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On first encountering the title of  this essay, one may well think it an odd combination.  

What does improvisation—most commonly associated with music—have to do with peace and 

justice?  My aim in this essay is to show that there is, in fact, considerable overlap between 

improvisation theory and peace studies.  Both of  them typically draw on a concern with process and 

with principles of  justice and inclusivity that, following Charles Taylor, we might think of  as a 

‘politics of  recognition’.1  In order to see this shared ground, however, we first need to clear away 

the underbrush of  misconceptions that clutters both fields.

Let me begin with improvisation theory.  Those of  us who follow and contribute to the 

scholarship in this area are accustomed to the ways in which improvisation may be incorrectly or 

inadequately represented, from dismissals of  it as a mere gimmick or a refuge for untalented hacks, 

to over-idealization of  it as a sine qua non of  creativity and a panacea for all types of  fractured social 

relations.  As I understand it, one of  the central goals of  the Improvisation, Community, and Social 

Practice (ICASP) Project is to theorize improvisatory practices in a socially generative and 

intellectually rigorous way that will help us to better understand what improvisation can contribute 

to existing and future social relations.  To that end, ICASP announces as its core hypothesis “that 

musical improvisation is a crucial model for political, cultural, and ethical dialogue and 

action” (“About”).  This model stresses the ways, and extent to which, improvisatory practices 

promote “participatory and civic virtues of  engagement, dialogue, respect, and community-building” 

as well as the “ability to negotiate differences, and … willingness to accept the challenges of  risk and 

contingency” (www.improvcommunity.ca/about).  The emphasis on dialogue and difference clearly 

shows improvisation theory’s compatibility with the pluralist conception of  deliberative democracy 
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articulated most famously by Taylor, and the attention to risk and contingency moves us beyond the 

existing discourse on recognition.  When conceived as an intervention into the existing scholarship 

on social relations and community-building, improvisation theory moves us beyond the abstractions 

of  multicultural politics, into the concrete, personal obligations that I have written about elsewhere 

as the ‘ethos of  improvisation’.2

The ethos that I theorize takes as its central values commitments to inclusivity and 

responsiveness (which appears in the musical literature as the notion of  ‘listening trust’ articulated 

by Smith and Waterman).3  This ethical attitude advances attempts to build more functional political 

communities by refusing to delegitimize would-be participants on grounds of  difference or 

incoherence of  expression.  Instead it demands that we allow anyone who wishes to speak to have 

their say, and further demands that we listen closely, critically, and charitably to their contributions—

even, or perhaps especially, when what they have to say is difficult to understand.  Because of  the 

respect for process that lies at the heart of  improvisation theory, an ethos of  improvisation obliges 

us to defer our judgements concerning the worth of  contributions to the discourse until the 

discursive performance is over and each contribution can be assessed in terms of  what and how it 

added to the overall performance.  One of  the primary aims of  this ethos is to stimulate in each of  

us a greater awareness and appreciation of  the subtleties of  communicative practices, such that we 

become more capable of  responding respectfully to others and at the same time become more 

attuned to the nuance of  messages conveyed in our own performances.  

The more insight we have into different communication styles and different messages people 

might be trying to communicate, the less threatening communication becomes and the easier it 

becomes to genuinely open ourselves to the other.  As important as this insight is, though, it must be 

accompanied by self-trust, if  it is to be enacted.  The courage to open oneself  to others is, in my 

opinion, something that can only be developed in the course of  one’s life experience, a process of  

learning when and how to trust one’s intuitions and learning how to correct one’s mistakes.  
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Accumulating enough evidence to convince oneself  that one is capable of  responding productively 

in moments of  threat or vulnerability increases one’s capacity to trust others; even if  a given other 

does turn out to be a threat, this is not a traumatic experience.  Interventions that challenge or reject 

one’s contributions to the overall negotiation (or conversation) can be acknowledged and navigated 

precisely because one is encountering them from a position of  psychological confidence.  In 

developing our capacities for openness to difference and living with risk (that, for instance, our 

attempts to negotiate and communicate might fail), this ethos of  improvisation is not just 

performative; it is also transformative.  It grounds subsidiary virtues that are not otherwise endorsed by 

the social status quo (a way of  thinking that teaches us to refrain from taking chances if  failure is a 

live option), virtues like generosity towards others, willingness to support their risk-taking and their 

struggles to find creative ways out of  impasses, commitment to an enhanced capacity to forgive the 

mis-steps that inevitably happen in these struggles, and greater respect for the ability to integrate, 

adopt, or even switch between different perspectives and different types of  tools.

