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Dear

reader ,
We are delighted to welcome you to our second
and final issue for 2021, Ripple. Brought to you in
collaboration with the UNSW Institute for Global
Development (IGD), this issue brings together
student authors of UNSW, PhD candidates, and
leading development practitioners to provide
vibrant and insightful perspectives into the world
of global development.
Ripple showcases a collection of works that highlight
the depth and intricacies of issues that are prevalent
across the field of development today. Spanning
the breadth of five key themes, Environment,
Health, Doing Development, Society & Culture,
and People & Politics, fourteen student authors
provide meaningful analysis and commentary on
a broad range of topics that they are passionate
about. These include the role of social media in
environmental activism, debates on international
aid, the threat of global vaccine inequality to
global development, the ongoing fight to save
Indigenous languages from extinction, and more.
We hope these talented authors offer you a unique
perspective into the discussions happening across
the development space. In acknowledgement
of his dedicated contributions since 2017, we
congratulate Von Bacani on the publication of his
eighth article in Politik.

Two of our editors, Simran Borges and Michela Castiglia, sat down with leading development
practitioners to gain an insight into working in the field and applying theory to practice. Simran had
the opportunity to speak with Jane Alver, Director of Effectiveness & Engagement at the Australian
Council for International Development, and Vivian Chordi, Non-Executive Director at Women in
Aid and Development. Jane and Vivian shared reflections on their careers, the role of women in
development, and what ‘impact’ means for them in the development space. Dr Pichamon Yeophantong
is a Fellow of the Australian Research Council and Senior Lecturer in the School of Humanities and
Social Sciences at the University of New South Wales (Canberra) in the Australian Defence Force
Academy. Michela had the chance to ask Pichamon about the role of state and non-state actors in
development, the ethos of responsible development, and the concept of pandemic nationalism. We
extend our sincerest thanks to you, Jane, Vivian and Pichamon, for your generous contributions to
Ripple.
We are also fortunate to include the reflections of three PhD candidates on their experiences of
completing a development-related thesis. Thank you to Taylor, Shanil and Ashraful for sharing your
knowledge and learnings, and we wish you all the best as you finalise your theses.
We are sincerely grateful to the UNSW Institute for Global Development for their collaboration in
bringing Ripple together, and their desire to create opportunities for students to embrace and share
their passion for development. We would especially like to thank Kayla Lochner, our IGD liaison, for
her invaluable advice, assistance and enthusiasm for this collaboration.
To our brilliant Editorial Team, we extend sincere thanks for your indispensable efforts and passion in
making this issue a reality. Thank you to our outgoing Senior Editors, Rose Huang and Abida Aura,
for their fantastic leadership, professionalism and friendship over the last two years. We truly could not
have done it without you and wish you the very best for the future.
To Caroline Lee, our publications designer, who has been with us since 2019 and brought six stunning
issues to life, we are so grateful for your creative vision and execution. It has been a privilege to work
alongside you for three years and we wish you the best as you graduate. We know your future is bright!
As we (Nimaya and Andrew) step down from the Politik Executive Team with this final issue, we are
thrilled to pass the baton to Sam Pryde and Kate Mesaglio as the incoming Executive Editors of Politik
for 2022. Sam and Kate have been deeply engaged with Politik’s mission in their time with us and we
have every confidence that they will guide Politik towards a bigger and brighter future. Simran Borges
and Sanjay Balakumar will step up as Senior Editors for 2022, and we know that they will make an
excellent team alongside Sam and Kate. We extend our warmest wishes and congratulations to Sam,
Kate, Simran and Sanjay. While we are sad to be leaving our posts at Politik, we are relieved to know
you will continue to ensure that Politik reaches its full potential.

While our chapter in Politik’s journey comes to a close, we are grateful to have had this opportunity
to contribute to fostering student authorship at UNSW. We extend a heartfelt thanks to all those who
have supported Politik throughout our time, to Francy Fan, Dr Nicholas Apoifis, Dr Deborah Barros
Leal Farias, and Ashleigh Hamilton, just to name a few.
Finally, on behalf of our team, we thank you, the reader, for your support and company. We hope you
are inspired by the work of the authors in this issue.

Sincerely,
Nimaya and Andrew
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Welcome
The IGD was delighted to co-produce this issue with UNSW Politik.
This issue, with a theme of ‘Ripple’, encouraged students to take a
development lens. In a world where we now face ‘living with COVID’
and the disruptions this might bring to our daily lives, it is important, now
more than ever, to strive towards more just and equitable outcomes for all
as we ‘build back better’.
It is fantastic to see such an array of submissions on a range of topics
including climate change and environmental activism, vaccine equity
and health rights, Indigenous language, and social and political rights
from students in many disciplines. Complementing these articles is an
interesting series of interviews with leading development professionals
and current and former PhD students.
We would like to thank the student contributors for their thoughtful articles
and the editorial team at UNSW Politik for their incredible leadership of
this issue.

Professor David Sanderson
Interim Lead – Institute for Global Development
Judith Neilson Chair in Architecture – UNSW Faculty of Arts, Design and Architecture
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There is No Planet B…Or is There?
Climate Change, Development,
and the Mission to Mars
INTRODUCTION

Victoria Haynes
Victoria is in her first year of a
Master of Development Studies.
She is a human geographer with
a passion for climate change,
urbanisation, and sustainability.
She is particularly interested in
climate related natural disasters and
how these affect human and urban
development across spatial scales.
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From the COVID-19 pandemic to natural disasters,
humans are encountering increasingly complex
challenges to development. Climate change is one
of the most pressing of these challenges, resulting
in both direct and indirect impacts to development
and requiring complex and coordinated responses
(Bureau of Meteorology 2020; Halsnæs & Trærup
2009; Metz & Kok 2008). Over past decades,
governments across the world have attempted to
act on climate change by introducing treaties to
reduce global emissions. However, treaties have not
produced the urgent responses required to limit the
existential threats posed by the effects of climate
change (Breakthrough National Centre for Climate
Restoration 2020). In response, some of the world’s
billionaires have developed their own solution
to escape humanity’s woes, in the form of interplanetary colonisation. Whilst such projects offer
the prospect of a new beginning for humanity, they
fail to equitably adapt to climate change; in other
words, it is critical that the process of adjusting to
the current or expected impacts of climate change
operates in a way that addresses historical power
imbalances (Malakar 2012). Instead, these projects
reproduce the individualistic and anthropocentric
philosophies and values that got humanity into its
current situation. This article unpacks this issue via
an analysis of the anthropocentric and capitalist
values that underpin Elon Musk’s SpaceX
Program.
Environment

THE GLOBAL CLIMATE POLICY LANDSCAPE
Climate change was formally identified as a threat in the 1970s (Adger 2010). In subsequent decades,
international bodies, including the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(‘UNFCCC’), led global cooperation on climate action by introducing international treaties. These
have included the 1997 Kyoto Protocol – committing industrialised nations to limit emissions over
the course of two reporting periods (2008-2012 and 2013-2020) – and the 2015 Paris Agreement,
which seeks to limit global warming below 2°C, preferably 1.5°C (United Nations 2021a, 2021b).
The success of these treaties is disputed. The Kyoto Protocol progressed global climate diplomacy but
was unsuccessful in limiting warming as it excluded developing countries from reducing emissions and
allowed some large polluters (e.g. Australia) to negotiate clauses (‘The Australia Clause’) that allowed
emissions to increase due to reliance on emissions intensive industries (Oosterzee 2020). The Paris
Agreement built upon these weaknesses through ‘common but differentiated responsibilities’, in which
state responsibility differs based on context (United Nations 2021a). However, the Paris Agreement
lacks the power to enforce its protocols (Breakthrough National Centre for Climate Restoration 2020).
In response to these perceived failings, individuals and private bodies have taken climate adaptation
into their own hands.

SPACEX AND THE MISSION TO MARS
Climate adaptation requires adjusting human and natural systems in response to climate change
impacts by altering technology, policy, infrastructure, and/or behaviour (Malakar 2012). In recent
years, high-profile billionaires, including Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos, and Richard Branson, have begun to
develop off-planet adaptation responses to ensure humanity’s survival in the face of global challenges.
Of these projects, Musk’s SpaceX Mars Mission is one of the most prominent, seeking to establish
a colony of one million on Mars by the end of the century (Billings 2017; Tutton 2016). Costing
between USD 10 billion and USD 100 trillion, the program aims to launch spacecrafts in 2022, before
sending supply ships in 2024 to establish human bases (Maynard 2017; Platt, Jason & Sullivan 2020).
Justifications for the program stem from two opposing philosophical standpoints – one promoting
romantic notions of human potential and a ‘fresh start’, the other emphasising the inevitability of
apocalyptic notions of ecological, geopolitical, and cataclysmic destruction (Platt, Jason & Sullivan
2020).
Ultimately, Musk’s ‘solution’ does not come without technical, ethical, and political dilemmas.
Establishing off-planet colonies will require time and resources to geoengineer Mars and transport
people (Impey 2019). Additionally, issues of planetary protection (the protection of Mars from
contamination by life from Earth), the cost of space travel, the confusion of politics and law in space,
and the condemnation of Earth as ‘irreparable’, all create complex questions around the viability and
logic of missions to Mars (Billings 2019; Haskins 2019).
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Figure 1: A mock-up of initial human bases on Mars (Impey 2019).

AN INEQUITABLE SOLUTION
For climate adaptation solutions to be equitable they must address the historical injustices and power
imbalances that led to the initial problem (Malakar 2012; Matin, Forrester & Ensor 2018). Musk’s
project is not an equitable adaptive response to climate change because it reproduces the philosophies
and flawed thinking that led to the historical exploitation of the Earth’s resources (Billings 2019;
Haskins 2019). On a philosophical level, Musk’s plan to colonise Mars is based on anthropocentric
values – the belief that humanity is the only entity in the universe with the capability to make moral
decisions (Losch 2019). Therefore, humanity has a duty to ensure its own preservation (Smith et
al. 2019). Historically, this thinking has led to the belief that humanity possesses control over the
resources necessary to ensure its survival on Earth, leading to unsustainable development and the
exploitation of natural resources to the point of total depletion (Smith et al. 2019). In the same way
Western civilisations have historically exploited resources without consideration for the environment,
Musk intends to forge a new planet to meet humanity’s needs, instead of accepting and understanding
our role within the complex systems we inhabit (Cohen & Spector 2020). By transferring this thinking
from Earth to Mars, we risk replicating the problems faced on Earth and developing unanticipated
problems for future generations (Smith et al. 2019). Therefore, equitably adapting to climate change
will require a shift away from anthropocentric ideas of human domination, towards an eco-centric
understanding of our place within the natural order.
Furthermore, Musk’s project reproduces Western capitalist values that have historically led to the
exploitation of people and the planet (Billings 2017; Billings 2019). In capitalist systems, trade and
industry are governed by private entities seeking to attain profit via the production of goods and
13
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services (Pease 2011). Historically, the quest for
profit has generated many of the challenges
we face today, including economic inequality,
degraded natural environments, global conflict,
and human exploitation. In relation to climate
change, private companies have significantly
contributed to the world’s greenhouse gas
emissions (Haskins 2019). Additionally, the
world’s major corporations have exacerbated
current climate change vulnerabilities by
exploiting working populations, violating human
rights, and reducing the capacity to adapt to
climate shocks and stressors like natural disasters
(Haskins 2019; Klepp & Herbeck 2016). Musk’s
Mars project builds upon capitalist and colonial
histories of enslavement, exploitation, and
conquest to ensure limitless economic growth via
expansion to Mars.
Instead of redistributing wealth and power,
Musk preserves current power relations and
inequalities by ensuring economic elites do not
face the consequences of decades of capitalist
corruption and greed. Instead, his attempts
to colonise Mars further exploit the Earth’s
resources and almost certainly ensure that such
malpractice will be replicated on another planet
(Maynard 2017). Considering that ticket prices
to Mars are unattainable to many (approximately
USD 200,000 per person), most of the Earth’s
population will be left behind (Tutton 2016).
Therefore, the privileges of Mars’ colonisation
will be skewed towards rich individuals and
those in Western capitalist states (Haskins 2019).
This is inequitable as those who have historically
contributed the most to climate change will likely
represent humanity in the future, whilst those
who have contributed the least will remain on
Earth and face the consequences (Piper 2018).
If our worst fears of humanity’s destruction
14
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... equitably adapting
to climate change will
require a shift away
from anthropocentric
ideas of human
domination, towards
an eco-centric
understanding of
our place within the
natural order.

Environment

“

Instead of redistributing wealth and power,
Musk preserves current power relations
and inequalities by ensuring economic
elites do not face the consequences of
decades of capitalist corruption and greed.

come to fruition, then the cultures, knowledge, and histories of those left behind will be lost and a
Westernised human legacy will dominate the future of Mars (Anderson 2019; Traphagan 2019).
Clearly, if the solution to humanity’s woes rests on the philosophy and values that underpin current
global problems, then humanity will never overcome these challenges (Piper 2018).

CONCLUSION
Humanity is at a crossroads with climate change. International cooperation has led to treaties that
seek to limit greenhouse gas emissions whilst developing solutions for humans to adapt to the impacts
of climate change. This solution requires enormous transformation across Western societies. A group
of billionaires offer a ‘better’ solution via off-planet colonisation, purporting a ‘fresh start’ in which
unsustainable lifestyles do not have to be sacrificed. Despite the allure of space exploration, it is not an
equitable adaptation solution to climate change, as it ignores the social order and power inequalities
that underpin our global challenges. Whilst it is preferable for resources to be directed towards climate
solutions on Earth, the drive to expand into space will continue to grow. Therefore, to ensure an
equitable approach to the colonisation of Mars, it is recommended that the international community
and a diversity of knowledge holders, such as Indigenous peoples, are involved in the establishment of
laws and treaties for off-planet colonisation, including laws to safeguard diverse cultures and knowledge
systems. Furthermore, off-planet colonisation should not be determined by wealth, but by the desire
to ensure humanity and all its rich cultures can live on. Ultimately, humans have attempted to begin
anew for centuries through the discovery of new territories on Earth. However, this has only led to
death, destruction, and major inequality for those who fell victim to colonisation. It is folly to believe
that a new planet will alter this outcome unless we face our past mistakes and wrongdoings and work
together towards an inclusive and equitable future.
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Can New US Climate Financing
Commitments Unlock Australian
Climate Ambition?
INTRODUCTION
In April 2021, the Biden administration released
its International Climate Finance Plan (‘ICFP’),
promising to mobilise public and private capital
to help developing countries reduce emissions
and boost climate adaptability (The White House
2021). The announcement was a welcome shift
from Trump-era indifference to the deteriorating
climate crisis. However, the ICFP is not simply a
product of United States (‘US’) altruism. It seeks
to combat economic and strategic gains made by
China through the Belt and Road Initiative (‘BRI’).
Therefore, amid convergent security interests
with the US in the Indo-Pacific, Australia could
well be forced to pursue additional clean energy
investments overseas. This should have the added
effect of catalysing domestic climate action.

Sanjay Balakumar
Sanjay is in his fifth year of a
combined Bachelor of Laws and
International Studies degree. Sanjay
is an editor for Politik and the Young
Diplomats Society. He has previous
experience with the Australian
Institute of International Affairs
and United Nations Association of
Australia. Sanjay’s research interests
include Indo-Pacific security and
climate politics.

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE AND
FUNCTION OF THE ICFP?
A recently published Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (‘IPCC’) report made clear
that unless there are deep reductions in carbon
emissions over the coming decades, global
temperature rises will exceed 2°C (IPCC 2021, p.
18). This conclusion provides a clear indictment of
present transnational efforts aimed at mitigating
the impacts of climate change. Such impacts
include droughts, floods, wildfires, rising sea levels,
increased human exposure to disease, greater food
insecurity and recurrent socio-political conflict
18
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Figure 1: Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison meeting with United States President Joe Biden in New York during the 76TH
Session of the United Nations General Assembly (Photo by Ilya Savenok in Knott 2021)

(Rocque et al. 2021, p. 1). A notable problem with current multilateral climate action is the imbalance
in countries’ financial capacities to cope with climate-related threats and transition to clean energy
(Hill & Babin 2021). For example, the United Nations Environment Program estimates that developing
countries will need USD 300 billion per year by 2030 to effectively manage climate-related risks.
The ICFP forms part of Washington’s commitment to help reduce this substantial deficit, conscious
of their status as the world’s second largest emitter and the need for a more globalised approach to
sustainable climate change mitigation and adaptation. President Biden has sought to raise the quantity
of public climate finance provided by the US, pledging USD 11.4 billion annually to help developing
countries become more climate resilient (Sengupta & Gladstone 2021). He has also requested the
allocation of USD 1.2 billion for the United Nations Global Climate Fund (‘GCF’) in his Fiscal Year
2022 Budget Proposal (Hill & Babin 2021). This appeal attempts to reconcile the outstanding amount
owed from former president Obama’s USD 3 billion commitment to the GCF in 2014, following
former president Trump’s failure to honour that pledge. The ICFP also sets out plans to mobilise
private capital for climate projects, retrench public investments in carbon-intensive energy sources,
and provide more detailed reporting on US climate financing (The White House 2021).
Despite concerns over the size, scope, and distribution of US climate financing under the ICFP,
the Biden administration’s renewed commitment to global climate action has been well received by
developing nations (Harvey 2021). But embedded within the President’s climate agenda is an attendant,
geostrategic objective. The ICFP can be seen as an intended bulwark against China’s BRI, a multitrillion-dollar scheme financing physical and digital infrastructure development in countries stretching
from East Asia to Europe (Lee 2021). By providing alternative sources of development finance for
clean energy investments, Washington will hope to blunt Beijing’s political and institutional influence
19
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over BRI recipient countries. Moreover, increased
US climate financing will not only discourage
nations from participating in new BRI projects
but provide them with leverage to pressure China
into raising environmental standards for existing
initiatives under the scheme. This is especially
important, given the World Bank’s estimate that
transport infrastructure under BRI could alone
increase global emissions by 0.3% (Lee 2021).
Perhaps anticipating this oncoming pressure,
Chinese President Xi Jinping formally announced
at the 76th Session of the UN General Assembly
that China would not build any new coal-fired
power plants abroad (Brant 2021).

HOW DOES THIS AFFECT
AUSTRALIA?
It is increasingly clear that Australia and the
US have convergent security interests in the
Indo-Pacific. Both countries form part of the
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue with Japan and
India, coalescing around shared apprehension
toward China’s increasingly assertive behaviour
in the region (Smith 2021). Some analysts claim
that the recently announced AUKUS (the
trilateral security pact between Australia, the UK
and the US) pact sees Australia ceding its strategic
autonomy to the US amid hardening attitudes
towards China (Mao 2021). Australia also shares
US concerns that the BRI is a mechanism by
which China aims to cement its influence across
the region via debt-trap diplomacy (Callanan
2021).

“

By providing
alternative sources
of development
finance for clean
energy investments,
Washington will
hope to blunt
Beijing’s political
and institutional
influence over BRI
recipient countries.

Given this alignment on the need to establish
a unified response to the urgent threat posed
by China in the Indo-Pacific, the Biden
administration will expect Australia to improve
upon its current climate finance commitments to
offset China’s regional gains via the BRI. Such
20
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pressure may already be having its intended effect, as evidenced by the gradual shift in Prime Minister
Morrison’s rhetoric when discussing Australia’s international climate responsibilities. Announcing
a new low-emissions technology sharing agreement between Australia and India, Morrison
acknowledged that ‘if we want to make a difference on climate change, we’ve got to make a difference
everywhere, not just in advanced economies’ (SBS 2021). In line with this observation, the Prime
Minister committed an additional AUD 500 million by 2025 to international climate finance at the
COP26 (O’Malley & Perkins 2021). But concerns remain about the size and sincerity of Australia’s
overall climate finance contributions (Oxfam Australia 2021).
Nevertheless, the result of Australia investing in clean technologies overseas will be the forced
pursuit of broader domestic climate action. Australia has cultivated a global reputation for being
a climate pariah, ranking last for climate action among UN member states in the 2021 Sustainable
Development Report (Mazengarb 2021). According to UN data, Australia also ranks in the top three
countries for exported emissions per capita and among the top 10 nations for per capita fossil fuel
use (Westfall 2021). But despite these damning statistics, the Morrison government has maintained its
vastly inadequate 2030 emissions reductions targets, pursued a ‘gas-led’ economic recovery from the
pandemic, and touted its ‘strong record’ of climate achievement (Slezak 2021; Yosufzai 2021). Such
positions are both morally and politically unsustainable. It would be unwise for Australia to publicly
encourage developing nations to adopt clean energy technologies while exercising climate inertia at
home. This would seriously damage Australia’s carefully curated reputation as a responsible middle
power and erode its bilateral relations in the region.

