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Dear Reader
We are thrilled to welcome you to our first issue for 2021, Aftermath. We sincerely hope that you and 
your loved ones are safe and healthy as we continue to weather the COVID-19 storm. 

Aftermath is another diverse showcase of  the talents of  UNSW student authors. In this anthology, our 
authors bring light to issues that are prevalent across the world in development, security, and health.  
Andrena Kandiah begins by drawing attention to the impacts of  the Easter Sunday bombings in 
Sri Lanka, arguing that in the intersections of  the attacks and COVID-19, the public have been 
left to fend for themselves. Simran Borges brings our focus to South Africa by critically analysing 
the impact of  development programs on female workers in the agricultural industry. Anja Flamer-
Caldera continues Simran’s critical lens, and interrogates the value and implications of  the notion of  
‘empowerment’ in global development. In his seventh article for Politik, our most regular author, Von 
Bacani, takes aim at nuclear proliferation and examines the merit of  approaching the issue as an 
emerging one in international security. 

In an exciting first for Politik, we have included two extended pieces. Recommended to us by Dr 
Deborah Barros Leal Farias from the School of  Social Sciences (and long-time supporter of  Politik), 
four authors – Sophia Harvey, Loc Nguyen, Clariana Roncati Rodrigues and Raana Zafar – report 
on the impacts of  COVID-19 on vulnerable women with intersectional and compounding identities. 
The second piece, recommended to us by another well-known figure of  the School of  Social Sciences, 
Dr William Clapton, is an in-depth discussion of  settler colonialism in Australia, by Daniel Black. In 
this piece, Daniel explores sovereignty, assimilation, identity, and inequality as he maps how ongoing 
settler-colonial logic has shaped the modern Indigenous experience.

In addition, Politik Editor Kate Mesaglio sat down with Justine Gough, Assistant Commissioner for 
the Eastern Command of  the Australian Federal Police, to gain an insight into the field of  policing 
and its interaction with current international affairs. We extend our sincerest thanks to Justine for her 
generosity in volunteering her time and energy for such a valuable contribution to Aftermath.

Alongside the wonderful student authorship showcased in this issue, we would also like to give credit 
to the editorial contributions of  the entire Politik team. We extend our gratitude to our mighty team 
of  ten Editors and two Senior Editors. As always, we could not have done it without your dedication 
and hard work. 
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Our regular readers will not be surprised to know that the issue was designed, once again, by the 
wonderful Caroline Lee. Thank you, Caroline, for your creative vision.

We would also like to wholeheartedly thank the UNSW School of  Social Sciences, especially Ashleigh 
Hamilton, the School Manager, for your ongoing and invaluable support of  Politik. 

On behalf  of  the team, we hope you enjoy and learn from the contributions of  these talented authors 
of  UNSW and extend our heartfelt thanks for your support. 
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Andrena is a 4th year International 
Studies/Bachelor of  Media 
(Communications and Journalism) 
student. She is passionate about 
international relations and affairs and 
how these intersect with humanitarian 
effects. Combining her love for creativity, 
Andrena aspires to utilise various methods 
of  the arts, including writing and film, to 
provoke conversation and political thought.

INTRODUCTION
Church bells tolling, echoing across the quiet 
streets of  Colombo, Sri Lanka. Families, young 
and old, meandering the roads, making their 
way to a Sunday lunch, in celebration of  Easter. 
Holidaying families, excited to spend the Easter 
break in a country unlike any other. A day for 
family, togetherness, and warmth. It should have 
been a typical Easter Sunday in the bustling city 
of  Colombo. However, in 2019, it was vastly 
different for families and tourists alike. Despite 
the religious context of  Easter Sunday, the day 
was spent in mourning with almost 300 people 
dead, many more injured, and a city exhausted 
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from four terrorist attacks (Asia Times 2019).

Sri Lanka’s political standing in the international sphere did not warrant such destruction. However, 
the event was significant in paving the way for the true colours of  a seemingly positive presidential 
administration to be displayed, a constitutional crisis to unfold, and severe economic loss, echoed 
by the financial standstill of  COVID-19. The government’s singular job, to serve the people, failed 
spectacularly, highlighted by the devastating amount of  national mourning. Upon reflection of  the 
catastrophic events, ordinary families and people have been caught in the crosshairs of  a crisis that has 
arisen as a result of  these attacks. 

A CONSTITUTIONAL CRISIS UNEARTHED 
A decade before, Sri Lanka was pulling itself  together from a devasting civil war, leaving thousands 
of  residents and citizens upheaved and exhausted. However, much of  it was ignored in favour of  
politicians refusing to address the resolutions passed by the UN, such as former Secretary-General 

The 2019 Easter Bombings:   
The Crisis that Started a 

Series of Crises
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Ban Ki-Moon determination to strengthen 
UN responses to crises (United Nations 2012). 
Nonetheless, ignoring of  the ramifications of  
the war culminated in the Easter bombings, 
occurring a whole decade later, affecting both 
Sri Lankan citizens, holidaying couples and 
families. The political environment of  Sri Lanka 
was just as dire as it was ten years prior and yet 
no attempts had been made to amend this. 

The constitutional crisis, whereby a series of  
politicians resigned one after the other, clearly 
demonstrated the fragility of  the Sri Lankan 
political system. The political system had been 
built on shaky ground, with the representation of  
the majority Sinhalese significantly influencing 
the government, despite the existence of  other 
ethnicities and cultures (Shastri 1999, p. 69). The 
constitutional crisis surveyed these vulnerabilities 
on a grander and more transparent level, despite 
the nation naively believed to be foundational 
and strong since the conclusion of  the Civil War 
and the political system seemingly faultless.  Sri 
Lanka’s poverty levels, noted to be particularly 
low in terms of  per capita income (Yapa 2004, 
p. 96), necessitates that the elected government 
be stable and provide for their livelihoods. 
However, when the sound of  bombs echoed 
across the city, it echoed not only the pleas of  

citizens, year after year, towards the government, 
but also the crumbling of  the government itself  
with its hastily-assembled structures being in the 
spotlight once again. 

The serial resignations of  critical Sri Lankan 
politicians, ones who would have been 
responsible for dealing with the crisis, were 
strong contributions as to the reasons why Sri 
Lanka’s political system began to unravel. 
Sri Lanka’s defence and police forces, both 
of  which were already undergoing security 
reforms, with some degree of  success (Cave & 
Manoharan 2010), were forced to deal with the 
ramifications of  the bombings without the two 
leaders of  its security portfolio there to enable 
the changes being made. The abandonment of  
the lead politicians led the people of  Sri Lanka 
to be more susceptible to violence than prior 
and during the bombings itself. 

The resignation of  Defence Secretary, Hemasiri 
Fernando, was the first domino to fall, and 
prompted an uproar in the already dishevelled 
nation, with fear of  how a nation blasted 
with hatred could protect itself  without the 
defence minister, an individual sworn to protect 
Sri Lanka. Fernando’s resignation received 
particular outcry from the international 

“…ignoring the ramifications 
of the war culminated in the 

Easter bombings…”
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community, as his resignation came immediately following the bombings (Srinivasan 2019). Despite his 
statement that he had difficulty in resolving national security, the international community was more 
concerned that he had ignored prior intelligence of  the bombings and failed to protect his citizens 
(Morrison 2020, p. 103). Fernando, who was a critical player in Sri Lankan politics given his immense 
power within government portfolios and his wide connections in different parts of  Sri Lankan society, 
was responsible for not only protecting Sri Lankans but defending them. His resignation demonstrated 
how citizens were left at the mercy of  a crumbling political game. 

Soon after the resignation of  Fernando came the resignation of  the Inspector-General of  Police, 
Pujith Jayasundara, which demonstrated how the interlink between politics and citizens had inevitably 
failed following the conclusion of  the Civil War (Agence France-Presse 2019). Similar to Fernando’s 
resignation, Jayasundara’s lack of  assertiveness and action in attempting to find the perpetrators of  
the bombings resulted in the loss of  thousands of  lives (Adenusi, Babalola & Onifade 2019, p. 218). 
Despite Jayasundara’s blow to the political system, the change in another significant position in the 
protection of  Sri Lankan citizens demonstrated once again how citizens are made vulnerable by the 
government that they put in power. 
 
Whilst the resignations of  the politicians in power alone is enough for a nation to experience confusion 
and anarchy, particularly so close to a devastating event, its closeness to the events of  the Civil War a 
decade prior and the government’s strong ethnically-biased foundation yet again demonstrates that 
citizens are the ones who bear the brunt of  decisions made by those in power. The President’s choice to 
appoint Mahinda Rajapaksa – a former President who is both incredibly controversial and supported 
across the political spectrum – as de facto Prime Minister in 2018, was a clear demonstration of  
the government’s prioritisation of  political power over the protection of  its citizens (Rasheed 2018). 
Despite Rajapaksa’s corruption charges and allegations, which led his government to attain their lowest 
score on the Transparency International Index, his comeback to power in 2018 can be amounted to 
the cult of  personality that surrounds him (Rutnam 2013). Rajapaksa’s corruption, amounting to 
billons of  rupees – which could have been used to tackle issues for those who are on the lower end of  
the socioeconomic scale – raised the question of  whether he could protect those in Sri Lanka if  he 
couldn’t protect them in his past tenures. 

These cries went unheard of  in the eyes of  the government. Rajapaksa’s cult of  personality is strong 
in Sri Lankan society and the government utilised it widely to appease the majority and give a sense 
of  normalcy to Sri Lanka. However, Rajapaksa’s rise to power as Prime Minister in 2018 and the 
successive resignations of  the Defence and Police ministers only reaffirmed what the Sri Lankan 
people were fearful of  following the conclusion of  the Civil War; the Sri Lankan people have been 
left behind in the dust, with no power and standing of  their own. Despite his cult of  personality and 
those that supported him, subsections of  society, particularly those towards the lower end of  the 
socioeconomic scale, were concerned about the ramifications of  losing political power and their voice 
in an already unstable federal leadership position. 

Andrena Kandiah
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THE EMERGENCE OF AN 
ECONOMIC CRISIS 
The constitutional crises may have been stirring 
since 2009, but given the unpredictable nature 
of  the bombings, the economic crisis that 
emerged in its aftermath was devastating. With 
COVID-19 now severely embedded in everyday 
life and worsening in Sri Lanka, the country’s 
economy finds itself  sinking deeper and deeper 
as foreign reserves dwindle with no tourism – 
Sri Lanka’s biggest industry – to keep foreign 
exchanges balanced (Francis & Mallawarachi 
2021).  Immediately after the attacks, the Sri 
Lankan economy was drastically affected, with 
the tourism industry estimated to have a fatal loss 
of  approximately $1.5 billion (de Silva 2019). 
Whilst the tourism industry in any nation that 
has been recently attacked by terrorists would 
be severely impacted, the purposeful attacks of  
luxury hotels throughout the bombings proved 
to be another factor in the dying economy even 
before COVID-19. 

Tourism serves as an integral factor of  the Sri 
Lankan economy, with many people from all 
around the world flocking to the country to take 
in the natural scenery of  the country, so vastly 
different from metropolitan cities that serve as 
the face of  the global tourism economy. With 
tourists unwilling to explore Sri Lanka as a 
result of  the bombings, the Sri Lankan people, 
particularly those working in the tourism 
economy, were negatively affected. Businesses 
that made almost all of  its profits from tourism 
were forced to shut down within a week of  
the bombings, many of  whom were self-
employed and live close to ‘the brink of  poverty’ 
(Mallawarachi 2019). Approximately 135,000 
jobs were lost as a result of  the bombings, (de 
Silva 2019), and with all of  them close to the 

“…those in 
power were not 

phased with 
helping the 

people but more 
concerned with 

how to remain in 
power…” 
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brink of  poverty, it is evident that those in power were not phased with helping the people but more 
concerned with how to remain in power and fixing up a mess of  politics that was made years prior, at 
the end of  the Civil War. 

