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Hemispheres, The Tufts University Undergraduate Journal of International 
Affairs, is the oldest academic publication of its kind. In 1975, under the direc-
tion of an energetic group of students including Shashi Tharoor, the future 
undersecretary-general of the United Nations, the Fletcher School of Law & 
Diplomacy at Tufts established the Fletcher Forum of World Affairs. Motivated 
by the Fletcher Forum’s success, in 1977 students in the Tufts undergraduate 
program in International Relations established their own academic journal 
of international affairs. In 2017, Hemispheres celebrated its 40th anniversary 
as the premier publication of one of the most prestigious international affairs 
programs in the country.

Throughout its history, Hemispheres has remained committed to publish-
ing research-length articles, photo-essays, and editorials of the highest aca-
demic caliber. The Journal has become a reflection of our changing world. In 
the 1970s, Hemispheres principally focused on Cold War issues, discussing the 
validity of neo-realist, bipolar relations and Realpolitik. In the spring 1978 
issue, renowned international affairs theorist Stanley Hoffman (Harvard) 
argued about the merits and failures of “Eurocommunism.” In the fall 1982 
edition, Kosta Tsipis (MIT) and Robert Pfaltzgraff (Tufts) debated options 
of “how to enhance American security and prevent a nuclear holocaust.” The 
1990s witnessed a redirection in Hemispheres’ aims, shifting away from a tech-
nical focus in favor of raising awareness within the Tufts community of con-
temporary international issues. Now nearing the end of the second decade of 
the twenty-first century, Hemispheres has shifted its role once again, this time 
as a premier voice in undergraduate international affairs education, research, 
and debate. We are proud that Hemispheres is distributed both in print at 
major research libraries and online via EBSCO Host, a first for journals of its 
kind. It is an extraordinary time to be a part of this outstanding publication.
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Letter from the Editors 
In the past year, a semblance of normalcy has grown across the world. As the 
COVID-19 pandemic slows down and in-person interactions have resumed, 
people have the chance to reflect on what could have been done differently. 
Government accountability is a current topic of heavy discussion, not only 
arising from the pandemic response, but also from concerns of climate change, 
political violence, immigration, and more. These broad issues are a combina-
tion of many factors, but this year’s journal pinpoints the role of authority 
and its impact on these challenges. The editorials, interviews, and articles 
in this journal attempt to analyze how governments, of all political varieties, 
responded to recent internal and external shocks. 

One of the most catastrophic events of the year was the US withdrawal 
from Afghanistan, which led to a spiral of political difficulty as the Taliban 
gained power, extremism spread, and many allies in the West lost credibil-
ity. This headline can only be described as a crisis of authority in all spaces, 
whether that be US politics, the government in Kabul, or the United Nations. 
Aside from this, widespread protests in Tunisia, Belarus, and India, growing 
Israel-Palestine tensions, significant Russian and German elections, and abor-
tion bans across southern states in the US have further sparked sentiments 
of mistrust and confusion on who to look to for proper leadership. Through a 
multi-disciplinary approach, the journal will look at the different perspectives 
on government accountability and theorize on what ‘normalcy’ will truly look 
like in the future. 

Our theme for this edition allowed our contributors to explore vari-
ous government- and power-related tensions from a plethora of lenses and 
angles. Some crises of authority are a culmination of centuries of political, 
social, and religious tension—like the struggle to build a modern Lebanese 
democracy—while others are more recent occurrences that nevertheless pose 
complex humanitarian and economic challenges to global networks, such as 
the Syrian refugee crisis. Foreign intervention has always been a challenge to 
the autonomy of postcolonial nations, and its repercussions are explored in 
articles on Philippine nationalism and Honduran state fragility. Constituents 
worldwide have always called for greater transparency from their representa-
tives, but how does government accountability affect the populace, especially 
in the case of genocide survivors? And of course, perhaps one of the most 
potent and increasingly essential tools to assert one’s voice in the midst of 
a crisis of authority is protest—whether it takes the shape of a sit-in led by 
elderly Muslim women or a passionate demonstration against institutional 
status quos, as showcased in our photographic exploration. Our interview with 
Professor Anna Larson discussed the still-unfolding humanitarian disaster in 
Afghanistan following the US withdrawal, while our conversation with Profes-
sor Scott McDonald offers the reader insight into Chinese policy through the 
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lens of Eastern philosophy. Lastly, the intersectional complexity that comes 
with dilemmas of global governance is discussed in our editorials on the war 
in Tigray and the impact of the climate crisis on gender inequality. 

As we work to finalize the 45th volume of Hemispheres, we are reminded 
of the challenging circumstances of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and our 
collective desire to find a new normal. In the 2021–2022 academic year, Hemi-
spheres finally returned to in-person operations after over a year of remote 
meetings. Working face-to-face after a long absence breathed new life into the 
Hemispheres team. Along every step of the publication process, from debating 
the journal theme to proofreading finished articles, the dedication, enthusi-
asm, and collaborative spirit of the entire 2022 editorial staff has been essen-
tial in shaping the vision for the now-complete Crisis of Authority journal. 

The journal received dozens of well-researched, thought-provoking sub-
missions from talented undergraduate students to consider for publication 
this spring. We are especially grateful to our two interviewees, Professor Scott 
McDonald and Professor Anna Larson, for generously sharing their time and 
expertise. Finally, we acknowledge our readers, who continue to engage in 
research, discussion, and debate on questions of international importance 
even in turbulent times. 

On behalf of the 2022 editorial team, we are thrilled to bring you the latest 
edition of Hemispheres. 

Yours, 
April Gao, Emma Christman, and Riya Mehta
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Disrupting the Spatial Regimes of 
Indian Citizenship: The Politics of 
Gender and Religiosity in the Anti-
CAA Protests at Shaheen Bagh
Mahika Khosla, Tufts University

Abstract

The Citizenship Amendment Act and the National Registry of Citizens, 
announced by the BJP government in India in 2019, resulted in some of the 
largest and most prolonged national protests in India’s post-colonial history. 
At the forefront of these protests was the three-month-long sit-in in New Del-
hi’s low-income Muslim neighborhood, Shaheen Bagh, led by nearly 20,000 
elderly Muslim women. Shaheen Bagh garnered international media atten-
tion and was at the forefront of the anti-CAA movement. In this article, I argue 
that as one of the few Muslim women-led movements in Indian political his-
tory, Shaheen Bagh challenged a central tenet of Indian citizenship and liberal 
ideology at large—that of the binary distinction between the public and pri-
vate spheres. While this binary distinction has been challenged during times 
of political protest, the regimes of patriarchy and Islamophobia in India have 
nonetheless rendered Muslims, women, and Muslim women largely absent 
from the public sphere of action. This article examines how the protest site of 
Shaheen Bagh disrupted the discursive binary distinction between public and 
private in two ways: through the public assertion of Muslim religious identity, 
and through the politicization of traditionally feminine acts within a public 
space of protest. Consequently, Shaheen Bagh has the potential to create new 
political subjectivities that go beyond those traditionally visible in the Indian 
political consciousness.



H E M I S P H E R E S : Crisis of Authority  •  vol. 45, 20226

Introduction

India witnessed a political energy of tremendous proportions during the pro-
tests against the contentious Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) and the 
National Registry of Citizens (NRC) in India between 2019 and 2020. One of 
the few large-scale women-led political movements in Indian history, the sit-
in of 20,000 Muslim women in the low-income Muslim neighborhood of Sha-
heen Bagh in New Delhi became the face and symbol of the movement against 
the CAA and NRC in India and globally. The protests came as a response to 
the Citizenship Amendment Act and the National Registry of Citizens—two 
laws that threatened to render nearly two million Indian Muslims stateless. 
Elderly Muslim women and children sat on miles of rugs and mattresses under 
a makeshift tent, with men standing on the sidelines in support, blocking an 
important Delhi highway for almost three months. Student volunteers and 
neighbors of various religious backgrounds offered support by providing 
food, water, and childcare at the protest site. Inspired by the Kashmiri free-
dom movement, the Urdu poem Hum Dekhenge by the late Faiz Ahmed Faiz 
and the chant “Hum kya chaate hai?” (What do we want?) “Azaadi!” (free-
dom), became the revolution’s rallying cry. The Shaheen Bagh protests gar-
nered international media attention, and all of India turned to these women 
as multiple iterations of “Shaheen Bagh” popped up in every major city, creat-
ing continuity within the anti-CAA movement. This movement became syn-
onymous with a particular idea of the Indian nation clearly divorced from the 
incumbent Modi regime. 

The two laws against which the protests were held have grave conse-
quences for the secular imperative of the nation. The CAA granted refuge 
to persecuted minorities of all religions except Islam from Pakistan, Bangla-
desh and Afghanistan. The NRC required documented proof of citizenship to 
identify and deport “illegal” migrants. Both laws overtly discriminate against 
India’s Muslim population and are part of a wave of Islamophobic political 
decisions enacted by the right-wing and Hindu majoritarian Bharatiya Janata 
Party since its election in 2014. Harnessing the manipulation of public space, 
mass civic involvement, and even social media, the anti-CAA protests chal-
lenged, disrupted, and re-constructed the traditional sociopolitical regimes 
of modern Indian liberal citizenship. More broadly, Shaheen Bagh challenged 
a central tenet of both Indian citizenship and liberal ideology at large: the 
binary distinctions between public and private, political and domestic, sec-
ular and religious. While these binary distinctions have often been broken 
during times of political protest, the regimes of patriarchy and Islamophobia 
uphold these binaries in India and continue to render Muslims, women, and 
Muslim women largely absent from the public sphere of action. 

As the first large-scale Muslim and women-led movement since India’s 
independence in 1947, the site of Shaheen Bagh was significant for the 
reshaping of the Indian political landscape in a number of ways. Slogans 
such as the Takbir and images of Muslim women in hijabs as the faces of 
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the movement asserted Muslim political identity, challenging both Hindu 
majoritarian and liberal humanist sentiments. Within the context of post-
colonial India, these two ideologies take on a specific form of secularism, 
wherein religious (read: Muslim) identities are forcefully and ostensibly ren-
dered to the private sphere. Within the framework of patriarchal national-
ism in India and across the history of Western political thought, women have 
been strictly rendered to the private sphere, divorced from public political 
action. Shaheen Bagh subverted this norm, insofar as the faces of the move-
ment were those of elderly Muslim women. 

The following article argues that the protest site of Shaheen Bagh dis-
rupted the traditional binary distinction between public and private that 
underpins liberal Indian citizenship through two ways: the public assertion of 
Muslim religious identity and the politicization of traditionally feminine acts 
at a public space of protest. To be clear, this paper is not about religion or gen-
der as isolated axes within Indian political culture, but rather, the spaces that 
religion and gender occupy within the culture of public life and protest. In the 
following section, I provide the theoretical and historical grounding required 
to examine how Shaheen Bagh departed from and disrupted the oppressive 
spatial regimes constructed by the farce of liberal secular citizenship. I exam-
ine both the theoretical underpinnings of the “public sphere,” and the histori-
cal construction of the public sphere within the Indian context. 

Historicizing Secularism and the Public Sphere in  
Post-Colonial India

The binary distinction between the public and private spheres has been the 
organizing principle of much canonical thinking on the nature of the “politi-
cal,” within both European and postcolonial Indian strands of liberalism. 
The realms of action designated to each sphere are foundational not only 
to colonial modernity, but also the notion of liberal citizenship at large. In 
short, the public has been defined as the space of speech, deeds, contempla-
tion, and political relation, while the private has been defined as the space for 
reproductive and domestic labor, culture, religion, and the like. Despite the 
deeply indigenous nature of the Indian independence struggle, the political 
outcomes of the revolution lent itself to the frameworks of colonial moder-
nity. Indian constitutional ideals drew recourse from the colonial tradition 
and therefore from classical liberal thought. There exists a distinct separa-
tion of the public and private spheres in the Indian political consciousness, 
one in which the public is secular, masculinist and political, while the pri-
vate is the binary opposite. Jürgen Habermas defines the public sphere as “the 
sphere [where] private people come together as a public; they soon claimed 
the public sphere regulated from above against the public authorities them-
selves, to engage them in a debate over the general rules governing relations in 
the basically privatized but publicly relevant sphere of commodity exchange 
and social labor.” He outlines the necessary prerequisites for the emergence 
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of a public sphere; a disregard for social status, inclusivity of all people and 
opinions, and the emphasis on domains of common concern. Habermas failed 
to address a number of intersecting concerns, including the role of religion 
and culture in public life, and the systematic exclusion of women, people of 
color, immigrants, and other marginalized bodies from the public sphere. At 
the same time, his vocabulary of the “public” and “private” spheres is a useful 
theoretical framework to examine the spatial regimes of liberal Indian democ-
racy, and how the public life of protest in Shaheen Bagh may depart from such 
regimes. 

The circulation of images of veiled Muslim women in Shaheen Bagh as the 
face of the anti-CAA movement revealed the tensions and hypocrisies within 
the ideal of Indian secularism and liberal citizenship. Central tenets of post-
colonial Indian citizenship and sovereignty are the ideals of secularism, toler-
ance, and “unity in diversity.” Traditional liberal thought considers religion 
as antithetical to public political action, and as Habermas suggests, religious 
discourse in the public sphere supposedly requires an a priori familiarity with 
the religion and is exclusionary to those who are not members of the religion. 
While the separation of church and state has been a cornerstone of ortho-
dox liberal democracy, this paradigm is inadequate in the case of India. In a 
country with vast ethno-religious diversity and a history of partition, migra-
tion, and genocide along religious lines, this “secular” vision of India has been 
replete with paradoxes. The transition from colonial to post-colonial gover-
nance severed the relationship between state and religion in several ways, spe-
cifically regarding the unrealistic demand to privatize religion and eliminate it 
from public life. The implications of this cultural shift for the political identity 
of Muslim Indians were especially problematic. In order to grasp how Shaheen 
Bagh disrupted the public/private dichotomy of liberal Indian citizenship, it 
is essential to understand the development of Indian secularism and the role 
of Hindu majoritarianism in forcefully privatizing Islam. Secularism in India 
does not imply the distinct separation of church and state, but rather a “dis-
tancing” between the two. Furthermore, religion in the public sphere does 
not address the substance of religious discourse, but rather uses religion as a 
political identity and as grounds to claim community-based rights.

Colonial to Post-Colonial Transitions: “Muslim” as a Political Category 

The notion of “secularism” has been deeply enmeshed in conceptions of 
modernity and democracy as introduced to the South Asian subcontinent 
during colonial times. The public display of Muslim religiosity, both in India 
and in the rest of the world, has been viewed as a threat to secular law and 
practice, and by extension, to metropolitan notions of modernity and civili-
zation. While the British Raj attempted to import European secularism into 
South Asia, the manifestation of secularism in colonial India was fictive at 
best. Rajeev Bhargava writes, “secularism, anywhere in the world, means a 
separation of organized religion from organized political power inspired by a 
specific set of values. Just as without separation there is no secularism, just so 
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a value-less separation does not add up to secularism. In this sense, secular-
ism is a universal normative doctrine.”

In 1858, the Raj announced that it would not involve itself in the “pri-
vate realm” of religion, custom and culture, for the first time articulating the 
secular vision of the definitive separation between private and public life. 
This announcement followed decades of legal and social continuations of 
personal religious laws and customs, such as the abolishment of the inhu-
mane practice of sati in 1829. Ironically, the announcement in 1858 did noth-
ing to change British interference in the “private” affairs of religion. Instead, 
it further revealed the incompatibility of the western notion of secularism 
within a context as ethno-religiously diverse as South Asia. This futile attempt 
to privatize religion was breached when the British Raj used religious enu-
meration for its census, thus defining religious majority and minority com-
munities. As Jalal and Bose suggest, “Colonial constitutional initiatives lent 
religiously based communitarian affiliations a greater supra-local significance 
than regional, linguistic, class and sectarian divergences might otherwise have 
warranted. The most important step in this regard was the construction of 
the political category of ‘Indian Muslim.’ Whatever the internal differences 
among India’s Muslims, this encouraged them to lay emphasis on their reli-
gious identity in putting forward political claims.” This historical moment 
best reflects the irony and hypocrisy of liberal secularism within the context of 
colonial India. The official creation of “Indian Muslim” as a political category 
not only breached the imagined separation of religion and politics, of public 
and private, but also understandably gave minority Muslim communities a 
legible category by which to organize themselves politically. On one hand, the 
colonial regime thus formalized the relationship between religion and poli-
tics and propagated the utilization of religious identity for political ends. On 
the other, the regime of colonial secularism purported the politicization of 
religion as a threat to secular law, democracy, and modernity at large. This 
coercive and imposed colonial secularism was thus not only false and con-
tradictory, but also “operated through a series of parallel binaries that pitted 
family against economy, religion against reason, and community against the 
state.” This inherent colonial tension set Muslim communities up to be in a 
precarious position during the struggle for independence.

Competing Visions of Indian Secularism during Independence  
and Beyond

The colonial to post-colonial transition raised several significant tensions 
regarding Indian nationalism. The anti-colonial struggle in South Asia that 
ended with the partition of India and Pakistan in 1947 was neither entirely 
unified nor without communal tensions. While the dominant historical 
narrative of Indian nationalism is one of inclusion, secularism, and accom-
modation, this “entailed the denigrating of exclusive affinities of religion as 
‘communal’ . . . By implying that religious affiliations are, if not necessarily 
bigoted, then certainly less worthy of identifications with the ‘nation’, Indian 
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nationalism comes dangerously close to trampling on its own coat tails.” In 
other words, while an Indian nationalism grounded in hegemonic practices 
of western liberalism, modernity, democracy, and secularism prevailed in the 
post-colonial Indian imagination, this did not occur without ideological and 
political struggle. 

The Indian independence struggle was dominated by two parties: the 
Congress Party and the Muslim League. Jawaharlal Nehru and Mohandas 
Gandhi, two members of the Congress and trailblazers of the movement, 
advocated for an independent India based on ideals of religious tolerance 
and unity in diversity. While this vision was ideal in theory, this notion of 
secularism was one imported in from the West and thus not attuned to local-
ized roles played by religion in the public sphere in South Asia. Such a vision 
also resulted in the disenfranchizement of Muslim communities. As Abhinav 
Chandrachud suggests, Indian secularism is extremely particular in its form 
and substance. He writes of the differences between Indian and other forms of 
secularism, “unlike the American ‘wall of separation’ model of secularism in 
which the Constitution prohibits ‘established’ religions, the European model 
where there is an established state religion, but non-believers have the right 
to hold their own beliefs, and the French model of laicité or antipathy towards 
religion in the public sphere, Indian secularism requires the state to reform 
religious practices. For instance, the Constitution abolished untouchability 
and threw Hindu religious places of worship open to all, including “untouch-
able” castes—substantial reforms of regressive customs in Hinduism.” He also 
observes that the word “secularism” was only disingenuously added to the Pre-
amble of the Indian Constitution in 1976—both in opposition to Pakistani 
Islamism and as a band-aid solution to the rising Hindu majoritarianism dur-
ing the national emergency under Indira Gandhi’s rule.

Historians of South Asia have long contended with the binary opposition 
of “secular nationalism” and “religious communalism” within the discourse of 
Indian liberal citizenship, arguing that such a binary is imaginary and does 
not account for the experiences of identity and belonging on the ground. The 
partition of India in 1947 occurred along similar lines. The Muslim League 
was painted as communal for wanting a separate Muslim majority state (Paki-
stan). However, what is less recognized is that for many Muslim political lead-
ers including Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the creation of Pakistan arose from the 
lack of Muslim political representation in the Congress Party. Furthermore, 
the whitewashed, liberal notion of Indian secularism that Nehru purported 
was not attuned to the cultural and religious identities of Muslim Indians 
and their political imperatives. The pardoning of religiously grounded claims 
by other religious communities such as Punjabi Hindus, while Muslims were 
emphatically critiqued for their use of religion in the political sphere, fur-
ther revealed the hollowness of Indian secularism. The province of Punjab, 
for instance, was a Muslim-majority state and eventually partitioned into the 
homonymous Indian state and Pakistan. As one of the few Muslim-major-
ity states in the region, Hindu anti-colonial leaders such as Lala Lajpat Rai 
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vehemently advocated for the rights of Punjabi Hindus, while simultane-
ously condemning the Muslim demand for separate electorates in the Hindu-
majority provinces. Thus, the manifestation of Indian secularism was not only 
colonial and liberal in nature, but also maintained a tinge of Hindu majori-
tarianism, wherein Hindu identity could be utilized to claim political rights 
while Muslims were condemned for doing the same thing. As Jalal suggests, 
“emphatic assertions of an inclusionary nationalism based on the separations 
of the spiritual from the material, the religious from the political, and the 
emotional from the rational, seemed to marginalize the problem of cultural 
difference rather than give it the centrality it had come to occupy in the dis-
course and politics of communitarianism.”

The Indian ideal of secularism also contradicted the Islamic political doc-
trine, as casted by the political and poetic writings of Muhammad Iqbal. A 
prominent poet and anti-colonial leader, Iqbal challenged European ideals 
of secularism and proposed an alternative vision better suited for the ethno-
religious diversity of India. Instead of forcefully pushing religion into the pri-
vate sphere as was ostensibly done in the West, Iqbal envisioned a localized 
secularism that encompassed respect and tolerance of all religions under the 
law, while also maintaining an understanding of the ontological relationship 
between spiritual and material domains. Claiming that Islam is a “system of 
unification” and a “civil society” in and of itself, Iqbal proclaimed that “secular-
ism” does not need to purport a complete separation of church and state inso-
far as the spiritual and material are intrinsically connected. Furthermore, he 
proclaimed that an allegiance towards the idea of India and the idea of Islamic 
community need not be mutually exclusive. Given the intrinsic importance 
of religion in public, political and civic life, the public assertion of religion as 
well as ethnic and cultural identity did not necessarily have to pose a threat to 
the idea of the Indian nation. However, with the rise of Hindu majoritarian-
ism, especially in the 1970s and 80s, many critics of Indian secularism argue 
that this is precisely what occurred, specifically regarding minority religions. 

Hindu Majoritarianism, Regional Clashes and the CAA/NRC

The first three decades of India’s newfound sovereignty post-1947 were marked 
by a distinct effort towards political, cultural, and linguistic centralization. 
To nation-build and overcome the vast difficulties that came with diversity 
of ethnicity, religion, and language, the central government, in many ways, 
neglected its commitment to federalism. The expected response was a wave of 
secessionist movements emerging, particularly within Sikh communities and 
regions in the north-west of India. Dissatisfied with the hegemonic 30-year-
long dynastic rule of the Congress party, separatist movements such as that for 
Khalistan emerged in the 1970s and 1980s. Again, the very tensions that Indian 
liberal secularism claimed to resolve came back to the forefront of the national 
political consciousness—center and region, secular and religious, national 
and communal, public and private. The state response to such secessionist 
movements was an overwhelming rise of Hindu majoritarianism; Hindutva 
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and state-backed organizations such as the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), the 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) 
became dominant players in the political scene. As Jalal writes, “Deployed ini-
tially vis-à-vis a Sikh ‘other’ in the early 1980s, Hindu majoritarianism increas-
ingly took on anti-Muslim overtones.” The following decades saw a rapid rise 
in religious communalism, majoritarian violence, and anti-Muslim national 
sentiment. From the controversial Shah Bano case to the demolition of the 
sacred Babri Masjid mosque to the state-sponsored Gujarat pogrom later in 
2002 that killed over a thousand Muslims, that fragile ideal of “Indian secular-
ism” rapidly decayed, and the Congress was losing its social bases of support. 

It was the same chief minister responsible for the 2002 Gujarat pogrom, 
Narendra Modi, that was elected as Prime Minister in 2014, thus marking a 
further erosion of secularism and politico-cultural shift towards the ideology 
of Hindutva. Modi and the incumbent political party, the BJP, are fueled by the 
falsehood that India is and has always been an exclusively Hindu nation. As a 
result, there has been a rapid rise of Islamophobia in India since his election. 
As Chandrachud writes, “The Hindu right has openly advocated the abandon-
ment of secularism and embraced political ‘Hindutva.’ Its legislative policies, 
of late, have tended towards muscular majoritarianism – abrogating the spe-
cial constitutional status of the Muslim-majority state of Jammu and Kashmir, 
enacting a law criminalizing the practice of triple talaq in Islam, and opposing 
the Supreme Court’s judgement allowing menstruating women to enter the 
Sabarimala temple in the State of Kerala.” The Citizenship Amendment Act 
and the National Registry of Citizens is only the most recent stunt reflecting 
the decay of secular democracy in India. 

Introduced in December 2019, the National Register of Citizens (NRC) 
asks all Indians to show proof of their citizenship through state-administered 
documentation, a requirement that is impossible to meet in a country where 
a majority of the population lives in rural areas without access to basic needs. 
However, the CAA is an amendment which claims that undocumented citi-
zens of all other religious minorities besides Islam can apply for fast-tracked 
citizenship. The CAA also offers citizenship to “persecuted minorities” from 
Pakistan, Afghanistan and Bangladesh of all religions besides Islam . Both 
amendments were initially only to be implemented in Assam, a north-eastern 
state with a large migrant population. However, when Home Minister Amit 
Shah claimed that the NRC would eventually be implemented nation-wide, it 
became evident that the two amendments sought to essentially disenfranchise 
two million Muslims in the world’s most populous democracy. Despite this, 
right-wing Hindu nationalists argued that the CAA was not discriminatory 
towards Muslims, insofar as it sought to give protection to “religious minori-
ties” from the three aforementioned countries. Their logic was that, given the 
Muslim-majority populations of Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Bangladesh, there 
could not be persecuted Muslim minorities seeking international protection. 
As there exist a multitude of persecuted Muslim minorities in these countries, 
however, including Shia and Hazara Muslims, this assumption is plainly false.
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The Politics of Gender and Religiosity in Shaheen Bagh

Some of the largest and most persistent protests in the history of Indian popu-
lar dissent defined the months that followed the BJP’s announcement. Stu-
dents, activists, and intellectuals took to the streets in every major Indian city, 
protesting the nation-wide implementation of the CAA and NRC. The state’s 
response was one of immense police brutality, state-sponsored attacks on two 
public Muslim universities, and the arrest and detainment of eleven young 
activists. The CAA protests entered the mainstream international conscious-
ness after the police brutality in Jamia Milia University and Aligarh Muslim 
University received international coverage. Delhi police forces beat protesting 
students with batons and used tear gas to disperse the crowds, thus mark-
ing a shift in the state’s treatment of democratic popular dissent. Given the 
close proximity of Shaheen Bagh to Jamia, the horrific police brutality at the 
university mobilized the residents of Shaheen Bagh to come together without 
any centralized or formalized organization. December 15th marked the block-
ing of the prominent highway, which eventually became the symbol of the 
anti-CAA movement, both across India and globally. The movement was also 
marked by increasing public consciousness on the internet and the “enlarge-
ment of public space,” with hashtags such as #RageResistReject circulating 
on platforms such as Twitter and Facebook. Furthermore, the physical vio-
lence against students created a public discourse around bodily violence, the 
reclaiming of public space by marginalized bodies, and the construction of 
what Nancy Fraser calls a “subaltern counter-public.” It is within this context 
that the public display and assertion of Muslim religious identity by veiled 
Muslim women was highly disruptive of the boundaries between the public 
and private sphere. 

“Ghettoization,” Liberal Paranoia, and Muslim Publics

In mid-December of 2019, working-class Muslim women belonging to the 
neighborhood of Shaheen Bagh began an indefinite sit-in to protest the dis-
criminatory CAA and NRC. What began as a small collective grew into a three-
month-long protest, with nearly 20,000 women blocking the GD Birla Marg, 
a prominent Delhi highway. This Jamia Nagar area of South Delhi is rural and 
underdeveloped, with a lack of proper infrastructure for sewage and electric-
ity. Shaheen Bagh is one of the newer neighborhoods in this area, as Muslims 
began to migrate there after the Babri Masjid demolition in 1992. Until then, 
the area of South Delhi was ethnically, religiously, and socioeconomically het-
erogenous. However, after the 1992 riots, Muslim members of the community 
migrated to Shaheen Bagh for the sake of safety, while the few Hindu and Sikh 
residents of Shaheen Bagh sold their properties and moved to other parts of 
the city. Today, while the population is predominantly Muslim, there is vast 
economic diversity, with workers and laboring classes living alongside stu-
dents and professors at the nearby Jamia Milia University. In a manner remi-
niscent of Jim Crow era segregation policies in the United States, historically 



H E M I S P H E R E S : Crisis of Authority  •  vol. 45, 202214

Muslim neighborhoods in Delhi are underfunded, lack proper infrastructure 
and hygiene, and are by and large neglected by local city authorities. In other 
words, Shaheen Bagh is “ghettoized.” However, residents have managed to 
make ends meet and live with the infrastructural deficiencies without making 
their demands heard by state authorities, for fear of persecution in a climate of 
Hindu majoritarianism. This fear is especially palpable in the Muslim ghettos 
of South Delhi, as they border the Hindutva state of Uttar Pradesh with only a 
highway (the same one the protesters blocked) dividing them. 

The forceful privatization of Islam is reflected best in the urban spa-
tial regimes of the city. Not only have Muslims been ousted from central 
Delhi neighborhoods as a result of Islamophobia and segregation, but their 
basic living conditions have also been systematically neglected by the state. 
Furthermore, they have been biopolitically silenced into dealing with their 
harsh living conditions privately, thus rendering working-class Muslim 
communities absent from the Indian public sphere. Lack of basic access 
to water, electricity, and sewage management results in reduced ability to 
participate in public political life; as the Aristotelian relationship between 
active citizenship and labor suggests, a lack of resources necessary for the 
basic conditions of life impact the ability to participate in the public political 
life of the city. Within the historical context of Shaheen Bagh’s populariza-
tion, then, the occupation of space on a prominent highway by residents of 
this neglected neighborhood is especially transgressive. In one of the few 
instances of Muslim mobilization since India’s partition in 1947, the work-
ing-class Muslims of Shaheen Bagh laid claims on public space and the right 
to participate in the realm of the “political.”

Shaheen Bagh also revealed the liberal paranoia of Indian secularism, 
through the use of religious slogans, poetry, and song in the public sphere. 
Slogans such as “Allahu Akbar” and the Shahada were frequently written on 
protest signs and chanted by the women of Shaheen Bagh, resulting in the 
eruption of criticism and scrutiny by Indian liberal media and intelligentsia. 
Most notably, prominent politician and writer Shashi Tharoor tweeted that 
such slogans were “too extreme” and that the premise of the anti-CAA pro-
tests should be Indian unity rather than calls for Muslim solidarity. Such slo-
gans also resulted in Shaheen Bagh being cited as the center for “anti-national 
activity.” India’s Minister of Finance led a chant to “shoot the traitors” of 
Shaheen Bagh, while a BJP member of parliament Parvesh Sharma claimed 
that the protestors are “Muslims who want to take over India” and that they 
would rape and kill the residents of New Delhi. As a response to the recitation 
of Hum Dekhenge in a student protest on the Kanpur campus of the Indian 
Institute of Technology, an institutional panel convened to decide whether 
the recitation of the song was “anti-Hindu,” simply because its creator was of 
Muslim descent. In fact, the Urdu poem Hum Dekhenge became the anthem 
for the revolution, not because of its explicit and exclusive calls to Allah, but 
because it contained historical and cultural significance reminiscent of the 
Indian independence struggle. Such right-wing responses were deeply ironic, 
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as the very premise of the anti-CAA protests was about discrimination against 
Muslims and thus not divorced from religion at all. 

 This liberal discourse is symptomatic of a deeper problem within the 
framework of Indian secularism. As discussed previously, secularism within 
the Western intellectual tradition—as a complete separation of the church 
and state and of the relegation of religion to the private sphere—is insuffi-
cient and oppressive as applied to the context of Indian ethno-religious diver-
sity. The age-old antagonism between Muslim religiosity and secularism, as 
propounded by Indian liberals and Hindu nationalists alike, is fallacious and 
does not reflect the entangled discourses of protest on the ground. As Julia 
Stephens recognizes, “The idea of Islam as antithetical to secular, modern, 
and liberal legal regimes has persisted despite the fact that South Asian Mus-
lims, like the women protesting after the destruction of the Babri Masjid, have 
repeatedly refused such oppositions.” Thus, Tharoor constructs a false antago-
nism between Indian nationalism and religious communalism, between calls 
for a national unity and calls for a Muslim cultural solidarity. His tweet reflects 
the liberal and Islamophobic paranoia implicit in the Indian ideal of secu-
larism, wherein any public assertion of Muslim religious identity is deemed 
anti-national, anti-democratic, and anti-modern. In reality, the women of 
Shaheen Bagh were propounding no such binary opinion, insofar as they were 
simultaneously chanting slogans and songs of a unified Indian nationalism. 
The Preamble of the Indian Constitution was recited at the beginning of every 
day of the protest, while the women were consistently joined by protestors of 
all religious backgrounds in support, including Hindus, Christians, and Sikhs. 
Thus, the construction of a Muslim counter-public in Shaheen Bagh was trans-
gressive in a number of ways. By bringing Muslim bodies, Muslim voices, and 
Muslim culture into the public sphere, it disrupted the fictive liberal binaries 
of public and private, secular and religious, and national and communal. 