CONCLUSION
To reiterate, the Biden administration’s ICFP is a much-needed boost for international efforts aimed at
confronting the threat posed by climate change. It seeks to help developing countries reduce emissions
and adapt to climate risks through the mobilisation of public and private finance. But, the ICFP is
also aimed at combating China’s economic and strategic gains in the Indo-Pacific via their BRI. As
Australia and the US become increasingly sympatico on the regional threat posed by China, Prime
Minister Morrison will be expected to further increase Australia’s climate financing commitments.
This should also see Australia embrace greater domestic climate ambition, a welcome outcome given
the nation’s reputation for sustained climate inaction.
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The Role and Limitations of
Social Media for Environmental
Activism in China
INTRODUCTION
Over the last two decades, the emergence of new
media technologies and popularisation of the
internet has radically transformed dynamics of
civic participation in China. Social media is often
welcomed as a driving tool for global development
and social change, as demonstrated in the #MeToo
movement (Xiong et al. 2019), Black Lives Matter
(Carney 2016) and the 2016-2017 South Korean
Candlelight Vigils (Kim 2018). However, its
broader appeal often fails to capture how online
networks can similarly work to constrict or limit
social change. This article analyses the role of social
media in environmental activism and ‘green politics'
in China. Green politics in this article is defined as
politics that emphasise ecology, environment and
life whilst promoting democratisation (Ku 2010,
p. 205). In China’s unique authoritarian context,
whereby direct citizen voices are largely absent in
the public arena, dynamics of green digital activism
present an interesting case for analysis. This article
highlights how it is necessary to consider social
media for both its transformative role in redefining
dynamics between state and society, and its inherent
limitations for social transformation.
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SOCIAL MEDIA AS A
CATALYST: THE SUCCESSES
OF SNS
Social media in China has significantly increased
broader environmental awareness over the last
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decade. Prior to this phenomenon, the vast majority of the population had been largely unaware of the
seriousness of environmental issues such as pollution and climate change (Tilt 2010). The integration
of popular Chinese Social Networking Sites (‘SNS’) into everyday life, notably Weibo and WeChat,
have been particularly important for initial public exposure to these issues. Due to the immediacy and
networked nature of social and digital media, regular citizens have been increasingly able to trigger
changes in social attitudes in remarkably short periods of time.
This argument is best demonstrated by the controversy surrounding the harmful fine air pollutant
PM2.5, which began in December 2011. In the initial stages of the dispute, renowned businessman,
Pan Shiyi, took to Weibo to expose stark differences between air quality reports published by the U.S
Embassy in Beijing – which often described the air quality as ‘hazardous’ or ‘dangerous’ – and those
from Beijing forecast stations – which stated that pollution levels were only minor on the same days
(Zhang 2017). This prompted nationwide frustration among citizens who likewise used Weibo and other
platforms to express their anger. What had begun as a single post rapidly evolved into an ‘affective news
stream’ (Papacharrissi 2015), whereby, citizens, journalists and environmental organisations gathered
to contribute additional evidence to develop a deeper understanding of the issue (Zhang 2017). Not
only did social media enable the initial exposure of the issue, but the widespread online response also
led to rapid policy changes within two months (Zhang 2017). Stricter air quality reporting standards
were introduced across the country, and PM2.5 statistics previously not accessible to citizens were
made public information (Yuan et al. 2012, p. 3627). Even now, the PM2.5 pollutant issue continues to
be heavily reported on in both Chinese social and broadcast media (Hua 2019; Xinhua News 2021).

Figure 1: China’s strong economic growth over the last few decades has occurred at the expense of the environment,
most noticeably as severe air pollution in urban cities (China News Service 2021)

25

Environment

Due to the increased accessibility of technology
across China, new emergent modes of political
participation have similarly increased national
interest towards environmental sustainability.
Alternative modes of political communication,
such as the use of political satire (Luqiu 2017)
and meme-like ‘e gao’(恶搞) (Meng 2011), have
fostered an online sense of community, increasing
the ease and appeal of political participation.
A new politics of mundanity has thus emerged
across China whereby users constantly engage in
forms of everyday resistance, political contention
and expression (Liu & Zhao 2017). In this regard,
the sole activity of talking about the issue online
‘becomes political in itself ’ since it ‘brings issues
worthy of discussion to the public realm’ (Sun,
Graham & Broersma 2017). In the context
of China, where political demonstrations and
critique are strictly regulated, non-confrontational
forms of everyday resistance on social media
have a key role in embodying public voice and
shared experience.

THE PERMEABILITY OF
CONTEXT
Despite the clear benefits of social media for
social and political development, social and digital
media also constrain the extent to which such
change can occur. As Deuze (2011, p. 138) asserts,
media does not operate separate to or outside of
our lived experiences, but ‘as intrinsically part
of it’. As online and offline contexts continue
merging, dynamics of class, inequality and
power permeate the barrier between them and
reproduce in online environments. Online spaces
that appear ‘designed for open engagement
and democracy’ may therefore ‘become sites of
hierarchy and exclusion’ (Baym & Boyd 2012,
p. 325). China presents a stark example. A wide
range of censorship tactics such as multimedia
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deletion and key-word filtering have been employed by government regulators to restrict and monitor
online activity (Liu & Zhao 2021). As Liu and Zhao (2017) demonstrate in their research on online Weibo
blogs, these regulators are also often the main information providers on environmental issues such as
climate change, as opposed to non-government organisations and public intellectuals. By employing
armies of online commenters and placing strict legal restrictions on existing digital platforms, major
state-run news and information outlets, such as Qiangguo Luntan, limit the extent to which online spaces
can operate as areas of free political participation and contention (Bandurski 2008). Due to the fear
of the consequences of speaking out in an authoritarian state, ordinary citizens on social media may
also practice political self-censorship (Chang & Manion 2021). Hence, while the rise of new media has
enabled new modes of political participation for regular citizens, it has also created alternative and
networked channels through which the state can exercise authoritarian power. This demonstrates that
the positive role of social media in facilitating policy and social change is highly conditional.
Features of social media that reinforce inequalities also mean that social and political change has tended
to favour certain groups, while disenfranchising others. In part, this has occurred due to the manner
and varied rate at which technology and internet accessibility has occurred over the last few decades.
In the same way that core urban centres like Beijing and Shanghai have been the key beneficiaries of
national growth and economic development, uneven distribution of information and communications
technology (‘ICT’) has reinforced digital inequalities between rural and urban areas (Robinson et al.
2020, p. 9). In 2017, for example, internet accessibility rates in rural China were over 36% lower than
that of urban regions (Robinson et al. 2020, p. 9). Underrepresentation and marginalisation of rural
communities in online spaces thus pose significant issues for digital activism and environmentalism in
China. As was demonstrated in the PM2.5 pollution case, urban residents with high internet access
and education will continue to dominate online spaces and discussion (Zhang 2017). The voices of
these dominant groups or individuals may gain significant prominence in directing public discourse
on environmental issues, disproportionately directing attention and policy reform to issues faced in
urban, rather than rural regions.

“

Underrepresentation and marginalisation
of rural communities in online spaces
thus pose significant issues for digital
activism and environmentalism in China.
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CONCLUSION
The role of social media in environmental
activism in China is complex and multi-sided.
On one hand, the rapid proliferation of ICTs
across the country has facilitated increased civic
participation and an emergent green political
sphere. Ultimately, this has driven an increase
in awareness and support of environmental
sustainability in China over the last decade. Due
to the integration of social media into everyday
life, new modes of political participation have
similarly emerged, enabling citizen-driven
change with direct policy outcomes. Yet,
extensive government regulation continues to
limit open online discussion and digital activism
in China. Moreover, structures of inequality –
which permeate online spheres – mean social
and political change continue to favour urban,
educated populations while disenfranchising
others from these online networks.
Clearly the shift between the state and civil
society as a direct result of social media
has both enabled and constricted change in
contemporary China. As ICT’s continue to
evolve and citizens adopt alternative modes of
political participation, the state will similarly
introduce new tactics of control. Further
research is needed to understand how these
changes will affect political reform and social
inequality as we inevitably move towards a
digitised society.
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Global Inequalities in COVID-19
Vaccination: The Threat to Global
Development and Pandemic Control
INTRODUCTION
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Equitable access to safe, effective coronavirus
disease (‘COVID-19’) vaccines is essential to
controlling the pandemic. In mid-2021, the
World Health Organization (‘WHO’) (2021a)
implemented its Strategy to Achieve Global
COVID-19 Vaccination. This included an
ambitious goal to reach global vaccination coverage
– equivalent to a global double-dose vaccination
rate of 70% – by end-June 2022 (WHO 2021a).
The first target in this goal was to reach 10%
double-dose vaccination by end-September 2021.
However, 56 nations – all lower-income countries
(‘LICs’) – failed to reach this first target (WHO
2021a). This article considers why this inequality
in COVID-19 vaccination represents a threat to
global development and to pandemic control –
and why addressing it must be an urgent priority
for global health leaders.

INEQUALITIES IN COVID-19
VACCINATION
The likelihood of a country reaching the WHO’s
first COVID-19 vaccination target was directly
proportionate to its wealth. Nearly 90% of higherincome countries (‘HICs’) reached the target,
whereas 0% of LICs did so (WHO 2021b). Of
the more than 6.3 billion COVID-19 vaccines
administered globally by end-September 2021,
HICs (representing 50% of the global population)
had administered 75%, and LICs had administered
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just 25% (WHO 2021a). Framing the problem in a different way, HICs had administered almost 100
doses of COVID-19 vaccine for every 100 people, while LICs had administered just 1.5 doses per
100 people (WHO 2021b). This demonstrates the strong correlation between wealth inequality and
vaccine access.
In mid-October 2021, only 29 LICs had a coordinated COVID-19 response plan recognised by the
United Nations (UN 2021a). Among these LICs, the average double-dose vaccination rate was 13.7%,
and fifteen had a double-dose vaccination rate of less then 5% (UN 2021a). If LICs continue this pace
of vaccination, many will not reach the 70% target until at least 2024 (UNDP 2021a).
In comparison, at mid-October 2021, Australia had a double-dose vaccination rate of 64.2% and
was on-track to achieve 70% full vaccination by late-October 2021 (Australian Government – DOH
2021a). Portugal – the country with the highest double-dose vaccination rate – was already at 85.8%
(Our World in Data 2021a). Many HICs, including Australia, have started booster vaccinations and
are vaccinating lower-risk groups such as people ≤16 years of age (Australian Government – DOH
2021b; Our World in Data 2021b). This is being done before many citizens in LICs receive their first
doses.
There are simple reasons for these inequalities in COVID-19 vaccination. Vaccine manufacturers,
which continue to hold exclusive rights to the intellectual property of many vaccines, have prioritised
fulfilling vaccine orders from HICs with the means to pay (OECD 2021). These HICs have negotiated
preferential deals for vaccines and – in alarming examples of ‘vaccine nationalism’, or the prioritisation
of national interests ahead of the global good (OECD 2021) – have over-ordered and hoarded supplies
for their own populations (UN 2021b). This means LICs are left behind in the race to vaccinate
against COVID-19. This creates ripples, locally and globally, which threaten global development and
pandemic control.

THE EFFECTS OF COVID-19 VACCINATION INEQUALITY
Inequalities in vaccination rates have significant impacts within LICs. In many of these countries,
COVID-19 continues to spread unchecked: by mid-October 2021, the world’s 59 poorest LICs were
recording 630,000 COVID-19 cases per week, and 15,000 deaths per week (UN 2021a). Not only
is this a human tragedy, it also places significant strain on, and diverts attention and resources from,
existing development activities. Particularly, it will have a negative impact on the ability of many LICs
to meet their Sustainable Development Goals (UNDP 2021b).
The unchecked spread of COVID-19 may also cause development to go backwards. In all countries,
COVID-19 caused employment and income losses; however, these losses were greatest in the informal
economies of the LICs, where many people lack secure work (World Bank 2020). The ongoing
impacts of COVID-19 in LICs mean their economic recovery is likely to be slower, with modelling
suggesting the recovery of HICs will be U-shaped (i.e. rapid), and the recovery of LICs will be more
33
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L-shaped (i.e. sluggish) (UNDP 2021c). This is
likely to reverse years of hard-won progress in
development.

“

Not only is this a
human tragedy,
it also places
significant strain on,
and diverts attention
and resources from,
existing development
activities.

Inequalities in vaccination may also have
impacts globally. No COVID-19 vaccine is
completely effective at preventing infection,
and it is possible that COVID-19 may spread
from unvaccinated to vaccinated populations,
particularly as international borders re-open
(CDC 2021a). Another concern is the rise of
further variants if COVID-19 circulates in
unvaccinated populations, considering the more
viral transmission there is, the more replication,
and the greater the chance of mutation
(CDC 2021b). It is possible that current
COVID-19 vaccines may be less effective – or
even ineffective – against emerging variants,
plunging the world back into the chaos of the
pre-vaccine pandemic era.

RESPONSES TO COVID-19
VACCINATION INEQUALITY
Ensuring equality of COVID-19 vaccination
must be an urgent priority for global health
leaders, and the WHO’s goal to achieve global
COVID-19 vaccination coverage is realistic.
An additional 4.7 billion doses of COVID-19
vaccine are required, and contracts with vaccine
manufacturers are already in place for most of
these doses (WHO 2021a). Although vaccine
supply was a problem in early 2021, current
production of COVID-19 vaccines is at nearly
1.5 billion doses per month, which is more than
sufficient to meet the target (WHO 2021a).
The primary challenge is with vaccine
distribution – that is, with delivering vaccines
to LICs. This challenge is being met, in part, by
initiatives such as COVID-19 Vaccines Global
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Access (‘COVAX’). Led by a coalition of health authorities – including the WHO, the Coalition for
Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (‘CEPI’), and the Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunizations
(‘GAVI’) – COVAX seeks funds and donated vaccines for free delivery to LICs (WHO 2021c).
COVAX has, to date, delivered over 348 million doses of COVID-19 vaccine to LICs (UNICEF
2020). Australia joined COVAX in 2020, and has pledged AUD 180 million worth of vaccines for
LICs throughout Asia and the Pacific (Australian Government – DOH 2021c).

Figure 1: Equitable access to COVID-19 vaccines is vital to pandemic control (ABC 2021)

Despite the strengths of COVAX, it has not been without challenges. Issues such as vaccine export
restrictions – implemented by India, one of the world’s largest COVID-19 vaccine manufacturers,
as it battled a domestic COVID-19 surge – saw COVAX reduce its supply forecast by 25% in 2021
(GAVI 2021). Additionally, many vaccine doses donated to COVAX are nearing expiration, leaving
limited time for them to be administered, resulting in millions being returned or destroyed (BBC
2021). This leaves a vacuum of need in many regions, which nations such as China and Russia are
filling and, in doing so, expanding their geopolitical influence (Pratt & Levin 2021). Also, it must be
acknowledged that COVAX’s current mandate only extends as far as delivering doses for 20% of each
country’s population (GAVI 2021), meaning a significant proportion of people remain vulnerable to
the effects of inequitable vaccine access.

LICS AS PARTNERS AND LEADERS IN COVID-19 VACCINATION
EQUALITY
The WHO’s (2021a) Strategy to Achieve Global COVID-19 Vaccination document fails to explicitly
identify LICs as key players in the drive to achieve vaccine equity. This relegates them to the role of
passive – and, potentially, unempowered – recipients of vaccine donations. However, a sustainable
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... a sustainable response to COVID-19
vaccination equality may lie in
empowering LICs to be more active
partners, or even leaders, in their
own COVID-19 vaccination efforts.

response to COVID-19 vaccination equality is unlikely to be achieved through donations alone.
Rather, the solution may lie in empowering LICs to be more active partners, or even leaders, in their
own COVID-19 vaccination efforts. This is particularly vital if COVID-19 becomes endemic, and
populations must be repeatedly vaccinated in the future.
However, LICs leading their own vaccination efforts is associated with challenges – particularly
vaccine costs. Current COVID-19 vaccines range from USD 2 to 37 per dose (UNICEF 2020). In
LICs, where the average annual per capita health expenditure amounts to USD 41, this represents an
enormous burden (UNDP 2021d). To meet the cost of vaccinating 70% of their populations, LICs
must increase annual healthcare spending by an average of 56.6% (UNDP 2021d), and this scale-up
of spending is wholly unrealistic.
This problem – like many of the others faced by LICs – may be addressed through development plans
and programs. Actions such as the sharing of vaccine intellectual property, the transfer of technology,
and the lifting of embargoes on the export of vaccine raw materials can all boost the capability of
LICs to meet the vaccination needs of their own populations. Further, these actions may enable LICs
to take more of an active role in addressing vaccination inequality.

CONCLUSION
There are stark inequalities in the global COVID-19 vaccine distribution program, with LICs lagging
significantly behind HICs in COVID-19 vaccination rates. This may lead to significant, sustained
impacts, both locally and globally, that threaten global development and pandemic control. COVAX
is one solution, but in its current form is limited. A more sustainable solution can involve supporting
LICs through development activities, so they are more capable of meeting the vaccination needs of
their own populations. Improved vaccination equity will enhance pandemic control and ultimately
create positive ripples globally.
36

Health

REFERENCES

ABC 2021, While some people get COVID-19 booster shots,
90pc of Africans are yet to receive their first dose, viewed 12
October 2021, <https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-09-24/
africa-in-desperate-need-of-covid-vaccines/100485224>.
Global Alliance for Vaccines and Immunizations (GAV) 2021,
Australian

Government

–

Department

of

Health

COVAX: The forecast for vaccine supply, viewed 12 October

(DOH) 2021a, COVID-19 vaccines, viewed 12 October

2021,

2 0 2 1 , < h t t p s : / / w w w. h e a l t h . g ov. a u / i n i t i a t i ve s - a n d -

vaccine-supply>.

<https://www.gavi.org/vaccineswork/covax-forecast-

p ro g r a m s / c ov i d - 1 9 - v a c c i n e s ? g c l i d = C j 0 KC Q j w w YLBhD6ARIsACvT72NQ5KrliktRx8-ND4Lzk2-

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development

JelmLbijB3cWqKt7L6bk5a_x3u_ORwewaAm59EALw_wcB>.

(OECD) 2021, Access to COVID-19 vaccines: Global approaches
in a global crisis, viewed 3 November 2021, <https://www.oecd.

Australian Government – Department of Health (DOH) 2021b,

org/coronavirus/policy-responses/access-to-covid-19-vaccines-

Booster shot for severely immunocompromised Australians,

global-approaches-in-a-global-crisis-c6a18370>.

viewed

12

October

2021,

<https://www.health.gov.au/

ministers/the-hon-greg-hunt-mp/media/booster-shot-for-

Our World in Data 2021a, What share of the population has

severely-immunocompromised-australians>.

been fully vaccinated against COVID-19?, viewed 12 October
2021, <https://ourworldindata.org/covid-vaccinations#what-

Australian Government – Department of Health (DOH) 2021c,

share-of-the-population-has-been-fully-vaccinated-against-

Australia’s vaccine agreements, viewed 12 October 2021,

covid-19>.

<https://www.health.gov.au/initiatives-and-programs/covid19-vaccines/about-rollout/vaccine-agreements>.

Our World in Data 2021b, How many vaccine booster doses
have been administered?, viewed 12 October 2021, <https://

British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) 2021, COVID-19

ourworldindata.org/covid-vaccinations#how-many-vaccine-

vaccines; Why some African states can’t use their vaccines, viewed

booster-doses-have-been-administered>.

3 November 2021, <https://www.bbc.com/news/5694065>.
Pratt, SF & Levin, J 2021, Vaccines will shape the new
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 2021a,

geopolitical order, viewed 3 November 2021, <https://

COVID-19 vaccine breakthrough case investigation and

foreignpolicy.com/2021/04/29/vaccine-geopolitics-diplomacy-

reporting, viewed 12 October 2021, <https://www.cdc.gov/

israel-russia-china>.

vaccines/covid-19/health-departments/breakthrough-cases.
html>.

United Nations (UN) 2021a, COVID-19 data explorer:
Global

humanitarian

operations,

viewed

12

October

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 2021b, Delta

2021,

variant: What we know about the science?, viewed 12 October

humanitarian-operations/?ga1&gclid=Cj0KCQjwwY-LBh

2021,

D6ARIsACvT72PIb33rSYlUawHV42Ma3cmsdE3D5LY4-

<https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/

variants/delta-variant.html>.

37

<https://data.humdata.org/visualization/covid19-

MmMXbrAN9sTpdQ2HGsI4dsaAl_UEALw_wcB>.

Health

United Nations (UN) 2021b, How can we vaccinate the world?

World Health Organization (WHO) 2021b, Leaders make

Five challenges facing the UN-backed COVAX programme,

urgent call to accelerate vaccination globally and in Africa,

viewed

viewed 12 October 2021, <https://www.who.int/news/

12

October

2021,

<https://news.un.org/en/

story/2021/04/1088932>.

item/14-09-2021-leaders-make-urgent-call-to-acceleratevaccination-globally-and-in-africa>.