CONCLUSION
Politics and economics are two spheres of  a harmonious society that usually go hand in hand. In the 
case of  Sri Lanka, it is clear that these two spheres are so tightly linked that they have dragged each 
other down. The Sri Lankan people remain as the true victims in this, both during the attacks and in 
aftermath of  it. The end of  the Civil War prompted a half-hearted investigation into the effects of  the 
war on the people and any reparations that should have been made as a result. However, the Easter 
bombings, a whole decade later, truly demonstrated that the Sri Lankan people remain pawns in a 
political power game, standing alone in a nation that slowly crumbles under the weight of  its failures. 

Figure 1: Officials inspect the damaged St. Sebastian’s Church, after multiple explosions targeted people in churches and 
hotels across Sri Lanka, on April 21, 2019, in Negombo, north of  Colombo, Sri Lanka (Karunarathne 2019). 

Andrena Kandiah
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Simran is a fourth year International 
Studies/Media student at UNSW. She 
has developed a very strong interest in 
the world around her. She is specifically 
interested in politics and international 
development. She believes the first step to 
making any changes is through knowledge 
and understanding, which she hopes to 
pass on through this article.

Economists have long argued that neoliberalism 
is an ‘objective truth’ that should govern and 
underpin international and national economic 
policies (Chopra 2010). However, their claims 
have been contested by critical thinkers who 
maintain that neoliberalism has not benefited 
the development of  countries in the Global 
South. In this paper, I contribute to this 
argument and adopt a critical-theoretical 
approach to neoliberalism, particularly feminist 
theory, to analyse the consequences of  the 
Growth, Employment, and Redistribution 
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(GEAR) programme in South Africa. I argue that the implications of  this programme were extremely 
detrimental for women in agriculture. I do this by first examining how the programme contributed to 
decreased female labour participation. I then explore how GEAR limited women’s access to resources 
and increased their vulnerability to exploitation.

THE GROWTH, EMPLOYMENT, AND REDISTRIBUTION 
PROGRAMME (GEAR)
To effectively explore and analyse this argument, it is important to understand what exactly GEAR 
entailed. GEAR was a five-year program introduced in 1996 as part of  the African National Congress 
(ANC) aim to address macroeconomic issues in South Africa, in particular the ‘collapse in the value 
of  the rand and a decline in investor confidence’ (Schneider 2003, p. 43). It reformed the 1994 
Reconstruction and Development Program (RDP) to embrace neoliberal economic policies that were 
set to change the region’s economic, political, and social sphere. (Schneider 2003; Meer 2002; Capuzzo 
2014). The principles underpinning GEAR, which included ‘tight monetary and fiscal policies, the 
liberalisation of  the economy and privatisation’ (Lehloesa 2000, p. 5-6), led to its description as a 
‘back-door structural adjustment program’ (Schneider 2003, p. 43). One of  the major changes that 

Implications of The Growth, 
Employment and Redistribution 
Programme (GEAR) For Female 

Workers in South Africa’s 
Agricultural Industry
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Figure 1: Women packing boxes of  fresh vegetables in Guguletu, Cape Town, South Africa, as part of  an AUSAID 
project, run by DFAT (DFAT 2009). 

GEAR represented was the shift in attitudes from the ANC towards the Bretton Woods Institutions 
(Schneider 2003, p.44). During the RDP, the ANC was ‘openly hostile to the neoliberal policies’ 
(Schneider 2003, p. 44) of  the major financial institutions. GEAR, however, was created in collaboration 
with economists from the World Bank, who played a significant role in shaping the macroeconomic 
policies that underpinned the program (Schneider 2003, p. 44). This reconstruction of  South Africa’s 
economic policies, to resemble neoliberal agendas, attracted many critiques by scholars who argued 
the program failed on many accounts to provide long-term, sustainable development to South Africa 
(Lehloesa 2000; Kehler 2001; Hajdu et al. 2012). As Lewis (2019, p. 11) noted, ‘the market-friendly 
liberalisation policies pursued in the wake of  GEAR did not benefit those who suffered most under 
apartheid’. As such, the following paragraphs seek to explore how and why GEAR’s neoliberal policies 
significantly affected female workers in South Africa’s agricultural sector. 

FEMALE LABOUR PARTICIPATION 
The implications of  GEAR were extremely detrimental for female agricultural workers in South 
Africa firstly because they exacerbated the unequal distribution of  labour between men and women. 
One of  GEAR’s core propositions was to create a ‘competitive fast-growing economy’ (Department 
of  Finance 1999), which involved transforming South Africa into an ‘export-oriented economy’ 
(Narsiah 2002, p. 6). For many South African workers in the formal sector, these policies led to a rise 
in labour market participation (Lehloesa 2000). However, for those in South Africa’s informal sector 
like agriculture, this growth did not reciprocate, and many were left abandoned. During 1996-1999 
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“Despite GEAR’s aims of improving 
employment, women still had less access 
to alternative employment opportunities 
compared to their male counterparts.”

(GEAR’s time period), the number of  females in informal sectors, including agriculture, rose by 46% 
and 34% in the formal sector (Kehler 2001, p. 48). The participation of  men in the formal agricultural 
sector, however, almost doubled in both sectors during this same period; 54% and 66% respectively 
(Kehler 2001, p. 48). This indicates that despite GEAR’s aims of  improving employment, women still 
had less access to alternative employment opportunities compared to their male counterparts.

It is important to note that labour market participation is conducive specifically to the liberal 
economy. During GEAR, the need to liberalise the economy ‘resulted in the increasing prominence 
of  manufacturing and services, sectors more dependent on skilled labour’ (Schneider 2003, p. 28). 
South African female workers in agriculture were excluded from this. Instead, GEAR forced many 
women into the informal agricultural sector, and prevented them from experiencing social mobility 
and advancement in the same way as men in the region. This reflects a common element of  neoliberal 
labour markets, wherein the rules and practices within formal and informal sectors tend to reflect 
the ‘gender norms of  the societies in which they are embedded’ (Razavi et al. 2012, p. vii). This was 
especially apparent during the period of  GEAR, where South African women, specifically those in 
agriculture, could not access other jobs because they were not deemed appropriate (Lewis 2019). 
Women were concentrated in ‘home-based work’, including cooking and childcare (Skinner & Valodia 
2001, p. 84). Thus, the GEAR program solidified the ‘gender-based barriers and inequalities’ (Razavi 
et al. 2012, p. vii) that came with economic liberalisation, having extremely damaging implications for 
women in agriculture. 

ACCESS TO RESOURCES
This argument can be further substantiated by GEAR’s impact on women’s access to resources in 
South Africa. For female farmers, access to resources often paralleled their access to the labour market. 
As identified above, a large number of  women in South Africa’s agricultural sector were subjected 
to ‘gendered role divisions and a patriarchal ideology’ as part of  the country’s neoliberal economic 
restructuring (Lewis 2019, p. 12). As a result, market opportunities benefitted those in male-dominated 
industries like manufacturing and services. Trends like this, Cockburn et al. (2007, p. 271) point out, 
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“Despite 
taking on both 

agricultural work 
and ‘reproductive 

work’, female 
farmers were 

still overlooked 
in terms of their 
contributions to 

the South African 
economy.” 

make it increasingly difficult for women working 
in sectors like agriculture to access productive 
assets and resources, including loans, land, and 
knowledge. 

Women’s unequal access to resources was 
further solidified by one of  GEAR’s other 
transformations: the ‘expansion in private 
sector capital formation’ (Department of  
Finance 1999, p. 2). During the GEAR period 
(1996-200), many services and enterprises that 
were public under the RDP program were then 
privatised (Hentz 2000). Accordingly, female 
farmworkers were left even more disadvantaged 
in their access to ‘resources, opportunities and 
education’ (Kehler 2001, p. 41). For example, 
under GEAR, government spending on health 
decreased drastically and ‘child support grants 
meant for the poorest 30%, reached only 
0.8% of  them’ (Meer 2002, p. 107). These 
trends highlight how women were significantly 
impacted by and given less support under 
GEAR. It is important to note that a crucial 
tenet of  feminist theory is that neoliberal 
policies are generally ‘blind to the unpaid work 
and production of  women within households’ 
(Cockburn et al. 2007, p. 271). Despite taking 
on both agricultural work and ‘reproductive 
work’, female farmers were still overlooked in 
terms of  their contributions to the South African 
economy. As Kehler (2001, p. 44) highlighted, 
women (especially in rural areas) were defined 
as caregivers, while their husbands were the 
‘breadwinners’. Therefore, the GEAR program 
disadvantaged women more as they were not 
considered the productive units of  the family.

However, supporters of  GEAR, like the Eastern 
Cape Department of  Agriculture, argued 
that female farmworkers had the capacity to 

contribute significantly to the economy but 
did not because they turned to public sector 
grants: ‘[Female farmworkers] could produce 
two tonnes of  maize entirely by hand. Why 
don’t [they] do it? Because they don’t need 
to, because they’ve got childcare grants and 
pensions’ (Hajdu et al., 2012, p. 53). This 
highlights a common critique of  neoliberal 
economics, which is to place blame on ‘rural 
smallholders for failures in the programmes’ 
(Hajdu et al., 2012, p. 53). It defines the 
tendency of  neoliberal and financial lobbyists to 
deflect responsibility when their ‘trickle-down’ 
macroeconomic policies fail to trickle down to 
those who need it most (Lehloesa 2001). The 
impacts of  this were seen during GEAR when 
greater attention was paid to those who could 
contribute the most to economic output. The 
contributions of  women ‘to the sustainability 
of  the family’ - which for many South African 
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women involved agricultural work to produce food - were seen as ‘much less “valuable” than men’s’ 
(Kehler 2001, p. 44). The privatisation policies enacted through GEAR forced women into unnecessary 
cycles of  poverty and dependency. Female farmworkers, one of  the most reliant groups on South 
Africa’s public services, had a harder time accessing the resources they needed to manage both their 
agricultural and caretaker roles (Kehler 2001, p. 44). As a result, many women had to increase their 
domestic and ‘reproductive’ roles and rely on their husbands for financial support (Kehler 2001; 
Skinner & Valodia 2001), which damaged their ability to participate actively in the labour market and 
hindered their opportunities to bring themselves out of  poverty. This, therefore, demonstrates that the 
impacts of  the GEAR programme significantly disadvantaged women and, more specifically, their 
access to necessary public resources and services that were privatised as part of  GEAR’s neoliberal 
strategy.

FEMALE VULNERABILITY TO EXPLOITATION
The final point I will examine is the impact of  the programme in increasing female exploitation, 
focusing specifically on how the ‘market-friendly liberalisation policies’ that underpinned GEAR did 
not serve to benefit the needs of  women working in agriculture (Lewis 2019, p. 11). The objectives of  
the programme, to liberalise South Africa’s economy and deregulate foreign capital flows (Lewis 2019, 
p. 1), meant that many women working in agriculture were under pressure to produce exportable 
goods and materials to keep up with the competitiveness of  international markets (Brenton et al. 
2013). The belief  that female farmers would produce less output than their male counterparts led 
to many being employed as temporary workers and for relatively short-time periods (Brenton et al 
2013; Lewis 2019). This was significant for two reasons. First, it led to many female farmers being 
displaced, and because GEAR privatised public housing services, many could not purchase homes 
without a husband (Lewis 2019, p. 11). This forced females to ‘seek random partners, or remain in 
highly abusive relationships with men, including employers’ (Lewis 2019, p. 11). Second, because most 
females were employed seasonally, they were denied the rights of  permanent workers – despite some 
working all year (Kehler 2001, p. 48). The privatisation of  social services under GEAR also meant 
that females under these temporary ‘employment patterns’ were not eligible to receive some pensions 
funds or medical/maternity benefits (Kehler 2001, p. 48). This demonstrates how the implications of  
GEAR significantly contributed to the exploitation of  female agricultural workers in South Africa.

