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Flux operates out of Montréal, located on the traditional territory of the Kanien’keha:ka, a 
place which has long served as a site of meeting and exchange amongst nations. The Kanien’ke-
ha:ka are the keepers of the Eastern Door of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy. In writing about po-
litical science and international relations we strive to incorporate diverse voices and bear in mind 
the forces, including (neo) colonialism, which have shaped the way we understand international 
relations. We encourage all readers to inform themselves on and actively resist, in the diverse 
forms that resistance can take, (neo) colonialism in Canada and abroad. 
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Welcome to the second issue of Volume 14 of Flux: International Relations Review!

Once again, our devoted team here at Flux—from writers and editors to graphic designers and peer 
reviewers to executive directors—has worked tirelessly to create an insightful collage of youth 
scholarship on contemporary world issues.

Volume XIV, Issue II, contains twelve original essays written by undergraduates from universities 
across Canada, as well as Flux’s first article from the University of Edinburgh. Within Flux’s broad 
theme of international affairs, these pieces of scholarship touch on political issues in many corners 
of the globe from the disciplinary perspectives of political science, history, gender studies, and 
economics.

I congratulate each of the writers and editors for their achievements in this issue. As always, 
special thanks go to our graphic designer, Luiz de Oliveira Freitas, and our layout editor, Wendy 
Lin, who are responsible for this publication’s visual appeal. I hope you enjoy reading the articles 
as much as the Flux team enjoyed working on them. I am proud of all the authors and the entire 
Flux’s team for making this edition possible.

Best,
Tito Almeida
Editor-in-Chief of Flux: International Relations Review 2023-2024.

FOREWORD
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Heterogeneous rights – 
Brazil and international SOGI norm 
promotion (Discourse and Power)

Robert Black, McGill University
Edited by Myriam Tounekti and Jules Borgetto

ABSTRACT
This paper explores the complex landscape of sexual orientation and gender identity (SOGI) 

politics in Brazil, and the country’s promotion of these human rights norms internationally. De-
spite Brazil’s image as a trailblazer in LGBTQ+ rights and inclusion, activists are challenged 
domestically by legislative hurdles and conservative movements. Brazil’s challenging domestic 
situation stands in stark contrast with the country’s role as a prominent advocate for SOGI norms 
internationally. This paper unpacks these contradictions and compares Brazil’s trajectory with 
those of Argentina and South Africa. A closer look at SOGI human rights norms in the Brazilian 
context reveals diverse pathways to human rights norm promotion. Despite setbacks, Brazil’s 
experience offers insights into the resilience of human rights advocacy and the potential for trans-
formative change, advocating for a nuanced understanding of SOGI politics amidst diverse actors 
and contexts.
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The Global North is widely understood 
as the primary site from which human rights 
norms emerge and are exported. While many 
states in the Global North have been very ac-
tive human rights norm entrepreneurs, they do 
not have a monopoly on “norm-protagonism,” 
the active promotion of norms, in the field of 
human rights (Klein 2021, 16). Latin American 
countries have promoted human rights norms 
internationally and some adopted landmark 
progressive policies such as marriage equali-
ty and gender recognition policies earlier than 
their counterparts in the Global North. This is 
not to say that any one region of the world has 
a monopoly on sexual orientation and gender 
identity (SOGI) human rights norms promo-
tion. Rather, it demonstrates the complexity 
and uneven legislation of these norms around 
the world. There is a wealth of contradictions 
between and within countries on the issue of 
SOGI norms, with some countries defending 
these norms internationally despite a question-
able human rights situation domestically, and 
others denying the very existence of LGBTQ+ 
identities. These contradictions are caused by 
a complex combination of political factors, so-
cio-cultural norms, activist strategies and na-
tional histories.

Brazil is one such country, as it has been de-
scribed as “an extremely contradictory country” 
in terms of 2SLGBTQ+ rights (Global Spot-
light 2016). The country is known to celebrate 
queer identities and was one of the first coun-
tries to push for SOGI human rights protections 
at the international level in 2003 (Nogueira 
2017, 550). Brazil is home to the world famous 
São Paolo pride parade and is a world leader in 

progressive gender identity laws.
The queer community does however face 

many challenges domestically as comprehen-
sive legal protections for LGBTQ+ people have 
faced legislative obstacles. This paper will argue 
that the counterintuitive state of queer rights in 
Brazil at the domestic and international level is 
the product of the conflicting influences of vari-
ous norm entrepreneurs domestically and inter-
nationally. The country’s queer community has 
been politically engaged and well connected 
with a political leadership that has been fairly 
receptive to its calls to action. The government 
has participated in counter-hegemonic efforts 
to advance SOGI norms internationally. Activ-
ists have however been confronted domestical-
ly to a challenging political environment with 
influential evangelical and conservative move-
ments (Encarnación 2016). Despite a degree of 
political support for human rights protections 
for LGBTQ+ communities, these hegemonic 
groups have been able to block most attempts 
at legislating many of the human rights norms 
Brazil promotes internationally.

The paper will start with a discussion of 
SOGI politics in Brazil. This includes queer 
rights activists and their historical strategies, 
political alliances and conflicts with other norm 
entrepreneurs. I will compare the queer rights 
movements in Brazil and Argentina by ana-
lysing strategies, successes and failures. This 
will be followed by a discussion of Brazil’s 
SOGI norm protagonism on the international 
stage. Brazil’s protagonism will be analysed 
alongside South Africa’s and I will discuss the 
impact and implications of their norm entrepre-
neurship. The paper’s final section will unpack 
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the legislature, backed by widespread religious 
and conservative attitudes in society, were un-
willing to accept compromises to pass reforms 
(Encarnación 2016, 170-1). The challenges to 
SOGI norms legislation are partly due to Bra-
zil’s electoral system which has been described 
as a “deadlock democracy” (Ames 2009). It 
“generates and rewards a multiplicity of weak 
parties and individualistic, pork-oriented pol-
iticians with little accountability to citizens” 
(Encarnación 2016, 160), giving small parties 
significant veto power and making it extreme-
ly challenging to have a legislative majority or 
pass bills without extensive compromise.

Although the structure of Brazil’s elector-
al system undoubtedly contributes to the lack 
of progress on SOGI norms domestically, the 
larger patriarchal and religious social context 
that underpins conservative influence in the 
legislature should not be forgotten. While queer 
identities are expressed rather freely and open-
ly during major events in large cities such as 
São Paolo’s Pride Parade, a large segment of 
the population harbors hostile attitudes towards 
these identities. Public acceptance is strongly 
influenced by Brazilian sexual attitudes and ex-
pressions of masculinity, which are crucial in 
shaping public perceptions and acceptance of 
queer communities. Observers note a link be-
tween personal struggles with masculinity and 
expressions of homophobia among Brazilian 
men, where hostility towards queer identities 
is perceived as constituting “proof of their ma-
chismo” (Encarnación 2016, 157).

While anti-LGBTQ+ hate is recognised 
as an expression of traditional masculinity in 
many parts of the world, a study on homopho-

the contradictions between Brazil’s domestic 
situation and international position, and how 
this paradox challenges and complexifies the 
notion of homonationalism as discussed by Jas-
bir K. Puar and other scholars.

I - Queer Politics in Brazil
Although some people report experiencing 

a degree of tolerance under military rule, Bra-
zil’s National Truth Commission, established 
in 2011 to investigate violations committed 
during the military dictatorship, recognised 
LGBTQ+ people as a group targeted by the 
military (Encarnación 2016, 165). After Brazil 
transitioned to democracy in 1985, a host of 
political groups emerged, including the Parti-
do dos Trabalhadores [Workers Party] (PT). 
The PT was the only party that was willing to 
welcome LGBTQ+ groups as part of its mis-
sion to become Brazil’s “most inclusive and 
diverse” political party (Encarnación 2016, 
168). The PT’s early and explicit support for 
the LGBTQ+ rights made the queer community 
one of the party’s oldest and most loyal constit-
uencies (Encarnación 2016, 178).

While this early alliance gave LGBTQ+ ad-
vocates an access to legislative and executive 
environments that activists around the world 
would envy, it focused almost exclusively on 
legislative initiatives. This was arguably done 
at the expense of other strategies which could 
have involved more engagement with society 
and culture at large to change people’s atti-
tudes (Encarnación 2016, 170). The legislative 
approach had little success, with none of the 
bills relating to SOGI rights being made into 
law in Congress. Conservative groups within 
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also inflict violence on visibly queer people. 
This violence has been described as “an ep-
idemic of gay killings” (Encarnación 2016, 
156). Grupo Gay Bahia (GGB) is Brazil’s old-
est queer rights organization still in existence 
and its data on anti-queer violence has been 
used by both the Brazilian government and the 
US State Department’s human rights office. 
GGB reported a record 326 killings motivat-
ed by anti-queer sentiments in 2014 and has 
dubbed Brazil “the world’s champion of ho-
mophobic crimes” (Encarnación 2016, 157), a 
claim which has been disputed. While there is 
undeniably extensive homophobic violence in 
Brazil, some critics including columnist J. R. 
Guzzo argue that GGB’s data fails to account 
for the wider context of violence in Brazil. 
They further argue that the extent of homopho-
bic violence in Brazil cannot accurately be 
compared with other jurisdictions because of 
the paucity of reliable data worldwide (Encar-
nación 2016, 156-7). Despite these nuances, it 
is clear that Brazil’s hegemonic patriarchal and 
conservative religious norms all have tangible 
and deadly impacts on queer communities in 
the country’s urban hubs and beyond.

The range of actors opposing progressive 
SOGI human rights norms points to a central 
criticism of the Brazilian queer movement: its 
emphasis on a legislative approach. The move-
ment’s alliance with the PT has failed to bring 
about legislative changes because of a hostile 
political environment and the PT’s political 
strategies. This has been a source of frustration 
for many activists, who have been increasing-
ly turning to the courts to advance their agen-
da. Unlike the legislative approach, working 

bia in Brazil’s northeast, one of the most dis-
advantaged parts of the country, documented 
the particularities of women’s attitudes towards 
queer identities. Conducted in the late 1990s, 
it found that women were slightly more ho-
mophobic than men, and male homophobia was 
directed towards men and women equally. This 
contrasts with similar studies conducted in the 
United States (Encarnación 2016, 155). While 
no single group is in control of society’s accep-
tance of SOGI identities, this study showcases 
the complexity of anti-queer sentiments.

Furthermore, various religious groups ex-
ercise significant influence on both legislative 
agendas and social attitudes. The Evangelical 
community, which is closely associated with 
conservative political movements and places a 
strong emphasis on missionary work, makes up 
a larger proportion of the population in Brazil 
than in most Latin American countries (Encar-
nación,   158). Both Evangelical and Catholic 
leaders are openly hostile towards queer com-
munities, although Evangelical leaders have 
a much greater capacity to mobilize their fol-
lowers against queer rights (Encarnación 2016, 
159). Religious rhetoric is often dehumaniz-
ing and it feeds a culture of hostility towards 
LGBTQ+ people, normalizing and validating 
violence. Encarnación explains that “religious 
rhetoric contributes to a kind of structural ho-
mophobia” (Encarnación 2016, 158) by voic-
ing generalized hostility, supporting particular 
political groups and organising protests against 
the acceptance of queer identities.

Beyond constituting obstacles for legal rec-
ognition of queer rights, these social attitudes 



13

generate resentment and heightened opposition 
to these rights if they are seen as punitive and 
are not accompanied with efforts to reform so-
ciety and culture. The Argentinian movement 
followed a different approach by engaging 
extensively with society while also pursuing a 
legislative strategy. They also benefitted from 
significant political support, with President 
Kirchner demonstrating serious personal com-
mitment to legalise same-sex marriage (Encar-
nación 2016, 181).

This does not mean that the PT neglected 
their LGBTQ+ constituency, rather that the par-
ty’s commitment wavered according to elector-
al circumstances. The PT set aside its support 
for LGBTQ+ rights in the 1990s and in the lead 
up to the 2010 elections to court conservative 
voters which alienated the party’s queer sup-
porters, especially younger generations (En-
carnación 2016, 173; 181). Conversely, sup-
port for LGBTQ+ rights gained momentum in 
the lead up to the 2014 presidential elections. 
Incumbent Dilma Rousseff was vocal in her 
support for LGBTQ+ rights during the cam-
paign, both domestically and internationally, 
to gain progressive support. During her cam-
paign, Rousseff explicitly stated her support 
for LGBTQ+ rights in her speech to the UN 
General Assembly (UNGA) and mobilized 
Brazilian diplomats around the world to ensure 
the UN Human Rights Council would approve 
a Brazilian resolution on SOGI human rights. 
Embassies located in member countries of the 
Council successfully negotiated the resolution’s 
adoption thanks to this unusual level of mobili-
zation for a human rights resolution (Nogueira 
2017, 558). While this was not the first time 

through the courts has produced successes 
such as marriage equality and adoption rights 
for same-sex couples. However, these legal 
advances have had a limited impact on social 
acceptance. While in many western countries 
social acceptance preceded legal recognition 
of rights, in Brazil legal recognition came first. 
This again points to the central shortcoming of 
the Brazilian queer movement: its inability to 
produce widespread social acceptance.

Activists are now drawing inspiration 
from the Argentinian queer rights movement 
which managed to achieve legislative changes 
through a different approach. While not all ele-
ments of Argentinian activists’ approach are di-
rectly transposable, namely their mobilization 
of historically salient human rights arguments, 
there are some practices that can be translated 
into the Brazilian context. Legislative change 
and a greater degree of social acceptance was 
achieved in Argentina by engaging with soci-
ety and culture at large to challenge “the he-
gemonic collective conscience that made the 
homophobes feel comfortable in their think-
ing” (Encarnación 2016, 186). The Brazilian 
movement’s legislative approach has been 
quite focused on punitive legislative measures 
that involves guaranteeing SOGI human rights 
norms are officially recognised, but paying less 
attention to broader public engagement with 
social and cultural attitudes. Even if the Brazil-
ian legislative environment had been conducive 
to the codification of SOGI norms, it is possible 
that these legal protections would have had a 
limited effect on LGBTQ+ people’s daily lives. 
Indeed, an overly legislative approach to guar-
anteeing respect for human rights norms can 
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quarters in 2007 (Nogueira 2017, 550).
Following the defeat of its 2003 resolu-

tion, Brazil decided to focus its efforts on re-
gional norm promotion at the Organization for 
American States (OAS), while continuing to 
support lower profile declarations of support 
at the UN. At the OAS in 2008, Brazil spon-
sored the “Resolution on Human Rights, Sex-
ual Orientation, and Gender Identity” (Human 
Rights Watch 2008), the first LGBTQ+ rights 
resolution adopted by an intergovernmental 
body. This resolution would go on to form the 
basis of a similar 2011 resolution presented by 
Brazil and South Africa at the UN (Nogueira 
2017, 551). South Africa’s co-sponsorship of 
the 2011 resolution followed a period of South 
African withdrawal from SOGI human rights 
norm advocacy, which it had been involved in 
prior to 2003 (Klein 2021, 3).

South Africa and Brazil are especially well 
situated to advance counter-hegemonic queer 
rights norms internationally. Indeed, both are 
emerging powers in the Global South, they 
are two of the three democracies in the BRICS 
alliance and the only BRICS countries where 
LGBTQ+ people’s rights are recognized (Klein 
2021, 3). Global South advocacy for SOGI 
rights can strengthen counter arguments claim-
ing that queer identities are invented and im-
posed by the West. For this reason, both Brazil 
and South Africa’s initiatives have been wel-
comed by western countries, although both 
countries have faced difficulties in their human 
rights foreign policy. Brazil has been more 
consistent in its support of international SOGI 
norms, likely because it enjoys a regional con-
text that is more welcoming to this advocacy 

Brazil demonstrated leadership in SOGI human 
rights internationally, it is an example of one 
of the few times the country’s international and 
domestic SOGI rights promotion aligned in one 
initiative.

II - Brazil’s international SOGI 
norm protagonism

While Brazil’s domestic LGBTQ+ rights 
promotion has been quite heterogeneous, its 
track record on the international scene has 
long been one of consistent support for hu-
man rights norms since the early 21st century. 
In 2003, Brazil tabled a resolution at the UN 
Human Rights Council entitled “Human Rights 
and Sexual Orientation,” commonly known as 
the “Brazil resolution.” The resolution faced 
strong opposition and its vote was postponed 
until 2004 before eventually being withdrawn 
(Klein 2021, 12). While the Council never even 
voted on the resolution, it still had a signifi-
cant impact. The Brazil resolution amplified 
LGBTQ+ human rights advocacy within the 
UN and created enthusiasm among activists 
which culminated in the elaboration of the Yo-
gyakarta Principles in 2006 (Nogueira 2017, 
550). These principles were elaborated accord-
ing to the same model as the Brazil resolution: 
rather than pushing for the creation of new hu-
man rights norms specific to LGBTQ+ people, 
it argued that existing non-discrimination prin-
ciples in human rights texts should be applied 
to LGBTQ+ people (Klein 2021, 13; Thoreson 
2009). Despite the Yogyakarta Principles being 
a non-binding declaration, Brazil lent them le-
gitimacy by co-hosting an official launch event 
with Argentina and Uruguay at the UN head-
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main relatively shielded from the leadership in 
Brasilia (Klein 2021, 18).

III - Understanding Heterogeneity
The paradoxes of Brazil’s stance on SOGI 

human rights norms domestically and inter-
nationally is a product of norm entrepreneurs 
working in different contexts. Brazil’s case is 
especially interesting because while many oth-
er countries’ domestic political context is not 
conducive to SOGI rights protections, Brazil 
is one of the few countries that promotes these 
norms internationally in spite of the domestic 
context.

Brazil’s paradox challenges some of the 
underlying assumptions of Western homona-
tionalism. Jasbir Puar’s original formulation of 
the concept of homonationalism was ground-
ed in the American context and described the 
transition of queer subjects’ relation to the na-
tion-state from being figures of death, largely in 
relation to the HIV/AIDS epidemic, to figures 
of life as LGBTQ+ identities are increasingly 
accepted by the nation-state and are absorbed 
into its identity. This social acceptance is ex-
pressed through the granting of legal rights to 
marry and have legally recognized families 
(Puar 2007). Puar’s original concept has since 
been expanded on from being a term specific 
to US politics to being “a more generalized 
diagnostic of the international scene” (Schot-
ten 2016, 1), whereby “people’s fitness for 
statehood is measured by the yardstick of their 
treatment of LGBTQ people” (Schotten 2016, 
10). Similarly to white feminism, this form 
of homonationalism is grounded in a sense of 
Western exceptionalism and a lack of recogni-

than South Africa. Calls for the recognition 
of SOGI rights face particular backlash from 
many of South Africa’s neighbours, making it 
difficult for the country to advocate for these 
norms without jeopardizing its regional hege-
monic ambitions (Klein 2021, 10).

Thus, Brazil’s international position on 
SOGI norms responds to calls to action that 
could not be accomplished domestically. It is 
also the product of a diplomatic strategy to bol-
ster the country’s prestige on the world stage 
(Nogueira 2017, 555). There are however oth-
er factors at play. Nogueira describes the 2003 
Brazil resolution as resulting from a “bold 
initiative of mid ranking diplomats influenced 
by the platforms of the LGBT movement” 
(Nogueira 2017, 552). Klein and Nogueira sug-
gest this initial resolution was made possible by 
the relative isolation of Brazilian human rights 
foreign policy from domestic political actors 
other than the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
LGBTQ+ lobby groups. The country’s inter-
national position, which reached its height of 
political prominence during Rousseff’s 2014 
UNGA speech, was shaped by various norm 
entrepreneurs over time including diplomats, 
lobbyists and Ministry of Foreign Affairs of-
ficials favorable to the promotion of SOGI 
norms. This raises important questions about 
the agency of individual diplomats and public 
officials to advance norms that may be person-
ally important to them but of lesser concern to 
their governments. Written in 2021, two years 
after the election of Bolsonaro’s conservative 
government, Klein’s article argues that Brazil-
ian diplomats may be able to continue SOGI 
norm promotion internationally if they re-
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grants Brazil. The concept of homonationalism 
as originally defined by Puar and later devel-
oped by Schotten does not quite fit the Brazil-
ian context, being a non-Western nation that 
secured legal protections and defended SOGI 
norms internationally before reaching a criti-
cal level of social acceptance. This phenomena 
is exemplary of the range of possibilities that 
exist in SOGI human rights norms promotion 
beyond Western countries’ trajectories. Brazil’s 
position as a country from the Global South that 
has been promoting SOGI human rights norms 
internationally despite a complicated domes-
tic context raises the possibility that codified 
international protections for queer identities 
are in fact possible despite strong opposition 
worldwide. Both Brazil and South Africa are 
uniquely situated to promote these norms in a 
way that avoids LGBTQ+ people’s rights being 
perceived as a form of western paternalism.

Conclusion
Brazil’s stance on SOGI human rights 

norms may be heterogeneous, but perhaps an 
expectation of homogeneity represents an over-
ly simplistic understanding of SOGI politics 
domestically and internationally. Just like any 
other human rights norm, SOGI human rights 
norms are produced through a push-and-pull 
process involving a wide range of norm entre-
preneurs with opposing goals. The specific out-
comes of norm entrepreneurship will therefore 
vary between localities, producing different 
variations and applications of the same ideas. 
Brazil is just one example of the many ways 
SOGI human rights norms emerge and are 
adopted in different national contexts. While 

tion of non-Western LGBTQ+ people’s agen-
cy (Murray 2014), their specific needs, and of 
queer identities that do not fit within a Western 
understanding of queer existence. Brazil grant-
ed marriage equality rights in 2013, earlier than 
twelve western countries (Pew Research Center 
2023) and is one of the few countries to allow 
its citizens to change their gender marker on 
identification documents solely on the basis of 
self-identification (Human Rights Watch 2018). 
It is worth noting that these rights were granted 
by the judiciary, in contrast to some other coun-
tries where such advancements were achieved 
through legislative processes. The methods 
used to deliver rights can serve as a measure of 
social acceptance because while the legislature 
is a reflection of public opinion as expressed 
through elections, the judiciary maintains more 
independence from public opinion. The adop-
tion of SOGI norms by the Brazilian govern-
ment does not align with homonationalism’s 
underlying assumption that social acceptance 
triggers the incorporation of queer identities 
by the nation-state and the recognition of their 
rights because LGBTQ+ rights were recognised 
in Brazil despite a relatively high level of hos-
tility to these rights.

Brazil also complexifies the homonational-
ist assumption that after LGBTQ+ identities are 
recognised by the nation-state, the nation-state 
will deploy SOGI norms internationally as a 
“yardstick of civilisation.” While Brazil’s posi-
tion as a leader of SOGI norms on the interna-
tional stage originated as a result of pressures 
from various domestic and international norm 
entrepreneurs, arguably one of the reasons it 
was further pursued is the prestige this position 
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ternational Feminist Journal of Politics 18 (3): 
351-70.

Thoreson, Ryan Richard. 2009.  “Queering Human 
Rights: The Yogyakarta Principles and the Norm 
That Dare Not Speak Its Name.” Journal of Hu-
man Rights 8 (4): 323-39.

Brazil’s legacy of supporting SOGI norms was 
jeopardized by the election of Bolsonaro in 
2018 and a broader context of populist election 
victories around the world, the country’s track 
record provides hope that human rights norms 
can still be advanced internationally in spite of 
domestic politics.
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ABSTRACT
In 1784, American merchant and soon-to-be United States consul to China—Samuel Shaw—

embarked upon a six-month journey to Canton aboard the Empress of China. Backed by the Unit-
ed States Government and fellow capitalists, Shaw’s voyage marked the beginning of relations 
between the newly independent United States and China. This paper will explore the motivations 
behind Shaw’s voyages by analyzing relevant primary documents alongside the context in which 
they were produced. Central to this paper’s arguments are Shaw’s journals , which are some of 
the only surviving documents from the earliest American trade delegations to China. Using these 
sources, this paper concludes that while trade with China was profitable, the profits involved were 
negligible in the context of the gruelling journey across the Atlantic and Indian Oceans. Rather, 
this paper argues that the voyage to China was driven by a newly independent nation’s deeply 
rooted desire to project its sovereignty to the wider world. In other words, the Empress of China 
was guided by an ideal that reverberates across American history and popular imagination: inde-
pendence. 
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Introduction
On February 22nd, 1784, one year after the 

signing of the Treaty of Paris, the Empress of 
China departed New York Harbour for Canton, 
marking the beginning of the relationship be-
tween the United States and China (Shaw and 
Quincy 1847, 133). In the century that followed, 
America would become the second-largest im-
porter of Chinese teas and the dominant reseller 
of tea to European markets (Du 2018, 252). 
However, while American gains from the Chi-
na trade are well-documented by historians, the 
motivations of Samuel Shaw, the first American 
Consul to Canton, and the United States Gov-
ernment to establish relations with China are 
less clear. In 1784, well before the completion 
of the Panama Canal, ships leaving the North 
American continent sailed across the Atlan-
tic, around the Cape of Good Hope in Africa, 
and through the Indian Ocean to reach Canton 
(Shaw and Quincy 1847). The Empress of Chi-
na’s journey to Canton took six months and ne-
cessitated numerous stops in European colonial 
territories such as St Jago, the Canary Islands, 
and Batavia. For the Americans involved in the 
China trade, this journey occupied significant 
portions of their lives - Shaw’s four voyages 
to Canton defined the final decade of his life; 
he died of disease during his return journey to 
the United States in 1794 (Quincy 1847, 124). 
Furthermore, the Americans had no guarantee 
that trade with China would be profitable, giv-
en that few American merchants knew anything 
of the waters beyond the Cape of Good Hope, 
let alone the economic prospects in Canton 
(124). Given this context, the drivers of ear-
ly American voyages to China have remained 
a topic of scholarly debate. This paper argues 
that Shaw and the United States Government 
were invested in the China trade primarily as a 
means of solidifying the sovereign power and 
reputation of their newly independent nation. 
In making this argument, I evaluate the extent 

to which Shaw’s relationships with other Eu-
ropean powers, selection of cargo, and written 
records indicate a broader American sense of 
purpose rooted in notions of independence and 
exceptionalism. Further, I reject the alternate 
argument that this broader sense of purpose 
was rooted in economic interests by highlight-
ing the relative lack of commercial success that 
persisted through the final decade of Shaw’s 
life and career. Finally, my argument contrib-
utes to the broader body of scholarly literature 
by taking a clear position on the debate con-
cerning the motivations behind the early China 
trade. By taking a position on this topic, this 
paper ultimately aims to enhance understand-
ing of a relatively poorly documented area of 
early American foreign policy. 

Discussion of Sources
In making my argument, I draw on a mix 

of primary documents and secondary literature.
A majority of the primary documents ref-

erenced in this paper were authored by Major 
Samuel Shaw. While reconstructing the early 
US-China trade using the writings of one in-
dividual has several methodological shortcom-
ings, it is nonetheless necessary in the context 
of the time period and the scope of this paper. 
As the first American Consul to Canton, Shaw’s 
letters—some of which are addressed to notable 
American officials such as John Jay—capture 
broader American diplomatic and economic in-
terests well. Furthermore, as the supercargo of 
the only ship to sail to China in 1784, Shaw’s 
accounts are representative of the early Amer-
ican experience in Canton. Finally, Shaw’s ac-
counts are significant because they are some of 
the only surviving documents from early trade 
voyages to China. Another key source is Thom-
as Jefferson’s letter to the French Minister of 
Foreign Affairs in 1785 published in academ-
ic Henry Cordier’s 1989 article. The original 
document is available in France’s Archives des 
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evident in their written records. From St. Jago 
to Canton, Americans such as Shaw were of-
ten found touting the strengths of their new 
country. As American traders spoke English, 
one of Shaw’s primary concerns in 1784 was 
that Chinese merchants would mistake them for 
British traders. As such, before departing New 
York, the newly formed Continental Congress 
provided the Empress of China with a decla-
ration communicating the independent sov-
ereignty of the United States (Johnson 2011, 
37-38). Even with a document from the Con-
tinental Congress, Major Samuel Shaw and his 
companion, Thomas Randall, made a request to 
Phillipe Vieillard, the French Consul to Canton, 
“to announce to the Chinese that [the Ameri-
cans] are the subjects of a free, independent, 
and sovereign power” (Shaw and Quincy 1847, 
193). Specifically referring to the British, Shaw 
also asked Vieillard to clarify that they were 
“not connected with Great Britain, nor owing 
allegiance to her, or any other power on earth, 
but to the authority of the United States alone” 
(193). The desire to be recognized as an inde-
pendent nation, demonstrated through Shaw’s 
letters, illustrates the anxiety of early Ameri-
cans in China.

Additionally, Shaw’s letter to Vieillard 
highlights the important role Shaw’s relation-
ship with other European powers played in pro-
moting America as a new nation. Along Shaw’s 
voyage across the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, 
he forged close ties with the Portuguese, the 
Dutch, and most importantly, the French (132). 
These connections symbolize the efforts of a 
new nation to build relationships with the most 
powerful nations in the world. Shaw’s relation-
ship-building efforts are also insightful in that 
they excluded, to any meaningful extent, ties 
with the British. If the goal had been anything 
but reinforcing the image of American inde-
pendence, then Shaw and his crew should have 
prioritized partnerships with the British, who 

Affaires Étrangères but has not been digitized. 
Nevertheless, there are relevant primary docu-
ments, including excerpts concerning US-Chi-
na relations in the Thomas Jefferson Papers and 
Shaw’s diplomatic notes to President George 
Washington, published in an 1855 collection, 
which have been omitted. These documents, 
which are not readily accessible in digital for-
mat, were inaccessible given the limited scope 
of this paper. Nonetheless, I draw on secondary 
literature that references some of the primary 
documents that have been omitted.