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) 2020, COVID-19
vaccine market dashboard, viewed 12 October 2021, <https://

World Health Organization (WHO) 2021c, COVAX: Working

www.unicef.org/supply/covid-19-vaccine-market-dashboard>.

for global equitable access to COVID-19 vaccines, viewed 3
November

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 2021a,

2021,

<

https://www.who.int/initiatives/act-

accelerator/covax>.

Support to vaccine equity – beyond recovery: Towards
2030, viewed 12 October 2021, <https://www.undp.org/
publications/support-vaccine-equity-beyond-recoverytowards-2030>.
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 2021b,
Leaving no one behind: Impact of COVID-19 on the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), viewed 12 October
2021,

<https://sdgintegration.undp.org/sites/default/files/

Leaving_No_One_Behind,_COVID_impact_on_the_SDGs_
second_flagship.pdf>.
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 2021c,
Impact of vaccine inequity on economic recovery, viewed
12 October 2021, <https://data.undp.org/vaccine-equity/
impact-of-vaccine-inequity-on-economic-recovery/>.
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 2021d,
Vaccine affordability, viewed 12 October 2021, <https://data.
undp.org/vaccine-equity/affordability>.
World Bank 2020, Reversals of fortune: Poverty and
shared

prosperity

2020,

viewed

12

October

2021,

<https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/
handle/10986/34496/9781464816024.pdf>.
World Health Organization (WHO) 2021a, Strategy to
achieve global COVID-19 vaccination by mid-2022, viewed
12 October 2021, <https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/defaultsource/immunization/covid-19/strategy-to-achieve-globalcovid-19-vaccination-by-mid-2022.pdf ?sfvrsn=5a68433c_5>.

38

Health

The Right to Reproductive Rights
The Texas Abortion Ban and the
Codification of Misogyny

INTRODUCTION: SB8 IN
TEXAS
On 1 September 2021, Texas’s new law, Senate Bill
8 (‘SB8’), came into effect. It has been termed the
‘Texas Heartbeat Act’ and it allows private citizens
in Texas to sue anyone who aids an abortion after
six weeks into pregnancy – or even ‘intends’ to
do so. There are no exceptions for rape or incest
(Hui 2021). It outlaws close to 85% of abortions
in Texas. However, it does not technically violate the
precedent set by Roe v Wade, the 1973 landmark US
Supreme Court case that decriminalized abortion
across the US by limiting the power and discretion
of the state in the matter. SB8, however, relies on
individuals rather than the state to enforce the ban
(Hui 2021). Plaintiffs that successfully allege that
an unlawful abortion has taken place are entitled
to USD 10,000, as well as reimbursement of their
legal fees, but successful defendants will not have
their legal fees returned (Tolentino 2021).
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The US Supreme Court, which reviewed the
law on its shadow docket, raised concern as to
its constitutionality, but stated that ‘complex and
novel antecedent procedural questions’ prevented
the court from acting further (Tolentino 2021,
par 8). Justice Sonia Sotomayor issued a scathing
dissent, calling SB8 ‘a flagrantly unconstitutional
law engineered to prohibit women from exercising
their constitutional rights and evade judicial
scrutiny’ (Durkee 2021, par 8).
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The impact of SB8 has been immediate and alarming. The director of Whole Woman’s Health, an
organisation offering clinical services for women in Texas, stated that less than a day after the law
came into effect, it had already been ‘nothing short of devastating for our providers, our staff and
our patients’ (Tolentino 2021, par. 6). Hundreds of patients have been turned away in the previous
weeks and a Planned Parenthood location in Houston, which normally performed over 240 abortions
in a fortnight, reported having performed a total of only 52 in the 10 days after the law took effect
(Weber & Gresko 2021). Meanwhile, clinics in neighbouring states are struggling to meet the increased
demand and accommodate women arriving from Texas (Weber & Gresko 2021).
Interestingly, other methods of preventing abortion, such as providing free birth control and
comprehensive sex education, or creating an economic environment in which low-income parents are
able to raise children without descending into poverty, have been either entirely ignored or condemned.
Sex education is not mandatory in schools in Texas and abstinence is encouraged in most programs
that do exist (Tolentino 2021).

ROE V WADE & THE FALLACIES OF THE ‘PRO-LIFE’
MOVEMENT
Roe v Wade has long served as both a turning point for women, and a lightning rod for religious
conservatives. It decriminalised abortion on the basis that access to safe abortion is a constitutional
right. In its ruling, the US Supreme Court declared that the constitutional right to privacy is ‘broad
enough to encompass a woman’s decision whether or not to terminate her pregnancy’ (Hontz &
Rogers 1998, p. 9). In the majority opinion, Justice Harry A. Blackmun wrote that the costs of denying
access to abortion were high, including physical injuries during pregnancy, financial and psychological
costs of raising an unwanted child and social stigma (Hontz & Roger 1998).

“

Roe v Wade has long served
as both a turning point for
women, and a lightning rod for
religious conservatives.
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Figure 1: Keep Abortion Legal - Washington, D.C., 4 October 4 2021 (Malhotra 2021).

However, qualifications were required. As Justice Blackmun clarified, ‘this right is not unqualified and
must be considered against important state regulation’ (Bonyhady 2020, par 10). State regulation was
still rendered an important factor in the decision to allow abortion, making it apparent that even in
the most progressive, ground-breaking case on this topic, reproductive rights were not recognised as
fully belonging to women. They must be qualified.
Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg also argued that Roe v Wade should have been predicated on an equal
protection clause, rather than on the notion of privacy (Gupta 2021). However, despite its limitations,
in the years after the case, the rate of abortion-related death in the U.S decreased by almost 85%
(Cates, Grimes & Schulz 2003).
The positive impact of Roe v Wade was most salient for poorer women of colour for whom the cost of
travel, accommodation, childcare, and time off work to get an abortion was incredibly difficult and
logistically unfeasible (Tolentino 2021). Nevertheless, the case has now been circumvented in Texas
after being a touchstone of conflict for almost five decades. Opponents have been relentlessly fighting
for a reversal of Roe v Wade through an extensive and carefully devised program of ‘alternate facts’
and dismissive rhetoric.
The anti-abortion movement, which incorrectly and unscientifically goes by the term ‘pro-life
movement’, relies on a range of fallacies to discourage abortion. The language it deploys is steeped in
violent imagery, which erroneously equates an unborn foetus to a living baby. Arguing that life begins
at conception, the movement uses phrases such as ‘this is a child, not a choice’ and ‘no baby enters the
world from the womb of a mother as a curse’ to incrementally establish ‘foetal personhood’ and convey
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the horror of ‘foetal homicide’ (Tan 2004, p.
160). This manipulative and quasi-scientific
framing has been vigorously debunked by a
mass of medical literature (Halva-Neubauer &
Zeigler 2010).
Anti-abortion advocates frequently cite a
condition called ‘post-abortion syndrome’
in which they compare the psychological
effects of abortion with those of miscarriage
intermingled with guilt and regret for choosing
to terminate the pregnancy (Halva-Neubauer
& Zeigler 2010). There is no evidence that
such a ‘syndrome’ exists, and overwhelming
data suggests that women who have gotten
abortions, in most cases, do not actually regret
their choices at all (Halva-Neubauer & Zeigler
2010).
They have also argued that abortion is
dangerous, pointing to inconclusive studies to
show links between abortion and higher rates
of breast cancer (Halva-Neubauer & Zeigler
2010). This is also false, as carrying a pregnancy
to term is, by all medical measures, substantially
more dangerous (Schroedel 2000).
Another tactic is to shift the ‘blame’ for abortion
onto providers and portray women as victims,
which is an effective strategy as it ‘resonates with
women who regard childbearing as an essential
part of the female identity’ (Halva-Neubauer &
Zeigler 2010, p. 111). This makes it easier to
convince legislators to adopt policies punishing
health care workers assisting women seeking
abortions. This strategy has been integrated in
SB8, which, in essence, carefully uses litigation
to diminish female autonomy, independence,
and personhood (Michels & Noll 2021).
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QUALIFYING AUTONOMY
American political theorist, Hannah Arendt
(2017, p. 370), infamously coined the phrase ‘the
right to have rights’ in her discussion about the
plight of the stateless. This ‘right to have rights’
was the right to citizenship – to membership
of a political community (Gessen 2018). It
is a poignant phrase that aptly captures the
ways in which ‘rights’, despite their supposed
universality and self-evident nature, are often
only afforded to members of a specific political
class. It highlights that even basic prerogatives
are not available to be freely exercised by all;
they require qualification. Sometimes that
qualification is citizenship, as Arendt identified.
But it can also be, among others, wealth,
whiteness, and maleness.
All of these qualifications are pertinent to the
matter of abortion.
While feminist movements have made
tremendous progress in shifting gender norms
and cultural narratives, most women do not
have complete reproductive freedom nor are
they able to exercise full bodily autonomy. These
are not yet culturally recognised rights in many
jurisdictions. The few gains that have been won
with respect to these topics are limited to those
with the structural power (wealth, whiteness,
mobility etc.) to demand them (Tolentino 2021).
When women’s bodies are policed, it is so often
deemed normal, natural, and necessary, so
the methods of the anti-abortion movement
capitalise on this preconception. Through
propping up the myth of ‘foetal personhood’
and because of the quasi-moralistic focus on
protecting ‘life’, reproductive choice is not
considered, in much of public imagination,
Health

a right at all (especially not in the view of
conservative lawmakers). What the antiabortion movement and its recent successes
demonstrate is that women still need to fight for
the right to reproductive rights.

CONCLUSION
Whilst abortion is legal in all Australian states
and territories (with various restrictions in place),
the policing and politicisation of women’s bodies
is a transnational issue (Ketchell 2021). The
impact of SB8, or any law that strips women of
agency, is catastrophic for women everywhere
because it reveals the terrifying fragility of
women’s rights, and the very real possibility of
regression. It lends legitimacy to and codifies
countless misogynistic myths. However, while
SB8 is a disappointing loss in the battle to gain
reproductive rights, the culture-rattling rage
it has provoked is a positive testament to the
fervour and commitment of those fighting for a
reality in which women can exercise full bodily
autonomy, without external qualification.

“

When women’s bodies are policed, it
is so often deemed normal, natural,
and necessary, so the methods of the
anti-abortion movement capitalise
on this preconception.
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The role of international development assistance
(hereafter ‘aid’) in addressing poverty is contested.
A wealth of literature posits aid as instrumental
in promoting ‘prosperity’. Conversely, a
sizeable contingent contends that aid is not only
impotent but operates to exacerbate poverty.
These rival stances necessitate an examination
of the conditions which determine whether aid
is beneficial, redundant, or counterproductive.
Effectiveness is constrained by the nature of
the assistance provided, donor priorities, and
contextual variables in recipient countries. It must
also be recognised that ill-conceived assistance can
produce adverse consequences. Still, to perceive
aid as inherently effective or ineffective precludes
reflection upon the broader conditions which
influence development.

CONCEPTUALISING AID AND
POVERTY
Evaluating the efficacy of aid requires the
framing of a referent ‘issue’ to be resolved.
Various conceptualisations of ‘poverty’ have been
mobilised to justify aid mechanisms. Notably,
Sachs (2005, p. 19) identifies the ‘poverty trap’,
stating ‘growth’ is limited by inadequate economic
conditions. Sachs’ (2005) singular explanation of
poverty endears itself towards a similarly singular
solution, a ‘big push’ which postulates that poverty
can be ‘resolved’ through a coordinated increase
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in external funding (Easterly 2006b, p. 38).
This mechanism fails to accommodate the
prospective variability of aid and demonstrates
how certain conceptualisations of poverty
inform homogenous solutions which negate
contextual factors present within a country.
A salient example is provided by McGregor’s
(2007) analysis of Timor-Leste. The dominant
focus on top-down, high-scale solutions
to poverty precluded an evaluation of the
effectiveness of alternative, small-scale aid
present within the country (McGregor 2007, p.
167). This demonstrates that while aid can be
effective, it may fail to address divergent issues
when constrained by certain ideas of poverty.
It is also important to understand how the form
of aid enhances or constrains its effectiveness.
Those like Sachs, who view poverty as
something resolved through financing, contest
that effectiveness is contingent upon the
magnitude of money provided (Easterly 2006a,
p. 97). However, direct financial aid is subject
to diminishing returns, rendering assistance
impotent (Collier 2006, p. 1482). Still, such a
devaluation is contingent on the form of aid
provided, as projects and technical assistance
can imbue added value depending on the
circumstances of their implementation (Collier
2007, p. 102). Assistance is not constrained to
the provision of money to governments; it can
manifest in the form of technical assistance,
budget support or projects (Collier 2006, p.
1486). Boone (2005, p. 3) argues that aid needs
to be targeted towards specific technical issues,
such as disease prevention and food provision,
to guarantee effectiveness. However, these
purposes may also fail to address underlying
structural issues. For example, states like
Burundi have prioritised technocratic forms of
47
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While aid is
not inherently
redundant or
counter-productive,
it is constrained by
the conditions, form
and magnitude of
its implementation.
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aid but negated the broader socio-political factors that endure to create poverty (Desrosiers & Muringa
2012, p. 511). Thus, while aid is not inherently redundant or counter-productive, it is constrained by
the conditions, form and magnitude of its implementation.

SUPPLY-SIDE FACTORS
The effectiveness of aid is also contingent upon the dispositions of suppliers. The plurality of
prospective donors provide not only differing forms and magnitudes of assistance, but also apply
distinct selectivity-criteria regarding eligible recipient countries. Collier (2007, p. 99) highlights the
issue of politicised aid, with selectivity often confined to domestic interests. The US Agency for
International Development (‘USAID’) exemplifies how governmental agencies often fail to provide
aid in accordance with principles of necessity, and instead prioritise self-interest (Collier 2007, p. 110).
This selectivity negates salient contextual factors, such as corruption (Easterly & Pfutze 2008, p. 42),
potentially fostering adverse repercussions. Shifting donor interests also result in the spurious provision
of assistance. Many donors withdraw spending due to a perceived improvement of standards within
recipient countries (Abbott et al. 2017, p. 111). Such spuriousness is demonstrated by post-conflict
Rwanda, which improved its health sector, largely due to the provision of aid from donors such as
the US and the Global Fund (Abbott et al. 2017, p. 112). However, the country is now considered to
be a diminished priority, effecting a reduction in financing and constraining further improvements
in different sectors (Abbott et al. 2017, p. 111). This not only demonstrates how donor priorities and
practices can result in adverse consequences, but also how success can function as a ‘gilded cage’
restricting future assistance.

Figure 1: USAID operations. Photo by Staff Sgt Keith James, U.S Air Force (USAID 2020)
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Institutional limitations also bear heavily on the
effectiveness of aid implementation. Perhaps
the most counter-productive is the incentive
structure present within aid agencies. There
is a persistent priority for donors to focus on
the act of disbursing aid, with considerations
of effectiveness secondary (Monkam 2012, p.
400). The rationale behind this priority is not
only situated within organisational factors, such
as a bias towards expenditures, but also within
the strategic priorities of donor countries
(Monkam 2012, p. 401-403). Additionally,
much of the potential for effective aid usage
necessitates high-risk and sustained spending,
deterring aid agencies due to the market risks
potentially incurred (Collier 2007, p. 117). These
motivating factors compel ineffective spending
and neglect contextual considerations (Collier
2007, p. 109). Furthermore, there exists a lack
of accountability measures for development
agencies. As Easterly and Williamson (2011,
p. 1946) highlight, the provision of agency
data is limited. Agencies face limited feedback
from recipient countries, due to the absence
of feedback loops (Monkam 2012, p. 403) and
regular staff rotation (Monkam 2012, p. 408).
This lack of transparency promotes the reckless
provision of aid.

RECIPIENT VARIABLES
Certain endogenous conditions can be
conducive to positive outcomes depending
on the form of aid employed. Whilst aid is
not unilaterally conducive to growth, it can
operate to reduce the impact of adverse forces
like macro-economic shocks (Collier & Dollar
2004, p. 251). This preventative purpose is
present in Collier’s (2007, p. 155) evaluation of
aid’s effect on post-conflict nations. Although
conflict can operate to induce severe economic
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downturns, aid may serve to alleviate the
negative forces which propel a resurgence of
violence (Collier 2007, pp. 105-106). However,
the form of aid implementation is deterministic
of such post-conflict change. Some argue
that financial aid operates as an incentive for
state-capture (Collier 2007, p. 104), but the
provision of development-project oriented
aid to post-conflict countries minimises this
risk, whilst simultaneously promoting rapid
reconstruction (Girod 2014). Such benefits
are demonstrated by states like Mozambique,
where the prioritisation of projects over cash
flow helped to improve the conditions of the
local people, minimise the benefits of a coup,
and alleviate conflict (Girod 2014, p. 166).
However, this effectiveness is constrained by
contextual knowledge (Williamson 2010, p.
26-27). Williamson (2010, p. 26-27) highlights
the ‘Hayekian knowledge problem’, in which
donors fail to target aid to problem sectors due
to a lack of information. This was evident in
post-conflict Bosnia-Herzegovina, as many
donors failed to accommodate local knowledges
to provide targeted aid (Pickering 2012, p. 37).
Thus, whilst assistance has the potential to be
beneficial in specific contextual circumstances,
it is ultimately constrained by the practices of
donors.

ADVERSE EFFECTS
It is also important to understand aid’s capacity
to worsen conditions within recipient countries.
Receiving too much aid can condition countries
to become dependent on the provision of aid
to function (Edemariam 2009). Moyo (2009)
contends that the provision of over one trillion
dollars to sub-Saharan Africa has caused aid to
be spent on necessities such as food production
and health, rather than broader structural
Doing Development

development. Such dependence negatively compounds with issues of ‘aid conditionality’, in which
the provision of future assistance is contingent on the satisfaction of governance reforms (Wang et
al. 2014, p. 49). This is exemplified in Laos, where dependence on foreign aid for education has
compounded because of a need to provide positive results to satisfy conditionality and sustain aidprovision (Kim & Jeong 2013, p. 180). This has generated a situation where children are compelled
to remain in school, even though agricultural livelihoods may be dependent on labour (Kim & Jeong
2013, p. 287). While increased education is rightly considered a net-positive, it is imperative that the
adverse economic consequences to local communities are acknowledged and rectified. This further
demonstrates how homogenous conceptions of aid not only serve to be ineffective, but potentially
counter-productive. However, this does not mean that aid is fated to be consistently implemented
without contextual considerations. There is a plurality of forms in which aid manifests, not all of them
generating such dependence.

“

... homogenous conceptions of aid
not only serve to be ineffective, but
potentially counter-productive.

CONCLUSIONS

The effectiveness of aid depends upon a multitude of factors. It has the capacity to operate negatively,
entrenching issues of poverty due to oversight. Additionally, aid is further constrained by the internal
structures motivating agencies and the endogenous conditions of recipient countries. Still, it is possible
to identify potential circumstances in which international development assistance has the capacity to
be effective, although such success is constrained by numerous variables. The purpose of this article
is not to suggest international aid is without merits, but rather reinforce the arguments that projects
should prioritise contextual understanding, local knowledges, and alternatives to the finance-oriented
aid paradigm.
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In the Field:

Vivian
Chordi
Non-Executive Director at Women in Aid and Development
Vivian has over 12 years’ experience working in the field
of international development, human rights and global
citizenship education, and international affairs. Her
career has seen her work in Bangladesh through the
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s International
Aid Program; in Colombia with the United Nations
Population Fund; and in Cambodia as a consultant with
a local NGO focused on child rights and protection.
Currently wearing many hats, Vivian is a Non-Executive
Director at Women in Aid and Development, a member
of the International Development Working Group at Cufa,
a committee member for the Research for Development
Impact Network Conferences, and a Global Leadership
Program Advisor at Macquarie University.

