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 � ABSTRACT: Th e enduring experience of hardship, in the form of layers of various crises, 
can become deeply ingrained in a society, and people can come to act and react under 
these conditions as if they lead a normal life. Th is process is explored through the ana-
lytical concept of duress, which contains three elements: enduring and accumulating 
layers of hardship over time, the normalization of this hardship, and a form of deeply 
constrained agency. We argue that decisions made in duress have a signifi cant impact 
on the social and political structures of society. Th is concept of duress is used as a lens 
to understand the lives of individual people and societies in Central and West Africa 
that have a long history of ecological, political, and social confl icts and crises.
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 Ethnographic Encounters

In the Guéra region in central Chad, people experienced a long period of civil war and ecolog-
ical problems when rebels occupied the countryside for various times from 1965 to 1990. Th is 
concurred with long-standing impoverishment and a complete ecological disaster as a result of 
the droughts in the 1970s and 1980s. A research project was developed in 2002 to understand 
how people had managed life during this period.1

One person we conducted research with is Adoum, originating from the village called Bour-
zan in the Guéra. He must have been around 55 in 2002. He explained in the various chats 
and life history interviews we had with him how in fact he and his family and community had 
lived through various hardships in their lives. In his community’s collective memory, the forced 
displacement of the village from the mountain slope to the roadside by colonial offi  cials was 
prominent. Th e community was displaced for easier control (levying taxes, road maintenance, 
labor recruitment). Adoum explained that his childhood was good, but he migrated already in 
his early adulthood to Khartoum because of droughts and to escape the high taxes being levied 
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by the regime of the fi rst president. While he was in Sudan, the fi rst rebellion broke out in Chad, 
and he was asked to become a rebel fi ghter, something he refused to do. He decided it would be 
better to return, despite the risk of being regarded as traitor by the Chadian government and 
being killed. He escaped persecution by explaining to a Chadian army commandant what had 
happened in Sudan, and he was in fact forced to betray his friends. Th e national army was also 
an important party to the violence in the region during this and later episodes.

Family conditions were extremely hard, refl ected by the loss of children and the need to 
migrate to survive. Th e droughts of the 1980s were a particularly diffi  cult time, when the whole 
village was emptied of its people. Adoum’s family also had to cope with the new waves of rebel 
groups that came through the region where they lived. One of his most violent memories was 
of how he was tortured and forced by a group of rebels to convert from animism to Islam. Th is 
happened in the early 1980s in his recollection of facts.2 Many people in the region underwent 
the same fate. Others chose refuge, which was oft en, though not always, synonymous with rebel-
lion. Despite his forced conversion, Adoum was now a Muslim praying fi ve times a day. He had 
also become a seasonal migrant to N’Djaména, earning income to support his family during the 
recurring ecological crises in the region.

When Adoum grew old, he went back to his village, where we met him regularly during 
subsequent research trips. In his village, many households were headed by women, and poverty 
was extreme. Numerous people had died or had never returned to the village. Most others in 
his village were also Muslim, but Adoum still venerated some elements of the old religion. As 
he explained, the correct “infrastructure” for such animist beliefs (secret places, preparation 
of local beer) were largely absent or destroyed, or had vanished in the forced conversion to 
Islam, and there was no way back. For him, this was now the normal situation, though the 
memory of his violent conversion still disturbed him. His son had started to travel as a migrant 
laborer to N’Djaména, replacing his father, because the ecological conditions in their home area 
were permanently fragile. Adoum’s life, as that of many people in Chad, is an example of a life 
shaped by various layers of hardship. People in this region have been formed by these hardships, 
which have had a decisive impact on the steering of their lives (see de Bruijn and van Dijk 2007; 
de Bruijn et al. 2004).

