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Foreword

Welcome to the 14th Capstone Issue!

Before graduation, all AUC students are required to write
a Capstone thesis - an independent research paper in the
disciplines of Science, Social Science or Humanities. The
four-month writing process during the semester encourages
students to engage with and contribute to the academic di-
alogue in their chosen field. In this Capstone Issue we pub-
lish six student Capstones, two from each major, written by
AUC’s graduating students of 2020.

The Capstones published in this issue have undergone
rigorous selection and editing processes carried out by our
Editorial Board. The aim of the editors is to improve the
clarity and accessibility of the selected works, making them
interesting to a general reader but maintaining a high stan-
dard in their academic field.

I would like to extend a word of thanks to the editors
who worked tirelessly on the papers, meticulously caring for
every minor detail – without them this publication would not
have been possible. Thanks also goes out to the authors for
their continued engagement in the process and for their pa-
tience with the long conversations regarding word choice and
punctuation.

The papers in this edition cover topics ranging from Mex-
ican cinema and the gender roles to earthworm behavioural
di�erences, showcasing the variety of interests encouraged by
a liberal arts and sciences education. I hope that this Cap-
stone Issue can share a small slice of AUC students’ academic
work and interests – with our peers, our families, and more.
Enjoy reading the issue!

Sarah Martinson, on behalf of InPrint
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A note from the photographers

Every semester, InPrint publishes a capstone issue con-
taining a collection of selected capstones from the previous
semester. This year, they wanted to include a picture with
every capstone to make the issue more visually appealing, so
they approached RAW! InPrint sent the abstracts of the six
selected Capstones to RAW, who distributed them over the
Photographers Team. The participating photographers each
interpreted the abstract in their own way, and took a picture
relating to it, which can be found on the title page of each
paper. If you’re curious about their thought process, read
the captions that accompany each photograph below!

Rosa Wijnen for Joyce den Hertog’s Artistic rep-
resentation of the daily news The photo represents the
title ‘Headlines as Art’ quite literally, using paint instead of
graphic design to create a headline. Would this catch the
attention of people better than the usual bold red letters
screaming ‘Breaking News’?

Jasmin Ronach for Rayne Leroux’s The early bird
catches the bold worm This picture was taken during an
afternoon in Flevopark, and subsequently the orange skies
were created through photo editing. The focus was put on
the bird and its position high up in the trees, from where it
may observe the behavior of the ’bold’ worm coming to the
surface.

Margherita Guida for Aisha Erenstein’s In Reconcil-
iation We Trust The concepts of reconciliation and trust
brought a lot of inspiration in me as they can be very pow-
erful and symbolic. I juxtaposed them with a lily plant, that
still has to bloom, which goes to represent Ethiopian politics.

Sanch Sen for Catherine Schulter’s Meaningful
Youth Participation in Global Climate Talks This pho-
tograph represents two ideas. One is the essential “running
out of time” concept that exists for the world to solve the
climate crisis. The second is the complicated framework of
ideas and network that come together for the global gover-
nance of these ideas.

Mirthe van Veen for Patr̄ıcija Keiöa’s Why Are We
Not Doing The Right Thing? Most of us are akratic when
it comes to diet. Whether this is about eating meat or a
delicious brownie; even though eating it wouldn’t be the best
choice, the majority still does it.

Che Spraos Romein for Martha Echevarría

González’s A Move Towards Visibility The photo at-
tempts to incorporate elements of a working-class aesthetic,
seen through the outfit of the woman, especially in the shoes
and less visible apron. It is captured in a monochromatic
scheme to match visual elements of some of the films ad-
dressed in the essay, and features a woman moving behind
bars as a play on the title (move towards visibility).
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Abstract

The emergence of social media has changed the way in which we consume news. To compete, news-
papers have to employ a more connecting and engaging way of representing the news, and art might be
a solution. Creating an artwork for every news article by hand would be tedious and labor-intensive, thus
this paper proposes the use of Generative Adversarial Networks (GANs) to generate artworks conditioned
on the content of newspaper articles. Application of text-to-image GANs for artistic purposes is still lim-
ited. This paper therefore explores the effect of tweaking and implementing state-of-the-art AttnGAN for
this task of news-conditioned art generation. After the input dataset is filtered and expanded, two models
are proposed: ArttnGAN2 and ArttnGAN-F. However, after a close analysis of the output images and a
collection of online survey responses regarding the perception of the generated works, it is concluded
that the proposed models are still limited in their ability to figuratively and effectively portray a newspa-
per description, due to the limited size of the dataset and the GPU restrictions of the current research.
Nevertheless, much potential lies in the further development of the models using a larger and more co-
herent dataset and a longer training time for the GANs. Keywords and phrases: text-to-image synthesis,

generative adversarial network, artistic image generation, generative models, news 1
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1 Introduction

The emergence of social media has thoroughly
changed the way in which we consume the news.
Because social media platforms present news ar-
ticles in the same environment as their entertain-
ment options, 75% of the people that would usually
ignore the news in favour of a more entertaining
program now admit to reading news-related head-
lines when encountering them on social media [1].
However, maintaining the interest of this new au-
dience poses difficulties. Another challenge that
newspapers currently face, is that people often feel
untouched by and uninterested in the many current
global issues [2]. Eliasson [2] proposes art as a
solution to encourage readers to feel more enter-
tained by, connected to, and engaged with news
content. Art, according to him, does not force peo-
ple to act or think in a certain way, but touches the
senses, body and mind, and in that way makes peo-
ple contemplate [2].

Figure 1: Left: ‘Rabbit Beach’ by Dana Ellyn, acrylic on
canvas. Created on July 8th, 2013. On this day, the Pope
visited the island of Lampedusa, which is a point of entry
for refugees into the EU. Its Rabbit Beach won the title
of the world’s best beach in 2013. Right: ‘10-04-2005’
by Seet van Hout, mixed media embroidery. Presumably
inspired by the burial of Pope John Paul II.

Artists like Seet van Hout and Dana Ellyn have
already created fascinating artistic representations
of the daily news (Figure 1) – each of them en-
gaged with the news daily for a certain time pe-
riod and attempted to produce artworks inspired
by news articles from that particular day. Never-
theless, creating unique and compelling artworks
to accompany daily newspaper articles is a labor-
intensive job. Automatic artistic text-to-image syn-

thesis could therefore be a convenient and valuable
alternative.

Researchers in text-to-image synthesis have
been able to produce high resolution generations of
realistic images like birds, flowers and faces, due to
the emergence and wide exploration of Generative
Adversarial Networks (GANs) in the past decade
[3]. GANs have also been adopted in the artistic
field, with artists like Robbie Barrat, Ahmed Elgam-
mal and Mario Klingemann generating works rang-
ing fr- om uncanny portraits to abstract paintings
(Figure 2). However, since GANs are trained to im-
itate their training data, most artists merely use
GANs to generate arbitrary art complementary to
the artworks of their training data. The field of
GAN-generated artworks from textual input is still
limited. Therefore, this paper aims to implement
GANs for the generation of artworks based on tex-
tual descriptions of newspaper articles.

Figure 2: Examples of GAN generated paintings. From
left to right: Nude painting by Robbie Barrat (2018);
‘Psychedelic’ by Ahmed Elgammal (2018); ‘Memories of
Passerby I’ by Mario Klingemann (2019).

2 Research Context

2.1 Generative Adversarial Networks

GANs are the basis of most state-of-the art text-
to-image synthesis models. First introduced by Go-
odfellow et al. [3], GANs consist of two competing
neural networks: the Generator and the Discrimi-
nator. The generator tries to generate new sam-
ples that are similar to the training data from ran-
dom noise. Simultaneously, the discriminator pre-
dicts whether the generated samples can be distin-
guished from the real input data or not [4]. By con-
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ditioning both the generator and discriminator on
extra information, like class labels or text embed-
dings, conditional GANs are able to generate com-
pelling images from text descriptions [5].

As an extension of traditional conditional GANs,
Reed et al. [6] propose the GAN-INT-CLS, which
they conditioned on the descriptions of their in-
put images written by humans. They used a
character-level text encoder to learn a function
that resembles the input images. Since sentence-
level text embeddings rarely contain any infor-
mation about the style of an image, such as
background/foregrou-nd information or a subject’s
pose, GAN-INT-CLS also includes a trained style en-
coder, which combines different information about
style into new pairings to generate a larger variety
of outcomes. The architecture by Reed et al. [6]
is able to generate credible examples from the text
descriptions, but the model is limited to flowers and
birds only.

According to Xu et al. [7], as the textual em-
bedding of GAN-INT-CLS is only encoded on the full
text description, that approach lacks valuable and
critical information at word level. Therefore, Xu et
al. [7] propose an attentional generative net-work
(AttnGAN) that first generates a low-resolution im-
age conditioned on the global sentence vector. In
the second stage, the network focuses on subre-
gions in the image and attends to the words most
relevant to those regions using the word-vector to
generate an image with higher resolution. Further-
more, using the information of both vectors, Xu et
al. [7] propose the Deep Attentional Multimodal
Similarity Model (DAMSM) that computes the sim-
ilarity between the text and the generated image
and equips the generator with a more fine-grained
loss for training, compared to the traditional loss,
which does not have conditioning information. The
results of AttnGAN were very promising for images
with obvious subjects, such as a bird on a branch.
However, more complex combinations of features
resulted in less-realistic image generations.

OP-GAN by Hinz et al. [8] builds on AttnGAN by
adding modifications focused on the specific loca-
tion of the objects described in the text. Different

words from the text description are given distinct
weighted influence on particular parts of the gen-
erated image to generate the objects from the de-
scription at relevant positions in the image. This
process is executed iteratively for every object in
the image description. OP-GAN outperforms the
more globally focused models, but still struggles
with generating multi-domain objects. El-Nouby et
al. [9] proposed another iterative approach by con-
ditioning on semantic feedback that was given after
every step of the generation process. Their train-
ing data, however, consisted of simple drawings,
causing the model to be unscalable towards photo-
realistic images.

StackGAN, developed by Zhang et al. [10], is
another multistage GAN following the architecture
from Reed et al. [6]. It is a two-stage GAN; it
creates a rough sketch of the text description in
the first stage, and layers a stage-II GAN upon it
to generate a higher resolution image, conditioned
on the output of stage-I and the text description
again, to correct the deficiencies of the first output.
They used Conditioning Augmentation to improve
their text embeddings. The quality of the resulting
images outperforms GAN-INT-CLS and other state-
of-the-art models, but some complex samples still
lack recognisable objects or even show signs of col-
lapse into nonsensical mode.

2.2 Artistic GANs

Since artistic images can take any shape, it
is often difficult for algorithms to distinguish the
background from the foreground, or even to distin-
guish any shapes at all. Therefore, generating com-
pelling and meaningful artistic images is still chal-
lenging, and the research field for artistic GANs, i.e.
GANs used to generate art, is limited.

Tan et al. [11] proposed ArtGAN for the gener-
ation of artistic images. They implemented back-
propagation of the loss and conditioned only the
Generator on labels describing the genre of the art-
works to provide feedback information for better
learning. Nonetheless their approach is only fo-
cused on generating art for specific genres, and is
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Figure 3: Examples of images generated by ArtGAN.
Genres from top to bottom: (1) Nude painting, (2) Por-
trait, (3) Religious painting, (4) Sketch and Study, (5)
Still Life.

not concerned with their textual description (Figure
3).

Pixelbrush [12], on the other hand, builds on
Reed et al. [6]’s GAN-INT-CLS and is conditioned on
a short text that describes the input images, which
were grouped per class (e.g. horse, boat, tower).
They found that the generated artistic images are
largely consistent with their accompanying text de-
scriptions (Figure 4).

Alvarez-Melis and Amores [13] trained their AC-
GAN to be conditioned on the human-annotated
em-otions that characterized their artistic input im-
ages. Their generated works had clear signs of
features that belonged to the specific conditioned
emotions, such as aggressive strokes representing
negative emotions (Figure 4). Nevertheless, similar
to Art-GAN and Pixelbrush, the images that AC-GAN
generates are low-resolution.

2.3 GAN Art

A fascinating and thought-provoking question
is, of course, whether images generated by a GAN
can be acknowledged as art. One of the most im-

Figure 4: Top: Examples of images generated from de-
scriptions by Pixelbrush. Bottom: Examples of images
generated by AC-GAN, conditioned on emotions.

portant academics exploring this question is Aaron
Hertzmann. He argues that art is a form of social
expression; it is a medium that enables people to
share, showcase and communicate their ideas [14].
Our ancestors, according to Hertzmann [14], used
artistic practices like dance, theatre and music to
bond socially within groups. The artistic ability of
a person was also an indication of wealth, status
and mating success fitness. Therefore, he argues,
we can classify a work as art when it has been cre-
ated by a social agent. For a computer program
like GANs to be artistic, it thus has to have the so-
cial traits of being intelligent, conscious, intentional
and emotional.

According to Mazzone and Elgammal [15], this
is not yet the case. They argue that generative al-
gorithms are merely a tool within the artistic pro-
cess. The human artist still has a lot of influence in
the creation of the artwork itself. Namely, a dataset
first needs to be chosen as input for the GAN, after
which the GAN algorithm is tweaked and improved
to generate the desired and expected outcome im-
ages. The artist has to sort through an array of pro-
duced images to curate the resulting collection of
artistic images they will eventually publish. Hence,
almost the entire creative process is carried out by

6
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the artist - not the algorithm. Artists are real social
agents, meaning that the artist-curated GAN cre-
ations do seem to conform with Hertzmann’s the-
ory of art being a social interaction [14].

Nevertheless, Mazzone and Elgammal [15] ar-
gue that even though GAN images may conform
with certain artistic properties, they lack intent.
When Picasso created his deformed and unusual
cubist paintings, he did so with the intention to
counter the flat, fauvist art that was in style. In con-
trast, when a GAN unexpectedly generates a de-
formed image, it is due to its failure to imitate the
training data completely [15]. Although the images
might seem oddly appealing to human viewers, im-
plying an objective or emotion behind the creation
of the image, the GAN had no intent for generating
such curious outputs.

Despite the fact that GAN images lack intent,
their aesthetics are viewed by many as profoundly
novel. According to Hertzmann [16], this is because
they cause ‘visual indeterminacy’: the promise of
a visual work to signify something, juxtaposed with
its impossibility to ever suggest a stable interpreta-
tion. He argues that such ambiguous works evoke
a continuous interest from the viewer and never
cease to stop surprising. In Art History, this is re-
ferred to as the ‘elusive mask’, coined by Ernst
Gombrich [31]. He argues that people prefer a less
detailed image, since it allows them to cooperate
with the shapes and forms, and unleash their intu-
ition. The more we look at such an image, he says,
the more possibile readings emerge and thus the
more interesting the image becomes [31]. GANs
often portray realistic but unusual scenes, inducing
these indeterministic aesthetics. Thus, according
to Hertzmann [14, 16] it can be claimed that GAN-
generated artistic images are appealing, aestheti-
cally interesting and artistically grounded. Whether
they can be truly classified as art is still an unre-
solved debate, due to the relative novelty of the
field of GAN art. Nevertheless, the current research
will focus mainly on the implementation of GANs for
artistic purposes and will therefore leave this query
up for debate.

3 Methodology

3.1 Model Architecture

3.1.1 Conditional GANs

Within the architecture of GANs there are two
neural networks simultaneously at work [3]. The
generator (G) tries to generate samples that are
distributed (⇠ pg) similar to the training data (⇠
pdata), so that they will ‘fool’ the discriminator
(D). Simultaneously, the discriminator predicts the
probability of whether a generated sample could
come from the training data, and accurately ‘im-
itates’ the training data’s distribution [5]. Thus,
the generator creates a function that maps a prior
noise distribution pz(z) to the new distribution of
the generated images G(z) ⇠ pG and the discrim-
inator returns a probability that suggests whether
the output originated from the distribution of the
training data rather than pG [5]. Conditional GANs
are conditioned on extra information c, which in the
current paper are the captions that correspond to
the images. This results in the following training
objective for a conditional GAN [8]:

min
G

max
D

V (D,G) = E(x,c)⇠pdata[logD(x, c)]+

E(z)⇠pz,(c)⇠pdata [log(1�D(G(z, c), c))]
(1)

where V (D,G) is the training objective of D and
G (simultaneous training); D(x, c) calculates the
probability of datapoint x belonging to the training
data conditioned on c; and G(z, c) generates a new
datapoint x from noise z, conditioned on c.

As established in the training objective, the
generator and discriminator carry out a two-player
min-max game [5]. First, the discriminator needs to
adjust its parameters to maximize logD(x, c), which
is the log probability of training datapoint x belong-
ing to the training data, conditioned on c. This
should be maximized since x actually belongs to
the training data, so D must predict that correctly.
Second, the generator needs to adjust its parame-
ters to minimize log(1 � D(G(z, c), c), namely, the
probability that the generated image does not be-
long to the training data, conditioned on c. This
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should be minimized because G needs to fool the
discriminator into thinking that its images actually
belong to the training data.

For the purpose of generating artistic images
based on newspaper articles, this paper imple-
ments such a conditional GAN by training it on artis-
tic images and conditioning it on their descriptions.
Firstly, the state-of-the-art OP-GAN1 appears to be
a suitable architecture for this goal, because of its
iterative application of object attention layers. Nev-
ertheless, due to expected GPU limitations, imple-
mentation of OP-GAN’s preceding and less complex
architecture AttnGAN2 seems more feasible. Thus,
following the architecture of the Attn-GAN, the im-
age descriptions are first transformed into the sha-
red semantic space of the image features, after wh-
ich word-context vectors are computed and com-
bined with the image features. The generator and
discriminator are then trained on the dataset of
artworks, and conditioned on their corresponding
word-context feature-vectors.

3.1.2 The DAMSM encoders

To be able to accurately condition the GAN on
text, the text needs to be mapped to a similar fea-
ture space as the images. To facilitate this process,
Xu et al. [7] designed the DAMSM (Deep Attentional
Multimodal Similarity Model) encoder. In general,
the encoder consists of two neural networks that
aim to map the textual input to the same semantic
subspace as the image to which it relates. The en-
coder pays specific attention to the subregions of
the image to which the text relates [7].

To encode the text, a Long Short-Term Memory
(LSTM) [17] is used in two directions, which resem-
ble the two hidden states for each word. Joined to-
gether, these two hidden states create a semantic
vector representation of the word. After computing
the semantic feature vector for each word, they are
appended into aD⇥T feature matrix for each cap-
tion, where D is the dimension of the word-feature

1OP-GAN: https://github.com/tohinz/semantic-object-accur
acy-for-generative-text-to-image-synthesis

2AttnGAN: https://github.com/taoxugit/AttnGAN

vectors, and T is the length of the sentence. Ad-
ditionally, a global sentence vector is created by
extracting and concatenating the last two hidden
states from the LSTM.

To encode the images into similar semantic fea-
ture vectors, a Convolutional Neural Network is
used. The specific model from Xu et al. [7], uses
the Inception-v3 model, which is pretrained on Ima-
geNet [18]. Firstly, a local feature matrix f 2 RM⇥N

is extracted from themodel, whereN is the number
of subregions of an image, and M is the dimension
of the subregions’ feature vectors. Then, a global
feature vector f̄ is obtained from the last layer of
Inception-v3. To convert the image feature vectors
to the same semantic subspace as that of the cap-
tions, a perceptron layer W is applied:

e = Wf, ē = W̄ f̄ ,

which creates a matrix e 2 RD⇥N of local features
and global feature vector ē 2 RD. Both e and ē
have dimension D, representing the dimension of
the combined feature space of the images and the
text features.

3.1.3 AttnGAN

The AttnGAN architecture from Xu et al. [7] dis-
tinguishes itself from other conditional GANs by not
only focussing on the ‘traditional’ global sentence
features, but combining this global focus with a lo-
cal focus on features at word-level. Its original ar-
chitecture (Figure 5) consists of 3 generators, each
of which generate an image of a larger scale than
the previous generator, conditioned on a hidden
layer from the previously generated output, as well
as the word-level feature vectors [7].

The model starts by encoding the captions of
the images using the DAMSM text-encoder, which
establishes a matrix ewith word features and a sen-
tence level feature vector ē. F ca(ē) is the Condi-
tioning Augmentation introduced by Zhang et al.
[19] to convert ē to the conditioning vector. Fur-
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Figure 5: The architecture of AttnGAN [7].

thermore,

h0 = F0(z, F
ca(ē));

hi = Fi(hi�1, F
attn
i (e, hi�1));

x̂i = Gi(hi),

(2)

where hi represent the hidden layers of the net-
work; x̂i is the final generated datapoint from hi;
and Fi, F ca, F attn

i andGi are neural networks. From
the first hidden layer, a low-definition image is gen-
erated that is merely conditioned on the sentence
features and noise vector z, which has been ran-
domly sampled from a standard normal distribution
[7].

The hidden layer h0 is then forwarded to the
next layer and to F attn, which is the attention
model of the AttnGAN, established by computing a
matrix of word-context features of each sub-region
of the image, based on the hidden image features
of the previous layer (hi). For the jth sub-region,
the context vector entails:

cj =
T�1X

i=0

�j,ie
0
i, with �j,i =

exp(s0j,i)PT�1
k=0 exp(s0j,k)

, (3)

where s0j,i = hTj e
0
i, computing the relationship be-

tween the ith word in e0 (the word-level feature vec-
tor e reshaped to the common semantic space) to
the jth sub-region of hidden layer h. �j,i is a given
weight for the ith word of the sentence per sub-
region j. Thus, hidden layers h1, h2 are conditioned
on both the previous hidden layer (hi�1), as well as
an extra layer that pays attention to the words of
the caption within the image context of that hid-
den layer. Lastly, by employing the DAMSM image-
encoder, the output feature vectors are combined
with their corresponding image features to gener-
ate images of higher resolution and more fine-grai-
ned attention on the different sub-regions of the im-
age; x̂i = Gi(hi) [7].

Additionally, the current generators are not
lear-ned by the original conditional generator loss
from Mirza et al. [5] described in equation 1, but
rather by a further-developed combined loss, con-
sisting of the conditional loss for stacked genera-
tors proposed by Zhang et al. [19] and the DAMSM-
loss, defined by Xu et al. [7]. Namely,

L = LG + �LDAMSM where LG =
m�1X

i=0

LGi , (4)

9
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where � is a weight needed to balance the two
terms of the equation. The generator loss, LG, is
defined by

LGi = �1

2
Ex̂i⇠pGi

[log(Di(x̂i)]
| {z }

unconditional loss

�1

2
Ex̂i⇠pGi

[log(Di(x̂i, ē)]
| {z }

conditional loss
(5)

[19]. Here, the unconditional loss computes
the expectation of the discriminator acknowledging
that the image belongs to the training data. The
conditional loss checks whether the image fits cor-
rectly with the provided caption. Di is the corre-
sponding discriminator to generator Gi at the ith

stage [7].
The DAMSM loss is defined by

LDAMSM = Lw
1 + Lw

2 + Ls
1 + Ls

2, (6)

where w stands for ‘word-level’ and s for ‘sentence
level’; Lx

1 is the posterior probability of the sen-
tence matching the image on level x; and Lx

2 is
the posterior probability of the image matching the
sentence on level x.

The focus on both the local word-level and
global sentence-level features makes the DAMSM-
loss a profound image-text matching loss [7].

Furthermore, each discriminatorDi is also train-
ed on a combined loss [19]:

LDi =

�1

2
Exi⇠pdatai

[log(Di(xi)]�
1

2
Ex̂i⇠pGi

[log(1�Di(x̂i)]
| {z }

unconditional loss

+

1

2
Exi⇠pdatai

[log(Di(xi, ē)]�
1

2
Ex̂i⇠pGi

[log(1�Di(x̂i, ē)]
| {z }

conditional loss

,

(7)
where xi is an image data point from the origi-

nal data distribution pdatai at the ith resolution, and
x̂i is the generated image from distribution pGi at
the same resolution. Then, the unconditional loss
is based on the expectation for D to predict that
actual data point xi belongs to the data, and that
generated x̂i does not belong to the dataset. The
conditional loss calculates these probabilities con-

ditioned on the sentence-level feature vector ē. Fi-
nally, the discriminator works disjointly from the
generator, meaning they can be trained simultane-
ously and in parallel, which advances the computa-
tional speed of the GAN [7]. As mentioned before
and established by Mirza et al. [5], the generator’s
loss needs to be minimized and the discriminator’s
loss needs to be maximized to generate original,
realistic images.

3.2 Data

Two datasets are needed for this research. First,
a collection of artistic images that is accompanied
by a textual description is used to train the GAN
on the images, conditioned on the text that de-
scribes them. Providing the trained GAN with new
textual input will allow it to generate novel images.
Secondly, since the goal of this paper is to create
art about news headlines, a dataset of newspaper
headlines is needed to generate the desired out-
put images. Namely, the trained GAN will take a
headline as its input, and produce an output image
by generating a new image from the first training
data, while paying extra attention to certain spe-
cific words of the headlines to convey their mean-
ing in the output image.

The BAM! (Behance Artistic Media) dataset3 was
mentioned by Zhi [12] as a promising dataset for
the cause of generating images from text, since
the images are paired with short descriptive cap-
tions. Nevertheless, after collecting this dataset, it
emerged that the descriptions are merely focused
on the way the artistic medium is applied to the as-
sociated artwork (e.g. “The strokes and vivid color
looks like that of oil."). As the goal of this paper
is to encapsulate the subject of a text into a gen-
erated image, the training data needs to consist of
images paired with descriptive captions about their
subject, rather than their medium.

Accordingly, the WikiArt Emotions dataset [20]
was chosen as the training data of the GAN. This
dataset contains 4,105 artworks that have been hu-
man-annotated with emotional value. From WikiAr

3BAM! dataset: https://bam-dataset.org
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t.org, 200 works were selected per feature page of
22 selected styles, such as Realism, Expressionism,
and Cubism. These styles comprise four different
time periods: Renaissance, Post-Renaissance, Mod-
ern, and Contemporary. The WikiArt dataset only
includes datasheets with the information (genre,
art-ist, title, year, URL.) and emotional annotation
of the works. Thus, the images were scraped from
the provided URLs using Python’s ImageScraper4.
After locating errors and processing the file for-
mats, the resulting dataset consists of 3,894 art-
works, grouped by their genre. The title was ex-
tracted for each image to serve as the image de-
scription input for the GAN.

Furthermore, to scrape the desired newspaper
article information, BeautifulSoup5 was used. The
articles were scraped from the Today’s Paper page
on NYTimes.com6. By iterating over each day of
the month of February, the first article of the front
page was selected, and information about its date,
title, URL, and provided description were extracted.
Then, Newspaper3K7, a noted Python library for ar-
ticle extraction, was used to extract the main key-
words of the article. This constructed a dataset
with the brief descriptions and information of the
28 lead articles of February 2020.

3.3 Evaluation

A widely used evaluation metric for GAN gen-
erated images is the inception score proposed by
Salimans et al. [21]. This score, however, does
not measure whether an image matches the de-
scription it is conditioned on. Neither does it mea-
sure whether an image can be perceived as artis-
tic. Since this research generates a more sub-
jective range of images, evaluation using human

4Using ImageScraper version 2.0.7: https://pypi.org/project
/ImageScraper/

5Using the latest release of Beautiful Soup: version 4.8.2
(December 24, 2019). See https://www.crummy.com/softwar
e/BeautifulSoup/

6Example of NYTimes Today’s Paper for 27th Febru-
ary: https://www.nytimes.com/issue/todayspaper/2020/02/27/
todays-new-york-times

7Newspaper3k is developed and maintained by Lucas Ou-
Yang: https://github.com/codelucas/newspaper

annotation is considered to be more appropriate.
To achieve this, an online survey (table 3 in ap-
pendix B), which shows an arbitrary generated
work with its respective newspaper article title, is
distributed through various media. The survey can
be refreshed or reloaded to show a different art-
work each time, enabling respondents to partici-
pate multiple times. A total of 256 responses were
registered during the period of May 5-14, 2020.

The survey is aimed at obtaining responses that
gauge the extent to which the respondents: (1)
think that the artwork aesthetically and/or figura-
tively reflected the news article title (To what de-
gree do you feel the artwork is aesthetically/ figura-
tively related to the title?), (2) are contemplating to
a greater extent about the news article after seeing
the artwork (Does looking at the artwork make you
reflect more about the title?), and (3) appreciate
the artwork in general (What would you rate this
artwork (overall) on a scale of 1-5?). Furthermore,
there is an open space for participants to elaborate
on their responses if they desire to do so. The over-
all aim of the survey is to find out whether the gen-
erated artworks are considered to depict the over-
all idea and mood of their respective news articles,
as well as whether the works are aesthetically and
artistically appreciated.

The survey is conducted for the generated
works from 3 different models described in sec-
tion 4 (ArttnGAN2 conditioned on unfiltered cap-
tions, ArttnG-AN2 conditioned on filtered captions
and ArttnGAN-F). Afterwards, statistical analysis is
performed on the responses, where the Kruskal-
Wallis H-test is used to compare the different mod-
els. Furthermore, effect sizes are reported in terms
of Cohen’s d.

4 Experiments

To evaluate the application of AttnGAN for artis-
tic purposes, extensive experimentation is carried
out. This section first analyses the preliminary re-
sults of the model, after which various experiments
are performed by adjusting the input data. This is
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done in order to explore whether the results can be
improved by focusing on different subsets and de-
tails of the model.

4.1 Preliminary results

Initially, the DAMSM encoder for the first model,
ArttnGAN1, was trained for 400 epochs on the full
dataset. Nevertheless, after 100 epochs, the loss
stagnated, which is in line with the experiences of
other users8 who have implemented the DAMSM
encoder. Hence, the decision was made to train
the future DAMSM encoders for only 125 epochs.
The GAN for ArttnGAN1 was trained for 100 epochs
on the full dataset with an 80/20 random split
for train/test. Furthermore, the attention network
F attn was trained by focusing on a limit of 5 words
per image, since the average sentence length of
the titles from the training data is 3.6 words. Short-
ening would lead to too few attention mappings (vi-
sualisations of the GAN’s attention layers) for the
GAN to train on, whereas expanding would cause
an excess of empty data, as non-existing words
are entered into the attention layer in the shape
of a null vector. Regardless, the attention maps of
Arttn-GAN1 appear to be rather arbitrary and un-
aware of context (Figure 6). This inaccuracy could
be due to the limited training time, the limited size
of the dataset, the fact that the model was only
trained on one caption per image, or the relatively
short length of the captions.

4.2 Training on multiple captions

In an attempt to combat the problem of merely
training on a single caption and thus having a
low variety of descriptions to train on, the sec-
ond model, ArttnGAN2, was trained on two cap-
tions per image. First, a new caption was gener-
ated for every image in the dataset using the im-
age captioning code-base from Ruotian Luo [22],
specifically his pre-trained top-down model, which
achieved a cross-entropy loss higher than one8. Be-

8https://github.com/ruotianluo/ImageCaptioning.pytorch/is
sues/10

g0 g1 g2

a0: people, of, group, a

a1: people, of, group, a

Figure 6: Images generated by ArttnGAN1 from the sen-
tence “a group of people” and its attention maps. The
first row shows the low-to-high resolution images gener-
ated by G0, G1 and G2, and the last two rows show the
attention maps of F attn

1 and F attn
2 respectively.

sides providing a larger variety of captions to train
on, the generated captions also appear to be more
descriptive of the artworks. This is particularly use-
ful as artworks are usually not accompanied by a
title that accurately describes the visual content
of the image. Looking more closely at one of the
works from the dataset, The Marriage of Heaven
and Hell by Keith Haring: “a close up of a black and
white photo of a vessel drift diamond light”.

Figure 7: ‘The Mariage of Heaven and Hell’ by Keith Har-
ing (1984).
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This caption does not describe the artwork in
close detail, but figuratively, the caption makes se-
nse. The artwork is indeed black and white; there
are some apparent vessels depicted; Keith Haring
has drawn motion lines around his figures, which
can be interpreted as drift lines; and the ‘diamond
light’ probably refers to the shining star positioned
in the middle of the upper hand. The generated de-
scription, therefore, is probably more accurate in
describing the artwork than the original title; noth-
ing in the picture clearly refers to a ‘marriage’, and
although the heaven above and the hell below are
clearly depicted by angels and fire, more imagina-
tive power is needed to relate these objects to their
respective concepts.

g0 g1 g2

a0: people, of, group, a

a1: people, of, group, a

Figure 8: Images generated by ArttnGAN2 from the sen-
tence “a group of people” and its attention maps. The
first row shows the low-to-high resolution images gener-
ated by G0, G1 and G2, and the last two rows show the
attention maps of F attn

1 and F attn
2 respectively.

The DAMSM encoder for ArttnGAN2 was
trained for 75 epochs and the GAN for 250 epochs.
The resulting images show more details in both
their visual representation as well as their attention
maps (Figure 6 vs. 8). This appears to have been
achieved by training the GAN for 250 epochs rather
than 100. Accordingly, the future models will be

g0 g1 g2

a0: the, his, divide, that, has

a1: the, his, on, divide, has

Figure 9: Images generated by ArttnGAN2 from the
news description “The Vermont senator tightened his
grip on the Democratic Party’s liberal wing, benefiting
from a field that has divided moderate voters.” and its
attention maps. The first row shows the low-to-high res-
olution images generated byG0,G1 andG2, and the last
two rows show the attention maps of F attn

1 and F attn
2 re-

spectively.

trained for 250 epochs. Results were sampled from
arbitrary captions (Figure 8) as well as news article
descriptions (Figure 9). Nevertheless, the attention
maps of ArttnGAN2 still seem to be quite arbitrar-
ily focused. Additionally, they more often address
lexical words (i.e. ‘the’, ‘his’, ‘that’, ‘has’) than con-
tent words (i.e. ‘divide’), thus focusing on the least
meaningful words of the sentence (Figure 9). This
might be due to the limited vocabulary of the cap-
tions the model is trained on. Since the model can-
not recognize words that do not appear in its vo-
cabulary, there might be no recognisable content
words within the sentence to which the attention
model can attend.

4.3 Filtering the training vocabulary

Because the non-descriptive artwork title and
the limited vocabulary still pose trouble to the abil-
ity of the GAN to represent its input figuratively and
to pay attention to more context-dense words, a
more thorough filtering was applied to the titles of

13
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the input images. First, as specific names of people
and places often appear only once in the vocabu-
lary, some named entities were filtered out and re-
placed in the image captions. That is, using spaCy’s
Named Entity Recognition9, the named entities la-
beled with ‘PERSON’, ‘LOCATION’, ‘DATE’ and ‘CAR-
DINAL’ were identified and replaced respectively
wi-th ‘person’, ‘location’, ‘date’ and ‘number’, to
make sure that it was still apparent that such an
entity appeared in the image title.

Afterwards, the captions were analysed on
word-occurrences and it appeared that of the 4,095
uni-que words used in the captions, 2,961 occurred
only a single time. Figure 10 shows an overview

Figure 10: Bar chart showing the 30 most common
words in the image captions.

of the 30 most common words in the dataset. It
was decided to filter out the single-used words and
words shorter than four characters, like ‘the’, ‘and’,
‘it’, to make sure the captions consisted of more
content words rather than lexical words. The im-
ages that were left with empty titles after this filter-
ing, were removed from the dataset, leaving 3,178
images in the final dataset.

For the third model, ArttnGAN-F, the DAMSM en-
coder was trained on the filtered dataset, with the
single filtered title accompanying each image, for
125 epochs. The GAN was trained for 250 epochs

9SpaCy: https://spacy.io/usage/linguistic-features

again. Sampling was done by filtering the news ar-
ticles’ descriptions in the same way and generating
images conditioned on those descriptions. Some
results are shown in Figures 11 and 12. As ex-
pected, the attention layers are now focused more
on the content words, but they still do not appear
to relate concretely to any shapes within the gen-
erated image.

g0 g1 g2

a0: that, field, from, wing, party

a1: that, field, from, wing, party

Figure 11: Images generated by ArttnGAN-F from the
caption “party wing from field that” , filtered from the
article “Bernie Sanders Scores Narrow Victory in New
Hampshire Primary", and its attention maps.

4.4 Clustering the input

Another experiment was done by clustering the
images from the dataset with similar styles, to ex-
amine whether the output images would appear
mo-re coherent. First, a pretrained VGG16 model
was loaded from Keras Applications10 as an image
encoder. Using this model, the features from each
image were extracted. Then the elbow method11

was used to decide on the most efficient number
of clusters. This was done by plotting the sum of
the squared distances of the data points from their

10Pretrained VGG16: https://keras.io/api/applications/vgg/
#vgg16-function

11Elbow method: https://www.kaggle.com/ellecf/visualizin
g-multidimensional-clusters
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g0 g1 g2

a0: number, state, first, party, that

a1: number, state, first, party, that

Figure 12: Images generated by ArttnGAN-F from the
caption “that party first state number", filtered from the
article "How the Iowa Caucuses Became an Epic Fiasco
for Democrats", and its attention maps.

cluster’s center for increasing numbers of clusters,
using sklearn’s KMeans clustering. Figure 13 shows
the visualisation of this method on the image fea-
tures from the dataset. However, the graph shows
no apparent pivot

Figure 13: Visualisation of the elbow method for our
dataset.

However, the graph shows no apparent pivot
point, so multiple points could be observed as the
’elbow’. Nonetheless, 5 was chosen as the amount
of clusters to group the dataset into, since 7 or 8
would divide the dataset in clusters that are too

small for effective training, and 3 is expected to
shape clusters containing images that are not as
related as desired. The resulting clusters are visu-
alised in two-dimensional space in figure 14, using
PCA decomposition.

Figure 14: 2-dimensional visualisation of the 5 k-means
clusters of the dataset, using PCA.

After closer examination of the clusters by la-
beling the data points with their art style, it ap-
peared that the clusters were indeed represent-
ing styles of painting that were closely related to
each other, e.g. Post-Impressionism and Pop-Art
were clustered together, as well as Abstract art and
Minimalism. Eventually, cluster 1 was chosen for
training the new model – this cluster included art-
works in the styles similar to Renaissance, Baroque
and Classicism. This choice was made because
the works from these stylistic periods are relatively
more figurative and realistic, and thus might con-
tain artworks whose contents are more related to
their descriptions. Cluster 1 consists of 899 art-
works.

Then, for the fourth model, ArttnGAN-C, the
DAM-SM encoder was trained for 125 epochs on the
part of the dataset consisting of cluster 1, with the
normal title and the generated caption from the Im-
ageCaptioning codebase accompanying each im-
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age. The GAN was trained for 250 epochs again.
As seen in Figure 15, the results are of particularly
low quality, and the attention maps seem to mal-
function, as they are not paying attention to any
specific region of the image at all. These failures
seem to be caused by the limited size of the clus-
tered dataset. Running this experiment with one of
the other clusters will most likely not resolve this
complication, as the clusters are either of smaller
size (cluster 0: 457, 1: 899, 2: 764, 3: 1773,
4: 1), or contain mainly abstract works (i.e. clus-
ter 3 contains images in the styles: Minimalism,
Color field Painting, Abstract, Abstract Expression-
ism). Furthermore, running this experiment with
fewer clusters (e.g. three), will presumably not im-
prove the results any further, as the full dataset is
already reasonably small. Splitting it up in three
clusters will not increase the size of the clusters
considerably (i.e. if the three clusters are uniformly
distributed, they will consist of 1300 images each,
whi-ch is only 400 more than the current cluster
size). Therefore, the results of this approach cannot
be analysed properly, because the limited size of
the dataset does not allow the model to be trained
to its maximum capacity. Nevertheless, as focus-
ing on a larger cluster of more figurative and coher-
ent styles is expected to improve the outputs of the
model, there still lies potential in this approach for
future research, using a more extensive and coher-
ent dataset.

5 Validation

As mentioned in Section 3.3, any evaluation of
the outputs of the models is essentially a subjec-
tive one, as the models produce artistic represen-
tations which can be interpreted in many different
ways. Therefore, this section provides merely an in-
tuition about the results of the different models by
first taking a few individual samples and analysing
them closely in terms of relatedness to the cap-
tion, content and use of color. Then, the results of
the survey proposed in Section 3.3 are summarized
and analysed. Table 1 shows an overview of the

g0 g1 g2

a0: dead, a, in, s

a1: dead, a, in, s

Figure 15: Images generated by ArttnGAN-C from the
caption “a remarkable level of discord enveloped the
start of the nominating process as results from Iowa’s
troubled caucuses showed Pete Buttigieg and Bernie
Sanders in a dead heat", extracted from the article
“Muddled Democratic Race Hurtles to New Hampshire",
and its attention maps.

different DAMSM encoders and GAN models, and
the number of epochs for which they were trained.
In this section, the two models that generated the

Model DAMSM training GAN training
ArttnGAN 400 epochs 100 epochs
ArttnGAN2 75 epochs 250 epochs
ArttnGAN-F 125 epochs 250 epochs
ArttnGAN-C 125 epochs 250 epochs

Table 1: Overview of the training length per model

most detailed attention maps will be considered,
namely ArttnGAN2 and ArttnGAN-F.

5.1 Individual sample analysis

Figure 16 shows a comparison on sampling from
both models. First of all, the difference between the
images generated from ArttnGAN2 and ArttnGAN-F
is highly noticeable, even though the images were
generated from the same sentence. It can also be
pointed out that the sampling of ArttnGAN2 with
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filtered news descriptions (right) versus the sam-
pling of the same model with unfiltered news de-
scriptions (middle) gives an entirely different re-
sult, which is at least due to the fact that the atten-
tion maps are focused more on content words (i.e.
‘russia’, ‘person’) rather than lexical words (i.e. ‘is’,
‘to’, ‘in’). Furthermore, none of the generated im-
ages seem to accurately represent the content of
the news articles in an identifiable way.

“Russia Is Said to Be Interfering to Aid
Sanders in Democratic Primaries"

“Muddled Democratic Race Hurtles
to New Hampshire"

“Bernie Sanders Wins Nevada
Caucuses,

Strengthening His Primary Lead"

Figure 16: A comparison of ArttnGAN-F and ArttnGAN2.
The images were sampled from the GANs using the de-
scription extracted from the news articles referenced
above the images. From left to right: generated by
ArttnGAN-F from the filtered news description; gener-
ated by ArttnGAN2 from the unfiltered news description;
generated by ArttnGAN2 from the filtered news descrip-
tion.

Additionally, a tentative test was conducted to
examine whether ArttnGAN2 might be able to con-
vey the mood of the article by sampling on nega-
tive and positive comments in addition to the arti-
cle description of the article “Harvey Weinstein Is

Found Guilty of Sex Crimes in #MeTooWater-shed".
The comments used are listed in Table 2. The im-

Comment Label

1 “Off to jail. Good." positive

2
“Finally. Justice has been
served. It is good to know
this man is behind bars."

positive

3

“If the women were just
normal middle class vic-
tims? Unlikely the case
would even come to trial.
No one is talking about
this aspect of the case.
It’s crucial."

negative

4

“Weinstein is a horrible
human being, but this was
not rape. If so, then I
know many women who
have been “raped” in the
service of advancing their
careers."

negative

Table 2: Reader’s comments on the news article
“Harvey Weinstein Is Found Guilty of Sex Crimes
in #MeToo Watershed", with the accompanying de-
scription: “The jury found Mr. Weinstein guilty of
two felony sex crimes but acquitted him of charges
that he is a sexual predator."

ages were sampled from the captions after filtering
them according to Section 4.3 (Figure 17). The first
comment generates the exact same image as the
original, which is probably due to its short length;
it might not add any specific extra meaning to the
original caption. Overall, the sampled artworks
contain mostly organic shapes and lines, indicating
a natural subject. What is remarkable is that the
artworks that were generated using comments la-
beled ‘positive’ are darker than the ones using the
‘negative’ comments. This conflicts with the notion
that dark colors are generally associated with neg-
ative emotions, whereas brighter colors are related
to positive emotions [23]. It is noticeable that all
images use the color red, a color which is associ-
ated with – among others – power, sex and danger
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Original image

comment 1 comment 2

comment 3 comment 4

Figure 17: Images generated by ArttnGAN2 from the ar-
ticle “Harvey Weinstein Is Found Guilty of Sex Crimes
in #MeToo Watershed" combined with several reader’s
comments (table 2).

[24]. This seems to be in line with the subject of the
article: the conviction of a sexual offender. How-
ever, no obvious figurative shapes representing an
offender, conviction or #MeToo practices can be
distinguished in the images. Thus, according to the
current example, ArttnGAN2 appears to be aware
of the overall mood of the caption, but a focus on
more detailed, defined sentiments is not achieved
by model. However, this result is very anecdotal
and subjective, and more examples would have to
be considered to ground this statement. Future
work might wish to direct a deeper analysis on the
content and signification of the output.

5.2 Survey analysis

As proposed in Section 3.3, after sampling art-
works from ArttnGAN2 and ArttnGAN-F, using the
news descriptions from the headlines of the month
of February 2020 as a condition for the GANs, a sur-
vey was conducted where an arbitrary work was
shown from one of the models and respondents
cou-ld answer some questions about its figurative
and aesthetic relatedness to its respective news
caption. The survey is described and its results are
presented in Appendix B. A total of 256 responses
were collected.

The survey took ArttnGAN2 sampled on unfil-
tered captions as the standard model, and the re-
sponses to its generated images are compared to
the responses on the images from ArttnGAN2 sam-
pled on filtered captions and from ArttnGAN-F (Ta-
ble 4, Table 5 and Figure 21 in Appendix B). Over-
all, the images of ArttnGAN2 (filtered) were per-
ceived as more aesthetically pleasing than the im-
ages sampled on unfiltered captions (H=4.99,
p=0.025). The same holds, less significantly, for
the images of ArttnGAN-F (H=3.48, p=0.062). Fil-
tering the captions thus has a moderate effect on
the aesthetic perception of the artworks (Cohen’s
d = 0.33 for ArttnGAN2 and Cohen’s d = 0.28 for
ArttnGAN-F).

A significant difference was found in the ability
to portray the mood of the caption by ArttnGAN-
F (H=5.92, p=0.015, Cohen’s d = 0.38). However,
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this was the only question about the relatedness to
the title of the work that noted a significant differ-
ence between any of the models. The other ques-
tions about figurative relatedness and aesthetic re-
latedness did not report any statistical difference
with Art-tnGAN2 (unfitered). Thus, even though the
attention maps of ArttnGAN-F might be focused on
more content words than ArttnGAN2, there is little
proof that they actually appear to relate the aes-
thetics or the content of the image more to the ti-
tle.

For the overall likeability of the generated art-
works (What would you rate this artwork (over-
all) on a scale of 1-5?), ArttnGAN2 conditioned on
filtered news captions scores considerably higher
than the other two models (average of 3.22
vs. 2.87 for ArttnGAN2 (unfiltered) and 2.89
for ArttnGAN-F), with a moderate effect between
ArttnGAN2 (unfiltered) and ArttnGAN2 (filtered)
(H=5.17, p=0.023, Cohen’s d=0.34). However,
there is no clear explanation as to why these im-
ages are better appreciated.

Generally, the images sampled from the arti-
cle description of “Harvey Weinstein Is Found Guilty
of Sex Crimes in #MeToo Watershed", generated
the most interesting individual responses (Figure
22 and 23 in Appendix B). On the image gener-
ated by AttnGAN2 conditioned on unfiltered cap-
tions, one respondent convincingly related the im-
age’s aesthetics to hopefulness on the continuity of
the #MeToo movement, whereas another respon-
dent saw no connection at all to the article’s ti-
tle. On the image generated by AttnGAN2 sampled
on filtered news captions, two respondents found
that the title highly resonated with the image. The
first claimed that the dark colors and round shapes
of the artwork biased the reader in focusing more
on the negative aspect of sexual assault than the
positive progress of the #MeToo movement. The
second respondent agreed with this visual analysis,
claiming that “sexual harassment is depicted by a
darker red reflecting both pain and (forced) eroti-
cism".

On average, about 70% of the respondents indi-
cated that the artwork they saw certainly (“yes") or

possibly (“maybe") made them reflect more about
the news caption. This result, as well as the inter-
esting individual responses, demonstrate that ac-
companying a news article with an emotive art-
work causes people to contemplate more about
its content, and even gives them creative insights
that may encourage a different interpretation of
the content. Nevertheless, as the first respondent
from Figure 23 stated, artworks might also bias the
reader into interpreting the news in a possibly un-
related way.

6 Contextualisation

For this section, the models and methods used
by a selection of GAN artists will be compared to
that of the current paper in order to examine its
possibilities and limitations with regard to the con-
temporary field.

One of the most influential GAN artists is Rob-
bie Barrat, who has collaborated with, among oth-
ers, Acne Studios for a fashion collection generated
by one of his GANs [25]. Furthermore, his artistic
implementation of DCGAN was used by the collec-
tive ‘Obvious’, who produced Portrait of Edmond
de Belamy, a GAN-generated painting trained on
15,000 portraits from the 14th-20th century, which
was auctioned at Christie’s for $432,500 [26]. Bar-
rat stated that they used “a ripoff of my very early,
very bad work", and feels as though they have
taken advantage of him [27]. Even though the por-
trait has become one of the most renowned por-
traits in the field, Barrat is among one of the many
GAN artists that strongly oppose the manifests of
Obvious. He argues that they are merely a mar-
keting group, who made it seem like the computer
was fully in charge of the process of creation by ad-
vertising the generated portrait as the most ṕurist’
form of creativity expressed by the machine" [28],
which is an intriguing but delusional statement.