Simran Borges (Politik Editor) sat down with Vivian, virtually of course, to
discuss her diverse and inspiring career achievements, positionality, creating
impact, and the importance of women and children in development.
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Can you tell us about how you first entered the
global development field, and how you landed
your current position?
I completed a Bachelor of Arts, majoring in Politics, International
Studies and Cultural Studies, with a minor in International Community
Development. After a couple of overseas exchanges, one in Spain and
one in South Korea, I secured my first internship in South Korea working
for an international non-government organisation (‘NGO’) called
Good Neighbours International. Part of my internship was researching
governance and peace talks with North Korea, which inspired me to
do my Masters in Peace and Conflict Studies specialising in human
rights and gender. From there, I developed a specific focus on working
with women in post-conflict zones. This took me to Cambodia where I
worked as a consultant on children’s rights and protection from trafficking
and exploitation. I’ve also held several short-term contracts working for
organisations in Australia, with ActionAid, ChildFund, UNICEF, and
Médecins Sans Frontières. Through the Department of Foreign Affairs
and Trade’s International Aid Volunteer Program, I was offered a posting
in Bangladesh, as a gender mainstreaming officer, working on a sustainable
agriculture and food security program.
After several years working overseas, I returned to Australia and started
looking at alternatives to traditional international development roles. I also
started doing more consultancy and pro-bono work, as a humanitarian
facilitator with Engineers Without Borders Australia, a member of the
International Development Working Group with Cufa Australia, and
most recently, appointed as a director on the board of Women in Aid and
Development (‘WiAD’). My current positions are the result of many years
in the field and through a lot of networking – that was really key, attending
a lot of events and building relationships. I volunteered my time for
committees, sat on panels and presented at conferences etc. – all to build
my professional profile. I have moved away from working in a traditional
NGO role now, which is often very common for people once they reach
a certain point in their career, to branch out into more consultancy-type
roles because, frankly, the sector, as fantastic as it is, is not the best paid
sector in a country like Australia where living expenses are so high, and
the sector is being squeezed due to reduced funding.
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How would you describe the shift from where
you first began your career, to where you are
currently?
The reason I stepped away from ‘traditional development’ in many
respects is because I am very conscious of my role as a middle-class
white woman and the neo-colonial nature of aid and development.
That was really brought home to me in Bangladesh, doing a lot of
field visits there. I had translators. I had fixers. I had worked with some
fantastic women and frequently the people I was working with thanked
me and I thought, ‘hang on, you’re the expert, I’m not the expert here
at all, I am the one learning about the situation from you’, but I was
treated as the expert, and that was deeply troubling and a real reality
check for me. I really was not the expert. The women I worked with,
they were the experts on their context, on their communities, on the
challenges that they faced. It was from there that I had to move away
and look at more partnership development and consultancy-based
roles, where I could provide some expertise and build relationships, but
certainly not working ‘in the field’ in a contextual sense, because it’s not
my context – and the ‘Global North’ (for want of a better term) should
not be dictating to the Global South on how things should or shouldn’t
be done. This should always be community driven and locally led.

One of the things you seem to be describing
here is this concept of self-awareness and
acknowledging one’s positionality when it
comes to their work in global development.
Is that an accurate characterisation?
Absolutely. The power dynamics are very much at play, and it is
something that we need to be so conscious of because we talk about
white supremacy and structural inequalities around the world driven
by these colonial/capitalist structures that we’re participating in. White
supremacy is a driver of, I believe, global inequities and so, as a white
person, as a ‘Western’ person, I need to remind myself of my role in
those power structures, and how I maintain and uphold them. And
again, the whole purpose of aid and development is to make yourself
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redundant, right? That is the purpose of the sector. We shouldn’t have
jobs for life. The purpose of any organisation should be to make roles,
programs, projects, finish their cycle and be self-sufficient or no longer
required. It is important that the sector be ever more critical of itself and
dismantling ideas of saviourism. I’ve been doing a lot of work in that
space with Engineers Without Borders Australia on their Humanitarian
Design Summits and working with students, many from UNSW, who have
done engineering and who may be interested in a career in humanitarian
work, and basically highlighting to them that their technical engineering
knowledge in no way outperforms the contextual expertise of the
communities that we visit.

How do you know when you are making a
difference and having an impact on people?
For me, it’s forming a lot of interpersonal relationships, which are probably
one of the more powerful proponents of community development. I
think back to all my work overseas in the field work that I’ve done – it’s
the relationships I’ve made, often with women, that have been the most
enriching for us both. I believe that making a difference is about seeing
empowered communities where all the agency is held by them. I don’t see
it so much in the metrics of a big project that got ‘X amount’ in funding
to be implemented and data reported on quarterly. Those indicators are
important for sure, but that’s a more formal way of measuring impact.
I value the people-to-people links and qualitative responses from local
actors and how they have measured the difference and impact.
Here in Australia, it is more about facilitating the understanding that social
justice, equality, and human rights are not just ‘overseas problems’, but
actually understanding that there are structural inequalities all around the
world. Moving back to Australia and working at Macquarie University in
the Global Leadership Program, I work with students, NGOs, diplomats,
local councils, not-for-profits, and others, where the whole program is
designed to facilitate and support young people, like yourself, in thinking
of themselves as global citizens. That, to me, is crucial, because I feel that
a positive global citizenship mentality is the key driver for how young
people in particular can become active promoters of more peaceful,
inclusive, equitable and sustainable societies.
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A lot of your work has focused on gender
and development (including gender
mainstreaming in Bangladesh and genderbased violence in Colombia). In your
experience, what gaps exist in terms of
integrating and empowering women in the
development sector?
Every country will experience their own specific set of contextual
challenges. I think that the main challenge, broadly, is patriarchal
systems. I would say it’s not men specifically, as women can and do
uphold these systems as well, but a traditional and structural patriarchy
can and does inhibit support for the empowerment of women, and
that is something that needs to be tackled - but certainly by local actors
who will set their own agendas. Education is also key because when
you educate and empower a woman, whether that’s in Samoa, or
Peru, or Tanzania, or Australia, each time a woman is empowered
with financial literacy and participating in decision-making processes,
she will, in turn, educate and empower her children to do the same
and more. By illustrating the fact that that women truly are influential
changemakers within their family units and broader communities, and
supporting the idea that education truly is for everybody, society as a
whole will benefit and reap the rewards of more equitable communities,
enabling a lot more freedom and personal agency for women to start
pursuing a safer, sustainable, and higher standard of living.
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You have extensive experience working in the
development sector, including working for
UNFPA, Solidaridad Network, ActionAid, and
now WiAD. Is there anything about working
in international development that surprised
you, or was unexpected?
Yes, when I was younger, I don’t think I anticipated or understood
just how strong the bonds of women are. That’s something that never
fails to surprise me, but absolutely delights me. Recently, I had a short
posting to Nepal with Engineers Without Borders, before COVID
of course, and a lot of the women in the community where we were
working had requested to just sit with us and chat, and I was like ‘I love
that, that sounds amazing’. All they wanted to talk about was things
like menstrual cycles, rearing babies, and breastfeeding, managing
difficult mothers-in-law and their desire for their children (especially
their daughters) to study and be more educated than they were. You
can be in a small village in the Himalayas, or you could be in a suburb in
Sydney, and our needs, desires, wants, and hopes are often very similar
at the root of it all. That’s empowering in and of itself, because you
realise that there really is such a sisterhood that can connect women
beyond language and cultural barriers.
The other thing that surprises me, still to this day, is how misunderstood
international development is by the wider public. Many of your readers
may work overseas in development at some point, and I’m sure will
realise that there is such a misconception about different countries;
how people think that countries with a low socio-economic status are
somehow ‘less than/dangerous/dirty/difficult’ – which is simply not
the case at all. I’ve had long arguments with family members who say,
‘oh but wasn’t it awful [due to the levels of poverty and or violence]?’,
and I had to set the record straight and challenge the perceptions
that people have of the Global South (again, not a preferable term).
Challenging those perceptions is still a surprise to me, especially with
how globalised the world is, I had hoped we were more open-minded
than we actually are.
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Is there anything that stands out to you as
a neglected issue in global development?
Perhaps you have noticed a problem that is
not being addressed?
Oh, that’s a tricky one, because there’s no doubt that there are many
things that are not being addressed. I talk about making ourselves
redundant, that is a conversation that is happening, but I think it
needs to be spoken about a lot more. I also think that the concept
of decolonising aid and development needs to be spoken about a lot
more. And I think you did mention that it is coming up in a lot of
your studies, but when I was undertaking my degrees, no one spoke
about neo-colonisation or decolonising the aid space, and the idea of
white saviourism was certainly prevalent but not given the gravity it
needed. So, I’m happy to see that it is coming up more and more and,
decentring white voices. If I’m honest with you, when you asked me
about this interview, as much as I was honoured to be asked, I really
was, but I also thought: ‘oh, I’m just another white woman in this sector
talking, can I add anything of further value to the conversation?’. In
the end I felt that I do want to share my experience and perspective in
the hope that it provides some insight from my experiences of growth
within the sector. And I’m going to get it wrong, I’m going to not
fully understand, there’s going to be times where I have misplaced my
judgement and I’m willing to own that. But that’s something I think
we need to be having really hard conversations about, decolonising aid
and white supremacy in the sector.

In your opinion, other than women, who are
of course a very important group, whose
voices are missing in the global development
discourse?
Youth voices, children’s voices. Children, as young as four and five,
have a say in how their lives are and we should certainly be listening
to them and what they want, and making sure their voices are part
of the conversation, and not dictating what we think they need. Too
often adults, all over the world, assume that children are these passive
vessels, that have no ideas or opinions of their own, but of course they
do! So, a huge gap in the way we approach development, and a vast
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voice that is going unheard is the voice of young people – young children
and teenagers. They are the next generation. How do they see the world?
How do they want their world to be? What do they want for their future?
They should have the right to dictate the decisions being made today, that
are going to affect them in the future. Look at the way someone like Greta
Thunberg is being treated – she is often met with so much scorn, yet she
is simply talking about how her future is being affected by the decisions
of those in positions of power and influence to make significant change.
We need to, collectively, do a whole lot better when it comes to listening
to young people, and taking them seriously, because the future is theirs.

What advice would you give to students
wanting to pursue a career in global
development?
Use things like LinkedIn to your advantage. I was always one of those
people who wanted to work in the UN and INGOs, but never really knew
specifically what jobs existed. So, what I always tell young people, ‘What
do you want to do between 9am-5pm? What are your values? What
skills do you have to contribute?’ Think about organisations you like and
admire and stalk away. Seriously, stalk as many people as you can. Search
up job titles and then work your way backwards. And it is important to
remember that simply having a degree in international development is
not an assumed entry into the sector. I know accountants, engineers and
IT technicians who work for the UN – it’s such a huge sector that there’s
so many different ways you can get in. You don’t have to go the traditional
route of having a development degree and working solely for NGOs.
Consider mentorship programs like the one I am managing with Women
in Aid and Development (shameless plug!), but things like that really can
make a difference, especially in terms of networking. You can’t go to all of
them obviously, and some are cost prohibitive, but do take the time where
you can, to go to events and network there, and just listen to what the
sector is doing and the direction that it is going. Simply put, keep yourself
informed, engaged, and connected.

A full version of Vivian’s interview can be found on our website –
www.unswpolitik.com
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In the Field:

Dr Jane Alver

Director of Effectiveness and Engagement at the Australian
Council for International Development

Dr Jane Alver is the Director of Effectiveness and
Engagement at the Australian Council for International
Development (ACFID). Prior to this, she worked at
the Australian Centre for International Agricultural
Research (ACIAR) focused on Gender and Research for
Development. Jane had a career in law and public service
before moving to the international development sector
through a volunteer role in Kiribati through Australian
Volunteers International. Jane is a Board member of
Motivation Australia, a disability and development
not-for -profit organisation. Jane was listed in the 100
Women of Influence in 2018 and a Finalist in the ACT
Woman of the Year Awards in 2021.

Simran Borges (Politik Editor) sat down virtually with Jane to discuss her
inspiring career achievements to date in the development industry, how to
create impact, and the importance and influence of women in development.
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How did you get into the international
development field? What did your journey
look like from when you first started, to where
you are now?
My first entry was through Australia Volunteers International (‘AVI’), and
I was a volunteer in Kiribati. I went to work for the Office of the Attorney
General over there. I had been a lawyer up until that time and I really
wanted to do some volunteer work. I was packing up my life in England
and thought it would be easier while I’m packed up, to do the volunteer
work but I didn’t want to be digging wells – you know, often there’s a lot
of voluntourism that gets a bad rap – and so I wanted to do something
in my chosen profession. So, I worked in the Office of the Attorney
General doing Court of Appeal litigation and High Court litigation. I
absolutely loved my time there. We were there for 12 months, and I would
highly recommend anybody who wants to get a start in development to
go through AVI and, in fact, a lot of people who end up in DFAT, or
AusAID as it then was, that’s how they started. I just learnt so much,
and it was a really interesting realisation that you thought you were going
there to build capacity – in fact so much of the capacity came back the
other way. I then came back to Australia, and Australia needed a Pacific
Advisor, so I started doing work in Kiribati, Tuvalu, Nauru, Federated
States of Micronesia, Fiji, and PNG, working with customs, justice, police,
and central banks to set up anti-money laundering and financial antiterrorism systems and legislation. So, that was my start.

As you say, you have a background in law,
and even practiced it for a while. How did
you go from the legal field to international
development?
I entered law because I was really interested in social justice and for a
long time I was working as a practising lawyer but kept doing all my
social justice activities on the side. So, I used the law as an entry to
development. With Kiribati for example, that was a legal position. My
role back here as a Pacific advisor was looking at legislation, but then I
was able to springboard off that and I went and did a Master’s in Gender
overseas. I had started working in the Office for Women in NSW, and
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everybody there had further qualifications. So I did that Master’s, and
I was able to go to the Commission on the Status of Women at the
UN in New York as a civil society delegate, and it was really there
that I got very agitated about the shrinking spaces for civil society, in
particular around the backlashes that feminist civil societies were facing
internationally. I then did a PhD on that topic, and was able to use
that in my Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research
(‘ACIAR’) role because I was their Gender lead, and then my work now
at the Australian Council for International Development (‘ACFID’) is
really about strengthening the civil society space. The legal stuff has
been really useful as a springboard because often it is work that is very
linked. And I got to a particular age where I thought I started in the
legal field because I wanted to do social justice and I sort of moved
away and so I wanted to bring it back in to my everyday work, to do
something that was for-purpose and that really did make a difference.

You mention that you wanted to make a
difference and create impact. What does
making a difference look like for you?
How do you measure that?
For me it took me a long time to realise that it is leadership. We’re
always taught that leadership is about being at the front, and everyone
following you – and I have a really different style, which is much more
about bringing others along with me. Sort of yielding and giving space
for others to lead, and I’ve done a lot of work with young women.
So, the way I do that is to stand aside and let others speak, and create
space for others to have a voice, so that’s certainly been my practice.
For example, I went to Myanmar to do some work in mobilising young
women for change in Asia and the Pacific, which was bringing along
young women under 30 to really step into their leadership, and be skilled
up, and to really understand the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, and how to do peer-to-peer training in sexual reproductive
health and rights – it’s part of a thing called the ‘Rise Up’ model –
that’s been phenomenal. That’s sort of the way that I think ‘well okay,
that’s my impact’ - to see other young leaders shine, so I take a great
deal of care to make sure that my success is others’ success.
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A lot of your work has focused on gender
equality and increasing the voices of women
in the development space. What changes
have you noticed in regard to these issues
since the beginning of your career until now?
One of the things I’m really excited about is to see young women
recognised as leaders now. It used to be ‘they’re leaders of the future’,
and you know we have to train them up so that ‘one day...’. And
now, there’s a much better recognition that young women lead now,
hold space now, get access to these spaces now – and it’s not a matter
of biding their time. So, that’s been a big change which has been
wonderful. Another thing that I have really noticed is people setting up,
throughout the Pacific, women and children crisis centres, and setting
up avenues for urgent funding that did not used to be there. It used to
be that people wouldn’t necessarily talk about these issues, which were
quite sensitive to talk about, and now there’s quite a lot of institutional
strengthening happening where people are able to say, ‘this is an issue,
and we do need to setup somewhere that people can go to talk about
it’. That’s been a lovely change as well.

What have been the biggest challenges you
have encountered when it comes to increasing
the voices and the roles of women?
There’s a backlash that has definitely happened in the last while around
progressive feminist, or women’s voices. You see it in the news all the
time, like what is happening around closing down on abortion in Texas,
or not having safe spaces for activism. There is definitely this backlash
and this closing of those spaces, both internationally but also in various
countries. People are not able to mobilise, or organise, or speak out,
because they fear retribution. And you can see too with women’s rights
defenders, there’s a lot of violence that happens when people speak out
– and people are killed. So, I think we have seen a conservative period
where people are really saying ‘let’s not talk about that’, or ‘let’s close
that down’, so I think that’s a massive barrier.
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Considering the current experience of
women in the development space, what
would you like to see change or improve
even further?
There are a couple of things. I’ve done some work around breaking
down the gender binary, so often when we talk about gender equality
everybody goes straight to women’s equality, and I think we need to
keep remembering that there are still people who don’t have their
rights recognised. For example, a lot of the language at the UN, a lot
of those political declarations, refuse to recognise the rights of people
with diverse sexuality, and that’s been pushed and pushed and pushed
for decades and it’s still not getting recognised, and it’s getting vetoed
by conservative countries. That push to actually have that breadth
of gender diversity and sexual expression protected and those rights
protected is still an ongoing matter.

You were a Senior Advisor in the Department
of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, which I’m
sure for many students completing degrees in
international studies/international relations/
politics, like myself, stands out as an inspiring
achievement in your career. How was your
experience with the Department?
It was a really good experience. You get to go up to the Prime Minister’s
office and have weekly meetings up there - being a political scientist,
that was always very exciting, getting to go up the hill. I had completed
an internship at the Parliament House when I was only 18 or 19, so
to be able to go back and actually work behind-the-scenes was still
thrilling all that time later. It was also good to feel that you do have that
inroad to have the direct ability to influence and impact policy change.
You often think ‘well I’m doing all this research but how is it going to
have an impact?’. You want to have real-world impact, and so having a
role like that was a way to sort of have that real impact.
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Did you notice any difference in the way the
government sector approached development
issues, compared to other sectors that you have
worked in, like the private sector for example?
It’s interesting. Sometimes in a government role you can’t be as
outspoken as you can in a non-government role. For example, there’s
been a lot of legal cases around people putting something on Twitter,
if they’re employed by the government, and then losing their job as
a result. So sometimes people make decisions to either be inside the
government or outside the government, depending on what position
that would like to advocate for. But that being said, a lot of my activism
work I did while I was a public servant and they certainly do encourage
it. For example, in my ACIAR role we made a clear statement from the
CEO that we could all attend the March 4 Justice that happened at
Parliament House, because that was an important issue that we could
all stand for, and so certainly there wasn’t that sort of censorship there.
But people do make decisions depending on what they would want
to say, and how much they want to challenge. Sometimes it’s easier
to change things from inside the tent, and sometimes you need to be
outside the tent, sort of agitating so that you can make real structural
change, if you want to be more forthright with what you want to say.
So sometimes, there’s a balance I think that needs to be decided upon.
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Have you noticed an impact of COVID on
development efforts, in the Pacific region, or
internationally?
Yes, so I’d say two-fold. One is the impact on people doing development
work, and then the impact on the people with whom we work, in the
Pacific region. For example, if you look at the impact on people who
are doing development work, let’s say from Australia, you used to be
able to travel back and forward, build relationships, spend time with
people, and it wasn’t just the work that you were doing – you were
sharing meals, after-work sporting activities – and all of that was
so important to develop trust. And now, all of that’s gone, and you
need to hold onto that trust by other means – whether it’s a Zoom
call, a telephone call, or through emails – and it’s much harder. So
development practitioners have really had to rethink how they do their
work. There’s a really lovely moment though, where all that decision
making is really vested in the people who are based in the countries,
and there’s a lot of work that’s happening around how you decolonise
research, how you decolonise international development work, to
really take that as a bonus of COVID. The model used to be that
the lead would come over from Australia, and now it’s really being
demonstrated that, in fact, the people working in those countries are so
skilled and have so much capacity – so that’s a wonderful localisation
moment.
The second part of the question is, well what’s the impact on the
people who are in those countries? You have COVID, but also then
you have the seasonal cyclones and the humanitarian crises that are
happening. If you need everybody to suddenly come into a shelter and
yet you’re battling COVID at the same time, you know there’s some
very real things that are happening. So, sometimes you have to stop
what you’re doing on other things and make sure that COVID is in all
of your work plans, and that it is a high priority because it sort of has
to be mainstreamed through everything. Everything that you’re doing
as a development practitioner now has to have a COVID-lens on top
of it as well.
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Final question for you, Jane. What advice
would you give to students wanting to pursue
a career in international development?
One is to definitely look at those volunteer roles. They are paid a living
wage which is certainly enough for the country that you’re in, so that’s a
wonderful way of getting in-country experience. Often when you look
at these development roles, they’ll often say ‘must have lived in either
a remote country, or a developing country’ or ‘must have experience
living somewhere else’ – so that’s a really great way to get a start. I’d
also encourage students who didn’t necessarily do an international
relations or development specialisation – a bit like me – you don’t have
to stick to that path. You can say ‘oh well I started in accounting, or
medicine, or law’ – my first degree was in Australian literature – so I
think it’s never too late to change paths, follow what you’re passionate
about. Sometimes it is a matter of getting some money under you to
be able to pursue your passion. So it’s okay to chop and change later in
your career. People don’t have to do a development specialisation first.
I think there’s a lot of rich experience you can have first that you can
then bring to those roles.
I also think that you should just keep saying yes to things. For example,
when in Kiribati I participated in fisheries negotiations, and I hadn’t
done much to do with fisheries before, but when someone says to you,
‘would you like to go to Samoa and do a fisheries negotiation?’, there’s
only one answer, right? So I just said, ‘of course!’. Then I just read
everything I could about the issues in the Pacific for fisheries. And that
was fascinating because, only because I said yes to that particular trip,
I ended up getting a role at ACIAR. I think too often we’ll say like, ‘I
don’t have all those skills, so I won’t apply’, but you just need to apply
and network really well, and see where you get.
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Making Waves:
Development PhD
Candidate Spotlight

