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Introduction by the Editor

I am incredibly proud to introduce the 19th Volume of Amsterdam University College’s Undergraduate Journal of Liberal
Arts and Sciences. The theme of this year’s edition is: Interdisciplinary perspectives on global challenges.

Understanding our world is the key to engaging with it. However, with increasing complexity, we need more and more
perspectives. Therefore, this issue casts a light on young scholars who relate from their particular position in Amsterdam
to the world’s challenges. Their works combine diverse methods into novel approaches, explain difficult concepts in an
accessible way, and acknowledge the complexity required to address these topics.

At the end of their undergraduate studies at AUC, every student conducts an independent research project, which
culminates in a capstone, a written thesis that analyzes the academic landscape in a given field, identifies a research need,
and uses an innovative methodology to answer the research question. The capstones in this issue excel in all of these aspects,
highlighting the potential of undergraduate scholarship. Spanning from discussions about visuals in mathematics to slavery
memorials in the Netherlands, from an acclaimed art exhibition in Poland to a suburb in South Africa, these articles reflect
the intellectual diversity of the Liberal Arts and Sciences.

In the first article, Sarah Martinson uses a complex system approach to model the interactions between COVID-19, TB,
and HIV. Since isolated experiments on a single infection can only provide limited insights on real transmissions, Sarah’s
model derives valuable new insights and policy suggestions. Sarah illustrates that mathematics is one of the most powerful
tools we have to understand nature. Therefore, being able to grasp mathematical concepts is important to promote analytical
thinking. In her Capstone, Yuval Goren argues that the use of visualizations may help to achieve this objective. However,
as their use is controversial in the academic community, Yuval combines a historical overview with an empirical study to
advocate a clear benefit of using visuals.

In the Social Sciences, Lara Marie Ziener’s analysis of the varying robustness of mobile money frameworks in Afghanistan
compared to Kenya illustrates the intertwined relationship between economics, sociology, and (geo)politics. She emphasizes
that country-specific factors need to be considered to ensure financial inclusion and stability. Embarking from Europe
to Argentina, Adriana Scribani uses a very different method to capture how a cultural traumatic past narrates individual
identities far from home. Her qualitative approach through in-depth interviews shows how personal stories relate to historical
memory. Together, both capstones pay tribute to the methodological variety in the Social Sciences.

Yet, there is no need to travel far when reflecting on global historical issues such as slavery. Thea Blath Hansen thus
integrates investigative research and synthetic mapping of current developments to give an overview of the current racial
redress trend in the Netherlands concerning slavery memorials. Using established framework for her analysis, she shows how
the Humanities can relate history to the present in a meaningful way. Similarly, Melania Miekus’ exploration of Polish-Jewish
history through art, in particular Wilhelm Sasnal’s exhibition Such a Landscape, offers yet another lens. As art can express
aspects that other, more analytical forms, cannot capture, this final capstone offers a novel way to see the cultural and
historical tensions that may underlie many issues in modern Europe.

This journal would not be possible without the passionate and engaging work of everyone at InPrint. In particular, I want
to thank Casey, Filip, and Miriam. We embarked on this project six months ago and I could always rely on when things felt
uncertain but never impossible because I know I had you on my side. I am proud of all the new editors who have impressed
me with their initiative, engagement, and reliability. You are the ones who give the editorial board life! And especially Lena,
Martyna, and Alice who are the (administrative) heart of InPrint. I also want to thank Dr. Belinda Stratton and Prof. Dr.
Martin van Hees for their support to make InPrint an official AUC committee and for all the valuable conversations and tips
along the way. Finally, every student and every teacher at AUC contributes to this issue by enriching this institution with
their never-ending ideas, curiosity, and kindness.

Jannik Faierson, on behalf of InPrint
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Abstract

This paper models TB, HIV and COVID-19 co-infection. Examining interactions between these three infections may
provide insights into theoretical transmission dynamics and system behaviour to inform how TB/HIV could impact the
trajectory of COVID-19, and how interactions may alter their progressions. This paper considers a simplified dynamic
compartmental model specifically allowing for co-infection(s). Little mathematical research has focused on these in-
teractions, and any theoretical knowledge gained by these investigations may prove valuable for infection control. We
compute independent basic reproduction numbers for TB (RT ) and HIV (RH ) and show that infection-free equilibria in
these independent sub-models are globally asymptotically stable for values of the corresponding basic reproduction
number less than unity. We then calculate the basic reproduction number for a system containing both infections:
RTH = max{RT ,RH}. This sub-model is applied to Soweto, a region in Gauteng, South Africa, with a high burden of
TB and HIV. Numerical simulations reveal that, when the basic reproduction number is less than unity, the infection-
free state of the system appears to be stable. The full model containing all three infections is then applied to the same
region and the infection-free state and endemic equilibria are examined. The infection-free state for the full system is
stable in the simulations. However, when all three independent basic reproduction numbers are greater than unity, the
system finds an endemic equilibrium for TB and COVID-19, but HIV is eradicated. The net effect of COVID-19 stabilises
in the population; thus, we use the total proportion of COVID-19 cases to examine dependence on RC , COVID-19’s
independent reproduction number, in the phase space. When RC < 1, COVID-19 is eradicated from the system, but as
RC increases, COVID-19 stabilises with increasing proportions of the population infected. Although the model is sim-
plified and the projection of HIV eradication is unlikely, the qualitative analysis highlights RC as a control parameter
for COVID-19, implying that interventions targeting RC by reducing contact between susceptible and COVID-infected
individuals are likely the most effective in slowing the spread of the virus.

Keywords: dynamical systems, compartmental transmission model, COVID-19, TB, HIV, co-infection, epidemiology
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1 Introduction

The global coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)
pandemic has significant and unpredictable impacts on
health systems worldwide. Financial, infrastructure, and
health personnel demands of managing this disease
have resulted in considerable compromises to public
health service delivery. These include treatment de-
lays for chronic patients, overcrowding of hospitals and
limited facilities available for new chronic disease diag-
noses. Negative consequences are particularly severe
for developing nations with high burdens of other in-
fectious diseases and insufficient or inadequate health-
care facilities [1, 2]. Impacts of pre-existing infections
on COVID-19 are unclear, but they may interact with
COVID-19 on an immunological level. These interactions
may worsen the progression of both COVID-19 and the
other pre-existing infections.

Tuberculosis (TB) is the leading global infectious
cause of death [3]. Control measures introduced to
curb the spread of TB and prevent progression from la-
tent tuberculosis infection (LTBI) to active tuberculosis
disease (TBD) have reduced the number of new cases
globally [3]. However, the recent COVID-19 pandemic
has had negative impacts on TB control programmes
[4]. The World Health Organisation (WHO) estimates
21% fewer TB patients received care in 2020 than in
2019 because resources were diverted to COVID-19 re-
sponses [5]. Other possible causes of decreased TB no-
tifications include fear of COVID-19 infection at TB test-
ing centres, COVID-19 stigma affecting TB patients with
similar symptoms to COVID-19 [6], and restricted ac-
cess to diagnosis or treatment because of isolation mea-
sures. Moreover, lockdowns can increase the number of
cases of late or non-diagnosis of TB and heighten expo-
sure of susceptible individuals to infectious, untreated
patients in the household, which likely increases risks of
LTBI. This can result in increased TBD fatality and trans-
mission within households and communities, as well as
more severe disease outcomes [7]. Human immunode-
ficiency virus (HIV) prevalence is significantly correlated
with TB disease burden [8], and consequences are par-
ticularly dire in countries with a high HIV burden, as un-
treated HIV-positive TBD patients experience increased
risk of death [9]. Moreover, recent delays in antiretrovi-
ral treatment (ART) distribution as a result of lockdown
measures put untreated HIV-positive patients at higher
risks of progression to severe HIV/acquired immunodefi-
ciency syndrome (AIDS) and TBD [10].

Further, incomplete TB treatment and co-infection
with HIV facilitates the emergence of drug-resistant TB
strains [11]. Patients with TB have an increased risk of
infection with COVID-19 and a predisposition for devel-
oping severe COVID-19 symptoms because of a shared
dysregulation of immune responses, which may in turn
cause TB progression [12, 13]. Moreover, TB lung dam-
age has been associated with severe COVID-19, and
high-dose corticosteroids used to treat COVID-19 may

initiate progression from LTBI to TBD [14].
However, quarantine and physical distancing mea-

sures imposed to prevent spread of COVID-19 may re-
duce TB transmission [4]. Both TB and severe acute res-
piratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) are prop-
agated via droplet spread, therefore reduced physical
contact likely interrupts transmission of both pathogens.
Indeed, a global decline in cases of influenza and res-
piratory syncytial virus infections was reported, at-
tributable to isolation, mask-wearing and hand-washing
measures implemented to combat COVID-19 [15]. Al-
though [16] found it unlikely that TB transmission reduc-
tions due to COVID-19 mitigation measures could com-
pensate for reduced testing and other health service dis-
ruptions, they possibly have a counterbalancing effect.
This could influence future intervention strategies and
decisions regarding TB- and HIV-related health services
during and after the COVID-19 pandemic.

The triple burden of TB/HIV/COVID-19 is likely to
emerge as a major global health challenge. Thus, a thor-
ough theoretical understanding of interactions between
these three infections is vital to plan effective interven-
tion methods. Multiple factors must be considered in
predicting consequences of co-infection. Lockdowns to
contain COVID-19 may have caused a break in the chain
of TB management, treatment, and testing, with the
likely outcome of worsened prognosis—specifically for
undiagnosed patients or those co-infected with HIV. In
contrast, these measures may prevent TB transmission.
Because the COVID-19 pandemic is ongoing, it is partic-
ularly difficult to quantify the combination of these su-
perimposed effects in the short, medium, and long term.
Furthermore, these infection interactions are novel, and
because TBD progression is relatively slow [11], data de-
scribing long-term effects of COVID-19 are not yet avail-
able. Mathematical models provide valuable alterna-
tives to raw data analysis, contributing information to
assess theoretical possibilities.

Dynamical models are examples of such models that
describe changes in quantities over time, incorporating
contact between categories of individuals. They can be
used to describe risks of transmission of infectious dis-
eases within a population. In such models, the risk of in-
fection depends on the infectious proportion of the pop-
ulation and changes as the number of infectious indi-
viduals increases or reduces [17]. Dynamic transmis-
sion models enable calculation of the basic reproduc-
tion number R0—the average number of secondary in-
fections produced by a single infectious patient assum-
ing an entirely susceptible population. They also allow
for an analysis of infection systems’ equilibria—states in
which effects of all influences acting within the system
are ‘cancelled out’ by others, resulting in an unchang-
ing, stable state [17]. For example, in the case of infec-
tious diseases, the number of new infections is equal to
the number of recoveries/deaths, resulting in an overall
zero net change in infections. The infection-free equi-
librium (IFE) state at which no infection or disease is
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present in a system can be found and analysed [18],
providing a target for transmission control. Further, nu-
merical simulation of these systems is possible using pa-
rameter values from specific geographic locations. To-
gether, these analyses may inform public health policy
and interventions as they provide a broad understand-
ing of infection dynamics from a theoretical, mathemat-
ical perspective.

A model and analysis of TB, HIV and COVID-19 in-
dividually and in combination is vital to increase our
understanding of infection progression and to test the
impact of preventive measures in silico. This paper
presents a simplified deterministic model using ordi-
nary differential equations (ODEs) describing joint dy-
namics of TB, HIV and COVID-19. The compartmental
model considers co-infections and can be used to ex-
amine interactions between these three infections with
the aim of providing insights regarding theoretical trans-
mission dynamics. These analyses can increase our un-
derstanding of infection interactions and provide mathe-
matical results to aid development of targeted interven-
tion strategies.

An overview of previous models of the three infec-
tions is provided in Section 2. Section 3 introduces
the system of equations used to model infection inter-
actions, describes model assumptions, and establishes
the mathematical well-posedness1 of solutions on a bi-
ologically feasible, positively invariant region. Section 4
analyses the TB-only, HIV-only and TB/HIV (pre-COVID-
19) sub-models to gain an understanding of the dynam-
ics of the individual infections. For each subsystem, the
basic reproduction number is calculated and the stabil-
ity of the IFE explored. For the two individual infection
sub-models, endemic equilibria are found. Section 5 re-
ports the basic reproduction number for the full model
and the results of numeric simulations for the population
in Soweto, an urban complex in Gauteng, South Africa,
which has a high prevalence of TB and HIV. The IFE of the
full system is explored, applying Denmark’s low TB and
HIV transmission rates to the Soweto model. Although
these rates are not applicable to Soweto, which experi-
ences much greater transmission rates, this allows for
stability of the IFE to be examined qualitatively. There-
after, transmission rates for Soweto are modelled to pro-
vide more realistic projections for the region. Finally, de-
pendence of the COVID-19 equilibrium on its basic repro-
duction number is explored. Section 6 provides a sum-
mary and discussion of results, including limitations of
the current paper and suggestions for future research.

1A well-posed problem is one that satisfies three criteria: a solution
exists, that solution is unique, and its behaviour changes continuously
with the initial conditions of the problem. These properties are com-
monly required for models describing physical phenomena.

2 Research Context

Compartmental dynamical systems modelling is fre-
quently used to analyse infectious diseases. The popula-
tion is divided into broad, mutually exclusive subgroups
(also called compartments or classes), which vary in
number between models depending on important states
in the system. The model then tracks individuals in
these subgroups. When characteristics of an individual
change, they ‘move’ to the corresponding compartment
describing their new state. In deterministic models, this
movement is governed by a system of differential equa-
tions that considers average population changes. These
models are built under simplified mechanistic and phe-
nomenological assumptions and ignore potential effects
of chance on the system. Nonetheless, they provide a
means of long-term analysis of co-evolving and inter-
acting processes such as infectious diseases, increasing
understanding of their possible trajectories, and thereby
informing public health policies [11].

Generally, qualitative dynamics of infection models
are governed by the basic reproduction number R0. This
dimensionless number describes the expected number
of secondary infections caused by a single infectious
case in a population where no member is immune and
there are no other infectious cases. The basic repro-
duction number depends on the infectiousness of the
microorganism, the duration of infectiousness of cases,
and the number of people in the population in contact
with the infectious case [19]. It is thus not a biological
constant, but dependent on the behaviour of the con-
sidered population and is, therefore, model-dependent.
On its own, R0 does not describe the rate of spread of
infection in a population, but in most systems it does
suggest limiting behaviour [11]. Calculated values for
R0 determine whether an emerging infection will spread
in a population and what immunisation coverage is re-
quired for disease reduction and eradication. Generally,
when R0 < 1, each case infects on average less than
one additional person and new infections will cease, but
if R0 > 1, the infection will spread. Larger R0 values
imply rapidly growing epidemics which are difficult to
control. An analytical approach to dynamical systems
governing infection transmission can reveal threshold
values of R0 that define a change in the stability of en-
demic and disease-free equilibria [20], which are signif-
icant when considering infection control. Stability im-
plies a closeness or eventual convergence of solutions
to a particular state or orbit, thus stable disease-free
equilibria are desired.

The literature reports variations of this approach to
study disease transmission. Of specific relevance are
those considering interaction(s) between some combi-
nation of TB, HIV and COVID-19, and those considering
co-infection of multiple diseases in a single host.

Dynamics of TB and HIV have been analysed individ-
ually (see [21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26] for TB models and [27,
28, 29, 30] for HIV models). However, for regions with

5



Capstone Issue Vol.19, 2022 Sarah Martinson

a high burden of both infections, studying their dynam-
ics separately may not provide accurate results because
they are markedly correlated. Several studies have in-
vestigated the interacting epidemics by including com-
partments that allow for infection with either one or both
of TB/HIV [8, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36]. These studies
compute the basic reproduction numbers (in terms of
model parameter values) for HIV and TB independently.
Moreover, they propose methods for analysis of equilib-
ria and stability of dynamical models of these infections,
indicating that such analyses are possible despite the
complicated nature of co-infection. Individual reproduc-
tion numbers for HIV and TB are calculated separately,
and the maximum of these are taken as the overall re-
production number of the system. In general, if this
R0 < 1, the disease-free equilibrium is locally asymp-
totically stable [8, 31, 32], but unstable if R0 > 1 [31].

Similar methods have been used to analyse
COVID-19. Although it is relatively novel, much is
known about its transmission, allowing for the appli-
cation of dynamical systems modelling approaches.
Examples include the simple Susceptible-Exposed-
Infected-Recovered (SEIR) model [37], the more
complex Susceptible-Exposed-Asymptomatic-Infected-
Recovered-Susceptible (SEAIRS) model [38], and an ex-
tended SEIR model describing four different infected
compartments, which also models effects of isolation
[39]. In all three models, COVID-19’s disease-free equi-
librium was locally asymptotically stable if R0 < 1. How-
ever, these models analyse COVID-19 in isolation with-
out considering potential effects from co-infections.

Effects of COVID-19 on chronic illnesses and their
progression, including effects on the TB epidemic in
high-burden areas, have been examined [40]. This in-
volved an adaptation of preexisting dynamic TB trans-
mission models to include potential impacts of lockdown
and other preventive measures on TB care in three set-
tings with markedly different TB burdens. The model
suggested that slight disruptions in TB care may result in
long-term increases in TB incidence and deaths, but that
these adverse effects could be mitigated with targeted
interventions implemented early after the onset of the
pandemic. This approach has been extended in a model
of specific effects of multiple COVID-19 scenarios on TB,
HIV and malaria. Interruptions in care and possible re-
ductions in transmission due to physical distancing and
lockdown measures were modelled [41]. Four possible
courses of the COVID-19 pandemic with resulting deaths
were compared with the deaths attributable to each of
the three other infections in scenarios where prevention
and treatment programmes were interrupted in 2020.
Despite these extensive investigations into effects of
COVID-19 on other infections, a major limitation to these
studies is that the models for COVID-19, TB, HIV and
malaria were separate, therefore the compounding ef-
fects of interactions between the infections were not ex-
amined [41]. This suggests that models should be ex-
panded to include co-infections to explore compounding

and protective factors for transmission [42].
A general model for two infections, one chronic and

one acute, that co-infect a single host, has been de-
veloped to include infection interactions [43]. This al-
lowed for an examination of infection dynamics in tan-
dem, finding conditions for stability of their co-existent
equilibria. These concepts are applied more specifically
by models that allow for acute COVID-19 co-infection in-
teracting with chronic HIV [44] or TB [45]. Both infec-
tions are associated with increased risk of COVID-19-
associated mortality [46, 47]. HIV and COVID-19 were
modelled together in a four-compartment model with
rates of transmission weighted by parameters based on
the current class [44]. The highest probability of mortal-
ity was assigned to the compartment co-infected with
both HIV and COVID-19, and a regularisation parame-
ter was used to model relative transmission rates of co-
infected patients compared to those infected with HIV
only. Stability analyses of sub-models of individual dis-
eases were conducted and used to inform analysis of the
full model. The basic reproduction number for the full
system R0 was taken as the maximum of the basic re-
production numbers for COVID-19 and HIV individually.
Then, the disease-free equilibrium was found to be sta-
ble in the full system for R0 < 1 but unstable for R0 > 1
[44]. Interactions between COVID-19 and TB have also
been modelled; a stochastic compartmental model was
used by [45] to estimate COVID-19 infection and mortal-
ity in TB patients in India. This aimed primarily to inform
prevention measures; a stability analysis of the system
was not performed.

These studies investigated interaction between two
infections simultaneously, however, co-infection models
can be further extended to encompass interactions of
three diseases. TB, HIV and malaria co-infection were
modelled deterministically in a single model to gain in-
sight into their combined transmission dynamics [42].
Increased rates of disease progression or transmission
due to co-infection were modelled using weighted pa-
rameters. A stability analysis was performed, which re-
vealed that effective counselling and treatment for all
three infections reduced the value of the basic repro-
duction number for HIV to below unity, effectively elimi-
nating HIV [42]. This finding specifically highlights the
potential tangible public health relevance of dynami-
cal systems modelling, and the importance of modelling
joint epidemics. However, a model incorporating direct
interactions between TB, HIV and COVID-19 has yet to
be developed.

This paper therefore presents a deterministic, dy-
namic compartmental model governed by ODEs describ-
ing the combined TB, HIV and COVID-19 epidemics, in-
cluding co-infection and changed mortality risks based
on infection status. It allows for the evaluation of out-
comes resulting from disease competition, interaction
or opportunistic infection. An analysis of fixed points in
the model and their stability increases theoretical under-
standing of both those infection interactions that cannot
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be ignored and those which may be less important to
examine. Interactions between these three infections
have not yet been modelled at this paper’s time of writ-
ing, thus these findings will provide the first theoretical
insights into their communal behaviour and will create
a platform for the development of informed intervention
strategies to mitigate their potential effects.

3 Model Formulation

This model aims to inspect the impacts of interac-
tions between TB, HIV and COVID-19 on their transmis-
sion by examining a total population subdivided into 18
mutually exclusive compartments that describe inter-
sections of three TB states (susceptible, LTBI or exposed,
TBD), three HIV states (susceptible, HIV-positive, severe
HIV or AIDS), and two COVID-19 states (susceptible, in-
fected) as summarised in Table 12. The total population
at time t, denoted N(t), is the sum of all compartments
at time t.

N(t) =S(t) + IT (t) +D(t) + IC(t) + ITC(t) +DC(t)

+ IH(t) + ITH(t) + IHC(t) + ITHC(t) +A(t)

+ ITA(t) +DA(t) +AC(t) + ITAC(t) +DAC(t).

Table 1: Model compartments and notation for
population groups.

Variable Description
S susceptible to all three infections
IT LTBI or exposed to TB
D TBD only
IC COVID-19 infected only
ITC LTBI and COVID-19 infected
DC TBD, COVID-19 infected
IH HIV-positive only
ITH LTBI and HIV-positive
IHC HIV-positive and COVID-19 infected
ITHC LTBI, HIV-positive and COVID-19 infected
A AIDS only
ITA LTBI and AIDS
DA TBD and AIDS
AC AIDS and COVID-19 infected
ITAC LTBI, AIDS, and COVID-19 infected
DAC TBD, AIDS, and COVID-19 infected
N total population

Entry into the susceptible population S is assumed
to occur at constant rate b, and all individuals experi-
ence a natural death rate µ. Infected and diseased indi-
viduals experience a further death rate based on their

2Note that TBD is an AIDS-defining characteristic, thus it is impos-
sible to have TBD/HIV co-infection without being classified as an AIDS
case.

infection status. In the classical Susceptible-Infected-
Recovered (SIR) model, the transition rate from the sus-
ceptible compartment S to the infected compartment I
is modelled by the ‘force of infection’ F = βI, with β the
rate of effective (i.e., infection-spreading) contact be-
tween individuals in classes S and I per unit time. How-
ever, for compartmental models using a large number
of classes to describe infectious disease dynamics, it be-
comes more realistic to consider a force of infection that
does not depend on the absolute number of infections,
but rather on the fraction of infectious cases in the to-
tal population N [31]. This results in a time-dependent
force of infection F (t) = βI(t)

N(t) . Moreover, because this
model considers multiple infectious classes for each in-
fection as well as co-infected classes, each pathogen’s
force of infection is proportional to the sum of all classes
describing infectious states of that pathogen.

The time-dependent force of infection λT (t) associ-
ated with TB infection describes the rate at which sus-
ceptible individuals acquire LTBI following contact with
individuals who have active TBD

λT (t) =
βT

N
[D+κT,HDA+κT,CDC(t)+κT,HCDAC ], (1)

where βT is the rate at which susceptible and TB-
infectious individuals come into effective contact (suf-
ficient to result in TB infection) per unit time. The mod-
ification parameter κT,H accounts for altered TB infec-
tiousness of individuals because of HIV/AIDS co-infection
compared to HIV-negative individuals. Similarly, κT,C

and κT,HC account for the TB infectiousness of patients
with TBD/COVID-19 and TBD/HIV/COVID-19 co-infection,
respectively.

Similarly, susceptible individuals acquire HIV infec-
tion at rate λH(t) following effective contact with HIV-
positive individuals

λH =
βH

N
[IH +A+ κH,T (ITH + ITA +DA)

+ κH,C(IHC +AC)

+ κH,TC(ITHC + ITAC +DAC)] (2)

and susceptible individuals acquire COVID-19 infection
at rate λC(t) following effective contact with infectious
COVID-19 cases

λC(t) =
βC

N
[IC + κC,T (ITC +DC)

+ κC,H(IHC +AC)

+ κC,TH(ITHC + ITAC +DAC)] (3)

As in equation (1), the κi,j parameters in equations (2)
and (3) (with i ∈ {H,C} and j ∈ {T,H,C, TH, TC}) de-
scribe infectiousness of co-infected classes due to co-
infection. State i represents the infection whose infec-
tiousness is changed by co-infection with state(s) j.

7
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The governing system of ODEs describing interacting transmission dynamics of TB, HIV and COVID-19 is

Ṡ = b− [µ+ λT + λH + λC ]S + rCIC

İT = λTS − [µ+ fT + σTHλH + σTCλC ]IT + rCITC + rTD

Ḋ = fT IT − [(µ+ µT ) + σTHλH + σTCλC + rT ]D + rCDC

İC = λCS − [(µ+ µC) + rC + σCTλT + σCHλH ]IC

İTC = σTCλCIT + σCTλT IC − [(µ+ µTC) + rC + σTCfT ]ITC

ḊC = σTCλCD − [(µ+ µTC) + rC ]DC + σTCfT ITC

İH = λHS − [(µ+ µH) + σHTλT + σHCλC + fH ]IH + rHA+ rCIHC

İTH = σTHλHIT + σHTλT IH − [(µ+ µTH) + σTH,CλC + fT + fH ]ITH + rHITA + rCITHC

İHC = σHCλCIH + σCHλHIC − [(µ+ µHC) + rC ]IHC

İTHC = σTH,CλCITH − [(µ+ µTHC) + rC ]ITHC

Ȧ = fHIH − [(µ+ µH) + σHTλT + σHCλC + rH ]A+ rCAC

İTA = σHTλTA+ fHITH − [(µ+ µTH) + σTH,CλC + fT + rH ]ITA + rTDA + rCITAC

ḊA = fT ITA + fT ITH − [(µ+ µTH) + σTH,CλC + rT ]DA ++σTHλHD + rCDAC

ȦC = σHCλCA− [(µ+ µHC) + rC ]AC

İTAC = σTH,CλCITA − [(µ+ µTHC) + rC ]ITAC

ḊAC = σTH,CλCDA − [(µ+ µTHC) + rC ]DAC

(4)

Model (4) describes interactions of the three infections, illustrated in Figure 1. Definitions of model parameters are
provided in Table 2.

Figure 1: Transition diagram illustrating possible movements between compartments in model (4) and the
corresponding average rate at which each motion occurs. All compartments experience natural death rate µ as well

as a death rate due to the (co-)infection described by that class. Colours represent infectiousness: non-infectious
classes are green, COVID-19-only infectious classes blue, TBD or AIDS-infected class red, and other HIV-infected

classes orange.
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Table 2: Definitions of parameters used in model (4).

Symbol Definition
b constant recruitment rate
µ per-capita natural death rate
βT effective contact rate with individuals with active TBD
fT per capita TB progression rate from latent to active
rT TBD recovery rate to LTBI
µT per-capita TBD-induced death rate
κT,H TBD infectiousness of individuals also infected with HIV
κT,C TBD infectiousness of individuals also infected with COVID-19
σTH HIV susceptibility for individuals with TB
σTC COVID-19 susceptibility for individuals with TB
βH effective contact rate with HIV-infectious individuals
fH per capita AIDS progression rate for HIV-infected individuals
rH AIDS recovery rate to HIV
µH per-capita HIV-induced death rate
κH,T HIV infectiousness of individuals also infected with TB
κH,C HIV infectiousness of individuals also infected with COVID-19
σHT LTBI susceptibility for individuals with HIV
σTC COVID-19 susceptibility for individuals with HIV
βC effective contact rate with COVID-19 infectious individuals
rC COVID-19 recovery rate
µC per-capita COVID-19 death rate
κC,T COVID-19 infectiousness of individuals also infected with TB
κC,H COVID-19 infectiousness of individuals also infected with HIV
σCT LTBI susceptibility for individuals with COVID-19
σCH HIV susceptibility for individuals with COVID-19
µTH per-capita death rate attributable to TBD/HIV co-infection
µTC per-capita death rate attributable to TBD/COVID-19 co-infection
µHC per-capita death rate attributable to HIV/COVID-19 co-infection
µTHC per-capita death rate attributable to TBD/HIV/COVID-19 co-infection
κT,HC TBD infectiousness of individuals also infected with HIV and COVID-19
κH,TC HIV infectiousness of individuals also infected with TB and COVID-19
κC,TH COVID-19 infectiousness of individuals also infected with TB and HIV
σTH,C COVID-19 susceptibility for individuals with TB and HIV

9
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3.1 Assumptions

The model relies on certain assumptions to remain
simple to analyse. First, homogeneous mixing in the
population is assumed—heterogeneous space is ex-
cluded3. Second, all members of the population experi-
ence homogeneous susceptibility, i.e., they are genet-
ically equally vulnerable to the three diseases. Age,
demographic and socioeconomic structures are not in-
cluded. Third, because COVID-19 is an acute infection
while TB and HIV are chronic, assumptions are made
about differences in infection and progression possi-
bilities. Prominently, under the current model, most
chronic progressions to disease are excluded while an
individual is infected with COVID-19. New infections
are limited to those with only COVID-19, and not in-
cluded for COVID-19 co-infections. This is because the
infectious period of coronavirus is short (around two
weeks), while TB and HIV cases can remain infectious
for years. It is unlikely that infections or progressions
happen during the relatively short time while someone
is co-infected with COVID-19. For example, if someone
has had HIV for two years when they are infected with
COVID-19, it is improbable that their HIV will progress to
AIDS during this two-week window. However, this sim-
plification excludes some potential interactions of co-
infection, and assumes that COVID-19 infection does not
affect disease progression in the short term as there is
little evidence for such altered progression in the ex-
isting literature. It is important to note that this as-
sumption also does not exclude interactions entirely,
as increased mortality rates due to co-infection are in-
cluded, and the progression from LTBI to TBD is mod-
elled as increased when an individual is co-infected
with COVID-19 because of a likely dual immunosuppres-
sion [13]. Fourth, immunisation from COVID-19, either
through vaccination or previous infection, is not consid-
ered. This decision was made to simplify the model be-
cause early in the pandemic there was no vaccine and
little information regarding immunity due to previous in-
fection. However, this allows individuals to be continu-
ally (re-)infected with COVID-19 immediately after re-
covery, which is not representative of realistic dynam-
ics. Fifth, it is assumed that TB, HIV and COVID-19 can
only be contracted through contact with infectious indi-
viduals. Specifically, this means that certain transmis-
sion paths of HIV are ignored, including mother-to-child
transmissions and shared injection equipment. Finally,
sexual transmission of HIV is modelled indirectly (using
contact) rather than through specific modes of sexual
interaction as this would make the model more difficult
to solve analytically. Despite these assumptions and
simplifications, the model remains valuable in tracing
both general and specific interactions of the three dis-
eases and analysing their dynamics, providing a more

3Essentially, the model makes the assumption that any individual
can come into contact with any other individual in the model popula-
tion, and that these contacts between people are all equally likely.

holistic understanding.

3.2 Positivity of Boundedness of Solu-
tions

The model system (4) describes biological, living
populations, therefore all parameters are non-negative,
and associated state variables must also be non-
negative for all time t ≥ 0. Consequently, the solutions
of this model with positive initial data remain positive
for all time t ≥ 0 and are bounded in some region. Con-
sider the biologically feasible region

Ω =
{
(S, IT , D, IC , ITC , DC , IH , ITH , IHC , ITHC , A,

ITA, DA, AC , ITAC , DAC) ∈ R16
+ : N ≤ b

µ

}
.

Theorem 1. Region Ω is positively invariant with re-
spect to model system (4) with non-negative initial con-
ditions in R16

+ . Under these conditions, all solutions for
system (4) are positive for t ≥ 0, and solutions starting
in Ω remain in Ω for all time t.

Proof. The non-zero rate of change of the total popula-
tion is obtained by summing all equations in model (4):

dN

dt
=b− µN − µTD − µCIC − µTC [ITC +DC ]

− µH [IH +A]− µHC [IHC +AC ]

− µTH [ITH + ITA +DA]

− µTHC [ITHC + ITAC +DAC ]

It follows that dN
dt ≤ b − µN . Then, using Gronwall’s

Lemma [48], since all functions are non-negative

0 ≤ N(t) ≤ N(0)e−µt +
b

µ
(1− e−µt),

where N(0) represents N(t) evaluated at the initial con-
ditions.

As t → ∞, 0 ≤ N(t) ≤ b
µ and, specifically, if

N(0) ≤ b
µ then N(t) ≤ b

µ . Therefore, all feasible solu-
tions of model (4) starting in Ω remain there for all time,
and Ω is positively invariant.

It is sufficient to consider the dynamics of the
model (4) only in Ω where the system of equations is
both mathematically and biologically well-posed, and
every solution starting in Ω will remain there for all fu-
ture time t > 0.
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4 Sub-model Analysis

Before performing an analysis of the full model with
all three of TB, HIV and COVID-19 present, sub-models
for TB-only, HIV-only and TB/HIV co-infection will be
analysed to provide insight into dynamics of the indi-
vidual infections.

4.1 TB-only Sub-model

The model incorporating only LTBI and TBD is ob-
tained by setting all states defining HIV, COVID-19 or co-
infection to zero: IC = ITC = DC = IH = ITH = IHC =
ITHC = A = ITA = DA = AC = ITAC = DAC = 0

Ṡ = b− [µ+ λT ]S

İT = λTS − [µ+ fT ]IT + rTD

Ḋ = fT IT − [(µ+ µT ) + rT ]D

(5)

with non-negative initial conditions S0, IT0
, D0, and

λT (t) and N(t) defined as

λT (t) =
βTD

N
N(t) = S + IT +D.

The sub-model system (37), which is mathematically
and biologically well-posed, will be studied in the bio-
logically feasible region

ΩT =

{
(S, IT , D) ∈ R3

+ : N ≤ b

µ

}
. (6)

Similarly to Theorem 1 for the full model (4) and based
on biological considerations, we can prove that ΩT is
positively invariant.

4.1.1 TB’s basic reproduction number

The basic reproduction number R0 is an important
threshold quantity for disease control. It depends on
the definition of the infected and uninfected model com-
partments [19]. If R0 < 1, an infectious individual pro-
duces on average less than one new infection during
their infectious period and the pathogen cannot spread.
However, R0 > 1, each infected individual infects, on
average, more than one other person, and the infec-
tion is able to proliferate in the population [20]. Each
of the infections in this model has an independent basic
reproduction number which refers to the number of sec-
ondary infections caused by a single infectious case of
that infection in the susceptible population. The basic
reproduction number for TB, denoted RT , is thus de-
fined as the number of secondary TB infections (i.e.,
LTBI cases) produced by a single case of active TBD.
To compute RT , we distinguish new infections with TB
from other movements between compartments. Note
that all cases in compartment D in this sub-model are

infectious with active TBD, and no other cases are infec-
tious. However, there are two infected states, D and IT .
This means we cannot use the heuristic SIR-model defi-
nition of R0 as the product of the infection rate and the
mean infection duration. Instead, we turn to the more
general next-generation matrix (NGM) method used to
calculate R0 when a finite number of compartments are
included in the model [19, 20]

This method involves the separation of the infected
system into two matrices: F containing infection rates
and V recovery rates. The product FV −1 then repre-
sents [infection rates][recovery rates]−1; this parallels
the heuristic R0 definition, which can be interpreted as
(individual infection rate)(individual recovery rate)−1.
The product FV −1 then essentially represents multi-
plicative changes in each class from one generation to
the next. Approximating the infected classes near the
equilibrium and using the eigenvector equation to ex-
plore changes in their magnitudes demonstrates that
when the absolute value of the corresponding eigen-
value is greater than one, the number of infected in-
dividuals increases (i.e., the infection spreads), other-
wise the infection is contained. Thus, if all eigenval-
ues are in (−1, 1), the infection will not spread, but will
spread if any eigenvalue lies outside of this region. We
can use the dominant eigenvalue4 to characterise the
behaviour of all eigenvalues and thus to determine the
possibility of infection spread. The dominant eigenvalue
captures same information as R0, so R0 is the spectral
radius—the largest absolute value of a square matrix’s
eigenvalues—of the NGM (denoted K) [19]5. We exam-
ine the number of new infections produced by an in-
fectious case in a susceptible population at an IFE or
steady-state (a locally asymptotically stable equilibrium
solution of the infection-free model).

The infected subsystem must be linearised about the
IFE where no infection is present. We can take this to
represent a point where infection was never introduced
and can assume that the IFE is at least stable in this
case. This linearisation is not merely theoretical, but
has an epidemiological interpretation: it reflects that
the basic reproduction number characterises the poten-
tial for initial infection spread in an entirely susceptible
population (assuming a negligible change in the number
of susceptible individuals during initial growth of infec-
tion).

At the IFE, IT = D = 0, implying S = N . Thus, in the
linearisation, λT = βTD

S . The linearised subsystem is
Ṡ = b− µS − βTD

İT = [βT + rT ]D − [fT + µ]IT

Ḋ = fT IT − [(µ+ µT ) + rT ]D

(7)

4The real eigenvalue whose absolute value is strictly greater than
that of all other eigenvalues.

5In this paper, an outline of the method is provided and applied to
the current infection model. For a full explanation and for proofs of
the method’s validity, see [19, 20].
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Since this linear system is derived by linearisation,
it can be described by a Jacobian matrix with compo-
nents first order partial derivatives with respect to each
state [19]. Instead of examining the Jacobian for the full
linearised subsystem (7), we can examine only the in-
fected compartments’ differential equations İT and Ḋ,
excluding Ṡ and reducing the order of the system. This

is because components of the Jacobian ∂İT
∂S and ∂Ḋ

∂S are

both zero, and ∂Ṡ
∂S = −µ. Thus, the three eigenvalues of

the full Jacobian will be −µ along with the two eigenval-
ues of the 2 × 2 infected subsystem containing only İT
and Ḋ. Since −µ < 0, it is enough to evaluate only the
2 × 2 infected subsystem’s eigenvalues. Epidemiologi-
cally, this translates as only including states describing
new infections or changes between infected states.

The Jacobian for the infected subsystem can be de-
composed as the sum of two matrices T and Θ, where
T describes transmission or the production of new in-
fections, and Θ describes transitions or state changes
between infected classes (and deaths). Thus

x =

[
IT
D

]
=⇒ ẋ = (T+Θ)x = (T+Θ)

[
IT
D

]
(8)

with T and Θ two-dimensional matrices. It is possible to
find T and Θ using a linear algebra approach [20]. How-
ever, because T describes only transmission events, we
can find its entries through epidemiological interpreta-
tion [19]. Let i, j ∈ {IT , D} be infected states. Then the
matrix entry Tij represents the rate at which individuals
currently in state j generate individuals in state i in the
linearised system. Progression from IT to D and return
from D to IT through ‘recovery’ are not new infections
and are not included.

T =

[
0 βT

0 0

]
. (9)

Non-zero rows of T correspond to states at infection
(states an individual can be in directly following infec-
tion), and non-zero columns correspond to states of in-
fectiousness. This formulation of T confirms that IT is
the only state at infection and D the only state of infec-
tiousness.

Using equations (8) and (9), we can find the transi-
tion matrix Θ and its inverse

Θ =

[
−(fT + µ) rT

fT −(µ+ µT + rT )

]
, (10)

Θ−1 =
−1

(fT + µ)(µ+ µT + rT )− fT rT

×
[
(µ+ µT + rT ) rT

fT (fT + µ)

]
. (11)

By definition, RT = ρ(K) = ρ(−TΘ−1), where ρ(A)
denotes the spectral radius of matrix A. Therefore, the
basic reproduction number of TB is

RT =
βT fT

(fT + µ)(µ+ µT + rT )− fT rT
. (12)

4.1.2 Infection-free equilibrium and stability
analysis

Sub-model (5) has an IFE QT
0 obtained by setting its

equations equal to zero

QT
0 = (S0, IT0

, D0) = (
b

µ
, 0, 0). (13)

Theorem 2 regarding this IFE is adapted from [20, 49].

Theorem 2. The IFE QT
0 is locally asymptotically stable

when RT < 1 and unstable when RT > 1.

Proof. We first find the Jacobian matrix of the linearised
infected subsystem (7) evaluated at the IFE QT

0 . If the
trace of this Jacobian is negative and the determinant
positive, its eigenvalues will have negative real parts,
implying local asymptotic stability of QT

0 .
First, we calculate the Jacobian matrix

J(QT
0 ) =

[
∂ ˙IT
∂IT

∂ ˙IT
∂D

∂Ḋ
∂IT

∂Ḋ
∂D

]
(14)

(QT
0 ) =

[
−(fT + µ) rT + βT

fT −(µ+ µT + rT )

]
with trace tr[J(QT

0 )] = −(fT + rT + 3µ + µT ) < 0, and
determinant

det[J(QT
0 )] = (fT + µ)(µ+ µT + tT )− fT (rT + βT ).

Then, det(J(QT
0 )) > 0 when fT (rT + βT ) > (fT + µ)(µ+

µT + rT ) i.e., when

βT fT
(µ+ fT )(µ+ µT + rT )− fT rT

= RT < 1.

This means that when RT < 1, both solutions of
det[J(QT

0 )− λ] = 0 have negative real parts, and there-
fore QT

0 is locally asymptotically stable when RT < 1
[20]6. In contrast, when RT > 1, the determinant of
J(QT

0 ) is negative, implying that one eigenvalue is pos-
itive and the fixed-point QT

0 is unstable.

Thus, local stability of the IFE depends entirely on
RT , which is in turn dependent on TB’s transmission,
progression and death parameters.

Further, when the IFE is locally stable, it is also glob-
ally stable if two conditions are met. We show this by

6See [20] for a formal proof that the IFE (referred to as a disease-
free equilibrium in that paper) is locally asymptotically stable if all
eigenvalues of the Jacobian have negative real parts.
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following the method outlined in [50]. Rewrite the sys-
tem of equations (5) as

dX

dt
= F (X,Z)

dZ

dt
= G(X,Z),

(15)

where X = (S) ∈ R+ and contains states represent-
ing uninfected individuals, and Z = (IT , D) ∈ R2

+ con-
tains states representing infected individuals. Infection
cannot ‘suddenly’ appear in a system with no infection
or disease, thus G(X, 0) = 0. This is true in subsys-
tem (15), since λT = βTD

N . Thus, the IFE is given by

QT
0 = (X∗, 0), where X∗ =

(
b
µ

)
. Then, the IFE must be

stable and conditions (H1) and (H2) must both be met
to guarantee global asymptotic stability.

(H1) X∗ is globally asymptotically stable

for
dX

dt
= F (X, 0)

(H2) G(X,Z) = BZ − Ĝ(X,Z), Ĝ(X,Z) ≥ 0

for (X,Z) ∈ ΩT

(16)

where ΩT is the biologically feasible region defined in
equation (6), and B = DZG(X∗, 0). Note that B is
the same as the 2 × 2 bottom left component matrix
of the full Jacobian evaluated at the IFE, i.e. B =
DZG(X∗, 0) = J(QT

0 ) in equation (14). Thus, B is a Met-
zler matrix with off-diagonal components non-negative.
We have then already shown that both eigenvalues of B
have negative real parts when RT < 1.

We can then find Ĝ(X,Z)

Ĝ(X,Z) = BZ −G(X,Z) =

[
βTD(1− S

N )
0

]
,

and is always non-negative since S
N ≤ 1.

System (15) satisfies conditions (H1) and (H2),
therefore the TB-only sub-model (5) also satisfies (H1)
and (H2). The IFE of the TB-only sub-model is then glob-
ally asymptotically stable by Theorem 3.

Theorem 3. If a system satisfies (H1) and (H2), has
a locally asymptotically stable infection-free fixed point
(i.e., its basic reproduction is less than unity), and B
is a Metzler matrix whose eigenvalues have negative
real parts, then this fixed point is globally asymptoti-
cally stable.

Proof. We know that the infection-free point is locally
asymptotically stable if the basic reproduction number
is less than unity by Theorem 2. Let Z0 = Z(0). Thus,
if Z0 > 0, then Z(t) ≥ 0. Further, eBt is a positive semi-
group because B is a Metzler matrix7. Thus, using vari-

7A common property of Metzer matrices is that the exponential of
a Metzler matrix is a non-negative matrix. For a full proof, see [51]
(page 49).

ation of parameters, we have

0 ≤ Z(t) = eBtZ0 −
∫ t

0

eB(t−s)Ĝ(X(s), Z(s))ds

≤ eBtZ0.

All eigenvalues of B have negative real parts when the
basic reproduction number is less than unity. Therefore,

lim
t→∞

||eBt|| = 0 =⇒ lim
t→∞

Z(t) = 0.

X∗ is a globally asymptotically stable equilibrium of
dx
dt = F (X, 0), which is itself a limiting system of dx

dt =
F (X(t), Z(t)). Thus

lim
t→∞

X(t) = X∗

and limt→∞(X,Z1, Z2) is the IFE, thus the IFE is a glob-
ally asymptotically stable equilibrium point of the sys-
tem.

4.1.3 Endemic equilibrium and stability analysis

The endemic equilibrium of the TB sub-model is de-
noted QT

∗ = (S∗, I∗T , D
∗), and is an equilibrium point in

the system where TB is endemic—at least one of the
infected compartments I∗T , D∗ is non-zero at the fixed
point. At equilibrium, we have λ∗

T g(λ
∗
T ) = 0, where

λ∗
T = 0 corresponds to the IFE and g(λ∗

T ) = 0 corre-
sponds to the existence of an endemic equilibrium. To
find conditions for this equilibrium, sub-model equations
(5) are solved in terms of the force of infection at steady
state

λ∗
T =

βTD
∗

N∗ . (17)

We then set model equations (5) to zero and find state
values by substituting λ∗

T for λT

S∗ =
b

µ+ λ∗
T

I∗T =
λ∗
T b

C
[(µ+ fT )(µ+ µT + rT ) + rT (1− fT )]

D∗ =
fTλ

∗
T b(µ+ fT )

C

(18)

where C = (µ+λ∗
T )(µ+fT )[(µ+fT )(µ+µT +rT )−fT rT ]

is a common denominator for I∗T and D∗. Thus, total
population at equilibrium N∗ is

N∗ = S∗ + I∗T +D∗

=
b

C
[A(µ+ fT + λ∗

T ) + λ∗
T (rT + fT )]

(19)

with A = (µ+fT )(µ+µT +rT )−fT rT . Note that A is the
denominator of the expression for RT , so RT = βT fT

A .
Then, we can find an expression for λ∗

T by substitut-
ing equations (18) and (19) into equation (17) and using

13
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the fact that at an endemic equilibrium, λ∗
T ̸= 0

λ∗
T =

(µ+ fT )(βT fT −A)

A+ rT + fT
. (20)

With some manipulation, we can then write λ∗
T in terms

of RT

λ∗
T = B(RT − 1),

with B = (µ+fT )[µ(µ+µT+rT )+fT (µ+µT )]
µ(µ+µT+rT )+fT (µ+µT+1)+rT

. (21)

Clearly, B ≥ 0, thus the force of infection at equilibrium
λ∗
T is positive only when RT − 1 > 0 i.e., when RT > 1.

This has proved Theorem 4.

Theorem 4. The TB sub-model system (5) has a unique
endemic equilibrium when RT > 1.

4.2 HIV-only Sub-model

We then analyse the sub-model including only
HIV/AIDS by setting states describing TB, COVID-19 and
co-infection to zero: IT = D = IC = ITC = DC = ITH =
IHC = ITHC = ITA = DA = AC = ITAC = DAC = 0.
Further, λT = λC = 0, giving system (22) governing the
dynamics of HIV

Ṡ = b− [µ+ λH ]S

İH = λHS − [(µ+ µH) + fH ]IH + rHA

Ȧ = fHIH − [(µ+ µH) + rH ]A

(22)

with non-negative initial conditions S0, IH0
, A0, and

λH(t) and N(t) defined as

λH(t) =
βH

N
[IH +A]

N(t) = S + IH +A.

The main difference between the TB and HIV sub-
models is illustrated by their respective λ functions—the
HIV sub-model contains two infectious states (IH and
A), while the TB sub-model has only one. Further, in-
fected compartment IH experiences an increased death
rate due to HIV-infection, µH , as do individuals in state
A, while in the TB sub-model only those with active TBD
(in state D) experience an increased death rate µT due
to disease.

The sub-model system (22) is mathematically and
biologically well-posed, and can be studied exclusively
in the biologically feasible region

ΩH =

{
(S, IH , A) ∈ (R)3+ : N ≤ b

µ

}
. (23)

Again, following Theorem 1 for the full model (4) and
taking epidemiology into account, ΩH is positively in-
variant.

4.2.1 HIV’s basic reproduction number

The basic reproduction number for HIV, denoted RH ,
is the number of secondary HIV infections produced by a
single individual with infectious HIV throughout their in-
fectious lifespan (including after progression to severe
HIV/ AIDS, if relevant). Following the methods in the
previous section, to compute RH we must differentiate
between new HIV infections and other movements be-
tween compartments. In the HIV sub-model, there are
two infected states, IH and A, which are both also in-
fectious states, however IH is the only state at infection.
As before, we examine only the infected subsystem con-
taining states IH and A to investigate production of new
infections at the IFE using the NGM method, ignoring the
negative eigenvalue of the Jacobian resulting from the
Ṡ equation (it is the only compartment an individual can
enter immediately after infection).

We begin by linearising the infected subsystem
about the IFE. At the IFE, IH = A = 0 because there
is no HIV infection, and S = N . In the linearisation,
λT = βT

S (IH + A) and the linearisation is closed. The
linearised infected subsystem is{

İH = [βH + rH ]A− [µ+ µH + fH − βH ]IH

Ȧ = fHIH − [µ+ µH + rH ]A.
(24)

This system can be described by a Jacobian ma-
trix, which can be decomposed as the sum of the
two-dimensional transmission and transition matrices
T and Θ8. We again use the epidemiological interpre-
tation of T as containing elements representing new in-
fections into states at infection. Therefore,

T = βH

[
1 1
0 0

]
. (25)

Epidemiologically, we interpret T as before: non-zero
rows correspond to states at infection—here, IH—and
non-zero columns correspond to states of infectious-
ness—both IH and A. We find the transition matrix Θ
and its inverse

Θ =

[
−(µ+ µH + fH) rH

fH −(µ+ µH + rH)

]
(26)

Θ−1 =
−1

(µ+ µH + fH)(µ+ µH + rH)− fHrH

×
[
µ+ µH + rH rH

fH µ+ µH + fH

]
. (27)

Then, with K = −TΘ−1, we can find RH by calculat-
ing the spectral radius of K: RH = ρ(K). HIV’s basic
reproduction number in this model is

RH =
βH(µ+ µH + rH + fH)

(µ+ µH + fH)(µ+ µH + rH)− fHrH
. (28)

8Here, the same notation is used as for the TB case for consistency,
however matrices T and Θ for HIV are different from those with the
same names for TB.
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4.2.2 Infection-free equilibrium and stability
analysis

Model (22) has an IFE QH
0 obtained by setting all

equations to zero

QH
0 = (S0, IH0 , A0) =

(
b

µ
, 0, 0

)
. (29)

Theorem 5 is similar to Theorem 2 ensuring the ex-
istence of a locally asymptotically stable equilibrium
when RH < 1.

Theorem 5. The IFE QH
0 is locally asymptotically stable

when RH < 1 and unstable when RH > 1.

The proof for this theorem is structurally the same as
that for Theorem 2 and is therefore excluded from this
paper.

Global stability of the IFE in this system is again guar-
anteed only when the IFE is locally stable and under the
two conditions (H1) and (H2) stated in (16) in the pre-
vious section. To show that Theorem 3 applies to the
HIV-only subsystem on region ΩH , we rewrite the sub-
system (22) 9:

dX

dt
= F (X,Z)

dZ

dt
= G(X,Z),

(30)

where X = (S) ∈ R+ contains uninfected states,
while Z = (IH , A) ∈ R2

+ contains infected states, and
G(X, 0) = 0. Then, the IFE of this sub-model is QH

0 =
(X∗, 0).

The Metzler matrix B for this system is

B = DZG(X∗, 0)

=

[
βH − µ− µH − fH βH + rH

fH −(µ+ µH + rH)

]
,

with eigenvalues

γ± = 1
2

(
−b±

√
b2 − 4βH(µ+ µH + rH + fH)( 1

RH
− 1)

)
,

where b = 2µ + 2µH + fH + rH − βH . The real parts of
B’s eigenvalues are negative when RH < 1.

We then find

Ĝ(X,Z) = BZ −G(X,Z) =

[
βH(IH +A)(1− S

N )
0

]
,

which is non-negative since S
N ≤ 1.

Therefore, system (30) satisfies conditions (H1) and
(H2) from (16), as does the HIV-only subsystem (22).
The IFE of the HIV-only sub-model is then globally
asymptotically stable by Theorem 3.

9Again, functions are labelled in the same way as for the TB case,
however, these functions F and G are not the same as those for TB.

4.2.3 Endemic equilibrium and stability analysis

The endemic equilibrium QH
∗ of the HIV sub-model

exists if there is some equilibrium point in the system
where at least one of the two infected compartments
IH , A is non-zero. State values at the endemic equilib-
rium can be found using the same methods as for the
TB sub-model in the previous analysis, using the force
of infection at equilibrium λ∗

H = βH

N∗ (I
∗
H +A∗)

QH
∗ = (S∗, I∗H , A∗)

=

(
b

µ+ λ∗
H

,
bλ∗

H(µ+ µH + rH)

(µ+ λ∗
H)[P − fHrH ]

,
bλ∗

HfH
(µ+ λ∗

H)[P − fHrH ]

)
(31)

where P = (µ + µH + rH)(µ + µH + fH). Note that
I∗H and A∗ share a common denominator containing
P − fHrH , which is the denominator in the expression
for RH in equation (28). We can thus write the equa-
tions for the states at equilibrium in terms of RH =

βH

P−fHrH
(µ+ µH + rH + fH)

QH
∗ = (32)(
N

RH
,
(bRH − µN)(µ+ µH + rH)

RH(P − fHrH)
,
fH(bRH − µN)

RH(P − fHrH)

)
.

The following theorem provides conditions for existence
of endemic equilibrium QH

∗ .

Theorem 6. Endemic equilibrium QH
∗ exists when

RH > 1.

Proof. HIV has an endemic equilibrium if IH , A > 0 and
İH , Ȧ = 0. Applying these equalities to the HIV-only sys-
tem equations for İH and Ȧ from model (22) gives

0 = Ȧ = fHIH − (µ+ µH + rH)A

=⇒ A =
fHIH

µ+ µH + rH

0 = İH =
βHS

N
(IH +A)− (µ+ µH + fH)IH + rHA

=⇒ IH =

βHS
N IH +

(
βHS
N + rH

)
A

µ+ µH + fH
.

Substituting the first equation for A into the second for
IH and using that, at the endemic equilibrium, S

N < 1,
we find

IH <
βHIH

µ+ µH + fH
+

fH(βH + rH)IH
(µ+ µH + fH)(µ+ µH + rH)

1 <
βH(µ+ µH + rH + fH) + fHrH

P

1 <
βH(µ+ µH + rH + fH)

P − fHrH
.