Counter-Publics and the Feminization of Space

Iterations of #ShaheenBagh sprang up across many major cities in India, and 
the protestors began to be termed dadis (Hindi for “grandmothers”). Within 
a climate of masculinist Hindu nationalism, the fact that Muslim women 
became the face of a nation-wide protest was radical, in and of itself. Fur-
thermore, against the backdrop of intra-community patriarchal hegemony, 
women are frequently relegated to the private sphere, out of the purview of 
public political debate. Many postcolonial, postmodern and feminist scholars 
of the “public sphere” have refuted Habermas’ narrow conceptualizations of 
political action to account for those traditionally excluded from the public 
political sphere, such as refugees, occupied people, disenfranchised people, 
and women. In a seminal essay “Bodies in Alliance and the Politics of the 
Street,” Judith Butler challenges the binary oppositions of political/personal 
and public/private, arguing that this view “disregards and devalues those 
forms of political agency that emerge precisely in those domains deemed 
pre-political or extra-political.” They also argue that the supposed public and 
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private spheres are deeply embedded in gendered divisions of labor. They 
write, “The distinction between the public and private domain . . . leaves the 
sphere of politics to men, and reproductive labor to women. If there is a body 
in the public sphere, it is masculine and unsupported, presumptively free to 
create, but not itself created. And the body in the private sphere is female, 
ageing, foreign, or childish, and pre-political.”

The women of Shaheen Bagh embodied resistance to such gendered divi-
sions. A simple tent was set up at the protest site, barricaded by ropes to pre-
vent men from entering the premises (for the sake of safety). Mattresses and 
makeshift beds were set up as well, as most protesters remained at the site all 
day and night in the harsh Delhi winter. There was a tent set up for free medi-
cal care and another for a free book exchange. There were chai-wallahs provid-
ing tea to protestors as they gathered in the largest tent to listen to speeches 
and performances on a nightly basis. Students and allies of the movement, 
notably from all faiths and religions, also joined in to aid the division of labor 
at the protest site. Furthermore, the movement did not have organizers or 
leaders; it was a horizontal, egalitarian, and organically constructed public. 
The protest site also doubled up as a site of art and installation—the entrance 
welcomed protesters with a large installation that said, “We the people of 
India say NO to CAA, NRC, NPR.” Another installation depicted a detention 
center where those without legal documents would potentially be incarcer-
ated. There were also large posters hanging from the side of a bridge span-
ning the main highway. As an Puranam states on Al Jazeera, Shaheen Bagh 
was “a community center facilitating discussion on what is happening in the 
country,” thus evoking the ideological claims of the “counter-public.” Fraser 
argues that while it is evident that historically marginalized groups have been 
excluded from the “universal public sphere,” they do not simply accept this 
as an ontological condition. Rather, they construct alternative publics where 
their specific needs can be deliberated. Fraser argues that the subaltern coun-
ter-public emerged in a post-bourgeois society, where overt political domina-
tion transformed into a hegemonic regime of rule by majority ideology. Thus, 
she defines counter-publics as “parallel discursive arenas where members of 
subordinated social groups invent and circulate counter-discourses to for-
mulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs.” 
Despite the “public sphere” being defined by the exclusion of bodies (such as 
those of elderly Muslim women), and despite the necropolitics of systemic 
negligence, the women of Shaheen Bagh “acted in concert and asserted their 
political subjectivity,” thus making Shaheen Bagh a radically transgressive 
phenomenon. Butler writes that bodies “are themselves modalities of power, 
embodied interpretations, engaging in allied action . . . these bodies are pro-
ductive and performative.” 

The women of Shaheen Bagh constructed a counter-public, notably 
through a subversion of the gendered division of labor and a deconstruc-
tion of the binaries between public and private, political and domestic. 
Hannah Arendt writes that a distinctive feature of industrial modernity is 
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the emergence of labor and the social domain within the public sphere. The 
“social” realm managed to blur the distinction between public and private 
spheres of action. Butler takes forth Arendt’s notion of the “social” to treat 
her observations of the 2011 protests in Tahrir Square. She observed a certain 
sociability that broke down gendered divisions of labor and constructed hori-
zontal relations between people of all social classes, thus blurring Arendt’s 
epistemic division of labor, work and action. At the protest site of Shaheen 
Bagh, the women did not ignore their ongoing domestic duties—they brought 
their children to the protest where a makeshift daycare was set up by students; 
a tent was constructed for the women to practice namaz, and Hindu and Sikh 
neighbors frequently cooked and provided biryani (a traditional Muslim rice 
dish) for all the protesters. Acts of solidarity were not only manifested in pro-
testing and chanting together, but eating together, raising children together, 
and sleeping together. Butler’s observations of the 2011 Tahrir Square protests 
can be extended to the socio-economic relations produced at the site of Sha-
heen Bagh: “These actions were all political in the simple sense that they were 
breaking down a conventional distinction between public and private in order 
to establish relations of equality; in this sense, they were incorporating into 
the very social form of resistance the principles for which they were struggling 
on the street.”

Conclusion

This paper establishes that the protest site of Shaheen Bagh disrupted the spa-
tial regimes of public and private by bringing Muslim religiosity and domestic, 
feminized labor into the public sphere. By utilizing Habermas and his femi-
nist critics as a theoretical framework, it examines the disjuncture between 
the discourse of the public/private dichotomy and its reality on the ground, 
and the resulting emergence of subaltern “counter-publics.” Furthermore, by 
placing Shaheen Bagh within the historiography of the debate on secular-
ism in India, this paper argues that the liberal binaries between religious and 
secular, national and communal, as well as public and private are fictive and 
overstated within the localized Indian context. The liberal regime of Indian 
citizenship, rooted in the Western intellectual tradition, propounds a stark 
boundary for spheres of action and for determining whose voices are heard 
in the public sphere. However, this paper has argued that such regimes are 
disrupted by examining typologies of resistance on the ground, thus opening 
spaces for new citizenship subjectivities to emerge.

1,300 miles away in the southern city of Bangalore, I attended the anti-
CAA protests every day at Town Hall, where the same song, Hum Dekhenge, 
was played every day on the loudspeaker. The same Urdu slogans sparked the 
same controversy, and the same Preamble was recited at the commencement 
of each protest. A notably effective strategy of the movement was to encourage 
every site of protest and sit-in across the country to call itself “Shaheen Bagh.” 
In occupying prominent public space (both physical and metaphorical), the 
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Muslim women of Shaheen Bagh have altered the Indian political landscape. 
In this way, the subaltern counter-public that began in Shaheen Bagh has 
achieved national prominence, multiplied across time and space, and carved 
a path for new modes of resistance. 
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Stepping Stone of Empire: On the 
Failures of Philippine Nationalism 
in the South China Sea Disputes
Patrick Peralta, University of Maryland, College Park

In October 2016, President Rodrigo Duterte announced the sudden end of the 
U.S.-Philippine alliance, one of the oldest and most extensive security rela-
tionships in Southeast Asia. To even greater surprise, Manila severed these 
historic ties through a pivot to Beijing, Washington’s premier geopolitical 
rival. According to the president, such a shift aims to capitalize on China’s 
robust economic growth, and to temper Beijing’s territorial aggression in the 
South China Sea. However, Duterte’s move is distinctly anti-U.S., inspired 
by a stalled nationalist movement that followed America’s occupation of the 
Philippines. This paper reads Duterte’s foreign policy recalibration through 
the Philippines’ colonial wounds, with the country having served as a central 
U.S. node for racial, military, and neoliberal conquest across the Asia-Pacific. 
Given America’s continued presence in the archipelago post-independence, 
Duterte’s pivot was widely seen as transformative. Yet this paper also reveals 
that because Duterte chose to appease China rather than extricate the Philip-
pines from undue foreign interests, the Philippines’ economic and territorial 
sovereignties are more precarious now than ever. As Washington and Beijing 
attempt to wrest Manila’s loyalty from each other’s geostrategic orbit, the 
nationalist imaginary of Duterte’s independent foreign policy has been effec-
tively lost at sea.

Turning Heads: A New Foreign Policy

“I announce my separation from the United States,” declared Philippine Presi-
dent Rodrigo Duterte to rapturous applause in Beijing’s Great Hall of the 
People, “I’ve realigned myself in your ideological flow and maybe I will also 
go to Russia to talk to Putin and tell him that there are three of us against 
the world—China, Philippines, Russia.”1 By October 2016, Duterte was already 
notorious for his shocking pronouncements, particularly those towards the 
United States; just a month earlier, Duterte called President Obama a “son of 
a whore” after the latter criticized the human toll of the Philippine Drug War. 
However, few expected this kind of declaration, especially one of such historic 
consequence. Writ large, Duterte’s decision to end the U.S.-Philippine alliance 
threatened to unravel decades of the Philippines’ fierce loyalty to and coop-
eration with America, which had been sealed by two treaties and a massive 
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security apparatus. Few countries in Southeast Asia could boast of such ties. 
As a result, few Filipino presidents dared to question the U.S., much less align 
with its chief international rival. Even Ferdinand Marcos, whose dictator-
ship is often compared to that of Duterte’s, was known for his warm relation-
ship with President Reagan. So why did Duterte choose to sever ties with the 
world’s leading superpower? And what emboldened him to deliver it—and 
swear—with such gusto? 

The Philippine leader’s pivot to China is the centerpiece of his “indepen-
dent foreign policy,” which advances a realpolitik-based, or transactional, 
approach to alliance dynamics rather than an adherence to fixed expecta-
tions and values. Such a diplomatic shift underlines pragmatic partnerships 
that, the president argues, better enhance Philippine domestic and economic 
interests. However, Duterte’s embrace of China is not just a strategic maneu-
ver. It is distinctly anti-U.S., inspired by a stalled nationalist movement which 
emerged following American colonialism in the Philippines. In recent years, 
this quest for full-fledged sovereignty has bled into frustrations over the sin-
cerity of U.S. treaty commitments and the superpower’s larger role and inter-
est in the archipelago. 

This paper offers first a historical explanation for Duterte’s recalibration 
of Philippine foreign policy. In doing so, it connects the president’s disdain for 
America to a chronic and splintered struggle for national self-determination. 
This framing counters popular portrayals of the president as some vulgar aber-
ration, whose views and demeanor are too uncouth to have import. Rather, 
Duterte expresses a well-established nationalism that has long wrestled with 
America’s intentions in the Philippines—in particular, the pretense of the coun-
try’s independence. This indignant view of history guides Duterte’s diplomacy, 
which seeks to finally extricate the islands from the U.S.’ strategic grasp.

However, this paper also reveals that, in spite of his noble intentions, the 
president actually failed his nationalist cause. Unlike his drug war, Duterte’s 
foreign policy has not produced a consistent and effective agenda, as Chinese 
trade deals have come up short and territorial disputes in the South China Sea 
continue to imperil Philippine sovereignty. In short, Duterte conceded much 
to gain little, and his insolvent pivot to Beijing has prompted Manila to realign 
with Washington. Bluster, defeat, and an exasperated Filipino public mar 
the president’s foreign policy legacy. Rather than banish colonial afterlives, 
Duterte has tragically renewed their reach by surrendering the Philippines to 
the whims of two great powers. 

The Logics of Empire: Race and Capital in the American Gaze

The notion of an “American Empire” is often difficult to understand. To many 
politicians and pundits, America invariably is, and has been, the global beacon 
of democracy and the undying torch of freedom. It liberates and empowers; 
it never oppresses or exploits. After all, the country was born by standing up 
to an empire—how could it possibly become one itself? Howard Zinn found 
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himself wrestling with this apparent contradiction after he returned to the 
U.S. from his service in World War II. Recalling the horrors of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki as well as his own bombing of European towns, he writes, 

I was conscious, like everyone, of the British Empire and the other 
imperial powers of Europe, but the United States was not seen in the 
same way [...] There was no overarching view of U.S. expansion that 
might lead to the idea of a more far-ranging empire—or period of 
‘imperialism.’2

It was only until he read about the Spanish-American War, and the vio-
lent march of U.S. forces across the Philippines, that another version of his-
tory began to emerge. Zinn’s confusion and realizations are not isolated or 
unique. Much of American scholarly and popular literature portrays the U.S.’ 
occupation of the Philippines as “at best, benevolent, and at worse, benign.”3 
To some, this whitewashing of history seeks to cloak a chapter of national 
shame—America at its worst in its brutal betrayal of liberalism. Yet some lib-
eral thinkers have actually reappropriated the term “empire” by casting it in 
a normal or positive light. In doing so, they insist on the unique virtue of the 
U.S. imperial model, for “while European empires suppressed liberty, rights, 
and democracy, America’s empire has been aimed at spreading them.”4 

This “liberal exceptionalism” thesis found scholarly resonance in Stan-
ley Karnow’s book, In Our Image: America’s Empire in the Philippines, which 
argues that the American presence in the Philippines was vicious, but in 
the end, “relatively benign.”5 In 2003, Max Boot of The Wall Street Journal 
expressed a similar sentiment of benevolent intervention in his justification 
of the U.S.’ occupation of Iraq. Alluding to the military conquest of the Phil-
ippines, Boot argued that America was carrying out another “savage war of 
peace” in order to rescue a “downtrodden” people and expand the “empire of 
liberty.”6 As Adele Webb notes, these sanitizations of terms like “empire” and 
“imperialism” in U.S. framings of its own history have prompted more criti-
cal scholars to revisit the details of American intentions in the Philippines.7 
Indeed, how can an “exceptional” nation, to whom the endowment and pro-
tection of liberty are “innate,” unleash brutal forms of conquest that would 
otherwise be forbidden? What are the systems of explanation that rational-
ized this history while leaving American moralism intact? 

First, Karnow and Boot’s rhetoric follows a centuries-long racial discourse 
deployed by colonial officials to justify U.S. control of foreign lands. For 
instance, Roxanne Doty observes how imperial America produced an orga-
nizing knowledge of itself as a civilizing force, which rebuked the Filipino as 
savage, ignorant, and unclean.8 The Philippines was thereby in need of rescu-
ing, not only for its own benefit but for that of all humanity. Edward Said dis-
cusses this idea in Orientalism, which argues that the West imagines the East 
as a “distant” and “different” world.9 This understanding positions the Asian 
subject as a site of perpetual otherness, at once alluring and exotic, yet in its 
difference, inferior and threatening. The abstract, mystical, and sensual East 
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thus acts as a foil to the concrete, normative, and rational West. In order to 
maintain this relation, the West produces a moral vocabulary for imperialism 
through art, literature, politics, media, and religion that casts civilizational 
discipline as a noble pursuit. 

Figure 1. Britain’s John Bull and America’s Uncle Sam take on the 
“White Man’s Burden” by carrying “uncivilized peoples” past the 

jagged rocks of “brutality,” “vice,” “ignorance,” and “barbarism,” and 
towards “civilization.”

 

For instance, Rudyard Kipling’s poem, “The White Man’s Burden,” urged the 
U.S. to annex the Philippines because its natives were “fluttered folk and wild” 
who were also “half-devil and half-child” (see Figure 1).10 Empire-building would 
thereby allow democratic peoples to discipline such feral “threats of terror.” One 
1899 article in the Washington Star further demonized Filipinos as “treacherous, 
arrogant, stupid and vindictive, impervious to gratitude, incapable of recogniz-
ing obligations. Centuries of barbarism and subjection have made them merely 
cunning and dishonest.” In turn, Americans could not “safely treat them as our 
equals, for the simple and sufficient reason that they could not understand it. 
They do not know the meaning of justice and good faith.”11 The dissemination 
of these Filipino caricatures gave moral weight to colonial administration, par-
ticularly U.S. President William McKinley’s policy of “benevolent colonialism.” 
While this ethos sought to empower “liberty’s infant class” who were “in need 

“The White Man’s Burden (Apologies to Rudyard Kipling).” Victor Gillam, 
Judge, 1899. Source: Abe Ignacio, The Forbidden Book: The Philippine-
American War in Political Cartoons (2004).
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of guidance, tutoring, and uplifting,” it more critically legitimized the denial of 
Filipino agency.12 Paradoxically, it was this very repression of self-determination 
that presupposed America’s mandate to act.13

Figure 2. The Philippines as a strategic “stepping-stone” to penetrating 
Chinese markets.

 

The U.S.’ occupation of the Philippines was also rooted in the advancement 
of the Western power’s neoliberal interests. According to Daniel Schirmer, 
America aimed to turn the Philippines’ into both a regular source of raw mate-
rials for U.S. industry and a regional military outpost from which to penetrate 
Chinese markets (see Figure 2). Territorial expansion was therefore pushed by 
America’s business elite, who saw Manifest Destiny as a distinctly commer-
cial campaign.14 Since the islands’ economic interdependence made retain-
ing Luzon alone futile, the McKinley administration was urged to absorb the 
entire archipelago. Yet top of mind for McKinley and his advisors was not the 
economic worth of the Philippines itself, but rather the Chinese question. 
Even as the Philippines would be formally annexed, it was China that would 
serve as a “commercial entrepôt and a political-military lever.”17 Perhaps from 
there, according to colonial officials, the U.S. could expand into Micronesia 
and the islands of the South China Sea. As such, the construction of empire 

“And, After all, the Philippines are Only the Stepping-Stone to China.” 
Emil Flohri, Judge, 1900. Source: Abe Ignacio, The Forbidden Book: The 
Philippine-American War in Political Cartoons (2004).
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not only sought to dominate extant markets, but to aggressively install new 
bases of power and profit. 

The Illusion of Independence

Following World War II, U.S. officials moved to secure an elaborate network 
of military bases around the world, with the Philippines remaining a criti-
cal node in the Asia-Pacific. These tentacles acted as a buffer against states 
that challenged an emerging American order, particularly the Soviet Union. In 
1946, however, the U.S. finally bowed to Philippine nationalist pressures and 
granted the archipelago its independence, although this emancipation was 
heavily circumscribed. In actuality, the Philippines transitioned “from colony 
to neo-colony: that is, it achieved formal independence without eliminating 
foreign domination.”18 The scope and intensity of U.S. hegemony required this 
contradiction. Through the 1947 Military Bases Agreement (MBA), the United 
States stationed thousands of troops at Clark Air Base and Subic Naval Base, 
which quickly became its chief logistic hubs in the region. Moreover, the MBA 
prohibited the Philippines from negotiating similar agreements with other 
countries, granting the U.S. military free reign over its bases as well as the abil-
ity to recruit Filipino volunteers. To quell anticipated anti-colonial resistance, 
U.S. President Harry Truman provided the Philippine elite with the military 
wherewithal to reassert its authority by repressing rebel groups in Luzon.19 
Local leaders, in effect, turned into proxies of American power. 

Moreover, economic relations between the new Philippine Republic and 
the United States remained heavily in favor of the latter. The Bell Trade Act 
(BTA) was one prominent example. This agreement bound the Philippine 
economy to that of America’s by establishing a system of “preferential tariffs 
between the two countries; it placed various restrictions on Philippine gov-
ernment control of its own economy and required the Filipinos to amend their 
constitution to give a special position to U.S. capital.”20 Under the “parity” 
amendment, American companies were given full access to the development 
of public utilities and the exploitation of natural resources in the country, 
a privilege the Philippine constitution had reserved for Filipinos. The BTA 
also allowed American businessmen to “import products into the Philippines 
free of duty, quotas, and price ceilings, whereas Filipino exports to the United 
States [were] subject to quota restrictions.”21 As a result, the Act frustrated 
the development of new Filipino enterprises in order to enrich, empower, 
and extend U.S. capital. U.S. Senator Millard Tydings, one of the authors of 
the 1934 Philippine Independence Act, framed such motives succinctly: the 
administration’s “‘whole philosophy [was] to keep the Philippines economi-
cally even though [America lost] them politically.’”22 

Particularly striking about this asymmetrical relationship was that it was 
upheld by many Filipinos. As the U.S. projected itself as the fixed and global 
emblem of democracy—particularly as it entered the Cold War era—it bifur-
cated the Filipino public through a moralized discourse of loyalties. Those 
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who affirmed the U.S.’ presence in the country were deemed to be within the 
“democratic” pale, while those who critiqued its violence and economic self-
interest were marked as enemies of the state. As Adele Webb reveals in a citi-
zen’s letter to the Philippine Free Press newspaper, middle class Filipinos saw 
the granting of parity rights to American citizens as showing “undying grati-
tude for 42 years of benevolent tutelage, for the redemption of the promise 
of liberation [from] Japanese oppression, and for their honoring of our long-
cherished dream of independence.”23 Another letter charged that “to reject 
parity to our benefactor and liberator (America) would be tantamount to vio-
lating the essence and principles of character training [emphasis added].”24 As 
a result, Filipinos took on a kind of embattled conscience, torn between the 
reality of their independence and the enduring pull of the foreign gaze. Ever 
present and always watching, the American government continued to squeeze 
the space for Filipino democratic agency, dictating who was and was not “wor-
thy” to inhabit the privileges of freedom. Caroline Hau describes this collec-
tive Filipino subject as an “‘object of anxiety—free in its capacity to strive for 
perfection and respond to the ethical imperative of transforming the determi-
nants of its existing systems,’ and yet at the same time ‘irreducibly constrained 
by these determinants and her history.’”25 

 The contradictions of Philippine independence made ambivalent, too, 
the legitimacy of liberal democracy itself. As Vicente Rafael writes, this con-
tested notion of sovereignty “haunts every articulation of democracy in post-
colonial societies, the ghost that both enlivens and poisons the nationalist 
struggles for freedom and social justice.”26 What does liberal democracy look 
like if citizens are never truly sovereign? For centuries, the dominant histo-
riography celebrated the American colonial period as an impetus to the Fili-
pino’s reach for freedom. Yet following that history not only hides the violence 
of empire, but makes dubious the Filipino’s capacity to self-govern. Could 
the “anxious” Filipino ever overcome colonialism’s rationalization of violence 
and theft? What would it take to struggle against this contradiction, to finally 
demand a true and lasting freedom? The second half of this essay discusses 
how Rodrigo Duterte embodies the contemporary Philippine challenge to 
American grand strategy, which has been defined and pursued as a U.S.-led 
regional order. This resistance sits in between the gaps that colonialism pro-
duced, and seeks to forge a new Filipino consciousness to collapse the contra-
dictions of sovereignty. 

The “Unfinished Revolution”

Despite Duterte’s contempt for political norms, his anti-Americanism invokes 
one of the dominant regime scripts deployed by Filipino presidents: the “unfin-
ished revolution.”27 This discourse emerged during the early 1950s from the 
writings of nationalist historians, who called for a rescuing of Filipino dignity 
and political agency from the country’s colonial past. More than three centu-
ries of humiliation, particularly the nearly fifty years of American occupation, 
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had riven Filipino efforts towards self-determination, creating what Patricio 
Abinales and Donna Amoroso call “the aborted nation.”28 As such, the nation-
alist imaginary sought to “exorcise the ghost of colonialism” by empowering 
the people towards a true, final, and collective emancipation—the indepen-
dence of the bayan (fatherland).29 

In recent memory, this anti-colonial posture reached a high during for-
mer Philippine President Gloria Macapagal Arroyo’s term, which saw exten-
sive bilateral cooperation with the U.S. to fight terrorism. Following the 9/11 
attacks, Washington expanded its “global War on Terror” into Southeast Asia, 
rallying regional states towards what Amitav Acharya and Arabinda Acharya 
refer to as America’s “second front.”30 Numerous capitals welcomed this move, 
especially those struggling to contain Islamic fundamentalist groups. Manila, 
in particular, was enthusiastic about the Bush administration’s 2002 “Opera-
tion Enduring Freedom – Philippines,” which deployed hundreds of Ameri-
can troops to Mindanao to fight al Qaeda and ISIS offshoot Abu Sayyaf. A 
few months later, Arroyo brokered the Philippine-U.S. Mutual Logistics Sup-
port Agreement (MLSA), which obliged the Philippine government to provide 
an array of supplies and services to American troops during their exercises, 
training, and operations within the country. This deal prompted Arroyo’s For-
eign Secretary to resign in protest, and quickly raised fears that it might be 
expanded to grant the U.S. basing rights for the re-stationing of its troops—an 
addition that would violate the country’s Constitution.

In less than a year, the Philippines became “the largest single deployment 
of American military might outside Afghanistan to fight terrorists since the 
September 11 attacks.”31 To make matters worse, when the U.S. declared war on 
Iraq in 2003, Arroyo informally “announced that [she] would allow American 
warplanes and vessels to land, dock, refuel, and fly over the Philippines,” a 
move that was soon withdrawn after an onslaught of criticism.32 To be sure, 
American military assistance to the Philippines bolstered the country’s efforts 
to stave off terrorist forces. But such open and in-depth access made Arroyo 
seem like she was surrendering national sovereignty, and even weaponizing 
American support to mute political dissidents. As the Philippines joined the 
“Coalition of the Willing” in Iraq, student activists, militant labor groups, and 
opposition parties mobilized at home, “turning into one of Arroyo’s major 
political headaches.”33 Notable among these critics were local Muslim groups, 
which argued that the return of American soldiers in Mindanao opened old 
wounds from the early 1900s’ Moro wars between Moro rebels and the United 
States. As one U.S. Special Forces officer recalled, “‘When we arrived in Basi-
lan, Muslim kids made throat-slashing gestures at us.’”34

Duterte’s pronouncements, as vulgar as they were, thus reflected a deeply 
affective and unifying history. As Adele Webb notes, 

The fragile interpellation of ‘the Filipino,’ along with the historically 
compromised notions of ‘freedom’ and ‘sovereignty,’ have provided 
fertile political terrain for populist discourse claiming to resolve the 
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ambiguities of the past [...] turning everyday markers of subordination 
on their head.35 

But Duterte’s nationalism, namely his mistrust of the United States, is 
also personal. As a student during the Vietnam War, Duterte embraced the 
anti-imperialist culture that swept through universities across Asia. Befriend-
ing communists in Davao, he grew increasingly skeptical of both American 
intentions in the Philippines and the “pro-American media-military-intelli-
gentsia complex perched in ‘Imperial Manila.’”36 When he launched his politi-
cal career, Duterte held fast to these suspicions even as most candidates shed 
their leftist ties. In a brief stint as a congressman for Davao, Duterte felt out of 
place among the Manila elite, who curried the favor of American politicians 
and praised the U.S.’ role in the region. Returning to Davao, where he became 
its mayor for twenty years, in 2007, he blocked joint Philippine-American mil-
itary exercises from operating in the city, and barred American access to the 
Davao Airport for drone operations—a move he repeated in 2013.37 Set against 
this history and background, Duterte’s subversiveness appears less shocking 
or anomalous. One might even see it as essential, heroic, and long-overdue. In 
fact, the president once framed his anti-American stance as a reclamation of 
Filipino dignity. To an audience in October 2016, he declared, “I would never 
allow my dignity and honor to be just like that, a doormat before the interna-
tional public [...] If there is one thing I would like to prove to America and to 
everybody is that there is such a thing as the dignity of the Filipino people.’38 
Just a month before, when Obama lambasted the president’s war on drugs, he 
expressed a similar sentiment: “I do not kneel down before anybody, except 
the Filipino in Quiapo walking in misery and extreme poverty and anger [...] I 
do not have any master except the Filipino people.”39

Harnessing this nationalist-populist imagery, Duterte deftly linked 
historic grievances to current doubts of the U.S. as a credible and sincere 
ally. Much of this has to do with America’s commitment, or lack thereof, 
to discouraging Chinese artificial island construction in Philippine-claimed 
waters. On the campaign trail in 2015, the then-presidential candidate sug-
gested that, “If America cared, it would have sent its aircraft carriers and 
missile frigates the moment China started reclaiming land in contested 
territory, but no such thing happened.”40 Such criticism, which is far from 
new among Filipinos, calls into question three landmark defense trea-
ties between the U.S. and the Philippines: the 1951 Mutual Defense Treaty 
(MDT), which triggers military assistance to either country in the event of a 
foreign attack; the 1998 Visiting Forces Agreement (VFA), which allows for 
joint military exercises; and the 2014 Enhanced Defense Cooperation Agree-
ment (EDCA), which increases U.S. troop rotations and grants U.S. forces 
broad access to Philippine bases. Yet in spite of the partnership these treaties 
suggest, Washington refused to commit military aid to defend Philippine 
claims in the South China Sea, choosing instead reiterations of an “iron-
clad” relationship.41 As a result, the Philippines was left to fend for itself as 
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China strengthened the assertiveness of its territorial claims. In retaliation, 
Duterte unilaterally terminated the VFA in February 2020, but then twice 
extended the withdrawal period for officials to negotiate better terms.42 In 
February 2021, the president told the United States that it had “to pay” for 
the VFA to permanently remain: “It is a shared responsibility, but your share 
of responsibility does not come free [...] We ask so much of [you] because 
[you] have taken so much from us.”43

To make matters worse, Washington not only seemed reluctant about its 
treaty commitments, but also overtly cavalier towards Philippine concerns. 
Manila was particularly furious in 2011 when one Obama White House offi-
cial dismissed contested islands as “a bunch of rocks,” and scoffed at the idea 
that preserving territorial sovereignty is a regional “core interest.”44 According 
to University of the Philippines Law Professor Jay Batongbacal, this discrep-
ancy between U.S. treaty obligations and its enforcement—namely, that of 
the MDT—“leads to other criticisms, such as the nature and extent of U.S. 
military assistance, the legal and constitutional processes for implementing 
treaty obligations, and expectations of an automatic U.S. response in case of 
an actual threat.”45 In other words, as Duterte implied, the perennial question 
had again reared its head: what are America’s intentions in the Philippines—
mutual cooperation with a fellow democracy or the hegemonic advance of its 
strategic interests? How is the Philippines viewed within U.S. diplomacy—as a 
regional partner or as a neocolonial protectorate? According to Frank Wisner, 
former U.S. Ambassador to the Philippines, “The fact that the Filipinos give us 
a privileged treaty position is good for our defense. We’re not doing the Philip-
pines a favor; we’re doing ourselves a favor. Our ability to operate near, in, and 
in conjunction with the Philippines is good for America.”46 Duterte thus saw 
his pivot to China as a chink in the armor of America’s bind.

A New Friendship? 

Unlike his predecessors, who pledged fealty to the U.S. and opposition to 
China, Duterte steered the Philippines towards a pragmatic foreign policy. 
As a result, Manila’s rapprochement with Beijing introduced an “equilateral 
balancing strategy,” which opened the country up to alliances with all major 
powers instead of simply siding with or against one.47 This weaning off from 
traditional allies, namely the United States, is also known as “strategic diver-
sification.”48 Whereas his predecessor, Benigno Aquino III, refused to engage 
in bilateral talks with China over its maritime aggressiveness in the South 
China Sea, Duterte has emphasized the many opportunities of a strong Sino-
Philippine partnership. In pursuit of these warmer ties, Duterte lavished 
Beijing with praise, expressing his “love”49 for Chinese President Xi and even 
calling on regional states to be “meek” and “humble” in exchange for China’s 
“mercy.”50 At the same time, he grudgingly acknowledged the need for Amer-
ica should this new relationship go violently awry: “We can’t fight a war with 
China because we don’t have arms, so we’ll be forced to ask the United States 
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because that’s the only force that has the capability to fight them.”51 Neverthe-
less, what explains Duterte’s conciliatory posture towards China? 

First, Duterte sought to avail the Philippines of China’s economic power, 
which he saw as the solution to fast-tracking national development. On a 
four-day visit to Beijing in 2016, the president secured $24 billion in Chinese 
funding and investment pledges, including a $15 million grant to support the 
Philippine Drug War.52 53 Manila and Beijing also signed thirteen joint devel-
opment agreements to increase cooperation in trade, tourism, and maritime 
affairs, while Filipino and Chinese firms negotiated $11.2 billion for invest-
ments in energy and mining projects.54 But the flagship achievement of the 
2016 bilateral talks was the Philippines’ inclusion in China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative (BRI), Beijing’s transnational trade and infrastructure program. 
Duterte returned to Beijing in 2017 for the first BRI summit, where he com-
mended Xi for how well the BRI complements his own national infrastructure 
effort, “Build, Build, Build.” During the summit, the Philippines negotiated a 
$7 million Chinese grant to subsidize the construction of two bridges in traffic-
heavy Metro Manila, which appended the $9 billion infrastructure loan from 
2016.55 As chairman of ASEAN’s summit later that year, Duterte continued his 
gratitude for China’s assistance. Lauding Beijing’s efforts to foster regional 
cooperation and connectivity, he urged other ASEAN leaders to integrate BRI 
projects within their own countries. A few months later, China rewarded the 
Philippines’ cordiality with a donation of 3,000 rifles and 6 million pieces of 
ammunition to help Manila fight terrorists in Mindanao. It would not be an 
exaggeration to say that the Philippines’ economic development and national 
security seemed to be increasingly in the hands of Chinese firms. 