Taylor Coyne
Please tell us a bit about yourself and how you
came to decide to complete a PhD.
I spent my childhood moving around between Sydney, Malaysia and
southern China, before settling in the Blue Mountains west of Sydney.
I spent my time either reading books or bushwalking, and I completed
my first degree – a Bachelor of Visual Arts from Sydney College of
the Arts. Soon after the 2013 bushfires, which came right up into my
backyard, I went travelling in South America. The experiences of the
fires and my time in South America completely shifted my perspective on
history, ecology, culture, and politics. I returned to Sydney and studied a
dual Arts/Science degree (Indigenous Studies, Development Studies, and
Geography) at UNSW. I loved research and had an unwavering desire to
keep learning, so I completed an honours degree, which allowed me to
go to Uganda to research the political ecology of small-scale fish farming
in the waterways of the post-conflict northern Acholi region. After
much thought, I enrolled in a Master of Environmental Management at
UNSW where I did research on Water Sensitive Urban Design around
the Georges River. This interdisciplinary project focused my passions
for water, traditional knowledges, and political ecology, and led to me
completing my PhD research.
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What topic are you writing your thesis on, and
why did you choose it?
My work focuses on water, infrastructure, and community. I am interested
in why and how infrastructures, particularly stormwater infrastructures
like drains, canals, pipes, and ponds, came to be where they are and look
the way they look. These questions led me to environmental history and
the collection of archival material created after British arrival in Australia.
My interests in water, history and geography help me to understand
what kinds of narratives have relied on to justify why waters have been
‘controlled’ in the ways that they have.
Through my work, I explore the relationships between water, sound,
design, history, and justice across Sydney, with consideration of other
settler-colonial cities in Australia and globally. All my research interests
are threaded together by the overarching aim to address matters that are
important to Indigenous communities in Sydney.
A large part of my research is thinking about how infrastructures are
designed, planned and governed. Focusing on who is involved in these
processes highlights the political structures that preference one system
of knowledge over others. In Australia, this is predominantly a Western
knowledge system that most often excludes Indigenous Knowledges. My
research reflects on how most of today’s stormwater infrastructure is
directed to underground drains and pipes, and how this is not an apolitical
scenario – it is entangled with historical processes that are conditioned by
specifically European ways of thinking.
I am heavily influenced by the work of my supervisors. Particularly, Dr
Marilu Melo Zurita’s work on Subterranean Geographies has been crucial
to my thinking. Dr Margaret Raven’s work on protocols and Indigenous
knowledges, and Professor Daniel Robinson’s extensive work on legal
settings for how political infrastructures are planned and governed have
also been invaluable.
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In your area of research, what does impactful
development look like?
The idea of Design Justice underpins much of my thinking on what
impactful development looks like. As stated by the Design Justice Network,
‘We use design to imagine and build the worlds we need to live in — worlds
that are safer, more just, and more sustainable. We advance practices that
centre those who are normally excluded from and adversely impacted by
design decisions in design processes.’ In my work, ‘design’ comes in many
forms: urban design, landscape/waterscape design, infrastructure design,
and more recently sound design.
I imagine a future where the design, planning and governance of all
Development programs and policies are grounded in respect and kindness.
As a form of ‘regenerative development’, these futures would be driven
by a holistic vision, one where cities are thought of as volumetric, where
environment also includes the acoustic, where heritage is considered as
alive, where infrastructure can be habitat.
I believe that impactful development means consideration for a holistic
future, centred in local cultures, local knowledges, and local practices.

In your area of research, what is the most
interesting or surprising thing you have learnt?
I love thinking with environmental history. I find so much joy in the
detective work of looking at a place today, like Centennial Park in Sydney,
and searching for clues to piece together the story of that environment:
Why is this drain here? Where does this water come from? Why is this
rock outcrop still here? How old are these trees? These questions have led
me to some amazing findings in the park. A favourite is that of the eels
that are found swimming through the ponds.
Australian longfin eels can be found across eastern Australia. They migrate
from various inland rivers, lakes, wetlands and swamps to the sea. They
have been seen in underground drains, stormwater canals, pipes, across
grass lawns and even across footpaths. Heading south from Centennial
Park ponds, they move towards Botany Bay, then migrate north to their
spawning grounds near New Caledonia, and then the juveniles come back
around early summer. They are remarkable creatures!
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Apart from your thesis topic, what issue in
the development space do you think requires
more attention than it currently receives?
I like to think myself as an Urban Geographer interested in the
‘Volumetric City’. I believe that much of Development Studies still
does not think ‘volumetrically’, which requires questioning who
owns, manages, and governs not only the subsurface below, but
also the airspace above. Thinking about the huge array of political
tensions that are situated in spatial conflicts requires consideration of
these volumetric relations. Whether it be unsanctioned groundwater
extraction, dependence on migratory bird species for Indigenous food
sovereignty or trans-continental pipelines, thinking with space in its
volumetric totality will be an area that Development practitioners need
to become attentive to.

What advice would you give to students
considering completing a PhD?
Do not be put off if you feel like you have too many ideas. Your passion
for multiple fields might seem confusing or difficult to manage, but
a PhD allows you to bring them together and weave them into your
own unique creation. It is a privilege to learn from so many amazing
scholars. However, my number one piece of advice would be to find
a supervisor who treats you with respect, trust, and care, and deeply
practices radical kindness. They will be your guide on this journey, so
it is vital to have someone you can be yourself with.
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Shanil
Samarakoon
Please tell us a bit about yourself and how you
came to decide to complete a PhD.
Most of my upbringing was across Malawi and Sri Lanka. I’ve been
working on issues of international development since the 2004 Tsunami.
I was in my native Sri Lanka at the time, and it was in the aftermath of
this disaster, fresh out of business school, that I started work coordinating
both aid and development initiatives for a local NGO across the island. I
went on to co-found a non-profit organisation (Empower Projects) and a
social enterprise (Zuwa Energy); both involve working with communities
in Sri Lanka and Malawi. It was in this course of work, particularly with
low-income rural communities, that I developed an appreciation of how
entangled energy access is with endeavours to improve human wellbeing
and address issues of environmental sustainability.
Having been actively involved in a range of development initiatives,
pursuing a PhD was an important opportunity that has allowed me to
‘zoom out’ and critically examine the issues I have been working on for
over a decade. Furthermore, I was (and still am) keen to contribute a muchneeded critical social science perspective on issues of energy access, which
has been traditionally dominated by technical and quantitative fields.
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What topic are you writing your thesis on, and
why did you choose it?
My interest in pursuing a PhD centred on wanting to critically examine
the justice implications of market-based approaches to addressing energy
poverty in the Global South. Having studied and taught in business schools
that advocate for such approaches, as well as having co-founded a social
enterprise myself, I wanted to delve into the important limitations and
unintended consequences of these models. An important aspect of my
motivation to pursue a PhD was a desire to develop expertise that could
inform policy and industry practices.
My thesis examines the issues of energy justice entangled in Malawi’s offgrid solar market. I chose to focus on market-based off-grid solar products
because it is an increasingly popular technological solution among nation
states and development policy actors across the Global South, particularly
in Sub-Saharan Africa. From an analytical standpoint, I found that the
fields of human geography, science and technology studies offer a wide
range of lenses through which to understand the complex flows and
interactions involved in my topic.
In broad terms, I am interested in the justice implications of a significant
energy policy shift away from traditional state-led grid-based electricity
provision, and towards relying on households to purchase their own
means of provision through markets e.g., solar energy systems. Malawi
was a natural choice for me as it is one of the least electrified nations
in the world, and it is also a context in which I have over a decade of
experience in. This focus has also created opportunities for my research
to inform and influence how Zuwa Energy operates in Malawi’s off-grid
solar sector.

In your area of research, what does impactful
development look like?
In my view, impactful development, in relation to addressing issues of
energy, involves attending to both the social and technical aspects of
energy systems – particularly when it comes to access beyond centralised
grid infrastructure. As mentioned earlier, issues of energy often get
reduced to technological fixes and assumptions about local needs and
practices e.g., installing a solar mini grid without actively considering the
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context and the social infrastructure required for an energy project to
be impactful and viable in the long run. In practical terms, some of the
most impactful off-grid energy projects I’ve noted are those that focus
on understanding how people experience energy (or the lack thereof),
understanding social dynamics, facilitating solutions that deliver on the
energy services they value, and attending to the long-term maintenance
of projects; an example being community-owned energy cooperatives.
However, even this model is not necessarily appropriate for every context.

In your area of research, what is the most
interesting or surprising thing you have learnt?
While I knew uncertified and often poor quality solar products were very
common in Malawi’s off-grid solar market, I was humbled by the extent
of its dominance and its justice implications, particularly for low-income
households. I’ve been particularly fascinated by the informal flows of
off-grid products across borders in Southern Africa. For instance, I was
surprised by the extent to which solar products were brought into Malawi
by the large Malawian diaspora in South Africa – ranging from gifts for
family members, to enterprising efforts to sell second-hand products. I also
observed interesting outflows of solar products. For instance, Tanzanian
traders, colloquially known as ‘Wandering Swahilis’, purchase used solar
and lead-acid batteries at their end of useful life for recycling back home.
This was especially interesting because e-waste is a significant issue of
energy justice that I examine in my thesis.

Apart from your thesis topic, what issue in
the development space do you think requires
more attention than it currently receives?
In a general sense, more critical social research on the use of marketbased approaches to address systemic issues of poverty in the Global
South is needed e.g., promotion of social enterprises. More specifically,
critical social research on the use of various technological solutions to
foster sustainable development also needs further attention.
Whether it is issues of health, water, energy or agriculture, there are a
range of technologies that can be idealised; sometimes even cast as ‘silver
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bullet’ solutions to complex issues. I think there is important work to be
done in terms of critically examining the flows of capital and materials
linked to these technologies. For example, rare earth minerals are often
extracted from nations in the Global South, entangled in exploitative
practices (locally and overseas) and are traded into these nations in the
form of various technological products.

What advice would you give to students
considering completing a PhD?
Firstly, critically reflect on your why. Is completing a PhD a necessity for
the career you intend to follow? Is there an emerging area that you see an
opportunity to develop expertise in? Do you have an idea/approach/model
that could benefit from rigorous testing? A PhD is a big undertaking, and
you need to make sure you have a compelling reason to undertake one. In
my case, reflecting on life and professional experience really helped clarify
my why and ultimately, the topic I wanted to focus on.
Secondly, pick an area of interest that you can envision spending a few
years obsessing over. That being said, try to keep it as broad as you can to
start with as it will: (a) give you the latitude to change course and refine
your topic across your candidature; and (b) give yourself a better chance
to consider the transferability of knowledge and skills to other sectors,
fields, or geographies.
Finally, your supervisors are a huge part of your PhD journey - choose
wisely. While a potential supervisor may be a reputed expert in their field
and seem like a very strategic choice, your working style may not match
theirs. Reach out to former research students of a prospective supervisor
and get their candid input on the supervisor’s personality and approach
to help guide your decision.
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Ashraful
Azad
Please tell us a bit about yourself and how you
came to decide to complete a PhD.
I was born and grew up in a village in Chittagong, Bangladesh. From
an early age, I developed a strong curiosity about diverse historical and
literary issues. However, there was no one around to guide me. I was
thirsty for any written words and started reading anything and everything
I could put my hands on – from the newspaper page used as wrapping
when I bought snacks, to my older sisters’ history and literature books,
and old novels at the school library.
Fast forward, I did really well in the highly competitive university admission
exams – thanks to my strength in general knowledge and language – and
chose to study International Relations. At university, I developed a passion
for making a positive social impact by writing and publishing. I founded
a student magazine called Baishwik and was also writing in other local
magazines. Slowly, I realised that having such diverse interests might not
be helpful for any meaningful contribution to knowledge and society. So,
I decided to go deeper rather than broader, and that eventually brought
me to a PhD. However, it is not easy to secure a PhD admission and
scholarship at a top Australian university, especially for an international
student. It took me several years to build up a research profile to become
eligible for a PhD. Throughout the process, I also found my passion in
researching refugee and migration issues.
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What topic are you writing your thesis on,
and why did you choose it?
I am writing my thesis on how stateless migrants exercise agency in
unauthorised movements and access to documents, focusing on the
movements of Rohingya in Myanmar, Bangladesh, and Malaysia.
Rohingya are the largest stateless community in the world. They are
denied citizenship in their home country, Myanmar. They have also
faced atrocities by the security forces in Myanmar because of their
legal status and religious and ethnic identity. Currently the majority of
Rohingya are displaced from Myanmar and living in other countries such
as Bangladesh, Malaysia, Saudi Arabia, India and Pakistan. There are
also a small number of Rohingya refugees in Western countries such as
Australia and the United States.
In my research, I have examined how Rohingya are able to migrate
internationally and integrate in various countries despite being denied
any legal pathway to travel. Rather than seeing stateless migrants like
Rohingya as vulnerable, I am looking at the nuances of their agency in
defying restrictive border regimes.
My interest in Rohingya started in 2008 when I worked on a research
project and visited the refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh. Later,
I worked with the United Nations High Commission for Refugees
(UNHCR) and had a chance to directly engage with the protection of
refugees. I utilised this experience to develop my research because of my
passion for literary works and publication.
My decision to frame my thesis to represent the voice of refugees and
migrants and emphasise their agency, rather than follow the stateimposed restrictive discourses, emerged both from the research findings,
and my own support of the underdogs caught within unequal and unjust
international borders.
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In your area of research, what does impactful
development look like?
Ideally, it would be non-discriminatory borders for all, despite nationality,
legal status, gender, ethnic and religious identity. However, this may sound
like a utopia as in every international border, people are profiled by the
passport they are carrying. Stateless people, like Rohingya, cannot even
reach the embassy or official border check (e.g. immigration at the airport)
because they are not entitled to a passport in the first place.
For instance, in Australia, even the most persecuted refugees cannot enter
the country because the government only accepts people who arrive
through the airport with proper documentation. The government detains
people who cannot afford such documents and who are forced to attempt
to arrive by boat in offshore processing centres. This is a clear example of
giving more privilege to those already privileged and punishing the most
vulnerable by detaining them indefinitely. States often use the discourse
of national security, migrant smuggling, and human trafficking to deter
people at the border.
Through my research, I would like to challenge such restrictive and
discriminatory border regimes with a more humane and equal process
of international movements. An example of a realistic response to this
issue is to allow persecuted refugees to find a safe place to live and thrive.
This means both increasing humanitarian pathways to migration and
decriminalising unauthorised migration undertaken by the refugees
themselves or with the help of smugglers.
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In your area of research, what is the most
interesting or surprising thing you have learnt?
I strongly value empirical research – that means leaving my comfy desk,
going out to the real world, and speaking to people. Every time I go to
the field, no matter how long I have been doing research on this topic or
how many papers I have read, I learn something new. This reconfirms my
belief in empirical research.
I can share one interesting learning from the field. When I was completing
fieldwork for my PhD in Cox’s Bazar, I noticed a hierarchy of mobility
within the group of well-intentioned humanitarian workers. This was
visible daily on the road to the refugee camps – the UN agencies and other
international non-governmental organisations (NGOs) were comfortably
ruling the roads with new, expensive 4WDs cruising through dirt and
rain, with only one or two people occupying them. Senior government
and police officials were also given these vehicles by UN agencies, and
senior and mid-level national NGO officials were packed in an airconditioned micro-bus, while junior NGO officials travelled in a reserved
non-airconditioned bus. As a researcher, I was no different from the local
NGO workers, local population, and refugees, who commuted whilst
cramped in a bus and various three-wheelers such as compressed natural
gas (CNG) taxis, tomtoms and rickshaws. Every passenger in these local
vehicles were checked by the police to detect if any refugee was travelling
‘illegally’. Though I happily undertook these journeys, and some of my
important field notes on movements came from these journeys, it showed
me that discrimination towards the rights of movement occurs right at the
heart of the humanitarian operation.

Apart from your thesis topic, what issue in
the development space do you think requires
more attention than it currently receives?
It is hard to comment because there are hundreds of topics. However, I
think issues that impact our basic human rights, health and environment
should receive more attention. For example, more research and policy
attention should focus on issues such as food production and consumption,
considering its impact on nature and our own health.
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What advice would you give to students
considering completing a PhD?
There are usually two types of people in my field who come to do a PhD:
fresh or recent graduates who primarily want to pursue an academic
career, and experienced professionals who might want to dig deeper
into an issue they are already passionate about. It is important to have a
primary reflection on why you want to do a PhD.
For a successful PhD, you do not need to be the smartest person. You
need to be consistent, patient and at least moderately disciplined. You
must like reading and writing because that is what you will be doing daily.
Completing a PhD is like building a house by yourself from scratch every
day, little by little. You will not see the final result at the beginning, but you
have to keep working on it. You will be thinking, talking, eating, sleeping,
and working on a topic for three to four years, so it is very important that
you choose something you are really passionate about. This journey is also
internal; under extreme pressure, your strengths and weaknesses will be
exposed and, at the end, you will have a better understanding of yourself.
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Lost for Words:

The Fight to Save Indigenous Languages
from Extinction
INTRODUCTION

Kate Mesaglio
Kate is a fourth-year Social Work
and Arts student, majoring in Politics
and International Relations, and
minoring in Global Development.
She is interested in how democracy
is actualised in self-declared
democracies and the ongoing impact
of sexual and gender-based violence
on women in varying contexts
across the globe. She is particularly
passionate about topics including
gender equality, Indigenous rights,
LGBTQ+ rights, and climate
justice. Kate is also a member of the
Politik Editorial Team.

In 2002, Aboriginal elder Big Bill Neidjie died, and
with him so too did the Gaagugdju language of
northern Kakadu (Glynn-McDonald 2021). Sadly,
this is not a unique story. According UNESCO
(2018), there are approximately 7,000 different
languages spoken worldwide, and 2,680 of those
languages are in danger of becoming extinct, with
a language lost approximately every two weeks
(FNMA 2021). Global development programs
often focus on supporting the physical and social
needs of communities, but unfortunately, this
generally leads to neglect of their cultural needs.
Although the richness of culture is something that
binds Indigenous communities across the globe,
the alarming rate at which Indigenous languages
are disappearing is a grim experience shared by
Indigenous communities (Glynn-McDonald 2021).
Language is an essential part of Indigenous culture
around the world, as it is a means to pass down
stories, customs, and traditions, and connect
with ancestors, kin and the land (FNMA 2021).
According to Indigenous Australian linguist and
Bunuba woman, Patsy Bedford, for Indigenous
communities, language is inextricably linked to
both community and identity, meaning the loss of
language is a loss of one’s self (SCATSIA 2012, p.
14). The protection and promotion of Indigenous
languages is a critical component of sustainable
development that has been almost criminally
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neglected by global development programs (FNMA 2021). Although the threat to Indigenous languages
is a truly global phenomenon, we need not look any further than Australia. This is because despite a
Closing the Gap goal that aims to achieve a sustained increase and strengthening of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander languages by 2031 (Productivity Commission 2020), Australia’s effort has been
described as ‘a race against time’ and has often been singled out as being wholly inadequate (Wang &
Apostolou 2017).

UNDERSTANDING THE ISSUE: CONTEXT, CONTRAST AND
COLONIALISM
Prior to colonisation, Australia was home to approximately 250 different language groups, however,
today, less than half of those languages are still spoken (AIATSIS 2021). Of these remaining languages,
only 14 are considered to be strong, and as of 2019, 90% are considered endangered (AIATSIS 2021;
Productivity Commission 2020). It’s important to note that these alarming statistics are not the result
of a tragic confluence of circumstances. Rather, they are the direct result of policies from early colonial
Australia to bring an end to Indigenous Australia – a cultural genocide that suppressed Indigenous
cultural practices including the banning of Indigenous languages on missions (Rademaker 2019). In
1964, Australian linguist, Arthur Capell, observed that ‘government policy looks forward to the loss of
Aboriginal languages…’ (Rademaker 2019). This blunt yet apt analysis of colonial Australia’s views
on Indigenous languages exemplifies why there needs to be significant changes in government policies
and attitudes in order to preserve remaining Indigenous Australian languages.

