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LETTER FROM THE  
EDITORIAL BOARD

As the world struggled with the first wave of coronavirus in the Summer of 2020, 
much was still left uncertain about what the future would hold. The questions 
around the wealth, health, and well-being of relationships have been at the forefront 

of global headlines non-stop, and expectations for the future that may have held true only 
a year ago have been completely upended. The pandemic has also forever shaped the 
way communities see themselves, their governments and the international order. While 
the extent to which daily life and the world has changed since the year 2020 began could 
never be fully documented in just one journal, there are numerous areas which can be 
better understood. The staff writers of the Michigan Journal of International Affairs have 
gone above and beyond in understanding the issues playing out globally today so that a 
picture of what the world will look like in 2021 and beyond.

Our article submissions capture the ways in which the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has 
played with our collective health, wealth and well-being. Submissions look at the ways in 
which the pandemic might exacerbate civil war in Cameroon, how the quest for a vaccine 
might affect India’s role in manufacturing in global supply chains, and the effectiveness 
of public health strategies in Peru. While our writers did not limit themselves to writing 
about COVID-19, the pandemic has undeniably affected every issue covered in our journal, 
and indeed, the world. 

The pandemic has also upended the global economy and changed how countries conduct 
business. From changes in trade preferences by U.S. manufacturers from Chinese plants 
to Southeast Asian production to the question of sustainable development in Chile and 
an increasingly close relationship between Venezuela and Hezbollah, global economic 
connections have only grown more complex in the age of coronavirus.

The events of the last year demonstrate that the pandemic has both obfuscated and 
highlighted causes for celebration and concern in our global surroundings. For example, 
the unprecedentedly rapid development of multiple potential COVID-19 vaccines, such as 
candidates developed by Pfizer/BioNTech, Moderna, and AstraZeneca, display the best 
of humanity’s cross-national collaborative and innovative skills, even as deep social rifts 
on the basis of background and identity continue to confound advanced and fledgling 
liberal democracies alike (and indeed, non-democratic societies as well). Any reasonable 
geopolitical analysis must consider the pandemic as a lens with which to perceive the 
world; our article submissions demonstrate that while coronavirus has indubitably stolen 
the spotlight in the tragic drama that is 2020, the show cannot go on if one fails to 
account for the threats and opportunities that will continue to play their part in a post-
COVID world. 

While 2020 represents a global pause, to perceive it as a global stop risks ignoring 
the potential defining features of 2021 or 2022, from continuous rapid technological 
innovation to large-scale economic revival to the resurgence of liberal democracy to the 
ongoing threat of climate change. Our staff writers hope to maintain the reader’s focus 
on present challenges while simultaneously drawing attention to these and other future 
opportunities on the horizon.

Michigan Journal of International Affairs,
Editorial Board
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Detente with El-Sisi? Realist Perspective on 
Egypt-U.S. Relations

E gypt occupies a key 
geostrategic location 
in the Middle East and 

North Africa, yet maintains 
a complicated non-aligned 
position on the global stage. 
Its geopolitical neutrality is 
nothing new, dating back to 
the years of Gamal Abdel 
Nasser, who founded the Non-
Aligned Movement in 1961 
signaling political neutrality 
despite his pro-USSR leanings. 
His successor, Anwar Sadat, 
shifted Egyptian foreign 
policy towards a more U.S. 
and Israel-friendly approach. 
Since then, Egypt’s relations 
with Russia remained stale, 
and the country’s standing 
with the United States 
transitioned into a state of odd 
neutrality yet again after the 
overthrow of Hosni Mubarak 
and Mohammed Morsi and 
President Abdel Fattah El-
Sisi’s consolidation of power. 
However, with the election of 
El-Sisi, Egypt began to pursue 
pro-Russia policy yet again, 
overturning decades of policy 
of neutrality.  From a realist 
foreign policy perspective, 
the United States ought to 

temporarily sway Egypt from 
Russia’s influence through 
continued military aid and 
diplomacy and further 
facilitating Egypt’s relations 
with Israel and Saudi Arabia.

El-Sisi, with the help of 
Vladimir Putin, came to 
power in 2013 following a 
military coup against former 
President Mohammad Morsi, 
a member of the Muslim 
Brotherhood. Since then, 
El-Sisi has systematically 
oppressed political dissidents. 
The El-Sisi government is 
responsible for the torture and 
disappearances of thousands 
of political opponents, which 
mirrors the autocratic nature 
of the former dictator Mubarak 
and the killings of 800 Muslim 
Brotherhood activists in the 
months following Morsi’s 
overthrow after declaring 
the Muslim Brotherhood a 
terrorist organization. He has 
also practiced systematic 
secularization by closing 
down thousands of mosques 
and restricting free speech in 
Egypt. Despite these actions, 
El-Sisi has garnered support 

from the Salafists (reformed 
Sunni Muslims) due to their 
antagonism towards the 
Muslim Brotherhood and 
by allowing them a certain 
degree of religious freedom.

In certain respects, beyond 
just shared military exercises 
and arms purchases, Egypt 
under El-Sisi has instituted 
policies beneficial to the 
United States by implementing 
foreign policy that directly 
benefits U.S. allies in the 
Middle East. For instance, 
Egypt has maintained friendly 
relations with the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia by participating 
in the Saudi-led intervention in 
the Yemeni Civil War against 
the Iranian-backed Houthis 
at the human rights concerns 
and by supporting Riyadh in 
the Qatar diplomatic crisis. 
Furthermore, Egypt’s relations 
with Israel have improved 
under El-Sisi’s regime. Since 
El-Sisi’s presidency began, 
Egyptian priorities have, in 
rhetoric, largely shifted to 
anti-jihadist counterterrorism, 
which prompted the Israeli and 
Egyptian militaries to increase 

cooperation in the Sinai 
Peninsula. El-Sisi supported 
the two-state solution in 
Israel, proposing a ceasefire 
agreement in Gaza that was 
supported by Israel, and 
President Trump’s recently 
brokered Israel-UAE peace 
agreement, which normalized 
diplomatic relations between 
the two countries.

However, other aspects of 
El-Sisi’s foreign policy have 
damaged U.S. interests in 
the region by drawing closer 
relations with Russia and 
Syria. For instance, Egypt 
has purchased sophisticated 
Sukhoi Su-35 fighter jets, 
valued at over USD 2 billion 
alone, to bolster the Egyptian 
Air Force, signaling a sense of 
allegiance to Russia given that 
arms deals are accompanied 
by tied agreements with 
respect to how certain 
purchased weapons are used. 
The Egyptian government also 
hosted joint-military exercises 
with the Russian military, 
such as the Defenders of 
Friendship 3 and Arrows of 
Friendship 1 in 2018-2019. 

Will Kielm
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Such warm relations with 
Russia stem from Putin’s early 
support for El-Sisi’s candidacy 
and goal of cracking down on 
Islamic extremism, which left 
a lasting impression on El-Sisi. 
Furthermore, in contrast to 
Morsi’s support for the Syrian 
opposition under former 
President Morsi, El-Sisi has 
stood in favor of Bashar al-
Assad’s dictatorial regime of 
Syria in the name of “stability” 
in order to gain Russia’s 
geopolitical favoritism. 
Diplomatic relations between 
Egypt and Syria were restored, 
and the former went beyond 
moral support for Assad by 
considering the possibility of 
sending Arab troops to assist 
in the suppression of anti-
Assad militia groups.

While U.S. Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo did 
attempt to dissuade Egypt 
from purchasing Su-35 
fighter jets from Russia 
by threatening to impose 
sanctions in accordance with 
the Countering America’s 
Adversaries Through 
Sanctions Act (CAATSA), the 
Trump Administration has 
pursued active diplomatic 
policy in the hopes that 
Egypt would eventually 
turn in the U.S.’ favor. This 
is in sharp contrast to the 
Obama Administration, 
which condemned Egypt’s 
crackdown on the Muslim 
Brotherhood due to its heavy 
emphasis on human rights 
and international institutions. 
This approach towards El-
Sisi matches Trump’s priority 
of anti-terrorism over anti-
Russian geopolitics.
 
In terms of realpolitik, where 
national security concerns 
take priority over human 
rights concerns, every 
option is on the table. Egypt, 
as it stands, has proven 
to be both beneficial and 
dangerous to U.S. national 
security. However, given 
the track record of regime 
change in Egypt with the 
overthrow of Mubarak and 
Morsi, this option may not 
be appealing to the United 
States from the perspective 
of security. Furthermore, 
given that the Egyptian public 

holds generally anti-U.S. 
tendencies, outright regime 
change for democratization, 
while potentially better for 
human rights given El-Sisi’s 
domestic records, would not 
serve the U.S. favorably, as 
it could lead to an unfriendly 
elected government. The 
same could be said for 
imposing sanctions in the 
name of human rights, which 
would not only fail to alleviate 
human rights concerns, but 
also draw Egypt even closer 
to Russia. The optimal course 
of action seems to be to 
foster Egypt’s relations with 
Israel and Saudi Arabia and 
diplomatically nudge Egypt 
towards forming a balancing 
coalition against Iran and 
Russia in the Middle East. 
However, the extent to which 
this fostering is possible 
under El-Sisi’s pro-Russian 
tendencies are unclear.

Due to Egypt’s geopolitical 
influence and location, it is in 
the United States’ interest to 
maintain Egypt as an ally, or at 
the very least prevent it from 
becoming an ally of Russia. 
The prospect of the former 
has been rendered unviable 
by El-Sisi’s continually 
improving relations with 
Russia. However, sanctioning 
and canceling military 
training with Egypt would 
only turn Cairo closer to 
Moscow, which would be 
disastrous. Overthrowing 
El-Sisi would unnecessarily 
destabilize the region and 
potentially yield power to the 
Muslim Brotherhood again, 
which would be detrimental 
to American interests due 
to its anti-Israeli leanings. 
Therefore, the United 
States ought to continue its 
military aid to the Egyptian 
government in order to 
prevent it from becoming 
subservient to Russia.



The Case for an 
Internationally 
Recognized 
Somaliland

On May 18, 2021, the 
unrecognized nation of 
Somaliland will celebrate its 

30th year of independence. With 
free and fair elections, peaceful 
transitions of power, a working 
military, passports and foreign 
consulates, a unique currency, 
and broad autonomy, Somaliland 
has many of the trappings of a 
legitimate, democratic country. 
However, according to the United 
Nations, the African Union, and 
every internationally-recognized 
government, the state of 
Somaliland does not exist. Instead, 
Somaliland is the far-northwest 
region in the impoverished and 
unstable Republic of Somalia. 
Somaliland itself is a relative 
success story: it is relatively safe, 
with little of the piracy, terrorism, 
or extrajudicial killings that plague 
its neighbor to the south. The 
government is democratic, in 
stark contrast to the dictatorships 
or one-party systems of the 
neighboring countries of Ethiopia, 
Eritrea, and Djibouti. Why, then, 
have Somalilanders been fighting 
for recognition for so long to 
no avail? It is past time for the 
world to recognize Somaliland’s 
independence to maintain their 
stability and respect their desire 
for self-determination. 

Somaliland enjoyed a brief stint 
of international recognition 
six decades ago. On June 26, 
1960, Somaliland (then British 
Somaliland) gained independence 
and was quickly recognized by 
more than 30 countries. However, 
just one day after achieving 
independence, the new legislature, 
at the urging of the United 
Kingdom, voted to join then-Italian 
Somaliland to create the Republic 
of Somalia. Though ethnically and 

linguistically similar, Somaliland 
and Somalia have always had a 
rocky marriage. Just a year after 
the merger, voters in Somaliland 
rejected the new constitution. 
In 1969, strongman Siad Barre 
came to power, immediately 
escalating tensions between 
the northwest and the rest of 
the country through continued 
persecution of the Isaaq clan, 
which dominates Somaliland. 
During the 1980s, the northern 
Somali National Movement (SNM) 
was embroiled in conflict with the 
Mogadishu government. By 1991, 
the marriage was over, with the 
SNM severing ties with the rest of 
Somalia and issuing Somaliland’s 
declaration of independence. Ever 
since, Somaliland has been going 
it alone.

For almost thirty years, the 
African Union and United Nations 
have refused to take up the issue 
of Somaliland’s independence. 
Nations outside of Africa have 
argued that the African Union 
should be the first to recognize any 
new state. However, the African 
Union has punted on the matter, 
fearing an uptick in separatist 
movements if they legitimize 
Somaliland. Traditionally, the 
African Union has preferred to 
maintain colonial borders to avoid 
disputes and breakaway claims. 
However, Somaliland in fact seeks 
a return to old colonial borders 
recognized by a good portion of 
the West and drawn up by the 
European powers. Still, the African 
Union remains hesitant, pointing 
to the failures of Eritrea and South 
Sudan as evidence that separatist 
movements rarely work. Since 
achieving independence, Eritrea 
has been ruled by a repressive 
dictatorship, while South Sudan 

has been mired in even more 
civil war. Neither state has been a 
success story, giving the AU just 
enough pause to avoid moving on 
Somaliland. Even so, Somaliland’s 
claims have merit and should be 
examined through a lens focused 
on the current situation rather 
than on past cross-contextual 
failures. 

Outside of the African Union, 
world leaders remain committed 
to a united Somalia, in part to 
avoid admitting defeat in the 
decades-long effort to build 
a legitimate government in 
Mogadishu. However, such a 
defeat may be inevitable; since 
1998, Somaliland’s neighbor 
Puntland has been operating as 
an autonomous region within 
Somalia; two other autonomous 
regions have also emerged this 
century. Both Puntland and 
Somaliland have been relatively 
stable outside of the Somali 
power vacuum, yet Somalia has 
refused to give Somaliland their 
blessing for recognition. This has 
allowed world powers to ignore 
the issue and continue to prop 
up the Mogadishu government. 
However, the Federal Government 
of Somalia (FGS) is at best weak 
and corrupt, with little control 
outside of Mogadishu and beset 
by constant warfare with al-
Shabaab and other rebel groups. 
Thus, world powers in reality 
have little to lose by recognizing 
Somaliland. It is more free than 
every single one of its neighbors, 
with a Freedom House score 
more comparable to Kenya and 
Nigeria than Somalia or Eritrea. 
It functionally is a country, and 
its people have spoken for nearly 
three decades. There are risks, to 
be sure: some have argued that in-
fighting could ensue without the 
unifying desire for independence, 
and international recognition 
of Somaliland could balkanize 
Somalia. Even still, it is a risk worth 
taking, for self-determination 
should remain a guiding global 
principle and Somaliland could 
serve as a model for democratic 
transitions and internal nation-
building on the African continent 
and abroad.

An independent and 
in te rnat iona l l y - recogn ized 
Somaliland is in the best interests 

of not only the people within 
Somaliland’s borders, but also 
those in the larger Horn of Africa 
region. Due to international 
constraints, Somaliland’s 
government must forgo any aid 
from the IMF or World Bank and 
survive on an annual budget of 
just USD 250 million. As a result, 
the government relies on the 
support of private donations 
and local clan elders, which risks 
delegitimizing the government if it 
alone cannot provide for the needs 
of Somalilanders. Furthermore, 
high unemployment rates create 
an opportunity for extremist 
movements to recruit disillusioned 
youth. International recognition 
would solve many of these 
problems: Somaliland would be 
able to borrow from international 
markets and organizations, 
and legitimate borders would 
enhance Somaliland’s ability to 
patrol border regions and protect 
against al-Shabaab. Somaliland 
would finally be disassociated 
from Somalia, opening up new 
opportunities for investment from 
firms scared away by Somali 
instability. Simply put, a lack of 
recognition risks dragging down 
the region’s most free and stable 
democracy. 

Though the Somali quagmire will 
prove difficult to solve, it is time 
for the world to take the first step 
and recognize Somaliland as an 
independent country. Somaliland 
possesses all of the qualities of a 
legitimate nation for nearly thirty 
years. Somaliland is seeking a 
return to colonial borders, fulfilling 
the African Union’s stated wish 
that colonial borders be preserved 
as much as possible. Though 
recognizing Somaliland has risks, 
it is necessary in order to give the 
people of Somaliland what they 
voted for and to better assist both 
Somaliland and the surrounding 
region.

Ethan Story
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The Anglophone Crisis: A 
Divided Cameroon 

With the eruption of war and 
a growing population of 
separatists in the midst 

of a global pandemic that adds 
greater stress to a poor national 
health system, Cameroonians 
are left unsupported by the 
international community as they 
face an onslaught of difficulties. 
The crisis faced by Cameroon 
today rests upon a historic conflict 
between Western Cameroon and 
the Francophone Government. 

The Republic of Cameroon’s 
independence in 1961 came after 
the termination of colonial rule 
within the West African region. 
The Republic encompassed two 
formerly colonized territories: a 
French administrative zone and 
a British administrative zone. 
This smaller Anglophone zone, 
also known as the Southern 
Cameroons, split off from the 
Northern Cameroons in 1919 with 
the London Declaration, unhappy 
with the current Nigerian rule. The 

Northern Cameroons voted to join 
Nigeria, another former British 
colony, and the Anglophone 
Southern Cameroons voted to 
join the Francophone Republic 
of Cameroon. The linguistic and 
political differences between the 
Francophone and Anglophone 
regions of the nation as well as the 
distinct power disparity between 
the Francophone government 
and the Anglophone people made 
this relationship untenable from 
the beginning.

From 1961 onwards, the 
Anglophone portion of Cameroon 
struggled against the majority 
Francophone government. They 
protested their lack of political 
representation, insufficient 
access to public services, and the 
dictatorial government headed 
by the long-time President Paul 
Biya that cut them off from 
economic opportunities. Loyal 
Francophones were politically 
favored for positions within the 

Glennie Webster



justice system in Anglophone 
areas, causing great unrest 
among local populations. In 2016, 
this frustration culminated when 
many Anglophones emptied onto 
the streets to protest their unfair 
treatment. This resulted in the 
imprisonment and deaths of many 
protestors, inciting Anglophones 
to seek more than just equal 
rights with Francophones. They 
wanted a new independent state: 
Ambazonia.

These Anglophone separatist 
groups, or rather, Ambazonians, 
aim to purge the Cameroonian 
government from their Western 
region. Through the use of 
armed separatist groups that 
block roadways into the Western 
region, they limit government 
access. Furthermore, several 
separatist groups have 
committed human rights 
violations, targeting government 
officials within Anglophone areas 
and threatening, kidnapping, and 
killing them.

On the other hand, the 
Cameroonian government has 
been accused of several human 
rights violations themselves, 
including burning separatist 
villages and killing men, women, 
and children due to anti-separatist 
motivations. Additionally, targeted 
attacks by the government’s 
Rapid Intervention Battalion 
(BIR), initially established to 
protect Northern Cameroon from 
the terrorist organization Boko 
Haram, have killed numerous 
civilians, who, in the eyes of the 
government, were dangerous and 
militaristic traitors. The BIR was 
trained and funded by the United 
States government until October 
2019 when President Donald 
Trump pulled $17 million of 
military aid due to their concerning 
actions. This task force has also 
been opposed recently by Israel, 
who has since stopped selling 
weapons to Cameroon and 
has condemned their actions. 
However, effective international 
intervention has not occurred, 
allowing human rights violations 
on both sides to continue.

While UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres was “deeply 
concerned” about the Anglophone 
crisis in February of 2020, no 

effective humanitarian action has 
followed. Subsequently, these 
attacks have only increased since 
the beginning of the pandemic, 
with several large attacks taking 
place over the summer as well as 
the Kumba Massacre in October, 
where seven children were killed 
at school by unknown assailants.

In the current context of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the 
separatist forces and the 
Cameroonian government 
have ignored several calls for 
a ceasefire in the interest of 
restricting the spread of the 
virus. A weak national health 
service that in 2015 had a “critical 
shortage of health personnel” 
according to the WHO (well 
before a global pandemic), 
cannot support the current needs 
of Cameroon. Further, health 
workers who are desperately 
needed to treat the rising 
concerns in Cameroon are at risk 
of violent attacks and arrest. In 
May 2020, Human Rights Watch 
reported that the Cameroonian 
government attacked health 
facilities in the North-West region, 
arresting seven health workers. 
Conversely, separatists have killed 
health workers and restricted the 
transport of medical supplies to 
Ambazonian regional hospitals, 
supposedly in an effort to reduce 
regional government control. 
Cameroonians are fearful when 
they go to hospitals, which are a 
typical target for attacks, even if 
they are sick. Thus, the population 
faces insufficient health care on 
two fronts: for those injured in 
attacks and for COVID-19, a virus 
that stops for no war.

Since Cameroon remains in the 
bottom ten countries worldwide 
for life expectancy, averaging at 
about 58 years old according to 
the WHO in 2016, the country is in 
an especially vulnerable position. 
With this in mind, humanitarian 
assistance is crucial for saving 
the lives of all Cameroonians, 
yet President Biya grounded all 
humanitarian aid flights for a 
month in March, greatly restricting 
citizens’ ability to receive 
essential healthcare when it was 
needed. The lack of widespread 
media attention and deficient 
humanitarian intervention is 
concerning, to say the least, for 

the future of Cameroon and 
Ambazonia. The public health 
implications of this conflict are 
intensified with the interference of 
COVID-19, painting a dark picture 
for the recovery of the region and 
resolution of the conflict. 

Rather than pulling aid, or 
criticizing the Francophone 
government from afar, the 
international community needs 
to intervene by introducing 
drastic public health measures 
to save lives and counteracting 
the militarism of both the 
Francophone government and 
Ambazonian separatist forces. 
While organizations such as the 
International Committee of the 
Red Cross have supported the 
Cameroonian people by sending 
out hygiene kits, their delivery of 
1,252 kits is not equal to the scale 
of the problem. Moreover, Doctors 
Without Borders notes threats 
against their staff as a limitation 
that restricts them to certain 
regions. This issue illustrates 
the importance of a brokered 
agreement by the separatist 
forces and the Biya government 
to end attacks on humanitarian 
workers. Without adherence, 
the international community 
needs to introduce diplomatic 
measures and peacekeeping 
forces to stabilize the region. The 
responsibility of other countries 
in this conflict, especially Israel 
and the U.S., who were the main 
providers of the means for the 
continued crisis, cannot be 
overlooked. These actions need 
to take place promptly in order to 
prevent the continued devastating 
deaths on both sides.
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A Sticky Wicket: 
South Africa’s 
Lost Decade

The anti-apartheid struggle 
in South Africa had long 
captured international 

attention. As early as the 1960 
Sharpeville Massacre, opposition 
had been galvanized in the form 
of UN sanctions and the severing 
of ties with the British Crown. 
Asian and African post-colonial 
governments were especially 
active in this regard — India 
and Pakistan displayed a rare 
moment of cooperation when 
they played a leading role in the 
International Cricket Council’s 
decision to ban the South African 
national cricket team in 1970. In 
1990, then-President F.W. de Klerk 
released Nelson Mandela from 
his 27-year long incarceration and 
worked with him to dismantle 
apartheid. When Mandela was 
elected President following South 
Africa’s 1994 general election, the 
world waited with bated breath 
for the Rainbow Nation’s march 
to progress. This piece examines 
South Africa’s overall struggle to 
do so, especially focusing on the 
2010s as a lost decade in terms 
of growth, economic equality, and 
social cohesion.

Mandela remains justifiably 
revered, both within the country 
and internationally.  However, 
public discontent with his African 
National Congress (ANC) has 
progressively increased as the 
country has found itself engulfed 
in corruption scandals, massive 
unemployment, rolling electricity 
blackouts, and racial economic 
inequality. The promise of “the 
Rainbow Nation”, once hailed as 
one of the five BRICS economies, 
has yielded to an economy that 
has utterly failed to implement 
a slew of economic reforms.  
Eskom Holdings, a state-owned 
utility that generates 95% of the 
country’s energy, has become 

something of a problem child, 
coupling unsustainable debt 
with a failure to keep the lights 
on for scores of (largely poor 
and Black) South Africans. The 
country’s flagging response to 
the coronavirus pandemic has 
exacerbated matters. Lockdown 
restrictions both failed to avoid 
a massive caseload and helped 
induce further economic decline, 
with the country reporting a 
51% decline in GDP in Q2 2020.  
According to The Wall Street 
Journal, about 47 percent of 
households ran out of money to 
buy food in April, a month after 
Moody’s became the last major 
ratings agency to downgrade 
South Africa’s sovereign debt 
to junk status, hampering the 
government’s ability to borrow 
money to meet the necessary 
expenditures for withstanding the 
worst effects of the economic 
crisis. As a result, South Africa’s 
economy, already beset by a lost 
decade of low growth, high public 
debt, and rising social divisions, 
will require careful economic 
stewardship if the country is 
to regain the heft necessary to 
project power beyond its borders.

South Africans may well have 
found these problems bearable 
had they been offset by 
increased economic equality (a 
common byproduct of economic 
decline). However, the situation 
has worsened since 1994 — 
according to the Gini coefficient, 
a widely-used metric to quantify 
wealth inequality, South Africa is 
now the most unequal country 
on the planet. Worse yet, this 
disparity continues to follow 
racial lines — the 9 percent of 
South Africans who identify as 
white own over 70 percent of 
citizen-owned farmland, and 
white South Africans earn almost 
three times the average monthly 
wages of their Black or mixed-

race counterparts. While the 
largely white top decile controls 
70 percent of the country’s net 
worth, the largely Black lower 
six deciles control just a tenth 
of that share. About half of the 
population lives on under $5 per 
day. Black South Africans also 
make up a disproportionate 
share of the country’s 30 
percent unemployment rate. 
Low property ownership rates 
further exacerbate their inability to 
generate investment income and 
build wealth. 

This economic resentment has 
manifested itself in the persona of 
the Economic Freedom Fighters 
(EFF), a leftist, anti-capitalist, 
pan-African opposition party 
with substantial Parliamentary 
representation but dogged by 
accusations of fomenting anti-
Indian and anti-white racism. 
The EFF’s vocal demand for 
forceful expropriation of white-
owned farmland without 
compensation has alarmed the 
country’s business interests 
and international investors, 
who raise the specter of Robert 
Mugabe’s land expropriation in 
Zimbabwe and argue that such 
moves would further damage 
the economy. Thus, income and 
wealth inequality threaten to tear 
at South Africa’s social fabric and 
confine the ideal of “the Rainbow 
Nation” to a pipe dream.

The Rainbow Nation has been 
confounded by increasing 
corruption and shoddy 
mismanagement that has 
dismayed Blacks and whites 
alike, especially under former 
President Jacob Zuma. Sustained 
unemployment and a consistent 
failure to provide housing, 
electricity, and education to the 
nation’s poorest belied South 
Africa’s brief pretensions to 
parity with the world’s dynamic 
emerging economies. As early as 
2013, Morgan Stanley deemed 
the country part of the “Fragile 
Five” — a group of economies 
whose recoveries from the 2008 
recession were excessively 
dependent on foreign investment. 

The coronavirus has undoubtedly 
exacerbated South Africa’s 
economic decline; according to 
The Financial Times, real GDP has 

Jeh Z. Mory

declined to levels not seen since 
2007.  However, the underlying 
issues predate the pandemic or 
even Zuma’s 2018 resignation. 
The litany of corruption charges 
against him — from merely 
embezzling public funds to 
upgrading his private mansion 
to racketeering to abetting 
the capture of governmental 
institutions by the wealthy Gupta 
family — demonstrate the breadth 
of the havoc Zuma wreaked on 
his country’s fledgling institutions. 
His successor, Cyril Ramaphosa, 
has his work cut out for him in 
order to restore South Africa to a 
stable growth trajectory.
 
In conclusion, the Rainbow 
Nation has indubitably lost 
much of the hope and promise 
that accompanied Nelson 
Mandela’s rise to power and the 
anticipated healing of generations 
of racial strife.  However, while 
a narrow ANC elite exercises 
political power, the last decade 
of consistent mismanagement 
under Zuma has done much to 
exacerbate stark inequality and 
disillusion ordinary South Africans 
about their government’s sincerity 
in providing basic services. 
Consequently, the country’s 
self-inflicted internal strife has 
largely hampered growth despite 
substantial economic assets — 
its diverse population, enormous 
mineral resource base, and 
key location astride one of the 
world’s great sea lanes. The 
country’s prospects for economic 
recovery start with increased 
governmental accountability to 
crackdown on corruption and 
provide a level economic playing 
field for all South Africans. This 
would allow the ruling party to 
push through the economic 
reforms and provide the basic 
services necessary to enable 
economic growth and increase 
living standards.



Police 
Brutality and 
Oppression: 
The Resilience 
of the Younger 
Nigerian 
Generations

An officer murdered a man 
in Nigeria. He drove away in 
the man’s car. In the United 

States, an officer kneeled on the 
neck of George Floyd, a black 
man, in an excessive use of force 
that killed him. The public nature 
of these murders, spread as viral 
videos across the internet, resulted 
in outrage that has transformed 
into police brutality movements in 
both countries – #EndSARS and 
#BlackLivesMatter, respectively. 
While the roots of police brutality 
in the two countries differ (political 
power and race, respectively), 
both movements demonstrate 
the impact of relentless protesting 
and the influence of the younger 
generations in each country.

After Nigeria won its 
independence from Britain in 
1960, the country was marred 
by coups and controlled by the 
military and police forces. With 
each new leader, police forces 
were convened to control political 
opposition and protect those in 
power. The continual upheaval of 
the government ended in 1999 
with the emergence of the Fourth 
Republic and election of President 
Olusegun Obasanjo. Currently 
ranked 109th in the 2019 
Democracy Index, Nigeria still has 
substantial work to do to solidify 
democratic institutions. This 
is glaringly evident in the often 
corrupt and violent police force 
that has remained distrusted by 

marginalized citizens despite the 
country’s transition to democracy.

In Nigeria, the catalyst for the 
current movement was the 
blatant corruption of the Special 
Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS). 
SARS was originally created in 
1984 to address a large increase 
in violent crime, but later engaged 
in the very acts it was formed to 
prevent. In June 2020, Amnesty 
International reported SARS’ 
widespread use of torture to 
extract information and punish 
citizens. They have used their 
position of power to extort, steal, 
and hold citizens for ransom. 
Nigerians have repeatedly 
protested SARS, but the 2020 
protests reached new heights, 
drawing larger crowds and 
increasing political pressure.

The government has responded 
with excessive force. On October 
20th, peaceful protestors in Lagos 
were surrounded by security 
forces that fired into the crowd, 
killing 12. The government has 
denied these reports. To a lesser 
extent, violence has been present 
during the United States protests, 
peaceful protestors faced tear 
gas and other dispersion tactics 
to break up gatherings, and there 
have been a number of deaths. 
There is now a curfew in place 
in Nigeria, with many leaders of 
the movement urging citizens 
to stay home. President Buhari 

has acknowledged that about 69 
people, both security forces and 
citizens, have died in incidents 
related to the protests. 

Both movements initially 
focused on police brutality but 
have since developed wider 
platforms. In the United States, 
Black Lives Matter encompasses 
economic justice for previous 
harms to Black Americans as 
well as the end to systemic 
violence and contemporary 
white supremacy. Its focus 
has turned international as the 
movement has acknowledged the 
interconnectedness of its goals 
with black populations globally. In 
Nigeria, the movement’s platform 
is not based on white supremacy 
but instead on abuses of political 
power and corruption within the 
state. Its vision has expanded from 
disbanding SARS to addressing 
widespread corruption, improving 
democratic processes, and 
equitable economic conditions 
for citizens. Governor Sanwu-Olu 
of Lagos delivered a seven-point 
agenda from youths in the country 
to the administration. These 
broader demands demonstrate 
an attempt to address the root 
causes of brutality within each 
country. 

So far, neither the United States 
nor Nigeria has produced reform 
that has mollified protestors. 
Nigerian President Muhammadu 
Buhari, in response to the initial 
protests, announced he would 
disband SARS, which was the 
original demand of the movement 
#EndSARS. However, this initial 
victory was quickly diluted when 
it became apparent that officers 
would just be transferred to 
other law enforcement agencies. 
Protestovrs view these results 
as continued impunity for the 
officers involved despite SARS’ de 
jure abolition. 

In June 2020, 16 states had 
introduced or passed legislation 
on police reform in reaction to 
George Floyd’s death in the U.S. 
The House of Representatives 
passed a police reform bill, but the 
Senate Republicans refused to 
pass it, leaving the Democrats to 
reject the Republican version. This 
has largely left police reform to 
individual states. In Nigeria, there 

is a similar occurrence. Several 
states have created judicial panels 
to investigate allegations against 
the police, with a disappointing 
lack of action, or even supportive 
rhetoric, from the administration. 

While political actors in favor of 
police reform are more organized 
in both countries than they have 
been in the past several decades, 
protestors are still not getting 
the results they seek. So what 
is missing? While youth turnout 
increased in the US, so did turnout 
overall. At this point, it is unclear if 
this was a decisive issue for voters 
in America. However, voting out 
the present administration may 
prove a less effective tactic in 
Nigeria. In the past, voting has 
proved dangerous and difficult, 
with reports of fraud and intense 
crackdowns on opposition 
groups. As a result protests 
have had to draw back in the 
face of increasing violence to 
find new strategies to have their 
voices heard. Therefore, in the 
Nigerian context, voting may not 
translate into legislation and more 
sympathetic politicians even if a 
majority of citizens are in support 
of change. 

Both protests have defied 
expectations about duration. 
They have lasted through weak 
promises of reform and have 
grown in strength. The younger 
generations in both countries 
have demonstrated their refusal 
to accept the status quo. As the 
Biden administration is poised 
to take over in January, younger 
activists have made it clear 
that their protests will continue. 
In Nigeria, the movement has 
become about widespread 
oppression, and despite 
crackdowns stifling in person 
gatherings, their message has 
not weakened. With continued 
action, administrations will need 
to continue to confront their 
demands, or face consistent 
political pressure in an age where 
younger voters can mobilize wider 
audiences through social media. 
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Tensions Rise in the 
Ivory Coast

Between 2002 and 2007, a 
civil war raged in the Ivory 
Coast. The conflict eased, 

partly due to the nation’s soccer 
team qualifying for the FIFA World 
Cup, which brought a bit of unity. 
A second Civil War raged through 
2010 and 201l after a new 
President, Alassane Ouattara, was 
elected and a peaceful transfer 
of power was not achieved. 
This second war ended with the 
President at the time, Laurent 
Gbagbo, being arrested by French 
forces working with the UN. When 
the dust settled and tensions 
eased, the country began to 
rebuild. By 2016, violence had 
stopped throughout much of the 
nation and a new constitution 
was adopted. 