However, the starkest manifestation of the Philippines’ pivot to China is 
the unveiling of a new Filipino city, which, until 1991, was known as Clark 
Air Base—the U.S.’ largest overseas military base. Ever since American troops 
were forced to leave the site due to mounting anti-colonial pressure in the 
country, Chinese firms have been helping Duterte’s administration create 
a “green, disaster-resilient, stand-alone city [called New Clark City, which] 
developers hope will relieve pressure on Manila.”56 Engineering and construc-
tion companies working at the base are currently finalizing the details of a 
$2 billion 500-hectare industrial park as well as a railway that will link Clark 
to Subic, the second former U.S. naval base that closed in 1992.57 The irony 
of this opportunity is not lost on China. Here, Beijing is filling a gap, liter-
ally building soft power from the ground up while siphoning that of its chief 
rival. A Pew Research survey revealed that even though Filipinos’ attitudes 
towards China barely improved from 2015 to 2017, their confidence in Chinese 
economic leadership increased by 11 percent (14 percent to 25 percent); the 
same views towards the U.S. fell by 17 percent (66 percent to 49 percent).58 
Additionally, the same survey indicated that more than two-thirds of Filipinos 
believe that having a strong economic relationship with China (67 percent) 
is more important than being tough with Beijing on territorial disputes (28 
percent)—a dramatic shift from the almost evenly divided responses given in 
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2015 (43 percent to 41 percent). Such ebbs and flows in public opinion reflect 
Philippine Finance Secretary Carlos Dominguez III’s assertion that American 
investors “have no interest” in the country’s redevelopment plans.59

Second, Duterte’s rapprochement with China aimed to temper Beijing’s 
assertiveness in the South China Sea, with the hopes that joint economic devel-
opment would quell tensions of competing territorial claims. Since Duterte 
took office, Sino-Philippine relations have clearly been shaped by transac-
tional dynamics. But in spite of the nascent detente between the two nations, 
their renewed relationship is still in its infancy, which detracts full confidence 
in the commitment of China’s aid packages. In other words, Beijing may be 
hedging its bets by gauging the lifespan of Filipino loyalty. As University of 
Maryland professors Scott Kastner and Margaret Pearson observe, “Chinese 
uses of positive versus negative economic statecraft can at times be murky, as 
an economic incentive today can become a source of coercive leverage tomor-
row.”60 Manila thereby risks erratic negotiation behaviors—and potentially 
tremendous loss—from Beijing, should the former push back against the 
latter’s maritime activities. Duterte astutely recognized this caveat, and has 
taken extraordinary measures to remain in China’s good graces. 

In perspective, this appeasement strategy is a major reversal of years of 
Sino-Philippine hostility. When President Aquino III took office in 2010, Bei-
jing had just adopted a revanchist policy towards contested islands and reefs 
in the South China Sea. It argued that it had a historical claim to these terri-
tories, referencing early 20th century maps with a U-shaped “nine-dash line” 
that encompassed the sea. With this, Beijing asserted that most of the region 
fell under its national territory, and has since ignored or resisted competing 
claims from other states. China’s aggressive land reclamations are, to some 
extent, understandable. The South China Sea is incredibly rich in natural 
resources, holding around 11 billion barrels of oil, 190 trillion cubic feet of nat-
ural gas, and ten percent of the world’s fisheries.61 Moreover, a third of global 
shipping trade flows through these waters, producing $3.37 trillion a year.62 
However, China’s nine-dash line contravenes the United Nations Convention 
on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), which delimits states’ territorial claims to 
200 miles off their shores in what are called exclusive economic zones (EEZs). 

Nonetheless, the Chinese persisted with their claims. In April 2012, a Phil-
ippine naval ship attempted to arrest several Chinese fishermen for illegally 
fishing in the Scarborough Shoal, which falls under the Philippines’ EEZ. The 
following weeks saw a series of coercive acts that China used to take the shoal. 
Rejecting Manila’s request to bring the dispute to the International Tribunal 
on the Law of the Sea, Beijing dispatched two maritime surveillance ships to 
rescue their fisherman, sent four more to block Filipino fishermen from enter-
ing the shoal, and remained in the waters even as the Philippines withdrew.63 
In May, China imposed economic sanctions on its neighbor, preventing “1,500 
containers of [Philippine] bananas from entering Chinese ports, citing a ‘pest 
infestation.’ Philippine media estimated that the ban led to the loss of [...] 
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$23 million.”64 This embargo inflicted a staggering cost, given that China, at 
the time, was the Philippines’ third-largest trading partner and third-largest 
export destination. With few diplomatic options available, and facing mount-
ing public and political anger at home, Aquino filed an international arbitra-
tion case against Beijing in 2013. The following year, the Chinese toughened 
their claims by militarizing several reefs and sandbars that make up the 
Spratly Islands, which are located off the coast of established Philippine ter-
ritory. With remarkable speed, they built up these natural land features into 
artificial islands, heavily fortifying them with missiles, runways, and weapons 
systems.65 These islands effectively became naval bases that could station and 
refuel more Chinese ships. Using a blockading method it calls the “Cabbage 
Strategy,” China deployed fishing boats, surveillance ships, and naval destroy-
ers to surround the Spratlys, sealing off incoming shipments to the Filipinos 
there. Cut off from the flow of food and supplies, the settlers were forced to go 
back home.66 By expanding its reach through measured intimidation, China 
has gradually seized control of the sea—all while remaining just beyond war. 

It is against this buildup of Chinese aggression that Duterte has justified 
charting a new course, carefully distancing the Philippines from conflict while 
emphasizing the gains of bilateral diplomacy. Yet this tactic has proven painfully 
counterintuitive: in July 2016, shortly before Duterte was inaugurated, the tribu-
nal at the Hague overwhelmingly awarded the Philippines nearly all its claims, 
including the legal nullification of China’s nine-dash line. This ruling effec-
tively armed Manila with the legitimacy it needed to rally other Southeast Asian 
claimants against Beijing’s encroachments.67 Yet as the Filipino public cheered 
with vindication, the new administration issued a rather tepid response. While 
he welcomed the decision, Duterte warned against “taunting or flaunting” the 
award to Beijing, and called for “restraint and sobriety” as bilateral talks began.68 
Ever pragmatic, Duterte feared the specter of war, which he believed would rav-
age his country in its ultimate defeat. Indeed, shortly after the arbitration award 
was announced, Beijing seemed to issue a warning. It “deployed fighter jets and 
a long-range bomber to the Scarborough Shoal area and increased the number 
of military and quasi-civilian vessels in the area.”69 70 A moderate approach, the 
president insisted, would position Manila to negotiate more effectively and to 
perhaps, eventually, gain the upper hand. But as Duterte’s term nears its end, 
how successful has his China pivot been?

Into the Fog: Recalibration without Return

While Duterte has proven to be markedly more powerful than his predeces-
sors, he cannot alone reorient the Philippines’ foreign policy. Just like any other 
president, he has been—and will continue to be—constrained by internal and 
external factors. His South China Sea policy, in particular, has been met with 
widespread resistance. Duterte’s own Vice President, Leni Robredo, along 
with former Supreme Court Justice, Antonio Carpio, have been at the helm of 
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marshaling political and public outcry. Even President Aquino emerged from 
private life to rail against what he saw as naked concessions of sovereignty. The 
Filipino public has not been enthusiastic either, and has adopted increasingly 
hawkish views since the beginning of Duterte’s term. In 2018, Social Weather 
Station surveys revealed that 73 percent of Filipinos wanted the president to 
assert the Philippines’ arbitral tribunal award against China, while 87 per-
cent of the same respondents believed Duterte should wrest back control of 
Chinese-occupied islands, such as Scarborough Shoal.71 

One incident in June 2019 particularly incensed the Filipino public. Accord-
ing to the Philippine Departments of Defense and Foreign Affairs, at around 
midnight, “a Chinese fishing vessel rammed and partially sank a wooden Fili-
pino fishing boat [...] which was anchored at Reed Bank in the South China 
Sea.”72 As the twenty-two Filipino fishers abandoned the wreckage, the Chinese 
vessel shut off its lights and sailed away. Six hours later, a nearby Vietnamese 
fishing boat rescued the Filipinos who had been struggling to stay afloat. When 
news of the sinking reached Manila, the Philippine defense secretary was up in 
arms, admonishing Beijing for its wanton betrayal of friendship. The current 
foreign secretary, joined by his predecessor, called for an investigation, and even 
appealed to the International Criminal Court (ICC). However, Duterte remained 
conspicuously silent. Only a week later did he issue a terse comment, which 
isolated many in his cabinet by echoing the Chinese foreign ministry—that the 
collision was a “‘little maritime accident.’”73 Agitated Filipinos scorned the presi-
dent on social media, slighting him as “pathetic” and “Duterte Duwag” (Duterte 
the coward).74 The Pamalakaya fisherfolk federation and junior lawmakers even 
called for Duterte’s impeachment, to which Duterte rejoined, “‘Me? Will be 
impeached? I will jail them all [...] Son of a bitch.’”75 

This outpouring of criticism suggested that Duterte would bend to the 
demands of political elites, his cabinet, and the Filipino public. But given the 
president’s resilient popularity—which he cudgels to silence any and all dis-
sent—he overcame and recovered from them, much like he did with his drug 
war. However, the one group Duterte failed to absorb was the country’s armed 
forces, which remain staunchly pro-U.S. Tasked by the Philippine Constitu-
tion to safeguard national sovereignty, the military has frustrated the pivot to 
China and urged the administration to toughen its stance on the disputes. At 
one point, it even leaked intelligence about Beijing’s island building in order 
to galvanize the media and members of the opposition.76 To the armed forces, 
Duterte’s appeasement policy all but guarantees the Philippines’ capitulation 
in the sea. The security establishment thus held fast to Washington as the 
president lambasted America from the podium, and resumed joint exercises 
and war games with the U.S.77 Fearing the military’s power after it helped over-
throw Marcos, Duterte has not hectored the institution for its defiance; in 
fact, he promoted senior officers and increased the defense budget in the hope 
that the military would eventually fall in line. 

However, with the military as a likely immovable hurdle, it seems as if 
Duterte is the one shifting on China—in one moment assertive and invoking 
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the U.S, and in another almost defeatist from the prospect of war. For exam-
ple, in 2018, he pushed back against Beijing’s territorial claims, and even told 
China to “‘lay off’” in 2019.78 79 Come February 2021, Duterte maintained that 
the U.S. “is free to advance their troops in our land. We do not like it [...] But 
the exigency of the moment requires their presence here.”80 Two months later, 
however, the president lamented that “‘no matter how many times we return 
[to the South China Sea] nothing happens because we are not in possession 
of the sea. They have it.’”81 According to Duterte, the only available option 
to retake the waters was force and “bloodshed,” which he would not accept. 
Then, a week later, the Philippine leader reversed course again. After China 
deployed its largest amphibious assault ship in the region, a suddenly bristled 
Duterte boosted “sovereignty patrols” in the Spratlys.82 In early May 2021, Phil-
ippine Foreign Secretary Teddy Locsin Jr. lashed out at Beijing in an expletive-
laced tweet, demanding it withdraw its ships from the waters: 

China, my friend, how politely can I put it? Let me see . . . O . . . GET THE 
F— OUT. What are you doing to our friendship? You. Not us. We’re 
trying. You. You’re like an ugly oaf forcing your attentions on a hand-
some guy who wants to be a friend; not to father a Chinese province.83 

With this back-and-forth showing no end in sight, it seems “Philippine-
Chinese relations [...] are lost at sea.”84 The standoff explains the status of 
Beijing’s economic pledges, which have barely been realized since they were 
negotiated in 2016. Today, less than one billion of the $24 billion package has 
materialized, and only two major infrastructure projects are currently under-
way. Yet even those development initiatives “‘have hit major snags that could 
scuttle them altogether.’”85 Thus seeing in Manila an increasingly hostile 
neighbor, Beijing has decided to spend its money elsewhere. 

Chaos, confusion, concessions, and contradictions have frayed what once 
seemed like a promising Sino-Philippine friendship. Now the president is iso-
lated when he needs allies the most. He is caught between two superpow-
ers, between his instincts and his people. In a moment that requires clarity at 
the helm, Duterte has become increasingly erratic as his foreign policy vision 
implodes on every front. Unwittingly a pawn in Beijing’s regional grand strat-
egy, Duterte’s embrace allowed China to make inroads in its network of bases, 
fleets, and artificial islands that cannot easily be canceled out in the next 
administration. This increased presence is a lingering threat for future rec-
lamation at Scarborough Shoal, which would complete a triangle of bases—
engulfing most of the South China Sea—and strengthen Beijing’s striking 
power and monopoly over maritime activities. The president, ever stubborn, 
is only seeing this reality now. 

More importantly, Duterte’s China pivot failed to ground the Philippines’ 
in a postcolonial order—indeed, to convince Filipinos that one was even under-
way. The coming years will likely see the U.S. and China deepening their stakes 
in the Philippines, with each negotiating as many security pacts and trade deals 
needed to outcompete the other. As a result, historic dreams of Philippine 
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sovereignty will be dashed amid the noise, making ever more apparent the 
illusion of democratic freedom. If the post-independence body politic could 
be described as the “anxious Filipino,” then the 21st century nationalist is one 
plagued with despair. Duterte was duped, and the drums of war grow louder. 
The Philippines, already primed, may soon be a staging ground. 
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Collapse: The Causes and Struggles 
of Modern Lebanese Democracy
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Abstract

This paper examines the influences of French colonialism on the creation of 
Lebanon’s modern political institutions. The recent political, economic, and 
social turmoil occurring in Lebanon has motivated continued research and 
deliberation over the forces that manifested this complete downfall, and the 
nation’s possible solutions going forward.

This research observes the current collapse of the Lebanese government 
and contextualizes these events as the result of decades of colonial control 
that failed to maintain stable institutions and peaceful religious cohabitation. 
The evidence in this paper assesses confessional governance as a form of polit-
ical rule and concludes that its implementation manifests discord and makes 
sustained political stability impossible. Using modern case studies such as 
the Civil War and the Beirut Port Explosion, this paper elucidates the nation’s 
path toward collapse and demonstrates that it is the result of a century of divi-
sive colonial politics and power struggles.

This paper is divided into three sections. Section one examines the his-
tory behind the French mandate, and how it effectively institutionalized the 
confessional system in Lebanese politics. This takes a close look at Lebanon’s 
independence, and the colonial legacy of religious tension that precluded any 
hopes of effective governance. Section two puts forth the argument that Leba-
non’s confessional system played a primary role in causing the 1975 Civil War 
that took the lives of over 200,000 people. Lastly, section three introduces a 
modern-day case study by observing the August 2020 Beirut port explosion as 
a result of the political system’s failures. 
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Introduction

Lebanon’s troubled political system finds its history deeply rooted in foreign 
colonial influences. This country’s politics, policies, and polity for the last cen-
tury have certainly presented traces of imperialist manipulation, and its cur-
rent nationwide meltdown is no exception. It is crucial to acknowledge that 
Lebanon was a territory under different imperial regimes over many centuries, 
and thus, until recently, had not experienced the political independence that 
many nations take for granted. 

It is undeniable that imperialists wreaked havoc on unsuspecting nations 
around the world. After achieving independence, whether through war or 
negotiation, ex-colonies commonly suffered from the permanent scars caused 
by the colonial powers. While various regions in Africa and Asia represent 
prime examples of negative colonial influence, Middle Eastern nations are 
nevertheless an important case study when analyzing the damage caused by 
colonial rule on state building. This part of the world was subject to imperial-
ist rule well into the 20th century, when independence movements and revo-
lutions galvanized the region and fostered the tensions present today.

Most notably for Lebanon, its imperial experience during the 20th century 
under Ottoman and French rule was a catalyst in shaping its unstable future as 
a self-governed nation. Following the downfall of the Ottoman Empire during 
World War I, the Allied powers of France and Great Britain sought to expand 
their empires on the Mediterranean coast and beyond by splitting control of 
the regions. After the officialization of the Sykes-Picot Agreement in 1920, 
Greater Syria and Lebanon fell under a French mandate, and the Palestinian 
and Jordanian regions went to the British Empire. 

Between 1920 and 1943, France instituted a colonial mandate in Lebanon. 
During this period of imperial rule, French authorities played a fundamental 
role in drafting Lebanon’s religiously divisive constitution, which still exists 
in full force today. As a result, the nation’s political system was defined as a 
“confessional democracy,” where power was shared among various religious 
subgroups. The goal was to promote stability by representing all the interests 
of a multi-ethnic and pluri-religious population.1 The founding documents 
outlined equal religious representation, but this was not the case under the 
French mandate. In reality, France ensured that Maronite Christians (who 
held a small majority at the time) controlled the Presidency, a majority vote in 
Parliament, and the veto power. By carving out their larger territory into two 
separate nations, Lebanon and Syria, French leaders were able to artificially 
manipulate the Christian majority in Lebanon while leaving landlocked Syria 
with an Islamic majority. Ultimately, the French imperial leaders prioritized 
their geopolitical interests by maintaining a Christian hegemony in a majority 
Islamic region, which undermined the true needs of the nation. This is where 
Lebanon’s troubled political century begins. What followed were decades 
of religiously fueled tension and conflict that culminated in a bloody Civil 
War and created a legacy of destruction and collapse. Still today, Lebanon is 
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peering into the abyss of failed statehood with no feasible political solution 
on the horizon. 

It is this corrupt and misrepresentative democracy that outlines the the-
sis. This paper argues that the existence of a misled colonial mandate con-
solidated a fundamentally broken political system without proper democratic 
guidance. By combining the historical context of European colonialism and 
the unrelenting religious tensions in Lebanon, this analysis generates a causal 
link between the two, allowing for a deeper understanding of this nation’s cur-
rent political woes. When observing the link between colonialism and failed 
governance in Lebanon, it is important to ask questions that dig at the root of 
the issue. In what ways did French intervention in Lebanese society influence 
the consolidation of the entrenched and corrupt sectarian government still in 
place today? How did a system of governance that theoretically provides sta-
bility fail so dismally at doing so? Given the conflict the confessional system 
sows, why has it withstood the revolutionary calls for its destruction?

 

French Colonialism and the Creation of a  
Sectarian Government

The Ottoman Empire: Planting the Seeds of Confessional Governance

The Ottoman Empire controlled Lebanese territory (at the time referred to 
as Mount Lebanon) from 1516 to 1918.2 During these centuries of rule, Mount 
Lebanon was subject to an Ottoman hierarchical social system that placed 
Muslims on an upper tier, and all non-Muslims in a lower community. Known 
as the millet system, this form of religious hierarchy created deep sectarian 
distinctions.3 Muslims generally benefited from a superior position in the 
social division of labor and increased political support. Christians and Jews 
under the millet system were excluded from military and government oppor-
tunities and were pushed to work in domains such as commerce to keep within 
their own sectarian societies. In addition, the “lower community” paid a tax, 
known as the jizya, in exchange for being able to freely practice their own 
religious rites.4 Although the millet system disappeared with the Ottoman 
Empire, “this imbalance would be largely responsible for transforming social 
and political conflicts into sectarian conflicts” in the modern world.5 There is 
an evident parallel between this hierarchical form of religious self-governance 
and the modern Lebanese sectarian system. 

Through the 19th century and beyond, the Ottoman Empire and the feu-
dal leaders who ran their religious sects institutionalized the demographic 
split along religious lines. While massive changes in religious proportions and 
forms of occupation occurred over the centuries of Ottoman rule, intentional 
social, political, and economic divisions between sectarian groups laid out 
a blueprint for confessional governance. Tension and religious strife among 
sects flourished under this segregationist system, yet the overarching Ottoman 
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Empire maintained a strong grip over the allegiance of all its subjects. The 
Ottomans virtually eliminated any single Lebanese identity by pitting sects 
against each other. Religious elites kept a relatively unofficial stranglehold 
over every aspect of daily life in Mount Lebanon, opening the door toward an 
institutionalized sectarian polity veiled by the superficial appearance of a free 
and fair democracy. 

Until 1914, the Ottoman Empire maintained control of its vast territory, 
but once World War I started, this kingdom would soon suffer collapse. Hav-
ing sided with the Central Powers led by Germany, the Ottomans were depen-
dent on an Allied loss in order to maintain their hegemony in the Middle East 
and beyond. During the war, the Empire created a blockade in the Mount 
Lebanon territory and commandeered local resources to fuel the war abroad. 
A large-scale famine plagued the Lebanese people and caused the deaths of 
100,000 inhabitants by the end of the war.6 Nevertheless, following the Central 
Powers’ capitulation in 1918, the Ottoman Empire fell, and European Allied 
Powers stepped in to supposedly democratize the region. 

A Colony Once Again: France Begins Mandate in Lebanon

In 1916, anticipating the eventual downfall of the Ottoman Empire, British 
diplomat Mark Sykes and French diplomat François Georges-Picot secretly 
formed the Sykes-Picot agreement. This map divided the Middle Eastern 
Ottoman territory into smaller zones controlled by both European superpow-
ers. While unofficial until the institutionalization of the League of Nations in 
1920, this document served as the foundation for European colonialism in the 
Middle East. In this agreement, France accorded itself modern-day Lebanon, 
Syria, and Iraq. At the end of World War I, French forces began securing their 
self-appointed territory, effectively taking over the Ottoman Empire’s hege-
monic baton. 

Maintaining the sectarian functionality of the previous regime, Lebanon 
and its separate feudal leaders worked to create strong relations with what 
they perceived as their French protectorate. Most people in the region under-
stood the Sykes-Picot arrangement as a temporary plan to stabilize the region 
and ensure the creation of local democracies. In reality, the French envisioned 
a “regime of direct rule” with very little input from the supposedly free Leba-
nese people.7 From their first year in power, French colonialists clearly demon-
strated their intent to expand their sphere of influence in a region previously 
impossible to attain. Many French elites, such as Robert de Caix described the 
French mandate as a “gradual work of civic education and political emancipa-
tion,” but made no immediate effort to do so.8 

Maronite Christians, who closely resembled the Western colonial reli-
gions, evidently created the strongest ties with their French rulers. Maronite 
confessional leaders sought and received the protections they were deprived of 
under Ottoman rule. The strong relationship between Maronites and French 
rulers flipped the previous hierarchical dynamic on its head, ultimately put-
ting the Muslim population at a significant disadvantage. 
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To illustrate, France’s demarcation of Syria and Lebanon was the result of 
a sectarian and segregationist method fueled by Maronite lobbying. As France 
held both the Mount Lebanon and Syrian territories, it had the power to draw 
borders to create smaller and supposedly easier to manage nations. When 
demarcating borders, France realized that clashing forms of nationalism 
(such as Syrian Nationalism) and religious rifts complicated the geographical 
implications.9 Bombarded with demands from multiple religious and ethnic 
factions, France eventually turned to their most favored group: the Maronites. 
This powerful Christian sect relentlessly campaigned for a Lebanese territory 
where Maronites held a majority. In response, France accepted these demands 
and drew a Syrian border East of Mount Lebanon, cut off from the sea, and 
with very limited resources.10 Maronites succeeded in reserving the fertile 
Beqaa farmlands and water-abundant mountains solely for Lebanon. This 
controversial decision favored France as it provided a Maronite majority in 
the Lebanese territory and isolated swaths of Muslims in Syria. Finalizing its 
mandate plans on September 1, 1920, France held control over a coastal nation 
with a majority Maronite population, giving it “a secure base along the coast 
from which it could control the mainland state.”11 French leaders effectively 
gerrymandered the Middle East. Unsurprisingly, the new Christian protector-
ate established in Lebanon faced significant backlash from separatist Muslim 
groups, who opposed French rule.12 

With borders drawn and religious factions growing independently of one 
another, Lebanon had not evolved from the sectarian functionality under 
Ottoman Rule, but simply changed the hierarchical dynamic. The new hier-
archical system reflected poorly on the French mission of political and civic 
emancipation, as described by Robert de Caix. Instead, power-hungry French 
leaders “only confirmed the distrust of France’s local and foreign opponents 
and helped establish an image of France as an archetypal colonial power.”13 
Before legalizing or legitimizing any form of democratic government, France 
undermined the religious dynamics of the regions, which formalized and 
intensified the status quo instated by the Ottoman Empire

Prior to developing a detailed founding legal charter for Lebanon, 
French colonial leaders sought to create an Administrative Council of 15 
members in an effort to include the population in policymaking. In keeping 
with ethnoreligious segregation, the councilmembers were divided along 
sectarian lines; however, of the 15 available positions, only five were avail-
able for Muslim leaders, regardless of Sunni or Shi’a adherence.14 Following 
a Muslim boycott, the French leaders felt obligated to accept the demands, 
and increase the Council to 17 members, including six Maronite Christians, 
four Sunnis, two Shi’as, three Greek Orthodox, one Greek Catholic.15 This 
sectarian system foreshadowed the future Lebanese government installed 
by the French, demonstrating how intrinsic confessional democracy was in 
this nation’s politics.
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 Drafting a Constitution: The Institutionalization of Divisive Politics

French policy in the Middle East oscillated frequently due to the local tensions 
it helped foster. With Muslim support for the French imperial regime waning 
rapidly, France felt it necessary to rethink its policies. During this time, French 
General Maurice Sarrail held the position of High Commissioner in Lebanon. 
Sarrail created policies aimed at promoting inclusivity and economic prosper-
ity. Most notably, he employed a strategy of appeasement toward the Mus-
lim population, allowing their independent growth without directly working 
against them.16 His opening of administration positions to Muslims was the 
first of its kind under the French mandate, but it did not last long. Indeed, the 
French metropole rejected most of Sarrail’s policies under pressure from the 
Maronite community, who held considerable power. Sarrail’s achievements 
were quickly pushed aside when a large-scale Syrian nationalist revolt desta-
bilized the region between 1925 and 1927. This revolt was the result of years of 
resentment towards the French, and the High Commissioner was tasked with 
stopping it. The revolt started in summer, and “by autumn, no part of Syria or 
Lebanon was secure against sudden disruption.”17 When faced with the risk 
of the League of Nations revoking the French mandate, Sarrail felt obliged 
to resort to violent force. As a result, he ordered French forces to violently 
thwart the rebellion, and most notably to bomb the city of Damascus for over 
twenty-four hours.18 Overall, Sarrail’s response showed the violent measures 
that colonial powers were willing to take, and the shared message from the 
protesters was simple, that this was “a power struggle among and within divi-
sive groups in an artificial state who could agree on only one thing: the French 
must go.”19 

The Great Syrian Revolt culminated France’s negligent colonial gover-
nance. The League of Nations demanded that France institute a new constitu-
tion for Lebanon to foster civil liberty. Maurice Sarrail’s successor, Henri de 
Jouvenel, appointed a parliamentary drafting commission composed mostly 
of Maronite leaders. Similar to France’s previous divisive religious tactics, this 
effort to limit Muslim input was met with Sunni and Shi’a boycotts.20 

Nonetheless, a constitution was drafted on May 23, 1926. Overall, the 
founding document created a hybrid government, where qualities of repub-
lican and parliamentary democracy emerged. Unsurprisingly, religion played 
a crucial role in defining the institutional roles of the Lebanese government. 
First, Article 9 granted religious sects the power to control the individual and 
personal statuses, such as inheritance, adoption, divorce, and marriage.21 In 
addition, Article 10 legally mandated that the State protect religious education. 

Beyond Articles 9 and 10, which do not explicitly disrupt any particular 
religious groups, the Constitution also included a transitional plan for the 
governing body. Section (8) of the Constitution’s preamble reads: “The aboli-
tion of political confessionalism shall be a basic national goal and shall be 
achieved according to a state plan.”22 While the apparent goal was to abol-
ish sectarian government, the system was devised to accommodate religious 
politics until the population was ready to introduce a new form of democracy. 
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In order to properly grasp the meaning behind this decision, it is important 
to account for life in 1926, where the Constitution only institutionalized and 
legitimized the power of confessional leaders. Additionally, this founding 
document failed to lay out the new democracy that was intended to replace 
confessionalism. Articles 24 and 95 explicitly determined that the Chamber of 
Deputies be divided among sects, in relation to the proportion of each group 
in the general population. 23 As a result, French leaders worked to intensify 
Maronite control of Lebanese policy. A clear religious hierarchy emerged from 
France’s influence on this document, which forebodes dangerous dynamics 
that often lead to destruction.

Embedded in the laws of the new Lebanese government was a rule for pro-
portional representation in parliament. On the face of it, this system appeared 
to be beneficial to the entire Lebanese population, as it would correctly rep-
resent every sect, according to their population size. Nevertheless, French 
mandatory authorities, along with Maronite elites, feared that the Christian 
majority was slipping away, and that they would lose some power in the gov-
ernment. In response, both the French and Maronites searched for ways to 
increase the Christian majority to ensure that Muslim sects remained institu-
tionally inferior in the decision-making process.

The first solution involved naturalizing tens of thousands of Armenian 
immigrants as Lebanese citizens. A large portion of Armenian immigrants 
identified as Christian, and the French leaders understood that Armenian 
inclusion would increase the Christian majority within Lebanon. This mass 
naturalization plan began in 1924, and by 1929, 90,000 Armenian refugees 
were welcomed into France’s colonial territory. Maronites favored the “deci-
sion, as it increased the number of Christians in the country,” and it further 
suppresesed the political power of the Muslim opposition.24

When French leaders were presented with an opportunity to offer Chris-
tians in Libya Lebanese citizenship to further inflate numbers, they reluctantly 
declined, but instead offered another solution. Political elites realized that by 
creating a Christian majority in a multi-ethnic nation, they would accept “that 
Lebanon was a land of religious minorities.”25 In doing so, they would only 
need a simple Maronite majority in a census to keep them in power. In 1932, a 
questionable nationwide census was distributed to prove that Maronites held 
a small majority. To illustrate, during the creation of the census, the French 
powers passed Decree 8837, which created guidelines that “favored the inclu-
sion and naturalization of Christian rather than Muslim applicants for Leba-
nese citizenship.”26 The decree allowed emigrants from Christian territories 
such as Armenia who arrived before 1924 to be counted as citizens, whereas 
those of Muslim background from areas such as Palestine or Syria were dis-
counted. As a result, the report’s results skewed toward Maronites, but French 
authorities accepted the census and institutionalized a religious hierarchy in 
government. The 1932 census was the last official census conducted, and many 
present-day laws use this severely outdated report as a current representation 
of Lebanese demographics.
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With a legalized confessional democracy established, French leaders were 
prepared to turn toward putting their divisive and sectarian ideals into prac-
tice. During the decade following the passage of the Constitution, French 
colonial leaders insisted that each religious sect develop their own infrastruc-
ture by providing law enforcement, hospitals, schools, and personal status 
law. Supported by constitutional amendments such as Articles 9 and 10, this 
form of localized politics potently dug deeper into the divisiveness of sectar-
ian politics. As a result, “Indirect controls and clannish clientelism are plen-
tiful, as jobs, housing, and education are often obtained through appeals to 
confessional political leaders.”27 The separation of tasks according to religion 
strongly resembles the popular colonial tactic of divide and conquer. French 
leaders maintain its stranglehold over their mandate by deliberately prevent-
ing Lebanese unity and pushing sects to compete for the land, resources, and 
capital that would fuel their local infrastructural growth. 

Lebanon’s first ten years as a nation with a constitution appeared very dis-
tant from the political emancipation that Robert de Caix said France envi-
sioned. Indeed, France’s policies to delegate political action to local religious 
sects weakened the national government, and stunted Lebanon’s evolution 
into an independent state. In their delegation of tasks to local communities, 
French authorities allowed the development of political familism and patri-
monialism, wherein small wealthy families who pandered to France’s elites 
received the power and land ownership to control local policy.28 They became 
local patrons (also called zuama) and used their power to negotiate the acqui-
sition of basic services in exchange for fiscal and political support. Many of the 
zuama in Lebanon followed the same principles, which further weakened any 
likelihood of fair democratic governance. 

A Fractured Country: Independence Tarnished by Colonial Legacies

By 1936, sixteen years after France officially took control of the Lebanese and 
Syrian territories, a rapidly growing number of independence movements 
gained prominence. Many Muslims, Druze, and even Christians reached a 
tipping point with the French colonial regime and began making demands 
for Lebanese independence. One such case was a movement led by the 
Maronite Patriarch Anthony Peter ’Arida, who made a declaration for inde-
pendence in February 1936, while also calling for better relations with their 
Syrian neighbors.29 ’Arida’s call for independence came after French business 
elites imposed a tobacco monopoly in Lebanon, which was the colonial ter-
ritory’s second largest revenue stream. This decision hurt local business and 
marked a change in French colonial policy toward completely self-serving 
policies and the alienation of their most supportive group: the Maronites.30 
Lebanese historian Fawwaz Traboulsi summarizes Arida’s arguments against 
French occupation:

He went on to enumerate the abuses of the mandatory powers: 
the submission of the Lebanese security forces to the French high 
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commissioner, the domination of French so-called advisers over the 
administration, the constant intervention of the mandatory authori-
ties in the workings of mixed tribunals (which examined the juridical 
conflict between Lebanese and Frenchmen), the constant violations of 
public liberties (suspension of the publication of newspapers, subject-
ing political parties to an official licensing, and so on), tax increases 
(from 330,000 piastres before World War I to 10 million under the 
mandate, although the demographic increase did not exceed 50 per 
cent), and last but not least, the monopoly control over the economy 
by the concessionary societies.31

France was evidently losing its footing in the Middle East by the late 1930s 
mainly because of their power abuses as well as a failure to guarantee stability. 

