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Letter from the Editors 
Analysis of global issues often takes a particular lens, viewing events through 
the prisms of mobilized groups, states, or international coalitions. However, 
as globalization pervades every dimension of politics, the nexus between the 
global and the local grows increasingly complicated. In the 42nd edition of 
Tufts Hemispheres, “Global Visions, Local Interests,” we seek to analyze the 
often competing claims between international and domestic, between macro 
and micro. We investigate the friction between global norms and domestic 
realities, and how commitments to global standards play out differently in a 
variety of regional contexts. 

In delving into this particular nexus, a discussion of the recent populist 
backlash to globalization is inevitable. The rising popularity of competing 
ideologies to globalization, the discursive formation of new nationalisms, and 
the formation of new identity-based coalitions all represent a resistance to the 
events of the previous century. 

Comparatively, such results offer competing conceptions for the future of 
international relations, and raise questions fundamental to both the function-
ing of the world order and the role that discrete communities play within it. 
The articles featured here consider topics ranging from the legacy of colonial-
ism in India’s education system, the shifting nature of Mexican nationalism, the 
influence of powerful countries like the US in Puerto Rico and Turkey in North-
ern Syria, and the rise of figures like Jair Bolsonaro. In each of these cases, new 
forces challenge old systems and interests. Additionally, we investigate the dete-
rioration of labor rights that has catalyzed widespread strikes in Vietnam, and 
explore increased subsidies for child care as a solution to low female labor par-
ticipation rates in Jordan. Our photography section examines the legacy of the 
dictatorships in Belarus and North Korea. In our interview, Ayesha Jalal, Mary 
Richardson Professor of History at Tufts University, comments on the height-
ened tensions between India and Pakistan surrounding the crisis in Kashmir.

As we place the finishing touches on this year’s journal, many acknowl-
edgments are in order. Firstly, we are grateful to Professor Jalal for sharing her 
time and candid expertise with the journal and its readers. It was a genuine 
pleasure to speak with and learn from you. Thanks to Doug Berger, whose 
hard work made this featured interview a great success. We also want to thank 
each of our contributors for their insights into regions across the world. With-
out your diligence, creativity, and flexibility throughout the editorial process, 
the production of our journal would not have been possible. To our editorial 
staff, thank you all for an exciting year of collaboration with us, with each 
other, and most importantly, with the writers whose work was entrusted to 
you. As always, we are so grateful for the hours you have put in to conceiving 
and executing the best possible publication. We hope that our readers will 
come away from this year’s edition with new perspectives on the competing 
and synergistic forces that shape politics on the global and local stages alike. 

Ria Mazumdar, Reece Wallace, and Taylor Wurts
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Hierarchies of Access: 
Colonial Influences on India’s 
Education System
Meghan Gould, Pacific Lutheran University 

Abstract

It is widely acknowledged that caste discrimination plays a significant role in 
limiting educational access for Indian students from lower castes. However, 
the caste system as it is experienced today is rooted not in an ancient rigid 
hierarchy as many believe, but rather in the bureaucracy of the British impe-
rial era. This paper seeks to explain how India’s colonial history continues to 
influence its educational system such that students from lower castes can-
not access quality education by redefining caste discrimination in terms of 
its historico-political roots. In doing so, the issue will be re-grounded in its 
proper modern context, thus creating a framework to untangle discrimina-
tion and educational access and allowing it to be understood in relation to 
global systems.

Introduction

It is the early 1890s. India is firmly under British imperial control and has been 
since 1858. A boy sits in his primary school on a burlap sack that he is forced to 
carry home after school each day. His teachers ignore him, do not allow him to 
participate in class recitations, and may outright refuse to touch his work for 
fear of being “polluted.” While the rest of the class is permitted to drink water 
straight from the pipe in the school building, the boy cannot touch the water 
and may only drink with assistance from the school’s orderly who pours water 
directly from his hands into the boy’s mouth. What could this child have done 
to deserve such discrimination? He was born an “untouchable,” a group con-
sidered to be outside of the Hindu caste system. As a result, he bears constant 
exclusion and rejection. British influence on the Indian educational system 
called for schooling for all imperial subjects, thus helping him get into the 
school building; however, it did next to nothing to guarantee a quality educa-
tion that would lead to personal economic growth or social inclusion. 

The policies that influenced most of this boy’s life over a century ago 
remain a reality in India’s educational system today. Although the issue 
has evolved over time as India has worked to adhere to progressive global 
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education standards, British imperial policies that mandated education for all 
without providing for the socioeconomic inclusion of lower castes continue to 
influence the Indian educational system in such a way that these children are 
excluded from the educational system.

This paper asserts that British administrators created institutions in India 
by redefining complex social structures in order to construct a colonial India 
in the image of British society. The Indian elite brought up during the colonial 
era continues to privilege and reproduce itself in post-independence India 
by maintaining these institutions while simultaneously negotiating ongoing 
Western interactions on the global stage. In the vein of Arturo Escobar and 
other post-development writers, I build on the presupposition that institu-
tions shape practices and discourses based on the interests of the powerful. 
This stance is crucial in understanding the colonial role in building the Indian 
elite because political institutions often reinforce social institutions through 
discriminatory practices. Different forms of discrimination, from social to 
political to economic, intersect to create both formal and informal institu-
tions that legitimize these practices and maintain the status quo.2 Rather 
than relying on established elite political projects to mitigate discrimination, 
post-development thought emphasizes the political and social agency of the 
lower castes and looks to social movements lead by people from those castes 
to determine more equitable solutions. I will use this alternate focus to exam-
ine a social justice approach to developing educational access in the Indian 
school system. This approach incorporates the lived experiences and needs of 
students from the lower castes and actively works to bridge the institutional 
divide between students and instructors from separate castes.

This paper will first examine how British influence shaped ideas about 
caste in India in distinct ways from the pre-colonial era, subsequently influ-
encing the structure of the educational system. It will then highlight the ways 
in which those institutions have been maintained by the post-independence 
Indian elite and use that framework to analyze how Western institutions con-
tinue to maintain distant but real control over education in India. It will con-
clude by posing possible theoretical and practical solutions. 

Section 1: Past

Imperialism and Caste 

When Westerners think of what defines India, they typically first imagine the 
caste system as an ancient and rigid social hierarchy. But this characterization 
of Indian social structures is not as “ancient” as many are led to believe. In fact, 
caste as it is understood today is relatively recent, dating back to the British 
imperial era. While caste and social identity did have a place in pre-colonial 
India, it was not nearly the rigid hierarchy that British administrators shaped 
it to be. The British restructured a previously fluid and context-dependent 
relational network based on a British image of society to meet the bureau-
cratic needs of the imperial administration. 
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Historian Nicholas Dirks argues that India was never a theocratic state gov-
erned by Brahman holy men prior to British involvement.3 Rather, there was 
a distinction between religion and politics such that “both the units of social 
identity and their respective relations were part of a complex, conjunctural, 
political world.”4 Caste was one of many identities interwoven into Indian soci-
ety. The importance of caste identity fluctuated over time and between local 
and regional variances.5 In some cases, it dictated relationships of reciprocity, 
while in others it organized social relationships.6 This fluid concept was shaped 
by political processes and ideas just as much as other identities.7 So why did the 
British latch onto caste so tightly that this idea came to define India? 

The most basic answer to this question is that it was just relatable enough 
to the British concept of “class” that it served as a convenient analogy.8 In 
Victorian England, class lines were drawn starkly between upper and lower, 
richer and poorer. Each class had its given occupations and pastimes to which 
it rigidly adhered.9 The monarch was not only the head of state, but the head 
of church as well, inextricably intertwining religion and politics. It follows 
then that British administrators, grappling to make sense of the new terri-
tory, would look to their own modes of understanding to define and organize 
what they encountered.10 The British did not openly approve of the caste sys-
tem (or at least caste as they understood it), but they recognized a correlation 
between their perception of the caste system and their own understanding of 
class in British society.11 The reports generated by the decennial census not 
only helped the British to enumerate the Indian population, but also offered 
“extensive narratives about the caste system, the religions of India, fertility 
and morbidity, domestic organization, and the economic structure of India.”12 
In other words, the census created new social categories that could be manip-
ulated to benefit the colonial administration.

In a quote from the 1901 Census Commissioner’s Report, H.H. Risley 
described his views about caste as the key framework for Indian society: 

[C]aste forms the cement that holds together the myriad units of Indian 
society . . . Were its cohesive power withdrawn or its essential ties 
relaxed, it is difficult to form any idea of the probable consequences. 
Such a change would be more than a revolution; it would resemble 
the withdrawal of some elemental force like gravitation or molecular 
attraction. Order would vanish and chaos would supervene.13 

While these words might have an aura of melodrama around them now, 
they would prove to be highly influential on Western thought on how caste 
was experienced.14 The British overlooked the complexities of Indian society 
because it was not considered necessary to understand a territory in order to 
exploit it. Paradoxically, the colonial system, which is historically portrayed as 
a paradigm intended to advance traditional societies into the modern world, 
actually ended up constructing a modern and specifically British version of 
caste that is taken to be an ancient tradition.15 Moreover, reframing India 
around the idea that caste groups were the sole basis of personal and religious 
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identity depoliticized Indian society because any ruling body could be charac-
terized as “extractive but fundamentally irrelevant.”16 It was far easier to justify 
the mass takeover of a society when it appeared to lack a framework for politi-
cal leadership because an apolitical India created a space for British rule to 
enter as the “enlightened” colonizers. 

 In the interest of economic exploitation, British administrators system-
atically neglected to construct an in-depth understanding of Indian soci-
etal structures. Instead they opted to adapt the ideas they thought would be 
useful, ignoring whatever was incomprehensible or too “foreign.” Caste was 
understood as a fixed social institution not because of age-old traditions, but 
because it was bureaucratically convenient. Connected institutional struc-
tures in colonial India would later solidify this new Westernized understand-
ing of caste in ways that would have lasting repercussions for generations after 
the British relinquished control of their imperial holdings.

Imperialism and Education 

The British codified the caste system as a tool for quantifying a familiar and 
thus exploitable India, but that newly fixed understanding trickled down 
into everything the British controlled. As a result, the British understanding 
of caste cannot be understood as a stand-alone entity, but rather as a highly 
influential component of a complex institutional network that included the 
education system. British educational policies not only reinforced the colo-
nial conception of caste but also structured it in ways that would have lasting 
effects far beyond India’s independence. The educational system was origi-
nally constructed as a means of controlling India’s resources by producing an 
English-educated group of Indian elites that the British could then capitalize 
on in the economic sector.17 As a result, British policy used the educational 
system to uplift the groups they understood to be “higher caste,” while making 
only minimal provisions for people from lower castes.18 

While British involvement in India implicitly required the depoliticiza-
tion of India’s social network, it also required a moral justification. In the early 
phases of the imperial era, the British East India Company was accused on 
multiple occasions of unsavory behaviors when interacting with the indig-
enous population.19 In order to keep itself afloat, the company had to rebrand 
and cast itself in a more benevolent light. A key component of British soci-
ety, especially in during the Imperial era, was the moral duty to help those in 
need. The Charter Act of 1813,20 which established the first funding for British 
education in India, gave the E.I.C. the justification it needed for continued 
economic exploitation of the region.21 

Imperial educational policy became rooted in the idea that the British 
administrators had a moral obligation to better the colonized population, 
who they believed to be inherently inadequate.22 The first implementations 
of a British educational system in India reflected the reluctant motives of the 
early British-Indian administration. Competing visions of an effective educa-
tional system stymied the initial push for the development of a British-Indian 
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education system. In one corner, the Orientalists argued for minimal Western 
infringement in schools, advocating for the preservation of indigenous lan-
guages and culture. In the other corner, the Utilitarians23 were concerned with 
increasing industrial progress by using the educational system to teach British 
modes of production and values. 

The debate between approaches came to a head with the English Educa-
tion Act of 1835, which in no small part was prompted by Thomas Macaulay’s 
“Minute on Indian Education.” Macaulay argued for a substantial decrease 
in funding to indigenous education, instead redirecting those funds toward 
English-medium education that focused on Western subject matter. Inher-
ent to Macaulay’s argument is a prevailing belief in the inherent deficiency of 
indigenous forms of knowledge, the languages spoken, and the pre-colonial 
school system:24 

All parties seem to be agreed on one point, that the dialects commonly 
spoken among the natives of this part of India contain neither Liter-
ary nor scientific information, and are, moreover so poor and rude that, 
until they are enriched from some other quarter, it will not be easy to 
translate any valuable work into them. It seems to be admitted on all 
sides that the intellectual improvement of those classes of the people 
who have the means of pursuing higher studies can at present be affected 
only by means of some language not vernacular amongst them.25 

The Minute proved to be a highly influential document, signaling a significant 
shift toward the utilitarian views that advanced the British economic agenda. 
Just as it was advantageous to lump all people in India into one hierarchized 
yet apolitical bunch, it was similarly favorable to ignore the knowledge base 
present in India prior to British involvement. 

Macaulay’s argument against the maintenance of indigenous educational 
models was based on a theory that he and his colleague John Stuart Mill called 
“Downward Filtration.” The basic premise of this theory was the idea that only 
a small elite group of Indians needed to be educated in the English medium, 
since those people could take on the responsibility of educating the masses 
and acting as models for society.26 As with the administrative classification 
of caste, the British image of society shaped Macaulay and Mill’s views. More 
specifically, the common trope of the Victorian “wealthy man at leisure” 
influenced the idea that the elite would have the most time to dedicate to 
learning English because they did not have to worry about survival. In this 
sense, it would be inefficient to educate the lower castes because they required 
more time to sustain themselves and thus could only acquire a rudimentary 
knowledge base at best. Educating the wealthy first and then leaving it to the 
newly-created intelligentsia to educate the lower castes (as any upper class 
Englishman is obligated to do) was the most economically viable decision.27 
In the meantime, the educated elite could serve as bureaucratic assistants to 
the British administration, creating a connection between the colonizer and 
the colonized. 
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What Macaulay and Mill did not account for was the possibility that cre-
ating a class of English-educated Indians would have severely divisive effects 
when the cementation of caste as a rigid social hierarchy was already fractur-
ing society. The creation of the national intelligentsia created a demand for 
English-medium education among the colonized population because it was 
seen as the direct route to highly desirable and powerful government admin-
istrative jobs. Rather than encouraging higher caste Indians to educate or care 
about the welfare of the lower castes, it solidified the new divisive view of caste 
identity. However, the implementation of English-medium education cannot 
be viewed as solely driven by British interests with the colonized population 
obediently succumbing to the administration’s whims. British administrators 
needed to collaborate with and make concessions to the upper caste Hindus 
and other Indian elites in order to implement their education system.28

In the words of historian Clive Whitehead, “it was in India that the Brit-
ish were first confronted by the fact that the fate of education policy . . . was 
frequently determined less by the government than by the attitude of the gov-
erned.”29 From the beginning, the British administrators acknowledged the 
responsibility to promote education, but failed to provide the framework for 
realizing that responsibility. As a result, it was susceptible to public demand. 
The British may have created the demand for English education, but they 
also needed the elite group created by the education system to function. The 
English-educated Indians used their administrative positions to “actively 
shape how the British viewed Indian society precisely in order to perpetu-
ate and deepen their locally privileged positions.”30 The higher castes refused 
to attend schools unless students from the lower castes were segregated into 
separate classes or other schools of lower quality. Maintaining the connection 
between the imperial administration and Indian society required a “capitula-
tion to caste sentiments”31 on the part of the British. 

The Caste Disabilities Removal Act of 1850 provided the first formalized 
educational access for untouchable students. However, paradoxically, this pol-
icy was applied at the discretion of the individual schools, allowing them the 
ability to deny access to children based on their caste identity.32 In this way, the 
British simultaneously modeled a distinctly liberal approach to imperial edu-
cation and allowed the implicit reinforcement of schismatic caste identities.

The educational system filtered the British codification of caste identity 
from the administrative level into the Indian social sphere by exclusively select-
ing which people would receive an education and which would not. The impe-
rial census codified caste into a tool for British administrators to understand 
and exploit India, but the education system advanced the stratification between 
groups along caste lines. In building up a small group of English-educated peo-
ple in India, the British were able to efficiently meet the administration’s needs; 
however, they also inadvertently constructed a new vision of what “elite” meant 
in the Indian context. These social, political, and educational institutions would 
not disappear as the British left India. Rather, the new elite would influence 
India’s process of self-definition and policy-making post-independence.
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Section 2: The Present

Ongoing Imperial Educational Institutions 

When British Parliament granted India’s independence in 1947, imperial insti-
tutions did not fade into oblivion. Rather, the institutions set in place prior to 
independence functioned as the foundation for the newly independent nation 
and served as a framework to be artfully carried over from the past to the pres-
ent. Political structures and social institutions like the English-medium elite 
both persisted into the new governmental structure. This small Anglicized 
elite group brought up during the imperial era transitioned into power in 
post-independence India and maintained the institutions that would uphold 
elite (read: Western) values and priorities. By preserving the educational sys-
tem established by the British administration, the newly governing Indian 
elite were able to maintain the discriminatory practices implemented during 
the British imperial era to consolidate their position in society and control the 
development of the Indian economy to their own advantage. 

The initial education policy in post-independence India focused heav-
ily on nation-building and development. It was the state’s responsibility to 
ensure educational access and quality.33 The Indian nationalist feeling sur-
rounding the Indian independence movement fed directly into the ideals 
behind the educational policies. In other words, the post-imperial education 
system would support India in becoming a legitimate force on the world stage. 
The prevailing discourse in educational policy treated schools as an equaliz-
ing force for social justice. Somewhat ironically, many of the Indian nation-
alist movements that fought for independence were led by members of the 
educated elite group the English worked so hard to foster. This elite group 
transitioned into power post-independence and required educational poli-
cies that maintained the status quo. With a pre-made segregated educational 
system courtesy of the British, it was left to the new administration to select 
the components that suited their needs and implement the ones that would 
further their agenda for developing India. 

Not surprisingly, the majority of participants in education to this day are 
upper-caste individuals with the power to set the standards for the system 
and decide who meets the qualifications for participation.34 For example, one 
mechanism that lingers from the British imperial educational system is the 
process of “early selection” by which students are admitted to specific educa-
tional institutions at a young age. Starting as early as the age of three, children 
are evaluated based on “merit,” which in this context refers to “etiquette and 
certain types of skills such as drawing a sketch [or] piecing together a puzzle.”35 
The meritocratic selection process results in the “best” students being filtered 
into separate, usually private, schools. Different types of exclusive schools are 
designated for children of military personnel, children of civil servants, and 
identified gifted children of government employees.36 It is no great shock that 
these institutions emphasize not only the skills necessary for government 
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work, but also Western societal norms, essentially setting them up to join the 
elite group after completing their formal education.37 

Superficially, this process could seem like a benevolent one that uplifts 
those who are best equipped for academic success. But if that were the 
case, the higher-caste elite group would not remain elite for long. Due 
to the specific sociocultural context of India defined by a stark division 
between higher and lower castes, meritocratic mobility in the educational 
sphere is skewed to benefit the elite and keep them in power.38 Even for the 
students that do not gain admittance to the top schools, the emphasis on 
academic merit incentivizes catering instruction to the best students and 
neglecting the rest.39 In the vein of “old-fashioned sociological determin-
ism,”40 the lower castes are often regarded as impossible to teach because 
of the belief that they do not prioritize education or that they are too “bar-
baric” for formal education. With this embedded prejudice predating the 
British administration but becoming codified in the colonial era, genera-
tions of lower caste Indians have been barred from participation in quality 
educational institutions. 

Parents from the lower castes still demand English-language instruc-
tion, believing that it is a potential ticket to their child’s advancement. 
However, they have no way of discerning the quality of their child’s educa-
tion nor confirming that their child’s teacher is actually speaking English.41 
English-medium education continues to be viewed as the key component 
of professional success,42 despite the fact that access to a quality English 
language education is limited to the 6% of students who actually finish sec-
ondary education and go on to study English in university.43 Furthermore, 
the students who are most likely to succeed as English-language learners 
are the students with access to resources beyond the standard school cur-
riculum. In addition to being able to afford quality English-medium educa-
tion, the families of these students tend to speak English and thus provide 
linguistic and cultural enrichment materials. These privileged students are 
held up as an example of how learning English can lead to academic and 
professional advancement when in fact they represent a small minority who 
started already ahead of the curve.44 

Yet the demand for English language learning still comes primarily from 
both the urban poor and rural households.45 In a testimony from a lower 
middle-caste man who was schooled in a Hindi-medium school, the man 
acknowledged the upward social mobility granted to the students who get 
educated in an English-medium school: 

There are more job opportunities for the English speakers . . . If you are 
interviewing in English, the job is guaranteed . . . I know that accepting 
the superiority of English is like following the herd mentality, but my 
wife and I want to educate our daughters in English-medium schools 
so that they don’t suffer the same disadvantages that we did. It is even 
hard to find a suitable match for your daughters these days if they are 
not educated in the English medium.46
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While it is certainly less visible than outright discrimination, English-
medium education maintains social stratification by setting the standards for 
access to quality education in such a way that socioeconomic status overshad-
ows meritocratic achievements.47 In this way, the idea leftover from the impe-
rial era that students should be promoted based on academic merit was never 
fully realized in India due to the continued exclusion of lower caste students 
from quality educational institutions and the filtration of higher caste stu-
dents into the elite institutions meant for top-tier students.48 

 In a mirror image of its imperial roots, the current school system contin-
ues to produce an elite group that has both academic advantage and a near 
monopoly on political power in post-independence India. The English-edu-
cated Indian bureaucrats that transitioned into power following the imperial 
era have consolidated their power by pushing India into a new era defined 
by neoliberal economic policies that tend to bolster only the chosen few.49 A 
caste-based separation that starts in the school system becomes more fully 
realized in the economic sector as the elite students “see their futures as tied to 
the global economy and increasingly detached from the future of the common 
people.”50 As India has pursued increasingly liberalized economic policies, the 
education system has begun to more closely resemble a component of India’s 
movement toward a neoliberal economy. Once again, the market trends that 
most benefit the ruling elite set educational priorities as they once did in the 
imperial era, but now the most resounding demand is not only for the chance 
to learn English, but also for an “education that can feed into the new knowl-
edge-economy driven by science and technology.”51 The British prioritized 
learning the English language and Western literature over science and tech-
nology because they did not see a need for the colonized population to have 
the skills for national development. Instead, the British attempted to create 
a new kind of Indian man based on their image of the Victorian gentleman. 
The tables have turned in post-independence India as the motivation to be an 
economically competitive country requires learning technical, development-
related skills. However, this still does not mean that all students are given the 
opportunity to study these topics. The elite administration in effect reserves 
them for the higher caste students who they believe can continue the legacy of 
the Westernized Indian person that can engage with Western politicians and 
academics, thus giving the ongoing elite group disproportionate influence on 
politics in India.52

In the midst of post-independence policy-making, the new Indian admin-
istrators had the task of defining how the newly independent country would 
fit into the global arena. However, the Westernized elite were the ones who 
demarcated the nature of post-independence structures. These structures 
maintained their control by dividing society along falsely constructed social 
divisions. The pathways to socioeconomic progress barred those labeled as 
“lesser” from upward mobility by excluding them from the educational sys-
tem. Subsequently, the same divisive social structures that were upheld by the 
educational system would prove to be the very avenues that allowed external 
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organizations and administrations to continue influencing India’s institutions 
and policies into the twenty-first century.

A New Imperial Era? 

Clearly, India is no stranger to the infiltration and imposition of outside sys-
tems, but external influences did not end with the imperial era. Imperial-
ism in India opened up the door to Western values and systems in Indian 
society and set the precedent for continuing outside influence after indepen-
dence. The Indian intelligentsia had been created in the image of upper class 
Westerners and taught to uphold British values. Consequently, when these 
English-medium bureaucrats moved into administrative positions in the post-
administrative government, they carried with them the precedent of West-
ern influence in both political and social matters. While the elite groups have 
played a considerable role in maintaining imperial structures, it would be too 
easy to delineate the internal discriminatory practices in the educational sys-
tem as a sole result of the elites’ prevailing influence. Multilateral investors in 
India’s education system, including intergovernmental organizations like the 
United Nations, set global priorities for educational rights and governmental 
responsibilities for the developing world without accounting for the sociocul-
tural contexts and needs of the individual locations. These global priorities 
perpetuate the existence of the Indian elite by upholding the systems carried 
over from the imperial era that reproduce the elite group, like the skewed mer-
itocratic education system, and allowing global educational priorities to only 
be met superficially. 

India has included provisions for an educational system in its constitution 
since independence. More recently, India ratified the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child in 1992, establishing a precedent that all further educa-
tional policies in India would try to meet. According to the CRC, nation states 
party to the treaty must offer free and compulsory primary education for all, 
as well as provide for the accessibility of secondary and tertiary education.53 

Interestingly, these are some of the key terms used in one of the most 
recent Indian educational policies: the 2009 Right to Education Act. The pri-
mary goal of the Right to Education Act is to “empower all children [ages 6–14] 
to demand eight years of [free and compulsory] schooling.”54 As the name sug-
gests, the RTE Act establishes a fundamental human right to education, just as 
the CRC treaty does; however, it does little to ensure the responsibility is met. 
In other words, the RTE does not define how a system where every student can 
demand free education should realistically look.55 Although they share the 
same wording, the RTE Act is a compelling example of how Indian legislators 
consistently adhere to global policy agendas in words, but do not provide the 
means by which those agendas should be realized in practice.

Inevitably, the legislative objective of living up to the global standard has 
led to major ambiguities in the day-to-day execution such that students, par-
ticularly those from lower castes, are not receiving free quality education. For 
one thing, the RTE does not include sanctions for state governments that do 
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not provide schooling or teachers who fail to teach. Since educational policy 
is divided between the central government and the individual state govern-
ments, even a national policy can be open to interpretation on the regional or 
local levels, which often leads to a decrease in overall quality in the delivery of 
education. Moreover, the RTE does not account for everyday forms of preju-
dice between students and teachers or socioeconomic stressors that might 
impede some students from attending school.56 While the RTE technically 
provides for free education, it actually only eliminates the initial tuition fee, 
not the various other school-associated fees (uniforms, books, etc.) that might 
still preclude low-income families from sending their students to school.57 In 
summary, instead of establishing a realistic and attainable program for real-
izing children’s right to education regardless of socioeconomic background, 
the Right to Education Act leaves the definition of “quality” education wide 
open in an effort to appear competitive in the global education arena.58 By 
attempting to lay out its vision for a reformed education system in great legis-
lative detail but without a sound practical plan, the RTE highlights the tension 
between India’s history of the government controlling the education system to 
meet its own ends and the more recent desire to maintain a progressive stance 
on educational practices.59 

Throughout the Indian government’s ongoing attempts to meet the global 
standard for education, there has been a massive influx of involvement on all 
levels from NGOs. These organizations present solutions to the issues in the 
education system. Superficially, the outside solutions might indeed have the 
potential to affect short-term positive change; however, they do little to address 
the systemic inequalities inherent to the system and gloss over the historical 
legacy of outside influence that legitimizes these systems of inequality. For 
example, Western organizations commonly give India aid in the form of text-
book donations. While providing a supply of resources to schools does meet a 
need, the textbooks are typically from Western countries and present Western 
middle class lifestyles as the standard. Not only does this increase the preex-
isting demand for Western goods and modes of learning among students and 
their families, but it also implicitly legitimizes ongoing discriminatory prac-
tices against lower-caste students who are viewed as incapable of attaining 
the Western standard.60 By normalizing the imposition of Western values on 
Indian society, these textbooks that are meant to help actually deepen the rift 
between the elite who can afford a Western capitalist lifestyle and the lower 
caste students who cannot. 

While neocolonialism61 can certainly be explicit, like the distribution of 
textbooks that depict Western lifestyles and emphasize Western modes of 
learning, it often manifests in much more subtle forms.62 More often than 
not, outside organizations, both governmental and non-governmental, part-
ner directly with the Indian government in an advisory role to establish insti-
tutions that follow the Western model. The United States is one such partner 
in India’s educational system, having established multiple land-grant col-
leges63 with strong ties to the Indian government. These types of institutions 
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are usually funded by a series of outside donors and organizations and subse-
quently reflect the political priorities of the foreign advisors that help to estab-
lish them.64 Just as the textbooks glorify a Western lifestyle, these institutions 
continue to promote Western lifestyles for the elite students that can access 
them, offering scholarships for students to study overseas in countries such as 
the United States or the United Kingdom. In effect, these types of institutions 
and policies continue the legacy of the British system by pulling the top stu-
dents at exclusive institutions even further away from Indian society.

History cannot be undone, yet historical events structure the present in 
immeasurable ways. The British imperial government created institutions 
for its own benefit and the Indian elite assumed those institutions post-inde-
pendence, perpetuating the centrality of Western values and goals. The past 
carved out a route for future Western development organizations to enter 
India with recommendations about how to fix the issues that were shaped 
by their British predecessors. Consequently, these development agencies as 
well as other Western organizations continue the imperial legacy into the 
modern era by working within the structures of the Indian elite’s agenda. The 
remainder of this paper will look ahead and pose a potential way forward that 
counters neocolonial agendas and is informed by the complex structures that 
shape the Indian educational system. 

Section 3: The Future

An observable commonality between many development projects is the check-
list fix-all prescription after a quick diagnosis of the situation. For instance, 
someone from the development field might conclude that the quick fix is sub-
sidizing the prohibitive school fees or building schools that are primarily for 
children from the Scheduled Castes. While these recommendations would 
undoubtedly make some positive difference in the short-term, they cannot 
instigate sustainable change unless they are informed by India’s history with 
Western involvement. 

As mentioned in the introductory section, the key foundation for choosing 
to examine a social justice approach to educational systems stems from post-
development theory, primarily through the works of anthropologist Arturo 
Escobar. It should be noted that a social justice approach is not a universal 
component of post-development theory. That said, Escobar, among others 
like David Faust and Richa Nagar, draws connections between a critical view 
of institutionalized development practices and the social movements that 
can provide an alternative approach. A social justice approach to education in 
India that builds on a post-development theoretical understanding recognizes 
the agency of Scheduled Caste students and their families, promotes indig-
enous forms of knowledge present prior to and throughout the colonial era, 
and challenges the institutions that exclude children using internal discrimi-
natory practices. The incorporation of this theoretical basis encourages stake-
holders to thoroughly evaluate the efficacy and motivations of institutions at 
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all levels and as part of a broader network, thus challenging Western develop-
ment practices to move beyond their neo-colonial motivations.

Generally speaking, institutions that attempt to carry out development 
policies connect ideas and understandings about developing countries with 
specific interventions designed to help. These interventions, no matter how 
well-intentioned, create a power dynamic between the developer and the 
developing where the latter is necessarily subject to the will of the former.65 In 
essence, when Western policy advisors and development practitioners engage 
with postcolonial governments like India’s, they construct themselves as the 
“experts” with the ability to define the needs that the political institutions 
must meet. This external definition requires interpretation on the part of the 
expert and results in the citizens being viewed and treated as clients, rather 
than participants.66 In more specific terms related to the Indian educational 
system, the influx of Western development practitioners prescribe remedies 
for the inequities of the system, like building an English-medium school solely 
for children from the Scheduled Castes67 or funding early education institu-
tions that teach in local languages. As benign as these efforts may be, they 
effectively depoliticize the issues facing the educational system by ignoring 
the historical roots of caste-based discrimination.

Imperial structures are perpetuated when attempts to fix the issue are 
approached from a Western perspective because these approaches uphold the 
agendas of the Westernized elite. By contrast, an alternative approach that 
challenges elitist institutions should stem from the opposite end of the spec-
trum: the people. Escobar claims that social movements and the discourse 
surrounding such movements re-politicize the needs of the people68 because 
they are understood in the context of lived experiences throughout history 
instead of the isolated snapshots in time from which institutions tend to build 
their recommendations.69 Increasing the supply of schools or other inputs in 
an effort to integrate students from lower castes, as has been the trend for the 
past few decades, does little to account for the social and historical roots of 
the problem.70 

A truly equitable approach goes beyond the economics of education and 
starts with the needs of the people. Such an approach would require signifi-
cant shifts both pedagogically and paradigmatically. One key change that 
needs to take place is moving from English-medium education to primary 
instruction in an Indian language (either Hindi or another regional language) 
and teaching English as a second or even third language. Multiple bilingual 
schools have been established, but their access has been limited primarily to 
urban middle class and upper-middle class families. While these schools tend 
to produce bilingual students, they are already geared toward the students 
who would more than likely be successful in an English-medium school due to 
their privileged backgrounds. A better approach requires shifting lower caste 
parents’ beliefs that English-medium instruction is the only way for their chil-
dren to access knowledge71 by explaining the reality of students forced into 
English-medium education without the proper educational supports. Forcing 
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children to learn in English without a well-funded school infrastructure and 
family language background hinders rather than bolsters the children’s eco-
nomic possibilities because such an education rarely results in language 
fluency. Rather these students who come from families without the sociolin-
guistic advantages of their higher caste counterparts finish their schooling 
with only a weak command of the English language and a poor grasp on the 
academic subjects because they were forced to learn by rote.72 Multiple studies 
have demonstrated the benefits of instruction in a mother tongue as opposed 
to English-medium or even Hindi-medium schools for the regions where nei-
ther English nor Hindi is the dominant language.73 Recent Indian educational 
policies have recommended the incorporation of local languages into primary 
school instruction in particular; however, there have only been a few cases 
where primers have actually been created in a regional dialect.74 

Another major transformation involves an emphasis on critical curricu-
lum that is representative of a diverse student population. Textbooks, particu-
larly English-medium textbooks, are characterized as culturally and ethnically 
neutral because they “[do] not bestow natural advantage to any linguistic 
group.”75 However, textbooks and the curriculum devised around their con-
tent are rarely neutral in terms of socioeconomic background because they are 
written to meet the priorities of the dominant social group. Just as education 
during the British imperial era was used as a mechanism to create an English-
educated bureaucratic elite, the current curriculum represents a deliberate 
selection of cultural and ideological material by the elite minority76 that legit-
imates their position as economically powerful.77 In the words of development 
economist Sheheryar Banuri, the usage of Western value laden curricula has 
effectively created a “blocked majority . . . whose values and ideas are being 
rejected by its children as being irrelevant for the problems facing them.”78 
Supplying curricular materials is beneficial insofar as they “address ‘the rela-
tionship between how [students] learn and how [people] act as individual and 
social agents; that is, it is concerned with teaching students how not only to 
think but to come to grips with a sense of individual and social responsibil-
ity.’”79 For this reason, the textbooks used in India need to reflect the daily lives 
of the students using them as valid and worthy of intellectual application. 
This will not only increase the personal educational motivation of lower-caste 
students, but will also start narrowing the gap between higher-caste instruc-
tors and students and lower caste students. 

