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Letter from the Editors 
It is undeniable that 2021 has marked an eventful beginning for this new 
decade. In only a few short months, this year has seen history-making events 
from a violent insurrection in the United States Capitol, a military coup in 
Myanmar, and one of the most urgent vaccination campaigns in history to 
fight COVID-19 around the globe. Calls for social change and racial justice 
have also been increasingly prominent. Black Lives Matter protests took to the 
streets across the U.S. in the summer months of 2020, and just this March, an 
alarming wave of anti-Asian hate crimes swept through the country. 

As new crises develop, historical trends continue. In 2021, climate change 
presents an urgent security threat as countries confront a possible future of 
erratic weather, resource shortages, and climate refugees. Social media com-
panies increasingly influence international politics and diplomacy, with issues 
of media censorship gaining public scrutiny following former President Don-
ald Trump’s ban from Twitter. 

Coping with Crises explores the unique challenges that the world has been 
forced to confront in a year unlike any other. The 44th edition of Hemispheres 
seeks to consider these modern dilemmas in tandem with the past legacies 
that shaped them, providing an interesting mix of recent events and historical 
analysis. This edition of Hemispheres has come to fruition in the second year 
of the coronavirus pandemic, presenting fresh challenges at every step of the 
process. Nevertheless, the Hemispheres staff was highly impressed with the 
intellectual contributions of research papers from undergraduates students 
around the globe.

This year’s theme of Coping with Crises allowed for the examination and 
analysis of newer crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as longer-
standing crises, such as AIDS. This edition features articles concerning various 
humanitarian crises, from the Rwandan genocide to exploitation in Thailand’s 
sex industry. Through our interview with Teresa Whitfield, the director of the 
United Nations Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs, we were 
given fascinating insights into the field of conflict mediation, the impact of 
COVID-19 on her work, and what the future of conflict mediation might look 
like. Editorialists wrote on the downfalls of social media in the global arena, 
and how COVID-19 will impact European integration. Last but not least, our 
photography section, Surviving in an Ever-Changing World, gave us a power-
ful look into the thoughts and opinions of New Yorkers on the topic of gun 
violence, as well as the country of Jordan and its vast culture. 

Despite a completely virtual team operation, Hemispheres saw a record 
amount of engagement and creativity each week as we adapted to the new 
normal. Staff editors, new and returning, embraced the challenge of assem-
bling not one but two journals in a pandemic with inquisitive approaches and 
consistent dedication. We received stellar submissions from undergraduate 
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students around the world that each highlighted topics worthy of interna-
tional attention. We had the incredible opportunity to speak with Teresa 
Whitfield, who kindly shared her expertise in the world of conflict media-
tion with us. Through the support of the Jonathan M. Tisch College of Civic 
Life, we were able to interview Fox News journalist Chris Wallace, who offered 
compelling responses to our questions on issues of disinformation, press cen-
sorship, and political polarization.

With the sheer load of digital and print publications readily available and 
the strain of the pandemic, we are delighted and grateful for each and every 
one of our readers. Whether you flip through an article, examine a photo, or 
dig into an interview, we hope that you find in this journal a question worth 
pondering. Crises are powerful because of their scale and impact. Today, we 
are better equipped than ever to draw on international inspirations and global 
cooperation to contribute to solutions. 

On behalf of the editorial team, we are thrilled to bring to you the 2021 
journal. We look to the coming year with hopes to rise beyond coping. 

Yours,
Haruka Noishiki, Emma Christman, and Alyssa Pak
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Empowerment to End 
Exploitation: Reform in  
Thailand’s Sex Industry
Sonja Stevenson, Stanford University

Abstract

This paper examines the various narratives surrounding prostitution in 
Thailand, the driving forces of the Thai sex industry, and current models 
aimed at ending exploitation within it. Dominant narratives tend to focus 
on those engaged as pimps and clients, or those who were trafficked into the 
industry, while the large majority of individuals entering the industry due 
to acute poverty and family circumstances are disregarded and criminalized. 
Current measures being taken by the Thai government and many NGOs 
operating in Thailand exacerbate the abuse and lack of agency experienced 
by many individuals—making the industry less transparent and doing little 
to address exploitation. Similarly, many proposed legal models fail to take 
into account the needs and voices of the women involved, particularly Euro-
centric models such as the Nordic Model, offering little more than existing 
measures do in terms of support and alternatives. In contrast to these failed 
“top-down” approaches, there stands one example of a grassroots “bottom-
up” organization that has succeeded in improving conditions for sex work-
ers in Thailand: the Empower Thailand Foundation. Empower has become 
a guide for reform based on the needs and input of the women directly 
involved, advocating a philosophy of empowerment and agency as well as 
commitments to social provisions that are tailored to the cultural context. 
I refer throughout this paper to “women,” though there are a fair number 
of men involved in prostitution as well. My reasoning for this is as follows: 
while the number and demographics of individuals engaged in prostitution 
in Thailand are uncertain, and the Thai government has never conducted 
an official survey, estimates by various NGOs suggest numbers somewhere 
around 200,000–300,000 individuals.1 Additionally, though most studies 
include cis-gendered men and women as well as transgender women as the 
main demographic groups, the ratio of men compared to women and trans-
gender women seems relatively small.2 As a result, I am focusing specifically 
on women and transgender women working in the Thai sex industry for this 
paper—the groups that Empower also addresses. 
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Introduction

Flashing lights, pulsing music, and swarms of tourists and locals are all staples 
of Bangkok’s nightlife. However, a quick glance around and one can see what 
makes streets like “Soi Cowboy”—a street named after retired U.S. airman T.G. 
“Cowboy” Edwards who ran one of the area’s first bars—different. Block after 
block, women spill from the dimly lit bar entrances, beckoning for guests to 
join them in the red neon glow. Soi Cowboy is but one small part of Bangkok’s 
notorious red-light districts—hotspots for go-go bars, “ping pong shows,” and 
sex. Tales of these districts tend to focus on those who frequent them: foreign-
ers, the morbidly curious, and a fair share of locals. But what if this narrative 
were reversed? What if, instead, narratives focused on the women in these dis-
tricts—understanding their stories and acknowledging their presence rather 
than relegating them as nameless, faceless victims? 

The discourse surrounding sex tourism, prostitution, and trafficking in 
Thailand is unsurprisingly somewhat complex. If the average person were 
asked to give an opinion, they would likely express something along the lines 
of dislike or indifference, but the reality of the industry is often far more than 
meets the eye. Prostitution in Thailand is an industry clearly built on abuse 
and exploitation. Originating with the widespread demand for sex by Ameri-
can G.I.s stationed in Thailand for “Rest and Recreation” in the 1960s,3 this 
industry was founded on uneven military power dynamics, acute poverty, and 
tourism. Today, pimps control much of the industry, often using violence or 
threats to control and punish the women they “employ.”4 Customers can be 
equally violent. A 1998 survey study of sex workers in Thailand found that 
over fifty percent of respondents had been raped or physically assaulted while 
working in prostitution.5 The thought that anyone would willingly enter this 
industry is unthinkable, but it is the stark reality. 

According to Richard Howard of the Bangkok office of the International 
Labor Organization, “less than ten percent of sex workers in Thailand are ‘traf-
ficked’—duped, tricked, or forced into their circumstances. Ninety percent 
are there because they made the decision to do it.”6 This decision ultimately 
lies in economic factors. The distinction between trafficking and voluntary 
prostitution is an important one, and studies on prostitution typically define 
it along these lines: “voluntary prostitutes decide to sell sex because the 
income from prostitution exceeds the income from alternative work . . . They 
can be interpreted as ‘freely choosing’ prostitution because it is lucrative, or 
as ‘being compelled’ to sell sex by economic circumstances.”7 On the other 
hand, the most widely accepted definition of human trafficking can be found 
in the 2000 United Nations Trafficking Protocol. It broadly defines traffick-
ing as: “. . . the recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of 
persons, by means of the threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, of 
abduction, of fraud, of deception, or the abuse of power or of a position of 
vulnerability . . .”8 Voluntary prostitution, then, would apply to anyone moti-
vated by economic circumstances but free from such methods of coercion. 
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While studies acknowledge that “the degree of such [coercive] elements expe-
rienced by sex workers [can vary] considerably based on the victims’ prior 
knowledge, method of recruitment, and working terms and conditions,”9 vol-
untary prostitution driven by economic circumstances is a broad trend across 
Southeast Asia. It applies not only to Thailand but to the countries around it, 
as well as to migrant workers who enter the Thai sex industry. For example, 
a 2009 UNIAP study of women entering the sex trade in Cambodia found 
that less than 12% had been lured, cheated, or sold into sex work. Many listed 
difficult family economic circumstances for entering the trade—a result that 
was similarly reflected in Thailand.10 These statistics reveal that although sex 
trafficking remains a huge issue, acute poverty and family circumstances are 
stronger drivers for the sex industry than the physical coercion and growing 
demand for sex. This lack of understanding of the motivations and needs of 
the women involved, compounded by widespread corruption, has led to inef-
fective measures in solving many of the problems regarding prostitution in 
Thailand. Police raids are the most commonplace measure for cracking down 
on the industry. However, the high levels of corruption within the sex industry 
allow pimps to bribe their way to safety, causing the brunt of these punitive 
measures to instead harm the women. As a result, they are often locked up and 
abused at the hands of police, or offered “skills training” in government shel-
ters that offer little more than preparation for factory jobs where they would 
make less than minimum wage. 

A satirical short film titled “Last Rescue in Siam” created by the Empower 
Thailand Foundation, a local sex workers’ organization founded in 1985, dem-
onstrates this misunderstanding best: a team of goofy police, social workers, 
and “hero NGOs” descend on a bar during a police raid, emerging from the 
scuffle not with any of the customers or pimps, but with a sex worker. The 
moral of this story is not that corruption and abuse do not occur within the 
industry, or that punitive measures should not be taken against exploiters, 
but that a fundamental misunderstanding of sex workers’ motivations and 
needs drives the inefficacy of many current measures to end such abuse. In 
the video, the sex worker is interrogated, subjected to invasive exams to deter-
mine her age and health, and locked in a room labeled “rehab” with a single 
sewing machine. In the end, she escapes and is reunited with her fellow work-
ers—the only supportive and understanding community she has.11 The cur-
rent discourse surrounding policy on prostitution typically centers around 
the widely covered “Nordic Model” of Europe. I argue that highlighting the 
work of local NGOs like the Empower Thailand Foundation—work that is tai-
lored to the cultural context and stems from the women directly involved—is a 
necessary step in creating and expanding practical solutions. A truly effective 
approach to ending sexual exploitation should follow Empower Thailand’s 
model of increasing transparency and safety within the industry, while tailor-
ing policy to the cultural context, empowering the women involved, and pro-
viding viable pathways out of the industry. To assess why this model is in need 
of expanding within Thailand, I will begin by examining the misguided and 
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harmful practices currently in place within the country and how they serve to 
perpetuate uneven power dynamics and abuse within the industry. 

Current Systems in Thailand

Many of Thailand’s current institutional approaches to ending exploitation 
and sex trafficking are counterproductive, discouraging sex workers from 
speaking out against abuse and driving the industry further underground. 
Since Thailand’s military coup in 2014, the primary method of “cracking 
down” on prostitution has been the use of surprise police raids.12 Under the 
Prevention and Suppression of Prostitution Act 1996 and Article 286 of the 
Criminal Code, prostitution in Thailand is illegal for any individual involved 
in the selling of sex—meaning that clients face no repercussions, while pimps, 
prostitutes, and anyone involved in running “prostitution establishments” do 
face punishment.13 The reality, however, is that most pimps bribe their way 
to safety, and as shown in “Last Rescue in Siam” the police mostly arrest and 
detain only the sex workers during raids. For migrant or undocumented work-
ers especially, these raids pose a huge threat. Mai Jakawong of the Empower 
Foundation told Vice Magazine that, as an undocumented individual living in 
Thailand, her biggest fear when she started doing sex work was “being caught 
in an anti-trafficking rescue.”14 Migrant workers and suspected trafficking 
victims are immediately sent to government shelters such as Baan Kredtra-
karn, which have a poor reputation for their treatment of these women. For 
example, in 2013 ten young girls (out of the 160 Thai and 140 non-Thai resi-
dents of the shelter) tried to escape from Baan Kredtrakarn. Two of the girls 
drowned in the process, which led to widespread criticism of the shelter’s 
conditions.15 Chantawipa Apisuk, the founder of Empower Thailand, said in a 
2014 interview with the Bangkok Post that upon touring the facilities they dis-
covered “prison-like conditions.” The women were unable to leave, and were 
forced to renounce contact with the outside world, cut their hair short, wear 
uniforms, and learn how to sew and style hair. One Vietnamese woman they 
had interviewed said that she had been in the shelter for four years, and did 
not know what she would do after being released.16 The shocking duration 
of some individuals’ stays is due to the excessive amount of time it takes to 
process sex trafficking cases, though police claim that “the government tries 
to fast-track cases involving trafficked children.”17 Organizations that assist 
victims of human trafficking, such as Hagar Cambodia, also claim that this 
kind of extended “rehabilitation” is a necessary step “to foster an environment 
where they [the women] can reflect on their thoughts and recover.”18 However, 
Chantawipa Apisuk does not agree, stating that most women only want to 
be reunited with their families and that “detaining them against their will is 
not right.”19 This kind of counterproductive “rehabilitation” and detainment 
discourages women facing abuse or trafficking victims from reaching out to 
police because it often results in more mistreatment.
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Corruption is a also staple of bureaucracy and law enforcement in Thai-
land, particularly when it comes to vulnerable groups, which further dissuades 
women from asking for help. Many of the women arrested for or rescued from 
trafficking are subjected to more physical, sexual, and mental abuse at the 
hands of police. One notable case is the police’s treatment of women traf-
ficked from Burma at the Kanchanaburi Immigration Detention Center 
(IDC). A 1994 report by Asia Watch and the Women’s Rights Project on the 
plight of Burmese women and girls trafficked into brothels in Thailand found 
that “At the IDC, the detainees are held in conditions which fall far short of 
the U.N Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners. They are 
also subject to extortion and physical abuse.”20 The report goes on to offer the 
first-hand account of a Burmese woman, “Muyar,” who witnessed IDC offi-
cials groping women when delivering food to the cells and beating those who 
resisted.21 While there are a fair number of local and international NGOs in 
Thailand working to help trafficking victims and end the abuse surround-
ing prostitution, many have been ineffective. Thailand’s prostitution laws, 
military police, and corruption have created a unique combination of forces, 
which only perpetuates the abuse and deters exploited women and traffick-
ing victims from seeking help. By examining the abuse within these current 
processes and institutions, we can clearly see a need for a different model that 
does not bring further harm to the women involved. 

Legalization of Prostitution in Europe and the Nordic Model

In an attempt to tackle the exploitative and abusive Thai prostitution industry, 
several organizations recommend a broad application of one of Europe’s sev-
eral attempted models. Intended to increase transparency in the prostitution 
industry and reduce human trafficking, these models—particularly Sweden 
and France’s “Nordic Model”—have been widely touted by various Western 
women’s rights organizations such as CATW, the Coalition Against Trafficking 
in Women.22 One such model has been to legalize prostitution for everyone 
involved in order to mitigate abuse and illegal activities—a policy choice that 
Empower Thailand also in part advocates for. In the Netherlands, prostitu-
tion has been legalized since 1988, and Germany began its experimentation 
with legalization in the early 2000s.23 Studies conducted on the result of this 
model, however, found that human trafficking in these European countries 
increased after legalization due to increased demand,24 and though police 
could monitor legal institutions and brothels they could not monitor illegal 
or unregistered ones, making it increasingly difficult to crack down on illegal 
activity within the industry due to the sheer increase in workload. Studies also 
found that PTSD and psychological trauma were prevalent among the women 
involved in prostitution despite the attempts at regulation and monitoring.25 
Hence, the German physicians’ association made appeals to the German par-
liament to reverse the law.26 
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This disappointing outcome was due to the legalization of the prostitu-
tion industry in these European countries as it was—trafficking, exploitation, 
abuse and all. In many of the countries examined, no provisions or reforms to 
empower the women beyond social security accompanied this legalization. In 
Germany, less than half of the country’s 400,000-1 million prostitutes regis-
tered with the government due to social stigma, despite the promise of social 
benefits.27 In light of this model’s failure, scholars have proposed an alternative 
European model for Thailand: the “Nordic Model.” This model decriminalizes 
prostitution for women but not for the clients or providers of such services.28 
It certainly has its merits, including driving down the demand for sex and the 
need for trafficked women, but even in Sweden where this model was first 
implemented in 1999, there has been an increase in illegal prostitution and 
underground activity.29 Studies conducted in countries utilizing the Nordic 
Model found that “the law has made sex workers more vulnerable to exploita-
tion,”30 particularly due to sex worker’s decreased ability to assess potentially 
risky clients. A 2018 study conducted in France also found that “the criminal-
ization of clients . . . has increased levels of violence and risks that those who 
sell sex face and [has] shifted the power relationship in favor of clients who 
feel more able to make demands and impose conditions.”31 Both of these mod-
els ultimately had a negative impact on those involved and demonstrated that 
none of the solutions proposed on a wide scale have thus far been effective 
in truly ending sexual exploitation or providing an alternative for the women 
in the industry. Thus, it is unproductive to attempt to apply these models in 
the context of Thailand without any adjustments. The failure of these models 
prompts us to look at more feasible local alternatives and what they might add 
to the current discourse. 

However, there are some issues that come to light when advocating for 
local models and moving beyond Euro-centric discourse. With so many inter-
national NGOs operating in Thailand and advocating for different means to 
the end of exploitation, competing voices enter the sphere of discussion and 
cause friction. For example, Western feminists often argue that prostitution 
should never be tolerated even transitionally despite the shortcomings of the 
Nordic Model, discrediting much of Empower Thailand’s work. Empower 
advocates for the decriminalization of prostitution in Thailand, most likely 
because it is already widely tolerated. This approach, however, puts it at odds 
with Western feminists and international NGOs that support the Nordic 
Model. In a 2016 interview about Empower Thailand and prostitution in Thai-
land, CATW director Taina Bien-Aimé told Vice Magazine that “we don’t want 
this to be a numbers game. Let’s listen to the survivors” in response to the 
reporter’s inquiries regarding the percentage of women who enter the indus-
try willingly.32 But if it is not about the numbers or the motivations of the 
women involved, what is it really about? Bien-Aimé discredits Empower in 
favor of the Nordic Model, which has already proven to be a failed experiment. 
Empower Thailand offers many other unique provisions for the empowerment 
of women that were not integral parts of other legalization models—such as 
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educational and professional development, advocacy, training in immigration 
and labor law, and workplace safety measures. Dismissing the support and 
opportunities that local groups like Empower provide on ideological grounds 
seems counterproductive. 

Thailand’s corruption and unique social climate also add another layer of 
complexity to the issue. Even if an ineffective broad-stroke policy solution 
like the Nordic Model were to be applied in the Thai context, there might be 
some of these ideological frictions. In Thailand, for example, there is a large 
number of transgender women working in the sex industry. In a 2015 inter-
view with the Pulitzer Center, Thitiyanun “Doi” Nakpor, the director of “Sis-
ters, Center for Transgenders in Pattaya,” stated that out of the roughly 5,000 
transgender women living around Pattaya, almost 75% are sex workers.33 This 
statistic indicates that issues surrounding prostitution extend to transgender 
women in Thailand as much as cis-gendered women. But many organizations 
that advocate for the Nordic Model, such as NordicModelNow! in the UK, call 
for separate services for women and “men and transgendered people.”34 This 
less inclusive language suggests a disconnect in values and beliefs, potentially 
making the application of this model by international NGOs in Thailand even 
more difficult and ill-fitting. Widespread corruption would also render any 
effects of these European models unachievable. Though prostitution is ille-
gal for pimps and prostitutes in Thailand, the amount of wealth the indus-
try generates means that police are disincentivized to actually enforce this 
law—especially against pimps who have the money to bribe them. Statisti-
cally, there are far more women involved in the prostitution industry than are 
pimps, so arresting them does not stop or address the issue at its source. Police 
in Thailand can make anywhere from 200,000–400,000 Baht (roughly $7,000 
to $13,000 USD) a month in bribes from pimps and “business” owners (earn-
ing roughly 10,000 Baht or $300 per venue). Any bribes that are left unpaid will 
result in arrest35. This reality makes the sex industry in Thailand a “win-win” 
for police and even the government, which benefits from foreign exchange 
earnings, the redistribution of wealth to rural areas, and the overall wealth 
generated through prostitution.36 According to Transparency International’s 
2020 corruption rankings, Thailand is ranked at #104 out of 180 countries 
(with #1 being the least corrupt and 180 being the most), and “24% of public 
service users had paid a bribe in the previous 12 months.”37 Sweden, compara-
tively, ranks at #3 out of 180, and France at #23.38, 39 The degree of government 
and police dysfunction in Thailand suggests that a “bottom-up” approach to 
reforming the industry—such as the one the Empower Foundation offers—
might be preferable to existing “top-down” approaches. 

Despite some disagreements and friction, however, the Empower Foun-
dation ultimately works towards many of the same goals as the interna-
tional NGOs that advocate for the Nordic Model. This similarity can be seen 
in Empower’s dedication to the end of human trafficking and the reform of 
immigration laws, the safety of the women engaged in prostitution, and the 
professional development and education for women who want to get out of 
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the industry, which is framed as “empowerment” rather than “help.”40 In this 
way, empowerment might just be the missing piece in creating an effective, 
large-scale solution to end sexual exploitation.

Empower Thailand Foundation

In 1985 Chantawipa Apisuk (known to those around her as Pi Noi) founded 
Education Means Protection Of Women Engaged in Recreation (EMPOWER) 
with a group of friends who worked in the industry. The organization origi-
nally began as unofficial English language classes taught in the bars of Pat-
pong, but interest skyrocketed, and Empower soon became a space for peer 
counseling and health consultations as well as language classes.41 As one of 
the first groups to provide information on the transmission and prevention 
of HIV/AIDS in Thailand, Empower has become one of the primary organiza-
tions advocating for the protection of sex worker’s human rights, decriminal-
ization, and right to education. When the new Chiang Mai office opened in 
Northern Thailand in 1991, it was a safe-haven for migrant Burmese women 
engaged in sex work, and subsequently began to fight for migrant women’s 
rights as well.42 Today, the Foundation focuses on education and advocacy, 
providing schooling for over 30,000 sex workers and employing many in the 
“Can Do Bar,” a nightclub run by Empower that offers sick leave, social secu-
rity, and workplace safety measures. The organization is run by the workers 
themselves and is heavily involved with legislative measures to improve Thai 
immigration laws and end human trafficking.43 

Empower reforms the industry by giving women agency and choice, guid-
ing principles that the foundation widely achieves. For those who wish to leave 
the industry, Empower provides training in foreign languages, immigration and 
labor law, and computer skills, among many other fields—allowing sex workers 
to earn their high school equivalency or college degree at one of its nine cam-
puses around the country. In 1990 Empower was granted the status of an official 
“Non-Formal Education” (NFE) Center, and in 2005 the Rockefeller Foundation 
gave it funding to become Empower University. Classes are offered during the 
day-time to accommodate work schedules, and paid nights off are also avail-
able for women employed at the “Can Do Bar” who wish to attend events and 
classes to further their professional or educational development.44 These alter-
natives to sex work are framed in language very different from that found in the 
Nordic Model: “empowering women” rather than “helping victims,” thus dem-
onstrating a change in rhetoric regarding those with different motivations for 
entering the sex industry and supporting rather than shaming them. This alter-
native rhetoric removes much of the stigma that kept sex workers in Germany 
after 2002, for example, from seeking help or social security. It offers a stark 
comparison to the Nordic Model’s “repackaging and marketing of old rhetoric” 
with no other new provisions to offer. These opportunities also provide women 
with far more viable career alternatives than the current sewing, hair styling, 
and basket-weaving classes offered at shelters like Baan Kredtrakarn, further 
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demonstrating that those who work in the sex industry not only understand 
why women would enter it but also how exactly to get out of it. The logic behind 
Empower is simple—“change the industry from the inside” by putting power 
and agency in the hands of the workers.

Moving Forward: Feasibility and Implementation

Empower’s model is extremely effective on its existing scale (the foundation 
currently has nine campuses in four provinces and five centers), but how could 
this model be expanded to a broader level in Thailand, reaching all of those in 
the industry? On an even larger scale, how could some iteration of this model 
be applied in other countries? Modeling the rest of Thailand after one organiza-
tion seems like a daunting task, especially given the lack of real enforcement 
mechanisms and deep-seated corruption. The first step beyond Empower’s cur-
rent scope of activities would be to legalize prostitution for the women involved. 
This legislation would be quite a challenge to achieve, however, considering the 
variety of forces and voices advocating for different means. Government officials 
currently profiting from sex trafficking and the prostitution industry would 
surely pose as a hurdle.45 Even if they supported legalization in Thailand across 
the board,46 they would likely try to block any kind of regulatory policy or legis-
lation that places power in the hands of the workers. There are also a fair num-
ber of feminists and officials in Thailand who refuse to acknowledge Thailand’s 
reputation as a sex destination, arguing that decriminalization would normalize 
this perception.47 However, if prostitution were legalized to a degree, at least for 
the women, unionizing could prove an effective way for sex workers to circum-
vent these challenges, creating a “network” that could push for regulation and 
government funding for the kind of work that Empower does.48 Empower itself 
exists as a sort of union already, albeit operating at odds with the government 
and navigating a tricky social climate. In terms of ending abuse by clients, one 
opportunity for further exploration is “blacklisting” or publicizing the identities 
of abusive customers and pimps—which Empower accomplishes to a degree by 
printing out “warning” posters of individuals and plastering them over bars in 
the area.49 This strategy is also supported by the Nordic Model’s proponents. 
Especially if done at an official level or on a wider scale, the social and profes-
sional consequences of being blacklisted would be frightening enough to deter 
abusive behavior.50 Many would fight against this type of regulatory mecha-
nism, however, as those enforcing and making the rules might be inclined to 
protect their own potentially unsavory actions. Though not without their own 
challenges, unionization and blacklisting are but two of many mechanisms that 
could potentially be used to wrestle power away from third-party providers or 
“pimps,” and to create more transparency in the industry. Once illegal activity is 
flushed out into the open and individuals in the industry are not afraid to seek 
help or cooperate with the authorities, it would become easier to identify and 
provide help to minors and those who were trafficked, as well as to root out any 
remaining crime or exploitation.
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Though incorporating this model on a wide scale would pose quite a legal 
challenge, part of Empower’s merit is its ability to exist and operate even in 
Thailand’s current climate—managing to make the industry safer and help 
women despite sitting on a mountain of laws and corruption. Empower’s 
robust model has helped make real progress towards ending exploitation and 
trafficking, as well as providing support and viable pathways out of the indus-
try. Further expansion of this model would allow women the legal freedom 
to unionize and form protections against police and pimps. At the very least, 
gaining the support—both monetary and otherwise—of more international 
NGOs would be a big step in expanding Empower’s work and reaching even 
more sex workers in Thailand. In terms of its application on an international 
scale, Empower’s model is not a one-size-fits-all solution that can be applied 
as broadly and easily as the Nordic Model, but it instead provides a guide for 
reform that stems directly from the women’s needs and motivations, as well as 
from the social context in which it is implemented. 

Conclusion

Ultimately, global perspectives on prostitution need to shift from Euro-cen-
tric discussions of failed reform and international “models” to one that incor-
porates other systems, such as those that exist in places like Thailand where 
the sex industry is especially visible and can be especially harmful. Empower 
functions in a unique combination of social forces—a conservative religious 
context, greater societal visibility of transgender women, police and govern-
ment corruption, as well as a tangled history of sex and American military 
presence—but it does so extremely well because their organization was born 
from these social forces, and is in a sense “tailored” to the country. In essence, 
it works because it was born from those who were at the most risk and those 
who were impacted the most directly, rather than from those at a distance or 
without context. Following the Empower Foundation’s philosophy of empow-
erment and agency over shame and stigma, and a commitment to social provi-
sions that are tailored to the cultural context, other countries and NGOs too 
could successfully implement their own iterations of this model and incorpo-
rate the voices of those they affect. 

Ultimately, the Empower Foundation is about creating new rhetoric 
surrounding the sex industry. A great deal of stigma, shame, and abuse has 
forced sex workers into categories and silenced their input, reducing their 
experiences to “victimhood,” “indecency,” and the like. Current discourse and 
solutions deny these women agency in deciding their own fate, and fail to 
acknowledge their motivations and needs, resulting in chronically ineffective 
solutions to the exploitation they face. One of Empower’s members, Lily Her-
marratanarapong, joined because she was tired of others putting labels on 
her. In an interview with Vice Magazine she said “I feel a sense of unfairness 
and frustration at how people treat me and others.”51 And as Mai Jakawong of 
the Empower Foundation added, “if you’re a sex worker you’re seen as either 
a sad girl or a bad girl. ‘Sad’ if you’ve been forced into this. ‘Bad’ if you chose 
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to be here . . . But what if we aren’t either?”52 Her quote represents the real-
ity many face: “sad” women forced into rehabilitation centers and deporta-
tion, or “bad” women abused and criminalized. Empower provides that third 
option—“women”—just “women”—driven by unique personal circumstances 
and offered support, safety, and a viable way out.
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1492 to 2020: Indigenous Response 
to the COVID-19 Pandemic in 
Historical Context
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Abstract

In North and South America, the coronavirus pandemic has disproportion-
ately devastated indigenous peoples and communities. The limited research 
on indigenous COVID-19 response has indicated that the severity of the 
pandemic is likely linked to the effects of centuries of colonialism. Among 
indigenous voices, however, is a focus that many scholars have neglected: a 
continuation of infectious disease as a weapon of colonialism, and a rallying 
cry of simultaneous resistance to both. This paper will use data and testimony 
from two case studies, the Navajo Nation and the Amazonia region, to explore 
how every dimension of the coronavirus pandemic is linked to a historical 
understanding of pandemic and genocide for indigenous people in the Ameri-
cas. Indigenous autonomy and successful resistance to COVID-19 are inter-
twined, as this paper will argue, and the implications of this historical analysis 
are potentially global in scale as a result of anticolonial ties. 

Introduction

“The national media reports on the severity of the Navajo Nation out-
break and hits the usual notes of poverty, isolation, and lack of run-
ning water. These reports are factually accurate: the virus penetrated 
towns that utility companies have never managed to reach. But I yearn 
for stories that mention the diversity of talent and experience here, 
the resourcefulness. Outsiders seem surprised that the rural land-
scape hasn’t protected us. I don’t think the Navajo are surprised. From 
smallpox to H1N1 influenza, infections from the outside have always 
found their way here. It’s just infrastructure that hasn’t. It’s not news.”1

Dr. Heather Kovich wrote this for the New England Journal of Medicine, 
one of the most prestigious peer-reviewed medical journals in the world, 
from a clinic in Shiprock, New Mexico. In the past, as she recounts, it was 
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characterized by the mutton sandwiches occasionally sold nearby. In April 
2020, however, that clinic is known as the last resort for the many residents 
of the Navajo Nation, or Diné Bikéyah, who have contracted the coronavirus. 
In a month, the region went from a few cases to complete breakdown of the 
healthcare system as cases exploded across the nation. It is not an unusual 
scene for the readers of the journal, as the coronavirus pandemic has and con-
tinues to strike the United States worse than any country in the world in terms 
of sheer numbers of cases and deaths. Yet there are distinctly different con-
notations in the case of the Navajo/Diné. Kovich points it out precisely in her 
piece: inequality and infection have plagued their nation for what seems like 
forever, and no one appears to care. 

The Navajo/Diné are not alone in this experience. Across the Americas, 
indigenous communities have been among the worst affected by COVID-19. 
Many of these peoples see the same pattern being repeated with the coronavi-
rus as with past epidemics of influenza, cholera, measles, etc. It is no surprise 
to them that their suffering is disproportionate and overlooked, despite the 
innovative efforts of their community leaders to keep them safe. As Kovich 
describes, it is the “usual notes” that contribute to these factors: “poverty, iso-
lation, and lack of running water.”2 Lack of adequate social services and struc-
tural inequality are all symptoms and tools of colonialism, particularly the 
brand of settler-colonialism wielded against indigenous peoples across North 
and South America.

