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Violence is a key feature of human social relations, yet has received
comparatively little attention from social scientists. With increasing
levels of conflict and violence in the modern world, Anthropology of
Violence and Conflict offers a timely contribution to this growing
area of anthropological research. The authors provide a balanced
approach to the causes of violence and the human experience behind
it, examining how violent conflict is often represented differently by
perpetrators, victims and observers, as well as by winners and losers
in war. To what extent are the conditions that lead to conflicts
commonly experienced across cultures?

From each discussion emerges the importance of viewing con-
temporary violence as grounded in long-term antagonistic processes.
Drawing on examples from North and South America, Africa
and the recent civil strife in Sri Lanka, Albania and the former
Yugoslavia, this volume examines well-known conflicts, past and
present, and provides ample evidence of the fact that violence is
never an isolated event. All conflict is reliant on perpetrators,
victims and witnesses.

The authors all agree on the dialectical nature of violence: con-
flict is both imagined and performed, and this duality is crucial
when examining the nature of violent conflict. By providing an
anthropological perspective on this important subject, this volume
is a crucial addition to the literature of violence and warfare.

Bettina E. Schmidt and Ingo W. Schrdder are research associates at
the Department of Social Anthropology, University of Marburg,
Germany.



European Association of Social Anthropologists
Series Facilitators: Jon P. Mitchell, University of Sussex
Sarah Pink, University of Loughborough

The European Association of Social Anthropologists (EASA) was
inaugurated in January 1989, in response to a widely felt need for a
professional association that would represent social anthropologists in
Europe and foster co-operation and interchange in teaching and
research. The series brings together the work of the Association’s
members in a series of edited volumes which originate from and expand
upon the biennial EASA Conference.

Titles in the series are:

Conceptualizing Society
Adam Kuper (ed.)

Other Histories

Kristen Hastrup (ed.)

Alcohol, Gender and Culture
Dimitra Gefou-Madianou (ed.)

Understanding Rituals
Daniel de Coppet (ed.)

Gendered Anthropology
Teresa del Valle (ed.)

Social Experience and
Anthropological Knowledge
Kirsten Hastrup and Peter Hervik (eds)

Fieldwork and Footnotes
Han F. Vermeulen and Arturo Alvarez
Roldan (eds)

Syncretism/Anti-syncretism
Charles Stewart and Rosalind Shaw (eds)
Grasping the Changing World
Vaclav Hubinger (ed.)

Civil Society

Chris Hann and Elizabeth Dunn (eds)
Anthropology of Policy

Cris Shore and Susan Wright (eds)

Nature and Society
Philippe Descola and Gisli Palsson (eds)

The Ethnography of Moralities
Signe Howell (ed.)

Inside and Outside the Law
Olivia Harris (ed.)

Anthropological Perspectives on
Local Development

Simone Abram and Jacqueline

Waldren (eds)

Recasting Ritual
Felicia Hughes-Freeland and
Mary M. Crain (eds)

Locality and Belonging
Nadia Lovell (ed.)

Constructing the Field
Vered Amit (ed.)

Dividends of Kinship
Peter P. Schweitzer (ed.)

Audit Cultures
Marilyn Strathern (ed.)

Gender, Agency and Change
Victoria Ana Goddard (ed.)

Natural Enemies
John Knight (ed.)



Anthropology of
Violence and Conflict

Edited by
Bettina E. Schmidt and
Ingo W. Schréder

OILLEs

o o
24 es!
E s
A s

& Franc®®

London and New York



First published 2001
by Routledge
I'l New Fetter Lane, London EC4P 4EE

Simultaneously published in the USA and Canada
by Routledge
29 West 35th Street, New York, NY 10001

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group
This edition published in the Taylor & Francis e-Library, 2003.

© 2001 selection and editorial matter, EASA: individual chapters,
the contributors

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or
reproduced or utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical,
or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including
photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or
retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is availabe from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Anthropology of violence and conflict/edited by Bettina E. Schmidt and
Ingo W. Schréder.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

I.Violence. 2. Culture conflict. 3. Social conflict. 4. Political violence.

5. Ethnic relations. . Schmidt, Bettina, 1958—. Il. Schréder, Ingo.

Ill. European Association of Social Anthropologists.

GN494.5 A58 2001
303.6—dc21 00-045705

ISBN 0-203-45186-4 Master e-book ISBN

ISBN 0-203-45714-5 (Adobe eReader Format)
ISBN 0—415-22905-7 (hbk)
ISBN 0—415-22906-5 (pbk)



Contents

List of figures
List of contributors

Acknowledgements

Introduction: violent imaginaries and
violent practices

INGO W. SCHRODER AND BETTINA E. SCHMIDT

The violence in identity
GLENN BOWMAN

Violence as everyday practice and imagination

3

Socio-cosmological contexts and forms of
violence: war, vendetta, duels and suicide
among the Yukpa of north-western Venezuela
ERNST HALBMAYER

The interpretation of violent worldviews:
cannibalism and other violent images of
the Caribbean

BETTINA E. SCHMIDT

The enactment of ‘tradition’: Albanian
constructions of identity, violence and power
in times of crisis

STEPHANIE SCHWANDNER-SIEVERS

vil

X

25

47

49

76

97



Vi

Contents

Violence and conflict

6

Violence and culture: anthropological and
evolutionary-psychological reflections on
inter-group conflict in southern Ethiopia
JON ABBINK

Violent events in the Western Apache past:
ethnohistory and ethno-ethnohistory
INGO W. SCHRODER

Violence in war

8

10

When silence makes history: gender and
memories of war violence from Somalia
FRANCESCA DECLICH

A turning point? From civil struggle to civil
war in Sri Lanka
PETER KLOOS

Predicament of war: Sarajevo experiences and
ethics of war
IVANA MACEK

Index

121

123

143

159

161

176

197

225



Figures

3.1
3.2
3.3
9.1
9.2
9.3

Identity versus difference among the Yukpa

Levels of inside /outside among the Yukpa

Social levels of identity /difference
Conceptualisation of escalation to civil war

Two basic schisms in Sri Lankan society

From ethnic difference (stage 1) to regular civil war
(stage 0)

56
58
59
179
186

193






Contributors

Jon Abbink is Research Associate at the African Studies Center,
Rijksuniversiteit Leiden, the Netherlands.

Glenn Bowman is Lecturer in Anthropology at Rutherford College,
University of Kent, Canterbury, UK.

Francesca Declich is Professor of Anthropology at the University
of Urbino, Italy.

Ernst Halbmayer is Research Associate at the Laboratoire d’
Anthropologie Sociale, Paris, France.

Peter Kloos was Professor of Anthropology at the Free University
of Amsterdam, the Netherlands. He passed away after finalising
his contribution in August 2000.

Ivana Macdek is Research Fellow at the Department of Anthro-
pology, Uppsala University, Sweden.

Bettina E. Schmidt is Research Associate at the Department of
Social Anthropology, University of Marburg, Germany.

Ingo W. Schréder is Research Associate at the Department of
Social Anthropology, University of Marburg, Germany.

Stephanie Schwandner-Sievers is Nash Fellow for Albanian
Studies at the School of Slavonic and East European Studies,
University of London, UK.



Acknowledgements

We would like to thank all those who participated in the workshop
‘Worldviews and Violence’ at Frankfurt, in particular Erdmute
Alber, Christophe Anthoine, Anton Blok and Ida Hydle, whose
papers could not be included here for various reasons.

We also gratefully acknowledge the financial support of the
Department of Anthropology at the University of Marburg in
preparing the manuscript for publication and Andreas Hemming’s
assistance in proof-reading.



Chapter |

Introduction

Violent imaginaries and violent
practices

Ingo W. Schroder and Bettina E. Schmidt

Almost one hundred years ago Georg Simmel published his seminal
study of the fight (Simmel 1908). With this work he was the first to
transcend the confines of evolutionist thinking about violence that
had viewed intergroup conflict mainly as an instrument of
evolutionary selection. From the evolutionist perspective, war was
something that had developed along with the rest of the cultural
inventory from unregulated primordial aggressiveness ‘in the
depths of mankind’! to modern, mechanised warfare as described
by Clausewitz. Simmel looks at violence as a synchronic event, as a
type of social relations between individuals and collectivities that
serves specific ends at intergroup as well as intragroup levels. With
this functional approach he set the stage for the modern anthro-
pological study of violent confrontations that views them as social
action relative to the interests and convictions of conscious actors.

While this basic assumption continues to be held in common by
social scientists researching conflict, war and violence,? the field has
become increasingly fragmented, particularly in the 1980s. Today,
three main approaches can be distinguished:

1 the operational approach, focusing on the etics of antagonism,
in particular on the measurable material and political causes of
conflict;

2 the cognitive approach, focusing on the emics of the cultural
construction of war in a given society;

3 the experiential approach that looks at violence as not
necessarily confined to situations of intergroup conflict but as
something related to individual subjectivity, something that
structures people’s everyday lives, even in the absence of an
actual state of war.
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These are ideal types, of course, and there is hardly any study
that does not contain elements of all three, but a tendency can be
observed in each of them to pull away in a different direction from
the basic consensus on the social nature of violence.

The aims of this introduction are two-fold: first, we discuss the
dichotomy of practice and imaginary that is, in our view, crucial to
the understanding of violence as a total social fact and which runs
as a common thread through the book. Second, we want to
claborate on the three above-mentioned facets of violence. Not
only is each of these indicative of a different research perspective,
but all of them together make up the whole spectrum of violence as
it presents itself to anthropological analysis. Also, we will reflect
upon the value of different theoretical approaches that have been
brought to bear on the subject by different authors. Just as the
various foci on the substance of violence have served to expand
the notion of its phenomenological complexity, so the multiple
theoretical approaches represented in this collection demonstrate
that violence can, and in fact should, be viewed from a variety of
angles. While not claiming to reintegrate the field of violence
research, we believe the focus on the imaginary—practice dialectic
outlined in this introduction presents a fruitful approach to vio-
lence as a multifaceted, yet ultimately comparable phenomenon all
over the world.

This introduction should be read in concert with Bowman’s
chapter that approaches the subject from yet another slightly differ-
ent angle, focusing on the socially constructive qualities of violence.

Violent practice

From Simmel’s time to the present, the anthropological notion of
conflict has usually been derived from the biological concept of
competition. In its most succinct form, a definition of competition
reads as follows: ‘Competition occurs when two or more
individuals, populations, or species simultaneously use a resource
that is actually or potentially limiting’ (Spielmann 1991: 17).3
Violence results from competition neither automatically nor inevit-
ably. As a large body of research from biological anthropology
demonstrates, there are numerous non-violent avenues to conflict
solution (relocation, exchange, territoriality). In fact, conflicts are
much more often settled by preventive or compensatory strategies
than by violent confrontation. They may not be as immediately
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effective as violence, but they are also much less costly and entail a
much lower risk of wasting lives or energy (cf. Albers 1993; Jochim
1981). Under specific circumstances, however, none of these
options may be feasible. This is where violence can prove a highly
efficient way to influence the competition’s outcome in favour of
one’s own group. Violence, in other words, has been shown to
confer clear adaptive benefits to the successful party, be they short-
term (replenishing the resource base) or long-term (sustaining a
given population level through time). It has been argued (cf.
Abbink, this volume pp. 123-42) that these advantages of the
application of violence as a long-term strategy have been instru-
mental in shaping a group’s psychological proneness to the use of
force in the evolutionary process.

By linking violent acts to a basic state of conflict we are making
three implicit but important statements about their social ramific-
ations:

1 Violence is never completely idiosyncratic. It always expresses
some kind of relationship with another party and violent acts
do not target anybody at random (although the individual
victim is likely to be chosen as representative of some larger
category).

2 Violence is never completely sense- or meaningless to the actor.
It may seem senseless, but it is certainly not meaningless to
victim or observer. As social action, it can never be completely
dissociated from instrumental rationality.

3 Violence is never a totally isolated act. It is — however remotely
— related to a competitive relationship and thus the product of
a historical process that may extend far back in time and that
adds by virtue of this capacity many vicissitudes to the analysis
of the conflictive trajectory.

As the several caveats implicit in the above suggest, however,
violence is more than just instrumental behaviour. As historically
situated practice, it is informed by material constraints and incen-
tives as well as by historical structures and by the cultural repre-
sentation of these two sets of conditions.

But what, then, is violence? It is the assertion of power or, to
paraphrase David Riches’ important discussion of the subject, an
act of physical hurt deemed legitimate by the performer and by
(some) witnesses (Riches 1986: 8). Since the violent act is relatively
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casily performed and, at the same time highly visible and concrete,
it is a very efficient way of transforming the social environment and
staging an ideological message before a public audience (1986: 11).
The great advantage of Riches’ definition lies in its abstractness
which allows for cross-cultural comparability, and in its addressing
the essential ambivalence of violence as instrumental and expressive
action.

Even if violence can ultimately be traced to a condition of
conflict, not all competition must be solved by violent means. If
violence is resorted to or not has little to do with human nature
and is only in rare instances enforced by structural factors that make
all non-violent avenues of conflict solution impracticable. It has
everything to do with cultural factors. Conflicts are mediated by a
society’s cultural perception that gives specific meaning to the
situation, evaluating it on the basis of the experience of past
conflicts, stored as objectified knowledge in a group’s social
memory. How this process of social legitimation of violence is
accomplished will be discussed below; let us first consider the
important subject of power. At some point, conflicts can no longer
be avoided or negotiated, but escalate to a long-term antagonistic
relationship — a condition usually termed war by anthropologists.
The concept of war describes a state of confrontation in which the
possibility of violence is always present and deemed legitimate by
the perpetrating party, and in which actual violent encounters occur
on a regular basis. It also means a relationship of political collec-
tivities above the family level, ranging from bands or segmentary
lineages to states (or even multiple-state alliances). In none of these
collectivities, even in the most ‘egalitarian’ band societies, is the
decision to go to war reached unanimously by all group members.
It is made by those who hold power in the society. As R. Brian
Ferguson puts it, ‘wars occur when those who make the decision to
fight estimate that it is in their material interests to do so’
(Ferguson 1990: 30).

The élite’s interests are usually encoded in a moral idiom relat-
ing the imminent violent confrontation to anything from revenge
obligations to religious imperatives, ‘traditional’ animosity or ‘the
good of the nation’. The ways and means by which this moral
idiom is inculcated upon the minds of those who actually march
into battle varies greatly between bands and states, of course. The
important point remains, however, that while conflicts are caused
by structural conditions like the unequal access to resources,
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population shifts or external pressures, wars do not automatically
result from them. Wars are made by people who can be supposed
to have based their decisions on some sort of rational evaluation.*
More particularly, wars are made by those individuals, groups or
classes that have the power successfully to represent violence as the
appropriate course of action in a given situation. But war as a long-
term period of antagonistic practice and ideology could not be
sustained if only a small élite were to profit from it. Violence can
prove a successful strategy for many different kinds of perpetrators.

‘War is like a delicious piece of cake’, writes the Croatian novelist
Dubravka Ugresié, ‘that everybody wants a piece of: politicians,
criminals and speculators, profiteers and murderers, sadists and
masochists, the faithful and the charitable, historians and philo-
sophers, and journalists’ (Ugresi¢ 1995: 126; translation by IWS).

Georg Elwert (1997, 1998, 1999) has proposed the term
‘markets of violence’ to describe those arenas of long-term violent
interaction, unrestrained by overarching power structures and
mitigating norms, where several rational actors employ violence as a
strategy to bargain for power and material benefits.®> In this view, war
is a game played by strategically planning leaders or élites in which
those who actually commit acts of violence are no more than pawns
who — at least momentarily — forgo detached refletion in favour of
highly emotionally charged action. Still; at both levels, motivation
follows a specific cultural grammar that defines the value and relative
importance of material and social benefits (honour, prestige). This
cultural grammar gives a more permanent meaning to the violent
confrontation and thereby offers an additional motivational frame-
work that holds out incentives beyond the individual actor’s
immediate interests. With all these rational considerations involved in
the decision to use violence, once unleashed it still has a strong
tendency to generate its own dynamic. Military confrontations are
governed by their own logic of short-term tactical or strategic
imperatives that are likely to be completely unrelated to the original
causes of the conflict. The detailed descriptive analysis of how
decision-making processes evolve, which cultural models are em-
ployed to assess a situation as calling for violent action and what
kinds of social relations are invoked in order to reach a conclusion
among the power-holding élite that is making the decision has been
much neglected in anthropological research on war.

One additional feature of violence that needs to be mentioned
is its performative quality. Violence without an audience will still
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leave people dead, but is socially meaningless. Violent acts are
efficient because of their staging of power and legitimacy, probably
even more so than due to their actual physical results. In other
words, war as a long-term process only now and then culminates
in real acts of violence, and both parties include lots of individuals
who are not confronted with real violence at all, but violence as
performance extends its efficacy over space and time and gets its
message across clearly to the large majority of people who are not
physically affected by it. Also, its performative quality makes
violence an everyday experience (with all the consequences to
society) without anybody actually experiencing physical hurt every
day.

The symbolic dimension of violence, on the other hand, may
also backfire against its perpetrators and make it contestable on a
discursive level, not as a physical but as a performative act. As
Peteet’s (1994) research on the Isracli-Palestinian conflict has
shown, the experience of violence can be framed quite differently
by the victims and perpetrators. The victims can take the oppor-
tunity to subvert the dominant group’s intention to intimidate
them through the use of violence by attaching a cultural meaning
of their own to the suffering (in this case, as a male 7ite de passage),
a meaning that allows them to reclaim agency and political identity.
This case reminds us that, even in a situation of clearly uneven
distribution of power, violence must not automatically be con-
sidered the most efficient strategy of conflict resolution. It is a
complex social phenomenon that under certain circumstances may
not be a good strategic choice at all.