Now, it’s 2020, and the man at the 
center of the Second Ivorian Civil 
War, Ouattara, has won a third 
term as President, even though 
the constitution dictates a two-
term limit. President Ouattara 
has claimed that his previous 
five-year terms as President, 
which he began in 2010 and 2015 
respectively, do not count against 
his eligibility, as they were under 
the old constitution. Protests have 
erupted in the streets throughout 
the country. There have been 
attacks on former government 

officials and thousands of 
refugees are fleeing to Liberia 
anticipating impending violence. 
The President’s two main 
opponents, Pascal Affi N’Guessan 
and Henri Konan Bédié, maintain 
that the Ouattara ran illegally 
and boycotted the election. This 
boycott ended with Ouattara 
winning with more than 94% of 
the vote and turnout below 60%, 
leading many international groups, 
such as the UN, to question the 
validity of the election. According 
to the BBC, 23% of polling places 
did not even open due to threats 
of violence.oadblocks to prevent 
voters from accessing polls were 
erected in Daoukro, a town in the 
eastern part of the country. Tear 
gas was used on protestors in 
Abidjan while Ouattara cast his 
vote.  The Ivory Coast could be on 
the cliff’s edge of entering a third 
period of civil unrest. If President 
Ouattara does not resign, all signs 
point to heightened violence 
throughout the country between 
his supporters and the supporters 
of the opposition parties.

So, how did we get here?

44 candidates entered the race 
to be President, but only four 
were accepted by the electoral 
commission, organized by the 

nation’s Constitutional Council. 
Ouattara claims he did not plan on 
running for a third term, but was 
“forced into it” and was “running 
against his will” due to the death 
of his chosen successor, Prime 
Minister Amadou Gon Coulibaly, 
in March. Ouattara is relatively 
popular amongst Ivorians, as the 
economy has grown substantially 
under his care, but he has drawn 
criticism for his inattention to 
the plight of the poorest Ivorians 
and his “slightly authoritarian 
tendencies.” The lack of turnout, 
coupled with political violence 
between supporters of the 
different candidates over the past 
weeks claiming the lives of around 
35 people, has created a pressure 
cooker environment throughout 
the country. Even the EU’s foreign 
policy chief, Josep Borrell, has 
begun to sound the alarm about a 
potential conflict in the region.

Now, one of the opposition 
candidates, Pascal Affi 
N’Guessan, has made statements 
in warning of potential for another 
civil war if the President does 
not vacate his post. He cites 
a “vacancy of power” as his 
reasoning behind why another 
war might erupt. N’Guessan was 
arrested for sedition, and many 
opposition party leaders fear a 
similar fate. It should be noted 
that Affi N’Guessan was Prime 
Minister during the Second Ivorian 
Civil War, and refused to stand 
down during the war, leading to 
his arrest and subsequent release 
in 2013. 

Justice Minister Sansan Kambile, 
who is in charge of the council 
tasked with setting up a transition 
into the new government, 
has stated that he instructed 
authorities to bring the opposition 
candidates and their supporters 
“to justice.” He claims that their 
actions of defiance, by which he 
means not accepting the results 
of the election, are a “plot against 
the authority of the state” and that 
he is not ruling out their arrest. 
Since the arrest of N’Guessan, 
charges have been levied on other 
opposition leaders for terrorism 
and sedition. These developments 
are pointing towards a precarious 
situation for the Ivory Coast, one 
in which they might be entering 
another period of unrest at the 

hands of a dictatorship. 

The heart of the controversy 
lies in whether or not Alassane 
Ouattara’s first terms as president 
should disqualify him from 
running for a third, even though 
they were served under a different 
constitution. Unsurprisingly, the 
government he built up over 
the past 10 years has stated 
that they do not disqualify him, 
while his opponents say they 
do. Outtara has stated that the 
transition to his third term will 
be peaceful, but the growing 
unrest and fleeing refugees point 
to a difficult period for the Ivory 
Coast in the upcoming months. 
A legal analysis conducted by the 
Electoral Institute for Sustainable 
Democracy in Africa and the 
Carter Center found that there 
was no justification for Outtara’s 
candidacy being approved by 
the Constitutional Council, and 
that the 40 other candidates 
who were barred from running 
had no recourse to try and get 
on the ballot. They also state 
that this incident is a symptom 
of a common trend in Africa, in 
which ruling governments create 
a new constitution when they are 
reaching their term limit in order 
to allow themselves to run again. 

Unfortunately, a resignation by 
Outtara does not seem likely. The 
way things are going now, with 
the arrest of Affi N’Guessan and 
the impending charges of sedition 
and terrorism being levied against 
other opposition leaders, Western 
Africa might have to brace for 
another civil war in the Ivory Coast, 
and thousands more refugees 
could be entering neighbouring 
countries. There is potential for 
peace under Ouattara, but only 
if his opposition gives up in their 
battle for a fair election. The only 
option outside of letting Ouattara 
maintain unchecked control of the 
Ivory Coast seems to be foreign 
intervention. The last Ivorian 
Civil War had to be ended by UN 
intervention, so in order to prevent 
another war and create a safe 
environment for the thousands of 
citizens who have already fled the 
UN should mobilize peacekeeping 
forces and other African nations 
must ensure that the Ivory Coast 
does not fall into a dictatorship.



UAE expands into Libya and the 
Horn of Africa, emerging as a 
regional power

Proxy wars are nothing 
new. Since the invention 
of the nation-state, major 

world powers have made it their 
business to meddle in domestic 
conflicts of foreign states, usually 
for economic and geopolitical 
reasons. An alphabet soup of 
who’s-who in the international 
community, proxy wars are also 
a way for states to assert regional 
or world dominance. While states 
may have strong economic 
incentives to interfere, proxy wars 
are undoubtedly also a way for 
them to say, “Hey, notice me!”

Russia, Turkey, the United States, 
China, Israel and Iran make up 
the usual suspects in proxy wars 
around the world, with variation 
depending on the region. However, 
involved in one proxy war is a 
rookie, a junior varsity player in 
this world game: the United Arab 
Emirates. The UAE has already 
been involved in a proxy war in 
Yemen, backing the Saudi-led 
coalition and helping to exacerbate 
the country’s horrific civil war and 
human rights abuses. But recently, 
the UAE has expanded their proxy 
war exploits, most notably in 
Libya’s 6-year civil war. 

Libya has experienced political 
instability since the Arab Spring 
brought about the fall of dictator 
Muammar Gaddafi in 2011. 
Successive governments were 
unable to control the country’s 
many militia groups, who hold the 
real power in Libya. With tension 
and arms on the rise, the country 
was ripe for civil war. In 2014, three 
years after the ousting of Gaddafi, 
a disputed election catalyzed a civil 
war. Two parties — Government of 
National Accord (GNA) and Libyan 
National Army (LNA) — both 
claimed control of the country.

Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj 
leads the GNA, an Islamist party, 
which is backed by the United 
Nations and most Western 
powers. Opposing him is the 
LNA, a rebel group with the real 
power in Libya, led by General 
Khalifa Haftar. Haftar claims he 
would protect the country against 
“extremists,” but opponents see 
him as a potential dictator who 
once supported Gaddafi. 

Over time, the conflict turned into a 
proxy war. While the GNA is largely 
supported by the West, including 
passive support from the United 
States, they rely militarily and 
financially  on Turkey, Qatar and 
the country’s former colonizer 
Italy. The LNA is supported by 
Russia, France, Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia, and newcomer UAE. The 
stakes are large in this conflict 
— both Russia and Turkey have 
contracted Syrians to fight in 
the war, even though it violates 
international law, and foreign 
powers have been entrenched 
there for years.

Until recently, much of the UAE’s 
involvement in Libya has been 
secret. In 2016, the UAE set up 
a secret airbase that it used to 
bomb GNA forces in Benghazi. 
News reports indicate several 
other instances of the UAE 
allegedly bombing the GNA in 
Libya. A BBC investigation found 
that the UAE killed 26 unarmed 
cadets at a military academy via 
drone strike in January 2020. At 
the end of 2020, the Pentagon 
said the UAE is funding Russia’s 
mercenaries in Libya. 

In fact, the UAE has been involved 
in conflicts and deal-making all 
over the Horn of Africa. In Sudan, 
the UAE sent billions of dollars 
to Al-Bashir’s regime, and after 

that was overthrown, to the new 
military leaders. In Eritrea, the 
UAE built secret prisons inside 
a military base, according to 
reporting from Al Jazeera. Human 
Rights Watch said they have 
been moving high-profile Yemeni 
detainees there. In Somaliland, 
the UAE controls a strategic port 
in Berbera.

The reason for the UAE’s 
involvement in Libya and the Horn 
of Africa appears to be multi-
faceted. Certainly, the UAE stands 
to gain a lot of money from control 
over Libya, an oil-rich country that 
is strategically located for trade. 
Cynics might even say that the 
UAE will benefit from expensive 
contracts to rebuild Libya after 
the war is over. However, while 
money might be the driving force 
behind a majority of conflicts, the 
UAE’s involvement in Libya and 
the rest of the Horn of Africa is 
complicated. The UAE’s Crown 
Prince Muhammad bin Zayed 
(MBZ) sees the Arab Spring and 
political Islam as an existential 
threat to autocracies in the region. 
For this reason, he opposes 
Islamist parties and believes they 
would win free elections, which 
is why he backs Haftar. In many 
ways, his involvement in these 
regions is to control the spread 
of such political ideology from 
reaching the UAE and challenging 
his control. While MBZ said he 
was once a supporter of Islamist 
movements as a young man, 
the Arab Spring solidified his 
disapproval towards them. He 
now believes autocracies like his 
are best suited for encouraging 
stability and growth in the region.

Regardless of motive, one thing 
is clear: the UAE’s role in Libya 
and the Horn of Africa shows its 
ambition to become a regional 

power. MBZ has already used soft 
power to woo the West, touting 
opportunities for women in the 
UAE and signing a “peace” deal 
with Israel, while quelling mention 
of his authoritarian practices, 
which include arbitrary detention 
and torture. He has managed to 
establish significant influence 
in Washington, according to 
high-level Washington officials, 
and President Trump recently 
authorized a $23 billion sale of 
F-35 fighter jets to the UAE. MBZ 
has also made the UAE military 
one of the most capable in the 
Middle East.

MBZ is cautious about his public 
image and prefers to work behind 
the scenes, but recent actions are 
putting him and the UAE in the 
spotlight. Why the UAE decided 
to emerge on the scene now is 
unclear. The Arab Spring began 
nearly nine years ago, so why 
take public actions now? Perhaps 
it because he feels he is more 
capable of achieving his objective 
of combatting political Islam 
than his protegee, Saudi Arabia’s 
Crown Prince Muhammad bin 
Salman, who has fallen from 
grace after global publicity of his 
human rights abuses. Either way, 
the UAE and their expansion into 
Africa is something to watch, and 
not necessarily in a good way. 
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Climate Meets Terror in the Sahel 

In January of 2013, the French 
military launched Operation 
Servalto oust rebel militants 

from northern Mali. In the seven 
years since then, the scope of the 
mission has only expanded: today, 
the now-renamed Operation 
Barkhane spans Burkina Faso, 
Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger. 
However, the hard truth is that no 
amount of military action alone 
will solve the problem of violent 
extremism. In recent years, 
violent extremist groups such 
as Boko Haram and AQIM (al-
Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb) 
have expanded within the region 
as the effects of climate change 
have worsened, exemplifying the 
role ecology can play in global 
security. Today, climate change 
and its effects on the Sahel are 
one of the driving factors in the 
growth of political and religious 
extremist movements in the 
region as traditional economic 
opportunities continue to dry up. 
This could contribute to increased 
violence, greater political 
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instability, and mass emigration 
unless adequately acknowledged 
and remedied through efforts 
by both local governments and 
international organizations. 
The situation in the Sahel today 
is a grave reminder of the 
intersectionality of climate and 
security, an intersection which will 
only deepen as climate change 
worsens in the coming years and 
decades.

In order to analyze the implications 
of climate change on politics 
in the Sahel, it is imperative to 
understand the extent to which 
climate change has impacted 
the region. Nowhere is climate 
change’s influence on the Sahel 
more evident than at Lake Chad, 
the massive inland lake which 
sustains life in the surrounding 
Chad basin. The lake has 
historically provided water to 
more than 30 million people from 
several surrounding countries, 
including Chad, Cameroon, Niger, 
and Nigeria, and is absolutely 

critical to the highly arid region. 
However, since the 1960s, climate 
change (namely decreased 
rainfall) has played a role in the 
lake’s precipitous shrinkage: Its 
total area decreased from 26,000 
square kilometers in 1960 to fewer 
than 1,350 square kilometers 
in 2014 according to research 
from the BBC, representing a 
drop in size of over 90 percent. 
Accompanying the rapid 
shrinking of Lake Chad, the Sahel 
is also suffering from heightened 
temperatures, more frequent 
droughts, and more erratic 
rainfall patterns. Specifically, it 
is estimated that temperatures 
are rising in the Sahel one and a 
half times the rate of the global 
average. 

Unsurprisingly, increasingly 
limited access to water and 
hotter temperatures have had an 
adverse effect on the Sahel region 
both economically and socially. 
During the 1960s and 70s, Lake 
Chad provided an outlet for cross-

border trade and was home to a 
significant fishing industry, which 
employed as many as 200,000 
people. However, the decline in 
water levels has eliminated the 
fishing industry entirely, and 
today the only major remaining 
sectors are farming and herding; 
even these sectors are struggling 
as the amount of arable land 
decreases annually (according to 
UN estimates, 80 percent of the 
region’s farmland has degraded 
to some extent). Lake Chad’s 
shrinkage has simultaneously 
increased competition over water 
and other resources, providing a 
natural flashpoint for conflict. The 
resource shortage is compounded 
by the region’s rapid growth as the 
population of the Chad Basin has 
more than doubled in the past 
several decades, and its growth 
rate remains extremely high. 

It is within this context that 
extremist groups such as Boko 
Haram pose such a great threat 
to the Sahel region. Although 
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climate change itself does not 
independently drive an increase 
in extremism, it serves as a 
multiplier and exacerbates a 
litany of other factors which do, 
including the aforementioned 
problems of economic insecurity, 
social tensions, and increased 
competition. Critically, desperation 
and limited opportunity have 
strengthened already-existent 
natural divides within the region, 
including conflicts between 
farmers and herders as well as 
between host communities and 
migrants. These struggles have 
also allowed ethnic tensions to 
reignite, something evidenced by 
increasing violence amongst the 
Dogon and Fulani groups in Mali. 
These are precisely the types 
of situations that Boko Haram 
has been able to exploit, and are 
factors which will continue to 
make the terror group appealing 
to disillusioned potential recruits 
going forward. 

In times of instability, economic 

depression, and social division, 
groups such as Boko Haram 
offer an alternative to more 
conventional but increasingly 
unsustainable livelihoods. For 
instance, the group often offers 
loans or even straight cash 
payments to potential members, 
an appealing offer for displaced 
workers for whom erratic rain 
patterns have made farming 
impossible, and who may not 
want to risk migrating hundreds, 
if not thousands of miles to try 
and find work. Additionally, the 
combination of Boko Haram’s 
presence in the region and the 
continually increasing impacts 
of climate change combine to 
create a dangerous feedback 
loop, furthering the very 
conditions which incentivize 
joining extremist groups to begin 
with. For instance, an increase 
in boat attacks by Boko Haram 
in 2015 caused the Chadian 
government to ban any fishing 
boats from the lake, categorically 
killing off the region’s fishing 

industry for good. Government 
military initiatives undertaken 
in the Chad Basin aimed at 
eliminating insurgencies can 
at times be heavy-handed, 
causing communities undue 
damage, furthering economic 
damage, and alienating citizens. 
Additionally, the mere threat 
of Boko Haram can cause 
fissures to erupt along ethnic 
lines. After the group carried out 
several attacks in Chad for the 
first time in 2015, for example, 
the ethnic Buduma population 
were suspected by much of the 
Chadian population of harboring 
sympathy towards Boko Haram 
and either actively aiding or 
abetting the group. 

Ultimately, solving what the 
New Yorker dubbed “the world’s 
most complex humanitarian 
disaster” won’t be easy. Lacking 
resources and deprived of 
options, local countries often 
turn towards military action, 
which only perpetuates the 

cycle of violence. In the coming 
years, governments, both in the 
Chad basin and around the world, 
must prioritize working together 
to offset the impacts climate 
change is having on the region 
and devoet increased attention 
and resources to it. In order to 
do so, local governments must 
work, aided by stronger nations 
and international organizations, 
to create coherent long-term 
strategies for helping the region 
which actively set out to address 
the tightly-intertwined relationship 
between climate, economics, and 
national security.
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Low-cost Solar Power Presents a Transformative 
Opportunity For Africa
Sustainable Development as a Solution to 
Inequality in Chile

Since the 1970s and 1980s, 
Chile has become the 
economic frontrunner of 

Latin America. Chile became the 
first South American country 
added to the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), now 
considered a developed country 
status with the highest average 
income in Latin America. This 
came as a direct result of former 
Chilean President Augusto 
Pinochet’s involvement with 
the Chicago boys, a group of 
economists from the University 
of Chicago who brought their 
free-market privatization-focused 
ideas to Chile. However, this 
economic growth has also led 
the country to develop the highest 
Gini coefficient in the OECD, 
meaning Chile has the highest 
levels of income inequality 
out of all developed countries. 
Chile’s challenge is the effective 
redistribution of resources and 
power to lower the Gini coefficient 
in the county and reduce 
inequality. This can be achieved, in 
part, through the implementation 
of more sustainable economic 
policies and the expansion of 
green infrastructure. While the 
Coronavirus pandemic has 
delayed a referendum to construct 
a fairer constitution that would 
address Chile’s mass inequality, a 
shift to renewables is imperative 
at this moment to create jobs, 
stimulate the economy, and 
reduce inequality.

A root cause of Chile’s inequality 
is the mass privatization of public 
services, which has resulted in 

extreme price increases. Water, 
electricity, healthcare, insurance, 
and the pension system have all 
been privatized in the last several 
years – combined with low 
wages, people lack the economic 
means to access these resources. 
These policies have, over time, 
prompted sporadic rioting all over 
the country. 

One of these, a regressive policy 
increasing subway fares, triggered 
one of the largest uprisings in the 
country’s movement for equality. 
Thousands began to jump metro 
turnstiles in protest. In response, 
the Chilean government shut 
down the subway completely, 
declared a state of emergency, 
instituted a curfew, and brought 
military force to the streets. 
Chile is home to one of the most 
sustainable metro systems in 
the world by effectively utilizing 
green energy. When fares are 
reasonable, the public is able to 
equitably access sustainable 
mobility. The recent increase in 
subway fares—up 40 percent 
in the last 10 years—bars low-
income individuals from using 
this mode of green transportation, 
perpetuating social segregation 
and inequality. Providing 
subsidies to low-income 
commuters would help reduce 
this effect and move the country 
both toward sustainability and 
social equity and inclusion. This 
would meet a core demand from 
protesters, help decrease the 
country’s inequality, and provide a 
more green society. These policy 
solutions would also enhance the 

resilience of the urban poor, rural 
communities and indigenous 
peoples who suffer the most from 
the series of climate disasters 
that have hit the country.

Another area of concern is 
Chile’s unsustainable use of 
non-renewable energy sources. 
Chile relies primarily on imported 
fossil fuels. As a direct result, 
fluctuations in foreign exchange 
rates and oil prices have huge 
impacts on the Chilean economy, 
affecting prices of basic goods and 
services. Even though President 
Santiago’s metro system sources 
60 percent its power from 
renewable energy, changes in oil 
prices and foreign exchange rates 
significantly impact metro fares, 
which has led to mass civil unrest. 
A transition to renewable energy 
sources would help Chile improve 
access to energy and transport, 
reduce the cost of living and 
economic volatility, all the while 
creating a greener nation. The use 
of renewables has already started 
to bring steady electricity, better 
services, and jobs to remote 
communities, a clear start to 
bridging the inequality gap.

Additionally, Chile has a 
completely dysfunctional water 
supply system. Poor piping leads 
to the contamination and loss 
of 35 percent of urban drinking 
water. Water issues have already 
been exacerbated by the effects 
of climate change and will likely 
become more complex when 
paired with population growth 
and urbanization. In the current 

system, private companies own 
water rights in perpetuity. This 
system contributes to inefficiency 
and inequality, raising the deep-
rooted problem of the privatization 
of public commodities. Water 
should be returned to public 
ownership to ensure access for 
all citizens and move toward 
equality. Irrigation systems 
should also be upgraded and 
green infrastructure expanded 
to ensure a fair distribution of 
water resources. As in the case 
of shifting toward renewable 
energy sources, an increase in 
green infrastructure would also 
create more jobs. This would, in 
turn, contribute to boosting the 
overall economy under a more 
sustainable model that reduces 
inequality.

Chile has such potential to 
transition to a greener society 
under a more sustainable 
economic model. A transition 
toward a carbon-neutral and 
resilient economy would help 
reduce social inequality and 
minimize climate change 
damages felt by the country. 
The Pinochet regime and the 
economic policies of the Chicago 
boys launched unsustainable, 
rapid economic growth and 
spread mass inequality across 
Chile. Today, protests ravage 
the streets, demanding a new 
and improved constitution that 
guarantees a more equitable 
society for all. Sustainable 
development must be part of the 
solution to Chile’s economic and 
social inequality. 

Noelle Seward
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The Lasting 
Damage of 
Trump’s 
Migration Policy 
in Guatemala

Guatemala has become 
Trump’s new wall. Two 
years ago, the Guatemalan 

government led by Jimmy 
Morales signed a Safe Third 
Country agreement, acceding 
to receive refugees that sought 
asylum in the U.S. In exchange, 
Morales asked Trump to withdraw 
U.S. support for Guatemala’s anti-
corruption commission. Although 
Guatemala’s new president, 
Alejandro Giammattei, initially 
opposed this agreement, he 
upheld it after Trump threatened 
to respond with countermeasures. 
The COVID-19 pandemic 
constrained Giammattei’s ability 
to admit refugees, but as pressure 
from Washington increased, 
Guatemala decided to militarize 
its borders. This decision, coupled 
with Trump’s dismantlement of 
Guatemala’s efforts to combat 
corruption, will have enduring 
pernicious effects in the region.
 
In early 2018, the Guatemalan 
government signed a “Third Safe 
Country,” joining other countries 
such as Mexico, El Salvador, 
and Honduras, allowing the 
U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) to deport 
any migrants seeking asylum 
at the U.S. southern border to 
Guatemala. This parallels the 
existing “Remain in Mexico” 
policy that required Central 
American migrants to apply for 
asylum in Mexico instead of the 
U.S. For many critics, this was 
another effort from the Trump 
administration to deflect its 
international commitments to 
asylum. 

The Guatemalan government, 
desperate to obstruct anti-
corruption investigations, was 
more than eager to support 
Trump’s crackdown on migration. 
In a quid pro quo, Trump 
convinced then-president Jimmy 
Morales to sign the Third Safe 
Country agreement. In exchange, 
the American president withdrew 
U.S. support to the International 
Commission against Impunity in 
Guatemala (CICIG), a UN-led anti-
corruption commission that was 
investigating Morales’ family for 
illicit enrichment. It is noteworthy 
that this international commission 
was astonishingly successful. 
In 2013, it convicted military 
leader Ríos Montt for genocide, 
constituting the first trial of this 
nature in Latin American history. 
The accountability that the 
CICIG had brought to Guatemala 
ended in 2018 when Trump 
abruptly cut off U.S. funding. In 
doing so, the U.S. dismantled 
this unprecedented institution-
building effort to the detriment of 
Guatemala’s rule of law.

However, the Third Safe Country 
agreement proved controversial 
in Guatemala. During the 2019 
presidential campaign that 
followed Morales’ presidency, the 
now-elected president, Alejandro 
Giammattei, ran in outspoken 
opposition to the deal, which was 
very unpopular — only 18 percent 
of Guatemalans approved of 
it, according to a recent poll 
administered by Prensa Libre, 
Guatemala’s largest news outlet. 
As soon as Giammattei took office, 
President Trump threatened to 
impose tariffs on remittances and 

to cut off development aid if he 
refused to cooperate. Giammattei 
had no option but to concede.
Unsurprisingly, Guatemala is ill-
equipped for receiving refugees 
and has failed to guarantee 
their safety. After reaching the 
U.S. border and being deported, 
often without knowing where 
they were being sent to, asylum-
seekers would only have seventy-
two hours to apply to asylum in 
Guatemala or leave the country. 
Historically, Guatemala has been 
a country that sends out rather 
than receives migrants and 
asylum seekers. In 2019, it was 
the largest source of migrants 
detained at the U.S. border, at 
more than 264,000. Moreover, 
the country’s asylum program 
has fewer than a dozen officers. 
The Migration Policy Institute in 
Washington called the program 
“embryonic.” 

On top of that, Guatemala does 
not fulfill basic international safety 
standards. For many migrants, 
Guatemala is afflicted by the very 
problems that they were escaping 
from. “Why would they send us to 
a country where the same gangs 
are operating?” said Marta, an 
asylum-seeker speaking to the 
Washington Post. Washington’s 
new policy of sending migrants 
to other unsafe countries leaves 
most refugees with no option but 
to go back to the country they 
were fleeing.

The COVID-19 pandemic has 
threatened Guatemala’s ability to 
uphold the deal imposed by the 
U.S. government. In April of this 
year, President Trump decided 
to accelerate deportations and 
impose stricter travel measures, 
all while asserting that it was part 
of an effort to contain the spread 
of the coronavirus. Ironically, the 
U.S. government was responsible 
for  spreading the virus to 
Guatemala. Giammattei’s cabinet 
claimed that more than two 
dozen deportees that the U.S. had 
sent on deportation flights were 
infected with COVID-19. By late 
April, the migrants from the U.S. 
were responsible for nearly 20 
percent of the coronavirus cases 
in the Central American nation. In 
an unprecedented twist of events, 
President Alexandro Giammattei 
declared that Guatemala would 

Emmanuel Orozco Castellanos

no longer receive repatriation 
flights.

At first, Guatemala’s stance 
seemed a sign of bold opposition 
to the “Safe Third Country” 
agreement, but Giammattei was 
forced to back down. Anxious at 
the prospect of U.S. sanctions, 
the Guatemalan government 
instead determined it would 
militarize its borders. It was a 
matter of time before the first 
clash between migrants and 
immigration officers took place. 
On October 4, the Mexican 
and Guatemalan authorities 
announced the dismantlement 
of a caravan of more than 3,000 
Honduran migrants. President 
Alejandro Giammattei said that 
the deployment’s goal was to 
contain the virus, but the tactic 
was truly aimed to discourage 
migrants from undertaking their 
journey northward. Although the 
pandemic might have immobilized 
Washington’s deportation of 
refugees, Guatemala is still 
executing Trump’s deterrence 
policy by confronting migrants 
with the use of force.

Guatemala’s volatile political 
situation can be traced back 
to Trump’s migration policy. 
By putting an end to the CICIG, 
Trump dissolved the only real 
prospect of solving Guatemala’s 
crippling corruption. Moreover, his 
effort to deter migrants has given 
a corrupt government license to 
use repression indiscriminately. 
To no one’s surprise, the result 
was more instability and political 
turmoil. President Giammattei 
was asked to resign, after being 
enmeshed in a corruption scandal 
for secretly approving cuts to the 
national budget while the country 
was hit by hurricane Iota. As a 
response, he deployed the police 
and met protesters with violence. 
This is the aftermath of President 
Trump’s migration policy, a legacy 
that the Biden Administration will 
have to grapple with. A solution 
will not only require a reform of 
U.S. asylum policy but also a long-
term commitment to government 
accountability and institution 
building in the region. All while 
COVID-19 hits Central America, 
and the region’s precarious 
stability continues to erode. 



Politics and the Pantanal: A 
Balancing Act in Paraguay

Kayleigh Crabb

Environmental challenges 
continue to rise to the 
forefront of both international 

and domestic politics in countries 
across the globe. Paraguay, 
likewise, faces an internal struggle 
to solve its environmental 
challenges while encouraging 
economic growth. While the 
country has one of the highest 
GDP growth rates in South 
America, it also has one of the 
highest deforestation rates in the 
world. The long-term outlook for 
the country might not be as rosy 

if a balance between economic 
growth and sustainability is not 
found. 

The short-term economic outlook 
in Paraguay is promising. In 2018, 
the pro-business ruling Colorado 
party won the presidential election. 
In Paraguay, pro-business 
equates to pro-soy: the nation is 
the fourth largest producer in the 
world. It is also a leader in other 
agricultural industries, primarily 
beef production. Although the 
country has experienced an 

economic slowdown due to 
drought and other factors in 2019 
and new circumstances, such 
as COVID-19 in 2020, this win 
overall bodes well for short-term 
economic growth in the country. 
However, excessive reliance on 
agriculture poses a risk to the 
environment, communities, and 
long-term economic growth 
throughout the nation.

Paraguay is home to a diverse 
range of ecosystems that are 
not only critical resources for 

the nation itself but also, due to 
climate change, the world as 
well. Principally among these is 
the Pantanal, the world’s largest 
tropical wetland. Stretching 
across Brazil, Bolivia, and 
Paraguay, the area is one of the 
most biodiverse in the world. It 
regulates rainfall and sediment 
deposition in the region while 
sequestering carbon, which helps 
to mitigate climate change. The 
land is also very fertile and is used 
for soy and beef production. 
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Paraguay also boasts a second 
major critical ecosystem, 
the Gran Chaco. This semi-
arid region spreads through 
Argentina, Bolivia, and Brazil, and 
is the second-largest forest on the 
continent. Similar to the Pantanal, 
it is incredibly biodiverse and a 
valuable resource for carbon 
sequestration, but the land is also 
ideal for raising cattle and growing 
soy. As a result, it is one of the 
most rapidly deforested regions in 
the world.

In some areas of the country 
inside or bordering these critical 
regions, residents are left with 
little choice but to rent their 
land to major soy corporations, 
as growing soy or other crops 
independently is no longer 
profitable. Some districts leading 
in soy production have among 
the highest rates of poverty in 
the country. Furthermore, illegal 
deforestation and agriculture 
continue to take place on national 
parkland. This points to a lack of 
sustainability and accountability 
in soy production in the nation.

Paraguayan soy and beef 
products are often marketed 
to the international community 
as more sustainable than 
their alternatives. Paraguay 
participates in the Round Table 
on Responsible Soy (RTRS), but 
only two major soy companies 
in the nation earn a certificate 
from the initiative. Some RTRS 
standards of sustainable soy 
production include preventing 
cultivation on areas of critical 
value to conservation, adhering 
to fair labor practices, and 
carrying out satisfactory 
agricultural procedures. While 
these standards are certainly 
a step in the right direction, the 
RTRS’ enforcement of these 
requirements on members is 
lacking.  

 In order for a company to become 
an RTRS member, it simply needs 
to pay into the initiative, regardless 
of whether their soy production 
is truly sustainable. To receive 
a certificate, a company will be 
audited and inspected once a 
year to ensure its compliance 
with the RTRS standards. This 
is not comprehensive enough 
to determine whether soy 

production is sustainable, and it 
only applies to a very small fraction 
of Paraguay’s soy production. 

In addition to soy, Paraguay 
continues to struggle with 
sustainable beef production. 
Similar to RTRS, Paraguay 
hosts the Mesa Paraguaya de 
Carne Sostenible (MPCS), or 
the Paraguayan Roundtable 
for Sustainable Beef. MPCS 
aims to lead to beef production 
that is “socially responsible”, 
“environmentally acceptable”, and 
“economically viable”. It is also a 
segment of the Global Roundtable 
for Sustainable Beef (GRSB). 
However, at this point, only 15 
out of 81 Paraguayan companies 
that either produce or buy cattle 
or cattle-related products have 
committed to fight deforestation. 
Mongabay reports that there 
is not an adequate system for 
monitoring these commitments 
in use at this time. 

While Paraguay is a member of 
RTRS, MPCS, GRSB, and other 
international organizations and 
agreements aimed to protect 
the environment, the nation 
needs to improve the quality of 
its environment. According to the 
2020 Environmental Performance 
Index (EPI), the nation ranks 73rd 
out of 180 countries, a decrease 
over the last decade. This 
shows the quality of Paraguay’s 
environment has been decreasing 
despite initiatives such as RTRS, 
MPCS and GRSB. 

There are systems that Paraguay 
and Paraguayan companies 
could utilize to monitor their 
sustainability commitments. 
For example, strengthening the 
Traceability System of Paraguay 
(SITRAP), which tracks cattle, 
and following through with an 
agreement Paraguay made to 
compile a “Forest Atlas”, which 
makes forest data accessible to 
all, would increase transparency. 
This would allow for more 
monitoring of sustainability 
commitments and increase the 
responsibility of companies to 
uphold them. 

Much of the soy and beef produced 
in Paraguay are exported to 
countries in the European Union, 
many of which are attempting 

to meet sustainability goals of 
their own. Nations purchasing 
these products should be more 
cognizant of their source and 
analyze claims of sustainability 
more closely. With pressure from 
one of their largest importers, an 
incentive could be provided for 
Paraguay to invest more heavily in 
sustainable soy and beef. 

It is ultimately Paraguay that will 
suffer most if it fails to realize its 
claims of sustainability in both 
the soy and cattle industries. 
Overexploiting the environment 
will not lead to long-term, reliable 
economic growth. The governing 
Colorado party, while being pro-
business, should also adopt 
measures that work to conserve 
and replenish Paraguay’s 
environment. Compromising on 
these issues would ensure future 
generations have economic and 
environmental opportunities 
as well, and may help limit the 
severity of future weather events 
like droughts or flooding that can 
impact agriculture. 



“Vidas Negras Importam” and The 
Power of Transnational Racial Equality
Jordan Halpern

On May 18th, the Federal 
Police in Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil killed  a 14-year-old 

Black teenager named João 
Pedro Mattos Pinto. Federal forces 
were conducting an unspecified 
joint operation with local police 
in Pinto’s neighborhood. While 
playing in the yard of his family’s 
home, Pinto sustained a deadly 
gunshot wound to his stomach. 
He was promptly transported by 
helicopter, where his location and 
condition remained concealed 
from his family until the next 
morning. Exactly one week later, 
5,000 miles north of Rio de Janeiro, 
George Floyd was killed by police 
in the United States. Shortly after, 
influenced by the U.S. protests, 
hundreds gathered outside Rio 
de Janeiro Governor Wilson 
Witzel’s residence. Protesters held 
signs displaying the words Vidas 
Negras Importam, translated 
directly as “Black Lives Matter,” 
in both English and Portuguese. 
Protests in the U.S. following 
George Floyd’s murder, building on 
racial violence, widespread police 
brutality, mass incarceration, and 
systemic discrimination faced 
by Black Americans, resonate 
particularly strikingly with Black 
Brazilians.

The parallels between the two 
killings, and the impact of George 
Floyd’s murder globally, indicate 
that racial justice movements 
cannot be adequately understood 
when constricted to legal borders. 
Every country’s movement 
is mutually influenced by the 
others’ current events, methods 
of demonstration, ideologies, and 
momentum. Black Lives Matter 
is often considered to be a U.S.- 
centered movement; however, 
the power and influence of Vidas 
Negras Importam demonstrates 
the need to reframe struggles 
against oppression and racism 
as broader, transnational 
movements, rather than singular 
movements within particular 
countries.

