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Note from the Editorial Board
On publication of the second issue
This undergraduate research journal is inspired by the principle that
knowledge is meant to be shared, a principle that holds as strongly for
bachelor students as it does for more seasoned researchers. Appearing twice a
year, Sojourn provides an open-access platform for publication of the diverse
research and writing that students of English-taught bachelor programs in the
Netherlands produce. Student authors who publish here reach an audience
wider than that of their own program, generating greater meaning for their
academic work.
In preparing this second issue, we were again encouraged by enthusiastic
response from student writers from a variety of institutions in a variety of
academic fields. This issue contains some of the best of the many submissions
that we received, while other submissions remain in review or in revision.
These circumstances also illustrate how Sojourn achieves another one of its
aims: to allow student authors to experience the process of academic peerreview. Submissions are reviewed anonymously, typically by two reviewers,
including an experienced academic and a student or alumnus of an Englishlanguage bachelor program in the Netherlands. Student authors receive their
reviewers’ feedback and are asked to revise their papers before they are
published. Assuring quality means that a number of worthy submissions
remain in the pipeline, and we hope to be able to place these papers in future
issues.
We also take this opportunity to recognize and applaud the critical
contribution of our reviewers, whose efforts are uncompensated, at least
materially, but are indispensable for this publication; the names of the
reviewers for the submissions submitted for this issue are listed on page 5 of
this issue. The increasing number of English-taught undergraduate programs
in the Netherlands encourages us to hope that future issues will contain an
even longer, more diverse list of names. We look forward to that eventuality,
and to hearing from people interested in reviewing for future issues, as well as
student authors with academic work suitable for publication in Sojourn.
June 2018
Editorial Board:
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sojourn.ucu@uu.nl
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Multilingualism as cognitive reserve:
delaying the onset of dementia in the elderly
Alessandra Boiti
University College Roosevelt
Multilingualism can be advantageous for an individual. It is thought to
contribute to their cognitive reserve, the ability to resist brain damage. As
such, there is evidence it might delay cognitive decline and dementia. The
evidence comes from two types of studies. Firstly, studies comparing ages of
onset of dementia show that there is a delay of 3-6 years in the appearance of
symptoms in multilinguals, compared to monolinguals. This suggests
multilingualism could enhance the brain’s ability to deal with decline.
Secondly, studies comparing neuropathology in elderly participants with the
same cognitive performance found multilinguals have higher levels of atrophy
and damage in the brain than monolinguals. This further suggests
multilingualism increases the brain’s resilience to damage. However, in both
cases more research is needed to confirm multilingualism does indeed delay
the onset of dementia, as confounding factors have been identified in both
types of studies.
Introduction
The issue on the possible advantages and disadvantages of multilingualism on the individual
has long been debated. One of the proposed advantages is its influence on cognitive reserve
(CR), or the ability to resist to brain damage (Stern, 2002), thus protecting against cognitive
decline in the elderly (Bialystok, Craik, & Freedman, 2007). According to the Cognitive
Reserve Theory (Stern, 2002), behavior remains consistent for a longer period of time in
people with higher CR. It is suggested that the inherent cognitive abilities and physical,
social, and intellectual activity increase the resilience of the brain. However, CR does not
delay or protect from the development or acquisition of neuropathology. For instance,
Lawton, Gasquoine, and Weimer (2015) found no difference in proportion of dementia
diagnosis among monolinguals and bilinguals. Instead, CR may delay the time at which the
pathology influences cognitive abilities, thus the onset of behavioral symptoms.
Cognitive reserve and its effects have been studied on a range of brain disorders such as
schizophrenia (Barnett, Salmond, Jones, and Sahakian, 2006) and multiple sclerosis
(Sumowski, Chiaravalloti, Wylie, and DeLuca, 2009), but especially on cognitive impairment
and dementia, whose incidence among Dutch elderly is rising (van Bussel et al., 2017).
Dementia stands for a collection of symptoms caused by neurodegenerative diseases that
affect cognitive abilities in the (elder) individual (“Dementia”, 2017). Symptoms may include
memory loss, impairment of language and problem solving, hallucinations, personality
changes (“Dementia”, 2017).
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Given the large social, medical and economic burden that is dementia in present-day
society (Robertson, Savva, & Kenny, 2013), it is of interest to gain a better understanding of
how common traits among individuals might provide a protective, or at least delaying, effect
against it. One of these traits is multilingualism, meaning being fluent in two or more
languages (Hakuta, Cummins, Edwards, & Obler, 2003). Multilingualism is more prevalent
worldwide than monolingualism (Hakuta et al., 2003). In Europe, more than half of the
population uses at least two languages; 25% is able to speak at least three, and 10% at least
four (“Europeans and their Languages”, 2012).
Recently, it was observed that multilinguals develop clinical dementia symptoms later
than monolinguals (Alladi et al., 2013; Bialystok et al., 2007; Craik, Bialystok, & Freedman,
2010). Furthermore, brain imaging shows that, at an equal level of cognitive decline,
multilinguals have greater neuropathology than monolinguals (Gold, Johnson, and Powell,
2013; Luk, Bialystok, Craik, & Grady, 2011; Schweizer, Ware, Fischer, Craik, & Bialystok,
2012). Therefore, it is proposed that multilingualism contributes to the individual’s CR,
delaying the onset of various forms of dementia, such as Alzheimer’s Disease (AD), Vascular
Dementia (VaD), and Frontotemporal Dementia (FTD). If this proves to be true, it not only
contributes to the growing body of advantages of multilingualism; it can also lead to further
understanding of the multilingual brain and of dementia.
There are two main types of correlational studies used to demonstrate that
multilingualism contributes to the individual’s CR, delaying the onset of dementia: those that
compare ages of onset of dementia, and those that relate the severity of the symptoms to brain
neuropathology.
Onset of dementia in monolinguals compared to multilinguals
The onset of dementia in monolinguals and multilinguals has been compared in various
studies. This has led to the observation that, in general, the appearance of symptoms of
cognitive decline and the subsequent diagnosis of dementia are delayed in multilinguals
compared to monolinguals (Bialystok et al., 2007; Alladi et al., 2013). There can be up to 4-5
years of delay for individuals with AD, as confirmed by various studies (Bialystok et al.,
2007; Chertkow, Whitehead, Phillips, Wolfson, Atherton, & Bergman, 2010; Craik et al.,
2010). However, there is less evidence and agreement on the delay in other types of
dementia, ranging from 3 to 6 years (Alladi et al., 2013; Bialystok et al., 2007). Bialystok and
colleagues (2007) were the first to report these findings, after analyzing the medical records
of 184 patients, of which 132 with probable AD, and 52 with dementia due to other
neurodegenerative disorders and cerebrovascular disease. Half of the patients were
monolinguals, the other half bilingual. They found out that the delay in onset of cognitive
symptoms in bilinguals compared to monolinguals was significant: a difference of 4.3 years
for patients with probable AD, and 3.5 years for the other patients. Furthermore, there was no
significant difference in the MMSE scores, indicating that the patients had similar levels of
impairment at the initial clinical visit, when they were diagnosed.
However, 90% of bilinguals in Bialystok and colleagues’ study (2007) were immigrants,
while most monolinguals were not. The different life experience of the two groups could
therefore have been a confounding factor that influenced the age of onset of dementia.
Chertkow and colleagues (2010) repeated Bialystok and colleagues’ research, focusing
mostly on non-immigrants instead. They found a 1.0-year delay in dementia onset, and a 0.9year delay in diagnosis in multilinguals compared to monolinguals, both not significant
differences. Instead, a significant delay of 5.1 years, was found in the immigrant sub-cohort.
Craik and colleagues (2010) also reported similar results, with multilingual immigrants
scoring on average a higher delay in dementia onset than multilingual non-immigrants. Even
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though in their case the difference was not significant, it is still important to consider that
immigration status and the life experience it brings may be confounding factors in this
hypothesis.
Alladi and colleagues (2013) analyzed the results of 648 participants with dementia, of
which 60% multilingual (26% bilinguals, the rest speaking three or more languages). Upon
comparing the age of dementia onset, on average multilinguals showed symptoms 4.5 years
later than monolinguals. Interestingly, there was also a significant difference in onset between
monolinguals and multilinguals based on the type of dementia. Indeed, the difference was of
3.2 years in individuals with AD, 6.0 in FTD, and 3.7 in VaD. These suggest that
multilingualism could positively affect brain areas involved with executive functions, which
are especially affected in FTD, as well as hippocampal areas, which are instead prevalently
affected in AD. As Bak, Nissan, Allerhand, and Deary (2014) explain, multilinguals have to
constantly deal with two or more languages, therefore need to select, monitor, and suppress
linguistic information when needed. Thus, frontal executive functions are engaged more, at
least in lifelong multilinguals, and in those using multiple languages frequently (Soveri,
Rodriguez-Fornells, and Laine, 2011). The areas involved in dealing with multiple languages
are more developed, for example showing higher white matter integrity (Bialystok, Craik, &
Luk, 2012), which could explain the different delays in neuropathology in these areas seen in
AD and in FTD. Furthermore, the delay in VaD onset between monolinguals and
multilinguals suggests the cerebrovascular system could benefit from multilingualism,
however it has not been looked into yet.
Differences in the number of languages spoken
Alladi and colleagues (2013) did not find a significant difference in onset of dementia
between people speaking two, three, four or more languages. On the other hand, two studies
(Bak et al., 2014; Kavé, Eyal, Shorek & Cohen-Mansfield, 2008) found a positive correlation
between the number of languages spoken and cognitive state in the elderly. While it could be
evidence of multilingualism as CR, another possible explanation is that knowing more than
two languages correlates with higher intelligence or education, which contribute to CR and
improve cognitive state. However, this is unlikely, as both studies controlled for education,
intelligence and other demographic variables (Bak et al., 2014; Kavé et al., 2008).
Comparison of neuropathology in elderly monolinguals and multilinguals
The delay in onset of symptoms in dementia has also been suggested by neuropathology
studies. Schweizer and colleagues (2012) measured brain atrophy in CT scans of bilingual
and monolingual individuals with AD. When matched on cognitive performance, degree of
clinical severity, and education, bilinguals showed higher levels of brain atrophy than
monolinguals. This further suggests that multilingualism increases the brain’s resilience to
damage, as the atrophy caused less impairment in cognitive abilities in bilinguals than
monolinguals.
Gold, Johnson, and Powell (2013) instead looked into White Matter (WM) integrity and
Gray Matter (GM) volume in monolinguals and lifelong bilinguals elderly people. When
matched for level of cognitive functioning, there were no significant differences in GM
volume between monolinguals and bilinguals. However, bilinguals showed lower WM
integrity, depending on lower Fractional Anisotropy (FA) and higher Radial Diffusivity (RD)
compared to monolinguals. It appears that neurodegeneration, either because of loss of WM
integrity or brain atrophy, impairs cognitive functioning less in bilinguals than monolinguals,
indeed suggesting multilingualism increases CR.
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In a different set-up, Luk and colleagues (2011) found that healthy elderly bilinguals
maintain a higher WM connectivity and integrity than healthy monolinguals matched on age
and gender. Olsen and colleagues (2015) came to the same results in their study. Both suggest
that WM integrity “could provide a reserve factor, to compensate for deteriorating gray
matter” (Luk et al., 2011, p. 16812).
While more evidence comes from studies on the delay of dementia in multilinguals
compared to monolinguals, the number of studies on differences in neuropathology is not
