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I t is with immense sadness that we learned of the pass-
ing away of Kofi Annan, former Secretary General of the 

United Nations, on 18 August after a short illness.
The loss of a man who has worked tirelessly for peace 

in very difficult conditions is being deeply felt by all those 
who care about the need for international cooperation in 
a world of rising challenges.

Kofi Annan was an alumnus and long-standing friend 
of the Graduate Institute, and his spirit and elegance won 
him our hearts. He was dear to our community not only for 
what he achieved and symbolised as a global statesman, 
but as an illustration of what motivates and inspires many 
of our students.

At the time of his application to the Institute in 1961, 
the president of Macalester College (St Paul, Minnesota), 
where he was studying for his BA, wrote a letter of recom-
mendation strongly emphasising his human qualities and 
the leadership position he had acquired among his fellow 
students.

In his letter of motivation to the Institute, Kofi Annan 
wrote: “I have chosen to come to Geneva for two definite 
reasons. Firstly, Geneva is an international city and could 
serve as a laboratory where I could observe international 

politics in play. Secondly, my admission to the Institute 
would enable me to learn and polish my poor French.” (His 
intention at the time was to work with the UN Economic 
Commission for Africa or the diplomatic service of Ghana.)

With the support of his foundation, Kofi Annan chose 
to celebrate his 80th birthday last April at the Institute by 
participating in a BBC HARDTalk interview. In December 
2017 he also announced the move of his other foundation 
to Africa in an event which reflected on the ten years of 
the Africa Progress Panel.

On behalf of the Graduate Institute, I would like to 
express our heartfelt condolences to his wife, Nane, as 
well as his family and relatives.

PHILIPPE BURRIN
Director

L’INSTITUT

Kofi Annan: We Will Miss 
a Great Leader and Humanist

Kofi Annan 
during the 2017 
Geneva Challenge 
International 
Student 
Competition at  
the Institute.
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Why, despite decades (indeed centuries) of social pro-
test, policy initiatives, educational reform, NGO activity, 
national and international legislation, does gender inequal-
ity persist? The most dramatic and disturbing examples of 
this persistence have come with the revelations of the 
#MeToo movement which, at its best, has unveiled the use 
of sex as a tool of power (in the workplace, the academy, 
sports, the arts…). Lest we be tempted to attribute this 
behaviour to a few individual bad actors, there are also 
statistics to document what some have called a culture of 
male entitlement: wage gaps, vast discrepancies in politi-
cal representation, high rates of domestic violence, 
glass-ceilings at the highest levels of corporate leadership, 
a growing number of attacks on women’s reproductive 
rights, and even now on gender studies programmes, by 
organised religious and political groups. Writing in the New 
York Times a few months ago, the US feminist Vivian Gornick 
expressed her despair at the lack of progress: “As the dec-
ades wore on, I began to feel on my skin the shock of real-
ising how slowly – how grudgingly! – American culture had 
actually moved, over these past hundred years, to include 
us in the much-vaunted devotion to egalitarianism.” It’s not 
only American culture, of course, the evidence comes from 
all over the world: the project of gender equality remains 
to be achieved despite concerted efforts to achieve it. 
Modernity, secularism, democracy – these have not ush-
ered in the reign of equality they promised, at least not 
when it comes to gender (or, for that matter, class or race). 
Why?

Some of the reasons usually offered to explain the per-
sistence of gender inequality include patriarchy, capitalism, 
male self-interest, misogyny and religion. I suggest that, 

however useful as descriptions, none of these can account 
for how deep-rooted these inequalities are in our psyches, 
our cultures and our politics. My alternative explanation, 
based on psychoanalytic and political theory, has to do 
with the ways in which gender and politics are intertwined: 
a naturalised notion of the necessary and immutable dif-
ference of the sexes provides legitimation for the organi-
sation of other social inequalities. Whether taken as God’s 
word or Nature’s dictate, gender – the historically and cul-
turally variable attempt to insist on the duality of sex dif-
ference – becomes the basis for imagining social, political 
and economic order. In this representation of things, to 
question the asymmetry of the sexes is to threaten the 
entire political order. 

Interestingly, the term “gender” itself has become 
synonymous with a demand for equality because it main-
tains that culture, not biology, determines male and female 
social roles. The challenge “gender” thus poses to the 
established definitions of sex difference has resulted in 
campaigns to limit its meaning. For example, during the 
debates that led to the creation of the International 
Criminal Court in 1999, one commentator noted that if 
the word “gender” were allowed to refer to anything 
beyond biologically defined male and female, the Court 
would be in the position of “drastically restructuring soci-
eties throughout the world”. 

The current anti-gender campaigns, whether in the 
hands of religious fundamentalists or authoritarian rulers, 
claim to represent a return to stability (social, economic, 
cultural, political) in a disordered, global world by putting 
strong men in charge of protection and security and bring-
ing women back to their rightful, natural or God-given place.

7

Le prix international Edgar de Picciotto
Le prix international Edgar de Picciotto est attribué tous les deux ans à une personnalité universitaire de 
renommée internationale qui a contribué par ses recherches à une meilleure compréhension des défis mondiaux 
et dont les travaux ont influencé les décideurs politiques.
Le prix a été créé pour rendre hommage à M. de Picciotto, disparu en 2016, dont la générosité a permis à 
l’Institut de construire la Maison des étudiants qui porte son nom et celui de son épouse, Danièle.
Edgar de Picciotto était l’un des banquiers les plus écoutés dans le monde de la finance. Après avoir fondé la 
Compagnie de Banque et d’Investissements (CBI) en 1969, il procéda à plusieurs acquisitions qui donnèrent 
naissance à l’Union Bancaire Privée (UBP), l’une des plus importantes banques suisses de gestion d’actifs.  
Il aura marqué le monde de la finance en étant l’un des premiers à reconnaître le potentiel des hedge funds.