        
The Vidas Negras Importam 
movement expands on a long-
standing history of struggle 
within Brazil. Although claiming 
to have achieved a “post-racial” 
society, Brazil’s centuries-long 
struggles with colonialism and 
imperialism, as well as the 
ramifications of slavery, have 
left Black Brazilians systemically 
disadvantaged. Whereas the U.S. 
adopted policies of segregation 
following the abolition of slavery, 
with clear distinctions between 
racial groups, Brazil’s conception 
of race has historically been 
more ambigious. Following the 
passage of emancipation laws 
in 1888, Brazil drew from social 
Darwinism and Aryanism, among 
other racist theories, to enact 
the idea of ‘whitening.’ Through 
so-called ‘intermixing’ between 
Brazil’s white migrant populations 
and Black Brazilian populations, 
eventually, the Black population 
would be ‘whitened.’ The impacts 
of these racial hierarchies and 
erasure of culture have left deep 
scars on Brazil; these contributed 
to the anti-racist demonstrations 
in the early twentieth century 
and onwards. Black protestors 
demonstrated in large numbers 
in 1978 in Sao Paulo, in opposition 
to the oppressive military 
dictatorship under Emilio Medici. 
With the eventual establishment 
of democracy in 1988, protestors 
took to the streets again to 
demand equal rights. 

Despite progress made with these 
protests, Black Brazilians still face 
immense challenges. In 2019, in 
Rio de Janeiro alone, there were 
1,814 police killings. Of these, 78 
percent were of Black Brazilians, 
despite only making up roughly 
50 percent of Rio’s population. 
Mass incarceration and predatory 
drug laws are also pervasive, 
due in part to high numbers 
of pre-trial detainees and the 
current administration’s “tough 
on crime” policies advocating 

for harsher sentences and more 
prosecutions. Brazil has the third-
largest number of incarcerated 
people in the world, with 64 
percent of incarcerated prisoners 
being Black or mixed-race. 
Female incarceration in Brazil is 
ranked as fourth highest globally, 
with 62 percent of all incarcerated 
women being Black.

The movement for racial equality 
in Brazil has historically been a 
movement that targets a wide 
range of social problems, with a 
special focus on Black women’s 
rights, LGBTQ+ rights, and 
indigenous rights. Marielle Franco, 
who helped galvanize the Vidas 
Negras Importam counterpart 
of Black Lives Matter in Brazil, 
truly embodies the intersection 
of these interconnected issues. 
Franco, a Black, lesbian social 
rights advocate, was elected as a 
councilwoman in Rio de Janeiro 
in 2017. She was a vocal critic 
of militarization in the favelas, 
poor areas on the outskirts of 
large cities, and frequently spoke 
out against police brutality and 
mass incarceration. Along with 
other Black organizers, Marielle 
met with U.S. Black Lives Matter 
leadership to “build Black power 
and solidarity beyond borders.” 
She also did not hesitate to speak 
out against then-presidential 
candidate Jair Bolsonaro and his 
pro-police, law-and-order tactics.

However, Marielle Franco and her 
driver were gunned down in a car 
on the streets in Rio de Janeiro 
in March 2018 while traveling 
to a community discussion on 
empowering Black women as 
leaders. As a local councilwoman 
in Rio de Janeiro, although she had 
a sizable platform, Marielle was 
relatively unknown on the national 
stage, but her story strongly 
resonated with the Brazilian 
people. Vidas Negras Importam 
saw a period of renewed support 
following the assassination, with 
Franco serving as an icon for the 

fight against injustice. Marielle 
Presente, or “Marielle is Here,” is 
now a battle cry for the Brazilian 
movement. Franco’s work helped 
establish a transnational network 
of social rights advocates against 
racial, gender, and LGBTQ+ 
discrimination. The intersection 
of these social identities, more 
intuitively understood in Brazil, has 
begun to take hold more clearly in 
the United States. The emergence 
of the #SayHerName movement, 
which has highlighted Marielle 
along with other murdered Black 
women including Breonna Taylor 
in the United States, has led to 
both domestic and international 
pushes for justice for Black 
women. Evidently, recognition 
of other countries’ parallel 
social movements is crucial in 
progressing and fueling domestic 
social movements.

As COVID-19 continues to ravage 
the U.S. and Brazil, Black patients 
have been disproportionately 
affected. In Brazil, Black patients 
die from COVID-19 at a rate about 
20 percent higher than white 
patients, as a result of disparities 
in healthcare, sanitary living 
conditions, and many other social 
influences. These closely mirror 
the conditions within the United 
States. Recent demonstrations 
of police brutality, along with 
displays of fundamental public 
health inequities, indicate the 
depth of social disadvantages 
and discrimination throughout 
the Americas. Many countries 
within the Americas have 
similar systems that structurally 
disadvantage Black citizens, 
derived from their related pasts of 
slavery and racism. For the same 
reason, the role of Pan-American 
alliances among activists is 
increasingly important: for building 
on each other’s momentums, 
ideologies, and progress, and 
for standing in solidarity against 
similar pervasive systems of 
oppression and prejudice.
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Billy Keim

Cuba’s 
Mission to 
Undermine 
the UN 
Human Rights 
Council — 
From the 
Inside

In September 2020, Cuba 
quietly released journalist 
Roberto Quiñones Haces from 

a year-long prison sentence 
after the government found him 
guilty of “dangerousness” and 
“disobedience.” Haces’ only crime 
was publishing an article critical 
of the Cuban presidency, and 
he was jailed for exercising his 
right to freedom of speech — a 
prime yet common example of 
media censorship in Cuba, where 
many international human rights 
organizations agree journalists 
must “choose between silence 
and jail.” Now, a prison sentence 
later, Haces’ only hope for 
justice lies with the international 
community. The United Nations 
Human Rights Council (UNHRC), 
created in 2006 to help people like 
Haces, can condemn and impose 
sanctions on human rights 
abusers and speak out for the 
marginalized. However, the UN 
won’t punish Cuba at all for the 
wrongful imprisonment of Haces. 
Members of the UNHRC, such 
as Venezuela, Ukraine, and the 
Philippines, actually defended the 
actions of the Cuban government. 

Over 60% of the countries 

elected to the UNHRC fail to 
clear the minimum requirements 
for classification as a “free 
democracy,” according to 
watchdog organization UNWatch. 
On October 13, Cuba was re-
elected to serve on the UNHRC 
alongside other notorious human 
rights abusers, China and Russia. 
The Human Rights Council was 
designed to spearhead the fight 
against human rights abuses 
and set the tone for human rights 
advocacy across the globe, and 
yet some of the countries in most 
need of investigations have found 
their way onto the council. Cuba 
will draft policy and influence 
international sentiment about 
human rights abuse enforcement 
even though United Nations 
officials still are not allowed 
into the country to investigate 
human rights allegations. Cuba’s 
membership in the UNHRC not 
only demonstrates the fragility of 
a region-locked coalition approach 
to human rights activism, but 

spells disaster for any future 
actions to come through the 
commission.

The United Nations Human 
Rights Council (UNHRC) is a body 
of the UN formed in 2006 after the 
previous body, the Commision on 
Human Rights, ironically drew 
international criticism for allowing 
countries with poor human 
rights records into the council. 
At the time of its dissolution 
in 2006, the Commission was 
chaired by Muammar al-Gadaffi’s 
Libya, a government known for 
human rights abuses and ties 
with terrorist networks. The 
new Human Rights Council 
now imposes a more rigorous 
election process on potential 
candidates in hopes of producing 
more qualified members, but the 
results have been mixed. Many of 
the previous members deemed 
problematic by UNWatch are 
members of the new council. 
Authoritarian regimes frequently 

take advantage of the new 
election process, where a certain 
number of seats are reserved 
for each region in the pursuit 
of international diversity. Each 
region only tends to run as many 
candidates as there are available 
seats, so most races can be 
called before the voting begins. 
Authoritarian governments, 
dictatorships, and regimes with 
questionable commitment to 
human rights tend to give each 
other the nod in yearly elections, 
ensuring that even the most 
heinous human rights offenders 
receive more than a quarter of 
total votes. Even Saudi Arabia, 
whose UNHRC bid failed this 
year due to its role in the highly 
publicized torture and murder 
of Jamal Khashoggi in 2018, 
received 90 votes — just seven 
away from winning a seat had it 
run unopposed.

In the 2020 election, only Cuba, 
Mexico, and Bolivia ran as 



candidates for the three open 
seats in the Latin America region. 
Regions often negotiate amongst 
themselves to prevent a run-off 
situation, but it is quite curious 
that the three countries that have 
some of the lowest ‘freedom 
scores’ in the region were 
selected as representatives over 
countries with higher freedom 
scores, such as Costa Rica and 
Panama. The freedom score, 
created by the Cato Institute, 
measures personal freedoms, 
the legal system, and economic 
opportunity to calculate how free 
a person is in a given country. 
Some of the most reputable 
countries, such as Chile and Peru, 
already serve on the council, but 
others choose not to run despite 
boasting stronger human rights 
records than members like Cuba 
and Venezuela. Because the UN 
allows for private negotiations 
between potential candidate 
countries before the election, Cuba 
and other hopeful candidates can 

sway or coerce other countries in 
the region into standing down. 

A seat on the UNHRC is much 
more valuable to a human rights 
abuser than it is to an advocate. 
Members can shield themselves 
from investigation, justify any 
controversial domestic policies 
with the UNHRC seat, and 
potentially block further human 
rights legislation while it is still 
in development. A country like 
Panama that is committed to 
protecting the human rights of 
its people has little interest in the 
UNHRC if it can improve those 
causes at home independently. 
Generous backroom economic 
incentives proposed by Cuba 
would be enough to stop Panama 
from entering a bid for election. 
Because many countries are 
already skeptical of the authority 
that the UN holds and the small 
legislation it produces, there is little 
missed opportunity in bending 
to the bribe of an authoritarian 

country that wants the seat more. 
Regardless of the effectiveness 
of the UNHRC, membership will 
always be a stamp of approval for 
authoritarian regimes. 

Cuba’s membership on the 
UNHRC is more than just 
symbolically appalling, however. 
Over its past four terms, Cuba 
sponsored a resolution with 
the goal of easing international 
enforcement and curtailing 
the UNHRC’s punishment 
mechanisms. Just in September 
of 2020, Cuba refused to pass a 
UN resolution on COVID-19 relief 
until member states agreed to 
remove sanctions from UNHRC 
countries — effectively using 
its status as a human rights 
advocate to vindicate itself of 
human rights sanctions. The 
ultimate goal for authoritarian 
regimes is to shift the definition 
of human rights and the way the 
international community polices 
violators away from a centralized 

response by the United Nations. 
Authoritarian countries like Cuba 
want sovereign states to have 
complete control over how they 
handle human rights cases, where 
the United Nations enforces a 
culture of minding your own 
business instead of investigating 
political matters in other countries. 
With the increasing number of 
unqualified UNHRC members led 
by Cuba infiltrating international 
governing bodies, this breakdown 
of UN authority may happen 
sooner rather than later. Cuba’s 
active participation in the UNHRC 
has already curbed human rights 
efforts from within and weakened 
the committee’s reputation, and 
there is no indication Cuba’s next 
and fifth total term as a Human 
Rights Committee member will 
be any different.
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Josephine Ness

The Massacre of 
Colombian Social Leaders: 
How the Government is 
Failing to Protect Them

Social leaders in Colombia are 
being killed at an alarming 
rate. Francia Marquez is an 

award-winning human rights 
and environmental activist. In 
2018, she received the Goldman 
Environmental Prize in recognition 
for her work defending Afro-
Colombian communities and land 
rights. Despite the great impact 
of her work, the Colombian 
government is failing to support 
her and protect her from harm. In 
May of 2019, Marquez survived 
an attempted assassination 
involving grenades and gunfire. 
Marquez and many other 
human rights defenders face 
harassment, violence, and the 
threat of murder daily. Illegally 
armed groups and drug cartels 
target community activists like 
Marquez who threaten the power 
of their illicit economies. After 
the attack, Marquez spoke out, 
accusing the government of 
failing to fulfill its duty to protect 
people like herself. The United 
Nations found that at least 107 
human rights defenders were 
murdered in Colombia in 2019 
alone. Human rights activists, 
union leaders, and political figures 
are characterized by their work to 
fight for essential change. Social 

leaders around the world sacrifice 
time and energy, but in Colombia, 
they also risk sacrificing their lives. 
Social leaders are essential to the 
function of a democracy and 
the wellbeing of the public; the 
Colombian government has an 
obligation to protect them.

In 2016, the Colombian 
government and the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia (FARC) signed a peace 
deal, aimed at quelling violence in 
the country, that brought an end 
to the five-decade civil war that 
resulted in over 22,000 deaths. 
However, the historic agreement 
failed to bring peace and is yet 
to be fully implemented. After the 
official disbandment of FARC, 
other illegally armed groups have 
surfaced to continue the legacy of 
violence. The National Liberation 
Army (ELN), along with criminal 
gangs, drug traders, and dissident 
FARC guerrillas plague the 
country with murder and unrest. 
Social leaders are among their 
targets as a result of their activism 
to fully implement the peace deal, 
land rights campaigns, and other 
work that interferes with these 
groups’ illegal activities. Since the 
2016 deal, Colombia’s national 

ombudsman’s office has counted 
562 murders of community 
advocates, while hundreds more 
live under the constant pressure 
of daily threats and attacks.

Historically, murder and massacre 
in Colombia have served as a tool 
to punish those who work with the 
enemies of rival cartels or other 
dissident groups. Notorious drug 
lord Pablo Escobar was infamous 
for his violent attacks on those 
who threatened the operations 
of his cartel. The killings of social 
leaders can be compared to 
those of the past, but they are far 
less organized and on a much 
smaller scale. The majority of the 
attacks are carried out by militant 
groups and criminal gangs aiming 
to protect their illegal drug and 
mining economies. Activists for 
the protection of the environment 
or vulnerable ethnic groups often 
pose a threat to the gangs trying 
to control the same territory. 
Those with the resources and 
motive to kill do not face much 
difficulty in doing so because 
of the government’s lack of 
accountability. 

The Colombian people have been 
protesting the government’s lack 
of concrete action to protect their 
social leaders. In July of 2019, 
protesters in over 80 Colombian 
cities took part in a “March for 
Life.” They carried signs with 
photos and lists of the names of 
hundreds of deceased activists. 
Many carried a photograph 
of social leader Maria del Pilar 
Hurtado Montaño, who was 
murdered in front of her nine-year-
old son for publicly condemning 
paramilitary groups in her home 
region. A similar protest took 
place in October 2020. Indigenous 
Colombians rallied in the capital 
of Bogotá to protest the murders 
of their leaders. The protestors 
accused the government of 
ignoring the rise in killings. They 
demanded to meet with President 
Iván Duque, but he refused. 

Duque’s attempts to combat 
the rise in murders during his 
presidency have been mostly 
unsuccessful, and have even 
prompted citizens to organize 
their own forms of defense. 
Roughly 3,600 activists currently 
receive some form of government 

protection: sometimes an 
armored car and bodyguards, 
sometimes just a phone with a 
panic button. The government 
has also placed members of the 
police and army in some former 
war zones to protect the residents 
from violence. Despite this, María 
Victoria Llorente, who heads the 
Bogotá-based Ideas for Peace 
Foundation think tank, says that 
the police only provide a token 
presence and that the security is 
deteriorating. In response to the 
lack of safety, some towns have 
implemented their own systems 
to defend their communities. A 
town in the northern part of the 
Cauca department, a region in the 
southwestern part of the country, 
countered the increasing violence 
and the arrival of paramilitaries 
with the creation of a unit of 
unarmed indigenous guards 
made up of locals with a passion 
to defend their home. 

The government of Colombia 
has a responsibility to protect its 
people, leaders, and democracy. 
In January of 2020, the 
United Nations called on the 
government of President Duque 
to “redouble efforts to ensure 
a secure environment for civic 
engagement,” and “increase the 
presence of state authorities.” The 
safety of human rights defenders 
depends on the implementation 
of comprehensive protective 
measures tailored to the needs 
of community leaders and taking 
their wishes into consideration. 
Additionally, it is imperative that 
the government provides more 
assistance to communities who 
are struggling with peacemaking 
after the 2016 peace accords. 
State authorities need to take 
comprehensive measures 
to protect their citizens from 
violence and disassemble illegal 
economies in the country. 
Democracy is fueled by the brave 
voices of those who stand up 
to defend it. Francia Marquez 
and other social leaders’ work is 
essential to the well-being of their 
communities and the country as a 
whole. Peace in Colombia cannot 
be achieved until community 
leaders have the freedom to 
continue their fight for justice 
without fear of violent retribution.



A Failure of 
Foreign Policy: 
How Narco-
Terrorism Enables 
the Maduro-
Hezbollah Complex 
Ayla Kaufman

Across the globe, Hezbollah 
has earned a reputation 
for instigating violence 

in the Middle East. As a joint 
paramilitary and political group in 
Lebanon, Hezbollah has resorted 
to bombings, kidnappings, 
assassinations, and other violent 
attacks to achieve political ends. 
These objectives, espoused 
in a 1985 manifesto, include 
expunging Western influences 
from the Levant, eliminating 
Israel, and supporting Iran’s 
objectives. Twenty-one countries 
have deemed Hezbollah a 
terrorist group, culminating in 
multilateral efforts to oppose 
the organization. Although a 
host of international actors have 
coordinated counterterror efforts, 
these have ironically ignored 
Hezbollah’s international reach. 
The hyperfocus on counterterror 
in the Middle East has left 
Hezbollah’s operations in South 
America untouched.

Historically, Hezbollah’s presence 
in South America has been 
well documented. Almost three 
decades ago, Hezbollah was 
linked to two infamous attacks 
in Argentina. Both the 1992 
suicide bombing at the Israeli 
Embassy in Buenos Aires and 
the 1994 AMIA (Asociación 
Mutual Israelita Argentina) attack 
on a Jewish community center 
revealed Hezbollah’s evolving 
global footprint. In the following 
decades, Hezbollah’s operations 
in South America have gradually 
expanded from terror attacks to 

narco-terrorism. These tactics 
bridge the crime-terror nexus 
and, by definition, pertain to the 
junction between terror activities 
and drug trafficking. Specifically, 
Venezuela has become an 
epicenter for Hezbollah’s narco-
terrorism enterprise. Through 
an alliance with Venezuela’s 
leadership, Hezbollah has infused 
corruption and instability into the 
already tumultuous state, while 
simultaneously abetting it’s terror 
ambitions.

Hezbollah’s alignment with 
the Maduro regime rests in 
geopolitical strategy. Access to 
Venezuela brings Hezbollah to 
the West’s backyard, empowering 
them to more credibly threaten 
the United States. Beyond saber-
rattling, Venezuela provides a base 
for Hezbollah’s money laundering 
enterprise. As organized crime 
is embedded within the Maduro 
regime, Hezbollah is able to exploit 
those existing networks for their 
illicit drug and weapons trade, 
profit from sales, and conceal their 
financial trail. Revenue raised from 
this organized crime funds terror 
attacks and offsets economic 
losses from sanctions, oil price 
fluctuations, and COVID-19. 
Additionally, fabricated passports, 
the hospitality of Venezuelan 
leaders, and underground 
networks make Venezuela a 
sanctuary for Hezbollah agents. 
The transnational and obscure 
nature of Hezbollah’s criminal 
ventures help evade detection, 
counter-terror efforts, and 

sanctions focused on terrorist 
activities across the Atlantic.

While it’s somewhat intuitive why a 
terrorist organization might desire 
support from a government, 
understanding why the Maduro 
regime, despite international 
repercussions, would partner 
with an extremist group is much 
more elusive. For Maduro, 
maintaining the illicit financial 
sources that sustain his regime 
takes precedence to preserving 
Venezuela’s reputation abroad. 
Organized crime underpins 
Maduro’s grip on power, with 
drug and arms trafficking, gold 
mining, and money laundering 
funding his political ploys. When 
confronted with domestic or 
international pressure, Maduro 
is able to enlist funds, weapons, 
intelligence, and networks from 
Hezbollah’s criminal trade to 
preserve his regime’s survival. 
These services are particularly 
advantageous due to Hezbollah’s 
transnational approach to 
narco-terrorism, which makes 
countering Maduro’s enterprise 
more difficult logistically. 
Moreover, Hezbollah’s function as 
a proxy force for Iran strengthens 
Venezuela’s relationship with Iran, 
another source of state support 
for Maduro’s regime and an ally 
in countering the United States. 
Hezbollah essentially serves 
as Maduro’s golden ticket to 
the global system, developing 
resilience within his regime. 

Operational structure in Venezuela 
is organized to enable Hezbollah 
and Venezuela to claim plausible 
deniability when confronted with 
allegations of state-sponsored 

terrorism. Hezbollah has a series 
of support networks referred to 
as “clans” that run their activities 
in the country. In a recent Atlantic 
Council report, Joseph Humire 
documents how each clan 
supervises a distinct aspect of 
Hezbollah’s affairs, overseeing the 
movement of drugs, weapons, 
contraband, and money across 
the Colombian-Venezuelan border 
and then abroad to the Middle 
East and Europe. This structure 
creates distance between the 
Maduro regime and Hezbollah. 
As a result, both actors can argue 
that they are not collaborating by 
directing blame towards the clans. 
Thus, Hezbollah and the Maduro 
regime can act with impunity and 
hide the mutual benefits of narco-
terrorism.

Over the past year, the United 
States Department of Justice 
initiated a campaign to expose the 
relationship between Hezbollah 
and Venezuelan leadership. 
In March, charges of narco-
terrorism were unsealed against 
Maduro and other Venezuelan 
officials, including allegations of 
contact between Hezbollah and 
the Maduro regime. Generating 
international turmoil, a head of 
state, generally protected under 
diplomatic immunity, was alleged 
to be in the back pocket of 
terrorists. 

The indictments purported that a 
cohort of Maduro and his cronies 
colluded to legitimize Hezbollah’s 
operations in Venezuela. Most 
significantly, the accusations 
argued that Maduro provided 
shelter to Hezbollah militants 
and embezzled billions of dollars 
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from state officers. Additionally, 
Tareck El Aissami, the former 
Vice President of Venezuela 
was charged with abusing his 
authority over residency permits 
to allow thousands of Hezbollah 
insurgents to enter the country 
with official documentation. The 
Department of Justice has also 
suggested that Abdel El Zabayar, 
a former member of Venezuela’s 
National Assembly, served as 
a liaison between the Cartel de 
los Solos and Hezbollah. The 
prosecutors contended that 
he worked in concert with the 
Maduro regime to coordinate 
the cartel’s narcotics trafficking 
and Hezbollah’s military training. 
Ultimately, the charges against 
Maduro, El Aissami, and El 
Zabayar reveals the sinister 
collusion between Hezbollah’s 
and Venezuela’s governments.

Foreign policy treats Venezuela 

and Hezbollah as independent 
threats to national security. Yet, 
they are deeply interconnected 
and centralized through narco-
terrorism. As an unofficial quid-
pro-quo, the Maduro-Hezbollah 
complex thrives from mutual 
support for each other’s financial 
and political survival. The 
consistent over-simplification 
of both Maduro and Hezbollah 
as solely regional actors that 
either engage in criminal or 
terrorist behaviors renders our 
foreign policy ineffective. Both 
actors can simply shift their 
political agendas and logistical 
support overseas in response to 
pressure. Absent a strategy that 
recognizes the symbiotic state 
of Venezuela’s and Hezbollah’s 
relationship, narco-terrorism will 
continue to insulate both actors 
from international resistance. Left 
unchecked, this adaptability will 
enable Hezbollah and Venezuela 

Countries in green have recognized Hezbollah as a terrorist organization while countries 
in red have recognized the group as a political organization.
Source: Wikimedia Commons

to inflict violence, terror, and 
humanitarian crisis. Indeed, this 
transnational threat necessitates 
a transnational solution. While 
Venezuela and Hezbollah are 
seemingly unrelated, they emerge 
as a singular security threat 
through their confluence in narco-
terrorism.



In September 2020, Mexican 
President Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador (AMLO) announced his 

decision to pursue the enactment 
of a national judicial petition. 
Should the petition receive enough 
signatures, it will grant him the 
ability to offer on the June 2021 
midterm elections a plebiscite to 
prosecute five of Mexico’s past 
leaders: Carlos Salinas, Ernesto 
Zedillo, Vicente Fox, Felipe 
Calderón, and Enrique Peña Nieto, 
on a variety of corruption charges, 
including graft, bribery, and fraud. 
This comes after disgraced 
former PEMEX (Mexico’s state 
oil company) head Emilio Lozoya 
implicated Peña Nieto, Calderon, 
and Salinas in the government 
facilitation of bribery from the 
Brazilian construction company 
Odebrecht. The petition currently 
has less than 50% of the 2 
million signatures it needs for the 
referendum to be called. However, 
AMLO has already resolved to ask 
the Senate for a vote to enact the 
referendum if enough signatures 
are not collected. Regardless, 
Mexican law allows for the 
President to single-handedly call 
for a referendum if all else fails. 

AMLO likely formulated this plan 
due to a desperate need for a win 
after his 2018 inauguration vow to 
end “corruption and impunity” has 
seen little real implementation 
and was quickly overshadowed 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. In 
June 2020, the Council of the 
Americas and Control Risks gave 
Mexico a score of just 4.55/10 
on its government Capacity to 
Combat Corruption Index, down 
from a score of 4.65 last year. 
They cited AMLO’s decision to 
neglect Mexico’s government 
institutions in favor of his personal 
political assets (e.g. his inaugural 
promises) to combat corruption 
as the reason for their low rating. 
This referendum is no different. If 
the June 2021 plebiscite happens, 
it will not decrease corruption in 
the long run because it completely 
ignores the existing government 
agencies that combat political 
corruption at the local, state, 
and federal government. The 
referendum is also massively 
hypocritical as it fails to address 
AMLO’s own complicity in corrupt 
and criminal behavior. 

During his time as President, 
Enrique Peña Nieto passed a 
constitutional reform establishing 
the National Anti-Corruption 
System. This is an agency 
designed to root out and combat 
corruption at all three levels of 
government, specifically targeted 
towards bribe acceptances from 
private industries (industrial 
corporations, drug cartels, etc.). 
This institution is also responsible 
for creating Mexico’s first National 
Anti-Corruption Policy, which 
outlines 40 legal objectives for 
Mexico’s fight against corruption. 
However, according to a paper 
by the Washington Office on 
Latin America (WOLA), the 
National Anti-Corruption System’s 
implementation of its own policies 
has been severely restricted under 
AMLO’s presidency.

The WOLA paper points to AMLO 
and MORENA (his political party) 
legislators’ refusal to adequately 
fund the Anti-Corruption System 
and appoint officials to its vacant 
leadership seats to show how 
the agency “will never reach… 
full potential.” AMLO lacks the 
“political will” to support the Anti-
Corruption System because of 
his “skepticism of institutions” 
not under the direct oversight of 
the executive branch as well as 
his desire to “reduce government 
expenditures.” At least 5 states 
are “lacking anti-corruption 
prosecutors,” and three states 
(Mexico City — the state with the 
highest public sector corruption 
in the country, Chiapas, and 
Morelos) saw no appropriations at 
all for the Anti-Corruption System 
in 2020.  This has prevented 
the System from establishing 
Citizen Committees, specialized 
Anti-Corruption Magistrates, 
and other resources designed 
to counteract and prevent illegal 
political behavior. AMLO’s decision 
to pursue this referendum 
sacrifices a far more thorough 
and developed institution in favor 
of an extremely topical trial with 
no mention of actual reform. 
Instead of spending money where 
it matters, AMLO has thrown 
his support behind a procedure 
where  there is a chance that 
prosecutions may not even take 
place. The statute of limitations 
has expired for potentially criminal 
activity during the tenures of all 

Why AMLO’s 
proposed 
referendum to 
prosecute former 
Mexican Leaders 
is unlikely to 
bring forth 
meaningful 
change
Tuhin Chakraborty
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ex-Presidents except Pena Nieto.

It is hard to take AMLO’s 
referendum aspirations seriously 
as part of a long-term commitment 
to fighting corruption when he 
has imposed standards that he 
cannot fulfill. One living president 
that AMLO declined to include 
in his referendum was Luis 
Echeverria, who led Mexico from 
1970 to 1976. Echeverria was 
just as prone to cronyism and 
graft as many other Mexican 
presidents. In the early 1970s, 
he allowed his childhood friend 
Arturo Durazo Moreno to become 
a federal police chief, a position 
Durazo subsequently capitalized 
on to conspire to potentially 
smuggle cocaine into the U.S. 
Furthermore, when he was the 
Interior Secretary, Echeverria 
helped plan the 1968 Tlatelolco 
massacre, where soldiers 
and policemen gunned down 
hundreds of student protesters 
protesting Mexico City hosting the 
1968 Summer Olympics. AMLO 
has never criticized Echeverria 
openly and has publicly expressed 
his admiration for Echeverria’s 
policy choices and leadership 
style, known as neoecheverrismo. 
Exempting a corrupt mass 
murderer from justice because 
of personal admiration is a 
clear example of the same 
unscrupulous conduct that 
ALMO railed against. Additionally, 
AMLO’s brother Pio Lopez 
Obrador allegedly accepted illegal 
cash payments for MORENA 
from David Leon, who was later 
named to a position in AMLO’s 
health ministry. Although AMLO 
has requested that the Attorney 
General’s office investigate 
his brother, he has sparked 
accusations of hypocrisy by 
implying that the payments were 
valid “contributions’’ and that this 
whole scenario was a revenge 
scheme from those whom he had 
accused of corruption in the past. 

When Transparency International 
released its Global Corruption 
Barometer last year, it indicated 
that public perception of the 
Mexican government’s ability to 
fight corruption within its ranks had 
increased dramatically, from 24% 
in 2017 to 61% in 2019. However, 
it also qualified its fundings with 
the observation that much of the 

perception boost was from largely 
“symbolic” presidential gestures. 
A referendum to prosecute past 
presidents is little more than one of 
those symbolic measures. It only 
addresses five people and does 
nothing to combat and preclude 
future corruption nationwide. The 
Mexican people are not naive. 
Eventually, they will realize that 
AMLO is making empty gestures, 
and they will come to their senses 
and adjust their expectations, and 
by extension political support, 
accordingly. 
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Facebook is not completely at 
the whim of autocrats — it has 
political leverage of its own.

Facebook’s 
Growing Free 
Speech Dilemma 
in Southeast Asia 

Ryan Woock

As misinformation continues 
to spread on social media, 
Facebook has found itself 

embroiled in another international 
free speech dispute. This time, 
the company has faced off 
with Thailand, where recent 
tensions have left the social 
media giant at odds with the 
country’s military government. 
The disagreement stems from 
the “Royalists Marketplace,” a 
Facebook group chat home to 
more than a million members and 
a notorious hub for honest and 
disparaging comments about the 
Thai monarchy. Established by 
two Thai dissidents wanted on 
lèse-majesté charges — laws that 
prohibit criticism of the monarchy 
and are among the strictest in the 
world — the group quickly became 
targeted by Thai authorities. In 
late August, Facebook blocked 
Royalists Marketplace following 
significant legal pressure from the 
central government. Authorities 
claimed that, as long as the 
group remained open, Facebook 
violated the domestic Computer 
Crimes Act and faced potential 
criminal penalties, including steep 
fines or government censorship.

Hours before Royalists Mar-
ketplace shut down, however, 
another similarly named group 
emerged and attracted more than 
half a million followers. The next 
day, Facebook reversed course, 
publicly condemning the ban and 
considering legal action against 
the Thai government for infring-
ing upon the free speech rights 
of the company’s users. A com-
pany statement said that govern-
ment requests to block Facebook 
groups “are severe, contravene in-
ternational human rights law, and 
have a chilling effect on people’s 
ability to express themselves.”

There is still debate as to whether 
Facebook’s legal threat was le-
gitimate or merely performative, 
designed to publicly signal its op-
position to the Royalists Market-
place ban. Regardless, the move 
indicates that Facebook has a line 
it will not, and should not, cross to 
protect freedom of speech.

Such a stance is significant be-
cause this back-and-forth comes 
amid months-long protests in 
Thailand that continue to esca-
late. Protesters have openly chal-
lenged the unchecked political 
power of the Thai monarchy — a 
historically taboo subject due to 
harsh lèse-majesté laws — and 
demanded reforms to combat 
the massive economic recession 
resulting from the COVID-19 pan-
demic. 

Facebook’s stance is also en-
couraging because the social 
network continues to spar with 
repressive governments in the 
region. In 2017, Vietnam’s com-
munist government demanded 
that Facebook move its servers 
to the country and abide by harsh 
domestic speech laws or face re-
stricted site access and a poten-
tial advertiser boycott. In Myan-
mar, Facebook barred several of 
the country’s top military officials 
after they used the platform to in-
cite ethnic cleansing. Most recent-
ly, in August, Philippine President 
Rodrigo Duterte berated the com-
pany for removing fake accounts 
that touted his policies and even 
floated the possibility of shutting 
the platform down entirely:

“I allow you to operate here,” Duter-
te said. “You cannot bar or prevent 
me from espousing the objectives 
of [the] government. Is there life 
after Facebook? I don’t know. But 
we need to talk.”

Facebook has said repeatedly 
that it does not want to be the ar-
biter of truth. Yet these instances 
have shown that political realities 
in Southeast Asia may force the 
company to confront disinforma-
tion while still upholding interna-
tional free speech and complying 
with the domestic regulations of 
foreign countries. As the com-
pany balances these demands, 
it should not be afraid to take a 
stand as it did in Thailand.

Facebook is not completely at 
the whim of autocrats — it has 
political leverage of its own. Al-
though oppressive leaders initial-
ly viewed Facebook as an outlet 
for political dissent, many now 
embrace the platform as a way 
to bolster their public image and 
attack political opponents. For 
instance, in the run-up to the Phil-
ippine presidential election in May 
2016, Duterte nearly took over the 
site: a Facebook report referred 
to him as the “undisputed king of 
Facebook conversations” after 
he was the subject of 64 percent 
of all Philippine election-related 
conversations. Since his election, 
he has only increased his reliance 
on Facebook, utilizing it to slander 
critics and push disinformation 
about the effectiveness of his pol-
icies, most notably his crackdown 
on drugs.

Cambodia has had a similar ex-
perience. Prime Minister Hun Sen 
has generated so many interac-
tions on Facebook that he has 
been ranked as the third-most en-
gaged leader in the world. Yet he 
has exploited this enormous influ-
ence to discredit politicians, activ-
ists, and journalists who challenge 
the government’s authority by fal-
sifying Facebook posts and alter-
ing audio clips. 

 
Not only have autocrats bene-
fited greatly from harnessing 
Facebook’s network, but it is 
unclear they would have viable 
substitutes if the company faced 
restrictions or an outright ban. In 
the Philippines, there are more 
smartphones than people, and 97 
percent of Filipinos who are on-
line have Facebook accounts. In 
Cambodia, Facebook remains the 
social media platform of choice. 
Although these leaders are quick 
to threaten Facebook when the 
company’s actions conflict with 
their political interests, they derive 
significant power from the net-
work’s massive public reach. 
 
Facebook should not only recog-
nize this dynamic but capitalize 
on it as it did in Thailand. By tak-
ing public stances against cen-
sorship, refusing to take down 
content that is not violent or dis-
information, or pursuing litigation, 
the company can uphold interna-
tional free speech without losing 
access to Southeast Asian users. 
Facebook may risk censorship, 
but the odds that the platform is 
taken down are small — autocrat-
ic leaders will not bite the hand 
that feeds them.
 