Comparing violence

Violence is never so specific and culturally bounded that it cannot
be compared. There is a long tradition in anthropology of linking
types of collective violence to types of society and arranging them
on an evolutionary scale (cf. Otterbein 1994; Reyna 1994). Riches’
definition lends itself very well to broad comparisons on a
functional level. Violence is a basic form of social action that occurs
under concrete conditions, targets concrete victims, creates con-
crete settings and produces concrete results. All of these dimensions
are clearly accessible to comparative analysis. More specifically,
violence can be compared in relation to its causes, the event itself
and its results.
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Causes: as already mentioned, violence results from confront-
ations caused by the competition over (social and/or material)
resources. Part of this antagonistic relationship can be explained
historically, but in order to persist to the present day there must also
be more recent incentives for perpetuating the conflict. The causes
are generally accessible to historical and ethnographic research.

Events: violent acts are highly visible and usually take place in a
public arena, which makes it easy to document or reconstruct their
processual aspects. Moreover, long-term confrontations explode in
violent clashes that can be described and analysed as events, forms
of social action clearly marked off in space and time from everyday
practice or, in other words, as a ‘ramified sequence of occurrences
that is recognised as notable by contemporaries and that results in a
durable transformation of structures’ (Sewell 1996: 844).° Events
take place in well-defined locales and within a recognisable time-
span. Due to these features they can be easily inscribed in any form
of cultural archive and are easily recalled and recreated. Unlike
perpetually culturally mediated everyday practice, events stand out
because of their historical qualities of notability and transform-
ativity as uniquely suited for comparison across time and cultural
boundaries.

By focusing on events as categories of analysis we do not follow
the current postmodernist shift in anthropological research on
violence. Many recent studies (cf. Daniel 1996; de Silva 1995;
Feldman 1991; Nordstrom 1997; Nordstrom and Robben 1995;
Poole 1994) privilege ‘experience’ as the most authentic form of
knowledge and have abandoned an analytical approach in favour of
a subjectivist focus on the impact violence has on the everyday life
of individuals (including the researchers themselves). While we do
not dispute that experience constitutes an important aspect of
violence as a social phenomenon, as is demonstrated by many of the
contributions in this collection, we are not convinced that a true
understanding of violent acts can only be achieved by being
exposed to it (directly or indirectly, through the narratives of those
who are). A strongly subjectivist approach will also ultimately
interfere with any effort to view one specific violent confrontation
from a historical or comparative perspective. We argue that no
violent act can be fully understood without viewing it as one link in
the chain of a long process of events each of which refers to a
system of cultural and material structure that can be compared to
similar structural conditions anywhere else.
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Results: violence produces unique experiences that are culturally
mediated and stored in a society’s collective memory. Their
representation forms an important resource for the perception and
legitimation of future violence. Yet it also produces tangible results
ranging from dead bodies to the redistribution of space, the
relocation of people or the occupation of new territory. These are
empirical facts that can be discerned physically or reconstructed
from the historical record, but these facts also become malleable in
cultural discourse. There exists no more important resource for an
ideology of violence than the representation of past violence, of
former dead, former loss and former suffering.” On the other hand,
the individual’s material gain held out by the successtul application
of violence is a highly important incentive for people’s active
participation in violent conflicts.

Clearly, violence can be interpreted as an instrumentally rational
strategy of bargaining for power. Yet by limiting our view to its
operational properties in conflict solution we fail to grasp the
dialectic nature of violence. It is also a form of symbolic action that
conveys cultural meanings, most importantly ideas of legitimacy.
Based on Weber’s classic definition, the concept of legitimacy
entails that a social order is accepted as valid either due to its
historicity, to its emotional value or to instrumental reasoning
(1972: 19). The legitimacy of violence can be based upon each
(and usually all) of the three aspects: it presents itself as recreating
ideas and behavioural models from the past; it appeals to strong
feelings of social closure based on the experience of cither
superiority or suffering, as generated by this very tradition of con-
frontation; and it offers itself as the most direct route to asserting
the interests of those collectivities established by the above two
mechanisms.

This is obviously a highly abstract description. One must guard
against essentialising notions of the legitimacy of violence, which
may rather be described as the legitimate use of force in a specific
context. The tricky question is how this context can be specified, if
at all. In practice, the notion of legitimate violence is highly
contestable even among members of the same society.® On the
other hand, particularly the close relationship between religion and
violence (cf. Girard 1977), from female circumcision to human
sacrifice, has always challenged our relativistic tolerance and our
modern understanding of violence as meaningful action. Notions of
legitimacy and ideas of meaningful action are obviously much more
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elusive and culturally bounded than are the causes of conflicts — and
thus, much less suitable for comparison. Still the anthropologist
must address this cultural dimension of violence as part of any
serious holistic inquiry.

Violent imaginaries

Violence needs to be imagined in order to be carried out. Groups
do not strike out at random at the next accidental bystander but
follow cultural models of appropriate action. War is framed in a
code of legitimation that declares the assertion of interests to be
related to moral imperatives. The most important code of the
legitimation of war is its historicity. The symbolic meaning of prior
wars is re-enacted and reinterpreted in the present, and present
violence generates symbolic value to be employed in future
confrontations. Wars are fought from memory, and they are often
fought over memory, over the power to establish one group’s view
of the past as the legitimate one. From this perspective violence is
not only a resource for solving conflicts over material issues, but
also a resource in world making, to assert one group’s claim to
truth and history against rival claims, with all the social and
economic consequences this entails. The important question is:
how does the discursive link between past violence and present-day
violence work? By what means is the legitimacy of violence
impressed upon those who are to march into battle and those who
are to cheer them on? Not even modern state élites with modern
media apparatuses at their disposal can invent confrontations out of
nothing. While in non-state societies war is usually a consensual
endeavour, even in modern states there usually exists a hegemonic
accord among the people that the violent course of action laid out
by the élite is justified.

Violent imaginaries, the emphasising of the historicity of present-
day confrontations, can be represented through narratives, per-
formances and inscriptions. Each of these representational strategies
are casy to manipulate and are highly fragmented in any larger
social context. New versions of ‘authoritative’ representations pro-
liferate in war, contingent on the position and strategic interests of
those who disseminate them. As Campbell (1998: 43) stresses, it is
particularly important to distinguish between the ‘micronarratives’
of the ‘participant-observers’ (the political actors) and the ‘macro-
narratives’ of the ‘observer-interpreters’ (the media and outside
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academics). There are even among the conflict parties wide vari-
ations in the degree of people’s actual physical and emotional
involvement in the conflict and of their acceptance of the
hegemonic message. Neither a group’s violent imaginary nor its
interests must be considered as monolithic. They correspond with
one another on a general level, but in practice each conflict party is
made up of numerous subgroups pursuing their own agendas.

Narratives: these keep the memory of former conflicts and past
violence alive in stories, either by glorifying one’s own group’s
achievements and benefits (cf. Meeker 1979; Rosaldo 1980) or by
the perceived injustices, losses or suffering incurred by one’s own
group (cf. Malkki 1995; Swedenburg 1995). This type of social
memory can be ecasily capitalised upon by state ¢lites and
elaborated into a hegemonic ideology of violence (cf. Colovié
1995).

Performances: performative representations of violent confront-
ations are public rituals in which antagonistic relationships are
staged and prototypical images of violence enacted. Ditferent kinds
of ‘war ceremonies’ play an important part in the preparation and
aftermath of war expeditions in non-state societies, but such rituals
have also been preserved or reinvented among groups in modern
societies (cf. Jarman 1997; Zulaika 1988). In fact, a performative
quality is part of most public appearances of leaders in wartime (for
a classic example, one need only think of the staged arousal of war
frenzy in fascist Italy and Germany).

Inscriptions: violent imaginaries can also be inscribed in the
cultural landscape as images displayed on banners or murals (cf.
Jarman 1997; Peteet 1996). In a time of dramatically increasing
influence of visual media, the broadcasting of TV images serves the
same purpose. The role of these visual displays of antagonisms has
received fairly little attention from anthropologists as compared to
textual representations.

The symbolism of these violent imaginaries contains several
characteristic elements (cf. Zulaika 1988: 32—4):

e astrictly polarised structure of ‘we:they’ that no individual can
escape and that leaves no room for ambiguity;

e the application of the principle of totality to all aspects of this
dichotomy: any action or expression by the other party of the
confrontational relationship is taken to be a threat or aggressive
act that calls for defensive action;
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e the identification of ‘our’ side with the survival and well-being
of every single individual: the struggle is of vital importance for
the life of the group and the lives of each of its members;

e the moral superiority of ‘our’ cause is not affected by the
outcome of the struggle. A defeat will not eliminate the right-
ness of ‘our’ position;

® post-war society is portrayed in dire terms: there can only be
complete victory or total defeat. The winning party will do
everything to eliminate the losers physically or politically.

Elements of history are decontextualised and reinterpreted as
part of a communal legend of confrontation, creating an imaginary
of internal solidarity and outside hostility. Antagonistic discourses
are not invented or discontinuous with history, but fragments of
memory are shifted in order to constitute new definitions of collec-
tive identity.

In late modernity the most common currency of violent imagin-
aries are nationalism and/or ethnicity (cf. Appadurai 1998;
Kapferer 1988). Given the highly fluid and vague nature of these
categories, it seems ironic that they should have gained such deadly
relevance in an age of globalisation when identities tied to space or
history are becoming increasingly fragmented under the onslaught
of new socio-economic imperatives. Indeed, many of today’s
‘ethnic conflicts’ seem completely irrational at first sight. Yet as
Appadurai suggests, there may be a certain logic behind these
efforts to create a ‘macabre form of certainty’ (1998: 229) under
these conditions by violently asserting an increasingly elusive local
identity against ‘others’. As the post-communist scenario shows,
after the collapse of grand narratives and overarching power
structures there is a need to create new bonds of loyalty, even if this
involves redefining one’s neighbour as an ethnic antagonist. The
fact that ethnocidal violence can break out so suddenly in settings
of former long-term peaceful coexistence, indicates that it is not the
result of blind hatred but rather is perpetrated (or organised,
anyway) by actors who are fully aware of what they are doing and
who are pursuing concrete current interests. Ethnic cleansing may
not be a viable strategy of achieving the goals it was intended to
achieve, but it is, none the less, the result of planned, purposive
action. Violent imaginaries do not turn into violent practices on
their own account, they are always implemented through human
agency.
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The relationship between imaginaries and practices is complic-
ated further by the fact that imaginaries are inherently positioned in
social space. Perspectives on violent events can never be ‘neutral’ or
‘objective’. The fundamental ‘triangle of violence’ includes
perpetrators, victims, and observers, all of whom are caught up in
their own interpretive frameworks and their own agendas (Riches
1986: 8-10). As Christian Krohn-Hansen reminds us, studies of
violence tend to focus on the victim’s perspective, often missing
out on the perpetrator’s view altogether. Yet, ‘if we are to
understand violence as performance, we must look at the motives
and the values of the uses of violence’ (1994: 367). A holistic
interpretation of any violent event must be based on all three
perspectives, at least theoretically. In reality, it has to rely on the
one or two perspectives accessible to the researcher, most likely the
victim’s o7 the perpetrator’s plus the observer’s. Even this last — in
theory the most detached — party’s testimony will usually lean
towards one side or the other. Moreover, the roles of perpetrator,
victim, and observer — as useful as they are for highlighting one
specific violent event — are not static over time. As conflicts escalate
or new confrontations are built upon old antagonisms, victims may
turn into perpetrators and vice versa, and observers may become
active participants.

To take matters one step further, even the categorisation of action
as violence tends to be contested (which, as Riches points out, is an
essential property of violence). Cultural performances like human
sacrifice, which seem extremely violent and revolting to the Western
mind, are considered completely legitimate and ordinary by members
of other cultures (possibly even by the victims, as some anthro-
pologists suggest). Closer to home, the opinions about the death
penalty as a common instrument of justice differ widely from Texas
to Germany. Obviously the contestability of violence from a multi-
plicity of emic perspectives remains something to be incorporated
even in the reconstruction of conflict’s operational properties.

This finally leads us to the collecting of data about violence. As
Nordstrom and Robben have shown in their book Fieldwork Under
Fire, conditions of violence tend to confront us as anthropologists
with our own humanity. Heike Behrend, writing about her research
on war in northern Uganda, notes the lack of words to describe
accurately her experiences (1993: 22). She calls the methods of
anthropological fieldwork into question: ethnographic research on
war provokes one to think and to act in opposition to someone,
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and no longer be an outside academic (1993: 18). Violence forces
the ‘neutral’ researcher to take sides and makes detached ‘participant
observation’ extremely problematic. Philippe Bourgois who con-
ducted fieldwork among street-level drug dealers in East Harlem,
one of the toughest ghetto neighbourhoods in the United States,
describes in detail his personal difficulties in experiencing everyday
violence and relates his changing attitudes during the three and a
half years of his research. Like Behrend, he challenges the relevance
of the anthropological tenet of cultural relativism (‘cultures are
never good or bad; they simply have an internal logic’) that makes
ethnographers ‘never want to make the people they study look
ugly’ (1997: 15).°

In most cases, however, anthropologists are not in a position to
observe violent events directly. Thus, we are usually dealing rather
with a ‘quadrangle of violence’ in practice, adding the role of inter-
preter. Detached from the synchronicity of the participant observer,
the academic analyst extracts his information from participants’
narratives after the fact (maybe even decades or centuries later). As
an outsider to the collectivities engaged in violent confrontation, he
hardly ever runs the risk of turning into either a victim or
perpetrator at a later stage. This does not mean, however, that the
researcher is immune to the vicissitudes of the polysemantics of
violence. He does not extract the truth, he just adds another —
although usually more detached — perspective. He is likely to be in
a position better suited to demystify earlier narratives about con-
flicts than those who were actively involved, or at least, physically
exposed to the violent event. Still this may not keep the results of
his research from being instrumentalised by future perpetrators to
fuel another violent confrontation.

On the phenomenology of violence

Let us return in more detail to the three phenomenological dimen-
sions of violence outlined at the beginning. To repeat, violence as a
social fact can be viewed from three angles: as violence understood
more narrowly as a form of interpersonal relations in everyday
cultural reality, as conflict, and as war.

Thus, the focus on violence turns our gaze to the interpersonal
level of legitimate physical hurt and its quotidian aspect as reflected
in social reality and its cultural representation. The main intent of
the implementation of violence from this perspective lies in its
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being harnessed to strategies of social closure, of defining ‘us’ and
‘them” as clearly and diametrically opposed entities. The form and
content of these strategies may vary widely across culture, time, and
circumstances. Three typical cases are described by the contributors
to this volume:

e Violence may constitute an integral element in a group’s
ideology of self-definition, creating a social imaginary as well as
its anti-social /‘outside’ counterpart. This is demonstrated by
Ernst Halbmayer’s analysis of the various form of violent
interaction and the symbolic value of cannibalism among the
Yukpa of Venezuela.

e The same symbolic value is accorded cannibalism under very
different circumstances, as shown by Bettina E. Schmidt. The
image of culturally legitimate violence, embellished with all the
horrific details of the colonial imagination, can be instrumental
in establishing a faultline not only between ‘own’ and ‘other’,
but between civilisation and savagery as well. This perspective
clearly underlines the imaginary quality of violence, which may
serve the same purpose of social in- and exclusion, no matter if
its discursive representation reflects any real acts of physical
hurt or not.

e Violence is not a mere exercise in discursive construction,
however. As Stephanie Schwandner-Sievers’s discussion of the
everyday use of violence in present-day Albania shows, it is also a
form of pursuing very real material interests. Yet, violent practice
in Albania operates through the recourse to a tradition of
feuding, reflecting and recreating cultural models of behaviour.
It does not simply follow a short-term individualistic logic of
instrumental rationality (although this does surely play a part in
its recent upsurge in Albanian social relations), but generates its
own ideology of legitimacy — in this case by tapping into the
resource of traditional imaginaries of the social world.

Obviously, the dialectic of practice and imaginary in this per-
spective is most closely related to the notion of violence as
claborated by Riches. The act of physical hurt reflects a concept of
legitimacy — the expression of an ideology of the social world and
its boundaries, and of the different modes of behaviour toward
different constituencies in this world, sanctioned by their historicity
(reified as ‘culture’ or ‘tradition’).
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The focus on conflict looks beyond everyday relations of violence
and their discursive legitimation to the underlying causes for the
establishment of this form of behaviour. Violence is identified as a
strategy generated by competition over scarce resources, as a means
to overcome or prevent situations critical for the survival of a given
population.

¢ Under these circumstances, violence may become established as
a viable long-term strategy of group maintenance and of a
populations’s physical and social reproduction. Notions of
competition and resulting adaptive responses underlie the
approaches of Jon Abbink and Ingo W. Schroder. Abbink, in
particular, brings concepts derived from evolutionary psy-
chology to bear on his study of Suri warfare to demonstrate
how violence as an established strategy of external relations
enhances the chances for group survival.

e Moreover, violence also offers short-term benefits of material
gain, social recognition and the attainment of culturally defined
goals (like revenge) outside the realm of material incentives.
These goals must be viewed as expressions of a long-term
cultural adaptation to a social reality characterised by competi-
tive social relations, but they tend to develop a situative
rationality of their own, reinforcing the selection of violence as
the appropriate way of conflict solution at one specific point of
time. The interplay of long-term and short-term aspects of
conflict, along with other structural constraints (like colonial-
ism) in the development of a historically documented ‘war
complex’ is analysed by Schroder for the case of nineteenth-
century Western Apaches.

As these analyses show, competition results from objective
material conditions, but violence does not follow automatically, and
it is not the only available option under these circumstances. Con-
flicts are perceived as such by actors guided by culturally prescribed
criteria of evaluation and rationality. These imaginaries charter a
course toward (or away from) violence by translating historical
trajectories of experience into a moral code of appropriate behaviour
under specific circumstances.

