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India's Private Health Sector:
The Development of Underdevelopment

Simran Borges
International Studies/Media (Communications & Journalism) III

There is no doubt that India has become a global leader in the health and biomedical sector. However, 
this advancement is more than just a sign of  India’s progressive times. India’s health system, while 
it has greatly advanced the country’s economy, has also led to the failure of  maintaining many basic 
structures for its public health sector (De Casto & Diwan 2007). I focus specifically on the privatisation 
of  India’s health sector and explore the ways in which it creates more harm than good for the country’s 
people. I do this in two ways. First, I explore how India’s private health sector puts all the power in 
the hands of  the elite. Then, I examine how and why privatisation puts a significant burden on the 
country’s poor. In doing this, I hope to outline how the development of  India’s private health sector 
has resulted in the underdevelopment of  its public health system. 

INDIA’S HEALTHCARE: ALL FOR ONE, AND NONE FOR ALL
Private healthcare is not a new concept for India. In fact, as Duggal (2003) noted, India has always 
had a very large private health sector. Scholars (Rao 2004; Qadeer 2011) have pointed out that 
India’s public health system has consistently been compromised on, ever since the country gained 
independence from the British in 1947. As Rao (2004) and several critiques of  Mahatma Gandhi 
argue, power was handed from the British to the post-colonial Indian elite. This put many elements 
of  Indian society, including the health system, into the hands of  the powerful, who were more 
preoccupied with economic achievements as opposed to ‘broader economic and social progress to the 
cast majority’ (De Costa & Diwan 2007, p. 270). Privatising the health sector thus gave power to this 
elite minority who implemented ‘vertical health programs’, including the promotion of  biomedicine, 
which were reliant on foreign support (Qadeer 2011, p. 55). This proved to benefit the Indian economy 
overall, as Sengupta & Nundy (2005, p. 1157) note, with India ranking among the world’s top 20 in 
terms of  its private spending. Consequently, however, this ‘neoliberal agenda’ (Simon-Kumar 2007) 
led to a grave divide between the elite minority and the poorer majority. The elites were in power to 
implement healthcare policies and were also the only ones reaping the economic and social benefits 
of  them. As Corbridge put it, ‘this elite failed to see their ambitions translated at a local level’ (2009, 
p. 309). Therefore, while the privatisation of  India’s health sector served the economy well, it has led
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Figure 1: Reaching the unreached: providing healthcare in the form of  micro-insurance, off-grid technology solutions, and basic 
education

to an unequal divide whereby a small elite minority are more focused on ‘national and international 
agendas for health service development’ (Banerji 2006, p. 623) as opposed to providing their citizens 
with comprehensive healthcare (Jindal 1998).

A NEGLECTED MAJORITY 
Secondly, although India’s private health sector benefits the country’s elite, it continues to neglect the 
needs of  its poorer majority. As Gangolli et al. (2005, p. 7-8) noted, India’s private health sector is 
perhaps one of  the largest in the world. However, its increasing monopoly over the country’s overall 
health system has led to a drastic decline in public health investment. These public health systems, 
which support more than half  of  the country’s 1.3 billion people (ICICI Lombard 2018), are ‘ailing, 
under-funded and non-responsive’ (De Costa & Diwan 2007, p. 270). This puts the lives of  millions 
of  Indian citizens at risk of  contracting completely preventable and curable illnesses and diseases. 
They have arguably been neglected by the private sector who have dominated the country’s health 
system – De Costa & Diwan (2007) note that it accounts for 77.4% of  all health expenditure. The 
consequences of  this, as explained by Yadavar (2018), have not been light. In a report published by The 
Lancet, it was revealed that ‘some 2.4 million Indians die of  treatable conditions every year, the worst 
situation among 136 nations’ (Yadavar 2018 & Kruk et al. 2018). This is a testament to how India’s 
preoccupation with advancing its economic goals through privatisation has failed its people. This is 
further emphasised by the country’s national health policy documents which were prepared ‘in isolation 
from macro-economic indicators and social determinants of  health’ (Rao 2004, p. 17). Essentially, two 
points are reinforced here. Firstly, that privatisation has given power to elites to construct their own 
discourses about health. Secondly, that the Indian government have reserved their focus on enhancing 
the country’s private health sector and in turn, have neglected its public health one – which a majority 
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of  its citizens rely on. Therefore, India’s strong 
focus on its private health sector has led to the 
abandonment of  the country’s already struggling 
public health system. While privatisation has 
generated striking achievements economy-wise, 
the adverse outcome has been that many basic 
structures for public health have been failing, 
‘especially for those at the bottom’ (De Costa & 
Diwan 2007, p. 270).

CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, India needs to re-examine 
its praise for its private health sector. Whilst 
it has bought about beneficial economic 
advancements and has made India a global 
leader in health (Sengupta 2005), it has proven 
to come with a deadly cost for the country’s poor 
and vulnerable. The private sector has proven 
to benefit the country’s elite minority, who have 
the power to implement policies that fail to meet 
local needs. Moreover, they have the power to 
set national agendas, which prioritise economic 
gains over the lives of  millions. Lastly, the focus 
on the privatisation of  India’s health sector has 
led to the neglect of  vital public health systems, 
which more than half  the population rely on.  
It is, however, possible for India to have both. 
There just needs to be a strong shift in the 
country’s priorities. As Figure 1 shows, India’s 
poorer majority are not demanding expensive 
health facilities – but they do need access to 
adequate health services. While an in-depth 
analysis of  recommendations to resolve this issue 
goes beyond the scope of  this essay, it serves as a 
foundation for future research and investigation. 
The rapid development of  India’s private sector 
needs to be moderated, otherwise it will lead to 
the underdevelopment of  its public health sector 
to a point beyond restoration. 



Page 8

Banerji, D 2006, ‘Distortion of  some of  the basic principles 

of  public health practice in India’, International Journal of  Health 

Services, vol. 36, no. 3, pp. 623-629, accessed 20 March 2020, 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.2190/8K21-TT0A-MPEV-UV7R. 

Corbridge, S 2010, ‘The political economy of  development in 

India since independence’, in PR Brass (Ed.), Routledge Handbook 

of  South Asian Politics: India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and 

Nepal, Routledge, United Kingdom, pp. 305-320. 

De Costa, A & Diwan, V 2007, ‘Where is the public health 

sector? Public and private sector healthcare provision in Madhya 

Pradesh, India’, Health Policy, vol. 84, no. 2-3, pp. 269-276, 

accessed 20 March 2020,  DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.

healthpol.2007.04.004. 

Duggal, R 2003. Privatisation of  healthcare in India. Published in 

Novib Newsletter, The Hague. Centre for Enquiry into Health 

and Allied Themes. Retrieved from: <http://www.cehat.org/

publications/1490943245>. 

future.agenda, 2015, Reaching the Unreached: Providing 

healthcare access to a rural community in India 2015, digital 

photograph by future.agenda, accessed 30 June 2020, <https://

search.creativecommons.org/photos/e625ed8d-2723-46ca-

9e92-a7767bf8e15f>

Gangolli, L., Duggal, R & Shukla, A 2005. Review of  Healthcare 

in India, Centre for Enquiry into Health and Allied Themes, 

Mumbai.

ICICI Lombard 2018, 56% of  the Indian population is still out 

of  the health cover net. 5 October, accessed 23 March 2020, 

<https://www.icicilombard.com/insurance-updates/detail/56-

of-the-indian-population-is-still-out-of-the-health-cover-net>

THE AUTHOR

REFERENCES

THE AUTHOR

rEFERENCES

Since studying International Studies, Simran has developed a strong interest in the world around her. Its complexity and
dynamic nature have made her more passionate about understanding how and why the world works the way that it does. 
Her specific areas of  interest include politics and international development. She believes that the first step to making any 
change is through knowledge and understanding, and through her work, she hopes to educate others so that they too can be 
better equipped to understand the world around them.

Jindal, S 1998, ‘Privatisation of  healthcare: new ethical dilemmas’, 

Indian Journal of  Medical Ethics, vol. 6, no. 3, pp. 85-86, accessed 

21 March 2020. Retrieved from: https://ijme.in/articles/

privatisation-of-health-care-new-ethical-dilemmas/?galley=html. 

Kruk, ME, Gage, AD, Joseph, NT, Danaei G, García-Saisó, S & 

Salomon, JA 2018, ‘Mortality due to low-quality health systems 

in the universal health coverage era: a systematic analysis of  

amenable deaths in 137 countries’, The Lancet, vol. 392, no. 10160, 

pp. 2203-2212, accessed 25 March 2020, DOI: https://doi.

org/10.1016/S0140-6736(18)31668-4

Qadeer, I 2011. Public health in India: Critical reflections, Danish Books, 

Delhi, India. 

Rao, M 2004, From population control to reproductive health: Malthusian 

arithmetic, Sage Publications, Delhi, India. 

Sengupta, A & Nundy, S 2005, ‘The private health sector in India 

is burgeoning, but at the cost of  public healthcare’, BMJ, vol. 

331, no. 7526, pp. 1157-1158, accessed 22 March 2020,  DOI: 

10.1136/bmj.331.7526.1157. 

Simon-Kumar, R 2007, ‘Neo-liberal development and reproductive 

health in India: The making of  the personal and the political’, 

Indian Journal of  Gender Studies, vol. 14, p. 3, pp. 355-385, accessed 

22 March 2020, DOI: 10.1177/097152150701400301. 

Yadavar, S 2018, More Indians die of  poor-quality care than due 

to lack of  access to healthcare: 1.6 million. IndiaSpend, 6 September, 

accessed 30 June 2020, <https://www.indiaspend.com/more-

indians-die-of-poor-quality-care-than-due-to-lack-of-access-to-

healthcare-1-6-million-64432/> 



Page 9

'Fair and Oppressed'
India's Commercialisation of Eurocentric 

Beauty Standards

Sashka Wickramasinghe
International Studies II

It is 2019 and my cousin is standing in line in a Sri Lankan store. She overhears the shopkeeper offer 
the customer in front of  her a product called ‘Fair and Lovely’. My slightly fairer-skinned cousin then 
walks up to the till and is simply told to have a nice day. This is just one of  a million different stories 
told across the world. The ethics of  skin-lightening cream has been a long-contested issue, especially 
in India, home to the billion-dollar company Unilever, creator of  ‘Fair and Lovely’. However, the 
debate has recently amplified due to the company’s controversial response to the Black Lives Matter 
Movement, promising consumers to remove the word ‘fair’ from the brand name (Pandey 2020) - 
but is this enough? Will this achieve justice for the countless individuals whose self-worth has been 
crumpled under the weight of  the Eurocentric expectations this cream has placed on them? 

As a young woman with a Singhalese background, this is an incredibly important issue to me. Whilst 
I will be focusing on the Indian experience in this article, it is important to acknowledge that the 
impact of  creams such as ‘Fair and Lovely’ is felt by humans across the world. I will unpack how 
skin-lightening cream, its advertisements, and its support from the Bollywood industry has affected 
the identities of  countless Indian people, examining the root of  the problem as evident in India’s 
lingering colonial vestiges. Through this analysis, I will determine whether ‘Fair and Lovely’ is igniting 
or dampening the potential of  many. 

DISTORTED SELF-IMAGERY 
It may be difficult for some to understand why so many ‘dark-skinned’ Indians feel the need to lighten 
their skin. Numerous pressures incessantly swirl around Indian society, making their effect somewhat 
unavoidable. The Indian advertisement industry is saturated with ‘Fair and Lovely’ commercials, like the 
one pictured in Figure 1, which all send the same problematic message to viewers. These advertisements 
generally convey the plot of  a sad-looking, dark-skinned individual whose life is transformed and 
immediately taken into a world of  success and love after using ‘Fair and Lovely’ (Nadeem 2014, 
p. 226). Unilever plays on their audience’s insecurities by promoting the idea that fairer skin will
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Figure 1: An advert for Fair & Lovely skin-lightening cream in Mumbai, 
India (Sole 2020)

empower them. This manipulative 
and demeaning marketing strategy 
correlates to objectification theory, 
in which individuals monitor and 
judge their own skin colour according 
to societal ideals (Prusaczyk and 
Choma 2016, p. 507) constructed by 
these advertisements, leading to self-
objectification and low self-esteem. 
Not all affected individuals may be 
actively consuming the advertisements.
However, they play constantly on the 

TV and surround cities on billboards (Bains 2018) to the extent that whether one realises it or not, 
their message can feed into the individual’s subconscious, causing anxiety and self-loathing. Thus, 
‘Fair and Lovely’ advertisements can cause consumers to develop a distorted self-image, yet they 
simultaneously claim to ‘fix’ the problem, leading individuals to desire a hyperreal, limitless life that 
Unilever has fabricated (Datta 2008, p. 1628).

Furthermore, the Bollywood industry is another source of  immense societal pressure regarding skin-
lightening. Bollywood films are at the height of  Indian popular culture, with lead actors and actresses 
being revered for their beauty and success (Datta 2008, p. 1631). As for any celebrity, supporters will do 
anything to live up to their standards, however unattainable. Top Bollywood stars have featured in ‘Fair 
and Lovely’ advertisements to endorse the products (Pandey 2020), resulting in consumers associating 
fair skin with fame, thereby increasing the likelihood they will become consumers. Moreover, popular 
Bollywood movie songs have made reference to ‘gori’, meaning ‘the fair one’, as the love interest 
(Chishti 2020), further emphasising the idea that fair skin invites romance and admiration. Therefore, 
both the advertisement and Bollywood industries increase Indians’ skin colour dissatisfaction and act 
as a catalyst for their desire to conform to these ‘illogical beauty standards’ (Bains 2018). 

COLONIAL PARALLELS 
While skin-lightening cream is described as India’s ‘post-colonial hangover’ (Pandey 2020), the 
obsession with fair skin began before colonisation. In pre-colonial India, higher social status was 
associated with lighter skin as it suggested that the individual did not ‘work in the sun or engage in 
manual labour’ (Meher 2010). This notion of  skin colour discrimination was exacerbated by the 
British Empire in which fairer-skinned individuals were seen as intelligent and attractive, and darker-
skinned people as primitive and inferior (Meher 2010). 

Although India has been an independent state for over 70 years, its citizens are not yet independent 
from the Eurocentric ideologies that the British relentlessly imposed on Indian society (Meher 2010). 
Due to the normalisation of  imperialist ideals in contemporary India, many individuals may not 
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realise the colonial parallels and perceive this is as a ‘modern day’ issue. However, this is a deeply 
rooted problem, meaning its eradication will take time and perseverance. Frantz Fanon discusses 
how the colonial narrative alienates dark-skinned individuals, creating the desire to assimilate into 
white society by wearing a white ‘mask’ in order survive the imperialist, and in this case, post-
imperialist world (Fanon 1952, p. 112, 194) This mask both tangibly and figuratively stifles a person’s 
individuality, yet enables them to feel some sense of  ‘inclusion’. Furthermore, the physically violent 
nature of  colonialism mirrors the internalised conflict faced by darker-skinned people regarding 
their self-perception (Nadeem 2014, p. 228), creating a feeling of  dislocation and estrangement from 
oneself. Therefore, the skin-lightening industry appears to blind and entrap individual consumers into 
colonial restraints, rather than celebrate their value.

A HALF-HEARTED RESPONSE TO ‘BLACK LIVES MATTER’
Before their recent response to the Black Lives Matter movement, Unilever’s handling of  criticism has 
often been deflective, displaying an unwillingness to change (Nadeem 2014, p. 232). The company 
has rejected claims that it perpetuates Eurocentric skin colour prejudices, or that it merely responds 
to the ‘unique demands’ of  its target market (Nadeem 2014, p. 232). They have even taken advantage 
of  skin colour biases in India as it has ‘created a desire for [its] product’ (Nadeem 2014, p. 232). 
This demonstrates the extreme ignorance of  Unilever, a company that clearly lacks consideration of  
prevalent social issues and chooses to focus solely on its business performance in monetary terms. 

This lack of  social consciousness prevails today. Shortly after the resurgence of  the ‘Black Lives 
Matter’ movement with the death of  George Floyd in May 2020, ‘Fair and Lovely’ started trending 
on Twitter in India, with many people demanding its advertisements and sales be stopped (Pandey 
2020). Unilever made a statement in response to the backlash, announcing that the use of  the word 
‘fair’ would be removed due to its negative connotations and promising to be more inclusive in future 
advertisements (Pandey 2020). Whilst some have embraced this response, others are not satisfied. It 
is yet to be seen whether simply changing the name of  a skin-lightening product will shift peoples’ 

" …skin-lightening industry 
appears to blind and entrap 
individual consumers into 
colonial restraints, rather 
than celebrate their value."
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mindsets (Pandey 2020). Even if  the creams are 
not being marketed in the same way, consumers 
are still buying and using it for the same reason: 
to have lighter skin. Thus, the core of  the 
problem continues to prevail, albeit more subtly. 
This subtleness could present a more dangerous 
issue. In a business-driven effort, Unilever is 
manipulating consumers to believe that progress 
is being made whilst simultaneously maintaining 
support for the product and potentially 
increasing sales.

Furthermore, Indian celebrities are also starting 
to call out Unilever on its practices and advertising 
techniques. Nayanika Chatterjee, model, 
suggested that Unilever’s response ‘may have 
been done to avoid a court case’, and that they 
are simply telling consumers what they want to 
hear (Chishti 2020). This suggests the company’s 
lack of  genuine care for the issue and emphasises 
their market-driven outlook. Corporate social 
responsibility is not about merely ticking a box, it 
is about utilising consumer control to encourage 
ethical behaviour and foster an inclusive and 
diverse environment. Moreover, Nandita Das, 
Indian actor, commented that ‘the fact it took 
so long for even a global company to stop 
spending crores on advertising on the absurd 
message…should tell us how much longer it will 
take to defeat the notion’ (Chishti 2020). This 
highlights that while surface-level change may 
have been achieved, changing the mindsets of  
individuals and the attitudes of  the Bollywood 
and beauty industries will take a lot more than 
altering a product name. Just like any issue, 
relentless activism and meaningful discussions 
are what will help transform societal perceptions 
surrounding skin-lightening cream. Positively, 
Das points out that Unilever’s action has at least 
sparked the start of  a much bigger conversation 

(Chishti, 2020). 

CONCLUSION 
It is safe to say that ‘Fair and Lovely’ may make 
peoples’ skin fair, but it does not make them 
feel lovely, at least not above any superficial 
improvement. The only way these engrained 
beliefs about fair skin can be eradicated is for the 
media, the Bollywood industry, and of  course, 
Unilever to take initiative (Chishti, 2020). They 
are the ones that have constructed this social 
paradigm, and they are the ones that must ignite 
and burn it. In the meantime, us dark-skinned 
individuals must continue to decolonise our 
minds, and our skin. 
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Locked Up in Malaysia's 
Lockdown: A Commentary 

Nur Farah Karim 
Arts III

In early July 2020, Al Jazeera released a documentary titled ‘Locked Up in Malaysia’s Lockdown’, 
investigating the impacts of  COVID-19 and the Malaysian government’s subsequent treatment 
of  undocumented migrants. This came after the country’s largest spike in cases was found to have 
originated in cramped detention facilities where undocumented migrants from suspected virus hotspots 
were being held (MedicalXpress 2020). The documentary featured scenes of  handcuffed detainees 
in facilities surrounded by barbed wires throughout the country’s CBD with armed troops surveying 
the area. The scenes depicted were a response to the government’s detainment of  undocumented 
migrants (many of  them from Bangladesh, Indonesia and Myanmar) under the guise of  securing 
public health and safety.

However, the documentary has sparked a riot amongst Malaysian citizens online, who claim that 
the documentary is untruthful and undermines efforts made by authorities during the height of  the 
pandemic. Many of  them have resorted to leaving angry remarks on social media, forcing Al Jazeera 
to disable comments on YouTube (Zack 2020). The Qatari-based news network has stood by their film, 
stating that they intended no harm in the production of  the documentary (Zack 2020). Nevertheless, 
despite the negative feedback, the portrayal of  the systemic exploitation of  migrant workers has 
ignited an important conversation among Malaysian citizens (Tasneem 2020). The discussion raises 
the question: is there some truth to the documentary’s findings? 

