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Editor’s Note

Dear Readers,

I'm thrilled to introduce Voices & Violence, our first issue of 2024-25 featuring a record-breaking
thirty articles. As a team, we are so excited to have seen this level of student engagement with
Leviathan, particularly considering our mission has always been to amplify student voices, give
space to political critique, and to provide a platform for stories beyond ordinary university
spaces.Accordingly, | owe a huge debt of gratitude to the editorial team for their hard work and
commitment to each article, enabling us to provide as many students as possible the opportunity
to partake in Leviathan, while giving due thought and attention to each author. Further thanks
goes out to the illustration team, without whom each article would not have been brought to life.

This issue’s theme, Voices & Violence, draws critical attention to issues often overlooked or
understudied. Though the image of the world this issue paints is bleak, hope endures. Our authors
have devoted time and attention to shedding light on a plethora of global issues concerning
voices and violence, in so doing underscoring the importance of political education and its
translation into action.

The articles in this issue are arranged thematically, to build a deeper understanding of how voices
and violence relate. This issue begins with Rachel Barlow’s critical analysis of how justice systems
have failed women subjected to violence, comparing Sarah Everard and Mahsa Amini’s deaths in
the UK and Iran, respectively. Next, Edith Alderton explores the creative methods of resistance
used by Afghan women to combat the oppressive violence of the Taliban, followed by Angelina
Castrucci’s uncovering of similar female resistance in Iran. Johanna Nesselhauf analyses how the
racialisation of geographic space in modern Canada perpetuates bodily violence against Indigenous
women, and Abby Johnston-Jones explores how oppressive gender norms and stereotypes of
girls and women in Niger, particularly the institution of child marriage, has created a vicious
cycle of violence and silence. Whilst Jimena Cardenal thoughtfully analyses the tension between
human rights and culture in the case of female genital cutting in Somalia, Renee Phan argues that
the resurgence of piracy in the region stems from economic instability and widespread political
distrust, emblematic of a failing state system. Next, Claudia Carpenter examines the inherently
gendered nature of the British Empire’s colonial project in India, highlighting systemic effects
continuing today. Rodrigo Ramos comparatively analyses the ongoing impacts of imperialism,
understanding East Timor’s difficulty with economic development as the result of several instances
of violent, authoritarian and imperial rule, with Zikra Zuhuree exploring the neocolonial aspects
of China and India’s race to establish their power in South Asia.

The first of several articles analysing LGBTQ+ issues, Tharun Venkat questions whether South
Africa, as the ‘Rainbow Nation’, has fulfilled its constitutional mission of equality, arguing that
the compounding impacts of racial discrimination and economic inequalities detrimentally
affects Queer South Africans. Subsequently, Gina Goodfellow analyses the continuities between
the imposition of homophobia by Western imperial powers and Israel’s modern pinkwashing
practices, and Madeline Schwarz highlights how Canada’s LGBTQ+ movement has effectively
excluded Two-Spirit and Indigenous voices. Utilising the documentary, All Out! Dancing in Dulais
(1986), Joe Ellis aspires to paint a picture of solidarity between Queer activists and striking
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miners over shared experiences of oppression at the hand of neoliberal violence. Ruby Scott
goes on to critically analyse how social media’s distortion of reality perpetuates hate speech in
the context of ‘Israel/Palestinian’ online discourses, and Adelaide Tricaud examines the power of
language in solidifying and stratifying social hierarchies in France. Similarly, Imaan Shamsi analyses
the role of linguistic divisions in India and Pakistan as contributing to nationalism and its violent
manifestations.

Haikal Adzmir and Aisyah Ab Halim both highlight the oppression faced by ethnic minorities in
Southeast Asia in the cases of Rohingya refugees and a crisis of statelessness and post-genocidal
symbolic violence toward Sri Lanka’s Tamil community, respectively. Gabrielle Yurin likewise
looks at the experience of ethnic minorities, arguing that Atatiirk’s policies aiming to construct
Turkish republicanism resulted in policies of forced assimilation and ethnocide endured by Kurds.
Elham Khosravipour analyses violence against the Kurdish population, this time in lraq and at the
hands of the Ba’th Party. Ragna Engseth examines the changing policies affecting an increasingly
securitised stance toward Russian-speaking minorities in Estonia after Russia’s February 2022
full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Drawing on similar themes of securitisation theory, Jerome Daugny
considers whether national security policies should supersede the law and the potential dangers
of such a system. Daniel Cook analyses whether policies in El Salvador aimed at curbing gang
violence have brought about security and safety, at the expense of democratic institutions.Allyson
Crow highlights how systemic violence against journalists and the resulting cementing of silence
zones enables corruption and the decline of democracy in Mexico.

Qixuan Ding considers the difficulty in defining and enforcing an internationally-recognised
definition of hate speech, noting the delicate ‘tightrope’ between preventing the harm induced
by hate speech and protecting freedom of speech. Next, Gideon Eriaye analyses the knock-on
effects of sanctions on Venezuela’s citizenry, highlighting how sanctions can serve to instantiate
authoritarianism, perpetuate repression and cause socio-political unrest. Mahrukh Khurshid
analyses how the framing of the US’s involvement in torture at Guantanamo Bay as exceptional
and necessary has allowed prisoners, often innocent, to be left behind without recourse to
remedies. Echoing the theme of being ‘left behind’, Jitka Burian argues that historical legacies from
Soviet occupation, widespread secularism and a generally homogenous population have resulted
in left-leaning parties failing to address the oppression faced by marginalised groups in the
Czech Republic. Finally,Adrian Chung intertwines first-person accounts and historical sources to
analyse the impacts of the continuing division of North and South Korea on families split across
both sides of the border.

The team at Leviathan thank you for taking the time to read these articles.As some articles deal
with heavy and/or sensitive topics we encourage you to read carefully and thoughtfully. Every
author has written about a topic for a particular reason, and | commend their efforts in raising
awareness of those political groups, and people, often underrepresented or subject to violence.
As the array of topics covered in this issue demonstrates, voicelessness and violence go hand in
hand. Accordingly, we hope that this edition may serve, at least partially, to give voice to those
subjected to violence.

Sincerely,
Grace Hitchcock Eleanor Doyle
Editor-in-Chief Deputy Editor-in-Chief
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EVERARD AND AMINI: THE USE OF STATE
VIOLENCE TO REPRESS WOMEN'S VOICES

uoisUIap £on7 Aq uom.nsnjy

This article discusses violence against women, including
the murders of two women and the lack of sufficient
justice served for them. Some readers may find this
content distressing.

To secure increased equality and freedom, popular
participation must be encouraged and protected,
and citizens must have political freedoms, including
the right to protest, which they can use to influence
decision-making. This is especially vital for groups that
have historically been excluded from decision-making,
and are oppressed by existing social and political
systems, such as women. However, attempts to
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empower or protect historically marginalised groups,
including women, can often reproduce the very
same unequal systems of power, especially in judicial
processes concerning violence against women (Deer
and Barefoot, 2018). Because the state is inherently
violent (Alimahomed-Wilson and Williams, 2016, p.3),
patriarchy and other systems of oppression serve to
repress women's voices through violence.

The cases of Sarah Everard and Mahsa Amini, analysed
in this article using most different systems design,
perfectly illustrate the use of state violence to exert
control over women, repress their voices, and maintain
the status quo, in both a democraticand an authoritarian



regime. This article will argue that regardless of regime
type, state violence is used to repress women's voices
across the world, to maintain gendered systems of
oppression.

State violence is understood as an instrument of control
used by states to maintain the status quo to protect
systems of oppression it continually benefits from
(Koch, 2016, p.3). It is characterised by undue force
used by a regime against citizens, focused on a particular
group the state perceives as a threat (Torres, 2018,
p.384). It does not just concern direct physical violence,
but instead includes all ‘purposeful entrenchment
of inequalities, where the state reinforces power
imbalances and social and cultural repression (Torres,
2018, pp.382-383). This purposeful entrenchment of
inequality has repeatedly been weaponised against
women, extending well into the modern day, notably
in the UK and Iran.

Beginning with the foundations of the state, Iran
and the UK have vastly diverging political systems,
especially with regard to political and civil rights. Iran
is an authoritarian regime, which aims to prevent
accountability, exert control over citizens, disable
activism, and censor dissenting voices (Glasius, 2018).
In contrast, the UK operates as a parliamentary
democracy, meaning its systems and institutions
look very different to those established in Iran. The
Iranian state is a theocracy, operating under Islamic
Sharia law (Milani, 2015, p.55hh), in contrast to the
United Kingdom, where legislation is introduced and
passed by elected Members of Parliament (delegates
voting in line with their constituents preferences),
implementing representative democracy. Mechanisms
for the UK public to provide legislative input include
referenda, petitions and parliamentary consultation
(Gordon, 2018, p.199). Contrastingly, power is highly
concentrated in the hands of the lIranian Supreme
Leader, who can make ‘hokm-e hokumati’ laws
(executive orders) of his own free will, which everyone
in Iran must follow (Milani, 2015, p.55). The Assembly
of Experts has little tangible power, due to the absence
of checks and balances that could hold the executive to
account (Milani, 2015, p.55). In stark contrast, a range
of checks and balances are available to MPs in the UK
Parliament to hold the Prime Minister to account. These
include Prime Minister's Question Time where the

opposition can publicly question policies and the work
of government, limits to the percentage of MPs who
can be hired by the government as ministers or aides
(limiting bias) and the Backbench Business Committee
which allows MPs who are not in government or do
not have a ministerial role to influence which debates
are had and how they unfold, free from government
control. Perhaps most importantly, the UK legislature
has the power to dismiss the executive from office
(Benwell and Gay, 2011, pp4-5). In Iran, judges are
appointed by the Supreme Leader, who also has
extensive control over media (Milani, 2015, p.56),
whereas legal (Gordon, 2018, pp.197-98) and media
institutions (Dunleavy, 2018, p.122) in the UK are
independent and represent additional opportunities
for governmental accountability. Given democracy
is characterised by protected political rights, popular
participation, and freedom of speech and assembly
- all of which are embedded in political institutions
as demonstrated above - the UK should be a safe
environment that encourages activism and seeks to
uplift popular voices (BenYishay and Betancourt, 2014,
pp.553-555). Therefore, it follows that the two states
should have entirely different attitudes to popular
protest, and Iran would be the sole perpetrator of
state violence as a method of control and repression.
However, in practice this is not the case.

Despite differing political appearances, both the UK
and lran have a record of turning to state violence
against protestors and have instituted increasingly
authoritarian controls to counter activism. The lranian
state has historically been intolerant and violent,
often targeting activists, students, NGO workers, and
journalists to quash dissent (Alemzadeh, 2023, p.557).
Violent policing is on the rise, and tactics have become
increasingly extreme in an attempt to maintain control
over the people. This is particularly evident in the
frequent deployment of the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps — professional anti-riot units —, and
use of tanks, heavy armour, helicopters, and machine
guns against civilians during street protests, including
over inflated fuel prices in 2019 (Shahi and Abdoh-
Tabrizi, 2020, pp.1-2). Another tool frequently used is
‘digital shutdowns' to prevent communication, access
to reliable information, and digital documentation —
in 2019, internet access in Iran was fully disabled for a
/-day period (Shahi and Abdoh-Tabrizi, 2020, pp.I-2).
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It is clear that Iran's regime is oppressive and firmly
authoritarian, and protests there can expect to be met
with severe, large-scale, state violence.

In the United Kingdom, the manifestation of
authoritarian principles is somewhat different, as the
country is considered to have taken an ‘authoritarian
turn’, with oppressive laws amassing over recent years
in contradiction with its human rights commitments
(Ahmed, 2024). As studied in other contexts,
governance  can be fluid" in democratic states,
meaning individuals and small groups of policymakers
are able to steer legislation drastically according to their
preferences (Glasius, 2018, p.523). Individuals and small
groups of policymakers with authoritarian leanings
within the Conservative government have been able
to steer legislation drastically, independent of the UK's
liberal democratic foundations. This is exemplified by
its post-2020 agenda on policing and crime, which
clearly intended to restrict the fundamental right to

peaceful protest through two key pieces of legislation
(Webber, 2021, p.106). The Covert Human Intelligence
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Sources (Criminal Conduct) Act 2021 gave police
power to maintain public order ‘as they see fit, without
any judicial approval or oversight, giving them advance
immunity (Webber, 2021, p.109) when they harm
the public through state violence. The Public Order
Act 2023 restricted protest markedly, lowering the
threshold for ‘disruptive’ protest that needs police
intervention, extending stop and search powers to
peaceful protest, and introducing the ability for police
to prevent protest entirely (Feeley-Sprague, 2023).
This legalised new forms of state violence and made it
significantly easier to perpetrate, furthering the trend
of immunity for police when they commit violent or
invasive acts. This increasingly violent and invasive
method of policing without accountability is evidenced
by responses to the ‘Black Lives Matter' movement
and Just Stop Oil' environmental protestors. The ‘over
policing' of Black British communities — and especially
Black British women — exemplifies state violence
targeted towards minority groups, consisting of
unnecessary use of tasers, targeted stop and search, and
disproportionate restraint and use of force, resulting
in increased likelihood of death in police custody
(Joseph-Salisbury, Connelly and Wangari-Jones, 2020,
p.26). Likewise, the increasingly authoritarian policing
of environmental groups is demonstrative of state
violence being deployed against perceived threats.
This has included dispersing peaceful protests by force
using riot gear, punching and striking activists, procuring
military-style weapons to respond to protest — water
cannons, rubber bullets — and group containment as a
form of ‘collective punishment’ (Pickard, 2019, pp.143-
144). Police tactics have also expanded to include
surveilling protestors ‘likely to cause disorder’ and
infiltrating protest groups, actively seeking a pretext for
conviction (Pickard, 2019, p.145).

Evidence from the UK therefore illustrates that its
advertised tolerance and political freedom are purely
symbolic; instead the state aimsto control the population
to prevent dissent and accountability, similarly to Iran.
It also clearly indicates that state violence is not only
present in authoritarian regimes, but rather varies in
severity and is exercised with different tools between
non-democratic and democratic states. Many of the
methods used by the Irani government would not be
accepted in the UK due to greater scrutiny, so more
subtle methods are employed, with legal backing



to prevent accountability. While the scale of state
violence is massively different, the two regimes have
their attitude towards activism, and desire for control,
in common.

State violence is especially important to consider
in  Everard and Amini's cases because it s
disproportionately harmful to women as a historically
and currently oppressed group. Gendered hierarchies
are embedded in cultures across the world, including
in military activity, economic policy, and bureaucratic
structures, creating lasting power imbalances (Anglin,
1998, p.147). As women have historically lacked
access to political power, those gendered structures
are embedded in law and reproduced in policy in a
repeating cycle of structural violence (Torres, 2018,
p.389). This allows violence at the hands of the state to
occur continually and without accountability, where it is
legitimised and subsequently normalised.

The protests in response to Sarah Everard and Mahsa
Amini's deaths perfectly exemplify this trend of control
through state violence, in response to women making
their voices heard. Following the kidnap, rape, and
murder of Sarah Everard by serving Metropolitan Police
officer Wayne Couzens in 2021 (Morton, 2021), a vigil
was held by feminist activists at Clapham Common in
London to ‘highlight the risks to women'’s safety and
to campaign for changes in attitudes and responses to
violence against women’ in the UK (Lowerson, 2022, p.
287). Despite this demonstration being neither violent
nor obstructive, police restrained protestors and
pinned them to the ground, violating the UK's Human
Rights Act (1998), for which protestors received a
formal apology and financial compensation (Dalton,
2023). Given that there was no risk to public safety
and it was ruled that the police used unnecessary
violence, it is clear this response stemmed from a
desire to suppress women's voices and restrict their
ability to speak out on the topic of misogyny, especially
considering the murder which fuelled the activism was
perpetrated by a police officer

The violent death of Mahsa Amini in custody of Iranian
modesty police followed a similar trajectory, igniting
anti-regime street protests in 160 territories under the
slogans “Woman, Life, Freedom’ (zan, zendegi, azadi) and
‘Death to the Dictator’ (Amnesty International, 2023).

Rachel Barlow
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Because Amini was arrested under strict modesty
laws prohibiting the removal of headscarves, a feminist
movement was formed through the mass outrage
her death caused (Khatam, 2023). The lrani police
launched a ‘brutal, extralegal and violent” crackdown
(Alemzadeh, 2023, p.557), killing 500 demonstrators
and arresting more than 15,000 (Khatam, 2023, p.299).
This demonstrates that women cannot use their voices
freely in Iran, and activism is met with swift, extensive
state violence. Considering Amini was detained under a
law targeted only at women'’s autonomy and freedom,
and protests against her unjust death were met with
the same gendered repression from the state, it is clear
that state violence directed at women is extremely
harmful.

Viewing the cases comparatively, we can see that
women's voices are similarly repressed using state
violence in two contrasting regimes. Comparatively
evaluating the governmental regime of both a
democracy and autocracy and both states’ responses
to protest, it is clear that regime type is not the most
important factor in either tolerance of activism nor
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respect for political rights. The cases differ in that
they took place in vastly different environments, but
the very similar state responses illustrate the lack of
significance regime type holds here. Both used decisive
force to exert control over the people, and responded
negatively to women using their voices, despite their
right to do so in the UK.

Ultimately, having comparatively analysed the cases of
Mahsa Amini in Iran and Sarah Everard in the UK, it
is clear that state violence is used to repress women's
voices across the world, regardless of regime type. In
both democratic and authoritarian regimes, the state
has employed unjustified violence against protestors in
an attempt to exert control over them. Violent and
invasive acts by the police are supported by British and
Irani law and institutions, despite the harm inflicted on
women in both the UK and Iran. Such state violence
is used to protect the status quo in both countries, by
silencing the voices of women advocating for change
to the systems that continue to justify and perpetuate
gendered oppression.
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The Body, the Voice, the Mind

he Talibban rose as a religious movement led

by clerics from Kandahar, a city in the south of
Afghanistan, pledging to reestablish discipline and
structure ‘in the name of Islam’ (Barfield, 2010, p.171).
After seizing Kabul in 1996, the Taliban controlled all
but the northeastern region of Afghanistan by 1999,
utilising state power to change Afghan society without
the broad cooperation of Afghan citizens (Barfield,
2010, p.173). As such, members of the Taliban have
been demonised by the West, depicted as instigators
of reactionary politics against women (Mann, 2010,
p.52). The Taliban's imposition of policies to fulfil a
patriarchal dogma , restricts women and girls' access
to education , and excludes women from the public
sphere (Mann, 2010, p.55) coalesced to ensure Afghan
women's subjugation (Rostami-Povey 2013; Billaud,
2015, p.15). This essay identifies how these oppressive
policies have been subverted through localised and
personal acts of resistance enacted by Afghan women.

It must be noted that conceptions of gender vary
immensely within the academic literature, particularly
between Western Liberal and Afghan feminist
understandings of the concept. American feminist
and philosopher Judith Butler asserts that gender is a
‘corporeal style, an act ‘which has cultural survival at
its end’" as those who do not perform their ‘gender
correctly are punished by society’ (Butler, 2006, quoted
in Salih, 2002, p.66). While this Western understanding
is relevant in the Afghan context, the vast diversity
of ethnic groups in Afghanistan means that the term
‘Afghan woman’ is incredibly reductive. There is a
broad array of experiences between ethnic groups
and their regional associations of gender, and thus
Western understandings of this concept are insufficient
in explaining ‘the fluidities of Afghan women's identities’
(Rostami-Povey, 2013, p.3). Yet, under the Taliban and
their severe, targeted policies, the ‘political category’
of women remains to be constructed through
asymmetrical interplays between local actors and
national institutions. In Afghanistan, masculine and
feminine spheres of influence are segregated and often
complementary (Billaud, 2015, p.I51). Thus, the notion
of resistance that will be explored in this essay is distinct:
given the cultural structuring of gendered spheres in
Afghanistan, the corresponding acts of resistance by
women against the Taliban were largely subversive
and localised, utilising their limited resources to initiate
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opportunities for self-expression and education. Whilst
these opportunities were valuable, the wider context
and the precarity presented by conflict in Afghanistan
meant that initiation of change was limited. Within this
context, this essay explores three central methods
of resistance adopted by Afghan women: firstly, their
use of poetry as a form of resistance; secondly, the
opening of clandestine schools to offer educational
opportunities to women and girls; and, lastly, the
documentation of state violence against women,
which refutes the assumption of docility within Afghan
women. Overall, this essay concludes that the efficacy
of the explored subversive acts was not limited by
their localised nature: through remaining in the female,
private sphere, such acts maintained symbolic value in
the agency they offered women who committed them.

Poetry as Resistance

Poetry was used as a meaningful tool of resistance on
a small scale by women in Afghanistan as a means to
give a political voice to those who engaged in the art
form (Reed, 2005, p.91). Pashtunwali poetry was most
prominent, and this ethnic group largely follows a code
of honour that implies male domination, contributing
to the dominant ideology of restricting the visibility of
women and entrenching ideas of subservience to male
powers (Rostami-Povey, 2013, p.24). Through engaging
in poetry, Afghan women were able to counteract the
Western-imposed narrative that they were ‘passive and
voiceless', whilst simultaneously engaging in subversive
resistance towards Taliban leadership (Collins, 2016,
p.136). This was widely done through the landay, a poem
of ‘twenty-two syllables: nine in the first line; thirteen
in the second’ (Griswold, 2014, p.3), and performed in
private for close friends and family (Collins, 2016, p.140).
The privacy of these performances arguably limits their
value interms of resistance: they were not widely heard,
and those who did hear them were not the Taliban
members they aimed to resist. Neverthelesswhen
envisioning Afghanistan as a volatile, theatrical space
where hierarchies are upended, Billaud asserts that
Afghans’ typical engagements with the public realm
are suspicious and resentful, and thus are not a space
for ‘rational-critical dialogue” (Billaud, 2015, p.15). As
such, resistance within the private realm gives Afghan
women the freedom to contradict the ‘public transcript’



(Scott, 1990, p4 ). Poetry provides a contextualised
form of liberation wherein criticism of traditional
customs, support for sexual autonomy, and resistance
to external intervention are communicated through
landays (Collins, 2016, pp.l4l, 143). Furthermore,
the emergence of prominent Afghan poets from
underground literary circles, such as Nadia Anjuman,
provided edifice for women to ‘transcend the dullness
of the everyday' (Billaud, 2015, p.159). Within the remits
of ensuring their personal security, the Afghan women
who engaged in these poetic acts of resistance told
the stories of their lived experiences. Thus, such stories
prescribed their forced existence in the private sphere
an empowered meaning, exhibiting women's agency.

Educational Opportunities: Clandestine
Schools

Alternate forms of resistance that have had a greater
emancipatory effect included clandestine schools and
underground educational initiatives. Taliban policies
that banned girls’ education had severe impacts on
their autonomy by preventing
provisions for health and family
planning, and excluding women
from  formal  employment
opportunities (UNICEF,
2022). The voracious denial of
education to women became
so engrained during Taliban rule
that even reinstated schools
were torched and destroyed,
amounting to the destruction of
‘over three hundred schools' in
Afghanistan (Mann, 2020, p.59). In order to overcome
such damning restrictions, Afghan women engaged in
clandestine work to provide educational opportunities
to otherwomen. For example, the Women's Vocational
Training Centre offered women in Kabul a broad variety
of educational opportunities prior to Taliban rule.
Classes included ‘basic literacy and numeracy training,
but also different subjects such as ‘biology, chemistry,
engineering, English, German, Arabic, Qur'anic studies,
cooking, sewing, knitting and hairdressing, as well as
computer-skills courses (Rostami-Povey, 2013, pp.29,
33). With 6000 students by the time the Taliban
came to power, the organisation moved operations

“The female body became a
symbol of ‘the broader social
body; and thus was continually
conceptualised as a political,
rather than private, ground
(Billaud 2015, p.166).”
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underground in their homes, continuing to fund and
manage secret ‘handicraft courses forwomen’ (Rostami-
Povey, 2013, p.30). The hiding of such schools allowed
women to continue to learn new skills and eventually
exchange their services and products for money, thus
providing a limited, yet still essential, level of economic
independence. Clandestine schooling was therefore
not only a tool of resistance that allowed women to
access new information and ideas, but also it initiated
an economic form of resistance. Through continued
schooling, Afghan women became able to reclaim
some economic agency, demonstrating that subversive
acts of resistance, such as enabling education, initiated
meaningful change.

However, these acts of resistance were primarily seen
in urban, rather than rural, areas (Billaud, 2015). Taliban
social policies were opposed more in cities such as
Kabul and Mazar because these areas were ‘less rooted
in Islam than in rural Afghan values (Barfield, 2010,
p.262). There were also higher levels of educational
attainment in urban areas preceding Taliban rule, and
so the ability to provide classes was concentrated in
Afghanistan’s cities  (Barfield,
2010, p.65). Furthermore, in
cities women were mandated
to wear the chadari — a full
body garment (Billaud, 2015).
Again, excluding women from
the public sphere, this policy
impeded women's freedom of
expression. However, women
were able to distort the
original purpose of chadaris by
hiding their school books and
stationery in them (Billaud, 2015, p.159). Paradoxically,
the removal of freedom of expression created space
for more resistance to occur, allowing increased access
to education. Resistance was therefore a process of
give and take for these women, within their personal
means. Overall, clandestine schooling operations were
an impactful form of resistance, both in opposing
oppressive Taliban policies on girls" education and in
encouraging cooperation amongst the communities
in which they were situated. This was meaningful for
urban women who were granted limited levels of
economic independence as a result, further supporting
the value of localised resistance.
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Acts of Agency: Documenting State
Violence

The Taliban etched state power onto the bodies of
transgressors through acts of violent, public punishment
(Cole, 2003, p.781). Afghan women'’s invisibility in the
public space through the mandated wearing of the
chadari did not make the Taliban's acts of violence
towards them any more private. The female body
became a symbol of ‘the broader social body’ and
thus was continually conceptualised as a political,
rather than private, ground (Billaud 2015, p.166). The
Taliban inflicted arbitrary and extreme acts of state
violence, including instances where women were
beaten for ‘defiling’ the white Taliban flag by wearing
socks of the same colour (Latifa, 2001 p.65). In the face
of brutal aggression, such strong fear of punishment
produced what Foucault refers to as ‘docile bodies’
(Foucault, 1977, quoted in Billaud, 2015, p.152). The
overpowering awareness of the threat of a violent and
continually surveilling authority caused unquestioned
internalisation of these power hierarchies (Foucault,
1977, quoted in Billaud, 2015, p.152). Here, even the
will of Afghan women to resist is denied.

However, to ascribe the notion of docility to all Afghan
women would be incredibly irresponsible. In order to
publicise such violence, the Revolutionary Association
of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA) would widely
report on and film the Taliban's attacks on women.
Through publishing ‘Payam-e Zan, a quarterly political
magazine, RAWA were able to raise international
attention and build solidarity amongst Afghan women
(Rostami-Povey, 2013, p.I7). These brave acts of
resistance took place in the public sphere: such visibility
was a significant threat to the Taliban, and played a
part in bolstering international support for RAWA's
cause. This elucidates that not all acts of resistance
took place in private; resisting the Taliban's imposition
on the bodies of Afghan women was very much a
public matter for RAWA, and they made it so on an
international scale (Fluri, 2008, p.15). RAWA's efforts
were impactful, yet as previously discussed in relation
to the other factors in this essay, were concentrated
in small areas (Rostami-Povey, 2013). Nevertheless,
RAWA's fearless actions were still successful in resisting
the Taliban, as they exemplified women’s active role
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in negotiating with, and subverting, existing patriarchal
structures (Fluri, 2008, p.36).

Conclusion

Subversive acts of resistance did not initiate widespread,
substantive change for Afghan women under the
Taliban between 996 and 2001. Resistance for these
women mostly remained in the private sphere, as
detailed in regard to the practice of performing landays
and in the coordination of underground educational
initiatives. These private acts had limited geographical
scope as they were largely confined to urban areas,
where preexisting educational levels were higher
than in rural regions. However, resistance occurring in
the private sphere was certainly neither meaningless
nor ineffective. These acts facilitated self-expression,
knowledge acquisition and economic independence,
and maintained a significant, positive, impact on the
lives of the women who took part in such activities.
In conceptualising the body of the Afghan woman as a
public, political entity, the strength and bravery of their
resistance is realised. It wasn't until the fall of the Taliban
in 2001 that more meaningful change, such as the
reopening of schools, took place. Yet, we cannot ignore
the efforts made by urban Afghan women throughout
the 1990s to work towards self-realisation through any
means they could. Resistance is just as impactful on
the personal level, and thus in a Taliban-led context
where the personal is controlled, the assertion of the
individual agency of Afghan women over their bodies,
their voices, and their minds reaffirms its meaning.
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VEILED IDENTITIES: UNCOVERING THE DYNAMICS
OF VIOLENCE, POWER, AND THE RESILIENT VOICES
OF SILENCED IRANTAN WOMEN

by Angelina Castrucci

=
=
<}
%
=2,
S
=
=
=
S
[
S
)
<
S
S
N

20 Leviath




he struggle for autonomy among lranian women

powerfully demonstrates their resilience against
systemic oppression. The Iranian regime exercises
control through an intricate web of legal, familial,
educational, and economic structures, all designed
to limit women's autonomy and reinforce patriarchal
norms. Despite these oppressive mechanisms, Iranian
women resist, challenging the very structures meant
to confine them and reclaiming their voices in acts
of defiance. This paper seeks to uncover and amplify
the voices of marginalised Iranian women, highlighting
their defiance within a state apparatus determined
to silence them. It argues that the State's attempt to
control women paradoxically reveals their profound
political power. Far from being passive victims, Iranian
women actively resist, subverting the oppressive
policies that aim to dehumanise them. To support
this argument, this paper first outlines the historical
context of gendered oppression in Iran. Secondly, it
will examine the impact of state control mechanisms
on women'’s lives, emphasising the resilient agency that
emerges through resistance. Finally, it will examine the
pathways to liberation through which women reclaim
their voices and actively reshape the contemporary
political landscape. Through a poststructuralist feminist
lens, this paper emphasises the diversity of women's
experiences in lran and challenges prevailing Orientalist
views that reduce them to mere victims, thereby
underscoring their complex agency rooted in unique
socio-political contexts (Rashid, 2023, pp.723-724).
Ultimately, this paper aims to deconstruct the state’s
ideological apparatus and shed light on the vibrant
resistance of lranian women as they reclaim their voices
in the face of oppression.

Historical Context of Gendered
Oppression in Iran

Throughout the 20th and 2lIst centuries, Iranian
women have faced systematic marginalisation under
various political regimes, each employing distinct
forms of gendered control rooted in legal, social,
and cultural mechanisms (Tohidi, 2016 p/8). In the
pre-revolutionary era, modernisation policies both
advanced and restricted women's rights. For example,
Reza Shah Pahlavi's 1936 decree banning the hijab
aimed to ‘liberate’ women but ultimately infringed on

their autonomy by imposing state control over their
appearance (Rashid, 2023, p.724). This contrasts with
the Islamic Revolution of 1979, which mandated veiling
under religious laws. Both modernisation and religious
conservatism, though ideologically opposed, fostered
restrictive forms of gender control. Post-1979, the
Islamic Republic institutionalised patriarchy through
Sharia-based laws, reinforcing women’'s dependence
on men and the state (Asadi Zeidabadi, 2022, p.1716).
The regime frames women as complementary to
men, restricting them to specific social roles rooted
in religious and cultural traditions. This ideology
permeates law, manifesting in unequal political
representation, harsh criminal accountability for girls
as young as nine, and a tendency for acts of violence
against women, particularly those from minority groups,
to go unpunished (Ceasefire Centre for Civilian Rights,
Minority Rights Group International and Centre for
Supporters of Human Rights, 2019, p.7, p.33.). Despite
occasional reforms, the rhetoric of leaders like Supreme
Leader Khamenel, who denounces gender equality as
a ‘Western mistake’, continues to vilify women's rights
advocates as foreign threats (Ceasefire Centre for
Civilian  Rights, Minority Rights Group International
and Centre for Supporters of Human Rights, 2019, p.6).
Ultimately, despite ideological shifts, the Iranian state
has consistently utilised gender as a tool to craft an
ideological framework that controls women's bodies to
reinforce its authority.

Against a backdrop of state-imposed control, the Iranian
women’'s movement has evolved through, and within,
these complex power dynamics. Tohidi identifies key
phases in its development, from early activism during
the Constitutional Revolution , through setbacks post-
1979, to recent adaptations under shifting political
climates (2016, pp.81-82). While conservative Islamists
deny the movement's existence, moderate reformers
and secular intellectuals advocate for women's rights,
though some critique its lack of unified structure (Tohidi,
2016, p.80). Meanwhile, Iranian feminists navigate this
landscape through varied approaches: Islamic feminists
promote egalitarian Quranic interpretations, while
secular feminists push for the separation of religion from
women'’s rights (Asadi Zeidabadi, 2022, p.1713). Bayat's
concept of a ‘women’s non-movement’ encapsulates
this phase—uncoordinated vet significant grassroots
activism (2013, p.162). Despite divisions, the movement
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endures, leveraging resilience to challenge restrictions
and pursue autonomy. Understanding the unique,
unstructured, nature of the Iranian women's movement
requires examining Iran's complex landscape of
gendered oppression, which defies simplistic Orientalist
binaries of agency versus victimhood. Moving beyond
such dichotomies reveals Iranian women as active
agents whose diverse strategies embody resilience and
adaptability within an oppressive system.

The Politics of Fear: Constraints and
Subversive Agency

The Iranian regime's systemic violence against women
profoundly impacts their daily lives, manifesting through
both physical and structural repression. Women who
challenge discriminatory policies often face threats,
harassment, and arbitrary arrests. Those detained
are frequently denied legal counsel and held under
vague charges like ‘assembly and collusion against
national security’ (Ceasefire Centre for Civilian Rights,
Minority Rights Group International and Centre for
Supporters of Human Rights, 2019, p.10). This climate
of fear is intensified by the arbitrary and unpredictable
enforcement of morality laws, fostering a culture
of outward compliance despite an undercurrent of
private opposition (Rouhi, 2022, p.189). The oppressive
environment is particularly damaging for a generation
shaped by the traumas of revolution, childhood
repression, and war—experiences that make the
thought of further upheaval daunting (Rouhi, 2022,
p.190). Moreover, the regime’s rigid stance has created
cycles of hope and disappointment among women
activists. Activists argue that the fusion of discriminatory
laws with erratic enforcement exacerbates women's
insecurity, stifling overt resistance while encouraging
quieter forms of defiance (Tohidi, 2016, p.79). For many
women, ‘learning the art of quiet dissent’ or emigrating
has become the primary means of coping, leading
to significant brain drain (Rouhi, 2022, pp.189-190).
These intertwined mechanisms of legal and ideological
structural violence, embedded in the fabric of daily
life, serve to uphold the regime's authoritarian grip
by discouraging public defiance, reinforcing patriarchal
control, and marginalising women. However, the Iranian
regime’s intense focus on controlling women's bodies
as a tool of subordination paradoxically highlights
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the political power and perceived threat that Iranian
women pose to the regime. If women were indeed
passive, compliant, and inactive—as portrayed by both
the state and Western Orientalist narratives—there
would be little reason to invest in their continued
marginalisation. Instead, their targeted repression
underscores the challenge they pose to the structural
foundations upon which the Iranian regime rests.
Through their persistent resistance, lranian women not
only confront an autocratic theocratic regime but also
reaffirm their inherent agency and strength.

Indeed, despite these repressive mechanisms, Iranian
women have continued to resist in nuanced ways.
Adopting a post-structural framework provides a critical
lens to analyse these acts of defiance, as it challenges
the imposition of Orientalist Western perspectives on
Iranian women'’s experiences. Forinstance, by regulating
veiling, the Iranian government enforces control, but
also provides Iranian women with the opportunity to
wield the veil strategically, participating in acts of ‘ethical
self-formation’” as they cultivate values and identities
that challenge state-imposed subjectivities (Fathzadeh,
2020, pp.160-162). Indeed, the hijab serves as an
‘empty signifier—simultaneously a tool of oppression
and a site of resistance, as women reclaim autonomy
by wearing or removing it (Gould, 2014, pp.223,
235). As Rashid observes, veiling, unveiling, and re-
veiling operate as complex expressions of agency that
counter both state-imposed mandates and reductive
Orientalist views (2023, p.727). These acts of resistance
reflect how lived experiences are deeply rooted in
unique historical and political contexts, revealing the
diversity and specificity of Iranian women's struggles
(Rashid, 2023, pp.723-724). Rather than being passive
subjects of oppression, women actively reshape the
veil's meaning to meet their cultural, political, and
personal needs. Fathzadeh underscores this agency,
suggesting that portraying veiled women merely as
victims of Islamic practices or as agents of feminist
resistance fails to capture the complexities of their lives
(2020, p.150). Instead, she urges a nuanced view that
places women's agency within broader socio-political
and global contexts, revealing the interconnection
between the veil, body, and society as an active, lived
practice (Fathzadeh, 2020, pp.150-151). This fluidity in
the meanings ascribed to the veil underscores Iranian
women's agency in navigating and resisting the state’s



constraints, and highlights the importance of rejecting
simplistic readings of Islamic practices or assumptions
of civilizational superiority
(Fathzadeh, 2020, p.I159).
Through these adaptations,
Iranian women not only assert
their autonomy but also
reshape public perceptions
and effect subtle changes
within  society (Fathzadeh,
2020, p.160). Ultimately, the
complexities and fluidity of
Iranian  women'’s  identities
serve as tools to navigate
the closed system in which
they are constrained. Far
from being passive victims,
these women are active
political ~actors, reclaiming
agency through both subtle
and overt acts of resistance,
llustrating ~ how  deeply
embedded cultural symbols like the veil can become
powerful instruments for self-empowerment and
societal transformation.

Breaking the Silence: Pathways to
Liberation and Self-Determination

The current wave of resistance in Iran, largely driven
by younger generations and bolstered by globalisation
and digital media, marks a pivotal shift from earlier
movements. The 2022 killing of Mahsa Jina Amini by
Iran's morality police ignited national protests, bringing
renewed energy to global feminist movements and
shining an intense spotlight on the plight of Iranian
women (Rashid, 2023, p.723). These protests drew
unprecedented support across diverse Iranian ethnic
communities and regions, rallying around the slogan
“Woman, Life, Freedom"—a cry for liberation
that transcends gender rights and confronts deeply
embedded systems of state oppression (Rashid, 2023,
p./26). This new generation of Iranians, less burdened
by the direct traumas of past revolutions and wars
but equally strained by enduring repression has
taken to digital technologies as a means of organising
and resisting state control (Tohidi, 2016, p.80).

“If women were indeed passive,
compliant, and inactive—as
portrayed by both the state and
Western Orientalist narratives—
there would be little reason
to invest in their continued
marginalisation. Instead, their
targeted repression underscores
the challenge they pose (o the
structural foundations upon which
the Iranian regime rests.”

Angelina Castrucci

Cyberspace has evolved into what Fathdazeh calls
a ‘third space’, enabling Iranian women to resist and
redefine dominant narratives
(2020,  p.158).  Platforms
like ‘My Stealthy Freedom,
coordinated by exiled activist
Masih Alinejad, exemplify how
cyberspace has become a safe
haven for Iranian women to
voice opposition to compulsory
veiling and other gender-
based restrictions, creating a
powerful sense of solidarity
amidst heavy censorship and
surveillance (Fathdazeh, 2020,
p.158). Social media have
provided a decentralised space
for collective action, offsetting
organisational limitations by
linking lranians across divides,
both geographic and ideological
(Rouhi, 2022, p.194). In a
society where public spaces are closely monitored by
oppressive Islamic regulations, online platforms have
become a lifeline for many Iranian women to challenge
the symbolic orders imposed on their bodies. Through
these spaces, they can construct and perform multiple
identities, rejecting the reductive, state-imposed
images of passive femininity (Tohidi, 2016, p.85). Thus,
the current wave of the Iranian women's movement
epitomises its adaptability, as women navigate shifting
socio-political dynamics through innovative, subversive
strategies, expressing their agency through informal
and non-traditional actions.

As the movement gains momentum, it becomes
increasingly clear that their struggle forms part of a
larger societal push to reclaim civic voice and agency.
Women activists today employ reform-oriented
strategies within civil society, using their ‘power of
presence’ in public spaces, both physical and digital, as
a subtle defiance against authoritarian control (Tohidi,
2016, pp.80, 85). These actions are pivotal to broader
social transformations, challenging not only gender
norms but authoritarian structures, and they present
alternative frameworks for imagining political change
in Iran (Tohidi, 2016, p.85). Thus, Iranian women have
emerged as vital actors within the nation's socio-
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political landscape. The persistent repression they face
underscores their significant political agency, as the
state’s sustained attempts to silence them reveal the
perceived threat they pose to authoritarian structures.
Through adaptive strategies and innovative forms
of coordination, these activists—both women and
men—forge pathways toward ideological and systemic
liberation, envisioning a future where their voices
resonate publicly and with enduring impact, redefining
freedom in contemporary Iran. Indeed, as one young
activist declared, “They can kill us. They can arrest us.
But this is the beginning of their end. Maybe today,
maybe next week, or next month, but our revolution
is irreversible’ (Hafezi, 2022).

Conclusion

This paper has explored the intricate dynamics of
power and resistance faced by Iranian women within
an oppressive state apparatus. It concludes that the
Iranian state’s total control overwomen not only asserts
authority but also exposes the political threat posed
by women as active agents of change. By examining
the state’s gender-based frameworks and the silencing
structures that limit women's autonomy, this analysis
highlights both the oppressive narrative imposed and
the resilience with which women challenge these
identities. Far from being passive victims, lranian women
engage in multifaceted resistance that defies simplistic,
Orientalist, portrayals. By centring their voices,
this paper advocates for a deeper, non-essentialist,
understanding of ‘woman’ that recognises the diversity
of their experiences.
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This article includes descriptions of sexual and racially
motivated violence, including specific details of the
murder of Pamela George. Readers may find some
content distressing.

iolence in Canada disproportionately affects

Indigenous women, however appropriate justice
for such violence is rare (Garcia-Del Moral, 2018;
Razack, 2000). Between 2009 and 202l, Indigenous
women, including First Nations, Métis, and Inuit women,
experienced homicides at a rate six times higher than
that of non-Indigenous women (Burczycka and Cotter,
2023, p.3). Further exacerbating injustice, the police only
recommend a first-degree murder charge 2/ percent
of the time in cases of murdered Indigenous women,
compared to 54 percent of the time for the murders of
non-Indigenous women (Burczycka and Cotter, 2023,
p.3). For the murder of Indigenous women, 60 percent
of charges were for second-degree murder and |3
percent for manslaughter (Burczycka and Cotter;, 2023,
p.3). Moreover, manslaughter was more commonly the
charge if the murder victim was an Indigenous person
(Burczycka and Cotter, 2023, p.3). This essay argues
that this injustice and how it unfolds can be at least
partially explained by the ‘racialisation of space’ in past
and contemporary Canada.

To elucidate the role of the racialisation of space in
perpetuating injustice for Indigenous women in
Canada, this essay first unpacks the theory of the
racialisation of space and its implications in Canada’s
transition from colonial administration to urbanisation.
Subsequently, using the case study of Pamela George,
this essay explores how the racialisation of space in
contemporary Canada facilitates violence, and its
normalisation, against Indigenous women, ultimately
inhibiting the enactment of justice. By offering relevant
background information and subsequently analysing
the murder and trial in regard to the racialisation of
space, this essay will conclude that due to the clear
and systemic racialisation of space in Canada, Pamela
George did not receive justice.

The racialisation of space, a theory developed by critical
scholars of race and space, refers to the construction
of particular geographic landscapes that form and
reinforce social hierarchies alongside racial lines

(Inwood et al, 2000). Based on these hierarchies the
exploitation of certain racial groups is facilitated, which
ultimately reinforces the aforementioned racialisation
of space as a form of this domination (Inwood et
al, 2010). The origins of this process can be linked
back to the colonialist establishment of white settler
societies and their subsequent segregation practices
(Lipsitz, 2007). The violent subjugation of Indigenous
land was often based on the racist ideology that these
communities needed the colonisers help (Lipsitz,
2007). Alternatively, European colonisers justified their
actions based on the idea of ‘terra nullius, which refers
to the claim that they were the first on this stolen
land, thereby disregarding entire Aboriginal societies
that existed there previously (Lipsitz, 2007, Bonds and
Inwood, 2016, p.722). The brutality of colonisation is
often denied, as Canada continues to be portrayed as
outside of the imperialist agenda, effectively concealing
enduring colonial processes (Dua Razack and Warner,
2005). Importantly, settler colonialism informs not
only the past but also the present and future societal
formations (Bonds and Inwood, 2016). During
Canada’s urbanisation in the 1950s and 1960s, colonial
administration was simply transformed into the
segregation of urban spaces and slum administration,
meaning that the ‘city slums’ were ‘regulated through
a variety of municipal laws and Aboriginals were
contained within these slums (Razack, 2000, p.97).
The city belonged to the settlers and the threat of
‘The Other’ led to exclusionary spatial management
practices like zoning laws (Razack, 2000; Lipsitz, 2007).
The 1990s saw an influx of migrants and refugees that
furtherthreatened the imagination of an ordered space,
legitimising exclusionary practices such as increased
policing of people of colour (Razack, 2000; Razack,
2002; Lipsitz, 2007). The colonialist project is based
on continuous removal of any indigenous people, who
pose a threat to the created social order (Bonds and
Inwood, 2016).

In contemporary Canada, the spatial management of
racial diversity along the lines of social hierarchies is
also expressed in the development of racialised areas
(Teelucksingh, 2006). Despite being essential to the
economy in a globalised world, most of the racialised
urban population is continuously spatially relegated to
the status of otherness and remains peripheral to the
economy, preventingthem from accumulatingthe means
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to escape spatial containment (Lipsitz, 2007; Calmore,
1995; Teelucksingh, 2006). In turn, less favorable
areas of the city are oftentimes disproportionately
inhabited by people of colour (Razack, 2002). The
legal regulation of space imposes a hegemonic social
order, ultimately leading to the exclusion and inclusion
of certain bodies based on the development of ideas
about some communities' degeneracy (Teelucksingh,
2006; Razack, 2002). Because ideas of dominance and
otherness are projected onto space, space becomes
integral to the exercise of power and can be used as a
tool of oppression (Razack, 2002; Teelucksingh, 2006).
This oppression oftentimes manifests in violence
against marginalised groups and the normalisation of
such violence (Razack, 2000).

Pamela George: Background
Information

On 17 April 1995, Easter weekend, Pamela George,
an Aboriginal woman of the Saulteaux nation, was
murdered in Regina, Canada, by two young, white,
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‘As violence is naturalised within
racialised spaces, it becomes
viewed as a natural by-product of

these spaces and the people within
them (Van Cleve and Mayes, 2015).”

middle-class men (Razack, 2000). The men went out
drinking that evening and ended up at ‘the Stroll’, an area
of prostitution streets (Razack, 2000). Here, Pamela
George was working as a prostitute and, after some
convincing, the men persuaded her to join them in their
car (Razack, 2000). They drove her to an isolated place
outside of the city, forced her to perform oral sex on
them, and then proceeded to beat her, leaving her lying
with her face in the mud (Razack, 2000). Although her
death was announced on the radio the next day, it
took nearly a month of going through a list of suspects,
most of whom were Aboriginal or from ‘the Stroll', for
the two men to be arrested (Razack, 2000). Two years
later, the men were convicted of manslaughter with a
prison sentence of six and a half years (Razack, 2000).
Many people, especially those of the Native community,
objected to this decision, urging that this was at least
second-degree murder; and George had not received
the justice that she deserved (Razack, 2000).

Pamela George: Racialisation of Space

Razack urges that to understand the underlying
colonial and racial factors that enabled this crime, one
must understand the inherently linked histories of
white middle-class men, like the two murderers, and
of Saulteaux women, like Pamela George (2000); these
are histories of racialisation of space. The history of
colonial dispossession and the associated violence led
to both parties being on ‘the Stroll' that night (Razack,
2000). It was white settlers that displaced and limited
Pamela George's ancestors and those seen as ‘othered
beings' to the reserves of the city (Razack, 2000). Like
other Canadian cities, Regina experienced the influx of
immigrants in the 1990s, however, the immigrants in
Regina remain on the economic periphery of the city
and oftentimes find themselves on ‘the Stroll' in search



of work (Razack, 2000). Therefore, a disproportionate
number of Indigenous women end up involved in sex
work due to settler-colonial domination (Bourgeois,
2018). The space of ‘the Stroll' becomes racialised,
whereby The Other is viewed as ‘belonging’ there,
meanwhile the white middle-class subject ‘belongs’ to
the elite spaces. Therefore, contact between white
settlers and The Other is often limited to prostitution,
the criminal justice system, and the police (Razack,
2000). This can create an image of Indigenous women
as ‘innately promiscuous and sexually available)
ultimately linked to criminality and violence (Bourgeois,
2018, p.373; Van Cleve and Mayes, 2015). Based on
this image of Indigenous women, dehumanisation
follows to such an extent that the brutality that Pamela
George was subjected to is seen as acceptable or
possibly even deserved (Bourgeois, 2018; Razack,
2000). As articulated by Razack, “The men seemed to
possess a collective understanding of Pamela George
as a thing, an objectification that their exclusively white
worlds would have given them little opportunity to
disrupt’ (2000, p.I11). Razack (2000) even describes
the violence as a cleansing, since the white men
forcefully removed an Aboriginal woman from the
city (2000). This is a specific form of colonial violence
that Aboriginals have been subjected to throughout
Canada’s history (Bourgeois, 2018).