 Other scholars advocate for reform on an even broader scope by estab-
lishing “a common school system that would end the segregation of Sched-
uled Caste, Scheduled Tribe and other marginalized students in government 
schools.”80 From a policymaker’s standpoint, many recommendations inher-
ent to a social justice approach to education seem too complex to be feasibly 
realized, which is reflected in the lack of attempts at implementation. Never-
theless, top-down supply-side strategies are failing to affect societal change 
suggesting that the next step toward social justice requires an emphasis on is 
to the social groups most impacted by internal discriminatory practices.
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Another component of development practice that Escobar advocates is self-
reflexivity. It would be entirely too easy for development practitioners and pol-
icy makers to wax poetic about the discourse of the grassroots movements while 
still perpetuating neoliberal agendas on the governmental level, especially in 
postcolonial contexts. There is a constant need for stakeholders, particularly 
Western stakeholders, to evaluate their assumptions, contextual understand-
ings, and practices. One such point for reflection might be maintaining a com-
plex understanding of equity in practice. Particularly in the education sphere, 
focusing on quality education tends to ignore sociocultural inequality, like the 
elite private schools in India. On the flip side, equity is often equated with access 
without making stipulations for high quality, as observed in the massive drive for 
building schools in India.81 Furthermore, it is increasingly necessary to question 
the assumed universality of the recommendations from Western development 
advisors.82 When analyzing the ongoing influences of Western institutions, the 
contextual interpretations and reimaginings of policies that may not match the 
original development prescriptions must be taken into account. India is a prime 
example of how policy implementation is locally contingent. Even as develop-
ment agencies consider a social justice approach, it is necessary for them to con-
sider the implications of looking to Western models of education to meet the 
needs of the Indian educational system because no policy is going to be realized 
the same way in two different contexts.

As Escobar says, “if we accept that any form of critical thought must also 
be a situated one, then theoretically informed alternatives should be practice-
oriented, especially from the point of view of engaging with the politicized 
claims and actions of oppositional movements.”83 An alternative approach 
based in social justice would account for India’s colonial legacy while also 
incorporating the day-to-day socioeconomic realities of marginalized stu-
dents. Whether development practitioners and the elitist Indian administra-
tion are prepared to make the overhauling changes required to ensure social 
justice remains to be seen. So long as outside institutions neglect the imperial 
legacy that continues to pervade multiple intertwined aspects of Indian soci-
ety, they are destined to carry on the legacy with their own work. 

Conclusions

Recall the boy from the story in the introduction of this paper. He almost quit 
school in response to the discrimination he experienced in the educational sys-
tem, not unlike the discrimination many children from the Scheduled Castes 
experience today. But there was one person that changed his past: a teacher 
who was from a higher caste. This teacher looked past the boy’s untouchable 
status and gave him a chance to succeed academically. The boy went on to be 
the only child in his family of thirteen siblings to attend high school, followed 
by university, law school, and eventually graduate school to obtain his doctor-
ate. The teacher did one other thing for this boy who society had deemed an 
outsider: he gave the boy his own last name, Ambedkar. 



H E M I S P H E R E S : Global Visions, Local Interests  •  vol. 42, 201920

Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar was one of the foremost advocates against 
the caste system and the idea of untouchability during the Indian national-
ist movement and in post-independence India. A contemporary of Mohan-
das Gandhi, Ambedkar worked toward dismantling the British system that 
segregated untouchables outside of the educational and political systems. He 
is also credited with drafting the first Constitution of India and was posthu-
mously granted the Bharat Ratna, India’s highest award for civilians. All this 
came from an untouchable boy that once might have walked away from his 
education rather than continue to endure the discrimination embedded into 
the school system. 

The sad fact is that many children from the Scheduled Castes do not have 
that teacher in their educational careers to encourage and care for them. 
Moreover, many of these children cannot access substantive schooling at all 
because quality education tends to be held just out of reach. The continued 
over-emphasis on English-medium education that inculcates Western values 
into students maintains the socioeconomic stratification that benefits few 
and harms many. 

On the other hand, Ambedkar’s life can also be viewed as a promising 
point of hope for future generations of Scheduled Caste students because it 
demonstrates that with the correct approach to education as a mechanism for 
justice, students can develop their own voice, standing up for their communi-
ties and challenging the status quo set in place by British imperialists. There 
is promising research84 being conducted on raising the middle castes that 
until recent decades also experienced educational discrimination. However, 
few researchers seem to be discussing the lasting repercussions of colonialism 
on the intersection between caste and education. The continued gap in the 
conversation about historical influences on modern structures prompted this 
paper. There is an immediate need for more in-depth research that focuses on 
the daily realities of Scheduled Caste communities and educational quality. 
Moreover, researchers need to be cognizant of the colonial legacy that con-
tinues to bear weight in the Indian educational system. Such an emphasis in 
research and practice not only has the potential to drive the educational sys-
tem toward a more just and equitable reality, but also to alter the structures 
that persist as a result of British imperialism.
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The Revival of Mexican 
Nationalism in Political Discourse
Martín Rodriguez Nuñez, Tufts University

Abstract

Throughout the 2018 Mexican presidential campaign and subsequent inaugura-
tion, then-candidate Andres Manuel López Obrador utilized elements of revo-
lutionary nationalism to create a political discourse that signaled his vision for 
the country. How is this discursive strategy similar to the PRI’s construction and 
propagation of 20th-century revolutionary nationalism? Why is invoking the 
historical myths and legacies of nationalist figures significant? What are the 
political possibilities and constraints that López Obrador could face with this 
discursive frame? Using Lamont and Small’s (2008) analytical approaches to 
culture, this paper will explore the cultural elements of López Obrador’s dis-
cursive strategy as an instrument of political legitimation. This paper will argue 
that his discourse is not completely resurrecting revolutionary nationalism. 
Rather, he is taking advantage of its inherent contradictions to employ a flex-
ible, nationalist discourse to navigate Mexico’s complex challenges.

Introduction

In the 2018 Mexican presidential election, Andres Manuel López Obrador 
of the left-wing MORENA (Movimiento Regeneración Nacional) party won 
a landslide victory with 53 percent of the vote.1 His victory was historic for 
many reasons. For one, the margins of his victory were unprecedented since 
Mexico’s democratic transition began in the late 20th century. This electoral 
landslide, coupled with MORENA’s majority control of both chambers of the 
Mexican congress and several state legislatures and governorships, effectively 
imply a strong presidential mandate. Most importantly, these gains for the left 
weakened the long-standing political power of the PRI (Partido Revoluciona-
rio Institucional) and the center-right PAN (Partido Acción Nacional).

For nearly seven decades, the PRI had governed the country under one-
party rule after the 1910 Mexican Revolution. The PAN had always been the 
opposition party, later breaking the PRI’s monopoly on the presidency in 
2000. But Mexico currently faces a series of policy challenges, ranging from 
widespread political corruption to worsening cartel violence.2 As the election 
results show, Mexican voters strongly voiced their discontent with the PRI and 
PAN’s inability to confront these problems.
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López Obrador tapped into this general discontent against the political 
establishment. Throughout the presidential campaign and transition period, 
his political rhetoric constantly referenced the familiar legacies of 19th-century 
Mexican liberalism under President Benito Juárez and 20th-century revolu-
tionary nationalism under Presidents Francisco Madero and Lázaro Cárde-
nas. Images during the transition period were published with the intention of 
creating apresidential persona that was in the image of these past historical 
figures.3 These cultural elements have been used to construct a nationalist dis-
course, which argues for an alternative political, economic, and social project.

Mexican nationalist discourse has traditionally been considered a legiti-
mating factor in its political culture.4 Many scholars, however, disagree on 
whether it had a substantial impact, especially during the PRI’s one-party 
rule.5 This could lead us to ask a couple of questions: How is López Obrador’s 
discursive strategy similar to the construction and reproduction of revolution-
ary nationalism? What does it mean to invoke the legacies of Juárez, Madero, 
or Cárdenas? What are the possibilities and restraints that this discursive 
strategy will allow in governing and policy-making?

Using Lamont and Small’s analytical approaches to culture,6 this paper will 
examine the cultural elements that López Obrador uses in his discursive strat-
egy to legitimate himself. This paper will argue that López Obrador is not com-
pletely resurrecting revolutionary nationalism. Rather, he is taking advantage of 
its inherent contradictions to employ a flexible nationalist discourse to navigate 
Mexico’s complex challenges. To accomplish this, the paper will be divided into 
three comprehensive parts. The first section will present the literature and his-
tory of Mexican nationalism in political culture. It will show that the legacies 
of different nationalist discourses offer a cultural “toolkit” of symbols, strate-
gies, myths, etc., which political entrepreneurs can use.7 The second section 
will explore how López Obrador borrows from this toolkit to create a discursive 
frame of the contemporary context and a narrative that inserts himself in Mex-
ico’s history. The final section will consider the implications of such discourse.

Nationalism in Mexican Political Culture

Conceptualizing Nationalism

In his book on Mexican nationalism, anthropologist Claudio Lomnitz presents 
and challenges Benedict Anderson’s conceptualization of nations and nation-
alism.8 According to Anderson, “the nation ‘is an imagined political commu-
nity—an imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign.’ ‘Nationalism’ is 
the adherence to an identification with such a community.”9 Nations are then 
social constructs whose abstraction can be manipulated and employed for 
political purposes. When we talk about Mexican nationalism, we are asking 
how political actors construct the “idea” of a Mexican nation. This can include 
elements such as abstract values and ideals, ethnic or physical characteristics, 
or inalienable material goods.10
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Lomnitz extends Anderson’s definition by saying that the nation is “a 
community that is conceived of deep comradeship among full citizens, each 
of whom is a potential broker between the national state and [citizens] whom 
he or she can construe as dependents.”11 This revised definition addresses the 
implications of nationalism in social and political circumstances, namely the 
unequal relationship between the individual and the state. Nationalism can 
also positively or negatively shape how individual relationships are consid-
ered within a shared nationality or across other forms of socially constructed 
communities.12

Most importantly, Lomnitz argues that nationalism provides a framework 
in which the individual and the state discursively contest the nature and con-
ditions of their relationship: 

The fundamental thing about nationalism is that it is a produc-
tive discourse that allows subjects to rework various connections 
between state institutions and other social organizational forms. As 
such, the power of nationalism lies not so much in its hold of the 
souls of individuals (though this is not insignificant) as in the fact 
that it provides interactive frames in which the relationship between 
state institutions and various and diverse social relationships . . . can 
be negotiated.13

Therefore, it does not necessarily matter whether the individual believes in 
the nationalist discourse. Because of the unequal power relation between 
the individual and the state, nationalism presents a platform in which both 
are defining and redefining the terms of the “social contract.” Because of this 
dialectic, nationalism can be produced, reproduced, and utilized by political 
and non-political actors.14 Nationalism can thus create its own set of cultural 
beliefs, practices, discourse, narratives, and so on. Since independence, Mexi-
can nationalism has been constructed by political actors and state-builders in 
various ways. However, for the purposes of this paper, I will mostly focus on 
revolutionary nationalism.

Revolutionary Nationalism

The 1910 Mexican Revolution was a political and social revolution that over-
threw the 35-year dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz. While Francisco Madero called 
for a political revolution under the slogan “universal suffrage, no reelection,” 
the 20-year conflict was fought along several regional, class, and political fault 
lines. Each faction was seeking to overturn the ancien régime, which had mar-
ginalized sectors of the Mexican population.15

Scholars such as Alan Knight argue that the leaders and participants justi-
fied the conflict not as a repudiation of the past, but as a revival of the “liberal-
patriotic” legacies of la Reforma, or the Reform Era. This was a period in the 
second half of 19th century under the leadership of President Benito Juárez. 
Mexican liberals instituted reforms that secularized and organized the state, 
fought victoriously against the French invasion and its conservative allies, and 
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promoted democratic liberalism in Mexico. Mexican liberalism was seen by 
many as a “popular and patriotic movement which embodied enduring Mexi-
can values—defence of the patria, representation of the people and affirma-
tion of local autonomy.”16 Many of the revolutionary leaders used Mexican 
liberalism as a discursive space to make their claims, whether it was democratic 
reform, rural land redistribution for the poor, or indigenous rights.17 How-
ever, Knight argues that because the factional conflict was primarily interest-
driven, ideological factors played a lesser role.18 The Constitutionalists, led by 
Venustiano Carranza and Álvaro Obregón, were the eventual victors of the 
Revolution and responsible for drafting the liberal-republican Constitution of 
1917, which is still in effect.19 The current Mexican state and political system is 
a product of the conflict’s aftermath.

The Revolution left significant political legacies in addition to precipitat-
ing cultural shifts, specifically the creation of revolutionary nationalism and 
its accompanying “myth.” The former refers to the “imagined community” that 
post-revolutionary leaders discursively created. The latter refers to the meta-
narrative that forms the nation’s historical foundation. The myth consists of 
“images, icons, heroes, stories, slogans, songs, and anniversaries” that brought 
all actors of the conflict into the “Revolutionary Family.” This whitewashed 
narrative was produced and reproduced by the state and the public, albeit for 
different purposes.20 Additionally, rather than portray the Revolution as a his-
torical anomaly, it was placed into a teleological sequence following Mexican 
Independence and the Reform Era. In doing so, the state created a narrative in 
which Mexican history was following its liberal-patriotic traditions.21 The pro-
tagonist of this historical narrative was the mestizo, the mixed-raced offspring 
of the Spanish and indigenous civilizations.22

According to Knight, the myth was created for several reasons. The first 
was to counter the counterrevolutionary threat from political Catholics who 
rejected the anti-clericalism instigated by the Juárez reforms and heavily 
pursued by the post-revolutionary state.23 Second, for the task of nation-
building, the narrative needed to strongly downplay the factional nature of 
the conflict.24 A wide segment of the population had been traumatized by 
decades of conflict. This was not only necessary to prevent future conflict 
from the popular classes, but from the elites too. For the post-revolutionary 
state to be stable and effective, factional differences had to be put aside. 
The resultant nationalist myth provided a discursive frame and “reservoir of 
icons” for political elites to exploit and reproduce in their interest.25 There-
fore, we end up with these common icons: “Madero the democrat, [Emiliano] 
Zapata the agrarian, [Plutarco Elias] Calles the state-builder, and Cárdenas 
the nationalist.”26 According to Knight, this political myth offers an emotive 
narrative that explains the past, present, and future trajectory of Mexico. 
Most importantly, it has the discursive power in “mobilizing support and 
generating legitimacy.”27 Overall, it provided a populist, celebratory narra-
tive in which all Mexicans, regardless of their role, background, or interests, 
played a role in shaping the fate of Mexico.
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Many scholars argue that the elements of this nationalism and the results 
of the conflict had profound implications for the organization of state and 
society. For example, Lomnitz argues that “mestizo nationalism implicitly sup-
ported the creation of a protectionist and modernizing state.”28 This national-
ism also presented a departure from traditional Mexican liberalism. Cultural, 
economic, and social progress were considered “national patrimony” with the 
state as its chief sponsor.29 For example, the 1917 constitution claims responsi-
bility over the public interest, such as “public education, labor conditions, the 
right to expropriate any land for reasons of public utility, the regulation of for-
eign investment and the amount of land that can be legally possessed.”30 The 
result was the creation of a corporatist, one-party state in which everything 
was channeled through various patron-client relations.31 

The Turn Toward Neoliberalism

Under the presidency of Carlos Salinas de Gortari in the 1980s, the tech-
nocratic wing of the PRI implemented a series of neoliberal reforms that 
impacted the social and economic structure that had been dominant since 
the 1930s.33 Neoliberalism is a school of thought that argues for a “social 
order based upon the primacy of individual agency and the measurement 
of a nation’s viability in terms of its ability to compete globally.”34 While it 
primarily exists in the realm of economic theory, it has had wide-ranging 
implications for the social order and political economies of modern states. 
As a narrative, neoliberalism “presents [economic] globalization as inevi-
table.”35 Therefore, we can think of neoliberalism as an alternative ideology 
that challenges revolutionary nationalism.

Why does neoliberalism present a fundamental challenge to the nation-
alist state and its legitimating discourse? In revolutionary nationalism, 
the corporatist state channels a common thread of communitarianism and 
paternalism in economic, political, and cultural activities. On the other 
hand, “neoliberalism restores the centrality of individualism and places 
little relevance on collective identities and institutional mediations.”36 The 
“collective individual” in nationalist ideology no longer becomes relevant for 
the neoliberal state.37 To promote this ideology publicly, the PRI neoliberals 
had to reject nationalism and state’s centrality by elevating the individual in 
its political discourse.38

With the elevation of the individual (and not the mestizo), nationalism 
was relegated as a hindrance to national economic development. The nation-
alist, protectionist state provided the guidance and resources to achieve 
modernization, but “national identity [had] changed from being a tool for 
achieving modernity to being a marker of dis-modernity and a form of protest 
against the most recent reorganization of capitalist production.”39 The chal-
lenge for neoliberalism was not only to justify the material necessities of the 
reforms but also to “translate political solutions into a meaningful discourse 
that explained the new equilibrium between state and society in order to gen-
erate sufficient legitimacy to ensure the continuity of their reforms.”40



H E M I S P H E R E S : Global Visions, Local Interests  •  vol. 42, 201932

The Death of Revolutionary Nationalism?

The transition to neoliberalism has not been smooth. As mentioned in the 
introduction, there has been ongoing discontent with the incremental neo-
liberal policy reforms. Discursively, many scholars question whether the tech-
nocrats succeeded in creating a new “nationalist” discourse that justified this 
transition. As one notes,

. . . neoliberal politicians have not succeeded in reformulating Mexican 
nationalism in a way that preserves that the national has its own inter-
nal system of value production. As a result, the opposition between 
state and nation, between a “deep Mexico” and a commercial, inter-
national, and superficially modernizing elite, emerges as a common 
image of the national situation.41

Whether or not the Mexican public and elite believed in revolutionary nation-
alism, it at least provided a discursive template where there was a “goal” of 
social and economic justice for the nation. Neoliberalism does not inherently 
profess these communitarian intentions and may have been difficult to recon-
cile with. Regardless, O’Toole argued that the neoliberal politicians needed to 
include some vestiges of nationalism in their rhetoric because it was perceived 
to be a legitimating discourse.42

While there is debate over neoliberalism’s success or failure, others predict 
the eventual demise of revolutionary nationalism:

Mexican policymakers face the dilemma of reconciling the revolu-
tionary past with the neoliberal present just as Mexico becomes more 
deeply embedded in the global capitalist system, and with the victory 
of the center-right, conservative PAN, it seems unlikely that the Mexi-
can Revolution will be called upon in political discourse and rhetoric 
for garnering regime support.43

If globalization and neoliberalism are meant to depress nationalist discourse, 
why was nationalism relevant in the 2018 presidential election? As we have 
seen, revolutionary nationalism provides a discursive template for elite and 
popular contestation. The 1990 Zapatista uprising in Chiapas is an example of 
appropriating revolutionary nationalist discourse to challenge the end of the 
ejido system that had redistributed land to the rural poor in southern Mex-
ico.44 The success of the technocratic wing of the PRI also provoked a major 
defection in which the left-wing PRD (Partido de la Revolución Democrática) 
was created. The PRD also appropriated this discourse to claim their legiti-
macy as heirs of the revolution.45 Whether it is a guerilla uprising or an estab-
lished political movement, political actors continue to turn to the elements 
that revolutionary nationalism can provide in order to make their own claims 
to political, social, or economic power. López Obrador’s discourse presents yet 
another contemporary example of its relevance.
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In Lamont and Small (2008), the authors present six analytical approaches 
to study the relationship between culture and poverty in the United States.46 
Culture could be analyzed as a frame, repertoire, narrative, symbolic bound-
ary, source of capital, and institution.47 These same approaches can be used to 
analyze the cultural elements that López Obrador uses. Consistent with the 
definition of culture presented earlier, this paper will treat López Obrador as 
an “agent” of culture in politics, rather than someone who is influenced and 
shaped by it.48 Specifically, we will examine how he selects cultural elements 
from nationalist discourse to construct an alternative frame, narrative, and 
institution that confronts the current state of Mexican politics.

Culture as a Repertoire: The Legacies of Juárez, Madero, 
and Cárdenas

Culture as repertoire considers the “practices, beliefs, and attitudes that indi-
viduals call forth at the time of action.”49 Because this assumes that culture is 
heterogenous and inherently contradictory rather than an internally consis-
tent system, “different toolkits contain different repertoires of action.”50 For 
our focus, we want to consider the strategies of actions that could be implied 
by exhuming the legacies of Juárez, Madero, and Cárdenas.

Juárez is commonly associated with patriotic liberalism, democracy, and 
the rule of law. In his lifetime, he led the liberal-republicans against the con-
servative-centralists who were competing to restructure the Mexican state 
during the Reform Wars. The victory of the liberal-republicans resulted in 
the adoption of the Constitution of 1857 and Juárez’s liberal reforms. Addi-
tionally, as president-in-exile, he led the resistance against the French occu-
pation of Mexico, thereby defending national sovereignty. Aside from these 
accomplishments, his presidency symbolically elevated the indigenous Mex-
ican as a figure capable of national politics and modernization.51 “Speakers 
praised Juárez as ‘Messiah’ and ‘Redeemer,’ defender of the constitution, hero 
of American democracy, leader of the Reform, and savior of independence.”52 
Like the history of the Mexican Revolution, Juárez as a national figure became 
a myth and a discursive frame for political contestation by political Catholics 
and revolutionary leaders.53

López Obrador commonly cites a well-known Juarista maxim in his 
speeches: “Nada por la fuerza, todo por la razón y el derecho.” (Do nothing 
by force, but everything by reason and law).54 While this phrase alludes to the 
legalist thought that Juárez sought to promote and implement, it is important 
for its explicit rejection of (violent) force as a means for change. This refrain 
signals López Obrador’s intent to pursue legal and constitutional means to 
pursue his desired reforms. He explicitly addresses these concerns: “There will 
be an authentic rule of law under the liberal premise that no one is at the mar-
gins or above the law. We will be respectful of the separation of powers and 
the sovereignty of states and municipalities.”55 As a strategy, López Obrador 
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uses Juárez as a signal of his intention to adhere to constitutionalism and the 
rule of law.

Madero, the “apostle of democracy” and the first revolutionary martyr, 
is commonly associated with democratic ideals since he called for a political 
revolution that ultimately overthrew the Porfirian regime.56 As the original 
proponent of “universal suffrage, no reelection” in Mexico, “no reelection” has 
remained one of the most indisputable legacies of the Mexican Revolution. 
No president has served more than one six-year term, or sexenio, since 1934.57 
Madero also drew inspiration from the national hero Juárez in his political 
thought and short-lived presidency. In another reference to legalism, “Madero 
admired Juárez as the ‘incarnation of law’ and the ‘genuine representative of 
legality.’”58 “Juárez served thereby as a mutual symbol of identification: gov-
ernments used him to assert their claim of identity with the interests of the 
people, and various groups and individuals used him [to] articulate claims on 
the government.”59

As a symbol, Madero is useful to signal a desire to promote democratic 
reforms and ideals. In his victory speech, López Obrador states: “The new 
national project will seek to establish an authentic democracy. We do not 
intend on building an open or covert dictatorship. These changes will be 
profound but will occur in accordance with the established legal order.”60 
Again, there is a constant repetition of respect to democratic ideals and legal 
approaches to change.

Lázaro Cárdenas is commonly associated with implementing revolution-
ary nationalist ideals through social and economic policies in the 1930s, most 
notably the expropriation of the oil industry and land redistribution. Because 
of these policies, he is venerated as the president who strongly adhered to 
revolutionary ideals of social and economic justice. While Cárdenas is often 
invoked in relation to recent energy reforms that privatized the oil industry, 
he could also be thought of as a champion for the marginalized. This is exem-
plified in López Obrador’s common assertion: “We will listen to everyone, we 
will attend to everyone, we will respect everyone, but we will give preference 
to the humble and forgotten; especially, to the indigenous peoples of Mexico. 
For the good of all, the poor first.”61 Cárdenas’ appropriation of the oil indus-
try is also portrayed in relation to Juárez and the ideal of protecting national 
sovereignty: 

Juárez and Cárdenas both as reformers and as defenders of Mexico 
against foreign encroachment. Cárdenas championed Mexico’s inter-
ests in a confrontation with the United States over the expropriation of 
petroleum wells and refineries; Juárez defended Mexican sovereignty 
in the face of a French invasion.62

While López Obrador cites these figures to signal the various ideals he is try-
ing to uphold and promote, there is a common thread: Benito Juárez. From 
Madero to Cárdenas to López Obrador himself, there is a recurring connec-
tion to aspiring to the ideals and legacies of Juárez. It is no surprise then that 
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López Obrador’s official government logo features national heroes with Juárez 
at the helm, patriotically holding the Mexican flag.63 Juárez is a supreme sym-
bol of liberalism, patriotism and sovereignty, so this could also project a deter-
mination to pursue policies and actions that are consistent with the values 
embodied in the Juárez myth.

Using these various figures also allows for discursive flexibility. As Lamont 
and Small note, the cultural toolkit “leaves room for accounts of diversity 
within groups and for a multiplicity of perspectives within a single actor.”64 
López Obrador can summon Cárdenas when he is pursuing economic poli-
cies, or Madero when he is promoting democratic reforms, or Juárez for 
promoting the rule of law and sovereignty. These figures present the type of 
policies that López Obrador may want to pursue and how they may fit within 
the given context.

Culture as a Frame: The Economic and Moral Failures  
of Neoliberalism 

Culture as a frame considers how “individuals cognitively perceive [and repre-
sent] the world around them” by creating filters that manifest certain aspects 
of their social environment.65 So, for our example, how is López Obrador 
“framing” the current social, political, and economic landscape in Mexico?

In his inaugural campaign speech, López Obrador frames the source of 
Mexico’s present economic challenges as the failures of neoliberal economic 
reforms:

According to our diagnosis, the problem originates from the imple-
mentation of the so-called neoliberal model which has not yielded 
any results even in quantifiable terms.

. . . Since the administration of Carlos Salinas, the government has 
opted to abandon the countryside and national industry, and the State 
stopped promoting development.

The defenders of the current economic model speak of modernity, 
but they do not tell you that this modernity is synonymous with the 
economic elites and its exclusion of the majority and is only advanta-
geous to a small minority.66

In this example, there are elements of economic nationalism that were com-
mon in the traditional rhetoric of the post-revolutionary state. López Obra-
dor borrows from the protectionist and nationalist viewpoint that the state 
should play an active role in a country’s economic development and growth. 
This frame therefore presents the ongoing tension between economic nation-
alism (protectionism and import-substitution industrialization) and neolib-
eralism (free trade) as competing models of growth for developing nations. 
His frame also places President Salinas as the principal political actor whose 
neoliberal aspirations caused these problems. While he does not necessarily 
engage with neoliberalism as a social ideology, the roots of Mexico’s challenges 
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are presented as economic challenges. This might be helpful in convincing a 
broad sector of poor and middle-class Mexicans who may feel that they are 
not receiving the substantial benefits that they were promised under free mar-
ket capitalism.

He also frames neoliberalism as a betrayal of national sovereignty, espe-
cially in the privatization of national industries and resources:

In the post-revolutionary era, from the 30s to the 80s of the last cen-
tury, those in government did not dare, did not dare to privatize ejido 
farmlands, forests, beaches, railroads, mines, the electrical industry, 
or much less to alienate oil; however, now in these ill-fated times of 
neoliberalism, the rulers have dedicated themselves, as in the Porfiri-
ato, to sell off our territory and transfer companies and public goods, 
and even functions of the State, to national and foreign individuals.67

The privatization of the oil industry is an extreme example of national 
betrayal. It is the most notable material, nationalist legacy of the Cárdenas 
administration. While controversial, the nationalization of the oil industry in 
the 1980s has typically been portrayed as a strong assertion of sovereignty and 
the state’s role in economic modernization. More specifically, the notion of 
sovereignty is important in nationalism because it assumes that nations have 
the right of self-determination, whether political, social, or economic. Oil 
privatization can therefore be framed as the loss of a nation’s control over its 
natural resources when it auctions them off to wealthy or foreign multination-
als. By placing oil privatization within a historical context, López Obrador is 
also arguing that these policies parallel the betrayals of the pre-revolutionary 
dictator Porfirio Diaz.

While the frame perspective does not help explain how culture can deter-
mine courses of action,68 we can consider how López Obrador’s frame invites 
the listener to ask what alternative could provide a roadmap of solutions for 
these problems. If we are to assume that he borrows from revolutionary nation-
alist discourse, then perhaps he is proposing a vision in which the state once 
again takes an active role in the country’s economic development, although 
the extent is unclear. But his political discourse serves an important role of 
proposing a new start, a new rationality that creates boundaries of what Mexi-
cans should be against and for.69

Aside from the economic failures of neoliberalism, López Obrador also 
frames his presidency as a return to the “moralization” of the public space. The 
following parts of his speeches highlight this:

The new president of Mexico will have the moral and political author-
ity to ask everyone for a correct course of action and will call for honesty 
as a way of life and as a mode of government. With this determination 
carried out in practice, the country will be moralized, Mexico’s image 
abroad will be improved, and we will save our wealth from the ongoing 
theft promoted by corrupt politicians and lobbyists.
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I will also summon the inhabitants of Mexico to build an ethical 
consensus that is essential for coexistence. With this purpose, we will 
give priority to the preparation and dissemination of a Moral Consti-
tution, not obviously as a legal instrument or as an interference by the 
State in the private life of citizens, but as an expression of the funda-
mental values that unite us and that survive even after the degradation 
and the disastrous destruction of the social fabric perpetrated in our 
country in recent decades. We will not only look for material well-
being but also the well-being of the soul. We will repeat, once and a 
thousand times, that only by being good can we be happy.70

While this may seem out of place, such rhetoric is also consistent with the revo-
lutionary myth that depicts figures such as Madero and Zapata as possessing 
attributes of “humility, endurance of suffering, and sacrifice” in the name of the 
nation.71 Strategically, this can speak to political Catholics or evangelical voters 
who may feel that moral corruption is at the root of Mexico’s problems. There-
fore, his frame is not simply a nationalist approach to the current situation, but 
a moral frame as well. In this, López Obrador can project himself as a humble 
man who will consider the moral implications of his powers as president.

Culture as a Narrative: La cuarta transformación

Culture as a narrative considers how “people develop an understanding of 
themselves, their environment, and others that shape their actions.”72 Part of 
this self-conception may involve discursively expressing one’s responsibility 
to oneself and others and contextualizing individual behavior and actions.73 
This analytical approach is important for political discourse because it “deals 
with the narrative interpretation of events and ideas and establishes criteria 
and contexts for comparing and evaluating political systems.”74 Again, we see 
these cultural elements play out in López Obrador’s narrative in three promi-
nent ways.

First, he began his presidential campaign in Ciudad Juárez to contextu-
alize it as a historic one.75 As López Obrador noted, this town has historic 
significance for two reasons: it was the town where President Juárez and the 
Mexican liberals launched their resistance against French occupation, and 
where the Madero/Northern factions of the revolution defeated the Porfirian 
regime.76 For his audience, these patriotic narratives are well known. He asso-
ciated himself with the revered presidents who forcefully defended Mexican 
sovereignty and who ousted undesirable regimes. In this way, we might con-
sider how he is creating a parallel, implying that he will also act upon these 
two things to defend Mexican national sovereignty against a “decadent” politi-
cal regime. Hence, the slogan of his electoral coalition, Junto Haremos Histo-
ria [Together We Will Make History] makes sense within this context.

 The narrative perspective allows us to analyze how the discourse as a 
story presents a chronological or other form of logical sequence.77 For this 
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example, López Obrador inserts himself in the Mexican teleology with the 
famous phrase: la cuarta transformación.78 As mentioned in an earlier sec-
tion of this paper, Knight argued how the Mexican Revolution was presented 
by its participants within the following teleology of liberal-patriotic history: 
Independence>Reforma>Revolution.79 As the “fourth transformation,” López 
Obrador is claiming that he will continue the traditions of liberal-patriotism 
that have been left behind since the Cárdenas presidency. According to this 
narrative, the period after Cárdenas is characterized as a departure from the 
revolutionary ideals that were fought for. As López Obrador states in his cam-
paign speeches:

Based on what has been achieved, we will seek to undertake a peaceful 
and orderly transformation, yes, but no less profound than the Inde-
pendence, the Reformation and the Revolution; We have not made all 
this effort for mere cosmetic changes, for the most part, much less to 
keep more of the same.

The Fourth Transformation will be peaceful but radical, under-
standing that the radical word comes from the root and that the pur-
pose is to uproot the corrupt regime of injustices and privileges.80

The one caveat to this context is that he professes to seek transformative 
change peacefully. The three major historical movements in Mexican history 
have all been violent conflicts that have lasted for decades; López Obrador 
may want to prove himself as the peaceful “revolutionary” or reformer. The 
latter is a strategically viable characterization that can appeal to a wide popu-
lation seeking multi-level reform.

López Obrador also presents a narrative in which his eventual presi-
dency will be the long-awaited moral revival of the legacies of the Cárdenas 
presidency, the student movement of 1968, and other left-wing or nation-
alist movements: “We will win, but our victory must be strong. It will be a 
historical event. The victory of an entire people will be consummated in the 
face of the immorality and decadence of recent times.”81 Consistent with his 
discursive frame, López Obrador is justifying his candidacy as the answer to 
neoliberalism’s failures by reviving traditional nationalist politics. This makes 
sense given the common argument that the Revolution as an inspiration of 
policy-making was “frozen” after the Cárdenas administration, where the PRI 
presidents subsequently became more conservative.82 With nationalism as a 
constructed vision of social and political life, this is supported in his discourse 
when he argues that la cuarta transformación is meant to reorient the notion 
of “the public” in Mexico.83 This indirectly challenges the individualism and 
notions of the “public” that neoliberalism presents as a social ideology. His 
narrative is also meant to emphasize that his politics and style of governance 
may seek democratic participation and activity because the people will have a 
say in making decisions like they did in previous pivotal moments in history. 
With the discourse of revolutionary nationalism, the people can make their 
claims using the same discursive frame and narrative. 
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 While it is not explicitly clear, the two main challenges that López Obrador 
is attacking are political corruption and economic inequality. His discourse 
has often placed emphasis on taking a more active and democratic approach 
to economic development:

The new government will seek modernity, but from below and for all. 
There will be a horizontal economic growth, that is, throughout the 
country, not only in small islets, as has been happening in the last 30 
years.84

Even if he emphasizes both concepts, his narrative is meant to highlight that 
his government program will have implications for public and civic life in 
Mexico. Whether this is an active call to civil society and voters or populist 
demagoguery is left to debate.