Figure 1: Military forces deployed to enforce the Movement Control Order (Ismail 2020).
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THE BACKBONE OF THE COUNTRY 
Malaysia currently has an estimated four to six million migrants in the country, including two to 
four million who are undocumented and lack legal status (Hkawng and Fishbein 2020). Many of  
them are hired in the construction, plantation, manufacturing and domestic help sectors (Gurowitz 
2000, p. 865; Djafar 2012, p. 704). Since the implementation of  the New Economic Policy (NEP) 
in the 1970s, the government’s pursuit of  economic growth has resulted in an unprecedented boom 
in industry demand for labour. This has led to both a rise in recruiting migrant workers to meet 
those demands, as set by local authorities, and the government turning a blind eye to undocumented 
migration (Gurowitz 2000, p. 865-866). According to Robertson (2008, p. 1) from the Fair Labor 
Association, approximately 25-30% of  Malaysia’s workforce is comprised of  migrants. Lured by the 
hope of  earning a higher income and the opportunity to satisfy demand for low-skilled workers, 
migrants are often the primary choice for employers, as many locals prefer highly skilled, high paying 
jobs (Djafar 2012, p. 703, 709-710). Despite the essential role held by foreign workers in Malaysia’s 
economy, the few government policies that exist do not effectively regulate their recruitment and 
treatment (Robertson 2008, p. 3).

MIGRATION POLICY IN MALAYSIA
In the 1990s, transnational migration and the influx of  undocumented migrants evolved into a national 
security matter that forced the Malaysian government to take several tough steps to curb illegal 
migration (Arifianto 2009, p. 620). One such change included the alteration of  amnesty conditions 
in which undocumented immigrants were forced to leave the country and reapply for a work permit 
from overseas via recruitment agencies as opposed to being allowed to stay on after being legalized 
(Arifianto 2009, p. 620). However, there was opposition to this policy by business groups, particularly 
in the construction and service industries, who claimed there would not be enough local workers to 
replace the outgoing migrants (Arifianto 2009, p. 620). In response to this broader economic need for 
migrant workers, the Human Resources Ministry attempted to implement a mandatory compensation 
insurance scheme for all legal workers, in the hope that businesses would provide adequate resources 
for their workers (Gurowitz 2000, p. 868). However, despite these attempts, the exploitation of  migrant 
workers by local employers and recruiters continues today.

"…despite these attempts, 
the exploitation of migrant 
workers by local employers 
and recruiters continues 
today."
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The laws surrounding migrant rights in 
Malaysia are ineffective, with many of  them 
exploited by local employers. Such actions put 
vulnerable groups at risk as their work permits 
can be revoked unilaterally due to strict legal 
requirements, i.e. migrant workers are required 
to work only for the employer that brought them 
into the country (Robertson 2008, p. 2). Once 
their employment is terminated, migrants are 
immediately subjected to arrest and eventual 
deportation (Robertson 2008, p. 2; Gurowitz 2000, p. 868). Following their arrest by authorities, 
many are remanded in custody at detention facilities. While the government has set up Special Courts 
in these facilities to oversee court processes, many workers do not understand the charges brought 
against them. This is because they are not given access to translators and legal counsel (Robertson 
2008, p. 2-3).

There have been attempts by the local government to promote equal treatment; an example of  this is 
the Policy on Recruitment of  Foreign Workers adopted in 1991 where wages, benefits and employment 
conditions will mirror those provided to local workers under relevant labour legislation (Robertson 
2008, p. 5-6). However, little has been done by employers and local governments to effectively enforce 
this policy. If  migrant workers were to file a complaint under Article 60 (1) of  the 1955 Employment 
Act, their contracts would be terminated by their employers, resulting in their immediate arrest 
(Robertson 2008, p. 6-7). Coupled with a lack of  support by the government, many documented 
workers are deterred from filing complaints due to the potential repercussions and disinterest of  the 
state (Gurowitz 2000, p. 868). 

MISREPRESENTATION: BUT BY WHO? 
Many locals were infuriated with the aforementioned depictions of  draconian government action by 
Al Jazeera, taking to social media to voice their opposition to the documentary (Khan 2020). Defence 
Minister Datuk Seri Ismail Sabri Yaakob called for Al Jazeera to apologise, claiming that their report 
‘does not seem to contain clear facts and is full of  baseless accusations’ (Anis 2020). Meanwhile, Al 
Jazeera has released statements standing behind the release of  the documentary, insisting that its work 
was ‘balanced and fair’ (Zack 2020).

The documentary has brought attention to the way in which migrant workers are treated in this country. 
It must be pointed out that these migrants are part of  daily life for the majority of  people in Malaysia, 
whether it is having them employed as domestic help or in elementary occupations (Loh et al. 2019, 
p. 19-20). Despite their constant presence in the economy, they are often scapegoated during times of
crisis for alleged increases in the crime rate and Malaysia’s moral degeneration (Dannecker 2005, p.
254). In the media, migrants are perceived as a homogenous entity and presented as a threat to the

Figure 2: Police officers wearing protective suits outside an
apartment housing undocumented migrants (Reuters 2020).
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security of  civil society, with disproportionate 
coverage being given to crimes committed by 
migrant workers, attacks towards the police 
force or even fights between local groups 
and migrants (Dannecker 2005, p. 256). By 
being consistently represented as a threat to 
national security, it is no wonder that locals 
and authorities are so strongly against the 
assimilation of  foreign workers into society. 

With undocumented immigrants completely 
dependent on their employers, perhaps blame 
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should  be  attributed to the employers, recruiters and government officials that allow these acts of  
exploitation to continue. By disabling avenues for proper documentation, support and checks towards 
employers that take advantage of  worker’s susceptible permit statuses, the Malaysian government has 
ensured that there are very few allies migrants can count on. 

CONCLUSION: SPARK OF A NEW DEBATE 
Th Al Jazeera documentary has revealed the injustices experienced by migrants in Malaysia who 
seek  a better future. Public responses have revealed the way in which migrants are viewed throughout 
the country, documented or not. This has brought much needed attention to a group of  minorities 
who are caught in a system that enables their exploitation. Expendable, replaceable and unwanted; 
Al Jazeera has revealed a facet of  the country in regard to migrant workers that many refuse to 
acknowledge. In spite of  the increasing need for workers in low-skilled occupations, little has been 
done to properly integrate migrants into Malaysian society. While the country’s government boasts of  
its multiethnic population (Naidu 2018), it seems that they draw a line in the sand when it comes to 
the treatment of  migrants.

Figure 3: Minister of  Defence urging Al Jazeera to apologise to the 
people of  Malaysia (Bernama 2020).
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‘SHOULD SOCIAL MEDIA BE CONSIDERED A PATHWAY FOR 
SOCIAL CHANGE?’

Social change is a journey. It starts with discussion and progresses to action. Dialogue and collective 
action are considered the ‘leverage points for genuine social change‘ (Isaacs 1996, p. 29), meaning 
change cannot happen without these fundamental steps. Social media provides a space where these 
two fundamentals of  social change can occur mutually, as social media platforms have been used as 
transnationally accessible public forums for dialogue regarding local and international social issues, 
and also as a tool for organising collective action in response to these issues. Therefore, this essay 
will argue that social media should be considered a path for social change, as it is able to support the 
fundamentals of  social change. This will be explored through a discussion of  social media platforms 
as accessible public forums for social dialogue and as tools for organising collective action for social 
change. However, social media does come with its own set of  challenges, as it has been privy to the 
spread of  misinformation across its platforms that have created some obstacles on the path to social 
change, which will also be discussed. These three aspects of  social media shall be discussed in relation 
to the 2019 global climate change social movement, that gained momentum mainly through the use 
of  social media.

The main function of  social media is to connect people and share information globally. Public social 
media platforms act as virtual forums that anyone with an account for these platforms can access 
and participate in. This provides a globally shared, accessible space where dialogue regarding social 
issues can take place. An example of  this is the social media platform Twitter and its role in the social 
dialogue surrounding the 2019 climate change movement, as it was a popular space for people to 
circulate information and to voice opinions about the climate crisis (Bouilanne et al. 2020, p. 210). 
This was done through Twitter hashtags, including the most prominent, ‘#FridaysforFuture’. This 
hashtag generated a transnational public forum of  collective dialogue that allowed people to ‘educate 
and raise awareness’ about the issue through the sharing of  information, group discussions and 
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expression of  personal opinions regarding the issue (Freelon et al. in Bouilanne et al. 2020, p. 210). 
This shows how social media can host the fundamental social dialogue that precedes social change, 
as people were able to effectively share and discuss the issue of  climate change through the functions 
of  Twitter. Furthermore, as ‘new levels of  dialogue can produce new levels of  coordinated action’ 
(Isaacs 1996, p. 29), this ability to collectively share information and opinions also generated unity in 
collective action regarding climate change through forms of  activism; the organisation of  which were 
also facilitated on social media.

As social media can reach a large public audience both locally and globally, it makes it a useful 
tool in the promotion of  united collective action to incite social change. By using social media, 
support for collective action can be generated as was seen during the climate change movement. 
The aforementioned ‘#FridaysforFuture’ Twitter hashtag ‘mobile[s]ed more than 1.6 million people 
around the globe’ in various forms of  activism, such as local protests and strikes in many different 
countries (Wahlstrom et al. 2019, p. 6). Although, the call for collective action is not the only facet 
in which social media played a part, as the logistics of  such activist movements were also facilitated 
through social media. Many of  the 2019 global climate change protests ‘were organi[s]ed with the 
help of  social media: the events were marketed and planned through Facebook’ (Savolainen et al. 
2020, p. 103). Therefore, it can be seen that social media acts as an effective tool in both gathering 
and organising collective action on the path towards social change, through the creation, promotion 
and execution of  activism events. However, this path towards social change that social media has been 
shown to facilitate through shared dialogue and collective action can be undermined by the spread of  
misinformation.

Social media is publicly accessible, meaning that anyone with a social media account has the ability 
to post and share information. This has shown to be beneficial for dialogical purposes as previously 
mentioned. On the other hand, misinformation can be spread just as widely. Misinformation 
can consist of  misleading or completely false information usually in opposition to social change. 
Motivations for spreading misinformation are numerous, but ultimately, misinformation is damaging 
to the possibility of  social change as it creates dissensus through the spread of  doubt, causing people to 
stop trusting any information on social media, regardless of  its perceived legitimacy (Treen et al. 2020, 
p. 9). The dissensus caused by the doubt sown by misinformation on social media means that it can be
challenging in garnering unified support for change. The climate change movement was somewhat
affected by misinformation on social media as ‘it has led to political inaction and stalled support for
climate action’ (Boussalis & Coan in Treen et al. 2020. p. 9). However, the sheer number of  people
mobilised into collective action for climate change through dialogue on social media outweighed those
that were stalled by misinformation. Therefore, social media can still be effective on the path to social
change, as long as the spread of  misinformation is contained through the reviewing and filtering out
of  false articles.

Overall, social media should be considered a path for social change as it allows the fundamentals 
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of  social change, dialogue and collective action, to occur on globally accessible public platforms. 
However, misinformation must be continually suppressed through methods such as review and filtering 
of  misleading articles, as to prevent it from causing the obstacle of  dissensus. Ultimately, social media 
has definitively had a positive impact how social movements occur in the modern day as it has created 
a path for dialogue and collective action surrounding the global climate change movement in 2019, 
ensuring that social change regarding climate change is one step closer.
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The Case for a Voice, and 
Why It Matters Now 
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Widespread Black Lives Matter protests in the Unites States of  America continue to spark 
demonstrations across the world. For Australia, a country still seeking to make amends for its own long 
history of  violence towards its Indigenous people, and ongoing systemic racism and disadvantage, 
these sentiments are both resonant and timely (Steinwall 2020).

It is now over one year since Ken Wyatt, newly appointed Liberal Minister for Indigenous Australians, 
announced his intention to work towards an Indigenous Voice to Parliament (a body which would 
represent Indigenous interests in policy- and law-making) (hereafter, Voice) and hold a referendum for 
some form of  Indigenous constitutional recognition within three years (Remeikis 2019). The lack of  
progress made in the year since this announcement is perhaps an unsurprising sequel to the Turnbull 
government’s 2017 rejection of  the Uluru Statement from the Heart, characterised as having ‘broken 
the heart’ of  Indigenous Australia (Conifer et al. 2017; Karvelas 2017).

THE CURRENT STATE OF THINGS
Prior to Minister Wyatt’s surprise announcement, various Coalition politicians (including the Prime 
Minister) had expressed concern that a Voice would be a ‘third chamber’, limiting Parliament’s power 
(Crowe 2019). Immediately following the announcement, politicians from within Liberal party ranks 
promised to fight the proposition for both a Voice and constitutional recognition, characterising such 
measures as divisive. They counselled the government to focus instead on more substantive issues of  
Indigenous disadvantage (Murphy 2019a).

In October, Wyatt launched his Voice to Parliament consultation committee headed by legal scholars 
and Indigenous leaders Professors Tom Calma and Marcia Langton. He confirmed the committee 
will pursue the goals of  a legislated Voice and Indigenous constitutional recognition separately (Harris 
2019).

These events raise three questions about the potential Voice: (1) will a Voice to Parliament achieve 
anything practical for Indigenous Australians, or is it merely symbolic?; (2) does the Voice need to be 
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inserted into the Constitution, and will it compromise Parliament’s ability to make laws?; (3) Is it racist 
and divisive for Indigenous people in Australia to have a special place in the Constitution and a Voice 
to Parliament? 

SYMBOL VERSUS SUBSTANCE?
The spotlight on Indigenous deaths in custody over recent months and the accusations of  systemic 
disadvantage still present in Australian society adds to the sobriety of  reflections on the path towards 
a Voice. With one in every four child suicides Indigenous, the gap in secondary school attendance 
continuing to widen, and one Indigenous death in custody every four weeks, wouldn’t government, 
media, and public attention be better spent dealing with these more substantive issues? (Dudgeon & 
Hirvonen 2019; Australian Government 2020, p. 34; The Guardian 2020). The perceived tension 
between symbolic and substantive measures is an ongoing saga of  Indigenous politicking (The Sydney 
Morning Herald 2005). Political representation for Indigenous people has been characterised as high-
flying symbolism – the enemy of  good, honest, progress. There are two reasons why this alleged 
conflict is a fallacy.
One: the efficacy of  policy measures relies on stakeholder input.

Following last year’s Federal election, Ken Wyatt became the first Indigenous person to hold the office 
of  Minister for Indigenous Australians, with his Labor counterpart Linda Burney also Indigenous 
(Synot 2019). This is implicit recognition on both sides of  politics that Indigenous policy must be 
driven by Indigenous voices.

Annual Closing the Gap reports since 2008 have shown some progress across a range of  health, 
education, and employment indicators (Biddle 2019). At the same time, they reveal areas of  systemic 
policy failure due to inadequate consultation with local communities (Allam 2020; Denny-Smith & 
Loosemore 2020). Submissions to the government-appointed committee on constitutional recognition 
attest to this failure, noting how Indigenous communities feel they have lost the ability to make decisions 
for themselves. A Voice to Parliament will guarantee local and regional Indigenous input – guiding 
policy and legislation to improve economic and social outcomes (Parliament of  Australia 2018a). 
Two: even purely symbolic measures affect concrete outcomes.

Uluru Statement from the Heart (Mayor 2017)



Page 24

National symbols build national ideology and 
trigger deep psychological association with 
normative values (Sahm 1999, p. 649; Sibley, 
Hoverd & Duckitt 2011, p. 495). This is true of  a 
national flag as well as more subtle symbols like 
historical commemorations, national holidays, 
or as applicable in this case, constitutional 
acknowledgement of  First Peoples and an 
Indigenous representative body. In celebrating 
Indigenous Australia, the changes wrought in 
national consciousness can have very real impacts 
on the racial bias that is still very much alive and 
kicking – racial bias that drives discrimination 
in hiring, racially charged sports culture, and 
racially profiled police brutality (The Guardian 
2020).

INCLUDED IN THE 
CONSTITUTION?
From the Hawke-era Aboriginal and Torres 
Straight Island Commission (ATSIC) to the 
recently defunct National Congress of  Australia’s 
First Peoples, Australia’s many iterations of  
Indigenous representative bodies have been 
easily sidelined and eventually disbanded after 
being declared ineffectual (Anthony 2010, Allam 
2019, Morgan 2019).
The Uluru Statement from the Heart was 
so adamant that a Voice be constitutionally 
enshrined precisely because this would guarantee 

"…the changes wrought in national 
consciousness can have very real 
impacts on the racial bias that is 

still very much alive..."

a minimum level of  access to policymaking and, as 
a result, substantive change (Chrysanthos 2019). 
While Minister Wyatt’s concession to pursue a 
Voice outside the Constitution is an attempt to 
create a workable consensus within his party, 
it neutralises exactly what would set the Voice 
apart from every other attempt that came before 
it (Murphy 2019b). Law firm Gilbert + Tobin’s 
submission to the Joint Select Committee stated 
that ‘[t]he Voice would both enable and compel 
us, finally, to listen’ (Parliament of  Australia 
2018b). Without constitutional entrenchment, 
this will not be the case.

The claim that the Voice will be a ‘third chamber’ 
to Parliament communicates the concern that 
it will limit Parliament’s power. This concern 
has been rejected by eminent legal experts 
in separate essays by former chief  justices of  
the High Court Murray Gleeson and Robert 
French (Wahlquist 2017; Appleby 2019). Former 
Deputy Prime Minister Barnaby Joyce publicly 
accepted this legal analysis when he apologised 
for calling the proposed Voice a third chamber 
(Koziol 2019). 

This characterisation is inaccurate for 
two  reasons. First, the proposed Voice is to 
Parliament, not in Parliament. Secondly, while 
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the Constitution will mention the Voice, legislation (and therefore Parliament), will determine its 
structure, composition, and function; it will, as former Chief  Justice Gleeson notes, be ‘constitutionally 
entrenched but legislatively controlled’ (Gleeson 2019, p. 14).

CREATING RACIAL DIVISION?
The third oft-repeated accusation is that both a Voice and Indigenous constitutional recognition will 
divide Australians on racial grounds (Albrechtsen 2019). It is true that both these measures treat one 
group differently from others. Does this have the potential to create racial division? 

It is worth noting that the Australian Constitution already contains what is referred to as the ‘races 
power’. The races power allows Parliament to make laws specific to Indigenous Australians, including 
Indigenous heritage laws and native title (Australian Government 2020; Cawthorn 2020). Logical 
consistency requires commentators who argue that the Voice is racially divisive and a ‘challenge to 
national unity’ also to advocate for the removal of  the races power altogether (Begg & Wild 2019). 

The races power is exercised on the understanding that, often, the most effective way to achieve 
positive outcomes for minority groups is through differentiated treatment. This idea is called the 
‘difference principle’ (New Internationalist 2004). It suggests that equality should not be mistaken for 
sameness, and that often real equality can be better achieved through a differentiated policy approach.

The Voice is vitally important in this context because the races power has been used in the past to the 
detriment of  Indigenous people. In the 1998 case Kartinyeri v Commonwealth, the High Court found 
this to be within the power of  Parliament, allowing the Howard government to circumvent heritage 
protection laws to build the controversial Hindmarsh Island bridge despite Indigenous objections. 
The core function of  the Voice would be to monitor this precise function of  the races power, thereby 
guiding the process of  differentiated policy (Appleby 2019). In creating better outcomes for Indigenous 
Australians, this will further the cause of  equality, and create a more effective democracy.

WHERE TO NOW?
By May 2020, Minister Wyatt noted that, due to the challenges of  COVID-19, the referendum for 
constitutional recognition will be delayed until after the next election as it is ‘too important to fail’ 
(Karp 2020). The next federal election is likely to be in 2022.