Barrat has published some of the code that he
used for generating his work as open-source mod-
els, such as his implementation of DCGAN12. The

12https://github.com/robbiebarrat/art-DCGAN
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model for DCGAN was initially built by Radford et
al.[29], but Barrat made some alterations to make
it fit for artistic generation. That is, he doubled
the image size, added image-scraping code to his
repository and added the ability to resume training
from checkpoints, to enable the possibility for the
dataset to be switched-up mid-training, creating an
option for style-transferring. Barrat explains that
he finds that the most compelling results appear
when one of his GANs misinterprets some things:
“realistic results are very boring after 10 minutes"
[27]. Therefore, Barrat likes to experiment with
GANs by training them in detail on how small parts
of the painting work, but having them fail in com-
prehending the overall picture. An example of this
is one of the nude portraits from his early works
(Figure 18), which demonstrates how the GAN in-
terpreted that nudes consist solely of blobs of fat.

Figure 18: Nude portrait by Robbie Barrat (2018).

Another prominent AI artist is Mario Klinge-
mann. He calls his approach with GANs “neurog-
raphy", short for “neural photography", comparing
it’s process to that of a photographer who wan-
ders around the world in search of an interest-
ing concept, after which he looks for the best way
to frame and capture it [30]. In the same way,
Klingemann argues, a GAN artist goes into the la-
tent space of their algorithm to search for interest-
ing images. However, in contrast with photogra-
phy, GANs can generate unlimited worlds in which

to wander, whereas the photographer is limited to
that in which we live [30]. Like Barrat, Klingemann
also indicates that he finds it the most interesting
when accidents happen and a model produces sig-
nificantly different outputs than expected [30].

In terms of models, Klingemann is a fan of
pix2pix and StyleGAN, but he mostly uses his own
models, which are often a hybrid of earlier devel-
oped GANs, but adapted to fit his own goals. He
invests a great deal of time in curating the in- and
outputs of his GAN, because in that way, he argues,
it will lead to the most original outcomes: “Every
creation is a search and the time spent on a search
is in direct relation to the originality of that creation
- the longer you search and make creative deci-
sions the less likely it is that you will just discover
what others can find, too or have come across al-
ready" (appendix A.1). According to Klingemann,
only very few of the outputs are truly interesting
to him, no matter how good the GANs will become.
That is why the artist is so important in the process
of creating GAN art. GANs, he argues, can produce
limitless worlds of shapes and colors, like nature
can do too. Then it is up to the artist to select and
frame what these worlds have to offer.

Terence Broad, another GAN artist, agrees with
this viewpoint. He values his artwork on the
“amount of thought and effort that goes into the cu-
ration of the data, the choice of algorithms, the cu-
ration of the generated output and the framing and
contextualization of the work" (appendix A.2). Like
Barrat and Klingemann, he also works with existing
GANs, which he adapts to his own liking. Some-
times, the responses to his work are those of re-
pulsion and distaste, but he finds that those works
are often the most unusual and thus the best fit-
ted to create evoking artworks, like his series Be-
ing Foiled (Figure 19). Mario Klingemann describes
this as the “Francis Bacon effect", referring to the
artist’s grotesque and disturbing artworks, which
often provoke mixed responses of repulsion and ad-
miration [28].

The approach of the current paper is in line with
those of contemporary GAN artists: the original At-
tnGAN model was tweaked to fit the purpose of
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Figure 19: Sample of Being Foiled by Terence Broad
(2020).

generating artistic rather than realistic images. Af-
terwards, experiments were conducted to improve
the outputs. Nevertheless, more time could have
been spent curating the outputs to check for more
interesting results. As currently no artist is known
that uses GANs to generate artworks conditioned
on text, there lies much potential in the field for
further exploration of this method.

7 Conclusion

This paper has implemented the conditional At-
tnGAN by Xu et al. [7] for generating artistic im-
ages from newspaper descriptions with the goal
of presenting the news in a more engaging way.
The AttnGAN is trained to pay attention to certain
regions of the image described by the condition-
ing description. After experimenting with curating
and filtering the input data from WikiArt with dif-
ferent approaches, this paper proposes two pos-
sible artistic models: ArttnGAN2 and ArttnGAN-F.
ArttnGAN2 is trained on the images and captions
from theWiki-Art Emotions dataset, including a sec-
ond caption per image generated by ImageCaption-
ing codebase from Ruotian Luo [22]. ArttnGAN-
F is trained on the same dataset, but with lexical
words and low-occurrence words filtered out of the
captions, to pay more attention to content-dense
words. Clustering of the input images was applied

in an attempt to make the output more coherent,
but the limited size of the dataset did not allow
for the optimal training conditions, and results of
ArttnGAN-C were thus insufficient.

The results of ArttnGAN2 and ArttnGAN-F were
analysed by examining individual samples, as well
as through an online survey. Both these analyses
concluded that even though the models seem to be
aware of some textual sentiments, there is inade-
quate proof that the generated artworks accurately
represent the news descriptions they were condi-
tioned on. Nevertheless, a large part of the respon-
dents answered that looking at the artwork made
them reflect more about the article than if it had
not been accompanied by any image, which satis-
fies the goal of this paper, i.e. making the news
more engaging by using GAN art.

Relating the current paper to the existing artis-
tic field of GAN art, the AttnGAN approach is in line
with those of other artists, who are mostly engaged
with modifying the architectures of GAN models as
well as thoroughly curating the in- and outputs of
the algorithm.

7.1 Limitations

The current paper has considerable limitations.
Due to restricted GPU power, the dataset and num-
ber of epochs for training had to remain relatively
small. The limited size of the WikiArt Emotions
data-set, therefore, created restrictions on the ex-
tent to which the GAN could learn the figurative
features of the paintings. Furthermore, the limited
number of captions per image resulted in attention
maps that paid insufficient attention to the content
words. The regions of the image that were mapped
for attention also appeared to be quite arbitrary.
Therefore, the models fail to represent the news
descriptions accurately, making it difficult for the
audience to associate the artwork to the article.

Secondly, since the dataset consisted of art-
works from a wide selection of different styles, the
outputs of the models were inconsistent and inco-
herent. A potential solution for this problem was
attempted by clustering the input data in more co-
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herent groups, but the limited size of the dataset
did not allow for clusters large enough to produce
satisfying results.

Lastly, the generated works are of low resolu-
tion (256x256 pixels), and most do not portray sur-
prisingly new or unusual visualisations in compar-
ison to the existing works in the field of GAN art.
This might clarify their mediocre scoring for appeal
(Tables 4 and 5 in Appendix B).

7.2 Recommendations for future re-
search

Most of the established limitations to the cur-
rent model are due to the small size of the dataset
as well as the limited size of the set of accompa-
nying captions, which poses restrictions to repre-
senting the news captions in an accurate and iden-
tifiable way. Therefore, there is a lot of potential
in expanding this model by training it on a larger
and more extensive dataset, which fits the require-
ments of the original AttnGAN in an artistic way. Ad-
ditionally, larger GPU space will most likely enable
a more accurate output for the models due to the
possibility for longer training. Furthermore, focus-
ing the dataset on a more coherent set of images,
as was attempted in ArttnGAN-C , might enable for
a more figurative and comprehensible output.

As there is relatively little to no application or
research to generating art from GANs conditioned
on text, future research could use the insights of
the current model to develop this field further. The
same suggestion holds for the generation of im-
ages from news descriptions, a subject that has
rare-ly been explored if at all. There lies much
potential in this field not only for artistic purposes
mentioned in the current paper, but also to encour-
age society to engage with the news in a more re-
flective and less disconnected way.
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8 Appendices

A Interviews

This appendix contains an overview of the in-
terview survey conducted with GAN artists
Mario Klingemann and Terence Broad. The
questions were aimed at finding out what
the rationale of the artists was behind us-
ing GANs for artistic purposes and finding
out which methods they use in the process
of creating their artworks. Furthermore,
their opinions were collected on whether
GAN output can be seen as art as well as
who the artist of the work is. The last
goal of the interview was to find out what
the public perception is on GAN art and
whether it is valued the way it should.

A.1 Interview with Mario Klingemann

M = Mario Klingemann, I = Interviewer (Joyce
den Hertog).
I: Why did you decide to use GANs for the
purpose of creating art?
M: I have always been searching for new
ways to have machines surprise me and
GANs happened to be quite successful at
that for a while. Since GANs have become
very common now I have reached a point
where the surprise factor has reached a
plateau and I am on the search again.
I: Which GAN(s) are you using, and did you
code it yourself?
M: I am using anything that allows me
to explore latent spaces in an intuitive
way. I am not exclusively married to GANs,
though at least at the moment they are the
most convenient tools available. Some of
my favorite architectures are pix2pix and
StyleGAN, for most of my work in the past
years I have used my own architecture and
training process which is my own hybrid of
different GAN architectures that evolved
over time.

I: Do you spend a lot of time curating the
in- and output of the GAN?
M: Yes, you have to invest your time in
the process, otherwise it’s not art but just
a commodity. Every creation is a search
and the time spent on a search is in direct
relation to the originality of that creation -
the longer you search and make creative
decisions the less likely it is that you will
just discover what others can find, too or
have come across already.
I: Are you always content with the output
that your algorithm generates?
M: No, I am almost never content. That
is the whole point. No matter how good
and expressive GANs or other neural ar-
chitectures get, the ratio of interesting
output will always be a tiny percentage of
what the models generate. That is simply
how interestingness works. Of course the
average quality will always go up so that
even results that I consider mediocre will
work for most people, but most of them do
not satisfy me.
I: Do you consider your work as art, why
so?
M: Of course I do. It is art because I say it
is art. Fortunately enough people including
gallerists, curators and collectors already
believe me which is how art works - it’s
a belief system that is constantly being
renegotiated. I: Who do you consider the
‘artist’/creator of your work (i.e. you or the
algorithm), why so?
M: I am the artist and creator. The models
are my tools, like a painter uses brushes
or a pianist plays a piano. GANs and other
models are able to produce a whole uni-
verse of forms and colors, but so is nature
and it is the artist who selects and cuts
out a small part of what they have to offer
and puts it into a frame. I: How are people
generally responding to your work?
M: The average reaction is "Nightmare
fuel, reminds me of Francis Bacon." But
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it looks like most people find it at least
interesting in some way, at least the ones
that tell me.
I: What is the most interesting response
that you have gotten?
M: I am still waiting for it. People seem to
be even less surprising than machines in
that aspect.
I: Do you think GAN art is valued the way
it should (i.e. in terms of money but also
artistic/social validation)?
M: I really do not like the term "GAN art"
and it is not what I am practicing. Every
art form gets exactly the amount of val-
idation that it deserves at a given point
in time - it is responsible for its own fate.
When it comes to art made with the help
of computers it is good that it is getting
more and more accepted compared to the
typical prejudices that it faced maybe 20
or 30 years ago, but it still has a long way
to go to be on equal terms with other art
forms in the art market.

A.2 Interview with Terence Broad

T = Terence Broad; I = Interviewer (Joyce den
Hertog).
I: Why did you decide to use GANs for the
purpose of creating art?
T: I have been experiment with GAN’s for
generating art since 2015, their ability to
generate new ’unseen’ things fascinates
me, and with the amazing developments in
their improvement in quality over the past
couple of years its a very exciting time to
be experimenting with them.
I: Which GAN(s) are you using, and did you
code it yourself?
T: So in my work I usually take implementa-
tions of existing GANs and then adapt them
for my own purposes, either adapting the
code for training them to train them in new
ways or to alter the way that they perform

their forward pass after training to get new
and different kinds of effects.
I: Do you spend a lot of time curating the
in- and output of the GAN?
T: So unlike a lot of other artists working
with GAN’s I don’t make or curate my own
datasets. I am currently doing PhD and the
focus of my research is how to manipulate
GANs (and other generative models) that
have already been trained. I do however
spend a lot of time curating the output of
a GAN, when I’m working I tend to gener-
ate thousands of samples, and then hand-
pick a handful of my favorites. I’ve recently
done this on a commission for a series of
EP artworks for the band 0171 (which will
be revealed on the 20th of May I believe,
I can send you info to that when the press
release is out if it would be useful).
I: Are you always content with the output
that your algorithm generates?
T: No, not at all. It usually takes a lot of it-
erating and tweaking of the algorithms be-
fore I get the desired output with my work.
I: Do you consider your work as art, why
so?
T: Yes, the way I view my working prac-
tice is that there is a lot of skill and tacit
knowledge that I have developed over time
by working with and experiment with these
models, and I think the results reflect that.
So I don’t see working with GANs as being
much different from the way artists would
work with other tools or software packages.
I: Who do you consider the ‘artist’/creator
of your work (i.e. you or the algorithm),
why so?
T: I would consider myself to be the artist in
the creation of my works. Some people are
of the opinion that GANs or other AI sys-
tems are capable of autonomous genera-
tion of art (or at least artifacts), but I think
this opinion (especially when I consider my
own work) belies to amount of thought and
effort that goes into the curation of the
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data, the choice of algorithms, the cura-
tion of the generated output, and the fram-
ing and contextualizing of the work that the
(human) artist performs.
I: How are people generally responding to
your work?
T: I have been getting good response to
my work (which always surprises me a bit)
especially from people with no technical
background, as a lot of my work is often
the result of technical research and ex-
perimentation I worry that it would only
be of interest to people who have a quite
a deep understanding of deep learning
and generative models, but to my surprise
some of my recent work (like (un)stable
equilibrium—where I trained GANs from
scratch with no training data) I have got-
ten the most interest from people with non-
technical backgrounds.
I: What is the most interesting response
that you have gotten?
T: So a funny anecdote is that when I first
generated images that would later be used
to generate the series of artworks Being
Foiled, I showed them to my girlfriend and
another woman from my PhD office, and
they both absolutely hated them, found the
images completely repulsive. So I didn’t
show it to anyone else for about 3 months
because I thought I hadmade something so
horrible. Eventually, I revisited the results
and realised that they were very unusual
and could be a good series of artworks. I
eventually wrote a paper about it and it
has been accepted to this years xCoAx con-
ference which you can read here: https:
//arxiv.org/abs/2002.06890
I: Do you think GAN art is valued the way
it should (i.e. in terms of money but also
artistic/social validation)?
T: I personally think in some ways there has
been too much hype about GAN generated
art, and people have been wilfully over-
selling the power and autonomy of these

systems. I do worry that because of this
in a few year’s time it will be seen as a naff
fad and it won’t be valued in the future (not
that I have ever made much money selling
my GAN generated art anyway). But I still
believe these systems are amazingly pow-
erful and are here to stay, it’s just that he
broader understanding of them will change
as they become easier to use and more
commonplace in all sorts of different ways
(i.e being integrated into software like pho-
toshop). I believe there is still a huge
amount of potential for people to make in-
teresting work with GANs, it just requires
new ways of thinking about these systems
to try things that other people aren’t do-
ing.

B Online survey

Table 3 describes the questions and structure of
the survey, figure 2 shows some examples
of the artworks shown in the survey. Tables
4, 5 and figure 21 present the results of the
survey.
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Figure 20: Examples of images shown in the survey. Row 1 & 2: ArttnGAN2 (unfiltered), row 3 & 4: ArttnGAN2 (filtered)
and row 5 & 6: ArttnGAN-F.
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This artwork has been generated using AttnGAN, conditioned on a news headline.
<Read more>about my thesis project.

<a random generated image and the title it was conditioned on>

Please answer the following questions.
Q1 Do you think the artwork is aesthetically pleasing? Yes / No / Maybe
Q2 Do you think the artwork portrays the mood of the title? Yes / No / Maybe
Q3 Does looking at the artwork make you reflect more about

the title?
Yes / No / Maybe

Q4 To what degree do you feel the artwork is aesthetically
related to the title?

(1) Not at all
(5) A lot

Q5 To what degree do you feel the artwork is figuratively re-
lated to the title?

(1) Not at all
(5) A lot

Q6 What would you rate artwork (overall) on a scale of 1-5?
(1) I don’t like it
(5) I really like it

Q7 More comments (elaboration on the questions, comments
on the artwork, impressions, questions, etc..

Text input

Refresh this page if you want to view a different work of art!

Table 3: The questions of the survey.

Measure
ArttnGAN2,

unfiltered (N =
125)

ArttnGAN2,
filtered (N = 68)

Test Effect size

Mean SD Mean SD KW H p-value Cohen’s d
Aesthetically pleas-
ing

0.50 0.43 0.64 0.45 4.993 0.025 0.330

Mood portrayal 0.55 0.47 0.50 0.45 0.543 0.461 0.107
Enhance reflection 0.65 0.45 0.64 0.45 0.032 0.859 0.017
Aesthetically re-
lated to title

2.80 1.20 2.85 1.25 0.084 0.772 0.041

Figuratively related
to title

2.67 1.17 2.74 1.30 0.080 0.777 0.052

Overall rate (1-5) 2.85 1.02 3.22 1.18 5.171 0.023 0.341
* KW = Kruskal-Wallis H test; SD = Standard Deviation

Table 4: Difference between the survey answers on ArttnGAN2 conditioned on unfiltered captions vs.
ArttnGAN2 conditioned on filtered captions.

28



Capstone Issue Vol. 14, 2020 Joyce den Hertog

Figure 21: Distribution plots of the answers to the survey questions per model.
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Measure
ArttnGAN2,

unfiltered (N =
125)

ArttnGAN-F (N = 63) Test Effect size

Mean SD Mean SD KW H* p-value Cohen’s d
Aesthetically pleas-
ing

0.50 0.43 0.62 0.47 3.478 0.062 0.279

Mood portrayal 0.55 0.47 0.37 0.45 5.926 0.015 0.383
Enhance reflection 0.65 0.45 0.59 0.43 1.227 0.268 0.136
Aesthetically re-
lated to title

2.80 1.20 2.52 1.32 2.348 0.125 0.225

Figuratively related
to title

2.67 1.17 2.81 1.34 0.475 0.491 0.112

Overall rate (1-5) 2.85 1.02 2.89 1.09 0.025 0.876 0.035
* KW = Kruskal-Wallis H test; SD = Standard Deviation

Table 5: Difference between the survey answers on ArttnGAN2 conditioned on unfiltered captions vs.
ArttnGAN-F.
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AttnGAN2, unfiltered captions

comment
1

“the artwork makes me think that
the weinstein conviction is not the
end of the me too movement,
there still is more to be done :)"

comment
2

“I don’t really see the connection,
and I’m not the biggest fan of the
color scheme. Otherwise it’s a

cool piece"

Figure 22: Individual comments on the artwork gen-
erated from “Harvey Weinstein Is Found Guilty of Sex
Crimes in #MeToo Watershed" by ArttnGAN2 condi-
tioned on the unfiltered news caption.

AttnGAN2, filtered captions

comment
1

“In my opinion, I feel like the
artwork is immediately biasing the
reader, as the dark red and round
shapes are often associated with
representations of crime and sex

respectively. This bias could on one
hand reinforce the will of the writer

of the article, or on one hand
unconsciously shape the opinion of
the reader before reading the whole
article. In this case for instance, by
reading the title and seeing the

artwork, I see more the "sex crime"
aspect, related to sentencing
Harvey Weinstein, than the
"#metoo watershed" aspect,

related to shake some aspect of our
society (which would be a more
optimistic way of seeing things).

But that’s my point of view, which is
maybe already biased :)"

comment
2

“I think the colours and tone really
match the title. Sexual harassment

is depicted by a darker red
reflecting both pain and (forced)
eroticism. (The colour reminds me

of the red lights district too)"

Figure 23: Individual comments on the artwork gen-
erated from “Harvey Weinstein Is Found Guilty of Sex
Crimes in #MeToo Watershed" by ArttnGAN2 condi-
tioned on the filtered news caption.
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Abstract

In recent years, behavioural ecologists have become increasingly focused on animal personalities; indi-
vidual differences in behaviour that are consistent across time and contexts. The majority of these studies
focus on vertebrate species and little attention has been given to invertebrates. In this study, individual
behaviour differences will be evaluated in the common earthworm (Lumbricus terrestris) by observing
their activity levels and boldness as well as evaluating whether body weight is a factor related to these
traits. The results indicate interindividual differences in activity and boldness, however, no significant
relationship was found between the body weight of the earthworms, their activity levels, or boldness.

Keywords and phrases:personality, individual variation, boldness, activity, earthworms
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1 Introduction

Animal personalities have become of increasing
interest in behavioural ecology (Sih et al. 2004;
Réale et al. 2007; Sih and Bell 2008; Réale et al.
2010); however, research on individual variation
in invertebrate species remains limited (Kralj-Fiser
and Schuett 2014). In this study, individual varia-
tion in the common earthworm (Lumbricus terrest-
ris) will be analysed by measuring earthworm re-
sponses to a predator risk context and observing
their activity levels. Earthworms have a significant
impact on soil profiles by modifying their biological,
chemical, and physical properties (Edwards and Bo-
hlen 1996), and are as such frequently used in eco-
logical research (Singh et al. 2019). Finding individ-
ual variation in the behaviour of L. terrestris will be
applicable for future experiments and understand-
ing how personality impacts the ecology and evolu-
tion of the species.

2 Research Context

The study of animal personality, also known
as temperament, can be traced back to the early
20th century; however, it is only in the last few
decades that this phenomenon was incorporated
into the field of ecology (Sih et al. 2004; Réale et
al. 2007; Réale et al. 2010; Kralj-Fiser and Schuett
2014; Ahlgren et al. 2015). It is found that in
many species individuals vary in their behaviour
from each other and this variation influences how
they interact with their environment. Studies on
animal personality are mainly based on the mea-
surement of traits, su-ch as sociality or exploration.
For instance, a species may exhibit an explorative
trait where some individuals are more inclined to
explore new areas than others. As a new concept
to behavioural ecology, the definition of personality
has been extensively debated (Réale et al. 2010;
Koski 2011). The current consensus describes an-
imal personalities as individual behavioural differ-
ences that are consistent over time and across con-
texts (Dall et al. 2004; Réale et al. 2007; Réale
et al. 2010; Kralj-Fiser and Schuett 2014). In
this definition, consistency implies that the differ-
ences between individuals will remain similar, but
the trait values can change in individuals over time
or across situations (Dall et al. 2004). Furthermore,
personality does not only involve differences at an

individual level, but can also describe differences
between families or populations (Hayes and Jenk-
ins 1997; Sih et al. 2004; Réale et al. 2007). The
maintenance of a behavioural trait across different
environments is called a behavioural carryover (Sih
et al. 2004). For instance, an individual that is
highly active in an environment with no predators
will also show high activity in an area with preda-
tors. Behavioral carryover is also used to describe
the consistency of a trait over different develop-
mental stages, which is comparable to a trait that
is displayed by an individual in two different envi-
ronments (Réale and Dingmans 2010).

Individual variation in behaviour has often been
assumed to correspond to an absence of be-
havioural plasticity, where plasticity refers to a
change in behaviour in response to exposure to
stimuli, such as a change in environmental condi-
tions (Sih et al. 2004; Dingemanse et al. 2010;
Koski 2011). However, research demonstrates a
link between personality and individual plasticity
(Koolhaas et al.
1999; Sih and Bell 2008), where highly consistent
individuals express a limited part of the phenotypic
variation of the population, and less consistent in-
dividuals exhibit most of the variation within the
population. Therefore, variation in an individual’s
consistency corresponds to individual variation in
plasticity (Bergmuller 2010; Réale and Dingemanse
2010). It should be noted that a highly consis-
tent individual can also exhibit phenotypic plastic-
ity, as the individual’s behaviour can still change to
adjust to its environment (Réale and Dingemanse
2010). Several theories have been proposed to ex-
plain why repetitive behaviour exists. The costs in-
volved in maintaining flexibility are large in terms
of energetics and acquiring information about the
environment (DeWitt et al. 1998; Dall et al. 2004).
Furthermore, environments are rarely predictable,
which can lead to an unreliable assessment of cues
and can give rise to individuals expressing pheno-
types that poorly match their environment (DeWitt
et al. 1998).

Réale et al. (2007) proposed five categories for
animal traits to measure personality: (1) boldness,
which encompasses an individual’s reaction to a
situation involving risk, such as encountering a pre-
dator; (2) exploration, which involves how an indi-
vidual reacts to a new situation such as a novel ob-
ject; (3) activity, which concerns the activity level
of the individual and can influence the measure-
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ments of the two previous categories; (4) aggres-
siveness, which is where the agnostic response of
an individual to their conspecifics is analysed; (5)
sociability, which is where individuals may seek
or avoid the presence of conspecifics. A pheno-
typic correlation between two behavioural traits is
termed a behavioural syndrome (Gosling 2001; Sih
et al. 2004; Krams et al. 2014). Syndromes that oc-
cur due to a common mechanism are important to
identify because selection on one trait may shape
behaviour in other contexts (Sih et al. 2004).

In several species, the aggressive-bold syn-
drome has been documented whereby bold indi-
viduals are more inclined to be aggressive to their
conspecifics (Huntingford 1976; Bell 2005; Reaney
and Backwell 2007). Boldness has also been associ-
ated with exploration and activity where bolder in-
dividuals tend to be explorative in novel situations
and more active than shy conspecifics (Huntingford
1976; Koolhaas et al. 1999; Bell 2005). The corre-
lation between boldness, activity, and aggression
has been formalized as the reactive-proactive axis:
a behavi-oural syndrome of the coping strategies of
individuals to stressful situations. In this syndrome,
proactive individuals are more bold, aggressive, ac-
tive, explorative, and insensitive to environmental
chan-ges in comparison to reactive individuals (Sih
et al. 2004; Dal et al. 2004; Dingemanse et al.
2010). The aforementioned correlations coincide
with research that has found several evolutionary
and ecological consequences of the bold-shy con-
tinuum in different species. Studies have shown
bold individuals to have more mating opportuni-
ties (Reaney and Backwell 2007), higher dispersal
ranges (Dingemanse et al. 2003) and higher forag-
ing rates (Ioannou et al. 2008), but also a higher
mortality rate due to predation, in comparison to
their shy conspecifics (Biro et al. 2004). There
has been little research on the compromise of risk
from predators for beneficial foraging, dispersal,
and reproduction in bold individuals. A study by
Ahlgren and others (2015) found that bold individ-
uals can compensate for this by expressing pheno-
typic traits that reduce the risk of predation. Their
results found a strong correlation between the shell
shape of the aquatic wandering snail (Radix balth-
ica) and their tendency towards risk-taking.

The study of personality differences has been
valuable to society in a variety of ways, from im-
proving animal welfare to predicting disease risk in
humans (Réale et al. 2007). Furthermore, studying

the personality of non-human animals can provide
us with a better understanding of the effects of ge-
netics, development, and the environment on hu-
man personality and its evolutionary origins (Gosl-
ing 2001; Bergmuller 2010). Individual variation in
behaviour is commonly distributed in a non-random
manner across specific axes (Gosling 2001), sug-
gesting its likeness to have significant consequen-
ces to the ecology and evolution of species (Dall et
al. 2004; Réale et al. 2007; Killen et al. 2017). One
of these consequences is the tendency of a species
to be invasive; dispersal plays an important role in
the invasiveness of a species and it has been as-
sociated with boldness (Dingemanse et al. 2003),
aggression, and high activity levels (Rehage and
Sih 2004). Therefore, measuring the behavioural
traits of an invasive species could be helpful in un-
derstanding their dispersion patterns and potential
to invade new areas. Personality can also influence
how well an individual may respond to a change
in the environment. For example, reactive indi-
viduals respond better to environmental changes
than proactive individuals as they are more sensi-
tive to changes in their environment and approach
novel situations with more caution (Sih et al. 2004;
Dingemanse et al. 2009). Furthermore, personality
can affect the distribution of individuals. For exam-
ple, individuals with high activity and limited plas-
ticity may be restricted to environments with low
predation risk, whilst low activity types could make
use of high predation risk areas (Sih et al. 2004).
With regards to research on animal behaviour, ac-
counting for personality when conducting research
can avoid the issue of generating sampling bias
(Biro and Dingemanse 2009). For instance, a study
using only individuals that exhibit a particular trait,
such as high aggression, would lead to bias results.

There has been a significant increase in the
number of publications on animal personalities
over the last few decades (Réale et al. 2010),
however, the majority of personality studies have
been conducted on vertebrates whilst invertebrate
species have received little attention (Kralj-Fiser
and Schuett 2014). Over 98% of all animal species
are invertebrates and they have a wide range of
characteristics and behaviours that are rare in ver-
tebrate species, such as asexual reproduction and
parasitism (Mather and Logue 2013; Kralj-Fiser and
Schuett 2014). Investigating invertebrate person-
alities is essential to bro-adening our understand-
ing of patterns of individual behavioural differences
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(Mather and Logue 2013) and could provide expla-
nations to the ultimate and proximate underpin-
nings of individual variation in personality where
vertebrate studies have not been able to deliver
(Kralj-Fiser and Schuett 2014). A literature search
by Mather and Logue (2013) found only 32 pa-
pers that observed individual differences in inver-
tebrates, including species within the phyla Arthro-
poda, Nematoda, and Mollusca. Currently, there
are no studies on the personality of a species within
the phylum Annelida.

Lumbricus terrestris, the common earthworm,
is an anecic organism that builds deep vertical bur-
rows in the soil and moves to the soil’s surface to
feed (Edwards and Bohlen 1996). It has been the-
orized that the function of their negatively photo-
tactic behaviour is to guide them away from areas
that experience strong light to avoid encounters
with predators as well as desiccation risks (Sandhu
et al. 2018). Earthworms are predated by a
wide range of animals including the red fox (Vulpes
vulpes), the European badger (Meles meles), and
herring gulls (Larus argentatus Pontoppidan) (Cata-
nia 2008). Th-ese predators use their vision and
olfaction to capture earthworms. Therefore, neg-
ative phototaxis may reduce the risk of predation
from diurnal spec-ies, such as birds (Sandhu et al.
2018). Another predator of the common earthworm
is the mole (Tal-pidae) that digs underground to for-
age and create vibrations that the earthworms de-
tect and respond to, allowing them to escape to the
soil’s surface (Catania 2008).

Another antipredator behaviour exhibited by L.
terrestris is the defence mechanism tonic immo-
bility (TI), which is a state of reversible paralysis
where the organism appears to be dead and is un-
responsive to its surroundings (Ruxton et al. 2004).
The behaviour is also known as death-feigning or
thanatosis; however, these terms are misleading as
animals exhibiting TI often display a position differ-
ent from dead animals (Honma et al. 2006). Fur-
thermore, TI is a secondary anti-predatory strategy
as it occurs after the prey has been detected and
physical contact has taken place, whereas thanato-
sis attempts to avoid initial detection from a preda-
tor (Humphreys and Ruxton 2018). Several hy-
potheses have been proposed for the functionality
of this defence strategy, of which three concern the
behaviour of the common earthworm. By exhibit-
ing paralysis, the predator may struggle to detect
the prey after dropping it or the predator may lose

interest (Miyatake et al. 2004); this is particularly
successful for evading predators such as birds that
are attracted to prey movement (Jones et al. 2007).
A second potential function for TI is that a paralysed
individual is less likely to be predated than nearby
non-paralysed conspecifics. In other words, the at-
tention of the predator is diverted to prey that is
not exhibiting TI (Miyataka et al. 2009). Lastly, TI
can make the individual appear dead; some preda-
tors have an aversion to dead prey, as the assumed
death may be related to disease, leading them to
avoid consuming the prey (Humphreys and Ruxton
2018).

The consistency of TI within individuals has
been associated with metabolism and activity. A
study by Krams et al. (2014) observed a population
of mealworm beetle larvae (Tenebrio molitor) and
found that individuals with a higher metabolic rate
exhibited a shorter duration of immobility when en-
countering a predator. A study on two avian species
(Euplectes afer and Passer montanus) reported a
negative correlation between the duration of TI and
activity levels, where individuals exhibiting shorter
durations of TI were more active (Edelaar et al. 20-
12). Similarly, a study on the flour beetle (Tribolium
confusum) found a negative correlation between
activity levels and the duration of TI (Nakayama
et al. 2010). TI is a suitable behavioural trait for
studying boldness (Edelaar et al. 2012), where in-
dividuals that do not enter a state of immobility or
enter TI for a short duration are considered bold in-
dividuals, and individuals that exhibit TI and remain
in the state for a longer duration are considered shy
individuals.

Studies have shown a link between personality
differences and energy metabolism of individuals
whereby individuals with a fast-paced life, such as
a high metabolism, show high risk-taking behaviour
(Réale et al. 2010b; Krams et al. 2014). For ex-
ample, a study on the adzuki bean beetle (Calloso-
bruchus chinensis) reported the duration of TI ob-
served was influenced by body size (Hozumi and
Miyataka 2005). Additionally, studies have found
bold individuals to express phenotypic traits that
reduce predation risk (Ahlgren et al. 2015); in the
case of the earthworm, this trait could potentially
be its body weight.

In this study, individual behavioural differences
will be tested for in L. terrestris by observing one
of their antipredator responses and activity levels.
The earthworms will be tested under two different
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contexts: inducing the earthworm’s TI response to
predation using a shake method and observing the
activity level of the earthworm. By analysing the
results of these experiments, this paper aims to
answer the following questions: Does L. terrestris
exhibit individual variation in TI, TI duration, and
activity levels? If so, do the findings support the
existence of a bold-activity syndrome, and is there
a relationship between the body weight of L. ter-
restris and the behaviours studied?

3 Materials and Methods

Twenty-five L. terrestris were obtained from an
online bait shop and housed individually in opaque
plastic containers filled with compost. To avoid
‘motivational states’, where the differing hunger
level of the earthworms may have a confounding
effect on their behaviour, the earthworms were
fed ad libitum in a standardized manner to avoid
hunger affecting their risk-taking behaviour and ac-
tivity levels (Koolhaas et al. 1999). The body
weight of each earthworm was recorded once be-
fore conducting trials with a digital scale (±0.001g)
to analyse the effect of body weight on the be-
havioural traits boldness and activity.

Trials were conducted in an open field arena
with dimensions 24 x 19 x 8 cm filled with 4 cm
of soil. To distinguish between activity and ex-
ploratory behaviour, this soil was used to imitate
the natural environment of the earthworm, mean-
ing that they would exhibit activity rather than ex-
ploratory behaviour (which is instead investigated
by testing animals in novel settings) (Réale et al.
2007). To measure boldness, a shake stimulus was
applied to mimic the attack of a predatory bird.
Tonic immobility was induced by seizing the earth-
worm at its midbody with forceps, shaking the indi-
vidual side-to-side five times, and dropping it into
the arena from 10cm above the soil. In each trial,
TI was provoked and the duration of this behaviour
was timed using a stopwatch. To measure activity,
the locomotor activity of the earthworms was ob-
served individually for five minutes after the bold-
ness test. Activity levels were rated on a scale of
1 to 4 which are defined as: 1 is the lowest activ-
ity level and describes that the individual’s head
and/or tail moved but the body remained in the
same starting area; 2 denotes that the individual’s
body moved but remained partially in the same

starting area; 3 describes that the individual moved
to a different area of the container; 4 is the high-
est activity level where the individual moved across
� 50% of the arena. To measure the consistency
of the earthworms’ behaviour, four trials were per-
formed on each individual. To avoid habituation
occurring, trials were conducted every three days.
Repeating the same measures multiple times can
lead to individuals habituating to the shake stimuli
and their behaviour could become more or less re-
sponsive, which may bias the results (Martin and
Réale 2008).

Data was collected from all twenty-five earth-
worms for each trial totalling to 100 observations
for each behavioural trait measured. Statistical
tests were conducted in R (R Core Team 2017). The
intraclass correlation coefficient was used to esti-
mate the consistency of the worm’s behaviour; it is
the most commonly used statistic to estimate re-
peatability in animal behaviour (Hayes and Jenkins
1997) and is a good indicator of individual consis-
tency within a population (Réale and Dingemanse

2010). Repeatability is expressed as r =
S2
A

S2
A+S2

where the variables S2
A and S2 stand for the vari-

ance among individuals and the variance within
individuals respectively. The estimate ranges be-
tween one to zero; with an estimate of one, it is pos-
sible to predict an individual’s exact behavioural
value in future trials, whereas an estimate of zero
indicates that it is not possible to make a predic-
tion.

The aims of the experiment were to determine
individual variation in exhibiting TI, TI duration, and
activity levels in L. terrestris and whether there is
a relationship between the body weight of individ-
uals and these behaviours. A secondary aim was
to determine if a bold-activity syndrome exists in L.
terrestris.

To test for consistent individual differences in
the behaviour of L. terrestris, the repeatability esti-
mate of the behavioural measurements was deter-
mined. The r package rptR (Stoffel et al. 2017) was
used to implement the intraclass correlation coeffi-
cient with generalized linear mixed-effects models
fitted. To test for consistency of TI duration within
individuals a Poisson generalized linear mixed-effe-
cts model was fitted. In the model, TI duration was
used as the response, body weight as a fixed effect,
and the earthworm ID and trial number as random
effects. The model was fitted within the rptR func-
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tion and bootstrapped 100 iterations. A similar ap-
proach was conducted to test for the repeatability
of exhibiting TI using a binomial generalized linear
mixed-effects model. To test for the repeatability
of activity in the earthworms, the ordinal scale was
converted to binomial data, as ordinal data was not
suitable for this analysis. The scale of 1 to 4 was
reduced to two categories: low activity (originally
activity levels 1 and 2) and high activity (originally
activity levels 3 and 4).

To test for a relationship between the earthw-
orm’s body weight and TI duration, a Poisson gen-
eralized linear mixed-effects model was fitted us-
ing the r package lme4 (Bates et al. 2015). In
the model, TI duration was the response, and the
earthworm ID was nested in the trial number and
included as a random effect. Body weight was in-
cluded as a fixed effect and a second model was
fitted without body weight as an effect. To test for
the significance of body weight on TI duration, the
models were compared using ANOVA. A similar ap-
proach was conducted to test for the significance of
the body weight of the earthworms on exhibiting TI
and their activity levels. Binomial generalized lin-
ear mixed-effects models were fitted with TI or ac-
tivity level as the response and the same random
and fixed effects previously used.

To determine the existence of a bold-activity
syndrome in L. terrestris, a correlation between TI
duration and activity levels is required. Binomial
generalized linear mixed-effects models were fitted
with activity levels as the response, the earthworm
ID as a random effect with trial number nested, and
TI duration as a fixed effect in one of the models. A
point-biserial correlation was conducted to find the
strength of the correlation between the two traits.

4 Results

Repeatability of individuals exhibiting TI showed
50.8% of total variation attributed to difference
among individuals (r = 0.508, standard error =
0.141, confidence interval = [0.22, 0.73], p-value
< 0.001). Repeatability for the duration individuals
would remain immobile was also high with 52.3%
variation among individuals (r = 0.523, standard
error = 0.112, confidence interval = [0.228, 0.68],
p-value < 0.001). The repeatability for activity level
was lowest with 31.8% variation among individuals
(r = 0.318, standard error = 0.136, confidence in-

terval = [0.038, 0.529], p-value = 0.00197). The
results of the ANO-VA tests (Table 1) indicate that
body weight is not a good predictor of exhibit-
ing TI, TI duration, or activity level (p-value 0.121,
0.1526, 0.6832 > significance level 0.05). How-
ever, TI duration is a predictor for activity levels (p-
value 0.0314 < 0.05). A point-biserial correlation
between these two variables indicates a weak cor-
relation (rpb=-0.20601, p-value = 0.0398) where in-
dividuals with high activity show shorter durations
of TI.

5 Discussion

Personality traits have been reported in numer-
ous species across a wide range of taxa. In this
report, personality in L. terrestris has been demon-
strated by analysing the repeatability of boldness
and activity traits. A meta-analysis on the repeata-
bility of behaviour used 759 estimates from 114
studies on vertebrate and invertebrate species to
determine a repeatability range of 0.35  r  0.52
with an average of 0.37 (Bell et al. 2009). In com-
parison to the meta-analysis, the results indicate
the presence of a shy-bold axis in L. terrestris (re-
peatability estimate for exhibiting TI: r = 0.508,
repeatability estimate for the duration of TI: r =
0.523). These high values for the repeatability
of TI could be explained by three factors. Firstly,
the repeatability of behaviour in invertebrates has
been repor-ted to be higher than vertebrates for
some behav-iours, with the meta-analysis showing
repeatability values for invertebrates to be closer
to the end of the range specified above (Bell et al.
2009). Secondly, research has shown that consis-
tency is higher in individuals when trials are con-
ducted over short intervals in comparison to long
intervals (Bell et al. 2009). This study was con-
ducted within three weeks, which is considered
short for studies of animal behaviour. Lastly, TI is
only one of the antipredator behaviours of L. ter-
restris and consists of two outcomes – the animal
will either enter a state of TI or it will move. An
experiment examining a different antipredator be-
haviour such as their response to vibrations caused
by foraging moles would have more possible out-
comes which could lead to a repeatability estimate
for boldness different from the one found by this
study.

In this study, shy individuals are individuals that
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exhibited TI most frequently and bold individuals
are individuals that immediately moved after en-
countering the stimulus. Shy individuals are more
likely to exhibit TI during a predation attack; this
behaviour deters the predator to attack further,
wh-ich increases the probability of the individual’s
survival (Miyatake et al. 2004). A review of TI in
beetles and moth larvae reported individuals who
entered an immobile state were discovered and
consumed less frequently by predatory birds than
active conspecifics (Steiniger 1936). In contrast,
bold individuals that do not exhibit TI may bene-
fit when encountering a slow-paced predator such
as some carnivorous insects (Ritter et al. 2016).
However, it is not possible to conclude how this be-
haviour affects the fitness of L. terrestris as there
are a multitude of behaviours that affect the like-
lihood of a predator capturing and consuming an
individual (Lind and Cresswell 2005). For example,
in this study, earthworms remained immobile for 5
seconds on average; it is plausible that this amount
of time is sufficient for individuals to survive an at-
tack. However, the actual outcome of an attack de-

pends on the type of predator and their attention
span, which differs between species.

The repeatability estimate for activity levels in
this study was relatively low (r = 0.318) compared
to the meta-analysis (Bell et al. 2009), but is ac-
counted for in the repeatability value range of 0.30
- 0.50 from a study by Réale and colleagues (2007).
To avoid the issues arising in the analysis of ordinal
data, a future experiment to measure the activity of
worms could collect continuous data, such as mea-
suring the overall distance or average speed of the
earthworms using motion tracking equipment. In
this study, active individuals expressed high activ-
ity levels with a fast pace and frequent movement,
whereas less active individuals expressed low ac-
tivity levels with a slow pace and minimal move-
ment. These activity traits of earthworms relate
to behaviours in their natural environment; active
individuals may have a higher chance of encoun-
tering predators in the wild (Killen et al. 2017),
however, it is also possible that active individuals
dig more burrows which would enable them to es-
cape fossorial predators, such as moles, quicker
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than less active individuals.
Although all three repeatability estimates are

high, there is the possibility that some individuals
were more consistent in their behaviour than oth-
ers (Dall et al. 2004; Bell et al. 2009). Differences
in the consistency of an individual’s behaviour can
affect the repeatability estimate; individuals that
are less consistent will reduce the repeatability es-
timate whilst individuals that are highly consistent
will increase the estimate (Réale and Dingemanse
2010). A future study could involve measuring the
individual plasticity and the repeatability of bold-
ness and activity of L. terrestris using a framework
based on the theory of behavioural reaction norms
proposed by Dingemanse and others (Dingemanse
et al. 2010). This would involve examining the re-
lationship between the anti-predatory response of
individuals across an environmental gradient (i.e.
different risks of predation).

Studies have established an association betw-
een morphological and behavioural traits in
species, such as the size of shell relating to bold-
ness in wandering snails (Ahlgren et al. 2015).
In this study, no relationship was found between
the body weight and boldness of L. terrestris or
the body weight and activity levels of L. terrestris,
which suggests body weight is not related to bold-
ness or activity in earthworms. A plausible reason
that no relationship was found is due to the small
range in body weight of the twenty-five individu-
als sampled, where 84% of individuals fell within a
3g range (4g - 7g). All of the earthworms sampled
were obtained in a single order from a bait shop.
Assuming the earthworms are raised in the same
environment, it would suggest environmental con-
ditions have less influence on variation in TI and
activity than other factors, such as genetics, be-
cause there would be no variation in environmental
effects between the worms.

As previously mentioned, correlated relationsh-
ips between behavioural traits such as boldness
and aggression have been observed in a wide va-
riety of species. A weak negative correlation (rpb
=-0.20601) was found between the activity levels
and the TI duration of the earthworms, indicating
that some individuals who exhibited high activity
levels presented shorter durations of TI. The re-
sult corresponds qualitatively with the studies pre-
viously presented; however, it cannot be stated
that a bold-activity syndrome exists in L. terrestris
due to an experimental error. During the trials, the

observations of activity levels were conducted di-
rectly after the stimulus test. Therefore, the be-
haviour induced by the stimulus may have contin-
ued into the observations of activity, meaning that
the two observations may not have been entirely
independent.

When the results of this study are placed in
a broader context, the consequence of individual
variation in the boldness and activity of L. ter-
restris on their ecology can be inferred. Earth-
worms are important ecosystem engineers; they in-
fluence their environment through burrowing, pro-
ducing casti-ngs, and litter fragmentation, all of
which affect functions of an ecosystem such as nu-
trient cycling, soil carbon sequestration, and water
infiltration (Si-ngh et al. 2019). The presence of an
activity trait in L. terrestris has the potential to af-
fect the function rates of an ecosystem: an ecosys-
tem with a substantial portion of low activity types
may have lower rates of functions, such as infiltra-
tion, than an area with high activity types. This re-
duced functioning would affect the growth of plants
in the soil as well as the distribution and abundance
of other soil fauna, having large-scale effects on the
entire system.

Earthworms use vibrational cues to detect
predatory moles (Catania 2008); it can be assumed
that bold individuals would be slower or less likely
to attempt to flee to the surface during an en-
counter with a mole than those less bold. If bold
individuals are less responsive to vibrations, then
it is plausible they are more tolerant of certain vi-
bration levels than shy individuals. A difference in
responses to vibrations could create a species dis-
tribution of bolder individuals inhabiting areas with
higher levels of vibrations such as locations near
wind turbines. Additionally, environments with dif-
ferent predation pressure on earthworms may se-
lect for more bold individuals if predators are gen-
erally slow pa-ced. As previously stated, boldness
and high activity have been associated with proac-
tive coping strategies where individuals are less re-
sponsive to changes in the environment. Bold or
high activity earthworms may not efficiently adapt
to new conditions in comparison to reactive indi-
viduals. For example, earthworms are poikilother-
mic, meaning their activity and metabolism are af-
fected by temperature (Edwards and Bohlen 1996).
Therefore, if the temperature of their environment
increases, highly active individuals may struggle to
adapt their behaviour, increasing their probability
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of mortality due to starvation or physical exhaus-
tion. The limited plasticity that is often associated
with proactive individuals is important to consider
in our current climate crisis as global temperatures
are predicted to increase and droughts will become
more frequent (Singh et al. 2019).

At present, no research has been published on
the personality traits of species within the phylum
Annelida. The present findings provide supporting
evidence for the existence of individual differences
in the behaviour of the common earthworm. Indi-
vidual variation with regards to boldness and ac-
tivity traits of L. terrestris has been identified in
this study. No relationship was detected between
the body weight and boldness, or the body weight
and activity levels of L. terrestris. Furthermore, a
bold-activity syndrome was not determined in L.
terre-stris. Whilst these relationships were not de-
tected in this study, it is conceivable that they ex-
ist but require different experimentation methods
to be identified. The findings from this study are
a useful addition to the growing body of research
on animal personalities. More specifically, these re-
sults are an important step towards addressing the
ecological and evolutionary consequences of per-
sonality in the common earthworm, a species that
has a significant impact on the biological, chemical,
and physical properties of the soil on a global scale.
This study has given rise to many questions in need
of further investigation. Future studies should in-
vestigate the interindividual variation of antipreda-
tor responses and activity levels in a range of con-
texts to test the plasticity of these traits in L. ter-
restris and examine the mechanisms behind them.
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Abstract

This thesis analyses and examines the importance of trust in reconciliation processes and the misun-
derstanding of its role in past reconciliation efforts. Drawing from the body of literature on reconciliation,
it synthesizes an understanding of the vitality of trust in the reconciliation process. In so doing, it identi-
fies, analyses, and specifically outlines the role of trust as a catalyst for the starting of any reconciliation
efforts. It differs from past interpretations of trust, which posited trust merely as one of three pillars in the
theories of reconciliation (Rosoux, 2008), by proposing that establishing trust is the necessary precondi-
tion for any reconciliation process to begin. Having established this framework, the research then seeks
to apply it to the creation and work of reconciliation commissions, examining the role these commissions
have in fostering trust, as well as their inherent reliance upon it. The Ethiopian National Reconciliation
Commission serves as a demonstrative case study. In analysing the founding proclamation of the Com-
mission, its initial workings, as well as its current and intended role in Ethiopian politics, we see that the
lack of trust in this new institution, and the democratic transition heralded by the new government, are
fundamentally obstructing the course of reconciliation in Ethiopian society. Although the policy contribu-
tion of this analysis is limited to the particular case of the Ethiopian National Reconciliation Commission,
the understanding of the role of trust in reconciliation is one that can contribute to the successful estab-
lishment and work of future commissions.