The right-hand side of the final inequality is exactly our
expression for RH , thus we find a unique endemic equi-
librium in the HIV-only sub-model (22) for RH > 1.
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4.3 TB/HIV Sub-model

We move to an analysis of the sub-model describing
dynamics of TB and HIV, excluding COVID-19. This rep-
resents the dynamics of these two infections before the
COVID-19 pandemic. The TB/HIV sub-model is defined
by setting all compartments describing COVID-19 infec-
tion or co-infection to zero: IC = ITC = DC = IHC =
ITHC = AC = IATC = DAC = 0. Then, λC(t) = 0, and
the model system is:



Ṡ = b− [µ+ λT + λH ]S

İT = λTS − [µ+ fT + σTHλH ]IT +RTD

Ḋ = fT IT − [(µ+ µT ) +RT ]D

İH = λHS − [(µ+ µT ) + σHTλT + fH ]IH +RHA

İTH = σTHλT IT + σHTλHIH−
[(µ+ µTH) + fT + fH ]ITH +RHITA

Ȧ = fHIH − [(µ+ µTH) + σHTλT +RH ]A

İTA = σHTλTA+ fT ITH − [(µ+ µTH) + fT +RH ]

ITA +RTDA

ḊA = fT ITA + fT ITH − [(µ+ µTH) +RT ]DA

+ σTHλHD

(33)

with

λT (t) =
βT

N
[D + κT,HDA] (34)

λH(t) =
βH

N
[IH +A+ κH,T (ITH + ITA +DA)] (35)

N(t) = S + IT +D + IH + ITH +A+ ITA +DA (36)

Model (33) has non-negative initial conditions
S0, IT0

, D0, IH0
, ITH0

, A0, ITA0
, DA0

. Finally,
the region within which model (33) is biologically
feasible is

ΩTH =
{
(S, IT , D, IH , ITH , A, ITA, DA) ∈ R8

+ : N ≤ b

µ

}
which is positively invariant (the proof for this is omitted
but follows the same structure as that for Theorem 1).

4.3.1 Basic reproduction number

The basic reproduction number for this sub-model
is denoted RTH , and epidemiologically represents the
number of secondary TB or HIV infections resulting from
a single infectious TBD or HIV case. Again, this is math-
ematically defined as a spectral radius. We apply the
same methods as for the single-infection sub-systems:
identify the infected subsystem; linearise it about the
IFE; decompose the Jacobian into transmission matrix
T and transition matrix Θ; and compute eigenvalues of
K = −TΘ−1.

The infected subsystem contains states
IT , D, IH , ITH , A, ITA, DA. At the IFE, all eight
of these states are zero, and S = N . Therefore,

linearising sub-model (33) about the IFE, taking small
quadratic disturbances to be negligible, gives

İT = (βT +RT )D − (µ+ fT )IT + βTκT,HDA

Ḋ = fT IT − (µ+ µT +RT )D

İH = βH − µ− µH − fH)IH + (βH +RH)A

+ βHκH,T (ITH + ITA +DA)

İTH = −(µ+ µTH + fT + fH)ITHRHITA

Ȧ = fHIH − (µ+ µH +RH)A

İTA = fHITH − (µ+ µTH + fT +RH)ITA +RHDA

ḊA = fT ITA + fT ITH − (µ+ µTH +RH)DA

(37)

This can be used to compute RTH by differentiating be-
tween new infections and other transitions. In this sub-
model, every state except S is infected, all of which
are also infectious apart from IT . Following the NGM
method, we calculate the 8× 8 transmission matrix T

T =



0 βT 0 0 0 0 βT

0 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 βH κH,TβH βH κH,TβH κH,TβH

0 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0 0 0


(38)

From T and the linear system (37) we infer that Θ is

Θ =



−p1 RT 0 0 0 0 0
fT −p2 0 0 0 0 0
0 0 −p3 0 RH 0 0
0 0 0 −p4 0 RH 0
0 0 fH 0 −p5 0 0
0 0 0 fH 0 −p6 RT

0 0 0 fT 0 fT −p7


(39)

where

p1 = µ+ fT ; p2 = µ+ µT +RT ;
p3 = µ+ µH + fH ; p4 = µ+ µTH + fT + fH ;
p5 = µ+ µH +RH ; p6 = µ+ µTH + fT +RH ;
p7 = µ+ µTH +RT

As before, RTH is the spectral radius of K = −TΘ−1.
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Matrix K has three eigenvalues10

γ1 = 0

γ2 =
βT ft

p1p2 − fTRT

=
βT ft

(µ+ fT )(µ+ µT +RT )− fTRT

= RT

γ3 =
βH(p5 + fH)

p3p5 − fHRH

=
βH(µ+ µH +RH + fH)

(µ+ µH + fH)(µ+ µH +RH)− fHRH

= RH

where γ2 = RT and γ3 = RH correspond to the repro-
duction numbers for the TB- and HIV-only sub-models,
respectively. Therefore, RTH is given by

RTH = max{RT ,RH}. (40)

4.3.2 Infection-free equilibrium and stability

The IFE of this sub-model is The IFE of this sub-model
is

QTH
0 = (S0, IT0 , D0, IH0 , ITH0 , A0, ITA0 , DA0)

=

(
b

µ
, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0

)
.

We theorise that the IFE is locally asymptotically sta-
ble for RTH < 1 because we know that RTH =
max{RT ,RH} and that both the TB-only and HIV-only
sub-models had locally asymptotically stable IFEs for
basic reproduction numbers less than unity. To explore
the stability of this point we turn to numerical simula-
tions. The TB/HIV sub-model (33) is applied to Soweto,
an urban complex in Gauteng, South Africa, with a high
prevalence of both infections. In this research, Soweto
is used as a region for an example model implementa-
tion where the infections can interact and where mod-
elling can have substantial effects on our understand-
ing of and ability to control these epidemics. Parameter
values for Soweto11 are taken from the literature and
government-collected population data (Table 3). The
population is initialised using recent prevalence val-
ues12 (Table 4), creating an initial value problem.

The simulation is initialised with transmission pa-
rameters βT and βH chosen so that RT ,RH < 1.
Soweto transmission rates for both infections are too
high for an exploration of IFE stability, thus we select

10Steps for these calculations are excluded from this paper but fol-
low the general method for eigenvalue calculations.

11Where possible, values are for Soweto itself, otherwise rates are
found for Gauteng or South Africa and considered to apply to Soweto.

12Where necessary, reported incidence was converted to preva-
lence using the prevalence = (incidence rate) × (mean infection du-
ration), with infection durations from [52].

Table 3: Parameter values for the TB/HIV sub-model
(33) (modification parameter κH,T could not be found

in the literature so was set to 1 i.e., no effect).

Symbol Value13 Year Source
b 0.02 2016 [53]
µ 0.016 2019 [54]
βT 0.26 2001 [55]
fT 0.09 2001 [55]
RT 0.77 2015 [56]
µT 0.24 2014 [34]
κT,H 0.24 2000 [57]
σTH 1 2016 [58]
βH 0.03 2004–2018 [59, 60]
fH 0.22 2001 [61]
RH 2 2020 [62]
µH 0.3 2006 [63]
σHT 20 2012 [64]
µTH 1.6 2008 [32]

values for βT and βH from Denmark (Table 5), a country
with very low TB and HIV transmission rates. Although
these values will not correspond to realistic rates in the
Soweto population, they allow for an examination of the
IFE using transmission rates that are at least plausible in
other contexts. Using these transmission rates with pa-
rameter values cited in Table 3 and equations (12) and
(28), we calculate RT = 0.002 and RH = 0.009. Since
RT > RH , RTH = RT by equation (40).

Model (33) is coded in Python with Runge-Kutta nu-
merical integration to calculate the number of people
per compartment over time. Simulation results are plot-
ted in Figure 2. Simulation length is selected to allow
dynamics to settle decidedly to equilibrium.

Trajectories illustrate the return of the system to the
IFE after an introduction of infection into the population.
Co-infected compartments ITH , ITA and DA exhibit
qualitatively similar behaviour: they decrease quickly
to zero from the initial infected proportion and remain
there. The other co-infected class ITH shows similar
behaviour, but the decrease occurs at a slower rate so
the compartment takes longer to reach an infection-free
state. Further, D and A exhibit an initial increase in in-
fections before declining to zero. The increase in D is
greater than that in A and the decay slower; the com-
partment takes the full 100-years to reach zero. In gen-
eral, the rate of change of IT appears similar to that of
D—both exhibit slow exponential decay and only reach
zero near the end of the simulation. However, the ini-
tial proportion of IT is much greater and it experiences
only a very small initial increase before decay begins.
Finally, the susceptible class S displays an increase from
its initial value to containing all members of the popula-
tion.
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Table 4: State initial conditions for TB and HIV in the Soweto population.

Description Model States Value Year Source
Soweto total population N0 1271628 2011 [65]
Total national adult HIV prevalence IH0A0 + ITA0 +DA0 19.5% 2021 [66]
Proportion of HIV cases classified as AIDS A0 + ITA0

+DA0
12.7% 2013 [67]

Proportion of adults with TBD D0 +DA0
0.852% 2018 [68]

Proportion of LTBI HIV-negative adults IT0
14.1% 2020 [69]

Proportion of LTBI HIV-positive adults ITH0 + ITA0 21.6% 2020 [69]
Proportion of adult AIDS cases with LTBI ITA0 43.6% 2020 [70]
Proportion of AIDS cases with TBD DA0

11.55% 2020 [70]

Table 5: Effective TB and HIV contact rates in Denmark.

Effective Annual Contact Rate Value Reference
βT 8× 10−5 WHO EU monitoring
βH 2.48× 10−5 [71]

Figure 2: TB/HIV dynamics in the Soweto population after initialisation with current infection proportions and
Denmark infection rates. Projections are coloured by infectiousness (non-infectious: green, HIV-only infectious:

orange, TB- or severe HIV/AIDS-infectious: red).
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4.3.3 Infection Invasion

We showed that systems with a single infection (TB or HIV) have globally asymptotically stable IFEs when the basic
reproduction number is less than unity. However, in a model with two infections (i.e., both TB and HIV, as well as their
co-infections), having one infection already in the system likely makes it easier for the other to appear. For example,
say TB is already endemic in some population, meaning RT > 1, and the system is at the endemic equilibrium for
TB. We know that HIV can invade the population if its basic reproduction number is greater than unity. However, this
is not the same as the RH calculated in Section 4.2 because we are starting from a TB-endemic equilibrium rather
than an IFE. Thus, we must evaluate the Jacobian at the endemic equilibrium point. To calculate this, we substitute TB
endemic equilibrium values from Equations (18) for states S∗, I∗T , D

∗ into the Jacobian of the TB/HIV sub-model with
no HIV-infection. In the TB/HIV sub-model, the TB-only endemic equilibrium QT

∗ is

QT
∗ = (S∗, I∗T , D

∗, I∗H , I∗TH , A∗, I∗TA, D
∗
A)

=

(
b

µ+ λ∗
T

,
λ∗
T b

C
[(µ+ fT )(µ+ µT +RT ) +RT (1− fT )],

fTλ
∗
T b(µ+ fT )

C
, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0

)
.

(41)

At this equilibrium, total population is N∗ = S∗+I∗T +D∗. Linearising system (33) about this equilibrium and neglecting
small quadratic terms gives

Ṡ = b− µS∗ − βT S∗

N∗ (D∗ +D + κT,HDA)− βHS∗

N∗ [IH +A+ κH,T (ITH + ITA +DA)]

İT = βTD∗

N∗ S + βT S∗

N∗ (D∗ +D + κT,HDA)− (µ+ fT )(I
∗
T + IT )− σTHβHI∗T

N∗ [IH +A+ κH,T (ITH + ITA +DA)]

Ḋ = fT (I
∗
T + IT )− (µ+ µT +RT ) (D

∗ +D) + σTHβHD∗

N∗ [IH +A+ κH,T (ITH + ITA +DA)]

İH = σHT βHS∗

N∗ [IH +A+ κT,H(ITH + ITA +DA)]− (µ+ µH + fH)IH +RHA

İTH =
σTHβHI∗T

N∗ [IH +A+ κH,T (ITH + ITA +DA)] +
σHT βTD∗

N∗ IH − (µ+ µTH + fT + fH) ITH +RHITA

Ȧ = fHIH − (µ+ µH +RH)A+ σHT βTD∗

N∗ A

İTA = σHT βTD∗

N∗ A− (µ+ µTH + fT +RH) ITA +RTDA

ḊA = fT ITA + fT ITH − (µ+ µTH +RT )DA + σTHβHD∗

N∗ [IH +A+ κH,T (ITH + ITA +DA)].

(42)

Then, we can the Jacobian for the linearised system (42) at the endemic equilibrium

J(QT
∗ ) =

0 0 −q1S
∗ −q2S

∗ −κH,T q2S
∗ −q2S

∗ −κH,T q2S
∗ −(κT,Hq1 + κH,T q2)S

∗

q1D
∗ −p1 q1S

∗ −σTHq2I
∗
T −q3I

∗
T −σTHq2I

∗
T −q3I

∗
T κT,Hq1S

∗ − q3I
∗
T

0 fT −p2 q3D
∗ σTHq2D

∗ σTHq2D
∗ q3D

∗ q3D
∗

0 0 0 σHT q2S
∗ − p3 q4S

∗ σHT q2S
∗ +RH q4S

∗ q4S
∗

0 0 0 σHT q1D
∗ + σTHq2I

∗
T q3I

∗
T − p4 σTHq2I

∗
T q3I

∗
T +RH q3I

∗
T

0 0 0 fH 0 σHT q1D
∗ − p5 0 0

0 0 0 0 0 σHT q1D
∗ −p6 RT

0 0 0 σTHq2D
∗ q3D

∗ + fT σTHq2D
∗ q3D

∗ + fT q3D
∗ − p7


(43)

with

q1 =
βT

N∗ ; q2 =
βH

N∗ ; q3 = κH,TσTHq2; q4 = κT,HσHTq2.

The lower right 5×5 component of the Jacobian J(QT
∗ ) describing HIV-infected compartments decouples entirely. Using

the same arguments as presented in section 4.1, we can examine only this 5× 5 component to find transmission and
transition matrices T and Θ

T =


σHT q2S

∗ q4S
∗ σHT q2S

∗ q4S
∗ q4S

∗

0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0 0

 (44)

Θ =


−p3 0 RH 0 0

σHT q1D
∗ + σTHq2I

∗
T q3I

∗
T − p4 σTHq2I

∗
T q3I

∗
T +RH q3I

∗
T

fH 0 σHT q1D
∗ − p5 0 0

0 0 σHT q1D
∗ −p6 RT

σTHq2D
∗ q3D

∗ + fT σTHq2D
∗ q3D

∗ + fT q3D
∗ − p7

 (45)
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There are no zero columns in T, which is expected
as all states are infectious. The only non-zero row cor-
responds to IH , the single state at infection. Because
of this, we can already see that K will have one non-
zero row, corresponding with one non-zero eigenvalue.
This gives HIV’s basic reproduction number for its intro-
duction into a population that is entirely susceptible to
HIV but already TB-infected. The eigenvalue of K was
calculated, but the expression is particularly complex
and could not easily be written in terms of RH , which
would allow us to make definitive statements about
HIV’s spread in an infection-free population versus in a
TB-infected population. Further manipulation of the ex-
pression is required to test the hypothesis that this basic
reproduction number is greater than RH , and therefore
that it becomes easier for a second infection to invade
a population if one is already endemic.

5 Full Model Analysis

In this section, the full model is examined to find the
basic reproduction number when all three infections are
present in a population, as in the many high TB/HIV bur-
den countries during the current COVID-19 pandemic.
Numeric simulations of the model are performed for
Soweto.

5.1 Basic Reproduction Number

Following a similar analysis as for the TB/HIV sub-
model, we can find the basic reproduction number for
the full model R0, mathematically defined as spectral
radius ρ(K). Analogously to the TB/HIV sub-model, the
dominant eigenvalue of K is the maximum of the ba-
sic reproduction numbers for the individual infections—
RT , RH , and RC (with RC the basic reproduction num-
ber for COVID-19 in a subsystem modelling only COVID-
19 dynamics). Since the COVID-19 sub-model has a
single infected compartment IC , its basic reproduction
number RC is the product of its effective contact rate
and mean duration of infection [20]. Mean duration
of infection is the inverse of recovery rate RC , thus
RC = βC

RC
. Therefore

R0 = max{RT ,RH ,RC}

= max

{
βT fT

(µ+ fT )(µ+ µT + rT )− fT rT
,

βH(µ+ µH + rH + fH)

(µ+ µH + fH)(µ+ µH + rH)− fHrH
,

βC

rC

}
.

(46)

5.2 Numeric Simulations

Numeric simulations of system (4) are conducted
with TB and HIV parameter values and initial conditions
for Soweto as cited in Tables 2 and 3, also applying addi-
tional COVID-19 parameter values listed in Tables 6 and
714. Initialising this system with different basic repro-
duction numbers for the three infections allows for an
investigation of system dynamics under different condi-
tions.

Table 6: Definitions of parameters used in model (4).

Symbol Value Year Source
βC 0.57 2021 [72]
µC 9.24 ∗ 10−5 2021 [73]
RC 1− µC

µTC 0.21 2021 [74]
µHC 2.39 2020 [75]
µTHC 2.7 2020 [75]
σTC 1.71 2020 [76]
σHC 1 2020 [77]

Table 7: COVID-19 states’ initial conditions for the
Soweto population (all values are proportions of the

adult population from 2021 [78]).

Description Model States Value
HIV/COVID-19 IHC0 +AC0 + ITAC0

co-infection +ITHC0
+DAC0

5.9%
TBD/COVID-19

co-infection DC0 +DAC0 3.6%
TBD/AIDS/COVID-19

co-infection DAC0 2.61%

5.2.1 Infection-free equilibrium (RTHC < 1)

First, behaviour of the system close to the IFE is ex-
plored for RTHC < 1, that is RT ,RH ,RC < 1 by equa-
tion (46). As before, we use transmission rates for TB
and HIV from Denmark (Table 5) to fulfil RT ,RH < 1. Ini-
tial conditions are described by Soweto prevalence val-
ues (Tables 4 and 8). Only COVID-19 co-infection classes
whose population proportion was measured close to the
beginning of the pandemic in South Africa (March 2020)
are included; other COVID-19 classes are assumed to be
zero at initialisation (ITC0

= ITAC0
= AC0

= ITHC0
= 0).

Figure 3 depicts dynamics of system (4) under these
conditions, showing changes in proportions of the to-
tal population in each compartment over time. Non-
infectious classes are plotted in green, TBD or AIDS-
infected classes in red, HIV-infected classes in orange,
and COVID-19 only infectious classes in blue.

14Modification parameters not listed here were not found in the lit-
erature and their values set to 1 in simulations.
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Figure 3: System dynamics of a simulation of model (4) with RTHC < 1 and compartments coloured by infectious
characteristics (non-infectious: green, COVID-19-only infectious: blue, HIV-only infectious: orange, TB- or severe

HIV/AIDS-infectious: red).
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Every infected compartment approaches zero after
the initial disturbance, either after a period of growth
(IT , D, ITC , ITHC , A, AC , ITAC) or immediately (IC ,
DC , IH , ITH , IHC , ITA, DA, DAC). The susceptible
class tends to 1, implying the total population will be un-
infected after 100 years with these transmission rates,
and the system finds an IFE. This suggests that the IFE
of model (4) is locally stable and attracting, but this is
not conclusive and further exploration is required.

5.2.2 Realistic transmission rates (RTHC > 1)

To examine the effects of introducing COVID-19 into
Soweto, parameter and population prevalence values
are used as above to initialise the model. For COVID-
19, βC is 50 per 100 000, which is classified by Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) as the
boundary between low and moderate transmission for
this pandemic [79], giving RTHC = RC = 3.44. Figure 4
displays progressions of model compartments over the
simulation.

We observe that all TB and COVID-19 infected
classes find endemic equilibria after some time, while all
HIV-infected and co-infected classes tend towards zero.
Many COVID-19 co-infected classes exhibit a sharp in-
crease in proportion soon after initialisation (ITC , IHC ,
ITHC , AC , ITAC , DAC). This corresponds with a reduc-
tion in non-COVID classes IT , IH , ITH , A, ITA and DA.
Thus, it appears that individuals move from the non-
COVID class to the corresponding COVID-infected one
(for example, from IT to ITC , or from IH to IHC) as coro-
navirus spreads. The susceptible class S decreases as
COVID-19 spreads rapidly, confirming that not all new
cases are from those already infected with TB or HIV,
but that the total population is affected by COVID-19.
To observe trends for the three infections in more de-
tail, we examine progressions of states involving each
infection separately and plot their net effects. First, we
examine TB: Figure 5a depicts developments of all LTBI
and TBD states over time, and Figure 5b shows the net
progression of TB in the population.

Figure 5a demonstrates an increase in TBD-only
cases corresponding to a decrease in LTBI-only cases,
implying the new TBD cases result from conversion of
LTBI. The decrease in LTBI-only cases is larger than the
increase in TBD, therefore it is likely that the rest of
the decrease can be attributed to COVID-19-infection as
it corresponds to a steep increase in ‘LTBI and COVID-
19’. In Figure 5a, we observe the stabilisation of all TB
states; compartments that do not describe HIV stabilise
at non-zero proportions, while those describing TB/HIV
co-infection stabilise at zero. Net effects of TB are plot-
ted in Figure 5b, demonstrating overall stabilisation of
total LTBI and TBD in the population. After some ini-
tial fluctuation, both increase to a peak proportion and
then decay towards an equilibrium (total LTBI at approx-
imately 3.3% of the population, and total TBD at around
1.2%). Stabilisation appears to occur at around t = 600

months = 50 years.
We then analyse HIV using dynamics depicted in Fig-

ure 6. HIV states are plotted only over the first five
years as this period contains all relevant dynamics; af-
terwards, HIV is no longer present in the population. In
Figure 6a, HIV-only and AIDS-only classes display an ini-
tial period of little change for around 10 months. They
both then decline, seemingly as the ‘HIV and COVID-
19’ and the ‘AIDS and COVID-19’ classes increase, which
corresponds to COVID-19 infection. After this, all classes
reach zero by t ≈ 55 months. Figure 6b confirms this,
showing AIDS eradication at t ≈ 38 months and HIV
eradication at t ≈ 52 months.

Dynamics of COVID-19 are illustrated in Figure 7. Fig-
ure 7a shows HIV/COVID-19 co-infected classes tending
to zero, while COVID-only and TB/COVID-19 classes sta-
bilise at nonzero proportions. COVID-19 only displays
a high rate of initial increase before its growth slows
at a population proportion of approximately 0.6 and the
compartment decays before tending towards a propor-
tion around 0.38. All classes stabilise just after t = 600
months. Figure 7b shows the net effect of COVID-19:
here, at t ≈ 600 months, the total number of COVID-19
cases stabilises at 0.75.

Under this model, we have observed the apparent
eradication of HIV from the Soweto population with re-
alistic parameter values, which is unlikely as HIV is in-
curable. Basic reproduction number RH > 1 indicates
that a more plausible outcome would have been the sta-
bilisation of proportions of HIV infections at some en-
demic equilibrium. There are two possible explanations
for this elimination. The first is that introducing COVID-
19 into the system causes increased excess deaths due
to co-infection. We examine this by plotting cumulative
excess deaths and excess death rate of modelled non-
natural deaths (Figure 8). Here, we observe three peaks
in excess death rate; the first two are in quick succes-
sion and particularly sharp, and the third is later and
much smoother at a lower population value. Finally,
excess death rate stabilises at around 2500, matching
the linear increase in cumulative deaths. The first peak
in death rate corresponds with the initial peak of TBD-
only shown in Figure 4, the second with peaks in most
COVID-19 classes, and the third with peaks in D and DC .
This implies that initially most infectious deaths are at-
tributable to TBD. Eventually, as COVID-19 invades the
population, deaths become attributed to co-infection
of either TB or HIV with COVID-19. It is possible that
these excess deaths of HIV co-infected patients result in
the relatively quick eradication of HIV from the system.
TBD, however, remains a significant cause of death, ex-
plaining the third, lower peak. By the end of the simu-
lation, all excess deaths are attributed to either TBD or
COVID-19.

22



Capstone Issue Vol.19, 2022 Sarah Martinson

Figure 4: System dynamics following the introduction of COVID-19 in a population with TB/HIV already present.
Compartments are coloured by infectious characteristics (non-infectious: green, COVID-19-only infectious: blue,

HIV-only infectious: orange, TB- or severe HIV/AIDS-infectious: red).
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(a) All TB classes

(b) LTBI and TBD totals

Figure 5: Dynamics of all TB classes (5a) and total TB (5b) plotted as population proportions over time.

(a) All HIV classes

(b) HIV (both HIV and AIDS) and AIDS totals

Figure 6: Dynamics of all HIV classes (6a) and total HIV (6b) plotted as population proportions over the first five years
of the simulation.

24



Capstone Issue Vol.19, 2022 Sarah Martinson

(a) All COVID-19 classes

(b) Total COVID-19

Figure 7: Dynamics of all COVID-19 classes (7a) and total COVID-19 (7b) in the population over time.

Figure 8: Cumulative excess deaths (left) and excess death rate (right) attributed to infection over the simulated
period.
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The second explanation is related to a model sim-
plification. Model (4) does not include immunity from
COVID-19. Further, to capture differences between
acute COVID-19 and chronic TB and HIV, certain trans-
mission paths are ignored in this model. This combina-
tion means it is possible for individuals to be continu-
ally re-infected with COVID-19 from any initial state. In
cases where infection or disease progression were ex-
cluded while an individual is SARS-CoV-2-infected, this
consistent re-infection essentially translates as protec-
tion from HIV, which is eventually removed from the
population as infected individuals die without transmit-
ting.

When COVID-19 is introduced into the Soweto pop-
ulation with existing endemic TB and HIV, we observe
a stabilisation of COVID-19 infections, LTBI and TBD,
alongside a complete eradication of HIV. Although this
removal is unlikely to be representative of actual sys-
tem dynamics, the eradication of HIV and the stabilisa-
tion of all remaining infections allows us to reduce the
system to susceptibles S, total COVID-19 cases, total
LTBI cases, and total TBD cases, all of which stabilise at
a similar time in the simulation. Specifically, we exam-
ine the introduction and stabilisation of total COVID-19
in the phase space.

5.2.3 Phase Portraits

We explore differences in total COVID-19 equilibrium
points found under different initial conditions of the sys-
tem (4). We initialise the system with initial proportions
of COVID-19 ranging from 1% to 50% of the total pop-
ulation. Resulting trajectories are plotted in the phase
space of total COVID-19 and S, and the rate of change
of COVID-19 plotted against its actual proportion. We
found previously that the total number of COVID-19
cases stabilised at an endemic equilibrium (Figure 7b);
these phase space plots then allow us to identify fixed
points in the system using qualitative behaviour of tra-
jectories with varying initial conditions. Plotting trajec-
tories in the phase space for different values of the con-
trol parameter RC allows us to examine how the po-
sition of the fixed point in the space depends on the
system’s basic reproduction number, using RTHC =
max{RT ,RH ,RC} = RC here. Phase plots are created
for RC decreasing from RC = 4.4 to RC = 0.4. Figure 9
shows these dynamics, with darker blue shades indicat-
ing lower initial COVID-19 proportions.

In Figure 9a we observe behaviour of COVID-19 qual-
itatively similar to that seen in the time domain exam-
ple: all nearby trajectories tend towards a stable fixed
point in the system at approximately 0.75, with S ≈ 0.24.
At this COVID-19 proportion there are no new cases,
confirming this to be a fixed point. As RC decreases,
the fixed point begins to settle at lower proportions of
COVID-19. For RC > 1 (Figures 9a–9d), this fixed point
is an endemic equilibrium; infection dynamics stabilise
at some non-zero proportion. In each case, we con-

firm that the endemic equilibrium is a fixed point as
the derivative is zero at the COVID-19 proportion cor-
responding with the equilibrium point. Together, the
rate of change trajectories shown on the right in Figures
9a–9d follow a parabolic shape, increasing to a maxi-
mum before decreasing and doubling back to zero at
the fixed point.15 Furthermore, the fixed point appears
to be stable, as all nearby trajectories move towards it.
Finally, in Figure 9e with RC = 0.4 < 1, the fixed point is
at zero COVID-19 infections, indicating that COVID-19 is
removed from the population at equilibrium. The rate of
change of COVID-19 is always negative. At the COVID-
free point in Figure 9e, the proportion of susceptibles
S in the population does not occur at S = 1, implying
that there is still some infection, but not COVID-19. This
is due to TB in the system; RT has not decreased with
RC , thus TB is still endemic and the remaining propor-
tion has LTBI or TBD.

Plots in Figure 9 suggest that COVID-19 is removed
when RC < 1 (Figure 9e), but when RC > 1, total
COVID-19 settles at an endemic equilibrium. We confirm
this using the bifurcation diagram in Figure 10, which il-
lustrates the dependence of the COVID-19 fixed point on
RC . Here, we observe that the fixed point is zero and
COVID-19 is eradicated for RC < 1, but, as soon as RC

is increased past this critical point, the COVID-free equi-
librium loses its stability and the system instead finds an
endemic equilibrium. This indicates that RC is a con-
trol parameter—if it can be decreased to below unity,
COVID-19 will be removed from system 4.

15This behaviour is more obviously visible in Figures 9a–9c, and less
so in 9d, but a similar behaviour is exhibited.
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(a) Phase plots for RC = 4.4

(b) Phase plots for RC = 3.4

(c) Phase plots for RC = 2.4

Figure 9: Plots of trajectories in the S − IC phase plane (left) and corresponding İC vs. IC trajectories (right) for
decreasing values of RC .
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(d) Phase plots for RC = 1.4

(e) Phase plots for RC = 0.4

Figure 9: Plots of trajectories in the S − IC phase plane (left) and corresponding İC vs. IC trajectories (right) for
decreasing values of RC (with all values scaled by total population).

Figure 10: Bifurcation diagram for the COVID-19 fixed point’s dependence on basic reproduction number RC , with the
fixed point plotted as a proportion of the total population at equilibrium.
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6 Discussions and Conclusions

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has far-reaching
implications on health systems and management.
Specifically, countries with high burdens of TB and HIV
may experience particular challenges in coping with ef-
fects of possible interactions between infections which
may aggravate one another immunologically. This pa-
per presented an ODE system (4) modelling determin-
istic progression of interacting TB, HIV and COVID-19
infections by examining mutually exclusive compart-
ments that represent infections and co-infections, an
approach allowing for a dynamical systems analysis of
the three epidemics. The model (4) has a biologically
feasible solution space Ω, which is positively invariant
with respect to the model.

An analysis of the TB-only, HIV-only, and TB/HIV sub-
models was performed to gain insights into the modes
of action of individual infections and to explore the dy-
namics of TB and HIV in pre-COVID-19 times. We calcu-
lated independent basic reproduction numbers for TB
and HIV using the NGM method. With the same ap-
proach, we found that the basic reproduction number
in the TB/HIV interaction model RTH is the maximum
of the independent reproduction numbers RT and RH .
We proved that the IFE in both the TB-only and HIV-only
sub-models is locally asymptotically stable for basic re-
production numbers less than unity, and unstable oth-
erwise. We further showed that both individual infec-
tion subsystems satisfy conditions (H1) and (H2) in (16),
and therefore proved that the IFE in each subsystem is
globally asymptotically stable when it is locally asymp-
totically stable. Additionally, we showed the existence
of a unique endemic equilibrium in the two subsystems
when the basic reproduction number is greater than
unity. We then investigated stability of the IFE in the
TB/HIV sub-model with simulations using Runge-Kutta
numerical integration to compute changes in compart-
ments over time. The model was applied to Soweto, an
urban complex in South Africa, using data from the re-
gion to allocate parameter values and taking Denmark’s
low transmission rates to investigate behaviour when
the basic reproduction number is less than unity.

Under these conditions, the IFE appeared to be lo-
cally stable. We then attempted to use sub-model (33)
to illustrate that a population in which one infection is
already endemic provides an environment where it is
easier for a second infection to appear and remain en-
demic when compared to an entirely infection-free en-
vironment. However, this exploration required compli-
cated analyses, and was left for future work.

Finally, we performed an analysis on the full sys-
tem (4) incorporating interactions between TB, HIV and
COVID-19. We found that the basic reproduction num-
ber for the full model is the maximum of the individual
infections’ reproduction numbers. Again, the numeri-
cal scheme of the model was applied to Soweto. We
explored two scenarios: first, low transmission rates of

all three infections to investigate IFE stability; and sec-
ond, actual Soweto transmission rates to investigate the
effect of introducing COVID-19 into the pre-pandemic
Soweto population.

The IFE was explored using Denmark’s transmission
rates. COVID-19’s infection rate was introduced as 50
per 100 000 persons in the population and the simula-
tion run for 100 years, allowing states to reach equilib-
rium. All infected compartments returned to IFE values,
and the susceptible class tended towards total popula-
tion. These results suggest that the full model’s IFE is
locally stable and attracting, but this is not a rigorous
investigation and further examination or a mathemati-
cal proof is required to make conclusions regarding the
IFE’s stability.

Realistic transmission rates from Soweto were then
used, resulting in RT ,RH ,RC > 1, and therefore RTHC

> 1. All HIV classes tended towards zero, whilst COVID-
19 and TB compartments stabilised at non-zero propor-
tions, implying that these infections remained endemic.
Net effects of each infection were investigated; these in-
dicated that total TB and total COVID-19 also stabilised,
and could therefore be used to investigate infection dy-
namics in the phase space.

The COVID-19 endemic equilibrium point’s depen-
dence on the basic reproduction number was explored
by plotting trajectories with different initial conditions
in the COVID-19—S phase space for various values of
RC . For each RC > 1, the system found a different
endemic equilibrium, and the proportion of COVID-19
infections at equilibrium decreased with RC . Plots of
COVID-19’s rate of change against its proportion con-
firmed these endemic equilibria as fixed points. They
appeared stable as all nearby trajectories tended to-
wards them. For RC < 1, the system tended towards
a COVID-19 free equilibrium. We created a bifurcation
diagram (Figure 10) plotting the proportion of COVID-19
infections at equilibrium against RC , and found a bifur-
cation at RC = 1, as expected; for RC < 1, the system
found the stable COVID-free point, but for larger values
the system found increasing COVID-19 endemic equilib-
ria.

These results are not necessarily representative of
actual transmission dynamics in a system with TB, HIV
and COVID-19; it is unlikely that HIV would be erad-
icated entirely under these conditions, as the simu-
lations suggest. However, in the simulated scenario,
COVID-19 remained endemic in a population initialised
with only a small infected proportion. This indicates
that, in scenarios where COVID-19 interacts with TB and
HIV, it likely becomes difficult to manage, easily infect-
ing the population and remaining endemic. The inves-
tigation of RC = βC

RC
as a control parameter indicated

that intervention methods should aim to decrease the
RC value to reduce the total proportion of COVID-19 in a
population. This can be done by reducing transmission
rate βC , for example by encouraging physical distanc-
ing. Reducing RC to below the threshold value 1 will
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make control of the infection easier, potentially even al-
lowing for eradication of COVID-19.

This paper has examined certain interactions be-
tween TB, HIV and COVID-19 using a compartmental
model allowing for co-infections. We provided theoreti-
cal analyses of selected sub-models and gained insight
into transmission dynamics, dependence on basic re-
production numbers and stability of the IFE. Numerical
simulations of the full model allowed an analysis of dy-
namics of all three infections in a specific population.
Further, phase space analysis allowed us to find a crit-
ical value for the control parameter RC below which
COVID-19 would theoretically be eradicated. Together,
this has provided a first step towards addressing the
thesis statement presented and enhanced understand-
ing of these co-infections. Nevertheless, further investi-
gation and verification would allow for more conclusive
and applicable results.

6.1 Limitations

Using generalised deterministic compartmental sys-
tems to model infection interaction naturally relies on
certain assumptions and simplifications that present
limitations to the model and its applicability. Most im-
portantly, it is difficult to produce reliable quantitative
models or simulations when data are limited, as with the
relatively new SARS-CoV-2. Ongoing research is provid-
ing novel findings regarding SARS-CoV-2 mortality, co-
morbidities, immunisation, and vaccination, thus mod-
els are restricted by current knowledge and data on the
rapidly evolving virus [41, 80]. Other currently unknown
data required to simulate the present model include the
distribution and mean of TB’s latent period [50], mak-
ing selection of accurate parameter values regarding TB
progression difficult.

Infections relying on physical contact between infec-
tious individuals to spread, such as TB and COVID-19,
do not necessarily affect a population homogeneously.
Rather, they cluster, creating geospatial ‘hotspots’ of
transmission [81, 82]. Cluster dynamics may play a role
in spatial spread of infections, with overall projections
that may be different from those forecasted by a ho-
mogeneous model [83]. System (4) models geograph-
ical space as homogeneous, but it may be relevant to
include heterogeneous space or clustering in a simi-
lar co-infection model to simulate contact more realis-
tically. The population itself is also assumed to be ho-
mogeneous and is not stratified by age, gender or other
factors that may alter individual susceptibility and risks.
This poses a limitation when examining infections that
affect population groups differently [68].

Model (4) treats TB, HIV and COVID-19 similarly de-
spite the former two being chronic and the latter acute.
Provisions were made for this in the model by assum-
ing that certain chronic infections or progressions do
not occur during the short time period while an individ-
ual is infected with COVID-19. However, this simplifi-

cation limited infection interactions as, in some cases,
it excluded the possibility that co-infection may trigger
disease progression. This assumption, coupled with the
fact that COVID-19 recovery was not modelled, means
it is possible for individuals to become consistently re-
infected with COVID-19. This essentially means that,
under the current model, these individuals are ‘pro-
tected’ against infection with other chronic illnesses be-
cause of their COVID-19 infection. Certain model trans-
mission routes were included to reduce the likelihood of
this occurring, such as the potential for infection with
LTBI or HIV while COVID-19 infected. Specifically, be-
cause it is known that COVID-19 can catalyse progres-
sion from LTBI to TBD [14], this transmission path was
incorporated. However, no similar information is known
about HIV/COVID-19 interaction or disease progression
currently, thus these transmissions were not modelled.
It is plausible that this reduced number of transmission
paths is the reason for the unlikely eradication of HIV
while TB remained endemic.

Furthermore, [43] found that incorporating age of in-
fection in models involving chronic and acute infection
by using partial differential equations rather than ODEs
changes stability criteria in a two-infection model. This
is likely relevant in the present three-infection chron-
ic/acute model as well, but age of infection is not in-
cluded. Several relevant transmission paths of HIV are
ignored to simplify the model, as are drug-resistant
cases of TB. Further, it has been observed that COVID-
19 infection and transmission patterns vary seasonally
[44]; this model does not account for potential effects
of such variations and does not model COVID-19 surges,
long-COVID, or different virus mutations.

The results in this paper are based on local math-
ematical analyses of a model taking a simplified view
of TB, HIV and COVID-19. However, as interactions be-
tween these infections are relatively novel, dynamics
of co-infection are not well studied. There is little un-
derstanding of these interactions from a theoretical or
mathematical perspective; thus, simplified models such
as this remain valuable as a first exploration into infec-
tion interaction.

6.2 Future possibilities and concluding
remarks

The analysis in this paper is limited to the sub-
models and two simulation scenarios. Future work
should aim to complete the sub-model analysis for the
addition of a new infection into a population where one
infection is already endemic and extend this to the full
model. Simulations presented in this paper are ini-
tialised near the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in
March 2020. The pandemic has since developed signif-
icantly, and simulations initialised using current COVID-
19 prevalence may provide more informative projec-
tions. Ongoing research is examining TB, HIV and
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COVID-19 infections and their interactions (for example,
[14]). As our epidemiological knowledge regarding ef-
fects of these interactions on infection progression and
transmission increases, more of the modification pa-
rameters in this model can be included, which may have
an impact on system dynamics. Currently, unknown or
unexplored modification parameters are set to one in
the simulations. An exploration of effects of different
parameters on system dynamics could be conducted to
determine which parameters are most important to tar-
get in an indirect attempt to reduce infection transmis-
sion and population prevalence. The direct inclusion of
intervention methods in the model would also provide
a means to evaluate possible future effects of interven-
tions and how best to target interacting infections.

Other valuable model expansions include adding
compartments to account for more infection states.
Examples of this are adding compartments describing
drug-resistant TB, ART, COVID-19 vaccination or immu-
nity due to prior infection, different HIV viral loads, and
compartments or modification parameters allowing for
the differentiation between individuals who are treated
or untreated for LTBI or TBD. Significantly, expanding
the model to include transmission paths that are cur-
rently ignored, and COVID-19 immunity would likely pre-
vent the eradication of HIV from the system, resulting in
projections that are more representative of reality.

A detailed analysis of transmission, mortality and
modification parameters applied to a variety of settings
would be valuable to increase understanding of interac-
tions in different locations and to prioritise effective mit-
igation strategies by region. Another interesting modifi-
cation to the system is incorporating stresses on health
care systems describing their ability to cope with in-
creased demand for care when all three infections are
present. Lower-middle income countries have limited
hospital beds, intensive-care units, high-pressure oxy-
gen machines and ventilation [41], all of which are re-
quired for treatment of severe COVID-19 cases. These
counties often also experience high TB/HIV burdens,
and treatment disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pan-
demic likely result in higher mortality risks [5]. On a
more positive note, it is probable that advanced TB di-
agnostic tools in countries like South Africa can also be
used to test for COVID-19, providing earlier and eas-
ier diagnoses [41]. This combination means the capac-
ity of health care systems to respond to this triple in-
fection burden may have significant impacts on region-
specific dynamics. It may be beneficial to compare re-
sults of this spatially homogeneous deterministic model
to results obtained from a stochastic model or one con-
sidering spatial effects. For example, modelling the
same equations on a network describing physical con-
tact would allow for the inclusion of the potential effects
of geospatial transmission hotspots described above.
This would allow for the evaluation of clusters where
implementation of intervention methods may have the
greatest impact.

It is important to note that model projections,
here and otherwise, are not forecasts—trajectories are
location-specific and can be changed with targeted in-
terventions and treatment. However, this does not pre-
clude the value of such research in increasing under-
standing of infection dynamics. Knowledge about the
stability of simplified systems allows us to create tar-
geted eradication strategies. This model, and others
using similar methods, can be developed and analysed
for stability without any quantitative data, as shown in
Section 4. This allows for high-level behaviour analyses
of data-deficient settings, which are particularly valu-
able when examining a novel virus such as SARS-CoV-2.
Estimates of stability require less data than specifying
a complete, simulated model [80], thus projections and
simulations can be improved as data become available
but are not data-dependent in the first place. There-
fore, although simulation results in this paper are spe-
cific to Soweto, stability analyses and even qualitative
dynamics are likely to extend to other regions in low-
and middle-income countries in sub-Saharan Africa with
a joint burden of TB and HIV during the COVID-19 pan-
demic.

Dynamical models such as the one presented in
this paper provide us with insight into theoretical in-
fection progression and transmission dynamics and al-
low us to develop and simulate intervention strategies.
This research has illustrated the relevance of examining
COVID-19 in conjunction with existing chronic epidemics
to understand its impacts in different populations in
both the short and the long term. Although this model is
specific to the interactions between TB, HIV and COVID-
19, it puts forward methods for analysing and forecast-
ing interactions between multiple infections in general,
which may prove useful both theoretically and in prac-
tice as new infection combinations appear globally.
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1 Introduction

Visualization can be found everywhere in mathe-
matics. Diagrams, sketches, and pictures are very of-
ten used by mathematicians in their daily work to gain
a better understanding of abstract concepts, motivate
claims, and support proofs in different sub-areas of
mathematics. Moreover, it was shown that visual aid
could increase comprehension among students, combat
math phobia, and overall enrich the world of mathemat-
ical practice, research, and education [1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7,
8, 9]. Thus, the importance of visual thinking in mathe-
matics is clearly evident.

A fitting example to demonstrate this is the following
statement, also known as Nicomachus’ Theorem:

n∑
k=1

k3 =

(
n∑

k=1

k

)2

(1)

The sum of the first n cubed numbers equal to the squared sum of the
first n numbers

At first glance, this statement seems somewhat
counterintuitive. How could one be convinced it is in-
deed true? Different mathematicians have provided var-
ious methods to prove this theorem. One attempt, intro-
duced by Charles Wheatstone in 1854 [10], is presented
in the following proof sketch:

Proof.
We start by using the following identity which allows us
to express n3 as a sum of n consecutive odd numbers. 1

n3 = (n2 − n+ 1) + (n2 − n+ 1 + 2) + . . .+ (n2 + n− 1)︸ ︷︷ ︸
n consecutive odd numbers

(2)
We then apply the above property in combination with
the following well-known traits

n∑
k=1

(2k − 1) = n2 (3)

n∑
k=1

k =
n(n+ 1)

2
=

n2 + n

2
(4)

1This identity is based on properties of triangular numbers, which
are numbers that represent the quantity of elements (e.g., dots) orga-
nized in an equilateral triangle (e.g., 3, 6, 21 are triangular numbers).

This yields the following deduction

n∑
k=1

k3 = 13 + 23 + 33 + 43 + · · ·+ n3

= 1 + 8 + 27 + 64 + · · ·+ n3

By (2) we obtain

= 1︸︷︷︸
13

+3 + 5︸ ︷︷ ︸
23

+7 + 9 + 11︸ ︷︷ ︸
33

+13 + 15 + 17 + 19︸ ︷︷ ︸
43

+ · · ·+
(
n2 − n+ 1

)
+ · · ·+

(
n2 + n− 1

)︸ ︷︷ ︸
n3

By (3) we obtain

= 1︸︷︷︸
12

+3︸ ︷︷ ︸
22

+5

︸ ︷︷ ︸
32

+7

︸ ︷︷ ︸
42

+9

︸ ︷︷ ︸
52

+11

︸ ︷︷ ︸
62

+ · · ·+
(
n2 + n− 1

)

︸ ︷︷ ︸(
n2+n

2

)2

The last step stemmed from the fact that we can express
the number of odd numbers m in the series by adding
one to the mth number (km) and dividing the outcome
by two as follows

m =
km + 1

2
=

(n2 + n− 1) + 1

2
=

n2 + n

2

Hence

m2 =

(
n2 + n

2

)2

.

Therefore,

=

(
n2 + n

2

)2

By (4) we obtain

= (1 + 2 + · · ·+ n)2

=

( n∑
k=1

k

)2

Hence, we can conclude that

n∑
k=1

k3 =

(
n∑

k=1

k

)2

as desired.
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Even though this proof is considered relatively sim-
ple, it still requires the reader to concentrate and have
some mathematical background to be able to under-
stand it and be convinced about its validity. Moreover,
it does not necessarily provide the reader with any intu-
itive understanding of the subject matter; one may com-
prehend these particular proof steps, but without the in-
tuition, there is no guarantee that one is able to grasp
the principles and fundamental ideas behind it. This hin-
ders one’s ability to obtain the means one will need to
apply when encountering similar types of problems in
the future.

Now, consider the following image:

Figure 1: Visual verification that the sum of cubes
is equal to the square of the sum. By courtesy of
Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia. Created by CMG Lee
[11].

Figure 1 provides an illustration that verifies Nico-
machus’ Theorem (1). It is simple and easy to under-
stand, even without any mathematical background. This
image on its own might not be considered a valid proof,
as it only provides an instance in which the statement is
true (i.e., the statement is true for n ≤ 5, but does not
provide any information for its validity for n > 5). Nev-
ertheless, it complements the formal proof and clarifies
its validity using a simple example (namely n ≤ 5).

Finally, consider Figure 2. It provides yet another
illustration of Nicomachus’ Theorem. This illustration
may still require the reader to have some basic mathe-
matical understanding, but much less so than the knowl-
edge required to comprehend the first, formal, proof.
However, the second visualization maintains its gener-
ality, which the previous illustration lacks. Moreover,
along with the short accompanying equations, one may
regard this illustration as a valid rigorous visual proof of

the statement.

Figure 2: Visual proof that the sum of cubes is equal to
the square of the sum. Created by Farhood Pouryoussefi
[12].

Another example demonstrating the strength of vi-
sual thinking is the Dichotomy paradox, one of Zeno’s
four paradoxes that address counterintuitive properties
of continuous time and space [13]. In essence, the para-
dox is intended to demonstrate that an object attempt-
ing to travel a finite distance would never reach its final
destination. The statement is based on the idea that, in
order to reach the endpoint, the object must first com-
plete half of the course2. Since there are infinitely many
halfway points, no moving entity can ever reach its des-
tination in a finite amount of time.

Following Zeno’s logic, one may conclude that the
result of an infinite sum must always be infinite; in-
deed, this was the prevailing view around the 5th cen-
tury BC [14]. However, years later, mathematicians
resolved the paradox, realizing that summing infinitely
many numbers can yield a finite result. This resolution
can be demonstrated using infinite geometric series as
a representation of the Dichotomy paradox. Let’s con-
sider the following statement:

∞∑
n=1

(
1

2

)n

= 1 (5)

The sum of the infinite geometric series ( 1
2
)n converges absolutely

and will sum to a finite number, namely one.

This sum represents the distance S an object must
travel in order to reach its destination, as seen from
Zeno’s viewpoint. Firstly, it reaches the halfway point
of the final distance ( 12S). Then, it progresses halfway
of the remaining path, i.e., a quarter ( 14S) of the origi-
nal path, followed by a progress of half of the remaining
path ( 18S), and so on.

2In order for one to travel some distance D, one must first travel
halfway there (D/2), and before traveling halfway, one must travel
one quarter (D/4) of the way, and so forth.
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However, claiming that this sequence sums to one
might seem intuitively wrong: how is it possible that the
sum of infinite positive fractions gives a finite number?

To show this, let’s consider the following proof:

Proof.
First, we define the sum

∞∑
n=1

(
1

2

)n

=
1

2
+

1

4
+

1

8
+

1

16
+ · · ·

in terms of the limit of the sum of the first n terms (de-
noted by sn) as n approaches ∞

sn =
1

2
+

1

4
+

1

8
+

1

16
+ · · ·+ 1

2n−1
+

1

2n

Then, multiplying sn by two results in

2sn =
2

2
+

2

4
+

2

8
+

2

16
+ · · ·+ 2

2n

= 1 +

[
1

2
+

1

4
+

1

8
+ · · ·+ 1

2n−1

]
︸ ︷︷ ︸

sn− 1
2n

= 1 +

[
sn − 1

2n

]
Subtracting sn from both sides yields

2sn − sn = 1 +

[
sn − 1

2n

]
− sn

sn = 1− 1

2n

Computing the limit of sn as n approaches ∞ yields

lim
n→∞

sn = lim
n→∞

[
1− 1

2n

]
= 1− 1

2∞
= 1− 1

∞
= 1− 0 = 1

And therefore we can conclude that

∞∑
n=1

(
1

2

)n

= sn = 1

This simple proof sketch may convince the reader
that indeed this infinite series sums up to one. However,
as for the proof sketch presented for Nicomachus’ Theo-
rem, the above proof is convincing only for readers who
have a sufficient mathematical background that allows
them to follow and fully comprehend its steps.

Now, consider Figure 3, which illustrates the conver-
gence of the infinite geometric sum (i.e., Statement 5).
Even without a mathematical background, it is simple
and straightforward to comprehend. Yet, similarly to Fig-
ure 1, one may claim that the above image cannot be
considered as a rigorous proof on its own; rather, it pro-
vides the intuition towards constructing one.

Following this approach, by observing Figure 3, one
can deduce an even stronger hypothesis; it is possible

Figure 3: Visual verification that the infinite sum of the
infinite sequence ( 12 )

n, as n approaches ∞, is equal to
one. By courtesy of Patrick Honner [15].

to have infinitely many entities (that do not overlap with
each other) in a finite space. Clearly, Figure 3 does not
rigorously prove (nor is it attempting to prove) the lat-
ter, but it provides an intuition from which one may con-
struct a formal proof of the properties emerging from the
visual representation.

Thus, visualization can act not only as a rigorous,
complete proof, as demonstrated in Figure 2, but also
as a means of discovery, revealing properties that oth-
erwise would be burdensome to disclose and helping to
guide the way towards formulation of rigorous mathe-
matical proofs. In spite of the many advantages of visu-
alization of mathematics demonstrated above, and the
broad use of visual thinking in the daily work of math-
ematicians, when it comes to mathematical formalism,
the lack of visualization is evident [16]. This research
seeks to challenge this norm and aims to lay out the ad-
vantages of using visualization in mathematics (with a
focus on set theory) and to demonstrate the legitimate,
formal role it (should) play. This is done by analyzing dif-
ferent approaches developed towards the role of visu-
alization of mathematics within mathematical practice
and by examining the effects of integrating visual aids
within mathematical reasoning via an empirical study.
In essence, this paper strives to answer the following re-
search question:

What is the epistemic value of visualization of math-
ematics within mathematical practice of ordinal num-
bers?
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2 Methodology

In order to answer the research question and test
the hypothesis regarding the role of visualization within
mathematical practice, this paper is divided into two
main parts. The first part (Sections 3 and 4) entails a
literature review in which the different attitudes devel-
oped towards visualization of mathematics throughout
the last three centuries are examined. The second part
(Sections 5 and 6) aims to test the theory in practice,
and test the hypotheses and theories identified in the
former part of the paper. This is done using a question-
naire concerning ordinal numbers, a sub-field of set the-
ory, chosen as a demonstrative case study.

The scope of the literature review encompasses vi-
sualization of mathematics on a broader spectrum, in
which the dominant historical and contemporary ap-
proaches towards the role of visualization within math-
ematical practice are deduced via qualitative analysis.
This provides a better understanding of the prominent
views on the subject matter and their origins, while eval-
uating the various advantages of integrating visualiza-
tion within mathematics.

The second part of the paper applies the conclusions
stemming from the historical overview by conducting a
qualitative and quantitative study around ordinal num-
bers and related mathematical concepts. This part also
includes an introduction to ordinal numbers (Section 5),
which presents the relevant mathematical concepts and
proofs on which the questionnaire and the accompanied
test are based. The survey is designed to evaluate the
extent to which incorporating visual aids affects partici-
pants’ comprehension of ordinal numbers when they are
introduced to the subject matter. A detailed description
of the survey, as well as its design and the motivation
behind it, are presented in Section 6.

By combining these two methodologies, this paper
aspires to promote the integration of visualization in
formal mathematics, underpin its significant epistemic
role within mathematical practice, and recommend its
use as a practical tool to combat math phobia. More-
over, it could help to bridge the gap between philosophy
of mathematics and mathematical practice, and poten-
tially accelerate mathematical research.

3 Historical Development

During the late 18th century, the prevailing view
among philosophers and mathematicians was that vi-
sual thinking and visual intuition are vital to mathemat-
ical knowledge [6, 17]. As proclaimed by the German
philosopher Immanuel Kant: “mathematics can achieve
nothing by concepts alone but hastens at once to intu-
ition”3 [17].

3The German word ‘Anschauung’, which is used to describe visual
imagination and perception, is translated as ‘intuition’ in this context
[18].

However, the zeitgeist of the late 19th century shifted
away from this view, and the reliability of visual thinking
was heavily questioned. The principal cause for the shift
was that spatial intuition was often found to be wrong
and completely deceptive under closer inspection [4].

There are two commonly used examples in this con-
text. Firstly, the notion that any continuous function
must be differentiable everywhere except at isolated
points. Secondly, the implicit presumption in Euclid’s El-
ements 1.1 that the two circumferences drawn for the
construction of an equilateral triangle over any given
fragment intersect at the vertex of the equilateral tri-
angle. In both instances, the assertion appears evident
based on its visual illustration, but was later found to
be unjustified. In the former example, the fallacy was
uncovered following Weierstrass’s discovery of continu-
ous but nowhere differentiable functions. In the second
example, the uncovering of the mistaken belief was the
consequence of the comprehension that one can only
ensure the existence of an intersection point between
two circumferences by accepting the continuity axiom
[7].

These revelations, alongside others, invalidated pre-
viously accepted beliefs that relied on these fallacious
assumptions. This led to a lack of unified stance within
the mathematics community regarding the credibility of
visual thinking, a dispute later described by Hans Hahn
as “the crisis in intuition” [19]. This influenced many
mathematicians in the late 19th century and early 20th

century to turn away from visual reasoning towards a
stricter attitude regarding acceptable thinking in math-
ematics, in which only rigorous reformulation, articu-
lated using formulas and text, had an epistemic valid-
ity, while visualization did not [20]. In the words of
the mathematician Moritz Pasch, “...the theorem is only
truly demonstrated if the proof is completely indepen-
dent of the figure” [21]; or, as stated by the mathemati-
cian Bertrand Russell, “In the best books there are no
figures at all” [20]. This approach is also manifested
in Edmund Landau’s image-free calculus textbook [22].
Nevertheless, visual thinking as a peripheral tool to ease
comprehension was still acceptable, despite its lost le-
gitimacy as a means of justification [4, 7]. This view
is evident in Hilbert’s approach towards visualization:
while he believed that “a theorem is only proved when
the proof is completely independent of the diagram”, he
also acknowledged that “visual perception still plays the
leading role in geometry” [23].