Independence negotiations started in 1936, but gridlocks and disinterest 
on France’s side caused a stalemate that lasted multiple years. While the Treaty 
of Friendship and Alliance, signed by both nations in 1936 recognized Leba-
non as an independent state, the clauses stipulated that it undergo a transi-
tional period. The reluctance of many French nationals to abandon Lebanon, 
as well as the outbreak of World War II in 1939 delayed this transition signifi-
cantly. Most notably, in 1940, France fell to Nazi occupation under the Vichy 
regime which blocked any possibility for full independence, especially when 
Lebanon’s government had not begun discussing a weaning off of the confes-
sional model, as was stipulated in the constitution devised by the French. 

By 1942, although French leaders stalled independence negotiations, the 
Lebanese people sought a definite end to the colonial clashes in the streets 
and their overall lack of freedom. Many prominent religious politicians began 
working to consolidate the confessional framework as an independent nation 
by dividing parliamentary seats and presidential powers. Without French 
mediation or control, Maronite leaders proposed a system where Christians 
held 32 parliamentary seats, 22 were distributed to Muslims, and an esti-
mated 160,000 Christian immigrants had the right to vote.32 Muslim politi-
cians rejected the idea, and negotiations continued, without French input. 
As a result, in 1943 a verbal National Pact was agreed upon, establishing a 
6:5 parliamentary ratio in favor of Christians. In addition, it decreed that the 
President always be a Maronite Christian, the Prime Minister a Sunni Mus-
lim, and the Speaker of the Parliament a Shi’a Muslim. On the face of it, the 
National Pact was a unified show of diplomatic force against the French, but 
in reality, it deepened the divisive confessional infighting initially imposed by 
the French mandate.

French leaders refused to accept Lebanon’s act to free themselves. The 
newly appointed Lebanese leaders ratified these changes, but France tena-
ciously refused, and arrested those who voted in favor of ending the mandate 
on November 11, 1943. Under diplomatic pressure by both Britain and Egypt, 
France released the prisoners ten days later. On November 22, 1943, Lebanon 
was officially declared independent. 
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Conclusion

As a nation under colonial rule for centuries, Lebanon’s population, borders, 
and governance were constantly evolving. The Ottoman Empire introduced 
religion as a form of political power in Lebanon, creating a sectarian hierar-
chy that defined the personal outcomes of its citizens. French powers took 
over the land and cemented the confessional framework atop an unstable 
foundation. France’s stated goals were to introduce civic engagement and 
political emancipation in a volatile region, but instead prioritized their self-
service at the expense of stability. France presented the nation with a short-
sighted constitution, where it established a transitional government without 
presenting a future political roadmap. Their actions to empower the zuama 
and the religious patriarchy prevented any possibilities of democratic evolu-
tion. When Lebanon achieved independence, France’s reluctance to release 
control overshadowed its duty to ensure democratic stability. The following 
sections discuss two major events in modern Lebanese history that illustrate 
how this legacy of weak central government handicapped the nation’s society, 
economy, and stability.

Civil War and the Failure of Confessional Coexistence 

Freedom at Last! What Changed?

Independence provided Lebanon with the opportunity to create stable insti-
tutions and implement astute economic plans to support future generations. 
France had reluctantly left Lebanon without fulfilling its promise of ensuring 
the “gradual work of civic education and political emancipation.”33 Instead, 
French authorities worked to supply the Maronite Christians with dispropor-
tionate power over the Muslim population by institutionalizing and legalizing 
an unbalanced sectarian government. Furthermore, by instituting the zuama 
patron-client system, France effectively weakened the legitimacy and impor-
tance of the central government while also empowering clergy elites to manip-
ulate its citizens in exchange for personal profit. It is therefore unsurprising 
that once the Lebanese population freed itself from France’s colonial grip, 
they were faced with a dangerously uphill battle to ensure their prosperity. 

The Lebanese people expected freedom to grow without the pressure of 
outside influences. The French had a different project in mind. In 1945, Military 
General and future President Charles de Gaulle, along with the French gov-
ernment, sought a bilateral treaty with Lebanon and Syria that would provide 
them privileged access to the Middle East and its emerging economy.34 Access 
to the crucial Mediterranean port in Beirut would have given the French control 
over a large proportion of goods and services intended for distribution across 
the Middle East. Behind this veil of superficial diplomacy, French and subse-
quently British forces looked to reaffirm their military and political influence 
on these supposedly unsuspecting nations. France threatened to withhold its 
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recognition of Lebanon as a free nation unless the latter signed the treaty, but 
the United States and the USSR unexpectedly threw their support behind the 
Lebanese on September 19, 1945.35 Out of anger, French and Senegalese (a 
French colony) forces immediately stormed both Beirut and Damascus in an 
effort to consolidate power, only to be met with vehement protests. Following 
violent clashes and bombings conducted by the French, the United Nations 
passed a compromise and all forces retreated by December 1946. These events 
foreshadowed Lebanon’s future as a proxy territory for Western interests and 
disputes. Western nations were left unscathed from these events, whereas 
innocent Lebanese citizens experienced another invasion of their territory, 
and a theme of harsh violence that has not subsided since. Colonial powers 
in the West worked both directly and indirectly to harm Lebanon’s growth, 
and when left to its own devices, the nation struggled to stay on its feet long 
enough to develop sound institutions. In short, Lebanon’s budding indepen-
dence seemingly retained its colonial status quo, leading to the reality that 
nothing had changed and for some, enough was enough.

Conflict on the Horizon: Failed Reforms and Demographic Shifts

Fouad Chehab, the Maronite Lebanese President from 1958 to 1964, exem-
plified the movement to enact the social, political, and economic changes to 
counteract the decades of colonial disintegration. Spending his time defusing 
religious tensions among sectarian patriarchs, Chehab officially introduced 
a reform campaign intending to foster stability, equity, and growth. Unlike 
his predecessors, Chehab directly appealed to the Lebanese people when he 
stated, “those who benefited from prosperity should take care of the deprived 
Lebanese . . . some should sacrifice, and the others should be patient.”36 For 
the first time, a Lebanese political leader extended beyond the sectarian bar-
riers established by colonial powers and sought out an egalitarian and demo-
cratic nation. He was on track to forge a unified Lebanese nationalism, the 
biggest fear of former colonizers. Known as the period of Chehabism, the 
President’s progressive policies directly increased employment in the central 
government during his tenure, ultimately fortifying its role in domestic poli-
tics at the expense of the zuama system. While in the past French authorities 
tasked sects with basic infrastructure projects, Chehab worked to make Leba-
non a unified country with a government that served everyone. In the end, 
“new roads were constructed, water and electricity services were brought to 
remote villages, and hospitals and pharmacies were opened in rural areas.”37 
Chehab’s cross-sectarian political platform shone a bright light on Lebanon’s 
future as a successful democracy, but the institutional factors already estab-
lished blocked Chehabist reforms from fomenting long-lasting change.

President Chehab worked tirelessly to weaken the zuama in exchange for 
a unified central government. But his commitment to a gradual reduction 
of sectarian politics, in order to appease existing sectarian patriarchs who 
wielded the power given to them by French authorities, worked against him 
and ultimately destroyed his efforts. Contrary to his initial goals, Chehab’s 
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efforts to increase the role of the central government effectively provided 
sectarian patriarchs with power since the President kept the unstable polit-
ical system in place. Combined with the drastic demographic shift in favor 
of Islamic sects after the arrival of the Palestinian Liberation Organization 
(which I discuss below), Chehabism saw its downfall as quickly as it rose. The 
President’s efforts introduced the reform Lebanon was deprived of during 
its mandate. Nevertheless, Chehabism’s failed reforms elucidated Lebanon’s 
deep colonial scars, conclusively projecting a future of sectarian power grab-
bing and unavoidable conflict. 

Following the creation of the state of Israel in 1948, the Palestinian refugee 
crisis plagued an already unstable Middle East. Among the 750,000 Palestinians 
who were forced to flee their land in 1948, “approximately 100,000 of them were 
driven northwards across the Lebanese border.”38 Primarily of Muslim faith, Pal-
estinian refugees were initially well received by the Muslims in South Lebanon, 
who ensured they kept a significant distance with Maronite villages. In a sweep-
ing effort to codify incoming migrants, the Lebanese government labeled each 
incoming Palestinian by sect and wealth accordingly, in classifications such 
as middle-class Christian or low-class Muslim.39 Maronite leaders, with their 
political clout, offered the few Christian Palestinians fast-tracked citizenship to 
increase their majority, while the swaths of Muslims were left to bribe their way 
to a Lebanese passport. Even as Palestinian refugees greatly helped Lebanon’s 
agricultural economy, thanks to their efficient and cheap labor, the growing 
desire for Palestinian self-determination motivated the creation of a new group 
known as the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO). 

Led by Yasser Arafat, the PLO was the official Palestinian movement to 
fight Israel, and with their immense, well-established diaspora in Lebanon, 
they erected military bases throughout the nation. Palestinian presence in 
Lebanon in the 1950s and 1960s was considerable, and it utterly flipped the 
1932 census sectarian balance on its head. By the early 1960s, Muslim popula-
tions outnumbered Maronites twofold, and it was correctly determined that 
the Palestinians “could have a destabilizing effect on the structure that was 
established by the National Pact in 1943.”40 The National Pact offered Maroni-
tes a majority in government, yet it was evident that this confessional system 
was not structured to reflect evolving population dynamics in Lebanon.

The 1967 Arab Israeli War exacerbated internal Lebanese conflict to alarm-
ing levels. During the war, Palestinian militant action in Lebanon “sharpened 
the debate between those Lebanese who supported the Palestinian military 
presence in Lebanon (mainly the left-wing parties) and those who opposed 
(mainly the right-wing parties and the Maronite Christians).”41 Fighting even-
tually broke out between Palestinian fighters and the Lebanese Army, but the 
last-ditch Cairo Agreement offered temporary solace in 1969. It nevertheless 
proved that the Lebanese government could not cohesively proffer peace to its 
diverse citizenry. 

In the years that followed, internal tensions rose along sectarian lines, as 
well as external conflict caused by Israeli aggression on the southern border. 
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Israeli forces capitalized on Lebanon’s weak central government and relent-
lessly attacked Palestinian refugee camps, resulting in the deaths of hundreds 
of refugees and Lebanese citizens. External powers, military leaders, and even 
the Lebanese media began questioning the government’s sovereignty and its 
control over the conflicts plaguing the nation. Assassination attempts and vil-
lage raids were daily occurrences into the 1970s, especially between the PLO 
and the Maronite-influenced Lebanese Army. Tense relations with Israel fur-
ther exacerbated the violence. By 1973, the nation was increasingly unstable as 
attacks “reached a new level of brutality when the [Lebanese] Air Force began 
shelling the refugee camps of Beirut and its suburbs.”42 The Lebanese army 
not only killed Palestinians, but also countless numbers of its own citizens. 
The Maronite Phalangist political party and the PLO were waging a war with 
each other, and the remaining sectarian leaders saw an opportunity to choose 
sides in an unavoidable mass conflict. Innocent Lebanese citizens were simply 
stuck in the middle.

“Reform by Arms”43

Author Fawwaz Traboulsi’s chapter “Reform by Arms” aptly described the man-
ner in which social reform was rejected and implemented between 1975 and 
1990. This fifteen-year period of civil war was not a straightforward conflict with 
a victor and a loser, but instead involved countless individual militia groups 
fighting each other for a variety of religious, economic, and ethnic reasons. 

During the war, the influences of the French-imposed zuama system gave 
power to local religious patriarchs. Indeed, sectarian groups, after seeing con-
flict on the horizon, created individual militant groups crusading under their 
own flags and vying for power in a free-for-all government. The fighters that 
fueled the Civil War were nothing more than a militarized zuama. In fact, the 
localized militia growth was detrimental to the point that “the central govern-
ment [...] lost almost all real power to the sectarian cantons and militia lead-
ers,” and the latter groups even “began benefiting economically and politically 
from the continuation of war.”44, 45 Maronite, Shi’a, Sunni, Druze, Syrian, Pal-
estinian, and Israeli militias viciously attacked each other across the country, 
and any means of a ceasefire seemed impossible in the first ten years of the war. 
Indeed, while Muslim leaders demanded the end of Maronite dominance as a 
preliminary measure for negotiating peace, the Christian-dominated govern-
ment explicitly refused this possibility.46 The sectarian peace stalemate com-
bined with profit-mongering religious warlords made it virtually impossible 
to achieve a ceasefire. Political assassinations, kidnappings, explosions, and 
shootings on the street overwhelmed the citizens. The once successful bank-
ing economy of Beirut imploded into fifteen different pieces during the war, 
and each militia group scrambled to scrape up a share. Mob rule dominated 
the country, and every possible good, service, road, or building was explicitly 
marked by sectarian militia control. 

 Attempts by Western nations such as the United States and France at 
brokering peace were shoddy at best and resulted in the external funding of 
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specific groups rather than the negotiation of a ceasefire.47 American funds 
and European troops flooded into the country in an attempt to protect Bei-
rut refugee camps and release prisoners of war in the 1980s. But by 1984, the 
forces left after failing to accomplish their human rights mission.48 For the 
French especially, this failure to guarantee the basic human rights of its previ-
ous colonial subjects demonstrates the extent to which the sectarian society 
they institutionalized failed in the face of conflict. 

With elections suspended since 1972, the already feeble Lebanese govern-
ment resorted to internal dealings to fill political positions. The acting Maronite 
President, Amin Gemayel, named the Christian military general Michel Aoun 
to fill the post of Prime Minister in 1988 on his way out of office. Immediately, 
this controversial decision sparked outrage among the fighting militias since 
the Prime Minister’s position was reserved to a Sunni Muslim.49 Nevertheless, 
Aoun assumed his position regardless of Muslim protests who rejected this 
appointment and recognized the Sunni Selim Al-Hoss as the rightful minister. 
With no precedent or constitutional fallback, “The central government had no 
president and two people claiming to be prime minister.”50 Sectarian privilege 
emerged from this controversy, as Aoun’s background in the military paved his 
path to assuming a position as Commander-in-Chief of the Lebanese Armed 
Forces. His military actions, with the blessing of the French, consisted of mobi-
lizing swaths of soldiers to force a Syrian military retreat and rendering Muslim 
militias more vulnerable. This was the final major turning point of the Civil 
War. Muslim forces saw a treacherous path ahead with Aoun’s military gaining 
influence and agreed to brokering a peace deal.

After fifteen years of devastating conflict, over “144,000 killed, 184,000 
injured or handicapped, 13,000 kidnapped, 17,000 missing, and 750,000 dis-
placed,” there was finally light at the end of the tunnel.51 The famed 1989 Taif 
Accords, signed in the Saudi Arabian city of the same name, created peace 
among militias. The most crucial matter in the negotiations was the struc-
ture of the confessional government. The political body, partially created by 
the French, imposed an unjust sectarian hierarchy, based on a skewed, out-
dated census in favor of Maronites, was no longer acceptable. The demo-
graphic changes that occurred since 1932 drastically changed proportions, and 
a Maronite political hegemony was finally unjustifiable, even in the eyes of 
the French. As an attempted compromise, Muslims and Maronites together 
decided to weaken the Presidency, empower the Prime Minister and Speaker 
of the Parliament, and remove the 6:5 Christian Parliamentary majority in 
favor of equal representation by opening seats primarily to the previously 
underrepresented Shi’a sect.52 

On the face of it, this peace deal was a major step toward Lebanese democ-
racy and fulfilling the Constitutional promise of eventually dismantling the 
confessional system. In reality however, the Taif Accord did nothing more 
than further institutionalize the existing system. Indeed, while militia leaders 
in Taif, Saudi Arabia agreed that “abolishing political sectarianism is a funda-
mental national objective,” there were no efforts to do so.53 Instead, Maronites 
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surrendered small amounts of power in exchange for Syrian troop withdrawals, 
and Muslims looked to simply gain political clout in government. The inter-
ests of the citizens who were suffering from a significant food shortage were 
not taken into account. The political monopoly of sectarian elites that thrived 
under French rule persisted even at Lebanon’s darkest hour. Ta’if replaced a 
conflictual religious hierarchy with a recipe for religious political stalemates, 
as now with relatively equal power in government, no sect would compromise 
for the other without a fight. The zuama crawled its way to the highest politi-
cal offices of the country, and there was no going back. 

Conclusion

The Lebanese Civil War was a devastating event that has drastically marked its 
people to this day. Leading up to the war, it was clear that the institutional sectar-
ian system greatly helped foster the tensions that eventually devolved into con-
flict. The failure of Chehabism proved the difficulty of overcoming the deeply 
rooted confessional hegemony. Zuama leaders worked tirelessly to ensure that 
the power French authorities offered them remained intact and were clearly 
willing to fight tooth and nail for it. Simultaneously, intense demographic shifts 
benefitting Muslim majorities due primarily to the Palestinian refugee crisis 
modified the political and social landscape. Muslim leaders saw an opportunity 
to consolidate power, while Maronites armed themselves to protect it. While 
this incredibly complex fifteen year conflict cannot be simplified into two mere 
causes, it is important to highlight these factors, as they demonstrate how this 
fragile state succumbed to both internal and external changes in the status quo. 
The Ta’if Peace Accords, although successful in imposing a ceasefire, did not 
reform government as it planned, but instead paved the path for a future of 
political stalemates among bickering sects. 

Present-Day Political Dismay: The Beirut Blast

The Thawra: Enough Is Enough!

On October 17, 2019, hundreds of thousands of protesters from all corners 
of the country flooded the streets of Beirut with one single demand: the end 
of government corruption.54 For decades, government officials pocketed hun-
dreds of millions of taxpayer dollars and siphoned them into foreign bank 
accounts, all while basic access to water, electricity, and affordable food was 
scarce for many citizens. Identical to the responsibilities offered through the 
zuama, the current-day sectors are controlled along sectarian lines. 

For example, port activity is controlled by Shi’a officials while the provi-
sion of electricity is controlled by Maronites. They function similar to a mafia, 
where top officials utilize profit-mongering tactics to squeeze out all the 
money from their customers (Lebanese citizens) in exchange for providing 
the most basic human services. To illustrate, the process to achieve 24 hour 
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access to electricity requires not only paying a monthly electric bill, but also 
installing a generator and refueling it on a weekly basis. Government officials 
only guarantee scattering amounts throughout the day, sometimes reaching 12 
hours, but for many much less. A daily practice for any Lebanese homeowner 
is witnessing their lights shut off, going to their generator, filling it up with 
canisters of fuel, and starting the very loud motor until government-issued 
power is reinstated. Electricity is merely one example of government corrup-
tion, and a multitude of others persist, including inexistant trash collection, 
ineffective policing, unjust taxation, neglectful port safety, and much more.. 
As years passed, citizens expressed their anger that, since the Civil War, basic 
human needs were not being addressed, but they never formalized into a mass 
movement for reform. In October of 2019, that changed. 

As Prime Minister Saad Hariri, a symbol of the Lebanese religious elite, 
decided to impose additional taxes on gas, tobacco, and even WhatsApp, the 
primary messaging service in Lebanon, in order to decrease the national defi-
cit, people took to the streets.55 While reports emerged of government offi-
cials sitting on hundreds of millions of taxpayer dollars, taxes increased as a 
way to pay off Lebanon’s debt, and it was not acceptable. Deemed the Thawra 
(revolution), this outpour of anger “assembled the country’s largest protest 
movement in decades.”56 Protesters broke sectarian barriers and stood hand-
in-hand with their Muslim, Christian, and Druze brothers and sisters under 
one single flag. Reminiscent of the 1925 Syrian Revolt, where colonial victims 
stood side by side regardless of creed to expel French forces unanimously, the 
Thawra identified the common enemy: its own government. 

During the following year, actual reform stalled yet protests persisted, 
but the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated matters to a further tipping point. 
Stringent lockdown measures hindered the Thawra, but protests continued in 
smaller numbers nonetheless, and the demands for government reform never 
subsided. In addition to the raging pandemic, Lebanon’s economy began col-
lapsing at alarming rates. Its scattered profitable industries sank down the drain 
and hyper-inflation began engulfing its currency. The devaluation of the Leba-
nese Pound in 2020 is reminiscent of Venezuela’s hyper-inflation crisis some 
years ago. Bank officials worked in tandem with political leaders to profit from 
deposits by restricting bank withdrawals and withholding the life savings of 
Lebanese citizens. This institutionalized confessional framework went so far 
beyond its original purpose of providing temporary stability in post-Ottoman 
Lebanon in 1926, that the current government more closely resembled a man-
gled, mutilated, and multi-headed Frankenstein than a democracy. 

Kaboom! How a Government Oversight Brought People to Their Knees

On August 4, 2020, a massive explosion rocked the port of Beirut, killing 200 
and destroying the homes of 300,000 people.57 The bomb was revealed as 2,750 
tons of ammonium nitrate that created a chain reaction, resulting in a devastat-
ingly immense explosion. The harrowing mushroom cloud shattered the win-
dows and destroyed the doors of hundreds of thousands of Lebanese homes.
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As the ammonium nitrate sat in storage containers for seven years, govern-
ment officials bickered over how to pay for and dispose of this highly volatile 
material. Essentially under control of the very powerful Shi’a Muslim militia, 
Hezbollah, the port and its components are crucial to the Lebanese economy, 
yet no institutional system has been established to maintain it on a regular 
basis. Instead, individual sectarian leaders take control when their profits are 
in question, but otherwise the port is left unchecked. From the preliminary 
reports in the aftermath of the explosion, it was evident that the Lebanese 
confessional government was at fault, and its oversight directly harmed the 
people it was tasked to protect. 

The newly installed Prime Minister Hassan Diab promised the people a 
speedy and comprehensive investigation to root out the culprits and bring 
them to justice. In reality, a poorly managed investigation rose from the heap-
ing ashes of Lebanese bloodshed. Fadi Sawan, a judge with a minor public 
profile, took on the task.58 He was granted a small office, with limited access 
to government documents, witnesses, and legal aides, as well as constant ani-
mosity from the political elites who knew they were guilty. Soon after, Judge 
Sawan released a preliminary verdict where he charged four prominent poli-
ticians, including Diab, with criminal neglect.59 Indeed, he discovered that 
political officials were warned on countless occasions of the danger of keeping 
ammonium nitrate unchecked in the port, yet it was swept under the rug. 
Immediately following this accusation, Maronite, Shi’a, and Sunni leaders 
rejected the judge’s verdict, calling it political targeting. Judge Sawan’s claims 
were consistently being downplayed as false and unprovable, yet the Thawra 
protesters, who were the real heroes picking up the rubble, saving the injured, 
and feeding the homeless, believed Sawan and preached his accusations any-
where they could. 

The Beirut Port Explosion was more than the criminal neglect of merely 
four politicians. It was the product of years of efforts by sectarian leaders to 
privilege personal profits at the expense of the safety of the general popula-
tion. Every politician benefitting from the confessional system in place works 
at the detriment of Lebanese citizens, and this reality is not new. Under the 
French mandate, Maronite patriarchs were given free rein to increase profits 
and consolidate power. During the Civil War and the Ta’if Agreements, colo-
nial institutions only grew in influence, and once again, the Lebanese people 
were neglected. Into the 21st century, political elites inherited government 
positions instead of earning them, which encouraged their efforts to expand 
their family wealth. The recurring theme in Lebanon in the century since 
France took over has been a lack of recognition for the needs of the people

Conclusion: Looking Ahead

As the future dawns on a population on its knees, a refreshing sense of hope 
arises. They see a future of change, where Hezbollah’s hegemonic presence in 
the south ceases to exist, where government reform finally dismantles con-
fessionalism, where electricity flows freely, where corruption subsides, where 
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violence ends, where the people win. The Lebanese people understand that 
two hundred of their fellow citizens did not die in vain on August 4th, and it 
is clear that nothing will stop this incredibly resilient population from getting 
what it demands. 

Conclusion

It is important to review the main points and reiterate their significance when 
looking at the present-day crisis. Lebanon’s troubled past, deprived of inde-
pendence, was the primary driving force in the creation of its institutions, 
social structure, and economy. 

Under Ottoman control, the inhabitants of Mount Lebanon had no unique 
Lebanese nationality, nor a structured governing body. Nevertheless, Otto-
man rulers implemented the foundations of a sectarian hierarchy through the 
millet system, which cemented a competitive status-quo. The end of World 
War I was a catalyst for Lebanese history, notably through the implementa-
tion of the Sykes-Picot agreement. While in power, French leaders elevated 
the Maronite Christian population, while denigrating Muslim and Druze 
groups through preferential policies, unbalanced power transfers, and demo-
graphic manipulations. Writing the Lebanese Constitution and instituting 
this nation’s last known (and inaccurate) census, French authorities insti-
tutionalized abrasive sectarian policies. Multi-dimensional conflict was the 
norm, not the exception, and when the independence bell rang in 1943, it was 
clouded by uncertainty, disdain, and apprehension. The ensuing Civil War, 
although caused by the combination of multitudinous external and internal 
factors, can be greatly explained by the lingering effects of colonial rule. The 
unique devastation of the war can be seen in its unusually powerful impact 
on civilian populations, which was the result of multi-sided militia fighting, 
using residential apartments and city streets as fighting grounds. The reforms 
borne out of this armed conflict failed to effect change, and instead accepted 
and continued the sectarian governance that initially fueled factional fight-
ing. The Taif agreement was not only the representation of an acceptance of 
Lebanon’s old, broken ways, but it also contradicted the listed goals of the 
constitution: transitioning toward a non-sectarian government. 

In the current climate of destruction and dismay, the reality that the Leba-
nese people continuously lose out on proper governance has not changed. The 
victims of the Beirut blast, a government oversight, were Lebanese civilians. 
The people lining up for food in empty grocery stores are Lebanese civilians. 
Those with empty bank accounts and a hyper-inflated currency are Leba-
nese civilians. This nation’s current problems do not differ in nature from the 
past. The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate that history repeats itself, 
more than once. The dynamics and policies from 70 years ago are still relevant 
today, because Lebanon’s sectarian status-quo has not changed. In observ-
ing Lebanon’s past as a colony and mandate, it is important to conclude that 
the nation’s woes are embedded and weaved into its values, its institutions, 
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and its society. Every aspect of Lebanese society possesses traces of its past 
and dismantling them is no easy task. The civil war was unable to disman-
tle the system, and the current revolution has shown that a small number of 
politicians have a very firm grip on power. The sectarian institutions created 
decades before are responsible for this excessive power. Lebanon’s situation is 
dynamic and constantly evolving and should thus be observed with a proper 
understanding of the forces driving these changes. 

This paper contextualized the reality of Lebanon’s current woes, while 
also insisting upon the importance and power of history as a policy making 
tool. The intersection of history and contemporary politics is fundamental 
to understanding the broader causes that led to Lebanon’s current crisis; but 
this intersection goes even further. Indeed, this historical analysis is also use-
ful when determining the strategies and objectives to lift Lebanon out of its 
crisis. Knowing the deep historical roots of confessionalism will help clarify 
the motivations behind the corrupt political actors in the present day, and 
guide progressive initiatives that account for patronage along religious lines. 
Historical research can be a crucial map for contemporary decision-making. 
This project is just one of many projects weaving history and modern politics 
into one as a way to understand the problems that the world is facing. Con-
flict management and international development actors must account for the 
historical context of the crises that are tasked with solving. In doing so, these 
powerful actors are prioritizing the interests of the citizens they were sent to 
support, rather than making potentially harmful assumptions. 
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A Political Economy Analysis on 
State Fragility in Honduras
Imanol Varela Parrilla, Tufts University

Introduction

Located in the infamous Central American Northern Triangle, Honduras has 
recently gained the attention of the world, as various global news sites have 
reported it as one of the five most dangerous nations on the planet. Although 
the country is suffering the consequences of increased violence during the 
past decades, this is only a symptom of deeper factors that have been accel-
erating instability in the country. According to the 2020 Fragile States Index, 
which measures each country’s ability to manage social, economic, and politi-
cal pressures, Honduras takes the 64th position. It is important to view Hon-
duran fragility in the context of deeply ingrained government corruption. 
This reflects the Honduran government’s lack of ability to provide healthcare, 
economic relief, and other service provisions to its population. This lack of 
service provisions leads to an increase in a variety of socioeconomic issues 
which foster the development of instability in the country. Through the lenses 
of a Political Economy Analysis, one can observe that the historical and cur-
rent trends of state fragility in Honduras are directly created by the corrupt 
American-backed government officials leading the country and the socioeco-
nomic repercussions this has had in Honduras, giving way to poverty, vio-
lence, repression, and mass migration. 

History of the Republic of Honduras 

Since 1838, due to the fall of the Federal Republic of Central America, Hon-
duras has been an independent republic with a distinct set of traditions, eco-
nomic structures, and political institutions. Although the first years of this 
newborn nation did not yet have the levels of political unity seen elsewhere in 
the region, the country was able to foster economic development due to the 
adoption of policies favoring international trade and investments. With the 
turn of the 20th century, the country was home to a large railroad, a commer-
cial shipping port in the Caribbean, and, most importantly, one of the largest 
banana and tropical fruit production centers in the world. The banana mar-
ket attracted massive investments from the United States through their Good 
Neighbor Policy, which increased U.S. trade with Latin America in tandem 
with combating communism in the region. Initially viewed as a way to support 
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local industries, American banana plantations soon created enclave econo-
mies along the Honduran northern coast. The massive influx of businessmen 
from companies such as the Standard Fruit Company generated American 
investor-dependent, tax-exempt cities that did not support the national eco-
nomic development. This type of foreign investment was amplified starting in 
1933 under the government of Tiburcio Carías Andino. Carías, recognized as a 
dictator by many, was a conservative military general who persecuted opposi-
tion fiercely and promoted stringent economic policies that exacerbated pov-
erty in the country. During his 16-year rule, the fruit industry crashed due to 
Carías’ mismanagement of an outbreak of plant diseases in the region. After 
his exit from power, further complications worsened the industry, relegating it 
to the status of a secondary-commercial-good producing country by the 1960s. 

Beyond undermining the Honduran economy, the Carias dictatorship set 
the stage for continued political instability in the country by vastly expanding 
military powers. The first of these occurred in 1963 and was headed by Oswaldo 
López who, after learning of his predecessor’s plan to establish progressive 
labor laws and agrarian reform policies, sought help from the United States 
and launched a coup d’état giving way to two decades of military government. 
Under Lopez’s administration, Honduras experienced growing inequality and 
was rattled by the infamous 1969 Football War with El Salvador, wherein a 
defeat in a football game and the resulting anti-Salvadoran sentiment led to 
thousands of civilian deaths. In another instance of poor governance, López 
furthered the U.S. presence in the country by allowing the American military 
to use Honduras as a base for its military operation to combat the socialist 
Sandinista movement taking control in neighboring Nicaragua.

 While the arrival of democracy in the 1980s resulted in infrastructure 
development that reduced wage inequality, the benefits were short-lived due 
to increasing insecurity caused by natural disasters. As a result of inadequate 
service provision programs during the devastating 1998 Hurricane Mitch, the 
country saw over 70% of its agriculture and infrastructure systems destroyed, 
an estimated 12,000 deaths, and losses of over $3 billion, forcing many to turn 
to gangs in order to survive. This in turn brought much violence and insecu-
rity, due to the gangs’ dealings with drugs and human trafficking. Hondurans 
had to adapt to a daily life surrounded by violence as the government was 
unable to decrease gang warfare and did not provide effective service provi-
sions that would prevent people from turning to gangs out of economic neces-
sity. Although many expected these situations to change with the turn of the 
century, Honduran politics continued to experience tumultuous moments 
throughout the 2000s. The 2009 coup d’état ejected democratically elected 
leftist president Manuel Zelaya and installed the conservative right-leaning 
government that ruled until 2021 with Juan Orlando Hernández as president. 
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Honduran Democracy and Political Fragility 

Over the past 21 years, the two main governing parties—the Liberal and 
National parties—have been in constant conflict, impeding the creation and 
implementation of effective policy. Although the first five years of the mil-
lennium Honduras experienced relative political stability under the National 
party, 2006 returned the country to a state of political fragility. With the 
ascent to power of Liberal President Manuel Zelaya, the country rapidly began 
to experience policy changes that were at odds with the powerful opposition’s 
ideals. Zelaya, a leftist, promoted the militarization of the country’s police. 
This expansion of police power was unprecedented since the days of Hon-
duran dictatorship, and scared the Honduran population who feared the 
potential for authoritarian police crackdowns that could endanger society’s 
most vulnerable members. In addition to this, the country witnessed never-
before-seen socialist policies and the entry of Honduras into ALBA, a Pan-
Latin American socialist politico-economic alliance founded by Venezuela’s 
Hugo Chavez. However, what angered citizens the most was the proposed 
constitutional referendum to allow re-election in the country, which at the 
time was not allowed. Many feared that this would allow Zelaya to become a 
dictator-like figure reminiscent of Chávez in Venezuela and Ortega in Nicara-
gua. These fears resulted in the 2009 coup, led by the military and individuals 
associated with the National party, accelerating the demise of political legiti-
macy and democracy in the country. 