Foster Rhea Dulles’ The Old China Trade, 
published in 1930, is an important source due 
to its detailed account and analysis of early 
US-China commercial relations. While Dulles’ 
book is a dated source, it is frequently refer-
enced, alongside Shaw’s personal journals, in 
most contemporary works on the early China 
trade. The other secondary works referenced 
in this paper are Kendall Johnson’s 2011 book 
on early American-Chinese relations and Dan 
Du’s 2018 paper on the early Chinese-Ameri-
can tea trade (Johnson 2011; Du 2018). Given 
that the secondary literature also relies exten-
sively on Shaw’s journals as a central source 
of information, this paper accordingly draws on 
his journals to contextualize the primary docu-
ments. Finally, it is important to acknowledge 
that both Jefferson’s letter and Shaw’s journals 
were published posthumously by other indi-
viduals. While the contents of their works re-
main the same, the contexts in which they were 
published are different. With the exception of 
Quincy’s memoir, I draw primarily from the 
primary literature and limit my engagement 
with the implications of their posthumous pub-
lication.

Samuel Shaw’s Letters to 
European Delegates in Canton

The underlying desire of the Americans at 
Canton to present a distinct national identity is 
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owned the vast majority of the ships and facto-
ries in Canton. Nevertheless, it is important to 
acknowledge that Shaw’s crew never had any 
conflicts with the British.

In fact, Shaw remarked that the British at 
Canton were “perfectly polite and agreeable,” 
despite tensions from the Revolutionary War 
looming over their interaction (Shaw and 
Quincy 1847, 164). Perhaps unexpectedly, the 
British merchants in Canton even hinted at a 
possible alliance with America that would “bid 
defiance to all the world” (164). Nevertheless, 
the Americans never took up the British offer. 
Irrespective of their relationship with the Brit-
ish, the Americans at Canton were noticeably 
closest to the French. Shaw’s specific request to 
Vieillard is evidence of this close relationship 
(Cordier 1898, 4). Beyond asking the French to 
announce their status as a new nation, Shaw’s 
company stayed with their French counter-
parts and sailed into Canton harbour alongside 
ships bearing France’s tricolour flag (Shaw and 
Quincy 1847, 193). In addition to a close his-
torical relationship, America’s partnership with 
France in China can be explained by the desire 
to present as a new English-speaking nation 
distinct from the British. The pursuit of new na-
tion-to-nation relations is further highlighted in 
Thomas Jefferson’s note to Charles Gravier, the 
French Minister of Foreign Affairs. In his note, 
Jefferson, the United States Minister to France, 
thanks the French for their support throughout 
America’s first voyage to Canton and reiterates 
the importance of personal relationships as a 
means of strengthening nation-to-nation rela-
tionships (163-67). The connection between 
Shaw’s journey and the work of Thomas Jef-
ferson in Paris illustrates the importance of the 
Empress of China’s voyage in American na-
tion-building efforts and suggests that this ear-
ly period of US-China relations was driven by 
more than economic interests.

Economic Pursuits and Ideas 
of Independence

To the United States government, the ex-
istence of an American trade route to China 
mattered more than the volume of trade along 
the route. While the individuals who travelled 
the route were undoubtedly driven by profits, 
government support was rooted in the desire 
to reinforce American independence. Just as 
Shaw and his company made numerous efforts 
to differentiate themselves from the British 
along their voyage, the United States govern-
ment wanted to reduce dependence on British 
imports and assert its sovereignty in the world. 
Visions of the US-China trade as an instrument 
to assert independence originated well before 
the 1783 Treaty of Paris. In 1770, Benjamin 
Franklin, writing in “The Colonist’s Advo-
cate,” circulated ideas of establishing indepen-
dent trade with China as a means to circumvent 
British economic and political power over the 
colonies (Du 2018, 152-53). More than a de-
cade later, the same ideas resurfaced as The 
Empress of China departed New York. Shaw’s 
inaugural journey, according to Dulles, target-
ed the English monopoly on Chinese teas and 
aimed to secure a supply of tea from China to 
the United States that would be free from Brit-
ish duties (Dulles 1930, 4-5). This purpose is 
captured in the official record through Shaw’s 
letter to John Jay, the United States Secretary 
of Foreign Affairs, where Shaw articulates his 
desire to build a trading relationship with China 
“under advantages equal if not superior to those 
enjoyed by any other national whatever” (Shaw 
1785). Just three years after Shaw conclud-
ed his first voyage to China, Jay echoed these 
sentiments in the Federalist Papers, where he 
writes of the need to subvert the monopolies of 
European powers in China and India in such a 
way that “enables [America] to partake in ad-
vantages which they had in a manner monopo-
lized, and as [America] thereby supply [itself] 
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to establish the United States as an important 
and worthy trading partner in Canton. With the 
British East India Company having a vast net-
work of trading posts in the Indian Ocean, it 
was nearly impossible for America to beat the 
British when it came to common goods. There-
fore, the success of a new China trade depend-
ed on ginseng being valuable enough to capture 
Chinese interest. The relatively low economic 
gains from the early China trade, highlighted 
by Shaw’s various voyages, reinforce the no-
tion that the root’s value was not in its profit 
but rather in its role as a catalyst for an indepen-
dent supply chain. Nonetheless, there was an 
additional element to it in its symbolic value. 
Ginseng was a key strategic good during early 
US-China relations and symbolized the unique 
value of American goods. Standing out as a dis-
tinctly American good, the herb highlighted the 
United States’ efforts to secure an independent 
supply chain. Though Samuel Shaw, an expe-
rienced merchant, frequently praised the eco-
nomic potential of the China trade, records of 
US-China commerce during the late eighteenth 
century suggest a different reality. As the new-
est nation to trade with China, America would 
have to compete against the European trading 
delegations that have been present in Canton 
since 1516 (Dulles 1930, 31). As seen in Figure 
1, the flags of numerous European nations were 
already flying in Canton by the time Shaw first 
arrived in 1785. While the sizes of the respec-
tive European delegations in Canton fluctuat-
ed over the years, the British Empire, a nation 
which had only a year ago been in conflict with 
the United States, dominated trade flows. When 
the Empress of China arrived in Canton in 1785, 
17 out of 35 European ships were British (Shaw 
and Quincy 1847, 182). Even in 1789, five years 
after US-China trade had begun, Samuel Shaw 
observed the presence of 21 British vessels out 
of 32 European ships (Shaw and Quincy 1847, 
296). In addition to the sheer difference in fleet 

with commodities which [it] used to purchase 
from them” (Jay 1788). In other words, Shaw 
was not in China solely to further America’s 
economic prosperity, but rather to secure an 
independent supply chain. One important ave-
nue through which the newly constituted nation 
could demonstrate its sovereignty was through 
the tea trade, which was becoming increasingly 
significant in the late eighteenth century.

With the English presence in Canton in-
creasing in the late 1780s, the market for tea 
in Europe became increasingly dominated by 
Great Britain’s trade ships (Shaw and Quincy 
1847, 229). At the same time, the rising de-
mand for luxury Chinese goods in the Western 
world made reliance on British ships for tea in-
creasingly hard for Americans to accept. Shaw, 
newly appointed American Consul to Canton, 
articulates the benefit of establishing an inde-
pendent trade with China in his second journal. 
Having established a trade partnership with the 
Chinese for tea in exchange for ginseng and 
furs, he writes, that “it must be pleasing for an 
American to know that his country can have it 
upon easier terms; that the otherwise useless 
produce of her mountains and forests will in a 

considerable degree supply her with this 
elegant luxury.” (229). For Shaw to secure 
this supply, he leveraged the United States’ 
abundance of ginseng. While this herbal root 
had been identified as a potential catalyst for 
US-China trade decades before the Empress of 
China set sail for Canton, it never lived up to 
the expectations of those who compared it to 
silver and gold (Johnson 2011, 43). Staunch ad-
vocates for the China trade suggested that the 
Chinese would have a nearly endless demand 
for ginseng but the reality, exemplified by 
Shaw’s unsuccessful voyage aboard the Massa-
chusetts, refuted these ideals (41).

Rather than bringing ginseng to China as a 
means of fueling American demand for tea, it 
is more likely that Shaw used ginseng as a tool 
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size, American trading ships often struggled to 
offload all their cargo. In 1790, on Shaw’s third 
voyage to Canton aboard the Massachusetts, 
he had been so unsuccessful at disposing of his 
cargo in both Batavia and Canton that he ulti-
mately sold the ship itself to the Danish East 
India Company in order to profit from the voy-
age (Dulles 1930, 33-34). Consequently, early 
American ships sailing to Canton were often 
small vessels with young crews (26-49). Even 
the Empress of China, which had successfully 
offloaded all of its cargo, only returned to New 
York with a profit of 25 percent, a meagre gain 
considering the high risks involved in such an 
exploratory journey (26). In the context of me-
diocre and subpar trading outcomes throughout 
the early US-China trade, Shaw’s optimism for 
the economic potential of the US-China trade 
is questionable. While the United States would 
eventually establish a significant trading rela-
tionship with China, it would not occur during 
Shaw’s lifetime. This lack of economic mo-
mentum in the early US-China trade further 
cements that inaugural trade voyages to China 
were concerned more with establishing the im-
age of an independent America in the world. 
Therefore, it is more probable that Shaw’s rhet-
oric, more prominent in his public writings than 
in his private journals, was merely a strategy to 
entice more American merchants to make the 
journey to Canton. Regardless, Shaw’s public 
image, defined posthumously by Josiah Quin-
cy’s publication of his journals in 1840, exem-
plifies the extent to which America’s search for 
national identity defined the early years of in-
dependence.

Samuel Shaw in Josiah Quincy’s Memoir
In 1840, Josiah Quincy III, the 15th pres-

ident of Harvard University, published a col-
lection of Major Samuel Shaw’s journals ac-
companied by a memoir of Shaw’s life. Josiah 
Quincy, presenting Samuel Shaw as a sort of 

nationally representative figure, highlights the 
nation-building narratives present during the 
early trade with China. From the beginning of 
the memoir, Quincy connects Shaw’s role as 
the top American diplomat to Canton and his 
past as a Revolutionary War veteran (Quincy 
1847, v). According to Quincy’s portrayal of 
Shaw, the very act of voyaging to China was a 
demonstration of American political sovereign-
ty (Johnson 2011, 37). Though Quincy’s por-
trayal of Shaw’s motivations and experiences 
is considered to be, to some extent, exaggerat-
ed, it nonetheless captures the sentiments that 
guided American interests throughout the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries (51-
52). Furthermore, despite Shaw’s numerous 
anxieties over his ability to succeed in Canton, 
he contributed to nation-building narratives 
in his own way. Beyond advancing American 
diplomatic and commercial interests, Shaw 
searched for other means of asserting Ameri-
can distinctiveness. Shaw’s journals detail his 
efforts to commission a piece of Chinese porce-
lain to commemorate the Society of Cincinnati, 
of which he was a founder (36). The Society 
of Cincinnati, an organization for Continen-
tal Army veterans that included figures such 
as George Washington, was closely tied to an 
American identity stemming from the Revolu-
tionary War (54). While Shaw ultimately failed 
to find an artist skilled enough to satisfy his de-
mands in Canton, his efforts to create an object 
symbolizing America’s newfound relationship 
with China highlight the extent to which the 
need to present an American distinctiveness 
shaped the actions of Americans, such as Shaw, 
in the 1780s. This symbolism, combined with 
Quincy’s portrayal of Shaw, reinforces the no-
tion that the projection of American sovereign-
ty and independence was an important driver of 
foreign relations during early trade with China. 
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Conclusion
From his first voyage on the Empress of Chi-

na to his final voyage home aboard the Wash-
ington, Major Samuel Shaw was driven by his 
nation’s need to build a national image and rep-
utation. Furthermore, as the representative of 
the United States at Canton, Shaw’s sense of 
purpose exemplifies the broader national search 
for identity that defined late eighteenth-centu-
ry America. Despite the mild economic gains 
resulting from US-China trade, the American 
government supported the continued pursuit 
of trade with China as a means of declaring its 
status as an independent nation to the world. 
These motivations bring to light the extent 
to which the question of “What is America?” 
influenced United States government policy. 
From Boston to Canton, citizens of the United 
States answered, through action, this question 
of nationhood. More than a century after the 
Empress of China left New York, the trading 
relationship that Shaw and his company initiat-
ed with the Chinese would become one of the 
United States’ most important economic ties. In 
2022, the value of the US-China trade totalled 
over USD 750 billion, the highest of all Amer-
ican trading partners (U.S. Trade Rep. 2024). 
Well after the deaths of Samuel Shaw and the 
Founding Fathers, their struggle for nationhood 
defined and continues to define America and its 
relationship with the world.

Figure 1. Foreign Factories in Guangzhou, ca. 
1784-1785. Gouache on silk, 43.5 x 71cm. From 
Hong Kong Museum of Art, https://hk.art.museum/
en/web/ma/collections/china-trade-art.html.
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ABSTRACT
From 1901-1942, the Ethical Policy era in the Dutch East Indies was a period when ‘ethical’ 

colonial policies, which sought to retain the cultural integrity and welfare of the Indonesian peo-
ple were introduced by Dutch colonial authorities. These ethical policies included strengthening 
Indonesia’s agricultural economy to bolster local welfare, as well as integrating traditional Indo-
nesian laws and values (adat) into their labour policies—particularly for female labourers. This 
paper explores the effects of Dutch Ethical Policy on the labour conditions for Indonesian women 
by examining the consequences of agricultural expansion, how adat is retained in labour policies, 
perceptions of Dutch versus Indonesian women, and the female night labour bill of 1925. It posits 
that the Netherlands used pretenses of promoting Indonesian welfare and retaining traditional 
customs to justify and cover their complacency in the hazardous labour conditions for Indonesian 
women as a means to earn more profit from crop yields.
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Introduction
In 1925, discussions were underway within 

the People’s Council of the Dutch East Indies 
to draft legislation addressing the governance 
and regulation of female night labour in Dutch 
Indonesia (Locher-Scholten 2000, 50). This bill 
was being developed at a time when notions of 
womanhood, labour and domesticity began to 
evolve in the metropole, and Dutch women 
were increasingly deemed as unfit for physi-
cal labour and valued as domestic housewives 
(Van Nederveen Meerkerk 2016, 150). These 
standards, however, did not translate for Indo-
nesian women, where the 1925 Bill ultimate-
ly made little to no strides in combatting the 
proliferation of female physical labour in the 
colony (Locher-Scholten 2000, 54-55). At the 
same time, Dutch colonial powers were in the 
midst of implementing their last policy phase 
in Indonesia before the eventual Japanese oc-
cupation: the ‘Ethical Policy’ era, which placed 
large emphasis on agriculture and traditional 
Indonesian customs (Weber et al. 2003, 407-
408). These contrasting labour ideals in the 
colony as opposed to the metropole raise ques-
tions about the value of colonial policy, labour, 
and women’s roles in relation to it. Hence, 
this essay seeks to explore the ways in which 
Dutch colonial policy and European percep-
tions of Eastern women influenced the labour 
roles of Indonesian women in the context of 
early twentieth century global colonial politics. 
I argue that the ‘Ethical Policy’ introduced by 
the Netherlands in the Dutch East Indies be-
tween 1901-1942, specifically their focus on 
increasing agricultural yield and retaining adat 
(traditional customary law) alongside Western 

policies, shaped Dutch perceptions of Indone-
sian women as ‘natural-born’ manual labourers 
equal to their working male counterparts. These 
perceptions, in addition to the aforementioned 
retention of adat ideals, justified the lack of 
change surrounding the regulation of women’s 
labour laws and practices in the Dutch East In-
dies, whilst it was simultaneously advancing 
in the Netherlands. I first discuss the transi-
tion of the Dutch East Indies into the Ethical 
Policy era, what it meant and how it was uti-
lized for the Netherlands’ imperial motives. I 
then focus on a critical component of the pol-
icy—adat, how it significantly shaped Dutch 
perceptions of Indonesian women, and how it 
ultimately played a large role in the continua-
tion of female night labour. Finally, I examine 
the 1925 female night labour bill and use it as a 
case study to demonstrate that its finalized out-
comes were a result of the factors I examine in 
the first two sections. These insights reveal that, 
despite how beneficial Dutch colonial policies 
may seem for the colony, there are always hid-
den imperial agendas in the European colonial 
system. The Dutch used pretenses of increas-
ing welfare and retaining traditional customs 
to justify their complacency in the hazardous 
working conditions for women as a means to 
profit from agricultural expansion.

The Ethical Policy Era
The turn of the twentieth century was 

marked by the introduction of “Ethical Policy” 
in the Dutch East Indies, implemented amidst 
the last period of Dutch colonial rule in Indo-
nesia (Weber et al. 2003, 407-408). This era of 
policy stemmed from the increased condemna-
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their agricultural expansion were coffee, sugar, 
tobacco and various spices (Tyson 2010, 25), 
which were also the primary industries where 
Indonesian women found work (Locher-Schol-
ten 2000, 157-158). While value on agriculture 
was framed as a commitment to welfare, Tyson 
describes these profitable plantations as essen-
tially “unfettered capitalism” (Tyson 2010, 25), 
demonstrating that these ethical policies were 
ultimately implemented to profit the metropole, 
with little regard for women’s labour condi-
tions despite welfare being at the forefront of 
their policy model.

Because of these conditions, it is evident that 
while the Dutch promoted their Ethical Policy 
as beneficial for the local people, this welfare 
was not extended nor reflected in the lives of 
working Indonesian women. The desire to be 
“ethical” in their ruling extends into the next 
section, where it will be focusing on a defining 
aspect of Ethical Policy: adat. Adat Law and its 
Portrayal of the Indonesian Woman Adat, also 
known as Indonesian customary law, remains 
ill-defined to this day due to the ethnic hetero-
geneity of Southeast Asian groups and the lin-
gering effects of colonial rule on their cultural 
heritages (Tyson 2010, 24). Adat in the context 
of the Dutch East Indies, refers to any “enti-
ty united by morality, customs, traditions, and 
legal institutions” (Arizona and Cahyadi 2013, 
46-47) and as will be explored, this very broad 
definition gave the Dutch room to maneuver 
and manipulate adat to suit their own colonial 
interests. When the Dutch were drafting the 
Ethical Policy, they observed that the Indone-
sian working class were deeply rooted in tradi-
tional community ties (Prince 1995, 37), and it 

tion by Dutch academics towards the empire’s 
unethical colonial rule—many desired the gov-
ernment to take on more responsibility for co-
lonial subjects and pushed for an emphasis on 
morality and ethicality in their policies (Weber 
et al. 2003, 408-409). These concerns eventual-
ly reached the governing body, and the Queen 
expressed her commitment to the welfare of the 
Indonesian people in her 1901 opening speech 
at Parliament (Prince 1995, 35). Consequently, 
the colonial government sought to implement 
policies that were deemed as morally permis-
sible, such as the introduction of committees 
that would investigate the economic conditions 
of the local population (Prince 1995, 35). Fur-
thermore, the Dutch strongly held that welfare 
was linked to agricultural yield, which result-
ed in mass expansions in agricultural research, 
education and labour by the newly created De-
partment of Agriculture in 1905 (Prince 1995, 
35). Dutch officials believed that technological 
advances in agriculture would allow Indone-
sians to prosper, and the Minister of Colonies 
even described agriculture as “the single axis 
around which all prosperity, progress, and de-
velopment turns” (Moon 2005, 191). As will 
be explored in the third section, I contend that 
the ruling government’s aspirations to expand 
Indonesian agricultural industries for local 
welfare played a factor in the detrimental con-
ditions for women’s labour as these policies 
progressed. Agricultural expansions increase 
demands for labour, meaning that Indonesian 
women did not receive the same lax labour 
privileges enjoyed by women in the Nether-
lands at the time (Van Nederveen Meerkerk 
2016, 150). The primary exports following 
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was believed that the use of adat law would be 
vital to a smooth-working administration (Van-
denbosch 1932, 31). They concluded that there 
would be higher likelihoods of development if 
colonial policies were tied into Indonesia’s na-
tive social institutions (Vandenbosch 1932, 31), 
so the Dutch integrated non-assimilative, indi-
rect methods of ruling during this period and 
“sought to preserve, to revive where necessary, 
and to strengthen the native institutions and 
culture” with little attempt to westernize the 
local population (Vandenbosch 1943, 499). It 
was abundantly clear that the Dutch supposedly 
held heavy respect for adat when implement-
ing their colonial policies—Dutch colonial ad-
ministrator H. J. Friedericy even expressed in 
a letter to his parents: “If we want to do our 
work well, we must immerse ourselves in the 
mores and customs of every [ethnic] group in 
every region…We must be aware of kinship 
relations, friendships, emnities, and intrigues” 
(Friedericy, 1984, 328). Conversely, it must 
be questioned to what extent was this respect 
for adat attributed to genuine care for the local 
population, and to what extent was it attributed 
to the advancement of an ulterior agenda. Lev 
states that while nowhere else did as much to 
understand Indigenous law and customs, the 
Dutch simultaneously failed to ask many im-
portant questions (Lev 1985, 63).

The retention of adat in colonial policy 
demonstrates that there is an apparent desire 
from the Dutch to understand and entrench In-
donesian relationships and customs. However, 
it is difficult to conceive that the empire had 
genuine concern about the traditional and cul-
tural wellbeing of the Indonesian population—

if this were the case, Indonesia would have 
not been colonized in the first place. Hidden 
motivations were littered throughout Europe-
an expansionism, and in this instance, the use 
of adat was to uphold the existing exploitative 
labour laws placed onto Indonesian women to 
keep plantations profitable. According to Lev, 
adat law lost its integrity and relation to tradi-
tional Indonesian customs after its codification 
in colonial rule, and officials were rigid and un-
willing to expand and evolute adat law as soci-
etal conditions changed—the fundamental un-
derstanding of adat was no longer Indonesian, 
but entirely Dutch after its integration into the 
Dutch East Indies (Lev 1985, 64).

The rigidity of adat law is manifested in the 
failure of policymakers to sufficiently regulate 
female night labour laws because it would vi-
olate traditional Indonesian ideas that Eastern 
women were born to work (Gouda 1993, 324), 
despite growing movements to domesticate 
women (Locher-Scholten 2000, 50). It will 
become evident in the following section that 
adat was a crutch utilized by the Dutch to shape 
their policies into appearing as ethical, but 
under the guise of customary respect was the 
manipulation of traditional Indonesian cultures 
into policies that would benefit the colonizers 
at the expense of the colony. The effects of adat 
law were extremely detrimental to Indonesian 
women’s labour rights because it painted them 
as biologically destined for physical labour. 
Gouda asserts that female colonial subjects 
were often perceived as needing more protec-
tion and less disciplinary rigour than colonial 
men (Gouda 1993, 320), but the opposite is true 
in the context of Ethical Policy Indonesia—the 
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Stagnation of Progress and the Unwavering 
Constraints on Female Indonesian Labour

The perceptions of Eastern and Western 
women held in the previous section were di-
rectly reflected in the policies surrounding 
women’s labour in each respective country—
Dutch labour laws reflected what was expect-
ed of European women, and Indonesian labour 
laws reflected those of Southeast Asian women. 
The Netherlands began efforts to ‘civilize’ the 
female labour agenda in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, where they pushed to transform working 
class women into devoted, sedentary house-
wives (Van Nederveen Meerkerk 2016, 150). 
This resulted in official censuses displaying a 
substantial decrease of women participating in 
the Dutch labour market in the early twentieth 
century, as they began to switch from formal 
forms of labour to domesticated, unreported 
work (Van Nederveen Meerkerk 2016, 155). 
The same cannot be said for the working wom-
en of Indonesia. While women were becoming 
increasingly idealized as dependent, domestic 
objects, Dutch beliefs of the inherent biological 
differences present between Eastern and West-
ern women (rooted in adat) meant that these 
standards did not apply to Indonesian women, 
and they were expected to continue working.

Female labour in Indonesia, especially night 
labour, continued to proliferate in the sugar, 
cassava, fibre, oil, coffee, tobacco and rubber 
industries ( Locher-Scholten 2000, 157), and 
while the work of married Indonesian wom-
en “was perhaps frowned upon…it was never 
intended to be eradicated” (Van Nederveen 
Meerkerk 2016, 157). As noted in the first sec-
tion, these industries were among the top grow-

Dutch perceived colonial women as equals to 
their male counterparts—as active participants 
in both the household and labour market (Van 
Nederveen Meerkerk 2016, 153). Dutch organi-
zations such as the Java Sugar Employers Union 
(Java Suiker Werkgeversbond) and Netherlands 
Indies Entrepreneurs Association (Indische On-
dernemersbond) argued that according to tradi-
tional adat, women had natural inclinations for 
manual work (Gouda 1993, 324). This heavily 
contrasted with the ideal image of the European 
woman at the time, where they were believed 
to be inherently domestic figures with the sole 
duty of caring for their husbands and children 
(Gouda 1993, 324). Indonesian women were 
depicted as those who “[toil] and [drudge] as 
long as her powers allow her to” (Van Ned-
erveen Meerkerk 2016, 153), while European 
women were described as “the [angels] of the 
house, always present for her children” (Loch-
er-Scholten 2000, 27). These perceptions were 
extended onto Western and Eastern husbands, 
where Western men were perceived to have 
natural breadwinning inclinations and provide 
for the family, while Eastern men lacked this 
impulse entirely—forcing the wife to partici-
pate in the workforce to support him (Gouda 
1993, 324). Such assumptions stemming from 
adat law solidified Dutch beliefs that Indone-
sian women were naturally hardworking and 
destined for manual labour. They played a sig-
nificant part in the development—or lack there-
of—of their labour conditions and justified the 
outcome of the 1925 female night labour bill as 
discussed in the next section.
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ing industries during the Ethical Policy’s agri-
cultural expansion. Therefore, the continuation 
of employing female labour despite it going 
against the conventional standards for women 
at the time is in part, due to increased demands 
for plantation labour as a result of Dutch colo-
nial commitments to invest and expand these 
industries. The importance of agricultural yield 
and development to Dutch authorities signifi-
cantly overrode any notions of womanhood and 
domesticity that could be applied to Indonesian 
women in the early twentieth century; they in-
stead continued to work on these farms, possibly 
in hopes of one day reaping the welfare benefits 
that were promised by the Ethical Policies. The 
extent of female labour is illustrated in the 1930 
census for Java and Madura, where almost all 
of the 30% of working married women were 
employed in agriculture industries (Centraal 
Bureau voor de Statistiek 1932-1934, 94-95). 
In contrast, only 6% of all married women in 
the Netherlands reported having a job (Centraal 
Bureau voor de Statistiek 1932-1934, 94-95). 
These differences demonstrate that standards 
for Dutch women allowed them the privilege 
of enjoying less hazardous and laborious work, 
while perceptions of Indonesian women and 
the expansion of agriculture did not allow them 
the same lifestyles.

The proposed bill in 1925 to ban female 
night labour in Indonesia is a prime case study 
of how adat, and European perceptions of 
Eastern women perpetuated unfair working 
conditions for women in the colony. Female 
night labour was regarded as hazardous and 
excessive for women, and was banned in the 
Netherlands in 1889 (Van Nederveen Meerkerk 

2016, 150). Conversely, Dutch authorities only 
considered its regulation in Indonesia more 
than thirty-five years after its prohibition in 
the metropole (Gouda 1993, 324). During the 
bill’s deliberation, there were significant strides 
made by the Progressive Indonesian Members 
of the People’s Council to pass the bill and ban 
night work—and while the bill was ultimate-
ly passed, significant concessions were made 
(Locher-Scholten 2000, 50). These compro-
mises were largely due to the surveys provided 
by the Java Sugar Employers Union and the 
Netherlands Indies Entrepreneurs Association 
to the government, which demonstrated that 
female night labour was crucial in the sugar, 
cassava, fibre and oil industries, and in certain 
regions, men were not available to work these 
jobs (Locher-Scholten 2000, 53). These claims 
lacked evidence and support, but were nonethe-
less considered in the legislation’s drafting.

The final bill outlined that female night 
labour was prohibited from 10 PM to 5 AM, 
with the exceptions of industries where large-
scale female night labour is prevalent (Loch-
er-Scholten 2000, 53). These industries would 
be given special licenses by the labour office 
that would “allow female night labour during 
certain periods in the tea, coffee and fireworks 
factories…and other unspecified industries” 
(Locher-Scholten 2000, 54). In other words, 
industries already employing female night la-
bour would not be held under these restrictions 
if they obtained a special license in advance. 
In addition to this large exception, the “night” 
as specified in Indonesia is four hours shorter 
than its specification in the Netherlands (Loch-
er-Scholten 2000, 54), meaning that Indone-
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themselves as respectful proponents of the lo-
cal tradition. The upholding of adat in justify-
ing the continuation of women’s labour was 
used to propagate the agricultural expansions 
happening under Ethical Policy, directly ben-
efiting the colonial power. As Gouda asserts, 
adat ultimately became a set of traditions and 
customs that the Dutch would define, codify, 
police, control, reform, and suppress—and by 
prioritizing certain aspects of adat over others 
(this case being prioritizing outdated assump-
tions of female human nature), the colonial 
power took advantage of Indigenous traditions 
and imposed their Western values onto them as 
they saw fit (Gouda 1993, 325). Ultimately the 
manipulation and administration of traditional 
customary law as a moral high ground to dis-
guise the Dutch’s desires for agricultural ex-
pansion had extremely harmful impacts on the 
working conditions of Indonesian women.

Conclusion
This essay examined the Ethical Policy’s 

agricultural expansion, the manipulation of 
adat to portray Eastern women as biologically 
manual labourers, and the stagnant outcomes 
of the 1925 female night labour bill. Through 
these explorations, it is evident that retaining 
adat in the Netherlands’ colonial policy dis-
torted perceptions of Indonesian women and 
led to the demise of their labour rights. The 
lack of change in their working conditions is 
reinforced by the colonial authorities’ com-
mitments to increase local welfare through 
agricultural expansion as part of their Ethical 
Policy, which requires a larger and prolonged 
labour supply to sufficiently meet crop yields. 

sian women were subject to four more hours of 
potentially hazardous work than Dutch wom-
en were. Evidently, this bill provides little to 
no protection for women already employed in 
these industries—meaning that the majority of 
the working female class continued to suffer 
from nighttime working conditions. In the years 
following the passing of the bill, sugar factories 
employing female night labour rose from 117 
to 126 (Locher-Scholten 2000, 54)—not only 
did the bill not afford women with any solid 
protection from night work, it increased it.