Striking a balance between 
compliance and assertiveness 
is undoubtedly precarious, and 
Facebook will have to continually 
adjust as it inevitably finds itself in 
future international disputes. Yet 
as protests in Thailand intensify, 
the company’s recent decision 
establishes Facebook as a bea-
con for free speech when Thais 
need it most. Another country in 
Southeast Asia may be next, and 
Facebook should be ready when it 
happens. 



Not Green, Not New

On July 14, 2020, South 
Korean President Moon 
Jae-in unveiled the Korean 

Green New Deal Initiative. The 
Deal came in response to an 
economic recession caused by 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. 
Inspired by the United Nations 
Environment Programme’s Global 
Green New Deal initiative, which 
targets economic recovery, 
reduced carbon emissions, 
and reduced ecosystem 
degradation, the Korean 
government proclaims that by 
2025, it will stimulate the green 
transformation of key industries. 
Since no other Asian nation has 
ratified a similarly ambitious plan, 
it presents an opportunity for 
the Korean government to set a 
precedent for a green economy 
with low carbon and efficient 
resource use. However, despite 
its good intentions, the Korean 
Green New Deal leaves out three 
critical issues: carbon neutrality, 
carbon emissions from the power 
industry, and international coal 
funding. Unless these issues are 
addressed, the Korean Green 
New Deal will not be successful 
in its alleged goal of promoting 
sustainable development. 

Primarily, this policy does not 
identify new action plans for 
reaching carbon neutrality. 
According to the 2015 Paris 
Climate Accord, which was 
signed by 195 countries including 
South Korea, all carbon-emitting 
nations should comply with 
the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC)’s net-zero emissions 
goal by 2050. Producing about 
0.65 giga-tons of CO2 each year, 
South Korea is the eighth largest 
carbon emitter in the world. 
Although South Korea only has a 
population of 51 million people, it 
contributes 2 percent of the global 

carbon emissions. In fact, South 
Korea is often referred to as a 
“climate villain” in the international 
community. In 2015, South Korea 
proclaimed that its Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs) 
would reduce about 24.4 percent 
of its entire carbon emissions 
by 2030. However, since then, 
the Korean government has not 
announced a method to eliminate 
the remainder from 2030 to 2050. 
Climate Action Tracker, a reputable 
climate research organization, 
criticized the Korean government, 
claiming that if all nations were 
like South Korea, the world would 
warm by 3 to 4°C in 2050. Given 
the projection by NASA that about 
10.4 million people would be at 
risk of being climate refugees and 
270 million people would suffer 
from water scarcity if the earth 
gets warmer by more than 2°C, 
it is worrisome that the Korean 
government has not specified 
more pragmatic plans to cut 
down on carbon emissions. For 
the Korean Green New Deal to be 
effective, it must outline a more 
precise methodology to reduce 
emissions.

To reach carbon neutrality, the 
first step the Korean government 
needs to take is to transform the 
industry with the highest carbon 
emissions — the power industry. 
Yet, the Korean Green New Deal 
ignores the main culprit and 
focuses on the transportation 
industry and electric vehicle 
deployment. During the policy 
announcement, President Moon 
and the Ministry of Environment 
highlighted the administration’s 
ambitious plan of deploying 
1.13 million electric vehicles and 
200,000 hydrogen-powered fuel-
cell electric vehicles by 2025. They 
also announced that they will be 
spending a vast amount of money 
on electric vehicle charging 
stations. This is an eco-friendly 
plan which would ultimately 

help South Korea reduce carbon 
emissions. However, this should 
not be a priority in reaching carbon 
neutrality, as transportation only 
accounts for 14.3 percent of 
total carbon emissions in South 
Korea when the power industry 
accounts for 48.1 percent. One 
reason why the government 
hasn’t focused on the power 
industry is that deactivating coal-
fired power plants would provoke 
a backlash from coal companies 
as well as hurt the South Korean 
economy significantly, as green 
energy is much more expensive 
than coal. However, it’s important 
to note that without any guidelines 
to mitigate problems associated 
with coal-fired power stations, 
rapidly increasing the number 
of electric vehicles wouldn’t do 
much good for the environment 
and would entail another financial 
burden. 

The Korean Green New Deal 
also fails to address international 
coal funding, which leads to 
environmental degradation 
overseas. Since 2008, Korean 
financial institutions have 
continued funding coal plants in 
countries such as Bangladesh, 
Indonesia, and Vietnam. In these 
countries, Korean investors 
have taken advantage of weak 
environmental regulations. Now, 
South Korea is the third-largest 
coal financier in the world, 
following China and Japan. 
Greenpeace estimates that Korea 
has invested approximately USD 
5.9 billion in coal plans in the last 
six years. The consequences are 
fatal. Overseas coal plants emit 
33 times more dust pollution 
than those in Korea and case 
studies have shown that the 
Korean-funded coal plants cause 
approximately 5,000 premature 
deaths per year in Asian countries, 
according to Greenpeace. 
Thirteen percent of those deaths 
were from neighboring countries 

like China, India, Cambodia, 
Myanmar, Thailand, and Malaysia. 
In fact, the Korean government 
has not taken any action to ban 
coal funding overseas. This 
October, the Moon administration 
approved Korea Electric Power 
Corp (Kepco), a state-owned 
utility, to invest in a coal power 
station project in Vietnam. Despite 
strong pushback within South 
Korea itself, the power station 
construction is underway. This 
undermines the Korean Green 
New Deal’s goal to minimize the 
country’s environmental impact. 
Without adding regulations 
banning coal power plant 
financing in other countries, the 
Korean Green New Deal will not 
be green.

The Korean government must 
also allocate its budget more 
effectively. The estimated cost 
for a five year long Korean Green 
New Deal is USD 94.5 billion 
(KRW 114 trillion). This means 
that about USD 18.9 billion will 
be spent annually until 2025 for 
this initiative. This is a colossal 
amount of money compared 
to South Korea’s annual 
expenditures on diplomacy and 
public order and safety, which are 
about USD 5.5 billion and USD 18 
billion respectively. 

To improve the effectiveness of 
the 2020 Korean Green New Deal, 
the Moon administration should 
include new NDCs that align with 
the UNFCCC’s 2050 net-zero 
emission goal. Also, it should 
address how the government 
will cut down carbon emissions 
from coal power plants, both 
domestically and internationally. 
Until then, the Korean 
government’s ambitions for a 
greener economy, and the political 
and economic precedence that 
accompanies such priorities, will 
not materialize. 

Juhui Oh
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Paul Bascobert

U.S. Firms Weigh Moving Production to 
Southeast Asia as Chinese “Cold War” 
Tensions Rise 



As the United States and 
China become increasingly 
embroiled in a new Cold 

War, U.S. firms have considered 
decoupling themselves 
economically from China. 
Consequently, they have begun 
to look for other nations to host 
their manufacturing operations. 
Southeast Asian countries provide 
appealing alternative destinations 
because of their low wages, 
rapidly expanding workforce 
and infrastructure. Since the late 
1990’s U.S. corporations benefited 
greatly from China’s lower wages, 
favorable regulatory environment, 
and market access. However, as 
China has experienced meteoric 
economic growth, so has its 
middle class. Therefore, Chinese 
wages have started to increase 
as a whole. With tensions rising 
between the U.S. and China, U.S. 
firms also see an increasing risk 
of manufacturing in China. The 
two countries have formed a 
symbiotic economic relationship 
where the U.S. invents high-tech 
goods and China manufactures 
them cheaply. President Trump’s 
recent trade war with China has 
destroyed the long-held belief that 
this economic interdependence 
would deter political confrontation.  

Due to this deep economic 
integration, the global stakes of a 
U.S.-China confrontation are high 
— together, they constitute about 
a quarter of the global economy. 
Not only do U.S. firms want to 
minimize risk by decoupling, 
but they would also mitigate the 
persistent problem of Chinese 
intellectual property theft. For 
the last decade, questions about 
infringement of intellectual 
property by Chinese firms have 
plagued American companies. 
For example, in 2013, Huawei 
revealed a design for a robotic arm 
after a near duplicate was stolen 
from T-Mobile. Recent U.S. Justice 
Department investigations 
revealed that Huawei and other 
Chinese tech companies offered 
their U.S.-based employees 
bonuses if they could acquire 
technologies from U.S. 
companies. Additionally, China’s 
Thousand Talents program, 
targeting Chinese nationals 
conducting research overseas, 
offers lucrative contracts in 
return for confidential academic 

research data. These cases 
of corporate and academic 
espionage are inequitable 
practices that have caused U.S. 
firms to consider pivoting away 
from China for manufacturing 
to safeguard their intellectual 
property. Chinese officials are 
also apprehensive about the 
nature of interdependence with 
the U.S. and the consequences 
of decoupling. They have 
been working to reduce their 
dependence on importing 
U.S. technical expertise by 
attempting to foster domestic 
innovation through the creation 
of special economic zones such 
as Shenzhen. 

President Trump has touted 
severing ties with China and 
bringing manufacturing home to 
address the risks of relying on a 
China-dominated supply chain. 
However, a full-blown “America 
First” policy is not viable because 
businesses will continue to 
make decisions based on 
maximizing profits, efficiency, 
and cheap labor. Due to China’s 
highly developed manufacturing 
infrastructure, relaxed labor 
laws, and dramatically lower 
cost of living, U.S. manufacturing 
cannot match Chinese labor 
costs in the foreseeable future. 
Therefore, the U.S. may need to 
look for an alternative source of 
production. The relatively low 
wages and GDP per capita of 
several Southeast Asian nations 
offer a tempting alternative for 
U.S. firms. 

Developing Southeast Asian 
nations’ supply chain capacity, 
in comparison, would allow 
U.S. companies to manufacture 
their products abroad at a lower 
price without solely relying 
on China. Southeast Asian 
nations could align themselves 
with the U.S. and offer their 
developing but rapidly expanding 
infrastructures and workforce, 
diminishing their standing with 
China yet countering Chinese 
influence. Considering China’s 
expansion in the South China 
Sea and Belt and Road Initiative, 
Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) nations may 
be induced to strengthen their 
ties with Washington. Providing 
aid and expertise to Southeast 

Asian nations and businesses 
also ensures the U.S. maintains 
cooperation and develops 
political relationships with 
regional partners, encouraging 
stronger security cooperation. 

Vietnam, for instance, was 
the fastest-growing ASEAN 
economy prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic, according to the 
World Bank. Vietnamese labor 
costs are nearly half those of 
China’s affluent coastal plain, and 
its workforce is developing its 
skill and efficiency. Additionally, 
Vietnam has developed a 
burgeoning security relationship 
with the U.S. to deter Chinese 
expansion in the South China 
Sea. These factors present a 
mutually beneficial partnership 
between the U.S and Vietnam 
and a potential alternative supply 
chain to China. 

However, as experts have noted, 
“decoupling” is not as simple as 
the term might suggest, and 
such a complete shift would 
take decades. ASEAN countries, 
including Malaysia, Thailand, 
Indonesia, and the Philippines, 
have received significant U.S. 
private investment but still 
lack the infrastructure to fully 
accommodate U.S. companies’ 
relocation. While these nations 
have already developed 
infrastructure to manufacture 
basic goods like garments, it 
will take time to develop the 
more complicated infrastructure 
needed to manufacture high-
tech goods. Governments of 
ASEAN nations must lay the 
groundwork for private industry 
to perceive the advantages on a 
firm-specific level of relocation. 
However, while the upfront cost 
for individual firms to reroute 
their supply chains will be 
significant, the ever-increasing 
uncertainty of the U.S.-China 
trade relationship is reason 
enough for firms to make this 
investment in the long run. U.S. 
firms have already begun to 
relocate naturally, and major 
U.S. tech companies such as 
Apple and Dell have already 
announced plans to begin 
shifting their supply chains.  

Additionally, foreign investments 
in education and training would 

improve worker efficiency and 
skills as well as relations with 
ASEAN and its member states. 
This would likely decrease 
political and economic barriers 
and encourage U.S. businesses 
to move more supply chain 
operations into Southeast Asia. 
While China has also made 
infrastructure investments in 
ASEAN countries, most notably 
in Myanmar, their increasingly 
aggressive foreign policy 
of economic and territorial 
expansion has soured its 
relations with many of these 
nations. Vietnam, in particular, 
has clashed with China several 
times over territorial boundaries 
in the South China Sea as China 
attempts to expand its foothold 
in the region. 

While relocating manufacturing 
to South East Asia would benefit 
the U.S. and the selected ASEAN 
nations, it will be a lengthy 
logistical process that will take 
decades to fully complete. 
However, by establishing a viable 
alternative in Southeast Asia, the 
United States can become less 
economically dependent on its 
major rival and give the U.S. more 
leverage to politically challenge 
China without risking reciprocal 
damage to the American 
economy. Both options provide 
the U.S. with the ability to 
reassert itself against China and 
break the U.S. dependence on 
Chinese manufacturing.
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The Future of North Korea is Right 
in Front of Us

Samuel Rosenblum

This April, the usual cacophony of 
propaganda from North Korea’s 
dictatorial leader Kim Jong-un 
halted. Although rumors initially 
hypothesized that Kim was on 
his deathbed, he returned to his 
normal post in May. Interestingly, 
however, in his temporary 
absence, another Kim family 
member rose through the ranks of 
the North Korean power structure, 
as evidenced by her numerous 
appearances in propaganda in 
Kim Jong-un’s place: Kim Yo-jong, 
his younger sister. 

As April’s events proved, Kim Yo-
jong has become a very important 
figure in the North Korean 
government. In recent years, and 
since her brother’s silence in April, 
Kim Yo-jong is increasingly front 
and center, taking a senior role 
in recent domestic and foreign 
policy initiatives. South Korean 
intelligence officials believe she 
already leads North Korea’s 
foreign relations with the United 
States and South Korea and 
has been trained to assume the 
Supreme Leadership if her brother 
becomes incapacitated. If this 
intelligence is true, Kim Yo-jong 
already is and rightfully should be 
next in line for the role of Supreme 
Leader because of her foreign 
policy expertise and previous 
success. When it comes to 
foreign policy, it would be a strong 
move for the hegemonic Korean 
Workers Party, which represents 
the Kim family and is comparable 
to the Chinese Communist Party, 
to put a new face as its leader for 
the future. 

Kim Yo-jong may be a more 
foreign-minded leader than her 
brother, and therefore better 
suited to work with the global 
powerhouses, particularly the 
United States and China. In 
2018, Kim Yo-jong took an active 
role in the unprecedented and 
unexpected summit between 
Kim Jong-un and President 

Trump in Singapore. Additionally, 
she has reportedly been given 
the lead position in recent 
negotiations with the South 
Korean government, representing 
her brother in key events such as 
the 2018 Pyeongchang Olympics. 
These experiences could make 
Kim Yo-jong better poised to take 
on the tasks necessary to further 
North Korea’s foreign policy 
interests, such as making greater 
strides to permanently end the 

Korean War, potentially create a 
warmer relationship with Seoul, 
and renewing the all-important 
relationship with an increasingly 
powerful China. 

Kim Yo-jong’s second-in-
command position ensures 
succession for the Kim dynasty 
and enhances its legitimacy. 
For one, it is well-known that 
Kim Jong-un is very physically 
unhealthy. Although he is just shy 
of forty years old, he is also known 
to be morbidly overweight, with 
reports that he suffers from gout, 
diabetes, high blood pressure, and 
possibly other unknown health 
conditions. It makes sense for the 
North Korean administration to 
have another member of the Kim 
dynasty ready to take the seat 
of power in case Kim Jong-un 

suddenly becomes too ill to lead 
or dies.

Additionally, at present, Kim Jong-
un is a completely unreliable 
global partner and has rightfully 
earned a reputation of being a 
brute who has gone out of his way 
to centralize power solely around 
his cult of personality. Looking 
back to the past, when Kim Jong-
un took over from his late father 
in 2011, many hoped that he 

would be the change that ushered 
in a new era in North Korea, one 
characterized by greater domestic 
freedoms and international 
openness. However, any hope 
of that quickly vanished when 
he ordered the execution of his 
uncle, Jang Song-thaek, in 2013, 
who was seen as a competitor. 
Additionally, it is widely believed 
that Kim Jong-un ordered the 
killing of his disgraced brother, 
Kim Jong-nam, in 2017 at Kuala 
Lumpur International Airport in 
Malaysia. Moreover, Kim Yo-jong 
could serve as a more poised and 
modern leader. All of this would 
help North Korea leave the long 
shadow of Kim Jong-un behind. 
Doing so would not only help Kim 
Yo-jong secure her place as the 
leader of North Korea but give the 
country a new global brand.

None of the potential 
aforementioned positives 
suggest that a North Korea 
ruled under Kim Yo-jong would 
be more democratic or more 
liberalized than it currently is, nor 
will it fully be able to emerge from 
its near-hermetic state. In order to 
maintain power, especially during 
a transition, there’s little reason to 
believe that she would take steps 
like ending the use of the infamous 
internment camps or summary 
executions. Additionally, she 
recently took a hard line on South 
Korea by ordering the destruction 
of the North Korea inter-Korean 
Liaison Office in response to South 
Koreans launching leaflets across 
the border that criticized the 
North Korean regime. And just like 
most North Korean government 
officials, she has already been put 
under US Treasury Department 
sanctions as a result of North 
Korea’s draconian policies around 
human rights and arms dealings, 
meaning the U.S. already 
considers her a continuation of 
the status quo without a radical 
change in policy.

Despite all this, Kim Yo-jong 
represents a step into a new future 
for North Korea and would be an 
improvement from the current 
leader. As a leader, she could help 
chart a less isolationist course 
for North Korean policy based on 
her past experiences in foreign 
policy, and provide an opportunity 
for a fresh start on international 
negotiations. It might appear on 
the surface that she follows her 
brother’s isolationist leadership by 
virtue of her bloodline’s reputation. 
However, if North Korea wants 
to take a greater step toward 
opening to the world, then North 
Korea should look forward to a 
Kim Yo-jong-headed government.



Olivia Howard

Voyeurism and Censorship: Combating Digital 
Sexual Violence in Singapore 

Singapore is a major gateway 
to the Asian technology 
market. 80 out of the top 

100 technology firms in the world 
have operations in Singapore, 
and its strict intellectual property 
laws continue to attract global 
businesses. With a technology 
hub, however, comes complex 
security concerns. Digital sexual 
violence, in the form of online 
stalking, revenge porn, and illicit 
filming, has spiked dramatically 
in Singapore. Total digital abuse 
cases nearly tripled from 2016 
to 2018 and voyeurism (the 
observation and filming of 
unsuspecting persons) almost 
doubled from 2013 to 2017. 
However, because illicit filming 
is anonymous, most cases go 
unreported. Unwanted “peeping” 
has occurred for centuries, 
but with the combination 
of smartphones and small 
cameras, the permanency of 
non-consensual videos can 
leave victims with decades of 
anxiety and paranoia. Although 
pornography consumption is 
a main driver of voyeurism, 
pornographic censorship is not be 
the simple answer; policymakers 
must employ legal and psycho-
social mechanisms, such as 
education and stricter sentencing 
laws, to combat the voyeurism 
epidemic.

Although excessive pornography 
use seems to most directly 
incentivize voyeurism, strict 
censorship would only make 
pornography more dangerous 
and less regulated for sex workers. 
Because pornography is addictive, 
any government regulation on its 
quantity will have little effect on its 
consumption. In fact, the World 
Health Organization officially 
designated compulsive sexual 
behavior as a mental health 
disorder in 2018. Since demand 
for pornography is inelastic, 
or very difficult to change with 
respect to the number of views, 
a website replica will appear if the 
government bans one. From the 

website producer’s perspective, it 
is also nearly impossible for the 
Infocomm Media Development 
Authority to ban millions of erotic 
websites. Disregarding the sheer 
quantity of sites, it is difficult to 
identify most sites because of 
Virtual Private Networks, which 
secure private device activity when 
individuals use public networks. 
Therefore, the government 
cannot effectively monitor private 
activity, while consumers can 
easily avoid website blocks. 
When the government tried 
to create a Domain Name 
System, which allowed people 
to access databases that had 
to abide by Singapore copyright 
and censorship laws, people 
simply changed to other DNS 
servers provided by Google and 
Cloudflare. Furthermore, it would 
be intrusive and nearly impossible 
for the Singaporean government 
to censor smartphone camera 
use in public places, even if doing 
so would curb sexual violence. 
As a result, the battle against 
freedom of consumption would 
not be effective or worth the time 
and money, compared to other 
legal action.

If the government still seeks to 
censor pornography, it should 
actively disband more public 
online voyeuristic communities 
and ban spy cameras. 
Sammyboy, a Singaporean online 
pornographic community with 
over 9,500 daily views, provides a 
platform for self-made videos that 
are often taken in public spaces. 
This large following emboldens 
individuals to rationalize their 
viewing and filming habits. 
Increased views on a video not 
only normalizes consumption, 
but also incentivizes viewers 
to create content themselves. 
An individual’s blame, in other 
words, is diluted. Although the 
government cannot ban every 
website, they should focus their 
resources on large websites that 
require months to re-accumulate 
a substantial following. 

Moreover, the Singaporean 
government should ban spy 
cameras. Spy cameras, or 
‘molkas,’ are small cameras that 
can be placed on walls, floors, or 
any surface. Perpetrators do not 
have to be in close proximity to the 
victim in order to record a video. 
The ease with which molkas 
intrude an individual’s personal 
space, and distance a perpetrator 
from their victim, allows amateur 
perpetrators to film without guilt. 
Molka crimes are also increasing. 
Five hundred “upskirt” videos 
involving spy cameras have 
been prosecuted since 2015. 
Because spy cameras are easier 
to hide and are used more often, 
banning the consumption of 
spy cameras would be more 
effective and less intrusive than 
banning smartphones. These two 
policies don’t target pornography 
itself — they create barriers for 
an individual to transition from a 
passive consumer to an active 
producer.

The government should also 
strengthen legal punishments 
against voyeurism. On January 
1 of this year, Singapore 
updated its Penal Code, making 
voyeurism a specified offence 
under section 377BB. Although 
the code provides an in-depth 
understanding of the crime 
itself, there are still loopholes 
and opportunities for stronger 
sentencing. For example, the law 
should more explicitly criminalize 
possession of voyeuristic images, 
not just their creation. Other legal 
actions should include increasing 
a sentence from two to three 
years, increasing fines, increasing 
the victimhood age from 14 to 18, 
and penalizing perpetrators who 
are under 18, even by a mere fine. 
From a preventative perspective, 
the government can fine or revoke 
a business’ selling license if they 
distribute spy cameras or similar 
equipment. 

Although censoring pornography 
seems to be the most direct form 

of action, it fails to target a more 
concerning and psychological 
issue: conflating sexual violence 
with manhood. Perpetrators often 
cite curiosity, display of manhood, 
rite of passage, exploring sexuality, 
and maladaptive ways of coping 
with stress as reasons to film 
women in public. To combat this, 
public sexual education should 
include cyber-sex education, 
and discuss appropriate ways 
to express one’s sexuality and 
masculinity. Currently, Singapore’s 
Sexuality Education is conducted 
from Primary 5 to junior colleges, 
and covers human development, 
interpersonal relationships, 
sexual health, sexual behavior, 
and culture, society, and law. The 
traditional curriculum has failed 
to evolve its educational and 
societal standards in response to 
technological changes. Education 
will also de-stigmatize the victims’ 
experience, so even if education 
doesn’t decrease crime directly, 
it could improve reporting ratios 
and enforcement of the Penal 
Code. 

Although voyeurism is technically 
a non-physical offense, it is 
emotionally and psychologically 
damaging. Victims report paranoia 
in public spaces decades later, 
depression, anxiety, flashbacks, 
and numbness. Many also explain 
a lost sense of control and order, 
resulting in self-isolating and 
antisocial behavior. For example, 
women are increasingly less 
likely to work in private homes. 
In this age of cyber livelihoods, 
a victim’s powerlessness is 
a direct result of powerful 
followings on pornographic 
sites like Sammyboy. Thus, the 
government must take a more 
targeted and multi-step approach 
than simply banning pornography 
in order to more effectively stop 
voyeurism, increase reporting, 
and obtain justice for victims. 
Singapore’s technological sexual 
injustice is just one warning case 
study in an evolving global cyber 
landscape. 
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Why Pakistan Must Empower its 
Rural Women to Prevent Honor 
Killings

Maheem Syed

On July 15, 2016, Pakistani 
social media star Qandeel 
Baloch was drugged 

and strangled to death by her 
brother. Deemed Pakistan’s Kim 
Kardashian, she had gained 
a large international following 
for her modeling, style, and 
controversial comments. Her 
flirtatious relationship with men 
— including religious clerics — 
became a source of “dishonor” 
for her brother, who thought 
Qandeel was embarrassing their 
family within their community; 
this motivated him to murder his 
sister. Though Qandeel’s murder 
may officially be considered an 
honor killing, there is no honor in it. 

Honor killings are murders 
committed by a victim’s family 
to “avenge” their damaged 
reputation and resultantly 
damaged socioeconomic status 
in their community. The victims 
are usually women that have 
brought their family “dishonor” 
by engaging in promiscuous 
acts before marriage. They 
further reinforce traditional male-
dominated gender roles in many 
cultures, where women and their 
bodies are the responsibility of 
their male relatives. It is important 
to note that although families use 
religion — in particular, Islam — to 
justify honor killings, Islam actively 
forbids the unequal treatment and 
abuse of women.

While these killings occur 
worldwide, they are particularly 
prevalent in Pakistan, where 
movements to change the law 
have generated little success in 

rural regions. The disconnect of 
the federal government’s control 
on daily life in rural villages 
makes it harder for new laws 
to be enforced, especially since 
rural villages are much more 

conservative in their interpretation, 
and therefore implementation, of 
the law. Considering 65 percent of 
Pakistan’s population live in rural 
regions, the federal government 
must establish policies that 

empower women at a grassroots 
level to reach those living in ultra-
conservative communities who 
need the most support.

Despite improvements in 

women’s economic participation, 
Pakistan continues to rank third-
to-last on the Global Gender Gap 
Index 2020. This lack of attention 
to and policy on women’s rights 
has caused upticks in domestic 

violence for Pakistani women; 
between 2004 to 2016, 4,734 
women faced sexual violence 
and 15,000 honor killings were 
recorded. Despite the increase in 
cases, conviction rates remain at 
just 2.5 percent and are especially 
low in rural communities. 

Women in these villages are at 
greater risk of violence due to a 
lack of punishment for abuse from 
tribal jirgas, or village councils 
that enforce the law. These male 
elders have greater power within 
their communities than federal or 
provincial authorities and enforce 
more restrictive interpretations 
of the law. Their traditional values 
often overlook women’s issues, 
and women have no political 
power to argue against them. To 
mitigate honor killings, the central 
government will need to provide 
women in these rural villages 
more opportunities for leadership, 
allowing for less gendered 
enforcement of the law. 

The government’s previous top-
down policies have not effectively 
protected rural women. This 
has become especially apparent 
as jirgas continue to ignore 
important federal changes in 
policies regarding honor killings, 
which have been outlawed since 
the 2004 Criminal Law Act. After 
Qandeel’s death, the federal 
government updated its laws, 
passing the 2016 Anti-Honor 
Killing Bill. This bill was designed to 
close a loophole that allowed the 
perpetrators of honor killings to go 
free if the victim’s family forgave 
them. Since the victim’s family 

This cycle can only be 
broken as women are 

given more control over 
how laws relating to them 
are implemented, but this 
continues to be difficult 

since patriarchy is deeply 
rooted into these villages’ 
political and social order.



was often also the perpetrator’s 
family, a majority of killers were 
not punished. However, when 
Qandeel’s parents attempted 
to pardon her brother after this 
law was passed, the Courts 
disregarded their claim and 
sentenced him to a life sentence 
in prison for murder. Although this 
progress was a positive change, it 
only applied to cases that gained 
a lot of attention — a majority 
of these cases were either 
unrecorded or were not taken to 
trial, especially in rural regions. 

To this day, over 1,000 women 
and men are victims of honor 
killings in Pakistan every year, 
with 9.4 percent of these honor 
killings occurring within the tribal 
Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province. 
Jirgas have been suspected 
of ignoring and, at times, even 
ordering honor killings to maintain 
the status quo, where women 
are simply manifestations of the 
family’s ability to enforce control. 
This cycle can only be broken as 
women are given more control 
over how laws relating to them are 
implemented, but this continues 
to be difficult since patriarchy is 
deeply rooted in these villages’ 
political and social order. 

Though these tribes abide by 
federal law, they often prioritize 
their tribal honor codes during 
legal disputes to keep women 
obedient and maintain the typical 
family structure. Earlier this year, 
in a remote village in the North 
Waziristan District of Pakistan, 
two women were murdered by 
family members for appearing 
in an online video kissing a 
man. Though federal authorities 
arrested the killers, the village 
itself did not take any action 
against them, thinking death a 
fitting punishment for the women. 
In response to jirgas affirming this 
violence, the federal government 
must facilitate local leadership 
councils that administer more 
modern values of gender equality, 
ensuring village leadership is 
representative of the women that 
these laws affect. 

Activists recommend 
achieving a balance of 
women’s empowerment and 
representation in these villages to 
provide a necessary perspective 

to counter these male-dominated 
jirgas. These district-level councils 
provide women more control 
over the interpretation of new 
policies that promote women’s 
health and agency in their 
personal relationships. Respect 
for the authority of these local 
councils starts at a young age 
by focusing on education for 
women to take on the role and 
qualities of an educated leader. 
These types of policies will require 
direct intervention from Pakistani 
federal officials, including more 
monetary allocation toward 
women’s education and bringing 
in politically powerful women 
from outside rural villages to help 
establish these councils. 

Establishing these practices in 
villages will be difficult and require 
a re-evaluation of many restrictive 
traditional values rooted in their 
culture. However, by giving 
women similar to Qandeel 
more autonomy to represent 
themselves and understand 
their rights, women will be 
able to access the necessary 
resources to help them face 
dangerous situations. Qandeel’s 
story sparked a new and urgent 
dialogue surrounding women’s 
rights across all of Pakistan. The 
honor now lies in upholding her 
memory and changing that story 
for thousands of women moving 
forward. 
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Anna Heiss

A Country in 
Transition: 
Addressing 
Xenophobia 
in Open 
Immigration 
Policy

In recent years, xenophobia and 
racism in Japan have garnered 
heightened attention. Although 

instances of police brutality and 
racially-motivated violence — like 
those in the United States — are 
rare, indirect discrimination and 
harassment are common. This 
discrimination is often directed 
at people of Korean, Chinese, 
and Taiwanese descent, the 
indigenous Ainu people, Black 
people, and those who identify 
as multiracial. Older residents, 
who make up 30 percent of the 
Japanese population, are more 
likely to have racist tendencies. For 
a significant portion of their lives, 
the general public and the media 
widely accepted discriminatory 
rhetoric. Moreover, the proportion 
of older residents in the general 
population is increasing as birth 
rates decline. In order to rectify 
this, the government has begun 
liberalizing its immigration policy. 
However, the elderly population’s 
xenophobia has made it more 
difficult for immigrants to truly 
assimilate into Japan’s workforce 
and society. Given its dwindling 
labor pool, xenophobia is an 
obstacle that Japan needs to 
address. Policies that aim to 
attract immigrant workers 
and combat xenophobia are 
necessary to effectively mitigate 
the consequences of its aging 
population.

Xenophobia and racism aren’t new 
to Japanese culture; they explicitly 
emerged in the late nineteenth 
century. Akin to the concept of 
Manifest Destiny in the United 
States, Japanese supremacy 
justified its colonization and forced 
assimilation of native peoples 
in Japan’s sphere of influence. 
This pattern continued well into 
the twentieth century. Japan 
failed to address its racist and 
violent history unless pressured 
to do so by foreign countries. To 
be clear, racist sentiments are 
still common in Japan. In fact, a 
2017 survey from the Ministry of 
Justice found that 30 percent of 
non-Japanese respondents had 
been targets of discriminatory 
speech, and 40 percent faced 
housing discrimination. One 
of the most well-known recent 
examples of racism in Japan 
was when Black Japanese tennis 
player Naomi Osaka’s skin was 
lightened in an ad campaign. 
Discrimination is also exhibited 
by individual citizens, both online 
and in direct interactions. After 
a half-Black Japanese woman 
was crowned Miss Japan in 
2015, there was an immediate 
outcry from the general populace 
that she was “unfit” to represent 
her country. In 2015, baseless 
rumors surfaced that Zainichi 
Koreans, ethnic Koreans with 
permanent residency status 
in Japan, could be deported. 
Reports immediately flooded the 
Ministry of Justice’s Immigration 

Bureau, which compelled them 
to release a statement debunking 
the hoax. These instances raised 
awareness of the ostricization of 
multiracial, non-white Japanese 
citizens. If even Japanese-born 
workers face discrimination, it 
will be difficult to integrate entire 
populations of immigrants. 

Japan’s large elderly population 
only amplifies their racist 
tendencies. The country is one of 
the world’s most notable cases 
of an aging population. Few 
Japanese people are working-
age, and low birth rates decrease 
the number of Japanese entering 
the workforce. In 2019, the United 
Nations’ old-age dependency ratio 
(OADR) estimated that 51 percent 
of Japan’s population was at an 
age of general economic inactivity, 
the highest rate in the world. This 
statistic is projected to increase to 
81 percent in 2050. In order to keep 
the economy afloat, labor must be 

imported. Former Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe recognized this, and 
implemented policies in 2012 that 
encouraged international workers 
to immigrate. He acknowledged 
that without foreign workers, 
Japan’s labor force would sharply 
decrease. This would cause 
productivity to plummet and 
hamper Japan’s economic growth 
and competitiveness. A declining 
workforce would also struggle to 
support increased social welfare 
costs for older citizens. 

Abe approached the need 
for labor largely from a fiscal 
standpoint, and introduced a relief 
program, dubbed “Abenomics,” 
which successfully bolstered 
the economy through structural 
reforms, quantitative easing, and 
fiscal stimulus. The package 
internally supported the Japanese 
economy and strengthened the 
connection between Japan and 
many of its trading partners, 



including the United States and 
the European Union. It encouraged 
foreigners to work in Japan by 
expanding local investment 
opportunities from international 
companies, implementing an 
“equal pay for equal work” policy, 
accelerating the process for work 
visa applications, accepting online 
visa applications, and creating 
more international schools. In 
2019, Abe increased the number 
of foreign workers allowed to 
come to Japan, extended the 
length of validity of work visas, 
and made a clearer path to 
Japanese citizenship. However, 
the conundrum is that Abe could 
not effectively attract immigrants 
on purely fiscal grounds without 
anti-racist provisions for long-
term change. Abe’s successor, 
Yoshihide Suga, has indicated 
that he has no plans to stray far 
from current policy. 