Th is example shows how an individual, as part of a larger community, is aff ected by severe 
constraint and how the individual chooses—if indeed we can call this choice—very particular 
courses of action, in this case, migration and conversion. Converting to Islam was an unwanted 
choice but one that could not be avoided. Migration was an attempt to escape hardship but 
turned out to become part of the lived reality of new hardship. It is important to bear in mind 
that a considerable part of the Chadian population has been living through changes in beliefs, 
norms, and violent rules imposed by diff erent regimes and rebel groups since the start of civil 
war in 1965—and before that, through colonial conquest and slave raiding (Abdoulaye Adoum 
2017; Debos 2009). As explained elsewhere, the eff ects of such impositions are not the same 
for everybody, but what is the same is that people are infl uenced and take decisions they would 
probably not take if the long exposure to confl ict and war, to oppression and ecological crises, 
was not part of their lives (see de Bruijn and van Dijk 2007). In the case of Chad, where we 
still do our fi eldwork, we must accept that these circumstances of hardship with a long durée 
are multilayered and a permanent feature of life. Th ey are part of the historical and everyday 
experience of people and have become deeply internalized and normalized to a certain extent 
(de Bruijn et al. 2004; Both et al. 2018). Th is raises signifi cant questions about how to under-
stand these individual lives and the societies they are part of and contribute to. How can we 
understand the shape and feel of individual lives in such contexts? What distinguishes the social 
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fabric (Breton et al. 2004: 5; Das 2007: 60; Short 1984: 716) of societies in duress from other 
societies? What kind of social and political dynamics are created? We propose an analytical lens, 
the concept of duress, to be able to understand some of the workings and consequences of the 
normalization and internalization of complex and enduring hardship.

Duress

In this introduction to this special section of Confl ict and Society, we explain what we mean by 
duress. We are building on discussions of violence, chronic crisis, and agency in confl ict and 
crisis situations that have been the focus in recent anthropological studies. We aim at under-
standing the internalization of experiences of enduring hardship and the actions taken on this 
basis (i.e., duress), and the visible and tangible sociopolitical outcomes of this internalization 
(i.e., realities of duress). Th e articles in this section are all based on ethnographic and biograph-
ical studies situated in specifi c parts of Central and West Africa, where the conditions of life 
exemplify the notion of duress as we propose it here.3

Th e concept of duress is extrapolated from a juridical context. We use it as a lens through 
which to view and clarify the experience of acting under enduring hardship. Duress, in a jurid-
ical context, refers to threats, violence, constraint, or other actions used to coerce someone into 
doing something against their will or better judgment. Th e concept in jurisprudence refers to 
the search for the accountability and culpability of a person who committed a crime. While we 
are not interested in these questions here,4 we believe many dimensions of this concept have 
analytical value in the situations we describe. In Central and West Africa, many people lived 
and continue to live through crises of various types: everyday life is full of stories, memories, 
and experiences not only of oppression, violence, and threats of war but also of famine and 
ecological crises, daily hardship due to corruption, and discrimination and lack of state ser-
vices; it is a complex of hardships that are both social and material (Giddens 1979 used this dis-
tinction for the description of structure in the structure and agency dialectic). As researchers, 
we observed that these diverse experiences of hardship oft en intersect and endure (the notion 
of durée, which one can read in duress, captures this well). Coming together, these experiences 
have an important bearing on people’s decisions. We observed that hardships of diff erent kinds 
became part and parcel of the lives and decisions of people as an almost normalized situation 
(Both 2017; de Bruijn et al. 2004). We sought to understand how people who live under such 
normalized and enduring hardship steer their lives. With the juridical notion of duress in 
mind, we argue that such conditions lead to constrained agency, particularly observable in 
“choiceless decisions,” a concept we explain later (see Coulter 2008, basing herself on Aretxaga 
1997).