In fact, some may argue that it is not only the factors that encourage dis-
ease, but rather infectious diseases themselves that are used in the process of 
colonization. It is not unsubstantiated in the case of the Americas, where after 
the voyages of Columbus in 1492, contact with European colonizers reduced 
indigenous populations in the Americas to mere fractions of their original 
numbers. Part of this was by active warfare, but no small part was because of 
infectious disease. I argue that examining the history of the ties between colo-
nialism and infection is integral to understanding the way indigenous com-
munities have responded to the COVID-19 pandemic, including via routes of 
recovery and in connection to broader global health. Two case studies will be 
examined in this regard: the COVID-19 pandemic in the Navajo Nation and 
the same pandemic in the Amazonia region of South America. 

Literature Review

The origins of infectious disease targeting indigenous peoples of the Americas 
can be traced back to the period of colonization beginning in 1492. Disease 
came with conquistadors and settlers, and scholars have attempted to explain 
why so many indigenous people passed away from these epidemics for centu-
ries. The depopulation of the indigenous peoples of the Americas is stagger-
ing in numbers—as of 2015, estimates indicated that between 1492 and 1691 
“the population of indigenous Americans had declined by 90–95 percent, or 
by around 130 million people.”3 These deaths are the combination of several 
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different types of violence, including outright massacre, slavery, and more, 
but it is undeniable that the epidemics had at least some part to play in what 
many describe as a genocide.

Explanations of the role disease played in depopulation have ranged over 
time. In the first half of the twentieth century, the leading explanation was 
based on ideas of racial inferiority. As eugenics were en vogue in the scientific 
theory of the time, it is not surprising that the theory many historians sup-
ported was that people indigenous to the Americas had inferior genes than 
European settlers and were thus destined to die. Starting in the 1970s, the 
theory of virgin soil epidemics replaced the eugenics hypotheses. Popular-
ized by Alfred Crosby, the idea suggests that the emergence of diseases which 
“were unknown in the pre-Columbian New World” struck the indigenous 
populations particularly hard because they had “no previous contact with the 
diseases” and were accordingly “immunologically almost defenseless.”4 Virgin 
soil theory was much more palatable at the time than eugenics, but main-
tained an air of helplessness towards the absolute destruction by disease. The 
outright violence could not be described as anything but a horror of colonial-
ism, but the deaths by epidemics were merely an unfortunate consequence of 
two populations meeting, as the theory went. 

It would take several more decades for the idea to reach popular media, 
but when it did, settler populations and governments lauded the virgin soil 
hypothesis. Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs, and Steel was largely the source of 
this popularity, followed closely by Alfred Mann’s 1491. Both novels attempted 
to describe why European colonialism triumphed over powerful societies that 
outnumbered conquistadors and settlers alike, using, as one might suppose, 
guns, germs, and steel. Diamond did not focus on the Americas, but he did 
use the victory of Francisco Pizarro over Atahualpa, the leader of the Inca 
people, to describe how these three factors played a role in the establish-
ment of European colonies. While he focused on the advantages of guns and 
horses, he also claimed that “diseases introduced with Europeans spread from 
tribe to tribe far in advance of the Europeans themselves,” highlighting the 
destruction of the Mississippian chiefdoms, the devastation of the Aztecs via 
smallpox epidemic, and another smallpox epidemic that caused the civil war 
that weakened the Inca immediately prior to Pizarro’s conquest.5 Mann, on 
the other hand, would focus exclusively on indigenous society prior to the so-
called “Columbian encounter,” and argue that Diamond focused too much on 
technological advancements of Europeans and not enough on disease. He also 
describes the victory of Pizarro over Atahualpa; however, he makes the argu-
ment that previous historians have understated the influence of the smallpox 
epidemic on the Inca. He emphasizes how catastrophic smallpox was to the 
Inca, estimating that “in about three years . . . as many as one out of two people 
in Tawantinsuyu [the indigenous name for the Incan Empire] died.”6

At this point, the literature became much more activist in tone. David 
Stannard led the way in 1992, as one of the first historians to outright declare 
the loss of hundreds of millions of indigenous Americans to not have been 
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a disappearance but an actual genocide. In his book American Holocaust, 
he states in no uncertain terms that “the destruction of the Indians of the 
Americas was, far and away, the most massive act of genocide in the history of 
the world,” and that there can be no more romantic symbolism of European 
settlement when the “emblem most congruent with reality would be a period 
of skulls.”7 The term “genocide” is still controversial to this day, and Stannard’s 
impact would not be connected to specific discussion on the pandemics of 
conquest until virgin soil theory became mainstream with Crosby, Diamond, 
and Mann. 

After Diamond’s work gained interest from the public, critics arose claim-
ing virgin soil theory was too simplistic an explanation for the genocide. Six 
years passed before research, as one selection of critical essays describes, indi-
cated that “there are no big differences in immune responses from one group 
of people—isolated or otherwise—to another,” and that the horrifyingly high 
mortality of the epidemics brought by Europeans was caused more by “social, 
economic and life-style changes generated by contact with the colonizers” 
than the types of diseases themselves.8 Shifting the blame of the deaths of 
hundreds of millions of people onto diseases, rather than the brutal inequali-
ties created by colonialism that made the diseases so devastating in the first 
place, is not only incorrect: it is what allowed historians to go without this 
a genocide. In the words of visionary indigenous activist Roxanne Dunbar-
Ortiz, in this strategy “they refuse to accept that the colonization of America 
was genocidal by plan, not simply the tragic fate of populations lacking immu-
nity to the disease.”9 Virgin soil theory serves more to assuage white guilt than 
it does to understand the entanglements of colonialism and pandemic. 

Pandemic was, accordingly, a tool of colonialism and an agent of indig-
enous genocide, and has been present in the history of every colonial state 
in the Western Hemisphere despite the varied ways it was implemented. The 
practice may have begun in 1492, but continued for long after and is a factor in 
our current pandemic. Some may balk at the idea that the coronavirus is being 
used to continue the genocide of indigenous peoples in the Americas. But 
whether the disease is smallpox or COVID-19, it will be worsened by settler-
colonialism because that process has not stopped. If one defines colonialism 
as the process of establishing control over, displacing, and/or permanently 
removing the indigenous peoples of an area, then it is unquestionably ongo-
ing in our current day. In North America, indigenous activists like Dunbar-
Ortiz point to the “disappearing of the prior existence of indigenous peoples” 
into national mythos.10 People in the United States will celebrate Thanksgiv-
ing and Columbus Day with the image of mythical Native Americans, as if 
the 567 federally recognized tribal entities and 6.6 million people who iden-
tify as Native American or Alaska Native do not exist.11 In other places in the 
Americas, especially the Amazon, first contact is still being established in the 
current day with indigenous communities. Colonialism is especially present 
there, but it is present everywhere when indigenous murders go unaccounted, 
when water sources remain scarce, and in so many more factors that make 
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it impossible to deny that colonialism is a key reason for the intensity of the 
coronavirus pandemic in indigenous communities.

The Case of the Navajo Nation

Herein lies the importance of Kovich’s testimony of the way the Navajo Nation 
responded to COVID-19. She is one of many whose perspective was sought 
when the media’s gaze turned to the Navajo Nation in April 2020, shortly after 
data was released that indicated that the per-capita infection rates were similar 
to the contemporaneous numbers in New York and New Jersey. A nightmare 
scenario was emerging. According to the Indian Health Service (IHS), which 
is the U.S. government agency dedicated to providing healthcare for all two 
and a half million Native Americans living on tribal reservations, the entire 
organization only had 1257 hospital beds and 36 intensive care units (ICUs) at 
the start of the pandemic.12 But as newspapers around the country began to 
report, these resources would fail to be sufficient for the Navajo Nation alone. 

The New York Times was the first major news source to report on the 
Navajo Nation crisis. At the time the article was written, detailing how the 
Arizona National Guard airlifted “protective masks, gowns, and equipment 
[with] Blackhawk helicopters” and how stay-at-home orders and curfews were 
being enforced with patrols and checkpoints, 20 people on the nation’s land 
had died.13 But 20 people is a staggering number for a nation of about 170,000 
people, especially considering that neighboring New Mexico, with a popula-
tion roughly thirteen times larger, only had 16 deaths.14 Navajo Nation Presi-
dent Jonathan Nez, along with several other officials and healthcare workers, 
warned in interviews that the peak was nowhere close. He was correct. By 
mid-May, the Navajo Nation had the highest per-capita infection rate in the 
entirety of the United States.15 While there is far more information available 
for the initial outbreak, these numbers would eventually pale in comparison 
to the wave ongoing at the time this paper is being written. Daily case numbers 
have surpassed the May wave and the total number of cases is over 17,000.16 
The death toll stands at 665 people, a considerable loss of life for the nation.17

The severity of that spring Navajo/Diné COVID-19 cluster, or Dikos 
Ntsaaígíí-19 as the tribal health department calls it, raised several questions 
for those observing it.Perhaps the most important of which can be described 
as such: how did this happen? It is easy enough to trace the initial exposure 
within the community; officials knew it began with a rally held by an evan-
gelical church on March 7th.18 But how quickly it spread and how deadly it 
was compared to other parts of the country proved unusual for some observ-
ers. On the other hand, for many of the Navajo/Diné and other indigenous 
groups across the country, the reasons had been obvious for some time, with 
most stemming from colonialism. Health problems, especially ones which 
are considered to leave one immunocompromised, are disproportionately 
high among the residents of the nation. Approximately one third of their 
population suffers from lung disease, diabetes, and heart conditions—not to 
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mention the “years of radiation exposure from hundreds of abandoned ura-
nium mines dotted around the desert.”19 If the radiation exposure were not 
evidence enough, countless studies have linked the overrepresentation of 
these long-term health conditions to social and environmental factors result-
ing from colonialism, predominant among these being poverty. Poverty is cer-
tainly a factor exacerbating the spread of the coronavirus within the Navajo 
Nation; for example, with only thirteen grocery stores spread out amongst the 
nearly 30,000 square miles of the nation, many residents cannot afford the 
amount of gasoline necessary to continuously drive to food and water sources 
and instead must carpool with different households.20 Thus they, and many 
other indigenous people living on reservations in the United States, face a 
horrible choice of either breaking social distancing rules, thereby heightening 
their chances of becoming infected, or going hungry. 

For the Navajo/Diné in particular, many of the conditions that exacerbated 
the spread of coronavirus are linked to one terrible moment in their history: the 
Long Walk. Beginning in 1864, over 9,000 of the Navajo/Diné and Mescalero 
Apache were forcibly removed from their homeland and marched at gunpoint 
for 300 miles to Fort Sumter in New Mexico.21 Hundreds would die along the 
way from malnutrition, exhaustion, and outright murder at the hands of the 
U.S. Army. But the worst was yet to come, as over the next four years, disease 
and starvation would kill up to 2,500 more people.22 It is a formative tragedy 
in the consciousness of the current Navajo Nation. Studies on Navajo/Diné 
mental health have shown that there is historical trauma inherited from the 
Long Walk which is similar to the historical genetic trauma that descendants 
of Holocaust survivors posess, and that the march “decisively interrupted and 
shaped Diné economic, family, and political processes from that time to the 
present day.”23 But the long-reaching effects of forced displacement are not 
limited to mental trauma. In fact, renowned Navajo/Diné historian Jennifer 
Denetdale has stated that the Long Walk period is the foundation for “severe 
poverty, addiction, suicide and crime” in the current Navajo Nation.24 It is no 
wonder, then, that with the onset of a pandemic today, many residents of the 
Navajo Nation have turned back to the Long Walk to remember how to resist. 

In April, President Jonathan Nez took to social media to gather strength 
for his community. He urged his citizens to remember the Long Walk not for 
the trauma it had caused, but rather for the stories of resilience that came out 
of it. “[The Long Walk is] when the best came out of many of our ancestors, 
helping each other out, carrying the load for the elders, carrying the children 
for our mothers, all the way there to Fort Sumner,” Nez said, before urging the 
Navajo Nation to think of their own children during the pandemic.25 Within 
this message is the heart of one of the key tenets of anticolonialism for indig-
enous Americans: they are not gone. Whether it is the genocide of the 16th 
century or the Long Walk, the Navajo/Diné resist colonialism with their very 
existence. It is an effective concept to fight against COVID-19 as well. For 
instance, one of the most effective strategies used by healthcare workers in the 
Navajo Nation was to utilize community health representatives (CHRs). CHRs 
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are different from traditional doctors, nurses, and other healthcare workers in 
that they “work under a tribally determined scope of practice that embraces 
the importance of self-determination of tribal nations.”26 These workers have 
gone above and beyond for their community during the pandemic, as they 
transitioned from tribal health promoter to a plurality of roles including 
high-stakes crisis management. It is a program utilized by many indigenous 
communities in the United States, but the reason it worked so well with the 
Navajo/Diné coronavirus outbreak was because these were not just govern-
ment workers sent to act upon the residents of the Navajo Nation. They were 
Navajo/Diné themselves, working solely under the sovereignty of the Navajo 
Nation. Indigenous autonomy can therefore combat the way colonialism and 
pandemics work together. 

The Navajo Nation’s fight against colonialism and disease as one has even 
national consequences, best seen via the results of the November presidential 
election. Arizona flipped Democratic for the first time in 24 years in 2020, and 
no small part of that, as many newspapers reported, was due to the Arizona 
portion of the Navajo Nation. Democratic candidate Joe Biden received strong 
support from the indigenous peoples of Arizona not necessarily because of 
his actions, but rather as a result of those of the Trump Administration. The 
Navajo/Diné and the Hopi polled cited the administration’s handling of the 
virus, while other tribes like the Tohono O’odham Nation had been “enraged 
by the president’s efforts to build his border wall through tribal land.”27 All of 
this outrage against ongoing colonialism, in combination with the extraor-
dinary efforts of indigenous groups (i.e., the Rural Arizona Project) fighting 
voter suppression, led thousands of newly registered indigenous voices in Ari-
zona to help decide the fate of the American election. 

The Navajo/Diné coronavirus outbreak shows how necessary it is to include 
the legacy of colonialism in pandemic response. In terms of historical mem-
ory, while many of the Navajo/Diné died from disease during the Long Walk 
period, the deaths from infectious diseases would not have been so bad (or 
perhaps would not have happened at all) had they not been forcibly removed 
and imprisoned under terrible conditions by the U.S. Army. In other words, 
the epidemics were not disastrous because of a lack of immunity, like virgin 
soil theory might suggest, but rather because of social and environmental fac-
tors. The Long Walk in turn led to structural inequalities, like higher rates of 
pre-existing conditions which worsen coronavirus symptoms, that are present 
among the Navajo Nation today. But the Navajo/Diné are actors in their own 
narrative, and have used their resistance to colonialism to fuel their response 
to the coronavirus. They have utilized community health professionals, which 
not only creates a more effective coronavirus response but helps keep said 
response under indigenous sovereignty. The Navajo Nation even mobilized 
their frustrations with the United States’ pandemic response to help change 
the fate of the American election. In the words of President Jonathan Nez: 
“Don’t portray us as poor, poor Navajos. We’re resilient. We’re overcomers.”28
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The Case of Amazonia

The indigenous peoples of the Amazon, despite the thousands of miles of 
separation between them and North America, have seen an eerily similar 
coronavirus disaster among their communities. The rainforest region and its 
peripheries encompass an extraordinarily vast area, commonly called Ama-
zonia, that spans across 2.3 million square miles and reaches from the Andes 
Cordillera to the Atlantic Ocean.29 A large portion of the region falls under 
the imposed borders of Brazil, and in turn the region constitutes 40% of Bra-
zil’s total area. What the borders of the sovereign nations fail to accurately 
describe about Amazonia, however, is how diverse and populous the indige-
nous groups of the region remain. It is estimated that up to 6.8 million indige-
nous people lived in the Brazilian Amazon alone prior to European incursion, 
with over 1,400 distinctly different groups of people and numerous language 
families.30 Population numbers have sharply decreased since this time, as will 
be explained, but many indigenous communities have yet to come into con-
tact with colonial governments specifically in the Brazilian Amazon. For the 
ones that have, however, disease is an all-too familiar consequence of Euro-
pean colonization.

Spanish and Portuguese colonies in the 1500s conducted a series of 
extraordinarily violent wars against Amazonian tribes. In what would come to 
be Brazil, the “Just Wars” starting in 1570 were “legitimate procedures for the 
enslavement of indigenous peoples . . . authorized by the Crown or colonial 
governors,” and their policy of enslavement and extermination was height-
ened by the rampant spread of diseases like tuberculosis, measles, influenza, 
and the ever-present smallpox.31 The diseases were more devastating, as the 
most current research suggests, than any other form of colonialism. They 
largely contributed to the mass reduction of indigenous populations to just 
over 100,000 people in the mid-twentieth century.32 It is all too easy to slip 
into the ideas of virgin soil theory with this information, and many Brazil-
ian epidemiologists still highlight lack of immunity as an explanation for this 
genocide. However, more recent events of brutal Brazilian colonialism in the 
Amazon display how disease is an intentional tool of colonial governments.

During the period of military dictatorship in Brazil, which spanned about 
two decades between 1964 and 1985, the government notoriously resumed forced 
contact with the remaining isolated indigenous groups in the Brazilian Ama-
zon. Despite knowing more about germ theory than the conquistadors of South 
America ever did, the Brazilian government continued to contact indigenous 
groups with the understanding that an epidemic was likely to occur. Tragically, 
the diseases that the Brazilians carried directly led to the deaths of approxi-
mately half of the group population that were contacted.33 Infectious diseases 
are not a lamentable but unavoidable occurrence of past colonialism for indig-
enous groups in Amazonia; they are a tool of current policies of extermination. 

Nowhere is this more clear than the fact that there are indigenous people 
who survived the epidemics of forced contact thirty-five years ago who are 



Colonialism and Disease from 1492 to 2020  •  Amos-Flom 27

dying from today’s pandemic. One leader of the Paiter Surui people of Brazil, 
for example, remarked that they “already experienced what is happening in the 
world today with the coronavirus” when hundreds of their community died 
from measles and other infectious diseases after first contact in 1969.34 It is an 
intensely desperate situation for indigenous Amazonia, where COVID-19 deaths 
and case rates are hard to quantify because of government neglect. However, it 
is clear that no matter what the true numbers are, they are disproportionately 
high for these indigenous communities. The report of one indigenous rights 
group, supported by the World Wildlife Fund and USAID, estimates that indig-
enous people have a coronavirus mortality rate 150% higher than the Brazilian 
average.35 It is not dissimilar to the disproportionate numbers of coronavirus 
mortality among the Navajo/Diné and other indigenous nations in the United 
States, and the causes of such numbers are also linked.

Current research indicates that the unequal mortality of COVID-19 in 
indigenous Brazilians is likely due to long-term environmental factors caused 
by colonialism. In fact, the epidemiological profile of indigenous people in 
Brazil suggests that “high rates of infectious and parasitic diseases coexist 
with a progressive increase in chronic diseases, including mental illness and 
suicide, and with abusive use of alcohol and illicit drugs in several communi-
ties.”36 Therefore, one cannot separate infectious disease from the structures 
that cause chronic illness as well. In addition, prior to the pandemic, respi-
ratory diseases linked to societal conditions already caused approximately 
one third of all indigenous deaths in Brazil.37 The healthcare system is wildly 
underserviced, and many indigenous communities are dependent upon trav-
elling healthcare professionals from Brazlian cities, who would in turn intro-
duce the coronavirus to their patients. The socio-political structure of Brazil 
thus not only exacerbated the COVID-19 pandemic in Amazonia, but was lit-
erally the cause of it.

In perhaps the most damning incidence of current colonialism via insti-
tutional racism, the Special Secretariat of Indigenous Health (SESAI), Brazil’s 
federal indigenous health service, has been accused of blatantly downplaying 
the crisis. The organization only reports cases inside demarcated indigenous 
territories, leading to official mortality numbers in June that reflected only 
a third of what the Articulation of Indigenous Peoples of Brazil (APIB), the 
leading indigenous federation of the country, declared it to be.38 To this day, 
indigenous rights groups across the continent refuse to accept the numbers 
SESAI has released. It is a war against information at the very least, but APIB 
goes further than that. Sônia Guajajara, APIB’s executive coordinator, has 
accused the government of hiding real numbers in order to fulfil “its plan to 
exterminate the indigenous peoples.”39 She is supported by virtually all other 
indigenous activists in this regard. There is evidence of a failure to transmit 
coronavirus information to indigenous communities on the part of SESAI. 
At worst, they deliberately misrepresented information. The government, 
despite reports already being available in civil society on the necessity to act 
fact to protect indigenous groups, refused to use “available public funds,” 



H E M I S P H E R E S : Coping with Crises  •  vol. 44, 202128

would not enforce a contingency plan, and allowed confusion to run rampant 
in indigenous communities because of poorly transmitted information.40 It is 
no wonder that indigenous groups of Amazonia have taken coronavirus mea-
sures into their own hands, if only in response to the perceived intentions of 
extermination by neglect.

Indigenous resilience, just like in the Navajo Nation, has already proved 
to be a successful COVID-19 mitigation strategy in Amazonia, if one crosses 
the border to Bolivia. The Tsimane Health and Life History Project (THLHP) 
worked with the Tsimane people of the Bolivian Amazon to effectively pre-
vent and then mitigate the severity of the coronavirus pandemic in their 
community, focusing specifically on indigenous sovereignty throughout the 
project. With quick and effective local-language information provided on 
the pandemic as it entered Bolivia, the Tsimane collectively decided to iso-
late using voluntarily built and guarded “physical blockades.”41 Coordination 
with local government and reliable information was integral to the initial 
success of this policy. While some cases had been reported within the Tsi-
mane by the time THLHP published their report, the organization remained 
hopeful for the future because of detailed plans for contact tracing, testing, 
and patient management.42 All of this is dependent upon a level of trust 
only ascertained by indigenous autonomy, which once again is inherently an 
act of anticolonialism. The Brazilian Amazon can and has been fighting the 
coronavirus and what they term President Bolsonaro’s “politics of extermi-
nation” in the same way, even if they remain not nearly as well-supported as 
they ought to be.

Implications for Global Health

The cases of the Navajo Nation and Amazonia both indicate that in the same 
way that pandemics and colonialism are intertwined, indigenous coronavi-
rus resistance and anticolonialism are connected as well, paving the way for 
an indigenous understanding of global health, especially with the ongoing 
pandemic, becomes not only necessary but possible. Pan-American antico-
lonialism is a key theme of many indigenous researchers in North and South 
America. In fact, one of the very first reports (published in April 2020) on 
coronavirus response among indigenous people in Latin America already 
highlighted in its recommendations to “[eliminate] all forms of mistreatment, 
such as discrimination by reason of race or social class,” which are remnants 
of colonialism, as a key factor of an effective pandemic response.43 Indigenous 
people, although each community is unique in many different ways, very often 
share the experience of health inequity. Some researchers have suggested that 
prior to establishing a model for worldwide indigenous health equity, a Pan-
American indigenous health foundation is integral to understand how to bet-
ter optimize research and healthcare delivery.44 The reasoning with starting 
with indigenous health in the Americas, as it stands, is because of the mobili-
zation of indigenous groups on both continents. 
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Incidentally, the indigenous peoples of Amazonia are at the forefront 
of discussions with global organizations around indigenous health equity. 
While the United Nations still has much work to do regarding indigenous 
representation, they managed to highlight the requests of indigenous Ama-
zonians better than the Brazilian government. As early as March 2020, the 
International Working Group on the Protection of Indigenous Peoples Liv-
ing in Voluntary Isolation and Initial Contact in the Amazon and in the 
Gran Chaco published a report in coordination with the UN on coronavirus 
pandemic preparedness. Interestingly enough, they directly reference the 
history of colonialism and pandemics in the report, highlighting that “the 
Indigenous Peoples have lived, since the European colonization, a dramatic 
population reduction (why not say genocide?) caused by diseases brought 
by the colonizers.”45 Therefore, it is clear that indigenous Amazonians, like 
the Navajo/Diné, mobilized in response to colonialism through interna-
tional ties. A pandemic that affects one indigenous group has an impact on 
all global health in such a manner.

Conclusion

Historical context of colonialism and genocide by infectious disease is a part 
of every level of the indigenous response to COVID-19. This includes, but is 
not limited to, the factors that exacerbate the severity of the coronavirus, the 
way governments like the United States or Brazil have responded or failed 
to respond to the needs of indigenous communities, indigenous coronavirus 
policies, and even global health measures. Without understanding how dis-
ease was used (and in some cases, is still being used) as a tool of European 
colonialism since 1492, it is impossible to accurately understand any aspect of 
how the coronavirus has impacted indigenous communities in the Americas. 
Henceforth, the governments of states across North and South America must 
reconcile this trauma to effectively handle COVID-19. Regardless of whether or 
not this occurs immediately, indigenous communities must and will continue 
fighting for their autonomy. The pandemics of the past did not stop them, and 
the coronavirus will not either.
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9/11 and Canada: Lasting Legacies 
North of the Border
Alana Davies, University of British Columbia

On the morning of September 11, 2001, Canadian Prime Minister Jean Chré-
tien called his Ambassador to the United States with an urgent message. Two 
hijacked planes had just flown into the World Trade Center in New York City 
and a third had hit the Pentagon. Chrétien’s words on the call resonate to this 
day: “The world will never be the same again.”1

The Canada-United States relationship would also never be the same. In a 
poll taken at the end of September 2001, 77% of Canadians believed that their 
lives would be permanently altered by the 9/11 attacks.2 The measures taken 
by the United States after the event—both in the immediate aftermath and 
in the subsequent years—irreversibly altered the bilateral relationship. This 
paper seeks to analyze the lasting impacts of 9/11 on Canada, first by examin-
ing the events of September 2001 and then by tracing the changes that affected 
border, trade, diplomatic, legal, military, and cultural relations. Ultimately, it 
will find that Canada unjustly bore the brunt of the American response to 9/11 
and that the bilateral relationship, once characterized by absolute trust, has 
never quite recovered.

September 2001

On the morning of September 11, 2001, al-Qaeda terrorists hijacked four com-
mercial airplanes flying domestic routes. Two planes flew into the World Trade 
Centre, one flew into the Pentagon, and one crashed in a field in Pennsylva-
nia after passengers were able to reclaim control of the aircraft. The attacks 
claimed victims from 93 countries.3 Over 25,000 people were injured and 
3,000 people died, including 24 Canadians.4

In the immediate aftermath of the attacks, the United States grounded all 
flights and closed its airspace.5 This left the hundreds of planes that were on 
their way to American airports stranded. To assist, Canada launched Opera-
tion Yellow Ribbon and took in 239 diverted planes carrying over 30,000 
passengers.6 Most flights were ordered to land at small airports outside of 
Toronto, Montreal, and Ottawa, as fears of follow-up attacks in Canada were 
very much present.7

The United States effectively sealed the northern border with a Level 
1 Customs Alert, a move that was not communicated to Canada until after 
the order was in place.8 The shutdown had immediate consequences—espe-
cially for the many automobile manufacturers who relied on multiple border 
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crossings per day to transport car parts for final assembly. Ford sent its workers 
home by mid-morning on September 11th and others followed suit by the end 
of the week.9

Stock markets around the world were immediately closed. The Toronto 
Stock Exchange fell 293.86 points.10 The New York Stock Exchange and the 
Nasdaq did not open at all on September 11th. When they reopened six days 
later, the former had fallen 684 points.11

Canada mobilized its military in anticipation of an American call for 
assistance. The Air Force took control of Canadian airspace, a measure pre-
viously reserved for wartime.12 Troops were sent to the Canadian Forces Base 
in Trenton and three naval ships were packed with humanitarian supplies, 
but no request ever came from Washington, D.C. or New York.13 In fact, 
Prime Minister Jean Chrétien was unable to reach President George Bush 
until the morning of September 12th. When they finally connected over the 
phone, Bush expressed his gratitude for Canada having taken in the diverted 
planes the day before.14

In the days following the attacks, it was mistakenly reported that some 
of the hijackers had entered the United States from Canada.15 Unfortunately, 
the claim took off in the American media despite a lack of evidence. With 
many Americans suddenly distrusting and criticizing Canada (for what they 
saw as lax security and dissimilar values), a noticeable hostility entered the 
relationship. The inaccurate claim circulated widely until the United States 
9/11 Commission finally disproved it in 2004.16 However, despite the evidence, 
the rumour persisted for years. In 2009, the Secretary of Homeland Security 
Janet Nepolitano repeated it in an interview with the CBC. When corrected, 
she backtracked, but later said: “But the point is this, and this is the greater 
point, there’s been some resistance or feeling in Canada that we are thickening 
the border unnecessarily between our two countries, and the answer is that 
Canada allows people in its country that the United States does not neces-
sarily allow in the United States.”17 The hostility evident in these words, spo-
ken eight years after the fact, is a testament to the suspicion and antagonism 
Canada faced from the United States after 9/11.

A second insult followed soon after the above rumours first spread. On 
September 20th, Bush addressed both houses of Congress. He began with 
an expression of gratitude to the countries and regions that had shown their 
support or lost citizens in the attack, naming France, Germany, South Korea, 
Egypt, Australia, Africa, Latin America, Pakistan, Israel, India, El Salvador, 
Iran, Mexico, Japan, and the United Kingdom.18 Canada, the loyal friend and 
neighbour, went unmentioned. After taking in most of the diverted planes, 
mobilizing its military, and supporting the American people and President, 
the Canadian public was outraged by this slight.19
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Legacies of 9/11 for Canada

The Border

Prior to 9/11, border crossings were a quicker, smoother, more relaxed process. 
At some points of entry, frequently crossed by those looking for cheaper gas 
or shopping, no identification was required.20 9/11 removed this sense of nor-
malcy and ease. To Americans, Canada was no longer “just like us.” Skepticism 
and suspicion abounded, and nowhere was this clearer than at the border.21

Two months after the attacks, Chrétien and Bush agreed to the Smart 
Border Declaration, which aimed to improve security, cooperation, and infor-
mation-sharing.22 It created separate lanes for cargo trucks, preclearance 
agreements, and programs for trusted travelers and traders.23 Subsequent 
prime ministers and presidents continued to make additions to the accord.24

In the months and years following the attacks, the United States imple-
mented more stringent border measures that have had profound effects on 
Canadians. Border officers have more than doubled in numbers, surveillance 
has increased, and detentions are more common than ever before.25 Home-
land Security can stop drivers within 100 miles of Canada on the American 
side—even when they are not crossing the border.26 These regulations have 
led to increased costs, wait times, and transportation delays, not to mention a 
population-wide reticence to drive to the United States.27

As a result of these deterrents, border crossings on both sides have signifi-
cantly decreased. In fact, land traffic has never recovered from 9/11: in 2019, 
border crossings remained 27% lower than 2000 levels.28 In the period from 
2001 to 2011, there was a notable reduction in passenger car crossings for same-
day trips.29 In the same period, truck crossings experienced an even more sig-
nificant downturn.30

Bilateral Trade

Trade between Canada and the United States was also adversely affected by 
9/11. As the United States implemented more safeguards at the border, it failed 
to take into account the supply chains that depended on daily border cross-
ings.31 Industries that relied on this integration, such as automobile manufac-
turing, suffered greatly as border difficulties increased the cost of importing 
and exporting.32 Industries that relied on the cross-border flow of people, 
such as international transportation services and tour companies, struggled 
to stay in business as consumer interest dropped.33 It soon became clear that 
Canadians were not willing to tolerate the long wait times, face significant 
questioning, or risk detention at the border.