War, finally, is viewed as a long-term condition of violent inter-
action between clearly established groups of actors. A focus on
violence from this perspective entails the notion that war is the
result of a process of escalation, propelled (in part) by a dynamic of



16  Ingo W. Schréder and Bettina E. Schmidt

its own that tends to reproduce violence as dissociated from a
condition of material conflict, through the reproduction of an
ideology of antagonism. Although these properties of violent
relations can be observed at all levels of social integration, the
quality of war as a social reality of its own (as separate from
everyday, ‘civil’ reality) is particularly typical of war in the world of
modern state systems — be it between or within sovereign states.
The contributions highlight three crucial characteristics of this kind
of legitimate long-term mass violence:

e  War’s ability to make history and to be recreated through
memory. Francesca Declich demonstrates through the analysis
of refugees’ tales from the war in Somalia that organised
violence dramatically impinges upon the life of its victims, and
how these experiences are used to represent the image of
violence in social memory.

e War’s ability to escalate and de-escalate, but always to progress
along a historical trajectory of events. This quality is clearly
shown by Peter Kloos’ analysis of civil war in Sri Lanka, the
development of which followed a course marked by several
critical ‘turning points’, where the next step of escalation was
initiated through a specific event.

e Its very quality of establishing a separate social reality that
enforces its unique forms of social relations. Ivana Macek
describes three modes of individual existence under the condi-
tions of civil war in Bosnia (soldier — deserter — civilian) that are
clearly set apart from everyday reality under conditions of peace
and that draw everybody into the specific logic of life under
violence.

Once again, these examples show that wars do not happen at
random on their own accord but are made by reflexive human
actors who may follow their own interests, but are as a majority
manipulated (or even forced) by the state system’s ruling élite.
These élites reproduce or produce imaginaries of closure, of violent
‘otherness’, to mobilise the actual fighting squads.

On theoretical approaches

Cross-cutting these phenomenological foci, there is a triad of
theoretical perspectives on violence which have been stated on

pp. 1-2.
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1 An operational approach that links violence to general pro-
perties of human nature and rationality and to general concepts
of social adaptation to material conditions. It aims to explain
violent action by comparing structural conditions as causes
affecting specific historical conditions. Examples of this approach
are the materialist perspective favoured by Schroder, Abbink’s
recourse to evolutionary psychology and the decision-making
model applied by Kloos.

2 The cognitive approach is the most widely used to explain
violence, and also the broadest — all of this volume’s contribu-
tions subscribe at least to parts of it. It portrays violence as first
of all culturally constructed, as a representation of cultural
values — a fact that accounts for its efficacy on both the dis-
cursive and the practical level. Thus, violence is seen as con-
tingent on its cultural meaning and its form of representation.
It should be approached with careful attention to the socio-
cultural specificity of the historical context. Halbmayer’s and
Schwandner-Sievers’ contributions demonstrate how ethno-
graphic methodology can be employed to elucidate cognitive
models of actors in violent confrontations. Schmidt, on the
other hand, approaches the cultural discourse about violence
from a literary perspective.

3 The experiential approach focuses on the subjective qualities of
violence. It views violence as something the basic impact of
which on life can only be grasped and is only reflected through
individual experience. Violence, here, is highly contingent
on individual subjectivities, and its meaning unfolds mainly
through the individual’s perception of a violent situation. This
approach lends itself best to the type of post-modernist ethno-
graphy exemplified by the contributions of Declich and Macek
that aim to elucidate the fragmented world of individual
experiences of violence, of how worlds of war are refracted
through the narratives of men and women who have been
exposed to or threatened by violence.

The degree of compatibility that we have identified earlier as
one of the pillars of an anthropological approach to violence,
decreases from the first to the third of the above-mentioned foci.
While the operational perspective looks for parameters trans-
cending cultural specificity and the boundedness of violent events
in time, space and society, the cognitive perspective derives its
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parameters from the social construction of the world by a col-
lectivity bounded in time and space — which, after all, contains
elements well suited for comparison. The experimental perspective
tends to neglect cultural generality in favour of pure fragmented
subjectivity. As we have stated above, the extreme proponents of
this post-modernist view subscribe to a randomising view of
violent events that negate the possibility and usefulness of anthro-
pological comparison.

As it should have become apparent by now, we are wary of the
idea of any simple, one-dimensional approach to violence. The
dialectical perspective we have outlined above highlights the basic
properties of violence as a social resource and points the way, as we
believe, toward a fruitful analytical framework, but it does not
preclude a wide variety of theoretical and methodological view-
points to be successfully applied. This should be the message sent
out by this volume.

Future directions: an anthropological approach
to violence

In conclusion, we urge that research must strongly focus on the
processual character of violent practices, linking them both to
conflicts and to their cultural imagining and thus bridging the gap
between the different anthropologies of conflict, war and violence.
Clearly, violence and its various forms of social realisation represent
a highly complex phenomenon that can be reduced to neither a
mere mechanical reaction to resource stress or impulse of human
nature nor to the random flexibility of discourse or individual
subjectivity. Violence must be understood as a form of practice
mediating between the historical boundedness of action in response
to specific structural conditions and human creativity and the
cultural quest for meaning.

An anthropological approach should adopt an analytical, com-
parative perspective in order to contribute to the understanding
and explanation of violence, making it clear that:

e acts of violence are no sudden outbusts of aggressiveness
devoid of historicity, meaning and reflexivity;

e violent imaginaries are no ephemeral constructions of frag-
mented subjectivities, nor are they the inevitable products of
reified concepts such as ‘cultural models’ or ‘traditions’;
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e violence is performed as well as imagined by reflexive, socially
positioned human beings under specific historical conditions
for concrete reasons.

Moreover, an anthropological approach should provide a clear
description of overarching parameters for explanation: an under-
standing of the social imaginaries that shape the collective practice
and representation of violence and a description of the subjective
experience of violence and its narrative construction. And finally, it
should pay special attention to the processual characteristics of
violent action. These can be described through a four-stage model:

1 Conflict — the socio-economic contradictions at the base of
intergroup competition.

2 Confrontation — the perception of these causes by the parties
involved as relevant, creating an antagonistic relationship.

3  Legitimation — the official sanctioning of violence as the
legitimate course of action through the imagining of violent
scenarios from the past and their social representation.
Questions such as the direction, timing and framing of violent
acts are decided at this point.

4  War - if these three stages have been passed, violence is finally
put into practice as a means to achieve specific ends.

It must be stressed again that violence as a cultural resource is
employed only at the final stage of the process. None of the steps
leading up to it are inevitable or irreversible. At the transition from
one stage to another there are always alternative, non-violent
courses of action for solving the conflict open to both parties. At
each stage de-escalation may occur for a number of reasons and
conflict parties may revert to peaceful interaction. Once again we
stress here that violence is a resource in social relations. Just like in
any other context, social relations are characterised by their
diachronicity and are always likely to be renegotiated and redefined.

To the anthropological eye the above model may seem overly
abstract (it does in fact owe a lot to models from political science;
cf. Jung 1995), and we do indeed urge our fellow researchers not
to stop at the mere description of the processual properties of
conflicts. Anthropological models designed to explain the creation
of'a meaningful social universe are, in our view, uniquely well suited
for the analysis of the social implementation of violence. The
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recourse to violence under specific conditions results from decisions
that have narrowed down the number of options for conflict
resolution to one. Anthropologists should try to understand the
cultural mediation of real-world conditions that bring these
decisions about. Examining the contributions to this volume, we
find that a number of crucial questions have been raised: Why do
intergroup relations in some cases oscillate between co-operation,
coexistence, and confrontation over extended periods of time? Is it
a question of power games being played by rational actors, the
simple inability to cope with conflict through arbitration due to the
lack of overarching institutions, or are ‘cultures of violence’ driven
by motives not immediately related to instrumental reasoning? And
what are the cultural concepts of war and violence through which
these processes of confrontation are experienced, and by what
means is violence implemented in one specific context? In other
words, how exactly are conflicts thought and executed by those
involved? Finally, by what means are histories of violence turned
into agendas for (legitimate) violence? History does not present
itself to a mnemonic community as ‘given’, history is made out of
social memory by members of the community who have the
legitimation to externalise notions of the past in public. Who are
these individuals? What are the ideas and interests that motivate
them?

Moreover, there may be no other form of social relations that
has the propensity to recreate and reimagine collectivities and
loyalties, to redraw or strengthen social boundaries as radically as
violent confrontation. Invoking Simmel one more time, we suggest
paying close attention to this dynamic property of violence that
cannot only destroy lives and social bonds but is also a powerful
instrument in the creation of social worlds (cf. Bowman, this
volume pp. 25-46). Both sides of this Janus-faced quality of
violence have only recently become painfully obvious to the world
watching the horrors of war in the Balkans.

One final note of caution to our fellow anthropologists regard-
ing research on violence: in the narratives generated by violent
confrontations, to a greater extent than in most other social
contexts, truth quickly falls by the wayside. True motives tend to be
camouflaged by the aggressors, just as their suffering tends to be
exaggerated by the victims. In fact, the dynamics of violence are
very likely to create their own motives that in the minds of those
involved easily take precedence over their original motivations and
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conceptions. Our call for attention to the cultural construction of
violence notwithstanding, we do not believe that conflicts as his-
torically generated trajectories can be properly understood simply
by piecing together accounts from perpetrators, victims, and
observers. All of these narratives of violence become salient only
before the backdrop of the material and diachronic properties of
conflicts. By bringing together these two divergent yet ultimately
dialectically related aspects of violent confrontations, by viewing
historical practice as reflecting cultural imaginaries and cultural
modes of expression as structured by specific historical conditions,
can anthropology make a unique contribution to our under-
standing of violence in the world.

Notes

1 In reference to the title of a popular book by the German anthro-
pologist Karl Weule, ‘Der Kriey in den Tiefen der Menschheit
(Stuttgart 1916).

2 Although obviously closely interrelated, these three labels are by no
means congruent and may, with some reservations, stand as represent-
atives for the three types of approaches noted below.

3 cf. Jochim 1981 for a detailed discussion of the ecological approach to
conflict. The same concept can be detected behind definitions of social
conflict from sociology and political science (cf. Blalock 1989; Ross
1993).

4 Even if this rationality is also culturally mediated and may not be the
same as the observer’s.

5 The rationality of violence becomes especially apparent in Tilly’s
(1997) analysis of the creation of the modern nation state; for another
recent rational-choice approach, cf. Kalyvas 1999.

6 We refer to Sewell’s study for a thorough description of the socio-
historical analysis of events; cf. also Sahlins 1991.

7 This has been strikingly demonstrated by the recent conflicts in the
former Yugoslavia (cf. Bowman 1994; Bax 1997; Hayden 1996;
Verdery 1999).

8 This becomes especially apparent in relation to violent crime (a topic
outside the scope of this book). At the Frankfurt Workshop, Ida
Hydle’s paper ‘Murder without Motive?’ (not included here) chal-
lenged notions of seemingly ‘senseless violence’ in our own society. In
the summer of 1998 the case of a French policeman almost beaten to
death by German hooligans made headlines, pointing toward the
question if illegitimate violence becomes more acceptable in Western
society if commited in a state of intoxication.
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9 This attitude is relevant in the study of many violent subcultures. On
the other hand, if we regard violence as contagious illness, as Girard
notes for the Chukchi, maybe we should keep a watchful eye on
anthropologists returning from research under violent conditions.
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Chapter 2

The violence in
identity'

Glenn Bowman

“Violence’, in its everyday usage, shares meaning with a term —
‘violate’ — which is etymologically derived from it. “Violate’, as a
verb, means variously

1 To break, infringe, or transgress unjustifiably.

2 To ravish or outrage (a woman).

3 To do violence to; to treat irreverently; to desecrate, dis-
honour, profane, or defile.

4 To vitiate, corrupt, or spoil, esp. in respect of physical quali-
ties.

5 To treat (a person) roughly or with violence; to assail or
abuse.

6 To break in upon; to interrupt or disturb; to interfere with
rudely or roughly.

(OED 1971: 3635)

Implicit in all the above senses of the term ‘violate’ is the concept
of an integral space broken into and, through that breaking,
desecrated. Thus, in its passive grammatical sense, ‘violate’ indicates
something ‘characterised by impurity or defilement’ as in, to use
the Oxford English Dictionary’s own example, ‘Take home the
lesson to thee. . . . Who makest of this lovely land, God’s garden, A
nation violate, corrupt, accurst’.? The primary Oxford English
Dictionary definition of the noun ‘violence’ — ‘the exercise of
physical force so as to inflict injury on, or cause damage to, persons
or property; action or conduct characterised by this; treatment or
usage tending to cause bodily injury or forcibly interfering with
personal freedom’ (ibid.) — relays with it this sense of an assault of
one entity upon the integrity of another.
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Other definitions of ‘violence’, however, cohabit with what the
Oxford English Dictionary categorises as the primary one, specifically,

force or strength of physical action or natural agents; forcible,
powerful, or violent action or motion (in early use freq.
connoting destructive force or capacity). Now often merging
into next, with an intensive sense . . . great force, severity, or
vehemence; intensity of some condition or influence.

(ibid., definitions 3 and 4)

Etymologically it is these ‘secondary’ meanings which have pre-
cedence. Skeat, in A Concise Etymological Dictionary of the English
Language, derives ‘violent’ through the French from the Latin
uiolentus, ‘full of might’, which is formed as an adjectival form
from wiolus, ‘due to uis (force)’ (Skeat 1927: 594).3 The Oxford
English Dictionary derives ‘violence’ from the Latin adjective
violentin (vehemence, impetuosity, etc.), itself derived through the
Latin violentus from violens (forcible, impetuous, vehement, etc.)
from wvzs, strength (OED 1971: 3635). The noun ‘violence’ —
which in its everyday connotation always presumes an object in
relation to which it manifests itself — thus appears to be intransitive
in its originary form, signifying a force or strength — a potential for
action — pre-existing and independent of whatever object it may or
may not act upon in the future. The etymology, in other words,
foregrounds what the Oxford English Dictionary suggests is no
more than a peripheral meaning. Violence, at least semantically,
does not need a victim.

These philological burrowings may seem trivial at the beginning
of a collection of essays examining, from a number of revealing
perspectives, not only the ways violence manifests itself in different
cultural contexts but also the roles our perceptions of the violences
of others have played in forging our European cultures and the
disciplines we wield in our examinations of others’s cultures. The
contributors have brought a substantial conceptual armoury to bear
on the question of whether or not ‘violence’ can be examined
comparatively, and a retrospective investigation of the pre-history
of the term they are mobilising may seem regressive in light of the
ground they have taken. My ‘retreat’ into European philology may
seem even more pointless in light of David Riches’ assertion —
articulated in an earlier foray into the anthropology of violence
(Riches 1986a) — that European terms do not always fit non-
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European contexts and describe the practices developed therein.*
Although Riches continues to use the term ‘violence’ in his study,
he attempts to ground his usage in nuanced empirical investigations
of various contexts — European and non-European — in which
violence can be seen, and he substitutes for the culturally limited
‘Anglo-Saxon meanings of violence’ a definitional model he terms
‘superior’. Riches focuses his analysis ‘on the act of violence itself’
(Riches 1986b: 8) and thus redefines ‘violence’ as ‘an act of
physical hurt deemed legitimate by the performer and illegitimate
by (some) witnesses’® (ibid.). In both Riches’ Anthropology of
Violence and this volume the term ‘violence’ is forced to do
analytical and conceptual work beyond the bounds of its normal
employment, and we as anthropologists can only benefit from the
new perspectives on an old topic these books have offered. Why,
then, do I insist on dragging out the etymological dictionaries?
Riches’ insistence on defining violence as ‘an act of physical
hurt’ and on methodologically focusing on ‘the act of violence’
shifts the analytical emphasis of an anthropology of violence away
from the source of violence (that which is capable of violence
because it is ‘full of force’) and towards the socially embedded
performance of a specific type of violence (that which acts upon a
recipient). Schroder and Schmidt, who at least nominally adopt
Riches’ perspective,® are compelled by his definition to anchor their
investigations on the observable performance of acts of violence
against others who are subjected to that violence. While such a
focus is indubitably appropriate to a discipline which bases its hypo-
theses on empiricist observation, the anthropology of violence’s
tendency to restrict its attention to acts in the course of which one
integral entity violates or attempts to violate another’s integrity
prevents it from attending to other arenas in which violence
operates, some of which I will argue are the fora in which the
agents which threaten violence and are in turn threatened by
violence are shaped. I will suggest in the following that violence is a
force that not only manifests itself in the destruction of boundaries
but as well in their creation, and that ‘intransitive violence’ (which
may operate conceptually prior to manifesting itself in action)
serves to create the integrities and identities which are in turn
subjected to those forms of violence which seek victims. Violence —
rather than being a performance in the course of which one integral
entity (person, community, state) violates the integrity of another —
may as well serve to generate integral identities by inscribing
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borders between something in the course of becoming an entity
and its surroundings. Attention to etymology draws our attention
to the context out of which a particular usage emerges at an
historical moment, and in leading us to examine the process of
differentiation that produces a particular meaning compels us as
well to think of the meanings excluded and the reasons for those
exclusions. In this case, the etymology of ‘violence’ foregrounds
aspects of the term’s semantic field which are not overtly manifest
in the acts we define as violent. To see ‘hurting’ as an aspect of
violence rather than as its core will compel us to ask ‘what else does
violence do’?

An examination of Pierre Clastres’ anthropology of pre-state
societies is provocative, in spite of the criticisms which have been
directed at its ‘primitivism’,” because Clastres reveals the deep
implication of violence towards other communities in the self-
understanding of the Amerindian communities he worked with. In
The Archaeology of Violence (Clastres 1994 [1977]) and elsewhere
Clastres conceives of ‘primitive society’® as a face-to-face com-
munity inherently antagonistic to any moves towards dissolving its
unity and effecting a ‘division . . . between those who command
and those who obey’ (Clastres 1994: 156):

At its actual level of existence — the local group — primitive
society . . . is at once a totality and a unity. A totality in that it is
a complete, autonomous, whole ensemble, ceaselessly attentive
to preserving its autonomy...A unity in that its homogeneous
being continues to refuse social division, to exclude inequality,
to forbid alienation. Primitive society is a single totality in that
the principle of its unity is not exterior to it: it does not allow
any configuration of One to detach itself from the social body in
order to represent it, in order to embody it as unity.

(Clastres 1994: 155)

At the core of the sociality informing ‘primitive society’ is thus not
only an antipathy to any figure of power distinguishing himself or
herself from the collectivity through impressing his or her
individual will upon the rest but as well a consensus around the
necessity to mobilise against any actions which would dissolve that
face-to-face society into any larger collectivity:
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Primitive communities maintain a certain distance between
each other, both literally and figuratively: between each band
or village there are their respective territories, allowing each
group to keep its distance. . . . [T]he hypothesis of friendship
of all with all contradicts each community’s profound, essential
desire to maintain and deploy its being as single totality, that is,
its irreducible difference in relation to all other groups,
including neighbors, friends, and allies.