While we cannot know what will happen next, the Minister for Indigenous Australians needs to 
be reassured of  Australia’s support for legal change in the context of  its own Black Lives Matter 
movement. This might be through supporting the Uluru Statement from the Heart, continuing to 
voice support over social media, or reading up and engaging in  the multi-dimensional issues of  
Indigenous representation and recognition (The Uluru Statement 2020, Referendum Council 2019). 
Because, far from dividing us, a constitutionally enshrined Indigenous Voice to Parliament is one step 
towards making us more whole.
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PHOTOGRAPHER: KATARINA LLOYD JONES

TITLE: “The Forever Fires”

CAPTION: These photos represent two pivotal moments of  change in the Australian Psyche. The 
2019/2020 bushfires are symbolic of  the new normal for Australia as our changing climate continues 
to be ignored while also existing as a reminder that growth from destruction is still possible.
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We Need to Talk About Asian 
Anti-Blackness 

Agrima Shrestha 
Arts/Law VI

The image of  Tou Thao, a Hmong American police officer involved in the murder of  George Floyd 
has become a ‘symbol of  Asian American complicity in anti-Blackness’ (Yam 2020). As Black Lives 
Matter (BLM) protests gained global traction, the anti-Black sentiment in the greater Asian diaspora 
has reared its ugly head, begging for a greater interrogation of  how the Asian migrant has become the 
white man’s best friend. At what point did the Asian migrant cease to incite   ‘ yellow peril ’  and instead 
become  the model of  success ?  

The re-casting of  Asians from villains to sidekicks began with the 1943 abolition of  the Chinese 
Exclusion Act 1882 in the US to maintain the trans-Pacific alliance with China during World War 
II (De Leon 2020). To emerge the legitimate victor in World War II, it was imperative for the US to 
reform their immigration system, a system which Adolf  Hitler expressed deep admiration for and 
wished to introduce similar immigration regulations in Nazi Germany (Whitman 2017, p.12). So, 
the decision to abolish the anti-Chinese immigration policy was not motivated by altruism but for 
fear that anti-Asian racism would jeopardise the reputation of  the US as a global leader and disrupt 
national interests in imperial expansion (Yam 2020). The rehabilitation of  the Asian migrant image 
remained a crucial strategic component of  White House statecraft during the Cold War. The relative 
stability of  opposing blocs in Europe forced the ideological warfare between the United States and the 
Soviet Union into the recently decolonised states of  Asia, Africa and South America (Lee in Zhou and 
Gatewood 2007). It follows that America’s race issues became critical to US foreign policy, as captured 
in the Attorney General’s amicus brief  for the famous case of  Brown v Board of  Education (1954):

“The existence of  discrimination against minority groups in the US has an adverse effect upon our relations with 
other countries. Racial discrimination furnishes the grist for the Communist propaganda mills and it raises doubts 
even among friendly nations as to the intensity of  our devotion to the democratic faith.” (Ibid, p. 479).

Soviet propaganda was replete with criticism of  American police violence, Jim Crow laws and Black 
lynching (Roman 2007). The USSR propaganda machine regularly countered criticism of  the Soviet 
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government with the tū quoque fallacy ‘and 
you are lynching negroes’ (a popular Soviet 
catchphrase during the Cold War) (Ibid). And 
it was working. US diplomats were finding it 
very difficult to export liberal democracy to the 
recently liberated Third World. The widespread 
circulation of  brutal images concerning the civil 
rights protests that painted a violent picture 
of  America was only amplified by Soviet 
propaganda (Iofee 2017).  

Enter the model minority: a political narrative 
that would provide the perfect antidote to the 
White House’s race problem. Firstly, the model 
minority myth exported the American Dream 
narrative to the East, holding up Asian success 
stories as proof  of  equal opportunity in liberal 
democracies; a shining example that meritocracy 
works! (Lee in Zhou and Gatewood 2007). The 
amendments to the Immigration and Nationality 
Act of  1965 were instrumental to ensuring the 
self-fulfilling prophecy of  Asian success, as the 
new preference system observed an influx of  
professional Asian migrants; especially doctors 
and recent foreign medical graduates who 
accounted for 46% of  US medical practicing 
certificate holders by 1972 (Alam 2020, p. 4). 
This was an important message to legitimate 
US engagement in Asia and to counter Soviet 
criticism of  American race relations. 

The second function of  the model minority 
myth was to undermine the Black experience 
and civil rights protests by holding up the well- 
worn tropes of  Asian silence, stoicism and 
dedication as something to be ‘emulated by 
negroes and other minorities’ (Lee in Zhou and 
Gatewood 2007, p. 469). The subtext of  prolific 
media coverage on model minorities in the 
1960s by major news-outlets  was that the Asian 

Soviet Anti-Lynching Poster: Figure of  the Statue of  Liberty 
(Bezbozhnik u Stanka 1930)
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work ethic and political obedience was the key to overcoming racial barriers, rather than protesting 
(US News and World Report 1966)  . The successful assimilation of  the Asian migrant was further 
attributed to ‘solid two-parent family structures’ (Chow 2017) which complemented the views of  
the Johnson administration. The release of  the 1965 Moynihan Report blamed Black poverty on 
dysfunctional predominantly female-headed Black households. The success of  the model minority 
would go on to justify devastating cuts to critical social services and programs in Black communities, 
driving the wedge deeper between the two communities (Lee in Zhou and Gatewood 2007). The 
racialised hierarchy created by the model minority myth endures today as Asian American migrants 
are given closer proximity to whiteness and afforded more favourable treatment than Black people.

But Tou Thao, as a Hmong American, does not fit the highly educated ‘Crazy Rich Asian’ profile of  
the model minority. The greater racial status afforded by the model minority myth only partly explains 
the anti-Black sentiment amongst Asian diasporas. In homogenising the entire Asian immigrant 
experience, the model minority stereotype masks social problems within Asian refugee communities. 
According to Asian Americans Advancing Justice, Hmong Americans like Thao are amongst the 
lowest socio-economic ranking Southeast Asian ethnic groups in the US, with approximately ‘60% on 
low income and more than 1 of  4 living in poverty’ (SEARAC 2020, p. 10). Following the Vietnam 
War, the Hmong arrived in the US as refugees and were resettled into areas that were predominantly 
poor and Black (Yam 2020). It is within this context that many Asian refugees came to perceive the 
Black community as rivals for very limited resources and social services (Ibid). Therefore, the same 
model minority myth that elevated Asian migrants and was used to justify cuts to social services for less 
assimilated Black communities, ended up generating welfare policies that harmed Asian Americans. 
Anti-Blackness amongst Asians has been so insidiously internalised that it props up a $4.8 billion-dollar 
(USD) skin whitening industry . Many Asian migrants carry colourist attitudes from their countries of  
origin, rooted in caste or indigenous discrimination, that often  translates into anti-Black racism. 

The combination of  the model minority mythos, resource rivalry and colourism serve to contextualise 
Asian anti-Blackness and speak to the deafening Asian silence on the BLM movement. The presence 

"Many Asian migrants carry 
colourist attitudes from 
their countries of origin, 
rooted in caste or indigenous 
discrimination..."
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of  Tou Thao at George Floyd’s murder has brought the conversation on Asian anti-Blackness to the 
fore and ignited a conversation amongst Asian diasporas  globally . Whilst I have mapped the history of  
Asian anti-Blackness in the US, the problem is not uniquely American. The American model minority 
myth has influenced perceptions of  Asian migrants in other Western countries (Wong 2018) and 
consequently similar tensions with black communities have manifested. While the racial dynamics 
in America are obviously not identical to all Western countries, anti-Blackness remains a constant in 
Asian diasporas (Ibid, p. 103).

Asian anti-Blackness does not flatten the experience of  anti-Asian racism, but it rightly questions 
how Asians have been used to uphold institutions of  systematic racism. The resurgence of  anti-Asian 
racism as President Trump renamed Covid-19 to the ‘Chinese Virus’, should be a wake-up call to 
Asian diasporas that we are the model minority only when it is politically convenient (Gaudefroy and 
Lindaman 2020). The public reckoning of  Thao and social grappling with Asian anti-Blackness has 
ignited a palpable desire to dismantle Asian anti-Blackness, evident in projects like Letters for Black 
Lives. This Asian American/Canadian initiative creates multilingual resources to help families talk 
about anti-Black racism and police brutality. The innovative use of  Tik Tok and Instagram to engage 
young Asians in conversations on anti-Blackness is a hopeful indication that the Asian community is 
now refusing to be a tool to undermine Black experiences. 

THE AUTHORTHE AUTHOR

Agrima is a final year Arts/Law student with key interests in human rights and international criminal law, specifically 
in the Asian and Middle Eastern region. She recently returned from India studying Gender and Comparative Legal 
Systems and hopes to pursue a career in the international criminal law space.
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Mainstream Media Ignited 
the Fall of Bolivia 

Marc Sidarous 
Journalism (Postgraduate) 

On 10 November 2019, Bolivian President and leader of  the MAS (Movimiento al Socialismo or 
Movement for Socialism) party, Evo Morales, resigned his position after sustained, organised, and 
often violent protests against the declared election results of  one month prior (BBC 2019). Opponents 
took to the streets after Morales crossed the threshold for victory, without the need for a runoff election 
– with protestors alleging the election was fraudulent to Morales’ advantage. The military shifting
allegiances away from Morales, coupled with the Organization of  American States (OAS) concluding
the elections were indeed fraudulent (OAS 2019) sealed Morales’ and Bolivia’s fate. The findings of
the OAS, as well as a general sentiment that Morales possessed authoritarian tendencies, was validated
by several mainstream, global news organisations including: The New York Times – ‘(Morales) resorts
to brazenly abusing (his) power and institutions’ (NY Times Editorial Board 2019); The Washington
Post – ‘The electoral tribunal, which he controls, then moved to falsify the results’ (WP Editorial Board
2019); and The Guardian/Observer – ‘…his rule had lately taken on an authoritarian tinge’ (The
Observer Editorial Board 2019).

Mass media is critical in shaping public opinion about foreign policy (Baum and Potter 2008), as the 
fourth estate are considered the arbiters of  what is truth. The media’s criticisms of  former President 
Morales validated allegations that Morales was an authoritarian, that the election was rigged and that 
ultimately, democracy in Bolivia was better served by the removal of  its first indigenous leader by coup 
d’état. 

The media took the OAS, an organisation that recently apologised for its role in the removal of  a 
democratically elected government in Dominican Republic (Dominican Today 2015), at face value 
with little scrutiny, scepticism or questioning of  the organisation’s findings – actions antithetical to the 
American Press Institute’s (API) elements of  journalism, such as an obligation to truth and verification 
(API 2020). At the time, questions were raised by some international relations think tanks as to the 
substance of  the allegations against Morales (Centre for Economic and Policy Research 2019), which 
were largely ignored by most mainstream outlets. 
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Bolivian democracy, unlike last October, is in an actual crisis. State-sanctioned violence is now 
routine, Indigenous Bolivians are persecuted, and the country’s ‘interim’ president is a member of  the 
minority white, ultra-Catholic, ultra-conservative establishment who has thrice postponed elections 
planned for 2020 (Greenwald 2020). These same media organisations are now beginning to examine 
the validity of  the allegations against Morales, but it may be too late for Bolivia.

ALLEGATIONS AGAINST MORALES AND MAS
The central and largest allegation against Evo Morales and MAS is that their elections victory last 
October could not have been possible without massive amounts of  vote tampering and voter fraud. 
Detractors of  Morales alleged the slew of  votes in Morales’ favour in late-counted ballots were 
fraudulently obtained. The OAS endorsed these claims in their audit of  the election, stating it would 
have been improbable for late-counted votes to tip the scales in Morales’ favour, and claiming to have 
found evidence of  stuffed ballots, system irregularities and fraudulent voter rolls (OAS 2019). Outlets 
such as The Washington Post took the proposition that votes counted early in the night will show the 
same results as votes counted later in the night at face value (WP Editorial Board 2019). This has 
never been true in any democracy ever. Different types of  people vote at different times and votes are 
counted at different times. In Bolivia’s case urban vote centres (where MAS is weaker) was counted 
before rural voting centres (where the reverse is true). In the supposed greatest democracy in the world, 
the United States, this pattern of  late counted votes not matching early counted votes has been and 
will continue to be observed. In the last US Presidential election, for example, Hillary Clinton led in 
the early count in the critical state of  Pennsylvania. As more votes were counted, Ms Clinton’s lead in 
the state slowly eroded as Trump supporting rural areas were counted. Mr Trump won Pennsylvania. 
The OAS, nor The Washington Post, believed this to be evidence of  voting irregularity.

"Bolivian democracy, 
unlike last October, 
is in an actual crisis."
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Besides allegations of  an unfair process in the 2019 election, many media outlets pointed to other 
facets of  Morales’ rule that they claimed were authoritarian in nature. A favoured attack on Morales 
is that he was not constitutionally eligible to run for a fourth term. Establishment media will correctly 
point to the narrow defeat of  a constitutional amendment in 2016 to abolish term limits (a vote that 
occurred under Morales but did not result in his favour, I must point out) to back their claim of  Morales’ 
ineligibility. However, it is often omitted that the Bolivian judiciary system (that is independent of  
both the executive and legislative branches, and unlike many other nations, is an elected body) found 
term limits as being against the American Convention of  Human Rights and subsequently abolished 
them (Reuters 2017). The New York Times reported this ruling was a result of  Morales’ populist and 
authoritarian tendencies, claiming the Supreme Court of  Justice to be ‘stuffed’ with Morales loyalists 
(NY Times Editorial Board 2019). Again, Bolivia’s highest court is a democratically elected body, 
unlike in the United States or Australia for instance, and by definition could not be stuffed by any 
single government. 

CURRENT SITUATION IN BOLIVIA
After the resignation and exile of  Evo Morales, the top echelons of  MAS were also forced to flee the 
country or risk imprisonment or death at the hands of  Bolivia’s military. As the party was so dominant 
electorally, that highest ranking elected official left in office was Jeanine Añez of  the conservative 
Democratic Social Movement or Movimento Demórata Social (MDS). Añez held, what was thought as, 
the ceremonial role of  second-vice president of  the Bolivian Senate, as her party only held four 
seats in the chamber, before succeeding Morales by default. Four days after assuming the office of  
President, Añez issued a decree absolving military and police personnel of  any liability, criminal or 
civil, when ‘acting in the defence of  the state’ (Human Rights Watch 2019). The decree was a call 
for state-sanctioned violence against opponents of  the interim regime, including ethnic minorities, 
the working class, and rural peasantry. Critics of  Añez have been attacked by paramilitary groups, 
and in one case, a female graduate student was threatened with rape and death by supporters of  the 
President (Forster 2020).

COVID-19 has not spared Bolivia. Under the leadership of  Añez, nearly 79,000 Bolivians (including 
the President herself) have tested positive for the coronavirus (Worldometer 2020). Hospitals in La Paz 
and other major cities are over capacity, mass graves are being dug to deal with the high death rate, 
and Bolivia’s poor have been the hardest hit (Al Jazeera 2020). While it cannot be known how Morales 
would have managed COVID-19, it is clear that Bolivians are suffering immensely right now under 
the interim government of  Añez.

MAINSTREAM MEDIA’S BELATED RECALCITRANCE
On 27 February 2020, election researchers John Curiel and Jack Williams of  the Massachusetts 
Institute of  Technology (MIT) published a statistical analysis in the Washington Post – the paper that 
three months earlier lauded the removal of  Morales – that cast doubts on the claims of  voter fraud 
swaying the election result for Morales in Bolivia. The researchers explicitly rebuke the OAS’ claim of  
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voter fraud and instead question the methodology of  the OAS audit of  the 2019 election (Curiel and 
Williams 2020). Similarly, on 7 June 2020, the New York Times published an independent analysis to 
Curiel and Williams’ that also posed significant questions as to the legitimacy of  the OAS’ findings 
(Kurmanaev and Trigo 2020). To be clear, these are not explicit admissions of  wrongdoing or remorse 
by either outlet, but they are welcome, proper, journalistic investigation. It is far too late, however. 
Both of  these legacy newspapers helped to perpetuate, without any questioning, the ouster of  Morales 
and the crumbling of  Bolivian democracy.

CONCLUSION
There is scant evidence that voter fraud re-elected Evo Morales in October 2019. There is evidence 
to suggest a determined, powerful and racist opposition could no longer accept rule by a socialist, 
indigenous President. Orwellian double-speak of  authoritarians removing the democratically elected 
leader in the name of  democracy was validated by global, liberal, media institutions. No one but 
these outlets can know whether their actions were wilful or ignorant. Neither case absolves the fourth 
estate. The Bolivian people are suffering, its democracy may never recover and establishment media’s 
unwillingness to question authority is partly to blame.
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An unprecedented revolutionary wave has been ignited across Lebanon despite the COVID-19 
pandemic, and the people are united across party and sectarian lines (Haugbolle 2019). If  this 
communicates anything, it is that Lebanon’s situation is not too controversial, complex, or inflexible 
to solve. Now that the people are finally united, it is time to demolish the deeply embedded sectarian 
structure of  political representation that has kept the country divided for too long.  What started 
in October 2019 as protests against government taxes designed help offset the country’s significant 
debt, quickly gained momentum and erupted into a revolution. Since then, Lebanese citizens have 
been gathering across the country to protest austerity measures, the corrupt political oligarchy, and 
impending economic collapse (Amnesty International 2020).

The most significant and surprising aspect of  this phenomenon is that the hallmark of  the revolution 
is the outright rejection of  the confessional power-sharing system established during French colonial 
rule (Battah 2019; Kisthardt 2013, p. 10). Despite the 15-year civil war still weighing heavily on the 
collective Lebanese consciousness, protesters have denounced the ruling elite – former militias turned 
political parties – who have been poorly running the country for over 30 years (Rizkallah 2017, p. 
2059). ‘Kelun yani Kelun!’ (All of  them means all of  them!) is the trademark slogan of  the revolution, 
calling for the resignation of  all members of  the ruling elite and their patronage networks because 
they are all accountable for the country’s many problems (Battah 2020). This is shouted not only on 
the streets of  Lebanon, but all over the world by the Lebanese diaspora protesting in solidarity against 
the very problems that urged their families to leave their homeland (Ali Ahmad 2019). 

CONFESSIONALISM: LEBANON’S POLITICAL FRAMEWORK
For over a century, Lebanon’s government has been divided along stringent religious lines. There are 
18 officially recognised sects, each with their own governing rules; twelve Christian, four Muslim, 
the Druze, and Judaism (Reiche 2011, p. 269). And while this has undoubtedly contributed to the 
richness of  Lebanese history and culture, it has also made it tremendously challenging to self-govern. 
With a population of  roughly 6.8 million (including Syrian and Palestinian refugees) and the lack of  
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"It is not unfounded to say that 
the Lebanese Constitution is 
fundamentally contradictory."

a single sect constituting a demographic majority, majoritarian rule is an unfamiliar concept (World 
Bank 2019). Instead, the Lebanese have relied on a sensitive power-sharing arrangement designed to 
ensure political representation for all religious groups. The 128 seats in parliament are divided equally 
between Muslims and Christians, and then proportionally split among the different denominations 
within each religion (Salamey & Payne 2008, p. 459). It also follows that cabinet positions, the civil 
service, and public sector employment are divided among the majority sects, allowing each to carve 
out spheres of  influence (Obeid 2009, p. 104). A key feature of  this political structure is the National 
Pact of  1943. An unwritten agreement designates the top positions of  public office to the sects that 
account for the highest percentages of  the population (Nassar 1995, p. 248). Therefore, it is still the 
case that the President must be a Maronite Christian, the Prime Minister a Sunni Muslim, and the 
Speaker of  Parliament a Shiite Muslim (Nassar 1995, p. 248).

Why is this problematic? Because the governmental structure is grounded in demography. The current 
system is based on the data of  the 1932 census, wherein a slim majority of  the population were 
Christians (Barshad 2019). However, this is no longer the case. Political representation and power are 
supposed to be distributed according to the ‘proportional size of  each confessional sect’ (Maktabi 1999, 
p. 220). And yet, there has been no official census in 88 years. The government persistently refuses
to undertake a new census because of  fears that new demographic data would trigger a ‘renewed
bout’ of  inter-communal violence (Ramadan 2019). It is not unfounded to say that the Lebanese
Constitution is fundamentally contradictory. It sets out the judicial, political and civic equality of  all
Lebanese citizens while simultaneously institutionalises inequality because they are inherently subjects
who belong to a system of  ‘hierarchized religious communities with unequal access to political power
and public office’ (Traboulsi 2012, p. 110). Furthermore, citizens can only vote for candidates from
the specific sects running in their district which they belong to (DW News 2019). Nor is it unfounded
to say that the sectarian system is a major cause of  government dysfunction. Its mechanisms ingrain
political divisions and make peaceful, productive cooperation across religious lines very challenging.