Rooted in the foundational controversies mentioned
above, and in accordance with the emerging stricter ap-
proach among mathematicians, many philosophers of
mathematics in the early 20th century adopted a sim-
plified view of mathematics. This view focused almost
exclusively on questions regarding truth and proof, fo-
cusing the philosophical discussion on the validity of
self-evident axioms, the consistency of proofs, and the
soundness of theorems stemming from the former [8].
The excessive emphasis on ontological questions led
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mainstream philosophy of mathematics to stick to a
very narrow view of mathematical epistemology. Conse-
quently, much of the richness of day-to-day mathemati-
cal practice, which falls outside this framework, was dis-
regarded. Thereby, a chasm has opened between the-
oretical philosophy of mathematics and mathematical
practice regarding visualization of mathematics. Con-
sequently, this prevented the creation of a unified (em-
bracing) attitude towards the formal role it should play
within mathematical practice.

In the late 20th century, the distaste for visual think-
ing diminished, and interest in the different roles of vi-
sualization within mathematics re-emerged [4, 6]. Sig-
nificant reasons for this include the new visualization
techniques developed within computer science, which
have greatly influenced mathematics. In particular, the
fields of geometry and chaos theory have especially un-
derlined the potent role of visualization within mathe-
matical practice [24, 25, 26]. These new computer-
generated graphics allowed researchers to exhibit in-
formation in diverse visual formats, which enabled new,
previously unattainable and highly complex discoveries
through rapid visual comprehension. For instance, this is
illustrated in fractal theory, a sub-field of chaos theory,
where the revelation that the Julia sets are contained
within the Mandelbrot set would have been impossible
to discern analytically without the visual aid created by
the computer. Figure 4 presents a computer-generated
illustration of the two sets. In the context of geometry,
Hoffman [25] highlighted the significance of computer-
generated visuals and their contribution to the discov-
ery of new minimal surfaces, describing them as “part
of the process of doing mathematics”. Along the same
lines, Palais [26] emphasized that “the visualizations ac-
tually helped point the way to rigorous mathematical
proofs”.

Figure 4: Computer-generated visualization of the Man-
delbrot set (left-side image) and Julia sets (right-side im-
age). The latter was generated by ’zooming’ into the
boundary of the former. By courtesy of Wikipedia, the
free encyclopedia. Created by Wolfgang Beyer with the
program Ultra Fractal 3 [27].

In their work, Fomenko [28] and Needham [29] iden-
tified and underlined the significant effects of computer
science on the ongoing view towards the increased use
of visual methods within mathematical practice. Both
scholars independently stressed that visualization has

heuristic and educational benefits. Fomenko illustrated
that visualization can provide an instantaneous intro-
duction to mathematical concepts, claiming that

“it happens rather frequently that the proof
of one or another mathematical fact can at
first be ‘seen’, and only after that (and fol-
lowing the visual idea) can we present a log-
ically consistent formulation, which is some-
times a very difficult task requiring serious
intellectual efforts” [28].

However, neither Fomenko nor Needham consider vi-
sualization a means of justification, or rigorous self-
sufficient proof. Even Nelsen, the editor of the book
Proofs Without Words: Exercises in Visual Thinking,
claimed that “proofs without words are not really proofs”
[12]. While Needham acknowledged that many of the
arguments presented in his book “are not rigorous, at
least as they stand”, he underscored that

“an initial lack of rigor is a small price to pay
if it allows the reader to see into this world
more directly and pleasurably than would
otherwise be possible” [29].

Nevertheless, not everyone shares this view, and,
consequently, the epistemic role of visualization is still a
focal subject for debate [4]. Over the last few decades,
mathematicians and philosophers of mathematics have
embraced different perspectives towards visualization.
According to one extreme view, a stand-alone image can
be regarded as valid proof. In their work, Allwein and
Barwise [30], Brown [31], and Jamnik [32] supported
this view and presented their attempts to show the effi-
ciency of visualization as a method of proof. The other
extreme of the spectrum supports the predominant view
of the 19th century, claiming that visualization has no
place in proofs at all (e.g., [33]). Between these ex-
tremes, there are scholars such as Fomneko and Need-
ham, who believe that although no stand-alone illustra-
tion can be quantified as a proof, visualization can play
an epistemic role in reasoning that composes a proof,
beyond the purely heuristic role [4, 34, 35]. The educa-
tional advantages stemming from the integration of vi-
sual thinking within mathematical education is also ex-
plored and demonstrated by mathematical educators,
such as Arcavi [1], Clements [2], Hughes-Hallett [36],
Nardi [37], and Zimmermann and Cunningham [38], all
of whom found the implementation of visualization ben-
eficial to students’ grasp of mathematics.

From research to education, visual thinking is ubiqui-
tous in mathematics, and its utility is undeniable. How-
ever, as demonstrated above, there is no clear con-
sensus regarding the formal role of visualization within
mathematics. As such, the magnitude of its effect is of-
ten subject to one’s discretion. Nevertheless, in recent
years a general paradigm shift seems to have occurred;
over the past few decades, philosophers of mathematics
have acquired a renewed (albeit still relatively narrow)
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interest in mathematical practice [39]. Consequently,
more and more philosophers and mathematicians are
coming to the conclusion that visualization of mathe-
matics could and should play a bigger role in mathemat-
ical practice [3, 4, 6, 16, 40, 41, 42], suggesting that

“visual forms of representation can be impor-
tant, not just as heuristic and pedagogical
tools, but as legitimate elements of mathe-
matical proofs” [34].

To support the positive change in approach towards
visualization of mathematics, the following sections of
this paper attempt to empirically demonstrate the ben-
eficial effects of integrating visuals as a means of rea-
soning within mathematical proofs (Section 4) and as a
means of gaining knowledge when encountering a new
mathematical topic (Section 6).

4 Infinity and the Diagonal Argu-
ment

“To infinity and beyond”
(Buzz Lightyear [43])

According to the mathematical definition, infinity is
“the assumed limit of a sequence, series, etc., that in-
creases without bound” [44]. In simpler words, an in-
finite object is endless, the ‘biggest’ entity (i.e., bigger
than all counting numbers) possible. Moreover, if an ob-
ject has no bounds, it is implied that we could never
reach its endpoint. So how is it possible to have any-
thing bigger than it? At first glance, this seems mathe-
matically impossible. Does it imply that Buzz Lightyear’s
catchphrase is as fictitious as his character? What did
he mean when he said, “To infinity and beyond”? How
can one grasp the full meaning of an abstract concept
like infinity, not to mention the idea that there exists an
entity that is beyond infinity? And if so, what could this
entity be?

Throughout history, mathematicians have developed
different intuitions towards explaining the concept of in-
finity. The Greek philosopher Aristotle, for example, pos-
tulated that there are two types of infinities—an actual
infinity and a potential infinity. He defined actual infin-
ity as a definitive and comprehensive infinity that entails
an infinite number of elements. Conversely, potential in-
finity is never complete, such that “one thing is always
being taken after another, and each thing that is taken
is always finite, but always different” [45]. Aristotle be-
lieved the former is beyond the bounds of possibility, as
its existence contradicts the belief that there is nothing
greater than God’s power. Indeed, this was the prevail-
ing view among mathematicians and philosophers un-
til the 19th century. The profound shift in approach was
largely influenced by the work of the Russian-born math-
ematician Georg Cantor, who asserted that

“the actual infinite arises in three contexts:
first when it is realized in the most complete
form, in a fully independent otherworldly be-
ing, in Deo, where I call it the Absolute Infi-
nite or simply Absolute; second when it oc-
curs in the contingent, created world; third
when the mind grasps it in abstracto as a
mathematical magnitude, number or order
type” [46].

In 1874, under this interpretation of infinity, Cantor
was the first to show, using a rigorous formal proof, that
infinity comes in different sizes [47]. More specifically,
Cantor showed that it is not possible to construct a one-
to-one (i.e., injective) mapping from the real numbers R
to the natural numbers N, i.e., he demonstrated that the
(infinite) set of all real numbers R is strictly bigger than
the (infinite) set of all natural numbers N. Years later, in
1891, Cantor published an alternative, simpler method
to prove his theorem, which is famously known as Can-
tor’s diagonal argument [48]. Due to its (relative) sim-
plicity, analogues of the argument are commonly em-
ployed by mathematicians to establish the existence (or
non-existence) of different objects (e.g., Gödel’s first in-
completeness theorem, the halting problem) [49]. Can-
tor’s diagonal argument is as follows:

Theorem 1 (Cantor’s diagonal argument). R is un-
countable (i.e., there is no bijection between the infinite
set R and the infinite set N, meaning

∣∣R∣∣ ̸= ∣∣N∣∣).
Proof. By contradiction.

We start by defining a set T as the set of all infinite
sequences of binary digits (i.e., zeros and ones) and as-
sume this set is countable4.
Therefore, we can form an enumeration s1, s2, s3, . . . , sn
of all the elements of T , as illustrated in the following
diagram,

s1 = 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 · · ·
s2 = 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 · · ·
s3 = 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 · · ·
s4 = 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 · · ·
s5 = 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 · · ·
s6 = 0 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 · · ·
s7 = 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 · · ·
s8 = 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 · · ·
...

...
...

...
...

...
...

...
...

. . .

such that each sequence in T is represented by its cor-
responding enumeration, namely sn (for some n ∈ N).
Now, we construct a sequence t, such that for each n,
the nth digit of t is determined by the following function:

tn =

{
0 if snn = 1
1 if snn = 0

}
(6)

4There exists a bijection between the set T and the set N.
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Hence, each digit of t is defined as complementary to
snn (i.e., the nth digit in the expansion of sn), as illus-
trated in the following diagram,

s1 = 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 · · ·
s2 = 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 · · ·
s3 = 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 · · ·
s4 = 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 · · ·
s5 = 1 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 · · ·
s6 = 0 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 · · ·
s7 = 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 · · ·
s8 = 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 · · ·
...

...
...

...
...

...
...

...
...

. . .

such that we obtain

t = 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 0 · · · .

As t is an infinite sequence of binary digits, it must be in
the set T by definition. Hence, by assumption, it must
appear in the enumeration. Without loss of generality,
assume there exists some i ∈ N such that

t = si

Then
ti = sii

But from (6) we obtain

ti ̸= sii

Then, it follows that
t ̸= si

contradiction.

⇒ T is uncountable.

Now, to show that R is also uncountable, we can con-
struct an injective function

f : T −→ R

such that each binary string t ∈ T is mapped to the
corresponding decimal fraction 0.t ∈ R

t 7→ 0.t

f is clearly injective, as it maps each string to a unique
decimal fraction.
Therefore, we can conclude that

Image(f) ⊆ R

Since T is uncountable, Im(f) is uncountable. Hence, R
must be uncountable.

As required, Cantor’s diagonal argument verifies the
existence of infinities of different sizes. The rationale

behind the diagonal argument can be convoluted when
presented without any visual aid, and therefore it is of-
ten accompanied by a similar diagram as the one pre-
sented in the proof above. (For the skeptical readers,
imagine encountering the diagonal argument without
the accompanying diagrams; you might claim it does
not make the argument more challenging to follow, but I
highly doubt you will argue that eliminating visual illus-
trations makes it easier).

Thus, using visual aids makes the diagonal argument
more accessible and easier to grasp intuitively, which
is especially useful when applied to elements of infinite
sets, concepts that are hard to grasp to begin with. More
importantly, it confirms that Buzz Lightyear knew what
he was talking about.

Now, after successfully concluding that infinity can
come in different sizes, it is only logical to wonder
whether other infinite sets exist. If so, how can we de-
scribe, compare, and order them? Luckily, these types
of questions also preoccupied Georg Cantor, which led
him to the formulation of cardinal and ordinal numbers
[50]. Due to the scope of the paper, the former, unfor-
tunately, will not be discussed further. The latter, how-
ever, is presented in detail in the following section.

5 Introduction to Ordinal Num-
bers

Note for the reader: a basic understanding of mathe-
matical concepts is assumed. For more detailed descrip-
tions and definitions please see [51].

All formal definitions and theorems presented in this
section were taken and adapted from [51].

An ordinal number (or ‘ordinal’ for short) describes
the numerical position or order of an object with respect
to other objects. Mathematically speaking, ordinals can
also be seen as a generalization of the set-theoretic
representation of the natural numbers. Therefore, it is
essential to construct the natural numbers within the
framework of set theory (i.e., as sets) before delving into
the world of ordinal numbers.

5.1 Natural Numbers as Sets

Intuitively speaking, the natural numbers (0, 1, 2, 3,
4, 5, ...) are well known to all. As such, we can readily
provide examples of sets of natural numbers containing
zero, one or two elements:

The set {} , usually denoted by ∅, is a set of zero
elements

The set {a}, for any a, is a set of one element (e.g.,
{2}, {5})

The set {a, b}, for any pair of distinct a and b, is a
set of two elements (e.g., {2, 5})
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However, in order to represent the natural numbers as
sets in a consistent manner, we need to define a unique,
coherent representation for each natural number. For
instance, out of all sets containing a single element, we
ought to select one set to represent the number 1. Sim-
ilarly, such a set should be selected for all other natural
numbers.
Let’s start with the first natural number - zero. Since
there is only one set that contains no elements, namely
∅, we choose it as a representative. Hence, we define

0 = ∅.

Now, we continue to the next number - one. We need to
choose a representative out of all sets having one ele-
ment. Unlike the former, in this case we have infinitely
many such sets to choose from. However, as we have
already defined one specific object, viz. 0, the logical
choice would be {0}. Thus, we define

1 = {0} = {∅}.

Following the same idea, we can construct the two-
element set, representing the number two, by choosing
the objects we just defined, viz. 0 and 1 as its two ele-
ments, such that we observe

2 = {0, 1} = {∅, {∅}}.

Similarly, we can carry on with the process and con-
struct

3 = {0, 1, 2} = {∅, {∅}, {∅, {∅}}}
4 = {0, 1, 2, 3} = {∅, {∅}, {∅, {∅}}, {∅, {∅}, {∅, {∅}}}}
5 = {0, 1, 2, 3, 4} = {∅, {∅}, {∅, {∅}}, {∅, {∅}, {∅, {∅}}},
{∅, {∅}, {∅, {∅}}, {∅, {∅}, {∅, {∅}}}}}

and so on . . .
As follows, we can represent any natural number n ∈ N
as the set containing all the natural numbers that are
smaller than n, such that we obtain a set that contains
precisely n elements:

n = {0, 1, . . . , n− 1} = {m ∈ N | m < n}.

Now, let’s revise the construction of the numbers pre-
sented above to obtain the following:

1 = {0} = {} ∪ {0} = 0 ∪ {0}
2 = {0, 1} = {0} ∪ {1} = 1 ∪ {1}
3 = {0, 1, 2} = {0, 1} ∪ {2} = 2 ∪ {2}
4 = {0, 1, 2, 3} = {0, 1, 2} ∪ {3} = 3 ∪ {3}
5 = {0, 1, 2, 3, 4} = {0, 1, 2, 4} ∪ {4} = 4 ∪ {4}

As one may notice, each of the natural numbers pre-
sented above can be expressed as the set obtained by
adjoining the preceding number to its set representa-
tion. More generally, given a natural number n, one can
obtain the succeeding natural number, namely n+1, by
adjoining the element n to the set n. Formally, we define

this operation as follows:

Definition 1 (Successor). The successor of a set x is
the set S(x) = x ∪ {x}

Hence, we say n + 1 is the successor of n, i.e., S(n) =
n+ 1. Moreover, if n is a natural number, it follows that
n+ 1 is also a natural number.

5.2 Ordinal Numbers

As mentioned before, we can think of ordinals as a
generalization of the natural numbers; just like every
natural number n is identified with the set of all smaller
natural numbers, an ordinal number is identified with
the set that contains all its predecessors but does not
contain itself. Hence, all natural numbers are ordinal
numbers.

By analogy, the successor operation defined above
for natural numbers can be generalized to ordinal num-
bers. This would allow us to continue the counting pro-
cess beyond the natural numbers, which is where things
start to get interesting.

Cantor was the first to coin the transfinite number
omega, denoted by the Greek letter ω, which is defined
as the first transfinite number that comes after all the
natural numbers; hence, it is identified with the set N of
all natural numbers. A visual notation of ω can be seen
in Figure 5.

Figure 5: ω = N = {0, 1, 2, 3, . . .}

With the notion of ω, ordinals allow us to continue the
process of counting beyond the natural numbers, as
they allow us to describe and compare positions of infi-
nite entities (again, reassuring that Buzz Lightyear was
clearly familiar with ordinal numbers). Using ω and the
successor operation, we can easily define the next trans-
finite ordinals as follows:

S(ω) = ω ∪ {ω} = {0, 1, 2, 3, . . . , ω} = ω + 1

S(S(ω)) = (ω) ∪ {(ω)} = {0, 1, 2, 3, . . . , ω, (ω)}
= {0, 1, 2, 3, . . . ω, ω + 1} = (ω + 1) + 1 = ω + 2

and so forth . . .
This is illustrated visually in Figure 6.
Intuitively, one can assume that the successor of an

ordinal number is also an ordinal number. We say α is a
successor ordinal if and only if there exists an ordinal β
such that α = β +1. Otherwise, we call α a limit ordinal.
For example, 0 is clearly a limit ordinal, as within the
set N it has no predecessors and therefore, there is no
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Figure 6: Ordinals allow us to continue the counting pro-
cess beyond N

ordinal β such that 0 = β + 1. Similarly, we say ω is the
first transfinite limit ordinal, as it is not a successor of
any ordinal. Formally, we define ordinals as follows:

Definition 2 (Ordinal Numbers). A set α is an ordinal
number if:

1. α is transitive (i.e., every element of α is also a
subset of α), and

2. α is well-ordered by ∈α (i.e., (α,∈) is linearly or-
dered and every nonempty subset of α has a least
element).

From this definition, it is easy to see why the natural
numbers are ordinals, as they are transitive and well-
ordered by ∈. Moreover, it ensures that if α is an ordinal,
then S(α) is also an ordinal, and every element of an
ordinal number is an ordinal number itself.

5.3 Ordinal Arithmetic

We define addition and multiplication of ordinals re-
cursively as follows:

Definition 3 (Addition of Ordinals). For all ordinal
numbers β,

1. β + 0 = β,

2. β + (α+ 1) = (β + α) + 1 for all α,

3. β + α = sup{β + γ | γ < α} for all limit α ̸= 0.

The intuition behind addition of ordinal numbers β and
α, namely β+α, is that α is ‘attached’ after β. The result
obtained is the ordinal number that has the same length
(or order type) as the expression β + α. See Figure 7 for
a visualization of the addition operation.

Figure 7: Visual representation of addition of ordinals

Definition 4 (Multiplication of Ordinals). For all or-
dinal numbers β:

1. β · 0 = 0

2. β · (α+ 1) = β · α+ β for all α

3. β · α = sup{β · γ | γ < α} for all limit α ̸= 0

The intuition behind multiplication of ordinal numbers
α and β, namely α · β, is that α is ‘attached’ after α,
which in turn is ‘attached’ after α, which is ‘attached’ to
another copy of α... β many times. In other words, we
add together β copies of α. The result obtained is the
ordinal number that has the same length (or order type)
as the expression β · α. See Figure 8 for a visualization
of the multiplication operation.

Figure 8: Visual representation of multiplication of ordi-
nals

As for natural numbers, addition and multiplication
of ordinals is associative5: for any ordinals α, β, γ, the
properties α+(β+γ) = (α+β)+γ and α·(β ·γ) = (α·β)·γ
hold.

Unlike natural numbers, addition and multiplication
of ordinals numbers is not commutative6: the properties
α+ β = β+α and α · β = β ·α do not hold for all pairs of
ordinals α, β.

This is demonstrated in the following examples.

Example 1: ω + 3 ̸= 3 + ω

• ω + 3 : = {0, 1, 2, 3, . . .}︸ ︷︷ ︸
ω

+ {0, 1, 2}︸ ︷︷ ︸
3

By ‘attaching’ 3 (the second ordinal) to ω (the first ordi-
nal), we get

= {0, 1, 2, 3, . . . , 0′, 1′, 2′}︸ ︷︷ ︸
ω+3

and by relabeling the elements of the second ordinal 3,
we obtain

= {0, 1, 2, 3, . . .︸ ︷︷ ︸
ω

, ω, ω + 1, ω + 2}︸ ︷︷ ︸
3

= ω + 3 .

5Associativity: The outcome will not change if we rearrange the
parenthesis in the argument.

6Commutativity: The outcome will not change if we rearrange the
order of the elements in the argument.
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Figure 9: Visual representation of ω + 3

• 3 + ω : = {0, 1, 2}︸ ︷︷ ︸
3

+ {0, 1, 2, 3, . . .}︸ ︷︷ ︸
ω

By ‘attaching’ ω (now the second ordinal) to 3 (now the
first ordinal), we get

= {0, 1, 2, 0′, 1′, 2′, 3′, . . .}︸ ︷︷ ︸
3+ω

and by relabeling the elements of the second ordinal ω,
we simply obtain

= {0, 1, 2︸ ︷︷ ︸
3

, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, . . .}︸ ︷︷ ︸
ω

= ω .

Figure 10: Visual representation of 3 + ω

We notice that ω + 3 is clearly different from ω (i.e.,
ω + 3 ̸= ω) because ω + 2, for example, is an element of
the set ω+3, but is not an element of ω. However, 3+ω is
just ω (i.e., 3+ω = ω). This is because, as shown above,
we can relabel the elements of 3 + ω, in such a way that
it will just look like ω itself. Therefore, we can conclude
that ω + 3 ̸= 3 + ω and, consequently, that addition of
ordinals is not commutative. Visual descriptions of ω+3
and 3+ω can be found in Figures 9 and 10, respectively.

Example 2: ω · 2 ̸= 2 · ω

• ω · 2 : = {0, 1, 2, 3, . . .}︸ ︷︷ ︸
ω

· 2

Hence, we ‘attach’ together two copies of ω, one after
the other

= {0, 1, 2, 3, . . .}︸ ︷︷ ︸
ω

+ {0, 1, 2, 3, . . .}︸ ︷︷ ︸
ω

= {0, 1, 2, 3, . . . , 0′, 1′, 2′, 3′, . . .}︸ ︷︷ ︸
ω·2

and by relabeling the elements of the second copy of ω,
we obtain

= {0, 1, 2, 3, . . .︸ ︷︷ ︸
ω

, ω, ω + 1, ω + 2, ω + 3, . . .}︸ ︷︷ ︸
ω

= ω + ω

Figure 11: Visual representation of ω · 2

• 2 · ω : = {0, 1}︸ ︷︷ ︸
2

· ω

We ‘attach’ together omega copies of 2, one after the
other

= {0, 1}︸ ︷︷ ︸
2

+ {0, 1}︸ ︷︷ ︸
2

+ {0, 1}︸ ︷︷ ︸
2

+ {0, 1}︸ ︷︷ ︸
2

+ . . .

︸ ︷︷ ︸
ω many times

= {0, 1, 0′, 1′, 0′′, 1′′, 0′′′, 1′′′, . . .}

︸ ︷︷ ︸
2·ω

and by relabeling the elements of 2 ·ω, we simply obtain

= {0, 1︸︷︷︸
2

, 2, 3︸︷︷︸
2

, 4, 5︸︷︷︸
2

, 6, 7︸︷︷︸
2

, . . .}︸︷︷︸
etc.

= ω

Figure 12: Visual representation of 2 · ω

Just like the set 3 + ω, after relabeling the elements
of the set 2 · ω, we obtain ω. Hence, 2 · ω is again simply
ω itself. In contrast, ω · 2 is clearly different from ω (i.e.,
ω · 2 ̸= ω), because ω + 3, for example, is an element
of the set ω · 2, but is clearly not an element of the set
ω. Therefore, we can conclude that 2 · ω ̸= ω · 2 and,
consequently, that multiplication of ordinals is not com-
mutative. Visual descriptions of ω · 2 and 2 · ω can be
found in Figures 11 and 12, respectively.

For more details on the formal study of ordinal num-
bers and ordinal arithmetic, I refer the interested reader
to Chapter 6 of Hrbacek & Jech’s book Introduction to
Set Theory [51].
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6 Ordinal Numbers as a Case
Study in Visualization of Math-
ematics

As demonstrated in Sections 1, 3, and 4, visualization
plays an important role within different aspects of math-
ematical practice, especially when it comes to develop-
ing intuition, gaining new knowledge and understanding
mathematics. Over the last few decades, growing atten-
tion among mathematicians and philosophers of mathe-
matics has been given to bridging the gap between phi-
losophy of mathematics and mathematical practice [8].
Alongside a shift in the approach towards the role that
visual thinking and visualization play within mathemat-
ical practice, a renewed interest in framing this role, as
well as its advantages and limitations, has consequently
arisen [4]. However, the research on the matter is still
relatively narrow, and stems mostly from a theoretical,
philosophical standpoint. Furthermore, empirical stud-
ies to support or refute those theories are even more
scarce [6, 7]. Therefore, for the purposes of this paper,
a qualitative and quantitative study around ordinal num-
bers and related mathematical concepts was conducted
among university and graduate students. The aim was
to test the importance of visuals within mathematical
practice, specifically their significance in understanding
mathematics and gaining new knowledge.

By using ordinal numbers as a demonstrative case
study, the questionnaire and the accompanying test
attempt to verify whether integration of visuals con-
tributes to the understanding of mathematical concepts
and, if so, to what extent. The topic of ordinals was
chosen due to its abstract theoretic nature; it is a chal-
lenging topic that some may find difficult to grasp as it
has no vivid evidence in nature that we can see. More-
over, at the time of publication of this paper, no study
that discusses visualization of ordinals, theoretical nor
empirical, was found (with the exception of one paper
[16], which was not empirical). Thus, successfully im-
plementing visualization tools to support reasoning, jus-
tification for truths and understanding of concepts relat-
ing to ordinals is very relevant not only for the purposes
of this paper, but also to cultivate the academic discus-
sion around the role of visualization of mathematics on
a larger scale.

6.1 Study Goal, Methodology and Set-
Up

The main goal of the survey was to assess the effect
of integrating visual aids when introducing new math-
ematical concepts on the comprehension level of par-
ticipants. This was done under the hypothesis that vi-
sualization will enhance participants’ understanding, as
was demonstrated in previous studies (e.g., [1, 37, 38]).
Hence, when introduced to the topic of ordinals, we ex-

pected that participants who encountered visual sup-
port would exhibit better test results compared to par-
ticipants who did not.

The survey was divided into four parts (as detailed
below) that consisted of both closed and open-ended
questions. This was done intentionally, to evaluate not
only the practical, direct effects of visuals on partici-
pants’ performances, but also the way in which it af-
fected participants’ perceptions and attitudes towards
learning mathematics. This also allowed for both quali-
tative and quantitative analysis of the findings.

The survey was divided into four sections:
1. Background questions
2. Information segment about ordinal numbers
3. Test: comprehension questions
4. Self-reflection questions

6.1.1 Background Questions

The first part of the survey encompassed a set of
questions regarding participants’ backgrounds. This in-
cluded questions about their age, gender, former educa-
tion, comfortability level when it comes to mathematics,
and familiarity with ordinal numbers7. This set of ques-
tions aimed to screen out people who did not meet the
requirements for taking part in the survey. Moreover,
at a later stage, the data collected about participants’
backgrounds was used for a more advanced and inter-
esting analysis (e.g., comparing the different effects of
integrating visuals on the performances of the various
population groups).

6.1.2 Information Segment

This section included three informative segments
that introduced the topic of ordinal numbers:

1. The nonvisual segment, which contained only tex-
tual explanations.

2. The visual segment, which contained mainly
graphic explanations (i.e., figures and images).

3. The mix segment, which incorporated both the vi-
sual and nonvisual segments and contained both textual
and graphical explanations.

Every participant was randomly assigned to one of
the segments (making sure that each segment received
an approximately equal number of participants). They
were then asked to read the information carefully and
answer a set of questions based on the information they
received. The three segments were designed to directly
test the study’s hypothesis and to assess the utility of
visualizations of mathematics. The first two segments
(nonvisual and visual) represented the two end cases
(i.e., no imagery at all vs primarily imagery), while the

7The answers recorded for the last question were later disregarded,
as the results showed no significant difference in test performances
between participants who stated to know ordinal numbers to those
who do not.
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third segment (mix) served as the ‘control’. This allowed
for not only a binary assessment of whether or not visu-
alization contributes to participants’ comprehension of
the subject, but also an assessment of the magnitude of
its effects. The concepts presented to participants cor-
respond to the information provided in section 5, and as
such, included concepts such as the successor operation
and ordinal arithmetic. Figures 13, 14 and 15 provide an
example of how the concept of infinite ordinals was pre-
sented across the three segments.

The survey was intended for people from different
mathematical backgrounds, and therefore some of the
formal definitions were adjusted and/or simplified to ac-
commodate all participants.

The set of questions was identical across all three
groups. Participants had the option to go back and re-
vise the information segment as they pleased. This part
of the survey aimed to test the effects of integrating
visuals on participants’ understanding when encounter-
ing new material in mathematics. Overall, the nonvisual
group included 21 participants, the mix group included
25 participants and the visual group included 20 partic-
ipants.8

6.1.3 Test

All participants were presented with a set of 13
questions9 that were based on the information provided
to them in the previous section. The questions were
the same for all participants, regardless of their group.
The questions dealt mainly with ordinal arithmetic, non-
commutativity of ordinal addition and multiplication,
and set-theoretic representations of ordinals. For mul-
tiple choice questions, the order of appearance of the
possible answers was randomized to minimize bias. All
questions are presented in the table in Figure 16. This
section was intended to test participants’ level of un-
derstanding of the material, and to assess and compare
their performance, based on their assigned informative
segment and overall success rate in the test. In accor-
dance with the study hypothesis, it was expected that
the group who received the visual information segment
would overall record the highest scores in the test ques-
tion section.

6.1.4 Self reflection

This section included a set of self-reflection questions
in which participants were asked to assess their level
of understanding of the topic and success rate in the
test, report which concepts they found to be most diffi-
cult and describe their study habits with respect to the

8The slight difference in the number of participants between the
three groups stems from incomplete survey responses that were
screened out during the analysis stage.

9Overall, there were 13 possible questions, but question 7 only ap-
peared on the test for participants who answered question 6 correctly;
therefore, some participants were asked to answer only 12 questions.

use of visualization in their studies. In addition, each
participant was asked to share their opinion about the
role of visualization within mathematics and to evalu-
ate the contribution of the textual and/or visual parts
to their understanding (depending on the type of infor-
mative segment they received). For instance, the mix
group was asked whether they found the visuals or tex-
tual explanations more useful. Meanwhile, the nonvisual
group was asked whether they tried to visualize any of
the concepts themselves and if they thought that adding
visuals would improve their understanding. Finally, the
visual group was asked if they thought that adding tex-
tual explanations would improve their understanding.
All questions can be found in Figure 17. The purpose
of this section was to add another level of complexity to
the analysis, as well as to gain insights into how differ-
ent people perceive the role of visualization, especially
in terms of gaining knowledge and understanding math-
ematics, and whether their perception correlates with
their test performance.

6.2 Results

The survey was conducted online during the month
of April 2022 among 66 university and graduate stu-
dents from different cultural and educational back-
grounds, all between the ages of 18-30. Overall, 38 men
and 27 women participated in the study. One partici-
pant chose not to disclose their gender. All participants
were required to have completed at least high school
level mathematics, ensuring that all participants had a
foundational understanding of mathematics, specifically
arithmetic.

The table in Figure 18 presents the overall success
rate of participants for each question in the test sec-
tion in total and by group, according to the information
segment they received. Each question’s number cor-
responds to the question number that appears on the
list of test questions in Figure 16. The ‘Right’ column
presents the number of participants who answered the
question correctly, and the ‘Wrong’ column presents the
number of participants who answered the question in-
correctly. ‘Prop Right’ presents a fraction between 0 and
1 which corresponds to the number of correct answers
divided by the number of all given answers (i.e., their
proportion). Contrary to expectations, according to hy-
pothesis testing, there appears to be no significant dif-
ference in performance across the three groups. On av-
erage, the total proportion of correctly answered ques-
tions for each of the three was 74%, as can be seen in
the ‘TOTAL’ row in Figure 18.

Figure 19 shows the distribution of participants ac-
cording to their test scores. On average, participants an-
swered approximately 9 out of 13 questions correctly10.
Figure 20 presents the success rate distribution of par-
ticipants according to their group and the total number

10The exact average value was 9.303.
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Figure 13: Introducing infinite ordinals in the survey’s nonvisual segment

Figure 14: Introducing infinite ordinals in the survey’s visual segment

Figure 15: Introducing infinite ordinals in the survey’s mix segment
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Figure 16: Test Questions

Figure 17: Self-reflection questions per group
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of correct answers. On average, the mix group obtained
the highest score (9.4), but not by a significant differ-
ence; the visual and nonvisual groups obtained average
scores of 9.25 and 9.23, respectively.

Figures 21 and 22 present participants’ distribution
according to their area of study. As can be seen in the
figures, most participants (42 overall) had a background
in mathematics, 17 participants had a background in
other scientific fields and only 7 participants reported
having a background in social science (5) or humanities
(2).

Contrary to expectations, the test results showed no
significant difference across the three groups. However,
when participants were asked to report how well they
thought they understood the topic (as part of the self-
reflection section), the nonvisual group appeared to be
the least confident regarding their understanding. Fig-
ure 23 shows that 71.4% of participants in the nonvisual
group agreed with the statement I feel like I understood
the topic and was able to answer the questions properly
to some extent, in comparison to 75% and 84% in the vi-
sual and mix groups, respectively. The pie charts in Fig-
ure 24 present the response distribution of participants
across the three groups for the self-reflection question
Which question type did you find to be most challeng-
ing?

As can be seen in Figure 25, all participants agreed
to some extent that visualization plays an important role
in learning mathematics. Not surprisingly, participants
who were part of the visual group were most certain re-
garding its role, where 75% agreed unequivocally with
the statement visual representation can (and should)
play a role in learning mathematics; compared to only
56% and 52.4% in the mix and nonvisual groups, respec-
tively.

The table in Figure 26 presents the average answer
of each group for each of the four self-reflection ques-
tions which were presented to all participants. The nu-
merical values appearing in the table correspond to the
following scale:

For the first two questions, on a scale of 1-7, the cor-
responding values are as follows:

1 - Strongly disagree / Extremely bad
2 - Disagree / Moderately bad
3 - Somewhat disagree / Slightly bad
4 - Neither agree nor disagree / Neither bad nor good
5 - Somewhat agree / Slightly good
6 - Agree / Moderately good
7 - Strongly agree / Extremely good

For the last two questions, on a scale of 1-5, the cor-
responding values are as follows:

1 - Never / Definitely not
2 - Sometimes / Probably not
3 - About half the time / Might or might not
4 - Most of the time / Probably yes
5 - Always / Definitely yes

It is apparent from Figure 26 that, on average, partic-
ipants who were part of the visual group were most com-
fortable with the subject (regardless of their test perfor-
mance). They also expressed the most positive attitude
towards the role of visualization in mathematical educa-
tion. By contrast, participants who were part of the non-
visual group showed the least confidence in their test
performance and understanding of the subject, as well
as in the role of visualization in learning mathematics.
This confirms the hypothesis that increasing the integra-
tion of visual aids when introducing a new mathematical
topic enhances participants’ confidence and positively
affects their attitude towards learning mathematics.

Together these results provide important insights
into the utility of visualization of mathematics. Contrary
to expectations, the results do not indicate a clear con-
nection between participants’ level of exposure to visual
means and their success rate in the test. This could be
due to a number of limitations identified in the study,
which are further discussed in Section 6.5. Nonetheless,
the results suggest that there exists a positive correla-
tion between the presence of visuals in introductory seg-
ments and participants’ confidence levels, as well as be-
tween the former and participants’ perspective on visu-
alization of mathematics. These observations and their
implications are further discussed in the following sec-
tion.

6.3 Analysis and Discussion

Overall, the results did not provide concrete evi-
dence for a significant difference in performance across
the three groups. However, it is important to note that
apart from the two open-ended questions, all questions
displayed in the test part of the survey had a closed set
of possible answers. Therefore, even if participants did
not know the correct answer, they had a 25% or 50%
chance of guessing correctly (depending on the number
of possible answers). This detail, alongside the relatively
small sample size of each group, implies that the test
results alone do not necessarily accurately reflect the
effect of integrating visual aids on participants’ under-
standing of the subject matter. This conjecture is further
reinforced when comparing the overall performance of
participants who reported that they are familiar with or-
dinal numbers and participants who reported the oppo-
site. Despite the reasonable assumption that the former
group would perform better than the latter on the test,
regardless of their assigned information segment, statis-
tical testing indicates that this variation in performance
is not as significant as expected. While the group of par-
ticipants who indicated that they are not familiar with or-
dinals obtained, on average, 72.1% of correct answers,
the group of participants who indicated that they are fa-
miliar with ordinal numbers performed only slightly bet-
ter, with an average success rate of 74.79%. This obser-
vation raises the possibility that participants interpreted
the notion of familiarity as something they have heard
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Figure 18: Survey results - overall success rate per test question

Figure 19: Distribution of participants’ test scores (where the test scores range from 0 to 13)

Figure 20: Participants’ test scores distribution by groups
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Figure 21: Pie chart distribution of participants’ area of study

Figure 22: Pie chart distribution of participants’ area of study for those who have a scientific background.
Note: Participants were allowed to choose more than one area of study and therefore the overall sum of this pie chart
exceeds the total 66 participants.

Figure 23: Distribution of participants’ response to the self-reflection question To what extent do you agree with the
following statement: I feel like I understood the topic and was able to answer the questions properly
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Figure 24: Pie charts distribution of participant’s answers to the self-reflection question Which question type did you
find to be most challenging? with respect to their group. From top to bottom: visual group, mix group, nonvisual group

Figure 25: Distribution of participants’ response to the self-reflection question: Do you think visual representation can
(and should) play a role in learning mathematics?

56



Capstone Issue Vol.19, 2022 Yuval Goren

Figure 26: Self-reflection average answer per group

about before rather than a more thorough acquaintance
with the subject and its related concepts. Therefore, the
answers recorded for this question were not considered
in the analysis.

Another feasible explanation for the lack of sig-
nificant difference in success rate between the three
groups is the effect of participants’ mathematical back-
ground on their performance. When comparing the over-
all performance of participants who reported their main
area of occupation to be mathematics to those who
came from other academic backgrounds, there is a sig-
nificant difference between the two. On average, partic-
ipants with mathematical background (42 participants)
answered 78.76% of the test questions correctly, com-
pared to only 64.57% of correct answers for participants
with different backgrounds (24 participants). This sug-
gests that prior mathematical knowledge has a greater
effect on performance than the type of information seg-
ment participants received, especially when the sam-
ple sizes for each group are relatively small. Further-
more, when comparing the effect of the different infor-
mation segments only on the performance of partici-
pants without a strong mathematical background, there
seems to be a more significant difference between the
three groups, especially between the mix and nonvisual
groups. However, this sample is too small (i.e., 8 par-
ticipants on average for each information segment) to
draw unambiguous conclusions. Similar findings were
observed when conducting a comparison between the
performances of male and female participants; on aver-
age, the male group answered 77% of the test ques-
tions correctly, while the success rate of the female
group was 63%. Nonetheless, this variance is most likely
stemmed from participants’ mathematical background
rather than their sex; out of 27 female participants, only
12 obtained a background in mathematics (i.e., 44.4%),
compared to the men’s group, where 29 out of 38 par-
ticipants had a mathematical background (i.e., 76.3%).

The test results indicate that participants across all
three groups struggled the most with questions involv-
ing set-theoretic membership and representation of or-
dinals. This observation is most evident in the low suc-
cess rate obtained in question 11 in the test section
(6.1.3)11, where only 33% of all participants answered
this question correctly. Given that set theory is an ab-
stract field in mathematics that is often considered diffi-
cult to grasp, it is plausible to assume that the visual
aids used to illustrate set-theoretic membership and
representation of ordinals in the visual and mix infor-
mation segments were insufficient, and that employing
more sophisticated illustrations could increase partici-
pants’ comprehension.

Interestingly, the results also suggest that partici-
pants who were in the mix and visual groups understood
the rules of commutativity of ordinals better than the
nonvisual group. This can be seen in questions 4 and 5
in the test section (6.1.3)12, where the success rates of
the visual and mix groups in question 4 were 90% and
92% respectively, while only 71% of participants of the
nonvisual group answered this question correctly. Sim-
ilarly, only 57% of participants of the nonvisual group
answered question 5 correctly, compared to 70% and
68% of participants of the visual and mix groups, re-
spectively. This outcome may suggest that the visual
aids used to demonstrate commutativity rules of ordi-
nals were efficient and provided the relevant partici-
pants an intuitive sense of the topic.

These findings are well-aligned with the responses
recorded for the question Which question type did you
find to be most challenging?, which appeared in the
self-reflection section (6.1.4): as anticipated, all three

11Multiple choice: For an arbitrary ordinal number α and a natural
number n ∈ N , which of the following best represents the ordinal num-
ber α · n?

12Question 4: True or false: 5 · ω = ω · 5?
Question 5: True or false: 4 · ω = (1 + 1 + 1 + 1) · ω = 1 · ω + 1 · ω

+ 1 · ω + 1 · ω = ω + ω + ω + ω?
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groups found the set-theoretic membership type of
questions to be most challenging (mix – 29.73%, visual
– 29.17%, nonvisual – 23.08%). Furthermore, the same
proportion of participants of the nonvisual group (i.e.,
23.08%) reported that they found the ordinal multiplica-
tion type of questions to be most challenging (for com-
parison, only 12.5% of the visual group and 18.92% of
the mix group reported this question type to be most
challenging). This corresponds to their relatively low
success rate on questions 4 and 5 in the test.

Moreover, the highest percentage of participants
who claimed to find all types of questions difficult was
observed in the nonvisual group (19.23%, in compari-
son to 12.5% and 8.11% in the visual and mix groups,
respectively). On the contrary, the highest percentage
of participants who claimed they did not find any type
of question difficult was in the visual group (16.67%).
For a complete picture of the response distribution for
this question across the three groups, see Figure 24 in
Section 6.2.

Even though statistical hypothesis testing showed no
significant difference in the overall performance, this
may suggest that participants who had the visual infor-
mation segment felt more comfortable with the material
compared to those who had only textual explanations. It
is possible that for a similar, larger-scale study, comfort-
ability levels would translate into better scores among
participants of the visual group (and, respectively, lower
scores among participants of the nonvisual group).

6.4 Qualitative Discussion

As part of the self-reflection section of the sur-
vey, participants were asked to answer the open-ended
question How do you see the role of visualization in
mathematics? Interestingly, the answers recorded from
this question are consistent with the academic discourse
presented in Section 3; while a majority of partici-
pants reported a positive attitude towards visualization
of mathematics and acknowledged its important, legiti-
mate role, several respondents presented a more care-
ful, skeptical approach regarding the magnitude of its
effect.

Many participants mentioned that visualization, and
visual thinking in general, play an important role when
it comes to intuition and gaining knowledge. As one
participant put it: “if you can create an accurate visual
stimulus in your mind, the understanding must fall into
place quickly”. Other participants shared similar obser-
vations, stating that visualization is “of an extreme im-
portance as it gives the intuition behind the concept”,
and “one can understand a mathematical idea only af-
ter one has visualized it”.

Nevertheless, some mentioned that while they see
visualization as an indisputably important tool that en-
hances understanding and intuition, it is not always nec-
essary and often not rigorous enough on its own; “a
visualization speaks more than a sea of symbols, al-

though non-rigorously”, it is a “complimentary explana-
tion”, that “provides the ability to prove informally...”.

Other respondents emphasized the importance of vi-
sualization when learning mathematics, stating that “it
should be included in the school system” and stress-
ing how integrating more visual explanations in math-
ematics studies can “help students feel more comfort-
able, less threatened by the new subject and develop
a mathematical sense”. Another participant postulated
that “if we’ll use more visual aids in teaching and learn-
ing mathematics, we can help people study it faster,
more efficiently, and even to attract more people into
the mathematics and various sciences fields”. Intrigu-
ingly, this view is congruous with the findings presented
above (6.2), strengthening the hypothesis that visual-
ization can increase one’s motivation to learn, boost
one’s confidence, and enhance understanding, which, in
turn, can help students overcome math phobia. The fact
that all statements presented in this section were writ-
ten by students and alumni reinforces the scarcity of vi-
sualization of mathematics in higher mathematics edu-
cation and its unrealized potential. One participant took
this idea one step further, concluding “...that (at the
very least) every new term or definition taught should
be explained with a visual example”. Another partici-
pant proposed a slightly different approach; while they
agreed that visualization plays an important role “as an
integral part of the learning process”, they also argued
that “it is extremely important for the student to come
up with his own, original visual representation of the ma-
terial”.

Several participants mentioned that they believe the
role of visualization varies based on either the person
(“...some people are more visual, others auditive...”) or
the mathematical field. A few respondents mentioned
that, in set theory specifically, they do not think it plays
such an important role (as opposed to calculus, algebra,
geometry, and topology). It is interesting to note that, in
this context, one participant mentioned they are “...not
sure about visualization in set theory, but it might be
because I’ve never seen one [sic!]”. Unsurprisingly, this
participant was part of the nonvisual group. On the con-
trary, a participant from the visual group claimed the
opposite; “...In the latter [set-theory], visual aid helps
clarify the new definitions and the innate contradiction
we have”. These two responses not only further indi-
cate “that visual learning is so underrepresented in our
learning of mathematics”, as manifested in the former,
but also suggests that exposing students to such tools
(as done in this survey) may affect their perception of vi-
sualization in mathematics and, consequently, diversify
(and improve) their study methods, especially when de-
veloping intuitive thinking and gaining new knowledge.

These results provide further support for the hypoth-
esis that visualization is a useful, essential tool in mathe-
matical practice, presumably beyond its clearly evident
heuristic role. Notwithstanding, as manifested in partic-
ipants’ responses and the inconclusive test results, the
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ideal method of integrating visual aids in mathematical
studies, or in other realms of mathematical practice, is
still unclear. Furthermore, it could conceivably be hy-
pothesized that different purposes (i.e., discovery, justi-
fication, understanding, etc.) will require different meth-
ods and types of visualization. Further research should
be undertaken to investigate different types of visual-
ization of mathematics and their advantages and limita-
tions within the previously mentioned aspects of math-
ematical practice.

Nevertheless, the fact that the results of the test sec-
tion of the survey did not provide a clear conclusion does
not mean we cannot draw conclusions about the impact
visualization has on the way participants perceived the
studied material and the learning experience itself.

Mathematics is a marathon, not a sprint. At the very
best, visualization can improve understanding, used
as a means of discovery and some might even say
as means of justification; at worst, it may not have
any meaningful effect on performance or the path one
should take to reach the solution, but at least it will make
the journey more attractive and inviting. As delightfully
concluded by one of the participants: “Visualization, I
believe, gives more permanent understanding; A func-
tion behaves in a certain way...and visualizations rep-
resent their actions. Otherwise, math learning is just
computation”.

6.5 Limitations and Recommendations

The findings of this study need to be considered in
light of some limitations. First, the research involved
a relatively small sample group (66 participants), which
made it difficult to determine the significance of the con-
clusions. This was especially problematic when divid-
ing responses into sub-groups (i.e., according to their
area of expertise) to disclose differences in their perfor-
mance across the three information segments. These
divisions yielded very small sample sizes, where clear
conclusions could not be drawn as outliers could greatly
impair the results. Future studies should strive for a big-
ger data set to facilitate such divisions and allow more
advanced analysis, which could lead to novel, more reli-
able insights.

Second, the informative segments presented in the
survey were designed to accommodate participants
with different backgrounds in mathematics; it is possi-
ble that trying to tailor the segments for different lev-
els of mathematical knowledge harmed their clarity and
caused participants to suffer from information overload
(or underload). Due to the nature of this survey, it
mainly attracted participants with a mathematical back-
ground, where more than half of the participants (56%)
reported that they were familiar with ordinal numbers
prior to participating in the survey. This might harm
the reliability of the results, as it is possible that prior
knowledge had a greater effect on participants’ perfor-
mance rather than the information segment type they

received. Future research should consider excluding
such participants to avoid bias. Alternatively, targeting
a more homogeneous group, where participants share
a similar mathematical background, and tailoring to-
the-point explanations that match their mathematical
knowledge, could minimize bias and participants’ pre-
sumptions about the topic.

Third, as the survey took place online, controlling
the research setting was unfeasible and, consequently,
there was no supervision of participants while filling out
the survey. Thus, it was not possible to distinguish be-
tween random guessing and false understanding, or to
determine whether external sources were in use. Sim-
ilar future research should consider conducting a su-
pervised study, where participants answer the survey
within a specified time frame, in a designated location.
Alternatively, the option “I don’t know” could be added
for multiple choice questions, to eliminate guessing.

Lastly, the focus of the survey was the effects of inte-
grating visual aids on participants’ understanding of or-
dinal numbers, a specific niche of mathematics; making
it hard to generalize the findings and their implications
for other areas of mathematics. Therefore, more rig-
orous, large-scale research should take place to verify
(or refute) the results obtained in this study and to ex-
pand its scope to other areas of mathematics. This could
provide new insights and further promote the academic
discussion concerning the epistemic role of visualization
within mathematical practice and formal mathematics.

7 Conclusion

The main aim of this research was to assess the sig-
nificance of visualization of mathematics within differ-
ent aspects of mathematical practice, especially within
the theme of ordinal numbers. A secondary objective
was to examine the different contemporary views and
attitudes towards the role visualization could and should
play within the realm of mathematics. As demonstrated
throughout this paper by various examples, visuals are
an integral part of mathematics, from discovery and
gaining knowledge to justification and understanding.
This study has identified a welcoming change in the
approach towards visualization of mathematics among
scholars, educators, and students of mathematics via
both theoretical (Section 3) and empirical (Section 6)
discussions. Nevertheless, the findings signify that the
scope of the epistemic role of visualization is still a sub-
ject for debate that is yet to receive the attention it de-
serves in academia.

Indeed, this study appears to be the first to inves-
tigate the impact of visuals on students’ comprehen-
sion of ordinal numbers empirically. Whilst the em-
pirical study did not unequivocally confirm the bene-
ficial effects of integrating visuals when introducing a
new mathematical topic on participants’ understanding,
it did substantiate its effects on participants’ percep-

59



Capstone Issue Vol.19, 2022 Yuval Goren

tion. The qualitative analysis has provided new insights
into how visualization of mathematics affects the way in
which students perceive its role, as well as their under-
standing of the studied material. Participants who were
not exposed to visual aids tended to underestimate their
level of understanding and success on the test. This ob-
servation raises several interesting suppositions: could
integrating visualization in mathematical education in-
crease students’ confidence levels, help students and
scholars develop an intuitive sense, combat math pho-
bia, and even attract young adults to the field?

In light of the evidence presented, the author advo-
cates increasing the integration of visualization within
various domains of mathematical practice, especially in
education, as it seems to be beneficial in developing a
positive attitude towards mathematics at the very least.
However, this was a relatively small-scale study that fo-
cused on a very specific sub-field of mathematics. With
the fast-paced advancements of technology, and espe-
cially computer-generated graphics, it is most likely that
the significance and potential benefits of visualization in
mathematics will only increase with time. Therefore, fur-
ther research is vital in order to frame the epistemic role
of visualization and deduce unambiguous conclusions
about its significance. Analyzing, framing and defining
a clear set of guidelines, along with formally and sys-
tematically clarifying the advantages and limitations of
using visualization within different realms of mathemat-
ics would greatly benefit the mathematical community
and beyond.
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Abstract

Mobile money has been a key component of the globally increasing rate of financial inclusion. The digital FinTech
service can provide the possibility to offer peer-to-peer transactions at the most basic level up to creating savings,
taking out micro-loans, and purchasing insurance products. By relying solely on the mobile phone to access the
service, physical obstacles to financial inclusion are circumvented. The mobile money service M-Pesa in Kenya was
highly successful, resulting in poverty reduction and greater financial stability for users. M-Paisa, the mobile money
service in Afghanistan, was launched shortly after but did not reach M-Pesa’s scale. Research has omitted in-depth
investigation as to why the service did not reach the assumed scale and if the framework provided by M-Pesa or other
factors influenced the expansion of M-Paisa. This study aimed to answer the research question: Has the framework
of the mobile money system M-Paisa in Afghanistan been robust enough to effectively foster local financial inclusion?
By combining a literature review with expert interviews, the study was able to deduce that the framework provided by
M-Pesa cannot be held responsible for M-Paisa’s outcomes. Rather, the analysis suggests that country-specific factors
of Afghanistan such as the low technological development and infrastructure, lack of trust in financial institutions,
socioeconomic factors, a constantly high level of violence, lack of scale, and competition with the Hawala network
were countervailing exogenous factors. Since Afghanistan is a country of extreme socioeconomic levels and high
levels of violence, the findings from this study are not generalizable to the efficacy of mobile money as a development
tool, but highlight the importance of taking country-specific circumstances into account when launching such services.
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1 Introduction

The rapid growth of digital technologies in the past
decades has offered novel chances and opportunities
in many areas such as development, finance, and com-
munication. Digital financial technologies known as Fin-
Tech have emerged as a central driving force in disrupt-
ing traditional financial transactions (Demir et al., 2020;
Makina, 2019). For the fulfillment of 10 out of the 17
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030, which
are aimed at combating poverty and climate change
while improving global prosperity, a greater degree of
financial inclusion, especially in developing countries,
is essential (Arner et al., 2020). Financial inclusion
entails access to financial services such as deposit or
transaction accounts, credit and insurance products as
well as the ability to use them to manage financial risk
(Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2018, p. 2). Mobile money, a
term which refers to transactions via a mobile phone,
is a tool used to foster this degree of financial inclusion
globally and has been regarded as one of the most im-
pactful drivers of financial inclusion in the last decade
(Demir et al., 2020; Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2018). The
first system, called Smart Money, was introduced in the
Philippines in 2001, but it was Kenya that achieved no-
table international success with mobile money through
the system M-Pesa after its establishment in 2007 (Jack
& Suri, 2014).

A study conducted by Suri and Jack (2016) found that
since M-Pesa’s launch, the degree of financial inclusion,
especially in rural areas, has increased significantly, and
poverty was reduced as a direct result of the implemen-
tation of the mobile money system. This is explained
by changes in financial behavior of mobile money users
through higher rates of consumption, easier access to
remittances, and changes from agriculture to business
professions due to higher savings and more financial
mobility, especially by women, leading to higher eco-
nomic shock resilience (Aron, 2018).

Simultaneously, the mobile money system M-Paisa
was initiated in Afghanistan based on M-Pesa’s frame-
work and mechanisms. In light of the positive outcomes
yielded by M-Pesa, development institutions were hope-
ful for M-Paisa to succeed (Benami & Carter, 2021; Blu-
menstock et al., 2015 Chipchase et al., 2011; Howell,
2012). However, its outcomes have not matched M-
Pesa’s in terms of key indicators of individual wealth
or well-being (Blumenstock et al., 2015). The under-
lying reasons for these diverging results are manifold
and a clear, single cause is difficult to establish. Nev-
ertheless, when assessing multiple factors such as the
historical background, level of financial literacy, and in-
frastructure, only a holistic analysis of the case study of
Afghanistan will be able to identify key problems. This is
necessary in order to understand the conditions for suc-
cessful mobile payment services, especially since mo-
bile money has been the least present in Central Asia
while Africa showed the highest growth rates for mo-

bile money accounts worldwide (Demirgüç-Kunt et al.,
2018).

Presently, the majority of the academic discourse
has studied and reviewed the drivers of success of mo-
bile money systems worldwide with a focus on M-Pesa.
The main emphasis in research has been on the ef-
fects of mobile money usage after experiencing shocks
on a household level (Blumenstock et al., 2016; Ham-
dan et al., 2021). While many mobile money initia-
tives have been launched following M-Pesa’s triumph,
the outcomes have not been consistent and in-depth
studies of other mobile money initiatives have been
lacking (Evans & Pirchio, 2015; Herzog & Bolli, 2015).
Contemporary research has not explored the individ-
ual causes for this heterogeneous development, creat-
ing a research gap in the literature. Thus, a profound
understanding is needed to develop effective solutions
for a higher prevalence of mobile money accounts in
countries such as Afghanistan (Andersson-Manjang &
Naghavi, 2021).