(Clastres 1994: 157)

Clastres argues that primitive societies are inherently antagonistic to
any extra-communal logics of generalised exchange (whether logics
of friendship, kinship, or economic trade) because such logics call
on the members of autonomous communities to identify with
others beyond the bounds of that community and, through that
identification, initiate a process of unifying ‘the multiplicity of
partial We’s into a meta-We . . . [which would lead to] the elimin-
ation of the difference unique to each autonomous community’
(ibid.). Clastres’ ‘primitives’ see social concourse beyond the
demographic limits of their immediate communities as antagonistic
to the ‘We’ in which they find their identities, and implicitly
recognise in this antagonism not only a threat to the intimate
sociality which grounds their identity but as well the possibility of
the emergence of an autonomous power to rule over them. From
this recognition follows a profound social proclivity to warfare
against ‘the Other”:

Primitive society refuses: identifying with others, losing that
which constitutes it as such, losing its very being and its
difference, losing the ability to think of itself as an autonomous
We . . . [T]here is, inherent in primitive society, a centrifugal
logic of crumbling, of dispersion, of schism such that each
community, to consider itself as such (as a single totality),
needs the opposite figure of the foreigner or enemy, such that
the possibility of violence is inscribed abead of time in the
primitive social being; war is a structure of primitive society and
not the accidental failuve of an unsuccessful exchange.

(Clastres 1994: 157, 158, emphases mine)

Violence is not here an act which impinges upon a social context
from a space outside of community (either that of deviance or of an
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Other) or through the workings of contingency, but is a funda-
mental aspect of that context. The social is structured and main-
tained by the inherent promise (often realised) of violence at its
borders.

Exchange between groups, which stands in the history of anthro-
pology as the matrix out of which the social emerges,® is in
Clastres’ analysis predicated upon violence rather than threatened
by its subsequent emergence:

Primitive society constantly develops a strategy destined to
reduce the need for exchange as much as possible: this is not
at all a society for exchange, but rather a society against
exchange. . . . [It is only] the state of war between groups
[which] makes the search for alliance necessary, which [in
turn] provokes the exchange of women.

(Clastres 1994: 161, 163)

For Clastres such exchange — initially provoked by the need for
(tenuous) alliances which the war-producing logic of difference
brings about — will, if allowed to run its course, lead in time to the
concentration of power in the hands of individuals or cliques who
reorient violence so that it no longer serves to maintain the
integrity and autonomy of the group but instead works violence
against the community in furthering the transformation of the
community into something other than what it had been. Such
individuals or cliques come into being as a consequence of the
necessity of co-ordinating the society’s increased complexity, which
itself devolves from the unification of previously distinct popul-
ations, from the institutionalisation of means of effecting exchanges
between peoples who are not in daily face-to-face contact, from the
articulation of new modes of communication and legitimation for
binding communities which do not share the same histories or
habituses, and from the mobilisation of hostile activities against
societies bordering on the new social regime. In this instance
violence, which had previously served as a force guaranteeing the
perpetuation of a community’s integrity through the warlike
marking of a border between that in-group and others outside of it,
begins its transformation into a bifurcated force for refashioning
the character of the in-group and protecting the integrity of that
new society it constructs. This violence acts on and for the group in
the name of the group from sites of power (those occupied by
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priests, chiefs and royal families) easily distinguished from the
spaces on and against which power works.

This development culminates in the emergence of modern state
formations wherein some agents of the state appropriate to
themselves the power to perform violence against outsiders as well
as against ‘deviant’ forces within the society the state controls while
others constrain and direct the non-deviant citizenry so that it
serves to perpetuate and reproduce the order characteristic of the
state.!® With the emergence of such formations the process of
discursively reconfiguring the ‘violence’ of authority so that it no
longer appears as violence as such is in large part completed;
henceforth ‘constructive’ violence comes to be seen as pedagogy
and conformity while repressive state violence appears as the
legitimate expression of the ‘will of the people’ which is rendered
necessary by the state’s responsibility to protect the citizenry it
represents from the illegitimate violence of the peoples’ enemies
(external enemies of the state, criminals, revolutionaries, mad
persons, etc.).!! The ‘transgressive’ violence of the enemies of the
state is seen to threaten the integrity of the state and its citizenry
from places beyond the boundaries of the social even when, as is
often the case, that violence emerges from within the population
ruled over by the state (hence the discursive formulation of the
locales of deviance, criminality, and insanity by legislative, academic
and medical institutions). As the visible violence of the state is
popularly accepted as defensive and as carried out by persons and
institutions representing the will of the citizenry, the state is
strengthened in its power when ‘called upon’ to manifest its vio-
lence against ‘enemies of the state’. Often the threat of the ‘other’
(national enemies, spies, criminals, ethnic or religious minorities,
the insane) will be amplified (if not invented) by organs of the state
so that it can expand its power over those it claims to protect.

Few anthropologists would argue that it is our job to overthrow
the state, but most would still argue that it should not be our role
to strengthen its power. None the less, the focus on violence as a
violative act — as ‘an act of physical hurt deemed legitimate by the
performer and illegitimate by (some) witnesses’ — emphasises the
deviance of violence (whether, as in classical sociology, of the
criminal, or, as in the popular discourses analysed by Schmidt in
this volume, the violence of the cultural other) and thereby masks
what the violence of the state and the violence of enemies of the
state share in common.!? While few would object to the assertion
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that there are substantial differences between state and anti-state
violences demonstrable in their means, their motives and their
ends, fewer still would recognize that the perpetrators of these
violences share, despite those differences, an intention to reshape
the worlds of the people those violences touch, whether directly or
through processes of memorialisation. In recognition of these facts,
this volume focuses on the performative aspects of violence and of
narratives of violence, and that emphasis, like that of Eileen Scarry’s
powerful study of torture (Scarry 1985), stresses that violence is
‘world-making’. It is important that we focus on the fact that it is
not simply violative violence (torture, rape, cannibalism, acts of war
and the transgressive like) which makes and unmakes worlds in
which humans act or fear to act. ‘Defensive’ and ‘constructive’
violences (RSAs and ISAs), which shape a world of rules, rights,
and regimes and people that world with imagined communities of
‘us’ and ‘others’, are deeply invested in the work of playing images
of integrity off against the threat of images of violation, and we
must attend in our analyses of social formations and deformations
to the ways violences — violative and as well as ‘defensive’ and
‘constructive’ — shape and reshape our identities.!3

Dean closes his review of Chronicle of the Guayaki Indians by
accusing Clastres of ‘unabashed pristinism’ and by stating that
Clastres” work is a latter-day manifestation of ‘anthropology’s
intellectual legacy of primitivism, which needs to be checked before
the discipline can continue to fulfil its mission as a critical voice in
the shaping of contemporary local and global affairs’ (Dean 1999:
11). It is true that Clastres’ fascination with what appears to him to
be the zero degree of state organisation gives his work a neo-
Rousseauian flavour which is very much out of fashion in the
current day.!* T am forced, however, to move beyond Clastres’
material not because, like Dean, I feel it is ‘romantic . . . [and]
essentializ[ing]” but because Clastres, in showing the Guayaki to be
a paradigmatic case of absolutely non-statist organisation, does not
show identities being formed but presents them as simply — and
perhaps primally — already in place. When Clastres writes that,

for a Guayaki tribe, relations with Others can only be
hostile. . . . There is only one language that can be spoken with
them, and that is the language of violence. This stands in
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surprising contrast to the Atchei’s clear and consistent desire to
eliminate all violence from relations among companions
(Clastres 1998: 237)

he presents us with a social condition which can only be opposed to
those of other societies already caught up in developing in the
direction of ‘proto-statist’ and ‘statist’ formations. We can imagine
(and today witness) the Guayaki being violated (rendered impure,
defiled) by movements to reify political authority within and over
their community, but we cannot conceive of how their idea of
community came into being in the first place.!® If violence against
others is a structural principle of community, how could com-
munity exist before others were encountered? Yet, how could there
be others to encounter if there wasn’t already a community existing
in terms of which to think otherness? Clastres shows, synchronically
as it were, that violence and identity are profoundly interwoven in
Amerindian society. His opposition of primitive non-statist societies
to proto-statist and state societies enables us to think of a genealogy
of violence within which two sorts of violence emerge within the
space of the social — one normative and defensive, the other deviant
and violative. What Clastres’ ethnography does not show is identity
arising out of violence, and this — rather than simply the inter-
mingling of violence and identity — must be demonstrated if vio-
lence is to be seen as a force that is creative as well as destructive.
Simon Harrison, in The Mask of War: Violence, Ritual and the
Self in Melanesin, contends that amongst the villages of the
Manambu lineages in the middle Sepik region of Papua New
Guinea ‘peaceful sociality within and between communities is
[normally] taken for granted’ (Harrison 1993: 149). However, the
intrasociality (characterised by trade and gift exchanges between
communities) which links persons across a wide and potentially
unbounded social field is periodically shattered by rituals performed
by the men’s cults of the region which discursively compel
members of the communities within which those cults operate to
perceive peaceful exchanges between communities as acts of
aggression rather than co-operation. Manambu men’s cults ‘create’
a threatening ‘outside’ by dividing a terrain which was previously
the ‘inside’ of sociality into two opposed sectors — that of ‘us’ and
that of ‘them’. In the Manambu region this division is effected by
positively valorising certain types of social interaction (those
pertaining to kin and ritual relations) and condemning others as
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collaborations with the enemy (trading relations with neighbours,
hospitality towards guests, gift exchanges with members of adjacent
communities). Because peaceful sociality within and between
communities is normally taken for granted:

The only way that bounded groups can form is through
purposive action against that sociality. The sociality itself
cannot be extinguished, only transformed into a sociality of a
different kind. There is no choice whether to have social ties
with other communities; they can only have such ties. The only
possibilities are that these social ties may be peaceful or violent.

(Harrison 1993: 149)

In reinterpreting elements of intrasocial interaction manifesting co-
operation between communities as signs of violence committed
against the ingroup by its enemies the members of these cults —
who are in effect ‘warriors in waiting’ — are able to dominate the
communities through creating a shared perception of the necessity
for mobilising for war. The men ‘transform a conception of
themselves as simply a coresident collectivity of kin and neighbours
interacting in various ways with each other and with outsiders into
a conception of a specifically political entity independent of others’
(ibid.: 150). Identities are thus not only formed for the men, but
new modalities of identity are generated for all the members of the
community (as well as for those in the communities warred
against). War thus produces particular crystallisations of sociality
out of what had previously been larger networks of interaction. The
men’s cults, by propagating violence, produce new realities:

The Melanesian men’s cults were not simply cultural responses
to a violent world, but attempts, specifically by men, to
prescribe such a world whether or not it actually existed at the
level of behaviour. The cults were not simply functional
adaptations to war but were male organisations for ‘producing’
war and for producing the bounded groups to wage it.
(Harrison 1993: 149)

In some ways of course the situation described by Harrison in
Melanesia could be seen as a transformation of (or development
out of) that presented by Clastres for Paraguay; the Manambu of
Avatip village may well be acting as would the Guayaki were the
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latter, lured by trade and exchange into peaceful relations with their
neighbours, to have subsequently rebounded from that sociality
and returned to their autonomous groupings. Certainly Harrison
says of the Manambu that:

[t]hey fought and fostered war in their cult, not because they
lacked normative ties beyond the village but, quite the opposite,
precisely because they had such ties and could only define them-
selves as a polity by acting collectively to overcome and
transcend them.

(Harrison 1993: 150)!¢

Certainly it is the case that the boundaries inscribed by the activities
of the Avatip men’s cults activate territorial divisions which pre-
existed the initiation of antagonistic relations. While peacetime
Manambu sociality draws together spatially distinct communities by
establishing trade and gift exchange relations between them, there
none the less remains a discrete ‘inside” which engages the ‘outside’
on friendly terms; Harrison describes his generalised sociality as a
‘sociality between groups’ (ibid.: 23). In a situation of inter-com-
munal warfare these groups render themselves once more distinct
by changing the sorts of ‘goods’ which pass through the territorial
boundaries between them from goods which assert mutual
dependency (trade objects, gifts, guests) to those which assert
antagonism (bellicose rhetorics, raiders, cut-off heads). In this
systolic and diastolic movement between open and restrained
sociality one finds resonances with the structural oscillation Leach
described between gumsa and gumino modes of social organisation
among the Kachin people of Highland Burma (Leach 1954).

It is not, however, the structural constraints and limited social
play of tribal communities which I want to evoke in my final
example of the creative powers of violence. It seems, throughout
the previously discussed examples, as though a dynamic force has
mobilised the various social formations we have observed. In both
the Guayaki and Manambu instances, violence against others is
consequent on perceptions by the war-making communities of a
profound threat offered to their being by the presence of the
others. The Guayaki are presented by Clastres as living with a
perpetual awareness that sustained interactions with others will
mortally wound the way of living that the members of the isolate
community share, and this sense of the threat of sociality with the
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other leads, in the shorter rather than longer term, even to the
violent termination of alliances with groups with whom they have
banded together to war against others. Similarly the men of the
Manambu men’s cults are literally divided from the forces which
maintain them and their communities during times of peace. In
situations of war, on the contrary, they reunite with the spirits from
whom they were separated in mythical times:

When men went on a raid all these beings were believed to go
into battle with the men and fight invisibly alongside them. . . .
[I]t was not just the men who went to war but the very
resources for which they fought — their entire ritual system,
their rivers, lakes and their total means of livelihood — took up

arms and went with them.
(Harrison 1993)

Like Bertrans de Born in Ezra Pound’s ‘Sestina: Altaforte’, the men
of the Avatip men’s cult Harrison worked with were only men
when they were at war:

I have no life save when the swords clash . . .
Then howl I my heart nigh mad with rejoicing . . .
Hell grant soon we hear again the swords clash!
Hell blot black for alway the thought ‘Peace’!
(Pound 1971: 1386)

In each of these cases, it can be argued that the ‘threat’ perceived
as devolving from the situations the people war to escape is ‘unreal’
or ‘illusory’, but in terms of that powerful collocation of tradition,
mythology, rumour and shared practice which makes up a lived
world these beliefs are as real as the worlds they inhabit. They are,
in other words, ‘to die (or kill) for’.

The ‘threat” which these people perceive as threatening to strike
at the very core of their being is what I would, following Laclau
and Mouffe, term an ‘antagonism’. A confrontation with an
antagonism is not a competition since, in a competition, both the
winner and the loser emerge from their struggle as the subjects
who entered into it; the only difference is that one will have
acquired an advantage or object for his or herself which the other
will have failed to grasp. An antagonism is different since in the case
of an antagonism the subject is himself or herself put at risk by the
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confrontation; ‘the presence of the ‘Other’ prevents me from being
totally myself” (Laclau and Moufte 1985: 125). In some instances —
such as that cited by Laclau and Mouffe of a peasant who can no
longer be a peasant because of the landlord who is evicting him
from the land he works — the relationship is quite material. In
others — and I think here of Brian Moeran’s study of violent
popular films in Japan wherein the fictional gesture of extreme and
transgressive violence is an inscription that enables both audience
and author to fantasise overcoming the antagonism of a mortality
that will erase them and their mundane acts (Moeran 1986) — the
perception of antagonism and the response to it may seem deeply
subjective and even poetic. An antagonism is, furthermore, not
something as easily evaluated as ‘a matter of life or death’; many
persons would feel that to carry themselves badly in battle and to
survive it marked (even if only by themselves) as cowardly would be
far more antagonistic to their selves than to die well in battle. An
antagonism is perceived as a threat to the subjectivity of the person
threatened, and for that reason its perception will depend strongly
not only on cultural determinants but as well, and to varying
degrees, on particular life histories. What antagonisms hold in
common is that they put the self at risk, and that they are perceived
as needing to be overcome if the subject is to endure. The Guayaki
instance — where the dissolution of the face-to-face community into
wider social networks threatens the world which enables the
members of the group to be who they are — like that of the
Manambu men — where the persistence of peace is antagonistic to
identities which can only be sustained in situations of war —
demonstrate the way perceptions of antagonism work in relatively
uncomplex societies to stabilise identities and to create and sustain
social groupings.

I would like in closing briefly to refer to a contemporary
situation which I have studied, both through fieldwork as well as
through books and newspapers, over the past ten years. Unlike the
previously discussed examples, this situation involves modernised
complex societies with a long experience of statechood. I would like
to examine the period leading up to the past decade of warfare in
the late Socialist Federative Republic of Yugoslavia, which we now
refer to as ‘Former Yugoslavia’. I do not intend to delve deeply into
the history of the region or into ethnographic studies of it; the
story of ‘the death of Yugoslavia’ is familiar to most readers, and I
list below some of the ethnographic and historical work on the
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region which I have found useful (or have written).!” Yugoslavia’s
peoples have been radically transformed over the past fifty years as
varying experiences of antagonisms — individual and collective — have
led to the constitution of numerous groupings and regroupings.
There have been numerous advocates — with various agendas —
testifying to the enduring and fixed identities of the people who
make up Yugoslavia’s national groupings,'® but the evidence
suggests instead that identities have — in the course of encounters
with circumstances interpreted as personal and/or collective ant-
agonisms — been reformulated and subsequently fixed into forms
which differ radically from those which have preceded them. Here,
we do not see the oscillation that was implicit in Harrison’s work
and, perhaps, latent but unobserved in the tribal societies examined
by Clastres. We see instead radical disruptions of previous modes of
life, and the articulation of strategies of opposition to perceived
antagonisms which, in the course of being worked through amidst
the contingency of events, result in the recognition of new
solidarities which create new subject positions to defend. Violence,
here, engenders identity.

