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BOOK REVIEW

Legacies of War: Violence, Ecologies, and Kin, by Kimberly Theidon,
Durham, NC, Duke University Press, 2022, 128 pp., $22.95 (paperback),
ISBN 978-1-4780-1838-4

Permeated by compassion and deep insight, Legacies of War: Violence, Ecologies,
and Kin is a groundbreaking book that offers unique and innovative perspectives
on a topic that has received scant attention in academic and policy debates. Chil-
dren born from wartime sexual violence and exploitation remain a neglected
group of war victims who have mostly been discussed only as one of the many
negative consequences of the crimes against their mothers. This narrow focus
clouds our understanding of the interconnection of gendered harms and the
intergenerational legacies of war – particularly those that transcend human
lives. Kimberly Theidon considers the multiple environments in which con-
ception, pregnancy, and childbirth take place and shows how wartime violence
reveals the interdependency of all life – human as well as other than human.
The overarching aim of the book is to unpack the complex entanglement of
different forms of violence, environments, and kinship by asking who and what
constitutes a casualty of war. Drawing on ethnographic research in post-
conflict Peru and Colombia, the author investigates the link between reproduc-
tive justice and the rights of nature in four compelling chapters.

Theidon’s expertise in the field is demonstrated in Chapter 1, in which she dis-
cusses some of the core issues and paradoxes in the research on children born of
wartime rape, including stigma, naming practices, and the balance between chil-
dren’s right to know about their fathers versus their mothers’ rights to silence and
privacy. As noted by several scholars, children born of wartime rape are often
given names or nicknames by their mothers and communities that associate
them with their perpetrator fathers or the traumatic circumstance of their con-
ceptions (see for example Apio 2007; Erjavec and Volčič 2010). The author
makes an insightful analytical point about how such naming practices are not
only an expression of stigma, as argued in most research, but also an act of
agency by the mothers. Through these names, the mothers insist on the involve-
ment of the fathers and seek acknowledgment for the violence done to them and
their children in a society that simultaneously silences, blames, and restrains the
reproductive rights of survivors of sexual violence. For the mothers, “these names
are both an accusation [against the fathers] and a demand [to the community]”
(21).

To examine the lives and experiences of children born of wartime rape, their
mothers, and their communities, Theidon asks us to move beyond stigma,
because stigma is a thin explanation that does not encapsulate the “broader
repertoire of potential meanings and motivations for the acceptance or rejection
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of these children,” including the logics underpinning this rejection (11). The
book’s more nuanced understanding of this complex topic is a much-needed
contribution to the literature on children born of wartime rape; however, a con-
ceptualization of stigma is missing. For example, recent research has started to
question broader structural aspects of stigmatization, such as why, by whom,
and for what purpose it is constructed and practiced, where stigma is understood
as an instrument of power used to discipline individuals and groups whose iden-
tity or behavior contradicts social (and gendered) norms (see for example Tyler
2020). This understanding of stigma elucidates the various motivations behind
stigmatization and its normative foundation and therefore offers an excellent
analytical toolkit with which to discuss the important questions that the author
raises in Chapter 1.

Drawing on deep ethnography, Theidon discusses the embodied experience
of trauma in Chapter 2, elegantly using Indigenous epistemologies to rethink
how trauma, fear, and toxic memories travel across generations, not only in our
minds but also in our bodies (40). From here, the connection between gendered
harms, reproductive justice, and the right of nature is unfolded. War is not solely
waged on human bodies and lives, but also on land and waters upon which these
lives depend and of which they are an integral part. In light of this insight, the
author articulates an expanded definition of war casualties and a post-humanist
conception of justice, while debunking the narrow liberal rights tradition in which
transitional justice is embedded (84).

In the final chapter, Theidon unpacks her gendered theory of harm, illustrating
how environments, gender, and armed conflict intersect and result in different
outcomes for different people. For example, she shows how women and girls
in Ayacucho, Peru were forced to take the long road through the mountain to
fetch water, to avoid being assaulted by the soldiers who were installed there
by male authorities to “protect” the community – and yet were the last to eat
despite this calorie-consuming daily chore. By listening to the voices of the
women themselves, “slow” and less visible forms of violence (Nixon 2013) are
revealed, which enables a richer understanding the “everyday” implications of
war.

Legacies of Warmight have benefited from also giving greater voice to the chil-
dren born of rape by including their stories and understandings, as it mainly
focuses on the perspectives of mothers and community members. Nonetheless,
this moving book is a significant contribution to the academic research on chil-
dren born of wartime rape and an eye-opening exploration of the multifaceted
and intergenerational legacies of war. It holds the potential to improve assistance
and support for victims of war – both human and other than human – and should
therefore be read by any scholar and practitioner working with reconciliation and
post-war reconstruction processes.

Notes on contributor

Sofie Rose is a doctoral researcher in Political Science at the Center for War Studies at
the University of Southern Denmark, Denmark. Her research focuses on the lives and
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experiences of survivors of wartime abuses, particularly children, and how gendered
power structures affect inter-group reconciliation and peace processes. In her work,
she problematizes binary understandings of war and peace and explores how conti-
nuities of violence flow between wartime and peacetime, hindering the achievement
of sustainable peace.
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