Improvisation theory has something to teach peace studies both as a model for social 

relations and as a discursive framework for these concrete ethical attitudes I draw from its musical 

and community-building practices.  While peace studies is sometimes dismissed by detractors and 

polemicists as “essentially the absence of  war,” it is a dynamic and multidisciplinary field of  

academic engagement, theorizing creative, practical, non-violent approaches to conflict resolution.4  

It draws on political science, economics, international relations, sociology, psychology, and 

philosophy, among other disciplines, in order to theorize causes and solutions for ‘direct 

violence’ (wars between nations, government-sponsored attacks against their own citizens), 

‘structural violence’ (starvation, for instance), and ‘cultural violence’ (civil problems like crime).  The 

attention that peace studies gives to negotiation and to the building of  shared common ground 

constitutes its attitudinal and content overlap with improvisation theory, insofar as both seek to 

build more just and durable social relations than those which currently exist, and seek to do so 
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through adoption of  new perspectives and behaviours towards those who are deemed to be 

‘problems’ within the existing social order.

Although not one of  the central texts of  peace studies, Israeli philosopher Avishai Margalit’s 

new book on compromise offers some intriguing possibilities for thinking through intersections and 

divergences of  peace studies and improvisation theory, in particular as both disciplines are 

concerned to address questions of  justice.  Margalit tells us that On Compromise and Rotten Compromises 

is focused primarily on “the moral status of  compromise made for the sake of  peace at the expense 

of  justice” (8).  “There is,” he observes, “a notion that views the essence of  compromise not so 

much in splitting the difference as in the willingness to accept a redescription of  what is in 

dispute” (Margalit 50).  Strategies like redescription lie at the heart of  improvisatory practices; jazz, 

in particular, is identified by some theorists as a practice of  formal revision (repetition with a signal 

difference).5  Another point of  convergence between improvisation theory and the theorizing of  

peace that Margalit offers is the importance of  working to gain insight into the other’s point of  view 

and, following from that recognition, the awareness that this point of  view might meet one’s own at 

multiple ‘locations’.  As Margalit puts it, “deadlock … is not necessarily an indication that no 

agreement point exists … [and] if  there is a more feasible and a better agreement than the conflict 

point, then there is more than one such point” (51).

He claims, however, there is “a deep tension between peace and justice,” with ‘compromise’ 

playing a mediating role between the two (Margalit 7-8).  More feasible and better agreements are 

not to be confused with just agreements; Margalit thinks that justice might, in some cases, be too 

much to ask for in the context of  negotiations for peace.  His intuitions about the importance of  

peace in human flourishing lead him to endorse the view “that peace should tolerate a certain 

injustice … War might on occasion be the most efficient and speedy way to redress injustice, but this 

in itself  does not justify its use” (Margalit 80).  Where Margalit accepts that some peace processes 

will require us to relinquish our pursuit of  justice (that could conceivably have been continued 
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through military campaigns), I think a slightly different intuition comes out of  improvisation theory.  

Margalit freely acknowledges the undesirability of  war; his analysis of  a necessity to sacrifice justice 

if  we want peace is in no way intended to suggest that justice-loving people should seek or prefer 

violent means to their ends.  Indeed, the very reason he thinks justice claims do not trump 

possibilities for peace is that “violence is bad, very bad” (Margalit 79).  The slightly different 

intuition I think improvisation theory reveals to us is that, in addition to being bad, violence is also 

an ineffective way to deal with injustice.6  The damage it does simply exacerbates the original 

injustice, inflaming resentments rather than resolving them.  The tension between peace and justice 

that Margalit identifies poses a moral dilemma, and consequently a social problem, only to the extent 

that we think peace’s opposite, war, gets us further towards justice.  If  it does not—and I think we 

have compelling reasons to think it does not7—then peace and justice can coherently be thought of  

as parallel social projects, perhaps mutually reinforcing, both of  which are amenable to negotiation 

processes informed by improvisation theory.  