Yugoslavia was a state born out of war, and the federation which
emerged from the Second World War, under the leadership of
Marshall Tito, was shaped by the region’s experience of the war.
‘During the Second World War the conquerors not only destroyed
the state, but they set its components against each other in an
unprecedented way, for never before had there been physical
conflict among the Yugoslav peoples as such’ (Pavlowitch 1988:
14). Over one million of a pre-war population of seventeen million
were killed, and Paul Garde estimates that eighty per cent of the
deaths were inflicted on Yugoslavs by Yugoslavs (Garde 1992). As a
consequence of Tito’s and the partisans’ recognition that the state
was vulnerable to external attempts to subvert and destroy it,
especially through mobilising nationalist insurrection as the
Germans and Italians had during the war, the state propagated a
powerful ideology of bratstvo i jedinstvo (‘brotherhood and unity”)
which promoted economic and political equality between the
national elements making up the federation and which repressed,
with all the necessary state violence, the emergence of any
nationalist tendencies within the national groupings, tendencies
which the government (and many of the people) saw as antagon-
istic to the survival of Yugoslavia. Through the development of a
powerful state apparatus, focused on the Yugoslav National Army,
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and the careful playing off through the following twenty-five years
of its non-aligned status as a means of garnering economic support
from both Soviet and capitalist states, Tito and the Communist
Party were able to maintain authority, provide a decent standard of
living for most of the population (supported by massive loans from
the IMF and elsewhere as well as by strong dependence on the
export of Yugoslav gastarbeiters to Western European nations),
and suppress and occasionally violently crush any emergence of
nationalist mobilisation.

In the 1980s, however, the whole carefully constructed edifice
began to crumble. The Arab Oil Embargo of the 1970s had
seriously damaged the Western economies, and many of the loans
which had so profligately been granted to Yugoslavia to lure it
towards the capitalist road began to be called in. Simultaneously,
Yugoslavia’s ability to export both its labour and its goods was
impaired. By 1984 Tito was dead and the economy was in tatters
with an unemployment level of fifteen per cent, inflation at sixty-
two per cent, and a drop in the average standard of living of thirty
per cent from its 1980 level (Mencinger 1991: 76-9). A general
disgruntlement began to set in throughout the country as state
policies began to be seen not to defend the people and their
standard of living but to be attacking them; in the early 1980s a
wide range of assertions — expressed in idioms ranging from the
economic and political to those of art and culture (Mastnak 1991)
— began to articulate perceptions of the antagonism of the state to
its people .

These expressions did not, however, fall ‘naturally’ into a
nationalist idiom. Tito’s anti-nationalist policies and the modern-
isation processes which had accompanied them had to a large
extent submerged the idiom of national identity beneath a flood of
contending discourses on selthood. Rural migration to the cities
and to areas outside Yugoslavia where money could be earned had
eroded much of the pre-communist rural isolation. In the cities a
trans-Yugoslav cosmopolitanism had developed around work,
education and cross-marriage. The violence of the state was thus
not initially perceived as inflicted upon one’s national being but
appeared to attack people’s abilities to earn and save money, play or
listen to rock music, call for greater representation in political
forums, and so on. All Yugoslavians were afflicted by the declining
standard of living and the clumsy moves of the state to enforce
cultural and economic homogeneity during this period, and within
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the republics the state’s antagonism to personal fulfilment struck at
all residents, regardless of whether or not they were of the ethnic
majority.

The discursive shift to nationalist discourse occurred through
the intervention of republican politicians who created ‘national’
platforms from whence they could launch bids to increase their
holds on power in a Yugoslav state characterised, after the death of
Tito, by a vacuum at the political centre. To gain power they had to
consolidate their holds on the dispersed dissatisfactions which had
grown exponentially after the breakdown of Titoist hegemony
(Ramet 1985), and many did so by inventing ethnically-defined
constituencies to represent. The general strategy followed through-
out the regions was to convince the people that the reason they
could no longer live in Yugoslavia the way they believed they had a
right to was because the communist state — aligned with other
national groupings which benefited from depriving them of their
rightful national heritage — was expressing towards them the
antagonism with which it had treated other members of their
national constituencies over the past forty-five years. People whose
individual encounters with a collapsing economy and an increas-
ingly paranoically repressive state convinced them that the state had
produced a situation which was antagonistic to them as individuals
were faced, as regional elections mobilised the federation in the late
1980s, with nationalist politicians (many of whom had been
previous members of the communist bureaucracies) who told them
that their sufferings as individuals who happened to be Slovenes,
Serbs, Croats or whatever were in fact symptomatic of the suffer-
ings that all of the respective national group’s population — dead or
alive — had had inflicted upon it over the past decades by an
antagonistic state and/or antagonistic neighbouring national
groups. Nationalist campaign rhetorics were grounded not on calls
for reforms and changes in the Yugoslav constitution but on
platforms which argued that the state was dedicated to the
destruction of the nation and, for that reason, had itself to be
destroyed. I was, for instance, in Ljubljana during the campaigns
for the Slovene election and was struck by the sight of anti-state
campaign stations bedecked with pictures of caves (fosbe) filled with
the bones of persons killed during the massacres which had taken
place at the close of the Second World War. Although the persons
the partisans and others had killed came from various national group-
ings and political movements, the captions on the photographs said
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simply “This is what They did to Us’. The assertion was direct — ‘the
communists killed Slovenes en masse as they came to power’ — and
the implication needed no further elaboration — ‘and subsequent
policies from the communist state towards the Slovenes have been a
continuation of national genocide by other means’. This rhetoric
called on people as Slovenes to recognise that communist violence
towards Slovenes in the past was gualitatively the same as the state’s
violence towards them in the present. Individuals encountered
antagonisms which threatened them with the impossibility of being
what they had previously been as individuals, and were subse-
quently taught, first of all that much worse was to come, and
second that they now were sharing the experience of the state’s
antagonism with a nation of others. The explosion of nationalist
rhetoric which accompanied the opening year of the war (which
encompassed a massive production of revisionist, nationalist
histories), along with prolific evidence of attempts by respective
groups to wipe out others, provided people who responded to
being addressed in national terms with evidence of the previously
concealed violence which had afflicted ‘their people’s’ pasts as well
as irrefutable proofs of the need to kill others in order that they,
and the nation with which they were now conjoined, would
endure.

In Yugoslavia people whose experience of relative deprivation in
relation to a more affluent and liberal past were easily convinced
that violence had been performed against them by some agent
who had ‘stolen their pleasure’. Clever political manipulation, and
the possibility of presenting an earlier period’s ‘defensive violence’
(the repression of nationalism) as an example of a ‘nation theft’
(Zizek 1990) which was in fact a ‘theft of being’, enabled various
political cliques to come to power on the back of a popular will to
destroy the antagonism which they experienced. Out of that rage,
and the will to destroy the other before it destroyed ‘us’, were
forged strong collective identities which in time — and after
extreme genocidal violence against previous neighbours — gave rise
to a multitude of new nations. It is, I believe, important to
acknowledge that these new nations, even when they took old
names, were not resurgent identity formations brought back into
being by the collapse of communism but new inventions of
community — far less tolerant of alterity than had been previous
ones — which had been imagined and then carved out of multi-
ethnic communities in response to fantasies of the violence the
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others would carry out on ‘us’ if we did not first destroy them
through pre-emptive violence.

I began this chapter by suggesting that violence was a force for
creating integrities as well as one that simply violated, polluted and
destroyed already existing entities. In the course of developing that
idea I have shown that identity politics forms borders which enclose
an ‘I’ or a ‘we’ and exclude — oft times violently — others. Through
examining Pierre Clastres” material on Amerindians’ war-based wills
to autonomy and then Simon Harrison’s men’s cults which crystal-
lise identities by attacking sociality I came to suggest that
communities, like individuals, draw borders not so much to assert
presence but to exclude the influence of that which is perceived as
threatening to the persistence of that presence. I then suggested
that an entity’s perception of what Laclau and Mouffe call an
‘antagonism’ — a presence which is believed radically to threaten the
persistence of that quiddity which marks the being of an entity —
may precisely provide the spur that drives an entity to mark out the
boundaries of its identity and to ‘defend’ them with violence — a
violence often manifested aggressively (pre-emptively). It is import-
ant to stress that a perception of antagonism is sufficient to impel
individuals and communities to boundary marking, maintenance
and defence. Identity may be far more inchoate than is the sense of
threat to its persistence that an antagonism provides. Attributions
of antagonisms need not be groundable, and it is often the case
that an enemy is sited and a programme of ‘defensive’ violence
inaugurated without any ‘real’ justification. The instance of the
bloody dissolution of Yugoslavia was cited as a situation in which
the state — and later ethnic groups seen as antagonistically allied
with the state against the interests of national communities — served
as the focs around which nationalist politicians invented con-
stituencies by mobilising generalised dissatisfactions and both
directing them towards and attributing them to the antagonism of
the other. In designating an other against which destructive vio-
lence must be mobilised, an entity realises — through the negation
of that it would negate — what it is it fights to defend.

Notes

1 With apologies to Max Gluckman (Gluckman 1956) whose title, “The
Peace in the Feud’, inspired mine.
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11
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Harriot Hamilton King, The Disciples. 1873, p. 300, quoted ibid.
“Violate’ is from the past participle of the Latin uiolare, ‘to treat with
force’, formed — again — as if from the adjective uiolus, due to wuis
(ibid., 593).

Riches 1986b: 1-3, see also Parkin 1986: 204-5.

His earlier ‘commonsensical’ and ‘Anglo-Saxon’ definition, which
focused on the performer of violence as actor, saw violence as ‘the in-
tentional rendering of physical hurt on another human being’ (ibid: 4).
On p. 3 they answer the query ‘what, then, is violence?” with ‘It is the
assertion of power or, to paraphrase Riches’ important discussion of
the subject, an act of physical hurt deemed legitimate by the per-
former and by (some) witnesses’.

See, for an interesting debate on the contribution of Clastres (who
died in an automobile crash in 1977) to anthropology, Bartholomew
Dean’s review of Clastres’ Chronicle of the Guayaki Indians (1998,
originally 1972) in Anthropology Today (Dean 1999) and Jon Abbink’s
response in the same journal (Abbink 1999). Clastres’ Chronicle offers
further insight into the issues of violence and identity, particularly in
chapters five and six (Clastres 1998: 193-274).

For Clastres what characterises primitivity is the refusal of communities
to allow power to separate itself from the collectivity and to — from
that autonomous position — impose itself on the collectivity by
claiming to represent it. Primitivism is, for Clastres, a strong virtue,
and it is this valorisation which Bartholomew Dean — who wants to see
indigenous people mobilise through media and political representation
to fight for collective rights — finds objectionable.

See, for instance, ‘The Principle of Reciprocity’, chapter V in Lévi-
Strauss’ The Elementary Structurves of Kinship (Lévi-Strauss 1969:
52-68).

Althusser, in his seminal ‘Ideology and ideological state apparatuses’
(Althusser 1971), distinguishes between RSAs (repressive state
apparatuses) and ISAs (ideological state apparatuses), noting that the
former — which includes military forces, police forces, judicial appar-
atuses as well as institutions dealing with mental health — mobilise
literal violence against enemies of the state — both within and outside —
whereas the latter work to enculturate and perpetuate subjects —
obedient citizenry — whose acceptance of the state’s discursive organis-
ation of the real serves to naturalise the institutional powers which
perpetuate the state’s hegemony.

See, for a stimulating examination of the discursive reformulation of
state violence into techniques of constraint and discipline, Foucault’s
Discipline and Punish (Foucault 1977).

Edmund Leach points out in an essay on terrorist violence that both
‘anti-state’ violence and the violence with which the state ‘protects’
itself and its people are extra-societal violences which come from
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beyond the bounds of the communities through which, around which
and over which they contend (Leach 1977).

The distinction Macek makes in this volume between ‘soldiers’ and
‘civilians’ on the one hand and ‘deserters’ on the other reflects the
deserters’ experiencing of the state’s ‘defensive’ violence from a
position outside of the ideological frame which, for both civilians and
soldiers, provides that violence with its legitimacy and marks it as
radically other than the violence of the society’s enemies.

But see Abbink’s defence of Clastres which criticises Dean’s invest-
ment in ‘emerging stereotype[s] in ‘globalisation studies” (Abbink
1999). Certainly Dean’s implication in development — which leads him
to celebrate the fact that ‘private and public organisations are now
providing critically needed financial support and technical support for
the creation and on-going operation of indigenous advocacy organis-
ations’ (Dean 1999: 10) — sets him firmly in opposition to Clastres
who would — rightly or wrongly — see such resourcing as a direct cause
of the fatal division of egalitarian communities into ‘those who
represent’ and ‘those who are represented’.

Implicit in Clastres’ argument, as in any presentation which argues
from ‘origins’, is the problem of circular reasoning. I would take here
the stimulating yet finally philosophically problematic arguments of
Durkheim and Mauss about the origins of religion and of primitive
classification (Durkheim 1912; Durkheim and Mauss 1903) as paradig-
matic: how can society represent itself to itself if it only develops the
idiom in which representation can occur in the course of representing?

Against the egalitarian tenor of Clastres’ analysis is Harrison’s point
that when the Manambu communities are at war the men are em-
powered — as warriors and ritual leaders — over other members of the
community.

See particularly Pavlowitch 1988; Allcock 1992; Feldman et al. 1993;
Bowman 1994; Bringa 1995; Silber and Little 1995; Kirin and
Povrzanovic 1996; Godina 1998; and Bowman forthcoming.

The myth of the eternal enmity between the peoples of the Balkans
has a long history (see Glenny 1999 for a critical assessment of its
usage by the Great Powers) but fell out of use between the latter part
of the Second World War when the British threw their support behind
Tito and approximately 1993 when most of the NATO countries
decided that Yugoslavia should be divided along ethnic lines.
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Chapter 3

Socio-cosmological contexts
and forms of violence

War, vendetta, duels and suicide
among the Yukpa of north-western
Venezuela

Ernst Halbmayer'

It was Reichel-Dolmatoff who stated in an early paper that the
Yukpa? Indians are not only warriors because of hate, envy, or
pleasure, but rather that war is ‘a fundamental necessity for them’
(Reichel-Dolmatoff 1945: 62). In his chapter on ‘war’ Reichel-
Dolmatoff does not eclaborate further on this statement, but
describes certain aspects of warfare (1945: 62, 64), pre-warfare
ritual dance-fighting (1945: 64), fighting that occurred during
maize-beer celebrations (1945: 65) and the resulting vendetta
(1945: 66). Since the publication of Reichel-Dolmatoft’s paper,
anthropological observations of violent behaviour have been refined,
masses of data have been collected and a broad theoretical dis-
cussion on violence and warfare in Lowland South America has
taken place. The latter was pioneered by the scientific battle on
Yanomami warfare (e.g. Albert 1989, 1990; Ales 1984; Chagnon
1968, 1983, 1988, 1989, 1990a, 1990b; Ferguson 1990, 1995;
Harris 1984; Lizot 1989, 1994).3 Compared with those intellectual
endeavours, in which some of the outstanding anthropologists
working on the continent have been engaged, the aim and scope of
this paper on violence* among the Yukpa is limited and mainly
socio-cosmological in its focus. I do not try to give a final or
monocausal explanation as to why war or violent behaviour occurs,
nor is it my aim to provide statistical data ordered by ‘etic’ western
categories on the frequencies of different forms of violent behaviour.
Rather, my question is how institutionalised forms of violence are
structured according to socio-cosmological contexts.

War, blood-feuding and ritualised duels among the Yukpa were
carried out until the 1960s and then disappeared due to the increased
establishment of formal leadership, introduced by Capuchin mission-
ary activities.® Isolated events where the practice of war becomes
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evident,® or blood-feuding occurs, may still take place. Also violent
confrontations and fighting in situations which once involved ritual-
ised duels are still frequent, as is suicide. Today, however, the
symbolic notions of violence, which are based in the Yukpa socio-
cosmology and related to different levels of their social organisation,
are more significant than these violent practices. These notions of
violence relate this north-western outpost of Carib-speakers to a
broader spectrum of lowland South American societies. Their general
logic has been described variously as a constitutive element of the
reproduction of the social structure (Aleés 1984: 111), in terms of the
local construction of identity and alterity (Menget 1985), the
cannibalistic predation of enemies (Vivieros de Castro 1993), or a
structural instability of the consanguine /affine polarity, produced by a
double concentric englobement (Descola 1993: 186-7).

My interest in violent behaviour as a specific form of human
communication and interaction is three-fold: (1) in which contexts
specific forms of violence are carried out, (2) how these different
institutionalised forms of violence may be explained within their
socio-cosmological context and (3) how these forms of violence
may be related to definitions of violence, which are based on the
distinction of legal and illegal violence.

One of the basic refinements in the analysis of the social contexts
of violent behaviour and a common point of departure for a long
time has been the distinction between internal and external warfare.
This distinction obviously refers to the identity/alterity difference.
It was Cariage (1979, 1980) who demonstrated the relevance of
this distinction for the Yukpa and distinguished external war from
internal vendetta.

This chapter tries to go beyond the existing analysis of Yukpa
warfare and violence as — besides war and vendetta — it will consider
other forms of violent behaviour such as duels and — maybe sur-
prisingly — suicide.” It will focus on basic distinctions present within
cosmology and social organisation and show how action and social
organisation are related to and are dependent upon each other,
produce and reshape, make and re-make each other in a process of
permanent co-production (Dupuy and Varela 1992). From this
point of view violent actions have — as do, for example, marriages,
or residence decisions — the potential to reproduce and transform
social organisation.