L’INSTITUT

Joan Wallach Scott 
Receives the 2018  
Edgar de Picciotto 
International Prize

Joan Wallach Scott, Professor Emerita at the 
Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, New 
Jersey, delivered the Opening Lecture of the 
Academic Year on 25 September on “Gender 
Equality: Why Is It So Difficult to Achieve?”.
On this occasion she received the 2018 Edgar 
de Picciotto International Prize, the first woman 

to receive it after Amartya Sen, Saul Friedländer 
and Paul Krugman. The Prize, which is awarded 
every two years, was created as a tribute of 
thanks to the late Edgar de Picciotto whose 
generous donation enabled the Institute to 
build the Student House that bears the name of 
Edgar and Danièle de Picciotto.

The Persistence of Gender Inequality
Joan Wallach Scott 

Joan Wallach 
Scott and Beth 
Krasna, Vice 
Chairwoman of the 
Graduate Institute’s 
Foundation Board.
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L’INSTITUT 

Collaboration stratégique 
avec l’Institut européen  
de Florence

L’Institut universitaire européen de Florence (IUE) et 
l’Institut ont signé un accord pour structurer et déve-

lopper leur collaboration en faisant fructifier la similitude 
de leurs profils (niveau postgrade et spécialisation dans les 
sciences sociales) et la complémentarité de leurs champs 
(études globales dans un cas, études européennes dans 
l’autre).

Pour l’Institut, cette collaboration s’inscrit dans le 
cadre plus large des relations entre la Suisse et l’IUE. 
Depuis 1991, la Confédération finance des bourses desti-
nées à des chercheurs suisses souhaitant préparer un 
doctorat à Florence et, depuis 2001, une Chaire suisse 
d’études sur la démocratie, le fédéralisme et la gouver-
nance globale. Le Secrétariat d’État à la formation, à la 
recherche et à l’innovation (SEFRI) a renouvelé le finance-
ment de la chaire en octobre 2017 et invité l’Institut à 
servir de pont avec les hautes écoles suisses. 

Outre le fait que le nouveau titulaire de la chaire, le 
professeur Elias Dinas, donnera un cours à l’Institut 
chaque année, la collaboration entre les deux institutions 

prendra la forme d’ateliers pour encourager l’élaboration 
de projets de recherche communs. Elle portera également 
sur le domaine de la formation continue et pourrait inclure 
la création d’une double maîtrise avec la School of 
Transnational Governance créée récemment à l’IUE. Enfin, 
elle se manifestera par la création d’une bourse postdoc-
torale qui doit permettre à de jeunes docteurs d’étayer 
leur dossier scientifique en passant un an à Florence et un 
an à Genève. 

L’Institut universitaire européen a été établi en 1972 
par les États membres de la Communauté économique 
européenne qui souhaitaient doter l’Europe d’une institu-
tion de recherche spécialisée dans la formation au niveau 
doctoral et favorisant l’intégration européenne. L’IUE 
accueille actuellement environ 900 chercheurs et docto-
rants provenant de 50 pays.

LES CENTRES CONJOINTS 

Entretien avec le professeur 
Marco Sassòli
Nouveau directeur de l’Académie de droit 
international humanitaire et de droits humains

> www.geneva-academy.ch

Quelles sont les raisons qui vous ont incité  
à accepter ce nouveau poste ?

J’ai pratiqué le droit international humanitaire (DIH) 
pendant 13 ans à Genève et dans les théâtres de conflits, 
je l’ai enseigné pendant 18 ans en Amérique du Nord et à 

Genève et j’ai publié des livres sur le sujet. On m’a 
proposé de diriger une équipe et des programmes 
qui, dans plusieurs sens, sont « au carrefour » : 
entre théorie et pratique ; entre DIH, droits 
humains, droit pénal international, droit des migra-
tions et droit international public ; entre problèmes 
humanitaires spécifiques aux conflits armés et 
protection des plus vulnérables en général ; enfin, 
entre diplomates, enseignants et ONG pour stimu-
ler un dialogue à Genève. Il était difficile de ne pas 

accepter ce véritable nouveau défi, d’importance à la fois 
académique et pratique !

Quels sont aujourd’hui les principaux défis 
pour le droit international humanitaire et 
les droits humains ?

À de rares exceptions près, les États ne veulent plus 
développer le DIH et les droits humains. Ces derniers ne 
sont plus seulement violés, mais certains dirigeants et 
membres du public n’affirment même plus leur attache-
ment à ces idéaux. Des dirigeants démocratiquement élus 
sont fiers de les ignorer. Le narratif a changé. Les droits 
humains sont souvent vus comme un souci d’élites. Quant 
à la doctrine dans les deux domaines, elle s’occupe 
souvent de questions théoriquement fascinantes, mais 

qui ne touchent que rarement aux problèmes subis par la 
majorité des personnes vulnérables. Beaucoup d’univer-
sitaires croient en outre pouvoir s’affranchir de ce que 
pensent les États – ou plutôt les bureaucraties militaires 
et des affaires étrangères.

Que peut faire l’Académie face à ce constat ?
En formant des jeunes et des professionnels, l’Acadé-

mie leur permet d’acquérir les connaissances juridiques 
nécessaires pour relever ces défis en s’inspirant de prin-
cipes et de règles sans céder à l’opportunisme politique 
ou personnel. Quant à la recherche, nous devons rester 
orientés vers les besoins de la pratique et trouver le bon 
équilibre entre des projets nouveaux et novateurs et la 
poursuite de projets qui ont fait leurs preuves. À cet 
égard, je mentionnerai un exemple : la base de données 
RULAC, qui est la seule dans le monde à classifier juridi-
quement les situations de conflit armé (international ou 
non international) et les autres situations de violence. 
C’est un travail crucial car le DIH s’applique uniquement 
aux conflits armés ; en dehors de ceux-ci, seuls les droits 
humains s’appliquent. Tout cela nécessite une équipe 
motivée et ayant un minimum de stabilité en dépit du fait 
que les financements sont temporaires et aléatoires. C’est 
par la formation, la recherche ainsi qu’en réunissant 
experts et practitiens que l’on réussira à contribuer à 
renverser le narratif.

« Il est difficile d’imaginer deux institutions 
aussi complémentaires. »

PHILIPPE BURRIN
Directeur



Robots are part of our daily lives, for instance when we 
use the self-checkout lane at the grocery store. 