Keywords and phrases: trust, reconciliation, reconciliation commissions, transitional justice, Ethiopia

On recent developments in Ethiopia

The following paper covers an issue that is current and consistently evolving, and uses a case study which has
proven to be very volatile. Whilst I was writing and researching this Capstone in the Spring of 2020, events were
already in motion that were changing the very fabric of Ethiopian politics. As we were editing the Capstone for
publication, news of tensions boiling over between the local Tigrayan authorities and the Ethiopian government hit
headlines. The paper cannot take into account these latest developments, thus some of the situations described may
seem outdated given the current local socio-political climate. That being said, the analysis of the background situation
and its translation into policy remains relevant. The events of November 2020 are worrying and reflect many of the
fears and conclusions presented in the paper. However, they also reiterate the importance of trust when trying to
build from a painful past towards an idealistic, radically different future.
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1 Introduction

In 2018, a “bloodless revolution” occurred in
the Horn of Africa (Dersso, 2018). In Ethiopia, the
first peaceful transition of power in almost a cen-
tury took place with the election of Prime Minis-
ter Abiy Ahmed (Dersso, 2018). PM Abiy was one
of the leaders of the ‘reformist camp’ within the
Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF), and since his election his regime has led
a series of sweeping reforms centred around the
rapid political liberalization of the country (Yusuf,
2019b, pg. v). This included the release of over
13,000 political prisoners, the decriminalization of
rebellious and exiled groups, the expansion of me-
dia freedoms, and the proclamation of peace with
Eritrea—the latter winning the PM the 2019 Nobel
Peace Prize (Mekonnen, 2019). However, the rapid
liberalization process has inadvertently contributed
to destabilizing the country, with reports of violent
protests erupting along ethnic and territorial lines
and estimates of 3 million internally displaced peo-
ple (Gebreluel, 2019). The transition, although wel-
comed by many, is uprooting a history of authori-
tarian rulers and state policing of everyday life. The
legacy of the EPRDF’s human rights abuses, the
strains on the social fabric caused by ethnic fed-
eralism, and the potential “threat” from the pre-
decessor regime (Mekonnen, 2019) weigh heavily
upon the new regime led by PM Abiy and the newly-
founded Prosperity Party (PP).

A significant portion of the new regime’s re-
forms target the culture of impunity against oppo-
sition upheld by its predecessors, and aim to help
the nation recover from the collective traumas suf-
fered as a result of political oppression and state vi-
olence (Allo, 2018). This research looks at one spe-
cific instrument that is intended to shape and facili-
tate recovery: the Ethiopian National Reconciliation
Commission (henceforth referred to as ‘the Com-
mission’1, or the Ethiopian National Reconciliation
Commission (ENRC)). Established in February 2019
with the adoption of Proclamation No.1102/2018
(henceforth referred to as ‘the Proclamation’), the
Commission was intended to guide and harbour a
national discussion about the past, bringing “peace
justice (sic), national unity and consensus and also
Reconciliation among Ethiopian Peoples (sic)” (Ar-

1As was also done in the Commission’s founding document,
under Article 3(1).

ticle 5 of Proclamation No.1102/20182). It consti-
tutes the first national attempt at transitional jus-
tice since the Red Terror Trials (RTT) of the early
1990’s, which had tried the leaders of the Marxist-
Leninist militia regime known as the Derg. The
RTT’s manner of retributive justice emphasized lim-
ited and punitive justice, targeting only the leaders
of the Derg for their crimes – it did not target the
larger context of suffering the country found itself
in following the civil war. The legal framework of
the Commission emphasizes the tools of ‘soft gov-
ernance’ (Yusuf, 2019a, pg. 5) and restorative jus-
tice practices in the reconciliation it pursues, allow-
ing the scope of justice it pursues to be broader
and more inclusive. However, crucial gaps in the
founding proclamation of the Commission continue
to hinder its development and thereby the progress
towards its goals.

The key issue identified in the Ethiopian case is
the lack of trust between the government and its
citizens. This absence of trust – and the lack of
recognition of this as a major issue – means that
the Commission is running the risk of dying whilst
still in infancy. In most reconciliation efforts, the
facilitating party is the party in government at the
time of the process; they, too, are usually those es-
tablishing the commissions. Structural measures
such as the establishment of a reconciliation com-
mission can help start (re)building trust between
parties. However, this is not enough to resolve the
conflicts themselves, particularly not in the case
of protracted, complex conflicts (Wilmer, 1998, pg.
93; as cited in Rosoux, 2008, pg. 545). This paper
hypothesizes that trust is the aspect fundamentally
necessary for a reconciliation process to begin, and
that without it, such a process is doomed from the
start. The definition of ‘trust’ used in the paper is
based on a synthesis of understandings (notably
those of Rosoux, 2008; Kelman, 2004; Zartman
& Kremenyuk, 2000; Gurr, 1996). ‘Trust’ is then
linked with the ideas of ‘truth’ and ‘identity’, pre-
sented in Rosoux (2008) as the three pillars of rec-
onciliation. This conception will be visually refor-
mulated into a triangular, spectral model.

There is no “one-size-fits-all” approach to mat-
ters like reconciliation (African Union, 2019, Section
E, pg. 6); thus, no one research project could realis-
tically aim to find the perfect model. The case study
for this capstone is also very specific, and finds it-

2In citations, should the source be the Proclamation itself, I
will be referring directly to the article numbers only.
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self in a particularly unique set of circumstances.
The ENRC is the result of a hybridized transitional
model, as opposed to a negotiated or forced tran-
sition (Dersso, 2018). However, there are general
models through which the process can be under-
stood, both within academia and within policymak-
ing. The aim of this research is to contribute addi-
tional nuance to those models, shed light on what
does not work, and provide insight into possible im-
provements.

2 Research Context

The research at hand finds itself at the nexus
between several interlinked fields of study: transi-
tional justice, restorative justice, and reconciliation
processes. Reconciliation is an important aspect of
restorative justice that serves both as a goal and as
a process for the participating community. The rec-
onciliation process includes the establishment of in-
stitutions to facilitate the shift away from a culture
of conflict (African Union, 2019, pg. 12, 19-20), to-
wards a state of peaceful coexistence and mutual
acceptance (Ignatieff, 2003, pg. 326; as cited in
Rosoux, 2008, pg. 549). Reconciliation also car-
ries varied notions of scale: it may be relatively
small, focused on the agreements made between
formerly opposed parties and the relationship be-
tween them (Long & Brecke, 2004, pg. 1); or it may
carry broader connotations which target the soci-
ety as a whole (Lederach, 1997). Finally, there are
three pillars of reconciliation upon which our under-
standing of reconciliation is based: the (re)building
of trust between parties, the creation of a shared
truth by them, and the changes in their conceptions
of identity (Rosoux, 2008, pg. 544).

Each pillar has influence over the others, whilst
still having its own distinctive features. The iden-
tity of a group refers to the social parameters
by which a group separates themselves from an
‘other’; during (protracted) conflicts this is often
done by asserting one’s identity as fundamentally
unlike the opposition, commonly also acquiring
a self-appraising moral tone (Kelman, 1978, pgs.
170-171; Kelman, 1999; both as cited in Rosoux,
2008, pg. 550). Prior research has asserted that
the integrity of an identity is often seen as being at
risk following a conflict, thus steering parties away
from engaging in reconciliation efforts for the sake
of protecting their identity (Kelman, 1999; as in

Rosoux, 2008, pg. 550). This can be addressed by
building a shared ‘truth narrative’ that is mutually
acceptable and does not threaten either party (As-
mal et al., 1997, pg. 46). It is crucial for both par-
ties to accept this truth, as it provides a common
ground for a future peaceful coexistence. Trust en-
ables these processes to occur, as parties grow to
feel safe and secure enough to engage in recon-
ciliation (Govier & Verwoerd, 2002). It can take
many forms, but trust requires the mutual acknowl-
edgement of suffering and responsibility, although
the exact nature of the actions that foster trust will
likely be unique to the reconciliation context (Mag-
arditsch, 2005, pg. 172; as cited in Rosoux, 2008,
pg. 552).

Reconciliation processes can focus on different
aspects of these pillars, as well as different aspects
in the approaches to the process. Relationship-
based approaches place the private realm at the
center, and attempt to form a bridge between the
personal experiences of those involved and peace-
ful coexistence (Wilson, 2001). Issue-based ap-
proaches emphasise systematic changes, thus op-
erating on a macroscopic level to create preventa-
tive measures on an institutional level against a re-
turn to the state of conflict or oppression (Rosoux,
2008, pg. 544). The reconciliation commission
mechanism is a way in which societies can effec-
tively engage in aspects of both approaches (Wil-
son, 2001). The role of a commission is to create an
official, recognized platform through which people
can address past trauma in a structured, ‘forward-
looking’ form (Bolocan, 2004, pg. 396; Zartman
& Kremenyuk, 2005, pg. 294). These commis-
sions typically focus on one of the three aforemen-
tioned pillars of reconciliation: truth (such as the
South African Truth & Reconciliation Process), iden-
tity (such as the Rwandan National Unity and Rec-
onciliation Commission), or trust. In looking at past
research and commissions, we see that the under-
standing of trust in the process is shallow in com-
parison to that of truth and identity. Deepening
this understanding of trust is thus the aim of the
present research. This will be done by examining
the literature, and then applying these to the case
study.

Regarding the ENRC, it is important to note
that all the political reforms in Ethiopia have been
introduced fairly recently, starting in 2018. As
such, there is relatively little academic literature
that bases itself upon the current socio-political
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changes ongoing in the country, and their corre-
sponding applications in government. This is es-
pecially true for the Commission, as this particular
effort is a little over a year old, and has been no-
tably quiet in its development. The latter is an is-
sue in and of itself that will be discussed later in
this paper. Because of the contemporary nature of
the subject, I will be using a mixture of academic
literature concerning the relevant theories, as well
as news sources and articles to develop an under-
standing of the Commission. Through this I hope to
be able to create an accurate and current picture
of the case being studied, whilst still being able to
scrutinize and analyse it with the rigour befitting of
academia.

The context of the ENRC is vital to understand-
ing its potential in reconciliation and in scope. Not
constituting the first transitional justice mechanism
the country has engaged with, it follows the Red
Terror Trials which punished the leaders of the Derg
regime of the 1970’s and 1980’s for the atrocities
committed during the Qey Shibir (Tadesse, 2007).
However, these trials were a notable ‘victor’s jus-
tice’, meaning that the crimes and atrocities per-
petrated by the rebel forces of what became the
EPRDF were left unaddressed. The EPRDF’s regime
also became known for ruling with an iron fist after
the Derg’s downfall, as reports of political, civil and
human rights violations were common – yet the ac-
cusations themselves remained unaddressed.

The election of reformist PM Abiy Ahmed in
early 2018 saw violence erupt along ethnic lines
as sweeping liberalising reforms were implemented
(Yusuf, 2019a, pg. 2). Following their victory in
the civil war, the EPRDF institutionalised their delo-
calised guerilla administration into a system of eth-
nic federalism, in which the country was split up
into semi self-governing regions based on ethnicity
(Yusuf, 2019b, pg. v; Gebreluel, 2019). Amongst
these reforms was the desire to reconcile the sepa-
rate groups under a unified national identity, which
the ENRC will theoretically contribute to by open-
ing up a national discussion of the past. The new
regime hopes that through the ENRC, Ethiopian
society can finally address social traumas, foster
new values and reconcile across the ethnic di-
vides through national discussion (Yusuf, 2019b,
pg. 36). The Commission was established with
the passing of Proclamation No. 1102/2018 by Par-
liament, which outlines a commission whose chief
objective is “to maintain peace justice (sic), na-

tional unity and consensus and also Reconciliation
among Ethiopian Peoples (sic)” (Article 5). How-
ever, the Commission’s structure is uneven, par-
ticularly given its socio-political context, a position
echoed by the analyses of specialists (e.g. Yusuf,
2019a; Yusuf, 2019b; Mekonnen, 2019; Allo, 2018;
Gebreluel, 2019) and members of the Commission
(e.g. Dersso, 2019a; Dersso, 2019b; Dersso, 2018).
Building upon this previous body of work and ex-
amining the case through a trust-focused lens will
highlight key issues, and give insight into pre-
viously unexplored potential methods to address
them.

3 Methodology

The present research used a combination of
methods to develop upon pre-existing theories and
apply them to real life scenarios. This was done
through a series of literature reviews which built
upon each other, and an analysis of the sum of
their findings which were then applied to the spe-
cific case study of the ENRC.

3.1 Chapter 1 – Reconciliation: Theory

This first chapter dives into the theory of recon-
ciliation through a literature review. In doing so, it
examines key concepts and understandings related
to reconciliation, as various definitions of reconcili-
ation are consulted.3 This literature review synthe-
sizes the key ‘pillars’ of reconciliation as identified
by Rosoux (2008) – the creation of a shared truth,
changes in identity, and the rebuilding of trust –
which are codified into a triangular model that will
be used to help visually and theoretically contextu-
alise various reconciliation attempts. Sources delv-
ing deeper into the three pillars were found on the
basis of snowball sampling, starting at the initial
Rosoux (2008) paper. Each of the three pillars will
also be critically examined and evaluated in rela-
tion to the concept of ‘trust’; thereby arriving at the
conclusion that trust plays the linchpin role for the
three in terms of the starting of reconciliation pro-
cesses. This conclusion is the central thesis of this
research, and will be used as the primary analytical
lens throughout the rest of the paper.

3Of particular note here are Long & Brecke’s 2004 defini-
tion of reconciliation on the basis of peace agreements and
Lederach’s 1997 definition of wide-scale, ‘transcendent’ rec-
onciliation.
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3.2 Chapter 2 – Reconciliation: Practice

The second chapter builds on the first chap-
ter’s literature review, but rather focuses on the
practical approaches to the reconciliation process,
placing a particular emphasis on the commission
as a reconciliation mechanism. Once again us-
ing snowballing in compiling a review, this chap-
ter highlights the important distinctions between
relationship-based reconciliation efforts and issue-
based reconciliation efforts, as well as top-down
(Bar-On, 1996) vs. bottom-up (Bargal & Sivan,
2004) approaches. Then it follows to introduce the
commission as a reconciliation mechanism, and its
role in shaping the nature of a reconciliation pro-
cess as a bridge between the personal and the
public as both attempt recovery (Wilkinson, 2001).
Two examples of notable African commissions –
the Rwandan Gacaca Courts and the South African
Truth and Reconciliation Commission – are also
analysed to establish points of comparison for the
case study.

3.3 Chapter 3 – Case study: The
Ethiopian National Reconciliation
Commission

The third and final chapter presents the demon-
strative case study through which the theory de-
veloped in Chapter 1 can be applied, thus follow-
ing a logic of confirmation. It begins by establish-
ing the background and socio-political context of
the ENRC through the consultation of local scholarly
work and news sources. Then a thorough examina-
tion of local (e.g. Dersso, 2018; Borkena & Ezega
articles4; Mekonnen, 2019), governmental (e.g. Ad-
disu, 2020) and international (e.g. Allo, 2018; Der-
sso, 2019a; Dersso, 2019b; Gebreluel, 2019; Yusuf,
2019a; Yusuf, 2019b) media coverage of the com-
mission is used to create as accurate as possible
a picture of the current status and workings of the
Commission. The works of Dersso (2019a, 2019b)
are given particular weight in this analysis given
that they were written after his appointment to the
Commission.

However, it must be noted that the resources
available were limited, and although the consulta-

4Shortened for ease of reading. Full citations are as fol-
lows: Ethiopia gets National Reconciliation Commission legis-
lation, 2018; Ethiopia named members of National Reconcili-
ation Commission, 2019; Ethiopian Reconciliation Commission
Announces Three-Year Plan, 2019.

tion of available sources was exhaustive, it was re-
stricted to what was available online. This research
was further constrained by my inability to under-
stand Amharic and the other Ethiopian languages,
which narrowed down the accessible literature to
texts written or translated in English5. The exami-
nation of secondary sources regarding the Commis-
sion was supplemented by an in-depth analysis of
the founding Proclamation itself, as the Articles are
used to create an understanding of the potential
future workings of the Commission – which is then
analysed through the lens of trust as formulated in
Chapter 1, in a form of tentative, putative testing.

4 Discussion/Analysis

4.1 CHAPTER 1 – Reconciliation: Theory

4.1.1 Reconciliation processes

Reconciliation processes are an instrument in
the tool belt of restorative justice, resulting from
the cooperation and collaboration of individuals
and their communities in finding a way to live side
by side following a socially traumatic moment in
history (African Union, 2019, pg. 12). Both a
goal and process, the reconciliation process – if and
when successful – leads to a state of reconciliation.
On a national level, this goal can be seen in na-
tional unity, and the process is reflected in the ac-
tions of, for example, reconciliation commissions.
In the process institutions are built to help reinstate
the rule of law and foster a culture of respect for
human rights (African Union, 2019, pgs. 12, 19-
20). The political goal of reconciliation is to reach
a state of ‘acceptance’ regarding the state of af-
fairs (Ignatieff, 2003, pg. 326; as cited in Rosoux,
2008, pg. 549). Traditionally not understood to be a
part of state business or politics, the reconciliation
process is now recognized as vital to transitioning
states; for some it is even recognized as “probably
the most important condition for maintaining a sta-
ble peace” (Bar-Siman-Tov, 2000, pg. 237; as cited
in Rosoux, 2008, pg. 543).

5I did informally follow this up with a family friend who
worked in the Ethiopian media industry for decades, to see
if there was a significant difference between the work avail-
able between languages. She told me she had not heard any-
thing beyond the news of the Commission’s establishment, but
had asked her network of journalists, media-professionals and
acquaintances-—who knew similarly little.
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Reconciliation assumes a prior state of con-
flict and/or trauma, and the existence of at least
two opposing parties. However, as the Ethiopian
case demonstrates, it can also be understood in
the context of more complicated situations such
as protracted conflicts, decolonisation processes,
or the presence of international third parties. Sub-
sequently, definitions range from establishing rec-
onciliation as a “mutually conciliatory accommoda-
tion between former protagonists” (Long & Brecke,
2003, pg. 1) to defining reconciliation as a more
“transcendent”, arduous process targeting the so-
ciety as a whole, entrenched in restorative prac-
tices (Lederach, 1997). In light of this variation, I
have taken to understanding it as a spectrum be-
tween, and including, these two definitions, with
various reconciliation efforts taking different points
of emphasis (Figure 1 provides a rough visualization
of this).

Figure 1: A spectrum of reconciliation definitions

These points of emphasis have also been more
traditionally construed as the ‘pillars’ of reconcil-
iation: the (re)building of trust between actors,
the creation of a shared truth, and the changes in
conceptions of identity (Rosoux, 2008, pg. 544).
That is to say that although they are all impor-
tant to reconciliation processes, some are given a
more central role in the process of a given case
or framework. The model below (Figure 2) illus-
trates this spectral model of understanding recon-
ciliation. However, here it is developed from amere
linear spectrum to a triangular one, where each pil-
lar forms a leg of the triangle. This allows the focus
to lie on the aforementioned three key pillars of the
process, and their relations to each other. Because
the model forms a connected, cohesive shape, it
embodies the way in which these aspects encap-
sulate any (successful) reconciliation process. Spe-
cific cases can be placed within the triangle to help
visualize their priorities; an ideal commission would
thus find itself fairly central within the triangle, per-
haps leaning towards the necessary emphasis for

its case.

Figure 2: A triangular model of reconciliation

First we have the pillar of ‘identity’. In cases of
social trauma, parties will often hold onto their per-
ception of their identity as integral to their being;
engaging in reconciliation or even negotiations with
the ‘other’ would require sacrificing the integrity of
this identity (Kelman, 1999). Thus, reconciliation
efforts engage in shifting the psychology around
that identity so that following its reformulation the
basis of the identity changes and it is no longer
threatened by coexisting with the other (Bar-Tal &
Bennink, 2004, as cited in Rosoux, 2004, pg. 544;
Kelman, 2004).

On the left-hand side of ‘identity’ we find the
pillar of ‘truth’. Truth-focused reconciliation ef-
forts work towards building a unitary understand-
ing of the history within the transitioning society,
attempting to “harmonize incommensurable world
views” (Asmal et al., 1997, pg. 46). Through dis-
cussion, the various contradictory understandings
of the past can eventually, “progressively” become
understood in a cohesive fashion – but this does
take time and work (Basalou & Baxter, 2007; as
cited in Rosoux, 2008, pg. 551). For some, it sim-
ply creates “a single universe of comprehensibility”
(Asmal et al., 1997, pg. 46) for future conflicts; for
others, it is in this shared truth that one can find
the basis for a lasting peace.

Last but not least, in the ‘trust’ pillar of the tri-
angle, we find understandings and reconciliation
efforts that emphasize the rebuilding of trust be-
tween parties following the historical trauma (e.g.
Govier & Verwoerd, 2002; Amstutz, 2005; Nadler
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& Liviatan, 2006; Marrow, 1999 on establishing
friendships to bridge the gap; as cited in Rosoux,
2008, pg. 544). This could be between parties that
are enemies in a protracted conflict, for example,
or between a people and their new government fol-
lowing a change of regime. For reconciliation to oc-
cur in such scenarios, some form of trust must be
established to overcome the “traditional split” be-
tween the parties; the reconciliation process would
then build on – and if successful – strengthen that
trust (Marrow, 1999, pg. 132; as cited in Rosoux,
2004, pg. 544).

Key to understanding these concepts is realiz-
ing that they are interconnected—all three are ul-
timately needed for a successful reconciliation pro-
cess to occur. Accepting an altered truth from your
own, requires a party of a particular identity to be
able to trust their surroundings. It also requires the
basis of that identity to be built on more than just
a single truth. Accepting an altered truth will also
inherently shift the boundaries of an identity, as
parameters adapt to fit these new contexts. Sim-
ilarly, engaging with other parties whose identities
at some point were opposed to yours requires an
implicit acknowledgement of the possibility of there
being multiple truths. The strong connection be-
tween trust and the other pillars secures its role as
a catalyst for the overall reconciliation process.

4.1.2 The power of trust

Trust comes from a place of perceived security;
such security can be found if one’s identity is no
longer under constant threat by the existence of an
‘other’. It is vital that the crimes committed are
separated from those who committed them to allow
for a basis upon which trust can be built (Montville,
2001, pg. 132; Bar-Tal, 2000; as cited in Rosoux,
2008, pg. 550) so as to overcome the “traditional
split” between the parties (Marrow, 1999, pg. 132;
as cited in Rosoux, 2004, pg. 544). That being
said, trust is also subject to great influence from
outside the reconciliatory triumvirate. The issue of
timing is crucial to matters of ‘trust’ in a manner
that cascades onto ‘truth’ and ‘identity’. In other
words, reconciliation efforts need to be well-timed,
and the society needs to desire a state of reconcili-
ation before engaging in the process6 or participat-
ing in ‘reconciliatory events’. The contested nature

6Similar to the concept of ‘ripeness’ in conflict-resolution ef-
forts (Zartman, 2000).

of a perceived truth following a conflict is why some
argue that leaders should demonstrate a “partial
amnesia” right after a transition (Rosoux, 2008, pg.
550; also reflected in Bargal & Sivan, 2004, pg.
144). ‘Partial amnesia’ means that a blind eye is
turned to certain minor offences, whilst the largest
crimes are prosecuted - thus demonstrating that
justice is being served, but also setting priorities for
a new normal (Krondorfer, 1995; as cited in Rosoux,
2008, pg. 550). If the timing is wrong, engaging
in reconciliation could be perceived as making a
mockery of the victims’ suffering, and falling under
‘too little, too late’ (Rosoux, 2008, pg. 552). The
verdict would be largely dependent on the public’s
trust in those leading the society after the transi-
tion, the role of leadership in the transition, and
the (perceived) handling of the power associated
with it. A distrusted leader and/or regime is seen
as manipulative; a trusted leader and/or regime is
visionary, leading their people in learning “how to
remember and forget, in order to move forward”
(Garton Ash, 2003, pg. 415; as cited in Rosoux,
2008, pg. 551-552).

The process inherently requires the shifting of
‘identity markers’ of the parties involved, as the
understanding of the ‘self’ and that of the ‘other’
are reassessed and redefined. In the state of con-
flict, this definition is dependent on the relation-
ship of ‘the self’ to the ‘other’, and reinforced by
a state of perpetual threat (Kelman, 1978, pgs.
170-171; as cited in Rosoux, 2008, pg. 550). A
conflicted state is important because it informs a
tendency towards self-sympathy, where the party
viewed as ‘the self’ is inherently considered uni-
versally ‘good’, and their testimony ‘trustworthy’
(Kelman, 2004, pg. 121). This polarized percep-
tion becomes intrinsic to the dignity of the party,
such that the conception of the identity of ‘the self’
within the context of the prior conflict is the only in-
formation that can be trusted (Gurr, 1996, pg. 63).
Reality, however, is of course much more dappled,
and coming to terms with it requires accepting a
diverse, more holistic view of the situation. It re-
quires altering the perception of ‘the self’ and ‘the
other’ so that they no longer depend on something
as volatile as another group of people. With a more
stable basis of identity, the parties will then be able
to engage in ‘forward-looking’ processes (Zartman
& Kremenyuk, 2005), where collaboration and em-
pathy can be used as mutual aides in building trust
between them. However, to be able to initiate such
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shifts in identity, there must be some form of inher-
ent trust in the stability of the party’s position, so-
cietal context, and relative security in the present
and the future.

This trust in the preservation of the integrity of
group identity is significantly informed by the re-
spect afforded to the ‘truths’ considered integral
to the identity. Arguably the most well-known of
the ‘pillars of reconciliation’, the basis of unitary
understanding developed by truth-telling practices
is based on trust between the party giving testi-
mony and the party entrusted with it (Asmal et al.,
1997, pg. 46). This created truth will inherently be
a compromise, somewhat incomplete to most par-
ties involved – however, it needs to be acceptable
to the greater majority. In understanding ‘truth’ in
a reconciliation context, we also need to acknowl-
edge the different types of truth (viz., factual, per-
sonal and official) and how they relate to one an-
other. Factual truth, in particular, can often be
conflated with the personal and official; rather, it’s
helpful to interpret it as the ‘skeleton’ of the ‘body’
of the ‘truth’. It’s made of concrete facts, such as
events, whose occurrence cannot be changed (Ri-
coeur, 2000, pg. 496; as cited in Rosoux, 2008,
pg. 556). However, the meaning of these events
is ever-changing, and it is in the interpretation of
events that one finds subjectivity. Subjectivity is
not antagonistic to the ‘truth’; if given the space,
varying intersubjective truths can coexist—such as
the personal truths entrusted to the truth-telling
process, and the official truths into which they are
molded. Thus, in pursuing ‘the truth’ in reconcilia-
tion, we need to understand that the aim should be
to find “an agreed description of the basic factual
landscape of the past [which is the] factual frame-
work within which the vital healthy and unending
battle of interpretations must go on” (Ash, 2003,
pgs. 416-417; as cited in Rosoux, 2008, pg. 556).
However, the aim is also to ensure that these “un-
ending battles” do not compromise the trust placed
in the authority figures who control the official nar-
rative (Ash, 2003, pgs. 416-417; as cited in Rosoux,
2008, pg. 556).

4.2 CHAPTER 2 – Reconciliation: Prac-
tice

4.2.1 Reconciliation approaches

The aim of any reconciliation process is to en-
gage with the past so as to make the experience
more “manageable” in the present for those in-
volved. In so doing, the future is liberated for
prospects of peaceful coexistence (Rosoux, 2008,
pg. 543-544). The recovery process usually uses
one of these: recovery from the past by addressing
the suffering of the victims, or recovery from the
past by addressing and changing the previous po-
litical system (Dersso, 2018). Alternatively, these
can be described as relationship-based approaches
and issue-based approaches, respectively.

Relationship-based approaches create change
through engaging the personal and private realm
of the involved parties (Wilson, 2001). This can be
done through the social-psychological method, in
which reconciliation works with the cognitive and
emotional state(s) of the involved parties to try to
create ‘deep change’ within a society (Bart-Siman-
Tov, 2004). Such ‘deep changes’ would alter the
psychological presence of the past in the collec-
tive consciousness of the majority as beliefs and
emotions are invited to adjust and to shift gradu-
ally throughout the reconciliation process (Bar-Tal
& Bennink, 2004, pg. 17; as cited in Rosoux, 2008,
pg. 545). The alternative is what Rosoux (2008) has
termed the ‘spiritual’ method, which concentrates
on the collective healing process of both victim and
perpetrator, with the end goal being seeking and
granting forgiveness (e.g. Shriver, 1995; Lederach,
1998; Staub, 2000; Philpott, 2006; as in Rosoux,
2008, pg. 545).

Issue-based approaches zoom out of the per-
sonal and private in favour of examining the pub-
lic realm, changing the structural and institutional
mechanisms through which the society operates
(Rosoux, 2008, pg. 544). In doing so, differ-
ent aspects of the state may be specifically tar-
geted, such as: security, economic interdepen-
dence, (re)distribution of wealth, political/demo-
cratic inclusion, the rule of law, and the reinstate-
ment of the protection of peoples’ rights (Rosoux,
2008, pg. 545; Kacowicz, 2000). The main aim
is thus to enact justice by removing the threat of
a return to the previous state of violence and/or
trauma from within the system, and in this process
resolving major areas of disagreement (Rosoux,
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2008, pg. 544). However, it should be noted
that although structural measures can help begin
(re)building trust between a people and their gov-
ernment, these alone will not succeed (Wilmer,
1998, pg. 93; as cited in Rosoux, 2008, pg. 545).

The tertiary approach to the concept is that
which emphasizes the relationship of the process
to the people. This is of particular importance with
regards to the implications it may have on trust be-
tween the parties. In a bottom-up approach (e.g.
Bar-On, 1996; as cited in Rosoux, 2008, pg. 552),
groups are considered to be networks of individu-
als, each having an influence over the outcome of
reconciliatory efforts; action taken locally results
in consequences on a national level. Top-down
(e.g. Bargal & Sivan, 2004), on the other hand,
views groups as abstract entities divided based
on identity politics; action is taken on a national
level, which then alters local realities. The latter
model lends itself most naturally to the reconcilia-
tion process when pushed for by state leadership,
as authorities try to facilitate the reconciliation pro-
cess through the creation of national reconciliation
bodies and require the public to trust in the of-
ficial mechanisms. However, both top-down and
bottom-up approaches are necessary for a success-
ful reconciliation effort as they strengthen each
other; creating the supporting institutional infras-
tructure(s) only serves as a catalyst to furthering
the process. In the words of Rosoux: “the outcome
of the process depends above all on popular sup-
port. For, even if a rapprochement seems neces-
sary to the representatives of each party, it cannot
be imposed by decree” (2008, pg. 552).

4.2.2 Reconciliation commissions

Following a transition from a socially traumatic
state, victims can be expected to demand ‘justice’
for their suffering. A commission can be used in
the transitional and reconciliation process to pro-
vide the public with a platform and a mechanism
to be able to look into, address, and bring forward
the trauma(s) of the past and to discuss why they
occurred (Bolocan, 2004, pg. 396). Justice, in this
case, is found through a ‘forward-looking’ attempt
to improve relations and thus build trust between
parties in the long term (Zartman & Kremenyuk,
2005, pg. 294; Cobban, 2007). It demonstrates
an acquiescence to the demands for the exercising
of ‘rights of recountability’, where previously sup-

pressed memories and experiences are now given
space to be memorialized (Werbner, 1998b as dis-
cussed in Colvin, 2018). This is done by creat-
ing a formalized platform from which the substance
of these rights can be enjoyed (Werbner, 1998; in
Ross, 2003, pg. 326), such that the memories of
victims become “socially validated” (Ross, 2003,
pg. 337). It requires a “concerted act of will” on
behalf of the participants to trust their communi-
ties and authority figures with their histories, and
to trust that such histories are treated with the nec-
essary respect (Ross, 2003, pg. 337). In exchange,
they receive public and official acknowledgement
of their experiences as well as potential repara-
tions.

Reconciliation commissions are often combined
with, or quite similar to, truth commissions. Truth
commissions seek to establish an “undeniable, ir-
reversible truth” of the tragic history as their main
priority (Bolocan, 2004, pgs. 396-397). Whereas a
truth commission prioritizes the creation of a na-
tional truth, the reconciliation commission priori-
tizes the (re)creation of national unity – which can
involve reconciling a national truth. This develop-
ment of a more or less unified lens through which
a community can view, interpret and understand
its history can be vital to its recovery (Dwyer &
Aukerman, as cited in Bolocan, 2004, pg. 397).
However, it also requires the teller to relinquish
some control over their narrative as they share it.
The strength of the relationship between reconcili-
ation and truth-telling is not necessarily symbiotic,
and experiences will vary by case (Allen, 1999, pg.
316-317). There is always the risk of authority fig-
ures sounding relativistic in their treatment of per-
sonal information such as a person’s ‘truth’; thus,
the conversion of the personal truth-telling into the
public, narrative truth is one to be handled with
care.

In essence, the commission forms a bridge be-
tween the personal, private experiences of victims,
and the shared public knowledge used by the coun-
try in forming a national narrative about the history
(Wilson, 2001). Forging this official narrative re-
quires a body that can verify and integrate it into
the “full historical record” of the period, which is
inclusive of the experiences and roles of all ac-
tors involved (African Union, 2019, pg. 10). As it
pieces together this national narrative, a commis-
sion should provide instruments through which the
reconciliation process can be continued on both the
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individual and institutional level. On the individual
level, this would involve mechanisms for and sup-
port in social reintegration or reparations. For such
mechanisms to be effective, a victim must trust
in the constancy and accountability of, for exam-
ple, the commission. On the institutional level it
includes the issuing of recommendations, the in-
troduction of legislations, the creation of policies,
and the upholding of new best practices (African
Union, 2019, pg. 10). This requires the public to
trust the government to seriously deliberate such
recommendations and take a positive, active role
in realizing the process beyond the commission.

4.2.3 Past reconciliation commissions

4.2.3.1 The South African Truth and Recon-
ciliation Commission The South African Truth
and Reconciliation Commission (SATRC) was the
product of a political compromise between the ris-
ing African National Congress (ANC) and the de-
scending National Party (NP) after the end of the
apartheid regime (Rosoux, 2008, pg. 548). In-
tended to address the ‘grey zones’ of the apartheid
regime, the SATRC invited parties to participate in
a form of “large scale storytelling” (Mbembe, 2000;
as in Ross, 2003). In so doing it engaged with the
discourses of powerlessness and the horrors of the
past, allowing the victims to restore their dignity by
sharing stories from their perspectives and provid-
ing official mechanisms for reparation and rehabili-
tation.

That being said, the SATRC was successful in
galvanizing a national process towards the con-
stitutional goals of “understanding” and “repara-
tion” (Rosoux, 2008, pg. 548). Although it was
conceived without (much) input from the general
public, which is not uncommon in the formation of
such commissions (Wilson, 2001, pgs. 198-200),
the result was a fairly robust system. Further-
more, what we see in the SATRC is an emphasis on
those responsible for crimes acknowledging their
trespasses, apologizing for their actions, and seek-
ing some form of forgiveness (Graybill & Lanegran,
2004, pg. 6). Although the personal acceptance of
truth in this context would naturally vary depend-
ing on the nature of individual cases, the mech-
anism worked well enough on a national level for
trust to be successfully placed in the government,
which could then lead the country towards a shared
future. The mechanism of amnesty, although con-

troversial, successfully allowed for a peaceful po-
litical transition between regimes. The NP was as-
sured that members would be free from prosecu-
tion by the ANC, and the ANC could begin recon-
structing the nation without fear of obstruction or
repercussions from the NP.

Subsequently, recalling the triangular model of
reconciliation processes introduced in Chapter 1,
we can place the SATRC in the near-centre, al-
though shifted more towards the ‘truth’ leg. This is
more fitting because of the commission’s emphasis
on truth-telling, yet still significant engagement in
the changing of identity parameters as non-white
citizens moved from a time of severe inequality to
a position of equal citizenship.

Figure 3: The SATRC’s placement within the trian-
gle model

In the context of trust, we find an odd dynamic
at play here. The disproportionality of the power
imbalance during apartheid was so drastic that the
transition required a form of inherent trust in the
‘other’. That is to say, once the actions were set in
motion for the ANC to accede to power, themajority
supporting it was so massive and carried such scale
that any minority would have to trust in the ANC’s
actions—and thereby the method of the SATRC.

4.2.3.2 The Rwandan National Unity and
Reconciliation Commission The Rwandan
National Unity and Reconciliation Commission
(RNURC) was established to provide systematic,
nationalised support following the horrific mass
slaughter and rape of the Tutsi, moderate Hutu and
Twa populations in Rwanda during the Rwandan
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genocide. Within Rwandan society the RNURC
has several functions and initiatives, but for the
purposes of this research, we will be focussing on
only one of its mechanisms: the Gacaca Courts
(GC). Due to the massive scale of the conflict,
the new Rwandan government of the Rwandan
Patriotic Front (RPF) needed a way to process and
prosecute over 100,000 people accused of having
participated in the killings without flooding the le-
gal system and ruining the economy7. Gacaca was
a Rwandan tradition revived to help provide justice
on a national scale, while keeping the process
localized to the communities in which the atrocities
had occurred. The GC were a “decentralized,
community-based system of courts inspired by lo-
cal traditions” (Bolocan, 2004, pg. 355), but also a
“legal-social” experiment in the field of transitional
justice (Uvin in Bolocan, 2004, pg. 356) intended
to punish the génocidaires whilst also providing
case-by-case mechanisms for reconciliation. An
“ambitious” network of local courts, the GC was
intended to enact both restorative and retributive
justice (Rettig, 2008, pg. 25) on an unparalleled
scale—providing “mass justice for mass atrocity”
(Waldorf, 2006, pg. 1).

The exact influence of the GC on the reconcil-
iation process has been unclear and remains con-
troversial within Rwanda (Rettig, 2008, pg. 25;
Rosoux, 2008, pg. 558). The GC were able to bring
more people to trial than other more standard le-
gal approaches. Due to their local and traditional
nature, the transitional justice schemes were also
attuned to the practices and theoretical needs of
the population, allowing for “reintegrative sham-
ing” (Drumbl, 2000, pg. 1263; also reflected in
Cobban, 2002)8. On the other hand, the fairness
and best practices of the GC have often been called
into question (e.g. African Rights, 2003; Penal Re-
form International, 2006; in Rettig, 2008, pg. 26),
particularly in relation to the treatment and protec-
tion of the rights of defendants (e.g. Avocats Sans
Frontières, 2007; Penal Reforms International, 2006
in Rettig, 2008, pg. 26; Bolocan, 2004, pg. 356). By
focusing on individual accountability for the atroc-
ities committed, the Courts “failed to promote jus-

7It is estimated that ‘properly’ prosecuting all crimes com-
mitted would have taken 200 years (Powers, 2011).

8Reintegrative shaming being the restorative justice prac-
tice of providing convicted perpetrators of crimes alternative
acts through which they can serve their sentence and their
community.

tice and societal reconciliation”, even backfiring in
some communities as the hearings deepened the
divides as accusations came to light and wounds
were reopened in an already torn society (Bolocan,
2004, pg. 395). Furthermore, the GC were erected
out of necessity due to the sheer scale of the geno-
cide, and thus pushed for “confession, apology, and
forgiveness” to allow life to return back to ‘normal’
as soon as possible (Rettig, 2008, pg. 44). Fur-
ther prioritizing a return to normal affairs, the GC’s
would not hear cases against the RPF or its mem-
bers, so as to protect the legitimacy of its claim
over the government.

The subsequent lack of accountability for the
human rights violations of the Rwandan Patriotic
Front during the genocide and the civil war (Bolo-
can, 2004, pg. 396; Amnesty International, 2002,
as in Rettig, 2008, pg. 26) has been a significant is-
sue for the legitimacy of the commission. Not only
is the commission a demonstration of ‘victor’s jus-
tice,’ but it also undermines the reconciliation pro-
cess and the ‘quality’ of the reconciliation within
the new Rwandan society (Bolocan, 2004, pg. 396).
Crucially, it impaired the relationship of trust in the
government as it showed that they are not to be
held accountable to their own people. Furthermore,
the uneven quality of the justice enacted through
the courts casts doubts upon the skill and ability of
the government. In the local communities where
these courts were active, distrust in the courts and
the governmental system remains common, and
the divides within the community are still preva-
lent. As a result, the GC can be placed approxi-
mately between the ‘truth’ and ‘identity’ legs, but
quite far from ‘trust’ on the theoretical triangle:

Figure 4: The Gacaca Courts’ placement within the
triangle model
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4.3 CHAPTER 3 – Case Study: The
Ethiopian National Reconciliation
Commission

4.3.1 Understanding the Ethiopian Socio-
Political Context

4.3.1.1 The Red Terror Trials The Reconcilia-
tion Commission is not Ethiopia’s first engagement
with the practices of transitional justice. From 1974
to 1987, the country was under the rule of the
Communist-Marxist Leninist military junta known
as the Derg. The regime was notorious for its mis-
management of aid resources, for human rights
abuses, and for a bloody period known as the Qey
Shibir, which is more commonly referred to as the
Red Terror. The Red Terror was a systemic of mass
elimination of political opponents to the Derg and
its newly elected leader, Mengistu Hailemariam9.
As a result of the horrific process, 30,000 (Harff
& Gurr, 1988) and 500,000 (Andrew & Mitrokhin,
2006; Trial Watch, 2016) people were estimated
to have been killed, alongside uncounted cases
of systematic rape (Courtois, 1999). During the
Red Terror Trials (RTT), which ran from 1994 to
2007, Mengistu and other high-level members of
the regime were convicted of genocide, war crimes,
and crimes against humanity (Tadesse, 2007). Im-
portant to note is that the violence of the Red Terror
was ruled to have been a political genocide10 11.

9Spelling may vary in sources; the current spelling was cho-
sen due to its usage in the Red Terror Trials.

10The conviction of genocide was based on the domestic pe-
nal code (Article 281 of the 1957 Penal Code, as found in Pre-
vent Genocide International, sd). The definition found in the
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of
Genocide (CCPCG) does not include ‘political affiliation’ as the
identifying grounds for genocidal persecution (Cassese, 2009;
Staub, 1992, pg. 8; Gellately & Kiernan, 2003, pg. 267). How-
ever, the CCPCG does allow for states to tailor judicial mea-
sures to their own cases and integrate the CCPCG into their
own legal frameworks (Articles V and VI, CCPCG, 1948). A
more detailed list of convictions can be found on (Trial Watch,
2016).

11The conviction of genocide was based on the domestic pe-
nal code (Article 281 of the 1957 Penal Code, as found in Pre-
vent Genocide International, sd). The definition found in the
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of
Genocide (CCPCG) does not include ‘political affiliation’ as the
identifying grounds for genocidal persecution (Cassese, 2009;
Staub, 1992, pg. 8; Gellately & Kiernan, 2003, pg. 267). How-
ever, the CCPCG does allow for states to tailor judicial mea-
sures to their own cases and integrate the CCPCG into their
own legal frameworks (Articles V and VI, CCPCG, 1948).
A more detailed list of convictions can be found on (Trial
Watch, 2016).

4.3.1.2 The Ethiopian People’s Revolution-
ary Democratic Front (EPRDF) That being
said, the period of time following the Derg regime
wasn’t rosy either. The EPRDF regime, which
ousted the Derg, became notorious for political and
civil repression, as well as human rights violations.
The single-party democracy, led by the Tigrayan
People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) sub-group of the
EPRDF, was known for running the Ethiopian state
with an iron fist. Using the words of Theodore
Vestal,

“...not a single important political or or-
ganizational question is decided by gov-
ernment officials or mass organizations
without guiding direction from the party.
The Front [TPLF] stands above all, and
the leaders do not test their policies in a
forum of free speech and fair elections.
Instead they mobilize and enforce con-
sent.” (as found in Yusuf, 2019b, pg. 29)

As previously mentioned, the first peaceful ma-
jor transition of power in Ethiopia in decades oc-
curred with the election of Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed (Dersso, 2018)12 . The transition has been a
hybrid between two more traditional models: tran-
sitions based on a negotiated change of regime,13

and transitions based on the overthrow of one
regime by another (Dersso, 2018)14. In this par-
ticular case, the transition came out of an “ad hoc
alliance” between the ‘old guard’ in the EPRDF and
the reformists now in power. In practical terms,
we see the use of the old regime’s institutions and
structures whilst they are simultaneously being re-
formed (Dersso, 2018). PM Abiy was a popular
leader in the ‘reformist camp’ of the EPRDF, who
had been championing radical reform to the party
and the country for years. Following his election,
his new regime has pushed through several polit-
ical liberalization measures (Yusuf, 2019b, pg. v).
However, transitions into more liberal states tend
to have violent conflicts erupt as restraints against
freedom of expression are lifted without the neces-

12Technically, this would have been the second, with the first
being following the death of Meles Zenawi in 2012. However,
the transition between Zenawi and Desalegn was more akin
to a continuation of policy, whereas Abiy has demonstrated
a marked turn away from the previous status quo—thus my
counting it as the ‘first’ transition.

13As seen in post-Apartheid South Africa in the 1990s.
14As seen in Ethiopia in 1974, following the end of imperial-

ism, and in 1991, following the end of the Derg regime.
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sary institutionalised means to act (Gurr, 1996, pg.
69). We see this in the violent protests and clashes
which have been occurring across the country as
residual ethnic tensions are given the freedom to
be acted on (Gebreluel, 2019).

In order to understand Ethiopian politics, one
must understand the concept of ethnic federal-
ism. Used by the TPLF when creating the EPRDF
during the revolution, and subsequently by the
EPRDF in governance, ethnic federalism was de-
vised to grant the various peoples of Ethiopia self-
governance rights (Gebreluel, 2019). It functions
as a system of federated political institutions, feed-
ing into the central, national government (Yusuf,
2019b, pg. v). Under the EPRDF ethno-federalist
system, certain larger ethnic groups were given the
room for their own administrative (executive, ju-
diciary, legislative) and political bodies whilst still
falling under the umbrella of the EPRDF (Yusuf,
2019b, pg. 6). Not all parties were granted these
rights: the distinction was kept for only some of
the larger groups, which exacerbated inequalities
between populations (Gebreluel, 2019). Claims
of “ethnic obstruction” increased internal resent-
ment against the TPLF-led EPRDF as some policies
were viewed as intentionally disadvantaging oth-
ers (Yusuf, 2019b, pg. 7). Following the death of
PM Meles Zenawi in 2012, the previously appointed
elite began acting more independently from the
central authority, creating “a condition of decen-
tralized autocracy, and elite competition for power
[which was] mobilized along ethno-national lines”
(Gebreluel, 2019). In more concrete terms, this
meant the weakening of federal institutions, under-
mining of the central command/power, the loss of
control over key sectors of society, and a political
division within the EPRDF on the basis of ethnicities
(Yusuf, 2019a, pg. 2). The result of the increasing
ethnic mobilisations since 2018 and the apparent
“incoherence of the state and ruling party” in re-
sponding to them, have contributed to a sense of
“perceived party and state fragility” (Yusuf, 2019a,
pg. 2, 3). The cycle can be summarized in the dia-
gram in Figure 5.

This cycle has been exacerbated by the insis-
tence upon the use of soft governance methods
of peace enforcement by PM Abiy’s new regime,
which are intended to bring about a “climate of
freedom” and encourage dialogue and reconcilia-
tion (Yusuf, 2019a, pg. 5). Whilst using these
methods has succeeded in calming the onslaught

Figure 5: Interaction between nationalism and insti-
tutions producing ethnic violence in Ethiopia (Yusuf,
2019a, pg. 6; also found in Yusuf, 2019b, pg. 34)

of “anti-regime struggles”, some argue that it has
made the new government appear weak compared
to its more hard-handed predecessor (Yusuf, 2019b,
pg. 2, 30-33). Nevertheless, PM Abiy’s regime
has continued efforts to create a unified Ethiopian
identity—one of the ways being through the estab-
lishment of the Ethiopian National Reconciliation
Commission.

4.3.2 The Ethiopian National Reconciliation
Commission

Dersso writes: “the choice of the transitional
justice measure that a society in transition adopts
constitutes an outcome of and a vehicle for the
implementation of a (new) political settlement”
(2019b, pg. 1). The Ethiopian National Reconcili-
ation Commission is a ‘forward-looking’ product of
a hybrid transition (Zartman & Kremenyuk, 2005;
Dersso, 2018). It provides a mechanism that trans-
lates the rhetoric of unity and reconciliation em-
ployed by the new regime into action (Yusuf, 2019b,
pg. v). Through the Commission, the government
aims to address social traumas, foster new values
and open a reconciliatory discussion within the so-
ciety (Yusuf, 2019b, pg. 36). If the Commission
succeeds, it has the potential to demonstrate the
strength of the new regime regardless of its pref-
erence for ‘soft measures’ (Yusuf, 2019a, pg. 5).
Arguably more importantly, its potential success
could help build trust between the government and
the peoples of Ethiopia (Amani Africa, 2019, pg. 1)
in a relationship that is currently on shaky ground
due to the nature of past regimes and the as-of-yet
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untested reforms of the new regime.
Regarding ethnic federalism in the reconcilia-

tion context, the Commission will need to be ca-
pable of addressing the ethnic diversity as it is rel-
evant to their case work, but also make itself avail-
able to and inclusive of these populations. This
is reflective of the ideal shape of the national dia-
logue to which it is intended to contribute: not eth-
nic in basis, but inclusive of the diversity of experi-
ence and the various ethnicities in Ethiopia (Yusuf,
2019a, pg. 2). Transitional justice processes have
no “one-size-fits-all approach”, but need to be tai-
lored to the society undergoing a transition—and
include the target societies in their entirety (African
Union, 2019, Section E, pg. 6). If set up well, and
executed successfully, the Commission could be in-
strumental in rewriting the national narrative and
the dialogue with the past that is finally opening
up. Doing this will require that citizens have some
trust in the Commission, as citizens are being asked
to share stories and accusations that would have
likely previously resulted in retaliatory action from
the government. As such, the government is re-
questing the trust of its citizens, and subsequently
the responsibility to demonstrate that this trust is
not ill-placed.