Having presented the outlines of the concept as it transpired from our ethnographies, we 
will elaborate on the concept of duress in relation to authors that have inspired our thinking, 
and explore the diff erent dimensions of duress: durée, normalization, and constrained agency. 
Th en, a short refl ection on methodology will follow. In the articles in this special section, the 
authors focus especially on how duress may translate into specifi c tactics (Berckmoes 2014, 
2015; de Certeau 1984; Vigh 2006) or pathways (de Bruijn et al. 2005) and how it fi nds its 
lace in ordinary lives (Das 2007; Scheper-Hughes 1993). Each case study presented in the 
articles of this special section makes tangible the impact of this enduring and internalized 
hardship, these realities of duress, through a focus on such elements (tactics, pathways, and 
ordinary lives).
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Th e Durée in Duress: Layers of Hardship Accumulating over Time

Th rough the notion of duress, we emphasize the factor of durée that one can read in the concept: 
the enduring experience of hardship that many societies are subjected to. Th is resonates with 
the work of Ann Stoler (2016), who sees colonialism’s enduring presence—its entailments—as 
informing present-day duress in the postcolonial era. Indeed, many Central and West African 
societies that are in focus in this special section lived through diffi  cult times during the colonial 
period. Colonial projects oft en had violent eff ects—for instance, the violent displacement of 
people in the military conquest and following “pacifi cation” of regions that remained opposed 
to colonization, with economic deprivation and starvation as potential consequences; the dis-
placement and death of workers in the construction of infrastructures; or the subjection of 
people during the imposition of cultivating cash crops (see, e.g., Adoum 2017; Carayannis and 
Lombard 2015; Debos 2009; de Brazza 2014; Headrick and Headrick 1994). In her book Duress: 
Imperial Durabilities in Our Times, Stoler elaborates on the enduring eff ects of such violence, 
suggesting that “colonial constraints and imperial dispositions” still “have tenacious presence” 
in our present-day world (2016: 4); hence, she contests that we are actually living in “post-
colonial” times. In the regions of our research, more recent confl icts, rebellions, and political 
regimes are indeed connected to (or even products of) colonial histories, but they also come 
with their own particular forms of hardship, new forms of duress that endure in the lives of 
people and societies—hence our emphasis on the existence of layers of hardship.

Th ese more recent histories and their durable “impress” on society leave their own “indel-
ible if [sometimes] invisible gash” (Stoler 2016: 6). Th ey also oft en inform patterns of agency, 
especially when they are compounded with recurring ecological crises (Amadou, this section; 
de Bruijn et al. 2004) and new disorders accompanying rampant globalization and neoliberal 
economic policies (Good et al. 2008: 2). As our research in Chad has shown explicitly, the popu-
lations living in the countries we work in have encountered enduring confrontations with hard-
ship, which oft en sediment in layers on layers of experiences in people and communities.5 Even 
if some people managed to escape certain episodes of hardship and did not experience them 
personally, the textures of kinship ties and social fabrics that are aff ected are diffi  cult to escape.6

A Normalization of Hardship?

When duress simultaneously consists of an accumulation of diff erent layers over time (durée) 
and diff erent forms of hardships, no real ruptures or pauses are experienced in that hardship—
for example, when there is no clear demarcation between war and peace (Debos 2016; Richards 
2005), ecological crises are part of life and never end (de Bruijn et al. 2005), or the hardship 
becomes just an ordinary fact (Rechtman 2017: 137) and part of everyday life (Das 2007). In 
such cases, there is no “dealing with hardship or violence” aft er a particular historical crisis 
(war or eruption of violence) (cf. Kidron 2010; Uvin 2009); rather, a continuity of violence and 
hardship that determines life permeates everything. In this sense, duress has become part of 
being, shaping subjective experience, and does not exist outside the actor; it is internalized and 
carried along.

Th e notion of chronic crisis, introduced by Henrik Vigh in 2008, comes closest to the idea of 
a continuum of hardship as the structural element of the experience of living in duress. Empha-
sizing the continuing confl ict and decline found in many parts of the world, Vigh argues that in 
these locations, crisis is not a time-bound experience but has rather become chronic—hence the 
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need to see crisis itself as context instead of placing a crisis in a context (2008: 7–8). Drawing our 
attention to the chronicity of crisis in many parts of the world, Vigh’s conceptual exploration still 
foregrounds the experience of “crisis” more than that of its chronicity. As in much contempo-
rary work by anthropologists, the analysis centers on notions of uncertainty and unpredictabil-
ity (see, e.g., Berckmoes 2014, 2015; Cooper and Pratten 2015; Vigh 2009). 