However, they are rapidly becoming more than the routine 
mechanical devices programmed to perform repetitive 
functions to which we are accustomed today. Vehicle  
manufacturers have begun testing self-driving cars that 
operate at the push of a button, taking their passengers 
wherever they want to go. The arms industry is developing 
similar technology to produce so-called lethal autonomous 
weapons systems (LAWS) that can find, track and fire on 
targets without human supervision.

The development of these new weapons raises a host 
of complex questions. Among the most pressing legal ones, 
there is the attribution of criminal responsibility in the case 
of malfunction. Due to the autonomy of LAWS, there is the 
possibility that these weapons could target people and 
objects in violation of the rules of international humanitarian 
law. Who should bear criminal responsibility for any 
subsequent war crimes? The issue of whether autonomous 
weapons themselves should bear criminal responsibility is 
problematic. It would require LAWS to be treated like human 
beings, thereby contesting the anthropocentric foundations 
of modern criminal law. Machines are not suitable recipients 
of criminal punishment, mainly because they are not morally 

responsible agents and cannot “understand” the concept 
of retributive punishment. Ascribing criminal responsibility 
to the “user”, usually the military commander responsible 
for engaging the LAWS, is also problematic. In most cases, 
the commander does not intend to use the autonomous 
weapon system to commit a war crime. There is only an 
“acceptance of risk” that the machine may take the wrong 
targeting decision. It is then a question of whether this 
acceptance is sufficient in itself to consider the military 
commander a war criminal. 

These legal issues are not limited to the arms industry, 
but equally apply to self-driving cars. Fatal crashes involv-
ing pedestrians have already been reported in the news 
and pose questions around the attribution of criminal 
responsibility. There is a pressing need to develop an appro-
priate legal framework to fill possible gaps emerging from 
these new technologies, including laws on war crimes. 
Though, clearly, the crux of the matter is not legal. Increasing 
automation brings many benefits to society. However, does 
robotism – the mindless automation of our lives – risk lead-
ing us to “insane societies”, as predicted by Erich Fromm 
in his book The Sane Society (1955): “The danger of the past 
was that men became slaves. The danger of the future is 
that men may become robots”? 

L’ACTUALITÉ

The Return of Racism

Racism and racial discrimination are making a comeback. 
If such an epiphany has acuity today, it is because of 

the prevalence of a misleading narrative of continued social 
progress and tolerance within societies round the world. 
Such a narrative is ahistorical. If, undeniably, there have been 
significant milestones – such as, notably, the international 
campaign to end Apartheid in South Africa – the swiftness 
and breadth of the current wave of re-emerging racism is 
underwritten by a history of non-resolution.

Three overarching phenomena preside over the current 
revival of racism: negative exemplarity by a number of poli-
tical leaders worldwide, societal banalisation masking the 
extent of the issue and intellectual rationalisation enabling 
its expression. The first, and most important, is the one of 
a “social jurisprudence” enacted by several leaders and 
according to which executive behaviour has explicitly intro-
duced acceptance and mimetism, thus packaging racism 
in parameters of acceptability. Front and centre in this 
sequence are the actions of United States President Donald 
Trump. There is no overstating the negative role played by 
a head of state considered “racist” by 49% of Americans 
in a July 2018 poll, and whose pronouncements have impor-
tantly contributed to a standardisation of neo-racism.

The second phenomenon which in recent years has 
enabled the recrudescence of racism is its banalisation. 
Considering erroneously that the issue is no longer an urgent 
problem in need of attention and resources, many societies 
have trivialised the question. Such irresponsibility-cum-in-
sensitivity is consequential as it hits doubly those facing the 
effect of racism: with denial of the issue and of the victims’ 
experience. Such dynamics also partake of the materialisa-
tion of an unexamined phraseology whereby the same expe-
rience is represented, processed and eventually dealt with 
differently depending on the identity of the person.

Thirdly, racism is back because discrimination has been 
intellectualised and increasingly conceptually authorised. 
Proliferation of hate speech has thus been facilitated by a 
bamboozling that makes such speech appear as a legiti-
mate opinion. It is presented as a mere manifestation of 
free speech, and any questioning of its legitimacy is dee-
med censorship. Such intolerance in the name of tolerance 
is the single most insidious form of nouveau racism that 
wraps itself in the mantle of freedom, but which is in rea-
lity profoundly anti-democratic.

In truth, the rise of acceptable racism is one the great 
ills of the troubled international affairs of our era.

Mohammad-Mahmoud Ould Mohamedou 
Professor of International History

FRANCE, Paris.  
A hundred of people, 
including some anti-
fascist activists, hold 
placards depicting 
victims of right-
wing extremists as 
they gather at the 
Carrousel bridge 
in Paris, where 
Moroccan national 
Brahim Bouarram 
drowned on 1 May 
1995 after extremists 
threw him from the 
bridge into the Seine 
River.  
11 September 2018.
Eric FEFERBERG/AFP

The nEUROn, 
an experimental 
Unmanned Combat 
Air Vehicle (UCAV) 
developed under 
a European 
consortium led 
by French defence 
group Dassault,  
is put on show  
at the Dassault  
factory in Istres on 
19 December 2012.  
Boris HORVAT/AFP

L’ACTUALITÉ 

Robots and Criminal 
Responsibility
Paola Gaeta 
Professor of International Law
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LE DOSSIER

EPIDEMIA 
OF WALLS IN 
AN (UN)FREE 
WORLD

© Tomas Castelazo, www.tomascastelazo.com/Wikimedia Commons, CC BY-SA 3.0,  
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=3167439

Dossier based on Global Challenges (no. 4, 2018), 
The Graduate Institute’s series of research dossiers. 
 > http://globalchallenges.ch
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EPIDEMIA OF WALLS IN AN (UN)FREE WORLD

WHITHER COSMOPOLIS: 
YEARNING FOR CLOSURE IN 
TIMES OF UNCERTAINTY
Dominic Eggel 
PhD in International History; Research Adviser at the Research Office

The world, after 11 September
2001, has been fracturing as, in 

direct contradiction to the liberal ethos 
of openness, a series of nations have 
reverted to immuring themselves in a 
context of increased migratory flows 
and populist animosity. While the world 
counted 16 walls at the beginning of 
the 21st century, today there are 55 
walls totalling 40,000 km in length.