However, looking at Proclamation No.
1102/2018, which contains the legal framework
that established the Commission, we see vague
language that primarily sets “broad outlines re-
garding the transitional justice objectives, role and
mechanisms of the Commission” (Dersso, 2019b,
pg. 1). The success of the Commission will rely
upon the dedication of the state to the transitional
justice process, and their executing of the asso-
ciated mechanisms in good faith (African Union,
2019, pg. 25). It will also require the continued
support of the people (Rosoux, 2008, pg. 552) – it
is in between these two aspects of the Commission
that the importance of trust comes into play.

4.3.2.1 Mandate Dersso (2019a; 2019b) iden-
tifies two primary conceptual ‘pillars’ around which
the Commission has been shaped. The first places
a “particular premium [on the] peace and reconcili-
ation dimension” (Dersso, 2019b, pg. 2). Within the
Ethiopian context, the meaning of this is outlined in
Articles 2(3) and 5 of the Proclamation:

Article 2(3): [reconciliation includes]
“establishing values of forgiveness for

the past, lasting love, solidarity and mu-
tual understanding by identifying rea-
sons of conflict, animosity that are (sic)
occurred due to conflicts, misapprehen-
sion, developed disagreement and re-
venge”
Article 5: the “objective of the Commis-
sion is to maintain peace, justice, na-
tional unity and consensus and also rec-
onciliation among Ethiopian peoples.”

The second concerns itself with the gross viola-
tions of human rights. These are not to be treated
in isolation from the first pillar, yet rather form a
subsidiary but still substantive aspect within the
greater sphere of peace and reconciliation. High-
lighted in the second preambulatory clause, this is
conceived as:

“. . . necessary to identify and ascertain
the nature, Cause (sic) and dimension
of the repeated gross violation of hu-
man rights so as to fully respect and
Implement (sic) basic human rights rec-
ognized under the Constitution of the
Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia
and international and continental agree-
ments which Ethiopian (sic) ratified and
since it is important for the reconcilia-
tion;”

Crucially, the role of addressing previous hu-
man rights abuses is recognized as having a key
place in the Ethiopian reconciliation. However, it
is important to note that the Proclamation does not
include an actual definition of what the Commission
will be considering as ‘gross violations of human
rights’, rather, they seem to assume it as an appar-
ent given. This is risky, as a failure to define such
key concepts undermines the integration of such a
concept into the social consciousness, and makes
it harder to concretely target.

Given that the system of ethnic federalism his-
torically has a particular propensity for the viola-
tion of group rights and the targeting of the hu-
man rights of specific groups, the trust of the peo-
ple will likely be determined by the Commission’s
ability to address this second pillar of addressing
human rights violations. Success in this will feed
into any potential success in meeting their primary
goal of peace and reconciliation, which arguably is
the primary goal of the government due to the con-
tinuous emphasis on reconciliation throughout the
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Proclamation. This is also reflected in the address-
ing of remedies and reparations for human rights
violations: the remedies as of yet are primarily the
creation of narrative justice by providing a platform
for victims (and offenders) to be heard, and to have
their suffering publicly acknowledged (Article 6(2)).
In doing so, the Proclamation argues that it will con-
tribute to institutional respect for human rights and
the implementation thereof (Preambulatory clause
2). However, there are no guarantees included
within the clause, nor the rest of the Proclamation,
to ensure this or to give the public the means to
hold the Commission accountable. Thus, it requires
a blind trust from the public, without prevalent his-
tory to justify such trust (Brooks, 2020).

4.3.2.2 Temporal Scope The Commission’s
temporal scope is unclear from the Proclamation
and any updates about its development since. The
Proclamation seems to suggest the “formation of
the unitary state structure in Ethiopia” as a start-
ing point (Dersso, 2019a). Thus, potential start-
ing points could reasonably include 1936 and the
Italian invasion, Ethiopia joining the United Nations
and the international human rights regime, after
the end of the imperial reign of Emperor Haile Se-
lassie, or after the start of the EPRDF regime. On
the basis of what he calls ‘hints’, Dersso (2019b)
offers several suggestions of the temporal scope.
According to him, the use of the phrase “for years”
in the first preambulatory clause indicates conflicts
before the establishment of the Commission (Der-
sso, 2019b, pg. 7). As for ‘endpoints’, there is some
more clarity. An additional hint is found in the third
preambulatory clause, which discusses “gross hu-
man rights abuses in different time and historical
event.” Dersso (2019b) argues that this effectively
implies that the Commission will not be hearing ad
hoc cases as they occur (Dersso, 2019b, pg. 7). Do-
ing so would compromise its role in addressing the
past for the sake of the future, and could risk the
stability of the new organization; it also exempts a
significant portion of the new regime’s time in of-
fice from being discussed.

However, in my opinion, this reading still seems
largely speculative at best. No other sources have
shared or alluded to this reading of the Proclama-
tion. The Commission runs the risk of being re-
quired to address an impossibly long period of time,
and subsequently being saddled with a backlog of

past cases15. For the Commission to be trusted by
the public and to work both practically and socially,
it will need to engage with its cases in a timely fash-
ion and with sensitivity regarding the time during
which they occurred. Moreover, should the Com-
mission in its working choose to issue acts of contri-
tion for perpetrators to make amends with their vic-
tims, there should be a time limit for doing so (Kritz,
as in Bolocan, 2004, pg. 398)16. Such a solution
does not require amnesty, but rather provides a
process through which individuals can take the bur-
den of blame for their actions, whilst also providing
a way in which the communities can also benefit
from their return (Stahn, as in Bolocan, 2004, pg.
397).

4.3.2.3 Inclusivity In his research on the
Rwandan Gacaca Courts, Rettig (2008) emphasized
the importance of “community trust” in the process
(pg. 46). Yet the manner in which the Commission
was created is cause for concern. The Commission
was pushed through parliament, where opposition
groups held no seats, and was approved without
consultation of other parties (Yusuf, 2019a, pg. 3;
Dersso, 2019a).17 It is concerning that the Com-
mission was formed blind to the will of the people
it aims to unify. That is not to say it is undesir-
able, or undesired within Ethiopia – we simply do
not know what the citizens would have wanted be-
cause the question wasn’t asked to them. To that
effect, the Commission seems imposed upon the
society, which rightly prompts the question of how
its work will be regarded within Ethiopia. Articles
6(2), 6(10), and 6(3) of the founding Proclamation
contain measures for how an inclusive reconcilia-
tion process can take form. 6(2) requires the Com-
mission to make its work accessible and interac-
tive, through the use of technology or other partic-
ipatory opportunities; 6(3) asks the Commission to
use this interaction to “identify principles and val-
ues which will be base (sic) for national Reconcilia-
tion (sic)”.18 6(10) emphasizes the need for rec-
onciliation to be between conflicting parties, “to

15Although, it should be noted that the South African and
Kenya commissions each also covered extensive periods of
time.

16As was done with the Commission for Reception, Truth and
Reconciliation in East Timor.

17The vote which passed the establishing proclamation stood
at 545 for, 1 against, and 1 abstention.

18Both also discussed at length in (Dersso, 2019b, pg. 3).

63



Capstone Issue Vol. 14, 2020 Aisha Erenstein

narrow the difference created and to create con-
sensus.” Although the Commission didn’t need the
“confidence and support of Ethiopia’s diverse social
and political groups” to be approved, it will need it
to succeed in its stated objectives (Dersso, 2019a)
– whereas currently it is faced with a “foundational
gap” (Dersso, 2019b, pg. 2).

Past experience on the continent shows the
value of “public consultations” through “the cre-
ation of adequate platforms that solicit the input of
various sectors of society including victim groups
on the draft law establishing the transitional justice
mechanism” (Dersso, 2019b, pg. 2). Encorporating
such input allows for an early setting of “norma-
tive expectations” and “best practice standards”,
and sets the political tone of a commission (Dersso,
2019b, pg. 2). For example, such public consulta-
tions could have been applied during the selection
of the commission members. Rather, the mem-
bers were selected by PM Abiy, after which they
were submitted to parliament for approval. Also
notable is that the members themselves, and the
work of the Commission, are ultimately account-
able to the PM (Article 3(4); Ethiopia gets National
Reconciliation Commission legislation, 2018). The
members were “drawn from different faith groups,
former politicians, thought leaders, intellectuals,
artists and actors, authors, legal experts, philan-
thropists, politicians and elders, among others”;
their introductory list seems to support this claim
(Ethiopia named members of National Reconcilia-
tion Commission, 2019).19 The clear effort at in-
cluding representatives from key demographics in
Ethiopia is commendable. However, because it is
unknown how exactly the members were selected,
and whether or not there were opportunities for
public input, the selection process may be rightly
questioned (Ethiopia named members of National
Reconciliation Commission, 2019; Addisu, 2020).

An additional key aspect of inclusivity – and thus
public engagement – would need to be the timely
and frequent sharing of information by the Com-
mission. This is outlined in 6(9) as a duty to “no-
tify to the public (sic) and concerned government
organs the conclusions reached through the exam-
ination as appropriate”. The most recent update
stemming from the Commission is dated April of
2019, when the Commission announced a three-
year plan of action (Ethiopian Reconciliation Com-

19Available via: https://borkena.com/2019/02/05/ethiopia-n
amed-members-of-national-reconciliation-commission/

mission Announces Three-Year Plan, 2019). How-
ever, neither I nor those I asked for help could find
a digital copy of this plan or a record of its publica-
tion. In the Proclamation, three years was also the
original timespan given to a single term of the Com-
mission (Article 14(1)), although this could “be pro-
longed as may be necessary” (Article 14(2)). Some
worry that the Commission isn’t “as active as they
should be to handle the work they were assigned
to do”, and that the three-year plan will be “too
little, too late” to achieve its task (Ethiopian Rec-
onciliation Commission Announces Three-Year Plan,
2019). The worrisome lack of available information
is further highlighted by the fact that the Commis-
sion is supposed to meet at least twice a month
(Article 7(1)). If the Commission has indeed been
meeting as frequently as they should, it would be
reasonable to assume that more accessible work
should have since been made available, or at least
that more information about its progress is public.
Importantly, this removes an important source of
external accountability found in the public.

The Commission needs to demonstrate the sup-
posed values of the new regime: “professional[ism]
and politically impartial [work]” (Yusuf, 2019b, pg.
39). So the Commission will need to start working
with visible transparency, independence and com-
pliance with due process standards (Article 13; Der-
sso, 2018). However, the Commission is still in its
starting phase, and has yet to begin hearing ac-
tual cases, which means that there likely isn’t much
work readily available for publication. Neverthe-
less, we should then see these standards of trans-
parency being reflected in the work done so far, or
at least in the process of the work (Yusuf, 2019b,
pg. 39). However, what has been produced to
this point has been relatively anonymous and un-
known to the public. Furthermore, there has been
no known “public participation in the development
of the commission’s enabling law, nor in the nomi-
nation and appointment of the commission’s mem-
bers” (Dersso, 2019a). This is worrisome as it inher-
ently already undermines several of the principles
of the Commission, and in the future it could call
into question the legitimacy of the Commission (Ar-
ticles 13, 6(2)) – all this before its public work has
even begun.

4.3.2.4 Truth The Commission embraces the
idea that “there may not be a single truth about
conflicts in Ethiopia” (Dersso, 2019b, pg. 3). That
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being said, the Commission has the authority to ac-
cess all information, data and documentation, 20

as well as institutions. It also has the power of
subpoena which should enable it to access most,
if not all, necessary factual information to deter-
mine a ‘truth’ (Article 6(5-8)). The Commission then
needs to be able to turn the so-called factual/foren-
sic truth into a narrative/restorative truth, which
can contribute to the history of the nation. This is
no small feat, and no small power for such a Com-
mission to have – giving it this power is a consider-
able token of trust from the government.

It is also important to note that the ‘truth’ is not
completely ignored in the Proclamation; rather it
has a less prominent position than in most com-
parable cases. Truth is included thematically in
the preambulatory clauses, where it is construed
as “necessary” for reconciliation. The first pream-
bulatory clause states that reconciliation should be
attempted on the basis of truth and justice (Pream-
bulatory clause 1), which is followed with the assur-
ance that the Commission will “free[ly] and inde-
penden[ly]. . . inquire and disclose” the truth of the
cases they are brought (Preambulatory clause 4).
This shows an important duality in the understand-
ing of the ‘truth’ as it applies to our context. There
is an implicit understanding that on a macroscopic
level, there is no single story befitting of Ethiopia
in the past decades; however, in individual cases,
there is a truth to be found. It is the duty of the
Commission, then, to bridge the gap between the
former and the latter. They can do so by using the
stories that come out of their work to create a com-
plex narrative of history – one which is acceptable
for the various social groups within Ethiopia.

4.3.2.5 Addressing gross human rights vi-
olations As mentioned previously, the Commis-
sion is meant to target specifically the gross hu-
man rights violations of the past decades within
the greater reconciliation scheme (Preambulatory
clause 2). Article 6 details the powers of the Com-
mission and its commissioners, whilst Article 6(4)
specifies the lenses to be taken into account when
addressing gross human rights violations accusa-
tions. These are: the power to “make examina-
tion (sic) to identify the basic reasons of disputes
and violations of human rights by taking into con-
sideration of (sic) political, social and economic cir-

20Below the level ‘secret’ for state security (Article 6(5)).

cumstances and the views of victims and offend-
ers” (Article 6(4)). However, overall the powers and
scope thereof remain broad-brushed and vague. In
the comparable examples of the South African and
Rwandan commissions, the establishing laws were
detailed; not having this detail potentially leaves
gaps in the Ethiopian case. This is important be-
cause although there are commonalities in the def-
inition and general interpretation of terms such as
‘gross human rights violations’, there may also be
some crucial differences.21 However, it should be
noted that under Article 19 of the Proclamation, the
Council of Ministers or the Commission itself can
change the regulations as needed “for the effective
implementation of the proclamation”. This does not
mean that the Commission has the authority to cre-
ate new powers for itself, or to create new laws,
but it does have the authority to create new regu-
lations, such as the understanding or definition of a
term within the scope of the Commission (Dersso,
2019b, pg. 5).

The lack of definition aside, the Commission will
be tasked with figuring out fact-finding with regard
to the stories they are presented, which parties
were involved in violations, the implications for the
victims, and whether violations were the result of
deliberate planning by the perpetrator(s) (Pream-
bulatory clause 2, Article 6(4)). Subsequent ac-
tions should be performed in the pursuit of justice
as it applies to reconciliation, peace, national unity
and consensus. It is important to note that justice
in this case does not necessarily refer to punish-
ment for a crime, but rather to a concerted effort
to bring the country to a ‘just’ state of being, which
is the ideal “end state of the work of the Commis-
sion” (Dersso, 2019b, pg. 5). Accountability in this
model is achieved through finding the truth about
the “nature, Cause (sic) and dimension” of the vi-
olations (Preambulatory clause 2); providing a fo-
rum for perpetrators to confess and victims to be
heard (Preambulatory clause 3); the political, so-
cial and economic context of the violations, and the
multiple perspectives relating to the case (Article
6(4)); and the creation and sharing of an official
public record of the suffering, and public recogni-
tion through that (Article 6(9)). Importantly, the

21I remind you of the inclusion of political groups in the def-
inition of genocide under Ethiopian law, which allowed for the
conviction of Mengistu for attempted genocide in the Red Ter-
ror Trials. The international definition does not include this dis-
tinction.
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Commission will only be accepting cases brought
forth on the basis of “attempts to achieve recon-
ciliation, rather than criminal accountability” (Der-
sso, 2019a). The Commission will need to demon-
strate how it will walk the tightrope of balancing
reconciliation-focussed action, allowing for open
discussion, and building a shared truth.

4.3.2.6 Practicalities The Commission is
headquartered in Addis Ababa, as per Article
10(3). However, there may be merit to opening
more regional or local options should the Com-
mission aim to hear all voices and, therefore, all
sides to the truth. The Commission has the power
(Article 10(3)) and presumably the capacity to do
so (Articles 10(1) & 10(2)). It may also be prudent
to follow a decentralized approach similar to that
of the Gacaca courts. That will, of course, depend
on the scale of the Commission, which is as of yet
unclear. However, if Ethiopia does truly want to
experience a reconciliation process on a national
level, the Commission will need to hear stories
from all corners of the federation. Given the sys-
tem of ethnic federalism, it may thus be useful to
employ a decentralized process of justice, allowing
the different experiences to speak within a context
of understanding. This may seem counterintu-
itive to the reformists’ aim of creating a unified
Ethiopian history and identity. It is, however, more
inclusive of the fact that ethnic federalism remains
popular amongst the general populace (Brooks,
2020). To facilitate a truly national discussion and
recovery, the government will need to appreciate
that a significant portion of the country does not
live within the capital, and that there may be a
need for region-specific approaches to national
reconciliation. The ethnic divides that have been
upheld for decades will not immediately disappear
with a single unifying sweep – or with the creation
of the Prosperity Party. Thus, the Commission will
need to appreciate the divides in order to bridge
them properly. In other words, these identities,
along with the truths that set their parameters,
need to be respected before they are challenged.
Respecting the will of the people might just foster
the necessary trust to unify them.

Of particular note is the fact that the Commis-
sion cannot refer any of their cases to the Office
of the Attorney General or the state’s judicial bod-
ies. Nor can any testimony given to the Commis-
sion be used as evidence against a party (Article

18(1)), in addition to the whistle-blower and wit-
ness protection laws already included in the domes-
tic legal system (Article 18(2)). However, given the
Ethiopian government’s history of repressing free-
dom of speech and the jailing of thousands of jour-
nalists in the past, keeping true to this in particu-
lar will be a linchpin to public trust in the govern-
ment, and to the success of the Commission over-
all. If this remains true, the Commission will likely
engage with many more participants as they will be
able to trust that the risk and ramifications of shar-
ing their experiences are relatively low. This sce-
nario would allow for an actual discussion to exist,
rather than one puppeteered by the government.

4.3.3 Synthesis & Analysis

The task set out for the Commission is by no
means easy, and the founding Proclamation, which
should outline the mechanism, is filled with vague
language and gaps. Importantly, many of these
gaps may be retroactively ‘filled’ through the use
of Article 19; however, an overemphasis on the po-
tential of Article 19 places the analysis in a specula-
tive and ultimately unhelpful position. As such, this
section will focus on synthesizing the findings of
Chapter 3.2, and analysing them through the theo-
retical framework established in Chapters 1-3, but
particularly Chapter 2. Returning to the triangular
model of reconciliation, the ENRC is placed some-
what in between the SATRC and the Gacaca Courts
(see Figure 6).

This placement is due to the Commission’s fo-
cus on truth – although the conception of the truth
as it pertains to the ENRC is different from what is
usually seen as it embraces multiplicity. This dif-
ferentiated it from the SATRC, which emphasized
truth-telling but in the context of a single shared
truth, and the GC which was more selective with
the truths it accepted. Furthermore, although there
are some changes in identity occurring and in-
tended by the Commission, these are not fully ad-
dressed by its framework. ‘Identity’ seems to fall
back in favour of frequent referral to the creation
of “national unity” (Article 5) – thus leading to the
placement of the ENRC slightly off-center between
the ‘truth’ and ‘identity’ legs. This is something the
ENRC has in common with the SATRC and GC; thus
they are placed relatively in line with each other.
Now, crucially, the ENRC is placed fairly far from
the ‘trust’ branch, although less far than the GC as
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(a) ENRC’s placement within the triangle model (b) ENRC’s placement within the triangle model, relative
to the Gacaca and SATRC

Figure 6: Relative placement of the ENRC in the triangular model

it less blatantly serves a victor’s justice. This is be-
cause although the Commission will need the trust
of all parties involved, its framework does not cre-
ate an environment that would foster it, and those
measures that do have already been undermined
with the Commission’s relative silence since its in-
ception (Articles 6(2), 6(9)). It should be noted that
the circumstances brought on by the global COVID-
19 pandemic may have played a role in this; never-
theless, the Commission has been in development
since far before the pandemic, and so substantial
progress is a reasonable expectation at this stage.

Given the socio-political context of Ethiopian so-
ciety, history, and current politics, the lack of visi-
ble progress is particularly worrisome. A decades-
long history of political repression and single-party
rule, and where civil and human rights violations
were commonplace, provides no foundation for
a culture of trust in the establishment the new
regime can make use of. The work of the new
regime is too recent and too uncertain to be con-
sidered reliable by the Ethiopian public (Brooks,
2020), and trust in the current government and its
leaders is already shaky. Although the Commis-
sion promises to open up the discussion on past
human rights abuses and to remain inclusive to
all, the method and reality of these vital options
are obfuscated by the lack of concrete address in
the Commission itself. The situation is exacerbated

by the apparent inaccessibility of the Commission,
with its lack of publicly available information and
visible progress, which is needed for its work to be
truly the product of a national reconciliation pro-
cess, and to result in the national reconciliation and
unity that the government desires.

The ENRC also demonstrates how trust is
needed to effectively start a reconciliation effort.
In this case study, it is clear that trust is the key
missing ingredient: trust in the Commission, and in
the government in particular. The lack of clarity and
practicality in the Proclamation and the relative si-
lence on the progress of the Commission arguably
also allude to a lack of trust in the public from the
government. On the other hand, we see a govern-
ment demonstrating – to varying degrees of effi-
cacy – what seems to be a lasting change. The sec-
ond party, the Ethiopian peoples, are also chang-
ing, although it is currently still uncertain as to how
that will affect the potential workings of the Com-
mission. Furthermore, we see a groundbreaking
approach being used towards the understanding of
truth. The multifaceted, flexible version of the truth
of Ethiopian history as constructed by the Commis-
sion is truly commendable and noteworthy. Unfor-
tunately, we see that the Commission is struggling
to get off the ground, held back by a lack of trust
in it from citizens that would enable the process to
begin in earnest.
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5 Conclusion

This research aimed to examine the significance
of trust within reconciliation processes, and ulti-
mately argues for the role of trust as a necessary
catalyst for the effective beginning of reconcilia-
tion processes. In doing so, it built upon Rosoux’s
(2008) three-pillar model of reconciliation, where
the concepts of ‘trust’, ‘truth’ and ‘identity’ are
considered the key concepts vital to any reconcil-
iation process. This three-pillar model was trans-
lated into a triangular model, with each pillar rep-
resented by a leg, and the interconnected nature of
the three pillars to the process as a whole demon-
strated through the use of a unified shape. Recon-
ciliation efforts, such as the key examples of the
South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission
and the Rwandan National Unity and Reconciliation
Commission’s Gacaca Courts, can be placed at dif-
ferent positions within the triangle to help under-
stand how different attempts at reconciliation pro-
cesses demonstrate different priorities. A reconcil-
iation process must be adapted to its context, and
thus there is no perfect location within the triangle
- although the more central it finds itself, the more
balanced it’s likely to be. Similarly, it must be rec-
ognized that although the concepts the pillars em-
body are referred to in their abstract form through-
out the theory, their practical translations will also
inherently vary from case to case, and from conflict
to conflict.

In our key case study with the ENRC, we saw
that the practical version of ‘truth’ could be mul-
tifaceted - incorporating intersubjective truths into
the official ‘Ethiopian’ narrative could be a part of
the solution to unifying a very divided country. Nev-
ertheless, trust also plays a vital role in this more
practical application of reconciliation. By applying
the findings from the theory-based literature re-
views to our case study, we were able to look into
the formation of trust at the start of such a com-
mission’s work. Through an exhaustive review of
English-language local and international literature,
media and news on the current state of Ethiopia,
we were able to gain an understanding of a tran-
sitioning and, as of yet, unstable society, where
there is little basis for trusting the government. The
ENRC is meant to facilitate this trust by providing a
mechanism for reconciliation – a truth-telling plat-
form that allows for ethnic divides to be bridged
in favour of national unity. However, the various

structural gaps of the ENRC and the vague wording
of its founding Proclamation No. 1102/2018 provide
little substance in which the public can place their
trust. Its mandate to address national reconcilia-
tion and peace, and the gross violations of human
rights through the years do address the core issues
of Ethiopian reconciliation – yet lack any reassur-
ing follow-through. Similarly the temporal scope
the Commission received in its mandate is gener-
ous, but too vague to be of practical use, forcing us
to rely on ‘hints’ (Dersso, 2019b). The potential of
the Commission is further undermined by the ap-
parent lack of public involvement and the ominous
absence of published updates in local, governmen-
tal and international publications.

There is of course no “one-size-fits-all” model
for reconciliation (African Union, 2019, Section E,
pg. 6), and each process needs to be tailored to
its context of application. That being said, there
are recurring themes and concepts around which
most approaches are built that facilitate a holis-
tic process. The aim of the current research was
to help develop a more nuanced understanding of
trust, the pillar of reconciliation that is most of-
ten overlooked. The case study provided a demon-
strative example of the importance of trust, show-
ing the potential for negative consequences when
trust is seemingly neglected. By extension it also
illustrates the risks commissions can run when in-
sufficient attention is paid to establishing, foster-
ing and nourishing trust. Future research can and
should test the hypothesis of trust as a catalyst
against more case studies, in particular more posi-
tive examples, by which I mean cases that actively
attempt(ed) to foster trust. Examining a broader
range of case studies and policies – not only those
limited to the African continent – would help refine
the nuance this research has tried to bring to the
conception of trust in the reconciliation context.

The short title of this paper is ‘In Reconciliation
We Trust’, alluding to the significance of trust in the
reconciliation process. Yet, perhaps, it would have
been more accurate to have the title reflect the or-
der of necessity: ‘In Trust We Reconcile’.
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Abstract

The immense media attention and public support that the recent youth climate strike movement has
received, alongside ample critique on multilateral negotiation settings, lead to a questioning of the role
and influence of young, non-state actors in Global Climate Governance (GCG). This thesis seeks to estab-
lish a theoretical foundation to study youth participation in GCG by considering both inside and outside
participatory strategies. Through an extensive literature review, it explores definitions and concepts of
participation, power relations, power sources, and stakeholders’ interests. Based on these theoretical in-
sights, this research defines meaningful involvement as a codependent triangle of recognition, influence,
and empowerment. A multidisciplinary approach that combines global governance and policymaking with
youth and community studies incentivizes a thought-provoking assessment of meaningful youth involve-
ment in GCG. Existing frameworks and typologies of participation focus on participatory forms and do
not consider the quality of involvement, which is a highly determining factor for meaningful involvement.
According to an assessment of transformative participation, such as youth participation in Article 6 nego-
tiations, can be meaningful. Lower forms, in contrast, gradually decrease in meaningfulness and nominal
forms, such as side-events organized by youth and plenary interventions, are not meaningful. However,
as this research shows, the reality is not that clear-cut, and in-depth, on-site observation and research
are necessary to study the extent, quality, and influence of youth participation in GCG in a more com-
prehensive manner. This thesis is of high relevance to discussions in GCG, in theory and practice, as well
as youth and social movement studies, and can support policymakers’ and negotiators’ understanding of
youth participation and its implication in other governance areas.

Keywords and phrases:youth participation, global climate governance, multilateral negotiations,
meaningful involvement, non-state actors
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1 Introduction

Devastating fires, record floods, extreme heat
waves, severe storms, and other unprecedented
weather conditions at the end of the past decade
have led the world to debate and negotiate climate
change in an attempt to deal with this global chal-
lenge. While an increasing number of states and
world leaders recognizes the urgency of the cli-
mate crisis, collaboration, consensus-seeking, and,
above all, efficiency at multilateral negotiations re-
main difficult (Falkner, 2016; Thew, 2018). Besides
ambitious negotiation talks, the amount of green-
house gases in the atmosphere keeps rising (United
Nations Environment Programme, 2019). We find
ourselves amid a crisis, somewhat unsure how to
tackle it efficiently on a global level, somewhat hes-
itant to step out of the comfort of the current eco-
nomic and political systems. In response to states’
incapacity or reluctance to pursue effective, col-
laborative action in preventing irreversible environ-
mental (and thus, human) damage, many young
people, in fear of a viable future, have raised their
voices to demand action (O’Brien, Selboe & Hay-
ward, 2018).

The Youth Non-Governmental Organizations
(YOUNGO) are one of nine civil society constituen-
cies in the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (Thew, Middlemiss
& Paavola, 2020). YOUNGO gives young people a
unique, yet rather limited, opportunity to partici-
pate in global climate change negotiations - limited
because of their minor status in society and there-
fore, structural barriers for participation. Thus, this
thesis explores how meaningfully involved young
people truly are in such negotiations, particularly in
the Conference of the Parties (COP) of the UNFCCC.
The COP is the central international environmental
institution, and is thus at the heart of GCG. Two key
contemporary developments make studying mean-
ingful youth participation in GCG highly relevant:
the critique on multilateralism (e.g. Falkner, 2016;
Hampson & Heinbecker, 2011) and the tremendous
rise and popularity of the youth climate strikes as
part of the International Youth Climate Movement
(IYCM) (e.g. Dirth, 2019; O’Brien, Selboe & Hay-
ward, 2018; Orr, 2016). Together, these two de-
velopments open a window of opportunity to re-
think common procedures in multilateral negotia-
tions. They can give an incentive to think of mean-
ingful youth involvement and challenge its narra-

tive in GCG. It is crucial to comprehend the IYCM’s
role and potential to contribute to negotiation talks,
on the one hand, and to challenge the UNFCCC’s
legitimacy on the other. Besides the relevance for
GCG, both in theory and practice, the discussion in
this thesis is pertinent for social movement stud-
ies and youth studies. It may also bring insights for
political scientists, policymakers and negotiators in
other areas of governance.

Including the voice of youth in decision-making
processes has arguably become a norm in global
governance as can be witnessed in growing youth
involvement in one form or another in governance
processes (Bersaglio, Enns & Kepe, 2015; Sukarieh
& Tannock, 2008; Yunita, Soraya & Maryudi, 2018).
The value of including youth, particularly in de-
cisions concerning the environment and (sustain-
able) development, was first brought forward in the
1992 United Nations Conference on Environment
and Development (UNCED). However, youth partic-
ipation can also be interpreted as a necessity in
the earlier 1987 Brundtland definition of sustain-
able development, which highlights the urgency for
future generations to meet their needs (Yunita, So-
raya & Maryudi, 2018). Youth have been participat-
ing in United Nations (UN) climate change negoti-
ations specifically since COP5 in 1999. Ten years
later, in 2009, YOUNGO gained constituency status
from the UNFCCC secretariat. These developments
together indicate that the conception of youth as a
“meaningful contributor and agent of change” (Yu-
nita, Soraya & Maryudi, 2018, p. 53) had already
gained widespread recognition by the 1990s (e.g.
Ward & Parker, 2013). However, such formalities
do not guarantee that youth will meaningfully par-
ticipate in decision-making processes. Specifically,
at the global level, multiple barriers (such as lack of
opportunities and limited individual power within a
large group of actors) restrict or inhibit youth from
contributing (UNESCO, 2020; as cited in Yunita, So-
raya & Maryudi, 2018, p. 53).

This research adds to a growing literature on
youth participation in governing activities (e.g.
Määttä & Aaltonen, 2016; Yunita, Soraya &
Maryudi, 2018) as well as to the literature on civil
society in global environmental governance (e.g.
Newell, 2000; Orr, 2006; Rietig, 2016; Vormedal,
2008), where the focus on young individuals lacks
attention. The discussion expands on pioneering
works (Thew, 2018; Thew, Middlemiss & Paavola,
2020) in the novel field of youth involvement in
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GCG. The rise of the IYCM should not be ignored by
academics or policymakers. Thus, this thesis seeks
to highlight a need for empirical research in youth
participation in GCG, both from an inside and an
outside approach. The youth climate strike move-
ment has received plenty of attention from the me-
dia and the public (Thew, Middlemiss & Paavola,
2020). Its presence and influence should not be
separated from a discussion on formal youth partic-
ipation inside negotiations. Moreover, this research
seeks to demonstrate a need for a thorough under-
standing of the concepts of participation andmean-
ingful involvement. Having an assumptive percep-
tion thereof runs the risk of assessing the reality
of public involvement in political affairs in a mis-
guided manner.

After defining the central terms youth and
global climate governance, the research context
provides background knowledge and situates this
research within existing scholarly discussions on
Non-State Actor (NSA) participation in global gov-
ernance (Albin, 1999; Bulkeley & Newell, 2015; Jor-
dan et al., 2015; Lisowski, 2005; Nasiritousi, Hjerpe
& Linnér, 2016; Rietig, 2016; Thew, 2018) as well
as within debates on the conceptualization of ‘par-
ticipation’ and ‘youth participation’ more specifi-
cally (Checkoway, 2011; Ekman & Amnå, 2012;
Hart, 1992; O’Donoghue, Kirshner & McLaughlin,
2003; Percy-Smith & Thomas, 2010; Villa-Torres &
Svanemyr, 2015; White, 1996; Wong, Zimmerman
& Parker, 2010; Yunita, Soraya & Maryudi, 2018).
Chapter 4 presents different models of civic par-
ticipation which allow for a general understand-
ing of different forms and degrees of participation.
The subsequent chapters try to dismantle various
dynamics and concepts that work within the pre-
sented models of participation: power sources, in-
fluence and meaningful youth involvement. Chap-
ter 5 acknowledges the main power difference be-
tween State Actor (SA) and NSA, i.e. formal legisla-
tive and executive power, and explores alternative
sources of power used by NSAs. Chapter 6 presents
White’s (1996) typology of interests that examines
nominal, instrumental, representative and transfor-
mative forms of participation both from a top-down
and a bottom-up perspective. Chapter 7 highlights
the importance of meaningfulness in the participa-
tion discourse and develops a model that allows for
operationalizing the term. Chapter 8 then analy-
ses the case of youth participation in GCG. Data
from Thew’s (2018) research and insights from dis-

cussed literature allow for an analysis and cate-
gorization of different forms of participation based
on White’s (1996) typology of interests. Conclud-
ing remarks are given in the final chapter. Finally,
the last chapter elucidates concluding thoughts on
meaningful youth participation in GCG.

1.1 Definitions

The UN defines youth as people aged 15 to 24
years old (UNESCO, 2020). However, youth is a
vastly fluid category that depends greatly on cul-
ture, country, and context. Hence, the age limi-
tation is rather flexible; some definitions expand to
35 years (Yunita, Soraya & Maryudi, 2018). In 2018,
16 percent of the world population, i.e. 1.2 billion
people, fell within the UN definition of youth (Yu-
nita, Soraya & Maryudi, 2018). Bersaglio, Enns and
Kepe (2015) argue that two dominant perspectives
on the meaning of youth have developed: youth as
a stage of life and youth as a separate social and
cultural category (also see Ansell, 2005).

The first, youth as a stage of life, represents the
transition from dependency, i.e. childhood, to in-
dependency, i.e. adulthood, and from becoming to
being a contributing member of society (see e.g.
Adams, 2007). The second, youth as a distinct so-
cial and cultural category, focuses on how young
people themselves perceive the world, rather than
comparing it with adults’ experience. This latter
perception builds the base for youth agency as it
constitutes an intrinsic motivation (Bersaglio, Enns
& Kepe, 2015). Essentially, youth, like most group
identities, are not objectively real but socially con-
structed, and are hence best understood through
social constructivism (e.g. Ansell, 2005; as cited
in Bersaglio, Enns & Kepe, 2015, p. 60). The
youth identity can be (re)constructed depending
on socio-political, economic, spatial and temporal
factors. Thus, the conception of youth is subject
to how it is framed much more than to the char-
acteristics of a youth population itself (Bersaglio,
Enns & Kepe, 2015). When trying to understand
who ‘youth’ refers to, it is essential to ask “who is
talking about youth, in what contexts, and towards
what larger economic and political ends” (Sukarieh,
2012, p. 427; as cited in Bersaglio, Enns & Kepe,
2015, p. 60).

Global governance as defined in the first is-
sue of the journal Global Governance by Rosenau
(1995) is “conceived to include systems of rule at

76



Capstone Issue Vol. 14, 2020 Catherine Schulter

all levels of human activity – from the family to
the international organization – in which the pur-
suit of goals through the exercise of control has
transnational repercussions” (p. 13). Global gov-
ernance evolves from international law in that it
considers levels besides the national and interna-
tional as relevant (Rosenau, 1995). Hence, the ca-
pacity to exercise authority, i.e. formal recogni-
tion of power, expands from the traditional percep-
tion of nation-states to private authority. Govern-
ments remain undeniably central actors; however,
a diverse range of NSAs can exercise agency and
exert influence as well (Jagers & Stripple, 2003).
Global climate governance, therefore, refers to “all
the purposeful mechanisms and measures aimed
at steering social systems toward preventing, mit-
igating, or adapting to the risks posed by climate
change” (Jagers & Stripple, 2003, p. 388). Global
climate talks are an integral manifestation of global
climate governance, where state and non-state en-
tities come together to set goals, pursue policy-
making (Jagers & Stripple, 2003), and discuss the
challenges of the climate crisis in the twenty-first
century.

2 Research Context

The UN landmark agreement reached in Paris
in 2015 epitomizes the difficulties faced in reach-
ing agreements, and the inefficiency of these pro-
cesses in a multilateral, nation-state centric negoti-
ation setting (Falkner, 2016; Thew, 2018). The am-
bitious Paris Agreement replaced the Kyoto Protocol
of 1997 as the main instrument for global emission
control. While this treaty is a significant milestone,
considering 195 countries reached a compromise,
it is vital to bear in mind its non-binding and hybrid
nature that may restrain its effectiveness (Falkner,
2016). It is hybrid in a way that it blurs the lines be-
tween top-down/bottom-up activity and state/non-
state action and consequently complicates issues
of legality and voluntarism among other global gov-
ernance principles (Kuyper, Linnér and Schroeder,
2018). The Paris Agreement, whether considered a
success story or a failure to commit to real actions,
has led to intensified academic discussion on the
role of a growing number of diverse NSAs in interna-
tional negotiations and global governance (Bulke-
ley & Newell, 2015; Jordan et al., 2015; Thew, 2018;
building on Albin, 1999). Much academic work ex-

plores the authority and agency of NSA participa-
tion in international and intergovernmental negoti-
ations (e.g. Lisowski, 2005; Nasiritousi, Hjerpe &
Linnér, 2016; Rietig, 2016). However, the works
which recognize the heterogeneous nature of Non-
Governmental Organization (NGO) involvement in
GCG are limited (e.g. Betsill, 2008); very few schol-
ars have started exploring smaller, less influential
groups of NGOs such as those representing youth
(e.g. Nasiritousi, Hjerpe & Linnér, 2016; Thew,
2018).

Considerable research has been conducted on
youth participation on local and national levels (e.g.
Finlay, 2010; Mitra, Serriere & Kirshner, 2014; Phiri,
2019; Theis, 2007). Some studies have focused
on specific governance areas, such as forestry (Yu-
nita, Soraya & Maryudi, 2018), health (Villa-Torres
& Svanemyr, 2015; Wong, Zimmerman & Parker,
2010), or disaster risk reduction (Cumiskey et al.,
2015). Others have explored the meaning of youth
participation in conferences organized explicitly for
youth, such as the Global Forum on Youth, Peace
and Security (Kwon, 2019). However, very little
work has explored youth participation in global en-
vironmental and climate governance (Kwiatkowski,
2017; Thew, 2018), and even the concept of par-
ticipation itself has barely received any attention.
What does ‘participating’ mean? What does partic-
ipation look like for children and the youth, what
are the dynamics between youth and adults, and
what are the crucial differences between various
forms of participation? These are questions that
have been asked by scholars in the fields of com-
munity development and children, and youth stud-
ies (Checkoway, 2011; Ekman & Amnå, 2012; Hart,
1992; O’Donoghue, Kirshner & McLaughlin, 2003;
Percy-Smith & Thomas, 2010; White, 1996; Wong,
Zimmerman & Parker, 2010), but have not been
transferred to discussions of youth participation in
GCG, and have been left out in other global gover-
nance areas.

2.1 The complexity of multilateral nego-
tiations

Two decades of multilateral climate change ne-
gotiations have instigated much debate on the lim-
itations and challenges of “UNFCCC-style multilat-
eralism” (Falkner, 2016, p. 87), and have brought
forward ideas of new and innovative approaches
on climate diplomacy (e.g. Brenton, 2013; Gid-
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dens, 2009; Victor, 2006; as cited in Falkner, 2016).
Scholars have suggested various alternative ap-
proaches from “bottom-up policy processes and ex-
perimentalist governance to transnational regime
complex and multi-actor governance networks”
(Abbott, 2012; De Burca, Keohane & Sabel, 2014;
Hoffmann, 2011; Vasconcelos, Santos & Pacheco,
2013; as cited in Falkner, 2016, p. 300). Minilater-
alism, involving many different concepts and ideas,
has received considerable attention. It could be a
“smarter, more targeted” approach (Naím, 2009;
as cited in Falkner, 2016, p. 87) than multilateral-
ism because it includes fewer countries that share
similar characteristics, such as economic strength
and interests, and hence facilitate consensus seek-
ing. Such an approach is, however, highly contro-
versial in terms of its inclusiveness, representative-
ness, and universality because it entirely excludes
the voices of small countries and those with fewer
resources (Falkner, 2016; Hampson & Heinbecker,
2011). Because of the limited nature and exclu-
sivity of minilateralism, NSAs particularly are ex-
cluded to an even greater extent compared to mul-
tilateral settings; youth have limited agency, influ-
ence, and power. Hjerpe and Nasiritousi (2015)
find that minilateral approaches that have been
attempted in the past have never gained enough
momentum, recognition, and legitimacy to replace
UNFCCC multilateralism.

Moreover, Hampson and Heinbecker (2011)
highlight that present international governance in-
stitutions emerged after World War II and that there
has been little debate for change ever since. To-
day’s world, however, is very different from the
post-war situation: there are more nation-states,
more people, but above all, a greater diversity of
NSAs who seek to voice their opinions, desires, and
needs (Hampson & Heinbecker, 2011). The Paris
Agreement indeed takes a step towards moderniz-
ing global governance by assigning significant roles
to non-state parties and therefore intensifying, en-
abling, and constraining formal and informal NSA
participation (Kuyper, Linnér & Schroeder, 2018).
Restricted public participation fuels “issues of le-
gitimacy, accountability, social justice, and effec-
tiveness” (Hampson & Heinbecker, 2011, p. 299),
posing significant challenges to global governance
(Okereke & Coventry, 2016). There are two strands
of multilateralism regarding the issue of a public
participation deficit: on the one hand, traditional
multilateralists argue that democracy is not and

has never been at the heart of intergovernmental
institutions; on the other hand, bottom-up multi-
lateralists believe that the inclusion of civil soci-
ety is crucial to global governance, especially in
an ever more globalized world (Hampson & Hein-
becker, 2011). , Whether the inclusion of NSAs in
the Paris Agreement facilitates or constrains partic-
ipation, the mere fact that they are included shows
that participation in global governance is changing.

2.2 NSA participation in global climate
governance

Despite high recognition of the diverse pop-
ulation in the climate regime complex (Abbott,
2012, 2014; Bulkeley et al., 2012; Kuyper, Lin-
nér & Schroeder, 2018; Nasiritousi & Linnér, 2016;
Schroeder & Lovell, 2012), only a few studies have
investigated the differences between NSA groups
in terms of authority, agency, and influence. Many
have explored the influence of dominant environ-
mental NGOs (e.g. Betsill, 2008) and business
NGOs (e.g. Falkner, 2010; Vormedal, 2008), but
very little attention has been given to marginal
groups such as indigenous peoples (Schroeder,
2010) and youth (Thew, 2018). This limitation is
detrimental to a nuanced understanding of NSA au-
thority as it runs the risk of exaggerating their po-
sitions and influence by assuming them to be iden-
tical to other, stronger NSAs (Betsill, 2008; Nasiri-
tousi, Hjerpe & Linnér, 2016; Thew, 2018). Building
on findings from Betsill (2008), Nasiritousi, Hjerpe
and Linnér (2016) and Thew (2018) propose that
the availability of various power sources is signifi-
cant for NSA influence, although not all constituen-
cies have the same access, particularly to mate-
rial and social power sources. For example, Bet-
sill (2008) points out that “pre-established relation-
ships with negotiators” (Thew, 2018, p. 373) ele-
vate social power and can thus allow NSAs to over-
come barriers. However, insider connections are
a valuable asset that are not naturally and equally
available, certainly not to a marginal, rather inex-
perienced group of young people.

Schroeder and Lovell (2012) identify distinct for-
mal and informal modes of participation of NSAs in
the UNFCCC and find that side-events are most val-
ued as NSA participation (also see Hjerpe & Linnér,
2010). Side-events are “a platform for admitted ob-
server organizations, which have limited speaking
opportunities in the formal negotiations, to engage
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with Parties and other participants for knowledge
sharing, capacity building, networking and explor-
ing actionable options for meeting the climate chal-
lenge” (UNFCCC, 2019, para. 11). On the other
hand, Thew (2018) emphasizes a lack of under-
standing regarding what category of NSAs chooses
which modes of participation and why. Nasiritousi,
Hjerpe and Linnér (2016) link the concept of power
sources with the concept of recognition and ar-
gue that “agency can be understood by studying
the different roles that actors are perceived to per-
form” (p. 112). However, the relation of power
sources to modes of participation and the ability
to gain and exercise agency, especially for smaller
groups of NSAs, remain rather unexplored. Nasir-
itousi, Hjerpe and Linnér (2016) give a valuable
contribution by conducting quantitative research at
COP17 and COP18. Their research clarifies the re-
lation of participation modes, power sources, and
agency. They also address the gap between ego
and alter perceptions of recognition, and suggest
how such perceptions affect agency.

Generally, NSAs do not have a formal voice
within international climate negotiations; however,
there are different strategies they use to make their
voices heard (Betzold, 2013). Their actions are typ-
ically classified as part of inside and outside strate-
gies (e.g. Betzold, 2013; Binderkrantz, 2005; Koll-
man, 1998). Inside advocacy aims to influence pol-
icy and decision-making directly through delega-
tions and representatives. In contrast, outside ad-
vocacy seeks to put pressure on decision-makers
through media and public opinion (Betzold, 2013).
Depending on the access to power sources, con-
stituents use different strategies to exert their in-
fluence (Nasiritousi, Hjerpe & Linnér, 2016). Inside
advocacy is generally preferred as it is a more di-
rect and straightforward approach; however little
or no access to policymakers, i.e. low social and
material power, does not allow for inside advocacy
(Betzold, 2013).

Thew (2018) pioneered a discussion on youth
participation and agency in the UNFCCC, which was
followed by another in-depth study on youth “cli-
mate justice claims” showing the evolution from
“articulated injustices based on perceived future
risk for their generation” towards “solidarity claims
about injustices experienced by other groups in
the present” (Thew et al., 2020, p. 1). Be-
sides these two key studies on youth participation
in GCG, scholarly discussion has focused on the

ways youth has expressed their dissent, challenged
power structures, and expressed agency through
activism, (e.g. O’Brien, Selboe & Hayward, 2016)
in addition to how emotions such as fear, hope
and anger drive actions in the youth climate move-
ment (e.g. Kleres & Wettergren, 2017; Ojala, 2012,
2013). However, little work has explored the im-
pact of youth climate activism on the UN and ne-
gotiation talks in the UNFCCC, neither has there
been much discussion around the pressure created
through the grassroots movements outside the for-
mal negotiation processes. Orr (2016) considers
civic engagement, particularly youth activism, at
the COP21 negotiations in Paris, and calls for future
research to address restrictions on participation by
the UN in relation to outcomes of negotiations in
the UNFCCC.

This research aims to build a theoretical un-
derstanding of the notion of youth participation
in GCG. By reviewing diverse literature on partic-
ipation, power, and interests, it provides an un-
derstanding of what meaningful involvement con-
stitutes and explores the current level of mean-
ingful involvement of the youth in global climate
talks. Scholarly attention on the nature of multi-
lateral negotiations (e.g. Falkner, 2016; Hampson
& Heinbecker, 2011), the tremendous rise of the
IYCM (e.g. Dirth, 2019; O’Brien, Selboe & Hayward,
2018; Orr, 2016), and youth participation in recent
climate negotiations (e.g. Thew, 2018), particularly
after Paris in 2015, are contemporary factors that
require a more sophisticated understanding of the
quality of youth involvement in UNFCCC multilater-
alism and GCG in general.

This thesis argues that youth participation in
GCG is a struggle over recognition, which poses
limits to meaningful involvement. There is a gap
in the understanding of how the IYCM operates
within formal negotiations as part of a constituency
group, and outside as part of global climate strikes.
The connection between the two forms of youth
participation must be explored to comprehend the
space in which youth operates to assert their claims
and exercise agency and to assess how meaning-
ful their participation is. Moreover, this research
argues that both inside and outside approaches
can challenge the traditional, state-centric, multi-
lateral negotiation structures, and both experience
struggles over recognition that have implications
on youth agency. However, the restricted availabil-
ity of empirical research on youth participation in
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GCG poses a limitation to this research. Nonethe-
less, the theoretical understanding constructed in
this thesis is fundamental to exploring the phe-
nomenon of young NSAs participating in global cli-
mate talks and their role in GCG. To achieve a nu-
anced understanding of this phenomenon, detailed
on-site observation and investigation in global cli-
mate talks in the future are necessary.