A SOURCE OF GOVERNMENT DYSFUNCTION
Cabinet decisions must be approved by a two-thirds majority, meaning that leaders have to put aside 
their sectarian differences to achieve progress. This has been proven to be a difficult feat (DW News 
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2019). Consider the fact that it 
took the government nine years to 
run the parliamentary elections of  
2018, or that it took 12 years for 
a budget to finally be approved in 
2017 (Ajroudi & Chughtai 2018; 
L.R.S 2017). Moreover, President
Michel Aoun was finally elected in
2016 after a political deadlock left
the post empty for over two years
(BBC 2016). These are only some
of  the consequences of  political

paralysis that have troubled Lebanon. As solving even the simplest of  problems is difficult, the country 
is left without functioning necessities. Electricity is still rationed from war-time Lebanon, meaning 
that residents get between ‘three and 12 hours’ of  electricity a day; there are ongoing water and 
internet shortages; and the garbage crisis which has left the country ‘drowning in its own waste’ since 
2015 (Hatoum 2020; Galer 2018). But perhaps the most indisputable reminder of  the government’s 
ineptitude is the Beirut explosion on August 4 that left over 220 dead, 5000 injured and 300,000 
homeless (BBC 2020). Reports indicate that the blast was caused by 2,750 tonnes of  ammonium 
nitrate – a highly explosive material that can be utilised as a fertiliser and to make bombs – that was 
unsafely stored at Beirut port, a residential area, for over 6 years (BBC 2020). In this regard, even 
the most ‘die-hard’ supporters of  the political establishment have expressed the desire for a more 
functioning state (Battah 2019). Lebanon’s problems do not just stem from incompetence but from 
‘ruthless competition and sabotage between rival parties over lucrative…contracts’ (Battah 2020). 
The political parties and their patronage networks also keep their sects reliant upon them by providing 
services – education, healthcare, employment opportunities – where the state is purposefully kept 
absent (Kingston 2001, p. 62; Mouawad & Bauman 2017, p. 60). Would you not be loyal to the people 
who feed you even if  it meant that power remained concentrated in the hands of  a few?

THE DEMANDS OF THE PEOPLE
The Lebanese protestors are claiming that sectarianism is a tool used by politicians for their personal 
gain, and there are decades of  scholarship that support this (Soussi 2019). Aside from stealing public 
funds, sectarian political parties rely on ‘archaic methods’ of  violence and manipulation to repress 
discontent; deploying their private militias and thugs, promises of  reform, fear of  economic collapse, 
blaming other parties, and insisting that there is no other alternative to the political system (El Houri 
2019). Hezbollah and Amal Movement are two Shia political parties whose supporters have recently 
violently clashed with protestors and the Lebanese Army (France24 2019). Furthermore, PM Hassan 
Diab’s government, which was elected in January 2020 and resigned following the Beirut blast, was 
endorsed by these groups along with the Free Patriotic Movement – the party of  the President (BBC 
2020). This government has unsurprisingly failed to alleviate any of  the issues burdening the country 

Even Lebanese students are sacrificing their education in pursuit of  a more 
functional and peaceful country. (Amro 2019)
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because it was never intended to. Despite demands of  protestors for an independent, technocratic 
government, the same politicians of  the previous administration are involved in the new one (Maksad 
2020). Indeed, supporters of  the current confessional framework insist that it is the only viable way 
to guarantee peace and equality in a country with such a diverse religious mosaic. These people 
seem to ignore the internecine Civil War of  1975-1990, which was partially fuelled by sectarian 
tensions. Some 200,000 people died and 1 million were displaced, meaning that virtually no family 
was untouched by the conflict (Houssari 2020). This revolution, weary of  its past, has been largely 
peaceful. Lebanon’s truth is unambiguous: the formation of  a ‘broad, national and secular Lebanese 
citizenship’ is repeatedly overlooked in the pursuit of  exclusionary communal interests because it was 
upon this framework that the state was founded (Makdisi 2001, p. 19).

CONCLUSION
The chasm between the discourse of  the political parties and protestors is wide. The people are 
saying that they no longer want the political system, cultural identity, and social foundations to revolve 
around rival sects with rival interests (El Houri 2019). Rather, they desire a secular civil code to govern 
them all, as opposed to religious regulations (Zalzal 1997, p. 37). They are tired of  politics being 
reduced to a ‘zero-sum game’ of  controlling state resources, and of  leaders and their foreign allies 
continually trying to tilt the balance of  power in their favour, with no regard for citizenry or a cohesive 
national program (Salamey & Payne 2008, p. 456).  They now see past the ‘Us vs. Them’ rhetoric 
and the superficial fear that has kept them divided (Traboulsi 2012, p. 240). This is no longer a true 
representation of  Lebanon. The sanctity of  the previously sacrosanct political leaders is shattered.  
The system is old, and the movement is young. Change will not happen overnight, but now that the 
people are finally united, Lebanon can change.
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In the early hours of  Sunday morning, a sea of  people adorned in crisp white cloth flock to the banks 
of  the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. As we submerge ourselves into sacred water, our motherland 
recedes further into the shadows. Today, we, the Sabean-Mandaeans of  Iraq, are on the verge of  
cultural extinction (United Nations Human Rights Council 2017, p. 17). 

On 17 October 2019, Sattar Rahman, Chief  of  the Sabean-Mandaean Sect in Iraq, along with 
the Alliance of  Indigenous Nations of  the Middle East, issued a joint proclamation expressing their 
commitment to preserving the ‘ancient cultures, religions and ancestral lands’ of  their collective 
peoples. Renewed bids to establish independent regions in Iraq have gas-lit the age-old struggle of  
Indigenous minority groups in their quest for self-determination (Alliance of  the Indigenous Nations 
of  the Middle East 2019). 

THE ‘BAPTISERS’ OF ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIA
Sabean-Mandaeans are an ethnic and religious minority indigenous to the marshes of  the Tigris and 
Euphrates rivers in southern Iraq, the once adorned epicentre of  ancient Mesopotamia (Minority 
Rights Group International 2017). Following a systematic policy of  ‘Arabisation’ under Iraq’s former 
Ba’ath government, sectarian violence post-2003 invasions, and mass killings at the hands of  brutal 
ISIS insurgents, our population in Iraq is almost non-existent (Middle East Research Institute 2017, 

Members of  the Sabean-Mandaean community in 
Sydney, Australia gather on the bank of  Penrith’s 
Nepean River to celebrate Dehwa Honina (Hegarty 
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"…this newly created social 
space for competing sovereign 
participation institutionalised 
a system of difference."

p. 6). From 60,000 in early 2000 to less than 5,000 by 2016, only 10% of  Sabean-Mandaeans remain
on ancestral lands (United Nations Human Rights Council 2017, p. 11). Our language, Mandaic,
is the only surviving Aramaic dialect and is listed as ‘critically endangered’ by the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO 2017). Without proximity to our
marshes, the rhythm of  all our sacred rituals, our religion is rapidly deteriorating (Yoldi 2017, p. 7).

ETHNIC SECTARIANISM, TERRITORIAL OLIGARCHY AND 
EXCLUSIONARY POLITICS 
The key to understanding the exile of  Sabean-Mandaeans lies in the three sites at the heart of  nearly 
all deep-seated conflict in Iraq – national identity, territorial security and political monopoly. In 
Iraq, sovereignty has historically been characterised through violence and exclusion (Al-Khalidi and 
Tanner 2007, p. 6). International agents, local insurgents and state military forces crafted an Iraqi 
state based on ethnic identities and their corresponding entitlements to territorial autonomy and 
political independence (Dodge 2019, p. 111). These visions for ethnic sectarianism, much like the 
territorial boundaries in the 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement, were mapped onto the human bodies of  
the masses (Ali 2011, p. 6). 

Iraq’s Constitution of  2005 takes the lead in the politically crafted game of  ‘othering’ and exclusionary 
tactics. Article 2 of  the Constitution standardises an order based upon the ‘biopolitical categories’ of  
Iraq’s ethnic demographics (Ali 2011, p. 25). Those lucky enough to be mentioned in the Constitution 
were the Shi’ah, Sunnis, Kurds, Christians, Yazidis and Sabean-Mandaeans. However, instead of  
granting minority groups the right to self-determination and regional autonomy based on their 
ethnic and cultural identities, Article 2 sought to restrict their agency to mere freedom of  religious 
expression. Through a process termed ‘displacement by design’ by Arthur Helton, Iraq’s majority 
– the Shi’ah, Sunnis and Kurds – formulated their respective ethnic identities by legitimising their
territorial boundaries and tribal politics (Helton 2002, p. 122).

However, this site of  nation-building and sovereign decision-making rendered all other minority 
groups as ‘categorical others’ (Ali 2011, p. 26). Resistance movements were initially led to challenge 
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the political order of  an artificial and oppressive 
Iraqi state (Travis 2009, p. 483). Yet, this newly 
created social space for competing sovereign 
participation institutionalised a system of  
difference. For those like the Sabean-Mandaeans 
who did not fit neatly into either Arab or Kurdish 
identities, ongoing displacement, territorial limbo 
and mass killings characterised their bare life. 

THREE-STATE, EIGHTEEN-
STATE OR HOW-MANY-
STATE FEDERALISM
Abdullah Ocalan, dubbed the Kurdish Karl 
Marx, reminds us that capitalist structures 
and colonial formations of  nation-states have 
historically resulted in the ‘physical annihilation’ 
and ‘compulsory assimilation’ of  minorities 
(Ocalan 2011, p. 13). As the Sabean-Mandaean 
Associations’ Union submitted to the UN 
Commissioner for Human Rights, the answer 
to the oppressive and divisive Iraqi state is in the 
formation of  a federal Iraq (Mandaean Human 
Rights Group 2015, p. 3). Under the 2005 
Iraqi Constitution and the Kurdish Regional 
Constitution, a federal system was mainly 
intended to promote a homogenous civil society 
and encourage inter-communal dialogue through 
sub-national actors and regional governments 
(Khan and Kirmanj 2015, p. 378). However, the 
formation of  new regions and the de-centralisation 
of  power from Baghdad to local tribes continues 
to swing the pendulum of  competing calls for 
ethnic versus territorial federalism (Romano 
2014, p. 198). The Latin phrase uti possidetis juris, 
meaning ‘as you possess under law’, has governed 
international approaches to the redistribution of  
land and the settlement of  territorial disputes 
within nation states (Lockhart 2014, p. 44). Article 
117 and Article 2 of  the Iraqi Constitution and 
the Kurdish Regional Constitution respectively 

follows this principle by making one thing clear – 
a three-state model for Iraqi federalism based on 
the 1923 borders is the only type of  federalism 
that will be contemplated (Romano 2014, p. 300). 

As of  2019, Sabean-Mandaeans do not hold a seat 
in the federal Iraqi government (Salloum 2019). 
As a result, even with central power administered 
at the local level, nothing stops local governments 
from absorbing minorities and distorting their 
identities (Bammarny 2019, p. 271). As the 
findings of  the UN Special Rapporteur on 
Minority Issues in Iraq noted, without a ministry 
or political entity dedicated towards formulating 
policy initiatives based exclusively on minority 
demands, their lower demographics will ensure 
their disproportionate representation in state 
and local governments (United Nations Human 
Rights Council 2017, p. 7). 

KEEPING THE FAITH AND 
THE SABEAN-MANDAEAN 
DIASPORA
With no clear political, ethnic or territorial 
answer to the Sabean-Mandaeans’ position in 
Iraq, many view diasporas as the permanent 
solution to secure our continued existence. 
New forms of  life that transcend the physical 
boundaries of  nation-states have the potential to 
foster emancipatory politics (Cohen 1996, p. 510). 
Academics, politicians, and even social workers 
have viewed diasporic communities as beaten 
victims of  brutal conflicts in their homelands. 
However, globalisation has reconfigured the 
political and social agency of  diasporas. Unlike 
those who argue that a single and uniform 
culture is emerging under globalisation, diasporas 
intrinsically connect ancient histories, languages 
and cultures to create shared imaginations 
(Baser and Halperin 2019, p. 217). For Sabean-
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Mandaeans, their resistance has been formulated through reconstructing run-down buildings into 
sites of  worship, celebrating festivals worldwide via a mobile clergy, and openly conversing in their 
mother-tongue (Hegarty 2017). 

It would be flippant to ignore the fact that never-ending mass conflicts and irregular migration have 
been harmful to maintaining and expressing cultural identities. In a research study conducted by the 
University of  New South Wales School of  Psychiatry, results indicated that Mandaean refugees who 
had resettled in Australia suffered ongoing trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder due to anxiety 
over the Mandaean culture ceasing to exist (Nickerson et al. 2009, p. 228). As the 2018 ‘Mandaean 
Pledge of  Hope’ expressed, there is a sense of  disillusionment that accompanies being a stateless 
minority (Salloum 2019). 

Without access to political, social and economic participation in their country of  settlement, diasporas 
continue to bear the brunt of  exclusionary policies and forced assimilation (Baser and Halperin 2019, 
p. 216). For the remainder of  Sabean-Mandaeans living in the Iraqi provinces of  Basra and Kirkuk,
freedom from religious persecution has been run-down altogether (Abu Zeed 2017). As early as 2018,
the twenty Sabean-Mandaean families living in the UK could not access the religious clergy to conduct
baptisms and rituals (Zurutuza 2013). Similarly, Sabean-Mandaeans in Jordan are required to ‘rent’
private lakes to hold restricted ceremonies during religious holidays (Dzuilka and Castelier 2018).

NO WAY HOME 
The situation of  Sabean-Mandaeans in Iraq is a tricky one. Without adequate representation at the 
negotiating table for peace-building and post-conflict reconstruction, a federalist Iraq, beyond that 
of  the 2005 Constitution and built on empowering and preserving Indigenous minority groups, is 
out of  reach. Ongoing ethnic sectarianism and violent bids for territorial independence exclude and 
de-legitimise the claims of  a pacifist minority. Although diasporas have created new possibilities for 
Sabean-Mandaeans to openly express their culture, their fragmented dispersal across all parts of  the 
world has resulted in their eventual assimilation into other national identities. Perhaps the answer lies 
in the painful realisation that maybe there is no road home. 
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‘SHOULD SOCIAL MEDIA BE CONSIDERED A PATHWAY FOR 
SOCIAL CHANGE?’

Amy Jo Martin – CEO of  Digital Royalty said in 2017, ‘Social media is the ultimate democratiser, 
equalizer, uniter and divider because it gives a voice and platform to anyone who is willing to engage’ 
(Martin 2017). Many successful online campaigns have grown to become globalised movements 
because of  this very platform – #MeToo at its height, polarised the news cycle, resulting in at least 201 
men losing their job because of  public accusations of  sexual assault (Carlsen 2018). On the 25 May 
2020, George Floyd was killed while gasping the three famous words ‘I can’t breathe’. The murder 
was filmed and uploaded onto social media only to go viral shortly after. Following this death, an 
estimated 26 million people took to the streets to protest police brutality tied to the #Blacklivesmatter 
campaign (Buchanan, Bui & Patel 2020). Social media is a tool for change already, the consequences 
of  this tool is what should really be explored. The positive effects are often highlighted by academics 
and those who use the platforms; however, a more sinister and far more dangerous side of  social 
media exists. Platforms like 4Chan and corporations like Cambridge Analytica have utilised social 
media to completely change the face of  democratic elections. The emergence of  data mining, ‘fake 
news’ and election meddling is bringing to question if  we are jeopardising our democratic ideals of  
‘free and fair elections’. 

The #MeToo movement was started in 2006 on Twitter by Tarana Burke and aimed to recognise 
the experiences of  sexual assault by all women, but particularly those of  colour from low-income 
communities. According to Murphy (2019, p. 63), the major breakthrough of  the #MeToo movement 
came when Harvey Weinstein was accused of  multiple counts of  sexual assault by famous entertainers 
over several decades. She goes on to conclude that #MeToo had been successful in encouraging 
survivors to speak out, find solidarity in shared experiences, and in some cases pursue legal action 
for crimes committed. The New York Times reported in 2018 that the movement had resulted (at 
the time) in 201 men having lost their job as a result of  being accused of  sexual assault, 54 of  those 
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positions were refilled by women (Carlsen 2018). The conversations we have about sexual assault have 
evolved – the concept of  victim blaming has developed and the change that has come out of  this social 
media campaign has, arguably, been a success. 

On 25 May 2020, George Floyd was pinned to the ground by police officer who held him in a 
chokehold with his knee. George Floyd’s airway was restricted, while he pleaded to officers ‘I can’t 
breathe’. The death was captured by onlookers, and soon after uploaded onto social media. By 28 
May, #BlackLivesMatter was used 8.8 million times on Twitter (Anderson, Barthel, Perrin & Vogels 
2020). By 26 June, the tag was being used 2 million times a day, along with an estimated 26 million 
US residents taking to the streets – one of  the largest national protests in history. Tangible outcomes 
for change are beginning to be seen in the US, including the dismantling of  the police in Minneapolis, 
New York police allowing public access to records of  police disciplinary action, and cities and states 
across the country are moving to ban chokeholds. More importantly, a discussion about racism and 
white privilege has appeared in mainstream political dialogue. However, with all the positive impacts 
achieved from these campaigns, social media can bring a more negative and sinister side out of  society 
– known side effects like cyber bullying and conspiracies are like the noxious weed of  social media –
much like that of  one of  the most prominent personalities on the internet known as ‘QAnon’.

QAnon is believed to have started as anonymous user on white nationalist social media platform 
4Chan (Sardarizadeh & Goodman 2020 & Arnold 2020). QAnon claimed to be a holding a ‘Q’ level 
national security clearance which was a ‘top secret clearance’ set up for the purpose of  investigating 
and prosecuting a number of  high-profile people who were associated with a paedophile ring. QAnon 
followers believe that world governments are being controlled by a sinister group of  liberal, celebrity 
and deep state paedophiles who will in time be brought to justice by Donald Trump. In the end QAnon 
says that society will go through a period of  ‘awakening’ that a ‘storm’ approaches and thousands of  
wrongdoers are going to face justice (Arnold, 2020) - seems legit. 

The official QAnon Facebook group was closed in 2020 with nearly 200,000 members, however 
several smaller and less centralised groups continue to operate. It cannot be denied that QAnon is a 
narrative which has gained momentum – in 2018, anonymous user Q from 4Chan was named one 
of  the most influential personalities on the internet by Time magazine (Time Staff 2018). In 2019, ‘An 
invitation to a Great Awakening’ , a book written by a group of  QAnon followers, was released at number 
two on Amazon’s bestselling list. QAnon has high profile followers such as Republican congressional 
representative Marjorie Greene who Trump has touted to be an upcoming republican ‘star’ (Trump 
2020). 

Persily (2017) notes that that ‘the prevalence of  false stories online erects barriers to educated political 
decision making’. The ability to raise funds, gather people and mobilise voters can all be based on 
echo-chambers of  fake information. Traditional institutions now frequently acknowledge that social 
media has been the cause of  frequent intellectual property and data leaks, false news and election 
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meddling (Baccarella, Wagner, Kietzmann, & McCarthy 2018). But the challenge is this: theories 
like that of QAnon spread and have spread quickly. The ability of traditional institutions including 
political parties, media outlets and even the law to control the narrative during the election is limited 
and at times, non-existent. The ability of most of the population to decipher between real and fake 
news is low. Technological literacy is not high enough amongst most to navigate a fair democratic 
debate. We are no longer given the opportunity to make a well-informed decision on who leads our 
country. 