Walls are an anthropological con-
stant. They epitomise human finitude. 
Our cells have walls, and our bodies an 
epidermal envelope separating us from 
the outside world. Our language and 
cognition are delimited by semantic 
walls and conceptual containers. 
Sociologically, walls and fences have 

proven crucial as material and symbolic 
sites of inclusion and exclusion. Despite 
the early cosmopolitan utopias of the 
Greek and Roman Stoics, walls are omni-
present in, and perhaps constitutive of, 
human history. Walls have been integral 
to the major modes of human political 
organisation such as cities, empires or 
nation-states, serving as defensive 
structures, civilisational markers and 
means for regulating commercial flows.

As constitutive as they are for 
humans, walls entail a host of perni-
cious effects. They divide, segregate, 
reify and exclude. They reinforce the 
fault line between the privileged and 
the marginalised. Walls unleash new 
forms of – frequently lethal – violence. 

They produce envy about what may be 
found on the other side. Walls force 
migrants to pursue more dangerous 
and costly routes or prevent them from 
returning to their home country. They 
hamper the circulation of fauna, flora 
and water flows. Walls, finally, put 
human rights out of reach of those who 
need them most.

In the seemingly “borderless” world 
of the (post)-modern/global era char-
acterised by endless fluidity walls 
appear as something of an oddity, a relic 
of an ancient past. With the fall of the 
Iron Curtain, so the hope went, smaller 
walls would fall too. However, in the 
last two decades the exact opposite 
took place: around 30 nations have built 

43 new barriers along their borders with 
31 other countries. The list of the most 
prolific wall-builders includes India, 
Israel, Saudi Arabia, Uzbekistan, Turkey 
and many European countries such as 
Hungary, Greece and Bulgaria. The 
United States and its president’s gran-
diloquent talk of a great and beautiful 
wall with Mexico further nurture this 
“International of Walls”.

Walls, today, are usually built for 
a mixture of reasons combining secu-
rity – mostly against terrorism — and 
migratory concerns, with an emphasis 
on the latter. If one looks at the longue 
durée, it rapidly appears that while in 

the past walls were mostly built to keep 
hostile aggressors at bay, today their 
main purpose is to keep out migrants 
and refugees seeking shelter and 
opportunities for a better life. Walls 
therefore firstly reflect a general anx-
iety in the face of intensifying migra-
tion and rising global inequality: in 
times of crises people shut their doors 
(and blinds). Secondly, walls are the 
very flesh-and-bone manifestation of 
the growing right-wing populism with 

its false certainties, identitarian illu-
sions and fears of various types of 
“contamination”. Thirdly, the new walls 
have been attributed to a regained 
vitality of sovereignty and confidence 
in the territorial state. Conversely, how-
ever, it has also been argued that they 
constitute a vain attempt to veil the 
incapacity of states to address terror-
ist and other global threats.

A wide range of political actors have 
indeed used the symbolic capital of 
walls to “look tough”, to project myths 
of origin and ethnic purity, and to mask 
more prosaic intentions. Walls, in this 
sense, have become a dramaturgic act 

– a show where various actors vie for 
the attention of an ever more ephem-
eral and fickle public. Beyond the rhet-
oric, however, it is much less evident
that the new walls prove effective. In 
practice, walls often remain the product 
of improvisation and makeshift. In the
era of airplanes, drones and heavy artil-
lery, walls have lost their military rele-
vance. Experts are also sceptical
whether walls adequately curb migra-
tion as most borders are simply too long 

and topographically uneven to be 
patrolled efficiently. All walls remain, 
ultimately, porous and ephemeral. They 
can be circumvented, tunnelled, crossed 
with ladders or ramps, or flown over. 
From such a perspective, walls mostly 
divert or canalise flows but do not pre-
vent them from occurring.

Whatever their ultimate efficiency, 
walls – far from simply freezing the 
status quo – have real impacts. They 
create new borderland ecosystems 
and trigger strategies of appropriation 
and subversion. They attract economic 
entrepreneurs such as smugglers, drug 
couriers, human traffickers and cattle 
rustlers. They provide employment to 
border patrols and personnel and give 
a sense of purpose to the militias pro-
fessedly defending it. For borderland-
ers inhabiting the messy reality of “lim-
inal spaces”, walls are lived experiences 
and part of their identities. Recent 
scholarship has hence drawn a more 
nuanced picture of walls, highlighting 
their capacity to foster opportunities, 
to act as catalysts of (ex)change and 
as vectors for aesthetic transgression 
such as graffiti.

The German philosopher Johann 
Gottfried Herder once suggested that 
closure is good in young nations for 
purposes of identity formation but that 
mature ones were bound to openness, 
exchange and dialogue. Even though 
walls prove to be constitutive of – and 
necessary to – communal life and social 
organisation, it remains, after all, 
humanity’s mission to transcend them.

“All walls remain, 
ultimately, porous 
and ephemeral.”A Palestinian boy 

walks along the wall 
destroyed near the 
border between 
Egypt and the Gaza 
Strip close to Rafah.  
8 April 2008.  
Said KHATIB/AFP
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explosive entre, d’une part, une inté-
gration forcenée de la planète dans les 
domaines de la finance, du commerce, 
de la technologie, du sport, des loisirs, 
de la culture matérielle ou spirituelle, 
et, d’autre part, le cloisonnement de 
plus en plus coercitif, voire militarisé, 
du marché international de la force de 
travail et de la circulation des per
sonnes. S’imaginer que la majorité de 
l’humanité va rester sur le seuil du 
magasin de la globalisation, qu’on lui 
interdit de franchir, sans défoncer sa 
porte et faire voler en éclats sa vitrine 
relève de l’irénisme.