Despite measures being 

implemented to attract foreign 
workers, immigrants and 
potential workers fear xenophobia 
and racism. Although recruiting 
foreign workers on an ad hoc 
basis is the most feasible way 
to address the economic strain, 
Abenomics likens them to mere 
commodities without regard to 
their well-being. Dr. Eiji Oguma, 
a historical sociologist and 
professor, said, “It’s important to 
understand that Abe’s government 
introduced these reforms not to 
change Japanese society, but 
to sustain Japanese society.” To 
meet its long-term objectives, 
the Japanese government must 
include stipulations to repress 
xenophobia to incentivize foreign 
workers to come to Japan. For 
example, the United Kingdom — 
the most similar country to Japan 
that has implemented anti-racist 
policy — has protocol to prevent 
police from racial profiling and 
created commissions to address 

public discrimination concerns 
and monitor police activity. In 
the workplace, Argentina offers 
language courses to help migrants 
integrate, and Sweden created 
the European Network Against 
Racism to monitor employment 
discrimination. Japan must follow 
suit and tailor similar policies to 
meet its own needs inside and 
outside of the workplace. 

Younger generations in Japan 
have been vocal about achieving 
racial and ethnic equity. For 
instance, the Black Lives Matter 
movement in the United States 
set similar protests into motion 
in Japan, which were largely 
organized by young adults. 
Additionally, the widespread use of 
social media platforms has made 
resources for learning about and 
addressing social issues more 
accessible. As new generations 
enter Japanese politics and 
society, they must advocate for 

policy that protects and supports 
ethnically non-Japanese people. 
This could include allowing social 
media and news platforms to 
monitor and address racist 
speech, restricting hate speech, 
creating a government hotline to 
report racial discrimination, and 
forming a commission of non-
Japanese policy advisors. Anti-
racist curriculum and training 
should be introduced in schools 
and workplaces so people can 
start to examine their privilege 
and bias. Economic incentives 
encourage foreign workers to 
seek employment opportunities 
in Japan. However, in order for 
these incentives to be effective, 
foreign workers need to be fully 
integrated into the workforce and 
Japanese society, rather than 
just capitalized on for their fiscal 
contributions. 
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Victoria Tan

Could India be 
the Next Global 
Manufacturer?

In recent years, regional experts 
have predicted that India will 
replace China as the world’s 

manufacturing giant. With 65 
percent of its 1.2 billion population 
under 35 years old, it appears that 
India has all the labor it needs. In 
an exclusive interview with The 
Economic Times, Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi said, “We saw how 
a new world order was formed 
after World War II. Something 
similar will happen post-Covid-19 
[…] This time, India will ride the bus 
of manufacturing and integrating 
into global supply chains.” 
Yet, despite the government’s 
optimistic take, India still fails 
to integrate its labor into global 
markets, update its regulations, 
and develop infrastructure, 
making it unlikely that they will be 
able to usurp China’s position as 
the “world’s factory.” 
 
Before observing India’s economic 
weaknesses, it is worth observing 
the country’s determination to 
become a manufacturing giant. 
For instance, Prime Minister 
Modi launched the “Make in India” 
initiative in September 2014 when 
the country’s growth rate was the 

lowest it had been in a decade. 
Meanwhile, the government 
has invested in cold storage 
warehouses to make domestic 
farmers more profitable, all in 
the hope of attracting foreign 
investors and thus strengthening 
business ties with other countries. 
Moreover, the expansion of 
the 2019 National Policy on 
Electronics, the Production 
Linked Incentive scheme 
(PLI scheme), gives foreign 
technology companies 4-6% 
incentives on incremental sales of 
cell phones and other electronic 
devices that are manufactured 
in India for a period of five 
years. Unlike previous electronic 
manufacturing proposals, there 
has been a sizable interest in 
the PLI scheme. Companies like 
Samsung Electronics in South 
Korea and Pegatron in Taiwan 
are currently in negotiations to set 
up new units and expand existing 
ones under this policy.  
 
Nevertheless, these talks have yet 
to occur. Past global interactions 
point to the fact that India has not 
developed deep international trade 
ties in the way that China has. For 

instance, after nearly a decade 
of negotiations, Delhi pulled out 
of the Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership 
(RCEP) back in 2019, a crucial 
multinational trade agreement 
with 15 other Asian nations who 
make up nearly one-third of the 
world’s population and global 
gross domestic products. This 
agreement would have helped 
increase India’s presence in global 
markets, especially when one 
considers the fact that the RCEP 
would have created a trading bloc 
larger than the European Union or 
the United States-Mexico-Canada 
Agreement (USMCA). Without 
these crucial partnerships, it is 
unlikely that India will ever be able 
to fully supplant China’s role in the 
global supply chain. 
 
Additionally, despite China being 
the first epicenter of COVID-19, 
it has controlled the virus more 
effectively than India. This is 
significant because an ineffective 
pandemic response leads to 
unproductivity that can ultimately 
discourage foreign investment 
and devastate an economy overall. 
India ranks second behind the 
United States in reported cases at 
over 8.2 million people. Mainland 
China, on the other hand, has only 
reported 86,212 cases and 4,634 
deaths according to NBC News. 
Because of this, production will 
likely disperse around other Asian 
countries instead of flocking to 
India. A study by Nomura Group, a 
Japanese financial services group, 
corroborates this supposition. 
Out of the 56 firms that moved 
manufacturing operations out of 
China from April 2018 to August 
2019, only three moved to India. 
26 companies relocated to 
Vietnam, 11 to Taiwan, and eight 
to Thailand. 
 
Firms choosing to relocate 
elsewhere in Asia also largely 
has to do with India’s weak 
infrastructure. Compared to 
China, over the past 20 years, 
India has invested 20 percent 
less of its GDP in assets like 
high-speed railways, airports, 
and ports. This leff-efficient 
infrastructure leads to higher 
production and transportation 
costs for companies. As a result, 
India’s infrastructure still has a 
long way to go to catch up with 

the manufacturing powerhouse it 
wishes to replace. 
 
Foreign companies would 
also have to overcome India’s 
cumbersome business laws. 
According to the World Bank, 
it takes 18 days to register a 
business in India, compared to 
the 9 needed in China. From there, 
securing permits and acquiring 
basic amenities such as electricity 
and water involve a lot of red tape. 
For instance, central governments 
must approve construction 
permits, which can take over 110 
days to process. 
 
Generally, confidence in the Indian 
currency is also lower because 
of its relative instability. From 
2000 to 2020, the exchange rate 
for the US Dollar to the Chinese 
yuan rose from 8.27 to 6.69. 
On the other hand, the Indian 
rupee weakened from 43.55 to 
74.54 to the US dollar. In 2013, 
Morgan Stanley dubbed the 
Indian rupee one of  “Fragile 
Five” currencies, a term used to 
describe emerging economies 
that are overdependent on foreign 
investment. This is not an issue 
that the Indian government can 
fix overnight. If India ever hopes 
to decrease business risk and 
encourage foreign investment, 
the country will have to do more 
to address its volatile currency.  
 
While the pandemic and US-China 
trade war may have hurt China’s 
manufacturing prowess for the 
time being, it is unlikely that India 
will be able to replace the country 
as the world’s factory -- at least 
not until policymakers engage 
in serious reform. The Indian 
government needs to focus on 
eliminating unnecessary business 
procedures and boosting 
productivity. Most notably, the 
government must not forget 
to strengthen its foundation 
and development by increasing 
spending on roads, power, 
communications, and aviation 
infrastructure. These actions 
would grow global confidence 
in India’s manufacturing abilities 
and potentially help stabilize the 
rupee. Until then, India still has a 
long way to go if they want “Make 
in India” to be the new “Made in 
China.” 



Brett Bolog

In northwestern China’s Xinjiang 
province, there are 11 million 
Uighur Muslims living under 

government surveillance, and 
2 to 3 million more people 
living in internment camps. 
Survivors’ stories from these 
camps describe torture, human 
testing, sterilization, and forced 
labor. While the Western world 
and international organizations, 
such as the United Nations (UN) 
and European Union (EU) have 
condemned China’s actions, 
the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) emphatically denies any 
wrongdoing. Meanwhile, the 
predominantly Muslim Middle 
Eastern region has made minimal 
effort to speak out against these 
human rights violations. Not only 
has the region been silent, but 14 
countries in the Organization of 
Islamic Cooperation, including 
Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Pakistan, 
praised China’s management of 
Xinjiang. In contrast, these same 
countries took a hard stance in 
condemning Myanmar’s actions 
against the Rohingya Muslims, 
where the UN has said that the 
military is carrying out mass 
killings and forcible displacement 
with “genocidal intent.” 

This begs the following question: 
why is the Islamic world’s 
response so inconsistent across 
comparable situations? While 
these countries should morally 
condemn China for violating 
the human rights of millions of 
Uighur Muslims, they cannot 
afford to damage their economic 
ties with China. These Muslim 
states are not economically 
reliant on Myanmar, enabling 
them to be critical of their 
treatment of the Rohingyas. 
Moreover, their condemnation 
will not change the CCP’s policy 
toward the Uighurs, making it 
a disadvantageous course of 
action.  

Historically, China has swiftly 
retaliated against condemnation 
of Uighur internment camps. 
President Erdogan of Turkey, 

whose Muslim population is 
ethnically similar to the Uighurs, 
decried China’s actions. The CCP 
swiftly threatened economic 
retribution through decreasing 
foreign investment and ending 
energy and infrastructure 
projects. As a result, Erdogan 
rescinded his condemnation. 
Given Turkey’s currency collapse 
and recession, Ankara needs 
Beijing to continue their valuable 
trading partnership and help 
repair their debt problem. 

Like Turkey, countries such 
as Saudi Arabia and Pakistan 
need China for their economic 
stability. Oil exports comprise 
most of the Persian Gulf states’ 
revenue, making it essential 
to their economic stability. For 
example, Saudi Arabia recently 
signed a USD 65 billion dollar deal 
expanding its crude oil exports to 
China. Additionally, Egypt, who 
also needs China’s investment 
to expand its infrastructure, has 
actively cooperated with China 
on the Uighur issue, deporting 
Uighurs living in Egypt to Xinjiang. 
These countries’ dependence 
and cooperation with Chinese 
trade demonstrate their reliance 
on long-term, sustainable 
relations with China.  

China’s Belt and Road Initiative 
(BRI) further explains several 
Muslim nations’ reliance on 
China. The BRI is an ambitious 
initiative to connect Asia to 
Europe and Africa via land and 
maritime networks, and Xinjiang 
lies at the heart of the BRI’s 
path to Central Asia and the 
Middle East. Pakistan, a nation 
that castigated the Rohingya 
Crisis in Myanmar, relies on the 
BRI through the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor to improve its 
infrastructure, energy production, 
and promote long-term 
economic growth. Many Muslim 
nations, such as Kyrgsytan and 
Kazakhstan, play a strategic role 
in the BRI’s land network, while 
the BRI and China support these 
countries’ economic stability and 
infrastructure.

Some Arab Gulf states are 
hesitant to denounce China 
because they also have poor 
human rights records. China 
claims that its actions in Xinjiang 
have prevented terrorist attacks 
and increased social stability. 
Authoritarian states in the Middle 
East also largely downplay 
human rights. For example, 
Iranian President Hassan 
Rouhani spent USD 9 billion in 
2019 to fund organizations that 
carry out violent suppression, 
executions, and unjust arrests. 
More evidence stems back to 
Saddam Hussein’s rule over 
Iraq, which employed secret 
police, torture, and executions 
to stifle political dissent. These 
examples are not applicable to 
all Islamic nations, but for some 
of the major players, including 
Iraq, Iran, and Saudi Arabia, it 
would be hypocritical to censure 
Chinese actions against Muslims 
when they have inflicted similar 
atrocities on their own citizens. 
Hypocrisy weakens these 
nations’ political capital, strips 
them of their moral high-ground, 
and exposes them to domestic 
criticism.     

Even if these states condemned 
China’s actions, the CCP likely 
would not change its behavior. 
There remains little evidence 
of the stories of atrocities from 
Uighurs that survived or escaped. 
The United States, EU, and the 
UN all castigated China and 
placed sanctions on the CCP’s 
leadership without affecting 
change. Considering that the 
Middle East and Central Asia 
are much less influential than 
these entities, these countries’ 
condemnation will pose minimal 
threat to Chinese interests. The 
Middle East has no military or 
economic capacity to effectively 
change China’s policies.

The cost of speaking up will 
actually hurt the nations’ citizens 
more than it will benefit the 
Uighurs, as Chinese retribution 
will directly damage their 
political stability, economies, and 
livelihoods. It is important to note 

that a cost-benefit analysis fails 
to address the absolute moral 
argument to condemn China’s 
reprehensible treatment of the 
Uighurs. But, the economic costs 
to citizens of Muslim nations 
can also affect their quality 
of life — revealing a different 
moral dilemma. If the Gulf 
states fail to bring in sufficient 
oil-revenue, then they will not 
be able to provide widespread 
welfare programs or maintain a 
massive military and intelligence 
apparatus to suppress public 
political dissent. Ultimately, 
China’s economic retribution, 
which may include ending foreign 
investment, trade partnerships, 
and BRI projects, can lead to 
public backlash, unpopularity, 
and harsh economic retaliation 
— something no authoritarian 
leader is willing to risk. China, on 
the other hand, faces significantly 
less risk in cutting ties with the 
Middle East, as the CCP will 
undoubtedly maintain control 
over their citizens and obtain 
energy from other sources. 
One risk that China might 
assume is losing some of its 
influence in the region, yet their 
coordination of military exercises 
and construction of naval bases 
in countries like the UAE and 
Djibouti mitigate that risk. Thus, 
if Muslim nations dissent, China 
will most likely continue to abuse 
the Uighur population, while the 
citizens of dissenting nations 
could be worse off.

It is unfortunate that the Middle 
East, whose people are culturally 
and ethnically similar to the 
Uighurs, lacks the political will 
to condemn the CCP and 
create effective change in 
Xinjiang. A cost-benefit analysis 
demonstrates the sad reality 
that inaction on behalf of these 
Middle Eastern and Central Asian 
nations will help their citizens 
more than it will help the Uighurs, 
as they do not wield enough 
influence to effectively change 
China’s Uighur policy. 

The Islamic World’s Response to the Uighur Crisis
A Lost Cause
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Rekindling an Old Flame: The U.S.-German 
Security Relationship in Europe

Since diplomatic relations 
were fully restored in 1955, 
the security relationship 

between West Germany – and 
later a unified Germany – and 
the U.S. has been strong. Yet, 
heightened U.S. grievances over 
Germany’s defense spending 
in NATO in the past few years 
matched with recent calls from 
the German government and 
populace to remove U.S. nuclear 
weapons have jeopardized this 
alliance’s integrity.  

As the U.S.-German security 
relationship frosts over, however, 
Russian aggression in eastern 
and central Europe has been 
heating up. From the ongoing 
conflict in Ukraine as a result of 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea 
to the hacking of the German 
parliament’s servers in 2015 
and the assassination of a 
Chechen rebel leader in Berlin 
in 2019 by Russian operatives, 
Russia’s military activities are 
alarming. In this crumbling 
security environment, the U.S. 
and Germany cannot afford to 
continue being at odds with one 
another. To deter an emboldened 
Russia and restore their old 
kinship, both countries must 
overcome the financial and anti-
nuclear rhetoric against their 
security relationship.   

Beginning with the Bush 
administration in the early 2000s, 
the U.S. has criticized NATO 
members like Germany for not 
spending enough on defense. 
However, none have been more 
vocal about it than the Trump 
administration – shortly after 
taking office, President Trump 
himself told German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel that she owes 
him “one trillion dollars” in 
defense spending. This business-
like observation signaled 
an unprecedented financial 
characterization of the U.S.-
German security alliance by the 
American side moving forward, 
foreshadowing an equally 

unprecedented deterioration of 
the relationship in the process. 
Trump’s monetary gripes 
culminated in last June’s 
announcement to withdraw 
9,500 American troops from 
Germany. While it was purported 
to promote “strategic flexibility” in 
Europe, Trump’s explanation in an 
official press release suggested 
otherwise: “We’re reducing 
the force because they’re not 
paying their bills [...] they’re 
delinquent.” Rather than institute 
a well-intentioned force posture 
rearrangement, Trump merely 
sought to punish Germany for not 
meeting NATO defense spending 
expectations. 

Putting aside the debate over 
whether this withdrawal itself 
enhanced security in Europe, 
though many analysts point to the 
contrary, the damaging manner 
in which it was carried out is 
much less ambiguous. In calling 
Germany “delinquent” in its “bills”, 
President Trump is misconstruing 
financials with national security. 
Germany is not some tenant 
doing business with the U.S. – 
supporting its defense through 
NATO serves U.S. interests by 
stabilizing the European security 
environment and deterring Russia. 
Ultimately, by letting financials 
cloud its judgment and acting 
rashly, the U.S.’s primary success 
was showing Russia how divided 
its security relationship with 
Germany has become. 

Meanwhile, Germany’s domestic 
politics have also threatened to 
delegitimize its relationship with 
the U.S. through NATO. Germany 
is a part of NATO’s nuclear sharing 
program, through which it hosts 
and is prepared to launch U.S. 
nuclear weapons in the event of 
a war. Despite the importance of 
this decades-long commitment, 
Rolf Mützenich, the leader of the 
Social Democrats (SPD) in the 
German parliament, announced 
in May 2020 that U.S. nuclear 
weapons should be removed from 
German soil. This statement was 

quickly echoed by co-SDP leader 
Saskia Esken, demonstrating that 
the junior governing party in the 
German government is serious 
about this aim. While Mützenich 
has argued that he only needs 
the “support of the population” to 
realize his vision – something that 
he appears to have, as a recent 
poll conducted by a research firm 
found that 66% of the Germans 
surveyed wanted all U.S. nuclear 
warheads removed – the SDP 
is missing the bigger picture. 
Germany’s nuclear capacity in 
NATO has security implications 
that extend well beyond the 
country’s domestic preferences.   
  
As Europe’s most important 
economy, Germany has 
enormous sway in the European 
geopolitical environment. As a 
result, Germany’s decision to 
ban U.S. nuclear weapons could 
encourage other NATO countries 
to follow suit. After all, countries 
like Belgium are already flirting 
with the idea – only 53% of the 
Belgian parliament supported 
keeping U.S. nuclear weapons 
in a vote held in January 2020. 
More importantly, however, is 
the message being broadcasted 
to Russia. With New START, a 
nuclear arms reduction treaty 
between the U.S. and Russia, 
set to expire in February 2021, 
Germany needs to coordinate with 
the U.S. and NATO if it ever hopes 
to reduce Russia’s nuclear forces. 
Otherwise, a unilateral withdrawal 
from NATO’s nuclear sharing 
program would lead Russia to 
perceive this as weakness and 
therefore a reason to maintain its 
nuclear weapons. Arms control 
negotiations are only at their most 
effective when both sides view 
the other as formidable threats – 
and not a divided alliance. 

Yet, despite the negative 
ramifications of the U.S.’s fixation 
on financials and Germany’s 
domestic grievances with nuclear 
weapons, all is not lost for the 
U.S.-German security alliance. 
Hope for its revitalization lies 

with the mutual recognition of 
one key factor: the deterioration 
of the eastern European security 
environment. The prioritization 
of this alarming development by 
both parties would supersede 
their current issues. 

For the U.S., this would entail 
concentrating on Germany’s 
defense capabilities rather than 
spending. If the U.S. became 
serious about addressing the 
security threat Russia poses, then 
it would focus on the forces and 
military capital in – and not the 
dollars spent by – Germany. As 
an added benefit, the German 
government would likely be 
more receptive to the U.S.’s 
demands in this context, as they 
would be framed in the objective 
importance of military readiness 
as opposed to contestable 
spending figures.  

Meanwhile, on the German 
side, a renewed focus on the 
concerning situation to the east 
would overshadow any domestic 
concerns about the U.S.’s nuclear 
presence. While opponents like 
Mützenich may wish to overlook 
Germany’s security role in Europe, 
the logic of Germany’s continued 
participation in NATO’s nuclear 
sharing program is sound. Once 
the greater German populace 
appreciates the degree to which 
U.S. nuclear weapons in Germany 
stabilize the European security 
environment, they will realize it 
is in their best interests to keep 
them.   

Ultimately, while the exact nature 
of their relationship’s future 
remains to be seen, the U.S. and 
Germany at a minimum must 
recognize the need to begin 
working out their differences now 
– the situation in eastern Europe 
demands it. To effectively address 
a resurgent Russia, the two 
countries must overcome their 
frosty relations and rekindle the 
flame of their 65-year old security 
partnership.  

Justin Ballard
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On August 20, the attack 
on longtime Russian 
opposition figure Alexei 

Navalny with the nerve agent 
Novichok reaffirmed Russian 
security services’ long tradition of 
poisoning and silencing critics of 
the regime. If Russian President 
Vladimir Putin had any other 
means of controlling Navalny and 
his movement, he would have 
opted for a less risky and public 
operation. This attack, which 
has placed Putin at the center 
of Western criticism and has 
sparked unrest in many regions 
of Russia, signifies the regime’s 
failure to control the growing 
opposition movement. Each 
alleged culprit behind the attack 
carries a significantly different 
implication about Putin’s regime 
strength as well as the future 
for the democratic opposition in 
Russia. 

Understanding the origins and 
regulations of Novichok in Russia 
is integral in pinpointing the culprit 
behind the attempt on Navalny’s 
life. The claims that the poisoning 
was orchestrated by Putin and 
Russian security services, or by 
the Russian elite under his nose, 
have vastly different implications 
for the strength of Putin’s regime 
and the viability of the opposition 
movement. The discovery of the 
truth in this case is paramount. 
In the Soviet Union, there was an 
agency in the KGB, the Russian 
security services,  known in 
Russian as the “Камера” or “The 
Cell” that specialized in making 
deadly and untraceable chemical 
weapons, including Novichok. 
When Russia became a signatory 
to the Chemical Weapons 
Convention in 1997, they were 
obligated to stop any production 
and, in 2018, the stockpiling of 
this chemical nerve agent. So 
how did this military-grade and 
internationally regulated nerve 
agent slip by Putin into the 
hands of other alleged culprits? 
The answer is simple: it didn’t. 
It should come as no surprise 
that Putin, a former officer of 
the KGB, has continued to rely 
on the pre-existing Soviet KGB 
security apparatus to eliminate 
any opposition to his party, United 
Russia. 

To gain insight on the matter, 

I spoke with Dr. Yevgenia 
Albats, the Editor in Chief of the 
New Times, a Moscow-based 
independent political weekly. 
As a political scientist, she has 
also done significant research 
on Putin’s security apparatus. 
Dr. Albats confirmed that the 
use of Novichok “didn’t allow 
for anyone else but the Russian 
state to be the culprit.” One 
reason, she reaffirms, is that 
“no one could possibly steal this 
military-grade nerve agent under 
the strict control of the Russian 
government.” The  2018 Salisbury 
poisonings were attacks with 
Novichok committed by active 
Russian security service agents. 
They reaffirm the administration’s 
control over and willingness to 
utilize Novichok. Even if someone 
did manage to steal the poison, 
Navalny was under 24/7 FSB 
surveillance, and reaching him 
without a “green light” would be 
nearly impossible. Another reason 
is that the utilization of Novichok is 
highly dangerous and would need 
to be employed by experienced 
hands. Dr. Albats recalls, “I spoke 
to the guys who developed the 
Novichok, and just an ordinary 
person wouldn’t be able to use 
it. Otherwise you are dead and 
everyone around you is dead.” 

Other individuals that I spoke with 
were less certain, such as Tatiana 
Stanovaya, the CEO of R.Politic, 
a Russian political analysis firm 
and expert on the Russian elite. 
Although she doesn’t outright 
exclude Putin as a culprit, she 
says that “it is just so incredible, 
so irrational that you can’t believe 
it.” As Stanovaya is no fan of 
Navalny, calling him a “negative 
and divisive player in Russian 
society,” it is no surprise that 
she doesn’t see his opposition 
movement as being a threat to 
Putin or as a “viable alternative to 
the regime.” This, of course, easily 
dismisses the primary motivation 
for Putin’s action, making other 
actors seem more probable. 
She believes that members of 
the Siloviki, the military elite, or 
subjects of Navalny’s corruption 
investigations such as Yevgeny 
Prigozhin, are more likely actors. 
Ironically, if Tatiana Stanovaya’s 
predictions are correct, that 
would imply an even bigger 
breach in security for the Putin 

administration. It would signify 
that members of his elite were 
carrying out unilateral actions and 
that Putin no longer commands 
a monopoly of force in Russia, 
an element necessary to any 
legitimate government. 

Either way, this attack has 
shaken the confidence of many 
of the elite in Russia. The silence 
and the compliance of a very 
powerful elite class in Russia 
is integral to Putin’s power. The 
attack on Navalny signifies the 
regime’s intensifying violence and 
dictatorial tendencies, and as Dr. 
Albats says, has made “clear to 
everyone among the elite that 
anyone who looks guilty could 
end up poisoned.” Even Tatiana 
Stanovaya admits to the growing 
fear and distrust among the 
Russian elite, saying “No one is 
protected, the Siloviki do what they 
want and it scares a lot of people.” 
For the time being, it appears that 
the elite are benefiting too much 
from Putin’s clientelism to flip 
loyalties. However, if unpredictable 
authoritarian tendencies continue 
to grow and a political alternative 
with popular support emerges, 
a split in the elite is not so far 
fetched. 

Given the closely guarded 
nature of Novichok discussed 
above and Putin’s control of the 
security apparatus in Russia, it is 
improbable that outside actors 
are responsible for the poisoning. 
Also, contrary to Tatiana 
Stanovaya’s belief, Navalny does 
actually pose a significant threat 

to Putin’s party, United Russia. 
This political insecurity provides 
Putin with ample motivation to 
attempt this risky assassination. 
Navalny has led thousands of 
people into the streets to protest 
corruption and electoral fraud. 
That is the one thing Putin is 
afraid of, reports Dr. Albats: “Any 
dictator is dead afraid of mass 
protests. Of people in the streets. 
The crowd is unpredictable, and 
it becomes dangerous.” Recently, 
Navalny has been particularly 
successful in challenging United 
Russia’s power at the regional 
level with a strategy he calls 
“smart voting.” In the September 
regional elections, United Russia 
lost ten seats in Novosibirsk while 
Navalny supporters gained two 
seats in Tomsk. Notably, since 
2018, Putin’s approval rating has 
dropped from 81 percent in 2018 
to his current 59 percent. It is his 
lowest rating in 14 years.
 
It appears that Putin has created a 
much bigger problem for himself 
with the botched attempt on 
Alexei Navalny’s life. Receiving 
much international support 
and attention, Navalny is now 
the fourth most recognizable 
politician in Russia according 
to recent polls. Additionally, Dr. 
Albats, who has spoken to Navalny 
in the past week has stated 
that “he made a full intellectual 
recovery and only has a tremor in 
his hands,” leaving him as an even 
stronger and charismatic leader 
for the opposition movement in 
the years to come.

Putin’s 
Fractured 

Regime: The 
Poisoning and 

Potential of 
Alexei Navalny

Rachael Merritt 



Any step towards cooperation in the 
future between the U.S. and Europe will 
be significant, but Trump’s legacy has 

nonetheless left chaos.

President-Elect Joe Biden 
must prioritize rebuilding 
the Trans-Atlantic Alliance 
with European Allies
Benjamin Miller

One of the greatest casualties 
of the Trump era has been 
the abandonment of the 

post-war American-built alliance 
system. President Trump has 
demonstrated an overt disdain 
for multilateralism with traditional 
bastions of American cooperation 
and friendship–Germany, the 
United Kingdom, France. Trump 
has embraced authoritarians 
and dictators like Putin in Russia, 
Erdogan in Turkey, and Kim in 
North Korea. Trump campaigned 
as a different kind of Republican–
one who strayed away from 
foreign entanglements and 
vowed to end wars. He has 
governed, on the other hand, as 
a man without a clear ideology–a 
worldview centered on his own 
personal interests rather than 
the country’s interests. In the end, 
what benefits him financially or 
politically supersedes what would 
benefit America’s global standing 
and national security. This 
approach has soured traditional 
allies who dare to stand up to 
Trump’s authoritarian antics and 
empowered strongmen who 
stroke his ego. President-Elect 
Joe Biden’s victory marks a return 
to the traditional American foreign 
policy the world, specifically 
Europe, recognizes. President-
Elect Biden must prioritize the 
rebuilding of our European 
alliances so the United States can 
once again join with allies on a 
multilateral basis in extinguishing 
crises.

Biden has rightly vowed to 
return to a sense of normalcy 
and historic alliance systems 
with our European allies. He is 
staunchly in favor of NATO. Biden 
is a believer in the possibilities of 
a strong Trans-Atlantic Alliance. 
He also has a deeply personal 
connection to Europe, often 
discussing how proud he is of 

his Irish heritage and connection 
to his ancestral homeland. Biden 
represents a complete departure 
from the Trump Administration. 
Biden is calm where Trump is 
temperamental. Biden believes 
in working with allies while 
Trump believes in shunning 
them. Moreover, Biden already 
has working relationships with 
many European leaders, including 
Chancellor Merkel. 

First and foremost, NATO has 
played a central role in Trump’s 
grievance-oriented foreign policy. 
Trump’s primary attack against the 
post-war organization designed to 
prevent a World War II-like conflict 
was that particular European 
countries are not paying enough 
toward the NATO defense budget. 
The United States accounts for 
roughly 70-percent of the total 
NATO defense budget. While 
Trump’s underlying critique is 
correct, (previous administrations, 
including President Obama’s, 
have made the same point) his 
demeanor is counter-productive 
and destructive. Throughout 
his presidency, he has loudly 
bashed NATO, both in speeches 
and on social media, as useless 
and bloated, while praising Putin, 
one of the organization’s primary 
adversaries. Most notably of all, 
Trump made the unprecedented 
threat to pull out of NATO, which 
would be catastrophic to the 
US relationship with European 
powers such as Germany and 
France, and further plunge 
America into an isolationist 
purgatory. 

After Biden’s win on November 
7th, NATO Secretary-General Jens 
Stoltenberg said that he “warmly” 
welcomed his victory. He said, “We 
need this collective strength to 
deal with the many challenges we 
face, including a more assertive 
Russia, international terrorism, 
cyber and missile threats, and 
a shift in the global balance of 

power with the rise of China.” The 
key word–”collective”–is what Joe 
Biden will embrace. America First 
is over. NATO is needed now more 
than ever to counter Russian 
aggression and other threats, 
such as the encroachment of 
China, and Biden must reassert 
America’s leading role in the 
organization, positioning it to 
combat these threats to Western 
democracies.

Another key area of European 
cooperation that will emerge in 
a Biden administration will be 
America’s reassertion on the 
world stage through agreements 
such as the Paris Climate Accords 
and the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action, or the Iran Nuclear 
Deal. President Trump vowed 
from day one to withdraw from 
these agreements, casting them 
as “unfair” to the United States and 
American taxpayers and failing 
to recognize the economic and 
security benefits of tackling major 
issues in the world in partnership 
with our European allies. 
President-elect Biden, on the other 
hand, has announced that he will 
rejoin the Paris Climate Accord 
on the first day of his presidency, 
since the U.S. formally withdrew 
from the agreement on November 
4th. On that date, Biden tweeted, 
“Today, the Trump Administration 
officially left the Paris Climate 
Agreement. And in exactly 77 
days, a Biden Administration 
will rejoin it.” This statement is 
emblematic of the core of Biden’s 
foreign policy philosophy: more 
can be accomplished together 
than alone–a statement that may 
seem banal but has become bold 
in the age of Trumpism. 

A symbolic moment during 
Trump’s presidency was when a 
video was released from a 2019 

NATO conference in London in 
which world leaders, including 
Prime Ministers Trudeau and 
Johnson, were openly mocking 
Donald Trump behind his 
back. Another similar situation 
occurred at the UN General 
Assembly in 2018, in which the 
audience laughed at Trump 
when he claimed he had more 
accomplishments than any 
previous administration. These 
examples represent the erosion 
of America’s perception around 
the world, especially in Europe, as 
a result of Trump’s erratic antics 
and unilateral approach. 

The last four years have been a 
dramatic shift from the traditional 
American position in the world–a 
shift that has left America weaker 
and less prepared to solve the 
most critical problems afflicting 
society such as the COVID-19 
pandemic, climate change, and 
nuclear proliferation. Ultimately, 
these issues cannot be solved 
by one country alone, but by 
joint efforts. This is a position 
the President-Elect Biden shares 
and will surely have under 
consideration as he fills key Cabinet 
and Cabinet-level positions, 
as well as ambassadorships 
and Department of State staff. 
This return to normalcy will be 
enthusiastically welcomed in 
capitals across Europe. However, 
European leaders are more wary 
of the United States than ever 
before, with some diplomats 
from Europe suggesting that 
despite Trump’s departure, 
his worldview will nonetheless 
hold significant sway. Any step 
towards cooperation in the future 
between the U.S. and Europe will 
be significant, but Trump’s legacy 
has nonetheless left chaos. After 
an election in which over 70 
million people voted to re-elect 
Trump, President Biden will have 
plenty of work to do. 



The Art of 
Restitution: France 
Has Yet to Return 
Thousands of Stolen 
African Artifacts

In November 2017, French 
President Emmanuel Macron 
presented a speech in 

Ouagadougou, the capital of 
Burkina Faso, during which 
he pledged to return the vast 
collection of African art housed in 
his country since France’s colonial 
era. Approximately 90,000 pieces 
of African culture and history 
rest in France’s public museums; 
the majority of these artworks 
and artifacts were stolen or 

Kerri Kenney

looted from African people by 
the French during its colonial 
period, and the rest were most 
likely bought from their owners 
for extremely unfair prices. In his 
speech, Macron explained that he 
cannot simply ignore the history 
between France and African 
countries, nor the inequalities 
from that era that remain, stating 
that “[the restitution of African art] 
will be one of my priorities” in his 
presidency.

Yet, fast-forwarding three years 
to present day reveals that only 
one item has been returned to 
its African country of origin -- 

progress that hardly matches the 
magnitude of Macron’s original 
goal. It reflects poorly upon 
France and President Macron 
that no change has been made, 
particularly during a time of tense 
race relations both in France and 
around the world. However, after 
an activist group stole an African 
artifact from one of France’s 
most recognizable museums, the 
Musée du Quai Branly-Jacques 
Chirac, this past June, the topic 

of restitution has once again 
been brought to the forefront of 
national political consciousness. 
The four black activists involved 
are members of a pan-African 
activist group, and while they 
have been charged with theft, 
they insisted that the French 
government had no rightful claim 
to African artifacts in the first 
place. This event may mark the 
start of a new effort by Macron 
to finally and completely address 
restitution; but, backlash from 
museum directors, French legal 
issues, and a lasting racially tense 
climate in France may continue to 
hold progress back.