Conclusion: Institutionalizing Change?

López Obrador’s flexible discourse has utilized Mexico’s cultural “toolkit” to 
portray himself as a successor to the legacies of Mexican liberalism and revo-
lutionary nationalism. He cited cultural elements that are familiar and histor-
ically-specific to Mexican political culture to fashion his public persona. He 
also created parallels that bring the past into the present, along with its ideals 
that could be applied to the current situation. Therefore, nothing in his dis-
course would be foreign to what Mexicans have learned in the historical narra-
tive of the country and nation. Additionally, we should seriously acknowledge 
how employing cultural values has factored into crafting a “dynamic political 
force” through MORENA and López Obrador.85

The ongoing challenge will be to “institutionalize” the cultural framework, 
which López Obrador has constructed, into a viable government program. 
When we think of culture as an institution, we consider the formal and infor-
mal ways in which specific values, practices, symbols, etc. are consistently 
reproduced and create a practical paradigm for policy-making.86 As Lamont 
and Small note, “through feedback or loop effects, boundaries become insti-
tutionalized, that is, largely taken for granted and embedded in policies, in 
informal organization, and in cultural practices.”87 Will López Obrador’s 
discourse become embedded within the system? What will he need to do to 
achieve this? These questions will require time and ongoing observation. Ana-
lysts, the Mexican media, and policymakers have adopted the discursive frame 
of “the fourth transformation” to judge and measure the actions that the gov-
ernment will take. Others are adopting the elements of López Obrador’s dis-
course as a space for debate. Whether or not people believe in it is hard to 
measure, but we can measure its prevalence in public and political discourse.

López Obrador has undoubtedly set high expectations not only for himself 
but for a population that seems anxious for profound change. His discourse 
can also become his greatest weakness. Like the pre-2000 PRI, the public 
became much more critical in the dissonance between what the government 
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preached and what it practiced. Hence, many argue that the PRI’s depen-
dence on nationalism became a liability in the 1968 Tlatelolco Massacre or 
the neoliberal reforms.88 The democratic transition has created mixed percep-
tions as to whether change is possible, given the worsening quality of life and 
security.89 Therefore, Obrador’s discourse will mean very little if there are no 
tangible benefits addressing Mexico’s economic and security challenges. Even 
if these cannot be resolved within this sexenio, the goal could be to foster a 
political culture in which others will see these liberal-republican and nation-
alist ideals as legitimate “strategies for action.” 

Additionally, our segmented analysis of López Obrador shows that it is 
not easy to create one cohesive analysis of his political discourse. The legacies 
of Mexican liberalism and revolutionary nationalism can sometimes present 
inconsistencies. Most importantly, revolutionary nationalism as an “official 
ideology [is often] associated with the corporate state, hegemony party and 
strong presidentialism.”90 Those in the opposition will be increasingly skep-
tical if his nationalist discourse translates into the resurrection of the old 
PRI. Looking at the various components in López Obrador’s discourse will 
be necessary to then understand why he may appear rhetorically inconsistent 
throughout his presidency.91

In Gawronski’s analysis of the PRI’s use of revolutionary nationalism, he 
ultimately argued that the party’s downfall was due to a series of moral, politi-
cal, and performance legitimacy crises.92 López Obrador may have attained 
political legitimacy by winning a democratic election or moral legitimacy by 
making claims to nationalism and its values, but we will have to see whether 
this lives up in the actual practice of governing. There, we can analyze and 
compare what he preaches with how he governs.

Mihas argues that “politics is a process of contestation, involving contests 
over alternative understandings.”93 If we are to assume these nationalist lega-
cies have culturally legitimating influences, then López Obrador is simply 
presenting himself as a formidable political challenger to the status quo by 
seeking to vindicate the legacies of the Reform and Revolution.
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 “Con base en lo logrado buscaremos emprender una transformación pacífica y 

ordenada, sí, pero no por ello menos profunda que la Independencia, la Reforma 
y la Revolución; no hemos hecho todo este esfuerzo para meros cambios cosmé-
ticos, por encimita, y mucho menos para quedarnos con más de lo mismo.

La Cuarta Transformación será pacífica pero radical, entendiendo que la 
palabra radical viene de raíz y que el propósito es arrancar de raíz el régimen cor-
rupto de injusticias y de privilegios.” (López Obrador 2018b)

81. My translation from Spanish: 
 “Vamos a ganar, pero nuestro triunfo debe ser contundente. Será un hecho 

histórico. Se consumará la victoria de todo un pueblo frente a la inmoralidad y la 
decadencia de los últimos tiempos.” (López Obrador 2018b)

82. Gawronski, 393.
83. López Obrador 2018c.
84. My translation from Spanish:
 “El nuevo gobierno buscará la modernidad, pero desde abajo y para todos. Habrá 

un crecimiento económico horizontal, es decir, en todo el país, no sólo en peque-
ños islotes, como ha venido sucediendo en los últimos 30 años.” (López Obrador 
2018a)

85. Mihas, 127.
86. Lamont and Small, 89.
87. Ibid.
88. Gawronski, 370–76.
89. Ibid., 367.
90. O’Toole, 274.
91. Lamont and Small, 90.
92. Gawronski, 370–76. 
93. Mihas, 125.
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PROMESA Rota: The Crisis of Debt 
and Democracy in Puerto Rico
Lindsay Golub, Tulane University 

Abstract

In 2016, the U.S. Congress passed the Puerto Rico Oversight, Management, 
and Economic Stability Act (PROMESA) and President Obama appointed 
the Financial Oversight and Management Board (FOMB) with the intent 
to help Puerto Ricans by allowing restructuring of 72 billion dollars of debt 
and buffering the demands of creditors. At the same time, this gave the inde-
pendent FOMB significant power to implement severe austerity measures. 
Because Puerto Rican citizens have minimal participation and oversight 
over the FOMB, and since their government itself has limited authority to 
act under the PROMESA structure, Puerto Ricans are effectively doubly dis-
enfranchised. The fact that the Puerto Rican governor has an observation, 
but non-voting role on the board is particularly provocative, as it mirrors the 
Commonwealth’s status in Congress (one non-voting representative). Popular 
frustration over the austerity measures and restrictions imposed by the FOMB 
have led to alternative “participation” in the form of violent protests, growing 
support for extreme parties, low voter turnout, and population flight. This 
undermines the current local government and generates widespread resent-
ment against “La Junta” (FOMB) and the United States government. In many 
ways this parallels the responses of citizens in Venezuela and Greece during 
recent debt crises. In this paper, I argue that modest changes to the board 
composition, compensation and restructuring agreements could restore faith 
in the democratic process and lead to genuine enfranchisement. Drawing 
on primary sources and interviews, I discuss the need to protect the long-
term interests of debtholders while addressing some of the most provocative 
aspects of the PROMESA board.

Introduction

Robert Dahl famously noted that an effective democracy requires two elements: 
participation and contestation.1 Many other political theorists have under-
scored the difference between participation and contestation that occurs within 
democratic institutions—and thus strengthens and preserves these institu-
tions—and participation and contestation that take place outside of democratic 
institutions, and which may weaken or threaten a democratic government.
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In May 2016, after ten years of escalating financial problems, former Puerto 
Rican governor Alejandro García Padilla declared that Puerto Rico would be 
unable to repay the next installments due to its creditors.2 The Island owed 
more money than it could repay, effectively heading toward default. Default-
ing on loans is an extremely serious step, with significant, and long-lasting 
consequences for a government and its people. The Obama administration 
took steps to intervene by passing a law called PROMESA and establishing 
the independent PROMESA Financial Oversight and Management Board 
(FOMB). PROMESA stands for The Puerto Rico Oversight, Management, 
and Economic Stability Act. “Promesa” also means “promise” in Spanish. 
PROMESA represents the United States’ commitment to assist Puerto Rico 
by providing a method for the Island to restructure debt through quasi-bank-
ruptcy. And in fact, the PROMESA board has helped Puerto Rico by helping 
restructure 72 billion dollars in debt and acting as a buffer between Puerto 
Rico and its creditors. At the same time, it has also used its legal powers to 
implement severe and very unpopular austerity measures.

In this paper, I use primary sources such as local newspapers and inter-
views on the current situation in Puerto Rico to explore what happens in a rep-
resentative democracy when both the citizens and their elective officials have 
very limited actual and perceived influence over essential policy decisions. I 
argue that this situation doubly disenfranchises citizens, severely limiting both 
their actual and perceived ability to participate or contest through normal dem-
ocratic processes. Consistent with other examples of suppressed democracy, 
people in Puerto Rico have continued to participate and contest in ways that 
threaten democratic institutions, such as low voter turnout, increasingly violent 
protests, the rise of extremist leaders and parties, and population flight. 

I also wanted to see if the example of Puerto Rico was unique, perhaps 
due to historical and cultural factors or its unique status as a commonwealth, 
by looking at similar recent debt crises in Venezuela and Greece. I found that 
the situations, and the responses of citizens, were actually very similar.

Because the parallels are so compelling, I used the different outcomes in 
Greece and Venezuela to propose modest, but urgent, policy recommenda-
tions for the United States and the FOMB.

In the sections below, I examine Puerto Rico’s unique history, analyze 
the establishment of the FOMB, compare to situations in Greece and Ven-
ezuela, and use these sections to make specific policy recommendations and 
political conclusions.

Research Methods and Approach

In this paper, I look at the current crisis in Puerto Rico from a variety of dis-
ciplines including political economy, investment finance, and public policy. 
Each of these perspectives is important for understanding the situation from 
the standpoint of the key stakeholders—the citizens of Puerto Rico, its elected 
officials, the United States, and the current debtholders—and in formulating 
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policy recommendations that support the practical short-term and longer-
term interests of each of these parties.

Because the current crisis in Puerto Rico is new and rapidly evolving, there 
is very little secondary analysis available on the Puerto Rican debt crisis out-
side of business and financial publications. I have instead relied on primary 
source material, including Puerto Rican press reports (mainstream, business, 
and protest), the U.S. PROMESA legislation and creation documents, along 
with hearings from the House Committee on Financial Services in February 
2016. I have also conducted limited interviews with Puerto Rican citizens and 
investment bankers, and university professors who focus on distressed debt 
and democracy in Latin America.

One of the key goals of this paper is to apply the lessons of contempo-
rary Puerto Rico to help understand the processes of democratic participa-
tion and contestation more broadly. To frame this discussion, I have drawn 
heavily from Dahl’s analysis of participation and contestation in democra-
cies, as well as Stiglitz’s writing on how citizens participate in governments 
with weak institutions.

Finally, I have used other primary and secondary sources, primarily Eng-
lish language newspapers and financial cases, to consider how the current sit-
uation in Puerto Rico compares to recent analogous situations in Greece and 
Venezuela, and to use the different outcomes in these two countries to guide 
specific policy recommendations.

An Uncommon Form of Government

Dahl posits that a fundamental characteristic of democracies (or “polyar-
chies”) is the ability of governments to be continuously responsive to the input 
and demands of its citizens.3 In a well-functioning representative democracy, 
the most important way that citizens participate is through the ballot box. 
Citizens elect officials, and they assume that these elected officials will be 
responsive to their input as they make policy decisions. A key assumption of 
citizen participation is that their elected officials actually have the power to 
make decisions. Even before the PROMESA regime was enacted, Puerto Rican 
citizens’ ability to influence policy was already limited by Puerto Rico’s status 
as a commonwealth and protectorate of the United States, a relatively unique 
status that Puerto Rican activists, scholars, and legal experts such as Linda 
Backiel often describe as colonial.4 Puerto Rican citizens have an elected gov-
ernor and congressional representative, and have the ability to vote on reso-
lutions. However, as described below, the power of these representatives is 
limited, and the popular resolutions are non-binding.

Puerto Rico is a Commonwealth of the United States and is typically con-
sidered a representative democracy.5 Puerto Ricans have a constitution and 
vote directly to elect their local government. Current governor Ricardo Ros-
selló and his government have the power to create and enforce local social and 
economic policies and law, so long as these policies are not in conflict with 
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superseding United States law or policies).6 Puerto Rican citizens pay federal 
taxes in addition to their territorial and local taxes. In these ways, the govern-
ment of Puerto Rico is similar to that of the fifty U.S. States.

However, Puerto Rico’s rights and benefits are severely limited compared 
to the fifty states. Puerto Ricans only have one representative, a non-voting 
member of the House of Representatives. This means that Puerto Rican citi-
zens effectively have very little ability to participate in or influence the foreign 
policy, tax policy, or the federal legislative process, all of which significantly 
impact their daily lives. For this reason, Puerto Rican citizens have long decried 
their “taxation without representation,” which echoes the central complaints 
of the American colonies under British Rule.7

More fundamentally, Puerto Ricans and their elected officials have no 
authority and limited influence to choose their path of either complete politi-
cal independence or incorporation as a U.S. state. Because of Article IV, Sec-
tion 3, under the Admissions Clause of the U.S. Constitution, the U.S. Congress 
would have to vote to change Puerto Rico’s status, regardless of the desires of 
Puerto Rican Citizens.8 Puerto Rico’s limed power over their relationship with 
the United States is evident in the recent 2017 referendum, in which Puerto 
Ricans voted on their territorial status.

On the ballot, Puerto Ricans stated whether they wanted to become a state, 
become independent, or maintain their current territorial status. Although 
97% of Puerto Ricans voted for statehood, the U.S. government did not rec-
ognize the referendum, consistent with past efforts and resolutions.9 The U.S. 
has many reasons not to add Puerto Rico as the fifty-first state, including the 
high expected fiscal consequences of providing services to a poor state along 
with political and cultural concerns. For example, Donald Trump and other 
Republicans have cited corrupt politics in Puerto Rico and the likelihood of 
a “blue” Puerto Rican state as reasons for not recognizing the referendum.10 

It is telling that only 23% of Puerto Rican citizens showed up to vote on 
such an important resolution—less than one-third of the 85% turnout of 
Scottish citizens in their 2014 referendum on independence.11 Knowing the 
U.S. would not recognize the vote, along with anger over high costs and bias, 
many Puerto Ricans stayed home in protest.12 It underscores the reality that 
Puerto Ricans do not have an independent and viable path toward self-deter-
mination, political and economic control, and improved human rights.13

The Path to Financial Crisis

Puerto Rico’s debt crisis is also, in part, a product of its colonial relationship 
with the United States. Although the Puerto Rican government has justifi-
ably been criticized for a decades-long history of financial mismanagement, 
the fundamental economic conditions that drive their economic well-being 
and solvency are closely tied to United States policy, which, as noted in 
the previous section, is outside of the authority of Puerto Ricans and their 
elected government.
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As a protectorate of the United States, Puerto Rico has very limited author-
ity to enter into independent economic relationships with other countries, 
making it highly dependent on the US as its primary trade and investment 
partner. The United States has historically supported the economy of Puerto 
Rico through tax incentives for private businesses, military spending, and aid. 
Unfortunately, these policies artificially inflated Puerto Rico’s industrializing 
economy.14 Section 936 of the IRS tax code provided attractive tax exemp-
tions to encourage US businesses to locate and invest in Puerto Rico. These 
businesses provided significant employment for Puerto Rican citizens and 
injected significant cash and infrastructure investment into the Puerto Rican 
local economy. In 1993, Congress allowed Section 936 to expire. When these 
incentives disappeared, many companies stopped investing in Puerto Rico, 
devastating the economy and tax base. During the Clinton and Bush admin-
istrations, the United States also reduced aid transfers and military activities, 
adding to economic losses. These policy changes, not subject to Puerto Rican 
participation, may be understood as root causes of the current crisis.

In the early 1970s Puerto Rico began to issue triple tax-exempt bonds 
to support the island’s spending. These bonds were attractive to the govern-
ment due to the low issuing cost, and also to investors who are able to avoid 
taxes at the city, state, and federal levels.15 Unfortunately, this bond revenue, 
along with US investment, allowed the Puerto Rican government to pursue a 
policy of deficit spending. So long as an economy is growing, this is a viable 
policy, as future revenues can be expected to help pay off investment debt. 
However, when revenues dropped in the 1990s, the government continued to 
increase spending significantly, in part to address unemployment and sustain 
social programs. Since the 1990s, the government has issued debt exponen-
tially faster to continue paying for public services and infrastructure, and to 
pay back earlier maturing debt. U.S. investment banks and hedge funds con-
tributed to this policy by recklessly overpromoting the attractiveness of these 
debt instruments to their clients, thus keeping the cost of debt low for the 
Puerto Rican government.16 The American Enterprise Institute concluded that 
income tax exemptions tempted creditors to overlook Puerto Rico’s vulner-
abilities. Puerto Rico’s New Progressive Party (PNP) and Popular Democratic 
Party PPD were lured by the attractiveness of issuing bonds, and ultimately 
this overreliance on fixed income instruments assured a crisis.17

Unfortunately, Puerto Rico has also mismanaged its finances. Puerto 
Rican domestic spending under recent administrations has been ineffi-
cient and misguided at best, and criminal at the worst. Egregious examples 
of misspending and mismanagement occurred at the government level and 
also within public institutions like the Puerto Rico Electric Power Author-
ity (PREPA).18 For example, letters obtained by The House Natural Resources 
Committee alleged bribes to government officials and favoritism that cause 
power to be restored early to official’s homes and business, along with many 
bribing exotic dance clubs.19 Although corruption is not the root cause of 
Puerto Rico’s debt crisis, members of the federal government and financial 
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institutions often use corruption as a justification for PROMESA, external 
expertise, and limited aid. For example, in 2016 Paul Ryan stated that “Puerto 
Rico paved the way for this disaster with decades of irresponsible policies like 
over-spending and fiscal mismanagement.”20

After years of compounded and rapidly-rising debt, and devastating 
impacts to the economy following the 2008 global economic recession, Puerto 
Rico’s bonds were finally downgraded to below investment grade. In Febru-
ary 2014, Standard and Poor’s downgraded the Island’s General Obligation 
Debt to BB+, triggering downgrades by other rating agencies like Moody’s and 
Fitch.21 These downgrades prompted acceleration clauses in the bond con-
tracts, which accelerated the payment schedule for many of the bonds. Finally, 
in June 2015, former governor Alejandro García Padilla stated that “the debt is 
not payable,” and that if the economy did not recover and grow, there would 
be impending collapse with catastrophic consequences.22

Returning to the question of citizen participation in a democracy, it is 
important to note that both the significant changes in US investment pol-
icy and the local government fraud and mismanagement were outside of the 
influence and control of Puerto Rican citizens. The reliance upon U.S. aid and 
investment policy, which are not subject to vote by Puerto Rican citizens or 
their elected officials, as well as the inability to pursue diversified financial 
arrangements with other countries, underscores the limited influence and 
authority of Puerto Ricans over their fundamental economic health and well-
being. As noted by the World Bank Economic Review, corruption by govern-
ment officials also acts to significantly erode the confidence of citizens in their 
government institutions and elected officials in general.23

Good Intentions or Troublesome Reality: PROMESA vs.  
“La Junta”

As a U.S. territory, Puerto Rico is also limited in its ability to restructure debt 
when compared to sovereign nations or a U.S. mainland municipality. Unlike 
a sovereign nation like Argentina, Puerto Rico cannot apply for loans from 
global institutions like the IMF or the World Bank. Although Puerto Rico was 
effectively bankrupt, the government could not file for chapter nine restructur-
ing under the U.S. code due to a clause in U.S. bankruptcy policy that excludes 
territories from bankruptcy qualification allowed for U.S. municipalities like 
Detroit.24 These forms of bankruptcy, although unattractive in many ways, do 
allow additional time and flexibility for debt restructuring and repayment. 
This created a situation where Puerto Rico’s only options were to either slash 
government spending to below reasonable minimum levels, or to default on 
its loan repayments. Either would bring about devastating consequences for 
Puerto Rican citizens and their government.

To help resolve this situation, the U.S. Congress under the Obama admin-
istration introduced PROMESA, The Puerto Rico Oversight Management and 
Economic Stability Act. This was the most significant action taken by the 
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U.S. government during the crisis and represents a new form of response by 
authoritative entities to states with severely distressed debt.

Congress designed the PROMESA board to be an independent entity that 
would help Puerto Rico recover from its debt crisis, while ensuring that Puerto 
Rico eventually pays back creditors. The PROMESA process is somewhat like a 
receivership when a person or company enters bankruptcy. In order to accom-
plish the actions required for restructuring, the FOMB was given broad pow-
ers. On one hand, they have the power to negotiate on behalf of Puerto Rico to 
restructure the debt. This includes the ability to negotiate delaying payment, 
reducing the principal, changing terms of interest, and postponing creditors’ 
actions to collect their debt—for example, by forcing the sale of public land or 
infrastructure rights—which they are entitled to do if Puerto Rico is in default. 
In many ways, this helps Puerto Rico and its citizens hold onto funds that could 
be taken by vulture funds. At the same time, the PROMESA board has immense 
powers to oversee and approve domestic spending in Puerto Rico, such as spend-
ing on hospitals, social programs, government salaries and pensions.25

In his blistering critique of the IMF, Joseph Stiglitz argues that auster-
ity boards are, by their nature and purpose, undemocratic.26 In order to help 
bondholders recover money, and to help local governments put their financial 
houses in order, they usually need to force severe and very unpopular poli-
cies—policies that an elected government couldn’t possibly do on their own. 
Voters are unlikely to reelect a politician who laid off government workers, 
reduced pensions, increased public college tuition and shut down hospitals 
and schools. PROMESA is fundamentally an austerity board, and its members 
take this role seriously. As is stated in the original law, “The purpose of the 
Oversight Board is to provide a method for a covered territory to achieve fis-
cal responsibility and access to the capital markets.”27 The board is loyal to its 
preliminary responsibility to help the bondholders recover as much of their 
value as possible, not the social and economic needs of Puerto Ricans.

Austerity programs are always painful, and even more so for nations with 
severe debt crises, because these states almost always have significant exist-
ing economic problems, like widespread unemployment, declining purchas-
ing power, crumbling infrastructure and large income disparities. This was 
certainly the case in Puerto Rico. To make things even worse, since PROMESA 
was enacted, Puerto Ricans were devastated by Hurricane Maria. When so 
many people are suffering, people look for someone to blame. The FOMB and 
the current government are the obvious targets.

There are several aspects of the board that reinforce the ultimate lack of 
control and participation that the people of Puerto Rico have. First, Puerto 
Ricans have no input into the composition or membership of the board.28 In 
fact, there is only one required Puerto Rican resident among the seven voting 
members. Instead, the board is composed of a number of external financial 
and policy experts appointed by politicians in Washington. Although this may 
be a diverse and well-qualified group of individuals to assist in a very complex 
bankruptcy, a sizable percent of Puerto Ricans feel that the FOMB does not 
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represent Puerto Rico. A popular perception is that the FOMB is a corrupt, 
undemocratic group of elite academics and bankers whose primary mission 
is to collect on Puerto Rico’s debt, regardless of the cost to Puerto Ricans.29 
Second, the governor of Puerto Rico is a member, but he has no voting rights. 
In one sense, this provides some protection for him, by making it clear that he 
is not responsible for the austerity policies. But in a subtle way, his non-voting 
status underscores the fact that neither he nor the Puerto Rican local govern-
ment has any real power to influence or offset the policies of the board.

Because the People of Puerto Rico have no say over the composition of 
the board or its policies, and because their elected government has no power, 
they are, in effect, doubly disenfranchised. I believe that for Puerto Rico, this 
double disenfranchisement may be particularly upsetting because it so closely 
mirrors their strange status as a commonwealth. As I mentioned earlier, Puerto 
Ricans can pass a referendum stating their desire to become the 51st state, but 
the United States can freely ignore it. And like the governor on the PROMESA 
board, Puerto Rico has a member of Congress, but this member cannot vote. 
The member holds observer status only.

To add insult to injury, the salaries for PROMESA board members are set 
high to attract and retain high-quality experts. But these high salaries, which 
feel astronomical to most Puerto Ricans, come out of Puerto Rico’s already 
overtaxed budget. For Puerto Ricans who are unemployed, or barely scraping 
a living, it is horrifying to hear about the cuts. Cuts to pensions and social sup-
port due to lack of funds are angering, especially when the same money pool 
is used to pay the high salaries of those on the FOMB who decided to make 
the social spending cuts. It is not surprising that the popular nickname for the 
FOMB is “la junta” or “la junta de control fiscal” terms that refer to a political 
group that takes power by force.

Reactions of Puerto Ricans: Fight or Flight

In a democracy, citizens can participate within the established structures by 
showing up to vote and contributing to political debate through discussion, 
advocacy, lobbying, campaigning, and peaceful protest. All of these things 
happen when the population has an underlying faith in their political system, 
and these actions serve to strengthen the democratic institutions. However, 
when the ability to participate or contest within these structures is effectively 
limited, as in Puerto Rico, people continue to participate and contest in other 
ways that reflect a lack of faith in their government institutions, and which 
serve to further undermine those institutions. We can observe four alterna-
tive forms of participation and contestation in Puerto Rico: violent protest, 
extreme parties and leaders, declining voter turnout, and population flight.

In Puerto Rico, we have seen peaceful protest turn violent. For example, on 
May 1, 2018, International Workers Day, there were confrontational protests, 
and the government responded by firing rubber bullets and launching tear 
gas.30 Unlike peaceful protest, these skirmishes have the effect of essentially 
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putting the government at war with its citizens. Stiglitz argues that IMF-style 
policies frequently lead to popular protest, and that this is completely pre-
dictable. These protests, which he calls “IMF riots,” typically lead to capital 
flight, which ironically hurts investor and business confidence. He believes 
the actions of these types of boards that destroy social programs and bail out 
investors are fundamentally unfair and end up hurting the goals of the very 
same investors.31

Puerto Rico has also seen the rise of more extreme political parties and 
leaders. Although political parties are a core part of a democracy, the parties 
that are gaining influence in Puerto Rico, both on the left and right, share a 
common platform that is based on a lack of faith in the current government 
and system, and which calls for an overthrow of not only the current govern-
ment, but of the commonwealth system.

Unfortunately, we can also infer that Puerto Rican residents are losing faith 
in their system due to declining voter turnout. In Puerto Rico, the voter turnout 
for the 2017 Statehood Referendum was only 23% due to boycotts. This high-
lights how Puerto Ricans do not see their avenues to participate as legitimate. 

Puerto Ricans are also “voting with their feet” and fleeing the island. Even 
before Hurricane Maria, between July 2016 and 2017, around 100,000 Puerto 
Ricans left Puerto Rico primarily for the United States mainland.32 These are, 
not surprisingly, people of means, including doctors and lawyers, with pop-
ulations without the resources left without a choice but to stay. Population 
flight is especially concerning in two ways. For one, when the most privileged 
classes pull up roots to start over somewhere else, it is a very strong signal of a 
fundamental loss of faith in the government and future of Puerto Rico. More-
over, the flight of the professional class is likely to have a significant impact 
on the medium and long-term strength of the Puerto Rican economy, and the 
ability to service its debt.33

Although political activism, tolerance of parties representing a wide range 
of views, and freedom of emigration are all signs of a vibrant and strong democ-
racy, it is the nature of this expression—violent protests, the rise of parties and 
leaders who want to overthrow the current system, and population flight—that 
lead me to describe these as “extra-democratic” alternative forms of participa-
tion, and which serve to undermine democracy and the current government.

History Repeats Itself: Parallels in Greece and Venezuela

These alternative responses are not unique to Puerto Rico In fact, the situa-
tion in Puerto Rico closely parallels the response of citizens in Venezuela and 
Greece during recent debt crises. Like Puerto Rico, both Venezuela and Greece 
were considered in some ways representative democracies at the time of the 
debt crises. Both Venezuela and Greece also faced significant debt as a percent 
of GDP. The majority of this debt was also owed to outside creditors including 
the EU (especially Germany and France) in the case of Greece, and foreign 
banks and hedge funds in case of Venezuela.34 In both countries, the current 
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government was forced to implement severe measures to avoid the even worse 
consequences that would result from default, or from a loss of support of the 
foreign creditors.35 As in Puerto Rico, these measures had a significant and 
broad impact on the health and welfare of citizens, including large reduc-
tions in salaries, pensions, and social spending, as well as job loss across the 
public and private sectors in response to these cuts. As in Puerto Rico, both 
Venezuela and Greece already were challenged by high unemployment and 
rising income disparities. In Venezuela, the escalating crisis was marked by 
significant population flight.

It should come as no surprise then, that, like Puerto Rico, the govern-
ments of Greece and Venezuela were under attack and politically vulnerable, 
caught between the need to work with and appease creditors, while trying to 
maintain the support of their citizens, as well as powerful groups like unions, 
political parties, and the military.

It is not surprising that in all three of these countries, this situation even-
tually turned violent. In Greece, increasingly vocal protests turned violent as 
left-wing protesters were attacked by right-wing groups, and the government 
responded with tear gas and violence.36 In Venezuela, Maduro went further 
by imposing severe limitations on free speech, violently suppressing protests, 
and eventually jailing and killing members of the opposition.

Finally, from the standpoint of US policy: it is important to note that in 
both countries, the anger of the citizens, and eventually their governments, 
was directed outward toward their creditors. In Venezuela, as in Puerto Rico, 
foreign banks, and the United States by proxy were cast as the villains. In 
Greece, anger was directed primarily at the European Union—and at its most 
powerful members, Germany and France, in particular—but to a lesser extent, 
the United States.

Ultimately, the escalating debt crises undermined and threatened the 
very structure of their democratic governments. In the case of Venezuela, 
Maduro used the debt crisis to establish himself as supreme leader of what is 
now considered an effective dictatorship. This is a dictatorship that is particu-
larly hostile to the United States and United States interests, along with its 
banks and corporations.37

In Greece, the situation led to a referendum on whether Greece would 
stay or withdraw from the EU. Fortunately, Greece avoided Venezuela’s trajec-
tory. German banks, under strong pressure from their government, the United 
States and other European Union member nations, backed down from strong 
positions to renegotiate a realistic long-term debt repayment regime. This was 
rightfully recognized as a victory for both the citizens of Greece and their gov-
ernment. Greece retains membership in the EU, with its democratic institu-
tions and principles intact.

However, the change in debt repayment structures was not simply a 
case of altruism or political expediency. It was broadly recognized that a cri-
sis in Greece, especially the withdrawal of Greece from the EU, would seri-
ously impact the economic interests of the banks and the political economies 
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of other EU members due to cross-border lending, and create dangerous 
precedents in other high-debt countries, like Portugal and Ireland. Despite 
extended repayment periods, the likelihood that Greece will be able to service 
their debt is higher and the economy is on the rise.

Policy Implications: It Is Not a Zero-Sum Game

In Puerto Rico, as in Greece, the interests and solutions of the different stake-
holders are ultimately the same. Everyone benefits from a system where Puerto 
Rican citizens and their elected officials have a voice, and where there is a real-
istic repayment schedule and set of austerity measures that do not cripple the 
Puerto Rican economy and impoverish or drive away its citizens.

Below are a few modest, tactical observations and recommendations for 
the debt holding financial institutions and the U.S. government.

First, policymakers must recognize that the situation in Puerto Rico is 
both serious and urgent. While I am not predicting the imminent collapse 
of Puerto Rico or the rise of a left- leaning dictatorship, I would point to the 
example of Cuba as a reminder that the United States cannot afford an unsta-
ble commonwealth. Cuba is an example of a former United States territory, 
whose instability and anger toward the United States turned to revolution, 
which in the end was politically devastating for the federal government.38

Second, when it comes to politics, symbol and substance both matter. 
The fact that members of the FOMB are currently receiving salaries of over 
$600,000 per year is probably necessary to attract and keep people of the cali-
ber of Natalie Jaresko, and other financial professionals who make millions, 
or even tens of millions of dollars per year in their day jobs. However, these 
big salaries have also made big headlines in Puerto Rico, and these salaries 
are especially galling to a nation where the median household income is only 
$20,000, and especially when these directors are calling for salary cuts, pen-
sion reductions, and social program cuts.39 The U.S. could easily make a pow-
erful symbolic statement at minimal cost by offering to pay the salaries of 
the board and not have these salaries come out of Puerto Rico’s already over-
stretched domestic budget. This is less than six million dollars per year, and 
the total United States aid to Puerto Rico, including emergency assistance is 
expected to top thirty billion dollars in 2018.40

Third, the fact that Puerto Rican citizens have no voice or influence within 
the PROMESA board is not only provocative, but it also prevents the board 
from hearing from a diversity of opinions and interests that could actually 
lead to better policy. Making the governor of Puerto Rico a voting, rather than 
a non-voting member, seems both symbolically and substantively important. 
Better still might be adding another member who would be elected by the citi-
zens of Puerto Rico. Perhaps this could be someone who would represent the 
interests of marginalized and vulnerable populations in Puerto Rico.

Fourth, as in Greece, the banks need to strongly consider how a different 
debt restructuring regime might better serve their interests. In a secondary 
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paper, I outline a technical proposal that can be summarized as: allow more 
time for Puerto Rico to repay its debt and provide incentives for Puerto Rico 
to reduce its principal and interest payments by accelerating their debt 
repayment. I believe that this will actually have the impact of increasing the 
expected value and reducing the variability of the debt products, which are 
highly sensitive to risk. This also makes it easier for the banks to share and 
offset their risk with other investors. Even if this course of action does not go 
according to plan, almost any negotiated repayment settlement is better than 
the very real possibility of complete default.

Finally, the US should make changes in a way that allows the current 
government of Puerto Rico to share in the successful changes. For example, 
the United States government could call a high-profile meeting with the 
PROMESA director, the governor of Puerto Rico, and Puerto Rico’s congres-
sional representative. In an ideal scenario, this meeting would involve a press 
conference in which the governor announces the concessions by the FOMB 
(detailed above) and applauds their new partnership. By strengthening the 
personal credibility of the government, and by reflection, the people of Puerto 
Rico who elected him, the participating leaders would reaffirm, symbolically 
and substantively, that the people of Puerto Rico can participate, contest, and 
support their interests by working within the democratic processes. I believe 
that this would also serve to undermine more extreme political opposition 
who are inimical to both democracy in Puerto Rico and the United States.

Conclusion

Moving from the concrete details of policy recommendations to more abstract 
questions of political theory, I would conclude with the following thoughts:

First, Dahl argues that to be effective, a democracy requires both partici-
pation and contestation. When he speaks of participation and contestation, 
he envisions participation and contestation within established democratic 
institutions. As many political theorists have recognized, in a strong democ-
racy, citizens express their faith in their democratic institutions by participat-
ing and contesting in ways that are within the democratic institutions and in 
ways that serve to strengthen the institutions themselves. Conversely, when 
institutions are weak, or faith in institutions are weak, citizens still participate 
and contest, but in ways that serve to further undermine these institutions.