satisfactory, especially those comparing groups with matched levels of cognitive function.
Possible mechanisms of multilingualism as cognitive reserve
There are various theories that try to explain how multilingualism contributes to CR, and how
it delays the insurgence of cognitive decline. Schweizer and colleagues (2012) suggest that
factors related to CR may modify brain function, for example by increasing blood supply or
connectivity between neurons in certain areas. The result is better-supplied areas and
strengthened pathways that are better able to compensate for damages to the brain. It is also
proposed that the benefits of multilingualism come from the need for bilinguals to inhibit one
language in favor of the other, and to constantly switch between them (Bialystok et al., 2012).
Therefore, constantly experiencing two or more languages may influence the course of
dementia, as these people challenge their brains in ways monolinguals do not (GuzmánVélez, & Tranel, 2015). Indeed, while multilingualism does not influence the accumulation of
pathology, it enables the brain to function despite accumulated pathology (Bialystok et al.,
2007).
Arguments against multilingualism as cognitive reserve
Whether multilingualism or other factors that explain it contribute to CR is still under debate.
Multilingualism affects cognition, therefore it is suggested that the difference in dementia
onset may be due to a different baseline of cognitive ability between the two groups (Bak et
al., 2014). Further, it can be argued that it is not multilingualism that specifically contributes
to CR, but other factors like education, immigration status, literacy and occupation (Gollan,
Salmon, Montoya, & Galasko, 2011). However, these factors were taken into account in the
discussed studies (Bialystok et al., 2007; Alladi et al., 2013). Bilinguals in Bialystok and
colleagues’ study (2007) had significantly fewer years of education compared to
monolinguals. Alladi and colleagues (2013) also observed that being illiterate did not affect
the delay, further suggesting that the effects of multilingualism on CR cannot be explained by
education and literacy only.
Of note, Gollan and colleagues (2011) found a significant delay in bilinguals with low
education, but not in those with high education: this suggests an upper limit to which
multilingualism and CR can delay dementia. Until a certain threshold, multilingualism
contributes effectively to delaying dementia onset. However, when education and other life
experiences or skills contribute already, multilingualism does not increase CR further.
Conclusion
As seen, multilingualism contributes to an increase in CR, which in turn delays the onset of
dementia in the elderly. This has been demonstrated through studies on the onset of dementia,
however there is a lot of variation among the results. There is agreement that multilinguals
individuals show a significant delay in dementia onset, although the amount of delay is not
consistent among studies and across dementia types. Future research should focus on
determining such differences.
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Neuropathology studies also indicate that multilinguals suffer the effects of WM and GM
atrophy less than their monolingual peers. However, more research is needed to confirm that
the differences are indeed due to the number of languages spoken, and not other factors.
Generally, most studies controlled for variables such as education and intelligence,
supporting the idea that these are not confounding factors. However, there are still doubts,
especially regarding immigration status, and most studies did not include age of acquisition
(Chertkow et al., 2010). It is possible that these influence the way individuals use the multiple
languages they know. Immigrants may need to switch between languages more frequently
than non-immigrants or use them more in general. Frequency of use should also be taken into
account, as it affects areas involved in attention and switching (Gold, Johnson, Kryscio, and
Smith, 2013).
Finally, it would be interesting to set up a longitudinal experiment to see whether brain
areas involved in multilingualism are less affected by age-related brain damage. Areas that
are more active in multilinguals than monolinguals should be identified as the individuals are
young. Then, results should be compared to the various types of dementia manifested later in
life. For instance, if the frontal lobe is more active in multilinguals than monolinguals, and
that correlated with a difference in FTD onset between the two groups, it could further
support the idea that multilingualism and not other cognitive abilities increase CR. Similarly,
hippocampal and medial temporal lobe activities could be monitored in both groups, and then
later related to the incidence and age of onset of AD.
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Are millennial movements obsessed with death?
The Branch Davidians and Heaven’s Gate
Bo van Broekhoven
University College Utrecht
“Aum Shinrikyo in Japan, the Branch Davidians in Texas, Heaven’s Gate in California, the
nonreligious Manson Family — all had faithful disciples. All embraced death.” This
fragment appeared in an article by Clyde Haberman in the New York Times about how an
understanding of Doomsday Cults can offer useful insight into ISIS today. 1 It is this language
and these types of generalizations that equate millennial movements with terrorism. Due to
unfortunate incidents and misunderstandings, millennial movements are often depicted by
media as groups of violent, indoctrinating outcasts that refuse to partake in society. 2 This
essay considers the relation between millennial cults and death, and whether millennial
groups may be said to be obsessed with death. The symbolic power of death has been
described by Mircea Eliade (1959; 1968) and Maurice Bloch (1992) as an expression of a
longing for the end of a certain way of life. Bloch connects millennialism and potentially
violent or terrorist actions by emphasizing the role that (symbolic) violence plays in the
critical socio-political aspect to millennial beliefs.3 Eliade, in stark contrast to most scholars
on millennialism, considers millennialism to be a normal phenomenon, a logical expression
of human nature.4 His theory was developed further by Robert A. Segal (1978) and Daniel L.
Pals (1996) in their discussions of Eliade’s work. Two millennial movements, the Branch
Davidians and Heaven’s Gate, as well as their violent ends are examined in detail to
determine the extent to which Eliade and Bloch’s theories apply to them. The Branch
Davidians were a millennial movement led by David Koresh that was situated in a compound
in Waco. After being besieged by the U.S. government in 1994, Koresh and his followers
perished when their communal building caught fire.5 The second case study, Heaven’s Gate,
was founded by Marshall Herff Applewhite and Bonnie Lu Nettles in the U.S. in the 1970s.6
Around forty of its members died in a mass suicide in a house in Santa Fe, California, in
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March 1977. 7 An understanding of the ways in which millennial movements operate can
assist academics as well as professionals in their approach towards millennial movements that
seem to be headed for violence against themselves or others. Preventing miscommunication
is key when it comes to peaceful interaction between insiders and outsiders of millennial
movements.
An obsession with Death
The commonly accepted description of millennialism is the idea that the world as it is known
will end and life will be radically changed for the better within this lifetime. 8 Millennial
groups, especially those that expect the end of the world to occur imminently, encourage their
members to actively contribute and transform the world, and are often guided by a messianic
figure.9 The connection between millennialism and death is not completely without grounds,
as millennial groups have traditionally viewed death and killing as some form of a test of
faith that could lead to deliverance from evil. 10 An interesting account of the connection
between millennialism and (symbolic) death was offered by Maurice Bloch in his Prey into
Hunter: The Politics of Religious Experience in 1991, with a foreword by Alfred Harris.
Bloch shows how the display of religious rituals can serve as a political statement by forming
a parallel between the Merina of Madagascar and the early Christians led by Saint Paul, the
Apostle of Christ.11 In the late 19th century, the Merina expressed their discontent with the
present king Ramada II by exhibiting only the first part of an originally tribal circumcision
ritual, and by refusing to display the second. Symbolically, they expressed only their
conquest by death, but refused to in turn conquer death and be able to return to normal life
under the rule of the king.12 The signal of this symbolic ‘welcoming of death’ was amplified
by the fact that the Merina left their crops, fields, and families: they were refusing to partake
in activities necessary for the continuation of human life. 13 A similar refusal of reproduction
was expressed by the early Christians led by Saint Paul. The millennial nature of this group
expressed itself in Paul’s disinterest in the circumcision of new converts, as life on earth
(including reproduction) would soon be changed for the better.14 In a similar way, the Merina
and the early Christians displayed and refused to display certain symbolic rituals, and thereby
expressed a refusal to continue living in the present world. According to Bloch, then,
millennial religion welcomes symbolic death as a way to escape an unsatisfactory human
world and enter into the perfect and eternal kingdom of God. In this context, the emergence
of millennialism beliefs and movements is a form of criticism against present circumstances.
There exists a certain ambivalence or doubt in millennialism, between on the one hand the
desire to distance oneself completely from society to reach another, purer realm, and on the
other hand the desire to actively engage in society to thereby transform it into a purer
reality.15 Every ritual that serves to represent and re-establish life therefore has a ‘millenarian
7
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possibility:’ any type of ritual that includes a temporary distancing from mundane, earthly
life, could potentially be used to express the desire for a permanent distancing from life as it
is known.16
In contrast to Bloch, who, like most scholars on millennialism, considers it an
extraordinary phenomenon, Mircea Eliade held the more exceptional position that
millennialism is a natural result of human’s discomfort with history. Daniel L. Pals (1996)
and Robert A. Segal (1978) offer clarifying analyses of Eliade’s writings. In Cosmos and
History: The Myth of Eternal Return (1959), Eliade describes how all humans need to find a
way to tolerate the ‘terror of history’: the gripping thought that, perhaps, there has been no
meaning behind most of the incredible suffering that innocent people have had to endure at
different stages in time, and it was all simply arbitrary and incidental. 17 At the start of human
history, all people shared the worldview of what Eliade calls the ‘archaic man.’ Once these
people recognize the arbitrariness of their position within the world, they are overcome by a
feeling of distance from the primordial, sacred realm to which they truly belong. 18 The world
of the archaic man is divided by a duality between sacred and profane: all that is related to
mundane, every-day activities is profane, whereas the sacred is special, spiritual, and
eternal.19 By focusing on rituals and activities that represent the sacred realm, archaic people
seek to escape historical time and to find meaning in sacred, meta-historical time. For
instance, by participating in harvest rituals, archaic man not only connects to human sexuality
and birth, and the seasons and regeneration of nature, but also to the original, mythical act of
fertility that created the world.20 In addition to archaic man, Eliade identifies ‘historical man,’
who holds a worldview that was introduced first with the emergence of the Judeo-Christian
monotheism, and again a couple of centuries ago. Historical man considers the present day
part of the story of history: every historical event, be it a war or an invention, appears when it
does due to the unique and necessary course that history has taken, and it is in this course that
meaning should be found.21 The worldview of historical man preserves the idea that each
individual person has the freedom and creativity to be a part of an unprecedented historical
event by making themselves a historical agent. 22 Nevertheless, according to Eliade, this
freedom and this creativity are not enough. Historical man seems unable to tolerate history
without giving it at least some additional meaning in the form of a God or Universal Sprit
that enables faith.23
As a result of secularization and the lack of an alternative for the Universal Spirit that
can give meaning to history, historical people have started to experience a discomfort. This is
why, in contrast to many scholars, Eliade considers millennial religion a logical phenomenon:
he views it as the solution of historical man’s discomfort by a return to a more archaic view
of history.24 During his lifetime, archaic man is unable to fully escape historical time, but
rather tolerates it. Upon death, he is finally able to be completely free from history and
instead inhabits sacred time.25 In a similar way, millennial movements focus on a return to
the divine realm. In the case of Christian millennialism, for instance, this would be the return
16
