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‘IF YOU ARE
RECEIVING THIS
TRANSMISSION,
YOU ARE THE
RESISTANCE’:
An Exploration of Far-Right
Populist-Conspiracism and
Implications for Liberal Democracy
Introduction
Since the 2010s the world has experienced a surge in populism
- an ideology emphasising a perceived conflict between the
people and elites (Forgas & Crano 2021; Torre 2021). Within
this surge, the number of non-state populist leaders dubbed
‘ideological entrepreneurs’ has increased (Bulck & Hyzen 2019).
Ideological entrepreneurs influence the political climate in which
populist agendas thrive, often supporting the spread of populist
conspiracy theories via their online media channels (Bulck
& Hyzen 2019). This can be damaging for modern society as
conspiracies can encourage violence, undermine liberal institutions,
and erode the value of truth (Galston 2018). This paper explores
how far-right ideological entrepreneurs utilise populist conspiracy
theories, and the threats this poses to liberal democracy. This essay
focuses particularly on Alex Jones and his following in the United
States (US).
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Populism and the Post-Truth Era
Populism manifests as an ideology, a political strategy, or
leadership style. Populism is used to challenge power structures,
rupture existing international systems, build enemies, and create a
strong identity for their political base (Torre 2021). As a leadership
style, populist leaders mimic the actions of their voters, pit people
against ‘elites’, engage in performative leadership styles, and focus
on national decline and perceived crisis (Fukuyama 2017; Torre
2021). Over the last few decades, the middle class has witnessed
economic decline fuelled by globalisation, urbanisation, new lines
of division, and a shift away from small communities (Fukuyama
2017; Galston 2018). These fears have been compounded by largescale events including the 2008 economic crisis, war in the Middle
East, immigration, terrorism, security breaches, surveillance, and
COVID-19 (Galston 2018). This has elicited dissatisfaction with
‘dysfunctional’ liberal democracy, leading to the rise of right-wing
populism globally (Forgas & Crano 2021; Fukuyama 2017).

“

The post-truth era
reflects the devaluing
of facts and traditional
authoritative information
sources over personal
opinion and ideology.

Welcome to the Post-Truth Era
The post-truth era reflects the devaluing of facts and traditional
authoritative information sources over personal opinion and
ideology (Boulianne, Koc-Michalska & Bimber 2020). This period
coincides with the democratisation of online publication tools,
leading to the dissemination of large amounts of disinformation
and fake news (Salgado 2021). A prominent feature of the posttruth era is the rise of conspiracy theories - attempts to explain
the causes of significant events occurring in the socio-political
realm (Balta, Kaltwasser & Yagci 2021; Harambam 2021). During
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crises, individuals may lean on conspiracies as a cultural coping
mechanism to interpret rapid change (Eberl, Huber & Greussing
2021; Harambam 2021). Conspiracies take many forms but are
generally populist or non-populist. Populist conspiracies are antielite, deal with secret-societies, and interpret events as a Manichean
struggle between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ (Balta, Kaltwasser & Yagci
2021). Non-populist conspiracies capture similar features but
exclude a Manichean struggle (Hameleers 2021). Believing in
conspiracies requires some level of populist belief, as distrust in
authority runs through all conspiracies (Hameleers 2021). However,
not all populists utilise conspiracies and not all conspiracies utilise
populism. It is the intersection of populism and conspiracism that
has become dangerous in today’s modern world.

The Most Paranoid Man in
America: Tactics of the Ideological
Entrepreneur
Entering the public domain in the 1990s, Alex Jones rose
to fame with his online ‘news’ website, InfoWars. At its
peak of popularity (2017/18), InfoWars was generating
2 million weekly listeners and 1.3 billion views on
YouTube (Bulck & Hyzen 2019, p. 43). Via InfoWars,
Jones promotes populist conspiracies echoing themes of
populist nationalism, anti-government sentiments, mind
control, false flag attacks, liberal attacks on freedom, and
fear of the ‘other’ (Hyzen & Bulck 2021; Williamson
& Steel 2018). Jones’ conspiracies include beliefs that
the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
operate concentration camps and that a Jewish Mafia
controls rideshare service, Uber (Beauchamp 2016).
One famous conspiracy theory proliferated by Jones was
‘Pizzagate’, in which a cabal of powerful paedophiles ran
a child sex-ring from a pizza parlour (Beauchamp 2016).
This theory translated to violence on the ground when an
InfoWars listener stormed the pizza parlour armed with
a firearm to liberate the children (Williamson & Steel
2018). Overall, Jones’ audience has remained fringe,
however, his conspiracies have reverberated across the
wider political sphere.
Figure 1: The Conspiracy Chart – an
interactive online chart ranking key conspiracy
theories from previous decades based on their
level of harm and detachment from reality
(Richards 2021).

Jones’ conspiracies have influenced the political sphere
across multiple scales. On a small scale, Jones has shaped
perceptions of individual people in the US, persuading
them to distance themselves from traditional democratic
institutions like the scientific community and media
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(Bulck & Hyzen 2019). This can culminate in ideological change
across large sections of the population, influencing the outcomes
of elections and the power of populist leaders (Beauchamp 2016).
On a national scale, Jones’ conspiracies have permeated US politics
through Donald Trump. In the lead-up to the 2016 US election,
Trump endorsed Jones, lending credibility to Jones’ conspiracies
for those who aligned with Trump (Hyzen & Bulck 2021). This
allowed Trump to dog whistle using Jones’ conspiracies. For
example, Trump directly referenced conspiracies from InfoWars,
including one in which Ted Cruz’ father was involved in the
assassination of John F Kennedy (Beauchamp 2016). This sees
populist conspiracies pervading politics and dragging mainstream
conservatism further to the right of the political spectrum.
On a global scale, Jones’ conspiracies have been used by nondemocratic states to interfere with democratic processes and justify
violence. During the 2016 US election there was evidence of
Russian state-directed interference via the dissemination of fake
news (Hodge & Hallgrimsdottir 2020; Timberg 2016). Whilst
originating from a variety of sources, media used in the interference
carried hyperlinks to InfoWars and drew on conspiracies promoted
by Jones (Stone & Gordon 2017). Similarly, Russia continues
to directly draw from Jones’ conspiracies to support political
objectives. In recent months, Russia released fake documents
from supposed US-operated bioweapon laboratories in Ukraine,
claiming the labs contained deadly viruses, thus justifying the
need to ‘liberate’ Ukraine (Smith 2022). This theory was backed
by Chinese ambassadors and state media.
However, this conspiracy theory was originally
touted by Alex Jones on the InfoWars platform
weeks before Russia utilised it (Teh 2022).
Overall, these examples demonstrate the
political influence of Jones’ conspiracies
across multiple scales, threatening liberal
democracies globally.

Figure 2: Chinese Foreign Ministry
spokesperson Zhao Lijian publicly
backed the conspiracy that US biological
laboratories are present in Ukraine, thus
supporting Russia’s invasion (Teh 2022).
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The Dawn of History:
Implications for Liberal Democracy
The effective operation of liberal democracies relies on the
balance of state power and the power of the people (Bar-Tal &
Magal 2021). However, this requires an informed population to
form opinions and participate in public fora (Galston 2018). Since
the 1990s, liberal democracy has been on the march, marking
the end of history as it became the ‘final’ form of government
(Fukuyama 1992). In recent years, right-wing populism has posed
a key threat to liberal democracies, undermining trust in liberal
institutions including the media and scientific community, limiting
the competency of the people to develop fact-based opinions
(Harambam 2021). Furthermore, populist conspiracies polarise
the population, increasing self-interested and discriminatory
behaviours, which can lead to violence (Harambam 2021). When
combined, these challenges threaten democratic processes (such
as elections) and undermine people’s rights and freedoms; left
unchecked, populist conspiracies could enable a shift away from
liberal democracy, towards an alternate form of government
(Fukuyama & Muggah 2018). The world witnessed similar events
during the Second World War when political forces utilised
populist conspiracies to influence the beliefs of the population,
leading to large-scale atrocities (Bar-Tal & Magal 2021; Forgas
& Crano 2021). Liberal democracies are again under attack by
similar forces. However, today, liberal democracies face complex
challenges from the online realm via external cyber-attacks and
disinformation proliferated by non-state actors, such as Alex Jones
(Fukuyama 2021).

Conclusion
Populist conspiracies have become rife, championed by ideological entrepreneurs like Alex Jones.
These conspiracies threaten liberal democracies globally as they can influence political opinions,
inform political leaders, and allow non-democratic nations to influence democratic processes within
foreign states, and justify violence. Furthermore, populist conspiracies undermine trust in liberal
institutions, erode truth, polarise populations, and increase hostility, leading to potential shifts towards
new systems of government. Whilst the US has historically championed the development of liberal
democracy globally, Trump’s election may have undone this progress, with many other nations also
electing right-wing populist leaders, such as Hungary and Brazil. Whilst ‘order’ has somewhat returned
due to the election of President Biden and the de-platforming of ideological entrepreneurs including
Alex Jones, the right-wing populist swing is underway (Fukuyama 2020). Now, the question remains,
is the swing towards right-wing populism a mere blip at the end of history, or has history once again
reared its head?

10

References
Balta, E, Kaltwasser, C R and Yagci, A H 2021, ‘Populist attitudes and conspiratorial thinking’, Party
Politics, vol. 27, no. 3, pp. 1-13, DOI:10.1177/13540688211003304.
Bar-Tal, D and Magal, T 2021, ‘Socio-psychological analysis of the deterioration of democracy and the
rise of authoritarianism’, in The Psychology of Populism, Routledge, pp. 42-61.
Beauchamp, Z 2016, ‘Alex Jones, Pizzagate booster and America’s most famous conspiracy
theorist, explained’, Vox, 7 December, accessed 15 April 2022, <https://www.vox.com/policy-andpolitics/2016/10/28/13424848/alex-jones-infowars-prisonplanet>.
Boulianne, S, Koc-Michalska, K and Bimber, B 2020, ‘Right-wing populism, social media and
echo chambers in Western democracies’, New Media & Society, vol. 22, no. 4, pp. 683-699,
DOI:10.1177/1461444819893983.
Bulck, H D and Hyzen, A 2019, ‘Of lizards and ideological entrepreneurs: Alex Jones and Infowars
in the relationship between populist nationalism and the post-global media ecology’, International
Communication Gazette, vol. 82, no. 1, pp. 42-59, DOI:10.1177/1748048519880726.
Eberl, J M, Huber, RA and Greussing, E 2021, ‘From populism to the “plandemic”: why populists
believe in COVID-19 conspiracies’, Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties, vol. 31, no. 1,
pp. 272-284, DOI:10.1080/17457289.2021.1924730.
Forgas, J P and Crano, WD 2021, ‘The psychology of populism: The tribal challenges to liberal
democracy’, in J Forgas, W Crano & K Fiedler (eds), The psychology of populism: The tribal
challenges to liberal democracy, Routledge, New York, pp. 1-19.
Fukuyama, F 1992, The End of History and the Last Man, Free Press, New York.
Fukuyama, F 2017, What is populism?, Atlantik-Brücke, Berlin.
Fukuyama, F 2020, ‘30 years of world politics: What has changed?’, Journal of Democracy, vol. 31,
no. 1, pp. 11-21, DOI:10.1353/jod.2020.0001.
Fukuyama, F 2021, ‘Making the internet safe for democracy’, Journal of Democracy, vol. 32, no. 2, pp.
37-44, DOI:10.1353/jod.2021.0017.
Fukuyama, F and Muggah, R 2018, ‘How populism is poisoning the global liberal order’, World
Economic Forum, 6 February, accessed 15 April 2022, <https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/02/
how-populism-is-poisoning-the-global-liberal-order>.
Galston, W 2018, ‘The populist challenge to liberal democracy’, Journal of Democracy, vol. 29, no. 2,
pp. 5-19, DOI:10.1353/jod.2018.0020.
Hameleers, M 2021, ‘They are selling themselves out to the enemy! The content and effects of populist
conspiracy theories’, International Journal of Public Opinion Research, vol. 33, no. 1, pp. 38-56,
DOI:10.1093/ijpor/edaa004.
Harambam, J 2021, ‘Conspiracy theories: Misinformed publics or wittingly believing false
information?’, in H Tumber and S Waisbord (eds), The Routledge Companion to Media Disinformation
and Populism, Routledge, London, pp. 302-311.

11

Hodge, E and Hallgrimsdottir, H 2020, ‘Networks of hate: The Alt-right, “troll culture”, and the cultural
geography of social movement spaces online’, Journal of Borderlands Studies, vol. 35, no. 4, pp. 563580, DOI:10.1080/08865655.2019.1571935.
Hyzen, A and Bulck, H 2021, ‘‘The most paranoid man in America’: Alex Jones as celebrity populist’,
Celebrity Studies, vol. 21, no. 1, pp. 162-166, DOI:10.1080/19392397.2019.1691756.
Richards, A 2021, The Conspiracy Chart, accessed 14 April 2022, <https://conspiracychart.com>.
Salgado, S 2021, ‘Disputes over or against reality? Fine-graining the textures of post-truth politics’, in
H Tumber and S Waisbord (eds), The Routledge Companion to Media Disinformation and Populism,
Routledge, London, pp. 101-110.
Smith, Z 2022, ‘How Russia sowed a conspiracy theory about U.S. bioweapons in Ukraine’, Forbes, 10
March, accessed 25 April, <https://www.forbes.com/sites/zacharysmith/2022/03/10/how-russia-soweda-conspiracy-theory-about-us-bioweapons-in-ukraine/?sh=24cdf86b5a9f> .
Stone, P and Gordon, G 2017, ‘FBI’s Russian-influence probe includes a look at Breitbart, InfoWars
news sites’, McClatchy Washington Bureau, 3 April, accessed 25 April 2022, <https://www.
mcclatchydc.com/news/politics-government/white-house/article139695453.html>.
Teh, C 2022, ‘A debunked conspiracy theory about US bio-weapons laboratories in Ukraine was seized
on by Russian and Chinese media outlets’, Business Insider, 9 March, accessed 25 April 2022, <https://
www.businessinsider.com/infowars-conspiracy-theory-appears-in-russian-chinese-propaganda-onukraine-2022-3>.
Timberg, C 2016, ‘Russian propaganda effort helped spread ‘fake news’ during election, experts
say’, The Washington Post, 24 November, accessed 25 April 2022, <https://www.washingtonpost.
com/business/economy/russian-propaganda-effort-helped-spread-fake-news-during-election-expertssay/2016/11/24/793903b6-8a40-4ca9-b712-716af66098fe_story.html>.
Torre, C 2021, ‘What do we mean by populism?’, in H Tumber & S Waisbord (eds), The Routledge
Companion to Media Disinformation and Populism, Routledge, London, pp. 27-37.
Williamson, E and Steel, E 2018, ‘Conspiracy theories made Alex Jones very rich. They may bring
him down’, The New York Times, 7 September, accessed 14 April 2022, <https://www.nytimes.
com/2018/09/07/us/politics/alex-jones-business-infowars-conspiracy.html>.

12

The Intersection of
Statelessness and Gender:

Rohingya Refugees

Jessica Belzycki
is a fifth-year International
Studies/Media
(communication and
journalism) student. She
is passionate about politics
and human rights with a
particular interest in feminist
security studies.
Figure 1: A group of Rohingya refugees cross a canal after travelling over the
Bangladesh-Myanmar border (Hossain 2017).