Hence, this study analyzes and evaluates in detail
how the mobile money system M-Paisa in Afghanistan
has been operating. It investigates which factors have
halted greater expansion of M-Paisa using Kenya’s M-
Pesa system as a reference, which yielded very high
rates of dispersion and adoption. Therefore, the fol-
lowing research question arises: Has the framework of
the mobile money system M-Paisa in Afghanistan been
structurally robust enough to effectively foster local fi-
nancial inclusion? In this context, robust refers to the
ability of a system, or in this case a framework, to be
resilient, even when exogenous factors are impeding
its functionality (O’Rourke, 2007). Considering this re-
search question, the following sub-questions arise: If the
framework is sufficiently robust, which factors outside of
the framework have inhibited M-Paisa?; Are the inhibit-
ing factors specific to Afghanistan?; Which general con-
clusions can be drawn from this case study?

The case study offers the possibility to analyze
country-specific factors aiming to infer whether the mo-
bile money framework, when employed in other coun-
tries with similar socio-economic factors to Afghanistan,
is structurally robust and effective since research find-
ings are scarce. The present study, which aims to
provide insights into specific alterations that should
be made to fit the specific socioeconomic factors of
Afghanistan to enhance financial inclusion, is deduced
from expert interviews and a literature review. This
study intends to narrow the present research gap and
highlight the interplay between mobile money sys-
tems and socioeconomic factors, particularly in regions
with distinctive structural or cultural features such as
Afghanistan.

Nevertheless, the case study of Afghanistan leaves
limited room for generalizations, since the country has
been riddled with conflicts and instability in the last four
decades. These factors were taken into account dur-
ing this study, and the paper aimed to identify country-
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specific aspects applicable to this case study.
Consequently, the findings and conclusions from this

research should support and guide decision- and policy-
makers in the development field when assessing the
effectiveness, difficulties, and possibilities of mobile
money systems, specifically M-Paisa in Afghanistan. Ex-
planations for M-Paisa’s differing results from M-Pesa
should fill the gap in the academic literature that has
omitted a clear analysis of Afghanistan’s mobile money
system. By deducing which inhibiting factors have
halted M-Paisa’s success and offering possible improve-
ments, this paper will enhance the understanding of mo-
bile money systems in areas that do not yet provide suf-
ficient levels for mobile money systems, but showcase
viable opportunities for success in the future.

2 Research Context

2.1 Financial Inclusion

Financial inclusion consists of varying degrees. Rudi-
mentary financial inclusion entails having a deposit or
transaction account at a financial institution, or mobile
money platform. Such accounts are designed to enable
payments and accumulate savings. Greater financial in-
clusion encompasses the possibility to borrow money
and utilize formal insurance products. These services
are particularly important when larger payments need
to be made in advance for business or educational pur-
poses. Until recently, the definition of financial inclusion
did not incorporate electronic mobile money but was
restricted to the formal financial sector. The inclusion
of mobile money is warranted as it refers to a particu-
larly dynamic aspect of financial inclusion (Aron, 2018;
Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2017; Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2018).

Financial inclusion is connected to the notion that
economic growth and welfare are enhanced through
a higher degree of financial services being accessed,
used, and incorporated in low-income countries with
underdeveloped financial sectors (Khera et al., 2021).
Strong positive associations have been established be-
tween higher financial inclusion and lower income in-
equality as well as poverty levels, substantiating the link
to development benefits (Omar & Inaba, 2020).

As the Global Financial Index (Global Findex) outlined
in 2017, the main advantages of financial inclusion con-
stitute increasing income, reducing poverty, accumu-
lating savings, and improving the management of fi-
nancial risks. By relying mainly on digital technology,
the cost of receiving payments is minimized by resort-
ing to mobile phones instead of cash as the medium of
transactions. This has the benefit of reducing corruption
through transparent systems and offering a higher level
of security to the recipient and sender (Barajas et al.,
2020).

In return, this has intensified the focus of govern-
ments and international development institutions to cre-

ate policies that encourage the usage of financial ser-
vices of the unbanked population. In 2019, five years
after the first Global Findex Report in 2014, 54 of 55
emerging markets had adopted policies that were di-
rectly aimed at improving financial inclusion, underlin-
ing the increased international awareness (Demirgüç-
Kunt et al., 2018).

In addition, a gender gap in favor of males persists in
account ownership. In developing countries, a constant
difference of nine percent between male and female
ownership has been noted. Apart from gender, global
patterns also show that lower age, lower level of educa-
tion, and lack of participation in the labor market are cor-
related with reduced account ownership (Demirgüç-Kunt
et al., 2018). As a result, inclusivity within financial in-
clusion needs to be strengthened since the tool circum-
vents obstacles that previously excluded marginalized
groups (Barajas et al., 2020).

In practice, financial inclusion has increased one of
the most important factors: the share of the global pop-
ulation with a bank account. According to the Global
Findex 2017, from 2011 until 2017 this share has risen
from 51% to 69% worldwide. However, many of these
accounts are not used for accumulating savings by
households but instead for, e.g., financial transactions.
On a global average in 2017, more individuals using
credit cards borrowed credit in comparison to people
without credit card usage. Concretely, of all people
using a credit card, 23% borrowed credit compared to
22% in 2011. Of all individuals without a credit card,
11% borrowed credit compared to nine percent in 2011
(Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2018). This does not mirror the
growth in account ownership, demonstrating that basic
but not extensive financial inclusion, where the latter
entails active usage of the account, is expanding.

The rise in account ownership can be attributed for
the most part to mobile money. It is a FinTech innovation
that allows mobile phone users to set up an account at a
financial institution via a mobile money platform with-
out physically going to a bank. While mobile money
providers are present on all continents, the strongest
growth in mobile money account ownership has taken
place in Africa, specifically in Sub-Saharan Africa with
a 40% share of the total population in Gabon and over
30% in Côte d’Ivoire having an account in 2017 (Aron,
2018; Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2018).

2.1.1 Microfinance in the Context of Financial In-
clusion

Before digital technologies experienced tremendous
growth and development following the 2000s, microfi-
nance was perceived as one of the main driving forces
of financial inclusion (Benami & Carter, 2021). Microfi-
nance itself is the provision of microcredits by microfi-
nance institutions (MFIs) dispersed to individuals with a
lack of collateral. The option of taking out a loan at a
formal financial institution to foster their financial sta-
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bility and independence was denied to individuals with
a lack of collateral (Banerjee et al., 2015; Buvininć &
Furst-Nichols, 2016; Gabor & Brooks, 2017; Imai et al.,
2012; Mayoux, 2000).

However, despite these promising aspects, microfi-
nance programs yielded only mixed outcomes following
their disbursement (Banerjee et al., 2015; Imai et al.,
2012). Issues due to information asymmetries, a lack
of credit history, and default and need-based invest-
ment of the loans impeded the large-scale positive im-
pact of micro-credits and lowered the incentive for MFIs
to distribute credit. These mixed outcomes have limited
the promotion of microfinance in policymaking (Benami
& Carter, 2021; Yunus, 2004). Nevertheless, through
the increase in mobile phone usage and digital finan-
cial services, a new opportunity is created to relaunch
microfinance via mobile phones. Therefore, the ad-
vances made by microfinance for financial inclusion and
its awareness, even if lacking on a global scale, were the
forerunners of the current development of financial in-
clusion (Benami & Carter, 2021; Buvinić & Furst-Nichols,
2016).

2.2 Mobile Money as a Tool for Financial
Inclusion

Digital services and technologies created new oppor-
tunities for financial inclusion. However, on a global
scale, this development did not affect everyone equally
(Gabor & Brooks, 2017). While high-income countries
utilized digital technologies to expand their service port-
folio in existing financial institutions, a large part of
the global population, especially in rural areas of low-
income countries, did not have access to any form of
financial services (Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2018). In 2017,
1.7 billion people remained unbanked, and thus finan-
cially excluded. One billion of those people owned a
mobile phone and 480 million had access to the In-
ternet (Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2018). This has pro-
vided a novel chance to reach a previously inaccessi-
ble share of the population, e.g. through mobile money
(Andersson-Manjang & Naghavi, 2021; Makina, 2019).
Mobile money refers to an electronic wallet system
that allows financial services to be accessed only via
a mobile device. These services include transfers of
money (peer-to-peer), cash withdrawals, managing sav-
ings, taking out micro-loans, and purchasing insurance
products (Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2018; Donovan, 2012).
To open a mobile money account, no pre-existent bank
account is necessary and the registration can be done
via a local mobile money agent. Payment retrieval and
deposits such as collecting salaries or welfare payments
can also be made through the nearest mobile money
agent. This marks a stark change from traditional finan-
cial services which were dependent on the existence of
a physical financial institution to be accessible (Makina,
2019).

Apart from a lack of reachable physical financial in-
frastructure, the unbanked population encountered ob-
stacles when attempting to open a bank account, such
as a minimum balance requirement, bank charges, and
information asymmetries (Aron, 2018; Benami & Carter,
2021). However, mobile money systems circumvent
many of these problems by resorting to digital solu-
tions. The solutions are facilitated through develop-
ments made by FinTech, which has often been described
as “disruptive” in nature (Makina, 2019, p. 302). This
is because the absence of credit history previously hin-
dered access to financial products such as micro-loans,
behavioral patterns in mobile phone transactions can
now suffice to access micro-loans (Benami & Carter,
2021; Gabor & Brooks, 2017). This has led to “leapfrog-
ging” in the area of formal banking services by evad-
ing the construction of a large network of physical bank
branches (Aron, 2018, p. 135). Nevertheless, certain
prerequisites are advantageous for mobile money dis-
bursement such as a baseline level of telecommunica-
tion infrastructure, financial literacy, and a reliable en-
ergy supply to ensure accessibility (Aker et al., 2016;
Aron, 2018; Barajas et al., 2020; Makina, 2019).

Furthermore, research has revealed that mobile
money can result in cost saving and greater effective-
ness for companies and their employees. Digital dis-
tribution of salaries and government payments through
FinTech platforms can enhance financial inclusion signif-
icantly, with the possibility of increasing private trans-
actions (Aker et al., 2016; Blumenstock et al., 2015;
Demirgüc-Kunt et al., 2020). A study conducted by Klap-
per et al. (2020) in Bangladesh assessed the effect of
payroll accounts on the financial inclusion of unbanked
Bangladeshi workers. The workers were assigned either
a mobile money account or bank account. The study
found that the recipients were more likely to have higher
account balances, to move savings to formal accounts,
increased financial stability, and respond better to in-
come shocks when using mobile money accounts. How-
ever, these positive impacts had a stronger effect on
people with higher levels of literacy, financial experi-
ence, and prior control over finances within the house-
hold, which has been supported by further research
(Messy & Atkinson, 2013). These individuals were more
likely to have a reduced level of consumer protection
risk and used the tool more efficiently.

Another finding from Klapper et al. (2020) was that,
when being exposed to digital financial tools, the users
understood the mechanisms swiftly based on learning-
by-doing. This underlines the accessibility FinTech ap-
plications offer (Klapper et al., 2020, p. 27). Thus,
as Benami and Carter (2021, p.3) demonstrate, mobile
money transfers enable a “space-time compression” by
exchanging the need for physical financial institutions
with mobile phones. Yet, financial inclusion through the
use of FinTech such as mobile money can pose risks.
Scholars have identified that educational training to in-
crease financial literacy is needed to ensure responsible
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usage of FinTech and to create trust amongst consumers
in order for them to switch to the new tool (Grohmann &
Menkhoff, 2020). Rigid legislation on data security and
digital technologies is further required for privacy and
consumer protection to be guaranteed, since countries
with lower technological development often lack regu-
latory frameworks. If these aspects are not considered,
users can be in danger of information misuse (Benami &
Carter, 2021; Demir et al., 2020).

Kenya’s M-Pesa system has been the shining exam-
ple of how impactful mobile money can be for financial
inclusion. As Suri and Jack (2016) have concluded in
their study, M-Pesa lifted 2% of Kenyan households out
of extreme poverty through increased per capita con-
sumption levels. Additionally, the use of M-Pesa has
led 185,000 women, previously working in agriculture,
to change their occupations to business-related profes-
sions. Finally, M-Pesa’s success allowed the platform
to increase its services by including the distribution of
micro-credits, micro-insurance products, and transfer-
ring remittances worldwide to M-Pesa users. It must be
noted that Kenya provided favorable starting conditions
for the distribution of M-Pesa such as implementing a
legal framework ensuring consumer protection and mar-
ket conduct requirements, which allowed for smooth op-
erations (Aron, 2018; Benami & Carter, 2021).

The prominent success in Kenya has accelerated the
expansion of mobile money systems to 1.2 billion reg-
istered users as of 2020, with many countries adopt-
ing the system such as Ghana, Bangladesh, and Uganda
(Aker et al., 2016; Andersson-Manjang & Naghavi, 2021;
Evans & Pirchio, 2015). Yet, not all mobile money sys-
tems have produced similar results in terms of poverty
alleviation, such as M-Paisa in Afghanistan. Understand-
ing and evaluating the underlying factors for such dif-
fering outcomes is necessary to reduce shortcomings in
the future.

3 Historical background

3.1 Timeline of Conflict in Afghanistan
since 1979

To understand the current socioeconomic status in
Afghanistan one has to understand the historical devel-
opments in the country. In the present day, Afghanistan
is associated with decades of conflict and failed nation-
building. In more recent history, the turning point pre-
ceding a period of war was the 1979 Soviet invasion
to back the Communist Afghan government. This was
followed by resistance from local militia groups known
as the Mujahideen, leading to a civil war which ended
in 1996 when the Taliban took over power for the first
time. Their reign lasted until 2001, when a United States
(US) led coalition began its invasion of Afghanistan after
9/11, installing a new government with the goal to re-
structure the country and promote democracy through

large development projects in infrastructure, education,
and governance. Yet, on August 15, 2021, the Taliban
regained power over the whole country after the with-
drawal of all foreign troops (Bloch, 2021; Council on For-
eign Relations, n.d.; Rubin, 2013).

The persistence of violent conflicts have had a strong
impact on the country by impeding development and
economic growth, and resulting in large-scale displace-
ment of persons throughout and outside of the country.
Mobile money expansion, in the context of Afghanistan’s
recent instability, faces novel and extreme challenges
such as collective distrust, altered risk-taking attitudes,
low investment, technological challenges in terms of in-
frastructure, and lack of knowledge (Blumenstock et al.,
2021; Callen et al., 2014).

3.2 The Hawala System

When analyzing the functioning of M-Paisa, it should
be assessed against the backdrop of the Hawala sys-
tem which has been a pre-existing system shaping the
financial sector. The Arabic word hawala translates to
“transfer” or “trust”. The Hawala system in Afghanistan
therefore refers to an informal transaction system. It
is primarily present in Islamic cultures and character-
ized by no physical movement of cash, but instead relies
on a large international network of Hawala brokers who
are in contact with each other. If an individual wants
to send money to a recipient, the sender gives the re-
spective amount of money to the Hawala broker present
in their region, as well as a unique password specific to
this transaction. The recipient then needs to be aware
or informed of the password, which they tell the Hawala
broker in his region to receive the money. Both Hawala
brokers charge a small fee for the transaction and are in
contact with each other during the transfer. The Hawala
brokers balance and settle their accounts with other bro-
kers in intervals. No paper trail or trace of the trans-
action is created. The transaction amount varies with
no maximum transaction amount set (Chipchase et al.,
2011; Fischer, 2005; Maimbo, 2003; Razavy, 2006).

This system is based on one main factor, which is
trust between the sender and the Hawala broker. Since
Hawala brokers are often sellers or merchants known
in their community, the societal pressure and possible
exclusion from the community, if the trust of the client
is abused, act as guarantees for the system to operate
(Fischer, 2005).

While the worldwide Hawala system is efficient,
transactions fall outside of formality. Therefore, interna-
tional transaction fees and taxes are omitted and com-
monly used for money laundering and other illegal trans-
actions by criminal organizations within Afghanistan
(Maimbo, 2003). While it has been linked to illegal-
ity, the majority of users utilize the system to support
themselves and receive remittances. Decades of war in
Afghanistan have deteriorated the financial sector, lead-
ing Hawala to be used as a primary transaction method
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in the absence of a formal banking system and reviving
it as a trusted payment method (El Qorchi et al., 2003;
Fischer, 2005; Razavy, 2006).

3.3 State of the Financial Sector in
Afghanistan before the Launch of M-
Paisa

Due to consistent periods of violence and political in-
stability in Afghanistan, the financial sector was barely
existent and in a desolate state. No functioning pay-
ment system was in place, with Afghans resorting to
the informal Hawala system. Moreover, during the rul-
ing of the Taliban (1996-2001), Islamic views on finance
dominated the Afghan financial sector, leading to the
abolishment of interest rates by banks and widespread
loan defaults. Overall, the sector was characterized by
a missing legal framework, lack of qualified personnel,
no clear accounting system, and no competitive envi-
ronment (Fischer, 2005).

The Central Bank (CB) did not fulfill its designated
tasks and was rather used by the previous ruling parties
for their own benefit. Thus, extensive reforms for the fi-
nancial sector were necessary, not only for the banks to
operate, but also to restart economic activity within the
country, improve poverty reduction measures, disburse
state salaries and welfare payments as well as develop
a reliable infrastructure for a state-wide system and re-
liable cash flow (Fischer, 2005). In September 2003, a
new central bank law reorganized the banking system to
be a two-tiered system, since the previous one was out-
dated and incompatible with a market economy. The Da
Afghanistan Bank (DAB) took over parts of the central
bank functions, even though the infrastructure did not
allow for extensive operations initially (El Qorchi, 2003;
Fischer, 2005; Maimbo, 2003).

During the restructuring of the financial sector, the
Hawala system was still highly used in Afghanistan due
to the previous decline in functioning financial institu-
tions and low level of depositor confidence. Hence, the
DAB attempted to regulate this informal financial net-
work to reduce illegal activity, being aware of its im-
portance to the people. Yet, the DAB lacked the exten-
sive resources that would be required to enforce regula-
tions in such a widespread and anonymous system like
Hawala (Maimbo, 2003).

Following the reforms of the Afghan financial sec-
tor, the main aim of policy-makers and government of-
ficials was to create an environment that would foster
healthy competition between financial institutions to im-
prove services through market mechanisms, install rigid
supervision of the financial sector, and enable economic
development (Fischer, 2005). Mobile Money promised to
offer such improvements.

4 Methodology

This paper critically examines previously conducted
studies and research, while employing various perspec-
tives from development economics, public policy, and
international relations. Thereby, the paper aims to en-
gage and build on the existing literature and under-
standing of mobile money systems as facilitators for fi-
nancial inclusion from an interdisciplinary perspective.
This research uses qualitative methods by analyzing the
case study of Afghanistan through a literature review
combined with expert interviews. The case study has
the advantage of creating an in-depth comprehension of
regional specificities and mechanisms. This allows gain-
ing a more reliable understanding to identify the main
criteria and/or issues in the case study. The literature
review is based on peer-reviewed articles and journals
from the digital library from the University of Amster-
dam (UvA) and employs a content analysis of the litera-
ture. It systematically identifies the most significant fac-
tors involved in fostering financial inclusion through mo-
bile money systems, the results mobile money systems
have yielded, and the issues linked to them. The pa-
pers selected stem from various disciplines such as (de-
velopment) economics, international relations, finance,
digital technology development, and political science.
They focus on an interdisciplinary perspective to synthe-
size the most relevant findings from preceding research
conducted in the field and enable the creation of a com-
prehensive synthesis of the literature, which is still lack-
ing to date. The primary search terms include “mobile
money”, “financial inclusion”, “M-Paisa”, “M-Pesa”, and
“FinTech”. The papers mentioned and referred to have
been published mainly between 2000 and 2021. This
time frame is intentionally chosen because of the nov-
elty of mobile money as a whole and the implementation
of the system in Afghanistan starting in late 2007. How-
ever, there are fewer publications after 2016, which cre-
ates the need to synthesize and draw conclusions from
other case studies.

Additionally, expert interviews were conducted to
add value to this study and support and contrast find-
ings from the literature. The data was gathered using
semi-structured interviews, which were substantiated
with an interview guide. Semi-structured interviews of-
fer the possibility of having a guiding structure in place,
ensuring relevant topics are addressed to create compa-
rability and coherence, while allowing room for follow-up
questions, in-depth information, and relationship build-
ing with the interviewee (Kallio et al., 2016). A de-
tailed and broadly structured interview guide was cre-
ated, which was adapted to each interviewee since each
had a specialization regarding certain aspects that were
covered in the guide. Additionally, due to time con-
straints of the interviewees, the most important ques-
tions linked to their field of expertise had to be priori-
tized. The interviews with the specific questions tailored
to each interviewee allowed for more information to be
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gained, and provided an in-depth understanding of key
concepts and relationships, especially for the case study
of Afghanistan.

The experts interviewed are highly knowledgeable
professionals in the field of financial inclusion, mobile
money, and development, offering a comprehensive
view of the main themes of the paper. The use of this
method allows the paper to include primary sources and
assess the findings from the literature in comparison to
expert opinions. The first interview was conducted with
Fatima Popal, the former Director of the M-Paisa system
in Afghanistan. She was the Director from 2011 until
2015/2016 in Kabul, and was previously a payment sys-
tems consultant at the World Bank. Ms. Popal’s in-depth
insights were integral to the case study. Her extensive
knowledge of the country, the system, and its caveats
have substantiated this study immensely. She also en-
abled access to other experts active in Afghanistan’s
mobile money through snowballing sampling. This was
done via email correspondence to verify data. Sec-
ondly, Leora Klapper was interviewed. She is the lead
economist at the World Bank and works in the Finance
and Private Sector team, as part of the Development
Research Group. She is also the founder of the Global
Findex database, which provides a substantial part of
the data used for this study. She is an expert on financial
inclusion, its development, impact, and current obsta-
cles. Thirdly, Martin Cihak was interviewed, who is cur-
rently an advisor in the International Monetary Fund’s
(IMF) Monetary and Capital Markets Department. He
worked at the World Bank between 2011 and 2013, lead-
ing the Global Financial Development Report, which as-
sesses the advancements made for financial inclusion.
Mr. Cihak has been covering financial deepening, finan-
cial inclusion, and stability in policy-making. The last
interviewee was Tommaso Mancini-Griffoli. Mr. Mancini-
Griffoli is currently the Division Chief in the Monetary
and Capital Markets Department at the IMF. He has been
focusing his work on monetary policy, central banking,
and FinTech, which are integral aspects of the develop-
ment of a robust mobile money system.

All interviewees have a strong academic background
and combine first-hand accounts of various mobile
money systems with global perspectives on increas-
ing financial accessibility globally, hence allowing for a
holistic assessment of the research question.

The ethics guidelines have been followed and no fur-
ther considerations need to be taken. All interviewees
were informed verbally about the purpose of the inter-
views and were asked for permission to be recorded and
quoted in this paper. Consent was given by all intervie-
wees. The interview results are essential for this thesis
and will be utilized in many sections contextualizing and
assessing deficiencies and achievements made in global
financial inclusion through mobile money systems.

5 Analysis: The Case Study of M-
Paisa in Afghanistan

Afghanistan’s mobile money system launched in
2008 in cooperation with Roshan, an Afghan telecom-
munication provider, shortly after M-Pesa in Kenya was
initiated. As of yet, Afghan M-Paisa has not displayed
the widespread success expected from M-Pesa in Kenya.
Research has not been able to determine a significant
positive impact on poverty reduction, women empower-
ment, or greater financial inclusion in the whole popula-
tion, though data is scarce in the field (Blumenstock et
al., 2015). The expansion of the mobile money system
has been struggling with a multitude of issues, which
have not been determined clearly, due to a research gap
in the literature. Hence, this analysis aims to identify
factors inhibiting M-Paisa’s expansion and greater finan-
cial inclusion in Afghanistan.

5.1 Initial Conditions for the Introduc-
tion of M-Paisa in Afghanistan in
2008

For mobile money expansion, vital pre-conditions
have been established in the literature that foster suc-
cessful distribution and utilization of the service. There
are two main areas that need to be evaluated. Firstly,
the physical aspect of functioning infrastructure, and
secondly, socioeconomic and cultural factors that can
influence the mobile money adoption rate need evalua-
tion.

As mentioned before, mobile money can only func-
tion if a reliable network infrastructure, energy sup-
ply, and telecommunication system is in place (Makina,
2019). A stable political landscape with clear power dis-
tribution can allow beneficial government support for
the program. An existing regulatory framework for dig-
ital payments and cybersecurity ensures smooth oper-
ations and trustworthy providers. The level of poverty,
education, income, and unbanked individuals affect the
chances of adoption of the service and whether a need
for the product exists (Aker et al., 2016; Aron, 2018;
Camner et al., 2009; Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2018; Gichuki
& Mulu-Mutuku, 2018; Jenkins, 2008).

5.1.1 Mobile and Financial Infrastructure

In 2008, a rudimentary mobile network infrastruc-
ture existed in Afghanistan and was expanding in the fol-
lowing years. However, due to unstable energy supply
and violence affecting the reliability of the services, net-
work connections varied according to region and time
period. Moreover, in areas in which the Taliban were ei-
ther in control or attacking Afghan government forces
and international troops, the cell towers would often
be damaged or deactivated for certain periods of time.
This would inhibit the usage of the mobile network and
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connectivity, creating a problem for mobile money and
its attractiveness to the user (F. Popal, personal com-
munication, April 14, 2022). In terms of financial in-
frastructure, Afghanistan had a very low level of fixed
banking infrastructure. Due to a lack of developed ba-
sic infrastructure in roads, health, education, and en-
ergy networks, further expansion was costly and lengthy
(Chipchase et al., 2011; “Roshan - IFC”, 2014).

5.1.2 Mobile Phone Penetration in Afghanistan

Mobile phone penetration is one of the most impor-
tant factors for mobile money, as low financial infras-
tructure and high mobile phone penetration have been
suitable preconditions for successful mobile money roll-
out (Barajas et al., 2020; Evans & Pirchio, 2015). In
Afghanistan, the mobile phone penetration in 2008
amounted to 28 out of 100 people (7.9 million) having
a mobile phone subscription. However, in 2011, 46 mo-
bile phone subscriptions per 100 persons were recorded
according to the World Bank, marking a 64% growth in
subscriptions from 2008 until 2011 (World Bank, 2020b).
The market has seen a rapid increase in users amount-
ing to 58 out of 100 persons, or 22.68 million people,
with a mobile phone subscription by 2020 (World Bank,
2020b). Additionally, access to a mobile phone net-
work is much higher and was estimated to be above
80% in 2012 (Howell, 2012; F. Popal, personal commu-
nication, April 14, 2022). This follows the general trend
observed in many low-income countries (Demirgüç-Kunt
et al., 2018). Yet, the actual mobile phone penetration
is hard to determine due to incomplete data files from
telecommunication companies, inaccessible rural areas,
and interviewee statements contradicting official values
provided by institutions like the World Bank (F. Popal,
personal communications, April 14, 2022).

5.1.3 State of the Financial Sector in 2008

By 2008, the formal financial sector was slowly re-
gaining strength following its restructuring in 2003. As-
sets and deposits at financial institutions were increas-
ing annually by 50% or more since 2006 (International
Monetary Fund, 2011). A more competitive environment
stimulated this growth, which was fostered by a high
number of newly employed public servants and large
amounts of foreign aid. According to the Financial Ac-
cess Survey, 0.3 ATMs existed per 100 000 adults in
2008 on average, demonstrating a higher mobile phone
penetration than financial sector outreach (International
Monetary Fund, 2021).

The largest shock to the financial sector was the
Kabul Bank crisis in 2010 which significantly destabilized
the sector. Afghanistan’s largest bank declared that $1
billion were stolen through illegal loan schemes. While
a total collapse of the bank was prevented through cen-
tral bank involvement, it highlighted the effects of cor-
ruption and poor governance in the country (George,

2020). Even though this occurred two years after M-
Paisa’s launch, it is crucial since it had a major impact
on the stability and trust in the Afghan financial sector
(Brown, 2014).

5.1.4 Competition between Mobile Money
Providers

By 2008, no other telecommunication provider had
launched a mobile money service. This meant that for
Roshan, the launch of M-Paisa would not be accom-
panied by high market access barriers or competitors
(Howell, 2012; “Roshan - IFC”, 2014). This market ad-
vantage was a determinant factor for Roshan to invest
and launch the product. Moreover, the facilitating fac-
tor of previously established customer ties through the
provider has been a key driver for Kenya’s M-Pesa sys-
tem (Camner et al., 2009).

5.1.5 Regulatory Framework

In 2008, a legal framework was established by the
Afghan Central Bank regulating and overseeing the im-
plementation of mobile money. Licenses had to be ac-
quired by mobile money providers to safeguard users.
While the regulations were extensive and strongly cor-
responded with M-Pesa’s, there were stricter compli-
ance guidelines. One example is that the mobile money
provider had to employ all agents directly, preventing
the usage of sub-contractors, to create greater supervi-
sion and transparency which hampered agent network
growth (Camner et al., 2009; “M-Money Channel Distri-
bution Case - Afghanistan”, n.d.).

5.1.6 Income Level in Afghanistan

Income has not been established as a significant
determinant in fostering mobile money adoption, but
high poverty influences many prerequisites for success-
ful mobile money adoption (Patnam & Yao, 2020). The
most reliable data from the time frame around M-Paisa’s
launch outlines that 36% of the population was living
below the poverty line in 2008 (International Labour Or-
ganization, 2008). The poverty line was defined as an
income of $1 per day. In 2008, 28.9% of people in ur-
ban areas and 38.2% in rural areas were living below
the poverty line, showing a large discrepancy between
urban and rural areas (Afghanistan Ministry of Economy
& World Bank, 2015). Urban areas benefit from a rela-
tively good infrastructure, service provision, and access
to basic social welfare. However, almost 80% of Afghans
live in rural areas.

5.1.7 Other Socioeconomic Factors

In Afghanistan in 2008, the literacy rate was 26.2%
for all individuals above the age of 15 and 36.5% for 15-
24 year-olds (Afghanistan Ministry of Economy & World
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Bank, 2015). The net enrollment of children in pri-
mary school was 60%. The level of gender equality is
very low, which is heavily influenced by religious groups
promoting strict interpretations of Islam. These pre-
conditions obstruct females from accessing and engag-
ing with financial services (Howell, 2012). Additionally,
corruption was very high, with Afghanistan ranking 176th

worldwide out of 180 countries on the Corruption Per-
ceptions Index published by Transparency International
(2008).

5.2 Development, Launch, and Out-
comes of M-Paisa

For M-Paisa’s introduction, Roshan partnered in 2006
with Vodafone Global Services, the same company that
introduced M-Pesa in Kenya, to launch a pilot in Febru-
ary 2007, which went public in late 2008 (“M-Money
Channel Distribution Case - Afghanistan”, n.d.). In 2009,
the service was tested by the Afghan police distribut-
ing wages to a fixed share of employees producing op-
timistic results (Blumenstock et al., 2015). An increase
of mobile money adoption and higher rates of savings
within the group of police employees resulted from the
experiment. Many recipients remarked that they initially
believed their salary to have increased after receiving
their pay digitally. Owing to the high level of corrup-
tion in the country, the distribution of wages in cash
had interfered with the distribution of the correct wage
sum and the digital money transfer had made it much
more difficult for corrupt middlemen to pocket a share
of the salary (Blumenstock et al., 2015; Chipchase et
al., 2011).

This showcases another benefit of the digital salary
disbursement: companies significantly reduced deliv-
ery costs and decreased time requirements while the
employee benefits from greater savings, faster trans-
fers, and higher security (Blumenstock et al., 2015;
Chipchase et al., 2011; Evans & Pirchio, 2015). Further
evidence of this is provided in Figure 1 which shows that
the perceived risk is low in comparison to in-person cash
transactions, coupled with low costs, time, and high pri-
vacy.

Following the salary disbursement in 2009, M-Paisa
expanded its service to airtime transfers, (international)
money transfers, cash deposits and withdrawals, bill
payments, and humanitarian aid distribution. By 2014,
through its agent network, it was present in 230 cities
and all provinces (“M-Money Channel Distribution Case -
Afghanistan”, n.d.). Yet, the usage was concentrated in
urban areas close to the major cities as the map in Fig-
ure 2 shows, which still holds true today (Blumenstock
et al., 2021; F. Popal, personal communication, April 14,
2022).

To become a user of M-Paisa, an individual needs
to register with an M-Paisa agent by showing a
Government-issued ID and a personal phone number to

Figure 1: Perception of various money transfers in
Afghanistan by Chipchase et al. (2015, p. 45)

Figure 2: Map of M-Paisa users throughout Afghanistan
in 2012 (Blumenstock et al., 2015, p. 2)

which the account will be linked (Suri & Jack, 2011). The
rules combat corruption and ghost employees, which
have been a frequent issue (F. Popal, personal commu-
nication, April 14, 2022; Samuel Hall Consulting, 2014).
Per day, a maximum of $2000 can be transferred per
person. Per transaction, a fee is charged except when
sending money to another M-Paisa user or for withdraw-
ing money from M-Paisa agents. To increase accessi-
bility, an Interactive Voice Response (IVR) system has
been created for illiterate users to navigate the applica-
tion (Blumenstock et al., 2015).

The number of M-Paisa users has seen a steady in-
crease. In 2012, 1.2 million users were registered, and
by 2014, 3.5 million users were using the platform (Blu-
menstock et al., 2021; “M-Money Channel Distribution
Case - Afghanistan”, n.d.). Additionally, as data from
Figure 3 shows, mobile money transactions have expe-
rienced an overall positive trend in Afghanistan. The
growth in mobile money transactions peaked in 2018
with an average of 438 transactions per 1,000 adults
per year. This allows for the assumption that the num-
ber of users has been increasing as well. Nonetheless,
compared to Kenya, (see Figure 4), where 56,210 trans-
actions per 1,000 adults per year were recorded in 2018,
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this marks a huge discrepancy in transaction frequency
and overall usage (International Monetary Fund, 2021).

Figure 3: Number of mobile money transactions per
1,000 adults in Afghanistan. Note: Data points were re-
trieved from the Financial Access Survey from the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (2021)

It must be mentioned that this indicator does not ac-
count for individuals who have multiple mobile money
accounts with various providers and can therefore mis-
represent the degree of expansion of mobile money
(Aron, 2018). In contrast, the Global Findex 2017
recorded 1% of the total Afghan population above the
age of 15 having a mobile money account and 2% of
all Afghans in the labor force, while 11% had made or
received a digital payment in 2017 (World Bank, 2017).
While these are two different indicators, they both out-
line a very frail and shallow integration of M-Paisa in
comparison to what was expected.

Figure 4: Number of mobile money transactions per
1,000 adults in Kenya Note: Data points were retrieved
from the Financial Access Survey from the International
Monetary Fund (2021)

This is significant when comparing M-Paisa’s in-
creased outreach over time with the exposure and size
of other mobile money systems such as M-Pesa in Kenya,
or bKash in Bangladesh (Evans & Pirchio, 2015; Herzog
& Bolli, 2015; Suri & Jack, 2016).

Evaluating the success of M-Paisa is difficult. Fatima
Popal argued that “in the context of Afghanistan, it was
moving in a successful direction. Would I say it was
where I wanted it to be? No.” (F. Popal, personal com-
munication, April 14, 2022). Further, the study by Blu-
menstock et al. (2015) was not able to detect a signifi-
cant positive change in the short-run in terms of welfare
among M-Paisa users, except for a higher savings rate.
Given that the framework is identical to Kenya’s M-Pesa
system, the results were disappointing.

5.3 Influencing Factors on M-Paisa
Adoption and Usage

The following section will attempt to offer insights
into the underlying influences that have inhibited
greater M-Paisa expansion. Against the backdrop of pre-
viously determined initial conditions and obstacles men-
tioned in the literature, a holistic synthesis of opera-
tional pre-conditions will be explored (Aron, 2018; Bara-
jas et al., 2020; Howell, 2012; Suri & Jack, 2016).

5.3.1 Afghanistan’s Regulatory Framework

The relationship between a regulatory framework
and the success of mobile money systems was inves-
tigated by Bahia et al. (2020). They found a signifi-
cant positive association between an enabling regula-
tory framework and higher mobile money utilization.
This was endorsed by Leora Klapper, who stressed the
importance of regulations for the digital finance sec-
tor. She outlined that the governments of Nigeria and
Ethiopia obstructed the spread of mobile money through
their regulatory framework due to heavy lobbying by lo-
cal private banks. Klapper deduced that “Nigeria is the
global outlier in financial inclusions” as a consequence
of its inhibiting regulatory framework. Hence, a reliable
framework is essential since “to use mobile money you
need cybersecurity as the precursor and consumer pro-
tection is key for any financial inclusion” (L. Klapper, per-
sonal communication, April 12, 2022). This ensures safe
usage of the service, especially for individuals that are
not well acquainted with digital technology.

Additionally, Martin Cihak pointed out that regula-
tions are not always perceived positively by the popu-
lation. In Afghanistan, a large part of the informal econ-
omy resorts to the Hawala system for payment transac-
tions which functions outside of the legal sphere. Thus,
exposure to “taxation on their small business or ex-
posure to other regulations or sanctions” are circum-
vented, which makes Hawala more attractive than M-
Paisa because users do not have to pay taxes and do not
contribute to the Afghan economy, which negatively in-
fluences M-Paisa usage (M. Cihak, personal communica-
tion, April 1, 2022). On the Mobile Money Regulatory In-
dex (MMRI) established by the Global System for Mobile
Communications Association (GSMA), Afghanistan ranks
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high with a score of 78.81, which should correspond to
a high mobile money utilization (see Figure 5) (Bahia &
Muthiora, 2019; Bahia et al., 2020).

Figure 5: The Mobile Money Regulatory Index scores per
country (Bahia & Muthiora, 2019, p. 4)

Figure 6: Regulatory Index scores and mobile money
adoption (Bahia & Muthiora, 2019, p. 9) Notes: Rela-
tionship between MMRI and registered mobile money
account per 1000 adults

Yet, as Figure 6 indicates, the high MMRI Index score
does not result in a high level of registered accounts,
differing from the associations found by Bahia et al.
(2020). This is confirmed by Fatima Popal, who re-
marked

“I would not say the government promoted
it [M-Paisa] but they allowed it. [...] They
would never specifically forbid mobile money
but definitely could have pushed for it much
stronger,” (F. Popal, personal communica-
tion, April 14, 2022)

highlighting the lack of active support by the Afghan
government.

Moreover, as Evans and Pirchio (2015) emphasized,
the government decisively influences if the mobile
money system will be prosperous depending on the pro-
motion of regulatory frameworks. A regulatory frame-
work which does not include commercial banks as vital
players for mobile money and which has a low level of
restrictions in place is a determinant of success. Conse-
quently, these findings suggest that the framework itself
in Afghanistan is robust and not hindering the expansion
of mobile money, but country-specific factors such as a
lack of support from the political leaders, for example in
the form of policy-making, impeded the adoption of the
service.

5.3.2 Trust in Financial Institutions

Another factor inhibiting M-Paisa expansion is the
lack of trust in formal institutions. Globally, insufficient
trust is one of the main reasons for individuals not to
adopt mobile money (M. Cihak, personal communica-
tion, April 1, 2022; L. Klapper, personal communica-
tions, April 12, 2022). According to EY’s 2021 NextWave
Consumer Survey, FinTech is the worldwide most trusted
financial service by all age groups except for those aged
65 years and above (Lee & Mannamkery, 2021). Klapper
adds that “there is the perception that it’s the markets
people trust, hence the FinTechs more than the banks,”
which should infer high acceptance and adoption within
the Afghan population (L. Klapper, personal communica-
tion, April 12, 2022).

However, in Afghanistan, the scarce presence of fi-
nancial institutions paired with incidents such as the
Kabul Bank crisis and political instability have fuelled
low trust in financial institutions, which acts as a barrier
to higher financial inclusion (Blumenstock et al., 2021;
Chipchase et al., 2011; International Monetary Fund,
2011). In this case study, the lack of trust has influ-
enced M-Paisa, despite being a trusted FinTech. This
is supported by Leora Klapper’s statement that “having
had banking crises in the last 20 years affects the level
of trust heavily.” (L. Klapper, personal communication,
April 12, 2022).

Martin Cihak points out another consequence of the
lack of trust in fragile countries: “voluntary exclusion”,
referring to actively abstaining from using (digital) finan-
cial services (M. Cihak, personal communication, April
1, 2022). This process acts in opposition to programs
fostering greater financial inclusion. Yet, Cihak distin-
guishes between short-term and long-term transactions,
arguing that sending money has a higher prevalence
than savings since less trust is necessary. For sav-
ings, the user needs to trust that their money is stored
safely and is accessible, which is not needed with fast
transactions. In Kenya, “people preferred to use M-
Pesa for transactions and not necessarily for savings,”
which supports the claim that lacking trust was inhibit-
ing greater usage. Additionally, the fact that individuals
already use mobile phones for daily activities leads to a
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higher inclination to trust services using the same de-
vice (M. Cihak, personal communication, April 1, 2022).
This can be applied to Afghanistan since the savings rate
is low for M-Paisa accounts while transfers are more fre-
quent (Blumenstock et al., 2015).

Fatima Popal confirmed that trust was a challenge
to M-Paisa since users had problems “with the concept
of what happens when my money gets deposited elec-
tronically and where does it physically go [...] making
it harder for people to trust M-Paisa” (F. Popal, personal
communication, April 14, 2022).

5.3.3 Impact of Violence

Another aspect that can provide insight into the low
M-Paisa usage is the impact of violence. One of the
main advantages of M-Pasia is the higher level of secu-
rity when saving, transferring, or receiving money. The
security hazard of storing physical cash which can be
stolen or lost during transport is resolved (Aron, 2018;
Blumenstock et al., 2015; Cihak et al., 2021; Demirgüç-
Kunt et al., 2018). Countries with a low level of income
and poor financial infrastructure such as Afghanistan
provide favorable conditions to mobile money providers
since they can resolve a large amount of economic fric-
tion due to a lack of alternative services (Evans & Pir-
chio, 2014; Makina, 2019).

In Afghanistan, the level of violence was consistently
high in the last decades (Callen et al., 2014; Blumen-
stock et al., 2021). Following the previously established
relationships, one would assume that Afghanistan has
a high adoption rate for mobile money due to a coun-
try profile distinguished by low-income, poor (financial)
infrastructure, and instability (Evans & Pirchio, 2015).
However, in the case of Afghanistan, Blumenstock et al.
(2021) points into a different direction and suggests that
violence and the resulting risks have been detected as
an inhibitor for mobile money adoption .

Firstly, in a field experiment assessing the welfare ef-
fects of M-Paisa on users, the participants did not experi-
ence a higher level of physical security through M-Paisa
(Blumenstock et al., 2015). A second study by Blumen-
stock et al. (2021) assessed the effects of violent events
on M-Paisa users in the time frame 2010-2012. The re-
sults highlight a strong negative relationship between
exposure to violence and M-Paisa usage: the study par-
ticipants reduced their balance accounts and transac-
tions when the level of violence increased in their en-
vironment. These changes were consequences of the
expectation of future violence to occur. The advantage
of physical cash providing constant liquidity outweighed
mobile money. Even security concerns connected with
cash such as theft and loss did not prevail over future
violence concerns. A network effect can be perceived
here as the value of cash increases since the utility
of cash improves due to higher violence (Callen et al.,
2014; Chipchase et al., 2011; Murendo et al., 2018). Fa-
tima Popal points out that violence reduced M-Paisa’s

reachability, which is intensified by the difficulties re-
cruiting agents in areas with high violence. She explains
that:

"[When] Turning off telecom cell towers in
specific areas or at night, coverage is not
given and hence mobile money does not
work. If there is an area that is fighting and
insecure, that area would be more difficult to
bring in mobile money and have people use it
due to the fact that it is not usable" (F. Popal,
personal communication, April 14, 2022).

Thus, the country-specific high frequency of vio-
lence experienced by the population acts as an obstacle
and stands in contrast to general mobile money usage
and its ability to surpass financial development stages
through leapfrogging (Aron, 2018). Hence, the future
expectation of violent events paired with a low diffusion
of M-Paisa agents intensifies the reduction in usage of
the service (Blumenstock et al., 2021; Evans & Pirchio,
2015).

5.3.4 Hawala as a Competitor

Hawala is a fixed component in the Afghan finan-
cial landscape owing to its long-standing reputation, re-
liability, anonymity of the user, and widespread pres-
ence (Maimbo, 2003). M-Paisa had to convince regu-
lar Hawala users to switch and/or adopt M-Paisa, how-
ever with limited success. Thus, the assumption was,
in line with contemporary literature, that Hawala acts
as a competitor for M-Paisa (Blumenstock et al., 2015;
Chipchase et al., 2011; Howell, 2012).

Martin Cihak confirmed that Hawala’s role as a com-
petitor negatively influenced the demand for M-Paisa.
He outlined that the main selling points of mobile money
depend on their alternatives. In Afghanistan, given the
difficulty of accessing the banking system, the conve-
nience factor is decisive for individuals to determine
which service to use. While M-Paisa yields higher con-
venience, it is not as established as Hawala, which im-
pedes its adoption. Moreover, in light of the ongoing
humanitarian crisis which started with the departure of
the US troops in 2021 , Cihak points out that “they seem
to be turning back to the Hawala system, but also rely
more on cryptocurrency and bitcoin as payment meth-
ods to avoid sanctions and taxes”, emphasizing the per-
petual need for Hawala (M. Cihak, personal communica-
tion, April 1, 2022).

Contrastingly, Fatima Popal remarked that “Hawala
were not exactly competitors for us,” refuting the previ-
ous claims. Rather, M-Paisa approached Hawala brokers
to recruit them as M-Paisa agents

“since they had liquidity, [and] mobile
money is dependent on agents having ac-
cess to available cash. Especially because
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the agents were already known in their com-
munity and have a following, they proved to
be trusted agents for M-Paisa” (F. Popal, per-
sonal communication, April 14, 2022).

Due to the scarce financial infrastructure in the coun-
try, M-Paisa had to provide liquidity to the users and
needed agents capable of transferring, as well as dis-
tributing, large sums of money on the spot to be suc-
cessful. This demonstrates an opposing view, as it sug-
gests that Hawala could be an attribute rather than a
competitor, which has not been mentioned in the litera-
ture and could indicate that false assumptions of Hawala
being too strong of a competitor were used as explana-
tions for why M-Paisa was not successful.

Consequently, this presents a lack of coherent and
recent information regarding Hawala’s influence on M-
Paisa. Yet, the country-specific premise of a well-
developed, informal transaction system like Hawala in-
duced unique developments in Afghanistan’s financial
sector which was not seen in other countries such as
Kenya.

5.3.5 Socioeconomic Conditions

Mobile money as a driver of financial inclusion
has been launched in many low-income countries with
unique cultural and socioeconomic factors which can
inhibit or foster the adoption of the product (Barajas
et al., 2020; Blumenstock & Eagle, 2010; Evans & Pir-
chio, 2015). The case of Afghanistan demonstrates ex-
treme socioeconomic levels in comparison to other low-
income developing countries, questioning their effect on
M-Paisa.

Although literacy is no pre-condition to operate M-
Paisa, a basic level of education, and especially finan-
cial literacy, enhances effective usage of mobile money
(Demirgüc-Kunt et al., 2018; Howell, 2012; Klapper et
al., 2020; Suri & Jack, 2011). In 2021, only 37% of all
Afghans above the age of 15 were literate, while poverty
in Afghanistan was highly prevalent (World Bank, 2021).
Research found that a higher level of education en-
hances awareness and adoption of mobile money ser-
vices. Furthermore, female involvement in enterprises,
finances, and decision-making increases this likelihood
(Guchuki & Mulu-Mutuku, 2018; Suri & Jack, 2016).
Hence, the low level of education paired with little to
no financial resources to foster education does not in-
crease the uptake of mobile money services. Conse-
quently, M-Paisa adoption was not enhanced by these
socioeconomic factors.

According to Fatima Popal, education was the biggest
obstacle for M-Paisa, confirming this claim. Even though
trainings and workshops were implemented, she under-
scored that due to different education levels, especially
in rural areas,

“the teaching of the usage was already al-
most too much. If someone was not able

to read or write, explaining to them [how]
to use the voice interactive service was very
difficult.” (F. Popal, personal communication,
April 14, 2022).

Additionally, a worldwide gender gap is present with
mobile money usage, also applicable to Afghanistan
(Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2018; Hess et al., 2021; Lee et al.,
2022). Reasons for this are multifold in Afghanistan such
as “in some of the families only the men owned a phone,
which was most common in the rural areas versus in
the cities” (F. Popal, personal communication, April 14,
2022). Financial inclusion refers to equal ownership and
usage of financial services by men and women; Klap-
per, however, points out that “Afghanistan [...] is one
of the countries where men are 4-5 times more likely to
own a mobile phone than women. Hence, women will
be left behind at the starting gate if they do not have
access.” (L. Klapper, personal communication, April 12,
2022). She extenuates the structural issues present in
Afghanistan linked to unequal gender access to mobile
phones and therefore M-Paisa adoption.

Moreover, female interaction with unknown males in
the form of M-Paisa agents is problematic due to reli-
gious and cultural factors (Howell, 2012). Klapper et al.
(2020) conducted a study in Bangladesh, where women
were increasing their bank machine usage but not mo-
bile money. The reason for this was that:

“Women were uncomfortable giving a male
agent their mobile phone number to activate
their account and hence, refrained from us-
ing the service fully. The chance/risk of be-
ing harassed was too high to engage with the
agents. This is a huge barrier but at the same
time a great chance for more inclusive mo-
bile money” (L. Klapper, personal communi-
cation, April 12, 2022).

Given Klapper’s synthesis from her research in
Bangladesh, it is possible that similar factors pre-
vent women from participating in mobile money in
Afghanistan, given the gender inequalities that persist.
M-Paisa attempted to increase the number of female
agents to circumvent obstacles linked to gender. Never-
theless, to what extent gender influenced M-Paisa usage
cannot be deduced due to a lack of research.

Furthermore, since 99.7% of the population identi-
fied as Muslim, the religious influence of Islam on mo-
bile money in the form of Islamic Finance in Afghanistan
had to be incorporated by M-Paisa. Islamic Finance out-
lines financial practices in accordance with Sharia, the
Islamic law. This mainly concerns risk-sharing in invest-
ments. Investors are rather co-owners instead of cred-
itors, taking on any losses and profits. Islamic Finance
objects to certain common financial practices involving
investments in sectors such as the alcohol or arms in-
dustry, and the charging of interest since this creates
wealth for the lender from capital only. In 2017, 14%
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of Afghans indicated that they did not have any type
of account at a financial institution due to religious rea-
sons, pointing towards voluntary financial exclusion as
a cause of financial services not incorporating Sharia
law into their practices. M-Paisa’s transaction fees are
sometimes mistaken for interest rates, which have led to
issues with Islamic Finance compliance (Hanif, 2016; “M-
Money Channel Distribution Case - Afghanistan”, n.d.;
World Bank, 2017).

Consequently, the interplay of these socioeconomic
factors negatively influenced M-Paisa dispersion. Fatima
Popal underlines this by comparing socioeconomic fac-
tors in Kenya to Afghanistan: “The levels of Afghanistan
versus Kenyan levels were very different. While we
did take M-Pesa’s framework and remodel[ed] it for
Afghanistan, there was a lot more that needed to be
done in Afghanistan due to its stage of development.”
(F. Popal, personal communication, April 14, 2022).
Ultimately, this showcases that Afghanistan’s mobile
money expansion did not develop as fast and easily as
it was the case in Kenya.

5.3.6 Active versus Registered Mobile Money
Users in Afghanistan

Understanding the behavior of mobile money users
is vital to evaluate the success of a mobile money sys-
tem. As Hamdan et al. (2021) have pointed out, not all
registered users are active users. When an individual
acquires a registered phone number, network providers
operating mobile money systems simultaneously create
a mobile money account. Hence, the amount of mobile
money users possibly distorts the dimensions of mobile
money usage. As seen in Figure 7, a large gap is visible
between registered and active users of mobile money
services in Afghanistan.

Figure 7: Registered and active mobile money users per
1000 adults in Afghanistan Note: Data points were re-
trieved from the Financial Access Survey from the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (2021)

Firstly, this gap has been changing strongly from
year to year without an indicated reason, perhaps due

to the incoherence and difficulty of obtaining data in
the country. Secondly, a stark reduction of active and
registered users has been reported in 2019, resulting in
2.53 active and 2.53 registered users per 1000 adults
in Afghanistan (International Monetary Fund, 2021). The
fact that the numbers are identical could be another in-
dicator of a lack of detailed data sets.

While no reason for the extreme reduction in trans-
actions after 2018 has been provided in the literature,
a possible explanation is that in 2019 a high number of
telecommunication towers were destroyed by the Tal-
iban and other insurgent groups. As Tolo News, the
largest media channel in Afghanistan reported, over 220
towers were demolished within the year 2019 (Nikzad,
2019). Due to Afghanistan’s mountainous landscape,
the density of cell towers has to be higher to provide
coverage. Without any functioning cell towers due to de-
struction in the M-Paisa user’s environment, no usage is
possible (Howell, 2012). If no reachability of the service
is guaranteed, expansion is harder, since users expect
accessibility at all times. Only if the benefits of M-Paisa
in comparison to Hawala are guaranteed, M-Paisa has
an advantage on the market (F. Popal, personal commu-
nication, April 14, 2022).

Another aspect linked to the decrease in active mo-
bile money users is the scope of the agent network in
Afghanistan. For M-Paisa to function, it is paramount
for the service to be present in the form of agents. A
lack of M-Paisa agents reduces the possibility for users
to access the service and be active (Evans & Pirchio,
2015). According to data by Roshan from November
2021, there were 1,011 M-Paisa agents in Afghanistan,
but barely any agents in rural regions. The current liq-
uidity crisis in Afghanistan decreased the availability of
cash further, since the DAB has no access to the interna-
tional banking system following the Taliban takeover in
September 2021 (“Afghanistan: Economic Roots of the
Humanitarian Crisis”, 2022; F. Popal, personal commu-
nication, November 16, 2021). This not only decreases
the impact of M-Paisa but limits the understanding of
participation and its effect on the mobile money system
(Aron, 2018; Hamdan et al., 2021).

5.3.7 Importance of Scale

For mobile money providers to be profitable, scale is
necessary (Cobert et al., 2012; Donovan, 2012). Firstly,
being profitable is important to sustain independence,
for example, if grants by, e.g., governments or inter-
national investors end. Secondly, profit is required for
investments in new technologies (Osafo-Kwaako et al.,
2018). While M-Paisa was funded partially through for-
eign aid, reaching scale is vital for its continuation and
development when these funds stop, which is the case
since the Taliban came to rule in 2021 (Howell, 2012;
Malikzada, 2022).

Martin Cihak emphasizes that “especially the Hawala
broker system had a great influence on the expansion
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of mobile money, making it harder for M-Paisa to gain
scale in the country compared to some East African
countries”, indicating the challenges of M-Paisa within
the Afghan market due to lower demand because of
Hawala’s presence (Brown, 2014; M. Cihak, personal
communication, April 1, 2022).

Evans and Pirchio (2015) support the view that mo-
bile money systems need to reach a certain number of
users (critical mass) in a given time frame for the ser-
vice to be successful, arguing the greater the improve-
ment for individuals through the usage of the service,
the higher the number of users. Afghanistan’s fluctua-
tion in user growth and number of transactions (see Fig-
ure 3) shows that the critical mass was not reached for
exponential growth to take place. Internal documents
provided by Fatima Popal substantiate that M-Paisa has
not been profitable since its launch and is currently sus-
tained through profits made by Roshan (F. Popal, per-
sonal communication, November 26, 2021). As a result,
M-Paisa’s lack of scale contributed to the comparably
low number of users throughout the country, handicap-
ping further investments.

5.4 Digression: Mobile Money in Kenya -
Factors of Success

To be able to classify M-Paisa’s disappointing results,
it is useful to take a look at M-Pesa in Kenya: a mo-
bile money system that has set a benchmark for sys-
tems elsewhere. The mobile money system experienced
unique rapid growth through high adoption rates and ac-
tive usage (Suri & Jack, 2011). Two years after its launch,
M-Pesa recorded 7.7 million users, over 10 000 agents,
and 65% of households using the service in 2009 (Suri
& Jack, 2011, 2016). The critical mass was reached
fast and allowed for scale, expansion, and profitability
(Brown, 2014; Creemers et al., 2020; Evans & Pirchio,
2015; Muthiora, 2015).