This case study demonstrates that techni-
cally, while there were advancements made 
on the prohibition of female night labour, the 
extreme exceptions made to these restrictions 
ultimately allowed night labour to prevail, and 
agricultural industries continued to exploit their 
labour. These concessions, or rather loopholes, 
illustrate that European perceptions of female 
Indonesian work ethic very clearly manifest 
themselves in colonial policy—while there 
were efforts to reduce women’s laborious du-
ties, they were ultimately overshadowed by 
adat ideals positing women as natural-born 
workers. A European employers spokesman 
even insisted that adat necessitated female la-
bour, and so the Dutch authorities should not 
interfere with the writings of the customary law 
if they wish to respect Indonesia’s traditional 
culture (Locher-Scholten 2000, 51). This is a 
clear demonstration of the aforementioned ri-
gidity with which Dutch officials treated adat. 
They refused to engage with the customary law 
in a meaningful way, and instead manipulated 
it to serve their own imperialist interests rather 
than those of the locals, all whilst portraying 
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Unfortunately, the labour conditions of Indo-
nesian women suffered due to these policies, 
which operated under the guise of genuine 
commitment to the local people’s welfare and 
traditional cultures. These findings demonstrate 
that seemingly beneficial policies for the colo-
nized do not come without a price—increased 
welfare, agricultural supply and the integration 
of traditional values into colonial rule came at 
the expense of safe working environments for 
local women. Furthermore, these ethical poli-
cies were ultimately implemented to benefit the 
colonizers, not the colony. Expansions of agri-
cultural industries may result in more welfare, 
but it fundamentally contributes to the widely 
profitable plantations that directly advances the 
economy of the Dutch empire. It can then be 
concluded that the Ethical Policy era fell short 
in ethically addressing the quality of life for In-
donesian women through its upholding of haz-
ardous labour conditions for the sake of Dutch 
profits.

Further research can be done to examine 
the other side of this story—how did the Eth-
ical Policy era contribute to the evolution of 
Dutch women’s labour roles, if at all? Did the 
profits from Indonesia’s agricultural expan-
sion directly benefit the professional wellbeing 
and development of women in the metropole? 
Nonetheless, while women’s labour conditions 
have naturally progressed in time following In-
donesia’s liberation, this paper encapsulates the 
experiences and hardships of Indonesian wom-
en during the turn of the twentieth century.

Sharing their stories reveals the wider intri-
cacies of gender and power dynamics, colonial 
intentions, and the trickle-down effects within 

a colonial empire.
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ABSTRACT
The United Nations Peacekeeping operations involve a diverse array of stakeholders on the 

decision-making and emnforcement side, ranging from senior officials to troops and civilian per-
sonnel, whose backgrounds and perspectives significantly impact mission effectiveness. Gender 
considerations within recruitment does form an important part of UN’s engagement especially 
withinits foundational mandate of Women, Peace, and Security as outlined in United Nations 
Security Council Resolution 1325. Intersectionality along with cultural contexts within host coun-
tries further complicate the recruitment process. Furthermore, while the eliberate inclusion of 
women is advocated, it often leads to reinforcing stereotypical roles and ‘sidestreaming; of gender 
rather than genuine ‘mainstreaming; practices. This paper examines the interconnected challenges 
of gender stereotypes, cultural understanding, and diversity and inclusivity in peacekeeping re-
cruitment. It argues for a strategic, asset-based, inclusive approach to recruitment and deployment 
of female peacekeepers, coupled with enhanced cultural sensitivity. Drawing on existing literature 
and examples, the paper proposes policy recommendations aimed at fostering effective peace-
keeping without reinforcing gender stereotypes.
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Introduction
United Nations Peacekeeping operations 

are complex and require important decisions 
at every step. Recruitment is one such deci-
sion. From senior officials to troops and oth-
er civilian personnel, a complex set of actors 
with diverse backgrounds are involved and in 
most cases, should be involved. One of the fac-
tors of consideration is gender. This consider-
ation goes beyond the UN’s initial mandate on 
Women, Peace, and Security situated by UNSC 
Resolution 1325 which recognizes the dispro-
portionate impact of armed conflict on women 
and the importance of the equal participation 
of women in peace, security, and related deci-
sion-making (UNSC 2000). The discourse on 
the existing mandate signals the consideration 
of a spectrum of the gender of individuals be-
yond the traditional binary sense, as well as the 
intersections of race, class, ethnicity, religion 
and more. Intersectionality adds a dual layer of 
complexity: one pertaining to the recruitment 
of a diverse range of senior-level decision-mak-
ers, and the other in terms of understanding the 
cultural context and demographic of the host 
country of the mission. This also corresponds 
to the cascading effects of lack of representa-
tion might have on the mission itself. The con-
sideration of gender beyond ‘women’ is a part 
of the problem of this lack of representation, 
the research on which is fairly limited.

When women are involved deliberately, it 
might pivot the focus and intention of the act 
toward simply reinforcing stereotypical roles 
of a woman in a traditional sense. Women are 
often seen as peacemakers and those who can 
calmly pacify the situation rather than be a 

part of the peacekeeper troops just as men are. 
This may lead to gender ‘sidestreaming’ rather 
than the UN-intended ‘mainstreaming’ practice 
(Newby and Sebag 2020, 248). Sometimes the 
presence of women may be necessary to the 
mission where the host nation’s cultural norms 
disallow male-female interactions outside the 
family. However, recruiting women solely be-
cause of their stereotypical ‘nature’ rather than 
their unique advantage and merit often worsens 
gender-power relations and existing inequali-
ties in the host nations (Olsson 2009, 4). This 
may also serve as a deterrent to recruitment in 
some cases. Other deterrents also include so-
cial stigmas, the possibility of discrimination 
against female staff within the UN, and cases 
of sexual assault and harassment among peace-
keepers, some of which this paper will explore.

Women’s representation in Peacekeeping 
has been a dynamic topic of discussion and will 
continue to attract discourse and discussion 
with time. This paper aims to investigate the in-
terconnected challenges of gender stereotypes, 
cultural understanding, and the broader signifi-
cance of diversity and inclusivity in recruitment 
in alignment with achieving mission success. It 
will argue that a strategic, asset-based, inclu-
sive recruitment process and deployment of 
female peacekeepers, along with an emphasis 
on cultural understanding and sensitivity, can 
make Peace Operations more effective during 
and post-conflict. Furthermore, the paper will 
argue that this can be done without reinforcing 
gender stereotypes and with the timely re-eval-
uation of existing mandates and institutions that 
can be improved with time. This paper will start 
by discussing the positive outcomes of female 
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challenging stereotypical assumptions.
Women can play a strategic role in ‘early 

peacebuilding’ and promoting gender equal-
ity in the host countries as well (Fadillah et 
al. 2020, 125). The case of Indonesian female 
peacekeepers serves as a notable unique exam-
ple of early peacebuilding through community 
engagement activities termed ‘Civil-Military 
Cooperation’ (CIMIC) in the form of a hu-
man-focused response (Fadillah et al. 2020, 
125). These women facilitated health cam-
paigns, built libraries for schools, and shared 
their culture with local populations, thus build-
ing trust, diminishing the conflict impact, and 
serving as role models for local women, in 
turn, promoting gender equality (Fadillah et 
al. 2020, 125). Cultural understanding of the 
host country’s environment such as norms 
limiting access to men or heightened cases of 
gender-based violence perpetrated by men can 
help the UN strategically deploy women along 
with cultural sensitivity training for men. This 
method, also called a ‘psycho-social’ approach 
can create opportunities for gender parity with-
out reinforcing stereotypical roles. Women’s 
participation consequently also legitimises the 
perception of peacekeeping missions and pro-
motes public support for women’s rights and 
equality in professional roles (Huber 2022, 
1). This may serve as a useful tool for the re-
cruitment of peacekeepers, especially diverse 
peacekeepers, in countries in the Global South 
that are popular Troop/Police Contributing 
Countries (T/PCCs).

participation in peacekeeping followed by the 
successes of existing programs, along with an 
evaluation of the above-mentioned challenges 
by employing examples from existing literature 
on gender and related issues, to then offer poli-
cy recommendations in response.

Evaluating Successes I: The Case for 
Gender Diversity and Inclusivity

Gender mainstreaming and women’s rep-
resentation in peace and security has risen in 
the past few decades until 2020 when it stood 
at 23% (United Nations Women 2022). In the 
existing literature, this attempt has been re-
ferred to as ‘gender balancing’, ‘female ratio 
balancing’ or ‘gender parity’ with an aim to 
have equal adequate representation of wom-
en and men in peacekeeping (Narang and Liu 
2022, 175; United Nations 2018). Research has 
found that a greater proportion of female peace-
keepers is associated with greater reporting of 
sexual and gender-based violence to agencies 
by victims who feel more willing to approach 
female peacekeepers; greater protection of 
women’s rights and consequent positive out-
comes in the implementation of women’s rights 
provisions in peace agreements and political 
institutions in post-conflict situations (Narang 
and Liu 2022, 176). Findings also indicate that 
greater levels of gender equality in a country 
reduce the chances of a militarised conflict, 
first-use of violence under conflict, and the vi-
olation of peace treaties (Narang and Liu 2022, 
177). Overall, the unique set of assets that fe-
male peacekeepers bring to a conflict situation 
serves as effective guidance mechanisms when 
implementing policies of gender equality and 
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Evaluating Successes II: 
Institutional Mechanisms

The overarching gender response in UN 
Peacekeeping is guided by UNSC Resolution 
(UNSCR) 1325 (2000) plus eight other UN-
SCRs including 1820 (2008), 1888 (2009), 
1889 (2009), 1960 (2010), 2106 (2013), 2122 
(2013), 2242 (2015), and 2538 (2020). The 
UN Department of Operations (DPO/DPKO) 
has several active initiatives to implement the 
Women, Peace and Security agenda of UNSCR 
1325. Some of these initiatives have prov-
en especially successful while the impact of 
some others remains to be seen. For instance, 
the UN Secretary-General launched the Action 
for Peacekeeping (A4P) in 2018 which aims to 
support “women’s full participation in peace 
processes and mak[e] peacekeeping more gen-
der-responsive, including through increasing 
the number of civilian and uniformed women 
in peacekeeping at all levels and in key posi-
tions”, as endorsed by several member states 
(United Nations Peacekeeping 2022). This was 
preceded and followed by 2 global outreach 
campaigns in 2017 and 2019 aimed at improv-
ing women’s representation, resulting in a “rich 
pool of diverse candidates” and a staggering 
50% ratio of women as Senior Corrections Of-
ficers in the field (United Nations Peacekeeping 
2022).

The UNDPO has a specialised Gender Unit 
that also produces guidelines and policies for 
gender response in Peacekeeping. This unit 
takes into consideration recommendations and 
the “changing landscape emerging standards for 
gender equality”, as reflected in the latest Gen-
der Responsive UN Peacekeeping Operations 

Policy for DPKO and DFO (Department of 
Field Operations) (United Nations 2018). This 
document highlights the outcomes, goals, roles 
and responsibilities of leadership, staff as well 
as all Gender Advisors, Units, and Focal Points 
at the UN in implementing a renewed gender 
equality outlook to the existing WPS mandate 
that was called out by the 2015 High-level In-
dependent Panel on Peace Operations (HIPPO) 
Report for being seen as a ‘women’s issue’ 
(United Nations 2018; 2020).

Additionally, the UN insists that Member 
States are responsible for the deployment of 
women to uniformed functions (United Nations 
2018). Member States have taken initiatives 
in response to contribute to more inclusive 
peacekeeping missions. The UN Peacekeeping 
Ministerial meeting in Vancouver, Canada in 
2017 launched the Canadian government-led 
landmark Elsie Initiative for Women in Peace 
Operations, currently functional until 2027, 
focusing on this very call for more women in 
uniformed roles, in non-traditional positions 
of authority with parity of deployment condi-
tions and work culture (Government of Canada 
2022). The Elsie Initiative is a prime example 
of how international collaboration through a 
focus on inclusivity, representation, and equal-
ity of opportunity can be an effective tool to 
achieve Gender Parity goals. Some extent of 
its effectiveness has been attested by the Elsie 
Initiative Fund managed by UN Women, which 
has contributed monetarily to projects in Zam-
bia, Ghana, and Senegal to target Gender Parity 
in their forces, along with specific missions in-
cluding MINUSMA and UNIFIL (United Na-
tions News 2023).
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to light easily. Preparations such as appropriate 
protective gear for the female body type to op-
erate in the field, access to health services and 
hygienic conditions in facilities, and lack of 
other supplies coupled with structural discrim-
ination against female staff, societal backlash 
and familial obligations are often overlooked 
as deterring factors to female experience and 
participation in peace operations (Baldwin and 
Taylor 2020, 8; Kumalo 2021, 1). The existing 
gender power-relations in host countries, often 
‘negative’, i.e. unequal to men’s advantage, 
make this experience worse (Olsson 2009, 8). 
In turn, gender power-relations are also affected 
by peace operations, negatively and positively 
(Olsson 2009, 4). For instance, in Kosovo, the 
UN Mission brought in patriarchal ideologies 
by excluding women from political participa-
tion, contrary to Kosovar practices owing to the 
lack of cultural understanding and representa-
tion among UN peacekeepers (Olsson 2009, 8). 
Contrastingly the previously mentioned case of 
Indonesian female peacekeepers increased the 
legitimacy of UN Peace Operations on a world 
stage (Newby and Sebag 2020, 148).

The culture in militaries worldwide is 
known to be highly patriarchal and masculine. 
Women’s perception of the military and being a 
part of it thus involves behaving more manly to 
fit in, rather than stand out as uniquely advanta-
geous, especially in soldier training that is built 
and facilitated by men, sidestepping the impor-
tance of gender (Alchin et al. 2018, 13). The 
very identity of a soldier is perceived as hy-
per-masculine without any space for ‘feminine’ 
traits that are devalued and dismissed (Alchin 
et al. 2018, 13). This may reinforce the very pa-

Evaluating Challenges I: Structural Issues
Women’s participation in the field remains 

below 8% while their representation in peace 
processes has fallen since 2020 (UN Peace-
keeping 2022; UN Women 2022). The flip side 
of Gender Mainstreaming in UN Peace Opera-
tions is Gender Sidestreaming, which relates to 
concentrating women in only specialised spac-
es in peacekeeping while attempting to simply 
increase their numbers, sidelining their merits 
(Newby and Sebag 2020, 149). This may neg-
atively affect their experience in service while 
deterring overall female participation. Other re-
lated barriers to recruitment include under-rep-
resentation in national militaries and societal 
inequalities which challenge promotions and 
professional development, furthermore de-
terring participation (Newby and Sebag 2020, 
149). Findings also indicate that female peace-
keepers are generally deliberately deployed 
to low-risk areas for gender inequality and 
gender-based violence or kept ‘safe’ on-base, 
limiting interactions with local populations 
(Baldwin and Taylor 2020, 9; Narang and Liu 
2022, 176). This can be extremely detrimental 
to the agenda of peacekeeping as women have 
proven useful in helping local communities 
through humanitarian early peace-building and 
helping victims of sexual assault come forward 
(Fadillah et al. 2020, 127). A change in mind-
set to increase meaningful participation and 
asset-based recruitment is essential in both na-
tional militaries and peacekeepers (Newby and 
Sebag 2020, 149).

There are other specific barriers facing wom-
en peacekeepers that often may not even come 
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triarchal structures that need to be modified for 
inclusivity. Cultural Sensitivity training around 
the host nation’s gender assessment could again 
serve to build strategy and arguments for the 
operational effectiveness of employing women, 
with proper training (Alchin et al. 2018, 13).

Evaluating Challenges II: 
Realities of Existing Mechanisms

While the UN’s efforts toward gender main-
streaming have produced commendable results 
to an extent, they have not been successful in 
reducing deep-rooted structural inequalities 
that women continue to face. The Elsie Initia-
tive for instance has been criticized for gender 
sidestreaming, and taking an ‘instrumentalist 
approach’, failing to address deep-rooted issues 
of gender inequality, especially in countries of 
the Global South where most peacekeepers 
come from (Bouka et al. 2021, 7). The Glob-
al South through these measures introduced by 
the Global North is forced to implement rap-
id structural changes such as employing more 
female military personnel that often reinforce 
gender sidestreaming and overlook interna-
tional cultural contexts of T/PCCs and the host 
countries (Bouka et al. 2021, 7). This can of-
ten also translate into a lack of adequate train-
ing and support systems for deployed women 
(Kumalo 2021, 1). These problems worsen 
without females in leadership roles and lack of 
“in-mission support networks” (Kumalo 2021, 
1). These conditions create a vulnerable envi-
ronment for female peacekeepers conducive 
to sexual abuse by male-dominated senior of-
ficials and other co-workers. Research shows 
that on average, nearly 1 in every 3 women 

peacekeepers has experienced sexual abuse 
while on a mission (Donnelly et al. 2022, 1). 
The culture of impunity and “brotherhood” in 
peacekeepers reinforces these vulnerabilities 
with a lack of justice mechanisms (Donnelly 
et al. 2022, 1; Kumalo 2021, 7). This threat-
ens not only the retention and recruitment of 
women peacekeepers but also the integrity of 
the mission and gender power-relations in the 
organization and the host country.

UNSCR 1325 as a whole has been criticized 
for similar reasons of having a superficial focus, 
failing to address any deep structural inequali-
ties, and reinforcing existing power dynamics 
disadvantageous to women (O’Connor 2014). 
Preventing and criminalizing sexual abuse 
and gender-based violence perpetrated by UN 
Peacekeepers is not a part of the original Res-
olution, attracting criticism (O’Connor 2014). 
Additionally, the overall image of this issue as 
a ‘women’s issue’ and the existence of gender 
units that have historically solely been assigned 
to take responsibility for the entire WPS agen-
da are problematic factors associated with the 
UN’s mandate (United Nations 2018; 2020).

Policy Recommendations
The UN calls for Member States to step 

up in accelerating women’s recruitment into 
peacekeeping via effective communication 
strategies for information on deployment op-
portunities and the proliferation of national 
women’s recruitment numbers beyond uni-
formed gender parity targets that stand between 
15-30% at most (United Nations Peacekeeping 
2022). A paradigm shift in gender equality for 
peackeeping however can also be achieved 
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Furthermore, context-specific training and 
recruitment will help mitigate sidestreaming by 
“matching the distribution of female troops to 
the particular needs and conflict behaviors in 
a particular area” (Narang and Liu 2020, 198). 
Additionally, the previously mentioned psy-
cho-social approach employed by Indonesia 
to implement CIMIC can create an inclusive 
space conducive to realising the effectiveness 
of female participation in peacekeeping (Fa-
dillah et al. 2020, 127). This will entail the 
above-mentioned re-gendering of the social 
identity that must value male and female traits 
alike, focusing on humans and their culture in 
the host state.

Lastly, the UNSCR 1325 was a landmark 
political event of its time. There are several 
ways to deal with its shortcomings to ensure 
that the larger narrative of addressing gender 
equality stays in place. The local cultural con-
text again proves to be extremely important. 
Reaching out to the local population in ways 
consistent with the cultural norms of the place 
while gathering information from more actors 
in society has been proposed as a possible solu-
tion (Olsson and Tejpar 2009, 117). Interacting 
with local women leaders in some contexts, for 
example, may prove to be efficient in post-con-
flict peace-building beyond the conflict. Anoth-
er popular recommendation is to simply include 
more women in decision-making processes 
similar to what has been discussed above in 
terms of leadership; upholding one of the goals 
of the Resolution itself and widening support of 
ideas (Olsson and Tejpar 2009, 117).

through a top-down focus on senior roles and 
leadership particularly. Leadership in peace 
operations and largely in the UN must be gen-
der-responsive and inclusive to respond effec-
tively to and be accountable for biases and dis-
crimination in peace operations (Smith 2022, 
1-2). In practice, this would include gendering 
the training of leaders using qualitative data on 
peacekeepers’ experiences while also recruiting 
a diverse range of leaders (Smith 2022, 9). Sim-
ilarly, recruiters themselves must also engage 
in gender and cultural sensitivity training to ef-
fectively recruit and retain diverse personnel. 
This should extend to national military training 
for those specific recruiters who must be free of 
biases and discrimination, as discussed in the 
context of gender-responsive leaders. Recruit-
ment materials must additionally reflect inclu-
sive language, culturally nuanced outreach, and 
tailored training programs. Training particular-
ly is an important recommendation for soldiers 
too. Culturally-informed gender-responsive 
sensitivity training along with context-specific 
training and outreach for soldiers will help mit-
igate some of the barriers that women face in 
the male-dominated, patriarchal environment 
of peacekeeping. A gendered approach to train-
ing will improve not only the operation man-
date itself but also the professional capacity of 
a soldier, especially female soldiers who may 
not see value in their position as a woman in 
the military, further deconstructing the percep-
tion of women as mere gender equality tokens 
(Alchin et al. 2018, 13). Re-gendering the iden-
tity of a soldier is an important step in the right 
direction (Alchin et al. 2018, 14).
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Conclusion
Policymakers look for windows of oppor-

tunity to introduce policy recommendations. 
The UN Peacekeeping Ministerial is a crucial 
platform for discussing and implementing 
many of these recommendations for women 
in peacekeeping. The Preparatory Meeting on 
Women in Peacekeeping in advance of the UN 
Peacekeeping Ministerial in 2023 highlighted 
action items for member states concerning the 
issue. A particular focus on implementing bar-
rier assessments, creating a gender-responsive 
culture in peacekeeping, and mitigating sexual 
misconduct is noteworthy (UN Peacekeeping 
Ministerial 2023).

Until women are seen as uniquely advanta-
geous to the peacekeeping agenda and included 
at every level from analysis and decision-mak-
ing in senior leadership to in-field troops that 
are trained to understand local needs, interact 
with both male and female locals, and include 
women in humanitarian considerations, the in-
tended goal of WPS will look bleak and super-
ficial. Measures to encourage women to join 
by making the environment more inclusive 
and less stereotypical, in addition to safe from 
assault and discrimination will boost recruit-
ment. Effective training strategies emphasis-
ing cultural understanding of T/PCCs and the 
host nations will tie in all of the above-men-
tioned goals and recommendations for effective 
peacekeeping.
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ABSTRACT
The impacts of colonial history on present-day ethnic relations in Southeast Asia, a region 

known for its cultural and ethnic diversity, remain significant in understanding the sociopoliti-
cal developments within the countries of the region. This paper examines the historical origins 
and contemporary implications of long-standing ethnic conflicts in Southeast Asia, focusing on 
Myanmar, Malaysia, and the Philippines. I argue that these conflicts stemmed from colonial leg-
acies and can be traced back to each country’s respective colonial periods, which took place at 
different points in history. From the imposition of territorial boundaries to racial classification and 
differential treatment, colonial policies resulted in enduring tensions between ethnic populations, 
which continue to shape ethnic relations in these countries today. British colonial rule in Myan-
mar fostered tensions between the Bamar majority and non-Bamar minorities, while in Malaysia, 
disparities between Malays and ethnic Chinese were fueled by British migration policies. In the 
Philippines, conflicts involving the Muslim minority in Mindanao originated from attempts by 
the Spanish at Christianization and subjugation, further exacerbated by American imperialism. 
Despite variations in colonial experiences and timelines, ethnic conflicts underscore the lasting 
impact of colonization on these countries’ present-day social and political dynamics. 
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Introduction
Western colonialism has had a profound 

and lasting impact on contemporary Southeast 
Asia, giving rise to several postcolonial prob-
lems that Southeast Asian states have been left 
to grapple with in their ongoing processes of 
decolonization and nation-building. Colonial 
European states imposed formal territorial 
boundaries with little regard for disparate local 
populations, introduced non-indigenous ethnic 
groups, and implemented policies that often 
favoured or elevated one specific group. Such 
changes and structures brought by colonial rule 
thus fostered pluralistic multi-ethnic societies 
and led to the development of ethnically frag-
mented states. Karl Hack asserts that “most 
Southeast Asian states originated not so much 
as nation-states, but rather as nations-states”, 
placing emphasis on the multiple fractured 
identities existing within a single overarching 
supranationalism (Hack 2012, 138). As such, 
one of the most salient legacies of the colo-
nial period is ethnic conflicts. As defined by 
Ivan Ng, ethnicity “is a marker of difference 
between people” that inevitably demarcates 
members who belong in an ethnic group from 
non-members (Ng 2022, 189). The numerous 
impacts of colonialism on the immense and 
complex mosaic of ethnicities in Southeast 
Asia have therefore incited “histories of vary-
ing degrees of ethnic conflict” that continue to 
influence modern-day politics and society, as 
well as shape everyday life in the region (Ng 
2022, 187). 

In examining the roots of ethnic conflicts 
in Southeast Asia following World War II, this 
paper will focus on the development of ethnic 

conflicts occurring in the countries of Myan-
mar, Malaysia, and the Philippines. This pa-
per will also examine the mechanisms behind 
conflicts that highlight deep divisions and ten-
sions between an ethnic majority group and a 
regional minority group or groups. In all three 
countries, long-standing conflicts rooted in 
ethnic differences can be traced back to their 
respective colonial periods, which occurred in 
different points in history. In the case of Myan-
mar, British colonial rule beginning in the late 
19th century along with Japanese wartime oc-
cupation forged a divide between the Bamar 
majority and non-Bamar indigenous groups. As 
for Malaysia and the Philippines, the colonial 
histories of both countries began much earlier 
in the 16th century. However, tensions between 
the Malay majority and Chinese minority pop-
ulations stemmed from the expansion of the 
British into Malaya later in the early 19th cen-
tury, while the Spanish colonial era in the 16th 
century had already laid the foundations for the 
continuous struggle of the Muslim minority in 
the southern Philippines against colonial and 
state intrusions. In the late 19th century, South-
east Asia entered the Age of Imperialism, an era 
that marked a shift in the motivations of the oc-
cupying colonial powers. The colonial policies 
and practices implemented during this period 
worsened ethnic divisions between groups in 
the countries of Myanmar, Malaysia, and the 
Philippines that persist today. This paper will 
therefore argue that ethnic conflicts in Myan-
mar, Malaysia, and the Philippines following 
World War II can be traced back to the onset 
of their respective colonial periods, and were 
further aggravated by colonial policies and 
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central Burma (Burma Proper) were abolished, 
resulting in strained relations with the colonial 
government. On the other hand, ethnic minori-
ty groups residing in more peripheral regions 
(Frontier/Scheduled Areas) were allowed to 
retain their traditional political structures and 
thus foster a better relationship with the colo-
nial state. As such, minority groups such as the 
Karens and the Kachins were favoured by the 
British colonial administration, which provid-
ed them with positions in the military and the 
government as well as preferential treatment 
in education (Mukherjee 2021, 108). The dis-
tinction made by the British between Burma 
Proper and the Frontier Areas, or the center and 
the periphery, created physical and socio-ethnic 
divides between their respective populations 
that would be further problematized by the Jap-
anese in World War II.

Under Japanese occupation, tensions be-
tween the Bamar majority and the ethnic mi-
norities worsened as a result of the formation of 
a predominantly Bamar elite coupled with rising 
sentiments of nationalism and independence. 
The arrival of the Japanese into Burma led to 
the creation of the Burma Independence Army 
(BIA), a nationalist army that fought against 
British colonial rule. As such, those loyal to the 
British, mainly ethnic minorities, “found them-
selves at odds with the nationalist allies of the 
Japanese” (Than 2005, 72). Later on, however, 
the BIA would collaborate with the British to 
revolt against the Japanese, as they soon real-
ized that the Japanese would not be granting 
them true independence (Selth 1986, 495). 
This would result in both a sense of betrayal 
amongst those who were loyal to the Crown, as 

structures during the Age of Imperialism in the 
late 19th century until 1945. Delving into the 
colonial histories of Southeast Asian states may 
provide a better understanding of the develop-
ment of the conflicts that continue to compli-
cate ethnic relations in states such as Myanmar, 
Malaysia, and the Philippines today, and thus 
further uncover the legacies of colonial rule in 
Southeast Asia. 

Myanmar
In Myanmar, ethnic conflicts between 

the Bamar majority and non-Bamar minority 
groups can be traced back to the conquest of 
Burma in the late 19th century by the British, 
who implemented colonial structures that re-
sulted in the development of tensions across 
ethnic lines, manifested through racial classi-
fication and differential treatment. During this 
time period, major powers such as Britain fo-
cused on the conquest of overseas territories 
and the exploitation of the resources and pop-
ulations of such territories. In their conquest 
of Burma, the British began demarcating the 
boundaries of their acquired territory, forcing 
different ethnic groups into existing as a single 
unit. The drawing of borders led to the classifi-
cation of groups, which allowed the British to 
formally distinguish between different ethnic 
populations. In doing so, the British were able 
to introduce reform and more effectively de-
velop and facilitate colonial rule over a “more 
governable” population (Ng 2022, 189). This 
led to the British imposing differing policies 
upon different ethnic groups, fueling resent-
ment between them. For instance, the tradition-
al political structures of the Bamar majority in 
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well as in the politicization of ethnic identities 
through the recognition of a Bamar-dominated 
elite as “the saviours of independent Myanmar” 
(Than 2005, 72), who eventually dominated the 
political landscape following independence. 
Under a Bamar-dominated state, ethnic minori-
ties faced marginalization and discrimination, 
resulting in decades of armed rebellions, eth-
nic conflicts, and even persecutions, such as 
the ongoing Rohingya genocide (Kramer 2015, 
355). Ultimately, ethnic divisions between the 
Bamar majority and ethnic minorities in Myan-
mar can be traced back to British colonial rule, 
which were then worsened under Japanese oc-
cupation, thus maintaining majority-minority 
relations that continue to be problematic until 
present day. 