Broader trade disruptions also resulted from post-9/11 American policies. 
There was a significant reduction in overall trade until 2004 and another in 
2008.34 Notably, the trade disruption was one-sided in the long run. While 
American exports to Canada decreased in the immediate aftermath of the 
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attacks, they had recovered by 2004—but the decline in Canadian exports to 
the United States persisted long after.35

Canada The Peace Arch Border Crossing near Vancouver bore most of the 
brunt of this trade disruption, whereas border crossings in Ontario recovered 
more quickly.36 This may have been due to greater use in the East of the Free 
and Secure Trade (FAST) Program, which facilitates rapid cross-border com-
mercial shipments.37

Diplomatic Relations

As previously mentioned, the United States served Canada with two rapid-fire 
insults in the immediate aftermath of 9/11: the propagation of the rumour that 
some of the hijackers had entered the United States from Canada and the lack 
of a national mention in Bush’s presidential speech.38 These two incidents left 
Canadians feeling attacked and unappreciated.39

The hostility coming from the United States surprised the many Canadi-
ans who had previously enjoyed a friendly, like-minded relationship with their 
American neighbours.40 One article in Embassy, a Canadian foreign policy 
magazine, summed it up with the following: “Much worse than Pearl Harbor, 
9/11 has caused a siege mentality among Americans. They are building walls 
and fences and Canada is on the outside. This is a grave threat to our security 
and prosperity.”41

There was, however, some measure of positivity to the post-9/11 bilateral 
relationship. On receiving the September 12th phone call from Chrétien, Bush 
stated “it was like getting a call from a brother.”42 The two leaders continued 
to work together to improve border security and the bilateral relationship in 
the subsequent years.

People-to-people ties also contributed positively to Canada-United States 
relations. One of the more well-known stories to emerge from the operation 
took place in Gander, Newfoundland. Thirty-eight planes and 6,700 passen-
gers landed in the small town of 10,000 people, who showed incredible hos-
pitality to the unexpected visitors.43 Community centres, schools, and gyms 
were transformed into shelters and the ice rink turned into an open fridge.44 
Residents welcomed passengers into their homes for showers or a place to 
sleep.45 Food flew off grocery store shelves as they made meals en masse for 
the unexpected guests.46 Locals took the passengers sightseeing, hunting, and 
barbecuing.47 To this day, many in Gander still keep in touch with the Ameri-
can passengers they hosted.48

Outside of Newfoundland, the Gander story was not forgotten. It was com-
memorated in 2013 with Come From Away, which became the longest-running 
Canadian musical on Broadway. In 2018, on the 10-year anniversary of 9/11, the 
United States Ambassador to Canada delivered an address in Newfoundland. 
She stated that “Gander will go down in history as being the place that embod-
ies the meaning of friendship and humanity. Gander is the place that—in a 
snapshot—illustrates the Canada/U.S. relationship.”49
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Anti-Terrorism Legislation

In the weeks, months, and years following 9/11, Canada passed several contro-
versial anti-terrorism laws. The 2001 Anti-Terrorism Act authorized preventa-
tive arrest, according to which suspected terrorists could have their freedoms 
curtailed without any conviction.50 It also allowed for investigative hearings, 
in which suspected terrorists could be ordered to testify.51

The 2002 Public Safety Act established the Canada Air Transport Security 
Authority (CATSA), which was created to oversee airport security (previously 
under the jurisdiction of Transport Canada).52 CATSA expanded airport regu-
lations to include the removal of belts, jackets, and shoes and the separation 
of liquids at security checkpoints.53

While the aforementioned two provisions of the 2001 Anti-Terrorism Act 
had a sunset clause of five years, the Conservative government of Prime Minis-
ter Stephen Harper renewed them in 2013 with the Combating Terrorism Act.54 
This new legislation made it a criminal offence to leave Canada to engage in 
terrorist activities and mandated harsher penalties for those found to be har-
bouring terrorists.55

In 2015, the Harper government passed the second Anti-Terrorism Act. 
Known as Bill C-51, it sparked controversy in Canada for its giving government 
agencies the ability to share information about individuals between them-
selves.56 It also broadened the powers of the Canadian Security and Intelli-
gence Agency (CSIS). The legislation was criticized for the invasive powers 
given to the government and the curtailing of citizens’ privacy rights.57

The War on Terror

On September 20th, 2001, Bush announced the retaliatory “War on Terror” 
against al-Qaeda, the global terrorist network, and the governments that sup-
ported them.58 In a thinly veiled threat to the world, he stated that “every 
nation in every region now has a decision to make… either you are with us or 
you are with the terrorists.”59

Canada, not willing to put claim to the test, agreed to support the Ameri-
cans in their invasion of Afghanistan, where the al-Qaeda hijackers were 
based.60 However, Chrétien’s involvement had more to do with his commit-
ments to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) than to the United 
States.61 He strategized carefully to commit Canadian troops to a large role in 
the beginning of the war, all with the intention of keeping them out of Iraq 
when the Americans invaded in 2003.62 Canada’s military support and def-
erential attitude was not unconditional—but this stance had to be carefully 
communicated in order to avoid American displeasure.63

Canada fought in Afghanistan for ten years, during which time the Amer-
ican-led military operations had no shortage of missteps. Bush’s goal to rid 
the world of al-Qaeda and the Taliban entirely was too lofty, leading to a con-
fused strategy and inefficient operations.64 The United States failed to take a 
harder stance on Pakistan, which allowed a safe haven for terrorists to develop 
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just behind its border.65 Nation-building attempts in Afghanistan were poorly 
planned, resulting in Afghan political leaders spending Western money on 
themselves.66

Public approval of Canada’s involvement in Afghanistan dwindled as the 
years passed. In 2001, most Canadians had supported sending soldiers to 
war.67 Beginning in 2006, reports were mounting of Canadians killed by sui-
cide bombings and the news regularly showed mourning families surround-
ing flag-draped caskets.68 By the end of that year, the majority of Canadians 
opposed participation in the war.69

Five years later, Canada withdrew its troops from combat.70 A small num-
ber remained to mentor and train the Afghan National Army up until 2014.71 
In thirteen years, Canada had spent $20 billion on the war and humanitarian 
aid, at the price of 158 Canadian lives and 2,000 injuries.72

Islamophobia

As a result of the Islamic identities of the 9/11 hijackers, a growing anti-Mus-
lim and anti-Arab sentiment emerged in North America. While Islamophobia 
had existed before the attacks, it experienced a significant spike after 2001.73 
There was a perception that Canada was the weak link in the security of the 
continent—an idea fuelled by the ever-persistent rumour that the hijackers 
had entered the United States via the Canadian border.74 Muslims and Arabs 
were increasingly seen as a threat to North American society.75 This was propa-
gated by negative portrayals in mainstream media and popular culture, where 
discriminatory rhetoric and harmful stereotyping become common.76 This 
normalization of prejudice served to enable and justify public hostility.77

In Canada, post-9/11 Islamophobia was exemplified by the rise in hate 
crimes against Muslims and Arabs. In the two months that followed the 
attacks, the Canadian Muslim Civil Liberties Association (CMCLA) and the 
Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) recorded 110 violent Islamo-
phobic incidents.78 In half that time, Ottawa and Calgary documented a dou-
bling of Islamophobic hate crimes in their two cities.79

The discrimination did not lessen in the next decade. In a 2011 poll of 
Canadians, Muslims were ranked the least-liked among a choice of minor-
ity groups.80 This sentiment was especially prevalent in Quebec, where they 
were seen as a threat to the province’s tenet of secularism.81 In addition, police 
and security forces across the country were known to use racial profiling in 
an attempt to thwart terrorism.82 This practice was more likely to decrease 
national security rather than increase it: any time a group is isolated and mar-
ginalized, it has the potential to generate a national security weakness.83 To 
reduce this risk and improve relations, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police 
has been working with the Muslim community to foster trust and safety.84
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Conclusion

As the saying goes, “when the United States sneezes, Canada catches a cold.”85 
In the case of 9/11, Canada also caught pneumonia. The American response 
to the September 2001 attacks had an inordinate, lasting impact on its neigh-
bour to the north. The shared border was fortified, crossings decreased, and 
businesses dependent upon integrated supply chains suffered. The bilateral 
trade relationship also suffered, but Canadian exports to the United States fell 
significantly more than American exports to Canada. Diplomacy was strained 
by two rapid-fire insults that left Canadians smarting, but the Chrétien-Bush 
relationship and the story of Gander strengthened people-to-people ties. 
Four anti-terrorism acts, some more controversial than others, bolstered the 
Canadian government’s ability to find and prosecute terrorists. Canada fought 
alongside the United States in Afghanistan in the War on Terror, experienc-
ing financial and human losses along the way. Muslims and Arabs in Canada 
were faced with Islamophobia in the media, in the public sphere, and in their 
interactions with the police.

While some areas of the Canada-United States relationship have recovered 
since September 2001, many have not. Canada, despite its loyal support of the 
United States, suffered disproportionately in the years following the attacks. As 
Chrétien said on that fateful day, “The world will never be the same again”—
little did he know how profoundly the legacy of 9/11 would impact Canada.
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Constructed Identities: 
Colonization, Decolonization,  
and the Rwandan Genocide
Gillian Wagenaar, University of Waterloo

On August 7, 1994, the day after the assassination of Rwandan president Juvé-
nal Habyarimana, a series of executions of Tutsi and moderate Hutu officials 
began the Rwandan Genocide. Over the next several months and amid the 
Rwandan Civil War, approximately seventy percent of the country’s Tutsi pop-
ulation were wiped out based on their politicized identities.1 These identities, 
marked by the split between Hutu and Tutsi, were ultimately rooted in Rwan-
da’s colonial history. The Rwandan Genocide was in part the result of colo-
nial practices, linked to the politicization of constructed identities during the 
colonial period. Although a series of violent clashes between Rwandan and 
Belgian powers during the early twentieth century eventually led to the state 
gaining independence in 1962, the colonial mindset of division and differ-
ence that remained between Hutus and Tutsis made the creation of a singular 
Rwandan identity impossible. In the end, the tensions between two conflict-
ing Rwandan identities—Hutu and Tutsi—culminated in the 1994 Rwandan 
Genocide. In this essay I will examine the societal structures of pre-colonial 
Rwanda, the impact of colonialism on the Rwandan people, and how the con-
struction of naturalized identities resulted both in the failure of decoloniza-
tion and the genocide itself. By following the changing concept of identity 
through the history of both Rwanda and its people, a better understanding of 
the link between past and present conflicts will come to the forefront.

The identities of Hutu and Tutsi are not transhistorical: rather, their defi-
nitions have changed along with the tides of Rwandan history. As such, to 
understand the polarized relationship that emerged from the colonial era, 
their place in pre-colonial Rwanda must first be explored. Rwanda is found 
in the Great Lakes Region of eastern Africa, unique for the “long pre-colo-
nial existence of the state tradition” in the area.2 The core of the Kingdom of 
Rwanda, one of the oldest kingdoms in central and East Africa, was first estab-
lished in the fourteenth or fifteenth century, built as a Tutsi kingdom from sev-
eral smaller, assimilated states. Rwandan kings, known as baami or bahinzi, 
held little political power over the population, and took on a more sacred role 
as the “first among equals.”3 Instead, political power was held within patri-
lineal kin groups by lineage heads. Lineage heads possessed the ability to 
distribute and reclaim land holdings, as well as collect gifts from clients who 
used the land. This clientage system, though predominant in the early years 
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of the state, changed during the sixteenth century with the introduction of a 
permanent military organization in the Kingdom of Rwanda. Leaders of mil-
itary units, known as umutware, collected tributes from the regions they con-
trolled, returned them to a centralized court, and shifted power from control 
of the land to military strength. Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, the position of the lineage head was further eroded as umutware 
gained the ability to distribute land. By the eighteenth century, the introduc-
tion of new official roles created by the baami to collect state tributes meant 
that power had almost fully shifted from lineage heads to chiefs “appointed 
from above,” further centralizing the power of the Kingdom of Rwanda.4

The reign of Mwami Rwabugiri (1853–1895) continued the clientage sys-
tem, further unified the state under a centralized military structure, and 
expanded it through conquest. Rwabugiri would be the first baami to interact 
with Europeans, and his rule of colonization would ultimately define the iden-
tities of Hutu and Tutsi. While the presence of Tutsis predated the Kingdom 
of Rwanda, the Hutu identity was constructed as a consequence of Rwandan 
state formation. A Hutu could be anyone, regardless of ethnic background, 
subjugated under the expanding Rwandan state. As such, the politicized Hutu 
identity came to be associated with inferior status. While this preconception 
would carry on into the colonial period, what differentiated it in the pre-
colonial era was the notion of social mobility. The presence of kwihutura (the 
process of shedding the status of Hutu by climbing the socioeconomic lad-
der) and gucupira (the loss of Tutsi status through loss of wealth) meant that, 
while the identities of Hutu and Tutsi differed, they were also fluid.5 Other 
aspects of pre-colonial Rwandan society, such as intermarriage, shared lan-
guage and customs and the ability of Tutsi, Hutu, and Twa (a small minority 
indigenous group) to participate in official positions both within the military 
and administration of the state, further supplement the idea that while dif-
ferences mattered in the Kingdom of Rwanda, they were not yet naturalized. 
The coming of the colonial presence in the late nineteenth century would thus 
bring change, racializing the identities of Rwandans and cementing the divide 
between Hutu and Tutsi, with deadly consequences, for decades to come.

The colonial period in Rwanda began when the territory was presented 
as part of the new German East Africa following the Berlin Conference of 
1884. The conference, held in the newly-unified German state, was a way of 
deciding joint colonial policies amongst powerful nations in the “Scramble for 
Africa,” a nineteenth-century process of European intervention on the African 
continent. While economics was important in the race for overseas colonies, 
the recent surge of nationalism across the European continent had left several 
new states, including Germany, looking to establish their legitimacy on the 
world stage.6 Germans officially arrived in Rwanda in 1894 and took on a pol-
icy of indirect rule: while they did not significantly alter the pre-existing polit-
ical structure of the state, they did support the baami and associated social 
hierarchy, and used the power of kings and chiefs to rule the colony. Rwanda 
remained a German colony until the end of the First World War, after which 
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Belgium, accepting the League of Nations Mandate of 1916, took over gover-
nance of the territory. Force and division would define this period of Rwandan 
history, and Belgian power would remain in place until 1962 when Rwanda 
gained independence, but not freedom, from colonial rule.

For over six decades, the presence of colonial powers shaped the inter-
nal political and social landscape of the Rwandan state through religion, law, 
and racialization. Life in colonial Rwanda was defined by difference: between 
both colonizer and colonized; Hutu and Tutsi. While Germany had taken 
the approach of indirect rule in Rwanda, the shift to Belgian leadership had 
led to the creation of a hybrid state. Using the framework of the pre-existent 
political structure, Belgian authority introduced the concept of “subject races” 
and racial hierarchy. The colonial scholarship of both Germany and Belgium 
“constructed Hutu and Tutsi as different” based on observations of Tutsi aris-
tocrats and Hutu commoners, such as height differences and socioeconomic 
statuses.7 Following the “Hamitic Hypothesis” of race science popular during 
this period, Tutsis became associated with a more civilized (but alien) race 
within Rwanda, while Hutu (along with Twa) were viewed as purely indige-
nous. Through this came the confirmation of pre-colonial divisions. The Hutu 
and Tutsi both suffered under Belgian rule but in different ways. While the 
Hutu were treated as inferior and forced to supply resources and labour to the 
Belgian government, the Tutsi lost their identity as “true” Rwandans: standing 
between two worlds, they fit into neither. They existed on the edges of colo-
nial society, holding power over Hutus but little by European standards. Some 
had agency within this anti-Hutu system, but others existed within it under 
coercion. According to Mahmood Mamdani, the Belgian attitude towards the 
Tutsi was simple: “You whip the Hutu or we will whip you.”8 The hierarchy of 
Tutsi over Hutu was further emphasized through various colonial institutions. 
For example, the school system acted as a “womb of racial ideology” in which 
Tutsi privilege could be found through both the content and quality of edu-
cation: Tutsi children were prioritized and taught that they were born lead-
ers, while Hutus were instructed in manual labour.9 Politically, the Belgian 
state systematically deposed out all Hutu chiefs from the centralized system, 
replacing them with Tutsi chiefs who believed in the Hamitic myth. This pro-
cess continued over generations, a cycle of institutionalized difference within 
a common identity. The most important factor in the naturalization of Rwan-
dan identities, however, occurred with the introduction of identity cards in 
1935. By labelling each individual as either Hutu, Tutsi, Twa, or Naturalized, 
the fluidity of identity found in the pre-colonial era was lost forever.

The Second World War brought with it a global “wind of change” for colo-
nial holdings around the world.10 Though Rwanda remained under Belgian 
control in the wake of the conflict, independence was on the horizon. The 
United Nations had ruled that the Belgian government would have to eventu-
ally grant autonomy to the Rwandan state. Internal tensions grew in the years 
leading up to this independence, coming to a boiling point with the 1959 Rwan-
dan Revolution. Hutu demands for equality under pro-Tutsi rule led to several 
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months of attacks and a Tutsi refugee crisis as thousands fled to neighbouring 
countries. In early 1961, a Hutu coup deposed the Tutsi king and abolished the 
monarchy, leading Rwanda to take on an all-Hutu provisional government. 
The state gained independence on July 1, 1962, though the transition was vio-
lent: many more Tutsi were killed or fled the country, and tensions continued 
to rise over the years. Rwandans saw a reproduction of colonial identities in 
the new nationalist movement, with Hutu leadership again defining Tutsis as a 
separate subject race. Cycles of violence targeting Tutsis were not uncommon 
throughout the mid-twentieth century. In 1973, a military coup saw Juvénal 
Habyarimana take power as well as the continuation of Tutsi discrimination 
and their redefinition from “race” to “ethnicity.”11 Though under a different 
label, Habyarimana’s leadership carried on the legacy of naturalized identities 
and the institutional and state-sanctioned division between Hutu and Tutsi. 
In 1990, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (or Front Patriotique Rwandais, FPR), a 
group of rebels who had been forced out of the country by pro-Hutu violence, 
invaded northern Rwanda and began the Rwandan Civil War. Condemning 
the failures of Rwanda’s Hutu government in the face of independence and 
the refugee crisis, the FPR clashed with the Rwandan military until a ceasefire 
was called in 1991. Negotiations began between President Habyarimana and 
the FPR, who demanded inclusion in the Rwandan government. The idea was 
opposed by the Hutu extremist group Hutu Power, who spread anti-Tutsi pro-
paganda across the country. The negotiations of peace, however, would not 
come to fruition: on April 6, 1994, Habyarimana’s plane was shot down near 
Kigali, and the ceasefire ended.

The presidential assassination was blamed both on Hutu extremists and 
FPR leaders separately, though the origin of the attack remains unknown 
to this day. Unlike the identity of the attackers, the events that followed the 
death of Habyarimana are all too well known. Organized killings of Tutsi and 
moderate Hutu state officials, as well as of Belgian soldiers from the United 
Nations, began immediately. The killings were part of a plan orchestrated 
by Hutu Power extremists, whose goal was to create a political vacuum that 
would need to be filled by an interim Hutu government, which was estab-
lished in late April. The following months left the country in almost complete 
anarchy, with the Rwandan military and various Hutu militia groups playing 
central roles in the organized killings. Anti-Tutsi propaganda fuelled animos-
ity between Hutu and Tutsi neighbours, leading to the participation of more 
than 200,000 Hutu civilians in the genocide. Consolee Nishimwe, who spent 
the summer of 1994 in hiding with her mother and sisters after her father and 
brothers were killed by Hutu militia, recalled local radio stations referring to 
Tutsi as “cockroaches” and “snakes” in attempts to further the divide between 
neighbours.12 Illuminée Nganemariya, who witnessed the death of her hus-
band a month after their wedding, described how her sister, a Tutsi teacher, 
was killed by her Hutu students.13 Fortunate Mukankuranga, a Hutu woman 
now imprisoned for her role in the genocide, remembered coming across a 
group of attackers beating two men in the street of her town in mid-April, 



Constructed Identities  •  Wagenaar 51

taking up a stick, and hitting the victims while shouting, “Tutsis must die!.”14 

Violence committed against the Tutsi population took many forms: machete 
attacks, live burials, drownings, arson, mutilations, torture, and sexual vio-
lence (including the spread of HIV/AIDS through rape) were included among 
first-hand accounts of the genocide. In addition, places of shelter and sanctu-
ary—churches, hospitals, and schools—were turned into “slaughterhouses” 
and a large amount of Tutsi property was destroyed in the process.15

Though a large number of Hutu took part in the killings, violence was 
not committed entirely without resistance: many were unwilling and forced to 
choose between their own lives and the lives of others. For many, the decision 
between life and death was made easier by the perceived divide encouraged 
between Hutu and Tutsi. One study in the aftermath of the conflict found 
that some Hutu perpetrators viewed themselves as good people and that 
their actions during the genocide were the result of extreme circumstances 
rather than inherently evil individuals, similar to the moral gray zone of the 
Sonderkommando in the Nazi death camps of the Second World War.16 That 
being said, some Hutus resisted entirely, placing themselves in danger to save 
their Tutsi friends and neighbours. This was the case with Olive Mukankusi, 
who managed to bribe Hutu soldiers to not kill three Tutsi women she had 
been hiding in a banana beer pit behind her home.17 Some support came from 
the United Nations, already stationed in Rwanda as part of a monitoring mis-
sion, though its failure in negotiating a ceasefire between the FPR and Hutu 
extremists and later reduction in troops meant it had little impact on the con-
flict overall. In the end, the Rwandan Genocide came to an end in mid-July of 
1994, following the establishment of a transitional government that included 
both Hutu and Tutsi leadership. The FPR had spent the months following 
the initial killings working towards the capture of Kigali, eventually secur-
ing the capital and forcing the Hutu extremist leaders to flee the country. 
While sources differ on the extent of the killings, it is estimated that between 
500,000 to 800,000 Tutsi civilians died during this period, as well as some-
where between 6,000 to 60,000 Hutu. An additional 2,000,000 Rwandans 
of all backgrounds fled the country during the conflict, though the majority 
returned in the following years.18 The genocide occurred based on ethnicity, 
a characteristic of Hutu and Tutsi identities which was first ingrained into 
Rwandan society by the racialization of colonial rule. Without the original 
and polarized division between the two groups (and to a lesser extent, the 
Twa) the dramatic and devastating events of 1994 would not have taken place.

The Rwandan Genocide was a violent and almost unprecedented event in 
recent history, and the many factors attributed to its cause by scholars and eye-
witnesses alike only scratch the surface of its occurrence. What I have outlined 
in this essay, built off of previous scholarship, is the framework of division onto 
which all other issues were constructed. In April of 2014, twenty years after the 
events of the Rwandan Genocide, President Paul Kagame gave a public address 
in the nation’s capital of Kigali. During his speech, he made specific reference 
to the colonial powers that had affected the state, noting that while the people 
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who carried out the genocide were Rwandan, the “history and root causes go 
beyond [Rwanda].”19 Scholarship both past and present has pointed to colonial-
ism as a major factor in the division which led to the Rwandan Genocide. From 
the institutional racialization of Hutu and Tutsi identities under colonial rule 
to the inability of the state to break from the mindset of inherent difference 
following independence, the influence of external powers on internal strife 
in Rwanda is clear. While the focus of this essay has been on Hutus and Tut-
sis in Rwanda, further explorations of division can be made by examining the 
impact of colonialism on the smaller Twa population in the country, the rela-
tionship between Rwanda and Burundi during the process of decolonization, 
or with larger comparative studies of colonial racialization and identity in the 
post-colonial world as a whole. In the case of Rwanda, pitting neighbour against 
neighbour and dividing a nation, the legacy of colonialism—and the potential 
failures of decolonization—cannot be ignored.
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The Survival of American  
AIDS Foreign Policy
Brendan Foley

Abstract

Conceived in 2003 during the Bush administration, the President’s Emer-
gency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) remains the largest global health pro-
gram devised to combat a single disease. In this paper, I will examine how a 
diverse set of stakeholders, including economic, religious, health systems, 
and defense interests, mobilized to support American AIDS foreign policy. I 
will relate how these interests lobbied for PEPFAR in order to advance their 
own goals, much of which were peripheral to the humanitarian objectives of 
combating the global AIDS crisis. I will then trace the actions of these stake-
holders over the course of the Clinton, Bush, Obama, and Trump admin-
istrations. The purpose of this paper is not to assess whether PEPFAR was 
a successful program; its accomplishments are universally acknowledged. 
Rather, I seek to understand the power and processes ensuring PEPFAR’s 
survival to the current day. Finally, I conclude with three lessons learned by 
PEPFAR, namely the role of issue-framing in building coalitions, the critical 
applications of public-private partnerships, and the importance of adapt-
able policy. These lessons serve as a model for the US to respond to COVID-
19 in an era of extreme partisanship.

Introduction

In 1999, the World Health Organization (WHO) announced that AIDS had 
become the fourth deadliest disease globally, and the number one killer in 
Africa. By the turn of the 21st century, AIDS was responsible for 19% of world-
wide deaths.1 Meanwhile, developed countries were beginning to decrease 
mortality rates associated with HIV/AIDS due to widespread availability of 
ART, an antiretroviral therapy (ART) to control HIV in the body, lower trans-
mission rates, and prevent the progression to AIDS.2 Mortality and infection 
rates associated with HIV/AIDS were rapidly climbing in developing coun-
tries. By 2003, HIV/AIDS had infected over 25 million individuals in sub-
Saharan Africa, alone.3

In his 2003 State of the Union Address, President George W. Bush uni-
laterally announced the five-year, $15 billion President’s Emergency Plan for 
AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) to combat HIV/AIDS in 15 countries.4 The program, 
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which allocated funds to HIV treatment, HIV prevention programs, palliative 
care, and support for orphans and vulnerable children, was passed with over-
whelming bipartisan support.5 

My central research question asks: How and why did PEPFAR survive to 
the current day? In order to evaluate this question, I will identify and examine 
the main stakeholders of PEPFAR, their interests, and their degree of influence 
over the global health program. To provide context, I will explore the power 
balance between US political parties during each administration. Finally, I 
will explore how the stakeholders and their motivations to support PEPFAR 
have changed over time. 

In section 1, “Pre-PEPFAR,” I will examine the influence of economic 
interests on the Clinton administration’s AIDS foreign policy and later iden-
tify how defense interests contributed to Clinton’s policy evolution on AIDS. 
In section 2, “Birth of PEPFAR,” I will analyze how the Bush administration 
mobilized bipartisan support around PEPFAR by designing a global health 
program that fulfilled the interests of religious, economic, and defense stake-
holders. In section 3, “PEPFAR Evolves,” I will study the emerging influence of 
the health systems interests and the new role of the economic interests during 
the Obama administration. In section 4, “Survival of PEPFAR,” I will examine 
how the confluence of religious, defense, and economic interests survived the 
“America First” ideology of the Trump administration. Finally, in section 5, 
“Lessons Learned from PEPFAR,” I will conclude my paper with the argument 
that the stakeholder coalition behind PEPFAR serves as a roadmap to navigate 
extreme partisanship in the age of COVID-19.

1. Clinton Administration: “Pre-PEPFAR” 

From the 1980s and continuing into the 1990s, the US was largely indifferent 
to the escalating AIDS epidemic. Scholar Behrman communicates this indif-
ference, declaring “the Reagan (AIDS) strategy, to the extent that there was 
one, was to avoid it.”6 Instead, US foreign policy was preoccupied with the dis-
solution of the Soviet Union and their efforts to establish a new liberal world 
order. The wave of economic liberalization that followed would establish the 
World Trade Organization (WTO), a multilateral organization that would set 
up the first fundamental battle of stakeholder interests behind PEPFAR. 

As a strong proponent of economic liberalization, the Clinton adminis-
tration lobbied within the WTO forum in favor of the Agreement on Trade-
Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS). This international 
economic agreement established uniform patent regulations for all members 
of the WTO.7 As signatories, developing countries were contractually bound 
to respect the copyrights of US corporations. The Clinton administration 
viewed it as a major advantage for the US as TRIPS forced developing countries 
who previously did not have intellectual property laws to replicate and match 
the laws of developed countries.8 However, the TRIPS agreement would soon 
wreak deadly consequences.
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Economic Interests

Only one year after the TRIPS agreement came into effect, the FDA approved 
antiretroviral therapy (ART) to treat HIV and prevent the progression of 
AIDS.9 US pharmaceutical companies patented early ART, offering the medi-
cations to all who could pay. Under TRIPS, these pharmaceutical companies 
maintained a 20-year monopoly over the life-saving treatment and were free 
to set the prices as they saw fit. Given their inability to pay the almost $15 thou-
sand annual bill for the daily cocktail of drugs involved in HIV treatments, 
millions of HIV+ individuals in sub-Saharan Africa were sentenced to death 
for a treatable disease. The restrictions imposed by TRIPS halted the produc-
tion of low-cost generic HIV treatment as well.10 

As the AIDS epidemic grew exponentially in the late 1990s, Murhula argues 
that US economic interests and the political conditions of Clinton’s presi-
dency contributed to his “weak and sporadic” AIDS foreign policy.11 Marking 
a departure from his Republican predecessors, President Clinton directly rec-
ognized the AIDS crisis as a threat to American lives by establishing the Office 
of National AIDS policy in 1993. However, President Clinton refused to tackle 
the AIDS crisis at an international level.12

It is important to understand two significant pieces of context around 
President Clinton’s inaction. First, President Clinton faced powerful domes-
tic opposition to foreign aid in Congress. In 1994, the Republicans took both 
houses of Congress with a conservative Republican majority that favored cuts 
to foreign aid.13 Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Sena-
tor Jesse Helms (R) denounced foreign aid, declaring it “merely siphoned 
funds from US taxpayers to inept despots or corrupt regimes; . . . the money 
rarely went to those in need . . . and when it did, it helped make recipients 
dependent on American aid.”14 Senator Helms epitomizes the partisan hostil-
ity to foreign aid, which was particularly strong in the Evangelical Christian 
community. The second factor to be understood is the powerful lobbying 
efforts conducted by the pharmaceutical industry to influence the Clinton 
administration. Despite the media attention around activism for essential 
medicines, historian Stavinoha communicates the success of PhrMA’s lob-
bying which focused on, “ access to policymakers around the existing global 
intellectual property rights regime through political communication activi-
ties that largely bypass public arenas.”15 Ultimately, political lobbying over-
powered grassroots AIDS activism in influencing President Clinton’s early 
AIDS foreign policy. 

The US government’s response to violations of the TRIPS agreement 
exemplifies the influence of economic interests on the Clinton administra-
tion’s AIDS foreign policy. In 1997, the South African parliament amended the 
Medicines Related Substance Control Act (MRSCA) to allow the government 
to provide access to essential HIV medications.16 By the mid-1990s, South 
Africa had the largest population of HIV+ individuals in the world, prompting 
the country’s post-apartheid government to bypass the patents of pharmaceu-
tical companies. 
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Motivated to protect the economic interests of US corporations, the Clin-
ton administration categorized South Africa’s MRSCA as a violation of TRIPS, 
arguing that generic production of ART breached intellectual property copy-
rights. In a meeting with President Mandela, Al Gore threatened economic 
sanctions unless President Mandela repealed MRSCA.17 39 pharmaceutical 
companies would file suit against South Africa on the basis that MRSCA vio-
lated their intellectual property rights guaranteed under TRIPS. South Africa’s 
MRSCA was just one of several laws passed by developing countries, including 
Brazil and India, who sought to bypass the economic interests of Pharmaceu-
tical Research and Manufacturers of America (PhRMA).18 

Defense Interests

President Clinton and his cabinet continued to block any efforts to produce 
generic drugs until 2000. During the last year of his administration, President 
Clinton enacted Executive Order 13155. The order stated that the US govern-
ment would no longer block generic production of AIDS medication for sub-
Saharan populations.19 A massive reversal in trade policy, President Clinton 
recognized the humanitarian need for essential medicines as greater than 
the importance of international patent protections. Though transformative, 
Executive Order 13155 would never take effect. President Clinton’s successor, 
President Bush, never implemented the order.