At the time of M-Pesa’s launch in 2007, high demand
for a convenient, fast, and safe method of money trans-
fer was present since 58% of the Kenyan population was
transferring money by hand the year before (Camner
et al., 2012). Moreover, no dominant informal money
transfer network was in place to compete with the ser-
vice, as was the case with Hawala in Afghanistan. In
2007, Kenya displayed a well-functioning infrastructure,
a 72% literacy rate of adults above the age of 15, and a
mobile phone penetration of 48 out of 100 people hav-
ing a subscription (Suri & Jack, 2011; World Bank, 2021).
Lower rates of violence supported mobile money adop-
tion instead of impeding it because a safer transfer and
savings platform were beneficial to the users given reli-
able accessibility (Blumenstock et al., 2021; Suri & Jack,
2011).

While there was no regulation in place before
the launch of M-Pesa, the central bank actively sup-
ported M-Pesa by providing enabling regulations and

a legal framework fostering M-Pesa adoption. Their
score of 79.24 on the MMRI, which is comparable with
Afghanistan’s score of 78.81, correlates with the high
number of transactions in contrast to Afghanistan. Thus,
the outcome of M-Paisa is attributable to exogenous fac-
tors, instead of to the robustness of M-Pesa’s framework
(Bahia & Muthiora, 2019). Moreover, Kenyans were fa-
miliar with basic technologies facilitating the adoption
and usage of the digital service (“M-Money Channel Dis-
tribution Case - Kenya”, n.d.).

Furthermore, M-Pesa was launched by Safaricom, the
largest mobile network provider in Kenya with a 77%
market share (Aron, 2018; “M-Money Channel Distribu-
tion Case - Kenya”, n.d.; Suri & Jack, 2011). Hence, a
higher number of users of the same system were guar-
anteed, coupled with the option to send payments to
non-M-Pesa users. Therefore, the convenience of mo-
bile money was guaranteed (M. Cihak, personal com-
munication, April 1, 2022). Additionally, 35% of Safari-
com is owned by the Kenyan state, suggesting a gener-
ally positive attitude to the expansion of mobile money
(“M-Money Channel Distribution Case - Kenya”, n.d.).
This is a stark contrast to Afghanistan, where Roshan’s
share, even though it was the largest mobile operator,
was much smaller and the market was divided into four
main operators. In addition, since mobile providers in
Afghanistan are linked to prominent families, adoption
of services depends on the owner’s ethnic or religious
background. This operated as a barrier to the growth of
mobile money (Brown, 2014; F. Popal, personal commu-
nication, April 14, 2022).

General consensus in the literature is that the ag-
gregator model of mobile money agents strongly en-
hanced M-Pesa’s success. This model outsourced agent
recruitment to a restricted number of M-Pesa agents,
which were employed directly by Safaricom. This al-
lowed faster growth of the agent network, using the
regional knowledge of the Safaricom agents to recruit
trusted sub-agents within the communities (Camner et
al., 2009). The importance of an expansive agent net-
work becomes apparent in Suri and Jack’s (2016) anal-
ysis, which found that poverty reduction and extreme
poverty in Kenya were linked to higher mobile money
agent accessibility. However, due to the restricting con-
ditions set by the Afghan Central Bank, this model could
not be introduced in Afghanistan, impeding agent net-
work expansion (“M-Money Channel Distribution Case -
Afghanistan”, n.d.).

When asked if Popal believed that M-Paisa’s poor us-
age is due to a possible lack of robustness in the frame-
work mirroring M-Pesa in Kenya, she replied:

“[It is] definitely country-specific. Due to
education, government, technology, cover-
age, phone coverage, marketing, advertis-
ing. The levels of Afghanistan versus Kenyan
levels were very different. While we did
take M-Pesa’s framework and remodel it
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for Afghanistan there was a lot more that
needed to be done in Afghanistan due to
its stage of development” (F.Popal, personal
communication, April 14, 2022).

Klapper substantiates Popal’s argument by remarking
that

“I perceived mobile money to just take off in
Afghanistan. Crime and safety have a unique
influence in Afghanistan since it is safer to
store your money outside of the home than
inside and traveling with cash is very dan-
gerous. This is why it took off in Somalia
and other conflict zones because it provides
a greater degree of safety.” (L. Klapper, per-
sonal communication, April 12, 2022).

In addition, Martin Cihak asserts that M-Paisa did
have “life-changing potential” but acknowledges at the
same time that “Afghanistan has always been complex,
even before the second Taliban reign” (M. Cihak, per-
sonal communication, April 1, 2022).

6 Discussion

6.1 Policy Suggestions

Resulting from the research for this study, policy sug-
gestions for M-Paisa could be made. Firstly, an increase
of female mobile money agents could contribute to a
more widespread usage, and secondly, introducing an
integrated mobile money platform in Afghanistan would
reduce inefficiencies and improve the scale of the ser-
vice. Since M-Paisa has been struggling to gain scale,
these findings should encourage further research into
the mobile money system in Afghanistan.

6.1.1 The Importance of Female Agents

A common theme identified by interview partners
Leora Klapper and Fatima Popal is a greater effort to fos-
ter financial inclusion. As Buvinic and O’Donnel (2019),
Demirgüç-Kunt et al. (2018) and Howell (2012) argue,
women face greater challenges when accessing finan-
cial services and taking advantage of economic oppor-
tunities. Thus, female agents, which enable female-to-
female interactions, have to become an integral part of
the mobile money agent network, which needs to be in-
cluded in the framework.

The fact that women have refrained from registering
for a mobile money account due to fear of harassment
from male agents is far-reaching and underlines the im-
portance of female agents. Leora Klapper calls attention
to this since she believes that “[gender] inclusiveness is
a very large barrier for mobile money in Afghanistan” (L.
Klapper, personal communication, April 12, 2022). With
higher prevalence of female agents, religious hurdles

such as interactions between unknown men and women
could be surmounted. Furthermore, access to economic
opportunities for women is hampered by conservative
values stemming from the prevalence of religious ex-
tremism in Afghan society (Rahman, 2018).

Studies have concluded that female-headed house-
holds allocate more resources to children or goods that
improve their well-being such as nutritious foods than
male-headed households, though education and urban
or rural residency impact the amount of resources being
allocated. Moreover, women tend to invest more of their
time towards the upbringing of a child within the house-
hold than men (Bose-Duker et al., 2020; Caiumi & Per-
ali, 2015; Duflo & Udry, 2004). Thus, if greater female
usage of mobile money with the help of female agents
can be achieved, the feats for poverty reduction result-
ing from financial inclusion could be enhanced. This
link is based on the positive effect of M-Pesa usage in
Kenya which was able to reduce the extreme poverty
level (Suri & Jack, 2016).

Even though female agents were employed in
Afghanistan, this was not on a general basis, as Fatima
Popal explains:

“Female agents were project-specific, espe-
cially for MFIs where all of them were women
and the trust was larger. [...] However, it was
harder to find women available as agents
as well as women using M-Paisa due to a
lack of education and career opportunities”
(F. Popal, personal communication, April 14,
2022).

This neither encourages nor opposes a larger share
of female agents in mobile money systems such as
M-Paisa. It rather outlines the unique hurdles in
Afghanistan (e.g. education, recruitment, and imple-
mentation) that interfered with more extensive female
involvement. Nevertheless, it suggests that more fe-
male agents could facilitate female integration in finan-
cial decision-making by reducing the threshold for fe-
males to use M-Paisa in Afghanistan.

6.1.2 The Integrated M-Paisa Platform in
Afghanistan

Another aspect brought up by Fatima Popal is the
importance of interlinking different telecommunication
providers and their mobile money services. Following
M-Paisa’s launch, other telecommunications companies
initiated their own mobile money products. While they
did not reach the size of M-Paisa, they are competitors in
the market. However, the various providers do not allow
for transfers between the different systems. This causes
inefficiencies and hampered accessibilities in the mar-
ket, reducing consumer satisfaction and convenience.

Since mobile money in Afghanistan was not primar-
ily promoted to create new financial products for private
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companies, but rather to reduce the share of the un-
banked population in Afghanistan and to offer safer and
more accessible transaction and savings options, an in-
tegrated platform should be created to increase the ben-
efits for development. Fatima Popal stresses its neces-
sity by emphasizing that:

“In order for this to excel more, all the tele-
com companies need to work together. They
need to use the integrated platform that was
created for them. The government needs
to be on the same page and accept M-
Paisa/mobile money for the transparent sys-
tems it does create” (F. Popal, personal com-
munication, April 14, 2022).

Additionally, Popal remarks that “many of the [inter-
national development] organizations do not know about
M-Paisa which needs to be changed for them to use the
service to distribute their salaries via this product” (F.
Popal, personal communication, April 14, 2022). Lit-
tle awareness and support by the government has not
scaled M-Paisa enough in the last years to be used in
new sectors within the country. However, this is nec-
essary for it to be dispersed on a greater level and be-
come essential for more Afghans. In line with previous
suggestions, mobile money expansion is more viable
the greater the scale (Cobert et al. 2012; Evans & Pir-
chio, 2015). Currently, favoritism towards the traditional
banks is halting more companies to use M-Paisa for ac-
tivities like salary disbursements even though the ser-
vice offers high transparency and thus is better at com-
bating corruption. At best, policy-makers should keep
these specific suggestions in mind that have been de-
termined to have potential in facilitating and increasing
M-Paisa’s usage and success.

6.2 Limitations

While the case study of Afghanistan offers great
insight into the problems mobile money systems en-
counter in fragile countries, limitations are apparent
and need to be addressed. Firstly, the majority of this
paper analyzes a loose time frame between 2008 and
2019. This time frame was characterized by relative
stability in terms of governance and development but
had constantly high levels of violent events, conflict,
poverty, and corruption. However, the Taliban takeover
in September 2021 has caused great turmoil and fear
among the international community that attempts for
development and stability in the country will be demol-
ished. This ranges from improving educational levels
and human rights advocacy, especially for women, to
basic infrastructure development and economic projects
with international partners (Malikzada, 2022; Padshah &
Goldbaum, 2022; Zucchino & Padshah, 2022).

The effect of the Taliban rule on mobile money is not
clear yet. Information is either inaccessible or has not
been recorded. Since international funding was cut off

after September 2021, M-Paisa has been struggling to
sustain itself due to a lack of profitability. If M-Paisa does
not experience significant growth and if international
funding will not be reinstated, the future of M-Paisa is
not guaranteed. To what extent Sharia law will impact
the usage of the service is unclear as well. The Taliban
did not interfere previously with mobile money expan-
sion, usage or M-Paisa directly, which could suggest lit-
tle influence on its usage (F. Popal, personal communi-
cation, April 14, 2022). A larger issue is that M-Paisa has
to ensure that its service will not be abused for illegal
transactions. Only if it will be able to continuously oper-
ate and monitor activity in the whole country, can this
be guaranteed.

Nevertheless, the potential for FinTech and develop-
ment in low-income countries is high. Tommaso Mancini-
Griffoli argued that by decreasing the cost of transac-
tions, the cost of access is decreasing and, in return,
this increases reachability. Hence, FinTech would al-
ter the financial sector in any case (T. Mancini-Griffoli,
personal communication, April 30, 2022). Another as-
pect is that due to data insufficiency, clear causalities
and trends were not able to be determined. While Fa-
tima Popal offered essential insight into country-specific
aspects, greater exposure to first-hand sources such
as employees at M-Paisa and users of M-Paisa would
have strengthened the analysis. This has obstructed an
extensive future outlook for M-Paisa in this study. To
verify the reasons for the low levels of M-Paisa usage
and transactions in comparison to Kenya with more cer-
tainty, more consistent, accessible, comparable, and in-
depth data sets need to be compiled.

This applies also to the effect of the COVID-19 pan-
demic on Afghanistan and its mobile money services.
As the World Development Report 2022 analyzed, the
pandemic led to a stark increase in digital transactions
and uptake of digital financial services. However, re-
gional discrepancies exist. Data from Pakistan, a coun-
try neighboring Afghanistan, indicates that the higher
uptake of digital financial services is most prevalent in
urban areas with individuals possessing financial liter-
acy (World Bank, 2022). How the pandemic affected
digital financial services in Afghanistan is not yet doc-
umented, highlighting the necessity for additional re-
search.
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7 Conclusion

Mobile money has shown to be a driver for financial
inclusion in politically fragile countries where traditional
financial infrastructure has not been effective. Kenya’s
M-Pesa system has highlighted the potential achieve-
ments mobile money can unravel for greater usage of fi-
nancial services, poverty reduction, and financial stabil-
ity. The case of Afghanistan, on the other hand, has em-
phasized another key understanding: the importance
of incorporating country-specific conditions into the re-
spective mobile money systems. While Afghanistan’s M-
Paisa system initially experienced growth, the expansion
and rate of transactions have not reached the level of M-
Pesa, even though the same framework was used.

Concluding from the literature review and expert in-
terviews, the framework of M-Pesa has been deemed ro-
bust (O’Rourke, 2007). It entails a sturdy system and
provides a strong set of regulations that enable mobile
money growth. The low level of M-Paisa prevalence
can therefore rather be attributed to country-specific
factors that hindered the wide adoption of the system.
The analysis suggests that there were multiple counter-
vailing, exogenous factors. These were the low tech-
nological development and infrastructure, lack of trust
in financial institutions, socioeconomic factors, a con-
stantly high level of violence, lack of scale, and com-
petition with the Hawala network. The framework was
not able to account for these inhibiting factors alone.
While mobile money as a tool to foster economic devel-
opment creates potential for leapfrogging, in the case
of Afghanistan, the extreme nature of the country ob-
structed reaping the benefits of greater financial inclu-
sion through mobile money.

The issues identified hampering the expansion of M-
Paisa can be applied to other regions with similar condi-
tions and important lessons can be drawn from M-Paisa
in Afghanistan. Yet, the drastic and country-specific so-
cial, cultural, and development factors do not allow for
generalizations.

Consequently, this paper contributes to the under-
standing of mobile money in Afghanistan, the country-
specific issues impeding expansion, and the differences
in comparison to M-Pesa in Kenya. It outlines recom-
mendations for future research and policy-makers such
as the importance of female agents and using an inte-
grated platform for all mobile money providers, which
can be helpful to other countries with similar issues of
gender inequality in FinTech usage.
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Abstract

This study aims to answer how the Argentinian diaspora in Europe narrates their identity in relationship to their shared
traumatic past. The latter concerns the political oppression of the last military dictatorship and the advent of the de-
saparecidos. This research is based on a theoretical background of socio-cultural trauma and collective memory and
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1 Introduction

“Not scars. They really are open wounds, not
scars. Why? Because when you’re still look-
ing for an answer that does not arrive, the
scar can never form”.
– Valentina (52, Argentine living in Italy)

Since its independence from Spanish colonial rule
in 1810, Argentina’s history has been demarcated by
civil wars, dictatorships, and state repression. The most
recent violent period was the military dictatorship un-
der the generals Videla, Viola, and Galtieri, which took
place between 1976 and 1983 (Romero, L. A. & Bren-
nan, 2013). A fundamental characteristic of this au-
tocracy is the scale and means of political repression,
which marked history as the case of the desapareci-
dos. The “disappeared”, political opponents that acted
against the regime both as members of armed guerril-
las or as civil resistance, involve 30,000 Argentines that
were strategically abducted, subjugated, tortured, put
in “rehabilitation camps”, and mostly killed by their own
government (Robben, 2018). These atrocities resulted
in families desperately searching for their disappeared
relatives, mobilizing street protests, and re-organizing
in support groups such as the Mothers and Grandmoth-
ers of Plaza de Mayo (Vezzetti, 2003).

Understandably, these extreme events have had a
tragic impact on Argentinian society, leaving what many
scholars refer to as a “large-scale trauma” (Robben,
2018). What makes the Argentinian case particularly
relevant is how the events have been interpreted since
the end of the dictatorship in 1983. The survivors of
state violence and the relatives of the victims faced a
laborious succession of different narratives about what
had happened to them: from complete denial of the
events, to being recognized as justified war means,
to being acknowledged as state terrorism and finally
genocide two decades later. These different narratives
shaped Argentines’ memories and affected the way the
dictatorship is perceived and remembered today. In Ar-
gentina, the memory of the desaparecidos and of the
atrocities that took place is kept alive through memori-
als, monuments, national remembrance days, and other
civil society processes. However, for the Argentines
who do not live in their home country anymore collec-
tive memories are harder to access, therefore individ-
ual memory takes on a different role as the main bearer
of recollections and is therefore a fundamental definer
of national identity. Whilst a significant body of litera-
ture analyzes the working mechanisms of collective re-
membrance in Argentina, almost no research has been
conducted around the role that these events play in the
shaping of Argentines’ identity, especially when living
abroad.

In this research, memory – and the way narrative op-
erates through it – will be the conceptual tool to study
the way the Argentinian diaspora in Europe recounts

their history. The following research question will be ex-
plored: How does the Argentinian diaspora in Europe
narrate their identity in relationship with their shared
traumatic past?

This study provides an insight on how large-scale vi-
olence impacts entire societies; not only beyond the ge-
ographical area where the events took place, but also
beyond the time of the events, as almost four decades
have passed since the dictatorship ended. Such a
pushed-forward view is fundamental for understanding
how collective trauma is constructed in collective mem-
ory and how it models identities; a topic which, in the
Argentinian case, has been long ignored in the social sci-
ences literature. This research’s impact extends to the
societal level, as Argentines’ voices and stories about
their country’s history are often silent in Europe, where
the events concerning the desaparecidos are not com-
monly discussed. Additionally, this study includes the
diaspora’s opinions on Argentina’s approach to transi-
tional justice, such as about the National Commission
on the Disappeared (CONADEP) and the trials of the mil-
itary junta, which are essential for estimating the long-
term effects of such provisions on the targeted popula-
tion.

The content of this research can be separated into
two sections: a historic-theoretical section and a qual-
itative study. Firstly, the paper will present the histor-
ical context of the dictatorship and its developments,
followed by the theoretical account that I used as a de-
parture point for my qualitative study. The subsequent
section outlines the narratives regarding the political op-
pression that emerged in Argentina after 1983, based
on the works of Antonius C.G.M. Robben (2018), which
are used as an analytical base for the qualitative study.
A description of the qualitative study follows, and its
methodology and analysis are set forth, together with
a final discussion and conclusion.

1.1 A Brief Synopsis of Argentinian Po-
litical History

To understand the socio-cultural context in Ar-
gentina, it is fundamental to step back and make sense
of the historical succession of political struggles and of
the social issues that derived from them. Argentina
gained independence from colonial rule in 1810, as the
product of a brutal anti-colonial war. The process of
independence, however, did not result in a peaceful
and well-adjusted society. Instead, civil wars between
the central government in Buenos Aires and peripheral
rebels continued for 40 years (Robben, 2018, p. 6).
Argentina finally found prosperity in the late twentieth
century, but Buenos Aires soon became a center of ex-
ploitation for migrant workers who left Europe to escape
poverty after the First World War. The resulting civil dis-
content turned into strikes and riots that were violently
repressed; 34 striking workers were killed in 1919 by
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law-enforcement units during what is known as La Se-
mana Trágica, which translates to “The Tragic Week”
(Romero and Brennan, 2013, p. 32). From this mo-
ment onwards, political oppression as a standard modus
operandi never left Argentinian society and continued
even after the end of the last military dictatorship in
1983. Three major periods of military authoritarian-
ism characterize Argentinian history. The first military
regime took over in 1930 and ended in 1945, when Juan
Domingo Perón was elected president. Perón presented
himself as the savior of the working class, but soon be-
came a more authoritarian and controversial figure. In-
deed, the first disappearances ever documented in Ar-
gentina happened during his rule: in 1946, five detained
political opponents were distributed between different
police stations, and their custody was publicly denied
by the officers (Robben, 2018, p. 7). Such methods
would become the norm in the 1970s, when under the
generals Videla, Viola, and Galtieri, 30 thousand politi-
cal opponents met the same fate and became the often-
called ‘ghostly figures’ now known as the desapareci-
dos. Perón’s first term was halted by a military coup in
September 1955, which followed the bombing of Plaza
De Mayo in June 1955, where the Navy caused hundreds
of civilian casualties (Portugheis, 2015). Perón conse-
quently left the country in exile. During the second
military regime, rebellious Peronist groups composed
the political opposition and tried organizing in guerril-
las, which were immediately met with oppression. More-
over, the Peronist groups did not constitute a unitary op-
position, but instead were divided into the left-wing rev-
olutionary Peronists – affiliated with the newborn Marx-
ist People’s Revolutionary Army (ERP) – and the right-
wing orthodox Peronists. The prominent street protests
and wide-spread discontent succeeded in pushing the
military junta to organize elections in 1973, which re-
sulted in victory for the Peronist Party, and Héctor Cám-
pora became president (Romero and Brennan, 2013, p.
125). However, the new political situation did not set-
tle, and the internal conflict grew more violent by the
left-wing Peronist guerrilla Movimiento Peronista Mon-
tonero, also known as the Montoneros, and other right-
wing armed groups that were supported by labor unions
and some military officers. Perón came back from his
exile in October 1973 and ruled until his death in July
1974. His wife, Isabel Martinez de Perón, took power
but her administration was characterized by a domes-
tic turmoil caused by rising violence between the rebel
groups (Romero and Brennan, 2013, p. 204). The situ-
ation escalated until, on March 24 1976, the junta con-
ducted the third coup, and general Videla became the
head of state, followed by generals Viola and Galtieri,
who ruled until 1983. The regime justified its meth-
ods in coming to power by citing the previous political
unrest of the country and established the following ob-
jectives for the dictatorship: remove the varied revolu-
tionary movement, bring economic prosperity, and ren-
ovate society entirely through the “Process of National

Reorganization” (Proceso de Reorganización Nacional),
which aimed at instituting democracy and protecting Ar-
gentinian culture and religious Christian values (Robben,
2005, pp. 171-189). It is relevant to this research to
note how the junta pinpointed and identified a range
of ideological and cultural norms as representative of
“Argentinianness”. Moreover, the inclusion of religious
morals and principles in the military’s self-justification
shows how religion was instrumentalized, becoming a
strong and legitimizing force for political action.

This section provided the background needed to un-
derstand the socio-political context in which the last mil-
itary dictatorship was situated in Argentina. Moreover, it
introduced the main actors involved in the struggles dur-
ing and after the dictatorship. The next section outlines
the mechanisms and tools of state repression employed
by the junta between 1976 and 1983.

1.2 What happened to the desapareci-
dos?

As the word desaparecido will be widely used in this
study, it is fundamental to make clear what the term in-
dicates, and the experiential meaning it entails. Most
desaparecidos were active political opponents to the
junta, but many were also civilians who had little to no
ties with opposition groups (Robben, 2018).

In 1976, shortly before the third coup took place, the
Vice-Admiral Luis Maria Mendía told the following words
to his officers:

“We shall act with civilian clothing, in quick
operations, intense interrogations, practices
of torture and physical elimination by means
of operations in aircraft from which, during
the flight, the living and the narcotized bod-
ies of the victims will be thrown into the air,
thus giving them ‘a Christian death’” (Feier-
stein, 2006, p. 152).

Mendía describes a technique widely used by the
junta during the 1976-83 dictatorship called “death
flights”. Navy Captain Scilingo, a controversial figure
that, in the early 2000s, gave important testimonies for
the reconstruction of the junta’s means of extermina-
tion and publicly referred to “death flights” as some of
junta’s most common means (Robben, 2018, pp. 110-
120). The crude image of the death flights is only one
way the military treated political opposition. This sec-
tion outlines what is currently known about the events
that characterized the detention of the desaparecidos.

Robben (2018) highlighted that since the last dic-
tatorship started, the commanders referred to political
antagonists as a “cancer of society” and a “disease”
that was infesting Argentina (p. 44). This discourse, as
Robben points out through quoting the works of Sontag
(1990), is a strong encouragement to violence and a jus-
tification of extreme means for solving such a pressing
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problem. Moreover, Robben continues, the exterminat-
ing goal of the military was prominently ideological, as
it implied the destruction of political beliefs and agency.
Robben (2018) claims the “battle had to be won on the
terrain of the human psyche”, and victory would be se-
cured when revolutionaries would be physically elimi-
nated and the survivors would abandon their political
ideals (p. 44).

A brief description of how the standard abductions of
civilians took place follows. Officers, as Mendía’s speech
mentioned, disguised as civilians would simply ring the
doorbell of the suspected citizens’ houses, and would
find their way in (Robben, 2005, pp. 223-228). The offi-
cers would then find the suspects, search them and their
houses, and proceed to torture them, often in front of
their family members, who were also the targets of vio-
lence. The victims were then blindfolded and brought
to a secret detention and torture center. Here, con-
victs were depersonalized: undressed, they were given
a number, and tied to a bed frame. Thrashings, humil-
iation, and sexual abuse were customary. Torture was
used to collect information about the guerrilla organi-
zations the victim belonged to and was carried out for
hours, even if it did not result in new information. Cap-
tives were also dehumanized, often called animals and
instructed to act like them. Traumatization was seen
as even more powerful than assassination, as it allowed
the regime to destroy a person’s mental capabilities and
sense of self, and to dismantle their political agency
(Robben, 2005, p. 211). Pregnant women were often
subjugated to forced abortion because of the physical
abuses. Another common practice was the torture of in-
fants, often in front of their parents. Many times, infants
would be taken from their parents and secretly given
in adoption to families of the junta. These acts were
clear displays of the military’s power over the citizens’
treasures, especially the emotional ones. Robben sug-
gests that the appropriation of detainees’ babies should
be understood as the seizure of a “war booty” (Robben,
2005, p .296). He also argues that this strategy was im-
plemented by the military to stop the adversary’s “so-
cial, emotional, and ideological reproduction” (Robben,
2018, p. 126).

The most famous example of these detention and
torture centers is the Escuela Superior de Mecánica de la
Armada, which detained a total of around four thousand
disappeared (ESMA, in English: Navy Mechanics School).
Here, the torture treatments produced either “harmless
citizens”, who were then released into society, or “re-
coverable patients”, who were then sent to the ESMA
rehabilitation program (Davis, 2013, p. 3). A similar
rehabilitation center was based in the Campo de Mayo
army base. Robben (2005) reports that the program’s
objective was to “desocialize” the captives from their
revolutionary worldview and “resocialize” them into the
regime’s ideals (p. 255). When entering the program,
inmates were given clothing and larger cells, and de-
pending on their behavior, some were assigned little

jobs, such as photographing the new detainees. Once
they had been effectively desocialized, for example by
having no emotional reaction to the torture of other
convicts, they passed on to the “unshackled” level (p.
255). The latter allowed them access to better food
and restrooms, and seldom even permission to go home
for the night. Seventy percent of the detainees in the
ESMA program were released after numerous psycho-
logical tests that would prove that the resocialization
took place.

It is important to point out that the political repres-
sion, despite the military’s claims, which are outlined
in the next paragraph, was systematic and premedi-
tated. There were an estimated 520 detention centers
throughout the whole country (Instituto Espacio para la
Memoria, 2007), although they all slightly differed in
modalities and treatment of their inmates. Moreover,
Montero (2019) argues the detention and torture cen-
ters were only the operational nodes of a larger organi-
zational structure. The latter also included semi-legal
sites that functioned alternatively as either “whiten-
ing spaces” (Montero, 2019, p. 72) (whitening – blan-
queamiento – is the process of bringing a person from a
clandestine and illegal place of confinement to another
one where there was a record of their detention, to de-
flect recording traces), detention centers where no tor-
ture was involved, or other institutions that aimed at le-
galizing detentions, such as the Penitentiary Unit 4 of
Villa Floresta.

The practices summarized were widely ignored and
denied for a long period, even as the dictatorship ended
in 1983 (Robben, 2018). Nevertheless, as the socio-
political situation in Argentina changed over the years,
the events of the dictatorship were slowly revealed and
gained attention in public discourse. The process that
caused this awareness to grow was convoluted and con-
troversial, since the emerging narratives often contra-
dicted the government’s. Moreover, the narratives var-
ied in their assignments of the roles of “good/righteous”
and “evil/morally wrong” to the actors involved. These
narratives will soon be described; however, it is funda-
mental to first present a theoretical understanding of
how this part of Argentinian history was scholarly inter-
preted in order to show the relevance of this historical
period.

2 Theoretical Framework

2.1 Collective Memory

In his extensive work on the country’s history and
society, Argentina Betrayed, Robben (2018) argues
that when the dictatorship ended in 1983, Argentina
emerged as a socio-culturally traumatized society. So-
cial trauma, he explains, implies the breaking of social
bonds, such as families having been separated, which
destroys the fundamental sense of collectivity and dam-
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ages the community’s harmony in terms of social and
political trust (Robben, 2018, p .34). Robben’s analy-
sis centers on feelings of trust and distrust, arguing that
fear operates through the latter, making trauma perme-
ate the texture of society. Argentines not only stopped
trusting each other, as they feared being reported as
political opponents even if they were innocent, but they
also lost trust in their authorities who for decades did not
recognize and downplayed their sufferings, even par-
doning the perpetrators of their agonies. Robben argues
that Argentina also faced cultural trauma: the group
consciousness, memories, and future identities were for-
ever marked by the violent events (Robbens, 2018, p.
35). Social and cultural trauma, he reasons, continu-
ously interact and interplay with each other, therefore
giving rise to socio-cultural trauma (p. 40).

Likewise, Edelman et al. (2003) analyzed the psy-
chosocial effects of Argentina’s mass trauma and of the
discourses that derived from it. They argue that the offi-
cers’ public denial of the events and the lack of informa-
tion about what happened to the disappeared furthered
frustration among the population. The authorities’ con-
tradictory behavior peaked when their denial was paired
with the insistence that the relatives of the desapareci-
dos should consider them dead. Yet, the families’ be-
reavement was hampered by the absence of dead bod-
ies or any physical evidence of their loss, and trauma-
processing kept being disturbed and deferred because
of the convoluted and de-legitimizing narratives that
were employed by the regime (Edelman et al., 2003, p.
144). These dynamics resulted in “catastrophic” socio-
political consequences, which

“have already been repeated in succeeding
generations as frustrated expectations of so-
cial justice gave away the widespread per-
sonal experiences of skepticism, alienation,
the loss of collective social values, and disil-
lusionment with the authorities” (p. 145).

Stockwell (2011) argued that the persisting ruptures
in Argentinian society are to a large extent due to
the public sharing of traumatic experiences by women
whose partners, children, or grandchildren were ab-
ducted and/or killed. She argues that emotional shar-
ing strengthens societal polarization, which has been
long characterized by antagonism between the victims
and perpetrators. Emotional sharing reinforces the trau-
matic character of the events, enhancing the hostility
toward those who are perceived as guilty of the atroci-
ties. Moreover, the author emphasizes the heavy pres-
ence that desaparecidos still occupy within the society,
like ghosts that haunt the population, making the act of
remembering tied to specific ideologies and political val-
ues (Stockwell, 2011). The different memorial cultures
have no space to evolve and merge when remember-
ing becomes a political act in an increasingly polarized
environment. Nevertheless, Stockwell also sees the po-
tential of emotional sharing as a bridge between the two

sides, as it blurs the borders between the self and oth-
ers.

Crenzel (2020) also uses the metaphor of ‘haunting
ghosts’ in relation to the desaparecidos and Argentinian
society. He argues that it is the institutionalization of a
“narrative of the horror” (for instance, through the es-
tablishment of the CONADEP truth commission, the trial
of the military juntas, and the memory sites) that gave
“citizenship status to the ghostly figure of the disap-
peared” (p. 263). He claims that the transitional jus-
tice 1 approaches were significantly inadequate, as they
assimilated these ghosts into the victim society to an ex-
treme level. Contrary to Robben’s perspective, Crenzel
argues that Argentinian society perceives itself as un-
connected to the violence, as all the blame is now pro-
jected onto the former regime and a sense of perpetu-
ated victimhood remains together with the ghostly fig-
ures of the desaparecidos, which hampers national ad-
vancement and social change.

In summary, the literature tends to associate the
events of the desaparecidos with the concepts of socio-
cultural and mass trauma, which are tightly related to
collective memory and narrative. It is important to see
how trauma took such a central role in the interpreta-
tion of such events and their consequences. Therefore,
a brief account on the recent prominence of the concept
of trauma in the social sciences follows, together with
an explanation of the relationship between trauma and
collective memory, which I took as the starting point for
this study and the qualitative part of this research.

2.2 Shared Trauma

Fassin and Rechtman’s The Empire of Trauma (2009)
is a comprehensive anthropological analysis of how
trauma gained increasing attention in the world of the
social sciences, not only in the field of psychiatry but
also in broader social contexts. The authors attribute
the beginning of the modern discourse around trauma
to the late 20th century. In 1980, the American Psychi-
atric Association published the third edition of the Diag-
nostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-
III), where for the first time the clinical condition of Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) was introduced in the
history of the DSM. Here, the first classifying criterion
was for the patient to have experienced a major stress-
ful occurrence, which would later induce symptoms of
distress. According to the Manual, no weak personal-
ity trait nor predisposition was needed – anyone could
be affected by PTSD – which is now understood as the
physiological reaction of any “ordinary person” who con-
fronted an “extraordinary event” (Fassin & Rechtman,
2009, p. 87). The publication of the DSM-III triggered

1The UN Security Council (2004) defines transitional justice as: “the
full range of processes and mechanisms associated with a society’s at-
tempts to come to terms with a legacy of large-scale past abuses, in
order to ensure accountability, serve justice and achieve reconcilia-
tion”.
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many controversies and critiques, initiating a “social re-
form” in the US psychiatric world (p. 85) as the fig-
ure of the “traumatized victim” was given unique impor-
tance. This created a new discourse that views trauma
as the most genuine authenticator and legitimizer of suf-
fering. Concurrently, the frequent association between
PTSD and veterans of the Vietnam war and the emerging
discoveries about the genocide of Jews in Europe made
the concept of trauma increasingly connected to collec-
tives and not only to individuals. These discourses made
“trauma the universal language of new politics of the in-
tolerable” (Fassin & Rechtman, 2009, p. 97), giving vio-
lence major social significance as a cause of long-term
sufferings at the micro- and meso-level. Whilst indi-
viduals remember their traumatic experiences through
personal memories, collective memory became recog-
nized as the mechanism of remembrance and process-
ing for entire groups and societies. Fassin and Recht-
man (2009) define collective memory as a “traumatic
relationship with the past in which the group identifies
itself as a victim through its recognition of a shared ex-
perience of violence” (p. 16). Therefore, the events that
are interpreted as collective traumas have the power to
construct a social group’s identity and self-perception.
Additionally, the authors argue, subjectivity and collec-
tivity are fundamentally complementary, as within the
collectiveness of the shared trauma individual suffering
is still central because it acts as a brick in the wall of col-
lective memory and bears concrete witness to the trau-
matic event (p. 18).

In his writing about how sociological theory has ap-
proached the concept of memory, Jedlowski (2001) uses
Halbwach’s concept of “social frameworks” (1975) –
which describe the socially-constructed structures that
give meaning and significance to memories – and adds
that they are spread and perpetuated through lan-
guage and discourse, which he calls “narrative prac-
tices” (Jedlowski, 2001, p. 34). The institutionalization
of such memories – through, for instance, commemo-
rative practices – gives space and legitimization to a
group’s self-expression, which contributes to creating
collective identity (more specifically, he talks about na-
tional identity) both symbolically and cognitively. Fol-
lowing the same logic, Kenvers (2016) argues that in-
dividual memories are formed according to the concep-
tual makeups and habits of the person’s group of be-
longing, which makes them tightly related to the nar-
rative adopted by the group itself. Therefore, individ-
ual and collective memories are interrelated and co-
constitutive.

A practical example of the interactions between col-
lective memory, trauma, and narrative is given by
Kaya’s (2018) study on how the Armenian diaspora in
Canada remembers the Armenian Genocide of 1915-
16. Although she observed different means of com-
memoration in her analysis, she points out that they all
share the same themes and narrative. These discourses
were reinforced by the creation of committees and orga-

nized manifestations, which strengthened and material-
ized transnational memories. What comes out of these
processes is the “impression of a singular experience of
Armenianness based on the collective memory of the Ar-
menian Genocide” (Kaya, 2018, p. 415). A shared past,
although more than a century old, is thus preserved
through collective memory and it cements the group’s
identity.

Building on this conceptual framework, this research
aims at discovering whether the Argentinian diaspora
in Europe holds on to their traumatic past in the same
way, what the prevalent narratives are that frame the
shared experiences, and what role they play in iden-
tity creation. The following paragraphs provide an ac-
count on the six main narratives around the events of
the desaparecidos in Argentinian society, as detected
and identified by the ethnographical work of Antonius
Robben (2018) on Argentina’s socio-cultural trauma de-
riving from its internal violence in the 20th century. Se-
crecy, denial, war discourse, state terrorism, and geno-
cide will be brought together to argue how they produce
and shape what Fassin and Rechtman (2009) call "col-
lective trauma". These discursive frames will be individ-
ually explained and used as a departure point to explore
how the Argentinian diaspora living in Europe adopts or
relates to them.

3 Narrating the desaparecidos

3.1 Secrecy: an inaccessible history

The phenomena of the disappearances justly caused
panic and fear for the relatives of the victims, who en-
gaged in desperate searches for their loved ones for
years, and often decades. Unfortunately, many of these
searches never resulted in clear answers to the rel-
atives’ questions: some found closure thanks to the
forensic exhumations of anonymous graves – which took
place from the mid 1980s and until the early 2000s
(Robben, 2018, pp. 137-123) – whilst others had to ac-
cept their unresolved losses, hovering between the ac-
knowledgment of death and the hope for a survived ex-
istence elsewhere. The first approach that the military
junta took in relation to their repressive techniques was
secrecy. Secrecy was the discourse that predominantly
framed the phenomenon of the desaparecidos through-
out the dictatorship, until the reports of the CONADEP
truth commission came out in 1984, which provided
proof of the illicit political repression (Robben, 2018, p.
113). Secrecy was bluntly kept in relation to the rela-
tives of the desaparecidos, as they turned to the police,
military, and administrative offices to report and inquire
about the missing persons and ask for their news. No
information was ever leaked to the civilians, who reg-
ularly had to face the fake ignorance of officers, the
false promises of future efforts to find their loved ones,
and the ignored requests of habeas corpus - requests to
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see the detainee’s conditions to prevent unlawful deten-
tion (p. 111). The junta’s secrecy, Robben argues, was
strategic for three main reasons: it withheld power from
the population, it reinforced military unity, and it pro-
tected the junta from accountability (p. 113). Secrecy,
however, failed as soon as signs of what happened be-
came evident, and denial gradually took over the mili-
tary’s narrative.

3.2 Complete Denial: negation as the
answer

The way the military junta employed the rhetorical
tool of denial changed over time and adjusted itself to
the changing climate that surrounded Argentinian so-
ciety in the years preceding and following the end of
the dictatorship. Cohen (2001) identified three phases
of how denial is usually handled in official discourse:
“literal (nothing happened); interpretative (what hap-
pened is really something else); and implicatory (what
happened is justified)” (p. 103). I will call the first
rhetorical approach of the junta “complete denial”, as
for an initial period, the junta did not even acknowl-
edge the fact that Argentinian citizens were disappear-
ing, which coincides with Cohen’s literal phase. Cohen’s
two other phases later produced the “dirty war” and the
“two demons theory” discursive frames, which will be
explored in upcoming paragraphs. Complete denial was
implemented when more and more complaints emerged
from Argentinian society, and people required an expla-
nation for the growing evidence that something illegiti-
mate was taking place. Initially, the officers blamed the
guerrilla groups and the right-wing death squads for the
abductions and the violence, arguing that those meth-
ods were not within the military’s operational schemes
(Robben, 2005, pp. 264-269). A clear example of com-
plete denial happened when the Inter-American Com-
mission on Human Rights (IACHR) visited the country
and conducted investigations in 1979: they reported
that between 1976 and 1979, thousands of people went
missing in the Argentinian territory (Robben, 2018, p.
116). The junta’s official response indicated that the
reported disappearances were merely a strategy em-
ployed by revolutionary groups, purposefully created by
the terrorist insurgents that went into hiding, who were
later reported missing or dead by their families (Govern-
ment of Argentina, 1980, p. 54).

Robben (2018) argues that denial is particularly
problematic as it “relegates experiences to the realm
of fantasy” (p. 54). Instead, people who faced such
intense and traumatizing events, both the victims and
the perpetrators, need universal recognition of the re-
ality of their lived experiences, and require them to
be integrated into individual and collective memory.
Moreover, Robben puts forward a noteworthy argument
that interprets the long-lasting denial by the military
as a mechanism of the overarching Argentinian socio-

cultural trauma (p. 53). Denying, and therefore not
recognizing the brutality that one has committed, is a
natural human response that attempts to downplays the
consequences of one’s own actions. Therefore, accord-
ing to Robben, denial was one of the symptoms of the
socio-cultural trauma reigning in Argentina after 1983,
and not just a rational strategy employed by the junta.

3.3 Guerra Sucia: just a “dirty war”?

It is impossible to identify one single cause for the
ending of the last Argentinian military dictatorship. Nev-
ertheless, it is recognized that the culmination of the
following factors played a decisive role: inefficient eco-
nomic policies, rising discontent and public demonstra-
tions due to the growing awareness around the vio-
lent political repression, and the military defeat of the
Falkland Islands against the United Kingdom (Romero &
Brennan, 2013). This cascade resulted in the establish-
ment of a transitory government in 1982, with General
Bignone as the head of state. In April 1983, Bignone
ordered and executed the destruction of all documen-
tation linked to the oppression, which later complicated
the investigative process taken over by the CONADEP
truth commission. During the Bignone administration,
the dirty war rhetoric gained more and more public
space. This narrative sees the events of the dictatorship
as belonging to a guerra sucia (Spanish for dirty war),
which the junta employed to liberate the country from
imminent threats to the national wellbeing and western
Christian values embodied by the revolutionary oppo-
nent groups, often referred to as “subversive” (Robben,
2018, p. 63). The discourse of guerra sucia still rejects
the claims that systemic repression was employed by
the military, but it recognizes that during the dictator-
ship the confrontation between military forces and guer-
rilla groups entailed violence and abuse. Excessive vio-
lence and abuses, however, are inevitable during war,
and violence knows no limit in such times of crises. The
dirty war narrative could be described as Cohen’s sec-
ond, interpretative, phase of denial, because it reasons
that the object of speculation is not really violent state
repression, but rather only a combination of natural con-
sequences of what a war entails.

The retired General Osiris Villegas argued that any
means are justified in war, as long as they weaken the
enemy while minimizing one’s own losses. He went on
to draw a parallel between Argentina’s case and the de-
struction caused by the atomic bombs dropped in Japan
during the Second World War (Villegas, 1990, p. 67).
Another intervention worth mentioning are the words of
General Díaz Bessone during an interview with Robbens
in 1989: “We haven’t violated the law of God. For me,
this is a just war because we weren’t the ones who at-
tacked” (Robben, 2018, p. 63). The National Commis-
sion on the Disappeared (CONADEP) was established in
December 1983 with the purpose of investigating how
the junta operated in the years of the dictatorship. The
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CONADEP found substantial evidence through visiting
former detention and torture centers, talking to sur-
vivors of the repression and relatives of the desapareci-
dos. In September 1984, the Nunca Más (“Never Again”)
report was published, representing the first methodi-
cal account of the repressive military operations openly
accessible to Argentines (Robben, 2018, p. 64). The
military, which by then was not in charge anymore, re-
acted by reiterating the dirty war discourse by arguing
that the junta had the “constitutional right and obliga-
tion to defend Argentina’s sovereignty” (Robben, 2018,
p. 117), and by denying that torture and premeditated
repressive means were ever employed.

In sum, the dirty war argument appealed to the ruth-
lessness of war, to the tragic nature of the historical mo-
ment, and to the constitutional duties of the junta as
the deliverer of order and prosperity. This narrative de-
veloped complementary to the two demons theory, as
both avoid the full acknowledgments of the misconducts
of the junta. However, the following analysis separates
the two because they differ in the distribution of blame
between the two parties involved.

3.4 The Two Demons Theory: equal ad-
versaries

President Raúl Alfonsín was the first elected presi-
dent after the dictatorship, coming to power in Decem-
ber 1983. The establishment of the CONADEP truth com-
mission was one of the first actions after his election.
Despite the important step towards national recovery
that the founding of CONADEP represented, the narra-
tive the Alfonsin administration pushed was still prob-
lematic in the way it portrayed the story around the de-
saparecidos. The two demons theory, arguably the most
prevalent during those years, seems to correspond with
Cohen’s (2001) implicatory phase of denial, as it justifies
the junta’s actions. The two demons narrative claims
that during the years of the dictatorship, the two parties
involved (military junta and subversive groups) in the
ongoing ruthless war (hence the direct connection with
the dirty war narrative) were equal in means, cruelty,
and fault. While the dirty war narrative leaves space for
the recognition of abuses from the military’s side, blam-
ing the factors mentioned above, the two demons the-
ory does not, and suggests that both sides were equally
driven by a moral compass.

When in 1984 the CONADEP report was published,
one of its most important conclusions was that many
of the disappeared were dead, but their bodies had not
been found yet because they were destroyed or dis-
mantled as part of the disappearance planned policy
(CONADEP, 1986, p. 233). The searching relatives of
the victims found this statement harrowing, as it de-
nied the possibility that any of the missing people could
still be alive, confirming that they were “dead yet unac-
counted for” (Robben, 2018, p. 64). Moreover, the pro-

logue of the report stated that the military reacted to
the opposition’s terrorist crimes with a stronger and cru-
eler terrorism than the one they were fighting against
(CONADEP, 1984, p. 1). Although this claim recog-
nized the imbalance of means that were employed, it
still stressed that the escalation of violence was caused
by both terrorist factions. Robben (2018) reasons that
the 1984 CONADEP report supported the two demons
theory, as it reinforced the narrative of two evils fight-
ing against each other, instead of victimizing one side
and condemning the other (p. 65). On a judicial level,
Alfonsín’s administration initiated a succession of tri-
als and amnesty laws, in the name of national rec-
onciliation, that fueled the two demons narrative. In
1985, the trials of nine commanders started, which was
seen to promote accountability and punitive justice, and
more prosecutions of the military immediately followed.
On the other hand, the prosecution of seven guerrilla
commanders also initiated an enactment which rein-
forced the two demons theory (Robben, 2018, p. 65).
Furthermore, Alfonsín’s recovery-oriented approach to
national reconciliation interpreted the trials, especially
those against the military, as a polarizing force that cre-
ated discontent in the military bodies and antagonized
the armed forces for the population. In December 1986,
the Congress approved the Ley de Punto Final (Full Stop
Law) which enforced a sixty-day limitation period over
more indictments, meaning no one else could be de-
clared guilty during that time. In June 1987, the Ley
de Obediencia Debida (Due Obedience Law) was imple-
mented: only high-ranking officers could be prosecuted
and only the crimes of theft, rape, and kidnapping of
infants could be indicted (Robben, 2018, p. 69). This
decision freed many of the officers who were already in-
dicted and caused public discontent, especially among
human rights organizations and searching relatives. The
president that followed Alfonsín, Carlos Saul Menem,
whose term lasted from 1989 to 1999, adopted the same
recovery-oriented policies and pardoned hundreds of
members of the military under prosecution, including
the Generals Viola and Videla, together with 277 mem-
bers of the resistance while arguing that it would result
in “national pacification” (Robben, 2018, pp. 69-70).
Robben explains the problematic aspect of the amnesty
laws by arguing “the assassinated-disappeared had be-
come negotiable losses by absolving the material au-
thors and sacrificing society’s right to redress, to bene-
fit democratic consolidation and social peace” (p. 213).
The two demons theory was short-lived as Argentines
became increasingly aware of the wrongdoings of the
junta and of the asymmetrical nature of the 1976-1983
conflict.

94



Capstone Issue Vol.19, 2022 Adriana Scribani

3.5 State Terrorism: blaming the mili-
tary

The finding and exhumation of mass graves and the
growing power gained by human rights groups, such
as the Mothers and Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo,
played a crucial role in the recognition of the traumatic
experiences of survivors and families of the desapare-
cidos. They had an important impact on the expansion
of the narrative that framed the junta’s crimes as state
terrorism. At the beginning of the twenty-first century,
state terrorism became the prevalent discursive frame,
and it found institutional recognition with the adminis-
tration of the fourth Argentinian president after the end
of the dictatorship: Néstor Kirchner, whose term took
place in the years 2003-2007. Kirchner shifted national
reconciliation policies from a general recovery-oriented
approach to loss-oriented accountability and recovery-
oriented memorialization (Robben, 2018, p. 217). Ley
de Punto Final and the Ley de Obediencia Debida were
annulled in 2005, after which posthumous human rights
trials were conducted. Between 2006 and 2016, the
number of accusations reached 2,436 (Robben, 2018,
p. 168). Meanwhile, the former guerrilla members re-
mained legally absolved. The discursive frame of state
terrorism gave validation to the lived experiences of the
Argentine people and was reinforced by the growing
body of evidence that was fueled over the years. In
2006, Eduardo Luis Duhalde, the secretary of human
rights, wrote a new preface for the CONADEP report
which overruled the previous two demons theory and
instead stressed that the junta operated through means
of state terrorism (Duhalde, 2017). Robben pointed out
that the narrative of state terrorism was already em-
ployed during the dictatorship by Argentines in exile liv-
ing abroad, who already recognized that the junta em-
ployed more violence than the rebel groups (Robben,
2018, pp. 70-71).

3.6 Genocide: a new frame

Fassin and Rechtman (2009) argued that the Holo-
caust in the modern era became the “paradigm” of col-
lective trauma (p. 18). Since it became interpreted
as the most extreme representation of violence, it ex-
emplified the “reference point” for any other episode
of mass violence. Over the years, a transnational dis-
course around victimhood became increasingly promi-
nent, and from 2005 onwards the term “genocide” was
introduced in Argentina to describe the 1976-83 events.
The genocide narrative was easily welcomed by sur-
vivors and relatives of the victims, human rights groups,
and social scientists. In 2007, the Revista de Estu-
dios sobre Genocidio (Journal of Genocide Studies) was
funded, which fueled the parallelism with the Argen-
tinian political repression and the persecution of the
Jews in Europe in the academic environment (Robben,
2018, p. 77). Many authors who researched about the

dictatorship classified its means as genocide (Bianchi,
2009; Caviglia, 2006; Cieza, 2009,). Important Argen-
tinian scholars are included in this list, such as the po-
litical scientist Pilar Calveiro (1998), and the sociologist
Daniel Feierstein (2006; 2008), whose analysis stressed
the systematic nature of the junta’s efforts for the an-
nihilation of its political opposition and the forced im-
position of their plan for national configuration. Never-
theless, the narrative of genocide also raised important
controversies. Firstly, the same years were also charac-
terized by the rising of voices from the new generation
that shed light on the violence inflicted by the guerilla
groups on the military, victimizing members of the junta
as well (Robben, 2018, p. 79). Secondly, authors such
as Vezzetti (2003) pointed out that there were discrep-
ancies between the events under the junta dictatorship
and what the term “Holocaust” entails. Vezzetti argued
that the victim group in Argentina was targeted because
of its political stance and its suspected or real actions,
instead of some intrinsic characteristic it belonged to,
such as religion or ethnicity, (Vezzetti, 2003, pp. 153-
164). Moreover, Robben argues that the genocide dis-
cursive frame transfers guilt from specific individuals
to a general collective, as the term “genocide” implies
the moral collusion of the entire society without lifting
the burden of responsibility from anyone (Robben, 2012,
pp. 311-312). The shared responsibility hinders national
reconciliation, and risks perpetuating the socio-cultural
trauma that the events caused within Argentinian soci-
ety. Nevertheless, historically speaking, the genocide
discursive frame is the most recent and probably the
one that answers the need for recognition of victimhood
that the Argentinian people have longed for for decades.
Moreover, it reflects what Fassin and Rechtman (2009)
would define as modern society’s growing gripped pre-
occupation with collective trauma and victimization.

Considering the difficult process of coping with this
trauma, it is important to look at personal perspectives
to understand how these overarching mechanisms are
reflected at the individual level. Argentina’s diaspora
in Europe is a relevant object of study as the physical
distance from their homeland complicates the dynamic
between collective memory, narratives, and individual
remembering.

4 Qualitative Research

4.1 Methodology

For the qualitative part of this research project, I con-
ducted semi-structured interviews with five Argentini-
ans currently living in Europe, with the exception of one,
who is now staying in Bali, Indonesia, but lived for nine
years in Norway and two years in the Netherlands. The
small sample was due to the limited time I could ded-
icate to this research, and to a lack of responsiveness
among the people I tried to contact. The selection crite-
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ria were: 1) participants had to be Argentines that lived
in Europe, 2) they had to be older than 40 years old, to
ensure exposure to the different narratives that devel-
oped in the country in the past decades.

The other participants currently live in the Nether-
lands or Italy. Three interviewees out of five were re-
cruited through personal contacts, whilst two of them
contacted me after I reached out for volunteers to be
interviewed in a Facebook group called “Argentines in
the Netherlands”. I posted an announcement in the
Facebook group mentioning that I was looking for Argen-
intes to interview and that the topic of my research in-
volved the desaparecidos. All interviews but one were
conducted online because of the physical distance be-
tween us or the impossibility to meet otherwise. All
participants were informed about my research question
at the beginning of their interviews. As anonymity and
respect for privacy of the data was assured to all par-
ticipants, I will here report their words and arguments
using pseudonyms. All interviews lasted between 60
and 90 minutes. Moreover, given the sensitive nature
of the topic of research, the participants were warned
about possible triggers and asked to answer only if com-
fortable. The questions of my interviews inquired the
participants’ first-person experiences with the political
oppression, the exposure to the different narratives ex-
plored in the first half of the research, and what role
their country’s history played on their lifestyle and so-
cial bonds once they moved abroad. The interviews
were carried out both in English and in Italian. The par-
ticipants’ pseudonyms and ages are: Pedro (43); Maria
(46); Juan (40); Valentina (52), and Carlos (69). Maria
and Valentina are currently living in Italy, and their in-
terviews were conducted in Italian. I did not translate
the interviews’ transcriptions for the data analysis, as I
could easily navigate the two languages simultaneously,
however, when I had to report their words in my find-
ings, I translated them while attempting to preserve the
participants’ jargon and figures of speech.

I had heard about the desaparecidos when I read
the book “Argentina Betrayed” by Robben (2018), the
main reference point of this research. Moreover, the
novel “Mothers and Shadows” by Marta Traba (1986)
made me dive deep into the history and personal chron-
icles of the desaparecidos. As a 21-year-old Italian stu-
dent living in the Netherlands who never experienced
such strong violent occurrences around her, I was aware
of my privileged position compared to people who in-
stead had to deal with constant political turmoil. More-
over, I feared that the age difference between me and
the interviewees would not make me a credible re-
searcher. Nevertheless, my worries were dismantled
once I started conducting the interviews: some of the
interviewees came from Italian descent and joked about
the similarities between our cultures, and our age differ-
ence made them sympathize with me as a young stu-
dent, instead of creating distance between us. Through
the data analysis I classified the interviews’ results into

five recurrent and significant themes, which will be out-
lined in the following paragraphs.

An important limitation of this study is my lack of a
direct experience in Argentina, as I have never been to
the country. This shortcoming makes my background
information about Argentinian history and its societal
impacts incomplete, because I solely rely on scholarly
sources and other informative means, such as novels
and documentaries. Moreover, it is worth mentioning
that this study does not aim at drawing parallels be-
tween the experience of the Argentinian diaspora with
the Argentinian population.

4.2 First exposure to the desaparecidos

Before starting the data analysis, it is fundamental to
point out that all the interviewees seemed very familiar
with the case of the desaparecidos: who they were and
what happened to them. During the interviews, I had
the feeling that they felt the duty of explaining to me
that it was part of Argentinian history: it did not matter
how much I read or researched about it; they knew more
about it just because they are Argentines, even if they
did not remember anything or were not born yet during
those years. This dynamic played out well for the re-
search because I was exactly interested in the way they
would tell the stories they know: under which frame and
from which perspective?

