character-
ized by a lengthy time span, also enabled Sampat to realize that her 
community was allowing her to remain %exible in her personal life. At 
the culmination of this process comes the phase of rapid reorganization 
a'er the larger traditional structure of both her village and community 
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sentenced her to death, involving the unpredictable interference of 
outside actors, the dada episode, which called on the %exibility both 
of her person and her immediate community network to renew itself 
elsewhere but within a similar space and time. 

From the perspective of panarchy, transformation, change, and renewal 
are parts of any organic structure’s life, which is understood to be in 
perpetual evolution (Figure III-9).167 It is, in fact, the resistance to or 
acceptance of organic evolution that renders the inevitability of change 
into either a long-term positive or a negative occurrence. Should Sampat 
have resisted her village elders and remain within their community a'er 
the infamous dada episode, she would probably have died eventually at 
the hands of other dadas. 

Sustainability comes in as the capacity to create, test, and maintain the 
adaptive capability of the system through what has already been intro-
duced as a strange attractor, which also bears the hallmark of resilience. 
Within the emergence of a strange attractor, the resilience potential of 
the system allows it to adapt to unpredictable external shocks. !us, 
the phase of rapid reorganization of the system can be seen as one of 
“creative destruction” where the potential for innovation in preparation 
for the next cycle is heightened; in other words, the “adaptive cycle opens 
transient windows of opportunity so that novel assortments can be 
generated.”168 Looking of the life of Sampat, this particular phase would 
include settling in to a new part of her village, or thinking with Jay about 
how to transform a resounding failure into a success by changing some 
of the epistemological parameters of their relation to one another, as well 
as to their networks of women, i.e. loosing the money element (Figure 
III-9). From the perspective of decolonizing peace, any “intervention” 
outside this speci&c cyclical window, say, at a slower phase of increased 
connectedness and rigidity within a particular social situation, would 
be rendered useless at times, and also potentially counterproductive, 
hence Richmond’s notion of resistance to traditional peace-building.169 
From this perspective, one can assert that the systematic understanding 
of a post-con%ict situation being a universal open window for change 
is erroneous, as it fails to take into account the cyclical stages of the 
Matryoshkas.
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Revisiting Sustainable Peace

Sustainabilty depends on interactions among internal and external 
factors, in the same way that all levels exist in constant interaction. !ere 
are two stages in which those levels are directly related to and in%uential 
toward one another. Looking at the interactions between Sampat, her 
community, and the local state, one can see how Sampat’s constant and 
more rapid evolution will in%uence the community when it reaches a 
level of consolidation, thereby in%uencing the phase of creative destruc-
tion. !is is called the “revolt connection”. As this phase is enabled, the 
larger, slower level of the state will in%uence the reorganization phase 
of the community through a “remember connection” that will enable 
the community to re-think itself according to previous trial and error 
experiences that can account for the memory of the structure (Figure 
III-10). Take the French Revolution and the phase that followed the 
revolt connection, joining the people and the social structure, yet failing 
to connect to any larger level. While the revolution was able to occur 
as the manifestation of an anomaly within the French political system, 
the absence of a slower, larger level above it created a constant state 
of revolution that led to the state of Terreur, or terror, which saw the 
killing of more than 100,000 people in less than two years.170 From this 
perspective, the absence of a higher level can lead to a constant state 
of unrest, failing to add complexity to the adaptive system. Equally, 
the absence of a connected and more dynamic lower level can lead to 
a constant state of remembering during the reorganization phase of an 
intermediate lower structure.

A'er a while though, a dysfunctional cyclical dynamic that either 
keeps lower intermediate levels in a state of remembrance, or higher 
intermediate levels in a state of revolt, will bring one of two types of 
dysfunction to the system, respectively rigidity traps and poverty traps 
(Figure III-11). !e former will temporarily disable any state of creative 
destruction or release from occurring due to the sti"ness and calci&ca-
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tion of the connectedness phase, while the latter will lead to an inability 
of the structure’s social fabric to re-form itself. 

Figure III-10: Interaction between levels: Sampat, Gulabi and state 
(based on Holling 2001)

An illustration of a rigidity trap can be a police regime in which any 
opposition that threatens the connectedness of the structure will be met 
with violent repression, while that of a poverty trap can relate to the 
dearth of social connections, possibilities for innovation, the existential 
that will prevent the connection between reorganization and exploita-
tion. An illustration of a poverty trap could be the di#culty of a strong 
secular civil society in a local-local context to re-form itself a'er the 
fall of Saddam Hussein, due to the fact that it had not been allowed to 
thrive during Saddam’s dictatorship. Rigidity traps and poverty traps 
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are not an end, as no cyclical evolution of any complex adaptive system 
may be halted. While it may take years for a rigidity trap to be broken, 
since this phase can be longer than others, it will invariably evolve 
toward a phase of release. !e longer it lasts, the harder the fall will 
be and the more di#cult it may be for a poverty trap not to replace its 
rigidity counterpart. Once again, the role of any peace or development 
related initiative would be to assist in the strengthening of the social 
fabric out of the poverty trap it may &nd itself. From this perspective, 
no engineering may occur; only assistance to what is already emerging, 
present, or developing. A new pair of lenses is necessary to logistically 
accompany a process that is already underway. It is from the perspective 
of a complex adaptive system that no sustainable peace project can be 
undertaken: it can only be assisted. !at di"erence is crucial.

Figure 11: Panarchy and rigidity traps as maladaptive  
(based on Holling, 2001)
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Including the Anomalies into the Formation of 
Peace

In relation to peace and con%ict studies, the post-liberal peace dialogue 
has recognized not only the limits of state building as a process, but 
also liberal peace as a paradigm. Adding substantially to the theory of 
post-liberal peace, Richmond has coined the idea of peace formation 
as a space within which local-local actors, such as Sampat, involved in

“peacebuilding, con&ict resolution, development, or in 
customary, religious, cultural, social, or local political or local 
government settings "nd ways of establishing peace processes 
and the dynamics local forms of peace, which are also consti-
tutive of state, regional and global hybrids. !ey may do so in 
relation to local understandings of politics and institutions, 
welfare and economics, social and customary resonance of 
identity, law and security, framed also by external praxes 
of intervention.”171

!is notion recognizes the legitimacy of local agency in the “mutual 
construction of the local, state, and international.” How does Sampat’s 
network, and the complex evolution of her life and community, &t the 
sphere of peace formation? While her strength lies in her constant ability 
to challenge structural violence, her networking skills and the life of the 
gang as a complex adaptive system rest on the legal basis of the Indian 
state and society. Sampat’s role, as a local agent of peace formation, is 
to bridge the map and the territory (Figure III-12). !e state/legal level 
allows for the anomaly that her self and her gang represent to in%u-
ence a system of which she is seeking to be a legitimate part. From this 
perspective, decolonizing peace is enabling local-local complexities to 
inform a larger hybridity. 

From a panarchy perspective, peace formation is a “remembering” 
higher level that keeps decolonizing peace from running in “revolting” 
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circles. Decolonizing peace is therefore a lower level of the peace 
panarchy, able to break out from cycles of exploitation and conserva-
tion faster than higher levels. It exists and can only maintain itself within 
the existence of higher levels based on similar values.172 

Figure III-12: Anomalies, decolonizing peace, and peace formation

From this perspective, the involvement of peace agents from outside 
the local-local realm may be ideally characterized as facilitating local-
local expressions, logistically, for instance, or through enabling the invis-
ible to become visible through alternative methodologies. Another form 
of non-local involvement could be in connecting the di"erent levels of 
peace to one another by way of networking. Once again, processes are 
of essence from this perspective.
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Complex Adaptive Anomalies

Understanding anomalies as states of complex adaptive systems has 
allowed us to recognize that sustainability may not be engineered. !e 
connection of the visible and the invisible, through processes that bond 
di"erent levels of peace may be the set of spheres where decolonizing 
peace can be expressed as a practice from all stakeholders (Figure III-12). 
Decolonizing peace emerges in the facilitation of local-local anomalies 
within their own contexts. Given this perception, a decolonizing answer 
to Lila Wati’s situation, from my perspective, would have been to connect 
her to Sampat, if she had not already known her. !e reality of decolo-
nizing peace is brought to life through interaction and becomes visible 
through the perceptions of all involved. Should an external agent fail to 
visualize the invisible, then his or her actions pertain to a dysfunctional 
category of peace as portrayed in Chapter I. !e “when” becomes crucial 
in trying to highlight pathways toward peace: what is observed becomes 
part of the observer.

What the Hezbollah and the Gulabi Gang have in common is a struc-
tural similarity to the complex adaptive system, which is sustainable by 
nature. To the questions pertaining to revolution or reform, as panarchy 
and the al-Qaeda case study have shown, revolt on its own can be as 
damaging as remembering on its own. Should reform be located within 
a panarchy, and connected to the resilience of a larger system, then an 
anomaly may become both a changing and a changed agent for peace. 
What pathways can be taken to allow for the emergence of complex 
adaptive systems, not as isolated anomalies but as systemic expressions 
of decolonizing peace? What pathways can be reached for the linking 
of di"erent levels of the peace panarchy? !e next chapter will look into 
the relationships that exist between values, ethics, and esthetics in the 
emergence of decolonizing peace as an inherently sustainable complex 
adaptive system.
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IV. A Journey Through the 
“Sacred”

As I have been speaking on decolonizing peace across the world, I 
have been confronted with many types of reactions, ranging from “you 
are stating the obvious” to “shall we just do nothing and let everyone 
die?” O'en, this pattern of reactions seems to emerge alongside a South/
North divide, and the answer to the “shall we let everyone die?” paradigm 
rarely highlights the systemic Northern involvement in creating, main-
taining and nurturing violence, inequalities, and war in what Easterly 
ironically refers to as the “rest” of the world.173 In fact, leaving the “rest” 
alone would be more of a blessing than the liberal peace builders might 
care to realize.174 Many authors from subaltern studies or post-colonial 
studies have deconstructed the neo-colonial approach to North-South 
intervention in terms of humanitarian assistance, development, or human 
rights, yet in terms of peace and con%ict studies, the post-liberal peace 
thinkers still escape direct comparisons between their discipline and 
colonialism in epistemological terms.175 Wondering how we, the global 
North, can stand idly by while they, the South, either starve or kill one 
another not only stems from a mission civilisatrice frame, but also from a 
Northern epistemology that is understood in the global South as abysmal 
thinking.176 From this perspective, Northern epistemology is seen as 
maintaining a system of visible and invisible, making the global South 
utterly invisible in its agency, and condemning it to recurrently appear 
as a powerless child, thus shaping the world map into an epistemological 
cartography of the visible and the invisible. Decolonizing peace seeks 
to &nd pathways toward the visible while bridging the North-South 
Cartesian abyss.
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In the summer of 2011, the international community was warned that 
another famine would a"ect East Africa, both in Ethiopia and Somalia, 
as well as other neighboring countries. Visiting Ethiopia at the time, only 
one hour away from an area undergoing severe food shortage, I was 
at a loss to understand why food was not an issue in my Addis Ababa 
capacity-building workshop, given that our neighbors a few kilometers 
away were facing hunger. Worse, nowhere in the local media was the 
famine, or food shortages, being referred to, as if Ethiopia had been saved 
from a systemic regional issue. We decided to limit our food-intake at the 
co"ee breaks, as a sign of respect for the situation that our host country 
was facing in a parallel reality, since the Ethiopian government always 
refused to report on it, this while being well aware that our initiative was 
not going to save anyone. Famine in Ethiopia and Somalia was a chronic 
issue, popping up on our radar screens once every so o'en, always within 
the parameters of the helpless global South needing to be saved from 
itself. Obscene pictures of naked and starving children reappeared in 
our media, the visible mantra of a helpless “Other”, but nowhere was 
local agency made visible, much less the systemic, Northern-induced 
factors that led to the famine.177 Africans, it seemed, were once again 
condemned to be pictured as infantile creatures. In fact, the pledge and 
success of the Somaliland government to organize its own relief e"ort was 
almost entirely bypassed by the international as well as local media.178 
It is from this perspective that one can safely ask: when will the global 
North kick its colonial habit of appearing to benevolently seek to save the 
“rest” of world? !is chapter will seek to develop a decolonizing path of 
peace and con%ict studies from the perspective of cybernetics, looking 
deeper into the bonding elements of complex adaptive systems. Taking 
into account the recursive patterns of anomalies as complex adaptive 
systems, it will seek to provide alternative pathways for decolonizing 
peace to emerge and nurture itself outside the North-South abysmal 
thinking and polarization. !ese bonding pathways will be introduced 
as a means toward the self-organization of a phase of turbulence.
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Addiction

Gregory Bateson has an interesting take on addiction, which was 
inspired from his observation of the Alcoholics Anonymous’ famous 
“Twelve Steps” program toward recovery. From his perspective, addic-
tion is reinforced by the symmetrical relationship that the addict has 
with the bottle. !e constant state of struggle between the person and 
his/her addiction, coupled with a sense of Cartesian pride that the self, 
divorced from the remainder of his/her personality, would be capable 
of eradicating the bottle alone, would lead the su"erer into a spiral of 
self-destruction. From Bateson’s perspective, the occidental epistemology 
of dualism lies at the core of the issue. Bateson does not look at addic-
tion as a cause and e"ect mechanism whose treatment lies in seeking to 
reinforce the maintenance of sober state, since the tit-for-tat nature of 
the relationship between the addict and the bottle encourages a lethal 
escalation. Rather, he looks at the sober life of the alcoholic as driving 
him/her to drink. From that basis, as a certain “style of sobriety [drove 
the addict] to drink”, he concludes that this “style must contain error 
or pathology”, and therefore, the state of intoxication provides some 
“correction of this error.”179 As the pathological relationship to addiction, 
within which a false sense of cause and e"ect leads the alcoholic into a 
tit-for-tat escalation with the bottle, the addict “reaches bottom.” !is is 
seen as a necessary phase of destruction, within which one realizes that 
he/she has a serious problem, that he/she is powerless toward alcohol, 
cannot &x his/her situation alone, and needs professional help. !is 
“reaching bottom” phase is akin to Chapter III’s release phase of panarchy. 
A therapist, combined with a treatment, the help of a community, etc., 
can initiate this help as part of a reorganization phase, toward an aware-
ness of what Bateson refers to as the complementary relationship that 
the addict also has with the bottle.