However, the racialisation of space goes further than
simply enabling such violence, enabling it to occur with
impunity through Canada’s legal system (Van Cleve
and Mayes, 2005; Razack, 2000; Garcia-Del Moral,
2018; Calmore, 1995). Contemporary institutions
have changed from explicitly racist to supposedly
‘colorblind’, thereby shifting the focus towards
individualised experiences and consequently preventing
acknowledgement that systemic marginalisation
prevails in modern social structures, including the
Canadian justice system (Bonds and Inwood, 2016). In
Canada’s justice system, race is viewed as fixed and
solely based on visual characteristics, ignoring the
underlying meanings associated with race (Van Cleve
and Mayes, 2015). In the case of Pamela George, race
and associated prejudices were integral to the murders
framing. Razack argues that the murder was framed
through the projection of the prejudiced ideas of
Aboriginal ‘corruptness’ and white ‘innocence’ onto
the bodies and spaces of Pamela George and her

Johanna Nesselhauf

murderers (2000). During the trial, ‘the Stroll' was
portrayed as a space of sexual activity and violence,
with Pamela George's body naturally belonging to this
space (Razack, 2000). As violence is naturalised within
racialised spaces, it becomes viewed as a natural by-
product of these spaces and the people within them
(Van Cleve and Mayes, 2015). Thus, because Pamela
George's murder occurred in a racialised space
excluded from the domain of justice, her trial lacked full
accountability (Razack, 2000). Hence, racial prejudices
were integral to how the murder was perceived by
the legal system. This projection of certain ideas onto
racialised bodies is prominent in the justice system
(Van Cleve, 2015), facilitating and simultaneously arising
out of the racialisation of space. This injustice, however,
remains unrecognised by the Canadian legal system
(Van Cleve and Mayes, 2015).

Razackfurtherexplains how, withinthe court, Aboriginal
bodies simply fail to be recognised as genuine people
(2000). Despite attempts to build Pamela George's
personhood and remind the Court that she was a
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mother, she was unable to escape the space of The
Other; her body remained seen as one to be violated
(Razack, 2000). While most details of her livelihood
remained largely ignored in the trial, her imprisoned
cousin and falsely charged father were selectively
included as they fit the defence’s narrative (Razack,
2000). The defence also framed the murder as an issue
of substance abuse, as the men had been drinking,
rather than one of sexual and racial violence (Razack,
2000). By implying the murderers simply lost control, it
is clear that the white men belong to their elite social
space with Pamela George on its periphery (Razack,
2000). In this case, whiteness acted subtly and covertly,
through institutions and social spaces, to sustain an
order of white dominance (Dua, Razack, and Warner,
2005). An analysis of Pamela George's murder from a
spatial perspective reveals how bodies associated with
‘degenerate’ spaces lose their personhood, naturalising
violence towards those bodies (Razack, 2000).

Conclusion

In conclusion, racialisation of space began with colonial
violence and continues to characterise contemporary
Canada. Due to the enduring/continuing racialisation
of space in contemporary Canada, violence towards
Indigenous women is enabled with impunity. This
injustice stems fromthe ways in which the racialisation of
space leads to certain ideas being projected onto spaces
and the bodies that belong in them, which are then
used to inspire and justify discrimination. Furthermore,
this form of racial discrimination becomes naturalised
and institutionalised by the legal system. In the case
of Pamela George, an Indigenous woman working as
a prostitute on the ‘the Stroll, connotations of sexual
availability, criminality, and violence were projected onto
her. Meanwhile, the male perpetrators of this violence,
who emanated from elite white spaces, were viewed
through a framework of white innocence. Accordingly,
violence towards women like Pamela George is both
normalised and enabled. Moreover, this normalisation
of violence led to a lack of true justice served in the
court. The acknowledgment of underlying colonial
legacies were largely ignored within the trial, despite
their significant role.
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This article includes descriptions of gender-based
violence, including child marriage. Readers may find
some content distressing.

In Niger, gender-based violence against women
and girls is commonplace. Gender-based violence
is defined by the International Rescue Committee as
‘harmful acts of abuse perpetrated against a person’s
will and rooted in a system of unequal power between
women and men’ (2022). This can be physical,
emotional, psychological, sexual, or socio-economic.
Yet, the issue in Niger is not just systemic violence,
but also its compounding impacts. This essay argues
that gender-based violence, in the form of child
marriages, directly correlates to girls being forced out
of education, rendering them voiceless, with lasting
consequences for their financial independence and
political participation. Further; this process of female
violence and voicelessness is cyclical: as long as they
are voiceless, the violence is likely to persist, and the
cycle will continue (Smith, Stone, and Kahando, 2012).
Crucially, this voicelessness reduces girls’ and women'’s
power in their own decision-making: ‘A girl has voice
and agency when she can make decisions about her life
and act on those decisions without fear of retribution
or violence’ (Parsons et al, 2015, p.I3). Although
international organisations like the UN have extensively
researched both the issue of girl's lack of education in
Niger and the prevalance of child marriage , very little
academic literature exists on the connection between
these two issues and their consequences for Nigerien
girls and women (Inglehearn, 2021; UNICEF 2019).
As such, this essay concludes by evaluating potential
solutions to this issue.

In orderto understand the cycle of female voicelessness,
it is important to understand the context of child
marriage and female education in Niger. Child marriage
is recognised in international law as a form of gender-
based violence, physically, psychologically, and sexually
(Girls Not Brides, 2024). According to data by Girls
Not Brides, 76 percent of girls in Niger marry before
the age of eighteen — the highest rate of child marriage
in the world — and 28 percent marry before fifteen,
despite the legal age of marriage for girls being fifteen.
This problem is worse in rural areas where Girls Not
Brides estimates that 84.6 percent of women aged
between 20-24 were married by eighteen (2024). These

statistics highlight that this issue is pervasive, and that
marriage is the predetermined future for many young
girls in Niger. Additionally, as of 2021, female education
rates in Niger were amongst the lowest in the world
with only around ten percent of girls continuing to
attend secondary school until age fifteen, and only two
percent attending high school until age eighteen (SOS
Sahel, 2022). The situation of girls in education in Niger
seemed to be improving until 2017, since then, however,
the trend has been in decline (Crombleholme, 2023).
These statistics highlight two key issues young girls and
women face in Nigerien society — child marriage and
a lack of complete education — but to understand the
depth of the problem, one must examine how these
Issues are intertwined.

In Niger, gender norms and stereotypes are strict
and women are seen as inferior to men, limiting
the perceived need of girls to be in education as
opposed to fulfiling their gender roles within the
family (Inglehearn, 2021). As girls are often limited to
becoming wives and mothers, ‘many families do not
see the value in allowing their daughters to pursue an
education or a career; believing that marriage is the
only viable option for them' (Crawford, 2022, p.103).
Furthermore, the World Bank predicts that in 2024,
47.5 percent of the population will be considered as
living in extreme poverty (2024). Although both boys
and girls suffer under these levels of poverty, research
demonstrates that poverty increases the likelihood of
child marriage for girls (Deane, 2021, p.7). If Nigerien
parents cannot afford to send all of their children to
school, girls are removed first, because of the perceived
limited value of girls’ education (Deane, 2021, pp.7-8).
Prevailing social norms in Niger not only devalue girls'
education but make girls remaining under their parents’
guardianship seen as a financial burden (Deane, 2021,
p.7). In a country where going to school everyday
already has significant barriers — such as, extreme
poverty and ongoing violent conflict — girls in Niger
are at even more of a disadvantage (Inglehearn, 2021).
These norms and their consequences undermine the
value of educating girls, enabling gender-based violence
and silencing young girls and women.

There are many subsequent consequences to girls

not receiving a full education, including, importantly,
that girls are significantly less likely to become literate.
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According to the most recent data from The World
Bank, only 30 percent of females ages fifteen and
above in Niger are literate (2022). Research by the
International Women'’s Development Agency suggests
that one key impact of illiteracy is exclusion from
political engagement (2018). A study examining the
causes of the gender gap in political participation
in  Sub-Saharan African countries confirmed this
correlation between inequalities in gender, education,
and political engagement (Coffe and Bolzendahl, 2010,
p.258). In this context, illiteracy may prevent women
from reading voting ballots, or political manifestos,
leading to women being ‘automatically excluded’ from
voting (International Women'’s Development Agency,
2018). Consequently, this could also mean they cannot
join in everyday political action, such as signing petitions
or reading the news — things that, in the Western
world, we often take for granted. In Niger; high rates of
illiteracy amongst women inhibit their engagement in
political action, rendering them systematically voiceless
regardless of their own desires to do so. In conjunction
with high rates of child marriage, these compounding
forces have a detrimental impact on girls' education
and their ability to have a political voice.

Furthermore, research suggests that not being
educated means that women cannot achieve financial
independence, causing them to remain financially
dependent on male family members such as theirfathers
or husbands and contributing to the inextricable links
between female voicelessness and violence (Saul et
al, 2020, p.275). As Saul et al. confirms, child marriage
does not grant financial independence for young girls
but simply transfers their dependence from father to
husband (2020, p.275). In Niger; 80 percent of men
aged 15-49 are employed for wages, compared to only
25 percent of women , as women are usually expected
to do unpaid domestic labour (DHS Program, 2013;
Saul et al, 2020, p. 275). This financial dependence
is exacerbated by child marriage’s impact on girls'
education: women are less likely to get well-paid work
because ‘lower educational attainment is associated,
at least on average, with lower wages' (Perlman et al,,
2018, p.190). Moreover, in many Nigerien commmunities,
‘work is not considered a desired pathway for
women' as societal and cultural norms restrict them
to domestic and childcare duties (Saul et al., 2020,
p.274). In direct relation to the prevalence of child
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marriages, girls are often themselves ‘seen as financial
assets’ to their families, perpetuating both their lack
of financial independence, freedom of employment,
and educational attainment (Deane, 2021, pp.9-10).
The intertwined and compounding lack of education,
financial independence and domestic duties limit the
ability of women to make their own decisions for their
futures. As such these processes once again leave
women voiceless.

Education is empowering, as it allows girls to make their
own decisions, meaning they are ‘much more likely to
engage in civic and community activities' and also allows
them to know and defend their rights (Jeanty, 2024).
Education can help economically, socially, and politically
to give women a voice. Studies have also shown that
women can increase their earnings by twenty percent
with just one extra year of education (UN Women,
2022). Furthermore, a child whose mother can read is
50 percent more likely to live over the age of five and
they are twice as likely to also attend school (Inglehearn,
2021). Moreover, according to research ‘for every 10%
increase in female literacy there is an increase of 10% in
life expectancy at birth, and around 0.3% of economic
growth’, demonstrating that women'’s literacy has far-
reaching impacts for their communities, in addition to
empowering themselves (Patchett, 2010). This shows
that breaking the cycle is necessary, not just for girls,
but for everyone, and even for future generations.
However, finding solutions to these issues is complex
and not easy. As several studies have noted, issues
of gender equality, education, and rights cannot be
addressed by imposing a ‘linear’ or singular framework
in local communities (Greany, 2008, p.565). Rather,
the process to ensuring girls’ access to education, their
freedom from child marriage and the empowerment
of their voices begins with ‘understanding the (power)
struggles within which rights are denied or realised’
and how these notions are reproduced systematically
and locally. As such, various solutions to improve girls'
and women'’s rights in Niger are considered, with the
note that no single solution is adequate on its own and
without changing how girls and women are valued by
their communities.

The cycle of violence to voicelessness begins with child
marriage, so to break this cycle, forced child marriage
must end (Deane, 2021). Niger has already committed



to eliminating child marriage by 2030, in accordance
with  the UN's the Sustainable Development
Goals, meaning that the legal age of marriage, in all
circumstances, would be raised from fifteen to eighteen
for girls (Vagliani, 2020). Despite promoting the UN's
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these concrete actions to increase access to education
may help families to feel less of a financial burden on
supporting girls in education, some studies have shown
that international organisations should focus less on
access and more on ‘the constraints of underlying

Sustainable Development Goals, however, Niger  social structures, which remain unchallenged and
has not ratified the African unchanged” (Wynd, 1995 in
Women's Protocol, suggesting “Thejntertwjnedand Greany, 2008, p.559). This

an incomplete commitment
to  promoting  women'’s
rights (Greany, 2008, p.558).
Additionally, as it currently
stands, due to competing
sources of law, the statutory
provision legalising marriage
age fifteen for girls and
eighteen for boys is ineffective,
with many girls being married
below the age of fifteen (Deane, 2021, p.6). Religious
law and special provisions which negate statutory
law allow customs to supersede other forms of law
and enforcement, rendering international obligations
moot (Deane, 2021, pp.6-7). As such, to promote the
efficacy of statutory laws and international obligations
preventing child marriage, punishments such as fines
or imprisonment need to be strictly enforced (Deane,
2021, p9).

Furthermore, there needs to be a real effort to tackle
gender norms and promote the idea that girls and boys
have an equal right to education. Especially given the role
of custom and tradition in perpetuating child marriage,
girls must be viewed as more than financial assets and
their domestic duties. Therefore, programmes aimed
at girls, and, importantly, their families and communities,
need to be put in place to inform them on the right of
girls to be in education until the age of fifteen, and
also the significant disadvantages of child marriage.
Along with this, education should be more widely and
financially accessible. A study in Kenya by the World
Bank found that subsidising the costs of uniforms
reduced absenteeism by up to 55 percent (Evans and
Ngatia, 2018, p.2). Another way to reduce the financial
burden is to provide support with transportation. For
example, Plan International currently has a scheme of
providing girls with bicycles to get to school, making
it safer and more cost-effective for them to go to
school every day (Plan International, no date). Though

compounding lack of education,
financial independence and

domestic duties limit the ability
of women to make their own
decisions for their futures.”

highlights the need to break
the cycle by tackling gender-
based violence through legal
action, widening access to
education and  promoting
a change in gender norms
which devalue girls’ education,
leaving them voiceless and
financially ~ dependent  on
male figures. Together, these
methods could start to make a fundamental change
in Niger and give girls the opportunity to have a voice.

While solutions are necessary and require immediate
action, political instability in Niger might limit their
efficacy, primarily the coup of 2023 (Human Rights
Watch, 2023). In this military coup, President Bazoum
was ousted and replaced by General Abdourahamane
Tchiani. Himself a teacher before his political career,
President Bazoum had committed to improving girls'
education, and in his inauguration speech in 2021, he
made a link between high rates of child marriage and
low rates of girls' education (Yabi, 2023). The president
spoke of wanting to end this ‘vicious circle’ and even
of creating boarding schools closer to small villages,
highlighting that he understood the importance of
this issue (Reuters, 2021). Yet, since his removal, any
attempt to improve girls' education has gone with him;
economic decline under the post-coup government,
increased sanctions and fewer democratic freedoms
suggest that education will no longer be a priority
(International Rescue Committee, 2023; Africa Center
for Strategic Studies, 2023). Moreover, several studies
have shown that educational attainment, budget size
and prioritisation, and political stability serve to reinforce
one another or reinforce intrastate conflict and poor
educational outcomes and inequality (Monchar, 1981;
Neugarten, 2015; Kahn, 1997). Therefore, even though
there are solutions, and they are crucial, their viability is
potentially limited, especially under the current political
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climate.

In conclusion, it is evident that child marriage, as a
form of gender-based violence critically limits girls’
education in Niger, which leaves them economically
and politically voiceless. As highlighted above, female
education, literacy and financial independence has
a widespread impact, not just now in 2024, but also
for future generations. Girls and women in Niger face
structural and cultural impediments to their education
and independence, requiring changes in access to
education, in legal protections, and in their cultural
value to improve their situation. Additionally, these
issues of high rates of child marriage, low educational
attainment and financial dependence should be viewed
as both interlinked and compounding forces that render
girls and women subject to gender-based violence and
voicelessness, making these detrimental effects cyclical.
Even though the fight against child marriage might be
difficult, it is vital and necessary.
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HUMAN RIGHTS VS CULTURE: HOW
TRADITION JUSTIFIES FGC IN SOMALIA
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This article discusses female genital cutting, including
descriptions of the procedure, its historical context, and
its cultural and health implications. Readers may find
some content distressing.

Female genital cutting (FGC), also known as female
genital mutilation (FGM), is defined by the World
Health Organization (WHO) as ‘all procedures that
involve partial or total removal of the external female
genitalia" (World Health Organization, 2024). The
terminology of FGM has been adopted by anti-FGC
advocates to emphasise the extreme human rights

by Jimena Cardenal

violation the procedure entails (Vissandjée et al.,, 2014).
However, this vocabulary alienates and stigmatises the
women who perceive circumcision as simply cultural as
it implies an inherent act of intentional violence against
those affected (Vissandjée et al., 2014). In Somalia, 99.2
percent of girls and women between the ages of |5
and 49 have undergone FGC, with the majority of
the procedures performed between the ages of five
and nine (28 Too Many, 2018, p.l). Non-medicalised
FGC, also known as female circumcision, tends to be
conducted by non-medical professionals or midwives
who have no formal medical training (Hearst and
Molnar, 2013, p. 623). However, medicalised FGC is
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becoming more prevalent as families seek healthcare
centres where professionals perform the procedure on
their daughters (28 Too Many, 2019). The procedure
has no health benefits (Keles et al., 2022). In fact, it is
synonymous with a multitude of short and long-term
consequences, including haemorrhages, infections,
sexual difficulties, infertility, and complications during
childbirth  (Nussbaum, 1999, p.120). Despite these
risks, the procedure has remained pervasive as it is
viewed as an integral part of Somali women's cultural
identity and a religious obligation (Abathun, Sundby
and Gele, 2016). The evaluation of FGC in Somalia as a
legitimate form of cultural expression reveals a broader
global challenge: the tension between universal human
rights and local cultural identities in the context of
globalisation. For example, FGC violates Article 24
of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child,
which states that ‘effective and appropriate measures’
should be taken ‘'to abolish traditional practices
prejudicial to the health of children’ (United Nations
General Assembly, 1989). Despite Somalia’s signing
and ratification of this convention, FGC has persisted
(Office of the United Nations High  Commissioner
for Human Rights, 2020). By examining this tension
through the lenses of post-colonialism and feminism,
this paper argues that universal human rights should
be applied within local contexts when the alternative
is individual harm.

Historical Context

Although its origins remain unclear, the procedure can
be traced back to ancient civilisations, including Ancient
Egypt, in which it was believed that circumcision
would remove the masculine traits in women to make
them fit for marriage (Assaad, 1980). Additionally, it
was prominent in |9th century Britain, in which the
procedure was used by doctors as a cure for ill or
mentally disturbed women (Black, 1997, p402). The
WHO estimates that 230 million women in 2024
have been subject to FGC, remaining most common
in Africa (World Health Organization: WHO, 2024).
Although FGC remains prevalent in some African
countries including Somalia, the defence of FGC as
supposedly hygienic or for men’s pleasure was also used
in historical contexts, including but not limited to the
UK (Black, 1997, p. 402). Today, countries in which FGC
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remains pervasive, it is deeply embedded in cultural
traditions and justified as a rite of passage or a cultural
obligation rooted in societal norms (Abathun, Sundby
and Gele, 2016).

Analysis

The practice of FGC violates numerous rights from
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR),
an international document adopted by the United
Nations (UN) that outlines the fundamental rights
and freedoms of all human beings to be universally
protected (United Nations General Assembly, 1948).
These include the right to security (Article 3), freedom
from torture (Article 5), and adequate standards of
health and wellbeing (Article 25) (United Nations
General Assembly, 1948). Additionally, it infringes upon
freedom from discrimination (Articles 5 and 7), as girls
who have undergone less severe forms of the procedure
or are simply uncut are often considered incapable of
controlling their sexual desires (Abathun, Sundby and
Gele, 2016). As a result, many Somali mothers force
their daughters to undergo this procedure in fear of
‘stigma and discrimination’ (Abathun, Sundby and Gele,
2016, p.566). However, the concept of universalism is
ultimately utopian, as fundamental cultural differences
prevent it from becoming a global political reality
(Nussbaum, 1999). It is difficult to judge all countries
based on the principles established by the West,
which values secularism and individualism, when these
principles are not shared by the majority of the world's
population. For example, anti-colonial activist and
politician Jomo Kenyatta defended the preservation
of practices such as FGC by highlighting the idea of
cultural continuity, arguing that initiation rites played an
essential role in a community’s foundation (Kenyatta,
1938, p. 133). From this perspective, criminalising
traditional practices that infringe on individual rights is
both useless and harmful to non-Western cultures, as
interfering with these rituals could have disintegrative
effects on the community (Nussbaum, 1999, p.125).
Since it is impossible to apply one moral ideology
to the entire global stage, universalism becomes an
unattainable concept, as it is too difficult to judge the
customs of one culture using the moral principles of
another. Therefore, the concept of cultural relativism
must be sought out as an alternative solution in order



to find a common ground on local human rights
applications.

Donelly (1984) identifies two levels of cultural relativism
— strong and weak — each involving varying degrees
of universalism and relativism that are relevant to this
paper. Strong relativism regards culture as the principal
source of moral validity, where rights are culturally
determined, but universalism serves as a safeguard
against excess relativism (Donelly, 1984, pA40l). Weak
relativism, by contrast, emphasises a moderate form
of universalism, while the relativity of communities acts
as a counterbalance to excessive universalism (Donelly,
1984, p40I). These varying degrees of cultural relativism
can be further evaluated through feminist and post-
colonial theories.

The value of FGC to Somali identity is closely tied to
religious commitment, which frames the procedure as a
duty of young girls based on interpretations of the hadith
(Abathun, Sundby and Gele, 2016). However, in Islam,
the Prophet Muhammad refers to the procedure as a
makrama, meaning a non-essential practice (Nussbaum,
1999, p.125). In essence, religion has been invoked
to justify the cycle of direct, structural, and cultural
violence towards women in Somalia. In reality, FGC is
a form of control, reducing women to a subordinate
status by denying them the fundamental right to bodily
autonomy. Although the procedure is arranged and
performed by older women, it perpetuates patriarchal
ideals on female sexuality and virginity. From a feminist
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“In reality, FGCis a form of control,
reducing women to a subordinate
status by denying them the
fundamental right to bodily
autonomy.”

perspective, weak relativism should be applied to FGC
in Somalia. Feminist scholars argue that the procedure’s
compulsory and non-consensual nature, combined
with its aforementioned health risks, underscores the
importance of universalism in protecting individual
rights (Nussbaum, 1999, p.120). However, applying
Donelly's (1984) concept of weak relativism requires
acknowledging that morality varies significantly across
different cultural contexts.

Post-colonialist theory refers to the historic, economic,
political, and sociological analysis of European territorial
conquests, colonial institutions and contemporary
legacies to analyse the impact of European imperialism
on world societies (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, 2007,
p.169). Saghaye-Biria (2018) employs this theory in
order to critique the Eurocentric nature of the current
human rights regime, viewing it as an ‘attempt to restore
Western cultural practices as universal’ and examining
the formation and implementation of the UDHR.
The UDHR was drafted in 1948 by a committee
that included only two non-Western representatives,
despite two-thirds of the world being colonised and
thus voiceless (Saghaye-Biria, 2018, pp.61-62). This
approach to human rights has remained consistent
throughout its implementation, with universalism often
serving as a means to impose Western values on other
cultures as a form of neo-colonialism. Neo-colonialism
refers to the phenomenon that despite having
achieved political independence, ex-colonial powers
and global superpowers such as the United States and
China continue to play a decisive role in the cultures
and economies of previously colonised states through
indirect control such as international monetary bodies
and cultural non-governmental organisations (Ashcroft,
Griffiths and Tiffin, 2007, p.146). From this perspective,
Western critiques of FGC represent an ethnocentric
demonisation of another culture, failing to account for
differences in moral norms (Nussbaum, 1999, p.120).
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As a result, from the perspective of Somali society
and government, this procedure is not viewed as a
violation of human rights but rather as an integral part
of their cultural and religious identity. In fact, women
who undergo FGC are perceived to ‘benefit’ from
the procedure, as it is considered a prerequisite for
marriage (Abathun, Sundby and Gele, 2016).

Additionally, post-colonial theory critiques the double
standards of human rights enforcement, in which
Western countries that fail to adhere to human rights
laws, both domestically and globally, utilise the same
framework to pressure rival nations (Saghaye-Biria,
2018, p.60). This criticism extends beyond VWestern
nation-states to include the international institutions
responsible for enforcing human rights. For example,
while many institutions condemn the practice of FGC,
including the UN, which has a list of traditional practices
that are harmful to women, this list only includes non-
Western customs (Chambers, 2004). Ensuring the
protection of human rights is difficult to achieve when
Eurocentrism dominates the moral compass through
which we understand these rights, determining which
customs are violations of women's rights and which are
perceived as culture.

However, despite the view presented by the cultural
relativist school of thought, which validates FGC
in Somalia as simply ‘tradition’, culture should not
be considered a static concept, but rather one
that evolves and adapts over time. It is becoming
increasingly clear that the international consensus is
that the individual protection of human rights should
overrule cultural expressions of identity. This consensus
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was demonstrated by the international community’s
reaction to the harsh anti-LGBTQ+ laws implemented
in Uganda in 2023. Similarly to feminist perspective
on FGC, religion is distorted to serve the interests
of those in power and used as a tool to perpetuate
oppression rather than for spiritual means. However,
the rejection of these actions by the international
community shows a shift towards protecting individual
liberties. For instance, FGC is internationally recognised
as a ‘violation of the rights of both girls and women'

(Abathun, Sundby and Gele, 2016, p.558).

Conclusion

When expressions of identity and culture infringe upon
individuals' rights to freedom, liberty, and equality, they
can no longer be considered characteristic of culture.
As seen in Somalia, practices such as FGC are often
justified as a tradition. However, such practices are
symptoms of a larger problem —the oppressive norms
that relegate women to inferior roles in patriarchal
societies. Despite the issues that come hand in hand
with generalisations such as universalism, ultimately,
Somali culture involves more than female circumcision,
and therefore protecting fundamental individual rights
should always trump cultural expressions in the tensions
between universalism and culture.

This article has been edited by Alex Senior (Regional
Editor of Africa) and Ayesha Kamran (Regional Editor of
the Middle East and North Africa) and Harry Johnson
(Chief Regional Editor), copy edited by Ace Bailey Parr
(Copy Editor) and Lucy Barrett (Chief Copy Editor), peer
reviewed by Maisie Norton (Peer Reviewer), checked
and approved by the following executives: Eleanor Doyle
(Deputy Editor-in-Chief) and Grace Hitchcock (Editor-
in-Chief).
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RECLAIMING VOICE THROUGH VIOLENCE: THE
RESURGENCE OF SOMALI MARITIME PIRACY

JAULIDIS DI Aq UOIDIISN]]]

Piracy Is not a novel phenomenon. For centuries,
infamous folk tales and legends have immortalised
pirates as stereotypical, swashbuckling plunderers
running efficient criminal syndicates. Today, modern
pirates similarly engage in violence and robbery on
ships at sea, ultimately seeking one fundamental
objective: to make money. Or at least, it is one of the
most common reasons. 2lst-century pirates hijack
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vessels to steal valuables and hold crews hostage for
ransom. Undeniably, piracy has become synonymous
with brutality and fear-mongering as a result of such
encounters (Joyner, 2009). The issue is increasingly
topical today, especially offthe coast of Somalia, as piracy
cases have once again surged this past year (Ababa,
2024). This paper evaluates the potential root causes of
the resurgence in maritime violence. Concerns arising



from a tumultuous history of international exploitation
of local fisheries and an absent central government
expected to protect its citizenry are several factors
influencing many Somalis' return to piracy. Ultimately,
after a contextual evaluation, this paper argues that
certain economic and political facets enable piracy to
be justified as a means of self-advocacy.

Economic Instability

The deterioration of economic conditions profoundly
impacts individual and collective livelihoods. Plagued
by humanitarian crises, Somalia is home to one of the
poorest economies in the world, where employment
opportunities, stable income, and basic living conditions
are inaccessible to many (The World Bank, 2024). For
coastal Somali fishermen and their families, piracy
provides an opportunity to make the most of their dire
economic situation. There are several factors which,
when coupled together; present both ‘push’ and ‘pull’
coercive mechanisms that have led many Somalis to pick
up arms and turn to piracy (Oliveira, 2017, p.514). Amid
political violence, major droughts, and humanitarian
crises, Somali citizens seek any solution to improve
their economic situation. Hence, piracy becomes an
attractive means of reinforcing one's income due to
its financial benefit, which is being able to afford basic
necessities for survival. The country is situated in an
ideal geographic location that facilitates the continued
success of piracy. Located at the easternmost tip of
Africa, Somalia is the closest African landmass to
the Gulf of Aden, a key pathway leading to the Suez
Canal — one of the busiest shipping lanes in the world
(Feingold and Willige, 2024). With a sizable coastal
shore and access to a crucial maritime trade route, this
positions pirates to maximise damage. There are many
ways that their activity has been tracked and observed,
including by international organizations. The World
Bank assessed that Somali pirates have contributed to
a US$I18 billion loss to the world's economy between
2005 and 2012 (World Bank, 2013).

Over the years, this disruption to formal avenues of
trade has been deemed an act of rebellion by the
international community (United Nations Press Office,
2010). Using violence as a means to reject the global
capitalist order, these pirates are frustrated with their

economic reality; Somalis are still facing implications
tracing back to the country’s entrenched colonial
history (Campling and Colds, 2017). Since Somalia’s
independence, citizens have long been deprived
of economic sovereignty and trapped in a cycle of
underdevelopment and dependency as a whole
(Eckstein and Schwarz, 2014, p.159). Specifically, local
struggles have been categorised by the international
community through a hierarchical model, where the
World Bank has made policy distinctions between
inland and coastal communities when distributing
international aid (Nincic, 2009). Somalis residing inland
are prioritised in the delivery of international aid due
to a proliferation of inland insurgent violence, while
coastline communities are neglected (Rothe and
Collins, 2011, p. 331). As a result, coastline locals have a
history of resorting to piracy to hijack humanitarian aid
ships to steal food and supplies (Nincic, 2009). Though
there are more significant distinctions to be made with
inequalities based on geographical region, these will
not be covered in the scope of this paper. However,
this situation filters into a broader issue — the lack of
social protection and human security experienced
by Somalis, especially coastal residents. Despite what
should be a flourishing economy, especially after
their liberation from colonial rule in 1960, there is
a palpable lack of accomplishment. Local coastal
residents, especially within the autonomous territory
of Puntland, have struggled to protect their economy
and resources from international exploitation. Most
pirates were formerly fishermen forced to compete
with international companies illegally fishing in the same
waters (Sumaila and Bawumia, 2014). As such, they
have abandoned their decimated fishery businesses,
and international corporations’ pursuit of cheap and
illegal supply has become another ‘push’ factor for
Somalis to pick up arms. Simultaneously, international
high-sea trawlers have been dumping toxic waste off
Somalia's coasts, polluting the shoreline and making
local fisheries unsustainable. Considering that many
fishermen earn approximately .50 US dollars a day
during monsoon season and that their supply has
become inconsistent, it has become increasingly easier
to make money from holding cargo ships hostage
(Nairobi Convention, 2010). Significantly, piracy allows
Somalis to earn approximately a hundred times
more than their highest wages as fishermen (Nairobi
Convention, 2010). Having the money and the ability
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to afford food has become a key explanation for why
piracy has become such a lucrative solution.

Subsequently, turning to piracy has become the
best possible job position to ensure survival within
the crippled Somali economy, despite its dangers in
handling weapons and the risk of arrest. Piracy has
become intrinsically linked to a grassroots organisation
and mobilisation of coastline communities in place of
a central government, where operations are guided
by clan affiliation (Ahmed, 1999). Thus, a clan-based,
community-centric structure ensures that everyone
involved in hijacking a ship for ransom gets a cut of the
payment (Ahmed, 1999). From those who guard the
ship to arms suppliers and even cooks preparing food
to keep hostages and pirates alive, all are guaranteed
financial compensation for their work. As such, earning
a high income would otherwise not be possible if
individuals remained fishermen. These steady income
streams are quickly reflected in the visual infrastructure
on land. For instance, more
homes have been built with
greater structural integrity and
driveways leading to freshly
paved roads (Kraska, 2010,
p.116). Altogether, the financial
successes of  buccaneering
demonstrate piracy as an
ultimate force for local good
despite its illegality. Because
of how prosperity has been
exemplified, this ‘pulls’ and
attracts more individuals to
pick up arms and work with
their neighbourhood clans. Overall, piracy has become
a means of survival in an economy otherwise contrary
to local Somali needs, pandering to the wider capitalist
global order that has been heavily critiqued for
continuing the legacy of colonial powers (Eckstein and
Schwarz, 2014). By depriving Somalis of an effective
government to petition — which will be further
elaborated upon in this paper— basic access to formal
avenues of income and supplies in humanitarian crises,
resentment and frustration are widely felt. Hence,
locals are drawn to piracy after seeing the immediate
financial benefits it provides to escape poverty. The
recent resurgence in pirate activity, partly due to
continued violence and anarchy felt on land, enables
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“The recent resurgence in pirate
activity, partly due to continued
violence and anarchy felt on
land, enables a reinvigoration of
grievances against unchanging
circumstances of economic
deprivation.”

a reinvigoration of grievances against unchanging
circumstances of economic deprivation.

Political Distrust

Deeply entwined with economic instability is a
widespread lack of faith in the Somali political system.
Political conditions in the country are extremely fragile,
as a direct result of an absent central government, the
failure of the state to provide for its citizenry, and its
ongoing civil war. One explanation for a resurgence in
piracy in late 2023 —where up to 30 reported instances
of buccaneering have occurred — can be traced back to
the collapse of Siad Barre’s dictatorship regime in 1991
(European Union Naval Force Operation Atalanta,
2024). The Barre government, though incredibly
flawed in many areas of governance, was successful in
preventing piracy by creating maritime task forces to
protect fishery resources and deter maritime crime.
In fact, piracy was not known as an option in Somalia
until after Siad Barre's regime
collapsed, creating a power
void that has since been filled
with lawlessness in the region
(Sumaila and Bawumia, 2014).
The country continued to see
a decline in living conditions
and an increase in non-state
violence, leading to a spike
in piracy in the early 2000s
(World Bank, 2013). With
devastating cargo losses, the
international community was
motivated to invest millions of dollars for over a decade
in naval patrol operations to protect container ships
passing through what have been deemed unsafe Somali
waters (World Bank, 2013). This included UN maritime
peacekeeping missions mandated by the UN Security
Council and NATO-led coalitions. Global leaders saw
a decline in attacks due to their militarisation efforts
in late 2016, and the frequency of their patrols ceased
(World Bank, 2013). After the pandemic, however,
amid a renewal of the on-the-ground political conflict,
pirates have once again picked up arms among other
illegal activities, including the destruction of cargo
property, and can now venture out further into the
Gulf of Aden with less concern over getting caught



(Ababa 2024).

The Somali government is currently preoccupied
with battling a military junta seeking power, which
has escalated threats from insurgent armed factions
free-riding on chaos. Government priorities rightfully
prioritise restoring inland peace over combating
maritime piracy, but not without facing repercussions.
Consequences include a lack of both local and federal
oversight in operation due to the diversion of resources
away from the coast (Nincic, 2009). Furthermore,
corruption is rife in existing local government
administrator  groups,  disincentivising  appointed
leaders from executing their roles effectively. In turn,
the current absence of a corruption-free government
has instigated socio-political conditions conducive to
piracy, where accepting bribes would not often lead
to criminal liability within an unproductive legal system.
The dysfunction of the Somali government has been
met with anger, reflected in many uprisings by clan
groups, protesting the burden placed on the citizenry
to fill the governance gap (Felbab-Brown, 2023). The
cost of Somalia’s ‘statelessness’ has since prompted
local communities to ‘resort to their own devices
while defending themselves against brutal warlords,
global opportunists, or other extremists’ (Little, 2008,
p.62). Hence, they have created a system within their
clan groups that has since evolved into a pseudo-
government, providing financial and social support for
their neglected communities. For instance, clans have
organised self-appointed naval militias, structured an
investment scheme to generate funding for hijacking
operations, and created a financial categorisation system
to divide shares of the ransom money proportionately
(Kamola, 2018). This self-reliance demonstrates that
Somalis can, and have, pivoted away from efforts to
establish, lobby, or protest for a stronger, corruption-
free government. Many have simply accepted their
broken system as unchanging and taken matters into
their own hands, including recruiting more young
people to become pirates to sustain their autogenous
governance.

Conclusion

In their plight, Somalis are forced to make the most
rational choice available to them. If the payoff for
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engaging in hijacking ships for ransom outweighs the
calculated risk of breaking the law, then piracy is chosen.
Unfortunately, the international community has not
properly understood the social, economic, and political
motivating factors for piracy. As alluded to earlier in
this paper, global funding through inter-governmental
organisations has generally been directed exclusively
towards military-related preventive measures to tackle
Somalia’s piracy problem. Media representations
have led to a broader panic about the proliferation
of piracy, following a Western-oriented framing and
perpetuation of an incomplete narrative that Somali
pirates are ‘maritime terrorists’ (Rothe and Collins,
2011, p. 440-441). The reproduction of this ‘knowledge’
that Somali pirates should be considered a dangerous
maritime threat needing containment as the ‘truth,” as
Foucaudian theory asserts, has led policymakers and
government officials to adopt similar beliefs (Rothe
and Collins, 2011; Dillon, 2005). The United Nations
International Maritime Organization, therefore defines
and categorises piracy as terrorism, requiring solutions
that are aimed at containing a terrorist threat (Dillon,
2005). This problem has manifested into a flawed
criminological framing of Somali pirates.  Military
means of combating the group, in effect, prevent the
resolution of the real problem: Somalia is an economic,
political, and humanitarian crisis-ridden country.

The material reality Somalis face is not reflected in
international policy. Resolving this issue, though beyond
the scope of this paper; will require a wider reassessment
of the motivating factors driving a resurgence of piracy
in Somalia. An effective Somali government, not
burdened with resolving simultaneously catastrophic
problems with its limited capacity, is critical to
establishing a baseline sense of security and safety
in the country. Until that happens, piracy remains an
attractive venture Somalis can turn to.
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Chief) and Grace Hitchcock (Editor-in-Chief)
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A White Man’s Burden

ynthia Enloe’s “Twelve Feminist Lessons of War'

claims that ‘every war is fought in gendered history,
and so can be further explained by the role that gender
has in shaping society (Enlone, 2023, p.19). Gender can
be defined in many different ways, but here it will be
analysed as the ‘set of practices that bring reproductive
distinctions between bodies into social processes
(Connell, 2021, p.12). Enloe (2023) demonstrates the
need for history to be analysed through a gendered
lens to uncover an event's full range of causes and
impacts. Utilising this analytical scope on the British
Empire in India, this paper analyses the detrimental
impacts of masculinist imperialism on gender equality
and concludes that this framework, in part, explains
the modern-day experience of patriarchy in India. This
paper first offers a deeper exploration of the full scale
of British imperial oppression by assessing its gendered
justifications. Following this, the British strategy of
divide and rule is explored to demonstrate how
imperialism imparted rifts in society that persist to this
day, conveying the need for an intersectional approach
if these are to be disrupted . Through comparing
modern-day statistics against colonial discourse analysis,
this essay reveals the connection between empire
and patriarchy, particularly noting that this analysis
only begins to expose the interplay between the two
oppressive structures.

One way the British Empire can be analysed as existing
in gendered history is by reviewing how gender norms
were used to naturalise, and hence legitimise, the
hierarchy between coloniser and colonised. Scholars
such as Levine noted that men were in charge of
creating imperial policy and consequently, considering
the absence of female perspectives in this process,
can be seen as inherently masculine (2004, pp.1-2).
Wilson adds that imperial policy was underpinned by
masculine values of ‘strength and paternalistic duty’,
suggesting colonialism was naturalised as an extension
of the embedded ideal that men should look after
their inferiors (Wilson, 2005, p.264). This ideal is
evident in the laws of colonial England; for example,
women didn't have the same property rights as men
until the Law of Property Act 1922, as it was perceived
that only men possessed the rationality required to
manage property (UK Parliament, 2024).

Similarly, imperial justifications relied on positioning
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the East as the ‘other’ to European civilised society,
portraying it as backwards, whilst the Empire was seen
as a legitimate and modernising force (Said, 1979).
Scott adds that these dichotomies were naturalised
by likening the relationship between the coloniser
and the colonised to the dynamic between men and
women (2018, p.48).This is seen in the emasculation of
Indian men, who were often described as effeminate,
contrasting the depiction of British, heroic, colonial,
manliness (Sinha, 1995, p.103). This example aligns
with Scott's view that power dynamics between the
coloniser and colonised mirrored that of a man and a
woman, with the latter in each dichotomy perceived
as weak and in need of the former’s help (2018, p. 48).
The process of othering India to legitimise the empire
was gendered as it crafted a narrative of British
responsibility to lift Indians out of the culture they had
constructed as inferior. This sense of responsibility was
later euphemised as the ‘white man’s burden’, neatly
conveying the masculinised and racialised components
of perceiving a society as a weak, inherently feminine,
other (Kipling, 1899). When combining the gendered
use of dichotomies and the idea of a civilising mission
being paternalistic, the centrality of gender to
colonialism becomes apparent.

Thefollowing argument challenges the aforementioned
idea that the British Empire was a civilising mission,
criminalising barbaric treatment of women (Levine,
2004, p.6), and instead suggests that imperialism
formalised the divide between men and women.While
some rights were indeed protected, others were
stripped away, allowing the British Empire to appear
as a civilising force while keeping women subjugated
(Liddle and Joshi, 1985b, p.523). The abolition of sati,
the practice of widows burning themselves alive on
their late husbands’ pyres, enabled a depiction of British
colonial rule as liberating for women (Liddle and Joshi,
1985b, p.523). However, the abolition in itself did not
assign the British with moral and civil superiority as,
in many ways, British imperialism expanded modes of
patriarchal oppression. This is exemplified by the Age
of Consent Bill of 1891, which protected girls below
the age of twelve from marriage and rape, but also
embedded a norm of men legislating on female bodies
without involving them in the policymaking (Kumar,
2010, p.78). From this, it is clear how the British
imparted patriarchal norms of governance in India.



The contradiction of British policy towards women is
evident as despite the progress on the age of consent,
legal provisions were made for conjugal rights (Liddle
and Joshi, 1985a, p./3).This obliged women to engage
in sexual intercourse with their husbands, or else
they could face legal prosecution, demonstrating how
the British legalised patriarchal expectations while
justifying their presence as a liberating mission (Liddle
and Joshi, 1985a, p.73). Hence, the British restructured
modes of patriarchal oppression
in India, rather than dismantling
them as imperialist justifications
traditionally suggested.

Kumar notes that women
bore the burden of protecting
Indian culture and traditions
at home, whilst men adjusted
to the westernised workplace
imposed by the  British,
increasingly restricting women
to the private sphere (2010,
p./7). Consequently, a male elite
emerged under British rule as
women were excluded from participating in developing
markets and workplaces. This exclusion ensured the
long-term underemployment of women in India that
still persists today, inhibiting economic growth and
perpetuating inequality. The female employment rate
in India in 2021 was 33 percent, seemingly inhibiting
economic growth as reports have estimated that /0%
of potential GDP opportunity’ is rooted in increasing
female participation in the workplace (Fernandez and
Puri, 2023, p.1). Even if British colonial rule is credited
with creating economic growth, this still predominantly
benefited men, providing them with a tool to control
women, as excluding them from the public sphere
fostered financial dependency. Therefore, attempts
to justify colonialism with its modernising impact on
the economy are unconvincing and only consider the
experience of the empire held by the male half of the
population.

The lack of social progress for women in post-
colonial times can be seen as an effect of the British
creation of the Indian male elite. As men dominated
the ‘modernised’ public sphere, this ensured that men
led anti-colonial resistance. Consequently, nationalist

“To uncover the true extent
of imperial oppression on all
strata of society, Indian women
at the bottom of the caste
hierarchy must be taken into
account as they faced multiple
Intersecting forms of structural
oppression.”
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demands were oriented to the male experience of
empire (Kumar, 2010, p.77).This ensured that women
remained disempowered after Indian independence
because the mainstream anti-colonial aims only focused
on rejecting imperialism and disregarded patriarchy
as another oppressive structure to overthrow. The
impact of the nationalist movement being led by the
male elite is evident as Indian women were excluded
from the political sphere, with the Southborough
Franchise Report denying the
extension of suffrage to women
(Liddle and Joshi, 1985a, p.74).
Male pre-eminence in politics
remains an issue today as only
fifteen-point-two  percent of
seats in the Lok Sabha were
occupied by women in 2023
(Brechenmacher, 2023). As a
response to the lack of political
voice granted to Indian women
in the nationalist movement,
a separate ‘All India Women's
Conference’ was  founded
to stress women's need for
freedom from both foreign intervention and men
(Liddle and Joshi, 19853, p.74). This corroborates the
idea that women and men had a different experience
of empire, and that for the former this entrenched
their subordination to the latter — a dynamic that
persists today.

To uncover the true extent of imperial oppression
on all strata of society, Indian women at the bottom
of the caste hierarchy must be taken into account as
they faced multiple intersecting forms of structural
oppression. The divisive nature of colonial strategy
is evident in the careless approach to taking the
census as it placed people into distinct categories,
disregarding the societal divides this would cause.
This colonial policy introduced awareness of caste-
based differences as leaflets were distributed on how
to fill out the census and resulted in protests over
respective positions within the caste hierarchy (Dirks,
1992, p.68). Thus, the colonial implementation of the
census nurtured a sense of difference between castes,
creating internal othering while psychologically and
institutionally entrenching caste divisions. Cohn adds
that these divides became institutionalised as the
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British used caste distinctions to inform law, which
is evidenced by colonial armies being composed of
castes considered martial, referring to the concept
that certain groups were biologically and mentally
more apt for warfare (Cohn, 1987, p.243; Barua,
1995, p.107). Caste differences were consequently
reproduced by censuses, creating a colonial tool to
divide and subjugate an otherwise unmanageably
intricate society (Dirks, 1992, p.61). Before the British
took control of the administration of India, laws were
often customary rather than codified, with exception
of the highest caste, known as the Brahmin, who
possessed written laws (Liddle and Joshi, 1985a, p.73).
After the British took over, Brahmin laws were imposed
across the nation for the sake of uniformity, placing
restrictions on lower-caste women, such as prohibiting
property ownership, which had previously only been
applied to women from upper-castes (Liddle and
Joshi, 1985a, p.73). Although lower-caste women had
little opportunity to own land prior to this, it was the
British who outlawed it entirely. The British Empire thus
formalised societal divides, maximising the repression
of low-caste women.

The Indian caste system continues to inform lived
experience, particularly apparent in the vulnerable
position of Dalit women (Karp, Marwah and
Manchanda, 2015). Ddlit is a term for the lowest
strata of castes, originally coined by activists to de-
stigmatise their position of ‘untouchability’, and is now
used globally (Gorringe, 2012, p.119). By reviewing
the particular vulnerability of these women today, the
continued legacy of the British Empire in deepening
societal divides is illuminated. Gender-based violence
permeates all castes in India, but the unique economic
position and social status assigned to a Dalit woman
creates a level of impunity for her abusers. Lower-
caste women have less access to judicial institutions,
ensuring that they are less likely to report abuse
(Karp, Marwah and Manchanda, 2015, p.12), and their
abusers are unlikely to face punishment, continuing
the cycle of violence. Karp, Marwah and Manchanda
(2015) demonstrate this by highlighting the impunity
surrounding dowry-related abuses in which brides
are often abused or killed by their husbands’ relatives
when their own family cannot pay. Due to economic
disadvantages, this type of abuse is more typical in
lower castes. Karp, Marwah and Manchanda highlight
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how 8,083 women died from dowry-related abuse
in 2013 with some being burnt alive, drawing striking
parallels with sati (2015, p.8). In both cases of modern
and historic wife-burning, the women'’s death can be
labelled as suicide to cover up the true circumstances
of coercion and domestic violence, stressing the
remaining impunity around gender-based violence.
The British did not eradicate gender-based violence,
rather, they deepened societal divides, exacerbating
the multi-layered experience of oppression for low-
caste women. While caste and gender divides pre-
date the arrival of the British in India, it is important to
note that historians have described the caste system in
the pre-colonial era as fluid' (O'Hanlan, 2017, p.443).
The British formalised societal divides in India, making
them harder to overturn in the modern day. Thus the
experience of the most vulnerable in contemporary
Indian society can be better understood by reviewing
the divides created by colonial othering.This codification
of social divides demonstrates how imperial history
holds a significant explanation for the complexities of
patriarchy evident in modern-day India.