3 Methodology

This thesis employs an in-depth literature re-
view to synthesize academic work on youth partic-
ipation, power relations, power sources, and stake-
holders’ interests. The analysis of these concepts
facilitates the understanding of meaningful involve-
ment, which subsequently allows for a discussion
on meaningful youth participation in GCG. Youth
participation in multilateral climate talks has only
recently become a topic of academic debate and
is thus highly unexplored (Thew, 2018; Thew et
al., 2020). Therefore, this research takes a con-
ceptual and definitional approach and attempts to
create a basis for further investigation on youth
participation in global climate talks. The reviewed
literature is from highly diverse academic fields;
it blends studies from youth and children studies,
youth and community development, and commu-
nity psychology with research on NSAs in global
governance, global environmental and climate gov-
ernance, as well as political science and policy-
making. Through this multidisciplinary approach,
insightful notions on meaningful youth participa-
tion in GCG can be elucidated.

The underlying assumptions of the research
question How meaningfully involved are young
people in global climate talks? are that (1) gen-
erally NSAs play an increasingly vital role as con-
tributors, partners and influencers in multilateral
climate negotiations; (2) marginal groups of NSAs
have developed strategies to exercise agency and
influence decision-making processes; and (3) youth
wants to participate actively and meaningfully in
decision-making processes in GCG. Thus, this re-
search suggests that certain preconditions em-
power or disempower youth to participate and con-
tribute meaningfully, and hence, exercise agency
in GCG.

This thesis contributes to a growing literature
on youth participation in governing activities as

well as to the literature on NSAs in GCG, where
the focus on young individuals lacks attention. Lit-
erature is accumulated and reviewed by search-
ing for secondary sources in the field of gover-
nance and policy-making, specifically in global cli-
mate and environmental governance, as well as
youth and children studies, community develop-
ment and community psychology. Google Scholar
served as an initial database source and led to
the focus the following journals: International Envi-
ronmental Agreements, Global Environmental Poli-
tics, Climate Policy, and International Negotiation.
Searched keywords include but are not exclusive
to: youth participation, global climate governance,
multilateral negotiations, UNFCCC, non-state ac-
tors, agency, power sources, participatory strate-
gies.

4 What is participation?

Participation is a broad term that has become a
buzzword, and can mean anything and everything
that involves people (Cornwall, 2008; O’Donoghue,
Kirshner & McLaughlin, 2003; White, 1996). The
vagueness and undefined nature of the term can
lead to misguided expectations and hence, dimin-
ish possibilities for participation, particularly of mi-
nor, less established groups of actors (Cornwall,
2008). In order to distinguish various kinds of par-
ticipation and the quality of involvement, several
scholars have deliberated different frameworks of
political participation and civic engagement (Arn-
stein, 1969; Connelly, Smith, Benson & Saun-
ders, 2012; Ekman & Amnå, 2012; Newell, 2005;
Price, 1990). More specifically, Thew (2018) identi-
fied conference access, side-events, exhibits, ple-
nary interventions, high-level meetings, and ac-
tions as the main modes of NSA participation.
Others have developed theories and frameworks
on young people’s participation specifically (Hart,
1992; Kwiatkowski, 2017; Shier, 2001; Treseder,
1997; Wong, Zimmerman & Parker, 2010). Public
participation has been associated with higher legit-
imacy, greater quality of decisions made, and en-
hanced democratic governance (Checkoway, 2011;
Yunita, Soraya & Maryudi, 2018). However, par-
ticipation not only reflects representation – who is
participating? – but also deals with actors’ empow-
erment (O’Donoghue, Kirshner, McLaughlin, 2003;
Yunita, Soraya & Maryudi, 2018) – are the voices of
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the less privileged and more marginal groups being
heard?

4.1 Youth participation

Youth participation is concerned with the in-
volvement and influence of young people on polit-
ical and decision-making processes (O’Donoghue,
Kirshner, McLaughlin, 2003; Yunita, Soraya &
Maryudi, 2018) as well as the personal and social
development and empowerment of youth (Check-
oway, 2011). However, while youth participation
implies homogeneity of young people, it is crucial
to acknowledge the heterogeneous nature of youth
- just as we would do with other actors. For exam-
ple, we do not perceive nation-states as a homoge-
nous group; there are small, developing as well as
big, developed ones and everything on a spectrum
in between - the same recognition should be given
to the youth. “Young people engage with the pub-
lic world as individuals, not as representatives of
all youth, African American youth, or gay youth,
for example” (O’Donoghue, Kirshner & McLaughlin,
2003, p. 21). Percy-Smith and Thomas (2010) sug-
gest that participation should never be considered
in isolation or apart from the context in which it oc-
curs. They argue that an interpretation of partic-
ipation broader than speaking in public decision-
making fora may allow for a better contextual-
ization of meaningful involvement (Percy-Smith &
Thomas, 2010). The following section examines dif-
ferent frameworks of participation concerning the
quality of youth participation, power relations be-
tween youth and adults, and recognition as equal
constituents, closely related to participants’ critical
awareness and to youth empowerment.

4.2 Ladder frameworks

Arnstein (1969) defines a ladder of citizen par-
ticipation, which, although coined half a century
ago, is still discussed and remodeled by several
scholars today (e.g. Cornwall, 2008; Hart, 1992;
Kwiatkowski, 2017; Pretty, 1995; White, 1996).
Arnstein’s (1969) ladder progresses from forms
of non-participation and tokenism to higher de-
grees of citizen power in eight steps. He argues
that “there is a critical difference between going
through the empty ritual of participation and hav-
ing the real power needed to affect the outcome
of the process” (Arnstein, 1969, p. 216), and

that power can only be gained and exercised when
those who already have it, share it. Arnstein’s
(1969) model clearly indicates that participation is
inherently linked to power and control.

Hart (1992) adopts Arnstein’s (1969) ladder
framework to children participation (Figure 1). His
work is part of research commissioned by the
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) Interna-
tional Child Development Centre. Hart’s (1992)
ladder ranges from non-participation to degrees of
participation, also in eight steps. The lowest rungs
are non-participatory: (1) manipulation, (2) deco-
ration, and (3) tokenism. Manipulation and decora-
tion are stages in which children do not understand
the meaning and consequences of their actions (as
cited in Kwiatkowski, 2017, p. 12). The differ-
ence between the two is that in decorative forms,
“adults do not pretend that the cause is inspired
by children” whereas in manipulative forms they do
(Hart, 1992, p. 9). Tokenism emerges when chil-
dren are seemingly given a voice but that voice is,
in fact, highly constrained, unrepresentative, and
uninformed. The voices of a few children are used
as a token to prove youth involvement in decision-
making, which often is the case at conference pan-
els (Hart, 1992).

Towards the upper part of the ladder, on de-
grees of participation, Hart (1992) defines (4) as-
signed but informed, which is the first stage to-
wards children being aware of their actions and the
intention behind them. Children move from a dec-
orative to a meaningful role (Hart, 1992). For ex-
ample, young people could be involved in a con-
ference by being assigned to specific negotiators,
diplomats or politicians and follow them around - in
that way they would learn about the processes in
decision-making; they would, however, not be able
to actively contribute with their ideas. In the next
stage, (5) consulted and informed, children’s opin-
ions are given serious consideration. They can be
involved in a project and used as a resource that
is taken seriously and informed of the outcome re-
sulting from their input. Hart’s (1992) framework
differs from Arnstein’s (1969) in so far that Arn-
stein (1969) defines a category between participa-
tion and non-participation: (3) informing, (4) con-
sultation and (5) placation are degrees of tokenism.
For Arnstein, in the degrees of tokenism, citizens
have a voice; however, they lack power and are
thus constrained from full participation. According
to Hart (1992), the sixth rung, (6) adult-initiated,
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Figure 1: Ladder of participation, as defined by Hart (1992, p. 8)

shared decisions with children, is true participation
because the decision-making is shared between
adults and children. Arnstein’s (1969) rung (6) part-
nership communicates similar processes in which
power is redistributed to some degree. The last
two stages of Hart’s (1992) ladder are both projects
by children: (7) child-initiated and directed and (8)
child-initiated, shared decisions with adults. Chil-
dren become the main power holders, adults serve
as support figures, and decision-making powers are
shared equally between children and adults. How-
ever, projects on the highest rung of the ladder
are rare because of “the absence of caring adults
attuned to particular interests of young people”
(Hart, 1992, p. 14).

Hart’s (1992) ladder framework suggests a pro-
gression from adult to youth control and implies
that youth-driven participation is ideal. Treseder
(1997) challenges Hart’s (1992) model by placing
the five forms of participation in equal nodes, thus
indicating nonlinearity. Treseder (1997) argues that
youth-driven participation may be inappropriate in
some cases and that the ideal form of participa-
tion varies based on the context and circumstances
of the discussion. However, he does not address
forms of non-participation, as discussed by Hart
(1992). Because of this, Hart’s (1992) linear model
provides more structure and hence, is used as a
reference model in this paper.

4.3 TYPE pyramid

Wong, Zimmerman and Parker (2010) present
a model that uses a theoretical framework of em-
powerment to analyze five types of youth-adult par-
ticipation: the TYPE pyramid. Critical awareness
or critical consciousness, i.e. the ability to per-
ceive critically one’s position and surroundings, in-
cluding broader social and historical implications,
is created through empowerment and, thus, is cru-
cial to the empowerment process (Wong, Zimmer-
mann & Parker, 2010; cf. Freire, 1970/2003). The
TYPE pyramid framework suggests that an egali-
tarian approach to critical consciousness from both
youth and adults may empower both sides. While
adults’ involvement may often be necessary for su-
pervision or support, the responsibility of creat-
ing space to develop critical consciousness and a
sense of empowerment lies with both youth and
adults based on a shared co-learning relationship
(Wong, Zimmerman & Parker, 2010). This frame-
work distinguishes between the variables of en-
gagement and control. It suggests that engage-
ment can be initiated in three different forms: by
adults (adult-driven), by youth (youth-driven) or to-
gether (shared control). However, the degree of
control can vary within those forms. Therefore, the
TYPE pyramid encompasses five types of participa-
tion (Figure 2): vessel and symbolic (adult-driven),
pluralistic (shared control), and independent and
autonomous (youth-driven).
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Figure 2: TYPE pyramid (Wong, Zimmerman & Parker, 2010, p. 105)

Similar to the ladder framework, Wong, Zimmer-
man and Parker (2010) argue that adult-driven par-
ticipation can lead to “decoration, manipulation, or
tokenism” of young people. In some cases, adult-
driven participation modes can be beneficial as
they are accompanied by support and expertise.
Often, however, when young people are not in-
volved or able to contribute meaningfully, they ex-
press frustration and anger (Wong, Zimmerman &
Parker, 2010); this potential reaction makes adult-
driven participation detrimental to youth empow-
erment. The participation type vessel is driven and
controlled by adults and requires little to no par-
ticipation from young people. Symbolic participa-
tion is also adult-driven; young people’s opinions
are voiced but not truly considered. On the other
end of the pyramid are youth-driven participation
types: Adults who provide space for youth-driven
and youth-led projects consider young people to
be valuable assets, able to contribute meaning-
fully with creative and innovative ideas (Camino,
2000; Larson, Walker & Pearce, 2005). Indepen-
dent participation allows for plentiful opportuni-
ties for youth to participate and contribute with lit-
tle guidance and control from adults. In the au-
tonomous participation type, youth “create their
own spaces for voice, participation, and expression
of power regardless of adult involvement” (Wong
et al., 2010, p. 110). An example of autonomous
participation is youth gangs (Wong et al. 2010, p.

110): they organize independently and make their
own decisions, however they might feel somewhat
out of their depth at some point as they lack expe-
rience, expertise, and connections.

At the top of the TYPE pyramid is pluralistic
participation controlled by both youth and adults.
However, Wong, Zimmerman and Parker (2010)
emphasize that shared control does not mean
shared decision-making powers on each aspect. In-
stead, it may be more appropriate for either youth
or adults to contribute ideas and have decision-
making powers depending on the specific topic and
their strengths and interests.

It may, for example, be advantageous
for youth to brainstorm new ideas and
adults to recommend a timeline and
procedure for carrying out the ideas. In
this situation, youth might come up with
ideas that adults may not have consid-
ered whereas adults can draw upon ex-
perience to suggest how long the idea
will take to implement, strategies for
implementation and where to find re-
sources. (Wong, Zimmerman & Parker,
2010, p. 108)

The pluralistic approach considers both adults’
and youth’s strengths and weaknesses and seeks
cooperation and partnership to achieve optimal re-
sults. This participation type is similar to Hart’s
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rung (6) adult-initiated, shared decisions with chil-
dren or Arnstein’s rung (6) partnership. The TYPE
model indicates that cooperative, partnership or
pluralistic approaches may be ideal for the develop-
ment and empowerment of young people, and best
for the advancement of the community. This stands
in opposition to the implication of Hart’s (1992) lad-
der framework, which suggests youth-led participa-
tion as ideal.

When talking about participation, and youth
participation in particular, it is crucial to under-
stand the following: First, participation is a broad-
encompassing and highly political term. ‘To be par-
ticipating’ only has meaning when it is investigated
and we know who is participating, as well as how,
where and why (e.g. Cornwall, 2008; White, 1996).
Second, forms of participation do not have to be lin-
ear with absolute power of either adults or youth on
either end of the spectrum, as implied in Arnstein’s
(1969) and Hart’s (1992) frameworks, but can be
conceptualized in different ways, such as the pyra-
mid model suggested by Wong, Zimmerman and
Parker’s (2010), or even less hierarchical, in equal
forms of participation (Treseder, 1997). Third, as-
suming that youth-led participation is optimal can
be detrimental to the expectations of young peo-
ple if they find themselves confined in the social
structures of society. The expectation that they can
reach their goals and pursue their interests without
the support of adults can be highly discouraging
(Kwiatkowski, 2017; Treseder, 1997; Wong, Zim-
merman & Parker, 2010).

The debate to consider youth as an equal and
valuable constituent is an important one because
there is clear potential for young people to be
involved and to contribute meaningfully. How-
ever, the assumption that young people are en-
tirely equal to adults with regards to their exper-
tise, their experience and their social networks is
untrue. Rarely can a child or a teenager know how
to plan, coordinate, and manage the way a profes-
sional with many years of experience in the field
could. This is not to say that age is an indica-
tor of productivity and effectiveness; a 50-year old
professional who has been working in the field for
decades may in fact be limited by a narrow percep-
tion on the issue and blindsighted by the opportu-
nities that lie underneath a mountain of challenges.
A young individual with much less experience and
expertise can look at it with fresh eyes and con-
tribute new ideas and perspectives. However, only

with the help of adults with greater experience, re-
sources, and connections can young people exe-
cute their ideas in reality. If they lack that sup-
port, their ideas will often be left underdeveloped
and hence, frustration will emerge.

5 Alternative power sources

Generally, children and youth do not have equal
access to the same forms and strengths of power
as adults because of their limited experience, mi-
nor status, and restricted resources (cf. Wong,
Zimmerman & Parker, 2010). What distinguishes
all NSAs from SAs is a lack of formal legislative
and executive power, which is reserved for states
only. Hence, NSAs make use of alternative power
sources to exercise agency in global governance,
as can for example be seen in the organizing of
side-events (e.g. Falkner, 2010; Gulbrandsen & An-
dresen, 2004; Keck & Sikkink, 1999; Nasiritousi,
Hjerpe & Linnér, 2016; Newell, 2000). Such forms
of power can stem from “intellectual, [sic] member-
ship, political, and financial bases” (Gulbrandsen
& Andresen, 2004; as cited in Nasiritousi, Hjerpe
& Linnér, 2016, p. 113). Nasiritousi, Hjerpe and
Linnér (2016) build a typology of distinct power
sources used by NSAs to gain recognition and au-
thority in global governance. They define symbolic
(making moral and representative claims), cogni-
tive (holding relevant information and expertise),
social (having access to networks), leverage (hav-
ing access to decision-making processes and in-
fluence on key agents within them), and material
(possessing sufficient financial resources) powers
(Figure 3). However, different NSAs hold unique
combinations of power sources that shape their po-
sition in global governance and thus, their agency
(Nasiritousi, Hjerpe & Linnér, 2016). Youth have dif-
ferent access to power sources, and thus, a differ-
ent potential to exercise agency than business or
environmental groups. For example, youth often
lack access to networks and hence, lack the oppor-
tunity to make use of social power sources.

A noteworthy notion that Nasiritousi, Hjerpe
and Linnér (2016) add is recognition as an indi-
cator for agency, which explains the distinction of
actors versus agents. Agents are “actors with au-
thority” (Nasiritousi, Hjerpe & Linnér, 2016, p. 112)
who are recognized, and hence have the ability to
influence agenda-setting and decision-making pro-
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Figure 3: Concept of power sources, as operational-
ized by Nasiritousi, Hjerpe & Linnér (2016)

cesses (Dellas, Pattberg & Betsill, 2011). Depend-
ing on the governance area, many actors can par-
ticipate but only a few agents have the ability to in-
fluence events (Nasiritousi, Hjerpe & Linnér, 2016).
In principle, all actors can gain agency and become
agents (Braun, Schindler & Wille, 2019). “What
matters for their empowerment is that they receive
explicit or implicit recognition for the roles that they
claim to fulfil” (Nasiritousi, Hjerpe & Linnér, 2016,
p. 114; see Andonova, Betsill & Bulkeley, 2009;
Dellas, Pattberg & Betsill, 2011). Thus, agency is
empowered by a strong set of power sources and
the recognition of authority.

6 Interests

An alternative perspective to examine NSA
agency is by analyzing the intentions and interests
of the participation. The objectives of people to
participate (bottom-up) and those of institutions to
encourage or discourage their participation (top-
down) vary depending on the form or degree of par-
ticipation. White (1996) suggests a framework that
maps different forms, interests, and functions of
participation (Figure 4). Cornwall (2008) acknowl-
edges this framework as a “useful tool to identify
conflicting ideas about why and how participation
is being used at any particular stage in the process”
(p. 271). White (1996) distinguishes between four
forms of participation: nominal, instrumental, rep-
resentative, and transformative. She argues that
participation is a dynamic process; thus, the dis-

tinctions are fluid yet seek to highlight specific dif-
ferences (White, 1996).

Nominal participation functions as a display,
showing that an institution is merely doing some-
thing to support its claims and policies but this is
not particularly meaningful. Thus, their objective
is to appear more legitimate without true contribu-
tion. Participants barely fulfill any tasks but are in-
cluded “to keep their names on the books” (White,
1996, p. 8). For instrumental forms, people’s par-
ticipation is necessary to achieve a goal that is
both at interest for the institution and the people.
The people’s participation comes at a cost because
they have to make time out of their daily lives; how-
ever, it is the only way they can achieve what they
want. For the institution, on the other hand, it is
cost-effective as it does not have to invest less re-
sources; hence, the people’s participation serves
for instrumental objectives. This imbalance can
be explained by an unequal power distribution be-
tween institution and participants. In representa-
tive participation forms, participants take on more
active roles: they voice their own interests, opin-
ions, and ideas, and hence have leverage over the
decision-making and policies. By giving the peo-
ple a more active and influential role, the institution
benefits from greater sustainability.

Lastly, transformative participation embodies
empowerment. “The idea of participation as em-
powerment is that the practical experience of be-
ing involved in considering options, making deci-
sions, and taking collective action to fight injustice
is itself transformative” (White, 1996, p. 8). White
(1996) highlights that empowerment is often con-
sidered something for and from the people. It in-
volves bottom-up action; however, “outsiders can
only facilitate it, they cannot bring it about” (White,
1996, p. 9). She argues that initially empower-
ment is not a bottom-up but rather a top-down in-
terest because participants have more immediate
and concrete goals as interests. Only through ex-
perience do participants start to consider empow-
erment as a factor also in their interest. Therefore,
in transformative forms, participation is a two-fold
concept: it is used to achieve empowerment and at
the same time its goal is to be empowered, hence
it breaks down “the division between means and
ends” of empowerment which distinguishes it from
the other forms (White, 1996, p. 9). This framework
implies a linear progression of people’s voice, ac-
tive participation, empowerment, and recognition;
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Figure 4: Typologies of interests, defined by White (1996, p. 7)

however, it is different from the linearity suggested
by Hart (1992) in the ladder framework because it
differentiates between the stakeholders’ interests
rather than their power. White’s (1996) typology is
more nuanced compared to the ladder framework
because it considers both parties’ interests simul-
taneously rather than focusing on who has more or
less power at a given place on the spectrum.

In the same article, White (1996) emphasizes
that this one-dimensional typology of interests
does not allow for a complete and inclusive anal-
ysis of real-life situations because it fails to present
overlaps and dynamic intersections. Therefore, she
presents the following model (Figure 5) which con-
tains the same information as the table but ar-
ranged differently. Groups of people are commonly

Figure 5: The politics of participation (White, 1996,
p. 10)

portrayed as homogeneous, for example European
youth, however, in reality they are diverse with
different expectations and interests. Such differ-

ences can create internal tensions around decisions
like how to proceed and whose interests to prior-
itize. Moreover, there can be conflicts between
the form and function of participation. Besides
the actors and dynamics in the context, other in-
fluential actors and power holders may lay claims
in accordance with their interests from the outside
and hence, diffuse the model entirely. In practice,
rarely anything can be placed in black and white
boxes; pure forms are theoretical manifestations.
The figure seeks to portray all the possible dynam-
ics. Nonetheless, the original framework serves as
an analytical tool. By setting out clear divisions,
the distinctions between different forms of inter-
ests should become more comprehensive (White,
1996). Hence, the analytical strength of the frame-
work should not be undermined.

7 Meaningful youth involvement

Initially, the obstacle to youth participation was
a question of quantity - why should youth (out
of all actors) be involved (Kara, 2013). Now,
young people are more present; they are partic-
ipating in decision-making processes in different
forms and degrees on local, regional, and global
levels, as shown by the founding and accredita-
tion of YOUNGO and other organisations. Thus, the
question has become an issue of quality – how can
youth be involved meaningfully, and what charac-
terizes meaningful involvement (e.g. Finlay, 2010;
Hart, 1992; Kara, 2013; Kwiatkowski, 2017). The
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP,
2014) states that meaningful youth political partic-
ipation can occur in the following forms:

1. Consultative participation: young people
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have a voice in an adult-assigned project.
They are informed and aware of the intentions
of their actions

2. Youth collaborative participation: young peo-
ple are involved in decision-making processes
together with adults

3. Youth-led participation: young people initi-
ate projects and have direct impact on the
decision-making processes

This definition by the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP) aligns with Wong, Zim-
merman and Parker’s (2010) argument that mean-
ingful youth participation can not only be found
on top of the ladder but can take on different
degrees of participation. Kwiatkowski (2017) ar-
gues that young people are not the only actor
group seeking meaningful participation and thus,
youth-initiated and youth-led decision-making is
highly unrealistic, impractical and perhaps inappro-
priate (cf. Villa-Torres & Svanemyr, 2015); partic-
ularly, in the context of GCG where many differ-
ent actors such as Small Island Developing States
(SIDS), NGOs, indigenous peoples, and least devel-
oped countries struggle to exercise agency along-
side big, influential power holders. Wong, Zim-
merman and Parker (2010) suggest that a collab-
orative, pluralistic approach between youth and
adults “provides optimal levels of youth empow-
erment and positive youth development” (as cited
in Kwiatkowski, 2017, p. 12). This resonates with
the above-mentioned quality (2) youth collabora-
tive participation defined by the UNDP, rung (6)
adult-initiated, shared decisions with children of
Hart’s (1992) ladder of participation, and transfor-
mative participation of White’s (1996) typology.

By comparing these different approaches that
analyze young people’s participation, it becomes
clear that there is a consensus regarding what type
of engagement is most productive and meaning-
ful for all parties involved. Young people need to
be taken seriously and recognized in order to feel
empowered to contribute; they need to be given
the freedom to make decisions on ‘trial and er-
ror’ to gain experience, and they need access to
adults’ expertise and resources to do this. How-
ever, when youth is merely consulted and not taken
seriously, they will not be able to thrive personally
nor will they be able to contribute meaningfully to
the wider discussion among adults. When adults

acknowledge the potential resource that lies in
young people’s participation, and power is shared
with them, meaningful participation can unfold that
benefits all parties. This is the understanding that
all of the reviewed models share; they use differ-
ent typologies and frameworks, but the underly-
ing meaning is very similar and ultimately leads to
more meaningful involvement of the youth.

7.1 What does meaningful participation
mean to young people at COPs?

In her master’s thesis, Kwiatkowski (2017) asks
young people at COP22 in Marrakesh what mean-
ingful youth involvement means to them. She con-
sequently identifies the following criteria:

Recognition as equal political actors
Being recognized as an equal constituent is a pre-
condition for being taken seriously and hence, be-
ing able to contribute meaningfully (Kwiatkowski,
2017). Such recognition also comes with the un-
derstanding that young people want to contribute
with their perspectives and ideas on various top-
ics rather than only being recognized concerning
youth issues, i.e. issues directly concerning and
affecting young people specifically (Kwiatkowski,
2017).

Influence on policy and agenda
Young people who have a voice and are listened to
is a good starting point; however, when it stops
there, their voices, opinions, perspectives, and
ideas do not act as meaningful involvement but
rather as decorative or manipulative sideshows.
The youth want to contribute to policy and decision-
making processes (Kwiatkowski, 2017). Many
young people themselves emphasize that the qual-
ity of involvement is much more important than
having a great number of young people present –
they prioritise meaningful participation over recog-
nition and forms of tokenism. Young people “can
do many things, but if they do not have any impact
directly on the process, then they are not engaged
in the process” (Kwiatkowski, 2017, p. 48).

Access to the decision-making table
Young people consider their involvement meaning-
ful when they have access to the negotiating ta-
ble. Decision-making at COPs is performed by the
parties of the UNFCCC, i.e. state representatives.
Young people, alongside many other NSAs, do not
have an official seat at the table. One participant
in Kwiatkowski’s (2017) qualitative research sug-
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gests that “physical access could be guaranteed
through the inclusion of Youth Delegates in the offi-
cial countries delegations” (p. 48). Physical access
to decision-making processes is a crucial element
of meaningful youth involvement because it repre-
sents power.

Influence beyond COPs & networking
Lastly, many participants emphasize that mean-
ingful involvement is broader than being able to
contribute meaningfully in the COP negotiations: it
should produce influence beyond the official nego-
tiations and establish a social network. The abil-
ity to exercise influence beyond COP meetings is
closely linked to legitimacy and authority. Impor-
tant, international events, like the COP, create ideal
networking opportunities between countries, actor
groups and generations. A precondition, there-
fore, is that the youth are recognized as equal con-
stituents.

7.2 Elements of meaningful involvement

Based on the conceptual understanding of
meaningful participation and the empirical data
collected by Kwiatkowski (2017), it appears that
‘to be participating meaningfully’ is characterized
by several elements. The underlying concept is
recognition. However, there seem to be two differ-
ent kinds of recognition in this context: recognition
as equal partners (Kwiatkowski, 2017) and recogni-
tion as authoritative (Nasiritousi, Hjerpe & Linnér,
2016).

While there is a clear difference between equal-
ity and authority, in the instance of public par-
ticipation, the authority of one actor requires a
sense of equality with others. NSAs cannot be au-
thoritative if considered marginal in status. Thus,
this research defines the concept of recognition to
encompass both equal and authoritative forms of
recognition for agents. Recognition is a prerequi-
site for the transition from actor to agent (Thew,
2018). Once one has been recognized, it is criti-
cal whether one has influence on policy, decision-
making, and agenda-setting at the conference as
well as beyond it (e.g. Kwiatkowski, 2017). Mean-
ingful participation depends on the power relations
between actors and hence, on the level of empow-
erment marginal groups experience. Power and
empowerment are closely examined in the concep-
tual frameworks of participation, both in the ladder
and pyramid approaches, and thus, depend on the

degree of participation. Therefore, one could argue
that a conceptual understanding of meaningful par-
ticipation starts with the degree and type of partici-
pation. This thesis suggests the following elements
of meaningful involvement as part of a codepen-
dent relationship illustrated in a triangular model:
recognition, influence, and empowerment (Figure
6).

Figure 6: Co-dependent triangle of meaningful in-
volvement

8 Case analysis: youth participa-
tion in global climate talks

The above literature review on participation,
power, interests, and meaningful involvement
leads to the following propositions as an answer
to the research question: how meaningfully in-
volved are young people in GCG? Genuine mean-
ingful involvement can only be achieved through
transformative participation. Lower forms of par-
ticipation gradually reduce the meaningfulness of
the engagement; hence nominal participation does
not result in meaningful involvement. The following
section first briefly presents how young people are
currently participating in global climate talks. Sec-
ond, it discusses general interests of youth partic-
ipation from both youth and institutional/adult per-
spectives. Third, it analyzes youth participation in
GCG based on White’s (1996) typology of interest.
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8.1 How are young people participating
at global climate talks?

Young people have shown their interest in GCG
already in the early days of UNFCCC climate ne-
gotiations in the 1990s (Fisher, 2016; Orr, 2016;
Thew, 2016). However, it was not until 2005 in
Montreal, Canada, at COP11 of the UNFCCC that
youth delegates in the international climate nego-
tiations started organizing themselves by estab-
lishing the International Youth Delegation (Inter-
national Youth Climate Movement, 2020). Over
the course of two decades, youth organizations
have established themselves into groups with sim-
ilar perspectives and objectives, building the ba-
sis for becoming a constituency in the UNFCCC. In
2009, youth officially gained constituency status as
YOUNGO which opened an array of systematic com-
munication channels with the secretariat and the
Parties (UNFCCC, 2010). Today, the International
Youth Delegation is called the International Youth
Climate Movement (IYCM) because it has expanded
its participation far beyond youth delegations, such
as in the forms of capacity building, training and ed-
ucation. Its newest, and to the public most visible
form is the climate strike movement (Dirth, 2019).

After the stalemate of Copenhagen, when NSA
participation in the UNFCCC was highly uncertain
(Kuyper, Linnér & Schroeder, 2018; Orr, 2016),
many young people became aware of the sense of
urgency in the climate discussion with decisions po-
tentially jeopardizing their future and the future of
their children. Youth acknowledged their respon-
sibility to act and expressed their dissent through
climate activism (Escobar, 2015; O’Brien, Selboe &
Hayward, 2018). Fridays for Future strikes started
in 2018 with the 15 year old Greta Thunberg, and
have since generated a mass mobilization of young
activists across the globe (Fisher, 2016; O’Brien,
Selboe & Hayward, 2018) with a multitude of narra-
tives emphasizing the immediate threat to people
and their well-being (Dirth, 2019).

The general approach of the decision-making
parties, as well as of the observing NSAs on
the inside of the conference, is deliberative
and consensus-based participation (Kwiatkowski,
2017). This approach is built on the principles
of deliberative democracy in which equal partici-
pation and non-confrontational communication are
used to strengthen relationships between parties
(Dryzek, 2005). By refraining from the use of co-

ercion, threat, and power over (cf. Hayward &
Lukes, 2008), deliberative democracy theoretically
leads to the most just outcomes through ratio-
nal consensus-seeking (Young, 2002; as cited in
Kwiatkowski, 2017, p. 15). In practice, however,
structural inequalities based on economic power
prevail; thus, privilege and opportunity are not
equally available to all (Young, 1990).

The agonistic approach, on the other hand, is
based on agonistic pluralism, which considers pub-
lic disruption a positive tool to address political
conflicts (Mouffe, 1999). Agonistic pluralism be-
lieves that structural inequalities have a profound
impact on democratic processes that marginal-
ize weaker parties and hence feed into injustice
(Young, 2003; as cited in Kwiatkowski, 2017, p. 16).
Mouffe (1999) argues that an agonistic approach
“acknowledges the real nature of its frontiers and
recognizes the forms of exclusion that they em-
body, instead of trying to disguise them under the
veil of rationality or morality” (p. 757). However,
there is also a “conflictual consensus” between par-
ties that follow previously agreed upon procedural
guidelines (Hansen & Sonnichsen, 2014; as cited
in Kwiatkowski, 2017, p. 16). Conflictual consen-
sus “is based on a general conformity to a set of
ethical and political principles but includes a dis-
agreement amongst the opponents about the inter-
pretation of those principles” (Kwiatkowski, 2017,
p. 16). On the outside, young people, and civil
society at large often choose to participate with
“disruptive, agonistic strategies”, i.e. challeng-
ing the status quo through activism, particularly
when addressing emotional or controversial topics
that are avoided during deliberations on the inside
(Kwiatkowski, 2017).

In the context of global climate talks, the de-
liberative path involves young people engaging in
lobbying, policy work and youth delegations. The
agonistic path, in contrast, involves youth activism
inside and outside of the conferences (Kwiatkowski,
2017), such as the school strikes for climate, cli-
mate marches and boycotts. Deliberative strate-
gies are generally more meaningful than agonis-
tic ones because they recognize young people
as equal and valuable constituents. Participation
through deliberative means gives the youth a plat-
form that has the potential to influence decision-
making and can therefore be very empowering. Ag-
onistic strategies, on the other hand, hinder youth
from being recognized and hence disempowerment
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and little influence are likely to follow. However,
intermediate paths are often more easily accessi-
ble and therefore preferred. Kwiatkowski (2017)
argues that traditional paths are commonly com-
bined with communications through media, such
as social media activism that mobilizes people and
calls for action with the use of specific hashtags.
Combinations of strategies can allow young people
to be disruptive and challenge the status quo, while
at the same time being able to achieve recognition,
be empowered and eventually influence decision-
making. Many youth organizations refer to a three-
pillar approach of youth engagement (Figure 7): (1)
activism, (2) media and communications, and (3)
policy and lobbying (Kwiatkowski, 2017).

Figure 7: Three-pillar approach as suggested by
Kwiatkowski (2017)

More specifically, based on participant observa-
tion at the 40th Intersessional of the UNFCCC Sub-
sidiary Bodies (SB40), Thew (2018) identifies six
modes of NSA participation, of which conference
access, side-events, exhibits, plenary interventions
and high-level meetings can be placed in the delib-
erative path. Actions on the other hand are demon-
strations performed by YOUNGO; if they have a
positive focus they can be deliberative. However,
when they have a negative focus, seek to challenge
the status quo and attract attention, as they often
do, they are part of agonistic strategies.

8.2 Interests in GCG participation:
youth & institutions

Young people, like all other constituencies, have
various objectives in participating in GCG. From lit-
erature on NGO participation in international cli-
mate change negotiations (e.g. Betzold, 2013),
it can be deduced that the logic of influence
(Schmitter & Streek, 1999) plays a prominent role.
Kwiatkowski (2017) finds in her interviews that
many young people participate in global climate
governance to influence decision-making and ulti-
mately to create political change. Many negotiators

prefer to settle agreements for young people as op-
posed to including them in the negotiations (Thew,
2018). This sort of mindset is extremely patroniz-
ing and ignorant of the interests of the youth; with-
out participating (or at least trying to participate)
in the policy-making processes, youth has no power
to bring ideas to the table, no power to influence,
no power to create positive change. Young people
today will be tomorrow’s leaders (e.g. Percy-Smith
& Thomas, 2010), therefore, they should be given
a seat at the negotiating table. It is their future,
after all, that is being discussed and that will be im-
pacted by current decision-making. Young people
today bring a creative mindset, an astounding ca-
pability to mobilize support to an audience much
bigger than only their peers, and perhaps most
importantly they bring new perspectives. Climate
change has been an issue for many decades and
it has been discussed over and over again, yet we
are still not moving fast enough to a sustainable so-
lution; young people may be able to turn the page
by bringing some fresh wind into the room, and by
working together with those already sitting at the
negotiating table.

Moreover, it is often argued that youth par-
ticipation enhances personal development and
aids the acquisition of social skills and experi-
ence (Checkoway, 2011; O’Donoghue, Kirshner &
McLaughlin, 2002). Hence, it can be assumed that
many young people seek to participate to gain in-
sight and experience, and to expand their knowl-
edge – in order to achieve this, youth needs to
feel empowered. However, one might ask: why
not participate on a local, more small-scale level
rather than in a global governance setting if this is
the main objective? If the logic of influence holds,
many young individuals may perceive the influence
to be greater on a global level. Lastly, besides gain-
ing experience, it can be assumed that young peo-
ple have an interest in creating and expanding their
social and professional networks. Building a net-
work of people and hence, enhancing their social
capital can eventually help young people to have
a more significant influence (Nasiritousi, Hjerpe,
Linnér, 2016) through, for example, collaborations
and lobbying efforts from an insider position (Thew,
2018). A prerequisite for enhancing youth’s social
capital is to be recognized, which is, besides influ-
ence and empowerment, the third crucial element
of meaningful involvement (cf. section 7.2). These
are, however, all assumptions derived from the
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general discourse on NSAs, and further research
needs to explore them concretely on young pop-
ulation groups.

While youth themselves benefit from being
actively involved in GCG, local and global sys-
tems also have much to gain from including the
youth. The main objective for supporting and
encouraging youth participation lies in the “per-
ceived ineffectiveness of past methods” (Yunita,
Soraya & Maryudi, 2018, p. 53; Abelson et al.,
2003). Greater public involvement is associated
with higher legitimacy (Cornwall, 2008) and better,
more democratic and sustainable solutions (Check-
oway, 2011; Yunita, Soraya & Maryudi, 2018). In-
volving young individuals of civil society somewhat
expands this logic. Another objective to support
youth involvement could be taken from findings
that link meaningful youth involvement with in-
creasing organizational development, greater com-
mitment and more effectiveness (Zeldin, McDaniel,
Topitzes & Calvert, 2000; as cited in O’Donoghue,
Kirshner & McLaughlin, 2002, p. 18). “Individuals
participate, organizations develop, and communi-
ties change” (Checkoway, 2011, p. 343). Check-
oway (2011) argues that the highest potential for
empowerment occurs when all three levels, indi-
vidual, organizational, and community level are in-
volved (cf. Schulz, Israel, Zimmerman & Check-
oway, 1995). Hence, one could argue that the more
diverse the individuals in age, cultural and societal
background, the more diverse the developments
and solutions are at the organizational and com-
munity level. If the improvement of policies and
climate solutions is the goal, then including young
people in political processes would arguably be a
logical step to work towards such a goal.

8.3 Analysis: forms of participation

This section analyzes youth participation in GCG
based on White’s (1996) typology of interests:
nominal, instrumental, representative, and trans-
formative participation, as defined in chapter 6.

Nominal participation
The UN Action Plan Agenda 21, which was produced
at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992,
states in Chapter 25 (as cited in UNFCCC, 2010):

It is imperative that youth from all parts
of the world participate actively in all
relevant levels of decision-making pro-
cesses because it affects their lives to-

day and has implications for their fu-
tures. In addition to their intellectual
contribution and their ability to mobilize
support, they bring unique perspectives
that need to be taken into account. (p.
5)

This sounds very promising and is still applica-
ble today, nearly thirty years later. However, it
does not truly describe the realities of youth partic-
ipation in the UNFCCC, not in 1992 and not today.
First, youth, as defined by the UN General Assem-
bly, refers to persons between 15 and 24 years of
age (UNFCCC, 2010). However, according to the
Guidelines for the participation of representatives
of non-governmental organizations at meetings of
the UNFCCC, representatives shall be older than 18
(UNFCCC, 2010). Thus, in fact, the call for active
participation in decision-making processes applies
to young adults and not to younger youths and chil-
dren. This limited conception of youth stops a ma-
jority of young people from having a platform to
be heard in decision-making processes. Moreover,
empirical research on youth participation in global
climate talks shows that many negotiators consider
it crucial to reach a global climate agreement for
young people and generations to come, but do not
deem youth to be a necessary part of the process
(Thew, 2018). In such instances, young people are
not recognized and cannot become agents to ex-
ercise agency meaningfully. Mainly, they are be-
lieved not to hold cognitive power based on their
age and societal status. These dynamics point to-
wards nominal participation forms and resemble
Hart’s (1992) steps (1) manipulation and (2) dec-
oration.

More concretely, plenary interventions (one of
the modes of NSA participation defined by Thew,
2018) are perceived as nominal because, as one
participant elaborates, “Interventions show our in-
terest but Parties don’t listen. The format isn’t in-
teractive, they don’t even listen to each other’s
and ours are at the end when everybody has left,”
(Thew, 2018, p. 379), implying that they are not
recognized and do not have any true potential to
influence. Because of the lack of recognition, ple-
nary interventions are perceived to offer little op-
portunity to exercise agency and hence, do not
provide space for meaningful participation (as de-
fined in section 7.2). Another mode of participa-
tion is side-events. However, while side-events are
good opportunities for agency and are found to be
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highly valued amongst NSAs (Schroeder and Lovell,
2012), they require high material power, and are
thus not equally available to all constituents (Thew,
2018), a fact that epitomizes the ignorance of NSA
heterogeneity in global governance literature.

At SB40, YOUNGO hosted one side-event, but
Thew’s (2018) research shows that out of all her in-
terviewees only youth participants and those work-
ing within Article 61 negotiations had attended.
This suggests a “lack of recognition of YOUNGO’s
Cognitive Power outside of Article 6 policy” (Thew,
2018, p. 383). Side-events can thus be under-
stood as nominal forms of participation for youth.
Theoretically, the institution provides the opportu-
nity for meaningful participation, but either there
are structural barriers that do not allow youth to
organize an event (which, according to the agonis-
tic approach to participation, marginalizes weaker
parties and feeds into injustice, as discussed in sec-
tion 8.1), or participants and decision-makers do
not consider it a priority to attend a side-event or-
ganized by youth. In either scenario, whether lack-
ing resources constrain meaningful participation or
sufficient resources yield neither influence nor any
sort of recognition, youth participation is meaning-
less here.

Instrumental participation
Often the argument is brought forward that today’s
youth are tomorrow’s leaders and should, there-
fore, be included in political processes (e.g. Percy-
Smith & Thomas, 2010). This may be true, but the
interest in involving youth in such instances is of-
ten instrumental; youth’s voices that show support
for an institution’s policies are merely gathered to-
gether to lend it a stronger, more democratic posi-
tion (Checkoway, 2011; Cornwall, 2008; Yunita, So-
raya & Maryudi, 2018) without true youth involve-
ment. One negotiator claims, “An innovative youth
movement will always have an impact, we expect
new ideas from them” (Thew, 2018, p. 378). If
the value of young people’s cognitive power (as de-
fined in chapter 5) is indeed recognized, then such
participation could be representative or even trans-
formative. However, if it is simply to demonstrate
that youth involvement is valued, while in reality,
the youth get no true opportunity to have an im-
pact or to be empowered, then such participation

1Article 6 of the UNFCCC deals with climate change edu-
cation, training, awareness-raising, access to information and
public participation. It was later rebranded as Action for Cli-
mate Empowerment (Thew, 2018).

is instrumental to the image of the institution and
does not provide a platform for meaningful partici-
pation of the youth.

Instrumental participation comes at a cost for
youth. An example thereof are actions, i.e. demon-
strations inside the negotiation halls with the aim
to attract attention from decision-makers and me-
dia (Thew, 2018). Often actions are negatively
perceived by powerholders, particularly when con-
stituents feel there is no other effective mode of
participation available to them. Young people then
tend to focus on their social and symbolic powers
(as defined in chapter 5) to question the legitimacy
of the institution (Thew, 2018). However, it is cog-
nitive power, i.e. giving concrete and focused pol-
icy suggestions, that is perceived much more posi-
tively from decision-makers than utilizing symbolic
and social powers (Thew, 2018). “Sometimes youth
can be too aggressive, they should push the lim-
its creatively, not just say you need to think about
the future,” states one negotiator (Thew, 2018, p.
380), implying that youth tend to use symbolic over
cognitive powers and therefore, fail to gain recog-
nition. Nonetheless, youth attempt to participate
in actions and to make representative claims – not
only on the inside of the negotiation halls but also
outside. In such instances, young individuals per-
ceive their own agency as weak and their partici-
pation as instrumental. They are physically present
but feel that there is no space for meaningful ac-
tion on their part. “We need to do something dras-
tic. There is a system problem. This is a flawed
process”, states one of the youth participants from
Thew’s (2018) research (p. 381). Ultimately, youth
resort to social and symbolic powers and ‘disrup-
tive’ participatory strategies (as discussed in sec-
tion 8.1), attempting to challenge the UNFCCC’s
legitimacy and potentially creating enough pub-
lic momentum to disrupt the negotiations with the
help of the media (Thew, 2018). However, this runs
the risk of losing credibility (Thew, 2018).

NSAs fulfill a role as ‘watchdogs’ (e.g. Bet-
zold, 2013; Thew, 2018). A walk-out, as done in
Warsaw at COP19, for example, is an attempt to
raise symbolic powers and is believed to lead to
a loss, or at least questioning, of the UNFCCC’s
legitimacy. However, negotiations continue even
without youth, or NGOs, or often even without spe-
cific SAs such as SIDS. The absence of certain NSAs
and their actions to evoke attention are noticed
by the media, but, as they are generally not ex-
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pected at the negotiation tables because of the way
NSA involvement has been handled in the past,
this often does not extend to the negotiating ta-
bles (Thew, 2018). A walk-out demonstrates that
youth perceive their participation as instrumental,
and that resorting to non-discussion-centred meth-
ods is, ironically, their only option to be heard. The
other previously discussed frameworks of partici-
pation (the ladder framework and the TYPE pyra-
mid) do not explicitly discuss instrumental partic-
ipation. It could potentially be placed on Hart’s
(1992) step (3) tokenism, but that does not com-
pletely capture that this participation comes at a
cost for youth and is only a means to achieve their
goal because they see no other viable alternative.

Representative participation
At SB40, YOUNGO followed Article 6 discussions be-
cause youth felt the conference was particularly
open to their involvement and ideas (Thew, 2018,
p. 377). Young individuals perceived they had cog-
nitive power that led to recognition in the discus-
sion, which increased their agency. Based on in-
terviews with youth participants and negotiators,
Thew (2018) found that when youth felt like they
were heard, they were motivated to take on a more
active role. In the example of Article 6 negoti-
ations, the propositions made by the youth were
not only taken seriously but were also implemented
in the final draft. Through the discussions, they
developed relationships with Article 6 negotiators
(Thew, 2018) and gained leverage power (as de-
fined in chapter 5). Young people are likely to iden-
tify this sort of participation as representative be-
cause they are able to voice their opinion and have
leverage over the decision-making process. Some
may even have expectations of it becoming trans-
formative, as can be deduced from statements of
YOUNGO members: “People who work on Article 6
are all friends. They all want the same thing”, “I’ve
been following Article 6 as that is something we can
act on” (Thew, 2018, p. 377). These statements
show that young people feel not only recognized as
authoritative and equal partners, but also that they
can act and have an influence – they feel empow-
ered. This participation therefore satisfies all three
elements of the triangle of meaningful involvement
defined in section 7.2, meaning that it is a prime
example of meaningful youth participation.

Representative participation aligns with step (6)
adult-initiated, shared decisions with children on
the ladder framework. Step 6 on Hart’s (1992) lad-

der was compared to pluralistic participation on top
of the TYPE pyramid in section 4.3, which, as sug-
gested by Wong, Zimmerman and Parker (2010), is
ideal for both the development and empowerment
of young people but also best for the advancement
of the community. However, White’s (1996) trans-
formative participation might come closer to this
ideal, pluralistic form than Hart’s (1992) step 6 be-
cause transformative holds empowerment as a de-
termining factor, fueling into meaningful participa-
tion (as discussed in section 7.2). Hence, empow-
erment is what draws the defining distinction be-
tween representative and transformative participa-
tion.

Transformative participation
Article 6 negotiations can be perceived as repre-
sentative participation, but if we examine them
from another angle that includes empowerment,
they are also a prime example of transformative
youth participation. Youth have used their cog-
nitive power to offer productive input for policy
amendments which have been successfully imple-
mented and are recognized by negotiators and
decision-makers (Thew, 2018). “In an area where
I didn’t have a firm view, a good suggestion from
YOUNGO about the Doha Work Programme influ-
enced my position” (p. 378) states a negotia-
tor, emphasizing the possible gain for policymak-
ers when including the youth in a meaningful way.
(Thew, 2018). Young people perceive the recogni-
tion of their cognitive power from decision-makers,
which in return empowers them to maintain inter-
est and give focused and innovative policy sugges-
tions. However, as Thew’s (2018) research shows,
this recognition barely extends to decision-makers
who are not directly involved in a specific discus-
sion. According to Thew (2018), policies are nego-
tiated in silos and agency is limited within them.
Youth participation in Article 6 negotiations being
perceived as transformative does not guarantee
the same in other policy silos.

Like other frameworks of participation, White’s
(1996) typology suggests a progression from less
to more meaningful participation. This assumption
seems to hold, as illustrated in the above anal-
ysis, even though the distinctions may blur into
each other. However, White (1996) points out that,
once contextualized, the quality of involvement be-
comesmore important than its form or degree (also
see Cornwall, 2008). “Nominal forms of participa-
tion can give citizens a foot in the door if there
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has been no constructive engagement with them
before” (p. 273), whereas “when ‘empowerment’
boils down to ‘do-it-yourself’” (Cornwall, 2008, p.
272), transformative participation results in frus-
tration and becomes rather meaningless as de-
fined in this paper. Thus, a side-event, although
perceived to be mostly nominal, is not necessar-
ily meaningless because it might create opportu-
nities for being empowered and recognized, and
having influence in the future. This insight high-
lights the critical need for in-depth observational
research on youth participation in GCG because ex-
istent frameworks struggle to capture the implica-
tions of young people’s involvement in global cli-
mate talks, specifically after Paris. The Paris Agree-
ment takes a bottom-up approach that specifies the
roles of NSAs more concretely and hence, enables
and constrains formal and informal NSA participa-
tion in new ways (as discussed in 2.1). This context,
such as the negotiating policy silo or established re-
lations to other participants and decision-makers,
can be more decisive on how meaningful the par-
ticipation is than the form of participation itself.