Bateson understands that there can be di"erent patterns of human 
relationships, which he categorizes as symmetrical or complementary. 
As explained above, a symmetrical relationship could be de&ned as an 
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arms race, where both parties react to one another and match each other’s 
behavior in an escalatory fashion. In a complementary relationship, the 
behaviors of di"erent parties are “dissimilar but mutually &t together.”180 

As Bateson explains, 

“common examples of complementary relationship are 
dominance-submission, (…) nurturance-dependency, spec-
tator-exhibitionism, and the like.”181 

For Bateson, pride may lead people to falsely believe that they are the 
“captain of their soul”, and thus identify themselves as alcoholics. Real-
izing that “the alcoholic” does not begin or end with “the self ”, however, 
enables them to realize that the system within which they evolve is 
part of their addiction. Complementarity enhances the person’s scope 
of being from the incomplete perception of duality to that of a system 
(see Figure IV-1). 

Figure IV-1: Visibility of symmetrical and complementary  
relationships
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As an illustration, Bateson asks what makes a blind person’s self in 
the public sphere: the body alone, or the system that the body-stick-
community represents? Where does the characterization of a blind 
person we see walking in the street lie? With the person? With his/her 
stick or dog? He concludes that “[t]hese questions are nonsense, because 
the stick is a pathway along which di"erences are transmitted under 
transformation, so that to draw a delimiting line across this pathway 
is to cut o" a part of the systemic circuit which determines the blind 
man’s locomotion.”182 What determines the blind person’s locomotion 
is not the conscious act of walking, which does not exist as such, but 
the “bit” of information that leads the person to walk, i.e. the di"erence 
in information that instructs the idle muscles to be in a di"erent state, 
a walking state. Information from that perspective is not a Cartesian 
cause and e"ect mechanism, but a “di"erence that makes a di"erence” 
(see Figure IV-2).183 In terms of the treatment for addiction, the AA’s 
Twelve Step program and the psychoanalysis related to it seek to enlarge 

Figure IV-2: Cybernetics of motion 
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the scope of the addict’s symmetrical relationship with the bottle in 
order to develop an awareness of the complementary, or dialectical, 
relationship he/she has to it. !is awareness represents a di"erence in 
the conscientization of one’s situation. !is di"erence can be interpreted 
as a &rst step toward recovery. In realizing that the addiction will invari-
ably escalate, and that “A’s behavior inspires more of B’s &tting behavior,” 
the addict will realize that he is powerless within a system that is larger 
than him/her. Moving from a symmetrical/dualistic perception to a 
complementary one will be a step forward in the recovery process. In 
terms of treatment, the therapist, as part of a systemic chain of aware-
ness, will o'en place the addict in a situation to become aware of this 
complementarity, such as a heightened state of discomfort that leads to 
further drinking. Remembering that the action of drinking can be seen 
as a correction of an error in sobriety, the therapist will enhance this 
error in order to increase the awareness of the addict. !is can take the 
form of the therapist challenging the alcoholic to partake in “controlled 
drinking,” o'en resulting in an uncontrollable binge.

Double Bind and Cybernetics

Are all drinkers addicts? Not necessarily of course. What is at issue is 
not a prohibition but a shi' in relationship, or information processing, 
between all the parts of the system. Bateson remarks that the e"ects of 
addiction will be enhanced by the alcoholic pride of the person involved. 
Additionally, both states of symmetry and complementarity can lead to 
destruction when they enter a state of schismogenesis, either illustrated 
by escalation or the emergence of a double bind. A typical complemen-
tary relationship can be that of a parent and a child: the child needs the 
parent’s care to develop, but cannot possibly leave this relationship if it 
is unsatisfactory. Should the parent profess its love to the child, yet be 
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uncaring in its actions, a double bind is formed. An anomaly will emerge 
within this system, and can take the form of mental illness, dysfunc-
tional behavior, withdrawn attitudes, etc. Bateson argues that “[t]hese 
potentially pathological developments are due to undamped or uncor-
rected positive feedback in the system”, and that these are “necessarily 
reduced” in a “mixed system” of both symmetrical and complementary 
awareness. He concludes: “[t]he armaments race between two nations 
will be slowed down by acceptance of complementarity themes such as 
dominance, dependency, admiration, and so forth, between them. It will 
be speeded up by the repudiation of these themes.”184 !e information, 
or di"erence within a di"erence, that stems from this confrontation, will 
lead down the path to recovery. !e awareness of this di"erence within 
a di"erence can be referred to as cybernetics.

Looking at the larger spectrum of addiction in the international sphere, 
Bateson wrote a seminal article called “From Versailles to Cybernetics,” 
in which he quali&es both the Treaty of Versailles and the discovery 
of cybernetics as the leading events of the 20th century.185 In terms of 
the Treaty of Versailles, Bateson describes how the surrender of the 
Germans was not obtained as a result of a decisive victory, but through 
the elaboration of a series of un-kept promises enumerated in President 
Wilson’s Fourteen Points, in which no annexations, no contributions, 
and no punitive damages were to be asked of the Germans. !e dra'ing 
of the Treaty of Versailles, renegading on all these promises, would 
lead to a demoralization of the German people that led to all the major 
con%icts of the 20th Century.186 Bateson calls this betrayal an “attitudinal 
turning point.”

What is an attitudinal turning point? Take, once again, the image 
of a negative feedback loop maintaining a certain set of parameters 
intact within it. A home thermostat may be understood as a negative 
feedback loop system. Should the outside temperature be altered, the 
thermostat within the home will take this di"erence into account and 
will regulate the home temperature by either switching the heater or 
the air-conditioning on or o"; this mitigated state in organisms is 
called the homeostasis of the system. !e system works according to 
a certain set of parameters, which cannot be changed by the system 
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itself: those parameters are called the “bias” of the system. By changing 
those parameters, i.e. by entering a new target temperature that must be 
maintained by the system, one will change the “attitude” of the system. 
From the perspective of cybernetics, the Treaty of Versailles represents 
an attitudinal turning point in which, according to Bateson, the bias 
of the international system was altered. !is alteration set o" a chain 
reaction of anomalies leading to World War II and the use of the atomic 
bomb at Hiroshima, itself a recurrent theme in the speeches of Usama 
bin Laden; the creation of the state of Israel, a recurring theme of the 
Lebanese Hezbollah, and so on (see Figure IV-3). 

Looking at this event at the core of international politics today, leading 
to con%icts, liberal peace, and economic catastrophes, Bateson states that 
younger generations, not being aware of this, will &nd themselves in a 
state of limbo. He explains: “the people down the line, who were not 
there at the beginning, &nd themselves crazy, precisely because they do 
not know how they got that way.”187 !is lack of information, awareness 
of a di"erence within a di"erence, leads to a state of double bind within 
which younger generations participate in the perpetuation of con%icts 
that they were not involved in creating. See for instance of how the 
United states of America legally sanctioned the use of torture a'er the 
events of September 11th, 2001. While a signatory of the February 1985 
Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment, as well as the four Geneva Conventions of 
1949, the US, through its Department of Justice, legally restricted the 
internationally de&nition of torture to an act speci&cally intended to 
cause “organ failure or death.”188 

!e impossibility for current generations to re%ect on an earlier 
attitudinal change has created a situation in which torture is legally 
condoned by a Western “democracy”, and its subsequent use in secret 
prisons, the infamous rendition programs and Guantanamo Bay has 
been used by many insurgencies across the world as an excuse for politi-
cally violent dissent and the perpetration of acts of terrorism. In this 
context, Bateson introduces the concept of cybernetics as the second 
major occurrence of the 20th century. Cybernetics, the understanding of 
information as a di"erence within a di"erence within a larger system, 
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enables us to enter into a complementary relationship with the rest of 
the world. By becoming aware of the double bind within which we &nd 
ourselves, the potential for a paradigm shi' of our international system 
will undoubtedly be heightened.

Figure IV-3: One attitudinal change invisible to future generations 
with subsequent con%ict
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Cybernetics of Peace

From the perspective of addiction and cybernetics, the “shall we let 
everyone die?” paradigm reaches a di"erent realm, a complementary 
one to the Global South. Honoring Gregory Bateson, I imagine myself 
attending a “Peacebuilder Anonymous” meeting and declare: “my name 
is Victoria Fontan, and I am a peacebuilder. I tried to shower Lila Wati 
with money as a way to both gratify my benevolent image of my Self and 
to appease my troubled Westerner’s conscience. A'er this act of kind-
ness, I was able to %y back home in business class, and never to have to 
worry about her again, because I did my best and had good intentions.” 
Looking at the “shall we let everyone die?” paradigm from the perspec-
tive of addiction, we may &nd that the compulsion to “help” unilaterally 
is an addiction that destroys our surroundings. Our drunkenness is our 
benevolent help: it represents the correction of the error of our sobriety, 
manifested in our realpolitik. Of importance here is the fact that we are 
not necessarily aware of the di"erence within the di"erence that led us 
to this situation of compulsive and destructive help. !e destruction that 
our compulsive help brings around us is manifested in tip-of-the-iceberg 
scandals and paradoxes such as the oil-for-food program, the sexual 
abuse of children by UN peacekeepers, the endemic corruption of the 
interlocutors that we empowered in the &rst place, the election of war 
criminals as a result of our democratization processes, the US drones 
that kill innocent civilians for peace, the Just War theory Nobel Peace 
Prize acceptance speech by US President Barack Obama, etc. None of 
these paradoxes are isolated incidents; they are the destruction that is 
invariably brought when we are under the in%uence of the “shall we let 
everyone die?” paradigm.

A cybernetics of peace brings to our visibility the di"erences within 
di"erences that have caused the catastrophes of our well intentioned 
peace throughout the “rest” of the world. While many publications of the 
peace and con%ict studies &eld focus on how we should help, train, or 
empower the “other” into being more peaceful, always choosing which 
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paradigm to develop for them, which theory to train them on, etc., I 
argue that the &rst step toward decolonizing peace and con%ict studies 
must be our realization that we are powerless in facing the destruction 
and injustices that we invariably bring with our peace. 

While not every person that drinks will become an alcoholic, the 
contention that “once an alcoholic, always an alcoholic” ought to prevail 
in the sense that no matter how many “best practices” guides are going 
to be written, no matter how much we try to “do no harm”, the param-
eters of our dysfunctional symmetrical relationship to peace and our 
“subjects” will never change, because when looking at this relationship 
from a complementary perspective, we are always in power and always 
at the higher level of the panarchy, not morally, ethnically, or racially, 
but politically and economically (for now). We call the shots, rhetorically 
and in practice at the UN Security Council, for instance, and therefore 
ought to realize that we will never be in an equal relationship with 
the “rest” of the world, unless they &nd a way to turn the tables from 
a power perspective. A cybernetics of peace is therefore a pathway 
toward the visibility of our own addiction, the di"erences within the 
di"erences that have led to today’s con%ict scenarios across the world, 
and the realization that we cannot trust ourselves with our “help”, in the 
same way that the alcoholic will never be able to engage in controlled 
drinking. Decolonizing peace and con%ict studies activates a corrected 
positive feedback into the system in terms of raising our awareness of 
the existence of a mixed symmetrical and complementary relationship 
to “help.” !e question is therefore not “shall we let everyone die?” but 
“what can we do to facilitate alternatives, since we cannot trust ourselves 
with the help/peace we bring?” !is represents a paradigm shi' that 
bonds us to the “rest.”