Introduction
Who holds political power in the international system is dependent
on intersecting, complex dynamics. Interrogating how power
is acquired and maintained allows for a deeper discussion of
instability in specific socio-political contexts. This essay will
use a feminist reading of International Relations (IR) to explore
how statelessness and forced displacement exacerbate gendered
power imbalances. A stateless person, as defined by Article 1 of
the 1954 UN Convention, is someone who ‘is not considered as
a national by any state under the operation of its law’ (UNHCR
1954, p. 6). This paper will outline key theoretical writings on
forced displacement, statelessness and gender, primarily drawing
on Krause’s (2015) argument on the continuum of violence. The
theoretical analysis will then be applied to a case study of the
Rohingya people in the conflict zone of Rakhine State, Myanmar
and Bangladeshi refugee camps.
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Gendered power relations
can exacerbate precarious
situations and further construct
marginality, in particular,
statelessness and forced
displacement. Krause (2015)
argues that the marginality
experienced by forcibly
displaced persons is an
explicitly gendered process.
She asserts that the gendered
structural and physical
violence that forcibly displaced
people experience reproduces
through a ‘continuum of
violence’ (Krause 2015, p. 2).
According to Krause, ‘the end
of conflict does not constitute
the end of sexual and genderbased violence’ for many
forcibly displaced persons
(Krause 2015, p. 2). Therefore,
sexual and gender-based
violence does not simply end
when men and women escape
conflict zones, as violence
persists and connects through
contextual socio-political
structures during conflict,
flight, and encampment.

“

“

Gendered
power relations
can exacerbate
precarious
situations and
further construct
marginality,
in particular,
statelessness
and forced
displacement.
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The Issue of Statelessness, Gender and Power
The Rohingya refugee experience demonstrates why it is important to understand gender power
dynamics in the international system and how a lack of power can exacerbate vulnerability. The
Rohingya are an ethnic, linguistic and religious minority group who have historically resided in the
Rakhine State in Myanmar (Aljazeera 2018). The state relies on a majority-minority dichotomy to
justify the historical exclusion of Rohingyas and position them as Bengalis who illegally migrated
to Myanmar (Crouch 2021, p. 89; Sahana et al. 2019, p. 45). Legal discrimination through the 1982
Citizenship Law and the 2015 revocation of voting rights for temporary citizens authorises unjust
persecution by effectively denying citizenship to Rohingya people (Crouch 2021, p. 98). These legal
and political actions of the state effectively render Rohingyas stateless, which allows for an increased
vulnerability to systematic human rights abuses (Ullah 2016, p. 290). Furthermore, the othering and
exclusion of the Rohingya people has led to constant conflict in the Rakhine region. This has led to
mass forced displacement, with over one million Rohingya people fleeing to many neighbouring
countries (UNHCR 2021). Therefore, the Rohingya people experience political insecurity and a sense
of powerlessness due to their stateless status and their subsequent forced displacement.

Gender and conflict in the Rakhine State
Rohingya refugees are doubly marginalised through their
experiences of statelessness and forced displacement, as well as
based on gender. First, in the Rakhine State, Rohingya people
experience direct and structural gender-based violence that is
compounded by other inequalities (Hutchinson 2018, p. 4). The
United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) (2019, p. 19)
found that during violence in the Rakhine State in 2012, 2016 and
2017, systematic gender-based violence (GBV) against Rohingyas
was prevalent. For example, Human Rights Watch (2017) found
that between August and November 2017, there were 1,644 sexual
violence incidents reported to UN humanitarian agencies. The
persistent dehumanisation of the Rohingya people throughout
Myanmar drives the increased incidents of rape and murder of
Rohingya women by the state security forces (Hutchinson 2018, p.
4). Furthermore, whilst gendered violence overwhelmingly impacts
women, Rohingya men also experienced GBV from Myanmar’s
military, the Tatmadaw, with tactics of emasculation used to
interrogate Rohingyas about their involvement in militant groups
(UNHRC 2019, p. 37). Furthermore, during the 2017 conflict, the
genocidal intent of the Tatmadaw is further evident in the direct
and structural violence directed toward women, which included
mass rape, mutilation of reproductive organs, and other forms of
severe bodily harm that would prevent births among Rohingya
women (UNHRC 2019, p. 24). Additionally, Hutchinson (2018,
p. 3) argues that the high levels of pregnancy among Rohingya
women fleeing to Bangladesh in 2018 indicate conflict-related
sexual violence as defined by the UN Security Council Resolution
1888. Therefore, according to UNHRC (2019, p. 18), the Tatmadaw
employ sexual and gender-based violence as part of their tactical
15

military operations to deliberately ‘intimidate, terrorise and punish’
the Rohingya population. Overall, this demonstrates how states can
employ tactical GBV to assert their dominance and power over a
vulnerable and persecuted population.
Additionally, the Rohingya people suffer gender discrimination
due to structural violence and lack of resources whilst in the
conflict zone. Rohingya women detained in internal camps in the
Rakhine State lack access to antenatal and postnatal healthcare
(Burki 2017, p.
1385). There are limited doctors in areas with
a predominant Rohingya population, and only one hospital in
the state capital, Sittwe, is willing to treat Rohingyas from the
internal detention centres (Burki 2017, p. 1385). Due to the lack
of adequate healthcare provided to pregnant Rohingya women,
‘maternal mortality is twice as high as the rest of the country’
(Burki 2017, p. 1385). Furthermore, women’s bodies continue to be
policed by government regulations that permit Rohingya women to
have two children with a 36-month gap between deliveries (Burki
2017, p. 1385). Additionally, due to the government’s obstruction
of humanitarian aid to areas of the Rakhine State, post-rape
care is not provided to Rohingya women, such as ‘emergency
contraception and prophylaxis against HIV infection’ (Human
Rights Watch 2017). Despite widespread evidence of GBV against
Rohingya people from the state military, the Myanmar government
continually denies all wrongdoing and discredits Rohingya victims
(Human Rights Watch 2017). Therefore, this demonstrates how the
intersection of gender and power allows for direct and structural
gendered violence to be ignored. These discussions of gendered
power relations show that for the Rohingya people to achieve
justice, safety and security within their historical homeland, the
state and the military need to be held accountable for their abuses
of power.

Gender and Encampment in Bangladesh
Gender and power relations also reproduces when Rohingyas flee
Myanmar to refugee camps in neighbouring countries. In 2017,
33,131 Rohingya refugees lived in official camps in Bangladesh
and between 63,000 – 80,000 were living in makeshift camps
(Milton et al. 2017, p. 5). Gender discrimination can exacerbate the
precariousness of forced displacement and lead to increased GBV
within domestic spaces alongside income and health instability. For
example, Rohingya women living in Kutupalong camp in the Cox’s
Bazar district of Bangladesh experience violence in public and
private spheres due to their limited mobility (Akhter & Kusakabe
2014, p. 239). Due to the unstable socio-economic situations within
the camps, women experience greater levels of domestic violence
(Akhter & Kusakabe 2014, p. 240). Additionally, reports of women
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living in Bangladeshi camps found that one-third of Rohingya
women feel unsafe going to the toilets or showers alone (Sang
2018, p. 7). Furthermore, many women lack adequate access to
healthcare, with half the women in an Oxfam survey stating that
they did not have necessary resources to manage their periods
(Sang 2018, p. 7). Therefore, it is important to explore seemingly
private spheres to understand how gendered power dynamics are
embedded in all facets of life. These experiences of violence during
conflict and relative peace demonstrate the persistent influence
of hierarchical gender structures and how they intersect with
statelessness to marginalise groups.

Conclusion
In conclusion, discussing the mechanisms of power is integral
to understanding the functioning of the international system. By
applying the theoretical analysis of feminist security studies to a
practical case study of the Rohingya people, this paper explored
the intersection of gendered power imbalances and the process
of forced displacement and statelessness. Furthermore, this paper
demonstrated that gender acts as a structural power relation that
exacerbates other socio-economic factors to increase vulnerability
to human rights violations. By analysing the Rohingya’s
experiences in the Rakhine State and Bangladeshi refugee camps,
it is evident that power and gender can be reproduced continually
in both times of extreme violence and relative peace. Therefore,
power is not just manifested through state control but also complex
gender relations. Overall, discussions of power relations are
important as they allow human rights organisations to recognise the
underlying causes of inequality and potentially develop tactics to
address discrimination.
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The Implications of
AUKUS for Australian
Climate Security
Introduction
In September 2021, Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison, US
President Joe Biden, and British Prime Minister Boris Johnson
announced the formation of a new trilateral security pact between
Australia, the UK and the US: AUKUS. After its announcement, the
pact was met with strong disapproval for its antagonism towards
China, its potential erosion of nuclear non-proliferation standards,
and the damage caused to Australia’s relationship with France.
Despite these risks to Australia’s national security, AUKUS is
evidence of a deepening trilateral relationship between the three
western powers. The pact may therefore present a much-needed
opportunity for climate security collaboration and incentivise
Australia to strengthen its stance on climate action.
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Criticisms of AUKUS
Immediately following the AUKUS announcement, commentators
focused on the pact’s purported ‘key objective’; the proposed
acquisition of eight nuclear-powered submarines for the Royal
Australian Navy (Sabbagh & Hurst 2022). However, the broader
and oft overlooked aim of AUKUS is to enhance the trilateral
relationship between the US, UK and Australia for the development
of advanced cyber capabilities, artificial intelligence, quantum
technologies, undersea capabilities, and hypersonic and counterhypersonic weaponry (Prime Minister of Australia 2021). In
short, the aim of the pact is to ensure Australia has access to
the most sophisticated military technology that the UK and US
can offer (Shortis 2022). The AUKUS pact indicates that the
three Western powers intend to position Australia as a dominant
military stakeholder in the Asia-Pacific region, and as a potential
counterweight to China’s increasing assertiveness and military
might (Newman 2021).
The deal has been heavily criticised by international parties.
Australia’s involvement in the pact caused it to withdraw from a
French-Australian submarine deal worth AUD 90 billion without
notice, effectively ending efforts to develop a deeper strategic
relationship between France and Australia (Greene 2022). This was
met with strong disapproval from the French government, with
French foreign minister Jean-Yves Le Drian describing the move
as a ‘stab in the back’ (Chrisafis 2021). The government of China
also expressed contempt for the pact, accusing Australia, the UK
and the US of reinvigorating a ‘Cold War mentality’ (Cranston
2021). The pact was also lambasted for its failure to include New
Zealand, a key strategic ally in the Asia-Pacific region (Middleby et
al. 2021). Some authors have presumed that New Zealand was not
included in the agreement due to its nuclear-free policy, implying
that the nuclear and military aims of AUKUS may be at odds with
internationally accepted standards of nuclear non-proliferation
(Lemahieu 2022).
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Figure 1: Scott Morrison announces the AUKUS pact and nuclear submarine deal in
Canberra, with Boris Johnson and Joe Biden on screen for their respective announcements
in the UK and US (Mick Tsikas 2021).

What does AUKUS mean for
Climate Security?
Despite these criticisms, AUKUS may carry positive implications
for Australia’s stance on climate change. AUKUS is concerned
with Australia’s national security and stability, plus China’s rapid
economic and military expansion poses a credible security threat
to nations in the Asia Pacific region (Shugart 2021). However, the
security implications of climate change will have a wider-reaching
destabilising impact on the geopolitical landscape (Dumaine and
Mintzer 2015). The anticipated consequences of climate change
include mass migration due to sea level rise and inhospitable living
conditions, contestation over scarce resources and increasingly
severe weather events that require military involvement (Matthew
2011). If Australia aims to position itself as a strategic heavyweight
it must consider and prepare for the predicted security challenges
posed by climate change.
Although the exact scope and parameters of the AUKUS pact
are yet to be determined, the UK and the US have indicated that
climate change will be a key consideration in both nations’ foreign
policies and security strategies moving forward (Newman 2021).
The Biden administration has devoted significant attention to
the mitigation of domestic and regional security risks associated
with climate change (Hyeonjung 2021). This is evinced by the
Department of Defence’s recent initiatives to improve preparedness
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in confronting the threat of climate change, with the US Secretary
of Defence, Lloyd Austin, stating that ‘no nation can find lasting
security without addressing the climate crisis’ (US Department of
Defense 2021). Further, the United States Pentagon has undertaken
an assessment of all US military installations with the aim of
understanding their vulnerabilities to climate change, determining
means of reducing greenhouse gas emissions and predicting sources
of climate-fuelled instability (Kaufman et al. 2021). The findings of
these risk assessments were a core component of Biden’s National
Security Strategy (Ellehuus 2021).
The UK military sector has mirrored the US’s approach to climate
security, having conducted extensive reports on the nation’s
vulnerability to security risks in the wake of climate instability
(Newman 2021). The Climate Change and Sustainability Strategic
Approach was presented to parliament in March 2021, with the aim
of equipping the UK to meet the defence and security challenges
that will likely arise due to climate change (Ministry of Defence
2021). The report stated that the UK aims to be recognised as a
global climate security leader.
While the US and UK have made strides towards acknowledging
the geostrategic risks of climate change, Australia’s climate
security policies have lagged behind (Taylor 2022). In 2021, the
Australian Climate Council urged the Morrison government to act
on climate change, arguing that failure to do so risks Australia’s
regional security and will be detrimental to the nation’s geopolitical
influence in the Indo-Pacific region (Climate Council, 2021).
Despite this, Australian domestic policy has failed to address these
concerns. For example, the 2020 Defence Strategic Update only
contained one mention of climate change and did not outline any
strategic initiatives aimed at preventing or remedying climate
security risks (Newman 2021). This inaction has prompted scrutiny
from Australia’s allies; Australia’s contributions to global climate
discussions were condemned as a ‘great disappointment’ by
the UK’s foremost government advisor on climate change, and
Morrison was accused by parties in the UK and US governments
of failing to comprehend the urgency of reducing greenhouse gas
emissions at the global COP26 conference in 2021 (Lopresti 2021).
There is clearly a glaring discrepancy between Australia’s domestic
policies on climate security and the approaches taken by its most
valued security partners.
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Although the AUKUS pact will play a crucial role in enhancing
Australia’s military capabilities and regional security, Australia’s
ambivalent approach to climate action is a far more serious threat
to the nation’s security and geopolitical stability (Newman 2021).
Given that the US and the UK are looking to take a leadership
role in the response to the global climate security crisis, the
AUKUS pact may incentivise Australia to implement legitimate
climate security risk-mitigation strategies in order to preserve its
relations with the US and UK (Newman 2021). The strengthened
relationships between Australia, the UK and the US may also
enable the latter two countries to put political pressure on Australia
to meet the climate security standards set by the other Western
powers (Packham 2021). The information sharing aims of the
pact may also enable Australia to access and replicate the security
initiatives that have been implemented by its allies, such as the
US Department of Defence framework for assessing the climate
vulnerability of military bases (Newman 2021). Information sharing
of this nature may lead to the further integration of responses to
climate change, thereby enhancing collective climate security.

“

“

Australia’s ambivalent
approach to climate action
is a far more serious threat
to the nation’s security and
geopolitical stability.

Conclusion
The AUKUS pact may signal the beginning of a lasting climate
security relationship between Australia, the UK and the US. This
relationship may incentivise Australia to implement more stringent
domestic emissions reduction targets and re-evaluate its climate
security goals to keep pace with its allies. The AUKUS alliance
therefore has the potential to enhance Australia’s preparedness for
the climate security crisis.
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Figure 1: Game cover for Sid Meier’s Civilization VI (Steam 2016)
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Introduction

“

As the go-to empire simulation
games for millions of people
worldwide, it is important to
reflect on their relationship
to Western colonialism and
identify where they continue to
perpetuate its false narratives.