To conclude, the entangled nature of gender and
colonialism is evident in the mutually reinforcing
dynamics of patriarchy and British imperial rule in India.
Reviewing these dynamics elevates the multitude of
experiences held by women in British India. This analysis
thus shifts the focus away from the anti-colonial male
elite and depicts the gender divides that remain today as
a result of imperialists strengthening patriarchy. Future
research could strengthen this analysis by exploring the
impact of neo-colonialism, emphasising how colonial
legacies continue to perpetuate gender inequalities.
However, the findings here begin to underscore the
British Empire’s central role in contemporary issues
in India. Consequently Enloe's (2023) notion that
events unfold within a gendered history is crucial, as
applying this lens to the British Empire uncovers the
extent of its detrimental impact on gender equality in
India. Using this lens could have practical implications
on global politics, bolstering arguments that British
reparations are owed, in order to address the deep-
seated inequalities institutionalised by colonial rule.
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wenty-five years on from its independence

referendum, which took place on 30 August 1999,
East Timor remains a nation haunted by a gruelling past
in the hope of achieving a better future. This small island
nation between Indonesia and Australia has undergone
one of the most arduous paths to independence of the
20th century. Today, East Timor is eager to assert its
role in the dynamic landscape of Asian development
(Karmini, 2024). However, considering the country's
current structural and societal challenges, such as the
lack of qualified labour and persistent ethnic violence,
this promises to be a difficult task. As such, the question
arises: how can East Timor overcome its trials and
achieve a long-awaited state of growth?

This paper argues that East Timor must repair its social
tissue before engaging in economic development,
which can only be achieved through an analysis that
considers every sector of the Timorese society. Such a
deeply diverse population finds itself segregated along
tribal, geographical, linguistic and age lines, all having
different priorities and needs. Consequently, this paper
traces the prominent moments of Timorese history, its
challenges and proposed solutions to those problems
to enable stability. In this paper, stability necessary for
development will be understood as the state of society
which promotes ‘the implementation, promotion and
protection of civil, political, economic, social and cultural
rights’ (UN General Assembly, 1986).

A Violent Past

To understand the challenges East Timor faces, one
must first understand the violent context in which
the country came into being. A Portuguese colony
for approximately 400 years, East Timor slumbered
in undisturbed isolation and underdevelopment for
most of its history, with contact with the rest of the
world restricted to the metropole and the remaining
Portuguese colonies (Traub, 2000, p.75). Colonial
governance restricted itself to the city port of Dili,
primarily organised towards an extraction economy
focused on commodities such as sandalwood and
coffee. The remaining territory was left to local Chiefs,
whose few interactions with the Western world were
mainly conducted by Catholic missionaries representing
the Portuguese crown (Kammen, 2009).

In 1974, after a wave of democratisation and anti-
imperial sentiment in the metropole, Portugal
effectively renounced all its colonies, including the small
territory of East Timor. However, before Timorese
society could restructure itself, Indonesia invaded
the eastern part of the Island of Timor in late 1975
and formally annexed it in July 1976. Twenty four
years of ruthless subjugation followed. After aerial
bombardments, napalming of villages and the systemic
starvation and relocation of the Timorese people,
Indonesian authorities proceeded to suppress local
culture (Anderson, 1993, pp.235-237). Isolation was
commonplace, with citizens needing a special permit
to leave or enter the territory and little global media
coverage (Kammen, 2009, p.389). Furthermore,
the Indonesian administration was characterised by
discrimination, with high-status societal positions only
available to Indonesians (Kammen, 2009, p.389).

Resistance to alien rule rapidly emerged through
guerrilla groups, such as Fretilin, led by Xanana Gusmao
and José Ramos-Horta. This opposition campaign was
heavily supported by the Timorese Catholic Church,
personified in the figure of Carlos Filipe Ximenes
Belo, Bishop of the Diocese of Dili (Traub, 2000,
p.76). Indonesia responded to these rebellions with
brutal tactics such as intimidation and mass murder,
executed by state-funded militias. Such was observed
in the massacres of Santa Cruz and Liquica, in which
Indonesian militias indiscriminately killed hundreds of
unarmed Timorese civilians (Traub, 2000, p. 77-80).
Amid immense international pressure from numerous
states led by United Nations (UN) Secretary-General
Kofi Annan, the Indonesian government was eventually
forced to loosen its grip on East Timor (Martin
and Mayer-Rieckh, 2005, p.126-132). In early 1999,
Indonesia agreed to the realisation of a UN-supervised
referendum, which took place on 30 August 1999
(Martin and Mayer-Rieckh, 2005, p.126-132).

Nevertheless, Indonesian forces would commit one
last act of violence before abandoning the newly
independent territory. As Secretary-General Annan
announced that almost 80 percent of registered
votes were pro-independence, Indonesian militias
started what would be two and a half weeks of mass
destruction and chaos. By late 1999, nearly all Timorese
private property was destroyed, and thousands
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had died or been displaced (Traub, 2000, pp./8-8l).
Accounts describe villagers fleeing to hills as their
neighbours were beheaded, of children hiding in caves
as their homes were burned, and of streets ‘charred
with remains of clothing, other personal belongings
and pieces of deformed steel thrown on the ground’

(Nevins, 2005, p.3).

Unsettled Memories

By the time the UN established its peacebuilding
mission, the Transitional Administration in East Timor
(UNTAET), in early 2000, East Timor was a scorched
country. Twenty four years of Indonesian rule had
amounted to the death of approximately 200,000
people, with a further 300,000 displaced. Furthermore,
80 percent of the country's infrastructure had been
destroyed and there were no previous structures of self-
governance to build upon (Karmini, 2024). UNTAET's
Transitional Administrator,
Sérgio Vieira de Mello, therefore
described the UN's mission as
divided into three key areas:
security, humanitarian assistance
and public governance (Martin
and Mayer-Rieckh, 2005, p.I33).
Early on, the joint UN-Timorese
administration succeeded in the
humanitarian field. By mid-2000,
most Timoreans had successfully

hometowns, starvation levels
had been brought down to close
to zero, and no cases of major
disease spread were registered
(Martin and Mayer-Rieckh, 2005, p.135). Howeven,
structural difficulties started to emerge in other areas.
Despite the successful organisation of competitive
elections in 2001 and 2002, staffing the civil service and
judiciary proved slow and complicated (Traub, 2000).
Due to the aforementioned marginalisation imposed by
Indonesian rule, Timorese society lacked highly skilled
professionals in nearly every profession (Traub, 2000).
Such a lack of skilled labour hindered the government's
development — with most positions having to be
filled by imported labour from Portuguese-speaking
countries — and, ultimately, that of the economy, with
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could restructure itself,
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part of the Island of Timor
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been reinserted into their [ Wenty four years of ruthless

subjugation followed.”

unemployment levels being high.

The Timorese security question proves equally
complicated. The selection criteria and mechanisms
used in the recruitment process of the Timor Leste
Defence Force excluded, by reasons of age or health,
many former revolutionary combatants whose beliefs
were that of a right to continue to defend their
country (Scambary, 2019, p.65-69). Tensions were
amplified when, one vear later; the same criteria
were used for the National Police of East Timor
recruitment, especially after the incorporation of
former members of the Indonesian police (Scambary,
2019, pp.65-69). These disenfranchised veterans then
formed civil organisations, pursuing their political
interests. Something similar is reported amongst the
disenfranchised unemployed youth, particularly in Dili,
with the disenfranchised unemployed youth, who
formed youth gangs. Often tied to political actors and
the criminal underworld, these groups were a reminder
of the social fragility of Timorese
society, something epitomised
by the 2006 Timorese crisis — a
set of localised conflicts between
different groups that took place
across the Timorese territory
for most of 2006 (Croissant and
Sharkh, 2020, p.213).

Nevertheless, the 2006 Timorese
crisis revealed a deeper level of
ethnic and ancestral divisions
within - Timorese social tissue.
There are more than thirty ethnic
groups ortribes across East Timor,
each withits owntraditions, language and mechanisms of
justice (Anderson, 1993, p.238). This intricate interplay
of different communities can eventually be divided
into two main groups: communities from the West,
Loro Muru and those from the East, Loro Sae. Once
more, Timorese past comes into play, with the Loro
Sae considering themselves the true members of the
resistance against Indonesian oppression, downplaying
the Loro Muru as collaborators (Croissant and Sharkh,
2020, p.214). In turn, the Loro Muru accuse the Loro
Sae, who tend to occupy most positions of power and
be wealthier, of systemic discrimination (Croissant and
Sharkh, 2020, p.214). Such tensions only enhance the



complexity of Timorese society, as a general climate of
suspicion and distrust spreads among different groups.

Chasing the Rising Sun

In its almost 25 years of self-governance, East Timor has
achieved some significant triumphs. In its semi-annual
report, the World Bank (2024) praised the country for
its peaceful democratic governance of over a decade of
competitive, free and fair elections. The 2018 Timorese
parliamentary elections counted |7 registered political
parties, with five winning seatsin the National Parliament
(Croissant and Sharkh, 2020, p.219). Furthermore,
Freedom House scored East Timor 72 out of 100 in
its annual Freedom in the World report, ranking it as
the freest country in Southeast Asia and the 6éth in
Asia, among highly developed nations such as Japan
and South Korea (Freedom House, 2024). Lastly, as of
late August 2024, East Timor joined the World Trade
Organization, a step in the right direction, considering
the country’'s ambitions to become a member of the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN),
of which, for now, only has observer status (Karmini,
2024). These are noteworthy events when considering
the Timorese structural challenges and the youth of its
democracy.

While there is significant optimism among both the
Timorese people and international observers, East
Timor still faces substantial challenges. Regarding
peacebuilding, the traditional approach has often
involved conflict mediation through communities’
local Chiefs in government-sponsored ceremonies
(Scambary, 2019, p.175-177). However, this approach
presents significant areas for improvement. Not only
does it limit peacebuilding to the elite, intensifying
disenfranchisement, it also builds on expensive
communal ceremonies, which put a significant burden
on the state budget. A better approach would be that
of the Laletek Project (Scambary, 2012, p.8-21). After a
localised tracking of patterns of violence in 22 different
Timorese villages, the programme proceeded to create
informal focus groups for specific demographics such as
youth, women, teachers, church and veterans. After a
mediation phase, the project would unite the community
in specific communal infrastructure projects, such as
creating a water supply or an evening centre. By the
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end of the project, violence levels were reduced not
only in participating villages, but also in communities
in their surrounding areas (Scambary, 2019, pp.179-
181). Initiatives like the Laletek Project are beneficial
as they often not only tackle peacebuilding issues but
also positively affect other structural deficiencies. In
the case presented, in addition to achieving successful
peacebuilding through uniting the community under a
common goal, the project also tackled infrastructure
underdevelopment and disenfranchisement (Karmini,
2024). Itis also crucial that these projects make strategic
alliances with the Catholic Church, leading to an easier
acceptance among a Timorese population which is
highly spiritual — 98 percent Catholic (Karmini, 2024).
Lastly, on the question of disenfranchisement, another
effective way of tackling the problem is education. As
discussed earlier; East Timorese authorities struggled
with the cvil service recruitment of highly skilled
workers. By expanding education, which as of 2020
only accounted for 4 percent of state expenditure
(Croissant and Shark, 2020, p.221), possibly with
money saved on the above-mentioned ineffective
ceremonies, the government could end the shortage of
skilled labour while tackling unemployment (Croissant
and Sharkh, 2020). This measure would also have the
passive effect of educating Timorese society in Tetum
and Portuguese, the national languages of East Timor,
reinforcing national identity around two shared unique
languages (Taylor-Leech, 2008). Currently, plans to
expand education are well underway, with a joint
venture between East Timor and Portugal overseeing
the construction of a second Portuguese School, a
partnership co-funded by the Portuguese government
in Dili created as a way of promoting the portuguese
language while enhancing opportunities for education
(Rddio e Televisao de Portugal, 2024).

Conclusion

East Timor is unique in modern history. After centuries
of dormant colonisation and 24 gruelling years of
Indonesian occupation, Timorese society entered
the new millennium with the pride of newly attained
independence. However, the path ahead proved difficult
as the legacy of the nation's traumatic past severed its
intricate social tissue. A vast majority of the population
still lives below the poverty line, and sporadic violence
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is frequent. Having achieved an atypically healthy
democracy by regional standards, East Timor must
now engage in a localised and inclusive programme of
development and stability before it can reap the spoils
of its work. Initiatives such as the Laletek Project and
the Luso-Timorese joint venture have laid the way
ahead of an arduous mission. Through these solutions,
supported by a possible ASEAN accession, East Timor
welcomes the dawn of a new, prosperous era.
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As the number of states identified as ‘developing’
increases and the influence of the developing
world expands, the emergence of new power
structures has become more and more prevalent, with
certain countries developing faster and taking control
of their neighbour-states. Yet what happens when two
increasingly competitive powers begin to exert their
influence within the same region? This development is
indicated by various factors, including cultural, political,
and economic shifts, but this paper focuses on the
ways in which the stronger economies within the
developing world — primarily China and India — have
begun to utilise this power in order to establish their
own imperial network across the South Asian region.
From territorial disputes to competitive advantages in
trade, China and India have long maintained a cordial
yet frosty relationship, evidenced by their international
support foreach other despite their regional rivalry. This
has only been exacerbated by their race for economic
influence in South Asia, ultimately resulting in a new
era of imperialism. Exploring how China and India
have begun to establish their own forms of imperialism
— echoing the United States and the Soviet Union —
through the South Asian region by utilising economic
hegemony and focusing on the smaller nations around
them will help to uncover the further implications of
this competition.

From Afghanistan to the Maldives every country within
South Asia has a history of colonialism, whether as a
colony, a protectorate, or by experiencing Western
imperial power through governmental structures and
initiatives (Barrow and Haynes, 2004). However, this has
not deterred either India or China from pursuing similar
patterns of control, including economic monopolies and
an increasing use of the core-periphery model. This is
exemplified in India’s role as the largest trade partner
for Bhutan, Nepal, and Sri Lanka, while being the 5th
largest exporter in South Asia as a whole, creating
and leveraging dependencies for the other countries
that then have to turn to India for any convenience
(Department of Commerce, Government of India,
2017). Similarly, China is one of Pakistan's largest trading
partners, and has granted large loans to the Maldives
and Sri Lanka to improve infrastructure development
within each nation (Xu, 2017). Despite the competitive
nature of the relationship between China and India,
they are key actors within one another’s economies,

with China being India’s largest trade partner in the
world and India being China’s biggest in Asia (Bajpaee,
2015, p.112). However, there is an underlying disparity
between this relationship, as a majority of India’s
exports to China are natural goods, whereas China
largely trades with manufactured goods, causing an
uneven balance and a scaling tension between the
two countries as India’s trade deficit with China grows
larger (pp. 13-114). Ultimately, the fact that each nation
aims to be the core of its regional neighbours’ economy
spells the inherent tension that lies between this fight
for control between China and India.

Nonetheless, this method of asserting economic control
is not a new strategy for either country. Both India and
China have been racing to establish themselves as the
primary trading partner for the South Asian region as a
whole, partaking in different initiatives that allow them
economic control throughout the region. The Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI) undertaken by China established
a trading network connecting East Asia to South Asia
and the Middle East. This initiative is also being run
alongside the Maritime Silk Road (MSR) initiative which
was created to replicate the BRI except through ports
and naval trade routes (Scott, 2019, p.108). While China
has created the facade of simply connecting countries
to ‘create a peaceful and harmonious environment,
countries have fallen into deep debt with China to
develop their respective sectors (Scott, 2019, p.110). In
return, China has taken their repayment in other forms
including land and a spread of military bases, evidenced
by their exchange with the Hambantota Port and the
China-Maldives Friendship Bridge (Shabbir, 2017, p.
144). Despite claiming to simply manifest mutual trust
through economic support, it is evident that China’s
expansion of the BRI and MSR to these South Asian
countries would facilitate trade via better trade routes,
and enhance the ability to better their strategic tactics
in terms of security threats. This in itself signifies an
important shift into the economic imperialism it is
trying to impose onto other nations (Ghiasy, 2021, p.
272).

However, China has still faced resistance, primarily
from its main competitors, India and the United States,
regarding the expansion of Chinese influence in the
South Asian region. Despite the relatively new incentive
with which they started their expedition towards local
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and international hegemony, their growth  quickly
began to decline. This is due in part to China’s strategy
of “establishing clear military control” (Scott, 2019,
p.101) of the Southeast and South Asia regions, who
often face blockade by foreign powers such as the US.
In turn, other international powers are able to respond
to this strategy by utilising Indian influence in trading
and latent economic control of the area (Brattberg &
Feigenbaum, 2021).

These patterns are reminiscent of the race for influence
in South Asia during and after the Cold War. While
many developing countries, including China and India,
were discovering the conditions of their newfound
independence from imperial

territorial disputes have been the primary source of
contention between the two, their ideological stances
on government — democratic versus totalitarian — have
led to both countries racing to establish themselves as
the primary model for the rest of the region (Mahanty,
1996, p.93). With both countries dangerously oscillating
on a pendulum of power, smaller nations became the
deciding factors for how influential each country could
become. Being such large nations with such a rapidly
growing economy, geographically China and India are
already at odds with one another as one region cannot
handle the might of both of these global hegemonies.
Furthermore, with the race to globalise and develop,
many smaller nations within the South Asian region have
been turning to either China

powers and  establishing “While territorial diSpUteS have or India for support in their
roviesfor the Kevlogen ace Deen the primary source of (RSN POEEEES
between the Soviet Union contention between the wo, of  economic  corridors,
commonte.comasing theirideologicalstanceson i e e Chie

external interests (Malik, 2016,
pA4/). Despite the motivations
of multiple  South  Asian
countries to remain uninvolved
in the conflict for economic
and diplomatic purposes, many
countries including Pakistan,
India, China, Afghanistan, and
Bangladesh found themselves
needing to either turn to the
US or the Soviet Union for
assistance in order to establish themselves, especially
as they were commonly targeted within the region as
bases of influence due to foreign pressure, regardless
of their wishes (Choudhury, 1990, p.136). Both Moscow
and Washington’s influence on Pakistan, India, and
China signifies how imperialism permeated through
South Asia, as arms were sent back and forth, and both
countries continued to militarise within the region.

This imperial tradition within the region has influenced
how India and China began to interact with the
South Asian region. As two emerging nations with
such large scope — both in population and political
ideology — their competition was inevitable. Moreover,
their geographic relevance to each other meant a
relationship was unavoidable (Zhu, 2011, p.7). While
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government - democratic versus
totalitarian - have led to both
countries racing to establish
themselves as the primary
model for the rest of the region
(Mahanty, 1996, p.93).”

has faced backlash for their
‘predatory economic practices),
many South Asian nations
including Pakistan, Bangladesh,
Sri Lanka, the Maldives,
Nepal, and Afghanistan have
extended their support for
the Belt and Road Initiative
(Anwar, 2019, p.1). This clearly
displays how smaller nations
are able to ‘game the system’
by utilising both China and India for their personal
gain although this delicate balance. Irrespective of this,
success is rarely guaranteed, as exemplified by China’s
coercion over Sri Lanka and the forcible signature of
a 99 year old lease to facilitate Chinese control over
its marine ports. Therefore, while smaller nations are
able to develop for their own benefit, that benefit may
come at a heavy cost, especially when it comes to the
regional power dynamics within certain countries.

Participation in these initiatives comes at a heavy price,
especially for many significantly smaller nations with
no secure way of repaying the debt. Lower-income
countries, such as the Maldives, are ‘reward[ed] and
punished[ed] (Anwar, 2020, p.165) by China depending
on their support for Chinese policy, through methods



like discouraging Chinese tourism in the Maldives.
Alternatively, states like Nepal are granted access to
China's ports to decrease their dependency on India.
However, the conditions of these favours seem to put
these smaller nations at a disadvantage should they not
abide by China's wishes, such as a revocation of port
rights, forcing them to depend even more heavily on
India or subjugate themselves more to China. Further
exploitations have also arisen with countries such as Sri
Lanka and the Maldives' inability to pay back debt and
therefore leasing their land to China in order to repay
(Kliman & Grace, 2018).

Nonetheless, as India has come to recognise itself as a
provider to smaller neighbouring nations throughout its
time as the historical economic hegemon in the South
Asian region, it has recently sought policy to ensure
that these old relationships remain lasting even in the
face of China’s increased involvement. Policies such
as ‘India First’ in the Maldives and ‘Neighbours First’
domestically clearly capture how India has responded
to efforts of its surrounding nations to broaden their
trading scopes — which India has taken as a diplomatic
and economic snub (Mallempati, 2017, p.251; Snedden,
2016 p.8).

Yet what has captured international attention is the role
of Russia and the US in the wake of this competitive
hegemony. In what seems to be a renaissance of the
Cold War, once again both superpowers are aligning
themselves with either nation, evidenced by India
aligning with the US and China aligning with Russia. The
introduction of new actors furthers the security issue
and the stranglehold that many of these smaller nations
are facing, especially as the US and Russia’s influence
continues to dominate and even impact regional
decisions. By allowing such superpowers to enter the
field, it is equivalent to granting them control over the
situation in its entirety due to their significant influence,
as shown by previous involvements of both the Soviet

and US forces in Afghanistan, as well as the arming of
Pakistan (Hasan, 1984, pp.36-46).

Furthermore, the involvement of Russia and the US
within the region could lead to more destabilisation,
especially concerning security threats and various
military mobilisations. While the respective Russia-
China and India-US alliances are currently strong,
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the delicate balance could easily be tipped over
especially since the US and Russia are ‘engaged [as]
offshore power balancer(s]" (Malik, 2016, p.56). While
interventions are indirect, the possibility of them
escalating is very present, and the implications of said
escalation could result in disastrous consequences
for the smaller nations who would be caught in the
crossfire of any conflict between the world's largest
military powers. Therefore, while intervention could
be seen as necessary, especially as both India and China
continue to expand in their respective spheres, it may
not result in the best outcome (Khan, 2017, p.111).

Ultimately, it is increasingly clear that both India and
China are establishing their own forms of imperialism
throughout the South Asian region through a variety
of methods, whether it be through China's economic
initiatives and the developmental opportunities it
provides to smaller states or India’s historical cultural
relevance which in turn has solidified its economic
standing within the region. Both countries have created
not only a co-dependent relationship with many of the
smaller nations within the South Asian region, but also
a co-dependent relationship with each other; especially
through economic bilateral ties due to their prevalence
in one another’s economies. While these relationships
have brought about developmental advantages for
many smaller nations in the region, the implications
of this assistance and the imperial consequences, such
as the necessity to give up sovereign land, have begun
to show the need for constraint. Furthermore, direct
international intervention, especially by powers such
as the US and Russia who have already been heavily
involved in the region, could further exacerbate the
issue and lead to a tumultuous situation for all countries
involved. Therefore, while it is difficult to de-escalate,
greater focus should be on providing smaller developing
countries with the assistance that they need to grow,
without holding them to crippling debt. This is key to
ensuring that external actors cannot influence internal
affairs and establish their own agenda within the region,
depriving states of their autonomy and economic
independence in an ever-globalising world.

Voices &Violence 63



Bibliography

Anwar, A. (2019) Belt and Road Initiative: What's in It for China?.
East-West Center 2019. Available at: https://wwwstororg/sta-
ble/resrep25013. (Accessed 20th November 2024)

Anwar, A. (2020) South Asia and China’s Belt and Road Initiative:
Security Implications and Ways Forward. Daniel K. Inouye Asia-Pa-
cific Center for Security Studies. Available at: https://www.jstor
org/stable/resrep26667.15 (Accessed 20th November 2024)

Bajpaee, C. (2015).'China-India: Regional Dimensions of the Bi-

lateral Relationship’, Strategic Studies Quarterly, 9(4), pp.108—145.

Available at: https://wwwijstor.org/stable/26271280

Barrow, |. . and Haynes, D. E. (2004). The Colonial Transition:
South Asia, 1780-1840', Modern Asian Studies, 38(3), pp.469—478.
Available at: https://doi.org/10.1017/50026749X03001203

Brattberg, E. and Feigenbaum, E.A. (2021) Preface: China’s Impact
on Strategic Regions. Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, pp.1—4. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/res-
rep37769.3

Choudhury, G.W. (1990).‘China’s Policy toward South Asia’,
Asian Perspective, 14(2), pp.|27—156. Available at: https://www.

jstororg/stable/42703946

Department of Commerce, Government of India (2017).
‘India’s Trade with South Asia In 2016—17: An Analysis’. Avail-
able at: https://commerce.gov.in/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/
MOC 636477306238949138 Trade with South Asia 2016-
| 7.pdf (Accessed: 5 November 2024).

Ghiasy, R. (2021) ‘The Belt and Road Initiative in South Asia:
Regional Impact and the Evolution of Perceptions and Policy
Responses’, in F. Schneider (ed.) Global Perspectives on China’s
Belt and Road Initiative. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press,

pp.265-290. Available at: https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvIdc9k7}.14

Hasan, Z. (1984).'New Thrust of Imperialism in South Asia’,
Social Scientist, 12(11), pp.34—48. Available at: https:/doi.

org/10.2307/3516877

Khan, M. (2017).'Growing India-US Strategic Cooperation: An
Analysis’, Strategic Studies, 37 (4), pp. 97—1 7. Available at: https://

doi.org/10.53532/s5.037.04.00200

Kliman, D. and Grace, A. (2018). POWER PLAY: Addressing
China’s Belt and Road Strategy. Centre for a New American

Security. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep20449
(Accessed 20th November 2024)

64  Leviathan Volume 15 No. |

Mahanty, J.N. (1996).'Sino-Indian Relations in the Post-Cold War
Era’, The Indian Journal of Political Science, 57(1/4), pp.88—102.

Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/41855739.

Malik, M. (2016) ‘Balancing Act: the China-India-U.S. Triangle',
World Affairs, 179(1), pp.46-57. Available at: https://www.doi.

org/10.1177/004382001 6662742

Mallempati, S. (2017) ‘Internal Developments in Maldives and
India-Maldives Relations’, Indian Foreign Affairs Journal, 12(3),

pp.243-257. Available at: https://www.jstororg/stable/45341996

Scott, D. (2019).'China’s Indo-Pacific Strategy: The Problems
of Success', The Journal of Territorial and Maritime Studies, 6(2),

pp.94—113. Available at: https.//wwwijstororg/stable/26912752

Shabbir T. (2017) ‘Rising China and its South Asian Neigh-
bors: Evolving Dynamics and the Outlook!, Policy Perspectives,

[4(2), pp.137—152. Available at: https://doi.org/10.13169/poli-
ers.142.0137.

Snedden, C. (2016). Shifting Geo-politics in the Greater South Asia
Region. Daniel K. Inouye Asia-Pacific Center for Security Studies.

Available at: https://wwwijstororg/stable/resrep [4025. (Accessed
20th November 2024)

Xu,S. (2017)."China and South Asia Trade Competition and
Complementary: Analysis based on the Background of “One
Belt and One Road™”, Chinese Studies, 6(2), pp.|08—122. Available

at: https://doi.org/10.4236/chnstd.2017.62010

Zhu, Z. (201 1).'China-India Relations in the 21st Century: A
Ciritical Inquiry', Indian Journal of Asian Affairs, 24(1/2), pp 1—16.
Available at: https.//wwwijstor.org/stable/41950508.

This article has been edited by Claire Fraser (Regional
Editor of South and Central Asia) and Harry Johnson
(Chief Regional Editor), copy edited by Cora Chow (Copy
Editor), Isabela Prendi (Copy Editor) and Lucy Barrett
(Chief Copy Editor), peer reviewed by Julia Bahadrian
(Peer Reviewer), checked and approved by the following
executives: Eleanor Doyle (Deputy Editor-in-Chief) and
Grace Hitchcock (Editor-in-Chief).



THE RAINBOW FLAG AND THE RAINBOW
NATION: INTERSECTIONALITY AND THE LIVED
EXPERIENCES OF QUEER SOUTH AFRICANS

S11aqoY vAIDY Aq uom.Isny[[

This article includes descriptions of sexual, homophobic
and racially motivated violence, including specific details
of violence for ‘curative’ purposes. Readers may find
some content distressing.

South Africa’s history has been dominated by
colonialism, exploitation, and subjugation, with
the brutal apartheid system ending only in 1994,
when Nelson Mandela ascended to the presidency,
heralding a new era for South Africa. To reconcile
this legacy of heightened racialised hostilities, South

by Tharun Venkat

Africa’'s new 996 constitution enshrined equal rights
for its diverse population, regardless of race, religion,
gender or sexuality; subsequently it became known
as as the ‘Rainbow Nation' (Debrosse et al., 2016,
pp.367/-368). Such progressivism meant South Africa
became the first nation in the world to prohibit
discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation
(Thoreson, 2008, p.68l). However, despite the strong
legal protections afforded by their world-leading
constitution, the lived experiences of LGBTQ+
South Africans remain characterised by violence and
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discrimination, including as extreme as ‘corrective rape’
(Gaitho, 2021, pp.332-333). Such episodes therefore
epitomise the discrimination and violence Queer
South Africans routinely face (Sizemore-Barber; 2020,
pp.49-50). Considering South Africa’s heterogeneous
population, Queer issues must be considered through
an intersectional lens because Queer lived experiences
worsen further when accounting for race, geography
and gender (Porter, 2018, p.3). This intersectional
lens facilitates multi-layered analysis, exploring the
simultaneity of subjugation suffered by various groups
oppressed under the nation’s highly conservative and
heteronormative society (Moreau, 2015, pp.495-496).
This article uncovers the nature of the relationship
between Queer living and actual intersectional, lived
experiences, highlighting, in particular, the disparity
between white and Black Queer South Africans in the
Pride movement, the increased struggles faced by rural
LGBTQ+ community members, and the particular lived
experience of by Black lesbians. Through such analysis,
we may begin to comprehend how intersectionality
shapes and magnifies the challenges faced by those
who walk under the rainbow flag while living in the
rainbow nation.

Queerphobic violence in South Africa stands in stark
contrast to the nation’s globally lauded constitutional
protections for minority groups (Moreau, 2015,
pp.495—496). South Africa’'s pioneering, progressive
constitution was the world's first to prohibit
discrimination based on sexual orientation, ahead of
Western democracies like Canada and France (Evans,
2023, pp.1040—1041). While combatting apartheid,
LGBTQ+ activists like Simon Nkoli highlighted
oppression’s intersectional nature, drawing parallels
between the systemic marginalisation of Queer citizens
and Black citizens whilst also emphasising intersecting
challenges faced by Black Queer people (Martin,
2020, pp.677-678). LGBTQ+ people unfortunately
remain excluded and discriminated against; Khuzwayo
(2023, p.192) posits that LGBTQ+ people are being
unfairly perceived as a neo-colonial presence in post-
apartheid South Africa, separating them starkly as ‘un-
African’. Nevertheless, intersectional kinship between
oppressed Black and LGBTQ+ citizens helped advance
legal rights through judicial review or legislation, with
the African National Congress (ANC), the ruling
party, spearheading legislation like the Civil Union Act
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(2006), making South Africa the world'’s fifth nation to
legalise same-sex marriage (Thoreson, 2008, p.686).
This watershed moment occurred despite the ANC
being one of the most corrupt organisations in the
democratic world (Rapanyane, 2022, pp.6/-68; Parkin,
2023, p.124). South Africa remains a highly patriarchal,
masculinist country, dominated by disparity in wealth
and lived experience (Khuzwayo, 2023, p.194). Its Gini
coefficient (the statistical measurement of wealth and
income equality in a population) is the largest in the
world, with Black citizens being far poorer than white
counterparts (Sizemore-Barber, 2020, pp.7-8; Parkin,
2023, p.122). The rural-urban wealth divide is strong,
especially in rural provinces like Kwazulu-Natal and the
Eastern Cape areas, where Queer people are treated
with significantly more skepticism (Biyase and Zwane,
2018, pp.122-123; Ntuli and Ncgobo, 2022, p479).

When examining LGBTQ+ intersectional struggles
within South Africa, the Pride movement, representing
the outward expression of Queer people’s presence in
a world where until recently they were shunned and
confined to the shadows, should be an area of unity
and compassion. Pride’s nature is inherently disruptive,
mirroring  Queer people’'s overall disruptiveness
and supposed ‘un-Africanness, despite same-sex
relationships and gendertransition being documentedin
local histories (Nyeck et al., 2019, p.19). While originally
conceived of this way in cities like Johannesburg and
Cape Town, Pride has morphed from political events
supporting open Queerness, to being celebratory,
overly commercialised parties (Mbalasaki, 2022,
p.52). Pride parades have regularly been accused of
catering to white, wealthier areas of South Africa.
Cape Town, for instance, marketed as Africa's gay
capital, is advertised for tourism as representative of
South Africa’s continentally unique progressivism, but
its parades were regularly held in affluent Greenpoint
(Mbalasaki, 2022, p.53, p57). Similarly, Johannesburg’s
parade was accused of being a depoliticised party event
in the city centre, around areas like Rosebank, affluent
white neighbourhoods, with entry tickets often too
expensive for most Black attendees (Conway, 2022,
pp.154-155). Apartheid's legacy means that by 2017,
Black households in South Africa held 5.1 percent of the
median household wealth of a white family (Chelwa et
al., 2024, pp429-430), and are historically zoned out of
accessing capital and education, and many now affluent



neighbourhoods. Pride in South Africa highlights the
rainbow nation’s diversity through flying rainbow flags
and expressing voices outside of common patriarchal,
conservative values, and yet due to long-lasting wealth
divides, oftentimes, Black and Queer South Africans
are sidelined.

Events like ‘Beyond the Closet’ in Johannesburg, or the
slogan ‘Gay/Proud/Colour-blind" in Cape Town Pride
2016 (Conway, 2022, pp.156-157; Mbalasaki, 2022,
p.60), show disregard to Black LGBTQ+ oppression,
as if ‘colour-blindness’ is possible in a post-apartheid
nation characterised by the world's largest racial

wealth gap. South Africa’'s worldwide status regarding
may highlight progressive

LGBTQ+ inclusiveness
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cities like Cape Town whilst economically excluding
its vastly impoverished Black, Queer population.
The nation and Pride perpetuates and exacerbates
erstwhile xenophobia and disparities in voice and
access to Queer spaces that Black people experience.
When Black, Queer activists expressed concerns
about racial disparity at Johannesburg Pride 2018 by
staging a ‘die-in’ (a type of protest in which participants
simulate being dead) to highlight lesbophobic violence,
they instead suffered racial abuse hurled from Pride
crowds (Conway, 2022, p.155; Matebeni, 2018, pp.319-
320). Pride has transformed from galvanising change
for the downtrodden and working class, to servicing
South Africa’'s white colonial-legacy (Matebeni, 2018,
pp.318-319). Matebeni (2018, pp.322-323) suggests that
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Black, Queer South Africans should consider alternate
avenues of expression, spotlighting Cape Town marches
under the Alternative Inclusive Pride Network banner,
which sought to highlight intersectional, overlapping
issues faced by subaltern groups within LGBTQ+
communities.

White and Black Queer lives within South Africa
exist under different intersectional contexts, and
therefore live under different paradigms with
alternative structures imposing on them. White and
wealthier LGBTQ+ members typically congregate
in large cities demonstrating another crucial divide in
South Africa: the difference between urban and rural
Queer lived experiences. Pride
itself is overly concentrated
in cities with wealthy, white
neighbourhoods, racialising
participation in the most visible
expression of Queerness and
undermining Pride’s  political
impetus  (Matebeni, 2018,
p.321). The urban-rural divide
in South Africa reveals a stark
wealth difference which, when
overlapped with the racial
wealth divide, results in Black people from rural
communities being much poorer than their urban
counterparts (Biyase and Zwane, 2018, p.122).

When considered within the context of South Africa’s
conservative society, Queer lived experiences are
markedly worse in rural areas and within townships,
areas typically more deprived than wealthier; whiter
neighbourhoods within dense urban areas. Even within
positive circumstances, they can be viewed as out-
of-place at best. Yarborough (2020, pp.64-65) notes
media coverage of same-sex marriages still portrays
such loving events as betwixt traditional African culture
and the LGBTQ+ community, rather than same-sex
marriage being between two Africans simply of the
same sex. But much of their rural existence remains dire,
with Black LGBTQ+ people in particular regularly being
denied access to healthcare, social services, and even
police assistance (Porter, 2018, pp.4-5). Some families
of rural Queer citizens employ animal slaughtering
or Zulu rituals to ‘cleanse’ them of such sinfulness,
or families believing Queer children to be ancestors’
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“Queerphobic violence in South
Africa stands in stark contrast
to the nations globally lauded
constitutional protections for
minority groups (Moreau, 2015,
pp.495-496).”

divine punishments (Ntuli and Ngcobo, 2022, pp.488).
Some viewed homosexuality as a response to suffering
a traumatic heterosexual relationship, reinforcing
heteronormativity societally. Incidents of young gay men
being beaten to make them ‘real men' demonstrates
patriarchal homophobia, employing violence to penalise
supposed non-conformists (Ntuli and Ngcobo, 2022,
p480). Rural provinces like KwaZulu-Natal and the
Eastern Cape feature the highest rate of homophobic
attacks, showing how the intersectionality of rural living
and its concomitant poverty, adds even more danger
to Queer lived experiences (Ntuli and Ngcobo, 2022,
p480). However, we must examine the existence of
Queer advocacy in townships, where organisations
have coalesced to sanctify self-
expression and Queer safety,
such as Khayelitsha township’s
Free  Gender,  addressing
townships' Queerphobic
violence (Moreau, 2015, p495;
Mbalasaki, 2022, p.59). Such
Queer voices and activists serve
to remind us of people like
Nkoli who championed Queer
South Africans, and remind us
that activism still has a long way
to go for ensuring Queer lived experiences match
constitutional promises. In a country where bodily
harm against visibly Queer people is often overlooked,
especially in rural areas, we must commend Queer
organisations like Free Gender for fighting to ensure the
promise of the rainbow nation extends to all citizens.

South Africa’s patriarchal conservative landscape
means that Queer women and transgender people
suffer extreme hardships. Women in South Africa
are likely to be poorer, with women-led households
being overrepresented in poverty statistics (Biyase and
Zwane, 2018, pp.122-124). South Africa’'s constitution
guarantees protection from discrimination based on
gender, like with sexual orientation, but paralleling how
Queer lived experiences do not match their legal rights,
women in South Africa are subjected to discrimination
and sexual violence at epidemic levels (Sizemore-
Barber, 2020, pp.79-80). When we assume an
intersectional lens, we see Queer women, particularly
rural Queer women, are subjected to this even more,
often through the most morally reprehensible form



— ‘corrective rape’ — as if their sexuality were some
defect needing a cure (Naidoom, Adeagbo, and Alabi,
2023, pp.317-318). Heteronormativity and patriarchy
simultaneously demand rigid predictability, something
Queer people inherently subvert by their very
existence, traversing beyond traditional gender and
sexual roles and relations. Naidoom, Adeagbo, and
Alabi (2023, pp.318-319) describe such violence as a
tool for reasserting masculine domination over non-
conforming individuals, especially when combined with
same-sex relationships being perceived as not part of
African culture.

By virtue of possessing same-sex desires, not in service
of men’'s wants, lesbians break the ruling norms of
patriarchal conservative South Africa. When such
subversion presents itself, retribution, often through
violent domination, is likely — its most malicious
manifestation being ‘corrective’ rape (Moreau, 2015,
p499). Lesbians are burdened with descriptions of
bodily violence as ‘corrective’ or ‘curative), as if Queer
expressions of love require drastic, brutal action to
counter such subversive existence. To view rape as a
corrective measure is akin to how white imperialists
like Rudyard Kipling spoke of ‘the white man’s burden’
in cvilising foreign lands, even through the barbaric
colonialism which characterised much of South African
history, showing how colonial legacies like corrective
violence persist (Gomes, 2017, p.78; Oldfield & Tucken,
2019, pp.1245-1246). An intersectional analysis further
highlights how women in rural or impoverished
settings — often one and the same — suffer higher rates
of violence, and the pervasiveness of Queerphobia
means even the police in townships and other
conservative areas are often unwilling to help women
suffering violence (Ngidi et al,, 2020, p.24; Naidoom,
Adeagbo, and Alabi, 2023, p.320). Trans-women are
often socially forced to dress appropriately masculine,
to obfuscate their true self, especially in rural or poorer
township areas (Ngidi et al., 2020, p.25). Poor policing
even affects famous and influential women, like out-
and-proud Queer footballer Eudy Simelane, who was
raped multiple times then stabbed to death (Naidoom,
Adeagbo, and Alabi, 2023, p.317). Naidoom, Adeagbo,
and Alabi (2023, pp.320-321) underline some
improvements in the conviction rates of rapists, with
cases in 2021 and 2022 seeing judges dispense life
sentences. Nevertheless, South Africa remains one of
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the most dangerous countries in the world for sexual
violence; disturbingly, 80 percent of Black lesbians
fear rape being used as a ‘corrective’ act against them
(Gaitho, 2021, pp.344-345). Inadequacies in Queer
safety must be addressed, especially given the fact that
women’s intersectional suffering precedes this.

Conclusion

This analysis has uncovered and stratified the
significant, complex chasm between the de facto lived
experiences of Queer people in South Africa and
the de jure protections and provisions within South
Africa’s laws, particularly its landmark constitution. By
assuming an intersectional lens, it is clear that South
African LGBTQ+ members, despite being part of
the same community, experience their homes very
differently based on their attributes. White cisgender
men, unsurprising when considering South Africa’s
inherently heteronormative patriarchal society, whilst
not impervious to discrimination, undoubtedly suffer
the least. When accounting for South Africa’s massive
racial wealth gap, we unfortunately see acts of inclusion
within the LGBTQ+ community, like Pride parades,
becoming actively exclusionary, or in the case of
Johannesburg Pride 2018, racially abusive. When Queer
South Africans, especially lesbians, are othered as ‘un-
African’ and economically excluded from mainstream
urban Pride parades, we see the intersectional
problems they encounter without and even within the
LGBTQ+ community. Apartheid's legacy looms large
over every aspect of South African society, and being
Black ora woman, while simultaneously residing in rural
areas or poverty-stricken townships, exacerbates many
problems with modern South African lives. Violence
and systemic discrimination plagues quotidian Queer
existence. South Africa needs strict and comprehensive
societal and legal reform, including stricter policing
and safer spaces for Queer expression, to ensure the
incredible constitutional ideals of the rainbow nation
can be fully experienced by all citizens, especially those
who walk under the rainbow flag.
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QUEER COLONIAL EXPERIENCES: CONTINUITIES
BETWEEN IMPERIAL HISTORIES AND MODERN
IMPERIAL PINKWASHING

by Gina Goodfellow
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Exploring how historic and contemporary imperial
projects have exploited Queerness to justify their
imperial objectives, this essay argues that, historically,
imperial powers claimed to ‘civilise' native people
by imposing Queerphobic ideologies upon them.
Meanwhile, modern imperial projects attempt to
appropriate the Queer struggle to justify their imperial
violence by claiming to act in the interest of Queer
people. This essay begins by considering two examples
of historic imperial projects, those of Senegal and
Uganda, and evaluates the continued negative impact
of imperialism on Queer people in these nations.
Similarly, Western ‘homonationalism’ paradoxically fails
to acknowledge the involvement of Western imperial
powers in the imposition of Queerphobic attitudes in
their ex-colonies. The essay then introduces Palestine
as a modern case study as Israeli imperialism uses
the guise of promoting progress for Queer people to
justify its imperial objectives. Ultimately, despite Israeli
claims, imperialism inherently hinders the progress of
Queer people. Accordingly, intersectional approaches
to anti-imperialism and Queer liberation will be
considered, with reference to the case studies. Overall,
while Queerness has been exploited in different
ways at different times in imperial history, the use of
Queerness in imperial rhetoric is always damaging to
Queer people.

The key themes of imperialism and colonialism are
defined by Edward Said as: “‘Imperialism” [meaning] the
practice, the theory, and the attitudes of a dominating
metropolitan centre ruling a distant territory;
“colonialism”, which is almost always a consequence of
imperialism, is the implanting of settlements on a distant
territory’ (Said, 1993, p.17). A Foucauldian perspective
is adopted to enlighten the imperial construction of
the subject, which assigns an identity to the individual,
placing them within a societal power dynamic (Foucault,
1982). Another key term, ‘Queerness’ is employed as an
umbrella term for LGBTQ+ identities and experiences.
As a relational term, Queerness encompasses a range
of experiences outside of the heterosexual norm;
this flexible view of Queerness aligns with Foucault's
ahistorical view of sexuality (Pickett, 2021).

Imperialism and Legacies

In the case of Senegal, the role of French imperialism
in constructing the Queer subject is seen in the
contrast between attitudes to Queer people pre-
and post-imperialism. Historical evidence indicates
that homosexual and gender nonconforming people
in Senegal, termed ‘goor-jiggen’ or ‘manwoman’, have
contributed greatly to Senegalese society through
their contributions to popular culture and fashion,
making ‘vital contributions to the country’'s modernity
and development’ (M'Baye, 2013, p.123). However,
the predominant attitude to homosexuality in
contemporary Senegal is that it is a foreign import’
(M'Baye, 2013, p.110). On the contrary, it is argued
that ‘it is not homosexudlity but rather homophobia
that was a colonial imposition’ (M'Baye, 2013, p.123).
The term ‘goor-jiggen’ has not always been explicitly
sexual in nature; only in the wake of imperialism did this
connection become explicit, with attitudes towards this
category becoming increasingly negative (M'Baye, 2018,
p.308). This imported conception of homosexuality
led to an association in Senegalese society between
homosexuality and disease (M'Baye, 2018, p.308).
This illustrates how imperialism left behind a new and
negative conception of Queerness.

The consequence of this construction can be viewed
through the influence of imperialism on law. After
acquiring independence from France in 1960, the
legal framework and laws of Senegal were inspired by
those of France, even though these were not always
representative of Senegalese customs (Clark, 1999,
p.152; M'Baye, 2018, p.302). This led to the ‘importation’
of Western representations of sexuality. For example,
section 319 of the Penal Code attaches a punishment
of prison time to homosexual activity (M'Baye, 2018,
p.302). Imperialism in Senegal therefore left criminal
punishment for homosexuality in its wake, creating
both the Foucauldian subject and subjection of the
Senegalese homosexual. This subjection is explained
by the colonial exploitation of Queerness to justify the
French imperial project through imperial policing of
sexuality which defended the colonial administration’s
‘civilising’ mission on moral grounds (M'Baye, 2013,
p.l16). For example, one European writer of the late
19th century discussed how European soldiers in
Senegal who engaged in homosexual activity had been
corrupted by Africans; as a result, it was argued that
soldiers should be ‘shielded from the decadence of the
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African colonies’ (M'Baye, 2013, p.I17). This shielding
involved the imposition of homophobia and Western
social categorisations of Queerness, demonstrating
how imperialism has exploited Queerness to justify its
objectives.

The second historic case of imperialism concerns the
UK's imperial project in Uganda. Like in Senegal, it
has been argued that ‘the violent attitudes towards
gendered and sexual minorities in Uganda are a
colonial inheritance’ (Kizito, 2017, p.567). The Western
imposition of homophobia in Uganda can be viewed
through the case of Mwanga Il of Buganda, whose
‘history was largely misrepresented in the West in
ways that justified Western intervention and colonial
subjugation’ (Kizito, 2017, p.571). King Mwanga allegedly
had a sexual relationship with his pages, who were
‘educated’ by Christian missionaries on the sinful nature
of sodomy; following this, the pages denied Mwanga's
advances and were executed, to be later canonised
as martyrs in the Roman Catholic Church (Kizito,
2017, p.570). The Christian ‘education’ of the pages
displays the imposition of homophobia and its use to
justify imperial intervention in the name of ‘civilising’
the region through the implementation of Christianity
and British sodomy laws (Kizito, 2017, p.568). This case
illuminates imperialism’s imposition of a previously non-
existent ideology of Queerness; describing Mwanga
as “gay" ascribes a social identity that would have
been unintelligible in his time (Rao, 2020, p.100). As
with Senegal, the Foucauldian ideas of subjection can
be applied to the Ugandan context; it was not until
imperialism introduced the concept of homosexuality
that homophobia could exist.

Modern day Uganda is deeply homophobic,
demonstrating the enduring impacts of imperial
impositions  of  homophobia.  Uganda's  ‘Anti-
Homosexuality Act,” which criminalises homosexuality,
was passed in 2013 and was built upon colonial
legislation  (Wahab, 2016, p.686). Even though
homosexuality existed in pre-colonial Ugandan society,
‘de-colonisation did not result in a decriminalisation of
homosexuality’ (Strand, 2011, p.919). Therefore, it may
be argued that the UK, as Uganda’s coloniser, holds
responsibility for the homophobic policies of Uganda.
Ultimately, the UK imposed these harmful values to
defend its ostensive purpose of ‘civilising’ Ugandan
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people, justifying its imperial project.