Malaysia
In the case of Malaysia, racialized divisions 

between the Malays and the ethnic Chinese 
first stemmed from the expansion of the Brit-
ish into Malaysia then later from the increase 
of the Chinese population, leading to econom-
ic rivalries and institutionalized racism. In the 
16th century, Europeans entered Malacca and 
introduced the concept of a “Malay” identity 
to local populations (Ismail 2020, 176). The 
prospect of the development of a Malay nation 
and race was later introduced when Malaya fell 
under British control in the early 19th century, 
an administration which worked to construct 
forms of ethnic categorization and identifica-
tion. While the ethnic conflicts in Myanmar 
mainly involved indigenous populations, ethnic 
divisions in Malaysia occurred as a result of the 
influx of immigrant populations that were en-

couraged by British migration policies. In order 
to meet the needs of the colony’s export econ-
omy, the expansion of the British into Malaya 
provided employment opportunities for the 
Chinese, attracting thousands of migrants. Hari 
Singh observes that “it was the British who, 
by conscious design but also inadvertently, 
implanted an anti-Chinese temperament in the 
Malay psyche” (Singh 2001, 46). As the rate of 
Chinese migrants and their economic involve-
ment increased, the British decided to maintain 
a dual economy policy that would restrict in-
digenous Malays solely to the traditional sec-
tor, thus structurally segregating the two ethnic 
groups (Noor and Leong 2013, 716). The divi-
sion of labour across ethnic lines resulted in lit-
tle to no inter-ethnic contact as well as econom-
ic inequality, with ethnic Malays in unwaged 
sectors and non-Malays in waged capitalist sec-
tors (Noor and Leong 2013, 716). This led to 
the ethnic Chinese being the first middle class 
to emerge in Malaysia (Montesino 2011, 117). 
The steady economic expansion of the Chinese 
began to pose a threat to the Malay population 
as well as the British colonial administration, 
resulting in the creation of pro-Malay policies 
that would mark the beginning of the institu-
tionalization of Malay entitlement to statutory 
privileges. 

Similar to what had occurred in Myanmar, 
Japanese occupation during the Second World 
War further increased animosities between the 
ethnic Chinese and Malay groups through mu-
tual targeted attacks. Later on, the involvement 
of both parties became racialized, as a Chi-
nese-majority group launched an insurgency 
campaign against the British while ethnic Ma-
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Influenced by the widespread ideas of ex-
pansionism and imperialism, the Americans 
took control of the Philippines and implement-
ed policies of reform and development. Under 
American rule, the othering of those in the 
South increased as a result of resettlement pol-
icies introduced by the American colonial gov-
ernment (Ferrer 2005, 116). Due to such poli-
cies, immigration into Mindanao by Filipinos 
residing in the North increased, given that the 
American colonial government systematized 
land ownership and granted resources and an-
cestral lands in the South to Christian Filipinos 
and American corporations (Tuminez 2007, 
79). The Muslim population, once the majority 
in the South, thus became outnumbered. Simi-
lar to that of the Malays’ perception of ethnic 
Chinese in Malaysia, prejudice against Mus-
lim minorities in the Philippines by Christian-
ized Filipinos stemmed from the introduction 
of Spanish ideas and identities. Furthermore, 
the ethnic Malay and Christian Filipino popu-
lations both received preferential treatment as 
a result of their political dominance at the ex-
pense of ethnic minorities. 

Policies under the American colonial gov-
ernment as well as the othering of Muslims in 
Mindanao continued to affect relations between 
Muslim and Christian Filipinos, even under the 
post-independence Philippine government. 
State administrations continued to perpetuate 
the disadvantaged and repressed existence of 
Muslims in the state, resulting in armed resis-
tance movements and ongoing negotiations for 
self-determination of the Muslim population 
(Tuminez 2007, 79). Persisting ethnic rela-
tions involving Muslim minority populations 

lays began supporting the British (Opper 2019, 
173; Belogurova 2014, 461). Prejudice and so-
cio-economic inequalities continued to divide 
the ethnic groups for decades in the early 20th 
century, leading to the adoption of preferen-
tial policies in favour of the Malay race. This 
further reinforced ethnic rivalries, marginal-
ized minority populations, and legitimized in-
stitutional racism. Thus, Western colonization 
incited inter-ethnic conflicts in Malaysia by 
bringing in immigrant populations and creating 
preferential policies that led to the institutional-
ized empowerment of the Malay majority, both 
of which continue to affect the country’s social 
and political landscapes today.

The Philippines
Ethnic conflicts involving the Muslim mi-

nority in Mindanao, the southernmost island 
group of the Philippines, can be traced back 
to the Spanish colonization of the country and 
were later worsened by American imperialism 
in the 20th century. Upon their arrival in the 
archipelago, the Spanish began their mission 
to convert local populations to Catholicism, 
simultaneously ceasing the spread of Islam 
into the islands and attempting to Christianize 
and colonize local Muslim populations (Majul 
1988, 897). However, despite never being fully 
subjugated by the Spanish, Muslim populations 
and their territories were still included in the 
territory ceded to the United States following 
the Spanish-American War. This is similar to 
what had occurred in Myanmar, where multi-
ple groups were forced to coexist as a single 
society within borders established by colonial 
intruders. 



FLUX: International Relations Review

54

in the Philippines are thus evidently rooted in 
the Spanish and American colonial eras of the 
Philippines. 

Conclusion
Despite differences in colonial masters and 

timelines, all three Southeast Asian countries 
have experienced and continue to experience 
the consequences of colonization, as evidenced 
by inter-ethnic relations. By examining ethnic 
conflicts in the countries of Myanmar, Malay-
sia, and the Philippines, it is evident that the 
roots of conflicts, both past and present, can be 
traced back to the beginning of their respec-
tive colonial periods. Upon entering the Age of 
Imperialism, colonial structures and policies, 
such as mapping, identity construction, and 
migrant resettlement, negatively affected eth-
nic relations in ways that further exacerbated 
existing tensions between ethnic populations. 
Such experiences under colonial rule still have 
lasting effects on the social and political land-
scapes of these countries today, which continue 
to be divided along ethnic lines. Additionally, 
the colonial timelines of these three countries 
exemplify the diverse experiences of colonial-
ism in Southeast Asia, with the roots of con-
flict between the aforementioned ethnic groups 
being traced back to different points in history. 
Despite the differences in their colonial ex-
periences, ethnic conflicts became a common 
consequence of colonization in the region of 
Southeast Asia. Understanding ethnic conflicts 
as a lasting colonial legacy is thus important in 
a region as diverse as Southeast Asia, where is-
sues of race and ethnicity continue to be deeply 
ingrained within these states’ societies.
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ABSTRACT
This essay examines the European Union’s (EU) response to refugee migration, focusing on 

policy contributions, national approaches, and prospects for collaboration. By analyzing the 2015 
European migrant crisis and the ongoing Ukrainian refugee crisis, it elucidates the complexities 
surrounding refugee migration in the EU. The study explores EU legislative developments, in-
cluding the New Pact on Migration and Asylum, and evaluates divergent national perspectives, 
ideological barriers, and challenges to collaboration within the organization. It underscores the 
importance of solidarity and equitable burden-sharing in addressing refugee migration. Using the-
oretical analysis and empirical evidence, this paper offers insights into the EU’s efforts to manage 
refugee migration and the implications for future policymaking and collaboration.
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Introduction
Since its inception, the European Union has 

faced significant challenges arising from the 
tension of two divergent forces: national au-
tonomy and the need for unanimous decisions 
at the EU level. This dilemma undermines the 
EU’s founding principles of unity and col-
laboration and is present in numerous crucial 
domains within EU policymaking. Although 
the efforts of EU institutions and national gov-
ernments to address this issue have produced 
tangible results and some support mechanisms, 
the Union has failed on multiple occasions to 
build a functioning collective refugee and asy-
lum system. This has resulted in disparities and 
controversies in the treatment and reception 
of refugees. The disparities in member states’ 
geographic locations, available resources, and 
ideology have consistently hindered the equi-
table distribution of asylum seekers, creating 
inequalities in burden-sharing. Moreover, the 
rise of right-wing populist movements across 
EU countries has heightened anti-immigration 
sentiments and security concerns, thus impos-
ing further barriers on a demanding and unani-
mous decision-making process and obstructing 
the creation of solidarity-driven measures. 

Addressing refugee migration is a multi-
faceted challenge influenced by national and 
supranational factors and requires a nuanced 
analysis of countries’ perspectives to design 
policies equitably and collectively. This paper 
will examine how national and EU suprana-
tional forces conflict and cooperate in manag-
ing refugee migration and asylum regulations 
in the framework of European integration. 
This essay will proceed with a contextual sec-

tion about EU refugee migration, followed by 
three main sections. Section one will study the 
EU policy contributions to the issue, including 
drawing on two relevant cases. Section two 
will analyze national approaches and ideolo-
gy, and section three will discuss prospects for 
improved collaboration. The inquiry spanning 
these sections finds that while the EU has made 
strides in policy contributions to address refu-
gee migration, divergent national approaches 
and ideological differences pose significant 
challenges. Nonetheless, there are promising 
prospects for improved collaboration within 
the EU, particularly through initiatives like the 
New Pact on Migration and Asylum, which aim 
to foster greater cohesion and solidarity among 
member states.

Context and History of EU Migration: 
The 2015 and Ukrainian Refugee Crises

To better contextualize the mechanisms 
behind EU policy contributions to address ref-
ugee migration, this section discusses the his-
torical context of refugee migration in the EU 
and the statistics on refugee arrivals, focusing 
on two crucial migrant crises in the last de-
cade: the 2015 European migrant crisis and the 
Ukrainian refugee crisis, ongoing since 2022. 
In September 2020, the Commission launched 
the New Pact on Migration and Asylum, the 
most recent set of regulations to reform the 
EU’s asylum and migration policies. This Pact 
is a reform  of the 2015 Integrated Political 
Crisis Response (IPCR) arrangements, which 
provided tools to better coordinate political 
responses towards various cross-border crises 
(European Council 2022). The creation of the 
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fied response necessary to effectively manage 
the scale and complexity of the crisis. Scholars 
point to  other failures critical to the process: 
for instance, the inaccessibility of the Court of 
Justice of the European Union (CJEU) and the 
ineffectiveness of the common asylum system 
reflected in the Justice and Home Affairs (JHA) 
policy from the Treaty of Maastricht (Scipioni 
2017, 6). 

On February 24 2022, following the full-
scale invasion of Ukraine by Russian armed 
forces created another EU-facing refugee crisis. 
The influx of Ukrainians fleeing war led to a 
severe humanitarian crisis both in Ukraine and 
neighboring countries, including Poland, Hun-
gary, Romania, and Slovakia, among others. 
By June 2023, more than 7 million Ukrainian 
citizens had fled the country since the start of 
the war (Opora Civic Network), and 5.9 mil-
lion of these refugees were recorded across 
Europe according to the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). On 
March 4 of that same year, the European Coun-
cil introduced a temporary protection program 
to provide immediate and collective protection 
to displaced individuals from Ukraine, grant-
ing them residence, labor, housing, medical, 
and education rights across the EU (European 
Council 2022). The Commission coordinat-
ed this initiative and oversaw the cooperation 
among member states. Additionally, on April 
4, the EU redirected resources from cohesion 
policy funds and the fund for European Aid for 
the Most Deprived, providing up to €17 billion 
to assist Ukrainian refugees (European Council 
2022). 

IPCR was motivated by the 2015 European mi-
grant crisis, which was sparked by EU coun-
tries receiving a significantly increased influx 
of migrants and refugees, mostly through the 
Eastern route, originating from Syria, Afghan-
istan, Iraq, and parts of North Africa. Although 
an unprecedented number of migrants marked 
the 2015 crisis, the asylum flows have never 
been constant nor equally distributed across the 
EU. Illustrating the lack of consistent numbers 
of refugee inflow into the EU, the European 
Commission published statistics demonstrat-
ing a variation from 1.8 million asylum seekers 
entering in 2015 to around 142,000 entering in 
2019 (European Commission 2024). Frontex, 
the EU agency responsible for coordinating 
border control and coast guard operations to 
ensure the security of the union’s external bor-
ders, has recorded approximately 380,000 ir-
regular arrivals in 2023 primarily due to a surge 
in arrivals through the Mediterranean Region 
(Frontex 2023). Moreover, the crisis created 
functional spillovers and put systems like the 
CEAS under immense pressure (Migration Pol-
icy Institute), thus leaving a pattern of incom-
plete governance structures and sparking de-
bates in policies related to asylum, borders, and 
legal migration. Scholars like Marco Scipioni 
emphasize that despite EU collective efforts, 
including the establishment of mechanisms like 
the Temporary Protection Directive and the Eu-
ropean Refugee Fund, the EU management and 
response to the 2015 crisis needed more soli-
darity, preparedness, consensus, and coordina-
tion. These initiatives, while representing steps 
toward addressing migration challenges, fell 
short of providing the comprehensive and uni-



FLUX: International Relations Review

60

Public opinion, especially from Ukraine, 
claims that the EU’s contribution is somewhat 
sufficient, but above all, there was a pre-war 
fear that the migration waves to Western Eu-
rope could potentially create ‘Ukraine fatigue’ 
in the EU (Chaban and Elgström 2021, 61). 
This sense of ‘fatigue’ within the EU could 
detrimentally impact the EU’s refugee policy 
by diminishing member states’ willingness to 
provide sufficient resources and support for 
accommodating refugees from Ukraine, poten-
tially leading to inadequate responses. More-
over, the Ukrainian public also identifies the 
rise of far-right-wing populist movements and 
Euro-skepticism as ideological barriers that 
hinder more effective, unanimous responses 
within the EU (Chaban and Elgström 2021, 
61), which has proven to foster divisions and 
undermine the cohesion necessary for effective 
collective decision-making. However, some 
Ukrainians attribute the spread of Euro-skeptic, 
anti-Ukrainian attitudes in the public and po-
litical spheres to be fuelled by Russian money 
(Chaban and Elgström 2021, 61).

EU Migration Legislation and 
Contributions

EU institutions such as the European Coun-
cil, the European Commission, and the Europe-
an Parliament have been intensifying efforts to 
shape effective, safe, and humanitarian migra-
tion policies in recent years. Several European 
countries, notably Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, 
and Italy, have been vocal critics of the EU’s 
migration policies and have displayed varying 
degrees of reluctance or outright refusal to coop-
erate with EU initiatives. They have often em-

phasized national sovereignty concerns and ex-
pressed skepticism towards the EU’s approach 
to handling migrant and asylum issues. Despite 
these attitudes, the EU continues to evolve and 
reshape its migrant and asylum legislation by 
targeting deficiencies and learning from past 
failures. The Council and the EU work togeth-
er to establish a line of action, define programs 
and legislation, and if circumstances require, 
to negotiate with non-EU member states in-
volved in the issue at hand (European Council 
2022). The European Commission plays a sig-
nificant role in developing and implementing 
legislation concerning migration, refugee, and 
external borders, and its most recent prominent 
project is the development of the New Pact on 
Migration and Asylum. 

Introduced in September 2020, the Pact in-
tends to normalize migration in the long term 
and provide certainty, clarity, and decent con-
ditions for migrants who arrive in the EU. In 
June 2022, the Council approved negotiating 
mandates on Eurodac Regulation, a package 
intended to help the member states better mon-
itor asylum seekers’ paths within the EU. Addi-
tionally, the Eurodac Regulation allows law en-
forcement authorities to access asylum seekers’ 
fingerprints if necessary to prevent, detect and 
investigate serious crimes, thus enhancing ex-
isting security measures under the asylum-pro-
vision process (European Commission). More-
over, by September 2022, the Parliament and 
the Council officialized a timeline for the or-
ganization and adoption of the proposals under 
the Common European Asylum System, which 
is estimated to conclude negotiations in 2024 
(European Commission). Despite the skepti-
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response. The 2023 AMMR aims to expedite 
the process of determining the responsible 
member state for asylum applications while 
including measures to discourage ‘secondary 
movements’ – the uncoordinated and self-mo-
tivated movement of refugees from the coun-
try in which they first arrived, in order to seek 
protection or permanent resettlement elsewhere 
(European Council 2022). Lastly, the Council 
approved a significant milestone in the solidar-
ity mechanisms among EU states characterized 
by financial support and potential relocations 
of refugees. Under the newest reforms, there 
will be a minimum of 30,000 annual reloca-
tions from heavily burdened to less exposed 
member states, with financial contributions set 
at €20,000 per relocation (European Council 
2022). The New Pact on Migration and Asylum 
reflects the Commission’s objective to reform 
the 1999 Common European Asylum System 
(CEAS) following three pillars: efficient asylum 
and return procedures, solidarity and fair share 
of responsibility, and strengthened partnerships 
with third countries (European Commission). 
The CEAS establishes common standards to 
ensure equal treatment for all asylum seekers. 
The system has undergone constant reforms 
since its early establishment, for instance, the 
Commission’s 2016 new package of legislation 
as a response to the 2015 European migrant cri-
sis (European Commission). The CEAS is now 
governed by the five legislative instruments 
and the European Union Agency for Asylum 
(EUAA), which provides operational and tech-
nical assistance to Member States in assessing 
applications for international protection. The 
EUAA is also responsible, together with the 

cism expressed by Poland, Hungary, and Lith-
uania about this reform,refugee migration is, at 
its core, a shared problem that may affect any 
EU nation due to the inconsistent nature of ref-
ugee arrivals and the interconnectedness of the 
challenges that it poses within the EU (Thym 
2022, 18).

Thus, the continued effort of the EU in en-
forcing and improving migration legislation 
will also serve as a consciousness-enhancing 
tool among member states. A ground-break-
ing shift in EU migration matters occurred in 
June 2023 when the Council agreed on the 
new fundamental asylum and migration laws. 
The asylum procedure regulation (APR) newly 
outlined a set of standardized rights for asylum 
seekers. The new APR seeks to prevent asylum 
abuse through clear applicant obligations while 
introducing mandatory border procedures at 
EU external borders to quickly assess asylum 
applications. Moreover, from now on, member 
states would have to establish their capacity for 
border procedures, setting the EU’s capacity at 
30,000 refugees (European Council 2022). Ad-
ditionally, the Asylum and Migration Manage-
ment Regulation (AMMR) was designed to ful-
ly replace the controversial Dublin Regulation, 
which required refugees to apply for asylum 
in their first arrival country; disproportionate-
ly assigning responsibility to border countries 
and failing to align with refugees’ preferences. 
The Dublin Regulation was responsible for nu-
merous tensions among member states during 
crises and infamously resulted in a lack of sol-
idarity and burden-sharing between member 
states (Ripoll 2020, 12-13), thus hindering the 
elaboration of a more coordinated, effective 
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UNHCR, to act as advisors and coordinators 
of the resettlement and humanitarian admission 
of non-EU citizens who seek protection in the 
EU. Indeed, the EU-sponsored resettlement 
and humanitarian admission scheme, involving 
the contributions of many member states, has 
assisted in the comfortable relocation of more 
than 117,000 refugees since 2015 (European 
Commission). 

Overall, the dynamic evolution of EU legis-
lation regarding refugee migration lays a robust 
foundation for increased collaboration among 
EU countries in this matter. We can expect that 
initiatives like the AMMR, which address bur-
den-sharing and enhance solidarity within the 
EU, together with the standards of equality for 
asylum seekers set by the CEAS, will raise fur-
ther awareness about the pressing need for EU 
countries to unite into a collective commitment 
to adequately manage humanitarian emergen-
cies.

National Approaches to Refugee Migration
The last few years have seen immense 

improvements in the EU’s objective to shape 
a more effective, inclusive, solidary refugee 
asylum legislation that will enhance the effec-
tiveness of asylum-seeking while protecting 
the rights of refugees coming into the EU. The 
reformed legislation is expected to bring EU 
member states closer together and alleviate ex-
isting tensions. A set of countries known that 
the Visegrád countries, which include Poland, 
Hungary, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic, 
have always been the most critical and primary 
opponents of refugee migration

legislation. When faced with the suggestion 
of greater refugee inflow, these countries have 
expressed concerns regarding national sover-
eignty, cultural preservation, potential strain on 
social services and infrastructure, fears of ter-
rorist threats, and perceived loss of control over 
their borders. Thus, as could be expected, these 
countries fervently reject the Council’s sugges-
tion of mandatory relocation of refugees with-
in EU countries (Thym 2022, 13). However, 
these countries are not the only ones to blame 
for non-cooperation since many other member 
states, such as Austria, do not currently receive 
a proportional inflow of  asylum seekers and 
prefer to act indifferent about the situation and 
hide behind Visegrád countries’ oppositions 
(Thym 2022, 14). 

Another main source of tensions in migra-
tion discussions is the disagreement between 
Northern and Mediterranean countries, and 
the 2021 discussions surrounding the new re-
form have been no exception (Thym 2022, 18). 
Spain, Italy, Greece, Cyprus, and Malta, also 
known as the ‘MED5’, are the EU countries 
that historically have borne most of the bur-
den of managing irregular refugee migration 
due to their geographic location. The ‘MED5’ 
have always pushed for a fairer allocation of 
asylum seekers and were heavily affected by 
the 2013 Dublin Regulation III, which has 
consistently been a source of controversy and 
discontent during EU migration discussions. 
Since the ‘MED5’ have been key providers of 
resources and active participants in the affairs 
of the European asylum system, Thym argues 
that an agreement might be impossible to reach 
if Northern countries fail to compromise with 
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agreement between implementing and non-im-
plementing countries. This procedure portrays 
a notable divergence in each country’s views 
on how to address irregular migration, strain-
ing the collective efforts made by the EU and 
demonstrating once again a lack of solidarity 
(Cornelisse). It raises questions in the litera-
ture pertaining to whether countries abuse their 
right to establish temporary border controls to 
evade their collective responsibilities. Do such 
controls undermine the 2023 Council’s initia-
tives for relocation and burden-sharing?

Finally, the resurgence of populist far-right 
wing parties in some EU member states during 
the last years has been a significant obstacle to 
designing solidarity and unanimous migration 
legislation effectively across the EU. Among 
other objections, what Fischer and Meister term 
Populist Radical Right (PRR) parties strongly 
oppose migration by framing migrants and 
asylum-seekers as competitors for national cit-
izens’ jobs, social benefits, and housing (2023). 
The 2015 European migrant crisis fueled an-
ti-migration sentiments across Europe and 
was a central contributor to the rise of far-right 
populist parties. PRR parties such as Fidesz in 
Hungary, Lega Nord in Italy, Law and Justice 
(Pis) in Poland, or the ‘Alternative für Deutsch-
land’ (AfD) in Germany, have continued to gain 
prominence during the last few years, fueling 
tensions and divisions (Fischer and Meister 
2023, 1) among EU member states, as well as 
spreading hateful racist sentiments among their 
population through populist, nativist discours-
es. Some of these parties have been in the spot-
light on several occasions due to their radical 
anti-immigration initiatives and policies.

them (Thym 2022, 18).
Moreover, as a consequence of migration 

inflows into the EU, several member states 
introduced temporary internal border con-
trols to limit the number of migrants entering 
their national territory, also undermining the 
free-movement principles established by the 
Schengen agreement. The temporary reintro-
duction of internal border controls by member 
states is allowed under the Schengen Borders 
Code (SBC). However, according to the Com-
mission, this measure must only be used as a 
last resort (European Commission). Unsurpris-
ingly, in 2023, most member states that chose 
to impose border restrictions have been coun-
tries that belong to the previously identified 
groups of Visegrád countries and ‘MED5’. For 
instance, Poland introduced controls that will 
last until early 2024 due to intensified migra-
tion pressure along the Balkan route during 
2023. Similarly, the Czech Republic has also 
implemented controls in 2023, claiming an 
increase in illegal secondary migration and 
illegal activities by organized smugglers, as 
well as deteriorated security measures in the 
external EU borders (European Commission). 
Slovakia and Italy were no exception in con-
trol impositions, and northern countries, such 
as Germany, Sweden, and Denmark, also fol-
lowed the same technique, claiming not only 
the increase of irregular migration but also the 
potential terrorist threats that migration could 
present to their countries as a result of the on-
going Israel–Hamas war (European Commis-
sion). Although EU countries have the right to 
protect their national borders, these restrictions 
may be a source of further tension and dis-
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Parliament election in June 2024

Prospects for Improved Collaboration 
within the EU

The New Pact on Migration and Asylum 
has promising potential to be the legislative 
driving force for a more cohesive European 
Union when addressing refugee migration and 
asylum matters. Nevertheless, as many migra-
tion scholars highlight, migration policy at the 
national and international levels seems to be 
particularly prone to failure (Scipioni 2017, 2). 
Scipioni identifies the historical lack of solidar-
ity between member states as a catalyst for the 
failure of past EU migration policies.

Is the cause of Scipioni’s identified con-
cerns the fragmented environment in the EU 
or the inefficiency and inaccuracy of EU leg-
islation? The answer may lie in the synergy of 
both factors. While the relocations approved 
by the Council are the right approach for im-
proved burden-sharing, Thym argues that the 
initiative is somewhat unrealistic (Thym 2022, 
20) and the methodology that these relocations 
will follow is unclear. EU member states need 
to share the burden, but they need to do so eq-
uitably. This could be done by designing a ‘tai-
lored-relocation method’ where each country 
is assigned an adequate proportion of refugees 
according to its national capacities regarding 
its economic, social, and political conditions. 
This intricate method would investigate each 
country’s preparedness to receive migrants 
by measuring variables such as the burden on 
the country’s economy per certain number of 
migrants, the housing availability, and the ap-
titude of national institutions to host and sup-

Italy’s RRP party’ Fratelli d’Italia’ recent-
ly formalized the closure of its ports to rescue 
humanitarian vessels, which has been strongly 
condemned by NGOs and EU member states 
(Euronews 2022). As hundreds of migrants re-
mained stranded at sea waiting, Interior Min-
ister Piantedosi described the humanitarian 
vessels as “islands” under the responsibility 
of the countries that own the ship and organize 
the transport of the migrants into the EU. Addi-
tionally, Infrastructure Minister Salvini, widely 
known for his strong anti-migrant stance, sup-
ported the initiative on social media, proud-
ly stating that Italy will no longer serve as a 
hostage to foreign and private NGOs (Eurone-
ws 2022). A similar event took place in 2018, 
when Hungary’s ruling party, Fidesz, led by 
Prime Minister Orbán, passed the ‘Stop Soros’ 
legislation, which criminalized support of asy-
lum seekers and restricted the right to asylum 
only to refugees whose freedom is at risk at 
their country of origin (Euronews 2021). Con-
sequently, the CJEU declared that Hungary in-
fringed EU law, but Hungary remained defiant 
and expressed its plan to oppose EU pro-migra-
tion legislation (Euronews 2021). Therefore, 
the initiatives and ideology promoted by RRP 
parties have proven to challenge and destabi-
lize EU legislation and efforts for a coordinat-
ed, effective response to irregular migration. 
These parties foment Euro-skepticism and en-
able fragmentation of the unity and cooperation 
principles established between member states, 
thus severely affecting the political climate in 
the EU. Additionally, the increased popularity 
of PRR parties is a central national factor that 
could drastically affect the upcoming European 
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sibility, and respect for human rights (Europe-
an Commission) and has the potential to unite 
member states through its efficient measures 
and its improved initiatives for burden-shar-
ing. However, its proposals may be excessively 
optimistic, its prospects are still uncertain, and 
even if it raises awareness among less recep-
tive member states, their contribution to any 
migration agreement is likely to be somewhat 
restrictive. Internal border controls by certain 
states and the rising success of populist far-
right parties further complicate these implica-
tions. Additionally, the opposition to migration 
policies presented by the Viségrad countries 
and the tensions between Northern countries 
and the ‘MED5’ on burden distribution have 
hindered the development of unified migration 
legislation. Thus, an equitable burden-sharing 
mechanism that assigns each member country 
an adequate proportion of refugees and asylum 
seekers may be necessary. Overall, national 
forces within the EU add intricacy to an already 
complex political climate in which 27 member 
states, an active Commission and Council, 
and an increasingly interventionist Parliament 
swerve the framework of European integration 
in their own directions. 
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port migrants looking at aspects like health ser-
vices, education establishments, and security 
conditions among others. These investigations 
should be measured yearly while contemplating 
past, present, and prospective irregular arrivals 
into the EU to establish the following year’s 
relocation figures. Additionally, it would also 
be essential to consider the average number of 
irregular migrants that arrived at the country’s 
national territory prior to relocations, as well as 
measure the impact that these have in the na-
tional economic and social spectrum.

Conclusion
The complex, multifaceted nature of refu-

gee migration makes the EU’s mission to de-
sign migration policies a challenging endeavor 
that requires a collaborative approach among 
EU member states. In an ideal world, all EU 
countries would uphold the foundational prin-
ciple established by the CJEU asserting that 
‘EU law has priority over national law’ (Weath-
erril 2016, 153) and unite to craft unanimous 
refugee and asylum policies. By adhering to 
this fundamental legal tenet, member states 
would demonstrate their commitment to a co-
hesive approach that ensures a fair distribution 
of responsibilities and adequate conditions to 
receive migrants needing protection. Howev-
er, national decisions and attitudes remain in 
constant conflict with the EU’s supranational 
decision- making on migration issues, obstruct-
ing consensus on new legislation that will ef-
fectively address this pressing humanitarian 
dilemma. The New Pact on Migration and 
Asylum establishes a common approach to mi-
gration and asylum based on solidarity, respon-
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ABSTRACT
This article delves into the ongoing conflict in Western Sahara, emphasizing the recent rise in 

hostilities and the breakdown of the ceasefire between Morocco and the Frente POLISARIO. It 
analyzes the historical origins of the conflict and the establishment of the United Nations Mission 
for the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO) in 1991. Through a comprehensive analysis 
of the challenges faced by MINURSO, particularly regarding voting eligibility and human rights, 
the article underscores the detrimental impacts of the mission’s compromised impartiality, par-
ticularly focusing on the implications of the United States’ biased foreign policy. In proposing 
policy recommendations, the article advocates for renewed UN Security Council involvement 
and neutrality, to reignite negotiations towards a referendum for self-determination. It warns of 
escalating tensions and the risk of full-scale conflict, emphasizing the importance of immediate 
action to maintain peace in Western Sahara and uphold the region’s stability within the broader 
Maghreb context.
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The recent events highlighted in the 2023 
report of the Secretary-General on Western 
Sahara reflect a wider trend in increased hos-
tilities between Morocco and the Popular Front 
for the Liberation of Saguia el-Hamra and Río 
de Oro (Frente POLISARIO). Drone strikes 
purportedly carried out by the Royal Moroccan 
Army, have resulted in civilian casualties and 
with them allegations of human rights viola-
tions (UNSC 2023). Additionally, the reported 
concentration of Moroccan vehicles and forces 
near their base in Bir Anzarane, along with the 
construction of a new airstrip 75 km away from 
the divisionary boundary, have raised concerns 
about the potential militarization and the esca-
lation of violence in the region (UNSC 2023). 
These developments come after the 2020 
breakdown of the ceasefire between Morocco 
and the Frente POLISARIO previously bro-
kered by the United Nations, underscoring the 
urgency of addressing the longstanding conflict 
in Western Sahara.

