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On the Aporetic 
Borderlines of Forgiveness: 

Bereavement as a Political Form 

Edward Weisband* 

This article focuses on representations of forgiveness as adopted
or assumed by processes of collective amelioration experienced
in the aftermath of mass atrocity. It seeks to demonstrate how
each representative approach to forgiveness captures some of
the torment, pain, and suffering of survivor and successor gen-
erations, but also that each fails to accommodate the depths and
complexities of personal grief and collective mourning. Too
often transnational justice in the aftermath of political evil be-
comes grounded in assumptions of justice, truth, and apology
that are severely delimited. Such strategic and theoretical per-
spectives are insufficiently attuned to the needs of bereavement
as a political form because they fail to promote social solace by
means of collective atonement on the part of survivor and suc-
cessor generations who inherit the legacies of sorrow. If political
bereavement conducive to collective amelioration is to occur in
any one polity, it should be legitimated by a transnational system
of “transnational legacy sites,” exclusively devoted to the desig-
nation, protection, and intercultural connection of all the many
places where political evil may be said to have occurred. KEY-
WORDS: Forgiveness, bereavement, grief, mourning, atonement,
borderlines.

Imagine entering a multiplex cinema complex. Each of the multiple
theaters projects the ravages of civil conflict and/or mass atrocity,
each surveys the outrages of consummate political evil characterized
by widespread intense human violation. But each is framed by differ-
ent versions and distinct visions. In this, we confront the initial ques-
tion of representation, the borderlines between reality experienced
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The Limits of 
Liberal-Democracy Promotion

Christopher Hobson*

One of the few unambiguously positive outcomes of the George
W. Bush years is a greater interest in the practice of democracy
promotion. However, the expansion of scholarship in this area
has not been matched by an equal expansion in its scope. There
continues to be an overwhelming tendency to focus exclusively
on empirical case studies and policy prescriptions, usually in-
formed by a set of unstated liberal assumptions. Nothing is nec-
essarily wrong with this per se. The problem stems from the lack
of attention directed toward the larger theoretical and concep-
tual frameworks that inform and shape these practices. Respond-
ing to this state of affairs, this article examines the way certain
theoretical tendencies and commitments have helped give rise
to many problematic aspects of liberal democracy promotion. It
is necessary to challenge the restrictive framework that currently
dominates. It is argued that to do so entails rethinking, extending,
and pluralizing the way democracy itself is conceived. KEYWORDS:
democracy, liberalism, democracy promotion, democratization. 

A commonly observed feature of the post–Cold War world has been
the ideational dominance of liberal democracy. Indeed, a character-
istic aspect of the so-called “velvet revolutions” that marked the be-
ginning of this period in 1989 was their distinctly anti-utopian nature.1
No new political economic models were floated, as capitalist liberal
democracy was widely accepted as the sole route to “normality.” For
some these events reinforced a growing belief that democracy may
truly be considered a “universal value,”2 for others democracy had
achieved its ascendant position almost by default, reflective more of the
failure of alternatives.3 Underpinning liberal democracy’s ideational
strength has been a geopolitical environment favoring a core group of
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Homo Sacer vs. Homo Soccer Mom:
Reading Agamben and Foucault 

in the War on Terror

Halit Mustafa Tagma*

In the past decade there have been efforts to understand the war
on terror through the writings of Michel Foucault and Giorgio
Agamben. Some analyses reify certain concepts employed by Fou-
cault and Agamben. Others do not accurately represent the ac-
tual occurrence of violence at ground level. Without claiming to
present a sovereign gaze on the literature and the reading of sov-
ereign violence in places such as Guántanamo, this article argues
that there are at least three central elements that philosophers
and theorists might want to reconsider in connection with sov-
ereignty, biopower, and subjectivity: that there is a Derridean
logic at play between sovereignty and biopower; that there is a
connection between sovereignty and subjectivity informed by a
“dangerous connection” between power and knowledge; and
that sovereignty is informed by a classifying and hierarchizing
regime characteristic of a regime of truth. Although Agamben
claims to correct Foucault, he betrays important methodological
and epistemological elements of Foucault’s work. Nevertheless,
there are elements in Agamben’s work that can shape our under-
standing of a “biopolitical reading” of our contemporary era. KEY-
WORDS: Foucault, Agamben, Biopower, Sovereignty, Guántanamo