En deuxième lieu, l’endiguement 
des barbares corrompt de l’intérieur la 
cité qu’il prétend protéger. Il implique 
des régimes juridiques dérogatoires au 
détriment des étrangers, assimilés à 
des ennemis. Ces législations progres-
sivement s’étendent aux citoyens 
eux-mêmes, instaurent des états d’ex-
ception qui deviennent des États d’ex-
ception, et banalisent une abjection 
d’État, laquelle s’institutionnalise en 
États d’abjection. Au nom de la lutte 

contre le terrorisme et l’immigration 
clandestine, les libertés publiques sont 
de plus en plus menacées dans les 
pays occidentaux ; le droit d’asile et le 
droit de la mer sont bafoués ; la poli-
tique de refoulement de l’Union euro-
péenne provoque chaque année plus 
de morts en Méditerranée et dans le 
Sahara que trois décennies de guerre 
civile en Irlande du Nord ; les États-
Unis séparent les enfants de leurs 
parents en attendant la construction 
de la barrière anti-Latinos sur leur fron-
tière avec le Mexique ; Israël a perdu 
toute mesure dans le containment des 
Palestiniens ou l’expulsion des 
Africains. Or, cet État d’abjection reçoit 
l’onction du suffrage universel et peut 
se réclamer d’une légitimité démocra-
tique. Avec et derrière les murs pros-
père la « servitude volontaire ».

Enfin, l’emmurement du monde 
disloque de l’intérieur les sociétés. Il 
privatise l’espace public et la ville elle-
même. Il externalise les frontières des 
États les plus puissants au sein 
d’autres États dépendants, à l’instar 

de l’Union européenne au Sahel, et 
éventre leur souveraineté. Il recourt à 
la biométrie qui le rend invisible, et son 
immatérialité segmente à l’infini la 
cité. Dans la Chine orwellienne d’au-
jourd’hui, par rapport à laquelle le tota-
litarisme maoïste prend des airs de 
passoire, chaque escalier mécanique, 
chaque carrefour, chaque place, 
surveillé électroniquement, est un mur 
qui reconnaît en vous le bon ou le 
mauvais citoyen, et peut vous empê-
cher de monter dans l’avion ou le train. 
Il est à craindre que les marchands de 
peur et de biométrie n’appliquent vite 
la recette aux démocraties libérales. 
Murs de tous les pays, unissez-vous !

« S’imaginer que la 
majorité de l’humanité 

va rester sur le seuil 
du magasin de la 

globalisation, qu’on lui 
interdit de franchir, sans 
défoncer sa porte et faire 
voler en éclats sa vitrine 

relève de l’irénisme. »

Un Palestinien longe 
le mur de séparation 
traversant le camp de 
réfugiés d’Aïda, dans 
la ville de Bethléem, 
en Cisjordanie.  
12 février 2016. 
Thomas COEX/AFP

Il est loin, le temps du démantèle-
ment du Mur de Berlin et des 

prophéties sur la « fin de l’Histoire » 
que celui-ci a inspirées. Certes, la 
chute de l’empire soviétique et le 
triomphe de l’idéologie de marché ont 
décloisonné le monde. La Chine et le 
Vietnam se sont ouverts, l’apartheid a 
été aboli, l’Europe a institué la libre 
circulation en son sein. Mais ce 
mouvement a vite rencontré ses 
limites. La Corée du Nord est demeu-
rée un royaume ermite, et Israël, 
faute de savoir trouver un accord de 
paix avec les Palestiniens, s’est à son 
tour emmuré. Surtout, les États-Unis 
et l’Union européenne ont mis en 
œuvre un prohibitionnisme migratoire 
de plus en plus contraignant, depuis 
le 11 Septembre et la montée électo-
rale de l’identitarisme politique. En 
outre, l’emmurement du globe ne vise 
plus seulement à sanctuariser la 
souveraineté ou la sécurité de 
l’État-nation. Il segmente les sociétés 
elles-mêmes avec la prolifération de 
gated communities, dans les grandes 
métropoles urbaines, que ceignent 
des clôtures et contrôlent des compa-
gnies privées de gardiennage.

Tout n’est pas neuf dans cette 
évolution. Après tout, la Chine avait 
sa Grande Muraille, et l’Empire romain 
s’y était essayé. Les villes du Moyen 
Âge et de l’Âge moderne étaient forti-
fiées, et ces dispositifs de défense 
n’ont été arasés que tardivement, 
sans d’ailleurs que soient toujours 
supprimés les octrois à leurs portes. 
Le capitalisme a titrisé la terre, ce qui 
s’est généralement traduit par sa 
clôture, sauf dans les pays de « vaine 
pâture ». En Angleterre, les enclosures 

ont été systématisées au XVIIIe siècle. 
Et la bourgeoisie du XIXe siècle s’est 
plu à entourer les parcs de ses proprié-
tés de belles enceintes de pierre.

Il se peut même que l’emmure-
ment contemporain reprenne incon-
sciemment le vieux mythe selon lequel 

Alexandre le Grand aurait enfermé, 
quelque part entre le Caucase et le 
nord himalayen, derrière une muraille 
infranchissable, les peuples de Gog et 
Magog, les nations de l’Antéchrist et 
les dix tribus d’Israël, pour les empê-
cher de déferler sur le monde. Cette 
fable antique a ensuite fusionné avec 
les prophéties bibliques (Ezéch. 38 : 16 

et Apoc. 20 : 7-8). Aux yeux de l’Occi-
dent, les peuples dangereux, dans 
cette veine, ont été successivement les 
Scythes, les Mongols supposés 
Tartares, les Ottomans dits Turcs, et les 
Juifs, les uns se confondant souvent 
avec les autres, et animés de cette 

volonté commune de fondre sur l’eccle-
sia en acclamant l’Antéchrist. Notre 
temps continue de ruminer de très 
anciennes peurs millénaristes dont le 
« péril jaune », et aujourd’hui musul-
man, est un avatar.

Néanmoins, la murophilie actuelle 
revêt trois dangers inédits. Elle intro-
duit une disjonction potentiellement 

EPIDEMIA OF WALLS IN AN (UN)FREE WORLD

MUROPHILIE AMBIANTE
Jean-François Bayart 
Professeur d’anthropologie et sociologie  
et titulaire de la Chaire Yves Oltramare Religion et politique dans le monde contemporain
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will to resist occupation and destroy-
ing their livelihoods. The documentary 
is also a powerful cinematic meditation 
on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict by a 
French-Israeli film director of Jewish 
Moroccan origin.