Some scholars argue the sheer magnitude of the AIDS crisis was the 
primary factor in President Clinton’s policy reversal. By the turn of the 21st 
century, the Joint UN Program on AIDS released a shocking report which pre-
dicted that AIDS would kill over 50% of the young adult population in coun-
tries like South Africa and Botswana.20

However, the historian Spectar makes a persuasive argument that refram-
ing AIDS foreign policy as a matter of US defense interests motivated Pres-
ident Clinton’s reversal. Spectar argues that “the quickening of the process 
of globalization, rendering infectious diseases a new security threat to the 
US . . . infectious diseases are a challenge to health and economic productiv-
ity, as well as a danger to economic development and political stability.”21 For-
mer US Ambassador to the UN Richard Holbrooke summarizes the Clinton 
administration’s growing reckoning of the AIDS crisis, declaring, “if you ask 
what the number one problem is in the world today, I would say it is AIDS.”22

Lastly, it is important to recognize the impact of the 1994 Rwandan geno-
cide in triggering President Clinton’s evolution on AIDS. In a 2013 interview, 
President Clinton expresses his regrets to intervene, declaring “if we’d gone in 
(to Rwanda) sooner, I believe we could have saved at least a third of the lives 
that were lost . . . it had an enduring impact on me.”23 One might infer that 
President Clinton’s shame at not acting in the face of mass-atrocity in the case 
of the Rwandan genocide influenced his administration to take on an inter-
ventionist role on the continent. Thus in the last year of his administration, he 
reversed his position on TRIPS.
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2. Bush Administration: Birth of PEPFAR

The transition from President Clinton to President Bush marked a trans-
formation in the ideology guiding American AIDS foreign policy. President 
Bush’s preference for the private sector coupled with his conservative Chris-
tian values established a new administration for the stakeholders to impose 
their interests. Furthermore, the political conditions following the aftermath 
of 9/11 significantly influenced the conception of PEPFAR in 2003. 

Religious Interests

Historically, US religious groups were hostile to addressing the AIDS epi-
demic, dismissing the disease as a problem limited to the gay community. 
Evangelical Reverend Jerry Fallwell, founder of the Christian lobbying group 
the Moral Majority, interpreted AIDS as God’s punishment for the sexual lib-
eration revolution of the 1960’s.24 This belief garnered popularity in the reli-
gious community until the late 1990s. 

Author Doonan argues that religious interests behind AIDS foreign policy 
shifted once HIV became popularly defined as a disease affecting innocent 
victims rather than “sinful homosexuals.”25 Gradually, AIDS began to be rec-
ognized by the American public as a disease affecting heterosexuals as well 
as homosexuals, babies through mother-child transmission, and hospital 
patients via contaminated blood transfusions.26

Senator Jesse Helms (R) epitomizes a broader shift facilitated through 
issue-framing. After attending a Christian missionary forum, Senator Helms 
recognized the suffering of African HIV/AIDS victims. Scholar Murhula 
analyzes Senator Helm’s Washington Post op-ed, arguing “Helms stated his 
shame for having done so little to help the victims of AIDS, a politician whose 
voting record on opposing government financing of AIDS programs was well 
known, . . . writing, ‘I have been too lax too long in doing something really 
significant about AIDS.’”27 Thus, Senator Helms ended his association of AIDS 
with the taboo of gay sex, recognizing the moral imperative to act on behalf of 
innocent AIDS victims. It cannot be understated the extent to which Senator 
Helm shifted the Evangelical Christian community, and therefore, the Repub-
lican party to become strong supporters of AIDS interventionism. 

 President Bush’s ideological basis for PEPFAR was founded on his reli-
gious faith. President Bush’s governing ideology of compassionate conserva-
tism used Christian doctrine to justify this expansive global health program. 
Appealing to Christian morality, the Bush administration motivated religious 
interests as a stakeholder in PEPFAR’s coalition.

Scholar Boyd offers a key motivation that mobilized the religious stakeholder 
to support PEPFAR. She argues that reforming individuals’ “behavior change,’’ 
specifically sexual behavior of sub-Saharan Africans, was the foremost motivat-
ing factor behind religious interests in PEPFAR.28 Specifically, US evangelicals 
were concerned with eliminating youth behavior where heterosexual sex, before 
marriage, was the leading behavior behind HIV transmission in youth.29 
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Evidence of the religious stakeholder’s influence can be seen in PEPFAR’s 
legislation. Federal guidelines required 33% of all federal funding related 
to HIV prevention programs be allocated to abstinence- programs.30 The 
Abstain, Be Faithful, and Condoms (ABC) campaign was the most visible HIV 
prevention program managed under PEPFAR.31 The ABC program exemplified 
an intervention proposed by religious interests that would specifically target 
immoral behavior through educational and public awareness initiatives. The 
ABC program Christian roots imposed a moral imprint on PEPFAR’s programs.

The role of faith-based organizations (FBOs) in PEPFAR’s on the ground 
infrastructure cements the influence of the religious stakeholder. FBOs 
include a wide swath of organizations that span non-profits, religious insti-
tutions (churches), and faith networks consisting of entire groups of com-
munities linked in the same organizational structure.32 Experts estimate that 
between 30–40% of health care providers in Sub-Saharan Africa are funded 
by FBOs, demonstrating the huge influence religion had in executing the pro-
grams within PEPFAR.33 These churches had the ability to reach marginal-
ized people in remote areas of sub-Saharan Africa as faith was popular in both 
urban and rural areas.34 It is important to understand that religious interests 
not only influenced PEPFAR as a stakeholder, but also formed a cross-border 
network essential to carrying out the programs of PEPFAR.

President Bush’s reliance on FBOs in facilitating PEPFAR’s HIV preven-
tion campaigns reflects the critical application of public-private partnerships 
in advancing American AIDS foreign policy. Though FBOs are not technically 
the private sector, these non-secular entities provided advantages that could 
not be replicated by the government. Shepard Smith, a Christian missionary 
who served in the Bush administration, highlights the fact that FBOs already 
established a reservoir of trust in local communities and therefore were better 
equipped to succeed in shaping behavior.35 With the majority of sub-Saharan 
Africans being religious, FBOs wielded African faith as a tool to promote HIV 
prevention campaigns.36 By partnering with non secular entities, therefore the 
private sector, the Bush administration acquired the highly trusted network of 
FBOs as an intermediary conduit to advance the goals of PEPFAR. 

Defense Interests 

The 9/11 terrorist attacks defined the political climate of the Bush administra-
tion, increasing appetite for interventionism across the American public and 
Bush’s cabinet.37 The most famous responses to the 9/11 attacks were the inva-
sion of Iraq and the war in Afghanistan; however, hard power was not the only 
intervention employed by the Bush administration to prevent future terrorist 
attacks. PEPFAR represented more than a humanitarian response to a crisis. 
The global health program advanced US defense interests by preventing the 
conditions that led to the rise of non-state actors in sub-Saharan Africa.38

In the post-9/11 environment, the Bush administration redefined HIV/
AIDS foreign policy as a matter of defense interests. Secretary of State Colin 
Powell recognized AIDS as a threat to both the security of the US and African 
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states through the rise of non-state actors. In a 2002 speech, Secretary Powell 
stated that, “It is a destroyer of societies. It has the potential to destabilize 
regions, perhaps even entire continents. It can tear social fabric apart within 
any nation. It can rob young democracies of citizens they need to build freer, 
better futures.”39 

Following 9/11, many studies examined how the failed state of Afghanistan 
contributed to the formation of Al Qaeda in the region. Susan Rice, Assistant 
Secretary of State for African Affairs under the Clinton administration, theo-
rized that, “the absence of authority in failed states creates a power vacuum 
that allows for violent non-state actors to rise to power and establish networks 
and safe havens in the region.”40 For the defense stakeholder, preventing state 
failure was a key motivation behind funding PEPFAR. 

Scholar Mark Brown compares the particular destruction of AIDS com-
pared to other diseases like malaria malaria, describing AIDS as, “it rips across 
social structures, targeting a young continent’s young people, particularly its 
girls; by cutting deep into all sectors of society it undermines vital economic 
growth—reducing future national GDP size.”41 According to the defense stake-
holder, HIV/AIDS was the perfect catalyst to topple already weakened states 
in sub-Saharan Africa by targeting a state’s political institutions, economic 
prosperity, and social structures.

By appealing to defense interests through issue-framing, President Bush 
brought both political and financial capital to the conception of PEPFAR. 
Framing PEPFAR as a defense priority found a more receptive audience in 
Congress. Historically, defense spending, particularly the annual National 
Defense Authorization Act, enjoyed solid bipartisan support. This strategy 
blocked traditional opposition to expensive global health programs particu-
larly common among Republican spending-hawks in Congress.42

Issue-framing allowed PEPFAR to be designed as an interagency program. 
Representing both a security and humanitarian program, PEPFAR accessed the 
expertise, personnel, and most importantly funding of over 8 federal agencies. 
Susan Rice concludes that PEPFAR secured funding from the Department of 
Defense and gained access to a massive budget because AIDS was framed as a 
security threat to US citizens.43 Without the defense stakeholder, it is unlikely 
PEPFAR would have secured the same degree of funding. 

Economic Interests

The Bush administration overturned President Clinton’s Order 13155, signaling 
President Bush’s early support for the economic interests of multinational cor-
porations in the fight over TRIPS. President Bush’s conservative beliefs concern-
ing free market principles put him at odds with his predecessor’s legacy on HIV/
AIDS foreign policy. Murhula argues, “the Bush administration’s policy sought 
to implement reform of the US foreign aid instead [promoting] an instatement 
of neoliberal business-oriented model of welfare provision. The very design of 
PEPFAR was a subtle conservative repeal of President Clinton’s HIV/AIDS for-
eign policy that permitted African countries to overlook, if need be, the TRIPS 
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Agreement for the sake of public health welfare provision for their citizens.”44 
The ‘neoliberal business-oriented model’ reflects Bush’s preference for a policy 
on TRIPS that avoided government interference in the private sector. 

In early 2001, the Bush administration began to craft its own AIDS foreign 
policy balancing the economic interests of the US pharmaceutical compa-
nies with the suffering of HIV+ individuals in developing countries. Early in 
his administration, President Bush pledged American support to the Global 
Fund, however, his support came with an asterisk, declaring, “we believe the 
Fund [Global] must respect IPRs [intellectual property rights] as an incentive 
for vital research and development.”45 Despite President Bush’s support for the 
Global Fund, PhRMA continued to lobby the administration to maintain its 
control over name-brand HIV medication.

In November 2001, WTO members responded to the growing outcry from 
international AIDS activists. Amending the TRIPS agreement, the WTO rati-
fied the Doha Declaration which granted members of the WTO the right to 
grant compulsory licenses, and the ability to skirt TRIPS agreement.46 Devel-
oping countries were encouraged by the Doha Declaration’s emphasis on 
compulsory licensing, which allows a government to allow the licensing of a 
patent to a third-party without the permission of the patent holder.47 Under 
this revision to TRIPS, the US government could license patents on ART to 
third parties, including developing countries, without the permission of phar-
maceutical companies. This declaration represented a major victory for AIDS 
activists in developing countries. 

The Bush administration used issue-framing to change how the economic 
stakeholder saw its interests regarding access to essential medicines. In a 
widely cited 2001 report, Amir Attaran studies whether intellectual patents for 
ART limits access to treatment. Attaran concludes, “a variety of de facto bar-
riers are more responsible [than patents] for impeding access to antiretroviral 
treatment.”48 These barriers include the poverty of African countries, the high 
cost of ART, international and national regulations for medicines and tariffs. 
Attaran argues that the primary barrier was the lack of international financial 
aid to fund and distribute ART. Bush era policymakers cited this report to 
reframe the problem regarding access to ART away from an issue of patent 
barriers to one of poverty and a lack of foreign aid. When designing PEPFAR 
in 2003, the Bush administration believed that a market-driven foreign aid 
program would be best suited to address HIV/AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa as 
it was optimally suited to overcome the barrier of poverty. 

Despite major concessions granted by the Doha Declaration, the eco-
nomic stakeholder continued to wield leverage over AIDS foreign policy under 
the Bush administration. First, President Bush decided that HIV treatment 
provided by PEPFAR would only use name-brand ART medications.49 This 
decision would prove to be a victory for the economic interests of corporations 
who would continue to profit off of their more expensive name-brand drugs, 
rather than having to compete over PEPFAR contracts with the generic drugs 
flooding into the market post-Doha Declaration. 
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The decision to limit PEPFAR’s HIV treatment to expensive name-brand 
drugs proved to be controversial. Chairwoman of the Congressional Caucus 
on HIV/AIDS, Rep. Barbara Lee (D) epitomizes this backlash, writing that 
“it is no secret that US pharmaceutical companies are among your strongest 
political supporters, having contributed over $40 million to your political 
party in the last five years.”50 The Bush administration defended its policy on 
generic drugs by questioning the quality of these medications. However, the 
WHO had already approved the safety of generic ART. 51 Ceding to Demo-
cratic pressure, the Bush administration reversed its policy in 2005 on generic 
drugs allowing PEPFAR to distribute generic HIV treatment.52

The influence of the economic stakeholder is cemented by President 
Bush’s nomination of Randall Tobias to the Office of Global AIDS coordina-
tor - the de-facto head of PEPFAR.53 Randall Tobias was the former CEO of Eli 
Lilly & Company- one of the largest US pharmaceutical companies. He had 
no prior experience working on the AIDS crisis. Rather, President Bush chose 
Tobias due to his private sector experience and his relationships with power-
ful PhRMA. Only years earlier, Eli-Lilly & Company lobbied the US govern-
ment to block the production of generic drugs.54 President Bush’s decision to 
appoint a former pharmaceutical representative is emblematic of his distrust 
of government bureaucracy and his preference for economic interests in guid-
ing PEPFAR’s programs.

3. Obama Administration: PEPFAR Evolves

By President Obama’s inauguration in January 2009, the global recession was 
in full swing, the US unemployment rate was approaching 10 percent, and 
both the American housing and stock markets were plummeting.55 The 2008 
financial crisis defined President Obama’s first term and established a strained 
economic and political climate for PEPFAR. A multi-billion foreign aid initia-
tive was more difficult to defend and expand during a world-wide recession. By 
President Obama’s inauguration, the US had been involved in Iraq and Afghan-
istan for over five years, with appetite for American interventionism at an all 
time low.56 Though President Obama controlled both houses of Congress in the 
first two years of his term, both Democrats and Republicans had little interest 
in expensive global health programs due to the problems facing the countries 
domestically. As a result, President Obama sought to cut PEPFAR’s funding that 
was solely directed to HIV/AIDS and expand the mission of PEPFAR to encom-
pass broader global health programs by PEPFAR’s reauthorization in 2013. 

Health Systems Interests

President Barack Obama sought to expand his predecessor’s legacy in HIV/
AIDS by forming a new global health program that broadened the impact 
of US global health funding. In May 2009, President Obama established the 
Global Health Initiative (GHI) in order to create an overarching framework for 
U.S. global health policy in regards to HIV/AIDS, maternal and child health, 
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family planning, and neglected tropical diseases.57 GHI’s purpose broadened 
the scope of US health aid and to streamline the governance of these vari-
ous interventions under a single model.58 Before PEPFAR’s reauthorization in 
Congress, President Obama sought to cut funding directed towards PEPFAR 
by $563 million. He was motivated to divert funding away from treating HIV/
AIDS towards a greater array of diseases, specifically the Mother and Child 
Health Initiatives (MCH).59 

The Obama administration’s focus on diverting the funding of PEPFAR is 
representative of a fourth stakeholder: health systems interests. Author Eng-
land’s argument epitomizes the stakeholder’s key motivation that PEPFAR 
funding siphons resources away from primary care. England writes “[PEPFAR 
aid] distorts countries’ efforts to deal with their problems, because most of 
this new aid is delivered ‘off budget, resulting in separate plans, operations, 
and monitoring—all in parallel with government systems.”60 Health systems 
interests seek to reform disease specific programs like PEPFAR, citing their 
duplicative structures that undermine local health systems.

Health systems interests argue that PEPFAR does not maximize the fund-
ing it utilizes. This stakeholder did not originate during the Obama admin-
istration. Rather, in the 1990s, global health officials questioned whether the 
focus on HIV/AIDS programs diverted funding away from cheaper, more 
effective health programs. Jonathan Quick, WHO Health management spe-
cialist, argued that the yearly cost of supplying HIV medicine ($10 thousand) 
could be spent on dehydration medicines for over 10 thousand individuals.61 
AIDS was an extremely expensive disease to tackle as compared with other 
infectious diseases like tuberculosis. 

Many in the Obama administration believed that PEPFAR’s interventions 
were too specific in the context of how much funding PEPFAR receives. By 
only addressing HIV/AIDS, PEPFAR ignored other global health emergencies 
in addition to underfunding primary care systems. In 2012, scholars estimated 
that approximately 75 percent of all US aid directed towards global health ini-
tiatives was spent on PEPFAR programs.62 

Dr. Ezekiel Emanuel served as a Special Advisor to health policy under 
President Obama and was a leading proponent of health systems interests 
behind PEPFAR. In May 2012, before PEPFAR was set to expire, Dr. Emanuel 
promoted the health systems stakeholder in a controversial report. He chal-
lenged US lawmakers to confront the question of which global health initiative 
provides the greatest improvement in health, with the least amount of dollars 
wasted. He cites the research of Bendavid et al. and points out that there is no 
end date to PEPFAR. He questions the sustainability of PEPFAR asking how 
long US politicians would be willing to spend tax dollars on ART. At the crux 
of his argument is the question: when will African countries receiving assis-
tance take on their “shared responsibility.63

Emanuel argues that other diseases affect more people around the world. 
Health systems stakeholders are motivated to help low income countries with 
diseases that create a larger burden for society.64 Respiratory and diarrheal 
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diseases which have higher mortality rates and affect more individuals than 
AIDS embody both a larger financial cost and medical burden for develop-
ing countries health systems. 65 Emanuel concludes that if the US wanted to 
address more pressing crises, they should expand the scope of their programs 
to address a wider array of diseases. Dr. Peter Navario echoes this argument 
calling attention to the issue of primary care systems,asking “do disease-spe-
cific ‘vertical’ or ‘silo’ programs distort public health priorities and de-empha-
size the importance of primary care?”66 Navario draws attention to PEPFAR’s 
singular focus on HIV and whether it diverts funding away from weak primary 
care systems. Ultimately, Emanuel and Navario summarize the interests of the 
health systems stakeholder as funding the global health initiative that gets the 
“biggest bang for your buck.”67 

The emergence of health systems interests reflects one of PEPFAR’s great-
est strengths: adaptability. When PEPFAR was conceived in 2003, the global 
health program was designed as immediate emergency relief.68 This first phase 
focused on speed and saving lives rather than crafting a sustainable long-term 
program. As the health systems stakeholder began to lobby for its interests 
during the Obama administration, PEPFAR shifted into a second phase that 
focused on building sustainable partnerships between PEPFAR recipient 
countries and the US. 

Defense Interests II: Strategic Health Diplomacy 

Though President Obama sought to initially cut back on funding for PEPFAR, 
many within his cabinet and the diplomatic community managed to stop these 
cuts to PEPFAR, citing a new motivation behind the defense stakeholder.

Since President Bush’s invasion of Iraq and the subsequent War on Ter-
ror, many states saw an upsurge in anti-American sentiments and a decline in 
popular support in global opinion polls.69 Africa, however, was the exception 
to this trend. Motivated to build stronger alliances abroad, the Obama admin-
istration hoped to reverse this decline of how countries around the world 
viewed American interventions. The diplomatic community understood that 
PEPFAR positively impacted African perspectives of US interventionism; as a 
result, the diplomatic community became a major proponent of defense inter-
ests behind PEPFAR. 70

Scholar Tella offers a compelling thesis as to why African popular opinion 
on the United States resisted global trends of decline. He argues that Ameri-
can soft power, through programs like PEPFAR, is a tool by which the US can 
gain strategic benefits by creating a positive perspective among Africans of US 
interventions.71 Tella declares that “while PEPFAR is on one level a humanitar-
ian intervention, it also enables Washington to pursue its foreign policy objec-
tives, including image building and enhancing US economic ties.”72 Using 
examples like the abundance of Africa’s raw materials, Tella promotes PEPFAR 
as a means of achieving economic growth. By building support among sub-
Saharan Africans through PEPFAR, Americans can then reap the rewards and 
gain both political and economic profits. 
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Strategic health diplomacy (SHD) is the belief that by addressing global 
health crises around the world, the United States can establish diplomatic lever-
age in the country receiving aid, thus, advancing US national interests.73 In the 
Bipartisan Policy Center’s (BPC) 2015 report on PEPFAR, two former Senators 
Bill Frist (R) and Tom Daschle (D) argue that the costs of PEPFAR are out-
weighed by the diplomatic benefits of PEPFAR. The two senators cite Gallup 
polls (2007, 2011) conducted on the global average of public opinion collected 
in 15 focus countries receiving PEPFAR assistance. The Republican and Demo-
cratic senators conclude, “PEPFAR countries have an average approval rating 
of 68 percent compared with the global average of 46 percent.”74 It is evident 
from the data that PEPFAR recipient countries are correlated with higher pub-
lic polling averages, therefore a more positive view of the US. A major motiva-
tion behind defense interests is this belief that a friendly partnership is a more  
fruitful one for US security. By increasing public support of the US in the sub-
Saharan region, the US stands to gain from a more amicable relationship.75

In addition, the senators analyze a quantitative comparison between PEP-
FAR assisted countries and that of sub-Saharan countries that did not directly 
receive PEPFAR aid. The data gathered by the World Bank between the years 
of 2004 to 2014 reflects that PEPFAR assisted countries performed better than 
non-PEPFAR countries on several governance indicators. These include politi-
cal stability, absence of violence, and rule of law. Thus, the Obama adminis-
tration faced further evidence that PEPFAR stabilized aid recipient countries. 
The new motivation behind defense interests ensured that AIDS foreign pol-
icy remained a matter of US security.76

These substantial increases in governance indicators as well as public 
approval of the US motivated the Obama administration to maintain PEP-
FAR’s funding as it created stronger partnerships between the US and aid 
recipients. Stronger partnerships based on more trust allowed the US to proj-
ect values of human rights, democracy, and international cooperation as well 
as its own strategic interests such as economic opportunities, trade deals, and 
military bases. Thus, PEPFAR sustained its funding by adapting to strategic 
health diplomacy, a new motivation behind defense interests. PEPFAR proved 
its resiliency by advancing a new dimension of defense interests.

Economic Interests

During the Obama administration, actors in the private sector significantly 
expanded their roles in the fight to eradicate AIDS, representing a paradigm 
shift in the way the economic stakeholder viewed its interests. This shift was 
accelerated by the advocacy of (RED)™—an organization founded in 2006 
by Bono and Bobby Shriver. (RED)™ engages the private sector’s interest in 
corporate responsibility using the resources of private companies to finance 
AIDS programs.77

Harnessing the power of consumerism, (RED)™ became history’s “largest 
consumer-based income-generating initiatives financed by the private sector 
to address a humanitarian crisis.” Product (RED)™ demonstrated this might 



The Survival of American AIDS Foreign Policy   •  Foley 67

through partnerships with the world’s most successful private companies 
including Apple and Bank of America. By the end of the Obama administra-
tion, the private sector, through the advocacy of (RED)™, assumed a position 
as a central financial pillar of American AIDS foreign policy. Raising over 650 
million for the Global Fund, (RED)™ had become the 14th largest contributor 
to the Global Fund.78 

The dual use of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and issue-framing 
allowed AIDS to become framed as advantageous to the brands of private 
companies. Scholars Ponte, Baab, and Richey argue that (RED)™ effectively 
targeted the interest of companies, marketing RED as a means to “build up 
their brand profiles, sell products, and portray themselves as both ‘caring’ and 
‘cool.’”79 (RED)™ framed the AIDS crisis as both profitable for their products 
and complementary to their brands; simultaneously, (RED)™ brought corpo-
rate attention to the faraway needs of developing countries.

4. Trump Administration: PEPFAR Survives

President Trump’s right-wing ‘America First’ ideology and white national-
ist base produced an inhospitable environment for a costly international aid 
program for sub-Saharan Africans. Journalist Elliot Cohen writes of Trump’s 
foreign policy, “The president has outlined a foreign policy vision that is dis-
trustful of U.S. allies, scornful of international institutions, and indifferent, 
if not downright hostile, to the liberal international order that the United 
States has sustained for nearly eight decades.80 President Trump’s disregard 
for the traditional precedents set by the US diplomatic community, his unilat-
eral approach to foreign policy, and his obsession to renegotiate international 
treaties seem to be a perfect environment where an expensive foreign aid proj-
ect like PEPFAR would be cut, or even completely defunded. It is important to 
note that Republicans held majorities in both houses of Congress during 2018, 
the year PEPFAR was set to be reauthorized.81

Defense Interests

The Trump administration’s foreign policy budget favored militaristic projec-
tions of hard power over the use of soft power. White House budget director 
Mick Mulvaney declared that‘“it is not a soft-power budget; . . . this is a hard-
power budget, and that was done intentionally . . . to send a message to our 
allies and to our potential adversaries that this is a strong-power administra-
tion.”82 Ultimately, President Trump moved forwards with cuts to “streamline” 
PEPFAR in 2018, proposing $1.35 billion in cuts to the soft-power program.83 

His initial disregard of defense interests behind PEPFAR is clear. 
Former Senator Bill Frist (R) came to the defense of PEPFAR’ defense 

interests in a New York Times op-ed in which he wrote directly to the Trump 
administration, declaring “[PEPFAR] makes us safer by making afflicted coun-
tries stronger, more stable and more grateful to us.”84 Frist’s efforts to protect 
PEPFAR reflect a broader constituency of active and retired Congressional 
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Republicans who previously voted to authorize PEPFAR. Despite the polar-
izing political climate of the Trump administration, the majority in Congress 
considered PEPFAR to be an invaluable program that advanced US defense 
interests. Ultimately, bipartisan support in Congress opposed the budget cuts 
to PEPFAR pressuring President Trump to reauthorize the program through 
the year 2023.85 President Trump’s inability to defund or divert PEPFAR fund-
ing reflects the overall political strength of this stakeholder, whose base of 
support spanned both Democratic and Republican ideologies. However, it is 
important to question whether cuts to PEPFAR were ever expected to mate-
rialize or whether these proposed cuts were part of a broader message by the 
Trump Administration to put “America First.”

Religious Interests

By the time reauthorization of PEPFAR came into view in 2018, many actors 
within the religious stakeholder lobbied Trump to renew funding for the pro-
gram. In one such instance, President Bush wrote an op-ed in 2017 urging 
President Trump to reauthorize PEPFAR on the basis of his Christian faith as 
well as the national defense interests of the US.84 Similarly, Mike Pence echoed 
the interests of FBOs and called it a “moral imperative” to continue funding 
PEPFAR.86 In 2017, President Bush and VP Pence, two of the most influential 
figures in Republican politics voiced their support for PEPFAR, appealing to 
the Trump administration’s loyalty to the Evangelical Christian voting base. 
Direct lobbying by members of Trump’s own party eventually blocked cuts to 
PEPFAR’s funding.

In the first days of his presidency, President Trump enacted the Mexico 
City Policy over all US global health funding. A relic of the Reagan adminis-
tration, the policy blocks US funding of third parties, typically non-profits, 
who advocate for abortion counseling or abortion decriminalization. Unlike 
President Bush’s instatement of the Mexico City Policy, President Trump 
chose to extend the restriction over PEPFAR, and thus, the hundreds of non-
governmental organizations in sub-Saharan Africa who simultaneously pro-
vide HIV treatment and family planning services. 87 Anti-abortion advocates, 
a constituency who heavily supported Trump in 2016, viewed the decision as 
a major victory.

The extension of the Mexico City policy serves as further evidence of PEP-
FAR’s ability to adapt under extreme political conditions. Under the Trump 
administration, PEPFAR’s governance transformed under right-wing ideol-
ogy. Rather than being permanently defined as a liberal foreign aid program, 
PEPFAR survived the Trump administration by assuming a new role where its 
programs promoted anti-abortion messages in sub-Saharan civil society. 
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5. Lessons from PEPFAR and Applications to COVID-19

Lesson 1: Importance of Issue-Framing in Forming Coalitions

According to negotiations scholar Fairman, issue-framing is “the process of 
defining a situation, trend, or opportunity as something that decision-makers 
can act upon . . . that is morally compelling, taps into emotion, arouses a sense 
of urgency and makes it clear that action can solve the problem.”88 Enduring 
from President Clinton to President Trump, issue-framing was most domi-
nant during the Bush administration. An astute policymaker, President Bush 
manipulated how the stakeholders perceived their interests in PEPFAR. 

By framing AIDS as an issue of innocent victims rather than sinful homo-
sexuals, PEPFAR won the support of Christian policymakers like Senator 
Helms. In order to win over right-wing policymakers, it is important policy be 
approached from moral and religious lenses. Just as policy can be framed as 
an extension of religious philosophy, it can also be viewed through a monetary 
lens. It was of paramount interest to frame PEPFAR as a profitable option for 
the economic stakeholder. The Bush administration understood the produc-
tion of name-brand ART to be the driving motivation for the economic stake-
holder. Thus, PEPFAR only distributed name-brand HIV medications initially 
to fulfill economic interests. By framing AIDS as a security issue, PEPFAR won 
support among Democratic and Republicans dissolving partisan rivalry. By 
appealing to fears concerning US defense or aspirations of American superi-
ority, the humanitarian goals of PEPFAR became synonymous with American 
defense priorities.

Lesson 2: Critical Applications of Private-Public Partnerships 

Responding to a global health crisis involves a complex web of actors span-
ning sectors, borders, and political affiliations. Though government fulfills a 
foundational role in responding to a global health crisis, the most effective 
response requires cooperative partnerships with the private sector.

Throughout the history of AIDS foreign policy, the power of PhRMA is 
indisputable. During the Clinton and Bush administrations, the fundamental 
adversary to the production of the more affordable generic ART was the eco-
nomic stakeholder embodying the interests of US pharmaceutical companies. 
By requiring PEPFAR’s HIV treatment campaigns to use name-brand drugs, 
the Bush administration persuaded the economic stakeholder that its inter-
ests would be better served by supporting PEPFAR.

Also, I argue that PEPFAR’s partnership with faith-based organizations 
were a critical foundation of PEPFAR, despite the fact that these non-secu-
lar entities are not technically the private sector. By building relationships 
between government and religion, PEPFAR infiltrated a network of local par-
ishes and church officials across sub-Saharan Africa. This network provided 
PEPFAR essential access to rural and urban locations, and most importantly, 
a conduit of trust for HIV prevention and treatment campaigns. Partnering 
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with the faith of Africans and Americans alike, PEPFAR’s alliance with the 
religious stakeholder survived from President Bush to President Trump. 

Lesson 3: Policy Must Evolve and Adapt

Though the stakeholders remained relatively constant across administra-
tions, what changed was their perception of their interests and the priority 
that each successive administration placed on each of those specific inter-
ests. Political gatekeepers who wanted to protect PEPFAR recognized that 
they had to adapt PEPFAR to intersect the current administration’s interests 
with those of key stakeholders.

The Bush administration introduced PEPFAR as a means to match the 
fears and anxieties associated with the 9/11 attacks by advancing defense inter-
ests that protected US citizens’ safety. Political conditions of the time favored 
American interventionism, allowing the Bush administration to market PEP-
FAR as a projection of American strength abroad. 

In the case of the Obama administration, health systems interests trans-
formed PEPFAR from an emergency response to sustainable partnerships. 
This change matched the American public’s decreased appetite for interven-
tionism and the economic strains of the recession. From 2009–2012, PEPFAR 
recipient countries were required to sign partnership frameworks as a means 
to share responsibility over PEPFAR’s programs and to emphasize primary care 
funding. Reflecting the power of health systems stakeholders, these partner-
ship frameworks altered US global health funding to focus on sustainability, 
shared responsibility, and more universal health interventions.

During the Trump administration, religious interests transformed PEP-
FAR into a showcase of Evangelical activism. The extreme ideology of the 
“American First” era demanded that foreign policy precedents be abandoned. 
Though many policy experts suspected PEPFAR would be one of the targets of 
Trump’s funding cuts, the program was able to survive thanks to the opportu-
nity it presented to promote right-wing beliefs concerning abortion through-
out sub-Saharan Africa. 

6. Conclusion: A Personal Note 

Growing up, I watched movies on the AIDS crisis. I was drawn to the retro 
glamour of the ’80s and storytelling of men who were confident to be gay. 
However, stories of AIDS in the ’80s rarely have happy endings. Watching 
this predictable misery eventually turned into anger—red hot bias I directed 
towards enemy archetypes: rightwing politicians, bigots, big pharma, and an 
apathetic American public. 