“

4X games present a clear, ludic narrative for empire building which
continue to perpetuate imperial and colonial norms. Indeed, the
term ‘4X’ in and of itself serves as an abstraction of the colonial
blueprint – eXplore, eXpand, eXploit, and eXterminate – as
dubbed by game journalist Alan Emrich in observation of their
mechanics and ludology (1993). As such, each game grapples
with its ludologic relationship to colonialism, however, the extent
to which they continue to perpetuate Western colonial narratives
and conceptions of societal progression varies across the genre.
Despite the genre’s popularity or decolonisation efforts, there is a
distinct lack of literature surrounding this topic and its ludology
– which this essay will seek to make up for. We will accomplish
this by critically analysing Sid Meier’s Civilization franchise as
the prototypical 4X game and compare it to Amplitude Studios’
Humankind and Endless Legend IPs for their divergent ludology.

Firstly, we will define and establish the standardised mechanics
and ludology of 4X games and then highlight the fundamental
problem that arises between the gamification of colonialism and
its subsequent romanticisation. We will then dissect the expression
of this fundamental problem within the mechanics and ludology
of the Civilization franchise. Then we shall consider what level of
historic responsibility is necessary for good game design and then
emphasise the alternative mechanics and frameworks for empirebuilding brought forward by Amplitude Studios as a counter to
the normative assumptions which fuelled and justified Western
colonialism. As the go-to empire simulation games for millions of
people worldwide, it is important to reflect on their relationship to
Western colonialism and identify where they continue to perpetuate
its false narratives.
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Understanding 4X Games
4X games position the player as the leader of a fledgling settlement
with the goal of becoming the world’s ‘greatest’ empire. These
games model real-world material systems and require the player to
manage a rule-based simulation of what is effectively an abstract
and highly generalised representation of a political landscape.
Whilst these games are diverse in their mechanics and settings, they
share several key features which allow for their categorisation as
4X games (Kiley 2018; Emrich 1993, pp. 92-93).

1
2
3
4
5
6

Exploration of unknown randomly generated landscapes, often
via scouting with units. Units here refers to any moveable and
interactable figure that may represent anything from an army’s
general to a trade caravan. A fog of war typically covers the
unknown area and is uncovered through exploration.
Expansion through territorial control, demarcated initially from
settling cities and colonies and eventually exclusive control can be
wrested with influence, diplomacy, or warfare.
Technological advancement, both to reflect the progress of time and
an empire’s assets and as a means of improvement and advantage
over other civilisations.
Management of a large-scale sovereign empire, spanning from
its resources (metals, oil, food etc) to its finances, military assets,
culture, production, and beyond. Furthermore, this also includes
diplomatic ties to other empires including but not limited to war
and trading.
Turn-based gameplay, meaning each session is split between each
player or AI as they make a limited amount of moves consecutively
one after the other.
Competition towards victory conditions, where the player strives
against other civilisations to achieve victory – which can be
triggered through a variety of avenues spanning from total conquest
to scientific, financial, and cultural victories.

Considering the above, the titular eXplore, eXpand, eXploit
and eXterminate terms come as game defining requirements
the player will need to manage to win. However, whilst this
gamification of colonialism/imperialism is an inherent requirement
of the medium, a number of problems arise in representing the
reality of colonialism.
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Ludologic Analysis of the 4X
There is a fundamental ludo-logical problem present within Civilization, where the gamification of
colonialism/imperialism is an inherent requirement of the medium but the process ‘abstracts real
world scenarios into a series of challenges’ (Yunyongying 2014, p. 410) and in turn only serves to
romanticise and blatantly perpetuate colonial narratives. Fundamentally, the four tenets of 4X reflect
colonial norms. The call to eXploration is an evocation of the imperial gaze – Terra Incognita. The
player explores the map with an opportunistic curiosity – the intention of expansion and exploitation
under the pretext genuine exploration. This exploration is mythologised and celebrated by codifying
player actions as “Historic Moments” in an in-game log of significant player progress (Sid Meier’s
Civilization VI 2016).
This starkly mirrors colonial celebrations of explorers such as Christopher Columbus, where colonisers
‘impose a silence upon the events they ignore, and they fill that silence with narratives of power about
the event they celebrate’ (Trouillot 1995, p. 118). This romanticisation fails to acknowledge that Terra
Incognita only exists for invading colonial forces – their codification perpetuating the western narrative
of ‘discovery’ in the face of pre-existing native civilisations. Furthermore, the demarcation between
what is ‘known’ and ‘unknown’ is a crucial element of colonial hegemony. Controlling the ‘politics
of representation’ (Donaldson 1996) – where the former represents that which falls under colonial
jurisdiction or sovereign recognition and the latter is that which is yet to be assimilated – enables the
representation of the native as ‘other’.
The ‘othering’ of the native is apparent with the barbarian mechanics present across the Civilization
franchise. Barbarians act as independent roaming enemy factions scattered across the map as non-state
obstacles against your civilisation’s eXpansion. The Barbarians have no history, ethnicity, or interaction
beyond violence and are ‘reduced to obscurity under the celebration of exploration’ (Ford 2016, p.
6). Furthermore, Barbarians are the only unit-controlling faction in the game denied sovereignty and
are represented as a diaspora. Following in line with the doctrine of Terra Nullius, natives fail to meet
the standards of civilisation held by colonial powers, and their resistance is painted as an inherently
hostile act of war. This justifies the player’s use of ‘force in self-defence-and, in so doing, in endlessly
expanding their territory’ (Anghie 2006, p. 744). Native resistance is twisted as an excuse for invasion
as the primary motive for eXtermination is not self-defence but access to territory for eXploitation
(Wolfe 2006). On the flip side to Barbarians, there are several ‘Tribal Villages’ that the player receives
one-off bonuses from when interacted with early game. These huts seem to evoke Rosseau’s myth
of the noble savage- as ‘free, healthy, honest and happy’ brutes ‘being destitute of every species
of intelligence’ (Rosseau 1755, p. 14). These villagers are seemingly more than happy to trade and
welcome their colonial friends, a severe misrepresentation of colonial history. Indeed, both the violence
and goodwill are also codified as a ‘Historic Moment’ as Barbarian Encampments are cleared and tribal
villages are ‘traded’ with, further perpetuating colonial narratives within the game.
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Figure 2: Still of gameplay featuring
characters called ‘barbarians’ (Sid Meier’s
Civilization VI 2016)

Ludology Beyond the 4X
Beyond the 4 Xs of 4X games, each game’s tech tree positions
Western norms of technologically oriented progress as the standard
of development for each civilisations. Whilst tech trees are a ludic
staple of the medium and provide an effective and useful design
space for game balancing, they perpetuate a sense of ‘technological
determinism’ (Ghys 2012) where Western standards are inevitable.
There are a number of interesting observations present within
the tree. For example, ‘Plastics’ must be researched before
‘Environmentalism’ in Civ. VI as a reflection of our current climate
crisis despite Indigenous people having always been ‘agents of
environmental conservation’ (Etchart 2017). Indeed, the term
environmentalist does not even do Indigenous people justice when
their real histories and cultures are taken into consideration. These
kinds of socio-political developments cause a level of ludo narrative
dissonance in their restrictive homogeneity. Civilization fails to
account both for societies which do not follow the same path of
technological progression and for societies that emerge at different
times relative to other societies. At times this is humorous, such as
when an Eastern country quotes Le Morte d’Arthur: ‘Whoso pulleth
out this sword of this stone and anvil, is rightwise king born of all
England’ (Malory 1485) upon researching ‘Chivalry’ and triggering
the ‘Medieval Era’ in Civilization V.
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However, the implications for this are problematic, not only
as alternative narratives are excluded but due to the fact that
technological superiority and its subsequent disparity have
been used as justifications for colonial invasion in the past. Not
only did technical superiority enable the West to impose its will
on the rest of the world, but the lack of western technology in
non-Western civilisation served as further justification for the
depiction of native peoples as savages. Indeed, this disparity
is exaggerated by Rosseau (1755, p. 11) as he claims that ‘the
body of a savage man [is] the only instrument he understands’
in total ignorance of Indigenous technology. This clear disparity
is ignored in Civilization, rather it opts to standardise human
progress with the ‘same starting conditions (one settler in 4,000
BC) and the same opportunities because the rules are the same for
everyone’ (Poblocki 2007, p. 168). Whilst this is again necessary
for gamification, this abstraction only continues reinforce Western
ideas of international anarchy and sovereignty formed through
colonialism. Non-European states lacked the sovereignty that
is granted to them within Civilization’s framework and only
emerged through decolonisation efforts (Anghie 2006). The many
ways this ludologic problem expresses itself could be argued
to be inevitable to some extent as gamification is an inherent
requirement of the medium. However, there is a level of historic
responsibility required to combat the perpetuation of false colonial/
imperial narratives.
The development of the Civilization franchise has been historically
irresponsible in this regard. Sid Meier himself repeats Bruce
Shelley’s joke that they do their research ‘in the kid’s section
of the library’ (2017), a sentiment reflected and increasingly
amplified through Civilization’s game design. Indeed, arguably
the darkest element of colonialism and imperialism – slavery – is
notably absent from later incarnations of Civilization. However,
the earlier iterations of the franchise Civilization: Call to Power
include Slaver units and Abolitionists with which to counter them.
The fourth incarnation also included slavery as a social policy
that could be enacted. Neither of those iterations really delves into
the morality of slavery, but they do deal with the reality of it to
some extent. Rather than continuing to grapple with the very real
consequences of colonialism and imperialism, its abstracted to the
point of ‘elid[ing]the violence of exploration, colonization, and
development’ as to make the game more ‘palatable’ for the player
(Friedman 1998). Ignoring how marketable a more historically
responsible Civilization game could be, its current game design
came under fire in 2018 for its representation of First Nation
peoples – highlighting a clear issue with prioritising game design
over historical responsibility. Poundmaker Cree Headman, Milton
Tootoosis, highlights one of the key problems with including
Indigenous people under Civilization’s current ludo-logical
framework. ‘It perpetuates this myth that First Nations had similar
values that the colonial culture has, and that is one of conquering
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other peoples and accessing their land […] That is totally not
in concert with our traditional ways and world view’ (Tootoosis
2018, cited in Shield 2018). Here, the ludo-logical problem
becomes a ludo-narrative contradiction – ruining the experience
for those directly involved with the people Civilization seeks to
represent. It’s clear that alternative mechanisms are required for the
representation of Indigenous peoples and only a shift away from
Civilization’s current colonial framework will enable this.
It is here we shift our focus away from Civilization and towards
Amplitude Studio’s Endless Legend and Humankind IPs as they
present alternative mechanics for depicting empire-building in
response to the issues that arise with Civilization. The problem of
Terra Incognita is handled in the former via a clearly defined map
with pre-existing districts and territories occupied by Minor and
Major Factions. Auriga, the game’s setting, is well-established
as a place that is already lived in and familiar to these factions
– only unknown to the player and their chosen faction through
the fog of war. Humankind circumvents this entirely by going
even further back than Civilization in time and positioning every
player as primitive hunter-gatherer without settlements from the
beginning of the game. The player must develop from the dawn of
civilisation itself, rather than 4,000 BC. The ‘othering’ of natives
present under Civilization’s framework is reframed in Endless
Legend through Minor Factions rather than Barbarians. These
Minor Factions act as sovereign, independent people whom the
player must diplomatically interact with to colonise and are not
openly hostile from the get-go. The player can choose to conquer
them through violence, bribery, or by parleying in good faith by
completing side quests for each tribe within the Minor Faction.
There are often rewards in addition to pacification, so players are
incentivised to parley when they are able to. Humankind, however,
positions the player as natives to begin with and as such avoids the
problem entirely. As every other faction begins as you do, it is up to
the player in how they choose to interact with other natives. Rather
than tribal huts, Endless Legend has Ancient Ruins for the player to
explore and Humankind scales your initial resource accumulation
through exploration itself rather than tying it to any specific act.
Whilst the same issues with technological development continue
within these games, a possible solution to Civilisation’s problems
could be to develop unique tech trees for each nation rather than
giving a standardised Western view of technological determinism.
These alternative ideas exist and are able to be brainstormed, the
question is simply whether 4X games decide to take historical
responsibility for their ludo-logic relationship to colonialism.
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Conclusion
The ludo-logic relationship of 4X games to colonialism continues
to be problematic in its perpetuation of Western colonial/imperial
narratives around empire-building. Whilst much of this is due to
the inherent requirement of gamification within the medium –
much of its abstraction is problematic as this gamification results
in a romanticisation of colonialism. In particular, Sid Meier’s
Civilization franchise presents a number of game mechanics which
echo false colonial mechanisms such as Terra Incognita, Terra
Nullius, the ‘othering’ of native people and a Western standard of
technological determinism. Furthermore, Civilization seems to
regress in its abstractions rather than critically assess their ludologic relationship to colonialism, failing to consider alternative
mechanisms of empire-building present in Amplitude Studio’s IPs.
Considering Civilization as the prototypical 4X game, it is clear
that the normative assumptions that justified colonialism are alive
and well within the franchise and there is a need for reassessment,
especially with its representation of Indigenous peoples. That being
said, there is a clear shift in the ludo-logic mechanisms present
in 4X games with Amplitude Studio’s competitor IPs towards
decolonising the genre. 4X games are responsible for accurately
engaging with their colonial roots and it is important that we
continue to reflect upon our relationship with these ludic empirebuilding simulations, especially when these result in ludonarrative
dissonance for those they seek to represent and entertain.
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Figure 1: A victim of domestic violence showing her head wound patched up by a
women’s shelter (Gray 2015).
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Introduction: Papua New Guinea’s
Violent State
Solidarity and capacity building as inclusive community tactics
are Papua New Guinea’s more successful antidotes to genderbased violence. Current literature acknowledges how endemic
gender-based violence is in Papua New Guinea. This essay
presents capacity building initiatives in culturally significant
spaces such as church as the least antagonistic anti-domestic
violence approaches, compared to those within the human rights,
mainstreaming and participation frameworks. Embedded in this
strategy is the use of culturally specific frameworks such as Talanoa
storytelling, positive role modelling and the involvement of local
actors such as prominent community groups, their leaders and
church representatives.