Figure 1: Map depicting the geographical diversity of Aboriginal languages prior to colonisation (Horton 1996)
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“

Although recognition
for the importance of
protecting Indigenous
Australian languages
is essential, it does
not matter much
without meaningful
and active steps to
protect and promote
Indigenous languages.

Although current governments may not be as
openly hostile towards Indigenous culture and
language, government development programs
targeting language and culture could be described
as apathetic at best (FNMA 2021). This is
especially noticeable when comparing Australian
Indigenous languages to the recognition, shared
value and awareness of Indigenous languages
from other nations, such as New Zealand. Māori,
the Indigenous language of New Zealand, is
very much a part of mainstream knowledge and
practice for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous
individuals, with Māori being integrated into
everyday vernacular and place names having
both English and Māori versions listed (Albury
2015). Going even further than this, Māori
is an official language of New Zealand, and is
protected under the Constitution (Albury 2015).
This reality lies in stark contrast to Australia,
where Indigenous languages are only spoken in
approximately 10% of Indigenous households
(Simpson 2019), and the fight to have Indigenous
place names recognised in everyday vernacular
and official government listings remains an
ongoing struggle (Hamilton 2020).

PLANS FOR ACTION VS REAL
ACTION
Although social issues experienced by communities
have generally received substantial attention by
development groups, cultural issues – like loss of
language – have historically been excluded from
community development discussions. However,
in recent years, the importance of focusing
development strategies on protecting and
promoting Indigenous languages has somewhat
increased. A couple of years ago, the UN
declared 2019 to be the ‘International Year of
Indigenous Languages’ (UNESCO 2018). This
move was an attempt to increase awareness of the
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importance of language to many Indigenous cultural groups across the globe and bring much needed
attention to the threat many Indigenous languages face (UNESCO 2018). This initiative aligned with
Article 13 of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People (‘UNDRIP’), which specifically
references the right to pass on languages to future generations (UN 2018, pp.12-13). Additionally, in
2020, the new Closing the Gap report included a target focusing on supporting and strengthening
Indigenous languages throughout Australia, which had been completely excluded from earlier reports
(Productivity Commission 2020).
UNDRIP clearly asserts that language is fundamental to Indigenous rights, suggesting that language
protection and promotion need to be viewed with greater importance when constructing development
plans. Similarly, the Closing the Gap report suggests a much-needed increase in awareness of the
significance language and culture has for the welfare of Indigenous Australians. Although recognition
for the importance of protecting Indigenous Australian languages is essential, it does not matter
much without meaningful and active steps to protect and promote Indigenous languages. Indigenous
Australians have been consistently active in this space despite the mainstream development sector
sorely lacking in meaningful action (FNMA 2021).
Notably, young Indigenous rapper, Baker Boy has been highly successful in recent years, releasing
songs rapping in both English and his native Yolngu Matha (Black 2020). In 2019, he was named
Young Australian of the Year and received 3 ARIA award nominations, Australia’s top annual music
awards (Black 2020). Baker Boy’s achievements clearly demonstrate that celebration of Indigenous
languages is not antithetical to success in mainstream Australia. Additionally, an Aboriginal language
program that is driven by local communities currently operates is News South Wales Public Schools
(NSW Department of Education 2021). There are currently seven regional languages featured
within the program, which include: North West Wiradjuri, Gumbaynggirr, Bundjalung, Paakantji,
Gamilaraay, Dunghutti, and Gomeroi (NSW Department of Education 2021). What is important
about these programs is the fact that Aboriginal students who engaged with the programs reported
feeling a strengthened sense of identity, self-esteem and cultural pride, and experienced better mental
health outcomes (Korff 2019). Additionally, analysis of the programs found that non-Indigenous
students that engaged with the program showed an increased awareness and appreciation of the
local Indigenous culture (Korff 2019). Most recently, Kowanyama State School near Cairns has
implemented an Indigenous language program as a part of the school curriculum (Rigby 2021). After
two years of consulting with the community, the school began teaching students the almost extinct
local languages Kokoberra, Kokomnjen and Kunjen (Rigby 2021). With the help of Kokoberra elder,
Priscilla Major – one of the last remaining people who can fluently speak all three languages – local
Indigenous students are venturing onto country to learn about their culture and strengthen their
identity, reviving languages that were once banned and almost lost (Rigby 2021). These examples
highlight the need for development programs to work alongside Indigenous communities and support
the work that is already being done.
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Figure 2: Photo of Baker Boy and the cover art of his debut album Gela (Adnate 2021)

HOPE FOR THE FUTURE
I would like to finish this article with a quote from Indigenous Australian linguist, and Jagera and
Dulingbara woman, Jeanie Bell:
‘It is a mistake to dismiss our languages as part of history, and long gone. They’re not. They are alive and
vibrant... They’re part of us as the Indigenous people of the land. Our languages are the voice of the land,
and we are the carriers of the languages’ (ANPS 2004, p.4).
Even though there is still a long way to go, there is reason to have hope and be excited about the
future of Indigenous languages within Australia. Indigenous Australians have never stopped fighting
to protect their culture and communities and have consistently been proponents and pioneers of the
Australian development sector. The rest of Australia simply needs to wake up, listen, and join the
fight.
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The Population Debate:
Are There Too Many People?

The ripples emanating from the scholarly
debate over the world’s population have become
increasingly evident in development discourse
and policy. In this article, I will critically analyse
the framing of the population debate in the
World Bank’s 2020 Project Identification Form
(‘PIF’), ‘Planning and implementing Ecosystem
based Adaptation (‘EbA’) in Djibouti’s Dikhil
and Tadjourah regions’. With the support of
contrasting publications by Smail (2002), Tiffen
and Mortimore (1994), and Hartmann et al. (2015),
I argue that the PIF adopts a neoliberal stance that
is in support of its neo-Malthusian framing of the
population debate. This, I claim, is evidenced by
an exclusion of Boserupian theory and gendered
arguments from the broader population discussion.

Greta Cranwell
Schaeper
Greta is in her second year of a
Bachelor of International Studies.
She loves criticising dominant
knowledges held over public
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interested in environmental
humanities.

THE RIPPLE OF
MALTHUSIANISM
Malthus theorised in 1798 that without restraint
population growth would outpace food and
resource growth (Munro 2021). Thus, he proposed
the need for population control measures, a theory
that has permeated development policy ever since
(Munro 2021). Boserup countered Malthusianism
with her theory in 1965, which posits that changes
in population drive agricultural productivity
(Munro 2021).
Through an analysis of the PIF, I determine that it
portrays a neo-Malthusian demographic narrative
as justification for the implementation of a project
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Figure 1: Gridded Population of the World, version 3 (CIESIN and CIAT 2005)
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that aims to create flood and drought resilience
in Djibouti. This PIF was created by numerous
Western, neoliberal institutions. It intends to
provide financial, technological, and managerial
aid to the Global South via EbA (GEF 2020).
However, this project is not ideologically neutral.
The document frequently notes high population
growth alongside issues of unemployment and
poverty, creating an assumption that they are
inherently linked or causal (GEF 2020). This is
consistent with the argument provided by Smail
(2002, p. 292), where he claims that the Earth
has ‘finite ecological limitations’ and once the
population exceeds these limits, famines will
occur to regulate growth. Smail (2002, p. 294)
vouches for optimums rather than maximums
in population, arguing that pushing the limits
of population will lead to environmental
degradation. The PIF has echoed this sentiment
(GEF 2020). However, these arguments are easily
contested by a consideration of consumption
habits in contrast to population numbers.
Another issue raised in the PIF is that increased
urbanisation needs to be answered by a process
of decentralisation. However, this is clearly
based on empty claims as seen in Figure 1, which
indicates that Djibouti maintains a relatively
low population density. This conception is also
rebutted by Tiffen and Mortimore’s (1994,
p. 999) finding that ‘low densities clearly are
associated with low economic growth’. This
discrepancy between knowledges reminds us that
‘scientific knowledge production is reflective of
social values, political priorities and disciplinary
paradigms’ (Hartmann et al. 2015, p. 56), which
suggests that the PIF adopts discourses that suit
its development agenda. Therefore, I argue that
the neo-Malthusian framing of population in the
PIF as causing environmental degradation serves
to rationalise and justify its projects.
Society & Culture

THE RIPPLE OF NEO-MALTHUSIANISM
My assessment of the PIF further reveals a failure to address aspects of the Boserupian population
theory, producing a framework that is partial to population control. The PIF is premised on claims
that Djibouti’s population has degraded the environment, rendering it prone to floods and droughts,
thus requiring external intervention from the Global North. Moreover, the PIF explicitly states
that the government and people of Djibouti ‘do not have the capacity or knowledge to implement
adaptation’ (GEF 2020, p. 28) – a jarring example of knowledge colonialism. This statement negates
the ability of Djibouti’s population to be innovative in the face of climate change and correlates with
Smail’s (2002) proclamation that a reduction in living standards is inevitable if unrestricted population
growth continues. These sentiments omit the failure of Malthus’ theory to ‘foresee the social and
technological innovations that would allow food production to outpace population growth’ to date
(Hartmann et al. 2015, p. 59), and fail to question why this should occur now. A consideration of the
Boserupian theoretical basis through Tiffen and Mortimore (1994) reveals that a common response
to increased need for food and land by populations is an adoption of intensification techniques. The
PIF evidently overlooks this, contradictorily placing the burden of climate change – propelled by
consumerism, industry, and carbon legacies – onto the Global South. Furthermore, it is this shifting
of blame onto vulnerable peoples that dismisses the political ecology identifying broader systems that
has lead Robbins (2012) to claim that these issues are more political and economic than demographic,
propelled by narratives created by those in power. For example, the PIF operates under the pretence
of achieving sustainable development goals, a palatable aim to the public and investors. A critical
look reveals that these goals focus on reduced fertility rates as a means of human development and
environmental sustainability. Hartmann et al. (2015, p. 72) sustains that these sentiments are used to
‘serve powerful national security and economic interests’ for the Global North. In the case of the PIF, I
argue that it fulfils their investment agendas. Therefore, it is through a consideration of what has been
omitted from the discourse on population in the PIF that I deduce the usage of neo-Malthusianism to
achieve a narrative fitting of its aims.

THE RIPPLE OF GENDERED FACTORS
Close analysis of the PIF concludes that women are positioned as a leading cause of population growth
and thus, environmental degradation – a framing that challenges their autonomy. Whilst the PIF
makes frequent reference to the promotion of women and reaching gender equality, it contradictorily
expresses the use of methods such as family planning. This conceptualisation is overly simplistic in
its apolitical blaming of proximate forces (Robbins 2012). It is in alignment with Smail’s superficial
condemnation of ‘excessive human reproduction’ as a key cause of environmental degradation in
a blatantly neo-Malthusian rhetoric (2002, p. 294). In a compelling counterargument, Tiffen and
Mortimore (1994) found that bigger populations created more education opportunities for women, as
well as leadership roles for both women and young people. This has been found to naturally reduce
family size and thus population (Munro 2021). Djibouti should be able to reach a stable or even
decreasing population rate in this way, as observed in nations of the Global North (Munro 2021). It
is just that this must occur naturally, rather than be forced by colonial-esque policies that reduce the
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There is no such thing as too
many people.

sovereignty of women. Furthermore, these framings of women’s sexuality create ‘racially charged
and sexist stereotypes’ (Hartmann et al. 2015, p. 58), where women from the Global South are viewed
as an environmental problem, contributing to gender inequality – an issue reprimanded in the PIF.
Hartmann et al. (2015, p. 73) condemn this ‘synergistic approach’, where reduced fertility is presented
as an environmental solution, claiming that it is used as an accessible framing to build consensus among
the public. Hence, it is through a deeper look at the PIF that contradictions are found regarding the
goal of gender equality and policies that undermine the autonomy of females.

THE RIPPLE OF MAL-INFORMED DEVELOPMENT POLICY
Whilst I believe that the PIF has strong elements regarding the role of political economy in
environmental issues, I denounce its credibility due to its neo-Malthusian agenda. Disregarding its
discourse on population, an understanding of the importance of political economy is discernible
in the PIF, where the preferred solution is ‘to strengthen the capacity of communities and
government’(GEF 2020, p. 11). This provision of a mild political ecology framework suggests an issue
that is multidimensional. However, this is easily annulled by the PIF’s unmistakable statement that
‘Indigenous peoples and local communities’ were not stakeholders who consulted on the project (GEF
2021, p. 23). More so, the concept of the PIF as aiding the Global South is disconcerting as it suggests
a need for top-down Western involvement. Studies, including that of Tiffen and Mortimore (1994),
have found that communities are more than capable of self-funding investments and innovation to
avoid natural disasters or satisfy resource demand. Further, communities in areas being subjected
to neo-colonial interference have generational, specialised knowledge of their lands which is being
disregarded. As argued thus far, the PIF expresses an agenda synonymous to neo-Malthusian ideals of
population reduction as a solution to environmental issues. This causes a problematic framing of the
Global South, rather than apt criticism of consumption habits in the Global North, eliciting invasive
policies by foreign institutions. Therefore, despite appearing to present solutions through the lens of
political ecology, the PIF serves instead to damage the autonomy of Global South populations as it
forces the adoption of a dominant Western agenda.
Ultimately, the intricacies of the population debate are exacerbated by this literature, creating ripples
that permeate the public psyche, infiltrating development policy. Hence, there is no such thing as too
many people.
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Universal basic income (‘UBI’) refers to a payment
made to all adult individuals irrespective of
employment, social status or other identities,
to assist in meeting minimum living standards
(Elenchus Philosophy 2021). A major proponent
of UBI in recent years has been former US
presidential candidate Andrew Yang. Upon
embarking on his 2020 presidential campaign,
he planned to implement a policy named the
‘Freedom Dividend’ (Yang 2020). The Freedom
Dividend comprises ‘a universal basic income
of USD 1,000 a month, USD 12,000 a year, for
every American adult over the age of 18. This
is independent of one’s work status or any other
factor’ (Yang 2020). Yang announced that he
would drop out of the presidential race in February
2020. However, economists continue to evaluate
the feasibility of the Freedom Dividend and other
UBI models (Stevens 2020). In May 2021, the Los
Angeles County proposed a UBI arrangement that
would allow some residents to receive USD 1,000
a month (Sheffey 2021). The following article
will retrospectively acknowledge Yang’s proposal
and assess its suitability as a model for addressing
economic inequality moving forward.

UBI: A RESPONSE TO INCOME
INEQUALITY
Yang’s policy of the Freedom Dividend, and
indeed UBI in general, is said to have the aim of
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Figure 1: Universal basic income has been proposed as a potential path to addressing economic inequality (Elenchus Philosophy 2021).

mitigating the hardships of income inequality by allowing all to live sufficiently above the poverty
line (UNESCO 2017). Moreover, Yang’s motivation to address income inequality is a sufficiently
reasonable one as the issue has grown to become a major US concern as well as a global one. With
especially high involuntary turnover rates (i.e. of employment) in the US, Yang believed that it is worth
addressing the negative impacts of this particular form of inequality as doing so would mitigate the
continuing effects of a changing workplace by helping ‘Americans at risk of losing their jobs because
of technological advances’ (Politico 2020). Therefore, it can be ascertained that UBI may be a way
to mitigate against the impact of the future of workplaces on low income earners and those who are
insecurely employed, as technological means of production are transforming at unprecedented rates
to the point that human capital becomes gradually foregone in favour of mechanised counterparts
(Moore et al. 2017).

NEOLIBERALISM: THE FORMATIVE THEORY OF THE
FREEDOM DIVIDEND
Yang’s proposed policy was influenced by historical proposals to introduce UBI in the US. The concept
of a basic income itself originated centuries ago. With the publication of Utopia in 1516, Thomas
More suggested the notion of providing payments to the poor (Scullion 2020). Prominent individuals
throughout the 20th century, such as Martin Luther King Jr., were proponents for equality of economic
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... inequality can
be addressed if
UBI is awarded
proportionately
to income.
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opportunity (Guarino 2018). American liberal
economists, such as James Tobin and Paul
Samuelson, also advocated for such a system
in the mid-20th century. In the late 1960s,
Republican President Richard Nixon called
for a UBI scheme, which successfully passed
in the House of Representatives, however it
did not come into fruition as it failed to garner
the support of the Senate (Guarino 2018).
During his campaign, Yang was influenced
by the neoliberal tradition first developed by
Adam Smith (1776), who believed that it is the
imperative of every individual to secure their
personal economic interest.
Income inequality is considered to be a byproduct of a neoliberal system that allows
individuals to pursue and accumulate personal
wealth. The concept of UBI is, to a certain
degree, a response to capitalistic disparities, and
is intended to be an effort to close socio-economic
gaps (Skidelsky 2016). However, inequality will
continue to exist as UBI does not necessarily
mean that incomes and personal wealth will
be made equal. Moreover, inequality can be
addressed if UBI is awarded proportionately
to income. Without such an arrangement,
those with higher incomes will be acquiring
additional wealth and remain financially better
off compared to those within lower income
thresholds receiving the same UBI. In other
words, UBI guarantees a minimum livelihood;
it may assist those living in poverty, however
it does not close the income gap unless it is
targeted and specified in the government’s UBI
policy. This is a major critique of UBI, and by
extension, Yang’s Freedom Dividend.

Society & Culture

POLITICAL RAMIFICATIONS: A BAND-AID SOLUTION?
The overall effectiveness of UBI and how it stands against potential alternative solutions to
unemployment is a point of contention. Provided that it would have been introduced after Yang’s
election as US President in November 2020, the Freedom Dividend would generate USD 2.5 million
in economic growth by 2025, and would increase the labour force by around 200,000 people,
effectively increasing overall output and productivity (Yang 2020). Yet, the Freedom Dividend and
its underpinning philosophical rationale fails to account for other significant forms of inequality. For
example, the model fails to compensate for the differences in income reflected in the gender wage gap,
leaving women at a disadvantage (Schulz 2017, p. 90). Moreover, critics argue that wealth distribution
systems such as UBI may be unfair to those who engage in capitalistic risk-taking behaviours in order
to attain financial success (Guarino 2018). In this sense, the Freedom Dividend arguably skews Western
society closer to a Marxist (or, perhaps less radically, an egalitarian) model of the workforce as opposed
to a purely capitalist environment whereby there exists a competitive incentive to innovate (Zarembka
& Desai 2011). This is because the Marxist model is concerned about the possible dehumanising
effects of capitalism, and in the case of Yang’s Freedom Dividend, such dehumanisation reflects the
very need for an ‘equalising’ foundation to prevent the aristocratic class exerting disproportionate
control over the markets, and to assist the proletariat in making such decisions (Watson 2008, p.
36). Such flaws present the limitations of a UBI and reveal why it has not been totally embraced by
governments despite its apparent merits. Other reasons, such as the immense government expenditure
associated with such a system (and this would subsequently result in higher tax rates), could also be
possible reasons, although the justification for not employing UBI may understandably vary among
each government.

CRITICAL DISCUSSION REGARDING UBI IN A POST-COVID
WORLD
With the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, political commentators and economists alike have
considered the potential effectiveness of a policy of universal basic income during such crises.
Members of the US Democratic Party have considered introducing cash transfers to address the
economic downturn since Q1 2020 (Vesoulis 2020). These programs greatly resemble Yang’s Freedom
Dividend and include a request by the Hawaii Democrat to legally obligate the US government to
‘provide non-taxable payments of USD1,000 a month to all Americans until the current public health
emergency subsides’ (Vesoulis 2020). Moreover, the widespread economic challenges brought about
by the pandemic are set to drastically transform the global economy and the workforce.
With the ‘media panic’ associated with health crises such as the one currently being experienced,
it is certainly reasonable to predict a profound shift in the global workforce whereby businesses will
accelerate the process of mass automation to minimise the impact of such crises on their economic
productivity and output (Zhang 2020). This would mean that technological means of production
would be utilised by business owners to produce goods and services at a more efficient rate, without
the human implications of events such as disease outbreaks (Ramirez 2020). This therefore presents
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a greater need to distribute a UBI. Meanwhile, other public figures that openly endorse or entertain
the possibility of a UBI during crisis times include Tesla CEO Elon Musk (2018), who noted that
‘[u]niversal income will be necessary over time if AI takes over most human jobs’. Musk (2018),
claims that ‘[i]ronically, future automation will naturally lead to greater equality of consumption.
Monopolies are true enemy of people. Competing to serve is good’ (Musk 2018). Facebook founder
Mark Zuckerberg has also expressed his support for a UBI, as he believes that it would assist all in
acquiring basic needs regardless of their occupation or salary, and, perhaps more intriguingly, that it
would encourage those with a consequently higher disposable income to pursue entrepreneurship and
investment (Lant 2017). Contrary to these claims, a core finding of UBI-related studies is that a basic
income often does not result in a decline in work; there is little evidence to suggest that a UBI paid in
equal amounts to everyone is a disincentive to work (Lu 2020). It will be interesting to discover how
recent events will influence the US government’s actions regarding the introduction of a policy similar
to the Freedom Dividend in the foreseeable future.