It seems that in a representative democracy, faith in government requires 
more than a belief in fair elections—it requires a widespread conviction that 
elected officials actually have the power to make and influence policy and that 
they will act with integrity and the best interests of their constituents in mind. 
It also requires widespread faith that citizens’ voices will be heard, and that 
their voices can influence policy and decision making. 

Puerto Rico is currently facing a devastating debt crisis that has threat-
ened the democratic autonomy of its government and citizens. Puerto Rico’s 
unique history as a commonwealth and its colonial relationship with the 
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U.S. has informed the current crisis and spurred the creation of PROMESA. 
The United States Congress passed PROMESA and appointed the Finan-
cial Oversight and Management Board to provide Puerto Rico, a territory 
without the ability to go through chapter nine bankruptcy, with a method 
for restructuring. While the intention of the board is to help Puerto Rico 
by restoring fiscal responsibility and access to capital markets, it is consid-
ered an unrepresentative, undemocratic force—a “junta” in Puerto Rico that 
is forcing crushing austerity on an already vulnerable population. While 
Puerto Ricans still embrace traditional forms of participation, like in Greece 
and Venezuela, Puerto Ricans have responded to democratic suppression 
with alternative forms of participation: violent protest, extreme political 
opposition, and population flight.

As Stiglitz states, austerity boards are, by their very nature, undemocratic, 
since austerity measures are inherently very unpopular. However, there are 
many things that the United States and the Puerto Rican government can do, 
even within a severe austerity regime, to increase the symbolic and substan-
tive participation and influence of the people who are most directly impacted 
by the austerity measures.

If these recommendations, like giving the governor voting membership 
on the FOMB, and respecting the wishes and concerns of the people of Puerto 
Rico, are effective, is it conceivable to imagine a day when Puerto Rican mem-
bers of Congress are also given a vote, or when the United States takes the 
wishes of Puerto Rican citizens to become a state seriously?

As a student of both Latin American studies and finance, I am regularly 
reminded and saddened by the gulf between these disciplines. Businesses and 
investors are often regarded as cold-blooded and exploitative by students of 
regional studies and political science, whereas these same individuals are often 
considered naïve and impractical by students in business. These divisions are 
amplified by the unique jargon of each discipline, which often undermines 
mutual access and understanding.

Thus, I would conclude with two simple thoughts. People, governments, 
businesses, and investors flourish in stable environments and suffer in peri-
ods of chaos. The long-term interests of all of these parties are best served by 
policies that strengthen democratic institutions and preserve the faith and 
support of citizens in their elected government.
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Northern Syria Today: 
Understanding the De-Facto 
Turkish Control
Ezgi Yazici, Tufts University

Abstract

This paper seeks to assess the success of the Turkish government’s current 
policies and goals in northern Syria since the 2016 military incursion. It ana-
lyzes Turkey’s institution building, security and military efforts within the 
framework of its medium and long term goals, while looking at Turkey’s 
increasing military cooperation with local opposition actors and its changing 
position vis-a-vis foreign actors like the United States and Russia. The paper 
defines success for Turkish Government in Ankara as countering the opera-
tional capability of Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) within Turkey’s territory, 
establishing Turkish strategic dominance in the region, and creating a pro-
Turkish structure in northern Syria. Ankara also seeks to uphold its balancing 
act between the Russia-Iran nexus and NATO in the long term. If such a strat-
egy fails, Ankara will potentially seek to have a greater economic and political 
say in post-conflict Syria through civil society and public sector involvement. 
In order to position itself as a permanent major actor in the future of Syria, 
Ankara needs to uphold its strategic partnership with Russia and Iran. How-
ever, Turkey’s de-facto rule in northern Syria will likely fail due to ongoing 
challenges in establishing security in Turkish controlled areas and Ankara’s 
lack of experience in post-conflict state building.

As Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs at the time, Ahmet Davutoğlu penned 
an op-ed in Foreign Policy in 2013 after the governing AKP’s (the Justice and 
Development Party) decision to support Arab Spring protesters over the 
Arab regimes in 2012. He articulated the AKP’s stance as “achieving a balance 
between security and freedom,” in order to impact “this historic transforma-
tion of the region.” He added, “We thus called for peaceful and gradual politi-
cal transformation, such that the new regional governments could be shaped 
by the popular demands of their citizens. When some Arab regimes ignored 
such calls, we did not hesitate to support the people’s legitimate struggle 
for reinstituting popular sovereignty as the basis of political authority and 
regional stability.1”
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While few could have forecasted an outright Turkish military intervention 
into Syria before 2016, the AKP made it clear that it would champion the revo-
lutionary opposition against the regimes very early on. The decision to back 
challengers arguably reflects the AKP’s greater ambition of shaping a “historic 
transformation” in the region, beyond its idealist “zero problem” approach. 
In AKP’s assertive foreign policy since the late 2000s, “soft” and “hard” power 
elements go hand in hand in, rather than being in contradiction.2 As will 
be argued below, the AKP understood that “hard” power in Syria had to be 
complemented by diplomatic flexibility and conventional soft power like civil 
society involvement and economic interaction, forming a multidimensional, 
ambitious but risky state-building project in northern Syria.

Ankara’s Initial Involvement in Syria

Soon after prime minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan called for Assad’s resignation 
in November 2011,3 Turkey began to provide full support to groups that seek to 
overthrow the Assad government. Tahiroğlu and Schanzer argue that Ankara 
“harbored and mobilized dissidents, armed rebels, allowed free passage along 
the Syrian-Turkish border,” and Turkey refused to close the border with Syria, 
citing humanitarian concerns for refugees.4 In January 2014, Turkish media 
also reported incidents in Hatay and Adana Provinces that suggested Turkish 
government’s support for radical Islamic factions in northern Syria. According 
to the reports, Turkish gendarmerie stopped multiple trucks belonging to Tur-
key’s National Intelligence Agency (MIT) on the orders of Turkish prosecu-
tors, acting on a tip off. The trucks were thought to have weapons and artillery 
headed to Kilis, and then possibly to opposition-held territories near Azaz, 
Syria. Centrally-appointed governors of these provinces blocked any investi-
gation, and Erdogan dismissed the search warrant as a secret plot against the 
government.5 AKP deputy head Hüseyin Çelik stated “The state has its secrets 
as well. What’s inside is not [the public’s] business,”6 further suggesting AKP 
aid to radical opposition factions.

The AKP’s years-long leniency and reported support for radical Islamic 
affiliated factions were harshly criticized by international organizations.7 
According to the International Crisis Group, Turkey hosted “rebels and their 
families in well-built refugee camps,” allowed “political and military opposi-
tion bodies to convene on its soil” and gave “logistical and material assis-
tance,”8 likely to benefit from the growing power vacuum just beyond its bor-
ders. In reality, Ankara’s primary partners were Arab and Turkmen factions 
of the loosely-united Free Syrian Army (FSA). Erdogan often articulated his 
support for the FSA in his speeches. Other radical Islamic groups in the 
North and around Idlib also proved to be effective partners against the Syr-
ian regime.9 Ankara also cooperated with Arab and Turkmen factions of Free 
Syrian Army (FSA) Kurdish opposition groups like Democratic Union Party 
(PYD, a PKK affiliate in Syria) and its armed wing, People’s Protection Units 
(YPG). Syrian Kurds had already declared a de-facto autonomous region on 
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the Syria-Turkey border and controlled three cantons by the border: Afrin, 
Kobani, and Jazira.10

The AKP’s primary goal in the Syrian Civil War has been obstructing 
autonomous PKK-affiliated Kurdish control in northern Syria, rather than 
fighting domestic security threats posed by ISIS or any other actor into Tur-
key. AKP initiated a full-scale military occupation in northern Syria, only after 
the U.S.-backed SDF (Syrian Democratic Forces) captured Manbij from ISIS 
on August 12, 2016, and signaled an offensive into al-Bab on the east of the 
Euphrates River to unite three Kurdish cantons in northern Syria.

 Backing radical Islamist groups in 2014, therefore, created an opportu-
nity to indirectly counter a domestic and regional “security threat” of political 
and military presence in northern Syria. In October 2014, the U.S. decision to 
back the Kurdish opposition during the ISIS siege of Kobani shifted the bal-
ance against Turkey-backed Islamic opposition and pulled Russia further into 
what had become a proxy war in Syria. The U.S. also rebuffed Turkish requests 
for a no-fly zone and did not shy away from raising American flags in PYD-
controlled Tal Abyad in Kobani “apparently to warn off a possible Turkish 
incursion.”11 Backing Islamic, Turkmen, and Arab opposition factions meant 
a competing pro-Turkish presence against the U.S.-backed Kurdish forces. In 
order avoid possible Kurdish control in northern Syria, Ankara turned a blind 
eye to ISIS advancement into Azaz in September 2013, Raqqa in January 2014, 
Akhtarin in August 2014, and Kobani in September 2014.

For Ankara, an SDF controlled al-Bab would mean a cohesive Kurdish 
political-military presence along the border between Syria and Turkey. Fol-
lowing these developments and a failed coup attempt against himself, now-
President Erdogan met with his Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin on August 
9.12 He reportedly obtained a diplomatic understanding with both Washing-
ton and Moscow for the initial phase of the Euphrates Shield, which did not 
include al-Bab and its surrounding region.13 

Military Operations (2016–2018)

On August 24, 2016, the Office of the Prime Minister announced the start of 
a military operation into areas of northern Syria bordering Turkey, dubbed 
“Operation Euphrates Shield (OES).” Ankara deployed a joint force of FSA 
factions and Turkish Armed Forces (TAF) units, alongside artillery units, 
unmanned aerial vehicles, air force platforms, and elite commando units. 
The forces included units with experience in decades-long urbanized terrain 
operations against the PKK.14 Ankara aimed to achieve two strategic goals with 
the Operation Euphrates Shield: pushing the Islamic State out from Turkey’s 
immediate border and preventing the Kurdish SDF from pushing west from 
its territory in nearby Manbij.15

On September 28, 2016, the National Security Council (NSC) stated 
that the military operation was targeting the People’s Protection Units (YPG, 
armed branch of Kurdish SDF) and ISIS within the framework of self-defense 
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and border security clauses of the UN Charter, Article 51.16 However, as men-
tioned before, Ankara did not intervene into Kobani, Tal Abyad, Akhtarin or 
Tal Rif ’at between 2013 and 2015, even when these border towns were under 
ISIS control and posed similar or more extensive threats to Turkey’s security.

Through the operation, the al-Bab stage proved to be the most costly 
and challenging for conventional Turkish forces,17 as ISIS retained urban war-
fare capabilities such as suicide vehicle-borne improvised explosive devices 
(SVBIEDs), tunnel warfare, and improvised explosive devices (IEDs) to increase 
the costs of the Turkish offensive into the ISIS-stronghold al-Bab.18 In tandem 
with the Putin-Erdogan meeting in August 2016, the Russian Air Force provided 
aerial support to the Turkish forces and struck ISIS targets in al-Bab in Janu-
ary 2017,19 establishing the first ground partnership between Russia and Turkey 
in Syria. Erdogan’s spokesman Ibrahim Kalın also called for air support from 
U.S.-led coalition for its operation against ISIS in al-Bab.20 However, Turkey’s 
recent decision to expand its operation into al-Bab surfaced strategic differ-
ences between Turkey and the U.S. Such a Turkish presence undermined the 
U.S.-backed PYD’s operation capability in northern Syria against ISIS. President 
Erdogan declared that Turkey could not rely on anyone else and would pursue 
its interests itself, promising to advance still further south.21

Operation Euphrates Shield presented the first Turkish example of a 
cross-border operation for political-military control since the invasion of 
Northern Cyprus in 1974. The Turkish forces advanced into an area of 1,100 
square kilometers around Jarablus within 50 days and later gained control 
of Azaz, al-Rai, Dabiq and al-Bab by 29 March 2017, adding up to a zone of 
control around 2,000 square kilometers between Bab al-Salaam and Jarablus 
border crossings.22 Turkey and Turkey-backed forces managed to gain limited 
control of the OES Zone in a rather long period of six months. For an area 
not larger than many Turkish provinces, the OES Zone proved to be militarily 
more challenging than Ankara’s initial goals in 2016.

Following the military advance in northern Syria, Ankara gained a foot-
hold in the peace process negotiations when Erdogan and Putin agreed to 
a nationwide ceasefire plan to go into effect on December 30, 2016,23 and to 
hold indirect peace talks in Kazakhstan’s capital Astana sponsored by Russia, 
Iran, and Turkey. Ankara managed to include seven (mostly Turkish-backed) 
opposition groups into the ceasefire deal, such as Ahrar al-Sham, Faylaq al-
Sham, and Jaysh al-Islam.24 Even more, the ceasefire did not include ISIS or 
the U.S.-backed PYD, as Russia and Turkey were conducting air strikes against 
IS militants around al-Bab at the time.25

Starting in August 2016, this rapprochement between Turkey and Russia 
proved Turkey’s abandonment of the objective of overthrowing Assad. Ankara 
instead prioritized upholding its de-facto control zone in Northern Syria and 
countering the Kurdish advance along its borders. While the Turkish-backed 
National Liberation Front was in Idlib, Naji Mustafa told al-Monitor later in 
2018 that “[the] only solution is to topple the regime, prosecute its elements 
and achieve our people’s goals and aspirations to build a free, just and lawful 
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state,”26 Since the breakdown of peace process between Turkey and the PKK in 
Summer 2015, Ankara prioritized its strategic partnership with Moscow and 
adopted a more diplomatic approach vis-a-vis Assad and the Syrian regime. 
The focus shifted from overthrowing the Assad regime at all costs, “even to 
the extent of supporting radical extremists groups,” to “preventing the rise of 
a Kurdish entity in Syria, fearing the impact it would have on the aspirations 
of Turkey’s own Kurdish population.”

Through 2017, Russia, Iran, and Turkey participated in the Astana Pro-
cess, Russia’s alternative to the UN’s Geneva-based negotiations on Syria. 
Ankara and Moscow, representing the opposition and the regime respec-
tively, held indirect talks and arguably arrived at a “modus vivendi” over time 
“whereby they cut deals and deconflict their forces in the north on a case-by-
case basis.”27 However, Moscow and Ankara’s interests did differ in the role of 
PYD in Geneva and Astana peace talks. Russian envoy to UN Office in Geneva 
Alexei Borodavkin stated that the opposition delegations should represent “all 
political forces in modern-day Syria who seek a peaceful settlement of the 
conflict in that country, including the Kurds.” Turkey and pro-Turkish opposi-
tion groups in Syria objected to a PYD inclusion in the opposition delegation, 
not only because of its links with PKK, but also because of its pro-Russian/
pro-regime stance.28

On January 14, 2018, the U.S.-led coalition announced the creation of a 
30,000-strong border force, mostly composed of the YPG-SDF, along Syria’s 
northern border with Turkey.29 Soon after, on January 20, Ankara announced 
“Operation Olive Branch” into the YPG-held Afrin, marking its first operation 
against a U.S.-backed force, the YPG-SDF. Possibly to tone down NATO criti-
cism, the majority of ground forces were Syrian opposition factions, some of 
which had already operated under Turkish control during Euphrates Shield 
and enjoyed direct Turkish support and freedom of movement in the Euphra-
tes Shield Zone (OES Zone). Turkish Armed Forces provided air support, mili-
tary leadership and technology to the operation. According to EDAM’s report 
on Operation Olive Branch, on the first day of the intervention the Turkish Air 
Force assigned 72 combat aircrafts, which is equal to 25% of the total F–16 vari-
ants and the F–4 2020s in the inventory.30 The Turkish Armed Forces’ heavy 
bombardment strategy shows the desire to establish “rapid dominance for the 
follow-on land operations,” as well as the extent of hard power Ankara is will-
ing to use in order to secure its position as a strong and inevitable actor of the 
Syrian War.

Operation Olive Branch posed challenges to Russia-Turkey-Iran relations. 
Moscow ended up giving a green light to the operation, not only because the 
Turkish offense into Afrin drew a wedge between Turkey and NATO, but also 
in order to gain Turkey’s acquiescence for regime bombing of Eastern Ghouta 
and long-term support for the Astana Process.31 Tehran, on the other hand, 
does not want long-term Turkish presence in Syria after the U.S. forces leave. 
Nevertheless, Tehran tolerated Turkish takeover of Afrin to ensure Turkish 
cooperation for longer term gains, such as Iranian influence in a post-conflict 
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Syria.32 After two months, Turkish forces captured Afrin on March 18, an 
intentional reference to the anniversary of the 1915 Gallipoli victory during 
World War I.

Turkey’s Northern Syria Project

By March 2018, Turkey had maintained a strong military presence in Syria for 
18 months, with dozens of fractured and conflicting groups operating inside 
its de-facto control zones. It is possible to argue that Ankara’s military inter-
vention decision into Syria was primarily driven by the short-term strategy of 
pre-empting SDF presence by its long and porous border with Syria. Neither 
Erdogan nor other decision makers in Ankara sought to include these Arab 
and Kurdish populated and war-torn cities within increasingly nationalist 
Turkey’s borders. Yet, Turkey has found itself the de-facto governor and secu-
rity provider of the region with a lack of experience and resources in post-
conflict state building.

Prior to looking at state-building efforts, Turkey’s primary long-term 
goals in Syria need to be understood, since they constitute the general frame-
work for the Turkish decision making process. The main security goal is eradi-
cating the safe haven for the YPG-PKK “threat” near the Turkey-Syria border 
over counterterrorism efforts. The Turkish National Security Council has also 
stated that “PKK and its affiliates will not be allowed to establish a corridor of 
terror at Turkey’s doorstep” on its press release on November 30, 2016.33 

The second goal is establishing security for return of refugees from Europe 
and Turkey into northern Syria while becoming a major negotiating partner 
in post-conflict peace negotiation. Borzou Daragahi commented on this goal, 
saying “Turkey hopes to shape Afrin into a livable enclave to draw back Syrian 
refugees—including more than 3 million who have settled in Turkey—and 
give itself more leverage over the future of Syria.”34 

The third goal, although this has changed drastically compared to the 
conflict-free years of Davutoğlu “soft” power, is to integrate Turkish private 
sector and civil society into the region through humanitarian aid work, recon-
struction, and infrastructure. Turkey has shied away from internationaliz-
ing its efforts, but instead “directly assumed the costs of reconstruction and 
for the provision of security.”35 This points to Ankara’s eagerness to keep the 
region under a Turkish orbit in order to maximize its benefits from such a 
power vacuum near its borders.

The fourth, and a relatively shorter-term goal is establishing a new for-
ward line of troops (FLOT) as a launchpad for future operations. Turkey has 
already established twelve “observation points,” practically military bases 
around Idlib Governorate, under the de-escalation zone agreement with Rus-
sia and Iran. Erdogan also named Manbij, Kobani, and Tal Abyad as potential 
targets.36 Yet, it is unclear whether Turkish forces can successfully undertake 
such an operation while struggling with security and authority challenges 
against its state-building efforts in the OES zone.
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One of the definitions for state-building is the “deliberate effort by a for-
eign power to construct or install the institutions of a national government 
according to a model that may be more familiar to the foreign power but is 
often considered foreign, even destabilizing.”37 The process dismantles exist-
ing state institutions and builds a new one, consciously empowering some ele-
ments of society and disempowering others.38 The following pages will analyze 
Turkish state-building efforts in the OES Zone and Afrin through looking at 
priorities for state building, defined by James Dobbins.39

According to the hierarchy of needs, establishing public security and 
humanitarian assistance need to be the first priorities. Some of the follow-
ing categories are governance (public service and public administration, 
institutions), economic stabilization (establishing a stable currency and 
continuation of international commerce), and development (infrastruc-
ture improvements, economic growth). According to Dobbins, the hierar-
chy of tasks is not necessarily a sequential list, but inadequately resourcing 
a higher priority is likely to result in wasted investment in lower-order 
priorities.40

Public Security and the “Syrian National Army”

Turkey has utilized dozens of local opposition factions in Aleppo and Idlib 
Provinces in its Euphrates Shield and Olive Branch Operations. These local 
Turkmen and Arab Islamist groups operated under the Free Syrian Army and 
often had social networks into local communities in the region. Turkey has 
sought to establish a unified “Syrian National Army41” (al Jaysh al Watani) from 
these small-scale groups to form military forces for its operations in Syria, as 
well as the longer-term security structures in a possibly pro-Turkish northern 
Syria. According to Turkey’s state run news-agency, the National Army was 
formed by “around 30 groups”42 of “22 thousand soldiers,” divided into three 
corps in the OES Zone. The “National Liberation Front” in Idlib also works 
with Turkish Armed Forces and has checkpoints and military forces around 
eastern and southern Idlib.

Most groups affiliated with the “National Army” participated in Afrin 
and/or Euphrates Shield Operations, while promoting a nationalist and chau-
vinistic Turkish social media campaign on various platforms. Ankara has pro-
vided financial and military support, freedom of movement within the OES 
Zone, and opposition leadership participation in the Astana talks to these fac-
tions. Turkish Armed Forces have also launched five-week security trainings 
to train these groups as long-term local security forces and police. Turkish 
Police Academies have previously offered police training programs to various 
countries in its region while “highlighting principles and norms associated 
with human rights and the rule of law.”43 In Jarablus, Azaz, and Afrin, Turkish-
trained lightly armed security forces “are capable of policing the streets and 
holding their own against Kurdish rebels, but they’d likely crumble under a 
sustained assault by Russian-backed Syrian forces.”44 The published footage45 
from trainings and graduation ceremonies indicate that the Turkish Army 
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preferred to give separate trainings to individual groups in many cases, likely 
in order to avoid the prevalent intra-group violence.

According to the Atlantic Council, the Turkish military has recruited male 
refugees in Turkey by offering cash stipends to those who had not actively 
fought or supported the insurgency against Assad before.46 This approach has 
further fueled the fractured nature of the Turkish-backed military presence in 
the region. Turkey has also paid “death gratuity” to the families of killed FSA 
members in Turkish operations. According to pro-Turkish Jaysh al-Nukhba 
leader Moataz Arslan “Each bereaved family obtained 60,000 Turkish liras 
(about $12,500) in addition to ongoing monthly payments of $100. There are 
also other benefits, such as being granted Turkish citizenship, but they have 
yet to be implemented and are still being examined in Turkey.”47 However, 
according to a local source in the article, living expenses add up to more than 
$200 per month, surpassing what Turkey provides to gain popular support.

Looking at the security trainings, one can conclude that Turkey seeks to 
hand over the civilian security control of the OES and Afrin zones to National 
Army Factions, while still providing equipment and aid. However, both the 
United Nations and Amnesty International published reports criticized the 
lack of public security and the numerous human rights abuses by these Tur-
key-affiliated opposition groups in Afrin and the OES Zone. The Amnesty 
International report on Afrin criticized Turkey and pro-Turkey forces for being 
responsible for arbitrary detention and forced disappearances due to “baseless 
accusations of affiliation to the PYD or YPG,” property confiscation of homes 
and stores, looting businesses, and the military use of schools.48

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR) published reports of increased criminal activity in the 
OES Zone including “allegations of theft, harassment, cruel treatment, and 
other abuse, and on occasion murder perpetrated particularly by fighters” 
of pro-Turkish opposition groups. The report also mentioned an increase 
in armed clashes between different pro-Turkish armed groups. “Civilians 
have informed OHCHR that a number of armed opposition members in the 
area were former well-known local criminals, smugglers, or drug dealers.”49 
Increased violence and intra-group fighting also attract additional fighters 
into the area, further destabilizing the security conditions. Furthermore, 
YPG and ISIS still retain capabilities to carry out attacks in Afrin and the 
OES Zone. As an example, in the first six months of 2017, ISIS bombed Azaz 
seven times, killing sixty-seven and injuring 148 in total.50 More recently, 
YPG claimed an attack outside the city of Afrin and a VBIED attack in Jarab-
lus on July 7, 2018, and another VBIED attack on July 8 in al-Bab51 despite the 
fact that these cities have a Turkish military presence and most of them have 
been under FSA control since August 2015.

The chauvinistic social media campaign conducted by Turkey and Turkey-
backed groups tells an unabashedly different story, however. A video from TRT 
World, Turkey’s national broadcaster, posted on May 30, 2017, shows the train-
ing of security forces, with Turkish, Turkmen, and the Syrian Revolutionary flags 
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occasionally appearing in the background. The TRT journalist on the ground 
claims that the improved security situation “has encouraged the return of area’s 
former residents, and also provided new home to just as many, if not more Syr-
ians, fleeing the civil conflict in other parts of the country.”52 He continues, “Suc-
cess means, in this part of Syria at least, a chance again of a normal life.” Turkish 
officials also conduct regular visits to the region. According to the UN OHCHR 
report, “Two Turkish nationals were tasked by the Wali (Governor) of the Turk-
ish district of Hatay to perform the functions of Wali in Afrin and to report 
directly to him. One of the two Walis visits Afrin every second day for a few 
hours before returning to Hatay with a report on the situation on the ground.”53 
Similarly, the Governor of Gaziantep occasionally attends the military gradua-
tion ceremonies of pro-Turkey groups.54

Ankara’s failure to establish civilian security in the region and its lack of 
accountability of pro-Turkish groups jeopardize Turkey’s wider efforts ranging 
from governance to infrastructure. As Dobbins argues in his state-building 
theory, the lack of public security has led and will lead to wasted investment 
in other areas. Ankara’s ambitious project in Syria, therefore, is a double-
edged sword; stuck between a potential for a security crisis and a political 
victory of having a greater saying in Northern Syria. It remains to be seen how 
Ankara will act among greater players like Russia and Iran while relying on 
proxy forces to decrease Turkey’s costs and uphold its influence on the ground.

Humanitarian Assistance and Civil Society

Turkey’s initial humanitarian efforts in the Syrian Civil War date back to 2012, 
as Turkey began to host one of the largest Syrian refugee populations in the 
world. According to the Turkish Interior Ministry, Turkey hosted 1,519,286 reg-
istered refugees as early as 2014, while it hosts 3,426,786 as of 15 November 
2018.55 Among those 3.4 million, 158,317 live in refugee shelters in southeast-
ern Turkey, and more than 3 million refugees live at urban centers in Turkey, 
mainly in Istanbul (559,058), Gaziantep (413,538), Sanliurfa (460,064), Adana 
(227,726), and Mersin (206,672). Therefore, even when Ankara wasn’t a major 
backer of the militant opposition like the Gulf states at the time, both the civil 
society and the government became invested in humanitarian assistance to 
Syrians in Turkey and in Syria.

The AKP initially struggled with its humanitarian aid in Syria, with no 
coherent migration policy and lack of domestic support on its overall policy 
on refugees and Syria. For domestic concerns, aiding displaced peoples in 
northern Syria limits any new refugee influx and potential violence spillover 
into Turkey. From March 20–25, 2014, it let UN aid convoys into PYD-con-
trolled areas when Syria finally opened one border crossing for UN humani-
tarian aid.56 Various Turkish and international aid organizations, like the Red 
Crescent, have also delivered shelter, food, health and hygiene aid to northern 
Syria through Turkey since 2012. Working under provincial governments, Tur-
key’s disaster relief agency AFAD coordinates the provision of basic needs to 
urban refugees. AFAD also introduced an online aid distribution system in 
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2013, where it collects Syrian’s demands and shares them with international 
donors.57 Supervised by the Foreign Ministry, Turkish Cooperation and Coor-
dination Agency (TIKA) is a major assistance provider in Syria, as well. TIKA, 
founded in 1992, provides infrastructural, educational and humanitarian 
assistance to over 160 countries, with one of its largest offices in Syria.58 In 
civil society, NGOs like Humanitarian Relief Foundation (IHH), and smaller 
southeastern Turkey NGOs work with refugees in camps and cities. In 2014, 
ICG stated that cooperation among international NGOs was limited,59 as inter-
national donors remained skeptical on directly funding Turkish-run projects, 
due to “concerns about a lack of transparency.”60 Turkey has also charged cus-
toms taxes on international aid, which has discouraged donors over the years.

To explain Turkish post-intervention humanitarian aid, the dispar-
ity between imagined success and the real challenges undermining Turkish 
efforts needs to be understood. AFAD often works with the opposition groups 
to distribute “relief baskets” to the civilian population both in Afrin and the 
OES zone.61 At times of aid distribution, these groups often wear Turkish and 
Syrian revolutionary flags on their uniforms and publicize their cooperation 
with AFAD to legitimize their political lines of efforts. As a more direct Turk-
ish presence, President Erdogan’s recent election promise of Millet Bahçeleri 
(“National Gardens”) as public spaces has appeared in al-Bab in October 2018, 
as a demonstration of Turkish government influence in the city.62 Turkish 
Ministries of Health and Education are also involved in building hospitals63 
and provincial Milli Eğitim Müdürlükleri64 (National Education Directorates) 
in the OES zone, mainly in al-Rai (Cobanbey in Turkish). Most significantly, 
the AKP and President Erdogan gave increasing control of humanitarian aid 
to the government-controlled Directorate of Religious Affairs (DRA). The 
DRA 2017 annual report states that it appointed five coordinators to moni-
tor “the effective and efficient religious services” provided to the OES zone.65 
It adds, “These coordinators oversee not only the religious services, but the 
overall assistance provided to the region.”66 In 2017, the DRA spent more than 
16.9 million liras (approximately $3.2 million) on repairing mosques and reli-
gious institutions in northern Syria.67 The DRA is also responsible for paying 
monthly salaries of its 1400 personnel in the OES Zone and gives two-week 
courses on Islam.68 The Annual DRA report on Syria is significant, not only 
because of the apparent prioritization of religious assistance, but also because 
of the report’s 100-page length and transparency. It consists of budget details, 
photos and descriptions of religious and educational work, decorated with 
excerpts from the Quran. While the AKP’s military intervention into Syria 
can be seen as a complete reversal of Davutoğlu’s decade-long soft power 
approach, such government efforts complicate a black-and-white categoriza-
tion between soft and hard power politics of the AKP.

 However, humanitarian assistance remains limited outside of the Turk-
ish government, as security concerns, kidnappings, and remaining ISIS capa-
bility in the region continue to pose threats to international NGOs. According 
to the International Crisis Group, the deputy president of IHH admitted 
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in 2014 that NGOs “must negotiate with hostile groups to distribute aid” in 
northern Syria.69 In 2017, the Atlantic Council report stated that differences 
between Turkish-backed organizations and rebel factions on the role of reli-
gion was increasing tensions, resulting in major impediments to establishing 
governance in the territory.70 Local sources also criticize Ankara’s humanitar-
ian policy for allocating resources to mosque building and community affairs, 
rather than broader infrastructure work that addresses immediate local 
needs.71 More importantly, Turkey did not find sufficient support from Russia 
or the U.S. for its humanitarian agenda over the years. Russia blamed Turkish 
NGOs in 2016 for being “main suppliers of extremists to Syria,” naming IHH, 
Iyilikder Foundation, and the Besar Foundation “for providing weapons and 
supplies to jihadists groups on behalf of Turkey’s MIT agency.”72 Washington 
has also denied President Erdogan’s request for a 10 kilometers-wide secure 
strip inside Syria, which Davutoğlu argued would ensure that “refugees are 
able to stay and live in their own country”73 through Turkish government’s 
plans. The West also criticized Turkey for impeding international aid efforts 
through its arbitrary bureaucracy74 and for over-ambitiously assuming costs 
of reconstruction and security without previous post-conflict aid experience.75

Overall, Turkey’s state-driven humanitarian efforts in Syria offer signs 
of a long-term Turkish presence and interest in being a stakeholder in the 
region’s infrastructure, education, health and civil society needs. However, 
the OHCHR report continues to highlight civilians’ lack of access to basic 
humanitarian services, liberty, and medical services as of June 2018,76 due to 
the lack of security.

Governance

Successful governance and economic policies in northern Syria constitute the 
fundamental pillars of possible Turkish success, as defined in the introduc-
tion. Turkey’s Syrian National Army project comes in two parts: the estab-
lishment of a united army, and more importantly, the establishment of a 
Turkey-based “Syrian Interim Government (SIG).” As of January 31, 2018, TRT 
World has included at least the head of SIG, the deputy chief of staff, and the 
spokesperson of the National Army in its promotional videos.77 In the OES 
Zone, Turkey has also established local councils, whose work is overseen by 
the Governor of Gaziantep and the Turkish Interior Ministry. According to 
the UN OHCHR report, public officials, including judges, were replaced and 
governance structures were altered and handed over to the Turkish based Syr-
ian Interim Government in Afrin, al-Bab, Azaz, and Jarablus districts. Turkey 
maintained the oversight of these governance structures.78 Beyond promoting 
and aiding governance structures, Turkey also advocated for the Syrian oppo-
sition’s participation in Astana talks and managed to include the opposition 
leadership as a stakeholder.

Syrian National Army affiliates have occasionally cooperated with the 
Turkish-backed local councils. As an example, Ninth Brigade handed one of its 
headquarters over to the local council in Azaz on July 25, 2018.79 Similarly, some 
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groups have issued statements, recognizing local councils’ governance deci-
sions, such as arms reduction in cities.80 Nevertheless, ongoing intra-group ten-
sions and attacks targeting local council buildings81 jeopardize the legitimacy 
of rule by Turkish-backed structures, occasionally leading to street protests.82

Turkey’s greatest challenge in governance lies in the fractured structure of 
the Syrian opposition. Ankara seeks to establish the Turkish-backed opposi-
tion as a united and pro-Turkish actor in future diplomatic negotiations. The 
reality on the ground has proved to be more challenging with groups ranging 
from radical al-Qaeda affiliates to moderate forces that were formed in the 
first days of Arab Spring. According to Dobbins’ argument on the state-build-
ing hierarchy of needs, Turkey’s success in governance will depend on its abil-
ity to establish security via its trained National Army factions, local councils, 
and the Syrian Interim Government.

Economy and Development

Faced with increasing economic burden domestically and impediments to its 
security efforts in Syria, Turkey has not spent much capital on development, 
economy, and democratization as of 2018. However these categories remain as 
vital as security regarding Turkey’s domestic concerns. Ankara cannot afford 
to pull out of Syria, since any deterioration in security or basic living standards 
would push millions across the border into Turkey, whose public opinion and 
economic capability remains strongly against welcoming more refugees.

In August 2018, Turkey has initiated a road network project to connect 
the main cities of northern Syria with Gaziantep and Kilis provinces in south-
ern Turkey,83 a signature AKP domestic policy to attract popular support in 
underdeveloped areas. According to al-Monitor, the road network project 
will interconnect al-Bab, Jarablus, Azaz, al-Rai, and Akhtarin, and the cities 
with Bab al-Salaam and Jarablus border crossings. The ongoing construction 
of the two-lane freeway project, connecting city centers and border crossings 
depends on the financial and equipment support from Turkey and the coop-
eration of local councils. Such a project has the possibility of improving trade, 
movement of peoples, and attracting investments into the OES Zone, which 
continue to form Turkey’s most fundamental interests from the region.