Before I focus on the aspects of identity and difference in the
Yukpa worldview, I will present some basic ethnographic inform-
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ation on the Yukpa. The Yukpa are the north-western outpost of
the Carib-speaking Indians and live in the Sierra de Perija, which
forms the international border between north-western Venezuela
and north-eastern Columbia. They are located south of the Arawak-
speaking Guajiros (Wayt), north of the Chibcha-speaking Bari and
west of the also Chibcha-speaking Kogi, Ica and Sanha of the Sierra
Nevada de Santa Marta. There are about 6,700 Yukpa, about 4,200
(OCEI 1993) of them live in Venezuela and about 2,500 in
Columbia (Lizzaralde 1988: 170). Kenneth Ruddle (Ruddle 1971)
has shown that the Yukpa consist of sixteen different subgroups
living in different river valleys. Linguistic research, however,
questions that the northernmost Japreria are a Yukpa-subgroup and
rather gives them the status of a related group speaking an
autonomous Carib language (Durbin 1977: 24; Oquendo 1998).
Important anthropological descriptions of the Yukpa include those
of Bolinder (1917, 1958), Wavrin (1953), Reichel-Dolmatoff
(1945, 1960), Reichel-Dolmatoft and Clark (1950), Rivet and
Armellada (1950), Wilbert (1960, 1962, 1974), Ruddle (1971,
1974), and an ethnographic overview based on these accounts by
Ruddle and Wilbert (1983). Furthermore, there exists a number
of unpublished dissertations (Cariage 1979; Lhermillier, A. 1980;
Lhermillier, N. 1980; Paolisso 1985). My own research among the
Yukpa (Halbmayer 1998) has mainly been carried out among the
Irapa of the Tukuko-valley.?

Yukpa economy is based on shifting cultivation, hunting, gather-
ing, and today on the cultivation of coffee as a cash crop® (Ruddle
1970, 1974; Paolisso 1985; Paolisso and Sackett 1985). Kinship is
bilateral and of a Dravidianate South American type (e.g. Viveiros
de Castro 1993; Henley 1996; and contributions in Godelier,
Trautmann and Tjon Sie Fat 1998). The classificatory bilateral
cross-sex cross-cousins are the marriageable affines. According to
the existence of oblique marriages, the dZD /9 MB!? are termino-
logically fused with the bilateral cross-sex cross-cousins. In G+2
and G—2 a replication of younger and elder sibling terms may be
found, which leads to a terminology with alternate generations.!!
Residence is, in practice, ambilocal whereas a preference for
(temporal) uxorilocality and bride-service is stressed. Settlement
patterns are fairly dispersed and traditionally range from single
households, based on (polygamous) marriage(s) and the unmarried
children of such relations, up to agglomerations of twenty houses.
Today a territorially based distinction between communities, which
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nowadays may exceed the above-mentioned agglomerations, is
established throughout the territory.

The establishment of primary distinctions
according to Yukpa origin myths

According to Yukpa mythology, the creation of the world is not a
creation ex nihilo but a series of transformations by a mythical
transformer who is called either Armouritsha or Tamoryayo. The
transformation of the world into its present state is based on a
differentiation of the originally undifferentiated. This process is
described as follows:

At the beginning there was no life on earth. The firmament
and the earth were very close to each other, and therefore it
was very hot. The earth was surrounded by two suns, so it
never became dark. The seas and the rivers boiled, as water
boils, standing in a pot over the fire. There was no life on
earth. Tamoryayo was the only one who existed, he was living
on the other side of the firmament over the fog. He lived
alone, but was upset to be alone and decided to come to the
earth. But he found the earth incredibly hot and it was im-
possible to live there. Tamoryayo couldn’t stand the horrible
heat which was burning down everything. So he took bow and
arrow, aimed them at the sun and shot her into the eye. At this
moment the firmament rose a little and as the arrow hit the sun
it became darker. He shot again and at this moment the
firmament rose again to the position where it is today.
(translated from Armato 1988: 9)

The sun Tamoryayo hit turned dark and became the moon, and the
world and the firmament were separated. That is how the differ-
ence between day and night, cold and hot came into existence and
changed the world’s condition into a tempered and liveable one.
David Guss described this sort of mythical operations for the
Ye’kuana by stating that ‘these myths of origin serve as the perfect
paradigms of transformation, symbolically depicting the daily
operation of culture. The action they describe is inevitably one of
movement from darkness to light, from chaos to order, from
cannibal to human’ (Guss 1991: 112). In the case of the Yukpa,
not darkness but the extreme double brightness is the state
associated with chaos and cannibalism.
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This becomes even more clear if one takes into account other
myths which characterise the untransformed sun as an aggressive
enemy representing danger and standing in a relationship of pre-
dation towards the Yukpa, who as a consequence, become the
hunted prey. The moon, on the other hand, is portrayed as gentle
and helpful, representing safe relations of reciprocity and becoming
a mythical father-in-law,'?> who gives his daughter and food to
the Yukpa (Wilbert 1974: 84-6, 131-5; Armato 1988: 49-50;
Halbmayer 1998). These differences, which transformed the former
chaotic world into a liveable one, distinguish safe and socialised
from wild and potentially dangerous relationships. Safety in this
logic goes hand in hand with a harmonious exchange of reciprocal
relations and identity, whereas danger is associated with negative
reciprocity and difference.!® It was Claude Lévi-Strauss who
pointed out that economic exchange and war are just two sides of
the same social process (Lévi-Strauss 1943: 138). I agree with this
general argument but prefer to distinguish reciprocity from nega-
tive reciprocity instead of war from economic exchange and will
argue that violent interactions as well as economic transfers may
both be structured either according to the logic of reciprocity or
the logic of negative reciprocity. The distinction between negative
reciprocity and reciprocity is at the core of the making and re-
making of the distinction between identity and difference and finds
its expression in different social fields such as marriage arrange-
ments versus wife-stealing, peaceful exchange versus illegitimate or
even violent appropriation, and, as I will try to show, even in
different forms of violence.

A second important mythical differentiation in the Yukpa world-
view separates humans from animals, an event which goes hand in
hand with the establishment of the incest taboo and the transform-
ation into animals of those Yukpa maintaining incestuous relations.

In ancient times the earth was populated by animals. There was
the family of parrots, the family of monkeys, the family of
vultures, the family of sparrows, the family of jaguars, the
family of tapirs [. . .].

They were persons as we are today.

These people began to behave badly. The fathers began to
live with their daughters. The mothers were together with their
sons. The brothers lived with their real sisters. All of them
behaved badly.
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One day Tamoryayo came as a person to the Yukpa and saw
that they behaved badly. The men and the women were always
drunk. This is why Tamoryayo said:

‘You wanted it like that. This night, when the moon becomes
red, all of you will be transformed into animals.’

In this night, when all of them were sleeping, the moon
became red and all of them were transformed into animals.
Those who had been brave were transformed into jaguars.
Those who had been lazy were transformed into sloths. The
singers were transformed into singing birds. The dirty ones
into opossum. In this way Tamoryayo punished the first
inhabitants of the earth because they behaved badly. In this
way the Yukpa explain how the first animals had been created.

Tamoryayo said:

“The sun will lighten the day.

The moon will lighten the night.’

In this time he created day and night.

So Tamoryayo stayed to live on earth, but it is said that he
was tired of being alone. That is why he looked for a way to
find company. That was the moment when he created the first
(two) women out of a tree trunk.!4

Tamoryayo lived with these women and they had a lot of
children which they called Yukpa. In this way the first
inhabitants of the world appeared.

(translated from Armato 1988: 39-40)

So within the cosmology of the Yukpa we find at least two major
distinctions: one between dangerous, predatory, negative social
relations associated with the enemy, the sun, and safe, reciprocal
relations for which the father-in-law moon stands. And it is within
the domain of reciprocity that the difference between incestuous
and non-incestuous relations was established.

Basic distinctions in the social organisation

A look at the etymology of the word Y ’pa and its central antonym
Yuko may give a first idea of how the Yukpa conceive the distinction
between identity and difference. Yu’pa usually is translated as
‘people’ and Yuko as ‘enemy’ (Armellada 1948: 135; Cariage 1980:
15; Paolisso 1985: 49; Vegamian 1978). These terms may be
applied on various social levels, but, regardless of different levels,
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the term Yu'pa is always used to designate the group with which
the speaker identifies himself, whereas Yuko pertains to the other,
to the non-identical.!®> The content of Yu pa/Yuko may vary and
may include according to the context

e all the indigenous, if opposed to the non-indigenous watia,

e all the known Yukpa subgroups, if opposed to other indigenous
groups such as the Bari or Wayt (Guajiro),

e the own Yukpa-subgroup, if opposed to the neighbouring sub-
groups.

The last and narrow meaning of Yu’pa was the traditional one. The
Yukpa-subgroups live in different river valleys, separated by high
mountain ranges, which impede frequent interactions between them.
They generally see each other as enemies, as Yuko. Their relations
have been characterised by negative reciprocity, war and wife-
stealing.'® There is no tribal or ethnic sense of common identity
which would include all these sixteen subgroups and only the people
of the same subgroup are included in the kinship system. In contrast
to wife-stealing, marriages based on social agreement take place with-
in the mainly endogamous subgroups. However, with increased
reciprocal relations such as visits, friendly relations between sub-
groups may develop, which may lead to peace agreements (Wavrin
1948: 409) and to the establishment of marriage relations or even to
a fusion of two groups if the topography of the territory will allow it.
In contrast, internal conflicts can lead to the end of reciprocal
relations and fission may occur and create new subgroups, as
happened for example in 1949, when a deadly conflict in the Irapa-
Yukpa settlement of Kanowapa led to the fission of the Viakshi, who
moved south and started to live as an independent small subgroup at
the sources of Rio Santa Rosa.

A closer look at the etymology of Yu’pa and Yuko shows — as
already indicated by Cariage (1980: 15) — that Y% means bodily
and is used to designate body parts such as Yu-wasa, the head, or
Yu-aturn, the heart.'” Both Yupa and Yuko refer to bodily aspects:
‘-pa’, means ‘a group of the same class’, whereas ‘-k0” means ‘a
group of another class” and implies otherness and non-identity.

The difference between people and enemies is, therefore, one
expressed as the difference between people sharing the same Yu-,
the same bodily aspects, or not. Among the Yukpa, as in many
South American cosmologies, corporal identity is not considered a
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purely biological fact. It is rather a consequence of social processes.
Most importantly, it is achieved through the incorporation and
exchange of the same substances, expressed in the exchange and
the consumption of the same food. By feeding each other and by
consuming the same class of food, beings are progressively
transformed into individuals of the same ‘meat’ or the same
‘substance’ (Rival [1996: 294 ] expressed this for the Huaorani). At
the centre of identity and difference, we thus find an exchange
theory that distinguishes people who share reciprocity, Yupa, and
people who share and interchange relations of negative reciprocity,
Yuko (see Fig. 3.1).

However, applying this distinction to a universe of people does
not have the effect that the same people always end up in the same
categories, as their relations may change according to social actions
such as marriages, conflicts, war, and residence decisions. The
relation between people may be transformed from reciprocity and
sharing to non-reciprocity and vice versa. Therefore, the distinction
between sharing a reciprocal or a non-reciprocal relationship
applied to a social universe leads to a permanent contraction or
expansion of the inner content of the social universe, and according
to the relations enacted at a specific time more or less, and even
different people will be included into the social context of
reciprocal sharing.

From a formal point of view, the form of a distinction establishes
an inner space (in our case Y#’pa) and a surrounding space (in our
case Yuwko) or social outside. The inner space may be further
differentiated. The distinction between identity and difference may
be introduced, may re-enter (Spencer Brown 1973) into the inner
space of Yupa; into the area of people who share.

Differentiation in societies lacking clearly defined corporate
groups, as do the majority of Carib-speakers, seems to be the effect
of applying the basic distinction of identity /difference within the

Identity | Difference

Yu'pa | Yuko
those with the same yu-| those with another yu-
reciprocity | negative reciprocity
security [ danger
moon | sun

Figure 3.1 Identity versus difference among the Yukpa.
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established inner space of Yupa. Thus we get a form containing
the form, like Russian dolls, where the distinction between the doll
and its surrounding is repeated within the doll itself. Maybe an
onion would be a more appropriate metaphor, lacking the notion
of entirely separated entities, but with a repetitive internal differ-
entiation which establishes multiple social levels.

In the centre of this system we find a logic which in its simplest
form may be characterised by at least two distinctions, whereby one
is included in the other and these distinctions produce three levels
or spaces: an outer space which may be called ‘outside’, an inner
space called ‘inside’; and a space incorporated by the inside called
‘internal outside’. The latter is a space which in relation to the
outside is inside and in relation to the inside an internal outside.

These two distinctions are the same as they both distinguish inside
from outside, identity from difference, but as they do this by using
different criteria they are not entirely identical (see Fig. 3.2). Within
the space of reciprocity the distinction between the inside /outside is
reintroduced and reappears in a specific form, namely between
people who may share marriage relations and those who may not.
Within the group who may not share marriage relations, sexual
relations between men and women fall under the incest taboo,
whereas the men of this group are obliged to support each other in
the case of conflict. This is the same distinction made by the mythical
transformer Tamoryaya between incestuous relations and non-
incestuous ones, and it finds its expression in two kinds of families
distinguished by the Yukpa, namely yipushno and opsyo. This social
area, as a whole, is surrounded by a non- or pre-social undifferent-
iated outside represented by the undifferentiated mythical state.

The core of males, which may not be connected through
marriage relations, is formed by a father and his sons and can be
extended by the logic of fraternal relations to include the father’s
brother and his sons. This is the group or family the Irapa-Yukpa
call yipushno. The members of this group are kin to each other and
their relations are based on generalised reciprocity or a mode of
protection: they are obliged to revenge each other and the
consequences of a violent act committed by one of this group falls
back upon the perpetrator or any other person in that group
(Cariage 1980). The women belonging to this group!® fall under
the incest taboo.

In other words, this is the minimal group where the distinction
of identity and difference, expressed in incestuous versus non-
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Figure 3.2 Levels of inside /outside among the Yukpa.

incestuous relations may not be reintroduced and therefore the
necessary difference for non-incestuous marriage relations does not
exist. This is the minimal inside, the smallest Papuschka doll, the
core of the onion. The members of these unions are allies in
relation to war and rivals in relation to marriage. These men who
have to defend and revenge each other may at the same time have
serious conflicts over women. Within the Yukpa kinship system!? a
man should marry pakte: this kinship category includes classific-
atory bilateral cross-cousins and the ZD. Therefore, not only
brothers may compete for the same women, but also father’s and
son’s since the father’s ZD is the son’s cross-cousin.

Marriage allies, in contrast to war allies, are people who stand in
an affinal relationship and do not belong to the yipushno group.
This distinction creates the difference necessary for non-incestuous
marriage relations. In relation to the outside, established marriage
relations create the security and the safety for which the mythical
father-in-law moon stands. Within large Yukpa subgroups, this may
produce an additional re-entry of the inside/outside difference
between opiyo and the members of the subgroups which are
included in the kinship system, but where hardly any close actual
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Figure 3.3 Social levels of identity /difference.

marriage relations exist. Within small subgroups the distinction
between opiyo and the subgroup tends to be identical. In relation to
the inside, opiyo, nevertheless, represents an outside, and
informants stress the difference between this affinal family and the
kin family (yipushno), as one between the problematic family (opyo)
and the family who gives support (yipushno). Persons included into
the opiyo category may take part in war activities and support the
yipushno group in conflictual situations as long as the opponents
belong to a further outside, but they are not obliged to do so (see
Fig. 3.3).

Forms of violence and their social context

The outlined double distinction between identity /difference within
the social area relies on an exchange of negative reciprocity versus
one of reciprocity and, within the latter, this distinction re-enters in
the form of incestuous versus non-incestuous relations. These forms
of relations define the social fields and possibilities of interaction
and, as we will see, also the forms and consequences of violence.

The difference between an exchange of negative reciprocity and
one of reciprocity in terms of violence is significant: within the area
of negative reciprocity violence is an appropriate and standard way
of communication. War raids and wife-stealing are carried out
against Yuko people, whereas within the area of reciprocal exchange
such relations will lead to fission.

According to Cariage (1980), external war is a violent conflict
between persons who had no relation with one another up to this
time. War expeditions are carried out by men of a region who
attack another valley. These war excursions were preceded by a
celebration during which a dance called serémpa was performed.
Reichel-Dolmatoft describes it as follows:
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Two rows of men face each other in some 30 steps distance,
cach one with his bow and an equal number of arrows. The
men of one row shoot their arrows against their opponents
who wait their turn to return the shot. So each row shoots
whereas the opposite row parades and exposes only its body
profiles. . . . As all men shoot simultaneously and parade with
the steps of a torero, this duel gets rhythm and movement. It is
admirable to see the warriors on this occasion: in the moment
of shooting the Indian lifts his right arm into the air and shouts
shrilly and smacks his hand with a strong slap against his thigh.
Naturally, injuries are very frequent during a serémpa, but that
excites the participants even more, who are lucky to be rather
inept because of their drunkenness.

(translated from Reichel-Dolmatoft 1945: 63)

After this dance, women prepare kuse, maize balls which were eaten
with masayn, a black wasp species, valued because of its
aggressiveness and the painfulness of its bites. The people also
continue to drink maize beer. Later, another dance is performed,
during which agave leaves or a trunk of a banana plant symbolising
the enemy is ritually killed by shooting it with a bow and arrow.
The singing expresses the aggressiveness and fearlessness of the
dancers, and by imitating the jaguar’s roar they indicate their
jaguar-likeness?? and readiness for killing. During all this, men wear
black-painted faces, a visible sign of aggressiveness and a state of
war.

During the attacks, which are conducted as ambushes, they
attempt to kill the enemies and, if possible, take their wives and
young children with them. The wives and children will be inte-
grated into the aggressors” own group. The people participating in
these war expeditions are glorified and highly honoured, and the
details of these attacks are told with enthusiasm (Cariage 1980:
16). Thus, aggressiveness and violence against the outside, against
personally unknown people of another valley, is highly valued and
provides the base for acquiring internal prestige, a warrior reput-
ation, and consequently, respect and power.

In contrast, blood-feuding or the vendetta has quite a different
image. The vendetta is not preceded by a public ritual, and no one
involved wants to speaks about it or be identified as the perpetrator.
Unlike war expeditions, the vendetta takes place within the same
region, among personally known people. Consternation, not
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enthusiasm, is the emotion associated with it (Cariage 1980: 16),
and no social prestige may be acquired by it. Rather one risks
becoming a victim of revenge. If vendetta occurs it transforms the
harmonic social relations, and opposes not only the persons directly
involved but also their yipushno groups of war allies. Vendetta
redraws the distinction between negative reciprocity and recip-
rocity. People who up to such an event have been inside the area of
reciprocity may now become Yuko if no efforts for peaceful
reconciliation is made. If one speaks openly about such events or
expresses pride in having fought someone from the same group,
one may risk re-establishing the conflict.