Comparison of these cases illuminates two key
continuities: firstly, historic imperial projects used the
imposition of homophobic ideology upon their colonies
as a justification for their imperialism; secondly, the
legacy of this imposition continues to be damaging for
Queer people after independence. This conclusion is
supported by an analysis of the causes of homophobia
in Africa; the most significant contributing factor for
state-led homophobia in Africa is colonialism (Ireland,
2013, pp49-56). While some homophobic attitudes
may have existed in Africa before colonisation, they
were given legal force and attention only with the
introduction of colonialism (Ireland, 2013, pp.49-56).
The colonial imposition of homophobia in Africa is
contradictory when considered in relation to Western
homonationalism. ‘Homonationalism’ is a term coined
by Jasbir Paur, who understands it to be ‘a form of
sexual exceptionalism’ related to the ‘segregation and
disqualification of racial and sexual others’ (Paur; 2007,
p.2). As Bonane argues, ‘LGBT+ rights have now been
reframed as Western democratic rights, which also
means LGBTQ+ rights are used as a ‘barometer of a
nation's progressiveness’ (Bonane, 2019, p.257). Thus,
Western nations claim to be more developed than
those which have not yet accepted Queerness, even
though they are, at least partially, responsible for the
homophobic attitudes in many of those non-Western
countries.

Modern Imperialism

Having demonstrated how historic cases of imperialism
and their legacy are harmful to Queer people in ex-
colonies, this essay turns to how modern imperialism
is also damaging to Queer people. Israel's imperial
project in Palestine is a contemporary example of how
imperialism impacts social conceptions of Queerness.
The Zionist movement attempts to create a Jewish
state in Palestine and is predicated upon the false
colonial idea that ‘any native population living in the
lands were uncivilised and unworthy of being taken into
consideration” (Sabido, 2019, pp.56-57). In the years
before the Nakba (catastrophe) of 1948, which saw
the displacement and killing of many Palestinian civilians
and the creation of the state of Israel, Palestine was a



‘mandate’ of Britain (Sabido, 2019, p.65). This meant
that Palestine was technically an independent nation
but Britain had administrative powers (Sabido, 2019,
pp.I-2). The British Mandate Authority criminalised
homosexual relations between adult men in 1936,
introducing the criminalisation of consensual sex
between adult men in Palestine (Darr; 2017, pp.241-
242). These laws on homosexual activity in Gaza
remain in place in 2024, while they were overturned in
the West Bank in 1951 (Itaborahy, and Zhu, 2014, p.55).
The legacy of the British Mandate in subjugating the
Queer Palestinian is ongoing, as these laws construct a
legally oppressed Queer subject.

Israel attempts to justify its imperialism by claiming to
act in the interest of Queer people. Sarah Schulman
termed this practice ‘pinkwashing, and defined it as ‘a
deliberate strategy [on the part of the Israeli state and
its supporters] to conceal the continuing violations of
Palestinians' human rights behind an image of modernity
signified by Israeli gay life’
(Schulman, in Ritchie, 2014,
p.618). Contrary to historical
cases of imperialism, which saw
the imposition of homophobic
attitudes as a civilising act,
in this contemporary case,
Israel attempts to justify its
imperialism by claiming to
fight against homophobia
in  Palestine. Israel's use
of pinkwashing to depict
Palestinian society as
‘reactionary and homophobic’
intersects with racist and
Islamophobic depictions of Palestinians, as it plays
into the Orientalist conception of Arabs as backward
or savage (Algaisiya, 2018, pp.31-32). Israeli imperial
intervention is therefore justified by claiming to
challenge this ‘backwardness. The cultural context
which allows for the success of Israeli pinkwashing to
disguise brutality is enabled by the image of a superior
West, demarcated from the rest of the world due to
their acceptance of Queer people — an image created
by homonationalism.

Because of its imperial violence, Israel cannot act in the
interest of Queer people. Since the founding of Israel

“The cultural context which
allows for the success of Israeli
pinkwashing to disguise brutality Is
enabled by the image of a superior
West, demarcated from the rest of
the world due to their acceptance
of Queer people - an image created
by homonationalism.”
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in 1948, its treatment of Palestine and Palestinians
has been consistently violent. Data from the United
Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs suggest that between 2008 and 2021, over
5,500 Palestinian civilians were killed in conflict with
Israel, a disproportionate number compared to the
259 Israeli civilians killed (McCarthy, 2021). Though data
collection is complicated by infrastructural damage,
recent estimates indicate that upward of 186,000
deaths are attributable to Israel's ongoing siege on
Gaza since 7 October 2023 (Khatib et al, 2024, p.237).
Because Queer people are inevitably involved within
these figures, as well as their loved ones, it is argued
that Israel cannot act in favour of Queer people. Such
disproportionate and immense physical violence cannot
exist in accordance with human rights frameworks.

An example of the danger pinkwashing poses can
be viewed through the case of Palestinian teenager
Mohammed Abu Khdeir, who was kidnapped and
burned alive by Israeli settlers
before a story was circulated
that he had been murdered by
his family because he was gay
(Algaisiya, 2018, p.35). As such,
Israel's  pinkwashing  tactics
disguise its imperial violence,
in Algaisiya's words, ‘[negating]
the colonial structure of
Israeli violence and thereby
[recolonizing] Palestinians’
(2018, p.35). Thus, not only
does Israel physically harm
Queer Palestinians through
its initial imperial violence, but
also creates a violent campaign of misinformation in the
form of pinkwashing, which further justifies its actions,
allowing more physical harm. More examples can be
found on Israel's social media, such as the post on X
(formerly Twitter) in November 2023, reading ‘The
first ever pride flag raised in Gaza,’ paired with images
of a man holding a pride flag in front of a destroyed
Gaza (Israel, 2023). Moreover, because pinkwashing
tells Queer Palestinians that their culture is inherently
opposed to their Queerness, pinkwashing is damaging
to the identity of Queer Palestinians, forcibly associating
their Queerness with a colonial identity, alienating them
from their Palestinian heritage.
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Although historic imperial projects such as those of
France and the UK in Senegal and Uganda exploited
Queerness in a very different way to the contemporary
case of Israel in Palestine, there remains a consistency
in the negative impacts experienced by Queer people,
through the appropriation of their existence by imperial
powers to justify their projects. Both the pinkwashing
of Israel and the homonationalism of past imperial
powers are damaging for Queer people living under
imperial domination or suffering its consequences.
Both ideologies falsely claim to support Queer people,
concealing genuine harm to Queer people and making
their claims paradoxical.

The Importance of Intersectional
Approaches

Having discussed the damage that imperialism causes
for Queer people, past and present, this essay argues
for the importance of an intersectional approach to
Queer liberation and anti-imperialism to highlight the
interconnected and complex relationships of different
modes of domination (Allen, 2022). This is important
because it accounts for the fact that a group cannot be
liberated from one oppressive force if other systems of
subjugation remain in effect. Therefore, in nations that
have experienced or continue to experience imperial
domination, an intersectional approach to Queerness
and anti-imperialism will be most effective. Additionally,
imperialism should be considered because some gay
movements have promoted the ‘imperialist framing of
Islam and Islamic countries as antithetical to gay rights’
(Bonane, 2019, p.257). This Westernised view means
Queer people in non-Western nations are seen as
inherently oppressed by their culture, implying they
can never be liberated. To overcome this framing and
achieve the liberation of Queer people everywhere,
this rhetoric must be challenged with anti-imperialism.

In the legacy of colonialism, intersectional approaches
to Queer liberation are important in both Senegal
and Uganda. Queer movements in Senegal and
Uganda should focus on analysing how imperialism
imposed Queerphobic ideologies upon their cultures
to overcome the narrative that homosexuality is
a Western inheritance. Successful movements will
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therefore show that Queer people have always existed
within their culture. Regarding Senegal, it has been
argued that ‘it is important to “de-homogenize” Queer
theory and deconstruct Eurocentric perspectives
when it comes to an understanding of the plurality of
Queer life trajectories and identities’ (M'Baye, 2018,
p.308). This approach should also apply in Uganda. An
intersectional approach to Queerness and imperialism
will successfully account for the complex relationship
between imperialism and dominant understandings of
Queerness. The use of this approach in Senegal and
Uganda will enable Queer people to understand their
identity in terms of their nationality and Queerness,
without their Queerness becoming connected to a
colonial identity. This means that they work towards
liberation for Queer people and overcome a Western
identity imposed upon them in the imperial era.

Furthermore, it is argued that a similar approach can
be taken to combat imperialism and homophobia in
modern cases. Queer Palestinians cannot be liberated
without the liberation of all Palestinians, so the most
successful approaches to Queer liberation in Palestine
should also fight for freedom from imperialism. It has
been argued that a ‘single-issue approach could not
address the colonial reality of Palestinians, meaning
it is vital to ground ‘Palestine in Queerness and
Queerness in Palestine’ (Algaisiya, 2018, p.31). Anti-
pinkwashing activism is a movement that lies at the
intersection of Queer liberation movements and the
Palestine solidarity movement (Darwich, and Maikey,
2014, p.28l). Examples of this movement include
the organisation ‘alQaws, which in its ‘Boycott Tel
Aviv Pride 2016 campaign sought to draw attention
to Israeli brutality and fight pinkwashing narratives.
The campaign was promoted with the statement
‘Sunbathe at the gay beach and spend the night in
luxurious boutique hotels built on the ruins of ethnically
cleansed Palestinian villages' (Alqaisiya, 2018, p.34). This
successfully brought attention to the hypocrisy of Israeli
pinkwashing, As the various grounds of their oppression
are interconnected, an intersectional approach is vital
in Palestine because it ‘rejects singling out sexuality as
a discrete site of oppression disconnected from the
power structure of settler colonialism’ (Alqgaisiya, 2018,
p.36). Queer Palestinians cannot be liberated while
they remain oppressed by imperialism.
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Conclusion

To conclude, historic and contemporary imperial
projects have employed and continue to use rhetorics
involving Queerness to justify imperial objectives.
The key distinction between their approaches to
Queerness is that historic imperial projects portrayed
theirimposition of Queerphobia as an act of civilisation,
while modern imperial projects do the opposite,
appropriating Queerliberationto masquerade asthough
they are acting in favour of Queer people. Accordingly,
the employment of a homonationalist ideology by ex-
imperial powers disguises their past, while modern
pinkwashing narratives are contradictory. Finally, to
be liberated from homophobia and imperialism, an
intersectional approach to both issues should be taken.
Investigating the harms of imperialism for native Queer
people importantly challenges pinkwashing narratives
while encouraging these intersectional approaches;
for this reason, further research into the topic is
encouraged.
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UNSETTLING PRIDE: THE MARGINALISATION
OF TWO SPIRIT VOICES IN CANADAS LGBTQ+
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Canada is well-known as a trailblazer for LGBTQ+
rights and is frequently recognised as a progressive
nation with a liberal attitude towards sexual diversity
(Smith, 2020, p.66). From the move towards ‘coming
out’ as part of the gay liberation movement in the
1970s (Wilson, 2008, p.197) to the mobilisation of
activism throughout the HIV/AIDS epidemic (Smith,
2015, p.52), the LGBTQ+ liberation movement in
Canada is known for its widespread success. Canada
was the fourth country in the world to legalise same-
sex marriage (Smith, 2015, p45), and its biggest cities,
including Toronto, Vancouver, and Montreal, continue
to be outwardly proud to be ‘proud’ often labelled
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as gay capitals (Smith, 2015, p.59). Yet, full socio-
cultural equality has not been achieved for all sexual
minorities, including those within Indigenous groups
(Tremblay, 2015, p.106). Alongside the persistence of
discrimination against LGBTQ+ groups, Indigenous
people in Canada have historically been excluded from
Canada’s mainstream LGBTQ+ rights movement.
Canadian Two-Spirit people, in particular; have been
marginalised from the development of Queer rights,
despite their shared experiences of sexual oppression.

The term “Two-Spirit’ emerged as a neologism in
1988 to commemorate the multiple-gender systems



of North American Indigenous people, disrupted by
colonialism (Depelteau and Giroux, 2015). It was later
coined in 1990, reclaiming this traditional identity and
emphasising the importance of gender diversity within
spiritual and cultural practices (Depelteau and Giroux,
2015, pp.66-67). Robinson explains that “Two-Spirit’
today includes any North American Indigenous person
‘whose sexual and/or gender identity is different
from others', providing a sense of belonging for many
Indigenous people who struggle to identify with
Western LGBTQ+ labels (2017, p.9).

Many scholars have debated whether Two-Spirit
people should be included within Canada’s mainstream
LGBTQ+ community due to acommon struggle against
sexual discrimination, or if they should remain separate
because of Indigenous peoples’ distinct experience
of compounded colonial and sexual oppression
(Arvin, Tuck, and Morrill 2013; Morgensen, 2010). To
contribute to this debate, this essay chronologically
compares the experiences of mainstream LGBTQ+
groups and Two-Spirit people during the development
of LGBTQ+ rights in Canada. This essay acknowledges
that settler-colonialism influenced every stage of
the gay liberation movement, from its origins to its
setbacks and accomplishments. Glen Coulthard'’s call
for a ‘resurgent politics of refusal’ will be referenced
throughout to unveil a decolonial understanding of
Two-Spirit identities amidst the mainstream LGBTQ+
rights movement (2014, p.I18). Ultimately, Canada's
LGBTQ+ rights movement's exclusion of Indigenous
people cannot simply be overcome through continued
Western modes ofacceptance andrecognition, but must
be relentlessly questioned through a denaturalisation
of the colonial history that has shaped it.

The Gay Liberation Movement in the
1970s: Coming out or Coming in?

While the LGBTQ+ rights movement in Canada gained
momentum in the 1970s, focusing on the oppression
experienced by homosexual groups, Indigenous
people were inherently excluded. By the late 1970s,
LGBTQ+ groups faced widespread social exclusion,
with police relentlessly criminalising non-heterosexual
identities (Smith, 2020, p.77). Queer groups mobilised
to express a public rejection of this legal discrimination

and negative stereotypes associated with lesbian
women and gay men, emphasising the importance of
coming out (Rayside, 2008; Smith, 2015). They rallied
and chanted, ‘Out of the Closets and into the Streets,
fighting for the rights and visibility of the LGBTQ+
community (Warner, 2002, p.6l). This means of
championing LGBTQ+ visibility by advocating for
‘coming out’ provided a critical foundation for the gay
liberation movement.

This activism was effective in highlighting the oppression
faced by LGBTQ+ Canadians, howeverthe ‘coming out’
framework was not as applicable to Queer Indigenous
people. The Indian Act of 1876, a Canadian federal law,
established a settler-colonial economy that not only
regulated how Indigenous people could live and work
but also sought to control their sexual identities (Driskill,
2004, p.54). Colonial governance was in control of every
aspect of Indigenous lives, ‘from clothing to shelter to
eating to sex’ (Depelteau and Giroux, 2015, p.66). This
legacy of oppression persists, with contemporary Two-
Spirit individuals often experiencing alienation within
their own Indigenous communities (Depelteau and
Giroux, 2015, p.67). While many Two-Spirit individuals
leave their reserves for more accepting urban spaces,
others choose to stay, preferring to keep their identity
private and choosing not to ‘come out’ according to
Western norms. Wilson (2008, p.198) describes this
choice as a way for Indigenous individuals to ‘come-
in" to their communities, simultaneously maintaining
their Indigenous and gender identities. This practice
of ‘coming in" rejects the liberal notion of declaring
an independent identity’ through ‘coming out’' and
instead offers Indigenous people a means of finding
empowerment within the complexities of their gender,
sexuality, and culture (Wilson, 2008, p.197). Thus,
‘coming in’ suggests a disavowal of the visibility required
through ‘coming out’, which is fundamental to the
mainstream LGBTQ+ rights movement.

This is reflected in Coulthard's Red Skin, White Masks,
where he draws from anticolonial theorist and
revolutionary, Frantz Fanon, to highlight that colonised
groups must resist being dependent on their oppressors
and instead find freedom and self-worth through
self-determination (2014). Coulthard criticises liberal
understandings of the ‘politics of recognition’ which
frequently endorse a practice of granting or imposing
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recognition on Indigenous people (Coulthard, 2014,
p.25). Rather, he argues that recognition must begin
with Indigenous people: by recognising their freedom
and dignity, they initiate the process of decolonisation. By
rejecting the Western ‘coming out’ rhetoric, Indigenous
LGBTQ+ people engage in what Coulthard describes
as a ‘politics of refusal, asserting their independence
from their colonial oppressors (2014). Because the
Canadian LGBTQ+ rights movement emerged within
a settler-colonial context, it is considered subservient
for Indigenous people to find liberation within the
mainstream gay liberation movement’s understanding
of visibility. The Western ‘coming out’ rhetoric of the
|970s does not offer Queer Indigenous people the
same path to liberation, as they face the compounding
oppressions of homophobia and entrenched racial
discrimination. Rather; ‘coming in' can be understood
as a means of radically rejecting and redefining liberal
ideas of freedom, without relying on settler-colonial
society’'s understanding of visibility.

The HIV/AIDS crisis in the 1980s and
1990s: Mobilising or Debilitating?

While the HIV/AIDS crisis of the [980s had a
devastating impact on the mainstream LGBTQ+
rights movement, it further exposed the intersecting
oppressions faced by Indigenous Queer communities.
With the epidemic significantly impacting gay men —
many of whom were leading gay liberation groups at
the time — scholars explain that the crisis was severely
debilitating to the movement (Smith, 2015, pA48).
Tremblay (2015, p.109) further recognises that the
epidemic reinforced public disapproval of LGBTQ+
communities, while simultaneously promoting and
unifying a collective Queer identity. She argues that
it ‘brought homosexuality out of the shadows by
placing it on the public agenda’ (Tremblay, 2015, p.109).
LGBTQ+ groups leveraged this visibility to form
stronger relationships with government organisations,
by advocating for people with HIV/AIDS, thus
institutionalising the recognition of Queer bodies in
governmental practices (Smith, 2015, p48). Despite
the devastating impacts of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in
the 1980s and 1990s, the mainstream LGBTQ+ rights
movement in Canada was energised in its pursuit of
legal rights.
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The epidemic furtherexposedthe internal homophobia
within - Canadian healthcare systems, particularly
the discrimination faced by Two-Spirit people. Gilley
(2006, p.28) highlights that institutionalised prejudice
against LGBTQ+ individuals was prevalent throughout
the crisis, but many AIDS programmes overlooked the
specific healthcare needs of Indigenous people, failing
to provide proper medical treatment. The epidemic
unveiled a unique problem that exists for Indigenous
LGBTQ+ people within the healthcare system.
Depelteau and Giroux (2015, p.74) explain that the
‘combination of homophobia, heterosexism, racism,
cultural insensitivity, and a legacy of distrust towards
health care professionals’ resulted in multi-scalar
difficulties faced by Indigenous Queer groups. Often
overlooked, the HIV/AIDS crisis perpetuated the
stigmatisation of Indigenous people, further excluding
them from the mainstream LGBTQ+ rights movement
and reinforcing their marginalisation within Canadian
society.

Nonetheless, the  HIV/AIDS  crisis  sparked
conversations around the Two-Spirit identity, sexuality,
and experiences of discrimination (Gilley, 2006). While
this was a monumental development, in the same
decade that the mainstream LGBTQ movement was
gaining institutional recognition, Indigenous people
were only just getting access to a term to define their
identity. This juxtaposition — between the monumental
strides made in Western LGBTQ+ rights while Two-
Spirit people were only just being recognised —
elucidates the disparity in these groups' histories and
reveals the compounded oppression faced by Queer
Indigenous communities. Despite the disproportionate
development of mainstream LGBTQ+ rights compared
with Two-Spirit rights, the significance of the “Two-
Spirit’ neologism reiterates Coulthard's call for self-
recognition. The coinage of “Two-Spirit" within a group
of LGBTQ+ identifying First Nations people follows
Coulthard's (2014, p.24) aim for Indigenous people
to refrain from directing their struggles toward liberal
goals of state-oriented recognition. Embracing “Two-
Spirit’ as a means of reclaiming the previously erased
Indigenous interpretations of gender and sexuality
allows Queer Indigenous people to resist recognition
through settler-colonial tropes directly. In such a
way, the 1980s and 1990s demonstrated the clear
discrepancy in rights between mainstream LGBTQ+



and Two-Spirit communities, the key events that
unfolded also exemplifying Indigenous resistance to
continued and compounded colonial oppression.

The Legalisation of Same-Sex Marriage
in 200: Liberating or Debilitating?

The distinct oppression faced by Indigenous Queer
communities becomes more apparent when examining
the legalisation of same-sex marriage in 2005. While this
pivotal legislation marked a turning point for LGBTQ+
groups, marriage is deeply embedded in Canada’s
colonial history (Depelteau and Giroux, 2015, p.65).
In the West, heterosexual marriage has long been
seen as a key element of societal order, maintaining
gender roles with the husband as the provider and
the woman as the ‘dependent partner’ (Carter, 2008,
p.3). Yet, heterosexual marriage was not recognised in
many Indigenous societies pre-colonialism. Thus, while
LGBTQ+ activists celebrate marriage equality, its deep-
rooted ties to conservatism and colonialism complicate
this accomplishment.

Furthermore, Canada’s 1876 Indian Act established a
legal context through which marriage was necessary
for Indigenous  citizenship
status (Carter, 2008, pp.I2-
I3). Before 1876, there
were diverse practices of
relationshipsamongIndigenous
people polygamy, monogamy,
same-sex marriage, and re-
marriage were not uncommon
(Carter;, 2008, p.5). When
colonial rule was established,
Indigenous  people  were
subjected to heterosexual
and monogamous marriage
practices rooted in Christian
values. Those who did not
comply with these new
standards would be denied citizenship status and
excluded from participation in Canadian society
(Depelteau and Giroux, 2015, p.69). Thus, through
the Indian Act, marriage became a debilitating — rather
than liberating — force for Indigenous people. Despite
the victory of same-sex marriage legislation for the

“Often overlooked, the HIV/
AIDS crisis perpetuated the
stigmatisation of Indigenous
people, further excluding them
from the mainstream LGBTQ+
rights movement and reinforcing
their marginalisation within
Canadian society.”
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mainstream LGBTQ+ community, it is important to
recognise its limitations in addressing the needs and
histories of Queer Indigenous people.

Moreover, the assumption that marriage will ostensibly
confer ‘legitimacy and recognition’ upon same-sex
relationships follows a liberal understanding of the
politics of recognition (Depelteau and Giroux, 2015,
p.69). Coulthard insists that the idea that recognition
can be imposed on another group by the state is ‘ill-
equipped to deal with the inter-related structural and
psycho-affective dimensions of colonial power’ (2014,
p.26). While Coulthard primarily discusses the politics
of recognition for Indigenous people, this framework
also impacts White-settler society. By assuming that
equality and liberation will be achieved through the
state’s recognition of same-sex marriage, mainstream
LGBTQ+ groups are also restricted by liberal paradigms.
Coulthard explains that this recognition-based
approach does not guarantee freedom but instead
expands the power through which ‘colonial relations
are produced and maintained’ (2014, p.17). Rather than
ensuring equality for LGBTQ+ people, the legalisation
of same-sex marriage further reinforces the state’s
capacity to determine and define inferiorised identities.
State recognition not only serves as a debilitating
reminder of oppression for
Indigenous people, but also
subjects mainstream LGBTQ+
communities to the state's
power. Therefore, the settler-
colonial implications of this
legislation impose restrictions
on the rights of both
mainstream LGBTQ+ and
Two-Spirit people.

Nonetheless, the avowal of
marriage equality in Canada has
been pivotal for the LGBTQ+
community as a whole, serving
as a crucial turn in the societal
acceptance of Queer communities (Rayside, 2008,
p.I11). The rights and freedoms that are associated
with marriage expanded the naturalization of LGBTQ+
groups across the nation (Rayside, 2008, p.122). Thus,
while interrogating the colonial implications of marriage
provides an interesting point of analysis, it is necessary
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to acknowledge the significance of the legalisation of
same-sex marriage.

Canada Today: Moving Forwards or
Backwards?

Canada'’s ubiquitous colonial history is obscured by its
contemporary presentation as an accepting state, open
toallforms of sexual diversity (Smith, 2020). Throughout
the gay liberation movement, liberal understandings of
freedom have prevailed, assuming that liberation can
be granted or imposed through the state’s recognition
of rights. Coulthard’s call for a ‘resurgent politics of
recognition’, which he believes can build a more just
relationship between Indigenous people and non-
Indigenous groups, is seen in the creation of the term
“Two-Spirit’ and through the practice of ‘coming in’
to one’s Indigenous and Queer identity (2014, p. 18).
This recognition of the embeddedness of settler-
colonialism within Canada’'s LGBTQ+ project not only
exposes the compounded oppression experienced by
Indigenous people, but also highlights the internal limits
of the movement. The settler-colonial state’s legal
recognition of marriage does not equate to genuine
societal equality. Thus, settler-colonialism undermines
both Indigenous people and white-settler societies by
imposing liberal restrictions that inadequately address
the demands for rights.

When reflecting on the disparities between mainstream
LGBTQ+ and Two-Spirit people, it may be inadequate
to merely question whether Indigenous people should
be included or remain separate. Overcoming the deep
history of colonialism and homophobia that exists in
Canadian society cannot be achieved by simply adding
25" to the LGBTQ+ acronym. Rather, a thorough
interrogation of the settler-colonial  structures
that intrinsically debilitate the lives of both Queer
Indigenous people and LGBTQ+ Canadians offers
insight into the country's complex social reality. Not
only do Indigenous bodies persist on the margins of
Canadian society, but Queer bodies are also inherently
restricted by false narratives of liberation imposed by
the settler-colonial state. Thus, the epistemological
project of uncovering the deeply entrenched history
of colonialism within the gay liberation movement
can serve as a cornerstone for a broader politics of
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refusal and resurgence. Unpacking the colonial reality
that fosters inequality and restricts livelihoods can
enable a shift towards uplifting marginalised identities
and dismantling the current systems that perpetuate
oppression.
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GAYS SUPPORT THE MINERS IN THE FIGHT
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Samora Machel defined solidarity as a ‘political
act... not an act of charity, but mutual aid between
forces fighting for the same objective’ (Machel, 1981,
pp./—15). During the 1984—1985 Miner's Strike, this
radical solidarity was embodied by the unlikely story
of Lesbians and Gays Support the Miners (LGSM).
Formed out of London Gay Pride in July 1984 | they
raised over £20,000 for the mining community in
the Dulais Valley in Wales (Starr; 2024; Goodspeed,
2014). The bonds they formed outlasted the strike, as
exemplified by many miners attending the funeral of co-
founder Mark Ashton after he died from AIDS (Starr,
2024). This essay investigates how LGSM cultivated
solidarity, using interviews with activists and members
of mining communities from the documentary film
All Out! Dancing in Dulais (1986), and argues that shared
exposure to neoliberal violence unintentionally created
the space for LGSM to build a politics of solidarity.
First, this essay conceptualises the theory of neoliberal
violence, contending that it aimed to fracture solidaristic
opposition during the implementation of neoliberalism
and that its stratified citizenship is structurally violent.
Next, this essay uses testimony within Al Out! Dancing in
Dulais to argue that LGSM used state violence to build
solidarity, acknowledging that although neoliberal
structural violence also unintentionally drove solidarity,
it ultimately fractured both communities.

Conceptualising Neoliberal Violence

Neoliberalism is defined as ‘a comprehensive politi-
cal project that sees the market as the model for the
state and for the overall [organisation] of society’ (Ok-
sala, 201 I, p.480). Neoliberalism is a constructivist ide-
ology , because it seeks to utilise the state to create
its ideal society (Brown, 2005; Mirowski, 2014, p.36).
However this constructivism creates social divisions
as society becomes increasingly market-oriented. Vi-
olence, including police violence during the miners’
strike (Robinson, 201 1), underpinned neoliberal re-
forms (Klein, 2007; Oksala, 201 I; Mavelli, 2022). This
exemplifies that remaking society along market-strat-
ified lines creates social friction, which necessitates
the use of violence against oppositional groups. The
state assumes this role as it is a necessarily capitalist
formation , meaning it uses its monopoly on violence
to stabilise and facilitate capital accumulation through

suppression of opposition (Poulantzas, 1969; Weber,
1978). The striking miners and LGSM were two such
oppositional groups, showing a need to analyse the
role of neoliberal violence in the construction of soli-
darity between them while neoliberalism reconstitut-
ed society. For Klein, this reconstitution was acceler-
ated through three stages of ‘shocks” (1) war, regime
change, terror, or natural disasters; (2) utilisation of the
first shock by states and corporations to implement
radical neoliberal reforms; and (3) the use of military
and policing to crush opposition (Klein, 2007, pp.25—
26). Here, neoliberalism's spread is denaturalised,
stripped of necessity, and exposed as a violent project
of disempowerment and societal fracture. Some of
this violence explicitly aimed to destroy solidarity to
drive individualism (Klein, 2007, pp.1 12-113), making
neoliberal violence a tactic to split the opposition and
foster individualism. Neoliberals’ constructivist goal of
fostering individualism through the instrument of vio-
lence conflicts with LGSM's aim of building solidarity,
creating a need for the analysis section of this paper to
assess their relative success.

However, this instrumental theory of neoliberal vio-
lence has been critiqued. Oksala argues that Klein fails
to see that under neoliberalism, violence has become
an economic force, depoliticising its impact (Oksala,
2011, pp475—476). Thus, the direct state violence of
police or militaries that was needed to instantiate ne-
oliberalism was replaced by structural economic vio-
lence, whose nebulous and indirect nature prevents
opposition to increasingly globalised capital. Galtung
characterises structural violence as the systemic con-
struction of social injustices that harm human op-
portunities (1969, pp. |71), while Mavelli argues that
under neoliberalism scarcity of resources is used to
create an idea of competition and opposition be-
tween groups, harming solidarity (2022). Neoliberal-
ism uses structural violence to stratify society along
market lines, while dividing groups to prevent unit-
ed opposition and instantiate individualism. Analysing
groups who faced unjust economic inequality during
neoliberalism’s consolidation, such as lesbians and gay
men or abandoned mining communities, illuminates
the impacts of the structural component of neoliber-
al violence. Therefore, to understand how LGSM built
solidarity in these conditions, while overcoming the
competition logic articulated by Mavelli, shared expo-
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sure to structural violence must be studied, not just
direct state violence. Berlant's ‘slow death’ model illu-
minates the market's structural violence, contending
that neoliberalism chooses which populations thrive
and which slowly die through the everyday attrition
of capitalism, concealing the structural violence enact-
ed as it is indirect (201 1). Certain communities fail to
be considered worthy by the market and are instead
consigned to a slow death, where they are forced to
face constant dislocation. This low-intensity form of vi-
olence is masked as a naturalised economic outcome,
which dovetails with the logics of competitive stratifi-
cation and individualism to fracture solidarity and op-
position. By analysing mining communities and LGSM,
this paper can politicise this concealed structural vio-
lence, exposing the ‘slow death’ enacted by neoliber-
alism, as well as its impact on solidarity construction.

Neoliberal Violence and Solidarity in All
Out! Dancing in Dulais (1986)

Contrary to the fragmenting and pacifying aims of ne-
oliberal violence, LGSM used the shared experience
of exposure to build solidarity between two unlikely
groups: metropolitan lesbians and gay men, and miners
in traditional working-class towns. In the documentary
All Out! Dancing in Dulais, a woman from the mining
community articulates the problem of forming solidar-
ity under violence:

For years lesbians and gay men have been telling us...
we're under attack. We're being threatened by the police.
And we just turned our ears... We may have felt sorry for
a few minutes, and we didn't think about it again... [it

was] happening somewhere else.
All Out! Dancing in Dulais, 1986

The woman articulates that lesbians and gay men
were seen as ‘somewhere else’, rendering the violence
they felt invisible due to their marginalisation. This in-
visibility supplanted solidarity with pity, which, as artic-
ulated by the woman, lacks the drive to oppositional
politicised activity that solidarity embodies. The mining
community’s ability to previously ignore the attacks on
lesbians and gays demonstrates a key facet of neo-
liberal violence identified by Oksala — that the true
weight of its effects are concealed (Oksala, 201 I). Les-
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bians and gay men faced extensive state violence at
the time, as although homosexuality was legal, asking
someone to have sex was considered solicitation, and
undercover ‘pretty police’ entered clubs seeking to ar-
rest lesbians and gay men (Goodspeed, 2015; Kelliher,
2021).Moreover, during the 1980s,the London Queer
bookshop, ‘Gay's the Word', was stormed by police,
with staff charged under obscenity laws (Kelliher, 2021,
p.132). Alongside Clause 28's criminalisation of the
‘promotion’ of homosexuality, this shows increasing
criminalisation and police violence aimed at sites of
lesbian and gay culture (Robinson, 201 |, pp.170—171).
For Chitty , this increased focus on policing lesbian
and gay populations arises during times of upheaval
within capitalism, including or excluding them on a
contingent basis (2020, pp.29-35). Thus, during the
significant disruption of neoliberalism’s consolidation,
an increase in policing was required to single out an
enemy, dividing opposition to the reforms. Direct state
violence was used to ensure the successful transition
of capitalism to its new neoliberal form by targeting
an increasingly visible lesbian and gay culture repre-
sented by Queer businesses. This strategy also tem-
porally grounded the neoliberal futurist radicalism of
the reform in the safety blanket of the past's conserv-
ative sex/gender system to garner public acceptance,
by showing that the new form of capitalism, although
destabilising, still maintained traditional moral values
for what type of business could enter the market and
hold public space.This aim of fostering division is most
evident in the police harassment and arrest of LGSM
members while collecting donations , showing clear
attempts by the instruments of neoliberal violence to
break the budding solidarity being formed by LGSM
(Starr, 2024).

However, LGSM's solidarity politics ensured this did
not have the intended effect of successfully sowing di-
vision, with another female community member stat-

ing:

Their struggle is something similar to ours. We've suffered
in the last year with the police... what they've been suf-
fering their whole lives and are likely to continue to suffer
unless we do something about it.
All Out! Dancing in Dulais, 1986

Here, solidarity is clearly present in the call for uni-



fied action to improve the conditions for lesbians and
gay men, showing the success of LGSM's fundraising in
highlighting the shared experience of exposure to ne-
oliberal violence faced by lesbians, gay men and min-
ers. Miners' pickets faced fierce opposition from po-
lice trying to break them , even leading to two deaths
(Jones, 1997, p.79; Wallington,
1985, p.149). Robinson argues
that the modes of targeting
the miners, including through
the ‘Special Patrol Group’ of
police, drew solidaristic re-
actions from minority com-
munities who had also been
victims of state violence
(2011, p.165). The period of
neoliberalism’s  consolidation
involved smashing labour op-
position , thus requiring state
violence to attack the resist-
ing miners (Harvey, 2007).The violence was no longer
‘somewhere else’ as the state was turning on respect-
able working-class citizens, rather than reserving this
violence for minorities. LGSM'’s presence in the min-
ers’ time of need cultivated solidarity, as their shared
experience of neoliberal violence combined with the
mutual will to help, highlighted the similarities of their
situations and enemies.

However, this violence also had a structural element.
During the film, a gay man criticises the violence of
institutions:

All the lesbians and gay men who are attacked by the po-
lice, attacked by the media, attacked by the state, know
what it's like to be attacked.That's why we're here openly
as lesbians and gays, and as socidlists to support the

miners. A victory for the miners is a victory for us all.
All Out! Dancing in Dulais, 1986

The use of ‘attack’ shows an understanding that cap-
italist institutions coalesce to commit both state and
structural violence against groups who are excluded
from neoliberalism. He frames the shared struggle for
victories against these institutions as the driver of LG-
SM's solidarity politics: the reason ‘we're here'. Moreo-
ver, he represents their identity as lesbian, gay, and so-
cialist. Instead of reinforcing the often noted historical

“LGSM's presence in the miners’
time of need cultivated solidarity,
as their shared experience of
neoliberal violence combined with
the mutual will to help, highlighted
the similarities of their situations
and enemies.”

Joe Ellis

opposition between lesbian and gay politics and class
politics , he builds solidarity by highlighting the shared
socialism and class position of the miners, lesbian and
gay communities (Floyd, 1998, pp.168—169; Robin-
son, 2011, p.154). This creates a sexual politics cen-
tred around class and against capitalism, constructing a
shared enemy to prevent the
possible frictions of difference
in the fight against neoliberal
violence. LGSM  co-founder,
Mark Ashton, also utilises his
interview within the film to
stress the need to fight cap-
italist oppression together:
‘The miners and workers in
general need defence organi-
sations and that's what unions
are. (All Out! Dancing in Dulais,
1986). Ashton contends that
opposing neoliberal violence
requires ‘defence’, and he asserts that this cannot be
individualised. Solidarity is therefore required, meaning
that the neoliberal aim of fracture must be surmount-
ed to protect communities from unfettered structural
violence.Ashton's own death exemplifies this structur
al violence, as the AIDS crisis was accompanied by a
homophobic state and hostile media (Colpani, 2022).
Measures such as Clause 28 prevented HIV education
, which worsened the crisis (Robinson, 2011, p.171).
AIDS followed the logic of Klein's ‘shocks” (2007) in
that a natural shock provided cover for neoliberal
reforms, while lesbians and gay men were violently
suppressed by police, with solidarity fractured by the
construction of lesbians and gay men as a threat.

Miners were similarly demonised by the press, justify-
ing their marking for the ‘slow death’ form of structural
violence ((Kelliher, 2014, pp. 249, 253; Berlant, 201 1).
Coal mining was not simply a productive practice, as
it formed the social fabric of the communities it sus-
tained (Rees, 1985, p.404). Its destruction in Wales
caused a huge employment decline, particularly for
men working in industry, with increased poverty still
present today (Mowlabocus, 2019, p.63). Because
neoliberal globalisation has driven deindustrialisation,
communities have been hollowed out and face slow
death as the market deems them unworthy. Canaday
argues that the insecurity of pre-neoliberal lesbian
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and gay workers prefigured the insecurity faced under
neoliberalism, showing that workers seek solidarity
due to the shared need to ‘defend’ their communities
from neoliberal structural violence (2023, pp. 12). In
both cases, the state facilitated brutality to advance
capitalism. Mining communities were marked for slow
death through structural violence to break labour and
kickstart neoliberal globalisation, while those left to
die of AIDS were demonised by state and media to
sow division to enact reforms. Neoliberal violence, de-
spite creating the space for shared solidarity between
LGSM and miners, ultimately harmed solidarity by in-
stituting violence which killed activists like Ashton who
advanced solidaristic lesbian and gay politics.

All Out! Dancing in Dulais illuminates how LGSM built
solidarity under the conditions of neoliberal violence,
which sought to fracture opposition. In fighting this
aim of fracture, LGSM had considerable success, with
the Dulais miners even attending Gay Pride alongside
them in 1985 (Robinson, 2011, p.167). LGSM built
bridges with non-transactional solidarity that changed
miner's opinions of them, rejecting neoliberalism’s frac-
turing individualism and showing the potential for uni-
ty and allyship between class and sexual politics. This
essay argued that neoliberal violence allowed LGSM
to build solidarity through articulating shared expe-
riences of state violence and class. However, neolib-
eral structural violence eventually achieved fractures
in both communities through AIDS and deindustrial-
isation, demonstrating that it was ultimately success-
ful in destroying solidaristic opposition. Mark Ashton's
death from AIDS is a symbolic representation of this,
as he was no longer able to advance the solidarity
politics he had built as a co-founder of LGSM. How-
ever, unearthing how they were able to construct and
articulate solidarity, reignites the search for a solidarity
politics of tomorrow.
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WHAT FLAG IS IN YOUR BIO?: AN
ANALYSIS OF SOCIAL MEDIA DISCOURSE
ON ISRAEL/PALESTINE’

UnID\ a10)7) Aq uomaysnyyy

ocial media has allowed the voices of those affected

by political violence to be spread wider and louder
than ever (Abbas et al, 2022). While this appears
positive on the surface, there are issues that come
along with the instantaneous spread of information
and opinions. Social media discourse is not always
reflective of reality and can be prone to instances of
misinformation. This essay will examine political social
media discourse through the lens of Jean Baudrillard's
ideas of ‘Simulacra and Simulation’ to demonstrate that
social media discourse can lose the meaning of the
original topic of discussion, distracting from the issue at

by Ruby Scott

hand. In the context of the ongoing violent conflict in
Palestine, the issue at hand concerns civilian suffering,
breaches of international law, and alleged genocide
(Amnesty International, 2022 and United Nations,
2024). Itisimportant to analyse the role that social media
discourse has in distracting users from these critical
issues. This spread of information, misinformation and
even hate speech is proving endemic, particularly in
the context of discourse on social media surrounding
‘Israel/Palestine’ and the treatment of Palestinian
people within the current conflict.
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The current Arab-Israeli conflict originated in the 1948
Nakba, when over 750,000 Palestinians, or 80% of
the population, were displaced for Jewish settlers to
facilitate the creation of the state of Israel (Slater; 2020,
p.8l, 83). Since then, the Israeli State has increasingly
encroached on Palestinian territory and been
responsible for the inhumane treatment of Palestinians
within its occupied territories, namely, the West Bank
and the Gaza Strip (Amnesty International, 2022). The
most recent escalation has been the Israel-Hamas War,
which began in 2023 and has led to accusations against
Israel of crimes against humanity and genocide (United
Nations, 2024). The Israel-Hamas War has become
known for severe destruction
of property and loss of civilian
life, specifically pertaining to
the citizens of Gaza (Yaquba
et al, 2023). This violence
is echoed and maintained
thanks to a medium we hold
in our own pockets: social
media. Social media has been
credited by some as a useful
tool for spreading awareness
about underrepresented
issues (Abbas et al, 2022). This
is the case with Palestinian
voices, who often feel
underrepresented orthat their stories are misconstrued
by the global media (Abbas et al, 2022). However,
social media has also been responsible for causing a rise
in hate speech and misinformation; which in this case
is especially linked to antisemitism and Islamophobia
(Gonzdlez-Esteban et al, 2024). Hate speech on social
media is often enabled by the anonymous nature of
user-profiles, which as a result, helps perpetrators
dodge accountability and consequently punishment
(Mondal, Arayjo Silva and Benevenuto, 2017). Bolstered
and fuelled by anonymity, such a degree of separation
may also enable a sense of detachment from reality,
and from the very real consequences of online actions
and activity. As posited by Jean Baudrillard in ‘Simulacra
and Simulation’ (1994), social media exists within what
may be termed ‘hyperreality’. This essay consequently
argues that hate speech, ignorance and confusion, in
the context of Israel/Palestine, is facilitated by social
media’s existence within this hyperreality.
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"Social media is submerged within
hyperreality and does not exist
within any discernible natural or
original reality anymore, instead,
everything we see and experience
logging onto social media is pure
simulation and includes many tiers
of reproduced simulacra.”

Baudrillard defines Simulacra as something which
resembles the real and becomes something else in
itself (1994). Simulacra are everywhere within the
contemporary world; they are paintings, posters,
advertisements, articles, films, and social media posts.
Simulacra are anything that is not found in nature but
is created to show us some aspect of the real world
(Allan and Daynes, 2017). There are multiple stages
of simulacra, and these are easily observable in the
structure of social media. The first stage authentically
represents the natural world, such as posts of an
unedited image of a landscape (Baudrillard, 1994,
p.6). The second distorts reality and has an agenda,
like when someone edits the
aforementioned landscape to
make it look better to their
advantage for self promotion
(Baudrillard, 1994, p.6). The
third stage masks the lack of
the real, think of social media
profiles; their existence is
obviously not real in the same
way our real world personas
are. However this fact creates
an idea that our real world
personas are completely
pure, and have no aspect of
performance or inauthenticity
(Baudrillard, 1994, p.13). The fourth and final stage is
pure simulation. Here simulacra have no relationship
with reality whatsoever. Instead, simulacra become
reflections of previous simulacra and the simulation
in which they exist. This is hyperreality, where no
natural reality exists anymore outside the simulation
(Baudrillard, 1994, p.6; Allan and Daynes, 2017, p.242).
Social media is submerged within hyperreality and
does not exist within any discernible natural or original
reality anymore, instead, everything we see and
experience logging onto social media is pure simulation
and includes many tiers of reproduced simulacra. It
is not that the videos on social media are not of real
things; it is that the experience of watching a video
on social media is vastly different from perceiving a
real world experience. When we watch a video of a
speech we cannot see if a person is holding up cue
cards for the speaker or if it is improvised, we cannot
feel if the atmosphere is friendly or violent, we cannot
see who is there. Thus, watching the video is removed



from reality, and in some way remains distorted, even
if it is attempting to be transparent. Hyperreality is also
not completely separated from historical narratives,
as these narratives too are not natural reality. On
the contrary, hyperreality is overly reproduced and
oversaturated so that it is harder to connect to any
natural reality. This applies both to comments, as well
as actual videos of the current events within Israel/
Palestine. Because of this, the rise of social media has
submerged the population further into hyperreality,
causing an increasingly apathetic societal attitude (Le,
2020). This essay argues that this process of hyperreality
and simulation is responsible for disengaged attitudes
on political issues like Israel/Palestine. Such a process
ultimately enables hate speech, wherein increasing
disconnect from suffering may only increase the apathy
in users to do anything about racist hate speech, as well
as feel sympathy for racialised minorities (Roden and
Saleem, 2021).

Using this framework to inspect discourse on Israel/
Palestine, we can observe a conversation that has
taken on a new form than the original discourse on the
topic. For instance, flag emojis are often used on social
media to discern what side of the discourse people
exist on (Cervi and Marin-Lladd, 2022). However,
these emojis are simulacra of simulacra. A flag is
already a symbol; it represents a nation, identity, or set
of values. Flags simplify and abstract complex realities,
such as a country’s history, culture, and people, into a
single object. The flag emoji is a digital representation
of a flag, abstracting it even further It strips away the
material and ceremonial context of a flag, reducing it to
a universal, context-independent icon that exists within

Ruby Scott

a system of digital communication. Here lies the issue
with the use of these emojis and comments sections
over more complex, or real world, discussions: when
we interact with multi-layered simulacra, we interact
with overly simplified symbolic ideas, rather than things
that present the realities of the subjects of concern —
le. Palestinians in Gaza. Furthermore, when we are
presented with videos of the conflict, and the people
suffering within it, we do not see the conflict and
suffering but an inauthentic reproduction of its events.
When we witness videos of warzones we are not truly
immersed in the violent context, and some may be
more susceptible to becoming apathetic about the
violence (Roden and Saleem, 2021). Thus, instead of an
authentic reaction this generates an apathetic approach
which enables hate speech and misinformation,
as empathy is diluted and both perpetration and
becoming a bystander to hate speech becomes more
likely (Roden and Saleem, 2021).

Misinformation on social media has risen along with
its popularity (Melchior and Oliveira, 2024). The
motivation to contribute to misinformation can be
attributed to user’s aspirations for self-promotion and
political agenda, and can contribute to other users'
confusion surrounding current events (Melchior and
Oliveira, 2024). This rise of the aforementioned social
media simulation has created a discourse on the topic
of Israel/Palestine which exists within hyperreality. It
is so far from authentic that it distracts from the real
issue at hand, namely, the destruction and fatalities.
Content such as live streams competing for likes for the
‘Israel” or ‘Palestine’ creator (Gilbert, 2023), and videos
comparing celebrities that support Israel or Palestine
(Briefdata, 2024), are representative of a new genre
of debate on ‘Israel versus Palestine’, one that is widely
removed from the history of the issue. Such content
demonstrates that ‘Israel/Palestine’ discourse on social
media exists in a hyperreality of its own, however with
a more distanced connection to reality, as it is diluted
by additional discourse often based in misinformation
or agenda in order to gain social media attention. It
does not always aid in awareness of the issues but
distracts us away from it seeing the reality of the topic.
We can see that social media works as an engine to
turn substantive topics into multilayered simulacra as
there is so much content that is continually reproduced.
Inevitably, at a certain point, this mass of content may
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lose the original meaning of the discussion - centring
the suffering of the conflict. Thus, users are unable
to discern this from the meaningful activism, such as
protests and boycotts that actually centre Palestinians’
voices, that exist simultaneously alongside it.

The hate speech discussed in this is defined by its links
to apathy as social media enables a more politically
apathetic population (Le, 2020). Social media and its
capacity to further embed us within hyperreality can
be linked to an observed increasing sense of apathy
towards life among users; especially those who are
younger and more impressionable (Roden and Saleem,
2021, and Alfiah et al, 2021). This fosters a population
that has much less interest in being connected to the
rest of the world; in being invested in political and social
global issues, as it is cognitively easier to be apathetic so
as to not be overwhelmed by the political state of the
world (Le, 2020). Increasing numbers of people feel
apathetic towards suffering like that of the Palestinian
people and thus may be more susceptible to enabling
and hate speech by not feeling connected to the
suffering or wanting to intervene when witnessing
hate speech (Roden and Saleem, 2021). They feel as if
they are interacting with comments like a game rather
than reality (Pradhana and Tania, 2021). This process
of rejecting the substantive and real, for the unreal and
unsubstantive, like the live-streams and videos on ‘Israel
versus Palestine’, evidences this increasingly politically
apathetic populus who does not feel empathy towards
suffering.