Following the 2016 US election, traditional political commentators were scrambling to make sense 
of Trump’s win. Most eventually came back with one conclusion: technology has changed the way 
that we interact. The way people gather en masse, and our ability to distinguish fact from fiction have 
both been challenged (Benkler, Faris & Roberts 2018). The evolution of the ‘echo chamber’, and 
the development of targeted personality-based advertising by corporations like Cambridge Analytica 
have left elections void of concepts of accountability and legitimacy. So, in 2020, when COVID-19 is 
assumed to be keeping voters at home and increasingly on the internet – the presence of tools such as 
those used by Cambridge Analytica, and ideas such as hoax pandemics and liberal leaning paedophile 
rings mean that elections campaigns are not run in good faith. Perhaps we must begin to consider 
when a tool which could once have been viewed as corrupt becomes the new and accepted norm, does 
this mean that our understanding of  a free and fair election no longer exists? 

At the Golden Globes, Oprah Winfrey said that the #MeToo movement represents ‘a new dawn on 
the horizon’ (ABC News 2018). She was right, but not only about that. The success of #MeToo and 
#BlackLivesMatter are essentially minute when compared to the new threat faced by the concept 
of free and fair elections. The involvement of millions in the above-mentioned campaigns for social 
change can give us hope. But social media is changing society, it is changing the ability of voters to 
make an informed decision on who is running their country and determining critical policy decisions. 
We must find a way for those who are not technologically literate to be able to differentiate fact from 
fiction. Social media is not the ultimate equaliser, social media acts as infrastructure for change, it 
commodifies our right to privacy, supports ideological development, and an creates echo-chambers of 
dangerous irrationality. We must proceed with caution. 
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Food is a constant. It remains central to the ways in which we connect with each other; show care and 
love; and pass down traditions and memories. And yet, the evocative power of  a warm, bubbling pot 
of  stew is inseparable from its capacity to expose contestations about its origins and significance. Here, 
the internet acts as a powerful platform to ignite this discourse. In this article, I look at the connection 
between food and group identity, and, what I argue to be its inevitable politicisation. I then situate 
this discussion of  food within the context of  social media food groups and internet blogs; to both 
understand how they act as a site for contestation, and to question whether a seemingly innocuous 
Facebook group can ever be truly apolitical. 

INTERNET FOOD GROUPS
Social media sites increasingly play host to numerous groups dedicated to the sharing of  recipes, 
techniques, and memories of  food. In one popular Facebook group (name withheld for anonymity), 
posts are shared daily to a community of  over 250,000 users (as of  July 2020). Although these 
interactions appear to be overwhelmingly positive, a post made on 26 June 2020, where the author 
labelled the dish shakshuka as an ‘Israeli breakfast’, reveals just how easily a recipe can fuel discontent. 
While some users suggested that it was ‘also’ from North Africa, others took a stronger stance, linking 
the Israeli user’s appropriation of  a Palestinian dish to the wider dynamics of  conflict in the Middle 
East (see Figure 1). Figure 1 below shows the discourse between users who did not want to politicise 
the issue, and those who saw politics as an inevitable part of  food and its context. Figure 2 shows 
the response of  the original author, representing a strong political position on Palestine despite her 
request for politics to be kept ‘aside’. While this article does not allow for an in-depth discussion of  the 
history of  shakshuka, the dynamics in these posts reveal a complex relationship between internet users, 
food, and politics that demands analysis. 

FOOD AND IDENTITY
Identity does not exist in a vacuum. It is regularly constructed, brought into question, and deconstructed 
as we come into contact with those around us. A constant factor in this process is the quotidian 
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Figure 2 – Facebook, 26 June 2020 (the green bar indicates the 
original author of  the post).

Figure 1 – Facebook, 26 June 2020.

practice of  sharing a meal. A cuisine or signature dish is a powerful way for a group to announce to 
the world that it is both distinctive and unified. In her chapter on food and group identity, Christine 
Hastorf  (2017, p. 237) addresses the role of  food within wider national policy. Food is part of  a suite of  
cultural practices including language and religion, that are co-opted by the state to present a sense of  
harmony within the polity. This is particularly relevant in the case of  modern states which represent 
the forced amalgamation of  several individual cultural and ethnic groups (Ibid.). Within these spaces, 
food has a dual function; it enables one to declare their commitment and belonging to a community 
(Twiss 2019, p. 129) while providing a space for ‘appropriation, rebellion, and resistance’ when these 
communities become exclusionary (Hastorf  2017, p. 225). 

The phenomenon of  migration introduces a further dimension of  analysis. The practice of  reproducing 
familiar food can help recreate a sense of  home in a new and unfamiliar space. Parasecoli (2014, p. 
418) argues that the inevitable task of  eating forces migrants to ‘interact physically, emotionally, and
cognitively with the surrounding Otherness’. This interactive process can spark the uncomfortable
realisation that one’s knowable and comfortable culture, as expressed through food, can mark them
as different.

These interactions can also contribute to an interesting evolution of  traditions, as familiar recipes 
are adapted to cater to unfamiliar ingredients and methodologies. Radha Hegde (2016) discusses the 
growth of  cooking blogs published by South Asian women who use their online platform to share 
this adaptive process with the widespread diaspora. These authors use their blogs to revitalise Indian 
recipes, adjusting laborious processes to make them accessible to the working, migrant professional. For 
example, making South Indian vadai in a waffle iron (Ibid., p. 85). Their blogs are also able to frame 
cultural practices such as vegetarianism within the scope of  modern health and lifestyle movements, 
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"This revitalisation of food 
traditions in the digital 
realm is a central aspect of 
cultural modernity."

increasing their relatability in unfamiliar contexts (Ibid.). This revitalisation of  food traditions in the 
digital realm is a central aspect of  cultural modernity.

THE APPROPRIATION ISSUE
There is, however, a far more insidious side to the meeting of  culinary traditions – the brutal context 
of  slavery and colonialism. Our modern understanding of  food heritage and our ability to access a 
wide range of  ingredients and cuisines must be interrogated through histories of  appropriation and 
the oversimplification of  cultural nuance in the Western culinary psyche.

Britain’s colonisation of  India highlights the contradictory ideals of  a regime that appropriated Indian 
food and flavours, whilst simultaneously repressing its custodians. Mary Procida (2003) discusses how 
the British occupation of  India led to the incorporation of  Indian food traditions into the colonial 
family’s daily life, including cookbooks authored by British women in India. However, she argues that 
this was not a relationship of  mutual influence. The banal, domestic tasks of  daily meal preparation 
in ‘unhygienic’ and ‘uncomfortable’ spaces such as kitchens, and marketplaces were left for locals 
to navigate (Ibid., p. 129). This delegation permitted the colonial regime to exert further control on 
public aspects of  governance that were deemed more important, while taking credit for the success 
of  the private sphere which they ‘oversaw’ (Ibid., pp. 123–4). If  we turn to modern Britain, it is easy 
to see that this relationship, fraught with irony, persists. Elizabeth Buettner (2008, pp. 868–9) argues 
that the popularisation of  a vaguely adapted South Asian fare (dubbed ‘Indian’, even though much of  
it is cooked by Bangladeshi and Pakistani chefs) can be understood as ‘celebratory multiculturalism’. 
Essentially, the projection of  a ‘curry-loving nation’ (whatever that may be) is a façade to mask both a 
history of  violence and ongoing experiences of  racism for non-white residents. 

The origins of  dishes are contested. Recognising the power imbalance inherent in shaping cuisines 
is vital to understanding what it means for people of  a certain culture or group to have their identity 
adapted, appropriated, homogenized or erased. This is relevant even in the context of  a seemingly 
simple misappropriation through a recipe posted on the internet. Further research could extend 
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this investigation to consider the related impact 
of  white chefs who are celebrated by some as 
‘experts’ on non-white cuisines. 

POLITICISING THE 
INTERNET
Significant research, both theoretical and 
empirical, has been done on the internet’s 
potential to foster democratic participation 
and communicative action (Kruse, Norris and 
Flinchum 2018, pp. 63–4). We are beginning to 
understand how social media can reflect public 
values and act as a tool to affirm, criticize, 
indoctrinate, and call to action (Parker and 
Bozeman 2018, pp. 392–3). However, equally 
present (as seen in Figure 1) is the desire for social 
media to be a ‘happy place’; a space to connect 
with family and friends, to share humour and 
personal updates (Kruse, Norris and Flinchum 
2018, p. 74). An apolitical internet community 
based solely on interests and hobbies, free of  
argument and potentially acerbic discourse is 
certainly an attractive concept. But is this reality 
possible, or even desirable?

In some ways a curated ‘happy place’ is possible. 
Social media provides the opportunity to fine-
tune profiles that reflect the user’s values through 
feedback-driven content, and to exclude or 
‘unfriend’ differing voices, effectively creating 
an ‘echo chamber’ (Kruse, Norris and Flinchum 
2018, p. 65). However, this is no longer the case 
when joining a public social media group such as 
an online cooking forum, which is open to people 
around the world. Content may be moderated 
by administrators, but an individual cannot 
avoid coming into virtual contact with people 
who have different views to them. Moreover, the 
desire for an artificial space free of  dissent comes 
from a position of  privilege. It is a privilege to 

expect, or demand, spaces which appear to be 
free of  the political because for some people, the 
so-called ‘mundane’ and ‘apolitical’ is central to 
their history, but also to their present identity, and 
cannot be escaped. 

To borrow from Carol Hanisch (1970) – the 
personal is indeed political. The internet sparks 
these discussions because they are important 
to people, and to engage with them is to 
acknowledge their importance. This is not limited 
to conventional issues such as political parties 
and voting, but extends to the regular, most basic 
experiences, like food. 
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Peaceful protests – do they 
still work in 2020? 

Jennifer Zhao 
Arts/Law V

Whilst the advancement of  peaceful protests has been advocated throughout history by human rights 
activists, including Gandhi and Martin Luther King, this article questions whether peaceful protests 
still work in 2020. Consideration is given to the normalisation of  violence and outbreaks of  violence, 
in light of  the Hong Kong pro-democratic rallies and the Black Lives Matter movement, and to the 
argument that violent tactics can sometimes achieve protest aims. 

A DOUBLE STANDARD 
One reason suggesting that peaceful protests may not work today is the unrealistic double standard 
existing under international law; protestors must remain peaceful even when faced with violent attacks 
from law enforcement officials. As a starting point, our current international framework recognises 
the right to peaceful protest, only under Article 21 of  the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR) 1996. Whilst protestors are not allowed to engage in violent tactics, law enforcement 
officials are given power to use force and aggression, justified if  necessary, in the interests of  ‘national 
security or public order’ and ‘proportionate to the level of  resistance by demonstrators’ (ICCPR 
1996). However, it is unreasonable to expect protestors to remain peaceful in light of  police violence. 
Grant and Wallace (1991) highlight that police repression fuels public anger, encouraging protestors to 
take physical action themselves as they feel helpless and dissatisfied with the power imbalances. Using 
the 2019/20 Hong Kong protests as a case study, it is consequently argued that the normalisation of  
police violence catalyses protestors to engage in violence themselves. 

THE HONG KONG PROTESTS 
Hong Kong has experienced frequent pro-democracy protests in recent years, with questions arising 
as to the viability of  Hong Kong’s sovereignty from mainland China under the ‘one country two 
system’ policy. The protests started as peaceful and polite, where ideals of  universal suffrage were 
advocated passively by a 79-day sit-in known as the ‘2014 Umbrella Movement’. However, in July 
2019, the protests became more violent following the passing of  the Fugitive Offenders and Mutual 
Legal Assistance in Criminal Matters Legislation (Amendment) Bill 2019 (‘Hong Kong Extradition 
Bill’),  which allowed the extradition of  suspects to be subject to arbitrary detention and torture under 
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"Many Hong-Kong 
residents believe that 
it was you [the police] 
who taught me peaceful 
marches do not work'."

mainland China’s judicial system. On 1 July 2020, violent protests escalated again when the Chinese 
government was given is argued by Kuo (2020) as ‘sweeping powers to limit Hong Kong’s autonomy’. 

In light of  the increasingly violent protests, the Amnesty International (2019) ‘How not to police a 
protest: unlawful use of  force by Hong Kong Police’ found 14 instances of  unjustified and excessive 
use of  force by Hong Kong police members during the 2019 Hong Kong protests. These include 
‘using force on the majority peaceful protestors on 12 June 2019’, the improper use of  riot control 
agents, such as firing more than 16,000 rounds of  tear gas and ‘aggressive tactics to obstruct journalist 
and medics on site’. (Amnesty International 2019, p. 16). Former Royal Hong Kong Police officer, 
Purbrick (2019, p. 465), even argues that the Hong Kong police adopted ‘traditional riot control 
tactics originating from the 1967 communist-related disturbances’. Furthermore, Human Rights 
Watch (2020) highlights that to date, no known police officers have faced discipline for their abuse 
of  police power. Due to the lack of  accountability mechanisms and frequent excessive police force, 
an opinion survey conducted by the Chinese University of  Hong Kong (2019, p.12) found that the 
number of  Hong-Kongers who believed that protests should remain peaceful fell from 65% to 49% 
during June to October 2019. This shows that in response to police violence, protestors are more 
willing to engage in radical action. Many Hong-Kong residents believe that ‘it was you [the police] 
who taught me peaceful marches do not work’ (BBC 2019). Thus, peaceful protests may potentially 
not work as it is unrealistic and difficult for protestors to remain peaceful whilst police officers employ 
violent tactics against them. 

VIOLENT PROTESTS (SOMETIMES) WORK 
Furthermore, there is also evidence showing that violence (sometimes) works. Wang and Piazza (2016) 
examined 23,000 protest events in the United States between 1960 and 1995. They found that violent 
tactics can be strategically used to bring urgency to an issue. Tarrow (2015, p.1) highlights that by 
interrupting normal routine, violence ‘draws wide attention to protestor causes and forces targets to 
address the protest demands’. This is further supported by black movement theorists where violence is 
seen as social reality for revolutionary change in society; ‘a riot, is the language of  the unheard’ a ‘luxury 
for those who can afford to wait for change’ (Rothman 2015). Interestingly, the Hong Kong protests 
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support the above literature by showing that 
sometimes, violent protests work. After months 
of  social unrest and violent clashes between 
protestors and police officials, Hong Kong 
withdrew the controversial extradition bill on 
23 October 2019, followed by the recent passing 
of  the Hong Kong Security Law (ABC 2020). 
When contrasted to the peaceful 2014 Umbrella 
Movement protests where the government made 
no policy concessions, it can be argued that a 
message was sent to protestors, showing that 
radical actions work better than peaceful efforts. 

Hong Kong protests: police fire teargas as thousands rally 
against Beijing’s national security law 

(Yu 2020)

Riots and looting have also presented themselves as a significant tool in achieving social progress in 
relation to the rights of  African American citizens in the United States. For example, urban riots in 
the late 1960s in America led to the creation of  favourable policies towards people of  colour under 
the Kerner Commission (Coates 2014). Police departments were required to hire more minority 
police officers and a civilian monitoring system for police behaviour was established (Coates 2014). 
Also consider the recent Black Lives Matter demonstrations where protestors have used non-peaceful 
methods to address the systematic discrimination and police violence against African-Americans 
throughout America. In response to the ‘disorderly chaos’, Donald Trump signed an executive order 
on 17 June 2020, which shows a ‘tremendous step forward in improving the system’ by improve 
policing practices, accountability and increasing transparency (BBC News 2020). These examples 
show that violent protests are not entirely counterproductive and can be useful in achieving change 
from a grassroots level. 

A WORD OF CAUTION 
However, we should be cautioned against too readily drawing a conclusion that violent protests 
work better than peaceful protests. There is an abundance of  studies showing that peaceful protests 
effectively achieve lasting social change in the long term. Stephan and Chenoweth (2006, p. 45) 
examined 300 resistance campaigns against political regimes across the United States from 1900-2006, 
finding that non-violent campaigns achieve success 53% of  the time compared to violent resistance 
campaigns which achieve success only 26% of  the time. This is because peaceful protests improve the 
perceived illegitimacy of  the issue at stake. Violent protests can also be ‘socially destructive and self-
defeating, potentially creating more social problems then they solve’ (Rothman 2015). The power of  
non-violent mass disruption in spreading awareness on protest issues can also be seen in the climate 
change movement. In April 2019, Extinction Rebellion activists protested peacefully in London and 
consequently, data suggests that ‘they caused a five-fold increase in online searches for climate change’ 
(Cowell 2019). Social media platforms play an interesting role as a ‘soft power tool’ in raising public 
engagement on climate change issues (Mavrodieva et al. 2019, p. 122). For example, Greta Thunberg’s 
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‘#FridaysforFuture’ tweets generated more than 483,000 mentions on Twitter, and her social media 
presence was  a key factor in the success of   peaceful youth climate strikes in over 150 countries. 

CONCLUSION 
Thus, it is noted that peaceful protests can and still continue to work in 2020. However, protesting 
peacefully has become increasingly difficult in light of  heated political and heavy-handed policing 
across the world. The recent 2019/20 Hong Kong pro-democracy protests and the Black Lives Matter 
Movement both demonstrate that we do not live in a perfect world where modern society guarantees 
the right to peaceful protest without the threat of  harm from police officers. Rather, we live in a world 
where those in power, such as Hong Kong Chief  Executive Carrie Lam, believe that ‘not all human 
rights are absolute’ (Bagshaw 2020), and that they are justified in giving police forces great discretion 
to exercise overly excessive measures of  force against unarmed protestors. Therefore, it is not that 
protests no longer work in 2020; rather it is harder for protestors to remain peaceful. 

THE AUTHORTHE AUTHOR
Jennifer is an Arts/Law student and is passionate about international governance issues, such as the evolving nature of
the right to protest.
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Back to the Future: 
Weaponised Nostalgia in Reactionary Politics

Deepthi Mathew 
Science/Arts III

‘People trying so hard to be ‘tolerant’ is the reason society is falling apart.’ 

I sat for a few seconds in thick, agonising silence before asking, ‘You think people trying to be more 
accepting made society worse?’

This wasn’t what I pictured when I booked my driving lesson. After prodding my instructor to unpack 
exactly who we needed to start bullying again, I compiled a list of  problem areas including LGBT 
people, abortion, and ‘Aborigines’ (‘I just feel like they’re always asking for more!’). I can’t entirely 
blame him for me being 21 and still on my learners’ licence but I can confirm I haven’t taken another 
lesson since. 

This mindset is everywhere, from Facebook comments by men with trucks for profile pictures to 
the President of  the United States. Although there is endless discussion and disparagement of  the 
stereotypical radical leftist ‘snowflake’, its counterpart, the right-wing reactionary receives far less 
attention (Capelos, Katsanidou and Demertzis 2017, p.40). Where radicalism emphasises the future 
and moving towards improved societies, reactionaries aim to restore a superior social order from a 
time before society ‘fell apart’ (Capelos, Katsanidou and Demertzis 2017, p.36). Reactionaries see 
‘progressive’ social and political change as responsible for the destruction of  a romanticised past 
(MacKay and LaRoche 2018, p. 239), this includes greater tolerance towards women, LGBT people and 
racial minorities. Today, successes of  far-right and extremist political movements are often attributed 
to the global rise of  populism which pits the ‘people’ against various ‘elites’ (Moffitt 2016, p.61). 
However, these vague categorisations lump together movements with only superficial similarities and 
often from polar opposite sides of  the political spectrum (Brubaker 2017, p. 358). The more concrete 
similarity between politicians, from Modi to Putin, Trump to Xi, is their ability to weaponize nostalgia 
(Boot 2019). For instance, despite being incredibly distinct societies, demographically, historically, and 
culturally, there are striking parallels between politics in the United States and India (Serhan 2020). 
These illustrate the similarities between and power of  reactionary ideologies today.
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The first component of  reactionary ideology is distrust and hostility to established elites – whether 
politicians, journalists or academics (Robin in Illing 2019). Reactionaries believe those in power 
allowed or actively contributed to society’s regression from a better past. In the United States, the 
reactionary backlash against Barack Obama exemplified this. Criticisms centred around Obama 
being a foreign, anti-American influence, who had a laundry list of  insidious connections to liberals, 
intellectuals, environmentalists, feminists and more (Polletta and Callahan 2017, p. 396). By contrast, 
President Donald Trump’s rhetoric centres his violent opposition to institutions that sabotaged their 
once-great nation, including the ‘Fake News Media’ and the ‘Deep State’ (Lee and Hosam 2020). 
Across the world, India’s Prime Minister followed a very similar blueprint. Despite an explicitly 
Hindu nationalist agenda today, Modi’s initial focus was criticising the existing political establishment 
and, specifically, the Indian National Congress (Naqvi 2020). Just as Obama’s administration was 
depicted as prioritising the ‘globalist agenda’ over the country’s interests, the Congress was linked to 
the corrupting influence of  Western secularism and preferential treatment of  religious minorities like 
Muslims (Wojczewski 2019, p. 252). 