In researching a term paper on the President’s Emergency Program for 
AIDS Relief (“PEPFAR”), information clashed with ideology. My assumptions 
about the AIDS crisis began to crumble. George W. Bush, a Christian, Republi-
can, pro private-sector president, had proposed the multi-billion initiative to 
eradicate HIV/AIDS. PEPFAR assembled an unusual coalition. 
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Progressive Democrats signed off on abstinence campaigns; pharma 
giants shared intellectual property with developing states. An alliance of mili-
tary strategists, socially conservative Evangelicals, and humanitarian activists 
defended a program against a tidal wave of “America First” isolationism. 

My journal article battles ideology with information as a means to chal-
lenge readers’ preconceived notions of the AIDS narrative. In understanding 
these stakeholders, PEPFAR can teach both American policy-makers and the 
public that building unlikely alliances is possible, so long as you look beyond 
stereotypes to examine what drives stakeholder interests.
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Abstract

In the late 2010s, deepening crises in Venezuela, El Salvador, Guatemala, and 
Honduras have led to the migration of millions from their homes in pursuit 
of refuge and asylum. Received primarily by Colombia and Mexico, these 
migrants and asylum seekers have encountered vastly different responses 
from the country in which they end up. Drawing on Jacobsen’s (1996) frame-
work on state responses to migration, I analyzed Mexican and Colombian 
newspapers and supplemented initial findings with government documents, 
nongovernmental reports, and foreign news sources to find that the public 
discourse of each country shows that they differ in two key ways: Colombia’s 
identity includes a deeper sense of obligation to newcomers than Mexico’s, 
and Colombia’s regional policy is more autonomous than Mexico’s. These dif-
ferences shape Colombia’s largely positive, humanitarian welcome of Venezu-
elans and Mexico’s more negative, militaristic response to Central Americans. 

Introduction

Latin Americans are on the move. Today, human migration in the region is 
more of a rule than an exception, such that by 2018, the Americas hosted 12.8 
million “people of concern,” including asylum seekers and internally displaced 
people (IDPs). The UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) calls this phenomenon “a 
displacement situation of complexity and magnitude not seen in decades.”1 
Though the population of concern encompasses a variety of nationalities, two 
displacement trends stand out: the exodus from the “Northern Triangle” Cen-
tral American countries of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras; and the 
migration of Venezuelans. 

The trend in Central America began in the 1980s and has only grown in the 
following decades. According to the UNHCR, “The stark choice for thousands 
of families and young women and men in Central America now is to leave or 
die.”2 Extreme inequality, frequent natural disasters, insufficient job growth, 
and a large and unregulated informal sector have left 30–60% of residents in 
each country living below their national poverty lines.3 Poor security condi-
tions and low government capacity compound economic strife. Transnational 
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gangs incite rampant violence, inflicting the region with some of the highest 
global homicide rates and Latin America’s highest femicide rates.4 Marginal-
ized identity groups, including indigenous and/or LGBTQ populations, are 
particularly susceptible to persecution. Governmental institutions in each 
country are weak, unwilling or unable to protect citizens, prosecute criminals, 
or address social and economic issues. Each year, hundreds of thousands of 
people from the Northern Triangle are “left no other choice… but to flee across 
an international border.”5

In contrast to the decades-long exodus from the Northern Triangle, the 
movement of Venezuelans is notable for its rapid development. By August 
2020, 5.18 million Venezuelans are recorded to have left the country since a 
humanitarian crisis began in the mid-2010s.6 Venezuela has experienced a 
“generalized collapse of the country’s public infrastructure and services”7 fol-
lowing a global drop in oil prices, upon which the country’s economy relies. 
Millions have fallen into poverty, and the rise of undernourishment, infec-
tious disease, and untreated medical conditions render survival a daily strug-
gle. President Nicolás Maduro’s authoritarian government has compounded 
the crisis, in which political opponents are imprisoned, journalists silenced, 
and opposition parties barred from electoral participation.8 For most Venezu-
elans, securing a stable livelihood is impossible. 

Two Latin American countries in particular are tasked with coping with 
these displacement crises. Though Mexico has long been a country of origin 
and transit for migrants, it is evolving into a host country for millions of dis-
placed individuals. More Central Americans are temporarily residing in Mex-
ico than in the past, many with hopes of entering the United States. They face 
slow processing times and strict U.S. policies, including the Migrant Protec-
tion Protocols (MPP), which required tens of thousands of Central Americans 
to “remain in Mexico” while awaiting asylum hearings.9 Additionally, Mexico 
is increasingly becoming a country of permanent destination for Salvador-
ans, Guatemalans, and Hondurans. Between 2013 and 2019, asylum claims in 
Mexico increased six-fold,10 demonstrating the growing intentions of Central 
Americans fleeing violence and instability to settle in the country, as opposed 
to passing through en route to the U.S. 

Colombia, like Mexico, has not historically received migrants or asylum 
seekers, but sent them. Decades of civil conflict have turned more than 9 mil-
lion Colombians into IDPs and prompted others to request asylum abroad.11 
While trying to resolve its internal instability, Colombia has accepted more 
Venezuelan migrants and asylum seekers than any other country. 1.63 million 
Venezuelans were living in Colombia by the beginning of 2020, compared to 
860,000 who had fled to Peru and about 370,000 in each Ecuador and Chile.12 
While some migrants and asylum seekers stay in Colombia temporarily, plan-
ning to travel to other countries in Latin America or further away, most expect 
to remain in Colombia until the situation in Venezuela improves. As of August 
2020, more than 700,000 Venezuelans have been granted residency in Colom-
bia.13 Accepting foreigners on this scale is unprecedented in Colombia. 
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Mexico and Colombia share more than this changing migration profile. 
They are upper middle-income countries14 and middle powers with consid-
erable influence within Latin America. In 2018, both were in the 25th-50th 
percentile out of states worldwide for government effectiveness, based on 
indicators such as quality of policy formulation and implementation, the 
credibility of governmental commitment to such policies, and perceived qual-
ity of public services.15 The migrants and asylum seekers entering Mexico and 
Colombia come from neighboring countries that share their hosts’ languages 
and have relatively similar histories and cultures.16 Critically, government 
authorities in both Colombia and Mexico have admitted that their migration 
and asylum processing capacities are overwhelmed.17

Given the similarities that exist between Colombia, Mexico, and the sit-
uations they face, one might expect a resemblance between the countries’ 
reactions to their migration crises. Instead, their responses reveal notable dif-
ferences. Colombia is primarily recognizing the Venezuela situation not as a 
migrant influx, but a refugee crisis. The Colombian government tries to grant 
Venezuelans access to refugee protections, such as work, housing, and educa-
tion. It does not involuntarily repatriate Venezuelans and does not prohibit 
their entry as long as they have a valid or recently expired passport.18 While 
Colombia’s approach is not perfect–a UNHCR report describes the protection 
system as “weak”19–it has demonstrated a willingness to follow international 
law, honor human rights, and secure international support. 

In contrast, President Andres Manuel López Obrador of Mexico largely 
describes the incoming populations as migrants, not refugees, reducing the 
burden on the state for their care. President López Obrador preaches humani-
tarianism rhetorically, but his policies depict a much different reality. Marked 
by the creation of a military-linked National Guard security force,20 a mandate 
requiring the detention of all undocumented immigrants,21 and the use of 
force to prohibit entry,22 Mexico emphasizes security and defense over adher-
ence to international law. Unlike Colombia’s approach, Mexico’s has been pri-
marily militarized, not humanitarian.

Under the framework of Jacobsen (1996), states’ responses to migration 
influxes can be compared based on how closely they align with UN proto-
cols. A state may do nothing in response to an influx, respond positively by 
adhering closely to international law, or respond negatively by not comply-
ing.23 Utilizing Jacobsen’s framework, Colombia’s response can be categorized 
as “positive,” while Mexico’s response can be categorized as “negative,” par-
ticularly in comparison to Colombia’s response.

Why have Colombia and Mexico approached the influx of migrants and 
asylum seekers in significantly different ways? I searched an online database 
of national newspapers from both countries from 2018 to 202024 and supple-
mented initial findings with analysis of government documents, nongovern-
mental reports, and foreign news sources, which I broadly refer to as “public 
discourse.”25 Drawing on the four factors that Jacobsen noted as influenc-
ing a state’s approach to migration and refugee acceptance,26 I searched for 
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differences in the public discourse between Mexico and Colombia related to 
the four factors, and found that international relations is the most relevant 
in explaining Colombia and Mexico’s contrasting responses. I update this 
factor to match the two trends that stood out.27 First, Colombian public dis-
course conveys a more widespread understanding of, and sensitivity toward, 
push-factors of migration than does the Mexican discourse. This difference 
in understanding impacts Colombia’s conception of its national identity as 
obligated to accept Venezuelans, while Mexico’s national identity does not 
seem to include this sense of duty towards the Northern Triangle. Second, 
Colombia displays more regional autonomy than Mexico, withstanding nega-
tive pressure from nearby countries (Peru, Ecuador, and Chile) and leveraging 
its migration profile as a humanitarian leader. Mexico, in contrast, has yielded 
to the negative migration policies of its neighbor to the north and has not lev-
eraged its migration profile to extract concessions. I argue that, together, these 
two differences in obligation and regional autonomy impact Colombia’s more 
open, positive response to Venezuelans and Mexico’s more closed, negative 
response to Guatemalans, Hondurans, and Salvadorans. 

My paper proceeds as follows. First, I provide a brief explanation of the 
connection between obligation in national identity and the international 
relations factor of migration responses. I then demonstrate how the public 
discourse in Colombia and Mexico reflects their different national identities 
and repeat this format with respect to the countries’ regional foreign policy 
and autonomy. To conclude, I discuss the significance of these differences for 
host countries, migrants, and asylum seekers alike, and the avenues for fur-
ther study.

National Identity and Immigrant Obligation in 
International Relations

Accurate terminology is critical in any discussion of human mobility because 
a person’s designation determines the rights they are afforded under interna-
tional law. “Migrant” describes someone who chose to leave their country of 
origin and is not prevented from returning. Within Latin America, “refugee” 
refers to anyone who leaves their country because their “safety or freedom [has] 
been threatened by generalized violence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, 
massive violation of human rights or other circumstances which have seriously 
disturbed public order.”28 Unlike migrants, refugees are owed protections by 
the states hosting them, including “safety from being returned to the dangers 
they have fled; access to asylum procedures that are fair and efficient; and mea-
sures to ensure that their basic human rights are respected to allow them to live 
in dignity and safety while helping them to find a longer-term solution.”29 An 
“asylum seeker” has applied for protections similar to those which refugees are 
granted, but their claim has not yet been processed.30 Because of the mixed and 
fluid nature of legal statuses, I generally use “migrants and asylum seekers” to 
refer to the “people of concern” in this paper.
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Host states adjudicate whether a person meets refugee criteria. Basok 
notes that while distinguishing between refugees and migrants is straightfor-
ward in theory, in reality, “economic misery and political struggles and repres-
sion often coexist within the same country. Therefore, from the perspective of 
an individual migrant, economic and political factors often combine in one’s 
decision to abandon the country.”31 Because of the additional responsibilities 
for states if the newcomers are refugees, host governments may be incentiv-
ized to emphasize the economic situation of the sending-country, framing its 
citizens as economic migrants. The remedial policies host countries propose 
reflect the countries’ view of the problem and what they believe they “owe” 
newcomers. The host nation’s identity in terms of obligation is therefore 
related to its relationship with the sending country. 

The host country’s understanding and interpretation of push-factors–
whether it is sensitive or understanding as to why people leave–is critical in 
forming this identity of obligation. Jacobsen writes, “Where there is wide-
spread knowledge about the conditions in the sending country, and if those 
conditions are perceived to be an appropriate cause for flight, community 
sympathy will be higher than if the sending causes are unknown or misun-
derstood.”32 Newcomers framed in the public discourse as economic migrants 
are less likely to be received positively, particularly in economically insecure 
societies, while refugees and asylum seekers, searching for safety, are more 
likely to be welcomed. Jacobsen adds that a community’s willingness to allow 
in refugees is further shaped by its members’ own experiences of having to flee 
violence themselves, particularly if the community was formerly welcomed 
by the country whose citizens it now hosts.33 Being a people who were for-
merly refugees is an aspect of national identity. Therefore, the host country’s 
discourse regarding push-factors of migration influences the nature of its 
national identity and reception of newcomers.

National identity impacts refugee response in another way. Kunz asserts 
that cultural compatibility between host and sending countries may have 
“more influence on the satisfactory resettlement of the refugee”34 than any 
other factor. The cultural identity of the host country is a determinant of its 
policies: whether it feels that it shares its values, lifestyle, and traditions with 
the sending country, and whether or not it feels affinity with the newcomers, 
will influence whether the host country integrates newcomers with ease. Kunz 
uses the terms “sib-arrivals” if there is affinity and “non-sib arrivals” if there is 
not, hinting at the idea of a fraternal relationship between the societies.35 Cul-
tural compatibility is part of national identity–the sense of who “we” are as a 
group, how “we” are similar to and different from “them” (based on our under-
standing of “them”), what “we” stand for, and how “our” identity manifests—
and is impacted by the host country’s relation with the sending country.
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National Identity and Immigrant Obligation in the 
Colombian Public Discourse

The Colombian public discourse generally conveys an understanding of the 
severity of conditions in Venezuela and does not emphasize economic causes 
over other push-factors. When mentioning Venezuelan migrants and asy-
lum seekers for any reason, Colombian newspapers and political leaders fre-
quently contextualize the influx by describing the reasons as to why people 
flee. For example, an article about the mental effects of migration on Venezu-
elans informs readers that “it is well known that the country is suffering from 
a precarious economic situation, that hunger and [trying to] access health-
care are part of daily life, that the minimum wage is less than $5 per month 
and that the political situation is far from changing.”36 At the very least, many 
articles describe what is happening in Venezuela as a “crisis.” They also explain 
the variety of challenges migrants and asylum seekers face along their jour-
ney, detailing daily life back in Venezuela, the danger of crossing borders, the 
loneliness and discrimination they face upon settling in Colombia, and the 
bureaucratic hurdles they encounter.

Politicians also demonstrate an understanding of life in Venezuela. For 
instance, Christian Krüger, the director of Migración Colombia until late 
2019, noted that the Venezuelan population “isn’t migrating for pleasure but 
because it’s obligated to.”37 Even when the primary intention of an article is 
not to explain the situation in Venezuela, Colombian publications often men-
tion it anyway. Newsworthy events are not described in isolation but are rather 
contextualized in history so that the public is aware that the events relate to a 
crisis forcing people into asylum seeking status. 

This multidimensional portrayal of asylum seekers and migrants paints a 
full picture of Venezuelans in the discourse; they are not simply victims of a 
political or economic crisis, but people facing challenges familiar to Colombi-
ans. The deep understanding of the push-factors induces recognition that the 
crisis is severe enough that the Venezuelan exodus will not cease in the near 
future. As if in response, many articles express the need to implement “coor-
dinated regional solutions that meet the long-term needs”38 of Venezuelans. 
They describe the importance of integrating Venezuelans into the labor mar-
ket, educational systems, and culture. They also include pleas by government 
officials that migrants and asylum seekers regularize their status by apply-
ing for visas that grant them access to services. For example, Krüger said that 
the government’s increasing emphasis on documentation “helps us to protect 
the rights of the migrants, who often, because they’re undocumented, experi-
ence labor exploitation.”39 While articles may discuss how regularization and 
documentation make Colombia safer, they couch it in terms of protecting 
the rights Venezuelans are afforded under international law. That the public 
discourse does not primarily frame the situation as a security issue suggests 
an understanding of the push-factors: Venezuelans are fleeing instability, not 
seeking to replicate it elsewhere. 
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The focus on integration in the discourse also indicates a general feeling 
that it is preferable for Venezuelans to live ordinary lives alongside Colombi-
ans than to be marginalized on the fringes of society. They are not perceived 
to be different enough from citizens for integration to be controversial. The 
sense of affinity is exemplified in an interview with the Latin American 
director of Doctors Without Borders who states “Venezuelans are equal to 
Colombians. We are not different from [Venezuelans] in any way.”40 Indeed, 
the public discourse in general, including statements by government offi-
cials, often uses familial language to describe Venezuelans, such as when 
President Iván Duque stated that Colombia “has shown brotherhood and 
nobility by assisting migrants.”41 His statement demonstrates his feeling that 
Colombia has a connection with Venezuela beyond mere geographical prox-
imity and into the realm of affective relatedness. This rhetoric exemplifies 
Kunz’s idea of cultural compatibility and affinity between the residents of 
host and sending countries.42 

Colombian discourse also shows a sense of a shared past with the people 
of Venezuela. Many news articles and op-eds mention Colombia’s history 
as a sending country and remind readers that Venezuela welcomed a great 
number of Colombians when they fled violence in their own country. For 
example, an op-ed by a university researcher writes that the debate on how 
to assist migrants and asylum seekers hinges on “whether we are willing to 
treat Venezuelans like we wanted others to treat our own diaspora.”43 An 
article paraphrases another professor who believes that “We Colombians 
have a responsibility to the Venezuelans that migrate, because we migrated 
to their country more than 20 years ago when there was an oil bonanza. ‘It is 
the responsibility of the mayors and the National Government to take mea-
sures to welcome Venezuelans that come while the storm passes.’”44 Because 
of its own migratory past, and the fact that Venezuela has been the host 
of such migration, Colombia exhibits a deep sense of obligation to return 
the favor in Venezuelans’ moment of need. Not offering assistance would be 
unjust and unbrotherly.

I would be incorrect in asserting complete cultural compatibility between 
Colombia and Venezuela or full and static understanding of the conditions 
abroad. Indeed, the persistent nature of the crisis may have sparked a shift in 
public opinion, shown in a 2019 Oxfam research report which found that while 
Colombians displayed “a general understanding that the majority of migrants 
leave Venezuela out of necessity, forced by the situation,”45 anti-immigration 
feelings and fears were increasing. The report added that 56% of the Colom-
bian population believes that migrants take more from the country than they 
contribute.46 This finding could be interpreted to mean that the views of gov-
ernment officials and opinion leaders have not (yet) translated into a similarly 
welcoming public perception. It may also hint at an incongruence between a 
general feeling of obligation to provide basic services to fleeing Venezuelans 
and a discomfort with deeply integrating them into society, particularly as 
their numbers grow.



H E M I S P H E R E S : Coping with Crises  •  vol. 44, 202184

The Colombian public discourse conveys an awareness that enacting poli-
cies that only focus on Venezuelans with no attention on their host communi-
ties could feed these currents of xenophobia. This awareness has prompted 
calls on the national government to alleviate unemployment in towns host-
ing large numbers of migrants and refugees47 and efforts by public officials to 
speak more toward the economic capabilities, cultural enrichment, and other 
benefits that migrants and asylum seekers provide. For example, Krüger has 
said that, through regularization, Venezuelan migrants are becoming increas-
ingly self-sufficient, contributing to the social security system and “‘adding to 
the country’s development.’”48

Therefore, although opinions may be changing, much of the public dis-
course from 2018 to 2020 displayed affinity between the countries, indicating 
the belief that Venezuelans add to the Colombian identity rather than threat-
ening it. The same Oxfam study found that out of three fears which commonly 
explain anti-migration sentiment in other parts of the world–fear of economic 
competition, fear of physical insecurity, and “fear of losing one’s national or 
cultural identity”–this last fear was not prevalent in Colombia, especially in 
comparison with other large global migration crises, such that of Syrians into 
Europe.49 That Colombians are broadly unconcerned about migration and 
asylum seekers changing or threatening their sense of self displays cultural 
compatibility between sending and host populations. Colombia’s national 
identity appears flexible enough to include other identities without tarnishing 
its relevance to the general public. Moreover, the public discourse indicates 
that to be Colombian means aiding Venezuelans, as Venezuelans have assisted 
Colombians in decades past. 

National Identity and Immigrant Obligation in the 
Mexican Public Discourse

Mexican public discourse does not demonstrate deep understanding of or 
sensitivity toward conditions in the Northern Triangle. Regardless of their 
objective, most articles from Mexican publications do not explain the push-
factors prompting people to leave besides a frequent citation of “poverty and 
violence.” Some articles refer to the situation as one of “forced migration,” but 
generally do not provide content as to why it was forced. Migration discourse 
tends to be simplistic, baldly mentioning a statistic, policy, or meeting without 
noting the structures or greater dynamics at play; it describes what is happen-
ing with little interrogation as to why. Unlike Colombian news publications, 
articles by Mexican sources rarely detail the brutality of the migration jour-
ney, nor the challenges of accessing basic commodities in Mexico, navigating 
bureaucratic hurdles, or confronting xenophobia. 

The limited understanding of the motivations of Central Americans is fur-
ther evidenced by the perceived need to use force against them, detain them, 
and prevent their entry into Mexico by use of the National Guard. Central 
Americans migrants and asylum seekers are believed to create insecurity, 
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with little acknowledgement of the instability they are fleeing. Discussion of 
migrants in the press is often presented alongside descriptions of criminal 
acts. For example, in justifying the deployment of the National Guard, the 
Secretary of Security and Citizen Protection explains, “We can’t be naive, in 
many cases the crossings and flows of migrants are tied to human trafficking 
and organized crime, which have made migration one of the biggest busi-
nesses.”50 Articles reporting on government efforts to locate migrants and 
asylum seekers in Mexico show that the apparent goal is documentation for 
security’s sake, with little or no explanation as to the increased access to ben-
efits Central Americans would receive if they possessed a visa or other legal 
status. The limited understanding–conveyed through limited discussion–of 
push-factors is also indicated by the frequent mentions in the Mexican pub-
lic discourse that the phenomenon can be prevented or halted51 and resolved 
quickly. Articles detail that migrants are detained and placed in short-term 
shelters or tents. They suggest that some basic humanitarian services are pro-
vided to migrants and asylum seekers, but with the caveat that these services 
are temporary, just enough to help the recipients continue on their (assumed) 
path towards the United States.52 

The government of Mexico tends not to provide accurate context of life 
in the Northern Triangle, instead emphasizing economic factors. For exam-
ple, one article wrote that President López Obrador “considers it urgent to 
address poverty, unemployment and insecurity, causes that, he added, pro-
voke the phenomenon of migration.”53 This analysis implies that poor econo-
mies and undefined “insecurity” are the only push-factors behind the influx. 
The government additionally indicates a narrow understanding through its 
policies proposals, the only area in which Mexico demonstrates any sense 
of obligation to Central Americans. These proposals exclusively address the 
weaknesses of Central American economies and their need for greater invest-
ment, a perspective indicated by headlines such as “Business investment to 
halt migration, asserts senator.”54 Such proposals might alleviate the poverty 
and unemployment causing migration, but not the insecurity, violence, cor-
ruption, or discrimination which also provoke the phenomenon and for which 
political reform is needed. President López Obrador is of the mindset that 
economic growth alone would foster an environment in which “the people 
don’t see migration as necessary,’”55 overlooking other relevant factors.

The omission in the public discourse of the needs of migrants and asylum 
seekers contributes to Mexicans’ conception of their national identity as one 
of non-obligation toward helping the Central Americans in their country 
except in limited, economic ways. My database search obtained no examples 
of articles that include any sense of shared regional history between Mex-
ico and the countries of the Northern Triangle. This lack of mutual affin-
ity, and the exclusive conception of national identity that it indicates, arose 
despite the countries’ similar historical trajectory and geographic proxim-
ity. Although some Mexican leaders have employed language of fraternity 
with Central America,56 unlike in Colombia, the general public discourse 
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and policymaking do not express this same sense of shared identity, shared 
past, or potential for a shared future. Rather, there is a prominent sense of 
“us” and “them,” demonstrating Kunz’s idea that the migrants in Mexico are 
seen as “non-sib arrivals.”57

The strong nationalism forged in Mexico around the time of its 1910–1920 
Revolution may contribute to its exclusive identity. Since then, Coria and 
Zamudio report that Mexicans at-large have viewed migrants suspiciously but 
accepted them if they were able to contribute to the economic, social, or pro-
fessional needs of the country.58 This finding correlates with one of the only 
op-eds in current public discourse that discussed the benefits of migrants, 
stating, “Let’s leave behind that poorly conceived ‘nationalism’ and welcome 
any Central American that is willing to work for this nation”59 [emphasis 
added]. This statement shows that, in the rare cases of considering migrant 
contributions, Mexicans tend to think positively of migration only if newcom-
ers can work. They also do not appear interested in the broader skills and abili-
ties migrants and asylum seekers possess. More frequently, public conceptions 
of the current increase in newcomers emphasize it as having a negative eco-
nomic impact, displayed in a Washington Post/Reforma poll result that 64% 
of the population believes that Central American migrants are a burden on 
the state “because they occupy jobs and benefits that belong to Mexicans,” 
while only 20% think that migrants “strengthen our country with their work 
and abilities.”60

According to a report by the Mexican Secretariat of Foreign Affairs, the 
20th century contributions of Northern Triangle migrants and asylum seek-
ers to Mexican society are largely unstudied,61 prompting the question of 
whether they were ever integrated into Mexico or were instead permanently 
marginalized. This history of not working to incorporate foreigners into the 
Mexican fabric may contribute to the current discourse, in which there is little 
discussion of integration, beyond some provision of work permits. Limited 
attention is paid to the longer-term housing, education, health, and social 
needs of those Central Americans who are applying for asylum in Mexico. In 
the infrequent examples of public discourse mentioning services offered, the 
descriptions tend to be vague. For example, President López Obrador was 
quoted saying, “It is necessary to speak to migrants, offer options, and protect 
them. They need to have shelter, if they have families, to take care of their 
children and find solutions.”62 This lack of concrete proposals again suggests 
denial that the migration and asylum phenomenon is long-term and implies 
that Mexico does not feel obligated to treat Central Americans as it would like 
its citizens to be treated. The discourse also does not mention any benefits 
to Mexican stability or society if migrants and asylum seekers had access to 
health care, education, shelter, and other services.

The exclusive national identity may additionally contribute to the strong 
“othering” of migrants and asylum seekers by the media; they are treated as a 
unidimensional group distinct from citizens but otherwise unworthy of fur-
ther examination. My search did not find even surface-level conversations 
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about shared traditions or practices between Mexico and the sending coun-
tries. Unlike in the Colombian public discourse regarding Venezuelans, there 
is little sense that Salvadorans, Guatemalans, and Hondurans are similar 
enough to Mexicans that their integration into Mexico would be desirable or 
easy. This feeling of cultural compatibility may exist in Mexico, but if it does, 
its omission from newspapers and other publications is notable.

The Mexican public may not be wholly unaware of the conditions in its 
neighboring countries, but the overriding trend emerging in news articles is a 
lack of humanizing migrants, asylum seekers, and their reasons for entering 
Mexico. This absence of understanding, combined with a lengthy history of 
not expanding national identity to include newcomers, may impact limited 
conceptions now of what it means to belong to the country or to be entitled 
to its assistance. Being Mexican largely does not seem to signify offering assis-
tance to residents of Mexico who are citizens of neighboring countries. The 
omission of historical truths from news articles, such as past contributions of 
migrants, might prevent the Mexican public from realizing its country’s long 
tradition of offering asylum, casting the current phenomenon as something 
new, for which there is no playbook of humanitarianism to follow. A lack of 
perceived cultural compatibility undermines any affective regional identity 
that leaders express, overlooks Mexico’s past, and shapes the negative recep-
tion that Central Americans tend to receive when they enter Mexico today.

Regional Autonomy as an Influence on Immigration Policy

In addition to national identity, regional autonomy in policymaking relates 
to Jacobsen’s category of international relations shaping responses to migra-
tion.63 States that host a large number of migrants and asylum seekers, tempo-
rarily or permanently, may leverage their migration profile in their relationship 
with migrants’ and asylum seekers’ destination countries. For example, Arar 
describes how Jordan and Turkey pushed for and won financial assistance and 
market access from Europe in exchange for preventing Syrian refugees from 
entering the European Union (E.U.).64 Meanwhile, Morocco’s hardening pol-
icy towards irregular migration can be interpreted both as a bid to increase 
its (inter)regional status, and as a response to pressure from the E.U.65 There-
fore, while regional autonomy is relevant in forming a state’s migration policy, 
whether it shapes the policy positively or negatively may depend on the rela-
tionship between the host and destination states, as well as the amount and 
direction of pressure involved. 

Regional Autonomy Demonstrated in the Colombian 
Public Discourse

Though the countries nearest Venezuela were initially lauded for their gener-
osity towards Venezuelans, the border policies of many countries surround-
ing Colombia hardened from 2018 to 2020. Governments implemented these 
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policies in the name of national security, but they have drastically limited 
the entrance of Venezuelans. In August 2018, Peru began requiring that all 
migrants and asylum seekers present a passport, which is nearly possible to 
obtain in present-day Venezuela.66 In June 2019, Peru announced that Ven-
ezuelans could only enter after acquiring a humanitarian visa from a Peruvian 
embassy or consulate in Venezuela, Colombia, or Ecuador. Venzuelans must 
show a passport to receive a visa, and they must prove that they also received a 
visa from Ecuador. Peru simultaneously eliminated humanitarian exceptions 
that had granted entrance to particularly vulnerable people. Ecuador insti-
tuted a passport requirement in August 201867 and visa requirement in August 
2019, the latter which can only be obtained in Caracas, Bogota, and Lima.68 It 
also began requiring that Venezuelans prove a clean criminal record.69 Chile 
has implemented policies similar to those of Ecuador and Peru. 

As of the beginning of 2020, Colombia has maintained autonomy in wel-
coming Venezuelans, withstanding the pressure from the hardening policies 
of the states in its region, even though such policies have intensified its own 
obligations to migrants and asylum seekers. Interregional relations is not a 
major theme apparent in the Colombian public discourse. However, Colom-
bian newspapers do note the effects that the 2018 passport requirements of 
Peru and Ecuador had on Venezuelans, given that it is “a document that many 
of them don’t have” and thus “many of them, as a result of this decision, will 
be in a migratory limbo, as the doors close on them after a long journey.”70 
The Colombian media and government do not portray the hardening policies 
as an approach to emulate. One article documents how Venezuelans at the 
Colombian-Ecuadorian border have been forced into sleeping on the streets 
in the cold, unable to enter Ecuador and without the funds to travel to Bogota 
to apply for a visa.71 Eduardo Stein, the Joint Special Representative to the 
UNHCR and the International Organization for Migration for Venezuelan 
migrants and refugees, explains how the policies are not solving the migration 
problem but are rather creating a bottleneck in Colombia while “the [Venezu-
elan] population keeps trying to cross, but by illegal routes and places, fall-
ing into the hands of traffickers, coyotes and delinquents. And children and 
women are exposed to abuse and harassment, and without the protection that 
a regularized entrance passage can give them.”72 More explicitly, Krüger stated 
that Colombia is opposed to the policies of Peru and Ecuador because while 
it agrees that the states of the region cannot assume full responsibility for the 
crisis, their policies are not going to stop the migration and asylum seeking.73 

While neighboring countries have moved against Venezuelans, Colombia 
has relaxed its entrance requirements to better align with international law. In 
March 2019, it began allowing Venezuelans whose visas had expired two years 
previously to enter,74 and Venezuelans who live on the border of the two coun-
tries can now request a Border Mobility Card after supplying proof of Ven-
ezuelan national identity.75 Colombia also does not require demonstration of 
a clean criminal record.76 While these looser requirements may remain diffi-
cult for some migrants and asylum seekers to complete, they bring Colombia’s 
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policies closer to matching its obligations under UN protocols, while Ecuador, 
Peru, and Chile’s have moved them further away from their commitments to 
regional solidarity.77

While its neighbors’ hard-line policies apparently took the Colombian 
government by surprise,78 they have only intensified its desire for cooperation. 
Krüger noted that instead of each country tightening its policies unilaterally, 
the region needed to work in a “coordinated and organized manner to attend 
to the situation in the best way.”79 He has encouraged Ecuador to realign with 
international law to address the real causes of migration, while a mayor of a 
Colombian town bordering Ecuador said he was hoping for a binational meet-
ing between Ecuador and Colombia to convince the former to reevaluate its 
policy.80 Colombia’s domestic migration policies can thus be read as shaping 
and being shaped by regional dynamics; rather than hardening its policy in 
the face of pressure, as Morocco did in response to the European Union,81 
Colombia may be opening its policy to put humanitarian pressure on Ecuador, 
Peru, and Chile, strengthening its bid to be a recognized leader on this issue. 
Indeed, Krüger has stated that he believes Colombia’s policies should be rep-
licated throughout the region, as they have shown that less restrictive migra-
tion policies are better for the welfare of all.82 Colombia’s relations with its 
neighbors may be balanced in a way so that it can reasonably hope to leverage 
its status as the largest host of Venezuelans to stimulate more positive poli-
cies and the multilateral responses to which it is committed. The increasingly 
restrictive policies of Colombia’s neighboring countries are compounding the 
pressure of the migration phenomenon, but Colombia has not succumbed to 
such pressure. Instead, it has maintained autonomy and leveraged its migra-
tion profile to lead humanitarianly. 

