Project: The US and Vietnam and the Limits and Possibilities of Forgiveness in International Policies

Collaborators: Dr. Mimi Gerstbauer and Geoffrey Alexander

Brief Description 

For about five years now I have been interested in forgiveness in international relations, a topic I began to think about under the umbrella of “reconciliation” during graduate school.  A wealth of recent material has developed which explores the limits and possibilities of forgiveness for the life of nation-states.  These works come from fields of political science, religion, philosophy, and the interdisciplinary field of peace studies.  

Within the field of political science, the small forgiveness literature is based in a broader literature on transitional justice, which examines the processes nation-states follow to bring and restore justice, peace, and reconciliation to states that have struggled through mass conflict.  This literature includes work on truth commissions, war crimes tribunals, and other processes of “purging” and dealing with a past of war and atrocities.  

While truth and justice are old mainstays in the lives of nation-states, Walter Wink has noted that, “The extension of forgiveness, repentance, and reconciliation to whole nations is one of the great innovations in statecraft in our time” (1998:54).  In The Guilt of Nations Elazar Barkan notes that “admitting responsibility and guilt for historical injustices…has become a liberal marker of national political stability and strength rather than shame” (2000: xxix). 

I have chosen to use the concept of ‘forgiveness” to convey this movement among nation-states to deal with past wrongs.  While not normally thought of in political contexts, forgiveness is starting to gain currency in international relations (see, e.g. Philpott; Amstutz; Bole, Christiansen and Hennemeyer).  One of the first recent scholars to illustrate the political relevance of forgiveness was Donald Shriver, in his groundbreaking book published in 1995, An Ethic for Enemies:  

“Slowly, over these years, I have arrived at the belief that the concept of forgiveness, so customarily relegated to the realms of religion and personal ethics, belongs to the heart of reflection about how groups of humans can move to repair the damages that they have suffered from their past conflicts with each other.  Precisely because it attends at once to moral truth, history, and the human benefits that flow from the conquest of enmity, forgiveness is a word for a multi-dimensional process that is eminently political.”  (ix-x)

In Shriver’s book, as well as others, forgiveness is not a speech act of “I forgive you”; rather, as in the quote above, it is a process and an ethic involving several interrelated components.  Thus, I will refer to an “ethic” of forgiveness, as well as use the term “reconciliation”.
My critique of the recent forgiveness literature is that while it claims to look at the role of forgiveness in international politics, it does not acknowledge that the cases examined are limited to intra-state processes.  The “usual suspects” for cases are South Africa, Northern Ireland, Argentina, and Chile, and focus on domestic reconciliation.  I argue that forgiveness between nation-states is possibly a whole different game.  
Thus, I have sought to bring new case studies to the literature, beginning on my sabbatical last year, when I wrote a paper for the International Studies Association meetings on “The United States and War in Nicaragua: Lessons for Forgiveness in International Relations”.  This is the first in a series of case studies that I will write as part of a book length project.  I argued that the Nicaragua-U.S. case raises several new variables especially applicable to the limits and possibilities of forgiveness in inter-state conflicts.  These include: the superpower dynamic and Cold War politics; the impact of domestic forces, such as political division and solidarity movements, on interstate reconciliation; and the impact of economic relationships on forgiveness, such as dependence and need for aid.  Thus, the paper moved the literature on forgiveness in international relations beyond the “usual suspects” to examine new variables that may make forgiveness either less applicable or more difficult to pursue.   
A brief outline of the proposed book follows:
TITLE:  A Humbled Superpower: US Policy Towards Former Enemies and the Possibilities of Forgiveness in International Politics

Chapter 1: Introduce an ethic of forgiveness in international politics. drafted
Chapter 2: Cases involving the U.S. pre-Cold War and cases where ethic of forgiveness 

has been present:  such as US/Germany, US/Japan and US/Rwanda.
CASE STUDIES: The Cold War and the War on Terror

Chapter 3:  US/Vietnam  (Asia; US as a Cold War “loser”)
Chapter 4:  US/Nicaragua (Latin America; US as a Cold War “winner”) drafted
Chapter 5: US/Iraq, US/Iran, and US/9/11 (Middle East and looking to the future)