A Capacity Building Approach
Communal capacity building resonates with many New Guinea communities in the context of antidomestic violence development programs. The ‘Yumi Sanap Strong’ campaign (which translates to
‘Let’s Stand Strong Together’) for example, utilises digital storytelling and advocacy at community
events (Yumi Sanap Strong 2022). This campaign focuses on modelling preventative anger
management behaviour to address violence perpetuated at different social levels, thus rendering it more
inclusive for any individual who has experienced violence. A similar mentality fuels the development
program, Kafe Urban Settlers Women’s Association which is based in the Eastern Highlands Province
and provides support for families in the form of counselling, mediation of tribal conflict, village courts
and consultations with community leaders (Yumi Sanap Strong 2022). Whilst this reinforces traditional
roles about women in New Guinean culture, such as them being the nurturers and peacekeepers, this
approach has the advantage of incorporating positive kinship structures and providing a negotiation
mechanism for women in their communities. However, the emphasis on women can isolate male
and child victims who are further stigmatised in accessing help. To increase the reach of capacity
building so that the victims of domestic violence who benefit from it are not only women, this essay
recommends a Talanoa version of storytelling. Talanoa is a form of traditional storytelling and peace
journalism which is focused on exposing the structural conditions in Papua New Guinea that allow
violence to thrive (Mago-King 2019). Talanoa is valuable within kinship systems, as it speaks to social
responsibility and emphasises the need for the community to act in a way that is familiar to them.
With this recommendation, capacity building through storytelling, allows for inclusive anti-domestic
violence development programs.
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“

Talanoa is a form of
traditional storytelling
and peace journalism
which is focused on
exposing the structural
conditions in Papua
New Guinea that allow
violence to thrive.
The Human Rights Model

Whilst common, the Human Rights Framework varies in its success of being an inclusive development
framework for anti-domestic violence programs in Papua New Guinea. From a legal standpoint, the
introduction of the Family Protection Act (2013) was significant in formally recognising protection
against violence. However, its clash with New Guinean customary law has completely undermined
its potential to tackle gender-based violence in the country. Customary law is symbolic of tribal
relations or wantok, which is where the reciprocity of groups and their status is more important than
peace (Nanau 2011). Often, women are implicated in the event of tribal violence. The Act, commonly
known as the ‘law against wife-bashing’ is referred to as “ok an ye lo or ok an amop in the Yonggom
language around Kiunga” (Gibbs 2016, p. 146). Locals see this as ‘what is forbidden by the whiteman’
or ‘whiteman law’ (Gibbs 2016, p. 146). Duties can be conflated with entitled rights, thus enabling
customary law to trump the ‘white law.’ A man’s claim on the personhood of his wife was observed
as an extension of his duty as a husband in society, thus he will try to ‘regain his damaged masculine
identity’ by publicly reasserting his authority, that is, through a public beating (Gibbs 2016, p. 147).
These attitudes demonstrate tension between human rights and customary rights in Papua New Guinea,
which further undermine a victim’s ability to claim legal agency. Scholars such as Mago-King (2019)
observe that the plight of victims is more so judged by the correctness of the social relationship
between the victim and the offender rather than consent (Gibbs 2016, p. 150). A more inclusive
approach could involve framing in the context of social relations. If the physical and mental health
of a partner is emphasised as benefiting their ability to maintain social relations, there is the potential
for campaigns to target the care of partners as community duties as well. Whilst this is not entirely
inclusive, considering the campaigns are aimed at heteronormative families, it is a strategy which
repackages human rights in a more contextually appropriate manner.
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Further Confusion of the Human Rights Model
Additionally, the asymmetry between cultural expectations
and international law language fuels a lack of adherence to this
legislation. The melpa language, for example, does not have
a specific word for sexual violence, thus there is little agency,
especially for women, in being able to articulate their experiences
of domestic abuse when the rhetoric doesn’t exist (Mago-King
2019, p.17). This divorces victims from recognising the different
forms of help they need when assault can vary in what that looks
like eg physical, sexual, emotional etc.. Additionally, the needs of
non-female identifying victims, who are equally as vulnerable, are
completely ignored. Their experiences do not fit the ‘perception
of woman’, let alone ‘sexual violence.’ As Eby (2017) suggests,
the framing of violence as ‘domestic’ by many anti-domestic
violence developments in PNG is problematic because it reinforces
the private vs. public distinction, despite gender-based violence
occurring externally (Jolly 2012, cited in Eby 2017, p. 72-73).
Research suggests that gender-based violence is seen as a private
issue, in which couples who physically ‘argue’ are perceived to be
sorting out their problems, and thereby engaging in an acceptable
part of everyday life, rather than a crime (Khosla et al., 2013,
cited in Eby 2017, p. 74). It is argued that this attitude is persistent
amongst police officers, who do very little to enforce the laws in
the first place unless certain. First, there must be a medical report
produced and second, the perpetrator should be brought to the
station (Mago-King 2019, p. 7). This makes it difficult to enforce
protection against violence and feeds into the one-dimensional
image of violence. One dimensionality ignores the ways in which
many people become desensitised to violence as it plays out,
in both the private and public settings. This essay argues that
cooperation between community groups and the police force
are more likely to effectively uphold human rights in PNG than
current strategies. It posits that a human rights approach can be
more than moderately effective in incorporating inclusive strategies
which can better protect vulnerable individuals experiencing
gender-based violence.
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Mainstreaming Model Mayhem
Papua New Guinea’s Gender Mainstreaming strategy, as per the
Gender Equity Strategic Plan of 2009 – 2014, risks endangering
women due to its challenging nature in the context of confronting
rigid social roles. This strategy aims to increase the number of
women in higher education and workplace positions of leadership
as well as constant monitoring of ratios (National Department of
Education 2009). Whilst these are the deemed goals, there is no
specific plan as to how to achieve this in Papua New Guinea’s
unique social context. Papua New Guinea has over 800 Indigenous
languages cultures, and whilst they vary in values, practices and
whether they are matrilineal or patrilineal, there is a common
component of male superiority (Mago-King 2019, p. 61). MagoKing (2019) refers to ceremonies and rituals which promote this
concept, such as cane swallowing and cicatrisation to cleanse
boys of ‘female’ essences (p. 16). This is so ‘gentle’ boys can
become “warriors capable of killing rage, stealthy murder and
bravery” (McPherson 2012, p. 48, cited in Mago-King 2019,
p. 16). Women’s roles are often reduced to sources of wealth,
peace mediators, childbearing, and labour. This is reinforced
during ceremonies and presentations “where men gain political
power and prestige” (Eves 2010, p. 52, cited in Mago-King 2019,
p.15). Literature acknowledges how gendering is often used as a
tool of discipline for women who defy or question conservative
gender roles. The threat of violence maintains male privileges,
and women risk being shamed if they cannot perform roles that
society expects of them (Eves 2006). As mainstreaming is more of
a blatant approach, conflict is expected to arise out of resistance,
especially when men realise the implications of asserting their
‘authority’ in a violent manner. Such is the gender divide where
women who exercise ‘big man leadership’ in arenas such as
business and/or making significant household decisions are belittled
for their ‘unwomanly’ agency (Aisolo-Orake et. al 2022, p. 4) .
Increasing visibility of women in typically ‘male’ domains can
be perceived as taking away men’s powers (Aisolo-Orake et. al
2022). Alternatively, it could be argued that increasing resources for
women in their own spaces increases visibility of their capacities.
Additionally, mobilising security through networking amongst
themselves, could reinforce the notion that their purpose is not
so limited. Whilst the strategy has good intentions, the lack of
cultural awareness when applying it to the PNG context renders it
less effective.
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A Feminist Framework
In exploring a feminist framework for anti-domestic violence development, the broader issue of
applying blanket ‘Westtern’ feminism arises. The rhetoric of mainstreaming acknowledges how
education and economic empowerment are deemed as issues for all women, thus reinforcing that
development is needed to escape violence. Whilst these are valuable mechanisms for agency and
economic self-sufficiency, the ability to practice them relies on safety from violence. Yet so far, this
essay has maintained there is little social security from violence as journalists have reported dismal
infrastructure to protect people from it (McLennan 2021). Unfortunately, the rigid gender dichotomy
is the framework that mainstreaming must operate in, as identities outside of that dichotomy risk their
safety through further ostracism, isolation, or abuse. Schwarz (2021) recommends education and
knowledge about victims’ rights be combined with empowering them to walk away. This could involve
sharing resources which provide safe spaces, such as Meri Safe Houses, which are ‘safe’ houses or
social service shelters. Another approach involves male solidarity in the form of community support,
which creates an alternative mode of masculinity. The UN’s campaign ‘Sanap Wantaim’ for example,
rallies boys and men together to promote a firm stance against violence as well as tips for bystanders
if they witness a public beating (UN 2016). In this instance, procuring a woman’s safety is not seen as
an ‘attack’ on prevailing gendered roles, but rather as a positive use of masculinity to protect women.
Unfortunately, this approach isn’t inclusive in the sense that those who are queer and/or trans are
excluded from this gender dichotomy. However, this positive model of reframing masculinity to protect
the vulnerable, and the accumulation of resources provides tools for citizens to practice anti-domestic
violence interventions in the broader scale of anti-domestic violence development work.

The Premise of Participation in Prayer
Scholars have observed that churches have provided a somewhat
effective model for increased female participation in Papua
New Guinean society. Of the demographic, 95% of the country
identifies as Christian, stemming from interactions with
European missionaries in the 19th century (Cultural Atlas 2022).
Consequently, the awareness of human rights is emboldened in
the premise that everyone is valued by virtue of being a human,
therefore God’s creation (Gibbs 2016, p.145). This stance is a
more inclusive take on extending dignity to everyone in society.
By women speaking in church, leading sermons, or accompanying
male relations their visibility is not seen as much of a threat
compared to if, say, they were in a business meeting etc. Using
Arnstein’s (2019) ladder of citizen participation, visibility in this
context is reinforcing an image of partnership. However, the agency
of this partnership is more of a placation, considering men are
expected to make the final decision. Although the church could
serve as a vehicle for behavioural change, given its prominence in
New Guinean society, it has historically suppressed such change,
and instead could propel rhetoric that reinforces traditional gender
roles and violence against women (Mago-King, 2019, p.21). Whilst
this is still somewhat relegating women to traditional roles, as well
as being barely inclusive given it is just targeted at women, this
is an opportune environment for improved gender relations in the
hope of informally challenging the societal acceptance of violence.
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Participation In Prayer Gone Wrong
However, this essay argues church can be just as potent in
reinforcing gender relations that justify violence. The traditional
Catholic model for example, upholds the ideal of the nuclear
family. Male privilege is reinstated in the man’s role as the
household overseer, including the monitoring of a wife’s duties to
her family (CAC 2016). Morality can be equated with behaviour
and therefore presents women’s rights as a conditionality in
respect to their adherence to their role. Even for those who do not
identify as women, the feminine identity loses priority in the grand
scheme of Christianity (Mago-King 2019, p21). Additionally, the
church’s open condemnation of witchcraft and preaching about
Satan, devils and possession resonate with the sanguma narrative.
The sanguma spirit refers to the possession of (primarily) women
who are believed to have caused misfortune in the community;
random deaths and illness which fuel the irrational killing of
victims who are usually tortured under gruesome circumstances
(Forsyth & Gibbs 2020, p.50). This is despite a Sorcery National
Action Plan being drafted more than 5 years ago. What could
be useful then, is to reframe ‘family values’ as one’s ability to
maintain family peace through nonviolent tactics, endorsed by
community preachers who are revered among their communities.
This is inclusive in the respect that all family members, including
children, the elderly, and those with disabilities,benefit from a less
aggressive home environment. Additionally, partnerships between
churches and services such as the Eastern Highlands Family Voice,
an organisation that provides resources and counselling services,
could promote campaigns which denounce vices. Vices such as
drinking andgambling which fuel violence specifically (Eby 2017,
p 78). Whilst the church is not as inclusive in promoting antidomestic violence measures against non-feminine identities, it has
the potential to be more effective in admonishing gender-based
violence, given its capacity to wield social influence.

Conclusion
Overall, engaging with cultural framing with respect to Papua New
Guinea’s social fabric can facilitate more fruitful anti-domestic
violence programs. Unlike previous attempts to apply a human
rights framework via gender mainstreaming and participation in
popular spaces such as church, capacity building and community
solidarity models are more effective in reinforcing that
safeguarding against violence promotes positive relationality.
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Figure 1: National Diet Building in Japan (Pavone 2020)
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Introduction
The restructured world order following the end of the Cold War
has propelled discussion surrounding whether Japan is correctly
conceptualised as a ‘great power’. This is understandable once
one considers the contested nature of the term, and how it is
embedded in processes that occlude a simple affirmative or
negative inclination. Answering the question ‘is Japan a great
power?’ is contingent upon a variety of considerations. First, it is
fundamental to deconstruct how observers and states conceptualise
power to delineate whether Japan possesses the capacity to
qualify as a ‘great power’. Second, it is necessary to address
the importance of identity in determining Japan’s position. This
includes understanding not only how Japan views itself, but also
the legitimacy it seeks from other states, as well as the framing
of its unique position within the international system. Finally, it
is important to address the procedural nature of a ‘great power’,
and how Japan’s function in shaping norms and its participation in
regional structures is instrumental in consolidating its ‘great power’
status. Determining whether Japan is a ‘great power’ is contingent
upon the framework applied and the criteria addressed, and as such
a definitive answer would be fallacious. Japan may be a ‘great
power’ in certain conceptualisations whilst being increasingly
insignificant in others.

“

...Japan can
function as a
great power
beyond binary
conceptualisations
offered by realism
or liberalism.
45

Power
Instrumental to understanding Japan’s status is determining how
one qualifies the notion of ‘power’. There exists a plurality of
measures that theorists employ to understand the comparative
capacity of states, with some prioritising material components
and others emphasising non-tangible factors. A realist perspective
embeds an understanding of power within an assessment of
security (Little 2003, p. 454) and correspondingly measures one’s
military capacity as a signifier of power (Nolte 2010, p. 885). This
perspective highlights Japan’s dependence on the security umbrella
of the United States to guarantee protection (Suzuki 2008, p. 52),
which in turn problematises Japan’s relatively small military as not
being conducive to the role of a ‘great power’. Conversely, theories
like liberalism emphasise economic factors (Nolte 2010, p. 883). As
such, Japan can be posited as a powerful state due to its enduringly
large economy (Suzuki 2008, p. 46), even following issues of
stagnation (Rozman 2002, p. 81) and increasing competition from
China (Goh 2013, p. 2). However, depending on these theories to
provide a singular explanation of a state’s power is problematic.
As highlighted by Little (2003), there needs to be a stronger
understanding of how these disparate theories inform one another,
and how each subsequently informs a broader understanding
of power – more contingent on discursive elements, rather than
physical ones.
A reconceptualisation of power in line with English School theory
provides a framework to understand how Japan can be considered a
‘great power’ (or not) by non-material factors. Whilst military and
economic capacity evidently play an integral role in determining
a state’s influence, the characterisation of a ‘great power’ is a
process that is undertaken discursively (Goh 2013, p. 8). As Goh
(2013, p. 9) highlights, this status is embedded in an intersubjective
process in which the determination of a ‘great power’ is facilitated
by an ‘audience’. States engage in performative behaviour to earn
legitimising support from other states (Ringmar 2012, p. 19).
However, this raises questions as to whether Japan operates as an
audience member in this process, or as a ‘great power’ seeking
legitimisation. Such questions are accommodated by an English
School understanding that comparative evaluation of powers is
akin to a hierarchy with varying levels of dominance (Nolte 2010,
p. 885). An intersubjective consensus is instrumental in reconciling
the unequal distribution of a hierarchy, and as such, ‘great powers’
can exist below other dominant states (Goh 2013). However, this
does not reconcile the contested notion of the location of Japan
within this hierarchy. An accommodation of non-materialistic
measures, like ideational factors, highlights that Japan can function
as a great power beyond binary conceptualisations offered by
realism or liberalism.
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Identity
Identity and history are integral elements to understanding how
‘great power’ status is constituted. They operate not only to define
Japan’s claim to power, but also inform whether other countries
reciprocate or deny this claim (Suzuki 2008, p. 50). As Rozman
(2002, p. 78) highlights, Japan has sought to posit itself as a
connecting state between the US and the rest of Asia. It is through
this unique identity that Japan seeks to legitimate its ‘great power’
status. This concept of self-identification is particularly evident
in an article by Iishi (2016), which claims that Japan needs to
continue to play the role of a regional balancer. However, Suzuki
(2008, p. 46) highlights that there is often a disconnect between
whether a country self-identifies as a ‘great power’, and whether it
is legitimated by other states. This is highlighted by what Suzuki
(2008, p. 46) describes as ‘frustrated great powers’; those who
are ‘insecure of their position’ within a hierarchy due to a lack
of legitimisation. Recognition of a ‘great power’ is inherently
grounded within reciprocal processes and as such, self-identity may
not be conducive to reality (Suzuki 2008, p. 46). Suzuki (2008, p.
57) argues that whilst Japan may seek to identify as an important
state, its insular policies fail to convince other states to do the same.
Furthermore, historical factors influence whether Japan is afforded
legitimacy as a ‘great power’. Japan’s legacy prior to the Second
World War (Suzuki 2008, p. 52) and its apprehension to address
its imperial past prompt apprehension to be granted legitimacy
by other states, sustaining a ‘frustrated great power’ condition
(Rozman 2002, p. 74). History has also served to determine Japan’s
military capacity due to restrictions enforced following the Second
World War, which in turn restrict its ability to operate as a great
power (Suzuki 2008, p. 52). Thus, whilst identity may be integral in
establishing Japan as a ‘great power’, such a concept is contingent
on both endogenous conditions such as material capacity and the
reciprocal legitimacy granted by other states, both of which may be
constrained by the lasting impact of history.