Palestinian film director, performer 
and photographer – but also officer in 
the Presidential Guard of the Palestinian 

Authority – Khaled Jarrar shot Infiltrators 
(2012, 70 min.) as a “road movie” with 
a handheld video camera over four 
years. It chronicles the daily attempts 
of Palestinians seeking routes through, 
under, around, and over a matrix of bar-
riers erected by Israel, including the 
7-metre-high concrete wall. According
to the film director, between 200 and 
400 workers try to sneak out of the wall 
each weeknight, and almost 1,000 per 

night on weekends. Some attempts end 
in failure, and others in success. It’s a 
cat-and-mouse game, in which failure 
seems to lead to more persistence.

Jordanian-Palestinian filmmaker 
Mohammad Alatar’s Broken (2018, 94 
min.) tells the juridical debate on the 
wall, across three continents and 
through the testimonies of judges and 

international lawyers. Upon request 
of the UN General Assembly about the 
legality of the wall – mainly built on 
the Palestinian side of the 1949 “Green 
Line” – the International Court of 
Justice declared in 2004 the wall con-
trary to international law, and called 
upon Israel to desist from constructing 
it and to make reparations for damages 
caused. To date, no action has been 
taken by Israeli authorities.

The three movies, each in its own 
way, cast doubt on the official reasons 
advanced by Israel for building an “anti-
terrorist” barrier. Wall clearly exposes 
the policy of land grabbing separating 
farmers from their land and Palestinians 
from their places of work, healthcare 
and educational facilities; Infiltrators 
demonstrates the wall’s permeability 
and reveals the business between 
Palestinian smugglers and Israeli col-
laborators who bring the “illegal” work-
ers to selected sites. Finally, Broken 
reassesses the illegality of the wall 
according to international law. 

In his Introduction to Documentary 
(Indiana University Press, 2001), Bill 
Nichols reminds us that documentaries 
shape collective memories and histor-
ical narratives by producing photo-
graphic records and visual perspectives 
of more or less distant events. As such, 
they become one among many voices 
in an arena of social debate and con-
testation. The fact that documentaries 
are not a straightforward reproduction 
of reality but the expression of particu-
lar points of view and visions of the 
world makes them potent speech acts 
in the social and political arena. 

The three movies retrospectively 
document the (untold) annexation plan 
of the West Bank pursued by Israeli 
authorities over the past decade. A 
plan that, with Trump’s America sup-
port, is materialising in spite of the 
dangers Israel is facing: will its label 
of a “democratic state” still be mean-
ingful? The Israeli settler colonial pro-
ject may finally become reality, but it 
will not be without a price, that of kill-
ing the dream of a peaceful coexist-
ence with the Palestinians. More than 
that, it risks polarising the Jewish com-
munities both in Israel and abroad…

EPIDEMIA OF WALLS IN AN (UN)FREE WORLD

BETWEEN SECURITY 
AND APARTHEID
Cinematic Representations of the West Bank Wall

Riccardo Bocco 
Professor of Anthropology and Sociology

“Officially justified  
by the Israeli need  

of security, the wall 
is a real dispositif in 
Foucauldian terms,  
aimed at breaking 
the people’s will to 
resist occupation 

and destroying their 
livelihoods.”The West Bank Wall has become

dramatically popular in most 
Palestinian and some Israeli movies. 
Cinematography offers an important 
complement to the social sciences’ 
research on the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict narrative as it allows to uncover 
new strata of popular memory and 
social history. Documentaries, in their 
different forms, provide the sensuous 
experience of sounds and images 
organised in a way that stands for 
something more than mere passing 
impressions. They express emotions 
and concepts in their intricate nature 
but in a codified and at times abstract 
way. Moving images – as illustrated 
by the three examples below – tell the 

daily consequences of the Israeli wall, 
and how these are represented and 
interpreted by one Israeli and two 
Palestinian filmmakers.

Three documentaries, all focused 
on the wall in the West Bank, look par-
ticularly compelling today in light of 
the new Israeli Organic Law adopted 
by the Knesset in July 2018. Conceiving 
the right to self-determination exclu-
sively for its Jewish citizens, it paves 
the way to an official form of “ethnoc-
racy” and risks turning Israel into an 
apartheid state. Encouraging the col-
onisation of the Occupied Palestinian 
Territories, the law explicitly considers 
the Jewish settlements as an endeav-
our of national value.

Wall (2004, 96 min.), by Simone 
Bitton, is a documentary showing the 
rationale and mechanisms behind 
imprisoning and enclosing two people 
on both sides of the wall. That this 
almost 700-kilometre-long proposed 
stretch of asphalt, wire, trenches and 
concrete recalls the Berlin Wall is just 
one of its many wrenching paradoxes. 
The wall is part of a larger matrix of 
control over the Palestinian population 
and their territory, combining different 
kinds of checkpoints, watchtowers and 
separate roads for the Jewish settlers 
and the Palestinian laymen. Officially 
justified by the Israeli need of security, 
the wall is a real dispositif in Foucauldian 
terms, aimed at breaking the people’s 

Palestinian boys 
walk past a mural 
painting on the 
Israel-built wall 
that separates the 
southern Gaza Strip 
town of Khan Yunes 
from the former 
Jewish settlement 
of Neve Dekalim. 
The wall has 
been painted by 
Palestinian artists. 
13 September 
2005. Roberto 
SCHMIDT/AFP
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THE “GREAT WALL”  
OF AMERICA: HISTORICAL 
OPPORTUNITIES 
Samuel Segura Cobos 
PhD Candidate in International History

A young Mexican 
helps a compatriot to 
climb the metal wall 
that divides the border 
between Mexico and 
the United States 
to cross illegally to 
Sunland Park, from 
Ciudad Juarez, 
Chihuahua state, 
Mexico. 6 April 2018. 
Herika MARTINEZ/
AFP

Mexican public opinion is
incensed. The source of this 

public uproar are the controversial dec-
larations and actions of US President 
Donald Trump against Mexico and the 
Hispanic community at large. The list 
of grievances encompasses the outra-
geous claims that Mexican migrants 
are rapists, the detention of minors in 
deplorable conditions, and, of course, 
the plans for building a wall. For many 
in Mexico, the source of this problem 
dates to the fateful invitation by 
Mexican President Enrique Peña Nieto 
to both US presidential candidates in 

the summer of 2016. An invitation only 
taken up by Trump and rejected by the 
frontrunner, Hillary Clinton.