Thus the vendetta clearly has the connotation of introducing
difference and negative reciprocity into a social context of
reciprocity and harmony. It has the potential to divide a group and
may lead to fission and the end of reciprocal relations. Like
external war, vendetta is a form of violence based on negative
reciprocity that leads to killing the victim, but in contrast to war, it
is carried out within reciprocal relations and has, therefore, the
potential to transform these into negative reciprocal ones. War, in
contrast, is just the confirmation of an existing relationship of
negative reciprocity. In the context of war an at least temporal
transformation of the existing relationship may only be established
through the creation of peaceful reciprocal relations and
exchanges.

A third form of violence has already been mentioned in the
description of the serémpa dance. It takes place within the area of
reciprocal relations and seems to have an entirely different logic:
duels. War and vendetta are forms of relationships guided by a logic
of taking without offering any compensation. The exchange
established by these forms of violence is obviously an indirect one
where a long time may pass between the attacks and it is an
exchange of uninvited ‘taking’ from the other group. Duels, in
contrast, are a socialised and reciprocal form of violence and among
the Yukpa killing in this context is an accident and not a goal.

More common than the serémpa ducls before war expeditions
were duels which took place during the maize beer feasts. During
these still important events, different local groups gather and
frequently violent conflicts arise due to increased alcoholic intoxic-
ation. Maize beer celebrations are situations symbolically associated
with a state of emergency and violence. The arising conflicts
traditionally culminated in duels where the opponents stood face to
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face and in turn struck their bows powerfully against each other’s
heads. The one who remained standing longest won. ‘A right to
response’ (Carriage) is the concession to the opponent in duels and
an expression of their symmetrical reciprocal character. Serious
cicatrices and deformations of the skullcap are frequent results and
are prestigious signs of courage shown with pride by old men. As
long as these duels did not lead to very serious wounds and the
danger that the injured person might die, such violence remained
without further consequences.

Wavrin describes the day after such a fight in the following
words:

After a night of deep sleep, all the Motilones?! awake refreshed
and start with big words. In the most cordial tone one re-
members the orgiastic scenes from the day before and con-
gratulates each other:

— You have been brave.

— You too, you have been fighting well.

— Ah! Ah! With whom?

— With him.

— Ah! (a smile of satisfaction).

— You gave me a big blow with the club.

— Ah! Ah! And why?

— I don’t know anymore but I got it, here I feel it.

— And you (the other intervenes) you hit him strongly in
return for his blow.

— Good! Good! (a smile of satistaction).

The victim who was missed by Juan asks me:

— And I, did I fight?

— All the time, you were the worst, you were the most
vehement.

— Ah! Good! So I’m a man! But did I behave well with you?
I didn’t provoke you? I didn’t want to fight with you?

— No, you behaved well with me. But Juan, Marinte, Arichin-
achimu, Monaro, Seshkete, Maskachi, Khosetrera, everyone,
you provoked a lot. You threatened them all the time and you
wanted to fight.

He smiles:

— Good! Good! I’'m a man! I’m brave and I fought! I’'m a
man!

(translated from Wavrin 1953: 289)
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Yukpa duels are not directed by a logic of non-reciprocal taking
without direct compensation; rather, they are a form of direct
reciprocal exchange: the stroke is given and the question is who will
be able to better resist these ‘gifts’. The loser is the one who is
unable to return and to compensate for the stroke he received.
Nevertheless, such events bear the risk of shifting from an
reciprocal event to a negative-reciprocal one: this would be the case
if a person is killed.

Forms of ritualised reciprocal confrontations also took place
between villages of the same subgroup. Bolinder describes such an
attack by warriors from a neighbouring settlement and labels it ‘war
games’.

There they came, the husky, painted warriors, . . . It turned out
that while this battle was only a matter of ‘war games’ it did
serve a useful purpose by letting off the steam generated
during the recent celebrations. Not only that but even though
they were just corn cobs, they could smack an opponent a
good hard blow. . . .

The battle had begun. Indians from our village met the
attack and in no time arrows were whining through the air.
The battle lines curved forward and back in attack and defence.
Even at 60 to 75 feet the impact of the corn-cob tipped arrows
made sharp smacking sounds as they hit the bodies of the
antagonists. I also noticed that the fighters swung around to
take the impact of the blows on their backs instead of risking
painful blows below the belt. And as there were not many
misses, 1 imagine quite a few had difficulty sitting down for a
couple of days when it was all over.

A few hours after it had begun, both forces withdrew from
the field and the women, who had been standing on the
sidelines cheering their ‘teams’, took over their duties of
binding up the wounds and cleaning up the mess before they
started making hearty meals for their men.

(Bolinder 1958: 171-2)

Another form of neither negative-reciprocal (war, vendetta) nor
reciprocal (duels) but self-referential violence is frequent among the
Yukpa: suicide. Obviously suicide is like war and vendetta, a form
of violence that aims to kill, but in contrast to the previously-
mentioned forms, under conditions of the abolishment of the
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offender/victim distinction, the offender himself becomes the
victim. For the Peruvian Aguaruna, Brown (1986) has suggested
that suicide takes place if there is no possibility of organising
collective reactions to social conflict. Brown compares male and
female suicide rates among the Aguaruna, and explains the higher
female suicide rate with the women’s inability to organise collective
reactions to social conflict.

In contrast to the Aguaruna, suicide among the Yukpa is more
frequent in males than females,?? an inversion which cannot be
explained by better female than male opportunities for collective
reactions to social conflict. Men’s opportunities for collective
reactions are generally not worse than those of females. However, is
this true for all men, in every context? Or are there contexts and
situations in which men lack this ability, and are such situations
especially linked to suicide?

Male suicide is mainly a reaction to matrimonial conflicts, to
adultery and/or the elopement of the wife with another man.
Normally, such a situation leads to major conflicts within the village
or the villages involved. As such an event becomes public, the
marriage is considered to be dissolved and now either the former
situation has to be re-established or the new one formally accepted.
Such a situation places the husband and the seducer in opposition,
and it depends on the relationship between the husband and his
parents-in-law whether they support a re-establishment of the
former marriage or support their daughter’s wish to marry another
man.?? Traditionally such situations led to duels and even killings
(Wilbert 1960: 124), but today the formally appointed caciques try
to settle such conflicts peacefully, through a rearrangement of
marriage relations and the establishment of a new balance within
the settlement. These processes may include the punishment of the
unfaithful persons with short-time arrest and/or compensation
payments.

If we accept the general part of Brown’s thesis on the relationship
between suicide and the ability to carry out collective reactions to
social conflict, the core question is, what impedes collective male
reactions against the seducer among the Yukpa? Under the current
conditions of cacique leadership, one might rephrase this question
slightly and ask, what impediment prevent men finding their cases
properly supported within the public conflict-settlement hearings.
The whole settlement participates in these hearings and such events
sometimes last a whole day and night and may even continue the
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following day until an agreement is achieved. If the betrayed man is
forced to accept an agreement through group pressure but without
real conviction, it is very likely that he will leave for the forest in an
unobserved moment and try to strangulate himself in a sitting
position with his bow cord. Another, today rather rare harakiri-like
way to commit suicide, is to stab one’s own arrow into the stomach.

In my opinion the explanation for this kind of behaviour is
closely related to the social nature of the yipushno group, whose
members are war allies and who support each other in conflict, but
at the same time compete for the same women. If the seducer is a
parallel cousin, a brother, the father or a father’s brother, that
means a man belonging to the close kin group forming the war
allies, the arising conflict is not one between opposing parties,
rather it is a conflict within the minimal social unit of support and
identity. This situation impedes collective reactions to conflicts and
support from the yipushno group during the conflict settlement. As
Cariage (1980) has pointed out, an attack against a member of this
group affects the whole group. However, in such a situation the
normal support and protection mechanisms are paralysed, as any
support would at the same time represent an attack against a
member of their own group. In these situations hardly any socially
accepted possibilities for violent reactions against others exist. To
fight the enemy in a situation where he is part of the yipushno
group means to fight oneself, and suicide is the perfect expression
of such a configuration.

In such a situation parts of the own core group become sym-
bolically identified with the enemy Yuko, as adultery and elopement
are considered a form of wife-stealing. Symbolically, violence in this
context leads to a paradoxical situation where the core distinction
established by the mythical creation of sun and moon, between
negative reciprocity and reciprocity becomes blurred, and negative
reciprocity is introduced into the very core of support and identity.
Whereas at the level of opzyo and Yu’pa, negative reciprocity may be
introduced and leads to a redefinition of group borders, a re-entry
and redefinition of the identity /difference distinction within the
core of the yipushno group is impossible. This situation leads to a
state where, symbolically, the basic distinction between negative
reciprocity and reciprocity is eliminated and the risk of a reverse
transformation (Guss 1991: 112) into a mythical state of pre-
differentiation, of non-differentiation between animals and humans,
of two identical suns and an unliveable world becomes evident.
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Such a reverse transformation and de-differentiation has to be
avoided, as must violent actions within the yipushno group.?* In this
context, it seems significant that the Yukpa also committed suicide
when they accidentally killed closely related people (Reichel-
Dolmatoff 1945: 61; Bolinder 1958: 172).

Conclusion: social organisation, power and the
notion of violence among the Yukpa

It has been shown that all forms of violence relate to an internally
repetitive distinction of identity and difference. These distinctions,
created in mythical differentiation processes, establish different
social levels whose specific content may decrease or increase accord-
ing to social processes.

Among the Yukpa, different forms of violence are related to the
basic distinctions of social organisation and worldview. They are
associated with local concepts of power and prestige. Power and
prestige are attributed to those people who have the ability to
integrate internal differences, to socialise parts of the outside and to
fight the non-socialised others. Prestigious people establish relations
through marriage, exchange of food, labour or even techniques of
spiritual contact to a broad group of people and/or spirits in order
to integrate and socialise them. Political leadership and shamanic
power rely on an integrative skill, in the latter case on the ability to
establish reciprocal contact to spiritual beings and animal spirits and
to fight the dangerous and malicious ones. Violence against the
outside following the prey/predator logic of negative reciprocity is
highly prestigious, valued and collectively ritualised. Central values
of male fearlessness and aggressiveness are enacted in the course of
these violent actions, through which men may acquire social and
symbolic capital for leadership. However, violent actions following
this logic have these qualities only if directed against the outside,
against Yuko. Within the inside, negative-reciprocal violence would
lead to fission of the group and reduce the number of followers and
therefore the leader’s influence and power.

For that reason, vendetta, the other form of violence following
the prey/predator logic, which is conducted within the inside
against Yukpa, is regarded with consternation, and no public rituals
are related to it.

Reciprocal violence, as enacted in public duels within the realm
of reciprocity, may equally be used for acquiring social prestige and
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stress male fearlessness and aggressiveness, and the resulting marks
are shown with pride. However, this form of violence is not a way
to fight the different, non-integrated other, but is rather a way of
finding the most valuable, aggressive and fearless individuals among
a group of people. It does, however, bear the danger that reciprocal
violence may turn into a negative non-reciprocal one and lead to
fission.

Self-referential violence in the form of suicide takes place within
the core-inside of generalised reciprocity, if negative reciprocity is
introduced by adultery, which is symbolically equivalent to women’s
robbery. Suicide is a way to show fearlessness, to blame and attack
the seducer in a situation where no real attack might be carried out
and, last but not least, it is an expression of sorrow and mourning.

Prestige and power are attributed to those people who have the
ability to deal with potentially dangerous outsiders by establishing
reciprocal relations or fighting them. Depending on the form of
violence and against whom it is directed, it may either be sup-
portive or disastrous for the personal accumulation of power and
prestige. As the social relation within which a violent action takes
place ultimately provides its specific meaning and significance, there
is no contextless abstract notion of offence among the Yukpa. The
same action may be highly valued or deeply despised according to
the social relation in which it takes place, and therefore a wide-
spread notion of violence which already includes a moral evaluation
is problematic. The common distinction between legal and illegal
violence prominently inscribes a moral evaluation and affirmative
relationship to existing power relations into the discourse of
violence. It supports the tendency to view only the illegal use of
methods of physical coercion as violent. Such a notion supports an
established legal system, reinforces the ‘state monopoly of physical
violence’ (Max Weber) and a political system whose functioning is
based on the threat of violence.

This duplication of violence into legitimate and illegitimate
realms tends to be related to social systems which had established
institutionalised forms of domination but which were absent among
the Yukpa. Neither the distinction between negative reciprocal,
reciprocal or self-referential violence, nor its evaluation as valued or
feared, is one which could be translated as legitimate versus
illegitimate. Among the Yukpa an institutionalised inclusion of legal
violence into society with the aim of punishing illegal forms of
violence did not exist.2> One may be attacked, one might defend
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oneself and organise a counterattack, or fight a duel, but the
question is definitely not one that centres around the issue of
whether a certain form of violence is legitimate or not. No one
would doubt that revenge, a counterattack or just to strike back in
a duel is an appropriate way of response. Therefore conceptions
which inscribe a distinction between legal and illegal spheres into
the notion of violence seem to have limited explanatory power for
rather loosely organised, non-centralised societies without some
sort of formal and standardised legal system. This is also true for
the conception of violence as outlined by Riches, who states that
the performer tends to see the violent act as legitimate and the
victim conceives it as illegitimate. The author promotes a perspec-
tive ‘which puts the focus on the act of violence itself” and defines
violence as ‘an act of physical hurt deemed legitimate by the
performer and illegitimate by (some) witnesses’ (Riches 1986: 8).

Such a focus on the single act and its different evaluation by
performer and witness leads to a reification of the performer/victim
distinction. If we look at sequences of inter-related violent acts as
specific forms of dynamic relations between persons and groups,
such a distinction, based on a single act and its different evaluation
immediately (duels) or in the longer term (vendetta, war) becomes
blurred.

Such an oscillation leads to two possible points of view. The first,
frequently taken by anthropological reasoning, is one which depicts
such societies as entirely fierce and violent. The inflicting of physical
harm was the evidence for such a view and the causes for the
violent behaviour were frequently based in sociobiological, eco-
logical or materialist explanations. Such an approach, which takes
the existence of relations of physical harm as an indicator for
violence, is based on what I would call a first order notion of
violence. A second order notion of violence would distinguish
between legal and illegal forms of physical harm and would refer to
the illegal forms of physical harm as violence. Such a view is,
therefore, connected to some sort of legal evaluation. Societies
lacking systems of legal evaluation may therefore be described as
violent in the first sense or but hardly in the second sense, without
referring to external standards. Such relations of physical harm are a
constitutive and necessary element in the reproduction of these
social systems, and may even be regarded as a functional equivalent
to aspects of a legal system. That is why, for the Yukpa, violence
was not a question which might be reduced to hate, envy or
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pleasure but a ‘a fundamental necessity’. In other terms, it is not
only the exchange of ‘goods’ which leads to a social order but also
the exchange of different forms of physical violence. Associating
such forms of violence a priori with non-legitimacy and therefore
considering them as ‘bad’ comes close to stating that a certain
system of social reproduction is illegal or illegitimate.

The expanding state, which tries to establish and expand its
monopoly on physical violence, and missionary agendas, associate
first order violence with non-legitimacy and thus transform these
traditional forms of violence into illegal ones. As a consequence,
the ‘pacification’ of indigenous peoples becomes a heroic act within
a civilisational project. The installation of structures of formal
leadership and the appointment of official caciques legitimated by
missionaries and the state, equipped with power and authority for
the administration of justice and punishment, introduced the
duplication of violence into Yukpa society. Warfare, vendetta and
ritualised duels have largely disappeared and many informants stress
that the stories about these events are ‘atancha’ stories, stories from
the ancestors, even though the older men participated in these
cvents.

Notes

1 The completion of this paper was supported by the Austrian Program
for Advanced Research and Technology (APART) awarded by the
Austrian  Academy of Sciences. For comments in different
development stages of this paper I am grateful to Ulrike Davis-
Sulikowsky, Clemens Zobel, Georg Elwert, Bernhard Hadolt and
Andrea Stoeckl.

2 Reichel-Dolmatoff uses the old term Motilones, which refers to both
the Bari and the Yukpa, but his ethnographic data were collected
among the Colombian Yukpa of the Maraca valley.

3 According to the respective theoretical orientations of the authors, this
debate related explanations of Yanomami warfare to different aspects
of social order: From the sociobiological perspective the emphasis was
placed on the access to women (Chagnon), while from the ecological
point of view the access to meat and game was privileged (Harris). In a
historical-materialist perspective the access to goods in relation to the
expanding state was stressed (Ferguson), and within a sociological and
cosmological approach attention focused on the internal logic of social
and cosmological relations (Albert, Alés, Lizot).

4 A preliminary and minimal working definition of violence understands
violence as ‘act(s) of intended harm’. These acts may either cause
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physical, psychic, social or material harm. They may be intended by
individual or collective, physical or spiritual actors or just ascribed as
intended by victims or witnesses. Such acts may rely on directly
observable physiological-material interventions or on only indirectly
observable ones, based in spiritual means as e.g. shamanic warfare or
sorcery. I have selected institutionalised forms of directly observable
‘intended physical harm” among the Yukpa for further consideration in
this paper.

I have published a more detailed description of these processes in
Halbmayer 1998 (68-78).

This was obviously the case after the killing of three Yukpa in the
village of Kasmera by the Venezuelan military in 1994. This event is
also symptomatic of the fact that societies like those of the Yukpa once
brought under control of state systems rather become victims of state
violence than active agents of violence against the outside world.

A more detailed distinction between war, raid, vendetta, feud,
vengeance killing as e.g. Black-Michaud (1975) has proposed seems
inadequate for the Yukpa, as there is no clear-cut distinction between
the general or specific choice of victims, and there may be a shift from
individual to collective enterprises in the course of vendetta.

I conducted 13 months of field research among the Yukpa from 1991
to 1992 and spent an additional total of four months there in 1988,
1994, 1997 and 1999.

As the rivers and consequently the fish in these mountain areas are
small, fishing is a rather secondary subsistence strategy.

d and 9 indicate the speaker’s sex; Z=sister; D=daughter; M=
mother; and B=brother.