We can deploy conflict resolution strategies that stress inclusivity and responsive listening, 

that insist we engage with points of  view from all sides and not just those we want to legitimize, as 

improvised pathways to peace.  At the same time, we can employ improvisation’s commitments to 

negotiation and formal revision in ways that never give up trying to bring about justice.  Concerted 

efforts to pursue both peace and justice are not only possible; they may well be the very best way to 

build the trust our opponents (and hoped-for negotiating partners) need to have in us in order to 

justify (to themselves and to the communities they represent) the risk-taking that both peace talks 

and social justice reforms require.

 I want to try to make this discussion more concrete by applying some of  these principles I 

have been attributing to improvisation theory to recent historical examples of  peace negotiations 

and justice questions.  The examples I discuss here—the Irish peace accords and the response of  

members of  the international community to the 2006 Hamas win in the legislative elections in Gaza
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—have been chosen precisely because they require us to first reject the dogma that one must never 

negotiate with terrorists.  I think that negotiating is precisely what we must do if  we ever hope to 

reduce terrorism.  I also think that we can justify this apparent transgression of  political norms 

about who we should and should not talk to through appeal to an improvisatory peace studies like 

that which I have just outlined.

The history of  ‘the Troubles’, as the conflict in Northern Ireland was rather euphemistically 

dubbed, is long and complicated.8  The British first attempted to lay claim to Ireland in the 12th 

century but that colonization effort resulted in a largely assimilated quasi-élite known as the Norman 

Irish (Stewart 60-62).  Colonization of  Ireland as a conquered territory did not really begin in 

earnest until after the 1690 Battle of  the Boyne firmly established England’s control over Ireland 

(Stewart 75).  Following that battle, the English began a process of  ‘plantation’ (resettlement) of  

Scottish populations into Ireland, thereby slowly changing the religious demographics of  the 

northern province of  Ulster from a Catholic majority to a Protestant majority.9  This provided the 

English with a loyal Protestant population in the North where the little economic development that 

Ireland experienced under the British was concentrated.  Various rebellions, resistance movements, 

and social justice petitions were organized and defeated in the centuries that followed, most notably 

a series of  political alliances of  progressive—but distinctly non-radical—Irish representatives in 

British Parliament with minority governments who promised to support a ‘Home Rule’ bill for 

Ireland (Stewart 156-158, 162-163; Patterson 14).  The last of  these attempts to gain home rule was 

‘negotiated’ as a settlement of  the War of  Independence (1916-1921) and it effectively offered the 

Irish a ‘take it or leave it’ partition of  their country (Stewart 168-169).  They would be given control 

of  their under-developed, majority Catholic southern provinces, and the relatively prosperous north, 

populated by uneasily segregated Catholic and Protestant communities, would remain under Britain’s 

control (Stewart 169).  This partition of  the nation into the Irish Free State in the south and the 

British-loyalist territory of  Northern Ireland was so controversial that it sparked a civil war 
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(1921-1923) between the pro-Treaty forces, who accepted the idea that independence from Britain 

for 26 of  Ireland’s 32 counties was better than continued colonization, and anti-Treaty forces, who 

demanded nothing less than full independence of  a united Ireland (Stewart 171; Patterson 33).  

Resentment against partition festered in the south (first, the Irish Free State; later, the 

Republic of  Ireland10) and the Catholic communities of  Northern Ireland throughout the rest of  

the 20th century.  The overt hostilities that were labelled ‘the Troubles’ came to the fore in the 1960s 

and the IRA, then quite self-consciously organized as a cluster of  terrorist cells, were passively 

supported by many northern Irish Catholics who bitterly resented the British occupation (Stewart 

175, 181-182).  The British military response—soldiers and tanks patrolling the streets—only 

inflamed the sense of  injustice upon which the IRA was capitalizing (Patterson 150-156).  Nothing 

really changed in the endless bloody cycle of  targeted killings, bombings, arrests, incarcerations, and 

torture on both sides—until it became politically possible for British and Northern Irish politicians 

to talk to representatives of  Sinn Fein, the republican political party that had been tagged ‘the 

political wing of  the IRA’ (Patterson 10).  Willingness to talk with Sinn Fein—the inclusiveness that I 

have identified as a core value of  improvisation theory—was the first, crucial step towards peace.  