Given the secrecy and complete denial that sur-
rounded the events of the last military dictatorship,
it was interesting to learn how the Argentines I inter-
viewed got acquainted with the reality of what had hap-
pened. While analyzing the data, I discovered how
different the experience was for each person, which
seemed to be largely connected to their exposure to
the events, and which varied depending on their age,
their families’ political orientation, and education envi-
ronments. Carlos, born in 1952, is the only one who was
old enough to have first-person experiences of the dic-
tatorship. He says that the first time he heard and re-
alized what the junta was doing to the desaparecidos
was in 1978-79, when an airplane directed towards the
Aeroparque airport in Buenos Aires tragically fell into
the waters of Rio de La Plata. I could not find any in-
formation about this accident, but one that corresponds
to Carlos’ description happened in May 1981, where a
Bac-500 plane belonging to the Austral airline ended up
in the river, causing thirty casualties (Clarin, 2001). Car-
los said that when the authorities went to collect the vic-
tims of the accident, they also found many more corpses
in the river: “But the problem was, they started[ed] to
take people that were not in the plane. And those were
the people that the military... They usually went in flight
and jump the people in the water”. He was referring to
the death flights. Carlos said that until that moment,
most people assumed that the desaparecidos were hid-
den or imprisoned in some far-away city; instead, that
event showed the brutality of what was happening be-
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hind the scenes. The other interviewees of my research
were too young during the dictatorship to have had first-
person experiences with the events. All of them had
said that it was mainly through the stories of friends
or neighbors that they slowly managed to compose the
puzzle of what happened during that time. Family was
the most influential source of information for all of them,
but in an indirect and subtle way. As they were of a
young age, they were never given a clear, well-reasoned
and explained narration of how their political oppression
worked and why. Pedro is the interviewee with the most
significant family involvement in the dictatorship, as his
father was part of the Partido Obrero (Workers’ Party),
and a member of the logistics of the left-wing Peronist
guerrilla group Montoneros for a limited period of time.
However, Pedro said all the stories he knows were not
told to him by his father, because he died at a rela-
tively young age, but by his father’s best friend, who
was by his side during his political involvement. For both
Maria and Valentina, their families would mention and
talk about the oppression when it came to safety issues,
recommendations on how to behave, the environments
to attend and those to avoid. The same happened to
Juan, who recalled:

“I do remember that my parents [. . . ] it
was not only my parents, also other parents
will say things like, well, you should never
walk in the street with your agenda with all
the phone numbers, you know, those things
were in the back of the minds. [. . . ] When
somebody calls on the phone, never say who
you are, always ask. Who are they? Who are
they? Who they are not? Don’t give away
who you are. [. . . ] But there was this fear
that, or the idea that you should always go
out with your ID. That was, let’s say, in the
80s. I was very young.”

- Juan (46, Argentine living in Amsterdam)

Through this description, it is observable that there
was a culture of fear, suspicion, and self-preservation,
which was very present in the parents-children peda-
gogical dynamic. Moreover, during the interviews I also
explored the role that education played in informing the
participants about this fundamental aspect of Argen-
tinian history. My results indicate that Maria, Valentina
and Pedro were never exposed to such topics in school.
They said their school curriculum was more centered
around the nineteenth century and the country’s colo-
nial past. Maria attended a school managed by nuns,
where the topic of the dictatorship was a “taboo for
many many years,” but as she went to university, and
studied in the faculty of Sociology, everything changed.
Here, the events of desaparecidos and the reigning so-
cial injustice during the dictatorship were central objects
of study. She also got in touch with fellow students who
had had direct experiences with the oppression: “it was

very likely to find people whose mother was a desapare-
cida or went to jail for a while”. Maria made it very clear
that her experience in university was extremely enlight-
ening for her, as she dived into the history of the de-
saparecidos at an academic and personal level; before
that, she felt quite ignorant and detached from it. On the
other hand, Juan reported a very different experience
in the public education system. He is the youngest of
the interviewees, and by the time he started secondary
school, recovery-oriented memorialization policies had
started (Robben, 2018, p.217). Juan said that his school
was public and involved in politics, so he had plenty of
chances to get acquainted with the events of the dic-
tatorship, especially through protests and commemora-
tions. He described March 24 as the most important re-
membrance day:

“I think the most important activity for sec-
ondary school students, even now, even af-
ter so many years, is probably the commem-
oration of the coup, the dictatorship and the
resistance."

- Juan (46, Argentine living in Amsterdam)

He also mentioned the commemorative festivity on
September 16, La Noche de los Lapisles (“the night of
the pencils”), which he described as the anniversary
of the kidnapping of secondary school students. “And
that’s a smaller demonstration”, Juan said, “but with
a very important participation of secondary school, or
high school students, that still happens now”. The con-
trast between Juan’s experience in the education system
and the others’ may indicate the results of the different
efforts made by Kirchner’s recovery-oriented policies.

4.3 Views on the dirty war and two-
demons theory

The dirty war narrative and the two-demons theory
are the ones that sparked the most interesting discus-
sions during the interviews. Firstly, I noticed that the
two were used interchangeably by the interviewees, as
the distinction between them can be considered quite
blurred, and as they were both attributed to the same
group of people: more specifically, the right-wing defen-
dants of the military. Maria and Valentina both quickly
rejected this narrative when they were asked the ques-
tion whether they were ever exposed to it. Maria said
it was merely based on wrong convictions: the Mon-
toneros clearly did not have the means to handle a war
against the army. They were not even terrorists, she
said, “they did not do things such as going into cafés and
shoot to random people. . . they didn’t do such things.”
She argued that when she studied the dictatorship in
her university, the Montoneros and other leftist revolu-
tionaries were seen as the victims, and mostly as an
“expression of the research of a better world, which is
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what the sixties and seventies were about, no?”. Simi-
larly, Valentina did not see any terrorist trait in the leftist
opposition groups, and rejected the guerra sucia expres-
sion immediately:

“Videla, who was the biggest devil of all, let’s
say the mind behind all of this from the be-
ginning, he used to argue that there were
many terrorist groups rising, but it wasn’t the
case”.

- Valentina (52, Argentine living in Italy)

Valentina said that they did not live through terrorism,
and she compared Argentina’s situation to the terror-
ism that instead was taking place in Spain during those
years. She also admitted that being from Mendoza, a
town at the same latitude as Buenos Aires but closer to
the Chilean border, meant her experience was charac-
terized by less violence and turmoil than that of those
living in the capital. Pedro argued that the dirty war nar-
rative was obsolete in his social circles in the 80s and
90s, even if his friends belonged to different political af-
filiations. He said that mentioning that sort of discourse
was not “politically correct” back then, as it would cat-
egorize people as supporters of the army; “it was really
something that you could not say before”. Interestingly,
he said that this sort of narrative was significantly more
popular later on, during the Macri government between
2015 and 2019. He said that when

“the right-wing people showed up again,
they started to deny that the number of vic-
tims was not 30,000, it was 7,000, and that
there were also murders in the opposition.”

- Pedro (43, Argentine living in Amsterdam)

A similar argument was brought up by Juan, who said
that if you do not make sure to victimize the opposition
group, you risk going into the two demons theory, which
has been long discussed among survivor groups. He ar-
gued that having to rule it out as a potential explanation
is the “cost that comes with the political victory of say-
ing okay, we will not accept that this is framed as a war”.
Juan only came to the Netherlands in 2019 and is the
one interviewee that has the most recent and strongest
contact with how the events are framed in Argentina.
He told me that as of today, the dirty war narrative and
two demons theory are not easily welcomed among the
Argentinian public. He said:

“This is the typical argument that is used by
those who want to defend the dictatorship
openly. But it’s been a losing argument in
Argentina in the last 40 years, even the right
wing will have to prove. . . I mean, even the
right-wing government of Macri, they really
wouldn’t try to go into that, because they will
make no sense for them, they will lose that
argument. So that’s really the non-legitimate
argument”.

– Juan (46, Argentine living in Amsterdam)

He recognized the existence and recent growing
presence of what he called “negationists”: those who
claim that the desaparecidos were 7,000 and call out
the crimes of the guerrilla groups. However, he said that
they struggle to find ground in the public opinion.

Nevertheless, one interviewee, Carlos, exposed ex-
tremely different views on such matters. Carlos started
the interview by saying that he could give me the “real
story” behind the events of the last Argentinian dicta-
torship, as most people only tell half of the truth. He im-
mediately started the conversation by mentioning the
horrors of the end of the 60s and 70s, and the damage
that leftist revolutionaries caused to Argentinian soci-
ety. He listed the revolutionary groups, mentioning the
AAA (Alianza Anticomunista Argentina), the ERP, and the
Montoneros, and saying that they were nothing else but
terrorists. Carlos told me that he moved to Buenos Aires
from Cordoba, Argentina, in his 20s to fulfill the manda-
tory military service. It was during that time, between
1970 and 1972, that he was confronted with very vio-
lent episodes where he fought against the revolutionary
groups.

“Oh, yes. They attacked los Cuarteles Mil-
itares (the military headquarter). Where the
military was... And they attack in the night
for example, because they want to take the
guns, to steal the guns for the. . . And then
for attacking that people. Yeah, attack to the
police too. That is terrorism, pure pure ter-
rorism.”

-Carlos (69, Argentine living in Utrecht)

He kept describing the fear and terror of that period:

“In 70-72 to 76 was a chaos, a chaos, chaos.
Buenos Aires, was terrible because you left
the home for the war and you didn’t know
if you’re coming back. You didn’t know, you
didn’t know because bombs exploded every-
where and that those bombs were from the
earth of the Montoneros. This chaos.. all the
people or many people, I was one of them,
asked: please, the military has to take the
order here in this country otherwise every-
one.... todos vamos a morir (we are all going
to die).”

-Carlos (69, Argentine living in Utrecht)

Carlos saw the military’s intervention as necessary and
argues that many others did too. When asked to de-
scribe what happened in Argentina between 1976 and
1983 in a few sentences, Carlos said there was a war
between two groups: the army and the terrorists. Car-
los specified that he never agreed with the means that
the junta employed against the political opponents dur-
ing the dictatorship and rejects the torture and mass
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killings carried out by the military but was very (even
more) explicit in condemning the leftist groups as well.
He called them ‘monsters’ and was visibly upset when
talking about how much they are glorified in the coun-
try, arguing that “they are monsters, not heroes”. He
mentioned names of people he knew were part of these
groups and told me about the crimes they committed.
Carlos also argued that the real number of the desapare-
cidos does not exceed 8,000, and that the main reason
why “they created” (as he said) the number 30,000 is
because of subsidies that were granted from the Nether-
lands to former Montoneros, and generally because it
was a more appealing number for economic compensa-
tions. In short, Carlos’ way of telling the story corre-
sponds to what Pedro and Juan would characterize as
a far-right wing military supporter. Carlos said that he
does not consider himself affiliated with the right, but
that there is a lot of ignorance around what truly hap-
pened before and during the dictatorship. Carlos left Ar-
gentina as soon as the dictatorship was over, and rarely
went back.

Because of the limited scope of this research and my
small sample, I could not infer whether Carlo’s perspec-
tive is representative of his age group or whether his
opinion is very unpopular among most Argentines, I can
only deduct that finding him through Facebook might
have contributed to him being an “outlier”, as contact-
ing me from his own initiative might indicate a more
radical viewpoint. What I could observe is that Carlos’
way of narrating the history of the dictatorship is clearly
affected by his personal experiences in the army and
his little exposure to the narratives that followed after-
wards, in contrast to the other participants, as the next
few paragraphs will illustrate.

4.4 State Terrorism as central narrative

“This is state terrorism, this was not a war”, Juan said
firmly when I asked him about his views on the term
guerra sucia. Moreover, he added that in Argentina the
events have been institutionalized in favor of the state
terrorism narrative, marginalizing the two-demons the-
ory and dirty war discourse to people with a specific
political affiliation. Maria also said that in her Sociol-
ogy faculty, the way she studied the dictatorship meant
strictly condemning the government for their violent
acts and adhering to the frame of state terrorism. There-
fore, she said, that is also the perspective she adopted,
as she feels that it is in line with her moral and politi-
cal views; “The Sociology faculty is very left-leaning in
Argentina” she observed, and later on she voiced her
political affiliation by proudly saying “I’m a leftist per-
son”. Furthermore, the state terrorism narrative was
preferred by the other interviewees too: Pedro recalled
that it was how things were told during his upbringing:
“probably because of my family’s leftist political orien-
tation”, he admitted. Valentina energetically nodded as
I said the words “state terrorism”; she responded with

“yes, it was such a dark, dark time”. Carlos was the
only interviewee whose perspective differed drastically
from the general consensus, as mentioned in the previ-
ous paragraph, and when the term “state terrorism” was
mentioned he immediately responded by saying that it
was the dictatorship that started in response of terror-
ism, not the other way around. Therefore, he was the
only one among the five interviewees that decided to
stick to the guerra sucia narrative, attributing the word
“terrorist” only to the rebel groups he fought against
during his military service in the 80s.

Moreover, as I investigated the usage of the term
“genocide” to describe the events of the dictatorship,
the response was quite limited from most of the inter-
viewees. Maria explicitly admitted that she was never
exposed to it and was quite surprised when I mentioned
Robben’s observations on the increasing usage of that
narrative. She responded: “the difference stands out,
doesn’t it? Whereas back then they tried to enforce the
Full Stop Law, now they call it genocide”. To Carlos, the
number of disappeared was too small to consider the
events as a genocide, whilst Pedro attributed the use
of this discourse to Kirchner’s greater populist plan to
gain consensus in the scarred population. The critiques
of Kirchner’s administrations will be highlighted in the
next paragraph. Juan is the interviewee that seemed
the most familiar with the term “genocide” to describe
the political oppression of 1976-83, probably because
he is the one with the most recent experiences in Ar-
gentina, while the other participants are more discon-
nected from their country of origin. Juan affirmed that
“[the term genocide] is used, but a bit loosely”, and em-
phasized that, compared to Europe, in Argentina there
is less attachment to the history of the Holocaust of the
Second World War; therefore, it is somewhat easier to
make associations between the events. He said:

“The Holocaust is very present, but of
course, not as present as in Europe. So, the
comparison is, if you say that [the desapare-
cidoswere victims of a genocide] in a country
that experienced the genocide in the 1940s,
people will say, well, are you comparing this
with that?”

– Juan (46, Argentine living in Amsterdam)

However, he highlighted that he was not aware of any
noteworthy debate about whether genocide was to be
the preferred term for the Argentinian case. He said
that there are more important and frequent narratives:
the Nunca Mas (never again, which is also the name of
the 1984 CONADEP report), “memoria, verdad y justi-
cia” (memory, truth, and justice), or simply condemning
it as a violation of human rights. Therefore, using the
term “genocide” to describe the case of the desapareci-
dos does not seem to be particularly recognized by my
interviewees, who instead (except for Carlos) showed
a greater attachment with the narrative of state terror-
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ism, recognizing it as the term that best labeled the po-
litical oppression of the 20th century. My analysis at-
tributes this general preference to their individual life
experiences, which exposed them to this specific nar-
rative more so than the others: those being their fam-
ilies’ opinions, their educational environments, or sim-
ply the influence of their political orientation. More-
over, Valentina, Pedro, and Maria all left Argentina in
the 1990s, when the state-terrorism narrative was al-
ready becoming more popular than the dirty war or two-
demons frames. Since Carlos left the country right be-
fore the dictatorship ended, he is lacking the exposure
to that narrative. My data suggests that the timing of
the diaspora members’ departure from Argentina plays
a role in what narratives regarding the desaparecidos
the diaspora adopted as their own, as it influences the
way they became acquainted with the historical events,
and with their societal relevance.

4.5 Transitional justice: CONADEP and
trials of the junta

Investigating how the establishment of the CONADEP
and the trials of the Junta are still perceived among the
Argentinian diaspora was a fundamental part of this re-
search, as I intended to integrate a new understanding
of transitional justice strategies, focusing on their long-
term impact on individual experiences. I was very sur-
prised to hear that, although all interviewees declared
that they knew what the CONADEP was, no one seemed
to be fully aware of its centrality in the immediate post-
dictatorship phase. My surprise derives from my ini-
tial belief that these means of transitional justice were
somewhat more publicly recognized, which derives from
the importance that Robben’s analysis (2018) attributes
to them in the process of national recovery. However,
the following results show that public opinion – as far as
my interviewees reported - adopted different perspec-
tives and critiques.

Juan said he first heard of the CONADEP when study-
ing history at school, and that it is never brought up
when the media or politicians talk about the desapare-
cidos in Argentina. When asked about the CONADEP,
Carlos replied “first of all, I want to have another com-
mission” that could study and shed light on the crimes
committed by the rebel groups, because they have been
wrongly glorified and little is known about their actions.
Pedro explicitly admitted that he had no opinions about
the truth commission, and both Maria and Valentina ac-
knowledged its existence, but quickly moved on to talk-
ing about the trials of the junta, which was instead a
topic that prompted more observations from all intervie-
wees.

When talking about the trials of the junta, the con-
versations were characterized by two main arguments:
firstly, there was some general criticism towards the
amnesties and the fact that they let many officers get

away with their crimes. Juan’s words summarize this
point very well:

“in any case, it was long time ago. And the
big problem of the Judicio de las Juntas is that
two years later they stopped all the trials be-
cause of these two laws [here he is referring
to Ley de Punto Final and Ley de Obediencia
Debida]. And then six years later, they par-
doned the junta’s leaders. So it kind of lost
some of the appeal. Because. . . first, yeah,
it went well, and then, after a couple of years,
there were many setbacks”.

– Juan (46, Argentine living in Amsterdam)

When questioned about the trials, both Maria and
Valentina immediately mentioned and criticized the “in-
dulto”, which refers to Menem’s pardon of the mili-
tary officers and of the generals Viola and Videla. This
shifting focus shows that there was more interest on
how poorly the trials were handled in the late 1980s,
rather than the fact that they effectively took place later
on. Besides, the second recurring argument, which was
brought up by all five interviewees, attributed the tri-
als at the beginning of the 2000s to Kirchner’s polit-
ical plan to reach national consensus. Everyone saw
Kirchner’s decision of re-starting the trials as unneces-
sary: as many years had passed from the events, most
of the officers were extremely old and many had died
already. Pedro said with a contemptuous face: “they
had no more power. . . no more political, military or
any sort of support, so it was easy to catch them”, and
later added “it was a typical populist act, they did things
that they thought the people are gonna like, and they
did get on with those things”. With “they” Pedro refers
to the Kirchners: therefore, president Néstor who ruled
from 2003 to 2007, and Cristina Fernández de Kirch-
ner, whose mandate lasted for the two following ad-
ministrations (2007-2015) and who has been the vice-
president of the country since 2019. Taking the same
critical perspective, Maria mentioned that the trials in
the 2000s were strategically planned to appease the
middle class, which she described as particularly influ-
ential in Argentina. Carlos, who vehemently stated that
he “one hundred percent rejects the Kirchner govern-
ment”, said that the trials happened only because the
Kirchners “aprovecharon” (took advantage of) the sit-
uation to become extremely rich. Valentina described
the trials of the 2000s and the way they affected Argen-
tinian society by using the metaphor of someone who is
hungry and does not know how to fish in order to feed
themselves. “The Kirchner gave them (the Argentines)
a piece of fish to eat but didn’t teach them how to fish
by themselves”, she commented, and also said that it is
typical for the Argentinian mentality to “always and only
get the fish”, which she explained as trying to solve big
problems with quick and short-termed solutions. In her
view, trialing the old junta members was a way to ap-
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peal to the public without making more socially impact-
ful changes. Maria made a similar point when she elo-
quently argued: “social processes are not accomplished
through a law or a decree, social processes are stronger
and longer, they go beyond that”.

I believe that the tendency to confine Kirchner’s ac-
tions to “populist strategies” is related to the intervie-
wees’ disappointments with the recent Argentinian gov-
ernments. All of them regard the last few administra-
tions as harmful for the country, and as the causes for
its economic and social problems. It is quite logical
that as leaders lose credibility with failed interventions,
their actions lose recognition. Since the Kirchners are
seen as not able to improve Argentina’s deep-rooted
issues (“they can’t teach how to fish”), they are also
not regarded as capable of positive changes in regard
to its troubled history, from which they can only profit
(“aprovechar”) and use in their favor.

4.6 The desaparecidos as a topic of con-
versation

A fundamental part of my study aimed to discover
how the topic of the desaparecidos is treated by its dias-
pora, both within Argentinian communities abroad, and
between Argentines and Europeans. I initially hypoth-
esized that talking about it to compatriots or to peo-
ple who are not familiar with it would be a form of at-
tachment to their country’s history and an indicator of
entanglement between traumatic history and national
identity. Therefore, I inquired whether the events of
the 1976-83 were something that brought Argentines to-
gether when abroad, for example in the form of collec-
tive victimhood. Nevertheless, none of the interviewees
claimed to be an active member in any diasporic com-
munity, and they reported barely having Argentinian
friends.2 Pedro even said that he “avoids Argentines
abroad” as he had “bad experiences”. This comment
is quite relevant, as it shows how Pedro decided to dis-
tance himself from a community he formerly belonged
to. He made generalizations by saying that all Argen-
tines are characterized by a specific mentality, which
he feels superior to, and adopts the perspective of an
“outsider” by being wary of his association with com-
patriots abroad. Similarly, Valentina did not manage to
connect with Argentines since she moved to Italy; she
said they are too “nostalgic”, idolizing a country that
she does not recognize the way they do, saying that
“they didn’t live through the economic crisis and the
troubles we [she and her husband] went through”. Like
Pedro, Valentina distanced herself from the other dias-
pora members, seeing herself as more aware of what
“back home” truly means, with the poverty, suffering,
and instability present in Argentinian society. Maria said

2Note that the Facebook group in which I found some of the partici-
pants was not a diasporic community. Instead, it was mainly used for
questions about Dutch bureaucracy and there was only a loose social
bond between the members.

that she used to see a group of compatriots in her first
years in Italy, but then mostly stopped as she got bus-
ier with her children and family. “No”, she said, “I would
never talk about the desaparecidos with them. . . it’s
something that you can bring up only in very specific en-
vironments”. When I asked what ties her and the other
Argentines together, she replied: “the food, the songs. . .
things like this”. For Maria, the artistic heritage of her
culture is the only thing binding her to her compatriots;
otherwise, she distances herself from them, prioritizing
her family’s needs and, as she said, a more “Italian”
lifestyle. The political oppression of the last dictatorship
is only regarded as a historical chapter of her country
of origin, which does not impact her attachment to it,
nor her national identity. Carlos said that he only has
one Argentinian friend in the Netherlands, where he has
lived for over 30 years; with her, he said he would never
bring up the topic of the desaparecidos. He said “I am
(politically) too ‘right’ for those people”, and he is afraid
of being seen as a radical supporter of the military. On
the other hand, Juan said that with the few Argentines
he has met during his three-years stay in the Nether-
lands, the events of the dictatorship are not a divisive
topic: “everyone seems to be on the good side”, he said,
it’s not like “some people say well, you know what, I
hope the military comes back and kills everybody in Ar-
gentina” he joked. However, Juan still stressed that the
topic itself never comes up. “Time is passing by” he told
me, acknowledging the importance of time in changing
the way history is perceived. When talking about back
home, there’s more important and urgent things to talk
about, such as the Kirchners’ governments, which Juan
described as the most divisive one, since people tend
to have more contrasting opinions about it. Therefore,
all interviewees reported different, and almost opposite,
reasons as why they do not approach the topic of the
desaparecidos with other Argentines abroad: either be-
cause it’s considered tragic and polarizing, or because it
is considered unnecessary and tied to a distant past.

Next, I inquired whether the last military dictatorship
was ever a topic of conversation with Europeans when
my interviewees spoke about their home country. The
five interviewees reported that mostly it is simply not
something they refer to when they describe Argentina.
Pedro laughed, saying “they (his European friends) usu-
ally want to talk about Maradona” and added that at
times he happens to answer questions about more re-
cent politics. Maria said that when she arrived in Italy
in 2002, a destructive economic crisis hit Argentina;
the crisis became the last mental picture she has of
her home country, and what she refers to when talk-
ing about it. Similarly, Valentina mentioned that when
she describes Argentina to her European friends, she
can only think about the few opportunities that there
are, the poor healthcare that made many of her friends
suffer or die, or the social and economic precarity that
the growing poverty has been causing on its greatly un-
equal society. Juan said that in the Netherlands, people
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are more or less aware of that part of history because of
the protests that succeeded queen Maxima’s coronation
in 2013 (which sparked some discussions about the de-
saparecidos and her father’s involvement in the junta’s
government). However, the political oppression is still
not something that will be brought up in most of his con-
versations about Argentina. The fact that members of
the diaspora rarely engage in this part of their country’s
history as a topic of conversation – both with other Ar-
gentines and with Europeans – shows that there is lit-
tle individual effort to propagate this collective memory,
or at least their personal account on it. Furthermore,
it seems that more recent events and socio-economic
problems in Argentina gain priority over the events of
the late 1970s and 80s, which are now perceived as “far
away” from the current Argentinian reality. Now that
the injustice surrounding the desaparecidos has been
acknowledged and recognized, there are more pressing
issues that require space and attention. While conduct-
ing the interviews, I observed that the events we were
discussing were considered part of some old history by
most of the participants; during the interview, Juan men-
tioned multiple times that a lot of time separates those
events from contemporary matters. Interestingly, all
of them (but Pedro) at some point during their inter-
views spontaneously referred to the desaparecidos as
an “open wound” for Argentinian society. The “open
wound” metaphor has been used in the literature to re-
fer to desaparecidos’ history (Crenzel, 2020), and might
have become a recurring figure of speech in the Argen-
tinian public discourse. The open wound metaphor in-
dicates the causes of ongoing suffering, something that
has not found healing and therefore still damages the
societal fabric of Argentina. When I asked Valentina
whether the wound would turn into a scar, she said with
a serious face “it is not a nice thing if the scar is cre-
ated, the scar shouldn’t be there, so that the injustice
we lived won’t be forgotten”. By using this metaphor,
the interviewees showed awareness about the essential
role that the events of the desaparecidos have had in
the development of Argentinian history; however, this
seemingly objective claim goes along with personal de-
tachment from the events themselves.

Perhaps, the interviewees’ detachment from the in-
justice of the last dictatorship comes from the privilege
of not having been personally involved in the traumatic
events of the desaparecidos. Close involvement would
have resulted in different attitudes toward its societal
consequences and public response. Moreover, accord-
ing to my observations, the physical and geographical
distance between the diaspora and their country of ori-
gin was complemented by the socio-economic distance
that living in Europe implies. Living in the “rich” West
has allowed them to compare the economic states of
their original and host country, focusing on Argentina’s
material problems and obscuring other societal issues
that are just as present or relevant.

4.7 Discussion

The research question of this study attempted to un-
pack the way Argentines living in Europe narrate the
events of the last military dictatorship, and the role
that these play in their national identity. The departure
point of this study was the theoretical framework cen-
tered on collective memory and socio-cultural trauma,
together with the six narrative frames identified by
Robben (2018): denial, secrecy, dirty war, two demons
theory, state terrorism, and genocide. These frames
were later used as instrumental points of analysis for the
qualitative study conducted with the Argentinian dias-
pora in Europe. The results of this study show that state
terrorism is the preferred interpretation of the 1976-83
events, as it was the main discourse supported by four
out of five interviewees. Only one interviewee showed a
contrasting inclination, preferring instead the dirty war
narrative. I hypothesized that such a difference might
be related to the different life experiences (the only ex-
ception, Carlos, has worked in the army prior to the dic-
tatorship) and to the different time periods in which the
study participants left Argentina. Other significant dif-
ferences were observed between the four older intervie-
wees, who have lived in Europe for at least one decade
each, and Juan, the youngest, who instead moved to the
Netherlands from Argentina only three years ago. Juan
seemed more informed, more engaged, and aware of
the societal implications of the last dictatorship in Ar-
gentina. Furthermore, my results indicate that the his-
tory of the desaparecidos is a topic that the participants
of this research rarely engage in – both with other Argen-
tinians and with Europeans – therefore producing little to
no propagation of their account on this collective mem-
ory. They all showed to be knowledgeable and to have
strong opinions about the topic, but they revealed little
attachment to the issue at a personal level, as it seemed
to have little impact on their national identity. The inter-
viewees recognized other elements as characteristic of
what they would regard as Argentinianness: they high-
lighted some characteristics of the “Argentinian men-
tality”, showed fondness for their folkloric culture, and
largely criticized the country’s recent governments. In
combination with emotional distance from the desapare-
cidos history, the interviewees showed more concern
regarding the recent socio-economic issues present in
Argentina, such as economic instability, an increasingly
divided society, and insufficient job opportunities.

These results differ from my initial convictions which,
influenced by little exposure to Argentinian society and
merely shaped by what I studied for this research, saw
the topic of the desaparecidos as a central constituent
of Argentinian national identity. The works by Robben
(2012, 2018), Edelman et al. (2003), Stockwell (2011),
and Crenzel (2020) outlined in the theoretical frame-
work described the events around the desaparecidos
and the socio-cultural trauma deriving from it as a per-
manent mark on Argentinian society. I attribute the dis-
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similarity between my research’s results and the afore-
mentioned literature to the essential difference in our
subject of study: here, the Argentinian diaspora has
the fundamental feature of being physically distant from
its country and society of origin. The observed dis-
tance from the desaparecidos by the interviewees might
be related to the fact that they have been deterrito-
rialized (from Argentina) and reterritorialized (in their
corresponding European countries). Deterritorialization
and reterritorialization are terms coined by Deleuze and
Guattari in their work Anti-Oedipus (1977), which de-
fines the two terms as “reorganization - a deborder-
ing and rebordering - of territorial power, autonomy,
and identity at multiple scales of government, from the
global governance system to the local state” (Woodward
& Jones, 2017, p. 35). They introduced the concept
to explore fundamental societal issues of the contem-
porary world, including globalization, the prominence
of capitalism, and migration flows. They also discuss
the importance of deterritorialization in the formation of
fluid identities, which they see as the result of bodies
that are transported in different geographical locations
with different socio-historial realities, giving rise to a
“system of interiority” which re-organizes the way space
and identity are perceived (Deleuze & Guattari, 1977).
In his essay Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cul-
tural Economy, Arjun Appadurai eloquently builds on the
notion of deterritorialization by arguing:

"Deterritorialization, in general, is one of the
central forces of the modern world because
it brings laboring populations into the lower-
class sectors and spaces of relatively wealthy
societies, while sometimes creating exagger-
ated and intensified senses of criticism or at-
tachment to politics in the home state.” (Ap-
padurai, 1990, p. 35)

Such phenomenon corresponds to the results of this
study, where the participants showed vivid criticism of
Argentina’s political situation, reproach for what they re-
garded as “Argentines’ mentality”, and even explicit dis-
approval of the Argentinian diaspora they know.

One of the most important weaknesses of this study
is the fact that I could not expand on noteworthy top-
ics that emerged during the interviews. For instance,
Valentina presented an argument that diverted from the
six reference frames I used to interpret the desapare-
cidos history: she said that her parents long argued
that Argentina and Chile’s dictatorships were strategi-
cally orchestrated by the United States, which saw the
two South American countries as a threat to their eco-
nomic superiority. I decided to not include this narra-
tive in the analysis, as it was an isolated argument that
would have required further examination, going beyond
the scope of this short research study. Another thought-
provoking argument that was excluded in the analysis
was brought up by Juan, who mentioned that among
the societal consequences of the desaparecidos’ his-

tory, the most present in Argentinian society is an en-
hanced sensitivity to police brutality. More generally,
he argued, people seem to be particularly perceptive of
state violence, and institutional distrust is widespread
in the public. Juan’s claims correspond to Robben’s
(2018) account on the effects of socio-cultural trauma
on trust/distrust in relationships and align with Edelman
et al. (2003)’s observations regarding skepticism and
disillusionment. Despite the very intriguing nature of
this argument, it is based on the domestic Argentinian
social framework, deviating from the focus on Argen-
tinian’s diaspora, which this research focuses on. Other
weaknesses of this study concern the small sample size
of only five participants. If I had more time and opportu-
nities to interview more members of the Argentinian di-
aspora, different trends might have arisen, and different
life experiences might have resulted in novel perspec-
tives over the topics we discussed. Moreover, as most
of the interviews were conducted online, the one-to-one
rapport has suffered from the lack of physical proximity,
which I perceived as a communication facilitator with
Valentina, the only interviewee I met in person.

5 Conclusion

This study investigated how members of the Argen-
tinian diaspora in Europe narrate their national identity
in relation to the events of the desaparecidos, which
occurred in Argentina during the last military dictator-
ship (1976-83). The research question was answered
by breaking down the complex matter into three main
steps. Firstly, the study provided an overview of the his-
torical context of the topic of research, and the theoret-
ical framework that represented the departure point for
the investigation. Secondly, the narratives that domes-
tically emerged in Argentina during and after the dicta-
torship were laid out, and lastly, the qualitative study
analysis followed. The latter included five participants,
all members of the Argentinian diaspora living in Europe
(or who have lived in Europe), whose ages ranged from
43 to 69 years old.

The study’s results can be divided into two sections:
narration and identity. The analysis of the narratives
employed by the participants led to the conclusion that
generally, the narrative of state terrorism is the one pre-
ferred among most people I interviewed, as opposed to
the other discourses of silence and denial, guerra su-
cia, two demons theory, or genocide. Four out of five
interviewees tended to victimize the rebel groups and
attribute the “perpetrator” role to the military in charge
during the dictatorship. Only Carlos took a different
stance: although he recognized the junta’s wrongdo-
ings, he stuck to the dirty war narrative. This choice
is probably related to his former military affiliation and
to the fact that he left Argentina right as the dictatorship
ended.

Nevertheless, the most important observation of this
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study is that individuals’ views and opinions are majorly
shaped by life experiences and personal exposure to dif-
ferent interpretations of the events, which are in turn
influenced by the time in which the diaspora members
left the country of origin. These differences can be sum-
marized by the following sentence: there is no uniform
perspective among Argentinian diaspora members, as
people who have left Argentinian territory differ in the
way they narrate the events, and how they are attached
to collective memories and national history is extremely
variable and dependent on their individual experiences.
The main means of transitional justice delineated in the
first half of the study, namely the CONADEP and the tri-
als of the junta, were not recognized by the interviewees
as leading measures for national healing. The trials of
the junta were instead a source of criticism toward the
amnesties of the late 1980s and ‘90s and toward the
Kirchner administrations.

Regarding the participants’ national identity, the
study shows that the history of the desaparecidos is
of limited relevance for the diaspora’s identity forma-
tion. The participants showed little interest in propa-
gating their memories to other diaspora members or
European acquaintances and demonstrated more at-
tachment and concern for the current government and
socio-economic issues in the country. Future research
could further investigate my research question through
studying a larger sample size, therefore allowing for
comparison between the different European “host coun-
tries” and between diaspora members of different age
groups or from different socio-economic status. More-
over, Deleuze and Guattari’s (1977) concept of deter-
ritorialization should be taken as the central theoreti-
cal point of analysis to explore the influence of physi-
cal distance on collective memories’ preservation and
nurturing, together with its impact on the emotional at-
tachment to the diaspora’s original country and culture.
Furthermore, qualitative fieldwork in Argentina could ex-
plore the relationship between the “open wound” left
by the desaparecidos and popular institutional distrust
in the country, a subject briefly pointed out by the in-
terviewee Juan. Lastly, the desaparecidos’ history and
its social consequences beyond the Argentinian border,
impacted by the presence of the diaspora abroad, is a
fascinating yet understudied field of research in need of
further exploration, which has the potential to provide
social sciences literature with major insights about dis-
tance, collective memory, and perception of social injus-
tice.
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1 Introduction

In 1993, which marked the 130th anniversary of the
official abolition of slavery in the Netherlands and the
120th anniversary of the actual end of the Dutch slave
trade (Cain 228), the Nationaal 30 juni/1 juli Comité was
established by Amsterdam citizens of African and Suri-
namese descent (Kardux 171). This marked the begin-
ning of a wave of racial redress activities in the Nether-
lands, and around 60 racial redress initiatives have fol-
lowed since then in an attempt to solidify Dutch slav-
ery past as an integrated aspect of Dutch national his-
tory (NIOD data). These activities often constitute ex-
amples of combined efforts between civil society organi-
zations and politicians, municipalities and/or the Dutch
state. Especially after the 2002 erection of Het Nation-
aal Monument Slavernijverleden in Amsterdam, anniver-
saries and decennials of the abolition of slavery in the
Netherlands, known as Keti Koti, are celebrated annually
on 1 July and have become more prominent, first in Ams-
terdam and later in other major Dutch cities such as The
Hague, Utrecht and Rotterdam (NIOD data). Following
the inauguration of the monument in Amsterdam, Mid-
delburg and Rotterdam erected memorials for commem-
oration of the Dutch slave trade in 2005 and 2013 re-
spectively (Koops, BKOR “Slavernijmonument”). In con-
nection to the upcoming 150th anniversary of Keti Koti
in 2023, The Hague, Groningen, and Utrecht have an-
nounced that they will all erect local slavery memorials,
and Tilburg has already planned to erect one on Keti Koti
2022 (Rubio, Scheffer, NOS, Hest).

This research takes its starting point in historian
James E. Young’s analysis of the inherent problems con-
nected to situations in which nations attempt to display
non-favorable aspects of their history through memori-
als (Young, “Counter-Monuments” 270) in order to exam-
ine Dutch slavery memorials. Young focuses immensely
on the significance of the process when it comes to
erecting memorials and emphasizes that

“dissent and debate [are] also part of the
process and (. . . ) any memorial worth realiz-
ing [has] to be capacious enough to contain
and manage the needs of both its advocates
and its detractors, both its local and its na-
tional constituency” (Young, “Stages of Mem-
ory” 189).

Young thus stresses that debate potentially preserves
the memory, which a memorial attempts to eternalize,
more successfully than the actual physical memorial.
However, the connection between Keti Koti celebrations
and the erection of Dutch slavery memorials highlight
the importance of the physical monument, which tends
to be neglected by Young. This research thus aims to ap-
proach the processes of erecting Dutch slavery memori-
als through Young’s methodology, but at the same time
seeks to avoid disregarding the spatial importance of
the memorials.

The case studies of the three already erected Dutch
slavery monuments, that is: Het Nationaal Monument
Slavernijverleden in Amsterdam, Het Zeeuws Slaverni-
jmonument in Middelburg and Slavernijmonument Rot-
terdam, build on multifaceted source material selected
from online municipality archives, online newspaper
archives and websites of civil society organizations in-
volved in the memorial processes. Since this analy-
sis aims to investigate the roles of various stakehold-
ers, especially the Dutch state, municipalities, and civil
society organizations, in the planning and inauguration
of slavery memorials, the selected and applied sources
rely on information from four angles. Websites and on-
line archives of the following information categories pro-
vide these different perspectives: civil society organiza-
tions (petitions and websites), local news (focused on
the municipality or even districts within municipalities)
and national news (national Dutch newspapers), munic-
ipalities (websites, press releases and covenants) and
academic (scholarly sources and research institutes).
In addition to this, qualitative research in the form of
interviews with key stakeholders of the processes in
Tilburg, Utrecht, and the Hague constitutes primary
source material for the discussion of not yet erected
slavery memorials.

This research argues that the slavery memorials
in the Netherlands constitute a successful racial re-
dress trend, as they bring together civil society agents,
impacted communities, and municipalities and/or the
Dutch state in conversations about how to challenge a
hegemonic narrative of Dutch slavery history. Further-
more, this analysis explores how the emplacement of
slavery memorials into visual spaces counters this hege-
monic narrative and establishes that the memorial pro-
cesses result in the creation of specific sites for Keti Koti
commemoration and celebration, which makes the func-
tionality of the physical memorials significant. To com-
mence, existing research on public displays of slavery
history in the Netherlands will be explored. Then follows
an analysis of the slavery memorials in Amsterdam, Mid-
delburg, and Rotterdam as well as a contextualization of
the monuments within the Dutch racial redress debate
and the tendencies detected among redress activities.
This paves the way for a discussion of how the already
erected monuments function as counter-hegemonic vi-
sual source material when emplaced within hegemonic
visual narratives in Dutch city spaces. Finally, this re-
search examines the current wave of local monument
erection processes through interviews with key stake-
holders in order to discuss potential continuity between
already erected and planned monuments for slavery
commemoration in the Netherlands. It concludes with
a reflection on the success of slavery memorials as a
redress trend.
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2 Visualizing Dutch Slavery His-
tory

The various processes for erecting national and lo-
cal slavery memorials in the Netherlands are here de-
scribed as an example of a Dutch trend for ‘racial re-
dress’ activities. ‘Redress’ is interpreted in alignment
with the International Commission of Jurists’ (ICJ) defini-
tion as explained in the guide The Right to a Remedy and
Reparation for Gross Human Rights Violations from 2018
and the definition presented by the United Nations’ (UN)
Committee against Torture (CAT) in Convention Against
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treat-
ment or Punishment from 2012. According to the UN
CAT, ‘redress’ contains all forms of, “effective remedy
and reparation [. . . ] and refers to the full scope of mea-
sures required to redress violations” (UN CAT Article 14,
point 2). In that sense, the term ‘redress’ acknowledges
that a violation has happened without dictating the man-
ner in which restoration should take place. Initiatives re-
ferred to as ‘racial redress activities’ can thus combine
what the committee calls “reparative concepts” without
restricting restoration to one specific concept, for exam-
ple monetary compensation (ibid.). The ICJ’s definition
adds that the terms ‘remedy’ and ‘reparation’ often limit
action to a state level and a “notion of State responsi-
bility” (ICJ 30). ‘Redress’, on the other hand, manages
to encompass multiple and interlinked types of repara-
tions while simultaneously not excluding non-state ac-
tors from the reparation process.

Another terminological decision relates closely to the
case studies, as this research adopts Young’s idea of a
‘memorial’ as something dynamic and living that exists
within a city space, whereas he defines a ‘monument’
as “authoritarian”, “fixed” and “static” (Young 4, 6). In
order to emphasize how the Dutch projects for visualiz-
ing slavery in public spaces differ from more traditional
monuments such as war commemoration monuments
and statues depicting specific people, this research con-
sequently refers to them as ‘slavery memorials’.

2.1 Hegemony and the Hegemonic Vi-
sual Narrative

This research frequently employs the term ‘hege-
mony’, which makes it important to stress which def-
inition, or perhaps rather, understanding, of the term
applies here. Arguing for a hegemonic Dutch narra-
tive of slavery in the Netherlands may seem poten-
tially problematic due to the difficulty of determining
exactly what this supposed narrative entails. Accord-
ing to the prominent scholars of the Dutch slavery past
and its commemoration, Paul Bijl and Artwell Cain, a
narrative which downplays the violence of the Dutch
slave trade constitutes a possible working definition of
the term ‘hegemonic’ (Bijl 458, Cain 229-230). Bijl sees
the creation of a hegemonic Dutch narrative of slav-

ery not as a master-narrative attempting to delete mi-
nority experiences from Dutch history, but rather as
a dominant narrative which does not view victims of
Dutch colonialism as “memorable within a national con-
text” (Bijl 458). Similarly, Cain argues that this hege-
monic narrative cannot contain the Dutch participation
in slavery and that two main arguments characterize
this hegemonic narrative as well as the academics, jour-
nalists, and politicians who defend it: firstly, diminishing
the Dutch slave trade’s scope and distancing the eco-
nomic success of the Netherlands during the 16th − 17th

centuries from profit derived from the slave trade and,
secondly, refusing to acknowledge the negative experi-
ences of contemporary descendants of enslaved people
and members of minorities from former Dutch colonies
which connect to slavery history and the commemora-
tion thereof (Cain 229-230).

Young and the cultural historians Andreas Huyssen
and Jennifer Tosch all provide a more multifaceted inter-
pretation of ‘hegemony’ than Bijl and Cain, as they view
visual hegemony as a question of what one focuses on
rather than as a master-narrative, which needs a com-
peting narrative in order to be altered. Huyssen opposes
the very idea that a certain unchanging hegemony can
persist or has historically existed without changing over
time and according to “spatial practices” – the man-
ner in which architecture, culture, and also monuments
change spaces (Huyssen, Other Cities 3). An example of
this could be the placement of a slavery memorial within
a space which connects to the Dutch colonial era, e.g.
a harbor area or a warehouse, since these spaces were
used in the triangular trade. Similarly, Tosch argues that
one does not have to “change history” or provide an “al-
ternative history” in order to incorporate minority expe-
riences into a hegemonic visual narrative, since a city
like Amsterdam carries traces of minorities everywhere
(Tosch 11). Young goes so far as to argue for the impossi-
bility of determining national hegemonic narratives and
claims that memorial artworks in public spaces create
fixed points of communion for communities that are in-
creasingly characterized by a lack of unity:

“[In] sharing common spaces in which we
collect our disparate and competing memo-
ries, we find common (perhaps even a na-
tional) understanding of widely disparate ex-
periences and our very reasons for recalling
them” (Young “The Stages of Memory” 15).

According to Young, contemporary visual memory work
in cities thus undermines attempts to maintain visual
hegemonies if the memory work manages to strive for
inclusivity and ambiguity rather than a singular, hege-
monic narrative of its own (Young “The Stages of Mem-
ory 14-15).

Huyssen, Tosch and Young do not argue against the
existence of hegemonic narratives, but they all object
to the legitimacy of this hegemony, as they show that
counter-hegemonic narratives already exist within hege-
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monic narratives, waiting to be recognized and made
visible. Huyssen writes that,

“The same space cannot possibly have two
different contents. But an urban imaginary
in its temporal reach may well put different
things in one place: memories of what there
was before, imagined alternatives to what
there is” (Huyssen, Palimpsests 7).

Huyssen thus employs the metaphor of a palimpsest to
describe city spaces – just like a surface inscribed with
various texts on top of each other, the hegemony of the
city (interpretable as the most visible piece of writing on
the palimpsest) may obscure the layers below the most
visible top layer, but this does not remove the other
layers from the narrative. Additionally, providing the
counter-hegemonic visual narrative does not, according
to Huyssen, imply that a space can be both hegemonic
and counter-hegemonic at the same time, but rather
that the narrative derived from visual sources of a space
changes according to which aspects of the space one fo-
cuses on.

So, when this research refers to something as a
‘hegemonic’ narrative of Dutch slavery, it aims to as-
sociate ‘hegemony’ with the notion that the violence of
slave history remains in the past and with the refusal to
recognize that unflattering aspects of the Dutch history
of slavery have been made less visible in the hegemonic
visual narrative of the 17th − 19th century Netherlands.
The term ‘counter-hegemony’ will thus refer to initia-
tives striving to broaden the debate about Dutch slavery
history and its commemoration, especially in relation to
how visual sources in public spaces affect public dis-
course. This research interprets ‘counter-hegemonic’ as
increasing the visibility or adding visual representations
of narratives, which already exist in the visual source
material of a city but remain overlooked in the hege-
monic narrative of the city.

2.2 The Academic Debate on the Visibil-
ity of Dutch Slavery History

In the article “The Counter-Monument: Memory
Against Itself in Germany Today” Young describes the
difficulties connected to inaugurating national monu-
ments which commemorate atrocities committed by a
nation in its past (Young, “Counter-Monuments” 268).
Young writes that:

“After all, while the victors of history have
long erected monuments to remember their
triumphs, and victims have long erected
monuments to recall their martyrdom, only
rarely does a nation call on itself to remem-
ber the victims of crimes it has perpetrated.
Where are the national monuments (...) to
the millions of Africans enslaved and mur-
dered?” (Young, “Counter-Monuments” 270).

Although Young’s case studies focus on counter-
monuments in Germany and despite there being a lack
of counter-monuments in Dutch commemoration activi-
ties, Young’s analysis of the challenges of national mon-
uments seems to resonate with a central question in
the academic debate concerning the commemoration
of Dutch slavery, namely: How can slavery memorials
contribute to altering hegemonic narratives of Dutch na-
tional history, and what are the challenges of getting
states or municipalities to support public acknowledge-
ments of slavery commemoration?

First of all, an ongoing academic dispute concerns it-
self with the question of whether one can refer to the
Dutch slavery past as ‘forgotten’ or ‘hidden’. Markus
Balkenhol argues for a more complex interpretation of
how the Netherlands has historically commemorated
slavery as he aims to illustrate how even violent aspects
of the Dutch slavery past are sometimes voluntarily dis-
played (Balkenhol, “Politics of Compassion” 278). While
not following Balkenhol’s claim that Dutch colonial vi-
olence has, historically, been deliberately made visible,
Bijl does refute the notion that the Dutch hegemonic nar-
rative of slavery is the product of a deliberate attempt at
removing problematic aspects of Dutch national history
(Bijl 441).

Cultural historian Johanna Kardux emphasizes the
connection between citizenship and commemoration
of slavery. She argues that what the French mem-
ory scholar Pierre Nora deemed an “exaggerated fo-
cus on memory” and sites of commemoration actually
constitutes a way in which the hegemonic narrative,
which does not emphasize the crimes committed by
the Netherlands during slavery, becomes renegotiable
(Kardux 166). So, by adding slavery memorials to pub-
lic spaces, the persistence of the hegemonic narrative
becomes an impossibility, because minority memories
and alternative interpretations of Dutch history openly
challenge this narrative. In another article, Balkenhol
refers to this idea of piercing the hegemonic narrative
with sites of commemoration as “emplacing slavery”
(Balkenhol, “Emplacing Slavery” 135). Emplacing com-
monly refers to structures on or in which something
heavy is placed and thus the introduction of slavery
commemoration (for example, the erection of slavery
monuments) becomes a means through which minori-
ties within Dutch society can strategically implement
more nuanced interpretations into the hegemonic nar-
rative of colonialism and slavery (Balkenhol, “Emplacing
Slavery” 141).

Jeroen Dewulf, a Belgian scholar specialized in Dutch
language, slavery, and culture studies, views the in-
corporation of minorities into a hegemonic narrative
through monuments as an approach very central to Am-
sterdam (Dewulf 245). He views this approach as an at-
tempt to work through public trauma and to “preserve
public harmony” and he goes even further to propose
that diversifying sites of public commemoration could
change the idea that Dutch identity separates itself from
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the identities of minorities and could replace it with
an identity focused on “interaction-in-diversity” (Dewulf
251).

Several other scholars focus on how the constant
presence of monuments favoring certain colonialist nar-
ratives affect a city space and, more importantly, public
discourse. The Dutch professor of modern European his-
tory, Michael Wintle’s analysis of the “visual history” of
Amsterdam provides an excellent example of this, as it
focuses on representations of other countries and cul-
tures in Amsterdam through monuments and decora-
tions in the city space. He argues that this represen-
tation presents Amsterdam as superior to these foreign
countries and cultures (Wintle 81). This, Wintle states,
connects to Michael Billig’s concept of ‘banal national-
ism’ – the automatic reinforcement of a hegemonic na-
tional narrative through the constant ‘flagging’ of na-
tionalism in the background (Wintle 80, Billig 39). Con-
sequently, according to Wintle and Billig, this presence
of small and often not actively recognized remnants of
colonialism and colonial narratives of Dutch superiority
affect public discourse, since they create a public space
which tells a ‘visual history’ of a hegemonic narrative of
Dutch colonialism. In that sense, Dewulf seems to build
from where Wintle’s analysis ends – namely by arguing
that adaptations to public space in Amsterdam, which
aim to foster inclusivity and diversity, contribute to chal-
lenging the hegemonic visual history created through
the presence of banal visual nationalism.

Tosch, who founded the Black Heritage Tours in Ams-
terdam in 2013, disagrees with Wintle’s conclusion that
background displays of colonialism re-iterate a hege-
monic narrative by bringing attention to exactly these
displays of banal nationalism in order to illustrate how
people of colour have an inherent claim to be seen as
fully fledged citizens of the Netherlands, since the vi-
sual history of Amsterdam documents their historical
presence in the country (Wintle 81, Tosch vi). Toschalso
counters the arguments proposed by Bijl and Cain, since
she uses the visual history of a hegemonic nationalist
narrative as proof of how Dutch identity cannot be de-
fined as fundamentally one thing, since it intersects with
all the other cultures that were present during Dutch
colonialism.

Evidently, the vivid academic debate about displays
of Dutch colonialism and proposed means for countering
a hegemonic narrative of Dutch national history mainly
focuses on Amsterdam and not on the broader tenden-
cies of slavery memorials which have been erected in
the Netherlands since 2002. With a new wave of slav-
ery monument erections approaching in 2022 and 2023,
this research seeks to fill a gap in the academic de-
bate by arguing that the existing and planned Dutch
slavery memorials function as local expressions of a
larger dynamic of civil society and municipality-led in-
terferences with a hegemonic Dutch narrative of slavery.
This is especially prominent when the processes leading
to their inaugurations accommodate both civil society

agents such as descendant organizations and political
actors such as municipalities. This research furthermore
aims to locate the slavery monuments within the ongo-
ing Dutch redress debate since 1993 in order to discuss
whether the monuments and changes fit into this de-
bate.

3 Slavery Memorials in Amster-
dam, Middelburg and Rotter-
dam

Although Young in his 1992 essay “The Counter-
Monument: Memory Against Itself in Germany Today”
had trouble imagining that nations would finance erec-
tions of slavery memorials, his approach to analyze vi-
sual memorial work, as presented in his 2018 essay col-
lection The Stages of Memory, provides the fundamen-
tal method for the following analysis of the processes
leading to the unveilings of the three already erected
Dutch slavery memorials. The Stages of Memory argues
that successful visual memorial work functions as pro-
cesses full of unresolved conflicts and debates, which
continue after the erection of a memorial, rather than
culminate with the unveiling of a memorial (Young “The
Stages of Memory” 7). In order to solidify this argu-
ment, Young writes, “Better a thousand years of Holo-
caust memorial competitions in Germany than a final so-
lution to your Holocaust memorial question,” referring to
the 1995 competition to find a design for the memorial
for the murdered Jews of Europe (Young “The Stages of
Memory” 7). Thereby, Young argues that a design com-
petition for a significant memorial should not strive for
a perfect solution that everyone agrees on. Instead, it
should focus on understanding the importance of a con-
tinuing debate surrounding the memory represented or
visualized by the memorial even after its physical com-
pletion.

In order to follow Young’s argument, this analysis of
the three existing slavery memorials will not go into
details about the artists behind the memorials or their
visual designs. Instead, this analysis focuses on the
memorial processes themselves in order to evaluate
these according to Young’s success criteria and even-
tually place the memorials within a broader context of
Dutch racial redress.

Young determines the success of a memorial pro-
cess based on the following main criteria: the process
must accommodate disagreement between stakehold-
ers, the final memorial should reflect the existence of
disagreements rather than attempt to depict a unified
or hegemonic narrative of what it represents, and that
the memorial, “might also be regarded as a never-to-
be-completed process, animated (not disabled) by the
forces of history bringing it into being” (Young “The
Stages of Memory” 16). Young divides the memorial pro-
cess into several stages, but since the discussion phase
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is the prime focus of this research, only what Young
terms “The Jury Stage” will be elaborated on here. He
argues that The Jury Stage should focus on composing a
jury consisting of both academics, politicians, civil soci-
ety organizations, local residents, and people with prac-
tical knowledge about the erection of monuments, for
example artists and architects (Young “The Stages of
Memory” 37). With his criteria, Young underlines the
significance of the democratic qualities of a memorial
process, that is: working towards a multifaceted prod-
uct and viewing debate and disagreement as an integral
aspect of the process. Furthermore, Young insists on the
fundamental importance of including all stakeholders at
an early stage in the memorial process and continuing
this collaboration and discussion throughout the rest of
the process.