Stemming from post-colonial tensions in 
North Africa, the United Nations Mission for 
the Referendum in Western Sahara (MINUR-
SO) was established in 1991 with the dual 
objective of facilitating a free referendum for 
the self-determination of the territory whilst 
simultaneously curbing hostilities. Despite this 
mandate, challenges such as differing views on 
the referendum process and external influences 
from certain United Nations member states 
have impeded progress; particularly, the United 
States’ use of the Western Sahara conflict as a 
foreign policy tool. This has set a dangerous 
precedent with implications for the right to 
self-determination that has been emulated by 

other leaders including Israel’s Prime Minis-
ter Benjamin Netanyahu. Indeed, the failure 
to support an impartial process and conduct 
the referendum has led to increasing frustra-
tions amongst the belligerent parties, posing a 
threat to the regional stability of the Maghreb. 
Therefore, it is imperative that MINURSO and 
the UN remain neutral and take concrete, rapid 
actions to reconcile the parties’ diverging pers-
pectives, carry out the referendum and resolve 
the conflict.

This paper will underscore the urgency of 
the matter by first delineating the mission’s 
origins and mandate, before analyzing the 
challenges it has faced – namely the US’s lack 
of objectivity – and their impact on MINUR-
SO’s successes and failures. Based on this ana-
lysis, it will then offer a comprehensive set of 
recommendations to highlight future steps the 
mission should take towards ensuring global 
impartiality and fulfilling all aspects of their 
mandate – especially the referendum.

The Western Sahara Conflict,  
Mission Origins and Mandate

Before evaluating the success of the mis-
sion, one must first understand the complex 
interrelation of historical factors and regional 
players that led to the present conflict. Western 
Sahara, located in the Maghreb region of North 
Africa, is a territory that was under Spanish ad-
ministration until 1976. Spain gave in to pres-
sures exerted by UN requests for decoloniza-
tion, and a guerilla insurgency by the Sahrawis 
– the indigenous inhabitants – who established 
the Frente POLISARIO in 1973 to fight for 
their right to self-determination (MINURSO 
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lism, that drew the attention of international 
organizations. 

During the escalation of hostilities between 
Morocco and the Frente POLISARIO, the latter 
declared the independence of the Saharan Arab 
Democratic Republic (SADR). Throughout this 
period, the United Nations undertook several 
peacekeeping efforts before ultimately creating 
MINURSO. Working with the Organization of 
African Unity (OAU), the UN visited multiple 
sites in the region prior to the Spanish parti-
tion. In 1975, a report was issued, expressing 
the desires of Spain, Morocco, and the Sahrawi 
people for the UN to be on the ground assis-
ting Western Sahara in exercising their right to 
self-determination through a referendum (Ruiz 
Miguel 2022, 21). Throughout the 1980s, the 
OAU drafted multiple versions of a Peace Plan 
requesting that a conjoined peacekeeping force 
be established with the United Nations in Wes-
tern Sahara to “ensure peace, security […] and 
the conduction of the referendum” (OAU 1981; 
Ruiz Miguel 2022, 23). However, contrasting 
views between Morocco and the Frente POLI-
SARIO over voting options for Western Saha-
ra’s future, namely independence, autonomy 
or integration into Morocco, hampered the im-
plementation of this force – a challenge which 
continues to undermine MINURSO to this day 
(Ruiz Miguel 2022, 21). Nonetheless, in 1985, 
the UN along with the OAU started a mission 
of good offices which led to Morocco’s and 
Frente POLISARIO’s acceptance of “the sett-
lement proposals” in 1988. These put forward 
a solution in the form of “a ceasefire and the 
referendum without military or administrative 
constraints” (UNSC 1990). Later, on the 29th 

2017a). However, before withdrawing, Spain 
decided to partition the territory between Mo-
rocco and Mauritania who both also laid claims 
to the territory, despite a World Court conclu-
sion that there was no “tie of territorial sove-
reignty between the territory of Western Sahara 
and the Kingdom of Morocco or the Maurita-
nian entity” (ICJ 1975). Simultaneously, the 
Spanish partition of the territory ignored the 
claims of the local nomadic people, setting the 
framework for a territorial dispute between the 
African parties, which has continued to this day 
(MINURSO 2017a).

These tensions reflect the broader political 
landscape of the region, as evidenced by the 
stakeholders involved on both sides. Indeed, af-
ter Spain’s withdrawal, violent hostilities broke 
out amongst the three parties, with Algeria 
backing the Frente POLISARIO (MINURSO 
2017a). The withdrawal of Mauritania’s claims 
to the territory in 1979 after reaching a peace 
agreement with POLISARIO precipitated Mo-
rocco’s annexation of the former’s lands, na-
mely south of Dakhla, despite the protests from 
the POLISARIO (MINURSO 2017a). This ac-
tion led to the disintegration of various regional 
relationships, especially that between Morocco 
and Algeria, threatening the stability of the re-
gion (Rachidi 2022). Having recently gained 
independence from its French colonizers, Alge-
ria staunchly supported the Sahrawi people’s 
right to self-determination. When they wit-
nessed this right being undermined by Moroc-
co, they severed ties with the latter and instead 
began backing the Frente POLISARIO in their 
pursuit of independence (Rachidi 2022). It was 
these events, stemming from Spanish colonia-
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of April 1991, the Security Council passed Re-
solution 690, authorizing the establishment of 
MINURSO under the settlement proposals and 
the Secretary General’s plan for its implemen-
tation (UNSC 1991). 

Along with organizing and overseeing a 
free referendum, the mission mandate also 
included a variety of peacebuilding and 
peacekeeping tasks. Namely, implementing and 
monitoring a ceasefire between the belligerent 
groups; overseeing the release of political de-
tainees and prisoners of war; “repatriating re-
fugees of Western Sahara” and reducing mine 
threats (MINURSO 2017b). The mission, as 
a traditional peacekeeping mission with some 
non-traditional aspects, was also responsible 
for identifying and registering eligible voters to 
participate in the referendum – a task which the 
Spaniards had begun before their withdrawal 
(MINURSO 2019). The vote was initially sche-
duled to take place in January of 1992, during 
a transition period within which the UN Spe-
cial Representative of the Secretary General 
(SRSG) would be responsible for overseeing 
all referendum-related issues. However, the rift 
between Morocco and the Frente POLISARIO 
remained, leading the former to refuse to give 
consent for the commencement of the transitio-
nal period on the 6th of September 1991. Since 
then, MINURSO has executed its other tasks, 
overseeing the ceasefire that went into effect on 
that day and carrying out eligibility checks, but 
they have been unable to fulfill their core objec-
tive of organizing a referendum for the self-de-
termination of the people of Western Sahara. In 
large part, this has been due to disagreements 
between the belligerent parties as to the eligi-

bility of voters, the options for self-determina-
tion within the referendum and the existence of 
human rights monitoring in MINURSO’s man-
date, which will be expounded upon further 
on. Moreover, these challenges, coupled with 
the United States’ favoritism of Morocco, have 
undermined the mission’s success by pushing a 
peace process supportive of American interests.

MINURSO’s Successes and Failures:  
The Implications of Voting Eligibility,  
Human Rights and U.S. Impartiality

As previously stated, the central challenge 
to MINURSO’s ability to organize the refe-
rendum for self-determination is the diverging 
beliefs between the POLISARIO and Morocco 
regarding voting eligibility and self-determina-
tion options. The former issue has been present 
since the beginning of the mission: MINURSO 
established an identification committee in 1991 
to carry out eligibility checks for the referen-
dum, however the process was paused many 
times throughout as parties disagreed with the 
eligibility criteria of three specific tribal grou-
pings (H41, H61 and J51/52) and the appeals 
process (UNSC 1997). As stated by Huddles-
ton and Zarate, “each party operated under the 
assumption that the outcome of the referendum 
was a foregone conclusion based on […] the 
voter list” and therefore were unwilling to ac-
cept a list that was not favorable to them (2022, 
236). Thus, when identifications were comple-
ted in 1999 and seemed to tip in favor of the 
Sahrawis, they were contested by Morocco, 
preventing the continuation of the voting pro-
cess and the fulfillment of MINURSO’s man-
date. As for the referendum options, while the 
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even simply hold talks.
Dissension over human rights violations 

and the wider mission have also permeated 
the UN Security Council, generating divisions 
regarding the importance and the direction of 
the mission itself. When the United States – the 
mission’s penholder – circulated a draft reso-
lution for the renewal of the mission in late 
October 2023, it ignored Mozambique’s pro-
posal to include language on a human rights 
component, highlighting the fact that the issue 
is not a priority for the Security Council (Se-
curity Council Report 2023). One could argue 
that this stance reflects the wider geopolitical 
interests of member states and a changing glo-
bal dynamic in favor of Morocco, instigated by 
the US. The latter’s unwillingness to support 
the addition of a human rights mandate betrays 
their position of support towards the Kingdom 
in return for their political influence in other hi-
gher-priority areas. This is particularly evident 
through the US’s recognition of Morocco’s so-
vereignty over Western Sahara in December 
2020 (the first country to do so) in exchange 
for Morocco’s normalization of relations with 
Israel (Rachidi 2022). This has blatantly under-
mined the mission as the penholder’s formal 
recognition of one party’s authority over ano-
ther has removed the key component of impar-
tiality. Additionally, it has set an example for 
other states to follow, further promoting an out-
come which undermines the legitimacy of the 
principles of self-determination inherent in the 
mission’s mandate and the UN’s charter.

Indeed, the consequences of the United 
States’ foreign policy-driven approach are ap-
parent through the actions of Guatemala, and 

POLISARIO is willing to accept “autonomy 
under Morocco” or “independence,” the Ma-
ghrebi Kingdom will only concede to “re-inte-
gration into Morocco” (Ruiz Miguel 2022, 21). 
Spurred by a desire for sovereignty over the 
territory, these contrasting views – and more 
importantly the unwillingness to compromise 
on them – have generated an impasse for the 
mission, for without the parties’ consent, MI-
NURSO cannot carry out the referendum and 
resolve the situation.

However, these are not the only contested 
issues, and to understand how they have under-
mined negotiations toward effective solutions, 
one must consider another key debate – one 
which surrounds human rights. Since the early 
2000s, the violation of human rights has been 
increasingly acknowledged within the MI-
NURSO domain, primarily driven by escalating 
complaints from the POLISARIO regarding 
abuses by Morocco and the absence of a human 
rights mandate (Naili 2022, 56). This has led 
to an increase in Sahrawi opposition including 
the 2010 Gdeim Izik protest camp which was 
met with “tear gas, water cannons, batons and 
loudspeakers” from Moroccan forces as well as 
limited involvement on the UN’s part (UNSC 
2012). The latter is due to Morocco “preven-
ting the SRSG from free access to people in 
the territory” because of their belief that MI-
NURSO’s mandate is not concerned with civil 
society matters, solely military ones (Shelley 
2022, 105). The contrasting views on this issue 
have further challenged MINURSO’s mandate 
by fomenting the distance between Morocco 
and the Frente POLISARIO, and with it, their 
unwillingness to settle – or in recent years, 
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most recently, Israel. After the US opened its 
consulate in the region’s capital of Dakhla in 
2021, Guatemala followed suit a year later – an 
action which has been regarded by Moroccan 
authorities as “support for [their] territorial in-
tegrity and sovereignty over [their] southern 
provinces in Western Sahara” (Morocco Wor-
ld News 2022). As for Israel, Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu reportedly “recognize[d] 
the sovereignty of Morocco over the territory 
of Western Sahara” on July 17, 2023, in a let-
ter addressed to King Mohammed VI (UNSC 
2023). He also expressed that Israel was “po-
sitively” contemplating opening their own 
consulate in Dakhla (Berman 2023). Stemming 
from the Abraham Accords of 2020, this is the 
latest in a series of US-backed bilateral agree-
ments aimed at normalizing relations between 
Israel and Arab states.

These events reflect the United States’ 
pattern of favoring foreign policy-benefitting 
actions over the resolution of conflict – a ten-
dency which has posed a major challenge to the 
fulfillment of the mission. Indeed, through both 
political and military means, the United States 
has continuously “enabled Moroccan actions in 
the Western Sahara” while failing to pressure 
them into negotiations of good faith (Huddles-
ton and Zarate 2022, 235). When Morocco re-
jected the World Court’s ruling and annexed the 
territory in 1975, for example, the US threatened 
to veto measures that would hold the Kingdom 
accountable in the UN Security Council (Hudd-
leston and Zarate 2022, 235). The expansion of 
Morocco’s control to 70% of the contested ter-
ritory after Mauritania’s withdrawal was due to 
American military aid (Huddleston and Zarate 

2022, 236), and when James Baker, a former 
US Secretary and Chief of Staff who had been 
appointed as envoy, threatened to sanction the 
Kingdom under UN Chapter VII for pulling out 
of the unanimously agreed upon 2003 Peace 
Plan, the United States failed to support him 
(Huddleston and Zarate 2022, 241). Through 
these actions, the hegemon has presented a po-
licy of favoritism towards an autonomous Wes-
tern Sahara under Moroccan sovereignty. Al-
though one must concede that policies vary by 
administration, with those led by Obama and 
Clinton at times having had periods of greater 
impartiality, the outcome of their influence on 
MINURSO has been a “purported loss of confi-
dence in the peace process and a failure to ne-
gotiate in good faith” (Huddleston and Zarate 
2022, 233). This has resulted in the stagnation 
of peace talks and – particularly in the last de-
cade – further aggravated hostilities between 
Morocco and the POLISARIO.

Nonetheless, the mission has prevented full-
out conflict from breaking out, and it would be 
amiss to exclude this success from the eva-
luation of the mandate. Up until recently, MI-
NURSO monitored the 1991 ceasefire effec-
tively, objectively observing and reporting on 
any military actions that took place, thereby 
promoting a peaceful environment in which 
the truce could thrive. This is crucial, as it has 
prevented the Maghreb region from devolving 
into war. Located at the mouth of the Medi-
terranean and across the continent from the 
highly volatile Middle East, the Maghreb has 
significant strategic importance, providing a re-
latively constant peace in the North of Africa 
– and MINURSO has been vital towards main-



75

States – the penholder of the mission and thus a 
major stakeholder – remain impartial, which, in 
turn, can only be achieved if the other members 
exert pressure on them and the progress of the 
mission. Given the current events in the Middle 
East, the US will likely be unwilling to dere-
cognize Morocco’s sovereignty over Western 
Sahara, so as not to undermine their alliance 
with Israel. Nonetheless, they may be willing 
to recognize the authority of Western Sahara 
under the Moroccan government, which will 
be effective in conjunction with the Peace Plan 
proposal that is discussed below.

As for the referendum itself, to assuage the 
concerns regarding voter eligibility and voting 
options, it is advisable that the UN return to the 
agreed-upon eligibility guidelines of 1991 and 
Baker’s 2003 Peace Plan. With the abovemen-
tioned renewed member state pressure, these 
can provide a strong framework for the imple-
mentation of the referendum. In fact, the Baker 
Plan provides solutions to many of the concerns 
that have been previously discussed: [it] did not 
require both parties’ consent at each step of the 
process; included a provision for a referendum 
at the end of a four or five-year period [which] 
would include the option of independence [… 
and] the uncontested voters from the 1999 […] 
UNHCR repatriation list, and all residents of 
the territory as of the end of 1999; and in the 
meantime, the territory would be governed by 
a Western Saharan authority, autonomous un-
der the Moroccan government (Huddleston and 
Zarate 2022, 240).

At the time, it received unanimous support 
from the UN Security Council, failing solely 
because of their lack of pressure against trans-

taining that peace. However, years of stagnant 
negotiations have increased the frustrations of 
the Sahrawi people, undermining MINURSO’s 
key achievement by pushing the POLISARIO 
towards military escalation to incentivize pro-
gress. In November 2020, this culminated in the 
group announcing the end of its “29-year cea-
sefire with Morocco after [they utilized force] 
to remove unarmed Sahrawi protests blocking 
a strategic road” (IISS 2021). The escalation 
of hostilities and the increased support it has 
garnered for the POLISARIO from the Sahrawi 
people foreshadows how the situation may de-
volve into full-out war if MINURSO does not 
take rapid action to organize the referendum 
and resolve the conflict.

Policy Recommendations
As aforementioned, the major hindrance to 

the fulfillment of the mandate rests on unsuc-
cessful attempts at compromise between the two 
parties on their diverging views. This has been 
aggravated by the perceived favoritism of the 
United States towards Morocco and the indiffe-
rence of other UN Member States in combating 
this or driving progress. It is necessary, then, 
for the other UN Security Council members to 
treat this mission with enhanced importance, 
especially given the recent collapse of the cea-
sefire and the increase in POLISARIO frustra-
tions, as the situation is ripe for an outbreak of 
violence. In order to encourage the conflicting 
parties to negotiate the future of the territory, 
the UN must regain their confidence. This can 
only be achieved if the best interests of both 
parties are perceived to be taken into considera-
tion. For that to occur, it is vital that the United 



FLUX: International Relations Review

76

formational revisions made by Morocco which 
the POLISARIO would not agree to (Hudd-
leston and Zarate 2022, 241). However, with 
an increased exertion of power by the UNSC 
on all parties to resolve the situation, and the 
United States’ impartiality, these plans could 
spearhead change by propelling them towards 
a vote.

In the, admittedly likely, scenario that Mo-
rocco refuses the plan, an alternate compro-
mise-based proposal including a resolution 
on the question of human rights is advisable. 
Building off the Peace Plan, the POLISARIO 
would relinquish the request for human rights 
monitoring to be added to the mandate in return 
for Morocco’s agreement to the addition of the 
“independence” option. This solution would 
appease a key issue for both sides while for-
cing them to compromise on another, thereby 
inciting a development in negotiations toward 
a referendum. US impartiality and UNSC pres-
sure, however, are vital to the success of this 
recommendation, as without them, a repeat of 
the failed Baker negotiations will occur. 

Currently, MINURSO is considered a fai-
lure as it has not been able to carry out the re-
ferendum in Western Sahara or fulfill its other 
mandated tasks. These recommendations aim 
to build off existing structures and previous 
breakthroughs in negotiations while targeting 
the mission’s major pitfalls to advance the re-
ferendum process in such a way as to resolve 
the conflict in the Maghreb and maintain regio-
nal stability. This is important because as the 
years go by, confidence in the mission declines 
as it is perceived as increasingly trivial by UN 
member states. Instead of respecting the right 

to self-determination, member states are more 
likely to exploit the issue as an instrument of 
foreign policy against more pressing matters, 
as has been illustrated by the US’s actions. All 
the while, the list of eligible voters from 1999 
becomes unusable and the frustration of the 
POLISARIO increases along with the propen-
sity for full-out war. MINURSO has been able 
to pacify the situation for now, but it won’t be 
able to do so forever: the heightened hostilities 
and breakdown of negotiations that have beco-
me commonplace in the past couple of years 
are proof of this. It is imperative then that the 
UN revises its peacekeeping approach, should 
it hope to maintain peace in the Maghrebi re-
gion and resolve the Western Saharan dispute.
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ABSTRACT
The divergent trajectories in the legalization of same-sex marriage amidst disparate levels of religiosity 

challenges conventional wisdom about the relationship between religion, state, and society. Contrary to the 
conventional belief that higher religiosity in countries fosters conservative views and resistance to progres-
sive social reforms, Argentina and Chile present an intriguing anomaly.  Utilizing data from the World Values 
Survey and examining the historical, political, and social contexts of each country, this paper seeks to under-
stand why Argentina, with its higher religiosity and constitutional favoritism towards Catholicism, became 
the first Latin American country to legalize same-sex marriage in 2010, while Chile, less religious but more 
socially conservative, followed much later in 2021. The paper explores the divergent pre and post-dictator-
ship economic philosophies, governmental structures, sociopolitical landscapes and the distinct roles of the 
Catholic Church in 21st century Chilean and Argentine politics. It argues that in Argentina, individual polit-
ical views and a vibrant civil society have developed independently of religious beliefs, fostering a political 
culture more open to progressive social reform.  Conversely, Chile’s entrenched neoliberal policies and the 
Catholic Church’s sustained influence in Chilean civil society align with more conservative social values, 
impeding similar progress. These findings challenge the assumption that higher levels of religiosity necessar-
ily correlate with social conservatism and underscore the complex interplay between religion, government, 
and social values. This research not only illuminates the nuanced dynamics at play in the legal recognition of 
same-sex marriage in Latin America but also suggests broader implications for understanding the impact of 
religiosity on political and social attitudes globally.
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Introduction
While there are many competing schools 

of thought surrounding the analysis of religion 
and politics –from functionalist and substan-
tive debates about the units of analysis to de-
bates about the role and trajectory of religious 
institutions and groups in society–there is a 
scholarly consensus that religious groups and 
traditional religious norms resist liberalization 
and progressive social reform. Gaskins, Golder, 
and Siegel assert that as societies ‘develop,’ or 
become more socially progressive, “religious 
individuals become more socially conservative 
relative to the population mean” (Gaskins et 
al. 2013).  It is for these reasons that, when a 
clear outlier emerges, a more detailed analysis 
is needed. Consistent with this consensus that, 
as societies develop, there is bottleneck pres-
sure towards social conservatism among reli-
gious groups, it is common knowledge that the 
Roman Catholic Church has been a vocal op-
ponent of same-sex marriage equality. There-
fore, it is logical to assume that predominantly 
Catholic countries with high levels of religious 
adherence would be more restrictive of LGBT 
rights. Curiously, Argentina directly contradicts 
this assumption—with deeply Catholic Argen-
tina being the first country in Latin America 
and the one of the first in the world to legal-
ize same-sex marriage in 2010 (BBC Mundo 
2010). In this context, the case of Argentina 
becomes even more peculiar when compared 
with neighboring Chile (a country with simi-
lar ethnic and religious demographics, similar 
Spanish Colonial pasts, and seemingly parallel 
political histories of military dictatorship and 
democratization in the latter half of the 20th 

century), which legalized gay marriage eleven 
years after Argentina (Bonnefoy and Londoño 
2021). Additionally, data from the World Values 
Survey indicates that, contrary to the aforemen-
tioned assumptions, Chileans are simultaneous-
ly less religious and more socially conservative 
than Argentines (Inglehart et al 2023).  This 
leads to the central question: why has Argen-
tina adopted progressive social reforms more 
quickly than Chile, despite Argentines’ higher 
religiosity and less secular institutional design? 
This paper explores the paradox of Chilean and 
Argentine institutions, religiosity, and social at-
titudes, suggesting that Argentines’ individual 
political views are distinct of religious belief, 
which challenges common assumptions about 
the impact of religion on social policy.

Identifying the Anomaly
Both Chile and Argentina have majority 

Catholic populations, with Catholics making 
up 60 and 62.9% of their respective populations 
(CIA 2023–ARGENTINA). However, the con-
temporary relationship between the Catholic 
Church and the Chilean and Argentine states, as 
well as the level of religious observance among 
Catholic populations in the two countries, have 
diverged under their respective post-dictator-
ship democratic regimes. For instance, Fox’s 
Religion and State Indexes identify Argenti-
na as having “high” levels of  “state funding 
of religion” as opposed to Chile’s designation 
of “low” state funding of religion (Fox 2023).  
While both Argentina and Chile provide consti-
tutional guarantees for religious freedom, Ar-
gentina’s constitution officially designates Ca-
tholicism as the preferred religion of the state, 
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in both countries (when neither country recog-
nized same-sex marriages) show a smaller, but 
still noticeable, difference in public opinion to-
wards same-sex marriage; in 2006, Argentines 
were 7.7% more likely than Chileans to answer 
on the accepting side of the scale and, more 
notably, were 88.7% more likely than Chileans 
to answer that homosexuality is “always justifi-
able” (Inglehart et al. 2023, 202). The data from 
the World Values Survey, therefore, peculiarly 
displays both higher religiosity and higher sup-
port for same-sex marriage in Argentina. In 
order to determine whether Argentina is abnor-
mally progressive, whether Chile is abnormally 
conservative, or both, comprehensive analysis 
of the wide variety of factors that could contrib-
ute to this paradox is necessary.

Neoliberalism and Institutional Design 
in Post-Pinochet Chile

After Socialist Salvador Allende was dem-
ocratically elected to the Chilean presidency in 
1970, he was overthrown in a military coup in 
1973 that installed Augusto Pinochet as a mil-
itary dictator (Edwards 2023, xiv). Under the 
guidance of the “Chicago Boys,” a group of 
Chilean economists trained at the University 
of Chicago, Pinochet enacted far-reaching neo-
liberal economic reforms, and his 1980 Consti-
tution embedded these principles into Chile’s 
political and economic structure. For example, 
Article 19 Section 21 of Chile’s 1980 consti-
tution states “The State and its bodies may de-
velop entrepreneurial activities or participate in 
them only if a qualified quorum law authorizes 
it,”  guaranteeing individuals the right to par-
ticipate in the free market and limiting state in-

whereas Chile’s constitution does not mention 
a preferred state religion (Constitute Project 
2023). Moreover, according to data from the 
World Values Survey (WVS), 74.1% of the 
Argentine population self-identifies as “a reli-
gious person, whereas only 49.9% of the Chil-
ean population identifies as religious (Ingle-
hart et al. 2023, 173). This stark difference in 
self-identified religiosity can also be seen with-
in Argentina and Chile’s Catholic populations, 
with 82.4% of Argentines Catholics defining 
themselves as “a religious person” as opposed 
to 61.6% of Chilean Catholics (Inglehart et al. 
2023, 173).9 Similarly, when asked in the WVS 
to describe how much confidence they have in 
churches, Argentines were 30.95% more likely 
than Chileans to indicate that they have either 
“a great deal” or “quite a lot” of confidence in 
churches (Inglehart et al. 2023, 64).  

Despite Argentina’s higher religiosity and 
higher confidence in churches, Argentines are 
more accepting of homosexuality than Chil-
eans—when asked to rank the “justifiability” of 
homosexuality on a 10 point scale with “never 
justifiable” at 1 and “always justifiable” at 10, 
53.1% of Argentines answered 6 to 10 (indicat-
ing a more accepting attitude towards homosex-
uality), as opposed to only 39.6% of Chileans 
landing on the accepting side of the spectrum 
(Inglehart et al. 2023, 182). One potential lim-
itation of these results is that these samples 
were taken in 2017 and 2018, 7 years after Ar-
gentina legalized same-sex marriage but before 
it was legalized in Chile, meaning the legal 
status at the time the sample was taken could 
be a confounding variable in public opinion. 
However, older WVS samples taken in 2006 
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tervention in the economy (Chile 1980, art. 19 
sec. 21). As was one of the original goals of the 
1973 coup, the neoliberal market structures that 
were institutionalized by the 1980 constitution 
sent Chile on a distinct path of (what the conser-
vative U.S.-based Heritage Foundation consid-
ers to be) “economic freedom,” with Chile con-
sistently achieving significantly higher scores 
than its neighbors—especially Argentina—in 
measures concerning how “free” the market is 
in the country (Heritage 2023). While it may 
initially seem unrelated to the acceptance of 
homosexuality, it is possible that the diverging 
market structures of Chile and Argentina are a 
factor that contributes to the difference in ac-
ceptance of and support for same-sex marriage, 
regardless of the Catholic Church’s influence.

While there is little to no research on the 
impact of Chile’s neoliberal market structures 
on public opinion and support for same-sex 
marriage, some academic theories portray a 
strong connection between neoliberalism and 
traditional family values, which signifies that 
Chile’s neoliberal institutions may have rein-
forced opposition to progressive social move-
ments. American progressive movements ex-
emplified this, especially as the gay liberation 
movement “challenge[d] the sexual norma-
tivity of the family wage as the linchpin and 
foundation of welfare capitalism;” critiquing 
neoliberal structures as reinforcing conserva-
tive values (Cooper 2019, 21). This led to a 
reactionary “neoliberal–new social conserva-
tive alliance,” as free-market structures and 
conservative institutions worked to maintain 
traditional family values (Cooper 2019, 21). 
Similarly, Rao—in his analysis of homophobia 

and LGBT activism in international financial 
institutions—writes that, in their imposition of 
neoliberal market structures/austerity measures 
on global south, these institutions hold “culpa-
bility in co-producing” sociopolitical environ-
ments that are hostile towards the LGBT com-
munity (Rao 2015, 38). While neither Cooper 
nor Rao analyze the Chilean case, their insights 
could transfer over to Chile, given that the neo-
liberal structures they mention were the same 
structures Pinochet and the ‘Chicago Boys’ 
built into Chile and its 1980 constitution. In the 
Chilean context, Díez writes that, in order to 
ensure the Chicago Boys’ neoliberal structures 
prevailed post-dictatorship, Pinochet’s 1980 
constitution intentionally structured the legisla-
ture so the Senate of Chile would overrepresent 
the right wing and act as a buffer against any 
left-wing upheavals to the economic system 
that was put in place (Diez 2015, 68).In line 
with the patterns Cooper and Rao identify, the 
institutionally overrepresented right-wing par-
ties in the Chilean senate vehemently opposed 
LGBT rights (Diez 2015, 200). The preserved 
role of neoliberalism and overrepresentation of 
right-wing interests in the 1980 Chilean con-
stitution is inadvertently linked to an econom-
ic, political, and social environment that was 
relatively less accessible to progressive social 
movements.