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to the paradise that man lived in before the Fall. In Eliade’s theoretical framework, the
connection between millennialism and death thus lies in the fact that ultimately, earthly
human life is the epitome of the profane realm, and the tie to it. By severing this tie –
symbolically or physically – man can forever exist in the eternal and primordial realm.
Together, the theories of Bloch and Eliade posit the existence of two realms: one divine and
undying, and the other earthly and temporary. A refusal to exist in the earthly realm,
expressed by sole engagement in ‘divine activities,’ and possibly by the display of (symbolic)
death, serves as a protest against historical time. This protest could have a number of reasons,
ranging from local socio-political protest to a disenchantment with humanity and a frustrated
quest for meaning.
The Branch Davidians under David Koresh
The Branch Davidians were the result of a fraction within the Davidians, who in turn had
separated from the Seventh-Day Adventist movement. 26 The Branch Davidians settled in
Waco, Texas and created an isolated community named Mount Carmel. David Koresh, who
became the leader of the movement in 1955, was specifically concerned with the parts of the
Book of Revelation in the Bible that referred to God holding seven seals that could start the
apocalypse, which could only be opened by the ‘Lamb.’ 27 Koresh viewed himself as
‘anointed,’ tasked with causing the fall of Babylon (i.e. the U.S.) and the revelation of the
seals to true believers. 28 Like their Seventh-Day Adventist predecessors, the Branch
Davidians focused on the correct interpretation of the Book of Revelation, emphasizing
themes such as a necessary sacrifice as a proof of faith, and being tested by external
influences.29 The movement expected an imminent and violent end of the world and believed
the U.S. government to play an important role in it. This end was envisioned as the earth
being swept by a cleansing fire, which would destroy all the wicked but merely test true
believers, after which God’s reign on earth would commence.30 Koresh thus expected himself
and his community to be attacked and opposed in a big event during which God would hear
the community’s prayers and would come to their rescue, bringing with him an allencompassing fire.31
In the 1990s, the Branch Davidians gained media attention in the U.S. for a number of
reasons. In June 1991, there was a custody struggle over one of the children in Mount
Carmel, inspired by Koresh’ engagement in sexual activities with under-aged girls. Although
the custody case was handled peacefully in 1992, opponents of the Branch Davidians were
convinced that the cult was planning a mass suicide or homicide, and gained an increasing
amount of media attention. 32 As a result of these rumours, the U.S. Bureau of Alcohol,
Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF) started to investigate the movement throughout
1992 and 1993. In January 1993, after the ATF found evidence indicating the illegal
manufacturing of weapons at Mount Carmel, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
decided upon the strategy of a ‘dynamic entry’ to arrest and interrogate Koresh and the
26
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Branch Davidians. This strategy was meant to be an intimidating, but harmless sudden
entering of the compound, using the element of surprise to ensure that members were
nowhere near the stashed weaponry. The FBI lost this element of surprise, but the entry still
took place, and a forty-minute gunfight followed. Subsequently, Mount Carmel was besieged
for fifty-one days. 33 Eventually, the FBI tried to induce the Branch Davidians to flee the
building by using tear gas. 34 However, due to reasons that are still debated, the building
caught fire, killing the majority of the Branch Davidians including Koresh and leaving
‘Waco’ to become a striking example of a millennial movement that ended in mass
violence. 35 Although it is still uncertain what caused the fire to erupt, there is evidence
indicating that the Branch Davidians may not have tried to escape.36
The debate about the causes of the Waco fire suggests that the Branch Davidians had at
least some reason to commit collective suicide. In one of his works figuring the archaic man,
Eliade mentions the Christian tendency to link a cleansing fire with the process of re-entering
paradise and being transported into another time.37 Koresh’ teachings on the attack of the
community by an outside force, most likely the U.S. government, and the ensuing fire as
rained down by God over all the wicked on the earth, liberating the Branch Davidians, seem
to line up precisely with what ultimately happened on April 19, 1993. As discussed earlier,
members of millennial movements view the world in a dualistic way, and thus interpret it
differently than modern, historical man would. The investigations, the slander resulting from
them, and eventually the attempt to break into the compound may have all been interpreted
ahistorically and in biblical terms. In this way, Koresh and his followers would have
recognized in their own circumstances the biblical final battle to be fought to prevail over
evil, after which a state of paradise could be entered again. The communication between
Koresh and FBI agents during the siege became increasingly frustrated as Koresh would
respond to concrete questions and proposals by the agents with religious speeches about the
seven seals and the Book of Revelation.38 Although the FBI agents were not able to connect
these words to the siege, Koresh may have been describing exactly what he was
experiencing.39 As the siege grew longer, the FBI employed more aggressive techniques in
the hope of convincing the Branch Davidians to leave, such as shining bright spotlights on the
compound throughout the night to disturb their sleep and to wire them out psychologically.40
In Koresh’ millennial and Christian interpretation, the aggressive strategies employed by the
U.S. government were simply trials that true believers had to undergo and actively fight in
order to prove their faith to God. If this interpretation was prevalent during the start of the
siege, it is bound to have increased in intensity as the FBI’s strategies became more invasive.
If, after fifty-one days, Koresh and his followers held fast to their Christian divine
interpretation of the suffering that they had been going through, it is likely that the final
occurrence of gas-induced fire would have been interpreted not as a historical, phenomenal
fire, but as a spiritual, divine fire. As seen before, the Branch Davidians welcomed such a
cleansing fire, and may have embraced it physically as well as symbolically.
The open attitude towards death that the Branch Davidians may have ultimately had does
not necessarily mean that they were planning to cause their death through some sort of selfinflicted or outward violence. Although many were shocked to hear what was happening
33
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inside the compound during the siege, nearby shop owners and neighbours had never been
bothered by the Branch Davidians before.41 The Branch Davidians focused their life around
biblical texts and their interpretation as offered by Koresh, and had little contact with nonmembers, leading a tavern owner to describe them as a ‘religious commune, not a cult.’42
Rather than actively changing the world in which they lived, the Branch Davidians under
Koresh isolated themselves from mainstream society, to a place where they would be left
alone. This isolation from society and a focus on divine activities was a way in which these
archaic people could come closer to the primordial realm that they longed to be in. Although
there was a discourse of battle and possible death present in the doctrine of the Branch
Davidians at Mount Carmel, the movement did not seem to be working towards that goal
actively.43 They did actively attempt to escape historical time, by living in accordance with
the rules and customs of an earlier, mythical, time (i.e. biblical time), and by refusing to make
‘new’ history in mainstream society. However, the Branch Davidians in Waco did not solely
engage in divine activities: Koresh made a profit by illegally manufacturing and selling
weapons.44 He believed himself entitled to all sexually mature women in the community, and
fathered children with many. 45 Although they were certainly working towards a
confrontation, the Branch Davidians did not show the reluctance to engage in reproduction
that would be characteristic of a cult obsessed with death.
The Branch Davidians seemed to have employed an ahistorical interpretation with regard
to their actions in an area where a historical interpretation prevailed. This difference between
worldviews resulted in miscommunication and misunderstanding, as becomes apparent from
the frustrations during the siege. The ahistorical framework that the Branch Davidians
employed includes earthly death as part of a shift to the divine realm, and thus death was in
some way connected to the Branch Davidians. Nevertheless, it is important to note that
according to Koresh’s teachings, the Branch Davidians would not die spiritually in the
imminent cleansing fire. Rather, all unbelievers and sinners would die, and true believers
would be spared.
Heaven’s Gate
Heaven’s Gate is best defined as a mixture of Christian and New Age ideas.46 The movement
emerged in the U.S. at a time when people were resisting the mainstream culture of
traditional Christianity and capitalism.47 This New Age counterculture was characterized by
an increased individualization and spiritualization of religion which replaced the conventional
focus on written authorities and communities. Simultaneously, this was the time when space
travel was emerging as a major field of interest and extra-terrestrial life was starting to be
considered seriously by the scientific community. 48 Both of these tendencies were
represented in Heaven’s Gate. The movement was founded in the 1970s by Bonnie Lu
Nettles and Marshall Herff Applewhite, later known as ‘Bo’ and ‘Peep.’ 49 Heaven’s Gate
employed an ‘extraterrestrial biblical hermeneutics,’ by which it interpreted the Bible as
referring to otherworldly life-forms in a further level of evolution, who were prepared to
41
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return to earth in order to help humans transform themselves so that they could ultimately be
transported to heaven in spaceships. 50 The role that Applewhite and Nettles saw for
themselves in this process was that of the Two Witnesses as described in the Book of
Revelation.51 Applewhite and Nettles interpreted the Bible with a focus on the materiality and
tangibility of biblical forces and spirits, and believed that members could transform
themselves biologically and chemically by getting detached from their human condition.
They expected eternal life to be independent from the earthly limitations of sustenance,
sexual reproduction, and death. The movement attracted its greatest following on the West
Coast, with the amount of members peaking around two hundred.52 These followers were not
all young, as was often the case in New Age Movements, but substituted a general
demographic representation of the American population, also including people with tertiary
education.53 Throughout time, the leaders became stricter in their expectations from members
and by the 1980s, the movement was down to about half of its initial members.54 Ultimately,
Heaven’s Gate had some forty members in 1997, when the group committed collective
suicide.55
Interestingly, the Heaven’s Gate suicide contradicted the earliest teachings of
Applewhite and Nettles: as they interpreted the Bible materially and literally, humans were
supposed to transform themselves into other beings while alive.56 However, in a 1975 flier,
Applewhite and Nettles wrote that if a someone was murdered for his membership of
Heaven’s Gate, he or she could still enter the Next Level, the superior part of space from
where Jesus was expected come to the earth to liberate his followers.57 The shift towards
suicide is fundamentally connected to Nettles’ unexpected death of cancer in 1985. After
Applewhite explained to the group that Nettles had to leave her ‘vehicle’ because it could no
longer contain her energy, the human body and its life were no longer deemed necessary for
salvation by spaceships. In the following years, Heaven’s Gate experienced multiple failures
in the form of a lack of responses to proselyting efforts, as well as the ridiculing of
Applewhite and his followers by popular media, and finally Applewhite’s own decreasing
health.58 Presumably, the group could not find a suitable way to fit into society, and began to
think of ways to leave it by leaving their human vessels behind. Around 1994, concrete plans
concerning suicide were being discussed, including a plan to provoke the government
authorities in the hopes of being killed, as seemed to have happened in Waco. In late 1996,
Heaven’s Gate members were making concrete steps towards the end of life on this planet:
they sold their possessions and started to combine their Away Team uniforms, that would
show that they were the group of new members of the Next Level that were chosen to return
to the kingdom of God. 59 To Applewhite, the arrival of the Hale-Bopp comet, and the
rumours of the spaceship that it was supposed to be hiding, were signs that the moment had
come for the Heaven’s Gate members to be picked up by spaceships. 60 Since Applewhite had
become convinced that the spaceships would not land upon earth, as this would violate the
50