Relational Variables
Whilst an evaluation of Japan’s identity is productive in determining its ‘great power’ status, such
a conceptualisation is rudimentary as it fails to address Japan’s ability to reconcile the discursive
conditions of such a position. One way to evaluate Japan’s capacity is to deconstruct how it both
complies with and shapes the normative consensus of the region. As Suzuki (2008, p. 50) highlights,
‘great power’ status is delineated through conformity towards the normative structures of the region.
Since the US has been instrumental in shaping global consensus, prioritising principles such as
liberalism and democracy (Rozman 2002, pp. 74-75), Japan’s conformity to such principles inherently
endears itself to ‘great power’ status. However, it is also important to reflect on what Goh (2013, p. 24)
characterises as the renegotiation of the normative structure and shifts in hegemonic power. If Japan’s
status is contingent on the framing of norms by the dominant hegemon, it is important to understand
how China’s growing dominance in the region may jeopardise the normative basis on which Japan
depends to reconcile its position. Japan’s status may also be delineated through its own ability to
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shape dominant normative discourse, rather than just comply with it (Black & Hwang 2012, p. 432).
As Black and Hwang highlight (2012, p. 445), through its participation in addressing regional issues
such as piracy, Japan works to position itself as a cooperative regional partner. Japan reconciles its
identity as a connection between the East and West, and through productive engagement, it seeks to
embed this conception within the dominant discourse of the region (Black & Hwang 2012, p. 432).
The authors argue that Japan’s operation as a ‘norm entrepreneur’ consolidates its ‘great power’ status,
subverting the English School assumption that international society encultures states with normative
predispositions (Black & Hwang 2012, p. 445). Thus, when it comes to determining Japan’s ‘great
power’ status, a static perspective on the issue eclipses how such a status is in constant flux.
Another way to evaluate the processes of intersubjective permissibility towards Japan’s status as a
‘great power’ is to analyse how such processes occur through its engagement with regional, multilateral
structures. As is highlighted by Smith (2015, p. 308), regional institutions can be compromised
by disparate interests among ‘great powers’ (which she considers Japan to be one of), and as such
said ‘powers’ should utilise their capacity to influence stronger regional cooperation. However, one
must move past an instrumental analysis of institutions to understand how regional engagement can
be operational as a process of consolidating one’s status as a ‘great power’. As Terada (2006, p. 7)
highlights, states such as Japan and China have utilised their leverage to shape regional organisations
to reinforce their position as ‘great powers’. Japan and China have competed to determine aspects
such as the location, membership qualifications, and purposes of regional institutions (Terada 2006,
p. 7). This competition operates as a form of performative behaviour, and China’s increasing ability to
define the institutions in its favour has consequential effects for Japan, such as limiting the promotion
of democracy (Terada 2006, p. 13). Thus, whilst Japan leverages some power regarding regional
institutions, such power is in the process of being renegotiated and reconfigured. This, in turn, is
detrimental to Japan’s intersubjective position as a ‘great power’.

Conclusion
The criteria upon which a ‘great power’ is determined can often
contradict itself, both between theoretical frameworks and
within them. Varying perspectives indicate that Japan operates
as a great power on a regional level, whilst being insignificant
globally. Furthermore, whilst Japan may be militarily insignificant,
economic and ideological factors suggest a more important role.
Furthermore, analysing Japan’s position from a static evaluative
perspective negates the process-driven factors required in
identifying a ‘great power’. The dynamic system within which
Japan exists indicates that conceptions of ‘power’ are often relative
and in a process of flux. Once these varying contingencies are
accounted for, the question of if Japan is a great power becomes
difficult to answer. However, the case can be made that across
the varying criteria, Japan still presents itself, and is identified
by others, as a state to be accounted for. Despite a supposed
insufficient capacity to act from a realist perspective, Japan is
instrumental in shaping regional structures, influencing and
conforming to norms, and operating as a key strategic factor in
relation to other major powers. One should not let such complex
criteria deter them from viewing Japan as a significant player,
though its position as a ‘great power’ is contested.
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Figure 1: Image of Afghanistan provinces (ANU College of Asia and the Pacific 2018)

Introduction
In Afghanistan, development donors have identified poverty reduction as a core objective, thus
necessitating their consistent intervention in the area. Due to continued conflict and high volumes of
opium activity in rural areas, donors have often prescribed alternative livelihood projects as the most
effective solution. Alternative livelihood projects attempt to target the causes of opium cultivation
rather than simply policing drug flows (Mansfield & Pain 2005). This essay begins by dissecting the
discursive arrangement which constructs poor people as deprived of aid, upon which development
donors rely on to legitimise their intervention. It then elucidates how this discursive arrangement exists
within a neoliberal paradigm, using the Alternative Development Program South (ADP/S) Project as
a case study to demonstrate how market-based reforms are prioritised. Finally, the essay highlights
how experts use data to drive technical solutions within alternative livelihood programs, rather than
relying on local knowledge. This section looks at the Afghanistan Vouchers for Increased Production
in Agriculture (AVIPA) and AVIPA-Plus programs in detail to understand how the privileging of expert
knowledge had negative consequences for local implementation.
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“

Development donors use
discourse to construct poor
people as deprived of aid, thus
necessitating intervention.
Poverty as Interventionist Discourse

Development donors use discourse to construct poor people as
deprived of aid, thus necessitating intervention. However, poverty
is a complex challenge in Afghanistan. The country was an active
war zone from 2001 to 2021 and accounted for over 84% of
the world’s opium production in the last five years (Pereira &
Vieira 2022). Hafvenstein (2007) summarises the problem aptly,
‘Picture a rugged, desert country in which a seven-year drought
has emptied the canals and a twenty-five-year war has wrecked
roads, schools and markets…the millions of farmers and farm
workers in this country have few sources of credit, no banks and a
national currency that until very recently were worthless’ (p. 10).
Under these circumstances, opium is one of the few forms of credit
available, because it can be stored indefinitely, and lenders are
willing to pay large sums upfront for eventual returns (Greenfield
et al. 2015). The prevailing dogma has been that such poverty
is the result of states being weak or fragile and the solution lies
in strengthening them (Verkoren & Kamphuis 2013). However,
despite considerable international efforts, more than half of
Afghanistan’s people continue to live in poverty (Clark 2020).
Morid (2016) argues that in the late 2000s, the dominant discourse
changed from necessitating a ‘war on terror’ to an emerging
developmental discourse. While the two worked in tandem, this
newer developmental discourse primarily represented farmers as
‘vulnerable people in need of development’, rather than ‘terror
threats’ (Morid 2016, p. 19). At the forefront of this change
in perception was the United States Agency for International
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Development (USAID) and the United Kingdom’s Department
for International Development (DFID). They funded countless
alternative livelihood programs aimed at providing local farmers
with aid, on the condition that farmers substituted opium crops
with legal crops. However, this huge inflow of resources had
a devastating material effect. According to the Afghan Central
Bank’s former chief of staff Sarajuddin Isar, ‘aid flows meant that
the government had no need to tax’, leading to a fundamental lack
of trust by Afghans and the absence of a binding ‘fiscal social
contract’ (Clark 2020, p. 15). Instead, Afghan people were held
accountable to development donors. Morid (2016) furthers this
point, stating that the Afghanistan government was primarily
financed by USAID, so officials were afraid to openly criticise
policies slated for the country’s ‘development’. This is a welcome
and important contrast to the dominant discursive arrangement
that development donors rely on. By constructing Afghan people
as deprived of aid, they necessitate the implementation of their
programs as solutions. However, in many other countries, it is
the responsibility of the state to provide and implement welfare
programs. Through the mechanisms of taxation and welfare
provision, governments can build legitimacy in the eyes of their
citizens. Alternative livelihood programs are limited in their ability
to achieve this result because they cannot deliver the necessary
physical and social infrastructure to ensure universality and they are
highly conditional (Mansfield 2018). Hence, they cannot tackle the
complex scope of poverty in Afghanistan. Therefore, development
donors discursively construct poor people as deprived of aid to
satisfy program objectives, but often disregard the long-term
impacts of their interventions.

Neoliberal Requirements for Aid
Alternative livelihood programs are implemented by development donors within a neoliberal paradigm
that privileges market-based reforms. According to some development scholars, poverty reduction
and neoliberalism are not synonymous. For example, Craig and Porter (2006) assert that the poverty
reduction paradigm is a move beyond the neoliberal preoccupation with privatisation and downsizing
the state, because it relies on empowerment through local partnerships. However, as the case study
of Alternative Development Project South (ADP/S) in southern Afghanistan will show, this is not
necessarily the case. ADP/S was implemented by Chemonics International, a development consulting
firm with expertise in agriculture and private sector development, from 2005 to 2009 (USAID 2019).
The program cost US $200 million and was funded entirely by USAID. Formally, the program provided
seed and fertiliser to 110,500 farmers who promised they would not cultivate opium in exchange for aid
(Greenfield et al. 2015). The stated objective of the program was to ‘improve licit income opportunities
and well-being of thousands of rural families by integrating them into the regional economy’ (USAID
2019). Therefore, USAID, by partnering with Chemonics, sought to reduce poverty by stimulating
market reform and demand in Afghanistan.
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However, the alleged benefits of the program did not last after
program subsidies ended and people were not protected from the
consequences of market reform. This is an important consideration
because most people in southern Afghanistan live in rural areas.
Families are not guaranteed access to welfare if they do not make
enough of a living and income is predominantly generated through
farming (See Figure 2). Therefore, the destruction of opium crops
made people vulnerable because they relied on selling stored
reserves if there was a crisis with alternative crops. The project
could not cater to this local reality, because a neoliberal paradigm
demands that individuals acquiesce to the fluctuations of the market
(Gilbert 2013). Experiments with growing chilli peppers failed
because there was no domestic demand and providing commercial
animal feed did not work because farmers reverted to traditional
animal practices once the project ended (Greenfield et al. 2015).
Subsidies for seed and fertilisers provided only a one-off benefit in
the years when the subsidy was provided, because farmers needed
to re-purchase them in the subsequent years and opium was a much
more profitable crop (Greenfield et al. 2015).
Furthermore, the way that programs were implemented in
Afghanistan overwhelmingly supported a neoliberal paradigm.
For example, the Afghanistan Compact, an agreement between
the Afghan government and international community, required
divestment from state-owned enterprises and banks into private
entities before 2009 (Afghanistan Compact 2006). In the case of
ADP/S, the program was governed in its entirety by Chemonics
International. The firm was instructed to ‘create two and a half
million days of paid work’ for local workers, mainly through largescale public works and construction, in addition to distributing
seed and fertiliser subsidies (Hafvenstein 2007). The amount of
money spent, number of people hired, and nature of jobs did not
matter (Hafvenstein 2007). This indicates that the nature of the
project was to promote workfare, a neoliberal requirement to be
eligible for aid (Besley & Coate 1992). It further demonstrates how
USAID’s priority was to substitute the responsibility of the state to
stimulate infrastructure development and employment. The results
were predictably market-based reforms that were not designed to
be sustainable in the long-term. In effect, the implementation of
alternative livelihood programs in Afghanistan was driven by a
neoliberal reform agenda that placed market priorities above the
need for sustainable change.
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Figure 2: Sources of Household Income in Southern Afghanistan, 2007-2008 (Greenfield
et al. 2015).

Technical Expert Interventions
Finally, development donors have typically designed alternative livelihood interventions around
technical approaches that necessitate expert intervention, rather than local opinion. This is particularly
important when it comes to the issue of opium production in Afghanistan because there is a wealth
of statistics around drug supply, but comparatively little about the lives of those who cultivate it.
Mansfield (2018) argues that statistics are a form of abstraction that result in overly simplistic models
of rural development. For example, the UNODC World Drug Report relies on drug prices and statistics
to suggest limiting supply (UNODC 2021). There has been a failure on the part of development experts
to understand cropping systems, diverse land tenure systems and collective decision making at play in
Afghanistan (Mansfield 2018). Data is instead used to satisfy an agenda set by the World Bank, which
is to intervene in Afghanistan markets (Fine 2009). For example, a 2008 World Bank report set out six
priority interventions to ‘shift economic incentives toward sustainable legal livelihoods’ in Afghanistan
(Ward et al. 2008, p. 2). The report was written by DFID development consultants and necessitates
collaboration with expert NGOs to implement complicated solutions that have little chance of success
in rural, war-torn areas. The report does not capture local realities, nor does it seek to reckon with them
by working with local people.
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Due to an overreliance on expert knowledge, most alternative livelihood programs were doomed
to fail in southern Afghanistan. When deciding on solutions to avoid opium production in southern
Afghanistan, experts primarily chose to distribute genetically modified seeds. In the case of the AVIPA,
experts genetically engineered high-quality wheat seed to distribute to farmers, with the expectation
of higher-quality produce in 2008. However, of the 300,000 farmers involved in the program, only
90,000 farmers received aid due to seed shortages (Greenfield et al. 2015). Program implementers
could also differentiate between wealthier and poorer farmers, so wealthier farmers often received a
disproportionate amount, fake aliases were created to receive higher amounts and farmers also sold
their seeds to other farmers (Greenfield et al. 2015). The program was expanded from 2009 to 2011
and called AVIPA-Plus, where experts began to distribute high-quality saplings for orchards. Due to
the large number of saplings distributed, the local market became saturated (Greenfield et al. 2015).
Experts provided them with poor-quality trees to cater to the large demand and the vast majority of
them died. By choosing to ignore locally produced solutions, experts left farmers at the mercy of
project failures. Therefore, alternative livelihood programs should engage with local knowledge and
opinion to implement sustainable, working solutions for the world’s poor.