Following Vigh (2008), we think of duress as chronic but not as something that people refer 
explicitly to as if it were something tangible, something “out there” that solicits comments or 
refl ection (see also Mbembe and Roitman 1995). When experienced as an enduring or chronic 
condition, duress as we understand it—consisting of intersecting layers of hardship caused by, 
for example, corruption, lack of state services, everyday violence, the threat of war, oppression, 
or memories of past violence—does not always abruptly dislocate people in their orientation 
(normatively, ontologically) and cause uncertainty. Although this may occur with some forms 
of hardship, hardship in many places may have become rather predictable, already embedded 
in existing structures (see, e.g., Buch Segal 2013: 134 on predictable uncertainty for Palestinian 
women with husbands in Israeli prisons). Th e hardship we refer to, besides being rather pre-
dictable, may also be less extreme at times than chronic crisis, but it may be just as powerful 
in force and eff ect when it comes in disguise. For example, it may be in the form of a dictator’s 
slowly growing security apparatus, which makes people increasingly suspicious of their social 
surroundings, as is the case in Chad—though this is not the fi rst time in their history: a notorious 
security apparatus of this type also existed during Hissène Habré’s presidency (1982–1990). How 
people therefore relate to this new development is related to their earlier experiences and memo-
ries of hardship, as well as to their present experience, prompting a need to focus also on memory 
when trying to understand societies in duress (cf. Argenti and Schramm 2010; Fabian 2003).

When crisis or hardship is enduring and chronic, Vigh suggests that there is quantitative nor-
malization at play—that is, events related to crisis happen so oft en that the occurrence of crisis 
becomes the “norm” (see also Mbembe and Roitman 1995). But he warns against assuming that 
qualitative normalization (i.e., a shift ing of norms under crisis and hence crisis becoming the 
normal state and no longer refl ected on) also takes place in such situations. In his perspective, 
habituation to chronic crisis is, by the nature of the concept of crisis, impossible. Crisis constantly 
turns one’s world upside down, or the possibility of such reversals is always on the horizon, thus 
preventing the development of a habitus (2006: 154; 2008: 20). Th is is an indication that the term 
“crisis” does not always fi t the situations we describe: hence our reference to enduring hardship 
instead, suggesting that “qualitative normalization” of duress can take place—that is, these condi-
tions and how people act on them can also come to be perceived as “normal.”

We argue that there is a need to explore whether, and in what forms, a normalization of 
duress does occur. We try to understand duress as something that becomes internalized and 
is no longer a quality only of the world outside (cf. Vigh 2008). Hence, we deliberately use the 
preposition “in” with duress: to indicate that people internalize these conditions of hardship, 
oft en without even consciously realizing it. “Under” duress, which is the more common formu-
lation in English, still positions duress outside the person. Speaking of being “in duress” means 
that we consider duress as having become part and parcel of a person’s emotions, their being, 
and their repertoire of acting.

Constrained Agency

Agency is always already constrained. Anthony Giddens (1979) emphasizes that a structure 
enables and constrains people’s actions. Agency is the outcome of the “negotiation of many of 
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the structural limitations encountered in daily life” (van Dijk et al. 2007: 1). Limitations are 
therefore already key to the idea of agency itself. But the notion of duress invites us to think of 
agency as particularly constrained in situations of enduring hardship—as our case studies from 
Chad illustrate—legitimating our focus on understanding more of life as lived in such places.

To grasp the extent of constraint and how people engage with it is not easy (see also our 
section on methodological questions). Our cases, however, show that an emphasis on deci-
sion-making over time may prove important—in particular, the frequent occurrence of “choice-
less decisions” (Coulter 2008). In such conditions, it is relevant to focus on understanding how 
duress steers, apart from the individual life course, the social and political fabric in particular 
directions. Aft er all, duress is oft en shared, leading not necessarily to collective action but to 
tactics and pathways that are not unique but shared (see Berckmoes 2014, 2015; Debos 2016; 
Lombard and Batianga-Kinzi 2014; Amadou, de Bruijn, and Wilson Janssens, this section).