Regional Autonomy Demonstrated in the Mexican  
Public Discourse

The United States-Mexico border is a flashpoint for the two countries’ rela-
tions. Under the Trump Administration, U.S. migration and asylum policies 
hardened extensively, with narrower humanitarian benefits, greater enforce-
ment, and fewer provisions for legal immigration than under previous admin-
istrations.83 The MPP, mentioned in the introduction, is one policy that has 
made it more difficult to reach the U.S. and obtain residency. As of August 
2020, approximately 67,000 asylum seekers were required to remain in Mexico 
under MPP,84 primarily in tents and migrant shelters along Mexico’s northern 
border. Another hard-line policy came in July 2019, when the United States 
enacted transit country bans, wherein asylum seekers at the U.S. border must 
prove they undertook the arduous process of applying for asylum in all coun-
tries they passed through and were rejected by each.85 These policies and oth-
ers closed the door to entry for tens of thousands of migrants and asylum 
seekers reaching the southern U.S. border, increasing pressure on Mexico to 
meet their needs and protect their rights.
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Mexico, however, has reacted to the pressure from the U.S. by toughening 
its own policies towards migrants and asylum seekers. It has not leveraged its 
migration profile to extract concessions from the United States, as Turkey and 
Jordan won from the E.U.86 Unlike the Colombian public discourse, in which 
non-Venezuelan foreign relations only occasionally appear in the context of 
the migration crisis, Mexico’s relationship with the United States is frequently 
cited in its news articles. Mexico is often described as being the recipient 
of U.S. policies or changing its policies as a direct result of U.S. actions. The 
most emblematic example of this dynamic occurred in mid-2019, when the 
Trump Administration announced that it would impose progressive tariffs on 
imports from Mexico, capped at 25%, “unless and until Mexico substantially 
stops the illegal inflow of aliens coming through its territory.”87 The measure 
was called off one week later, after the two countries met and, according to the 
U.S. State Department, Mexico agreed it would “take unprecedented steps to 
increase enforcement to curb irregular migration, to include the deployment 
of its National Guard throughout Mexico.”88 

The Mexican discourse in no way hid the reality that the militarization 
of Mexico’s migratory and asylum policies were a direct result of U.S. pres-
sure. One article reported the news with clear cause-and-effect phrasing, 
writing “After a week of negotiations in the U.S., the Mexican government, 
represented by the Secretary of Foreign Affairs, Marcelo Ebrard, agreed to 
send 6,000 members of the recently formed National Guard to contain Cen-
tral American migrants in the south of Mexico.”89 Another article, detailing 
how Mexico deported more Central Americans in the first half of 2019 than 
it had since the same period in 2015, explained the change by saying “These 
statistics from the Guatemalan government demonstrate that the new Mexi-
can [deportation] policies, adopted under pressure from Washington, had a 
strong impact.”90 The public seems to recognize this unequal relationship; the 
Washington Post-Reforma survey, taken a month after the tariff dispute, found 
that only 28% of Mexicans believed that the agreement to prevent the tariffs 
was negotiated between both countries, while 55% believed it was imposed on 
Mexico by the United States.91

As I detailed above, the hardening of Mexico’s policies from 2018 through 
2019 resulted in migrants being increasingly met with force and asylum seek-
ers with expulsion without an opportunity to present their claims. These 
changes mirror those implemented in the U.S. throughout Trump’s tenure. 
However, the reaction in Mexico to U.S. policies has not been one-dimen-
sional; the Mexican government has expressed a desire for more collabora-
tion on migration issues. As president-elect back in the fall of 2018, President 
López Obrador hoped for agreements between the countries of North Amer-
ica to solve the migration crisis, and suggested plans for the U.S. and Canada 
to invest in Central America.92 He tried to push the U.S. to address what he 
views as the root causes of Central American migration in a December 2018 
meeting, in which the U.S. committed to economic development in the region 
but failed to pledge new funding.93 A few months later, the U.S. instead cut 



Understanding and Withstanding  •  Froude 91

hundreds of millions of dollars in aid to Central America.94 These unsuccess-
ful attempts to change U.S. policy indicate that Mexico has not leveraged the 
transit-country portion of its migration profile to extract concessions from 
the United States; rather, it has been forced to concede in the face of eco-
nomic threats. Mexico’s relationship with its northern neighbor may be too 
imbalanced for it to strengthen its bid to be a humanitarian regional leader 
on migration. For example, although Ebrard stated prior to the tariff dispute 
that even with “the pressure from Trump, the Mexican government will not 
change its migration policy from one that favors a regular flow and the protec-
tion of human rights,”95 the actions of the Mexican government demonstrate 
its increased willingness to violate, rather than protect, the rights of migrants 
and asylum seekers, undermining its humanitarian rhetoric. Instead, U.S. 
policies have effectively been exported to Mexico, thereby transferring the 
force- and deportation-driven responses further south on the North American 
continent and eroding the autonomy of Mexican policy related to Northern 
Triangle migration. 

Conclusion

The distinct identities and regional dynamics of Colombia and Mexico impact 
their differing responses towards migrants and asylum seekers. Colombia, 
in understanding the root causes of the exodus, conceiving of its identity as 
one that helps Venezuelans, and standing up to the negative pressure of its 
neighbors, has responded in a largely positive, humanitarian way. Mexico, in 
its lack of comprehensive understanding of the push-factors causing Central 
Americans to flee, absence of a sense of obligation towards or shared past with 
Central Americans, and its submission to pressure from the United States, has 
reacted negatively and militaristically. There are exceptions to these trends 
within each country, such as Colombian marches against Venezuelans at the 
end of 2019,96 and the many Mexican shelters caring for Central American 
migrants and asylum seekers. However, the trends in the discourse, propa-
gated by journalists, government officials, and private citizens, do matter; 
they shape each country’s conversation about what type of response is appro-
priate, influencing high-level policy and low-level interpersonal interactions. 
Venezuelans, Salvadorans, Hondurans, and Guatemalans, many fleeing out of 
survival, may all be fleeing for their lives, yet whether they obtain safety and 
stability depends on how the country to which they travel sees itself, its neigh-
boring countries, and them. 

The limits of this study provide ample avenues for future research. Explor-
ing the origins of the countries’ regional power relations and autonomy, as 
well as how their national identities did or did not evolve to include immi-
grant obligation, would be particularly useful. I have shown how these fac-
tors influence immigration policy but have not explored their inceptions or 
development. On-the-ground surveys and in-depth interviews of Mexicans 
and Colombians would help determine whether there truly is understanding 



H E M I S P H E R E S : Coping with Crises  •  vol. 44, 202192

of the push-factors of migration or a sense of obligation towards newcomers, 
because citizens’ attitudes may not be accurately captured by the public dis-
course accessible from abroad. Finally, future research will want to consider 
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the national identities, regional 
dynamics, and subsequent migration policies of Colombia and Mexico. These 
studies will be critical in allowing us to better understand how to facilitate 
more positive responses to welcoming migrants and asylum seekers.

While useful in understanding the scope of crises, dispassionate studies 
of migration and asylum-seeking risk overlooking the humanity of those that 
comprise these mass exoduses. Each Honduran, Salvadoran, Guatemalan, 
and Venezuelan fleeing their home has confronted countless challenges along 
with a great deal of emotional and psychological pain. Considering that this 
suffering is shared by millions of people, it is incumbent upon other states in 
the Western Hemisphere to take drastic measures in response. Host countries 
must be aware of the aspects of their regional relations and national iden-
tity that worsen the experience of these extremely vulnerable populations. 
Reflecting upon their respective identities and framing of these exoduses will 
allow them to construct positive and internationally-sanctioned responses to 
migration crises.
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Abstract

Supporters of the global anti-drug regime, defined and organized by the United 
Nations Office of Drugs and Crime (UNODC), seek to minimize and eliminate 
the supply, sale, and trafficking of narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances 
around the world. The UNODC identifies three separate international trea-
ties relevant to this goal: the Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs of 1961 (as 
amended by the New York Protocol of 1972), the Vienna Convention on Psy-
chotropic Substances of 1971, and the Vienna Convention against Illicit Traf-
fic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances of 1988. Although nearly 
every UN member is party to the three treaties listed above, the UNODC still 
struggles to find equal support among UN members. This is particularly true 
among European Union (EU) member states, which allegedly share one Com-
mon Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), yet fail to display equal support for 
the UNODC and its fight against drug trafficking. This research paper seeks 
to explain this difference in support among EU member states, and the role 
which different EU countries play concerning the support for the UNODC’s 
fight against illegal drugs. 

Introduction 

Key Concepts

The UNODC defines drug trafficking as a “global illicit trade involving the cul-
tivation, manufacture, distribution and sale of substances which are subject to 
drug prohibition laws.”1 Transnational organized crime holds a looser defini-
tion allowing for a broader application of the law. The UNODC definition of 
this term, “encompasses virtually all profit-motivated serious criminal activi-
ties with international implications.”2 Narcotic drugs refer to any substance, 
natural or synthetic, scheduled as a I or II controlled substance under the 
1961 Convention on Narcotic Drugs. A psychotropic substance is any material 
scheduled as a I, II, III, or IV drug controlled under the same convention.3 This 
paper defines the global anti-drug regime as the collective international legal 
framework outlined by the UNODC and the Commission on Narcotic Drugs. 
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The Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs 1961 and the Convention on Psy-
chotropic Substances 1971 created an international legal framework to ensure 
“the availability of narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances for medical 
and scientific purposes, and to prevent their diversion into illicit channels.”4 
They also hold general provisions to prevent and mitigate illicit drug traffick-
ing. The 1988 Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psycho-
tropic Substances expands these provisions by including measures to combat 
“related money-laundering, as well as strengthening the framework of inter-
national cooperation in criminal matters, including extradition and mutual 
legal assistance.”5 All EU member states are party to all three treaties.

The CND is a branch of the UNODC comprised of 53 member states, 
grouped among six different geographic regions: eleven for the African states, 
eleven for the Asian states, ten for the Latin American states, fourteen for 
the Western European states, and one seat that rotates among these regions 
every four years.6 These states are elected by the United Nations Economic 
and Social Council to oversee international drug-related matters and policy-
making such as the prevention of drug abuse, rehabilitation of drug users, 
mitigation of drug supply and drug trafficking, and the analysis and review 
of the global drug situation.7 The CND therefore is a policy-making body that 
was established by the 1961 Convention on Narcotics. In contrast, the UNODC 
is an administrative body that promotes international cooperation in com-
bating drug trafficking and production, informs the public on the dangers of 
narcotics, and aids member states in reforming their criminal justice. 

Hypothesis

The primary question this paper asks is: what explains differential participa-
tion in the global anti-drug regime (UNODC/CND) by EU member states? I 
begin with the hypothesis that cultural and economic differences are the pri-
mary causes for discrepancies among EU member state participation. Highly 
developed EU countries with more drug-related problems are effectively com-
mitted to stopping these issues because their populations are burdened by 
increased human, health, and security costs. Similarly, these countries are 
more financially supportive of the global anti-drug regime because their econ-
omies do not rely on illicit drug trade and may even be damaged by it due 
to the same related costs. Conversely, EU countries with lower drug-related 
problems and less economic development are perhaps less supportive because 
their economies and social structure are not affected by illicit drug-trafficking 
and cannot afford expensive measures to combat it. The dependent variable 
in this paper is participation in the global anti-drug regime. Participation is 
measured per country in the form of cumulative years on the CND, number 
of uninterrupted terms on the CND, average years per term on the CND, total 
funding given to the UNODC by year, number of individual seizures of cocaine 
by year, and the quantity (kg) of cocaine seized by year. The independent vari-
ables are economic development– measured in GDP—and drug-related prob-
lems measured per country by an index of total number of overdoses per year, 
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estimated percent of population of lifetime users of cocaine, and total drug 
offenses per year. 

The research spans from the 2009 implementation of the Treaty of Lis-
bon, which established the EU Common Foreign and Security Policy, to 
2019, when the most recent statistical data measuring the independent and 
dependent variables of this paper became available. This paper also uses two 
theoretical perspectives to help explain its findings. The first is a constructiv-
ist understanding that explores the historical and cultural reasonings as to 
why a nation suffers from high or low rates of drug abuse and other drug-
related problems. The second is a liberal-institutionalist theoretical perspec-
tive which argues that security and economic motives are fundamental in a 
state’s decision-making process and account for domestic and international 
institutions that operate independently. The UNODC and the CND affect 
state cooperation among EU member states. This paper focuses specifically on 
state cooperation with these international entities within the global anti-drug 
regime. Drug trafficking and drug abuse are multi-layered and complex issues 
that require in-depth coordination, cooperation, and communication from all 
parties involved, including non-state actors. Multilateralism between states 
is therefore essential in combating the drug problem. Realism is not consid-
ered within the scope of this research because it underplays the importance 
of state cooperation, the role of non-state actors, social norms and historical 
background, and the importance of a state’s view of its own reputation in the 
international community.8

Literature Review

Not much previous work has been done on this topic. There are several 
studies, however, that research what causes regional EU member states to 
combat drug trafficking, and drug-trafficking networks within the European 
Union as a whole. Letizia and Reuter (2008), as well as Bogdan, Caunic, and 
Muntele (2013), used qualitative data, in the form of content analysis, from 
EUROPOL (European Union Agency for Law Enforcement Cooperation), 
EMCDDA (European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction), 
INCB (International Narcotics Control Board), and the UNODC (to map and 
research drug-trafficking routes within Western Europe and the European 
Union. Letizia and Reuter (2008) concluded that immigrant groups within 
Western European countries, such as Colombians, Turks, and Albanians, are 
prone to distribute illicit drugs because their ethnic groups commonly have 
close ties to organized crime linked back to their home countries. In the 
case of Spain, Colombian cartel members are attracted to the nation due to 
linguistic similarities and use Spain as a port of entry for their illicit drug 
trade9. This may give insight to Spain’s motives in participation in the global 
anti-drug regime. Bogdan, Caunic, and Muntele concluded that countries 
with poor stability, little economic opportunity, and deficient governmen-
tal response, like the Balkan countries, were the most susceptible to open 
drug routes and distribution.10 Many of these authors disagree with my 
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hypothesis, as they conclude that countries with low economic opportunity 
have high rates of drug-related problems. 

Hearne, Van Hout, and Wells (2016) also researched the role mass migra-
tion had in opening new drug routes into Europe. They found that mass 
migration of people from conflict zones to Europe not only opened up new 
drug routes into the continent, but also increased drug consumption among 
immigrants and rendered the EU’s current drug policy obsolete.11 They utilized 
content analysis from EU drug reports, EUROPOL migration data points, and 
statistical work from the EMCDDA. As is seen in this paper’s data, new immi-
grant groups and mass migration are changing the rates at which countries are 
consuming and supplying narcotics. This paper therefore adds immigration 
as another variable in a country’s willingness to participate within the global 
anti-drug regime. 

Research Design

This paper utilizes mixed research methods, employing both quantitative and 
qualitative research designs. A regional inventory of European Union member 
states was created using a regional index to measure participation in order 
to select countries for a comparative case study. This section explains which 
countries were chosen for examination and why. In this paper, I examine 4 
countries, each with a different combination of its level of participation in 
the UNODC and CND (one of the paper’s independent variables), and the 
amount of cocaine use in its population (one of the paper’s dependent vari-
ables). Spain was chosen because it has high participation in the UNODC 
and CND, and high rates of drug problems (measured in estimated lifetime 
users of cocaine). Slovenia was chosen because it had low participation in the 
UNODC and the CND, and low rates of lifetime users of cocaine. Ireland was 
chosen because it is not very supportive of the UNODC or the CND, and it 
has high cocaine use. Finally, Luxembourg was chosen because it remained a 
strong participant in the UNODC and has very low rates of cocaine use. These 
countries are shown in the following 2x2 matrix, which compares their partici-
pation in the UNODC and CND, and their rates of cocaine use.

Participation in UNODC/CND 

Low High

% of Population of  
Lifetime Cocaine Users

Low Slovenia Luxembourg

High Ireland Spain 

Originally, Belgium and Portugal were considered for this research as 
representative supporters. Unfortunately, Belgium was missing key data in 
two dependent variables and Portugal was labeled a neutral country under 
the RPI; a regional indicator that evaluates a country’s participation within 
the UNODC and CND. Cocaine was picked for this paper as an indicator of 
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drug-problems over other narcotics because according to the European Drug 
Report of 2017, “Cocaine is the most commonly used illicit stimulant drug in 
Europe, and its use is more prevalent in southern and western countries.”12 
The countries selected for this case study were intentionally picked as either 
southern or western European nations for this very reason. 

 This comparative case study encompasses data and content analysis from 
EMCDDA statistical bulletins, EU drug reports and policies, EU drug market 
overviews, and public statements from EUROPOL. In addition, total number 
of overdoses per country by year, estimated percent of population of lifetime 
cocaine users per country, total number of drug offenses per country by year, 
and average GDP per country from 2009 to 2019 are taken into account to 
identify patterns in orientation towards participation in the UNODC. This 
research considers which variables have the strongest influence in a country’s 
decision making in participating fully in the UNODC/CND. 

Three International Drug Control Treaties

All EU member states are parties to the three major international drug control 
treaties. Therefore, EU member states came to a universal consensus on the 
rules of the global anti-drug regime. The 1988 United Nations Convention 
against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances has been 
signed, cosigned, ratified, or accessioned by every EU member state with the 
most recent accession by Estonia on July 12th, 2000. The 1971 Convention on 
Psychotropic Substances was also signed, cosigned, ratified, or accessioned by 
every EU member state with the last member being Austria with its accession 
on June 23rd, 1997. Finally, the 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, as 
amended by the 1975 Protocol amending the Single Convention on Narcotic 
Drugs, has universal participation by every EU member state with the most 
recent signature by Cyprus on November 30th, 2012. Thus, all EU member 
states agree to the rules of the global anti-drug regime. I now show, however, 
that they do not universally support the institutions.

Regional Participation Index

To quantify participation in the global anti-drug regime, I created a Regional 
Participation Index to measure six separate variables: total Funding (in USD) 
to the UNODC per year, cumulative years on the CND, number of uninter-
rupted terms on the CND, average years per term on the CND, number of 
individual seizures of cocaine by year, and the quantity (kg) of cocaine seized 
by year. Funding to the UNODC is voluntary and split among two separate 
funds: (1) General Purpose Fund, which finances research, management, and 
technical support, and (2) Special Purpose Fund, which accounts for ~80% 
of the UNODC’s budget and finances field work, technical cooperation, and 
the Vienna headquarters.13 These two values were added together to reach a 
total sum of all dollars funded to the UNODC by country from 2009 to 2018. 
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A country’s self-nomination to serve on the Commission on Narcotic Drugs is 
also voluntary and occurs every four years. The number of cumulative years 
each country spent on the CND was calculated and averaged, the number of 
uninterrupted terms spent on the CND for each country was totaled and aver-
aged, and the average term length (which is set for 4 years, but varied in prac-
tice) for each country was calculated and then averaged. The total number 
of seizures of cocaine each country conducted from 2009 until 2018 was also 
totaled and then averaged. Finally, the quantity of cocaine (kg) each country 
seized from 2009 to 2018 was summed and then averaged to assess low versus 
high rates of drug-related problems. 

The total average of each country’s sum value was taken for each of the 
variables above. That total average was then split quarterly. If a country’s total 
for any given variable was above the total average of each country, that country 
received a (+1). If the country’s total was below the total average but above ¾ 
of the total average, then that country received a (+0.75). If a country’s total 
was below the ¾ total average but above the ½ total average, then that country 
would receive a (+0.5). Any country whose total was below the ½ total aver-
age but above a ¼ of the total average received a (+0.25). If a country’s total 
sum rested below the ¼ total average, then they received a value of (0). The 
countries with the highest number of total points would have the highest rates 
of participation in the UNODC. Those countries with the lowest number of 
points would have the lowest rates of participation in the UNODC/CND. 

Regional Participation Index (RPI) in Global Anti-Drug Regime,  
2009–2019

*This Data comes from the CND Membership and Bureau, UNODC Partnerships and Funding, and the 
EMCDDA Statistical Bulletin.
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Supporters and Opponents

Although the RPI shows France as the highest participant in the global anti-
drug regime with a maximum score of 6.00 points, Spain was ultimately cho-
sen over France for its unique position during the European Debt Crisis. Unlike 
France, Spain was particularly affected financially by the crisis, yet it remained 
an adamant supporter of the UNODC/CND despite its financial strain. Italy 
had similar financial constraints as Spain and tied the country in participa-
tion, but Spain outdid Italy in number of lifetime users of cocaine as percent 
of population. In addition, Italy had important data missing from its number 
of drug overdoses per year, making Spain a better candidate for a representa-
tive supporter. Slovenia ranked 14th among its European countries, tying with 
five other nations: Malta, Latvia, Ireland, Estonia, and Cyprus. It was picked 
as a representative opponent over the others for its geographic location and 
relative population size. Slovenia is a southern Mediterranean country which 
shares a border with Italy, one of Europe’s highest drug consuming nations. It 
also runs through the Balkan drug trafficking land route, while its Mediter-
ranean counterparts, Malta and Cyprus, do not. 

Outliers

Ireland was the sole outlier. Despite having significant drug-related problems 
relative to its population, Ireland tied for last place in participation in the 
global anti-drug regime with a score of 0 points. In contrast, Ireland scored 
second highest in estimated percent of population as lifetime users of cocaine 
with a score of 7.8%—second only to Spain with 10.3%.14 Luxembourg had 
the opposite phenomenon. Despite having a low drug-problem in its country 
and scoring relatively low in participation, ranking at number 12, Luxembourg 
scored in the top quarter percentile of donors to the UNODC donating ~$8.3 
million USD to the UNODC from 2009 to 2018. Luxembourg also never served 
on the CND. 

Case Studies

Spain

According to the RPI, Spain ranked second highest in participation to the 
UNODC among any EU member state. Spain also tied France and Belgium 
for the highest participation in the CND, with each nation scoring a 1 in the 
RPI for cumulative years served on the CND, number of uninterrupted terms 
on the CND, and average years per term. In regards to cocaine seizures, Spain 
ranked the highest of any European state from 2009–2018. During this time-
frame, Spain conducted a total of 416,031 individual seizures of cocaine within 
its borders.15 Italy came in second with a total of 67,076 individual seizures.16 
Not only did Spain rank above the EU’s total average, scoring a (+1) in the 
RPI, but it also seized a total of 348,955 more seizures than its second-place 
competitor—Italy, a country that is both culturally similar and has a relatively 



H E M I S P H E R E S : Coping with Crises  •  vol. 44, 2021110

proportional population and GDP. According to the official website of the 
European Union, Spain’s estimated population as of 2020 was ~47 million 
compared to Italy’s 60 million inhabitants.17 Spain’s calculated average GDP 
from 2009 to 2019 was found to be ~$1363.72 billion USD compared to Italy’s 
~$2701.40 billion USD.18 

Similarly striking, from 2009 to 2018 Spain measured the highest num-
ber of drug offenses (relating to cocaine) of any EU member state, measuring 
a total of 440,716 cases.19 Spain defines every drug offense as, “Arrests made 
in case of dealing/trafficking (criminal offences) and reports made in case of 
possession/use in public places (administrative offences).”20 These statistics 
dwarf the next highest country—Italy–which reported at the same time span a 
total of 166,260 drug offenses relating to cocaine.21 Like Spain, Italy measures 
both criminal offenses and administrative offenses as a drug offense. Again, a 
significant difference as Spain reported a total of 274,456 more drug offenses 
than Italy. With such a high difference, neither population nor a lack of law 
enforcement effort by Italy can account for its low drug offense numbers, as 
it ranks equal to Spain in participation according to the RPI. Consequently, 
Spain must have a unique drug-related problem.

Interestingly, among EU countries, Spain had the 11th lowest total of drug-
related overdose deaths recorded from 2009 to 2017, despite its relatively high 
drug use among its population.22 After calculating the total from data col-
lected by the EMCDDA, Spain totaled 1,214 drug induced overdose deaths 
from 2009 to 2017. That’s ~12 deaths shy of the EU total average, which was 
calculated to be ~1234.92 overdoses. 

One final measurement that plays to the abundance of Spain’s drug prob-
lem is lifetime prevalence of cocaine use. Statistical data on organized crime 
and the supply-side of the illicit drug trade is not available. EUROPOL and 
INTERPOL do not share transnational organized crime estimated revenue or 
membership to the public. The scope of this project must rely on the demand-
side of the illicit drug trade. Spain ranks highest among EU countries with an 
estimated 10.3% of its population using cocaine at some point in their adult 
lives [ages 15–64].23 The second-highest ranking country is Ireland with an 
estimated 7.8 percentage. Italy comes in third with 6.9%. 

Slovenia 

According to the RPI, Slovenia tied for last in participation with a total of 0 
points. Slovenia never served on the CND, nor did it rank above the ¼ percentile 
for funding to the UNODC, seizures of cocaine, or quantity of cocaine seized 
(kg). Despite being a party to all three of the major international treaties drug 
control treaties, Slovenia participates the least in the global anti-drug regime. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the main cause of this lack of engagement may have 
to do with Slovenia’s lack of drug-related problems. In two of the three mea-
surements of the independent variables—number of drug overdoses and drug 
offenses—Slovenia ranked in the bottom half of all EU countries. One thing 
to take into consideration, however, is Slovenia’s relatively small population. 
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According to the European Union’s official website, Slovenia has ~2.09 million 
residents. Less people may simply mean less users of narcotics. 

However, Slovenia’s estimated percent of population of lifetime prevalence 
of cocaine, suggests a better answer to this question. As of 2018, an estimated 
total of 2.7% of adult (15–64) Slovenians used cocaine once in their lifetime.24 
This places Slovenia as having the 14th lowest cocaine user rate as percent of 
population in the EU. Slovenia also has low rates of drug overdoses within 
its country. From 2009 to 2018, the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs 
and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) counted only 337 total overdose deaths. The 
EMCDDA defines drug-induced deaths as “people who die directly due to use 
of illegal substances. Although these often occur in combination with other 
substances such as alcohol or psychoactive medicines.”25 

Unfortunately, several key data points are missing for measuring drug 
law offenses in Slovenia relating to cocaine. The country failed to report 
numbers for “2018, 2017, and 2015.” From the numbers we do have, Slovenia 
totals 895 drug offenses from 2009 to 2016, ranking 6th lowest out of 20 
EU countries. Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Ireland, the Netherlands, Roma-
nia, and Sweden all failed to report any data to the EMCDDA measuring 
drug offenses related to cocaine. In contrast to Spain, which measured every 
drug-related arrest as a drug related offense, Slovenia measures this statistic 
as any “presumed offences against drug legislations.”26 Statistical units vary 
per country. In the case of Slovenia, its definition of a drug offense is more 
broad-ranging than several other EU member states. Although this total 
number is incomplete, Slovenia still ranks lower than Malta and Luxem-
bourg in drug offenses, respectively two countries with much smaller popu-
lations than Slovenia.

Ireland

Like Slovenia, Ireland is tied for last place in participation with a total score 
of 0 points—along with Cyprus, Estonia, Latvia, Malta, and Slovenia. Ire-
land never served on the CND, and scored below the ¼ total average in total 
number of seizures of cocaine, quantity in cocaine (kg) seized, and funding 
to the UNODC. Ireland also stopped reporting numbers to the EMCDDA on 
the quantity of cocaine (kg) seized after 2013 and continually fails to report 
drug-related data to the EU drug reports. In effect, Ireland is a representative 
opponent of the global anti-drug regime. What makes it an outlier country 
compared to Slovenia, however, is its high drug-related problems. 

Ireland was ranked second highest among any EU nation in lifetime prev-
alence of cocaine, with an estimated 7.8% of users per population—outdone 
only by Spain.27 Ireland failed to keep a by-year record of its drug induced 
overdoses for the EMCDDA, but the Ireland Country Drug Report of 2019 
reports, “The drug-induced mortality rate among adults (aged 15–64 years) 
was 69 deaths per million in 2015.28 The same report estimates the overdose 
rate of Ireland to be >40 cases per million population29. That is the highest rate 
of any Western or Southern European country. By comparison, Spain reports 
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an estimated 10–40 cases per million population. Unfortunately, Ireland’s data 
for drug offenses is missing. 

Luxembourg 

In contrast, Luxembourg measures with relatively low drug-related problems, 
yet is an active contributor to the UNODC. Although the country is ranked 
as 12th in the RPI, labeling it a neutral-to-opponent country in participation, 
Luxembourg ranks among the highest financial contributors to the UNODC. 
Luxembourg scored above ¾ of the total average of the total funding to 
the UNODC per country from 2009 to 2018. In total, Luxembourg donated 
$8,310,361.00 to the UNODC over the course of those nine years.30 This would 
make it the 9th greatest EU member state funder of the UNODC and CND 
as outlined by the RPI with each greater nation drastically outpacing Luxem-
bourg in GDP. 

After calculating data from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) World 
Economic Outlook database, Denmark has the closest average GDP, from 2009 
to 2019, to Luxembourg with an average GDP of ~$333.348 billion USD com-
pared to Luxembourg’s ~$61.299 billion USD.31 In terms of funding, Denmark 
outspends Luxembourg by ~$22.599 million USD to the UNODC.32 Despite 
Denmark’s economy being ~5.4 times larger than Luxembourg’s, Denmark 
only contributes 3.728 times more spending to the UNODC than Luxembourg. 
This data is even more striking when compared to Austria. Austria has a total 
average GDP from 2009 to 2019 of ~$418.697 billion USD.33 Yet, despite having 
such a larger economy, Austria only contributed a total of $10,725,422.00 to the 
UNODC from 2009–2018.34 That is only $2,415,061 more than Luxembourg. In 
this case, Austria’s economy is 6.852 times larger than Luxembourg’s, but it 
only gives 1.293 times more than Luxembourg in funding to the UNODC. 

These are noticeable differences, especially when compared to the larger 
picture. Luxembourg never served on the CND, and scored a 0, tying for last, 
in total seizures of cocaine per year and total quantity of cocaine (kg) seized 
per year. Nevertheless, it remains a substantial supporter financially to the 
UNODC. Luxembourg also scored in the bottom half of EU countries in both 
lifetime prevalence of cocaine and total drug offenses. Luxembourg does not 
record data for the number of overdoses per year within its country. Evidently, 
Luxembourg does not have the severe drug problems of many other UNODC 
supporters, nor does it have excess financial capital to combat drug-trafficking 
when compared to other EU countries. The reasons for such high participa-
tion are explored in the following section. 
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Considering History, Culture, and Identity as Explaining 
Participation

Spain

Spain has always held close ties with its Hispanic counterparts in South and 
Central America. Unsurprisingly, these close relations translate into busi-
ness—both legal and illegal. The global cocaine industry has historically been 
dominated by South American producers and distributors. Countries such as 
Colombia, Bolivia, and Peru are the largest global producers of cocaine and 
have broadened their markets beyond the Americas. Western European port 
nations like Spain, Portugal, Belgium, and the Netherlands are the main cen-
ters of air and sea entry for these narcotics.35 The EMCDDA does not include 
Luxembourg in this list of entry nations. Professional analysts label this as the 
Western or Transatlantic route. South American countries are not the only 
distributors of narcotics from the Western Hemisphere: Cartels in the Carib-
bean, in countries such as the Dominican Republic and Jamaica, are major 
distributors of narcotics to Europe utilizing the same transatlantic routes.36 
The EMCDDA estimates that “together Spain, Belgium, the Netherlands, 
France and Italy accounted for around four-fifths of the cocaine seized in the 
EU in 2014.”37 Spain itself is a major transit country for drug-trafficking, and is 
therefore a gateway for drug traffickers to the rest of Europe. 