This argument is solidified even further by the ‘the gross violation of  women’s rights on farms, the 
extreme economic exploitation, and the gendered violence’ (Lewis 2019, p. 12) that occurred on farms 
in South Africa due to the negligence of  the government. The neo-liberal paradigm under which 
GEAR formed created ‘the impression of  efficient economic processes and rights-based and fair 
labour practices’ (Lewis 2019, p. 12). This was clearly not the case, as many scholars have pointed out 
(Kehler 2001; Devereaux 2020; Deedat & van der Westhuizen 2006). The aim of  GEAR, to produce 
economic output that was on par with international market standards, created extremely harsh and 
exploitative conditions for female farmers. Females farmers were paid less than men and rarely given 
written contracts (Deveraux 2020 p. 4). Furthermore, women worked ‘ten hours a day with only a 
one-hour break… [and were] required to perform physically strenuous work in all weather conditions’ 
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(Kehler 2001, p. 48). Despite all this, women were also ‘responsible for unpaid care work alongside the 
hard work’ (Lewis 2019, p. 12) expected of  them on the farms. This substantiates this paper’s main 
argument that South Africa’s neoliberal-backed GEAR programme was significantly detrimental to 
the lives of  female agricultural workers.

CONCLUSION
South Africa’s GEAR programme was, therefore, significant in its impact on female farmworkers in 
the country. This paper’s alignment with feminist theory uses three main points to highlight these 
disadvantages. First, GEAR distorted female labour participation. The nature of  the scheme’s 
neoliberal policies made it difficult for women in agriculture to access other job opportunities, and 
their expectation to undertake ‘reproductive roles’ led to increased dependency on their husbands. 
Second, the privatisation of  public services meant that female farmers, who relied on them the most, 
were unable to access necessary resources. Finally, the ‘market-friendly liberalisation policies’ (Lewis 
2019, p. 11) that underpinned the programme increased female farmers’ vulnerability to exploitation, 
violence, and harsh working conditions. These points further solidify the arguments put forward by 
feminist critiques (Lewis 2019; Deedat & van der Westhuizen 2006), who claim that neoliberalism is 
underpinned by an unequal division of  labour that exploits the position and vulnerability of  women, 
specifically in the Global South. Understanding these dynamics is crucial, especially because they 
govern almost all of  the market and economic practices that underpin the international political 
economy today. Addressing these inequalities requires solutions that move beyond neoliberal theory. 
Although an analysis of  what these solutions might be exceeds the scope of  this paper, it serves as a 
useful foundation for future research. 

“The privatisation policies 
enacted through GEAR forced 

women into unnecessary cycles 
of poverty and dependency.”
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INTRODUCTION 
This paper is an analysis of  how the COVID-19 pandemic has 
impacted women, especially those with unique, intersectional, 
and compounding identities. Given women are not a 
homogenous or static group, utilising merely a gendered lens is 
not sufficient. An understanding of  structural as well as cultural 
factors, considering the various forms of  discriminations and 
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oppressions, active and subconscious, by individuals and systems, that intersect to create multiplicative 
disadvantage, is essential to understand the impact on women (Ryan & El Ayadi 2020). Hence, an 
intersectional approach will be used to understand and analyse the role of  historical structural and 
health inequalities, gender disparities, social determinants and how these lived experiences exacerbate 
the impact of  the COVID-19 on women’s livelihoods. 

This analysis of  the pandemic’s impact on health, human rights, and the development (Tarantola et 
al. 2017) of  women with intersectional identities, has resulted in an assessment that the outbreak of  
COVID-19 has put many segments of  the population at a heightened risk. These include socially 
and financially vulnerable groups, aged populations, persons with disabilities, persons with pre-
existing health conditions and casual workers, and where these identities intersect with gender, these 
disadvantages are increased.

There have been three key issue areas identified that have been escalated and negatively impacted 
by this pandemic. From an intersectional (Crenshaw 1991) gendered lens, there will be a focus on 
unpacking the impact COVID-19 has had on women with regards to:
I. Health
II. Employment, and
III. Gender-Based Violence (GBV)

This report will explore the impacts for various demographic groups of  women such as those from 
migrant backgrounds, those who have diverse sexualities or genders, living with disabilities, in the 
casual workforce, academics, women who are pregnant or experiencing motherhood, and women 
who stay-at-home.
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In addition, another focus is the impact on the above listed groups as well as individuals who form 
through intersection of  above groups are studied through the help of  research, case-studies, and grey 
literature produced by advocacy groups. Given this pandemic has a global impact, we have employed 
evidence from around the world to inform our analysis. However, during the period this paper was 
written all the authors were living, working, and studying in Australia, so the reader might observe 
that Australian research dominates our rhetoric.

I. HEALTH
Research has shown that women have an increased risk to COVID-19 exposure due to socioeconomic 
and structural factors, specifically women in the frontline workforce being at the greatest risk (Kopel 
et al. 2020). There has been gendered segregation within the workforce, with certain occupations or 
industries  made up of  predominantly women (Workplace Gender Equality Agency 2019). Across 
the globe, 70% of  people employed in the health sector are women (Boniol et al. 2019). They also 
predominantly make up the domestic and social care sectors. Although women are more likely to be 
frontline health workers in occupations such as nursing, midwifery, and community health care, they 
are also employed in other occupations within health care facilities, such as cleaning and catering. 

Due to this, women working in health care facilities are more likely to be exposed to COVID-19 
(UN Women 2020a). Data gathered in Spain and Italy shows female health care workers are being 
disproportionately infected with COVID-19. In Spain, 75.5% and in Italy 69%, of  healthcare workers 
infected with COVID-19 are women (UN Women 2020b). With the already existing socioeconomic 
and employment inequalities faced by women, the COVID-19 crisis has not only amplified these 
issues but has also put women at a greater risk of  being exposed to the virus (Foley & Piper 2020). 

Figure 1: Infection rates of  health-care workers in Spain (UN Women 2020b)
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Cultural background, migration status, 
disability, geolocation, and sexuality are just 
some intersectional identities that magnify 
the COVID-19 impact due to systemic 
discrimination (Viruell-Fuentes et al. 2012). This 
can be seen through the example of  working 
migrant women, who make up a large proportion 
of  workers within the health, domestic and care 
sectors (UN Women 2020c). Not only does the 
overrepresentation of  migrant women within 
these sectors increase their risk of  exposure 
to COVID-19, as explained earlier, but their 
employment conditions also impact their health. 
Migrant women working in health and social care 
facilities are often low-paid and are employed on 
a part time or casual basis. Often, this means that 
they work across multiple health or care facilities 
to earn an income, and during the pandemic they 
do not have the privilege of  choosing to reduce 
their exposure by staying home (Foley & Piper 
2020). This increases the risk of  migrant women’s 
exposure to COVID-19, as well as being a vector 
for transmissions, which can be seen through the 
reports of  COVID-19 clusters within health and 
aged care facilities (Gupta 2020). 

Furthermore, the prevalent racism towards 
migrant communities or people of  colour during 
the pandemic in Western countries cannot be 
denied. This is another aspect that impacts the 
mental health of  front liners, as exemplified 
through the case of  Belly Mujinga in the United 
Kingdom (The Guardian 2020). In the context 
of  women from culturally or linguistically diverse 
(CALD) backgrounds, it is also important to 
mention the evidence of  disparities in accessing 
healthcare. Due to systemic barriers, CALD 
women are often from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds, resulting in reduced access 
to healthcare and higher levels of  medical 
comorbidities that are likely to increase their 
risk of  contracting the virus ‘through weak cell-
mediated immunity’ (Kopel et al. 2020, p. 1). 

Another group struggling with accessibility of  
healthcare services is people with disabilities. 
Living at the intersection of  gender and disability 
gives way to compounding vulnerabilities rooted 
in privilege shaped by ableism and patriarchy 
(Bailey et al. 2017 in UNDESA 2020). Women 
with disabilities (WWDs) are multiplicatively 

Figure 2:  Infection rates of  health-care workers in Italy (UN Women 2020b)
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marginalised and often forgotten during times 
of  crises. Their needs are often dismissed and 
their voices excluded from evidence-generation 
and decision-making processes (International 
Disability Alliance 2020).  This is evidenced 
in several case-study examples documented 
in a report by Women Enabled International 
(WEI), which reveals how the disability sector, 
and WWDs, have been dismissed within the 
COVID-19 response. 

For example, a deaf  Brazilian woman shared 
communication barriers she faced in a 
situation where she required health providers 
to communicate through scribing as face 
masks prevented her from lip-reading (WEI 
2020). Even the Australian pandemic response, 

“Cultural 
background, 

migration 
status, disability, 

geolocation, 
and sexuality… 

magnify the 
COVID-19 impact 

due to systemic 
discrimination.”

although regarded as one of  the best in comparison to other countries, is evidenced to have entirely 
ignored the disability sector. A survey of  250 disability support workers revealed their vulnerabilities due 
to the lack of  personal protective equipment (PPE) and a workforce untrained and under-confident in 
providing care during COVID-19 (Collins 2020). This exclusion and absence of  inclusive strategising 
continues to perpetuate the invisibility of  WWDs from larger public policymaking discourse and 
has devastating effects on the physical and mental health of  WWDs (UN 2020 in Emirie et al. 2020; 
Indigenous persons with Disabilities Global Network 2020). 

While the barriers to accessing regular sexual and reproductive health check-ups, breast cancer 
screenings, pregnancy, menopause, and abortion services,  reported by WEI were through anecdotal 
evidence by WWDs, they hold true for a whole range of  female intersectional identities. Reproductive 
and sexual health access for women have been severely impacted during this health crisis (Viveiros 
& Bonomi 2020). This was seen in the United States of  America, where governors from certain 
states carried forth legislation during the pandemic to suspend women’s access to abortion services, 
prioritising medical supplies for the pandemic (Ollstein 2020). These decisions did not recognise the 
time-sensitivity of  abortion procedures which, if  conducted much later, can leave women with further 
health risks. Women with other intersecting inequities, such as race, migration, or socioeconomic 
status, are even more disproportionately affected given they are not protected by healthcare policies 
(Desai & Samari 2020).

II. EMPLOYMENT
The previous section of  this paper discussed how certain employment types have impacted women’s 
health during COVID-19. This section will continue to share how the pandemic has impacted 
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“The decrease in women-led 
research and their representation in 
academic literature and discourse 
will  mean that women’s views are 

not being clearly articulated”

employment opportunities for women, shedding further light on the interconnectedness of  health 
and employment for women. The socio-economic development of  individuals is inextricably linked to 
their ability to find employment opportunities. Article 23(1) of  the Universal Declaration on Human 
Rights (UDHR) values the right to employment, favourable working conditions, and the right to 
protection against unemployment (UN 2015). Employment enables individuals to apply their skills 
and capabilities and participate in an economic system. 

It is a woman’s financial independence that contributes towards her development, self-confidence, 
and enables her to provide a reasonable standard of  living for herself  and her family. For many 
women who culturally bear the onus of  most of  the domestic and care duties, leaving the home to 
earn an income also contributes positively towards their mental health by alleviating the pressure of  
the mundane yet onerous house chores. However, social distancing and lock down measures have 
meant that all families are spending extended amounts of  time in their homes (Andersen et al. 2020). 
Research already points to an increase in the domestic duties conducted by women compared to their 
male counterparts, showing women spending on average 8.5 hours more per week on parental and 
domestic tasks (Sekalala et al. 2020; Viglione 2020; Andersen et al. 2020). 