Awareness of our position in a higher level of the panarchy of peace 
allows us to understand where we can best be positioned in our possible 
remember connection to the lower levels, as well as their potential for 
dampening ours with necessary positive feedback loops, thus reducing 
our risk of developing into the rigidity trap. Should this not be facili-
tated, a potential for schismogenesis materializes with the development 
of anomalies, which emerge and are treated as an obstruction between 
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us and the lower levels. !is was the case of the Hezbollah in its early 
years, which led to a sudden surge in violence. Anomalies cannot be 
avoided, yet their e"ects depend on our awareness of ourselves, within 
a mixed system of symmetry and complementarity. A necessity for 
another attitudinal change or paradigm shi' is therefore crucial if we, in 
peace and con%ict studies, choose to remain a trusted interlocutor with 
the “rest” of the world, excluding of course our trusted interlocutors’ 
elite, who serve us well yet maintain structural violence for the “rest”. 
Of importance here is that a parallel dimension is present, working, and 
successful, as illustrated with Sampat’s experience. It does not need us to 
thrive; it is powerful in its own right and expression of agency. Can there 
be a mutually bene&cial link between all levels of the panarchy of peace 
(outlined in Chapter III), provided that the dysfunction of the “help” 
addiction is kept under control? Initiatives such as that of Sampat are 
legion, as the use of an alternative set of epistemological lenses allows 
us to realize. As they make a di"erence, they are also, of course, able 
to make a di"erence to us in our own environments, through a revolt 
connection. !e Arab Spring illustrates this in relation to the inspira-
tion it gave in the formation of the Occupy movement as a turbulence.

From Tahrir to Wall Street

Many comments have been made on the links that exist between the 
events of the Arab Spring and other mass protest movements across the 
world, culminating in visibility in the Occupy Wall Street movement 
of 2011-2012.189 While it was recognized in Chapter II that the Arab 
Spring did not bring lasting change to the power dynamics within the 
region, and that the revolution that was hoped for resulted in mere a 
re-shu)ing of the cards, has the spread of discontent across the world 
not set a di"erence in relation to the expression of public dissent? Has 
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the success of the occupation of Tahrir Square, and the illusion of the 
removal of dictatorship not encouraged others to occupy their own 
centers of power and inequalities? It is undeniable, in that sense, that the 
Arab Spring has provided a revolt connection toward the higher level 
of the peace panarchy; provoking us, the greater North, to question the 
foundations of our own socio-economic system. Of importance to this 
revolt connection is that it has provided a di"erence within a di"erence 
that has pitted us against our own injustices both in content and form. 
In terms of form, the organic nature of the complex adaptive system can 
actually be seen. Michael Marder, for example, understands the occupy 
movement as a vegetal occupation that no longer seeks to exist within 
time or rational-thinking, crossing the boundary between the immanent 
and the transcendent image of democracy, but rather, to mimic nature 
in its non-violent yet visible and unavoidable occupation of a physical 
space that lies at the center of the public sphere. Visibility through 
plant-like occupation represents the most encouraging anomaly toward 
a paradigm shi' in social change today. Marder explains:

“[p]urely vegetal beings do not protest, do not set them-
selves against anything, do not negate—symbolically or 
otherwise—what is. But if we act as though we were them, 
(…) we would, consequently, repudiate the ideal of sovereign 
and decisive action, directed by a rational, conscious or 
self-conscious, individual or collective subject and, instead, 
nurture the horizontally and anarchically growing grassroots 
that crop up wherever protest tents are pitched in the shadow 
of skyscrapers.”190

While the Occupy movement has been deemed by its critics to be 
aimless, scattered, and without a clear set of demands, the common 
vision that it presents is one of visibility, that of the 99%. It does not exist 
in the form of a traditional political manifesto, yet the processes that 
it uses are clearly akin to the elements that nurture strange attractors 
in terms of shared vision, team processes, and information %ow. !ose 
elements, integral to complex adaptive systems, are by essence organic.
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Within the Occupy movement, the decision-making process in 
itself challenges traditional methods, since all decisions are taken on 
a consensual basis. Meetings, conducted in a circle, allow everyone 
present to speak, and are collectively steered by a set of three di"erent 
gestures that signify agreement, disagreement, or veto. When someone 
places a veto, this person is then allowed to explain the extent of his 
or her disapproval, and the meeting continues until a consensus has 
been established.191 !is is a rather di"erent process, which can be 
as benign as it can be damaging outside an actual paradigm shi'. A 
consensus by name only, the map to what the territory is not, can indeed 
lead to frustrating experiences, the most frustrating of all, according 
to Paulina Gonzalez, being the appropriation of the 99% movement 
in the case of Occupy Los Angeles by a crowd of “help” addicts who 
ended up marginalizing the lower social segments of the movement.192 
In this particular instance, hotel workers were not taken into account 
and respected by the bourgeois-bohemian lot of Occupy LA, who had 
decided that since their union was not showing up at Occupy meetings, 
the migrant workers who nonetheless were present were not going to 
be given any formal space in the movement. From this perspective, one 
can see that an organic process can also be highjacked by the greatest 
threat to peace, the benevolent peacebuilder that decides what is best 
for the “rest”. Still, the visibility of the issues at stake and the entire 
Occupy process have been unaltered, as the resilience of the system has 
allowed other Occupy movements across the USA to thrive. While the 
greatest critique of the Occupy movement from a Southern perspective 
has been, “where were you all along when we were being dispossessed 
by you for your own gluttonous economic growth,” of interest here are 
the processes that such an alternative, initiated by a revolt connection, 
may represent in relation to decolonizing peace.193 Undeniably, for the 
revolt connection to be successful as a positive feedback loop, an attitu-
dinal change remains crucial. It is my view that the Occupy movement 
will only be successful in the North if its “help” addiction is faced in a 
mixed symmetrical and complementary manner. !e attitudinal change 
remains in this awareness.
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Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde

Gregory Bateson o"ers a suggestion for bridging the North and the 
South, for mixing symmetry and complementarity within the establish-
ment of revolt and remember connections, in what he refers to as the 
sacred. Not to worry, there is no subliminal religious message to this 
book, nor is there any call for peace spirituality; I leave this to benevolent 
“helpers.”194 Bateson’s notion of the sacred is the connection between 
the le' and right sides of the human brain, which respectively account 
for rational/Cartesian prose-type of thinking, and the dream/poetry of 
the now moment (Fig. IV-4). Brain scientist Jill Bolte Taylor explains 
it as: “[w]hen normally connected, the two hemispheres complement 
and enhance one another’s abilities. When surgically separated, the two 
hemispheres function as two independent brains with unique personali-
ties, o'en described as the Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.”195 !e le' side of 
the brain is responsible for our sequential understanding of where we 
are, who we are, and what we are thinking. It is connected to the endless 
chatterbox that speaks in our heads, and it is also the host hemisphere of 
the ego. !e le' hemisphere relates us in time, according to a separation 
of the past, present, and future. It relates to our environment in a rational 
and analytical manner, dissects all parts of what we see and experience. 

As Bolte Taylor explains: 

“[o]ur le' hemisphere looks at a &ower and names the 
di(erent parts making up the whole –the petal, stem, stamen, 
and pollen.(…) It thrives on weaving facts and details into 
a story.”196 

From this perspective, it is not di#cult to understand how the liberal 
peace of the “helper” comes about as a strict le' hemisphere expression 
of peace. Of importance here is to realize, even though it may seem 
cliché, that peace is more than the sum of its parts, in the same way 
that we as organic human beings are more than our le' hemisphere. 
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!e di"erent expressions and de&nitions of liberal peace exposed by 
Richmond– internal/external binary, hegemonic act, bottom-up or top-
down construction, temporal, geographical, leveled, etc. – all pertain to 
our le' hemispheric understanding of reality.197 It does not mean that 
these are wrong, it means that they are incomplete, and that within 
this limitation, they can become lethal to both the individuals and the 
communities that they &nd themselves entitled to be “helping.”

Figure IV-4: Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde
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!e right hemisphere of the brain, taken alone as a separate entity or 
personality, is just the complementary opposite of its le' counterpart. As 
Bolte Taylor explains: [o]ur right hemisphere is designed to remember 
things as they relate to one another. Borders between speci&c entities are 
so'ened, and complex mental collages can be recalled in their entirety 
as combinations of images, kinesthetic and physiology.”198

Figure IV-5: Peace seen through the hemispheric lens

!e right hemisphere is connected to the present moment; “it perceives 
the big picture, how everything is related, and how we all join together 
to make up the whole.” More importantly, “[t]he present moment is a 
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time when everything and everyone are connected together as one.”199 
!e instinctual practice of peace of Sampat lies in a right hemispheric 
realm. Her appeal to songs, theatre, and local folklore re%ects a kines-
thetic understanding of peace. Sampat does not worry about who did 
what before or a'er her in relation to her given situation and that of 
her peers, which is why in spite of much courtship on behalf of political 
parties, she was never recuperated politically. !e future and what it 
might be does not matter to her, the present moment and her connec-
tion to all around her prevails in her thinking and actions. She acts as a 
bonding connector of the whole, within her own environment, period 
(see Figure IV-5).

Bateson’s “Sacred” Curse?

Since “[j]ust opposite to how our right hemisphere thinks in pictures 
and perceives the bigger picture of the present moment, our le' mind 
thrives on details, details, and more details about those details,” a decolo-
nizing approach to peace will seek to act as our brain’s corpus callosum 
in connecting the “two complementary halves of a whole rather than 
as two individual entities or identities.”200 

!is “sacred” connection, from a Batesonian perspective, mixing 
symmetrical/le' hemisphere and complementary/right hemisphere 
relationships to peace, will not only balance the power relations between 
the di"erent levels of the peace panarchy, but it will also provide an 
understanding of the relationships between kinesthetic and logical 
understandings of peace (Figure IV-5). Connection comes as the facili-
tation that was introduced in previous chapters, through the process of 
bonding. Does this mean “bringing” more of the right hemisphere into 
a le' hemisphere understanding of peace? Absolutely not; as previously 
established, Sampat-like initiatives cannot be engineered. Yes, you might 
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have already guessed, my &rst aim at meeting Sampat was to see how 
her model could be replicated, let’s say, in Afghanistan, where I as a 
benevolent feminist had decided that Sampat was just what Afghanistan 
needed. A'er I disclosed my motives to her, Sampat laughed it o", and 
said that she did not want to be responsible for anyone’s death… only 
her own. No, we de&nitely cannot be trusted with our “help.”

What remains of essence is connection and facilitation as valuable 
steps toward decolonizing peace, not engineering it as a decolonized 
end. While Bolte Taylor advocates for a “stepping to the right” side of 
our le' brains to experience greater inner peace, Bateson warns against 
the recuperation of the sacred for commercial, and dare I add, political 
gains. He explains: “you’ve got something nice, central to our civiliza-
tion, which bonds together all sorts of values connected with love, hate, 
pain, joy, and the rest, a fantastic bridging synthesis, a way to make 
life make a certain sort of sense. And the next thing is that people use 
that sacred bridge in order to sell things.”201 !e artistic exposure of 
starving children calls on our sacred sense of connection to the whole, 
yet it serves to stu" the economic resources of the peace industry, with 
only a ridiculously small percentage of our donations reaching the 
“&eld.”202 !e exposure of massacres in Libya compelled us to give our 
blessing for the military removal of a dictator, yet it served the interests 
of Nicolas Sarkozy in his desperate attempts to %og his Rafale airplane 
to foreign military forces.203 !e use of the sacred might sell Benetton 
clothes, but it also sells war, destruction, and rape, all under the guise 
of help.204 !e arti&cial practice of the sacred is what makes the “shall 
we let everyone die?” argument so compelling, irrationally appealing 
to our right hemispheric sense of the whole, yet invariably precipitating 
in the dangerous consequences exposed in Chapter I. As Bateson once 
wrote, the “sacred” is misused.

If so, why suggest the development of a sense of the sacred in this 
book? Will the discussion of decolonizing peace, complex adaptive 
systems, the “help” addiction, or the peace panarchy, add in some way 
to the vulnerability of a community facing the Peace Empire? I have 
been unable to answer this question for some time, until I came to the 
realization that a mere critique and deconstruction of the liberal peace 
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paradigm would never been given any importance if alternatives were 
not portrayed, analyzed, and presented as a viable parallel reality to the 
false choice imposed by the “shall we let everyone die?” paradigm. !e 
“sacred” as the connection between an addiction-aware le' hemispheric 
peace, and a complex adaptive system/Sampat-like right hemisphere, 
remains one of the most viable paths toward decolonizing peace. !e 
visibility of the invisible is a crucial part of this equation, as the visibilised 
invisible provides the bonding di"erence within the di"erence that both 
informs us of viable alternatives as well as places liberal peace within an 
awareness of its “help” addiction. Visibility in that sense is unavoidable, 
since it connects all within the realm of Richmond’s peace formation 
(Figure IV5). True, skeptics will always refer to the visibilised invisible 
as an exception, an anomaly, yet from a decolonizing epistemological 
standpoint, it is undeniable that the visibilised invisible is more than an 
exception, it is a world that already exists. Can there be a bridge between 
both the Cartesian visible le' hemisphere and the visibilised invisible 
right hemisphere?