Furthermore, this social media hate speech exists
as a reproduction of historical racist and colonial
discourse (Matamoros-Ferndndez and Farkas 2021).
The aforementioned history of the Palestinian struggle
and the history of the Arab-Israeli conflict cannot be
separated from the social media discourse. As it is the
discourse on the history that has been distorted as it
is further discussed on social media; while the history
and the discourse on it are different entities they are
connected by the chain of reproduction. However,
social media is increasingly aggregating hatred, due
to rapid rates of reproduction and alteration of
information which encompasses the processes of
creating simulacra. Palestinians and Arab people are
increasingly subject to violent racist hate speech on
social media (Gonzdlez-Esteban et al, 2024). Even non-
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zionist Jewish people are also subject to hate speech
that is blurred between their identity and that of the
state of Israel (Behar, 2022). This antisemitic confusion
is generally something less prevelant within real-
world, pro-Palestinian activism. However, its existence
gives pro-Israeli voices opportunities to tie legitimate
criticism of the state of Israel with antisemitism as a
way to delegitimise it (Behar, 2022; Ruth Gould, 2020).
This blurring between who is who, and assigning
people sides, is becoming increasingly divisive on social
media. Increasingly, the term ‘Islam’ has been used as
a synonym for regimes in which human rights are
non-existent (Gonzdlez-Esteban et al, 2024). Often if
users who are observed to be female or Queer show
support for Palestinians, they are met with comments
saying that they would have no rights in a Palestinian
state (Gonzdlez-Esteban et al, 2024). This demonstrates
the reproduction of historical orientalist ideas of Islam
and Palestine; that Palestinians are “backward” and
“unavilised” (Said, 1979, p.9). This conflation specifically
Is dangerous in creating a hyperreality that takes away
the historical nuances of the topic and reduces all actors
to aggressors, erasing the civilian victim's experience.

The social media discourse on ‘Israel/Palestine’ and
the current conflict in the Middle East can be placed
within a historic colonial discourse rooted in white



supremacy. Comparisons can be made between the
Western attitudes towards what they saw as ‘primitive’
people in Palestine prior to colonisation (Said, 1979,
p.9), and the attitudes on social media today that paint
Palestinians and Arab culture in an ‘uncivilised’" way
(GonZzdlez-Esteban et al, 2024). The framework of
Baudrillard's thesis is important to consider alongside
this, as the images and patterns of speech that are
reproduced over time become more convoluted and
distanced from the original reason for their existence.
Racist rhetoric is reproduced and embedded within
hyperreality, this can be demonstrated by social media
users’ increasing lack of distinction between the use of
the words “Hamas" and “Palestinians” within comment
sections. This demonstrates that users see these
groups to all be the same and to be violent entities
(GonZzdlez-Esteban et al, 2024).At the same time we
lose the contextual knowledge of why colonial rhetoric
exists and the agenda for it. Instead, racism within the
hyperreal is more difficult to question and deconstruct
due to the added agenda and motivations to create
misinformation.

Social media exists within what Baudrillard called the
hyperreality that our world is encompassed by today.
Its rapid rate of the reproduction of information
means that it is nearly impossible to see beyond the
hyperreality. Thus, discourse on political topics like
Israel/Palestine’ are often seen to lack nuance in their
conversations as well as spreading misinformation and
prompting hate speech due to apathetic attitudes
towards those who are suffering (Roden and Saleem,
2021). Despite this, social media has been a way for
Palestinians and pro-Palestine activism to mobilise and
unify people together (Cervi and Marin-Lladd, 2022),
especially within academic environments which have
been more successful in handling historical discourses
that encourage Islamophobia or antisemitism, rather
than reproducing them through convoluted means
(Behar, 2022). This essay suggests that there are
more substantive uses for social media in terms of
mobilisation for activist activities situated in the real
world. However, the multi-level simulacred language
on social media should be handled carefully and
avoided when wanting to discuss the complex nuances
of issues such as this. Although practically difficult, the
acknowledgement that when we consume content of
politics, we are not really there fully understanding the

Ruby Scott

gravity should help in combating apathy. In reality, many
civilian lives are being destroyed, the hyperreal is unable
to capture the gravity of this and it is reflected in an
increasingly apathetic population, who also increasingly
turn away from the suffering of fellow humans (Roden
and Saleem, 2021). We should turn towards them and
face their reality; something this essay advises of further
literature to fill the gap within the study on this topic.

This article has been edited by Sohani Wabhi (International
Regional Editor) and Harry Johnson (Chief Regional
Editor), copy edited by Cora Chow (Copy Editor) and Lucy
Barrett (Chief Copy Editor), peer reviewed by Silvan Bieri
(Peer Reviewer), checked and approved by the following
executives: Eleanor Doyle (Deputy Editor-in-Chief) and
Grace Hitchcock (Editor-in-Chief).
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SPEAKING POWER: THE ROLE OF
LANGUAGE IN SOCIAL HIERARCHIES

by Adelaide Tricaud

J0[An] SINOT Aq uomaysnyy|




Speaking Power

lserian author Kateb Yacine, renowned for his

critiques of French colonisation, once stated, ‘I
write in French, even better than the French, to say |
am not French’ (J'écris en frangais, encore mieux que les
francais, pour dire que je ne suis pas francais) (Soukehal,
2011, p.50, 1.18). This assertion highlights the complex
relationship between language, identity, and power,
revealing how language can embody both subtle and
overt forms of violence. Language, accents, and modes
of expression serve as markers of identity but also as
mechanisms of social stratification and exclusion. In
contemporary societies, those in power; societal elites,
establish norms for what constitutes ‘proper language’
(Candea, 2021). These norms often reinforce existing
hierarchies, privileging certain forms of speech while
marginalising others. This essay argues that linguistics is
intertwined with broader dynamics of power, inequality,
and discrimination, where one's way of speaking can
influence access to social and cultural capital, ultimately
impacting perceived legitimacy and belonging. This essay
will focus on the French language, both in France and
its ex-colonies, and relating to ties with immigration,
and violence. First, this essay explores foundational
linguistic concepts, focusing on speech variations and
accents. It then proceeds to examine how language
operates as a tool of oppression and marginalisation,
drawing on case studies and linguistic theories. Finally,
this academic paper will explore how individuals
reclaim pride in their speech, and navigate the tension
between native ways of speaking and the dominant
group’s language. Many conform linguistically to gain
social and professional respect, raising critical questions:
Does linguistic assimilation equate to abandoning one’s
identity? Can mastery of the dominant language lead to
true liberation, or does it signify submission?

Languages continuously evolve, incorporating and
discarding vocabulary, pronunciations, and grammati-
cal structures. Latin, for instance, evolved into Italian,
Spanish, Portuguese, Romanian, and French—distinct
languages originating from a shared linguistic root but
shaped by unique rules and etymological develop-
ments. Linguistics, the scientific study of language, ex-
amines these structural elements, including grammar,
phonetics, and speech variations. In the context of ac-
cents, the term carries both phonetic and sociolinguis-
tic implications. Phonetically, an accent is defined as a
distinctive way of pronouncing vowels and consonants,
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a physical variation that alters speech sounds. Socio-
linguistically, however, accents serve as markers of so-
cial identity and class indicators, reflecting entrenched
societal perceptions and biases (Hymes, 1996). The
sociological notion of an accent is inherently subjec-
tive, existing only with a reference point, and is shaped
by societal perceptions (Candea, 2021). A given lan-
guage often has a standard that acts as this reference
point, against which accents are judged. In France, for
example, many people are considered to have ‘no
accent' reflecting a standard language ideology. Any
deviation from this perceived standard is labelled an
accent, establishing a framework of linguistic norma-
tivity (Planchenault and Poljak, 2021). This phenome-
non, referred to as ‘accent standardness, pertains to
formal linguistic norms accepted by society and serves
as a benchmark for ‘correct’ speech (Laroche, Li, and
Richard, 202 1). Accent-based judgments fall into three
primary categories: regional, social, and foreign, each
of which overlaps and is frequently linked to similar
social implications (Candea, Planchenault, and Trimaille,
2019). These biases often result in linguistic discrimi-
nation, a form of unjust treatment based on language.
Such discrimination encompasses denying individuals
the right to use their native language or associating lin-
guistic features with racial, ethnic, or class-based preju-
dices (Drozdzowicz and Peled, 2024, p.1460).Thus, ac-
cents are not merely physical variations in speech but
socially constructed indicators, shaping perceptions
and informing linguistic hierarchies within societies.

Languages primarily evolve through immigration, cul-
tural exchange, and the blending of dialects. French,
as Latin did once, is still growing. Significant immi-
gration in the 20th century, particularly from the
Maghreb, brought new languages and cultures, en-
riching the French lexicon with new words and ex-
pressions (Canal, 2024). A prominent example is the
word ‘wesh, derived from the Berber ‘ach’ and Arabic
‘wach, both meaning ‘what'(Canal, 2024). Since the
late 20th century, Arabic has significantly influenced
French, and ‘wesh' has transcended social barriers, es-
pecially among younger generations born after 1990
(Walter, 1997). While some embrace these changes,
others remain sceptical of the legitimacy of these new
linguistic forms within the French context. Arabic-de-
rived slang, like ‘wesh," is often linked to ‘banlieues’ or
‘cités—working-class areas on the outskirts of cities



with negative connotations in French society (Canal,

2024). Despite its popularity in youth culture and
its exportation to London and the United Kingdom

with Central Cee’s use of it in the song ‘Bolide Noir,

traditional institutions in France such as L'Académie
francaise, which regulates the French language, refuse

to recognise ‘wesh’ as legitimate French (Central Cee,

JRK' 19, 2024). This delegitimisation contributes to the
stigma around speaking ‘non-standard’ French, espe-
cially for those from immigrant backgrounds. Located
in France's centre, power and influence have historical-
ly been centralised in Paris. The
French legitimate and standard-
ised way of speaking derives
from the capital’s linguistic norm,
which fits into a certain stereo-
type of what power is, and what
it sounds like (Kuiper, 2005). Im-
migrant and regional origins are
often recognised as a result of
specific language use and accent,
ultimately hindering the possibil-
ity of social ascendance, due to
a superficial and regressive view
of intelligence and power. The
French documentary ‘Speak Up’
sheds light on linguistic discrim-
ination in France. Directed by
Stéphane de Freitas and Ladj
Ly, the film follows young people from marginalised
backgrounds as they learn to articulate their ideas el-
oquently in standard French, essentially to gain respect
from upper-class audiences (De Freitas, Ly, 2016). Ech-
oing Kateb Yacine's ideas, the documentary highlights
how mastering the dominant language enables mar-
ginalised individuals to advocate for themselves effec-
tively in a society that may otherwise dismiss them.

Does linguistic assimilation empower individuals
through mastery of the dominant language, or does
it require the loss of cultural identity and submission
to societal norms, echoing Audre Lorde’s caution that
‘the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s
house’ (Lorde, 2018)? Frantz Fanon, in ‘Black Skin,
White Masks', explores the deeper implications of lin-
guistic assimilation, especially concerning identity and
pride:“To speak is to be in a position to assume a cer-
tain syntax, to grasp the morphology of this or that

“Does linguistic assimilation
empower individuals through
mastery of the dominant
language, or does it require
the loss of cultural identity and
submission to societal norms,
echoing Audre Lorde’s caution
that ‘the master s tools will never

dismantle the master's house’
(Lorde, 2018)?”

Adelaide Tricaud

language, but it means above all to assume a culture,
to support the weight of a civilization' (Fanon, 1952,
p. 8). For Fanon, assimilating into another language
equates, in part, to abandoning one’s culture, history,
and origins. He examines how colonised individuals,
such as Black men in the Antilles who adopt Parisian
French, are often perceived as ‘whiter’, while many feel
that they lost their true selves in an attempt to assim-
ilate. Fanon illustrates this linguistic colonialist dynam-
ic by examining regional and colonial attitudes within
France. For example, a resident of Lyon might regard
their city as distinct and
perhaps superior;, until they
move to Paris and adopt the
prevalent belief that Parisian
ways represent a national
and sophisticated standard
(Fanon, 1952, p.9). This ex-
perience parallels that of
immigrants and colonised in-
dividuals, who may come to
internalise the notion of Pa-
risian norms as ideal, result-
ing in a diminishing regard for
their heritage. Fanon argues
that this internalisation fos-
ters an inferiority complex,
prompting individuals to dis-
tance themselves from their
cultural roots(Fanon, 1952, p.9). Assimilation, there-
fore, becomes an expedient response to linguistic
discrimination. To resist this, Fanon suggests that one
must reject the narrative that equates whiteness—or
in this case, standardised French—with superiority, in-
stead challenging colonial and discriminatory mentali-
ties (Fanon, 1952, p.9, 1.1'1-22). True change, therefore,
requires educating the dominant group, especially Pa-
risians, to understand that linguistic diversity does not
denote inferiority, as languages are social constructs
that reflect specific environments rather than meas-
ures of intelligence or worth.

This issue remains highly relevant in contemporary
France, where linguistic discrimination limits social mo-
bility and inclusion. A recent example involves the con-
troversy surrounding Aya Nakamura's participation in
the 2024 Paris Olympics, which brought deep-seated
biases to the fore/to light. When rumours circulated
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that Nakamura might sing an Edith Piaf song—a sym-
bol of quintessential 1950 ‘Frenchness’ for many—far-
right politicians objected, arguing that her non-standard
French accent and identity as a Black woman rendered
her unfit for the honour (LeMonde, 2024). Ultimately,
Nakamura chose to perform a song by Charles Azna-
vour, blending her lyrics with his and emphasising in
her performance this Charles Aznavour lyric stating:
I'd better go and change my vocabulary, for you to
like me, in the language of Moliere'(Aznavour, 1963).
Through this performance, Nakamura underscored
the arbitrary nature of linguistic discrimination, drawing
attention to Aznavour's own past experiences of mar-
ginalisation. Though Aznavour is now celebrated as an
icon of French poetry, his early work faced resistance,
revealing the subjective basis of linguistic prejudice. By
remaining authentic to her linguistic style, Nakamura
demonstrates that non-standard expressions are not
barriers to success but rather powerful affirmations of
identity and cultural richness.

In conclusion, the complex interplay between lan-
guage, identity, and power in France reveals language
as both a dynamic and essential tool for understanding
the structures and mechanisms of social stratification.
French language norms, such as Parisian standards,
have historically reinforced social hierarchies, stigma-
tising regional, immigrant, and generally non-standard
expressions as inferior. While some individuals, like
those in ‘Speak Up', adopt dominant language forms
to gain societal respect, prominent figures of decolo-
nialism such as Lorde and Fanon argue that linguistic
assimilation can suppress cultural identity, reinforcing
existing biases and ultimately demonstrating a neg-
ative outcome of assimilation. French society's reac-
tion to language variants, such as Arabic-derived slang
and contemporary artists like Aya Nakamura, further
illustrates the persistence of linguistic discrimination,
where non-standard expressions are often dismissed.
Challenging these biases requires viewing all speech
forms as valuable cultural expressions, advancing a
more inclusive framework that dismantles rigid, hierar-
chical language standards. In doing so, linguistic diversi-
ty can be embraced as an asset, reflecting the evolving
richness of French society.
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poken aloud, Urdu and Hindi are perfectly intelligible

to speakers of the other, but the differences
between the languages have been exploited from
the period of British India through to the present
day to fuel nationalist ideology in Pakistan and India.
There has been extensive academic debate on the
divide between the languages and the role this plays
in forming national identities (see for example Gould,
2018; King, 1994; Lelyveld, 1993; Metcalf, 2003), vet
few scholars have examined the explicit connection
between language-based national identity and violent
manifestations of nationalism in both India and Pakistan.
The roots of language-based nationalism in these
countries bring violent consequences physically, but
also structurally, in the form of discriminatory laws and
policies. The attempts by ruling elites to impose Hindi
and Urdu, and to evoke accompanying language-based
nationalisms, have harmful consequences that amount
to the symbolic erasure of other identities in both
nations. To draw this analysis, this essay first considers
the colonial context in which Urdu and Hindi became
two separate languages. Thereafter, it will examine how
language serves as a tool for both identity formation
and exclusion, rooted in post-colonial state-building
processes.

The Dawn of Two Languages

Despite the diverse array of languages and dialects that
exist in both countries, it is Hindi and Urdu that are
often manipulated as symbols of Indian and Pakistani
nationalisms. Both languages originate from the Khari
Boli dialect and, even in their contemporary forms,
comprise shared grammar, vocabulary, phonetics, and
morphology (Misra, 2005). Only their written forms
differ, with Hindi influenced by Sanskrit and written
in the Devanagari script, whereas Urdu is influenced
by Persian and written in the Arabic script (Aneesh,
2010).

The establishment of the two individual languages
was a product of British colonial rule. Colonial
administrators brought to British India the Western
notion of associating language with religion or
ethnicity, as opposed to the Indian understanding that
language was associated with territory (Misra, 2005).
Prior to this, there was no implicit link between Hindi

and Hinduism, or Urdu and Islam; religious divides
between Muslims and Hindus were far less common
and much more localised (Amarasingam, Desai, and
Umar, 2022, p.384). The concept of a lingua franca —
a common language used between speakers whose
native languages are different — was transplanted from
Europe, encouraging both Indian leaders and Muslim
separatists to believe that a unified national language
would fulfil fundamental aims of Indian and Pakistani
national unity (Aneesh, 2010; Misra, 2005; Rahman,
1995).

Furthermore, the British colonial tendency to classify
people into confined understandings of communities
and castes — for example, through census-taking and
the use of separate electorates for Muslims and Hindus
— influenced each group’s perception of the other as
separate from itself, constrained by boundaries that had
only just been constructed (Singh, 2023; Amarasingam,
Desai, and Umar, 2022).The infamous ‘divide and rule’
strategy of the British Raj sought to facilitate easier
governance by deepening this rift between Muslim and
Hindu communities (Amarasingam, Desai, and Umar,
2022, p.384). The subsequent mass violence during
the Partition of India in 1947 was rooted in both
religious and linguistic identity politics (Aneesh, 2010;
King, 1994). Hindi and Urdu became associated with
Hinduism and Islam respectively; in times of conflict,
the languages became ‘employed as instruments in the
fight' (Misra, 2005, p.30).

The Entanglement of Language and
Identity

The legacy left behind has made it difficult to extricate
the two languages from their respective religious and
national identities. Paul Brass (1974) explored the
function of language and religion as symbols of group
identity that can both strengthen and disrupt national
unity. Brass theorises that political elites determine
the boundaries of the group, as well as the symbols’
importance relative to each other, which then shapes
group consciousness. They may choose and focus
on a specific symbol as the primary (in this case,
the religions of Hinduism or Islam) and manipulate
secondary symbols (the languages of Hindi or Urdu)
into congruence with it (Brass, 1974, pp.27-28).
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Notably, if symbols cannot be bent into congruence
with the primary (for example, caste or tribe), they
‘may be declared illegitimate for political purposes’
(Brass, 1974, p.45).

In this way, characteristics that are technically objective
acquire a subjective meaning and ‘become the basis
for political demands’, and nationality begins to take
shape (Brass, 1974, p43). The nation is defined by
Benedict Anderson (2006, p.6) as ‘an imagined political
community — and imagined as both inherently limited
and sovereign'. It is ‘imagined’, he says, because most
of its members will never physically interact with each
other, and ‘limited’ because even the largest nations
have fixed boundaries (Anderson, 2006, p.7). Access
to this national community is therefore restricted
— but Anderson argues that
from the start the nation was
conceived in language, not in
blood, and that one could be
“invited into” the imagined
community’ through language
(Anderson, 2006, p.145). With
a shared language comes ease
of communication, that in
turn shapes group identities
(Rahman, 2002).

For Anderson, the rise of print

capitalism — physical media printed in vernacular
languages, to maximise readership — was crucial in
the construction of national identity. This is reflected
in the Indian context, where increased journalism and
publishing output served as a physical instrument of
spreading regional languages, but also an instrument to
facilitate debate on the question of a national language
(Gould, 2018). The scripts of each language, too, are
symbolic of the communities associated with them.
Where scripts are the same, written communication
between speakers is more efficient, and vice versa,
particularly amongst political elites (Brass, 1974). In
the same way that print capitalism functioned globally,
language itself has functioned as a collective symbol of
nationhood in India and Pakistan (Rahman, 2002).

Hindu Nationalism and Anti-Muslim
Rhetoric
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“While Urdu Is used as a symbol
by the political elite, the other
languages become a symbol
of mobilisation against Urdu
imposition and, by extension,
the elite actors that impose it
(Rahman, 2002). “

Hindutva, or Hindu nationalism, originates from the
work of Indian nationalist leader Vinayak Damodar
Savarkan and is defined as ‘ethno-religious and
nationalist political attitudes in India’ (Amarasingam,
Desai, and Umar, 2022, p.381). Contrary to the
implication that the word ‘Hindu' carries, Hindutva is
not exclusively a religious concept but in fact emulates
a specific racial identity, a common bond of ‘blood’,
of which language is an intrinsic part. The pursuit of
the ‘pure’ aspects of Indian civilisation had operated
in conjunction with the process of Hindi linguistic
standardisation — a phenomenon reflected in the
modern Indian government (Gould, 2018). Led by
Narendra Modi, the ruling right-wing Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) centres Hindutva ideology, which has
involved Hindi language imposition and the Othering
of minority groups with little
regard for the communal
violence and riots that tend
to ensue (Amarasingam, Desai,
and Umar, 2022). Such violent
phenomena, including vigilante
lynching, hate speech, and
violence targeting minorities,
have increased under the BJP's
form of Hindutva.

With  this  understanding,
Hindutva ideology is violent by
nature because it is exclusionary, particularly towards
Muslims, who are disproportionately ‘Othered’ in India
(Amarasingam, Desai, and Umar, 2022, p.381). Anti-
Muslim violence in India is understood as an extreme
but still salient form of Hindu nationalist outlook
(Van Der Veer, 1996). Recent analysis of anti-Muslim
sentiment from Hindu nationalists on social media
finds discourse that views Muslims as ‘terrorists, anti-
nationals, and cow-killers’ (Amarasingam, Desai, and
Umarn, 2022, p.405). There is a belief amongst such
nationalists that Muslims pose a biological, religious,and
socioeconomic threat, due to their supposed intent
to ‘take over’ and become the majority population
by having many children in polygamous marriages,
trapping Hindu women in marriage and forcibly
converting them, and buying Hindu-owned property
(Amarasingam, Desai, and Umar, 2022, p.405).

The violence is structural too: all levels of government



exploit existing divides in order to present themselves
as saviours for the Hindu population (Amarasingam,
Desai, and Umar, 2022). Instances of such violence
creates political divergence between groups, inciting
majority voters to unite against minority groups, which
ultimately works to the electoral advantage of ethno-
nationalist parties like the BJP Nellis, Weaver and
Rosenzweig (2016, pp.267-268) find a zero-point-
eight percentage point increase in the BJP's vote share
after riots occurred in the year preceding the general
election. Muslims as a group are casted through
propaganda and manipulative tactics as a particular
enemy to Hindus within India and the fearmongering
extends even to Muslims in Pakistan, often blamed
for Partition and continued instability in Kashmir
(Amarasingam, Desai, and Umar, 2022).

Urdu Nationalism and the Sindhi
Response

In Pakistan, though not quite as pronounced as
Hindutva, the notion of Urdu as a marker of a unitary
Islamic and national identity has been promoted since
the nation's formation. Urdu imposition has been
construed as a bid to manage deep-rooted friction
between groups whose identities are shaped by other
languages (Magsood, 2017), but it has also had the
opposite effect of provoking communal and often
organised violent responses. A significant portion of
the population names Punjabi, Sindhi, Balochi, Pashto,
amongst others as their first languages. The state's
attempts to neutralise these identities through ‘an
ideology of sameness:one religion (Islam),one language
(Urdu), and one nation (Pakistan)’ (Magsood, 2017, p.
29), is thus viewed as a form of internal colonialism
(Rahman, 2002).

Local language is one of the incongruent symbols in
the discussion of Paul Brass's (1974) theory, a symbol
that was increasingly viewed as outdated when
faced with Pakistan’s nation-building aims (Levesque,
2021). An inherent contradiction arose between the
overarching Muslim identity that defined the formation
of Pakistan, and the varied local and linguistic identities
that still make up its territory today (Magsood, 2017).
Those that identify most closely with a local language
may feel that they exist in a country, with boundaries
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imposed from above; but not in a nation, a united
imagined community in the way Anderson defined it
(2006; Alavi, 1991). While Urdu is used as a symbol
by the political elite, the other languages become a
symbol of mobilisation against Urdu imposition and,
by extension, the elite actors that impose it (Rahman,
2002). After Partition, the independence of West
Pakistan (now Bangladesh) in 1971 remains the most
prominent example in which language outweighed
religion in its symbolic importance to nationalism
(llahi, 2013).

However, the government's insistence on Urdu as
the national language also incited a distinctly Sindhi
form of nationalism (Levesque, 2021). When the
Urdu-speaking Muhgjir (muslim immigrants) arrived
in the province of Sindh as post-partition refugees
from India, they too perpetrated Urdu as a symbol
of Muslim and Pakistani identity in their efforts to
gain provincial power (Rahman, 1995). As they began
to dominate, Muhajir-Sindhi hostility grew over time,
fuelled by concerns about language-based employment
discrimination and the Muhgjirs’ aim to implement
Urdu as an official language of Sindh, against the wishes
of Sindhis (Rahman, 1995). The Urdu press in 1970
labelled Sindhi supporters as ‘anti-Pakistan dissidents’
(Rahman, 1995), drawing a clear connection between
Urdu and national identity. Tensions culminated in the
violent riots of January 1971 and July 1972, and for
the younger Sindhi nationalists involved — termed the
‘post-Bangladesh’ generation — violence served as a
crucial political tool (Levesque, 2021).Weapons were
used on Sindhi university campuses and were linked
to the intimidation of Urdu-speaking students; many
future Sindhi leaders, in their student years, were
‘trained’ in this context (Levesque, 2021). Though the
governor of Sindh intervened to resolve the 1972
riots, the hostility left a bitter legacy (Rahman, 1995),
and the Sindhi language is often neglected to this
day in Urdu strongholds like Karachi and Hyderabad
(Ahmar, 2020) .

Conclusion

In the cases of both India and Pakistan, language has
become a crucial determinant of not only political
and religious affiliation, but also of national identity.
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Scripted Identities

The colonial context brought into the subcontinent
a series of Western beliefs about language in general,
and the particular associations between language,
religion, and nationalism. British colonial rule exploited
growing division between Muslims and Hindus for
their own purposes, eventually giving rise to Urdu and
Hindi as separate languages. Though citizens of both
states are free to speak any language they wish, the
association of a specific form of nationalism with each
language has its own consequences.To this day, there is
often an assumed resentment between communities
of different linguistic and religious backgrounds in
Pakistan and India, which has left minority groups in
both states vulnerable. The attempts to entrench a
homogenous national identity have instead translated
to a widespread dissatisfaction with the ruling elite,
and a series of fragmented group identities that have
yet to be united.
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ADRIFT AND VOICELESS: THE VIOLENCE
OF STATELESSNESS AND THE ROHINGYA
REFUGEE CRISIS AT SEA

uopsuIap Kon Aq uom.snjy

he Arakan Mountains have long shielded central

Myanmar from the southwestern monsoon,
creating a wet climate on Rakhine State's western
coasts, home to the Rohingya people. This natural
barrier symbolises the socio-political separation
between Myanmar's Bamar majority and the Rohingya
minority, who have long been marginalised through
discriminatory policies (Humanitarian Aid Relief Trust,
2021). Considering the relatively short timespan
between Rakhine state’s incorporation into Burma by
the Konbaung Dynasty and the subsequent annexation
of Burma by the British , its majority Muslim population
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was never able to fully assimilate into the dominant
Buddhist culture that informs the rest of the Myanmar
demographic (Myint-U, 2006, p. 109). Instead, the
Myanmar government stripped the Rohingya of
political representation and citizenship through a series
of exclusivist and dehumanising policies, culminating in
the 2017 genocide that displaced 740,000 Rohingya
to neighbouring Bangladesh (Minar and Halim, 2020,
pp.129-132). Seven years on, the Rohingya's livelihood
and status within Myanmar remain uncertain amid civil
war. Their precarious refugee conditions in countries
like Bangladesh and Indonesia are exacerbated by



inadequate planning and rising hostility fuelled by social
media through echo-chambers and self-reinforcing
content (Rashid and Saidin, 2023, p.3). This article
argues that the Rohingya's struggle for citizenship and
refugee rights is intrinsically linked to their fight for
a unified identity, which they actively shape through
their resistance and resilience in the face of ongoing
oppression.

Rohingya Identity and the Burmese-
Buddhist Regime

The Rohingya identity transcends ethnocultural
ties, instead being partially defined through its
contested relationship with state-framed Burmese
nationalism. While Heiskanen argues that nationalism
is key to successful statehood, they also warn that
it can destabilise states by provoking irredentist or
secessionist movements (2021). Following the 1962
military coup by Tatmadaw — the Bamar-majority
armed forces — the multi-ethnic Myanmar underwent
a ‘Burmanisation’ agenda, where national identity was
aligned with the homogenous Bamar culture in support
of the historical narrative that justifies their legitimacy
to rule (Houtman, 1999, p. 53) .

However, Myanmar's homogenisation policy reflected
a broader trend in Southeast Asia, where many post-
independence regimes prioritised consolidation over
addressing diversity (Turnbull, 1992, pp.591-593). In
support of this effort, the state employed strategies
of ‘lawfare’ and ‘spaciocide’ —manipulating laws and
dispossessing land —to erase the Rohingya’s historical
and legal claims (MaclLean, 2018, p.8/, p.90). The
government systematically denies the Rohingya's
historical presence in Rakhine State, rejecting evidence
of their pre-colonial roots in the Arakan Kingdom
(Kipgen, 2013). Instead, the dominant Burmese
narrative frames the Rohingya as colonial-era migrants
from Bengal, brought by the British to support imperial
economic interests, thereby delegitimising their
ancestral claims to the land (Coates, 2014).

The Rohingya's political exclusion began with the
1962 coup under the state’s broader ethnic nationalist
agenda (Myint-U, 2006). In 1978, the first state-led

mass expulsion of 200,000 Rohingya was carried out
under Operation Nagamin, though it was reluctantly
reversed later that year due to international pressure
(Selth, 2018, p.140). The 1982 Burmese Citizenship
Act codified their systematic exclusion, omitting the
Rohingya from the list of 135 recognised ‘national races’
(2014 Population Census, 2017) The renaming of the
region from Arakan to Rakhine State in the [1990s
further undermined Rohingya claims by privileging the
Rakhine ethnic group despite their smaller population
(International Crisis Group, 2024).

However, it was the 2017 genocide — disguised as a
‘counter-offensive’ and ‘clearance operation’ against
Rohingya militancy — that violently manifested the
Burmese policy of social cohesion (Selth, 2018, p.25) as
paramilitary troops razed villages and committed war
crimes, forcing the Rohingya to flee for survival. These
actions, aimed at constructing an ideal Burmese citizen,
paradoxically reinforced the reality of the Rohingya
identity that the government sought to erase: an
identity that has emerged as a form of resistance against
exclusionary nationalism (Farzana, 2015, pp.305-307).

Moreover, the ongoing civil war, involving multiple
ethnic armed groups that also reject Myanmar's nation-
building project, exposes the state's contradictions in
defining citizenship. Therefore, there is an urgent need
foramore inclusive system that acknowledges the rights
of all ethnic groups, including the Rohingya (Sun, 2023).
Rohingya identity is further defined beyond Myanmar's
borders, where they continue to face challenges in
securing recognition and rights in the host countries
where they seek refuge (Missbach and Stange, 2021,

pp.5-7).

Rohingya Identity in Navigating Their
Statelessness

Hirschberger argues that collective trauma becomes
central to group identity, shaping how members
interpret and navigate their social environment (2018).
Among the Rohingya, this collective trauma manifests
as ‘unterritoriality’, reflecting their displacement
and exclusion from both their homeland and host
countries (Uddin, 2023, pp.6-7). Given the lack
of aid and resources to secure their internationally
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recognised rights to a secure livelihood and freedom
of expression, the community relies on each other for
support as young Rohingya children did after returning
from to programmes intended to dismantle traditions
of cultural stoicism (Murray and Donovan, 2020).

This failure is partly attributable to the international
community’s reluctance to fulfil its duty to prevent mass
atrocities and human rights violations, as outlined in the
UN-established Responsibility
to Protect strategy (Zahed,
2021, p.936). Structural factors
such as the veto powers of
the UN Security Council and
the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) norm
of non-interference in the
sovereign matters of member
states hamper the Rohingya’s
search for justice (Zahed, 2021,

pp.937-940).
Furthermore, refugee host
countries like Malaysia,

Indonesia, and Bangladesh lack

the necessary support and resources to honour their
commitments to refugee protection, leaving camps like
Cox's Bazar densely populated, unsanitary, and reliant
on improvised aid. These nations frame the crisis as an
‘emergency’, focusing on short-term solutions to save
lives and contain refugees in designated encampments
rather than implementing long-term integration
frameworks (Azis, 2023, pp.180-184). Bangladesh's
attempts to relocate some Rohingya refugees to Bhasan
Char, a remote island with precarious conditions lacking
proper safety measures, reflect this logistical puzzle
(Ullah and Chattoraj, 2018). Natural disasters like
floods and cyclones, which disproportionately affect
southeast Bangladesh, further exacerbate challenges
for both the Rohingya and the authorities (International
Crisis Group, 2024).

The situation is compounded by the fact that host
countries such as Malaysia and Indonesia are not
signatories to the 1951 UN Refugee Convention,
allowing them to evade provision of adequate support,
resulting in limited access to education, employment,
and healthcare for the Rohingya (Martuscelli, Ahmed,
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These nations frame the crisis
as an emergency, focusing on
short-term solutions to save
lives and contain refugees in
designated encampments rather
than implementing long-term
integration frameworks (Azis,
2023, pp.160-164).

and Sammonds, 2024). Interviews with Rohingya
refugees reveal that many aspire to resettle in Western
countries, hoping to obtain legal status and citizenship,
enabling access to education for their children and
employment opportunities (Martuscelli Ahmed, and
Sammonds, 2024). The lack of legal protections in host
countries often pushes Rohingya refugees towards
risky alternatives to meet their basic needs, making
them vulnerable to exploitation. Investigations have
uncovered cases of Rohingya
children in Malaysia forced into
abusive child marriages, with
no legal recourse or protection
available (Gelineau, 2023).

Public perceptions of the
Rohingya in host countries are
often marked by hostility, driven
by social media scapegoating
that associates them with
threats to employment and
security (Rashid and Saidin,
2023). A striking example
occurred in December 2023,
when students in Banda Aceh
stormed a refugee shelter demanding the deportation
of the Rohingya (Deutsche Welle, 2023). The refusal
of some countries to accept Rohingya boats further
exemplifies the consequences of negative perceptions
towards the Rohingya (Chakraborty, 2018).

Rohingya Identity and Human Rights

The collective trauma of the Rohingya extends
beyond citizenship rights or statelessness to include
the violent infringement of their human rights. The
Rohingya are frequently used as pawns by various
organisations pursuing their agendas. Many Rohingya
men are recruited by the military junta to fight against
ethnic armed organisations, inflaming the already
tense Muslim-Buddhist relations in Myanmar (Human
Rights Watch, 2024). Militant groups and criminal gangs
operating within refugee camps commit extrajudicial
killings of so-called ‘informants’ (Amnesty International,
2024). Innocent Rohingya who refuse to be implicated
in such violence have no legal recourse due to rampant
corruption and the extreme bureaucracy linked to



their refugee status (Human Rights Watch, 2023).

Razia Sultana, a Rohingya lawyer-turned-activist,
conducted many interviews with Rohingyas in refugee
camps to highlight the lack of agency and resources most
Rohingya face in sharing their stories and advocating for
their rights (Smith, 2019). This struggle for voice and
recognition can be understood through the lens of the
spiral of silence (Noelle-Neumann,|984). Faced with
hostility and denial of their identity, many Rohingya feel
that expressing their views is unwelcome or unsafe,
and in turn can lead to self-censorship, hindering their
ability to challenge dominant narratives (Schissler, 2024,

pp.13-15).

The multilayered complexities of the Rohingya crisis
demonstrates the need for international pressure on
host countries, a redefinition of nationhood, and urgent
action to establish proper support structures to ensure
the Rohingya’s livelihood and security. Despite such
immense challenges, the Rohingya have demonstrated
remarkable resilience and agency in their struggle
for recognition and rights, furthering their collective
identity as a people.

How Resistance and Resilience Reshape
Rohingya Identity

The Rohingya's will to reassert their position as a
legitimate community takes many forms. Rohingya
poems and songs ‘taranas’ as cultural expressions
articulating a longing for a safe return to their homeland
(Farzana, 2017). Tchacham posits that the Rohingya
identity occupies a unique position: they neither reject
the Myanmar identity nor desire to assimilate into its
Burmese-Buddhist leanings (2020, p.46). Instead, they
see themselves as part of the broader ethnic tapestry
of Myanmar.

Rohingya resilience is also reflected in their experiences
in host countries. Despite living as a ‘ghost population’
without access to education or work, the Rohingya
community in Malaysia have adapted by establishing
informal schools and businesses. Many have learned
the Malay language and adopted cultural practices
(Muniandy, 2021, pp.84-85). Some report positive,
amicable interactions and to a large extent, camaraderie
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from Malaysians, suggesting that moral engagement
and acceptance are possible, even without legal rights
(Azis, 2014). However, such solidarity is often limited to
educated or skilled Rohingya who align with neoliberal
norms.

Finally, the Rohingya’s insistence on the term ‘Rohingya’
when engaging with international media and human
rights organisations represents an informal assertion
of their right to self-determination (Leider, 2018, p.21).
By actively asserting their identity and sharing their
experiences, they challenge the spiral of silence and
reclaim their narrative.

Conclusion

The Rohingya crisis starkly highlights the fragility of
human rights and the devastating effects of exclusionary
nationalism. Their disenfranchisement reveals failures
by both the Burmese authorities and the international
community to uphold justice, equality, and self-
determination. Rooted in a history of persecution
culminating in the 2017 genocide, the Rohingya have
been forced to flee their homes and face hostility and
deprivation in refugee camps across Southeast Asia.
Despite these challenges, the Rohingya continue to
assert their identity and advocate for recognition and
rights, expressing their history and culture through
vibrant traditions and their determination to build
communities in exile (Fazal and Wah, 2021, pp.2I7-
218). Their resilience demands international support
to intensify diplomatic pressure on the Burmese
government along with its surrounding ASEAN states,
enforce targeted sanctions on the military junta, and
reform Myanmar's constitution to reflect its muilti-
ethnic identity (Ruland, 2022, p.180). Simultaneously,
host countries must receive increased financial and
logistical support to integrate refugees into surrounding
communities. Addressing online hate speech through
education and fostering real-life exposure to Rohingya
communities will help cultivate understanding and
acceptance (Rashid and Saidin, p.403). By supporting
the Rohingya’s aspirations for justice, equality, and self-
determination, the international community can help
ensure that their struggle is not in vain and that future
generations can live with dignity and hope.
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In 2024, Sri Lanka's ninth presidential election
garnered worldwide traction due to its long-awaited
transition from right-wing elites to a Marxist left-wing
government for the first time. During the colonial era,
Sri Lanka was plagued with issues of racism towards
the Tamil community as a result of the colonial
British divide-and-rule policy. This tension worsened
after independence, as right-wing Sinhalese rulers
codified their dominance and the oppression of the
ethnic minority in the country's first constitution in
[972. These laws aimed to eliminate Tamil identity
by outlawing the expression of Tamil nationalism and
language, as well as discriminatory policies applying
only to Tamils (Klem, 2023, p4). In response to these
actions, in 1976, some Tamil people formed the
Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE), a militant
organisation that advocated for separatism from Sri
Lanka (Frerks, 2019, p.213). LTTE received a hostile
reception from the government and was designated as
a terrorist organisation (Cronin-Furman and Arulthas,
2021, p.I0II). Later, the government orchestrated a
series of pogroms against the Tamil community, which
heightened its conflict during the Black July incident in
1983, in which 3,000 Tamils were killed (Sriskandarajah,
2002, p.219) and more than 100,000 people were
internally displaced (Krishna, 1999, p45). The genocide
against the Tamil community persisted until 2009,
when the leader of LTTE died during the Mullivaikkal
massacre (Thottam, 2009). An estimate in 2009
found that, in total, the Tamil genocide has killed over
100,000 Sri Lankans (DeVotta, 2022, p.3). This essay
argues that the majority Sinhalese government of Sri
Lanka has employed mechanisms of symbolic violence
in language, educational, religious, and political spheres
to continue oppressing the Tamil community after the
2009 Genocide. This type of violence, over the years
has become embedded and normalised in the country,
often neglected by those that do not experience it.

Contrary to popular belief, the violence against the
Tamil community did not end in 2009. According
to Fernando , the use of the term ‘post-war’ after
2009 ought to be approached cautiously as it refers
to the end of the armed conflict but not the conflict
itself (2013, p.184). This understanding sheds light on
the fragmented society in Sri Lanka, where conflicts
between communities remain after 2009, a dire impact
of the genocide alongside political and economical

challenges. According to Trinn, ‘despite the good
scores in social cohesion, there is no indication that the
extreme polarisation within the country’s society has
significantly decreased since the end of the civil war’
(2019, p.196). Here, segregation between minorities,
including the Tamil population, and the Sinhalese
majority is still apparent, especially since the leaders
of both of Sri Lanka’'s most prominent political parties
are Sinhalese (Srinivasan, 2024a). The violence and
discrimination against the Tamil community persists in

a different form, namely ‘symbolic violence" (Bourdieu,
1977, p.192).

Bourdieu’s Theory of Symbolic Violence

Pierre Bourdieu introduced the concept of symbolic
violence in his book ‘Outline of a Theory of Practice’,
defining it as a typology of power that operates through
non-physical means (1977). This type of violence
involves the exploitation by one party towards another
but is not always physical and often not acknowledged
to be a form of violence. Bourdieu also asserted
that in a society where physical violence is met with
collective condemnation, symbolic violence becomes
the most effective method to maintain these power
dynamics (1977, p.192). In the context of racial struggle
in Sri Lanka, the government was aware that further
violence after 2009 might reignite the fire of the LTTE
revival, instead imposing specific actions towards the
Tamil community through symbolic violence. This
form of oppression in effect operates ‘not directly
on bodies but through them’ (Topper, 2001, p.47).
Sometimes, these actions can also be continuations
of past enactments that bleed into societal norms.
According to Bourdieu , symbolic violence is produced,
reproduced, and perceived as legitimate through
‘schemes’ normalised as collective habits (2001, p.34).
Symbolic violence is also understood to be more
challenging to recover from as there are no physical
wounds to heal from (Thapar-Bjorkert, Samelius and
Sanghera, 2016, p.149). Physical violence offers a kind of
closure through natural healing that symbolic violence
does not — due to its psychological nature, the healing
does not automatically happen with time but rather
through confrontation with one's personal struggles.
For the Tamil community, having experienced both
physical violence in the genocide and currently facing
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increasing symbolic violence since 2009, it is much
more challenging to be optimistic for any change.

Linguistic Injustice

To understand symbolic violence in the present, one
must understand the past, most notably the linguistic
injustice that initiated the conflict. Historically, there was
an effort to erase the Tamil language by enacting the
Sinhala Only Act in 1956, which recognised Sinhalese
as the only official language of Sri Lanka (Rasaratnam,
2017, p.139). Scholars such as Kearney (1964, p.132)
asserted that the enforcement was intentional due to
the rampant prejudice towards the Tamil ethnic group,
founded based on the fear that equal positions of both
languages would threaten the survival of Sinhalese
(Kearney, 1964). After the explosion of violence due
to retaliation of the pogroms, in 1987, four years after
the Black July, this law was amended to recognise both
Sinhalese and Tamil as official languages (Sahadevan,
2024, p.100). Nevertheless, the damage had already
been done. Linguistic injustice became a mode of
symbolic violence that perpetuated oppression
against the Tamil community, especially in education
or official correspondence. Perera and Khodos (2024,
p.8) gathered personal accounts from Tamil speakers
in Sri Lanka in their research and found instances
where some professors would switch from English to
Sinhalese to cater to Sinhalese students or for their
convenience, creating a barrier between Tamil and
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Sinhalese speakers, and excluding Tamil students from
equal academic participation. Another account stated
that the national law is written exclusively in Sinhalese
or English, preventing Tamil people who speak neither
language from understanding their legal rights (Perera
and Khodos, 2024, p.I1). A Tamil interviewee, Sabitha,
recalled a memory from when she was eleven years
old, walking to school with her cousin. They conversed
in Tamil with each other, but as they got closerto school,
she felt embarrassed and squeezed her cousin's hand
as a signal to switch their language to English (Perera
and Khodos, 2024, p.17). These stories showcase how
symbolic violence, as Bourdieu (2001, p.I) outlined,
became normalised for the Tamil people in their
everyday lives through language injustice and inequality.
They portray not only a structural issue but also a lived
experience that shapes the cultural zeitgeist of the Tamil
minority. Often experienced individually, these incidents
remain unnoticed by those outside the minority,
highlighting the pervasive yet subtle nature of this form
of violence. Despite the reversal of the Language Act,
symbolic violence continues to be embedded in Sri
Lankan society due to it being perceived as a norm,
especially to the Sinhalese majority that does not have
the same ethnic trauma (Soherwordi, 2010, p47). In
contrast, the Tamil minority struggles to use their own
language in everyday life and experiences difficulty in
comprehending their rights.

Educational Impacts

The continuation of symbolic violence that Tamil people
experience also diffuses into education. In Sri Lanka, the
standardisation policy increases university enrolment
of the Sinhalese Buddhist community at the expense
of the Tamils (DeVotta, 2022, p.l). In the [970s, the
standardisation policy used district quotas to inflate the
number of Sinhalese people into university admission,
declaring most Sinhalese districts to be under a special
category that gives students leniency in grade markings
to boost university admissions. This led to an imbalance
in Tamil students’ enrolment, as their entrance markings
were stricter and requirements were higher (DeVotta,
2022, p.7). Since Tamil students mostly dominated the
sciences, the government lowered the requirement for
Tamil students to study arts subjects and increased the
requirement for sciences. This leads to a percentage



drop of Tamil students enrolment into science courses
from 38.8 percent in 1969-1970 to nineteen percent
in 1975 (Hoole, 2021, p.73) A personal account from
Hoole, a Tamil scholar, stated that ‘it was a case of
taking away something we prized and had earned,
and giving us instead something we never wanted’
(2016). Thus, the government restricts Tamil students’
freedom to pursue what they want and are eligible
for, pushing them into a crafted
space that they did not ask for.
Later, the government amended
the admissions proportions to
40 percent by merit, 60 percent
by district quota and five percent
for educationally disadvantaged
districts (Gunawardane,
2021).  However, by then,
high-achieving  Tamil students
had already moved abroad in
search of better educational
opportunities, especially in the
Jaffna  district  (Gunawardane,
2021). What seems like a simple redistribution of
opportunity perpetuates a deeper, more intricate
form of inequality, where the perceived fairness of
the district quota system masks the loss of talent and
opportunity. This phenomenon contains elements of
symbolic violence, as the government enables inequality
by shaping perceptions of value and merit (Bourdieu,
2001, p.35). The disruption is delicate but profoundly
affects the local educational system, reinforcing the
notion that Sinhalese students have priority access to
the highest quality of education compared to Tamil
students.

Religious Impositions

Another form of symbolic violence towards the Tamil
people is the nationwide implementation of strong
Buddhist values synonymous with Sinhalese nationalism.
For the Tamil people, who are predominantly Hindu,
it serves as a reminder of exclusion from the Sinhalese
majority, who are primarily Buddhist. This illustrates
Bourdieu's concept of symbolic violence — where
violence at its core does not cease to exist just
because its physicality is absent (2001, p.34). In Jaffna,
a northern state in Sri Lanka primarily populated by

“The disruption is delicate but
profoundly affects the local
educational system, reinforcing
the notion that Sinhalese
students have priority access to
the highest quality of education
compared to Tamil students.”

Aisyah Ab Halim

the Tamil people, the ‘Buddhist gaze' was employed by
the government to position its dominance on the Tamil
community (Samarathunga, Cheng, and Weerathunga,
2020, p.654). The branding of Jaffna as a popular
Buddhist tourist location due to the new establishments
of holy Buddhist temples spurred the influx of Buddhist
visitors to the primarily Hindu Tamil community
area, leveraging a notion of power that the Sinhalese
government held against the
Tamil people. The government
constructed Buddhist temples
and Buddha statues, organised
Buddhist rituals and festivals
in the Tamil region, declared
ancient Buddhist sites in the Tamil
region as Sinhalese Buddhist
heritage, and settled Monks
in the area (Fernando, 2016).
Most prominently, the Sinhalese
government also constructed a
Sinhalese  Buddhist monument
at Mullivaikkal, the last battlefield
where the national army clashed with the LTTE in a
mass massacre (Fernando, 2016; Misra, 2022). The
Tamil people associate it as symbolic of mass atrocities,
but for another community, it is emblematic of victory
and religious reverence. The government did not
banish the Tamil people away from their homes but
instead placed permanent notice of Sinhalese power
which the minority cannot ignore. In Bourdieu's theory,
symbolic violence is legitimised through schemes in
everyday life. Importantly, this applies to the Tamil
community in Jaffna. Despite being primarily Hindu,
they are led to be desensitised by the rapid expansion
of Buddicisation in their personal territory, creating an
unyielding division between them and the Sinhalese.
Still, the Tamil people maintain resilience as they are
cognisant of this experience. Recently, in 2024, Tamil
people gathered at Mullivaikkal to memorialise the
pain of the Tamil genocide despite the government'’s
suppression (Srinivasan, 2024b), acknowledging the
suffering that their community endured during the
genocide.