3.1 The Process in Amsterdam: Het Na-
tionaal Monument Slavernijverleden

Although the inauguration of Het Nationaal Monu-
ment Slavernijverleden took place on 1 July 2002, the
process behind its erection began almost a decade ear-
lier with the foundation of the Nationaal 30 Juni/1 Juli
Comité in 1993 (Kardux 171). This committee, consist-
ing of descendants of enslaved people and people other-
wise affected by Dutch colonialism, wished to increase
knowledge about and visibility of Keti Koti in the Nether-
lands (Kardux 171). On 22 September 1998, the fe-
male descendant organization Stichting Sophiedela sent
a petition to the Dutch ministry of internal affairs urg-
ing the Dutch government to get involved in official ini-
tiatives to commemorate the Dutch slavery past (Biek-
man). The petition, signed by Stichting Sophiedela’s
chair Barryl A. Biekman, did not specifically mention a
slavery memorial or that the commemoration initiative
should take place in Amsterdam, but it did start a debate
about how to respond to the demands for commemora-
tion put forward by descendant organizations (Biekman,
Kardux 172). As a result, Het Comité van Aanbevel-
ing Nationaal Monument Slavernijverleden 1 came into
existence in 1999 and on 9 June 2000, the Dutch gov-
ernment and the Municipality of Amsterdam signed the
Convenant Inzake De Totstandkoming Van Het Nationaal
Monument Slavernijverleden Tussen De Staat Der Ned-
erlanden En De Gemeente Amsterdam2, hereon referred
to as ‘the covenant’ (Boxtel). Thus, what started out as
a descendant organizations-led project to foster recog-
nition of the Dutch slavery past within the Netherlands
eventually resulted in the erection of the first Dutch slav-
ery memorial – a joint intiative between the Dutch state,
the municipality of Amsterdam, Landelijk Platform Slav-

1(In English) The Committee of Recommendation for National Mon-
ument for Slavery Past

2(In English) Covenant on the Establishment of the National Monu-
ment for Slavery Past between the State of the Netherlands and the
Municipality of Amsterdam

ernijverleden3 (LPS), and Het Comité van Aanbeveling
Nationaal Monument Slavernijverleden (Boxtel).

The covenant of 2000 determined all major aspects
of the to-be-erected Het Nationaal Monument Slaverni-
jverleden, and particularly its 6th and 7th article show
the main purpose of the memorial: to provide an eas-
ily accessible location for annual celebrations of Keti
Koti, which appeals not only to descendants of enslaved
people in the Netherlands, but to the Dutch society as
a whole (Boxtel Artikel 6 and 7). The covenant fur-
ther states that the decided-upon memorial must sat-
isfy all involved parties – the state, the municipality, Het
Comité van Aanbeveling Nationaal Monument Slaverni-
jverleden, and LPS, an organization chaired by Biekman
who represents the original civil society agents working
on increasing focus on the Dutch slavery past and its
implications in the present (Boxtel Artikel 7). An open
call was made for design proposals for the memorial (Art
at Site), and all parties eventually agreed on the design
proposed by the Surinamese artist Erwin de Vries, which
was then erected in Amsterdam’s Oosterpark on 1 July
2002 (figure 1).

However, the actual realization of Het Nation-
aal Monument Slavernijverleden proved far less
collaboration-oriented than what the covenant seemed
to aim towards. According to Kardux, the government
involvement in the decision-making process exceeded
the covenant’s initial consensus, since the Dutch state
ended up dictating Oosterpark as the location of the
memorial in spite of this being a far more peripheral
part of Amsterdam than, for example, Dam Square,
which some descendant organizations advocated for
(Kardux 174). Kardux also argues that the Dutch state’s
intervention in the process caused the project to turn
into a commemorative artwork for all Dutch minorities
at the risk of removing focus from the intended purpose,
namely to commemorate Dutch participation in slavery
and counter a hegemonic Dutch narrative of slavery
(Kardux 174). In addition to this, the circumstances
of the official unveiling of the memorial brought dis-
content, as fences separated the memorial from the
public in order to make it safe for the Dutch queen to
attend the inauguration (Trouw “Protest”). This sparked
protests from the citizens wishing to attend the inaugu-
ration, as they had to settle for watching it on screens
(ibid.).

Although Young argues for the significance of dis-
agreement and debate in the memorial process, he also
writes that a modern memorial should “mesh memory
with life, embed memory in life, and balance our need
for memory with the present needs of the living” (Young
“The Stages of Memory” 12). The Dutch state’s interfer-
ence with Het Nationaal Monument Slavernijverleden,
both with regards to its placement and the significant
broadening of who it should commemorate, thus ap-
pears at odds with the “needs of the living” (Young

3(In English) National Platform for Slavery Past
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Figure 1: Photo of the Erwin de Vries’ memorial inaugurated in Amsterdam in 2002 (Martin Alberts. Het Nationaal
Monument Slavernijverleden. Stadsarchief Amsterdam, 9 October 2007, https://archief.amsterdam/beeldbank/detail
/29fbdad7-ecfa-1ca1-7808-a8e013cb762e, accessed 1 June 2022).

“The Stages of Memory” 12), which one could in this
case interpret as the descendant organizations who ini-
tiated the process. So, at the beginning of the memo-
rial process, Het Nationaal Monument Slavernijverleden
followed Young’s success criteria, as it focused on in-
cluding all stakeholders in the decision-making process,
but the project eventually departed from Young’s idea of
a democratic and open memorial process because the
Dutch state acted as an executive power by diminish-
ing the wishes of other stakeholders, thus undermining
the initially democratic nature of the memorial process.
However, the functionality of the memorial as a site of
commemoration and celebration of Keti Koti does rein-
state its original purpose as a counter-hegemonic visual
source specifically connecting to the memory of slavery
in the Netherlands, and the fact that it remains the main
site for Amsterdam’s Keti Koti celebrations twenty years
later (Keti Koti Festival) also shows that the redress pur-
pose of the memorial succeeded in spite of state inter-
ference.

3.2 The Process in Middelburg: Het
Zeeuws Slavernijmonument

According to the speeches given by GroenLinks mu-
nicipal council member Jaap Goetheer and chair of the
project group Zeeuws Slavernijverleden Roelof Koops at
the official unveiling of Het Zeeuws Slavernijmonument
in Middelburg, the process of erecting a slavery memo-
rial in Middelburg began with the late 1990s discus-
sions about where to place a national slavery memo-
rial (Goetheer, Koops). Middelburg played a promi-
nent historical role in the Dutch slave trade due to the
slave trading activities of the Middelburgsche Commer-
cie Compagnie (MCC) and West Indische Compagnie
(WIC), which both had warehouses and other facilities
in Middelburg in the 18th − 19th centuries (Campbell,
Gelder).

When the 2000 covenant finalized the decision to
make Amsterdam the location of the national slavery
memorial, it sparked local initiatives in Zeeland, and
also specifically in Middelburg, to erect a local memorial
for the commemoration of Zeeland’s involvement in the
Dutch slave trade (Goetheer, Koops). On 31 July 2001,
Ferdinand Ralf, the founder and chair of Stichting Monu-
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Figure 2: Photo of the Middelburg memorial, designed by Hedi Bogaers (KITLV. Het Zeeuws Slavernijmonument. Flickr,
https://www.flickr.com/photos/kitlvcollections/5612388631, accessed 1 June 2022).

ment Middelburg, proposed the idea to erect a local slav-
ery memorial to the Municipality of Middelburg (Omroep
“Middelburger Wil Slavernijmonument”). However, the
municipality did not accept the proposal until Goetheer
and GroenLinks Middelburg stated their support for the
project on 9 March 2002 – a mere four months before the
unveiling of Het Nationaal Monument Slavernijverleden
in Amsterdam – and this time, the municipality approved
the project (Omroep “GL Middelburg”). In 2003, Sticht-
ing Beeldende Kunst, in collaboration with the civil so-
ciety organization Stichting Monument Middelburg and
the Municipality of Middelburg, announced an open call
for memorial designs and the three stakeholders agreed
on the project submitted by the local artist Hedi Bogaers
(Omroep “Kunstenaars Gezocht”, Zierikzee).

As becomes evident from figures 1 and 2, the final
design of Het Zeeuws Slavernijmonument differs quite
remarkably from that of Het Nationaal Monument Slav-
ernijverleden, since the Middelburg memorial is a strin-
gent geometrical combination of three types of gran-
ite, whereas the Amsterdam one shows an evolution
of human-resembling figures from slavery to freedom.
However, the processes that led to the erections of
the two memorials appear strikingly similar, especially

when it comes to their inherent focus on collaboration
between civil society and municipalities as well as the
practical purpose of the memorials. For example, both
erection processes aimed towards satisfying all parties
involved with the realization of the memorials when it
came to crucial decisions such as placement (Boxtel Ar-
tikel 6, Omroep “Locatie”). As explained previously, the
final location of the Amsterdam memorial caused signif-
icant tensions between civil society organizations and
the state/municipality. The placement of Het Zeeuws
Slavernijmonument, on the other hand, seemed to sat-
isfy all involved parties, since its erection in front of the
MCC warehouse is in line with the history of this Middel-
burg building (Campbell, Gelder). Het Zeeuws Slaverni-
jmonument was inaugurated on 2 July 2005, in order to
not distort attention from the national Keti Koti celebra-
tion at Het Nationaal Monument Slavernijverleden on 1
July (Koops). But during his unveiling ceremony speech,
Koops made it clear that in the future, he aspired to have
the Middelburg memorial as the center of a more local
Keti Koti celebration in Zeeland (Koops).

In contrast to Het Nationaal Monument Slaverni-
jverleden, Het Zeeuws Slavernijmonument seems to
have succeeded in continuing an open memorial pro-
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cess, thus following Young’s success criteria. Ferdinand
Ralf, the initiator of the memorial process, initially faced
a lack of support for his idea to erect a slavery memorial
in Middelburg, but discussions between civil society and
the Municipality of Middelburg eventually resulted in of-
ficial support and funding for the monument. The design
and placement of the monument constituted the result
of the jury stage which included all stakeholders, and
thus reflected Young’s criteria for a successful, demo-
cratic memorial process more than the process in Ams-
terdam.

3.3 The Process in Rotterdam: Slavernij-
monument Rotterdam

In 2009, a descendant group spearheaded by Rot-
terdam PvdA politician Peggy Wijntuin started collecting
signatures from Rotterdam citizens in favour of erecting
a local memorial to commemorate Rotterdam’s crucial
role in the Dutch triangular slave trade of the 18th and
19th centuries (BKOR “Slavernijmonument”, Waterkant).
Although Het Nationaal Monument Slavernijverleden al-
ready existed at that point, Wijntuin argued that a local
memorial would make the inherent connection between
contemporary Rotterdammers, the slaves, and the slave
traders of the past more visible (Rijnmond). Wijntuin
adds that the question of visibility makes it difficult for
Rotterdammers to connect their city’s history of slavery,
because the triangular trading system meant that com-
panies involved in the slave trade had warehouses and
factories in Rotterdam. These produced the goods that
the companies would sell in West Africa in exchange for
enslaved people who would then get shipped off to the
Dutch colonies (Rijnmond). According to Wijntuin, how-
ever, the historical lack of physical presence of enslaved
people in Rotterdam, does not diminish the current is-
sues faced by the city whose inhabitants do not con-
nect Rotterdam’s trade history and historical prosperity
to the slave trade (Rijnmond).

As a result of the collection of 3,000 signatures
through Wijntuin’s campaign, the city’s alderman Rik
Grashoff from GroenLinks made an official promise on
23 November 2009 to erect a memorial (Waterkant). It
would take four more years until the official inaugura-
tion, as involved parties wished to time the unveiling
with the 150th anniversary of the abolition of slavery
in the Netherlands so that the memorial could exercise
its function as a site for Keti Koti celebrations for the
first time during this major anniversary (CBK). Since the
erection of the Rotterdam memorial, the narrative of Keti
Koti anniversaries in the Netherlands has changed, be-
cause of a more widespread acceptance of the fact that
it took ten years from the official abolition of slavery in
1863 until enslaved people actually gained freedom in
1873, which results in Dutch cities such as Groningen
currently planning to celebrate the 150th anniversary of
Keti Koti again in 2023 (Scheffer). However, in 2013 the

memorial in Rotterdam still represented the 150th an-
niversary.

Wijntuin collaborated with Het Centrum Beeldende
Kunst Rotterdam (CBK), a public benefit organization
funded by the Dutch state, in order to realize the slav-
ery memorial. Together, they organized a design com-
petition in 2012 where artists could submit ideas which
representatives of Surinamese, Antillean, and Cape
Verdean communities in Rotterdam would then vote on
(BKOR “In Memoriam”). All stakeholders voted unani-
mously for the design proposed by Cape Verdean artist
and Rotterdam resident Alex da Silva, whose Slaverni-
jmonument Rotterdam according to the artist himself
consists of an abstract interpretation of a slave trade
ship made in bronze on top of which four metal figures
dance their way from enslavement to freedom (BKOR
“In Memoriam”, CBK). However, the number of designs
in the competition as well as further details about how
exactly the vote was conducted is not known. Accord-
ing to BKOR, the competition was tough, but the article
fails to mention exactly how many proposed designs this
competition consisted of (BKOR). Da Silva, Wijntuin and
CBK decided to place the memorial at the Lloydpier in
Rotterdam, a location with significant importance to the
Triangular trade since the ships set for West Africa would
dock there (BKOR “Slavernijmonument”).

Although some details regarding the memorial pro-
cess in Rotterdam remain unclear, it still seems like a
successful democratic process, especially since its Jury
Stage included both civil society stakeholders, politi-
cians, citizens, and an expert advisory group in the
shape of CBK. Furthermore, this process made an at-
tempt to further democratization of what Young calls
The Judging Stage (Young “The Stages of Memory” 46),
as it allowed minority communities in Rotterdam with a
historical connection to Dutch slavery and colonialism to
vote on a selection of designs chosen by the jury.

4 Contextualizing the Memorials
within the Dutch Redress De-
bate

The process of erecting the Rotterdam memorial
does in many ways reflect the processes in Amster-
dam and Middelburg. Slavernijmonument Rotterdam,
like Het Nationaal Monument Slavernijverleden and
Het Zeeuws Slavernijmonument, originated as a civil
society-led initiative seeking collaboration with a mu-
nicipality in order to execute the slavery memorial. As
with the two previous memorials, the Rotterdam process
strove towards accommodating various opinions and the
perspectives of minority groups within Rotterdam. Fun-
damental similarities between the three memorials also
appear when looking at the intended function of Slav-
ernijmonument Rotterdam, since the creation of a site
for Keti Koti commemoration and celebration constitutes

115



Capstone Issue Vol.19, 2022 Thea Bladt Hansen

Figure 3: Photo of the Rotterdam memorial, designed by Alex da Silva (NRC. Slavernijmonument Rotterdam. Nrc.nl,
https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2018/10/05/monument-tegen-de-onwetendheid-a2139262, accessed 1 June 2022).

the main functional purpose of all three memorials.
In the autumn semester of 2021, I mapped racial re-

dress activities in the Netherlands for the NIOD Insti-
tute of War, Holocaust and Genocide Studies’ Transi-
tional Justice Programme, and our research resulted in
59 mappings of apologies, statue removals, memorial
erections, and other redress activities (NIOD data). This
research illustrated three main tendencies within Dutch
redress activities which will help place the erected and
planned slavery memorials within a broader narrative
of Dutch racial redress activities. The three trends are:
first, clusters of commemoration around Keti Koti an-
niversaries and decennials, second, an internal process
of change in-between Keti Koti anniversaries that high-
lights the effect of civil society organizations’ pursuits
of changing the hegemonic Dutch narrative of slavery
and 17th − 18th century Dutch history, and third, activ-
ities sparked by world-wide Black Lives Matter protests
of 2020. Of course, some redress activities overlap, but
this does not defy the purpose of the categories, as this

categorization illustrates general trends rather than mu-
tually exclusive ones.

Firstly, 22% of the mapped redress activities either
took their starting point on Keti Koti or function as
preparation for bigger Keti Koti decennials – in partic-
ular those of 2013 and 2023 – which results in signif-
icant clusters of commemorative activities around Keti
Koti (NIOD data). Therefore, the inauguration of the na-
tional memorial in Amsterdam on Keti Koti 2002, the de-
liberate one-day delay of the unveiling of the Middelburg
memorial on 2 July 2005 to accommodate for the Keti
Koti celebration in Amsterdam on 1 July, and the erec-
tion of the Rotterdam memorial for the 140th anniver-
sary of Keti Koti in 2013 all correspond to the broader
trend for racial redress activities in the Netherlands con-
necting to Keti Koti. Furthermore, the Tilburg memorial
inauguration will take place on 1 July 2022 and the three
slavery memorials planned for erection in Utrecht, The
Hague, and Groningen will be erected in 2023 to cele-
brate the 150th anniversary of the abolition of slavery
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in the Netherlands (Rubio, Scheffer, NOS, Hest). Both
erected and planned slavery memorials thus follow the
tendency for Dutch racial redress events to connect to
Keti Koti anniversaries and even intensify this tendency
by creating spaces for local Keti Koti celebrations, thus
broadening the tradition for celebrating Keti Koti which
previously mainly existed in Amsterdam (Ariese 125).

Although this research calls the second trend in
Dutch redress activities ‘an internal process of change’,
this process does of course still connect to global trends
and changes in awareness of how to present unflat-
tering elements of the national history of a country.
However, the formulation of this second trend refers
to the fact that during the late 2010s several muse-
ums and municipalities in the Netherlands initiated re-
dress projects without being under a major pressure to
do so. Some prime examples of this trend include the
2018 city council-initiated investigation of Rotterdam’s
slavery past and the formal apology from the Rotter-
dam major for the city’s participation in the slave trade,
the Mauritshuis Museum’s decision in 2018 to remove a
bust of Count Johan Maurits van Nassau-Siegen from its
lobby due to his involvement in the Dutch slave trade,
and the Amsterdam Museum’s 2019 decision to cease
to use the term ‘Golden Age’ in relation to Dutch 17th

century history (NIOD data). All these decisions show a
potential shift within local municipalities’ and museum’s
approaches to commemorating Dutch slavery history,
since the city council of Rotterdam, the Mauritshuis
Museum, and Amsterdam Museum all decided to en-
gage in internal change without pressure from the pub-
lic and protesters. These internal decisions to broaden
or change the hegemonic narrative of Dutch slavery his-
tory potentially constitute long-term effects of the racial
redress debate initiated by descendant-led civil society
organizations in the 1990s and continued through racial
redress activities and collaborations between civil so-
ciety groups and municipalities during the 2000s and
2010s.

The three already erected slavery memorials and
the ones planned in Tilburg and the Hague all follow
the trend of internal change. As mentioned before, all
erected memorials connect inherently to Keti Koti an-
niversaries, but at the same time they also include long
processes during which a single member or a group from
a minority community manages to establish the exis-
tence of public support or desire for a public site for
slavery commemoration, thereby getting the state or
local municipalities to engage in the process and fund
the erection of memorials. Even though it may seem
like the new wave of slavery memorials in 2022-2023
constitutes an example of attempts to diversify public
spaces after the Black Lives Matter (BLM) demonstra-
tions of 2020, two of the planned memorials actually
follow the first trend rather than the post-BLM trend, as
the official processes of erecting slavery memorials in
Tilburg and the Hague began in 2018 and 2019, respec-
tively (figure 4).

A staggering 47% of the mapped Dutch redress ac-
tivities began after the BLM protests, which took its
Dutch starting point on Dam Square in Amsterdam on 1
June 2020, and thus fall under the third trend detected
in the redress data (NIOD data). This tendency corre-
sponds with two of the memorials for slavery commem-
oration planned for erection in 2023, since the official
support for these projects only arrived after the BLM
protests of 2020, even though civil society agents and
some politicians had lobbied for the memorials prior to
the protests (figure 4; Lucas). The official municipal
announcement of plans for erecting a slavery memo-
rial in Utrecht happened on 9 July 2020 – a month af-
ter BLM protests began in Utrecht on 5 June 2020 (DUIC
“Jaarbeursplein”). The BLM protests in Utrecht appear
very fundamental to initiating the memorial process in
Utrecht because the announcement came so swiftly af-
ter the protests began, and news articles reaffirmed
this connection between BLM and the Utrecht memorial
project by accompanying articles on the announcement
of the memorial with pictures from a BLM-protest on
Het Jaarbeursplein in Utrecht (NOS, DUIC “Slavernijmon-
ument”). Groningen also experienced BLM protests in
June 2020, which could explain why the official decision
to erect a memorial came after 2020, even though the
memorial process began before 2020 (Trouw “Demon-
stranten”). However, a connection between the memo-
rial in Groningen and BLM appears less clear than
the connection between official support for the Utrecht
memorial and BLM protests in Utrecht.

In closing, although the BLM-protests had a major
impact on Dutch racial redress activities it would be
anachronistic to view the entirety of the new memorials
planned for 2022-2023 as a consequence of BLM, since
only two official announcements about memorial erec-
tions happened right after the beginning of BLM protest
in the Netherlands. The new memorial processes and
the three already erected memorials all follow the Dutch
redress activity trend of connecting to Keti Koti, as the
(scheduled) inauguration dates all systematically con-
nect to Keti Koti anniversaries and decennials. Addition-
ally, the erections of slavery memorials correspond to
the trend of internal change detected within the racial
redress mappings, since the majority of the erection pro-
cesses try to place slavery within hegemonic narratives
of Dutch history but do so through a process that in-
cludes both municipalities, civil society actors and local
communities, thus contributing to a broader change in
the Dutch narrative of colonialism and slavery history
through the elaborate process required in order to erect
slavery memorials.
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Figure 4: Timeline showing the processes of erecting slavery memorials in the Netherlands. The axis shows the years
and the blue lines mark the timespan from an official municipal or state declaration about plans for erecting a memorial
to the inauguration of the memorial. The red lines illustrate the amount of time that civil society organizations, often
in collaboration with some city council members, lobbied for the erection of a memorial before it became an official
municipal or state project. Sources used to create the timeline (from left to right): Boxtel, Kardux, Biekman; Goetheer,
Koops; BKOR “Slavernijmonument, Waterkant, Rijnmond, Veenstra, Scheffer, Rozema.

4.1 Emplacing Erected Slavery Memori-
als Within Hegemonic Visual Narra-
tives

The slavery memorials of Amsterdam, Middelburg,
and Rotterdam all have quite distinct features in com-
mon with regards to the manner in which they occupy
space: none of them have replaced existing monu-
ments and all the erection processes did at least aim
towards making the process of developing the memo-
rials inclusive and democratic to accommodate for the
people who would eventually use the memorials as
places of commemoration and celebration. Thus, the
three erected slavery memorials constitute examples of
counter-hegemonic initiatives to visually commemorate
slavery in the Netherlands that all revolve around the
idea of placing something, which inherently connects to
Dutch history, in the visual spaces which have thus far
failed to provide public displays of commemoration of
this element of Dutch history. Balkenhol’s interpretation
of “memory politics as processes of emplacement that
intervene in a politics of belonging and provide a sense
of political subjectivity” (Balkenhol 137) and Huyssen’s
argument that “histories of destruction, crime, and con-
flicts of all kinds” (Huyssen “Other Cities” 3) necessarily
exist within visual spaces of cities provide the founda-
tion of the following analysis and discussion of the three
erected slavery memorials as counter-hegemonic visual
sources emplaced in city spaces.

The connection between hegemonic visual spaces
and emplacement becomes evident when examining
the processes of determining where to place the three
slavery memorials. The placements of the Rotterdam

and Middelburg memorials signify attempts at emplac-
ing slavery within city spaces that already fundamen-
tally connect to aspects of the Dutch history and the
slave trade, yet fail to represent this history through
visual sources. Neither process had much difficulty ar-
guing for the particular placement of a slavery memo-
rial, since descendant organizations collaborated with
the municipality of Middelburg in order to decide to lo-
cate the Het Zeeuws Slavernijmonument at the MCC
warehouse (Omroep “Locatie”) Also, Alex da Silva, the
artist behind Slavernijmonument Rotterdam, wanted
the memorial to abstractly represent a ship used for
Triangular trade and therefore wished to place it at
the Lloydpier (BKOR “Slavernijmonument”). The two
memorials thus constitute examples of emplacements
of the Dutch involvement in the slave trade into the vi-
sual source material of spaces which, until the memo-
rial erections, only displayed the profit and prosperity of
these two Dutch cities which originated from the cities’
engagement in, for example, Triangular trading. Thus,
the memorials occupy physical spaces, which already
contain the aspect of Dutch slavery history that they
represent without having visual source material to sup-
port this aspect of history, and emplace this aspect
within the hegemonic visual narrative of the city space,
thus providing a competing and broader visual narra-
tive. The initiators of the memorials did not wish to re-
move the Lloydpier or the MCC warehouse, but instead
aimed towards creating visual source material which
supports a more nuanced hegemonic narrative of the
Dutch slave trade.

Het Nationaal Monument Slavernijverleden in Ams-
terdam differs remarkably from the two other memori-
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als, since its placement caused quite a dispute. Oost-
erpark, the location of the national slavery memo-
rial, has no apparent connection to Dutch slave his-
tory and has only existed for around 100 years (Ams-
terdam Gemeente). According to Kardux, this location
“was highly controversial in the Afro-Dutch community”
due to its peripherality and lack of historical connec-
tion to the communities it supposedly represented (Kar-
dux 174). To reiterate, the guidelines for the placement
as described in the covenant stated that the location
should be “accessible” and “representative”, but did not
further specify the criteria for a representative location
(Boxtel Artikel 6). According to Kardux, when Boxtel and
the Dutch state together with the municipality of Ams-
terdam became involved in the memorial process, the
focus shifted from the original idea of commemorating
the violence and consequences of the Dutch slave trade
to the unity of all minorities within the Netherlands (Kar-
dux 173). This shift in the focus of the memorial dur-
ing the process of shaping and erecting could constitute
a primary reason for its non-slavery-connected place-
ment.

The process of erecting and placing Het Nationaal
Monument Slavernijverleden distinguishes itself further
from the erection processes for the memorials in Mid-
delburg and Rotterdam by not being a project of em-
placement. Because Oosterpark does not connect to the
Dutch slavery past, placing the memorial there makes it
impossible to constitute an example of emplacement of
Dutch slavery history within a visual hegemony, since
the memorial ended up merely being placed within a
space it did not necessarily connect to instead of being
emplaced within a space where a visual source of Dutch
slavery history was missing. The municipality of Amster-
dam’s official website entry on Oosterpark further con-
tributes to the notion that the location of the memorial
focused more on broadening its meaning and making
it less visible than on placing it in a historically/cultur-
ally significant space. The entry describes Oosterpark
as a site for “fun festivals” and “a large paddling pool”
but mentions neither Het Nationaal Monument Slaverni-
jverleden nor the yearly Keti Koti commemoration/festi-
val held at the memorial (Gemeente Amsterdam). The
non-central location together with the apparent lack of
connection between the memorial and its surroundings
thus seem to strip it of the impact which slavery memo-
rials can have on hegemonic spaces, as proved by the
cases of Middelburg and Rotterdam. So, even though
the Amsterdam memorial succeeds in providing a place
for Keti Koti celebration and commemoration, it fails at
intervening with hegemonic spaces.

4.2 The Current Wave of Local Slavery
Memorials

The inaugurations of four new local slavery memori-
als will take place on Keti Koti 2022 and 2023 (Rubio,
Scheffer, NOS, Hest), thus cementing the erection of
slavery memorials as an actual trend for slavery com-
memoration in the Netherlands. Since only the Tilburg
memorial currently has an official design and place-
ment, and due to the scarce source material on the
memorials planned for erection in Utrecht, the Hague,
and Groningen, this chapter aims to explore the pro-
cesses of erecting new local memorials through qualita-
tive interviews with politicians, representatives of civil
society groups, artists, and advisory organizations in
order to gain these four different perspectives on the
memorial erection processes. However, none of the ap-
proached people engaged with the process of erecting
the monument in Groningen replied to the interview re-
quests and the only response from a participant of the
process in the Hague came in the shape of a brief email
rather than a live interview, which means that this inter-
view did not provide an opportunity for follow-up ques-
tions. All other qualitative interviews with stakeholders
took their starting point in similar sets of questions re-
lating to the processes of erecting local slavery memori-
als, but turned more dialogical by asking follow-up ques-
tions.

This chapter thus relies on the written response from
Peggy Wijntuin, former PvdA-politician in Rotterdam,
and current project leader of the memorial erection pro-
cess in the Hague, a live interview with Leroy Lucas, ini-
tiator of Keti Koti Utrecht and the main civil society ac-
tor behind the memorial erection process in Utrecht, and
live interviews with the artists behind the Tilburg memo-
rial design, Albert Dedden and Paul Keizer, as well as
Liesbeth Jans, process supervisor of the Tilburg memo-
rial. Although the interviews do not provide a complete
account of all groups involved, they constitute first-hand
reports on the experiences of some of the agents be-
hind the memorial erection processes, thereby mak-
ing it possible to compare the processes to each other.
This research fully acknowledges that other stakehold-
ers involved in the process may have had different ex-
periences of the processes, so all tentative conclusions
made about the processes in Utrecht, The Hague, and
Tilburg rely only on information presented by individual
stakeholders, not the complete entity of stakeholders in-
volved.

Wijntuin, a veteran when it comes to racial redress
in the Netherlands, explains that the process of erecting
a slavery memorial in the Hague differs from her pre-
vious experience with Slavernijmonument Rotterdam,
since the city council initiated the memorial erection
process in the Hague, whereas she initiated the pro-
cess in Rotterdam herself as a citizen. Similarly, Jans
states that the municipality of Tilburg contacted the ad-
visory organization Kunstloc Brabant after the mayor
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of Tilburg, Theo Weterings, promised the erection of
a slavery memorial on Keti Koti 2018, which led to
Jans’ official involvement in the process from 2020 on-
wards (Taylor). Jans explains that at the beginning of
this process, “there were two years of discussions be-
tween the municipality of Tilburg, various foundations,
and the communities who will be represented through
the monument”, thus emphasizing the importance as-
signed to collaboration and debate during the first phase
of the erection process. The processes in Tilburg and
the Hague thus seem quite driven by the cities’ respec-
tive municipalities from the beginning of the erection
processes, something that differs from the heavily civil
society-led initial phases of the memorials in Amster-
dam, Middelburg, and Rotterdam.

To some degree, the processes in Utrecht and
Groningen resemble the initial phases of the three al-
ready erected memorials for slavery commemoration,
as it took civil society organizations years to receive of-
ficial approval for slavery memorials in these two cities,
but in both cities the collaboration with a few select
members of the respective city councils provided a cru-
cial addition to civil society campaigns for erecting slav-
ery memorials. Although the municipality of Utrecht
made an official declaration of its plans for erecting a
slavery memorial in 2020, Lucas explains that the ac-
tual process began several years before that, and that
the eventual official support only arrived after years of
lobbying for the idea both within the municipality and
through the popularization of Keti Koti in Utrecht:

“The process started 6-7 years ago. (. . . )
Melody Deldjou Fard [member of the city
council of Utrecht for GroenLinks] told me
that some people in the municipality were al-
ready talking about the idea of a monument,
which I did not know at that point, so I told
her that I would start working on the Keti Koti
festival in Utrecht and she should start work-
ing on getting the monument approved by
the Municipality – like a tandem project” (Lu-
cas).

In Groningen, D66 politician Wieke Paulusma and
the civil society organization Keti Koti Groningen ap-
proached the municipality in 2019 to inquire about the
possibility for erecting a slavery memorial in 2022, but
on 3 November 2021, an article by Sebastian Scheffer
published in the local newspaper Oog stated that the
initiators behind the monument had not heard any news
about it since they proposed the idea of a memorial in
2019 (Veenstra, Scheffer). As a result, the initiators pre-
sented a new proposal to the municipality of Groningen
on 14 December 2021 for the erection of a memorial
in 2023, which was approved (Rozema 3). Due to the
lack of responses to interview requests for the people
involved in the erection process in Groningen, it has not
been possible to gather updates on the process, and the

rest of this chapter thus focuses on the memorial erec-
tion processes in the Hague, Tilburg, and Utrecht.

All interviewed parties state that the erection of lo-
cal slavery memorials provides communities with a con-
nection to Dutch slavery history and colonialism while
at the same time focusing on unifying inhabitants of the
Netherlands in the pursuit of a more equal future. Wi-
jntuin mentions that the Dutch colonial past persists in
present society through the ‘Dutch cultural archive’ –
a term likely borrowed from the Afro-Surinamese Dutch
social and cultural anthropologist Gloria Wekker’s book
White Innocence in which she uses Edward Said’s term
‘cultural archive’ to show how a Dutch self-perception
inherently connecting to the country’s imperialist past
remains strong among the white Dutch population to-
day (Wekker 2). Wijntuin moves on to describe what she
sees as the main purpose of erecting slavery memorials:

“Our conviction is that mutual knowledge
and insights about our shared history and in
particular the colonial and slavery past con-
tributes in the long term to both the preven-
tion of mutual alienation and to our common
Dutch identity and future”. (Wijntuin)

The erection of slavery memorials does thus, accord-
ing to Wijntuin, simultaneously challenge a hegemonic,
white Dutch identity built on colonialism while still ig-
norant of the consequences of colonialism and create
a new “common Dutch identity”, which broadens the
hegemonic and exclusive Dutch cultural archive in or-
der to make room for an inclusive, shared interpretation
of Dutch slavery history.

Although the interviewed parties share a consen-
sus concerning the idealistic purpose of erecting slavery
memorials, some interviews revealed more practical ex-
planations for the timings of municipalities’ official dec-
larations to erect slavery memorials. According to Lu-
cas, the BLM protests in Utrecht in June 2020 sparked
a broader political interest in the memorial erection
project in Utrecht:

“Someone called up Melody Deldjou Fard af-
ter that [the BLM protests in Utrecht] and
said that it might be time for that monument.
I don’t know who called her, but I think it was
a white position. She knew she could pass a
bill for a monument at that moment, because
she had momentum. That’s how it got done.
But the bill had everything that I had been
telling politicians for years in it, so I just saw
my words, finally” (Lucas).

With the BLM protests, the municipality of Utrecht sud-
denly had a practical reason to support the erection
of a local slavery memorial, even though Lucas, Fard,
and others had tried to achieve this for years. The offi-
cial collaboration between civil society and municipality
thus began as a response to tumultuous protests rather
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than as a result of dialogues between civil society, mi-
nority communities, and the municipality of Utrecht.

The Tilburg municipality is the second example of a
municipality agreeing to erect a slavery memorial for
practical as well as idealistic reasons. While explain-
ing the reasons that the committee liked Dedden and
Keizer’s design, Jans revealed that its contrast to the
existing and quite controversial Peerke Donders monu-
ment in Tilburg constituted an appealing factor:

“Especially people from the BLM movement
want it [the Peerke Donders statue] removed
because it is a very stereotypical depiction
of a relation between a white and a black
man. That is one of the reasons why the
Afro-Caribbean community in Tilburg wanted
a memorial as a counterpart of the Peerke
Donders monument. There is definitely a
connection between the Donders monument
debate and the erection of this slavery mon-
ument”. (Jans)

According to Jans, the new memorial will help balance
out the Peerke Donders monument and the hegemonic
narrative of colonialism that it represents. This res-
onates with the Rotterdam and Middelburg memorials,
as these also serve as examples of emplacing visual rep-
resentations of counter-hegemonic narratives into hege-
monic spaces previously dominated by visual sources
that reinforce the hegemony.

Only Tilburg has settled on where to place its slav-
ery memorial so far – a decision that caused debate be-
tween the municipality and the advisory committee for
the memorial. Dedden and Keizer were not involved in
this decision, but the artists do believe that the very
central location assigned to the memorial signifies the
serious recognition of what it represents. Jans explains
that the municipality of Tilburg had not prepared for
a situation in which the advisory board did not accept
the proposal to place the memorial in the Vrijheidspark
next to memorials commemorating the Second World
War and the Holocaust. It therefore took time to fi-
nally settle on placing the memorial next to the stairs of
Plan-T, a central location next to the station constantly
frequented by students, travelers, and people on their
way to work. Although this place has no connection
to slavery, Dedden, Keizer, and Jans believe that the
visibility of the memorial makes its placement signifi-
cant, and this, in relation to the already erected slav-
ery memorials, untraditional placement emplaces slav-
ery history within a busy, contemporary visual space in
Tilburg, thus attempting to continue the debate about
colonialism, slavery, and how to create a more inclusive
society.

4.3 Reflections on the Success of the
Slavery Memorial Trend

In summary, several characteristics of the already
erected slavery memorials reappear in the four new
erection processes, among these the clear connection
to Keti Koti, attempts at emplacing the memorials within
hegemonic visual spaces, and creating memorials which
focus both on broadening the hegemonic historical nar-
rative of the Dutch colonial past and on encouraging
hope for a more equal future. However, two of the four
new memorial erection processes also show the diffi-
culties of gaining official municipal support for slavery
memorials, even after the completion of the erection
processes in Amsterdam, Middelburg and Rotterdam. Al-
though this chapter only bases itself on four interviews,
the exploration of how key agents in the memorial erec-
tion processes have experienced the development from
the initial idea, to create a memorial, to official munic-
ipal support for the project and, in the case of Tilburg,
discussions about, and eventually decisions on the de-
sign and placement of the memorial, has provided a
unique insight into the intricate processes of erecting
local slavery memorials in the Netherlands.

To return to the question posed in chapter 2, this
research shows that the Dutch racial redress trend
of erecting slavery memorials does challenge existing
hegemonic narratives, as the erection of a memorial
generates debate between stakeholders, such as civil
society organizations, municipalities, advisory organi-
zations, and citizens in general. The Dutch state par-
ticipated directly only in one memorial process – the
process of erecting Het Nationaal Monument Slaverni-
jverleden – and this example appears as the least suc-
cessful memorial process according to Young’s success
criteria, since the state involvement led to the exclu-
sion of other stakeholders initially integral part of the
process and ended up dictating The Final Deliberation
Stage, The Building Stage, and The Opening and Recep-
tion Stage. But even this least successful slavery memo-
rial succeeded in creating a place in Amsterdam that
still hosts annual Keti Koti celebrations twenty years af-
ter the inauguration of the memorial and constitutes the
starting point of a successful wave of local racial redress
initiatives working towards broadening the celebration,
commemoration, and awareness of Keti Koti through the
erections of local slavery memorials.

Although only three monuments have been erected
and even though the first memorial erection happened
quite recently in a historical perspective, the Dutch
memorial processes seem highly successful as a means
of racial redress and according to Young’s success cri-
teria. Particularly the process in Tilburg resonates with
Young’s perspective, as the memorial process accord-
ing to Jans took longer than expected because civil soci-
ety and advisory organizations did not accept the place-
ment initially proposed by the municipality. This high-
lights that the stakeholders in the Tilburg memorial pro-
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cess valued democratic decision making and debate
over quickly finishing the project, which corresponds to
Young’s main argument, namely that one should view
the memorial process as more important than the final
memorial (Young 7).

However, the Dutch slavery memorials also differ
from Young’s main objective, since all the erected and
planned monuments function as specific sites for Keti
Koti celebration and commemoration. Covenants and
other agreements about the main purposes of slavery
memorials in addition to the interviews conducted with
main stakeholders have all provided the same answer to
questions regarding the reason for continuing to erect
slavery memorials: the wish to create local sites for an-
nual Keti Koti celebrations. All memorials besides the
national one in Amsterdam constitute the products of
local initiatives aiming to broaden the celebration and
commemoration of Keti Koti by creating their own vi-
sual spaces. In that sense, in addition to the value
assigned to the discussions and debates occurring dur-
ing the memorial processes, the final, physical products
of the memorial processes have a major significance
too. Hence, because of local insistence on broadening
and spreading Keti Koti beyond Amsterdam, the slavery
memorials remain important even after their inaugura-
tions due to their function as specific sites of commem-
oration and celebration every year on 1 July.

Even the most successful of the researched memo-
rial processes face certain limitations and uncertainties.
Young mentions community education as a vital step in
the memorial process and a necessary addition to any
project wishing to result in the erection of a physical
memorial (Young 7). However, the local slavery memo-
rial initiatives seem to focus far more on creating sites
for Keti Koti commemoration than on combining the
erection processes with educational projects. Jans even
states that while the Municipality of Tilburg has sup-
ported the slavery memorial project, it does not wish to
organize educational projects. This indicates a potential
issue with erecting slavery memorials, as these memo-
rials risk ending up as excuses for not engaging in addi-
tional memory work4 on challenging hegemonic narra-
tives of Dutch 17th − 19th century history. The Dutch
government and the Municipality of Amsterdam actu-
ally created Het Nationaal Instituut Nederlands Slaverni-
jverleden en Erfenis5 (NiNsee) in connection to the inau-
guration of Het Nationaal Monument Slavernijverleden,
thus ensuring the realization of a research institute in
addition to the erection of a national slavery memorial
(Kardux 174). However, Wekker argues that support for
this educational project ceased after decreasing politi-
cal support (Wekker 14), which again appears to sup-
port the suspicion that slavery memorials can constitute
an excuse for the Dutch state and municipalities to not

4Memory work: The manner in which a person, researcher or in-
stitution engages with the past in a historical, artistic and/or political
manner

5The National Institute of Dutch Slavery History and Heritage

support further racial redress events seeking to provide
counter-hegemonic narratives of Dutch slavery history
and its continuing presence within Dutch society.

5 Conclusion

In conclusion, the Dutch trend of erecting monu-
ments for the commemoration of slavery provides a
highly successful means of racial redress, as it man-
ages to emplace counter-hegemonic visual source ma-
terial into spaces previously mainly occupied by visual
sources furthering the hegemonic narrative of the Dutch
participation in the slave trade. Furthermore, the pro-
cesses of erecting memorials for slavery commemora-
tion have resulted in many years of disputes and de-
bates between minority communities, citizens, munic-
ipalities, and civil society organizations, thus further-
ing a public focus on what the slavery memorials rep-
resent and why certain groups seek to counter a hege-
monic Dutch narrative of slavery through the erection of
memorials. This aspect of the conducted research res-
onates with Young’s insistence on the fundamental im-
portance of the process rather than the product when it
comes to modern memorial processes.

However, based on the information gathered about
the intended purposes of all the memorials as sites for
yearly Keti Koti commemoration and celebration, a main
purpose emphasized in the qualitative interviews con-
ducted with key members of the erection processes, is
that Young’s disregard for the physical memorial itself
must be challenged in the case of the Dutch memorials
for slavery commemoration, as the spread of Keti Koti
celebrations and commemorations to cities other than
Amsterdam connects to the memorial processes. So,
even though these processes have a great significance
when it comes to challenging a hegemonic narrative of
Dutch slavery through debates and disputes between
civil society organizations, citizens and politicians, the
possibility to have a physical, fixed, and shared site for
commemorating the abolition of slavery in the Nether-
lands also contributes to the significance of the monu-
ments.

The process for a national slavery memorial consti-
tutes the least successful one so far, as it went against
Young’s criteria for successful memorial processes be-
cause the Dutch state ended up dictating key deci-
sions instead of allowing these to happen based on
democratic discussions between all involved stakehold-
ers. The Tilburg process, on the other hand, seems
highly successful because it illustrates how a memo-
rial becomes more valuable to a local community when
all stakeholders can openly voice their opinions and
challenge decisions proposed by the municipality, even
though this prolonged the erection process. Gener-
ally, the other memorial processes appear to have
learned from the mistakes of the Amsterdam process,
as they seek to keep all stakeholders engaged through-
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out the middle and final stages of the memorial pro-
cesses instead of abandoning this democratic approach
to memorial projects midway.

Future research on this topic would benefit from
including interviews with multiple stakeholders per
memorial from both old and current memorial processes
in order to compare and contrast various stakeholders’
experiences of the processes. Another important ques-
tion unanswered by this research is how citizens inter-
act with the slavery memorials outside of Keti Koti cel-
ebrations and whether the monuments manage to suc-
cessfully counter a hegemonic narrative of Dutch slav-
ery history then. Furthermore, although this research
concludes that the slavery memorials pose a successful
racial redress trend in the Netherlands, future research
should look into whether politicians use the monuments
as excuses for neglecting other redress projects, since
this would provide an argument against uncritically con-
tinuing the trend of erecting local slavery memorials.
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1 Introduction

The Polish artist Wilhelm Sasnal (born 1972), at-
tempts to work through what it means to be Polish by
addressing the problematic aspects of his nation’s his-
tory in his art. Sasnal calls himself a realist in that he
depicts what already exists before him, whether that be
his wife driving a car, food items, or politicians on TV
(“Conversation”). Polish-Jewish history emerges as one
of such themes that was always in Sasnal’s field of vi-
sion. He says he finds himself drawn to Holocaust his-
tory. However, at times, “against his own will,” (Sasnal,
“Oprowadzanie”) he continuously works with the rem-
nants of this complex past that persists in translating
itself into the present. Moreover, Sasnal undertakes the
questions of Jewish history from a non-Jewish Pole’s per-
spective. His art, therefore, invokes a tension between
an insider and an outsider position. This part of his oeu-
vre was exhibited in 2021 at the Museum of the His-
tory of the Polish Jews in Warsaw (Polin) in an exhibition
entitled Such a Landscape (2021). The show sparked
considerable media attention, being Sasnal’s first exhi-
bition in Poland after 14 years. The artist has become
almost a mythical figure in Polish culture with his suc-
cess abroad (Szabłowski). This time he returned to his
homeland with a widely acclaimed exhibition curated by
the internationally recognized Adam Szymczyk1. Such a
Landscape contains Sasnal’s works from the last twenty
years: some engage directly with the subject of the
Holocaust, while others subtly play with the memory,
associations, and mainstream visual culture connected
to the topic. Sasnal takes a unique approach by focus-
ing on Polish mental and physical landscapes and chal-
lenging their supposed neutrality. This capstone shows
how Sasnal uses landscape as a tool to interrogate the
traces of the Holocaust in Poland’s everyday life, assert-
ing the inner links between Polish identity and Holocaust
history.

Further, as explained by Tokarska-Bakir, the Holo-
caust history “re-visits its changing audiences like a re-
curring dream even though the actors have long left
the theatre” (3). Indeed, the tragedy inscribes itself on
the present Polish landscape, whether through contem-
porary artists working within this theme or through re-
cent political discourse aimed at safeguarding certain
WWII narratives (Belavusau 37). Therefore, a need for
a working-through of this strand of Polish-Jewish history
echoes through Poland’s societal landscape, and Sasnal,
among other artists, undertakes this enterprise. The rel-
evance of my research lies in assessing whether Sas-
nal’s Such a Landscape exhibition impacts the discourse
on the Holocaust in Poland. Does Sasnal offer a different
perspective on a story told and re-told so many times?
How does his exhibition fit into Poland’s cultural land-
scape? Is it disruptive? This analysis is significant be-
cause it facilitates a discussion of the current relation-

1Recipient of the Walter Hopps Award for Curatorial Achievement.

ship between Polish and Jewish WWII histories through a
new perspective: Sasnal’s landscapes.

Furthermore, the current crisis on the Polish-
Belarussian border originating from rapid and uncoor-
dinated migration adds another level of significance to
Sasnal’s exhibition. The artist acknowledges that be-
cause Such a Landscape engages in the theme of the
‘other’ within the Polish context, it can also be universal-
ized to think about the situation on the border; specifi-
cally looking at the mechanisms that reveal the ongoing
‘othering’ of non-Poles (“Oprowadzanie”). Nevertheless,
this study’s primary objective is to analyze Sasnal’s vi-
sual language to understand the intricacies between Pol-
ish identity and Jewish history.

2 Research Context

Poland’s World War II history comprises a significant
part of the nation’s institutionalized heritage. More-
over, as highlighted by Sienkiewicz, Poland “is fond
of dwelling on its war history and insurgent martyrol-
ogy”. Nevertheless, discussions on Jewish-Polish re-
lations within the WWII framework are not met with
the same enthusiasm in the realm of public discourse.
Poland’s relationship to the Holocaust remains an area
of historical taboo as its traces “are perceived as dam-
aging ‘for the psychological equilibrium or identity’ of
the nation,” (Tokarska-Bakir: van den Braembussche 6).
While the process can be observed in Polish state insti-
tutions, the 1990s have seen a proliferation in arts and
literature aiming to violate this taboo.

Most famously, Jan T Gross’s book Neighbors: The
Destruction of the Jewish Community in Jedwabne,
Poland, (2000) has brought to light common practices
of Poles wilfully committing crimes against their Jewish
neighbors during WWII (133)2. The writer brings forward
the story of Jedwabne, where half of the town’s pop-
ulation killed its other Jewish half in atrocious crimes,
such as trapping Jews in a barn and burning it down
(20)3. In addition, the book moves away from the
“perpetrators-victims-bystanders” axis, revealing its in-
sufficiency in understanding the Holocaust history in
Poland (12). Hannah Maischein, in “The Historicity of the
Witness: The Polish Relationship to Jews and Germans in
the Polish Memory Discourse of the Holocaust” (2018),
also visualizes this complexity. She writes, “Poles could
have been victims themselves, could murder or harm
the Jews and therefore be considered perpetrators, and
they could also help the Jews and therefore be remem-
bered as heroes” (225). Moreover, Joanna Tokarska-
Bakir analyzes the public reaction to Gross’s book in her
piece “Poland as the sick man of Europe? Jedwabne,

2Gross also writes about other pogroms carried out by Poles. Among
them, he focuses on the Radziłów Pogrom of 1941 where a docu-
mented 800 Jews were killed by Polish “hooligans” (Gross 57).

3Gross quotes Szmul Wasersztajn’s witness testimony outlining
what happened in Jedwabne.
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‘Post-memory’ and Historians” from 2003. She views the
success of Gross’s book as a symptom of an “epidemic
of post-traumatic neurosis”(3): the book unexpectedly
sold out and entered most fields of public discourse in
Poland, thereby revealing the ongoing vitality of Holo-
caust history.

The relevance of the Holocaust history can also
be observed in Poland’s contemporary political scene.
Uladzislau Belavusau, in “The Rise of Memory Laws in
Poland” (2018), examines the phenomenon with atten-
tion to Poland’s political climate. In 2018, the ruling
nationalist right-wing Law and Justice party (PiS)4 im-
plemented a ‘memory law’ officially aimed at “counter-
ing misinformation” (Belavusau 42) about the Polish in-
volvement in the Holocaust. Memory laws seek to reg-
ulate the different collective memories into a structured
cultural memory that is in line with the current politics
and self-image of the nation5. Belavesau argues that
in the Polish context, the law is a guise for reverting to
“populist identity-formation” by “mainstreaming nation-
alist historiography” (38). He ties this specific event to
the broader context of memory laws in Europe that orig-
inate from Germany’s implementation of criminal laws
against Holocaust denial in the 1980s (38). Further, he
indicates the years from 2010 onwards as a moment
when many European countries implemented memory
laws ranging in forms – “punitive and declarative, con-
stitutional and administrative, legislative and judicial” –
aimed at “counteracting historical disinformation” (38).
PiS implemented such a law in 2018, illustrating the
significance of the Holocaust debate to contemporary
Poland’s identity formation. The inclusion of such a law
sponsors a specific history that dismisses any wrongdo-
ings of Poles during WWII and instead commits to inves-
tigating violence perpetrated solely on Polish citizens,
thereby supporting martyrological narratives (42).

Moreover, the memory law was met with backlash
from Ukraine and the USA and deteriorated Polish Israeli
relations (28). In response to the criticism, PiS minister
Mateusz Morawiecki issued a statement explaining that
the law aims to hold accountable those who spread mis-
information about Poles’ involvement in Nazi crimes and
to condemn the denial of Poles’ suffering under Nazi rule
(Morawiecki qtd. in Belavusau 28). The phenomenon il-
lustrates Poland’s effort to safeguard its victim status
and discredit accounts that undermine it, thereby fur-
ther reinstating the taboo status to incidents like Jed-
wabne.

Nevertheless, the visual arts rarely reflect the state’s
position and have long been a locus for alternative rep-
resentations of Polish-Jewish relations. The artists that
have lived through WWII represent the Shoah differently
than later generations. As argued by Feinstein, the

4PiS is notoriously known for populist policies such as imposing se-
vere bans on abortion and for attempts at centralizing free media
(“The Observer View”).

5For an alternative definition of memory law see Belavusau and
Gliszczyńska-Grabias 1-3.

1990s marked a shift from sanctification to “deconstruc-
tion and innovation.” The rules of depicting this history
loosened, and the lines between what kind of represen-
tation is appropriate or not blurred. The artists belong-
ing to this wave can be understood as what Marianne
Hirsch describes as the “generation of postmemory”
(347). They come after those who “witnessed cultural
or collective trauma” (Hirsch 347) and remember what
happened through existing accounts. This mechanism
typically concerns the families marked by a traumatic
past; however, Tokarska-Bakir shows how this memory
transcends its immediate recipients. She calls it a phe-
nomenon of displacement: “it occurs in a surrogate,
symbolic place and moment, in a location removed in
space and time from the events to which it refers” (4).
Tokarska-Bakir further argues that this post-traumatic
culture is not looking for healing, but is obsessively star-
ing into its wound (4). Several Polish artists are products
of this moment in time.

Figure 1: Zbigniew Libera, Lego. Concentration Camp,
1996, a box with legos, image from Contemporary Art
Museum of Warsaw.

Zbigniew Libera is among the most famous Polish
names working with the Holocaust history, known for his
controversial (Feinstein) “Lego concentration camps”
(see figure 1). The artist’s pop-art objects comment on
processes of commodification that reach over most as-
pects of reality. The piece can be read as a comment
on the naturalization of antisemitism within mainstream
culture as well as a visual provocation that tests the lim-
its of representation. Libera’s project represents a more
polarizing approach towards Holocaust depictions, visu-
alizing one way of engagement. Nevertheless, other Pol-
ish artists choose a more subtle method.

Joanna Rajkowska has been in the spotlight for creat-
ing Warsaw’s first counter-monuments6. Her work Oxy-
genator is situated in the former Warsaw Ghetto terri-
tory, a space she describes as too powerful to confront

6Natalia Krzyżanowska defines counter-monuments as “new tools
of commemoration in the urban environment” (110) that “often [de-
part] from sculptural, ornamental or figurative imagery in favour of
‘non-standard’ artistic pursuits” (116). They bring “to the fore all the
marginal and marginalised discourses of memory, and of a discursive
construction of collective identity” (110).
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(Rajkowska). Her artwork gives the public a chance to
reclaim the space by situating a pond within the green-
ery that provides a breath of fresh air - both literally and
symbolically (see figure 2)7. In the words of Rajkowska,
“[I] wanted people to feel that they have the right to
public space, that they can determine its fate, that they
have a voice as citizens. I gave them the right, as it
were, to Plac Grzybowski.” The state sponsors a heavy
commemoration of specific war narratives that marks
places like these as untouchable. In contrast, Rajkowska
makes the idea of healing and moving past traumatic
histories viable. The two examples by Libera and Ra-
jkowska hint at the complexity of artistic responses to
the Holocaust in Poland, Sasnal’s landscapes being one
of them.

Figure 2: Joanna Rajkowska, Oxygenator, 2007, Grzy-
bowski Square, Warsaw.

Sasnal’s handling of the Holocaust history is unique
as it dismisses Poland’s efforts to separate the Holo-
caust from Polish history. Within that, it draws from
Gross’s enterprise in Neighbors. Gross writes that his
book challenges “standard historiography of the Second
World War,”(8) which splits its wartime history among
two separate axes: “one pertaining to the Jews and the
other to all the other citizens of a given European coun-
try subjected to Nazi rule” (8). He stresses the obso-
leteness of this strategy in a Polish context, considering
that Jewish people comprised one-third of Poland’s ur-
ban population (8). He argues that Jewish history must
be viewed as a central part of “Poland’s modern history”
(9). Sasnal’s art carries out a similar objective by expos-
ing its audience to traces of the Shoah in objects typi-
cal of every Polish landscape. The audience must then
critically-assess their implication in this complex history.

Furthermore, Sasnal’s interest in the landscape
genre can be situated as a piece of a larger academic
conversation. This capstone’s analysis centers around
understanding landscape as a tool that can reveal more

7Rajkowska created Oxygenator in 2007 to commemorate the War-
saw ghetto (1940 - 1943) that at its peak held 450 000 people, the
majority of whom were Jewish (Grabski).

significant societal and cultural phenomena. Simon
Schama undertook this enterprise in his book Land-
scape and Memory (1995). Schama examines how land-
scapes construct and reflect cultural and national iden-
tities, thereby setting the framework for thinking about
landscape as more than non-interfering nature. Another
scholar working in this field, Martin Pollack, adds to the
understanding of landscape specific to post-war Eastern
Europe. His term ”contaminated landscapes” that refers
to sites of mass killings “perpetrated covertly” describes
a large part of Poland’s territory (qtd. in Tomczok 85).
Sasnal depicts some of those areas in nuanced ways
that aim to challenge the perceived innocence of land-
scapes.