“

... a core finding of UBI-related
studies is that a basic income often
does not result in a decline in work...
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Energy Poverty:

An Attack on Distributive Justice
INTRODUCTION
Energy poverty is an affront to the core concept
of resource equality and fairness, as advocated
by distributive justice. This article understands
distributive justice to mean the equal allocation of
resources and it thereby acts as an essential tool
to evaluate the benefits and harms associated with
current energy systems. As our world becomes
increasingly dependent on efficient and reliable
technological solutions for all our needs, we often
overlook the severe impact of energy poverty on
various fundamental human rights extending
beyond convenience. Factors such as education,
security, health, and opportunity are undeniably
determined by an individual’s access to energy,
which is why we must examine the interplay
between the social, economic, political, and spatial
aspects that influence energy access. Managing
conditions, including individual identity, power
relations and geographical location, together is
imperative to increasing equality and equity in
terms of access to energy services for minority and
disadvantaged groups in society (Sovacool et al.
2016).

Arshdeep Kaur
Arshdeep is in her fifth year of a
combined Laws and International
Studies degree. With a minor in
international relations, development
issues lie at the heart of her degree.
Arshdeep is passionate about
exploring the possible pathways to
alleviating the social, political and
economic problems that burden parts
of our world.

AN ENDLESS CYCLE OF
POVERTY
Access to energy is a prerequisite to numerous
basic capabilities that every individual is entitled
to, thereby highlighting the importance of this
resource to social development (Damgaard,
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McCauley & Long 2017, p. 2). Energy poverty is a complex and primary issue of distributive
injustice, which is then furthered by existing inequalities between socio-demographic groups within
society (Bouzarovski & Simcock 2017, p. 641). Today, nearly four billion people lack access to basic
modern energy services (Sovacool et al. 2016, p. 2), which, in turn, has a detrimental impact on their
educational opportunities, health, and power relations. The insufficient distribution of energy services
for illumination and heating is proven to have deleterious effects on the mental and physical wellbeing
of individuals (Bouzarovski & Simcock 2017, p. 644). Such damaging health consequences, coupled
with the poorer material conditions of such individuals, increase their energy needs and thus create a
vicious cycle of energy vulnerability (Bouzarovski & Simcock 2017, p. 644). Whilst energy initiatives
involving solar and wind technologies have been implemented to target energy poverty in the Global
South, the reality on the ground is that often those of higher social standing can reap all the benefits
(Samarakoon 2019, p. 7). This is evident in Gujarat, India, where low-carbon technologies aimed at
eradicating energy injustices resulted in those of ‘higher castes’ being the only social group to adapt
and enhance their standard of living with these new energy policies (Samarakoon 2019, p. 7). This
unfair distribution of energy is apparent through data concerning Nepal, highlighting that nearly
87% of the energy consumption of such disadvantaged social groups is then covered by traditional
energy sources that link to a poorer quality of life (Damgaard, McCauley & Long 2017, p. 3). For
example, rural households without access to on-grid sources of energy are more susceptible to health
complications such as lung cancer, pneumonia, and other respiratory issues (Monyei, Adewumi &
Jenkins 2018, p. 153).

Figure 1: A Nigerian woman drying cassava paste by a natural gas flare. Even though Nigeria is a major oil producer, many people
in the African nation lack access to modern energy. (Lavelle 2013)
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GENDERED IMPACT OF
ENERGY INEQUALITY
Energy poverty issues extend beyond a lack
of physical access and further incorporate
concerns related to individual capacity and
power (Damgaard, McCauley & Long 2017, p.
13). Munro and Schiffer (2019, p. 176) discuss
the gendered dimension to energy poverty that
directly violates distributive justice, as women
are often excluded from the benefits of energy
projects. This disproportionate impact of energy
consumption and supply is reflected through
the increased number of health problems
faced by women because of traditional gender
roles (Damgaard, McCauley & Long 2017, p.
4). Women are often burdened with a greater
set of household chores that increase their
likelihood of being exposed to a poor indoor
climate caused by the burning of traditional
fuels (Damgaard, McCauley & Long 2017, p.
4). Whilst this is mostly dependent on breaking
conservative gender norms, an equal distribution
of cleaner energy can play an instrumental role
in minimising the health consequences endured
by women (Damgaard, McCauley & Long 2017,
p. 4). The limited disposable incomes of femalerun households also contribute to the inequitable
distribution of energy in most nations. For
instance, the increasing use of smartphone
technology in the Gambia has surfaced concerns
regarding women’s education, as illiteracy
alongside energy affordability prevents many
women from accessing such technology (Munro
& Schiffer 2019, p. 178). The restricted access
to technology due to an unequal distribution
of energy further impedes the opportunities of
those with lower social standing, such as women,
to participate in work and business opportunities
(Samarakoon 2019, p. 7). This makes equal and
fairer access to energy crucial in overcoming the
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educational and financial barriers experienced
by women.

GEOGRAPHY LIMITING
ENERGY ACCESS
Proponents of distributive justice perceive
energy as an essential element in ensuring
individuals’ freedom and decision-making
power. When taking this capacity-centred justice
approach towards energy poverty, it is necessary
to recognise the equally important role of
geographical location in limiting or enabling
access to energy (Damgaard, McCauley &
Long 2017, p. 3). This link is proven by data
showcasing how nearly 75% of the energydeprived population in Nepal live in remote and
rural parts of the nation (Damgaard, McCauley
& Long 2017, p. 3). Pereira, Freitas and Da
Silva (2011, p. 168) expand on this notion by
emphasising the importance of choice and
decision-making in energy matters. Access to
efficient energy sources distinguishes poorer
households from those better-off as the latter
are empowered by their capacity to choose
from a wider range of options in terms of what
fuels to use (Pereira, Freitas & Da Silva 2011,
p. 168). Remote and rural locations continue
to be severely disadvantaged in Sub-Saharan
Africa, with only 35.3% of the 62.8% living in
rural areas accessing electricity in comparison
to 71.6% of those living in urban areas having
electricity in their homes (Monyei, Adewumi &
Jenkins 2018, p. 152). This displays how energy
injustice is a deeply geographical phenomenon
similar to other forms of inequality (Bouzarovski
& Simcock 2017, p. 643). In Sierra Leone, the
inconsistent supply of electricity has remained
a pernicious problem, with grid electricity
limited to district capitals and the capital city
of Freetown (Munro & Schiffer 2019, p. 177).
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Monyei, Adewumi and Jenkins (2018, p. 159)
acknowledge that whilst renewable energy
sources are provided in these areas, it is not as
effective as in households with similar income
levels in areas connected to the grid.

ENERGY POLITICS
The lack of direct access to energy infrastructure
is also rooted in political inequality. The key
role of political decision-making that fails to
recognise or involve of locals in locations such
as the Gambia leads to situations where the
government’s prioritisation of wealthier and
politically influential households is detrimental
to individuals’ access to energy (Munro &
Schiffer 2019, p. 181). This argument is
taken one step further by highlighting that all
distributive inequalities have ‘a demonstrable
spatial manifestation’ (Bouzarovski & Simcock
2017, p. 642). Geographical location cannot be
seen as a neutral aspect or simply the backdrop
of energy inequalities and instead it is a crucial
factor that actively creates and maintains
them. The energy injustices experienced in
different geographical contexts illustrates how
energy poverty is furthered by socio-material
inequalities (Bouzarovski 2018, p. 27). These
environmental characteristics can be of built
environments, such as grid connections, but also
naturally occurring qualities of certain places,
such as climate (Bouzarovski 2018, p. 28). The
environmental features of a location are in
many circumstances integral in shaping the
vulnerability to energy inequality (Bouzarovski
& Simcock 2017, p. 642). This is possibly due to
an elevated reliance on energy in colder climates,
and therefore such areas tend to be associated
with greater energy expenses (Bouzarovski 2018,
p. 76). Bouzarovski (2018, p. 78) references data
displaying how colder regions of Greece and
Society & Culture
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... it is necessary to approach energy
concerns with a multidimensional
lens to overcome the prevailing
injustices that limit the basic rights
and wellbeing of individuals.

Ireland dedicate nearly 10% of their income towards energy bills. It is thereby necessary to take a
multilayered approach towards energy poverty that recognises the spatial and political factors that
contribute to a breach of distributive justice.

CONCLUSION
When assessing energy poverty through the lens of distributive justice, we cannot ignore the effects
of elements linked to individual identity, including ethnicity and gender, as they severely impede
an individual’s access to energy and consequently impact their health, education, and financial
opportunities. The spatial aspect of energy poverty further exacerbates the situation with rural and
remote areas being excluded from energy infrastructure and being forced to rely on other forms
of energy that are often not as efficient nor sufficient. These disparities are worsened by political
decisions which overlook the need for basic energy access in such areas. Hence, it is necessary to
approach energy concerns with a multidimensional lens to overcome the prevailing injustices that
limit the basic rights and wellbeing of individuals.
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Democratic Socialism:
An Attainable Reality or an
Impossible Utopia?
INTRODUCTION
You do not need to be an economics expert to know
that most countries around the world are suffering
from crippling economic inequality, and it is only
getting worse. So, who is the culprit? Or should I say,
what? There is a greedy, power-hungry monster on
the loose - and its name is capitalism. Capitalism
is a free-market system whereby a country’s
monetary goods are privately owned, as opposed
to state owned (Encyclopedia Britannica 2021a). It
is a system guilty for making the rich richer and
the poor poorer. However, not everywhere in the
world follows a capitalist system. When we look to
state socialism in Eastern Europe during the Soviet
era, communism in the Indian state of Kerala, and
social democracy in Scandinavia, we learn that
there are in fact alternative systems of governance
out there, even if they are by no means perfect.
The important takeaway is that capitalism does
not have to be the be-all and end-all – states can
change the way our world is run if they choose to
do so. Many believe that democratic socialism is
the way to go. All it needs is for just one country to
get on board, and maybe then a global ripple effect
will occur.
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STATE SOCIALISM IN
EASTERN EUROPE
So, what exactly is socialism? Socialism is an
economic and political system whereby a country’s
means of production is publicly owned and
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Figure 1: Democratic Socialism Roses (image in Gallagher 2020)

regulated by the community as a whole (Encyclopedia Britannica 2021b). It is essentially the opposite
of capitalism and is thereby argued by some to be more conducive to economic and social equality
(McLeod 2018, p. 116).
From the beginning of the Cold War (circa 1945) to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the Eastern
Bloc - including Central and Eastern Europe, East Asia, and Southeast Asia – was a group of socialist
states under the influence of the Soviet Union (Funk 2014, p. 346). A clear example of the differences
between socialism and capitalism can be seen in a comparison of Eastern and Western Europe during
this period. In Eastern Europe, economic life was, for the most part, comfortable and predictable, with
free healthcare and education, low rates of unemployment and social safety nets (Ghodsee 2017, p.
12). Women’s rights especially flourished under state socialism. Female employment and education
rates were higher than that of capitalist states (Funk 2014, p. 354), and with the financial freedom this
brought, it is easier for spouses to obtain a divorce, allowing women to remove themselves from an
unsafe marriage. Women also were afforded better abortion rights and maternity benefits in an effort
to enhance their economic independence (Funk 2014, p. 354).
Life looked very different in Western Europe. Under capitalism, gender and class inequality was rife.
With limited access to birth control, wholesale education or meaningful employment (Ghodsee 2017,
p. 30), women were confined to the home. The patriarchal culture embedded in society meant that
it was only socially acceptable for men to be the breadwinners of the family, in turn making women
economically dependent on their husbands and trapping them in their marriages. Kristen Ghodsee
(2017, p. 73) identifies in her book, Why Women Have Better Sex Under Socialism, ‘behind the fear of
government indoctrination’, which was conflated with socialism, ‘is a real fear of…the breakdown of
the traditional family’. Thus, capitalism was the safer option that maintained these conventional social
structures. Furthermore, income inequality was severe. Working classes were exploited for their labour
and wealthier classes that owned the means of production were bathing in money (Ghodsee 2017, p.
83). The richer the rich became, the more of the economy they could control (Ghodsee 2017, p. 83),
thus leaving the poor as powerless as ever.
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Now, of course, we must not forget that Eastern
Europe was under a totalitarian government
at the time. I am in no way advocating for
authoritarian rule, but rather, I am merely
highlighting the benefits that socialism brought
to its citizens. Ghodsee (2017, p. 174) argues
that if we can find a way to extract some of
the economic and social policies out of Eastern
Europe and combine them with the democratic
governance of Western Europe, the world may
just become an equal place.

Looking at Kerala presents us with many
positives, as well as a fair share of negatives.
But this does not necessarily mean we should
conflate socialism or communism with gender
inequality. The issues that rely on policy, such
as education and health are thriving, whilst the
issues that rely on societal attitudes and respect
are suffering. This goes to show that the root
of the problem is more to do with combatting
deeply embedded discriminatory behaviours, as
opposed to socialism.

COMMUNISM IN KERALA

SOCIAL DEMOCRACY IN
SCANDINAVIA

Another case of anti-capitalism is in the
Indian state of Kerala, which is currently run
by the Communist Party of India (Marxist)led Left Democratic Front. In 1957, the newly
formed state democratically elected India’s first
communist government, whereby the ‘Kerala
Model’ was created (Varghese 2021, p. 304).
This model is said to have its roots in democratic
socialism, with an emphasis on generating social
equality (Aravamudan 2020). The government
of Kerala set out to achieve an egalitarian
redistribution of resources and wealth, establish
a peoples’ democracy, and implement labour
market regulations and numerous social
protection measures, including access to health,
education, and food (Varghese 2021, p. 309).
Despite an almost 100% literacy rate, increased
employment and health status for women, and
excellent Human Development Indicators
(Varghese 2021, p. 306), Kerala is far from an
equal society. Issues of workplace discrimination
and harassment are prominent, and reports
indicate a large number of domestic violence
and rape cases in the state (Subrahmanian 2019,
p. 6). Women are also poorly represented in all
levels of parliament, making up only 5.7% of
Kerala’s assembly in 2016 (Surya 2016).
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Some say that the closest thing we have
to democratic socialism can be found in
Scandinavia (Pratorius 2021). Norway, Sweden,
Finland, and Denmark are known to be some
of the most progressive countries in the world,
and at least some of the credit should go to
socialism. During the second quarter of the
20th century, Scandinavia began to establish
progressive taxation, universal welfare, workforce
unionisation and large public sectors (Pratorius
2021). Despite neoliberal reforms being
implemented since then, many of these socialist
features remain today. Sweden has 48 stateowned enterprises, Finland has 67 and Norway
has 74 (Pratorius 2021). Whilst these countries’
economies are yet to be predominantly sociallyowned, they are still more socialist than many
other countries. All they need is a little push in
the right direction.
If we look through our history books, we will
know that one of the most effective ways to
achieve societal change is through a movement.
W.E.B. Du Bois argued that most white
Americans during the Cold War era perceived
‘communism and democracy as diametrically
People & Politics

“

... the root of the
problem is more to
do with combatting
deeply embedded
discriminatory
behaviours,
as opposed to
socialism.

113

opposed’, but in reality, it – as is socialism – is
a precondition for democracy (McLeod 2018,
p. 110). Democracy is about giving the people a
say in how their society is run, just as socialism
is about providing opportunity to the masses for
economic control and political decision-making
(McLeod 2018, p. 116). Yet a transition to
democratic socialism would require a complete
cultural shift. After eons of capitalist rule, people
will need to be educated on what a socialist
society would look like and be convinced of its
benefits for both themselves, and the populace
as a whole (McLeod 2018, p. 122). A mass social
mobilisation will need to occur, without the
hindrance of individual greed weighing it down.
That is easier said than done, especially with the
wealthy benefitting enormously from capitalism
(McLeod 2018, pp. 123-124). Why would they
want to give up a life of luxury for the good
of the people? They probably would not. This
begs the question: is democratic socialism an
attainable reality?

CONCLUSION
The more we can understand and accept the
horrible reality of capitalism and the soaring
potential of socialism, the more likely we can
begin to see some positive development in the
world. The cases of Eastern Europe, Kerala and
Scandinavia are not offered as model examples
of how a society should be run, but to showcase
the aspects of countries that flourish/ed under
anti-capitalist ruling. It is, of course, important
to acknowledge the flaws of these governments,
but also to consider whether these flaws would
still exist under a successful implementation of
democratic socialism. There is only one way to
find out.

People & Politics
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A Revision of Democracy
in 2021
INTRODUCTION
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Throughout the second half of the 20th century
up until the fall of the Berlin Wall, democracy
had been consolidated in the West and eventually
spread rapidly to all parts of the world, a
phenomenon presented by Huntington (1991) as
the Third Wave of Democratisation. Yet as we are
proceeding through the 21st century, there have
been various worries that democracy is in decline,
or even failing (Repucci & Slipowitz 2021; The
Economist 2021). The storming of US Capitol
and the handling of the COVID-19 crisis do not
present a very promising future for developed
democracy nations. However, more concerning is
the incapacity of democracy in developing nations.
In this paper, I intend to discuss the conceptions
of democracy and its perceived role in facilitating
development. Despite meeting some setbacks,
democracy has not failed and should not fail. Still,
we are required to re-examine the meaning of this
ideal and how it should be enacted.

DEMOCRACY AND ITS
PROMISES
The roots of the term democracy are demos and
kratos, which literally means, ‘the rule of the
people’ (Lively 1975, pp. 7-8). As an ideal form
of governance, it is quite difficult to frame and
measure empirically. Hence, whether a government
is democratic or not is now commonly defined with
reference to institutions such as elections, a free
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press and a market economy. Yet, even though
defining democracies based on institutions
has provided convenience, it has still been
quite complicated to agree on what counts as
democracy and how many types of democracy
exist. For example, the standards of Our World
in Data would consider countries like India,
the US, France to be functioning democracies
(Roser 2019), but the Economist Intelligence
Unit (The Economist 2021) has these nations
deemed as flawed democracies. The V-Dem
Institute has even asserted India to be an electoral
autocracy (Alizada et al. 2021). Furthermore,
in common perception, China is nowhere near
a democracy (Repucci & Slipowitz 2021), yet
the Chinese rulers have insisted on calling
themselves a ‘socialist democracy’ (Han 2017).
Given these inconsistencies with the labelling
of democracy, democracy has been subject to
different representations, the most hegemonic of
which has been a Western Liberal model. This
representation broadly poses a binary between
democracy and nondemocracy (Acemoglu &
Robinson 2001) and characterises democracy
mostly by its institutions (Dahl 1971, p.3).
This is not to say that the end goals are being
neglected. Rather, there has been a tendency
to think that adopting such institutions would
allow for individual freedom and automatically
guarantee successful development.

Figure 1: Democracy in Crisis (KAL 2018)

Under this discourse of democracy, the wealth
of Western nations has often been attributed
to their functioning democratic systems
(Acemoglu et al. 2019). Though this largely
ignores the fact that most of these Western
nations have grown rich from their geographical
and technological advantages long before they
became democracies (Morris 2010), it is still
recognised that democracy facilitates long
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term growth and development (Halperin et al. 2004). More specifically, democratic institutions often
guarantee shared power, accountability, transparency and the capacity for self-correction (Halperin et
al. 2004, p. 47). Admittedly, empirical evidence shows that democracies have outperformed autocracies
in almost all aspects of development (Halperin et al. 2004, p. 64), from economic growth to health
and education. Despite this, it would still be oversimplified to think democratic institutions are apt
solutions for all issues.

“

... democratic institutions often guarantee
shared power, accountability, transparency
and the capacity for self-correction.

