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LETTER	FROM	THE	EDITOR	
MAX	FULLALOVE	

INTRODUCTION	
This	 edition	 represents	 the	 tenth	 instalment	 and	 fifth	 year	 of	 our	 biannual	 journal.	 Throughout	 this	
edition	in	particular,	we	have	seen	yet	another	strong	showing	in	terms	of	popularity	and	interest,	with	
the	total	number	of	submissions	standing	at	nearly	sixty.	From	this,	we	have	selected	a	total	of	fifteen	
submissions,	noted	for	their	academic	rigour,	originality,	and	insight.	I	hope	that	this	edition	provides	
those	interested	in	political	academia	with	new	insights	and	those	who	are	new	to	the	discipline	with	a	
foundation	to	build	upon.	

These	articles	address	a	wide	range	of	issues	in	politics	and	have	been	categorised	into	five	sections.	This	
categorisation	showcases	the	interdisciplinary	nature	of	studying	political	affairs	but	also	enables	readers	
to	easily	identify	the	subfield	that	is	most	suited	to	their	interests.	As	such,	the	following	sections,	which	
had	 separate	 editorial	 teams	 working	 within	 them,	 form	 the	 structure	 of	 this	 edition.	 These	 are:	
International	Relations,	Comparative	Politics,	Political	History,	Political	Thought	and	Political	
Science.	Whilst	many	of	the	articles	do	indeed	belong	to	multiple	sections	and	disciplines,	their	final	
grouping	as	displayed	here	is	based	on	which	section	their	research	has	the	most	profound	impact	on.	

Given	the	sheer	diversity	of	submissions	in	this	edition,	it	is	difficult	to	isolate	a	single	running	theme	to	
link	them	together.	It	is	perhaps	best	not	to	do	so,	given	the	danger	of	crafting	a	superficial	summary	of	
them.	They	certainly	do	stand	exceptionally	well	in	isolation.	What	may	be	helpful,	however,	is	to	identify	
links	between	submissions	in	each	subfield,	to	emphasise	how	they	provide	a	holistic	and	cohesive	display	
of	the	discipline	they	represent.	Therefore,	the	following	summary	attempts	to	find	ways	to	bind	sections	
together	by	identifying	common	themes	and	issues	among	the	articles	in	them.	

THE	ARTICLES	
We	start	this	edition	with	the	International	Relations	section	of	the	Journal	–	both	the	most	populated	
field	 in	 terms	 of	 final	 published	 articles	 (four	 in	 total)	 and	 also	 the	 subfield	 that	 received	 the	most	
prospective	 submissions.	 The	 popularity	 of	 IR	 perhaps	 stems	 from	 its	 sustained	 relevance	 in	 foreign	
policy,	for	both	states	and	international	organisations,	and	its	attempt	to	theorise	about	and	contend	with	
some	of	 the	most	salient	global	political	 issues	 today:	Climate	Change,	Peace	and	Conflict,	Economic	
Interdependence	and	Human	Rights.		

This	section	begins	with	 James	Loftus’	piece,	exploring	France’s	ongoing	policy	 tilt	 towards	 the	 Indo-
Pacific	region.	The	article	originally	picks	apart	this	strategy	of	forging	stronger	bilateral	policies	with	
‘middle	powers’	to	strengthen	French	security.	Whilst	this	policy	is	certainly	not	a	unique	strategy	(other	
European	powers,	 including	 the	UK,	 have	 completed	 similar	 shifts),	 the	 focus	 on	 France	 is	 useful	 in	
highlighting	some	of	the	risks	associated	with	the	policy.	In	particular,	Loftus	concludes	the	article	by	
arguing	that	France’s	‘third	way’	in	the	Indo-Pacific	has	largely	failed,	which	provides	us	with	evidence	of	
the	potentially	low	returns	involved	with	such	a	strategy.	Yet,	the	piece	is	an	excellent	indication	of	the	
willingness	many	Western	states	now	have	to	reorient	their	foreign	policy	strategies	as	global	relations	
become	more	uncertain.	