With women having to juggle domestic and professional duties during the pandemic, the impacts 
of  these competing priorities have also been evidenced in academia, with the publishing rate for 
women decreasing by a significant percentage in comparison to their male counterparts (Andersen 
et al. 2020; Viglione 2020). Both the cause and effect of  this decrease does not bear well for female 
academics. And at the same time, it undeniably has impacts for the future of  academic writing. The 
decrease in women-led research and their representation in academic literature and discourse will 
mean that women’s views are not being clearly articulated and shown to the same scale as men 
(Viglione 2020; Andersen et al. 2020). Research has continued to show that diverse teams are more 
successful at solving complex challenges (Andersen et al. 2020). This dictates that women should not 
only be equally represented within academic debate, but also lead the pandemic’s response.
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Australia’s current government is largely led by 
men, with 73% members of  the Liberal Party 
being male (Wallace 2020). It does not come 
as a surprise then, that COVID-19 response 
policies show Australia to not only lack  support 
for women, but also prioritise male-dominated 
sectors through job initiatives favouring 
industries such as housing construction and 
infrastructure investments (Wallace 2020; 
Australian Government 2020). The focus on 
such industries can have detrimental effects as 
women may continue to have challenges securing 
employment and can become dependent on 
others for their financial stability.

III. GENDER-BASED 
VIOLENCE
With COVID-19 infection rates rising globally, 
governments have been pressured to order 
people to stay at home  to reduce transmissions 
(Bradbury-Jones & Ishim 2020, p. 2047; Milne 
et al. 2020, p. 1; Peterman et al. 2020; Sharma 
& Borah 2020, p. 1; van Gelder et al. 2020; 
Viveiros & Bonomi 2020, p. 2). In addition to 
the global economic, social and health stressors, 
governments are in a precarious situation where 
they must consider how to keep individuals and 
families safe while staying at home (Sharma & 
Borah 2020, p. 1; Wallace 2020).

With more people staying at home during the 
pandemic, the already underlying complexities 
of  intimate partner violence (IPV) are coming to 
light. Epidemics (Mukherjee 2007; Decker et al. 
2013; Pellowski et al. 2013 in Sharma & Borah 
2020, p. 2) and natural disasters (Wilson et al. 
1998; Enarson 1999; Rahman 2013; Gearhart 
et al. 2018; Parkinson 2019 in Sharma & Borah 
2020, p. 2) are known to escalate IPV (NZFVC, 
2020 in Bradbury-Jones & Isham 2020, p. 2047; 

Chynoweth et al. 2018 in Tang et al. 2020, p. 2). 
Academics and services alike are advocating for 
robust policies, funding, and support to mitigate 
issues associated with IPV and COVID-19 as 
this pandemic has shown clear gaps in service 
provisions (Sharma & Borah 2020; Usher et 
al. 2020, p. 550; Viveiros & Bonomi 2020, p. 
3; Women’s Safety NSW 2020). These service 
gaps are mainly due to limited government 
support for this chronically concealed issue. This 
pandemic has manifested the limited planning 
and resources dedicated to disasters of  this 
nature, specifically when it comes to supporting 
vulnerable women, especially those from diverse 
backgrounds.

Stay-at-home orders have created a human 
rights issue where some women and children 
experiencing IPV do not feel safe in their own 
homes. With more people at home, the pandemic 
has intensified abusive behaviours, caused more 
violence, and has increased calls to the police, 
emergency room presentations (Usher et al. 
2020, Viveiros & Bonomi 2020, p. 2) and in 
some cases fatality (Milne et al. 2020, p. 1).

‘Home is often the space where physical, 
psychological and sexual abuse occurs. This is 
because home can be a place where dynamics of  
power can be distorted and subverted by those who 
abuse, often without scrutiny from anyone “outside” 
the couple, or the family unit’ (Bradbury‐Jones & 
Isham 2020, p. 2047).

Dr Karen Willis, CEO of  Rape and Domestic 
Violence Services Australia (RDVSA), reported 
that stay-at-home orders have given perpetrators 
more control. When restrictions were lifted, 
abusers became uncomfortable with the 
changes, losing their full-time domination and 
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ramped up abusive and violent behaviour to 
hold authority. On top of  this, Australians 
have been experiencing a lot of  financial 
stressors over the last year; drought, bushfires, 
floods, pandemic and now a recession. This 
disruption to peoples’ lives has compounded 
anxieties and pushed perpetrators ‘over the 
edge’ with violence being their only means 
for control (The World Today 2020).

Coercive control has been highlighted 
as a specific abusive tool being used by 
perpetrators during the pandemic, with 
cases reporting abusers using the fear of  
COVID-19 exposure  to stop their partners 
from going to the hospital for urgent care after a violent incident (Fielding 2020 in Usher et al. 
2020, p. 550) or providing inaccurate information about stay-at-home orders in order to control their 
partner’s movement (Gearin & Knight 2020 in Usher et al. 2020, p. 550). These mandates have put 
individuals in a precarious situation whereby socially distancing themselves in line with public health 
messaging has also made them feel isolated and alone (Bradbury‐Jones & Isham 2020, p. 2048). Social 
isolation is a key factor to facilitating the capacity for perpetrators to have control over their partners 
(Coohey 2007, Menjivar & Salcido 2002 in Sharma & Borah 2020, p. 2). Physical isolation has now 
become a new factor within the IPV experience during the COVID-19 pandemic (Sharma & Borah 
2020, p. 2), with pregnant and new mothers reporting increased feelings of  isolation and low mood 
while staying at home (Milne et al. 2020, p. 1).

Clearly, the pandemic has resulted in reducing the opportunities for women to be outside of  their 
homes where it is often safer if  they are experiencing violence (Sharma & Borah 2020, p. 3). Even 
after lockdown restrictions have been eased, many families and women are still finding themselves at 
home with their abusers due to loss of  employment and/or reduction in working hours. Women have 
reported feeling trapped and having no means of  escape as they lose their economic independence 
(Women’s Safety NSW 2020). In addition, Australia’s recession has also limited movement options 
and have made housing affordability a key concern for services assisting vulnerable families. A survey 
conducted by Women’s Safety NSW (2020) found that women wanted continuation of  JobSeeker/
JobKeeper payment rates and a reintroduction of  free childcare as it immensely assisted them with 
staying safe. With economic independence for women and more opportunities for children to be in 
childcare, the risk of  women and children being exposed to coercive control is reduced (Wallace 2020; 
Usher et al. 2020). Motherhood responsibilities during the pandemic have also left many feeling the 
‘parental burnout’ (Griffith 2020). The increasing demands between work, family and household 
responsibilities has meant that women are pressured to stay within their households, which not only 

“Stay-at-
home orders 
have given 

perpetrators 
more control.”
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impacts their wellbeing but also increases their risk to violence (Sharma & Borah 2020, p. 3)

The various forms of  abuse discussed above also apply to women with disabilities (WWDs). In fact, 
WWDs are reported to be more likely to experience IPV (33.2%) as compared to those without 
disabilities (21.2%) (IDA 2020). While the media coverage for the rise of  gender-based violence 
because of  this pandemic is commendable, what is unfortunate is the continued lack of  intersectional 
lens and homogenisation of  experiences of  WWDs, despite them being at a greater risk of  violence. 
Surveys have reported the exacerbation of  existing inaccessibility of  information making this group 
even more vulnerable and trapped, with lived experiences of  insensitivity, stigma, emotional abuse, 
and violence narrated (WEI 2020, p. 17). In rural areas, the evidence in the rise of  sexual abuse for the 
physically and now, because of  COVID, financially handicapped women, has also been reported by 
local and international development agencies. The following figure shows a glimpse of  that evidence:

Figure 3: Violence statistics against women with disabilities during COVID-19 (UNDESA 2020)
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendations to supporting women’s employment during COVID-19:
Employment is crucial to a woman’s health and wellbeing but equally towards economic sustainment. 
The lack of  government support in female-led industries during the pandemic can have detrimental 
effects. Goal 8 of  the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals emphasises the importance 
of  productive and decent employment, while Goal 5 explores the importance of  gender equality and 
empowerment for all women (UN n.d). The SDGs, together with UDHR, lays a holistic framework 
for a society to achieve inclusive and sustainable development (UN n.d).

The UN Women in collaboration with relevant agencies has developed a targeted response to mitigate 
the effects of  COVID-19, which includes policy advice as well as programmatic interventions in the 
areas of  gender-based violence, economic stimulus packages, equal sharing of  care work, women, and 
girls’ leadership (UN Women n.d). It is important to call for all national COVID-19 response plans, 
including the Australian Government’s, to lean on these already developed resources and include 
women in decision-making to break down systemic barriers experienced by women during this time. 

Recommendations to supporting women’s health during COVID-19:
To effectively support women’s health during the pandemic it is critical that women have access to 
COVID-19 public health messaging, and that it is accessible to those with disabilities, who have low 
literacy skills, or are from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. Particular attention and 
support should be provided for frontline and health workers who are women, given their increased risk 
of  COVID-19 exposure and vulnerability. Along with healthcare workers, health facilities, programs 
and services should also be supported and maintained during the pandemic, especially those that 
provide sexual and reproductive health,  to ensure that they are able to continue supporting women 
with necessary health services (UNDESA 2020). A human rights framework is key when addressing 
issues related to COVID-19. 

Recommendations to supporting women experiencing violence during 
COVID-19:
There is a need for the unionisation of  services and prevention efforts to effectively respond and 
support women experiencing violence during pandemic. Programs for IPV prevention need to be 
considered an essential service, especially during the lock-down. There is also a need to increase IPV 
refuge accessibility by extending them to unused locations, such as hotels, or transforming everyday 
environments into safe spaces, such as chemists or supermarkets, where support can be provided to 
women who may be experiencing violence (UN Women 2020a, p. 17-18). Funding and resources 
also need to be prioritised for frontline health services, and cross collaboration is needed with crisis 
services that provide social support, counselling, advocacy, peer support, mentoring and refuge for 
women. In doing so, this ensures that there is a holistic human rights-based approach to eliminating 
barriers for women accessing services (Bradbury-Jones & Isham 2020). There is also a strong need for 
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governments to re-evaluate their human rights and health policies to ensure women are continued 
to be supported and have legal protections when experiencing violence (UN Women 2020a, p. 18). 

CONCLUSION
The COVID-19 pandemic has intensified existing issues for women, ranging from housing, food 
securing, mental illness, disability and accessing services. Issues around health, employment, and their 
experience of  gender-based violence are all interconnected and have continued to disproportionately 
impact women due to socioeconomic inequities, poor working conditions, lack of  government support 
and protection, underrepresentation of  women in policymaking, and under-resourced services for 
women. Women with compounding marginalised identities or experiences are further impacted by 
the effects of  COVID-19 on their health, employment opportunities and experiences of  violence. This 
includes women from migrant backgrounds, culturally and linguistically diverse women, sexuality and 
gender diverse women, and women living with a disability. To have an effective COVID-19 response, 
the needs, and experiences of  women, especially those from diverse lived experiences, need to be at the 
forefront. An intersectional and human rights-based approach that considers the interconnectedness 
of  health, rights and development is instrumental to providing equitable support and outcomes for 
women in our communities.
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The political and diplomatic discourse regarding 
nuclear weapons has persisted for as long as 
nuclear weapons themselves have existed. 
Indeed, the threat of  nuclear war remains 
imminent in the midst of  trade wars, pandemic 
waves and diplomatic tensions. This can be 
attributed to the sheer fear associated with the 
widespread destruction and devastation that a 
formidable nuclear arsenal would catalyse. The 
issue of  nuclear proliferation is best understood 
as a security challenge, but it is not an emerging 
one. Moreover, nuclear proliferation can be 
addressed both at the horizontal level (i.e. 
preventing the spread of  nuclear weapons from 
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states that already possess them to states that do not) and the vertical level (i.e. the growth of  the 
nuclear arsenal of  a state that already possesses them). Although the issue has taken a backseat in the 
tail end of  the COVID-19 pandemic, it nevertheless remains a significant point of  contention and 
arguably the final frontier in physical warfare.