The opinions of relevant French art 
directors at important museums 
around the country help to explain 
why little progress has been made. 
Macron experienced widespread 
backlash from museum curators 
and art-related academics after 
his announcement in 2017. Art 
scholars and museum curators 
across France collectively spoke 
out against these plans for 
restitution, worried that their 

museums’ entire collections would 
be emptied and their museums 
depreciated. While speaking to 
the press, the President of Musée 
du Quai Branly-Jacques Chirac, 
Stéphane Martin, expressed his 
disappointment at the proposal, 
explaining that returning the 
pieces “cannot be the only way, 
otherwise we will empty European 
museums.” Instead, Martins 
suggested alternative solutions 
that do not involve restitution, 
such as working with private 
collectors to return the art pieces. 
As his museum houses the 
most African artifacts of any 
museum in France--about 46,000 

pieces--Martin’s claims of his 
museum being stripped are valid; 
however, there are possibilities for 
French museums to rebuild their 
foreign art collections in a legal, 
respectful way. His proposals 
to solely build new museums or 
work with consultants from the 
artifacts’ origins are steps in the 
right direction, but maintaining 
control of the original pieces taken 
during the previous decades and 
centuries will only keep the power 

structure and inequalities of the 
colonial era in place.

In addition to the backlash from 
French museum directors, 
another potential reason for 
Macron’s inaction can be found 
within the legal code. Established 
in the sixteenth century but upheld 
today, French law states that any 
public collection of art in France is 
considered “inalienable property,” 
meaning that it legally cannot 
be removed from the country 
whether sold or simply returned to 
its place of origin. Obviously, this 
poses many legal problems and 
makes the act of restitution much 



easier said than done. However, 
scholars have argued that it is very 
possible for the French legislative 
branch to amend this principle; 
it is clearly dated and should not 
apply to artifacts stolen from a 
colonial period that the French 
government desperately wants to 
distance itself from. Additionally, 
a report commissioned in 2017 
by Macron from respected 
French and African scholars 
of art, museum curation, and 
international relations suggested 
ways around this principle that 
still achieve levels of restitution. 
In the report, the experts primarily 
suggest physically returning 
African artifacts to their places 
of origin while technically keeping 
them under French ownership 
-- essentially, an indefinite loan. 
Luckily, these possibilities have 
lately been considered due to the 
recent theft of African cultural 
pieces from the Musée du Quai 
Branly-Jacques Chirac.

Finally, French and African 
scholars also argue that the 
French hesitance to repatriate 
their massive collection of 
African art could also reflect the 
lasting colonial sentiment of 
the French towards the African 
continent. Since the Black Lives 
Matter movement came to 
fruition in the United States 
in the past decade, more and 
more Black French citizens have 
come forward with instances 
of alienation and inequality they 
experience daily across France. 
Particularly, Black French people 
with roots in African countries 
have noted that their white peers 
consider themselves superior. 
This can even be seen in the 
attitudes of prominent museum 
figures; a museum curator in 
Senegal explained to the press 
that French museum directors 
have suggested their disbelief 
that African nations and their 
museums have the capabilities to 
carefully store their own cultural 
property. This is obviously an 
untrue belief, as many African 
museums have state-of-the-art 
facilities to house their small 
collections of remaining pieces, 
but it is certainly the undertone of 
many French arguments against 
the restitution of African art.

As French people of African 

descent continue to feel 
increasingly alienated from 
French society, and African 
nations sense that the French 
republic is still in an unfair position 
of power left over from the 
colonial years, it is imperative that 
Macron and his administration 
begin to follow through with their 
promise to repatriate. Though 
there are barriers to the restitution 
process, the extensive report 
commissioned for him in 2017 
recommends many ways to 
alleviate the challenges posed 
towards Macron. It specifically 
highlights cooperative research 
and training between French 

and African museums, the 
implementation of artifact 
exhibitions in African countries, 
and the French funding of proper 
resources to African museums 
so they can correctly handle 
their own artifacts. Some of 
these efforts have successfully 
occurred already, but have not 
been widespread and agreed 

upon by French and African 
museums alike. Macron must 
follow through with his promise 
to return stolen African art 
and encourage museums and 
curators to commit to these 
plans. As more and more citizens 
and leaders attempt to increase 
racial equality in France, Macron 
must emphasize and understand 
that committing to the restitution 
of African artifacts will help repair 
outstanding inequalities of the 
colonial period between France 
and its prior colonies that continue 
to affect French society today.
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A Threat and a Chance for Europe in 
the Eastern Mediterranean Aidan Woutas 

It’s hard to envision two NATO 
allies going to war. Yet in the 
Eastern Mediterranean, a 

conflict is brewing on one of the 
alliance’s critical fronts. Turkey and 
Greece are facing rising tensions 
over maritime territorial rights 
to explore the newly uncovered 
hydrocarbon resources in the 
region. The conflict is complicated 
by Greece and Turkey’s historical 
enmity, an escalating row over 
refugee crossings across their 
shared border and the long-
contested status of Cyprus, 
the Northern part of which was 
invaded by Turkish forces in 1974. 
Some minor naval skirmishes 
have already occurred involving 
heavily guarded research ships, 
and the UAE has even deployed 
fighter jets to a Greek base in 
Crete for joint exercises.

It is unavoidable and essential 
that the rest of Europe, namely the 
European Union’s major powers 
France and Germany, maintain 
an active role in diffusing this 
situation before they are drawn 
into an escalated, expansive 
conflict –– a frightful yet not-
too-remote possibility given 
Turkey’s entanglements in the 
Libyan Civil War and diplomatic 
spat with the UAE. With Greece 
signing agreements to form a 
“strategic alliance” with the UAE 
just a few weeks ago, the regional 
implications of this deepening 
conflict will extend far beyond 
Europe. The United States, at least 
with President Trump in office, 
has shown little desire to get 
involved, even as its relationship 
with Turkey becomes increasingly 
fraught as Erdogan tests new 
Russian weapons systems. In the 
absence of US leadership with 
regard to Turkey, the EU needs 
to unify as an effective player 
in regional affairs to prevent 
a friendly fire war in its own 
backyard. Otherwise, the alliance 
system that has underpinned 
European stability for 75 years 
may disappear forever.

The current state of affairs likely 
marks the end of a long-withering 
dream that Turkey was destined 

to join the EU. It also reflects a 
new reality that Europe must 
grapple with if it’s to maintain 
influence in the region and 
protect its interests: a far more 
aggressive Turkish foreign policy 
under Erdogan. Its effects can 
be seen far beyond the waters 
of the Eastern Mediterranean, 
from Turkey’s 2019 offensive into 
Northern Syria to its assistance 
of Azerbaijan in its recent war 
with Armenia. Erdogan has often 
clashed with European leaders 
and resorted to coarse insults, 
bashing German and Dutch 
leaders as “Nazi remnants” when 
they disallowed rallies supporting 
the 2017 referendum to expand 
his power and recently suggesting 

Emmanuel Macron needs 
“mental treatment” amid a debate 
about France’s treatment of its 
Muslim citizens. This change in 
behavior and tone is reflective 
of a long-term and profound 
decline in relations that threatens 
the delicate balance between 
European powers and their nexus 
to the Middle East.

It’s essential that the European 
Union is able to act as a credible 
and effective arbiter on issues 
that have such a massive effect 
on its neighborhood. Its two main 
powers, France and Germany, 
need to find a unified voice on 
this issue and be unafraid of 
decisive action. Otherwise, they 
run the risk of losing a seat at the 
table altogether. On issue after 

issue, the bloc has had trouble 
asserting itself on the global 
stage in an effective way. In 
Libya, another mess in Europe’s 
backyard, European attempts 
to enforce an arms embargo 
might inadvertently be helping 
the Russian-backed General 
Haftar, while stale debates over 
migration continue to impede 
effective intervention. As Belarus’ 
Alexander Lukashenko brutally 
cracked down on his own citizens, 
the bloc’s 27 members took 
weeks to come to an agreement 
on sanctions –– by no means 
a rare occurrence in European 
foreign policymaking.

It’s understandable that certain 

EU powers are hesitant to be at 
odds with Turkey, as their size, 
influence, and military prowess is 
intimidating. German Chancellor 
Merkel was correct in noting that 
Europe’s relationship with Turkey 
is “multi-dimensional,” and that 
despite the current tensions, 
Turkey makes “remarkable” 
effort in hosting refugees as a 
NATO partner. To pretend that 
the state of affairs is acceptable, 
however, is to ignore years of 
escalating Turkish behavior that 
is increasingly at odds with the EU 
and its values. Human rights have 
sunk to a new low as Erdogan 
consolidates power and cracks 
down on dissent. Hundreds of 
journalists –– including German 
citizens –– have been arrested 
in recent years, while Turkish 

officials targeted Turkish citizens 
in Europe in the campaign for 
Erdogan’s power-consolidating 
referendum. Turkey stoked the 
recent war in Artsakh by directly 
supporting its ethnic Turkic ally 
Azerbaijan’s aggression, not to 
mention Greece and Turkey’s 
competing maritime claims at the 
core of this current dispute. 

The European Union has an 
interest in the preservation of 
the NATO alliance –– including 
Turkey’s role within it. If that is 
no longer a possibility, it must 
protect what’s left of the alliance 
by being clear in its rejection of 
such aggression in its immediate 
vicinity. The EU also has an 
interest in defending its members 
Greece and Cyprus on this 
specific issue: the prospect of oil 
and gas deposits in the Eastern 
Mediterranean within EU territory 
could provide an necessary 
incentive for the continent to wean 
itself off of Russian sources which 
have caused so much agitation 
recently. If Turkey’s destabilizing 
behavior continues, both on the 
Eastern Mediterranean issue 
and in Erdogan’s interactions 
with European leaders, sanctions 
must absolutely remain on the 
table. Germany, as France has, 
should assume a foreign policy 
voice more commensurate with 
its status on the continent –– 
which means calling out Turkey’s 
behavior in clear terms. Amid all 
of these challenges, an incoming 
Biden administration brings the 
promise of an American foreign 
policy that once again seeks to 
strengthen its alliances rather 
than tear them down, making 
this moment even more of an 
unmissable opportunity for 
Europe.

EU Commission president Ursula 
von der Leyen has spoken often of 
her wish for the EU to become a 
“geopolitical” player. The bloc has 
much work to do if they’d like to 
get to that point anytime soon, 
and effectively mediating Greece 
and Turkey’s conflicts is certainly 
a good place to start.

It’s essential that the European 
Union is able to act as a credible 

and effective arbiter on issues that 
have such a massive effect on its 

neighborhood… Otherwise, they run 
the risk of losing a seat at the table 

altogether.



Aidan Woutas 

Maeve Skelly 

The Central 
European 
Asylum Blame 
Game 

In September 2020, fires 
destroyed two refugee camps 
in Greece: first in Lesbos at the 

Moria refugee camp, and most 
recently at a camp in the south-
Aegean island of Samos. For 
years, the Moria refugee camp 
has been overcrowded to the 
extent that it received warnings 
from human rights organizations. 
A small number of makeshift 
tents comprise the only form 
of shelter, and volunteer health 
services are stretched thin. Given 
these conditions, the fires come 
as an inevitable tragedy, predicted 
by the environment of the Moria 
camp. The devastating fires 
left more than 13,000 migrants 
without shelter in the midst of 
a global pandemic. Worsening 
conditions for refugees, and 
ultimately the fires at Moria, 
exemplify the growing pressure 
for reform and the systemic 
failure of the EU to effectively 
mend its asylum system and 
uphold human rights. These 
fires, and future tragedies, could 
have been mitigated or prevented 
by a comprehensive reform, 
something interim agreements 
such as the EU-Turkey deal 
cannot alone achieve. 

Greece and Turkey were among 
the countries met with the highest 
influx of migrants in 2015. Over 
500,000 asylum-seeking refugees 
arrived in Greece, and 1.8 million 
arrived in Turkey. In 2016, the 
EU made a deal with Turkey: 
that migrants arriving on Greek 
islands would remain there until 
either their asylum application is 
accepted or it is rejected, in which 

case they would be deported back 
to Turkey. An accumulation of 
asylum applications and a steady 
flow of migrants quickly led to 
massive overcrowding in Moria 
- a tent camp designed for 3,000 
migrants, but since 2016 has 
seen numbers rise to over 20,000.  
The continuing deal between the 
EU and Turkey has turned Greece’s 
already overstrained asylum 
reception facilities into provisional, 
underfunded detention centers, 
exacerbating the previously poor 
conditions for migrants. In early 
2020, Greece suspended asylum 
applications for a month and 
called for the immediate return 
of those “illegally” entering Greece 
either to their country of origin or 
somewhere else. This suspension 
of asylum applications not only 
has no legal backing, but it violates 
the cornerstone of international 
refugee protection - the principle 
of non-refoulment, which forbids 
a country from returning asylum 
seekers to a country in which 
they would be in danger. The 
EU is entangled in a dangerous 
moral dilemma: upholding human 
rights while deploying repressive 
migration policies.  

The “deal” between the EU 
and Turkey was an attempted 
statement of cooperation to 
mitigate the pressure from an 
influx of refugees. It was not 
a reform of EU asylum policy, 
which largely hinges on the 
Dublin regulations and notions 
of external Schengen border 
protection. The Dublin regulations 
put tremendous pressure on 
countries of first entry, like 

Greece, because the policy 
determines which member state 
is responsible for processing 
asylum seekers as they arrive in 
the EU. Legitimate discussion 
of centralized, coordinated 
resettlement and responsibility-
sharing between EU member 
states must occur, or the 
externalization of border policies 
at the expense of human rights 
will likely continue.  

Since 2015, EU member states 
have generally acknowledged 
that the European asylum system 
does not work, but they have not 
taken concrete steps toward 
reform. The EU-Turkey deal 
does not address the underlying 
issues in European migration, 
and the politics surrounding it are 
dangerous. Turkey hosts some of 
the highest numbers of refugees, 
and through the EU-Turkey deal, 
Turkish President Erdoğan can 
exploit the EU’s dysfunctional 
refugee policies, putting millions 
of refugees in danger. Refugees 
have become dehumanized in 
the political realm, displayed as 
Erdoğan states his refusal to 
renegotiate a refugee deal until the 
EU agrees to support its military 
efforts in Syria. The EU-Turkey 
deal was meant to mitigate 
the pressure on EU states as a 
better solution was worked on, 
but instead, Turkey tried to direct 
migrants into Greece to extract 
funds and concessions from the 
EU. Greece then pushed migrants 
back, forcing asylum seekers into 
a dangerous state of limbo. 

Both southern border countries 
like Greece and asylum seekers 
are forced to work within a broken 
system whose weaknesses 
Erdoğan exploits. The EU is 
relying on a decrease in the 
number of migrants from Syria 
and cooperation from Turkey 
to mitigate the pressure on its 
borders. Both of these factors are 
external and uncontrollable, and 
it is dangerous for the EU to rely 
on them when so many lives are 
at stake. There is no acceptable 
way for the EU to abstain from 
reforming the Central European 
Asylum System. The number 
of migrants remains high, and 
pressure for reform is higher than 
ever.  

Recently, as the COVID-19 
pandemic exposes migrants to 
new vulnerabilities, there has 
been some discussion from EU 
leadership regarding reform. 
Differences between member 
states prevent much from getting 
done, but EU President Ursula 
von der Leyen promised a New 
Pact on Migration and Asylum in 
the spring, which was released in 
October. It will primarily increase 
resources for FRONTEX, the EU 
border agency, demonstrating 
the EU prioritizes border security 
over access to asylum. The 
EU has decided to undertake 
a technocratic and securitized 
approach that fails to recognize 
the policy implications of the state 
of global migration. While there 
are some important aspects of 
this Pact, such as an emphasis on 
greater access for reunification 
throughout the EU, increasing 
border enforcement mechanisms 
and reinforcing anti-migratory 
narratives is not a feasible long-
term solution.  

Passing blame to border countries 
such as Greece and Turkey is 
politically tempting for the EU and 
for its member states, but harmful 
to developing a sustainable policy 
and to the countless refugees 
deprived of their human rights. 
The EU-Turkey agreement was 
negotiated in a moment of 
crisis; it cannot be a long-term 
solution for refugee protection. 
A compromise between the EU, 
member states, Turkey, and 
other countries outside the EU is 
vital to the protection of refugee 
rights. Migration is a structural 
phenomenon that will not be 
remediated by punitive border 
policies. In order to ensure 
refugees are protected, and 
preventable tragedies like the 
fires at Moria do not continue, the 
EU must develop a unified policy 
that shifts the focus from state 
protection to a focus on people. 
Upholding human rights and 
counteracting the security frame 
around migration and borders 
begins with this reform. 
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Grace Manella

The Path to Spain’s 
Failing Universal 
Healthcare

On an increasingly fractured 
continent, a glimmer of hope 
for European unity appeared 

this past summer. Against the 
idyllic backdrop of Lake Prespa, 
straddling the border between 
North Macedonia and Greece, 
the two countries finally settled 
their longstanding name dispute. 
Twenty-five years of hostility 
ended as North Macedonia 
changed its name on the explicit 
promise of EU and NATO 
accession talks as a reward. 
Concurrent to these negotiations, 
neighboring Albania undertook 
its own changes, implementing 
steps laid out by the EU as 
prerequisites to membership. 
This included judicial reforms 
and giving the Union’s Frontex 
border agency access to internal 
police operations. However, 
when the EU had the chance 
to reward Albania and North 
Macedonia for their progress at 
mid-October’s summit, France, 
the Netherlands, and Denmark, 
following Emmanuel Macron’s 
lead, betrayed these promises and 
vetoed the opening of accession 
negotiations. Despite the outrage 

of other European leaders over 
the move, the door is now closed 
to Albania and North Macedonia’s 
membership for the time being.

France had its stated reasons, but 
this decision is ultimately the latest 
example of European leaders 
allowing their internal disputes 
to adversely affect the EU’s 
foreign policy, both in the Balkans 
and beyond. Their reasons for 
rejecting accession talks included 
dissatisfaction with current 
policies and institutions that 
should be rectified before adding 
new members and objections to 
the current accession process 
itself. While these arguments 
do have some legitimacy, much 
of the French government’s 
motivation under Emmanuel 
Macron seems based instead 
on internal political disputes with 
other member states. Anticipating 
the UK’s absence, disagreements 
between France and Germany, 
the bloc’s two largest and most 
powerful members, have come 
to define European politics as of 
late. The two, which strenuously 
disagreed over the accession 
issue, were at loggerheads during 
last summer’s fraught selection of 
the next European Commission 

president, and often spar over 
monetary and defense policy. 

When analyzing France’s stated 
concerns about the need for 
reform in Albania and North 
Macedonia, it becomes clear 
that they are simply masking 
their grievances about intra-bloc 
politics; accession talks with 
Serbia and Montenegro are both 
underway despite egregious 
violations of democratic norms, 
and in Serbia’s case, growing ties 
with Russia and China. Macron 
instead fears enlargement of the 
bloc would merely insert more 
variables into the bloc’s politics 
at a time when he is seeking to 
shape its future. In the Balkans’ 
case, this undermines the bloc’s 
trust with countries in the region, 
opening the door to more security 
challenges and malign influence 
from Russia, China and Turkey. 
All three countries have sought to 
establish a more robust presence 
in the Balkans and thereby 
increase their influence over all 
of Europe. The EU’s foreign policy 
strength, meanwhile, weakens. 
The belief that the Balkan question 
will simply go away for the EU is a 
deeply flawed one.

Indeed, the security situation in 
the region –– which has seen the 
most recent armed conflicts on 
the European continent –– is only 
deteriorating. In nearby Bosnia, the 
Serbian minority entity Republika 
Srpska has been agitating for 
secession and its leaders have 
stepped up their ethno-nationalist 
rhetoric. Both Bosnian Muslim 
and Serbian factions have 
been organizing security forces 
which threaten to destabilize the 
situation further. The organized 
crime that originates in the 
Balkans, particularly in Albania, 
stands only to worsen without 
the increased crime fighting 
capabilities that EU agencies 
could provide. Russia and China, 
meanwhile, have undertaken 
concerted efforts in recent years 
to increase their presence in the 
region. Last year’s referendum 
confirming North Macedonia’s 
name change saw unprecedented 
amounts of Russian interference 
while China’s infrastructure 
investments have indebted 
leaders across the region to their 

illiberal regime. At the same time, 
Erdogan’s regime in Turkey has 
leveraged its identity to establish 
more influence in the Balkans’ 
Muslim communities, including in 
Albania. If the EU continues to fail 
in providing a viable alternative for 
Balkan countries, these footholds 
are likely to only continue to grow.

One thing all Union members 
can agree on is the desire for 
stability on the continent and the 
prevention of malign influence 
on its neighbors. Closing the 
bloc off to growth is wholly 
counterproductive to that end, 
and instead engenders only 
greater instability. In the wake of 
the accession decision, Serbian 
president Alexander Vucic said 
it vindicated Serbia’s growing 
ties with Russia and China. 
Throughout all of this, Albania 
and North Macedonia are left in 
the lurch. Albania, which stands 
to benefit tremendously from 
EU membership, talks about 
damaged motivation for reform. 
North Macedonia, meanwhile, 
has called early elections for 
April, where the nationalists who 
were deposed several years ago 
for corruption could harness 
anger over France’s veto to 
regain power and pull out of the 
Prespa agreement. With the 
Balkan countries’ entreaties to 
the EU only ever seeming to end 
negatively, the impetus to look 
eastward toward Russia, China 
and Turkey, all three of which seek 
to undermine Western Europe’s 
influence in the region, only grows.

Macron claims to have the bloc’s 
best interest in mind in closing it 
off to expansion. This is simply 
a continuation of the closed-
minded, inward-looking thinking 
that has already affected Europe’s 
standing so substantially. Albania 
and North Macedonia are prime 
examples of countries in the 
Balkans that have attempted 
serious engagement with the 
European Union only to be ignored 
and cast aside when it mattered. 
If the EU loses its ability to credibly 
engage with Balkan countries –– 
a real question after the accession 
decision –– it could well come to 
regret it in a few years’ time when 
China, Russia and Turkey are 
driving the agenda instead.



Sparring for the Central Asian Market: How the 
Rise of MMA has Opened a New Global Industry 

The recent rise of 
entertainment mixed martial 
arts (MMA) has opened a 

new global industry. Central Asia 
—with its long tradition of combat 
sports, wrestling, and sambo — is 
a particularly prime market given 
MMA’s popularity in the region 
and its past role in producing 
world champions and Olympic 
athletes. More recently the 
region has played a central role in 
providing prime talent for global 
MMA promotion companies like 
the American-based Ultimate 
Fighting Championship (UFC). 
While the UFC has dominated 
the industry, the sport’s explosive 
growth has the potential to open 
space for competing MMA 
promotion companies. The UFC is 
now faced with new competition 
in Central Asia in the form of the 
Global Fighting Championship 
(GFC). These two companies’ 
interactions in the region have 
the potential to determine the 
trajectory of the entertainment 
MMA industry.   

Even before the rise of 
entertainment MMA in the past 
few decades, combat sports 
have been immensely popular in 
Central Asia. Several substyles, 
including those that specialize in 
standing throws and others with 
a focus on mat techniques, were 
practiced. Writers as far back as 
the 10th century documented 
the significance of the sport in 
daily life. Avicenna in his Canon 
of Medicine highlighted the health 
benefits of traditional martial arts. 
All these styles were later drawn 
on to develop the characteristic 
fighting style of the region, Sambo 
(a Russian acronym meaning 
“self-defense without arms”) 
created as the official Soviet 
wrestling system. Even today, 
the traditional form of the sport 
enjoys a degree of popularity. In 
Tajikistan for example, wrestling 
is a central part of Navrus, a 
New Year celebration welcoming 
spring. To commence a week 
of celebration, communities 

organize local wrestling 
competitions welcoming 
participation from everyone, not 
just professional wrestlers. This 
rich culture has primed young 
MMA athletes in the region for the 
sport.

MMA combines all these fighting 
styles while also allowing fighters 
to draw on fighting techniques 
that include striking, like boxing 
and Muay Thai. Perhaps the 
greatest transition in the sport has 
come as a result of transitioning 
it into the world of entertainment. 
The UFC was the first to make 
this transition, and MMA looked 
completely different in the early 
’90s when the company’s first pay-
per-view event aired. The phrase 
“Ultimate Fighting Champion’’ 
was taken quite literally, and the 
tournament pitted all types and 
styles of fighters against each 
other in no-holds-barred matches 
with only three fouls: biting, eye-
gouging, and groin strikes. A fight 
would only end by knockout, 
submission, or the fighter’s team 
throwing in the towel. That means 
there were no judges, no timed 
rounds, and no weight classes. 

Take UFC 6, the championship 
fight between Russian native Oleg 
Taktarov and D.L. “Tank” Abbott. At 
210 and 280 pounds respectively, 
there was a 70-pound difference 
between the fighters. The bout 
dragged on for 19 minutes, as 
both fighters, bare-knuckled, 
used strikes to the back of the 
head, inserted fingers into their 
opponent’s mouth and pulled 
(known as fish-hooking), and 
headbutted — all illegal in the UFC 
today. Taktarov finally submitted 
Tank and as they both laid 
exhausted in the octagon, they 
were administered oxygen.

The unregulated brutality of these 
early competitions did not go 
unnoticed. In 1996, late Senator 
John McCain headed the effort to 
ban the company in the U.S. and 
came close to succeeding. As a 

result, the UFC adopted greater 
regulation rules — establishing 
weight classes, time limits, and 
judges. The sport’s regulation, 
prioritizing athletes’ health, 
and providing general support 
skyrocketed the sport’s legitimacy. 
In this way, the UFC played a 
unique role as a regulatory body 
and MMA promotion company. 
After being sold to Dana White 
and fellow executives in 2001, 
the company adopted the Unified 
MMA rules and is estimated to be 
worth $7 billion today.  

The UFC began its global 
expansion, tapping into regions 
with rich histories of martial arts. 
In 2018 it hosted the first Fight 
Night in Russia, which proved 
to be a great success. As one 
executive remarked, “Russia has 
all the characteristics to be a major 
market for the UFC, including a 
pool of talented athletes, a cultural 
affinity for the sport, and a large 
economy. We anticipate that 
Russia will be a top 10 country 
by revenue for UFC within the 
next few years.” With 17 million 
Russians self-identifying as MMA 
fans, it seems this outcome was 
inevitable. 
Following their success in 
Russia–and considering the 
culture surrounding martial arts 
in the region– the UFC sought 
to expand into Central Asia, 
with plans to host events in 
Kazakhstan before those plans 
were derailed by the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

While amateur fight promotion 
companies existed in Central 
Asia, nothing was comparable 
to the UFC, serving the dual 
role of promotion company and 
regulatory body — providing 
support for fighters, promoting 
events, and setting intense safety 
regulations. Yet despite this and 
the UFC advertising itself as 
an international company, the 
young company was slow to 
expand into Central Asia. Besides 
a large consumer base, it also 

held the potential for the UFC 
to recruit from a highly-skilled 
group of fighters. While fighters 
from the North Caucasus like 
Khabib Nurmagomedov, Islam 
Makhachev, and Khamzat 
Chimaev have become 
recognizable names within the 
UFC, it’s still relatively bare of 
Central Asian fighters.  

The first cross-regional MMA 
regulatory body didn’t appear 
in Central Asia until 2020. The 
Mixed Martial Arts Central Asian 
Confederation (MMACAC) unites 
the national MMA associations 
of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and 
Uzbekistan. While relatively young, 
the impact of the MMACAC and 
smaller national associations 
have made an astronomical 
impact on MMA in the region. 
Aside from determining sport 
regulations, these associations 
also provide athletes the support 
necessary to advance MMA in 
the region. For their part, young 
athletes’ perspectives have 
shifted. Whereas before it was 
a sport to enjoy around the 
holidays, they are now allowing 
themselves to look towards the 
sport as a professional career 
path — seeking out contracts and 
training on a professional level. 

The impact of these federations’ 
support can be seen in the rise of 
a professional fighting promotion 
in the region, Gorilla Fighting 
Championship (GFC). While 
based in Dagestan the company 
had quickly expanded into Central 
Asia, hosting events and signing 
local talent. The company has 
spared no expense creating an 
atmosphere of entertainment 
comparable to that of the UFC. 
Even for GFC athletes, however, 
the final goal is to sign a contract 
with the UFC and move from the 
regional stage to the global one. 
The GFC is still young, and it holds 
the potential to become a direct 
competitor of the UFC rather than 
a company limited to Central Asia.

Sumaya Tabbah 
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A New Phase of Arab-Israeli Relations?

Sudan

Qatar

Syria

The summer and fall of 2020 brought with them a new set of deals that normalize relations between Israel and 
various Arab nation-states. These deals sparked an expected amount of controversy: are Arab leaders selling out 
on their historic commitment to the Palestinian cause, or are their intentions as noble as they claim? Moreover, do 
these deals really represent a new era in Arab-Israeli relations, or are they merely continuations of a much longer 
process of normalization? Below, the writers of the Middle East section reflect on the implications of normalization 
deals on the region: within each national context, within Palestine, and beyond.

The “normalization summer” in the Middle East has recently extended into the fall, as Sudan became the latest Arab nation-state to sign a normalization 
of relations agreement with Israel. Following suit with the UAE and Bahrain, Sudan has abandoned its historical commitment to the Arab League’s “three 
no’s: no peace, no recognition, no negotiations.” Unlike the UAE and Bahrain however, Sudan has historically played a significant role in all the major Arab-
Israeli wars of the 20th century, making this diplomatic move all the more controversial. 

As Sudan’s military-civilian coalition emerges from a complex protest movement in 2019, the US-brokered deal could threaten the fragile coalition in 
power. Military leader Abdel Fattah al-Burhan signaled the announcement through a prior meeting with Benjamin Netanyahu and Mike Pompeo. This 
move angered Sudanese citizens, politicians, and religious officials, who showed their disdain for the deal through protests, statements, and religious 
fatwas. The most significant of these public critiques came from former Prime Minister Sadiq Al-Mahdi, who also leads Al-Ummah, the largest political 
party in Sudan. Al-Mahdi and Ummah vowed to boycott the transitional coalition if it follows through with “normalizing the apartheid state.” As Sudan’s 
post-revolution and post-COVID economy remains in shambles, it seems likely this deal may drive a decisive wedge between citizens and coalition 
leaders.

Qatari foreign policy towards Israel has historically vacillated and changed swiftly as Qatar has tried to balance its fraternal Islamic ties to the Palestinian cause 
with its desire to assert independence from the rest of the Arab world.  Like most nations in the region, Qatar’s relations with Israel did not begin cordially. 
Following its independence from Great Britain in 1971, Qatar followed the lead of its fellow Arab League states by pledging solidarity with the Palestinian cause; 
this meant absolute rejection of Israel. The two had no relations until 1996, when the two established trade relations with the opening of an Israeli trade office 
in Doha; this action made Qatar the first Gulf state to grant de facto recognition to Israel.

However, this thaw in relations proved to be temporary, as geopolitical events of the late 1990’s and early 2000’s conspired against any chance of a prosperous 
relationship between the two countries. Qatar was incensed by the Al-Aqsa intifada in 2000 as well as the Israeli attack on Gaza in 2008, while Israel was 
unhappy with Qatar’s continuation of dialogue with Hamas in Palestine and Hezbollah in Lebanon. This led to a general deterioration in relations that bubbled 
over in 2017, when Israel sided with the Saudi and Emirati-led bloc of states who began a blockade of Qatar. While taking this action, they also expelled Al-
Jazeera from Israel, a blow to the most well-known branch of Qatari soft power.

In light of the United Arab Emirates’ recent announcement of the normalization of relations with Israel, Qatari officials have held that they will not be establishing 
diplomatic ties with Israel. While this certainly has to do with Qatar’s recent troubled history with Israel itself, there is no doubt that this refusal also stems in 
part from the country making peace with Israel — the UAE. As the relationship between Doha and Abu Dhabi has grown quite contentious in the past few years, 
Qatar has shown it will exercise its independence by zigging when the rest of the region, once such a cohesive bloc, zags. Thus, in line with its goals to establish 
itself as a mid-level power, Qatar will continue to champion the Palestinian cause for the foreseeable future, ensuring that, when negotiations do come, they will 
have a seat at the table as the Palestinian patron.

Syria and Israel have had a hostile relationship ever since Israel was established in 1948, and three Arab countries’ normalization of relations with Israel this year 
have not swayed Syria’s stance. After the Arab-Israeli War of 1948, Syria participated in the Arab League boycott of Israel. Syria refused to form any political or 
economic ties with the country, including no official recognition and no entry with an Israeli passport. Additionally, peace negotiations effectively ended after 
Israel seized portions of the Golan Heights as a result of the Six Day War in 1967. Although Syria attempted to recover this land in 1973, they only gained control 
of a few villages. Their relationship to Israel has only been further complicated by Syrian and Iranian support of Hezbollah in Lebanon. For decades after these 
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The UAE

Jordan

The Abraham Accords signed on September 15, 2020 signal a new chapter in Arab-Israeli relations, but reactions worldwide have ranged from fierce criticism 
to celebration. While proponents hail a new era of cooperation and progress, detractors bring up the unresolved question of Israeli human rights violations 
against Palestinians. The agreement violates the Arab League’s commitment to the Palestinian cause and the belief that normalization would not occur with 
Arab states until the conflict was resolved. It seems that the UAE has chosen to follow its own path towards independence from the Arab states, asserting 
itself as able to engage in negotiations and politics without the permission of fellow Arab States. Whether this fragmentation from the Arab League and the 
mutual commitments of Arab states dissolving will stabilize the region is yet to be seen. 

It seems that the UAE has attempted to impose its own conceptions of justice towards Palestinians. Yet, the agreements are largely understood to be 
underpinned by economic (trade) and security interests (Iran). Details of the agreement include trade, travel, diplomatic and increased security cooperation. 
It, however, remains dubious that these mutual interests will be enough to sway Israeli policy towards respecting Palestinian human rights and undertaking 
meaningful negotiations. On one hand, prior to the agreements, UAE threatened Israel that if it went through with annexation plans of the West Bank it would 
severely pay. These threats seemed to have held with headlines of “It’s either Annexation or Normalization” being widespread throughout Israel. And although 

With the scope of Israel and Jordans’ mutual interests lessening, one can see the nations’ cold peace unravelling. Internal divisions regarding economic 
and political structures continue to wreak havoc on the Hashemite Kingdom, resulting in its declining intermediary role within the Middle East. Jordan’s 
interest in maintaining cooperation with Israel has quickly snowballed into a necessity in regards to water, energy, jobs, and investment. Yet, Israel’s interest 
in maintaining secure ties with Jordan continues to diminish due to Jordan’s declining regional influence. In a world absent of Jordan’s intermediary role, the 
interdependency of Israel and Jordan has all but waned as Israel seeks direct, open relationships with Arab countries through U.S. facilitation. 

The ascendance of religious Zionism and the aggressive Right within Israel has resulted in the resurgence of “Jordan is Palestine” rhetoric. Such direct threats 
to Jordanian sovereignty are exemplified in the Israeli annexation of the West Bank, negotiated in Trump’s “Peace to Prosperity” treaty. Despite Jordan’s 
internationally recognized claim to the West Bank, the nation was excluded from negotiations of the treaty. The agreement ultimately signals the United States’ 
substitution of Jordan as a mediator in the Palestinian crisis. Additionally, prominent Gulf countries such as the UAE and Bahrain have normalized ties with 
Israel, further eliminating the need for Jordan as a middleman in security dealings and business transactions. Thus, the future of the Jordanian West Bank, and 
one of the few remaining avenues for Palestinian statehood, rests on alliances and treaties Israel continues to forge independent of Jordan.