What about youth climate strikes?
White’s (1996) typology assumes that the public is
involved within the confinements and knowledge of
an authoritative institution. However, in the case
of youth participation in GCG, the youth climate
strikes have rapidly grown into a form of participa-
tion that cannot be ignored. The movement, led
and controlled by youth, has created space to ad-
dress issues they consider important. Thew, Mid-
dlemiss and Paavola (2020) show in their research
that over time youth have shifted from “empha-
sizing their own future vulnerability. . . to amplify-
ing the present vulnerability articulated by other
stakeholders” (p. 9). This shift was thought to
bring about more recognition from policymakers
and other NSAs, allowing for more agency and
meaningful involvement (as defined in section 7.2)
for youth. The youth climate movement, how-
ever, lacks adult/institutional consent and guid-
ance (Wong, Zimmerman & Parker, 2010), and
thus does not fit within the parameters of White’s
(1996) typology, but resonates quite neatly with
what Wong, Zimmerman and Parker (2010) define
as autonomous participation, on the right foot of
the TYPE pyramid (as discussed in section 4.3).
It is a proactive approach that seeks to create
new opportunities for policymaking and partici-
pation. Hence, the function of this form of au-

tonomous participation is awareness-raising and
pressure-building. However, like Wong, Zimmer-
man and Parker (2010) highlight, youth-led partic-
ipation runs the risk of leading to frustration and
disempowerment when youth have unrealistic ex-
pectations and ignore the broader social structures
and confinements in which they operate. Moreover,
from the perspective of power and the element of
recognition, youth climate strikes do not receive
recognition from authorities, hence, hindering the
transition from actor to agent for young people (as
discussed in chapter 5).

9 Conclusion

This thesis draws together different theoreti-
cal understandings of participation, power, and in-
terests, and operationalizes meaningful participa-
tion as a codependent triangle of recognition, influ-
ence, and empowerment. Previous work has used
the term meaningful participation loosely but has
lacked amore concrete, definitional understanding.
At this stage, it is challenging to assess meaning-
ful youth participation in GCG in detail because of
the following reasons. First, empirical research on
youth participation in GCG is scarce, and this thesis
relies significantly on data from Thew (2018). Sec-
ond, meaningful youth involvement cannot be gen-
eralized as policies are negotiated in silos (Thew,
2018); what holds in one policy area can be entirely
different in another. Nonetheless, this research
established a conceptual and definitional base to
start thinking about the role of youth in global cli-
mate talks.

Meaningful youth participation in GCG can be
understood as a progression from nominal to trans-
formative participation, as suggested by White
(1996). This research found that nominal youth
participation (at a cost and for display), such as in
plenary interventions or side-events, does not al-
low for meaningful involvement. However, transfor-
mative (empowered) youth involvement, such as in
the Article 6 negotiations, does result in meaning-
ful involvement. These findings resonate with the
proposed answers to the research question: how
meaningfully involved are young people in GCG?
in the beginning of chapter 8. However, one must
carefully consider the context and circumstances of
the participation because these can be more de-
cisive factors in determining whether the partic-
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ipation is meaningful than the participation form
itself. Nominal/non-participatory forms can offer
an opportunity for setting the base of meaningful
involvement, whereas transformative/participatory
forms can quickly end up as do-it-yourself projects,
resulting in frustration rather than empowerment
(cf. Cornwall, 2008).

If participation lacks institutional consent and
guidance (because it is youth-led and youth-driven)
and thus, lacks recognition of authority, youth are
actors who cannot transform into agents. There-
fore, youth strikes at global climate talks – which
are outside, disruptive participatory strategies, and
which rely heavily on symbolic powers – cannot re-
sult in meaningful involvement as understood in
this thesis. However, symbolic and social powers,
as commonly employed in climate activism, are un-
derstood to bring about a loss or questioning of the
UNFCCC’s legitimacy. Participatory forms on the in-
side, on the other hand, can lead to meaningful par-
ticipation if youth is recognized, empowered to con-
tribute, and able to provide concrete policy advice
(cognitive powers). Cognitive powers are found to
lead to recognition and to provide space to exercise
agency, as opposed to symbolic and social powers.
Thus, there seems to be an opposition between dif-
ferent power sources: symbolic and social powers
challenge the legitimacy of UNFCCCmultilateralism
and cognitive powers allow for meaningful youth
participation, implying that if participation is mean-
ingful it will not question the legitimacy of the insti-
tution.

As this thesis has shown, current frameworks
do not allow for a thorough understanding of youth
participation in GCG. There is a great need for em-
pirical research to explore youth’s actions, inter-
ests, and effects on decision-making in global cli-
mate talks further. In recent years, the question
has transformed from ‘should youth be involved,
and why’ to ‘how can youth be involved produc-
tively and meaningfully’. Hence, research needs
to direct focus towards this new question of youth
involvement in GCG in order to understand ongo-
ing youth participation as well as how youth can
be involved more meaningfully in the future, to
the advantage of young people, institutions, and
the overarching aims of GCG. Moreover, future re-
search should assess the extent to which the find-
ings of linearity and meaningfulness of participa-
tion hold, and how different power sources and dy-
namics define youth agency. The effects of the cur-

rent Coronavirus crisis, which heavily alter day-to-
day business of the UNFCCC (COP26 in Glasgow
originally scheduled for November 2020 has been
postponed) as well as of the IYCM (strikes have
been moved online, for example), will be intriguing
to study in terms of meaningful youth participation,
as well as overall NSA involvement in global gover-
nance.

While youth climate strikes have not been the
main focus of this research, their power to mobi-
lize, their highly informed and curious minds next
to their endurance and willingness to ‘show up’ for
the health and wellbeing of our planet, today’s and
future generations is a highly noteworthy devel-
opment in the field of youth participation. Youth
strikes are neither truly new nor revolutionary, but
there is undeniably something that gives the youth
today a unique character and that could provide
them with a rare opportunity to evolve our think-
ing not only of climate diplomacy but also regard-
ing the inclusion of ‘non-conventional’ actors in all
aspects of governance. Surely, there are issues re-
garding representation and accountability of such
actors that need considerate attention and further
exploration into the extent young people can be in-
cluded more meaningfully within the current struc-
tures of global (climate) governance. Nonetheless,
this literature review has hopefully instigated some
sort of rethinking and reevaluation of how we per-
ceive ‘the youth’ as an actor, a valuable resource,
a partner, and a solution to many of our challenges
today.
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Abstract

Most academic and public discussion about morality revolves around deliberating on the right moral
position to take. Yet, our focus on this complex issue overshadows the fact that even having a clear
sense of what the right thing to do is, we often fail to enact it in our everyday lives. This gap between
our moral belief and action, called akrasia, poses a problem because it hinders our fulfillment as human
beings, and because morality is inherently prescriptive – holding a moral belief requires that we strive to
align our behavior to it. Following several scholars who argue that our widespread moral akrasia needs
to be addressed through social institutions such as education, I suggest that reducing the gap between
our moral beliefs and action should be the focus of moral education. After analyzing various reasons for
akratic behavior and providing contemporary real life examples of it, I argue that the educational remedy
for it lies in everyday moral reflection within an emotionally supportive community. Furthermore, I suggest
more particular moral practice oriented educational activities to counter specific causes of akrasia.

Keywords and phrases:akrasia, moral behavior, moral education, moral reflection, community
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“Video meliora proboque,
deteriora sequor.”
“I see the better way and
approve it, but I follow the
worse way.”
—Ovid,
Metamorphoses

1 Introduction

When we think of ethics, much of our attention
is directed towards inquiring about the moral prin-
ciples and values we should adopt – in other words,
we concern ourselves with figuring out what the
right thing to do is. Often, this is not an easy ques-
tion to answer and, hence, we take it to be our main
concern when it comes to morality. However, there
is something that appears to consistently slip our
attention: even when we seem to know, think, feel,
sense the right thing to do, we often do not follow
through with it in our everyday lives. We value free-
dom, yet we buy clothing that is produced by peo-
ple working under conditions akin to slavery. We
value nature, but we fail to adopt an environmen-
tally friendly lifestyle. We value kindness and com-
munity, yet we find ourselves being harsh and self-
oriented in our daily interactions.

This gap between belief and action is desig-
nated by the Greek term akrasia (↵⇢↵�◆↵), which
signifies “not being strong enough” or “a weakness
of the will” (Hare 77). If something is in a condi-
tion of weakness, we might like to strengthen it. In
fact, it appears to be common knowledge that we
wish to minimize this gap between our belief and
action – think of expressions like “practice what you
preach” or famous quotes such as “the only thing
necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to
do nothing”1. Still, it does seem that we, the “good
men”, often truly do nothing and frequently even
act in exact opposition to our values and beliefs.
Moreover, our failure to act morally is “typically not
episodic” — rather, we commit it on a daily basis
(Rorty 99). Observing our widespread akratic be-
havior in the light of the current environmental cri-
sis, philosopher Lisa Kretz calls for an urgent “shift
in theoretical and pedagogical approaches toward

1This quote is commonly attributed to Edmund Burke, but
the direct source is ambiguous (and is besides my point here).

ethics that inspire moral action” (“Climate Change”
23). She invites educators and ethicists “to dia-
logue more widely about teaching being ethical” to
bridge our moral knowledge and behavior (“Teach-
ing Being Ethical” 167). In a similar vein, Heesoon
Bai argues that “environmental education needs to
be taken up as a moral education” in order to re-
claim our moral agency (311). In a discussion of
animal ethics and akratic meat consumption, Elisa
Aaltola holds that in order to remedy akrasia, we
need to rethink social structures, including educa-
tion, “in a direction, where they support cultivation
towards virtuous forms of life” (“Problem of Akra-
sia” 127). It is in answer to these contemporary
scholars’ invitations that I will build on their knowl-
edge and seek an educational remedy to the gap
between our moral belief and action.

I will begin by laying theoretical grounding for
akrasia as a phenomenon and discussing why it
poses a problem. Then, I will describe common rea-
sons for akratic action and give examples of such
behavior. Here, I will refer to a Socratic conversa-
tion2 I organized for the purposes of this research,
in which we reflected on the question ‘Why am I not
doing what I think is the right thing to do?’ Six AUC
students, including myself, took part in the conver-
sation on 3 April 2020. It was facilitated by my
thesis supervisor, Mariëtte Willemsen. We followed
the Socratic method as described by Hannah Mar-
ije Altorf, where conversation relies on experience
to avoid distanced hypotheticals and where partic-
ipants question each other while trying to imagine
themselves in the other’s position (5, 8). Each par-
ticipant had prepared a specific personal example
of their own akratic action, which was analysed and
reflected upon together with the group. I had ini-
tially chosen this method to expand my insight into
moral akrasia outside of personal experience and
literature, but it has gained larger significance as I
advanced my research because the way it fosters a
focus on real life situations, empathy3 and shared
reflection is in line with the educational remedies
to akrasia that I offer in Chapter 4.

This Socratic conversation was helpful for bring-

2The role of this conversation was to serve as an inspiration,
a collective brainstorm for my research. Hence, it is not my
aim to use it for detailed qualitative data analysis, but rather
to propose it as a method of philosophical inquiry within the
humanities.

3Here I mean empathy in the common sense of the word,
see Altorf for an extended discussion of its meaning within her
analysis of Socratic conversation.
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ing in contemporary, first person accounts of akra-
sia, pointing to the particular difficulties we face
in enacting our moral beliefs and affirming akratic
action both as an individual responsibility and as
a social issue. The shared reflection is the ba-
sis on which I will continually employ the pronoun
“we” when talking about akrasia – it is not them,
some weak, immoral, anonymous people who fail
to act morally. Indeed, most of us are akratic. In
fact, much of my inspiration for this research comes
from my own frustration with my failures to bridge
my behavior to my moral beliefs. I am in abso-
lute agreement with Aaltola who writes, “instead of
moral blame, the phenomena [of akrasia] deserve
the type of attention that may lessen their hold on
us” (“Meat Paradox” 2). My aim is not to shame and
scold us for our failures, but rather to take a melior-
istic viewpoint, which maintains that we can make
the world better through human effort (Bromhall
44). It is with such a mindset that I will seek an
educational approach that could minimize akrasia
and foster moral action.

I will first overview the subject of moral educa-
tion as it is currently conceived, and suggest that a
focus onmoral action could help 21st century moral
education escape the relativist, secularist, individ-
ualist reproaches that target it, because any moral
ideal requires moral action as its goal. To continue,
I will discuss akrasia itself as an important learning
opportunity and I will proceed by outlining aspects
that an action-oriented moral education should ac-
count for as well as by offering suggestions for par-
ticular learning activities. However, my goal here
will not be to provide a ready-made educational
policy for a particular institution. Rather, my focus
on moral education and the pedagogical pointers
that I will provide are to highlight akrasia as a so-
cial issue that needs to be addressed and solved in
communion. That being said, throughout my work I
will recognize and try to reconcile the intrinsic con-
flict between personal responsibility and social in-
fluences that is at play in our failures to act in ac-
cordance with our moral beliefs.

2 Akrasia

2.1 Defining Moral Akrasia

Akrasia designates a theory-action gap: it is
“the disposition to act contrary to one’s own con-
sidered judgment about what it is best to do” (Stew-

ard). Not all instances of akrasia are necessarily
moral: for example, I can hold it best for my own
good not to eat an extra piece of cake, yet I fail to
follow through and I eat it anyway.4 Notwithstand-
ing, often the theory on akrasia addresses cases
that are, in fact, related to morality – the failure
to do what one holds to be the right thing to do.
This can represent both an action that directly goes
against our moral judgement or a lack of action
where our morality would require us to act.

One of the earliest defining discussions on akra-
sia is found in Plato’s dialogue Protagoras. There,
Socrates suggests that true akrasia is actually im-
possible because “one cannot choose a course
of action which one knows full well to be less
good than some alternative known to be available”
(Steward). Such an assertion implies that moral be-
liefs are necessarily motivating – it is sufficient to
have a sincere belief about what is morally right in
order to be moved to do the morally right thing.
This ethical position is called motivational judge-
ment internalism (Rosati, Burch ch.1). The oppos-
ing view to internalism is externalism, which holds
that, while moral belief can motivate, there is no
necessary connection betweenmoral belief and the
motivation to act morally – in other words, act-
ing according to one’s moral beliefs is contingent
(Rosati, Burch ch.1). Both of these positions, ac-
cording to Burch, present an essential truth – in-
ternalism underlines the close and, indeed, gener-
ally expected link between moral judgement and
action, while externalism accounts for the actuality
that moral judgements do not always move us to
act in accordance with them.

There is much to be said about the existence
of akrasia and its implications for human rational-
ity, judgment and motivation. From the perspec-
tive of analytic philosophy, it is of interest to exam-
ine the logical soundness and rationality of the phe-
nomenon (Davidson qtd. in Chappell 92; Audi 528).
For cognitive sciences, it can be a fruitful object

4It is arguable whether such (or any) act of akrasia is truly
morally neutral. For example, by eating that extra piece of
cake, I might normalize the indulgence of sweets for people
around me, and this might ultimately compromise the health
of my community. Admittedly, going so far in everyday moral
considerations can potentially have a paralyzing effect, mak-
ing an individual think she can do nothing without bringing
about morally damaging consequences. That being said, I
make this comment simply to emphasize that the moral im-
plications of many, seemingly neutral, everyday actions are
often overlooked, so potentially many, if not all, cases of akra-
sia may be considered moral in nature.
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of analysis to better the understanding of the hu-
man mind (Kauppinen). I, however, aspire to take
a more pragmatic approach. Instead of pondering
how akrasia can possibly happen, I wish to inquire
why it does happen and how it could be remedied.
It is important here to note an assumption that un-
derlies both the way akrasia is commonly defined
and the discussion of it that is to be pursued in
this paper. Moral akrasia is the failure to act upon
one’s own personal moral belief. We have the ten-
dency to associate morality first and foremost with
the rules imposed by the society, the church, the
family and other external structures. However, in
the highly secular, relativist and individualist post-
modern Western world of the 21st century,5 there
is a high level of skepticism toward any such moral
authority. When these external structures implic-
itly or explicitly appeal to their dictated standard of
morality, we tend to view them as moralizing and,
in many cases, we refuse to act in accordance with
their standards. These situations do not constitute
cases of akrasia, because the moral beliefs that we
fail to follow with action are not our own. This is not
to say that the morality of, for example, a religion
cannot be internalized as the morality of an indi-
vidual, but by this internalization it then becomes
one’s personal morality. In sum, both in the larger
context of discussing akrasia and in the more par-
ticular context of our time, moral views5 are con-
ceived of as a predominantly personal matter. In
fact, that is what makes moral akrasia such a puz-
zling problem in the first place. We ourselves judge
something to be the right thing to do, yet we fail to
do it.

2.2 Akrasia as a Problem for Morality

The study of ethics is essentially a study of how
we ought to live (Shafer-Landau 1). This prescrip-
tive nature of moral judgments is why the theory-
action gap poses an issue; as Richard Hare puts it,
“no one can say that there is no problem here, un-
less he denies that it is the function of moral judge-
ments to guide conduct” (70). Hare also notes that
this failure to live up to one’s moral ideals is “per-
haps the central difficulty of the moral life” (72).

In her essay “Are moral considerations overrid-
ing?”, Philippa Foot quotes Professor D. Z. Philipps’s

5This depiction of “the Western world” is, of course, a gen-
eralization – but it is the world with these general social char-
acteristics that I am discussing and addressing.

statement that “moral considerations are, for the
man who cares for them, the most important of all
considerations” (181). Failing to act in accordance
with that which is arguably the most important un-
deniably poses a problem. However, Foot argues
against Philipps’s thesis by providing examples of
situations in which people do care about morality,
but whose moral considerations are overridden by
other factors, for instance, financial matters (184-
6). One may be concerned by the detrimental ef-
fects of climate change, but agree to work a well-
paid job funded by the fossil fuel industry. Overall,
Foot is saying that it often happens that we care
about morality while failing to take moral consider-
ations as having the utmost importance in our lives.
In this way, Foot’s stance is rather realistic and de-
scriptive, while Philipps’s claim is idealist and pre-
scriptive. However, ultimately, their positions are
not necessarily in any true opposition. The two au-
thors bring to the fore the same question – why do
we simultaneously care about morality, but end up
treating it as secondary, and consequently fail to
act in the way we think we ought to act?

Here, it is relevant to note that the premise as-
sumes that we care about morality, thus, this is
not the case of an amoralist “who seemingly makes
moral judgments, while remaining utterly indiffer-
ent” or of a person who refuses to engage in any
moral considerations at all (Rosati). We do care
and, according to Philipps, we feel remorse if we
give in to other things that contradict our moral-
ity (qtd. in Foot 182). The experience of moral
failure can yield strong negative feelings, as it of-
ten creates “a sense of having failed ourselves and
a need to re-examine who we are” (Athanassoulis
351). Germain Grisez and Russell Shaw deepen this
argument, asserting that,

“Ought" in the moral sphere points ul-
timately to an ideal of the fullest possi-
ble personhood and the richest possible
community. The moral “ought" is a kind
of verbal road sign directing travelers
to their full humanity realized through
freedom of self-determination. (99)

This view is in line with a long psychological tradi-
tion, which holds that “identity means being true
to oneself in action” and “identity is rooted in the
very core of one’s being” (Aquino & Reed 1427). If
morality is our own prescription to a fuller person-
hood, to fulfilling our identity and to nurturing our
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relation to others, and we are routinely failing to fol-
low through with it, undeniably, there is something
going wrong. This gives us sufficient motivation to
seek a solution to minimize this failure and to align
our behavior with our morality, in other words, to
promote the opposite of akrasia – enkrasia.

2.3 Reasons for and Examples of Moral
Akrasia

Historically, in Western philosophy, there are
two main interpretations of the inner conflict at
the origin of akrasia: that of rational failing and
that of moral failing. For Aristotle, it is the former;
acting akratically means that one’s passions have
overtaken one’s reason. Acting in accordance with
one’s better judgement of morality, that is, acting
enkratically, is then a matter of resisting passions
(Bromhall 28). Aristotle metaphorically describes
akrates – people who act akractically – in two ways:
“first, it is as if the incontinent person is drunk, in-
toxicated by desires or habits that push him to com-
mit acts he knows to be wrong” and “second, akra-
sia is likened to an illness such as epilepsy, with
temporary, disabilitating seizures” (Aaltola “Meat
Paradox” 6).

This “rational failing” interpretation certainly
presents a truth about moral akrasia – often, it can
seem that our choice not to do the right thing is
taken as if in a state of intoxication, not genuinely
under our conscious control. Moreover, it can hap-
pen that acting in accordance with our moral stan-
dards presents less pleasure and comfort than act-
ing akratically. But, as summarized by Aaltola, Aris-
totle distinguishes two types of pleasure: “Whereas
alien pleasures are base and antagonistic toward
virtue ..., proper pleasures derive from virtuous ac-
tivity; they enable us to flourish and fulfil our telos6

(“Meat Paradox” 7). The pleasure of acting morally
is, thus, more fulfilling than other (oftentimes, bod-
ily, short-lasting) pleasures and should be preferen-
tially sought out. Yet it is also admittedly more diffi-
cult to achieve – it requires more effort – and that is
why we tend to fall into akrasia. This interpretation
of akrasia puts great emphasis on personal respon-
sibility and self-control, but does view enkrasia as a
truly achievable goal.

The second view of akrasia is that of moral
failure. This perspective is held by early Chris-
tian thinkers, such as St. Paul and St. Augustine.

6Telos (Greek: ⌧✏�oç) - ’inherent purpose’.

For them, akrasia represents “conflict between the
spirit and the flesh” (Bromhall 30). However, in
contrary to Aristotle’s view, here the mastery over
one’s passions (of the flesh) is fundamentally im-
possible to achieve:

Akratic action is an intractable element
of the Christian experience; it is a con-
sequence of the Fall and the corrupting
effect it had on human nature. So long
as one is attempting to act contrary to
the corrupted longings of human nature,
one will struggle. (Bromhall 30)

Hence, striving to live in accordance with our
“innermost spirit” is inevitably difficult and can
never truly be satisfied (30). Although such a view
at first appears quite discouraging to our attempts
towards a moral life, it is also liberating, perhaps
even soothing, in that it admits akrasia to be a
universal human struggle rather than a particular
failure of an individual. Kyle Bromhall takes this
early Christian idea of struggle, strips it from the
association with shame and sinfulness, and inter-
prets it through the doctrine of meliorism of the
psychologist and philosopher William James. Me-
liorism holds that “the world can be made better
through human effort” (44). Thus, the perspec-
tive presented by Bromhall allows for the viewing
of akrasia as a necessary and legitimate struggle,
but also provides hope towards improving our abil-
ity to act morally. It underlines the universality of
the issue and avoids narratives of embarrassment
and failure, while maintaining the potential for per-
sonal responsibility and growth.

It is this melioristic position on akrasia I wish to
side with throughout this exploration and on which I
will particularly elaborate when discussing possible
remedies to akrasia in Chapter 4. I will now proceed
to outline and exemplify the diverse causes of akra-
sia. This list, of course, is not exhaustive, but rather
a general overview of everyday akratic actions.7

Moreover, while I choose particular cases to repre-
sent a specific cause, in reality, several causes are

7This means that I am omitting the causes of episodic akra-
sia, where, for example, occasionally we engage in moral self-
licensing (Mullen and Monin) and avoid moral action or commit
immoral acts because we feel like we are generally morally
good people and “deserve” not to do the right thing from time
to time. I am also excluding akrasia for its own sake, as Au-
gustine famously confesses to stealing pears in his childhood:
“My pleasure lay not in the pears; it lay in the evil deed itself”
(2.4).
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often at play simultaneously, which contributes to
the complexity of akrasia as a phenomenon.

2.3.1 Desire, Impulsivity and Comfort

In the spirit of the Aristotelian view of akra-
sia, desire and impulsivity, or what he calls “alien
pleasures”, are common reasons why we fail to do
the right thing. These are often hedonistic and
consumerist inclinations, as cleverly epitomized by
Aaltola, “I want dairy ice-cream, even if it comes
from maltreated cows” (“Meat Paradox” 7). Of
course, for this to be akratic, it presumes that the
agent holds a belief that animal welfare matters –
as many of us do. Distance – both temporal and ge-
ographical – also plays a role here. Our long-term
wish might be to be a virtuous person who does not
cause harm to animals, but our short-term desire is
to enjoy ice cream. This short-term desire promises
immediate satisfaction so we succumb to it. Simi-
larly, the cows that are maltreated are ‘somewhere
far away’; in fact, we will never see them, regard-
less of whether they are happy or suffering, but
the ice cream is right here and we will directly en-
joy it. However, Aaltola’s example presents akra-
sia as an explicit thought process, whereas this is
not always the case. Oftentimes, we can impul-
sively act upon the hedonistic desire for the oh-so-
tasty ice cream without even deliberating cow wel-
fare. Then, the realization of akrasia can come as
a regretful afterthought of “I shouldn’t have,” al-
most as in a hungover. It is also possible that this
realization does not actually even cross our mind
or, perhaps, we make sure that it does not. Aal-
tola discusses at length the phenomenon of meat
eater’s akrasia, where “one both loves and eats an-
imals” (“Meat Paradox” 2). In these cases, people
employ many different strategies to avoid acknowl-
edging their own akrasia in order to continue en-
joying their steak. This is a serious issue that I will
discuss more thoroughly in Chapter 4. Another re-
lated reason for akrasia is that moral action often
requires a sacrifice of comfort. As opposed to ful-
filling a desire, which motivates the active pursuit
of an akratic act, there are also situations where
akrasia is the comfortable status quo, whereas do-
ing the right thing requires an active, troublesome
effort. This is something that we established as a
common point of agreement in the Socratic student
conversation I organized for this research. Every-
day situations where we choose comfort over moral

action include, for example, buying fruit packed in
excessive plastic packaging simply because that is
what the most convenient grocery store sells, not
defending someone from bullying because we do
not want to get involved in the conflict ourselves,
eating meat because it is more easily accessible
than a vegetarian meal. Overall, it seems that
moral action requires additional effort and, hence,
a sacrifice of our usual comfort. This means it is
also relevant to discuss our habitual state of being.

2.3.2 Habits and Self-control

Just as the Greek and Latin roots of ethics and
morals stem from habits and customs (Arendt 5),
much of our akrasia lies in habit. It is often the
case that our habits are not attuned to our moral
beliefs, yet are major driving forces for our behav-
ior. As Bromhall describes, “a habituated action will
have a strong degree of motivational force behind
that action, merely by virtue of being habituated,
regardless of the wishes of the agent at the time”
and, moreover, “a habituated action suppresses
actions contrary to that habit” (33). Thus, even if
we are aware of our akrasia, it can be difficult and
emotionally draining to fight against a bad habit. In
our Socratic conversation, a participant shared her
experience8:

I believe it is morally wrong to use other
people as a means to alleviate your own
anger, and that we have a moral duty
to process our emotions in a way that
does minimum harm to others around
us. However, in situations in which I am
irritated, frustrated, or overwhelmed, I
tend to get angry at people who have
done nothing wrong to me. A specific
example is with an ex-boyfriend from
high school. I was stressed out by
school-related problems, and when he
asked what was wrong, I could hear my-
self screaming at him, insulting, mock-
ing him, and being mean for no reason.
It happened a few times, and it felt as if
I could not hold it back, even though my
“moral” brain was disgusted that I was
behaving this way.

8This is a direct quote from the personal examples that the
participants were asked to prepare and write down prior to the
conversation
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Her story aptly illustrates Bromhall’s theory that
habits are enacted “regardless of the wishes of the
agent” (33). It also captures the feelings of frustra-
tion and helplessness that akrasia can cause. Over-
coming a habit seems to require hard work and self-
control, and it might be difficult to pinpoint where
to start or exactly what this work entails. Bromhall
argues that habit is exactly at the root of akrasia:
“Akratic actions happen because the agent has not
trained herself properly and/or has not manipulated
her environment to the extent required to bring
about successful resistance of her habituated ac-
tions” (41). Aaltola notes that our hedonistic and
consumerist inclinations are also a matter of habit
that require self-control to be changed. She writes:

Most of us know the practical dilem-
mas of believing x, and yet wanting to
do something that violates x, whether
this is in relation to overindulgence on
food or drink, protracted idleness or fly-
ing to holiday destinations in the era of
climate change — moreover, most of
us are probably capable of recognizing
the lack of self-discipline underlying this
phenomenon. (5)

Ultimately, most of these habitual actions take
place mindlessly, almost automatically. A help-
ful theory for understanding this is psychologist’s
Daniel Kahneman’s explanation that “human be-
havior is governed by two distinct systems. ‘Sys-
tem 1’ is automatic and unconscious, whilst ‘sys-
tem 2’ includes conscious deliberation” (Aaltola
“Meat Paradox” 2). Habits are part of system 1 re-
sponses; acting upon them is quick and requires
little effort. Going against habits would require em-
ploying system 2, but this is not an easy task be-
cause system 2 “is inherently lazy and seeks to
conserve energy whenever possible” and thus we
easily “default to system one responses” (Bromhall
47). Hence, being akratic often means choosing the
path of least adversity and failing to work towards
enkratic habits. Time also appears to be a rele-
vant variable: in situations where we lack the time
for considerate deliberation and need to proceed
quickly, we tend to choose the habitual akratic op-
tion.

2.3.3 Lacking Moral Reflection and Phrone-
sis

While we affirm holding general moral beliefs,
we can fail to reflect on them on a daily basis and
to recognize the moral implications of our everyday
actions. For example, one can judge it morally right
to cause the least possible suffering to other human
beings. Yet, it does not mean that she will read-
ily recognize the emotional pain she causes to her
parents by regularly being impatient and brusque
with them. Nor does it mean that she will realize
that buying a new dress in a fast-fashion store per-
petuates the suffering of the mistreated workers in
sweatshops. In this way, akrasia can be caused by
a lack of moral reflection and failing to recognize
the larger moral considerations of everyday action.

Nevertheless, even when engaging in active
moral reflection and having a strong belief in our
values, we can often find ourselves not knowing
exactly how to act in a way that would represent
our moral beliefs. This is well captured by the
Greek concept of phronesis, which is the “ability
to see what virtue requires” in particular situa-
tions and is “developed through practice and expe-
rience” (Athanassoulis 348). In our Socratic conver-
sation, a student recounted the experience of see-
ing a woman being verbally harassed on the street
and feeling the urge to help, but failing to inter-
vene because she did not know what to do. Sim-
ilar situations are fairly common and can also rep-
resent a conflict of different moral considerations.
Trying to help someone in danger can mean poten-
tially putting ourselves in danger too. It is true that
morality often concerns a tension between our own
and others’ well-being. In most cases, this tension
is rather abstract – think of the ice-cream-making
maltreated cows we will never meet. However, in a
situation where we may physically put ourselves in
danger to help someone, this tension becomes very
direct and tangible. It is a highly charged moral
situation when our physical well-being is directly
placed against someone else’s. In any case, even
if we do decide that helping is the right choice, tak-
ing action would require deliberating about what to
do, gathering the courage to act instead of doing
nothing, and putting in the effort to act instead of
saving energy and remaining passive. Moreover,
this was clearly a time sensitive situation, where
she needed to take action quickly. Once we look at
how many layers there are that essentially act as
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barriers to action, it is no wonder that we often do
not behave in accordance with our moral intuition.
A lack of phronesis can also stop us in more calm
and subtle situations, where we have time to delib-
erate and not much more is at stake, but we simply
lack the experience to act. As Athanassoulis rightly
notes, “wanting to be sympathetic and knowing
what to say to a grieving person are two different
things” (351).

2.3.4 Disengagement and Lack of Empower-
ment

Our lack of moral action can also come from
the feeling that morality is simply too demanding.
We might feel that there is too much suffering and
too much wrong in the world for us to alleviate
it. Thus, we experience a lack of hope and do
not believe that our actions matter. Consequently,
we feel a loss of moral agency and refuse to take
moral responsibility. To elaborate on this, Lisa Kretz
refers to three forms of “emotion-overloading” as
identified by psychologist Martin Hoffman: over-
arousal, fatigue, and indifference. In sum, these
stages follow one another as we are exposed to
situations where empathizing with the ones suffer-
ing causes such distress that it tires us out and
we eventually completely disengage, emotionally
and morally (“Emotional responsibility” 343). Kretz
takes a note of everyday examples of this disen-
gagement: many of us have become numb to the
homeless people we pass on the street; similarly,
the media exposes us to a “barrage of negative
and violent images of extreme suffering” on a daily
basis has desensitized us so much that images of
war or of animal slaughterhouses fail to trigger any
emotional engagement (343). We seem to shrug it
off, as if saying: “Yes, ideally we would like to help,
but what can we do? Nothing, it seems.” Another
common example of this type of disengagement
is when one refuses to take environmental action,
such as to stop consuming animal products, be-
cause she does not believe her individual behavior
would have a significant impact on reducing the an-
imal farming industry’s greenhouse gas emissions.

2.3.5 Social Script Dictates Otherwise

While our moral akrasia undeniably concerns
our individual beliefs, identities, habits and behav-
ior, akratic action is largely a social phenomenon:

“moral psychological aspects of individual life can-
not be reduced to the individual, but rather find ori-
gins from the surrounding socio-political arrange-
ments” (Aaltola “Problem of Akrasia” 126). Amelie
Rorty writes, “Just as a disposition to chronic bron-
chitis may indicate a toxic environment, so indi-
vidual akrasia may indicate social disorder” (649).
There is a plethora of examples of this social dis-
order or, in other words, of the social conditions
that create fruitful ground for moral akrasia. In
fact, it seems that very few cases of akratic ac-
tion take place without there also being a fairly
obvious social aspect involved. For example, we
find ourselves not helping a woman being harassed
on the street because that is simply not the com-
mon thing to do – we rarely see other people get
involved in such situations and, in this particular
situation nobody else is helping. We buy goods
wrapped in unnecessary plastic and consume meat
because that is the normalized, easy thing to do.
The way our society is designed promotes certain
habits of consumption, behavior, interaction and
attitude, which we have internalized despite the
fact that they are largely contradictory to our per-
sonal moral beliefs. These have become part of
our easily accessible system of thinking, as pre-
viously discussed. Akratic habits rooted in social
norms have additional grounding and become es-
pecially difficult to change. Moreover, when dis-
cussing this with my peers in the Socratic conversa-
tion, we came to the realization that we often lack
the practical example of how to act otherwise, and
it takes focused creative engagement to find an im-
plementable alternative course of action. As in the
case of a woman harassed on the street, we might
truly not know what to do since we so rarely see
people step up in such situations.

Another aspect of the social component is that
going “against the flow” and acting in accordance
to our morality often has a social cost. A common
case is an example from school, where somebody
is being bullied and we have the moral intuition to
defend them, but we do not follow it because we
fear being bullied ourselves. Similar fear of social
consequence is widespread. Research into the rea-
sons vegetarians often violate their diets found that
“adhering to a vegetarian diet with absolute ad-
herence would lead one to feel alienated, socially
withdrawn, rude, burdensome, wasteful, and so-
cially awkward” (Rosenfeld and Tomiyama 8). This
is because meat consumption is such a deeply in-
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grained norm that not only society at large, but
also friends and family are simply not ready to ac-
cept this choice of their loved ones. Social con-
sequences need not even be so drastic and neg-
atively defined. For example, I might buy a beauti-
ful dress from a fast fashion store simply because
I, without much reflection, know that people will
praise me more for looking pretty in my dress than
for having a strong moral stance against the fast
fashion industry. However, here it is also true that if
I try to ‘wear’ mymoral stance and tell others about
why I do not buy such dresses, I risk that they could
see it as a personal reproach to their moral good-
ness and, as a defense, hold a negative attitude
towards me – more on that in Chapter 4.

Moreover, Rorty notes that our socio-economic
conditions not only condone action that turns out
to be akratic to our personal morality, they actu-
ally promote akrasia itself by holding contradictory
values. She writes:

Social institutions and economic sys-
tems encourage and foster the very
actions that they also condemn. While
promoting habits of cooperation, they
also reward radical independence;
while condemning aggression, they also
praise “aggressive initiative." While
admiring selfless devotion, they also
reward canny self-interest. Except in
extreme cases, rewards and sanctions
do not form a clear and guiding pattern.
(Rorty 653)

This idea is also clearly illustrated by how
widespread is the paradoxical behavior of both lov-
ing and eating animals. Lisa Kretz reminds that of-
ten, without us being aware of it, psychological re-
search lies behind manipulative marketing strate-
gies we are exposed to daily: “hyper-consumerist
identities are meant to ensure insatiable desires
for the accumulation of ever-changing commodi-
ties and services” (“Climate Change” 18). For in-
stance, there are studies that explore the psy-
chological phenomenon of moral self-licensing and
suggest that marketers “incorporate words such
as virtues, ethics and/or noble, when describing
attributes of their brand in advertising” (Geiger-
Oneto and Minton 2530) in order to let the con-
sumers’ moral guard down and induce them to pur-
chase luxury goods they would have otherwise re-
fused. Thus, it appears crystal clear that external

forces play a large role in our akratic behavior.

3 Moral Education

3.1 On The Possibility and Necessity of
Moral Education

The notion of moral education is changing as
the view on morality shifts in our society. As a
consequence, nowadays, a first point of disagree-
ment concerning moral education is not about the
method or content, but about the possibility and
necessity of such education in itself. For example,
one objection is that “the idea of teaching anything
involves the passing on of expertise” and that an
expertise in morality seems implausible (Gingell &
Winch 147-8). Another argument is that educa-
tion involves assessment and any assessment of
morality appears highly problematic to implement
(148). While these objections rest on extremely in-
flexible views on what constitutes education,9 they
do serve to highlight the general modern and post-
modern attitudes of scientism andmoral relativism.
Scientism engenders an “aversion to anything not
measurable” (Purpel 310) and morality is perceived
as belonging to a highly subjective, immeasurable
realm (Purpel 310). With the rise of individualism
and secularization, morality has become a deeply
personal matter and there seems to be no space
for a moral authority in society (Smith et al. qtd. in
Sarid 245). Yet, the general idea of a “moral educa-
tion”, traditionally associated with religious school-
ing, seems to imply exactly that – a moral authority
and, by extension, moral indoctrination. Thus, al-
ready in the 1960s, the term “moral education” is
described as having an “archaic ring” and a puri-
tanical connotation (Kohlberg qtd. in Sarid 245).

Nevertheless, plenty of scholars resist the do-
ing away with moral education altogether. Many
of them are critical of the term ‘moral education’
itself and accuse it of unnecessary compartmental-
ization. The reproach is that it promotes “the du-
alistic notion that there are two kinds of education,
one of which is moral and the other where “moral”

9Kretz is highly critical of such a view; siding with Freire’s
ideas expressed in Education of the Oppressed, she objects to
“the neoliberalization of education, which encourages a bank-
model of “learning” wherein “right answers” are memorized
and regurgitated for credit” (“Teaching Being Ethical” 152).
From both my academic research and my experience as a stu-
dent, I strongly endorse this criticism.
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is irrelevant” (Purpel 311). As noted by Nel Nod-
dings, Daniel Callahan, Roger Straughan and oth-
ers (an observation that seems perhaps too truistic
even to necessitate scholarly citation) moral issues
are essential to human life and permeate all as-
pects of it. Straughan points out that the amount of
time dedicated to moral matters in education is dis-
proportionate to the frequency at which people are
confronted with moral questions in their lifetime
(120). An optional ethics course, as cleverly argued
by Sharaf Rehman, connotes the quite absurd idea
that the ethical aspects of life are also optional (15).
Noddings takes an even stronger stance, asserting
that “the primary aim of all educative effort is the
nurturance of the ethical ideal” (173). The overar-
ching claim is that moral concerns are ever-present
and important, and, by refusing to address morality
in education directly and seriously, we would ignore
an essential aspect of life. There remains the ques-
tion of how to properly address moral education in
our time.

3.2 Common Methods

An alternative to the traditionally conceived “in-
doctrination” path of teaching right and wrong is a
method based in neutrality, which accommodates
pluralism and aims for value clarification (Gracia 9-
10). Such an approach is better suited to (post-
)modern liberal societies as it caters to individu-
alism and moral relativism, steering each moral
learner to “get in touch with his own values, to bring
them to the surface, and to reflect upon them”
(Purpel and Ryan qtd. in Straughan 16). However,
a fundamental point of criticism for this method is
that it, just like moral indoctrination, fosters a lack
of critical discussion and its neutral pedagogy al-
lows for the indiscriminate promotion of, for exam-
ple, anti-democratic attitudes (Gracia 8, 10; Purpel
310; Straughan 17). This is a reminder that the lib-
eral democracy is not, in fact, a value-free society
and, for instance, the acceptance of other people’s
freedom and equality is not a matter of mere per-
sonal preference. This presents another complexity
that any contemporary conception of moral educa-
tion needs to accommodate.10

In an attempt to bring in more argumenta-
tive discussion and find a path between neutrality
and indoctrination, Gracia suggests a third method

10This topic merits a discussion of its own and lies outside of
the scope of this research project.

of moral education, a Socratic or deliberative ap-
proach (11).11 This method aims “to enrich the
analysis of the question at stake, trying to increase
the wisdom of the decisions to be taken” and holds
that “everyone should be able to give an account
of their own value choices, despite how difficult this
could be” (12). While this emphasis on discussion,
reflection and decision-making is laudable, Gracia
does not show why the Socratic method would be
exclusive with the neutral-deemed values clarifica-
tion approach – it is potentially an improvement to
it. At any rate, group deliberation and value clari-
fication are aspects that merit more consideration
and I will return to them in Chapter 4.

There is something the moral-educational ap-
proaches addressed here so far and many of those
discussed in literature have in common, for exam-
ple, in the overview Straughan offers in Can We
Teach Children to Be Good?, – they present an al-
most exclusive focus on teaching moral judgement
and reasoning. Moral action is an implicitly de-
sired goal but is largely left out of proposed ap-
proaches to moral education. Kretz observes that
the dominant pedagogy is based on the knowledge-
attitude behavior model, which “assumes sharing
knowledge inevitably leads to behavior change”
(“Emotional Responsibility” 346). This model is re-
lated to Lawrence Kohlberg’s influential cognitive-
development theory of morality, of which “the cen-
tral tenet . . . is that the sophistication of a per-
son’s moral reasoning predicts his or her moral be-
havior” (Aquino & Reed 1423). Kretz is critical of
this model, pointing out that “a number of empir-
ical studies falsify” its premises and that the con-
nection between cognition and action is purely hy-
pothetical (346). This is also what Straughan con-
cludes in his overview:

children may be taught a great deal
about morality without being taught to
be moral agents; they may fail to use
the information and the skills they have
acquired, when faced with a real-life
moral decision, or they may fail to act
upon the moral judgements they have
formed. (110)

11Gracia’s approach to the Socratic method differs from the
one described by Altorf, which we used for the puposes of our
student conversation. The former interprets it more loosely, in
a general sense drawing from Socratic dialogues as presented
by Plato, whereas the latter presents a particular step by-step
method of facilitating conversation.
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It is clear that this gap between moral judgement
and moral action is by no means a problem rele-
gated to childhood. In fact, children might be some-
what excused, especially young ones, since moral-
ity is oftentimes proposed to them as a set of en-
tirely external rules and values, if not by the school
then by their parents. If they fail to see appeal and
refuse to obey the moral authority of their school
or parents – as pointed out by Ariel Sarid, such re-
fusal is part of a crucial developmental stage (257)
– it means they have not internalized this morality
and likely do not have a moral identity of their own
yet. Thus, children who have been “morally edu-
cated” but do not act in accordance with what they
have been taught are not necessarily akratic. The
real conundrum is posed by all ages of adults who
have formed a somewhat stable conception of what
they personally believe to be right and wrong, yet
fail to act in accordance with it. Ideally, of course,
as children we would already start to develop our
own morality and simultaneously learn to enact it.
In the face of widespread akrasia, I take the claim
that “we teach who we are, and that’s the problem”
(Cohen qtd. in Bai 325) to be of crucial importance
– if we adults are chronically akratic, how can we
begin to teach children to be otherwise? We have to
start working from our already present akrasia and
dedicate serious attention to methods of fostering
moral action. Moreover, I will discuss in Chapter
4 the idea that, in view of the virtue educational
benefits of failure as proposed by Nafsika Athanas-
soulis, akrasia itself can play an important role in
moral learning. Here, I would also like to address
briefly the target-audience and the context of the
educational solutions I am embarking to discuss.
My approach is in line with that of Athanassoulis:

Virtue education is not contained, it
ranges from the home, to the commu-
nity, to the school. Nor is it limited to
a particular period of one’s life. Rather
we are developing our moral characters
through-out our lives . . . and in differ-
ent educational contexts. (359)

Hence, moral education as I envisage it is not re-
served to specific educational institutions or age
groups.

3.3 Moral Action and Enkrasia as a
Virtue

If, as discussed in the section on the problem-
atic nature of akrasia in Chapter 2, since the moral
“points ultimately to an ideal of the fullest possible
personhood and the richest possible community”, it
is in our best interest to act morally (Grisez & Shaw
99). Yet, the gap between moral belief and action is
a commonplace and eternal problem that has been
discussed for centuries by moral philosophers and
others. Consequently, this issue merits serious at-
tention from any form of moral education. In fact,
moral action is something that is to be desired and
condoned by any kind of moral stance, since moral-
ity by definition is action-oriented. Thus, the pro-
motion of action that matches moral beliefs should
emerge as a higher, universal goal of moral edu-
cation. Here, I would like to propose a perspective
from virtue ethics, which I deem illuminating for ad-
dressing moral akrasia and its opposite, our emerg-
ing goal, moral enkrasia.

Contemporary virtue ethicists delineate a sep-
arate group of virtues of higher order, also called
structural virtues or master virtues (Steutel 129;
Szutta 2.1; Hofmann et al. 286). These differ from
other “lower order” virtues in that they are not con-
cerned with the pursuit of particular goals, but with
the way in which one ought to pursue goals in gen-
eral (Steutel 129). These are are described as “a
matter of personal psychic strength — ability and
willingness to govern one’s behavior in accordance
with values, commitments, and ends one is for”
(Adams qtd. Szutta 2.1). Such virtues include per-
severance, consistency, courage, patience, tem-
perance and endurance. As noted by Jan Steu-
tel, they largely have to do with self-control and
“can be regarded as corrective of contrary incli-
nations” (131). These virtues of higher order are
meant to “help us overcome various limitations,
whether psychological (e.g., laziness or the lack of
self-confidence) or situational (e.g., adversities of
life)” (Szutta 2.1). Overall, it is clear these are the
virtues for striving to minimize akratic action and
promoting behavior that follows one’s beliefs. Cul-
tivating these virtues is important for cultivating
enkrasia. Thus, I suggest this should be of direct
concern to moral education.

An apparent objection to this proposal is that
the higher order virtues are not necessarily moral
virtues in themselves – they are instrumental. As
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cleverly noted by Natasza Szutta, “a terrorist may
also need patience and self-control” (2.1). Pro-
moting that everyone acts according to their per-
sonal morality might also lead to more actions that
are generally considered immoral in our society.12

However, an emphasis on action and, thus, on in-
strumental virtues is not to signal that practicing
moral reflection, deliberation and judgement are
unimportant. Rather, it underscores that actions
are a crucial next step to assent moral reflection as
meaningful. Hence, these virtues are not sufficient,
but constitute a necessary condition for moral ac-
tion. For example, we need patience and self con-
trol in order to work against a habit that we our-
selves deem immoral and to develop a better habit
in its place.

Ultimately, I deem that the virtue ethics per-
spective of the higher order virtues is helpful in
highlighting the practical nature of morality and
turning moral education towards the cultivation of
moral action. That being said, there is a lot to be
discussed about the preconditions and practicali-
ties of fostering these virtues.