Political Representation

Within the Sri Lankan political system, Tamil political
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leaders face the difficult choice of remaining in their
minority party to advocate for Tamil representation
or defecting to the majority party in the hopes of
having inside access to voice their agenda. According
to Dr Farah Mihlar, ‘minority politicians in major parties
often feel isolated and find fewer opportunities to
raise minority rights issues (Sri Lanka Brief, 2024).
Additionally, minority representatives in parliament are
often given incentives to defect from their party, which
diminishes the trust that minority communities place in
their representatives (Thaheer, 2017, p.108). Leaders of
minority parties also face criticisms from within their
parties, causing internal conflicts among the members
(Devapriya and Jayasinghe, 2024). In the recent
presidential election, The llankai Tamil Arasu Katchi
(ITAK) party pledged support for Sajith Premadasa, the
leader of the Samagi Jana Balawegaya (5)B), a popular
presidential candidate for the election. However, ITAK's
former coalition partners and some members backed
ITAK member P. Ariyanethiran as a ‘common Tamil
candidate’ (Srinivasan, 2024c), clashing with the party's
official statement. Furthermore, the SJB’s affiliation
with former military officials further fuels scepticism
of their intentions (Srinivasan, 2024c). This sentiment
displays symbolic violence through a political system
that incentivises minority parties to gravitate towards
larger ones, leading to distrust between the Tamil
community and their representatives. Additionally, the
recent call from Gajendrakumar Ponnambalam, the
leader of the Tamil National People’s Front (TNPP),
to boycott the presidential election garnered criticism
as it is interpreted to be a ‘cowardly retreat’ (Tamil
Guardian, 2024; Aravind, 2024). However, often, these
leaders were involved in the Tamil Genocide and have
experienced discrimination in Sri Lankan politics (Miller;
2013). Due to the dominance of Sinhalese politicians
in the government and the burden of the genocide,
fragmented Tamil politicians are sidelined, reinforcing
the symbolic violence experienced by the Tamil
communities as their pathways to political advocacy
are few and far between.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the presence of symbolic violence has
been embedded in the lives of the Tamil people in Sri
Lanka. Due to its subtle nature, these mechanisms of
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oppression have been overlooked and normalised. The
pain the Tamil community has faced throughout the
Tamil genocide and beyond seeps not only into their
everyday lives, such as coexistence with religion and
the usage of language, but also into public sectors, such
as education and politics. Through symbolic violence
mechanisms that are instilled in the state, the Tamil
minority still faces hardships in navigating life in Sri
Lanka. Before the 2024 election, Reuters reported
that for many Tamil people — especially those who have
been displaced due to the genocide — the elections
do not offer much hope as the presidency would be
won by a Sinhalese (Chitrakar, 2024). On the other
hand, after the election there is a possibility of a shift
of hope for the Tamil people in the new president
to uphold peace and ensure Tamil rights after the
president’s rally in Jaffna  (Srinivasan, 2024b). While
it is too early for Dissayanake to propose systematic
measures to overcome these challenges, his promise
of returning Tamil lands occupied by the state during
the genocide is the first step for the Tamils to reclaim
their rightful place in the nation. This newly founded
faith offers a beacon of hope for the Tamil people, but
concrete actions must be taken to reduce the impact
of symbolic violence on the Tamil community.
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FORCED ASSIMILATION AND ETHNOCIDE:
HOW KEMAL ATATURK’S POLICIES
TOWARDS THE KURDS EXPOSED THE DARK
UNDERBELLY OF TURKISH REPUBLICANISM
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he dissolution of the Ottoman Empire and

subsequent creation of the Turkish Republic saw a
radical change of fate, not only for the Turkish people
but also for the diverse communities constituting
the Empire’s multi-ethnic, multi-religious  mosaic.
Spearheaded by Kemal Atatlrk, the Turkish War of
Independence uprooted the basic cohesion of the
Ottoman identity to establish a completely new entity:
a modern, dynamic republic inspired by Western
European states (Akyol, 2019, p.2). This mission
involved a reconceptualisation of national identity,

by Gabrielle Yurin

culture, and religion. However, the policies enacted
towards a homogeneous state took on the form of
intensive  Turkification and assimilation (Cagaptay,
2004, p.87). As the largest ethnic minority in the
region, the Kurds were direct recipients of these state-
sanctioned changes. Through the establishment of a
novel reigning Turkish identity and the diminished role
of Islam, Atattirk’s policies towards the Kurds adhered
to the Turkish Republic's principles of nationalism and
secularism. However, the methods that Atatlrk used
to enforce assimilation paradoxically entailed Kurdish
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cultural suppression, aggressive military force, and mass
relocation — signifying that the programme of gradual
reformism and republicanism was, ostensibly, not
offered to the Kurdish minority group.

The Promises of a Nascent Republic

In order to evaluate the inconsistency between
Atatlrk’s policies against the Kurds with the Republic’s
principles, it is imperative to understand the principles
as well as the promises of autonomy made towards
the Kurds in the early stages of Atatiirk’s rule. When
creating his vision for a modern Turkey, Atatiirk and his
government claimed that ‘arbitrary relations between
the ruling elite’ and ‘taxpaying subjects, established
during the Empire, would be abolished (Karabelias,
2009, p.58). Instead, he promised that a new, consensual
relationship between ‘constitutionally limited rulers’
and the people would be set in place (Karabelias, 2009,
p.58). In order to achieve this model, the six ‘arrows’
of Nationalism, Republicanism, Populism, ~Etatism,
Secularism, and Reformism were established (Kissane,
2014, p.294). These values categorically separated the
Turkish Republic from the Ottoman Empire and, while
drastically different, did not necessarily set out to create
an oppressive regime against other ethnicities. In fact,
Atatdrk’s initial sentiments towards the Kurds were
connected to notions of brotherhood and autonomy;
Atatirk himself stated to Istanbul newspaper editors in
1923 that ‘local autonomous areas will be established’
and that Kurds would govern themselves in their
respective regions (Calisar, 2013, p.31). Essentially,
while Atatlrk's shaping of the Republic did not grant
Kurds autonomy at the level of the Treaty of Sevres
(1920), which had been signed by the Allied Powers
to recognise Kurdistan as an autonomous region but
was never implemented (Candar, 2013, p.67), the initial
campaign pointed to a ‘progressive’ state.

Strategies of Assimilation: Linguistic
Oppression and Ethnocide

Despite Atatlrk's seemingly positive outlook on
Kurdish policies, the ideological foundation of Kemalism

and nationalism, constructed by Atatlrk, lent itself to
an environment of Turkification and assimilation that
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encompassed all citizens, but especially targeted the
Kurds. Turkish identity became a state-sponsored
project as Atatirk funded multiple programmes of
study into the origins of Turkish history and culture
(Cagaptay, 2004). This resulted in the development of
two major theses: The Turkish History Thesis and the
Sun Language Theory. The former, utilising Darwinian
evolutionary theory, developed the notion that all of
human civilization can be dated back to Central Asia: ‘the
Turkish homeland’ (Sukrd, 2011, p.162). It credited the
Turks for civilising areas as far as China and justified the
erasure of Kurdish ethnic identity as ‘Mountain Turks'
(Olson and Tucker, 1978). Under the latter thesis, Kurds
were of Turkish origin. This second thesis, titled the
Sun Language Theory, drew etymological connections
between Turkish and all Indo-European languages,
dating back to the ancient tongues of Sumerians and
Hittites (Cagaptay, 2004). On this basis, the Turkish
Congress enacted policies of language purification to
assimilate all people with the new Turkish identity; this
entailed cleansing the language of ‘foreign’ influence
and replacing those gaps with Turkic words (Cagaptay,
2004). In 1924, the Kurdish language was banned
by law, as well as the words ‘Kurd, ‘Kurdistan, and
‘Kurdish’ (Gardi, 2017). It is through these measures,
which essentially amount to systematic methods of
forced assimilation, that the Turkish government began
its departure from ‘progressive’ republicanism and
gradual movement towards the state-inflicted erasure
of a minority group’s identity. Stanley Dubinksy and
Harvey Starr (2022) conducted an analysis positioning
linguistic oppression as a tool of inflicting cruelty upon
nondominant ethnolinguistic groups. Their study found
that through the diminishing and legislative removal
of language, governments are able to invalidate the
identity and existence of an entire people (Dubinsky
and Starr, 2022). Applying this paradigm to the Kurdish
context, the linguistic reduction of Kurds to ‘mountain
Turks” and the land they inhabit to ‘the East’ can be
interpreted as the weaponisation of language motivated
by Atatlrk’s desire for identity homogenisation and
collective punishment of the Kurdish minority group.
The targeting of language emphasises the critical
junction between linguistic expression and group
identity, creating a powerful foundation and precursor
to any subsequent intensification of assimilationist
policies. Therefore, the ethnic and linguistic reshaping
of Turkish history to forge a ‘modern’ Turkish identity



materialised, most prominently, in the weaponisation
of Kurdish identity and language, giving the advent of
nationalism a dark undercurrent.

Atatirk was also consistent in his principle of
secularism through the abolition of the Caliphate and
disestablishment of Islam, leading to the Sheikh Said
Rebellion (1925) that further engendered nationalistic
policies of Turkification and the subsequent violent
crackdown (Olson and Tucker, 1978, p.200); creating
a feedback loop that did not reflect Republicanism or
populism. Since the Ottoman Empire depended on
Islam as a binding agent for its various ethnic groups,
Atatiirk saw religion as an obstacle to overcome. He
banned Islamic schools, known
as madrasas, and mosques were
subsumed under government
control. The overall influence
of Islam on ‘education, law
and public administration” was
diminished (Akyol, 2019, p.3).
As Kurdish communities relied
on the hierarchies of Sheikhs
and religious leaders in their
institutions—religious status
being a significant marker of
administrative and tax-gathering
privileges—the disestablishment
of Islam was an encroachment
on the Kurdish way of life
(Olson and Tucker, 1978).
Resentment grew among the Kurds overthe dissolution
of traditional values, identity, and the Caliphate due to
Atatiirk’s policies, which can be analysed through the
lens of ethnocide, a term which has become somewhat
of a supplementary concept capturing the modes of
cultural oppression and forced assimilation that ‘escape
the legal definition of genocide’ (Heiskanen, 2021, p.3).
Furthermore, Heiskanen (2021) argues that the charge
of ethnocide has evolved as a language of protest for
indigenous rights groups, bringing attention to the
darkerside of the West's preoccupation with modernity
and development; the destruction of indigenous
culture (Heiskanen, 2021). Thus, Atatlrk’s policies,
which borrowed heavily from the Western states'
imperialist blueprint of secularism and ‘modernisation,
met the definition of ethnocide as outlined in the 198
Declaration of San Jose: an ethnic group being ‘denied

As the ethnocidal nature of
Turkey’s nationalistic and
secular legislation spurred
Kurdish rebellion, Atatiirk’s
response of violent suppression
increased his aggressive
policymaking, reflecting
authoritarianism more than
Republicanism.”
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the right to enjoy, develop, and transmit its own culture
and language’ (Heiskanen, 2021, p.5). The subsequent
Sheikh Said Rebellion can therefore be understood as
a response to culturally-debilitating homogenisation, as
well as a catalyst for further policies against the Kurds,
perpetually worsening the gap between republican
principles and reality. The rebellion, acted out by a
combination of country people, religious leaders, and
Kurdish soldiers who deserted the Turkish army to
join the cause, was met with a proclamation of martial
law, the execution of Sheikh Said and forty-six of his
followers, the pillaging and destruction of thousands
of homes, and the massacre of an estimated fifteen
thousand Kurds (Bruinessen, 1994). Atatlrk’s anti-
Kurdish reforms became even
more  destructive,  issuing
decrees forbidding all religious
garb and instituting the Law
to Maintain Public Order. The
latter implemented a legal
military apparatus designed to
destroy all political opposition,
effectively silencing Kurds for
several years before the next
major uprising (Olson and
Tucker, 1978). As the ethnocidal
nature of Turkey's nationalistic
and secular legislation spurred
Kurdish  rebellion,  Atatirk’s
response of violent suppression
increased his aggressive
policymaking, reflecting authoritarianismm more than
Republicanism.

Military Violence and the
Weaponization of Kurdish Identity

The two Kurdish rebellions on Mount Ararat in
1930 and Dersim in 1937 saw a significant escalation
in the Turkish state's aggression, emphasising the self-
reinforcing dynamic between Turkish constructed
nationalism and the emergence of Kurdish reactionary
nationalism. Between 1925 and 1938, the Turkish
Air Force (TAF) was used solely as a weapon for
suppressing Kurdish nationalism (Olson, 2000, p.67).
Most notably, TAF was mobilised in the collective
destruction of Kurdish villages and indiscriminate
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bombings of Kurds during the Mount Ararat rebellion
against the Turkish government, which Atattrk framed
as a mission to abolish tribalism and feudalism (Olsen,
200). He used this campaign as a pretext to enact
the Law of Resettlement of 1934 (Bruinessen, 1994),
which defined three categories of resettlement zones
and was weaponised against Kurdish communities to
depopulate, dilute, and disperse the Kurdish identity
for further assimilation. The back-and-forth relationship
of Kurdish rebellion and increasingly oppressive
government responses underlines the progression of
nationalism in stoking ethnic-based violence. Tracking
the historical evolution of Kurdish nationalism to the
modern-day, Nader Entessar (1989, p.87) finds that
Turkey's assimilation efforts perpetuated a shared
feeling of ‘Kurdishness,” encompassing a common way
of life and history more than any primordial notion of
race or religion. Under these parameters, the identity
of the rebelling Kurds was shaped and enforced by the
sharpening of Turkish aggression, not by a given natural
identity that biologically transcended the political
context. As it was only in the 1930s under Atatlirk that
Kurdish intellectuals began to systematically produce a
Kurdish body of knowledge (Loizides, 2010), Kurdish
nationalism can be understood to emerge as a reaction
to an all-encompassing state agenda to involuntarily
incorporate the Kurds as ‘half-others' (Loizides, 2010,
p.516). As Kurdish nationalism began to take shape, the
1934 Law of Resettlement was moulded to fit the new
circumstances. During the Dersim massacres, entire
tribes of women and children were sprinkled with
kerosene and set aflame, forced to throw themselves
into ravines, gunned down by artillery fire and forcefully
deported to other areas of the country (Kieser, 2016).
To understand how such escalatory policy was allowed
under the guise of Republicanism is to acknowledge
that the government had to first conflate any claim
to minority rights by the Kurds with the violent image
of secession and, as history would later demonstrate,
terrorism (Loizides, 2010). By essentialising the Kurdish
causetothehard-linersatthe forefrontofthemovement,
Turkish officials contributed to the creation of what
Murat Somer (2004) terms the ‘clashing definition’ of
identity. Under this premise, the Kurds only became
the ‘antagonistic other’ (Somer, 2004, p.246) when
being Kurdish became contradictory to being Turkish.
Not only does this imply that the construct of identity
emerges in relation to another, sometimes opposing,

126 Leviathan Volume 15 No. |

identity, but that these identities are mutually bolstering
forces that continue to escalate polarisation and inter-
group conflict. This model, created by Atatirk, can be
interpreted as the groundwork for the plight of Turkish
Kurds and their treatment by the government over the
next century. Therefore, as the Turkish government
worked to assimilate the Kurdish existence into the new
Turkish nationalism, a reactionary Kurdish nationalism
began to formulate, making it easier for Atatlrk to
weaponise this identity and enforce authoritarian and
violent measures upon the Kurds—a far cry from the
promised progressive, Republican state.

Conclusion

Between the years of 1923-1938, the Turkish Republic
constructed a system which could be described as
a one-party regime looking to Turkify and assimilate
all ethnic communities into one homogenous Turkish
identity using any means necessary. While Atatlrk’s
reforms may have resulted in increased nationalism,
etatism (legitimacy of the states political authority), and
secularism, the authoritarian and oppressive policies
created against the Kurds echoed a more authoritarian
force, inconsistent with the modern, populist, republican
state that would have created a consensual relationship
between the people and the government. The pattern
of assimilationist policies that led to Kurdish revolt and
harder state retaliation made it increasingly difficult
for Atatlrk to mask his efforts under the guise of a
progressive republic.
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For decades the lragi Bath regime sought to
systematically erase Kurdish voices and identities
from the political landscape. There are an estimated
30 million Kurds spread across several different Middle
Eastern States and the diaspora (Rifai and Ali, 2017).
Despite being an ancient people large in number; the
Kurds are minorities in the states they inhabit. In Iraq,
around four million Kurds make up approximately
fifteen to twenty percent of the population (Minority
Rights Group, 2014). However, during the reign of the
Ba'th regime from 1968 until 2003, the Kurds were a
repressed minority group. The Ba'th regime employed
several different tactics to target the Kurds, who are
based mainly in the northern part of the country. This
article examines how the Ba'th regime subjugated Kurds
through forced assimilation, forced relocation, and the
use of violence. Ultimately, the most effective and
significant method used by the Ba'th regime to advance
its aims was the use of violence, upon which the success
of the other methods was contingent. Violence had the
most conclusive outcome: the outright eradication of
insurgency and the silencing of Kurdish voices.

Background on Ba'thism and the
Kurdish people

Ba'thism is an ideology and a movement focussed on the
Ba'th (Arabic for ‘resurrection’) of a unified Arab state.
The Ba'th Party, therefore, stands for ‘Arab nationalism,
freedom from foreign rule, and the establishment of
a single Arab state’ (Devlin, 1991, p.1396). As such,
Ba'thists are concerned with the Arabisation of
their territories — a vision in which ethnically Kurdish
people have no place. The Kurdish people are an
ethnonational group based in Kurdistan, a geographic
region spanning Iran, Irag, Syria, and Turkey with ‘the
largest swath of Kurdish territory’ being situated in Iraq
(Albert, 2017, p.817). Despite the lIragi government
pledging to recognise ‘the national rights of the Kurds'
in 1966, significant tensions remained (Thoman, 1972,
p.33). When the Iragi Ba'th party came to power in
1968, ‘one of the most pressing issues facing them’
was how to manage the Kurdish population (Thoman,
1972, p.33). To further their Arab nationalist objective,
the Ba'th party in Irag ‘violated Kurdish dignity’ and
suppressed their voices throughout their reign (Albert,
2017, p.817).

Forced assimilation of Kurds

One way in which the Ba'th regime marginalised the
Kurds was through forced assimilation, one of several
employed techniques for suppression. They engaged
in the ‘Ba'thification’ and Arabisation of Kurdish
communities using several different strategies (Li, 2021).
The Ba'th regime wanted the Kurds to be ‘ideologically
loyal' in hopes of preemptively crushing dissent (Li,
2021, p4l3). Assimilation and loyalty were incredibly
important to the Ba'th party as evidenced by their
report from 1979. The report states that ‘Kurds would
never be qualified enough to embrace [Ba'thism] unless
[they] became educated and culturally indoctrinated
through the study of the Arabic language’, thereby
facilitating a transition to Arabness' and the adoption
of ‘Arab qualities’ (Li, 2021, p413).

The Ba'th party tried to use assimilation to ‘prevent...
Kurdish  movement-led insurgency’, ‘secure control
over oil-rich areas like Kirkuk' located in Iragi Kurdistan,
and ensure ‘regime stability’ (Li, 2021, p4l4). To
achieve this aim, the Ba'th regime, for example,
‘impose[d] Arab identity’ on the Kurdish communities
of Yezidi and Shabak (Voller; 2017, p.392). Though they
identified as Kurds, the Ba'th “described” them as Arab,
prompting several families within those communities to
ask to change their nationality from Arab to Kurdish.
However, the Ba'th regime justified these policies by
claiming Shabakis were indistinguishable from Muslim
Arabs, and that Yezidis were not Kurds, but simply
another Arab ‘sect’ (Voller, 2017, pp.392-393).

Another method employed by the Ba'th regime to
force assimilation on Kurdish communities included
granting ‘privileges’ to Kurds ‘willing to identify as Arabs’,
in essence, they incentivised assimilation. Some of these
privileges included freedom of movement across the
North or the opportunity to join the Iraqi civil service
(Voller, 2017, p.393). This policy was, in part, successful
—areport from 1996 demonstrating that many Yezidis
‘request[ed] to change their nationality from Kurdish to
Arab so that they could settle in areas prohibited to
non-Arabs’ (Voller, 2017, p.393). Furthermore, in 1996
it became law that Kurds had to ‘register themselves as
Arabs' otherwise they ‘were not able to go to school
or work or to keep their positions' (Salih, 2022, p.201).
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These measures effectively forced Kurds to trade their
cultural identity for their livelihood.

However, despite these efforts, the Ba'th regime's
forced assimilation strategies can be largely considered
failures for two main reasons: the persistence of
the Kurdish cause and the Ba'th regime’s perceived
need for violence. The latter
is considered by scholars
such as Lisa Blaydes to be a
direct result of the failure of
cultural assimilation strategies
(2018, p.162). Though forced
assimilation  tactics and the
repression of Kurdish voices
continued through to 2003,
they were mainly a by-product
of the violence rather than the
primary method of subjugation.
Thus, forced assimilation was
a less effective method of
marginalisation used by the
Ba'th regime to intimidate the
Kurds, compared to the use of
violence.

Forced Relocation Of The Kurdish
Population

Forced relocation was another strategy of oppression
employed by the Ba'th regime against the Kurdish
population. The Ba'th regime forcibly relocated Kurds
from strategic areas to consolidate their control
and weaken the Kurdish movement. Demographic
engineering — ‘[tlhe movement of ethnic groups as a
technique for regulating conflict’ (McGarry, 1998, p.613)
— was a key strategy to advance the Ba'th regime’s aim
to divide-and-rule over the Kurdish population. This
ensured the Kurdish movement did not gain significant
momentum, stalling the possibility of secession (Voller,
2017, p.391).

The Kurdish population had already been subject to
demographic engineering during Ottoman times and
were, at first, hopeful when the Ba'th regime came
to power; however, almost immediately, this hope
was crushed (Salih, 2022, pp.193-196). The brutality
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“Such casual use of violence
against the Kurdish population
by the Ba'th regime did not only
work to categorically eradicate
any Kurdish insurgents, but
also incited a degree of fear
which quashed even the hope
for the possibility of a successful
uprising without international
assistance.”

of the relocations exponentially increased during the
1960s-1980s when the mass deportation of Kurds ‘in
oil-rich regions' became commonplace (Salih, 2022,
p.197). Additionally, the regime changed street and
city names in Kurdish minority areas to symbolically
dispossess Kurds of their lands and force them to leave
(Salih, 2022, pp.197-198).

In the economically important
and oil-rich city of Kirkuk, the
Bath regime authorised the
forced removal of Kurdish..
families from their homes and
property’ and ‘resettl[ed]..
Arab families in their place,
continuing  their  Arabisation
campaign (Voller, 2017, p.391).
In 1975 alone, the Ba'th regime
‘relocated 279,000 Arabs..to
Kirkuk', leading to thousands of
Kurds being ‘forcibly relocated
to collective camps’ around
the country, followed by the
deportation of another 200,000
Kurds between 1978 and 1979
(Salih, 2022, p.198). This was an effort to assert Arab
control over this oil-rich area (Talabany, 2007). At least
600,000 Kurds are estimated to have been forcibly
resettled in the 1970s to ‘Arab dominated areas’
(Albert, 2017, p. 826). These deported Kurds were
then resettled in Arab-majority areas, allowing the
Ba'th regime to simultaneously take control of strategic
areas like Kirkuk and prevent the potential existence
of any Kurdish-majority cities. This forced relocation of
Kurds from valuable locations to Arab-majority areas
reinforced the Ba'th regime’s divide and rule strategy
to marginalise the Kurds.

During his reign, Saddam Hussein further stripped
the Kurds of their citizenship before deporting them,
‘seiz[ing] their..property and revok[ing] their legal
documents’ (Salih, 2022, p.199). While illegal under
international law and a form of political violence, this
bilateral strategy of forced relocation and deportation
was very successful. Firstly, the loss of land and
property subjected the Kurds not only to a state of
ethnic subordination, but also to a position of inferior
wealth and resources. Secondly, by physically dividing



the Kurdish population it became much harder for
them to build a strong and focused community working
towards a common goal; reflecting the divide-and-
rule method of oppressive governing. This division is
reinforced by the fact that the Ba'th regime ‘encouraged
Arabs to start taking Kurdish wives in an attempt at
ethnic assimilation’ and dilution. Without homogeneity
both geographically and within the community, the
possibility of successful mass mobilisation is negligible
(Albert, 2017, p.827).

However, these forced relocations often came as
a supplement to the violent acts the Ba'th regime
committed against the Kurds. The fear of such violence,
and the fact that without it many of the coerced
relocations may not have been successful, emphasises
how the most effective method of subjugation used by
the Ba'th regime remained violence.

Violence to Suppress Kurdish Voices

The violence enacted on the Kurds was monumental
and, in some cases, constituted genocide — as
characterised by scholars including Kirmanj and Rafaat
(2021). The most extreme example is the case of the
1988 Anfal campaign. During this counterinsurgency
operation, the Bath regime deployed ‘chemical
weapons to capture civilians and defeat the Kurdish
rebellion groups' violating international law (Kirmanj
and Rafaat, 2021, p.I76). The death toll of the Anfal
campaign is estimated to be between 100,000 and
182,000 (Kirmanj and Rafaat, 2021, p.I76). Along with
chemical attacks, the regime also held ‘mass summary
executions, meaning Kurds were accused without a
free and fair trial — another violation of international
human rights law (United Nations, 1989). Those Kurds
who were not victims of, or terrorised with, the threat
of violence ‘faced forced assimilation, deportation,
dislocation,and/ordiscrimination’ (United Nations, 1989,
p.179). Nonetheless, this shows that forced assimilation
and relocation acted as an additional, secondary tactic
used against those who weren't directly affected by the
armed counterinsurgency operation. Violence remains
the main way that the Ba'th regime persecuted the
Kurds, especially those they deemed the greatest threat,
namely members of Kurdish rebel groups who actively
organised themselves and mobilised against the Irag
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state. Other methods of eradication were used more
to decrease the possibility of future mobilisation, while
violence was used against those mobilised or planning
to mobilise to ‘deal with them’ directly and efficiently.

Outside the Anfal campaign, the Bath regime’s
penchant for using violence proved to be the most
significant weapon in its arsenal. In the 1970s, when the
regime was forcibly relocating Kurds, they killed and
threatened to kill those who did not comply (Albert,
2017, p.827). There was no opportunity for Kurds to
mobilise against these deportations and protect their
right to self-determination. Had the Ba'th regime not
committed to using violence to achieve their aims, it
can be theorised whether there may have been a more
balanced armed struggle, rather than the slow unfolding
of a genocide. Such casual use of violence against the
Kurdish population by the Ba'th regime did not only
work to categorically eradicate any Kurdish insurgents,
but also incited a degree of fear which quashed even
the hope for the possibility of a successful uprising
without international assistance. Therefore, though
forced assimilation and forced relocation worked to
reinforce the violent attacks on the Kurds and increase
the longevity of their impacts, ultimately the most
significant way in which the Ba'th regime persecuted
the Kurds in Irag was through the use of violence.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Ba'th regime in Irag employed a variety
of tactics to subjugate the Kurds to varying degrees of
success, with the aim of quashing a Kurdish rebellion
and preventing the chance of mass mobilisation. Forced
assimilation laws were mostly successful, but without
enforcement through the threat of violence they may
not have had such success. Forced relocation was
more successful as it furthered the regime's divide-
and-rule strategy, preventing the possibility of mass
mobilisation. However; it was the threat of, and actual
use of violence, that ensured these relocations were
successful. Thus, the most effective and significant way
in which the Ba'th regime suppressed the Kurds was
through the use and threat of violence, eradicating
Kurdish dissidents and inciting grave fear in the entire
Iragi Kurdish population.
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SECURITISING MINORITIES? ESTONIA'S
POLICIES TOWARDS THE RUSSIAN MINORITY
IN THE WAKE OF THE RUSSIAN INVASION OF
UKRAINE FEBRUARY 2022

HOLION JISIDJ\ Aq Uom.snjyf

ince Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in

February 2022 (Dodds, et al, 2023), there has
been a profound change in Estonia’s policies towards
Russian-speaking minorities, including a renewed focus
on the preservation of Estonian language and culture,
as well as restrictions on Russian-speaking populations
(Karpava, Ringblom, and Zabrodskaja, 2022). Estonian
minority policies have continuously been shaped by their
neighbour in the East, as they share both a border with
Russia and a long and complicated history influenced
by a history of occupation and Russian revisionism.
As a result, Russian-speaking minorities in Estonia are
surrounded by a discourse of distrust, regardless of 30
years of attempted integration. In 1939, approximately

by Ragna Engseth

88 percent of Estonia’'s population was comprised
of ethnic Estonians (Marje Joeste et al,, 1993 in Park,
1994, pp.71-72). By 1989, this number fell to only 61.5
percent due to mass deportations and a surge of
Russian immigrants (Marje Joeste et al,, 1993 in Park,
1994, p.71-72). Repeated narratives from the Kremlin
of ‘liberating’ Russian citizens in post-Soviet states
keeps the fear of a Russian invasion alive (Kallas, 2022).
The full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has enhanced
the discourse of minorities as a threat to stability and
national security, and former Prime Minister Kaja Kallas
even described the war in Ukraine as existential for
the Estonian nation itself (Kallas, 2022). Consequently,
Estonia's perception of national security and its
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minorities become intertwined. Although debates
about the loyalty of the Russian-speaking population
have long been a topic of discussion, this essay explores
the recent resurgence of narratives securitising Russian
minorities in Estonia.

A Framework for Security

The definition of security, the means through which
it is achieved, and who it concerns remain contested
issues in international relations. This essay utilises Barry
Buzan, Ole Waever, and Jaap de Wilde's (1998) con-
structivist framework for security to address whether
the new minority policies in Estonia can be under-
stood as acts of securitisation. Within this framework,
this essay considers, through political discourse and
parliamentary debates from the Estonian parliament
(Riigikogu), whether three recent policy developments
involve extraordinary measures that deviate from
standard political procedures and can thus be under-
stood as acts of securitisation. The policies include the
restriction of firearms, educational reform, and the po-
tential limitation of voting rights.

Barry Buzan, Ole Waever, and Jaap de Wilde (1998),
founders of the Copenhagen School, expand the se-
curity concept beyond traditional military concerns,
emphasising how threats are socially constructed. The
Copenhagen school draws on post-structuralism and
claims that threats are not simply just ‘out there’ (Bau-
mann, 2022, p.15); instead, they are created through a
series of events, or more specifically, a securitisation
process (Buzan,Waever, and de Wilde, 1998). Securiti-
sation occurs when someone or something is framed
through narratives as an ‘existential threat [requiring]
emergency measures’ (Buzan, Waever, and de Wil-
de, 1998, p.24). Applying the Copenhagen School's
framework, Estonia’s securitisation discourse focuses
on preserving and strengthening the nation’s identi-
ty and culture against perceived Russian influence—a
complex issue given the substantial Russian-speaking
population living in Estonia.

Historical Attitudes to Minorities in
Estonia
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Roe defines a minority as a ‘group with linguistic,
ethnic or cultural characteristics which distinguishes it
from the majority’ (2004, p.288).The Russian-speaking
community in Estonia can be considered a minority
as their native tongue is Russian, they are not ethnic
Estonians, and many identify with Russian cultural
heritage (Wtodarska, 2016). The Russian-speaking mi-
nority is relatively large, as in 2021 27.4 percent of
the Estonian population had Russian as their first lan-
guage (Krumm, Stamberg, Strapatsuk, 2023, p.4). How-
ever, while often presented as uniform, the Estonian
Russian-speaking minority is complex and diverse. It
consists of citizens of the Russian Federation (RF), Be-
larusians, people of Russian and Estonian descent, and
Ukrainian refugees (Krumm, Strapatsuk and Stamberg,
2023). Regardless of the varying degrees of connec-
tion to the Russian state, the Russian language in Esto-
nia is consistently framed as a threat.

While considered a minority today, the community of
ethnic Russians in Estonia is unique due to its historical
role as a colonising power. Since Estonia’s re-indepen-
dence in 1991, its complicated history with Russia has
created a discourse portraying Russian-speaking mi-
norities as occupiers and intruders who threaten the
Estonian nation and identity (Kuus, 2002).In the 1990s,
automatic citizenship was granted only to those who
could prove their residency in Estonia before 1940,
along with their descendants' family members (Schul-
ze, 2018, p.7). Citizens of the RF who moved to Esto-
nia during the Soviet occupation of the Baltic states
either had to pass an Estonian language test to get an
Estonian passport or get a Russian passport. However,
some chose not to proceed with either of these op-
tions, leaving them with gray passports. Citizens with
gray passports are stateless, neither Russian nor Es-
tonian, and many continue to identify with the Soviet
Union.There are still around 80,000 people in Estonia
who remain stateless today (Ots and Wright, 2023).
The high number of ethnic Russians residing in Estonia
(22.5 percent) has been perceived as a potential secu-
rity threat due their possible loyalty and vulnerability
to Russian state influence, and the extent to which the
Russian-speaking population intends to destabilise the
Estonian nation is frequently debated (Krumm, Stam-
berg, Strapatsuk, 2023, p.4).

However, in the early 2000s Estonia’s pursuit of Eu-



ropean (EU) accession led to a relaxation of integra-
tion policies, as the nation needed to adhere to EU
standards on minority rights (Schulze, 2018, p.6). Thus,
for two decades, the Estonian state has focused on
becoming an inclusive society for its Russian-speaking
minorities. In 2015, the Estonian
government announced the cre-
ation of a Russian-speaking state
TV channel to counter Rus-
sian misinformation (Lavrentjev,
2020). Therefore, Russian-speak-
ing minorities have benefitted
from relatively liberal policies in
Estonia. However, as the geo-po-
litical security landscape changed,
so too did Estonia’s policies to-
wards their Russian-speaking
minorities. The Russian-speaking
minorities remain perceived as a
“geopolitical threat” (Siva, 2022, p.58) and as a result, a
complex dynamic between Estonia’'s perception of its
minority policies and national security arises.

The Restriction of Firearms

According to EU legislation, weapon permits should
not be based on nationality (European Union Agency
for Fundamental Rights).Yet, since March 2023, a new-
ly enforced firearms restriction in Estonia revokes old
permits and prevents new ones from being issued to
citizens of non-EU states (Whyte, 2023). The Weap-
ons Act was initiated, discussed, and passed quickly,
combined with an emerging discourse that questions
the potential dual loyalty of citizens with affiliations to
the RFE This new law restricts any citizen with a Belaru-
sian, Russian, or grey passport from owning a weapon,
affecting around 1,300 people who currently possess
firearms (Sliwa, 2023, pp.79-80). Furthermore, the
weapon exam is now only available in Estonian, while
previously being available in Russian or with the help
of a translator. Originally introduced as a weapons reg-
ister in Estonia, after the war in Ukraine broke out,
the law came to be seen more as a forward-looking
and proactive’ (ennetav ja tulevikku vaatav) measure
aimed at preventing possible threats from taking place
(Riigikogu, 2023b). During the first reading, the Com-
mittee on Legal Affairs defended the amendment as

“While the threat of the
Russian state influencing
the opinions of the Russian
speakers in Estonia is
not necessarily new, it is
undoubtedly renewed and
initiated as a direct response o
the war in Ukraine.”
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a response to the ‘changed geopolitical and security
situation’ (muutunud geopoliitilisest ja julgeolekuolukor-
rast) (Riigikogu, 2023b). The current Interior Minister
of Estonia, Lauri Ladnemets, stated that this legislation
is directly linked to the current security landscape in
Europe (Whyte, 2023). The
new amendment aims to pre-
vent individuals from states
considered ‘hostile’ or ‘terrorist’
from holding firearms, with the
possibility that their allegiance
to such nations — in this case
Russia — could lead them to
take up arms against Estonia.
A member from the opposi-
tion party, Isamaa, voiced con-
cern that the law had not been
passed quicker, stating that the
Estonian parliament had an ob-
ligation to “act urgently” (tegutsema kiiremas korras) in
order to protect the future of Estonia’ (Eesti tuleviku)
(Riigikogu, 2023b). While a Russian citizen residing in
Estonia raised a complaint about the law, the court
concluded that the law does not go against the consti-
tution, adding that ‘no citizen of a foreign state can be
expected to hold the same loyalty to Estonia as they
do to their home state..." (ERR, 2024).

The security concern stems from decades of oppres-
sion and has been renewed in response to a change in
the geopolitical context. The situation was presented
as an emergency: if the Estonian government did not
act, it could endanger the security of the nation.While
the threat of the Russian state influencing the opinions
of the Russian speakers in Estonia is not necessarily
new, it is undoubtedly renewed and initiated as a di-
rect response to the war in Ukraine. The restrictions
of weapon permits and new language requirements
are initiated due to the potential security threat of
the Russian-speaking minority. However, they are also
tied to a general movement away from the Russian
language in the Estonian state system.

Transition to the Estonian Language

The switch to Estonian as the primary language of in-
struction in schools has been a policy goal for over
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30 years (Riigikogu, 2022a). However, the reform was
only implemented after October 2022 coming into
force in September 2024. The previously segregated
language-based school system stagnated integration
in Estonia because many Russian speakers lacked ac-
cess to higher education, as speaking either Estonian
or English at a B2 level is a prerequisite for attendance
to more prestigious universities  (University of Tartu,
2024). This language barrier has contributed to lower
wages and social inequality among the Russian-speak-
ing community in Estonia (Education Estonia, 2024).
The discourse around language reform has primarily
emphasised integration and equality, with the Riigikogu
referring to the transition as ‘extremely necessary to
preserve the Estonian cultural language’ (erakordselt
vajalik, et sdilitada eesti kultuurikeel ja teaduskeel) (Ri-
igikogu, 2022b), and also as a way of ensuring social
equality in Estonia. Despite its grand cost of 300 million
euros, equaling around one percent of the Estonian
GDR the bill passed with 62 votes in favor and sixteen
against (Riigikogu, 2022a). Signe Kivi, member of the
Riigikogu and former Minister of Culture, refers to the
reform as giving youth ‘more freedom to manage in
their own country’ (nendele noortele rohkem vabadust
oma kodumaal hakkama saada) (Riigikogu, 2022a). She
is joined by her colleague, Jaak Juske, who emphasises
that this reform is no less than ‘one of the most im-
portant reforms of the last 30 years' (see on vimase 30
aasta tks olulisemaid reforme) and a ‘historic decision’
(gjalooline otsus) (Riigikogu, 2022a) as it is a matter of
preserving the Estonian culture and language. Howev-
en, as the debates developed, it became clear that this
reform was also a matter of national security. Peeter
Ernits, a member of the Riigikogu, stated that ‘Estonia
is not Estonian-speaking’ (ei ole Eesti tdnase pdevani
eestikeelne) (Riigikogu, 2022a), suggesting that coun-
tering Russification requires a greater emphasis on
promoting the Estonian language to all citizens. While
the reform allows for increased social cohesion, it also
aims to create a shared information space reducing
potential influence from the RF Unlike the weapon
permit restriction, the educational reform does not
directly target Russian-speaking minorities as a threat
to the Estonian nation, rather the reform is promoted
as an act that will increase the social security for all cit-
izens of Estonia. Regardless, the concerns surrounding
exposure to the potential harms of Russian propa-
ganda indicate securitisation, as the Russian language
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is essentially seen as a threat to Estonian stability and
cohesion.

Limiting the Voting Rights for Citizens
of the RF

The debates around the danger of Russian informa-
tion space have also led to a discussion on the po-
tential limitation of Russian citizens’ right to vote. In
Estonian local elections, all foreign citizens residing in
Estonia, including those from the Russian Federation,
Belarus, and holders of grey passports, are eligible to
vote in local elections, accounting for approximately
69,000 individuals (Whyte, 2023). After the war began
in Ukraine, debates emerged around temporarily lim-
iting the voting rights of citizens of ‘aggressor’ (agres-
sorriigi) states (Riigikogu, 2023a), fearing the RF would
gain significant leverage in Estonian society. This debate
reemerged in March 2024, after it became public that
more than two-thirds of Russian citizens voted for Pu-
tin in the recent Russian elections (Jarlukovski, 2024).
The current Estonian Prime Minister; Kristen Michal,
supports stripping the voting rights from all Russian
citizens residing in Estonia (Voltri, 2024). However,
there has yet to be a conclusive decision as to wheth-
er it would be possible to enact this strict voting policy,
as it requires changing the Estonian Constitution.

According to the RF all Russian citizens are obligated
to assist their fatherland if the state deems it neces-
sary (Russian Federation, 2020). The war in Ukraine
has once again ‘opened the eyes' (on paljude siimad
avanud) (Riigikogu, 2023a) of Estonians regarding Rus-
sia's possible interference in their democracy and, by
extension, the nation’s security. Drawing lines to the
past, a member of the opposition party, the Conser-
vative People’s Party of Estonia (EKRE) explained how
the Estonians were once minorities in their capital and
that if this scenario was made possible again, it could
have grave consequences for the Estonian nation and
its culture. He underlined that there is a possibility
that citizens of Russia will provide comprehensible
assistance to its motherland, as there exists a ‘strong
legal link between the state and its citizens' (tugevat
Oiguslikku seost riigi ja tema kodanike vahel) (Riigikogu,
2023a). The possibility that this might infringe on the
rights, existence, and security of the Estonian nation is,
according to Poolmets, quite evident. This discourse



points to acts of securitisation, as the citizens from
the RF residing in Estonia are essentially perceived as
extensions of their state’s actions.

Although it has been presented as an emergency and
temporary solution to the altered geopolitical situa-
tion, it has not yet been deemed urgent enough to
surpass existing legal frameworks, something which
might point to attempted but failed securitization.
However, on 7 November 2024, the Estonian Reform
Party proposed a draft to change the Estonian Con-
stitution, reviving the debate (Vohma, 2024).Whether
this act will lead to securitisation is uncertain, however,
the debate is still ongoing, and there is still a possibil-
ity that no Russian, Belarusian, or citizen with a grey
passport will be able to vote in the upcoming 2025
election.

Renewed Securitization?

The current Estonian framing of its security land-
scape points to a revival of distrust towards the Rus-
sian-speaking minorities in Estonia. Three primary
shifts have been observed: the restriction of firearms,
the implementation of long-awaited language reforms,
and the possible limitation of voting rights in the up-
coming local elections. While the debates analysed in-
clude both scenarios of integration and exclusion, they
all have an underlying goal of promoting and protect-
ing the Estonian nation, culture, and language on the
background of a changed geopolitical landscape. The
framing of these policies reveal a securitisation pro-
cess at play: Russian-speaking minorities and Russian
language are constructed as an existential threat to
Estonia’s cultural and political integrity. Furthermore,
Estonia’s securitisation of the Russian-speaking com-
munity reveals the small Baltic nation’s defensive posi-
tion towards Russia. Ultimately, the Russian aggression
in Ukraine is not perceived as an isolated conflict but
as part of a broader existential struggle for the survival
and sovereignty of not only Ukraine, but also Estonia.
The securitization of Russian-speaking minorities in Es-
tonia serves as an example of how identity, history, and
security intersect in times of geopolitical change, and
while scepticism towards the Russian-speaking com-
munity in Estonia is not new, after the Russian invasion
of Ukraine in 2022, it has certainly been renewed.

Ragna Engseth
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hile discussions of democratic backsliding are

widespread, states of exception, as a mechanism
of both international and domestic law, have often
been overlooked. Most prominently neglected are the
legal concepts of states of siege, necessity and martial
law, despite a common link between them. Many
democratic constitutions contain provisions that enable
them to become authoritarian, bypassing fundamental
democratic rights, where necessary in emergencies.
An increasing number of states are experiencing
democratic backsliding (Our World in Data, 2024),
with emergency provisions existing in at least [4/
nations (Szymanski, 2011, p.120). As it stands, only loose
international checks and balances are in place to control
state’s use of emergency laws. Paradoxically, the use of
such measures is often justified as an attempt to save
democratic values and ideals themselves.

Alongside laws of exception, the legal notion of
enemies of all mankind (hostis humani generis) is central.
Originating in Roman law and later evolving, this
concept's modern usage stems from the customary
laws of the sea which considers pirates and enslavers
to be beyond the remit of any national legal system,
against the integrity of the international system, and
so universal jurisdiction applies (Baker and McKenzie
LLP, 2011). This essay argues that the legal notion of
‘enemies of mankind’ aptly describes the legal status of
terrorists, and terror suspects, in the aftermath of 9/11,
as democratic states have failed to apply democratic
rights to terror suspects. Firstly, this essay explores
academic understandings of such legal notions, analysing
how they are used and misused by states. The legal
implications of applying the law of enemies of mankind
to the War on Terror are then examined, analysing
who constitutes such groups and how they are defined
by politicians and political interests.

Traditional Theories of Exception

Several scholars have explored the links between
sovereignty and states of exception, including how
the latter have become the norm. For Carl Schmitt
(1888-1985), a Nazi legal scholar whose works have
helped legitimise such practices of legal exception,
the ‘Sovereign is he who decides on the exception’
(Schmitt, 2005, p.5). Founded on the Hobbesian social

order of obedience to and protection by the state, the
sovereign (or state) must do whatever needs to be
done to safeguard its existence, including transgressing
its own laws (Hobbes, 2000). By this vision, sovereignty
is the ability to declare the enemy — be that an
individual, a group, a nation, or any other that presents
an existential threat to the sovereign state or society
itself. The killing of enemies can only be permitted
if they present this existential threat (Schmitt, 2008,
pp46-47). This can legitimise such laws of exception
and enemies of mankind and suggests that, rather than
ontologically ‘out there’, the designation of enemies is
socially constructed and, crucially, not insulated from
political considerations.

Scholars such as Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) and
Giorgio Agamben have critiqued Schmitt's conception
of ‘states of exception’ for its invocation in justifying
undefendable policies. While all three scholars are
in ‘agreement’ that states break their own laws,
they disagree on the theoretical implications. By
conceptualising how states of exception have become
the norm, these scholars seek to understand this newly
normalised state of affairs, and determine whether this
is acceptable.

Sceptial of traditional states and writing during a time of
crisis for ‘usual politics’ in inter-war Germany, Benjamin
questions the necessity of violence. He theorises that
violence, which should only be used as the exception,
forms the basis for politics more fundamentally than
law as it is used to maintain the status-quo itself:
‘The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that
the ‘state of emergency’ in which we live is not the
exception but the rule’ (Benjamin, 2019, Thesis VIII).
By taking the law into their own hands, the state,
through law enforcement agencies, undermines its
own legitimacy: [...] all law-preserving violence, in its
duration, indirectly, through its suppression of hostile
counterforces, weakens law-positing violence, which is
represented in it (Benjamin, 2021, p. 60). According
to Benjamin, law as a manifestation of power cannot
bring about justice (Holte, 2022). However, the status
quo of law and politics can be overcome/transcended
by ‘[...] bring[ing] about a real state of emergency’
(Benjamin, 2019, Thesis VIII). Benjamin theorises a
‘pure’ (revolutionary, annihilatory) violence, a means
decoupled from any end, which would usher about a
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new era (Holte, 2022).

Drawing on Benjamin, Giorgio Agamben (1942)
theorises a permanent state of exception characterised
by the use of emergency measures under any pretext,
not just emergency. Such measures erode limits to state
power and facilitate authoritarianism within democratic
states (Agamben, 2005). Importantly, the laws that
allow state leaders to take advantage of emergency
measures are often already within their constitutions
creating constitutional dictatorships, which in turn can
lead to totalitarianism (Agamben, 2005). Although
some decrees have been struck down by supreme
courts, such laws present opportunities for misuse
(Gunaratna et al, 2021). This ‘exceptional’ situation
allows for activities to exist outside of the framework
of the law and protection of any law (ie., right to due
process). At the same time, emergency provisions allow
states to break laws yet grant themselves legitimacy
for such acts, keeping their illegal activities ‘officially
legal’ (Humphreys, 2006, p.678). This contradiction
is often described as ‘dual state’ or ‘dual law" ]t is
impossible to distinguish transgression of the law from
the execution of the law, such that what violates a rule
and what conforms to it coincide without any reminder’
(Agamben 1998: 57, quoted in Zulaika, 2010, p40). In
effect, these legal regimes conceive of a new judicial
space outside of the constitution that is often not
formally legalised and only selectively applied (Eckert,
2008). Historically, racial or political groups deemed
enemies or existential threats (whether justified or
not) to the state are denied rights (Humphreys, 2006,
p.686). By designating certain groups as ‘enemy’, and
outside of the scope of regular laws, said group is
denied the same rights and process as everyone else.
Additionally, by denying rights to particular groups, the
state subjects them to circumstantially-specific laws,
applicable only to said groups, and therefore creating
bifocal legal regimes.