Linguistic similarities, Geography, and immigration all contribute to 
Spain’s role as a transit country. Caunic, Bogdan, and Muntele (2011) make 
this clear in their study: “European Union: Destination and Transit Area for 
Cocaine Trafficking,” when they write: “The EU markets are dominated, in 
terms of cocaine imports, by the members of Colombian organized crime net-
works, taking advantage of historical and linguistic affinities with Spain and 
Portugal, as well as the existence of a significant Diaspora, set along the coast 
regions of the Iberian Peninsula.”38 Regarding immigration according to Paoli 
and Reuter (2008), collecting their data from the Colombian Foreign Minis-
try: “almost half a million Colombians are estimated to live in Europe. Half of 
the Colombian ‘expats’ in Europe are resident in Spain, which helps explain 
why Spain accounts for most cocaine seizures in Europe.”39 They elaborate 
further, claiming that immigrant communities, like Colombians within Spain, 
can more easily deal drugs than other communities, and are therefore less 
likely to provide cooperation to the police and will even hide Columbian drug 
traffickers.40 This point speaks to a unique cultural phenomenon within Spain 
and supports this paper’s hypothesis. Cultural differences between nations 
attribute to the rate of that nation’s drug problem and the willingness of its 
government to combat, as in the case of Spain. 

Linguistic similarities are not the only contributor to Spain’s high rate of 
drug problems. Since the early 2000s, West Africa has become a large producer 
and distributor of cocaine. Most of that product travels up through Morocco 
and makes it into Spain—again, simply out of geographic convenience. 
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However, what attracted many African drug dealers at the time is Spain’s 
relaxed residency rules. According to Ellis, a researcher at Oxford University, 
“The preferred destination for couriers in recent times is Spain, on account 
of its relatively lax residence rules. An applicant can get a temporary resi-
dence permit after just six months, which makes him or her far less likely to 
be searched on entry as it is assumed that adequate checks have been made.”41 
This has been exploited by Nigerian and other West African transnational 
criminal organizations. 

Spain has risen to meet its responsibility as a transit country and has become 
the second largest EU participant in the UNODC measured by the RPI; yet this 
does not give a complete answer to a solution on the drug problem. The mitiga-
tion of the drug-trade requires transnational cooperation, both within the EU 
and beyond. Unfortunately, “The cooperation between EU and Latin America 
and the Caribbean has traditionally not been very strong except for some Euro-
pean countries with colonial ties (Spain, Portugal, England, Netherlands), as 
the EU has prioritized countries which are more strategic and geographically 
closer to it.”42 It appears the entire responsibility of combating drugs entering 
Europe rests on the shoulders of the initial entry countries. 

Slovenia

The RPI identifies Slovenia as a representative nonparticipant country. As a 
Balkan country, the Balkan drug route which begins in Russia or Turkey runs 
through Slovenia. This is the principal eastern land route to Europe and is 
commonly utilized to transport heroin and cannabis.43 Unlike many other 
organized crime syndicates in Europe and around the world, the Balkan trans-
national organized crime groups are not Ethno-specific and contain mem-
bers from a variety of ethnicities, including Romanians, Serbians, Albanians, 
Turks, and Italians.44 Although not the principal narcotic transported along 
this route, cocaine trafficking is becoming more frequent and popular, with 
the product usually coming from producers in Russia.45 All and all, it appears 
Slovenia is a transit country for narcotics. 

According to a study by Prezelj and Gaber, “Slovenia is both a transit and 
destination country for drug shipments. Most of the shipments, however, pass 
through Slovenia on their way to larger markets.”46 Slovenia is not a high drug-
consuming country, as is made evident by their low estimated percent of life-
time prevalence of cocaine use with a value of 2.7%. By extent, they do not 
have the same drug-related problems and the financial burden’s that follow. 
Slovenia may be a destination country, but its bigger security threat is its role 
in the transportation of narcotics to the rest of Europe and vice versa. Stojarová 
found that not only are narcotics coming from the Balkans to Western Europe 
through Slovenia, but that the transport of chemical drugs from the Nether-
lands are using the same routes to transport drugs back to the Balkans.47 

However, according to the OSAC 2019 Crime and Safety report of Slovenia, 
“Organized crime [in Slovenia]—primarily narcotics trafficking, auto theft, 
fraud, tax evasion, counterfeit goods, alien smuggling, and human traffick-
ing—is a problem, but less so than in neighboring countries.”48 Countries such 
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as Serbia, Albania, and Romania are the primary countries in which drug traf-
ficking routes cross. In addition, its neighbor to the west, Italy, is the largest 
importer of cocaine of any southern Mediterranean country besides Spain.49 
By comparison, Slovenia’s war on drugs does not warrant the same reaction as 
countries like Spain or Italy, which rank high in participation in the UNODC. 
This supports this paper’s hypothesis as it illustrates the importance drug-
related problems have on a country’s decision making in combating it. 

Another issue is the financial state of Slovenia. Measuring GDP, Slovenia 
is the 6th smallest EU member state economy, outpaced by Bulgaria at num-
ber 7. Prezelj and Gaber (2005) claim that the Slovenian authorities:

have been competing with very rich criminal groups. This is so due to 
the high revenues that are derived from the smuggling business. In 
some cases, the smugglers use the best and most expensive technical 
equipment in their operations. All this makes the fight against smug-
gling even more difficult.50

Currently income levels of organized crime groups are not shared to the 
public by either INTERPOL or EUROPOL, so it’s impossible to say conclusively 
just how rich these entities are. What’s clear, however, is that these transna-
tional organized crime groups act as shadow states themselves and have the 
financial capital to operate successfully on the global stage. Slovenia may not 
have the financial infrastructure necessary to combat these issues, even if it 
possessed the willpower to do so. That is not to say that Slovenia is not trying. 
In fact, as the 2019 EU Drug Market Report states, even though Slovenia gen-
erally has lower numbers of seizures annually, it has dramatically increased its 
seizure operations over the last ten years. Like Croatia, Cyprus, Czechia, Esto-
nia, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Romania, and Slovakia, Slovenia has reported 
more cocaine seizures in 2017 than in 2007.51 This is not enough, however, to 
pull it ahead in the RPI. Slovenia remains a low participant in the global anti-
drug regime. 

Ireland

Ireland is historically a country rife with conflict. From the time of the Trou-
bles, and beforehand, Ireland has cultivated a culture of anti-authoritarian 
viewpoints in its fight for independence. Most famously, these sentiments 
have manifested in numerous paramilitary groups throughout Ireland, con-
gregating mostly over the border in Northern Ireland. These groups have had 
a unique effect on the drug-trade within the country. Unlike most other coun-
tries where drug-trafficking is dominated by organized crime and petty crimi-
nal gangs, the Irish drug-trade is significantly affected by pseudo-terrorists 
groups and ethno-separatists. According to the EU Markets Drug Report of 
2019, “[In] Northern Ireland, both Republican (Europol, 2019f) and Loyalist 
groups have sought to either accommodate or eradicate the drug trade.”52 In 
other words, paramilitary groups throughout the Island have both utilized the 
drug trade to fund their organizations, and vehemently fought to destroy it 
depending on their political ideology. 
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According to Hourigan, Morrison, Windle, and Silk, researchers at the 
University College of Cork in the early 1990s, “there was a major shift by Loy-
alist groups towards drug trafficking and dealing.”53 Loyalist groups began to 
merge with Irish organized crime in the early 1990s and sought to tax the drug 
trade for a steady income. By the mid-1990s, the Loyalist paramilitary groups 
controlled an estimated 60% of the drug trade within Ireland.54 As the 2020 
EU drug report verifies, this shift has led to direct violent conflict between 
these Loyalist and Republican groups. Currently, drug trafficking in Ireland 
utilizes the same transatlantic drug routes as the rest of Western Europe, with 
narcotics coming in from Central and South America and West Africa. How-
ever, some Irish gangs are seeking to leave this saturated drug market to utilize 
an untapped route by air from New Zealand and Australia.55

As in all areas controlled by shadow states and organized crime, intimida-
tion is an effective tool to control a complicit public where suspicion of the 
police is already high—Ireland is no different. The EU drug report of 2020 
found that the hierarchical structure of Irish gangs was used to punish infor-
mants and intimidate gang-controlled neighborhoods into silence, thus mak-
ing law enforcement actions more difficult. Low tier, young gang members 
were oftentimes found bullying and intimidating perceived enemies to their 
organization no matter the risk.56 The Irish economy also constrains policing 
efforts. Hourigan, Morrison, Windle, and Silke report:

The Irish economy experienced a banking crisis which has led to a 
deep economic recession impacting significantly on drugs and other 
illegal goods markets. The economic downturn also diminished the 
resources available for socio-economic and criminal justice initiatives 
aimed at tackling organized crime.57

In addition, Brexit continues to threaten the Irish economy and offers an 
uncertain economic future which has long lasting implications on the effec-
tiveness of Ireland’s policing efforts, thus supporting this paper’s hypothesis 
on the influence of financial restraints on a nation’s policy making decisions. 

Uniquely to Ireland, these paramilitary groups operate mostly over the 
border in Northern Ireland and hold positive sentiments among the popula-
tion. In recent years, efforts by the Irish government have been made to com-
bat this problem albeit slowly. In 2016, “Ireland made amendments to asset 
recovery legislation, including lowering the threshold value of an asset that 
can be seized from EUR 13 000 to EUR 5 000.”58 Ireland also joined the Mar-
itime Analysis and Operations Center [Narcotics] (MAOC [N]) in coalition 
with France, Italy, Portugal, the Netherlands, and Spain funded by the IMF to 
combat drug-trafficking by sea and air suggesting that Ireland is beginning to 
make a stronger effort in combating global drug trafficking.59 Unfortunately 
all significant domestic action was taken with cross-border cooperation with 
the United Kingdom. With Brexit, these international operations may prove 
more difficult in the future. 
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Luxembourg

Luxembourg is a small country with a relatively low crime rate; however, that 
appears to be changing with recent times. Traditionally, Luxembourg has a 
low drug-problem, but as the 2020 EU drug report writes, countries such as 
Luxembourg and Malta, with small populations, “reported both comparatively 
large numbers of seizures in 2017 and remarkable increases since 2007.”60 Rel-
ative to its population, Luxembourg is seizing more cocaine and illicit narcot-
ics than expected. In 2017, Luxembourg seized more cocaine than Romania, 
Estonia, Cyprus, Lithuania, Latvia, Slovakia, Bulgaria, and Poland—ranking 
number 19th among EU countries in the greatest number of seizures that year. 
In fact, from 2009- 2018, Luxembourg has increased its number of seizures 
every year. 

This indicates a market expansion within Luxembourg which could be 
caused by two reasons: either (1) the drug market within Luxembourg is 
expanding, or (2) Luxembourg is becoming a transit country for drug-traffick-
ing. According to Luxembourg’s Country Drug Report of 2019, “The majority 
of illicit substances consumed in Luxembourg arrive from the Netherlands 
(cannabis and other drugs), Belgium (MDMA/ecstasy and amphetamine-type 
stimulants) and Morocco (cannabis resin). Cocaine found on the national 
market originates from Latin America and enters Luxembourg via the south of 
Europe. Heroin is trafficked into the country via the traditional Balkan route, 
more specifically its northern branch.”61 It is evident that Luxembourg is not 
a transit country but rather a destination country. More drugs are coming to 
Luxembourg than traveling through it. 

One explanation for this increase in demand is an increase in supply brought 
on by new emerging (TOC) found within the country. The EMCDDA writes: 

In recent years, an increasing number of organized criminal distri-
bution networks have developed nationally, contributing to a rise in 
drug availability, particularly in the supply of cocaine and cannabis. 
In addition, organized crime groups from Western African countries 
are developing large-scale cocaine trafficking activities throughout 
Europe, including Luxembourg.62 

Established European-based organized crime, such as the Italian Mafias, 
have begun to entrench themselves within Luxembourg’s economy. In 2018, 
84 alleged members of a ‘Ndrangheta, an organized criminal group from the 
Reggio region of Calabria, Italy, were arrested in Belgium, Germany, Italy, 
Luxembourg and the Netherlands on charges of criminal association, drug 
trafficking and money laundering.”63 Often thought of as the most powerful, 
richest, and deadliest crime syndicate in Europe, ‘Ndrangheta funnels cocaine 
from southern Europe arriving from South America to the rest of the conti-
nent. By establishing itself within Luxembourg, ‘Ndrangheta only strengthens 
the structure of the already existing drug trade within the country. In addi-
tion, as the EMCDDA mentions, with an increase in immigration from West 
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Africa, West African-based organized crime groups are growing their influ-
ence throughout Europe, including Luxembourg.

The increase in crime and in criminal operations is a growing security 
threat to the small nation. Famously in 2007 in neighboring Germany, six Ital-
ian men were shot in a warring feud between two rival ‘Ndrangheta groups.64 
An increase in criminal activities means an increase in gang related violence 
as different powers fight for control. It also means an increase in drug-related 
problems—use, overdoses, robberies, homicides, and assaults to name a 
few. Unsurprisingly, this increase in organized crime correlates with Luxem-
bourg’s increase in funding to the UNODC. From 2009 to2018 Luxembourg 
has increased its funding steadily to the UNODC from $1,063,886 USD in 2009 
to $2,765,162 USD in 2018.65 Luxembourg is making a conscious effort to invest 
its financial capital in combating this new security concern manifesting itself 
in the drug trade. By financing the UNODC and its related anti-drug efforts, 
Luxembourg hopes to destroy this new threat before it becomes too large to 
handle. This supports this paper’s hypothesis, as a nation with more drug 
related problems are more likely to participate within the UNODC.

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Findings 

The cases of Spain and Luxembourg are representative examples of how a 
country reacts to drug-related problems. Spain suffers from high drug-abuse 
within its population, the highest of any EU nation, and is a major transit 
country for drug trafficking. This would make it not only a destination for 
narcotics, but a supplier and transit hub to the rest of Europe. Geography, 
relaxed residency laws, immigration, and linguistic similarities between 
Spain and organized crime from South and Central America make it the 
largest importer of narcotics in the European Union. Unsurprisingly, Spain 
seizes more narcotics than any other EU nation. It has the burden of stop-
ping the drug trade within its borders before it travels abroad to the rest of 
Europe. Fortunately, Spain has the financial capital to do so and willingly 
volunteers its resources to combat drug trafficking, both domestically and 
abroad. Its funding of the UNODC and time spent on the CND, along with 
its commitment to seizing illicit drugs, makes it a high-ranking participant 
within the global anti-drug regime. 

Similarly, Luxembourg has committed more of its resources to the fight as 
the drug problem becomes more problematic within its own borders. Within 
the last decade, Luxembourg has seen a stark increase in both consumption 
of narcotics and the quantity of narcotics being seized within its borders. 
Organized crime from southern Europe and Africa has also entrenched itself 
within the country imposing a significant security threat. In response, Lux-
embourg has increased its attention to the problem and has partnered with 
neighboring countries to help root out its criminal syndicates. In addition, 
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since 2009, Luxembourg increased its funding to the UNODC becoming the 
9th largest contributor from the EU. 

Slovenia remains a representative nonparticipant country. Although Slo-
venia runs right through the Balkan drug route and has many ties to the Bal-
kan Mafia, the country as a whole contains less drug-related problems than 
many participants of the UNODC. By percent of population, Slovenia has a 
low drug-abuse rate, low overdose rate, and low amounts of narcotics seized. 
As a result, Slovenia is less committed to the global anti-drug regime, having 
never served on the CND and not committing large sums of funds relative to 
its GDP to the UNODC. Countries like Romania and Croatia are also main 
countries through which the Balkan route runs. This would make Slovenia 
neither a major transit nor destination country. However, this is beginning to 
change. As its neighboring countries are beginning to crack down on old drug 
trafficking routes with coordinated efforts, traffickers are looking to Slovenia. 
Since 2009, seizures of cocaine have only increased per year within Slovenia, 
suggesting emergent problems. Cocaine trafficking is a relatively new phe-
nomenon within the Balkans, as drug-trafficking within the region was his-
torically limited to cannabis and heroin. As this paper only studies the effects 
of cocaine trafficking, other elements of the drug-problem within Slovenia 
need further research. 

Finally, Ireland remains an outlier country. Despite high rates of drug-
related problems, Ireland is an opponent participant within the UNODC. 
Although it’s beginning to make a coordinated effort with other EU member 
states to combat the problem, Ireland still relies heavily on entry countries 
like Spain, Belgium, and the Netherlands to do the bulk of the work,making it 
a free-loader nation. As most Irish organized crime operates in tandem with 
paramilitary groups across the border in Northern Ireland, domestic anti-
drug operations remain difficult. Brexit causes uncertainty on how border 
operations and cooperation with the United Kingdom will continue—more 
research is needed in this regard. 

Recommendations 

These findings suggest that discrepancies in participation to the UNODC 
and CND appear to be inevitable. Incentives for countries not affected by the 
drug trade are not strong enough to influence a nation’s decision to partici-
pate within the global anti-drug regime. Freeriding within the EU is also a 
significant issue: the bulk of the burden in combating the illicit drug trade 
falls on entry-level countries such as Spain, Portugal, Belgium, the Nether-
lands, France, and Italy. As transit countries, these nations have the added 
responsibility to mitigate the supply of narcotics throughout Europe with 
the support of EUROPOL and other policing agencies. These strong commit-
ments have allowed other nations, like Ireland, to not participate in the global 
anti-drug regime. Unfortunately, there are no realistic policy changes on the 
international level that would increase participation, nor help in the fight 
against narcotics. Borders remain open among EU nations, with the creation 
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of Schengen, and this is not likely to change despite a growing problem of 
drug trafficking. 

Policy changes must therefore be made at the domestic level. As their 
economies expand, Ireland and Slovenia must continue to enlarge their crim-
inal-justice initiatives and increase resources to policing efforts. With Irish 
traffickers (TOC) expanding their routes beyond the traditional Western 
Atlantic drug route, Ireland can no longer rely on other EU member states like 
Spain to do the bulk of drug prevention. The most apparent answer to combat 
this problem is increased participation in the UNODC. By volunteering funds 
and sitting on the CND, Ireland could increase public awareness of the drug 
problem and have a voice in directing future anti-drug operations around the 
world. Similarly, Slovenia must increase its effort to mitigate drug trafficking 
across state borders and prevent itself as a transit country. This would require 
international coordination with its neighbors, like Italy and Croatia, who are 
already committed to the fight against narcotics. 

In contrast, Spain and Luxembourg are taking the necessary steps in their 
fight against narcotics. The mitigation and elimination of the global-drug 
trade will take money, time, and cooperation among nations. Spain should 
continue to lead the EU in its war on drugs and show other nations, by exam-
ple, how anti-drug operations are not only necessary but effective. By pro-
viding accurate and updated data to the EMCDDA and the UNODC, and by 
continually funding international entities like the UNODC, countries such 
as Luxembourg and Spain make it possible for other nations and agencies to 
address the threat of the global drug trade.
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Coping with Crises: Surviving in  
an Ever-Changing World
Lauren Stone, New York University 
Alessandra Moreno, Tufts University

2021 was one of, if not the, most jarring year of our lifetime. It was a year that 
left international relations ever-changed, and one that put international poli-
tics in a perspective most of us had never considered before. COVID-19 has 
made news almost every day for the past year, and with a global pandemic at 
the forefront of people’s minds, other crises were sometimes overlooked. But 
COVID-19 is not the only life-altering crisis that has taken place in the last 
year. Increasing racial injustice, economic turmoil, trafficking, and inter-state 
conflict have reached all corners of the globe this year, only adding to what can 
be thought of as one of the most  distressing years in  recent history.

With the only worldwide constant this year appearing to be change and 
addressing crises as they are created, this photographic exploration, “Coping 
with Crises: Surviving in an Ever-Changing World,” seeks to address crises 
domestically and abroad. The two talented undergraduate photographers 
featured in the journal this year each provide perspectives on crises both 
historical and ongoing. Their images, like all good art, help us to understand 
what crises look like in their true form, and as such, help us to make sense 
of them. These series of photos provide phenomenal insight into the crises 
that shaped global history, and the crises that continue to shape global life 
as we know it today.
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Lauren Stone, New York University

As a part of her exhibit, Lauren Stone interviewed the individuals she photo-
graphed on their thoughts about gun control. The captions that accompany 
her photos are direct quotes from those featured in the photographs.

Barre 3. West Village, NY. December 8, 2018. Dino, 30, Instructor. “We need 
better gun  control.”
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Holiday Market. Union Square, NY. December 8, 2018. Jemar, 24, salesman. “I 
have an  interest in guns from when I was younger playing video games.”

Congregation Chasam Sopher, Lower East Side, NY. October 28, 2018. Amira, 
20,  Student. “It shouldn’t take a tragedy to encourage one to speak—this is a 
threat that concerns and  affects literally everyone in our country.”
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Westchester Recreation Center, Los Angeles, CA. September 10, 2016. Wiley, 
4. “I don’t  get why I have to wear this to play baseball.”

Christodora House, Alphabet City, NY. October 24, 2020. Anonymous, 50, 
Mail Man. “I  think it should be like Virginia, we should all have the right to 
bear arms. That’s it, it’s plain and  simple.”
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A view of Madaba, Jordan.

Alessandra Moreno, Tufts University

Alessandra’s photos were taken immediately before, and during the beginning 
of the onset of the coronavirus. These photos offer a unique look at the calm 
before the storm—the sense of normalcy that accompanies life when a crisis 
just begins its onset.
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A sunset on the way to class at University of Jordan in Amman.
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The skyline of the capital of Amman.
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A photo from the audience of a Jordanian choir show.
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The Past, Present, and Future 
of Conflict Mediation: A 
Conversation with Teresa 
Whitfield
Interview by Alyssa Pak*

Teresa Whitfield Biography

Teresa Whitfield is Director of the Policy and Mediation Division in the UN 
Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs. After an early career as 
a journalist she spent five years at the UN in the 1990s, working on Central 
American peace processes and other issues. After leaving the UN in 2000, 
she was a Visiting Fellow at New York University’s Center on International 
Cooperation; Director of the Conflict Prevention and Peace Forum at the 
Social Science Research Council; Senior Adviser to Geneva-based Centre for 
Humanitarian Dialogue; and Senior Adviser to the President of the Interna-
tional Crisis Group. The author of three books—on El Salvador, “Groups of 
Friends” and UN peacemaking, and the Basque conflict—she returned to the 
United Nations in 2016.

1. What inspired you to become involved in the field of conflict prevention and 
mediation?

I did a Master’s in Latin American Studies and then started working as a tele-
vision journalist, working on documentary programs, looking mainly at the 
relationship between politics and media in different contexts. I worked on a 
program that produced a report called “The Media War in El Salvador” and went 
to El Salvador for the first time in early 1989, while its civil war was raging. Later 
that year there was a big offensive by the FMLN (Farabundo Martí National Lib-
eration Front) guerrillas, who were fighting the Salvadoran government. It was 
a very dramatic moment where the civil war came into the capital city. And, in 
the midst of it, six Jesuit priests were killed. I ended up making a documentary 

* This interview was conducted on 5 March 2021. Teresa Whitfield is the Director of the Policy 
and Mediation Division in the United Nations Department of Political and Peacebuilding 
Affairs (and the parent of Isabel Rosenbaum ’21). The views expressed in this interview are 
hers and do not reflect the views of the United Nations.
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about the murder of the six Jesuit priests, who were killed by the Salvadoran 
army, and the implications that had on the end of the war. They were killed 
because they’d been advocating for negotiations. After I made the documen-
tary—I was in my 20s, fairly footloose and had no ties—I became so interested 
in the story, the country, and what was going on, that I moved to El Salvador to 
write a book about the Jesuits, the reasons why they were killed, and how they 
had tried to create an environment to work towards negotiations. 

While I was writing the book, the negotiations that they had advocated for 
actually started taking place. So I was writing the book, during the last period 
of the war, and witnessing the efforts to end it—witnessing the negotiating 
efforts, which were mediated by the UN. I could interview people across the 
political spectrum, people in the guerilla organization, people in the army, 
people in the government, civil society, all sorts of people. It was very hum-
bling, and an extraordinary, privileged experience. I learned an enormous 
amount about the reasons why people in El Salvador had taken up arms and 
gone to war, the things that they’d been fighting for, how difficult it was to 
end the war, and how brave, actually, that the people on all sides needed to be 
to end the war. I also saw, from a distance, the UN mediating the end of the 
conflict. I saw the value and benefits of a serious negotiated process to end the 
conflict. That was really what got me into this field. 

The book came out in 1994. Those years, between 1989 and 1994 marked a 
really critical moment, the end of the Cold War, the Berlin Wall coming down, 
and all these changes across the world. The negotiations in El Salvador were 
happening at a moment where the political patterns of the world were chang-
ing, and a spate of mediation and negotiated settlements to end the proxy 
wars of the Cold War were taking place, with the UN very involved in many 
of them. In 1995, when an opportunity arose to work at the UN in New York, I 
was really pleased to take it. 

2. What has changed in the intervening years since you started this work? 
What are the main challenges that mediators face today?

That’s a huge question. It’s a long time, of course, this was 30 years ago, and 
the field of conflict prevention and mediation has changed enormously. It’s 
a reflection of what the world is, and the world has changed so much. That 
moment of the end of the Cold War was a kind of textbook moment for 
conflict resolution. The world that was dominated by two superpowers in a 
way that hasn’t been true since: the United States and its orbit, and the then 
Soviet-Union and its orbit. And a lot of the conflicts that were happening in 
the world, in Central America, in Africa, in Southeast Asia, were fueled by that 
opposition between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, and their proxies, fighting. 
And so, as the Cold War wound down, there were incentives to disentangle its 
proxy wars. The outside powers that had been supporting, sometimes with 
money, sometimes with direct military support as well, were now support-
ing an end to the wars. So you had a propitious environment to end the wars, 
and El Salvador showed that: you had strong military actors, the government 
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was strong, and the guerrilla insurgency, the FMLN, was strong; they’d fought 
themselves to a standstill, and each side realized that they couldn’t win—what 
William Zartman has called a “mutually hurting stalemate”. Then, outside the 
parties, there was a very well developed regional movement towards peace 
in the Central American countries, and support from Latin America more 
broadly. And beyond that, the big powers, the US, which has been hugely 
invested in supporting the government of El Salvador, and Russia and Cuba 
and others who supported the FMLN, were all keen to see it end. So it was 
relatively orderly, well managed, and neat compared to some of the things 
that have happened since then. At that moment, there was a spate of conflicts 
which it was possible to bring to an end—in Cambodia and in southern Africa, 
as well as other conflicts in Central America.

Then things quite quickly got more complicated. Already by the mid and 
late 1990s, there were terrible, devastating wars in the Balkans, and the tragedy 
in Rwanda. There had been this moment at the end of the Cold War, when it 
looked like things would be stable. But of course, they weren’t stable—the world 
moved on. Fast forwarding through a lot of history, you see the landmarks that 
shifted the geopolitical environment in the intervening years: most obviously, 
9/11 and the war on terrorism and invasion of Iraq that followed. And then the 
Arab Spring in 2011, and the devastating conflicts across the Arab world that 
we’ve seen since then. At the same time, there were huge changes that were 
not related to conflict, but to a greater globalization, an increase in commu-
nications, and different kinds of economic forces. Different parts of the world 
gained more voice and influence so instead of the Cold War superpowers, you 
had a variety of regional powers, countries with much more power and influ-
ence and reach, and a much more complicated geopolitical environment. 

And while in the 1990s there was a number of conflicts that it was possible to 
end through negotiated agreements, in recent years, what we’ve seen is that the 
wars that have been left over, or the wars that have broken out, have been much 
harder to resolve, much more complicated for a number of different reasons. 

There are two different sets of dynamics which make conflict resolution 
today particularly difficult. At the top, conflicts that might have begun small 
and local are increasingly internationalized. They involve regional as well as 
sometimes global powers, not only as supporters or enablers of local actors 
and groups, but sometimes as conflict actors in their own right. In several 
of the wars in the Middle East and North African region—Yemen, Syria, and 
Libya for example—regional rivalries have become embedded in the fabric 
of civil wars, and made it much harder to find a negotiated agreement to end 
the conflict. And on some conflicts—Syria most notably—divisions in the 
UN Security Council have been stark. Another element which makes it really 
hard to resolve conflicts is the greater fragmentation of conflict actors at a 
local level. In the majority of today’s conflicts, you see a multiplicity of armed 
groups often operating in loose and rapidly shifting coalitions. Many have a 
mix of goals and motivations rather than a clear-cut political desire to change 
the government or achieve territory. Their goals will be tangled up by local 



H E M I S P H E R E S : Coping with Crises  •  vol. 44, 2021140

concerns with security and power, often involving economic and criminal 
activities of one kind or another, and in some cases offering fertile ground for 
violent extremist groups, so the line between what’s a political organization 
and what’s a criminal organization gets very blurry. 

So you end up with these very messy and very fluid situations where the 
motivations to come to a negotiating table, and what a negotiation table would 
discuss, are not necessarily very clear. These two elements have undermined 
the possibility to reach a negotiated settlement in a number of the conflicts 
that we’re still struggling with today, even as in many environments there’s 
lots of work going on at local, national and international levels. There have 
been exceptions of course. A big one in recent years was the peace process in 
Colombia, where the UN is still working with other actors on the implemen-
tation of the peace agreement. The agreement was possible because some of 
the logic and dynamics I mentioned earlier—of stalemate, relatively cohesive 
parties, the government and the FARC, and a clear negotiation agenda—were 
present. In some ways, it looked back to earlier processes in providing the 
conditions to reach an agreement after many decades of war. 

Conflict has changed a lot over the years in response to the changing world 
and the changing political environment. But the mechanisms for response 
have also changed too. The actors in the mediation fields have changed; at the 
end of the Cold War, the UN was the predominant conflict resolution actor 
and seemed the best platform to help wind down the wars. Then, in the inter-
vening years, we’ve seen more emphasis placed on the role of regional and 
sub regional organizations. Other actors—states, NGOs, both international 
and local—are also involved in mediation and conflict resolution. It is a much 
more crowded field—what we have is a multi-layered and fragmented conflict 
environment and a multi-layered and sometimes fragmented and sometimes 
better coordinated set of actors who are working to respond to conflict. 

3. What factors impact whether a conflict is able to be resolved via mediation? 
How do shifting balances of power among conflict participants impact the 
mediation process?

It is important to remember that what we’re talking about is the mediation of 
the end of armed conflict, mediation at the end of wars, and that parties fight 
wars to win them. They fight for different reasons: for power of different kinds, 
because of the repressive and exclusionary behavior of the government, for 
control of territory, or for different kinds of economic resources. Parties tend 
not to come to the negotiating table if they think they still might win. And it’s 
this question of a stalemate and whether they have a perception that they’re 
not going to win that will help bring them to the table. They may also be 
influenced by pressure of societies which are exhausted and beaten down by 
the constant loss of lives, the displacement of people, the suffering that comes 
with conflict. A variety of factors will contribute to whether they want to come 
to the table. But the key element really is political will—is there actually a 
will and recognition that the different parties to a conflict can achieve at least 
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enough of what they want, through negotiating, that they could not achieve 
or don’t think they now can achieve through fighting? This is very difficult. 