Sumayah Basal

Ruchita Coomar

Yemen
Officially, Yemen does not recognize the state of Israel. Under Israeli Law, Yemen is declared as an “enemy” state. Anyone with an Israeli citizenship cannot 
enter Yemen, causing conflict with the Yemeni Jewish community who emigrated to Israel, and cannot return to Yemen. Yemen has supported the Arab Peace 
Intiative, which called for Israel’s withdrawal from the occupied territories and establishment of a Palestinian state in exchange for normalization ties with Israel. 
Mostly recently, Yemen’s Foreign Minister Mohammed Al-Hadrami stated that Yemen will not be normalizing ties with Israel until there is a Palestinian state 
with Jeruselum as its capital, sticking to the proposals within the Arab Peace Intiative. On Twitter, Al-Hadrami acknowledged Yemen’s commitment to standing 
with Palestine and the Palestinian people: “As the Republic of Yemen, our stance on the Palestinian cause and the rights of the brotherly Palestinian people is 
the same and will not change.”  

Though Yemen’s internationally-recognized government under President Hadi opposes future ties with Israel unless the Arab Peace Initiative is met, the 
Southern Transitional Council (STC),  the UAE-backed separatist movement that aims for an independent South Yemen, recently praised the normalization 
deal between the UAE and Israel. This support is not surprising, and neither is the Houthi Movement’s disapproval and rejection of the deal. For Yemen, the 
normalization ties of the UAE and Bahrain with Israel could undermine efforts in ending the war. The UAE’s interventionist policies in the region could further 
propagate the human rights violations within the region and exploitation of Socotra for geopolitical reasons. With Israel and the UAE looking at Socotra for their 
security and economic interests, questions of Yemen’s sovereignty and territorial integrity have arised. This deal, thus, could have long-standing consequences, 
showing how key Arab states’ relationships with Israel ultimately complicate the conflict in Yemen. 

The newly centralized system of government is the latest instance of Erdogan’s increasing authoritarianism. Erdogan served as Turkish Prime Minister from 
2003 to 2014, and then as president from 2014 to the present day. Under his leadership, Turkey has faced severe democratic backsliding, with a series of 
purges leading to the arrests of tens of thousands of journalists, activists, and professors suspected of criticizing the government.

Tahani Almujahid

wars, Syria has maintained the position that Israel must return all land originally under Syria’s control before receiving official recognition. 

Presently, relations between Syria and Israel have remained stagnant. While brief negotiations of peace occurred in the early 2010s, these fell apart after 
the Syrian Civil War began in 2011. Syria has pushed a more hardline approach recently because Iran has offered substantial material support to the 
Assad regime during the civil war. Israel’s contempt of Iran means they have become more adamant in maintaining occupation of the Golan Heights. 
President Trump honored Israel’s sovereignty in the Golan Heights, signifying the United States’ unequivocal backing of Israel’s decision. In response, Syrian 
president Bashar Al-Assad explained they would only consider normalizing relations with Israel if they “restored all Syrian land.” However, considering Israel 
is emboldened by the U.S. to retain control of the Golan Heights and Assad is preoccupied trying to retain control of his own country, movement in these 
countries’ relationship is highly unlikely any time soon.
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Saudi Arabia

Tunisia

Iran

Earlier this year, the UAE and Bahrain formally signed normalization deals with Israel. This marks a landmark accomplishment for Middle Eastern peace, as 
ethnic and religious tension has simmered for decades. Yet the most geopolitically dominant gulf country, Saudi Arabia, has not done so yet.

Many journalists theorize the kingdom may be growing closer to Israel after decades of cold denunciation. Specifically, they point to the kingdom’s recent 
push to stamp out anti-semitism within the Middle East. This is somewhat uncharacteristic of a nation with such little regard for human rights and could 
represent a warming towards Israel. they also recently opened their airspace to all flights from the country. While King Salman will likely never form an alliance 
with the Israelis due to his general support of the Palestinians, the cards are on the table to one day potentially see normalized relations between the two.

Such a pairing would surely bode poorly with Iran, a nation both despise. It would generate a bolstered security cooperation and perhaps lower tension for 
most of the Middle East. It could also present, likely through a facade, a sign of growing liberalization within Saudi Arabia. However, such a move would be 
particularly reviled by the Palestinians, who have long urged Saudi Arabia to keep a cold distance from Israel due to the Palestinians’ continuous desire for 
recognition and autonomy. 

Like many other countries in the region, relations between Tunisia and Israel have never been warm. After the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) was 
expelled from Lebanon during the Lebanese Civil War, they made Tunisia their new home. The organization organized their movement from Tunis until 1991. 
During this time relations between Tunisia and Israel were rather unfriendly, and the Israeli Air Force even targeted a PLO building in Tunis, which resulted in the 
deaths of sixty individuals. It should not be surprising that almost thirty years after the PLO’s exit from Tunisia, relations are not much better. In a 2019 debate, 
the current president of Tunisia, Kais Saied, described some Arab countries’ warming of relations with Israel as “high treason.” He declared that Tunisia is at 
war with the Zionist state, although there has obviously been no military interactions between the countries. However, he did clarify that non-Israeli Jews are 
more than welcome to travel to the country. It should be noted that although the president made remarks that would indicate Jewish Israelis are not welcome 
to travel to the country, they still are and many come each year to visit a special synagogue.

Public opinion does not appear to be on the side of the Israelis either. In a 2018 survey from the Arab Barometer, more than 70% of Tunisian’s either disagreed 
or strongly disagreed that the warming of relations between the region and Israel was a good thing. On a similar note, Tunisians took to the streets in protest 
in 2009 against the Israeli war on Gaza. More recently in 2018, Tunisians stopped an Israeli shipping company from using a Tunisian port on its routes. All of 
these show solidarity with the Palestinian people, but that support may be waning, even if only slightly. In a 2011 survey from the Arab Barometer, more than 
78% of Tunisians expressed a desire to weaken their relationship with the Zionist state. The questions from 2011 and 2018 were slightly different, but they still 
point to a slight decrease in opposition towards Israel. However, with still more than 70% of the population and a president hostile to strengthening relations, 
it appears that the status quo will remain in place, for now.

Looking at Iran and Israel today, it is hard to imagine the countries ever had positive relations. Yet, for over 30 years, Iran and Israel were on good terms, 
acting as regional allies. However, following the 1979 Islamic Revolution, relations went south, leading to one of the most contentious political relationships 
in the region. As geopolitical relations evolved and regional power dynamics shifted, the strategic value of Israel to Iran—and vice versa—lessened, removing 
the most prominent relational link to stability. Relations between the two countries continued to devolve, and once Reza Shah Pahlavi was overthrown and 
Khomeini took power, there was no coming back. 

Today, tensions between the countries are higher than ever, exacerbated by other geopolitical tensions. The defining political feature of Iranian-Israeli relations 
is the ongoing Cold War between the two states, which is rooted in post-revolution turmoil and has been escalating since 1985. For Iran, this proxy conflict is 
bound in the hostility of Iranian leaders against Israel and the objective of dissolving the Jewish state. For Israel, the war hinges on its desire to weaken Iran’s 
nuclear program and downgrade the country’s allies—namely the Lebanese Hezbollah. This tension was further escalated by both countries’ involvement in 
the Syrian Civil War, and in 2018, the conflict became categorized as a full-blown war. With Israel developing and deploying offensive cyber operations against 
Iran and Iran advocating for military intervention, this war is showing no signs of resolution. The Iran-Israel Cold War is quickly becoming a legitimate physical 
conflict, posing a serious threat to the rest of the Middle East. If this conflict continues to escalate, the entire region is at risk of being caught in the crossfire. 

Addison Egen

Ethan Concannon

Sophie Clark



Low-cost Solar Power Presents a Transformative 
Opportunity For Africa

1922 marked the end of 
the Ottoman Empire and 
the birth of a new reality 

for the Middle  East: European 
Imperialism. The Ottoman Empire 
was one of the greatest Muslim 
empires, ruling from 1300-1922. 
During the empire’s peak, they 
were a military and economic 
powerhouse that controlled a 
territory larger than current-day 
Russia. The fall of the Ottoman 
Empire was no coincidence; the 
British and French had a plan 
to divide the Ottoman empire 
for an “Arab cause” through the 
leaders of the Hejaz, a region 
located in Saudi Arabia. The 
Hejaz leaders mainly consisted 
of Sharif Hussein, appointed by 
the Ottomans because of his 
lineage to Prophet Muhammad, in 
addition to the Saud family. Unlike 
other Ottoman representatives, 
the Hejaz leaders were willing to 
work with the British to call for 
“Arab Independence.” Although the 
Arabian Gulf region has changed 
drastically in the past century, 
there is always a common theme 
amongst the Hejaz leaders: 
relentless loyalty to Western 
powers, particularly Britain and 
the United States, at the expense 
of betraying their neighboring 
countries.

The Hejaz’s geographic location 
was remote and vulnerable, but 
it also had natural resources that 
attracted the attention of the 
British. The natural resources may 
not have been public knowledge 
at the time; even though an 
American study proved otherwise, 
Britain surprisingly managed to 
stay five steps ahead of everyone 

else in the matter. Sharif Hussein 
signed a deal with McMahon that 
would supposedly “recognize 
and uphold the independence of 
the Arabs in all the regions lying 
within the frontiers proposed by 
the Sharif of Mecca.” On the other 
hand, Britain had also signed the 
Sykes-Picot Agreement a year 
later, promising other European 
countries the regions promised to 
Sharif Hussein. Simultaneously, 
T.E Lawrence, British Intelligence 
Officer, paid Ibn Saud 100,000 
pounds a year to avoid civil war 
with the regional rivals Sherif 
Hussein’s area. Today, the two 
dominant kingdoms in the Middle-
East are the Hashemite Kingdom 
of Jordan and the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia, the two families 
that orchestrated plans with a 
foreign entity rather than rulers 
for the sake of independence 
and financial achievement. 
Although Ibn Saud, king of Saudia 
Arabia, and the Hashemite, 
the Transjordan royal family, 
respectively ruled over their 
independent countries, they were 
influenced and indirectly colonized 
by the British. David Fromkin 
accurately describes the Ottoman 
Empire’s division by the British 
as the “Peace to end All Peace’’ 
because neighboring countries 
have to face western imperialism 
continually. At the same time, both 
kingdoms continue to rule in the 
form of a monarchy as they thrive 
and succeed with democracies’ 
support. 

While the Middle East has 
been in turmoil since the fall of 
the Ottoman Empire, the two 
kingdoms continue to have a 
stronghold within the region. T.E 
Lawrence built a great relationship 
with the Hejaz’s two powers, as 

Hussein’s family assisted the 
British in colonizing Syria and 
Palestine. Ibn Saud supported the 
British in occupying Mesopotamia, 
current-day Iraq and its 
surrounding areas, and the Hejaz. 
The Arab revolt led to the deaths 
of thousands and the expansion 
of European imperialism without 
independence, as Transjordan 
was the only country given 
autonomy under “British 
influence.” Britain and France 
occupied the Levant and divided 
the Ottoman Empire into several 
independent polarizing countries, 
causing political instability in 
the region. For the past century, 
numerous military coups were 
attempted across the Levant, 
ultimately leading to the 2011 
Arab Spring. The Arabian Gulf 
was unwavering by the Arab 
Spring and maintained its power 
by the Western governments’ 
support. Since Saudi Arabia 
gained its independence in 1932, 
the UAE and Bahrain gained their 
independence in the 1970s; these 
countries built their economic, 
political, and social systems and 
advanced their societies in ways 
that neighboring countries could 
not. They were able to utilize 
their positive foreign relations 
and access to oil to advance 
themselves at the expense of their 
connections to the Arab entities.

Although the United States had a 
delayed involvement in WWI, their 
failure to implement Woodrow 
Wilson’s 14 points played a 
significant role in the Ottoman 
Empire’s downfall. The 14 Points 
proposed by United States 
President Woodrow Wilson were 
an attempt to ensure global 
security, whose failure created 
the power vacuum in which the 

British and French could move in. 
However, after WWI, the United 
States became interested in 
the Hejaz region because of its 
oil and began moving into the 
region, just as their allies had 
before. In their case, however, this 
would be through business ties. 
About 40 percent of the world’s 
known oil reserves belong to the 
Arabian Gulf. In 1928, the Red Line 
Agreement was signed, which 
allowed American companies 
to control the vast majority of 
the Middle East’s oil. In 1945, the 
United States and Saudi Arabia 
built a close relationship based on 
oil and mutual financial benefits. 
Saudi Arabia chose to take a 
stance for their Arab brethren once 
again. The Arabian gulf’s oil gave 
the region dignity and honor; once 
considered a desert with Bedouin 
inhabitants, it transformed into a 
powerful kingdom with worldwide 
connections and establishments.

Today, Saudi Arabia was able 
to expand its economy through 
oil and tourism, which was 
fostered by its close relationship 
with the United States. Saudi 
utilized American resources and 
engineers to build expensive cities, 
a strong military while maintaining 
political stability. Meanwhile, many 
Arab countries are yearning for 
economic development, political 
freedom, and stability beyond 
reach. Although the Arabian Gulf 
dynamics have significantly 
changed in the past fifty years, 
their unwavering loyalty to 
Western powers remains intact. 
The former Bedouins have built 
their way up from the Arabain 
deserts to the tallest skyscrapers 
worldwide; the Bedouins played 
chess, while the rest of the Arab 
world played checkers.

Oase Sbei

The Rise of The Arabian Gulf Countries
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Abu Antar

The Right to Return 
to the Camps 

2020 spelled out a bizarre year 
for the elite politics of the 
Arab World, and Syria has 

been no exception. As the Ba’ath 
Regime resumes its plans of so-
called “reconstruction,” largely due 
to ongoing Russian and Iranian 
aid, an unexpected split between 
Assad and Makhlouf ruling 
families has emerged among 
the leadership. Meanwhile, in the 
same summer, neighboring Arab 
states began the fateful process 
of normalization with the Israeli 
state, a set of deals that belittle 
and disregard a century’s worth 
of Palestinian resistance to settler 
colonialism. Syria has decidedly 
refused to participate in such 
talks due to the Ba’ath Regime’s 
historical position on Israel. Yet, 
the Ba’athist elite could hardly be 
considered steadfast allies of the 
Palestinian liberation cause. As 
Syrian billionaires hash out their 
competing claims of benevolence 
to the poor and ultimately control 
of the country, Palestinian 
refugees in Syria fight for the right 
to return—not to their Palestinian 
homeland, but to their houses in 
the Damascus Al-Yarmouk camp.

The Palestinian cause holds 
a significant position in 
Syrian collective memory and 
consciousness. After the Nakba 
of 1948, Syria declared war on 
Israel in accordance with other 
Arab states. Soon after, the Shukri 
Quwatli government established 
Al-Yarmouk camp in Damascus, 
which soon became one of the 
largest urban congregations of 
Palestinian refugees globally. 
Yet, the Syrian collective 
consciousness of Israel took a 
special significance after the Six-
Day War in 1967, or the “Naksah” 
as it is known in the Arab world. 
Israel’s occupation, and later 
annexation, of the Golan Heights 
just southwest of Damascus 
caused an uproar across Syria. 
The annexation of the Golan 
continues to hold a special 
institutional significance, as it 
is taught in schools and shown 
in popular films and television 
across Syria.

As a result of the Ba’athist 
Regime’s institutional connection 
to Palestinian leadership, the Al-
Yarmouk camp proved to be a 
contentious battleground after 

the 2011 revolution. After popular 
uprisings exploded across Syria 
against the Ba’athist autocracy 
and its neoliberal policy, the old 
guard of the PFLP (Popular Front 
for the Liberation of Palestine) 
declared its support for the 
regime. Yet, many Palestinians 
in Al-Yarmouk joined in with the 
protests in spite of the Ba’ath 
Regime’s brutal crackdown on 
dissent. In the emerging violence, 
the new Free Syrian Army allied 
itself with a dissident Palestinian 
group called Liwa al-Asifa. As a 
result of this alliance, the Ba’athist 
army besieged the 18,000 
Palestinians living in Al-Yarmouk, 
who struggled to receive food 
and medical aid. As if matters 
could not have gotten any worse 
for Palestinians in Al-Yarmouk, 
the camp was invaded by Daesh 
after a year of besiegement. The 
siege of Al-Yarmouk lasted a total 
of four years before the Ba’ath 
army recaptured the camp in May 
2018.

Yet, since the Ba’ath purportedly 
“liberated” Al-Yarmouk, the 
material conditions of Palestinian 
refugees have not seen significant 
improvement. The regime’s plans 
to rebuild Syria have expressed 
themselves in Al-Yarmouk as 
gentrification and ongoing seizure 
of Palestinian homes. Under 
the theatrics of revitalizing a 
war-torn Syria, the Ba’ath began 
renovating Al-Yarmouk to replace 
refugee houses with a glossy 
new residential area. Activating 
a law that allows the regime to 
confiscate houses, the Ba’ath 
will only permit return to these 
houses if refugees can prove their 
ownership. These measures have 
seen widespread disapproval 
from Palestinians in Syria, who 
submitted over 10,000 written 
objections to the regime’s plan 
to a group of lawyers called the 
Action Group for the Palestinians 
of Syria just in August 2020.

In the meantime, the Ba’ath 
Regime has failed to respond 
to these objections due to its 
preoccupation with an unexpected 
power struggle. Over the summer 
of 2020, a feud broke out between 
President Bashar al-Assad and 
one of the wealthiest men in 
Syria: his billionaire cousin Rami 

Makhlouf. The owner of Syria’s 
telecommunications, as well as 
several other companies and 
services, Makhlouf’s ascendance 
in wealth corresponded with the 
rise of neoliberal crony capitalism 
in Syria over the past several 
decades. Throughout the war, 
Makhlouf predictably declared 
himself one of the most important 
bankrollers of the Syrian regime. 
Therefore, it comes as somewhat 
of a surprise that Al-Assad and his 
wife, Asma, should take aim at 
Makhlouf’s wealth and assets.

Makhlouf brazenly responds to 
the regime with an accusatory 
tone, loaded with religious 
imagery. He coopts the language 
of the oppressed praying for 
the demise of corruption and 
exploitation, claiming himself as 
a benevolent savior of the poor. 
To Makhlouf, a long-time regime 
insider and family member, 
the Assad regime’s moves 
against his wealth are nothing 
short of “the biggest heist in 
the Middle East.” It is almost as 
if Makhlouf had not spent the 
bulk of his lifetime with a familial 
monopoly on wealth and power 
in Syria. Notably, his language 
of benevolence mirrors that of 
Bashar and his wife Asma, who 
have proclaimed their generosity 
to the Syrian population since 
the establishment of a national 
nonprofit industrial complex in the 
early 2000s.

As Assad and the Makhlouf 
compete for the title of most 
benevolent billionaire, their 
appeals fall on the disillusioned 
ears of Syrians and Palestinians 
who share the collective memory 
of displacement.The Syrian 
elite’s simultaneous support for 
Palestine and gentrification of the 
nation’s biggest Palestinian camp 
illustrates the regime’s logic of 
empty-handed humanitarianism. 
The Palestinian cause remains yet 
another vacuous symbol yielded 
by the Ba’ath, while Palestinians 
fight both an Israeli occupation 
and oppressive Arab regimes. 
Meanwhile, the bulk of the Syrians 
claimed by the Ba’ath remain 
internally and externally displaced, 
sharing the dream of return with 
their Palestinian peers.

The Palestinian cause remains yet 
another vacuous symbol yielded by 
the Ba’ath, while Palestinians fight 

both an Israeli occupation and 
oppressive Arab regimes.

Syrian Billionaires and the Politics of Palestine



Going Dark
How Western 
Neocolonialism Led 
to an Energy Crisis 
in Iran 

Located on the Strait 
of Hormuz, Iran is in a 
prime position to assert 

economic power and geopolitical 
dominance in the Middle East. 
With the fourth-largest oil 
reserves and largest natural gas 
reserves globally, Iran should—
in theory—hold a commanding 
position in both global markets. 
However, Iran is quickly losing 
its hold in these industries. While 
the country is home to 9.3% of 
the world’s oil reserves, Iran only 
accounts for 4.5% of total oil 
production. The disparity is even 
more concerning in the natural 
gas market; despite holding 
18.2% of the world’s natural gas 
supply, Iran is responsible for a 
meager 5.7% of global production. 
Promisingly, Middle Eastern 
interest in renewable energy 
has increased rapidly in recent 
years. Coalitions and international 
organizations in the region 
have begun the development of 
renewable and sustainable energy 
systems, signaling a regional 
transition away from fossil fuels. 
However, the path to sustainable 
development is neither simple nor 
direct for Iran. Western political 
intervention has left the country in 
a state of political and economic 
crisis. With sanctions forcing the 
economy into a swift downfall 
and proxy conflicts pushing the 
country to a tipping point, Iran 
has been left without the capital 
to expand existing renewable 
energy programs or develop 
new technology. To this extent, 
neocolonialism has presented a 
fundamental politico-economic 
challenge to the development of 
renewable energy in Iran. These 
external political influences—
regime change, economic 
sanctions, and arms sales—have 
directly resulted in the internal 
devolution of Iran’s economy, 
infrastructure, and leadership 
and acted as a direct inhibitor in 
the development of renewable 
energy.

As a country whose political 
turmoil is largely rooted in its 
energy market, Iran is in desperate 
need of a new system—specifically 
a self-sustaining system based in 
renewable energy. A sustainable 
power grid would massively 

reduce interregional conflict, 
not to mention remove the 
primary neocolonial motivator 
for the West, which would have 
immeasurably positive effects 
on the political situation of Iran. 
Even within Iran’s civilian sector, 
the development of renewable 
energy would be massively 
beneficial. Iran has seen immense 
economic damage—primarily 
a 13% contraction in the GDP—

as a result of its subsidization 
of nonrenewable energy for 
its domestic population, thus 
creating an urgent need for a more 
economically-sound system. If 
Iran is unable to develop a system 
that can be reasonably sustained 
without massive subsidization, 
the country is at risk of going dark. 
Thus, severing the dependence 
on fossil fuels in Iran is inexorably 
critical. Nevertheless, Western 
neocolonialism has presented 
multiple obstacles to the 
development of renewable energy 
in Iran.  

The most distinct neocolonial 
threat to Iran is the West’s 
repeated attempts at regime 
change, namely those carried 
out by the United States. The 
U.S. has a long history of 
intervening in Iranian political 
affairs, from the 1953 coup d’état 
against democratically-elected 
prime minister Mohammad 
Mosaddeq to the most recent 
assassination of military leader 

Qassim Suleimani. The attack 
on Suleimani, carried out by 
President Trump in January2020, 
led to rapid internal devolution. 
The regional dominance 
Suleimani upheld was dismantled 
almost instantly, leaving Iran 
vulnerable and exposed—a 
fate which echoes that of 
Iran’s legacy of regime change. 
These repeated aggressive and 
destabilizing interventions have 
created a state with no political 
leadings that exists in a constant 
condition of uncertainty. With 
self-determination hanging by a 
thread and the government in a 

state of impermanence, Iran has 
been left without the stability or 
economic capacity to invest in 
and develop renewable energy 
systems. 

As a further blow to Iran’s 
economy, the implementation 
of sanctions on behalf of the 
United States has decimated 
the state’s foreign and domestic 
markets. These sanctions, first 

imposed in 1979 and continued 
in waves since, have not only 
jeopardized the oil-dependent 
country’s economic ties but also 
threatened Iran’s ability to power 
its own cities. Under Iran’s Sixth 
Development Plan, the country’s 
renewable energy capacity was 
set to increase by 5,000 MW and 
investment in renewable energy 
was projected to increase by $10 
billion by 2018. Yet, neither of these 
developments came to fruition. 
As the U.S. cracked down on the 
oil market and cut off a major 
portion of the country’s foreign 
exports, the funding available for 

Sophie Clark
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such plans dwindled, leaving Iran 
without a safety net. American 
sanctions have effectively drained 
any auxiliary funding sources and 
capital, leaving Iran in a perpetual 
cycle in which they can neither 
end their dependency on oil nor 
develop a new system of power.  
In consequence, Iran’s domestic 
grid is struggling to stay online, 
creating a crisis that could force 
millions into energy poverty, 
making the United States further 
complicit in the destabilization of 
Iran.

In a more political move, arms 
sales by the United States 
have placed a target on Iranian 
infrastructure. Rather than create 
meaningful diplomatic ties, the 
U.S. has employed mass arms 
sales to create defense states 
and military dependencies. 
Without oil, Iran does not offer 
anything significant to the United 
States, and without anything in 
return, the U.S. will only increase 
its aggression toward Iran. This 
poses a baseline threat, where 
Iran could be attacked at any 
point without the capacity to 
defend itself. This is exacerbated 
by the United States’ use of arms 
sales, where the two largest 

recipients of American arms are 
Saudi Arabia and Israel. These 
states, which are two of Iran’s 
major political adversaries, are 
both currently engaged in proxy 
conflicts with Iran and backed 
by an unmatched arsenal of 
weaponry and military strategy. 
Any increase in aggression from 
the U.S. will therefore be reflected 
by Saudi Arabia and Israel, posing 
a dire threat to regional security 
and economic stability. Thus, 
Iran is further disincentivized to 
develop renewable energy, as the 
maintenance of its oil market is 
critical to its survival as a political 
state. 

Iran’s future is looking dark. In the 
best-case scenario, Iran will be 
forced into a massive economic 
depression that could take 
anywhere from a few months to 
a few decades to recover from. 
However, in the worst case, these 
external political influences could 
shut off power to millions of 
Iranians, creating a humanitarian 
crisis that threatens development, 
public health, political stability, and 
international security. Western 
neocolonial policy is categorically 
implicit in the economic and 
political degeneration of Iran 

and the resulting cyclical energy 
crisis, both by dismantling the 
existing energy complex and by 
preventing the development of a 
new sustainable system. Under 
the rule of neocolonialism, Iran is 
fundamentally unable to develop 
its energy sector. Until Western 
powers withdraw influence from 
the region, Iran will be trapped in 
limbo. 



Who does the Jordanian Government Stand For?
Ruchita Coomar

“For the first time, we can’t do it 
anymore,” said King Abdullah II 
in a press conference regarding 

the recent influx of refugees from 
Syria into Jordan. King Abdullah II 
is a self-proclaimed progressive 
in the Arab world, advocating for 
liberal, secular, and democratic 
rule within the Kingdom of 
Jordan. In an extended interview 
with The Atlantic, Abdullah 
described himself as a leader 
sitting amongst “dinosaurs,” 
condemning the “outdated” 
Hashemite Monarchy and tribal 
system which dictates Jordanian 
politics. Such sentiment seems to 
lie at the core of youth demands in 
Jordan, who pine for the unraveling 
of the wasta system - a system 
of connections and influence 
necessary to gain access to jobs 
and other opportunities designed 
to serve only the Amman elite. 
In navigating the social, political, 
and economic challenges of the 
Kingdom, King Abdullah must 
guide the country in answering 
the vital question: by who and for 
whom is their government run? 

To answer this question, one must 
look to the electorate for answers. 
Within Jordan, a surge in youth 
present in much of the Middle East 
region is occurring, with 63% of 
constituents aged 30 or younger. 
In short, Jordan is navigating a 
macro-identity crisis. Jordanian 
youth, who face one of the highest 
youth unemployment rates in the 
world, struggle to place their trust 
in a system which they neither 
identify with nor feel represented 
in. The upcoming 2020 election 
results and declining voter turn-
out will ultimately be indicative of 
the fundamental disconnect and 
mistrust Jordanians feel with the 
current status quo. Despite such 
issues, Abdullah II’s superficial 
Western-centric rhetoric seems 
to be just that - performative, 
“othering”, and unyielding of the 
necessary progress needed to 
preserve Jordan’s fragile state of 
stability. Rather, it is in establishing 
a common identity with refugees 
that Jordanian youth can move 
forward in the facilitation of social 
integration, and redistribution of 

capital and political influence. 

In analyzing the economic 
challenges under the Hashemite 
Kingdom, it is simple enough to 
point to the previously-mentioned 
refugee crisis as a cause, which 
has placed an undue strain on 
infrastructure and resources. 
With a population of 9.96 million, 
Jordan has taken in 744,795 
displaced persons. Jordan’s 
economy, which is largely 
dependent on foreign assistance, 
has created a country prone to 
external influence and constant 
disruption due to a lack of self-
sufficiency. The incoming refugee 
population has highlighted 
government deficits in areas such 
as education, healthcare, housing, 
and employment within the labor 
market.

In this sense, King Abdullah II’s 
comments on the refugee influx 

leading to Jordan’s “boiling point” 
can be seen as warranted and 
justified. Yet, in many ways, the 
issues of rampant poverty and 
unemployment are endemic 
to the political rhetoric used to 
mitigate and avoid confronting 
the realities of corruption, 
suppression and complicity 
among the elite within the 
Hashemite Kingdom. Refugees 
have become commodities in the 
toolkit of leaders, often used to 
prop up attributes of “benevolence” 
while simultaneously serving as 
the scapegoat for their political 
and economic failures. In reality, 
refugees have little impact 
on the concerns of youth in 
Jordan in the realm of economic 
security and employment. 
Jordan, having achieved a 95 
percent school enrollment rate, 
produces a youth labor sector 
searching for jobs in the formal 
job market. This contrasts the 
refugee population, in which 
the majority are competing for 

low-wage jobs in the informal 
sector. Although the large refugee 
population serves as a stressor 
on supply chains, institutions, 
and resources, refugees also 
have positive impacts in their 
host country. Refugees in Jordan 
have significantly increased 
consumption contributing to the 
real GDP of Jordan, creating jobs, 
and increasing foreign aid to the 
nation. 

The impact of refugees has even 
larger implications in redefining 
national identity in the political 
sector. Much of the Kingdom of 
Jordan’s legitimacy is built on the 
loyalty of the Bedouin tribes of the 
East Bank, forming a central pillar 
in the conception of Jordanian 
identity. The ostracization of 
refugee communities facilitates 
exclusivity around Jordanian 
national identity and furthers 
the disproportionate political 

influence of the tribal system, 
or “true Jordanians.” A prime 
example of such diversionary 
political tactics at play is evident in 
Jordan’s disengagement from the 
West Bank. As a result, thousands 
of Palestinian refugees were 
rendered stateless, with little civil 
and political protections. 

These discriminatory policies 
play into the political atmosphere 
of Jordan today, as Palestinians 
continue to be excluded from 
Jordanian governance, despite 
making up a large portion of 
the economic elite. During the 
Arab Springs, Jordan became 
popularized as the Belad al-
Amn wa al-Istighra, or isle of 
stability within the Middle East, 
with no significant revolution 
or government restructuring 
taking place. Most Jordanians 
attribute this to the large influx of 
refugees, who serve as a somber 
reminder of the consequences of 
revolution. Jordanian politicians 

too often distance themselves 
from the originating conflicts 
of the refugee population, 
continually reiterating, “We are not 
Egypt, we are not Syria, we are not 
Iraq.” Such sentiment continues 
to purport the economic and 
political complicity between the 
government and Jordanian youth. 
The tool of deflection is at the 
forefront of Jordanians content 
with the status quo. Rather than 
shift focus to immediate divisions 
between Salafis and Jordanian 
youth, prominent figures make 
pointed remarks to other divisions 
within the region. The weak 
balance of Jordanian peace rests 
on the notion that Jordan, in a 
relative sense, is doing better than 
particular proximate conflicts. 

 Such rhetoric further marginalizes 
refugee populations, encouraging 
hesitance and aversion to 
political activism and civic 
engagement. During the Arab 
Springs movement, Palestinians 
shared many of the concerns and 
supported many of the demands 
of protestors. Yet, in fear of being 
invalidated as “another Palestinian 
conflict-mongerer,” Palestinians 
remained relatively silent in 
larger calls for revolution. Thus, a 
dramatic re-framing of this conflict 
and the communities affected 
could prove to be disastrous for 
the continuance of the traditional 
Hashemite kingdom. 
 
Taking the refugee crisis into 
consideration, young people 
have an opportunity to re-define 
Jordanian identity and partake in a 
revolutionary embrace of refugees 
in political and social discourse. 
Syrian, Yemeni, Iraqi, and 
Palestinian refugees alike share 
the plight of young Jordanians, 
who are marginalized and 
ignored in the political plans of the 
Amman elite. Despite sentiments 
of compassion purported by King 
Abdullah II, the regime seeks at 
all costs to prevent an alliance 
between Jordanian youth and 
refugees for substantive reform. 
Unlike generations before them, 
who chose to strip Palestinians 
of rights and freedoms, young 
people hold the political power 
to build refugee groups into their 
movements and demands. 

Unlike generations before them, who chose 
to strip Palestinians of rights and freedoms, 

young people hold the political power to 
build refugee groups into their movements 

and demands.
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Ethan Concannon

The “Wrong 
Kind” of 
Democracy

A quick Google search of the 
term Islamist presents one 
with the definition of “an 

advocate or supporter of Islamic 
militancy or fundamentalism.” It 
is indeed true that many groups 
who identify as Islamists are 
extremist, but this is true in the 
same sense that many European 
parties who have identified 
themselves as socialists have 
proven to be fascists capable 
of mass destruction and killing. 
However, we know it would be 
inaccurate to say that socialists 
are fascists. If the Western world 
wants to understand Islamists 
and their messages, one must 
approach them from a more 
nuanced perspective.

Since 2011, Islamism, or political 
Islam, has been at the forefront of 
politics in the Middle East. After the 
fall of Mubarak’s regime in Egypt 
and Ben Ali’s in Tunisia, the Muslim 
Brotherhood and the Ennahda 
Movement won elections in their 
respective countries. This was 
uncomfortable for some in the 
West, but the mainstream Islamist 
parties in Egypt and Tunisia 
have dedicated their parties 
to working within democratic 
structures to achieve success at 
the ballot box. Yusuf al-Qaradawi, 
an Egyptian imam with great 
influence in the Brotherhood, 
has said, “I cannot imagine that 
the Islamic movement would 
support anything other than 
political freedom and democracy.” 
Similar sentiments can be found 
in the Ennahda Movement where 
Rached Ghannouchi describes 
his own party’s voluntary 
relinquishing of power in 2013, 
“To preserve the legitimacy of 
the process, the Ennahda-led 

government did something 
never before seen in the region: 
it willingly stepped down and 
handed over power to a neutral, 
technocratic government.” Since 
2016 the party has even broken 
away from its religious wing and 
dedicated itself to the pursuit of 
an Islamic democracy in Tunisia. 
With such claims of respect for 
the democratic process, it is hard 
to paint these parties as merely 
religious extremist organizations. 