Kinesthetics of Peace

Can the existence of common values act as the “sacred” bridge between 
the le' and right hemispheres of peace? !ose values may share the 
same names, but their interpretations might be radically di"erent. Since 
many crimes against humanity have  been committed in the name of 
peace, its invocation may not mean anything to many. Should certain 
values of the right hemisphere be privileged, since the le' cannot be 
trusted with them? Critical pedagogy and peace education assert that 
a culture of peace is to be established through the nurturing of all the 
di"erent learning capacities of human beings.205 From this perspective, 
the kinesthetic mind uses the body to create, or do. We also understand 
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from Chapter I that since the map is not the territory, what happens in the 
territory is the reality to be reckoned with. If actions speak louder than 
words, then the kinesthetics of peace are found in the right hemisphere 
expressions of peace, in Sampat’s living of peace, in the bonding elements 
of the complex adaptive system that the Gulabi Gang represents. It has 
already been established that she relies on esthetics in her symbolism and 
recruitment mechanisms. Ethics can also be seen at the very core of her 
action and that of her group, as well as their claims toward the govern-
ment and social systems within which they evolve. One key element of 
the kinesthetic of peace that remains to be deepened is the practice of 
care. What if care as a shared value, yet practiced in the complex adap-
tive system, could act as a bridge? Leonardo Bo" writes that “[t]o care 
is more than a mere act; it is rather an attitude.”206 I contend that care, 
alongside love, which is recurrent in Sampat’s discourse, is part of the 
attitudinal change that will alter the bias of our discipline and its practice.

Care encompasses many aspects of both human life and its relation-
ship to nature, culminating in what Bateson refers to as the ecology of 
the mind. Care, as part of the Gulabi gang, is manifested in the open 
circle of help: I care for you if/and you will care for someone else. One 
other group in particular has caught my attention in terms of care, 
and will come as a direct answer to Richmond’s set of questions in the 
concluding chapter of !e Transformation of Peace: “what can the (…) 
peacebuilding o#cial (…) do when, on a UN helicopter taking o" a'er 
a meeting in a rebel held village in Eastern Congo, a woman tries to put 
a sick child on board so it can receive desperately needed medical care 
in a faraway town?”207

In 1991, as Somalia was being destroyed by a civil war, Hiro Adam 
Diriye Samawada was %eeing a bombardment in the country’s capital, 
Mogadishu.208 She happened to hear a baby crying in a nearby house, 
and as she approached, she realized that the baby’s family was dead, 
and that it would probably be le' to die alone if she did not intervene. 
As she recalls this event, she tells me that she did not think too much 
– right hemispheric thinking and bond to humanity – her life was in 
danger too, so she just took the child in her arms and ran away. It was 
a boy. Since the Somali clan system is tightly knit, she thought that she 
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would be able to &nd the boy’s family and drop him o" with an uncle or 
a relative, but as the days went by, she could not &nd anyone to entrust 
him to. Everyone was either dead or had %ed that part of town. A'er a 
few weeks, she resolved to care for him herself. As the times were harsh, 
and the war presented Somalia with an unprecedented situation both 
politically and socially, it was not unusual for anyone, even a widow, to 
care for other people’s children. As Somalia was in a release phase of its 
panarchy complex adaptive cycle, desperate times called for desperate 
measures. Born in a wealthy family in nearby Djibouti, and separated 
from a husband that lived abroad, Samawada needed not worry about 
the &nancial or familial aspects of her decision. A few months later, a 
similar situation occurred; this time it was a little girl that she found. 
She had the same reaction as before, and over the years, her family has 
grown exponentially. On the day I met her in Hargeisha, Somaliland, 
in November 2009, she had more than 100 children under her care, and 
could not exactly remember how many children she had been caring for 
until then. So where exactly had this urge to care come from?

People Are the Best Resources We Have

She says that the turning point of her life occurred when she visited 
a jail in Ethiopia in 1978. As a lawyer, she had come to follow-up on the 
case of a fellow countryman when she heard a scream. As she discreetly 
moved to the scene of the shouting, she saw a man being tortured. She 
stood there, paralyzed by the horror that was taking place before her 
eyes: a piece wood was being nailed with a hammer alongside the man’s 
leg. !e pain it caused was unbearable, and even a'er the man passed 
out, she stood there, aghast, terri&ed. She recalls that she knew about 
torture, but that she had never witnessed it &rst hand. !e man in ques-
tion was accused of being a smuggler, trying to feed his family, so from 
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that day on, she decided to look a'er the legal rights of the poor. All 
the money she had was to be spent helping detainees awaiting trial to 
avoid the torture that routinely pertained to the poorest of prisoners. 
As a civil war broke o" in Somalia and its legal system collapsed, her 
activities came to a near halt, until she found her &rst child.

Now based in Somaliland, she organizes a network of care for her 
100 children. While the war is over, and Somaliland has brokered its 
own peace in the 1990s, social traditions still reject the conception of 
children outside marriage, and as a result, all babies that are conceived 
that way are abandoned in the outskirts of the cities, le' under trees 
until hyenas come to eat them alive. Samawada’s job is to pick them up 
before it is too late, and to care for them until they are able to look a'er 
themselves. Her initiative is now well known, with paintings symbol-
izing her actions scattered around her district of Hargeisa, the capital of 
Somaliland. !ose paintings represent a baby laid under a thorn tree in 
the desert, with Samawada’s contact details underneath. When someone 
knows of a case, he or she can just alert her, and she or a relative will 
come and pick the baby up. !e children are now spread over di"erent 
houses across her neighborhood, and she runs many di"erent schools, 
some under trees, and some in actual buildings. She applies her legal 
skills to adopting all her children and, as she explains, redistributing 
them in various clans. !is does not mean that these clans physically 
look a'er the children, but it does provide them with a future, since in 
Somalia and Somaliland, it is not possible to exist outside of a tightly-
knit clan structure. In order to feed her family, she relies on the help 
of her extended network of friends and the children she has looked 
a'er. Some families donate property to her, others spend time with 
the youngest, cook food for the children housed nearby, etc. Needless 
to say, she relies on no donations from international organizations or 
international NGOs. Once, World Vision visited her. !ey resolved to 
build a concrete %oor for her school, took a picture of happy children 
in the classroom, and never returned. Samawada was told that it was 
for their annual calendar. Indeed, there is no such thing as a free lunch 
when it comes to benevolent “help.”
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Understanding that if she had waited for anyone’s “help”, she would 
never have picked up that baby so many years ago, Samawada created 
her own clan that is now self-su#cient. Care, in her eyes, is the most 
important aspect of her work. As we spoke, she repeatedly stated her 
conviction that people are the “best resource that we have.” When I asked 
her if she would care for funding, she said yes, but then retracted and 
told me that she needs to be very cautious, that too much money could 
come to harm her carefully weaved network. A very close acquaintance 
of hers, Edna Adam Ismael, made an issue of money and somehow, 
according to Samawada, this broke the close ties that they once had.

Edna Adam Ismael is a remarkable woman.209 !e daughter of a 
prominent medical Doctor, Adan Ismail, she grew up in an a)uent 
environment. Being a woman, she soon realized that her place within 
her traditional society would not be where she might want it to be, but 
she was resolved to carve a space for herself with her country’s public 
sphere.210 At the end of the 1950s, she undertook nursing studies in 
England, and in order to be able to commute to and from her university, 
she also learned how to drive. Occasionally, as her dad visited London, 
she would o"er him rides across town. Upon &nishing her studies, in 
1961, she returned home to Somalia and was resolved to keep driving. 
Back then, there was no law in Somaliland that prohibited women 
from driving, yet from a traditional perspective, it was unthinkable. 
She decided nonetheless to keep driving and o"ered a ride to her dad. 
!ey were immediately stopped by the police, who took the car keys 
away from Edna, and argued that she should not be driving. !ankfully, 
they had kept a spare key, and repeated their operation the next day. 
!is time, the police o"ered to have one of them drive Edna around 
whenever she wanted to go out. Dr. Ismail responded that he would 
never trust his daughter, nor his car, to any of their drivers, and that 
she would continue to drive. A'er they realized that Edna did not have 
a Somali driver’s license, they requested that she take a driving test. Six 
months later, a'er taking six driving tests, since no one could believe 
that she could actually do it correctly and kept asking for additional 
aptitude proofs, she was reluctantly given a Somali Drivers License, that 
was in February 1962. She e"ectively became the &rst woman driver in 
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the history of her country. !at was the &rst of many bifurcation points 
in Edna’s life. In relation to chaos theory, Edna Adan is a trickster, an 
agent of radical transformation within her society.211

Her elite status married her o" well, and she later became Somalia’s &rst 
lady, as well as Somaliland’s Foreign Minister between 2003 and 2006. 
As a trained nurse, she opened her maternity hospital in 2002, where 
she is training midwives to help alleviate one of the highest maternal 
mortality rates in the world. !e international community has widely 
praised her courageous actions; she has been featured in Nicolas Kristo" 
and Sheryl WuDunn’s Half the Sky New York Times best-seller, and she 
has been able to rely on a steady stream of Northern midwives to come 
and assist in her hospital.212 Her journey to help transform her society has 
been %awless, irreproachable, and courageous. She used all her savings 
to build this hospital, and has never ceased to care for and inspire all the 
women that she has trained. She receives and hosts all the internationals 
that come to visit her in Hargeisa and seek to understand the situation 
on the “ground.” She spends half her life in between airports, living out 
of her suitcase, and is now in partnership with important donors such 
as USAID, which help her keep the hospital open.

Connecting Two Worlds In the Same Town

!ere is no “but”; Edna is helping her community according to her 
status, vision, and networking abilities. Yet when one of Samawada’s 
children needs medical attention, the fact that she cannot a"ord the fees 
means that the child will not receive treatment from Edna’s hospital. 
!is has caused Samawada great anxiety, and has led to the death of 
some of her children. She does not understand why, a'er putting her 
wealth to the service of her children, comparatively “rich” hospitals such 
as Edna’s could not give back to the community by treating orphans 
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for free. Samawada could go to another hospital, but Edna’s is the best 
in the area, and she asserts that all the “good” doctors work there, at 
the expense of other medical facilities. Moreover, should a child see a 
doctor, he or she would not be able to give adequate medication free of 
charge. From Edna’s perspective, she has to run a hospital that is always 
on the brink of bankruptcy, and she cannot be seen to o"er services or 
medicine for free. Can there be any connection between the le' and 
the right hemispheres of peace in this particular case, a connection 
that would be meaningful to all, without perverting either? What form 
would this connection take, since the “help” of NGOs, foreign govern-
ments, and International Organizations cannot be trusted? It is clear 
that a free caring for the medical needs of Samawada’s children would 
extend her own network of care, facilitate her daily actions, and keep 
the children alive and well. Could creative local-local solutions be found 
to link both initiatives? It is not for me or anyone outside this system 
to say; yet one can imagine how win-win solutions might be found to 
resolve this particular issue, to help enhancing the network of care that 
is already part of this vibrant community of practice.

Money is not the solution. !e local-local elaboration of partner-
ships may create the necessary link when a remember connection from 
the above level of the peace panarchy interacts with the lower level in 
a relevant way. !e liberal peace model fully utilizes Edna; she is part 
of the higher level of the peace panarchy, yet embodies hybridity. She 
represents the trusted local interlocutor who speaks our language, uses 
our peacebuilding keywords, indirectly appeals to our %awed sense of 
the sacred – it is not her, it is us – and makes us comfortable as donors 
that our money will be well spent by one of us, the local, trusted elite, 
educated by us. What she represents to us allows us to drop our golden 
coin with great pomp so that our conscience may be appeased, so that 
we may be assured that we did not “let them die” in the end. Yet Edna 
is also a sincere and unbroken free spirit who utilizes the liberal peace 
industry to make a di"erence at home. She does not live in Geneva, does 
not %y business class to deliver graduation addresses that infantilize the 
great su"ering of her African sisters. She lives in her hospital, with her 
people in Hargeisa, and when at home, is on call at all hours of the day. 



IV. A Journey Through the “Sacred”!139

She has continued delivering babies herself since her hospital opened. 
Even though some of her detractors at home deplore the fact that she 
only employs sta" from her clan, who in the Somaliland elite does any 
di"erent? Which Member of Parliament can claim to employ close 
bodyguards from other clans?

!e remember connection between Edna’s and Samawada’s levels of 
the peace panarchy may be fostered by the creative, local brokering of 
a connection between both. From that perspective, Samawada’s right 
hemispheric care can be nurtured by Edna’s hybrid le' hemispheric 
utilization of the liberal peace paradigm. Samawada could be the revolt 
connection that enhances the scope of the care-based network, and 
Edna could be the recipient of the remember connection from a higher 
level that is aware of its “help” addiction (Figure IV-6). !is awareness, 
again, is crucial, as some liberal wolves can wear hybrid clothes. !e 
realm of the Samawada revolt connection to Edna as the hybrid, and 
the remember connection coming to Edna from above represents the 
scope of Bateson’s “sacred.” For it to be successful, it needs to happen 
on their own terms, and on their own account. Hybridity is the missing 
link between the aware post-liberal peacebuilder and the Sampat-type 
local-local, while the “sacred” lies in the connection of the hybrid with 
the local-local. As I mention this possibility to Samawada, she tells me 
that she will be thinking about it, that she is not sure that it can work, 
but that she will try to see. Our conversation is then cut short by the 
“Mission Impossible” ring tone of her mobile phone… another baby is 
waiting for her under a thorn tree.