Following the coup, the National party governed for over 12 years with 
relative inadequacy. National President Porfirio Lobo consolidated power 
and attempted to foster national unity by cultivating a cult of personality. 
Although his government promoted the economy by investing in small busi-
nesses, their inability to crack down on violence and address increasing pov-
erty in the country failed to reduce instability in Honduras. Moreover, due to 
the nature of Lobo’s post-coup presidency, economic development through 
trade was complicated since many nations, including the former ally of Ven-
ezuela, did not acknowledge his government as legitimate. 

Corruption in the Heart of Politics

The two key factors that continue to foster Honduran fragility are the Ameri-
can politico-economic intervention and the corruption ingrained in the 
Honduran government’s service provision strategies. In the early 20th cen-
tury, American conglomerates specializing in the banana industry restricted 
their economic infrastructure developments to the fertile northern coast of 
the country, where they built railroads and established banking systems that 
were inaccessible to the broader Honduran population. As a result, the Carib-
bean coast became an American-controlled enclave, preventing Honduras 
from diversifying beyond a one-crop economy and from reaping the financial 
benefits of the industry, as most of the wealth was carried off to the United 
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States. The United States relegated Honduran farmers to second-class citizen-
ship and placed its allies in government in order to maintain its own inter-
ests in the region, as seen in the support offered by the United States to the 
coups carried out by Carías in 1933 and Lopez in 1963, which led to corrupt 
military dictatorships that increased poverty in the country. Another example 
of American interests undermining Honduran development was their mili-
tarization of their country in the 1980s, when they used Honduras as a base 
to counter the Sandinista movement in Nicaragua. Large U.S. military bases 
were established across the territory to train secret armies that would fight 
in Nicaragua. This militarization established a precedent for the expansion 
of military and police powers, a tactic used by different Honduran leaders to 
consolidate their power, undermine political institutions, and repress dissent. 
The bases also served as centers to oversee the American deregulation of the 
coffee trade, which Honduras was heavily dependent on, in order to create a 
more amenable atmosphere to American interests—yet another example of 
how the lack of economic infrastructure in Honduras is a direct result of U.S. 
intervention in its affairs. 

Recently, it has been observed that the government of Juan Orlando 
Hernández is the main actor exacerbating the Honduran state of fragility, 
together with the concealed political power of American institutions like the 
Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) and USAID. Since the 2009 coup, Honduras 
has plummeted into state fragility promoted by the arrival of Hernández and 
his party’s government. The coup demonstrated the lack of political legiti-
macy and dwindling democracy Honduras is experiencing. It has been noted 
that with the arrival of the National government, ties with the United States 
and its development agencies have been strengthened to a greater extent, thus 
demonstrating possible aid from the U.S. at the moment of ousting social-
ist leader Manuel Zelaya. Although in the name of fighting against the drug 
war and providing humanitarian aid, many American organizations like the 
DEA and USAID have become political actors in Honduras. Various killings 
of unknown civilians have occurred due to the policy recommendations made 
by the DEA. Moreover, the DEA has entered the arcs of government by work-
ing side by side with the president, making some doubt the legitimacy and 
authority of the executive branch. These American interventions have unde-
niably created an atmosphere that promotes the entrance of individuals like 
Juan Orlando Hernández into the political sphere because they abide by U.S. 
politico-economic interests. As long as American institutions continue to 
work as political actors, Honduras will continue to see increased fragility due 
to the failed service provisions of the corrupt American-backed political elite.

Following his 2014 presidential inauguration, Juan Orlando Hernández, 
the former leader of the National Congress, has been implicated in a variety of 
corruption and fraud schemes that have had disastrous effects on Honduras’ 
politico-economic atmosphere. Accusations of corruption arose mere months 
after the start of his presidency. Hernández was first accused of being involved 
in the bilking of over 4.38 billion lempiras, around $200 million USD, from 



A Political Economy Analysis on State Fragility in Honduras  •  Parrilla 71

the Honduran Social Security Institute to fund his campaign by contracting 
“dummy” companies. This created mass hysteria amongst all members of 
society and led to protests, prompting the president to state that although he 
worked with these companies, he was unaware of the money’s origin. Unde-
niably, the lack of repercussions from the Honduran Social Security scandal 
demonstrates the lack of judicial power in the country, which has created more 
impunity for those in power. The political impunity that occurs in Honduras is 
a strong indicator of state fragility due to the failure of judicial institutions to 
regulate and trial these schemes. The absence of judicial powers to check the 
executive branch has also undermined democratic norms, allowing leaders to 
pass policies tied to their personal beliefs, which are often heavily influenced 
by outside actors. Hernandez’s connections to the conservative cult-like Opus 
Dei evangelical organization have led to policies such as the total prohibition 
and criminalization of abortion and same-sex marriage. Such policies have 
exacerbated violence and oppression. 

With the strong support of wealthy organizations and the other branches 
of government, Hernández has also made various changes to the nature of the 
presidency. Two years before the 2017 Honduran elections, the president, like 
Zelaya in 2009, sought to be re-elected despite the constitution barring a sec-
ond term. Yet, due to his growing power, Hernandez was able to manipulate 
the Supreme Court into changing election rules which permitted Hernandez 
to run for re-election, a right denied to his predecessors showing the hypocrisy 
and poor democratic processes that undermine the Honduras government. 
With this verdict, he ran in the 2017 presidential vote and won re-election. 
Nevertheless, this elective process was permeated with allegations of fraud. 
When results were first released, Salvador Nasralla, the opposition candidate 
and a popular sportscaster, was leading with over 5 points over the incum-
bent after 60% of the votes were counted. However, after 24 hours of silence 
from the elections committee, it was announced that Hernández had been 
re-elected. This led to mass protests on the streets of major cities like Teguci-
galpa and San Pedro Sula, which called for new elections given the irregulari-
ties and the accusations of electoral corruption against the incumbent. These 
protests resulted in thousands of wounded individuals and over 20 deaths at 
the hands of the military police. The 2017 election once again demonstrated 
the increasing fragility of democratic institutions in Honduras and the cor-
ruption ravaging the country’s political atmosphere. 

The rampant corruption in Honduras has tried to be curtailed by exter-
nal groups, but this has not been effective due to several positions taken by 
the Hernandez government, especially the expulsion of the Mission Against 
Corruption and Impunity in Honduras (MACIH) from the country in Janu-
ary 2021 and Hernadez’ resentment of the Organization of American States’ 
efforts to combat corruption. After witnessing the impunity and fraud taking 
place in the country, the Organization of American States proposed the estab-
lishment of the MACIH in 2016. The MACIH worked in combating corruption 
and impunity by investigating public and private networks with an aim in 
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strengthening democratic institutions without undermining the credibility of 
state authorities. During its first years it was highly successful, capturing over 
38 corrupt individuals that had diverted around 290 million lempiras, $12 mil-
lion USD. Moreover, it found that over 12.5% of the Honduran GDP had been 
absorbed by a variety of types of corruption across all levels of government. 
However, after MACIH linked these findings to the president and the National 
Congress, the executive and legislative branches attempted to withdraw the 
Honduran government from the organization. After months of claiming that 
the group had exceeded its powers and violated the constitution, the govern-
ment was successful in ejecting MACIH from Honduras. This eliminated all 
hope for those fighting corruption in the country and allowed the political 
elite to maintain their impunity. 

Failing Service Provisions 

The greed that has motivated the actions of Honduras’ political elite has given 
way to failing service provisions, especially for those living in poverty, affected 
by natural disasters, or suffering the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. With 
over 48.3% of Hondurans living under the poverty line, the country is clas-
sified as one of the poorest in the Americas, with an average GDP per capita 
of $2,586. Areas like education receive low investment; in 2018 over 122,000 
students had to repeat grades and nearly 79,000 dropped out. Investment 
in schools is essential to the country’s development, as regions with highest 
dropout rates are those with the highest poverty and underdevelopment.

When looking at infrastructure development, Honduras has the lowest 
road density in Central America and one of the worst healthcare systems in 
the world. During the COVID-19 pandemic, Honduras has experienced 10,878 
deaths and 421,000 cases, a very high ratio of cases for such a small country. 
With only around 8.5% of the GDP invested in healthcare, compared to over 
15% in nearby Costa Rica, Honduran hospitals were at the verge of collapse 
even before the pandemic and have worsened exponentially due to it. In addi-
tion to this, a large portion of the funds made available for the pandemic, 
particularly for vaccine distribution, have been embezzled through the acqui-
sition of overpriced equipment and fake medicines. 

An additional strain on the already fragile healthcare system is natural 
disasters. Being in the Central American and Caribbean region, Honduras has 
been prone to the arrival of hurricanes for centuries, but climate change has 
increased their frequency and intensity. In 1998, Honduras was ravaged by 
Hurricane Mitch which caused heavy financial strains on both the govern-
ment and the people, increasing poverty across the country. Although the 
country was able to rebuild with the support of international aid systems , 
the latest hurricanes have been harder to recover from. In November 2020, 
one week after being pummeled by Hurricane Eta, the country was hit by an 
even stronger category 5 cyclone—Hurricane Iota. With over 90 deaths, the 
hurricanes resulted in massive floods, completely destroyed neighborhoods, 
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created mass homelessness, generated more food insecurity, and affected 
the mental and physical health of many poverty-stricken Hondurans. These 
impacts were exacerbated by government mismanagement both prior to and 
after the hurricanes. Indigenous activist Bertha Zúñiga, whose mother Berta 
Cáceres was murdered in 2017 by order of executives from a powerful energy 
conglomerate, has noted that the proliferation of mining and monoculture in 
recent years has damaged the natural barriers against these hurricanes. The 
mismanagement of natural resources, seen as commodities to be excessively 
consumed for the benefit of wealthy economic groups, has resulted in water 
shortages and electricity cuts in poor communities. International institutions 
are increasingly hesitant to provide aid given the high likelihood that any pro-
vided funds will be squandered by government officials, increasing the penury 
millions are experiencing in the country. 

Narco and Gang Violence

With over 79 homicides per 1,000 inhabitants in 2013, Honduras has become 
one of the most dangerous nations in the world. The power of drug traffick-
ers and gangs has not only increased on the streets, but it has also infected 
the National Congress. Due to the lack of economic support through service 
provisions, many individuals in marginalized urban neighborhoods resort to 
joining gangs as a way to find their identity and make an income. Currently, 
the biggest gangs in the country are Mara Salvatrucha—known as MS-13 in 
the United States—and Mara 18, which in total have an estimated 40,000 
members. The gangs commit a variety of crimes that include extortion, street-
level drug peddling, robbery, and murder-for-hire schemes. Violence occurs 
when extorted businesses do not pay “war taxes,” when gangs encroach on 
each other’s territory, and when members break their gang’s strict codes. 
Although much of the rise in gang membership can be attributed to domestic 
economic conditions, narcos have also exploited Honduras’ strategic location 
and weak political system to expand the drug trade in Central America—4% 
of all cocaine shipments in the world pass through Honduras. Drug traffick-
ers first started bribing members of the police and congress in order for them 
to turn a blind eye to shipments. Over time, the influence of narcos in the 
political system has increased, with many drug-traffickers entering positions 
of government and holding leverage over politicians. In March 2021, after the 
testimony of two MS-13 members in a New York City court, President Juan 
Orlando Hernández was accused of engaging in the drug trafficking business 
and protecting narcos from extradition in exchange for bribes. Although cur-
rently under investigation, this accusation has hefty evidence since the presi-
dent’s brother has already been found guilty of similar crimes and is currently 
serving life imprisonment in the U.S. The increasing role of “narco-politics” 
in the Honduran government is another indication of state fragility, as it has 
diminished the legitimate control of state authorities and has given way to the 
re-branding of Honduras as a “narco-state.”
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Fear of Repression and Migration

Honduras’ social climate has evolved rapidly in recent years, as drug traffick-
ers and corrupt politicians have used their power to repress and marginalize 
specific groups. Journalists, indigenous activists, women, and members of the 
LGBTQ+ community are being heavily targeted by the government and its 
associates. Although a problem across Latin America, violence against jour-
nalists reporting on corruption and organized crimes in Honduras is signif-
icant; over 32 journalists were murdered between 2009 and 2014, with few 
cases evaluated by the authorities, who have a vested interest in silencing 
the investigations made against corrupt politicians. The murder of journal-
ists demonstrates the diminishing freedom of speech in Honduras, which has 
also heavily affected the livelihoods of activists. Dozens of sociopolitical and 
environmental activists have been murdered by gangs associated with the 
government. This has had a chilling effect on criticizing authorities, making it 
difficult for effective change in Honduran institutions. The murder of human 
rights activist Berta Cáceres in 2016 briefly resulted in conversations on the 
rights of indigenous people and the safety of women, but following govern-
ment efforts to silence these conversations, the debates withered and the per-
petrators of Cáceres’ murder were left unpunished. Lastly, one big issue in 
the country is the oppression of the LGBTQ+ community. Due to the highly 
conservative views of Honduran institutions, the country offers no safe outlets 
for members of this community. For example, many transgender individuals 
have been brutally killed in men’s prisons. 

In order to escape the violence and repression they may face in their home 
country, thousands of Hondurans have chosen to migrate abroad in search 
of safety and stability they are not able to enjoy in their country. This mass 
exodus will further exacerbate the lack of social and economic development 
in Honduras. Highly-skilled workers have left the country in search of better 
labor opportunities and appropriate compensation, fueling a ‘brain drain’ that 
will leave Honduras without sufficient laborers in key industries. In addition 
to brain drain, the country is seeing the departure of low-skilled citizens by 
the thousands. Generally, these are individuals around the age of 30, a prime 
working age, decreasing the available labor pool. As migrants often send 
money back to Honduras to support families with limited sources of income, 
Honduras’ GDP has become dependent on these remittances. Remittances 
are highly volatile, and relying on them risks furthering economic instability. 

A New Turn: Xiomara Castro 

On November 28, 2021, Hondurans returned to the polls with one key focus: 
economic stability and reversal of the instability the country has succumbed 
to. Running for the Libre party, Xiomara Castro, ex-first lady during the 
Zelaya incumbency, ran a campaign focused on bringing an end to corruption 
through the establishment of an anti-corruption commission backed by the 
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United Nations. She also advocated for rewriting the Honduran Constitution 
through a constituent assembly that would equally include all members of 
society in the drafting of the legal document. Her platform, combined with 
the allegations of drug trafficking and money laundering against the allies of 
National party candidate Nasry Asfura, led to Castro winning 51.12% of the 
vote. As the country’s first female president and with a focus on bringing sta-
bility back to Honduras, Castro has signaled the possibility of deviating from 
the norms set by her predecessors. 

Conclusion

Since the 2009 coup and the last seven years of Juan Orlando Hernández’s 
government, Honduras has experienced a decline in its politico-economic 
stability. The rise of corruption in the central branches of government has 
severely impaired the nation’s democracy and legitimacy. This has resulted 
in a political culture of mismanagement and impunity with politicians using 
their power as a bargaining chip with gang leaders, drug traffickers, and con-
servative cult-like organizations. The results of this mismanagement produce 
a strenuous quality of life for many Hondurans, forcing them to leave their 
homes in search of the stability and safety they are not able to enjoy in their 
own country. Therefore in order to reverse this shift towards fragility and its 
consequences, it is crucial that the Honduran people establish democratic, 
accountable, and legitimate institutions that are respected both by members 
of national society and international actors. 
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Genocide Victims and Variations  
in Trauma
Jasleen Toor, Tufts University

Abstract

The purpose of the study, “Genocide Victims and Variations on Trauma,” is to 
establish the relationship between the actions of a government after they per-
petrate genocide and the lingering trauma which the genocide survivors carry. 
There have been times throughout history where governments have encour-
aged ethnic cleansing and subsequently ignored the consequences, such as 
in the Sikh genocide in India. There are also contrasting circumstances when 
administrative bodies have tried to rectify genocidal violence by passing leg-
islation and using the judicial system to punish the aggressors, such as in the 
Srebrenica Massacre in Bosnia. Prior research demonstrates that these two 
genocides have certain similarities. Existing studies also indicate that geno-
cides, in general, leave survivors with long-term trauma. However, there is a 
stark difference in the actions of each government in handling the genocide’s 
aftermath. There remains a question of whether this trauma is impacted by 
the government’s response to the genocide. This study attempts to answer 
this question through unstructured interviews, which gathered testimonies 
from survivors of both the Sikh genocide and the Srebrenica Massacre, and 
illustrated a clear pattern amongst these two groups. The results display a cor-
relation between increased governmental accountability during and after a 
genocide, and a reduced sense of trauma in the present.
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Introduction

It is an unfortunate fact that government-sanctioned genocides against spe-
cific ethnic groups are not an infrequent occurrence throughout history. To 
understand the nature of such ethnic genocides and their long-term impacts, 
it is imperative to present the necessary background information. Such trag-
edies are characterized by the systematic destruction of cultural and social 
institutions.1 When a group with its own cultural identity is destroyed, its sur-
vivors can lose their cultural heritage and even their intergenerational con-
nections. Their descendants might become unable to pass along or build upon 
the traditions, cultural developments (including languages), and projects of 
earlier generations.2

Each of these systemic, long-term effects can be linked back to the trauma 
of genocide as the main cause. The American Psychiatric Association defines 
‘psychologically traumatic’ events as involving actual or threatened death or 
serious injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of self or others, eliciting 
intense fear, helplessness, or horror. In relation to genocide, when a traumatic 
event is ethnically driven, subsequent generations are robbed of the cultural, 
social, and economic inheritance to which they are entitled. In addition, the 
current generation that endured the trauma is haunted by gross memories 
and the history of violent suppression.3

Understanding the nuances of both genocide and trauma provides the 
basis for the subsequent investigation explained in this research paper. It 
is vital to discuss how governments approach both genocide and trauma to 
further understand this research. How does a government take responsibil-
ity for a genocide it inflicted? How can the government provide resources, 
aid, and especially justice for those living with the impacts of surviving a 
traumatic event? Such questions have been at the forefront of international 
discourse since the 1970s. Beginning during this time, non-governmental 
human rights organizations and UN human rights bodies became assertive 
in insisting on international accountability. There were reports, fact-find-
ing missions, and intercessions with governments and sanctions.4 The UN 
established that, “each individual State has the responsibility to protect its 
populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against 
humanity.”5 It has also become common practice to pass legislation that rec-
ognizes genocides for what they are—a crime committed with the intent to 
destroy a national, ethnic, racial or religious group, in whole or in part. When 
the government takes accountability for genocide in nations where geno-
cide has occurred, those who hold responsibility in the crimes are put on 
trial and laws are passed to ensure that the genocide cannot be denied. The 
relevant point here is that governments can effectively take responsibility 
for their actions through criminal justice and legislative avenues, as already 
proven by scholars. However, there seems to be a missing bridge between 
the topics of genocide and trauma in existing literature; this missing link is 
detailed in the subsequent section. 
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Literature Review

The existing literature surrounding the effects of genocide establishes the 
foundation that most survivors display signs of trauma. Specifically, survivors 
of genocide are impacted by “current environmental factors, and the animosi-
ties, fears, and memories associated with earlier life.”6 This cause-and-effect 
relationship, especially as it relates to past memories, can be proven by the 
testimonies of those who experienced both the Sikh genocide of 1984, which 
took place in India, as well as the Srebrenica Massacre of 1995, which hap-
pened in Bosnia.7,8 Personal accounts from each of these events illustrate the 
stories of the psychological baggage that the survivors carry as a result of the 
atrocities they witnessed. 

Sources specifically relating to the Sikh genocide and the Bosnian geno-
cide confirm that trauma is present in those who have lived through each of 
these events. The New York Times published an article in which a firsthand 
witness of the Sikh genocide recounted persisting memories of upsetting 
scenes and explained the resulting mental distress. One primary source says, 
“the nearby gurudwara [Sikh temple] was strewn in blood—and those marks 
have barely rubbed off to this day. The head priest was slashed to death—and 
his young children were beaten and harassed.”9 Seeing such graphic scenes for 
days on end because of ethnic persecution leaves an imprint on the targeted 
population. The primary source went on to say, “I still feel vulnerable to be 
living among many of those people. The pain, the trauma . . . It isn’t easy to 
forget. And so, I never will.” People who lived through the Srebrenica Massacre 
have also come forward, such as Fahrudin Muminovica. Of his experience, an 
article states, “gunshots rang out and bullets pierced his leg and hand. The 
young boy could smell the blood flowing around him as the bodies piled up,” 
and “it took Fahrudin nearly a year to recover from his physical wounds, but he 
was scarred for life. He and his sister Fahreta were left to pick up the pieces.”10 
Clearly, there are parallels between the horrific incidents which took place in 
each instance. There is also a common theme present of having to live with the 
fear and memories mentioned by Midlarsky and Midlarsky, as both accounts 
illustrate how clear and disturbing the images of these genocides are in the 
minds of the survivors. 

However, survivors of these two cases treat the events with varying levels 
of animosity, an important distinction which may impact their trauma. While 
telling his story, Walia, specifically discussed “the betrayal of the government” 
and “the mistrust in justice” which he felt towards the Indian government after 
the genocide of 1984.11 However, Muminovica does not feel the same when 
talking about the Serbian government, the perpetrators of the Bosnian geno-
cide. The article states, “for Fahrudin, who was shot in the hand and leg when 
bullets rained down during the 1995 massacre of some 8,000 Muslim boys 
and men by Serbian soldiers in Srebrenica, now a part of the Serbian entity 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina, despair ha[d] finally turned to hope . . . [because] 
defendants [in the case of the Srebrenica Massacre] were eventually convicted 
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of several war crimes by the tribunal, including genocide.”12 Clearly, there is a 
difference in tone between the two accounts here, since the Sikh genocide was 
more directly linked to the Indian government but the government never took 
legal accountability; it never held government officials and military leaders 
responsible in court for this human rights violation.13 Sources regarding the 
Srebrenica Massacre, though, show a greater degree of accountability taken by 
the Serbian government through court cases against such government officials 
and military leaders who led the brutal killings of innocent people. Though 
the discrepancy between the governmental responses is evident, there is lack-
ing research on the connection between a government’s attempt to provide 
reparations to survivors and the lingering trauma which the survivors incur. 

However, what can be concluded from the literature available on both 
genocides is that there are many similar details, including the death toll, time-
line, and other important factors. To start, Bosnian Muslims were the victims 
of the massacre at Srebrenica in 1995, and about 8,000 were killed during the 
height of the genocide.14 In the Sikh genocide of 1984, Sikhs were targeted and 
the estimated number of total deaths ranged from 8,000 to 17,000. The precise 
number is unclear, as the Indian government did not track the deaths and 
many bodies continue to be found years later.15 Both genocides also happened 
within the short time span of 11 years. The victims of both genocides faced 
persecution due to their respective religions—Islam and Sikhism. Further-
more, “eyewitness accounts [of the Sikh genocide] describe how law enforce-
ment and government officials participated in the massacres by engaging in 
the violence, inciting civilians to seek vengeance and providing the mobs with 
weapons.”16 The police even refused to give protection to Sikhs seeking help.17 
This evidence has been mentioned in countless other sources, communicat-
ing the same message. Another source corroborates this fact, saying, “in the 
week after the assassination, the ruling Congress Party government organised 
riots in Delhi and elsewhere that targeted and killed thousands of Sikhs.”18 
This very clearly places the blame on the political party in power. Similarly, 
“the responsibility for the massacre itself lies clearly with the Serb political 
and military leadership” in the case of the Srebrenica Massacre.19

Nonetheless, the similarities do end there. The issue of accountability is 
very different in these two genocides, and it is important to analyze this com-
plex variable. First, it must be understood that the other ways in which these 
two genocides align make it possible to isolate the variable of the government’s 
actions in terms of reparation. That way, accountability in terms of criminal 
justice can be analyzed as part of the gap, as there is no pre-existing research 
on the topic. Now, delving into the main difference between the Sikh genocide 
and the Srebrenica Massacre, there are a number of sources that explain this 
contrast. One source explains how “the selective prosecution of only certain 
individuals for the 1984 massacre suggests that neither the government nor 
the judiciary for that matter has been serious about punishing the guilty.”20 
Another source corroborates this belief, stating that the events of 1984 “forced 
even ordinary Sikhs to question the real motives of the Indian government.”21 
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Undoubtably, the Sikh genocide is plagued with whispers of government cor-
ruption that were never owned up to. To illustrate this, Jeet Singh of the Aspen 
Institute writes, “thirty years later, those who survived the violence have yet to 
receive any semblance of justice. Most perpetrators have yet to be charged and 
held accountable for their crimes . . . the Indian government’s formal position 
for three decades has been that accountability comes in the form of silence.”22 
In contrast, when it comes to the Srebrenica Massacre, genocide denial laws 
have been proposed, and if they are implemented, “anyone who challenges the 
rulings of the International Criminal Court for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY, 
or Hague Tribunal) and the International Court of Justice (ICJ) that a genocide 
did take place in Srebenica, would be subject to prosecution.”23 In the case of 
the Bosnians, there have been identifiable efforts to deliver justice for the acts 
of violence faced by the Muslim Bosniaks in 1995. 

There is an established difference in the resulting traumas of the vic-
tims of the two massacres and also a difference in the reparations provided 
through law and order in one case versus the other. Hence there is a possible 
link between these two elements of the genocides. This paper details how 
these two elements were connected together to answer the question: how does 
government accountability—or the lack thereof—affect survivors of genocide 
and their trauma?

Methodology

Design

In order to effectively understand the extent to which government legal 
accountability for a government-perpetrated ethnic genocide affects the sur-
vivors’ trauma, I gathered firsthand accounts from survivors of the genocides 
being compared—the Sikh genocide and the Srebrenica Massacre. These 
accounts focused on the survivors’ views of the events and their aftermath, 
as well as the effects of the events on their mental health. However, because 
each perspective is slightly different and people have different comfort levels 
speaking about such topics, a strictly formatted interview would not provide 
enough information to draw adequate conclusions. Therefore, I designed a 
semi-structured interview to obtain control over the conversation, subse-
quently guiding the participant to discuss their view on the genocide, the gov-
ernment, and their own trauma. This still allowed enough freedom for the 
participant to tell their unique, authentic story, rather than fitting their varied 
experiences into a compact mold.

However, a semi-structured interview does have limitations, the primary 
drawback being the resulting long conversations, ranging from forty-five min-
utes to an hour. There was a lot of content to sift through when I began to ana-
lyze the data. Not all of the data was relevant to the research question, making it 
difficult to find the helpful information. I overcame this limitation by codifying 
my interviews, as discussed in the “Procedure & Materials” section below, and 
searching for specific keywords to narrow in on pertinent information.
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Participants

My participants consisted of eight survivors of the genocides. Four were sur-
vivors of the Sikh genocide and four were survivors of the Srebrenica Mas-
sacre. Each participant verified their clear memory of the events and were 
willing to sign a consent form, notifying them of the nature of the interview 
and asking for permission to record and transcribe the interview for the pur-
pose of my research.

As with any design involving human subjects and their experiences, there 
is a possibility of bias. I anticipated that it was possible for the participants of 
this study to allow their own hurt and anger towards the government and the 
perpetrators of the genocide to influence their opinion on the legal action the 
government took to provide reparations after the massacres. The best way to 
avoid this bias was to guide the participants through the interview and ask for 
examples and justifications so they could separate their emotions from their 
objective view on the events (refer to “Procedure & Materials” section for fur-
ther clarification). 

Procedure & Materials

When I conducted my interviews, I used the consent form to gain permission 
to interview and record the participants. After gaining their permission to 
proceed, I used my guideline questions to start the conversation. I began with 
a general inquiry of the experience of survivors in the genocide and then dove 
deeper into more nuanced aspects of their perspective. These more technical 
portions centered around the respective governments’ steps after the geno-
cide, the survivors’ views on the legal action that took place—if there were 
any—and the survivors’ reflection on their trauma. Since the interview was 
semi-structured, each of these topics led into one another organically, provid-
ing an overall view of the survivors’ stories. 

I recorded the interviews in their entirety and took notes throughout the 
conversation. After the interviews were recorded, I played the recordings and 
transcribed the key sentences from the interviews. I chose which parts of the 
interviews to transcribe by searching for keywords and common trends com-
municating the following themes: legal/law/court, trauma, and forgiveness. I 
deciphered patterns among each set of survivors from each genocide as well 
as identified differences among the two distinct groups. As I was conducting 
the interviews, I noticed patterns with these terms so I took note and labeled 
them as keywords. The common trends I searched for were the emotional 
impact of the genocides on the survivors, the lasting PTSD symptoms, and the 
significance of these events in the participants’ lives. Since each person had 
a different way of communicating this information, I could not simply look 
for certain words. By analyzing more generally for statements showing this 
content, I better characterized these trends, which led me to my conclusion.
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Results

As described in the preceding section, my results are an analysis of eight 
responses. Though my sample size was split into two groups, one for each of 
the genocides being studied, each of the interview responses—which serve as 
my points of data—were analyzed in the same manner in order to process the 
results comparatively. 

All eight interviews focused on themes of trauma and grief. Each respon-
dent told a story with some degree of emotional instability due to the genocide 
they experienced. Each individual also included descriptions of the mental 
and physical harm which they experienced as a result of the events. 

As I mentioned in the prior section, this information was classified 
through the selection of specific themes. This process broke down the results 
more specifically and highlighted what differences were present in the Sikh 
genocide interviews as compared to the Srebrenica Massacre interviews. The 
patterns which emerged in relation to the keywords I previously identified are 
as follows. While some direct quotes from the interviews are embedded into 
the coming paragraphs, the full selection of interview questions and notes can 
be found in the addendums to this paper.

Key Themes of “Legal Action/Laws” & “Court”
The survivors of the Sikh genocide were generally in agreement that the courts 
of the Indian government failed them. They received no sense of closure and 
did not feel as though justice was served. In fact, many of the survivors pointed 
out that specific powerful figures who played important roles during the geno-
cide are still in high positions in government, and were never even brought to 
trial. “I still don’t feel heard. I don’t think that the world is ready to admit that 
people like me went through something so horrific and no one did anything to 
stop it. It’s shameful that our courts couldn’t get us justice, and for that, I can 
never forgive the government,” said one survivor.24

The survivors of the Srebrenica Massacre acknowledged laws that the 
Serbian government implemented to prevent future violence. They described 
that they felt their experiences were validated by an acknowledgment from 
the government, which was essentially a way of getting their voices heard 
and gaining some semblance of closure, at the very least. “Over time, leaders 
stepped up and tried to fix their mistakes. Of course, our pain didn’t disappear 
as soon as laws were passed and speeches were made, but we started to feel 
seen for the first time,” a participant said.25

Key Themes of “Forgiveness” & “Trauma”
The Sikh genocide survivors, for the most part, held the sentiment that the 
Indian government was not to be forgiven. Even though arriving at this con-
clusion was conflicting—considering that these people remained Indian citi-
zens for decades after the attacks and some still call it home—the eventual 
consensus was that the loss of their parent, spouse, or child was far too large to 
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offer forgiveness for. One such interviewee told me, “it was incredible. Streets 
were on fire. The whole city of Amritsar was on lockdown. My son was dragged 
out of the house in front of my own two eyes and I never saw him again. The 
memory haunts me till this day.”26 In the words of the survivors, this attitude 
was directly tied to the lack of court action against the key perpetrators. The 
survivors saw these actions as a way to silence their cries and erase their his-
tory. While they grappled with their losses, those who took their loved ones 
walked free, denying that the genocide ever took place. 

On the other hand, the survivors of the Srebrenica Massacre were able to 
reconcile with their history in a healthier manner. They perceived the impris-
onment of the key perpetrators as an effort to rectify the solution, and although 
their life and family would never be the same again, they did not feel as though 
the Serbian government was trying to rewrite the past or belittle their pain. To 
communicate this, one survivor said, “even though I was so young at the time, 
whatever I can remember stays fresh in my mind. But I find contentment in 
the fact that the law will protect us in the future. I just wish there was more 
that was done.”27

Clearly, this data illustrates a trend. Since the Indian government took no 
accountability for Sikh genocide, the survivors have not been able to let go of 
the memories and still feel the effects of the sustained trauma. Though the 
survivors of the Srebrenica Massacre also went through horrific events and 
still battle lasting impacts, they find solace in the government’s actions, and 
have been able to better move on, being more open to forgiving. In summa-
tion, this research paper can prove the thesis that greater amounts of retro-
spective justice delivered by the government leads to genocide survivors with 
less conscious, shorter-lasting trauma.

Discussion

As discussed through the previously included review of existing literature, 
researchers have found many connections between genocide and trauma. 
However, there has been little work done to discover exactly how the actions of 
governments impact survivors after genocide. Since this research has shown a 
link between these two factors, the study brings an important perspective to 
the conversation among researchers of this field. Conclusively, the account-
ability which a government takes after inflicting a genocide among a target 
group does indeed impact their mental health and trauma. The government’s 
effort to employ their criminal justice system to deliver real justice serves as 
a sort of solace for the families torn apart by the massacre of innocent lives. 