DEMOCRACY AND ITS DISCONTENTS
This Western model of democracy has not always proved successful. Some counterexamples include
Latin America and Afghanistan. Most Latin American nations were democratised in the Third Wave
(Huntington 1991). Yet today, apart from small countries like Uruguay and Chile (Mazzuca 2010, p.
335), people of Latin America still experience poor living standards and face issues such as inequality,
injustice, corrupt governance, crime and violence (Arana 2019). As theorised by Levitsky and Way
(2002, p. 52) the politics of Latin American countries can be described as ‘competitive authoritarianism’
where democratic methods have become means for authoritarian leaders to compete for political
control. These countries have democratised due to external pressure such as dependence on and
linkages with the West in the post-Cold War era (Levitsky & Way 2020, p. 52). However, as they are
low-income, weak states with little or no tradition for democracy (Levitsky & Way 2020, p. 50), there is
simply not enough social cohesion for the citizens of these countries to actively participate in decision
making, which gives rise to opposing forces competing for power through unjust and violent means.
As a result, not only has Western democratic institutions been unable to solve the issues of Latin
American countries, these issues have prevented the proper execution of democracy.
The US invasion of Afghanistan is a more extreme example of how exported democracy has not
been successful. Twenty years have been spent to establish a democratic system, yet Afghanistan
today remains one of the poorest countries with a Human Development Index of 0.511, ranking
at 169 out of 189 countries (UNDP 2021). As argued by Schmeidl (2016), the failure of Western
democratic institutions in Afghanistan is another result of not considering context. Historically,
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Afghanistan had a long tradition of decisionmaking at a decentralised local level but the
imposed electoral system is a top down, highly
centralised political system (Schmeidl 2016,
p. 576). Due to this institutional mismatch,
and similarly to Latin America, elections are
manipulated and used by elites as a tool to obtain
control, while the opinions of the masses are
barely considered (Schmeidl 2016). Hence the
Western democratic model has not succeeded
in bringing democracy, nor has it fostered
development in any way. The system’s fragility
is completely exposed now that the country has
fallen back to the Taliban who are likely to rule
Afghanistan according to strict interpretation
of the Sharia Law (BBC News 2021).
Conversely, some alternative successful
models of development, particularly the ‘East
Asian miracles’ of Taiwan, South Korea and
Singapore, have relied on different degrees of
authoritarian leadership. Lee Kuan Yew (cited
in Halperin et al. 2004, p. 27), for example, once
famously said ‘I believe what a country needs
to develop is discipline more than democracy’.
One of the most common comparisons between
democracy and autocracy is that of China and
India, both developing countries (Investopedia
2021) with similarly large populations. Although
India had been the largest democracy, China
had outperformed India not only in terms of
economy, but also in delivering public goods
and services (Fukuyama 2014, ch. 3, par. 5).
Clearly, this is not to suggest democracy does
not work; but to simply think that enforcing
Western democratic institutions in some
developing nations with different histories,
geographies, cultures and demography would
boost development would be too idealistic.
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FUTURE PROSPECTS
Despite what has been discussed, it would be irresponsible to completely negate democracy. It does,
however, call for a revision of what democracy is and how it should be exercised. First, if we were to
look at democracy in terms of its ends, its achievement is a long-term goal. A state does not become
a democracy overnight, and an absolute democracy that has reached all ends and ideals has never
empirically existed (Lively 1975, p. 9). Hence, rather than holding that democracy is a universal value
with a Cold War like mindset and exporting the system to other nations, democratic nations should
look to demonstrate the advantages of their system so others would follow, much like what occurred
in the Third Wave.
Next, because democracy as an end is a long-term goal, the institutions and systems that support it
require reassessment. In a world where change occurs rapidly, one could not expect a perfect system
to function eternally without needing reforms. As has been articulated in this paper, many promises of
democracy, such as personal freedoms, shared power, transparency and accountability are not being
realised despite the enforcement of democratic institutions. Most importantly, context matters, and
the operation of democracy must be adapted to suit the specific conditions. For this specific reason,
it would also be irresponsible to blindly pursue autocratic measures. Though some autocratic harsh
methods could be effective in the short term, as we are speaking of long-term goals we must consider
more sustainable methods which involve the people making decisions about their own governance.

CONCLUSION
This paper does not in any way argue that democracy does not work or that it has been defeated by
autocracies in assisting development. Clearly, positive elements of democracy and the atrocities of
autocracies which history has repeatedly presented to us are undeniable. But in a Western dominant
world, there is a need to reconsider whether the system that had brought some countries prosperity
would be suited in every context. The incapacity of democratic institutions in developing countries
we are observing today requires us to re-examine the way we interpret democracy and consider how
this human ideal can be further realised for all.
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In the Face of Venezuela’s
Catastrophic Crisis:

Where Would Bolivarian Revolution Go?
In 2017, Orlando Jose Figuera, a 21-year-old
Venezuelan man, died after being beaten and
set ablaze in Caracas, Venezuela, by the antigovernment protesters due to his claim of being
an adherent of Hugo Chavez (Daniels 2019).
The violence was not only pervasive amongst the
opposition, but President Maduro’s repression
against them from 2014 to 2019 was viciously
brutal. The government used tear gas, firearms,
arrests and tortures, resulting in dozens of deaths
and hundreds of injuries particularly in 2017
(Human Rights Watch 2017). Venezuela, once
considered a leading alternative model of socialist
democracy under Hugo Chavez, has now been
described as a ‘troika of tyranny’ (Borger 2018) or
‘rogue group’ (Al Jazeera 2020) by the West and
its mainstream media. Such representations are
significant as they have given the West legitimacy
for its attempts to overtly overthrow the Venezuelan
government. However, the question is not about
how turbulent the crisis is, but rather, what the
future for Venezuela would be. Although it is hard
to predict, the internal dynamics of resistance at
the grassroots level indicate a slow, but significantly
revolutionary path towards Bolivarian socialism.
In examining this process, we must closely look
at the protagonist role of communes, along with
the strong solidarity of enduring Chavismo in
grassroots, which have formed radical participatory
democracy to counter both opposition power and
the corrupt government.
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Figure 1. Meeting of the national network of communes in 2011 by Red Nacional de Comuneros (Vaz 2016)

‘COMMUNE OR NOTHING’: HISTORY OF BOLIVARIAN
COMMUNES
In Venezuela, like any other state in Latin America, the long history of Spanish colonialism and US
imperialism is still pervasive. The persistent ‘coloniality of power’ (Quijano 2000, p. 216) reconstructed
particularly the structure of rural areas including their agricultural sector. Since the rise of oil in
Venezuela, the US has forcibly replaced the long-lasting Spanish colonial system of agriculture with its
own model, which privileged imperial corporations and former colonisers through deterritorialisation
of proletariats, urbanisation and a shift from a food-exporting country to the importing one (Felicien,
Schiavoni & Romero 2018, p. 3). These were significant shifts driven by the US and Venezuela’s allied
government that have solidified Venezuela’s dependence on foreign investments and petroleum dollars
while diminishing rural-based small farms. The overt economic intervention of the US government
was strengthened through the Washington Consensus that subordinated a big oil-reserved country
to the neoliberal market mechanism (Lander 2005, pp. 20-21). These (neo)colonial legacies also had
psychological consequences on colonised subjects, rendering them ‘incapable of planning, much
less self-government’ (Ciccariello-Maher 2020, p. 118). This, in turn, created a deformed ‘urban
macrocephaly’ (Ciccariello-Maher 2020, p. 118). where 94% of the Venezuelan population was
centred in urban areas, with more than 90% of the population dependent on food imports in 1998
before Chavez’s years in power (Purcell 2016, p. 296).
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In this context, revolutionary ideas and
communes at the grassroots level were diffused
even before the Chavez-era in 1989’s antineoliberal militant rebellion, called Caracazo,
along with guerrilla groups and rural
communities. Through various platforms –
including continual assemblies, planning for a
self-sufficient model, the local public's direct
participation and a series of elections – they
sought to empower themselves to be no longer
dependent on foreign powers nor national parties
(Azzellini 2016, p. 168; Ciccariello-Maher 2020,
p. 120). In other words, they endeavoured to
reorganise the existing power dynamics to
establish their own self-government with strong
solidarity. In particular, the Bolivarian commune
is distinct from Eurocentric communes and can
be characterised by its persistent armed resistance
against colonialism, locality, diversity and the
dynamics both from above and from below
supporting direct participatory democracy. Of
course, Chavez and his political ideology against
(neo)colonialism played a crucial role in driving
this movement towards social democracy. For
example, Chavez emphasised the role of the
commune as ‘commune or nothing’ for the true
Bolivarian Revolution. In practice, this involves
constructing a legal and political environment
for communal councils’ self-management by
implementing a series of laws including radical
Land Law and Agrarian Development (Fuentes
2021; Lubbock 2019, p. 295). This genealogy
of the Venezuelan revolutionary road from
below matters, as it not only sheds light on an
underrepresented history and its legacy on
contemporary practices, but it also encourages
Venezuelan people in the face of the current
crisis to decolonise themselves both objectively
and subjectively. The decolonisation through
communal movements is now enabling them to
124
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... decolonisation
through communal
movements is now
enabling them... to
define themselves
in their own terms...
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be capable of planning for autonomous organisation, to define themselves in their own terms with
their own governmental body.

COMMUNES IN PRACTICE
Then, today, how do communes operate throughout the state to counter both the Maduro regime and
foreign interventions? Certainly, there persists brutal challenges in Venezuela including deep polarisation
within internal politics, ongoing conflicts, hyperinflation, and especially, the severe sanctions from the
West, particularly by the United States. All these socio-political issues are threatening the security of
the majority, which have led almost five million people to flee (Witschge & Chughtai 2018; UNHCR
2020). Nevertheless, the revolutionary socialism of communal councils led by the grassroots in both
rural and urban areas work to combat these deep political and social challenges. For instance, El
Maizal, one of the biggest communes in Venezuela, is fighting for food sovereignty and self-sufficiency.
Built in 2009 with a constituency of now more than 2,000 families of farmers, El Maizal exemplifies a
revolutionary and sustainable political body with a bottom-up approach to producing corn, a primary
food resource (significantly controlled by the Venezuelan hegemonic agricultural corporation, Polar)
and livestock, which helped meet the food needs for more than 15,000 neighbouring families in the
middle of the economic crisis (Felicien, Schiavoni & Romero 2018). Most importantly, in principle,
communes like El Maizal are usually controlled directly by workers themselves without much support
from governmental institutions. Moreover, they are strong, consolidated social properties where all levels
of production, distribution and consumption are self-managed, leading to profits for all members by
eliminating intermediaries (Azzellini 2016, pp. 103-104). The structural system is also worth noting, as
there is no hierarchy, but an overarching ideology of Chavismo. Through ongoing popular assemblies,
negotiations, self-defining processes and participatory democratic decision making, communes as a
collective share emotions like hope, prospects, as well as anger and indignation against imperialistic
modes, and finally decolonises themselves from capitalist mechanisms and corporate monopolies.

CONCLUSION: WHY DO COMMUNES MATTER?
‘…Venezuela is the object of so many attacks. That’s because [the Bolivarian Process] strives for the unity
of the Latin American nation, but it is also an embryo, an experimental project, aiming to completely
transform society. The truth is that anything is possible here, if we don’t lose sight of the goal, which is the
abolition of capitalism and humanity’s liberation.’
Interview with Eduardo Rothe, Venezuelan philosopher, journalist, militant, and former member of
Chavez’s government (Marquina & Gilbert 2020, p. 186).
While it is critical to shed light on the underestimated roles of communes in Venezuela, we must
question, ‘what are the implications?’ and further, ‘why do communes matter in essence?’. Today’s
Venezuela is a social laboratory for radical participatory democracy at both the local and international
level. Venezuelan communes are not just limited to promoting alternative economic and political
125

People & Politics

models, but also involve the fundamental
deconstruction of society as a whole and a
reshaping of the tripartite power dynamics of
national government, communes and foreign
intervention. On the one hand, communes’
fundamental deconstruction entails grassroots
emancipation from every sector of society
including agriculture, culture, health, housing,
production, energy and revolutionary education
(Maya & Lander 2011, p. 68). Grassroots
movements have rebuilt a slow but progressing
Bolivarian society in urban and rural areas, one
which is historically autonomous, resilient and
self-manageable from government institutions
and foreign powers. On the other hand, by
putting communes as the central driving force
for the radical participatory democracy of the
Bolivarian Revolution, grassroots and workers
movements are capable of actively defining and
planning their own history in relation to other
powers. This is particularly important regarding
the Chavismo ideology, as a truly democratic
socialist society can only be sustained with the
base of solidarity, collectivity and autonomy
from below.
Nevertheless, communes still need to overcome
harsh challenges internally and externally. In
a context where neither Western mainstream
media nor the national government of
Venezuela shows interest in communes and
their practices, the neocolonial exploitations
from the US and its allies threatens the majority
of Venezuelans with hunger (CiccarielloMaher 2016). Also, the government’s intimate
and solidified relationships with the national
bourgeoisie in certain sectors keep undermining
popular power and its socialist commitments
(Ellner 2017). However, when you look at
the revolutionary genealogy and legacies of
126

Chavez in the grassroots’ discourse in the light
of persistent assemblies and direct participation
within communes, communal power from
below is the significant potential alternative to
overcome these challenges and move towards
Bolivarian socialist democracy.

“

... by putting communes
as the central driving
force for the radical
participatory democracy
of the Bolivarian
Revolution, grassroots
and workers movements
are capable of actively
defining and planning
their own history in
relation to other powers.
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INTRODUCTION
As the events of the Arab Spring fall further and
further into the past, the once hopeful outlook
toward the developmental potential of social media
has been stamped out by authoritarian regimes,
which have adapted to the parameters of the digital
space. The unprecedented uprisings that took
place across the Middle East saw new technologies
holding a megaphone to on-the-ground protests
and cries for democracy. However, a decade on, it
has become increasingly obvious that participatory
social media is not the ‘breaker-of-chains’ that some
Western scholars once anticipated it to be. When
discussing the conceptual ideas of participatory
development (a process supposedly accelerated by
social media) we must acknowledge the challenges
that online spaces pose for information monopolies
and their potential to facilitate international
discourses (Lynch 2012). In doing so, social
media provides greater opportunity for oppressed
voices to define their political connectivity and
identities. Nevertheless, it is impossible to ignore
the stranglehold that authoritarianism retains in
the post-Arab Spring Middle East. In fact, these
uprisings mark the inception of digitally-focused
policymaking across a multitude of states to
counter dissent in online spaces.
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AUTHORITARIAN DOWNGRADING: GOVERNMENT
CONTROLS IN THE DIGITAL SPACE
Moore-Gilbert and Abdul-Nabi’s (2021) framework of ‘authoritarian downgrading’ provides
an accurate depiction of the post-Arab Spring political landscape. It assists in unpacking current
authoritarian controls over media, which stunt development across the globe (Sinpeng 2019, pp.
28-37). ‘Authoritarian downgrading’ signifies the rolling back of performative democratic policies,
which left many Arab States vulnerable to the online organisation of protesters (Moore-Gilbert &
Abdul-Nabi 2021, pp. 5-8). This structure accounts for the newly developed tactics of infiltration and
suppression of online spaces by regimes in an unapologetic crackdown on freedom of expression.
Conceptually, this trend is important in understanding a similar hindrance to political development
outside the Arab world.
Participatory social media, like the spaces of Facebook and Twitter, are seen as crucial platforms in
advancing developmental processes in the age of the internet (Carpentier 2011, p. 111). Naturally,
these communication technologies and online spaces have been accepted as important tools in the
production of meaning and the mediation of our connection to the world around us. They are
accessible to all individuals with an internet connection. With this token, they play a fundamental
role in the creation, circulation and accumulation of contemporary discourses which ‘construct a
social world’ (Langlois 2012, p. 97). Such interpretations may explain the hopefulness of the scholarly
community following the Arab Spring protests. For example, Mark Lynch (2012, p. 181) contends that
‘one of the core pillars of the authoritarian Arab systems [was] shattered’ by the openness of public
discourse online. This school of thought saw social media as ‘a new public sphere’ with participatory
potential (Lynch 2012, p. 166). On the other hand, Nico Carpentier (2011, p. 112) warns that a sole
dependence on new media in participatory processes may give headway to technological-determinisms,
which may overlook the potential of top-down, non-participatory methods of media use. It is with this
foreboding prediction that we can understand Moore-Gilbert and Abdul-Nabi’s (2021)‘authoritarian
downgrading’ as a structure incorporating the authoritarian uses of social media.
Moore-Gilbert and Abdul-Nabi (2021, pp. 15-19) found that the digital strategies imposed by
the government of Bahrain in its ‘authoritarian downgrading’, impacted the ability of activists
to meaningfully engage in online discourses. This study, which points out the overbearing online
surveillance by the Bahraini government, problematises the seemingly unavoidable adoption of
social media by states. Considering this, we must acknowledge that alongside the development of
participatory social media use by individuals, reactive authoritarianism is adapting to infiltrate these
spaces in a highly sophisticated way.
In recent years, cyberspace has significantly shifted towards a political arena between world
governments and users. Following the 2014 military coup of the elected Thai prime minister, and
in response to an uproar from pro-democracy protesters, the current monarchist government has
continually expanded its online surveillance techniques (Laungaramsri 2016, pp. 195-213). In order
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to conquer the digital space from the inside,
the monarchy has weaponised the spread of
disinformation and used online entrapment
against its citizens. Clearly, increased social
media participation has only forced the
monarchy to adapt and evolve in its control over
political dissent in order to impede democratic
development.

“

... democratic
institutions
often guarantee
shared power,
accountability,
transparency and
the capacity for selfcorrection.
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A DIGITAL CRACKDOWN ON
PRO-DEMOCRACY PROTEST
IN THAILAND
Upon revision of the events that followed the
2014 Thai military coup, it is clear that the
military junta seized government with the
anticipation of online backlash (Laungaramsri
2016, pp. 198-200). The 2015 establishment of
a cyber-warfare unit by the military resembles a
swift and pointed reaction to potential protests,
similar to those of the Arab Spring. Concurrently,
the Royal Thai Police Force formed an
equivalent branch named the ‘Technology
Crime Suppression Division’. According to
information supplied by WikiLeaks, the unit’s
capabilities spanned to ‘covertly collect emails,
text messages, and phone call histories’ as well
as ‘uncover search history data’ (McDermott
2021). Likewise, the enforcement of Article 112,
better known as the lèse-majesté laws, continues to
present challenges to freedom of expression for
Thai citizens, especially online (Draper 2017).
This law was constructed to imprison those
who make disrespectful comments toward the
Thai monarchy. Wolfram Schaffar (2016, pp.
221-222) points to the entrapment strategies
of fascist Facebook vigilante groups established
by the Thai government to explain the rapid
increase of lèse-majesté convictions from five in
2005 to 478 in 2010. During pro-democracy
protests in 2020, the Thai government enforced
People & Politics

an emergency decree under the guise of COVID-19 safety measures, further tightening all political
articles, including Article 112. This allowed for an increased enforcement of lèse-majesté in digital
spaces.
Instances of ‘authoritarian downgrading’ in response to participatory media have also included the
banning and blocking of particular social media sites, as well as moves to sue sites like Facebook and
Twitter for allowing content considered illegal under Thai law (Sivasomboon 2020). Importantly,
while these spaces have produced remarkable challenges for Thai authorities to conduct information
suppression, they have led to Thai authorities adopting alternative methods of infiltration and
disinformation dissemination. The use of coordinated trolling via repurposed social media accounts
has become a responsive technique of the Thai authorities to these obstacles. Research conducted
by the Australian Strategic Policy Institute found that in October 2020, this strategy of coordinated
trolling was exposed on Twitter. The removal of 926 Twitter accounts was uncovered and linked to
a ‘covert information operation’ linked to the Royal Thai Army. Similarly, the report found a further
17,562 Twitter accounts which were ‘used in a large-scale information operation to increase traffic to
pro-monarchy hashtags’ (Beattie, Zhang & Thomas 2020).

Figure 1: Pro-democracy protesters push back against the Thai police during a demonstration (Anadolu Agency 2020).

A HOPEFUL LOOK AT PARTICIPATORY SOCIAL MEDIA
On the other hand, while it cannot be proclaimed that social media has broken the junta’s authoritarian
grip in any meaningful way, the digital space has nonetheless facilitated important discourses within
the pro-democracy movement. According to datasets collected by Nyblade, O’Mahony and Sinpeng
(2015, pp. 555-557), 2014 saw an explosion of political engagement by citizens via Twitter. The
dataset comprised 3.9 million tweets, collected over the period of October 2013-February 2014, which
mentioned keywords regarding Thai protests. As an outcry for democratic reform, this surge had
taken place prior to the May coup. And while the goals of these online demonstrations were derailed
by the coup, it nonetheless set the precedent of Twitter as a major platform used for political protest.
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It has been used consistently since and has facilitated the 2020-2021 Thai Free Youth Movement to
engage specifically on the website (Sinpeng 2020). During the 2013-2014 period, Thai Twitter users
also increasingly shared multilingual content to reach international networks and receive support
from foreign actors and communities (Beattie, Zhang & Thomas 2020). This tactic is emblematic
of a move towards digital global citizenship by pro-democracy protesters which followed into the
Thai Free Youth Movement. With this, we are witnessing a unique political connectivity initiated by
oppressed voices.

CONCLUSION
Thailand’s advertent crackdown on pro-democracy rhetoric and protest symbolises a continued trend
of authoritarianism, which remains unbroken in spite of expectations of the democratic potential of
participatory social media. The adaptation of State regimes to Web 2.0, which emerged following
the Arab Spring, has disproven the anticipated impact of cyberspace as a stepping stone towards
democracy. In saying that, while the achievement of democracy continues to remain out of reach
for Thai online activists, this case study nevertheless demonstrates the power and potential of
participatory development. It is undeniable that the internet has allowed for unprecedented discourses
and international solidarities, which may assist in the reimagining and redefining of the world of
oppressed individuals. Therefore, we must look toward the digital space with vigilant eyes.
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