4 Education towards Enkrasia

4.1 Akrasia as a Starting Point

Akrasia is a universal phenomenon and, admit-
tedly, it might be somewhat quixotic to genuinely
envision a world where it would be entirely elimi-
nated. As asserted by Bromhall, it is only human
to act akratically and, in line with early Christian
thought, “so long as you are alive, you will struggle
against certain tendencies of action and thought,
and sometimes you will fail” (38). Nevertheless,
I have shown that this gap between moral belief
and action does pose a problem for the develop-
ment of our full personhood, the integrity of our
identity, our community and our relationship to the
world. But this problem can be viewed as an oppor-
tunity. Addressing akrasia and striving to minimize
it presents an opportunity for personal and social

12This is a more complex point that I cannot afford to discuss
at length here. I am highly skeptical of the assertion that a
human being given a supportive environment to flourish and
express herself would become a terrorist. This is the kind of
moral educational community which I am asking for in Chapter
4. It is in this space that we should cultivate patience and self-
control, and strive away from the alienation and distress that
lead to such extreme behaviors as terrorism.

growth (Callard 172). Bromhall argues that akra-
sia is “a key component to meliorism” because it
“provides the agent with valuable information that
cannot be gleaned from anything else and acting
on that information grounds the agent’s belief that
improvement is possible through increased effort”
(44). Nafsika Athanassoulis writes extensively on
the positive role failure can have in moral educa-
tion. She distinguishes between constructive fail-
ures that “lead to a positive lesson” and destruc-
tive failures that do not result in such a lesson and
“may even have a damaging effect on the agent”
(352). In the case of a constructive failure, “the
person acknowledges the failure, may feel a va-
riety of negative emotions associated with it and
may take steps to make amends for the failure, but
the end result is positive as the agent has learnt
something of value” and, ultimately, has taken a
step towards a more virtuous existence (351). A
destructive failure, on the other hand, can have a
detrimental effect on the agent’s self-esteem, lead
to disempowerment and cause a total loss of inter-
est in the original goal or ideal (351-2). However,
it appears that the real difference between these
two types of failure is a difference in attitude and
approach. As Athanassoulis rightly notes, it might
be “advisable to do away with the language of fail-
ure” (356). This term does carry a heavy negative
connotation, but the growth-oriented approach in
question presents an opportunity and incentive to
redefine our relationship with it. Failure here could
be redefined as an observation of “I am not living
my life in the way I deem to be right” that leads to
an inquiry upon the steps to improvement.

4.1.1 Resistance to Bringing Morality into
Thought and Conversation

As previously established, a precondition for
moral akrasia is caring about morality. That is, in or-
der to observe a gap between belief and action, we
need to have belief in the first place. And, indeed,
few of us would admit to not having any moral be-
liefs or not caring about morality as such. Those
who do are excused from this discussion. How-
ever, caring about morality does not necessarily
mean that it makes it to the forefront of our every-
day thought and interaction. In fact, oftentimes we
feel resistant to this topic. Even the mention of the
words “moral”, “value”, “virtue” can be seen as car-
rying a “moralizing” tone and make us attribute a
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lecturing “holier than thou” attitude to the speaker.
Moreover, as observed by Julia Minson and Benoît
Monin:

While societies may differ on what it
means to be moral, they agree that it is
good to be so. Yet anecdotal evidence
suggests that overtly moral behavior
can elicit annoyance and ridicule rather
than admiration and respect. Common
terms such as “do-gooder,” “goody-
goody,” or “goody two-shoes” capture
this negative attitude. (200)

This might be connected to the unpleasant re-
alization that “the right way to live”, while it em-
bodies values, rules and virtues we agree with, is
something to which we rarely adhere. Research
shows that we tend to hold negative attitudes to-
wards those who are better at living up to moral
standards than we are (Monin et al.; Zane et al.;
Rothenberger). These studies suggest that this re-
sponse represents a defense reaction to a threat
on our positive self-perception: the enkratic action
of others reminds us that we also have the oppor-
tunity to act morally, yet we do not take it, and,
consequently, this can make us question our own
moral goodness (Monin et al. 89-90). It is evident
that moral considerations do not occupy the fore-
front of our everyday lives if it takes other peo-
ple’s moral action to remind us of the possibility
of moral action and to make us reflect on the gap
between our own moral beliefs and behavior. This
means that it is not unusual for us to ignore our
moral akrasia; we generally avoid thinking about
it or dissociate from it. A typical case of this is the
meat eater’s akrasia, where one holds “belief in the
value of animal wellbeing and life” yet consumes
meat all the same (Aaltola, “Meat Paradox” 3). In
order to deal with this cognitive dissonance, peo-
ple often dissociate or choose strategic ignorance,
wherein they mentally “disconnect” meat from the
idea of living animal or avoid engaging with the
“information available on animal minds, suffering
or welfare issues” (2-3). Meat-eaters are also ob-
served to express resentment towards vegetarians
simply because they anticipate the mere fact of
another person’s vegetarianism to be a personal
moral reproach (Minson and Monin; Rothenberger).
This resentment being part of the defense mecha-
nism to cope with dissonance, it seems that akratic
meat eaters go to great lengths not to recognize

the gap between their belief and action. Return-
ing to Athanassoulis’s account, this presents a case
of “destructive failure,” where moral failure is not
acknowledged and thus cannot lead to an attempt
at betterment. A reason for this can be found in
the fear that stems from perceiving any failure as
a purely negative experience and a threat to one’s
self-worth instead of seeing it as an opportunity to
learn, persevere and improve.

Moreover, the negative feelings towards more
morally enkratic people point to an experience of
competition and a feeling of comparative inade-
quacy. The fact that others are good seems to sim-
ply imply that we are bad and, in order to reaffirm
ourselves, we feel that we must find fault in them.

This is not a surprising pattern of thought con-
sidering the highly individualistic and competitive
neoliberal society in which we live. Consequently,
as Bai notes, a large part of our behavior is oriented
towards invalidating others’ experience, which we
do “by not respectfully and sensitively receiving
and acknowledging another’s expression of expe-
rience”, for example, by “denying, ignoring, dis-
missing, invalidating, trivialising and/or ridiculing
it” (317). Minson and Monin’s study establishes
a causal link between the meat eaters’ deroga-
tory evaluation of vegetarians and their anticipated
“threat of being morally judged and found want-
ing” by the vegetarians (205). Thus, it seems we
judge out of the fear of being judged. This fear of
judgement and of discovering our shortcomings is
equally represented in our internal relationship to
ourselves. Awareness of the gap between our be-
lief and action can be irritating and bring forth feel-
ings of shame and embarrassment (Callard 172;
Athanassoulis 351). Consequently, as in the exam-
ple of akratic meat eaters, we often alienate our-
selves from our own experience of akrasia by doing
all we can to avoid recognizing it, which, ultimately,
jeopardizes our potential for moral agency.

4.2 A Shared Space of Moral Reflection
and Acceptance

In order to take steps towards moral action and
take moral ownership of our life, we need a space
to acknowledge our akrasia and seriously reflect on
it. To start perceiving akrasia as a learning process
and not as an irreparable disempowering failure,
we need to establish and feel that:

• Akrasia is normal and human;
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• We need not be judged and condemned for it;

• We are not in competition with others for
moral goodness.

These points are other-related and, thus, this is not
a task to be undertaken in solitude – it needs to
happen in conversation with others. Bai writes,
“we are fundamentally intersubjective beings, how
we are received, understood and treated by others
matters crucially to our sense of self and our re-
ality” (317). Moreover, since akrasia is not solely
an individual but a social problem, the solution to it
should also be sought out in a social context (Aal-
tola “Problem of Akrasia” 126). A major task within
this social context is to discuss akrasia itself as well
as to acknowledge both our general and particular
akratic tendencies. For this inquiry to take place,
we need to pursue “an intentional turn from isola-
tion to empathetic connection” (Zajonc qtd. in Kauf-
man and Murray 107). This sharing space has to
also welcome all emotions associated with akrasia
– feelings of shame, frustration, anxiety and anger
that we often suppress within ourselves and shy
away from. Bai notes that even though there is
increasing awareness of the importance of emo-
tion in learning, including moral learning, “emo-
tions, especially dark or negative ones . . . are usu-
ally seen as irrelevance and distraction, if not hin-
drance, to the development of intellect, and there-
fore are kept out of school as much as possible”
(319). She notes that the same view is accepted
“at home and at work” (319), leaving little space
for healthy expression and fostering emotional sup-
pression instead. Kretz argues that emotions are an
essential component for moral engagement and,
therefore, we need to attend to them in order to
move towards moral behavior (“Emotional Respon-
sibility” 345).

What logically follows from a truly open, emo-
tionally engaged reflection on akrasia is the active
evaluation of our beliefs and actions. Bai writes:

Unless we come to an explicit realisa-
tion that we are the way we are, in
our thought patterns, feelings, habits
and actions, due to prior conditioning
and programming in alienation that we
have received from our culture and fam-
ily of origin, we tend to live and act out
of alienated consciousness, and in turn
spread, unconsciously, more alienation.
(319)

Such contemplation of the self and its surround-
ings is necessary for “fully taking responsibility
as moral agents” and becoming able to make a
change (319). Bai views this as a healing process in
which “we need to engage . . . collectively through
relationship building and community development”
(320). This suggestion is in line with contemplative
pedagogy, which presents “a transformative edu-
cational practice favor[ing] approaches to teach-
ing and learning that encourage self-actualization”
(Kaufman & Murray 101). The goal for this contem-
plative space is to foster three dimensions of inter-
subjectivity:

• Experiences of attunement with self, others,
and the object of shared attention;

• Shared emotions and ideas;

• Affective engagement (Kaufman & Murray
115).

If we participate in this introspective process
together with others, we can move towards the
realization that, instead of judgement or resent-
ment, we can give and receive compassion. In-
stead of “pay[ing] attention only long enough to
develop counter arguments”, we can work towards
“a deep, openhearted, unjudging reception of the
other” and, by extension, of ourselves (O’Reilly qtd.
in Kaufman & Murray 108). Thus, in place of fearing
failure and avoiding facing our shortcomings, we
can know and show our flawed selves, and strive to
grow.

In order to establish such a transparent, ac-
cepting, compassionate, communal contemplation
space, we need to recognize the opportunity for
community that goes largely unnoticed in institu-
tional education settings, because emotional dis-
tance is systematically encouraged and both stu-
dents and teachers are asked to “leav[e] [their]
heart at the classroom door” (Rosales). Then,
emerging from this open-hearted moral contempla-
tion space, moral engagement and action oriented
educational activities can be pursued. I will now
dedicate more attention to this primary moral self-
contemplation and then proceed to outline further
remedies to particular causes of akrasia.
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4.3 Value Clarification and Recognizing
Everyday Morality

First, there is more to be said about this pro-
cess of introspection. If we want to act morally, we
need to engage seriously with morality in thought.
Here, I suggest a return to the value clarification13

method, where one is encouraged to “get in touch
with his own values, to bring them to the surface,
and to reflect upon them” (Purpel & Ryan qtd. in
Straughan 16). But many practical value clarifica-
tion exercises only refer to morality in abstraction.
These tasks require the moral learner to create per-
sonal value inventories, rank values, compare val-
ues, make either-or choices etc. (Kirschenbaum) in
a way that risks being too theoretical. Such an ap-
proach enables us to recognize our moral identity
explicitly, but does not necessarily bridge the dis-
tance between said identity and our behavior, al-
lowing for the “loving and eating animals” type of
moral disconnect to go unnoticed. To correct this,
we need to remind ourselves of the core nature of
morality, which is to guide our action. Thus, in an
action-oriented moral education model, any clar-
ification exercise should include linking values to
real life behavior and thinking about how we reflect
them in our lives.14 This can equally go in the other
direction – we can look at our day, week, month,
year and think about what moral considerations
were at stake, and what moral values we did and
did not enact. This type of reflection would foster a
moral engagement with our everyday life. Such an
exercise is in line with Hannah Arendt’s suggestion
about morality:

Could the activity of thinking as such,

13Here again, I am omitting discussion about the difference
between moral values, beliefs, judgements and virtues. All of
these, to different degrees, can form our moral identity and,
for the purposes of this research, a detailed discussion of them
is unnecessary. Consequently, value clarification here is an
umbrella term for the clarification of any components of our
moral identity.

14This is not to say that the values clarification method does
not have action as its goal. Kirschenbaum notes that this is
a misconception brought on by the term “clarification”; he
writes, “becoming clear about one’s values . . . is certainly a
major part of values clarification. But values clarification also
means acting on one’s values, bringing those values to fruition
in one’s life” (13). Thus, it is nothing revolutionary to suggest
that the recognition of our values must be directed towards
their actualization in our life. By calling for an action-focused
approach, I am simply putting an urgent emphasis on reflect-
ing on and aiming at the fruition of those values in the context
of widespread akrasia.

the habit of examining whatever hap-
pens to come to pass or to attract atten-
tion, regardless of results and specific
content, could this activity be among
the conditions that make men abstain
from evil-doing or even actually “condi-
tion” them against it? (5)

In short, there is a strong suggestion that “lack of
attention ... can feed akrasia” (Aaltola “Meat Para-
dox” 8). But “the act of learning to pay attention
is not a switch that one may easily flip on; rather,
it is a contemplative process that requires practice
and perseverance” (Kaufman & Murray 104). More-
over, truly paying attention and engaging with this
world morally can be hurtful. On a personal level,
it forces us to face our akrasia explicitly and, ulti-
mately, to face the gap between who we are and
who we would like to be. This is an incredibly vul-
nerable position, and dwelling on it can also be-
come highly unproductive, because the akratic re-
alization itself sounds like an attack – “why are you
not doing what you should?” It only makes sense
that we would routinely protect ourselves from this
question, since addressing it risks making us feel
weak, disempowered, like ‘failures’. This is where
the aspects of community and constructive failure
are of importance. First, if we feel weak and dis-
empowered, we ultimately fear that we are worse
than others and that they will judge and reject us.
In order to foster the courage to acknowledge our
moral shortcoming and deal with the feelings they
cause, we need others – a community – to whomwe
can admit all this and who will reassure us of their
acceptance and support despite, or perhaps even
because of it. Moreover, they will likely share the
same struggle and will, in turn, require reassurance
of our support. To continue, this acknowledgment
of akrasia is not aimed at instilling guilt about our
failures, but encourages us to look at these failures
with curiosity in order to consider the obstacles that
keep us from doing the right thing and contemplate
how they could be overcome This is actually a di-
rect exercise suggested by the value clarification
method, called “removing barriers to action.” It re-
quires one to set a goal, think of what is hindering
the fulfillment of this goal, and then suggest how
this barrier to action could be removed (Kirschen-
baum 105). In other words, to strive towards an
enkratic life, we first need to follow the ancient in-
vitation to self-knowledge and to the examination
of our lives (Aaltola “Meat Paradox” 5). The list of
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the causes of moral akrasia I provide in Chapter 2
is not merely a theoretical compartmentalization, it
is the type of inventory each one of us would ben-
efit from realizing about our own lives. And, while
each of us has an undeniably unique combination
of personality, motivations, desires, thoughts and
external influences, I deem that much of our akra-
sia is shared and that we can (and should) look for
solutions together.

4.4 Empowerment, Practical Action and
Creativity

As discussed in Chapter 2, a significant reason
why we are akratic is that we do not believe that
we can effect moral change in this world. Reflect-
ing on her ethics class, Kretz writes, “When we
look at a plethora of daunting current moral issues
I’ve heard students lament ‘This is so depressing’”
(“Teaching Being Ethical” 162). This overwhelm-
ing feeling of despair can cause us to feel power-
less and withdraw from any attempt at moral ac-
tion. The world is full of wrongdoings and suffering,
and it seems we can do nothing significant about it.
To counter this, Kretz underlines the importance of
hope and suggests practical exercises for fostering
it. One is to find a person whom we admire morally
and to bring their story to discussion with others, so
that it can “serve as evidence that significant pos-
itive changes are not only possible but have also
already happened” (163). The use of moral exem-
plars is a long employed method in most models of
moral education (Noddings & Slote 354). However,
here we need to recall the defensive reactions we
might experience towards people who seem more
moral than we are. A way to deal with this resis-
tance would be to learn about the struggles these
people experienced on their way to moral action
and how they overcame them. Moreover, in re-
lating to these moral exemplars, we should strive
to do the hard work of shifting our attention from
‘what they are and what we are not’ to ‘what they
are and what we could become’. Indeed, the study
by Zane et al. suggests that negative attitudes to-
wards morally admirable people decrease when we
“have a second opportunity to act ethically after
initially ignoring” it (337). What is more, it could be
of importance that these moral exemplars are close
to us geographically, historically and culturally –
the life of a kind neighbor might hold more tangi-
ble inspiration than that of Martin Luther King Jr. or

Mother Theresa. We might equally strive to recog-
nize, praise and discuss morally admirable action in
our direct peers.

Another activity Kretz suggests for counter-
acting disempowerment is a “solution-focused,
service-learning assignment” where students have
to engage in or initiate a volunteering project
to “morally improve the world in some concrete
way” (162-3). She emphasizes that students
must choose the project themselves so that it can
directly reflect their “own moral beliefs/values/-
growth” (163). Although such an assignment can
clearly contribute to moral empowerment and fos-
ter moral action, I wish to note that we must also
fight the tendency to assign morality to a particu-
lar enclosed sphere of life – volunteering can acci-
dentally create a feeling that morally right action
can be checked off of our to-do list for good and we
need not seek it at other moments. Thus, it would
be useful to have on-going personal moral projects
that we continuously reflect on together with oth-
ers. Explicitly setting up a project could also help
us persevere with our moral goal. For example,
one can decide to become vegetarian and track her
progress, discoveries and hiccups in this journey.
Or, one can wish to treat people with more kind-
ness and compassion. The latter is a simple goal,
but can present a lot of practical difficulty. While a
component of kindness can be some specific acts
of politeness, kindness cannot really be reduced to
formulaic steps. It might require reworking our ev-
eryday thought patterns that can be full of defense
mechanisms such as fear, envy, and anxiety. This
means we might need to be creative and look for
solutions in sources beyond our usual field of vision.
For instance, John Paulson and Lisa Kretz explore
the possible use of Buddhist meditation in moral
education because the Buddhist tradition “includes
techniques and practices for intentionally and sys-
tematically cultivating and strengthening the ex-
perience and expression of compassion” (326). In
particular, they consider the loving-kindness med-
itation where “the person engaging in [the] prac-
tice recites, either aloud or internally, phrases that
affirm this aspiration, such as: ‘May all beings be
free from danger. May they be happy. May they
be healthy. May they live with ease’” (326). This
type of meditation has been linked to “increased
gray matter volume in areas of the brain associ-
ated with empathy” and “reduced stress response”
(326). However, I would not want to imply that
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all methods for fostering moral action must be sci-
entifically proven. The force of having an open-
hearted community to reflect on moral goals lies
in that we can share practical first-hand experience
and advice. We can talk about how exactly to help
a stranger being harassed on the street or what
words to use to show sympathy to a grieving per-
son.

4.5 Habits and Higher Order Virtues

Much of our akrasia lies in habit, and it is not suf-
ficient to come to this realization and then expect
a change in our behavior. Changing habits requires
self-control. It requires the engagement of our sys-
tem 2 thinking in order to deliberate about the ac-
tions that we otherwise do automatically. This will
undeniably require more effort than our usual ev-
eryday action. This is where we will need to culti-
vate our higher order virtues: perseverance, con-
sistency, courage, patience, temperance and en-
durance. To be ready to put in such continuous
effort, we need to maintain a strong motivation,
a strong sense of our identity and clear long-term
goals. In fact, a general habitual pattern is that we
enact short-term over long term goals. For exam-
ple, we succumb to the short-term satisfaction of
buying a new dress over our long-term belief that
we should not contribute to the environmental and
social harms of the fashion industry. A way to ac-
tualize taking control over such habits is to bring
our long-term goals to thought explicitly and to ask
ourselves what kind of persons we want to be – we
need to actualize our moral identity.15 A study on
people who were perceived as moral exemplars by
their peers found that their “moral choices were
not experienced as self-sacrifice; rather they were
manifestations of the exemplar’s moral center of
their self” (Kretz “Teaching Being Ethical” 165). In
other words, it seems we need to remind ourselves
that ‘how we spend our days is, of course, how we
spend our lives.’16 A habit of thinking about this
(which can even mean literally attaching this quote
to a wall in our room) is crucial to maintain the moti-
vation to change our akratic habits. But then, each
akratic habit necessitates its own remedy. If it is

15This can also be done through particular exercises that re-
quire us to think about our life as a whole. Such exercises
include writing a short autobiography, writing one’s own obit-
uary, creating a life inventory and others (Kirschenbaum).

16A quote commonly attributed to Annie Dillard.

a tendency to impulsivity and lashing out at our
close ones in place of showing them the kindness
we believe they deserve, we might first try to em-
ploy such a simple method as counting to ten when
we feel a burst of anger. For a more grounded ap-
proach, we could benefit from a regular loving kind-
ness meditation. At any rate, a detailed inquiry into
habit changing methods is necessary, and likely re-
quires the use of psychological knowledge and ap-
proaches like cognitive-behavioral therapy.

There are two important points I wish to bring
forth in this discussion about habits and self-
control. First, although we consider habits to be
everyone’s personal business which, to a large ex-
tent, is true – nobody can change my habits but
myself – we can benefit from sharing our struggle,
our success and generally reflecting on this pro-
cess together. As Aaltola argues, “reminders of self-
control are important, even pivotal in this era of
passive hedonism, but they require support from
our wider societal settings and institutions” (“Prob-
lem of Akrasia” 125). To continue, self-control truly
must be accompanied by self-compassion and pa-
tience – after all, patience is also a higher order
virtue. Undeniably, there is some truth in Plato’s
assertion that “each of us must flee away from lack
of discipline as quickly as his feet will carry him”
(qtd. in Aaltola “Meat Paradox” 5). Yet, we might
be better off seeking an attitude that is “correc-
tive to the kind of more-is-better, bigger-is-better,
faster-is-better, aggressive and rapacious agency
that dominates the world today” (Bai 324). Bai
suggests employing the Daoist concept of wu-wei
agency, which negates “pushing and straining one-
self and others until we are beyond limits and out
of balance” (324). In other words, our attempts
to become more moral should not stem from sub-
mitting ourselves to an authoritative regime of our
own making, but from seeking harmonious “unity
between self and morality” (Kretz “Teaching Being
Ethical” 165). This is also because self-compassion
can allow us to know ourselves and genuinely ex-
amine the causes of our akrasia, whereas authori-
tative efforts would risk being directed only at dam-
age control and (yet again) fear of failure.

4.6 Bending the Social Script: Commu-
nity, Courage and Creativity

There is an important consideration that has
been looming in the background of this discussion.
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Let us recall Rorty’s strong comparison: “just as
a disposition to chronic bronchitis may indicate a
toxic environment, so individual akrasia may indi-
cate social disorder” (649). On a similar note, Aal-
tola writes, “reminders of self-control may not be
appealing in the contemporary, consumeristic era,
which is marked by the logic of marketing that pre-
cisely rests on one’s lack of discipline” (“Meat Para-
dox” 5). As we have seen in Chapter 2, there is
clear evidence that marketing strategies are em-
ploying psychological research to exploit our weak-
nesses and foster akratic consumption. Moreover,
our social environment has deeply ingrained priori-
ties that are based on competition and self-interest:

We must fashion ourselves, form our
abilities and habits in such a way as
to make ourselves employable . . . Our
role –our place – in the economy shapes
our lives; it determines our security
and pleasures and issues in the kind of
recognition we receive. (Rorty 654)

So, engaging in the daily moral reflection that I sug-
gest, we might come to the realization that the job
we do to gain our living is completely in opposition
to our deepmoral beliefs. Yet, our livelihood and se-
curity largely depend on it. What is more, our social
environment also sends mixed messages, present-
ing a fundamentally akratic space:

While officially condemning envy as a
socially undesirable trait, most societies
use, and even induce, envious traits to
encourage the development of useful
talents and abilities. Market-based, con-
sumer oriented economic systems gen-
erate invidious comparisons as a way of
increasing consumption. (Rorty 653)

Such a contradictory mindset not only leads us to
internalize a constant striving to be better than oth-
ers and, thus, to fear open communication with
them while simultaneously ourselves for this same
attitude and ultimately fosters our disengagement
from our emotions and moral ideals. Taking this
into account, how, then, are we to become more
enkratic in face of this abundance of social forces
that push us towards akrasia?

To begin, I must reiterate that this explicit ac-
knowledgment of akrasia and the forces that drive
it, however painful, is important. Rorty argues that
“if [one] were to recognize the extent to which

her desires have been manipulated, realizing ex-
actly how socioeconomic policies violate her more
general aims, she might be better positioned to
check her akrasia” (657). This is also asserted
by Athanassoulis: “Key to resisting contrary situ-
ational factors is being made aware of their influ-
ence.” (357) Kretz equally sides with this thought
and suggests the strengthening of our moral iden-
tity:

Knowledge of how hyper-consumerist
identities are generated, maintained,
and then marketed to can enable well-
informed approaches to counter such
identity construction and behavior in fa-
vor of morally grounded identities and
behaviors. (“Climate Change” 18)

Moreover, this realization of the social aspects of
akrasia allows us to recognise that we are not in
it alone and, thus, enables the kind of commu-
nal sharing and contemplation that I suggest. Ul-
timately, together we can take responsibility, de-
velop a support system and look for solutions on
both the individual level and the larger social scale.
Yet, Rorty rightly warns that “tracing the economic
and political sources of akrasia can sometimes also
unfortunately deflect individual therapeutic mea-
sures” to the extent that we “may self-deceptively
disown [our] akratic actions” (657). To such a line of
thought Grisez and Shaw answer: “Granted, there
are factors beyond our control which powerfully
influence our development as human beings, but
what of those factors which are within our power to
control?” (172) I deem that, especially on the level
that concerns our relations to our direct surround-
ings, there is much we can, in fact, do to become
the kind and caring persons most of us would like
to be. I do not think I need to refer to literature
to remind us of how much warmth and inspiration
even a simple act of kindness can radiate. It makes
little sense to refuse taking the small steps that are
indeed accessible to us. If we refuse to take ac-
tion to cultivate our moral ideals daily, we are with-
drawing from the exercise of our freedom to self-
determination17 (176), lest we readily admit to hav-
ing no such freedom, in which case, of course, there

17As noted by Aaltola, this also resonates with “the exis-
tentialist notion of ‘bad faith’”, where we surrender our free-
dom to choose, our capacity to use our own reflection, to the
hubbub of social custom that tells us what we ought to do,
what we ought to be like, and within which we thereby lose
our sense of “authenticity”—our capacity to make responsible
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is no space for active improvement and this whole
discussion collapses.

When it comes to the larger social circum-
stances, we must remember that “people can be
producers as well as products of their environ-
ments” (Hannah et al. 674). In the light of this,
we must realize that we have the freedom to at
least commit ourselves to bettering our social con-
ditions. Kretz’s conception of responsibility is in
place here:

Responsibility as I intend it here is
not about identifying who to blame
and therefore hold accountable, an ap-
proach which enables one to ostensibly
absolve oneself of responsibility. Re-
sponsibility is to be conceptualized in
a forward looking, positive way – it
is about taking responsibility through
identifying how to help and acting ac-
cordingly. (“Climate Change” 16-17)

To continue, she also notes that this social respon-
sibility requires activism, since individual action in-
deed does not suffice for large-scale reform (17).
Therefore, “collective activism is needed to achieve
political reform which can encourage or require re-
sponsible lifestyles” (17). Moreover, activism also
holds the potential to create a strong sense of com-
munity and identity, itself engendering a motivat-
ing force for a more morally engaged life.

Nevertheless, both activism and any sort of
individual moral action require the use of moral
courage and creativity. Courage means that we
have to be ready to endure the social dangers of
standing up for our moral ideals and to insist on
them under pressure (Hannah et al. 677). Cre-
ativity is necessary so that we can figure out what
exactly, in practice, the morally enkratic world we
want to live in – the interpersonal relations, the so-
cial structures and our attitude towards nature and
nonhuman beings – could look like. This creativ-
ity is part of the phronesis that we need to employ
in our daily attempts to a more morally engaged
existence. If we wish to counter the current harm-
ful, over-consumptive, competitive social script, we
need to start figuring out what new habits and pat-
terns of relating should replace this.

As a final note, I wish to share a stanza of ac-
tivist and poet’s Marge Piercy’s poem “The Low

choices—and become “alienated” from others and ourselves.
(“Problem of Akrasia” 135)

Road” through which Kauffman and Murray (102)
encouraged collaborative contemplation and co-
creativity in their classroom:

It goes on one at a time,
it starts when you care
to act, it starts when you do
it again after they said no,
it starts when you say We
and know who you mean, and each
day you mean one more.

5 Conclusion

Once we have dedicated in-depth attention to it,
akrasia seems to constitute less of a paradox,while
still remaining a problem that demands a remedy.
Locating particular reasons for the gap between our
moral beliefs and daily behavior has allowed us to
seek a middle way between a forceful “just do it”
mentality that reduces all failure to simple weak-
ness, and a disempowerment that makes a morally
integral life seem simply impossible. In sum, I deem
that we are facing legitimate difficulties, but by ad-
mitting these difficulties and reflecting on them, we
have the opportunity to work towards an enkratic
life. In part, this certainly requires introspection
on an individual basis. Yet, akrasia is also a social
phenomenon both in the sense that it is pervasive
and that it is, in many ways, enabled by our social
structures. Hence, the solution is to be sought so-
cially. Here, in a broad sense, I mean that we need
to cultivate shared moral reflection about our daily
lives, somewhat in the line of an “action + reflec-
tion = transformation” equation (Freire qtd. in Kauf-
man & Murray 110). In a more particular sense, I
hold that it is in educational institutions where such
communal contemplation about moral practice has
the potential to be pursued, and this is then what
we could conceive as “moral education” in contem-
porary schooling. However, as noted beforehand,
I also do not want to imply that there is a part of
education where morality matters and that we can
ignore it in the remaining parts – such implicit divi-
sion is exactly what enables us to keep our every-
day action distanced from our moral beliefs. Moral
education should foster moral reflection in all as-
pects of education and, by extension, all facets of
life.
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Nevertheless, I am again having trouble with
strictly delineated terms, because education cer-
tainly is not limited to academic institutions. It is
hardly a radical idea to assert that we continue
learning throughout our lives and outside of schools
and universities. The same applies to moral learn-
ing. When we think of “moral education”, perhaps
something like a class full of unruly children comes
to mind, where the teacher undertakes to convey
morality to them in a transactional manner. How-
ever, I deem most adults are in need of a moral
education – we lack the practical knowledge of how
to live according to our moral ideals and, as I note
in Chapter 4, it can be an intimidating and shame-
ful experience to come to terms with our akrasia.
Thus, we tend to numb ourselves and become de-
fensive at the mention of morality. The moral edu-
cation from which we would benefit includes a sup-
portive community that welcomes our frustrations
and our emotions to empower us to truly pursue our
ideals. But how do we create such a space in a so-
ciety permeated by individualism, competition and
emotional disengagement? This is an undeniably
difficult question. For one, we might seek to real-
ize the potential of communities that are already
present to us. A moral learning community could
begin with a few friends having dinner together and
being intimate enough to start a genuine conver-
sation about everyday morality. It could also be-
gin when we encounter somebody whose moral in-
tegrity we admire and we muster the courage to
inquire about what lies behind their success.

Similarly, institutionalized education has a
largely unrealized potential for a supportive com-
munity and shared moral reflection. Without really
planning for it, perhaps by an intuition, the Socratic
conversation I initiated for this research project en-
gendered a tentative step towards realizing this
moral community potential that lies also within my
university. As we asked ourselves “why are we
not doing the right thing?” and, in seeking the an-
swer, discussed personal experiences of akrasia,
we were working towards exactly the kind of re-
flection and open-heartedness I am suggesting is
crucial for moral learning. The Socratic method as
conceived here, however, puts emphasis on philo-
sophical contemplation in itself rather than for the
purpose of seeking practical solutions. Philosoph-
ical inquiry into our lives is important in order to
begin striving towards moral action – the method
can be seen as a first step, or can be adjusted to

our goal of enkrasia.
That being said, any such activity requires stu-

dents and teachers who have the interest and en-
ergy for this. Here again, we must acknowledge
that in the current system, where we are in a con-
stant rush to prove ourselves and to grow – but to
grow to bemore employable and get tangible credit
rather than to realize our full humanity – there is
little space to think about the morality of our lives.
How do we create this space? I think, while it is true
that radical change cannot be brought on by indi-
vidual action, any change necessarily starts with
an individual who manages to notice, question and
bring to the attention of others the akratic contra-
dictions we live in. Moreover, research suggests we
have a tendency to underestimate our influence on
other people’s moral behavior (Bohns et al.). Even
by very small conversational steps, we can reevalu-
ate the akrasia we have collectively taken to be the
norm. As such, I have done my best to bring this
to your attention, dear reader of this essay. I invite
you to think about it for yourself and, then, perhaps
muster the courage to reflect on it together with
others. There is indeed much more to think about
than what I have already laid out: there might be
more reasons for akrasia than I have noted, the ed-
ucational methods – formal and informal – I sug-
gest are far from comprehensive, the practical in-
troduction of such moral community in any partic-
ular educational institution needs detailed discus-
sion, the important role of the teacher undeniably
deserves our attention, the link between activism
and enkrasia is to be explored in depth, and, after
all, although I have treated it as secondary in or-
der to thoroughly focus on moral behavior, the way
we develop moral beliefs in the first place is still of
relevance. Let us deliberate about this together.
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Abstract

This paper argues that Mexican national cinema, along with other national arts, has contributed greatly
to the construction of a homogenous national imaginary in which marginalized groups, such as working-
class indigenous women, are essentialized and stereotyped. Borrowing from Mexican writers such as
Octavio Paz and Carlos Monsiváis, I provide an overview of the history of Mexican indigenous women in
the national arts to understand their placement in the national imaginary. In terms of film, I first exam-
ine the Golden Age of Mexican cinema to explore its construction of indigenous female archetypes in the
context of the indigenismo movement and its impact on spectators through an analysis of Maria Cande-
laria (1944). With this historical discourse in mind, and from an intersectional feminist perspective, I then
examine two contemporary Mexican films, Roma (2018) and La Camarista (2018), to explore how some
recent movies are calling attention to the most marginalized groups of society. Drawing on the work of
Latin American film scholars as well as on feminist film theory, I present original close scene analyses to
examine the ways in which contemporary films are offering working-class indigenous women the oppor-
tunity to reclaim their space in the national imaginary. These close analyses show that there has been
a move in contemporary films towards making visible the struggles and realities of working-class indige-
nous women – as gendered, racialized, and classed citizens – on screen and in today’s society. As such,
this thesis shows the compelling need to reconstruct Mexico’s national imaginary in a more inclusive and
heterogeneous form, and the trend that is emerging in this direction.

Keywords and phrases:Mexican cinema, intersectionality, female archetypes, indigenous women,
national imaginary
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1 Introduction

1.1 Visibility in Contemporary Mexican
Cinema

In the last decade, several Mexican filmmakers
have worked on projects that document or drama-
tize real life stories about indigenous people in and
outside of their communities. Feature films such as
Roma (dir. Alfonso Cuarón) and La Camarista [The
Chambermaid] (dir. Lila Avilés), which both pre-
miered in 2018, were made as an attempt to give
visibility to one of the most marginalized and ig-
nored groups in Mexico: working-class indigenous
women. Like many other contemporary Mexican
films1 which attempt to bring the marginalized to
the center, Roma and La Camarista aim to create
a verisimilar representation of female Mexican la-
borers and thus call attention to a sector of society
that is often overlooked in both the arts and in the
public sphere. To do so, both films feature indige-
nous working-class women as protagonists whose
struggles seek to expose the realities of the social,
economic, racial, and gender inequalities in Mexico
City. In an attempt to create realistic and fair repre-
sentations of these women, both filmmakers have
chosen to tell the women’s stories as the main plot
of the films and to work with actors from a working-
class background as protagonists of their own sto-
ries.

Roma and La Camarista are films that are in-
terested in building a space for new cinematic rep-
resentations of those women that were hardly vis-
ible before: indigenous and mestizo2 women that
have moved into larger cities to work as cleaners,
cooks, domestic workers, and artisans. Most im-
portantly, these films explicitly attempt to debunk
female and indigenous archetypes that have been

1Some examples of recent Mexican films that tell the life
and stories of working-class, indigenous, and other marginal-
ized groups are La Tirisia (dir. Jorge Pérez Solano, 2014), Sueño
en otro idioma [I Dream in Another Language] (dir. Ernesto
Contreras, 2017), Lorena, la de pies ligeros [Lorena, Light-
Footed Woman] (dir. Juan Carlos Rulfo. 2019), and El sueño de
Mara’akame [Mara’akame’s dream] (dir. Federico Cecchetti,
2016).

2In the Latin American context, mestizo/a refers to a person
of mixed European and ‘Indian’ blood (Encyclopædia Britan-
nica). In the colonial caste system, mestizos held a middle so-
cial position, placed under Europeans and above indigenous.
Since the physical characteristics that distinguished mestizos
from other groups were not always obvious, “mestizaje be-
came as much a cultural identity. . . as a racial identity” (Ching
et al. 92-93).

constructed and reproduced throughout Mexican
film history, particularly since the Golden Age of
Mexican cinema (roughly from 1935 to 1960). In or-
der to analyze which conventional paradigms these
films are challenging, I will focus on their innova-
tive and disruptive way of representing working-
class indigenous women. The close scene analyses
of Roma and La Camarista will look at the relation
between these films’ cinematic narrative strategies
and what feminist authors describe as the ‘gaze’,
the myth of women, and the power relations on
screen. Using these terms within the film analysis, I
will explore how contemporary films can contribute
to constructing heterogeneous and non-essential
images of indigenous women in the contemporary
national imaginary, and the impact this may have
on flesh and blood women off-screen.

Before doing so, this study will present its the-
oretical framework based mainly on a series of
Latin American and feminist film scholars, as well
as on the concept of intersectionality. Then, with
these theories in mind, it will review the legacy of
the Golden Age of Mexican Cinema – also known
as Classical Mexican cinema – as a project of na-
tion building by incorporating the ideas of femi-
nist scholars and Mexican intellectuals who discuss
the role that women, and particularly indigenous
women, have played in Mexican discourse, films,
and arts of the 19th and 20th century. Finally, this
section will explore the essentialist and simplis-
tic representations of indigenous women in cinema
and the national arts, and how these have affected
their conditions of visibility in the national imagi-
nary.

After examining the ideological constructions
that were made during the Golden Age of Mexi-
can Cinema through a close analysis of Maria Can-
delaria, I will move on to analyze how Roma and
La Camarista magnify marginalized women’s visi-
bility today. In this text, the concept of visibility will
refer to the extent to which marginalized groups
are included in the production of national arts, and
thus the extent to which they are incorporated in
the national imaginary. Finally, for this study, I as-
sume that the more verisimilar representations of
marginalized groups there are in the national arts,
the more possibilities these groups have to be in-
cluded in the national imaginary and consequently,
the less difficult it is for them to participate socially,
economically, and politically. The more visibility
and attention they receive, the more likely it is for
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them to receive equal and just treatment from so-
ciety and the nation.

1.2 Feminism & Intersectionality in Mex-
ican Film Studies

Understanding the different socio-cinematic
representations – from the Golden Age compared to
those from contemporary times – through an inter-
sectional feminist perspective is essential when ex-
amining the role cinema plays in shaping the condi-
tions of visibility for indigenous women of contem-
porary Mexico. The concept of intersectionality in
feminist theory is an attempt to bring diversity into
feminism by taking into account the fact that not all
women experience inequality in the same way. In-
tersectionality expresses the idea that each woman
lives at the junction of different systems of privi-
lege and oppression; therefore women experience
different levels of discrimination in terms of class,
race, ethnicity, religion, and so on, which differenti-
ate their experiences of what it is to be a woman. In
order to analyze the role that cinema plays in shap-
ing indigenous working-class women’s visibility, it
is thus essential to look at their representation and
their experiences from an intersectional perspec-
tive. This study draws on diverse feminist theories
of film and visual culture – Claire Johnston and bell
hooks, as well as Ana López and Dolores Tierney
– to explore the roles that “old” and “new” Mexi-
can cinema play in the construction of marginalized
women in the Mexican national imaginary.

In her essay “Women’s Cinema as Counter-
cinema” feminist scholar Claire Johnston looks at
the unequal evolution of male and female myths in
cinema and addresses the way myths of women,
the vamp and the straight girl, have operated in
Classical Hollywood cinema. Similarly, Ana López
and Dolores Tierney explore the myths of women
in Classical Mexican cinema through the perspec-
tive of gender studies. In 1975, Laura Mulvey pub-
lished her now seminal essay “Visual Pleasure and
Narrative Cinema,” where she develops the con-
cept of the male gaze, or themasculine-coded cam-
era, through which Classical Hollywood films reflect
and reinforce the unconscious patriarchal binary
of male/active and female/passive. Through the
male gaze, the ideal (male) spectator derives plea-
sure via narcissism (identifying with the ego-ideal
male protagonist) and voyeurism (identifying with
the masculine-coded camera) (Mulvey 837-839).

This study is informed by Mulvey’s reading of the
male gaze, however it focused mainly on the socio-
historical background of the spectators rather than
on a psychoanalytic interpretative framework.

Drawing on Mulvey’s theory of the male gaze,
bell hooks introduces the juxtaposed concept of
the ‘oppositional gaze’ which refers to the gaze of
those who are not being represented; in her argu-
ment, this was the black female gaze (116-117).
Since people of color have historically been denied
the right to look, hooks argues that an oppositional
gaze can become a site of resistance from the dom-
inant white patriarchal power (116). As there is
a historical similarity between the power relations
of black and white Americans, and the power rela-
tions of indigenous Mexicans and creole Mexicans3,
this paper adopts hooks’ theory of the oppositional
gaze of African Americans and applies it to that of
Mexicans of indigenous heritage. For the purpose
of this study, the idea of the oppositional gaze will
help us to understand indigenous women’s place
as underrepresented and, therefore, oppositional
‘gazers’ in both Classic and contemporary Mexican
cinema. With the help of these scholars, this thesis
will transition from an overview of Golden Age Mexi-
can Cinema to a study of the ways in which contem-
porary Mexican films are reframing and challenging
archetypal representations of marginalized women
today.

Following this conceptual framework, this com-
parative study will incorporate the work of intersec-
tional feminist scholars – again bell hooks and also
Claire Johnston – to analyze gendered, classed, and
racialized power relations involved in filmic treat-
ments of white and indigenous female and male
characters. The work of Latin American film schol-
ars who have already incorporated seminal femi-
nist film theories into their studies of classical Mex-
ican cinema will serve as a foundation upon which
this study will build when analyzing contemporary
Mexican films and the roles they play in shaping the
Mexican national imaginary.

3In the Mexican colonial caste system, gachupines (Peninsu-
lares or Spanish-born whites) and creole (Spanish-whites born
in Mexico) were at the top of the social hierarchy, while mes-
tizos (indigenous and Spanish mixed) and indigenous followed
lower in the social and legal hierarchies.
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1.3 Women in The Golden Age of Mexi-
can Cinema: The Construction of a
Nation

The Golden Age of Mexican cinema – along with
Muralism4 – is one of the most representative na-
tional arts of the 20th century to contribute to the
construction of female archetypes and the devel-
opment of a system of values and beliefs that es-
tablished the role that men, women, and indige-
nous people were expected to play in Mexican so-
ciety. The Golden Age is particularly relevant for
two reasons: its magnitude and its influence on its
contemporaneous audiences. First, the Golden Age
was one of the most prolific periods in the history
of Mexican cinema. Between 1932 and 1939, the
Mexican film industry produced 236 movies, and
in the next ten years, between 1940 and 1949 it
increased its productions to a total of 665 feature
films (de la Vega Alfaro, 24-25). This cinema grew
thanks to the introduction of sound and to the inter-
est of the government in investing in the national
arts in order to establish a sense of unifying na-
tional identity (de la Vega Alfaro 23).

As the industry flourished, its films’ themes
and archetypes became a reflection of 20th cen-
tury Mexico while at the same time contributing
to the shape and contour of the national identity
(Mraz 92). Part of this project of nation building was
the indigenismo movement, which offered Mexico
a myth of origin free from its colonial past. The
purpose of indigenismo was to reconstruct the na-
tional identity through a romanticized and essen-
tialist picture of indigenous people to “assimilate
[them] within the nation state” (Tierney 75). The
national cinema, alongside muralist painters, por-
trayed indigenous people in a way that reflected
the notion of a pure and essential Mexican identity,
and that prioritized a ‘native style’ over a ‘European
style’ (Tierney 76-77). However, as Tierney notes,
this project was far from reality – most of the un-
derclass indigenous communities were physically,
economically, and racially separated from the rest
of the nation (74).

For Carlos Monsiváis5, an important element of

4Mexican Muralism was an art movement and a project of
nation building that began in 1920 and lasted until around
1970 with the purpose of reunifying the country after the Mexi-
can Revolution. Its paintings were usually charged with social,
political, and historical motifs that aimed at uniting all Mexi-
cans into one common history (Greeley 263-267).

5Carlos Monsiváis, belonging to a very active generation of

the process of nation building is the consumption
of popular culture by the masses (“Cultura Popular”
98-99). This echoes Benedict Anderson’s idea that
imagined communities6 were first formed thanks
to the printed press, and consequently, contempo-
rary ones are formed thanks to the news and media
that are consumed en masse. In Mexico, Golden
Age cinema was also a means to develop the imag-
ined community and the unified national identity.
Therefore, with the hopes of analyzing the past,
present, and future constructs of Mexican iden-
tities, historians and academics have extensively
studied this emblematic era of national filmmaking.
Latin American film scholar Dolores Tierney chal-
lenges the canonization of the Golden Age cinema
and debunks many of the original readings of these
films to highlight the ideological and representa-
tional contradictions present in this period of film-
making. Similarly, Latin American film scholar Ana
López explores the role of women in popular gen-
res, such as the melodrama and the cabaret film, to
map and then interrogate the archetypes of women
constructed in Classical Mexican cinema. Other
scholars such as Juan Pablo Silva Escobar use these
mapped archetypes to understand how the Golden
Age cinema has contributed to building a Mexican
social imaginary. He argues that films of this pe-
riod were responsible for elaborating images and
ideas of what is conceived as ‘typically Mexican’,
and for inscribing these ideas in the collective con-
sciousness (10). Maria Candelaria (dir. Emilio Fer-
nández, 1944), which this study will later explore in
greater detail, is a canonized film which constructs
a damaging and othering image of indigenous peo-
ple, and particularly indigenous women.

Movies of the Mexican Golden Age were not so
concerned with creating realistic representations
of women, but rather with creating archetypes
and moralistic characters from whom viewers could
learn and with whom they could identify (Mon-
siváis, “Cultura Popular” 105). Therefore, popular

Mexican journalists and writers, became a fundamental figure
in the documentation of Mexican values, traditions, and social
changes from the late 20th century.

6For Anderson, a nation is an imagined community in the
sense that it is socially constructed and imagined by individu-
als, the media, politics, etc. Ian Buchanan states, “it is imag-
ined because the actuality of even the smallest nation exceeds
what it is possible for a single person to know – one cannot
know every person in a nation, just as one cannot know ev-
ery aspect of its economy, geography, history, and so forth.”
(244). Thus, the ‘imagined community’ is a way for people to
abstract their own and other communities.
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genres of this period, such as the melodrama and
the cabaret film, focused on creating contrasting
white female archetypes such as the sacred, well-
behaved mother and the sensual mistress, in or-
der to reinforce patriarchal values (López 147-154).
However, and even with the presence of the in-
digenismo movement, real indigenous women re-
ceived little attention in the national cinema, and
as scholar Dolores Tierney explains, that scant
treatment of the indigenous “often reflects the fan-
tasy of otherness, painting the indígena[s] as an ex-
ceptional other while suppressing the reasons for
[their] social marginalization, backwardness and
exploitation.” (Tierney 74).

These archetypal representations from Classi-
cal Mexican cinema established trends, behaviors
and a model for working class and aristocratic fam-
ilies to follow (Monsiváis, “Cultura Popular” 113).
These models and archetypes became so embed-
ded in the national imaginary of Mexican audiences
and filmmakers that films today still struggle to di-
verge from them (Silva Escobar 11-12). Contem-
porary film production has become more indepen-
dent from the state and therefore offers both films
with archetypal representations of female figures
(commonly found in mainstream cinema) and films
that challenge these figures. Since the academic
discussion surrounding contemporary Mexican cin-
ema needs to be updated, this research will analyze
two movies produced within the last decade to ob-
serve the most recent changes in both cinema and
the society that these films reflect.

2 Women in the National Imagi-
nary

2.1 Archetypes and Stereotypes

In 1950, writer and intellectual Octavio Paz
wrote The Labyrinth of Solitude, a book-length es-
say in which he attempts to decipher the charac-
teristics, traits, and historical elements that define
and shape Mexican identity. It is important to note
that an identity in this sense is not an ontologi-
cal fact, but is rather socially determined and “its
meaning is constructed by the people who try to
define it.” (Ching et al. 7). In this search, Paz draws
on colloquialisms and local expressions, and finds
that one of the most important elements defining
Mexicanness is an identity born from a history of

rape and female treason7 (57-79). Carlos Mon-
siváis takes Paz’s influential essay as a widely ac-
curate historical-cultural interpretation of Mexican
society, and notes that “by nature and definition,
Mexican culture is a sexist culture” (“Soñadora, co-
queta y ardiente” 23). He explains that Mexico is a
culture divided by ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ roles
with certain characteristics assigned to each that
allow for the perpetuation of a patriarchal ideology
(“Soñadora, coqueta y ardiente” 22-23). Similarly,
Paz argues that Mexican people always understand
the role of women as an instrument or a means –
to fulfill men’s desires or whatever tasks the law or
society assign – but never as an end in itself (57-
60). Under these social conditions, diverse realms
of artistic expression such as literature, painting,
and film have interpreted the position of women in
Mexican society.