Such a finding holds significant historic weight, as genocides have occurred 
throughout all of human history and continue to occur in modern times as 
well. A vast number of minority populations have been subject to such cruel 
and inhumane events, often lacking the necessary resources to overcome that 
part of their lives. 
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This research is critical for governments looking to serve justice for the peo-
ple whose voices often get silenced. The global community can use this infor-
mation to offer empathy to these survivors on a new level, and organizations, 
unions, and governments can push to provide reparations to such populations. 
In order to create an emotionally healthy, equitable, and inclusive society, gov-
ernments globally should address their history through the use of their crimi-
nal justice systems, no matter how dark or alienating their pasts may be. The 
findings of this study can be generally applied due to the similarities in logis-
tics for the Sikh genocide and the Srebrenica Massacre, allowing for controlled 
variables. The main factors of preceding circumstances, government, and actors 
involved are extremely similar. The only major difference is the level of account-
ability which the government assumed. These similarities assist in limiting con-
founding variables, increasing the universality of the findings.

 However, the limitations must also be thoroughly understood in order to 
provide an accurate and complete view. First, it must be taken into account 
that each of the people interviewed have been through a devastating and life-
changing event. If they hold their government responsible for the terrors they 
witnessed, they may be less than willing to admit the true effects of the repa-
rations which the government may have provided. I worked to avoid subcon-
scious biases like these as much as possible by framing the conversation in a 
way that allowed the interviewees to answer honestly, but with reasons pro-
vided for their beliefs. This helped them work through the difficult, emotional 
conversations, and provided them a more objective lens through which they 
could judge their experiences.

Conclusion & Future Directions

Argument

The research detailed in this paper and gathered through a series of unstruc-
tured interviews makes a clear statement: there is a direct correlation between 
the length to which a government goes to acknowledge and correct their 
wrongdoings and the mental state of the marginalized group in the years after 
the genocide. Since the Indian government took no accountability for Sikh 
genocide, the survivors have not been able to let go of these memories and 
still feel the effects of the sustained trauma to a higher degree. Though the 
survivors of the Srebrenica Massacre also went through horrific events, they 
find considerable solace in the government’s actions, and have been able to 
have a semblance of closure in their lives. These findings indicate that less 
demonstrated governmental accountability through the justice system and 
legal proceedings amplifies the trauma felt by survivors in current times. The 
destruction of cultural and ethnic populations and their subsequent identities 
have significant consequences, including a loss of intergenerational connec-
tions, cultural developments, and other traditions. Some of this damage can 
be mitigated by improving the way governments handle their post-genocide 



H E M I S P H E R E S : Crisis of Authority  •  vol. 45, 202286

responses. Not only are these findings demonstrated through this study’s 
research design, but they also corroborate the information found and dis-
cussed in the Literature Review. Sources regarding the Srebrenica Massacre 
illustrated a greater degree of accountability taken by the Serbian government 
through court cases against government officials and military leaders who 
led the genocide. Though this discrepancy was observed, there was a lack of 
research on the connection between the government’s attempt to provide rep-
arations to survivors and the trauma which the survivors incur. This reinforces 
the importance of such global conduct, and makes it even more imperative 
that all nations consider this connection, as there is a prominent link between 
these steps and the health of the citizens of the world.

Limitations

When conducting research, it is imperative to take any possible limitations 
into account, as they can greatly impact the credibility of the findings. One 
limitation of this research design is the inevitability of human bias. A person 
who has been through a life-changing, traumatic event and has never been 
the same since will undoubtedly—and to a certain extent, justifiably—hold 
contempt against the aggressors, regardless of any attempt to make amends.

Another limitation which must be considered is the length of the inter-
views. When someone struggling with anxiety and post-traumatic stress 
disorder opens up about a dark time in their life, it is not easy for them to 
be completely forthcoming right away. These difficult topics are hard to talk 
about, as reported by many participants. However, due to the timeline of the 
research, I could realistically only interview each person for around sixty to 
ninety minutes. I, the interviewer, was on a time constraint, and my inter-
viewees were naturally not able to provide relevant information right away. 
This became a challenge because it would have been inefficient to take hours 
for each interview, but I still needed to gather all of the pertinent information 
that the participants could provide. 

In addition, over the last few years, the Indian government has shown that 
they still believe that silence is the best way forward. For example, they have 
condemned other nations for acknowledging the genocide as they feel that 
it may bring unrest rather than closure. If a particular government, like that 
of India, does not see the value in acknowledging its genocidal acts, research 
such as this is limited in its power and influence.

Implications

As this study integrates into a wider field of research on human rights and 
genocide, it can help corroborate conclusions reached by other researchers. 
With this new understanding of the trauma which survivors carry, and how it 
relates to the actions of a government, the gap regarding this relationship can 
be filled. As a result, governments which are being negligent to their people 
in present times can be held accountable. They can see the importance of 
speaking up and acknowledging their actions. Other countries can also use 
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this data to contextualize the importance of passing legislation which honors 
the valiance of these survivors. For example, Canada is currently in the process 
of passing a bill which declares the first seven days of November as Sikh Geno-
cide Awareness Week. Furthermore, the attempt of the Bosnian government 
to take responsibility has been commended by the UN. Other nations may 
feel the need to take similar actions if the positive effects of such an initiative 
are emphasized. The governments of the world can use this research to make 
sure that there is justice served for the people whose voices often get silenced, 
and to offer empathy to these survivors on a completely new and other level. 
Organizations, unions, and governments can push to provide reparations to 
such populations. In order to create a more equal, healthy, and inclusive soci-
ety, all governments across the world can address their history, no matter how 
dark or alienating it may be, through the use of their criminal justice system.

Hopefully, the publication of a study such as this one provides representa-
tion to those who are affected by ethnic cleansing and begins to explain why 
they hold onto certain experiences in particular ways, offering insight into 
mental health and its effects on their later life. Survivors can use these find-
ings to better understand themselves and unpack the sorrows of their past, 
because they can begin by realizing that their government’s actions are part of 
the underlying issue. 

All things considered, this study has established the fact that govern-
ments’ actions after a genocide do indeed have a significant effect and should 
be carefully considered. This data, along with the connection to the actions 
of other nations, like the aforementioned bill by the Canadian government, 
can prompt further discussion and inquiry in this scientific field of research. 
Political scientists can work to study the connection between other countries 
(like Canada) passing these types of bills, and how this action correlates to an 
increase in the number of immigrants from oppressed groups to those coun-
tries. Clearly, this new finding has a number of implications and may lead to 
a better understanding of the impacts of genocide, both psychologically and 
politically, and could even restructure international action against countries 
committing human rights violations.
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Addendum of Interview Questions

Considerations:
The numbered questions are the main questions. However, in an unstructured 
interview, follow-up questions are based off of the respondents’ answers, in a way 
similar to a conversation. Therefore, the lettered questions are probing questions 
which were used to keep the conversation going, depending on the direction of 
the responses and the data which I needed to collect at the given time during the 
interview.

1. Please talk about your experience in the genocide.
a. Were you located at the center of the killings? What did things look like 

from your perspective?
b. Were you/ your family/ your friends personally impacted in a significant way?

2. What steps did you expect the government to take after the genocide? Did they 
execute any such steps?
a. Focus on legal action (court trials & legislation). 

3. How has the genocide shaped your life?
a. Do you feel like the experiences still haven’t left you?
b. Would you consider yourself to hold some type of trauma?
c. What emotions do you feel regarding your government as a result of 

their actions?
4. Can you forgive/ forget this incident? Expand.
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Addendum of Evidence

Table 1
Sikh Genocide Survivors: Testimonies

The following table featured select phrases from the first set of interviews con-
ducted, of survivors of the Sikh Genocide. The testimonial excerpts have been 
chosen based on the mention of key themes of: legal/law/court, trauma, and for-
giveness.

Participant 1 “It was incredible. Streets were on fire. The whole city of 
Amritsar was on lockdown. My son was dragged out of the 
house in front of my own two eyes and I never saw him again. 
The memory haunts me till this day.”

“To see the people who supported these senseless killings still 
be in power makes me so angry. Even celebrities encouraged the 
violence, and are still so popular among the society.”

Participant 2 “Being a religious minority obviously puts a target on your back. 
The government only needed a single reason- even one which 
didn’t make sense- to try to destroy us.”

“Not only did they massacre thousands of us and hide the real 
number of deaths from the rest of the world, but they continued 
to ruin us. They spread drugs through the towns and used laws to 
suppress our most powerful leaders.”

Participant 3 “My family and I were at the Gurdwara [Sikh temple] when 
dozens of men were pulled from their prayer and lined up 
outside. One by one, the police shot them while their wives and 
children watched. It was sickening. The nightmares would ruin 
my nights for years to come.”

“My husband and I moved to Canada a few years later to live 
with our son. Ever since then, going back home to Punjab brings 
back painful memories. I love the land I come from but it isn’t 
fair that the politicians who ruined so many lives are walking 
around freely.”

Participant 4 “For a few years after the anti-Sikh riots, I was all alone. I had 
no one, so I had to live in a “widow colony,” which is where all of 
the women who lost their husbands lived. Being in that place, 
surrounded by grief and loneliness, was terrible. No one helped 
us. We felt forgotten.”

“I still don’t feel heard. I don’t think that the world is ready to 
admit that people like me went through something so horrific 
and no one did anything to stop it. It’s shameful that our courts 
couldn’t get us justice, and for that, I can never forgive the 
government.”
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Table 2
Srebrenica Massacre Survivors: Testimonies

The following table featured select phrases from the first set of interviews 
conducted, of survivors of the Sikh Genocide. The testimonial excerpts have been 
chosen based on the mention of key themes of: legal/law/court, trauma, and 
forgiveness.

Participant 5 “It brings me so much pain to recall everything that my parents 
and I went through.”

“Even though I was so young at the time, whatever I can 
remember stays fresh in my mind. But, I find contentment in the 
fact that the law will protect us in the future. I just wish there 
was more that was done.”

Participant 6 “My grandparents and parents used to hold so much hatred for 
the people who put us through that hell [the genocide]. Once we 
immigrated, they never wanted to look back.”

“Over time, leaders stepped up and tried to fix their mistakes. 
Of course, our pain didn’t disappear as soon as laws were passed 
and speeches were made, but we started to feel seen for the first 
time.”

“Looking back, I think I’ve made peace with the experiences that 
used to haunt me.”

Participant 7 “No matter how much pain the Muslim community went 
through during the massacres, we still call the same towns and 
cities ‘home’.”

“Knowing that the criminals who killed my family are facing 
punishment is a small comfort, but a comfort nonetheless.”

Participant 8 “For years, my mother had flashbacks to the day her father 
was burned by angry men [during the genocide]. It broke me 
to see her that way, and I carried the resentment against the 
government into my own life.”

“Now, living in America, I know how lucky I am to be able to rely 
on a real justice system.”

“Yes. I think I can find it within myself to recognize the efforts 
being made and offer some sort of forgiveness.”
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Economic Impact of the Syrian 
Refugee Crisis
Jonathan Lin, New York University

Abstract

This paper focuses on the economic implications of the Syrian refugee crisis. 
The content provided addresses both the domestic Syrian economy as well 
as the external global community. The foundation of this research lays in the 
understanding of labor dynamics through the use of various economic mod-
els and the application of such frameworks on real-world data. Through the 
use of an instrumental variable approach and expenditure simulations, we 
see a variety of economic benefits such as formal labor job creation and GDP 
growth upon refugee assimilation. This paper concludes by introducing the 
effects of humanitarian aid and the prospective future of this dire situation. 
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Introduction

The Syrian refugee crisis has created devastating effects in the past decade 
on the country’s economy, the overall geopolitical state of the region, and the 
lives of countless Syrians. As of October 2020, more than 13.2 million Syrians 
are in need of protection services and an additional 6.1 million are displaced 
within their own country.1 With the shock of COVID-19 pandemic still linger-
ing, these lives are more vulnerable now than ever. The root conflict in the Syr-
ian Civil War stems from the Arab Spring movement across the Middle East in 
2010, during which widespread protests against corrupt governments erupted. 
Many Syrians shared the same sentiment of distrust with Bashar al-Assad’s 
authoritarian government, and, according to World Governance Indicators, 
Syria was ranked as having the lowest control over the country’s corruption. In 
March 2011, the revolutionary movement hit Syria as civilians fled the streets 
to protest against their government.

These protests were met with repressive government retaliation. By June 
2011, over 500 Syrians were killed by government forces and thousands fled 
the country.2 With strong resentment amongst the people, battling against 
an oppressive regime, Syria quickly fell into a state of instability. Beyond 
domestic resistance, Syria played a key role in the bigger Saudi-Iran conflict, 
becoming a battle zone for proxy wars among neighboring countries Saudi 
Arabia and Iran. Amidst the chaos, Syria became a breeding ground for mili-
tias such as the Saudi and Western-backed Free Syrian Army, Kurds, radical 
Islamist group, ISIS, as well as Iran and Russian-backed Assad Regime. With 
the involvement of regional military groups and the international community, 
what started off as protests led to a full-fledged civil war. The Syrian civil war 
would directly lead to the refugee crisis. 

Purpose 

The purpose of the paper is to explore the economic impact of the Syrian refu-
gee crisis, specifically from the perspective of labor markets, as well as various 
implications the crisis presents itself on the global community. Throughout 
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the paper, I will be using mostly research conducted by academics in the field, 
news articles for specific events, and data collected by organizations such as 
the United Nations, World Bank, International Labor Organizations, and 
other databases. The first issue I will address is the impact of the refugee crisis 
on Syria’s economy. Next, I will discuss the theoretical models in regards to 
the labor market and apply them to Turkey. Afterwards, I will give a holistic 
overview of the impact refugees have on external communities with examples 
from the European Union and Iraq. I will also discuss the active involvement 
from foreign nations and institutions. I will end the paper with key challenges 
Syria will face and proposed solutions to those challenges moving forward. 

Syria’s Economy

Before the Conflict

The Syrian Civil War was detrimental to the country’s economy; prior to the 
civil war, the Syrian GDP grew at a steady rate of 4.3% annually with a GDP per 
capita of $2,835.3 The inflation and poverty rates were relatively stable at 4.9% 
and 5.5% respectively. One of the few aspects Syria suffered at the time was a 
low labor force participation rate at 43.5%.4 The main sectors that make up for 
Syria’s economy include agriculture and commodities trading—particularly 
oil. Both these sectors were heavily impacted by the civil war as the coun-
try experienced tremendous asset damage. Economic assets are typically split 
into two categories: physical and non-physical. The main focus for this section 
is on Syria’s physical assets, which include housing, property, infrastructure, 
and capital. 
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Impact of Civil War

According to the World Bank, more than 220,000 houses across governor-
ates were destroyed and over 649,000 damaged.5 The piles of debris brought 
up major concerns such as the financial cost needed for removal, the nega-
tive environmental effect, and the safety hazard it posed in polluting the air 
quality. Syria also experienced tremendous damage to essential infrastructure 
such as water, sanitation, power, transportation, health care, and education. 
Water scarcity and sanitation had already been an ongoing issue in many Syr-
ian communities, with over 450 water supply and sanitation infrastructures 
destroyed.6 This dramatically worsened the already-poor living conditions 
many Syrians were experiencing. The situation in the power sector was not 
much better, as Syria also had an inherently weak power supply in place. Once 
the power infrastructures were damaged, Syria began experiencing electrical 
and energy shortages. Transportation and public infrastructures were also 
heavily damaged from direct attacks on places such as airports to collateral 
damage on roads and railways. As of 2017, Syria had more than four thousand 
kilometers of damaged intra-city roads, a nonfunctional railway system, and 
only one international airport in operation.7 

The infrastructural damage touched on so far can typically be rebuilt with 
enough financial resources. What cannot be rebuilt as easily are the damages 
done to Syria’s healthcare and education sector. With scarce medical equip-
ment and institutions, many Syrians had a difficult time recovering from 
conflict-related injuries. Numerous educational institutions were also directly 
impacted by the civil war, with 53% damaged and 10% completely destroyed.8 

Economic Effects 

As a result of the destruction of physical capital and decline in human capital 
production, economic growth suffered. Between 2011 and 2016, Syria’s overall 
GDP experienced a contraction of 63%.9 The drop in oil demand worldwide 
worsened the economic strain, with Syria’s oil GDP alone falling 93%.10 During 
the same five years, it is estimated that Syria’s economy experienced a cumula-
tive loss of $226 billion.11 The lack of a secure environment, stable healthcare 
industry, and education system in Syria made the future opportunities for Syr-
ians in the country quite grim, incentivizing millions to leave. Along with the 
huge emigration of human capital, Syria is also facing the outflow of financial 
capital and investment. As a climate of uncertainty persists over Syria’s econ-
omy, many investors are not comfortable keeping their investments within the 
border, leaving the private sector unsupported. According to data collected by 
The Borgen Project, 80% of Syria’s economy was reliant on small- to medium-
sized private businesses. This withdrawal of investments, in combination with 
the massive deficit shock in the Syrian economy, led to a fall in demand and 
countless business closures across the country. Currently, with scarce eco-
nomic opportunities and a lack of resources, more than 80% of Syrians live 
below the world poverty line.12 With the international rise in unemployment 
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due to economic implications of COVID-19, the crisis is becoming increasingly 
severe for both Syrians living within the border and those who are refugees. 

Labor Dynamics and Theoretical Frameworks

Literature Review and Approach

When discussing labor dynamics, the emphasis will be on the transition of 
wages as a result of the refugee crisis, how that shift affects the labor market 
composition as well as the overall economic, political, and social state of the 
host country. In order to articulate these findings in a quantitative manner, I 
will be primarily using an Instrumental Variable (IV) model proposed by Del 
Carpio and Wagner (2015).

The immediate first order economic effect of such massive shifts in labor 
markets typically revolve around wages. I will be specifically analyzing the 
change in wages amongst different skill-sets and demographics. There is an 
array of literature on immigration in relation to the economy of host coun-
tries, each with a slightly different approach and perspective. Borjas, G.J and 
Monras, J. argue that “exogenous supply shocks adversely affect the labor mar-
ket opportunities of competing natives in the receiving countries, and often 
have a favorable impact on complementary workers.”13 I expand on the rela-
tionship between refugee migration and wage elasticity found in Dustmann, 
Glitz, and Frattini (2008). This will help build the model using the Instrumen-
tal Variable method in Del Carpio and Wagner (2015). I will also be including 
highlights from Caro (2020), Akgündüz, Berg, and Hassink (2018), along with 
Maystadt and Verwimp (2014) throughout the section. 

Wage Elasticity 

We use the wage elasticity formula in Dustmann, Gliz, and Frattini (2008) 
to measure the impact mass migration has on the labor market. The formula 
used to represent wage effect due to change in immigration is as follows: 
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The times expressed in equation (1) is in terms (t+1), the time one year 
after migration, and (t–1), the time before migration. Thus, we can assume 
that migration occurred at time t. The numerator is in terms of wage change, 
represented in variable w. The difference between the two sub-equation in 
the numerator is that (wt+1*–wt–1) represents a “hypothetical” change in wage if 
migration did not occur, and (wt+1–wt–1) represents the real, observed change 
in wage due to immigration. With direct dependency on immigration flow, 
we also need to account for change in immigration stock, It+1–It–1 (Dustmann, 
Gliz, and Frattini, 2008). Despite the logic being cohesive, it would be hard to 
apply the equation to empirical data due to the hypothetical term (wt+1*–wt–1)–
(wt+1–wt–1). This component of the equation is what the article calls a “missing 
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counterfactual” (Dustmann, Gliz, and Frattini, 2008). Even though the hypo-
thetical variable is practically unusable, we cannot ignore the importance 
of having a “control” portion in the equation. The solution is replacing the 
hypothetical with a practical sub-equation that has generally the same signifi-
cance—the article uses different geographical regions. Thus, the reconfigured 
equation comes out as follows: 
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This reconfigured equation now differentiates both the change in immi-
gration stock and wage into two different regions of the receiving country: 
North (N) and South (S). This analysis is feasible due to the disproportionate 
number of refugees in each of the respective regions, with the north generally 
receiving fewer refugees. This transitions into Del Carpio and Wagner’s (2015) 
article on the IV method. 

Instrumental Variable Method

The instrumental variable approach is used to estimate causal effects with 
the presence of endogenous variables. Del Carpio and Wagner use it to high-
light the causal relationship of refugee immigration specifically on the native 
population. To do this, Del Carpio and Wagner use a similar concept of dif-
ferentiating regions, as proposed by Dustmann, Gliz, and Frattini (2008), and 
apply it to the 26 sub-regions of Turkey. The analysis of Turkey is significant, 
because it is a country that receives the largest proportion of Syrian refugees. 
The empirical framework used by Del Carpio and Wagner incorporates the 
following equation: 
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The equation above specifically looks at the impact of immigration into 
Turkey on an individual (i), in year (t), and sub-region (r)—summing up to 
the overall output of (Y). The other key variables to note is the population of 
a specific region (R), the distance of each Turkish region to the Syrian-Turkey 
border (D), a flexible control variable for the individual (X) and fixed effects 
for region and time (δr and δt  respectively).14 The article argues the importance 
of defining the instrument, because it helps mitigate the flaw in equation (3) 
which is the “endogeneity of immigrant location decisions.”15 This is solved 
with an instrument that consists of travel distance between the Syrian gov-
ernment and the Turkish sub-regions. Distance is important in this scenario 
because it is one of the key factors that contribute to the refugee’s making of 
“location decisions.” The instrument is formulated by: 
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The IV equation mainly revolves around a time (t), a constant start point 
of the Syrian capital represented as (s), and the actual distance (T) found on 
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Google Maps. The (r) is the destination location located within a specific sub-
region and (R) is still in reference to a population but is now representing all 
registered Syrians living in Turkey at a given time (t). The final variable (π) is 
the proportion of refugees from each respective sub-region in Syria. 

After observing the changes on migration, the physical impact is solidified 
through measurement of wages. The wage model I will be integrating will be 
a simplified version in which a difference in wage prior and post refugee influx 
are subtracted. The equation is as follows: 
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The formula above is measured in terms of mean wages represented by w. 
Thus, the variables w1 and w0 are the mean wages with and without refugees 
respectively. The term (eYw2–1) represents the log wages of Turkish workers. 
With that, the following equivalence is interpreted as the causal impact of 
the refugees directly on wage. Del Carpio and Wagner use this wage formula 
to conduct regression models, highlighting that relationship. In the next sec-
tion, we will see if these theoretical frameworks hold based on empirical data. 

Empirical Example: Turkey 

In this section I will be applying the theories discussed prior on the current 
situation in Turkey. Turkey plays a critical role in the refugee crisis as it hosts the 
greatest number of Syrian refugees at more than 3.6 million.  The section begins 
with an overview of Turkey’s labor market in 2020 and is followed by a demo-
graphic breakdown within the refugee population in Turkey. Due to the lack 
of literature that applies these theories with modern day data, I will attempt 
to combine the frameworks with the data collected from Turkey’s Household 
Labor Force Survey in 2017 to 2020 and concepts used in Caro (2020).

Turkey’s Labor Market 

The labor market in Turkey is split into two main labor forces: formal and 
informal. The formal labor force includes those who are eligible to work 
“legally” with the proper employment documentation. The informal labour 
force consists of undocumented workers who may not be legally eligible to 
work, but still participate in wage-earning activities. Most Syrian refugees in 
Turkey fall under the latter category. According to a study conducted by the 
International Labour Organization, “out of 2.1 million Syrians of working age 
in Turkey, 1 million are estimated to participate in the labor market.”17 This 
disproportionate ratio of over 50% of Syrian refugees in the informal labor 
force is largely an indication of skill level as well as rate of assimilation. Before 
diving into the empirical data, it is important to note that the statistics below 
solely apply to the formal labor force and apply to Turkey as a whole with the 
inclusion of the native population. 

As of August 2020, Turkey’s unemployment rate came to be 13.2%, an over-
all decrease in comparison to the previous year by 0.8 percentage points.18 The 
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employment rate in Turkey was realized as 43.9%, which also experienced a 
decrease of 2.4 percentage points. Labor force participation has also decreased 
by 3.3 percentage points, with roughly 31,749,000 currently in the market, 
accounting for 50.6% of the population.19 The decline in employment and labor 
force participation rate are likely economic effects posed by the pandemic. 

Labor Demographics

The first demographic I will discuss is age group. The current distribution 
of the Syrian refugee population skewed heavily towards the younger ages. 
Syrian refugees as a whole represent around 4.1% of the Turkish population 
in 2017.20 Of that percentage, those ages 0 to 24 roughly comprised 6.3%. In 
particular, children ages zero to 14 contributed the most in terms of propor-
tion of the population. In 2017, the population of children between zero to 14 
reached upwards of 1.2 million.21 Since children under 14 are not eligible to 
legally work, they do not significantly factor into the formal labor force statis-
tics. However, the use of child labor poses a tremendous impact in occupying 
the informal labor force and low-skilled jobs. The number of Syrian boys that 
worked in 2017 was 109,238 with an employment rate of nearly 60% at age 14.22 
The child population of refugees also contributes greatly to the Turkish educa-
tion sector, which influences labor market composition in terms of skill share 
through human capital accumulation. 



Economic Impact of the Syrian Refugee Crisis  •  Lin 103

The education quality in communities with heavy Syrian populations is 
typically lower than those with higher native populations. This inequality is 
innately present due to lack of government funding. In terms of just the edu-
cation rates, we see a drastically higher percentage of Syrian refugees with lack 
of primary education at over 30%, while the native Turkish population with-
out primary education is only 15%.23 However, we see a closure in that gap as 
we move higher in the education system, with roughly the same percentages 
in both parties obtaining lower secondary and upper secondary education. 
One major problem in the education structure within Turkey is the missing 
generation of Syrian refugees obtaining tertiary education. This phenomenon 
originated due to the destruction of the education system in Syria, causing 
essentially a whole generation to miss out on an educational opportunity. In 
figure (7), the age group with the highest percentage of tertiary education 
ranged from 35 to 39.24 We see this gap reflected in the labor market in dis-
proportionately high numbers of Syrians working in the informal labor force. 

The next demographic I will look at is gender. In 2020, Turkey’s labor force 
participation rate and employment rate were significantly higher amongst men 
than women. The employment statistics for males and females between 15 to 
24 come in at 76.2% and 66.9% labor force participation rate and 36.3% and 
30.4% employment rate, respectively.25 On the other hand, for ages 15 to 24, the 
unemployment rate and the “rate of neither in employment nor in education” 
see significantly higher numbers amongst women. These unemployment rates 
come in at 12.2% and 16.2%, while the neither “employed nor education” rate 
are 22.7% and 38.4% between males and females, respectively.26 Due to cul-
tural and societal factors in the region, it is not necessarily surprising seeing 
such huge disparities between the two genders. Regarding specifically Syrian 
refugees, we still see major differences between the two genders, in addition to 
differences between genders with their respective native counterparts. Look-
ing at figures (8) and (9), there is a disproportionately larger percentage of 
both native Turkish males and females obtaining an education at around 80% 
at age 15 in both groups.27 Compare that to the significantly lower percentages 
of Syrian children obtaining an education at age 15, which is around 10% for 
males and 20% for females.28 This can be attributed to the issue of child labour 
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explained before, as a majority of Syrian children are employed due to finan-
cial desperation. Amongst fifteen-year-old males, roughly 65% are considered 
employed, and amongst fifteen-year-old females, 60% are “housekeepers,” a 
role that is included as part of the informal labor sector.29 

Effect of Refugees: IV Approach

When applying the IV method, Del Carpio and Wagner noticed significant 
trends in the Turkish labor market. On the aggregate level, the incorpora-
tion of the IV method indicates a displacement effect on the native popu-
lation. Specifically, the framework states that if a sub-region increases the 
refugee population by one percentage point, the native employment would 
decrease by a ratio greater than one percentage point.30 This displacement of 
native employment is particularly evident in the informal labor force, which 
accounts for roughly 40% of the overall labor force.31

Since many refugees are counted as part of the informal labor force, the 
displacement effect on the informal Turkish labor is at a point estimate of –5.0 
as per the IV model.32 However, Syrians are not just migrating laborers, they 
are also migrating consumers. With a higher population of consumers comes 
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a higher demand for goods. In order to keep up, businesses need to increase 
production and in effect require more labor. The same pattern applies to for-
mal employment—simultaneously causing an increase in formal demand. 
The increase in demand for formal goods, however, is not followed through 
with the same supply of formal labor. The IV model shows this through a point 
estimate increase of 1.5 percentage points in the creation of jobs amongst Tur-
key’s formal sector.33 

Although the increase in formal labor is a positive feat, it fails to take into 
account the female demographic. Since the majority of the Turkish labor force 
is male, an increase in formal labor mostly benefits the native male work-
ing force. Del Carpio and Wagner emphasize the influx of refugees to nega-
tively affect native female employment. We can hypothesize such effects if 
we reconfigure equation (3) to obtain the ratio of refugees to the working age 
population through distinction of the (R) and (Y) variables. Upon applying it 
specifically to the female population, there is an evident drop in female infor-
mal employment amongst the native population as a result of the increase in 
female refugees obtaining such work. The negative effect comes in when we 
do not see a subsequent increase in formal employment, similar to the case 
seen with males. Stated before, the formal sector is largely comprised of male 
workers, meaning the increased demand will be filled up primarily by male 
natives. This leaves a large proportion of Turkish females getting laid off from 
their low-skilled job and becoming unemployed. Despite the negative effects 
on female employment, there is an increase in female education rates, as that 
is the only option for many natives—which can greatly benefit the future of 
Turkey’s human capital.34 

When looking empirically at wage increases over the past ten years, the 
increase of wages can be shown through the use of the change in wage formula 
in equation (5) and market composition.

Based on a textbook model of Walrasian supply and demand, a surplus 
in labor supply should drive wages down. Looking at equation (5) we will 
be analyzing the effect of w1 since that represents the wages post-refugee. I 
will first break down w1 into two components: the informal and formal labor 
wages, since both contribute to the overall mean wage. In application, since 
we account that the majority of refugees are in the informal labor sector, the 
immediate reaction of refugee increase should indeed lead to fall of informal 
wages (causing decline in w1). This fall in wages are not stable because migra-
tion will ultimately take place where both natives and refugees will relocate to 
where wages are higher – transitioning the labor supply and causing the wages 
in the region they left to increase (increase in w1). Wages will then continue 
to increase due to rise in consumption and higher demand in the formal sec-
tor. The demand for formal sector will cause formal wages to increase, which 
are generally a lot higher than informal wages, leading to further increase in 
mean wage w1. At this point, the change in mean wages (Δw1) should be in the 
positive territory as the inherently high wage increase in formal labor should 
outweigh the displacement in the informal. 
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On an overarching scale, the increase of refugees did not change just labor 
force demographics or just wages, but had a lasting impact on the overall com-
position of the market. We established that most refugees relocate to where 
wages or employment opportunities are most optimal. These migration effects 
have also been seen to directly impact the labor composition with more need 
for formal labor, adjustments in demographics with more women in school, 
and immediate shock for wages. Thus, in order to be competitive in the mar-
ket, businesses must adapt to these changes and keep wages high in order to 
attract labor. If not, refugees will be less incentivized to relocate to that region, 
causing the businesses to lack labor and ultimately exit the market. The con-
gregation of refugees in a particular area with attractive wage opportunities 
sparks social controversy and discriminatory sentiments towards Syrian com-
munities by Turkish natives. Eventually governments are forced to put policies 
that relocate refugees and resources, in what will become a reverse causality 
effect to our models. We will see in the next section that these discriminatory 
sentiments and government policies are not limited to Turkey, but across the 
entire continent.

External Economic Effects 

The Syrian Refugee crisis has evidently posed a tremendous strain on the 
international community. This section looks at the effects of the refugee crisis 
on the European Union as well as neighboring countries in the region from a 
holistic perspective. This will be followed with examples of involvement from 
both countries—such as the United States and Russia—and institutions—
such as the United Nations. 

Refugee Effect on Fiscal Expenditure: European Union

The number of asylum seekers and immigrants in Europe has increased tre-
mendously in the span of the last ten years. In 2014, the reported number 
of first-time asylum applicants was 565,000. In 2015, that number more than 
doubled, reaching 1.26 million applications.35 Germany alone experienced 
an increase in 269,000 applicants, from 173,000 in 2014 to 442,000 in 2015.36 
Syria in particular had 3.9 million refugees migrate to the EU in 2014.37 This 
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tremendous increase in applicants is largely related to the former German 
chancellor Angela Merkel’s strong advocacy for accepting refugees. However, 
not every EU country agrees with her stance. Relationships between countries 
and the European Union are incredibly important for successful policy mak-
ing. One such relationship includes Turkey and the EU. In March of 2016, Tur-
key and the European Union reached a deal that was meant to halt the spread 
of refugees into the rest of Europe. The deal essentially made Turkey a “gate-
keeper” for refugees, preventing additional refugees from crossing into Greece 
in exchange for financial support by the European Union. Despite the origins 
of the deal serving the interests of both parties, its intent has deteriorated dur-
ing the pandemic. The Turkish government now believes they are not being 
compensated enough with the six billion dollars provided to them, which is 
intended to cover the claimed $40 billion needed for public resources.38 With 
COVID-19 cases rising and 3.6 million refugees living in close quarters, the 
Turkish government is desperate for more financial support. A UNHCR sur-
vey gathered that 63% of refugees in Turkey have difficulty accessing food and 
53% do not believe they meet proper sanitation conditions.39 There were also 
massive cases of unemployment within Turkey, with 69% of refugees losing 
their jobs and 65% unable to fully pay their bills due to the effects of the pan-
demic.40 Since many Syrian-owned enterprises within Turkey are small busi-
nesses, many of them have been shut down. However, the refugee crisis is not 
just relevant in Turkey; it is a macroeconomic issue that heavily impacts the 
rest of Europe and specifically those within the European Union. 