However, there are significant differences between the kinship-systems
of Yukpa subgroups. An analysis of these variations is in preparation.
Such a notion of a helpful father-in-law stands in contrast to many
other South American societies where the father-in-law is rather
associated with the dangerous outside.

The notions of reciprocity and negative reciprocity rely on Sahlins
(1972). ‘Reciprocity’ without specification includes balanced as well as
generalised reciprocity.

For the myth of the creation of the women see Armato (1988:
11-13). Among the Pariri Yukpa men and women are created by a
being called ‘God’ by Wilbert (1962: 139f. 1974: 75)

This view is not generally shared: Reichel-Dolmatoff introduced Yuko
as a self-referential term (1945: 18). He changed his interpretation on
the meaning of the term in subsequent publications (Reichel-
Dolmatoft and Clark 1950; Reichel-Dolmatoff 1960: 165), but did
not explicitly modify his initial statement. That Yuko is a term of self-
reference among indigenous people living on the Colombian side of
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the Sierra de Periji was reatfirmed by Ruddle (1971, 1974) who
opposed them to the Venezuelan Yukpa. Also, Carriage, despite giving
an appropriate description of the significance of the terms (yikpa/yiki),
insists on the term Yuko as a self-designation (1980: 15). According to
the available data, however, I doubt that Yuko (enemy) was used as a
self-designation in the region and I will not use the term ‘enemy’
(Yuko) as an anthropological term for a group of people, as long as
there is no empirically sound evidence for the inversion of the sig-
nificance of Yukpa,/Yuko among certain subgroups.

These subgroup divisions have weakened considerably with increased
contact and interaction between them encouraged through missionary
activities and the advancing integration into the national society (see
Halbmayer 1998).

Among the Colombian Yukpa of the Casacare valley, where Carriage
conducted field-research, due to dialectical differences, Yikpa means
people, and bodily is expressed by Yi- instead of Yu-.

The Sister, Father’s Sister and Father’s Brother’s Daughter.

For a detailed description, see Halbmayer (1998: 136-85).

‘To be aggressive’ or ‘wild’ (éso) is closely related to the word for
Jaguar’ (zsho), called ‘tigre’ in local Spanish.

The term Motilones was used to refer to the Yukpa and to their
southern Chibcha-speaking neighbours the Bari. It became clear in the
1950s that there are two culturally distinct groups living in the area
west of the Lago de Maracaibo.

The higher male suicide rate among the Yukpa has already been noted
by Gusinde (1955: 425) nearly 50 years ago. Suicide seems not be
common among all the Yukpa subgroups: Wilbert (1960: 128)
mentions that suicide is not practised among the Pariri, whereas
Reichel-Dolmatoft (1945: 61) states that suicide is very common
among the groups living at the Rio Maraca, and also Bolinder (1958:
166) mentions suicide attempts. I was able to document 50 cases of
suicide among the Irapa Yukpa of the Tukuko valley, 30 conducted by
men and 20 by women (results based on a smaller sample of 33 cases,
which show the same general direction have been published in
Halbmayer 1997). A calculation of suicide rates, however, meets with
several obstacles: (1) There is no proof that I have been able to
document all cases. (2) There is no possibility of verifying exactly
when these documented cases took place. However, each victim is
remembered by name and their kinship relation can be specified. The
Yukpa have a very shallow genealogical knowledge which generally
goes back only to the grandparents. My calculation is based on the
assumption that these suicides occurred during the last 60 years. (3) A
significant population growth of over 40 per cent took place in the
region between 1982 and 1992 (Halbmayer 1998: 84-5); however,
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there are no reliable population data available for the period of 60
years. My calculation for the whole period is based on the population
data collected in 1992. A significant underestimation of suicide rates
might be the consequence of such a procedure. Therefore, the
presented numbers can only provide a general indication if the suicide
rates are high or low, but no value should be put in the numbers as
such. Calculated on the base of 764 inhabitants of the Tukuko valley
in 1992, the suicide rate in the region would be 109.1,/100,000. In
comparison, this number seems very high: the suicide rate in
Venezuela is 5.1 (1994) and in Colombia 3.5 (1994). Data for other
countries are: Great Britain 7.1 (1997), Netherlands 9.9 (1995), USA
11.8 (1996), Sweden 14.2 (1996), Germany 15.1 (1997), Austria 20
(1997), France 20.6 (1995), Switzerland 21.4 (1994), Finland 27.2
(1995), Latvia 36.9 (1996), Estonia 39.2 (1996), Russian Federation
41.2 (1995) Lithuania 48.2 (1996) (Source: WHO; all data per
100,000 inhabitants). For the Aguaruna, however, Brown mentions a
suicide rate of 180,/100,000.

23 Female adultery is frequently interpreted as the wish to end the marital
relationship.

24 A more detailed analysis of these socio-cosmological aspects has
recently been prepared (see Halbmayer 2000).

25 This also seems true for other Carib-speaking groups and Gillin
(1934) previously had pointed out that ‘little attention is paid to
abstract ideals of right and wrong’ and that ‘law and justice are highly
personal’ (1934: 334). For the introduction of public punishment
among the Yukpa, see Halbmayer 1998.
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Chapter 4

The interpretation of
violent worldviews

Cannibalism and other violent
images of the Caribbean

Bettina E. Schmidt

Introduction

In December 1998 the New York Times reported that a Vodou
priest in New Jersey was indicted on charges of conspiring to kill a
woman at a religious ceremony. While the incident itself still
remains controversial — if the woman was burned by the priest or
set herself ablaze by bumping into a candle — the case attracted
considerable attention. Even today Vodou still conjures up images
of human sacrifice and cannibalism. It was easy to make people
believe in an attempted murder, even when the police failed to find
any motive (New York Times, 12 December 1998, p. Bl). The
woman was indeed injured during the ceremony, but this does not
provide sufficient grounds simplistically to reduce the religious
system of Vodou to one aspect, viz. violence.

Cannibalism has inspired the European imagination for cen-
turies. Rather than being regarded as culturally constructed acts of
violence, cannibal images have been instrumentalized by Europeans
in the Caribbean (and elsewhere) for establishing a faultline
between ‘civilization’ and ‘savagery’.

In studying cannibalism, we have to keep in mind what David
Riches states about violence in general: the concept of violence
implies a form of behaviour that in some sense is illegitimate or
unacceptable, but must be considered legitimate by the performer
(1986: 1). Even if the cannibal act is unacceptable in our cultural
system, in other cultures there may be reasons for accepting it.
Joanna Overing, for example, describes cannibalism among the —
normally very peaceful — Piaroa, where it can order relationships
between groups ‘and in doing so is a discourse forthcoming from a
particular metaphysics about the nature of social life itself” (1986:
100). The same can be suggested for Caribbean cannibalism, where
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cannibal acts have, nearly always, fulfilled a social function for the
community.

The way cannibal acts are perceived is as important as the act
itself for the understanding of anthropophagy. Therefore, cannibal-
ism should be approached from a dialectical perspective, as an act of
physical hurt as well as a violent imaginary used in the construction
of the Other. By comparing the attitudes toward Caribbean
cannibalism and African-American slave religions, in particular
Haitian Vodou, this chapter will demonstrate how the stereotypical
perception of violent acts has continued to influence our view of
Caribbean cultural concepts and still shapes intergroup confront-
ations.

The appearance of Caribbean cannibals

On 23 November 1492 Christopher Columbus wrote in his journal
that the island he was approaching was, according to the Indians

very extensive and that in it were people who had one eye in
the forehead, and others whom they called ‘cannibals’. Of
these last, they showed great fear, and when they saw that this
course was being taken, they were speechless, he says, because
these people ate them and because they are very warlike.
(quoted in Hulme 1986: 16-17)

In this report a group of indigenous people called ‘cannibals’ made
their first appearance in a European text, and a new term was
coined. Even though Columbus did not actually meet the Indians
with ‘one eye in the forehead’, he did not question the existence of
the ‘cannibals’. The image of people eating their own kind was not
invented in the Caribbean, of course. Even Herodotus described
man-eating as a ‘way of life’, as customary among the Massagetae
and the Androphagae.

But the label ‘cannibal’ was born from this first encounter
between Caribbeans and Europeans. It is used to this day as a
synonym for wild, uncivilised men, whom the colonizers saw
‘behind each landmark set in place by the march of European
culture’ (Bartra 1997: 1).

It is difficult to tell myth from reality, especially in a violent, but
also fascinating context such as this. The consumption of one’s own
kind seems to capture our imagination in a unique way and guides
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our thoughts in only one direction: to condemn cannibalism as
‘barbarous’ and non-human behaviour. As Donald Tuzin and Paula
Brown note, ‘the idea of people eating their own kind has a long, if
not precisely honorable, history in the intellectual and folk
traditions of the West” (1983: 1).

In spite of early descriptions of cannibalism as customary
behaviour, as an important part of some cultures, by Ewald Volhard
(1968, original 1939) for example, the scientific community often
takes a limited view of anthropophagy. Marvin Harris (1977) in a
materialistic argument reduces cannibalism to its nutritional value,
while in Eli Sagan’s words, cannibalism was ‘the elementary form
of institutionalised aggression’ (1974: 132). Instead of regarding
cannibalism as one important element of a cultural system, a view
like Sagan’s, which has been held dear by the European colonial
imagination from the earliest times, reduces the whole religious
system of the Caribbean Indians to one single aspect, that of
violence.

The Brazilian anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro demon-
strates in his ethnography of the Araweté, a Tupi-Guarani group of
the eastern Amazon Basin, a different way of looking at cannibal-
ism. He shows that it can have meaning beyond the violent act and
even beyond metaphor. As described in his book From the Enemy’s
Point of View cannibalism plays a central role in the cosmologies of
Amazon societies. After comparing different attitudes toward
cannibalism in this area, he concludes:

The Tupinamba’s anthropological cannibalism, the Araweté’s
divine cannibalism, and the anticannibal religion of the Guarani
are all transformations of the same theme: the instability of
Culture between Nature and Supernature. Thus, we can recuper-
ate the meaning of cannibalism as a sacrificial structure without
resorting to the notion of communion with the ancestors.
(Viveiros de Castro 1992: 301)

Through cannibal consumption, the community incorporates the
Other, and therefore transforms itself into the enemy, as Viveiros de
Castro concludes. Finally, ‘the victory over death was achieved
through cannibalism from everyone’s point of view: the one who
killed, the one who dies, the one who ate’ (1992: 303).

Because of the extinction of the indigenous population it is
impossible to conduct this kind of ethnographic fieldwork in the
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Caribbean. We have to rely on descriptions of cannibal ceremonies
by hostile outsiders, by colonisers and missionaries who witnessed
cannibal customs in strange ceremonies without understanding the
meaning of the rituals. Even more often, their notion of cannibal-
ism was extracted from stories that were told by the (potential)
cannibals’ enemies. On these grounds alone, the reliability of these
sources must be questioned, as we will see later. Based on the
discourse on cannibalism in the Caribbean two different types of
intergroup conflict can be distinguished from which stories of
cannibalism were generated: between two different Caribbean
people and between Europeans and Caribbeans. The problems in
understanding anthropophagy in the Caribbean result from the
Eurocentric perspective that misunderstood, used and sometimes
even denied the existence of cannibalism.

Archaeological studies suggest that Caribbean cannibalism did
actually exist as ‘a limited, ritual act associated with victory in battle
and funerary customs’ (Whitehead 1984: 81). Based on Spanish
and non-Spanish sources, Neil Whitehead concludes that the taking
of human trophies as well as ritual cannibalism of war captives were
customary among the Caribs and other indigenous groups such as
the Arawak and Tupinamba in South America (1984: 69).
Regarding the Caribbean he states that:

There are examples of Spanish reports [. . .], which attempt to
account for Carib cannibalism in its social context [. . .]. In
these accounts the notion that the Caribs ate human flesh as a
means of subsistence is firmly rejected, while the prevalence of
endocannibalistic funerary rites and the exocannibalism of war
captives, or itotos, is shown to be common among other
Amerindian groups, not just the Caribs.

(Whitehead 1984: 76-7)

But despite Whitehead’s research, the discussion about the exis-
tence of cannibalism continues. Our knowledge about the former
population of the Caribbean islands is remarkably scanty as com-
pared to their historical significance. And now it is too late to ask
the Caribs themselves. Today it seems impossible, as Peter Mason
states, to ‘make a distinction between image and reality’ in regard
to cannibalism (1990: 54).

In this chapter, I will not once again dwell on rumours, but
focus on the patterns of interaction between Europeans and
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Caribbeans. Their conflict can be seen as an example of the clash of
different cultural systems. I am no longer concerned with the
phenomenon of cannibalism, but with its construction. And at this
point deconstruction begins.

The denial of cannibalism

When we consider the triangle of violence — perpetrator, victim and
witnesses — it is evident that barely an outside eyewitness of
cannibalism has ever existed but a lot of second-hand observations.
The interpretation of cannibalism depends on the reliability of the
sources, as William Arens has shown in his classic book The Man-
eating Myth, where he demystifies cannibalism as an ideological
construct of Western imperialism. Dismissing all reports not
derived directly from eyewitnesses as unreliable, and those first-
hand reports (e.g. by Hans Staden) as dubious because the witness
had survived, Arens doubts that cannibalism ever existed.!

The colonial construction of cannibalism as a boundary between
‘civilisation’ and ‘savagery’ persists today not only in our imagin-
ation but also in our scientific discourse. The focus on violent
aspects of ‘exotic’ religions was (and still is) an integral element of
the Eurocentric suppression not only of violence, but also of
cultures who celebrate violence.

Today, the negative image of anthropophagy once created by
colonialism has been replaced with the denial that cannibalism ever
existed. Any discussion of this custom as an element in a cultural
context is reprimanded as discriminatory of the culture referred to.
What was once branded as savage has now become a lie. The
literary historian Peter Hulme defines cannibalism as: ‘the image of
ferocious consumption of human flesh frequently used to mark the
boundary between one community and its others, a term that has
gained its entire meaning from within the discourse of European
colonialism’ (Hulme 1986: 86). Through the analysis of colonial
reports, Hulme demonstrates how cannibalism was used as an
excuse for the destruction of indigenous cultures: in the eyes of the
conquerors those Indians were cannibals who resisted European
domination. In the colonial discourse cannibalism became inextric-
ably linked to resistance against European colonisation.

When we regard all sources on cannibalism — especially the
reports of the conquerors and the colonists — as part of a colonial
discourse and, therefore, all stories about cannibals as stereotypical
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colonial fiction, it seems difficult to accept the existence of canni-
balism. Because the cannibal imaginary was used by the colonisers
to legitimise the extinction of the indigenous population, it has
been argued, it can only be a European invention. In this discus-
sion the results of ethnographic research among other cannibals,
especially in the Amazon basin,? tends to be ignored. Yet the
acknowledgement of the existence of cannibal rituals in other
contexts than the Caribbean could also establish the Caribbean
cannibalism as a historical fact. Even archaeological evidence of
cannibal acts can be found in the Caribbean. As Philip Boucher
asks: “‘What about the fractured human bones found at some Carib
archaeological sites”? (1992: 7). The critics of the existence of
cannibalism fail to consider the consequences their view of can-
nibalism as colonial stereotype entail: to regard cannibalism purely
as a colonial invention inevitably leads to the negative stereotyping
of a culture that includes (or formerly included) cannibalism as a
central aspect of their symbolic universe. In the end, the indigenous
culture is once again subject to discrimination, once again margin-
alised on the basis of colonial stereotypes. This will be demon-
strated by the following discussion of Caribbean cannibalism in the
context of colonial discourse.

Caribbean cannibalism and colonial discourse

In order to situate the problematic concepts of Caribbean cannibal-
ism in colonial discourse I will begin by outlining some central
topics of this discourse. Peter Hulme describes his concept of
colonial discourse in the introduction to his well-known book
Colonial Encounters as:

[. . .] an ensemble of linguistically-based practices unified by
their common deployment in the management of colonial
relationships, an ensemble that could combine the most formu-
laic and bureaucratic of official documents [. . .] with the most
non-functional and unprepossessing of romantic novels [. . .].
Underlying the idea of colonial discourse [. . .] is the pre-
sumption that during the colonial period large parts of the
non-European world were produced for Europe through a
discourse that implicated sets of questions and assumptions,
methods of procedure and analysis, and kinds of writing and
imagery, normally separated out into the discrete areas of
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military strategy, political order, social reform, imaginative
literature, personal memoirs and so on.
(Hulme 1986: 2)

Hulme’s concept is based exclusively on sources written by Euro-
peans and excludes any other kinds of sources, from Mestizo
writings to oral tradition. All criticisms aside, colonial discourse has
become a metaphor for the construction of the Other in speaking
about him (Wehrheim-Peuker 1998: 10-11).

While Hulme focuses on the relationship between Europe and
America, other colonial theorists like Homi Bhabha expand the
concept of colonial discourse to stand as a global category of the
nineteenth century. His definition of colonial discourse includes the
aspect of race: “The objective of colonial discourse is to construe
the colonized as a population of degenerate types on the basis of
racial origin, in order to justify conquest and to establish systems of
administration and instruction” (Bhabha 1986: 154). Bhabha’s
definition of colonial discourse can be extended to other colonial
periods. The concept of colonial discourse as construed originally
for the American context can no longer be limited either geo-
graphically or historically. From this viewpoint, Wehrheim-Peuker
defines colonial discourse as a systematic term that allows the
investigation of specific discursive patterns, centred around the
representation of the Other (1998: 13). In her book The Defeated
Conguest she connects, for example, the colonial with the
mysogynous discourse. From a feminist perspective she compares
American cannibals to European (female) witches, both of whom
appear as symbols of the unknown, jeopardising the European (and
male) position of power.? By virtue of their very existence (be it
real or imagined), witches as well as cannibals have threatened the
very structure of European society. Thus, the aggressors eventually
present themselves as potential victims. In both discourses historical
reality is ignored.

It is important to remember that the figure of the native
Caribbean as portrayed in the discourse of European colonialism is
not identical to the historical Caribbean. Cannibalism has influ-
enced our under