The Legacy of Peronism and  
Argentine Institutional Design

Unlike in Chile, Argentina’s post-dictator-
ship institutional design was not crafted by the 
dictatorship itself. Instead, Argentina’s 1853 
constitution was reinstated in 1983 following 
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party…served as an exclusive mechanism of 
representation for social conservative forces” 
(Diez 2015, 128-129). While Chile’s post-dic-
tatorship political landscape was shaped by 
neoliberal institutions which corresponded 
with social conservatism, social conservatives 
in Argentina were overshadowed by activists 
and reformers. These diverging landscapes 
were partially rooted in the varying influenc-
es of the Catholic Church and have shaped the 
contemporary religion-state relations in the two 
countries.

The Catholic Church in  
Post-Dictatorship Chile and Argentina

Following the return to democracy in Chile, 
the Catholic Church had a significant influ-
ence in Chilean politics. According to Haas, 
the Church played a leading role in calling 
out Pinochet’s human rights abuses and fight-
ing for democracy, thus renewing the Catho-
lic Church’s status as a key player in Chilean 
politics post-dictatorship (Haas 1999, 42). 
The Catholic Church fostered close relation-
ships across the political spectrum in Chile, ul-
tra-conservative and powerful catholic groups 
like the Opus Dei bolster social-conservatism 
in Chile, and the Catholic Church maintains in-
fluence over Chilean politics through its educa-
tion—with most Chilean elites being educated 
at private catholic universities (Diez 2015, 73). 
Therefore, although religiosity has declined in 
Chile (much more than in Argentina), the Cath-
olic Church and the Opus Dei maintain a strong 
influence over Chilean political and social val-
ues.

The opposite can be said about Argentina. 

the fall of the dictatorship and amended during 
the constitutional reforms of 1994 (Argentina 
1994). Therefore, Argentina’s revitalized con-
stitution leaves significantly more room for 
state intervention in the economy, includes 
strong protections for social and workers’ 
rights, and is more social justice-focused than 
Chile’s. For example, Article 14bis includes 
several left-wing economic ideas, guaranteeing 
the right to paid vacation, adjustable minimum 
wage, “free and democratic organization of la-
bor unions,” social security, housing, and more 
(Argentina 1994, art. 14bis). 

Additionally, Argentina’s post-dictatorship 
political climate was shaped by the legacy of 
Peronism. Starting in the 1940s, Juan Perón, an 
Argentine military officer and later secretary of 
labor amassed support from the working class 
and quickly became Argentina’s most popular 
politician. His left-wing populist, nationalist, 
and corporatist ideology, known as Peronism, 
continued to shape Argentine politics, before 
and after the 1976-1983 military dictatorship 
(Diez 2015, 51-52). Díez states that Argentina’s 
return to democracy combined with its rich his-
tory of social mobilization driven by Peronism 
and the unified consensus of its people, created 
an environment conducive to the flourishing 
of  civil society organizations and social move-
ments (Diez 2015, 53).

Consequently, the post-dictatorship recon-
ciliation and social justice-oriented Argentine 
political landscape was dominated by two ma-
jor parties: the Justicialist Party (a working 
class-oriented Peronist party) and the Radical 
Civic Union (a liberal center-left party drawing 
support from the urban middle class).“Neither 
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As previously mentioned, Argentina’s post-dic-
tatorship political landscape was dominated 
by the legacy of Peronism and the uplifting of 
secular civil society, leaving little to no room 
for the Church in the political sphere. Notably, 
Díez points out, Argentina lacks a confessional 
Catholic party, and organizations like the Ar-
gentine Opus Dei have largely failed to gain  
footing in the Argentine national discourse 
(Diez 2015, 55). With all of this in mind, it 
makes sense that Argentina’s openness to pro-
gressive social movements and limited political 
influence of the catholic church would foster a 
political culture more open to same-sex mar-
riage and LGBT rights. However, the question 
still remains; if Argentine politics is minimal-
ly influenced by Catholic groups, why do Ar-
gentines display higher levels of religiosity as 
mentioned in the previous analysis of World 
Values Survey Data?

De Facto, not De Jure, Separation of 
Church and State in Argentina

As mentioned earlier, the Argentine consti-
tution includes an official endorsement of the 
Catholic faith, and Fox’s RAS index considers 
Argentina to have “high” levels of “state fund-
ing of religion” (Fox 2023). While the Catholic 
Church receives significant financial support 
from Argentine government funding, the Cath-
olic Church wields minimal influence over Ar-
gentine policy. Especially compared to Chile, 
the Catholic Church is practically absent from 
the Argentine political sphere. The combination 
of the World Values Survey Data and the Fox 
RAS data therefore implies significant disso-
nance between personal religiosity and the in-

fluence of that religiosity on political participa-
tion, with an apparently depoliticized Catholic 
Church in Argentina.

A possible explanation for this is that the 
Catholic Church held an “ambiguous position 
in terms of human rights violations [during the 
dictatorship years],” which caused “significant 
damage” to the Church’s public image post-dic-
tatorship, which Díez claims led to “lower lev-
els of religiosity” (Diez 2015, 54). Although 
Díez is correct that the Catholic Church had 
less influence over Argentine politics, the WVS 
data unilaterally opposes his claim of decreased 
religiosity in Argentina. Instead of decreasing 
religiosity, the decreased influence of the Cath-
olic Church in Argentine politics post-dictator-
ship did not diminish its influence over the Ar-
gentine people; instead, the Catholic Church in 
Argentina was arguably depoliticized. In other 
words, while the Catholic Church was removed 
from the political sphere in Argentina, the polit-
ical sphere was simultaneously removed from 
the Catholic church—having no impact on reli-
giosity. While more research is needed to prove 
this claim, this implies that Argentine individ-
ual political views are independent of religious 
belief, which would account for the anomaly 
addressed by this paper.

Conclusion
This paper investigated the paradoxical 

relationship between Chilean and Argentine 
religiosity and stances on same-sex marriage. 
Though both states have similar historical and 
cultural backgrounds, the varying influence of 
the Catholic Church, Chile’s neoliberal institu-
tions, and the legacy of Peronism in Argentina 
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contribute to their differences today. Despite 
Argentina’s stronger Catholic identity and 
constitutional favoritism towards the Catholic 
Church, Peronism and secular civil society have 
contributed to a more favorable environment 
for progressive social movements to thrive. 
In contrast, Chile’s entrenched neoliberal pol-
icies align with more conservative social val-
ues. This paper challenges the assumption that 
higher religiosity correlates with social conser-
vatism, highlighting the complex interplay be-
tween religion, government, and social values. 
However, the lack of empirical research limits 
definitive conclusions, so more in-depth studies 
are necessary to explore not only the impact of 
religiosity on political and social attitudes, but 
also other possible disconnects between reli-
gious observance and political engagement in 
the 21st century.
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ABSTRACT
This article critically analyzes the Cairo Declaration of Human Rights in Islam (CDHRI) and 

its relationship with the widely recognized Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), 
which guarantees and protects human rights for all regardless of gender, social and economic 
situations. Adopted by 45 Islamic states in 1990, the CDHRI is often portrayed as complementing 
the UDHR but is rooted in Sharia Law, leading to tensions between universal and cultural relativist 
perspectives on human rights. By using Saudi Arabia and Indonesia as case studies to illustrate the 
various manners the Sharia Law is implemented, this paper illustrates how the law in these coun-
tries amplifies social, physical, and structural violence specifically against gender and religious 
minorities, namely Shia. This highlights the immense disparities between international human 
rights norms and state-centric patriarchal norms. Additionally, by analyzing the legal frameworks 
of these states, specifically the Aceh region in Indonesia and Saudi Arabia as a whole, this article 
emphasizes the complex interplay between universalistic ideals and cultural relativism, emphasiz-
ing the need for a nuanced understanding of human rights in diverse cultural contexts.
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The Cairo Declaration of Human Rights in 
Islam (CDHRI), often disregarded, stands as a 
critical human rights document, alongside the 
more well-known Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights (UDHR) formed in 1949, among 
citizens of the world. Adopted in 1990 by the 45 
Islamic states, it has been advertised as a “com-
plement to the UDHR,” yet it essentially under-
mines its universal feature since its foundation 
is rooted in Sharia Law (Akkad 2012). The be-
lief in such a broader legal system “refers to the 
perfect, immutable values understood only by 
God,” which many outsiders simplify to under-
stand “as a rigid legal system that can’t evolve 
to reflect modern, Western values” (Robinson 
2021). Associated with the legal frameworks 
predominantly found in Islamic countries, Sha-
ria Law is a construct derived from the inter-
pretation of “the Quran which is considered the 
direct word of God, and the hadith” (Robinson 
2021). Despite their common elucidation of 
these religious texts, the interpretation of Sha-
ria Law differs between the two largest Muslim 
sects – Sunni and Shia – and their subsequent 
legal schools of thought. Namely, there are 
variations in Sharia Law between the Shia’s 
predominant legal school of thought called 
Ja’fari, and the Sunni’s four jurisprudences 
which include the Hanbali legal framework 
commonly used in Saudi Arabia (Yakar 2020, 
227). The implementation of Sharia law in spe-
cific Sunni states, contributing to social, physi-
cal, and structural violence against both gender 
and religious minorities, has amplified the legal 
bias. This highlights the disparity between in-
ternational human rights norms, which aim to 
promote egalitarian values and regional human 

rights on the one hand, and state-centric and pa-
triarchal norms on the other hand.

Saudi Arabia’s Hanbali legal system strictly 
abides by Sharia law, which has raised inter-
national apprehensions for the maintenance of 
human rights – especially following “concerns 
about Saudi links to the 9/11 attacks” (Taylor 
2015). Indonesia, a country less well-known 
for its stern implementation of the law despite 
having the world’s largest Muslim population, 
operates as a dual system: although it is a sec-
ular state, it allows for the strict application of 
Sharia law in the Aceh region. Thus, the fol-
lowing analysis will shed light on the abus-
es that stem from the implementation of the 
Sharia Law, especially its impacts on socially 
marginalized individuals, considering religious 
dimensions. This paper will also emphasize and 
reveal the normalization of exclusion and vio-
lence in the legal frameworks of both regions. 
This continuous cycle of violence, encompass-
ing physical and social forms, as discussed by 
scholar Faison, has perpetuated the devaluation 
and state-enforced discipline imposed on reli-
gious minorities (Faison 2007).

Firstly, critical elements differentiating in-
ternationally recognized human rights laws and 
Sharia laws, as implemented in Saudi Arabia 
and Indonesia, will be discussed. Then, Saudi 
Arabia’s historical and modern implementa-
tions of the Hanbali interpretation of the law, 
its scope, and its impact on the human rights 
of minorities will be discussed. Following on, 
Indonesia’s dualistic legal system will bring a 
compelling basis for analysis and comparison 
to Saudi’s legal framework. 
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Muslims, and did not accord with the system 
of values recognized by the Islamic Republic 
of Iran,” leaving no choice but for the viola-
tion of the international accord (Littman 1999). 
Therefore, Iran, which is of Ja’fari tradition, 
concluded that both laws – the UDHR and Sha-
ria Law – were incompatible. Scholars have co-
alesced around this perspective, demonstrating 
that both clash on “basic rights – freedom of 
speech, freedom of religion, gender equality, 
minority rights” – rights recognized and pro-
tected by international conventions and not by 
Sharia law according to some (Russo 2019).

Scholar Huntington formulates this idea 
through the ‘Clash of Civilizations’: adopting 
a cultural relativist approach to human rights. 
Cultural relativism is when “culture is the prin-
cipal source of the validity of moral rights or 
rule” (Donnelly 1984, 400). This concept legiti-
mizes Islamic states’ sentiments that the UDHR 
clauses are “product[s] of the Western politi-
cal history” (Russo 2019), reflecting attempts 
by Westerners to extend their values globally, 
resembling a modern “cultural imperialism” 
(Mayer 1994, 383). According to Huntington, 
“the promotion of the universality of human 
rights by the West is counterproductive,” as it 
only encourages greater “civilizational clashes 
and backlash movements in non-Western cul-
tures” (Mayer 1994, 310). Other scholars, like 
Winter, argue that to Muslims, “the West is bi-
ased against Islam” as they resent their “rhetor-
ical endorsement of universality” (Mayer 1994, 
313).

Compared to the universal approach in in-
ternational law, the Sharia law “is […] the ‘path 
to be followed’, the ‘law to be obeyed by ev-

International Norms versus Sharia Law
International human rights laws, like the 

UDHR, are universal and applicable to all re-
gardless of gender, race, and religion. The 
UDHR specifically “recognizes the inherent 
dignity [… and] equal and inalienable rights of 
all” humans (Akkad 2012). Although interna-
tional law is often seen to have “been shaped 
by Western legal doctrine,” the UDHR is a 
fully embracing and non-legally binding docu-
ment (Powell 2019, 88). However, the “lack of 
clear framework and a set of [specific] guide-
lines can be problematic,” particularly when 
having to hold states or regions accountable 
for non-adherence, as exemplified in Aceh, de-
spite Indonesia being a signatory to the UDHR 
(Bloomfield 2016, 29). Western states also see 
the UDHR, and other international laws, “as 
providing a legitimate, value-neutral and be-
nevolent framework,” one which Sharia law 
cannot provide (Powell 2019). Yet, due to its 
“universalistic pretensions,” the UDHR brings 
challenges between “national law and inter-
national standards, particularly in non-west-
ern countries” (Yasar 2022). The failure to 
consider the “cultural and religious context of 
non-Western countries” can explain why Saudi 
Arabia did not adopt and sign the soft law (Ak-
kad 2012). The term ‘soft law’ indicates that the 
clauses within the legislation are non-binding 
to signatory states, serving solely as a national 
objective for states to achieve, with no exter-
nal obligation to do so. Furthermore, at the UN 
General Assembly, the Iranian representative 
has noted that the UDHR solely “represented 
a secular understanding of the Judeo-Christian 
tradition, [thus] could not be implemented by 
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ery Muslim’” (Russo 2019). Similarly to what 
can be perceived about the UDHR, Sharia law 
makes use of a cultural relativist approach: its 
specification of being ‘Muslim’ foreshadows its 
long-lasting adverse effects on socially margin-
alized individuals. The “culturally biased inter-
pretations of the…Sharia law” (Mansour 2014, 
8), based on the Quran, “classifies…people as 
believers or unbelievers…[designating] the lat-
ter…[as] ‘unprotected persons’ under…Islamic 
government” (Khan 2006, 795). Thus, despite 
all laws prevailing “universally in theory,” they 
do not always do so “in practice” (Henry 2013, 
365). For the many Muslim-majority states that 
have ratified international-leveled conventions, 
they have indicated priority for the Sharia law, 
rejecting “those parts of the Convention” (Rus-
so 2019) contrasting with Islamic law. The pri-
oritization of cultural relativism in Saudi Ara-
bia and Indonesia is reflected in the acceptance 
and integration of social, structural, and phys-
ical violence, revealing a substantial legal bias 
present in comparison to international human 
rights standards and norms.

Saudi Arabia
In Saudi Arabia, the Sharia law that is ap-

plied arises from “one of the strictest interpreta-
tions of Islamic law in the modern age” basing it 
off “the Hanbali school, Islam’s most conserva-
tive and focused on the select text” (Robinson 
2021). Their interpretation is the most literal 
of all and is known as Wahhabism, which “in-
sists that every Muslim must promote Islam” 
(Brown 2021) and spread its correct practice. 
To Saudi Sunni Muslims, the Sharia law “sets 
the standards of rightness or wrongness in hu-

man affairs and provides an all-inclusive scale 
of religious valuation for conduct” (Souryal 
1987, 431). Thus, Sharia Law’s application, 
which conflicts with internationally recognized 
principles, leads to severe restrictions for mi-
norities. Specifically for religious minorities 
like Christians and Shias as well as gender mi-
norities including women and members of the 
LGBTQ+ community, their human rights are 
“considered to be (some) of the poorest in the 
Arab region, especially when it comes to legal-
ized discrimination” (Mansour 2014, 14). 

Discrimination refers to a situation where 
“certain individuals or groups do not enjoy the 
same rights or privileges as” members of other 
groups (Irawan 2021, 90). Gendered discrim-
ination segregates women entirely from men: 
the former are excluded “from the workplace, 
penned in special ‘family sections’ in restau-
rants, taught in separate schools and colleges, 
and forbidden to drive,” stripping them from “a 
full legal personality” (Mansour 2014). Howev-
er, as per the Quran, “women have rights sim-
ilar to those of men equitably” (Quran, 2:228), 
thus critics of Saudi Arabia’s rule point out that 
leaving women behind – unable to make a life 
for themselves – furthers the normalization of 
exclusion and inequality (Robinson 2021). This 
normalization is evident when violence has be-
come tolerated socially and legally, as it “is 
viewed as ‘disciplining’ disobedient women” 
(Mansour 2014, 17). Punishments are “severe 
and include, for example, death for apostasy, 
[and used to include] eighty lashes for public 
intoxication, [and still includes] hand amputa-
tion for prima facie theft” (Souryal 1987, 433). 
Flogging, which “tended to be done with a 
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quently disrespected by authorities who dispro-
portionately propagate hate speeches and back 
“staunchly anti-Shiite beliefs and propaganda” 
(Human Rights Watch 2008). The “increasingly 
adopted paternalistic” approach by authorities, 
directed towards religious minorities, insinu-
ates the extensive control exerted by the state 
over its citizens (Faison 2007, 14).

The discrimination endorsed by the execu-
tive is worsened by judges and courts who do 
not follow the premise of equality before the 
law, nor respect judicial impartiality. In the 
West, judges “while exercising judicial duties 
(…) engage in unbiased application of law to 
specific cases,” however in Saudi Arabia, “re-
ligion finds expression in some courtrooms” 
(Powell 2019). Judges must “be devout adher-
ents to the Muslim faith, [and] respect religious 
values” (Powell 2019), further illustrating the 
bias present throughout society against reli-
gious minorities. The government claims that 
accepting other religions contradicts their be-
liefs, as it “threaten[s] the tradition[al] family 
structure, gender roles, and values” reflected 
in the Sharia law stemming from Quranic in-
terpretation (Russo 2019). This illustrates the 
inherent legal discrepancies between interpre-
tations of international human rights and Sharia 
law, resulting in the societal acceptance of vio-
lence based on religion and gender.

Indonesia
With 86% of its population being Muslims, 

Indonesia operates by balancing “secular and 
religious elements (…) with dialectical dia-
logue and conservation” (Hasyim 2020, 111).  
Unlike Saudi Arabia, its political and legal 

wooden cane,”  was banned as a punishment, 
yet it was replaced by further punishment, in-
cluding “jail time and fines” (Hubbard 2020). 
Despite the Western critique of these punish-
ments, the justification behind the implemen-
tation of corporal retributions is that it ensures 
“the continuity of a spiritual community” 
(Souryal 1987, 433). Survey polls have been 
conducted and show that “33.6%” expressed a 
desire to valiantly defend the existing system,” 
while only 23.4% were “in favor of radical 
change” (Tausch 2021, 364), thus illustrating 
the general public in Saudi Arabia may not nec-
essarily agree with the Western human rights 
approach.

Whilst Muslim Sunnis dominate the coun-
try, Shiites account for 15% of the population 
and therefore must tolerate the policies formu-
lated by and for Sunnis, hindering their cultur-
al beliefs and systems. Freedom of religion is 
severely restricted, with minorities constantly 
facing government threats and “discrimination 
based on their faith” (Taylor 2015), resulting 
in them being afforded fewer human rights 
than their Sunni Muslim counterparts. In 2014, 
a decree made atheism punishable for “up to 
20 years in prison,” declared non-Islamic re-
ligions unacceptable, and restricted Shia reli-
gious practices (Freedom House 2023). The 
Shias specifically are seen and treated “as sec-
ond-class citizens,” impeding the UDHR article 
on “equality in religion” (Caruso 2021). Since 
2014, the government has constantly discrim-
inated against minorities “including in public 
education, the justice system, and employment” 
(Russo 2019). Whilst theoretically permitted to 
worship in private, religious minorities are fre-
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systems are neither “theocratic nor secular,” 
a fact that has made the “State’s discourses…
uneasily separated from both identity makers” 
(Hasyim 2020, 125). The secular aspect of the 
state is represented by “the administration of 
state politics,” whereas the religious aspect “is 
represented by the Constitution of Indonesia” 
(Hasyim 2020, 125). This balance of forces al-
lows for ambiguity and different interpretations 
of either side to occur, which may create imbal-
ances in the state’s nature. Whilst it is “unable 
to stop several attempts of Shariatization pro-
moted by” some Muslim communities (Hasyim 
2020, 125), it also, as a non-secular state, al-
lows for the separation of religion and politics. 
For instance, in Indonesia, Islam, as a religion, 
“functions rather as a political ornament than 
as a substantial content of the State” (Hasyim 
2020, 112). This enables Indonesia to incorpo-
rate religious liberty, despite only recognizing 
six faiths, as stated in the Constitution. Conse-
quently, “members of religious minorities and 
atheists have been increasingly subjected to 
discrimination” (Arman 2022). Christians, the 
largest minority, and non-Muslim minorities 
are both “vulnerable to discriminatory laws and 
official indifference to worsening intolerance 
by militant Islamists” (Harsono 2017).

In Indonesia, the region of Aceh specifi-
cally “is one of Indonesia’s most religiously 
conservative areas, and is the only part of the 
archipelago to impose penalties on its residents 
under Islamic law” (Llewellyn 2019). Since 
1999, the region has been allowed to imple-
ment the Sharia law as they deem suitable, 
leading to its strict application. These harsh 
requirements include women “dress[ing] mod-

estly, alcohol (being) prohibited, and numerous 
offenses – from adultery to homosexuality to 
selling alcohol – (being) punishable by public 
whipping” (Emont 2017). These punishments 
show a patriarchal society, one dictating what 
citizens can and cannot do, as found by Faison. 
This has been locally justified “by the popular 
attitude that women who don’t obey the rules 
imposed by men get what they deserve” (Pad-
den 2011). Moreover, Aceh’s interpretation of 
Sharia law conflicts with Indonesia’s modern 
“idea of the nation-state” (Salim 2008) and 
goes against all ideas of international human 
rights norms. Yet, as a signatory country of the 
UDHR, Indonesian national law should have 
prevailing authority over sub-national law, es-
pecially ones characterized by heavily custom-
ary law bias and social exclusion. As Sharia 
law has inhibited Aceh, “a creeping Islamic 
fundamentalism” has gained a foothold, only 
bringing “strife-torn trouble, and negative pub-
licity” to the region (Kurniawati 2010). Now, 
Sharia law police, who often abuse their power, 
“roam the province, raiding everything from 
hotel rooms to beaches in a hunt for immoral 
activity” (Emont 2017), whilst the rest of the 
country has moved towards a more conser-
vative and Western-like system. The usage of 
Sharia law in Aceh has been noted to “not fol-
low Indonesian national law due to its imple-
mentation” of “cruel, inhuman, and degrading” 
punishments (Nagara 2022, 167). This site of 
violence and exclusion also “violates interna-
tional law prohibiting torture and other cruel, 
inhuman or degrading treatment set out in the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights” (Llewellyn 2019). The original aim of 
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far as the educational system, mandating state 
schools to enforce the “study [of] the religion…
[students] have declared” from the six available 
religions (Harnoso 2022).

Conclusion
To conclude, this paper sheds light on the 

concealed dimensions of power and exclusion, 
specifically of religious minorities and women. 
These perpetuated law biases ingrained with-
in Sharia law states such as Saudi Arabia and 
Aceh in Indonesia can demonstrate that despite 
agreeing to the fundamentals of international 
laws, cultural relativism can be a stronger force 
in creating and upholding certain human rights. 
Universalism, shown through the UDHR, can 
be seen as the forced application of ‘West-
ern-centric’ values and belief systems. How-
ever, within this framework of human rights 
legislation, there is a commitment to ensuring 
universal and impartial access to all rights, not-
withstanding social and economic situations. 
Thus, although the Sharia law allows states 
to replace Western perspectives and bias with 
their own cultural interpretations, this often 
overlooks and disregards the universal rights 
of all individuals, thereby causing harm to mi-
norities. The examples of normalized violence 
showcased in this paper therefore exhibit the 
uncontested power of the law and its enduring 
effects on marginalized communities.
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ABSTRACT
Sexual violence has increasingly been recognised – and framed – as a war crime. This essay 

seeks to unpack the normative and epistemological elements of this discourse. The literature is 
dominated by peacetime studies of gender and language which fail to analyse elements of shock 
and labels in the construction of the actors at play. This paper seeks to understand how language, 
power and media work together to infantilize women and create an implicit dichotomy of victims 
and survivors. Drawing on critical feminist and post-structural theories, it is argued that media 
agents play a significant role in shaping perception and defining policy on wartime rape, through 
language patterns and themes. It is concluded that the language employed by news articles con-
tributes to the gendered socialization of wartime rape. The argument is illustrated by a critical 
discourse analysis (CDA) of two news channels, Al Jazeera and Fox News, which seeks to identify 
the common discursive themes and demonstrates that the rhetoric employed is self-perpetuating 
and is conducive to gendered assumptions and shortcomings. 
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Introduction 
Media is a powerful and pervasive influ-

ence in our daily lives, shaping our opinions 
and perceptions. This critical discourse anal-
ysis (CDA) examines how the language news 
articles use and reproduce creates patriarchal 
notions contributing to a ‘gendered social con-
struction of wartime rape’.

Analysing ten articles by Al Jazeera and 
Fox News within a six-year range dating from 
September 2015 to November 2021, I describe 
how language is employed to reinforce ste-
reotypes and traditional roles that normalise 
violence against women. In particular, using 
a post-structural feminist lens, this CDA criti-
cally analyses the use of the terms ‘victim’ and 
‘survivor’ in war. Assessing language, labels, 
and themes employed in the coverage of war-
time rape, this study contributes to the existing 
literature on ‘peacetime’ rape, where ‘peace-
time’ refers to a period when a country is out-
side of conflict.

The core of my argument is that news sourc-
es – still dominated by men’s voices and tradi-
tional masculinist war narratives – communi-
cate images of men as natural ‘predators’ and 
women as inevitably, their ‘victims’. These 
implications extend beyond typical gendered 
analysis, particularly in wartime contexts 
where ‘victim-blaming’ isn’t the primary focus. 
Instead, they reinforce the hierarchical gender 
roles of dominance and submission.

Literature Review
Scholarly literature on the power of lan-

guage in wartime rape discourse has been an 
evolving and contested subject shaped by dif-

ferent waves of feminism and evolutions in 
critical theory. The first section of this literature 
review draws out views on language as both 
a source and an iteration of power in feminist 
thought. I then consider the vastly diverging 
views on the use of the words ‘victim’ and ‘sur-
vivor’ in defining people that have experienced 
rape and the effect these have on shaping rhet-
oric. Finally, I describe the use of shock tactics 
employed by the media to shape policy and the 
implications therein. The literature presented 
will serve as a basis for critically evaluating the 
language of selected news sources.

Knowledge and Power
That language holds power is a concept 

that many critical schools of thought and 
post-structural theorists have incorporated into 
their work. Shepard (2010, 15) claims academ-
ics should take a more critical approach to the 
reproduction of knowledge through the writing 
of policy and other crucial documents. Ayiera 
(2010, 13) expands on Shepard, arguing that 
international relations discourse uncritically 
accepts patriarchal ideology. Scholars fail to 
address gendered language and biases, and that 
results in the perpetuation of gender inequali-
ties. Skjelsbaek (2010) gives an example of this 
bias, namely the popular characterisation of 
sexual violence as a ‘weapon of war’. Although 
this conceptualization is not clearly defined or 
evidenced in political discourse, its widespread 
use has made it “common knowledge,” which 
exemplifies the self-reinforcing power of lan-
guage in creating knowledge (Skjelsbaek 2010, 
27). Bolseth (2013) articulates in her CDA that 
power dynamics are intertwined with commu-
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(1996), the terms ‘victim’ and ‘survivor’ should 
all together not be employed as they establish 
a problematic dichotomy, leading to questions 
about who qualifies as a ‘victim’ versus a ‘sur-
vivor’ and who has the authority to determine 
where the threshold lies for an individual to be 
categorized as such. They contend that this lan-
guage perpetuates a form of ‘victim-blaming’, 
and therefore, neither label should be employed 
to characterize an individual’s experience (Kel-
ly, Burton and Regan 1996, 92). Herein, the 
scholars outline an exercise carried out where 
participants were required to list words they as-
sociate with ‘victim’ and ‘survivor’; the study 
resulted in a ‘conceptual split’ where the ‘vic-
tim’ was heavily characterised by negative de-
scriptors while the ‘survivor’ was positive and 
desirable. As such, they find that more gener-
ic categorizations such as ‘children’, ‘young 
people’, ‘adults’ or ‘women’ are best suited to 
avoid reproducing power values embedded in 
discourse.

Bonnes’s (2013, 217) analysis in her CDA 
severely disagrees with this argument, counter-
ing that these terms must be used to emphasise 
the role of the perpetrator. She criticizes news 
articles for using descriptors like ‘women’, 
‘children’ and ‘girls’ rather than the label iden-
tified above, as she finds that specific language 
is crucial in creating associations of blame or 
innocence (Bonnes 2013, 218). These associa-
tions in turn serve to facilitate the identification 
and punishment of perpetrators. Lewis (2015) 
builds on Bonnes’s research method to inves-
tigate how discourse in the media contributes 
to the perception of rape. She identifies how 
the news, through active discursive framing, 

nication, where statements made by people 
in power shape information and knowledge. 
She highlights this by outlining the discur-
sive landscape of the Democratic Republic of 
Congo (DRC), drawing back to King Leopold 
II’s (1908-1960) language during his colonial 
reign. Bolseth compare his use of language to 
identical rhetoric used by UN Special Repre-
sentative Margot Wallströms in April 2010 
characterizing the country as the “rape capital 
of the world” (Bolseth 2013, 34).