Zeller, 41.
Zeller, 47.
52
Zeller, 40-44.
53
Chryssides, “Approaching Heaven’s Gate,” 12.
54
Zeller, “Extraterrestrial biblical hermeneutics and the making of Heaven’s Gate,” 41.
55
Chryssides, “Approaching Heaven’s Gate,” 18.
56
Robert W. Balch and David Taylor, “Making sense of the Heaven’s Gate suicides,” in Cults, Religion, and
Violence, ed. David G. Bromley and J. Gordon Melton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 209.
57
Balch and Taylor, 213; Zeller, “Extraterrestrial biblical hermeneutics and the making of Heaven’s Gate,” 44.
58
Balch and Taylor, “Making sense of the Heaven’s Gate suicides,” 217.
59
Balch and Taylor, 217.
60
Balch and Taylor, 219-222.
51

June 2018

SOJOURN 2(1)

19

‘biblical mandate that the elect would meet Christ mid-air’, members had to shed all their
human attachments in order to enter.61 In March 1997, Applewhite and thirty-eight members
of Heaven’s Gate ingested a mixture of phenobarbitals, vodka, and applesauce so they could
ascend towards the heavens and live in the kingdom of God.62
Before the members of Heaven’s Gate started to consider suicide, they were already
focused on letting go of everything that bound them to their human existence, such as sexual
urges and the consumption of alcohol, drugs, or cigarettes.63 These things were abandoned
because they were related to everyday life on earth and distracted individuals from their
intellectual, as well as physical transformation. 64 In light of Bloch’s theory regarding the
symbolic power of death, this lack of consumption shows an individual refusal to continue to
engage with the world as it is known. Many U.S. citizens in this period were questioning
traditional authorities and became increasingly occupied with self-reflection and selfdevelopment, and this applied to Heaven’s Gate members as well. The movement was
centred around the objective of becoming the most pure, enlightened version of oneself, so
that one would be among the chosen few that were given the privilege of leaving this earth
for a superior place.65 Inherent to this aim is a criticism of the world as being too impure,
corrupt, and in need of complete transformation. Next to their refusal to individually engage
with the world, Heaven’s Gate members stopped investing in artistic interests such as music
and drawing.66 The combination of ceased sexual activity and creative activities expresses a
refusal to engage in the production of new life and beauty in the world.67 This refusal is in a
way already connected with death, as it signifies that the way of life on earth as it is known
will not continue.
Although Applewhite and Nettles were gentle leaders compared to those of other
millennial movements – for instance, compared to Koresh –, they did expect high motivation
and growth from their members. In a number of cases, they urged members to leave, when
these did not achieve as much progress as the rest of the group did through practice and
contemplation. 68 The living conditions of members were made to be similar to the living
conditions aboard the spaceship that they would enter when Christ came.69 This spaceship
was a place of pure spirituality, and to prepare themselves members had to obey strict rules
regarding daily life activities, from using the toilet, wearing uniforms, sleeping in a way that
prevented sexual arousal, to putting butter on bread. 70 The strict rules prevented members
from worrying about the past or the future, and urged them instead to focus on the present.71
Thoughts about the past and the future are historically oriented thoughts, whereas according
to Eliade’s theoretical framework, being in the now has the potential to open people up to
experiencing a moment of the sacred, an extraordinary sensation of being mesmerized by a
completely different reality.72 It was this experience that the members of Heaven’s Gate were
searching for. 73 In addition to this, Applewhite and Nettles implemented an exercise in
61

Zeller, “Extraterrestrial biblical hermeneutics and the making of Heaven’s Gate,” 54.
Davis, “Heaven’s Gate: a study of religious obedience,” 421.
63
Zeller, “Extraterrestrial biblical hermeneutics and the making of Heaven’s Gate,” 44.
64
Zeller, 44.
65
Zeller, “Extraterrestrial biblical hermeneutics and the making of Heaven’s Gate,” 44.
66
Zeller, 44.
67
Bloch and Harris, Prey into Hunter, 94-95.
68
Balch and Taylor, “Making sense of the Heaven’s Gate suicides,” 216.
69
Balch and Taylor, 215.
70
Balch and Taylor, 215.
71
Balch and Taylor, 215.
72
Pals, Seven Theories of Religion, 164-165.
73
Balch and Taylor, “Making sense of the Heaven’s Gate suicides,” 216.
62

June 2018

20

van Broekhoven

reflection that served to highlight how members had inadvertently slipped back into their
human habits, and to help members let go of them again. 74 Heaven’s Gate members thus
constantly registered and corrected each other in order to abandon human habits such as
doodling and singing to collectively remain in the super-human realm on which they could
come into contact with Christ. Although Heaven’s Gate had no violent intentions, in a way its
members were already trying to terminate their life in the earthly realm.
The eventual decision by Heaven’s Gate members to commit collective suicide seems to
have been the result of members’ growing frustration with their inability to leave historical
time while alive. The long awaited appearance of Christ failed to occur, members faced
continued ridicule by outsiders, and had to live via strict rules. Partly as a result of Nettles’
death, Heaven’s Gate seems to have come to the conclusion that the only way to let go of all
things human was by ending human life. In this context, it is interesting that Applewhite
engaged in increased proselyting in the 1990s. 75 Although Heaven’s Gate was trying to
counter sexual urges – with some even men going as far as castration – and halted creative
activities, this increasing proselyting would seem to be representing the reproduction that is
typical of those choosing to continue earthly life. 76 However, this attempt may also be
interpreted as a final attempt to enable as many people as possible to be liberated by Christ.
When the increased attempts at conversion failed, Applewhite interpreted this failure as a
sign of Christ’s arrival being near.77 Presumably, Applewhite argued that if Christ’s coming
was imminent, it would not be possible to enlighten any new members in time, which is why
they did not present themselves.
Heaven’s Gate was not a violent millennial movement from the start, and even
emphasized the importance of transformation in a living body. However, a number of
external circumstances such as Nettles’ death, and the repeatedly delayed arrival of Christ,
led to uncertainty with regard to the strategy that the movement should employ. The goal of
Heaven’s Gate members was to free themselves from life as they knew it, and they were
highly motivated to do this in any way possible. When members started to consider the
shedding of their human body as an alternative strategy, they had already fundamentally
changed the way they viewed the world, their bodies, and their lives. To the members of
Heaven’s Gate, suicide may have merely been the physical expression of the decision to
leave earthly life, a decision they had already made much earlier.
Conclusion
The violent incidents that have occurred in connection to millennial movements inspired an
examination of the extent to which an obsession with death could be a characteristic of
millennial religion. Both the Branch Davidians and Heaven’s Gate movements indisputably
have a connection to death as a way to leave all things earthly and profane and to enter a
divine and pure realm. However, these movements are not necessarily obsessed with death,
nor with actively ending their own or others’ lives by means of violence. Important here is
the distinction between a ‘normal’ account of death as the end of human life and the
functioning of the human body, and a more spiritual death, which can serve as a new
beginning of life in another world. Both case studies considered in this essay employed an
ahistorical worldview, which led them to give more importance to the latter meaning of death
than the former. Although both groups displayed a relatively open attitude towards spiritual
death, the decision to collectively end lives (and it is not entirely certain that this decision
74
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was made by both groups) was influenced by external factors. The Branch Davidians started
out with a life that was isolated, biblically oriented, and – although deviating from
mainstream Western morals and law – peaceful. Despite the discussion of impending battle
and illegal trade in weapons by the Branch Davidians, there was no direct indication that they
were preparing to fight a battle on earth. During the siege, Koresh consistently employed an
ahistorical biblical interpretation, which could have led members to view the fire as the way
to be saved by God. A main objective of the Heaven’s Gate movement was to end life as it
was known, and to become so spiritually pure that a new life in a heavenly place was
possible. Nettles’ death and Applewhite’s interpretation of this death merely offered the new
option of a physical death as a last step to becoming spiritually free. If there was an obsession
present in these groups, it was never with death, but with (re)gaining spiritual and religious
purity, and entering into a more perfect way of life. These millennial movements viewed the
world in ahistorical, archaic terms, whereas their surroundings viewed the world historically.
Due to these different worldviews and ignorance from both sides, outsiders ended up
provoking and ridiculing the millennial movements, whereas the members themselves came
across as obsessed with death and as a danger to society. Understanding the worldview and
behaviour of millennial movements is not just interesting for scholarly debate, but also
valuable for the interaction between – and safety of – members of millennial movement and
outsiders.
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Managing the masses and handling history:
how Auschwitz-Birkenau handles mass tourism
Anne-Sophie Halbertsma
University College Utrecht
How ‘difficult heritage’ sites renegotiate their identity when confronted with
mass tourism is examined through a case study of Auschwitz-Birkenau,
Poland. Ethical, marketing/promotional, interpretational, and managerial
dimensions are considered. Marketing strategies focusing on entertainment
exploit and trivialise the heritage site, although sometimes augmenting
engagement, and reformulating norms and values. Moreover, the viewpoint of
the villagers living nearby, is overlooked. These strategies are founded in a
post-Cold War capitalist discourse departing from Communist approaches
using the site for propaganda. Yet, more interpretations of the site inform
marketing and management strategies. Hence, the ABMM’s manners of
dealing with tourism are diverse and constantly renegotiated—demanding
further research
Introduction
‘YOLOCAUST’, a project of the Israeli artist Shapira, went viral during the first months of
this year. Shapira photoshopped selfies taken by visitors on the Holocaust Memorial in Berlin
into footage of Nazi extermination camps to criticise visitors’ behaviours and underlying
valuations of sites commemorating a horrid past (Heesakkers, 2017; Shapira, 2017).
Similarly, in his ‘World War Two Today’ photo series, the Dutch photographer Roger
Cremers interrogated the ways in which people nowadays deal with World War II (WWII).
The project was triggered by a photo taken of an Auschwitz-Birkenau visitor wearing a shirt
stating “Laugh, it’s an order” (Giesbergen, 2016).
These projects demonstrate the uncomfortable feeling that exists regarding the valuation,
interpretation, and related behaviours of the increasing streams of tourists visiting ‘difficult
heritage’ sites (Logan & Reeves, 2009), touching upon notions of morality, appropriateness,
sensitivity, and exploitation (Roberts, 2014; Singh, 2015). This essay analyses how such
cultural heritage sites renegotiate their identity when confronted with current-day mass
tourism through a case study of the former German Nazi concentration and extermination
camp Auschwitz-Birkenau in Poland, placed on the United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) World Heritage List as cultural heritage (World
Heritage Committee, 1979).
Sites with a legacy of painful periods related to massacre, genocide, war, prisons, and
‘benevolent’ internment are increasingly considered as heritage sites of ‘negative memory’
(Manka, 2008). This perception moves away from the perhaps more prevalent view of
heritage sites as spaces for the celebration of human genius, the nation, or past civilizations
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(Choay, 2001; Manka, 2008; Ruskin, 1854). The valuation, preservation, selection, and
management of such ‘difficult heritage’ sites by governments, professionals, and
communities is therefore complex (Logan & Reeves, 2009). The streams of tourists visiting
these localities, facilitated and influenced by globalization, commercialization, and
digitalization, further complicate this (Choay, 2001; Sansi-Roca, 2009; Singh, 2015).
Tourism to places of ‘dark heritage’ has been coined ‘dark tourism’. Various types of, and
motivations for dark tourism and related kinds of dark heritage sites and ‘dark marketing’
strategies have been identified, in which is differentiated between shades of darkness,
indicative of the gravity of a dark site’s history, function, or significance (Brown e.a., 2012;
Roberts, 2014; Sharpley, 2009). However, contrary to dark tourism studies, this research
focuses on the perspective of the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum (ABMM)
instead of the tourists’ viewpoint. According to Sharpley (2009), there are four dimensions
through which dark tourism can be analysed: ethical, marketing/promotional, interpretational,
and management issues. This frame is used to examine how the ABMM negotiates its site’s
history and tourism. Ultimately, the following research question is answered: How does the
ABMM deal with tourism from an ethical, marketing/promotional, interpretational, and
managerial perspective?
Contextual background is first provided on Auschwitz-Birkenau by briefly addressing its
WWII use and layout, its transformation into a museum, and its later classification as cultural
heritage by UNESCO in 1979. Information is derived from the website of the ABMM—
complemented with academic literature. These sources also inform the second part of the
essay, in which the impacts of tourism on the site and how these have been dealt with is
analysed. Focus is placed on ethical, marketing/promotional, interpretational, and
management issues.
Ethical & Marketing/Promotional Issues
The adaptations to tourist demands described above and the inclusion of new (media)
technologies are classified as (dark) marketing strategies; “the application or adaptation of
marketing principles and practises to domains of death, destruction and the ostensible
reprehensible” (Brown, McDonagh, & Shultz, 2012, p. 196). Such strategies emerged with
the end of the Cold War, when ties with the international community also brought in
capitalist approaches to the institution’s management in which tourist-generated income
through promotion, pricing and positioning. Consequently, efforts to attract tourists by
meeting and generating their demands were made.1
Yet, a discrepancy appears to exist between demand on the one hand, and supply on the
other. As Johnston e.a. (2013) points out, the primary reason for visitors to attend AuschwitzBirkenau today is educational. Indeed, lectures and the like are part of the services offered by
the institution. However, in the marketing strategies of companies tied to the ABMM such as
international travel agencies, the “hard sell approach, focused on price, comfort, and
convenience dominated” (Johnston, Moura, & Mandelartz, 2013, p. 268). Such an approach
leaves little room for profound information on the site’s history. For instance, one company
offered a ‘package deal’ in which visitors could visit Auschwitz and the Wieliczka Salt Mines
on the same day to save time and money (Young, 2009). Moreover, “Auschwitz-Birkenau has
become an obligatory place of pilgrimage for all visiting heads of state to Poland in order to
honour the Jewish and Polish victims of the Holocaust” (Allar, 2013, p. 197)—something
repeatedly highlighted on the ABMM’s website (ABMM, 2017). These marketing strategies
point to a growing attention being paid to the ‘experience’ of visiting Auschwitz-Birkenau,
rather than its significance as historical monument.
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Cole (1999) identifies these developments—the packaging, promotion, pricing, and
positioning of heritage sites through marketing (Brown, McDonagh, & Shultz, 2012) for the
sake of experience—as the commercialization and commodification of Auschwitz-Birkenau,
and the start of the “Holocaust Industry” (Cole, 1999, p. 116). This industry fabricates and
perpetuates the Holocaust Myth; “the mass-marketed and Hollywood-produced image of the
Holocaust” (Allar, 2013, p. 196) that is distancing itself from the actual happenings. For
example, visitors are not informed about the fact that the ‘Arbeit Macht Frei’ entrance does
not mark the boundaries of the site, as prisoners passing the gate had already been robbed,
stripped, shaved, and tattooed in what now is the site’s cafeteria (Young, 2009), nor are they
told that the crematorium shown at the end of the tour is a replica—the original lying a
kilometre away in ruins (Dery, 1999). As such, the ABMM is going beyond the debate on the
authenticity of the camp, spurred by elaborate renovation works throughout the last part of
the 20th century (e.g. the relaying of the ramp, reconstruction of barracks, or the replacement
of barbed wire every six years); it exploits and trivialises the former Nazi camp by selling a
mythical story for the sake of entertainment (Dery, 1999; Sharpley, 2009; Stone, 2009),
which led Cole (1999, p. 113) to coin the ABMM Auschwitz-Land. Allar (2013), however,
points out that the prevalence of the experience over reality may also stimulate greater
engagement from the visitors, as emotional responses are incited. This viewpoint aligns with
the trend museums and heritage sites throughout Europe faced at the end of the 20th century.
With new media technologies emerging, display strategies professionalised. Spaces had to
immerse all visitors—no longer only those sufficiently informed on museums or heritage
sites’ history or (scientific) underpinnings. Past occurrences had to be tangible and relatable,
and exhibitions, hence, memorable.
On the same line, Stone (2009) offers an alternative viewpoint to the arguments
proposing that the decontextualization of sites like ‘Auschwitz-Land’ invites the
desensitisation of visitors and related inappropriate or even immoral behaviours (Choay,
2001; Cole, 1999; Dery, 1999). He states that this perceived immoral behaviour is the result
of secularisation and the subsequent loss of a (religious) moral compass, and
individualisation coupled with growing narcissism (see Choay, 2001). Subsequently,
“individuals seek morally relative meaning on their own terms and form non-religious and
non-traditional institutions” (Stone, 2009, p. 73) that serve as new sites of pilgrimage.
Traumatic heritage sites then become places where cultural and moral values are renegotiated. Hence, developing the theatrical experiences of Auschwitz-Birkenau may be
interpreted as playing into, and facilitating growing demands for new places of pilgrimage
and the affirmation of shared moral values. In this context, souvenirs—be they produced by
the institution or by individuals in the form of postcards, photographs, videos, and online
statements—may be considered as material and enduring embodiments of the ephemeral
emotional experience of the visit; as new symbols of morality.
Historic Background
In 1939, the Polish city Oświęcim was annexed to the Third Reich and its name was changed
to Auschwitz. A year later, the Konzentrationslager Auschwitz was established in the city’s
suburbs. Initially, the camp was to be a ‘regular’ concentration camp holding political
prisoners, to which the oldest part of the complex, Auschwitz I, built in pre-war Polish
barracks, bears witness.2 In 1941, Birkenau, or Auschwitz II, was constructed on the site of
the Brzezinka village, three kilometres away from Oświęcim and became the main apparatus
of mass extermination with four crematoria and four gas chambers. 3 About 40 sub-camps
2
3