Chapter 6: Conclusions 
It is quite likely that there is little evidence of an “ethic of forgiveness” in the cases I will examine.  The same is true even of the domestic conflict cases already examined in the literature (with the exception of South Africa).  Nevertheless, the goal of the literature and my own work is to look for possibilities of applying this ethic, as well as recognizing real obstacles (why hasn’t there been more of a forgiveness ethic?).  Like much peace studies research, the work is suggestive of transformation in international affairs.
For this project, Gustavus student Geoff Alexander and I will collaborate on the case of the United States and Vietnam.  While studying abroad in Chile this fall, Geoff approached me about doing research this summer.  I know him from his freshman year when he was in my Introduction to Peace Studies class and from his two Peace Studies scholarships (the past two years in a row - VERY uncommon).  These scholarships helped fund independent projects Geoff proposed and completed in Guatemala and in Peru.  He has excellent Spanish skills from these travels and his study semester in Chile.  He also honed his research skills in Chile with an independent research project (with SIT) studying the Chilean labor sector.  He is now considering graduate school, and this collaborative research opportunity will help him with that decision and credit him with even more research experience.  Geoff’s expertise in economics is a particular asset since an important variable in my research is the impact of economic relationships on forgiveness.  In fact, the Vietnam case was first suggested to me as a case where economic practicalities have basically swept past enmities away.   
Collaborative Nature of the Project

The nature of our research together will be quite different than the experientially based research Geoff did in Chile, as it will largely be based in library work.   Here is how we will proceed:

1) First, I will have Geoff read the two main “chapters” I have of the book – a theoretical background on forgiveness in international relations and the chapter on Nicaragua.  This will provide him an introduction into the bigger scheme of my book project and an introduction to the forgiveness literature. 
2) I plan to situate the chapter on Nicaragua in a broader context of US Latin American relations by making mention of US foreign policy in Chile, Guatemala, and Cuba.  I believe Geoff, with some background in Latin America and knowledge of Spanish, is well suited to investigate US reconciliation processes with these nations.  This is something we will spend at most a few days on – as a warm up activity in a sense.

Geoff and I will work together to compile a bibliography and relevant notes on a few key issues of US foreign policy in Latin America.
3)  The main task for our summer is to research the restoration of relations between the US and Vietnam in the past 35 years or so.  This will involve library research using secondary sources on Vietnam history and US foreign policy toward Vietnam.  It will also involve use of primary documents – presidential speeches, Congressional proceedings, reports from state visits between the nations, and more.  There is voluminous material on Vietnam, though I imagine we will have to do some digging to find information (or verify lack of information) about reparations, apologies, reconciliation, and forgiveness in US Vietnamese relations.  One doesn’t readily find these terms used in documents.  Nevertheless, we should be able to get material we need from the Gustavus library collection, on-line databases, and through interlibrary loan.  The search for this wide variety of materials will, in itself, be an educational experience for a student and offer some real expertise in library skills. I am sure we will both need the help of reference librarians!  Though the research will be centered on official processes and state activities, there is another side to stories of reconciliation that has to do with people to people connections.  This may be the true forgiveness story of Vietnam.  Thus, our investigation will also include at least some examination of memoirs of US Vietnam veterans who have chronicled their own journeys of reconciliation (many of them returning to Vietnam in person or becoming involved in aid work), families of Vietnamese affected by the war, and the new popularity of tourism in Vietnam.  
As we comb through the materials, the central question focusing and guiding our research is:  what considerations does this case raise for the limits and possibilities of forgiveness in international relations? 

4) The final goal of the summer collaboration is to draft a paper that tells the “reconciliation” (or lack thereof) story of Vietnam and the US and draws conclusions about this case to the broader question of the limits and possibilities of forgiveness in international relations.    This will likely follow the pattern of my Nicaragua paper – with sections on a) background b) wrongs done c) steps taken toward reconciliation and d) conclusions about the relevance and possibility of forgiveness in this case and beyond.  

We will work through detailed outlines together and share writing tasks.  It is my expectation that Geoff will be a co-author of this chapter in the book. 
In addition to the search for materials and combing through them for relevant information, part of the value of this collaboration for Geoff is the practice in shaping the story of US/Vietnamese relations and looking for insights into the questions and conclusions this case offers about the relevance of forgiveness in international relations.  This is difficult and unexplored territory.  Keeping in mind that this case is only going to be 25-30 pages long, what needs to be told and what gets left out of the story?  What are the key principles and insights that the story tells us relating to the bigger questions of the project?  
I suspect that for Vietnam, a large part of the story of renewed relations with the U.S. is an economic story.  Past wrongs and enmities have been smoothed over by desire for trade and economic growth and opportunity.  As an economics major, Geoff will have valuable insights into these aspects of the story.  