Whilst	Loftus	 focuses	on	bilateral	policy	 in	terms	of	 inter-state	relations,	Lisa	Lefebvre-Risso	analyses	
securitisation	in	a	regional	context.	The	article	explores	a	changing	EU	approach,	which	has	increasingly	
shifted	 its	 aid	 policy	 in	 Africa	 (specifically	 the	 European	 Union	 Emergency	 Trust	 Fund)	 towards	
securitisation	 rather	 than	 exclusively	 humanitarian	 concerns.	 This	 follows	 archetypal,	 critical	
development	discourses	 such	 as	 those	provided	by	Arturo	Escobar	 and	Mark	Duffield,	 finding	 a	 link	
between	development	and	security	wherein	underdeveloped	regions	are	thought	of	as	‘dangerous’.	The	
findings	Lefebvre-Risso	presents	in	her	article	provide	a	great	formulation	and	study	of	this,	using	official	
reports	 as	 the	 analytical	 basis	 and	 focusing	 specifically	 on	 the	 attempt	 to	 manage	 migration	 in	 a	
governmentality	sense.	
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The	 next	 article	 in	 this	 section,	 ‘Remote	 Warfare:	 A	 Politically	 Expedient	 but	 Conceptually	 Flawed	
Construct’,	explores	how	remote	warfare	is	used	as	a	political	tool	to	create	a	sense	of	‘cleanness’,	in	many	
cases	unsuccessfully,	both	in	military	and	democratic	integrity	terms.	By	employing	concrete	examples	
and	problematising	concepts	regarding	such	warfare,	Castellón	Ramiro	provides	us	with	insight	into	how	
remote	warfare	should	not	simply	be	seen	as	revolutionising	warfare	in	military	and	strategic	terms,	but	
as	 a	 ‘politically	 convenient	 alternative’	 for	 politicians	 to	 remove	 risk	 and	 increase	 political	 military	
mandates.		

The	final	article	in	this	section	moves	to	a	local-level	context.	Zoe	Carver	illustrates	themes	of	integration,	
legitimacy	and	local	dynamics	in	the	context	of	the	forcible	expulsion	of	Mauritanians	to	neighbouring	
Senegal.	She	 investigates	how	interstate	migration	 is	experienced	differently	depending	on	a	range	of	
social	factors,	including	kinship	ties,	discrimination,	as	well	as	political	factors	such	as	government	policy.	
Carver’s	 work	 ties	 ethnography	 to	 broader	 implications	 about	 post-conflict	 states,	 highlighting	 that	
belonging	is	always	a	negotiated	privilege	rather	than	a	given	right	in	such	contexts.	This	piece	is	uniquely	
placed	 in	 the	 international	 relations	section,	as	 it	underlines	how	different	methodologies	of	political	
research	(in	this	case,	ethnography)	can	be	used	in	the	IR	discipline.	This,	along	with	the	other	pieces	in	
the	IR	section,	demonstrates	well	the	breadth	of	IR	as	a	field,	and	equally	the	importance	of	our	study	of	
it.	I	hope	this	section	provides	readers	with	new	knowledge	and	motivation	to	study	these	topics	further.	

Next,	the	edition	moves	on	to	Comparative	Politics,	 for	which	two	articles	have	been	published,	both	
representing	excellent	examples	of	what	this	unique	 field	has	to	offer.	Despite	 focusing	on	drastically	
different	substantive	and	geographical	areas,	these	articles	illustrate	how	political	structures,	narratives	
and	agency	intersect.	Firstly,	Tannishtha	Sethi’s	piece	focuses	on	the	success	of	Universal	Health	Coverage	
(UHC)	 programmes	 in	 Rwanda,	 comparing	 them	 to	 the	 fragmented	 system	 in	 Uganda.	 She	 argues	
through	the	use	of	quantitative	analyses	that	UHC	reduces	economic	insecurity	amongst	a	population	
and	drastically	improves	their	overall	health.	On	its	own	as	a	concept,	however,	the	benefits	would	not	
be	 visible	 –	 Sethi	 instead	 cites	 the	 need	 for	 rigorous	 long-term	 institutional	 planning	 to	 ensure	 a	
successful	 programme.	 This	 work	 therefore	 provides	 important	 implications	 for	 government	 health	
policies	and	strategies,	especially	in	Uganda.	

Secondly,	and	to	conclude	this	section,	Luciana	Barreto	looks	into	a	different	side	of	comparative	politics,	
qualitatively	analysing	the	different	strategies	and	techniques	used	by	Fujimori	and	Castillo	in	the	2021	
Peruvian	election.	The	study	uncovers	how	social	and	 identity	divides	within	Peru	were	used	to	steer	
strategy,	with	either	side	building	on	domestic	polarisation	to	‘disqualify’	and	claim	illegitimacy	for	the	
other	candidate.	Rather	than	providing	recommendations	for	better	health	policy	governance,	Barreto’s	
study	illustrates	implications	for	democratic	processes	in	Latin	America,	arguing	specifically	that	social	
divides	can	be	exploited	by	campaigners.	