Both reactionary leaders positioned themselves as outsiders to corrupt political systems. Modi’s 
campaign centred his lived experiences with poverty and humble beginnings selling tea at a railway 
station (Safi 2019). Trump did the inverse, emphasising his enormous wealth and claiming he is ‘too 
rich to be bought’ (Strauss 2015). After encouraging hostility towards the media, both fostered an 
image of  a more accessible leader, preferring to engage directly with voters, for instance through their 
Twitter accounts (Kinnvall 2019, p. 287). The images constructed by Modi and Trump personify 
the reactionary outrage against corrupt institutions, co-opted by foreign and corrosive threats from 
various minority groups described by Bonikowski (2017, p. 184)

Through appealing to the idea of  a ‘forgotten majority’, Modi and Trump target Hindu Indians 

(Hazelwood, n.d.)
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and white, Christian U.S. citizens, respectively (Boot 2019). Reactionaries portray the dominant 
social groups in society as heroic defenders of  their national identity sidelined by mainstream culture 
(Kinnvall 2019, p. 187). Using inflammatory rhetoric and simplistic binaries, they scapegoat minority 
groups as responsible for the decline of  traditional values and cultural homogeneity and, by extension, 
the decay of  their societies (MacKay and LaRoche 2018, p. 239). 

In the United States, the focus is largely on immigrants and racial minorities. Trump has a long history 
of  racist comments and recent responses to the coronavirus and the Black Lives Matter protests 
reaffirmed these tendencies (Haltiwanger 2020). ‘Make America Great Again’ refers to an indefinite 
point in time where society was better. Historical struggles of  minorities are elided by an emphasis on 
perceived oppression of  the status quo and white male victimhood (Engles 2018, p. 6). For instance, 
while you may recognise Tulsa, Oklahoma as the site of  Trump’s disastrously underattended campaign 
rally (Partlow and Dawsey 2020), the public is less familiar with its history as the site of  the 1921 Tulsa 
Race Massacre. The predominantly Black and economically thriving district of  Greenwood or ‘Black 
Wall Street’ was decimated by white mobs (Franklin 2004). These minority struggles and concerns 
complicate the idea of  a utopian bygone society.

In Modi’s India, the Muslim minority bears the blame for sabotaging its great past. Modi and 
his Bhartiya Janata Party follow the Hindutva ideology that emerged under British colonialism 
(Wojczewski 2019, p. 261). It promotes the fantastical and familiar story of  a once strong and pure 
Hindu nation that fell prey to malicious foreign influences, first Muslims and then British colonisers 
(Kinnvall 2019, p. 296). This ideology incorporated elements of  Nazi theories of  racial purity and 
constructed an Indian national identity inextricably linked with Hinduism while explicitly demonising 
Muslims (Kinnvall 2019, p. 289). Stereotyping Muslims as inherently violent, lecherous savages stoked 
fears India would soon be seized from the Hindu majority (Farooquee in Ahmed 2018). Since rising to 
power in 2014, Modi has actively erased Muslim contributions to Indian society including the Mughal 
empire’s substantial influence on architecture, language and cuisine (Sen 2019). Instead, Muslim rule 
over India was reduced to a sordid array of  violence and suppression of  Hindus. Muslims are also 
blamed for the 1947 Partition of  India and its catastrophic aftermath (Kinnvall 2019, p. 294). This 
justified active policy discrimination, arrests, deportations, and large-scale violence against Muslims 
(Chacko and Talukdar 2020).

It is easy to see Modi and Trump’s supporters as having been manipulated or solely motivated 
xenophobia, but the reality is more complicated. Fear of  change serves an important evolutionary 
function and nostalgia at an individual level acts as a coping mechanism against psychological threats 
(Routledge et al. 2013, p. 808). The societal shifts of  the 21st Century have heightened these fears for 
some groups and this anxiety, harnessed by reactionary leaders, is by no means unfounded (Bonikowski 
2017, p. 202). Societies around the world have been fundamentally and rapidly transformed by 
globalisation, technological development, deepening income inequality and ‘rights revolutions’ for 
various minority groups (Boot 2019). The sense of  being ‘left behind’ following this fundamental 
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restructuring of  social order is combined with 
the destabilisation of  virtually every major 
institution in society from journalism to politics 
to the entertainment industry (Kenny 2017, 
p.264). Reactionaries see ‘elites’ not only as
having failed them, but the massive scale of
scandals and corruption uncovered as a result of
technological advances has invoked a sense of
active betrayal (Davies 2018). It is little wonder
that many have found comfort in turning back
the clock. It is a simple solution to immense
uncertainty (Boot 2019). Determining specific
groups, like Muslims, immigrants, or racial
minorities, as the root of  all of  society’s ills is
much easier to digest than the complex web
of  actors and influences moulding our world
(Kinnvall 2019, p. 286).

The intolerance and ignorance spawned by 
reactionaries can be incredibly frustrating, but it 
is only by addressing the underlying issues that 
they can be curbed. Rebuilding the legitimacy of  
the institutions that previously anchored society 
will provide a proactive alternative to the retreat 
into nostalgia. The romantic and reductive 
view of  the past also needs to be undercut by 
the imperfect reality, with an emphasis on the 
struggles and humanity of  demonised minority 
communities. First and foremost, however, it is 
critical to recognise how and why reactionaries 
have become so powerful. To fight reactionary 
ideology, we must understand it as an extreme 
manifestation of  largely reasonable anxieties. 
Still, I think I’ll stick to public transport for now.
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Since the end of  the Cold War, understandings of  international peace and security have broadened 
and evolved to encompass a multifaceted environment. This paper will examine the neo-realist 
arguments of  Mearsheimer (1995), the neo-liberal opinions of  Keohane & Martin (1995), and the 
constructivist perspective of  Hopf  (1998); highlighting issues within each of  their arguments whilst 
also addressing their practical manifestations within empirical evidence. It will conclude that neither 
the arguments of  Mearsheimer nor Keohane & Martin are able to holistically explain contemporary 
events within the International Relations security debate. Thus, constructivism is the best approach to 
explain recent behaviours in relation to international security. 

LIBERAL INSTITUTIONALISM 
In 2001, the former Secretary-General of  the United Nations, Kofi Annan, stressed that “more 
than ever before in human history, we share a common destiny” (United Nations, 1999). Liberal 
institutionalism presents a utopian view of  international politics where states cooperate based on 
common goals in an attempt to avoid conflict (Keohane, 2012, p. 126). Keohane and Martin’s (1995) 
arguments examine the promise of  institutionalism to prevent states from resorting to anarchical 
behaviours through the will to cooperate. Keohane and Martin (1995) also argue that international 
institutions have the ability to maintain and restore peace and stability between states. 

According to Mearsheimer (1995), neo-liberal institutionalism does not address the realm of  security. 
Security matters and the security debate consists of  states being consciously aware of  the threats that 
a state presents to their own national security, which could be through a state’s military presence and 
attitude. Neo-liberal institutionalism, however, has a strong focus on economic and environmental 
cooperation and does not address how states prevent war, thus the neo-liberal argument fails to address 
key questions vis-à-vis the security debate (Mearsheimer, 1995, p. 15). Neo-realism as described by 
Mearsheimer (1995) proposes that states are inherently selfish and thus, use international institutions 
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as forums to take advantage of  other states, 
negating any chances of  cooperation. Similarly, 
other realists such as Greico (1988) also view 
states as autonomous actors seeking ‘gain’ and 
self-benefit. 

NATO (the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation) 
is depicted in a realist fashion as a manifestation 
of  the United States’ power to manage the 
threat of  Soviet Union expansion at the time 
of  the Cold War (Mearsheimer 1995, p. 83). 
Mearsheimer (1995, p. 2) thus draws the 
conclusion that institutionalism lacks empirical 
evidence to support its propositions. Institutions, 
therefore, have a minuscule impact on the actions 
of  a state. Thus, their promise for instilling 
international peace and security is unmet. 

NEO-REALISM
Keohane and Martin (1995, p.40) oppose the 
realist depiction of  NATO by suggesting that 
NATO and institutions such as the European 
Union (EU) are constantly expanding 
membership despite the dissolved threat of  
the Soviet Union. The recent contemporary 
example of  ‘Brexit’ questions the crux of  
liberal arguments presented by Keohane and 
Martin (1995) through Britain’s choice to exit 
the European Union. Both constructivist, which 
will be later discussed in this paper, and realist 
theories better describe the actions of  Britain 
and therefore contest Keohane and Martin’s 
(1995) neo-liberal argument that institutions are 
the basis for international cooperation. NATO 
as an international organisation is celebrated 
as a multilateral cooperation when in reality, 
alliances can have the tendency to generate 
counter alliances which can further result in 
heightened tension and mistrust (Levy 1981, p. 
528). Whilst examining Brexit as a phenomena, 

the trade deficit within the European Union 
coupled with Russian attitudes toward Eastern 
Europe (Zevelev 2012), and the election of  
nationalist President Donald Trump has left 
Britain in a position where the selection of  self-
benefit and security has taken priority over the 
collective gain (Clarke, Goodwin & Whiteley 
2017). This behaviour aligns strongly with 
Mearsheimer’s (1995) reality of  the behaviour 
of  states. 

Keohane & Martin (1995, p. 44-45) acknowledge 
the lack of  empirical evidence to justify liberal 
institutionalism highlighted by Mearsheimer 
(1995, p. 26) and refute this by stating that 
the reason for this is the unjustifiable nature 
of  the institution as both the dependent and 
independent variable of  an experiment. It is 
difficult to draw conclusions on the effectiveness 
of  institutions as the contextual creation of  the 
institution and the subsequent actions of  an 
institution are inextricably linked. 

In support of  liberal institutionalism is the 
example of  the United Nations (UN). The UN 
may not be able to control the behaviours of  
states, as proven through history with the dispute 
over Kashmir (Misra, 2005) or the Israeli-Arab 
conflict (Klausner, 2007). Neoliberalists, such 
as Keohane & Martin (1995) believe the UN 
does have the ability to influence the actions of  
members. Disarmament treaties are an example 
of  this with treaties being willingly signed by 
members of  the UN (United Nations, 2020) in 
an attempt to regulate the use of  military force 
within the international realm. States benefit from 
treaties such as the Treaty of  Non- Proliferation 
of  Nuclear Weapons (NPT) as they can forgo the 
financial distress and risk of  conflict (UN 2020), 
contesting Mearsheimer’s idea of  absolute 
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gain at the heart of  all member states. However, there are limited measures to quantify the scale of  
conflict forgone due to the intervention of  an international institution, making it difficult to validate 
theory based on solely the independent variable of  the existence of  an international institution such 
as the United Nations. In contrast, analysis of  international organisations such as the International 
Monetary Fund, UN, and the World Bank suggests that political favouritism rampant within these 
institutions (Dreger et al. 2015; Richardson 2003). For example, the veto rights of  powerful states 
warp the idealistic neoliberal conceptualisation of  collective gain.

Keohane & Martin (1995) stress the significant investment of  resources by governments of  states into 
expanding institutionalism. It is arguably correct in saying that an increase in agreements, whether 
it be trade or security is a step in the direction of   international peace and security as presented    by 
(Waltz 1985, p. 24) who identifies multilateralism as a solution to a ‘bipolar world’. Alternatively, 
recent times have witnessed conflict between China and America (Zevelev 2012). Therefore, increases 
in government interest in such treaties may not reflect neo-liberal cooperation but a move toward a 
more capitalist society where free trade is encouraged, but not at the expense of  power or wealth. 

CONSTRUCTIVISM
Contrary to both neo-realist and neo-liberal institutionalism is the idea of  collective security or 
constructivism. Constructivism has faced an immense amount of  criticism from mainstream scholars, 
mainly due to the idea of  constructivism being an anti-positivist or postmodern theory (Hopf  1998). 
The core belief  within constructivism is the idea that anarchy is neither ever-present (contrary to a 
realist opinion) nor is it not absent (contrary to a neo-liberal view). Discursive power, according to 
Wendt (1992, p. 391), is the most powerful tool as actions do not necessarily reproduce identities of  
states. Rather, states meaningfully behave within their ‘enabled’ structures which are predetermined 
by institutions, norms, values, and cultures.

Hopf  (1998) argues that constructivism provides an alternative perspective to various themes of  
International Relations theory, such the definition of  anarchy. His perspective outlines key observations 
vis-à-vis the balance of  power, how it interacts with the behaviours of  states and how it defines the 
identity of  each state. Hopf  (1998) suggests that the interests of  states drive their actions, which is 
consistent with realist and neo-liberal ideas. The differentiator, however, is that the two latter also 
assume that the interests of  states are fundamentally the same, such as the maximisation of  wealth 
and power. 

Constructivism, as explained by Hopf  (1998), demonstrates that states act based on their identities. This 
is supported by the idea that appeasement in Vietnam in relation to the United States was inconceivable 
due to the perception of  the United States as a ‘great power’. Revisiting the aforementioned examples, 
Russia, following the collapse of  the Soviet Union, has aimed to maintain its identity as a ‘great 
power’ and therefore its annexation of  Crimea was an expected action (Matveeva, 2018). NATO 
has remained a powerful alliance due to its reappropriation of  its identity post-Cold War. Britain’s 
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"…there is no clear 
winner between neo-
realism and neo-liberal 
institutionalist theory."

decision to leave the European Union was shaped by their perception of  themselves as a ‘great power’ 
vis-à-vis other European states and therefore aimed to achieve solidarity in their image. 

CONCLUSION
It is evident that there is no clear winner between neo-realism and neo-liberal institutionalist theory. 
Constructivism as a theoretical approach presents a reasonably well constructed argument which 
counters many flaws that realism presents. It states there is no a priori understanding of  state behaviour, 
unlike the narrowness of  realism which states power is the ultimate goal of  states and actions are 
based on absolute gains. It also accounts for flaws within neo-liberal theory which struggle to prove 
the effectiveness of  institutions due to its link to other contextual factors. These factors are considered 
in constructivism and form part of  the ‘identity’ that Hopf  (1998) claims influences fundamental 
behaviours. 

A concern regarding constructivism is that since the behaviour of  states is so complex, predictions 
on state behaviour in relation to the security debate may be more complex, vaguer, and difficult to 
prompt (Nye, 1990). However, as the world is constantly redefining its norms, a constructivist lens 
allows for the most flexibility in theoretical approaches within international security debate to be able 
to explain reality. 
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When Racism Walks Down 
the Runway

Frances Tso
Arts/Law IV

Statement sneakers, bike shorts and bamboo bags have been the latest trends to take the fashion 
industry by storm. However, given the unapologetic use of  racist iconography within the industry, their 
performative response to the killing of  George Floyd and their willingness to engage in exploitative 
practices, perhaps the latest fashion trend is racism.

The fashion industry has long moulded itself  to be a representation of  style and beauty. However, the 
message conveyed through its repetitious ignorant missteps is that the industry adores black culture but 
turns a blind eye to Black people. From dressing up white models in multi-coloured faux dreadlocks, or 
releasing a balaclava that covers the lower face with a wide red lip outline during Black History Month 
(Massie 2016), this to-and-fro volleying of  racist gaffes demonstrates that the industry capitalises on 
black aesthetics to generate billions in sales, all while operating under the veneer of  inclusivity. It 
is only when the veil is lifted that brands have had to answer for these slipups in fear of  threats of  
boycotts and consumer outrage (Rizkallah 2012, p. 333). As this article reveals, their responses have 
overwhelmingly been for the mere sake of  theatrics.

THE VALUE OF AUTHENTICITY
The brutal killing of  George Floyd in Minneapolis in May 2020 has been the catalyst of  a global 
conversation on the position afforded to systematic racism in today’s society. It has forced us all into 
an uncomfortable corner where we reflect on our own contributions towards the normalisation of  
racism. Thousands have congregated on the streets to denounce police brutality (Nguyen 2020), and 
thousands more have uploaded images and stories on their social media platforms in support of  
#BlackLivesMatter. Given that almost two-thirds of  consumers identify as ‘belief-driven buyers’ who 
align with a brand based on their position on contemporary issues (McKinsey & Co. 2020, p. 67), it is 
unsurprising that fashion brands were quick to share captions denouncing racism and discrimination. 
Many have also lined their timelines and feeds with empty black squares. However, with all talk and 
no action, it seems like the black squares are not the only thing that is empty.
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The counterfeit market is increasingly expanding with ‘super fake’ items which are falsely marked 
and sold as authentic goods to oblivious consumers. It is hypocritical that fashion brands cast a look 
of  disapproval towards counterfeit goods (Hoe, Hogg & Hart 2003), yet their ‘super fake’ actions of  
publicly supporting a cause, despite being at loggerheads with their internal practices, is seemingly 
justified as ‘staying woke’ (Elan 2020). The #BlackLivesMatter movement has emboldened employees 
and insiders to speak up about the performative nature of  fashion brands in response to Floyd’s 
death. The statements put forward by fashion brands in support of  anti-racism is directly contrasted 
against the brand’s internal practices, which exposes and reaffirms the performative reality that is 
firmly embedded beneath the façade of  civility. Despite making a public donation to the Black Lives 
Matter campaign, clothing brand Reformation was criticised for workplace racism by a black former 
employee, Elle Santiago (Stych 2020). Additionally, despite publicly calling for an end to racism, 
Salvatore Ferragamo was called out by actor Tommy Dorfman to be a ‘racist work environment’ (Frey 
2020). The chorus of  public declarations will not emit a nice tune unless they are accompanied with 
tangible actions that traverse beyond mere theatrics.

PROOF OF PURCHASE
Just as consumers ask for a receipt as proof  of  purchase, fashion brands should also get their receipts 
ready to ensure that their conversations about racial equality on social media are a genuine expression 
of  the principles that they stand for. This cannot happen unless, and until, the fashion industry owns 
up to the downfall of  bureaucratic diversity as the only avenue to engender meaningful change. The 
fear of  consumer backlash has led to the racial trickle-down effect (Simons et al. 2007, p. 651) which 
subscribes to the notion that increasing the number of  coloured people in executive positions and 
meeting hiring quotas will produce anti-racist effects. Such is the case with Prada who announced a 
diversity inclusion officer to review designs before they hit the market. This attempt towards racial 
affinity appears justified, especially after being criticised for releasing a line of  figurines with black 
faces and exaggerated red lips (Green 2018). However, by functioning under the pretext of  diversity, 
this complies with the misconception that racial affinity is necessarily a by-product of  hiring quotas. 

"The statements put forward 
by fashion brands in support 
of anti-racism is directly 
contrasted against the 
brand's internal practices..."
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reforms and systemic changes to improve their 
working conditions (Ibid), the mainstream day-
to-day discussion displaces workers’ demands 
for consumer-centred solutions, namely the 
mandate to shop better. By turning a blind 
eye to the clear breaches of  labour laws, this 
propagates the dangerous myth that individual 
consumer choices – rather than organisational 
reforms to the global division of  labour – can fix 
unapologetic exploitative practices. Instead of  
‘shopping better’, we need to do better.

NEXT STEPS
Addressing racism in fashion does not merely 
imply the inclusion of  more Black people in 
the fashion arena. Nor is it confined to sending 
people of  colour down the runway every 
once in a while. Instead, it means recognising 
past mistakes and confessing the continual 
appropriation and degradation of  Black culture. 
We must delve deeper into the discriminatory 
undercurrents that do not evaporate simply 
because brands have publicly denounced racism 
or made donations, all while cultivating a culture 
of  performativity. Part of  confronting racism is 
for the industry to acknowledge the contentious 
history of  racism that has persisted for centuries. 
In the 1990s, Gucci sued African American 
tailor Dapper Dan for copyright infringement 
out of  trepidation that being linked with Black 
people would tarnish their brand (Metzger 
2017). However, in 2018, Gucci partnered with 
him and reinstated his original design (Ibid). 
The placement of  a Black man at the centre 
of  a European luxury brand offers a shining 
example of  ways for fashion brands to elevate 
Black voices without overlooking the history of  
racism under the surface.