Following the Russian-Turkish demilitarization agreement on Idlib, both 
the opposition and the regime opened Morek crossing on November 2, 2018, 
which allows movement of people and goods between opposition-held north-
ern Syria and regime-controlled South. As Russia demands al-Qaeda affiliate 
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham’s withdrawal from Idlib under the terms of demilitariza-
tion agreement, the Turkish army is expected to directly supervise and collect 
taxes at the Morek crossing with Russia.84 Such an outcome would establish a 
lasting Turkish presence and economic influence in the southern tip of Idlib.

Turkey-backed forces have also opened a limited number of schools 
focused on the Quran, Arabic, and basic educational training in the OES 
zone and Afrin.85 Local newspapers have reported the use of Turkish cur-
rency within the OES zone and state-owned Turkish post offices (PTT) have 
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appeared in Jarablus, al-Bab, al-Rai, Azaz, and Afrin.86 Local councils also 
issued Turkish-language identity cards and license plates in various cities, 
including in al-Bab.87 These moves point to a more ambitious Turkish agenda, 
possibly dreams of a permanent Turkish control rather than an autonomous 
region. Yet, whatever Erdoğan’s initial ambitions were in 2016, Turkey does not 
have the capability and experience to match such grandeur. Ankara’s primary 
goal should be pulling out its forces as soon as refugees in Turkey and Europe 
can return to Syria in order to not disrupt living conditions of civilians further 
and protect Turkey’s already declining economy. The AKP understands that 
economic and institutional investment in northern Syria has the potential 
of long-term returns in construction, infrastructure and investment. These 
returns would also alleviate the domestic pressure on the AKP regarding Tur-
key’s refugee population.

Implications for U.S., Russia, and Europe

Even with problems regarding current security conditions in the OES Zone, 
Turkey’s state-building project carries the potential to attract Syrian refugees 
in Europe and Turkey to return to a post-war Syria. Turkish efforts in northern 
Syria have already established Turkey as a major partner with the European 
Union, as European states are very eager for refugee returns. Most recently, the 
quadripartite meeting of Erdogan, Putin, German Chancellor Angela Merkel, 
and French President Emmanuel Macron in Istanbul attests to the European 
eagerness to work with Russia and Turkey on the political future of Syria,88 
even when such a decision means exclusion of the U.S. and a fractured West-
ern response.

The U.S., on the other hand, continues to work with both Syrian Kurds 
and Turkey in order to achieve its goals of destroying ISIS and possibly remov-
ing Assad from power. The U.S. held joint military patrols with Turkey outside 
of Manbij, as part of the Manbij Roadmap signed between two sides in June 
2018, while continuing to fund the SDF and YPG against strong Turkish criti-
cism.89 The SDF-centric, “by-and-through” approach in Syria might be linked 
to “the reluctance to commit US forces to long-term nation-building mis-
sions.”90 Turkey’s policy in Syria also prioritizes fighting the YPG over the U.S. 
priority of defeating ISIS. Erdogan remains “willing and able to launch new 
interventions against the YPG and PKK, but “seeks to avoid direct escalation 
against the U.S”91 for economic and diplomatic considerations. However, an 
in-between U.S. policy continues to push other stakeholders, including Tur-
key, closer to the Russia-Iran nexus.

Moscow has established itself as the most important decision maker on 
Syrian conflict. From the Turkish perspective, “the imbalance between Turk-
ish and Russian geopolitical power”92 and the increased military capability of 
the Assad regime determine the outlines of Turkish actions in Syria. A future 
incursion into Tal Abyad or Manbij93 would depend more on Russian deci-
sions than American or the Assad regime’s opinions, as the Russian military 
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controls the air traffic in most of Syria. Therefore, Turkey’s ambitious goals 
will continue to be toned down by Moscow’s greater priority of keeping Assad 
in power under a Russian sphere of influence.

Conclusion

A future with a pro-Turkish regime in Syria was AKP’s primary goal in early 
years of the war. However the U.S. reluctance to intervene and Russia-backed 
Assad’s resilience have long shifted the power dynamics in Syria.94 The AKP 
and Erdogan are well aware that neither Moscow nor Damascus will hand 
over the capital to a pro-Turkish government in any likely scenario. Ankara’s 
revised line of effort in establishing governance is based on strengthening its 
position in post-conflict negotiations to hinder any PKK/YPG political pres-
ence by the Turkey-Syria border. However, with the situation on the ground 
changing everyday, risks remain high against a Turkish success.

Turkey faces three potential outcomes in the longer term. The first is 
an autonomous pro-Turkish northern Syria eager to cooperate with Ankara 
like Barzani’s KDP in Iraqi Kurdistan. It would unquestionably depend on 
Turkey with Turkish-funded institutions and infrastructure in northern 
Syria, as well as on trade access into the wider region. This outcome remains 
unlikely, however, considering other actors’ emphasis on territorial integrity 
of Syria.95

Another possible outcome is a complete withdrawal of Turkish forces 
from Syria with Turkish private and public sectors’ involvement in rebuild-
ing the post-conflict Syria. Ankara has already taken steps on this course, 
with freeway projects, civil society assistance and government-backed 
Diyanet and TIKA programs running their course. The current govern-
ment in Ankara would need assurances that the PKK or YPG would not turn 
northern Syria into a second Qandil—the PKK’s supposed hideout in north-
ern Iraq’s mountains—in order to agree on a full withdrawal. In this respect, 
Ankara needs Moscow, as a possible SDF-Regime or SDF-Moscow deal is not 
a far-fetched possibility.

Of course, the potential of a Turkish military and diplomatic debacle is 
always a possibility, with the OES security situation on the ropes and Assad 
eager to have a military intervention into remaining opposition-held territo-
ries. Turkey currently holds some leverage with its authority over a fractured, 
hard-to-assemble opposition and its say in the international refugee crisis. 
However, a peace negotiation process that can potentially last year’s increases 
Turkey’s financial and diplomatic costs of its Syria policy every day. While it 
is difficult to assess the current level of success of AKP’s Syria policy, the out-
come will largely depend on the AKP’s ability to unite the fractured opposi-
tion, establish a lasting security environment for return of refugees, and its 
diplomatic capability vis-a-vis Russia and Iran. 
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Hell, or Salvation? Understanding 
the Rise of Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro
Abigail George, Reed College

Abstract

This paper situates the 2018 Brazilian presidential election of Jair Bolso-
naro within the rise of fascist politics globally and historically and within 
the specific historico-cultural context in Brazil. It is widely believed that 
Bolsonaro is a “reactionary political figure” to the large corruption scandal 
that ravaged the Partidos Dos Trabalhadores (Worker’s Party, PT) alongside 
the economic recession of 2014–2016. While this is true, I situate Bolsonaro 
within a longue durée of the Brazilian state’s configuration along racialized, 
patriarchal, heteronormative violence. The contradictions of Brazil’s “racial 
democracy,” its positivist and liberal politics, coincided with the double 
haunting in the country’s history: first, from its silenced racist past, and 
second, from the unreconciled trauma of its military past. I draw on both 
the anthropology of fascism in Europe, as well as the anthropology of Brazil, 
to argue that Bolsonaro represents an uncertain, yet plausible alternative to 
class identification for many Brazilians.

Introduction: The Stark Present

“If he wins, we’ll be able to hunt more monkeys,” said one of the men assail-
ing Isabela Amiga de Guil, a Black and transgender Brazilian woman. On the 
night of September 30, 2018, in the southwestern state of Minas Gerais in Bra-
zil, Isabela had gone to a party at a friend’s house. When she was leaving the 
party, four men wearing Bolsonaro shirts grabbed her and forced her into their 
car. Two of them sat on her and proceeded to punch and spit on her while they 
all yelled racialized and homophobic slurs. 

A few days later, on the day of the first round of presidential elections, two 
men who had recently voted, wearing green and yellow shirts—the national 
colors of Brazil—stopped journalist Silvia Castro in the northeastern state of 
Pernambuco. They pulled out a knife and cut her arm and face. They threat-
ened her with rape and death and told her “when the commander [Jair Bolso-
naro] wins the election, the press will die.” 

“You bitch, yes him, you whore, you slut, yes him. There’s not going to 
be any other bum just like you on the street doing this shit. You stinky PT 
[Partidos Dos Trabalhadores, Worker’s Party] bitch,” yelled police officers at 
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Luisa Alencar on October 9, 2018, the day following the first round of Brazilian 
elections, in which far-right candidate Jair Bolsonaro came out as the leading 
candidate. Luisa was a Black doula and cook and had been writing “Ele Não” 
(Not Him), a slogan to protest Bolsonaro, on a wall near her house in São 
Paulo, when several police officers approached her. Without a verbal warn-
ing, they tore off her backpack, twisted her arm, handcuffed her and pushed 
her into a wall. Shortly after, another police car and five bikes appeared and 
continued beating on her. They eventually took her to the police station where 
they stripped her naked and put her into a cell. She waited naked in the cell for 
several hours during which several police officers passed by looking at her and 
laughing; “the sensation was that I was living in the dictatorship,” she said. 
Asked to comment on Luisa’s report, the São Paulo Public Security Secretariat 
sent the following note: “there is no evidence of irregularity in the action of 
the PMs [Polícia Militar, Military Police] and the delegate responsible for reg-
istration of the occurrence.” 

These three violent attacks occurred as part of the spike in hate and violent 
crimes during the election of Jair Bolsonaro, who was voted into the Brazilian 
presidency on October 28, 2018 by 58 million Brazilians. The massive suc-
cess of Bolsonaro’s campaign and his January 1, 2019 inauguration represents 
an unsettling diversion for Brazilian politics. He is a far-right nationalist and 
demagogue with a long record of homophobic, misogynist and racist com-
ments, who advocates for increased militarization and anti-Black “shoot-to-
kill” policing policies. 

The hate crimes described resemble the actions of Bolsonaro. The attack-
ers who called Isabela a monkey mirror the slur Bolsonaro directed toward 
Black protestors, calling them “animals” that should “go back to the zoo.” The 
assailants prophesying the death of the press echoes Bolsonaro’s sentiment 
that “fake news” is rampant in Brazil. Finally, the police extrajudicially attack-
ing and detaining someone due to their political views echoes the crimes com-
mitted by the police during Brazil’s military dictatorship from 1964 to 1985, 
and which Bolsonaro has praised. These and other incidents of hate and big-
otry have proven to be either emboldened, or even inspired, by Bolsonaro. 

Bolsonaro represents a real threat of heightened economic repression and 
inequality, coupled with the most brutal aspects of the dictatorship. Although 
he has greatest support among wealthy and white Brazilians, he has consider-
able and enthusiastic popular support among the poor, the middle class, people 
of mixed-race, and the religious. Like other political demagogues who have 
recently risen to the global political stage, Bolsonaro’s rapid rise to popularity is 
enigmatic precisely because of his support among people who seemingly would 
not benefit from his administration: the disenfranchised Brazilian majority. In 
this paper, I seek to answer three conundrums regarding this movement; why 
people support movements that seemingly go against their class identification, 
why so many people have opted to support someone who unapologetically 
insults entire groups of people and advocates for violence, and whether people 
are working in their best interests when they support his movement. 
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I begin by looking at the large corruption scandal and failure of Bra-
zil’s Worker’s Party (PT) to adapt to working class interests from 2013–2016, 
which opened a gateway for those interests to be reformulated, as the inter-
ests cannot be faithfully represented in the current structure of government. 
In response, Bolsonaro has had incredible success by positioning himself as 
the candidate for the interests of “Brazil,” and of the religiously evangelical, 
thus leading people to prioritize “national interests” and religious imagined 
community over class interests. Then, I address the violence present in the 
opening vignettes and in much of Bolsonaro’s rhetoric through an analysis of 
Brazil’s historical and ongoing fantasy of genocide against Afro-Brazilians, as 
well as through the state-enforced amnesia from its 1964–1985 military dicta-
torship, and its military and positivist roots and history. Lastly, I address the 
question of interest and its relationship to European historical fascism and 
neo-fascism through an analysis of totalitarianism as conceptualized by Han-
nah Arendt, and integralism as understood by Douglas Holmes. 

Throughout the paper, I argue that Bolsonaro supporters support him 
because they gain and feel a strong identity from his commitment to Brazil 
and because he represents a rupture from a politics whose egalitarianism and 
working-class identification is plagued and contradictory. Also, because his 
violence is experienced as cathartic within long-held and repressed fantasies 
of genocide of the nation’s Afro-Brazilian population. 

The Recent Past: The Contradictions of Brazil’s Liberal 
Democracy Splayed Open

In the early 2000s Brazil’s Workers Party enjoyed a fourteen year reign. They 
funneled billions of dollars into social security and welfare, ushered in an 
“affirmative action” era, established race-based quotas for employment and 
education, and highlighted multiculturalist discourses and celebrations of 
difference. Millions of people were lifted out of poverty and their former pres-
ident Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva (nicknamed “Lula”) left office in 2011 with an 
unprecedented 80 percent approval rating. 

Their success took a sharp downfall in 2013. Large protests emerged in 
response to excessive government spending up to the 2014 FIFA World Cup 
and 2016 Olympics and Brazil’s worst recession in recorded history from 2014–
2016. Protests demanded improvements in public transportation, health-care 
and public education. However, the Worker’s Party failed to address these 
working-class concerns. Brazilian media theorist Ivana Bentes posits: “2013 
was a movement that was not understood by the left-wing government of Bra-
zil. These movements were repressed and demonized.” Protests continued as 
a large corruption scandal consumed the political and elite classes. 

The corruption scandal, “Operação Lava Jato” (Operation Car Wash), led 
to the impeachment and removal of PT president Dilma Rousseff in 2016 as 
well as imprisonment of Lula in July 2018. Brazil has 35 political parties, 28 of 
which hold seats in congress. Political leaders across the political spectrum 
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including Eduardo Cunha, the leader of the evangelical bloc and the political 
nemesis of Rousseff, were sentenced for corruption. Even though the scope 
of the scandal proved so expansive as to ultimately implicate most of Brazil’s 
political parties, and the body politic itself, Lula and leftist parties became 
scapegoats for corruption, as resentment for the corruption became directed 
toward them Bentes explains:

Corruption, which had always been a left-wing issue in Latin America, 
became a right-wing issue directed at the Left. The whole discussion 
about corruption turned into a narrative of the Right versus the Left. 
In Brazil, what we saw with the impeachment was a process of we could 
call moralization of the topic of corruption, which reduced all systems 
of corruption and connected, linked, tied this discourse of corruption 
to the Left, to one party, the PT, and to other left-wing groups in power. 

The corruption scandal created a situation in which the entire political 
establishment became resented by Brazilians, but the PT’s fight for class inter-
ests appeared especially impure, and left Brazilians disillusioned with their 
political structure. A recent survey by Ipsos shows that 94 percent of Brazil-
ians say they do not feel represented by their politicians. The popular Brazilian 
Netflix series about Operation Car wash called “O Mecanismo” (The Mecha-
nism) depicts policemen and judges as saviors against the shady dealings and 
immorality of the political class referred to as cancer and rats. 

While the mass protests were warranted and had diagnosed a real dis-
ease in the political system, the disease pertained to both the left and the 
right. Nevertheless, the PT was persecuted for corruption and Lula became 
the scapegoat for the corruption in the entire Brazilian state. Even though 
there are shortfalls in liberal democracy, why is it causing Brazilians to turn 
toward a far-right demagogue? 

Hall (1981) shows us why large swaths of the working class can “swing to 
the right” and abandon the Labour Party, which was previously seen as the 
principal means of representation for the working class in government. His 
analysis of working-class support for Margaret Thatcher in 1980s England 
reveals that she successfully played on the contradictions of social democracy 
to rework the working class’s interests to fit neoliberal economics. Shifts to the 
far-right occur on the ground of already existing problems, experiences, and 
contradictions: 

[This populism] is no rhetorical device or trick, for this populism is 
operating on genuine contradictions, and it has a rational and mate-
rial core. Its success and effectivity does not lie in its capacity to dupe 
unsuspecting folk but in the way it addresses real problems, real and 
lived experiences, real contradictions. 

Whereas Arendt theorized support for the right under totalitarianism 
based on a forfeiture of interest, and Anderson would see it as national iden-
tity diverting interest away from class identity and emancipation, for Hall 
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working class support for the radical right is not necessarily against their class 
interest. Thatcher’s attack on welfare and social benefits and her anti-statist 
discourse appeal to people in a way that social democracy cannot, because 
the ideology of social democracy is inextricably tied to the enlargement and 
intervention of the state. Social democracy relies on the state. All its poli-
cies require massive state support and the interventionist state is how social 
democracy sought to solve the capitalist problem.

Just like England’s Labour Party prior to the rise of Margaret Thatcher, 
Brazil’s Worker’s Party sought to use state intervention to solve working class 
exploitation. This worked for the first ten years of the Worker’s Party rule when 
the economy increased, millions got out of poverty and Lula had extremely 
high approval ratings. However, in the last four years, the Worker’s Party has 
been revealed to have effectively abandoned the working class once in office 
by finding solutions to the crisis of capital through the support of capital. In 
Brazil, millions of people watched the Worker’ Party’s ties to the state lead to 
a huge corruption scandal and economic recession. The fall of Dilma and the 
PT occurred because they failed to meet the demands of the working class to 
curb the government spending on major sports events and redirect it toward 
improvements in public transportation and education. Analogous to Hall’s 
analysis of working-class support for Margaret Thatcher, state intervention 
trying to find solutions to the crisis of capital through ties to capital is clearly 
not working in Brazil and working-class Brazilians understand that. For many 
Bolsonaro supporters, identification with a political party based on a work-
ing-class identification is no longer a rational choice, as state interests will 
inevitably fail to represent those of the working class. Therefore, Bolsonaro’s 
promise of a minimal state and his unprecedented political style that almost 
guarantees a large restructuring of the current state is not necessarily opposed 
to class interests. People recognize that the current structure of government 
cannot represent their class interests, so they no longer look to politics in 
identification with their class interests. 

The Shift from Class Identification to National Identification

The large protests (2013–2016) and corruption scandal (2014–ongoing in 2019) 
that have ravaged Brazil left people disillusioned with both traditional politics 
and class identification within politics, as the PT could no longer adequately 
address working-class interests. As the non-elites saw politicians making deals 
to benefit themselves and people no longer felt dignified in identifying with 
their class, new forms of identification increased in appeal. One of these was 
identification with the nation, drawing people toward the nationalist rhetoric 
of Bolsonaro’s campaign.

Benedict Anderson shows us why national movements can have a pow-
erful impact on people and cause them to put the interests of their country 
over the interests of their class. Anderson urges us to think of nationalism less 
as an ideology like “liberalism” and “fascism” and more similar to “kinship” 
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and “religion.” He defines a nation as “an imagined political community - and 
imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign.” Nations are “cultural arte-
facts” that command “profound emotional legitimacy.” While the nation is 
invented, created and imagined, that does not mean that this community is a 
fabrication and a falsity, juxtaposed to “true communities.” All communities 
are in some sense imagined. What makes the nation unique is the particu-
lar way in which it is imagined: as inherently limited and sovereign. Nations 
like Brazil are limited because they have finite geographic boundaries, and 
people outside those boundaries are excluded from the imagining. Moreover, 
the nation is imagined as sovereign and with the aim to be free. Finally, and 
most important to Anderson’s conception of nationalism, is the strong sense 
of community that it generates. People feel a community and fraternity with 
others in the nation regardless of whether they have actually met or heard of 
the other members. The community exists, “regardless of the actual inequality 
and exploitation that may prevail in each,” for “the nation is always conceived 
as a deep, horizontal comradeship.” 

Bolsonaro’s campaign attempted to generate a strong sense of horizontal 
solidarity among his supporters as he capitalized on and enhanced feelings of 
an imagined national community that supersedes political party or class affili-
ation. He positions himself and is widely seen as a political outsider, despite 
having been a congressman for the state of Rio de Janeiro for the past 27 years. 
He also chose green and yellow, the colors of the Brazilian flag for his cam-
paign, in contrast to the red representing PT. Moreover, Bolsonaro advertises 
himself as the voice of Brazil, and not of a political party: “my commitment is 
to my country, not corrupt in jail.” His economic platform also enhances the 
sovereign component of the national imagined community as it intends to 
kick foreign capital and investments out of Brazil. Furthermore, the limited 
aspect of Brazil’s imagined community is heightened because of the political 
situation in Brazil’s neighboring country Venezuela. Venezuela is currently 
experiencing a massive economic collapse and state repression and violence 
on the part of the leftist government in power. Bolsonaro’s campaign has 
promised to bar refugees from Venezuela and prevent Brazil from turning into 
Venezuela. In his victory speech, Bolsonaro claimed “we will not become Ven-
ezuela,” and during his campaign he accused the Worker’s Party of represent-
ing the “Venezuelization” of Brazil. The potential strength of the perceived 
national unity of Brazil is especially salient because of the linguistic composi-
tion of Brazil. Out of 200 million Brazilians, only 40,000 Brazilians speak an 
indigenous language, while the rest speak Portuguese. The common language 
distinguishes Brazilians together against people in neighboring Latin Ameri-
can countries, such as Venezuela, who speak Spanish or a conglomeration of 
indigenous languages. 

Bolsonaro’s campaign is indisputably imagining and enhancing the 
national Brazilian community. However, are these claims to nationhood and 
feelings of national comradery convincing people to go against their economic 
and cultural interests to support Bolsonaro? Anderson posits that nations as 
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compared to class community are effective because they inspire an “aura of 
purity and disinterestedness.” On the other hand, class consciousness clearly 
has motives and is seen to be mutable. The recent disillusionment toward 
the political class due to the corruption scandals and the failure of the PT to 
adequately adapt to working-class interests has set the stage for a particu-
larly strong version of Anderson’s argument: nationalism defined precisely in 
opposition to class solidarity. 

Bolsonaro’s self-positioning as a political outsider and as the voice for Bra-
zil and not a specific class has been proven successful in a climate of frustra-
tion with class identification and traditional politics. Analysis of Bolsonaro 
supporters on social media reveal that some of them conceive of their inter-
ests as the same as others despite class differences. One popular comment 
on Bolsonaro’s Facebook page reads: “The Northeast will also be freed from 
The Worker’s Party and walk along with the rest of Brazil. Our mission is to 
unite what the Worker’s Party separated.” The comment reveals the frustra-
tion toward the Worker’s Party’s single class identification for causing division 
in Brazil, and also for spurring disillusion in their representation of that class 
by the large corruption scandal. Another comment states: “For a long time, 
the Brazilian had to choose between options that did not represent him. It’s 
different now!” These comments reveal that some of his supporters perceive 
their interests as being equivalent with those of Brazil’s and not of their class 
because they feel an imagined bond and kinship with everyone else in the 
country. Importantly, the imagined bond excludes Afro-Brazilians, who are 
rendered outside the national imaginary, a topic I will come to later. 

The Heavenly Future: Evangelicalism and Bolsonaro’s 
Salvific Promise

Not all aspects of Bolsonaro supporter’s feelings of heightened community 
fall under the framework of nationalism. Another communal affinity drawing 
people toward Bolsonaro, the strength of which must be acknowledged, lies in 
those imagined communities in evangelical churches. Even though Anderson 
posits that the national community arose in lieu of and after the demise of the 
religious community and identification in Europe, this historical trajectory 
does not hold in the Brazil. Religious affiliation is increasing, suggesting that a 
new identification with a religious community and interests (in addition to the 
national community) is contributing to diversion from class identification. In 
1980, 6.6 percent of Brazil identified as evangelical, compared to 22.2 percent 
or 42.3 million Brazilians in 2010. Bolsonaro has benefited from this increase 
in evangelicalism as his support occurs heavily on religious lines. Forty per-
cent of evangelicals support Bolsonaro while only fifteen percent support the 
runner-up, Fernando Haddad. A significant portion of Bolsonaro’s supporters 
seem to identify Bolsonaro with their religious community as he has gained 
the endorsement of several evangelical leaders including Brazil’s largest Tel-
evangelist, billionaire Edir Macedo. However, the heavy appeal of Bolsonaro 
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on religious lines in Brazil requires further analysis: Why have those leaders 
and so many evangelicals, whose only affiliation is to Christ, been drawn to a 
violent and crass nationalist candidate? Here, I turn toward the specific theol-
ogy of evangelicalism and its parallels in Bolsonaro’s campaign. 

Evangelicalism is a subset of Protestant Christianity with distinct doc-
trines and practices. David Bebbington posits four distinguishing and con-
stant characteristics: “conversionism (the need for change of life), activism 
(emphasis on evangelistic and missionary efforts), Biblicism (a special impor-
tance attributed to the bible), and crucicentrism (emphasis on the central-
ity of Christ’s sacrifice on the cross.)” The conversion process is intense and 
transformative and is meant to lead to rapid and dramatic changes in people’s 
lifestyles. Converts repent and must reject their previous lifestyles and sins 
and gain an assurance of salvation in doing so. Humanity is divided into con-
verts who live in holiness juxtaposed to non-converts who live in sin and are 
damned to Hell. For some evangelicals, humanity is leading toward a rapture, 
or the end times in which believers will be united with God and non-believers 
will be left to suffer on earth.

Bolsonaro’s campaign mirrors aspects of evangelicalism. First, echoing the 
process of conversionism, Bolsonaro promises a complete transformation for 
Brazilian politics, and utter rejection of its corrupt past. In January 2018, Bol-
sonaro changed political parties from the “Partido Social Christiano” (Social 
Christian Party, PSC) to the “Partido Social Liberal” (Social Liberal Party, PSL). 
His entrance into PSL transformed many ideologies of the party. They changed 
from being socially liberal to being socially conservative and the original wing 
of the party abandoned the party. Second, Bolsonaro has a reactionary moral 
agenda, condemning corrupt politicians and opposing abortion and adoption 
by gay couples, analogous to evangelicalism’s fierce condemnation of those liv-
ing in sin. Finally, similar to crucicentrism (Christ’s sacrifice on the cross) and 
the idea of rapture, Bolsonaro is positioning himself as an outsider who will 
bring salvation to Brazil with little effort on part of the populous. 

The parallels in the content of evangelicalism and Bolsonaro’s campaign 
are not sufficient to explain his appeal to the religiously evangelical, who might 
not incorporate their religion with their politics. However, many evangelical 
communities in Brazil are becoming explicitly political. In addition to the 
strong evangelical bloc in the Brazilian congress that consists of 30 percent 
of the seats, evangelical leaders have positioned the recent political corrup-
tion scandal as evil, and as a religious issue that calls for political renovation. 
Evangelical pastors encourage their congregations to pray for un-corrupt poli-
ticians, and profess that evangelical candidates are less likely to be corrupt. 
Macedo, one such evangelical leader, has said that political problems in Brazil 
were “entirely spiritual.” He explained why on a blogpost a few days after the 
primary election: 

Why is the church speaking about and so engaged in the current 
political race? For the same reason that God commanded Moses 
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to elect officers and judges when Israel was entering the Promised 
Land. The work is of God, but it does not happen in Heaven, but here 
on Earth, where politicians create laws that are made with the clear 
objective to further oppress the poor and hinder the work of those 
trying to deliver them. 

In addition to the evangelical leaders bringing religion explicitly into 
the campaign, Bolsonaro has brought religion explicitly into his campaign. 
He named his political coalition, “Brasil acima de tudo, Deus acima de 
todos” (Brazil above everything, God above everyone). In another attempt 
to fuse nationalism and religious faith, Bolsonaro said: “God above every-
thing. There is no such thing as this secular state. The state is Christian and 
the minority will have to change.” At least some supporters are convinced. 
One Bolsonaro supporter, Rosangela Ferreira dos Santos, an indigenous 
woman, told the Atlantic: “[h]e is the only one who has used the name of 
God in his campaign.” 

The fusion of politics and religion present in Bolsonaro’s campaign has 
aspects of what Emilio Gentile termed “the sacralization of politics,” which is:

when politics is conceived lived and represented through myths, rituals 
and symbols that demand faith in the sacralized secular entity, dedica-
tion among the community of believers, enthusiasm for action, a war-
like spirit and sacrifice in order to secure its defense and its triumph. 

Bolsonaro’s rallies are enthusiastic and violent, as he ushers in huge 
crowds. He has taken up the slogan “fake news” to refer to the media 
landscape in Brazil. His politics hold some characteristics of a “political 
religion.” According to Gentile, a political religion, sanctifies violence as 
a legitimate weapon in the battle against enemies of the faith and as the 
instrument of regeneration; it denies the autonomy of the individual 
and stresses the primacy of the community; it imposes a political cult 
and enforces obligatory observance of its commandments. 

Importantly, Bolsonaro’s political religion is not incompatible with the 
traditional religions in Brazil. According to Gentile, political religion either 
holds a syncretic or mimetic relationship to traditional religion. A syncretic 
political religion incorporates the traditions, myths and rituals of the tradi-
tional religion, while a mimetic political religion derives its own structure 
from that of traditional religion either consciously or unconsciously. Political 
religion does not have to lead to conflict with traditional religion, nor deny the 
existence of a supernatural supreme being. Therefore, Bolsonaro’s popularity 
is not incompatible with evangelical faith. 

In addition to the content of evangelicalism syncretizing with Bolsonaro’s 
politics, Brazil has another myth serving the formation of a political religion 
under Bolsonaro. Gentile defines a “palingenetic myth” as “a myth with strong 
religious connotations that constitutes a principal element in all forms of 
sacralized politics.” As a “palingenetic myth” in Brazil, “sebastianismo” serves 
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the political religion of Bolsonaro. Sebastianismo refers to the myth that a 
superhuman leader will appear and solve all the country’s problems with lit-
tle effort. The Portuguese king Don Sebastian I died in a military campaign 
in 1578 right when Portugal’s empire was going to assume world dominance. 
Since his body was never found, the myth states that Sebastian I will emerge 
from hiding and guide the empire to glory. 

Bolsonaro’s support among evangelicals suggests that in addition to 
strengthening one’s national identity by supporting him, people also turn to 
him due to the strength of their religious community and identification. The 
plethora of evangelical pastors endorsing Bolsonaro are increasing the politi-
cal consequences of religious faith. Bolsonaro is also making his campaign 
explicitly religious, generating parallels to a political religion. Structural par-
allels between Bolsonaro’s campaign and evangelical theology further explain 
the religious support and reveal that his political religion is not antithetical to 
the beliefs of evangelicals. 

Nevertheless, even if for some of his supporters, feelings of national or 
religious unity drive them toward acceptance of economic policies contrary 
to the interests of one’s class, it does not explain the appeal or acceptance 
of Bolsonaro’s threatened violence and outright prejudice, as both national 
and religious communities are meant to inspire love. I began to answer this 
through the call to righteous violent arms on part of the evangelical leaders 
(see footnote seven). To further illuminate the acceptance of his exclusionary 
hate and call for violence, we must look at Brazil’s violent history and its preg-
nant silence on race.

The Haunted Past: Brazil’s Pregnant Silence on Race

Brazilian national identity contains an ideology of race mixture and purported 
absence of racism, despite copious evidence of the contrary. Many scholars of 
Brazil propose that Brazilian national ideology asserts “racial democracy,” or 
“the idea that a plethora of racial classifications exist in rainbow-like harmony, 
a mixed-race nation with no discrete racial identities.” Proponents of Brazil’s 
racial democracy, which was conjured up in the 1930s by people such as Brazil-
ian intellectual Gilberto Freyre, who:

argued that slavery in Brazil lacked the racial animus, violence, and 
harshness of other colonial contexts (such as the United States). As 
Freyre would have it, this history established a culture of racial har-
mony and togetherness uniquely Brazilian . . . many Brazilians con-
tinue to embrace these ideas as a tenet of national identity and pride, 
despite overwhelming evidence of its inaccuracies. 

By claiming that Brazilians are a mestiço (mixed race) people of black, 
white, and Indian, racial democracy effectively silences aspects of Brazil’s his-
tory. Brazil was the last country to end slavery in 1888 and currently has the 
largest Afro-descendant population in the western hemisphere. 
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Furthermore, this contradiction has generated what anthropologist J. H. 
Costa Vargas terms a “dialectic between the hyperconsciousness of race and 
the negation of the relevance of race” in Brazil. He explains:

Brazilian social relations—their practices and their representations—
are marked by a hyperconsciousness of race. Such hyper-conscious-
ness, while symptomatic of how Brazilians classify and position 
themselves in the life world, is manifested by the often vehement 
negation of the importance of race. This negation forcefully suggests 
that race is neither an analytical and morally valid tool, nor plays a 
central role in determining Brazilian social relations, hierarchies, and 
distribution of power and resources. 

In other words, Brazilians believe that they are a mixed-race nation devoid 
of racism and this denial of racism makes it difficult to talk about race, which 
in turn, produces a lot of undirected and gagged attention toward the role of 
race in Brazilian society. In the 1970s, while discourses of civil rights gained 
traction in the United States, and began to influence the Movimento Negro 
(Black Movement) in Brazil, the military dictatorship that ruled in Brazil 
repressed discourses around race and silenced the Black movement. Thus, the 
fight for racial equality occurred much later in Brazil. 

It was not until the early 2000s that Brazil, which once declared itself free of 
racism, confronted the reality that racism existed, and ushered in an “affirma-
tive action” era. In 2003, Lula created the Secretariat for the Political Promo-
tion of Racial Equality (SEPPIR) and in 2010, Rousseff initiated the Statute of 
Racial Equality. Although these policies did not generate racial equality, they 
did bring the question of race to the forefront, prompting heated discourses 
and an increase in Black activist movements. As Christen Smith puts it, “Afro-
nationalism” replaced “racial democracy,” placing Black people at the center of 
national culture and identity. Smith uses the term “Afro-Paradise” to refer to the 
“complex, uneven and constantly strained . . . tension between the nations cel-
ebration of blackness and the routine killing of black people.” In order to appear 
as an Afro-paradise, “the country symbolically performs rituals of racial toler-
ance . . . by publicly and dramatically including black people in the national 
fabric in order to forge a new identity.” However, the maintenance of racial 
democracy and Afro-Paradise, “depends on the spectacular and mundane rep-
etition of state violence against the black body.” These contradictions around 
race in the Brazilian national consciousness, and the recent boiling over of racial 
tensions within the chains of the hyperconscious/negation of race, have gener-
ated another contradiction within liberal democracy. This contradiction is rec-
ognized by Black activists in Brazil, who, “counter the dictates of liberalism, 
which relegates recognition of race to a particularity or exceptional moment 
in the backdrop of supposedly universal (colorblind) citizenship.” G.M. Tamas’ 
analysis of post-fascism can help further illuminate the real contradictions 
around race important for understanding Bolsonaro. For Tamas, post-fascism 
occurs from the degradation of universal citizenship once claimed by liberal 
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nation-states. Enlightenment thinking of universal citizenship equated human 
dignity with citizenship, and proclaimed that all humans were sovereigns over 
themselves and therefore that society was or ought to be egalitarian for all mem-
bers. However, this runs up against a contradiction when it gets translated onto 
the nation-state. As Anderson’s analysis shows, the nation-state is essentially 
limited and territorial and so universal citizenship cannot be extended to every-
one. The hyper-territorialization of the Brazilian nation-state has generated 
the “paradox of Black citizenship” in Brazil in which Blacks have been recently 
included in the national imaginary, but the vehement discrimination makes 
Black citizenship impossible to realize. 