This willingness to talk with the hated other did indeed achieve a legitimization of  Sinn Fein’s 

reunification rhetoric, and indeed, legitimization of  the party itself  as a political entity in the universe 

of  British and Unionist politicians (pro-British Protestant political parties supporting Northern 

Ireland’s continued inclusion in the United Kingdom).  However, it also, for the first time in almost a 

century, opened up a nonviolent political option for the Catholic communities of  Northern Ireland 

to put their weight behind (“IRA statement in full”).  Yes, the IRA were terrorists.  And yes, to the 

extent that Sinn Fein supported the IRA, they were giving aid and comfort to terrorism.  And, of  

course, so was the Catholic population of  Northern Ireland, to the extent that it in turn supported 

nationalist political rhetoric.  This was a relentless and largely united front promoting sectarian 

violence, until peace negotiations drove a wedge between the extremists, who were ideologically 
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unswerving in their terrorist commitments, and the much larger group of  potential moderates, who 

were happy to melt away from the extremist position once they realized that there was indeed 

another—less violent and more effective—way to get what they wanted.

This is the sense in which I think that improvisation’s commitments to inclusive negotiation 

and responsive listening can aid both peace and justice.  It took decades to figure this out in the Irish 

context, and was basically tried only when every other more brutal and militaristic possibility had 

been proven beyond the shadow of  a doubt to be an absolute failure.  Sadly, this inspirational lesson

—that negotiation works where force and coercion do not—has not been learned.  We saw exactly 

the same kind of  mindless retreat into heavy-handed over-reaction when Hamas unexpectedly won a 

2006 election in Gaza, over its hopelessly corrupt opposition, the Fatah party (Tamimi 218).11  

Despite the election of  legislative representatives being pronounced free and fair by election 

monitors, Israel and its allies in the international community severed ties immediately and introduced 

harsh economic sanctions against the fledgling Palestinian Authority on the grounds that Hamas was 

a known terrorist organization (Tamimi 224-231).  This was a missed opportunity.  What could have 

been done—should have been done, in my opinion—was to make a similar offer to Hamas as the one 

that was ultimately made to Sinn Fein.  They had put themselves out in the political world as if  they 

were a genuine organ of  popular representation, and the international community could, at that 

point, have demanded that they act like one.  That tactic—treating them as if  they were in fact what 

they seemed then only pretending to be12—could have opened up the same sort of  political space in 

the Palestinian Authority that was opened up during the Irish peace accords: a space for politically 

moderate members of  the electorate to make their voices heard in nonviolent negotiations.  In 

neither case does treating as political a group with links to a terrorist organization constitute the end 

of  the matter; this is a first step, necessary but not sufficient.

I am keenly aware that all of  this may sound hopelessly naïve and idealistic to some readers.  

Here, however, in response to this scepticism, I return to Margalit.  He notes that “[e]quating the 
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moral and the sentimental—as a form of  indulgent attitude in the face of  the harsh reality of  

politics—is a rhetorical gambit used quite frequently in discussions on the relation between politics 

and morality” (Margalit 106).  This assertion that any extent of  idealism—about peace, about justice, 

or about improvisation—is hopeless sentimentality reminds me of  a signature file that a friend of  

mine who also works in peace studies used to append to her emails. The signature quotes an 

observation by postcolonial author Arundhati Roy: “It’s odd how those who dismiss the peace 

movement as utopian don’t hesitate to proffer the most absurdly dreamy reasons for going to war: 

to stamp out terrorism, install democracy, eliminate fascism, and most entertainingly, to ‘rid the 

world of  evil-doers’” (36).  The point of  quoting Roy in the context of  this discussion is not so 

much to turn the tables on those who would argue for military response as it is to point out that 

discussions of  military options versus peaceful ones should not be presented as choices of  hard-

headed practicality versus fuzzy-minded idealism.  While I think we do need to be careful in 

theorizing improvisation about making overly-utopian claims, I also think improvisation theory 

offers us some powerful resources for social reorganization—resources about which we should 

properly be hopeful and optimistic.