Outsiders can help, and the role of the mediator is to, in some ways, expand 
the imagination of those who might be entering into negotiations. But media-
tors engage on the basis of consent, and outside actors won’t be able to per-
suade parties to come to negotiate or to successfully reach a mediated solution 
if they’re convinced that they can still win what they want by military means. 
There are other factors as well. We work a lot on the quality of the mediation. 
Sometimes, mediations will address a full range of issues relating to the struc-
ture of the country, including constitutional reforms. At other times there 
might be much more limited mediation for a cease-fire agreement. The con-
flicts we’re looking at today, because of their complex dynamics, involve a very 
difficult set of issues where the balance of power at the table are affected by 
dynamics at a local level, dynamics at a national level, and regionally, as well. So 
many peace processes have many different actors involved. In Afghanistan the 
war is between the Taliban and the Afghan government, but the US was heavily 
involved and is a central actor in the peace process. But the regional actors are 
also very concerned, as are outsiders of different kinds—and of course many 
in Afghan society are pushing for peace. Even in Colombia, which did success-
fully reach a negotiated settlement, the role of the regional actors, the role of 
Venezuela, the role of Cuba, the positions that the United States took were all 
very important. Norway played a very important role with Cuba as a guarantor, 
and Chile was also involved; all these different actors, despite their very differ-
ent political identities, were supportive of the peace process in Colombia at that 
time—the goal of peace in Colombia was something that they could all agree 
on, even if they didn’t agree on other issues—while there was also huge public 
pressure for peace from inside the country. 

Another important element for the way that we approach mediation is 
trying to ensure that processes which are inclusive as possible, and reflect a 
variety of different voices—not just the political or military elites around the 
table. Both for reasons of rights and for practical reasons about how to have 
an effective and sustainable agreement, it’s critically important that the pro-
cess is as inclusive as possible. This means inclusive in a geographic sense, 
representing different affected communities, and—something that the UN 
has been working very hard on—the inclusion of women, and youth when 
possible. The meaningful participation of women in peace and political pro-
cesses is a central pillar of what is known as the Women, Peace and Security 
Agenda—a very important priority for the United Nations.

4. What is your role at the United Nations? How does the department where 
you work, the Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs, contribute 
to conflict prevention and mediation?

I am the Director of the Policy and Mediation Division within the Department 
of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs. As the name suggests, the division is a 
policy shop for the department. We also have a leading role, not just for the 
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department, but across the UN, in providing mediation support through a 
Mediation Support Unit, the division also includes a Gender, Peace and Secu-
rity Unit, which particularly works to support the inclusion of women in peace 
and political processes, and a small Innovation Cell, as well as a unit working 
on Guidance and Learning. 

Mediation support is a field which has developed a lot in the 15 years since 
the UN created the Mediation Support Unit back in 2006. You need the politi-
cal conditions to be right, political will on the ground, leverage, and all sorts 
of things for a successful mediation process, but you also need expertise in 
mediation, and a really talented mediator to lead the team and the effort. 
But no one person can do everything—they need support. We offer staff with 
expertise on mediation as well as a mechanism, called the Standby Team of 
Senior Mediation Experts, made up of senior people with expertise on dif-
ferent areas of mediation, like process design, or cease-fires, constitutional 
assistance, and issues related to gender and the inclusion of women and other 
constituencies, as well as other sorts of substantive questions that might come 
up while you’re mediating. We work in support of others, mainly UN envoys 
and mediators and their teams, whether they’re in the special political mis-
sions or peacekeeping operations. We also do capacity building, outreach with 
regional organizations and other mediation support actors, and develop guid-
ance. Recently we have been working a lot on the contribution of digital tools 
to mediation. Mediation actors operate within an environment where digital 
technology is changing quickly. Social media has become a major element in 
every conflict we’re working in. So how do mediators not only manage them-
selves in an environment which may be complicated by the presence of digital 
technology, but also use digital tools to help their work? There are a number 
of different applications which we’ve learned and put into place, something 
accelerated by COVID-19 and by the establishment of our Innovation Cell. 
Much of our work has had to be conducted remotely, but also draws on what 
we were doing before. We’ve been able support our missions in conducting 
digital focus groups in Yemen and Libya—enabling our mediators to reach out 
and have conversations with hundreds of Yemenis and Libyans at a time to get 
their input and perspectives on emerging peace processes. 

We are, however, just a small part of a department, the Department for 
Political and Peacebuilding Affairs (DPPA), which is the lead UN entity for 
conflict prevention, peacemaking and peacebuilding. In the field, we have 
offices which support special envoys of the Secretary- General, facilitating 
negotiation processes, like in Syria or Yemen, regional offices that carry out 
preventive diplomacy on the ground in West Africa, Central Africa and Cen-
tral Asia, as well as regional envoys in the Great Lakes region of Africa and in 
the Horn of Africa. And then we also have larger missions supporting com-
plex peacemaking and peacebuilding processes, for example in Afghanistan, 
Colombia, Haiti, Iraq, Lebanon, Libya, and Somalia, among others. And all 
of the missions, which are a range of different sizes, have different mandates, 
determined generally by the Security Council. We have about 4000 staff in the 
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field, and the budget last year, for all our special political missions—which 
also include a number of panels of experts working on sanctions—was $720 
million. This sounds like a lot but our missions are small compared to the big 
peacekeeping operations, as in South Sudan, the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, Mali, Central African Republic, and other places. Overall peacekeep-
ing operations have over 80,000 uniformed personnel, and 14,000 civilians in 
the field and a budget of about six and a half billion dollars, so much bigger. 

More broadly, DPPA works on conflict prevention, even in countries 
where the UN doesn’t have a standalone political mission, working closely 
with other actors in the UN system, especially on development, as well as 
human rights. This is because we recognize that to do conflict prevention 
effectively, you need a very broad and holistic approach, and a long term 
perspective on what factors might drive conflict, or prevent it, as you go for-
ward. So at the heart of conflict prevention is recognizing that you need 
to engage early and proactively and try to get in there and not to have to 
wait until after a crisis has developed. Analysis of a wide range of stress fac-
tors that might trigger violence is critical. This means looking at things like 
political economy, as well as more obvious things like human rights abuses, 
which can be an early warning of conflict erupting. We are now increasingly 
looking at the impact of climate change on peace and security and how that 
affects conflict at a local level—for example in a context such as the Sahel, 
where the conflicts between herders and farmers are intricately related to 
climate change. We’re also looking much more than we used to at the impact 
of digital technologies, and the increasingly central role that social media 
plays in all our societies, how it can be instrumentalized for offline harm, as 
we’ve seen in Myanmar as well as other places.

Inclusion, as I mentioned earlier, is something which is really central to 
our efforts to promote peace—and indeed inclusion is at the center of the 
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, which are anchored in the idea of “leav-
ing no one behind”. When we come specifically to peace processes, making 
sure that women are effectively included is, as I mentioned, a major priority 
for us. This is both because women are half the population and need to be 
there and because agreements are more sustainable and effective if women are 
involved. The Women Peace and Security Agenda dates back to the passage of 
Security Council Resolution 1325 in 2000; a more recent development is the 
emergence of the Youth Peace and Security Agenda. And for us, this means 
including youth across the various dimensions of our work, recognizing that 
they hold and must own the future, and that there’s much more that can be 
done to identify ways to engage them to prevent and promote peace. 

Finally, I would highlight the importance of DPPA’s preventive work 
around elections. Election processes are critical moments in the political life 
of a country. But they can expose tensions and exacerbate long term long-
standing grievances, or service as flashpoints. We have a dedicated Electoral 
Assistance Division, which oversees the provision of electoral assistance to 
about 50 states a year. 
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5. How has your work been affected by COVID-19?

Like everybody else, we’ve all been affected by COVID-19. In terms of my own 
division, we were perhaps particularly worried about our work on mediation 
support, which is based or had been based on traveling—in fact part of the 
rationale of the Standby Team of Mediation Experts was that we could send 
them to the field really quickly. So we were really not sure what would happen 
when everybody was grounded because of COVID. As it turned out everybody 
switched to using Zoom and Teams and everything else very quickly. And 
we’ve been very, very busy. More broadly it was challenging for the UN because 
a lot of our envoys and others got stuck and couldn’t travel as much as they 
used to, but their adaptation to keep the work going and to maintain differ-
ent channels of communication has been, I think, quite impressive. While we 
discovered a range of things—sensitive negotiations, building trust with new 
contacts—that you cannot do virtually, we also found, interestingly, that some 
of the work continued or deepened—several envoys and others put a particu-
lar effort into maintaining contact with women’s organizations and women’s 
groups, and found them very motivated to stay in touch. COVID accelerated 
the development of digital tools to help communication; it also meant that we 
had to quickly learn about running some dialogue processes or consultations 
by digital means, or mixing digital with in-person meetings. 

Early on, after the pandemic hit in March last year, Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres called for a global cease-fire, making an appeal that, across 
the world, conflict parties needed to come together to address the scourge of 
COVID, and that this should act as an impetus for ending wars. There was a 
positive response, at first, to the cease-fire call. But over time, we found that 
COVID didn’t affect the underlying dynamics of armed conflict as much as we 
had thought it might. What we’re really worried about, though, is the socio-
economic and other impacts of COVID in the medium term, and what that 
might mean for conflict prevention. There are two dimensions to this with 
some countries taking a terrible public health and economic hit from COVID, 
and facing rising internal tensions as a result, while at the same time the level 
of international humanitarian and other assistance is really damaged. We 
saw this just recently with a very disappointing response to the humanitarian 
appeal for Yemen, a country facing an acute famine and terribly high humani-
tarian needs. So, in short, while the actual work of the UN in terms of diplo-
macy and conflict prevention kept going through the pandemic, the gravity of 
the crisis and what it means going forward is really alarming.

6. What are some of the most pressing crises in the field of conflict prevention 
right now? What does the future look like?

The future looks quite worrying. I mean, in the short term, there is a lot of 
worry about what has happened in Myanmar where we are seeing escalat-
ing violence in response to the protests and widening appeals outside the 
country for Myanmar to return to a democratic path. Nobody knows where 
that’s going to go. There are other countries where you see a mix of conflict 
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and humanitarian needs and suffering with displacements and food short-
ages impacting people even if they’re not wounded or killed by fighting itself. 
We are placing a big emphasis on trying to move forward towards peace in 
Yemen. Ethiopia is another place where there are very active efforts to ensure 
that sufficient humanitarian access is achieved to get to those who need it. 
The UN has been very engaged in the last few months in helping Libyans 
move forward to a sustainable peace and elections that have agreed at the end 
of this year. And then there are of course other places, including in Africa—I 
am thinking of recent events in the Central African Republic, but also about 
what is happening in Nigeria with the repeated kidnappings, or in northern 
Mozambique—where the last few months have been very turbulent. Unfortu-
nately, the list of places that the UN is worried about is quite long! 

More broadly, as we look forward in terms of conflict prevention, the 
socioeconomic impacts of COVID, as I said, is one big area of worry. Another 
area where we’re doing a lot of thinking is on the relationship between climate 
change and security. There isn’t a clear causal link between climate change 
and conflict, but it is a complicating factor, and contributing factor to conflict, 
and certainly to human insecurity in many different places. Other big con-
cerns are a range of issues relating to technological change, and how we adapt 
and respond in different ways. Obviously, this is a very broad area—it extends 
from everything from the role that hate speech and social media plays in the 
generation of conflict, to thinking about the growing risks of hybrid conflicts 
involving cyber as well as kinetic kinds of conflict. Finally, at a different level, 
there are growing concerns about nuclear conflict and disarmament. This has 
returned as an issue and is a big worry going forward.

Last year was the 75th anniversary of the UN. Member States agreed a UN75 
Declaration that was far reaching and forward looking. It looked towards a 
revival of multilateralism, recognizing that COVID and climate are two things 
that point to the need for much greater levels of multilateral cooperation. 
They affect everybody, and cannot be addressed from only a national perspec-
tive, but need to be addressed by countries and people working together in 
different ways. As part of the UN75 Declaration the Secretary General was 
asked to respond with a report on “Our Common Agenda”—this report will 
look at revitalizing multilateralism and also address what the Secretary-Gen-
eral has described as a new social contract with regard to how countries relate 
to their people and respond to their needs. And just as I mentioned when we 
were talking about mediation, inclusion, in its broadest sense, will be a key 
element, as it has to be at the heart of the UN’s efforts. 
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Censorship, Partisanship and 
Modern Media: A Conversation 
with Chris Wallace
Interview by Emma Christman and Riya Mehta

Chris Wallace Biography 
by Jonathan M. Tisch, College of Civic Life

A prominent political commentator and a highly respected journalist, Chris 
Wallace has been in the broadcasting industry for over 50 years and has worked 
at most of the major networks. He is currently the anchor of “FOX News Sun-
day,” prior to which Wallace was a senior correspondent for “Primetime Live” 
and substitute for “Nightline” at ABC News, covered several presidential elec-
tions at NBC News as the network’s chief White House correspondent, and 
was a print reporter at the Boston Globe. In 2015, Wallace—along with Megyn 
Kelly and Bret Baier—moderated the first Republican presidential debate, 
which still ranks as the highest-rated non-sports telecast ever, according to 
Nielsen Media Research. He later moderated the third general election presi-
dential debate in 2016—a first for a FOX News journalist. Wallace is the recipi-
ent of three Emmy Awards and a Peabody Award for his reporting.

1. In recent years there has really been a problem in the US with conspiracy 
theories like Qanon and others. Is there anything we can do to restore pub-
lic trust in mainstream media institutions that report facts as opposed to 
conspiracy theories?

Well, it’s interesting. I’m not sure I would agree that there are more conspir-
acy theories than there were in the past. People talk about how polarized our 
country is, but if you look at the Adams-Jefferson campaign in 1800, they were 
calling each other traitors and seditionists and all kinds of things. So I’m sure 
there have been conspiracy theories throughout our history in this country, let 
alone in other countries. They’ve certainly gained more currency because of 
social media. Again, I don’t know a way to stop it except with the truth. And 
as I said in the answer to a question in the main session about social media, 
what I think would be precisely the wrong solution would be to cut people 
off. I’m not so adverse to the idea of Twitter or something putting a little tag 
on and saying “this has been questioned.” I’m not sure it makes any difference 
because if you’re going to believe in Qanon, the fact that Twitter says “this is 
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misleading” probably is only going to make you think the establishment is 
trying to protect the lie, that they’re trying to stop the conspiracy which is 
actually the truth. But I’m very concerned about this idea of censorship and 
the idea that you’re going to have gatekeepers saying “this is okay.” It’s interest-
ing, when I moderated my two presidential debates, in 2016 and in 2020, I was 
asked in 2016, “are you going to be a truth squad”? “Are you going to sit there 
and call out when Hillary Clinton or Donald Trump says something false”? 
And I said you know, I’m really not. And I got a lot of blowback on that. But my 
reaction was, as I said before, there is a difference in an interview and a debate. 
And my feeling was one, it’s the responsibility of the other candidate to call 
out the lies, not my responsibility. And secondly, and this is more important 
when it comes to your question, it becomes a very slippery slope and once you 
decide to become a truth-squad and to say “this is wrong, this is factual,” then 
you have to call it out on the other side. And if you don’t, in other words if in 
the debate between Trump and Biden, if I had been able to get a word in edge-
wise, I would have said . . . Trump says things that are false and I could have 
called him on them, but Biden says things that are false too, and now I’ve got 
to call him out. And now suddenly I’m no longer the moderator and also it’s 
no longer a debate because I’m constantly interposing myself in that. So while 
on the one hand, I don’t like the idea of censorship, I don’t mind the idea of, 
in a Twitter-situation or a Facebook-situation, putting some kind of a notice, 
a red alarm, at the bottom of a post. On the other hand, I think if you’re going 
to do it, you’ve got to really do it for both sides equally. And you can’t say “oh 
we’re just going to police conservative falsehoods or we’re just going to police 
liberal falsehoods.” 

2. Something that you emphasize a lot is engaging with people at all points on 
the political spectrum. For example, you moderated Pete Buttigieg’s town 
hall on Fox News. Do you receive pushback for your emphasis on this spe-
cifically? And if so, how do you deal with it?

To put it bluntly, no. It wouldn’t have been on the air if Fox wasn’t happy to 
have it and we very much did want to have it. I thought the Democrats, rather 
foolishly, in 2020 . . . it didn’t end up hurting them, they ended up winning 
the election . . . but they made a decision, as they did in 2016, that they weren’t 
going to have any debates on Fox News. And on the one hand I can understand 
it because there is certainly a lot of opinion on primetime that is pretty mean 
and negative to Democrats. On the other hand, more people watch Fox News 
than watch CNN or MSNBC. A lot of those people, sure a lot of them are very 
conservative people who aren’t going to vote for a Democrat anyway. But actu-
ally there’s a majority of people who are either kind of conservative Democrats 
or independents. So in other words, persuadable voters. And I know there 
were a number of Democrats who thought this was a huge mistake on the 
part of the Democratic Party not to hold debates on Fox. I mean, the modera-
tor wouldn’t have been Sean Hannity or Tucker Carlson, it would have been 
myself or Bret Baier or Martha MacCallum, who are pretty straight, tough 
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reporters. You talk about engaging. While that is a good thing for reporters to 
do, to engage with people all over, it’s also a good thing for politicians to do, 
to engage with people all over. So I thought that was quite a mistake on their 
part. Interestingly enough, there were some people like Buttigieg and like Ber-
nie Sanders interestingly enough, who came on Fox live, who would have been 
happy to hold debates on Fox. The two who seemed to be most opposed were 
senators Kamala Harris and Elizabeth Warren. And all I can say is it didn’t do 
them any good in the primaries. 

3. Looking back on your experience regarding the moderation of the 2020 
debate, were there any major structural changes you would have made, to 
the framework of the debate and how it was set up, to make it a more effec-
tive form of communication?

Well, there was a big discussion after the debate about having a mic switch- 
that I could hit a switch and shut off one of the two participant’s mics. Put 
yourself in the situation of a reporter, a moderator of the debate, you’re going 
to sit there and push a button and shut off the President of the United States, 
who is supported by millions of people, and you’re going to sit there and say, 
“I’m interposing myself between the American public and the President” and 
say “I don’t want you to hear what this guy is saying”? Not because of opinion, 
but because he was being disruptive. I would never have done that. And I never 
would have supported it. Both sides had agreed that for the first two minutes 
of each of the six sections, that you’d ask the same question, you know “what 
are you going to do about COVID,” and then Candidate A would have two min-
utes to answer and Candidate B would have two minutes. And occasionally in 
my debate, although that wasn’t most of it, they would interrupt each other 
then. For the second debate, they installed a mic switch, so when Kristen 
Welker was asking Biden a question, that first opening question, Trump’s mic 
was shut off. And then when Trump started to answer, Biden’s mic was shut 
off. But then during the 10 minutes after that, which was free flow, you just 
basically had to appeal to their better you know…. And the answer is, Trump 
and his staff clearly realized that he’d made a huge mistake in what he did, 
which is why you didn’t see nearly as much interrupting in the second debate. 
My point being it wasn’t the outside forces or the logistics of the debate; it was 
a response to the fact that it had backfired tremendously on the President. So 
it sort of policed itself.”
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Coping with COVID: 21st-Century 
Crises and European Integration
Jack Korcuska

The history of European integration is, in many ways, a history of respond-
ing to crises. Throughout the 20th century, as political and economic crises 
reared their heads, Europe responded by politically and economically inte-
grating. Even the very early European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), and 
a few years later the European Economic Community (EEC), which created 
common markets and common authorities to regulate those markets, can be 
seen as responding to the crisis that was World War II. This integration was 
rarely the immediate response to the crises, nor was it often (if ever) smooth, 
but one way or another, Europe emerged from the crises of the 20th century 
more integrated than it has ever been in modern history. Since the turn of the 
century however, Europe has been faced with two crises, the Eurozone Crisis, 
and the migration crisis, which have led to disintegration. These two crises are 
associated with the rise of Euroskeptical political parties throughout Europe 
on both the right and left, and, of course, the UK has now left the EU, in no 
small part because of the issues surrounding economic sovereignty and refu-
gees that these two modern crises highlighted.1

More than enough people have already discussed why these crises led to 
European disintegration, so instead, let us ask the question that naturally 
follows from this narrative: how will the COVID-19 crisis, the disease itself 
and the financial impact, affect European integration? In comparing Europe’s 
response to COVID-19 with its response to the Eurozone crisis, a number 
of parallels have emerged in the financial and economic interaction of the 
North and South of the EU. During the 2008 Financial Crisis, as governments 
around the world struggled to inject funds into their economies, a dynamic 
between “debtor” and “creditor” countries emerged in the EU, with the “credi-
tor” countries made up of primarily northern European countries, and the 
“debtor” countries made up of the less developed, lower credit rating southern 
European countries (Ireland being an exception to the north/south division). 
While creditor countries were able to give relief to the struggling economies 
of debtor countries, the relief required debtor countries to implement strict 
austerity measures and limits on government in the aftermath of the reces-
sion.2 There were, countless economic consequences to this, but the most 
notable political consequence was that Euroskeptical political parties gained 
popularity in both the north and south in the following years.3 It’s not dif-
ficult to imagine why. In the south, the anti-EU rhetoric is obviously built 
around resentment towards the austerity measures, while in the north it’s 
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built around governments “bailing out” foreign economies rather than invest-
ing in their own. Essentially the same dynamic is playing out in discussions 
of economic relief from COVID-19. Many southern countries have pushed for 
the issuing of “Coronabonds,” backed by both higher and lower credit rating 
countries, to create huge relief funds, while the north has been very much 
opposed, pointing instead to financial tools the EU already has.4 Whether or 
not that scale of relief is provided, it seems the crises will only add fuel to the 
fire of anti-European rhetoric.

Of course, it’s not as if the EU is doing nothing in response to COVID-
19, and similarities can also be drawn between its response and many of the 
events that drove European integration in the 20th century. In May of 2020, 
France and Germany put forward a proposal of $545 billion (different from 
something like “Coronabonds” since it comes the European Commission rais-
ing the funds from public markets, not government loans), and have also both 
played a significant role in shaping the 2021–2027 budget, which includes a 
$750 billion COVID-19 recovery effort called “Next Generation EU,” in addi-
tion to the EU’s normal budget.5 Scholars of the EU often point out an appar-
ent “Franco-German engine” that drives European integration; many of the 
most significant steps towards an integrated Europe—the ECSC and the EEC 
as mentioned above, as well as the decision to adopt a common currency and 
the eventual signing of the Maastricht treaty—all came about in no small part 
because of geopolitical dynamics, and cooperation, between France and Ger-
many.6 Many integrationists see the cooperation between the two countries 
around COVID-19 as emblematic of this phenomenon, and especially laud the 
expanded 2021–2027 budget as a “Hamiltonian Moment,” for the EU.7

While Franco-German cooperation and the European recovery funds are 
no doubt significant, it’s not clear that they will necessarily aid European 
integration. For one, many have criticized the proposed plan as simply not 
enough.8 Especially if the less developed countries struggle with their eco-
nomic recovery, it’s possible that further anti-European sentiment would 
build on the EU’s periphery in a similar way as it did during the Eurozone 
crisis. It’s also worth noting that while the element of the “Franco-German 
engine” is certainly present, the policies in question do not actually provide 
for cooperation in any new sectors, nor further integration in sectors the EU 
does cooperate on. Now, that doesn’t necessarily mean that these policies 
won’t affect European integration; the full 2021–2027 budget ($2.3 trillion) is 
also to promote digitization and transitions to green energy. If all the EU’s 
countries make this transition as one, developing in similar ways, guided by 
similar authorities, then it’s also likely there will be an opportunity for the 
economic, industrial, and fiscal integration that many pro-EU figures favor.9

For the EU to see this kind of integration in the aftermath of COVID-19, 
France and Germany will need to continue to cooperate and take an active role 
in Europe’s economic recovery. If the cooperation is not sustained, then again, 
the relief effort does not in itself entail further integration. The other thing to 
watch, will be the popularity of Euroskeptical political parties, especially in 
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the south. If there’s a rise in anti-European sentiment during the continent’s 
recovery, then it may be that the economic parallels with 2008 and the Euro-
zone crisis—whether that be the “debtor/creditor” dynamic or insufficient 
funds for less wealthy countries to recovery– are stronger than the supposed 
Franco-German engine. These two factors are the most important ones to pay 
attention to in the near future, and depending on what we see, we should be 
able to say whether coping with crises will continue to drive European integra-
tion as it did in the 20th century, making the first crises of the 21st century a 
kind of “blip,” or whether the more recent dynamics repeat themselves, signal-
ing that disintegration during crises may in fact be the new normal.
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The Perils of a Social Media Global 
Order: Why Facebook and Twitter 
Should Not Run Global Speech 
Jason Wu

Not long after the storming of the United States Capitol on January 6, 2021, 
Twitter and Facebook permanently shut off @realDonaldTrump from the 
internet. While many frustrated Americans welcomed the account suspen-
sion, human rights activist groups were less satisfied. For years, activists 
have urged Facebook and Twitter to take action on violence-inciting speech 
by modifying content sharing mechanisms. However, those companies have 
consistently rebuffed the activists’ demands. Social media’s decision to sus-
pend Trump left human rights groups outraged and disappointed, prompting 
renewed calls for “even applications”1 of speech and content regulations. 

Under United Nations human rights guidelines, social media companies 
have the responsibility to “prevent or mitigate adverse human rights impacts.”2 
As users, we also should not stand idle when these companies fail to bear 
their responsibilities. But before we act in accordance with our conscience, it 
is essential to understand the larger implications of our callings considering 
the recent controversies surrounding big tech. 

Twitter and Facebook are facing increased scrutiny under Washington’s 
antitrust campaigns centered around their anti-competitive behaviors and 
alleged speech censorship within the United States.3 Questions have also 
been raised about these companies’ role in geopolitics.7 Unfortunately, dis-
cussions on the leverage tech companies have in global and regional affairs 
have yet to gain prominence. The role of social media’s regulatory powers in 
international relations deserves serious attention in the ever more digitized 
geopolitical landscape. 

For many years, technology behemoths like Twitter and Facebook have 
profited from their unassailable positions in the social media market4 and their 
acquired state-like powers. These companies reign over more than five billion 
users globally4 while dominating social media markets in 153 countries.8 Ever 
since the coronavirus pandemic began in early 2020, tech companies’ domi-
nance has further expanded. Surging demand for technology services amid 
the pandemic catapulted big tech’s combined market values well over $7.5 
trillion at the end of 20205 –$3 trillion more than the GDP of Japan. In addi-
tion, big tech’s active involvement in governments’ fight against the pandemic 
including divulging user movement data to US state authorities6 and insert-
ing Exposure Notification systems into devices further cemented itself as an 
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indispensable part of so-called effective governance. Twitter and Facebook’s 
ability to muffle the President of the United States is just another manifesta-
tion of their status as some of the world’s most powerful entities.

Bearing the above reality in mind, we must urgently realize that social 
media companies’ influence over people and governments is out of proportion. 
Yet, the human rights groups’ aforementioned demands to regulate speech 
“evenly” abroad unfortunately ignore such reality and its consequences. We 
should be clear that further calling on social media companies to apply uni-
versal speech and content regulations to both government and non-govern-
ment accounts is equivalent to yielding excessive dictatorial authority over our 
unregulated digital ecosystem to these companies. From the perspective of 
international relations, such a concession threatens the conduct of diplomacy 
and the broader structure of the international order. Additionally, our relin-
quishment of regulatory power will not only inappropriately empower these 
profit-driven companies’ existing state-like powers, but also undemocratically 
appoint them as unfit arbitrators of morality and ideology. What we are ask-
ing for on paper is combating disinformation, but in reality we are forfeiting 
responsibility at our own detriment. Social media’s power is already drawing 
suspicion. Now is not the time to advocate for more perverse authority.

The consequences that come with extending social media companies’ 
regulatory powers fit more into perspective once we remind ourselves of the 
impact social media platforms can have on regional and local politics. Social 
media’s significance in deciding elections is familiar. Exposure to political 
information provided by social media platforms is frequently cited in aca-
demic studies as a pivotal force in the outcome of the 2016 US presidential 
election.9, 10 Likewise, in India, politicians’ election campaigns not only gained 
“game-changing” political advantages from social media tactics but also relied 
heavily on the “unmediated . . . direct communication” offered by online inter-
action to overturn elections.11 Beyond influencing election outcomes, social 
media platforms are also capable of instigating broader political and social 
movements. In Taiwan, pro-Beijing politician Han Kuo-yu swiftly rose from 
obscurity to superstardom with the help of aggressive Facebook campaigns.12 
Within a year, Han went from an elected mayor to a front-runner in the follow-
ing presidential election thanks to broad mobilized support. Legacies of this 
movement fragment the island’s political landscape until this day.12 The Arab 
world was engulfed in pandemonium by social media-fueled civil unrest and 
armed rebellions during the Arab Spring beginning in 2010, when multiple 
countries in the Middle East and North Africa were swept by regime changes.13 
Traces of social media interference are prevalent among some of the most 
transformative political events of contemporary geopolitics. For many coun-
tries where these social media platforms are effectively the internet, political 
power exerted by Facebook and Twitter becomes ever more consequential. 

Structural changes to the framework of international relations are logi-
cal consequences to surrendering universal speech and content arbitration to 
big tech. Realist international relations scholar Kenneth Waltz’s seminal work 
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on international order tells us that states interact in “anarchy,” absent from a 
higher authority.14 In the case of social media companies regulating universal 
online speech, an oversight that outranks state authority is installed. Although 
Facebook and Twitter will be far from acquiring the powers of a sovereign state 
such as command over a nation’s military, economy, and diplomacy, arbitrat-
ing what governments can or cannot say online is a dangerous step toward 
such direction. Before national governments took a prominent presence on 
social media platforms, no governments had been censored for their official 
statements on diplomacy and politics. In recent years, however, countries like 
Hungary,15 Turkey,16 and even China17 have been deprived of such abilities by 
social media. On February 19, 2021, Facebook one-sidedly barred users from 
viewing Australian governmental and news publications, effectively under-
mining policy reach and governance.21 Through social media, governments 
have enjoyed unprecedented interaction and reach to achieve foreign policy 
objectives.22 Evidently, these digital diplomacy advantages can be stripped 
away at Facebook and Twitter’s discretion. Unlike the United Nations, Face-
book and Twitter exert authority over diplomacy and statecraft with force, not 
respect. The international structure as we know it will drastically change if big 
tech continues to exert its state-like powers. 

Questions remain: what’s wrong with a re-ordered international system? 
Why not keep violence and disinformation in check? What’s wrong with safe-
guarding human rights? The concern lies not with the good intentions of 
fighting appalling human rights violations and rampant hate speech. The con-
cern lies with the fact that at the pinnacle of this new system sit Facebook and 
Twitter, both of which are American, profit-driven private companies with a 
record of making compromises to foreign governments for profit interests. 
By blindly accepting this new disposition, we are enthroning an unreliable 
higher authority that is unqualified to reign over highly diverse and vulnerable 
populations. Out of Facebook’s 18 executives and Twitter’s 11 board members, 
all but two for both companies are American, nearly all were either educated 
in the United States or the United Kingdom, and more than half are Cauca-
sian18, 19 Although Facebook has introduced an Oversight Board, a supreme-
court-like body governing speech and content decisions with “global judges,”20 
logistical questions about transparency and credibility remain unanswered. 
How can we guarantee that all ideologies and values are represented? How 
justified is the board in representing so many cultures and handling so many 
cases rooted in complex social and ethnic tensions? Forceful imposition of 
one ideology and value over another always ends in calamity. Global affairs 
under Facebook and Twitter’s speech ordinances will undermine national sov-
ereignty and disregard cultural and ethnic differences. 

Human rights violations incited by disinformation and hate speech are 
pressing crises requiring immediate action. Unfortunately, relying on social 
media companies for universal speech and content arbitration is unjustified 
and threatens the well-being of international relations at our own detriment. 
Given Facebook and Twitter’s lack of credibility and their inherent biases, 
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a new international order dictated by social media companies’ interference 
in nation states’ diplomacy and statecraft is worrying. Unless social media 
platforms are transformed and integrated into broader, objective entities, we 
ought to rethink how we combat disinformation and hate speech in a mean-
ingful and representative way.

Considering the current geopolitical complexities and the nature of social 
media platforms’ current regulatory mechanisms, the world would benefit from 
the conferral of violence-inciting speech oversight to the United Nations before 
permanent solutions are found. A commission representative of many values 
and cultures under the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) should 
adjudicate speech decisions, freeing verdicts from profit interests and selective 
morality. Despite the UNHRC’s flaws, its shouldering of speech arbitration will 
be a concrete step towards restoring the balance of power between states and 
social media giants while truly safeguarding human rights.
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