From	this,	the	edition	proceeds	to	Political	History,	a	section	containing	three	articles,	ranging	in	both	
temporal	and	geographical	scope.	From	the	experiences	of	localised	histories	of	colonial	subjugation	in	
Ghanaian	public	schools,	to	theorisations	about	the	formation	of	the	early-modern	European	state,	to	
debates	about	what	post-Ottoman	Turkey	would	look	like,	these	pieces	were	selected	for	their	originality,	
wide-ranging	 issue-framing,	 and	 academic	 rigour.	 Readers	 will	 enjoy	 the	 breadth	 of	 research	 in	 this	
section,	 which,	 despite	 their	 differing	 foci,	 all	 highlight	 the	 deep	 intertwining	 of	 current	 political	
governance	structures,	experiences,	and	agendas	with	past	events,	processes,	and	decisions.	Indeed,	they	
all	underline	how	the	past	continues	to	dictate	and	manifest	within	the	politics	of	today	and	will	continue	
to	do	so.		

The	first	of	these	pieces	is	written	by	Francesca	Arkorful,	who	studies	the	ongoing	experience	of	indirect	
colonial	 subjugation	 in	Ghanaian	public	 schools,	 specifically	 surrounding	hair	 regulations.	This	piece	
crafts	an	excellently	nuanced	and	researched	argument,	which	traces	current	school	policies	in	Ghana	to	
historical	cultural	suppression	and	identity	enforcement.	Whilst	this	work	is	situated	in	a	specific	and	
localised	context,	Arkorful	uses	this	to	make	convincing	claims	about	the	need	to	decolonise	‘educational	
practices’	and	to	affirm,	rather	than	suppress	and	police,	cultural	expressions	of	identity	in	postcolonial	
states	generally.	
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From	 this,	 the	 section	moves	 on	 to	 Arthur	 Krön’s	 article,	 which	 focuses	 on	 what	 factors	 led	 to	 the	
resilience	of	representative	parliaments	when	the	early	modern	European	state	was	being	consolidated.	
Whilst	a	vastly	different	context	to	Arkorful’s	work,	Krön	illustrates	similarly	how	pre-modern	political	
institutions	 survive	 even	 when	 their	 original	 function	 becomes	 obsolete,	 due	 to	 complex	 historical	
continuities	 involving	 conflict	 and	 negotiation.	Whilst	 there	 was	 a	 drastic	 change	 in	 this	 period	 of	
European	history,	Krön	illustrates	how	some	seemingly	obsolete	institutions	survive	–	the	parliamentary	
governance	structure	is	one	such	phenomenon.	Instead	of	simply	observing	this	phenomenon,	however,	
Krön	provides	a	detailed	analysis	of	why	this	was	the	case,	arguing	that	military	success	was	a	key	driver	
of	parliamentary	survival.	

Finally,	the	section	concludes	with	Jude	Konyar’s	study	of	the	impact	and	relevance	of	Atatürk’s	speech	
‘Nutuk’,	as	he	became	the	first	president	of	the	Republic	of	Turkey.	This	speech	was	massively	influential	
in	writing	the	historical	narrative	of	Turkish	history.	In	spite	of	this,	Konyar	argues	that	Nutuk	needs	to	
be	understood	in	a	more	nuanced	way,	which	is	argued	very	clearly	and	poignantly	throughout	the	piece.	
This,	along	with	the	other	two	pieces	in	this	section,	have	been	drawn	together	to	highlight	how	political	
history	is	as	much	about	the	stories	we	tell	about	the	past	as	it	is	about	the	structures	we	inherit	from	it.	

Moving	 on,	 the	 Political	 Thought	 section	 includes	 three	 vastly	 different	 studies	 tackling	 broader	
interdisciplinary	issues	and	themes.	Firstly,	Kerem	Mumyakmaz	provides	us	with	a	detailed	insight	into	
the	 political	 thought	 of	 Ziya	 Gökalp	 (1876-1924).	 Specifically,	 this	 study	 successfully	 highlights	
misrepresentations	 of	 Gökalp,	 which	 often	 ignore	 historical	 context	 or	 employ	 conflated	 logic.	 As	
opposed	to	this,	Mumyakmaz	attempts	to	place	Gökalp	as	a	tactician	in	the	Turkish	sociopolitical	context.	
This	original	account	has	implications	for	modern	tensions	between	secularism	and	religion,	as	it	uses	
Gökalp’s	thought	to	highlight	Islam	as	a	‘sociopolitical	tool’	rather	than	‘strictly	theological’.	