NUCLEAR PROLIFERATION AS A ‘SECURITY’ ISSUE: 
A CASE STUDY OF AUSTRALIA AND THE UNITED STATES
This section will discuss the ways in which nuclear proliferation is a ‘security’ challenge, and why it 
is best perceived as such. State actors perceive nuclear proliferation through the eyes of  security as it 
allows them to make important decisions relating to their foreign policy, and the unwanted ‘spread of  
nuclear weapons can destabilise regions, heighten tensions or conflicts, or lead to ultimate destruction 
through nuclear terrorism’ (American Security Project 2020). Australia provides a good model for 
the securitisation of  nuclear proliferation; the country has been provided with security guarantees by 
the United States (alongside countries such as Japan, Portugal and Croatia) in the form of  defence 
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from military attacks. This imposes upon these states (i.e. those aligned with the US) the feeling of  
safety, and prevents them from feeling compelled to develop their own nuclear arsenal for the sake of  
protection to subsequently harness the benefits of  autonomous nuclear defence (Taliaferro 2019). As 
a result, Australia has attracted much criticism regarding what appears to be a contradictory stance 
on nuclear weapons. On the one hand, Australia plays a role in safeguarding providing expertise 
and implementing emergency response objectives pursuant to its nuclear agreements and its close 
relations with the United States. On the other hand, Australia arguably exacerbates the threat of  
proliferation by being a prime source of  uranium, much of  which is sold and exported to countries 
such as India, which holds nuclear weapons of  its own. Such acts are said to contravene the Treaty 
on the Non-Proliferation of  Nuclear Weapons (NPT) (Bennett 2017). Such alliances, grounded on the 
premise of  regional securitisation, therefore prove that defence alliances and agreements provide a 
solution to the threat of  nuclear proliferation.

Historically, states that owned nuclear weapons have justified their ownership by asserting that 
ownership of  such weapons is a deterrent against external attacks (Swedish Physicists against Nuclear 
Weapons 2015). Likewise, countries allied with the United States have justified their decisions by 
proclaiming that its nuclear reserves set a net positive outcome for the international community. In fact, 
even prominent Australian leaders persist that ‘US nuclear weapons protect Australia from attack’. 
Wright (2016) argues that ‘[t]his longstanding policy, known as extended nuclear deterrence, implies 
that nuclear weapons are legitimate, useful and necessary war-fighting instruments’. Another way that 
nuclear proliferation is best understood as a security challenge is its relation to the formidability of  a 
state’s security infrastructure when pitted against threats of  terrorism and nuclear wars that can be 
waged via proxy (Perry and Scowcroft 2009, p. 85); re-engagement with one another is imperative to 
ensuring the long-term security of  the international community against the threat of  nuclear war, as 
nations that fail to do so ‘may soon be entrenched in a nuclear standoff more precarious, disorienting 
and economically costly than the Cold War’ (Shultz et al 2019). Nuclear proliferation is, therefore, a 
clear ‘security challenge’ by virtue of  the global instability it catalyses.

THE INTERNATIONAL LAW ON NUCLEAR WEAPONS: NOT 
AN EMERGING SECURITY CHALLENGE, BUT A LEGALISTIC 
CHALLENGE?
A notable feature of  the international legal system is that, unlike domestic jurisdictions, ‘international 
law often lacks control mechanisms and sanctions to guarantee states’ observance. Control mechanisms 
and sanctions are usually spelled out in treaties’ (Swedish Physicians against Nuclear Weapons 2015). 
In other words, a legalistic position may be an effective method to discovering the true urgency of  
this issue as it notices flaws in the current framework of  international law. Lito (2017) notes that ‘[t]
here is no express provision under international law that nuclear weapons, their use thereof, are illegal 
per se…’, and this is reflected in the fact that no such provision exists in the Nuclear Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT), the landmark treaty that oversees the nuclear disarmament process. There is also a lack 
of  judicial oversight in international bodies, and scholars have emphasised the lack of  any specific 
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authorisation for the utilisation of  nuclear weapons under international law (Lito 2017). Moreover, 
‘under international humanitarian law (IHL), there is no express prohibition for use or threat of  
use of  nuclear weapons’, as the regulation of  nuclear weapons is limited to situations relating to 
environmental damage and the welfare of  the civilian population (Lito 2017). The absence of  any 
actual prohibition on the use of  nuclear weapons (or at least the threat of  such use) in non-treaties is 
attributed to the influence of  key players. The United States, in particular, has historically justified 
the ownership of  nuclear weapons (and the subsequent use of  force) by stating that its nuclear arsenal 
serves as a so-called tool for self-defence and deterrence (Reisman and Armstrong 2006). Therefore, 
taking a legalistic approach performs a task which securitisation does not always directly address, and 
it is the argument that perhaps we must look to the limitations of  international law and its institutions 
to identify the problem and formulate solutions to the issues at hand.

A key downfall in the legalistic approach is that, unlike securitisation which considers large (e.g states, 
institutions) and small (e.g. individuals) stakeholders, it only considers the interests of  states as they 
interact with one another. For example, the NPT, International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), 
Nuclear Test Ban Treaties, the Fissile Material Cut-off Treaty – all major tenets of  the law on nuclear 
weapons – reinforce that international law must apply equally to all state actors. Arguably, the veto 
power of  the permanent five in the UN Security Council might raise a few issues when attempting 
to establish a fair and equal framework for all states, as all five Permanent Members wield nuclear 
weapons. This kind of  tension between major nuclear players was evident when former US President 
Donald Trump withdrew the United States from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of  Action (JCPOA) 
after Iran’s alleged violation of  anti-nuclear weapons agreements between the two states. These 
allegations refer to a ‘sunset clause’ in the JCPOA, which ‘does not prevent Iran from eventually 

Image: Advocacy groups continue to monitor international responses as they envisage a world free 
of  nuclear weapons (Nuclear Weapons Ban 2020).
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acquiring the material to make nuclear weapons’ (Goldschmidt 2020). The scandal was exacerbated 
by Trump’s accusation that the JCPOA provided Iran with funding for the country’s nuclear projects 
(Goldschmidt 2020). The tension has since been overshadowed by the COVID-19 pandemic, but the 
incident has nevertheless reinforced the need for reform across the flawed, convoluted and overlapping 
network of  international agreements and international law.

CONCLUSION
Nuclear proliferation is undoubtedly a contentious issue, and its potential impact on the safety and 
security of  global actors is indeed profound. On the horizontal level, talks for disarmament need to be 
negotiated by the relevant state actors, and on the vertical level, both wielding and non-wielding states 
need to strengthen legal and institutional frameworks surrounding nuclear disarmament. Nuclear 
non-proliferation is significant for peace and international security, and the future of  nuclear affairs 
rests on the hands of  political leaders, policymakers, NGO groups and many other stakeholders 
aiming to prevent the devastation and destruction which these weapons once caused.
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The Australian Federal Police (AFP) is Australia’s key law enforcement representative on the international stage. Politik 
had the opportunity to explore the AFP’s global impact with Justine Gough, the current AFP Assistant Commissioner 
for the Eastern Command. 

Justine has been a member of  the AFP for over 30 years and has worked in a range of  areas including: Organised Crime, 
Counter-Terrorism, Political and Sensitive Investigations, Intelligence, and Child Protection. 

In 2015, Justine was appointed as the Senior Liaison Officer in Hong Kong, with an area of  responsibility covering 
Hong Kong, Macau, South Korea, Japan and Taiwan. In 2017, Justine became the Commander of  Crime Operations 
and was responsible for National Response Operations, Offshore and Sensitive Investigations, including espionage and 
foreign interference and child protection Operations.

Justine holds Masters degrees in Psychology, and Terrorism, Safety and Security, as well as a Graduate Diploma 
in Dispute Resolution. Justine has also completed the Independent Commission Against Corruption (ICAC) Chief  
Investigators’ Command Course in Hong Kong and the FBI National Academy at Quantico.

How do you think the AFP sits within a global context and what is 
the mandate of  international AFP operations?  
Justine: Our work is international, national and local.  We have 177 people in 35 international posts 
located in 33 countries.  We have a presence in every Australian capital city and work with our State and 
Territory colleagues across Australia. We also undertake community policing in the Australian Capital 
Territory.  Crime is borderless and transnational whether it’s organised crime, cybercrime, money 
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laundering or human trafficking. If  we consider a drug importation, the source of  drugs is usually from 
an overseas location. The AFP has a national investigations role and our operations take place across 
Australia. Drug importations affect local communities, from the consumption of  drugs and substance 
abuse with associated crimes such as burglaries to the impact within Australian homes such as family 
and domestic violence.  The AFP is very much positioned and focused to work with our international 
and national partners to reduce the harm and impact of  crime affecting the Australian community. 

What do you think are some of  the biggest challenges for the AFP 
when engaging internationally?
Justine: Not every country has the same legal system and framework. Some countries impose the 
death penalty.  Working in other countries our officers need to be conscious of  international obligations 
and arrangements. The second challenge that exists is dealing with different cultures. Some cultures 
welcome a more direct style of  engagement than others.  It’s important for our officers to understand 
the cultural nuances in the countries where they are operating.

Do you think the AFP are more passive participants in international 
affairs (largely reacting to events and situations) or do you think 
the AFP play an active role in shaping international affairs?
Justine: I think that is a really great question. The answer depends on the country and it depends 
on relationships that exist. Sometimes people refer to police-led diplomacy.  In some circumstances, 
diplomatic relationships rely quite heavily on the fact that there are well-connected working relationships 
between law enforcement partners.  A major event can also be a factor and there are recent examples 
where the AFP has played a significant role in international investigations. This usually occurs when 
an incident involves Australian victims such as the 2002 Bali bombings or the downing of  Malaysian 
Airlines flight MH17 over the Ukraine in 2014. 

How does the AFP balance law enforcement interests, Australian 
government interests, and the interests of  the state within which 
the AFP is operating?
Justine: When our AFP officers are deployed internationally, they work in Australian embassies or 
consulates and are representatives of  the Australian government. The AFP represents Australian law 
enforcement and that is not only the AFP but also in State and Territory police matters as well.  It 
is not uncommon to facilitate cooperation or the obtaining of  evidence under a Mutual Assistance 
Request for investigations being undertaken by State and Territory Police in a country where an 
offender, witness or evidence may be located.  This is for a range of  matters ranging from drug 
importation and money laundering to murder and sexual assault. 

You raise a good point about host country interests. When living and working in another country I 
think you need to be really mindful of  the environment and the culture, including religious traditions, 
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for example.  It’s important to be respectful to interests 
and differences in order to achieve the best outcomes for 
Australian law enforcement. 

Do you think foreign states and 
groups understand or care about 
the difference between national and 
state policing?
Justine: I don’t think they distinguish. When our AFP
officers are working offshore, they are regarded as being 
Australian police representatives.  Some countries have 
only one National police agency.  In countries where 
the AFP has operated for a long time, local agencies are 
more aware.  For example, in Hong Kong where I was 
posted, the AFP has had a presence for over 30 years 
and because there has been a lot of  joint operational 
work for many years, there is a high level of  awareness of  
Australian, Commonwealth and State and Territory, law 
enforcement agencies. 

Have you noticed an increase or decrease in global cooperation to 
fight crime? Either at the state diplomatic level, agency to agency 
level or through organisations like Interpol.
Justine: I think it is increasing and must continue to do so. As I indicated previously, so many crimes 
the AFP investigates are organised by criminal entities offshore.  Our international law enforcement 
cooperation is really critical to disrupting the criminal groups that target Australia and Australian 
interests.  We conduct a lot of  joint operations with State and Territory police as I’ve mentioned and 
also with agencies such as the Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, AUSTRAC and the 
Australian Taxation Office.  Increasingly our joint agency work includes international partners such 
as the work we do with Interpol and Europol.  As I’ve already said, crime operates across borders and 
therefore to be effective in disrupting and combating crime, global cooperation is essential.  