Instead this provides a false sense of  progress 
that enables the deeper immersion of  corporate 
strategies within the industry that endure 
‘business as usual’ (Thornton & Luker 2010, p. 
8). Unless diversity efforts are incorporated into 
the culture of  the company, the promotion of  a 
small number of  people of  colour into executive 
jobs will merely serve as a checklist, rather 
than an initiative that emerges from a place of  
authenticity (Wong 2020).

A REFUND, PLEASE
We know that consumers are entitled to a refund 
if  the product carries any hidden debts or extra 
charges. However, what if  the hidden cost is the 
burden of  wearing clothes produced through 
the exploitation of  poor, coloured workers? 
What if  the very shirt you are wearing right 
now represents a continuation of  a legacy of  
colonialism and European imperialism and their 
unapologetic use of  exploitation?

Zara, H&M, Peter Alexander and Tommy 
Hilfiger – the common thread that binds all of  
these brands together is that their clothing is 
made under exploitative trade policies within a 
production model that houses garment workers 
in hazardous environments (Petter 2017). 
Trade liberalisation policies, like NAFTA, have 
authorised the shift in the human costs of  bulk 
manufacturing into countries where labour is 
cheaper and laws are harder to enforce (Ross 
2003). This is justified as a lucrative avenue 
to create sizeable transactions and exceed 
profit margins. What follows is a mutual, yet 
problematic, recognition that Western consumer 
satisfaction continues to be contingent on 
the exploitation of  coloured people (Kang 
2020, p. 139). While garment workers have 
long been protesting and lobbying for policy 
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CONCLUSION
So, what happens when racism walks down the runway? It exposes the structural problems within 
the fashion industry that render it acutely unfit to confront its own racism. As it walks down, we see 
how the toxic culture of  performativity intersects with discriminatory undertones to illustrate a sector 
whereby racism is normalised. For fashion brands to recover from falling over on the runway, they 
need to consider the entire hierarchy, all the way from executive members to the garment workers. 
Only then can the fashion industry confidently walk down the runway wearing the next fashion trends: 
authentic inclusivity and genuine acceptance.
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Activists with a Cause or Vandals with Spray 
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A fire is raging across much of  the Western world, threatening 
to engulf  the icons of  a colonial legacy. These controversial 
figures include the likes of  Edward Colston, Cecil Rhodes 
and Robert Milligan, whose statues have perished in the 
newfound sense of  cultural wokeness that has been spurred 
on by the Black Lives Matter movement (‘BLM’) (Shearing 
2020). This new language of  progress has encouraged a 
revision of  the historical figures we value and whether such
commemoration is contradictory, and even offensive, to the 
principles of  the 21st Century. We now must ask ourselves, 

Confederate statue pulled down by protestors on 
June 19 (Baradat 2020)

do these statutes appropriately educate us on our colonial history? What is there to be gained from 
the destruction of  these statues? Will their removal bring us closer to justice? Or will it merely help us 
erase our brutal history? By no means are these questions only for us Australians as part of  the global 
polity; the embers of  iconoclasm have sparked a reconsideration of  the colonial legacy within our own 
backyard. 

In Sydney’s Hyde Park, there stands a statue of  Captain Cook which, as Stan Grant wrote in 2017, 
‘speaks still to terra nullius and the violent rupture of  Aboriginal society and a legacy of  pain and 
suffering that endures today’ (Maddison 2020). He stands handsomely amongst his colonial-era 
friends such as Governor Arthur Phillip, Queen Victoria, explorer Matthew Flinders, and even his cat 
Trim. This is despite demands for increasing representation of  First Nations peoples and a growing 
public consciousness of  our history of  colonisation and dispossession (Taylor 2020).Why then, are 
so many people rushing with buckets of  criticism to put out the fire of  cultural revisionism? During 
the recent BLM protests that took place in Sydney, Captain Cook’s statue remained heavily guarded, 
surrounded by a ring of  police officers proactively committed to its protection. Whilst this image 
proves rich in irony, it is also indicative of  the strict stance authorities have adopted against criticism 
of  the invisibility of  Indigenous Australians. Indeed, when the words ‘change the date’ and ‘no pride 
in genocide’ were sprayed onto the statue of  Captain Cook in 2017, then Prime Minister Malcolm 
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Turnbull denounced the ‘cowardly criminal act’, reducing it to an attempt to ‘obliterate’ our history 
and likening it to Stalinism (Knaus 2017).

There is little difference across the Indian Ocean. In response to the tearing down of  Edward 
Colston’s statue, British Prime Minister Boris Johnson declared that the removal of  the statue was a 
‘criminal act’ and ‘the police will want to hold to account those responsible’ (Aiken 2020). He added: 
‘These demonstrations have been subverted by thuggery – and they are a betrayal of  the cause they 
purport to serve’ (Ibid). Here, Boris Johnson illustrates how dreadfully ill-equipped governments can 
be in connecting and empathising with the longstanding suffering of  their citizens. He equates the 
removal of  this affront to humanity as more of  a mere destruction of  property; a matter of  public 
policy that is deserving of  the swift hand of  ‘justice.’ Whilst  this lack of  emotional capital is not as 
acute in all parts of  the world, these events are representative of  a general malaise authorities have 
towards iconoclasm. Throughout history, authorities have propelled a stigmatization of  iconoclasm by 
branding protestors as ‘vandals’ who seek to destroy ‘works of  art’ (Flood 2002, p. 645). This language 
implies blindness, ignorance, stupidity, baseness, or lack of  taste. It seeks to delegitimize iconoclasts 
through the suggestion that their use of  violence is a barbaric act that lacks all purpose.

There is a valid argument to be made that the destruction of  these statues, insulting as they are, are an 
attempt to lie about and censor our history (Walker 2020). That removing these statues is a dangerous 
attempt to cherry-pick our past and encourage the indulgence of  historical amnesia and ignorance. 
It is very important to be transparent about history; as the old proverb goes, ‘those who cannot 
remember the past are condemned to repeat it.’ But the question which remains is whether a statue 
like Colston’s, which was handsomely adorned in bronze plaques to glorify and commemorate his 
memory, is the appropriate way to remember a man who made the bulk of  his fortune off exploitations 
of  the slave trade. In fact, there is much to gain from the destruction of  these monuments, and the 
demonization of  iconoclasts as mere ‘vandals’ armed with spray paint and arts degrees fundamentally 
overlooks the purpose and power of  art. When we create art, we do so subjectively. The sculptor 
spends a painstaking number of  hours moulding and carving what they wish to reveal, and in doing 
so, neglect to portray what they wish to hide. The results are memorials to men like Alfred Canning, 
glorified for pioneering the stock roads of  Australia but his history of  chaining and force-feeding salt 
to Aboriginal people is forgotten (Daley 2015). Similarly, John Batman is commemorated for founding  

"…there is much to gain 
from the destruction of 
these monuments..."
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Melbourne  on ‘unoccupied’ land, but his mass 
murder   of  Indigenous people in Tasmania is 
rarely remembered (Daley 2015).

The statues that are made show far less about 
the inspiration for the art than what they reveal  
about our euro-centric perception of  the world. 
No one wants to admit their fathers are capable 
of  such violence. Resultant of  this bias, we cannot 
credibly say these statues are representative of  
our history. They are nothing more than mere 
propaganda. As historian and activist Nick 
Estes aptly summarised, ‘tearing down statues is 
not erasing history. Putting up a statue on land 
whose original caretakers you can’t name, is’ 
(Wahi 2020). However, when we look at art we 
do so subjectively. We are not looking at shadows 
of  the past but at objects imbued with our 
subconscious feeling about a time, a place, or a 
person. An attack upon a statue is not just the 
smashing of  a monument into rubble, brick, and 
mortar. The red spray paint around the wrists 
and neck of  the statue of  Sir James Sterling or 
the rope around Edward Colston’s neck was not 
done so in pursuit of  an aesthetic vision. It is 
an attempt to reimagine power from those who 
wrought centuries of  unfathomable injustice by 
using violence, the very weapon of  the colonizer, 
against the colonizer themselves. It is a means 
of  transforming a material culture that speaks to 
the enduring relevance of  colonialism into a tool
– not one of  enslavement and dehumanisation,
but one of  resistance and identity-making.
The destruction symbolises a resistance to the
authority of  the colonialist past and gives life
to modern cultural sensitivities. This violent,
artistic ‘sabotage’ overwrites the intended
message of  white dominance and power with
the smearing of  red spray paint which proudly
proclaims, ‘We will hold Australia accountable

to its crimes against First Nations peoples.’

Whilst there is often hesitancy when it comes to 
the use of  violence by protestors, the argument 
that the movement should take the moral high 
ground and avoid the adoption of  the ‘master’s 
tools’ is hard to accept (Msimang 2016). We do 
not learn from preserving monuments which 
purport a parochial view of  our ‘glorious’ 
past. We learn from interrogating what is 
plastered on our newspapers, spat at us by 
politicians, and questioning what is written in 
the historical records. If  that comes in the form 
of  destroying the enduring cultural potency of  
our colonialist past to smithereens, then so be 
it. The destruction of  these statutes speaks to 
the heart of  visual culture and how a movement 
can purport a message not only through what it 
creates, but also what it seeks to destroy. It is a 
way of  forcing Australia out of  the complacency 
of  accepting the unacceptable, and a message 
from this generation to the next: art, specifically 
the kind that promotes colonialist symbolism, 
should never be made sacrosanct. It is not hard 
to imagine that these statues will continue to 
melt in the fire of  cultural revisionism.

And I say, let them burn.
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Over the past decade, we have witnessed that politics all around the world has become more polarized 
with increasingly shrinking space at the centre. The ‘you are with me or against me’ narrative is 
evident with the destruction of  the centrist and centre-left parties all over the world, with their 
conservative counterparts increasingly gravitating towards the right (Manwaring & Kennedy 2017). 
This has led to more contentious debates across the globe and with passions running high, there is 
little to no agreement between the opposing sides, resulting in a deadlock. This has impacted society 
at almost all levels, with every issue being seen through political lens due to increased politicization 
(Weiss 2019). Therefore, it is obvious that foreign policy debates are also being affected by current 
tensions as the vicious partisan debates are affecting the quality of  decision-making by policymakers. 
We have seen this with the Trump administration in the United States where it withdrew from many 
multi-lateral treaties, which the previous administration entered into (Eilperin & Cameron 2018). 
Also, in the recent general election in the United Kingdom, the opposition Labour Party (who were 
unsuccessful) used a radically different platform from the usual lines of  British foreign policy at the 
time. Had they won the election, British engagement with the world would have changed radically. 
For example, the Labour Party would have implemented a somewhat unconventional policy towards 
Russia, which is likely to have placed a further strain on UK’s relation with its allies, as well as adding   
to the instability the country is already experiencing due to Brexit (Mudge 2019). The point is that the 
‘cancel culture’, which is being practiced by both sides tend to reject policies just because of  political 
reasons/differences rather than based on merit-based arguments. This in turn is creating a  huge 
amount of  uncertainty in the policymaking process and fueling instability in the world.

THE STATE OF AFFAIRS IN THE WESTERN WORLD
The Trump administration’s decision to withdraw from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of  Action 
(JCPOA) or the Iran Nuclear Deal. Not only has it led to heightened tensions in West Asia, but it 
has also cast serious doubt over future American commitments. Because if  the commitment made 
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by the party in power does not 
align with the worldview of  the 
party out of  power at the time, 
the one of  power can ask for 
renegotiation or simply withdraw 
from commitment/agreement 
when they return and therefore, 
decisions driven by partisan 
politics are having a considerable 
impact on US’ standing in the 
world. Withdrawal from Paris

Climate Agreement and the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) trade pact are some other prominent 
examples (Slavin 2018). We can also look at the Labour Party’s manifesto in the UK general election 
of  2019, calling for active mediation on the Kashmir issue, knowing that India will not accept any 
third-party intervention on the dispute with Pakistan (Haidar 2019). It also ran contrary to the long-
standing British policy of  treating the Kashmir dispute as a bilateral India-Pakistan dispute. Had the 
Labour Party won the election and followed through on its campaign promise, it could have potentially 
damaged India-UK relations and fuelled Jihadism in Kashmir because of  perceived international 
support for its cause, thereby fuelling instability in the region despite any contrary intentions British 
policymakers may have (Malhotra 2019). Additionally, there is an increasing intolerance in academia 
towards diverse ideas and opinions, with a concerted effort to dismiss those who do not agree with their 
(people from the left and right) own views and opinions (Friedersdorf  2020). This will inevitably lead 
to a climate of  fear if  it has not already. People will not be able to freely discuss different ideas, which 
can challenge popular opinion, affecting the quality of  debates. This could ultimately lead to sub-
optimal results from the policy formulated through ideas which are not sufficiently challenged (Jacoby 
2020). For example, hypothetically in the context of  current attitudes towards China around the 
world (especially in the West), if  a scholar argues for collaboration with China to manage differences, 
that person can be smeared for being on the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) payroll or being an 
apologist. Likewise, if  someone argues for a more pragmatic policy towards Russia that person can be 
smeared as a Putin-puppet or a useful idiot (Windrem & Popken 2019). This is to say that some people 
may exploit the situation to advance their agenda without presenting any concrete argument - and 
this is just the tip of  the iceberg.

NO SOLACE IN THE DEVELOPING WORLD EITHER
In developing countries, like India and Brazil, things are not great either. Internal debates are becoming 
more contentious, with both sides taking 180° stances on almost every issue and the opposition speaking 
out against every initiative from the government, even though they themselves supported it when they 
were in the power (The Hindu 2019). The opposition to almost every government decision and the 
government’s refusal to engage meaningfully with the critiques are making space for the shouting 
matches on the TV debates and in other platforms. An example of  this is India’s ‘neighbourhood first’ 

(sourced from University of  Strathclyde)
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"…the first 
step forward 

is an emphasis 
on the idea of 
liberalism..."

policy, whereby every positive movement with 
India’s neighbours is regarded as some grand 
success. And any setback is seen as a complete 
failure, never mind the nuance involved in each 
situation (Xavier 2020). 

POSSIBLE WAY FORWARD
What should be considered as the first step 
forward is an emphasis on the idea of  liberalism, 
which has for so long housed various ideas 
under its tent and allowed them to flourish. 
This is essential to regain the platform which 
is required to bring people together to find a 
workable solution. What is happening today is 
that the opposing sides (including liberals who 
have pivoted heavily towards the left) are living 
in almost parallel universes, looking only for 
ideas and opinions which confirm to their pre-
existing biases. This, with the arrival of  social 
media platforms, has created bubbles outside 
which large parts of  society do not engage in, 
limiting their scope of  knowledge and making it 
harder to differentiate between fact and fiction 
(Spohr 2017, p.150-160). This is particularly 
disastrous for states’ foreign policymaking, in 
which details and nuance matter considerably. 
Often, policies take years and sometimes 
generations to deliver satisfactory results, which, 
when delivered, absolutely run contrary to the 
present discourse in which immediate results are 
demanded and if  they fail to deliver on its stated 
goals in quick time i.e. within three to five years, 
the policy itself  changes (with the change in the 
government).
I argue that the current circumstances 
should ignite a debate in society surrounding 
polarization and especially among the foreign 
policy community on how they came to be 
and what are the possible ways in which we 
can mutually retreat from the brink. This 
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becomes even more salient with the current geopolitical flux in which we are witnessing rare shift in 
generational power in the global order, due to the rise of  China and other powers in the East, which 
will change the geopolitical landscape considerably from what it was in the 20th century to the 21st 
century. Therefore, it is imperative that the democracies, especially in the West, regain the initiative 
by establishing cohesion in foreign policy debates, which is not possible without lowering the partisan 
temperature at home to tackle the challenges the 21st century poses.

THE AUTHORTHE AUTHOR
Tanmay is a first-year student undertaking a Master of  International Relations. He is passionate about history and 
politics, which drew him to study International Relations. He wishes to develop a better understanding of  the world in 
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From films to television and video games, war is often the backdrop to themes of  heroism, conquest 
and violence. Such themes are often perceived to be ‘unhealthy’ or even ‘immoral’ (Young 2015), 
yet in the unlikely context of  international humanitarian law (IHL), the popular media proves an 
effective tool in demonstrating the importance of  such a field in international law. Visual and dramatic 
representations of  armed conflict present an excellent opportunity for disseminating extensive learning 
about IHL at a basic level, although their main purpose is for entertainment and is a major source 
of  leisure-related revenue (Coetzee 2018). Although current depictions of  IHL are not completely 
accurate due to their evident ignorance of  IHL standards, some representation of  IHL in media is 
becoming increasingly preferable.

THE BENEFITS OF POPULAR MEDIA REPRESENTATIONS OF 
ARMED CONFLICT IN RELATION TO IHL
A report called ‘Playing by the Rules: Applying International Humanitarian Law to Video and 
Computer Games’ was released by TRIAL International, a non-government organisation in Geneva 
which promotes the welfare of  victims of  violations of  human rights. The report notes that, at its 
core, ‘computer and video games are not meant to serve as didactical tools to teach the rules of  
war, but rather to entertain’ (TRIAL International 2017). However, it is noted that they do possess a 
potential, to a certain extent, to be an exposure tool that the network of  IHL institutions can employ 
to penetrate the zeitgeist and enter popular culture. Popular media representations of  war have been 
examined by the International Committee of  the Red Cross (ICRC) and video game developers, 
and both groups have concluded that war depictions have the potential to be useful to teach media 
audiences about IHL (Denny 2020).

Mass media, particularly war-themed films (for example, Schindler’s List, The Angel Wore Red, 
and American Sniper) as well as war-themed video games (for example, the Call of  Duty franchise), 
and television programs, such as Game of  Thrones, can play a major role in the dissemination of  
knowledge of  IHL. In the 2010s, the ICRC has aimed to capitalise on the growing trend of  violent 
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war-themed video games. The ICRC, which operates in over 80 countries, ‘provides humanitarian 
assistance to victims of  conflict and violence worldwide. It employs around 16,800 people, including 
around 1,000 at its Geneva headquarters’ (Bradley 2019). The ICRC opened a virtual reality (VR) 
laboratory in Bangkok, Thailand in 2019 with the aim of  creating a ‘realistic’ video game, which 
means that the player would take time to load their weapons and would, at times, have poor visibility 
depending on environmental conditions. The ICRC is also working on virtual reality simulations, 
which involve the treatment and protection of  wounded individuals (Bradley 2019). Therefore, the 
entertainment industry provides vast opportunities for IHL practitioners to promote widespread 
recognition of  real-life IHL rules.

THE ACCURACY OF POPULAR MEDIA REPRESENTATIONS 
OF ARMED CONFLICT AND THE APPLICABILITY OF IHL
Visual and dramatic representations of  war often garner attention from institutions, such as the 
ICRC, who believe that international legal instruments such as the Geneva Conventions and their 
accompanying Additional Protocols should be referenced more clearly and commonly within media, 
so that the representations are not so divorced from reality (ICRC 2013). The ICRC postulates that 
many ‘virtual people’ have died. For example, as of  January 2011, ‘62 billion people had died in 
Call of  Duty: Black Ops, according to game maker Activision...While [the ICRC] works vigorously 
to promote international humanitarian law worldwide, there is also an audience of  approximately 
600 million gamers who may be virtually violating IHL’ (Boyle 2011). There have been consequent 
discussions within the ICRC as to whether video games should adhere to IHL. This does not mean 
that online gamers are going to be persecuted pursuant to the Geneva Conventions for virtually 
committing war crimes. However, it does mean that documents such as the Geneva Conventions 
could be mentioned and promoted in the games (Colantonio 2020). The creation of  mass media is a 
complex process, often to the extent that considerations of  IHL in violent video games, for example, 
are disregarded. The creative process of  video game production is said to be a ‘reactionary process 
driven by design and gameplay rather than story or reason...’ (Williams 2017, p. 211).