Whilst	Mumyakmaz	provides	a	detailed	account	in	the	tradition	of	political	thought	of	the	link	between	
historical	 thought/developments	 and	contemporary	policy,	 Shiqing	Xiao,	 in	 a	 somewhat	 similar	 vein,	
attempts	to	analyse	the	extent	to	which	historical	Chinese	tradition	will	impact	contemporary	Chinese	
foreign	policy.	Whilst	this	is	based	in	an	International	Relations	subcategory,	Xiao	attempts	to	reconcile	
the	 importance	 (or	 indeed	 unimportance)	 of	 countries’	 philosophical	 positions	 and	 traditions	 with	
‘amoral	principles	of	Legalism’.	Again,	this	has	contemporary	implications	for	analysts	of	Chinese	foreign	
policy	and	also	contemporary	realpolitik	scholarly	works.	

Finally,	the	section	concludes	with	a	collaborative	piece	from	Lorenzo	Silvestri,	Oskar	Steiner,	and	Paul	
Janson,	focusing	at	a	local	level	on	the	‘intersection	of	personal	issues	with	socio-political	themes	through	
Stand-Up	comedy	in	Paris,	France.	Overall,	they	find	this	form	of	comedy	to	be	a	vehicle	and	outlet	for	
political	 expression.	 Similarly	 to	 the	 two	 other	 articles	 in	 this	 section,	 these	 authors	 highlight	 the	
importance	of	prioritising	a	contextual	rather	than	essentialist	reading	of	political	thought	and	themes,	
using	Paris	in	this	case,	to	further	their	thesis.	Overall,	these	articles	shed	light	on	how	identity-making,	
as	evidenced	through	changes	and	developments	in	political	thought,	 is	always	negotiated,	contested,	
processual	and	context-driven	rather	than	simply	inherited.		

The	concluding	section	of	the	journal	is	‘Political	Science’,	a	fairly	recent	tradition	in	political	thinking	
and	yet	one	of	the	most	populated	in	political	academia.	This,	along	with	 ‘International	Relations’,	as	
mentioned	above,	were	the	two	most	submitted	works.	After	considering	all	the	submissions	and	ranking	
them	 thoroughly,	 the	 three	 pieces	 published	here	 showcase	 the	 breadth	 and	depth	 of	 this	 field,	 and	
crucially,	 the	 impactful	policy	 influences	 the	 field	 can	create.	Across	 these	 three	articles,	 the	authors	
touch	on	themes	of	visibility	and	the	construction	(and	contestation)	of	narratives.	The	following	touches	
on	what	each	article	contributes	to	the	journal.	

The	first	article,	written	by	Angela	Gutierrez,	explores	how	TikTok	has	been	used	by	Palestinians	as	a	
form	of	resistance,	especially	through	the	documentation	and	sharing	of	the	realities	these	civilians	are	
facing	in	conflict.	Whilst	political	communication	and	resistance	are	not	new,	many	have	debated	around	
how	 or	 whether	 social	 media	 has	 concretely	 changed	 such	 movements.	 This	 piece	 is	 therefore	 an	
insightful,	original	and	contextually	grounded	work	that	answers	that	question.	Gutierrez	argues	overall	
that	social	media	has	transformed	methods	of	political	engagement	as	well	as	‘democratic	participation’.	
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This	 is	 therefore	a	much-needed	piece	 to	help	scholars	and	policymakers	orient	 the	 topic	of	political	
communication	through	social	media.	

Moving	on	 from	 this,	Adam	Hamdan	 turns	 from	digital	 platforms	 to	 institutional	 power,	 offering	 an	
extensive	 quantitative	 evaluation	 of	 Supreme	 Court	 cases	 regarding	 religion.	 Hamdan	 investigates	
whether	there	is	‘religious	preference’	on	the	court,	and	if	so,	which	religious	groups	is	this	preference	
given	to.	The	key	aim	here	is	to	understand	the	impact	of	the	trends	towards	increased	‘religious	fervour’	
evident	 through	court	 rulings.	As	discussed,	 this	work	of	political	 science	 research	demonstrates	key	
implications	for	what	religious	freedom	is	increasingly	looking	like	from	a	legal	perspective.	This	is	even	
more	important	given	that	the	literature	surrounding	religious-liberty	cases	is	very	much	still	qualitative,	
rather	 than	quantitative.	The	 incorporation	of	 variables	 and	 105	 Supreme	Court	 cases	 in	 the	dataset,	
therefore,	importantly	reorientates	the	scholarly	debate	towards	statistical	analysis.	