140!Decolonizing Peace

Figure IV-6: Peace panarchy in Somaliland
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Conclusion

In answer to the question posed earlier, pertaining to the baby child 
being taken or not into the UN helicopter, the visibility of the invisible 
may provide a viable alternative to the removal of the child from his/her 
environment. Visibility and awareness within a greater peace formation 
context is the key to approaching the complexity of the situations that 
are encountered both in the “&eld” and at home, as illustrated by the 
lessons learned of Occupy LA. From a Northern liberal perspective, this 
chapter has sought to bring to our understanding the necessity of treating 
our “help” syndrome within a mix of complementary and symmetrical 
awareness. While we cannot be trusted with our “help”, the facilitation 
and reliance on hybrid actors such as Edna Adam may be the key to a 
“sacred” facilitation of the values and bonding elements that are found 
in complex adaptive systems such as that of her friend Samawada. Part 
of this sacred is the practice of bonding values such as love and care, as 
well as a kinesthetic understanding of peace, relying on ethics, esthetics, 
self-organization, consensus, etc.

Decolonizing peace does not depend on tools, but on processes and 
actions. Can there be some elements that facilitate the emergence and 
ampli&cation of self-organized complex adaptive systems, which bring 
a common vision to the realm of the visible, etc? Can the close study 
of several amplifying aspects of the expression of decolonizing peace 
bring about an understanding of its processes? !e last chapter of this 
book will look more closely at some of the elements that facilitate the 
emergence and ampli&cation of turbulences and complex adaptive 
systems through networking, leadership, and dialogue.



142!Decolonizing Peace



143

V. Emergence

In March 2011, an interesting di"erence occurred in my academic life. 
I carried out “&eld” research from my home base, comfortably sitting 
behind my desk at work, saving myself from the despairing boredom 
of faculty meetings, or waiting for my daughter to fall asleep at night. 
I spent weeks observing Internet Relay Chats (IRCs) of Anonymous 
(Anon). It all started fairly simply, a friend of a friend of a friend knew 
someone who was remotely connected to the IRC channel of Operation 
Iran (#OpIran), and he connected us. Anonymous had made itself known 
to the rest of the world in its connection to the Egyptian uprising, and 
I was curious to understand their functioning, organization, political 
remits, etc.213 I received a message in my mailbox asking me to submit 
some of my previous publications, so that some of the people who I 
would be interviewing could judge my credentials before they would 
decide whether or not to relate to me. !ree academic papers of mine 
were uploaded by my contact onto Scribner, including an early dra' of 
this book’s chapter 1. Over the following days, they received signi&cant 
attention. A'er a deliberation among Anon members of Operation Iran 
(#OpIran) and beyond, Operation Teach (#OpTeach) was established, 
followed a few days later by Operation Learn (#OpLearn). To get onto 
#OpTeach was no easy task. I had to follow many technical instructions, 
but more importantly, surrender to my contact, someone I did not know 
personally at all. !rough the links that I clicked on and the programs I 
downloaded, any hacker could have taken control of my life; they knew 
I was working on a Mac, for instance, what so'ware I was using, where 
I was located, etc.214 

Trust, from this perspective, was the most important part of this 
research. As a bonding element of a complex adaptive system, it connects 
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to the right hemispheric understanding of being part of a whole. A 
bonding element between my contact and me was necessary for me to 
look deeper into the amplifying elements of Anonymous, one of the 
complex adaptive systems getting much media attention.

Decolonizing peace has so far been understood in this book to be 
bringing the invisible into the realm of the visible. Whether it be in 
relation to presenting an alternative epistemology of the discipline 
of peace and con%ict studies, to facilitating the connection of the le' 
and right hemispheric expressions of peace, to highlighting the period 
in the panarchy cycle of peace when outside involvement/facilitation 
might become valid, to understanding the emergence of sustainability 
in complex adaptive systems, to grasping the double bind of liberal 
peace, or to highlighting the importance of hybridity for revolt and 
remember connections in relation to the peace panarchy, decolonizing 
peace has sought to add a territorial complexity onto the mapping of 
post-liberal peacebuilding215. While decolonizing peace emerges as a 
complex expression within the greater realm of peace formation, both 
complement one another in the peace panarchy.

Now that the connections have been established within the under-
standing that decolonizing peace can be facilitated along a kinesthetic 
path, neither built nor engineered, it remains necessary to look deeper 
into the factors that enable the negative feedback dampening of a 
system, as well as the ampli&cation of a dampened closed system into 
both a turbulence and a vortex, as well as beyond. What factors will 
enable the formation of positive feedback loops? !is last chapter will 
look closely at the emergence of networks, the alternative expression of 
leadership within them, their self-organized elements, and the dialogue 
processes that connect all of their parts and strengthen their resilience. 
!e importance of networks, communities of practice andsystems of 
in%uence will be analyzed as a decolonizing expression of both the self 
and the collective.
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From Networks to Communities of Practice

We have already seen from Chapter III how the aggregation of negative 
and positive feedback loops comes to a phase of bifurcation and ampli-
&cation, the turbulence moving toward the shaping of a vortex whose 
parameters are symbolized by the emergence and nurturing of strange 
attractors, which provide boundaries as well as a space for unpredictable 
movements. From that perspective, the pattern of a vortex remains the 
same, while its details change; it renews itself constantly. !ink about the 
human body and the fact that our organs remain present, but the cells 
within them are constantly renewing. Our liver remains a liver, in its 
pattern, yet its composition is undergoing constant change. In nature, and 
especially in my garden, this is also illustrated in colonies of zompopas, 
Leafcutter ants, who maintain an ability to eat a small tree in one night, 
over and again, all year long, while the life expectancy of each individual 
ants is between one and two months.216 Fritjof Capra argues that the same 
happens for live networks and organizations whose boundaries are clearly 
established, yet whose membership can be renewed constantly. For the 
renewal of the cells to be optimized, Capra emphasizes the importance 
of the constant creation of knowledge within the network, as well as a 
constant %ow of information between di"erent members. 

From a Quantum Communications concept, relationships between 
network members make matter, not the members themselves. Networks 
need membership, but their resilience is not due to numbers or a critical 
mass, rather, it relies on the relationships between the members. !is 
should not be confused with the experience of Samawada in Chapter IV, 
who clearly stated that people were the best resources that her network 
had. What I believe she meant in her particular context is that people, 
as opposed to funding, and the relationships that they have established 
between one another through the practice of care, and love of course, 
provide the drive behind her network. From this perspective, the “cells” 
of the network are the di"erent nodes that compose it, either indi-
viduals or groups of individuals, and the energy of the network comes 
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from the relationships between the nodes, illustrated by the creation of 
knowledge and the %ows of information. Energy is equally present in 
all these nodes, and does not belong to any central “regulating body.” 
From this perspective of decentralization, the constant %ow of energy 
through information and knowledge creates the self-organized aspect 
of the live network. !ere are no hierarchies, only nodes.

Figure V-1: Emergence of a community of practice

Of importance in relation to networks such as Sampat’s, for instance, 
are the amplifying processes that those will embrace once they are 
established. !ose processes are not to be chosen, they just are, yet 
they can be studied and facilitated. Once the network is established as 
a decentralized turbulence, it is understood that it will have to reach a 
further state of complexity to become a vortex, for its chaos to become 
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organized (Figure V-1). Management theory refers to this as the emer-
gence of a community of practice. Of importance here is the di"erence 
in complexity between a turbulence/network, and a vortex/commu-
nity of practice. Both networks and communities of practice rely on 
amplifying elements, yet communities of practice emerge within more 
complexity than networks. Communities of practice can be de&ned as 
“self-generating social networks, referring to the common context of 
meaning.”217 As Etienne Wenger states: 

“[m]embers of a community are informally bound by what 
they do together—from engaging in lunchtime discussions to 
solving di#cult problems—and by what they have learned 
through their mutual engagement in these activities.”218 

A community of practice de&nes itself alongside three key dimensions: 
a joint enterprise, which is to be renegotiated constantly by all members, 
a mutual engagement that binds all members together, and a “shared 
repertoire of communal resources that members have developed over 
time.”219 In terms of joint enterprise, this can be established by a shared 
vision, whose resulting actions will depend on the constant consensus 
of the community. !e community of practice takes the lessons learned 
from past mutual involvement and acts on the basis of this shared 
knowledge. As within a network, %ows of information and knowledge 
creation or sharing remain at the core, yet in a more complex manner. 
Information is not bare, in a constant state of re-generation, but takes 
into consideration the experience of the community’s practice. It is 
expressed through collective memory, as a meme. Information relays 
do not stem from a direct cause and e"ect mechanism, but to a meaning 
in di"erence that connects to its joint enterprise. Capra explains: “[m]
eaningful disturbances will get the organization’s attention and will trigger 
structural changes.”220 !is brings us back to the cybernetics introduced in 
Chapter IV. Information as a di"erence within a di"erence is understood 
as a meaningful impulse that will trigger a response. !is meaningful 
impulse in the case of Sampat is someone’s situation that warrants her 
community’s assistance. In order to obtain a closer understanding of 
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the elements that make and sustain a community of practice, let us look 
more closely at Anonymous and the amplifying elements within it.

Yin and Yang

Quoting management theorist Peter Senge, Capra argues that what 
marks the di"erence between a Cartesian mechanical organization and 
a living one, a complex adaptive system, are two key elements: a strong 
sense of community, and an openness to the outside world.221 One day, 
I received an electronic message from “Me Ya” entitled: “You can haz 
VPN”. It stated: “Part of safe sur&ng is having a VPN = which stands 
for ‘Virtual Private Network’. When u [you] are on one very few ppl 
[people] can &gure out who you are or where you are coming from. 
Some friends were kind enough to set one up for you.” !is became the 
set up for my &rst day of contact with the #OpTeach folks. While using 
this VPN, Anon people would drop by and answer my questions, join 
our conversations, leave, or go idle. Some would be more serious than 
others, as they told me how they enjoyed misleading journalists who 
ventured on their channels once in a while. 

I virtually met with people from the Anonymous as well as the Tele-
comix network. While Anonymous is an encrypted network of people 
who are, well, nameless, Telecomix is an open network where members 
can participate using disclosing their identity. While the &rst can be seen 
as committing illegal acts, the other stays within legality. My long-term 
interlocutor from Telecomix, Peter Fein, explained how both networks 
are complementary in their actions, using the metaphor of the Yin and 
Yang of Chinese cosmology.222 

Anonymous, the Yang, has brought websites down with Distributed 
Denial of Service Attacks, more commonly known as DDoS attacks or 
DDoSing, which involve overloading a server with requests to connect 
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to a website in order to either signi&cantly slow the server’s response, 
or jam it. Telecomix, the Yin, is specialized in restoring services that 
have been arbitrarily cut o". During #OpEgypt in January-February 
2011, as Anonymous was attacking the Egyptian government websites,

“the Mubarak Regime pulled the plug on the only connec-
tion in the country, and Telecomix was responsible for 
restoring Internet communications through a network of 
1980s fax machines. We sent faxes to all the numbers we 
could locate in Egypt, explaining how to restore their connec-
tions so that they could organize their protests on social 
networks. We also sent them a demonstration kit with "rst 
aid instructions and Gene Sharp’s techniques for non-violent 
action.”223

Both organizations, complementarily, have one clear common vision 
or motto: Internet freedom. Under this banner, people of all walks of 
life have joined to ensure that their common vision is respected. !is 
is the only common denominator that exists between them. !ey have 
no leaders, no hierarchy, no funding, and no human face, yet they are 
occupying our virtual space and contribute to setting a certain political 
agenda.

Anonymous and Telecomix do not evolve in a traditional hierarchical 
system where their agenda is set by a few and executed by others. !ere 
are no members who are given privileged access over others, who receive 
rewards over others. !ey have no representatives, only interlocutors that 
are more amenable than others to talk to the press. !e %ow of energy in 
this network does not stem from its center. Instead, it is located within 
each Operation (#Op) that is undertaken by a group of like-minded 
people. Operations can be established in straightforward ways. If an 
Anon member &nds an issue related to Internet freedom to be of interest, 
he or she will prepare a introductory package to raise awareness among 
others. At other times, several Anon members might discuss a common 
issue on an #Op channel, and may decide as a common front to open 
another #Op channel related to that issue. 
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One common inaccuracy made by observers of the network is to focus 
on a speci&c political message or set of issues. Anon is not speci&cally 
or directly a defender of Western-type democracies, human rights, or 
even the 99% of the Occupy Movement. As Anon3 points out, 

“we are hackers, and we love to hack. We will do this no 
matter what, but as part of Anon, we get to defend what we 
believe in, Internet freedom. In sum, we do what we love to 
do, and we do something meaningful connected to it.” 