The effect on the European Union revolves around changes in labor force, 
GDP, and fiscal response. To analyze the labor force changes, we will use the 
wage curve, introduced by Blanchower and Oswald (1995) and illustrated 
in figure (11). The reason for this specific model is the depiction of the intri-
cate relationship between labor demand, labor supply, and wage. The labor 
demand is determined by the demand of goods and services along with the 
relative price of labor. The labor supply is decided by the amount workers are 
willing to charge for their labor. The wage income is set by the price companies 
and firms pay to obtain labor services. 
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Unemployment is another factor that can be taken from the wage curve and is 
the difference between the wage curve and labor supply. As unemployment 
decreases, the two curves close in and we start seeing an increase in real wages. 
We will revisit this concept in the expenditure models. 

It is important to keep in mind that in the immediate effect of experienc-
ing mass immigration, the fiscal cost would most likely exceed fiscal benefit. 
This is due to the tremendous cost needed to maintain these refugees, such 
as accommodation costs, health care costs, et cetera. In Germany, the annual 
cost of accepting one refugee is 800 euros on top of 6600 euros in welfare.41 
The amount of financial aid taken from taxing the natives and given to the 
refugees feeds into the negative sentiment and strong distaste towards immi-
gration among the native community. However, the only way to reduce the 
amount of fiscal expenditure and see a return on investment is to assimilate.

To analyze the importance of assimilation and the fiscal benefit as a result, 
we will be looking at expenditure simulations done by Kancs and Lecca (2017). 
In their research, Kancs and Lecca build three hypothetical labor markets, 
all of which undergo an increase in refugees, but each experiences different 
employment conditions and levels of integration. The article titles the three 
scenarios as status quo, advanced integration, and full integration. The status 
quo scenario assumes the typical level of government expenditure on refugee 
integration as well as the natural placements of refugees in the labor market. 
The advanced integration scenario is modeled under the assumption that the 
government will double their expenditure on refugee integration, which will 
lead to higher employment rate and labor force participation rate amongst 
refugees. The full integration model assumes a much more extreme scenario 
where the government spends as much as needed to ensure the status of 
refugees are at the same level as the natives—this includes education level, 
employment rate, and labor force participation. 

Once the frameworks are established, we need to assess the specific param-
eters in each scenario. All scenarios undergo similar types of costs broken down 
into “generic” costs, which is the standard cost of application and essentials, 
education costs, and employment costs. The generic costs are more or less fixed 
throughout the three scenarios and vary on a country to country basis. The cost 
of education is primarily made up of two factors: cost of native language educa-
tion and cost of higher education. The employment costs are most likely depen-
dent on the degree of expenditure the government promotes—the more money 
spent on integration, the more able refugees would be to participate in the labor 
force. Each of the scenarios would weigh the costs differently. The status quo 
scenario would act as the base model with the standard generic costs, lowest 
education costs, and minimal employment costs spent by the government. The 
advanced integration model would see a slight increase in generic costs, but the 
main increase would occur in the education costs, which would lead to more 
skilled refugees in the labor market, causing a rise in labor force participation 
and wages among refugees. In the full integration scenario, we would see a dra-
matic increase in the amount of spending to completely assimilate the refugees 
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at all costs necessary. This means full education and language training so that 
refugees are in perfect competition with native workers, leading to similar 
employment statistics between the two groups. 

To understand the broader applications of these simulations, we will 
return back to the wage curve. This time on the demand curve we would incor-
porate increases in government expenditure to integrate refugees, higher taxes 
on native households to fund such policies, and higher demand for goods by 
refugees as consumers. The supply curve would predominantly consist of the 
surplus of labor supply from the refugee population. When Kancs and Lecca 
ran the simulations of these scenarios the effects were remarkable. Through 
the simulation, we saw more than double the potential GDP growth of the full 
integration model in comparison to the status quo. 

The charts in figure (12) illustrate the importance of assimilating Syrian 
refugees into the European Union. As Syrian refugees are assimilated, the Syr-
ian labor force becomes formalized, causing overall more workers in the for-
mal sector and more production in the economy. The European Union has in 
fact started the integration processes and even weighed the benefits of it in 
their 2016 Macroeconomic Assessment Reports. However, their efforts are not 
nearly enough. With Turkey experiencing the blunt force of refugee impact, 
the European Union seems to get away with not being as active as they pro-
pose to be. 

Political and Societal Sentiment: Greece

On a political level, the Syrian refugee crisis has sparked tremendous debate 
and controversy within the European Union. The vast progressive popula-
tions across the EU have had an active voice in supporting the assimilation 
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of refugees. This professive sentiment is met with conservative voices who 
oppose refugee assimilation and support more protectionist policies. Simulta-
neously, the EU’s handling of the refugee crisis has left tensions unresolved.42

In 2020, the EU experienced waves of disapproval towards the refugee 
situation in Moira, Greece. Due to Greece’s proximity to the Middle East and 
Mediterranean Sea, the country sees larger waves of refugee migration com-
pared to other EU countries. However, because of its weak economic structure, 
Greece was not capable of bearing the costs of refugee assimilation. Thus, the 
majority of refugees that made it to Greece lived in shoddy refugee camps. On 
September 8, 2020, a refugee camp in Moira caught on fire and caused more 
than 13,000 migrants to be left homeless.43 When the fire spread in Moira, 
the spotlight was shown on the inhumane and harsh living conditions these 
refugees were facing. On a larger scale, it showed the European Union’s lack 
of involvement in providing support and implementing proper policies put 
in place that could mitigate such catastrophes. The overflowing of refugees 
also sparked waves of frustration and what the New York Times calls “migrant 
fatigue.” Since many natives are only seeing the immediate effects of immi-
gration such as wage falls and job displacements, resentment towards immi-
gration starts to increase. This led to the election of conservative politicians 
pushing anti-immigration policies and agendas, which allow for the disregard 
of refugee livelihoods. 

Refugees in Less Developed Economies: Iraq

We have analyzed the labor market effects in Turkey and the European Union, 
both of which possess more developed economies compared to Syria—thus 
the results achieved were very similar. What if the framework and logic was 
applied to a less developed country where the separations between informal 
and formal labor are not as distinct? To explore this question, Iraq will be 
used as an example, beginning with a brief overview of Iraq’s economy, labor 
market, and the societal changes that emerged as a result of Syrian refugees. 
Iraq has an economy that is quite similar to Syria’s prior to the Syrian Civil 
War. As of 2020, Iraq’s unemployment rate was at around 12.82% with around 
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10.8 million in the labor force. In 2018, Iraq was a host to over 250,000 regis-
tered Syrian refugees, roughly 4.4% of the overall refugee population.44 Due to 
such a small proportion, there is not extensive literature on the Syrian refugee 
crisis’ impact on Iraq. Thus, the majority of my findings will be based on a 
research report published by Durable Solutions Platform (DSP) in 2019. 

A major difference noticed between Iraq and other host countries is the 
process of Syrian assimilation. Based on surveys from the UNHCR, there is a 
significantly smaller gap when it comes to living standards between Syrians 
and Iraqis compared to other host countries. However, we still see a promi-
nent struggle in finding employment and financial resources. 

Similar to the Syrian economy, Iraq has also undergone periods of eco-
nomic difficulty and strain in the past decades. Thus, the education and skill 
gaps between Syrians and Iraqis are not drastically different. Despite being 
more equally competitive with the native population, there is still a strug-
gle in finding economic opportunities. In the labor market, Syrian refugees 
still dominate the low-skilled jobs, such as in the construction industry. The 
number of Syrians in low-skilled jobs are extremely high because it is diffi-
cult for skilled Syrian refugees to move into the skilled labour force due to 
discrimination.45 Thus, even Syrian refugees with higher levels of education 
become part of the low-skilled labor force. This overcrowding of low-skilled 
jobs conflicts with the native population, causing further discrimination and 
economic disparity. The level of inequality continues when it comes to receiv-
ing humanitarian aid. Iraq is also a state that has experienced conflict and 
is semi-dependent on external assistance. With over four million Iraqi civil-
ians in need of support, along with Syrian refugees, there are just not enough 
resources to go around.46 Thus, the allocation of resources typically prioritizes 
the native population, causing 36% of Syrian households to report an unequal 
distribution of aid.47 
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Yet, despite the difficulty in finding employment and obtaining financial aid, 
an overwhelming proportion of Syrians intend to stay in Iraq. The main rea-
son has to do with the more secure societal structures that Iraq offers. This is 
evident in figure 14, which indicates that compared to Iraqi natives, an addi-
tional six percent of Syrian refugees thought that Iraq offered “long-term 
safety, security, and freedom of movement.”48 This may very well be a state-
ment made from a comparison between the chaotic environment in Syria with 
the slightly more stable conditions in Iraq. Nevertheless, it is still significant, 
because it is an indicator that many Syrians are willing to integrate and raise 
their next generations in Iraq with hopes of obtaining a better future. 

Foreign Political Intervention

Over the past several decades, the Middle East has drawn the attention of 
much of the world. The region is home to some of the largest oil reserves, 
making it economically attractive. Many developed countries take advantage 
of the political instability of the region in order to gain control and access to 
the region’s natural resources. The Syrian refugee crisis is another opportunity 
that incentivizes the involvement of powerful countries like Russia, China, 
and the United States in Middle Eastern politics. 

Vladimir Putin, along with the Iranian government, is a loyal supporter to 
Bashar al-Assad’s regime in Syria. Throughout the Syrian Civil War, Putin has 
been pouring in massive investments to support Assad and “encourag[ing] 
regional and international actors to invest and trade in Syria.”49 Putin’s inter-
est in Syria lies in both power and fear. Putin wants to gain a foothold in the 
region as a dominant power, but at the same time, is fearful that the revolu-
tionary waves in the Middle East will eventually reach Russia. The end goal 
he is trying to achieve in Syria is the re-stabilization of the Syrian govern-
ment, which will secure Russia’s power in the region. Another major global 
power backing the Syrian government is China. President Xi Jinping pledged 
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an investment of $2 billion in Syria as well as proposed $23 billion in aid.50 
Beijing’s main goal in being involved in Syria is the geostrategic location as 
being a part of the greater “Belt and Road” initiative President Xi is aggres-
sively pushing. However, due to the uncertainty in the Syrian economy and 
fatigue of long-term commitment to the distressed country, both Syria and 
China are starting to question their investment. The uncertainty is largely due 
to the extreme competition in Syria as an international battlefield with other 
countries—one in particular is the United States. 

Under the Trump administration, the United States began taking a hawkish 
approach to foreign policy. One of the most recent policies enacted by the 
United States government was the Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act on 
June 17, 2020.51 This act is meant to uphold strict sanctions to the Assad regime 
and any organization or country assisting it, including Hezbollah, Russia, 
China, and Iran. This bill also targets any government-owned entity in Syria, 
including weapons manufacturing as well as oil and gas production. Despite 
civilian protection being the goal of the bill, the end effect actually hurt many 
Syrians. The imposition of heavy sanctions on Syrian businesses and produc-
tion leads to further shortage of goods available. This also forces the Assad 
regime to undergo further deficits and reallocate resources at the expense of 
the vulnerable civilians. Despite fulfilling its purpose in weakening Assad’s 
regime, the Caesar Act is further damaging an already devastated economy. 

Institutional Involvement

Perhaps the most influential forms of aid that directly benefits the Syrians are 
provided by humanitarian institutions. In 2017 alone, 820,000 civilians within 
Syria were given basic aid by the United Nations. The World Health Orga-
nization (WHO) also sent over 14 million medical treatments throughout 
Syria, treating over 2.5 million children against polio and 4.8 million children 
against measles. Within the same year, in just December of 2017, the United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) assisted in 8,746 C-sections and 19,454 
infant deliveries.52 In 2018, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 
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enacted a plan that will enroll 2.2 million children between five and 17 in 
formal education.53 At the front line of all these institutional organizations 
lies the Refugee Agency within the UN (UNHCR) that specializes in raising 
global awareness and provision of aid through donations. For 2018 to 2019, 
the Regional Refugee Resilience Plan (3RP), proposed to raise $4.4 billion for 
refugees located in Lebanon, Turkey, Egypt, Iraq, and Jordan. Despite the life-
changing impact that comes behind such positive statistics, the use of exter-
nal aid was never a long-term solution. The need to find a long-term solution 
encourages UNHCR to not just provide financial support for those who are in 
need, but to also build resilience among them. 

Looking Ahead: Challenges and Solutions

Up to this point, a fundamental understanding of the scope and severity of the 
Syrian refugee crisis has been explained. This section focuses on the challenges 
Syria will face moving forward and potential solutions. The section itself will 
be split into three parts: short-term challenges, long-term challenges, and a 
sustainable road to recovery. 

Short-Term Challenges

The first challenge lies in developing a stable economic foundation. This is 
difficult primarily due to government corruption. Especially with the civil war 
coming to an end, we are seeing a stronger Assad regime driving the economy 
towards further devastation. In order to create a steady economy, it starts with 
a strengthened cooperation of financial institutions both internally and exter-
nally. The involvement of institutions is necessary because the current eco-
nomic structure is heavily tied to the instability of politics. Economic actions 
in Syria are frequently biased towards the policymakers and those they favor, 
not necessarily for the betterment of the overall country. That is why eco-
nomic policies need to remain separate from the political agenda. Within the 
country, the primary financial institution is the Central Bank of Syria, which 
can implement monetary policies and influence market reactions through the 
manipulation of interest rates. Syria must gain support from external institu-
tions such as international banks or the World Bank to strengthen the stand-
ing of the central bank of Syria. 

Once a stable economic foundation and institutions are formed, discus-
sion can begin on the second short-run challenge: stabilizing monetary poli-
cies. This will largely be influenced by financial institutions. An important 
aspect of Syria’s economy is foreign investment. In order to start rebuilding 
the Syrian economy, Syria needs to find a way to re-attract foreign investors. 
The inflow of cash by investors will eventually help fund projects that can 
redevelop the public and, more prominently, the private sectors. To make Syria 
an attractive opportunity for investors, Syrian financial institutions need to 
create a safe environment that can secure a return on investment. This largely 
means having stable monetary conditions through combatting inflationary 
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measures, steady foreign exchange rates, management of trade, and proper 
allocation of credit. 

Milton Friedman once stated that “inflation is always and everywhere a 
monetary phenomenon.” Modern economist Thomas J. Sargent reinterpreted 
that statement, claiming that “inflation is always and everywhere a fiscal phe-
nomenon.” This was evident during Syria’s first period of hyperinflation in 
2013, where the government’s only way to prevent economic devastation was 
to print more money. This example clearly illustrates the importance of a sep-
arate financial institution and the danger of the current political system. 

 Although Syrian inflationary rates were fairly stable after 2013, Syria is 
undergoing another wave of inflationary problems, which started in October 
of 2019, when Lebanon experienced a wave of protests.54 Lebanon’s October 
Revolution led to a spiraling of the economy, and due to the close relation-
ship between Lebanon and Syria, Syria also went under tremendous economic 
pressure. The financial instability in Lebanon, on top of the US Caesar Act 
sanctions, evolved into a currency crisis in which the value of the Syrian Pound 
(SYP) became worthless. The situation has gotten so dire to the point where 
the conversion rate skyrocketed to over 3,000 SYP to 1 USD on the Idlib black 
market in June of 2020. Around the same time, the official exchange rate set by 
the Central Bank also nearly halved in value from 704 SYP to 1,256 SYP against 
1 USD.55 These fluctuations are clear evidence of an insecure environment for 
investors, which is why it is necessary to put monetary policies in place that 
can curb currency value volatility in both domestic and foreign markets. 

Since the start of the civil war, the Syrian government has been pouring in 
massive financial capital and increased expenditure into military equipment 
and combat. Despite the large investments by Russia and China, the Syrian 
government is running on extreme fiscal deficits. In 2017, the CIA estimated 
that Syria’s government borrowing accounted for 94.8% of the country’s 
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GDP.56 The constant accumulation of massive state debt leads to the third 
challenge Syria faces: the proper allocation of government spending and 
power. As stated before, the policymakers in Syria have biased economic 
responses that mainly benefit themselves. Policymakers also typically provide 
economic actions geared for the short run, failing to keep in mind economic 
effects in the long term. This, along with the corruptive nature of the Assad 
regime, provided for irresponsible misallocation of financial resources, which 
drove the economy down, indebted the country, and endangered millions of 
Syrians. Due to debt restrictions, the Assad regime began to withdraw subsi-
dies allocated to bread. Without subsidies for basic food along with a depreci-
ating currency, many civilians cannot afford to feed their families. The issue of 
starvation and lack of financial support has been an ongoing problem within 
the country. Based on data collected by the World Food Programme, as of 
April of 2020, 9.3 million people do not have consistent access to food, pre-
senting a 1.3 million increase after the withdrawal of bread subsidies.57 A fea-
sible solution to this challenge is the monitoring of government allocation 
and the temporary halt of foreign political intervention. The current focus of 
government expenditure should be prioritizing the well-being of civilians, not 
military or political gain. To ensure that, there needs to be unbiased and neu-
tral monitoring over government spending and action. At the same time, for-
eign political intervention must cease, such as from the U.S and Russia, as 
they typically have a biased political response. The ability to restructure gov-
ernment spending in Syria can only be achieved through an objective approach 
with the lives of civilians being its utmost priority. 

The three short-term challenges are directly related. Due to the current 
weak financial institutions, the monetary environment becomes unstable, 
forcing the Assad government to take responses that are actually worse for 
Syrians as well as the Syrian economy. Thus, it is imperative that we start 
examining the issue by forming a steady economic foundation. Because these 
are short-term challenges, overcoming them will not immediately make Syria 
a safe environment for refugees to return home. As these measures are going 
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to take time to implement within Syria, it is also crucial to account for the lives 
of Syrian refugees who are currently residing in other countries. 

Thus, the fourth challenge is the proper assimilation of refugees in host 
countries. At the end of the day, the refugee crisis is still a humanitarian issue. 
Throughout this paper, the long-term economic benefits of assimilation has 
been clearly demonstrated. The example of Moira, Greece showed the poor 
living conditions of refugees who are not properly integrated. It is important 
to understand that most refugees are forced to flee Syria due to unsafe living 
conditions, and alienation of such groups in a negative light only perpetuates 
hate and discrimination. Therefore, governments of host countries need to 
take the initiative to build communities and provide social needs, for in the 
long-run those costs will pay out.

Long-Term Challenges

The primary challenge is finding a road to recovery. Although it is near impos-
sible to return Syria back to its pre-2010 economic conditions anytime soon, 
it is critical to identify potential options to get back on track. Once a steady 
economic foundation with proper monetary policies are in place and govern-
ment spending is in check, the next step is to rebuild the Syrian economy. 
In other words, Syria needs to start building its economy through redefining 
trade, production, and innovation. In terms of trade, Syria needs to diversify 
its export economy; currently, it is too dependent on agriculture, mining, and 
oil. With such heavy dependency on commodities trading, Syria is prone to 
unpredictable shocks due to the overall volatility of the market.58 To become 
less reliant on trade, Syria needs to develop a plan to produce within the coun-
try. A method I propose is using investments to expand the private sector and 
encourage small businesses to open up again. The creation of a new private 
sector will increase country production, as well as offer new employment 
opportunities for Syrian workers. Finally, to ensure the growth of produc-
tion, Syria must innovate. This will require the Syrian government to continue 
funding education to ensure human capital accumulation occurs, as well as 
the allocation of more resources to research and development. The diversifi-
cation of trade, increase in domestic production, and emphasis on innovation 
will help rebuild and reignite the economy. 

The second long-term challenge is reinstating peace back into Syrian soci-
ety. This is perhaps one of the most difficult to pursue, as the current political 
climate in Syria involves numerous interests across the globe ranging from 
economic resources to geopolitical control. The root cause of chaos lies in 
conflict; and in order to mitigate conflict, nations need to compromise. 

Thus, it is important to still have unbiased organizations mediate the situ-
ation with the best interests of civilians in mind. This is the stage where coop-
eration amongst the international community in building for the greater good 
is imperative. Another important issue to bring up is the distinction between 
political and military intervention. Political intervention can produce posi-
tive results on society; military intervention sparks nothing but chaos and 



H E M I S P H E R E S : Crisis of Authority  •  vol. 45, 2022118

violence. Therefore, it is necessary to abstain from the use of military or war-
fare tactics as an approach to accomplish agendas. The final note and recom-
mendation to reinstating peace is the implementation of a more transparent 
government. This is perhaps the most difficult, due to the current status of 
Assad’s authoritarian regime. However, the civil war ultimately started due 
to the Syrian peoples’ distaste for and lack of trust in the Syrian government. 
Even in the midst of a global pandemic, Syrians took the streets to protest 
against the regime in June of 2020. If the Assad regime and the Syrian govern-
ment are serious about creating a stable society, they must cooperate and be 
more transparent, potentially mitigating the risk of future uprisings. 

A Sustainable Road to Recovery

Even though all the challenges listed above may not seem to directly address 
the refugee crisis, they contribute greatly to finding not just a solution, but 
a sustainable one. The most sustainable solution is the integration of Syrian 
refugees back into their own homes—putting a halt to the refugee crisis. That 
incentive of returning to Syria can only be feasible if the short-term and long-
term challenges are overcome, allowing for improved economic, political, and 
social conditions. In fact, many Syrian refugees prefer to return home and 
many already have. From 2016 to October 2020, the UNHCR estimated 259,613 
refugees have already voluntarily moved back, with the highest number in 
2019 at 94,971 returns.59 In 2020, we see much lower numbers with the total 
returns thus far at 30,676—however, this may most likely be due to circum-
stances of the pandemic.60
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As we see a return of Syrian refugees back into the country, the next step 
is to ensure a sustained improvement of conditions in Syria to accommodate 
a new population. This can be done through the incorporation of “inclusive 
growth” which is inspired by cumulative research done by Rother, Pierre, Lom-
bardo, Herrala, Toffano, Roos, Auclair, and Manasseh (2016) and published by 
the IMF. The term itself means the integration of economic and social safety 
nets to relieve financial pressures for the vulnerable, so they still have the 
resources needed to survive and succeed. Such examples include subsidized 
education, unemployment insurance, working rights, along with progressive 
social programs and benefits. Earlier, the importance for Syrians to have a safe 
and secure society in Iraq was shown; a higher level of security must return 
to Syria as well. The implementation of such policies would improve Syrian 
society as a whole, ensuring that no Syrian lacks essential resources nor gets 
left behind as the economy grows.

If the refugees do decide to remain in their host countries, conditions in 
the host countries must also improve. These conditions include political rela-
tions between the host country and Syria, on top of internal social reform. 
Whether it be Greece, Turkey, Iraq, or another host country, a big issue these 
countries face is the cost of assimilation. Even if a sustainable plan is enacted 
that will draw refugees back into Syria, those who choose to remain still need 
to be accounted for. Thus, monetary incentives as well as reimbursements 
are necessary so that host countries are willing and able to afford better liv-
ing conditions for refugees. Education should also be emphasized, as it is the 
clearest way of transitioning many refugees away from the informal to for-
mal, higher-skilled jobs. The funding itself should come predominantly from 
external assistance, rather than taxes on natives. Larger economies such as the 
European Union, the United States, and Russia should be providing finan-
cial resources to ensure refugees are properly assimilated, especially if the 
goals of such countries entail political stability in the region. The shift away 
from using tax revenue to fund refugee projects would also help ease conflict 
between the native and refugee communities. On top of refugee welfare pro-
grams, host countries also need to strengthen social programs geared towards 
the native population, as many are experiencing unemployment and financial 
difficulties as a result of such fluctuation. The notion of “inclusive growth” still 
applies in host countries, expanding beyond just economic disparities, but 
also social disparities to form a united community.

Conclusion

The Syrian refugee crisis is a political, economic, and humanitarian issue. 
Politically, the refugee crisis branches from the geopolitical instability of the 
region as well as the internal dissatisfaction with the political system, leading 
to a civil war and foreign intervention. Economically, the crisis caused major 
disruptions to the Syrian economy as well as economies elsewhere, evidently 
shown through changes in labor markets and fiscal expenditure. And on a 
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humanitarian scale, this is a crisis that directly affects the lives of people. The 
UNHCR reports that over 13 million Syrians are still in need of basic aid such 
as food and water.61 Ultimately, this is an issue that will affect everyone regard-
less of background or location. The Syrian refugee crisis is not just a tempo-
rary, regional event; it is an international crisis. In order to overcome such an 
issue, it will require the participation and assistance of the global community 
in its entirety. It is only through our collective support for humanity can we 
save millions of lives and potentially end this ongoing crisis.
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Crisis of Authority: Shifting the 
Control of Societal Institutions
Marijke Pieters-Kwiers, Syracuse University 
Jeff Thomas, New York University

Attempting to adapt is at the forefront of 2022. With an increasing number 
of people getting vaccinated, more of the workforce returning to in-person 
work and school, and an expanding effort to instill a sense of normalcy, it 
almost seemed like COVID-19 had come to an end. However, with the ending 
of one crisis comes the opening of another. Civil conflicts broke out around 
the globe, and now, unresolved anger with government leaders and feelings of 
exclusion are in the spotlight. 

This photographic exploration, “Crisis of Authority:  Shifting the Control 
of Societal Institutions,” aims to give younger generations a voice in the deci-
sion of foundational institutions that government leaders previously had full 
control over. As authority is increasingly unstable and elections for new lead-
ers take place, new voters are demanding systemic change focused on improv-
ing their lives. The featured undergraduate photographers provide insights 
on the justice and medical system from the point of view of minorities. They 
tackle the injustices ingrained in these institutions and attempt to tell the 
stories of those affected by their exclusionary practices. The photographs offer 
a new lens by tackling the medical and punishment systems’ effectiveness and 
prevalence in a modernizing world.
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The work explores the feeling of being objectified as a female medical speci-
men, being seen but not believed. Combining self-portraiture with the medi-
cal system’s x-rays, endoscopy, narrative descriptions of offices with specialists, 
this series depicts the disconnectedness one feels from their body when their 
pain is not believed. 

Marijke Pieters-Kwiers, Syracuse University 

An MRI with a subsequent drug prescription.

A nervous young girl, waiting for a diagnosis.
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The corner of a doctor’s office.
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“BOTHAM” showcases photos taken at an NYC protest nearly two weeks after 
the murder of Botham Jean. It offers the ambivalent bystander an honest look 
into the ethics of the United States justice system by providing a glimpse into 
the intensely passionate world of protest. 

Jeff Thomas, New York University 

Stop Killing Black People. New York City, NY. September 28, 2018. 

New York City, NY. September 28, 2018.
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Onward. New York City, NY. September 28, 2018.
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Democratization, Representation, 
and Gender in Afghanistan: A 
Conversation with Anna Larson
Interview by April Gao

Anna Larson Biography

Anna Larson is an Afghanistan specialist, whose research focuses on democ-
ratization, governance and gender in conflict-affected countries. She lived in 
Afghanistan from 2004-2010 and has since published widely on developments 
in Afghan politics. She has a PhD in Post-war Recovery from the University of 
York, UK, and prior to relocating to the US she taught at SOAS, University of 
London for a number of years. Her book, Derailing Democracy in Afghanistan: 
Elections in an Unstable Landscape, with coauthor Noah Coburn, was pub-
lished by Columbia in 2014.

1. What drew you to the research areas of democratization, elections, gender 
and Afghanistan as a whole? How does each component of these interests 
inform each other?

I was working in Afghanistan in 2004 in the run-up to the country’s first presi-
dential election. I was working in a different field at the time, but I was hear-
ing a lot about the elections because these were the first since the Taliban 
had been ousted in 2001, and people were quite excited. I was teaching in a 
girls’ high school and I was interested to see how the planned reserved seats 
system for women in the parliamentary elections would impact the political 
landscape at that time, coming at what was thought to be the end of a very 
patriarchal regime. My first research project there involved analyzing the 
impact of the reserved seats system, looking at which women got elected in a 
particular district in the north of Afghanistan and why, and how this impacted 
women in general in that northern region. Looking into that topic specifi-
cally led me to think about questions of representation. What does it mean to 
be represented? In this seemingly new political system in Afghanistan, what 
does representation look like in practice? What does the word “democracy” 
actually mean to people in Afghanistan? How is it interpreted? What does it 
mean to bring it about? What are people expecting from a democratic system? 
How are they participating? These questions led to a series of research proj-
ects about what democracy meant to people and how they saw a democratic 
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system emerging in Afghanistan. This included elections and how they were 
contributing in some ways towards the establishment of a democratic system, 
but also taking away from it in others. I wrote a book with a colleague I worked 
with in Afghanistan on that subject.

2. Your book Derailing Democracy in Afghanistan discusses how elections 
contribute to instability in a pre-US-withdrawal Afghanistan. What will the 
future of democracy in Afghanistan look like, and to what extent have past 
actions discussed in your book contributed to the current state of affairs?

I think I’ll take the second part of that question first. Pre-withdrawal attempts 
to democratize in Afghanistan show that elections do not equal democracy. 
These attempts essentially focus only on elections, not really anything else, 
apart from some limited, tokenistic and very west-centric efforts to build 
democratic culture. Democratic culture has to be built internally through 
increased interaction between citizens and the state. But by creating a rent-
ier state through funneling billions of dollars of aid into Afghanistan, the 
international attempt to democratize insulated state leaders against public 
accountability. What I mean by that is that the money being wasted by corrupt 
officials wasn’t coming from the taxpayer; it was coming from aid. And so you 
remove that level of downwards accountability and leaders become account-
able upwards to donors, rather than downwards to the citizens. In addition, 
over the 20 years, the ability to control the electoral processes became a very 
lucrative business indeed, and these factors combined led to significant de-
democratization in Afghanistan well before the US left in 2021. This doesn’t 
mean that aid wasn’t needed or wasn’t useful. It’s just showing that the default 
international response—to throw money at a problem—actually made things 
worse, rather than contributing to solidifying that democratizing effort. 

I think the thing to think about with the future of democracy in Afghani-
stan is that it’s not over. When we think about the word democracy, we think 
about economic prosperity, we think about stability, we think about freedom 
and accountability: the products of our own democratic systems here in the 
industrialized global north. But what we forget is that those are products of 
violent struggle, they are the products of contestation between citizens and 
the state, they are the products also of ethnic cleansing, of colonialism, of slav-
ery. We forget that history of democratization and we focus only on where we 
are now. Even where we are now involves struggle against the state, and citi-
zens being treated differently based on the color of their skin. It’s just crazy, 
but this is part of our democratic system now, let alone what was involved in 
setting it up in the first place. We forget that democracy is dangerous, we for-
get that it’s really, really difficult. What I see happening now in Afghanistan is 
part of a much broader democratization process. It’s de-democratizing now, 
but current events will be part of a much longer historical process of interac-
tions between the state and its citizens, which we will see the effects of later. 
So that’s what I think we need to bear in mind when we think about the future 
of democracy in Afghanistan.
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You also see now a new set of self-proclaimed leaders imposing a new set 
of rules and norms onto its citizens. Incredibly courageous Afghan women 
and men are protesting against these impositions. What remains to be seen 
is how citizens will react in the medium- to long-term. Historically, Afghans 
don’t appreciate top-down impositions or being told what to do—as no citi-
zens do—so I think, later on you’ll see many more people reacting against this. 

The problem is that in the short term, Afghans are starving. Their econ-
omy is decimated and people are concerned right now with survival. There is 
no fuel, there is no food, inflation is soaring. Doctors are emptying their cars 
to provide fuel for generators to keep babies’ life support machines on. The 
scale and depth of the problem is heartbreaking and very difficult to imagine 
for us sitting over here. At the moment, the Taliban narrative is blaming the 
international community for refusing to provide aid to the Taliban govern-
ment. But ultimately, the Taliban are the self-proclaimed leaders of the new 
Afghan state and ultimately, they will be held accountable. They are respon-
sible for managing flows of aid, just as Hamid Karzai was, just as Ashraf Ghani 
was, and so the Afghan people will hold them accountable at some point. It’s 
just that at the moment, the situation is so terrible for people that the focus 
needs to be on people’s families and their survival. 