‘Victim/Survivor’ Dichotomy
Whether a person who has experienced sex-

ual violence is described as a ‘victim’, ‘survi-
vor’, or neither or both, is a controversial de-
bate among feminist scholars. Scholars tend 
to disagree on the terms and their implications 
in language. ‘Victims’ are predominantly con-
ceptualized as weak, passive and powerless – 
terms that are often attributed to femininity. As 
such, recent neoliberal debates (Kelly, Burton 
and Regan 1996) criticize the word, arguing 
it is inherently stigmatized and deemed unde-
sirable. Especially when it is the language of 
‘victim’ that prevails in the majority of policy, 
media and literature regarding wartime sex-
ual violence. They claim the word ‘survivor’ 
instead to attempt to emancipate the language 
of rape. Ross (2022) problematizes this neolib-
eral conception of the word ‘victim’, arguing 
its rejection and substitution with ‘survivor’ 
or otherwise, is in and of itself a form of ‘vic-
tim-blaming’ as it puts pressure on those who 
are assaulted and blames them for suffering as 
a result. 

According to Kelly, Burton and Regan 



FLUX: International Relations Review

100

skews the perception of ‘victims/survivors’ 
and perpetrators and contributes to the social 
construction of rape. Many scholars focus their 
analysis on instances of ‘peacetime’ rape where 
‘victim-blaming’ is prominent, but few, if any 
studies, look at the language of perpetrators 
in ‘wartime’. While scholars make valuable 
contributions by discussing how language in-
fluences how society perceives the ‘victim/sur-
vivor’ dichotomy and the severity of incidents 
of rape, they fail to analyse language within 
the broader context of gender dynamics. This 
is evident as scholars exclusively focus on the 
rape of ‘women and children’ by men, which 
though prevalent is not the only manifestation. 
This narrow characterization excludes the pos-
sibility of women as perpetrators and men as 
‘victims’, positioning women as natural prey to 
predatory men.

Shock Tactics
Ayiera (2010) emphasizes research on war-

time rape has employed shock tactics to gener-
ate momentum. She gives examples of phrases 
such as “rape as a weapon of war” and “the 
war is fought on women’s bodies” to highlight 
the phraseology emerging from Ayiera’s study 
(2010, 11). She adds that the international focus 
on the scale and scope of sexual violence im-
plies that this form of violence is notable only 
when it involves large numbers and egregious 
‘newsworthy’ acts (Ayiera 2010, 8). Herein, 
she stipulates that such ‘hierarchies’ of crime 
ignore the patriarchal dimension of sexual vio-
lence and reflect the view that violence against 
women, unless topical or lurid, is a private mat-
ter. Similarly, Dragotesc (2011) provides the 

example of the DRC to discuss how its charac-
terization as the rape capital of the world by the 
UN appropriates the tragedy of

Congolese women essentialises sexual vio-
lence in the country, and ultimately place rape 
as a pivotal part of the Congolese identity. 
Lewis (2015, 13) counters these arguments by 
discussing how the sensationalization of crimes 
through shock reporting is beneficial in mobi-
lizing global attention and legal repercussions. 
Though this may be true, through her very ar-
gument Lewis fails to critically reflect in their 
work on the power language holds in creating 
canonical knowledge and shaping policy. This 
shortcoming is evident as there is no discussion 
on the possible implications of shock tactics 
and their potential negative effects.

Considering the post-structural arguments 
posited by these academics, and drawing on 
certain shortcomings identified, this report 
aims to investigate how news articles use lan-
guage to reinforce and reproduce gendered 
power structures.

Methodology
This CDA uses a poststructural feminist 

framework to shape the methodological choic-
es and critically engage with the content and 
theory. This approach looks particularly at the 
social construction of gendered subjectivities 
and seeks to investigate the relationships be-
tween power, language, and subjectivity con-
cerning gender (Prasad 2015, 165).

Firstly, this form of analysis requires re-
searchers to critically engage with how our 
understanding of language and power is medi-
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excluded those on the Russia-Ukraine and Pal-
estine-Israel conflicts as the polarized opinions 
within these wars could have drastically shifted 
the coverage. Excluding them helped ensure a 
more balanced selection and clearer represen-
tation of diverse perspectives on wartime rape. 
Each article was printed and coded by hand. 
The coding process was based on the principles 
of poststructural feminist analysis, as I derived 
codes from common themes identified by gen-
der scholars. While some codes were precon-
ceived, others emerged through close readings 
of the articles.

This essay uses qualitative methods of re-
search (CDA) to examine how news articles 
portray individuals as either ‘survivors/victims’ 
or ‘perpetrators’, and to understand how this 
language reinforces gendered power dynam-
ics. As discussed by Kelly, Burton and Regan 
(1996), the ‘survivor/victim’ dichotomy is im-
portant in determining who qualifies to be a 
‘survivor’, who does not and what this implies 
for the discourse on sexual violence. Further-
more, when considering Bonnes (2013), the role 
of the perpetrator can be highlighted or de-em-
phasized based on the labels used. By using a 
qualitative method rather than a word count, 
I was able to assess the contexts in which the 
words appear, as well as critically interpret the 
tone. Moreover, CDA is primarily concerned 
with the function of rhetoric in enacting, repro-
ducing, and opposing power hierarchies, dom-
inance, and inequality (Mullet 2018). It argues 
that language is always employed purposefully, 
consciously or unconsciously (Mullet 2018). 
Therefore, recognizing the implications of lan-
guage allows us to critically understand how 

ated through and facilitated by preconceptions 
about the world we live in (Shepherd 2010, 
144). Therefore, examining positionality is 
necessary to understand what shapes the re-
searcher’s interpretations of knowledge and the 
set experiences which contribute to their anal-
ysis. As a woman with an interest in feminist 
theory, my interpretations and criticisms are not 
independent of my positionality and thus may 
inadvertently reflect some of the critical views 
and implicit bias in my analysis. An example 
that could influence my research is that I might 
inherently prioritize the rape, and experience 
of women, overlooking men as ‘victims/sur-
vivors’. Herein, the researcher is a part of the 
structure that shapes knowledge.

I analysed ten news articles from Al Jazeera 
and Fox News ranging from September 2015 
to November 2021. These two news databases 
were selected because they represent antipodal 
geopolitical stances, Al Jazeera being based in 
Qatar and Fox News in the United States. This 
was done to minimize political bias and iden-
tify generic themes in the media. I searched 
news databases for articles on ‘wartime rape’, 
and found that most articles only secondarily 
mention sexual violence in war. Therefore, I 
selected the top ten sources based on relevance 
within the outlined time frame. A more sys-
tematic sampling system would have enhanced 
reliability, but an overall lack of focused me-
dia coverage made this the preferable choice. 
In addition, examining only two news sources 
may affect the external validity of my research, 
and the results may not be representative of 
the language employed by all news databas-
es. I selected current articles but purposefully 
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the way knowledge is represented leads to a 
global consensus toward wartime rape wherein 
gendered identities and power relations are re-
produced (Dragotesc 2011).

Although the methods presented assist in 
critically framing the research, they also cre-
ate some limitations. This approach increases 
the risk of researcher bias, which compromises 
the validity and replicability of the research. 
This is because the researcher’s positionality 
and corresponding cognitive bias play a part 
in identifying relevant themes and analysing 
their relevance. Although the themes identified 
in the literature and critical theory were readi-
ly apparent, some articles may have required a 
more comprehensive examination, potentially 
yielding different results if replicated.

Analysis
Women/‘Victims’, Men/‘Predators’

In CDA the research is concerned with how 
language, knowledge, culture, and ideology 
are employed, interpreted, and related to cer-
tain situations to form specific ideative patterns 
(Lindekilde 2014, 196). In the sampled articles, 
I identify how the discourse underpins gender 
stereotypes and essentializes the roles of wom-
en and men in conflict-related sexual violence. 
By analysing the infantilization of women and 
the vilification of men, the patriarchal influence 
on shaping the social construction of wartime 
rape becomes evident. 

On the one hand, a notable trend in the data 
is the overall infantilization of women through 
the association of women with children. En-
loe (2014) criticizes the rhetoric of the indis-
tinguishable ‘women and children’, whereby 

women are portrayed as just as vulnerable to 
violence as their children. This happens in sev-
eral articles, where sexual violence is said to 
be “systematically inflicted by combatants on 
girls and women” and “used to terrorize women 
and children” (Associated Press 2018; McFall 
2021). Furthermore, one of the articles (Craig 
2021) portrays targeted women and children 
as a “soft spot for this [Cameroon] war.” In 
this context, the crude metaphor reveals latent 
power dynamics which naturalize gendered 
hierarchies and reinforce feminized identities. 
Women in conflict are defined in the media by 
their vulnerability to sexual assault and need 
for protection. For example, in Cameroon “fear 
and anxiety are shared by many women.” This 
perpetuates gendered shorthands about wom-
en’s innate weakness and men’s predatory dis-
position (Craig 2021; Khan 2022).

On the other hand, war has historically been 
a male space, where politicians, admirals, and 
soldiers continue to dominate the field. There-
fore, hegemonic masculinity is essentialized 
and perpetuated in representations and narra-
tives about war. The articles reflect this mascu-
line dominance in the violent and active charac-
terization of perpetrators as “victorious fighters 
[...] using sexual violence out of a sense of 
impunity or entitlement” and describe their 
explicit role in “committing widespread sexu-
al violence” (Associated Press 2018; Aljazeera 
2021). The active language used to describe 
men in conflict is in stark contrast with the 
passive, “terrorized” and “soft” descriptions of 
women.
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en, men are ‘strong enough to transcend from 
victim to ‘survivor’’. This type of socialization 
characterizes ‘victims’ as feminine, and rein-
forces the gender dichotomy of male/female, 
as a parallel of the ‘survivor/victim’ dichotomy.

Wartime Rape and the Political Other
The majority of articles, when discussing 

wartime rape, essentialize the act, normalizing 
its prevalence in conflict. An example of this 
is one article’s characterization of sexual vio-
lence as “a savage feature of armed conflict” 
(Associated Press 2018). The negative tone of 
the word “savage,” coupled with the disturbing 
acquiescence in reporting it as a feature of war 
belonging typically to it and serving to iden-
tify it, highlights this normalization. Further-
more, the active condemnation of individual 
perpetrators, government policies and cultures 
present in other articles, facilitates the creation 
of a space where wartime rape is accepted and 
normalized (Associated Press, 2017b). An ex-
ample of this is the depiction of Cameroon 
as having “devolved into a state of ‘lawless-
ness’” and “if the UN sexual abuse crisis has 
an epicentre, it is the Congo.” The use of this 
language presents a crude picture of war and 
everyday realities, perpetuating the notion that 
sexual assault in conflict is an inevitable crime 
committed by “savage” men against ‘vulnera-
ble’ women in a “lawless state” (Khan 2022). 
Furthermore, phrases such as “rape is a weap-
on of war,” present in the majority of articles, 
“[...]when you get the woman, you get the na-
tion” (McNeish 2015) and “the young woman 
didn’t expect to become embroiled in South 
Sudan’s conflict” (Associated Press 2017a), 

‘Victim/Survivor’ Dichotomy
Newspapers’ use of labels to highlight or 

de-emphasize the severity of wartime rape 
plays a significant role in the reassertion of 
gendered power structures. To fully understand 
the implications of knowledge production, it is 
crucial to identify how these words are used, 
their significance in the articles and how they 
shape the prevailing narrative. 

Recent neoliberal studies, as noted by Kel-
ly, Burton, and Regan’s (1996) work, argue that 
the term ‘victim’ carries an inherent stigma and 
is viewed unfavourably due to its association 
with passivity and weakness. The CDA indi-
cates that the majority of articles employ the 
term “victim” to describe those affected by sex-
ual violence – a total of 45 times throughout 
the 10 articles. By consistently framing them as 
such, the media here plays a significant role in 
further marginalizing and disempowering the 
women it refers to. This language reinforces 
notions of helplessness and vulnerability, over-
shadowing the agency and resilience of those 
affected.

On the other side of the dichotomy, is the 
‘survivor’ imperative only employed by half 
the articles, 15 times overall. This label is 
rarely used within the texts analysed, with the 
only outlier being a Fox News article (McKay 
2019) accounting for 7 of the 15 times the term 
was used. What distinguishes this article from 
all others is that its content is concerned with 
“male rape” as “emerging as one of the most 
underreported weapons of war” (McKay 2019). 
Not only does the tone applied reject that war-
time rape of men is commonplace, but this 
discourse explicitly indicates that, unlike wom-
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reproduce the problematic metaphor identified 
by Dragotesc of the female body as a political 
and cultural site and the woman as a symbol of 
her community (2011). In essence, this data un-
derscores the need for a critical examination of 
language and discourse in media surrounding 
conflict and gender-based violence. By ques-
tioning and deconstructing these narratives, it 
becomes evident that colonial legacies as well 
as patriarchal structures are ingrained in knowl-
edge production as a way to isolate and con-
demn the Global South (Dragotesc 2011).

Conclusion
In conclusion, language is a key element 

in the reproduction of knowledge. This CDA 
investigated how the language employed by 
news articles contributes to the gendered so-
cialisation of wartime rape. The research was 
approached through a poststructural feminist 
lens, aiming to critically evaluate not only 
the gendered dynamics but also the underly-
ing social implications that gave rise to them. 
Through my analysis, I attempted to expand on 
existing academic work by Bonnes and Ayiera, 
amongst others, regarding ‘peacetime’ rape and 
language in foreign policy by extending my re-
search to include rape in conflict. To this effect, 
I believe the results show that the media uses 
gender shorthand and patriarchal language to 
reinforce social structures and gendered hier-
archies of power. This work is important in its 
contribution to the global discourse on wartime 
sexual violence and the deconstruction of lan-
guage in the media as it provides a critique of 
existing literature and builds on the gaps iden-
tified therein. Notwithstanding, the subjective 

element of CDA means that my own experi-
ences and positionality could have shaped the 
findings, thus limiting the objective replica-
bility and reliability of this study as opposed 
to other methods. The research could have 
been expanded by including a wider range of 
newspapers analysed and focusing more on the 
differences, if any, amongst different political 
news contexts. Furthermore, it would be inter-
esting to look at the media concerning policy 
statements and public opinion to reflect on the 
influence of the former on the latter.
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ABSTRACT
Little Jamaica, a Black community in North-Western Toronto, has been a site of belonging for 

members of the Caribbean and African diaspora for more than 70 years. However, the community 
is on the brink of erasure due to the multi-billion-dollar Metrolinx Eglinton Crosstown Light Rail 
Transit (LRT) project. Due to the denial of Little Jamaica as a heritage conservation district, the 
city has allowed for its destruction for capital accumulation. By exploring the complex relation-
ship between a Black sense of place, urban planning and capital interests, this paper will examine 
the distressing case of Little Jamaica. In order to protect Black communities and support Black 
futures, we must challenge systemic anti-Blackness in urban planning. 
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Introduction
Little Jamaica flourished with the arrival 

of Caribbean immigrants in the 1950s follow-
ing changes in the Immigration Act and work 
schemes (Stover 2021). It quickly became a 
vibrant center for the Black community in 
North-Western Toronto. Numerous Black-
owned businesses including barbershops, 
grocery stores, hair salons, and Caribbean 
restaurants were founded along the stretch of 
the Eglinton West Corridor from Keele Street 
to Marlee Avenue. Little Jamaica is home for 
many of the Caribbean and African diaspora 
who express feelings of belonging and a sense 
of place. However, Toronto’s Eglinton Cross-
town Light Rail Transit (LRT) project threat-
ens to erase the neighbourhood. The transit 
led development project spearheaded by the 
provincial and municipal government has been 
detrimental to the Black community as it has 
enabled and promoted gentrification and urban 
renewal. In the past, Little Jamaica was brought 
to life by the laughter of residents walking 
down the street, whifts of Caribbean food in 
the air and the sweet melodies of reggae mu-
sic. During the height of construction, Little Ja-
maica was almost unrecognizable with a series 
of boarded-up buildings, blocked and narrow 
pathways because of ongoing construction, and 
‘for lease’ signs on many storefronts (Bessonov 
2020; Glover 2022).

This paper will argue that the City of To-
ronto’s failure to recognize ‘Little Jamaica’ as 
a heritage site under the Ontario Heritage Act 
contributes to the erasure of a Black sense of 
place within the city for capital gain. To fur-
ther this analysis, the paper will first examine 

the theoretical framework of a Black sense of 
place outlined by Katherine McKittrick (2011). 
Next, the paper will apply Adam Bledsoe and 
Willie Jamal Wright’s work to examine the 
role of anti-Blackness as a precursor for cap-
ital accumulation (Bledsoe and Wright 2018). 
Further, the paper will discuss the concept of 
displacing Blackness outlined by Ted Rutland, 
and the rejection of the Ontario Heritage Act 
(Rutland 2018). Lastly, the paper will discuss 
the community resistance in Little Jamaica and 
attempts to overcome the erasure of the com-
munity.

A Black sense of place
McKittrick argues that Black geographies in 

the Americas are inextricably linked to power 
dynamics, where there are “deliberate attempts 
to destroy a Black sense of place” (McKittrick 
2011, 947). A Black sense of place can be con-
ceptualized as the engagement of historical and 
contemporary struggles of Black communities 
regarding specific places. It recognizes how 
places inhabited by Black communities cannot 
be reduced to their physical characteristics but 
are intertwined with lived experiences, racial 
histories and cultural significance. Therefore, a 
Black sense of place is not rooted in a static and 
timebound way of seeing a place, but a dynam-
ic and changing interaction based on legacies 
of racial violence and resistance (McKittrick 
2011, 949).

This Black sense of place is constantly un-
der threat and its erasure has been a source of 
profit for white people since the transatlantic 
slave trade. Moreover, Black bodies and space 
continue to be targets of spatialized violence. 
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mulation. Beginning with the proliferation of 
slavery, the Black body has been conditioned to 
be perceived as ‘a-spatial’. In the white spatial 
imaginary, spaces that Black people occupy are 
seen as sites of exploitation due to their ‘empti-
ness’. By characterizing Black spaces as ‘lack-
ing legitimate forms of occupation and usage’, 
the state can justify the exploitation of com-
munities for projects such as the Eglinton LRT 
Crosstown. In fact, Bledsoe and Wright argue 
that “anti-Blackness makes possible the accu-
mulation necessary for capitalist reproduction” 
(2018, 11). Despite there being clear historic 
ties to the Little Jamaica neighborhood as a site 
that garners senses of place for the Black com-
munity in Toronto, this usage of space is not as 
valuable nor as profitable as a transit-led devel-
opment project. As a matter of fact, locations of 
Black populations are rarely considered to be 
used in the most ‘appropriate’ way if they are 
not the basis for capitalist extraction.

As Rutland posits, urban planning is often 
synonymous with the destruction of racialized 
communities (Rutland 2018). The colonial log-
ic of Black a-spatiality has been embedded in 
urban planning and as such planning outcomes 
are rooted in anti-Blackness. Because Black-
ened spaces (meaning spaces occupied by 
Black people) are seen as ‘illegitimate’, urban 
planning practices continue to exploit them and 
choose them as sites of urban renewal. Black 
displacement in Canadian cities for urban re-
newal and transit-led development is common-
place. From Hogan’s Alley in Vancouver to 
Little Burgundy in Montreal, urban develop-
ment projects go hand in hand with the removal 
of Black bodies and space (High 2019; CBC 

The concept of spatial violence explains how 
architecture and the built environment can 
harm marginalized communities through de-
sign and the use of space (Waldron 2022). As 
McKittrick posits, the plantation institutional-
ized the “economized and enforced placeless-
ness” of Black bodies which has created the 
racist underpinnings of “land exploitation as 
accumulation and emancipation” (McKittrick 
2011, 947). Further, this phenomenon estab-
lished during chattel slavery has normalized 
Black dispossession for capital means rooted in 
white supremacist ideals. 

While the plantation may seem distant from 
the case of urban renewal in Little Jamaica, the 
two are directly linked as products of the leg-
acies of colonial-racial geographies. A Black 
sense of place is more than simply a space that 
Black people call home but is a site of resis-
tance against practices of domination and racial 
entanglements (McKittrick 2011, 947). Little 
Jamaica’s very existence is a story of a dias-
poric community that has challenged attempts 
of dehumanization rooted in tenets of coloniali-
ty (McKittrick 2011, 947). The neighbourhood, 
then, is a physical manifestation of the Black 
community’s long lasting resilience, which has 
created a Black sense of place. Thus, its era-
sure is more than the destruction of brick-and-
mortar stores, but of a history and culture that 
fought to be established. 

Black displacement and  
capital accumulation

The case of Little Jamaica is, unfortunate-
ly, not unique. It is part of a large pattern of 
anti-Blackness as a precursor to capital accu-
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2020). Blackness is displaced both physically 
and figuratively by planning, as the interests of 
the Black population are co-opted by capital-
ist desires. Due to reproduced power dynamics 
stemming from colonial practices, the Black 
body has been limited to a subordinate structur-
al position which continues to be spatially and 
physically exploited.

While some may argue that the LRT is nec-
essary to improve transit connectivity within 
the city, we must think critically about who will 
benefit from this development. The project has 
not only been over budget and drastically de-
layed but has directly contributed to the gen-
trification of Little Jamaica. With construction 
in the neighborhood for over 10 years, Black 
businesses have continued to close year by year 
with an approximate loss of 140 businesses 
since the beginning of the LRT construction 
(Kong 2023). Moreover, it is important to note 
that Black people are rarely the benefactors 
of the urban renewal ‘improvements’ in their 
communities. Instead, they are systematically 
separated from these spaces by those in power. 
Through their forcible removal, Black popula-
tions not only lose their communities and their 
sense of place but rarely get to reap any rewards 
from the process.

The Ontario Heritage Act and  
Little Jamaica

Little Jamaica’s erasure did not need to be 
imminent. In fact, the City of Toronto could 
have used legislation to halt the community’s 
destruction. Unfortunately, they failed to do so. 
Over the past few years, there has been wide-
spread advocacy from the residents and com-

munity groups to protect Little Jamaica under 
the Ontario Heritage Act. With protection under 
the Ontario Heritage Act, a designated heritage 
district “gives City Council control over the al-
teration and demolition of certain elements of  
all buildings within an HCD in order to main-
tain, enhance and restore the heritage character 
of the District” (City of Toronto 2008).

In response to this request, the city ex-
pressed that it was ‘not the best fit for the area’ 
(Bozikovic 2021). Instead, in March 2021, the 
city decided to designate the area as Toronto’s 
first ‘cultural district’ meaning it “would pro-
vide economic support for business, arts and 
culture” (Bozikovic 2021). However, with no 
official definition of a cultural district, most 
residents remained wary of this development. 
While at face value this could be viewed as an 
acknowledgement of the important history of 
Little Jamaica, it is in fact another tool for the 
advancement of capital accumulation. This ex-
ample perfectly illustrates what David Harvey 
coined the ‘spatial fix’, a reorganization and ap-
propriation of space for profit (Harvey 2001). 
This phenomenon happens when: “In the midst 
of efforts to accumulate surplus value through 
real estate development  via the gentrification 
of Black communities, municipalities attempt 
to appease Black communities and capitalize 
on Black cultural/spatial expressions by hem-
ming Black histories into museums as they 
eradicate the makers of Black history” (Bled-
soe and Wright 2018, 16).

In the case of Little Jamaica, its ‘cultural 
status’ is a means for the city to capitalize on 
the neighborhood’s rich and vibrant history. By 
openly advertising this neighbourhood as a cul-
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ing Little Jamaica a ‘cultural district’ with no 
formal protection. Black community members 
took to social media to express their disap-
pointment with the change in decision. “I grew 
up in Little Jamaica and wouldn’t have it any 
other way. Making up a ‘cultural district’ term 
instead of declaring it a heritage district is to-
tal BS. It’s basically them saying “you’re cool, 
but we still want to demolish you and replace 
you with condos when the LRT opens”” — 
Jeff Veillette (@JeffVeillette), March 10, 2021 
(Stover 2021).

While the city says they want to protect the 
community through cultural status, there are 
over 110 development applications for the area, 
from changes to existing buildings to new forty 
story condominiums (Samuel 2021). Why have 
they not pressed pause? Simply put, if they 
wanted to save the remnants of the neighbour-
hood, they would have.

The senior manager of heritage planning 
Mary MacDonald stated that “the built form of 
the Eglinton strip didn’t seem to warrant her-
itage protection” (Bozikovic 2021). However, 
earlier in 2021, the city listed over 50 com-
mercial buildings in Leslieville as historical-
ly significant and thus ‘worthy’ of protection 
(Bozikovic 2021). The inconsistency of the 
areas that are deemed to support the historic 
context of the city demonstrates the process-
es’ subjectivity and anti-Blackness. While res-
idents in Little Jamaica have lobbied the city 
to protect their community due to the Black 
sense of place it has created, it was not deemed 
worthy of heritage conservation. Nevertheless, 
some of the city’s wealthiest and whitest neigh-
bourhoods such as The Annex, Rosedale, Cab-

tural hub, the city aims to profit from the rem-
nants of the community that they are destroy-
ing. This paradoxical reality is commonplace 
in neoliberal governance strategies, as the city 
wants to celebrate diversity for tourism pur-
poses while simultaneously divesting from the 
community. Little Jamaica’s cultural distinction 
is a performative token gesture that exemplifies 
“a practice of gentrification in which cultural 
and historical landmarks are ‘preserved’ to give 
an area commercial appeal,” like commission-
ing the beautiful Reggae Lane mural at 1584 
Eglinton West by Adrian Hayles (Patel 2016; 
DiMatteo 2021).

On April 7th , City Councillor Josh Mat-
low presented a motion to the city council ti-
tled “Preserving the Past and Protecting the 
Future of Little Jamaica” in response to the 
undefined ‘cultural district’ designation. The 
motion asked that the city prioritize surveying 
Little Jamaica as a heritage conservation dis-
trict protected under the Ontario Heritage Act. 
Matlow expressed that “We [the City] need to 
recognize this place [Little Jamaica] is worthy” 
(Bozikovic 2021). This motion was amended 
by Councillor Mike Colle to include that Lit-
tle Jamaica should be “protected amid active 
and future development applications along 
Eglinton West that are gentrifying the area at 
a rapid pace” (Bozikovic 2021). The Toronto 
city council voted unanimously in support of 
the motion with the amendment.

Interestingly, two months after the passing 
of Councillor Matlow’s motion to make Little 
Jamaica a heritage conservation district under-
study, the city reneged on their decision. They 
expressed that they wanted to refocus on mak-
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bagetown, The Danforth, and Leslieville, have 
been able to gain heritage designations or have 
been taken under review (Bozikovic 2021).

According to the city of Toronto, heritage 
conservation districts “are a planning tool that 
guide change in neighbourhoods that represent 
rich social, cultural and architectural history – 
places that contribute to the livability and ap-
peal of Toronto as a multicultural, sustainable 
and equitable city” (City of Toronto 2023). 
Therefore, if Little Jamaica fits within the 
bounds of a designation of a heritage conser-
vation district as defined by the city, why was 
it overlooked for the designation? Truthfully, 
allowing Little Jamaica heritage conservation 
district status would jeopardize the multibil-
lion-dollar investment that the province and the 
city have injected into the Eglinton Crosstown 
LRT project. Moreover, the LRT project will 
garner over 10 billion dollars over time in real 
estate development, demonstrating how private 
interests have dominated the narrative concern-
ing the protection of this area (Gordon 2018).

In addition to failing to recognize Little Ja-
maica as a conservation site, the city has ex-
cluded the area from the new affordable housing 
plan. The new framework called ‘inclusionary 
zoning’ would make it mandatory for develop-
ers to include a percentage of affordable units 
in newly built condominium buildings (Beattie 
2021). Little Jamaica was narrowly excluded 
from this policy because the area ‘did not meet 
the housing demand for the program’. The city 
expressed that neighbourhoods along Eglinton 
West such as Little Jamaica will likely make 
the cut when the inclusionary zoning policy is 
reviewed in the next three years (Beattie 2021). 

In other words, once new condos have already 
been built, the LRT has opened and the Black 
community has been displaced, affordable 
housing will be offered. The zoning assessment 
was done under provincial requirements to de-
termine which neighbourhoods could “sustain 
the affordable housing requirement and not 
deter development” (Beattie 2021). Clearly, 
affordable housing for the Black population in 
Little Jamaica would hinder the city’s ability to 
sell astronomically priced condo units for the 
‘creative class’ (Florida 2002).