"…documents such as the 
Geneva Conventions could 
be mentioned and promoted 
in the games."
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Games which depict war crimes have drawn scrutiny from the ICRC. If  the IHL regime and its 
institutions ever deem it appropriate, they may likely adopt laws to regulate the video game industry 
due to the influence that video games have on public perception and action on armed conflict, as 
proposed in the 31st International Conference of  the Red Cross and Red Crescent in Geneva, 
Switzerland in 2011 (Crecente 2011). The 2011 Conference denoted that there exists ‘an audience of  
approximately 600 million gamers who may be virtually violating IHL’ (Crecente 2011). Conference 
attendees debated ‘whether their mandate should be extended to the virtual victims of  video game 
wars’ (Crecente 2011). This discussion leads to the compelling question of  whether video games should 
operate freely as a form of  entertainment media, or whether they ought to be subject to standards of  
IHL. In the late 2000s, TRIAL International examined ‘the actions of  players and non-players in 19 
games, including top shooter franchises like Call of  Duty, Battlefield and Rainbow 6 titles, examining 
whether the developers established or followed the international humanitarian laws set forth in the 
Geneva and Hague Conventions’ (Crecente 2011). The accuracy of  so-called ‘realistic’ war-themed 
video games becomes less accurate when examined against the lens of  IHL. There are numerous 
activities which players can do in the virtual world which would otherwise be heavily penalised in the 
real world. In the virtual realm, ‘civilians or protected objects such as churches or mosques can be 
attacked with impunity, in scenes portraying interrogations it is possible to torture, degrade or treat 
the prisoner inhumanely without being sanctioned for it and extrajudicial executions are simulated’ 
(TRIAL International 2017). TRIAL International suggests that video game designers utilise their 
innovation and creativity for the benefit of  the incorporation of  IHL rules in video games to promote 
and spread knowledge about the rules of  armed conflict (Donald 2017).

WHAT DO SUCH REPRESENTATIONS TEACH US (OR NOT 
TEACH US) ABOUT IHL?
If  representations of  armed conflict and violence in popular media were improved, they would not only 
bring forth a sense of  awareness to audiences, but would also bring an opportunity to impart formal 

A screenshot from the video game Call of  Duty: Black Ops 4. The Call of  Duty series was 
one of  the game franchises assessed by TRIAL International in relation to its adherence to 
IHL (Tamburro 2018).
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ICRC Headquarters in Geneva, Switzerland. The ICRC is the leading 
institution promoting adherence to IHL, and is one of  the major entities 
encouraging video game developers to incorporate IHL into their gameplay 
(ICRC 2020).

and legal knowledge surrounding 
the enforcement of  international 
law (Nelson 2014). Importantly, this 
can apply to breaches of  IHL (for 
example, through the commission 
of  war crimes) and can give rise to 
the identification of  any applicable 
treaties or processes by which 
breaches of  IHL are prosecuted; 
‘Under IHL treaty law, the duty 
to penalise grave breaches of  the 
Geneva Conventions undoubtedly 
creates an obligation to conduct 
investigations into this particular 
category of  violence’ (Lubell, Pejic 

and Simmons 2019). Moreover, war films, TV shows and games have the potential (if  realistic enough) 
to portray and elucidate the two countervailing aims of  IHL, comprising the balance between human 
rights and military necessity. It is important for members of  the public to gain an understanding 
of  these considerations in the creation and enforcement of  IHL in a world of  constant conflicts 
occurring contemporaneously.

CONCLUSION
The combination of  popular media and IHL is a relatively new field of  enquiry. Although it may 
understandably not be a priority of  the wider IHL regime (as it is preoccupied with real-life threats 
to global safety and security), it is nonetheless a notable and innovative consideration, as visual and 
dramatic representations of  armed conflicts present a substantial opportunity for disseminating 
knowledge about IHL at a very basic level, particularly to those with little to no knowledge of  
international law. Nevertheless, it will be interesting to observe how fictitious representations will be 
influenced, if  at all, and to what extent, by the rules of  armed conflict.

THE AUTHORTHE AUTHOR
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Fallen Heroes:  
Why We Should Speak Ill of the Dead

Kate Mesaglio
Social Work/Arts III

Throughout history there have been many different revolutions. With everything currently happening 
across the globe, from the #Me Too movement to the Black Lives Matter movement, it seems that 
we are once again in an age of  revolution. One of  the biggest movements currently underway is the 
removal of  statues of  problematic figures like Confederate General, Robert E. Lee in the U.S. (Farmer 
2020) and brutal colonial King, Leopold II in Belgium (Rannard 2020). Although the removal of  
these figures is indicative of  important strides towards more accurately reckoning with the past, these 
figures have always been controversial. 

The figures who have not received the same kind of  scrutiny are the more beloved historical figures. The 
old adage ‘do not speak ill of  the dead’, which makes it taboo to talk about the dead in an unflattering 
way, has prevented meaningful critique of  many historical figures. Consider these historical figures: 
Charles Lindbergh completed the first solo transatlantic flight in 1927, but held anti-Semitic views 
and was suspected of  being a Nazi sympathiser (Solly 2020); John Lennon is considered one of  the 
greatest musicians of  all time, but he also physically abused his first wife and hospitalised a man after 
breaking several of  his ribs (Sheff 1981); and, Mother Teresa received the Nobel Peace Prize in 1979 
and was canonised in 2016, but has been criticised for not providing adequate medical care to the sick, 
and for focusing more on converting people to Christianity than helping them (Schultz 2016).
This article aims to explore why the truth matters, and what we need to do to establish more rounded 
historical narratives as mainstream knowledge, narratives that don’t only focus on the achievements 
of  heroes but that acknowledge the flaws of  our heroes. 

WHY DOES THE TRUTH MATTER?
Some argue that most people aren’t celebrating the problematic sides of  individuals but are celebrating 
their accomplishments and notable contributions (Ehrlich & Fu 2015). However, this assertion distorts 
the issue at hand. We confound the achievements of  people with their character. We do not just 
celebrate their achievements, we celebrate every aspect of  their life, and raise them to represent the 
peak of  human success. We construct an image so glorious and shining that it creates a figure who 
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appears infallible. When we discover the flawed parts of  their lives, cognitive dissonance results in 
those flawed parts being removed or glossed over. These darker aspects of  our heroes’ lives have either 
been conveniently ‘forgotten’ by the annals of  history or, when they begin to creep into the margins of  
conversations, we push them aside to maintain the glossy image in our minds. 

Some may argue that the past does not matter - just like words, the past cannot hurt you. This is 
fundamentally untrue. For many communities, the events of  the past are very much embedded in 
the present (Sparrow 2018). The anti-Semitic views espoused by Henry Ford, a celebrated American 
industrialist (American Experience 2012), are the same anti-Semitic views championed by the 
perpetrator of  the 2018 Tree of  Life Synagogue shooting in Pittsburgh (Robertson, Mele & Tavernise 
2018). Similarly, the white supremacist ideology espoused by John Wayne, an actor celebrated as the 
quintessential American ‘macho man’ (Rosenberg 2019), are the same racial beliefs championed by 
neo-Nazis at the 2017 ‘Unite the Right’ rally in Charlottesville (ADL 2019).

By celebrating the accomplishments of  people, we are attempting to tell a specific story, and promote 
specific values like hard work, creativity, compassion, and leadership (Confino 1997). However, by 
ignoring flaws and problematic aspects of  people’s lives, we also send the message that if  you have 
enough power you can do whatever you want and not be punished or condemned for it. This struggle 
over how we should acknowledge the past is exemplified in Australia by the History Wars. The History 
Wars refer to an intense battle over how Australia’s history should be viewed; one of  violence and 
racism, or one of  unity and prosperity (McKenna 1997). This dichotomy has become characterised 
as a ‘white blindfold versus black armband view of  history’ (McKenna 1997). This black and white 
division of  the past fails to acknowledge that the past is complex and nuanced, and can contain both 
positive achievements and harmful failures. The negative does not necessarily negate the positive, but 
the positive should certainly not erase the negative.

Further, some argue that we should not judge the past by the values of  the present: the figures we 
celebrate are products of  their time, and although they may have done some terrible things, we 
should focus on their positive achievements (Roberts 2018); but, we are not living in the past. We are 
guided by our own moral codes that are embedded in the values of  modern society (Cook 2018). 

Dead Honest (Huber, 2010)
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George Washington, Slave Catcher (Stauffer, 2015)

However, the values that guide us today are also a product of  past events. Considering this, our values 
evolve, and therefore, to ensure we extract the right lessons from the past, we should judge the past 
against today’s moral standards. Despite anti-Semitism being commonplace during the early 20th 
Century (Adler 2019), we do not attempt to justify the Holocaust as simply being a product of  its 
time. Consequently, why should we justify the fact that George Washington, Thomas Jefferson and ten 
other US presidents owned slaves (Brockell 2019)? Slavery being legally acceptable at the time does 
not make it morally acceptable. 

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?
The aim of  this article is not to erase problematic heroes from the pages of  history. However, what we 
need to do is better distinguish between fact and fiction told about heroes, and place greater emphasis 
on the facts over the fictions. The facts are achievements worthy of  celebration, but the facts are also 
undesirable behaviours and attitudes that cause direct harm. The fiction is the infallible, god-like 
image that we construct around our historical heroes. The fiction is the belief  that the dead cannot be 
criticised because death creates a sacred barrier protecting figures from the truth. 

Fundamentally, we need to do three things to address the issue of  celebrating problematic historical 
figures. First, we should focus on celebrating achievements while recognising that flawed people 
can achieve great things. Secondly, we should recognise that, as human beings, people need to be 
viewed holistically as having both good and bad characteristics – they are more than just the sum 
of  their achievements. Thirdly, we need to be more critical in our analysis of  people, and challenge 
mainstream knowledge by questioning hero narratives that dominate popular culture and form so 
called ‘conventional knowledge’.
Celebrating heroic figures while ignoring the negative aspects of  their lives is a tradition dating back 
millennia to the celebration of  Greek heroes. A notable example is Homer’s Odysseus, who fought in 
the Trojan War and embarked on a perilous journey to return home. Once home, Odysseus slaughtered 
twelve innocent maids and his wife’s suitors. Despite this tradition being deeply embedded within 
society, we seem to be at a tipping point where the problematic parts of  celebrated figures are no longer 
accepted, and we are transitioning towards 
a ‘call-out culture’, where we demand better 
attitudes and behaviours from people, especially 
powerful, high profile people (Jamil 2020). A 
recent example is J.K. Rowling’s transphobic 
comments online which faced worldwide 
backlash from activists, fans, and even Harry 
Potter cast members like Emma Watson, Rupert 
Grint, and Daniel Radcliffe (Smith 2020). We 
no longer allow so-called ‘good people’ to get 
away with bad things. We are digging deeper. 
We are demanding more.
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Clearly, we need to re-evaluate the heroes of  the past. Although the dead cannot change their 
behaviour, we need to ensure we are not inadvertently sanctioning evil acts in the name of  promoting 
particular achievements. 

HEARTBREAKING CHOICES LAY AHEAD
It is a defining human endeavour to search for heroes (Kinsella, Ritchie & Igou 2015). Heroes are 
flawless – not in the sense that they never get angry, or make mistakes, but flawless in the sense that 
fundamentally they do not espouse views or engage in behaviour that is reprehensible and deserving 
of  condemnation. They represent everything we aspire to be: successful, popular, and valued. 
Unfortunately, humans are not flawless – we are imperfect. In this search for heroes we have created a 
social and cultural blindfold that has distorted our view of  the past and has allowed us to ignore past 
injustices for too long.

We should speak ill of  the dead if  we are to truly learn from our mistakes, and demand better for the 
future. In the acclaimed graphic novel, ‘V for Vendetta’, the main, deeply flawed anti-hero states: 
‘knowledge, like air, is vital to life. Like air, no one should be denied it’ (Moore 2005, p. 218). That ‘no 
one’ includes us. We must not deny ourselves knowledge, even if  that knowledge means finding out 
the truth about our beloved heroes - and even if  that truth breaks our heart.

"We should speak ill 
of the dead if we are to 
truly learn from our 
mistakes..."
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Brave New Coin?
An End to the Tyranny of Central 
Banks and The Rebirth of Money

Tony Song 
Law/International Studies VI

On 11 March 2020, the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic. Faced with 
economic or biological survival, economies around the world shutdown. The following Monday, Wall 
Street suffered its third largest daily percentage drop ever. The US economy experienced its sharpest 
downturn since World War II and shrank 32.9% (Pickert 2020). Unemployment in the US recorded 
its highest rate in history, rising 10.3% to 14.7% in April 2020 (Bureau of  Labour Statistics 2020). 
By June, 55% of  all restaurant business closures were reported as permanent by Yelp (Yelp 2020). 
Similarly, Australia entered its first recession in 29 years as effective unemployment doubled to an 
estimated 13.3% in June (Health 2020).

Today, the US stock market has recovered all its losses and breached all-time highs. Australia’s Stock 
Exchange has also bounced back, off the back of  powerhouse tech stocks like Afterpay rising from 
AUD $8 in March to AUD $96 in August, representing a 1100% gain. As a surge of  bored, home-
isolated retail investors entered the market, traditional valuation metrics were thrown out the window 
as stocks soared on news of  government bailouts and buoyed by stimulus. Gold, the traditional ‘flight-
to-safety’ asset likewise soared to new all-time-highs this month. This is peculiar because gold has 
always had an inverse relationship with the stock market as a ‘safe haven’ asset. It is exceptionally 
notable that both assets have risen simultaneously (McCarthy 2020).

In a parallel world to the stock market, the real economy of  the US is in shambles, with riots and 
daily debacles arising with China. How is such a fundamental dissonance between the two possible? 
Put simply, it is because real economies and financial markets have their own supply and demand. 
Today, technology and the nuclear age have changed the nature of  international relations (Chin 
2019). Nation states are principally beholden to economics and politics (Creveld 1999; Bobbit 2002). 
These are in turn driven by money, credit, and the institutions which control these – the central banks. 

MONEY, CREDIT, AND CENTRAL BANKS
Money and credit are the single greatest influence on how wealth and power rise. The Dutch Empire 
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for example, was built upon the Dutch East India Company, the world’s first publicly listed company. 
This effectively engineered the machine of  modern capitalism we know today, creating public debt 
and equity markets. In turn, the Dutch guilder became the world’s first real reserve currency, or one 
that is universally accepted. However, all empires expire. When the British came to power, again, 
money dictated power, exemplified by how the British East India Company’s military doubled the size 
of  the British military. After World War II, the US became the dominant world power and the US 
Dollar (USD) became the world’s reserve currency. Now, no single entity in the world has more power 
than the central bank of  the US – the Federal Reserve (‘the Fed’). 

The Fed controls the supply of  US dollars, which as the reserve currency, in turn allows the Fed 
to control the world’s supply of  money and credit. Under the Bretton Woods Agreement, it was 
promised the USD would be backed by the gold standard. This meant debt was convertible to gold at 
a fixed rate, compelling the Fed to control its spending. However, on 15 August 1971, President Nixon 
reneged on this promise, turning the world economy from this standard of  ‘hard money’ into a ‘fiat 
economy’ of  ‘paper money’. Consequently, central banks could now print paper money without any 
restrictions.

This is significant because whenever any crisis emerged, instead of  governments having to impose 
taxes or compel citizens to save, they could instead call on the central banks to print money in a process 
called quantitative easing. This is far more politically palatable for governments. It is as if  the banker 
in Monopoly can print more money and redistribute it to everyone when too many players are getting 
bankrupt or angry. The Fed and other central banks buy assets in massive scale from the market to 
prop it up and banks act as the intermediary during this redistribution, profiting as middlemen. 
This occurred when the stock market hit its lowest level on 23 March 2020 and the Fed created 
the Secondary Market Corporate Credit Facility to buy specific stocks and junk bonds (bad debts). 
Other central banks followed suit. For example, operating in the shadows, the ‘Gnomes of  Zürich’ 
performed their own alchemy, printing Swiss francs to buy assets as from 31 March through 30 June 
2020, the Swiss National Bank’s total value of  its US stock holdings rose by $25.6 billion, or by 25.8%, 
to a record $118.3 billion (Richter 2020). 

By pushing stocks up higher, the bubble only inflates further. This is why today we see the institutional 

"…no single entity in the 
world has more power than 
the central bank of the US – 
the Federal Reserve..."
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money exiting the market, while a swarm of  first-time retail investors enter what is fundamentally a 
rigged market (Vickovich 2020; Wang 2020). Never before have interest rates been so low (or even 
negative) on as much as an unprecedented 26 trillion USD of  debt today (US Department of  the 
Treasury 2020). Because central bank notes are backed by future tax payments, we citizens must 
eventually pay down this debt as banks get richer today. Additionally, increasing the money supply 
leads to inflation, which increases prices and pushes people into more debt to finance their living. 
Crucially, price and value are distinct. While people feel richer, intrinsic value remains equal. For 
example, even if  you own a house and house prices rise due to government stimulus, it is only your 
calculated wealth, not your actual wealth that rises. This calculated wealth is meaningless when the 
house of  cards eventually comes tumbling down.  

Currently, central banks control markets, bail out reckless investments and support the misallocation 
of  resources. It is only those with existing capital that benefit from this while the poor only have their 
cash devalued. From 1978 to 2018, CEO compensation grew by 940% compared to wages for the 
average salary worker which grew by 11.9% (Economic Policy Institute 2018). The wealth gap is now 
the largest since 1930, preceding the Great Depression, bolstered by CEO stock options and inflated 
stock prices. 

As money and credit flows upwards, eventually actual economic activity is so superseded by increases 
in asset prices that the debt bubble will pop. 

So, what is the way forward to avoid crisis? Many economists have called for financial system reform 
back into a rules-based one. This movement saw some promise with Judy Shelton, a known advocate 
for returning to the gold standard, passing the Senate vote for a position in the Fed last month. 
However, as expected, she is receiving substantial pushback from the status quo (Rattner 2020). As 
traditional avenues for change remain in inertia, an alternative movement is growing – the Bitcoin 
Revolution. 

The Changing World Order – Where We Are and Where We’re Going’ 2020 (Dalio 2020) (based off data 
from World Inequality Database)
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BITCOIN
Arising out of  the ashes of  the GFC, Bitcoin was created by the pseudonymous Satoshi Nakamoto as 
an open-source, peer-to-peer digital currency. While the peer-to-peer remittance function of  Bitcoin 
is powerful, its true innovation is its digital scarcity. This makes it a store of  value, functioning like a 
‘digital gold’. It is hard coded into the Bitcoin protocol that only 21 million bitcoins will ever exist, 
with the last bitcoin being minted in 2140. It is this programmatic quantitative tightening that is 
threatening central banks to create their own digital currencies, including the now piloted Chinese 
Digital Yuan and the coming Federal Reserve Digital Dollar (Davidson 2020; Koffman 2020). Uniquely, 
Bitcoin provides predictable forward guidance that is immutable and mathematically provable. The 
independence of  the protocol is enforced by a decentralised network of  computers around the world. 
These attributes have made Bitcoin the best performing asset of  the decade (Deane 2020), and likely 
for many decades to come. 

But more crucially, Bitcoin means we no longer have to depend on government-backed money as 
it has ignited a revolution of  ‘dApps’ – decentralised applications that are independent of  central 
authorities. In the realm of  banking, ‘defi’ or decentralised finance enables anyone with a smartphone 
to send value to anyone else. This has the potential to enable the 1.7 billion unbanked people living 
in developing, corrupt or unstable governments to obtain universal financial access (Demirgüç-Kunt 
et al. 2017). 

Free banking is just a tiny microcosm of  the innovations taking place. We have entered the 4th 
Industrial Revolution, as advanced data information and artificial intelligence are supplementing 
human intelligence. The world is becoming more skilled and there is tremendous capacity to expand 
the pie and then divide it more equally. For the first time in history, individuals have the chance to front 
run institutions. If  enough people believe in the power of  Bitcoin, blockchain and cryptocurrency as 
an alternative to the inequitable financial system, then it might just be the spark needed to ignite a 
revolution for a fairer society. 

THE AUTHORTHE AUTHOR
Tony is a sixth-year undergraduate student completing a double degree in Law and International Studies. He is interested 
in the changing world order, specifically how emerging technologies, economics and decentralised finance can facilitate the 
shift to a better, more equal society.
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