See Appendix no. 6.
Auschwitz I had one crematoria See Appendix no. 7.
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were constructed during the war, of which Buna or Monowitz was the largest. 4 It became the
seat of the commandant of the third part of the camp, Auschwitz III. Through walls, barbedwire and the expulsion of villagers, Auschwitz-Birkenau was isolated from the outside world.
In August 1944, the Red Army approached Oświęcim, upon which the Germans
undertook actions to obscure evidence of what had happened un the camp. At the beginning
of 1945, crematoria I, II, and V were demolished, Kanada II—with the property from
extermination victims it stored—was set on fire, gas chambers were blown up, documents
were burned, and about 56.000 prisoners were taken on evacuation marches.5 On January 27,
1945, the Red Army entered the grounds, finding 7.000 prisoners. In total, about between 1.1
million and 1.6 million Jews, Poles, and others were deported to Auschwitz-Birkenau during
WWII and murdered (ABMM, 2017; Lennon & Foley, 2000).
Before the end of 1945, the Provisional Government of Poland started making the camp
a museum. Auschwitz-Birkenau was placed under the authority of the Ministry of Culture
and Art (MKiS), former prisoners, and the Central Committee of Jews in Poland (CKZP). In
1946 Protection Board was set up and former prisoner Tadeusz Wąsowicz was appointed
head of the board and, later, director of Auschwitz State Museum (ASM). The remaining
structures, including barracks, guard towers the main gate, and other blocks, were repaired,
and belongings of prisoners, material evidence, and other objects of historic value were
collected and kept for exhibition. On June 14, 1947, the museum officially opened. In an act
of Parliament, the ASM was described as “a Monument to Martyrdom of the Polish People
and other Peoples” with as mission the “collecting and gathering together [of] evidence and
materials associated with the Nazi crimes, making them accessible to the public and studying
them in a scientific way” (ABMM, 2017). Only parts of the site were accessible (camp I and
II). Exhibitions showed the experiences of the victims, the situation of the countries whose
citizens were deported to Auschwitz-Birkenau, and similarities with other concentration
campus.
Unofficially, the Polish resistance was celebrated; highlighting the victim’s suffering was
of lesser importance.6, 7 This stemmed from a general fatigue of recalling the war, and, more
so, the Communist government’s aim of using the site as “weapon in the ‘struggle for peace’
against ‘Anglo-American imperialism’” (ABMM, 2017). The two commissions working on
museum exhibits—the Historical Commission and the Artistic Commission—were
politically, bureaucratically, and financially limited in their efforts: Auschwitz assumed
“Birkenau’s identity as a place of absolute destruction” (Young, 2009, p. 51)8 wherein the
murdering of the Poles was exaggerated, and fascism and Western capitalism were appointed
as causes of the extermination instead of Nazi racial ideology and anti-Semitism (Allar,
2013). Large parts of Birkenau fell into decay and the CKZP ceased collaborations when no
response followed on their request for a Museum of Jewish Martyrdom.9
Stalin’s death in 1953 lessened the Soviets’ presence in Poland. The ASM took up a
more nationalist stance and visitor numbers increased.10 The main exhibition was completed