Finally,	rounding	off	both	this	section	of	the	journal	and	the	journal	as	a	whole,	is	Malak	Afifi’s	piece,	
which	 discusses	 how	 during	 parliamentary	 elections	 in	 Slovakia,	 AI	 fabricated	 audio	 clips	 falsely	
implicating	the	opposition	ostensibly	boosted	voter	support	for	populist	 leader	Robert	Fico.	Although	
research	into	the	politicisation	of	AI	is	relatively	new,	Afifi	demonstrates	that	it	is	perhaps	one	of	the	most	
vital	fields	of	study.	The	conclusion	underscores	this,	highlighting	how	AI	was	indeed	used	to	amplify	
what	 is	 termed	 the	 ‘Trump	 Effect’,	 wherein	 many	 voters,	 previously	 ambivalent	 to	 the	 Slovakian	
parliamentary	 elections	 in	2023,	were	 impelled	 to	participate.	Like	Gutierrez	 in	 the	 first	piece	of	 this	
section,	 Afifi	 notes	 the	 powerful	 effect	 that	 technological	 developments	 are	 having	 on	 political	
communication	and,	therefore,	similarly	calls	for	the	need	to	increase	the	study	of	it.	

CONCLUDING	REMARKS	
The	Cambridge	Journal	of	Political	Affairs	aims	to	provide	a	platform	for	young	scholars	to	showcase	their	
skills,	develop	their	editing	skills	and	become	involved	in	the	process	of	a	journal	publication.	However,	
the	 longer-form	 journals,	 such	 as	 this	 one,	 are	 not	 the	 only	 work	 the	 CJPA	 produces.	 Indeed,	 the	
continuation	of	our	seminars,	the	short-form	content,	and	essay	competitions	all	form	the	broader	ethos	
of	the	CJPA	–	to	nurture	young	talent	and	involve	them	in	the	academic	world.			

Whilst	not	all	of	our	authors	in	this	edition	of	the	long-form	journal	are	undergraduate	students	(which	
was	 the	 case	 for	 previous	 volumes),	 all	 submissions	 were	 initially	 written	 for	 university-assessed	
coursework,	both	for	undergraduate	and	postgraduate	study.	The	authors	are	diverse	not	only	in	their	
academic	backgrounds	but	also	in	the	range	of	institutions	they	represent.	Indeed,	out	of	the	59	total	
prospective	submissions,	only	7	(11.9%)	studied	at	the	University	of	Cambridge,	highlighting	how	the	vast	
majority	of	submissions	were	from	external	students.	

The	editorial	team,	listed	at	the	beginning	of	the	journal,	have	been	working	alongside	me	since	January	
to	deliver	this	edition	of	the	CJPA,	and	the	whole	executive	team	and	I	are	grateful	for	their	contributions.	
The	team	for	this	year	was	our	largest	yet,	with	a	total	of	35	editors	at	all	levels.	All	teams	in	each	section	
worked	very	well	throughout	the	process,	and	the	success	of	the	journal	is	thanks	to	their	efforts.		

There	were	also	some	changes	to	the	editorial	process,	most	important	of	which	was	the	scrapping	of	
both	 the	 ‘test-run’	 practice	 in	 January	 and	 junior	 editor	 forms.	 This	meant	 that	 junior	 editors	 could	
directly	 suggest	 edits	 on	 the	 initial	manuscripts	 instead	 of	writing	 up	 a	 form	with	 suggestions.	 This	
decision	was	made	to	increase	the	efficiency	of	the	process,	and	overall,	this	seemed	to	help	ease	the	copy-
editing	workload	in	the	later	stages	of	the	publication	process.	Apart	from	this,	the	pre-review	process	
remained	the	same,	bar	the	addition	of	a	criterion	‘referencing	quality’	to	judge	submissions	by.	Another	
stipulation	for	submitted	pieces	we	had,	as	mentioned	above,	was	that	they	must	be	university-assessed	
coursework.	This	was	to	ensure	that	plagiarism	would	be	of	a	much	lower	risk	and	that	the	quality	of	
submissions	was	higher.	

For	their	contributions	to	this	improvement	in	our	review	processes,	we	are	also	thankful	to	the	members	
of	 our	 Oversight	 Board,	 composed	 of	 academics	 from	 the	 Department	 of	 Politics	 and	 International	
Studies	here	at	the	University	of	Cambridge.	We	sincerely	wish	to	thank	Duncan	Kelly,	Ayşe	Zarakol,	and	
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members	 of	Cambridge	University	 Press	 and	 the	Cambridge	Review	of	 International	Affairs	 for	 their	
patience	and	support.		