I would like to conclude this essay with discussion of  a recent example of  powerful 

improvisatory response to racial segregation—a practice which might be considered structural, or 

perhaps cultural, violence—in order to expand consideration of  the improvisation-peace studies 

overlap beyond the examples of  direct violence that I discussed earlier.  Racial segregation has been 

responded to peacefully and creatively in a variety of  historical contexts ranging from the iconic 

Civil Rights Movement in the United States during the 1950s and 1960s to South Africa’s Soweto 

Student Uprising of  1976,13 but the example that strikes me as most imaginative is Nova Scotia’s 

belated tribute to Viola Desmond, dubbed in the press coverage, “Canada’s Rosa Parks.”  Years 

before Parks refused to give up her seat on a Montgomery bus to a white man, Desmond was 

convicted in 1946 for sitting in the section of  a New Glasgow, Nova Scotia movie theatre reserved 
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for white people.  The injustice of  this conviction was finally given official recognition only this past 

April, when the province issued her a ‘free pardon’, signed by the first African-Canadian woman to 

be Nova Scotia’s Lieutenant-General.  In the course of  the official ceremony exercising “the royal 

prerogative of  mercy,” Lieutenant-General Mayann Francis described the paper she was signing as 

“the first free pardon ever issued in Nova Scotia” (CBC News Network coverage, 15 April 2010).  The 

power and ingenuity of  this act—the sense in which I see it as improvisatory—is in the 

deliberateness of  its re-presentation.  It takes up outdated, even imperialist, language (“the royal 

prerogative of  mercy”) and uses it (that is, improvises on it) in order to establish a human rights 

landmark, the official break of  a diverse and multicultural province with the shameful segregationist 

past that branded Desmond with a criminal record.  

In all of  the cases I have discussed here, the role that improvisation plays is that of  breaking 

with expectations created by the status quo.  To the extent that this status quo leads us to violence 

and war, or tolerates injustice, improvisatory interventions that re-present or redescribe our set of  

possible moves can open up spaces in which peace and justice become more achievable projects.  In 

addition to their re-presentation capacities, improvisatory interventions can also train us to see the 

creative moves that might be made in these newly opened-up spaces.  There is a curious yet 

enormously fruitful duality in the way that improvisation plays on our expectations and perspectives.  

We see our social space-to-move differently (including the others who may also be occupying that 

space) and we see ourselves differently (notably, in terms of  the enhanced confidence in our own 

capacities for resilience and creativity that I discussed earlier).  This expanding awareness of  both 

our intentions and our interactions is partly responsible for characterizations of  jazz—perhaps the 

most widely-recognized of  improvised musics within North American discourse—as dialogical. 

Critical race theorist Cornel West references both dialogicality and the demand that we engage in 

perspectival shifts in his figure of  ‘the jazz freedom fighter’ who teaches us a more sophisticated way 

of  thinking about identity and community.  West contends that:  
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The interplay of  individuality and unity is not one of  uniformity and unanimity 

imposed from above but rather of  conflict among diverse groupings that reach a 

dynamic consensus subject to questioning and criticism … [I]ndividuality is 

promoted in order to sustain and increase the creative tension with the group—a 

tension that yields higher levels of  performance to achieve the aim of  the collective 

project. (italics in original, 150-1)

The point of  this deployment of  one’s individual gifts in order to build a better community, 

of  being a ‘jazz freedom fighter’, is, says West, “to attempt to galvanize and energize world-

weary people into forms of  organization with accountable leadership that promote critical 

exchange and broad reflection” (150)—surely the basis of  any peace and justice that we 

humans will ever be able to build in this world.  
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For rebuttal of Kay’s allegations and explanation of the academic and social concerns of peace studies, see Morris, 
Hoffman, and Peachey, “In defence of peace studies,” a letter to the editor in response to Kay’s column that is also 
reproduced in full on the Peacemakers Trust Media Watch Blog at http://peacemakers.ca.etherwork.net/bulletins/ 
2009/02/in-defence-of-peace-studies-letter-to-the-national-post/. 

5 See, most notably, Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s book on black vernacular aesthetics, The Signifying Monkey: A Theory 
of African-American Literary Criticism.

6 This point about the inefficacity of violence is also made by anticolonial political philosopher Anna Carastathis in 
her discussion of indigenous activist Taiaiake Alfred’s advocacy of “nonviolent militancy” in First Nations’ 
decolonizing struggles.  See Carastathis, “Fanon on Turtle Island: Revisiting the Question of Violence” for her 
analysis of the superiority of nonviolence as a strategy for undermining the legitimacy of repressive states.