The entire region at which the Nazi’s directed their attention in the event more room would be needed for the
construction of additional camps was coined the ‘Zone of Interest’. See Appendix no. 8 and 9.
5
See Appendix no. 10.
6
“…as a Monument to Martyrdom of the Polish People and other Peoples” (ABMM, 2017).
7
Poland lost six million of its citizen during the war, among which 3 million Jews (Allar, 2013).
8
In Auschwitz I, the public would be taken from the main gate, ‘Arbeit macht Frei’, to block 11 (‘Death
Block’), 4 (‘Extermination of Millions’), 5, 6 (property of the murdered Jews), 7 (exhibition of ex-prisoners’
artworks), 8, and 9 (blocks in their former state), and the gas chamber and crematorium (ABMM, 2017).
9
Only in 1968 did a similar exhibition open in Block 27 in Auschwitz-Birkenau (ABMM, 2017).
10
Where the first six years of the ASM saw little public interest, this gradually altered over the years.
Approximately 1.771.300 Poles and 79.600 people from outside of the country visited the site between 1947 and
4
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in 1955 and more attention was paid to preservation and Birkenau’s role as a memorial site—
illustrated by the decision to not install a memorial in the area, as survivors argued it
conflicted with its commemorative role.11 The infrastructure and amenities of the museum
were also improved. These developments were spurred by an increased international attention
for the Holocaust, with the 1961 Eichmann Trial in Israel, the following Frankfurt-Auschwitz
trials, the rising popularity of Anne Frank’s diary, and later television shows and films being
made on the subject (Allar, 2013). The publication of memoires from former AuschwitzBirkenau prisoners and the acceptance of the site on UNESCO’s World Heritage List in 1979
ignited specific interest in the camp. 12 Moreover, the documentary The Shoah (1985)
cemented Auschwitz-Birkenau as identifiable place and symbol of the Holocaust (Allar,
2013). International tourism increased, as did the necessity for preservation and maintenance
works; a program was set up to manage surrounding service industries and a buffer-zone was
created to limit the growth of the nearby villages.
At the end of the Cold War in 1989, the ASM was rebranded as the Auschwitz-Birkenau
Museum and Memorial (ABMM), which reflected the importance of the camp as a whole and
a move away from the Communist-nationalist discourse. The ABMM’s functioning was reevaluated and the International Auschwitz Council (IAC) was established as its main
advisory body in 1990. Although the main part of the exhibition remained in Auschwitz I,
visitors were now also led around Birkenau (Young, 2009). As such, the Auschwitz-Birkenau
Death Camp Victims Memorial Foundation was set up for the financing of the complex’
maintenance (1993) and a new system for explicating and memorializing crucial elements of
the site was put in place in the years that followed, alongside legal reinforcements on
memorial site preservation. In 1999, its internet website was launched.
With the turn of the century, Auschwitz had surpassed Dachau as most identifiable Nazisymbol (Hartmann, 2014). It received over a million visitors in 200713 and 1,843 million in
2012, with most visitors coming from Poland, followed by Britain, the United States, Italy,
Germany, Israel, and other countries (Johnston, Moura, & Mandelartz, 2013). Two years
later, the Auschwitz-Birkenau Facebook-page, being the first page of its kind, reached
1000.000 users. Some spoke of it becoming a new pilgrimage site (Hartmann, 2014; White &
Frew, 2013). With the majority of the camp’s visitors, 33.2%, coming for educational
purposes, seeking ‘knowledge of the history of the camp’ (Johnston, Moura, & Mandelartz,
2013), efforts were undertaken to facilitate these tourist demands through audio tours and,
later, virtual tours, the use of QR codes in telling stories of former prisoners, online materials,
teaching programmes, conferences, and new exhibitions, and publications. This catering to
tourists is also illustrated by the enhancement of the institution’s accessibility with a braille
version of the museum guide, a new website and visitors’ centre, low-budget flights landing
at Krakow and busses driving from the city to the heritage site. Volkswagen even donated a
bus to the institution.

1957, although these tourists often came from within the Soviet, given the complexity of travelling into the
region.
11
In 1963, a maintenance and storage program for the Birkenau camps goes into effect. Ruins were secured,
structure were repaired, grounds drained, and plant growth controlled. In 1969, Crematoria II and III were
restored, as well as the gas chambers, barracks, guard towers, and the railroad. Brushes, suitcases, uniforms, and
other objects were also treated. Hair of the camp victims had already been cleaned the year before, removing
approximately 100 kilogrammes of dust (ABMM, 2017).
12
The site was included on the list on the basis of criterion VI, stating it was cultural heritage “directly or
tangibly associated with events or living traditions, with ideas, or with beliefs, with artistic and literary works of
outstanding universal value” (UNESCO, 2017).
13
It was reported that over 20 million visitors from over 100 countries had attended the site in 2007 (Allar,
2013).
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Simultaneously, preservation measures intensified: Poland’s most modern conservation
studio opened on site (2002), subsidies were received from Germany and the European Union
and Commission, the Auschwitz-Birkenau Foundation was set up to perpetuate capital, and
three-year conservation programmes for archives, barracks, and blocks 2 and 3 were initiated.
These efforts were coupled with renewed attention being paid to the rectifying of installations
still including manipulated information dating from the Soviet times. International
collaboration also intensified when 46 countries participated in the Prague Holocaust Era
Assets Conference organized by the Czech Republic in 2009 in Terezin. Agreements were
made regarding issues such as Welfare of Holocaust Survivors and Other Victims of Nazi
Persecution, Immovable Property, Jewish Cemeteries and Burial Sites, Archival materials,
and Education, Remembrance, Research and Memorial Sites. Relevant for the ABMM, were
the points made on preservation, education, and remembrance.14
Today, visitors are invited to spend 90 minutes on Auschwitz I and II respectively,
although the permanent exhibition of 1955, housed in former barracks displaying artefacts
from both victims and aggressors, remains the main focus. Taking a guided tour is highly
recommended and mandatory for group visits (Allar, 2013)
Interpretational & Management Issues
Sharpley (2009, p. 8) observes that sites attracting dark tourism “offer the opportunity to
write or rewrite the history of people’s lives and deaths, or to provide particular (political)
interpretations of past events”. For Auschwitz-Birkenau, the Holocaust Myth exemplifies
this. Such reformulation of its history has been taking place since the end of WWII with other
interpretations focusing on the camp’s function as tool for Communist-nationalist
propaganda, as site of commemoration and cultural heritage, and as educational facility.
Especially the Communist interpretation of Auschwitz-Birkenau marked the institution.
The ASM had a haphazard approach to heritage management. It only preserved some
barracks, favouring Auschwitz I, presented partial or even incorrect information on the
camp’s WWII activities, and lacked chronological displays and coherent guidance.
Essentially, the site’s function as a tool for the integration of Communist-nationalist values in
Polish society (assuming, hence, an education and promotion function) surpassed
interpretations highlighting its commemorative function, thereby impacting its management
and preservation.
Occasional modifications of the institution’s Communist legacy were performed after the
end of the Cold War. Only in 2007 did the IAC commit to addressing these issues. A
preservation studio had already been set up, information provided to the visitors was rectified
and expanded, and three-year restoration plans, with the aid of the European Commission,
were devised (ABMM, 2017). Still, the influence of the ASM’s management is noticed in (a)
the reuse of barracks for exhibition, storage, and event purposes, subsequently damaging the
structures, (b) the limited or absent information provided about the individual prisoners, as
exhibitions integrated in the tour deal with the victim’s suffering in a collective fashion, (c)
“…the Participating States call for a coherent and more effective approach by States and the international
community to ensure… archival access… We also encourage States and the international community to
establish and support… the preservation of memorials in former concentration camps… as well as of other sites
of memory… As the era is approaching when eye witnesses of the Holocaust (Shoah) will no longer be with us
and when the sites of former Nazi concentration and extermination camps, will be the most important and
undeniable evidence of the tragedy of the Holocaust (Shoah), the significance and integrity of these sites
including all their movable and immovable remnants, will constitute a fundamental value regarding all the
actions concerning these sites, and will become especially important for our civilization including, in particular,
the education of future generations. We, therefore, appeal for broad support of all conservation efforts in order
to save those remnants… and where appropriate to consider declaring these as national monuments under
national legislation” (Holocaust Era Assets Conference, 2009).
14

June 2018

SOJOURN 2(1)