 Agency is more than people’s intentional action as rational actors (Coulter 2008), more than 
their resistance to domination (Mahmood 2006),7 so a focus on decisions is only one way of 
studying the more complex workings of agency. But at the same time, it is a very relevant focus 
for understanding the workings of duress—not only because “choiceless decisions” are oft en 
steered by duress but also because the outcomes of these decisions may off er the researcher 
access to a better understanding of the duress underlying the decisions. Chris Coulter (2008) 
writes extensively on the notion of “choiceless decisions,” which she borrows from Begoña 
Aretxaga (1997). Coulter speaks of war/battlefi eld decisions (becoming a fi ghter) that women 
had to make in order to save their lives. Th e emotion of fear (of violence, of rape, even of death) 
was an important motivating factor in making these decisions to become fi ghters in the Sierra 
Leonean civil war. Whereas they made a decision to do so, the decision was made under heavy 
constraint (fear and the very serious threat of real violence).

With our focus on constrained agency, we are interested not only in forced soldiering (Coulter 
2008) or forced conversion (de Bruijn and van Dijk 2007). One can equally think of other exam-
ples—of people allying themselves to the country’s ruling party as the only chance to gain access 
to a job or to keep their family safe, of self-censorship, of retreating from the public sphere, of 
choosing exile—as relevant to understanding conditions of profound constraint. Th ese are all 
examples from our studies in Chad but are similar to decisions made by people living in other 
specifi c situations of hardship. When we add the component “time” to this model, we under-
stand that decisions of these kinds oft en do not take place just once in the life trajectory of the 
people we came to know; they can recur throughout time.

If we extend our analytical perspective from the individual making specifi c decisions to the 
society as a whole, we become aware that, through such choiceless decisions, almost all people 
in such social confi gurations may be aff ected and repeatedly pushed in directions they do not 
wish to go. Th ese are not always extreme decisions: ordinary life is more oft en full of smaller 
decisions made as a consequence of hardship over time. Th is raises signifi cant questions about 
how to understand the social fabric and the shape it takes under such conditions. What do 
the social fabric and the political fi eld look like when the act of making choiceless decisions 
becomes part of the daily life of communities for decades?

We agree with Patrick Chabal (2009: 16), who embraces the agency approach as a way “not 
to rehearse yet again the fact that Africa is the ‘victim’ of history but to honor the day-to-day 
lives of those who strive to maintain human dignity in the face of overwhelming odds.” Th is 
resonates with what Rijk van Dijk and colleagues (2007: 2) have described: “No matter how 
constraining . . . environmental, economic, political or social-cultural terms . . . such conditions 
never become so totalizing or hegemonic that all creativity in countering or coping with the 
situations African societies are confronted with is annihilated.” We also recognize this approach 
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in the work of Nancy Scheper-Hughes (1993), Veena Das (2007), and Veena Das and Shalini 
Randeria (2015), who try to understand the agency of poor people in India and Brazil under 
what could be labeled structural and everyday violence or a continuum of violence (Farmer 
1996; Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois 2003). Th ese studies emphasize that people always strive 
to preserve their dignity, even under very compromising circumstances. For us as researchers, it 
is important to understand this attempt.

Having said this, we should also not lose sight of the enormous diff erences in agency in sit-
uations of enduring hardship. Th e internalization of hardship is not the same for everybody. As 
already came to the fore in an early critique on Giddens by Kieran Healy (1998)—who proposes 
adding the notion of access to structure as an important factor that determines the outcome of 
agency—hierarchies and rules of access shape things such that some people have more infl uence 
than others. Healy emphasizes the role of inequality in the creation of the structure-agency dia-
lectic relationship (see also Whyte 2008).