Furthermore, enlightenment claims that society is egalitarian and every-
one has equal rights are increasingly exposed as paradoxical as economic 
inequality widens and opportunity diminishes in Brazil. By openly saying 
he wants to discriminate and that there are better or worse people, Bolso-
naro’s campaign is experienced as a type of catharsis from the ideal equal-
ity (but very real inequality) stated within a liberal democracy and Brazil’s 
racial democracy. The hyperconsciousness of race has created a situation 
in which race can only be addressed through its silencing. However, “this 
pregnant silence only reinforces the stereotypes and justifies discrimina-
tion. Silence seems to be atmosphere in which racism respires and persists.” 
Therefore, Bolsonaro’s racism is experienced as cathartic, as Brazilians can 
finally openly express the racism they feel and the race discrimination that 
exists in their country. 

The paradox of liberal democracy in regard to race in Brazil, as well as the 
contradiction of social democracy’s attempt to represent working class inter-
ests in Brazil have both been ripped open in recent years, revealing an inade-
quate political system for addressing working-class interests, and a stark racial 
hierarchy of inequalities fed by an underbelly of racism. Brazilians have been 
left disenchanted and frustrated, making room for collective, suppressed, and 
violent fantasies to fester. 

The Bloody Future: Fantasies of Genocide

The violence surrounding Bolsonaro’s rise can be situated within the Bra-
zilian state’s long history of configuration along racialized, patriarchal and 
heteronormative violence. Like Germany, Brazil has a genocide in its history. 
Brazil’s national project was built on the deaths of Black people. Historically, 
the term genocide was used by the United Nations to refer to the extermi-
nation of European Jews by the Third Reich, and originally for the Ottoman 
government’s killing of 1.5 million Armenians. Vargas strategically uses the 
term with its historical weight to refer to the historical and ongoing violence 
against people of African descent in Brazil, as he sees it tied to similar precepts 
of white supremacy that led to the holocaust. Genocide, “suggests analytical 
and political power . . . where the mechanics of white supremacy are present, 
especially in Africa and its diaspora. 
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These past and ongoing genocides correspond to fantasies of complete 
genocide in Brazil. If Bolsonaro supporters are drawn toward a national ideol-
ogy, the violence within that Brazilian national imaginary must be taken into 
account. Nations imagine themselves in terms of a shared national past mov-
ing toward a national destiny. LaShandra Sullivan argues that national prog-
ress in Brazil is “understood as white, though unmarked as such.” This can 
be seen historically and in contemporary immigration policies attempting to 
“whiten” the population. The state of Mato Grosso do Sol functions as a region 
that is “an imagined white space on a national frontier that is only not yet fully 
white.” As such, Brazil’s national ideology imagines its destiny as progressing 
toward a white utopia, while simultaneously denying the occurrence of race 
and the country’s racist past. 

During her fieldwork in Mato Grosso do Sul, Sullivan noticed that, “[t]here 
are common unabashed expressions of fantasies of genocide,” alongside an 
“invisibility of blackness.” People would often remark that there are no Blacks in 
Dourados, but that Dourados was full of Indians. Some desired to exterminate 
the indigenous population of Brazil due to a national fantasy of whiteness: 

An archaeologist at a local university (Universidade Federal de Grande 
Dourados) published an article in a local newspaper titled, “On the 
Presence of Indigenes in the United States,” in which he laments that 
“In Mato Grosso do Sul, one frequently observes people saying that we 
should do what was done in the United States with indigenous people 
from there: total annihilation!” 

The fantasies of a white Brazil and corresponding genocide of Black and 
Indian populations are a form of narrative violence. Violence does not always 
have to be physical as in the case of the opening vignettes, it can also be sym-
bolic and narrative: “operating below the level of consciousness, narrative vio-
lence may be concealed, invisible, or undetected, but it makes its presence felt 
in quasi-physical form.” 

The fantasies of genocide against the Indian population, as well as the 
ongoing genocide against Blacks and its parallels to the Nazi holocaust can 
be illuminated in Uli Linke’s analysis of German violence. Linke argues that 
genocide is neither primitive, nor instinctual, and that “fantasies of genocide 
cannot be understood as regressive historical processes: they are manifes-
tations of new forms of cultural violence and the centralizing/monopoliz-
ing tendencies of modern power.” Genocide is modernity exemplified due 
to hyper-rationalization, and the confluence of “science, technology, and 
bureaucracy” that generates identity through opposition leading to fanta-
sized violence that works to annihilate the cultural or political other. In Bra-
zil, this cultural and political other is constituted by the nation’s Black and 
Indian populations, whose identities were recently brought to the forefront of 
national consciousness. 

The tolerance and acceptance of hatred, bigotry and violence surround-
ing Bolsonaro’s campaign can be understood with Brazil’s history of silenced 
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yet prominent racism that haunts the present moment. Despite having over-
whelming socio-economic inequalities based on race and a historic and ongo-
ing genocide against its Black population, the notion of racial democracy has 
made it historically difficult for Brazilians to talk about inequalities based on 
race and address those problems. Brazilians deny that racism exists because 
they operate under the notion of racial democracy. This silence serves to create 
an atmosphere in which racial disparities worsen, are justified, and left unad-
dressed. In the early 2000s, decades of Black political activism and political 
and cultural shifts, brought new attention to racial disparities. However, no 
solution was provided as those violent inequalities continued and the liberal 
notions of the PT clashed with activist sentiments and the inequalities. Liber-
alism and Enlightenment ideals underlying the PT’s attempts to address rac-
ism through affirmative action suppose a universal and colorblind citizenship 
and opportunities within which racism is a minor historical error. They failed 
to address the real racial disparities, creating an atmosphere in which those 
long-repressed violent fantasies of racial extermination began to bubble. 

Bolsonaro’s call for violence and openly racist and sexist comments are 
the proceeding historical moment resulting of that history and the contradic-
tions of racial democracy and liberal democracy. Recall the racially motivated 
violent attack on Isabela described in the introduction. Her assailants’ actions 
can be understood within the collective Brazilian national fantasy of extermi-
nating their Black population. Like one of Bolsonaro’s comments, her assail-
ants called her a monkey, dehumanizing her. Bolsonaro’s campaign satisfies 
the collective desire for an all-white Brazil built on a genocide of the Black and 
Indian populations. These fantasies of violence can be further illuminated 
through a look at the enforced amnesia from Brazil’s military dictatorship, its 
military past and positivist founding.

The Distant Past: A Political History of Hate and Violence

A key feature of the rise of Bolsonaro that has is not fully explained by its 
nationalism nor religiosity, is the violence apparently inherent to it. Bolsonaro 
openly defends torture, is enacting anti-Black “shoot-to-kill” policing policies, 
and has said he will allow citizens to openly carry arms in public. Brazil is 
going through a period of unprecedented increases in violent crime. So, why 
have so many people opted to support someone who advocates for violence 
if Brazilians have already suffered copious amounts of violence? In this sec-
tion I show that in addition to the ongoing and fantasized genocide against 
non-whites in Brazil, the acceptance or appeal of Bolsonaro’s violence can be 
understood within the context of a state-enforced amnesia upon the Brazilian 
people of the violent crimes committed during the 20-year military dictator-
ship, a history of violent responses to feelings of economic precariousness, 
and positivist and military roots. 

Bolsonaro said the military dictatorship “led to a more sustainable and 
prosperous Brazil” and that it was a “glorious” period in Brazil’s history. Why 
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would people support the violence of Bolsonaro if they lived through the hor-
rors of the violent military dictatorship from 1964–1985? The answer lies in 
the enforced amnesia imposed upon the Brazilian people, leaving them yet to 
have fully coped with the past. 

When the dictatorship took over in 1964, the Armed Forces disposed of 
President Joao Goulart without resistance. They decreed a state of emergency 
and suspended the political rights of 378 individuals. The dictatorship is infa-
mous for its brutal response to dissidents who were considered enemies of 
the Brazilian state, and subject to imprisonment, exile, suspension of political 
rights and expulsion from school or university. Between the years 1964 and 
1971, an estimated 12,000 detainees were systematically tortured by the gov-
ernment agency “Departamento de Ordem Politica e Social” (Department for 
Political and Social Order, DOPS), who was supported materially and finan-
cially by the CIA. 

Political Scientist Iasmin Goes posits two ways for a nation to deal with a 
traumatic past: accountability or denial. She writes that in the case of Brazil, 
the government chose to confront the collective suffering through,

avoidance, passing an amnesty law and hoping for amnesia. However, 
as the perpetrator of the crimes, the state is not entitled to offer for-
giveness through amnesty. Since it is not the state that was wronged, 
forgiveness by the state has no value. 

In 1979 Brazil’s military forces passed a self-amnesty law, pardoning 
themselves of all crimes committed during the dictatorship, however this did 
not actually generate any forgiveness or reconciliation. Reconciliation has 
not occurred in later years either and is unlikely to happen soon. In 2002, 
president Fernando Henrique Cardosos passed a law for eternal secrecy of 
the official archives from the authoritarian years meaning they would never 
become available to the public. Although, a National Truth Commission was 
appointed in 2011 to investigate human rights abuses during the dictatorship, 
Brazil was the last of Latin American countries to do so for dictatorships dur-
ing that time. Because trials never existed to offer a collective encountering 
with the horrors of the dictatorship, the Brazilian people have yet to confront 
their violent past, generating a collective amnesia or a “consistent neglect and 
denial of past events.” Because the Brazilian people have been forced to deny 
and neglect their violent past, Bolsonaro’s threat to return to the violent dicta-
torship does not carry so much weight, as many Brazilians deny or neglect the 
violent horrors that they collectively experienced.

Furthermore, the actual appeal or acceptance of violence in Bolsonaro’s 
campaign can be situated within Brazil’s history of violent responses to eco-
nomic precariousness. The events surrounding the election of Bolsonaro eerily 
echo the 1964 Military coup that resulted in a 20-year military dictatorship. 
Prior to the coup (which the military deems a revolution), Brazil’s economy 
was marked by attempts at land and education reforms by the leftist presi-
dents causing 74 percent inflation rates. The military dictatorship saw itself as 
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saving the country from a palatable communist threat, an argument they still 
deploy to this day. They justified their state violence by calling it a retaliation 
to the violence of the communist revolutionaries, echoing Bolsonaro’s justifi-
cation of violence as a retaliation to the violence committed by others. In the 
first year of its rule, the military dictatorship resulted in an initial 10 percent 
increase in GDP. Although the economic success of the dictatorship was short-
lived, the memory of that has opened the gateway for Bolsonaro to capitalize 
on that success, and explains why some Brazilians view the dictatorship with 
nostalgia. Similar to the economic depression experienced in the early 1960s, 
from 2014–2016 Brazil encountered a large economic recession due in part to 
the failed policies of leftist presidents, leading economically deprived Brazil-
ians to seek hope in the economic potential of a militarized government.

Furthermore, the prevalence of state-sanctioned violence and the justi-
fication of that violence are remnants of Brazil’s military history, positivist 
nation-building period, and the incomplete transition from the military dicta-
torship. The transition to a constitutional state after the military dictatorship 
was incomplete and slow, as neither the constitution nor other state apparatus 
were freed of authoritarian elements. This stems in part because, “the very 
same military forces that established an authoritarian regime in Brazil in 1964 
led the transition to democracy during the 1980s.” 

The incompleteness of Brazil’s transition to democracy in the 1980s is also 
reminiscent of the nation’s long history of military rule. In addition to its colo-
nial founding on military violence, its early history as a nation-state was also 
marked by military constraint. Portugal recognized Brazil as a nation in 1825. 
But soon after, Brazil became the Empire of Brazil and was ruled for 58 years by 
emperor Dom Pedro II. On November 15, 1889, the monarchy was overthrown 
by a military coup making Brazil into a republic. Thus, the early Republic of 
Brazil was a military dictatorship and military forces have played a key role 
in the Brazilian state ever since, exercising power directly through presidents 
for the first half-century period. Due in part to its military roots, the Republic 
was built on positivist values, echoed in the “ordem e progresso” (order and 
progress) motto that adorns the Brazilian flag. Positivism combined a prefer-
ence for strong central government with a conception of society as a hierarchi-
cal collective, rather than an agglomeration of free individuals. Francisco G. 
Cosmes, a Mexican positivist, claimed in 1878 that rather than “rights” society 
preferred “bread . . . security, order and peace.” Positivists rejected the belief 
that progress would come from political and economic freedom. Instead, 
progress would come from a government with high-minded scientific elite. 

The brief history of Brazil reveals that market economics and political 
authoritarianism have long been tied in Brazil. Bolsonaro’s promise to rebuild 
the economy as a strong-man echo the claims of the recent military dicta-
torship. Brazilians in economically desperate situations remember first, that 
the military dictatorship did initially stabilize the economy, and second, that 
their republic was founded on a military dictatorship. Moreover, the enforced 
amnesia in regard to the horrors of the military dictatorship result in a neglect 
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and denial of the trauma that also came with military rule. The positivist and 
military roots mean that violence to cure violence is seen as a plausible choice. 

So far, Hall and Tamas showed us what aspects of the current state of liberal 
democracy could afford an opening for Bolsonaro in this particular political 
context. While Anderson’s nationalism allowed us to understand why appeals 
to the nation can be so effective, it did not answer why imagined communities 
could be used first, to elect a hateful demagogue, and second, why it could be 
effective in this particular political historical context. Gentile’s political reli-
gion revealed the widespread evangelical support for Bolsonaro, as politics 
and religion fuse. Finally, analysis of Brazil’s historical, fantasized, repressed 
and racialized violence began to answer why hateful rhetoric could be used in 
the replacement of previously fractured identities. 

So, Are Bolsonaro Supporters Working in Their Interest?

The question of interest has taken up considerable thought by social theorists 
concerned with liberation of the oppressed classes and its apparent stifling 
under fascist politics. Theorists are rightly perplexed by the lower-class sup-
port for fascist politicians especially given their ties and promises to the busi-
ness elite, and their desire to cut social and welfare programs. This conundrum 
of interest was taken up by Hannah Arendt in her analysis of 1930s German 
totalitarianism. Arendt warns us that in totalitarian movements, the interests 
of its supporters do not explain the momentum of the movement. In totalitar-
ian movements, interest ceases to exist as the “masses” under the regime act 
against their interests due to a profound psychological change. She explains 
how support is generated without interest: 

No effective propaganda based on mere interest can be carried on 
among masses whose chief characteristic is that they belong to no 
social or political body, and who therefore present a veritable chaos 
of individual interests . . . the fanaticism of members of a totalitarian 
movement . . . is produced by the lack of self-interest of masses who 
are quite prepared to sacrifice themselves. 

In other words, the enthusiasm and drive for totalitarian movements 
derive from the inability of individuals to calculate or hold personal interests, 
and so the interests of the individuals become the interests of the leader. If 
Bolsonaro’s popularity among his supporters is to be understood as a lack of 
self-interest in the way Arendt theorized it, we would see a total psychological, 
transformation in his supporters, causing them to no longer be able to discern 
their interests rationally. 

In order to discern if Bolsonaro’s supporters have forfeited their interests, 
we can analyze whether they have been turned into what Arendt calls a “mass.” 
A mass is a group of isolated atomized individuals who no longer have per-
sonal interests as they identify completely with the totalitarian movement. 
When Arendt was writing about the outset of a mass in Nazi Germany, she 
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put forth several components and steps to the formation of a mass. First, the 
class system broke down when large portions of the population could no lon-
ger labor. People no longer identified with a class, and were “atomized, iso-
lated individuals” who lacked normal social relations. Moreover, the illusion 
that the majority of people took an active role in democratic government was 
exposed to the population. Two distinct and insular “spheres of propaganda” 
emerge, one inside the movement and one outside the movement. Finally, the 
movement demands “total, unrestricted, unconditional, and unalterable loy-
alty of the individual member,” and rules through terror or fear. 

While his supporters have not given up self-interest, the question still 
remains whether they have forfeited their class interests. To answer that, I will 
look at the relationship of class interests to nationalism and religion. Recall 
that for Anderson, nationalism equates to displacing their economic inter-
ests onto the interests of the community they imagine for Brazil. Importantly, 
the identity people feel with Brazil is not necessarily against their personal 
interests nor just some trick. Anderson posits that hatred is largely absent 
inside the national feeling: “[n]ations inspire love, and often profoundly self-
sacrificing love.” While identifying with a nation may prevent some people 
from furthering their class interests, this identification is not just a plot by the 
elite, as people gain a real feeling of love and identity that class identity cannot 
provide in the current Brazilian context. 

The relation between religion and class interest is particularly unique in 
the Brazilian context. Karl Marx asserted religion as the, “opium of the masses” 
and the state as, “an organ of class rule, an organ for the oppression of one 
class by another.” In Brazil, instead of acting as a religion that diverts atten-
tion from the importance of material prosperity in lieu of spiritual wealth, 
evangelicalism posits that faith in God will bring business success, and that 
if one has financial wealth that correlates to God’s approval. After all, Edir 
Macedo is a billionaire and his popularity has not been tarnished despite the 
investigation he is under for money laundering and tax evasion. There is an 
interesting diversion (rather than loss) of class interest onto religious identifi-
cation. The increase in religious identification may not be antithetical to class 
interests. Instead of placating class frustration, evangelical communities may 
be working to increase class frustration, but instead of turning to the state or 
the capitalists, they are turning toward God. As Marx screams in his grave as 
lower-class evangelicals pledge their money and faith to their wealthy congre-
gations, those people gain an authentic identity and strengthen their relation-
ship to God, even if it will not lead to material economic emancipation. 

In sum, Bolsonaro supporters cannot be said to be working against their 
interests. Rather, their identification with Bolsonaro, the Brazilian nation, or 
their religious communities is a rational choice over the fractured identity they 
would feel within class struggle. Recall that for Hall, supporting Bolsonaro 
is the rational choice neither in accordance nor against with their interests, 
as the current structure of government can no longer address class interests. 
While, it is true that religious identification—be it with evangelical leader 
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or a quasi-religious identification with Bolsonaro’s political religion—dis-
tracts one from class identification and perhaps allows the state to continue 
oppressing the lower classes, Brazilians feel a real identification with this, and 
that may be the best option for them in this context. 

The Departure from European Fascism

The last topic deserving of attention is how this novel situation in Brazil com-
pares to analogous movements. The question of the appearance of fascism in 
non-European, post-colonial contexts is now acquiring special importance, 
as far-right political movements arise globally, and the disastrous effects of 
the German holocaust no longer appear so distant. Thus, I will now take a 
moment to analyze the implications of my work on Bolsonaro in junction with 
previous theories of European Fascism, both contemporary and in the early 
20th century.

First, the evangelical presence in the campaign certainly represents a 
novel character for the anthropology of fascism. The classic anthropological 
work on contemporary European fascism is Douglas Holmes’ Integral Europe: 
Fast-Capitalism, Multiculturalism, Neofascism. Holmes positions neofascism 
in Europe as “integralist,” which he summarizes as: 

commitment to traditional cultural forms [that is] neither nostalgic 
nor residual; rather it formed the basis of a vigorous engagement with 
the modern world . . . a commitment to a distinctive regional language, 
religious rites, folk beliefs, rustic tastes, and, above all, to the routines 
and intimacies of family life, allowed them to establish bastions of 
solidarity within which their ethnic identity was actively reaffirmed. 

Contemporary neo-fascism in Europe is defined and produced from a 
desire to maintain traditional forms of lifestyle in response to the alienation 
of everyday existence spurred by “fast-capitalism.” In contrast, Brazil’s grow-
ing evangelicalism and the corresponding support of Bolsonaro is almost the 
exact opposite of reactive fundamentalism. Turning toward evangelicalism is 
the reverse of turning toward traditional cultural forms. Evangelicalism is rap-
idly spreading to places with no roots in or previous ties to the religion.

Second, Holmes positions the racism in European neo-fascism as a “fac-
tual racism” stemming from working class frustration that the programs of the 
welfare state “now serve the needs of ‘immigrants’ who embody a new, mul-
ticultural Britain.” His informants were angered by the “presence of foreign 
bodies” in Britain. When British political discourse switched from addressing 
the struggles of the white working class toward focusing on the struggles of a 
multicultural society, factual racism emerged as a response among the white 
working class. Thus, racism in neo-fascist European contents is derived from 
a perceived increase in immigrants seen as “other.” On the other hand, in the 
Brazilian context the spike in racism is due to a boiling over of a long denied 
racist past in a deeply racialized society that was recently brought to the fore 
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through attempts at affirmative action and a surge in Black activism. Rather 
than occurring through a liberal multicultural lens, it is occurring through the 
dialectical hyperconsciousness of race and the negation of race.

Finally, the previous analysis of the Bolsonaro situation under Hannah 
Arendt’s notion of 1930s German totalitarianism reveals that while there is 
the presence of some of the same factors that led to German totalitarianism, 
the Bolsonaro situation is very different. While there was an economic cri-
sis in Brazil, unlike 1930s Germany, there is no evidence that the economic 
collapse led to a fractured class system and the atomization of the Brazilian 
people. Also, the media landscape differs from totalitarianism and there is 
no evidence that his supporters completely identify their wills with that of 
the leader. We do not yet see people in Bolsonaro’s movement being ruled 
by terror, and it seems like most people feel like they can oppose him safely, 
as recent street protests against his election show. That being said, the ini-
tial stages are present. Only time will tell how far his followers will go in 
forfeiting their personal identity to the movement and remaining loyal to 
his narrative. Furthermore, even if the movement does continue to progress 
toward totalitarianism, it would look different from what Arendt describes 
due to the radically different media technology available and distinct his-
torical backgrounds. 

Conclusion: The Uncertain Future

How are we supposed to make sense of the widespread support for someone 
who told a congresswoman that he would not rape her because “she didn’t 
deserve it” and who represents a threat toward violent dictatorship and 
increasing economic disparity? Is it due to an imagined affinity for the people 
of Brazil? Or is it a result of a fragmentation of normal social relations that 
have caused people to forfeit their interests? Or is it a logical play on the con-
tradictions of liberal universalism and social democracy? While the rise of 
Bolsonaro has important characteristics from each of these frameworks, ulti-
mately, his success is a novel and unpredictable turn in human history. 

The imagined community for Brazil and evangelical churches has turned 
people away from class interests. Importantly, this dis-identification with 
class is not irrational, as Brazilians have experienced profound disillusion-
ment in politics and understood the contradictions in electoral politics, cre-
ating a political situation in which no government could disinterestedly and 
effectively represent working class interests. By positioning national interests 
in opposition to class interests, many Brazilians are turned to Bolsonaro’s 
campaign as they enhance their feelings of affinity and pride for the people 
in Brazil. His endorsement from evangelical pastors, and his own claim to 
the religious nature of his campaign have also generated widespread support 
among evangelicals, as his campaign mirrors aspects of evangelical theol-
ogy, and allows people to strengthen their religious community and identity 
alongside their national imagined community. 



Hell, or Salvation?  •  George 103

However, within Brazil’s nationalist ideology, there are forms of narrative 
violence. In one narrative they are a mixed-race people living in a rainbow-like 
harmony devoid of racism. In another narrative they are proceeding toward 
a white utopia predicated on the genocide of the nation’s Black and Indian 
populations. In a narrative that I would argue represents reality, Brazil is full 
of racial inequalities and hierarchies supported by state and police violence. 
In addition to Brazil’s fraught racial landscape, the enforced amnesia from 
the violence of the military dictatorship contribute to the explanation of the 
movement’s violence. Institutional changes that came with the military dicta-
torship remained in place during the transition to democracy, and Brazil has a 
long military and positivist history. This history justifies the use of violence as 
a solution to violence and economic precarity.

Ultimately, for many Brazilians, Bolsonaro represents someone who is 
honest, someone who allows for a collective catharsis, and someone with 
whom they are able to feel a real identification with, especially within an 
unstable economic and social landscape. Whether people turn to him 
because he represents a figure analogous to Sebastian or Christ, or because 
he allows them to live out their violent fantasies, Bolsonaro’s plans to use 
military force and policing and take over the press will have unpredictable 
and disastrous consequences. Furthermore, even if not all his supporters 
condone his prejudice, nor have lost the ability to discern and judge ethically 
for themselves, his hateful rhetoric will inevitably have disastrous effects for 
Afro-Brazilians and other minorities. In conclusion, we need to look more 
closely at the colonial and capitalist structures that have led to the situation 
in Brazil today. A situation in which the leading candidate is openly rac-
ist, sexist and classist, and yet people pledge enthusiastic support for him 
because it is only with him that they can find the greatest and most authen-
tic feelings of identity and community. 

Evangelical theology as well as a national myth in Brazil posits that a 
Christ-like figure will come to save humanity from sin. Brazil’s national narra-
tive describes fantasies of genocide and violence against the Black and Indian 
population. One future is of salvation, the other future is of a genocide. For 
some Brazilians, Bolsonaro satisfies both of those. However, for others, like 
the Black transgender woman Isabela Amiga de Guil, journalist Silvia Castro, 
and doula Luisa Alencar, Bolsonaro may just bring hell. 
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Hãy Đình Công!: The Struggle for 
Vietnamese Labor Rights
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Abstract

Since its founding in 1976, the Socialist Republic of Vietnam has consistently 
denied its people the right to basic civil and political liberties, namely the 
rights to political expression and association. While recent labor and union 
codes have severely limited the rights of the Vietnamese people to unionize 
and collectively bargain to the state-sanctioned Vietnam General Confedera-
tion of Labour, Vietnam has signed and ratified a number of international 
documents that contradict their domestic law. Vietnam’s natural prioritiza-
tion of domestic law over international law for human rights purposes has 
recently tipped in the favor of foreign influencers as a result of the Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP), but the American withdrawal from the agreement 
has left the country’s citizens susceptible to further human rights abuses. 
Amidst the illegality of widespread Vietnamese unionization and faltering 
efforts for human rights record improvements, the country has faced sweep-
ing wildcat strikes, particularly against exploitative foreign corporations and 
investors. This article explores the various, contradictory sources of law gov-
erning labor organizing in Vietnam from the late twentieth century up to the 
contemporary period in the context of commonplace wildcat strikes through-
out the communist state and violations of international human rights law.

Throughout its existence, the nation-state of Vietnam has persisted through 
many seemingly insurmountable obstacles and become a formidable presence 
in international politics and economy. Vietnam was a rival of imperial China, 
a French–and later Japanese–protectorate, a fractured Cold War state, and, 
finally, exists today as a unified Vietnam. Since its reunification and libera-
tion from the shackles of foreign powers like the United States and France in 
April of 1975, Vietnam has made great strides toward economic development 
and growing significance within the international market system. The Social-
ist Republic of Vietnam was founded as a Marxist-Leninist state complete with 
a state-planned economy and authority centralized within the Communist 
Party of Vietnam; however, the Đổi Mới, or Renovation, reforms beginning in 
1986 launched the country on a path toward economic marketization.1 Since 
the advent of the Đổi Mới reforms, Vietnam has seen an unprecedented level of 
economic growth and attracted billions of dollars in foreign direct investment 
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as “Asia’s newest tiger economy.”2 Despite these economic reforms favorable 
to more democratic conditions like the rise of private corporations, Vietnam 
has maintained its long history of flagrant human rights abuses and suppres-
sion of basic political expression under the claim that developmental policies 
have, in fact, increased the enjoyment of human rights by reducing poverty.3 
Vietnam’s record of civil and political rights suppression has been well-docu-
mented with widespread arrests of political dissidents and crackdowns on free 
expression, so much so that the state has been dubbed “the fourth-worst jailer 
of journalists in the world” alongside states like North Korea and Cuba.4 When 
it comes to economic rights, Vietnam’s record is less well-known. As a regime 
that recognizes workers and peasants as the core of their society founded on 
revolutionary, communistic struggle, one would expect that the Vietnamese 
state would enshrine the rights of workers above all else.5 On the contrary, 
Vietnam’s marketization and attraction of foreign capital and corporations 
has led to a steady increase in “illegal” labor strikes and calls for adherence to 
the international documents to which the state is a party. Underground Viet-
namese labor activist networks are leading the charge for freedom of associa-
tion and the proper application of their rights to collective bargaining amidst 
broader international calls for more stringent labor standards in contempo-
rary Vietnam, notably through the faltering Trans-Pacific Partnership and 
growing bilateral trade relations with Western nations. Vietnam’s domestic 
labor policies consistently violate key customary international human rights 
law and heighten the discontent of its citizens, while drawing international 
condemnation with little remedial progress.

The Vietnamese state abides by its own body of law, while remaining party 
to a wide variety of international law. This often results in conflictual relations 
and interests between domestic Vietnamese codes and violated hard and soft 
international law that draws condemnation from around the globe. Overall, 
domestic Vietnamese labor and criminal codes are the primary sources of law 
with jurisdiction over the legality and legitimacy of Vietnamese labor move-
ments. The Trade Union Law of Vietnam, passed by the National Assembly in 
1990, was among the first sources of law that defined trade unions with goals 
of “[ensuring] the democratic rights and benefits of workers.”6 Under this 
early codification, Vietnam defines a trade union as “a large political and social 
organization of the working class voluntarily established under the leadership 
of the Vietnamese Communist Party” that exists to “[represent] Vietnamese 
workers, is part of the political system of Vietnam and brings the benefits of 
socialism to workers.”7 It is critical to note that trade unions independent of 
and unaffiliated with the government are illegal due to the requirement that 
they be sanctioned by the state party. Thus, the only legitimate trade union in 
Vietnam is the Vietnam Confederation of Trade Unions, or Vietnam General 
Confederation of Labour (VGCL), established under the amended 1992 Con-
stitution of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam and maintained in the 2013 Con-
stitution to “[care] for and [protect] the interests of workers, public employees 
and other working people” among other activities.8 While smaller scale unions 
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may legally exist if given permission from the VGCL, trade unions in Viet-
nam are extensions of state authority and, in turn, management as the gov-
ernment panders to foreign companies for investment capital.9 Independent 
trade unions are viewed by the state “as a threat to the established regime, and 
would not be tolerated by the state” because they rob the communist party of 
their monopolized agency and legitimacy in advocating for its citizens.10

In addition to the state-controlled unionization rights of workers in Viet-
nam, the right to collective bargaining was first codified by the 1994 Labour 
Code, the first comprehensive body of law governing labor relations and social 
protections in Vietnam.11 Under this code, collective labor agreements are 
defined as a contractual agreement between a group of workers comprising 
more than half of the employee collective and the employer “concerning con-
ditions of work and employment and the rights and interests of each party 
to the employment relationship” that do not violate “the provisions of labour 
laws and other laws.”12 Pursuant to the 1990 Trade Union Law and constitu-
tional establishment of the VGCL, collective labor agreements may only be the 
result of collective bargaining between a representative of a government-rec-
ognized trade union and a director of enterprise (employer representative).13

The most relevant and recent procedures for the exhausting, strictly-reg-
ulated process of collective bargaining can be found in the 2012 Labour Code, 
an updated and revised version of the code written 18 years prior. According 
to the 2012 Labour Code, collective bargaining exists within a framework of 
five key negotiable issue areas: salaries and allowances; hours, overtime, and 
breaks; procedural protections; health and safety; and “other subjects of con-
cern to both parties.”14 Within these five areas, a collective bargaining process 
may be initiated at three different levels: enterprise-level, sector-level, and 
other levels.15 At the enterprise level, which is the most common domain for 
collective bargaining, negotiations and disputes occur between a labor union 
and an individual company of any size, ranging from small companies to for-
eign corporations to state-owned enterprises.16 A sectoral bargaining process 
occurs between a labor union and an entire sector of the economy. These are 
quite rare due to the diversity within sectors, but signed collective agreements 
have resulted from negotiations in the rubber, garment, and postal sectors in 
Vietnam.17 Within the “other” category of collective bargaining, agreements 
occur between labor unions and collections of companies that “share a com-
mon business line,” like geographic location or industry.18

The three-stage collective bargaining process begins with a formal request 
made by a party–either employee or employer representatives, but generally 
by the employee collectives–that includes a proposal for the “scope of nego-
tiations” based on the aforementioned issue areas.19 If a request for collec-
tive bargaining is approved, the negotiations move to the preparations stage, 
where parties have time to prepare their cases, gather information, collect 
statements from workers, and establish the terms of negotiations.20 After 
preparations are complete, the process moves to the third and final stage of 
collective bargaining negotiations. This process is conducted according to a 



H E M I S P H E R E S : Global Visions, Local Interests  •  vol. 42, 2019110

formal document that contains mutually agreed upon time, place, scope, and 
language.21 When two parties reach an agreement, an enforceable collective 
labor agreement is created. If no agreement is reached, the negotiations are 
brought into a dispute of interest that goes through a mediation process.22 
If mediation fails, the dispute advances to labor arbitration, a non-binding 
legal process that is fully transparent to the public.23 Both mediation and arbi-
tration processes are overseen by the Ministry of Labour, Invalids and Social 
Affairs, which is more generally responsible for managing wage and salaries, 
employment, social protections, development plans, migrant work, gender 
equality, and a host of other labor-related jurisdictions.24 In the rare event 
that a labor arbitration process fails to reach a conclusion, the trade union is 
within their legal rights to organize a strike. There are extreme limitations on 
the possibility of a legally-allowed strike based on who is able to be recognized 
as a licit union, the three-stage collective bargaining process, and the two fol-
lowing mediation and arbitration processes. Thus, it is difficult to character-
ize Vietnamese society as tolerant of its citizens’ freedom of association and 
expression. The Vietnamese government’s failure to recognize, protect, and 
assist independent labor movements is an affront to the numerous sources of 
international law to which Vietnam is a party.