29

the slow preservation process regarding Birkenau, and (d) the limited time recommended and
available (due to the tours’ fixed timeslots) for visiting the entire complex (Young, 2009).
From Young’s (2009) analysis, it follows that interpretations of Auschwitz-Birkenau
rested on a differentiation between Auschwitz I and II, which was an integral part of its
Communist history. Where the former, being transformed into a museum, served political and
educational purposes, the latter was seen as a site of commemoration, which was first enacted
through negligence and then by choice—illustrated by the decision against a monument being
erected in Birkenau in the 1950s. It was this commemorative interpretation and its relation to
the decaying Birkenau part that formed an important aspect of the motivation for the
complex’ inscription on the World Heritage List as historic monument. The Advisory Body
stated: “Auschwitz-Birkenau… is not a historical museum in the usual sense of the word; it
bears irrefutable and concrete witness to one of the greatest crimes which has been
perpetrated against humanity” (ICOMOS, 1979). The inscription provided official and
international recognition of Auschwitz-Birkenau’s position as historic monument and its
valuation as cultural heritage. Subsequently, the institution replicated UNESCO’s valuation
of the site as a historic monument by presenting Birkenau as the camp’s most important part
on the website. However, the practical execution of this understanding remains contested, as
it may appear from the slacking preservation measures, generalist displays, and destructive
reuse of the barracks (Young, 2009) the selective nature of the visiting routes and their focus
on Auschwitz I (Allar, 2013), and the theatrical and replicated exhibits (Allar, 2013; Cole,
1999), that Auschwitz-Birkenau’s educational and sensational value takes precedence of its
commemorative role in its management.
A largely overlooked and entirely unique interpretation of Auschwitz-Birkenau is one
taken up by the villagers of Oświęcim and Brzezinka. The camp literally neighbours the
community and some of the WWII buildings are now in use as social housing. From an
outsider’s perspective focused on the site’s function as historic monument, commemoration
place, or educational or sensational facility, life in the villages seems impossible—sometimes
even morally questionable when cases present themselves such as the proposal of building a
supermarket opposite Auschwitz-Birkenau or a disco in a slave labour tannery. Arguments of
physical degradation caused by the villages were also brought forward, resulting in, for
instance, the creation of buffer zones. However, these arguments do not take into account the
need for community-formation and preservation at Oświęcim and Brzezinka, and the
economic hardships suffered by the villagers due to the institution and its visitors. For
instance, the creation of buffer zones limited the growth of the villages economically and
communally. Also, the villages’ proximity to the former Nazi camp deters tourists from
wanting to prolong their stay by visiting Oświęcim and Brzezinka, and Auschwitz-Birkenau
is close enough to Krakow so that tourists do not need to stay. Moreover, the international
interpretation of the heritage site reduces the villages’ significance to a period of six years
(1939-1945), whereas for the inhabitants, the complex has become part of the physical
landscape constituting their home and familiar heritage; a heritage extending far beyond
WWII. In order to reclaim this heritage, the villagers requested the alteration of the camp’s
World Heritage listing inscription from ‘Auschwitz Concentration Camp’ to ‘Former Nazi
German Concentration and Death Camp Auschwitz-Birkenau’, as an acknowledgement of its
historic trajectory. Although other steps have been taken to stimulate the communal and
economic development of the villages and their integration into an international discourse and
interpretation of Auschwitz-Birkenau—for instance, by improving the organization of the
villages’ development, improving infrastructure to connect the villages to the institution,
setting up educational activities, and increasing the region’s attractiveness—financial
constraints have limited these undertakings (Young, 2009).
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Conclusion
In the above, I analysed how the former Nazi concentration and extermination camp
Auschwitz-Birkenau dealt with increasing streams of tourists from across the globe.
It has been argued that in adopting marketing strategies focusing on the entertainment of
its visitors, the ABMM is exploiting and trivialising the heritage site for the sake of the
tourist ‘experience’. However, others have pointed to the potential of such strategies by
proposing that the incitement of emotional responses might augment visitors’ engagement
and inform the reformulation of moral standards—crucial in a secularised and individualist
society. Souvenirs may then become the material embodiment of this newfound morality.
What underlies these marketing strategies are interpretations of the site rooted in postCold War capitalist discourses negotiating the site’s educational and sensational value with
the official, international recognition of its value as historic monument—departing from
prevailing Communist approaches to Auschwitz-Birkenau that utilized the complex as tool
for propaganda. Moreover, a unique and often forgotten or ignored viewpoint and valuation
of the former Nazi camp is the one of the villagers living in Oświęcim and Brzezinka. The
institution deals with this panoply of interpretations in various ways; in some cases,
‘outdated’ understandings of the site continue to be felt in its management—although this is
not always acknowledged or acted upon. Other interpretations are actively promoted in order
to increase public awareness and understanding, although this process is complicated and
restrained by financial considerations.
Due to restrictions in time and funding, this research was limited to web-resources and
academic literature. However, for an in-depth analysis of the ABMM’s handling of
international tourism in relation to the historic and cultural value of the site, on-site research
ought to be performed. Interviews with the institution’s management and examination of
internal communication documents would also contribute to future research on this topic.
Moreover, as ‘YOLOCAUST’ was only launched this year, the effects of the project could
not be taken into account, although this could prove of interest for future research.
Overall, marketing and management strategies are widely informed by interpretations of
the site, of what constitutes appropriate usage and ideal function, and by changing societal
demands, politics, ideologies, and practises. As such, the impacts of tourism and the
ABMM’s manner of dealing with it are contested, diverse, and in constant renegotiation, and
demand further research.
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Drugs and development in Afghanistan
Jelte Schievels
University College Utrecht
How does opium cultivation affect development in Afghanistan? This paper
argues opium cultivation strengthens insurgency groups and as a result
threatens state-building and government authority; essential ingredients for
successful development. I will analyse this relation by using data from the
Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) Georeferenced Event Dataset, which
includes geocoded data about fatalities as a result of the ongoing fights
between pro-government forces and opposition forces, Long War Journal’s
data on Taliban presence, and the UNODC Opium Survey, which tracks the
opium cultivation in Afghanistan, in order to investigate the effects of opium
cultivation of political (in)stability. This paper adds to the existing literature
by quantifying the relationship between opium cultivation and development,
demonstrating a need to move beyond our current understanding of political
instability by recognizing insurgency control, although perhaps stable and
constant, is harmful to political stability in both other geographical areas and
in a long-term perspective.
Introduction
Opium cultivation in Afghanistan has long been recognized as an important destabilizing
factor on development by policy makers. This paper will analyse how the Afghan opium
problem hinders its development. First, gaps in the existing literature will be identified.
Second, this paper will further the literature by analysing how opium cultivation in
Afghanistan affects development. I will argue that opium cultivation strengthens insurgency
groups and as a result threatens state-building and government authority; essential ingredients
for successful development. Based on the analysis and previous literature, this paper will then
draw conclusions and suggest a direction for further research.)
Literature review and contextualisation
The size of the illicit economy in Afghanistan is unrivalled in today’s world and still
growing. The opium cultivation levels in 2017 increased are estimated at 328,000 hectares, an
all-time high (UNODC, 2017). Although the opium crop has been present in Afghanistan for
decades, it was only during the Soviet period that cultivation levels started to grow
significantly (Byrd & Ward, 2004). The opium economy maintains strong ties with criminal
and insurgency groups in Afghanistan, most notably the Taliban (UNODC, 2016b). A UN
report by the Security Council estimates roughly $200 million, or 50%, of the Taliban’s total
revenue is generated in the opium economy (UN Monitoring Team, 2007). Cultivation has
long been recognized as an important destabilizing factor on development by policy makers
(Felbab Brown, 2015). Both international actors, most notably the United States (US), and
the Afghan government have implemented many counternarcotic policies to combat opium
cultivation.
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The existing body of literature has broadly focused on two aspects of the opium
economy: The causes and the effects. Scholars (Byrd & Ward, 2004; Felbab Brown, 2015;
Goodhand, 2008; Lind et al., 2009; Mansfield, 2014) have established that opium cultivation
is caused by violence and its connection to a lack of infrastructure, access to alternative
economic options and political instability. The effects of opium cultivation on development
are more contested. Two camps of literature can be distinguished. The first camp argues that
opium cultivation is a driving factor for further political instability and impedes development
(Byrd & Ward, 2004; Felbab Brown, 2015; Goodhand, 2008; European Union, 2017). These
works draw a connection between the opium cultivation and the presence of insurgencies and
warlords (Byrd & Ward, 2004; Felbab Brown, 2015). They argue that opium impedes
development by contributing to political instability that is a result of violence, increases
corruption and a strengthened Taliban.
In the second camp, scholars argue the opium economy has a de-escalating effect on
violence in the region and provides Afghans with an essential level of income (Gehring,
Langlotz & Kienberger, 2017; Mansfield, 2014). They argue that impoverished Afghans are
more likely to join the Taliban, given that the labour-intensive opium cultivation provides
many Afghans in poor, rural areas with an income. These scholars claim cutting of access to
opium cultivation without viable alternatives leads to worse economic conditions and a
decreased access to education, healthcare and food (Mansfield, 2014).
The two competing narratives thus disagree on what the effects from opium cultivation
are on development. Quantitative analysis is lacking on both sides of the debate and the
literature of camp 1 is somewhat outdated. This paper extends the literature in several ways.
First, through data analysis we can gain a better understanding of the relationship between
opium and development. Second, I use insurgency strength to explain effects on development
instead of the conventional measure violence. This is because opium cultivation cannot
satisfactory explain violence patterns. The resources generated by opium cultivation are not
geographically bounded to that same region. That is to say that the revenue generated with
opium by insurgency groups can be used everywhere in Afghanistan, or even abroad, not
only in the area where opium was cultivated. Current studies only take into account how
opium can be impactful within the region where it was cultivated. Assuming the Taliban is in
control over the areas with high levels of opium cultivation it would be strange to suggest that
violence would go up in these areas. More likely would be that violence goes up in areas
where the Taliban is contesting government control. Therefore, it is not opium that explains
violence patterns, but insurgency strength, which is partly influenced by the funding they
derive from the illegal opium economy. Third, I investigate the link between insurgency
power and development, adding to existing literature on the importance of state governance
and development (Acemoglu, García-Jimeno & Robinson, 2015; Besley & Persson, 2010;
Lujala, 2010; Migdal, 1988), arguing state capacity is essential to ensure development.
Argument
There is a need to move beyond using violence as the indicator of political instability and
establish a more nuanced argument that connects opium cultivation and development through
insurgency strength. My argument encompasses two mechanisms. The first mechanism is that
opium cultivation strengthens insurgency groups. Opium generates revenue for insurgency
groups, which can simply be translated into more soldiers, better equipment, a larger
influence in governmental structures through corruption and a professionalization of their
organization (Felbab Brown, 2015). A good example is the Taliban. Although they are almost
never directly involved in cultivating opium, they do levy a harvest tax of around 10%
(Felbab Brown, 2015). In addition, insurgency groups gain more political power due to their
increased control over the areas in which opium is cultivated. By protecting the local
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population, they do not only gain legitimacy but also prevent access to the legal alternatives
to opium cultivation and as such increase their control (Felbab Brown, 2015).
The second mechanism establishes that a stronger insurgency presence impedes
development. This happens in several ways. In the controlled areas, insurgency groups will
try to limit access to legal opportunities, such as education, improved infrastructure or
alternative crops, which provide an escape from the opium economy. Moreover, insurgency
groups are at war with government forces in areas that are either contested or controlled by
the government. Violence in these areas will disrupt the normal way of life and again harm
access to services such as education, health care, while simultaneously destroying
infrastructure, buildings and economic activities.
Through quantitative analysis, I expect to find that insurgency groups are stronger in regions
with higher levels of opium cultivation. As for the second mechanism, I expect to find that
development indicators are lower in the areas that have a higher insurgency presence.
Methodology
This paper draws from four datasets. The first is the Opium Survey 2016, published by
UNODC. The Opium Survey is published annually since 1994 and contains data on the
opium cultivation numbers.
The second dataset used is the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP), which has been
designed by the University of Uppsala. The UCDP contains geocoded battle-related deaths
that result from conflict in Afghanistan. I only include battle-related deaths if the Taliban was
one of the actors involved.
The third data set is the Survey of the Afghan People (Afghan Survey), published by the
Asia Foundation. The Afghan Survey is a nation-wide survey that has been published since
2004. It contains information on the opinions of Afghans on issues such as the economy,
corruption, security and governance. The results are measured per region.
The last dataset that is being used is the Insurgency index, one that I have designed myself for
this research. This dataset assigns a score to each province regarding the level of Taliban
influence. The index is based on data from The Foundation for Defense of Democracies
(FDD) Long War Journal, who have tracked Taliban control over Afghan territory since
NATO ended its military mission in June 2014. They divide each Afghan district into either
one of three categories: No control, contested or control.1 No control means the Taliban has
no control over the area, in the contested areas the government controls the district centres
but little else, and in the control area the Taliban is openly functioning as a local government.
Based on this data I assigned a score of either 0 (no control), 1 (contested) or 2 (control)
to each district. I added up the scores of all the districts within a province, which gave each
province an end score of the total points their districts had accumulated based on Taliban
influence. I divided this number, the end score, by the total amount of districts within a
province, which gave me a ratio of the district controlled versus the total districts. The
minimum ratio was 0 (all districts score no control) and the maximum was 2 (all districts
score control). Based on the ratios I made four categories. Category 1 (no or very low Taliban
influence) includes all provinces that score a ratio between 0 and 0.25. Category 2 (low to
moderate Taliban influence) includes all provinces that score a ratio between 0.25 and 0.50.
Category 3 (moderate to high Taliban influence) includes all provinces that score a ratio
between 0.50 and 0.75. Category 4 (high to full Taliban influence) includes all provinces that
score a ratio above 0.75.
These four datasets are employed to test the causal argument. The insurgency group that
will be examined is the Taliban, for two reasons. First, the Taliban is by far the largest
1