Extreme measures have been used by numerous states
in the past to increase state power in times of crises
and protect the state, while suspending (temporarily
or not) the very laws that are being protected. For
instance, Interwar Germany, a context familiar to both
Schmitt and Benjamin, saw frequent crises and the use
of exceptional measures, including rule by decree, to
address said crises, consolidating exceptional laws into
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usual practice in the Third Reich. While such practices
are old, the emergence of frameworks and treaties to
normalise such practices, by attempting to control and
regulate them is new. Such checks and balances are
codified by the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (ICCPR), which limit the state’s use of
emergency powers (Szymanski, 2011, p.122). The UN,
through the Human Rights Committee (HRC), oversees
states although its ability to enforce these provisions
remains limited. The HRC has condemned states in
violation of their obligations, but can do little to stop
violating states (Szymanski, 2011, p.129). States submit
claims to the HRC demonstrating the reality of their
emergency, the HRC reviews these claims regularly. In
principle, the ICCPR also requires that the measures
states use are proportional to the emergency, in
other words that the exceptional measures are strictly
to address the emergency. States are also bound to
respect their duties under international law such that
derogations of certain Human Rights are allowed only
in very specific circumstances, for example freedom
of movement or assembly in instances of violence
(OHCHR, 1966, Art. 4 (1)).

Politicisation of Emergency Laws in the
War on Terror

Concerning the politicisation of legal notions, the issue
of misuse of emergency law remains - an especially
relevant problem considering the legally weak
checks and balances. States decide and declare who
is an ‘enemy of mankind' It is politicians who define
‘terrorism’ and, by extension, who the enemy is. As
a result, such conceptions are likely to respond to
political, rather than existential, imperatives. Existential
threats are not always ‘out there’ but rather become
the threats that they are through specific framings
and constructions by securitizing actors (Buzan et al,
1997, pp.23-26, pp.145-148). In the case of terrorism,
the notion of enemies of mankind is weaponised for
political purposes (Jackson, 2007).

The danger of these dynamics and the law of enemies
of mankind’s susceptibility to politicisation is exemplified
by the Global War on Terror (GWOQOT). The US has
framed the GWOT as an exceptional case, reducing
their adherence to accountability mechanisms. They



engaged in the discursive securitization of terrorism
on an international scale without ever formally
declaring a state of emergency (Sanders, 2011). To
evade responsibility in the GWOQOT, the US engaged
in ‘plausible legality’, producing documents detailing
how its conduct was in conformity with international
law (Sanders, 2011). They redefined torture to frame
their abuses within the existing constraints claiming
what they did was not torture. International law
aims to constrain states’ interpretation of emergency,
exception, and security, but it can still be manipulated
by states (Sanders, 2011).

The lack of concern for legality and political justification
through the discourse of counter-terrorism has
normalised the suspension of certain laws and rights
for specific groups deemed
the ‘enemy’ (Zulaika, 2010,
pA42). Doing so can legalise
otherwise unjustifiable
measures, such as the use of
torture (Sanders, 2011). The
legal and authorised actions
of states, in the name of
self-preservation, could be
similar to terrorism itself. In
the case of the US after 9/I1,
their extraterritorial use of
Guantanamo Bay, as a space
exempt from laws and rights
for prisoners, makes it ‘..both the ultimate bastion
of civilisation against terrorism and also the ultimate
repudiation of domestic and international law’ (Zulaika,
2010, p4l). Itis a paradoxical space, where laws are
infringed upon counter-intuitively for the preservation
of law and order.

The GWOT exemplifies how states of exception have
been used to broaden state powers and derogate
individual rights, as evidenced by several examples
impacting both American citizens' rights and the legal
rights of accused terrorists. The USA PATRIOT Act,
passed in October 2001, ‘simply took existing legal
principles and retrofitted them’ to expand the US's
counterterrorist legal and enforcement regime and
has been largely unchanged since its passing (U.S.
Department of Justice, 2001, p.l). Thus, the PATRIOT
Act demonstrates that emergency measures can

As terrorists - including suspects
in some cases - are outside the
remit of usual laws, they can be
dealt with however the state sees
fit, without usual protections and
safeguards or ability to challenge
the system.”

Jerome Daugny

be passed into national, or ‘regular, law , continuing
until long after the end of the emergency (Congress,
2001; Electronic Privacy Information Center, n.d).
Furthermore, the Snowden leaks confirm that states
are not scared to use these laws and infringe on the
right to privacy, and potentially other rights, as well as
the extent of such infringement (BBC News, 2013).
The state’'s ambiguity towards legality — due process,
or for the state to uphold its own laws — is also
seen through the ‘other’ category of ‘armed/stateless
combatants, who are neither common law criminals
nor prisoners of war in international humanitarian law
(Sanders, 2011). Both categories have specific laws that
apply to them, yet, recalling the legal theory enemies of
mankind, armed combatants exist outside of these, in a
legal black hole’—they can be held indefinitely in a legal
limbo and cannot challenge
their cases (Gunaratna et al,
2021). A case of mistaken
identity led to a person with
the same name as a suspect
being held for over a decade
at Guantanamo (BBC News,
2015). This shows that the
system contains key flaws in
determining who is and isn't a
suspect, and that it is almost
impossible for people caught
up in the system to get out
or seek any remedies. What
this reveals is the similarities between traditional laws
of ‘enemies of mankind’ and special laws used in the
struggle against terrorism. As terrorists — including
suspects in some cases — are outside the remit of
usual laws, they can be dealt with however the state
sees fit, without usual protections and safeguards or
ability to challenge the system. Such laws present vast
potential for misuse, as well as constitute problematic
expansions of state power.

The application of emergency laws in the context of
the GWOT is further complicated by its racialised
implications, primarily in the West. President Bush's
Executive Order focused on Islamic terrorism over
any other kind, which was seen as the biggest threat
in the post-9/I1 context (Executive Order 13224,
2001). While foreign terrorism'’ is defined neutrally, the
terrorist organisations listed in the original executive
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orderare all Islamic terrorist groups. What is considered
‘foreign terrorism’ is influenced by ethnic/racial factors,
in contrast with white domestic terrorism often not
categorised this way despite fitting the criteria (Buzas
and Meier, 2023). Therefore, where white domestic
terrorists enjoy the regular framework and protection
of the law, such as the right to a fair trial, certain racial
or religious groups deemed terrorists have these rights
suspended by emergency laws.

These racial implications of exceptional legal regimes
relate to the notion of dual law — protections are
weakened, and in some cases removed, for those
considered ‘bad’ (Eckert, 2008, p.I19). The detention
of suspects at Guantanamo Bay whose legal and
human rights are being sacrificed for the protection
of the ‘good’, exemplifies the ways one legal regime
can protect rights while the other protects the state
by removing rights. This has been called a moralisation
of rights where certain rights are reserved only for
the ‘deserving, often with serious racial implications
(Eckert, 2008, pp.I/-18). In some circumstances, such
laws have been overturned by supreme courts or
parliaments. This should not however distract from
the fact that fundamental rights are being eroded, and
that states have a framework in place to justify these
actions.

Conclusion

In light of repeated cases of misuse, one can question
whether the legal notion of enemies of mankind as a
whole is problematic, as it legitimises the erosion of civil
liberties, rights, and legal protections to potentially any
individual. The law of enemies provides the justification
and legitimacy for this derogation as it allows for almost
unlimited expansion of state powers, to strip rights
and citizenship from certain groups of ‘bad’ individuals.
The concept presents vast potential for misuse, as it
enables authoritarian regimes to repress who they
deem ‘enemies of the regime’ and has led to human
rights abuses, even in democratic states. This article
has shown that even democratic states manipulate legal
norms to justify otherwise indefensible policies. These
can also be tied to political interests in determining that
certain groups are politically palatable/acceptable as
‘enemies, particularly demonstrated by the treatment
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of Islamic terrorism after 9/I1. This begs the question
as to whether an ideal world would see stronger
enforcement and accountability mechanisms from
international institutions to prevent misuses of the law.

This article has been edited by Vincent Gaudiosi
(International Regional Editor), Grace Hitchcock (Editor-
in-Chief) and Harry Johnson (Chief Regional Editor),
copy edited by Macy Johns (Copy Editor), Lara Crorie
(Copy Editor) and Lucy Barrett (Chief Copy Editor), peer
reviewed by Silvan Bieri (Peer Reviewer), checked and
approved by the following executives: Eleanor Doyle
(Deputy Editor-in-Chief) and Grace Hitchcock (Editor-
in-Chief).
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CAN SECURITY JUSTIFY THE SACRIFICE
OF DEMOCRACY? EXAMINING
EL SALVADOR'S DUAL LOSS
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In 2019, El Salvador had one of the highest homicide
rates in the world, at 36 homicides per 100,000
inhabitants. By 2023, this figure plummeted to just two-
point-four homicides per 100,000 inhabitants (Statista,
2023), marking one of the most significant declines in
violence across the Americas. This reduction has greatly
changed the lives of millions of Salvadorans; children can
now travel to school without fear of encountering gang
violence, and business owners and residents are no
longer forced to pay monthly extortion fees. However,
this newfound security has come at a significant cost: the
erosion of El Salvador's democracy and constitutional
protections. Over 76,000 Salvadorans are currently in
pre-trial detention (Janetsky, 2024), enduring months,
if not years, before their cases are heard in court.

by Daniel Cook

This dismantling of individual liberties is a key feature
of President Nayib Bukele's “Territorial Control Plan’
(Galdamez, 2024), which has systematically eroded the
foundations of El Salvador's democracy, one arrest at a
time, in the name of increasing security.

Bukele has resorted to extreme authoritarian
measures to curb rampant gang violence. As soon
as the ‘Territorial Control Plan’ was implemented
in 2019, Bukele ordered the army to take control
of gang territories (Galdamez, 2024), -effectively
declaring martial law. Civil liberties were suspended,
granting authorities unchecked powers of arrest
and imprisonment. In the years to come, Bukele
consolidated his leadership by appointing his allies to
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all branches of government, in turn influencing the
judiciary and circumventing presidential term limits.
Despite these authoritarian tactics and controversial
constitutional amendments, Bukele was re-elected in
the 2024 Salvadoran presidential election, gaining an
overwhelming 85 percent of the vote (Quesada, 2024).
However, the legitimacy of this election can easily be
questioned as just hours after the polls closed, Bukele
had already declared himself the victor based on ‘our
numbers' , stating that his party had won ‘at least 58
out of 60 deputies’ before the electoral authority had
released the preliminary results (Jorgic, 2024). This
showed the Salvadoran people that the ballots were
irrelevant; Bukele had won the election before it began.
A country's democracy relies on its constitution and the
fundamental principles it upholds, such as the rule of
law, the protection of individual rights, and a separation
of powers. Bukele has not only rewritten parts of the
constitution to suit his interests but also eroded the
system of checks and balances designed to hold leaders
accountable. While reduced homicide rates present a
facade of security, the undermining of basic democratic
values and civil liberties means any Salvadoran could face
arbitrary arrest and imprisonment without any judicial
oversight. True security should protect people from
both domestic crime and undemocratic governmental
actions, like unjust incarceration (Amnesty International,
2024b). When examining Bukele's rule, we must also
consider what has been lost under the pretence of
freedom. El Salvador has sacrificed its constitutional
supremacy and any legal precedent previously set up
to protect democratic rights (Human Rights Watch,
2021a). Although many Salvadorans may express
contentment with their perceived security, this sense
of safety is misleading (Statista, 2024). This essay
argues that Salvadoran security has been eroded in
the unseen mechanics of the governmental branches,
compromising the very structures once created to
protect citizens' civil liberties.

Constitutional Abuses of Power

Nayib Bukele's tenure as President of El Salvador has
been mired with allegations of abuse of power, namely
as evidenced through the electoral reforms that allowed
him to circumvent the constitutionally mandated one-
term limit. The constitution of El Salvador explicitly
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states in six articles that incumbent presidents cannot
compete for a consecutive term (Montaya, 2024).
When asked in a 2019 interview with El Pafs if he would
seek re-election, he stated ‘I am going to leave the
presidency at 42 years of age’ (Ndchez, 2024). He was
37 atthattime, implying he intended to leave office after
one term. However, in September 2021, the recently
reappointed Supreme Court of Justice ruled that the
president of El Salvador is eligible to run for re-election
consecutively, discarding a 2014 ruling that required
presidents wait ten years before doing so (Renteria,
2021). This controversial ruling not only allowed Bukele
to seek re-election but also institutionalised his abuse
of power by altering the judiciary to serve his interests,
raising concerns about the erosion of democratic
norms and what would happen if he were no longer
president. His heavy-handed approach against the gangs
relies on his presence in office. Bukele's administration
has centralised power and control over security forces,
making his leadership pivotal for the enforcement of his
policies. Without him, there would be no guarantee
that his “Territorial Control Plan" would continue with
the same intensity and focus, risking another increase in
homicide rates (Chavez Rodriguez, 2024).

Bukele’s judicial reforms have also been criticised
for concentrating power in the executive branch,
undermining the independence of the judiciary. In
May 2021, when Bukele's party Nuevas Ideas won
an absolute majority in the Legislative Assembly, his
first action was to replace the five magistrates of the
Constitutional Chamber with his own (BBC News,
2021). Bukele did not just target the Supreme Court,
but he also carried out a complete overhaul of the
El Salvadoran judicial system. In August 2021, the
Legislative Assembly passed a bill allowing authorities
to dismiss all judges and prosecutors who are 60 years
or older; amounting to over 200 of the 700 judges in El
Salvador (Human Rights Watch, 2021b), creating space
for new judges who are sympathetic to Bukele. This
dismantling of the judiciary resulted in El Salvador being
moved from an Electoral Democracy to Electoral
Autocracy in the V-Dem Institute’s 2024 Democracy
Report (Nord et al., 2024).

Alternatively,one couldargue that Bukele's constitutional
reforms have introduced stability to a nation historically
plagued by volatility. In modern Western democracies,



multiple terms are normal: there is a two-term limit for
the President of the US.A. (U.S. Constitution, 1787,
Amendment XXII), and no term limits exist forthe head
of government in the UK (Torrance, 2024), Germany
(Hamann, 2016), or Spain (Spanish Constitution, 1978,
Sections 99 and 10l). These provisions in Western
democracies mirror Bukele's justification forintroducing
these reforms, with the Constitutional Chamber of
the Supreme Court of Justice of El Salvador arguing
that term limits impose excessive restrictions and that
citizens should have the right to re-elect a president
if they choose, bringing the nation into alignment
with other democracies. Nonetheless, it is difficult to
accept this reasoning as a valid
expression of democracy due to
Bukele's previous commitment
to serve only a single term and
the express provisions of the
constitution.

“El Salvador has turned the
presumption of innocence
upside down, degrading civil

Daniel Cook

(Guzman, 2024), with just 7,000 having been released
(Renteria, 2024). The violence in El Salvador is primarily
driven by two powerful gangs: Mara Salvatrucha (MS-
13) and Barrio 18 (Quintanilla and Phillips, 2023), which
have long contributed to El Salvador’s instability. The
TCP also increased prison time for gang leaders from
45 to 60 years (Renteria, 2023) and reduced the
age of criminal responsibility from sixteen to twelve,
meaning over 1,600 children are now imprisoned in El
Salvador (Sanderson, 2023). Bukele did not just stop
at detaining children and increasing criminal sentences,
he also destroyed the right to a free trial and fair
legal defence. A state of emergency was declared
in early 2022, suspending a
prisoner’s right to a lawyer, and
allowing them to be held in
pretrial detention indefinitely
(Amnesty International, 2024a).
Additionally,  the legislation
granted sweeping powers to

Proper democratic governance
requires not only responsiveness
to public opinion, but also a
commitment to constitutional
measures that safeguard

liberties, one of the most
fundamental rights in a
modern-day democracy.”

the police, allowing them to
indiscriminately arrest individuals
based on even the slightest
suspicion of gang affiliation,
including anyone with tattoos.

fundamental democratic rights, such as an independent
judiciary. Written in 1983, El Salvador's constitution
(1983, amended 2014) remains highly relevant. Article
I52(1) clearly states that no president, no matter
their popularity, should circumvent the constitutional
restrictions on running for re-election. Altering the
constitution to enable re-election sets a dangerous
precedent; sacrificing democratic safeguards for a
perceived sense of security not only compromises
democracy, but also leaves Salvadorans vulnerable to
leaders with unchecked powers in the future.

Security Measures

In the context of El Salvador’'s long history of failing
to combat gang violence, Bukele emphasised this as a
policy concern in his efforts to make the country ‘more
secure. Since the swift implementation of Bukele's
‘Territorial Control Plan’ (TCP) in 2019, security forces
have arrested more than two percent of the entire
adult population (Kinosian and Renteria, 2024). Over
82,000 suspected gang members have been imprisoned

In El Salvador, having a tattoo now means a high
likelihood of jail time, as many gang members tattoo
the numbers or letters of their gangs, ‘so any mark on
the skin is now seen by prosecutors as proof of criminal
activity’ (Gibler, Tovar, and Sequeira, 2023). This has
lowered the standards for arrest and made it so that
anyone with tattoos carries a form of assumed ‘guilt’
Furthermore, an increasing number of foreign visitors
are being arrested by Salvadoran troops on suspicion
of gang membership, simply ‘for having tattoos or being
in poor neighbourhoods' (Taylor; 2023). Aside from the
erosion of personal freedoms and due process, ‘these
mass trials will only make prison conditions worse’
(Taylor; 2023) and increase the list of innocent people
put behind bars (Sandoval, 2023). El Salvador has
turned the presumption of innocence upside down,
degrading civil liberties, one of the most fundamental
rights in @ modern-day democracy.

While gang activity and its visibility may have significantly
decreased, the number of official gang members at
large has only decreased slightly in the past decade,
suggesting that Bukele's extreme policies might not
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have been as effective as he first hoped. From an
estimated 25,000 gang members at large in 201
(Guillermoprieto, 2011), the number of gang members
still yet to be apprehended has decreased slightly
to 21,000 in 2023 (Papadovassilakis, 2023). Although
the gangs are a significant contributor to the violence
(Roy, 2022), gang members only make up a small
proportion of the current prison population (Nawaz
et al,, 2024), suggesting that the vast majority of those
imprisoned without evidence or due process are not
gang members, but innocent civilians (Sandoval, 2023).
Despite violence decreasing, the control and territorial
presence of the gangs has not substantively changed;
well-known gang members and leaders continue to
operate freely in their communities (International Crisis
Group, 2020). Several civil society representatives and
politicians have also proposed that the decrease in
homicide rates has been led by the gangs themselves,
possibly due to an informal non-aggression pact with
the government, rather than a genuine dismantling of
gang infrastructure (International Crisis Group, 2020).
While Bukele's government has denied the existence
of any negotiation or direct engagement with gangs,
the 2012 administration made similar denials despite
having mediated a controversial truce; indirect talks
or public signalling between the authorities and gang
leaders remains a viable possibility (International Crisis
Group, 2020).

This form of direct negotiation with gangs may be more
effective than tough, punitive measures in reducing
murder rates. In 2016, at the end of Salvador Sanchéz
Cerén’s presidency, the gangs signed a ‘nonaggression
pact', causing the murder rate to dramatically fall from
its historical peak of 105 to 53 per 100,000 people
(Giles, 2024) — an even larger, and quicker, decline than
seen under President Bukele. It may not be popular, or
even objectively moral, for administrations to directly
negotiate with gangs, but evidence suggests that it is
equally, if not more, effective at cutting homicide rates,
while also preventing the mass erosion of civil liberties
of the population. While El Salvador may appear safer
in terms of murder rates, the continuous presence
of gang members and the unjust imprisonment of
countless innocent people illustrates a deeper crisis: a
society where democracy has been sacrificed for the
illusion of security.
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Conclusion

President Nayib Bukele has brought a fagade of stability
to an unstable country under the guise of democratic
justification, reflecting a worrying trend towards El
Salvador sacrificing its democracy for authoritarian
governance. Despite Bukele's high approval ratings,
there remains a significant portion of the population
who oppose his authoritarian tactics but may feel too
scared or worried about persecution to speak out
against the government. Therefore, while the measures
put in place to tackle gang violence and lower the
murder rates have been extremely effective, the basic
democratic rights and civil liberties that a Salvadoran
citizen should enjoy have been completely degraded
in the process. Ultimately, El Salvador’s path forward
will reveal a harsh truth: without the foundations of
democracy, any semblance of security is merely a gilded
cage, enticing, yet illusory.
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VIOLENCE AGAINST JOURNALISTS: A
PROBLEM FOR MEXICAN DEMOCRACY
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This article discusses violence against journalists,
including murder and threats of violence against families,
in addition to state incitement of violence. Some readers
may find this content distressing.

In [917, Mexico constitutionally protected freedom of
the press, recognising the vital role the press plays
within a democracy (Alcocer and Gonzdlez, 2023).
Democracy, as used in this article, describes the
relationship between civil society and the government
which together work to ensure justice and well-being
of citizens (Universal Declaration on Human Rights,
1948). Journalism is key in the operation of democracy,
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ensuring transparency between the government
and society (Bartman, 2018, p.l094). Although the
constitution still protects the press today, to describe the
press as ‘free’ would be to misconstrue the experience
of journalists in Mexico. Mexico is widely considered
one of the most dangerous places in the world for
journalists outside active war zones (Kahn, 2023). The
fallure of the government and civil society to allocate
proper support and protection to journalists has led to
the unraveling of democracy, particularly through the
proliferation of corruption and criminal organisations.

According to a prominent advocacy group for
freedom of the press in Latin America, Article 19, 168
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journalists in Mexico have been murdered since 2000
(Article 19, 2024). Many other journalists are victims
of death threats, shootings, and kidnappings (Casey,
2023). Transnational Criminal Organisations (TCOs)
are the main perpetrators of such violence. In the last
two decades, these organisations have embedded
themselves within the landscape of Mexican society,
using their vast profits to buy the support of public
officials (Council on Foreign Relations.org Editors, 2024).
Journalists like Alejandro Martinez, who courageously
use their platforms to stand up to this corruption and
violence, end up making tremendous sacrifices for the
sake of the democratic principle of transparency.

This piece examines how violence against journalists
has affected the ability of the press to operate freely
in Mexico. Consequently, the failure at the federal
level to protect these journalists has contributed to a
broader threat to the integrity of Mexican democracy
by undermining transparency, free elections, and rule
of law.

Impact on Journalism

Journalists may be informally restricted within large
media outlets, privately controlled by a few rich elites
with ties to powerful political parties (Alcocer and
Gonzdlez, 2023). This has created limitations on the
stories that large broadcast organisations, such as
Televisa, are willing to run, fueling accusations of ‘bias and
lack of objectivity’ in the media (Alcocer and GonZzdlez,
2023, p.240). Journalists who wish to report more
freely set up local news outlets, making smaller radio
stations, social media accounts, and online websites
a staple in the Mexican media landscape. However,
these local stations lack the resources of larger media
corporations limiting the quality and number of stories
reported. Smaller outlets also do not have the resources
to protect and compensate employees from threats by
criminal organisations (Bartman, 2018; Kinosian, 2023).

Furthermore, journalists are particularly vulnerable
to criminal organisations after publishing stories that
document criminal activity orthat cast bribed politicians
in a negative light, making many journalists self-censor,
especially regarding stories exposing government
corruption. Veteran journalist Hiram Moreno said in an

154 Leviathan Volume 15 No. |

interview with Reuters after the death of his journalist
friend Heber Vasquez, ‘I already stopped covering drug
trafficking and corruption... self-censorship is the only
thing that will keep you safe’ (Kinosian, 2023). In some
areas of Mexico, journalists like Moreno have retreated
altogether creating ‘silence zones' (Kinosian, 2023), in
which TCOs wield fear tactics such that there exists
virtually no media coverage of the area.

Within a democracy, it is the position of journalists to
hold public officials accountable fortheiractions in office
(Alcocer and Gonzdlez, 2023). When the freedom
of the press diminishes out of fear of retaliation, the
power of the electorate to make informed choices
is diminished. When voters cannot access unbiased
coverage of their leaders, the power of democracy
is limited. As a result, local politics and criminal
organisations’ activities become indistinguishable within
these ‘silence zones (Esquivias, 2024). In this way,
‘enlightened decision making’ (Dhal in Bartman, 2018),
a cornerstone of democracy, is compromised by this
violence against journalists.

Violence leads some journalists to stop writing and
has discouraged a new generation of young Mexicans
from pursuing journalism careers. The persistence of
criminal organisations and corruption in zones where
journalism has been effectively eliminated is evidence
of the negative effects of this targeted violence.

Federal Response

The rate of impunity for cases of violence against
journalists is remarkably high, with some sources
estimating as high as 99 percent (Esquivas, 2024).
When violence against a journalist goes unpunished,
it signals that there are no consequences for these
types of actions. A criminal going unpunished for such
a crime, not only wounds the dignity of the victim
but also creates a more dangerous environment for
other journalists. If the perpetrators of violence against
journalists are rarely prosecuted, the orchestrators
of these attacks (i.e. those who order hits or attacks
against journalists) are almost never prosecuted. NGOs
such as Article 19 and Reporters Without Borders
have found strong clues pointing to a political nature of
such targeted violence, but government investigations
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have yet to provide sufficient evidence to hold such
actors accountable (Bartman, 2018, p.1105).

Additionally, high-ranking government officials, like
former President Obrador, fuel negative rhetoric
around the media, through inflammatory remarks
about reporters. In a press conference Obrador
commented on popular news anchor Gonzélez Levya
saying, ‘if you listen too much, you could even get a brain
tumour’ (Alcocer and Gonzdlez, 2023, p.245). The next
day, Levya was shot while travelling home from work.
Although  not  necessarily
a direct agent behind the
attack, Obrador’s language
has ostensibly emboldened
these acts of violence against
journalists.

Finally, the government efforts
that do exist to protect
journalists ~ from  violence
suffer  from  underfunding
and under-planning. In 2012,
the government set up the ‘Mechanism’ to protect
journalists from violence. However; this programme
is structurally flawed, providing little support to
journalists’ families and not planning for the eventual
homecoming of those chosen for relocation. Journalist
Alberto Amaro Jorddn enrolled in the Mechanism in
2019. Since then, Jorddn has continued to face threats
to his and his family's physical safety. The program
ignored crucial details of Jordan's case, for example
asking local authorities of Tlaxcala for assistance when
Jordan had been openly critical of these authorities in
the past. Jorddn's experience is not unique; many other
journalists involved in the programme expressed that
the Mechanism is not doing enough to protect their
safety (Kinosian 2023, Esquivias 2024). In practice, the
Mechanism has repeatedly failed to keep safe those
within the programme. Since 2017, nine journalists
within the programme have been killed (Committee
to Protect Journalists, 2023 and Kinosian, 2023).

The Celayan journalist Alejandro Martinez was
troubled by the violence brought to his town by
criminal drug gangs (Avagnina and Rocha, 2024). His
online publication and Facebook page ‘El Hijo del
Llanero Solitito’ (The Son of the Lone Ranger) was a

“The persistence of criminal
organisations and corruption in
zones where journalism has been
effectively eliminated Is evidence
of the negative effects of this
targeted violence.”

way for Martinez to push back against drug gangs and
the consequent corruption in his community. Martinez
entered the government'’s protection programme for
journalists after he experienced an attack on his life
due to his reporting. Two years later in August 2024,
Martinez was a victim of the violence he reported
on, dying from a shot in the head while under the
watch of this protection programme. It is therefore
clear the Mechanism has not achieved its mission to
create more security for journalists and journalists will
continue to self-censor. Stories like that of Jorddn and
Martinez further prove to
journalists that their purpose
and safety is not a priority for
the government.

For these reasons, it is evident
that the Mexican federal
government is failing to
recognise the significance of
the violence against journalists.
In an interview with Reuters,
Enrique Irazoque, former
head of the Interior Ministry's Department for Human
Rights, commented that ‘the Mechanism is absorbing
all the problems, but the issues are not federal, they are
local’ (Kinosian, 2023). Comments like this, and rhetoric
from political leaders like Obrador, fail to acknowledge
the deep structural issues which have allowed local
corruption and crime to flourish throughout Mexico.

The Problem for Democracy

The federal government must limit violence against
journalists for the sake of broader political stability.
When journalists report freely on issues, it is easier for
both government and civil forces to push back against
organised crime and corruption. Criminal groups
have become increasingly militaristic, making it hard
to enforce federal control in certain states. The areas
in which these groups operate, such as the state of
Veracruz, have become hotspots for corruption with
governors like Duarte acting with authoritarian-like
power despite living in a broader democratic context
(Bartman, 2018, p.1099).

It is essential for the health of democracy that journalists
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feel safe to report freely, especially on matters that
differ from the narrative supported by elected
officials. In 1917, the writers of Mexico's constitution
understood the vitality of the freedom of the press to
give voice to opposition: Article 7 promises to protect
press freedom which ‘cannot be restricted by indirect
ways or means' (Organisation of American States, no
date). As journalists face threats to their safety and
the government fails to properly respond, they are
indirectly restricting the power of the press. These
threats prevent journalists from living healthy, secure
lives, and creating barriers that stop firstly, those who
might otherwise become journalists from pursuing such
a path and, secondly, existing journalists from posting
or pursuing stories that might make them a target.

More importantly, when crime inhibits the media, it
ultimately constitutes violence against the citizenry.
Article 6 — freedom of access to information — and
Article 7 — freedom of speech — work together to
express the key protection of the media within a well-
functioning democracy. Attacks on the press violate
the spirit of these two articles as it inhibits both the
ability of the press to exercise speech (Article /) as
well as the citizenry's access to a diverse sources of
information (Article 6) (Organisation of American
States, nd). Access to information allows citizens
in a democracy to properly exercise their vote,
promoting good governance and potentially protesting
poor government behaviour. Access to a variety
of information is essential to the operation of civil
society within democracies. Furthermore, these local
communities are directly harmed by the continued
presence of criminal organisations within their states,
leading to upticks in violence and backsliding of the rule
of law (Bartman, 2018). Without journalists to expose
the activities of these criminal organisations, federal
activity to control these groups will fail.

It is also worth considering interactions with recent
developments in the Mexican political landscape.
Specifically, a 2024 amendment to the constitution
will mean judges in Mexico will be elected starting in
2025 (France 24, 2024). The implications for the ability
of corruption to further enter the judicial system due
to this electoral problem raise possible issues for the
justice of journalists in the future.
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Conclusion

The journalists of Mexico have immense power in
rescuing the country from violence and democratic
backsliding. The stories they publish bring to light
the issues that corrupt politicians and that criminal
organisations intend to hide from the public. They
illuminate relationships which have helped TCOs
maintain influence within critical regions of the country.
Journalists are frequently the targets of violence, likely
because these criminal groups recognise the impact of
journalist’s work in curbing the influence of TCOs. In
spite of the danger, there are journalists like Alejandro
Martinez who continue to use their platform to combat
the issues facing Mexican democracy today.

Mexico faces a long road ahead to help change the
narrative around the protection and support of
journalists.  Newly inaugurated president Claudia
Sheinbaum has committed to the protection of
journalists under her administration. However, it
remains to be seen whether she will deliver on these
promises, unlike her predecessor. In time, the Mexican
government may come to recognise journalists for
what they really are: democracy’s last line of defence.

This article has been edited by Mariela Brown (Regional
Editor of Latin America) and Harry Johnson (Chief
Regional Editor), copy edited by Macy Johns(Copy
Editor), Ace Bailey Parr (Copy Editor) and Lucy Barrett
(Chief Copy Editor), peer reviewed by Orlando Massari
Beniquez (Peer Reviewer), checked and approved by the
following executives: Eleanor Doyle (Deputy Editor-in-
Chief) and Grace Hitchcock (Editor-in-Chief).
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SILENCING HATE OR STIFLING VOICES?
TREADING THE TIGHTROPE OF
DEFINING HATE SPEECH
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From flery rhetoric that incites revolutions to
venomous speech that sows division, the role
of language in shaping public discourse has always
been fraught with tension between freedom and
responsibility. Freedom of expression is fundamental
to democracy and human life, with extensive research
demonstrating its critical role in fostering democratic
participation, social progress, and individual self-
fulfilment  (Wellington, 1979; Mahoney and Early,
1999). However, on the other side of the equation, not
every form of speech can — or should be — protected.
Although there is widespread agreement on the

158

Leviathan Volume |5 No. |

(|

VAMING THE
R20VAL RACIST

TﬁJdGLE far
JUSTICE

totame Afro

by Qixuan Ding

\a-u \llI- L B9 ul( H 3

e LESS& b
]ﬁ%KLESS 3

5 WS

W Ing wosuyopsuog j

LFrA3S SE [RINJEU ST

03 s380£ 0 Sem S J[oM0  LpouT ST
m3siuu s st £epoyat i Sureap jo

popt

ossatdoy)

shes

Kemsu

need to eradicate racism, bigotry, and all forms of
discrimination that exacerbate and are driven by hate
speech, significant debate persists among scholars and
policymakers over the most effective ways to achieve
this goal.

Therefore, this article focuses specifically on the
complexities of defining and addressing hate speech
in the European context, drawing on historical and
contemporary evidence such as the Holocaust. It
begins by examining the definition of hate speech in
international law, highlighting the inherent difficulties in



Silencing Hate or Stifling Voices?

fostering consensus on what constitutes hate speech.
The analysis then critiques the current legal framework,
taking the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (ICCPR) as a case study for identifying the
inconsistencies present within  the current legal
framework when applied at regional and state levels
in Europe. Ultimately, balancing the right to freedom of
expression with other essential societal interests is an
elusive endeavour—a delicate tightrope that requires
careful navigation. Thus, this article argues that relying
solely on legal measures is insufficient to address the
deeper issues within the hate speech policy discourse.
Totread this tightrope effectively, broader strategies are
essential, including active engagement with civil society,
community-led initiatives, and proactive political action
to address both the root causes and the consequences
of hate speech

The ‘Why?’ Question

In defining hate speech, it is important to understand
the rationale for distinguishing it from free speech. One
premise of unrestricted free speech rests on the belief
that it supports individual self-fulflment — a concept
rooted in Western thought that views the realisation
of one's potential as the ultimate aim of humanity
(Wellington, 1979; Voorhoof and Cannie, 2010).
Free thought and the open exchange of opinions are
considered essential for reaching this goal. However, this
ideal of unrestrained expression often overlooks the
harmful impacts of hate speech on its victims (Bleich,
2014, p.284). Therefore, contrary to the intended aim
of free speech, hate speech silences and demoralises
the individuals it targets, discouraging their participation
in civil society, including public debate, thereby limiting
their ability to realise their potential (Mahoney and
Early, 1999). Moreover, hate speech has far-reaching
consequences for society at large (MacKinnon, 1993).
It not only harms the physical and emotional well-
being of individuals subjected to it but also alienates
targeted groups, leading to societal estrangement and
diminished cultural identities (Cowan et al,, 2002). With
these rationales underpinning the following discussion,
this article will now clarify what constitutes hate
speech in scholarly and legal contexts, and whether
there is a reliable boundary that defines when speech
crosses into ‘hate’, and should thus be restricted. In the

following sections, this article examines the social and
legal factors contributing to this definitional ambiguity,
aiming first to uncover the complexities behind the
concept of hate speech and then to examine why it
remains so difficult to delineate.

Defining Hate Speech

The definition of hate speech has been a longstanding
and complex challenge, with interpretations varying
widely. Narrow definitions, for example, describe hate
speech as ‘intended to incite hatred or violence’ against
specific groups or individuals (Bakircioglu, 2008, p4). In
contrast, broader definitions encompass ‘any form of
expression regarded as offensive to racial, ethnic, and
religious groups and other discrete minorities, and to
women' (Walker, 1994, p.8). Broader interpretations
similarly define hate speech as ‘[all] words used as
weapons to ambush, terrorise, wound, humiliate,
and degrade’ (Cowan et al, 2002, p.247). Each of
these definitions sets a different threshold for what
constitutes hate speech, from direct incitement to
broad expressions of hostility and degradation.

Given these varied definitions, it is useful to examine the

ID y 'B 3 | {;‘I i
? %E § g i|;!l': | i
HEE Zg sQl S :-l:: ; Chants tTmm\)ra“‘/““ Gew
ikt o E it Iy fgrlwshmw“g‘essw"“ Sl
f§§ R gl " ANy N‘
il =g =iz  MIGRANTS
I “TAKE ALL
R NEW JOBS
R IV BRITAI

ROYAL SALE OF THE CENTUR'

_DAILYaNEWS

\
= {
et L {

Superpredatorsa
Other Myths About

f cersurvwor.lwasflredfor
singtotameAfro

June 17,2014

Voices &Violence 159



legal domain, where certainty of interpretation is often
sought through formal restrictions on hate speech.
However, despite efforts to impose such restrictions,
legal complexities also persist — particularly in drawing
a clear line between protected expression and speech
that crosses into harm. Following the devastation of
World War I, a global consensus emerged calling
for the protection of individuals by the international
community. The atrocities committed against specific
ethnic groups highlighted the potential for national
governments to fail in safeguarding the lives and
freedoms of their citizens. Hate speech, for instance,
played a significant role in normalising prejudice and
escalating hatred during this period, contributing to
the conditions that enabled the Holocaust alongside
other forms of systemic discrimination and violence. In
response, the ICCPR (1966) enshrined the principles of
equality and non-discrimination. Article |9 ofthe ICCPR
affirms the right to freedom of expression, offering
absolute protection for the right to hold opinions and
the right to seek, receive, and share information and
ideas. However, it allows restrictions on these rights
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when they are: a) provided by law; b) aimed at achieving
one of the legitimate objectives listed; and ¢) necessary
to protect that objective. In cases involving hate speech,
courts often interpret public order and the rights of
others as legitimate objectives, with equality and non-
discrimination frequently cited as critical considerations
(Cowan et al., 2002).

The ICCPR also explicitly obliges States Parties to
prohibit hate speech. Article 20(2) states: ‘Any advocacy
of national, racial, or religious hatred that constitutes
incitement to discrimination, hostility, or violence
shall be prohibited by law. This dual requirement
mandates both advocacy of hatred and incitement
for speech to qualify as prohibited under the ICCPR.
As an international legal treaty, however, the ICCPR
becomes legally binding once ratified and incorporated
into national law. However, significant inconsistencies
often arise in its interpretation and application across
different jurisdictions. European laws and jurisprudence
surrounding incitement are described as a ‘patchwork,
with significant variations in how states define and apply
concepts like incitement and advocacy of hatred. For
instance, ‘incitement’ of Article 20 is rarely enshrined
in domestic legislation verbatim; instead, countries
often employ comparable but distinct terms such as
‘threatening speech’ (Denmark), ‘provocation’ (Spain),
or ‘stirring up’ (UK) (Bukovsk, Callamard and Parrmer,
2011, p.3). The absence of consistent language on
incitement suggests either reluctance or unawareness
among states to adopt ICCPR’s Article 20 terminology
fully. A similar lack of alignment is evident when judicial
bodies seldom reference Article 20 in domestic cases,
instead relying on ad hoc opinions without a coherent
conceptual framework (Bleich, 2014). Whether due to
oversight or deliberate omission, these inconsistencies
pose a significant barrier to establishing a unified legal
standard for ‘incitement’ across jurisdictions.

Why is a Universal Definition Difficult?

As such, it becomes evident that establishing a
universal definition for hate speech is highly challenging.
Ironically, despite the absence of an agreement in
definition, there seems to be agreement that achieving
one is unattainable. Clarke illustrates that this is
understandable due to the varying cultural, social, and
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legal contexts in which speech occurs (2007, p.99). For
example, the aftermath of World War Il and the bitter
memories of the Holocaust have made European states
more vigilant about the dangers of unchecked speech.
Holocaust denial has been a significant issue in Europe,
prompting several countries to enact legislation that
prohibits and criminalises such expressions (Altman,
2012, p.26).

From a linguistic perspective, hate speech is viewed as
an expressive act of hostility, where language reflects
and reinforces hatred within specific social and cultural
contexts (ElSherief et al., 2018, p47). This perspective
acknowledges hate speech as an act that not only
communicates hostility but also actively shapes social
interactions and group relations. Scholars note that hate
speech often manifests through reasoned arguments
that superficially mimic legitimate discourse but
nonetheless carry harmful, exclusionary undertones
(Russell, 2020, p4). In this view, the context of speech
— including the speaker’s intent and the social setting
— is crucial for determining whether it qualifies as hate
speech, making a universal, one-size-fits-all definition
elusive (Posselt, 2017, p.2I). If hate speech is defined
too narrowly, it may offer stronger protections for
free speech but fail to address speech that, while not
directly inciting violence, fosters a climate of prejudice
or discrimination against minority groups. On the
other hand, broader definitions are more inclusive
of harmful language but come with the risk of being
overly subjective and restrictive. This subjectivity can
create significant challenges in enforcement, potentially
overwhelming courts and leading to inconsistent
outcomes across different jurisdictions.

How to Tread the ‘Tightrope’
AT THE STATE LEVEL

The lack of universally acknowledged criteria for
determining hate speech casts doubt on the ability
of case law alone to provide a clear direction for
progress. While legal frameworks continue to evolve
and the process is far from complete, reliance on case
law could inadvertently lead to inconsistent or overly
restrictive rulings that risk infringing on free speech.
Nevertheless, this does not render a powerless state
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of affairs. If establishing comprehensive mternatlonal
standards from the top down takes time, actions must
be initiated from the bottom up — from regional, state,
and civil society levels.

Historically, violence against certain groups has often
been preceded by ideological justifications manifesting
as hate speech or public incitement (Bakircioglu,
2008, p.6), as in the Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s
(Kiper, 2024). Research indicates that ‘most hate
crimes are opportunistic; not everyone who harbours
animosity toward a particular group will act upon it in
confrontational scenarios. The factors of each case —
including the number and identity of perpetrators and
the vulnerability of victims — often determine whether
hate speech or crimes occur (Delgado and Stefancic,
2004, in Bakircioglu, 2008, p46). This underscores the
argument that states should adopt proactive measures
to minimise the opportunities for both hate speech
and hate crimes. For instance, vigilant governments
must address the risks posed by unchecked speech,
intervening when it possesses the potential to incite
crime or violate fundamental rights to equality and
non-discrimination. Beyond this, governments must
tackle the underlying conditions that foster hatred while
actively promoting respect for human rights and the
dignity of minority and marginalised groups. States can
implement policies that promote social cohesion and
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inclusion, reducing the marginalisation that often fuels
hate speech. This includes supporting programmes that
foster intergroup dialogue and understanding, as well
as investing in communities susceptible to extremist
ideologies (De Leo and Russo, 2023, p.130). Current
examples include  anti-discrimination  legislation,
community integration initiatives, and public education
campaigns, such as Germany's efforts to integrate
migrants and combat far-right extremism, though
some argue these measures may have come too late to
address the deeply rooted issues (BBC News, 2024).

AT THE SOCIETAL LEVEL

It has often been the heavy cost of tragic experiences,
such as the Holocaust, that has triggered societal
change regarding hate speech (Zamri et al,, 2023, p.3).
Proactive education can help preempt such outcomes,
as a well-informed populace is better equipped to
discern harmful speech from legitimate expression
(Wachs et al,, 2022, p.5084). Implementing community
education programmes is a crucial step (Lopez-
Sanchez and Miller; 2021). Local governments can fund
and support initiatives that promote digital literacy,
critical thinking, and empathy. These programmes can
be integrated into schools, community centres, and
libraries to educate citizens — especially youth — about
the impacts of hate speech and the importance of
respectful communication. Civil society organisations
can facilitate workshops and dialogues that bring
together diverse groups to address prejudices and
misconceptions. By empowering individuals with the
tools to challenge hate speech, communities become
more resilient against divisive rhetoric. For instance,
a critical digital literacy programme in Greece has
successfully engaged Roma youth, equipping them with
the skills to recognise and counter online hate speech.
(Agapoglou et al., 2021, p.116).

Conclusion

Effectively addressing hate speech remains a significant
challenge, exacerbated by the absence of a universally
accepted definition and inconsistent enforcement
within international law. In Europe, divergent state
practices hinder the development of clear guidelines
that distinguish protected speech from hate speech.
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While international frameworks continue to evolve,
immediate action at the regional, state, and civil society
levels is necessary to create practical, context-specific
solutions that uphold the balance between freedom of
expression and societal protection.

Since societal values influence legal interpretations,
cultivating a culture that rejects hate speech can lead to
more consistent and robust legal responses. This paper
thus advocates a multifaceted approach that prioritises
proactive strategies, such as educational initiatives and
community engagement. While prior restraint on
speech can pose significant risks to free expression,
preventive efforts that address the root causes of
hate speech—such as reducing marginalisation and
promoting intergroup understanding—can mitigate
harm without infringing on fundamental freedoms.

Given the limited scope of this paper it has not
specifically discerned the nuances of hate speech in
online spaces, where the scale, speed, and anonymity
of communication present unique challenges. Future
research should delve deeper into the regulation of
online speech, focusing on the interplay between global
technology platforms, local laws, and societal norms and
rights. The possibility of developing universally applicable
criteria for defining hate speech, while accounting for
cultural and social diversity, remains a crucial area
for exploration. Additionally, studying the long-term
impacts of educational and community-driven initiatives
in conjunction with legislative measures would provide
valuable insights for policymakers. Successfully balancing
the right to freedom of expression with the imperative
to protect individuals and groups from harm requires
sustained effort and collaboration among governments,
organisations, and citizens alike.
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THE OUROBOROS OF SANCTIONS: STATE
REPRESSION AND VIOLENCE IN VENEZUELA

ZUoUDS DIIwD”) Aq UOIISOY]

s early as 1995, former United Nations Secretary-

General Boutros Boutros-Ghali openly questioned
sanction policy ethics: ‘Sanctions, as is generally
recognised, are a blunt instrument. They raise the
ethical question of whether suffering inflicted on
vulnerable groups in the target country is a legitimate
means of exerting pressure on political leaders whose
behaviour is unlikely to be affected by the plight of

by Gideon Eriaye

their subjects’ (1995, p.268). Despite this observation,
the nature of how sanction policy is implemented has
remained relatively unchanged, while resulting violence

has worsened. Across the last vicennial, US-led
sanctions on Venezuela invoked three aims: targeting
the Venezuelan oil industry, which is central to the
country’'s economy, limiting regime leaders’ resource
access in the international community, and expressing
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concern over authoritarianism. However, these actions
have trapped Venezuela in a self-perpetuating cycle of
state repression and deteriorating human rights. Using
the long-term case study of Venezuela, this paper
llustrates the complex and cyclical relationship between
sanctions and civil liberties, harking to Boutrous-Gahli's
criticisms.

The aims of economic sanctions are contested by
scholars. While some argue their motivations are ‘not
employed for economic reasons, but political ones’
(deKieffer, 1983, p. 207), others articulate a nuanced
approach that recognises that sanctions have varied
goals and impacts. The latter reveals that they can also
be used both for economic and political coercion, and
symbolic disapproval of a state's actions , especially by
Western states (Faulkner, 2018). In addition, the use of
sanctions is often ‘constructed as a form of justice in
the inter-state system’ by Western states and scholars
(Hofer, 2023, p.10). While there is extensive literature
on the sender state's objectives in sanction policy
research, there is a pervasiveness of indifference to
analysing the counterintuitiveness of sanction policy on
target states.

Thereisaconverging consensus on the dysfunctionalities
of sanctions and subsequent consequences against
authoritarian states. Although sanctions are often seen
as an alternative to war, as tools they are, however,
by no means less harmful or violent , especially
against civilian populations (Hofer, 2023). This analysis
conceptualises sanctions themselves as a form of
violence as it is increasingly evident that sanction
policies against authoritarian states generally ‘harm the
masses and not those in power’ (Faulkner, 2018, p.7).
Furthermore, sanctions enable authoritarian regimes
to perpetuate violence that contributes towards state
repression, demonstrated through the marginalisation
of rights such as freedom of speech, the exacerbation
of inequality, and the exploitation of power imbalances
(Wood, 2008). Sanctions, despite their aims, are
theorised as both tools of violence and potential
catalysts of forms of violence that disproportionately
affect civilians and the vulnerable.

Causation vs. Correlation?
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Data collected from Reporters Without Borders (RSF)
Press Freedoms Index (Reporters without Borders,
2016) demonstrates a significant decrease in press
freedoms within Venezuela between the 2005 and
2018, though the rate of decline fluctuates within this
time period. Unsurprisingly, such years coincide with
major US sanctions on Venezuela. From this, one may
assume that every time the US sanctions Venezuela,
press freedoms (and other democratic rights) decline.
However, accounting for correlation versus causation,
do sanctions actually worsen democratic rights and
civil liberties in authoritarian states, and if so, how do
sanctions cause or contribute to such state repression?