How did COVID-19 affect international AFP operations and has it 
changed the way the AFP operates overseas?
Justine: We are just as busy as we were before COVID-19 but we’ve had to adapt to new ways of  
doing our job.  Our members and their families overseas have been greatly impacted by COVID-19 
restrictions and lockdowns, for some of  them, this has been for many months. This has made it 
difficult for our officers to engage with partner agencies. A lot of  communication is by video or phone 
conferencing.  But that’s not quite the same as having face to face contact when relationship and trust 
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building are really important elements. 

In NSW, 2020 was incredibly busy for the AFP with double the amount of  drugs seized than the year 
before, a large increase in the number of  arrests for online child sexual exploitation and an escalation of  
fraud investigations relating to Commonwealth stimulus payments, for example coronavirus payments 
and early access to superannuation. There’s also been an increase in cybercrime, particularly in frauds 
and scams. Our officers at Sydney airport have been busy in facilitating the return of  Australians from 
overseas.  We have had to adapt quickly to new challenges caused by COVID-19. 

Is or are there any particular issues that the AFP is really focused 
on right now?
Justine: Counter terrorism is an area of  focus for the AFP because of  the significance of  that type of  
work to protect the community and keep the Australian public safe. Cybercrime is very much an area 
of  focus as I mentioned. Especially in a COVID-19 environment, so many people are reliant upon 
internet devices in our homes, for work and for study, many of  us have multiple devices.  We’ve seen 
a rise in cybercrime frauds and scams and also in online child sexual exploitation. Online child sex 
offenders have preyed upon children being on devices during lockdowns and restrictions, especially 
when unsupervised.  Organised crime continues to make up a large proportion of  AFP investigations 
in NSW.  

We are also very keen to recruit committed and talented people to the AFP.  We’re looking to hold 
a recruit course towards the end of  the year, the first one in NSW in over 25 years – our training is 
usually in Canberra.  Our Graduate Program gives university graduates who have completed studies 
in the last five years, a unique path into non-policing positions in a variety of  areas.  If  you want to 
make a significant contribution to serve the Australian community and to outsmart crime, consider a 
career with the AFP. Resources are available at www.jobs.afp.gov.au

Finally, do you have a moment in your career that you are 
particularly proud of ?
Justine: I think it is more a collection of  moments.  There is always pride when you’re involved in a 
large operation that has a significant impact, for example a syndicate has been dismantled and large 
quantities of  drugs seized or a child protection operation where children have been rescued.  Police 
officers are motivated by serving the community and trying in some way to make the world a better 
place. I am enormously proud of  being a member of  the AFP.

On a more personal level, I take great pride in the training, mentoring and guiding role I have as 
an AFP leader.  I feel really proud to see people I’ve mentored achieve their goals, or to hear the 
words ‘you’ve had a big impact on my life/career’. I’m really proud to be the AFP Women’s Network 
champion, a role I commenced earlier this year.  In the past policing has been a male-dominated 
environment but I think that is now changing and policing offers women a diverse and flexible work 
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environment.  I feel a sense of  responsibility to give back and to make the environment a bit easier for 
women coming forward than what has existed in the past. 

I’ve worked across Australia and overseas and met many interesting and inspiring people along the 
way.  So, I don’t think for me it’s a single moment, more a collection of  experiences. I feel blessed to 
have had such full and rewarding career. 
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INTRODUCTION
In the global development arena of  today, approaches 
centred around empowerment are a major point of  
contention for academics, development practitioners 
and communities. Empowerment has appeared 
everywhere since it first entered socio-political 
lexicon, from social justice movements to neoliberal 
ideology, to local governments and the World Bank. 
Empowerment has become such a prevalent term 
and was a transformative concept in development 
studies and practice. But alongside evolving power 
relations between and within development actors and 
communities in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, 
empowerment has also changed drastically. Looking to 
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South Asia and Latin America, both prevalent regions in the development scope, we can see how 
empowerment approaches have both succeeded and failed, and how perspectives and awareness are 
central to doing justice to empowerment-based development approaches as we look forward to better, 
more inclusive development practices.

THE RISE OF EMPOWERMENT
The conceptualisations of  empowerment-based development that came about in the 60s and 70s 
were undeniably transformative. The notion that empowerment was in fact a socio-political construct 
(Batliwala 2007), was so important in shifting the focus away from top-down approaches and 
acknowledging the power of  grassroots approaches (Christens 2019). By the 1990s, empowerment 
had become a central element of  the ideology surrounding social change and development, upheld in 
liberation theology, black power movements, and most prominently in feminist movements (Batliwala 
2007). In South Asia, empowerment approaches were responsible for many feminist progressions in 
the late 20th century, creating pivotal development initiatives for poor, marginalised women. Past 
development interventions viewed women simply as recipients of  a service, whereas empowerment 
initiatives created an opportunity for ‘women to collectivise around shared experiences of  poverty, 
exclusion, and discrimination, critically analyse the structures and ideologies that sustained and 
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reinforced their oppression, and raise consciousness of  their own sense of  subordination’ (Batliwala 
2007, p. 560). In India in the 1990s, this saw grassroots women mobilise into sanghs or samoohs 
(local terms for collectives or informal organisations) to address their unequal access to economic 
and natural resources, education, health care, employment rights and respect in relation to caste, 
religious background, and gender (Batliwala 2007). Micro-credit programmes, for example, allowed 
for higher income rates, which in turn improved health and education levels in these communities. 
These collectives also started campaigns to address violence against women, which pushed for law 
reform for better representations of  women in local governments, and around dowry harassment 
and domestic violence (Batliwala 2007). In 1993, women waste pickers from the city of  Pune formed 
a trade union called the Kagad Kach Patra Kashtakari Panchayat (KKPKP). In the years since, the 
KKPKP members have effectively established their crucial roles in stimulating the local economy, 
protecting the environment, and aiding local waste management. Through their empowerment-based 
unionisation, the women have access to life insurance cover, identity cards (which grant them access to 
interest-free micro-credit loans and education for their children), upskilling resources, wage protection, 
and protection from discrimination or violence from local law enforcement (Full Circle 2010).

AN INFILTRATION OF NEOLIBERALISM
However, it is argued that despite its promising beginnings, empowerment as a tool for development 
has been affected by a ‘conceptual creep’ from its collectivist origins towards a more individualised 
concept (Christens 2019). This ‘de-politicisation’ of  empowerment has been criticised for the way 
that it has diluted empowerment approaches into narrow, purely technocratic solutions (Batliwala 

Image: Waste picker in Pune, India. Photo: Kyle La Ferriere for WRI



Page 42 Anja Flamer-Caldera

“[Empowerment] became used as 
a route for rapid local development 
that looked good on paper, rather 

than…[prioritising] long-term 
sustainable development initiatives.”

2007), which are susceptible to the influence 
of  economic and political agendas. As the 
popularity of  empowerment approaches grew, 
so too did its tendency to be a buzzword, and to 
be viewed as a fix-all in the eyes of  state actors 
and NGOs. It became used as a route for rapid 
local development that looked good on paper, 
rather than a process that prioritised long-term 
sustainable development initiatives. There is 
evidence that although the original intentions of  
the aforementioned micro-credit programmes 
were good, they have not resulted in significant 
local development. Instead, we are seeing 
‘growing indebtedness, doubling and tripling of  
women’s workloads, and new forms of  gendered 
violence’ (Batliwala 2007, p. 562). Although we 
want to shift away from top-down development 
approaches, the bottom-up approach of  these 
micro-credit programs actually reinforces the 
marginalisation of  the poor ‘by holding them 
responsible for ending their poverty’ (Khurshid 
2016, p. 622). The very convenient neoliberal 
ideology of  empowerment as a way for 
communities to take care of  their own affairs 
has unfortunately been widely adopted in 
development practice in India. As a result, the 
empowerment movements seen in the 1970s 
and 1980s has faded and the expectation is that 

individuals can be empowered by themselves. 
Now, empowerment approaches have been 
manipulated and co-opted by dominant political 
interests, and existing power hierarchies have 
instead been consolidated (Batliwala 2007). 
Empowerment today is polarised in regions like 
South Asia; on one hand, it can represent the anti-
colonial activism and access to rights and equality, 
but it can also be a mechanism of  neoliberal 
self-governance (Sharma 2008). Moreover, these 
poles seem to align with the ‘empowerment’ 
discourses of  the Global North versus the Global 
South and makes the disconnect between them 
uncomfortably visible.

EMPOWERMENT ON THE 
MICRO-LEVEL
Generally, in development, power and 
empowerment are conceptualised on a macro-
level, which means that empowerment-based 
development programs often lack the small-scale 
details needed for the micro-level communities 
they are being applied to. Since the 1980s, we have 
seen how international development practitioners 
have realised the limitations of  focusing only on 
macro-level ‘economic measures to support and 
sustain the development of  different nations’ 
(Khurshid 2016, p. 261). Now, more varied 
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avenues of  empowerment-based development 
are being pursued, such as education-based 
programs. In their work with the Centre for 
the Study of  Equity and Governance in Health 
Systems (CEGSS) in Guatemala, Flores (2019) 
discusses the problems around applying macro-
level empowerment frameworks to micro-level 
development initiatives for ‘reducing social 
exclusion and inequality in health care’ (Flores 
2019, p. 182). Flores highlights how CEGSS had 
to reconfigure their analysis of  power from the 
traditional macro-level approach to the micro-
level, focusing on power relations within and 
between their organisation, the communities 
they were working with, the socio-cultural and 
political structures that surrounded them, and all 
individuals involved. Within their analysis, Flores’ 
team encountered a gender disparity problem 
in their empowerment-based regional training 
workshops, wherein young women, who were 
active participants in their health communities, 
were not attending the workshops. CEGSS was 
providing a subsidy for the women to attend, but 
it was only for the one participant, which meant 
that it would have been insufficient in covering 
the costs if  they needed to bring their children 
along, or if  they had to travel for multiple days 
away from their townships. The problem Flores 
encountered truly emphasises the ‘crossroads’ 
faced by so many women in developing countries, 
wherein ‘intersections of  gender, race and social 
class provoke an accumulation of  inequalities 
that may make it hard to surpass the obstacles 
[they] face in their pursuit of  pathways of  
empowerment’ (Gonçalves 2014, p. 210). Despite 
pushback within the organisation, CEGGS 
created a differentiated subsidy for the women 
traveling with children to amend this problem. 
Of  course, the original subsidy was much easier 
to manage administratively however, CEGSS 

chose to favour their development practice 
instead, to continue to empower the women 
in this community (Flores 2019). Without the 
micro-level analysis of  power and empowerment 
conducted within this community, CEGSS would 
not have been aware of  the specific inequality 
they were unintentionally exacerbating, and they 
were able to successfully account for the nuanced, 
local power relations they were interacting with. 
Not only does this example highlight the potential 
for development practitioners to succumb to 
the convenience of  the technocratic process, 
but it also shows that micro-level approaches to 
empowerment are more effective in achieving 
justice for the minority groups most affected by 
the socio-political issues of  the local community.