The Nitty Gritty of the collaboration
Geoff and I will work at the Gustavus library for eight weeks of the summer. 
During the weeks of our collaboration, Geoff and I will meet for several hours daily at the Gustavus library to set goals and review our progress, to jointly search for materials and documents, and to discuss our findings and writing.  Since I live in St. Peter, 5 minutes from campus, I am extremely accessible.     

Anticipated Outcomes

Geoff and I will present our work at the International Studies Association (ISA) annual meetings in Spring 2010.
  Proposals for this are due at the end of May 2009.    This is the main international relations conference and regularly has several papers related to forgiveness.  I have presented my two previous forgiveness conference papers at ISA.  Attending the conference will give Geoff opportunity to hear professional papers and roundtable discussions, and the experience of presenting his work in this forum.

Likely Placement for Publication or Performances

Geoff and I will be working on one chapter of a book project, which will take about two more years to complete.  We may also consider submitting a shorter version of the chapter for publication in a journal such as Peace Review or Peace and Change.   

Anticipated Research Completion Date

We will have finished our collaboration by the end of summer 2009 (the conference is later).  My own work on the book project will continue beyond that.
Names and brief biographies of all participants
Geoffrey Alexander: 
I am a junior Economics major at Gustavus with academic interests in labor economics and public policy studies. Two summers ago I traveled to Guatemala which intensified my interests in both becoming proficient at a second language and living among third world people.  I had the opportunity to interact extensively with Dr. Nancy Robinson, who is the director of UNICEF in Guatemala. She had years of experience and wisdom connected to virtually every service organization in Guatemala.  I worked with Mayan Families and learned appropriate interventions in helping those trying to better themselves.  For example, impoverished people benefit most from education and least from strict giveaways.  Last summer, I spent 8 weeks in Peru - 5 weeks in Urubamba, Peru with ProPeru service course.  While interning for ProPeru I co-developed a business plan for Peruvian women to become more financially and emotionally independent. These women were predominantly poor, uneducated, and had been previously abused or otherwise psychologically damaged.  This was significant in that they learned to trust me, a male, after being abused by all of the men in their lives, and also because we were able to develop a program from the bottom up that greatly benefits their daily well-being.  

This fall I had the opportunity to study economic development and globalization with the School for International Training (SIT) in Santiago, Chile. In the final month of the semester I completed an independent research project under the advisement of Professor Orlando Caputo, a leading expert on the copper industry in Chile.  This project was done completely in Spanish.  My research focused on evaluating the working conditions and current collective bargaining agreements of contracted copper workers. More specifically I focused on how the role of contracted workers has changed during times where the copper industry has been dominated by government versus private control. My time spent with workers, union leaders and government officials was truly phenomenal in terms of learning how lives of working people are influenced by policy makers. In defining my research and conclusions, I was forced to sort and think through the many intertwining layers of bureaucracy and the corresponding layers of conflicting and coordinating perspectives.

Mimi Gerstbauer 
I joined the Gustavus faculty in the fall of 2001 in the Political Science department and took on the directorship of the Peace Studies program the following year.  I received tenure in Fall 2006 and was on sabbatical from 2007-2008.  Thus, this is my eighth year at Gustavus.  My primary field is international relations and my secondary field is comparative politics, primarily Latin America.  I also have an M.A. in Peace Studies.  I have interests in NGOs, religion and politics, and peacebuilding.  I regularly teach International relations, Politics of developing nations, Latin American politics, US foreign policy, International Organizations and Introduction to Peace Studies.  I have also taught a J-term on Forgiveness, a J-term travel course to Nicaragua, and an FTS on War Crimes and their Punishment.  I regularly employ experiential and service-learning pedagogies in her courses.  

My research has centered on issues of peacebuilding in international affairs.  In addition to the forgiveness work, I research international NGOs engaged in international peacebuilding and am particularly interested in faith-based NGOs.

Recent publications include: 

Revised and resubmitted, “The Whole Story of NGO Mandate Change: The Peacebuilding Work of World Vision, Catholic Relief Services, and Mennonite Central Committee" The Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly. 