We	hope	that	this	edition	of	the	journal	offers	readers	well-versed	in	politics	some	new	angles	to	move	
their	thinking	towards,	or	offers	those	new	to	academia	in	political	affairs,	a	good	entry	point	to	spark	
future	interest.	The	articles	published	here	are	evidence	of	what	each	subfield	has	to	offer.	With	their	
varying	methodology,	contextual	bases,	theories,	conclusions	and	recommendations,	these	pieces	come	
together	 to	 form	 an	 excellent	 exemplar	 of	 what	 studying	 politics	 can	 achieve.	 They	 also	 serve	 as	 a	
reminder	of	why	the	study	of	politics	remains	essential,	both	for	understanding	the	present	and	shaping	
the	future.	

Max	Fullalove	
Editor	in	Chief	
Volume	6,	Issue	1	
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France,	despite	being	a	European	power,	possesses	considerable	territories	in	the	Indo-Pacific	and	in	recent	
years	has	aimed	to	expand	its	role	in	the	region,	particularly	through	bilateral	relations	with	middle	powers	
such	 as	 India	 and	 Australia.	 The	 overall	 success	 of	 this	 approach	 has	 remained	 largely	 unassessed	 in	
academic	literature,	and	this	paper	helps	to	close	this	gap	by	applying	a	Realist	analysis	to	France’s	bilateral	
policies.	It	finds	that	France	has	achieved	certain	successes	in	expanding	its	relations	with	states	such	as	
India	 and	 Japan	 through	 military	 exercises,	 trade,	 and	 strategic	 partnerships.	 In	 doing	 so,	 France	 has	
effectively	 reinforced	 its	 regional	 legitimacy.	 France	 has	 also	 faced	 challenges,	 most	 prominently	 the	
scuppering	of	its	submarine	deal	with	Australia	and	its	struggles	to	achieve	strategic	alignment	with	Indo-
Pacific	partners.	This	paper	argues	that	France	has	thus	failed	to	accomplish	its	aim	of	a	‘third	way’	in	the	
Indo-Pacific.	

	
	
INTRODUCTION	
At	a	G20	summit	held	in	September	2021,	French	President	Emmanuel	Macron	made	an	“extraordinary	
accusation”	when	he	was	asked	if	he	thought	that	Australian	Prime	Minister	Scott	Morrison	was	a	liar.	
Macron	replied,	“I	don’t	think,	I	know”	(Probyn,	2021).	The	reason	for	this	caustic	remark,	and	the	
accompanying	 expulsion	 of	 French	 ambassadors	 to	 Australia	 and	 the	 United	 States,	 was	 the	
cancellation	of	a	90	billion	AUD	submarine	deal	(Murphy,	2021).	But	why	did	France	care	so	much	
about	an	agreement	with	faraway	middle	power	Australia?	Why	had	the	French	agreed	to	such	a	huge	
arrangement	in	the	first	place?	The	answers	lie	in	France’s	complex	and	developing	strategy	in	the	
Indo-Pacific,	an	under-analysed,	yet	important	feature	of	the	region’s	evolving	geopolitics.	

Although	France	may	seem	an	unlikely	player	in	the	Indo-Pacific,	it	has	substantial	overseas	territories	
in	the	region.	France	has	made	a	concerted	effort	to	build	up	its	bilateral	partnerships	in	the	Indo-
Pacific	over	 the	 last	decade,	particularly	with	 India,	Australia	and	 Japan,	amongst	other	countries.	
While	 the	 strengthening	 of	 these	 relationships	 has	 been	 noted,	 the	 subject	 has	 been	 relatively	
neglected	in	the	literature	(Scott,	2019),	and	there	remains	a	need	to	assess	the	collective	successes	
and	failures	of	France’s	approach	in	the	region.	To	investigate	this,	the	following	research	question	
will	be	addressed:	“Has	France	successfully	used	bilateral	relationships	to	achieve	its	goals	in	the	Indo-
Pacific	region	over	the	last	decade?”	