Anon can thus be understood as a collective of people, primarily 
hackers, who congregate to hack for a cause they all subscribe to, Internet 
freedom. !is cause is the icing on the cake of an overwhelming yearning 
to hack. !e &rst Anon “operation,” which took place in 2008, was against 
the Church of Scientology’s forceful removal of a controversial video 
of US actor Tom Cruise, ranting about his and his Church’s mission 
to help others, especially addicts, as a sacred duty to the world. Cruise 
advocated using any possible means, including “ruthless” ways, so that 
people can be saved from themselves.224 !is video, which was originally 
designed for internal recruitment but later leaked to the outside world, 
was tainted with a “you are either with us, or against us” mentality. !e 
crazed belligerent tone of the actor was meant to impress prospective 
recruits on the verge of joining, not the average person. As it clearly 
manipulated right hemispheric thinking, it became an embarrassment 
to the Church of Scientology establishment as it plainly demonstrated 
the extreme position of some of its most high pro&le members. A 
clear demonstration of cult brainwashing, it had to be removed due to 
the bad PR this was bringing the organization.225 Anon3, an ordinary 
family man who had been bothered by scientologists before, and knew 
of some people whose lives has been destroyed by the cult, decided 
to do something about it, and with some of his peers, created Project 
Chanology, more commonly known as Operation Chanology, a direct 
response to the Church’s decision to sue the Internet hosts of the leaked 
Tom Cruise video. In Mid-January 2008, several websites of the Church 
of Scientology were subjected to trolling, with DDoS attacks, prank 
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phone calls, and black faxes being sent to several Church facilities as a 
way to disturb their daily operations. According to Gabriela Coleman, 
this trolling consists of an 

“unpredictable combination of the following: telephone 
pranking, having many unpaid pizzas sent to the target’s 
home, DDoSing, and most especially, splattering personal 
information, preferably humiliating, all over the Internet.”226 

Of importance to trolling is that it occurs en masse, in a focused 
way, over a very short time span, and is practiced – not designed – to 
not only overwhelm, but also paralyze its target. Following this &rst 
trolling phase, a video was then posted on the net, where Anonymous 
clearly established their goals and mission against the Church. While the 
Internet freedom motto is utilized in this video, it also lists more speci&c 
grievances against the church, and vows to expel the Church from the 
Internet altogether.227 Later, a web campaign, as well as a website, were 
established as a way to inform the rest of the world about the scope 
of the operation, all this visibility gathered public support outside the 
Anon community and became instrumental to a series of non-violent 
demonstrations that took place from February 2008 onwards.228 

!e virtual moved into the realm of reality. On the legal front, Opera-
tion Chanology attempted to have the Internal Revenue Service investi-
gate the tax-free status of the Church, and while this might not have been 
a success, it set the issue on the public agenda, and more importantly, 
allowed Anonymous to become more visible as a community of prac-
tice.229 Other operations followed in the next two years, until Anonymous 
reached global visibility in its #OpPayback to defend Wikileaks toward 
the end of 2010.230
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The Do-ocracy of the Hive

What makes Anonymous a community of practice? Let us take the 
example of #OpIran. As a few Anon met on di"erent #Op channels, some 
speci&c and others more dedicated to openly discussing operations with 
AnonOps, AnonNet, or VoxAnon, they started exchanging information 
about Internet freedom in relation to demonstrations in various parts of 
the Middle East and Central Asia. !is created or renewed interest in a 
wave of #Op channels related to countries, such as #OpEgypt, #OpIran, 
#OpPalestine, etc. (Figure V-2).231 

Figure V-2: Turbulence pattern of the Anonymous network

Of importance to the demography of those operations, according to 
Anon2, who introduced me to the community, is that the majority of 
Anons in those speci&c operations were women. !is cannot be veri-
&ed quantitatively, yet was reiterated on several occasions by various 
interlocutors. From this perspective, women from the region where the 
#Ops were taking place found the Anon community to be a safe space 
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where they could assume a public, yet virtual, role. !e Anon commu-
nity, while originally composed of stereotypical hackers, i.e. young 
men spending day and night on the 4Chan network, soon became a 
more open community, primarily by way of online tutorials explaining 
how to take part in actions without necessarily having an Information 
Technology background.232 Anon2 explains how #OpIran was created: 
“some guy showed up bitching about Iran [Anon1], got my interest, we 
opened a channel, trolled around for help, got a video made, put it on 
the net, it was a lot of work, there are ppl all over this net doing work 
like that, on all kinds of matters, not just this server, many servers.” I 
then ask what decides on the popularity of some issues over others, and 
he answers that any issue can be ampli&ed by a recurring visibility on 
a compilation of IRC channels, the web, and twitter. 

!e catalyst, or meaningful information in that sense, comes in the 
form of a video that is shared on the Internet between di"erent members 
of the foreseen operation. Such videos are not necessarily proven in their 
origins or veracity, yet have a considerable power in appealing to one’s 
right hemispheric sense of the whole. Anon1 shared a video with me that 
served as an information basis for #OpIran. It had been created during 
the post-electoral demonstrations of 2009, as the Iranian government 
was restricting Internet access in an attempt to diminish public support 
for the protests.233 !e video shows a street demonstration in Tehran 
being met by both the police force and men in black, understood to be 
the feared nopos, a governmentally appointed clandestine army geared 
toward the repression of the Iranian people. !e video, shot from a 
roo'op, then shows the person &lming it and an associate, trying to 
hide from a nopo raid on nearby apartment blocks, only to be allegedly 
arrested and, later, to die in prison. !ere is absolutely no corrobora-
tion of facts, evidence, or information in this video, yet its perception in 
relation to the predispositions of its audience toward the Iranian regime, 
has, for instance, recruited Anon2 to #OpIran.

Of importance here is the trust that members of the community have 
with one another in relation to the material that they post online. !is 
relates to the mutual engagement of Anon as a community of practice. 
!is trust, however, is not unlimited or blind. In the private messaging 
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conversations that I have had with Anon1 and Anon2, it is clear that 
neither trusts the other beyond the common goal of the operation, yet 
they can easily relate to one another and share very personal stories. 
!is trust dimension is rather complex, and I assume, pertains to the 
virtual nature of the community. While Anon1 and 2 have the bond 
that soldiers might have in a common operation, it is very di"erent 
from the unconditional trust that I found between the members of 
the Gulabi Gang that I met. In relation to videos, over time, others are 
shared or placed on the web, and serve as a constant reminder to the 
Op members of the necessity of the operation. !is relates to Wenger’s 
joint enterprise attribute of a community of practice, which always has 
to be renegotiated between members. As an ampli&cation mechanism, 
members place descriptions of the operations on the web, with supporting 
videos, frequently asked questions sections, detailed descriptions of the 
forthcoming operations, etc.234

As stated earlier, since it stemmed from a network, Anonymous as 
a community of practice does not evolve with a traditional leadership 
but functions as what Fein refers to as a adhocracy, meaning that the 
individuals who dedicate the most time and e"ort to the operation are 
the ones who, invariably, are going to steer the hive of Anons in a speci&c 
direction.235 From this perspective, decision-making is not speci&cally 
consensus-based, as in the Occupy movement, but is a kind of hybrid 
between consensus and hive-like activity. Leadership relates to a swarm 
form of collective intelligence, the same that enables Leafcutter ants to eat 
my garden away.236 Sometimes, members of the operation will not agree 
on a particular point, and this will lead to either one member leaving 
the group, a long argument with much trolling, or one part of the hive 
resolutely moving in a di"erent direction, hence loosing the interest and 
support of another part of the hive. When this happens, in rare cases, 
this can lead to the auto-destruction of an operation. Parts of the hive 
can be directly attacked by another part; they will be, as Fein explains, 
“thrown under a bus.” !is actually occurred to #OpIran in April/May 
2012. Fein recalls: “some felt that #OpIran was an o"set of the Green 
Movement of Iranian dissident Mir Hossein Mosavi, yet we do not do 
politics, or regime change, we are strictly helping in Internet Freedom 
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matters.” !e line is undoubtedly &ne, and sometimes blurred, between 
an #Op for Internet freedom and political grounds. When this becomes 
too obvious, the node becomes a threat to the rest of the community, 
and self-regulates into oblivion. Fein explains that a “throwing under 
the bus” can be directed at an individual or a whole #Op; it involves

“some direct trolling, but also doxxing [digging up personal 
info] and telling their friends/allies the stupid stu( they’ve 
been up to [determining where this crosses to just spreading 
rumors is le' as an exercise for the reader]. !rowing whole 
ops under is a bit di(erent [...] I’ve seen that be as simple 
as persuading people to abandon an op, a channel takeover, 
extensive doxxing + coordinated public shaming/discred-
iting/ disavowal [via Twitter], or appealing to IRC opers 
[who admin the servers] to shut an op down. Dramatically 
throwing big ops under is rare  more o'en, bad ops fail to 
launch to critical mass and just "zzle out. Bus throwing is 
expensive and not much fun for anyone.”237

Since virtual communities of practice do not involve physical struc-
tures, the auto-renewal of their system is much easier and less dramatic 
than, let’s say, “purging” a particular dysfunctional node of the Gulabi 
Gang, or a renegade member of the Hezbollah. An Anon thrown under a 
bus may not see their physical life or environment dramatically a"ected, 
while a dysfunctional operation that looses support, i.e. the relationship 
that exists between members, will be able to morph into another #Op. 
From the perspective of panarchy, “throwing under a bus” can account 
to a release mechanism of the system. As a self-regulating collection of 
hives, the community of practice that is Anon enjoys a heightened resil-
ience that allows it to move to higher stages of complexity, even moving 
beyond the virtual sphere. In that sense, the visibility of Anonymous 
as connected to the Occupy movement could add complexity to the 
community of practice.
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Obsolescence

In the last few years, the emergence of social dissent has become more 
visible across the world. !e main success of Wikileaks as a network 
has been to uncover many public secrets and to enable public discourse 
to move beyond the realm of conspiracy theories in terms of interna-
tional relations and Western foreign policies. It has made my work 
much easier, uncovering the many double binds of the peace industry, 
as seen for example in the case of the Afghan Bacha Bazi discussed in 
Chapter I. Its main weakness, however, has been the swelling ego of one 
of its founders, Julian Assange, whose urge to appear in the limelight 
has dealt a signi&cant blow to the organization.238 Once any leaderless 
network allows for one of its members to assume its identity, it leaves the 
sphere of chaos and enters the Cartesian realm of traditional methods, 
where it can be easily contained and discredited. !ink of it as a soccer 
match, where teams &nd it an advantage to play on their own turf. Since 
all human beings have their %aws, and in the case of Assange it is his 
male ego, the state found a way to “counter-troll” the network in ways 
that it knows best, the construction of a sex-tainted legal suit against 
Assange, the fastest way to initiate a massive loss of public support, 
discredit the network, diminish its &nancial resources, arrest and subject 
leak Bradley Manning to, according to a UN rapporteur, “cruel and 
inhuman” treatment, etc.239 Since the Assange “scandal” erupted, the 
attention and information %ows of the network have been disrupted, and, 
more importantly in relation to networking, the relationships between 
members have been altered. Seeing the manner in which Manning has 
been treated, who would entrust any information to a network on the 
brink of collapse due to the visibilisation of its self-appointed leader? 
From that perspective, Assange’s decision to come to light was a tactical 
mistake. Still, as I mentioned earlier, Wikileaks has had an undeniable 
impact in exposing the many double binds of international relations. It 
has opened a window in popular culture for political dissent to be backed 
up by the ugly reality of Realpolitik. It has also brought to light the power 
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that networking individuals may have in relation to the state. In the 
same way that the Arab spring created a bifurcation point for random 
individuals to realize that they can trigger social change, Wikileaks is an 
example of how open %ows of information may be considered as a threat 
to any state worldwide, and more importantly, the state as a paradigm.

!ere is another association that should not be made in academic 
publications, as far as my Anonymous contacts are concerned: “terrorism.” 
As soon as I entered in conversations on #OpTeach and #OpLearn, we 
began to discuss the issue of how the US media and government portray 
the organization in terms that are borrowed from the realm of insurgency 
and terrorism studies. In February 2012, the director of the National 
Security Agency, General Keith Alexander, warned that Anonymous 
“could have the ability within the next year or two to bring about a limited 
power outage through a cyberattack.”240 While this type of “terrorism” 
framing is no stranger to governmental rhetoric and scare mongering 
– recall US Secretary of state Colin Powell’s ill-fated speech delivered at 
the UN to justify an impending invasion of Iraq – it is clearly intended 
to scatter the general public support for Anonymous, as well as scare 
some of its actual or potential members o". What makes Anonymous 
or Wikileaks so threatening to power structures? It is less their technical 
capacity than the potential for the transparency they advocate to become 
a public norm, as well as the potential for ordinary individuals to realize 
that they can exist and thrive as a community outside a conventional 
state structure. !e same occurred as a result of the Arab Spring. Why 
didn’t the Obama administration acknowledge or support the Egyptian 
demonstrations as soon as they occurred? Because the double bind that 
was exercised on Egypt by Barack Obama, who delivered a tear-jerking, 
hopeful speech on democracy while keeping the Mubarak dictator-
ship in power as a safe Israeli ally in the region, was bound to recede, 
leaving the state paradigm of both the US and the Egyptian governments 
powerless to control mass uprisings for freedom. !e freedom that was 
asserted there, and supported by both Anonymous and Telecomix, was 
not only in relation to President Mubarak, it was entering Rumi’s &eld 
beyond the state Paradigm of right and wrong. !is represents the real 
threat of Anonymous and its avatars. In the same way that al-Qaeda 
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once operated as a center-free turbulence, before being transposed back 
to a hierarchical/Cartesian mode by the state paradigm, Anonymous 
represents the potential for political and social activism to exist outside 
the state mirage of “democracy.” 