“…micro-level 
approaches to 

empowerment are 
more effective in 
achieving justice 
for the minority 

groups…affected 
by socio-political 

issues…”
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CONCLUSION
Overall, we have seen how much the concept of  empowerment in the development scope has changed 
in the 80-odd years since its introduction. So too has the effectiveness of  empowerment changed, 
being upheld by people and organisations with varying intentions, with very different outcomes over 
the years. The original strength held by the pioneers of  empowerment as a tool for social change, and 
later global development, has evolved drastically, to a place that many critics would consider quite 
unfortunate given the great prospects it once had. As seen in the example of  empowering women 
as an approach to development in India, empowerment was pivotal in addressing socio-political 
equalities and mobilising communities to take action. But as time has gone on, it seems as if  macro-
level empowerment has been hijacked by the bureaucratic and technocratic preferences of  state 
structures and processes. To ensure that empowerment does not fade away completely, we must avoid 
the temptation of  succumbing to the ease of  neoliberal economic and political ideology, as seen in the 
example of  how CEGSS chose to operate in Guatemala. On top of  this, organisations and development 
practitioners need to foster the growth of  micro-level approaches in development practice, which 
allows for the specificities, nuance and consideration of  minority groups to be incorporated within 
these in-need communities in which development is taking place.
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“No one here is responsible for what happened over 200 years ago. No one today stole any 
land, and no one today lost any land. This is in the very distant past and does not affect 

anyone alive today. Just go and get on with your lives”



Page 46 Daniel Black

Recently, I observed the above remark being made in a public forum and felt that it reflected a 
commonly held misconception of  Australia’s history and the way in which it bears upon the lives of  
Indigenous Australians today. The essay that follows will offer a reply to this remark. 

INTRODUCTION 
Within the discourse of  Indigenous affairs in Australia, it is often too readily assumed that the 
process of  colonisation has, at some point since the arrival of  the First Fleet, ceased to operate as 
a defining aspect of  settler-native relations. Such assumptions obscure the settler-colonial structures 
that continue to shape the experience of  modern Indigenous Australians. It is precisely this notion 
that the present essay seeks to deconstruct. In doing so, it shall be argued that the experience of  
Indigenous Australians has been shaped throughout history and continues to be shaped today by a 
singular ‘logic of  elimination’ inherent to settler-colonialism. The effect of  this logic is that settler 
society seeks to eliminate the connection between Indigenous Australians and their land in order to 
render it useful for economic purposes. In making this argument, the basic precepts of  settler-colonial 
theory will first be sketched. In particular, it will be argued that settler-colonialism is best viewed as a 
continuous structure that functions over time to expropriate and maintain control over land, rather 
than a concluded genocidal event existing only in history books. 

Subsequently, the steady unfolding of  European settler-colonialism throughout Australia’s history 
will then be traced in chronological stages. In the pre-colonial stage, the denial of  sovereignty to 
Indigenous Australians, purportedly based upon European observations of  ‘uncivilised’ Indigenous 
land practises and their radical difference to European culture, essentially eliminated Indigenous 
Australians in a notional sense within the doctrines of  international law. This denial of  sovereignty 
was crucial in laying down legal justification for the settler-colonial advances that were to follow. This 
‘notional elimination’ manifested in a particularly potent form in the case of  Australia in comparison 
to other settler-colonial societies. By designating the entire continent as uninhabited land, British 
colonial authorities essentially eliminated Indigenous Australians under international law as if  they 
had never existed in the first place – thus bypassing the requirement of  treaty-making governed by 
international law at the time. 

The paper will then argue that the frontier era (spanning from 1788 to roughly the late 19th century), 
characterised by genocidal violence and subsequent spatial segregation, can be best understood as 
the first overt stage of  settler-colonial elimination aimed at clearing Indigenous Australians from the 
land to render it useful for the colonial economy. Assimilationist policies developed from the late 19th 
century onwards continued this structural process of  elimination by removing the growing population 
of  ‘half-caste’ children from their tribes and recategorising them within white settler society. Turning 
to the post-Mabo era spanning from 1992 to the present, the paper will contend that elimination 
persists in the form of  a culturally coded definition of  indigeneity under the Native Title Act 1993 
(Cth). The criteria for successfully claiming native title under the Act essentially renders the majority 
of  Indigenous Australians, mostly those living in urban areas, to be too extensively assimilated into 



Page 47 Daniel Black

the settler society to be eligible for land rights. Finally, the argument will follow that these enduring 
settler-colonial structures have shaped the ongoing dispossession, erosion of  identity and subsequent 
inequalities in key health, economic and social wellbeing metrics experienced by Indigenous Australians 
today. Thus, by demonstrating the ongoing and evolving nature of  the settler-colonial logic throughout 
Australia’s history, this paper seeks to furnish a greater understanding of  the structural influences the 
bear upon the modern indigenous experience. 

SETTLER-COLONIAL THEORY
At the outset, it is first necessary to outline the basic features of  settler-colonial theory. Unlike other 
forms of  colonialism which rely on preserving the colonised society for resource extraction and 
economic exploitation, the imperative of  settler-colonialism lies in the land itself  and the economic uses 
to which it can be put, thus requiring permanent settlement (Wolfe 2006, p. 395). Settler-permanence 
presupposes both the notional and actual elimination of  indigenous societies in order to establish 
legitimate settler claims to the land. Under this ‘logic of  elimination’, settler-colonialism proceeds 
in identifiable stages to eliminate the ‘native’ as a sovereign identity and suppress the significance 
of  current and prior indigenous presence (Evans 2009, p. 9). It is vital to acknowledge that whilst 
on the one hand, the settler-colonial logic seeks the total elimination of  the native, and the native 
correspondingly seeks to repulse the settler from his lands on the other, the intentions of  neither side 
are ever completely fulfilled (Veracini 2014, p. 311). Thus, rather than a concluded historical event, 
the structure of  settler-colonialism should be viewed as an enduring binary relationship of  shifting 
balances in which the settler always possesses some degree of  ascendancy (Wolfe 1994, p. 94). As 
settler-colonialism persistently seeks its own transcendence by declaring itself  a thing of  the past, it 
is crucial not to fall victim to its logic by accepting that colonialisation is a concluded historical event 
(Wolfe 2013, p. 285). As will be shown, the utility of  interpreting Australian colonialism through this 
lens is considerable as it reveals the ongoing binary between settler and native, and how this binary 
continues to shape modern indigenous affairs. 

“...the colonisation of Australia 
stands out as a clear exception 

to the conventional colonial 
practice of treaty-making with 

indigenous peoples...”
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ELIMINATION THROUGH THE INSTRUMENTS OF 
INTERNATIONAL LAW
For Indigenous Australians, the denial of  their sovereignty is the fundamental feature of  their relationship 
to settler society – a denial that constituted the foundational justification for British colonialism. Thus, 
it is first necessary to demonstrate how this elimination of  Indigenous Australians as a sovereign 
identity was first manufactured within international law discourse to allow colonisation to proceed. 
For European colonists, the importance of  grounding each denial of  indigenous sovereignty in newly 
‘discovered’ territories on international law foundations rested upon their desire to enjoy exclusive 
rights to a particular colony over that of  other European powers (Evans 2009, p. 19). Deploying 
the doctrines of  international law thus provided the means through which European powers could 
claim legitimate entitlement of  a colonial territory over other powers. Indeed, recent critical legal 
scholarship has revealed the colonial origins of  the doctrine of  sovereignty itself  – international law’s 
key component. Instead of  being a principle that governed relations solely amongst European powers, 
evidence points to the doctrine of  sovereignty being specifically developed to exclude non-European 
societies from the protections of  international law and thus facilitate Europe’s expansionist ambitions 
(Anghie 2006, p. 741). 

More specifically, an analysis of  early international legal texts reveals that the authors went to great 
lengths to distinguish ‘civilised’ European societies from the ‘uncivilised’ non-European societies, 
pointing to the latter’s radical cultural differences, evident ‘lack of  reason’, primitive land practices 
and resistance to European encroachment (Anghie 2006, p. 745). This distinction formed the principal 
basis for creating an international legal system of  sovereign rights that applied only to ‘civilised’ 
territories, whilst denying such rights to those territories deemed uncivilised (Evans 2009, p. 16). As 
such, European expansion into ‘uncivilised territories’ became justified in the eyes of  international 
law. Viewed in this way, the doctrine of  sovereignty served as the theoretical or ‘inchoate’ stage of  
settler-colonialism as the ‘uncivilised’ natives who inhabited the territories so desired by European 
powers were notionally eliminated within the discourses of  international law.

In Australia, the denial of  sovereignty to indigenous peoples was particularly potent as British 
authorities deemed Indigenous Australians too primitive to consider their land officially inhabited 
under international law. It will be argued here that this represented a particularly aggressive form of  
discursive elimination and erected the operational boundaries of  actual elimination that was to follow. 

Drawing on Captain Cook’s observations of  sparsely populated coastal regions devoid of  European-
style farming practices, British colonial authorities deemed Australia uninhabited – a characterisation 
that contradicts so much of  what we now know of  the considerable complexity of  pre-contact 
indigenous societies (Pascoe 2018, p. 15). Under the ‘doctrine of  discovery’ – developed as an 
international legal principle governing European colonial expansion in order to prevent conflict 
between rivalling powers – acquiring territory by deeming it uninhabited, or ‘terra nullius’, was one 
of  three ways that new territory could be lawfully acquired (Banner 2005, p. 96). The other two modes 
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were through direct conquest, which required a 
declaration of  war, or the transfer, or ‘cession’, 
of  land by its inhabitants, usually enacted by 
a treaty. On this point, it is significant to note 
that the acquisition of  territory by the latter two 
mechanisms does not alter the customary laws 
that ground indigenous societies in their cultural 
practice, whereas a designation of  terra nullius 
immediately furnishes the land with the laws 
of  England and renders indigenous landless in 
their own land (Milirrpum v Nabalco Pty Ltd 
1971: 141). Thus, not only were Indigenous 
Australians subjected to foreign laws that 
dismantled their system of  customary law, but 
on account of  their lack of  a right of  occupancy, 
their mass murder by colonists was frequently 
justified on the basis of  safeguarding colonial 
investments in crops and livestock (Wolfe 1994, 
p. 102). Consequently, the colonisation of  
Australia stands out as a clear exception to the 
conventional colonial practice of  treaty-making 
with indigenous peoples, which in other contexts 
provided a basis for redress and coexistence 

– albeit a highly tentative one (Banner 2005, 
p. 96). Thus, by drawing on a uniquely sharp 
application of  the binary between ‘civilised’ and 
‘uncivilised’ societies under international law, 
British colonists bypassed the administrative 
inconveniences associated with recognising prior 
ownership and set the trajectory of  subsequent 
indigenous suffering that was to follow. 

FRONTIER ELIMINATION
AND SPATIAL SEGREGATION
With the arrival of  British colonists, the 
transition from notional elimination within 
international law followed into the actual 
elimination of  the frontier period spanning 
from 1788 to the mid-1850s. This period, 
characterised by homicidal belligerence and 
the subsequent segregation of  survivors onto 
reserves, was the critical stage of  elimination in 
which indigenous peoples were removed from 
their land in order to render it available for the 
establishment of  settler-colonial society. During 
these incursions, relations between settlers and 

The Founding of  Australia. By Capt. Arthur Phillip R.N. Sydney Cove, Jan. 26th, 
1788, State Library of  New South Wales, Sydney (Talmadge, A 1937).
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natives followed the same broad pattern of  uneasy coexistence followed by an inevitable cascade into 
confrontation within a given locality. Such confrontation was made inevitable as the encroachment of  
the aggressive colonial pastoral economy inevitably depleted indigenous food sources and disrupted 
their way of  life (Evans 2009, p. 8). 

For example, in response to indigenous resistance efforts to defend their hunting grounds in western 
New South Wales, Governor Brisbane’s declaration of  martial law in 1824 resulted in the slaughter of  
countless indigenous peoples in the Bathurst Plains (Mar and Edmonds 2013, p. 345). Whilst the state 
apparatus often aided and abetted such instances of  annihilation, the primary instrument that reduced 
the indigenous population were the land-ravenous hordes of  agriculturalists and stockmen seeking to 
penetrate into unclaimed territory and ‘protect’ their livelihood from indigenous interference (Wolfe 
2006, p. 391). Here, the market forces of  the international economy drawing on colonial land and 
labour for raw materials, combined with the desire of  Europe’s landless peasant classes to establish a 
livelihood for themselves, come into focus as the principal driving forces of  settler-colonialism (Wolfe 
2006, p. 392). Under the supervision of  the various state indigenous ‘protection’ boards, the remaining 
indigenous survivors who avoided murder and the wilful spread of  European diseases were confined 
onto ‘protection’ reserves from the 1850s onwards (Wolfe 2006, p. 392). This basic fact further validates 
the argument that settler-colonialism’s primary motive is to vacate and exclude indigenous presence 
from the land in order to render it available for economic use, rather than to commit outright racial 
genocide as an end in itself  (Wolfe 1994, p. 100). 