Conclusion
In conclusion, poverty is often identified as a problem for
development donors to mitigate, with the expectation that they can
provide solutions such as alternative livelihood programs. This is
primarily done through a discursive arrangement that constructs
poor people as in need of aid in Afghanistan. It is also driven by a
neoliberal framework that privileges the private sector’s marketbased reforms over long-term solutions. In the case of the ADP
South project, Chemonics International was instructed to implement
market reforms that replaced the state’s responsibility to provide
employment to people. Therefore, it masked, rather than solved, the
problem of poverty in southern Afghanistan. Finally, donors tend to
devise alternative livelihood programs with technical approaches,
rather than relying on local Afghan knowledge. This was clear in
the case of the AVIPA and AVIPA-Plus projects, where experts
relied on genetically engineered seeds to revitalise local economies.
Ultimately, these projects failed because they were not locally
implemented and did not protect people from the risks associated
with relying on expert knowledge.
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Introduction
The transgender community across the globe is currently facing an intense wave of hatred,
discrimination and oppression. Although the trans community has historically faced significant and
persistent attacks, the intensity of these attacks, particularly in the US, is arguably unprecedented
– especially considering the progress that has been made in recent years regarding access to genderaffirming care. The renewed targeting of the trans community can likely be attributed to a few different
reasons. First, the increasing success of high profile members of the trans community, such as actress
Laverne Cox and US collegiate swimmer Lia Thomas. Second, the unencumbered platforming
of high profile transphobic personalities, like JK Rowling and Dave Chappelle. Third, the lack of
comprehensive legislative protections for the trans community on a national and international level.
It is important to note that it is not only successful and high profile members of the trans community
who are going through or have completed their transition that are being targeted. A major target of
discriminatory viewpoints and oppressive policies are trans youth who are attempting to access genderaffirming care.
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Figure 1: Demonstrators rally outside New York City’s Stonewall Inn for transgender rights (Willens 2017)

Understanding the Issue
To fully understand this issue, it is important to define some key
terms. First, transgender is a term that refers to ‘anyone who
self identifies or expresses themselves as something different
than their sex assigned at birth’ (Breaux & Thyer 2021, p. 72).
Second, gender-affirming care refers to education, counselling,
puberty blocking medication, hormone therapy and/or surgical
intervention (Cohen, Coursolle & McKee 2022). Additionally,
this paper will be focusing on trans youth under the age of 18
because they are considered minors and can be legally prevented
from accessing gender-affirming care (Cohen, Coursolle & McKee
2022). For the purposes of this paper, surgery will be excluded from
the focus, as this paper will be discussing trans youth under the age
of 18 who generally do not attempt to access surgical interventions
yet, based on generally accepted medical advice (Cohen, Coursolle
& McKee 2022).
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According to recent studies, there are approximately 1 million
adolescents in the US who identify as transgender or non-binary
(Tordoff & Collin 2022). Of this population, studies have also
found that over 70% consider themselves to be depressed, and
about half have considered suicide (Tordoff & Collin 2022). In
contrast, trans youth who receive gender-affirming care have been
found to have a significant reduction in experiences of depression,
anxiety and suicidal ideation (Harvard Law Review 2021). Clearly,
barriers to accessing gender-affirming care for transgender youth
in the US – and across the globe – have a deeply negative impact
on trans individuals and communities. As of 2022, there are 15 US
states that have introduced legislation restricting the access of trans
youth to gender-affirming care, and 13 states considering passing
similar legislation (Conron et al. 2022, pp. 1-2). In 2021, Arkansas
enacted a sweeping ban on gender-affirming care for trans youth
(Conron et al. 2022, p. 1). In 2022, Texas Governor, Greg Abbott,
issued an executive order restricting access to gender-affirming care
and classified the provision of gender-affirming care by parents
and medical professionals as a form of child abuse that must be
investigated by Child Protective Services (Conron et al. 2022, p. 1).

Transgender Rights and International Frameworks
The experiences faced by trans youth attempting to access genderaffirming care is closely linked to issues that the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) are attempting to address, like: poor
health and wellbeing (SDG 3); poor access to inclusive and safe
facilities (SDG 11); gender inequality (SDG 5); and, inequalities
in a general sense (SDG 10). Despite the SDGs and other major
human rights agreements, like the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights and the International Covenant on Social, Cultural and
Economic Rights, being seen as foundational for the advancement
of LGBTQI+ rights, there is no explicit mention of gender identity
within these documents (Scolaro 2020). Arguably, the latest major
protocol specifically aimed at the protection of LGBTQI+ right is
the Yogyakarta Principles which were developed in 2006 (Human
Rights Watch 2017). The principles were updated in 2017 to include
additional relevant rights protection priorities which included
access to gender-affirming care (Human Rights Watch 2017).
This emphasises the need to advocate for reform within existing
international human rights frameworks and the development of
new frameworks that specifically focus on the rights of trans youth
attempting to access gender-affirming care.
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The Role of Social Development Practitioners
It is critical that social development practitioners utilise the transformative potential of social
development projects and practices, and recognise the impact social development can have in creating
more just outcomes for marginalised communities. Consequently, this paper will put forward two main
recommendations that social development practitioners must engage with to better support the trans
community. The first that is recommended is the improvement of education around transgender rights,
issues and theory. Social development promotes human rights and social justice practice frameworks,
however, there are gaps in development education, especially in relation to the incorporation of
transgender theory within tertiary education curricula (Breaux & Thyer 2021). Breaux and Thyer
(2021) argue that degrees which create professionals who are likely to work within the social
development space, like development studies and social work, need to restructure and move away
from potentially limiting feminist theory, and emphasise intersectionality and transgender theory.
Transgender theory emphasises teaching gender within a constructivist framework, and emphasises
the importance of more holistic practice – gender-affirming interventions and advocacy (Breaux &
Thyer 2021). Additionally, by being better informed about issues facing the trans community, social
development practitioners can be better advocates – informing policy makers and educating the public
more effectively.
The second social development action that is recommended is the development of state and national
advisory councils to inform organisations about trans rights and issues. Social development actors
can play a major role in facilitating the development of these councils through connections with
both community and policy makers (Jones & Truell 2012, p. 455). Social development promotes the
importance of anti-oppressive and human rights-based practice frameworks (Austin 2018, p. 75). By
advocating and lobbying for the creation of policy advisory councils – that are directly controlled and
informed by trans youth – social development actors are promoting self-determination, something
that has been identified as being a major protective factor for trans youth (Morrow 2004, p. 96). Selfdetermination is especially important for trans youth who have faced discrimination, oppression,
and major barriers to exercising personal autonomy over their own body and lives (Morrow 2004).
Additionally, even after advocating for the establishment of advisory councils that are controlled
by trans youth and facilitating connections with policy making bodies and organisations, social
development can play an important role in helping conduct research. According to Austin (2018), the
trans community needs assessments, reports and academic work to support their own community driven
advocacy. Social development is uniquely positioned to support this considering social development
has existing trusting community relationships and experience in participatory action research methods
(Austin 2018, p. 75). However, according to Tuck (2009), even though participatory action research
is important, when working with historically marginalised communities, it is important that research
is not overwhelmingly deficit or damage based – research can acknowledge the harm that is inflicted
upon marginalised communities but should honour and even celebrate the survival and resistance of
these communities (Tuck 2009).
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Self-determination
is especially
important for
trans youth
who have faced
discrimination,
oppression, and
major barriers to
exercising personal
autonomy over their
own body and lives.

Conclusion
Clearly, social development
skills and practice frameworks
are highly relevant to
interventions and projects
designed to improve the
experiences of and outcomes
for trans youth accessing
gender-affirming care in the
US and around the globe.
This issue is highly relevant
to social development goals
considering it directly
relates to access, equality,
wellbeing, and justice. Social
development practitioners
have both the capacity and the
responsibility to positively
contribute to efforts aiming to
address barriers for trans youth
accessing gender-affirming
care. Ultimately, social
development practitioners have
the capacity to play a major
role in improving the social
and political environment for
vulnerable communities but
it is important that this does
not come at the expense of the
inclusion and self-determination
of communities that social
development projects aim to
support, like transgender youth.
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Introduction
In the United States (US) settler-colonialism continues to structure society whereby its organisation is
aimed at the elimination of Indigenous-Americans and imposition of European culture and governance.
This essay will assert that settler-colonialism in the US has continued after the closure end of the
American Frontier Wars (1924) through a more benevolent, non-coercive system where knowledge
is produced in accordance with settler-colonial aims – the domination of Indigenous society (Wolfe
2006, p. 388). Colonialism’s power does not rely on the state as its primary terminal to be exercised,
rather, it pervades the entire social system and is constructed by a network of power relations, one of
them being popular culture and film. Through Foucault’s framework of power as decentralised, it will
be argued that film reproduces colonialism’s field of exercise by producing knowledge that privileges
colonial values.
The violent imposition of capitalism under colonialism transformed into the destruction of Indigenous
sovereignty, which sought to ‘liberate’ Indigenous-Americans through private enterprise and property
rights. Films of the 1950s adopted the white conqueror narrative to affirm the triumph of European
capitalism over the communal and supposedly antiquated structure of Indigenous-American tribes.
The counter-cultural movement of the 1960s and 1970s saw a shift towards cultural appropriation
of Indigenous-American culture. In film, Indigenous-American identity was appropriated to address
outrage over the Vietnam War. Accordingly, Indigenous-American oppression was weaponised to
address the issues of white America, undermining action against colonial institutions.
Since the 1970s, neoliberalism has become the new world order. Movies of this period can be seen
to promote multiculturalism to avoid confronting the inequality under capitalism that continues to
construct society just as settler-colonialism did. Therefore, this essay will explore the reconfiguration
of colonialism throughout the twentieth century and how it can be seen to continue to organise society
with the objective of imposing European domination.
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…cultural
appropriation
continued to structure
intra-IndigenousAmerican relations in
a way that furthered
Indigenous elimination.

Foucauldian “Power/
Knowledge” and Film
The Foucauldian conception of power provides a framework
for analysing the different phases and guises of colonialism as it
navigates itself through different epochs. Foucault (1978) argues
power is not centralised, nor is it a group of institutions, but a
multiplicity of forces which work to transform and strengthen
itself. Power is also not purely repressive, it also works to
privilege certain discourses and ideas such that it reinforces itself
not only through coercion, but through knowledge production
(Foucault 1988).
Accordingly, two propositions can be extracted from Foucault.
Firstly, power does not lie in the hands of the government but is
one terminal of it. As power is a network, the relationships between
popular culture and government policy can be seen to reinforce
each other. Secondly, power is not necessarily repressive, but
validates itself through knowledge and, through the medium of
film, certain knowledge is elevated as truth.
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The Westerns of the 1950s
The rise of termination policies, seeking to sever the autonomy of Indigenous Reservations, produced
knowledge that Indigenous-Americans would be liberated through capitalism, revivifying the ideas
of manifest destiny. Manifest destiny, the idea European settlers were destined to spread capitalism
across North America, underpinned colonial practices of the frontier (Fuller 2020, p. 36). Due to the
closure of the frontier, the justification for violence became weak and outdated. However, colonialism
does not dissipate, but it evolves so it may reproduce its field of power. This can be seen in the
terminationists who called for the end of the sovereignty afforded by the US federal government to
Indigenous-American tribes as it was seen to uphold ‘communist’ societal structures within the US
that were opposed to private enterprise and paralleled those of the USSR (Burt 1986, p. 86). From
a Foucauldian (1988) perspective, discourses of termination, the emphasis on private enterprise and
property rights, are the transformation of manifest destiny and its violent tactics to a more discursive
power. Rather than being imposed violently, terminationists asserted Indigenous-Americans would
be ‘liberated’ through capitalism and produced knowledge accordingly. As Wolfe (2006, p. 400)
notes, this policy, which was aimed at promoting assimilation, ‘provided for a cultural transformation
whereby the magic of private property ownership would propel Indians from their collective inertia…
into progressive individualism’. However, its underlying colonial intention remains, that is, to dilute
Indigenous-American culture and supplant it with European capitalism. Therefore, terminationist
policies reinforced the embedded idea of manifest destiny in the 1950s.
The white conqueror became a pragmatic allegory to tacitly affirm European private property rights
over supposedly ‘communist’ tribes and is promoted by the narrative present within The Searchers
(1956). The movie follows the mission of former Confederate soldier Ethan Edwards in his quest to
find his niece Debbie, who was abducted by a Comanche tribe. The movie is characterised by its long
shots of vast, empty land and the space can be seen as malleable, depicted as uninhabited, such that it is
‘waiting to be conquered’ (Leyda 2016, p. 213). This stands in stark contrast with the Texas homestead
of the main white characters, a symbol of permanence and sustained connection to the land. This binary
between the permanent/impermanent parallels the representation of the civilised/barbaric distinction
between Edwards and the Comanche. The virtue and heroism of the white Ethan Edwards stands in
stark contrast to the barbarism and anarchy of the untamed wilderness and its Indigenous people (Soliz
2008, p. 73). These two parallels can be synthesised to extract the underlying theme of the movie – the
institutions and culture of the Comanche construct their barbarism and evilness, whereas the virtues
of private property of the European settlers are foundational to their virtue and heroism. This is made
more evident by the fact that Edwards wishes to kill Debbie, who has been abducted for five years and
is presumed to be accustomed to the so called ‘Comanche life’ – through assimilating into their culture,
Debbie has become ‘evil’. As such, The Searchers privileges European institutions to imbue knowledge
with the intention of imposing capitalism on Indigenous-American society.
The Searchers reinforced terminationist government policy that contrived Indigenous-Americans to
undertake wage-labour positions in cities. This reveals that colonialism not only emerges as a coercive,
violent force, but through the creation of knowledge, champions the domination of Indigenous society
and its supplantation with European governance. The representation of the ‘evil savage’, as created by
their uncivilised communal customs, is starkly contrasted to the virtuous settler who believes in private
property rights. Logically, assimilation solves this problem by removing Indigenous-Americans from
their culture, so as to supplant their communal values with European capitalist ones. Wolfe (2006, p.
400) suggests this is a common progression of colonial practices, in which the aspects of Indigenous
life are targeted and replaced by colonial ones. This parallels the forced assimilation of the Indigenous
tribes such as the Cherokee, who, after having their houses burnt by the rabble during the frontier,
hastily became homesteaders and a part of white America (Wolfe 2006, pp. 396-397). Instead, the
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affirmation of European institutions in movies such as The Searchers, reinforced the government
programs such as Operation Relocation (1952), which saw Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) staff being
deployed in populous cities such as Chicago, Los Angeles, Denver and Salt Lake City to assist in the
relocation of Indigenous-Americans off reserves and into wage-labour position in cities (Burt 1986, p.
88). The coercive aspect of the terminationist policy, including the reduction in spending on reserves,
was reinforced by the narrative of liberating Indigenous-Americans through capitalism, but resulted in
the same number of Indigenous Americans living on reserves and in cities by 1970 (Burt 1986, p. 85).
Indigenous-Americans commonly worked jobs at the bottom of the wage scale and resided in slums
within the metropolises (Burt 1986, p. 90). Therefore, the terminationist policies can be seen to bring
about the same outcomes as settler-colonialism, the replacement of Indigenous culture with European
capitalism. As such, the onset of assimilation policies reshaped the trajectory of colonialism through the
promise of individual liberation but maintained the elimination of Indigenous-American customs.