Indeed, our own research and the articles in this special section show that how the environ-
ment is constraining, how severe hardship is, what room is left  to maneuver, and which forms 
of creativity or coping can be expressed all make a diff erence. Hence, we learn from research-
ers who have researched life in very diffi  cult conditions—where the set of choices is severely 
circumscribed (Coulter 2008, 2009; Dolan 2009: 246; Vigh 2006, 2008) or where such limited 
choice in the past has already very much determined the structures of the present (Adoum 2017; 
Leopold 2006; Stoler 2016). By the notion of constrained agency, derived from the juridical con-
cept of duress, we therefore aim to draw specifi c attention to the disproportionate constraint at 
play in certain situations, places, and times.

Realities of Duress: Methodological Refl ections

Duress, the internalization of enduring hardships, has practical outcomes: in action, in realities 
of daily life. However, it is diffi  cult to study duress as such if it is “an invisible gash”—a black box 
that is diffi  cult to open. While we are addressing enduring hardship here, the “entailments” and 
continuous presence thereof are not always obvious: “Duress rarely calls out its name. Oft en it 
is a mute condition of constraint” (Stoler 2016: 7). Richard Rechtman (2017), refl ecting on the 
work of Das, uses the concept “subjectivation” to describe the methodology Das uses to grasp 
the invisible, to know the almost “unknowable” that is part of subjectivity. In our case, we search 
for the more tangible outcome of living in duress by a focus on the decisions people make but 
also on the words they use to refl ect on their lives. Studying decisions, how they are made, how 
they are embedded in a life course, how they are explained, in which words, what their outcomes 
are—this off ers us access to how duress is felt and to what is produced as a consequence: visible 
and tangible social realities, realities of duress that come to the surface. Indeed, such decisions 
and actions and the refl ections thereon are always subjective interpretations.

Th e studies closest to our quest to understand life in duress are those in which there is room 
for the understanding of the daily practices of people in situations of war, uncertainty, crisis, 
and continuous decline. Ethnographic work in the context of hardship in African situations, for 
instance, concentrates on tactical agency (Berckmoes 2014, 2015; Utas 2005; Vigh 2006) or on 
social navigation (Vigh 2006, 2009). Th ese studies focus on the study of tactics as a repertoire 
of improvisation in the midst of crisis. Our study of duress has a more constraint-/coercion-
oriented focus, in order to grasp the realities of actions and the meaning-making processes that 
accompany these actions, when people operate under conditions of hardship (see also Aijmer 
and Abbink 2000).
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Th e study of the ordinary and the daily, especially in duress, cannot ignore emotions. Th e 
study of emotions takes us beyond a focus on the endless improvisation in, and movement of, 
the social fi eld toward an understanding from within. Emotions are mediators between duress 
and constrained agency, as we have learned from Coulter (2008) with her focus on fear as moti-
vating  the decisions made by female fi ghters. Here, we follow Michael Jackson’s insights (see 
also Ligtvoet, this section): “We do violence to the complexity of lived experience when we 
make analytical cuts between emotion and thought, or emotion, the senses, thought and action” 
(2010: 35). A focus on emotions that steer choiceless decisions brings us closer to understanding 
the black box of acting in duress.

We also cannot gloss over how people’s emotions, choices, and actions are shaped by and 
potentially contribute to the aggravation of duress (Mbembe and Roitman 1995: 338). Based 
on interpretations of the continuum of hardship built up from historical experiences, memory 
informs these emotions, choices, and actions. Both lived historical pathways (de Bruijn et al. 
2005) and the practices of remembering (and forgetting) (Argenti and Schramm 2010; Dick-
son-Gomez 2002; Fabian 2003) are crucial to understanding the dynamics of meaning-giving 
and decision-making in duress. Th e historical—as lived experiences and as source for individual 
and collective memory and for shaping mental dispositions—is central to present-day decisions 
and actions in duress (see, e.g., Both 2017; Leopold 2006; Lombard and Batianga-Kinzi 2014). 
Th e biographical method, in which there is room for historical pathways, emotions, and deci-
sions, is apt to grasp such situations, as is shown in the contributions to this special section (see 
Ligtvoet in particular, but also Adamou Amadou, Mirjam de Bruijn, and Heitz-Tokpa).