This	paper	uses	 a	Realist	 approach	 to	 examine	France’s	bilateral	 relationships	 in	 the	 Indo-Pacific.	
Realism	 is	 an	 International	 Relations	 (IR)	 theory	 that	 describes	 the	 international	 order	 as	
fundamentally	 chaotic,	with	 states	 competing	 to	protect	 their	 own	 sovereignty	 and	power	 (Jervis,	
1999).	Realism	is	one	of	the	most	prominent	IR	theories,	and	although	it	has	been	criticised	for	its	
tendency	to	neglect	the	role	of	domestic	politics	or	international	institutions	(Glaser,	2003),	it	remains	
appropriate	 for	 this	 analysis.	 Centred	 around	 individual	 states	 as	 the	 primary	 actors	 in	 the	
international	 realm,	 it	 is	 well-suited	 to	 evaluating	 the	 actions	 of	 one	 state,	 in	 this	 case,	 France.	
Additionally,	Realism’s	focus	on	disorderly	and	competitive	international	orders	makes	it	apposite	for	
describing	the	conditions	in	the	Indo-Pacific	region,	which	have	become	increasingly	contested	and	
militarised	(O’Keefe,	2020).	

The	 ‘Indo-Pacific’	 label	 should	 also	 be	 interrogated,	 as	 it	 has	 emerged	 relatively	 recently	 and	not	
without	dispute.	The	term	‘Indo-Pacific’	has	been	promoted	by	US-aligned	states	and	incorporates	the	
Indian	and	Pacific	oceans	into	one	wide	area	of	strategic	interest	(Medcalf,	2014,	p.	461).	Analysts	such	



 
JAMES LOFTUS 

 
 

 
© The Author(s) 2025. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
licence, which permits use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.  

2 

as	 Wesley	 Morgan	 have	 argued	 that	 this	 aims	 to	 recast	 the	 region	 in	 the	 image	 of	 Western	
democracies,	as	“In	this	framing,	maritime	democracies—particularly	the	US,	Australia,	Japan,	and	
India—will	 increasingly	work	 together	 to	maintain	balance	 in	 the	 regional	order”	 (2020,	pp.	47-8)	
because	 disparate	 powers	 like	 Japan	 and	 India	 are	 now	 placed	 in	 the	 same,	 implicitly	 anti-China	
sphere.	China	itself	has	resisted	using	the	‘Indo-Pacific’	framework,	characterising	the	term	as	part	of	
a	wider	containment	strategy	targeting	it	(Ye,	2020,	pp.	206-7).	As	much	as	the	Indo-Pacific	is	a	loaded	
term,	it	remains	an	appropriate	framing	given	the	general	shift	of	geopolitical	tension	towards	the	
region	since	the	end	of	the	Cold	War,	due	primarily	to	China’s	rise	and	resulting	contestation	of	the	
American-led	order	(Medcalf,	2014).	Additionally,	France	itself	has	used	the	term	to	contextualise	its	
own	regional	actions	since	2018,	abandoning	previous	labels	like	‘Asia-Pacific’	(Lechervy,	2019).	

This	paper	will	establish	France’s	exact	stake	in	the	region,	along	with	its	primary	objectives:	securing	
its	regional	sovereignty	and	 legitimacy	as	well	as	 implementing	a	peaceful	 ‘third	way’	 in	the	Indo-
Pacific.	 It	will	discuss	France’s	bilateral	 relations,	especially	 those	with	 India	and	Australia,	before	
drawing	wider	conclusions	about	the	successes	and	failures	of	France’s	strategy.	Analysis	will	reveal	
that	while	France	has	succeeded	in	shoring	up	its	legitimacy	as	an	Indo-Pacific	state,	it	is	yet	to	chart	
a	peaceful	‘third	way’	and	struggles	to	effectively	realign	potential	allies	like	Australia.	