Revisionism and Westerns in 1960s and 1970s
The counter-cultural movements of the 1960s and 1970s revived
cultural appropriation. The Vietnam War was at the forefront of
the American psyche during the 1960s and 1970s. The embedded
representation of the Indigenous-Americans as tribal, drug taking,
and a victim of the United States Government became a conduit
through which white America could express its opposition to the
Vietnam War and technocratic society (Lewis 1993, p. 221). As a
result, ‘playing Indian’ became a national pastime in the US and
cultural appropriation took its place in the modern social machinery
(Shanley 1997, p. 679).
Revisionist movies such as Little Big Man (1970) and Soldier
Blue (1970) appropriate Indigenous history to address the issues
of White America. Both Little Big Man and Soldier Blue are
indictments of American culture, values, and history, revealing
this through their characters’ disenchantment with US institutions,
especially the army and their excessive brutality (Cleary 1980,
p. 196). This brutality of the US Army in the Vietnam War was
exposed after the 1968 My Lai Massacre, and both movies are
considered a cultural reaction to this violence (Simmon 2003,
p. 72). Accordingly, Little Big Man and Soldier Blue can be
seen to address the nightmare of the Vietnam War more than
acknowledging wrongdoing towards Indigenous Americans
throughout colonisation (Lewis 1993, p. 221). As such, these
movies appropriate the wrongdoings committed against IndigenousAmericans as a vehicle for White America’s grievances with
modern society. These movies and the experiences they represent
can be seen to reify the dominance of European-American power

66

structures and thought by undermining and appropriating the
marginalised voices of Indigenous-Americans, so these voices
remain marginalised (Endres 2015, p. 670). Thus, Little Big Man
and Soldier Blue can be seen to appropriate the victimhood of
Indigenous-Americans to address problems of white America,
undermining historic Indigenous-American grievances.
The commandeering of Indigenous identity derails IndigenousAmerican resistance, perpetuating settler-colonial society. From
a Foucauldian perspective, colonialism concretises itself through
the creation of knowledge. The kind of cultural appropriation
as seen in Little Big Man and Soldier Blue to express disdain
for the Vietnam War produced knowledge with respect to the
question: what is Indigenous-American resistance? Consequently,
Indigenous-American resistance became intrinsic to grievances of
White America and shifted concerns away from pertinent issues
such as the extraction of resources from reservations, upholding
the colonial order (Lewis 1993, p. 221). Therefore, IndigenousAmericans’ knowledge of their own culture became a vehicle
of exploitation through cultural appropriation, a non-coercive
manifestation of colonialism.
Moreover, cultural appropriation continued to structure intraIndigenous-American relations in a way that furthered Indigenous
elimination. Little Big Man and Soldier Blue can be seen to
condition intra-Indigenous-American relations by recreating the
‘hang-around-the-fort American Indian’ – an epithet for one who
adopts the dominant culture’s approach and acquiesces to their own
cultural elimination (Endres 2015, p. 672). As Endres (2015, p. 673)
states, such divisions within the Indigenous-American community
‘allow colonial institutions to divide and conquer’ and further their
entrenchment. This was seen in the creation of the Treaty Party
within the Cherokee Nation who advocated for the colonial aims
of the US government and ceded their lands in the 1835 Treaty of
New Echota giving rise to the Trail of Tears (1830-1850). In the
1960s and 1970s, the reframing of Indigenous-American identity in
movies such as Little Big Man and Soldier Blue, and the question of
‘what is Indigenous-American resistance?’ divided the community
(Endres 2015, p. 651). This diverts attention away from resisting
colonisation and towards factionalism within Indigenous-American
activist movements. This is encapsulated in the sentiment of the
Tribal Chairman of the Oglala Lakota, Richard Wilson, whose
corruption sparked the Wounded Knee Protest, and who labelled
AIM as the ‘only major Indian problem’ (Schultz 1973). Hence, the
appropriation of indigenous identity by white America has resulted
in the fracturing of Indigenous political efforts to resist colonisation,
aiding the elimination of Indigenous-American culture.
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Figure 1: Painting of the Trail of Tears (Lindneux 1942)

Multiculturalism, Neoliberalism,
and Neocolonialism
Under neoliberalism, social relations are conditioned through
access to capital, creating a different experience of citizenship
between those who hold capital, and those who do not (Heim
2018, p. 1436). This results from the governance of free markets,
globalisation, corporate monopoly, and austerity that elevate the
profit-motive over social and cultural relations (Heim 2018, p.
1436). The accumulation of capital overcomes the enjoyment of
cultural rights, reinforcing the dominance of the colonial state over
Indigenous-Americans.
Multiculturalism has been integrated to maintain the colonial
structure by concealing the inequality between white America and
the colonised poor. The promotion of multiculturalism has served
to disassociate race from capitalism’s inequalities and contingency
on colonial practices, furthering its entrenchment (Heim 2018,
p. 1436). As put by Vinueza (2005, p. 93) ‘[multiculturalism’s]
analysis of cultural values rather than economic diminishes its
ability to resist the status quo’. From a Foucauldian perspective,
knowledge of modern neoliberal society is constructed in a way
that embraces multiculturalism but stops short of questioning
economic inequality and colonial practices.
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The Lone Ranger (2013) is illustrative of an attempt to create
knowledge of neoliberalism and its colonial practices as
concurrent with the celebration of Indigenous-American culture.
The unification of the Lone Ranger and Indigenous-American
Tonto frames the theme of multiculturalism in the movie. This
overarching theme diverts attention away from the tacit affirmation
of colonialism and neoliberalism. For example, the Comanche
massacre depicted in the film is seen to give rise to the power of
the railway corporation (Heim 2018 p. 1446). This graphic scene
capitalises on the trope of the ‘vanishing American’ – IndigenousAmericans are a doomed race destined to vanish – that is replaced
by the ‘civilised’ and ‘productive’ European corporation (Heim
2018, p. 1446). Another manifestation of this is the transformation
of Tonto into a theme park attraction (Heim 2018, p. 1446). The
commodification of Indigenous-American identity and experiences
gives the illusion of a multicultural capitalist economic system
but obfuscates discussion around ongoing racial exploitation.
Ironically, the very conception of the film as a pastiche also
encompasses this neoliberal attitude; the excuse to retell the story
of the Lone Ranger with a multicultural structure commodifies
the liberation of Indigenous-Americans in film (Heim 2018, p.
1446). Therefore, The Lone Ranger typifies how knowledge about
multiculturalism is imbued through the story of the film but fails to
dissect colonial practices.
US society remains organised by settler-colonialism, where
Indigenous people are repressed to impose European capitalism/
corporatism. The continued lack of tribal control over the economic
and political future of the respective tribes demonstrates how
social relations between the US government, corporations, and
Indigenous-American tribes are shaped by settler colonialism
(Yazzie 2018, p. 29). This is particularly evident as the
decolonisation of Indigenous-American territories is in direct
opposition to the interests of corporations involved in resource
extraction. It must be noted, tribal recognition in the US, and
its subsequent recognition of an allotment of land, means any
occupying private owners and corporations are required to pay
Indigenous-American tribes (Moberg & Moberg 2005, p. 86).
However, this process is political, requiring state senators to
sponsor the tribal recognition (Moberg & Moberg 2005, p. 86).
The lobbying of corporations to prevent this sponsorship can be
seen to reaffirm the neoliberal order whereby corporations’ colonial
practices of resource extraction prevail over Indigenous-American
rights. For example, the recognition of the United Houma Nation
by the US government was prevented due to its recognition being
at odds with Senators’ Johnston and Breaux campaign contributors’
interests, such as the Louisiana Land and Exploration Company
(Moberg & Moberg 2005, p. 103). Hence, Indigenous-American
culture continues to be repressed in order to impose corporate
capitalism, perpetuating settler-colonial social objectives.
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Conclusion
Colonialism, through its various manifestations, remains central
to the social and economic organisation of the US. This supports
the idea that colonialism does not dissipate once frontier violence
ends but continues to structure society as colonised populations
continue to be oppressed. Colonialism in its violent manifestation
has become outdated, but its key tenets, the supplantation of
Indigenous-American culture and values with European customs,
remains at the core of contemporary society. Key to this is the
weaponisation of popular culture, and particularly film, to create
knowledge so this settler-colonial structure remains. In the 1950s,
The Searchers emphasised the triumph of European capitalism
over the antiquated Indigenous-American communal society. In
the 1960s and 1970s, movies such as Little Big Man and Soldier
Blue appropriated Indigenous-American identity to express their
opposition to the Vietnam War, obfuscating the aims of IndigenousAmerican activism and self-determination. Further, since the
1970s, movies such as The Lone Ranger affirm the stranglehold
that corporations, with the help of the US government, have over
Indigenous-American identity and recognition. These developments
can be synthesised by the way in which they continue to structure
society just as settler-colonialism did, sustaining the oppression of
the colonised. It can therefore be concluded; US society remains
conditioned by settler-colonialism.
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How Settler Colonialism
Has Colonised the Discourse
on Environmentalism Today
Clare Callinan
is a fourth-year Science (Majoring in Earth Science) and Social
Research and Policy (Majoring in International Relations)
student. She has enjoyed the perspectives that both sides of
her degree have given her on environmental issues, and is
interested in seeing more collaboration between fields to see
how environmental and social problems can be solved in a more
holistic manner.

Settler Colonialism and
Environmental Colonialism
Settler colonialism can be defined as a form of colonisation where the settlers come to a new land
with ‘an intention to stay … [and] establish a new political order, rather than to exploit native labour’
(Veracini 2013, p. 315). It aims to reproduce the values and norms of the society that was left behind.
It is defined by Patrick Wolfe (1999, p. 2) as ‘a structure, not an event’ in that it establishes itself
through the continual production of physical and cultural structures that then stabilise the settler state
(Erickson 2020). Western environmentalism and conservation measures are, especially in settlercolonial contexts like Australia, deeply entangled in histories of colonialism (Holstein & Head 2018).
The permanency of the settler state results in distinct forms of environmentalism and conservation that
actively ‘others’ Indigenous knowledge from mainstream discourse. Settler colonialism is a form of
‘violence that disrupts human relationship with the environment’ (Whyte 2018, p. 141) and as ‘violence
to the earth and violence between humans are connected’ (Maracle 2018, p. 53), we begin to understand
how settler colonialism, through environmentalism, works to undermine Indigenous autonomy and
resistance (Whyte 2018). The hold that Western worldviews have on the sphere of environmentalism
and its reiteration of settler-colonial values as the only way to protect the environment acts as a barrier
to embracing a greater pluralism of environmental relationships that will be needed to cope with
environmental change (Holstein & Head 2018).
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There have been many different areas of scholarship that have expressed their critiques of Western
domination of environmental discourse which inadvertently or otherwise ignores and erases the
presence of Indigenous people’s knowledge and environmental practices (Cronon 1996; Holstein &
Head 2018). Despite this, there continues to be a constant othering of Indigenous practises within
modern environmental discourse and practise. The settler-colonial overtones in environmentalist
movements can be seen in examples like the Yellowstone model in the US and Canada, which was a
model based on the premise that the environment is best protected through the exclusion of all human
activity within a certain area (Holstein & Head 2018). This effectively erased the history of Indigenous
peoples, excluding them from traditional lands and denying how indigenous activity had shaped those
landscapes (Adams 2005). Environmentalism in this sense has, therefore, allowed for the continuation
of colonial dispossession highlighting the challenges in giving Indigenous voices and knowledge a
platform from which they can be meaningfully heard and acknowledged in environmentalism today.
This perpetuation of colonial methods of environmentalism is also seen in Australia and can be best
understood through the analysis of its settler-colonial origins.

Australia’s Historic Settler-Colonial
Environmental Context
To examine the contemporary aspects of environmental
colonialism, its historic beginnings must first be understood.
Environmental colonialism can be seen especially in the settlercolonial context of Australia, where its first instances date back
to the initial white settlement and dispossession of Indigenous
land. In a settler-colonial perspective, the land is frequently
considered one’s biggest asset. For the settler, it exists ‘to be
accessed, not learned from or a part of’ (Watts 2013, p. 26). This
perspective almost immediately forgoes any chance of relations
with Indigenous communities who occupy that land. Much of the
land that was taken by the settler was mainly used for agricultural
purposes. By the end of the 19th century, much of Australia’s
already weathered and dry soils were given new life by the
invention of superphosphates, new methods of fallowing, new
varieties of wheat and the discovery and boring into the artesian
basin (Gaynor 2013). Increasingly, Australia became an exportorientated nation and so exposing Indigenous societies to foreign
market pressures as well as introducing invasive species within
agriculture. The settlers increasing desire for more land further
restricted Indigenous peoples’ ability to defend themselves from
economic and biological invaders (Crosby 1994).
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In Australia, the Indigenous populations were skilled hunters and
landscape sculptors, shaping environments, particularly using
fire. Fire played a significant role culturally and practically,
used domestically for signalling and the shaping of land using
mosaic burning (Gaynor 2015). This, in part, alongside what
was for most Indigenous communities a nomadic lifestyle,
enabled communities to adapt to the variable climate of Australia.
However, when Europeans first arrived, this climate variability
posed a challenge, particularly for the cultivation of introduced
flora. This contributed to much environmental degradation and
by 1788, colonial officials understood to an extent the need for
certain environmental measures, such as not felling trees near
Tank Stream (the providing waterway for Sydney) (Gaynor 2013).
However, other measures, such as those within the Parramatta
region, included a ban on vegetation burning. This, in conjunction
with the continual destruction of Indigenous society, put an end
to the Indigenous practice of firestick farming in the region and
forests began to reclaim the area (Gaynor 2013). Whilst the practice
of firestick farming has gained traction in certain environmental
and Indigenous rights groups today, it is still not considered a part
of mainstream approaches or readily implemented in bushfire
prevention and land management. This reiterates the dispossession,
exclusion and destruction felt during initial colonisation and
highlights settler colonialism’s continual alienation of Indigenous
perspectives from environmental discourses (Veracini 2010;
Veracini 2013; Gaynor 2013).