In this context, it is relevant to mention that conservative historians such as Keith Windschuttle have 
sought to forge a link between the responsibility of  White Australia to address the present problems 
faced by indigenous communities and the capacity to empirically ‘prove’ the extent of  systematic 
frontier genocide (Evans 2009, p. 12). However, such arguments plainly miss the point that settler-
colonialism is not premised on the intentional mass-genocide of  indigenous Australians along racial 
superiority lines in and of  itself. Rather, the culpability of  Australian settler society can be sufficiently 
established by acknowledging the fact that the violent confrontations of  the initial frontier period 
were merely the first manifestations of  a series of  eliminatory stages aimed at moving, and then 
keeping, indigenous peoples off their land. The result of  these stages was a sharp reduction of  the 
pre-contact indigenous population by almost 90% by 1900 (Harris 2003, p. 91). In these initial stages 
of  elimination, the binary between settler and native, discursively engineered under international law, 
is maximally visible in the conspicuous removal of  indigenous peoples from their land. 

ELIMINATION THROUGH ASSIMILATION
As the completion of  geographical invasion signalled the end of  the frontier, the logic of  elimination 
turned inward to assimilate Indigenous Australians into settler society which, despite being couched in 
humanitarian rhetoric, was equally as eliminatory as the previous stages of  violence and segregation. 
For settler-colonialism, this strategic shift from exclusion to inclusion was a necessary progression 
for two central reasons. First, the sexual exploitation of  indigenous women by white men during the 
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frontier period proved to be a particularly refractory element of  settler-colonialism, giving rise to 
the ‘half-caste menace’ who, being almost invariably reared by their maternal kin, were counted as 
indigenous (Wolfe 1994, p. 100). Since, unlike genetics, identity and consciousness are mathematically 
indivisible, the prospect of  an exponentially expanding race of  settler-native offspring who identified 
as indigenous posed a substantial ideological threat to settler society’s claim to be the legitimate 
occupants of  Australia (Wolfe 1994, p. 114). Second, the requirement for settler-state legitimacy within 
an increasingly humanitarian global climate rendered indiscriminate killings an impractical solution 
to reduce indigenous numbers (Haebich 2015, p. 21). Thus, the forced assimilation of  settler-native 
offspring constituted a form of  administrative elimination which, at a stroke, exterminated countless 
indigenous children ‘as indigenous’ and re-categorised them within white settler society. 

This initially came in the form of  Victorian legislation in 1886, providing for a new racial biopolitics 
in which the Board for the Protection of  Aborigines in Victoria (and in later years corresponding 
boards in other states) were given the power to determine the identity of  indigenous Australians on 
the basis of  blood quanta. As a result, children who possessed any degree of  white heritage were 
deemed to be ‘half-caste’ and were evicted from indigenous reserves (Mar and Edmonds 2013, p. 
356). This signalled the beginning of  almost 80 years of  systematic state-licenced child abduction 
and forced assimilation under the pretext of  child welfare. However, child welfare was of  limited 
practical concern to the relevant state authorities, who commonly cited ‘being aboriginal’ in their 
records as sufficient grounds for a child’s removal (Read 1999, p. 30). By the 1960s, an estimated 
one-in-six indigenous children had been forcibly removed from their families (Read 1999, p. 67). The 
immeasurable suffering of  these victims reflects the reality of  the indigenous experience under settler-
colonialism’s enduring logic, being the oppressed side of  the settler-native binary. 

Australia’s Coloured Minority: Its Place in the Community, State Library of  Western Australia, 
Perth (Neville, A.O 1948).
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CULTURALLY CODED ELIMINATION: EXCLUSION FROM 
LAND RIGHTS
Turning to the post-Mabo era from 1992 onwards, the genetic blood logic of  the assimilationist 
era can be traced to the present emphasis on indigeneity and cultural authenticity as a formula for 
modern elimination. This current form of  elimination mobilises both inclusion and exclusion by 
conceding repatriation in the realm of  welfare whilst simultaneously marshalling a culturally-exclusive 
definition of  indigeneity in order to eliminate the vast majority of  Indigenous Australians from the 
reckoning of  land rights. The settler-colonial concession to accord limited land rights under the law 
reflects the considerable gains made by indigenous political mobilisation and organised resistance. 
Importantly, such concessions do not contradict settler-colonialism’s central logic of  elimination. 
Rather, they reinforce the notion that because total elimination can never truly be accomplished, the 
binary relationship between settler and native is an enduring one, constituted by shifting balances and 
degrees of  inequality. This binary, despite invariably lending ascendency to the settler, can indeed be 
influenced through organised resistance (Wolfe 1994, p. 124). 

The decades-long campaign for indigenous land rights culminated in the High Court’s decision in 
Mabo v Queensland (No 2) (1992), which conceded that the doctrine of  terra nullius did not apply 
to Australia and that indigenous peoples had prior rights to the land. This recognition prompted the 
passing of  the Native Title Act, which prescribes an eligibility criteria for according such native title 
rights (1993 Cth). Despite being heralded by some as a turning point in the historical continuity of  
settler-colonialism, Wolfe argues that the Act reinforces the logic of  elimination by restricting native 
title under its criteria to those who are able to prove a ‘traditional connection’ with the claimed land 
(Wolfe 1994, p. 122). The Act requires that an indigenous group claiming native title must have 
a ‘substantially uninterrupted’ connection to the land and its customs since colonisation, and that 
ownership of  the land must not have passed from the Crown to third parties (that is, to private property 
owners) (Wolfe 1994, p. 122). In this way, the Native Title Act shifts the burden of  history from the 
fact of  expropriation to the character of  the expropriated, eliminating from the legal definition those 
who have already been removed from, and lost connection with, their land – that being the substantial 
majority of  indigenous Australians (Wolfe 1994, p. 122). 

“…the forced assimilation of settler-
native offspring constituted a form of 
administrative elimination which… 
exterminated countless indigenous 

children ‘as indigenous’…”
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Correspondingly, where land is not involved, the settler-colonial state has sought to reconstitute 
indigenous affairs internally as a depoliticised branch of  welfare bureaucracy, providing substantial 
funding to social, healthcare and education programs. This, as Veracini argues, represents an 
assimilationist strategy aimed at reducing the perception of  the primary settler-native divide regarding 
land rights to the status of  just one of  the many other racial divisions in our modern ‘multiculturalist’ 
society, thus protecting the territorial basis of  Australian settler-colonialism (Veracini 2007, p. 281). 
Thus, the present stage of  elimination can be characterised by the historicising of  fundamental 
settler-native divisions through assimilationist welfare concessions, whilst simultaneously excluding 
the overwhelming majority of  Indigenous Australians from land rights by marshalling a culturalist 
criteria for indigeneity that only those least affected by settler-colonialism’s destruction can satisfy. 
These parallel strategies continue to uphold the logic of  elimination and protect settler Australia’s 
claim as the territorial sovereign.

SETTLER-COLONIAL CONTINUITY AND INDIGENOUS LIVED 
EXPERIENCE
In light of  the historical continuity of  elimination from pre-colonial international law to the present, 
we are in a position to understand that the experience of  indigenous Australians as a collective is 
being continuously moulded by this enduring structure of  settler-colonialism. The modern indigenous 
experience of  oppression emerges from their denial of  sovereignty and the state-sanctioned regulation 
of  their identity. Maddison argues that the ‘authenticity’ and ‘tradition’ requirements inherent in 
the aforementioned definition of  indigeneity under the Native Title Act perpetuate a hierarchy that 
denies itself  to urban indigenous people (Maddison 2013, p. 292). Indeed, the structural repression 
that such forms of  contemporary settler-colonialism produce often spills over into public discourse 
and the media, stripping Indigenous Australians of  their sense of  identity. As a brief  example, an 
article by prominent conservative media figure Andrew Bolt was the subject of  a discrimination 

Protesters at the Aboriginal Land Rights Demonstration, National Library of  
Australia, Canberra (Middleton, K 1972).
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lawsuit in 2009 (Van Der Walle  2018, p. 49). 
His argument centred on the notion that light-
skinned Indigenous Australians in urban areas 
who identified as indigenous in order to obtain 
welfare benefits could not possibly be ‘authentic’ 
enough to redeem such benefits (Van Der Walle 
2018, p. 49). The consequences of  delimiting 
indigenous identity in this way are not minor. 
It has been widely established that possessing a 
poor sense of  cultural identity for Indigenous 
Australians leads to poorer mental health 
outcomes, as does poor cultural association to 
higher rates of  criminal recidivism (Shepherd 
2018, p. 6). 

More broadly, the ongoing repercussions of  
settler-colonialism on indigenous health and 
wellbeing cannot be understated. Crotty argues 
that the associated social, cultural, spiritual and 
economic effects of  territorial dispossession 
are impossible to divorce from the fact that 
Indigenous Australians currently have the worst 
life expectancy of  any indigenous population 
globally and are proportionately the most 
incarcerated peoples on the planet (Crotty 
2018, p. 36). Indeed, whilst the life expectancy 
of  non-Indigenous Australians currently stands 

at 81.8 years, Indigenous Australians fall far 
short of  that at 73.6 years (Australian Institute 
of  Health and Welfare, 2020). Interestingly, 
research published by Survival International 
analysing the prevalence of  a range of  diseases 
amongst indigenous communities found that 
those few Indigenous Australians still living on 
their ancestral lands have a life expectancy 10 
years longer than Indigenous Australians living 
in centralised or resettled communities (Grig 
2007, p. 14). The report noted that in many of  
these communities residing on ancestral lands, 
connection to culture, community and country is 
strong, hunting and gathering are still commonly 
practised and traditional remedies are still used 
in conjunction with travelling doctor services 
(Grig 2007, p. 14). 

It may be acknowledged that a lack of  
connection to ancestral lands is not, in and of  
itself, the sole determinant of  indigenous health 
and social and economic wellbeing. However, it 
is crucial to remember that the intergenerational 
poverty, trauma, lack of  education and self-
determination, as well as other salient factors 
that all contribute to the broader issue of  
indigenous health and wellbeing, have arisen 

“The modern indigenous 
experience of oppression emerges 

from their denial of sovereignty 
and the state-sanctioned 

regulation of their identity.”
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out of  the historical settler-colonial project to move and keep Indigenous Australians off their land 
through elimination, segregation, and assimilation. 

CONCLUSION
To conclude, this paper has been strongly contended that the past and present suffering of  Indigenous 
Australians at the hands of  settler society is attributable to a singular eliminatory logic inherent to settler-
colonialism. As the economic use to which colonial Australia could be put required settler permanence, 
the central purpose of  this logic throughout Australian history has been to eliminate Indigenous 
Australians as a sovereign identity in order to expropriate their land. Viewing settler-colonialism as 
an ongoing structure brings the notional elimination of  Indigenous Australians in international law 
sharply into focus as the chronological starting point of  present indigenous suffering, from which a 
series of  clearly identifiable stages of  elimination throughout Australia’s history progressed. 

This paper has aimed to expose settler-colonialism as an ongoing structural process for two central 
reasons. Firstly, acknowledging settler-colonialism’s enduring logic enhances the extent to which the 
inequality, persecution and erosion of  identity faced by contemporary Indigenous Australians can 
be fully understood. Secondly, acknowledging settler-colonialism as an ongoing process permits a 
framework aimed at addressing inequality and the erosion of  indigenous identity to be defined in terms 
of  a parallel and ongoing movement of  organised resistance that features indigenous perspectives, 
beliefs, and practices.
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