Multiple statistical models consistently demonstrate that
there is an observed positive relationship between the
severity of sanctions, the severity of state repression,
and the deterioration of human rights. In fact, Peksen
states outright that even human rights sanctions
directly lead to ‘a higher probability of integrity rights
violations' (2009, p.74). This is further supported by
the suggestion that repression will likely increase when
sanctions are imposed against already repressive states
(Wood, 2008). These statistical models affirm the
hypothesis, drawn from the Reports Without Borders
dataset, that a wave of sanctions on authoritarian
regimes such as Venezuela will worsen human rights
and basic freedoms.

How Regimes Capitalise on Sanctions

If a positive relationship between sanctions and
increased human rights violations exists, how and why
do regimes seem to double down when levied with
sanctions! There are observable causal relationship
factors contributing to how regimes capitalise on
sanctions, thus increasing state repression and
worsening human rights. Among these is their usage
by regime leaders to justify repression against anti-
regime groups and those critical of the state through
depicting sanctions as external threats that influence
and drive domestic upheaval (Peksen, 2009). Usually,
this capitalisation seeks to deflect and distract from the
troubles of their regimes and instability. However, the
role sanctions play in spurring the domestic instability
that allows regimes to respond with state repression
must be considered.



The Ouroboros of Sanctions

For much of the 2010s, Venezuela has been described
as going through a process of ‘authoritarian hardening’
, becoming an autocracy (Bull & Rosales, 2020, p.6).
As one of many regimes where the consequences
are observable, US-led sanctions have had an adverse
effect on Venezuelan democratic rights in two
areas. First, they have contributed to a decline in the
socioeconomic environment that harms the civilian
population resulting in state repression. Second, they
have enabled the regime to legitimise a hostile narrative
that justifies their actions.

Sanctions and Socio-Political Unrest

Critical to linking the effect of sanctions and its
relationship to repression is examining the presence of
socio-political unrest. There is no doubt that the blame
for the economic challenges in Venezuela falls largely
on dictators such as Hugo Chavez and Nicolds Maduro
and their poor handling of national finances (Rodriguez,
2023). Despite rising oil prices and further expected

growth, oil production
declined in Venezuela and
subsequently  worsened
the  state's  economic
development. The

“While the domestic struggles
that Venezuela faces are not
necessarily caused by US-ed

to this effect. Not only have they accelerated economic
collapse and social discontent, but these sanctions have
further ‘lock[ed] Venezuela in a downward economic
spiral" (Weisbrot & Sachs, 2019, p.2l), driving up
poverty, scarcity of key resources, and poor public
health outcomes. The 2014 protests in Venezuela
which saw mass demonstrations and decreases in press
freedoms and civil liberties demonstrated the endemic
nature, and latent consequences of this discontent.
Despite being triggered by violence against students,
economic struggles were a key factor in mobilisation
and civil unrest. Media coverage (see Appendix A)
highlighted the multifaceted nature of the crisis where
key demands for ‘economic changes to curb inflation
and alleviate shortages were central (BBC, 2014).
The coverage included responses by the Venezuelan
government in the form of increased repression,
arbitrary violence against unarmed protestors and
activists, and the silencing of political opponents, as
well as the banning of all forms of protest not approved
by the government.

The  relationship  between
sanctions and repression in
Venezuela is deeply intertwined
with the country’s socio-political
unrest. The protests serve as a

evidgnce attribgtes this . . clear example of how economic
decline 1o the important SCU?CUOHS, they COHtFIbU[@, hardship, worsened by sanctions
ole  US-led ction . . L . !
rla ed (Rodr uezsa2r2)2|3) ° 170178”]81855, towards d@ClIUU?g leads to civil mobilisation that is
piay guez B . . .. only met with violent government
Wh"el t:e vdomest;c socioeconomic conditions and — crackdowns and  repression
struggles that Venezuela . » f freed f h US-led
. iscontent. of freedom of speech. e
faces dageUnSolt dnecesgarﬂy dSCO lent sanctions have thus contributed,
caused by LU>-led sanctions, o not only to Venezuela's economic
they contribute, nonetheless, towards declining

socioeconomic conditions and discontent. As the
Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA) Report
articulates ‘these sanctions... cause greater discontent
among Venezuelan Society’ (Oliveros, 2020, p.12).
Therefore, sanctions-driven instability and discontent
increases the likelihood of protests and strikes amidst
socio-political and economic decline (Zartman, Paul
and Entelis, 1971). Highlighting a relationship between
economic decline and political outcomes, civil unrest
is likely to be met with state repression against civil
liberties, especially in authoritarian states. In the case of
Venezuela, US-led sanctions have had asignificantimpact

decline but also to the intensification of state repression
in response to growing social unrest.

The Pretext for Repression

Venezuela has consistently used sanctions as a
justification for its repressive actions against its citizens,
often framing narratives of foreign interference as
inciting internal tensions. Following the release of a UN
report deeming the effects of Western sanctions on
Venezuela as devastating, Maduro publicly stated that
‘We have denounced the illegal sanctions against the
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entire people of Venezuela' and that ‘we also acted to
mitigate the brutal impact these coercive measures had
against oursocial, cultural, educational and economic life’
(Pozzebon and Hu, 2021). To undermine the country's
national sovereignty, both the Chavez and Maduro
governments have labelled opposition figures as traitors
accused of colluding with foreign powers. This has led
to violations of human rights and repression in the
form of arbitrary arrests, imprisonment, and torture of
opposition leaders, activists, and journalists. Sanctions
are used as a pretext to repress dissent among the
civil population where claims of external influence
are responsible for internal political opposition. This
was even present during the aforementioned 2014
protests, where the Guardian coverage highlighted the
Venezuelan government justifying its actions by framing
the protests as being orchestrated and backed by
foreign powers such as the United States (Lépez, 2014).
Where US-led sanctions were attributed, evidence of
such foreign interference, destabilisation, and regime
change enabled the Government to present itself as
defending national sovereignty.

These case studies of Venezuela suggest conclusions
no different than those informed by the previously
mentioned literature and statistical models. When the
United States responded to the increased repression
following the 2014 protests with further sanctions
issued by Executive Order 13692 in 2015 (US.
Department of State, n.d.), Venezuela saw a further
decline in civil liberties. According to the RSF Freedom
Index, Venezuela dropped from a score of 59.39 in 2015
to 55.23 by 2016 (Reporters without Borders, 2016).
The Venezuelan government attributed Western
sanctions and wider US influence, aimed to subvert
the regime, necessitated an expansion of executive
powers subsequently declaring a state of emergency
(see Appendix B). This led to the implementation of a
series of decrees that bypassed the national assembly to
impose curfews and limit civil liberties. The government
frames these actions as a necessary response to the
economic and political warfare it deems imposed by
the West. An almost trilateral cyclical relationship
emerges between foreign sanctions, increased state
repression, and civil unrest; an ouroboros, if you will.
Using the nature of sanctions, the Venezuelan regime
leverages the rhetoric of foreign meddling to legitimise
its violence against opposition, positioning itself as
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a defender of national sovereignty and eroding civil
liberties.

Conclusion

This case of Venezuela highlights the complex
and often counterproductive effects of sanctions,
particularly in authoritarian states. While the primary
intention of sanctions is to pressure political leaders
into altering their behaviour to promote democracy
and human rights, they often have the opposite effect
in authoritarian contexts. Venezuela reveals that
sanctions, far from being a benign alternative to military
intervention, can act as a form of economic violence
that disproportionately harms civilian populations,
eroding freedom of speech. They can worsen
economic conditions and provide the regime with a
powerful narrative to justify repression. In this context,
sanctions not only fail to achieve their intended political
outcomes but actively reinforce the regime’s grip on
power.

Moreover, sanctions exacerbate the very conditions that
lead to socio-political unrest. Unrest that authoritarian
regimes like Venezuela frequently respond to with
violent crackdowns to maintain control, often against
freedom of speech. The cyclical nature of this dynamic
is evident in Venezuela's recent history, where each
wave of sanctions has been followed by heightened
government repression and further deterioration
of human rights. Each element reinforces the other,
trapping countries such as Venezuela in a downward
spiral.
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Beniquez (Peer Reviewer), checked and approved by the
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POLITICAL VIOLENCE IN GUANTANAMO BAY:
CAUSES, METHODS, AND THOSE LEFT BEHIND

by Mahrukh Khurshid

UI[aSSIDS AUUAIINT AG UOIDIISN][]

This article includes descriptions of torture and degrading
treatment of prisoners in Guantanamo Bay, including
psychological and ‘stealth’ tactics. Readers may find
some content distressing.

Aspectre is haunting the United States: the memory
of 9/11. In response to the attack, the US' vicious
counter-terrorist offensive in Afghanistan retributed
members of the responsible pan-Islamist organisation
al-Qaeda, led by Osama bin Laden. However

170 Leviathan Volume 15 No. |

several innocent people, including 21 children, were
peremptorily detained in the Guantdanamo Bay prison
in Cuba, along with the true perpetrators (Bridge
Initiative, 2020). Of the prison’s total 780 prisoners,
fifteen still remain, at least nine died in custody, and
only two were actually convicted of a crime (Human
Rights First, 2018; U.S. Department of Defense, 2025).
This article will explore the formation of the prison,
and the use of stealth techniques through the paradigm
of sovereign and bodily autonomy to ultimately critique



why the prison continues to operate. The ‘Forever
Prisoners” of Guantanamo Bay embody the spectre of
9/11, persisting even 23 years after the event.

Formation and Practices of the Prison

Why were so many political prisoners wrongfully
convicted in the first place? The US Government paid
civilians bounties of 3000-25000 US dollars to identify
members of al-Qaeda, including ‘local warlords. ..paid
by the CIA; the majority of Guantdnamo prisoners
were captured in this manner (Human Rights First,
2018; U.S. Government Publishing Office, 2020,
p.5). This impetuous incentivisation can be partially
explained by the ‘one percent doctrine’, formulated
by Vice-President Dick Cheney: ‘if there's a 1% chance
that Pakistani scientists are helping al-Qaeda build or
develop a nuclear weapon, we have to treat it as a
certainty in terms of our response’ (Suskind, 2006,
p.62). This hyperbolic depiction of the dangers of
terrorism, otherwise known as threat inflation, helps
explain the disproportionate number of innocents
detained at Guantdnamo.

One such example of an innocent prisoner is Fouad
Mahmoud al-Rabiah, who was told by a senior
interrogator: ‘There is nothing against you. But you will
not leave this place innocent’ (Worthington, 2009). The
interrogators dishonestly promised to send al-Rabiah
‘home to Kuwait' if he confessed to his role in the
9/11" attack, which he then did (Worthington, 2009).
Al-Rabiah was ultimately sent home on 9 December
2009 when his interrogators’ coercion was discovered
(Frakt, 2013, p.209-210). This pattern of false confessions
featured throughout the Bush Administration,
explaining why four prisoners’ convictions, including
that of al-Rabiah, were later overturned (Frakt, 2013,
p.209; Human Rights First, 2018). Whilst the Obama
Administration sought to close Guantanamo Bay,
citing its association with torture and its undermining
of American values, these efforts faced significant
political and administrative obstacles (Savage, 2016).
By contrast, the Trump Administration continued to
support ‘enhanced interrogations, synonymous with
torture, because ‘it worked, focusing on assigning
blame rather than procuring reliable information (Vrij
et al, 2017, p.928).

Several innocent detainees entirely unconnected to
al-Qaeda repeatedly suffered abusive interrogation
methods in defiance of the 1949 Geneva Convention
Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War
(Worthington, 2009). Though the Bush Administration
agreed to comply with the Geneva Convention for
‘detained Taliban combatants, ‘those it decided were
al-Qaeda terrorist network fighters would not be so
designated’ (Huggins, 2012, p.57). These actions were
partially excused by the laws of exception applied
during the post-9/Il state of emergency declared
by President Bush (Scheppele, 2024). The extent of
political violence implemented was widely regarded
as inessential, even among government officials.
Dennis Blair; the Director of National Intelligence in
2009-2010, released a statement admitting that ‘the
same information could have been obtained through
other means, demonstrating that torture is simply a
brute exercise of sovereign power wielded against its
perceived terrorist threats, who may have been loyal to
other sovereigns (Blair, 2009). In this way, the context
of the war on terror was instrumental in the extreme
treatment of detainees.

Torture: Techniques and Effects

To maintain their anti-torture facade, the US
Government has taken care to implement ‘stealth
technologies’ of torture which leave no physiological
evidence on the prisoners (Wilcox, 2014, p.63).
These techniques include, but are not limited to:
waterboarding, sleep deprivation, dietary manipulation,
in which prisoners are fed bland liquid meals for
sensory deprivation, and humiliation via public nudity
— which Governmental reports are quick to clarify
does not qualify as ‘sexual abuse’ (Bradury, 2005,
p.12). On the contrary, James Glanz, a Pulitzer Prize
winning American journalist, maintains that any form
of intimidation during an investigation qualifies as
torture, which is ‘a terrible slope that even the most
practised interrogators can slide down' (2004). Stealth
techniques conceal the deleterious effects of torture,
further worsening the paucity of statistical evidence on
the treatment of captives in Guantdnamo Bay. As such,
stealth techniques enable the US to use Guantdnamo
to tiptoe up to the limit of their sovereign power
the power to ‘take life or let live', without crossing it
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(Wilcox, 2014, p.52). This power must adhere to the
following maxim: ‘Bodies are tortured, but they are not
allowed to die’, which means that sovereign power can
intimidate perceived enemies of the state up to the
brink of death, but cannot openly murder in an act of
political violence (Wilcox, 2014, p.59).

The banning of suicide reflects this control, although
seven of the nine deaths that occurred in Guantdnamo
Bay were allegedly suicides (Bridge Initiative, 2020). This
contradiction indicates the unique status the bodies of
political prisoners reserve: they can suffer violence in
interrogations, but are not allowed to die without first
being pressed for ‘actionable intelligence’ (Wilcox, 2014,
p.53). This is exemplified in the case of the currently
detained yet uncharged prisoner Abu Zubaydah, about
whom a CIA official remarked, ‘He received the finest
medical attention on the planet. We got him in very
good health so we could start to torture him’ (Suskind,
2006, p.100). The patent futility of such torture tactics
however, is astounding. Inthe interrogation of Zubaydah,
most of the useful information learnt was revealed
before Zubaydah was waterboarded; moreover, none
of this information could help interrupt any significant
terrorist plots (Finn  and
Warrick, 2009, p.1). It seems
that US officials would rather
leave an innocent detainee
indefinitely uncharged
than admit to a court they
were  waterboarded on
false assumptions, a clear
example of sunk-cost fallacy
operating in the political
sphere. In keeping with this
denial, Zubaydah, like many
other prisoners, was sent
to Jordan upon discovering
his innocence, as a sort of
middle ground between conviction and acquittal (Finn
and Warrick, 2009).

This overextension of sovereign power has been known
to wring false confessions out of fragile minds. According
to declassified Bush Administration documents, Khalid
Sheikh Mohammed was waterboarded 183 times,
and Zubaydah was waterboarded at least 83 times
(Bradbury, 2005). Repetitive waterboarding makes the
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“These stealth techniques so fully 4.
pervade the prisoner’s consciousness
that their false confessions represent

the trade of one ethnic identity for
another, as the prisoners are forced to
speak the name of the sovereign’ and

propagate a parochial, anti-terrorist
narrative (Kahn, 2006, p.42).”

tactic’s efficacy doubtful: when does the prisoner start
simply telling the interrogator what they want to hear
instead of the truth — assuming that they reveal any
accurate information at all? Overall, stealth techniques
have allowed the US to extricate the false confessions
they deemed necessary while still ostensibly disavowing
torture.

Hunger Strikes and Bodily Autonomy

The body has a complicated relationship with the
manifestation of a prisoner’s perceived guilt. Arguably,
what causes Guantdnamo prisoners the most
irreversible damage during their detainment is the
invisibility of stealth techniques (Wilcox, 2014, pp.63—
64). Their pain, though bitterly felt and unimaginably
profound, does not physically manifest on their bodies,
which may make them ‘feel responsible for what is
happening to them, inducing feelings of fear, shame,
guilt and grief, as well as intense humiliation’ (Reyes,
2007, p.599). This may make it difficult for prisoners
to verbalise their pain, as it feels insurmountably
unrepresentable (Scarry, 1985, p.35).

Wilcox believes that
invisibility of stealth
techniques poses an even
greater  danger  (2014).
‘A faillure of the pain to
be recognised as pain, as
possibly  reversible, is a
failure of someone to be
recognised as  precisely
human’, which explains why
prisoners would rather see
pain physically manifest on
their bodies than have it go
completely  unrecognised
by others, as this would
threaten their own very humanity (Wilcox, 2014,
p.66). Hence, many prisoners go on hunger strikes
in a desperate effort to reclaim bodily autonomy, as
the hunger striker physically appears ill, whereas the
subject of stealth techniques of torture usually does not
(Wilcox, 2014, p.65). These stealth techniques so fully
pervade the prisoner’s consciousness that their false
confessions represent the trade of one ethnic identity



for another; as the prisoners are forced to ‘speak the
name of the sovereign’ and propagate a parochial,
anti-terrorist narrative (Kahn, 2008, p42). Moreover,
political torture robs them of the capacity to see their
suffering ‘as a sacrifice for' their original nation, further
undermining their former ethnic identity (Kahn, 2008,
p.176). The hunger strikers” desire to rebel and ‘deny
the presence of the sovereign' is so strong that they
attempt to exert some modicum of bodily autonomy
by martyring themselves (Wilcox, 2014, p.65).

These attempts are predictably punished, as US
officials want to avoid the endangering of potential
information about future attacks by al-Qaeda. Hunger
strikers are inflicted to yet more displays of biopower,
or ‘the powerto “make live and let die'”, which includes
tactics to force-feed riotous prisoners (Wilcox, 2014,
p.54). Recent advances in technology have further
entangled biology and politics, allowing the overarching
control of a sovereign over its people’s bodies (Wilcox,
2014). This allows for prisoners to be subjected to the
will of the increasingly terrorist sovereign, an integral
component of the enactment of political violence.

Why has this Injustice been Allowed to
Continue?

Despite these obviously pernicious human rights
violations, fifteen Guantdnamo Bay prisoners still
remain incarcerated in inhumane conditions (U.S.
Department of Defense, 2025). This is due to a
nuanced arsenal of tactics deployed by the US
Government, including concealment, the simultaneous
encouragement of fear and infantilisation, and the
distancing of the sovereign from torture (Wilcox,
2014, p.62). The US Government's first line of defence
against potential enquiry into the veracity of the
Guantdnamo prisoners’ convictions is concealment.
Acknowledging that the war in Afghanistan had ended,
when US President Joe Biden remarked that ‘Al Qaeda
was decimated’, he blatantly overlooked the prisoners
that were still detained in Guantanamo US President
Joe Biden's statement acknowledging that the war in
Afghanistan had ended and ‘Al Qaeda was decimated’,
in which he completely ignored that prisoners were still
detained in Guantdnamo (The White House, 2021).
This behaviour is emblematic of a broader paradigm:
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US officials take pains to avoid discussing Guantdnamo
Bay, even to justify its existence (Rosenberg, 2020).
This dissimulation keeps the egregious human rights
violations out of mind.

If someone pervades this first line of defence, the US
Government has constructed an underlying wall of
anti-terrorist propaganda, saying that Guantdnamo's
prisoners are ‘the most dangerous, best-trained,
vicious killers on the face of the earth’ (Ward, 2009,
p.148). These exaggerations are designed to instil
fear To return to the example of Biden's statement,
he summarily labelled al-Qaeda members ‘enemy
combatants, which suggests that even if the public
became more aware of the Guantdnamo Bay
prisoners, they would support their detainment due to
national propaganda (The White House, 2021). High-
ranking officials tend to frame the ‘war on terror’ as
never-ending, which has enabled them to disfigure the
public perception of these prisoners into ‘unpeople’, or
something incomprehensibly inferior and ‘other'-after
all, it is easy to excuse torture when it's wielded against
something entirely foreign (Bush, 2003; Chaudhuri,
2012, p.192).

Simultaneously, the Guantdnamo Bay prisoners are
portrayed to be a sort of quasi-population of infantilised
dependants in need of external management; this is
particularly evident in the force-feeding of hunger
strikers, analogous to a parent's actions towards
their picky eater (Wilcox, 2014, p.76). Indeed, a naval
surgeon said of a hunger striker, ‘He’s refused to eat 148
consecutive meals. In my opinion, he's a spoiled brat,
like a small child who stomps his feet when he doesn’t
get his way' (Smith, 2007, in Wilcox, 2014, p.75). This
portrayal of the prisoners as precocious dependents
anticipates the concern that the American public might
become overly fearful of the Guantdnamo prisoners,
thereby giving away power to terrorist organisations
(Wilcox, 2014, p.76). Instead, the public is told that
the US is sufficiently capable to deal with the terrorist
threat and is even benefitting the savage terrorists by
reforming them, as Chaudhuri's postcolonial analysis
of political torture supports (2012). At no point is any
doubt about the prisoners’ guilt introduced.

Thirdly, if the public overcomes these initial roadblocks
to truth and maintain sympathy for the torture victims,
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the US government has distanced the idea of the
sovereign from torture in two ways (Wilcox, 2014,
p.62). Firstly, geographical distancing allows for the
torture to occur not on US soil but a plot of Cuban
land leased by the government, which helps ensure
prisoners are wholly unable to appeal their detainment.
Secondly, multiple officials have furthered political
distancing by claiming that the US is against the use
of torture in investigations, instead using the phrase
‘enhanced interrogations’; similarly, ‘the technique of
sleep deprivation [was] renamed “sleep management™
(Reyes, 2007, p.610; Wilcox, 2014, p.62). This allows
the public to feel safe from being subjected to similar
methods of torture, and serves as another tool to
censor conceptions of political violence in Guantdnamo
Bay.

Conclusion

It is through these strategies that the US Government
has sustained practices like wrongful imprisonment,
use of torture, and theft of bodily autonomy in the
Guantdnamo humanitarian crisis. To justify their
conduct in Guantdnamo, the US exploited the use
of insular anti-terrorist propaganda in support of an
aggressive war on terror. However, the wrongfully
imprisoned continue to comprise the spectre of 9/11;
blighting the US’ facade of disavowing the inhumane
treatment of political prisoners, as agreed upon in the
Geneva Convention. In turn, other member states
should recognise that the war on terror is no excuse
for adopting terrorist behaviour internally - instead,
they must exercise their power to ensure the innocents
detained at Guantdanamo Bay are freed.
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In 1989, the Velvet Revolution marked the start of
a new era for the Czech Republic, characterised by
a constant struggle to build independent statehood
from the remains of centuries-long foreign dominion.
After 35 years, the country still faces a wide range of
challenges, including the construction of a democratic
system which grants uniform protection to all interests,
even the marginalised ones. Its contextual particularities

by Jitka Burian

make the Czech Republic an essential case study
for understanding how various factors influence the
political struggle for social equality. This essay argues
that the Czech Republic's Eastern Bloc history, the
national preeminence of atheism, and homogenous
demography all present significant obstacles to the
contemporary leftist social progress strategies, leaving
marginalised groups without a space where their voices
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can be heard and respected. Specifically, women and
LGBT+ communities suffer at the expense of the
nation'’s Soviet heritage as well as its secular context,
while migrants along with Roma people experience
negative impacts of the lack of diversity.

The Persisting Soviet Legacy

Because the nation continues to view restrictions on
individual freedoms justified in the name of greater
social justice as a Soviet elite power-seeking tactic,many
current equality-oriented policies are consequently
discredited. The Communist Party of Czechoslovakia
(KSC) had been, since its rise to power in 1948, very
active in adopting freedom-limiting measures formally
justified by the promotion of socialism (Simral, 2009,
pp.7/8-80). For instance, oversight of platforms like
the press, education, and media is regarded as a key
tool in upholding socialist ideals in an ‘ideological
struggle’ with foreign regimes. Minister R. Barak, of the
government department concerned with these areas,
stressed that ‘press oversight is a political instrument
and must work completely under the control and
direction of the party’ (1958, cited in Rendek, 2019).
Moreover, many Czechoslovakian citizens were, in the
name of combating the ‘class enemy’, prevented by
the KSC from pursuing certain forms of education
and employment based solely on their class origin or
their family's political associations (PospiSilovd, 2010,
p.12). In reality, these restrictions on freedom did not
lead as much to the spread of socialist sentiments as
they did to the creation of the ‘red bureaucrats’ elite,
cementing the Party’s legal power (Evanson, 1985,
p.255; Rendek, 2019).

In light of these historical considerations, the current
Czech population places personal freedom above
any other value (European Commission, 2021, p.6).
Therefore,contemporary policiesintervening with such
freedom, even if in pursuit of a socially just objective,
face extensive backlash. In the 2024 European Union
(EU) Parliamentary elections, the two most successful
Czech parties took strong stances against censorship
under the EU regulations. The overall winning party,
ANQO, directly referenced this point by an allusion to
the country's Eastern bloc past, stating they want to
‘sive the people in our country as well as in Europe

178 Leviathan Volume 15 No. |

back the freedom which we imagined in 1989 and
which, unfortunately, we are gradually losing again’
(Chceme lidem u nds i v rdmci Evropy vrdtit svobodu
takovou, jakou jsme si predstavovali v roce 1989 a o
kterou bohuZel zase postupné prichdzime.) (ANCO, 2024,
p.13). Analogous trends also appear in contemporary
activism. For example, the majority of the Czech
population disagreed with platforms that limited the
availability of content deemed inappropriate during
the rise of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement
(Simar, 2020).

Similarly, the EU quota aimed at promoting gender
equality within the workplace received widespread
criticism, with  both economists and politicians
emphasising that women are capable of reaching
important positions on their own (Cechl, 2024,
Lansky, 2024). Such an adverse approach towards
this freedom-restricting policy results in negative
labelling of the very individuals whose interests the
policy seeks to advance, i.e. women attempting to
build up their career. Although the quota is not yet
in full force, its portrayal in the media already centres
around the language of capability. Many view the
measure as undermining the fair’ market within which
people reach high positions based on merit, not
some higher systematic interest (Fejtovd, 2023, pp.43,
45)This depiction of equality measures as ‘cheating’
clauses is intensified when considering the KSC’s past
exploitation of social equality as a guise for political
patronage. Consequently, even if gender equality
statistics improve, the extent to which this extends
into practice is, at best, uncertain.

The Soviet legacy further affects voting preferences
and thus the incentives for political actors. The
aforementioned populist party ANO has enjoyed an
overwhelming victory in the last regional elections and
will likely repeat such triumph in the upcoming 2025
governmental elections (CSU 2024; Mahdalové and
Skop, 2024). Notably, this success has come after the
party’s recent EU Parliament affiliation with Hungary's
Prime Minister Viktor Orbdn , who has been very
vocal about his illiberal stands (Patriots.eu, 2024; Stétka
and Mihelj, 2024, p.I I). Considering that such open
disregard of LGBT+ rights has not acted as an obstacle
to ANO's success amongst voters, it is not surprising
that many politicians behave in a similar manner



without apparent concern about potentially losing
the electorate’s support. For instance, the Deputies’
Chamber repeatedly refused the ‘marriage forall’ policy,
even in light of the fact that since 2022, the number
of queer people in the Czech Republic experiencing
discrimination and violence grew by 7 percent (Milde,
2024). While queer activist groups actively try to
engage in lobbying activities and have been able to
expand their agenda due to foreign funding, the lack
of motivation on behalf of domestic actors combined
with medial backlash to more

daring campaigns means that

the materialised achievements

remain greatly limited and unable

to substitute the absence of re-

election incentives (Sloboda,

2022, pp.293-295).

Markedly, the majority public

opinion on LGBT+ within

the Czech Republic is rather

positive. However, the issue

has not been highly politicised

, in contrast to the topic of

freedom restrictions examined

above (Stétka and Mihelj, 2024,

pp. 133-134). Politicians often

rely on this disparity; for instance, ANO’s leader
Andrej Babi$ openly refused to take a stand against
Hungary's disputed ‘anti-LGBT+ awarness’ law and
justified his inaction by placing emphasis on freedom
of a democratically elected government over EU-set
standards regarding minority rights (Beranovd, 2021).
The fact that the Czech electorate is amiable towards
the LGBT+ community yet at the same time forgiving
when it comes to infringements of the group’s rights
arguably suggests that the modern left has failed
to sufficiently demonstrate why queer interests
should be just as political as restrictions on majorital
democratic freedoms. This ultimately leaves the playing
field unevenly skewed in favour of the nation's Soviet
heritage.

Secular Political Debate

Another intricacy to consider is that the Czech
Republic’s qualification as an atheist country makes
combating political actors with discriminative objectives

Jitka Burian

an unusually complex challenge for leftist agendas
(S¢itdni, 2021). Within Czech political discourse, the
Church and the folk’ remain strictly separate, often
even framed as in opposition to each other (Fila, 2019,
pp.47, 60-63). The farright thus finds itself unable
to sway the public opinion solely by references to
Church-linked dogmas as these appear to have no
intrinsic value for the citizens' interests. Instead, far-
right actors employ such doctrines in the pretence
of seemingly secular arguments. For example, the
conservative Aliance pro rodinu
(Alliance for Family) published
an article that scrutinised a
proposed inclusion of LGBT+
topics into the Czech mandated
curriculum , using historical and
legal references as well as data
analysis (Alipro, 2024).The piece
also subtly frames the very
existence of queer people as an
ideological question; thus, they
effectively mask a substantively
doctrinal conclusion behind a
complex inquiry. Such strategies
arguably constitute one of the
reasons why Czech opposition
to LGBT+ rights, as opposed to countries with
stronger clerical tradition, lacks an openly aggressive
character, consequently making justification of a
more demanding leftist movement rather difficult
(Sloboda, 2022, p.297). Notably, one of the most
prominent successes of Czech LGBT+ activism has
been the passing of the Registered Partnership Act
in 2006 accomplished via willingness towards material
compromises; on the other hand, attempting to drive
a demanding ‘all or nothing’ bargain in the following

years failed to further perpetuate legislative progress
(Sloboda, pp.289, 294).

As Czech discriminatory groups avoid dogmatic
argumentation, they often tend to apply a more
sophisticated rhetoric.Forinstance,a civil group Tradi¢nf
Rodina (Traditional Family) explicitly states within their
objectives they are not homophobic and they support
‘independent women with equal rights’, while at the
same time implicitly positioning LGBT+ and feminist
activism into a direct conflict with children’s wellbeing
and national interest (TR 2024). Resultantly, views of
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these farright actors often get underappreciated in
severity, not giving rise to ‘extremist’ labels even where
such labels would otherwise be due. This leads to a
lack of formal safeguards, as in the case of Alliance
for Family members cooperating so closely with
the government that even several religious groups
openly called it a breach of democratic principles
(Petice, 2023). In consequence, women and the queer
community become especially vulnerable, for far
right groups frequently lobby against equality policies
concerned with private life, such as the ratification of
the Istanbul Convention, an international treaty aimed
at mitigating violence against women (Chytra, 2024).
As these discriminatory sentiments make their way
into the mainstream political discourse by lacking a
prima facie radical nature, combating them poses a
much more convoluted challenge than dealing with
outlier doctrinal claims.

Homogeneity and Prejudice

Lastly, it is crucial to consider the nation’s significant
lack of ethnic and cultural diversity and its causal link to
the population’s vulnerability to fear-installing populist
campaigns (Eurydice, 2023). According to Gordon
Allport's contact hypothesis, frequent inter-group
contact leads to improved relations between different
demographics and lowers the likelihood of prejudice
(Barni et al,, 2020).The Czech Republic's overwhelming
homogeneity, however, means most citizens do not
regularly interact with people of other nationalities or
ethnicities. Their judgement of such groups becomes
dependent on sources ratherthan personal experience.
Socially conservative political actors have exploited
this, utilising international affairs to position minorities
at the centre of complex societal issues. For instance,
the Czech economy depends largely on Germany
(Drahozalovd, Kabrt and Galuscdk, 2023). Czech
media frequently capitalises on this rather one-sidedly
reliant relationship by prioritising fear, specifically in its
portrayal of the migration issue ever since the start
of the 2015 European migrant crisis. Recent headlines
on iDnes, the most visited domestic news website
(NetMonitor; 2024), include ‘One Syrian family, |10
crimes. Migrant criminality moves Germany' (Sladek,
2024a) or "Two-thirds of state benefits go to migrants,
yet they do not even account for thirty percent of the
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German population” (Sladek, 2024b). Such coverage
not only initiates fear of Germany’s possible economic
collapse, an event most probably to be followed by
catastrophic consequences for the Czech Republic, but
also gives the readers a considerably negative picture
of migrants, further reinforcing their marginalisation.

Consequently, a pattern of perceiving migrants as
a threat to the citizens’ welfare and safety emerges
(Stétka and Mihelj, 2024, p.123). It can distinctly be
identified within both the objectives of protests against
Ukrainian refugees and a campaign launched by a far-
right SPD Party (Svoboda a primd demokracie) that saw
posters depicting a black man covered in blood and
holding a knife, accompanied by the title ‘Imported
surgeons will not solve the shortcomings in the health
sector - stop the EU migration pact’ (Danda, 2024).
The impacts of such perception extend materially
into migrants’ everyday lives; Ukrainian refugees, for
example, are commonly subjected to both verbal
and physical discrimination (Amnesty International,
2023). So far, the left has failed to launch a sufficient
counter narrative. Within the 2024 EU Parliamentary
elections, even most of the progressive parties avoided
supporting openly pro-migration programmes to
gather wider voter support, backing international aid
rather than an inter-border one (Programydovoleb,
2024). Certain organisations, such as the Association
for Integration and Migration (SIMI), seek to improve
the situation. However, SIMI's budget allocation
illustrates that while receiving a considerable number
of donations, the resulting sums available to such actors
are merely sufficient to cover the most pressing issues
linked to migrants’ livelihood, with little resources left
forawareness raising projects (SIMI,2023,pp.5-6,8-13).
Since institutional donors substitute the majority of the
funding (p. 14), increased governmental focus on inter-
border aid seems essential for enabling population-
wide incentives. Notably, Czech citizens’ engagement
with digital news has been linked to more liberal stands
towards migration (Stétka and Mihelj, 2024, p.143),
suggesting online platforms to be a possibly useful
and relatively inexpensive tool for leftist movements
to utilise in altering the electorate’s and thus also the
executive’s sentiments. Nevertheless, neither SIMI
nor other major organisations, including for example
OPU (Organizace pro pomoc uprchlikim) or CIC
(Centrum pro integraci cizinct), employ this strategy



on a significant scale (OPU, 2024) (CIC, 2024).

Another group impacted by Czech homogeneity
are the Romani people. After being forced to stop
travelling under the Communist regime and receiving
little assistance with societal integration, a socio-
economic segregation emerged which persists
today, as seen in the systematic isolation of Romani
children within education (Amnesty International,
2023). Media portrayal continues its fear-dominant
strategy by focusing mostly on welfare and criminal
matters about the Romani community (RySavy, 2023).
For instance, iDnes has recently published an article
titled “The Romani people show up with bags and
then immediately sell'. Foresters are worried about
buckthorn thieves’ (Krivohlavy, 2024). Aheadline from
novinky.cz likewise reads ‘Romani men blackmailed a
bar operator with a made-up story. They came for the
money thirty times' (Mrdzovd, 2024). Leftist politicians,
with a similar approach, aim for majority votes rather
than dedicating their platform to minorities’ struggles.
Local activism, too, fails at supplementing the lack of
direct integration, particularly due to the employment
of Western-centred action models. Romea’s project
SafeNet serves as a great example since it targets
online hate speech (Romea, no date), a strategy
ineffective within the Czech context for reasons
relating to freedom restrictions examined within the
first argument of this text. While the left stays silent,
or at best applies strategies not well suited for the
nation's specific circumstances, the media's negative
and fear-centred depictions of Romani people and
migrants continue to inform public perceptions, thus
reinforcing their segregation from society.

Conclusion

Upon detailed examination, it becomes clear that the
Czech Republic’s history continues to prejudice the
country's public sphere, along with implications of
atheism and homogeneity, making the political playing
fleld uneven at the expense of marginalised groups’
well-being. Thus far, the modern left has been unable
to adjust its strategies accordingly, responding to
domestic particularities by either partially abandoning
unpopularobjectives orapplying schemes incompatible
with predominant national sentiments. As long as it
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continues with such disregarding approaches, Czech
marginalised groups are likely to remain within the
democratically grey systematic realm, silenced in their
oppression by mainstream demands and priorities.
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‘Even animals get to be with their families, yet | have
been separated from mine for over 70 years. My tears
have dried, but my desire to see my family remains.
How can I bear leaving my wife avnd child behind in
North Korea?’ asked Hyun Joon Lee, a victim of Korea’s
separatin, just months before his passing in 2020. (Lee
and Lee, 2020).

or over half a century, inter-Korean relations have

been dominated by power struggles, reflected in
missile tests and military conflicts. While most literature
on this topic centres on geopolitical dynamics, it often
overlooks the human toll and the deep, structural
violence inflicted on separated families. A shift towards
a more human-centred perspective on the Korean
divisionis urgently needed, one that weighs the personal
costs alongside political ones. The significant influence
of inter-Korean relations on family reunification efforts
is exemplified by improved relations, such as those
fostered by the 1998 Sunshine Policy, which brought
new opportunities for family reunions. Accordingly,
this essay highlights the often overlooked yet essential
dimension of inter-Korean relations, by focusing on the
lived experiences of the separated families, with the
basic human right of family unity denied according to
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights Article 16
(UN General Assembly, 1948). Addressing this human
cost is crucial to achieve peace in the Korean Peninsula.

Background of the Korean Peninsula

The historical and political context of the inter-Korean
conflict, rooted in the division of the Korean Peninsula
after World War Il and the subsequent Korean War
is critical in understanding how it manifests itself
today. Korea was an independent and unified nation
before Japan's annexation and colonisation in [910.
The once independent nation was reduced to a mere
frontier province of the Japanese empire and served
as a foothold for future invasions into the continent
(Ku, 2021). After the Japanese surrender in 1945, the
Moscow conference was held and a five yeartrusteeship
for Korea was decided by the United States, the
Soviet Union and Britain. The Korean peninsula was
split along the 38th parallel into Soviet and American
zones of occupation with two rival and ideologically
opposed governments (Ku, 202I). The Soviet-

controlled Northern side became the Democratic
People’'s Republic of Korea, or North Korea, while
the American-controlled Southern side became the
Republic of Korea, or South Korea. The desire to unify
the Korean Peninsula eventually led to the Korean War
in 1950, displacing and detaching innumerable families
on both sides of the perimeter (Foley, 2001). Despite
the signing of the Korean Armistice Agreementin 1953,
the president of South Korea, President Syngman Ryee,
opposed the agreement and never signed it (Levie,
1993). The Korean Peninsula technically remained at
war for decades without a peace agreement, leaving
many unable to reunite with loved ones and deepening
the emotional scars caused by decades of separation.

Despite the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and
the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991— both
emblematic of the decline of global ideological
divisions— the ideological division in the Korean
Peninsula persisted. The North remained Socialist
and Anti-Imperialist, while the South developed into a
democratic and capitalist nation, reflecting the enduring
legacy of the Cold War in the region. The Demilitarised
Zone (DMZ) remains a striking reminder of Korean
separation, with at least ten million Koreans affected
by the division of barbed wire and landmines (Brady,
2008). The loss of family ties remains an unremitting
source of anxiety and distress for many, exacerbated
by the difficulty of establishing contact with loved
ones in the North through official and secure channels
(Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for
Human Rights, 2016). Park (2009) emphasised the
need for peacebuilding to ensure peace and prosperity
in the region and beyond, creating an environment for
family reunification. Separated families are unable to
reach each other from the other side, which inflicts an
immense emotional toll on them.

Following the 30th anniversary of the Korean War
ceasefire in 1983, the Korean Broadcasting System
(KBS) created and aired a special live broadcast
titled ‘Finding Dispersed Families.’ Initially planned as
a 95-minute broadcast, the overwhelming positive
response in finding loved ones on the other side of the
Peninsula, led to its extension to a total of 453 hours
over 138 days. In 2015, the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
recognised the programme’s impact by including it in
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the Memory of the World Register. KBS noted that
it ‘raised widespread recognition in Korea and around
the world of the deep scars that the Cold War had left
on individuals' (KBS, n.d.)). The programme has shown
how the prolonged separation of families can be a form
of emotional cruelty and invisible intergenerational
violence, as the fundamental right to family reunification
is denied.

Family Voices

To fully understand the human cost of the inter-Korean
conflict, it is important to acknowledge the profound
burden and mental weight that separation has inflicted
on individuals and families. The Office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (2016)
highlights several accounts of separated families and
llustrates the long-term impacts of Korea's division.
One account involves a woman, Ms Kim Keum-ok,
who mentioned that:

The only record | have for my son and three daughters
is a section in the family history book that includes a
description of what is inherited. | recall the exact location
of our farm and | believe there is an address book of North
Korea at the Seoul National Library that could be used to
cross-check it; that is all | could do (OHCHR, 2016, p.12).

Another man, Mr Kim Gu-Hyun recalled a policy to
disperse villages where members of the same extended
family lived: ‘there were more than 100 households
in my hometown with the family name Kim, and they
were all dispersed. | had to leave’ (OHCHR, 2016, p.18).
The report estimates that up to five million Koreans
relocated to either the North or the South during the
war, leaving their families behind, while as many as one
hundred thousand were forcibly disappeared. Fewer
than two thousand people could obtain information
on their lost relatives or meet them in person as
of October 2015 (OHCHR, 2016). Crucially, these
stories are only the tip of the iceberg as interviews
can only be conducted in South Korea. Many North
Koreans remained silenced due to strict controls in
communication. Consequently, numerous personal
narratives, deeply marked by emotional scars and the
lingering hope for reconciliation, remain unheard. This
highlights the ongoing psychological and social impact of
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Korea’s division, with much of the suffering concealed.

Issues of Divided Families First
Addressed

The North-South Korea Red Cross Talks in 971
marked a significant turning point in post-war inter-
Korean relations, which ostensibly addressed what
Foley (2021) referred to as the ‘humanitarian’ issue of
‘family separation among Koreans' (Foley, 2021, p.383).
The 4 July South-North Joint Communiqué was signed
in 1972, representing the first agreement ever made
between North Korea and South Korea since the
beginning of their division.The two Koreas agreed to
‘seek reunification of the divided country’ (Nam, 1975,
p4/7). The ‘Divided Family Reunions’ programme was
introduced with the promise of solving or even ending
family separation (Foley, 2021). The first reunion of
divided family members occurred in 1985, when 50
South Koreans went to Pyongyang while 50 North
Koreans travelled to Seoul. While these reunions
briefly reunited family members after decades apart,
they were ultimately separated again. Foley underlined
that interpersonal and communal concerns are placed
secondary to what is perceived as state security and
stressed the need for a mechanism to ensure continued
contact (2021). Suh explains that the issue of separated
families will always be challenging, as both sides have
conflicting priorities: the North prioritises political
stability, while the South focuses more on humanitarian
aspects (2002). Family reunions allow information from
the South to flow into the North, which Pyongyang
fears may endanger the political stability of the regime.

Sunshine Policy: Efforts for Family
Reunification

The turn of the twenty-first century marked a gradual
improvement in relations between the two countries.
In 2000, President Kim Dae-Jung became the first
South Korean president to visit North Korea, attending
the first-ever inter-Korean summit since the Korean
War. This historic summit took place in Pyongyang
from 13 to |15 June, where President Kim met with
North Korea's Supreme Leader, Kim Jong-il (Levin and



Han, 2002). Under President Kim's leadership, South
Korea adopted the Sunshine Policy towards North
Korea from 1998 to 2008, aiming to pursue a more
peaceful relationship with North Korea and reduce its
international isolation of its neighbour (Levin and Han,
2002). President Kim was also awarded the Nobel
Peace Prize in 2000 for his work on democracy and
human rights in South Korea and East Asia, particularly
for attempting peace and reconciliation with North
Korea (The Nobel Prize Organisation, 2000).The
Sunshine Policy significantly improved the efforts to
reunite families that had been separated.

The Sunshine Policy was based on three basic principles:
zero tolerance towards North Korean armed
provocations, no South Korean efforts to undermine
or unify the North, and active attempts by South
Korea to promote reconciliation
and cooperation on the Korean
Peninsula  (Levin and Han,
2002). This policy led to the
establishment of the Kaesong
Industrial Region, where South
Korean firms could employ
labour from North Korea,
creating a win-win situation for
both countries and establishing
economic ties. Additionally, the
Red Cross facilitated efforts
to re-establish  family links
between the divided countries.
Occasional family reunions for
displaced individuals during the implementation of
the Sunshine Policy. However, only a small fraction
of eligible individuals were given this opportunity.
Approximately 130,000 individuals in the South have
registered for dispersed family reunions since 1953,
yet only 2,325 families have been reunited since
the Inter-Korean Summit in 2000 (OHCHR, 2016).
Nevertheless, the Sunshine Policy still played a pivotal
role in strengthening bonds among divided families,
offering them hope and opportunity for a reunion and
fostering a broader dialogue about reconciliation and
healing.

Geopolitical Challenges

The geopolitical tensions between
North Korea and South Korea are

not merely matters of political ~ ase
discourse; they dictate the success
and frequency of family reunion
efforts, and shape the very fabric
of human lives on both sides of the

divide.
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The geopolitical tensions between North Korea
and South Korea are not merely matters of political
discourse; they dictate the success and frequency of
family reunion efforts, and shape the very fabric of
human lives on both sides of the divide. According to
Lee , family reunion efforts were hampered by the
deterioration of inter-Korean relations following the
rise to power of conservative President Lee Myung-
bak in 2008, after a decade of progressive liberal rule
in South Korea (2023). President Lee approached
inter-Korean relations from a pragmatic economic
standpoint, focusing on a market-oriented perspective,
increased nuclear threat from the North, and a shift in
public opinion against unconditional economic support
to Pyongyang, leading to the discontinuation of the
Sunshine Policy and hostile relations (Park, 2008). The
securitisation of North Korea by the South involved
a strict linkage between the
military security concerns of
the nuclear programme and
inter-Korean relations, which
encompassed  several
other aspects apart from
security, such as economic and
cultural cooperation  (Milani,
2018). After 2008, family
reunion efforts were further
curtailed due to the decline
in inter-Korean relations. The
year 2010 was particularly
tumultuous, marked by
significant events such as the
sinking of the South Korean Navy vessel Cheonan —
attributed to a North Korean torpedo attack — and
the bombing of Yeonpyeong Island by North Korean
forces (Lee, 2023).These incidents escalated North-
South Korea tensions and stalled reconciliation efforts.
In a bid to facilitate family reunions amidst strained
relations in light of these events, the North requested
rice and fertiliser from the South. However, hopes
for the continuation of the reunion programme were
ultimately dashed in light of escalating tensions and
political deadlock (Bagherzadeh, 2014).

The destruction of the Inter-Korean Liaison Office
in June 2020 marked another low point in relations.
Consequently, Pyongyang's nuclear and missile
programme has beena central source of regional tension.
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In the current global political climate — characterised by
intense China-US competition, ongoing conflicts, and
economic uncertainty — the prospects for regular and
successful family reunions remain uncertain. The voices
of separated families have been further marginalised
and suppressed by the geopolitical priorities of both
governments. Urgent issues such as nuclear negotiations
and military competition between the two nations, and
the economic sanctions imposed on North Korea by
the international community have overshadowed the
humanitarian crisis of family divisions.

Another complicating factor is that family reunion
programmes are often used as bargaining chips
in negotiations, exploiting humanitarian issues for
political gain. These programmes should represent
an opportunity for inter-Korean exchange and peace
efforts, rather than serving as a means to an end. To
address this, the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights (2016) proposed
a framework for family reunions based on human
rights obligations from international humanitarian law
and agreements . Importantly, this framework places
human rights and victim experiences at the heart of
the decision-making process, positioning individuals as
active participants rather than passive beneficiaries.
Additionally, it calls for both governments to address
the discriminatory procedures and power imbalances
that perpetuate the involuntary separation of families
in both nations. Milani highlighted the importance of
broadening the current security concept to include
human security, treating it as equal to state security
(2018). With this in mind, Milani further asserts that
the two Koreas should aim to manage their relations
cooperatively to reduce tensions, foster mutual
trust, and promote national reconciliation through
interactions and cooperation in non-political fields like
family reunions and cultural exchanges (2018).

Conclusion

Today, countless families remain separated across
the border, unable to meet their loved ones on the
other side. For too long, the interpersonal, familial
and community consequences of the Korean conflict
have been overlooked. The division of Korea is not
merely a political, economic, or military issue; it is also
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a profoundly personal one. Every story of a separated
family — Ms Kim locating her family home and Mr Kim
leaving his village due to forced dispersion — serves as
a critical reminder of the overlooked human cost of
geopolitical tensions. These voices must be central to
political discourse and policy advocacy, shifting the focus
to the importance of humanitarian connections. The
physical and psychological violence of separation has
been ignored for decades, yet reclaiming these stories
can powerfully advance the movement for family
reunification. Amplifying these voices is essential for
building a vision of a peaceful, stable, and prosperous
Korean Peninsula.
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Concluding Remarks

Stay Tuned for Tipping Point, coming Spring 2025
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