If you’re looking further into the future, democratization in Afghanistan 
will likely look very different from democratization in the West. To get an 
idea of what it might look like, you have to look at past historical examples of 
democracy in Afghanistan. For example, in the sixties—Afghanistan’s “decade 
of democracy”—when parliamentary elections did occur successively, they 
were very much based on consensus, local politics, local shuras (or councils) 
holding sessions to figure out service delivery and having local level account-
ability structures worked into political systems, with people getting involved 
and holding their leaders to account. This is the kind of democratic politi-
cal culture that existed in Afghanistan before the US intervention and the 
kind that needed support during it, but which was neglected in favor of win-
ner-take-all elections. I think if the Taliban are really interested in enabling 
long-term stability in Afghanistan, then they will start to work on those local 
systems of accountability. They will start to give voice to local leaders. They are 
only going to talk to men, of course, but that at least will develop a more stable 
system at the local level and make people feel like their voices are being heard. 
If the Taliban were to take that step, you might see stability start to take root, 
but not unless they listen to local leaders, local communities, and their needs. 
And again, this might not count as “democracy” according to Freedom House 
scores, but it would nevertheless signify increasing interactions between citi-
zen and state—in other words, democratization. 

3. What are the economic implications of the Taliban takeover, from an inter-
national lens and also in regards to female economic participation? 

I think the economic implications are huge. Afghanistan is a country that is in 
dire need of support right now. Even though the Taliban have funds, there is 
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no system or infrastructure to channel those into the places that need them. 
There is no way to support the provision of electricity, and there is no exper-
tise, there’s no institutional memory. The Taliban have replaced almost all 
the government ministers in positions before the takeover and replaced them 
with their own cronies, with their own people who have no experience govern-
ing. There’s just no capacity to provide for citizens.It’s a complete disaster. It’s a 
humanitarian emergency and a great many people are dying as a result. There 
has to be a way for international support to get through. We have to consider 
this beyond the kind of political or moral concerns we might have about sup-
porting the Taliban and get that humanitarian aid to the people who need it. 
There has to be a way to do that, because otherwise, collectively as an interna-
tional community, we are partly responsible.

4. Is external intervention in Taliban governance possible? Would it make the 
situation worse, and how would this impact Afghan refugees?

Firstly, I don’t think there’s the political will from the international com-
munity to even try that; there’s no incentive to get involved in the politics of 
Afghanistan. There’s a twenty year period where internationals tried to do that 
and failed, and there’s a real reluctance to get involved now. Secondly, I think 
that the Taliban will spin any kind of external intervention as an imposition 
of Western cultural norms and values onto sovereign Afghanistan. They are 
desperate to try to prove that their fight to reclaim that sovereign territory 
as Afghan territory and get the outsiders to leave has been a struggle worth 
fighting for. So, to legitimize their capture of the state, they need to prevent 
external intervention from coming back and imposing different norms. So 
first, I don’t think there’s any political will in the part of the internationals to 
get involved and second, I don’t think that the Taliban would countenance 
anything that could be seen as international involvement, because their whole 
struggle has been based on this narrative of reclaiming a sovereign Islamic 
State that is not beholden to the secular Western values.

5. A week ago on December 3, 2021, a “decree on women’s rights” was released 
by the Taliban government. Do you believe this decree will be implemented 
and supported, and can the Taliban truly make progress towards women’s 
rights or is it all just a facade? Is this decree at all related to an attempt for 
international or UN recognition?

So this is a really interesting question. You have to look historically at how 
women’s rights have been right at the center of Afghan and international 
political struggles in Afghanistan. Consider, for example, the USSR-backed 
government in the 1980s and how they introduced rules that banned the 
veil and changed inheritance rules in favor of women, and the backlash that 
that created amongst conservative groups in Afghanistan at the time. That 
backlash was framed with a narrative that used those rules to fuel an anti-
interventionist movement to get the Russians out. You can see how women’s 
rights are used as part of that narrative to oust imposters, to get rid of external 
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imposition of values on Afghanistan. This is a trend that goes back to the 
1980s, if not before. And then you see it again as part of the Taliban’s narrative 
in the 1990s—this time as a way to “protect” women from the anarchy of the 
civil war—and beyond in their campaigns against international intervention 
in the 2000s. This narrative uses women’s rights and freedoms to exemplify, 
in very tangible terms for local communities, how the West is coming in and 
imposing different sets of cultural values that are supposedly “un-Islamic” and 
completely alien to Afghan culture and society. This narrative has been really 
effective. But on the other side, a similar narrative has been employed by the 
international community. They’ve come into Afghanistan, citing women’s 
rights abuses and a concern for women’s equality in Afghanistan as part of 
the reason for intervention. This is seen very skeptically by the Taliban and 
many other Afghans as just a facade or a way to try to gain geopolitical influ-
ence in the country. So women’s rights have been right at the center of these 
political struggles for a very long time, and what you see now with this Taliban 
decree is just an extension of the same thing. They are using this international 
language to talk about, for example, women being human beings and being 
able to determine who they marry to demonstrate some kind of international 
legitimacy as a government. But it is very much about securing that UN rec-
ognition. Will it be implemented? Unlikely. They have no way of enforcing 
any of this, even if they wanted to, just as the Ashraf Ghani government didn’t 
have any way of enforcing women’s rights (and not very much political will to 
try either). So there’s nothing here that’s about the implementation of change 
for real women. It’s all talk, it’s all narrative, it’s part of the political strategy. 
But if you’re taking an optimistic view, what you could say is that the fact that 
they have released this decree and the fact that they felt that it was neces-
sary indicates to some extent that they’re capitulating, maybe realizing that 
in 2021, you can’t run a legitimate state that effectively imprisons half of its 
population. So the optimistic view is to see this as some kind of concession 
towards what they need to do to at least look like a legitimate state in the 
international system, but again, that’s optimistic and I don’t see it having any 
impact on local women.

6. Our journal theme for the 2022 edition of Hemispheres is “Crisis of Author-
ity.” As many may note, the withdrawal of US troops from Afghanistan 
over the summer of 2021 has created both internal and external chaos. The 
absence of US military presence also leaves space for other countries like 
China and Russia to expand their interests in Afghanistan. Historically, 
how has Afghanistan handled crises of authority, and how will recent devel-
opments exacerbate the current situation?

I think before you look at crises of authority in Afghanistan, you need to ana-
lyze how authority is created in Afghanistan as well. Afghans I have spoken 
to generally see authority as created by a strong leader who is able to manage 
international relations to the extent that funding comes in, and enough fund-
ing is provided to keep the state running to allow people to have a basically 
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decent and roughly secure livelihood. That amount of international funding 
means that Afghans are not taxed excessively for the provision of services, 
that there’s enough international funds to prevent the kind of upheaval that a 
great deal of taxation might create, and that international funding is balanced 
against international imposition. One leader revered by many Afghans in ret-
rospect was King Zahir Shah, who ruled from 1933 to 1973—a forty-year period 
of relative stability in Afghanistan. This period was characterized by limited 
economic development and little advancement in terms of infrastructure. But 
people were able to just get on with their lives without too much interference, 
either from the state or from outside, and there was a level of international 
funding that was coming from both the USSR and the US during the Cold War 
in a kind of balance that prevented that funding being seen as the imposition 
of one superpower coming in and telling Afghanistan how to run itself. To 
sum up, the legitimacy and the authority of the King—in addition to his royal 
lineage—came from a leader who was authoritative but not too imposing of 
top-down stipulations about how people should live their lives. That’s where 
leaders successively since then have lost authority, because there’s been either 
too much imposition of rules about how to live or an inability to manage inter-
national funding coming in. Dr. Najibullah, for example, was the President 
at the end of the Soviet regime. So in 1989, Soviet funding to Afghanistan 
started to decrease significantly and things fell apart. By the early 1990s, there 
was civil war again. This was a key crisis of authority of the kind that we are 
seeing in Afghanistan now. The Taliban are not going to be able to secure that 
international funding to come into the country—at least not from the West—
and so it remains to be seen how they will establish their authority going for-
ward, particularly as forcing people to comply with imposed behavioral norms 
through violence is not going to work for a long period of time. We’re seeing 
a real crisis here, and I don’t see how that is going to be mitigated unless the 
Taliban can find a secure means of funding coming from other sources that 
do not seem to be imposing political and social values. You might see, for 
example, China playing a bigger role in that regard, but then again that will 
bring up its own issues in terms of what Afghanistan needs to provide back in 
return for that assistance.



143

Eastern Philosophy, Chinese 
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a BA in international relations from The George Washington University, an 
MA in national security affairs from the Naval Postgraduate School, and com-
pleted the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Seminar XXI Program for 
national security leaders.

1. Can you tell us a little bit more about your research interests—how did 
you connect classical Chinese philosophy with Chinese foreign policy? How 
does one inform the other and where do they intersect?

So we all have a philosophy, right? Whether you take the time to define it 
explicitly or accept it implicitly based on what you learn from school, your 
parents, et cetera. We all have an answer to those basic questions: where am 
I, how do I know it, and what should I do? We’re here in the world. We have 
an epistemology for understanding it. And then of course, morality is how we 
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decide. I had an interest in political theory from an early age. It partly led me 
to study philosophy at university and it led me to ultimately join the Marine 
Corps, believe it or not, and I thought it was important for understanding the 
world. Later when I started studying China and the PRC, I was looking for 
something to unify, to integrate everything I was learning and to use it to help 
brief those whom I work for. And the way that an individual looks at the world 
shapes how they see it, how they interpret facts that come in, and therefore 
what they decide to do. And as I was attempting to understand the PRC and 
the way they behave, I realized that there was a thought system that was dif-
ferent than how a lot of Western analysts were looking at it. And we tend to 
say, well, the leaders in Beijing will obviously do x ‘because,’ but that, ‘because’ 
usually comes from a context that the speaker brings with them. And I think 
it’s important to get inside the other individual’s head; not just walk a mile in 
their shoes, but think for a few hours in their brain. I think that philosophy 
helps give a window for understanding.

2. You served in the Marine Corps Attaché in Australia. Does your experience in 
the Armed Forces shape your studies of security issues in China in any way?

Well, first of all, it was the Marine Corps that decided I’d be good at Chinese. 
So it’s all their fault. Prior to that, I did not study China or Chinese. They said, 
“Hey, Scott, you’d be good at this. Go do it.” Fortunately, my interest in phi-
losophy made it very interesting because of the political theory that has lasted 
for millennia in China. But the military shaped how I study in many ways, as 
an attaché in Canberra and in Taiwan. Of course, I’m looking at it from a dip-
lomatic angle. Meeting Chinese diplomats in Canberra, discussing interest-
ing issues of mutual interest with them obviously gives you some perspective. 
Working with others in the region, and their perspective on how China reacts, 
as well as how other states react. When working operationally at III MEF, I’m 
looking at how they maneuver forces around the region and for what reason. 
That informs how I’m looking at it. Then later as I’m trying to inform the 
commandant and policymakers on how the PRC thinks and why, that lens is 
important to me as well. So you bring up a good point that I have a lens that 
I’m looking at this through, and while doing that, I am trying to understand 
the lens that the other guy is looking at it through. So yes, it’s important that 
that lens helps shape why and how I’m looking at it, but as I do that, I do not 
lose sight of the lens the other guy has.

3. China has recently been testing hypersonic missiles which has both sur-
prised and worried the US, with Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Gen. Mark 
Milley calling it a “Sputnik” moment. What does this recent development 
mean for the balance of military power between the US and China and what 
does it mean for the future of mutually assured destruction?

I’d say personally, I have yet to be completely sold that hypersonics are going to 
change the world. [I am] Not an engineer. Soft science. But when we talk about 
deterrence, you know, there’s this idea of vulnerability; what am I vulnerable 
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to? And how can the other guy put that at risk? And how can I identify [their 
weakness] and also put the other party at risk? I read a statement by—I’m gonna 
forget his name—General, I want to say Schwartzman, that might not be cor-
rect [General Schwartz was the chief of staff of the Air Force]. And he said, well, 
we still have the ability to detect and track those weapon systems. And as long 
as that’s the case, we have the ability to understand [the missile is] coming in 
and respond effectively. So from that I took [the idea that] he does not see that 
as necessarily making deterrence impossible, because it does not necessarily 
break the mutually-assured destruction chain. What is a weapon system like 
that good at, good for? Of course, you can strike military forces, your counter-
force mission, countervalue for cities. You could do it. But why would you waste 
that weapon system on it? What puts deterrence at risk is if you can strike the 
US’ second-strike capability: our ability to respond to a nuclear strike. Where’s 
that housed? Primarily in ballistic missile submarines hidden deep in the ocean. 
So that’s more of a detection and then targeting that technology. So I person-
ally don’t necessarily think hypersonics break down the deterrent chain. Is it a 
pretty cool capability? Yes. Is the United States also working on it? Yes. In terms 
of breaking down deterrence, I raised this knowing that I do not have a good 
answer for it. The question is autonomous weapon systems, and cyber in par-
ticular, because cyber we do not necessarily have a good answer to. How do we 
affect deterrence, much less mutually assured?

4. Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, China has made a contro-
versial decision to pursue a “zero COVID” policy with strict border controls 
and internal lockdowns. What do you think the Chinese Communist Party’s 
rationale for pursuing this policy is? And what are its implications for the 
Chinese people?

So first, we want to think about what the Chinese Communist Party’s objective 
[is] here. We’re international relations scholars, a lot of us in the room, so what 
are the national interests of the People’s Republic of China? The maintenance 
of power by the Chinese Communist Party. That is according to Dai Bingguo, 
the former state councilor of the People’s Republic of China. So COVID zero. 
How does that affect the Chinese Communist Party? And I think, why have 
they chosen that course of action? There are people who debate whether or 
not you should go COVID-Zero or allow things to circulate. New Zealand, for 
example, went to COVID Zero for some time. Australia played with it. [The 
CCP] see that as necessary, in order to maintain their legitimacy as the rulers 
of the PRC, because there’s this idea that it broke out here, we need to show 
we can control it, that we can prevent the chaos, that we can make sure that 
this does not turn into mass pestilence, that now puts us all at risk. You could 
throw back to the idea of the Mandate of Heaven. Mass disease is a sign of 
the inability of a ruler to lead, and therefore there’s a need to keep that under 
wraps. And so I think that also helps to control things. The interesting thing, 
we’re beginning to wonder, what is the actual impact of COVID Zero on the 
economies of states that have tried it—the PRC in particular, which [leans] 
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upon its ability to manufacture and export to the world. You have internal con-
sumption issues, you now have other issues that are plaguing it, [for example] 
they’re warning people to stock up on food, [as] there might not be enough 
food for the winter. There are coal shortages that are leading to blackouts. And 
how do these things stack up on top of one another? I think it’s something 
they’re starting to worry about.

5. What does the Hong Kong National Security Law mean for the region 
and for China as a whole? And how will the recent arrests and the law’s 
vagueness affect Chinese authority? What will be the economic effect of its 
imposition?

So Hong Kong, I think the first thing it did was guarantee that Taiwan is not 
coming to the mainland. Put a nail in that coffin. [It] kind of convinced the 
Taiwanese, “I want nothing to do with the mainland.” In terms of the world, 
I think it’s interesting that there was a very muted response worldwide. Most 
people think, oh, yeah, that’s bad. Okay, next! Which in some sense, showed 
Beijing that they could do it and there would not be repercussions. So they 
went along with it. I think economically, it is probably not good for Hong Kong 
in the long run, as an outpost of laissez-faire on the Chinese mainland. I think 
it is going to decline somewhat. There was already concern that that might 
be changing, that people might move offshore. Singapore has long thought 
they were a better place for that. I think that would ultimately have a negative 
effect on the PRC. Some in the PRC think that’s not the case; Shanghai could 
take over for some of the things that Hong Kong used to provide. But that has 
similar issues to Hong Kong in some regards. So I think it’s going to be bad. It 
has the potential to be bad economically as well. The ambiguity? I’m not sure 
that there is that much. It seems to be pretty clear what the PRC is saying, that 
no, there’s not going to be further liberalization of voting, that [Hong Kong] is 
part of the PRC, and they will behave as such. I think that if anything, it does 
become more clear that [they’re] not going to drag [their] feet and maybe 
open things up. This is the way [they] run [their] country.

6. The theme of the 2022 edition of Hemispheres is “Crisis of Authority.” This 
refers to the way that the power structure of the international order is shift-
ing, and responsibility for global problems, like pandemics, is difficult to 
pin down. Do you see a crisis of authority when it comes to China’s power 
in relation to the US? And what does this look like? 

Okay, so I have some IR students in here. Who has the authority in the inter-
national system? Nobody. International anarchy, that’s what we teach you 
in international relations, right? There is nobody in charge. So the crisis of 
authority? What authority? Post-World War II, the liberal international order, 
as we like to say, has largely been crafted by the United States and its friends 
and allies through systems, institutions, and perhaps most importantly, 
norms that kind of govern the way that states behave towards and between 
one another. And the issue now is that some people are not entirely happy 
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with the way that that current system works. The PRC is on record as saying 
that this is not always entirely fair to all nations and that maybe it’s time for 
some adjustment. Some people think that the combination of the 2008 finan-
cial crisis, the Western response to COVID-19, and just the fact that the PRC 
has risen means that it’s time for those things to change. So there’s your crisis, 
right? Is there going to be a one-world system? Are there going to be two? But 
it’s going to be different. The PRC, many would argue, is currently making a 
case that there should be at least two, if not a better one, based on norms that 
are more fair to people such as them[selves]. And you see that in the crafting 
of a parallel set of international institutions—such as the AIB and the One 
Belt, One Road initiative—to make linkages between countries on a system 
with rules set in Beijing, instead of Washington, New York, or Geneva. And so 
the crisis then is, which way is this going? Is there going to be a blip? Is there 
disagreement? And of course, could it lead to war? And so I don’t think that’s 
been settled yet. 

Of course, most people in the West are suggesting, maybe we can reform 
some things. Some people not in the West are saying, you said that, but you’re 
not doing it fast enough. And so there is some tension there. And at some 
point, we can get to norms. Now, there are certain reforms that parties such as 
the PRC would like to see that might not be palatable to people in the West, 
so now do you get [into] the clash of norms and a battle over ideas? I don’t 
know the answer to that in the long run. I would say what it comes down to 
is how far will the PRC push? And how far will western nations be willing to 
fudge the lines? And what lines can they fudge and not fudge? And that comes 
down to where do interests actually conflict? And where can there be coopera-
tion? I think, broadly, there’s probably many more areas of cooperation than 
there are of conflict. The question is, when you come to those areas of conflict, 
when states come into competition, how do you address that? And how do you 
handle it? And that’s why I think that for all the rhetoric and maligned dis-
cussion that has swirled around the use of the term strategic competition, in 
some sense identifying that there is competition between two sets of ideas is 
valuable. Then you can be open-eyed about it and say, look, we disagree about 
this, what are we going to do about it? And so in that sense, I think it’s good.
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One Nation or Many? Crises  
of Governance in Ethiopia’s  
Tigray War
Emma Jennings

Ethiopia has been experiencing high levels of conflict since November 2020 
when fighting broke out between the current government and the former con-
trolling party in the Tigray region, setting off a humanitarian crisis and lead-
ing to allegations of ethnic cleansing against the Nobel Peace Prize-winning 
prime minister’s government. Accusations of war crimes on both sides and 
the history of the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) as the main party in 
the repressive Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) 
complicate the conflict, as does the TPLF’s more recent alliances with the 
Oromo Liberation Army (OLA) and other anti-government forces. Currently, 
opposition forces are unified under the goal of toppling Abiy Ahmed’s gov-
ernment, but the outcome of an opposition victory and ascent to power is 
uncertain. Will the alliance hold, or will Ethiopia experience continued vio-
lence and destabilization as regional loyalties supersede national ones? Or, 
in the scenario where the government is victorious, what will happen to the 
region—and people—of Tigray? The power struggles occurring at the elite 
level have created a dangerous narrative of ethnic grievance that could have 
a strong negative impact on future attempts at peacebuilding. The concept of 
an Ethiopian nation, as opposed to an Oromo, Amharic, or Tigrayan nation, is 
weakened by conflicting views of who has legitimate authority.

Ethiopia was one of two African nations that was able to largely avoid out-
right European colonization in the late 19th century (though it was briefly occu-
pied by Italy during World War II) and had a long-standing monarchy until 
1974, when it was overthrown and replaced with a military government known 
as the Dergue. The Dergue exercised authoritarian control over the popula-
tion and allowed one state-sanctioned party—the Workers’ Party of Ethio-
pia—to operate. Armed political groups like the TPLF overthrew the Dergue 
in 1991.1 Immediately following this, the TPLF-led coalition party known as 
the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front set up a transitional 
government to create a new constitution. This constitution allowed for a fed-
eral system with various regions defined by ethnic boundaries. Each region 
was also granted significant levels of autonomy and the constitutional right 
to secede, though this provision has been highly contested.2 This gave the 
TPLF, in their view, the constitutional legitimacy to hold the Tigray regional 
elections in September 2020 despite the central government’s cancellation of 
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all elections due to the pandemic. In November, Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed 
sent troops into Tigray after accusing the TPLF of orchestrating an attack on 
a military base.3

This reaction, while extreme and a political misstep, is more understand-
able when viewed in the context of a major historical cleavage within Ethio-
pian politics. At its most basic level, this cleavage is a disagreement over the 
future of the Ethiopian state. The divide is between a more recent push for 
increased centralization and civic unity as an “Ethiopian nation” versus the 
more conventional conception of one’s “nation” as an individual ethnic group, 
which was then allowed a degree of self-government under the existing federal 
structure. Abiy’s government and his supporters are largely in favor of increas-
ing centralization, with Addis Ababa exercising greater authority over the 
regions.4 This growing influence was demonstrated when, for example, the 
national parliament nullified the results of what seemed like perfectly legiti-
mate regional parliamentary elections in the eyes of the TPLF.5 Those in favor 
of the historical status quo, like the TPLF and EPRDF by extension, want the 
current federal structure to remain as it is now and, as proven by the current 
conflict, are willing to resort to violence to preserve regional autonomy. The 
specter of the constitutional right of regions to secede was probably a factor 
in Abiy’s decision to use military force, likely as an attempt to rein in Tigray 
and prevent it from drifting further from the central government’s control. 
The TPLF, for its part, held the regional elections to both regain some of the 
power it had lost after being removed from Abiy’s government and because 
of its support for Ethiopia’s federal structure. As with most civil wars, there 
is a disconnect between who is perceived to have legitimacy and whether or 
not they have the authority to support their claim to that legitimacy. This will 
create major problems for future peace processes, as the TPLF is not well-
liked outside of Tigray and especially disliked in the capital, just as the central 
government was unpopular, and now despised, in Tigray.6 This means that no 
matter which side wins, there will be a significant proportion of the popula-
tion unwilling to recognize its authority. 

Because of Ethiopia’s ethno-federalist structure and the extreme violence 
of the conflict (there have been accusations of war crimes made against both 
sides and a campaign of ethnic cleansing against Tigrayans by the govern-
ment), the conflict is causing a resurgence of ethnonationalism, especially 
along Amhara/Oromo/Tigrayan lines.7 The government’s rhetoric towards all 
Tigrayans, not just the TPLF, has become increasingly hateful and has been 
condemned for inciting ethnic violence. On a broader scale within the gen-
eral population, social media posts calling for violence against Tigrayans have 
significantly increased since the conflict began.8 The Oromo Liberation Army 
(OLA), allied with the TPLF, has repeatedly attacked Amhara communities in 
Oromia, and specifically targeted Amhara units in Tigray.9 These provinces 
have historical grievances—especially over land use—and the decision to use 
Amhara units in Tigray was done over objections from within the government 
itself, for what turned out to be for good reason.10 Government forces, i.e., 
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the Amhara units, have committed atrocities in Tigray, prompting the TPLF—
which currently occupies parts of Amhara territory—to retaliate against civil-
ians.11 This element of ethnically-based violence has added another layer to an 
already difficult conflict as it shifts from an (admittedly violent) elite power 
struggle to a chaotic cycle of ethnic violence and retaliation within that strug-
gle for power.

At the time of this writing in November 2021, the TPLF and its allies have 
taken strategic towns on their way to the capital and are closing in on Addis 
Ababa.12 Though the conflict was originally contained to Tigray and was 
between the TPLF and the Ethiopian National Defense Force, the Eritrean 
military soon got involved on the side of the government, and despite claims 
they would leave Ethiopia in the spring of 2021, as of early November there 
were still Eritrean troops entering the Tigray region.13 Now, the TPLF has 
increased its strength by allying itself with eight other opposition groups in a 
coalition that cuts across Ethiopia’s deepening ethnic divides. This coalition, 
which calls itself the United Front of Ethiopian Federalist and Confederalist 
Forces, is headed by the TPLF and expands on the previous military arrange-
ment between the TPLF and the OLA, a splinter group from the political party 
Oromo Liberation Front (OLF).14 The OLF supports regional autonomy and, 
for some members, the Oromia region’s independence from Ethiopia.15 Each 
actor in this conflict has their own end goal in mind, even if they are working 
with others, which exponentially complicates peace negotiations and makes a 
true end to the violence more difficult to achieve.

Should the United Front achieve its stated goal of toppling Abiy’s govern-
ment and installing a new transitional government in its place, it will face 
some major obstacles beyond the obvious difficulties it will have overcoming 
the Ethiopian military.16 The first and most major issue is that the TPFM, so by 
extension all parties involved in the United Front, is incredibly unpopular and 
any government it creates is not likely to be viewed as legitimate by most of 
the country. Secondly, the armed opposition sure to spring up as the military 
regroups and anti-United Front militias form, along with worsening ethnic 
conflict, could lead to a continuation of the violence even if the United Front 
claims victory. And finally, maintaining the coalition under increasing pres-
sure and rising ethnonationalism within Ethiopia’s regions will severely strain 
the new government and likely lead to significant political gridlock even if the 
previously mentioned problems never manifest. If Abiy’s government is able 
to regain control and suppress the insurgency, it is probable that Ethiopia will 
remain in a state of emergency as the government reasserts control, which 
threatens any potential for democratization it may have had before the con-
flict began. Conflicts within and between regions are also unlikely to go away 
if the government reasserts control, considering the recent surges of ethnon-
ationalism, and movements demanding greater regional autonomy or a pres-
ervation of Ethiopia’s federal structure are likely to be suppressed.

There have been attempts at de-escalation made by various mediators, 
including the African Union, and a brief ceasefire during planting season in 
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the summer, but that clearly has not set a precedent for continued coopera-
tion.17 Currently, both sides have made fairly reasonable demands but will not 
commit to negotiation; the government wants a ceasefire and recognition by 
the TPLF of its legitimacy, while the TPLF wants aid to be allowed into Tigray 
in return.18 Both the government and the United Front believe they hold the 
military advantage and are unwilling to de-escalate; since both sides believe 
they have a legitimate chance of defeating their opponent, neither will choose 
to call for a peaceful solution because the rewards of complete victory still 
outweigh the concessions gained through negotiation.19 Fear of ethnic retali-
ation is another likely factor behind continued military actions, since both 
sides have proven they have no qualms about targeting civilians of “enemy” 
ethnic groups. The outcome of the Ethiopian conflict is still uncertain, and in 
order for it to be resolved peacefully, the process needs to be slow, steady, and 
nuanced. Clearly, ending the violence should be done quickly and take first 
priority, but concessions and negotiations over the future political structure of 
Ethiopia should be gradual—the divisions that facilitated the start of this war 
and the deep wounds they have caused are not easily healed, and attempting 
to reach a political settlement without addressing the historical and continu-
ing trauma of the conflict will merely continue the cycle of violence.
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Why Women’s Empowerment Can 
Transform the Climate Crisis
Sarah Stahlman

The perils of climate change have already swept across the world, causing 
extreme weather events, increased flooding, and more severe droughts. While 
this crisis will affect every country in the world eventually, it does not exist in 
a vacuum. Women have been kept out of national and international conversa-
tions about climate change due to a lack of female representation in governing 
bodies. The relative absence of women in institutions has been an enduring 
challenge of this century, but similar to climate change itself, has wide-reach-
ing effects beyond gender equality. The intersection of these two pressing 
challenges is a serious crisis of authority at the family and village levels as we 
reel from climate disasters and prepare for oncoming ones. 

Men have almost exclusive power in these groups, especially in countries 
likely to be hit hardest by climate disasters in the near future, such as in Japan, 
The Philippines, India, and Sri Lanka. Women relatively lack the ability to 
yield power and are most reliant on resources threatened most by climate 
disasters, meaning the climate crisis will undoubtedly also be a gender one. 
Local and familial gender imbalances cause a predicament, in that those who 
are most affected by climate change have the least amount of power to prevent 
it or save themselves from it.

Globally, there is an overwhelmingly male-leaning center of authority, 
extending from local-level deliberative bodies all the way to international cri-
sis-management institutions. As of September 2021, only ten countries have a 
female head of state, and women make up just 21% of government ministerial 
positions. This means that the groups that advise the highest levels of author-
ity within a country are severely male-dominated, limiting the scope of ideas 
and suggestions that will be considered by the head of state. According to a 
United Nations estimate, if the current rate continues, gender equality in the 
highest levels of executive government positions will not be achieved until 
the year 2151. At the local level, women lack official power in their communi-
ties, with only two countries having achieved a 50% female local deliberative 
body. While cultural differences do exist across the board, women are cross-
culturally seen as exemplifying communal traits, which are not perceived as 
relevant skills for leadership.

However, the prevailing concepts of power, expertise, and skill are what 
must change, not women themselves. If women do not fit within the exist-
ing power structure of climate negotiations, then it is the power structure 
and norms that created this structure that must change, not the women. This 
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redefinition of power can only occur at the familial level, where the male-
dominated family systems that in turn create international systems exclusive 
of women and perpetuate the gender-based power imbalance. 

While gender imbalances in national parliaments and international bod-
ies certainly limit women’s roles in enacting policies to combat climate change, 
the most severe danger for women exists at the local level. Traditionally, men 
have been the heads of households, making decisions on behalf of all family 
members. Gender norms prevent women from having the tools necessary to 
survive climate disasters and block them from taking an active role in making 
decisions about ongoing crises. Even in the smallest circle of international 
relations—family units—women are disadvantaged and limited in their abil-
ity to wield power.

Male-dominated family structures cause women to be excluded from poten-
tially life-saving decision-making processes. For example, if a flash flood struck, 
women would be restricted in their decision-making options and would not 
necessarily have the power to decide to evacuate their family if her husband dis-
agrees. Women are not seen as co-decision makers on a family level, making it 
unsurprising that this notion persists at national and international levels. Even 
if women did have an overwhelming ability to make family decisions in the face 
of crises, women are not socialized to have the skills most suitable for surviving 
climate disasters. Across the world, women are taught not to partake in activities 
that build strength, such as playing sports, swimming, and climbing. During a 
disaster, physical strength can be essential for seeking safety. A study by the 
London School of Economics analyzed 141 natural disasters, ranging from Hur-
ricane Katrina in the United States to the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and 
tsunami and found that when economic and social rights are awarded equally 
to both sexes, there is no gender discrepancy in the mortality rates of natural 
disasters, but when gender inequality exists more prominently, women die at a 
significantly higher rate than men. Further, women are often tasked with taking 
care of children, making evacuation or relocation even more difficult, as they 
must take care of people who are unable to care for themselves. 

As climate change persists, tasks that women traditionally complete will 
become more dangerous and difficult, exacerbating the burden on the group 
with the least power to prevent these perils. Traditional “women’s tasks,” such as 
collecting clean water, finding fuel for heating and cooking, and gathering food, 
will become more difficult as climate change persists due to droughts, floods 
and fires. As forests burn and droughts persist, women will have to travel fur-
ther to collect these resources, increasing the time spent traveling in potentially 
dangerous areas and decreasing time spent on educational or entrepreneurial 
pursuits. Further, as people across the world leave the countryside behind in 
favor of cities, there has been a growing trend of women taking up more roles 
in taking care of land, such as raising livestock, subsistence farming, and hor-
ticulture. This increase in responsibility for farming has not led to an increase 
in land rights. Worldwide, women dominate global food production—creating 
an estimated up to 80% of meals —but own less than 10% of the land the food 
is grown on and are denied property rights in half the countries of the world.
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Elliot Aronson is a social psychologist at the University of California, 
Santa Cruz. His landmark study was the jigsaw classroom, a new classroom 
design that would defuse racial tension, increase cooperation, and boost stu-
dents’ self-confidence. Each student would receive only a portion of neces-
sary information on materials, meaning that in order for students to learn 
the material and do well on exams, every student must listen intently to the 
others, and everyone must share the material that only they have. As with 
the students Aronson sought to help with his jigsaw classrooms, we are cur-
rently trying to ace a test without hearing the contributions of everyone in the 
classroom. Women who have immense field knowledge of the most at-risk 
areas have no platform to guide policy making and no leverage to make family 
decisions regarding safety. Attributes that are associated with women—such 
as empathy, community, and caring for those who cannot take care of them-
selves—should be celebrated in the global fight to combat climate change, 
not silenced. Systemic changes are needed at the local and familial levels to 
recognize the uneven impact of climate change, to break the social norms 
that create them and unevenly distribute authority, and to empower women 
to work as decision-makers in their families and communities. 
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