Articles in Th is Special Section: 
Realities of Duress in Central and West Africa

In this special section, our aim is not to present all the detailed histories of crisis and the harsh 
environments in each country of study. However, what we fi nd in common is that nowhere in 
our study regions is a crisis singular: it is part of a sequence of wars, famines, economic crises, 
and other events that have been endured under dictatorships or in weak states. Th e diff erent 
case studies included in this section do not negate the idea that agency exists in such circum-
stances, but they do question the extent to which room is left  for people to maneuver. We aim 
to understand why people make the decisions they do under such constraining circumstances, 
and the emotions involved.

Th e articles illustrate how using the lens of duress leads to ethnographic descriptions in 
which the emphasis is on detailed analysis of biographies, of daily experiences, of pathways, of 
historical-ethnographic accounts. Th is may help us to understand the dynamics of constrained 
agency. At the same time, these articles fi ll some ethnographic “gaps” with regard to recent 
anthropological/historical studies in Central Africa. Together, these empirical studies provide 
an ethnographic dimension to what is experienced in many places in particular ways and with 
specifi c outcomes depending on people’s positions in society and how they internalize and act 
on duress. Th e process of enduring hardship as internalized and infl uencing people’s agency 
sometimes has tangible outcomes, which we describe in this special section as the realities of 
duress. Th ese are the practices, in which duress translates into concrete new realities.

A clear example of a reality of duress is the emergence of the messianic movement, described 
by Meike de Goede, aft er decades of people’s interaction with colonial violence in Moyen-Congo 
(nowadays Congo-Brazzaville). Th e author shows how a process of violence and repression 
almost coerces people to take up a specifi c political position. Th e colonial state is an obvious 
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repressive actor in this narrative, constraining and shaping the direction of agency of the people. 
In this article, a messianic movement is the “new reality of duress.” In the article that narrates the 
experiences of refugees from the Central African Republic by Maria Catherina Wilson Janssens, 
we witness an ethnographic exploration of constrained agency. We follow two of the author’s 
interlocutors closely as they try to fi nd their way in Kinshasa—a particularly harsh environment 
for locals, and even more so for foreign refugees—and we come to understand how a layered 
experience of hardship informs the refugees’ trajectories.

For Katharina Heitz-Tokpa, an investigation of the relationship between living in duress 
and the development of distrust is the main point of departure. What does living under rebel 
occupation in Côte d’Ivoire do to the social fabric, and what if distrust as an outcome remains 
in place when the rebels are no longer there? Has a new reality of duress then been created? 
Adamou Amadou addresses the diff erences between normalized duress for nomadic Mbororo 
and extreme, new realities of duress that his interlocutors encountered in the Central Afri-
can Republic recently, before they became sedentarized as refugees in Cameroon. Th e author 
accesses the distinction between diff erent forms of duress through the analysis of memories, 
emotions, and the words used to describe them.

In the next article, Mirjam de Bruijn examines how young people in Chad express their expe-
rience of duress on Facebook, and the relation between a group of Facebook activists and people 
on the ground. Here, a reality of duress clearly comes to the surface in the expressions, emo-
tions, moral indignation, and calls for action on Facebook. But what do these Facebook authors 
achieve? Does the platform facilitate the alleviation of the duress in their country, duress that 
is primarily attributed to an enduring, repressive regime? Th e author addresses this question 
directly. Related to a similar area of information and communication technologies (ICTs), Inge 
Ligtvoet focuses on a particular life history in her article. Th e author describes the everyday 
reality of duress experienced by a young man in southeast Nigeria whose past and present expe-
riences of hardship and duress shape his aspirations. New ICTs have played an infl uential role 
in his recent years, but do they off er him an escape from duress? Th is remains the question. Th e 
author’s contribution is methodological, elaborating on the biographic method as essential to 
understanding the workings of duress.