Monsiváis explores the literature of the 19th cen-
tury, which was preoccupied with depicting differ-
ent archetypes of Mexican women, in order to de-
fine what he calls la sensibilidad femenina [the
feminine sensibility] and its opposition, the free
woman. The feminine sensibility is morality, inspi-
ration and tenderness, while the free woman is usu-
ally incarnated by the prostitute who ‘negates’ the
real femininity (Monsiváis, “De la construcción de
la ‘sensibilidad femenina’ 82-83”). However, while
19th century arts and literature only played around
with these archetypes and moral values, mid 20th

century Mexican cinema became moralizing and
didactic by creating more culture-specific stereo-
types of bourgeoise, working-class, and indigenous
women. Although the Mexican Revolution (1910)
opened many doors for women to participate more
actively in society, the national arts of that period
did not reflect these changes. Instead, they con-
tinued repeating female stereotypes and moralistic
ideas (Monsiváis, “Soñadora, coqueta y ardiente”
38).

One of the most effective ways of transmitting
a homogenous ideology – in this case the idea of
the Mexican – is through archetypes and stereo-
types. However, it is worth noting the difference
between the former and the latter. Archetypes, as
established by psychoanalyst Carl Jung, are “ways

7Paz tells the story of Marina or La Malinche who in times of
the Spanish conquest was given to Hernán Cortes, the Spanish
conquistador, as a wife and slave. Because she gave birth to
one of the first mestizos she is seen as a traitor to the Aztec
people and as the raped mother of all Mexicans (57-79).
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of thinking and acting that derive from the most
primitive aspects of our psyche” (Buchanan 25) and
that reside in our collective unconscious. Stereo-
types, on the other hand, are generalized assump-
tions about groups and communities which, accord-
ing to Stuart Hall, “reduce people to a few, simple,
essential characteristics,” (257) and thus are inher-
ently essentializing and reductionist. The usage of
archetypes in stories and narratives is important
because it helps readers and audiences identify
and relate to the different characters (the hero, the
villain, the ruler, etc.). However, as Mary Anna Kidd
argues in her study of archetypes and stereotypes
in media representation, when archetypes are mar-
ried to stereotypes it leads to problematic stigma-
tization of groups, particularly in multicultural soci-
eties (26).

Along these lines, then, the question as to what
role the moralistic stereotypes from 19th and 20th

century Mexican arts played in the construction of
indigenous women in the Mexican national imagi-
nary arises. First, it should be noted that the Mexi-
can cinema of the 30s and 40s was strongly unified
and controlled by the State, which turned the na-
tional cinema into a nation building cultural project
(Pick 217). The Mexican government of that time
encouraged the cinematographic industry to “par-
ticipate in the economic and political transforma-
tion of the State” (Chávez 120), and, consequently,
this industry started dealing with the education of
the masses (Monsiváis “Cultura Popular”, 118).

Juan Pablo Silva Escobar argues that this cine-
matic project, especially through location-specific
genres – such as comedia ranchera – and its ap-
plications of excessive stereotypes – for both men
and women – contributed greatly to the transfor-
mation of the national imaginary (23-24). Addi-
tionally, as Monsiváis notes, cinemagoers at the
time experienced films as if they were happening in
the real world: they would scream in anger, chant
or applaud, and, on occasion, even attack the ac-
tors who played antagonist roles (“Cultura Popular”
105-106). Therefore, it is fair to assume that au-
diences would relate the characters’ positive and
negative traits to the real world and create associa-
tions that categorized certain groups under certain
traits and characteristics. For example, if a movie
stereotyped an indigenous community as lacking
education, or an indigenous woman as a typical do-
mestic employer, then audiences were more likely
to associate the real life indigenous to a lack of ed-

ucation and poverty. Anecdotes of the time, in ad-
dition to analyses such as Silva Escobar’s or Mon-
siváis’, show that the stories and characters that
these films created had a strong influence on how
the spectators learned about and developed a rela-
tionship with their environment. Since the stories of
the films of the Golden Age of Mexican cinema are
mostly about Mexican people living ‘Mexican lives’,
audiences took in an essential way of experiencing
and understanding their own Mexicanness.

Within this essential understanding of nation-
ality there also exist relatively fixed images of
gender. Similarly to the production of Mexican-
ness, imagined archetypes of manliness or femi-
ninity were constructed through popular culture. In
her study of Classical Mexican cinema, Ana López
explores the different female archetypes that the
genre of melodrama developed. First, she explains
the trope of the ‘good’ mother, usually portrayed
by Sara García. Second, she examines the vamp;
a ‘bad’, haughty, and independent woman, usu-
ally portrayed by María Félix (155). For the former,
López concludes that these family melodramas and
their construction of an asexual, saint mother are
still reinforcing the values of a patriarchal soci-
ety (154). For the latter, López argues that even
though this often provides the film with a strong,
female character, independent and sexually eman-
cipated, the character type is still built under a pa-
triarchal structure that reflects the dangers of de-
sire for men (156). As López analyzes the construc-
tion of archetypes in Mexican cinema, Claire John-
ston studies ‘the myths of women’ in Classical Hol-
lywood films to understand the role that the vamp
and the straight girl character play within the nar-
rative. She states that “within a sexist ideology and
a male-dominated cinema, woman is presented as
what she represents for man [through] myths that
transmit and transform the ideology of sexism and
render it invisible – when it is made visible it evapo-
rates – and therefore natural.” (32-33). Drawing on
López’s and Johnston’s work, then, the creation of
female archetypes reflects and practices gendered
power relations and naturalizes discourses which
construct relations of power between men – that
which creates the meaning of woman – and women.
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2.2 Maria Candelaria: The White Indige-
nous Woman

This study will now look at one of the represen-
tative films of Classical Mexican cinema,Maria Can-
delaria, to explore more specifically the archetypes
of indigenous women and the stereotypes that are
built around them. This iconic film was part of the
project of indigenismo, and thus it idealizes the in-
digenous protagonists as the noble and original in-
habitants of Mexico. The film provides a clear ex-
ample of the relationship between gendered power
structures and the construction of archetypes. It
also presents a framework with which to explore
how racial and class discourses in this context in-
tersect with those of gender.

The story, told from the point of view of a fa-
mous painter, is about the life and death of Maria
Candelaria (Dolores del Rio), an indigenous woman
rejected by her entire community for being the
child of a prostitute. In an attempt to protect Maria
Candelaria, her fiancé, Lorenzo Rafael (Pedro Ar-
mendáriz), steals medicines for her but is caught
and jailed. While attempting to earn money as bail
for her fiancé, Maria Candelaria decides to model
for the famous painter. However, when he asks
her to pose naked, she refuses and leaves, after
which he finishes the portrait with another woman’s
naked body. When Maria’s community sees her
nude portrait, they mob her and tragically stone
her to death.

Maria Candelaria was a huge national and in-
ternational success and has become one of the
iconic films of the era. A newspaper article from
1944 praising it for its success at Cannes Film Fes-
tival reads it as “a moving love story, in the most
beautiful Mexican landscape, with the best actress
in national cinema” (qtd. in Avendaño). How-
ever, this newspaper also inadvertently displays
the racial and class discourse of the 40s by stat-
ing that “in this film the soul of our poor Indians
beats with all its sadness, stoicism and rare joys.”
(qtd. in Avendaño). By calling the characters ‘our
poor Indians’, the article shows a sense of owner-
ship of white over indigenous people, as well as
an oppressive class and racial discourse, which the
film itself reinforces through archetypes and bina-
ries. More recent academic arguments around the
film tend to be polarized: some scholars, such as
Charles R. Berg, argue that it manages to represent
indigenous communities through a positive lens,

while others, including Jorge Ayala Blanco and Ju-
lia Tuñón, argue that all it does is erase differences
and reinforce stereotypes about indigenous people
(qtd. in Tierney 74). However, according to Tier-
ney, the issue is not necessarily whether it rein-
forces or challenges these stereotypes, but rather
that the “film’s representation of the [indigenous]
embodies a hybrid incoherent identity” (Tierney
75). In other words, the way the film constructs in-
digenous characters is full of contradictions which,
as we will explore, end up supporting the racial
binary of white as modernity and order, and non-
white as backwardness and chaos (Tierney 95).

According to Tierney, the way the protagonists
of this film are constructed, lit, and contrasted in
comparison to the other characters creates a racial
binary. First, it is important to note that both Del
Rio and Armendáriz are white bourgeois Mexican
actors playing the role of working-class indigenous
people in this film. As Tierney notes, throughout
the history of cinema, white actors have played uni-
versal roles, i.e., “a white actor can be ‘raced’ by
themise-en-scène to represent a non-white charac-
ter. . . , but a non-white actor can never play a role
that is not racially marked” (86). Part of the pro-
cess of racializing these white actors is to give them
traits and characteristics usually assigned to the
‘race’ portrayed. In the case of del Rio’s Maria Can-
delaria, the actress was given very little makeup,
dressed in simple peasant clothes (which, ironi-
cally, were designer made), and made to speak a
colloquial Spanish with an exaggeratedly rural ac-
cent, which characterizes her as uneducated (Tier-
ney 84, Silva Escobar 24). Del Rio’s racialized im-
age as well as her submissive and humble perfor-
mance around white characters (such as the priest)
further reinforces a sense of the indigenous as sub-
ordinate (Tierney 85).

On the other hand, even though both del Rio
and Armendáriz are ‘raced’ to serve as indige-
nous characters, the way they are lit and their
role in the film as more progressive than the rest
of the community associates them with whiteness
and progress. Both the priest and the painter,
who are white characters, are portrayed as the
‘ideal’ future of a nation under construction, while
the indigenous community is portrayed as back-
ward and even barbaric for resisting modernity
when they stone Maria Candelaria to death for
her allegedly progressive attitudes (Tierney 84-
90). Consequently, the glaring contradiction of
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this film is that it presents the indigenous “as both
modern Mexico’s central couple (Maria Candelaria
and Lorenzo Rafael) and as the obstacle to its
progress.” (Tierney 84).

As previously explored, the films of Classical
Mexican cinema were part of a project of na-
tionhood and homogenous identity construction.
Therefore, the ways in which the characters in
Maria Candelaria are constructed and how they re-
late to each other can help us understand more
about the role of women in the national imaginary
and its relationship to Mexican national cinema.
In order to explore this idea and make a compari-
son possible between the two contemporary Mexi-
can films in contrast to Maria Candelaria, this study
looks into three aspects of each film. First, it exam-
ines where in the social hierarchy the working-class
or indigenous woman is placed in the context of the
film. Since Maria Candelaria is characterized as not
only a poor woman but also an indigenous one, it
is possible to read her character from a perspec-
tive of class, race, and gender, both separately and
simultaneously. Through an intersectional lens, all
of these perspectives (class, race, and gender), es-
tablish particular relations of power between Maria
Candelaria and her community, her fiancé, or the
painter. In this power structure, it is clear that she
sits at the bottom of the hierarchy as a poor, indige-
nous, and ‘immoral’ woman. Above Maria is the in-
digenous community, then her indigenous fiancé,
and finally at the top stands the white male painter
along with the priest. This hierarchy is represen-
tative for the distribution of power across Mexico’s
society of the 20th century.

The second aspect regards how the working-
class or indigenous woman’s sexuality is portrayed
in the film, and how it is ‘gazed at’. Maria Cande-
laria is sexually objectified by almost all the men
around her: the painter, Lorenzo Rafael, and the
mestizo store owner, Don Damián. Because the
camera angle and perspective reproduces the stare
of the male characters, for Mulvey this would be a
clear example of the way in which Classical cinema
aligns the spectator’s active gaze with that of the
male character, positioning Maria Candelaria as the
passive bearer of the look. However, since Maria
Candelaria is not only gendered but also raced and
classed, it is important to examine the role that the
oppositional gaze plays. As previously explained,
the oppositional gaze is the gaze of the underrepre-
sented subject – in this case the indigenous women

– which the subject to regain agency through the
power of looking. In Maria Candelaria, most view-
ers are aware that they are watching a movie about
an indigenous woman, however, they are not ac-
tively aware that what they see is not an indige-
nous woman but rather a famous white actress in a
costume, who is aligned with the other white char-
acters via the lightning and the mise-en-scène. Just
like black spectators in Hollywood, indigenous fe-
male spectators in Mexico had to “develop a look-
ing relation within a cinematic context that con-
structs [their] presence as absence, that denies
the “body” of the black female so as to perpetuate
white supremacy,” (hooks 118) alongside a spec-
tatorship that established that the desired woman
is white (hooks 118). But Maria Candelaria does
not truly offer the opportunity for indigenous fe-
male spectators to adopt an oppositional gaze. In-
stead, as Tierney suggests, the director Emilio Fer-
nández places himself in the position of a colonial
voyeur, thereby creating a movie that, similar to
Eisenstein’s ¡Qué viva México! (1979), “inscribes
Mexico within European primitivism” (78, 82), and
leaves the women in the film to be gazed at by the
white male spectators and characters.

The third aspect is how the working-class in-
digenous women are constructed in terms of cin-
ematography and portrayed in terms of traits and
stereotypes. As explained, Tierney develops the
idea that the way the indigenous community in
Maria Candelaria is depicted is contradictory as
some of them – Maria Candelaria and Lorenzo
Rafael – are made to look white and act in line
with the progressive and noble ideals attributed
to whiteness, while the other indiginous characters
are made to look of darker skin and given ‘barbaric’
characteristics including anger and violence. The
lighting in the final scene is key to understanding
this binary and what it conveys to the audience.
As Maria Candelaria runs away from the angry mob
that wants to stone her, a dramatic medium close
up of her face appears on the screen, beautifully il-
luminated with a bright key light. This cuts to a shot
of an angry indigenous mob who is given barely any
light. This makes them appear much darker, both
in complexion and in temperament. Tierney notes
that, in this scene, “Western notions of white’s
moral superiority are mobilized” (90), and there-
fore, as spectators, we are led to understand that
the whiter an indigenous woman is, the more noble
and modern she will act, while the darker she is the
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more likely she will act barbaric and dishonest.
While some of the stereotypes in this film, such

as portraying the indigenous community as peas-
ants, make historical sense, some others, such as
the racial binary of white as modernity and non-
white as backwardness, are damaging for the im-
age of these communities in the national imaginary.
Also, returning to Johnston’s theory of myths, it is
important to consider that this film was produced
during a male-dominated period of cinema and
consequently it presents women, particularly Maria
Candelaria, from the perspective of what they rep-
resent for men. Stereotyping Maria Candelaria as
a submissive and innocent indigenous woman not
only essentializes her but also transmits and natu-
ralizes a sexist discourse.

This emblematic film serves as an example of
how the melodramas of the Golden Age, which fea-
tured female characters, were likely to represent
them through myths and archetypes encouraging
unequal power-relations between the male and fe-
male characters. Maria Candelaria therefore serves
as an ideal example to compare and contrast to
contemporary Mexican films in which working-class
indigenous women are also protagonists, such as
Roma and La Camarista. As Silva Escobar states,
these stereotypes of the indigenous, and particu-
larly the female indigenous, are part of what con-
tributed to the construction of the national imag-
inary of “mexicanidad” (24). Therefore, it is im-
portant to question how recent movies have chal-
lenged these images and how much can they con-
tribute to modifying the national imaginary.

3 Contemporary Mexican Cinema

3.1 Post-NAFTA Growth

As the Golden Age of Mexican cinema began its
decline in the early 60s, popular filmmakers looked
for ways to produce almost anything – regardless
of the quality – for quick profits. Mexico’s economy
collapsed throughout the 70s and 80s, and conse-
quently the government withdrew funds from the
cultural and cinematic industries (Maciel 99). Si-
multaneously, a wave of aspiring, young filmmak-
ers who were particularly inspired by the new Eu-
ropean cinema of the time, such as the French New
Wave, began an independent and low-budget cin-
ema. In contrast to the Golden Age films, this new
Mexican cinema did not attract large audiences un-

til the 1990s when it slowly caught the attention of
international filmgoers and investors (Maciel 100-
101).

In 1994, the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment8 went into effect and with it came a wave of
consequences, both positive and negative, for the
national film industry. According to research car-
ried out by the Universidad Autónoma de Nuevo
León (UNAL), national film production had de-
creased greatly by the end of the 1990s due to
the economic and political changes brought about
by NAFTA, going from a total of 75 Mexican films
produced in 1990 to 9 films produced in 1997 and
11 in 1998 (Hinojosa Córdova, Padrón Machorro).
However, NAFTA also brought positive effects, such
as foreign investment in the local industry and in-
creased access to international audiences and mar-
kets. Therefore, even though the total number of
productions in the 90s was extremely low, the few
films that were produced and internationally mar-
keted became very successful, such as Como Agua
Para Chocolate (dir. Alfonso Arau, 1992) and Sexo,
Pudor y Lágrimas (dir. Antonio Serrano, 1999). By
the turn of the millennium, the national film in-
dustry was ready to take off, thanks to the cap-
ital brought in from abroad, and to the aspiring
filmmakers that began their training in the 90s,
such as Arturo Ripstein, Guillermo del Toro, Alejan-
dro González Iñárritu, and Alfonso Cuarón, among
many others who, with their new filmic proposals,
began an era known as the New Mexican Cinema.

Through the 2000s, these directors gained fame
in both the national and international film indus-
tries, in the latter case mainly Hollywood, and be-
came part of a global scene of influential filmmak-
ers. In 2018, Alfonso Cuarón returned to create his
most recent project in Mexico after many years of
working in Hollywood where he had directed films
like Gravity (2013) and Children of Men (2006).
Back in Mexico, his aim was to make a movie that
could recreate his childhood memories, and partic-
ularly his memories about Lido, the housemaid who
had worked for his family while he was growing up.
The result was Roma, a film set in the Colonia Roma
middle-class neighborhood of Mexico City during
the 1970s, a time of widespread student protests

8NAFTA reduced the trade and investment barriers between
Mexico, the United States, and Canada. For the film industry,
this resulted in the fall of national film production, monopoliza-
tion of distributions and exhibitions, and the decrease in atten-
dance and box office (Hinojosa Córdova, Padrón Machorro).
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and political violence. The protagonist of the story,
Cleo (Yalitza Aparicio), works as a live-in maid in An-
tonio (Fernando Grediaga) and Sofia’s (Marina de
Tavira) household, helping them take care of their
four children, cooking, and cleaning the house. As
the story moves forward and complications arise,
Antonio leaves the family and Cleo finds out she
is pregnant with the child of Fermin (Jorge Antonio
Guerrero), a member of a paramilitary group known
as Los Halcones.

Soon after the release of Roma, director Lila
Avilés presented her most recent film La Camarista.
This movie tells the story of Eve (Gabriela Cartol), a
young chambermaid who works in a luxurious hotel
in Mexico City. She is a meticulous cleaner, but to
everyone else around her, she is considered a lowly
maid. Regardless, she enrolls in the hotel’s educa-
tion program for adults and seeks to be promoted
from cleaning the 21st floor to the 42nd floor – a
meaningful rise through the ranks. This chapter will
analyze Roma and La Camarista as two case stud-
ies of contemporary Mexican films that, by address-
ing the representation of indigenous working-class
women, attempt to reshape the image of these
women in the Mexican national imaginary.

Throughout cinema’s history, both women and
men have been portrayed through stereotypes or
fixed iconographies so that audiences can easily
identify their roles. However, Johnston explains
that, due to sexist ideology, the stereotyping of
men (what she refers to as myths) “underwent
rapid differentiations while the primitive stereo-
typing of women remained with some modifica-
tions” (32). Thus, according to Johnston, the myths
through which women are portrayed also transmit
and transform the ideology of sexism (32), while
the myths portraying men do not limit them, as
they change to accommodate changes in reality.
In the case of this study, the myths through which
working-class women are portrayed expose and ex-
plore a location-specific, sexist ideology of Mex-
ico. Using Johnston’s concept of myths along with
López’s study of archetypes, one can compare the
construction of indigenous characters (Cleo and
Eve to Maria Candelaria) and historicize their ori-
gins. Roma and La Camarista expose how white
and male characters in the film treat Cleo and
Eve as if they were living manifestations of the
archetypes created by films such as Maria Cande-
laria: that of the subordinate, indigenous or lower-
class woman who lays at the very bottom of the so-

cial hierarchy, and whose sexuality (in some cases)
plays an essential role in determining her path.

As previously discussed, Maria Candelaria’s
racial binary construction as well as her crude re-
lationship with her community suggest that indige-
nous communities should continue to be segre-
gated unless they are willing to modernize and
whiten their lifestyles. As Tierney puts it, since con-
tact between both groups, indigenous and white,
brought the death of Maria Candelaria, “rather than
the incorporation of the indígena within the mod-
ernizing state, isolation is the only means to pro-
tect indigenous people.” (83). Building on this idea,
this study will now turn to the development of Cleo
and Eve to evaluate how these newer films allow
marginalized women to claim a space of visibility
within the national imaginary, and thus within the
reality of Mexico. To do so, it will follow a similar
structure to the analysis of Maria Candelaria by ex-
ploring three main aspects of the film on both a nar-
rative and cinematic level: firstly, the position of
the working-class or indigenous woman in the so-
cial hierarchy; secondly, the portrayal of their sexu-
ality, and thirdly; the cinematographic construction
and character traits that contribute to their con-
temporary image in the national imaginary. These
three points are relevant not only because they are
present in almost all Mexican movies that create an
archetype of a working-class woman, but also be-
cause each of the selected case studies present a
different level of engagement with this archetype.

3.2 Roma: A Look into the Daily Life of
an Indigenous Maid

Roma is a contemporary, realistic recreation of
the 1970s in Mexico City through a realistic lens.
Through historical events and cultural references,
the film constantly reminds the viewer that it is a
recounting of the past. The historical character of
Roma recognizes and comments on the race, class,
and gender discourses of the 70s, but from a critical
distance. As this analysis will argue, in order to cre-
ate this distance, much of the camerawork through-
out the film avoids engaging with the drama of the
narrative and instead presents dramatic situations
through a distant and impartial lens.

The first aspect of Roma to explore is the posi-
tion in which the film places Cleo, as an indigenous
woman, in the social hierarchy. As we meet all the
characters in Cleo’s life, we realize that there is a
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Figure 1: The position of the characters and the lighting reflect the class and race hierarchy within the film.

racial as well as a gender and class binary which
establishes the different power relations in the film.
One of these binaries is the white, middle-class
family in opposition to the indigenous, working-
class maids (Cleo and Adela, played by Nancy Gar-
cía). The mise-en-scène is telling in this relation-
ship, particularly the lighting of the scene where
the family sits to watch a comedy show on TV while
Cleo serves them dessert and sits next to them.
First, Cleo gives some food to Antonio, the patriarch
of the family, and picks up some dirty dishes. This
is shot from the perspective of the television that
illuminates the faces of the happy family who sit in
the foreground of the frame, while the background,
where Cleo is walking with the dirty dishes in her
hands, is thrown into shadow (see Figure 1). As she
walks behind the couch, the camera pans, following
her movement. When she reaches the other side of
the couch, she sits on the floor next to one of the
children who offers her a welcoming hug in the fore-
ground. There, the camera looks at Cleo from the
shadowy background where she was standing be-
fore, giving a sense that it awaits her return. Soon
afterwards, the mother asks Cleo to go and pre-
pare some tea for the father, and as Cleo stands,
the camera tracks her walk back into the shadow.
The camerawork of this scene, together with the
automatism with which Cleo is given orders imme-
diately after a warmmoment that invited her to feel
like part of the family, exposes the contradictions
Cleo experiences as a domestic worker, and the

racial, class, and gender hierarchies that stem from
the essentialist discourses operating in the Mexi-
can national imaginary. While the mise-en-scène
stages the social and racial divide, the camera al-
ways follows Cleo as the protagonist. Therefore,
the film exposes Cleo’s invisibility within its narra-
tive, but makes her visible by constantly bringing
her into the foreground of the story.

Cleo also confronts gendered power relations
throughout the film, particularly with regard to Fer-
min, her boyfriend. To explore this relationship, it
is important to examine the way in which Cleo’s
sexuality is portrayed in the film, and how it is
gazed by the other characters. After Cleo and Fer-
min meet and go on a few dates, they go to a
hotel room where they have sex. This unconven-
tional sex scene begins with Fermin standing alone
and naked in the bathroom, holding a curtain rod.
As he walks out of the bathroom, he begins an
awkward martial arts performance which Cleo ob-
serves, amused, while lying in bed and covering her
underwear with the bedsheets. Most of this scene
is shot from Cleo’s perspective on the bed. Fer-
min is shot straight on, center punched, and from
a medium shot that shows that Cleo is slightly far
away from him. The unconventional full frontal shot
of a naked male body, as well as the camera posi-
tioned from the female perspective, distances the
audience from Fermín and guides them to gaze at
this man through Cleo’s eyes. With shot-reverse-
shots of Cleo’s giggly and awkward reactions, the
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spectator and Cleo share a sense of ridicule at Fer-
min’s show of masculinity, as he is trying to dis-
play his strength and manly nude body through a
strange show, almost as if he was performing an
animal courtship ritual. It is also important to note
that the “looks” in this sex scene are reversed from
a conventional sex scene in two ways: the audi-
ence is seeing a nude male body and a (partially)
dressed female body, and the audience is invited
to gaze at Fermin’s body along with Cleo. This rare
scene offers a moment for audiences to take the
place of the oppositional gaze, almost as if they
were sitting next to Cleo and gazing from her per-
spective; the audience is placed as an indigenous
woman watching the hyper-masculine performance
of a working-class man.

For hooks, Cleo’s oppositional gaze would rep-
resent a site of resistance from Fermin’s gaze and
from the audience’s male gaze. Since the spectator
is not given an opportunity to gaze at Cleo during
a sexual scene, she can use this space to reclaim
her agency. In terms of a gendered power-relation,
however, this scene, as well as their upcoming
encounters, shows clear instances of Fermin try-
ing to impose his dominance over Cleo, sometimes
even through threats and violence. However, these
scenes where Fermin wants to dominate Cleo also
create a sense of disassociation in the spectators
by distancing the camerawork from the dramatic
action. For example, while they are kissing in the
cinema, Fermin finds out that Cleo is pregnant and
literally disappears after excusing himself to go to
the bathroom. When Cleo goes seeking for Fermin,
she finds him in the countryside practicing martial
arts. There, his dominance becomes more violent
as he insults her and threatens to harm her if she
does not leave him alone. However, Fermin’s ag-
gression towards Cleo is innovatively shot to keep
the spectator at a distance. As they walk in paral-
lel but somewhat far apart from each other (Cleo is
clearly trying to keep up with Fermin’s pace and his
sight), the camera tracks them from a disengaged
distance. When Fermín insults and threatens Cleo,
there is no reverse shot of Cleo’s reaction; we see
only her back. Even though there is a heightened
tension in the dialogue and in Fermin’s body lan-
guage, the camera stays as disengaged and steady
as possible, reminding us that we are distant spec-
tators in a different historical moment. Yet, we are
no less affected by what we see on screen.

Finally, during their last meeting, Fermin takes

this dominant and violent power-relation even fur-
ther. As Cleo shops for her baby’s crib, the Corpus
Christi Massacre9 of students begins right beneath
the shop. Suddenly, Fermin, along with his paramil-
itary group known as Los Halcones, enter the store
looking for hidden students, and Fermin points his
gun straight at Cleo who silently stares back. As
he runs away back to the protests, Cleo’s water
breaks, causing an early miscarriage. From the mo-
ment the armed men enter the shop until Fermin is
about to leave, there are no cuts. Instead, there is
a slow wide shot pan that follows the students into
the shop. As one of the students gets shot, a gun is
introduced into the frame as an out-of-focus close
up. Steadily, the camera pans to show us that it
is Fermin holding a gun and most likely pointing it
at Cleo. The lack of fast editing and the slow pan
across this very shocking scene again keeps the
spectators distanced. The three scenes between
Cleo and Fermin are moments full of tension, how-
ever the camerawork does not increase the drama
but rather creates a critical distance through which
the spectators are able to watch from their 21st

century perspective. The spectators are invited to
understand the lives of indigenous housemaids in
1970s Mexico City and to put Cleo and Fermin’s re-
lationship in context, through a historic lens of gen-
dered, racial, and class relations.

The historical character and the distant camer-
awork throughout Roma play an essential role in
recognizing the discourses operating in the 1970s.
In a slow but climatic scene near the end of the
film, Cleo becomes the hero of the story by sav-
ing the children from drowning in the ocean while
not knowing how to swim herself. The scene fin-
ishes with the family and Cleo hugging and crying
in relief while sharing how much they love each
other. Yet, as soon as they are all back in the city,
Cleo immediately goes back to doing house chores
and preparing a smoothie for the children. Through
these scenes, it is revealed on a narrative level,

9The Corpus Christi Massacre, also known as Halconazo oc-
curred on June 10th, 1971, the same day that the Catholic
Church celebrates the Feast of Corpus Christi. That day, a
large group of student demonstrators gathered to protest for
better management of education funds and for the end of gov-
ernment repression, among other things. However, as they
were marching, a paramilitary group known as Los Halcones
broke into the protest and triggered one of the most brutal
episodes of repression in Mexican history, murdering at least
120 students and injuring hundreds more (Cruz Cárdenas and
Mendoza).
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that nothing has really changed for Cleo in her so-
cial or economic relationship to the family. How-
ever, at the level of cinematic form, the drowning
scene also shows how the film creates a critical
distance for the spectator as opposed to full im-
mersion. As Cleo sits with Pepe (Marco Graf), the
youngest of the children, at the back of the beach,
she notices that the other two, Paco (Carlos Per-
alta) and Sofía (Daniela Demesa), are getting too
far into the ocean. Scared, she moves quickly to-
wards the shore and, without thinking, runs straight
into the water to rescue the two children. The en-
tire scene is filmed in one long shot with a cam-
era that moves sideways tracking Cleo’s advance-
ment into deeper waters. From a distance, we see
Cleo struggling against the current while the cam-
era itself is surrounded by tall waves and fighting to
follow Cleo’s movement. Even though the tension
is not built through conventional point-of-view and
reverse shots, the audience still finds itself swim-
ming against the same heavy current as Cleo and
the children are completely engulfed by the intense
surround sound of the crashing waves. But while
this is one of the most intense moments of the film,
we never see them from a close up or from any of
their perspectives. Instead, the camera keeps its
distance, mirroring Cleo’s and the children’s strug-
gle in the water without showing us their emotional
response until they are out of the water. Then,
back in the city and as Cleo goes back to her daily
chores, the distance constructed throughout the
previous scene allows viewers to recognize Cleo’s
reality from a critical but still emotional perspec-
tive.

To further recognize Cleo’s reality within the dis-
courses of the 1970s, it is important to observe
how her character is constructed and how this con-
struction contributes to her place as an indigenous
and working-class woman in the national imagi-
nary. A key moment raising this question appears
in the middle of the film – during the Christmas Hol-
idays of 1970, after Cleo and the family arrive at a
countryside ranch where they intend to spend the
holidays with some wealthy friends. As we learn,
Cleo was already friends with Benita (Clementina
Guadarrama), one of the housemaids from this
ranch. During New Year’s Eve, while Cleo is tak-
ing care of some children at the bourgeois party
of the house owners, Benita invites her to join her
to the ‘other’ party. Through an establishing shot
of the house and the hallways, we see both maids

walking from the high-class party on the top floor,
to the working-class party in the underground ser-
vice kitchen. The steep stairs that Cleo and Benita
walk down are illuminated primarily at the top, in-
creasing in shadow as they descend, illustrating a
binary relationship in which the bright light as well
as the white high-classes are on the top floor (as
well as at the top of the hierarchy), while the dark
and shadowed areas as well as the non-white and
indigenous people are on the underground floor (as
well as at the bottom of the social hierarchy). As
the two friends chat, Benita uses every opportunity
she has to point out that Cleo is becoming a city
person – too posh for a countryside farmer.

The binary opposition between the scenes in
which Cleo is embraced and simultaneously re-
jected by the family in the city, and the scenes in
which she is embraced and rejected by her country-
side community convey the sense that Cleo does
not really belong in either place. The construction
of Cleo’s character through these binaries seems
to mirror the loss of identity that indigenous peo-
ple go through when migrating from the country-
side to the cities. However, it might also sug-
gest that this loss of identity is transformative. For
this, it is important to also examine the produc-
tion of Roma and the choice of hiring non-actress
Yalitza Aparicio, an indigenous woman who moved
from a small rural community in Oaxaca, Mexico,
straight into Mexico City to participate in a huge
filmic project. The binary opposition that Cleo ex-
periences in the film is also experienced by the ac-
tress herself who was largely rejected and discrim-
inated against by commercial high-class actors in
Mexico City. After the success of the film, Aparicio
adopted a look that combined Hollywood glamour
with traditional indigenous wear, transmitting the
idea that she had to go through the same transition
as Cleo, from countryside to urban, but success-
fully constructing a new blend of traits, traditions,
and looks. Therefore, when questioning how Cleo’s
character is constructed and how this contributes
to her place in the national imaginary, it is also es-
sential to consider Aparicio’s role as an indigenous
non-professional actress who went through a sim-
ilar experience as Cleo in her adaptation from the
countryside to the urban setting.

In contrast with the example of Classical cin-
ema, Roma breaks with Maria Candelaria’s propo-
sition that the only way to ‘protect’ the idealized
indígena is by isolating them from the moderniz-
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Figure 2: Wide shot shows several rooftops with many housemaids doing laundry. It speaks to the idea that
there are hundreds of other women living the same life as Cleo.

ing state. Instead, Roma makes the working-class
indigenous woman visible in the image of the na-
tion, and successfully gives her space for expres-
sion as an autonomous person. Roma attends to
the complexity of Cleo’s living situation as an in-
digenous housemaid economically dependent upon
and subjugated to her white employers, and as a
young woman dominated by a working-class man.
At the same time, Roma subtly remarks that Cleo
and her story is just one of the innumerable un-
told and unseen individuals and stories. In an early
scene where Cleo is washing clothes on the rooftop
with Pepe and Paco playing around her, the camera
follows Pepe with a slow pan revealing in the back-
ground many more rooftops full of maids who, just
as Cleo, are washing clothes by hand and hanging
them (see Figure 2). As the scene comes to an end
after Cleo lays down to comfort Pepe, the camera
slowly pans again to show the activity on the sur-
rounding rooftops. The scene closes by implying
that there are hundreds of housemaids like Cleo in
Mexico City that are also made invisible by daily
classist discourses, and whose struggles and reali-
ties need to be seen and heard.

3.3 La Camarista: The Life of a Cham-
bermaid in Mexico City

As previously explored, class, race, and gen-
der are so interlinked that belonging to a certain

class might directly cause someone to be racial-
ized by others, and vice-versa. In the US and the
UK, cultural theorist Stuart Hall explores how black
female bodies have often been stereotyped to fall
under the category of “mammies”, the “prototyp-
ical house servants, usually fat, bossy and can-
tankerous.” (251). In other words, by virtue of
their black skin, black women are stereotyped and
classed within the national imaginary. Something
similar happens in the Mexican context because,
when working-class women of color are domestic
workers, they are racialized and thought of as in-
digenous. In the case of La Camarista, there are no
obvious signs that can lead us to assume that Eve is
an indigenous woman. However, due to her class,
job, and gender, she is associated with the indige-
nous working-class. Therefore, even though she is
technically a mestizo woman, she can be consid-
ered as indigenous in the racialized national imag-
inary. For this reason, the following analysis will
examine Eve through this racialized lens when ap-
proaching the topic of movement towards visibility
for working-class indigenous women.

When released, La Camarista resonated with
many viewers and film reviewers as a film worth
comparing to Roma, given that both have simi-
lar settings and subject matters (García). La Ca-
marista tells the story of Eve, a working-class
woman who works as a chambermaid at one of the
most luxurious hotels in Mexico City. We follow Eve
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– through a motif of unusually close tracking shots –
constantly moving from top to bottom of the build-
ing: going from themost luxurious bedrooms all the
way to the service and laundry rooms in the base-
ment. Eve’s main aspirations are to get a red dress
that sits abandoned in the lost and found, and to
be assigned as the main cleaner of the 42nd floor
(the most exclusive of the hotel). The entire movie
takes place inside the hotel and its space therefore
functions as a microworld. Here, Eve works and
cleans, makes friends, showers, sleeps, engages
with her sexuality, and lives out her motherhood
within these walls, through the absent-presence of
Ruben, her four-year-old son, with whom she occa-
sionally gets to speak over telephone calls. This
microworld portrays the social, racial, gendered,
and economic relations between higher and lower
classes (the guests and the workers), and thus it
works as a reflection of the same relationships seen
in Mexico City as a whole.

To explore where Eve stands in terms of class,
race, and gender in relation to the other charac-
ters in the film, one must first examine how the
social hierarchy is constructed and where Eve is
placed within this hierarchy. The verticality of the
hotel serves as an analogy for the social hierar-
chies present in Mexico. The top section of the ho-
tel, where the bedrooms are, corresponds to the
wealthy guests; then the middle section, where the
lobby and restaurant area is, corresponds to the
hotel managers and cooks; and finally, the bottom
section, where the service, laundry, and tiny bunk
rooms are, corresponds to the cleaners and cham-
bermaids of the hotel. The top area of the hotel
is where Eve works, and is responsible for clean-
ing the 21st floor. This area also holds Eve’s dream
job: being the main cleaner of the palatial 42nd floor
where dignitaries are lodged. Here, Eve interacts
with the privileged white guests of the hotel while
being ignored by them: from an Orthodox Jew who
motions for Eve to push the elevator buttons for
him, to a VIP guest who constantly requests ridicu-
lous amounts of toiletry, to an Argentinian woman
who gives Eve somemoney to watch her baby while
she takes a shower every morning. All these char-
acters represent the wealthy and mostly white part
of (Mexican) society.

Many of these encounters are filmed by con-
structing a clear vertical line in the middle of the
screen that visually separates Eve from the guests.
For example, when Eve approaches the Jewish man,

she stands on the right side of the screen sepa-
rated from him by a vertical line created by the
elevator. Since we only see the man’s back and
shoulder, our focus is fully on Eve. Similarly, when
Eve goes to the VIP guest’s room to bring toiletries,
the camera is in the bathroom with Eve in the fore-
ground and the guest sitting on his bed in the back-
ground. While they are in separate rooms, the wall
emphasizes their distance by creating a clear verti-
cal line down the middle of the screen which sepa-
rates them even further.

Figure 3: Eve looking at the Jewish man. A vertical
line in the middle of the screen visually separates
them

Figure 4: Eve bringing toiletry of the VIP’s guest
room. Again, they are visually separated by this
vertical line in the middle of the screen created by
the wall

The middle section of the hotel, where the ho-
tel managers, secretaries, and restaurateurs work,
represents the middle class of society. The em-
ployees of the hotel also maintain a clear hierarchy
amongst themselves. Early on in the movie, we see
a male chef getting into the service elevator while
enjoying some snacks. In this shot, the chef oc-
cupies almost all the screen space, barely letting
us see that there is an elevator operator next to
him (see Figure 5). This brief scene seems insignifi-
cant, since we never see this character again. How-
ever, a few minutes later in the film, Eve gets into
the same elevator discretely eating popcorn, and
immediately gets scolded by the female elevator
operator who reminds her it is not allowed to eat
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there. Unlike the previous scene, the elevator op-
erator is the main element, occupying most of the
screen space and leaving Eve cropped and out of
focus. Clearly, the operator makes a gendered and
class distinction between who is allowed to break
the rules and who is not. A male chef who has a
higher-paid job than a female cleaner can be en-
titled to more transgressions without punishments
within the hierarchy of the hotel workers. The cam-
era position and focus during both scenes visually
emphasizes this hierarchy.

Figure 5: The composition of the shot – centering
the chef and cutting out the elevator operator – re-
flects hierarchical constructs within the hotel.

Finally, we find Eve and her coworker chamber-
maids in the basement of the hotel and in a small
classroom where Eve and three other cleaners take
elementary school lessons in the early mornings.
Eve belongs to this section of the hotel, as well as
to the bottom section of society in terms of class,
race, and gender. However, as this analysis will
later explore, Eve challenges this hierarchy not only
by freely exploring all levels of the hotel (even ar-
eas restricted only to guests), but also by leaving
the confines of the hotel to go onto the rooftop as a
brief attempt to escape the hierarchical social and
economic system.

Although Eve’s gender doesn’t necessarily
stand out as a factor of oppression, it definitely in-
fluences how others around the hotel treat her, the
problems she encounters, and how she decides to
explore her sexuality within this space. One exam-
ple of Eve’s exploration of her sexuality is in her re-
lationship with the window cleaner with whom Eve
often exchanges glances, and who draws hearts
on the outer windows of the rooms she is clean-
ing. One day, after Eve’s friend Minitoy challenges
her to be more courageous, Eve gives the win-
dow cleaner a note with an invitation to meet in
a window of the 21st floor where she’ll be clean-

ing. This small step, which in a patriarchal society
could be read as a step into female emancipation,
leads to an unconventional sex scene. Throughout
the scene – a long take with no cuts lasting about
three minutes and filmed with a wide angle lens –
the camera does not move from its original spot. In
the foreground, we see Eve occupying the middle
and right side of the screen, and in the background
left corner, we see the window cleaner who is at
the same time staring at Eve from behind the glass.
As Eve notices him, she starts playing around with
him, raising and lowering the curtains in a teasing
manner. Then, as he keeps on staring, she goes to
the edge of bed where she begins to undress. As
she sits, she puts lotion on her legs, looks up and
slowly and timidly takes off her bra. She lays on her
back and as soon as she brings her hand inside her
underwear the scene ends.

By being in a fixed and slightly lowered po-
sition, the camera suggests that it is a hidden
or surveillance-like camera of which the charac-
ters are completely unaware. The camera some-
what reflects the setup of the audience in the the-
ater, and thus puts the spectators in a strange
and discomforting position in which they are made
to question whether they should be watching this
private moment through their voyeuristic position.
This distanced camera, as well as the discomfort
it provokes, also pushes the spectators to distance
themselves from the scene and to choose how to
gaze at this private moment: either by identifying
with the male window cleaner or with Eve’s gaze
towards the cleaner. However, there is also a dis-
tance that does not fully allow for identification with
the window cleaner. The man is placed at the very
back of the screen in the left corner and slightly
out of focus, swinging in and out of the frame and
separated from the action by a thick window. The
positioning of the window cleaner disassociates the
spectators from him and his gaze.

The unconventional camerawork, the distance
between the viewers and the male character, the
placement of Eve in the middle of the screen, and
her fixed stare on the man guide the viewers to
identify with Eve’s gaze. Since Eve is the oppressed
female subject in terms of class, race, and gender,
her gaze is another example of hook’s ‘oppositional
gaze’. If viewers choose to follow and identify with
her gaze then the scene experience switches from
that of a spying camera to a moment of female
empowerment and exploration of sexuality. Simi-
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larly to Roma, and in opposition to Maria Cande-
laria, the protagonist takes control of her sexuality.
Eve never actually speaks to the window cleaner,
yet she uses this encounter as an opportunity to
explore her sexuality without wondering how oth-
ers may judge her. In terms of sexuality and gen-
der, it seems that Eve is going through a process of
emancipation.

Figure 6: The composition of the shot - splitter in
half by the glass - reflects the social division be-
tween the hotel workers and the guests.

The film also uses the subject of gender to ex-
pose the different levels of inequality that women
can experience depending on their class and race.
To explore this issue, the film builds a relationship
between Eve and one of the guests: the Argen-
tinian woman, Romina, who is always in the hotel
taking care of her baby while her husband goes to
work. The first time they meet, she asks Eve to
watch her baby every morning while she takes a
quick shower. Eve tries to explain that she is very
busy and does not have time to help, but Romina
ignores her while thanking her and getting into the
shower. Even though Romina does not dismiss Eve
as the rest of the guests do – probably because she
does not act according to Mexican class structure
due to her foreignness – she still makes Eve invisi-
ble by often interrupting her. Throughout Romina’s
shower we see Eve in a tight close-up from which
she cannot escape. At the same time however,
Eve seems to relax as soon as she holds the baby,
who reminds her of her son. When Romina gets
out of the shower, the shower door clearly splits
the screen in two: on the left side of the screen
she stands naked and complaining about not being
able to work because of the baby, while on the right
side of the screen stands Eve holding the baby as if
nostalgic from being separated from her own baby
due to her work. Even though both women bond
through their motherhood, the visual construction

of the scene shows a clear separation between
their worlds. Their relationship and the scene con-
struction illustrate the clear binary between rich,
white woman and poor, indigenous woman. At
the same time, it shows the necessity for intersec-
tionality when trying to understand their struggles
as women who are marked distinctly via race and
class.

To further explore where Eve is being placed
within the national imaginary, it is also important
to examine how she is portrayed (characteristics
and stereotypes) and constructed (cinematically).
Throughout the film, we see Eve as a timid and
sometimes fearful character who is overlooked and
dominated by almost everyone around her. How-
ever, Eve is also a character that challenges many
typical assumptions about someone in her position.
She studies and educates herself, she is a single
mother, she explores her sexuality, and she even
goes through the guests’ things with a curious spirit
(of course knowing that she could get in trouble).
Even though Eve often acts submissive in front of
her managers and the guests for fear of losing her
job, as soon as she is alone, she begins challenging
all those classed, racialized, and gendered imposi-
tions that oppress her.

Overall, the style of the movie could be de-
scribed as very claustrophobic. The use of medium
close-ups and the lack of establishing shots makes
the spectator feel lost and trapped in the space,
mirroring how Eve feels inside this microworld. Her
initial dreams collapse when she discovers that her
friend Minitoy was promoted instead of her to the
42nd floor and that, consequently, she was given
the red dress out of pity. As her frustrations and
disappointments build up, the scenes get more and
more stifling, increasingly making use of tighter
close-ups and shaky shots. This sense of entrap-
ment is relieved when Eve heads to the rooftop
to take a breath, and the entire space suddenly
opens up for her and for the viewers. Through a
panoramic wide shot that tilts from Eve up to the
open sky, and back down again to Eve, the claus-
trophobia is broken. However, this is not a fully sat-
isfying sense of relief since we know that this break
is only temporary and that she has to go back in-
side to the microworld that entraps her.

The last two scenes, right after she’s back inside
from the rooftop, are again entirely shot with tight
close-ups and shaky camera, provoking a rough hit
back into this claustrophobic world. The viewers
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are bound to identify entirely with Eve since the
camera blurs and cuts off the bodies and faces
of everyone else around her. As she makes her
way out of the hotel in extreme close up shots,
Eve takes another challenging step and leaves the
building through the main elevator, rather than the
utility elevator, and the main entrance rather than
through the back door. This is the first time in the
film that Eve walks through the main lobby, since
usually only the guests and managers are expected
there. Through this action, she challenges the so-
cial hierarchy by reminding everyone around her
that she exists and that she is no longer willing
to accept the position of inferiority that has been
imposed upon her. Similarly, by closely following
Eve’s walk through the main lobby, keeping her at
the center of the image and blurring the guests
around her, the film is reminding the viewers to rec-
ognize all the other cleaners and workers that are
often overlooked. The film’s final gesture Eve leav-
ing the hotel is symbolic of her joining a society that
has ignored her for too long.

On first impression, it could seem that Eve is not
so different from Maria Candelaria. She acts sub-
missive in front of others and she is a hardworking
and humble maid. However, the way Eve’s char-
acter is cinematically framed and narratively con-
structed shows that she is aware of how invisible
she is for her surroundings, and that she is will-
ing and able to speak up and to look for recogni-
tion. Even though it might seem insignificant for
her to explore the 42nd floor, to be in ‘only guests’
sections, or to walk through the main lobby, these
are all signs of Eve’s struggle to be seen by those
around her.

4 Conclusion

The inherent contradiction at the core of the
Mexican national imaginary is that indigenous peo-
ple are seen as the origin of the Mexican na-
tion while at the same time being society’s most
marginalized groups. While the indigenismo move-
ment tried to assimilate indigenous people into the
national imaginary, it failed by erasing them as au-
tonomous people into a politics of whitening, es-
sentializing their identities and creating damag-
ing stereotypes that are still pervasive in main-
streammedia today. This is shown through an anal-
ysis of the film Maria Candelaria, that illustrates

the portrayal of indigenous women in Mexican film
driven by a romanticizing and essentializing na-
tional agenda. The broken relationship between
white, mestizo Mexicans, and indigenous Mexicans
becomes evident in the urban setting, where the
latter becomes economically dependent on the for-
mer, exacerbating the power imbalance. This de-
pendence creates raced, classed, and gendered
power-relations that are often reflected in the na-
tional arts and media. Some recent films, such as
Roma and La Camarista have exposed these rela-
tions and opened a space for indigenous people to
reclaim a space in the national imaginary.

Through a close scene analysis of these two
contemporary films, this thesis has shown that
there is a growing interest in the stories of working-
class indigenous women, one of the most invisible
and underrepresented groups in society. Moreover,
it argues that the introduction of intersectionality
in contemporary discourses allows films to explore
new ways of telling the stories of these women
and of exposing their struggles without adhering to
stereotypes, essentializing their identities, or un-
dermining the possibility for solidarity. By explor-
ing where in the social hierarchy of the narrative
these women are placed, the analysis shows that
both contemporary films acknowledge the struc-
tures of inequalities underlying Mexican society.
Then, by inspecting how their sexuality is portrayed
and gazed, it demonstrates that both films build
characters in the process of recovering their gaze
and thereby attempting to emancipate themselves
from the patriarchal discourse of female sexuality.

Seeing working-class indigenous women on the
screen can be empowering for these marginalized
groups, but it can also be a reminder for those in
power that these people exist in the same space.
On a more tangible level, the recognition of these
groups and their fair presence in the national imagi-
nary can be a first step into seeing real life improve-
ments in the living conditions of working-class in-
digenous women. These attempts to portray var-
ied and complex representations of marginalized
women are a tangible movement towards visibility.
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