What many of us in the West 
do not see is how the Islamists 
come to power. Many Islamist 
parties in the region are not nearly 
as economically progressive as 
more left-leaning labor parties. 
However, the Islamists manage 
to pull in a broad coalition of many 
less economically well off citizens 
who may or may not identify as 
Islamists. In a 2011 survey from 
the Arab Barometer, the summer 
before the election less than 45% 
of Egyptians claimed that they 
trusted the Muslim Brotherhood 
to a great or medium extent, but 
the Brotherhood handily won 
the election. Indeed around 75% 
of votes went towards the two 
primary Islamist candidates. 
A possible explanation for this 
electoral mandate is community 
organizing In Egypt, members of 
the Muslim brotherhood are in 
the streets and the masjids. They 
are leading Quranic study groups 
and advising their neighbors on 
societal issues. Many of the liberal 
parties in Egypt are busy appealing 
to Western governments and 
organizations while the members 
of the Brotherhood are among 
their communities. 

A similar story exists in Tunisia. 
The Ennahda Movement was 
founded in the 1960s by three 
young Tunisians to defend Islamic 
institutions from a highly secular 
authoritarian ruler. Eventually, 
the Movement moved towards 
operating religious centers and 
in 1979, they formally began 
pursuing their goals through 
political means. In the next 
decade, the party’s members 
showed their desire to work with 
non-Islamist parties in whatever 
political channels were open to 
them. The party continued its 
local and political outreach for 
decades to come, and when 
the Tunisian government fell in 
2011, the party was finally able to 
legally operate in the country and 
opened up more than 2,000 local 
party offices. The Islamists were 
once again, in the streets with 
the people, and the leadership of 
the party who had been in exile 
overseas returned and listened to 
the horrors that many of the party 
members had been through. 
When free elections were finally 
held, the Islamists were more 
than ready to tap into their social 
networks and secure a victory.

It can be seen that at least in Egypt 
and Tunisia, Islamist parties came 
to power in a purely democratic 
manner and have shown their 
commitment to maintaining 
and promoting democratic 
institutions. This should not be 
surprising. In al-Qaradawi’s 1987 
book Islamic Awakening Between 
Rejection and Extremism, he 
expresses his desire for the 
Islamists to learn and protect the 
deen, gain public support for their 
efforts, and create an environment 
in which international actors can 
willingly and peacefully accept 
Islamist power and policies. Such 
ideas hardly seem radical and 
extremist. 

To some extent, the narrative of 
Islamists as extremists should 
not be surprising and remains in 
line with Western coverage of the 
region. However, there remains 
one factor unique to the Islamists 
and that is the extremely anti-
Islamist rhetoric coming from 
some Muslim countries. The 
Saudi sponsored news network 
Al-Arabiya describes al-Qaradawi 
as “The top advocate of suicide 

bombings.” Today the royal 
family works to strengthen its 
ties with the military dictatorship 
currently running the Egyptian 
government after a 2013 coup. 
It has been estimated that the 
current government has taken 
tens of thousands of Egyptians 
as political prisoners. The 
Saudi state is not incorrect in 
criticizing al-Qaradawi for some 
of the militant approaches he 
has taken on issues related to 
the illegal occupation of Palestine, 
however, one cannot in good 
faith call al-Qaradawi the top 
advocate of suicide bombings, 
and the credible replacement 
cannot be a dictatorship that 
overthrew a democratically 
elected government. Democratic 
Islamists put pressure on 
the Saudi regime who claims 
to represent a truly Islamic 
government, and it is no surprise 
that they fund media coverage 
and military action against such 
groups. This war on Islamists 
has been exported to Saudi’s 
closest ally, the United States, 
and it sometimes appears as if 
we have picked up the mantle of 
propaganda ourselves.

It should be very clear that the 
Islamists in Egypt and Tunisia 
are by no means perfect parties 
and by no means very Western 
in their outlook on social issues, 
but that is not what the people of 
the region want. Islamists have 
won overwhelming victories in 
democratic elections in Egypt, 
Tunisia, and Palestine, and if we 
are not willing to accept the voices 
of the people, we must reflect on 
what we believe the democratic 
process to be.



Zoom and TikTok are some of 
the most popular digital media 

sites in the world, and as a result, 
they are also deeply political. For 
Zoom, that means urgently ending 

its racist censorship to allow a 
space for Palestinian narratives.

TikTok, Zoom, and 
Lehava: Palestine in 
Digital Media 

GenZ’s social media 
frenzy, TikTok, and video 
application, Zoom have 

one infrequently-discussed 
commonality: Palestine. Often 
compared to Vine, TikTok consists 
of content ranging from dancing 
videos to comedic skits. Yet, 
TikTok has become a hotbed of 
pro-Palestinian political activism: 
On the app, people post videos 
describing Israel as an apartheid 
state, while some Jewish users 
discuss their solidarity with the 
Palestinian cause. It is not unusual 
for videos relating to Israel to have 
hundreds of “Free Palestine!” 
comments under them. On Zoom, 
on the other hand, pro-Palestinian 
events are halted again and again. 
These are just a few examples 
of how TikTok and Zoom mingle 
with Palestinian politics. Across 
today’s popular digital media, the 
question of Palestine has become 
one of the most unresolved, 
politicized issues for a deeply 
digitized generation. 

Scrolling through Tiktok’s “For 
You Page,” popular Arabic songs 
like ya Tabtab wa Dallaa can be 
playing in one video, while another 
video could have propaganda 
from far-right organizations that 
have attempted to spread their 
messages to the youth on the app, 
a strategic ploy to gather support 
where they have immediate 
accessibility to them. Lehava, a 
far-right Israeli organization, was 
one of the first extremist groups to 
be removed from the app. Similar 
to other social media giants, 
TikTok has recently changed its 
community guidelines, and has 
offered the public an explanation: 
Lehava’s channel was completely 
removed after “repeated violations 
of our community conduct 
regulations.” Given that Lehava 

is notorious for doing things 
such as rioting outside of mixed 
Jewish and Muslim weddings, 
it is unsurprising that the group 
was highly unpopular, and that 
TikTok—sticking to its guidelines—
had to take matters into its own 
hands to protect the community 
from their hate speech. 

However, this did not sit well with 
Benzi Gopstein, who runs the 
extremist group. In an interview, 
he stated: “You can find every 
evil on TikTok, but somebody 
who talks a little about Judaism 
and about not assimilating—
this, TikTok decided to close.” 
To Lehava, this was seen as an 
infringement on their free speech 
and they are considering suing 
Tiktok. Lehava had posted videos 
opposing the co-existence of 
Palestine and Israel in addition to 
videos denouncing LGBTQ rights, 
undercutting what Gopstein 
claimed the account was “really” 
doing. Apparently, his notion of 
“not assimilating” meant positing 
anti-Palestinian and anti-LGBTQ 
content protected under free 
speech. Evidently going against 
TikTok’s community guidelines, 
the group was booted out, as if 
firmly stating that this vile hate is 
not allowed on its app. 

Lehava’s ban caused an uproar 
in the Israeli media: What 
was TikTok going to do about 
antisemitism on the app? Indeed, 
this is another problem outside 
of Lehava’s hateful, anti-Arab 
sentiment, and both types of hate 
need to be handled accordingly. 
That is not to imply that one form 
of hatred is worse than the other—
in accordance with TikTok’s 
professed values, all acts of 
hate must be reviewed, handled, 
and removed from the app. 
Evidently, TikTok’s stance against 
Lehava’s activity is one step 
towards combating all types of 
hate, showing how social media 

giants can stand with Palestine 
by protecting their communities 
from this type of hate speech.

Without realizing, TikTok has 
set a precedent regarding other 
extremist groups, as well as 
for generally toxic and hateful 
content. Already, Tiktok has 
taken down over 380,000 videos 
that have gone against their 
community guidelines. If TikTok 
is unwilling to accept Lehava’s 
anti-Palestinian sentiment under 
their community guidelines, 
other social media apps must 
start redefining what should 
constitute under “free speech.” 
Clearly, for TikTok, this means not 
accepting Lehava’s hate as valid 
or protected. To further protect 
the TikTok community at large, 
this means standing against anti-
Palestinian hate within the app—
this is only a start. 

Tahani Almujahid 

TikTok is not the only media 
that has recently experienced 
controversy surrounding 
Palestine. Zoom has been 
embroiled in controversy over 
its censorship of pro-Palestinian 
content. In September, the online 
video calling site blocked an 
event with Popular Front for the 
Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) 
member Leila Khaled that was 
sponsored by the University of 
Hawaii, demonstrating the ways 
in which censorship of pro-
Palestinian content is taken as 
the norm on college campuses, 
propagated by Israel lobby 
group agendas. In another case, 
San Francisco State University, 
as well as 10 civil rights and/
or academic organizations, 
including Palestine Legal, wrote a 
letter out to Zoom stating: “Your 
attempts at censorship also 

have consequences not just for 
movements supporting justice in 
Palestine, but for racial, Indigenous, 
gender, immigrant, economic, and 
LGBTQIA+ justice movements 
and movements challenging 
government repression and 
overreach within the United 
States and globally.”  Zoom’s 
censorship of anything remotely 
pro-Palestinian suppresses the 
academic freedom of universities 
while silencing the voices of 
Palestinians and historically 
marginalized communities. With 
the shift to digital communication 
during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
Zoom has answered the question 
of Palestine: It has decided to 
dictate the higher education 
commitment to free political 
speech by censoring critical 
discussion on it. 

Zoom and TikTok are some of the 
most popular digital media sites in 

the world, and as a result, they are 
also deeply political. For Zoom, 
that means urgently ending its 
racist censorship to allow a space 
for Palestinian narratives. For 
TikTok, scrolling through the “For 
You Page” could mean landing 
on some Palestinian dances and 
Arabic music. But it does not 
mean it is safe from propagandist 
far-right groups like Lehava who 
spew anti-Palestinian sentiment 
to a wide audience. While 
removing far-right organizations 
like Lehava from Tiktok is a start, 
Tiktok can certainly do more for 
its users by standing against all 
types of hate, and other social 
media giants must follow suit. 
That includes standing up to hate 
speech against Palestine and 
Palestinians in the deeply digitized 
era. 
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The PKK and International Terrorist List Policy

An extremely flawed view 
of international relations 
is maintained through 

assigning fixed statuses to certain 
countries. Few nations adhere 
to their political philosophies 
completely. There will always be a 
strategic incentive for a country to 
deviate, even if only slightly, from 
its idealized image. The American 
public have seen this concept 
applied through US involvement 
in the Saudi assault on Yemen, 
which has been described as 
the worst current humanitarian 
existent on planet earth. Because 
the US wants to remain on good 
terms with oil producing nations, 
it fails to acknowledge the 
humanitarian disasters it creates. 
Unfortunately, the publicized 
US-Saudi coalition is only the 
tip of the iceberg; The US is a 
perfect example of loose values, 
claiming its moral integrity and 
commitment to equality under 
the law on one hand but deviating 
quickly when a strategic partner 
comes calling. One of these 

Addison Egen

partners is Turkey, who the US 
clings to through its deeply flawed 
terrorist designation system.

For nearly 40 years, an on-
and-off war has been waged 
between Turkey and the PKK, a 
group composed of ethnic Kurds 
occupying eastern Turkey and 
northwestern Iraq. Over 40,000 
people, mostly Kurdish civilians, 
have died. Three million additional 
Kurds have been displaced. Turkey 
utilizes the veil of counterterrorism 
in its continuous push eastward, 
and there may be a small element 
of truth to their claims; the PKK 
is quite a violent organization. 
Founded in 1974 by Abdullah 
Öcalan, the PKK, or Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party, originated as a 
leftist, secular Kurdish political 
movement. As avid anti-
imperialists, they viewed Turkish 
occupation of Kurdish lands as 
a threat to their legitimacy. Thus, 
In 1984, they became engulfed 
in a bloody conflict with Turkey 
with the end goal of receiving 

greater autonomy. Unsurprisingly, 
the United States labelled the 
PKK as a “Foreign Terrorist 
Organization” or FTO, requiring 
specific economic sanctions and 
restrictions against them. Since 
then, however, the Kurdish group 
has at least started to sway away 
from its idealized roots. A Ph.D. 
researcher focusing on Turkish 
affairs, Jakok Lindgaard, noted 
just that when exclaiming, “The 
PKK was put on the list because 
the group attacked civilians and 
tourists in the 1990s.” “The PKK 
“have stayed away from that kind 
of attack in recent years.” That’s at 
least partially due to their reform 
of philosophy in 2005 when they 
retracted their original goal of 
a separate Kurdish state. While 
attacks certainly still occur, it’s also 
vital to understand that posing 
a threat to the United States is a 
benchmark for the US FTO list, 
and not a single American civilian 
has died at the hands of the PKK.

The US claims moral responsibility 

to treat terrorists like terrorists, 
standing adamantly against 
delisting. Yet the legitimacy of 
this moral imperative is called 
into question when we consider 
other alliances, specifically 
partnerships with other Kurdish 
groups. In 2014, the US lifted 
its FTO label from the YPG, or 
People’s Protection Unit. The 
group subsequently partnered 
with the Americans to defeat 
ISIS. National security threats 
also remain nonexistent because 
Kurds are generally indifferent 
about or even supportive of the 
United States. The problem is in 
the differentiation because the 
PKK aren’t significantly distinct 
from the praised YPG. In fact, 
their differences may purely be 
geographic. The YPG openly 
idolizes Abdullah Öcalan. The 
Iraqi-Kurdish region president 
confirmed the YPG and PKK as 
virtually the same entity. Reports 
indicate many fighters are 
even dual-committed, regularly 
rotating between the entities in an 



The PKK and International Terrorist List Policy

effective moving back and forth 
upon convenience. Essentially, 
the United States allies itself with 
some of the same people they 
fund Turkish bombers to kill. 

This vilification isn’t just 
unwarranted. It also creates a 
self-fulfilling cycle for the PKK. 
In 2010, individuals attempted 
to contribute to the organization 
through instruction on petitioning 
the UN for relief and properly 
engaging in peaceful political 
advocacy. Yet the Supreme Court 
swiftly responded, stating even 
peaceful agreements are illegal 
under US Code 2339B, which 
bars individuals from providing 
“material support” to FTOs. As 
such, it is logistically and legally 
impossible to broker or even 
promote a peace deal between 
the PKK and Turkey. The US 
effectively requires itself to delist 
anyone before peace talks are 
considered, exemplified by the 
Taliban’s absence from the list. 
David L Phillips, director of peace-

building at the Institute of Human 
Rights at Columbia University, 
echoed that sentiment when he 
noted delistment would set the 
stage for negotiations at a “Full, 
final solution to Turkey’s Kurdish 
problem.” Just last year, Turkey 
launched operation “peace spring,” 
displacing another 100,000 
Kurdish civilians. So long as the 
PKK remains on FTO lists, the 
US continues to allow unfettered, 
brutal militarism via its arms 
sales to Turkey while disregarding 
human rights and a commitment 
for peace.

So why would a government 
choose to uphold war instead of 
peace, contradiction instead of 
morally consistent policy? This 
answer can be found alongside 
the US-Saudi Arabian one in a 
crevice of international politics: 
appeasement. After the massive 
wave of migration seen in 2016, 
Turkey established an immigration 
deal with the EU, where they 
promised to act as a filter for the 

continent. As migrants rush 
the Greek islands, a portion of 
them are sent to Turkey. If the 
US enrages the country, it could 
lose a personalized migrant 
filter for its allies. Of course, they 
could also lose a strategic and 
economic ally, as Turkey has 
demonstrated a willingness to 
fight ISIS and buy American 
weapons en masse. 

The PKK isn’t perfect. In fact, 
they’re far from it, and to classify 
them as violent and  dangerous 
would generally be appropriate. 
There’s also no guarantee 
delistment will lead to any 
peace initiative, as the group’s 
commitment to nonviolence has 
never been absolute. And while 
the US and associated NGOs 
may have power, sheer force 
only goes so far in mediation. 
Through the political struggles 
of one singular listing found deep 
within a State.gov document, 
the US faces a dichotomy of 
political philosophy, a dilemma 

of peace and justice versus a 
strategic advantage through 
appeasement. The PKK are not 
a benevolent group; they kill 
civilians. Delisting such a group 
would pose a serious strategic 
threat to US image worldwide, 
specifically with Turkey. Yet what 
it would provide is consistency of 
the law and a small glimmer of 
hope for peace through multiple 
tumultuous decades in Turkey. 
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Mary is an Ethiopian 
domestic worker living in 
Lebanon. In her account as 

a migrant worker, as documented 
by Amnesty International, she 
recalls, “I stayed in this house for 
one year. I was crying every day. I 
tried to kill myself three times that 
year. Their house is my prison… I 
lost parts of my mind after this. I 
can’t remember many things.” 

Mary’s story represents just one 
out of a million migrant workers 
who have faced abuse, neglect, 
and deprivation under the 
exploitative Kafala (sponsorship) 
system. For instance, two 
migrant worker die each week 
in Lebanon according to a 
Lebanese Intelligence Agency, 
with nearly half of these total 
deaths attributed to suicide. If you 
expand this statistic to other Arab 
countries, the number of deaths 
increases dramatically. The Kafala 
system is institutionalized slavery, 
highlighted by stories from 
migrant workers of detrimental 
and deadly experiences. It is long 

overdue to abolish the Kafala 
system.

The Kafala system is an 
unethical institution of sponsored 
employment. It is a widespread 
practice across the Middle 
East, such as in Saudi Arabia, 
Qatar, Bahrain, the United 
Arab Emirates, and Lebanon. 
Over a million migrants work 
under this structure. To enter a 
country, migrant workers must 
be sponsored by an employer 
who is responsible for their legal 
residency, work permit, and 
wages. Migrant workers often rely 
on their employers for housing 
and food as well. They have no 
control over their movement, 
as they must seek employer 
permission to stop their contract, 
change their job, or leave the 
country. If an employer fails to 
renew the worker’s residency 
or work permit, or if the worker 
unlawfully leaves their job, they 
become undocumented and 
can be subjected to detention 
and deportation. At the mercy 

of merciless employers, migrant 
workers have essentially no rights 
or protections under the Kafala 
system. 

At the heart of the Kafala system, 
the power dynamics of racism, 
sexism, and classism compound 
to form an appalling institution 
of exploitation. Most migrant 
workers seeking a job in the 
Middle East come from African 
and Asian countries, including 
Ethiopia, Kenya, the Philippines, 
and Sri Lanka, according to 
Amnesty International. They are 
commonly treated inferior to Arab 
citizens because of prejudiced 
perceptions towards these racial 
and ethnic groups. Anti-Black 
racism is especially prevalent 
against migrant workers, as 
employers consider black migrant 
workers’ lives less valuable. These 
judgments of migrant workers 
result in employers continuously 
dehumanizing them through 
financial, physical, and sexual 
abuse. Since migrant workers are 
more likely to be impoverished and 

have fewer employment options, 
employers take advantage of their 
desperation for a salary. Migrant 
workers have reported employers 
confiscating their documented 
papers and wages, overworking, 
starving, and isolating them. In 
addition to racism and classism, 
sexism adds another layer 
of violence against workers. 
Domestic workers often lack 
privacy in the homes in which 
they live and work. Consequently, 
they are subjected to harassment, 
assault, and other forms of sexual 
violence. Because of migrant 
workers’ positionality in these 
Arab countries, their mistreatment 
is fueled by violent discrimination. 

Unions seem to be one pathway 
for migrant workers to gain 
protections and rights under 
the Kafala system, but this 
organizing by itself is not enough. 
Migrant workers have tried to 
unionize in several countries 
across the Middle East, which 
would enable them to not only 
advocate for their rights but also 

Abolish the Kafala System



provide necessary resources and 
solidarity. However, governments 
purposely block their formation. 
Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and UAE 
have banned all trade unions and 
strikes, and migrant domestic 
workers are not allowed to join 
existing unions in Lebanon. 
Despite these barriers, domestic 
workers in Lebanon successfully 
formed the National Federation of 
Employees’ and Workers’ Union 
in 2015. Although more than 500 
people reported to the first union 
to represent domestic workers, an 
astonishing feat of organization in 
the country, the Lebanese Ministry 
of Labour refuses to officially 
recognize it. Other trade unions 
in Gulf countries have attempted 
to address the injustices against 
migrant workers, but they are 
largely ineffective without the 
legal acknowledgment of the 
government. 

Due to the lack of action from 
national governments, non-
governmental organizations 
have promoted the abolition of 

the Kafala system and work to 
support migrant workers. For 
instance, Kafa, meaning “enough” 
in Arabic, is a Lebanese non-
profit that provides services to 
women and children who have 
experienced violence. Migrant 
domestic workers who have 
suffered exploitation or trafficking 
can access information about 
protection and workers’ rights with 
Kafa. Kafa lives up to their name 
by connecting migrant workers 
to resources and mitigating 
the adverse effects of their job. 
International organizations, such 
as Human Rights Watch and 
Amnesty International, have 
also published several reports 
about the experiences of migrant 
workers to raise awareness of 
their harrowing conditions. While 
these organizations have called 
on Middle Eastern countries to 
terminate the Kafala system, 
it remains deeply embedded 
throughout the region. 

A few countries have promised 
reforms to the Kafala system, but 

modest changes do not erase 
the abuse inherent to these laws. 
Qatar and Kuwait are the only 
two Arab countries that mandate 
a minimum wage for migrant 
workers. Moreover, Qatar now 
allows migrant workers to change 
jobs without employer permission. 
These standards, however, have 
not been enforced, and other 
restrictive policies remain in place, 
so migrant workers gain very 
little control and still experience 
systemic discrimination. Lebanon 
also attempted to introduce a 
standard contract program for 
migrant domestic workers, but 
in fact, took steps in the wrong 
direction. The State Shura council 
blocked the implementation of 
the standard contract program, 
demonstrating that even minor 
reforms encounter major 
opposition within the government. 
Most recently, Saudi Arabia 
claims to abolish sponsored 
employment by March 2021, but 
the government has been very 
vague about which rights workers 
will gain if any at all. Considering 

Saudi Arabia’s abysmal track 
record on human rights, 
substantial reform is unlikely.

Overall, unions, NGOs, and 
reforms have not adequately 
disrupted the most harmful 
aspects of the Kafala system. 
Migrant workers continue to 
endure toxic environments with 
limited options to find safety. 
To provide the necessary 
protection and rights for migrant 
workers, the Kafala system 
must be completely dismantled. 
Governments have the obligation 
to uplift every person to a good 
quality of life, regardless of their 
country of origin or race. The 
Kafala system is a shameful stain 
on the Middle East, and every 
government should end these 
injustices committed against 
migrant workers. 
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Quentin Powers

The Sisyphean Fight for 
Algerian Democracy

In recent years, the Arab world 
has seen a rise in autocracy. 
From Mohamed bin Salman’s 

consolidation of power behind 
the scenes in Saudi Arabia to 
Abdel Sisi’s increasingly draconian 
Egyptian regime, observers 
have noted a broad relapse 
towards strongsmanship in the 
intermediate aftermath of 2011’s 
Arab Spring. One country that 
has bucked the trend, however, 
is Algeria. While 2011 saw 
some small-scale riots in the 
country, Algerians were, at the 
time, unable to unseat the then 
three-term president Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika. After eight more years 
of perceived mismanagement 
and government corruption, 
Bouteflika, who was seeking 
an unprecedented fifth term, 
was finally ousted in April of last 
year at the behest of thousands 
of Algerians who took to the 
streets as part of Hirak (literally, 
“movement”). What has come to 
pass in the year and a half since 
Bouteflika’s resignation has been 
a maelstrom of political chaos 
as both the Army and Bouteflika’s 
corrupt cronies have engaged in 
a high-stakes dance for power—
all without truly putting power 
into the hands of the group that 
unseated Bouteflika in the first 
place—the people. So, with so 
much up in the air and many 

deeming Hirak to be a failure, 
the immediate future of Algerian 
democracy appears bleak. Until 
Algerians are able to place power 
in the hands of a non-Bouteflika 
aligned politician, the long shadow 
of corruption and clientelism will 
loom large over the country.

The Algerian fight for democracy 
mirrors the ancient tale of 
Sisyphus—the nefarious Greek 
whose punishment saw him push 
a boulder to the top of a hill, only to 
be turned back at the crest when 
the weight finally overpowered 
him. This struggle has been 
raging in Algeria for well over a 
half-century, dating back to the 
colonial period when hundreds 
of thousands of Algerians died in 
a bloody effort to rid themselves 
of their French overlords. As the 
country became entrenched as an 
independent state, however, the 
Algerian people came no closer 
to democracy. Rather, politics 
gradually became controlled by a 
group of oligarchical elites. This 
group has become a slightly 
conspiratorial yet widely accepted 
facet of Algerian politics—an 
undefined membership of 
military men, top politicians, and 
unelected elites whom Algerians 
have termed le pouvoir (‘the 
power’). This cohort was the key 
to Bouteflika’s power and the 

Through electoral fraud, 
the gifting of government 
contracts to close friends, 
and a whole gambit of the 
stereotypical trick plays 

that one might come across 
in a ‘Guide to Suppressing 

Democracy,’ le pouvoir 
controlled the country and 

turned the supposed Algerian 
democracy into a performative 

sham.



power of presidents before him—
while Algeria is constitutionally 
a multi-party state with a 
Parliamentary body, le pouvoir is 
thought to make all of the major 
decisions, including who occupies 
the presidency. Through electoral 
fraud, the gifting of government 
contracts to close friends, and a 
whole gambit of the stereotypical 
trick plays that one might come 
across in a ‘Guide to Suppressing 
Democracy,’ le pouvoir controlled 
the country and turned the 
supposed Algerian democracy 
into a performative sham. 

Bouteflika’s announcement of 
his fifth-term run in 2011 put a 
temporary pause on all of this. 
His announcement, made by 
an aging man widely thought 
of as a figurehead, finally 
stroked Algerians’ passions for 
free governance. Hirak took 
to the streets, demanded the 
resignation of Bouteflika, and 
promptly received it. The wheels 
seemed to be in motion, rolling 
towards the promise of popular 
representation. However, the 
reach of le pouvoir could not be 
so summarily rejected. Like the 
mythical Hydra, its temporary 
decapitation was resolved with 
a stronger response. Bouteflika 
was replaced in the interim 
by a former prime minister 

of his, Abdelkader Bensalah, 
who subsequently ceded the 
position to another former prime 
minister of Bouteflika, Abdelmajid 
Tebboune, after supposedly fair 
elections in December of last year. 
If alarm bells are going off in your 
head—they should be. Tebboune 
represents that very clique that 
Hirak attempted to disband. 

Since assuming the presidency, 
Tebboune has used COVID-19 
as a means to restrict the 
populace from protesting and 
has cozied up to the military, all 
while brazenly claiming that he 
“will lay the foundations of a new 
Algeria” and end the practices 
of the “gang” of politicians who 
defined Bouteflika’s presidency. 
Tebboune’s promises did result in 
a recent referendum in November 
of this year, which saw Algerians 
vote yes or no to a series of 
constitutional reforms notably 
centered around a two-term 
limit on the presidency and other 
minor parliamentary reforms. 
The referendum, however, was 
characterized more so by what 
it did not do—a wide-spread 
presidential veto was still in place, 
unfettered executive control of 
the judiciary was still in place, and 
of course, those who comprised 
Bouteflika’s backroom were still 
in place. Algerians voted yes 

on the reforms (as if they really 
had a choice) but rejected them 
through abstention—turnout was 
estimated to be only 23 percent 
of eligible voters, and many of 
these submitted invalid ballots. 
Indeed, while le pouvoir rebuilds 
its political power, common 
Algerians who make up Hirak 
refuse to even subscribe to their 
performative games anymore. 
Unfortunately for them, their 
participation in the process was 
never needed, only offered.

Part of the persistence of le 
pouvoir has been Hirak’s inability or 
lack of desire to mobilize as a unit, 
to coalesce into one singular front 
that can lead to political change. 
Transitioning from the streets to 
the actual political arena is never 
smooth, and the opposition which 
they are attempting to uproot is 
so firmly entrenched that a quick 
turnaround was always unlikely. 
Moreover, Hirak has been said by 
some to not desire power; indeed, 
Algerian journalist Said Djaafer 
claims that a notion that Hirak has 
failed is based on a faulty premise: 
that Hirak is a party which is 
competing for an electoral win. 
Djaafer claims that the movement 
“is political, but not a political 
party...there are people who have 
never taken an interest in politics 
who suddenly are interested, it is 

these things that are being sown...
it’s a movement that will not stop, 
even if the demonstrations stop.” 
Maybe so, but until Hirak physically 
enters the political arena with 
an election-eligible party whose 
platform encompasses the beliefs 
of Algerians, democratic change 
will not occur. Le pouvoir will 
remain at the top, as le pouvoir, 
rather than as le déposé. And 
those hoping for fair democracy 
in Algeria will continue marching 
up the hill, pushing the boulder, 
hoping in vain to finally send it 
toppling over the hill.
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Sumayah Basal

The U.S., the Taliban, 
and the Future of 
Afghanistan

Five hours of gunfire, 
39 casualties, and 22 
injuries on October 24, 

2020 characterized the latest 
manifestation of the violence 
that has become the norm in the 
tumultuous fabric of Afghanistan. 
Increasing terror attacks, 
civilian casualties, and general 
instability have continued despite 
diplomatic efforts towards ‘peace’. 
Unsurprisingly, the Trump-Taliban 
talks of February have changed 
nothing in the havoc wrought 
against the Afghan citizens and 
government. Today, it is estimated 
that 15 percent of Afghanistan 
is still under the control of 
the Taliban. With the recent 
peace talks and U.S. promises 
of withdrawal, foreign policy 
analysts, internal politicians, and 
various international institutions 
predict that a Taliban insurgency 
and take over is likely in the near 
future. This final trajectory of the 
19 years of United States military 
involvement demonstrates the 
disregard that U.S. foreign policy 
has towards the countries in which 
they are involved, often aimlessly 
funneling money and troops into 
the region while disregarding the 
expertise of local citizens and 
officials. This final interaction 
creates a power vacuum allowing 
Iran to step in and fill the space, 
further amplifying instability, and 
showcasing the recklessness of 
American foreign policy.  

Repeated instances highlight 
a repetitive U.S. disregard for 
the authority of the locale and 
government of Middle Eastern 
and South Asian countries. As 
the U.S. attempts to withdraw 
from Afghanistan, its negotiations 
prove that they have not learned 
from the legacies of Iraq, South 
America, and elsewhere. To the 
United States, the ideal of being a 
world mediator is more important 
than truly helping foreign nations. 
Thus, Afghanistan, previously 

used as an American fighting 
ground against the Soviets has 
once again found itself paralyzed 
in the face of the future. As it 
takes moves to leave, it will allow 
the cycle of terror it created to 
resurge. 

In fact, the Taliban was created 
by the United States during the 
Cold War, when the U.S. funded 
and trained Mujahadin forces to 
fight against the Soviets. The U.S. 
upheld the radicals’ anti-Iranian 
and anti-communist stances 
as evidence of solid grounds for 
an alliance, and thus, unleashed 
an ugly force upon the region, 
ignoring concerning signs of 
human rights violations. This 
disregard is being replicated 
today as foreign policy analysts 
warn of a Taliban and Iranian 
takeover of Afghanistan, yet U.S. 
officials ignore the warnings. This 
ignorance allows the conditions 
created by U.S. interventionism 
to fester and hinder the everyday 
lives of Afghans as they become 
demonized by a radical group that 
represents none of their interests.
 
The Afghan government has 
been making strong strides 
towards removing Taliban 
influence by creating legislation 
that encourages women’s 
empowerment and an open 
culture of entertainment. Women 
now account for 40 percent of 
elementary-aged students and 35 
percent of middle and high school 
students. They also occupy 36 
percent of the workforce, and over 
25 percent of the Parliament (the 
U.S. is 25 percent). Furthermore, 
Afghans have become involved 
in many world events and 
competitions. The Afghan cricket 
team placed 2nd in the world 
cup, an all-female orchestra 
went on world tour, an Afghan 
female robotics team competed 
internationally, and “Afghan-Star,” 
a spin-off of American Idol, has 
grown in popularity. Afghans 
want to move forward from the 
oppressive limitations of the 

Taliban, yet the web of geopolitical 
intricacies threaten to undermine 
progress as foreign powers 
continue to treat the nation as 
a playground. Talks involving 
the Taliban continue to paralyze 
Afghanistan and stop them 
from making permanent strides 
forward.

President Donald Trump’s 
previous promise to end the reign 
of terror of the Taliban fulfills 
his legacy of empty grandiose 
promises and inflated self-praise 
whilst creating no substantial 
change. It is no surprise that there 
has been little change due to the 
exclusion of the democratically 
elected Afghan government from 
the talks with the Taliban and 
the creation of two agreements 
whose requirements and 
specifications do not align. The 
exclusion of Kabul undercuts 
any possibilities of peace by 
emboldening terrorists and 
providing them more power in the 
nation. 

The recent negotiations 
between the U.S. and the Taliban 
demonstrate America’s desire 
to withdraw from the war at 
whatever cost. The carelessness 
with which negotiations were 
navigated, the violation of the 
long-held American principle 
to not negotiate with terrorists, 
and the continued withdrawal 
of troops—despite the details of 
the agreement not being met—
embolden both the Taliban and 
third party countries watching. 
Indeed, Iran has poised itself 
to fill the void that will be left 
behind after the United States 
completes its withdrawal. Iranian 
government officials have made 
many trips to Afghanistan, 
invited their counterparts back 
to Tehran, and created strong 
relations with the Taliban. The 
vacuum to be left after the United 

States’ departure will lead to more 
instability in Afghanistan and 
the world. Iran and the Taliban 
have recently created diplomatic 
ties and agreements creating a 
concerning prospect of a Taliban 
backed by Iran. Even further, the 
alliances that will likely occur will 
disrupt the current world order, 
and create complications in the 
proxy wars fought across the 
region.

The United States is not oblivious 
to this planned takeover, and 
yet its pretend ignorance further 
demonstrates its unwillingness 
to resolve the mess it created. 
It’s commitment to leaving the 
country by feigning a peace deal 
coincides with its penchant for 
avoiding guilt and accountability. 
Yet, these habits cost people 
millions of lives, and continue to 
undermine the quality of life for 
many. It is curious how much 
longer the country can follow this 
ruse of humanitarianism. In the 
eyes of the Taliban, the 14-month 
agreement is simply a countdown 
until their resurgence without the 
presence of US troops to counter 
or mediate. Accordingly, there 
has been little move to fulfill the 
details of the agreement, with the 
promised 80 percent decrease 
in violence being far from met. 
Still relevant are the 100 people 
murdered by the Taliban a week 
after  negotiations concluded. 
The threat of Taliban resurgence 
paints a grim picture. Once more, 
the U.S. foreign policy of optics 
has opened a can of worms and 
enabled more oppressive radical 
powers to emerge victoriously. 
In traditional fashion, there will 
undoubtedly be no effort at 
acknowledging, apologizing, 
or remedying the mess. Two 
decades and two trillion dollars 
later, Afghanistan and US 
taxpayers are wondering, what 
has truly changed?

The vacuum to be left after 
the United States’ departure 

will lead to more instability in 
Afghanistan and the world.
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