7 The Peacemakers Trust letter that responded to Barbara Kay’s vilification of peace studies notes that the empirical 
data available to us supports a skepticism about war’s efficacy.  “[T]he large majority of armed conflicts in recent 
decades have been ended through negotiations, not military solutions,” the authors write, contending that “[p]eace 
studies takes a hard, realistic view of armed conflict and other forms of human violence, and what really works for 
preventing or reducing it” (Morris, Hoffman, and Peachey).
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8 My account here of Ireland’s history is drawn primarily from A.T.Q. Stewart’s The Shape of Irish History which I 
think displays a number of the virtues of the best historiography.  Stewart is committed to a philosophy of history 
that deliberately troubles simplistic evolutionary views of the past—in particular, the view that human beings who 
lived in the past were less complex and less well-informed than we moderns.  He produces historical narratives that 
respect not just the psychological complexity of our ancestors but also the variety of influences upon a nation’s 
history, arguing again and again throughout this book that Ireland’s distinctive political past was shaped both by 
indigenous cultural peculiarities (‘vertical forces’) and its geographical situation as a European island (‘horizontal 
forces’).  Having read widely—in history, in general, and in Irish history, in particular—the historiographical 
commitment that I most appreciate, however, is Stewart’s persistent critical attention to the silent realities of past 
events (the real causes, processes, and outcomes, if you like) that lie hidden behind the myths and false beliefs 
which permeate both academic and popular views of Irish history.  Because the basic point of rehearsing this history 
is to provide context for the standoff between the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and the British government, I have 
also drawn on the thorough and equally intellectually honest account of the social and political dynamics of the IRA 
written by Henry Patterson, The Politics of Illusion, and on an IRA declaration of the end of its armed struggle 
provided by BBC News.

9 Consistent with his focus on exposing the untruth—or oversimplification—of what we think we know, Stewart 
provides a careful account of these changing national demographics, reminding us that Catholic tenants continued to 
farm the land that was reallocated to Protestant planters throughout the length and breadth of Ireland; the plantation 
was not confined just to the counties of Ulster that later became the territory known today as Northern Ireland 
(77-78).  Specifically, he reminds us that significantly large Catholic minorities (up to a third of the total population 
of some cities and counties) continued to assert their presence in pockets of all the northern counties whose 
Protestant majorities insisted on remaining part of the United Kingdom (Stewart 172, 173-174, 178-179).

10 See Stewart (172-173) for a concise account of this transition.

11 Because this discussion of Hamas is, like my earlier discussion of the IRA, concerned with possibilities of 
transition towards political legitimacy on the part of a group labelled as terrorist, and its relations with already 
politically-legitimate opponents, I find sources written from an ‘internal point of view’ most useful.  I have chosen 
Azzam Tamimi’s timely Hamas as an appropriately representative text because of his commitment to presenting an 
unmediated history (insofar as this is possible) that foregrounds the voices of the group’s leading members.  As with 
my discussion of the IRA, I also draw on contemporary news reports.

12 This perception that I express—that Hamas was only masquerading as a political party—is a Western viewpoint 
(see “Who are Hamas?”) that Tamimi challenges in appendices included in his history of the group.  Indeed, the 
declarations We Will Not Sell Our People for Foreign Aid (Appendix III, 31 March 2006, 284-286) and What Hamas 
is Seeking (Appendix IV, 31 January 2006, 287-289) articulate precisely the commitments to governmental action 
and constituency accountability that one would expect of a legitimate political party, or of a group struggling to 
transition into political legitimacy.

13 The Soweto Student Uprising has been described by decolonization theorist Nigel C. Gibson as “the beginning of 
the end of apartheid” in South Africa (“Fanonian Presences in South Africa: From Theory and from Practice” 224).  
It did descend into violence in which unarmed students died but that was violence perpetrated by the police.  The 
students, who were resisting a government order that they be educated in Afrikaans—‘the language of the 
oppressor’—instead of English, had committed themselves to nonviolent protest.  See “The Youth Struggle: June 16 
1976 Soweto Riots” for background information on the student protest.