“Transnational Peacebuilding: Bringing Salt and Light to Colombia and the United States” forthcoming in Development in Practice.   
“Peace Profile: Kerr Eby” Peace Review: A Journal of Social Justice, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Summer 2006), pp. 289-298.  Co-authored with Donald Myers.  Also a FOCUS IN/ON exhibit at the Hillstrom Museum at Gustavus.
“Faith, Peace, and Politics: Dwelling in Discomfort,” in Brian Johnson and Carolyn O’Grady, eds. The Spirit of Service: Exploring Faith, Service, and Social Justice in Higher Education.  Boston: Anker Publishing Company, Inc., 2006, pp. 105-124. 

“The New Conflict Managers: Peacebuilding NGOs and State Agendas” in  Elke Krahmann, ed.  New Threats and New Actors in International Security. Palgrave, 2005, pp. 23-44. 

Explanation of how this project fits into the career of Mimi Gerstbauer
Before my sabbatical leave (2007-2008) I had written two conference papers related to international forgiveness – one on state apologies and forgiveness and one suggesting a framework for the relevance of forgiveness in international relations.  These established a good grounding in this niche literature.  My leave year was a time of discernment about whether I would pursue a book on forgiveness in international politics, something I had been considering while still primarily engaged with my research on international relief and development/peacebuilding NGOs.  I was able to complete my Nicaragua chapter during the latter part of my leave and decided to continue developing this line of research.  
The research on forgiveness fits well with my interest in the nexus of religion and international relations, since much of the literature stems from a faith perspective.  There are also new institutes such as the Council on Faith and International Affairs and Institute for Religion and Diplomacy which are extremely interested in these questions, and where I hope to establish a firmer network of colleagues.  

My project with Geoff will be my first extensive experience working with a student on collaborative research (I have had a student research assistant before at Gustavus, which was a positive experience).  I am confident that his research will be helpful for the project, and that it will be rewarding to work with this eager student sharing a process of discovery.  With Geoff’s help this summer, the book will have 3 out of 6 chapters drafted.  Thus, it will be a good juncture to spend some time revising my first theoretical chapter to better fit the book project and to begin looking more closely at publishers such as Rowman and Littlefield, Oxford, Lynne Rienner, and Kumarian.  The first two are more mainstream and each has published on forgiveness in international politics.  The latter two publish extensively in peace studies. 

Explanation of how this project fits into the educational trajectory of the student

This project examining reconciliation between nations fits well with my broader interests in peace and justice issues.  To me, economics is a field of study that aims to maximize the well being of all people with the resources that are available. While the balance of resources in the world is horribly lop-sided, the desire for dignity and health is present in all people.  I have studied, worked and volunteered in 3 different countries the last 3 years, and have felt first hand how policies of wealthy nations like the United States directly impact people of other nations.  Whether someone lives in a wealthy nation, poor nation or somewhere in-between they are impacted by economic policy. For example, the Peruvian women whose businesses I helped develop received much more than adequate food on their family’s table: they developed a sense of pride and independence in contributing to their loved ones.  They became protected from abuse because they could help themselves.  In Chile, the copper miners I interviewed were completely dependent upon the local copper company.  If that company cut its work force, the people were without any way to feed and house themselves.  Who would care enough about them to build a new structure where they can work? Similarly, larger roots of reconciliation are related to economics.  By giving aid to a country or region, the giver makes a strong statement that they want to build economic and social bridges rather than tear them down.  When governments don’t get along and, for example, refuse to trade with each other, it is the people in the country who suffer, not the politicians.   The United States, the largest consumer in the world of many goods, can choose to build factories or otherwise create jobs almost anywhere. Almost any government would welcome the economic prosperity that the US would bring to their country.  But what are the social and personal ramifications of our economics?  These questions fascinate me.  I want to learn as much as I can about researching these types of questions thoroughly so that I can apply my thoughts to policy and furthering human potential and happiness.  The opportunity to study US-Vietnamese reconciliation is perfect for me at this point in my career.  My studies, work and travel abroad have created an intense curiosity and respect for understanding how development, social justice and economics are interrelated. This research is important to my application to a PhD program, a level of study which will in turn allow me to understand the complexities of economic policy as it interacts with human needs.   (will graduate 2010 from Gustavus)
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� This will depend on location of the conference and costs associated with attending.  This grant does not support Geoff’s conference fees, and the Provost Office student conference funds ($500) will likely cover only a fraction of his costs.
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