Moreover, when situating Sasnal’s works within the
tradition of the Polish arts, one can see he is in conver-
sation with the Romanticist visual language. In an inter-
view with Banasiak, entitled “Przekleństwo Niepamięci,”
for Szum magazine (2021), Szymczyk expands on this
argument, describing Such a Landscape as a progres-
sion from the heroic landscape genre typical of Polish
Romanticism. He says he intended to “verify this great
topos and to reduce it to something contemporary and
specific.”8 Sasnal and Szymczyk are also interested in
Poland’s imaginary post-war landscape, often catego-
rized in literature as empty, snow-covered, tragic, and
beautiful (Szymczyk, “Przekleństwo”). The exhibition
thus engages in a well-rounded analysis of what the Pol-
ish landscape came to represent. They invite the view-
ers to participate in this game of association and am-
biguity, testing the limits of shared reading and under-
standing.

3 Methodology

The methodology of this capstone will include a for-
mal analysis of selected oil paintings from Sasnal’s Such
a Landscape exhibition: Kraków - Warszawa (2006),
Chlew (2011), Kapusta (2013), and Pierwszy Stycznia
(2021). Any image I discuss in extent is included in the
capstone. However, note that as information on dimen-
sions was often missing, they were left out. Many of the
canvases are around 55 x 70cm, while Chlew stands out;
it is much larger, stretching out across the whole first
wall of the exhibition. Further analysis will draw from
Poland’s political, historical, and cultural context to sit-
uate Sasnal’s works within the environment from which
they emerge and to examine the Holocaust’s place, or
lack thereof, within the Polish mental and physical land-
scape. I will utilize interviews given by the artist about
this specific exhibition to enrich the discussion by bring-
ing forward Sasnal’s intentions with an awareness of his
possible biases. I will additionally draw from an inter-
view I conducted with Sasnal for this capstone entitled
“Conversation”. Adam Szymczyk was responsible for se-

8Translations are my own, unless otherwise noted.
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lecting all the pieces in the exhibition. I have reached
out to him but did not receive a response. I will thus con-
sult existing interviews where Szymczyk discusses his
curatorial choices to further understand the narrative
being told by Such a Landscape. Moreover, the exhibi-
tion has been widely covered by the Polish media, allow-
ing me to look at exhibition reviews among other sec-
ondary materials, including articles from major Polish
newspapers such as Gazeta Wyborcza and Zwierciadło
as well as smaller artistic magazines such as Szum. This
capstone will also use an extensive list of online sources
from Polin’s website: recordings of debates about the
exhibition’s topics and guided tours provided by differ-
ent experts. This approach will facilitate a well-rounded
discussion of Sasnal’s visual strategies and will help the
viewer understand the landscape as a tool for revealing
deeper social themes.

4 Chapter Outline

This capstone will be divided into three main chap-
ters, each focusing on a different aspect of Sasnal’s
Such a Landscape. The first chapter will be dedicated
to analyzing the exhibition itself. It will examine the
space, the design, the specific context, and the curat-
ing strategies used by Adam Szymczyk. This section
will aim to establish the narrative that is presented, and
the means used to craft it. The consecutive chapter will
then consist of a close reading of four selected paintings
from the exhibition. These specific paintings were cho-
sen because they are emblematic of Sasnal’s varying
approaches to depicting the post-war landscape. More
precisely, Kraków - Warszawa and Chlew will visualize
Sasnal’s approach of mislabeling, while the analysis of
Kapusta will expose how Sasnal disturbs the viewer by
making the object familiar. Lastly, Pierwszy Stycznia will
reveal the distancing approach used by the artist. Fi-
nally, the third chapter will connect the findings to their
broader implications for Sasnal’s art. Specifically, the
treatment of abstraction and landscape will be assessed
in more detail. This section will connect the arguments
made throughout the paper and evaluate what they can
add to the current discourse on the Holocaust history in
Poland.

5 Chapter One: Situating Such a
Landscape: Spatial and Histori-
cal Contexts

5.1 Polin: A Space for Remembering

In this chapter, I will present the history and con-
text of the Polin museum to examine how it influenced
Szymczyk’s and Sasnal’s approaches. I will then zoom
in on Such a Landscape’s exhibition space, assessing

the effects created by the chosen design and curatorial
choices. Creating a museum about the history of the Pol-
ish Jews was envisioned by the Jewish Historical Institute
in 1995 and came into being in 2012. The museum is
a public-private partnership institution formed together
by the government, the local government of Warsaw,
and the Jewish Historical Institute (Polin, “About”). The
museum project has additionally received significant
foreign funding from the USA, Great Britain, and Ger-
many (Polin, “About”).

The institution’s name, Polin, originates from a leg-
end about the arrival of Jews to the Polish lands in the
Middle Ages. In Hebrew, “Polin” means Poland, whereas
“PO lin” means “rest here” (Polin, “Legends”). The 15th-
century legend recounts that while the Jews entered
Polish forests, they were greeted by birds chirping “PO
lin” and saw a leaf from the Gemara hanging on the
trees, and knew this would be their new home (Bader
qtd. in Gliński). By using this legend, Polin expands its
scope of interest beyond WWII history. The museum’s
mission is to deliver “1000 years of Jewish life on Pol-
ish lands,” thereby moving away from solely focusing
on martyrological narratives, and positioning itself as a
museum that documents Jewish life rather than death
(Polin, “About”; Polin, “Budynek”). Polin views itself as a
space for dialogue where the past, present, and future of
Jewish-Polish history can be understood and discussed.
It aims to contribute “to the mutual understanding and
respect among Poles and Jews” (Polin, “About”).

Figure 3: Exterior of Polin, Warsaw.

Furthermore, the museum is situated in a space of
cultural and historical complexity. The building stands
on what used to be the territory of the Warsaw Ghetto
that enclosed the Muranów district, stretching across
18km in length. This region was one of 600 ghettos lo-
cated on Polish territory during WWII (Grabski). More-
over, Polin is located across from the Monument to the
Ghetto Heroes from 1946, which pays tribute to the vic-
tims. The museum’s architecture is in conversation with
the emotional charge of the square. The building was
designed by Finnish architect Rainer Mahlamäki whose
concept won over the jury that looked at 100 differ-
ent projects for the Polin building, including designs by
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Figure 4: Interior of the large corridor entrance of Polin,
Warsaw.

Daniel Libeskind (Polin, “Budynek”). Mahlamäki’s con-
cept speaks to Polin’s mission of being a museum of life.
The outside layer is a cube-like space covered in glass
with inscriptions saying “Polin” (see figure 3).

The interior contains distorted walls that add dy-
namism and a feeling of flow to the space. These
walls divide the museum among two axes and include
a bridge that connects them, alluding to combining the
past and the present (see figure 4). Windows cover the
ceiling and walls to remind the spectators of the outside
context (see figure 5). They add openness to the mu-
seum and remind the audience that the history being
told here is not yet closed (Polin, “Budynek”). This de-
sign appropriately communicates the dynamism and the
complexity of Jewish-Polish history.

Polin grants the space for temporary exhibitions to
speak about different strands of Jewish history and cul-
ture. Their invitation of Sasnal is unique as it is Polish-
ness rather than Jewishness that lies at the forefront of
his art. Indeed, Sasnal is not mainly known for the part
of his oeuvre that engages with Jewish history. Nev-
ertheless, he has produced hundreds of paintings that
speak to this topic (Szymczyk, “Przekleństwo”). What’s
more, in a debate with Szymczyk and Borchardt-Hume
“Rozliczenie z Historią” (2021), Sasnal argues that Polin
is perfect for displaying his paintings. He explains that,

while he has avoided the term “political artist,” he ac-
knowledges that he becomes political by choosing to
live in Poland and thus participating in political discus-
sions and protests. When given a chance to say some-
thing through his art, he takes it (“Rozliczenie”). As a re-
sult, his art speaks to several political debates, although
in subtle ways.

Figure 5: Interior of Polin, Warsaw.

5.2 Such a Landscape: Curation and De-
sign

The context of the museum dictated Szymczyk’s cu-
ratorial approach. He stresses that Polin is not a Holo-
caust museum, and thus Such a Landscape also refrains
from focusing solely on this theme. He says that “these
works are not only dealing with Jewish history but also
addressing larger issues of hate of the others, xenopho-
bia, and antisemitism today” (“Rozliczenie”). The selec-
tion includes 60 works from the span of 20 years of Sas-
nal’s body of work which, together with the space’s de-
sign, invite a nuanced viewing experience.

Szymczyk invited Johanna Meyer-Grohbrügge to de-
sign the interior of Such a Landscape. The visitors are
led through a large room with small corridors that look
like dead ends as they enter the exhibition. The white
museum walls are covered in a thin tin layer for this
show, allowing specific shapes and lights to be reflected
(see figure 6). Sasnal admits he was worried about this
exhibition design: “I was afraid this architecture was
too present and too competitive for the paintings” (“Ro-
zliczenie”). Nevertheless, Szymczyk was certain Meyer-
Grohbrügge’s design would intensify the viewing expe-
rience (Szymczyk “Rozliczenie”). The purpose of the
tin material was to defamiliarize the viewers (Szymczyk
“Rozliczenie”). When walking through these corridors,
viewers see distorted reflections of their own body be-
ing forced to acknowledge their positionality within this
space and this history. The walls also partially reflect
other paintings in deformed ways, distorting the dis-
played content. The visitors are thus kept on their toes,
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constantly carrying out plays of memory and associa-
tion to decode the paintings. Further, all the corners
are smoothed out, creating a gliding effect for the spec-
tators. One flows from one room to the other without
being confronted by any sharp turns or divisions. The
space communicates that all these works, although dif-
ferent in form and content, belong to one whole. The
space thus becomes a distinct landscape that leads you
through the exhibition’s narrative.

Figure 6: View of Such A Landscape, Polin, Warsaw.

Viewers must analyze the narrative of Such a Land-
scape in regard to Sasnal’s and Sczymczyk’s sensibil-
ities. Both men explain their interest in landscape in
the interview with Banasiak. They have personal stories
that they view as moments emblematic of their critical
re-evaluation of landscapes. These stories concern re-
alizing that they live near Jewish graveyards - spaces
of mass killings - whose existence has been normal-
ized (Banasiak “Przekleństwo”). Szymczyk would walk
by one such graveyard most days; it was right next to
the supermarket, separated from the street by a stone
wall. Sasnal strolled through a forest near his home
and stumbled upon a space where hundreds of Jews had
been killed. These stories inform the exhibition. More-
over, Szymczyk’s approach also complicates the term
“landscape.” He plays with it by including paintings in
the show that have nothing to do with this genre. The
viewer’s idea of what a landscape is becomes disturbed
in the exhibition. Disruption of points of view and ex-
pectations, therefore, reappears as a prevalent theme
in the exhibition.

5.3 The Artist’s Voice

Moreover, a key characteristic of Sasnal’s artworks
is ambiguity. It is reflected in his hazy brushstrokes as
much as in his politics. The artist strays away from re-
vealing his political stance in direct ways. Instead, he

opens up debates for viewers to engage with. One of the
paintings that visualize this point is Murzynek Bambo
from 2014 (see figure 7). The painting’s title refers to
a children’s poem written by Julian Tuwim (1894-1953),
a writer who occupies an important place in Poland’s
cultural memory. Tuwim’s children’s stories are read
in most Polish households. Murzynek Bambo is one of
such tales. In it, Tuwim invents the character of a young
African boy who studies diligently at school, but when
he returns home, he likes to frolic and cause his mom
trouble. Tuwim himself, a Pole of Jewish descent, wrote
the story in 1935 - a period when there were few peo-
ple of color in Poland. Although the story is sympathetic
towards its protagonist, it contains blatant racial stereo-
types. Sasnal depicts this character in his 2014 painting,
as indicated by the title. The piece contains abstract
forms, floral motifs, and a small black figure standing
towards the bottom of the canvas.

Figure 7: Wilhelm Sasnal, Murzynek Bambo, oil on can-
vas, enamel spray, 2014, Foksal Gallery Foundation,
Warsaw.

One point of controversy has been surrounding Sas-
nal’s choice to keep the original title. Art historian Mał-
gorzata Baka, specializing in Sub Saharan art, took part
in a debate entitled “The Other in Art” (2021), organized
and hosted by Polin in conjunction with Sasnal’s exhi-
bition. She outlines the origin of the word “murzynek”
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stemming from “Maurus,” which means dirt, highlight-
ing that the word always existed as a pejorative term.
Nevertheless, this word has been widely naturalized due
to its inclusion in casual vocabulary and literature, as ex-
emplified by Tuwim’s poem. Moreover, while there has
been some growth in debates on race in Poland in the
last few years, they do not yet translate into mainstream
public beliefs. Sasnal, like many Poles, did not see the
need to remove the phrase from his dictionary when he
painted the work (Sasnal “Cztery Oczy”). However, the
artist shares that after many debates with his son, he
now understands the effort of moving away from such
stereotypically charged phrases (“Cztery Oczy”). De-
spite this belief, he did not change the work’s title for
the exhibition.

Although controversial, the work reveals a more
prominent characteristic of Such a Landscape. That is,
asking the viewer to practice a critical gaze to evaluate
Polishness through revisiting things that quietly exist in
its cultural identity. What interests Sasnal is that Tuwim,
who was himself an ‘other’ in Polish society, wrote about
a character that was even more ‘othered’ within that
context. Now, as this issue offers complex insight into
the practice of imposing hierarchies of people perceived
as foreign to a particular nation or society, it also re-
inforces problematic assumptions. Sasnal said that he
does not think Tuwim was trying to be racist, as he was
Jewish and thus was himself an outsider (“Cztery Oczy”).
Sasnal is thus led by the assumption that Tuwim’s eth-
nicity clears him from having racist intentions when writ-
ing the story. This naive belief is a fallacy: anyone can be
racist regardless of ethnicity. While Sasnal’s sympathy
towards Tuwim can be symptomatic of his environment
where antisemitism is prevalent, we must critically as-
sess his approach. Sasnal redeems Tuwim due to his
outsider position, but Bambo’s depiction remains a dark
unindividualized figure that represents a stereotype but
does little to dismantle it. In that sense, the viewer is left
with ambiguity when trying to decipher the politics be-
hind this painting. Nevertheless, the inclusion of Bambo
in Such a Landscape is significant in exposing compli-
cated strands of Polish culture. By removing the image
of Bambo from its usual context - a children’s poem book
- Sasnal invites the audience to critically assess it, un-
dermining its neutrality.

It is, therefore, evident that Such a Landscape does
not purely focus on Holocaust history. The point of
contact between all the works is Sasnal’s interrogation
of Poland’s cultural and historical landscape. Ruchel-
Stockmans illustrates this strategy well. She writes that
Sasnal is “attracted to themes and figures from his coun-
try’s past because he wants to know what it means to
be Polish and at the same time needs to disengage him-
self from that legacy and identity” (218). Entering into
conversation with materials silently existing within Pol-
ish culture and making them yet again visible through
his art is one of Sasnal’s forms of engagement with his
Polishness.

6 Chapter Two: Removing and
Exposing: Analyzing Sasnal’s
Landscapes

How does one depict a landscape that has witnessed
war and horror? Schama describes Poland as a “haunted
land where greatcoat buttons from six generations of
fallen soldiers can be discovered lying amidst the wood-
land ferns” (24). It is a place with, “raw, chafing histo-
ries torn from decades of official silence yet still imper-
fectly recovered; markers freshly dug or posted” (25).
Sasnal engages with precisely these complex histori-
cal elements within his works; he reads through them
and faces them, yet never in direct ways. Indeed, the
Polish-Jewish history that Sasnal addresses in his art is
heavy and dark, and he, therefore, sets strict bound-
aries for ways in which he can depict it. He views direct
and bare representations of the Holocaust landscape
as “perverse and banal” and thus always places dis-
tance between himself and this history (Sasnal, “Cztery
Oczy”). This distance is created by placing objects be-
tween him and the landscape and employing abstrac-
tion. The discussion that follows will expose the artis-
tic choices that keep Sasnal, “protected from the land-
scape” and that keep “the landscape protected from
[him]” (Sasnal, “Cztery Oczy”).

6.1 Kraków - Warszawa and Chlew: Mis-
labeling

Kraków - Warszawa (2006) and Chlew (2011) are em-
blematic of Sasnal’s mislabeling approach. Kraków -
Warszawa depicts a field with a single figure, an elec-
trical tower, and a cloud of smoke (see figure 8). The oil
paint exhibits expressive strokes to construct horizontal
and diagonal lines that make up the green field. There
are different shades of green with a white foreground
peeking from underneath. The field takes up most of the
canvas and transitions into a gray sky. The centrally po-
sitioned cloud of smoke emerges as the focal point of the
painting. The cloud is dense in paint and brushstrokes,
making it appear dynamic; one can perceive its motion
through the wind. The figure resembles a human shape
but maintains anonymity. We do not see an individual.

Chlew is a long, rectangular canvas that stretches
along the first wall of the exhibition (see figure 9). The
oil painting displays two large industrial buildings with
white walls, gray roofs, and small black windows. The
two structures are long and flat, unmarked, and lacking
any individualizing characteristics. They look empty and
dull, creating a cold and eerie atmosphere around them.
A bright green field surrounds the buildings with some
black vegetation and a muted blue sky. The grass field
is similar to an ocean with its wave-like brushstrokes and
hints of lighter color. The black bushes around the build-
ings add a disturbing feel to the painting; there is dark

134



Capstone Issue Vol.19, 2022 Melania Miekus

paint spilling out from under them, reminiscing flows of
blood.

Figure 8: Wilhelm Sasnal, Kraków – Warszawa, 2006, oil
on canvas, Zachęta collection, Warsaw.

Figure 9: Wilhelm Sasnal, Chlew, 2011, oil on canvas,
Foksal Gallery Foundation, Warsaw.

Schama writes that, “we are accustomed to think
of the Holocaust as having no landscape - or at best
one emptied of features and color (. . . )” (26). When
the Holocaust does not have a recognizable and sta-
ble landscape in our minds, it can appear and reap-
pear in many different places. Sasnal shows that the
perception of the Holocaust landscape rests on specific
symbols that our minds associate with this strand of
history. The two different settings depicted in these
paintings have no direct connotation with the Shoah.
Kraków - Warszawa and Chlew represents Sasnal’s train
journey from Kraków to Warsaw, during which he took
a picture of the view exhibited in the painting. The
view depicted is a figure burning some old leaves, but
the viewer’s mind infers different meanings when first
glancing at the image. Similarly, Chlew portrays an in-
dustrial pork slaughterhouse, yet is reminiscent of con-
centration camps’ barracks. Sasnal, therefore, invites
the audience to participate in a play of mislabeling that
exposes their expectations of the exhibition.

What I call ‘Sasnal’s mislabeling approach’ is a pro-
cess that occurs in the viewer as an effect of Sasnal’s
work. Sasnal makes space for the audience to project
their expectations onto the canvas, causing a mislabel-
ing of the depicted objects. The artist invites this pro-
cess as it exposes and contradicts the viewer’s precon-
ceived assumptions. One enters the museum of the his-
tory of the Polish Jews and sees Chlew as the first paint-
ing of Such a Landscape. Immediately the viewer begins
inferring meanings. The two slaughterhouses look like
barracks, and the dense smoke from Kraków - Warszawa
and Chlew echoes the smoke from the gas chambers.
Nevertheless, Sasnal deceives the audience. Indeed,
it would be against his artistic sensibility to depict ac-
tual barracks and smoke clouds from the concentration
camps. Instead, one sees everyday occurrences that
gain new meanings when placed in this specific con-
text. Sasnal thus makes the audience hyper-aware of
their surroundings and how those affect their readings
of his works. The setting, the Museum of the History of
the Polish Jews, makes the viewers search for symbols
and markers of the Holocaust. Sasnal plays with these
assumptions by inviting the audience to see these mark-
ers in his paintings.

The most potent effect of Sasnal’s mislabeling ap-
proach is that it reveals more about the audience than
about the artist: the viewer does the mislabeling. By in-
cluding these two artworks in the Polin exhibition, which
dives into post-war Poland’s mental and physical land-
scapes, Sasnal and Szymczyk dissect the audience’s ex-
pectation of the Holocaust landscape. This landscape
lacks constant physical representation but disappears
and reappears in the viewer’s mind throughout the ex-
hibition. It is engraved in the Polish collective memory
in the form of particular images. Sasnal plays with these
expected visuals to unsettle the viewer’s preconcep-
tions. What is revealed is that the Holocaust landscape
is nowhere and thus simultaneously is everywhere. One
sees it in the smoke clouds, industrial buildings, and ev-
eryday settings. Sasnal’s works invoke a paranoia cap-
tured by the re-emerging question: Is what I am seeing
what I think it is? One suddenly sees the Polish-Jewish
history lurking in every painting. The result of this en-
terprise is exposure to the Shoah through Poland’s ev-
eryday landscapes, thereby revealing they are not inno-
cent.

6.2 Kapusta: Disturbing by Making Fa-
miliar

Kapusta (2013) is a medium-sized canvas depicting
cabbage heads (see figure 10). The cabbage heads are
stacked on top of each other and form one large pile.
They are alike, however, they have some individualized
traits. The insides of the cabbages are painted in light
green shades with darker green contours, some more
persistent than others. Sasnal adds depth to the cab-
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bages by using visible brushstrokes in shades of green
with white shading in the centers. Their shapes and col-
ors are imprecise, with some of the heads blending into
each other and others having some loose paint strokes.
The depiction keeps its realist character in the figura-
tive treatment of cabbage but is painted with a degree
of abstraction. The background emerges from behind
the vegetable pile and suggests a dark sky. This sky
contains hues of grays and blues, and has some white
strokes peeking from under the dark clouds. There is a
dark shadow behind the pile, which dramatically brings
out the color contrast between its dark hue and the light
cabbages.

Figure 10: Wilhelm Sasnal, Kapusta, 2013, oil on canvas,
Foksal Gallery Foundation, Warsaw.

The story of cabbage coming to Poland is one of the
country’s favorite myths that many children are taught
in primary school. The tale goes that in the sixteenth
century, the beautiful queen Bona Sforza, the Italian
wife of Polish king Zygmunt the Old, had brought with
her to Poland all kinds of wonderful vegetables, among
those cabbages (Kucia). The vegetable has a sacred
place in Polish history. It is also a very cheap and com-
mon vegetable found in most Polish households. Specif-
ically, it is widely harvested in the countryside and fer-
mented to become a staple food eaten all year round. It
also has a prominent place on the Christmas table: it is
used for “pierogi” (Polish dumpling), bread stuffing, and
a “bigos” stew. It is also the main ingredient of the most
traditional Polish soup, “kapuśniak” (cabbage soup), and
a staple meat dish “gołąbki,” which translates into “pi-
geon” but is actually pork wrapped in cabbage. Cabbage
is also associated with life in communist Poland. It was
one of the few readily available vegetables and was the
star of the most typical dishes from that period, such
as “łazanki” (small square pasta). Cabbage is thus em-

bedded into Polish culture simultaneously as a symbol
of poverty under the Polish People’s Republic 9 as well
as prosperity in rural Poland (Tymchowicz). Its cultural
symbolism and importance in Polish cuisine thus foster
its status as a symbol of Polishness. Within that, Sas-
nal depicts a typically Polish theme in his painting and
disturbs its meaning.

Szymczyk discusses how the paintings included in
Polin display a “withdrawal of content” (“Rozliczenie”):
what you see is blurred, and what you know appears
foreign. Indeed, the pile of cabbage is a familiar image,
typical of walking past most street vegetable stands.
However, Sasnal’s depiction robs the vegetable of its fa-
miliarity, inviting new readings to be drawn by the au-
dience. The round objects no longer suggest cabbages
but human heads piled on top of each other. The de-
piction references the imagery of piles of items found in
Holocaust museums.

Figure 11: View of the shoe piles in the Auschwitz-
Birkenau Museum, Oświęcim.

Poland’s Auschwitz-Birkenau Museum displays mas-
sive shoe piles behind a glass wall and a pile of hair
of the concentration camp’s prisoners (see figure 11).
Sasnal shares that in his city, children went to see the
Auschwitz Museum at the age of 13 (“Conversation”).
He considers this age too young to be confronted with
such imagery. The impact of the piles is straightforward
and disturbing; I remember being horrified by these
rooms when I first came to Auschwitz as part of a school
trip. The pile imagery, thus, comes to haunt the viewer
when facing Kapusta. The everyday landscape quickly
acquires a dark and twisted connotation. The cabbage
ceases to be a simple vegetable and is transformed to
remind the audience of the victims of the Holocaust.
Sasnal shows that even the most everyday objects have
this history inscribed in them. The paranoia returns,

9Polish People’s Republic was the official name of Poland in the
years 1952 to 1989 when it was a communist state under USSR’s po-
litical control.
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forcing the viewer to rethink what appears before their
eyes.

Furthermore, Sasnal’s Kapusta plays with Polish im-
agery to assert a connection between Polish identity
and Holocaust history. The state-sponsored and insti-
tutionalized WWII history is categorized by narratives
of heroes and bravery rather than by the nation’s im-
plication in Nazi crimes. As put by Gross, “the mem-
ory, indeed the symbolism, of collective, national mar-
tyrology during the Second World War is paramount for
the self-understanding of Polish society in the twentieth
century” (143). By connecting the typical Polish veg-
etable with the victims of the Holocaust, Sasnal is ques-
tioning the state-sponsored martyrological discourse of
innocence around WWII. Poland’s effort to safeguard
its victim-status is further exemplified by the debate
sparked by Gross’s book Neighbors. Tokarksa-Bakir an-
alyzes the public reactions to the book and systemizes
the various responses into specific denial mechanisms.
She views this, “mythological-type suppression,”(6) as
the most prominent denial mechanism that attempted
to segregate the perpetrators of Jedwabne’s crimes into
social outcasts. She shows how this attitude allows the
nation to uphold its mythical moral purity. The implica-
tion is, “that whoever commits such a crime becomes
an outcast by definition, and thus the nation that has is-
sued him remains untarnished” (Tokarska-Bakir 6). The
spokespeople of this denial mechanism imply that it was
not ordinary Poles who murdered the Jews but rather
troubled hoodlums. This strategy inscribes itself into
the broader effort of the Polish government to separate
Holocaust history from Polish history. Sasnal’s painting
complicates this effort.

In the painting, the Polish symbol of the cabbage is
inherently connected to the dead bodies of Holocaust
victims. The result is powerful in that the audience
starts mistrusting everyday objects and begins scruti-
nizing Polish-Jewish history through them. The Polish
cabbage loses its innocence, simultaneously causing a
fracture in Poland’s self-image relating to its Holocaust
history. Moreover, the Jewish victims of the Holocaust
were, in many cases, fully assimilated Poles; neverthe-
less, the post-war narratives tend to minimize their be-
longing to Polish society. In that sense, Sasnal’s use
of a very Polish object to allude to Holocaust victims
can be read as the artist’s attempt at safeguarding the
Jews’ position within Polish culture. Sasnal asserts the
internal links between Poland’s post-war identity and the
Holocaust history by using these visual strategies. The
artist refuses to separate the two histories into foreign
strands, thereby disrupting the institutionalized WWII
history’s portrayal.

6.3 Pierwszy Stycznia: Distancing

Pierwszy Stycznia (2021) is one of the two most di-
rect representations of the Holocaust in the exhibition,
as it shows the gate of Auschwitz-Birkenau (see figures
12 and 13). The piece is a diptych based on a photo-
graph Sasnal took while he and his wife, Anka, drove
back from a New Year’s Eve party in January 2021. The
artist chose to take the route that passes by the Birke-
nau gate. In the interview, Sasnal told me he was
shocked that he could stop his car on top of the train
tracks that were used by Nazis to transport prisoners
during WWII (“Conversation”). He felt the need to paint
this experience (“Conversation”).

Figure 12: Wilhelm Sasnal, Pierwszy Stycznia (side),
2021, oil on canvas, Foksal Gallery Foundation, Warsaw.

Figure 13: Wilhelm Sasnal, Pierwszy Stycznia (back),
2021, oil on canvas, Foksal Gallery Foundation, Warsaw.

Anka’s face emerges in the foreground of the can-
vas. Her features are treated with detail: a shadow
falls on the side of her face, and there are light spots
on her eyelids, chin, and forehead. Anka’s frowned eye-
brows communicate a sense of focus or worry. In the
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side painting, she is looking towards the front, and in
the back image, she is looking out the window towards
the Birkenau gate. One can see Sasnal’s characteristic
meandering brushstrokes in the depiction of her hair.

The inside of the vehicle takes up the second layer
of space within the painting. It is treated with a simi-
lar level of realism. There is light entering the car from
the windows, which appear to be completely transpar-
ent, and they open into an abstract external world. The
dark colors from the inside of the car contrast with the
light hues of the outside view. The treatment of the gate
is symmetrical and geometric but at the same time im-
precise and blurred. The train track reaches from the
couple’s car until the opening of the gate; it is placed in
the middle of the painting, inviting the viewer to follow
it with their gaze.

While the car’s interior is depicted quite realistically,
the outside world is constructed with abstraction. The
background is entirely white, and the gate and parts
of the ground are painted in a shade of pink, with light
green grass peeking through from the side. The struc-
ture appears to have no weight to it: an effect created
by the lack of detail and light hues that merge into the
ground. Thus, while Sasnal paints the Birkenau gate, he
refuses to depict the structure accurately and directly.

Pierwszy Stycznia is almost an inverse of the pro-
cesses at work in Chlew, Kraków - Warszawa, and Ka-
pusta. While in the previous paintings, I have shown
how Sasnal takes a neutral site and charges it, here he
takes a charged site and neutralizes it. The gate’s rep-
resentation does not spark the horror it stands for. It is
rather subdued to the point of loss of its identity. For
Sasnal, painting is a “space for trial: what can be rep-
resented?” (“Cztery Oczy”). Here, he concluded that he
could not directly represent the site’s charged history
(“Conversation”).

Hannah Maischein writes that,

“(...) witnesses are media themselves be-
cause they transmit what they have seen.
Thus, they seem to allow a very auratic rela-
tionship to the historical event for others who
come in contact with them: the trace of the
event is inscribed in the witness’ memory like
the light on a photograph” (Maischein 216).

Maischein’s argument can be expanded to think about
landscape as a witness. Indeed, the Holocaust is in-
scribed in Birkenau’s identity to the point of total domi-
nation of its history. Auschwitz acts as a space crucial to
the cultural memory of European Jews and attracts mil-
lions of tourists yearly (“Aktualności”). For Poland, the
place occupies a problematic space within the country’s
national identity. Its striking traumatic charge alienates
the site from its surroundings; Auschwitz becomes an
almost alien figure in Polish history used to tell stories
of individuals, some of whom had little in common with
this country. Indeed, there is a visible process of dis-
avowal of these lands illustrated by the 2018 memory

law discussed above. It condemns the discursive link-
ing of Poland and the Holocaust through terms like “Pol-
ish concentration camps” (Belavesau). Thus, spaces of
Nazi crimes are not seen as belonging to Polish towns
but rather as foreign objects that happen to be there.

Nevertheless, Birkenau used to be like every other
Polish town. In 1941 most of the citizens of Birkenau
got forcibly reallocated to make space for the camp
construction (“Mieszkańcy”). Some of the town’s in-
habitants came back to what was their home after the
war. Today, Birkenau hosts around 2,500 people living
around the remnants of the concentration camp (“Wieś
Brzezinka”).

Sasnal’s Pierwszy Stycznia is in conversation with the
history of Auschwitz-Birkenau. The interaction between
the landscape and the drivers is simultaneously casual
and extremely tense. The couple is on their way back
from a party and passes Birkenau on their way home:
this view is someone’s everyday reality. It is not hid-
den away in a corner somewhere, but it merges with the
roads of the Wisła region. On the other hand, there is an
undeniable distance between the couple and the gate.
Sasnal says, when asked about this painting, that he
“always need[s] to have a prop that will cover me, dis-
tance me, from this landscape” (“Przekleństwo”). Here,
the car and Anka act as such elements that put a literal
and figurative distance between Sasnal and the gate.
By depicting the image from within the vehicle, “the
gate is not exposed to our presence which can be vul-
gar for both sides,” says Sasnal (“Conversation”). To
him, painting the direct realist image of Auschwitz would
be a perversion (Sasnal, “Cztery Oczy”). He thus un-
dertakes several strategies to distance himself from the
landscape.

Anka acts as the most visible shield for the artist.
She is closer to the view, Sasnal is behind her. He pays
a lot of detail to her depiction, emphasizing her as an
essential part of the artwork. Moreover, a perceived
closeness to her figure creates a feeling of familiarity
and protection. In that sense, the painting is a site of
an interplay between intimacy and distance. Anka rep-
resents the former, while the Birkenau gate represents
the latter. Sasnal uses this strategy to communicate the
complexity of viewing Auschwitz in a casual setting. By-
passers are exposed to this view and the impossibility
of grasping the crimes it stands for. The crimes deprive
the place of its familiarity and its status of just another
Polish town. Anka is thus a strong contrast to this set-
ting.

The car is another tool that distances Sasnal and the
audience from the landscape. On the one hand, it has
a similar role to Anka in that it is a shield of familiarity
for Sasnal. On the other hand, the materials that appear
in the car have another significance. The window sep-
arates the couple from the Birkenau gate. It is through
the see-through glass that we glance at this landscape.
Sasnal depicted the window to be completely transpar-
ent, making it seemingly connected to the view while at
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the same time using it as a point of division. Moreover,
looking through the window is an act of spectatorship.
One can compare it to watching a film. It becomes easy
to become a passive spectator separated from the im-
age by being inside of the comfortable car. Yet, Sasnal
took a photo of the view and painted it, thereby actively
implicating himself in creating this landscape.

Finally, another critical element of the vehicle is the
side mirror. Sasnal says that he leaves the meaning be-
hind this element open to the audience (“Cztery Oczy”).
While the mirror reflects what is already behind the car,
it can invoke intentions of looking into the past. The
modern interior of the car reminds the viewer that we
are in the present, but the past is following us. This read-
ing connects the dots between then and now to show
that this history is imprinted on the present. Tokarska-
Bakir refers to this phenomenon when stating the fol-
lowing question about the Shoah, “[w]hat is the mys-
tery buried in the sixty-year-old tragedy that refuses
to be dismissed (...)?”(3). Indeed, the Holocaust his-
tory comes back to haunt the generations who come
after, among many ways, in the form of the contami-
nated landscapes. Sasnal, like many Poles, keeps star-
ing into this past but constantly interrogates it through
the present context.

7 Chapter Three: The Effects of
Sasnal’s Visual Language

7.1 Abstraction and Realism

This section will consider the broader reasoning and
effect behind Sasnal’s use of abstraction and will con-
secutively lead into a discussion of Sasnal’s use of land-
scape. Abstract forms reappear throughout the exhi-
bition in different artworks. They are often invoked
by Sasnal’s use of thick, expressive brushstrokes that
stray away from figurative shapes. The viewer follows
these strokes on a quest to decode the meaning be-
hind the paintings and often discovers atrocities when
piecing the components together. Further, as outlined
by Redzisz, abstraction is felt in Sasnal’s works where,
“objects [are] isolated from their original contexts, or
enlarged to the point of losing their identity.” The ob-
jects are dramatized to distort their realist character
and removed from their usual setting to denaturalize
their innocence. Sasnal consciously meanders between
styles to create specific effects. Hauser & Wirth’s exhi-
bition catalog states that Sasnal, “navigate[s] between
figuration and abstraction, eschewing a definitive narra-
tive or agenda”. Indeed, such abstraction allows Sas-
nal to maintain a level of ambiguity, which is perhaps
necessary when depicting histories that are so heavily
charged.

7.2 Depicting the Undepictable

More generally, abstraction is one way to represent
the Shoah visually.10 Mark Godfrey explains the line of
thought favoring this approach in Abstraction and the
Holocaust (2007). He writes, “abstraction, as a non-
representational art, is the most appropriate kind of
art to respond to an event that is beyond representa-
tion” (6).11 Godfrey, however, brings nuance to this ap-
proach by arguing that thinking about abstraction as art,
which “refuses” meaning, is problematic as, “abstract
art works can signify; can make meaning in so many
different ways” (6). Sasnal’s paintings exemplify God-
frey’s argument: Sasnal’s abstract forms do not deprive
the objects of their meaning but are used to create am-
biguity, enhance narrative, and activate the audience’s
readings. Further, Sasnal resorts to these forms specifi-
cally when directly referencing the Holocaust.

Figure 14: Gerhard Richter, Untitled (Grey), oil on can-
vas, 1968.

The way in which the artist uses abstraction alludes
to the art of Gerhard Richter, who also works with the
Holocaust theme. The point of contact between the two
artists is that they both aim to work through their posi-
tion towards Shoah history. However, they come from
different contexts. Richter, a German who has lived
through WWII and whose family was involved in Nazism,

10The discourse on Holocaust representations has a rich historiog-
raphy. Adorno, in Cultural Criticism and Society (1983), wrote, “to
write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric,” (34) setting the framework
for looking for means of engagement that do not redeem the crimes
by offering aesthetic pleasure (Godfrey 11).

11Readers can think about Anselm Kiefer’s art that hovers between
abstraction and figuration when alluding to the Holocaust history and
German post-war identity.
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directly relates to this history. Sasnal’s case is more am-
biguous. He belongs to the generation of postmemory
and only “remembers” the Holocaust through existing
accounts and images. It is yet evident that both artists
resort to a similar abstract language when aiming to
depict the Shoah. Godfrey and Redzisz, in their Polin
lecture held in conjunction with Sasnal’s show, “Uses
and Abuses of Abstraction” (2022), visualize the internal
links between their art using the works Shoah (Forest),
2003, (see figure 15) and Untitled (Grey), 1968, (see fig-
ure 14).

Figure 15: Wilhelm Sasnal, Shoah (Forest), 2003, oil on
canvas, Boros Collection, Berlin.

Sasnal’s Shoah (Forest) shows a still from Claude
Lanzmann’s film “Shoah” (1985), where the filmmaker, a
Holocaust witness, and the translator, Barbara Janicka,
are walking through Poland’s landscapes. Lanzmann’s
work is vital for Sasnal as it was one of the first ob-
jects that disrupted Poland’s uncontested narrative of
innocence during WWII. For Sasnal, “Shoah” completely
revised his understanding of the scale of the destruc-
tion committed by Polish citizens, which he realized was
vastly larger than he had thought (Sasnal, “Oprowadze-
nie”). These forests, which before the war were seen
as innocent nature, became a space of execution, resis-
tance, and Nazi crimes (Godfrey, “Uses”). Sasnal strays
away from figuration and realism in their representation.

Richter’s Untitled (Grey) is part of a series of paint-
ings he produced in the 60s and 70s, which were dis-
played in Tate Modern’s exhibition “Gerhard Richter -
Panorama” in 2011. While the series was widely under-
stood as a rejection of the photographic image (Godfrey,
“Uses”), the exhibition’s catalog states that

“[Richter] suggested another dimension to
these works: ‘grey monochrome paintings
[were] the only way for me to paint con-
centration camps. It is impossible to paint
the misery of life, except maybe in grey, to
cover it’” (Richter qtd. in Godfrey, “Gerhard
Richter”).

Sasnal’s and Richter’s oil paintings come together in
their use of thick, spiraling strokes of paint layered on
top of one another. The brushstrokes communicate a
certain impossibility of representing these landscapes
as they appear in real life. The abstract forms are used
to remedy coming in direct contact with this history. In
that sense, Richter and Sasnal maintain a strict distance
between themselves and the depicted image. Situat-
ing Sasnal’s use of abstraction in a broader artistic con-
text enriches the current understanding of his creative
choices. It helps to view them as part of a more com-
prehensive artistic response to painting images of the
Shoah.

7.3 Narrative Enhancement

Redzisz argues that

“Sasnal’s paintings from the last two
decades are strongly rooted in reality. A
reality that is faulty, banal, and lacking.
Abstraction as a metaphor can stand for
this deficiency. But Sasnal’s paintings are
not allegorical, he employs abstraction as a
method of representation, and in his work, it
enhances the narrative aspect.”

Indeed, as it functions in Sasnal’s artworks, abstrac-
tion becomes a tool for narrative intensification. When
looking at Shoah (Forest), before considering the title,
the viewer is not immediately led to believe that they
are looking at a forest marked by Holocaust history.
Nevertheless, the green spirals suggest one is looking
at nature, and the three small figures suggest an ex-
change is happening. The viewer is thus invited to in-
terpret the forms and is then confronted by the title.
Rosa writes about the artwork, arguing that, “imagina-
tion can lead us to ‘see’ a forest, and the artist may
merely point the way,” which he does through the ti-
tling of the work. Rosa explains that, “[r]eferencing the
Holocaust, ‘Shoah’ is a powerful word that immediately
provokes the viewer to become alert, and rapid associa-
tions are drawn up.” Sasnal’s titling provokes the viewer
to see a forest in the layers of paint and to quickly re-
alize that they are looking at a crime scene. The green
spirals become objects of the viewer’s projection: one
begins piecing the painting’s elements together to cre-
ate the narrative. We now see in the abstract forms a
contaminated landscape that cannot be trusted. As put
by Redzisz, “[t]he abstraction intensifies [Sasnal’s] sto-
rytelling by making space for the act of seeing in the
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viewer’s response.” This act of seeing is met by a de-
sire to impose and imagine narratives whose content is
subtly led by Sasnal’s titling and abstraction.

7.4 A Mobilized Viewer

The narrative enhancement carried out by Sasnal’s
abstraction is closely linked to another effect created
by the artist’s method: the mobilization of the audi-
ence. Because Sasnal’s works leave so many questions
unanswered and depictions unspecified, the viewer is
left with the immense task of meaning-making. God-
frey further explains this phenomenon: “[i]n front of ab-
stract art works, the lack of a depicted image tends to
heighten our awareness of materials, of compositional
(or anti-compositional) structures, of the process of look-
ing itself” (Abstraction,4). In Such a Landscape, the
viewer is made hyper-aware of their point of view. The
reflective tin walls that line the galleries make it impos-
sible for the viewers to ignore their position within the
exhibition as it is constantly reflected at them. When
glancing at the artworks that contain Sasnal’s signature
abstract gestures, the spectator is taken on a journey
of seeing. Redzisz outlines this journey in the following
way: “[the] visual testimony is hazy, but once the titles
are deciphered, and the textual commentary added, the
viewer is seduced by the masterful handling of the paint
and begins to witness a catastrophe or its aftermath.”
Cabbage heads emerge as corpses, forests as crime
scenes, abstract blocks as Birkenau gates. “To look
away when confronting his paintings is ethically impos-
sible, closing your eyes is pointless, the image will chase
you (...)” adds Redzisz. The real subject of Sasnal’s
paintings often remains visually absent, and it is only
once we, as viewers, manage to decipher it that we can-
not turn away. This process is exemplified in Kapusta,
where the direct view is the cabbage pile while the real
subject is the relationship of the Holocaust victims to
Polish culture. The audience is tasked with performing
this deciphering process when confronting every paint-
ing. The result is an embodied and intense viewing ex-
perience that mobilizes the viewer and causes a strong
emotional reaction.

7.5 Landscape: A Work of the Mind

Schama writes that,

“[f]or although we are accustomed to sepa-
rate nature and human perception into two
realms, they are, in fact, indivisible. Before
it can ever be a repose for the senses, land-
scape is the work of the mind. Its scenery is
built up as much from strata of memory as
from layers of rock” (7).

The landscapes appearing in the Polin exhibition visual-
ize Schama’s argument. The display shows the Polish

landscape, “treated critically and in an enlarged scope:
seen in real life, also in films, photos, texts, poetry,
memory, and imagination” (Szabłowski). Sasnal’s paint-
ings ask the viewer to activate a critical glance, and
to see the narratives, myths, and histories embedded
in the seemingly innocent nature. The realization that
comes from looking at Sasnal’s landscapes is that they
are always seen through our memories and associa-
tions and thus are inseparable from society and culture.
Schama outlines the need for an, “excavation below our
conventional sight-level to recover the veins of myth
and memory that lie beneath the surface,” (Schama 14)
and Such a Landscape carries out this function. The re-
sult is a dissection of how one imagines the landscapes
critical to Polish-Jewish history.

7.6 Imagining the Holocaust Landscape

Figure 16: Wilhelm Sasnal, Untitled, 2016, oil on canvas.

As argued in the analyses of the previous chapter,
there is an ingrained way of thinking about the Holo-
caust as having no landscape. The logic behind this
view is discussed by Maischein, who writes that, “[f]rom
a Western point of view, not only the sites of crime
but also the sites of memory, seem even today to be
located far away” (222). Additionally, the Nazis kept
many camps hidden from view. She argues that, “[t]his
makes the places of the annihilation of European Jews in
Western memory seem like sites without location; they
are imagined as unimaginable places” (222). To film
“Shoah,” Lanzmann traveled to Poland to see what he
viewed as “spaces of non-memory” and a “no man’s
land,” and to his surprise, found himself among real
Polish towns (Maischein 222). The realization revealed
that these were, “concrete places with concrete names”
(Maischein 222). Schama writes about his own experi-
ence of viewing the Holocaust landscape as “emptied
of features” and how, “[it] is shocking, then, to realize
that Treblinka, too, belongs to a brilliantly vivid country-
side” (26). One can observe a similar reaction in tourists
who come to see the remnants of Auschwitz-Birkenau,
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located next to the towns of Oświęcim and Brzezinka,
where everyday life continues. Sasnal is in conversation
with these Holocaust landscape imaginaries, as exem-
plified by Untitled from 2016 (see figure 16).

The painting represents an undefined road that
spreads into the distance. The sides are covered in snow
with some trees and vegetation. The painting is disturb-
ing: the white and black hazy shading creates an uneasy
atmosphere. There is no life present in this scenery,
marked by an overwhelming emptiness. Sasnal’s paint-
ing, read through the exhibition’s context, can speak to
the vision of the Shoah landscape seen as a ‘no man’s
land’. Schama describes the vision of this land as, “one
emptied of (...) color, shrouded in night and fog, [and]
blanketed by perpetual winter (...)” (26). Sasnal’s paint-
ing showcases these features. Yet, this depiction is not
grounded in reality but rather in the imagination. The
lands of Treblinka and Oświęcim are not empty, nor are
they perpetually gray and cold. What is depicted then
is not the actual landscape but one that exists inside of
the mind. There is an expectation for the post-war land-
scape to communicate horror, and Sasnal responds to
what the audience expects to see.

Moreover, Sasnal’s Untitled (2016) is also in con-
versation with the western imaginary of his country’s
landscape. The public viewed the Holocaust landscape
as unimaginable, yet, as witnesses began sharing their
accounts and as images of the concentration camps
emerged, the imaginary of the Holocaust landscape be-
gan to shift. Lanzmann’s documentary was crucial in
sparking this new perspective. Maischein argues that
the outsiders had to “integrate the location in [their]
mental symbolic order,” (222); the scenes had to be
assigned to the crimes. Lanzmann’s film achieved this
goal by combining shots of the physical places of mass
killings with witness statements (Maischein 222).

A new image of the Holocaust landscape had
emerged in which Poland became, “a space of mem-
ory that seemed to ‘speak’ about the destruction of
the Jews,” argues Maischein (222). The process led to
the naturalization of terms like “the Polish concentration
camps” which the Polish state has been battling through
the implementation of memory laws (Belavesau). While
there has been a move away from this discursive frame-
work, the western image of Poland remains marked by
the WWII tales of deadly territories. Schama, Maischein,
and Lanzmann show that this imaginary is characterized
by the vision of a cold, relentless landscape that is dis-
tant. That is exactly what appears on Sasnal’s canvas.
He taps into the imagined hostility of the post-war Polish
landscape, yet again confronting the viewers with their
preconceived assumptions. This time, he explicitly tar-
gets the outsider’s view of his nation and its implications
for thinking about Polish identity.

7.7 A Landscape of Polishness

What is revealed by Sasnal’s artworks is that,
“[l]andscapes are culture before they are nature; con-
structs of the imagination projected onto wood and wa-
ter and rock” (Schama 61). Sasnal opens the door for
the audience to project their assumptions and readings
onto the nature depicted on the canvas before them.
This argument can be enlarged to consider how these
landscapes function for Polish identity. Schama argues
that,

“[n]ational identity (...) would lose much of
its ferocious enchantment without the mys-
tique of a particular landscape tradition: its
topography mapped, elaborated, and en-
riched as homeland” (15).

Indeed, much of Poland’s national identity is heavily
intertwined with the Romanticist creation of Poland’s
heroic landscape, upheld by the literature of cultural
heroes such as Mickiewicz12 or Żeromski 13 (Szymczyk,
“Przekleństwo”). When Mickiewicz famously writes,
“Lithuania, my homeland,” he designates the Polish gen-
try as the owners of the history that these landscapes
symbolize.14 Jews, although they’ve inhabited Polish
lands for centuries, were seen as a caste rather than as
equal neighbors (Schama 29). The heroic image of the
Polish landscape is, therefore, discursively constructed
to be for and created by Poles. Sasnal and Szymczyk
disrupt this smooth imagery by questioning what these
lands have seen and what they are a testament to.

“On the eve of the war, Poland was the sec-
ond largest agglomeration of Jews, after the American
Jewry,” writes Gross (9). Thus, how can the extermina-
tion not be seen as having an immeasurable effect on
the everyday lives of Polish society (9)? As argued by
Gross, there must be a departure from the view that
Jewish-Polish relations were solely, “mediated by out-
side forces - the Nazis and the Soviets” as it fails to see
autonomous interactions between the Jews and Poles
(Gross 9). The events of WWII must not be regarded
as purely an effect of the two regimes but also of the
ingrained antisemitism in Polish society (Gross 123).

Sasnal exposes these issues by interrogating
Poland’s landscapes. He distorts nationalist narratives
that maintain a clear distinction between victim and per-
petrator. In looking at his artworks, one must aban-
don these distinctions and assess their position within
this history. Sasnal’s art thus shakes the boundaries be-
tween passive and active as well as innocent and guilty.

12Adam Mickiewicz (1798-1855) was the most prominent Polish Ro-
manticist poet and is remembered as one of Poland’s greatest artists.
He was also a political figure who fought for Polish independence,
which gave him a hero status in Polish culture.

13Stefan Żeromski (1864-1925) was a Polish writer and a four-time
nominee for the Nobel Prize in Literature. He is known for his passion-
ate writing on the Polish landscape.

14He refers to the then Polish-Lithuanian regions as “Lithuania” in a
famous excerpt from his 1811 book Pan Tadeusz.
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He refuses to minimize landscapes to non-intrusive na-
ture. Instead, he emphasizes their capacity to test the
intricacies between Polish and Jewish history that have
failed to be worked through by Poland. Such a Land-
scape is thus a response to specific imaginaries of the
Polish landscape in Polish and non-Polish society. Sas-
nal questions the perceptions rooted in his country’s
arts and literature while simultaneously interrogating
the post-war foreign view of Poland. Through this, he
shows that depictions of nature are never only pure re-
flections of what is in front of our eyes, but always pro-
duce and are products of their specific political, cultural,
and societal contexts. The exhibition thus presents a
landscape of Polishness and situates Jewish history at
its core.

8 Conclusion

This capstone has studied Poland’s uneasy relation-
ship towards the strand of its WWII history through Sas-
nal’s Such a Landscape. I have situated the exhibition
in its spatial and cultural context to show how it adds
valuable insight to the discourse of Polish-Jewish rela-
tions. The analysis of the specific artworks revealed
how the image of the Holocaust landscape rests on the
viewer’s imaginaries and assumptions and, therefore, is
vital to understanding society and culture even though it
is manifested through nature. Further, I have shown how
Sasnal breaks down the idea that landscapes are inno-
cent by implicating them through symbols of Polishness
in the Holocaust history. Herein, Sasnal demonstrates
how landscape can be a crucial tool for interrogating the
traces of the Holocaust in Poland’s everyday life, affirm-
ing the inner links between Polish identity and Holocaust
history.

This research emphasizes the significant role of the
visual arts in addressing Poland’s contemporary and
historical relationship to the Holocaust. Studies by
Tokarska-Bakir, Gross, and Redzisz highlighted the need
for Poland to work through its complex war-time history.
Sasnal emphasizes that his exhibition comes from this
need (“Oprowadzanie”). As a Pole, he had to come to
terms with his implication in WWII crimes and critically
analyze his position within this history. Sasnal believes
Poland should do the same (“Oprowadzanie”). There-
fore, a deconstruction of traditional categories of impli-
cation is needed, moving beyond victims, perpetrators,
and witnesses to include the unexplainable and unregu-
lated public actions.

For there to be space for this rethinking, every Pole
should assess their position in Polish-Jewish history, also
concerning the WWII crimes. The hate against the
‘other’ that manifested itself in WWII and post-war anti-
semitic politics still inscribes itself onto the present Pol-
ish landscape. A country that used to house the second
largest population of Jews is now devoid of their pres-
ence. This absence is a contemporary reminder of the

antisemitism that, in different forms and extremes, on
top of Nazi crimes, forced the Jews out of the coun-
try. And while the prescribed category of the ‘other’
has been dynamically changing over time in Polish pol-
itics – it has been the Jew, the woman, the immigrant,
the non-heterosexual – it still manifests itself in Poland’s
contemporary politics. Therefore, it is urgent to work
through Poland’s difficult past to gain a richer perspec-
tive on what is happening in the present.

This research has shown that the arts prove to be a
valid place to look towards when evaluating Polish his-
tory and identity. Art history can thus be a locus for
alternative readings of the Polish-Jewish relations, one
that moves away from standardized and state-imposed
narratives. What can further enrich this approach is the
inclusion of more voices. As my research focused on in-
terrogating Polish-Jewish history from a non-Jewish Pol-
ish artist’s perspective, the next step could be to engage
with this history from a Jewish perspective. This could
add to the already outlined complexity of the relation-
ship and fill the possible gaps left by my research.
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Żydów Polskich POLIN w Warszawie, https://
polin.pl/en/about-museum. Accessed 12 Apr.
2022.

Adorno, Theodor W. “Cultural Criticism and Society.”
Prisms, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 1983, pp.
17–34.

Adorno, Theodor W. “Negative Dialectics.” Continuum
International Publishing Group, London and
New York, 2005.

“Aktualności.” Muzeum Auschwitz-Birkenau,
www.auschwitz.org, 7 Jan. 2020, http:
//www.auschwitz.org/muzeum/aktualnosci
/2-32-miliona-odwiedzajacych-miejsce-pamie
ci-auschwitz-w-2019-r-,2105.html. Accessed 9
May 2022.

143

https://polin.pl/en/about-museum
https://polin.pl/en/about-museum
http://www.auschwitz.org/muzeum/aktualnosci/2-32-miliona-odwiedzajacych-miejsce-pamieci-auschwitz-w-2019-r-,2105.html
http://www.auschwitz.org/muzeum/aktualnosci/2-32-miliona-odwiedzajacych-miejsce-pamieci-auschwitz-w-2019-r-,2105.html
http://www.auschwitz.org/muzeum/aktualnosci/2-32-miliona-odwiedzajacych-miejsce-pamieci-auschwitz-w-2019-r-,2105.html
http://www.auschwitz.org/muzeum/aktualnosci/2-32-miliona-odwiedzajacych-miejsce-pamieci-auschwitz-w-2019-r-,2105.html


Capstone Issue Vol.19, 2022 Melania Miekus

Banasiak, Jakub. “W Cztery Oczy z Wilhelmem Sas-
nalem.” Polin, Sept. 2021, https://www.youtub
e.com/watch?v=xmSOh71eb6U. Accessed 12
Apr. 2022.

Belavusau, Uladzislau. “The Rise of Memory Laws
in Poland: An Adequate Tool to Counter His-
torical Disinformation?” Security and Human
Rights, vol. 29, no. 1–4, Dec. 2018, pp.
36–54. brill. com, https://doi.org/10.1163/
18750230-02901011. Accessed 2 Mar. 2022.

Belavusau, Uladzislau, and Aleksandra Gliszczyńska-
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“Budynek Muzeum Historii Żydów Polskich POLIN,” Polin,
https://polin.pl/pl/budynek-muzeum. Accessed
25 Mar. 2022.
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