After US President Barack Obama signed the symbolically powerful
executive order to close the prison camps at Guántanamo Bay by the
end of 2009, many hoped that it would signal a brighter future for in-
ternational politics. However, the fate of the prisoners still held at
Guántanamo remains unclear, as do the fates of others held in the
many secret CIA detainment facilities that continue to operate rela-
tively unnoticed.1 More visible than the secretly detained prisoners in

Alternatives 34 (2009), 407–435

407

*School of Politics and Global Studies, Department of Political Science, Arizona State
University, Tempe, AZ, USA. E-mail: halit.tagma@asu.edu

 



Understanding the Histories 
of Peoples on the Margins: 

A Critique of “Northeast India’s
Durable Disorder” 

Rammathot Khongreiwo*

This article examines the often misconceived problem of insur-
gency and various political, social, and law and order problems
of northeast India, which Sanjib Baruah calls “Northeast India’s
Durable Disorder.” The region has been stereotyped by the post-
colonial state of India as a “disturbed area” infested with insur-
gents and militants. In its attempts to resolve this “durable
disorder,” India fails to engage with its underlying causes in the
construction of new political boundaries in both the colonial
and postcolonial eras. KEYWORDS: Insurgency, counterinsurgency,
frontiers, borders, cartographic surgery, Nagalim, Zomia

Postcolonial writers—administrators, academicians, especially ethno-
graphers and anthropologists—often deemphasize preexisting social
realities cutting across the boundaries of newly conceived areas or
newly created administrative units within a state or states. As one spe-
cific example, the fact that the present states of northeast India are
colonial and postcolonial creations is often taken for granted, some-
times consciously, sometimes unconsciously, and sometimes inten-
tionally. Colonial rulers once delineated certain areas in the region
on the basis of ethnic identities and levels of sociopolitical organiza-
tion: of stateless and “primitive” hill tribes, or state-based and rela-
tively more “civilized” plainspeople, and so on. This sprang out of the
general assumption in Europe that prior to European contact native
cultures around the world had been relatively static/unchanging and
primitive. This assumption was rooted in the colonial construction of
what Partha Chatterjee calls “the rule of difference,” which connotes
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Negativity and 
Open-Endedness in the 

Dialectic of World Politics

Shannon Brincat*

This article illustrates the importance of negativity within the di-
alectical method, aiming to bring clarity to what has been ren-
dered unnecessarily mystical within recent revisions of dialectics,
particular in the conception of “meta-dialectics.” The negative
element in dialectics, where in the movement of sublation the
subject remains undetermined and nonidentical, is argued to be
the productive moment in the dialectical movement that leads
to open-ended and ongoing processes of change. The article ar-
gues that considerable conceptual difficulties arise if one at-
tempts to counterpose negative dialectics to positive dialectics
and particularly in interpretations of Hegel’s Logic and Adorno’s
Negative Dialectics that attempt to do so. The two moments of pos-
itivity and negativity are shown to be mutually related. If con-
ceived in this manner, dialectical analysis can provide radical
insights into processes of social change in world politics that are,
and remain, open ended. KEYWORDS: dialectics, world politics, neg-
ativity, narrative, Hegel, Adorno

“Circumstances make men just as much as men make circumstances.”
—Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels1

The rendering of dialectics offered by Marx and Engels, encapsulated
in the opening quotation, alerts us to the interrelation of agency with
structure, structure with agency, rather than an either/or duality that
some approaches within the contemporary social sciences presuppose.
Humankind and their circumstances are coeval and equally originary.
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