It is good to mention that insurgency activity, as well as territorial control, is a fluctuating and complex reality
that can change from day to day. This dataset can nonetheless reveal some rough patterns and trends.
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insurgency group in Afghanistan with most control. Second, most data only includes the
Taliban due to their importance.
The first mechanism, that opium cultivation strengthens insurgency groups, will be tested
in two ways. First the aggregate provincial opium cultivation numbers from the UNODC
Opium Survey will be compared to the Insurgency index, in order to find out whether opium
is mostly cultivated in provinces with high Taliban influence. Opium cultivation is measured
in hectares that are used for opium cultivation per province. Insurgency strength is measured
by the score of each province on the Insurgency index. In other words, the stronger the
Taliban, the higher the insurgency strength. The first hypothesis is therefore: most opium is
cultivated in the regions largely controlled by the Taliban.
Second, battle-related deaths per province in 2016 and the scores on the Insurgency
index will be plotted against each other to examine the relationship between violence and
insurgency strength. The battle-related deaths are drawn from the UCDP. Only the deaths in
which the Taliban was coded as an actor involved were used. I chose to exclude injuries and
only include deaths to reduce ambiguity and increase reliability. Where one can argue about
what classifies as an injury and who is responsible, deaths are uncontestably and more
reliably reported. Here I will try to show that insurgency strength can better explain violence
patterns than opium cultivation numbers can. If we follow the arguments of the existing
literature, one would expect either the most or least deaths occur in provinces within category
4, depending on the camp. That is to say that camp 1, who assert opium destabilizes a region,
would argue most deaths would occur in region where lots of opium is cultivated. Camp 2
would argue the exact opposite. Inserting my argument, that insurgency strength better
explains violence patterns, I hypothesize that most deaths would occur in provinces where the
Taliban can gain political control and is already active (category 2 & 3), and not so much in
the provinces they already largely control (category 4).
The second relationship, between insurgency strength and development, will be tested by
comparing the distribution of scores on the Insurgency index amongst the provinces with the
distribution of three development indicators taken from the Afghan survey. The first two
indicators measure access to schools and access to electric supply. For both indicators, the
question was asked: ‘Has access to education/electric supply improved compared to two
years ago?’ (Asia Foundation, 2016). The third indicator measures positivity about the
general direction in which Afghanistan is going. The question asked is: ‘Do you think
Afghanistan is going in the right or wrong direction?’ (Asia Foundation, 2017) The first two
indicators measure whether essential services in one’s area are available and are as such used
as development indicators. The third indicator aims to include a measure of development,
which refers to the perception about the general positivity and well-being of people. It thus
serves as an indicator of progress in the minds of the people. The hypothesis is that a higher
score on the Insurgency index will correspond with a lower score on development indicators.
Lastly, the overall argument will be assessed by exploring the relationship between
opium cultivation and development. Here the national opium cultivation levels will be
compared with GDP/capita in current US$. The hypothesis is that a rise in opium cultivation
negatively affects the GDP/capita.
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Data variable
Insurgency index (district)
Battle-related deaths
(province)
Opium cultivation (province)
Access to schools (region)
Access to electricity (region)
General direction (region)

Observations
398

Average
0.54

Std. Deviation
0.68

Min
0

Max
2

34
34
8
8
8

452
5921
26.2
45.25
63.63

584
15109
4.44
9.36
7.98

0
0
21
31
56

2958
80273
33.3
62
80

Limitations
Before delving into the analysis, it is useful to acknowledge some of the limitations of this
research. Importantly, there are many endogenous factors that influence development, apart
from opium cultivation, that have not been accounted for in this research design. Notable
examples include international aid, corruption levels and ethnic violence. Additionally, there
are limitations with the data used. The insurgency index does not take into account the size of
provinces. Small districts were weighted equally as big districts. Moreover, it does not
account for the geographical proximity of the districts. If the Taliban controls a block of
districts it will be more powerful than if districts are scattered over a province. Obviously, the
extent to which the Taliban influences an area is not so black and white and is subject to local
contexts and rapidly changing dynamics. These local contexts have not been accounted for in
the insurgency index.
Furthermore, the development data from the Afghan survey are perceptions about reality
and only included relative measures, which compared the current situation to the situation
two years ago. Absolute measures of development were unavailable. This could potentially
paint a skewed picture of reality. Moreover, it measured development per region and thus
included large averages. Variation within those regions could not be measured.
Thirdly, the opium data from the UNODC only takes in opium cultivation, but omits
trafficking and other related activities that are extremely profitable. Certain provinces, such
as Nimroz, do not produce much opium but function as trade-hubs. While insurgency groups
will thus still generate revenue in these areas, this is not reflected in the data.
Lastly, it is very important to recognize that the Taliban is far from a unitary actor, which
is implicit in this research. The Taliban consists of various networks and groups that operate
throughout Afghanistan. Groups range from very small and local cells to large networks such
as the Haqqani network. Although this research assumes funds can be simply moved around
the organisation, this does not truly match reality. Furthermore, the fact that the Taliban is a
very localized movement also implicates they have different goals, priorities and conduct in
different areas. For instance, this research assumes Taliban has a similar stance or approach
to opium cultivation across Afghanistan. In reality, this will differ significantly. Importantly,
the Taliban actually fulfils governmental functions in southern areas. Therefore, although the
Taliban might hinder development overall, local factions could actually enable or actively
contribute to development.

June 2018

SOJOURN 2(1)

47

Results
Opium cultivation and insurgency strength
Graph 1 shows that, by far,
most opium is produced in
areas heavily controlled by
the Taliban. The result
confirms hypothesis 1: that
opium cultivation mostly
occurs in areas controlled by
the Taliban. A tax on the
opium harvest provides the
insurgency with a larger pool
of
resources.
Moreover,
opium cultivation in their
areas
will
gain
them
immaterial gains too. For
instance, farmers often seek
protection from the Taliban against government officials who try to eradicate the opium field.
It is therefore unsurprising opium cultivation mostly occurs in Taliban-dominated areas. The
first mechanism in the argument can thus be confirmed.
Graph 2 shows why opium cannot sufficiently explain violence patterns. Returning to the
literature: camp 1 would expect most deaths in category 4 and camp 2 would expect least
deaths in category 4. In reality, we can observe most deaths actually occur in provinces that
score a 3 on the Insurgency index. In other words, there is a curvilinear relationship rather
than a linear relationship. The curvilinear relationship cannot be explained by opium
production alone. Rather, it proves the importance of using insurgency strength as a
mechanism. Although most of the opium is cultivated within category 4, the Taliban already
holds a strong presence in these areas. Given that nothing can be said about Taliban tactics, it
is hard to draw sophisticated conclusions from this analysis alone. Nonetheless, one could
hypothesize that areas in category 3 are most logical to devote attention to for the Taliban.
Category 3 represents
provinces in which the
Taliban has established
significant
influence,
meaning operations are
functional
but
the
government also control a
significant part. Most can
be gained in category 3. In
category 4 provinces, most
of the area is already
controlled by the Taliban
and there is comparatively
less to gain.
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Insurgency strength and development
Next, I will examine how insurgency strength impacts development. Based on research by
Felbab-Brown (2015) I hypothesize that stronger insurgency presence cuts off access to legal
alternatives to the opium economy and prevents an effective implementation of governmental
programs. In doing so, I still take into account that the Taliban provides government-like
services in some areas. What is important to understand, is that even if the Taliban provides
some services such as schooling, these services could have been better under government
rule. One would therefore still expect that provinces with higher Taliban influence score
lower on development indicators.
Map 1 shows the score of each province on the Insurgency index. The Taliban has most
influence in the Southern provinces and in large parts of the East, moderate control in most of
the Western region, while Central and Northern parts are least controlled.

Map 1: Score on the Insurgency index per province
province
Map 2 shows the percentage of Afghans that perceives that access to schools got worse
compared to two years ago, measured per region. The distribution shows that respondents in
the Southern region are most pessimistic about their access to education, while the Northwest
is most optimistic. If we compare the insurgency score of map 1 to the regional averages of
map 2, there is a decent overlap between provinces with high levels of Taliban influence and
worst access to schools. The South correlates well in particular, while the West is a bit
overrepresented in map 2 and the East underrepresented. These results indicate that Taliban
presence indeed negatively influences development in Afghanistan.
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Map 2: Percentage of Afghans that says access to schools
got worse compared to two years ago, per region.

Map 3 shows the percentage of Afghans that says access to electric supply got worse
compared to two years ago, measured per region. The distribution shows that again, Southern
Afghans are most pessimistic. A strong correlation can be observed between Taliban
influence and worse access to electric supply. Both comparisons therefore indicate that the
second hypothesis predicting provinces with high Taliban influence perform worse on
development holds some value. This is unsurprising, given their conservative beliefs, for
instance about education, as well as the incentive to perpetuate an economy without viable
legal alternatives to opium cultivation.

Map 3: Percentage of Afghans that says access to electric
supply got worse compared to two years ago, per region.
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Map 4 shows the percentage of Afghans that perceives that Afghanistan is generally
going in the wrong direction, measured per region. Comparing map 1 to map 4, there is no
suggestion of a correlation. People in the Southern provinces are actually amongst the most
optimistic. The absence of a correlation could perhaps be explained by the fact the question
inquiries to national sentiment instead of local circumstances, like was the case with
education and electric supply. Moreover, it could be that Taliban rule is not always
experienced as bad since confidence levels in the central government are extremely low.

Map 4: Percentage of Afghans who thinks things are going
in the wrong direction, per region.
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Bringing back together both mechanism, the last relationship to be examined is that between
opium cultivation and GDP/capita. Graph 3 displays the hectares of land used for opium
cultivation and the Afghan GDP/capita from 2001-2016. Although there is a slight time lag,
one can observe that once opium cultivation levels rose in 2011, GDP/capita initially
stagnated, and has been declining since 2012. Important contextual factors here are that
international troops started withdrawing from the region at the end of 2011, and that foreign
aid started to decline. The general disengagement of the international community therefore
made a difference, too.

Conclusion
Despite its limitations, this analysis establishes a link between opium cultivation and a
negative effect on development. The first hypothesis, that most opium cultivation occurs in
areas controlled or heavily influenced by the Taliban, was confirmed. This is an important
finding since the presence of opium cultivation benefits the insurgency group in several ways
outlined, both materially and immaterially. What the analysis cannot explain, however, is
what drives opium cultivation. Does opium cultivation occur in Taliban areas because these
were the most deprived areas anyway, or does opium cultivation take place because of
Taliban influence?
Moreover, there appears to be a relationship between Taliban presence and a lack of
development (or at least a perception thereof). Although the analysis is limited due to the lack
of data, and therefore no hard conclusions can be drawn, the sources indicate an intuitive
result: that Taliban-dominated areas perform worse on development. This cannot merely be
explained by their conservative ideology; opium cultivation can also serve as an important
explanatory factor. Arguments in previous literature, for instance by Felbab-Brown (2015),
outlined the incentives for the Taliban to perpetuate the opium economy, as they gain both
materially and immaterially.
The analysis on battle-related deaths in the different categories on the Insurgency Index
provided perhaps the most interesting contribution to the existing literature. No authors
contest that opium cultivation occurs in Taliban-dominated areas. The effect of opium in
these areas is contested, however. Camp 1 asserts opium has a destabilizing effect on the
violence levels, while camp 2 asserts the opposite. The analysis that compared battle-related
deaths with Taliban control showed a curvilinear relationship rather than a linear relationship.
Most deaths actually occurred in category 3. Importantly, this shows there is a need to replace
violence as an indicator by insurgency strength, which is better able to explain the effects on
development. Insurgency presence increases corruption and cuts of access to legal
alternatives to the opium economy.
The exact relationship between opium cultivation and development is complex and
multifaceted. I tried to extend the existing literature by quantifying the current arguments.
The findings presented suggest that opium cultivation strengthens the Taliban, which impedes
development. Although a clear connection between Taliban influence and opium cultivation
emerges, it is not clear which causes the other. A key takeaway is that future research should
not focus only on violence as an indicator of development. Rather, we should acknowledge
that opium cultivation can stabilize a region and nevertheless have a negative effect on
development.

June 2018

52

Schievels

Sources
Data sets used
Croicu, M., & Sundberg, R., 2017, “UCDP GED Codebook version 17.1”, Department of Peace and Conflict
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Research, 50(4), pp. 523-532
The Asia Foundation. (2016). A Survey of the Afghan People 2016. Kabul: Asia Foundation.
UNODC. (2016a). Afghanistan: Opium Survey 2016. Vienna: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
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