Together, the articles in this special section show that using the lens of duress allows us to 
better understand situations in which people live in and through enduring hardship and how 
this infl uences both their social and political being in the world. Th e articles also draw attention 
to how diff erent modes of duress are internalized, and how such internalization depends very 
much on the position one has in society, in existing and shift ing social hierarchies and shift ing 
political fi elds.
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 � NOTES

 1. Mirjam de Bruijn and Han van Dijk conducted fi eldwork in the Guéra in 2003 for 10 months; aft er 

that, one or the other returned for follow-up research every following year. Th is section of the intro-

duction is based on publications by de Bruijn et al. (2004) and de Bruijn and van Dijk (2007).

 2. It was diffi  cult to examine the exact period or rebel groups responsible. As de Bruijn and van Dijk 

write elsewhere about the research in the village of Bourzan: “Th e older people mix the fi rst period 

of trouble (1967–1975) and the second period (1976–1987). For them it was a long period of extreme 

insecurity aggravated by periods of droughts and bad harvests” (2007: 85).

 3. Most of the research that is presented by the various authors in this special section of Confl ict and 

Society (with the exception of Katharina Heitz-Tokpa and Meike de Goede) was conducted within 

the project “Connecting in Times of Duress: Understanding Communication and Confl ict in Middle 

Africa’s Mobile Margins” at the Institute for History, Leiden University.

 4. But see Coulter (2008, 2009) and Dolan (2009), who, working in extreme situations, refer to complex 

victim-perpetrator distinctions.

 5. We stick to the notion of hardship and do not use the concept of violence with all its diff erent adjec-

tives (structural, ordinary, everyday, symbolic, etc.) because we feel the violence framework comes 

with its own challenges. With the tendency to see everything as violence, we obscure more than we 

reveal (see, e.g., Scheper-Hughes and Bourgois 2003). Our focus on the concept of duress aims to 

focus more on the temporal, individual, and social aspects and eff ects of various experiences of hard-

ship. Th is includes forms of violence, certainly, but also political and ecological crises. Th us, our aim 

is to further an understanding of how to grasp the eff ects of duress as layered experiences of hardship, 

which include more than just forms of violence.

mailto:m.e.de.bruijn@hum.leidenuniv.nl
Email: j.c.both@hum.leidenuiv.nl
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 6. See, for example, Buch Segal (2018) on what she calls the “tattered textures of kinship,” and the liter-

ature on secondary and transgenerational traumatization (e.g., Argenti and Schramm 2010). See also 

Maria Catherina Wilson Janssens (in this section), who shows that “an escape” (in the form of fl ight 

by students from the Central African Republic) is seldom an escape from duress. Refuge oft en simply 

confronts people with experiences of hardship other than those they sought to escape, but not with 

an absence of hardship. All ethnographic studies of refugee camps (and humanitarian intervention) 

attest to this fact (for an early study of this kind, see Harrell-Bond 1986).

 7. Mahmood states, “I want to suggest we think of agency not as synonym for resistance to relations of 

combination but as a capacity for action that historically specifi c relations of subordination enable 

and create” (2006: 34). Our focus on “constraint” in constrained agency might suggest that we try 

to explain why people do not resist oppression in duress. However, our aim is not to study resis-

tance or explain the lack thereof but rather to acknowledge under which circumstances people are 

required to be, act, and become in relation to others. Our focus on constraint furthermore comes 

from the empirical case studies in Chad that show the multiple, choiceless decisions people in duress 

are required to make over a lifetime. While constraint is not limited to this particular country or to 

the region that is written about in this special section, we recognize constraint as a dominant char-

acteristic of agency that should be at the core of the analysis of the workings of duress. Th is is also 

a reaction to studies that promote a rather endless improvisation against the odds in such diffi  cult 

locations, while acknowledging that decision-making and agency are not related one-to-one.

   Th e concept of choiceless decisions employed by Coulter (2008) and Aretxaga (1997) plays with 

the idea that choice is free, in its contrasting of the concepts of decision (free and rational choice) and 

choicelessness (disempowerment/victimhood). Th is off ers us a more nuanced approach to under-

standing the complex workings of agency, one that resonates with our fi eld in which people still 

make decisions with consequences for the future of relating to others and to oneself. Coulter (2008) 

describes how this works for female fi ghters and their reception back into society.
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