Fein has been delivering speeches on the adhocracy, and how the 
practices of the Anonymous and Telecomix community have started 
to show that in the present, the right hemisphere, change is occurring, 
immanent, and unavoidable.241 He explains that adhocracy 

“exists in the spaces le' over and in between, [the invisible 
beyond the map]. It’s a politics of practice and oral tradition.”

From this immanent perspective of the community of practice, 
the state Paradigm of Cartesian control becomes obsolete. !is is the 
real threat. I believe, therefore, that the NATO intervention in Libya, 
to “protect” civilians (apart from migrant workers, women, Gadda& 
supporting tribes, etc.), was a state Paradigm attempt to re-capture the 
people-power social change movement and place it on its own “turf,” that 
of the le' hemisphere. !e organization of elections in Egypt has had the 
exact same function, since the democracy meme belongs to the future, 
not the present. !e map of one man, one vote, and the illusion of the 
present is never the territory of the government formed a'er an election, 
which only reproduces more of the same and bene&ts the same elites.

Systems of Influence: When the Anomaly 
Becomes the Epistemology

When does a community of practice reach another bifurcation point 
that will enhance its complexity, and allow it to reach a renewed yet 
deeper state? !e recent visibilisation of adhocracies, or communities 
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of practice, which initiated in the Arab Spring and culminated in the 
West with the Occupy movement, could yet become an even greater 
threat for the state Paradigm (Figure V-3). 

Figure V-3: Communities of practice for “freedom”

Margaret Whitley writes about the bifurcation of communities of 
practice into systems of in%uence, and de&nes it as the third phase of 
emergence, occurring when “[t]he practices developed by courageous 
communities become the accepted standard.” She explains:

“[p]eople no longer hesitate about adopting these 
approaches and methods and they learn them easily. Policy 
and funding debates now include the perspectives and 
experiences of these pioneers. !ey become leaders in the 
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"eld and are acknowledged as the wisdom keepers for their 
particular issue. And critics who said it could never be done 
suddenly become chief supporters (o'en saying they knew 
it all along.)”242

When adhocracy becomes a way of life, a standard, when ordinary 
individuals no longer surrender their freedom through “democratic” elec-
tions to a state and the elite it strives to maintain, is when adhocracy and 
people-power will become a system of in%uence. !e visibility of complex 
adaptive systems for peace or social change may well set public agendas 
for change, through the witnessing of real, positive, and manageable 
alternatives from other parts of the world. A conscious epistemological 
shi', uncovering local-local consensual initiatives based on di"erent 
parameters that are deemed “useless” to conventional indicators, such 
as the bonding elements of care, esthetics, relationships, etc., may well 
set an agenda for experiential change, a step-by-step evolution. 

While decolonizing peace, as a community of practice, has not reached 
a systemic level of in%uence, communities as complex adaptive systems 
must be encouraged to remain as they are, in the right hemisphere, 
and not sell out to the le' hemispheric Cartesian way of thinking. !is 
awareness is already present, yet always threatened by the e"orts of 
the older, incomplete, Cartesian paradigm, to reclaim them back into 
its symmetrical reality. From this perspective, the Cartesian paradigm 
behaves like the mainstream perception of a black hole – which is proven 
to be more complex than this –, eating the energy present on its path, 
hence the valid uneasiness that many have in relation to bringing an 
alternative reality into the realm of the visible.

In relation to the Arab Spring, one observer commented emphatically 
on how he had supported political change in the region all along: Usama 
bin Laden. In his Letters from Abbottabad, he states: 

“[t]hese events are the most important events that the 
nation has witnessed for centuries, (…) so if we double the 
e(orts to direct and educate the Muslim peoples and warn 
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them from the half solutions, (…) the oncoming stage will 
be for Islam.”243 

Originally a turbulence that never became a vortex, al-Qaeda lost its 
in%uence in the same way as the state Paradigm (albeit temporarily): 
through the collective awareness for change that was prompted by the 
Arab Spring. As the state Paradigm’s primary symmetrical adversary, 
global insurgency, al-Qaeda was as threatened with obsolescence as the 
state was, since the presence of local-local communities of practice was 
no longer part of the traditional equation of security and liberal peace. 
As random individuals realized that they were able to assert themselves 
for social change, they were also able to appreciate that they no longer 
needed others to represent them. !e electoral meme won those commu-
nities back, as a strong remember connection from the higher level of 
panarchy, and through this, so did a certain vision of Islam, with the early 
claims of electoral victory from both the Muslim Brotherhood and the 
former regime.244 Only time will tell how the Tahrir Square community 
of practice will survive amidst those state/epistemological recuperations. 
!e meetings that recently took place in Jordan between the Egyptian 
Muslim Brotherhood and al-Qaeda in Iraq, supported by the Turkish 
government, certainly quell the early “we did it” euphoria prompted 
by a simplistic reading of the Arab Spring.245 Still, is the emergence of 
adhocracy and dissent as a system of in%uence possible? Will transpar-
ency and adhocracy as an anomaly ever become a paradigm?

!e answer to this question may well lie in the importance of dynamic 
processes as opposed to theoretical ends. Ampli&cation is not an end; it 
is a process that can only occur through panarchial cycles of renewal. 
Adhocracy or transparency as theories cannot become a paradigm. 
!ey would risk becoming instantly fossilized, since theories in social 
sciences are by de&nition dead ideas. Adhocracies as pathways, prac-
tices, and panarchy cycles may become a system of in%uence, rendering 
the state Paradigm obsolete in its exclusiveness. Adhocracy may be 
the complexi&ed territory of the state map. Does this mean that states 
in general cannot coexist with adhocracy, in the same way that the 
UN cannot coexist alongside decolonizing or hybrid forms of peace? 
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Panarchy reminds us that there is a need for a remember connection, 
and so does Fein:

“[w]hen you have an obsolete legacy system on the edge 
of collapse, it can be tempting to just throw it out and start 
fresh. But experience with technology teaches us to avoid 
this if we can – revolution is expensive and risky. It doesn’t 
work so well when you have a large, dependent user base 
and it o'en turns out you know less than you thought you 
did going in. Instead, you have to replace a legacy piece by 
piece from the bottom up. We need to starve the beast – not 
of dollars, but of our personal investment and energy. It took 
a long, long time to get into this mess, and the struggle to 
rebuild a better world is going to take the rest of our lives.”246

An alternative epistemology for peace and con%ict studies does not 
lay in the establishment of yet another theory, but in the realization that 
a di"erent view of the world and our surroundings, a paradigm shi', 
allows us to see a di"erent reality that already exists and can co-exist 
with an awareness of the “help” addiction of the remember functions of 
the higher panarchy levels. From this perspective, how can a di"erent 
worldview be safely brought into the realm of the visible?

Dialogue as an Amplifier

How many of us have taken part in workshops, conferences, or 
meetings where the same key words and categories of knowledge were 
brought forward, debated, slightly challenged, and at times enhanced? 
We &nd originality in one concept pertaining to development to be 
re-used in another sphere; let’s say, media studies, when we rephrase 
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an old concept or add new levels to our categorizations of knowledge. 
Where is the originality in this? !e current state of knowledge in the 
&eld of peace and con%ict studies pertains to the categories that form 
it. When we reach the “&eld”, or engage with a liberal-peace-trusted 
interlocutor, we expect our language, maybe within variations, to be 
spoken. In fact, we will &nd our interlocutors and grant them our trust 
in form of expertise recognition only if they know our language, or have 
attended our academic formations. I have o'en met with colleagues from 
the South, only to have them immediately expose their credentials from 
Bradford, George Mason, Uppsala, and, of course, UPEACE, hence being 
“kosher,” so to speak. How open are we to engage in a deep exchange 
with people whose language we neither recognize, nor consider as being 
valid, outside our own? 

It has not escaped me that in ascribing the names or categorizations 
of chaos, panarchy, or cybernetics to some processes, some may also 
fall into that trap. Yet replacing a panoply of keywords by others is not 
a paradigm shi', it is merely a re-situation of knowledge. !e proposed 
paradigm shi' here is the use of a di"erent type of lens through which 
to visibilize the invisible. Dialogue can be a process toward that state.

A dialogue is not a discussion, nor is it a conversation.247 While 
engaged in a discussion, interlocutors will primarily pit their arguments 
against those of the other. !ey will spend most of their time thinking 
about their next sentence, without listening to the contributions of their 
fellow discussants. A discussion is a form of debate. It pertains to Bate-
son’s realm of the symmetrical. It generates a tit-for-tat exchange that will 
seldom bring participants to a consensus. Voices may be raised, tempers 
may be altered, and grudges may be held long a'er the discussion has 
taken place. A conversation is a less controversial form of discussion, still 
symmetrical, but harboring a less opinionated style. Both discussions and 
conversations address a speci&c topic that has been established before-
hand and whose parameters are rarely challenged. !ere is no power 
in either form of interaction, since their agenda has already been set. In 
relation to Lukes’ view of power, both decision-making and in%uence are 
less important than agenda setting.248 A'er all, what matters about a deci-
sion if it does not exist in the &rst place? Dialogue comes as an alternative 
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to conversations and discussions. While conversations and discussions 
can be understood to be an exchange of information, a dialogue revolves 
around the joint creation of new knowledge. Bohm de&nes it as creating 
something new, through the establishment of a common space within 
which participants, having suspended their assumptions, will be able 
to share and create at the same time. For a dialogue to be able to take 
place, no agenda must have been set in advance.249 Participants will be 
able to meet with no set of assumptions on a particular topic, which 
in itself will allow for a exchange to be able to take place in the form 
of collective consensual agenda-setting. Of interest in the processes of 
both Anonymous and Telecomix is the amount of time spent chatting 
on various matters completely unrelated to the operation supposed to be 
taking place. !is allows for a community agenda to be established, and 
for Lukes’ third dimension of power to be asserted. !is communication 
format also allows for the network’s %ow of information and creation of 
knowledge to maintain it as a live organism.

Dialogue is a vital process in relation to decolonizing peace, yet it also 
represents an epistemological shi' in the manner in which research, 
social encounters, information sharing, and writing occur on a daily 
basis. Time, budgets, logistics, and “expertise” will o'en be blamed for 
the impossibility of a dialogue process to occur; yet dialogue can very 
well be employed as a pathway toward the establishment of a mixed 
symmetrical and complementary relationship within decolonizing peace. 
Imagining dialogue within a conference format, moving beyond the 
sphere of open space technology that still frames a conversation within 
a given agenda, is also a future expression of decolonizing peace at an 
academic level. When reaching the “&eld”, this would entail a di"erent 
format of consultations between donors and communities, “experts” 
and local elites, etc. Dialogue thus becomes an amplifying process of 
complex adaptive systems, crucial for decolonizing peace. !e shi' from 
strategic planning to scenario planning is also a form of dialogue, based 
on bringing the invisible to light by devising possible future scenarios and 
preparing accordingly. Dialogue, in decolonizing peace as a process, can 
be utilized to in&nity, i.e. forum theatre, folkloric singing, etc. Dialogue 
as an amplifying process also relies in a holographic manner on the 
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bonding elements unpacked in Chapter IV. A book is currently being 
prepared on the ethics and esthetics of hacking in the Anon commu-
nity that will no doubt provide an in-depth complement to the present 
chapter, as well as a recursive loop into Chapter IV’s dimension of the 
“sacred” kinesthetic understandings of decolonizing peace.250

Conclusion

Given the recent developments of Cartesian power structures 
reclaiming social change onto their own territories, elements of aware-
ness also need to be ampli&ed in relation to decolonizing aspects of 
peace. It takes more than a leap of faith to privilege a decolonizing 
practice of peace. Within our Cartesian paradigm, faith has been placed 
in the sphere of the irrational. Some of the students that go through a 
whole course of decolonizing peace recurrently bring the same cliché 
back to our collective agenda: “what about the real world?” !is book 
does not assert that another world is possible, but that it is already there, 
everywhere, and that should we chose to ignore it, it will continue to 
thrive without us. At the risk if sounding like an illustrious, bearded 
revolutionary from Germany, what the spillover of the Arab Spring 
into the Occupy Movement ought to have brought us is the realization 
that the 99% in the greater South need not be marginalized by the 99% 
in the greater North.