The pharisaic aspect of the Mexican 
outrage lies in the fact that the border 
wall between the United States and 
Mexico is over 60 years old. Between 
San Ysidro, California, and Tijuana, 
Mexico, a fence was first erected in the 
1950s, only to be reinforced with recy-
cled military landing platforms in the 
1990s. In 1994, President Clinton 
launched Operation Gatekeeper in 
California, Operation Hold-the-Line in 
Texas and Operation Safeguard in 

Arizona to strengthen border security. 
In 1996, a Democratic Congress and 
President approved further barriers on 
the border. In 2006, President Bush 
signed into law the Secure Fence Act 
with the support of Senators Hillary 
Clinton, Barack Obama and Joseph 
Biden. By 2015, about a third of the 
US–Mexico border (1,078 km out of 
3,140 km) already had some type of 
man-made physical barrier. Contrary 
to popular belief, a Great Wall between 
Mexico and the United States has been 
a long-cherished American bipartisan 
project predating the Trump era.

The Great Wall of America is thus 
a brainchild of the liberal world order 
established under Pax Americana in 
the aftermath of WWII. It is therefore 
no coincidence that as the world moves 
towards a post-Western order, the bor-
der wall poisons the already difficult 
bilateral relation between Mexico and 
the US. While the American political 
elite has been rather dysfunctional in 
addressing popular anxieties over the 
last decade, the Mexican business elite 
experiences difficulties to imagine a 
world beyond American dominance. 
After all, since the late nineteenth  
century the Mexican economy has 
chiefly relied on capital flows stemming 
from Wall Street, and since the adop-
tion of the North American Free Trade 
Agreement in 1994 nearly 80% of 
Mexican exports head to the US 
despite the most determined efforts 
to facilitate investments and trade 
flows from other countries. Such is the 
power of habit.

While American dominance has 
contributed significantly to Mexican 
development, the power of habit has 
become deadly as of late. Since the 
internationalisation of a prohibitionist 
regime by the Reagan administration, 
the pressure borne by Mexico’s justice 
system from illegal CIA and DEA (Drug 
Enforcement Administration) operatives 
in Mexican territory has resulted in a 
lethal war on drugs. Notwithstanding 
close governmental collaboration,  
22 million American residents still get 
their illegal substances smuggled 
across the border while over 200,000 
Mexicans have been murdered and 
over 34,000 have disappeared since 
2006. Unsurprisingly, these numbers 
have influenced much of the discourse 
motivating the US bipartisan consen-
sus on wall-building as Mexican 

immigration became entangled with 
this public security crisis in Mexico.

Despite this convoluted past, a 
consolidated border wall between 
Mexico and the US may become an 
opportunity for both countries as a 
more diverse world order emerges. 
After all, Mexico has 15 free trade 
agreements covering 45 countries 
around the world, 31 investment pro-
motion and protection agreements, 
and 9 commercial agreements. It pos-
sesses the tenth most traded currency 
in the world and second most traded 
emerging market currency, only after 
the Chinese renminbi. Based on esti-
mates by the International Monetary 
Fund, PricewaterhouseCoopers fore-
casted that Mexico would emerge as 
the seventh largest economy in the 
world by 2050. Mexico also welcomed 
over 39 million tourists in 2017, becom-
ing the sixth most visited country. 
Aware of its responsibilities in fighting 
climate change, Mexico now taxes 
carbon, possesses a voluntary carbon 
trading scheme and offers one of the 
world’s seven environmental stock 
markets facilitating a transition to a 
low carbon economy. As per the OECD, 

Mexico also pursues policies conducive 
to gender equality, and the pay gap is 
lower than in Switzerland. In short, 
Mexico is far removed from the 
Hollywood stereotypes of border town 
movies. Instead, as Claudia Ruiz 
Massieu – Mexican Foreign Minister 
at the time – made clear in 2016, 
Mexico is willing to share in the costs 
and responsibilities that a post- 
Western world order entail.

At first sight, the political instru-
mentalisation of the border wall issue 
by President Trump appears as a stri-
dent break from the American-led lib-
eral order. In a more careful consider-
ation, however, it stands in the 
continuity of the American political 
elite’s failure to explain the ramifica-
tions of the liberal world order to its 
domestic constituencies. The Great 
Wall of America now offers a test to 
the perpetuation of the unquestioned 
American dominance and a respite to 
reflect on the emergence of a 
post-Western world order. It is there-
fore a wall full of opportunities.

“A consolidated  
border wall between 
Mexico and the US  
may become an 
opportunity for both 
countries as a more 
diverse world order 
emerges.”
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ET LE MOYEN-ORIENT :  
DE LA TENTATION IMPÉRIALE 
À L’EMMUREMENT
Özcan Yilmaz 
Docteur en études internationales de l’Institut (2012)  
Chargé de cours d’histoire contemporaine au Global Studies Institute de l’Université de Genève

Au début des années 2010, la
Turquie amorçait une diplomatie 

« néo-ottomane » qui, profitant des 
printemps arabes, devait lui redonner 
un statut de leader au Moyen-Orient. 
Les rivalités régionales et les questions 
identitaires ont eu raison de cette 

ambition. Témoin de son repli sur 
elle-même, le mur de 764 kilomètres 
qu’elle a achevé de construire à la 
frontière syrienne en juin 2018.