The chief source of international law governing labor and unionization 
comes from the International Labour Organization (ILO), one of the oldest 
surviving international organizations with its original founding in 1919 under 
the League of Nations. Vietnam, as a member of the ILO since 1992, has an 
obligation to abide by the precepts of the soft law Declaration on Fundamen-
tal Principles and Rights at Work adopted in 1998, “regardless of whether it 
has ratified the relevant conventions.”25 Since the Declaration proclaims the 
mission of the ILO, the ILO expects all members to sign and ratify the eight 
core conventions that ensure every individual’s right to associate and bargain 
collectively and that forced labor, child labor, and discrimination at work are 
all abolished. The two most relevant core conventions to unionization in Viet-
nam, which the Vietnamese state has not yet ratified and is not legally-bound 
to their application, are Convention No. 87 - Freedom of Association and 
Protection of the Right to Organise (1948) and Convention No. 98 - Right to 
Organise and Collective Bargaining (1949).26 Vietnam has also failed to ratify a 
third core convention, Convention No. 105 - Abolition of Forced Labour, mak-
ing the state party to just five of the eight fundamental tenets of the ILO. As a 
result, Vietnam’s strict labor unionization procedures are a stark violation of 
accepted international standards of labor rights enumerated by the ILO. 

Moreover, Vietnamese labor laws transgress human rights enumerated 
in the United Nations’ foundational International Bill of Human Rights of 
which Vietnam is a legally-bound state party to all three components: the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), and International Covenant on Economic, 
Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). Article 23.4 of the 1948 UDHR and Arti-
cle 22.1 of the 1976 ICCPR both declare every individual’s right to form and 
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to join trade unions for the protection of their interests. Moreover, articles 
22.2 and 22.3 of the ICCPR restrict the government from infringing upon this 
right or rights outlined by ILO Convention No. 87 unless deemed necessary 
to preserving national security, public safety and order, health, morals, or 
the rights of others. The ICESCR, ratified and effective 1976, contains simi-
lar, but more comprehensive legal obligations toward an individual’s right to 
unionize, like a trade union’s right to establish national federations and join 
international organizations. In article 8.1(d), the ICESCR protects the right to 
strike “exercised in conformity with the laws of [Vietnam],” which, in this con-
text, essentially renders the right ineffectual due to the severe restrictions on 
both unionizing and striking. The widespread acceptance of ILO and United 
Nations principles and its inevitable cascade into authoritarian states has 
made the adoption of core labor standards and rights protections, specifically 
rights to unionization and collective bargaining, a necessary prerequisite to 
joining free trade agreements.32

The Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), an agreement that proposed to cre-
ate a free trade agreement among twelve countries on the Pacific Rim, notably 
including the United States and excluding China, is by far the most important 
and significant of all twenty-first century trade agreements for Vietnam. While 
the United States has since withdrawn from the proposed partnership, the 
TPP has catalyzed ideological and practical debates on labor relations and key 
economic rights in Vietnam. The TPP, consisting of a lengthy thirty chapters, 
requires all signatories to reaffirm their commitment to the ILO’s 1998 Decla-
ration, four core principles, and eight core conventions.33 In addition, the TPP 
stipulates that member states have legislation covering “minimum-wage, and 
safety and health standards;” however, the TPP has no further requirements 
or instructions for the details of this legislation, making these requirements 
insubstantial and hollow.34 While these requirements are easily bypassable for 
most states, the United States had negotiated detailed consistency plans with 
countries responsible for “the most serious human-rights violation records,” 
namely Vietnam, Malaysia, and Brunei.35 In essence, consistency plans outline 
the “changes a country needs to make before the trade agreement comes into 
force,” relying on the United States to enforce them, rendering them irrelevant 
and non-binding with the American withdrawal from the TPP.36

According to the most recently signed consistency plan before American 
withdrawal from February 2016, Vietnam had agreed to large-scale reforms 
to its labor laws and practices, especially in the realm of labor unionization 
and collective bargaining. Under Article II, Vietnam would have permitted 
workers to form a “grassroots labour union of their own choosing without 
prior authorization” under either the VGCL or a “competent government 
body.”37 This article, if implemented properly, would drastically improve 
Vietnam’s adherence to the fundamental ILO principles of freedom of asso-
ciation and right to collective bargaining for workers by allowing for the 
existence of unions unaffiliated with and independent of the VGCL. In fact, 
these independent unions would have “no lesser rights in law and practice 



H E M I S P H E R E S : Global Visions, Local Interests  •  vol. 42, 2019112

with regard to the labour rights as stated in the ILO Declaration than a 
grassroots labour union under the [VGCL]” and would be able to “admin-
ister their affairs with autonomy.”38 Had the governments of Vietnam and 
the United States both followed through with the consistency plan, Viet-
nam would have implemented enforcement mechanisms including internal 
inspection procedures, training personnel within the Ministry of Labour, 
Invalids and Social Affairs to enforce new legal provisions, and establishing 
a formal complaint mechanism for workers to “confidentially and anony-
mously” inform the government about violations.39

Despite the comprehensive labor reforms outlined in both the full text of the 
TPP and the subsequent United States-Vietnam Labor Side Agreement, labor 
experts from around the globe have criticized the United States for not doing 
enough to name and shame Vietnam’s human rights abuses. Leading expert 
on Vietnamese labor relations Angie Ngoc Tran labels the Labor Side Agree-
ment’s provisions for independent labor unions “vague,” citing the Communist 
Party of Vietnam’s identification of any independent political movement as 
“anti-government” and the lack of protections for laborers who organize under 
a union unaffiliated with the VGCL.40 Based on the communist party’s violent 
crackdown on political dissident movements and the lack of protections for 
independent unionizers, it is reasonable to be wary of the Vietnamese govern-
ment’s commitment to supporting the Labor Side Agreement in the long-term. 
Even if the Labor Side Agreement had been signed and ratified, Vietnam had 
no obligation to enforce the changes that would allow laborers to independently 
unionize until the expiry of a “five-year grace period” that comprises the imple-
mentation timeline.41 If Vietnam still had not begun to enforce the provisions 
of the consistency plan at the end of the grace period, an additional two-year 
period would begin wherein the United States would assess their compliance 
and subsequently impose tariffs that would render the free trade agreement 
between the two nations ineffectual.42 Despite all of the proposed economic 
benefits and prospects for radically improved human rights situations in Viet-
nam, the increasingly protectionist Trump administration has reneged on the 
long-awaited TPP agreement and, consequently, the United States-Vietnam 
consistency plan has been discontinued along with the potential improvements 
to Vietnamese respect for labor rights.43

Aside from the death of the dream of a TPP that includes the United 
States, the Communist Party of Vietnam appears to be relaxing its restric-
tions on independent union formation through amendments to its 2017 Labor 
Code. In a draft of the 2017 Labor Code, the government “prescribes the pro-
cedure for [independent] labor unions to register,” but rigid requirements 
intentionally “limit the impact of independent unions on the existing politi-
cal system.”44 One of these requirements, namely the prohibition of unions 
that “[infringe] national security,” uses open and vague language that limits 
any real opportunity for independent unions to criticize the state or its various 
affiliated arms.45 Similarly, vague language in the Vietnamese Criminal Code, 
namely Article 88, is widely used to “arbitrarily” punish political dissidents for 
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activities like “conducting propaganda against the State” and “undermining 
national unity policy.”46 Thus, contemporary domestic politics and bodies of 
law are not conducive to legally expanding labor rights in Vietnam to interna-
tional human rights standards beyond the existence of the VGCL.

As the only legitimate trade union in the country, the VGCL represents 
“twenty national industrial unions and sixty-four provincial and city labor 
councils” under the leadership of secretly-elected officials, but genuine union 
interests are often compromised by employer and managerial staff that infil-
trate their ranks.47 Although labor strikes are rarely carried out by VGCL rep-
resentatives and strikes by unaffiliated organizations are outlawed, the labor 
movement has roots that permeate deep into Vietnamese history.48 In the years 
between the first codification of Vietnamese labor law in 1994 and 2006, 1,300 
strikes were documented and declared to be illegal for their lack of registra-
tion with the VGCL.49 Given the soaring popularity of these independent, or 
wildcat, strikes and other, underground labor movements in recent decades, 
Vietnamese labor codes, constitutional laws, and trade union law all seem to 
be largely irrelevant in regulating labor relations. The rise in wildcat strikes 
attests to the failure of the government in protecting the labor force and the 
failure of the VGCL in representing workers beyond responding to complaints 
within the bureaucratic guidelines of the state.50

While wildcat strikes are widespread and diverse, they tend to be con-
centrated around key issue areas and locations and spring up rather abruptly 
when workers react “immediately and collectively” to their employers’ 
actions and neglect.51 Key issues and events that spark spontaneous strikes 
among workers include poor working conditions (poor nutrition, lack of cli-
mate control, strictly controlled or totally disallowed break times, abusive 
disciplining, etc.); inadequate benefits in health, insurance, and unemploy-
ment; lack of livable wages; and the announcement of new policies that are 
generally unfavorable to workers.52 Aside from these common labor injus-
tices, unique Vietnamese cultural phenomena influence the formation of 
strike-worthy conditions. Wildcat strikes tend to be concentrated around 
Tết, or Vietnamese Lunar New Year, as laborers demand pay bonuses, time 
off, and increased wages to afford travel and gifts.53 Interestingly, strikes 
are more common in Vietnamese provinces with a well-known revolution-
ary history, like in the provinces of Nam Dinh and Thai Binh and certain 
districts within the urban sprawl of Ho Chi Minh City, due to the “fight-
ing spirit” among residents.54 High concentrations of foreign corporations 
with ownership predominantly from Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan and South 
Korea55 in export-processing zones that court foreign investment also cor-
responds to a higher risk of labor abuses and strikes.56 While strikes have 
been concentrated in urban and industrial zones, their reach has spread to 
smaller cities as foreign corporations and investors migrate to find lower 
labor prices to exploit in a pattern dubbed the “cicada phenomenon.”57 In 
fact, of the 424 strikes recorded in 2010 alone, 339 occurred due to disputes 
in FDI enterprises around wage issues and toxic work environments.58
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Wildcat strikes like these typically follow a standard pattern where “strik-
ers congregate outside the factory where they work and wait for answers from 
management to . . . demands . . . conveyed verbally and/or in writing,” com-
municate with journalists, and organize amongst themselves until terms are 
reached.59 While most strikes are sporadic, some are well-planned and orga-
nized through “quiet meetings among initiators,” distribution of leaflets, graf-
fitiing, and rapid dissemination of information through internet networks.60 
Once a strike is catalyzed, workers join in en masse due to “a high level of soli-
darity”61 resulting from a collective “sense of belonging to the working class.”62 
Many workers are fully aware of the identities of underground labor organiz-
ers, but protect their identities to maintain the strength and secrecy of their 
strike movements.63 Despite the existence of a large network of state-sanc-
tioned unions under the VGCL and widespread, illegal underground union 
organizing that reflects a unified call to collective action and rights-based 
empowerment,64 most strikes are short-lived, organic, and decisive, dying 
down once basic concessions are made by employers rather than demanding 
structural change.65 At its core, Vietnamese labor relations are marred by the 
conflict of interest of the state in attracting exploitative foreign investment 
and a genuine sympathy for the plight of workers and peasants.

Human rights advocates around the globe demand that the Vietnam-
ese government hold itself accountable for suppressing independent labor 
movements by ratifying core ILO conventions and freeing dissidents; how-
ever, the onus should be on foreign and domestic enterprises to uphold the 
rights of their workers.66 The Vietnamese government has promulgated 
countless codes and decrees that enumerate the rights of workers, but foreign 
corporations continue to exploit the people of Vietnam and shirk from their 
social responsibilities. Foreign governments and international organizations 
have a responsibility to protect by pressuring brands to “be transparent and 
have concrete actions to comply with their [codes of conduct],” while con-
sumers have a duty to be “ethically conscious” in their purchasing choices.67 
The United States and other influential countries should apply pressure on 
investors and corporations exploiting Vietnamese labor to halt violent labor 
exploitation and irresponsible economic activity. Countries must advocate for 
“compliance-oriented business ethics programs” that strengthen monitor-
ing systems of non-governmental organizations, reorienting supply chains 
in their domestic corporations responsibly, and championing human rights 
globally.68 Consumers, investors, producers, and states everywhere have an 
absolute obligation to improve the conditions of billions of workers equally 
deserving of human rights as privileged Western consumers.
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Addressing Disparity in Middle 
East Female Labor Force 
Participation: Migrant Child Care 
in Jordan 
Jacqueline Rayfield, Boston University

Abstract

Women’s economic empowerment and equality are issues in focus for nations 
across the globe. While many nations have made progress in raising their 
Female Labor Force Participation (FLFP), an important marker of women’s 
progress, over the past decades Jordan’s FLFP has remained largely stagnant. 
As of 2017, Jordan’s FLFP is one of the lowest in the world, lower even than 
Saudi Arabia and Iran. This paper hopes to illuminate new ways to increase 
FLFP by focusing on migrant child care labor availability, instead of the often 
cited cultural or religious explanations. Immigrant child care labor had a nota-
ble effect on the FLFP of nations in the Global North, but has been applied 
less frequently to the Middle East. This paper, by comparing two predomi-
nantly Muslim countries, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, will explain how the dif-
fering availability of migrant child care has kept Jordan’s FLFP below the rest 
of the region and the world, suggesting that further child care support would 
be a welcome step toward raising FLFP rates.  

“There is nothing more beautiful than the proud look of an empowered 
woman who is helping put food on the table for her children.” 

—Queen Rania Al-Abdullah of Jordan, The Daily Telegraph 

Jordan’s monarch has, in recent years, been an outspoken advocate for wom-
en’s empowerment. However, despite this progressive stance on gender equal-
ity, the data tells a different story. Jordan has one of the lowest Female Labor 
Force Participation (FLFP) rates in the world at only 14%.1 Based on Interna-
tional Labor Organization estimates as of 2017, Jordan’s FLFP is higher only 
than Yemen and Syria. Moreover, Jordan’s FLFP has remained relatively stag-
nant over the past 25 years, despite increases in women’s education, literacy 
and political rights.2 While women’s empowerment through work is an issue 
in focus across the world, for the women of Jordan, it has gone surprisingly 
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unaddressed. This lack of economic empowerment is particularly surprising 
in one of the more discursively liberal Middle Eastern states. Traditional anal-
yses of low FLFP in predominantly Muslim, Middle Eastern countries focus 
on the cultural and religious factors that lead to lower gender equality and 
economic participation. However, this explanation ignores the differences 
between Middle Eastern states that cause variation in FLFP. If these cultural 
factors were the only cause of low participation in Jordan, we would not expect 
to see Jordan’s FLFP considerably lower than its equally, if not more, orthodox 
neighbors. This paper will ask: Why is Jordan’s FLFP lower than that of its 
neighbors? To do so, this paper will examine the causes of Jordan’s low FLFP 
compared to Saudi Arabia (a proxy for more religiously conservative neighbor-
ing countries with higher FLFP) in order to show which factors are particu-
larly lowering Jordan’s FLFP, therefore focusing on differences among Middle 
Eastern states that lead to less opportunity for women. These actionable dif-
ferences allow for grassroots changes that do not require uprooting a nation’s 
culture, both in Jordan, and in other countries facing low FLFP. 

The distinction should be made between gender equality and women’s 
economic empowerment. First, this paper will examine the absolute FLFP in 
Jordan (Figure 1), a representation of women’s economic empowerment. It 
will then consider the relative FLFP in Jordan (Figure 2), as represented by 
the ratio of male to female labor force participation, as a marker of gender 

Figure 1. Labor Force Participation Rate, Female  
(% of female population ages 15+) (modeled ILO estimate)

10
1990

12

14

16

18

20

22

24
%

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

SAUDI ARABIA

JORDAN

Copied from The World Bank, DataBank (2017). [Data file]. Retrieved from http://databank.worldbank.
org/data/home.aspx.
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equality. The eight-point discrepancy between Jordan and Saudi Arabia’s FLFP 
will be examined with multiple explanations. However, the fact that there is a 
six-point discrepancy in the ratio of male to female labor force participation 
between the two countries is also notable, signaling that the lack of economic 
empowerment for Jordanian women cannot be entirely explained away by dif-
fering levels of labor force participation among both genders. This also means 
there are more factors at play than simply those dictating job opportunities. 
We know that women in Jordan are not only lacking the opportunities they 
deserve, but they are also receiving unequal treatment to a greater extent than 
women in neighboring countries like Saudi Arabia. 

Much of the literature on FLFP in the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region has focused on the region as a whole, citing cultural and reli-
gious reasons for the particularly low participation of women.3 While these 
may be factors affecting the region as a whole, they do not explain the differ-
entiation in FLFP rates between states in the Middle East. By falling back on 
this reason for low FLFP, we not only fail to acknowledge differing experiences 
of women in MENA countries, but we also limit the policy options to improve 
women’s place in the workforce. This paper, by comparing two predominantly 
strict Muslim countries, examines factors that can be altered to make a differ-
ence for women. Foremost, after examining alternate explanations, this paper 

Figure 2. Ratio of Female to Male Labor Force Participation Rate (%) 
(modeled ILO estimate)
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will explain how government structure, democracy, and economic prosperity 
affect women’s absolute FLFP rate, and how access to child care has the most 
profound differentiating effect on the relative FLFP rate, or women’s ability to 
access the workforce compared to men. 

Factors Ruled Out of Disparity Explanation

The Misplaced Role of Women’s Education 

Women’s education in the MENA region is often surrounded by a mythology 
of saviorism.4 While education is often cited as the most important way for 
the West to help increase women’s equality in the Middle East, women’s basic 
education in Jordan is quite high, with a literacy rate of 97% as of 2012. Saudi 
Arabia also has a fairly high literacy rate of 91% in 2013.5 Therefore, elementary 
education is likely not a factor in limiting women’s access to the workforce.

One potential clarifying point addressed in previous analyses of Jordan’s 
FLFP is tertiary education. The most comprehensive analysis of FLFP in Jor-
dan specifically comes from Hussein Shakhatreh.6 He stated that the most 
important factors affecting FLFP in Jordan in 1990 were marital status, reli-
gion, and education. However, the first two factors do not explain a difference 
in Jordan and Saudi Arabia’s FLFP rates, though they may still be factors limit-
ing FLFP in both countries. Since in this paper Jordan is considered alongside 
another majority Muslim country, religion cannot be the distinguishing factor 
between the FLFP of Jordan and that of its neighbors. Marriage statistics in 
both Jordan and Saudi Arabia again do not provide a significant differentiat-
ing factor. Data from the Population Reference Bureau suggests that more 
women in Saudi Arabia are married than in Jordan.7 Because of this, we know 
that these two factors, while important aspects of women’s lives, are not the 
key factors that separate Jordan and Saudi Arabia. However, Shakhatreh’s final 
factor, women’s tertiary education, is an important factor limiting Jordan’s 
FLFP, and Nadereh Chamlou, Silvia Muzi, and Hanane Ahmed came to simi-
lar conclusions.8 They examined FLFP in Jordan’s capital, Amman, specifically 
through the lens of migration. Their goal was to explain why certain immigrant 
groups in the West had lower FLFP rates, even once they lived in Global North 
countries. To do so, the paper examined the factors affecting participation of 
women in their home country—specifically the factors affecting participation 
of Jordanian women in Amman (used as a proxy for the Middle East) in order 
to understand their behavior as expatriates. They explain the low FLFP in 
Amman as a result of traditional social norms and post-secondary education. 
However, since this study uses Amman as a proxy for the entire MENA region, 
not in comparison with neighboring cities and states, this study cannot fully 
explain why the FLFP rate in Amman or Jordan generally is so much lower 
than in Saudi Arabia. 

Furthermore, while tertiary education is the prevailing theory in both 
of these papers, Jordan had a higher level of tertiary school enrollment for 
women than Saudi Arabia until 2010 (Figure 3). Yet from 1990–2010, Jordan’s 
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FLFP rate remained lower than Saudi Arabia’s. This clearly shows that ter-
tiary education could not have been the cause of this disparity in FLFP dur-
ing this time. Since Jordan has had a lower FLFP for this entire period (1990 
to present), tertiary education proves itself to be an imperfect explanation 
for this disparity.   

While tertiary education may, in fact, strongly affect FLFP in Jordan as 
shown by this previous literature (notably, women with 13+ years education 
are 100% more likely to participate in the labor force), it does not provide a 
differentiating factor between the women in Jordan and Saudi Arabia.9 This 
is a factor that likely affects the whole MENA region, and therefore does not 
explain the specific puzzle posed by this paper.

Similar Legal Restrictions between Jordan and Neighboring States

Another often cited reason for Jordan’s low FLFP is restrictive laws.10 Amira El 
Azhary Sonbol’s book11 extensively covers Jordan’s restrictive labor laws—par-
ticularly on women—and explains this limitation in depth. This book gives an 
explanation of the legal factors that keep women from accessing jobs, even if 
they are qualified to hold these positions. Sonbol explains that guardianship 
laws, which require women to get permission from men within their family in 
order to work, restrict women’s access to all aspects of the economy. However, 
the guardianship laws that Sonbol cites are present in several neighboring 

Figure 3. School Enrollment, Tertiary, Female (% gross)
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MENA countries as well (Doumato, 1999). Sonbol also suggests that women 
in Jordan need access to higher education, more equitable norms, and higher 
demand in professional jobs in order to increase FLFP. As previously explored, 
these factors affect not only Jordanian women, but Saudi women as well. So 
while these are, without a doubt, incredibly limiting to the women of Jordan, 
they again do not explain the differences between Jordan’s FLFP and that of 
its neighbors. They merely explain some of the limiting factors that all women 
across the MENA region face in their own respective countries. 

Factors Explaining Absolute Difference in Saudi and 
Jordanian FLFP

Disparate Impact on Women’s Employment by Economic Growth

Perhaps the most obvious factor affecting both the FLFP of Saudi Arabia and of 
Jordan is their respective GDPs. Saudi Arabia, along with many other oil-produc-
ing states, has a much higher GDP per capita that Jordan (Figure 4). Understand-
ably, change in the GDP per capita of Middle Eastern states directly correlates 
with the absolute FLFP of a nation.12 Here we see the disparate impact that lower 
overall prosperity has on women; that is, when there are fewer jobs and lower 
salaries to go around, fewer women will enter the workforce. One other theory 
pertaining to the economic situation of a country as a whole explains that oil 
economies have higher FLFP rates because government jobs are more available 

Figure 4. GDP per capita (current US$) 
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in the public sector or in the oil industry. Although differences caused by oil 
economies may help explain why Jordan’s FLFP is lower, Saudi Arabia employs 
only a slightly higher percentage of women in the public sector. The Saudi Ara-
bian public sector is made up of roughly 33.4%13 women, while the Jordanian 
public sector is roughly 30.9% women.14 This shows that economic factors have 
a disparate impact on FLFP; while the percentage of women employed in the 
public sector is only slightly greater in Saudi Arabia, the greater availability of 
jobs in an oil producing country’s public sector could mean that more women 
can be hired overall. However, this conclusion has also been tested using rep-
resentative proxy states, including Jordan itself, in V. Moghadam’s article15 fol-
lowing liberal policy in both oil producing and non-oil producing states. We see 
that oil production in Middle Eastern states actually hindered job growth for 
women post-Cold War because most high paying jobs in the oil industry and 
high-level offices were considered masculine and given to men. This meant that 
jobs in national oil companies were usually given to men, and public sector jobs 
were split among men and women. Therefore, an oil economy in Saudi Arabia 
can explain some of the absolute difference in FLFP, but cannot explain the dif-
ference between relative FLFP rates in the region. 

Democracy’s Counterintuitive Effects on FLFP 

One counterintuitive explanation often overlooked in previous analyses of 
Jordan’s FLFP is government type—i.e., not just the law the government cre-
ates, but how laws are created and enforced. While both governments include 
a monarchy, and while neither Saudi’s Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud nor Jor-
dan’s Abdullah II is secular, Jordan is distinctly more democratic than Saudi 
Arabia. The two countries have Freedom House democracy scores of 5 and 
7 respectively (1 being the most democratic and 7 being the least).16 Unlike 
Saudi Arabia, Jordan has a parliament, not just an advisory body, with a Sen-
ate appointed by the King and a House of Representatives elected through 
popular vote (including suffrage for women) that can make laws. However, 
the scope of this parliament’s power is limited compared to that of the mon-
arch—the monarch appoints one house of the parliament, the prime minister 
and all judges, and must also approve all legislation.17 This is, however, still a 
more democratic system than the government in Saudi Arabia, which is com-
posed of no elected officials with legislative power.18 While it would be easy to 
assume that democracy leads to greater gender equality and thus higher FLFP, 
evidence points to the opposite being true.   

Niels Spierings, Jeroen Smits, and Mieke Verloo19 examined the relation-
ship between democracy, state Islam, and gender equality in the labor force, 
specifically in the MENA region through both bivariate and multivariate 
analyses of data from the Freedom House and various Middle Eastern govern-
ment agencies. Their bivariate analysis found that formal democracy, defined 
using Freedom House scores, had a negative correlation with absolute FLFP. 
This finding suggests that Jordan’s more democratic institutions are actu-
ally correlated with its lower FLFP for the region. Further research by Ghazal 
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Bayanpourtehrani supports the findings that democracy lowers FLFP rates in 
countries worldwide. In a study using data from countries around the globe, 
Bayanpourtehrani20 found that democracies generally have a lower FLFP rate 
than their authoritarian counterparts. However, the study also found that 
democracies have lower labor force participation for males, and that the differ-
ence between the participation for the genders does not significantly change 
between regime types. Similarly, Spierings, Smits, and Verloo found that prac-
tical democracy had no effect on relative FLFP. This finding, therefore, could 
explain the lack of women’s economic empowerment—or absolute FLFP—in 
Jordan, but cannot address the differences in relative FLFP—or the ratio of 
male to female labor force participation in these two states. 

Bayanpourtehrani suggests this phenomenon may be because both men 
and women voluntarily withdraw from the labor force when given more free-
dom. Much like economic issues, Bayanpourtehrani argues that governmental 
issues disparately impact women over men. In fact, the Jordanian parliament 
has, on many occasions, pushed policy detrimental to women and, even more 
frequently, failed to provide provisions to enforce laws that benefit women. 
For example, Article 72 of Jordan’s Labor Law of 1996 was created to ensure 
that any company that employs at least 20 women who have at least 10 children 
between them must provide adequate child care by trained staff. However, 
this law has rarely been enforced.21 In another example, Jordan first intro-
duced gender quotas in parliament in 2003, reserving six seats for women. 
Since then, Jordan’s parliament has still only risen from 5% to 15% women. 
In 2013, parliament even enacted a measure to remove quotas for women in 
local governments.22 This is the same parliament that upholds guardianship 
laws that directly restrict women’s access to the workforce. It is clear then that 
democracy, in the case of Jordan, in fact does very little to promote gender 
equality, and may even hinder women entering the workforce by limiting the 
workforce overall for both men and women. A reason for this counterintui-
tive effect may be what Carrie Rosefsky Wickham23 describes as periphery 
legislation. Wickham explains how Islamic groups in Egypt legislated “at the 
periphery” in mosques and schools when they had little power in Egypt. They 
would try to enact their own policies wherever possible—usually in the social, 
religious and familial spheres. This provides a potential explanation for the 
counterintuitive conservatism of the Jordanian parliament, which upholds 
guardianship laws and leads to lower FLFP, not higher. Since the parliament 
does not have control over the major interests of the state, it instead turns to 
legislating education, family and religion, creating an environment that keeps 
women from working. 
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A New Explanation for Jordan’s Lower Relative FLFP

A Focus on Migrant Child Care Availability 

An extensive literature covers the impact of migrant domestic labor on wom-
en’s labor force participation in the Global North.24 Less focus, however, has 
been given to effects of similar labor in the MENA region—particularly the 
Gulf. This is likely because, as Bina Fernandez25 points out in her examination 
of Ethiopian migrant domestic workers in the Gulf region, women in the Gulf 
have far lower labor force participation rates than women in the Global North. 
Since women are not visibly entering the workforce at high rates, any effect that 
domestic workers have on labor force participation has been largely ignored. 
Fernandez herself states that domestic work in the Gulf only increases leisure 
and therefore does not have the same effect in the Middle East as it does in the 
Global North. 

However, it would be a mistake to believe that Saudi women are any less 
likely to enter the workforce than women in the Global North when doing so 
makes economic sense. In fact, the 63.7% of men and women in Saudi Ara-
bia believe that men and women should have equal work opportunities, com-
pared to 64.7% in Jordan.26 Instead, an increase in the availability of domestic 
labor could cause a comparative increase in relative FLFP between ideologi-
cally similar nations. While restrictive laws, access to education and cultural 
norms may keep the FLFP of the entire region lower, they would not preclude 
migrant domestic work from affecting relative FLFP between MENA states. 
Sassen argues that the demand for domestic labor in the North was created by 
women entering the workforce. There is no reason to believe similar demand 
would not exist in liberalizing Middle Eastern states, simply with more restric-
tions. Increased access to this domestic work would allow women in Saudi 
Arabia and other gulf countries with large migrant domestic worker popula-
tions to enter the workforce despite having young children at home. 

Looking at the actual data surrounding migrant domestic workers in Jor-
dan and Saudi Arabia, the discrepancy is immediately apparent. Table 1 shows 
how much more prevalent migrant domestic workers are in Saudi Arabia than 
in Jordan. 

Table 1. Migrant Worker Statistics by Country

Country 
Total migrant 

workers
Total migrant 

domestic workers

Migrant  
domestic workers, 

female

Sri Lankan  
domestic workers, 

female 

Domestic 
nannies/child 

educators, female

Saudi Arabia  10,417,295 2,421,103  724,514  37,461 4,693

Jordan  440,000*  8,000  5,720

*based on ILO estimates, government reports only 315,000 migrant workers

Sources: Ministry of Labor and Social Development, 2018 via Gulf Labor Markets and Migration; Jordan 
Ministry of Labour Annual Report, 2015 via International Labor Organization (ILO); Sri Lanka Bureau of 
Foreign Employment, 1998 via ILO; Smadi et al., 1986 via Humphrey, 1990
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Table 2 proves that not only does Saudi Arabia have significantly more migrant 
domestic workers, but that those workers are a much larger percentage of 
Saudi Arabia’s total population than Jordan’s. In fact, at 32.6% of the popu-
lation, migrant workers make up a significant portion of the country’s total 
labor force. Specific data on Sri Lankan domestic workers also gives a clear 
comparison between the availability of domestic workers in Jordan and Saudi 
Arabia, since Sri Lankan women, along with Bangladeshi and Filipina women, 
are among the largest nationalities of migrant domestic workers.27 While data 
on total migrant domestic workers and female domestic child educators is not 
available for Jordan, we can extrapolate from the available data to see that far 
more Saudi families could employ domestic workers than Jordanian. In 1986, 
the percentage of domestic workers among migrant workers was 5.3%.28 Using 
the same percentage and the ILO estimate of total migrant workers, we could 
fill in Table 2 with roughly 0.24% total migrant domestic workers as a percent-
age of the total population of Jordan. 

Table 2. Migrant Worker Statistics by Country as  
Percent of Total Population

Country 
Total migrant 

workers
Total migrant 

domestic workers

Migrant  
domestic workers, 

female

Sri Lankan  
domestic workers, 

female 

Domestic 
nannies/child 

educators, female

Saudi Arabia 32.6% 7.35% 2.20% 0.11% 0.01%

Jordan 4.54% 0.24%* 0.08% 0.06%

*estimate based on 1986 percentage estimate 
Sources: ibid.; The World Bank, 2017

This is also true because of child care costs. Jordan has protective labor laws 
for migrant workers that do not exist in Saudi Arabia, requiring employers 
of domestic workers in Jordan to pay the national minimum wage, including 
rest days and medical care.29 While this provision is a beneficial step in the 
treatment of migrant workers, it also makes domestic child care workers more 
expensive. The minimum wage for Jordanians is JD 190, while the minimum 
wage for non-Jordanian domestic workers is JD 110.30 This means that the aver-
age woman working a minimum wage job would earn little beyond what she 
would have to pay for child care. 

It makes sense, then, to see that having young children at home is a major 
barrier to Jordanian women. Shakhatreh found that women in Jordan are 25% 
less likely to be in the labor force if they have a child between the ages of 2 and 
5, when child care and preschool are most needed. The same study also found 
that the presence of other women in the home makes a Jordanian woman 69% 
more likely to join the labor force.31 Having accessible child care has the poten-
tial to increase FLFP in Jordan. In fact, a similar phenomenon was observed in 
the United States. In a study of married U.S. women with preschool aged chil-
dren, the choice to enter the labor force was entirely based on child care cost 
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and availability.32 A similar study in France, which examined the effect of child 
care subsidies on FLFP, found that women were significantly more likely to 
join the labor force if they were given subsidies for child care.33 This study also 
found that the effect was particularly impactful for mothers of multiple young 
children. This fits perfectly with the Jordanian/Saudi Arabian disparity, as Jor-
danian women have an average of 3.4 children, while Saudi women have, on 
average, 2.5 children.34 This shows that when child care becomes more avail-
able, women are able to enter the labor force more easily. This is particularly 
true when they have multiple young children, as many Jordanian women do.  

The final evidence that child care costs are behind the low FLFP ratio in 
Jordan are the testimonies of Jordanian women and activists who specifically 
identify child care as a factor limiting their ability to work. In a conversation 
with reporters from Public Radio International (PRI), Asma Khader, a Jorda-
nian lawyer and human rights activist said, “All the home and child care duties 
are on the shoulders of women, so she has to go to work and come back to work 
at home, without any help from her husband. And if she wants to work, and say 
she gets paid 300 JD but has to pay 200 JD for childcare.”35 To The World Bank, 
Khader explained “Pre-school care is costly, domestic helpers are expensive, 
and public transportation does not exist, combined with a minimum wage 
of 190 Jordanian dinars. Naturally, women feel it is more economically viable 
to stay at home.”36 She specifically points out the high cost of domestic labor, 
something that would be reduced with increased supply, as Sassen found in 
the Global North following an influx of female immigrant workers. Quotes 
like these prove that lack of child care has real effects, felt by Jordanian work-
ing women, that contribute to the feeling that entering the labor force is not a 
viable option. Clearly, much like in the Global North, women are willing and 
eager to join the workforce when given the opportunity.

Data is lacking on the percentage of households that employ domestic 
workers in Jordan, specifically for child care, and whether the women work-
ing in these households are empirically more likely to enter the labor force. 
However, the greater availability of child care in Saudi Arabia combined with 
effects of children on employment in Jordan suggest that an increase in child 
care in Jordan could increase the FLFP. There are, however, many documented 
risks to the migrant women who work in the domestic sector. As Fernandez 
explains, such gendered divisions of labor—with immigrant, female domestic 
workers caring for children—does not address the issue of gender-based dis-
crimination in particular types of jobs.37 While these immigrant worker popu-
lations allow greater FLFP for Saudi women or women in the Global North, 
they do not address issues of gendered child care responsibilities that hin-
der all women’s participation in the formal economy worldwide. As such, this 
paper is not advocating for the expansion of immigrant domestic labor, but 
instead for policy enforcement that would allow women in Jordan to access 
subsidized child care. 
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Conclusion

Much of the mythology surrounding Muslim women’s access to education and 
the workforce does little to actually advance the opportunities of these women. 
By differentiating between countries and highlighting Jordan, a nation with 
surprisingly low FLFP rates, we can examine ways to raise FLFP that do not 
focus simply on cultural values. This paper has shown that while factors con-
sidered by previous studies, such as education and laws, are important ways 
to improve FLFP across the region, they do not explain the difference between 
Jordan’s absolute or relative FLFP and that of its similarly religious neighbors, 
as exemplified by Saudi Arabia. 