!e possible bifurcation of communities of practice into systems 
of in%uence depends on awareness, faith, and also a conscious choice 
toward a collective evolution for change; adhocracy can also permeate 
academia (Figure V-4). 
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Figure V-4: Decolonizing peace in three stages of emergence

!is book has not sought to introduce an alternative epistemology 
to a community that is not ready for it, yet the real challenge will be the 
bridging between a right hemispheric vision of peace, and the rest of the 
peace community, industry, etc. Awareness as well as a conscious resort 
to dialogue as a practice of collectively creating something new seems 
to be a necessary step for the discipline of peace and con%ict studies 
to be able to positively act as a remember connection in relation to the 
local-local practice of decolonizing peace. Change is already occurring 
outside of academic circles. It can be facilitated through the practice of 
a “sacred” connection.
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Epilogue

Paola, Brandy, Brittany, and Justin are between three and eight years 
old. !eir parents, from Nicaragua, are illegal laborers in a co"ee plan-
tation that sells its harvests to the US-based Starbucks co"ee company. 
!ey love school, playing together, and occasionally swimming in the 
nearby river. !eir main concerns in life are to be able to attend school, 
to &nd their toys untouched when they return home (since their Costa 
Rican neighbors regularly visit their homes to steal anything they &nd 
useful), and walk to the latrines without being bitten by the neighbor’s 
dogs, which regularly attack them. !eir house does not have running 
water or electricity and amounts to a few wooden boards put together, 
making it look more like a barn than anything else. When their parents 
do not have enough money to buy diesel for their generator, the water 
pump that connects their house to the river does not function, and this 
means they need to walk a long distance to access a source of water. 
Since many Costa Rican rivers are polluted, especially those adjacent 
to co"ee plantations, they o'en fall sick with stomach parasites. Still, 
they consider this routine to be the best part of their year.

When the co"ee-harvesting season comes, for about four months in 
the year, their lives change drastically. !ey are expected to help their 
parents pick co"ee for several hours a day, and have to surrender their 
living area to another 100 migrant workers. !is means packing their 
toys away and sharing a room with an of average 12 other workers 
who are unknown to them. !e work they are forced to do is tedious, 
tiring, and they are o'en afraid of being bitten by snakes. When they 
return home to rest, they play together for a while and then crash on 
the wooden boards that they are supposed to sleep on, too tired to even 
be uncomfortable.

For the sixth year in a row, Starbucks has been named by Ethisphere 
as one of the “world’s most ethical companies.”251 Starbucks’ website 
boasts of a strong corporate responsibility policy, recognized business 



168!Decolonizing Peace

ethics, and compliance with international standards and compliance with 
international standards.252 Since the Costa Rica legal system prohibits 
children from working, this is taken at face value by Starbucks, which, 
according to the workers, have never been seen visiting the plantation. 
Should I bother to write, once again, that “the map is not the territory?” 
One can understand that a plantation based in Costa Rica might be 
located rather far geographically, hence Starbuck’s convenient ignorance 
translating into award-winning corporate bliss. However, how about 
the plantation’s proximity to my own academic institution, UPEACE?

Paola, Brandy, Brittany, and Justin live &ve minutes from the Univer-
sity, yet it took seven years for any student to take interest in what 
happens next door to them.253 Our students take buses in and out of the 
university every day, pass by the plantation and see the workers, adults 
and children, lining up near the road four months in the year, and yet 
they choose to look the other way, since websites such as “Ethisphere” 
tell them that all is &ne and quiet on the Southern front. We boast of 
our Responsible Management program, we benevolently give English 
lessons to the Costa Rican children of a nearby state school, yet we 
do not take the time to stop and smell the poisonous %owers of our 
tropical countryside. We feel uneasy, powerless, about the enormity of 
the human rights violations that occur all around us. In the past, when 
asked by our faculty about their lack of interest for the co"ee plantation 
workers, our students gave us many reasons for their non-involvement, 
the most infuriating of all being the need to maintain a good relationship 
with the government of Costa Rica. As if our host government is solely 
responsible for the lack of ethics of local businesses. Peace and con%ict 
studies generally focus on conveniently labeled dysfunctional societies 
as a prime territory to be “helped,” o'en making abstractions of what 
happens on its doorstep. A'er all, it is easier to talk about atavistic ethnic 
hatred in Rwanda than look into what happens next door.

Yes, there are ethical considerations to take into account regarding 
how to approach such a sensitive issue without harming the families 
in question, in evaluating the social and economic consequences of a 
potential research into their working conditions or legal status, etc. Yet, 
the families in question have welcomed the relationship that they have 
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now built with our students, not the “help” that we could have easily 
given them, in discarding our old clothes to them, etc., but the visibility 
and networking potential that our growing relationship has initiated. 
!ey no longer feel alienated as illegal migrant workers in Costa Rica; 
they feel part of an unfolding community. !ere is a long way to go for 
our relationship to transform our daily realities, and for the children 
to be able to grow up in a safe environment. Yet a dialogue has been 
opened, and the possibility of creating something new together is part 
of our present reality. !e steadfast nurturing of a community relation-
ship that moves beyond the pre-established liberal peace parameters of 
contributing to our environment from the top down has taught us that 
any open collective involvement needs time, trust, care, etc. In fact, 
the relationship that we are building together is so far focused on the 
bonding elements of complex adaptive systems. !e visibilisation that 
raises emotions on both parts may be one of the &rst steps toward the 
formation of a turbulence for change.

!is book has sought to provide an alternative epistemology for 
peace and con%ict studies. It originates from the dialogical observation 
of the cruel e"ects of the double binds of the peace industry in terms 
of the resurgence of human tra#cking, sexual abuse, modern slavery, 
etc. !is observation was initiated in spite of me, and solidi&ed in a 
research project over many years. It is in initiating a dialogue with key 
actors in di"erent complex adaptive systems for peace that decolo-
nizing peace has taken its present, transient shape. Decolonizing peace, 
through an epistemological shi', can be understood as a transitory 
concept that highlights the invisible aspects, processes, and practices 
of peace worldwide, but especially in the global South. Decolonizing 
peace places an emphasis on all the key elements that do not constitute 
any typical categories of the liberal peace paradigm. !ose categories, 
“useless” since they cannot be quanti&ed or made part of a conventional 
budget line, can be seen through the lens of decolonizing peace as the 
bonding, amplifying, and stabilizing elements of a complex adaptive 
system, whether they have taken the form of a turbulence/network, a 
vortex/community of practice, or a panarchy/system of in%uence. !ese 
categories, unable to be quanti&ed or named from a conservative liberal 
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peace perspective, rely on the “useless,” and amount to dialogical expres-
sions of love, care, esthetics, ethics, emotions, inspiration, inclusion, 
etc. From this perspective, the “useless” makes matter, since it cements 
relationships, nourishes %ows of information and the elaboration of 
new knowledge that keeps the pattern of relationships intact, within a 
structure of constant renewal. !e “useless” becomes the “useful,” from 
the perspective of decolonizing peace.254

It is undeniable that liberal peace currently represents a system of 
in%uence, a paradigm that shapes responses to disasters, foreign policies, 
humanitarian assistance, and the apprenticeship of peace at an academic 
level. !is paradigm has been increasingly challenged in the last few 
years with the naming of it as such: liberal peace, the establishment of 
an anomaly level within its panarchy, the liberal peace dialogue initi-
ated among scholars and practitioners, and the current establishment 
of another anomaly level in the peace panarchy in terms of Richmond’s 
concept of peace formation.255 For now, decolonizing peace represents 
yet another anomaly level forming within the peace panarchy. It brings 
visibility to local-local initiatives for peace that evolve with the tradition-
ally unquanti&able sphere of the “useless.” It also calls for the conscious 
establishment of an awareness of the Northern addiction to “help,” which 
invariably evolves within the expression of a pathological double bind 
in the Northern relationship with the rest of the world. While decolo-
nizing peace remains aware of the necessity of both revolt and, more 
importantly, remember connections in the peace panarchy, it contends 
that no remember connection can be asserted outside a double bind if 
there is no awareness of the “help” addiction. From this perspective, the 
remember connection no longer translates into “help,” but an openness 
to dialogue, from the perspective of the creation of something new. 
Decolonizing peace connects the visible and the invisible within the 
community of practice, while it can also raise awareness within the 
panarchy/system of in%uence of peace, thus facilitating the subsequent 
emergence of the liberal peace panarchy or system of in%uence into a 
post-liberal or peace formation system of in%uence. It is most likely that 
this emerging system of in%uence will be consolidated within the realm 
of post-liberal peace, as the state system will &nd it di#cult to relinquish 
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its power. More importantly, it remains vital that this emergence is not 
perceived by the state Paradigm as a threat to its existence. !is would 
imply a risk of suppression by the system based on a perceived assault 
on its resilience capacities.

Such an assault might not be an open confrontation, but may well 
exist in terms of more “help.” Take the resilient capacities of the Gulabi 
Gang as existing in the formation and nurturing of an open circle of 
help. Should an international body o"er signi&cant &nancial assistance 
to the community, or a political mandate, this could have a disastrous 
impact on the foundations of the system itself. It is in this sense that 
the presence of hybrid actors on the ground is crucial, in mitigating 
the relationship between liberal peace actors and local-local complex 
adaptive systems based on the “useless.” An alternative epistemology of 
peace can bring hybridity forward as a strong link between the revolt 
and remember connections of the peace panarchy, whether it be liberal 
or post-liberal.

Everything remains to be achieved in terms of decolonizing peace 
and the emergence of a post-liberal peace system of in%uence. A strong 
ethnography of the interface between hybrid local actors and the liberal 
peace system must be carried out, an ethnography of the dialogical 
relationship between local-local complex adaptive systems as the Gulabi 
Gang, Samawada, even Anonymous, must be carried out from the 
epistemological lens of decolonizing peace. !e research tools that are 
currently presented to many peace and con%ict graduates across the 
world are based on a symmetrical Cartesian understanding of the world, 
whose situation of knowledge from a Northern standpoint remains full 
of condescension, judgment, and arrogance. From this perspective, 
alternative research methods for peace and con%ict studies must be 
established, alongside the already established Decolonizing Research 
Methods, which focus on dialogue in relation to the re-formation of 
categories of knowledge.256

Resistance to an alternative epistemology not only exists in the global 
North, but also in the Southern elites educated in the North, anxious 
about being made redundant by the importance given to the local-local 
complex adaptive systems for peace. !is is, of course, a mispercep-
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tion of the potential that exists in decolonizing peace, as who else but 
Southern-born and -based academics are best quali&ed to carry out 
ethnographies of local-local complex adaptive systems? 

A colleague of mine recently pointed out that many academic links 
between Africa and Central/Latin America are channeled through the 
global North, in the same way that air transport connects both regions of 
the world through Northern hubs. Peace and con%ict studies no longer 
belongs to a Northern epistemological hub, since local-local complex 
adaptive systems are providing an unavoidable alternative reality to the 
Northern map. It is time for Southern-based academics, myself included, 
to stop looking North for direction and encouragement. We have what 
it takes to re-shape our discipline and be more than mere illustrations 
of Northern-established concepts. !e resistance shown by colleagues 
who would rather go North than write their PhDs in the South belongs 
to colonial times. !ose days are long over, except in our minds.

In April 2009, I was asked to teach a course on insurgencies and 
terrorism at Benhares Hindu University in Varanasi, India. As many 
Kashmiri colleagues had complained to me that their realities seemed 
to be invisible to the rest of India, I chose to bring only one book for 
my entire class to read: Curfewed Night by Basharat Peer.257 !is book 
narrates the childhood of a boy in the occupied part of Indian Kashmir. 
While it depicts the perceived daily humiliation that brings some to take 
sides in against the Indian state, the anomalies, it also provides a compas-
sionate account of the positions of other actors to the con%ict, such as 
the Hindu Kashmiri pundits. As I sent my book request to colleagues in 
Varanasi, I was immediately cautioned by a junior member of the faculty 
that some students in the classroom might report me to the Bharatiya 
Janata Party, a Hindu nationalist extreme right party. I did not see what 
the problem was, and chose to make a non-issue out of this possibility. 
!e delivery of my course came without major problems, so I chose to 
add possible insult to injury in presenting the Gulabi Gang to both my 
class and some members of the Gender Studies department.

 While the Gulabi Gang, by then internationally recognized, was 
operating only a few hundred kilometers away from my classroom, and 
by Indian standards, this is right next-door, no one had ever heard of 
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them, not even the Gender Studies department, too busy translating the 
works of Simone de Beauvoir to study its surroundings. As I presented 
Sampat, one of my students stated that their peace and con%ict studies 
curriculum needed to be decolonized and brought closer to home. Most 
of their theoretical input came from Europe and the US. !e only Indian 
token in their program, until then, had been Mahatma Gandhi, and they 
were not all unanimous about his “holiness” either. One of them stated 
that while it was time that their own reality was being taught to them, 
they should also, as graduate students, become ready to step out of their 
classrooms to see what was happening around them, not through western 
eyes, including mine, but their own. As they highlighted the need for a 
decolonization of their education, I stressed the need for a decoloniza-
tion of our own minds as academics. !e invisible only remains as such 
within our compliant minds.

Decolonizing peace is not a utopia, but a reality; it is in the now. As 
scholars, stepping into our right hemisphere, and linking the right and 
le' hemispheres through “the sacred”, can enable us to re-shape our 
discipline as an inclusive North-South holistic endeavor, Northern 
awareness of its “help” addiction and Southern appropriation of a long 
overdue intellectual equity. We might not overcome the state Paradigm, 
but in the same way that Sampat chose to act in relation to immediate 
circumstances, the double binds we can no longer ignore compel us to 
decolonize our minds as students, scholars, and practitioners.
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