Ce n’est qu’à la fin de la Guerre 
froide que la Turquie moderne s’est 
intéressée au Moyen-Orient, cher-
chant à devenir une puissance régio-
nale dans l’ancien espace ottoman 
(« néo-ottomanisme »). Le gouverne-
ment de l’AKP – le Parti de la justice 
et du développement, arrivé au 
pouvoir en 2002 – poursuit cette poli-
tique. L’AKP joue un rôle actif dans la 
création d’un espace « Chamgen » (par 
référence à Cham, « Damas » en arabe, 
et à l’espace Schengen), supprime les 
visas, organise des réunions intermi-
nistérielles, intensifie les relations 
économiques et culturelles et, avec la 
Syrie, la Jordanie et le Liban, met sur 
pied un Haut Conseil de coopération, 
conçu sur le modèle de l’Union 
européenne.

Barack Obama soutient cet acti-
visme d’une Turquie soucieuse de 
réconcilier islam et démocratie. Des 
voix s’élèvent pour la promotion du 
« modèle turc » dans le monde arabe. 
L’arrivée au pouvoir de partis isla-
mistes avec lesquels l’AKP a une 
certaine proximité idéologique encou-
rage sa volonté de leadership régio-
nal. Lors des mobilisations populaires 
en Syrie, la Turquie, convaincue d’un 
renversement rapide du régime, 
rompt avec le gouvernement syrien, 
ouvre ses frontières aux réfugiés et 
aide l’opposition – se heurtant 

rapidement à un axe Damas-Bagdad-
Téhéran soutenu par la Russie.

En outre, l’islamisation de la 
rébellion syrienne conduit les États 
occidentaux à refuser de soutenir la 
position turque. Le nombre de réfu-
giés atteint des millions et, en mars 
2015, la Turquie ferme sa frontière 
avec la Syrie. En août 2015, la 
première partie du mur frontalier est 
construite à Reyhanli. Les tirs de 
roquettes depuis la Syrie et les atten-
tats d’organisations djihadistes sur 
son propre territoire la renforcent 
dans son repli. Le néo-ottomanisme 
touche à ses limites.

Tout en promettant une solution 
politique à la « question kurde », l’AKP 
refuse d’accorder des droits politiques 
aux Kurdes et se concentre sur le 
désarmement du PKK (Parti des 
travailleurs du Kurdistan), auquel le 
chaos régional offre une plus grande 
marge de manœuvre. En été 2012, 
profitant du retrait de l’armée 
syrienne, les Kurdes de Syrie créent 
une zone autonome. L’hostilité du 
gouvernement turc envers cette 
dernière et sa complaisance pour les 
mouvements djihadistes, notamment 
lors du siège de Kobané, radicalisent 
la mobilisation kurde en Turquie, avec 
pour résultat la quasi-disparition de la 
frontière entre les Kurdes des deux 
pays. Aux élections législatives de 

juin 2015, le Parti de la démocratie 
des peuples (HDP), pro-kurde, 
dépasse le quorum de 10 % et prive 
l’AKP de la majorité absolue au 
Parlement. Le gouvernement turc 
craint des tentatives d’une autonomie 
kurde en Turquie d’autant plus que, 
simultanément, des groupes de 
jeunes affiliés au PKK s’engagent 
dans des combats et des expériences 
d’autogestion dans plusieurs villes 
kurdes. Mettant fin au processus de 
paix entamé en 2009 et repris en 
2013, la Turquie reprend la répression 
des revendications kurdes, tant à l’in-
térieur qu’à l’extérieur du pays. La 
tentative de coup d’État de 2016 
constitue le point culminant de cette 
évolution : pour renforcer son pouvoir 
et assurer la direction du pays pour la 
majorité conservatrice, le président 
évoque un danger existentiel pour la 
Turquie présenté par les Kurdes et les 
gülenistes, soutenus par les États-
Unis et Israël cherchant à morceler le 
Moyen-Orient, consolide son alliance 

avec les ultranationalistes et procède 
à une refonte du système politique à 
travers sa présidentialisation.

Pays de transit à la fois pour les 
djihadistes européens se rendant en 
Syrie, pour les djihadistes allant 
commettre des attentats en Europe et 
pour les réfugiés syriens rejoignant 
l’espace Schengen, la Turquie subit 
de fortes pressions internationales 
pour qu’elle ferme sa frontière avec la 
Syrie. L’accord qu’elle conclut avec 
l’Union européenne en mars 2016 
renforce dès lors l’objectif de rendre 
infranchissable sa frontière avec la 
Syrie à travers la construction d’un 
mur. En juin 2018, elle annonce la 
réalisation de 764 kilomètres de la 
« muraille turque » qui, à terme, 
longera toute la frontière syrienne de 
911 kilomètres. Un autre mur est en 
construction à la frontière turco-ira-
nienne, et des discussions se pour-
suivent sur un troisième mur à sa 
frontière arménienne. La frontière 
avec la Grèce est déjà fermée par un 

mur de barbelés et un dispositif de 
sécurité auquel participe l’agence 
Frontex. Et la frontière bulgaro-turque 
est elle aussi fermée par un mur de 
barbelés construit par la Bulgarie.

Comme les autres murs à travers 
le monde, le mur turc symbolise le 
repli et la fermeture. Il est aussi l’ex-
pression des contradictions d’un État 
qui s’emmure à grands pas tout en 
dénonçant une « Europe citadelle » et 
un « mur de la honte » israélien. L’UE, 
qui condamne l’autoritarisme et les 
violations des droits humains en 
Turquie, contribue à cette approche 
sécuritaire des migrations en fournis-
sant une aide financière et des tech-
nologies de surveillance au pays. 
Selon Human Rights Watch, qui 
critique le silence de l’UE, le mur est 
le symbole des violations massives 
des droits des demandeurs d’asile, de 
ceux qui perdent leur vie sous les 
balles des gardes-frontières ou sont 
expulsés vers des zones de guerre.

« Le mur turc 
symbolise les 
contradictions  
d’un État qui 
s’emmure à  
grands pas tout 
en dénonçant  
une “Europe 
citadelle”. »

Des réfugiés syriens 
arrivent au poste 
frontalier d’Oncupinar, 
près de la province 
turque de Kilis, le 
28 août 2017. Ils ont 
reçu l’autorisation 
des autorités de Kilis 
de rentrer chez eux 
pour la fête de l’Adha 
à condition de revenir 
en Turquie d’ici le 
15 octobre suivant. 
Bulent KILIC/AFP
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