Resistance in Little Jamaica
The erasure of Little Jamaica has by no 

means been taken lightly, and the fact that 
the battle is ongoing is due to the resistance 
and resilience exhibited by the Black com-
munity. Advocacy for the neighbourhood has 
been spearheaded by Black Urbanism Toron-
to (BUTO) and Black Futures on Eglinton. 
These community non-profits were essential in 
building the case for Little Jamaica’s heritage 
conservation status. BUTO was established in 
2018 in response to the injustices and erasure 
of Little Jamaica caused by the LRT Crosstown 
construction (Black Urbanism Toronto 2024). 
They acknowledged that the disruptions caused 
by the urban renewal project were displacing 
Black communities and causing a decline in 
Black businesses. Their goal now is to continue 
advocating for the protection and preservation 
of Black communities and their cultural, eco-
nomic and social interests. Further, BUTO was 
instrumental in raising awareness of the ad-
verse effects of the LRT construction and rep-
resented the community in meetings with the 
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rapidly destroyed. The City of Toronto and the 
province have systematically contributed to 
the erasure of a Black sense of place in Little 
Jamaica for capital gain. By denying Little Ja-
maica’s appeal for protection under the Ontario 
Heritage Act, the city revealed that its capitalist 
interests are far more important than preserv-
ing a Black sense of place. While this outcome 
is distressing, it is commonplace as urban re-
newal and development in Canada has been 
long rooted in anti-Blackness. The concepts of 
Black a-spatiality and emptiness continue to be 
held today and have manifested as foundational 
elements of urban planning. By failing to pro-
tect the area through legislation, excluding it 
from inclusionary zoning and identifying it as 
a ‘cultural district’ for tourism, Little Jamaica 
has become a pawn in the capitalist enterprise. 
Despite the government’s intended purpose 
of governing the people’s interests, they have 
been beholden to capitalist interests. While re-
sistance and resilience have been ongoing, the 
fate of Little Jamaica will not be held in the 
hands of the people but the corporations. And 
they have long made up their minds – profit 
over people.
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ABSTRACT
The aim of this study is to investigate why Türkiye might be interested in acquiring nuclear 

weapons and pursuing armament, and understand whether its nuclear aspirations are truly feasi-
ble. In line with existing theoretical nuclear armament models, particularly through realist and 
idealist views, this paper will determine whether nuclear proliferation in Türkiye can be expected. 
Considering that in recent years the Middle East region has had points of tension in relation to 
nuclear developments, it is essential to consider the ways in which international norms, Türkiye’s 
domestic context, and the role of political figures have impacted Ankara’s nuclear energy policy 
and demands for nuclear Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD). By providing a detailed critique, 
and by taking into account the significance of the re-election of Recep Tayyip Erdogan in the 2023 
Presidential elections, this article will provide a nuanced understanding to Türkiye’s foreign and 
domestic policies, whilst providing a new perspective to armament theories.
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Introduction: Context of Türkiye
Nuclear proliferation theories can often be 

divided into two camps: realist perspectives 
and idealist views. ON the one hand, the former 
theories tend to emphasise the security chal-
lenges that states may face, and how that in-
fluences them to adopt policies with the aim of 
deterrence. On the other hand, idealist theorists 
argue that states may contemplate developing 
nuclear weapons depending on the perceived 
symbolism and subjective consideration of its 
benefits or necessity in promoting the inter-
ests of a state or another body. As presented by 
Jacques Hyman, nuclear proliferation idealist 
models can be branched into three categories: 
emphasis on existing international norms, the 
domestic circumstances, and the significance 
of powerful individuals in advocating (or not) 
for nuclear weaponry. These dimensions can 
aim to develop whether a state has the means 
necessary to develop such weaponry, but also 
provide an insight as to whether a state will tru-
ly take the next step to acquire those types of 
weapons.

The case of Türkiye is a point of interest, es-
pecially as in recent decades prominent leader 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has publicly 
declared a need for change in the international 
world order regarding nuclear weapons (Hibbs 
2019). Through the use of symbolic tropes, the 
President has drawn attention to the perceived 
unfairness of the current international order, 
and referred to the acquiring of nuclear weap-
ons as necessary to build his country’s prestige 
on the international stage and power within the 
region of the Middle East (Ophir 2021, 2).

Ankara has since 1980 signed and rati-

fied the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weap-
ons Treaty (NPT), as well as the Safeguards 
Agreement at the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) – an agency which monitors 
all nuclear facilities, including those in Türki-
ye (Kibaroglu 2015, 161). Despite these agree-
ments, on September 4th, 2019, in Sivas, Pres-
ident Erdogan made headlines when he told his 
ruling AK Party members (Adalet ve Kalkınma 
– Justice and Development) that Ankara had 
a right to possess nuclear weapons (Toksabay 
2019). A few days later, at the UN General 
Assembly on September 24th, 2019, Erdogan 
publicly stated that “nuclear power should be 
either for all or banned” (Hibbs 2019).

Although such declarations suggest a Turk-
ish trajectory to increase their nuclear industry 
profile, the words pronounced hardly amount 
to a programmatic announcement that Türkiye 
will actively pursue research and development 
initiatives to obtain nuclear weaponry. Thus, 
whilst Türkiye remains set on developing nu-
clear energy and there are explicit statements 
of aspiration made by members of the govern-
ment, it is unlikely that Türkiye will undertake 
a military nuclear development route, even if 
the route is feasible.

This paper will thus analyse the current po-
litical and security concerns within Türkiye to 
understand if there is a realistic material rea-
soning behind Türkiye’s acquiring of nuclear 
weapons, especially regarding deterrence and 
security towards powers that have recently 
developed nuclear weaponry. Furthermore, 
the feasibility of President Erdogan’s ambi-
tion will be examined, in terms of the alloca-
tion of resources and technological knowledge 
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clear age, the “gold standard of deterrence” is 
nuclear weapons, especially in the perspective 
of international anarchy (Hymans 2006, 456). 
Although there are numerous critiques on re-
alist perspectives due to their incompatibility 
with the historical realities of nuclear prolifer-
ation, this next section will aim to analyse the 
security threats that exist for Türkiye and how 
it may translate into a drive for nuclear arma-
ment.

Introducing the Case-Study of Türkiye
Nuclear proliferation has gradually arisen 

in states within the Middle East region, which 
have thus attracted the attention of internation-
al actors such as the United States of America. 
Thus, in light of these changes, Türkiye has 
progressively developed a fear of losing their 
strategic superiority in the region, despite being 
a NATO member and benefiting from weapon-
ry and missile commitment within the bounds 
of its territory.

Back in February 1952, Türkiye entered the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) al-
liance as a member. With the membership, 50 
U.S. tactical-nuclear-weapons were deployed 
at the joint-US Turkish Incirlik Air base (Ophir 
2021, 1). For a number of years, Ankara per-
ceived this allocation as a symbol of prestige 
and the consolidation of security ties with the 
alliance, especially with perceived insecuri-
ties arising from Iran and/or Syria (Kasapog-
lu 2015, 90). These weapons were viewed as 
possessing “intra-war deterrence functions,” by 
ensuring the existence of asymmetrical power 
relations with other states in the Middle East 
region (Kasapoglu 2015, 91). For instance, 

needed for nuclear armament. In a second part, 
three-level idealist perspectives will be adopted 
to consider whether nuclear power and weap-
onry will proliferate in Türkiye in relation to 
international circumstances, domestic percep-
tions and the influence of political figures, in-
cluding President Erdogan.

Conceptualizations and Feasibility 
of Nuclear Proliferation 
Realist Perspectives of Security and  
Deterrence: The Case of Türkiye
Definitions

Realism as a school of thought in politics 
defines the international order as being an an-
archical system, whereby states have to rely on 
themselves to “protect their sovereignty and 
national security,” regardless of the costs (Sa-
gan 1996, 57). In such a thought, peace is guar-
anteed as the threat of war is “unacceptable in 
its social consequences,” rather than being de-
pendent on the relative military power between 
the attacker and the defender in battle (Cimbala 
2020, 177). In the context of nuclear weapons, 
a security dilemma ensues when adopting a 
realist perspective. A cycle arises as whenever 
a state acquires nuclear weapons to “balance 
forces” against its main rival, it can give rise 
to a nuclear threat for another state in the re-
gion, who then feels compelled to initiate their 
own nuclear weapons program to preserve their 
national security (Sagan 1996, 57). Therefore, 
in the realist perspective, states possess nuclear 
weapons due to continuous competition and the 
adoption of individualistic behaviour to ensure 
their own self-protection and survival, often-
times to the detriment of other states. In the nu-
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these armaments would be able to regulate and 
control military escalations beyond a threshold 
and confine ongoing fighting to the outside of 
Turkish borders.

However, in the last few years, there has 
been rising doubts about whether the deployed 
American B61 tactical nuclear weapons at the 
Incirlik Air Base have any true deterrence sig-
nificance (Gürsel 2019). Coupled with this, 
there is a pervasive anti-American sentiment 
in the Turkish public domain as the NATO 
alliance is progressively perceived as serving 
primarily the interests of the United States, as 
they branch their influence across the world 
(Kasapoglu 2015, 166). In response to the “ex-
istential threat perceived from the U.S.,” Tür-
kiye acquired S-400 air defence systems from 
Russia, which led to U.S. sanctions. In retal-
iation, Ankara was deprived of the purchased 
F-35 warplanes (Gürsel 2019). The loss of 
these weapons weakened and deteriorated An-
kara’s main national deterrence source, their 
air force. Thus, aggravating national security 
concerns towards Iraq and Syria, deterioration 
of relations with the European Union due to 
critiques of undemocratic policies practised by 
the Turkish governments and fluctuating U.S. 
commitment to security interests and nuclear 
deterrence, have made it progressively clear 
that Türkiye needs to acquire new armaments 
in any form to protect their sovereignty against 
external threats (Kibaroglu 2015, 167).

Realist theories would propose that with 
the current circumstances, developing nucle-
ar weapons would address the state’s security 
concerns. President Erdogan’s declarations on 
the matter allow him to brandish the currently 

non-existent ‘nuclear card’, in order to threaten 
further disability in the region unless steps are 
taken by third-party states to regulate the pro-
liferation of nuclear weaponry. Since the 1991 
Gulf War, Ankara has been largely concerned 
about “immediate and longer-term asymmetric 
threats from neighbours possessing weapons 
of mass destruction” (Varnum 2015, 189). It is 
thus important to consider whether Türkiye has 
the resources necessary to acquire such weap-
onry.

Starting Steps for a Nuclear Weapons Program

Determining whether a state will acquire 
and develop nuclear weapons is not just a ques-
tion of will, but rather a consideration of avail-
able resources and technological capabilities. 
Türkiye remains a relevant case to reflect on 
today as one must determine if it is justified to 
be trusting of Ankara’s comments on hopes for 
the possession and the access to nuclear weap-
ons. Considering that aspiring nuclear states 
need both technological as well as economic 
capabilities to develop such nuclear weaponry 
(van der Meer 2016, 212), it is expected that 
for Ankara there will be a “high cost of open 
development” (Lindenstrauss 2012, 95). While 
certain analysts would suggest that Türkiye 
would most likely need to collaborate with 
both a supplier country and a major nuclear 
weapon-possessing state to gain the necessary 
resources and knowledge to “build nuclear 
weapons clandestinely,” it is possible that Turk-
ish scientists and engineers are capable of de-
veloping the technology themselves (Kibaroglu 
2015, 171). Whilst the exchange of information 
and technological infrastructure needed to de-



121

Fear of Dependency:  
Search for Alternative Sources of Power

The Turkish search for a diverging source of 
power is due in part to the fear of being too de-
pendent on energy-supplying states like Russia 
or Iran when it comes to natural gas imports. 
For instance, on January 3rd, 2007, Iran cut off 
the natural gas flow that was emitted towards 
Türkiye, which constituted one-third of all of 
Turkish gas imports (Al-Marashi and Goren 
2009, 13). This has pushed forth growing con-
cerns on potential electricity or gas shortages 
that are dependent on unreliable partners. The 
solution or alternative that has been promoted 
is the path towards nuclear energy. In 2011, 
Türkiye finally concluded a $20 billion con-
tract with the Russian company ROSATOM for 
the creation of a large reactor complex – VVER 
reactor – (Spacapan 2020), composed of four 
reactors of an individual capacity of 1,200 
megawatts (Ophir 2021, 2). Although this new 
contract is meant to guarantee Turkish inde-
pendence from non-reliant partners, it must be 
noted that this large-scale civilian nuclear plant 
and facility is in majority Russia-owned. Yet, 
the construction of this complex does allow the 
possibility for Türkiye to start accessing nucle-
ar energy technology and expertise.

The details of the  
Turkish Nuclear Energy Program (TNEP)

While the plants have faced their share of 
difficulties and delays, exhibiting the usual 
patterns of delays faced by all other plants in 
the world, the first nuclear plant of Akkuyu 
was officially granted nuclear facility status 
on the 27th of April 2023, with the delivery of 

velop nuclear energy can accelerate the process 
of acquiring nuclear weapons, one cannot pre-
sume that Türkiye does not already possess the 
resources and scientific knowledge needed to 
cross that line and become a nuclear-weapon 
possessing country. However, at that precise 
moment, Türkiye would need to walk away 
from the obligations they are meant to uphold 
as a member of the Non-Proliferation Treaties, 
and face the international consequences of such 
a decision.

Nuclear Power: Domestic Ambitions 
of Energy Independence
Theoretical Conceptions: Importance of  
Nuclear Energy

Acquiring nuclear power provides states 
with the technology needed to shift from a do-
mestic energy ambition to a military-oriented 
initiative. Across the world, states have start-
ed to turn towards forms of energy that deviate 
from non-sustainable sources such as oil, which 
are in limited supply and have environmentally 
dangerous consequences. Thus, nuclear energy 
has progressively become the “reality of the 
modern world,” as it is extensively used (Bacık 
and Salur 2010, 102). In light of this new phe-
nomenon, Türkiye has promoted a new Turk-
ish nuclear energy program (TNEP) in order to 
achieve its new energy demands. Specifically, 
Ankara has launched the construction of the 
first Turkish nuclear plant at Akkuyu, on the 
southern coast of the province of Mersin. Turk-
ish press have stated that the government has 
expectations that the plant will meet 10% of the 
country’s future electricity needs once complet-
ed (Ophir 2021, 2).
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the first nuclear fuel to the plant site. Aiming 
for all its units to be functioning by 2028, this 
plant will meet approximately 10% of the elec-
tricity needs of the country, thus reducing their 
gas imports by $1.5 billion annually (Guldogan 
2023). Although Türkiye did not have a short 
and limited supply of energy as initially de-
clared as a justification for the construction of 
the nuclear plant, they are dependent on foreign 
energy imports (Niphi and Ramana 2023, 256). 
For instance, as Türkiye is a massive importer 
in the energy sector, their foreign trade turnover 
has resulted in a negative trade balance (Ashi-
rov 2023). However, considering that nuclear 
plants can provide the necessary technological 
expertise needed to build nuclear weapons, it is 
essential to analyse whether there is an incen-
tive to transition from a civilian program to a 
military-oriented nuclear project in the case of 
Türkiye.

Concluding the Realist Chapter:  
Acquiring Nuclear Weaponry

In realist theory, there exists a distinction 
between a ‘hard’ and a ‘soft’ point of view 
when it comes to security measures in the field 
of nuclear proliferation. On the one hand, the 
former depicts nuclear weaponry as the “ulti-
mate tool for survival,” as they provide the best 
guarantee of security against external threats 
(van der Meer 2016, 215). In such perspec-
tives, it is considered that only states that have 
major pressing security concerns will actively 
pursue the development of nuclear weaponry as 
they are the “absolute weapon” (Hymans 2006, 
456). On the other hand, the ‘soft’ point of view 
is more nuanced as it suggests that states that 

acquire the bomb will simultaneously have is-
sues and opportunities. However, if the circum-
stances mean that a state is facing significant 
existential threats and cannot depend on the 
support of a nuclear-armed ally, then with the 
opportune resources, they may be incentivized 
to ignore the potential difficulties arising from 
possessing this form of weaponry and go nucle-
ar themselves (Hymans 2006, 456).

Therefore, this nuance between the two per-
spectives can shed light on the case of Türkiye, 
particularly when deciphering political messag-
es from Ankara’s state officials. At an economic 
forum in Sivas on September 4th, 2020, when 
questioned about whether Türkiye had a nucle-
ar capability, President Erdogan stated: “We are 
currently working on it” (Gürsel 2019). While 
Ankara may not perceive the nuclear weapon 
as the main guarantee for their national securi-
ty, they have strived to at least have the option 
of developing weaponry if the need arose. For 
instance, as part of the ROSATOM contract, 
students enrolled in Turkish universities have 
been a part of nuclear training programs in Rus-
sia, to then be employed at the Akkuyu nuclear 
plant (Ophir 2021, 2). The number of students 
in this program has increased significantly, to 
the extent that they are the “second largest na-
tional group” that are studying nuclear sciences 
in Russia, in front of Iranian and North Kore-
an scientists (Spacapan 2020). These trained 
science and engineering students will also be 
capable of contributing to designing nuclear 
weapons, especially as they bring their newly 
acquired knowledge back to their home state.

Furthermore, it has been observed that there 
has been dialogue on the issue of acquiring 
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nuclear proliferation can shed greater light as to 
why Türkiye does not have nuclear capabilities 
yet or why the realization of such a program 
may be achieved in the coming decades, as ex-
pressed by President Erdogan. Therefore, this 
next section will aim to understand the reason 
for nuclear proliferation by adopting Jacques 
Hymans’ three levels of idealist analysis: in-
ternational norms, domestic circumstances and 
individual characteristics.

International Norms:  
role of nuclear non-proliferation treaties

Participation in nuclear non-proliferation 
treaties can be understood in two ways: increas-
ing state prestige or a manner for there to be 
an international acceptance of norms regarding 
nuclear proliferation. In recent decades, there 
has been a development of institutions and oth-
er agreements which permit non-nuclear states 
to overcome a nuclear collective action prob-
lem (Sagan 1996, 62). Türkiye has been known 
to pursue a long policy of subscribing and 
upholding the terms of relevant international 
arms control and disarmament treaties and con-
ventions (Kibaroglu 2015, 159). This includes 
the terms agreed upon in 1980 for the NPT, 
where they formally renounced the recourse to 
nuclear weapons (Bugos 2019). Similarly, the 
1996 Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty 
prohibits any nuclear detonations, no matter 
the purpose or motivations behind such exper-
iments. The clauses attached to these treaties 
make it more complicated for Türkiye to hide 
a potential nuclear weapons development pro-
gram, especially as transparency is an import-
ant requirement for the preservation of Anka-

nuclear weapons between Türkiye and other 
nuclear-armed states, including Pakistan. Al-
though a number of analysts highlight with a 
certain degree of wariness the strategic partner-
ship between these two states, given the histo-
ry of Islamabad in providing sensitive nuclear 
technology to other states, these links have yet 
corroborated or lead to a clear nuclear rap-
prochement (Kibaroglu 2015, 34-5). Despite 
a blooming security cooperation tie between 
Pakistan and Turkey, nuclear development has 
not yet been on the agenda for their bilateral 
exchanges (Gheorghe 2023). With these devel-
opments that increase the feasibility of acquir-
ing nuclear weapons, it is important to consider 
an alternative perspective to understand wheth-
er Türkiye faces significant existential threats 
that cannot be resolved through other means, 
or rather simply the threat of developing and 
possessing such weaponry suffices in improv-
ing Ankara’s international prestige.

Critique of the realist conception:  
Idealism as an alternative?

Along the lines of the realist perspective, 
the main conclusion reached is that all the 
states that have the option of becoming nuclear, 
should go nuclear, “and the sooner, the better” 
(Cimbala 2020, 175). However, nuclear realist 
theories are not necessarily applicable in to-
day’s context. For instance, Türkiye is one of 
many empirical contradictions to realist expec-
tations and predictions regarding nuclear pro-
liferation, as it is not solely the feasibility to ac-
quire nuclear weaponry that influences states’ 
motivations (van der Meer 2016, 215). Consid-
ering this phenomenon, ad hoc explanations to 
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ra’s relations with other states (Lindenstrauss 
2012, 91).

Although this may be the case, it is neces-
sary to be realistic when it comes to the sig-
nificance of these treaties over sovereignty and 
political decisions. Despite the widespread 
acceptance of these treaties, it is difficult to 
find concrete evidence that these international 
nuclear non-proliferation treaties truly ensure 
that states do not overturn their obligations to 
acquire nuclear weapons, as can be represented 
in the well-known examples of North Korea, 
Iran and Syria whom had ratified the treaties, 
yet still pursued the development of nuclear 
weapons (van der Meer 2016, 222).

While the treaties may not be as binding as 
one could hope, Türkiye has aspired in recent 
years to increase their influence across the in-
ternational system, particularly in the region 
of the Middle East, mainly through soft power 
means (Lindenstrauss 2012, 95). This has en-
couraged Ankara, which has now become ac-
tively involved in the adherence and effective 
implementation of these agreements on other 
states, to adopt a stance of non-nuclear prolif-
eration (Al-Marashi and Goren 2009, 2). Thus, 
possessing nuclear weaponry would put Türki-
ye’s position on the international stage at risk. 
Such a policy orientation would be destructive 
for aspirations of an EU membership, improv-
ing US relations, and regional security (Bacık 
and Salur 2012, 115).

Then, how can the paradox of President 
Erdogan stating that Ankara cannot reject the 
idea of having nuclear weapons be explained in 
relation to Türkiye’s place in nuclear non-pro-
liferation advocacy? These declarations are un-

precedented in nature, as there has never been 
such an open and direct proclamation done at 
the governmental-level that showcases a po-
tential inclination toward the development of 
nuclear weapons. The explanation for this par-
adox resides in the symbolic values attached to 
nuclear weapons and how they are perceived 
to enhance a state’s international bargaining 
power. Possessing or simply demonstrating an 
intention of acquiring nuclear weapons offer 
states more power on the international stage 
than they would have otherwise, with bene-
fits in diplomatic and economic terms (van der 
Meer 2016, 223). Thus, President Erdogan’s 
declarations made a ripple on the international 
stage and uplifted Ankara’s bargaining power. 
The possibility and the potential recourse to 
this technology allows Türkiye to obtain, to a 
certain extent, preferable agreements, whilst 
still maintaining its international prestige by 
respecting the non-proliferation treaties that it 
has ratified.

Domestic Level: Influence of Public Opinion
Adopting domestic political factors as a lens 

of analysis can aid in understanding the role of 
domestic opinion in shaping decisions to ac-
quire, develop or forgo nuclear weapons. Turk-
ish domestic policies are the core determinant 
that shape Türkiye’s nuclear policy. Prospects 
of whether Türkiye proliferates or not today 
and in the near future are interconnected with 
the political dynamics that exist within its bor-
ders (Ophir 2021, 5). Türkiye’s political system 
is that of a parliamentary democracy, which al-
lows for a certain degree of checks and balanc-
es. For instance, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
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ly against his opponent after a second run-off 
of elections (52.14%). The elections for this 
presidency were held against the backdrop of 
a “cost-of-living crisis,” with rising inflation 
where in recent decades the lira has lost 90% of 
its value, but also recent earthquakes in Febru-
ary 2023 which killed more than 50,000 people 
(Wilks 2023). Both in Türkiye and abroad, it 
was predicted that President Erdogan’s oppo-
nent would win the election due to grievanc-
es towards the past leader’s management and 
policies aiming to rectify those issues (Balci 
2023). In relation to the hesitancy towards the 
opposition, the Turkish people preferred to fall 
back on the security represented through Pres-
ident Erdogan, and nationalistic appeal of Tür-
kiye as playing an influence on the international 
stage. This re-election suggests the success of 
President Erdogan and the AKP party, which 
can likely mean a continuation of the Presi-
dent’s policy over the next few years (Robinson 
2023). As there is a certain approval towards 
President Erdogan’s foreign policies, there may 
be a certain aspiration for nuclear weapons, es-
pecially if it were to elevate Ankara’s interna-
tional prestige.

Individual Role: Embodied in  
Erdogan’s policies

In idealist perspectives, comprehending and 
analysing the policies of state leaders is an es-
sential component to understand nuclear poli-
cies. Thus, taking into account the psycholog-
ical profile of state leaders and the influence it 
has on their decisions can provide insight as to 
whether a state will revert to nuclear weaponry. 
The currently re-elected President voiced justi-

is likely to advocate for top decision-makers to 
uphold the obligations underlined in the NPT, 
due to the international economic and mili-
tary response that could follow were the trea-
ty breached. In a way, this NPT regime is not 
only a reassurance for states that their potential 
adversaries’ nuclear programs are limited, but 
it can also be employed as an empowerment 
tool for domestic actors that are opposed to the 
development of nuclear weapons (Sagan 1996, 
72). It thus becomes a necessity for domestic 
actors to be onboard with any nuclear-develop-
ment policies before any initiative that directly 
advocates for the acquiring of nuclear weapons 
can be pursued.

Although there are serious environmental 
risks associated with nuclear power, nuclear 
plants produce much less carbon emissions 
than other forms of power generation used in 
Türkiye (Ashirov 2023). But in Türkiye, there 
has been a certain degree of “public aversion” 
towards the environmental consequences that 
may result from using nuclear energy. How-
ever, with the adoption of relative preventative 
measures towards those concerns, the con-
struction of the Akkuyu power plant has been 
recently finished. The timing of the opening 
of the plant coincided with the 2023 presiden-
tial elections, and may have correspondingly 
played an important role in turning the elective 
opinion tide to President Erdogan’s side, as it 
promises energy independence (Gavin 2023). 
Thus, the Turkish public may actually be more 
in favor of investments into military technolo-
gy rather than nuclear power (Gheorghe 2023).

Recently, President Erdogan was re-elect-
ed for a new period of five years, quite tight-
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fication for the pursuing of nuclear weapons as 
a necessity for preserving national security. In 
line with the complexity of security dilemmas, 
the President advocates for one of two sce-
narios: the complete eradication of the use of 
nuclear weapons internationally, or the acces-
sion to such weapons by Türkiye or other states 
(Bugos 2019). These statements have played a 
significant role in allowing President Erdogan 
to position himself as the leader of a great – or 
aspiring – state (Niphi and Ramana 2023, 257). 
Consistently drawing upon Türkiye’s Ottoman 
legacy and glorification of their past, the Pres-
ident oftentimes expresses the desire to build 
Türkiye’s status as an international world pow-
er, although the means to achieve that, such as 
the acquiring of the nuclear bomb, is unclear.

While idealists concede that proliferation 
depends in part on sufficient technical exper-
tise, the key variable which determines the in-
cidence of nuclear proliferation depends on a 
state’s perception of the utility of such weap-
onry (Hymans 2006, 455). The “symbolism” 
that is attached to nuclear weapons has become 
emblematic and has been presented as a path 
for modernization and building international 
prestige (Sagan 1996, 73). The “norms mod-
el” portrays how a state’s identity can become 
a “product of an aspiration to nuclear acquisi-
tion,” which is then translated in both domes-
tic and foreign policies (Bacık and Salur 2012, 
105). This is in large part due to the nature 
of nuclear weapons, whose power when pos-
sessed by weaker powers diminishes the power 
gap by becoming the “great equaliser” (Bacık 
and Salur 2012, 106). The individual-level 
idealist approach to the nuclear proliferation 

question suggests that the choice to pursue a 
nuclear initiative with such uncertain conse-
quences does not lie in a rational “cost- benefit 
calculation,” but rather results from a “process 
of emotional decision-making” (Hymans 2006, 
459). Therefore, existing idealist literature on 
nuclear proliferation suggests that an individ-
ual’s perspective on acquiring such technology 
relies in part on the symbolic meanings they 
attach to nuclear weapons and in part on emo-
tional knowledge.

Considering that President Erdogan has 
seen his term as President renewed for a further 
five years, Turkish leadership views on nuclear 
armaments will perhaps be in large part deter-
mined by the position they hold in the state ap-
paratus of Türkiye. For instance, if the current 
government is unable to implement robust and 
efficient macro-policies aiming at tackling the 
recent economic and social problems, domestic 
discontent may only rise. In such cases, if Pres-
ident Erdogan or his party’s rule is threatened 
or needs to be consolidated by support, then 
pursuing a nuclear weapons program can be 
used as a method of diversion for states facing 
domestic tensions (van der Meer 2016, 225). 
Adopting such a program could respond to or 
even further encourage nationalist sentiments, 
which can be exacerbated after a wave of in-
ternational negative reactions, with the aim of 
ending domestic dissensions for a short period 
of time (van der Meer 2016, 22). 

Conclusion
Although it is quite difficult to measure 

proliferation intentions, regardless of whether 
one adopts a realist or idealist perspective, it is 



127

99-116.
Balci, Bayram. 2023. “Turkish Elections: Why Is Er-

dogan Still Unbeatable?” Sciences Po, May 16, 
2023. https://www.sciencespo.fr/en/news/turk-
ish-elections-why-is-erdogan-still-unbeatable.

Bugos, Shannon. 2019. “Turkey Shows Nuclear 
Weapons Interest.” Arms Control Association, 
October 2019. https://www.armscontrol.org/
act/2019-10/news/turkey-shows-nuclear-weap-
ons-interest.

Cimbala, Stephen J. 2020. “Theory and Nuclear Pro-
liferation in the Twenty-First Century: The Lim-
its of Realism.” In The United States, Russia and 
Nuclear Peace, edited by Stephen J. Cimbala, 
175–93. Palgrave Macmillan Cham.

Gavin, Gabriel. 2023. “Erdoğan Plays Energy Card 
in Turkish Election – with Putin’s Help.” PO-
LITICO, May 4, 2023. https://www.politico.eu/
article/turkey-election-energy-recep-tayyip-er-
dogan-nuclear-gas-russia/.

Gheorghe, Eliza. 2023. “Nuclear Energy and Prolif-
eration in Turkey’s Asian Politics.” ELIAMEP, 
Eliamep-Medyascope Media Series (ELIMED), 
no. 174.

Guldogan, Diyar. 2023. “Türkiye Gains Nucle-
ar Status with Delivery of 1st Nuclear Fuel 
to Akkuyu Power Plant: President.” Anadolu 
Ajansı, April 28, 2023. https://www.aa.com.tr/
en/turkiye/turkiye-gains-nuclear-status-with-de-
livery-of-1st-nuclear- fuel-to-akkuyu-pow-
er-plant-president/2883123.

Gürsel, Kadri. 2019. “Why Does Erdogan Want 
Nuclear Weapons?” Al-Monitor, September 9, 2019. 
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2019/09/tur-
key-why-does-erdogan-want-nuclear-weapons.html.

Hibbs, Mark. 2019. “Scratching Erdogan’s Nu-
clear Itch.” Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, October 22, 2019. https://carnegieendow-
ment.org/2019/10/22/scratching- erdogan-s-nucle-
ar-itch-pub-80178.

Hymans, Jacques E. C. 2006. “Theories of Nu-
clear Proliferation – The State of the Field.” The 

Nonproliferation Review 13 (3): 455-65. 
Kasapoglu, Can. 2015. “Turkey’s National Secu-

rity Strategy and NATO Nuclear Weapons.” In Tur-
key’s Nuclear Future, edited by George Perkovich 
and Sinan Ülgen, 87-105.

Kibaroglu, Mustafa. 1997. “Turkey’s Quest for 
Peaceful Nuclear Power.” The Nonproliferation Re-

important to undertake a holistic view. Under-
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can shape a state’s nuclear proliferation trajec-
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study. Whilst Türkiye remains set on develop-
ing nuclear energy, even with environmental 
impact reservations from domestic actors, it is 
unlikely that Türkiye will undertake a military 
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feasible. Instead, Turkish state political leaders 
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od in diplomacy has been undertaken in an ef-
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