Figure 1: Traditional Owner burn at Cape York where burning has been practiced for over
60,000 years (Smithyman 2018)
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In the past, there has been fierce debate surrounding the validity of
Indigenous environmental knowledge and conservation which has
often justified their exclusion from environmental discourse. Many
scholars have argued that for specific actions to be considered
conservation, there must be intent to conserve, it cannot be an
unintended outcome of lifestyle practices (Stearman 1994; Smith &
Wishnie 2000). This, however, is problematic as it examines ideas
of conservation and environmental treatment through a narrow
Eurocentric worldview (Dove 2006) in which environmental
degradation is seen as a by-product of economic gain and social
development. Therefore, conservation is a needed end, rather than
a logical beginning which it is in Indigenous cultures that usually
prize environmental sustainability. In Australia, as the dispossession
of land and displacement of Indigenous communities became
more widespread and communities were moved on to other places
(Kobayashi & De Leeuw 2010), they were essentially ‘othered’ by
the colonial authorities and were thought of as only knowledgeably
linked to specific places. This delegitimised any claims to universal
environmental knowledge and political inclusion (Kobayashi &
De Leeuw 2010) that Indigenous peoples may have had which
has left them with unequal access to universal ‘truths’ as Western,
Eurocentric worldviews have since been taken for granted being
labelled as more objective perspectives (Moreton-Robinson 2004).
This ongoing cycle of dispossession is what Whyte (2018, p. 138)
describes as ‘insidious loops’, where there is a ‘pattern within
historic settler industries and governments that violated indigenous
peoples when they formed, and that are also implicated many years
later in further environmental violence’. The settler-colonial context
has had lasting impacts on the discourse of environmentalism and
whilst it is known in contemporary debate that there is a greater
need for Indigenous engagement and collaboration for effective
solutions to environmental issues (Ingram 2013), there remain large
barriers within environmentalism today that prevent the active
inclusion of Indigenous environmental knowledge. The current
debate on climate change is one such issue.
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Environmental Colonialism and Climate Change
It is known that climate change poses severe threats to both
globally interconnected and localised ecological systems, and
that social impacts will be felt most keenly amongst lower
socioeconomic populations and Indigenous communities. The
involvement of Indigenous peoples in climate change responses
and mitigation is therefore not only necessary for broadening
response options, but also an ethical matter, one of cultural integrity
and self-determination within communities vulnerable to climate
change impacts (Smith & sharp 2012). However, as discussions on
environmental issues in Australia focused on climate change in the
1990s, the small platform Indigenous voices and perspectives had
within environmentalism was taken away and their representation
significantly dropped out of climate change discourse.
Climate change management and solutions are largely seen as
international and national problems, and it was therefore regulated
at these levels and Indigenous inclusion became secondary to
what was seen as objective scientific research. Knowledge of
climate change is largely processed by the International Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) and, for the most part, privileges scientific
knowledge over other forms of knowledges (Salick & Ross 2009).
This framework of expertise and its science-policy driven approach
has been criticised as it often disconnects localised realities
from global situations, and therefore offers inadequate local
policy guidance (Brugnach et al. 2017). The need for Indigenous
inclusion is, as stated before, well known (Ingham 2013), and the
benefits have been widely recognised (Lynch et al. 2013; Barrett
2013). The IPCC assessment report AR4 (2007) recognises this
as it notes the valuable role Indigenous knowledge can play in
management strategies and developing adaptation measures.
Other institutions also recognise this, with the Paris Agreement
also calling for the establishment of a platform for Indigenous
peoples to share knowledge and experiences regarding climate
change (UNFCCC 2015). The Local Communities and Indigenous
Platform was created from this (UNFCCC 2017) and whilst it does
provide a stage for Indigenous perspectives, it still exists within
traditional colonial methods of governance and is deeply rooted in
a Eurocentric model. Whilst these are steps in the right direction,
the meaningful involvement of Indigenous voices still presents
vast structural, conceptual, and procedural challenges in terms of
the scale at which the problem is dealt with, the recognition of
universal knowledge and in balancing and sharing power within
international and national institutions (Brugnach et al. 2017).
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The reasons for the exclusions of Indigenous voices in
environmentalism are many and complex. One source of exclusion
arose from the belief that Indigenous environmental knowledge
is solely place-based; that it is particular and not universal and
is conditional on a connection to country (Holstein & Head
2018). This is not only problematic as it fosters exclusion from
environmental discourses surrounding global issues, but it also
creates a participation paradox where indigenous discourses attempt
to adjust to fit within western frameworks in order for knowledge
to be more easily understood by current western systems (Brugnach
et al. 2017). This often means that Indigenous knowledge can
sometimes give up distinct characteristics that are essential to
individual and communal cultural identities. It can also mean that
representatives that participate in discourse within these structures
and frameworks set up for addressing environmental issues, can
find themselves distanced both physically from their land and
spiritually from their constituents, leading to their own sense of loss
of identity (Brugnach et al. 2017). Climate change also presents
itself as a unique environmental problem due to its ability to change
environmental systems at a global scale therefore, drastically
altering climatic conditions felt in localised environments. As
it makes these local changes, it threatens the knowledge and
traditional practices of Indigenous peoples which are rooted in
certain landscapes. It also threatens to undermine traditional
knowledge through rapid loss of place-based characteristics, which
Nixon (2011) argues constitutes another form of displacement as
Indigenous landscape management practices will eventually lose
their effectiveness in unprecedented timeframes. In this instance,
lack of action on climate change and the consequences that can
and most probably will ensue will constitute a loss of agency and
change of livelihoods that were once intrinsically linked to the
characteristics and cultural significance of a place (Holstein &
Head 2018).
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Importance of Indigenous Inclusion
Whilst it is important to examine how the discourse of
environmentalism has been colonised, it is crucial that we take
steps at all levels to foster meaningful pluralistic approaches to
environmental problems. Yussof (2016 p. 17) warns us that in
attempting to deal with environmental issues such as climate
change in the Anthropocene, we must not bring with the solutions
the ‘structures of thought and processes of undifferentiation’ that
have supported colonialism (Erickson 2020). In this sense, the rush
towards solutions to environmental problems must not be allowed
to shroud the possible social re-imaginings that could come from
the integration of differing worldviews in environmental discourse.
The refusal to effectively incorporate these worldviews with the
desire to create a greener society will only lead to the perpetuation
of the colonial structures and relations that led to many systemic
environmental problems in the first place (Erickson 2018). We see
this within government policies today as, despite contemporary
initiatives being designed to protect the environment and to an
extent facilitate Indigenous participation in decision-making
processes, the settler-colonial structures that they exist within
mean that these policies are applied in ways that can encourage
environmental degradation and limit community participation
(Parsons 2021). Much Indigenous participation in environmental
discourse at all levels of governance therefore exists only in a
tokenistic manner and is not recognised for its true value.
Whilst facilitating active Indigenous participation in environmental
discourses is a necessary step for successful outcomes, it also must
be noted that we cannot assume Indigenous peoples to represent a
homogenised, politically coherent block. Langton (2013) points out
that environmentalism can exist in many shades and to effectively
acknowledge Indigenous perspectives, more attention must be
paid to ‘social textures’ that exist within environmental issues
(Vincent & Neale 2016, p. 13). It cannot be forgotten that there is
complexity amongst the intersecting environmental, economic, and
cultural interests, which can often be overlooked, particularly in
environmentalist agendas.
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The importance of including Indigenous perspectives lies not
only in furthering Indigenous autonomy but also because it is
proven that Indigenous perspectives improve the successful
implementation of solutions (Brugnach et al. 2017). The inclusion
and recognition of non-Western knowledge offer new opportunities
for collaboration between established Western knowledge and
Indigenous peoples (Turner et al. 2008). Its need is well established
in climate change adaptations (Newton, Paci & Ogden 2005) in that
incorporating decentralised decision-making processes is associated
with high carbon storage and livelihood benefits (Chhatre &
Agrawal 2009). Discourse must therefore be extended to include
Indigenous knowledge in a more meaningful way, working
beyond western liberal philosophies and structures that continue to
suppress Indigenous worldviews and limit or inhibit their access to
environmental discussions.

…the acknowledgement
and inclusion of Indigenous
perspectives in environmentalism
is a part of the ongoing
decolonisation struggle…

“

Conclusion

Environmental issues today have increasingly made their way to the forefront of national and
international environmental debate creating an opportune environment to encourage avenues of
inclusivity and strive for structural adaptation within Western frameworks. Whilst recognition of
Indigenous perspectives within environmentalism is increasingly being utilised, they are held back
by structures and sentiment that cling to historic settler-colonial frameworks and are constantly
undermined by a push for greener futures which tends to justify these colonial perpetuations (Erickson
2020). Australia’s settler-colonial history displays the beginnings of Indigenous othering that has,
alongside additional settler-colonial nations, led to the undervaluing, dismissal, and exclusion of
Indigenous knowledge, such as that is seen in national and international climate change discourse
and environmentalism as a theory. This has led to unequal platforms of accessibility within the
environmental discourse and the perpetuation of colonial oppression. Whilst social inequality
and discrimination are inevitable parts of broader society, the acknowledgement and inclusion
of Indigenous perspectives in environmentalism is a part of the ongoing decolonisation struggle
(Brugnach et al. 2017) where blended knowledge and the balancing and sharing of power within
institutions at all scales must be accepted and transformed into environmental norms to decolonize
environmental discourse.
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Interview: Madeline Gleeson
Madeline is a lawyer and Senior Research Fellow at the Andrew
& Renata Kaldor Centre for International Refugee Law at
UNSW, Sydney, where she directs the Offshore Processing
and Regional Protection projects. Madeline specialises in
international human rights and refugee law, with a focus on
the law of State responsibility, extraterritorial human rights
obligations, offshore processing on Nauru and Manus Island,
and refugee protection in the Asia-Pacific region.

What sparked your interest in and
passion for international refugee law?
How early on in your education/
career did you know that you wanted
to work in this area?
I was raised in an environment which championed social justice and
respect for human dignity, especially that of asylum seekers and
refugees. I commenced my Law degree at UNSW already knowing
that this was the area in which I wanted to work. Curiously, though,
my interests expanded and moved away from refugee protection
for several years during my studies and subsequent early career.
Living and working in Southeast Asia opened my eyes to far bigger
structural issues like poverty and exploitation, and for a time my
work focused on other human rights challenges like trafficking,
forced labour, land grabbing, statelessness and the protection of
women and children.
My passion for international refugee law returned in 2012, the
year that Australia reintroduced offshore processing. I had moved
to Geneva that same year, and realised how low Australia’s
refugee policy was on the United Nations’ priority list at that time,
despite the gross human rights violations occurring in the offshore
detention camps on Nauru and Manus Island. With the UN trying
to deal with conflicts in Syria, the Central African Republic and
countless other hotspots around the world, I realised that we
could not wait for an international agency to swoop in and solve
Australia’s problems. As an Australian, with the relevant experience
and training, I had a duty to return and see what I could do to lobby
for legal and policy reform. I joined the Kaldor Centre in 2014, and
have now been working to challenge offshore processing and other
unlawful aspects of Australia’s asylum policy for eight years.
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What is the most challenging aspect
of working in refugee law and policy?
The most challenging aspect of working in refugee law and
policy is often maintaining optimism and resilience in the face of
repeated setbacks and human suffering. Every year, record-breaking
numbers of people are displaced by conflict, persecution and
climate change, yet many countries continue to harden their borders
and policies against those in need of protection. Depending on the
social and political climate, and the issue at hand, it can sometimes
feel like the best you can possibly do is to mitigate a loss. There
are rarely any real ‘wins’ in this field. Instead, it is necessary to be
satisfied with reducing harm as much and as often as possible, and
helping as many people as you can – even if the number of people
you help pales in comparison to the number of those in need.

How do you remain motivated when
dealing with confronting subject
matter and working in a field where
progress can often be slow?
To remain motivated in this area, it helps to remember why I got
into this work in the first place: to help people. A success story –
news of an individual or family or group of people finding safety
– can be enough to offset months of setbacks. When it is a long
time between ‘wins’, it helps to remember that the people we are
trying to help do not have the option of giving up. They have fled
threats to their lives and liberty, they have sacrificed everything for
the hope of a safer future, and they cannot stop when things feel
hopeless. So, the least that those of us working in this field can do
is to keep trying too.
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How do changes in governments and regimes affect your
policy and research work?
For example,
with the recent
reinstitution
of the Taliban
regime in
Afghanistan, and
the ousting of the
LNP Coalition in
Australia.

The Kaldor Centre is a nonpartisan and non-political
organisation which adopts a principled, human-rights-based
perspective to global forced migration challenges. We work
closely with decision-makers and politicians in Australia and
have enjoyed productive relationships with stakeholders from
across the political spectrum. While refugee policy can be highly
politicised in the media, the reality in decision-making circles may
be more nuanced. Many good people on the left and right would
agree, for example, that children deserve to be protected, and that
Australia should not be a country that stands for torture. But the
specific goals that our country should pursue through its asylum
policy, and the way to get there, can be sources of great division
and hostility. This is where the Kaldor Centre comes in. Our work
leading the way on principled refugee law and policy reform in
Australia continues regardless of the government of the day. Our
role is to bring an independent, evidence-based dimension to the
debate by engaging with whomever is in government, as well as
other members of parliament and relevant government departments.
We also have a role to play in translating our research for a general
public audience, so that Australians can better understand the
problems with current policies and the ways in which they could
be improved.
When changes in government occur abroad, some of our attention
may shift towards that region, but our work remains focused on the
issue of displacement and on international law, rather than politics.
For example, since the recent reinstitution of the Taliban regime in
Afghanistan, the Kaldor Centre’s work has focused on pathways
to protection and the implications of the change in circumstance in
Afghanistan for asylum seekers and refugees in Australia, including
people on temporary protection visas whose case for permanent
protection is now significantly greater. We also try to amplify and
support the voices of people with lived experience of displacement.
In this case, these efforts include paying greater attention to what
members of the Afghan diaspora in Australia are saying about
how the return of the Taliban impacts their protection needs, or the
protection needs of family and friends back home.
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Recently, the controversial UK
asylum seeker flight to Rwanda
was grounded. What role do policy
and research organisations, like the
Kaldor Centre, have in affecting
issues such as these?
There is a strong and well-coordinated sector of refugee advocacy
organisations who have fought for many years to challenge the
harmful and unlawful aspects of Australian asylum policy. This
sector has achieved some incredible things over the past decade.
The Kaldor Centre works closely with this sector, but plays a
slightly different role. We are a legal academic research centre,
with a mandate to undertake rigorous research on the most pressing
displacement issues in Australia, the Asia-Pacific region and
around the world. Our role is to produce high-quality, evidencebased research that contributes to public policy by promoting legal,
sustainable and humane solutions to forced migration.
In the context of the UK’s attempts to copy Australia’s offshore
processing policy, we have a vital role to play in correcting the
factual record about this policy and presenting a case for it not to
be replicated elsewhere which is grounded in data, evidence and
law. We have done this in various ways. Kaldor Centre researchers
have appeared before the UK Parliament to give evidence about the
Australian experience of offshore processing. We have provided
written submissions and evidence to that Parliament, and private
briefings to decision-makers, international agencies and civil
society organisations involved in responding to the UK proposal.
We also have an important role to play in speaking truth to power,
especially in response to Australian officials providing incorrect
and potentially misleading evidence about our policies to foreign
governments. It is important that bad policies which violate basic
tenets of international law not be permitted to spread around the
globe and become acceptable practice. Where it appears that
governments may be trying to encourage this spread, the Kaldor
Centre has a role to play in gathering data which demonstrates
flaws in these policies, and presenting it in an accessible and
persuasive way.
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Is the research agenda of the Kaldor
Centre guided by current events and
relatively reactive to global issues,
or do you focus on more long-term,
chronic problems?

There is a constant tension between the roles of an academic
research institution, like the Kaldor Centre, in reacting to global
developments and addressing long-term, structural issues in the
international system for the protection of refugees. Sometimes, the
two are linked, as in the case of the UK’s attempt to copy offshore
processing. That is both a current event to which we must react, and
also a broader threat to the core values and principles underpinning
international refugee law as a whole. At other times, strategic
choices need to be made about where to focus our attention.
These choices are often informed by consideration of which other
organisations or groups may already be working in the space and
better placed to respond, and whether it is an issue on which there
is a need for rigorous, evidence-based research. International law
and academic research may not be the most effective solution to
some problems; some problems may be better served by political
advocacy or a social campaign. But where there is a need to
reaffirm the importance and application of international law for
the protection of displaced people, that is where the Kaldor Centre
will act.

What advice would you give to students who want to
pursue a career in international refugee law?
What opportunities should they be looking out for?
What, if any, are the barriers to entry?
My advice for students wishing to pursue a career in international
refugee law is not to narrow their focus too quickly. The best
practitioners and scholars in this area have built their knowledge
on the foundations of a broader field. For example, you may
choose to become an expert in public international law more
generally, or human rights law, or a relevant field of domestic law
like administrative, Constitutional or tort law. Alternatively, you
might bring to the field a relevant interdisciplinary expertise, such
as a medical, economics, political or critical studies lens. In the
early stages of your career, you should keep your experiences and
training as broad as possible, taking every opportunity to expand
your knowledge.
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The main barrier to entry is usually the limited number of paid
employment opportunities in this field. This barrier can be
overcome by keeping your training and practice areas broad.
Move into jobs and areas which are adjacent or related to refugee
protection, avoid having too fixed a professional goal, and remain
open to evolving your career aspirations as you gain experience and
find the type of work that really stimulates you.

What can a student interested in this
field expect during the beginning
phase of their career?
In the early phases of a career in refugee law and policy, a student
can expect to go through a period of profound intellectual and
emotional change. Those who enter this field often do so with
passion and energy, strongly held views and preconceived ideas
about the relevant stakeholders. They will quickly learn, however,
that nothing is black and white – everything is grey. To be an
effective advocate for justice, you must be able to see all sides
of a problem, and engage with a variety of people, organisations
and perspectives. You need to channel your passion strategically.
And, you need to try and understand the lived experience of
people facing displacement, persecution and discrimination,
all while keeping your emotions appropriately balanced with
professionalism.
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