To explain the difference in absolute FLFP, this paper examined economic 
and governmental factors. A less productive economy with lower labor force 
participation for everyone disparately impacts women. Democracy was shown 
to have a surprisingly negative effect on absolute FLFP rates, but had little to 
no effect on relative FLFP rates. Counter to intuition, having a parliament may 
actually hinder women’s ability to enter the labor force in Jordan as opposed 
to a more authoritarian governing system like the one in Saudi Arabia. To rec-
tify this, Jordan’s quota for women in parliament should be raised to include 
more women in the limited political decisions that Jordan’s parliament can 
make. Alternately, the scope of the parliament’s power should be shifted away 
from social policy to lessen the effect of “legislating at the periphery.” Both 
the economy and level of democracy are therefore significant in explaining 
absolute FLFP, or the difference in women’s economic empowerment between 
Jordan and Saudi Arabia. 

However, these factors could not explain the difference in relative FLFP. 
Instead, this paper argued that access to child care is the distinguishing fac-
tor between relative FLFP in Jordan and the Gulf states—one that explains 
the actual lack of gender equality in the workforce. A framework similar to 
one once applied to working women in the Global North was applied to the 
working women of Saudi Arabia. With more immigrant domestic labor, Saudi 
women are able to more easily and inexpensively hire domestic workers to 
care for children, freeing up time for formal economy work. Since Jordanian 
women are more likely to work if there is another woman in the house to 
care for their children, it stands to reason that Jordanian women would be 
more likely to work as well if they had access to inexpensive child care. This 
is not, however, an argument for more migrant labor in Jordan. As reports 
have found, domestic work can be dangerous for migrant women. However, 
policy makers in Jordan should work toward providing inexpensive child care 
to women in order to increase FLFP. They can start by enforcing laws requir-
ing employers to provide child care, or provide state subsidized child care for 
women trying to enter the workforce. 

By addressing these issues in both the government structure of Jordan 
and in the services provided to women, Jordan can begin to address the issue 
of low FLFP and bring this statistic up to a level that is representative of the 
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more liberal policies espoused by the Jordanian monarchy in comparison to 
its gulf state counterpart. These explanations also allow for the conversation 
surrounding women’s empowerment to shift from cultural norms to more eas-
ily changed policy, giving women in the Middle East the same services that 
allowed women in the West to ultimately join the workforce. 
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Vladimir Lenin overlooks the main square in Brest, Belarus. Lenin statues, still 
prevalent throughout much of Belarus, symbolize how the Western oriented 
world that interacts regularly through the Internet and economic trade has 
left Belarus behind. Despite the global vision held by many in the West, Presi-
dent Alexander Lukashenko has created a socialist totalitarian state that has 
disregarded the local vision many Belarusian citizens had for themselves after 
the fall of the Soviet Union. This image of Lenin and the following images of 
Belarus’ Soviet past are still powerful symbols of Belarusian society and of the 
inability for Belarusian citizens to access the globally interconnected society 
that many in the West take for granted. 

Life in Europe’s Last Dictatorship
Ben Cooper, Tufts University
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The entrance to the Brest Hero Fortress Complex in Brest, Belarus. The man 
on the top right corner of the monument is employed by the government as a 
painter. In 2015, 39.3% of Belarusians were employed by state-controlled com-
panies and 57.2% were employed by private companies in which the govern-
ment has a 21.1% stake. This extreme government intervention in business 
creates an unproductive economy. During my time at the Fortress, this man 
was attempting to paint the entire top edge of this specific monument with 
a simple paint brush. This man is emblematic of the inefficient government 
employment system in Belarus where people are required to do monotonous 
jobs for very little pay. 
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The main monument at the Brest Fortress Complex, modelled after the image 
of a Soviet combatant, rises above the eternal flame and the memorial to the 
Soviet hero-cities (adorned by red flowers). The monument pays tribute to 
the Belarusian soldiers who fought honorably during the Great Patriotic War 
(World War II).

The entire Brest Fortress Complex with the main monument, the Bayonet-
Obelisk representing victory over the enemy, and St. Nicholas Garrison 
Church (left of the obelisk) in the background. The “Thirst” sculpture sits in 
the foreground and represents the extreme suffering of the defenders of the 
fortress during World War II. 
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A soldier stands overlooking the Svislach River in Minsk, the capital city. It is 
not uncommon to see soldiers and cadets patrolling the city in groups. Men 
in Belarus are required to serve in the military for 18 months, but this can be 
shortened to 12 months with a college degree. The allure of the military has 
waned since the fall of the Soviet Union and many Belarusian families pull 
strings and pay extensive bribes to get their sons out of the required service. 

Members of the Guard of Honor, students of local Brest high schools, partici-
pate in the changing of the guard ceremony at the eternal flame at the Brest 
Fortress Memorial Complex. Students have been guarding the flame daily 
since 1972. 
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A close up of the Sons of Our Fatherland Monument shows the grief of moth-
ers who lost their sons during the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan. These moth-
ers are emblematic of the dissatisfaction that many Belarusian people felt with 
the Soviet War in Afghanistan. 

The Sons of Our Fatherland Monument erected in 1988 commemorates the 
soldiers who died in the Soviet Union’s brutal and disastrous war in Afghani-
stan from 1979–1988. The monument is dwarfed by a contrasting Soviet style 
apartment building, which is still used today. 
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Remaining as the world’s most heavily armed border, the 150-mile long Demil-
itarised Zone (DMZ) following the 38th parallel used to be established as a 
2.5-mile-wide buffer zone between South Korea and North Korea, the living 
legacies from the Korean War. The Hermit Kingdom has not declared a formal 
end to the Korean War that divided the country over 65 years. Photo taken in 
the Demilitarised Zone, South Korea (May 2017).

Living in Isolation: North Korea
Jasmine Leung, University of Hong Kong
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Describing itself a self-reliant state under its tailor-made political ideology, 
Juche, the North Korean leadership has followed a hereditary dictatorship for 
three generations so far, beginning from the founding leader Kim Il-sung, to 
Kim Jong-il and today’s Kim Jong-un. Photo taken in the Demilitarised Zone, 
North Korea (Oct. 2016).

North and South Koreas agreed to detonate some of the guard posts from the 
Joint Security Area (JSA) after rounds of trilateral talks between the United 
Nations Command and the two Koreas last year. Photo taken in the Demilita-
rised Zone, North Korea (Oct. 2016).
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The Mansu Hill Grand Monument is considered one of the sacred places in 
North Korea is where the bronze statues of Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-il are 
located at the centre of the square, accompanied with sculptures depicting the 
country’s struggles for independence during Japanese invasion and socialist 
revolution on both sides. Photo taken in Pyongyang, North Korea (Oct. 2016).

Designed to honour its self-claimed success in fighting the United States and 
South Korea in the Korean War, the Victorious Fatherland Liberation War 
Museum displays the North Korean side view of the War, including the cap-
tured American navy vessel USS Pueblo. Photo taken in Pyongyang, North 
Korea (Oct. 2016).
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Proposed by former South Korean president Moon Jae-in in 2004, the Kae-
song Industrial Region was an inter-Korean jointly run project that was 
aimed to increase economic co-operation between the two Koreas. The 
pilot scheme was then shut down by his successor, Park Geun-hye, when the 
countries’ tensions escalated two years later. Photo taken in Kaesong, North 
Korea (Oct. 2016).

The Pyongyang Metro is located around 360-feet underground, which was 
among the deepest metro systems in the world. Photo taken in Pyongyang, 
North Korea (Oct. 2016).
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People were seen outside a main bus station in Pyongyang. Photo taken in 
Pyongyang, North Korea (Oct. 2016).

Formal dress code is strictly enforced in the Kumsusan Palace of the Sun, the 
mausoleum for the previous two deceased leaders. Photo taken in Pyongyang, 
North Korea (Oct 2016).
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China is so far North Korea’s largest trading partner, accumulating around 
$3 billion (in USD) worth of investment. The China-North Korea bridge in 
Tumen is constructed to increase the trade volume between the two commu-
nist parties. Photo taken in Tumen, China (Oct. 2018).
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The Trouble with Kashmir:  
A Conversation on Bilateral 
Tensions and Internal Repression 
with Ayesha Jalal
Interview by Doug Berger and Ria Mazumdar

1. In what ways did the history of British colonial rule set up the conditions 
for the occupation of Kashmir, starting in 1947?

It is entirely a product of the form of decolonization that took place. I think 
it’s useful to remember that at the time, under British rule, there were about 11 
British Indian provinces, and some 565 princely states, of which Kashmir was 
one. By the time of August ’47 and the actual British withdrawal, the majority 
of the princely states had actually acceded to India. The presumption was that 
all of these states would either accede to India or Pakistan. The majority had, 
with the exception of three: Junagarh, Hyderabad, and Kashmir. So, Junagarh 
had a Muslim ruler [and a Hindu majority], and there the Muslim League 
leader was hobnobbing with him, and also with the Hyderabad leader. And of 
course they had their claims on Kashmir. So while India [used] police action 
to get Hyderabad in September 1948, soon after Jinnah’s death, this Kashmir 
issue hung fire for years and has to this day. 

The international community expended a good deal of energy in the early 
’50s to resolve this issue. It was suggested at that stage that it may make more 
sense to have a third option, giving the Kashmiris the right for independence. 
But that was not acceptable, interestingly enough, to Pakistan, because at that 
stage it probably would have been in India’s favor. But in any event, it was the 
Anglo-American nexus that killed that idea. It was promoted by Canada, but 
was killed by [the Anglo-American nexus] because they feared that Kashmir 
would become a hub of Soviet influence. So it has to be understood that beyond 
decolonization and the form it takes, it is the Cold War politics that matter. 

Throughout this period, India was increasing and tightening its embrace, 
undermining the special agreement that had been arrived at concerning 
Kashmir’s special status, notably enshrined in article 370 [of the Indian 
Constitution]. There was again some talk, in the mid 1960s, about how to 
sort out Kashmir. This time it was the turn of the Russians to claim that 
this is going to become a hub [of American influence]. So, again Cold War 
politics intervened. It was India that first internationalized the issue. Nehru 
sent it to the UN security council assuming that he’d get his way. However, 
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the diplomats worried that they could not reasonably condemn Pakistan 
as an aggressor, when India had done the same in Junagarh. After the mid 
1960s, and certainly after Sheikh Abdullah’s accord with Indira Gandhi, the 
international community felt that there was no need for mediation. Indian 
rhetoric since 1971 has insisted that this is a bilateral issue, and mediation 
has decreased for that reason. 

2. What did the Kashmiris want at the moment of independence? 

The premier leader of the Kashmiris, at the time, was Sheikh Abdullah, who 
was squarely on the Congress side. He anticipated that an Islamic Pakistan, of 
whatever bent, would be worse for him than [a secular India]. After all, he had 
a socialist angle, and had carried out what were arguably the most successful 
land reforms in the subcontinent after 1947. It was in Kashmir that one of the 
most successful land reforms occurred. This explains his continuing traction: 
despite all the miseries that he and his successors caused subsequently in gov-
ernance, this fundamental issue, as in the case of Bhutto in Pakistan, is not 
forgotten. However limited it was, it was real. 

With Sheikh Abdullah at the helm, Kashmir acceded to India. Despite 
Pakistan’s claims to the contrary, accession was the political reality of the 
time. But then, within a few short years that reality fell apart, with Nehru 
under pressure from the right-wing forces, and Shyama Prasad Mukherjee and 
the Hindu Mahasabha calling for further integration because they wanted one 
constitution, one country. They didn’t want Kashmir to have a special status. 
So, under pressure Nehru fell out with Sheikh Abdullah, put him into jail and 
planted a puppet. So this process of installing puppet regimes by New Delhi 
has been at the heart of the problem. It is as much hatred for those regimes as 
it is for New Delhi that fuels Kashmiri resentment. 

The irony is that now, even if the Kashmiris had chosen accession, they 
feel they’ve been denied democracy throughout, beginning with this fall-
ing out with Abdullah. The Kashmiris themselves rose up in 1989. Pakistan 
tried to spur uprisings repeatedly in the 1960s, but it didn’t work. However, 
when there is discontent in Kashmir, then you can rest assured that it isn’t 
difficult getting external support. The whole question as the world sees it is 
somehow, the Kashmiris are completely innocent, and they’re being acted 
upon by these Pakistani terrorists. If that is how we choose to see this, then 
there is nothing to talk about. Yet, nothing happened earlier on. It is only 
because the Kashmiris are thoroughly alienated, which India doesn’t real-
ize. Pakistan hasn’t won Kashmir, but India has lost Kashmir. When I first 
went to Kashmir in 2005 I could say, at a rather impressionistic level, that a 
third of the people were for India, a third for Pakistan, and a third for azaadi 
[independence]. I’ve gone repeatedly back, last time I went after the 2014 
flood, prevailing opinion was a hundred percent anti-India. They would say, 
“don’t call us Indians, we are Kashmiris.” This from people who were previ-
ously the staunchest supporters of India. The alienation is complete, and 
India is just in denial. 
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3. Why has that alienation become so much more intense? 

Firstly it is because of the floods, and the treatment meted out to Kashmiris. 
Despite the Indian media’s absolutely raucous coverage of this, of how won-
derful the Indian army was, and how great it was . . . and I thought that India 
was finally doing things, until I went to Kashmir! I heard a totally different 
narrative there. Even my pro-Indian friends were saying that the first prior-
ity of the Indian government was to remove the army and their families, the 
second any foreigners that might be stuck there, the third the bureaucrats 
and their families, and the last Kashmiris, if at all. This bias is now completely 
clear. I think that’s where I would say that there has been a transformation, an 
alienation, which is of great significance. 

The second point is that when the last elections were held in Kashmir, 
the people of the valley calculated that if they voted for Mehbooba’s party, 
the PDP, they would consolidate the Kashmiri vote and deny it to the BJP. At 
that stage, Modi was talking about a BJP majority in Kashmir, which has never 
happened. So they consolidated their vote, went for the PDP. But what does 
the PDP do? It formed a coalition with the BJP, and there was fury in the valley. 

4. How did Kashmir become a symbol of territorial nationalism on both sides, 
and how do communal politics play into this?

The territorialization issue is just an extension of the Indo-Pakistan conflict. 
Communal politics certainly have been used, but it’s an interesting situation 
because the history of Kashmir shows that even though the pandits were the 
primary supporters of the Dogra rulers, though some Muslims were also co-
opted, the tension between Kashmiri Hindus and Muslims was never as stark 
as in other places. These are more recent events, stemming from the start of 
the popular uprising in 1989. When the pandits had to, or were told to evacu-
ate because they couldn’t be assured protection, that has complicated matters 
beyond measure because the presence of the pandit community, which is at 
sixes and sevens in terms of their solutions for Kashmir, is now the biggest 
stumbling block for any kind of a gesture toward a resolution in Kashmir vis-
a-vis New Delhi and so it’s become a pretext for Delhi to do nothing. What 
India calls terrorism, others call freedom, saying, “these are freedom fighters.” 
Until this perception is narrowed, there is no chance for reconciliation.

5. How do you think that perception is influenced by Modi’s nationalist rhetoric?

Modi is just doing some grandstanding. For the first time in fifty years, India 
has violated Pakistan’s space, and the Indian media has celebrated this. What 
about Pakistan violating India’s space? Not only violating, but bringing two 
planes, shooting one down and then taking one pilot prisoner. No talk about 
that. So the question is, both have really made themselves much more vul-
nerable, brought the subcontinent one step closer to a nuclear exchange, and 
jeopardized world peace completely. Absolutely something to be condemned 
beyond measure. Irresponsible actions. It really is a question of the inability of 
people in India, the great democracy, to question this, because it is being seen 
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through a security prism. Pakistan claimed that the first so-called surgical 
strike never happened. But on this occasion, BJP rhetoric is that the Congress 
opposition are saying nothing happened. That’s much worse. So the point is 
that this situation is very serious.

6. Where does the symbolic nature of territoriality and borders come in? 

In the Indian nationalist imagination, Kashmir is part of a cartographic pres-
ence on their map, but spaces are about human relationships that transcend 
map-making. What kind of an attitude does India have? Forty people die, and 
many more soldiers may eventually be killed, but there is not one word of 
sympathy for the Kashmiris who have been killed or are being harassed for 
protesting Indian occupation. It makes one wonder which reality we live in! 
It’s going to happen again, and then what are we going to do? Are we going to 
have a nuclear exchange? This issue is potentially very serious. 

7. What is the risk of nuclear exchange? Do any international actors have any 
influence and how might they use it?

Undoubtedly, backroom activity has played a role in mitigating the risk of a 
crisis. However, after dampening the possibility of a crisis exploding, the chal-
lenge of continued conflict remains. You’ve got to address that, and I don’t 
think that is being addressed. And so that is the real issue, that this is bound 
to happen again. And what is going to be the acceptable response? The US 
could play a larger role, but is understandably reluctant to, because India is so 
adamant that this is a bilateral issue. You can’t just mediate when people don’t 
want you to mediate for them.

There is a view that China could play a peacemaking role, that has been 
the hope. But I think what we don’t understand is how squarely linked the 
Kashmir issue has been in the minds of the Pakistani military establishment, 
or even in terms of their security paradigm, with Afghanistan. China is deeply 
worried about the potential of militant Islamist groups backed by Pakistan or 
anywhere else playing a role in Xinjiang, in their territory. So they have been 
pressuring the Pakistanis, and I think it has made a difference. My own sense 
is that China is capable and is playing a role. It’s the best antidote to Islamic 
militancy. So there are possibilities, but what doesn’t help is this degree of 
saber-rattling, and that too between two nuclear powers. Arundhati Roy says, 
“you’ve lost control, Mr. Modi. Now anybody can start this.” If tomorrow, the 
youngsters of Kashmir throw pellets or blast a tank, and then we could have a 
reaction against Pakistan. This could really destroy the subcontinent. This is 
not about Mr. Modi; eventually this will affect everybody. Even a miscarriage, 
even something that’s not intentional. So you can’t play with these matters. 
Let’s address the real problem. The real problem again is Kashmir. Kashmir is 
the cause of this issue, so they need to do something about it.
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8. What is the range of potential solutions for Kashmir, whether from young 
people or the media? What actions could the Indian and Pakistani govern-
ments take to realize these solutions?

In 2008, when one governor decided to allow Hindu pilgrims to rent out space 
in the great shrine, there was a youth-led reaction in the valley. The youth 
mobilized on the basis of social media, and the politicians followed them. 
That is what we are talking about: the anger of the youth in Kashmir. When 
I went [to Kashmir] in 2014, they said, “Pakistanis don’t care about us,” but 
when Burhan Wani died, again there was a renewed interest in Pakistan. 

Kashmir is the most occupied territory in the world. The desire to gain 
political mileage makes Kashmir a very, very tempting issue to use for electoral 
purposes, and that’s what is worrying. We need to eventually turn our atten-
tion to the actual suffering of the people of Kashmir, who have been occupied 
by 700,000 Indian forces. If Pakistan is the monster that India claims they’re 
trying to protect these people from, they should plug the border. But what are 
they doing in the cities of Kashmir? Why are they there oppressing the peo-
ple? You can go down the streets of Srinagar at any time and you can be strip 
searched at any moment. There is something to be said about basic dignity in 
everyday life, which Kashmiris are currently being denied. Kashmir has the 
highest percentage of mental and psychological depression, alcoholism, and 
drug abuse, all because of years of war. This man who carried out this recent 
suicide attack grew up in a Kashmir that has only known war. For him, to die 
to save his land was better than to live under ceaseless oppression. So we’ve got 
to end the conditions that drive people to such actions. 

9. Why is it that the level of international discussion and the amount of 
international pressure is different when we talk about occupation in other 
contexts, such as in Israel and Palestine? Why is there this absence of 
resounding international pressure when it comes to Kashmir, and how can 
this be resolved? 

In the case of Kashmir, it may well be because so much time and energy was 
expended in the initial years, and because the international community has 
felt that India was not willing to allow mediation. There was a view that you 
didn’t want to unnerve India. I think many countries had bilateral relations 
with India, including in the Arab World. But the OIC has basically called India 
a terrorist state. State Department people told me many years ago, “what can 
we do, India doesn’t want us so we have to be very very subtle, but we really 
need to do something.” But they’re not taking their eyes off it, I know that, 
it’s far too delicate a matter. My own sense is that America leans on China as 
the antidote to Pakistan. But I do think there should be mechanisms in place 
so that if a crisis occurs, we do not enter into an acceleration that could lead 
to a nuclear exchange. That has to be the primary objective. So I do think the 
international community has a role to play. Arundhati’s main point precisely 
in this piece is that it’s not a bilateral issue - Modi has done more to interna-
tionalize the issue than anyone else, and also has left it to the youth. This is 
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not the occasion for the international community to turn its gaze, this is time 
for increased interest because it’s so delicate. My own sense is that the repres-
sion in Kashmir is worse than ever. The youth are fighting, and the wholly dis-
proportionate response over the last few years has killed whatever elementary 
affection remained between India and Kashmir. I wrote a piece in 1990 calling 
for an end to this. Almost 30 years later, nothing has changed. So the lack of 
political will is where we are at, it’s not any lack of solutions. You need not 
expend your energy trying to dream up ways to solve it. 
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Facing Down Jim Crow: The 
Geopolitics of Opinion and its 
Lessons for Kingian Nonviolence
Reece Wallace

Martin Luther King, Jr.’s philosophy of nonviolent direct action has captured 
the attention of scholars and activists for decades. While many popular 
analyses of his approach focus on the extent to which it succeeded in chang-
ing American society, less is understood about the relationship between 
Kingian activism and geopolitical strategy. Yet King’s interest in engaging 
international spectators is clear. As Brandon Terry puts it, King’s strategy 
necessitated that “the dishonor brought to national identity . . . be seen 
through the objectifying gaze of global spectators, and felt through a vis-
ceral apprehension of their horror and disgust.”1 In the 1960s, King wrote, 
“Our declarations that we are making progress in race relations ring with 
pathetic emptiness in their [the Third World’s] ears. . . . As the shame of 
Oxford, Mississippi, and Birmingham, Alabama, flashes around the globe, 
the world is becoming aware of our deficiencies.”2 Whence King’s confidence 
that international onlookers, particularly in the developing world, could 
force social transformation in the United States? How could a nonviolent 
approach do the job? For answers, it is clarifying to look back at the lessons 
of the decade prior, particularly in the Cold War implications of the fight 
over school desegregation in Little Rock, Arkansas.

International scrutiny played a critical role in forcing the federal govern-
ment to enforce school desegregation in Little Rock. In 1957, a moral, politi-
cal, and public relations crisis unfolded as Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus 
ordered National Guard troops to deny nine black students’ entry into Central 
High School. Apart from its moral cowardice, Faubus’ order generated seri-
ously disturbing images for the press to seize on. Photos of guardsmen clos-
ing ranks to block black schoolchildren from entering Central High were bad 
enough, while images of young Elizabeth Eckford harassed by hundreds of 
angry white protesters put an exclamation point on the injustice of segrega-
tion.3 After a state court issued an injunction to halt the desegregation plan, 
a federal district court responded by denying the school board’s bid to delay 
implementation. A dangerous impasse engulfed the city, where the threat of 
rioting lured journalists from across the country and the world. Simply by 
organizing the students’ transportation to Central High, local NAACP orga-
nizers like Daisy Bates had triggered an unanticipated worldwide media circus 
with serious geostrategic implications. By totally nonviolent means, civil rights 
leaders set off a deeply consequential cascade of international blowback.
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Having witnessed the chaos at Central High School, reporters from around 
the world quickly relayed details to large international audiences. Images 
exposing the cruelty of Jim Crow circulated in newspapers ranging from Lon-
don’s Times to the Times of India, Tanganyika Standard, South China Morning 
Post, and Egyptian Gazette, focusing the attention of international readers 
on the horrific spectacle of segregation.4 These periodicals recognized the 
threat such scrutiny posed the U.S. in its Cold War struggle against the Soviet 
Union. According to Stockholm’s Svenska Dagbladet, the Little Rock fiasco 
“will be watched with concern throughout [the] Western world,” where inac-
tion by the Eisenhower administration would undermine “not only . . . Presi-
dent Eisenhower’s personal prestige but also . . . [the] position of [the] U.S. in 
[the] eyes [of the] free world.”5 The Irish Times predicted that Soviet sources 
would make hay out of the crisis, arguing that it had “given Communist propa-
gandists the text for innumerable sermons to coloured peoples everywhere.”6 
The news cycle quickly bore their prediction out. The prominent Soviet news-
paper Izvestia leveraged the scenes out of Arkansas to smear Americans as 
bigots who “dream of nooses and dynamite for persons with different-colored 
skins.”7 It was the lowest form of hypocrisy, they argued, for Americans to 
lecture the world on democracy when “[t]he tale of the American racists, who 
abuse human dignity and stoop to the level of animals, must be told.”8 Around 
the world, critics on either side of the Cold War challenged America’s most 
fundamental geopolitical currency: its image as a decent democratic society. 

As the strategic stakes became plain to Americans and the rest of the 
world, a Cold War discourse began to define the Little Rock crisis. On the 
one hand, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles issued a rare public com-
ment on domestic news, expressing his concern that the events in Little 
Rock and broader struggles over the school desegregation movement in the 
South “are not helpful to the influence of the United States abroad.”9 On the 
other, embattled Arkansas officials attempted (largely unsuccessfully) to flip 
the script against the NAACP and other desegregation campaigners, arguing 
before the Committee of the Arkansas Legislative Council in December 1958 
that Daisy Bates and Thurgood Marshall were anti-American agitators work-
ing on behalf of international Communism.10 Impelled by their powerful Cold 
War anxieties, both segregationists and their political opponents thus began 
to grapple with the losing geopolitics of Jim Crow, albeit with different solu-
tions in mind. Framing Little Rock as a moral and grand strategic disaster, the 
emerging global discourse began to militate against President Eisenhower’s 
cautious approach to addressing institutional oppression in states like Arkan-
sas. Pressure mounted on the federal government at home and abroad.

Diplomatic cables arrived from around the world, where American offi-
cials lamented negative public reaction from Copenhagen to Mozambique 
and the Netherlands to Suriname. These communiques warned of the real 
damage dealt to America by the perception that that there was “very little 
difference between” certain “Hitlerian methods and the activities of Ameri-
can racists.”11 Meanwhile, a disconcertingly cordial meeting between Faubus 
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and Eisenhower failed to reconcile the Arkansas governor to the federal 
court’s desegregation orders, compounding the pressure on the president to 
act tougher or sacrifice his credibility before the world. As threats against the 
black students in Little Rock mounted, Eisenhower was forced to choose the 
former course. Under serious pressure, the president decided to deploy the 
101st Airborne Division to escort nine black students into and out of Central 
High, thereby enforcing the district court’s desegregation order.12 Against his 
overwhelming reluctance to deploy federal troops, Eisenhower justified his 
decision to send in the 101st in a public address in terms of “obstruction of 
justice,” which he linked closely to America’s international reputation. “At a 
time when we face grave situations abroad because of the hatred Communism 
bears toward a system of government based on human rights,” he remarked, 
“it would be difficult to exaggerate the harm that is being done to the prestige 
and influence . . . of our nation and the world. Our enemies are gloating over 
this incident and using it everywhere to misrepresent our whole nation” as a 
lawbreaking, hypocritical one.13 Having judged the reputational costs too high 
to bear, Eisenhower was forced to supply federal firepower against potentially 
violent segregationists. Though the formal desegregation of Central High was 
a far cry from the end of segregation more broadly, it symbolized a power-
ful, credible stand on the part of the federal government. The brave persis-
tence of peaceful young students had exposed the nation’s shame to the eyes 
of the world and ultimately struck a blow against the Jim Crow juggernaut. 
This powerful lesson was not lost on Martin Luther King, Jr., as he refined his 
nonviolent message soon thereafter.

Recalling the role of international opinion, especially from the developing 
world, in applying pressure on the world’s strongest government, King would 
reserve a special role for international scrutiny in his nonviolent program. His 
philosophy took on an unmistakable tinge of “transnational identification 
and solidarity with oppressed, nonwhite peoples.”14 In his own words, “the 
American Negro has been caught up by the black Zeitgeist . . . [and] feels a 
deepening sense of identification with his black African brothers, and with 
his brown and yellow brothers of Asia, South America, and the Caribbean.”15 
Highlighting transnational solidarity, King sought to frame his activism such 
that world opinion could not be ignored in Washington’s strategic calculus. 
Little Rock proved that the next phase of the Civil Rights Movement could 
face down entrenched local interests with a decidedly global vision.
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Infrastructure Mismanagement 
and Corruption in Haiti
Han Sung Lim 

In the aftermath of the 7.0 magnitude earthquake that hit Haiti in 2010, the 
international community raised 3.1 billion in private donations alone, raising 
hopes that the money would help rehabilitate Haitians impacted by the earth-
quake.1 However, Jake Johnston, lead author for the Center for Economic and 
Policy Research Haiti Relief and Reconstruction Watch blog, summed up the 
discomforting reality on NBC in stark terms: “if the expectation was to build 
back better and transform Haiti’s public sector, then yes, by any measure it’s 
been a failure.”2 Financial support for Haiti, including foreign direct aid and 
private donations, has failed to serve its intended recipients due to historically 
entrenched corruption and poor infrastructure in the Haitian government, 
the continuing legacy of American intervention in Haiti’s domestic affairs, 
and lack of accountability of international NGOs. 

Corruption has been entrenched in the highest offices of the Haitian gov-
ernment. From 1804 to 1915, over 70 different dictators ruled in Haiti. In 1825, 
after the colony agreed to pay 22 billion dollars in reparations, France finally 
recognized Haitian independence.3 However, this did not mark the end of 
corrupt and problematic rule in Haiti. Most leaders impeded the nation’s 
development by engaging in corrupt practices and self-serving foreign policy 
decisions. Examples of this include Alexandre Pétion and Henri Christophe, 
who assassinated Haiti’s founding father Jean-Jacques Dessalines in 1806 and 
partitioned Haiti. Pétion declared himself “president for life” in the Republic 
of Haiti in the south and Christophe ruled as “King Henri I” in the authoritar-
ian State of Haiti in the north. These leaders not only divided the nation, giv-
ing external powers like the US opportunities to impede national sovereignty, 
but also appropriated foreign aid for their own use. François “Papa Doc” Duva-
lier garnered foreign aid from the US by capitalizing on communist fears, only 
to pocket it to fund his dictatorship.4 His son Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duva-
lier continued his father’s legacy, and was accused in 2014 of embezzlement, 
crimes against humanity, extrajudicial executions, and kidnapping.5 It’s little 
wonder that Haiti ranks 157th out of 180 countries on Transparency Interna-
tional’s 2017 Corruption Perception Index, with corruption running rampant 
in spheres ranging from the police to business and even football.6 

State corruption persists as a cause and consequence of underdevel-
oped physical and legal infrastructure. According to Reuters, Haiti has a 
“non-existent land registry, fraudulent land titles, unclear processes for land 
transfer, and tangled bureaucracy.”7 This bureaucratic mismanagement pre-
vented OAS Construtora, a Brazilian company, from paving a national road, 



H E M I S P H E R E S : Global Visions, Local Interests  •  vol. 42, 2019166

torpedoed Spain’s plans to fund of a water treatment facility in Port-au-Prince 
and prevented a 26 million dollar public hospital from being built in Gona-
ives. In the aftermath of the 2010 earthquake, USAID and even the Vatican 
chose not to build housing and rebuild churches in most devastated areas 
because of the sheer legal repercussions they would likely have faced had they 
done so.8 Elizabeth Blake, Vice President at Habitat for Humanity Interna-
tional, put the problem bluntly: “Literally, no one had the answer for how you 
buy and sell property in Haiti.”9 

Ironically, US actions to curb corruption backfired, producing the condi-
tions to entrench it further. President Woodrow Wilson sent Marines to Haiti 
to restore political stability, partially to respond to investors who complained 
that the country was in debt, and established a “protectorate” from 1915 to 
1934.10 The ensuing presence of the US generated strong anti-US sentiment. 
In subsequent years, this actually resulted in aid being suspended from the 
country. President Kennedy withdrew aid to Haiti after observing the crimes 
committed under François “Papa Doc” Duvalier’s dictatorship. President Clin-
ton suspended aid from the Aristide government until he received confirma-
tion that Jean-Bertrand Aristide would reform, and President Bush froze bank 
accounts and imposed economic embargoes after Aristide insisted to remain 
in power despite popular opposition. Such fluctuation in aid flows caused vol-
atility in Haiti’s economic development and progress, dismantling any previ-
ous economic gains and increasing the divide between the wealthy elite and 
poor masses.

Despite legitimate concerns of the Haitian government’s ability to man-
age aid, international NGOs have shown rivaling incompetence in managing 
aid. In 2011 the Red Cross launched a project called LAMIKA, “A Better Life 
in My Neighborhood,” to build hundreds of permanent homes in earthquake 
torn Campeche, after receiving half a billion dollars. Yet, only six houses were 
made because the construction was mismanaged by lack of expertise and 30% 
of the money was invested into the Red Cross and 3rd party groups’ overhead 
and management.11 On a larger scale, foreign non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs) and private contractors are the intermediate recipients of US 
funds for Haitian relief and general budget support is given indirectly through 
the Haiti Reconstruction Fund, a World Bank trustee. As a result, the Haitian 
government received only 1 percent of humanitarian aid intended for emer-
gency relief and many Haitian-led NGOs were excluded from relief or recon-
struction funds. Alarmingly, media reports have highlighted foreign NGOs’ 
inaccurate representations of successes, questionable financial tracking, and 
purchase of inadequate supplies.12 Only a minority of aid organizations accu-
rately report data on services rendered, lives saved, and errors committed. It 
is difficult to hold more opaque agencies to account for their operational suc-
cesses and failures.

According to the World Bank, Haiti has remained the poorest country in 
the Americas and one of the most unequal countries in the world. Neverthe-
less, Haiti’s plight results from the confluence of the actions of various self 
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interested actors: Haitian government officials, international NGOs, global 
corporations, and US government officials have all played a role in stifling 
Haiti’s economic development. The crisis in Haiti extends far beyond the 
2010 earthquake, and solutions must be correspondingly systematic. When so 
many actors are to blame, they must look inward and take active responsibil-
ity, which sadly has been neglected since the tremors stopped. 
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