FRANCE’S	STAKE	IN	THE	INDO-PACIFIC	
France	possesses	considerable	territories	in	the	Indo-Pacific,	which	form	the	basis	for	its	actions	in	
the	region.	French	territories	in	the	Indian	Ocean	include	the	islands	of	Réunion	and	Mayotte,	while	
its	possessions	in	the	Pacific	include	New	Caledonia	and	French	Polynesia.	Together,	all	of	these	Indo-
Pacific	territories	contain	more	than	1.5	million	people,	but	also	give	France	access	to	a	vast	Exclusive	
Economic	Zone	(EEZ)	in	the	oceans,	the	second	largest	in	the	world	(Bondaz,	2023).	This	EEZ	grants	
France	 exclusive	 rights	 to	 marine	 resources	 within	 its	 zone,	 such	 as	 fishing	 and	mining;	 French	
Polynesia’s	EEZ	likely	contains	extensive	underwater	minerals,	including	cobalt	(Le	Meur	et	al.,	2018).	
93%	of	France’s	EEZ	is	in	the	Indo-Pacific,	and	control	of	this	vast	sea	area	provides	valuable	economic	
and	strategic	resources	(Bondaz,	2023).	By	virtue	of	these	territories,	France	is	directly	influenced	by	
events	 in	 the	 Indo-Pacific,	making	 it	a	unique	player	as	a	distant	European	state	with	direct	 local	
interest.	Thus,	for	Bouchard	and	Crumplin,	“France	is	both	a	regional	state,	at	least	on	behalf	of	its	
islands,	and	an	external	great	power	significantly	involved	in	the	region”	(Bouchard	and	Crumplin,	
2011,	 p.	 175).	 French	 ambitions	 are	 not	 limited	 by	 these	 ‘two	 faces’	 in	 the	 Indo-Pacific;	 instead,	 it	
perceives	itself	as	an	influential	player,	as	suggested	by	Macron’s	2018	claim	that,	“France	is	a	great	
power	(une	grande	puissance)	of	the	Indo-Pacific”	(Macron,	2018).	While	France	has	backed	this	up	
through	 its	 maintenance	 of	 some	 7000	 troops	 across	 regional	 French	 territories	 (Ministère	 des	
Armées,	2019),	it	is	nonetheless	significantly	weaker	than	resident	states.	

These	possessions	 form	the	basis	of	France’s	objectives	 in	the	Indo-Pacific.	 In	 its	2021	 Indo-Pacific	
Strategy,	France	declared	 four	 ‘pillars’	of	 its	 strategy,	 foremost	of	which	was	security	and	defence:	
“Ensuring	and	defending	 the	 integrity	and	 sovereignty	of	France,	 the	protection	of	 its	 citizens,	 its	
territories,	and	its	EEZ”	(Ministry	for	Europe	and	for	Foreign	Affairs,	2021,	pp.	6-7).	These	declarations	
were	made	alongside	commitments	to	economic	objectives,	upholding	the	multilateral	rule	of	law,	
and	climate	action.	From	a	Realist	perspective,	the	protection	of	sovereignty	and	security	is	a	key	goal	
for	any	state	(Tang,	2009,	p.	588),	and	France	is	no	exception,	however	distant	its	territories	may	be.	
Connected	 to	 its	 goal	 of	 maintaining	 regional	 sovereignty	 are	 crucial	 concerns	 about	 France’s	
legitimacy	as	an	Indo-Pacific	state.	France’s	colonial	history	poses	problems,	as	scholars	such	as	David	
Scott	note:	“France	seeks	regional	legitimacy	so	as	to	change	the	perceptions	by	others	of	France	as	an	
illegitimate	 and	 outdated	 European	 colonial	 power”	 (Scott,	 2019,	 p.	 79).	 This	 is	 by	 no	 means	 a	
theoretical	issue	for	France,	as	demonstrated	by	recent	internal	disputes	over	the	status	and	future	of	
New	Caledonia	(Al	Jazeera,	2024);	France	seeks	regional	validation	for	its	continued	presence	in	the	
Indo-Pacific.	Achieving	legitimacy	can	help	France	protect	its	national	security,	because	if	France	is	
seen	to	be	a	legitimate	regional	actor,	its	continued	control	over	possessions	like	New	Caledonia	and	
their	resources	will	not	be	opposed.	If	French	possessions	were	to	become	independent,	this	would	
constitute	a	major	failure	of	French	foreign	policy.	

One	major	threat	to	French	interests	in	the	region	is	China.	While	France	maintains	significant	trading	
links	with	China,	their	relationship	has	become	increasingly	difficult	since	Xi	Jinping	came	to	power	
in	2013.	France	is	troubled	by	China’s	growing	influence	and	the	nature	of	its	actions.	A	recent	600-
page	 report	by	French	military	 think	 tank	 IRSEM	 labelled	China’s	 actions	 in	 the	 Indo-Pacific	 and	
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elsewhere	“a	Machiavellian	moment”	(Charon	and	Jeangène	Vilmer,	2021,	p.	15).	Furthermore,	China	
has	flouted	various	norms	of	the	rules-based	order	in	the	Indo-Pacific,	through	its	aggression	towards	
Taiwan,	 internal	 suppression	 of	 opposition,	 trade	 disputes,	 and	 its	 violation	 of	maritime	 law	 and	
militarisation	in	the	South	China	Sea	(Leplâtre,	2023).	As	France’s	influence	in	the	region	is	reliant	on	
its	maritime	power,	it	is	particularly	threatened	by	China’s	disregard	for	the	UN	Convention	on	the	
Law	 of	 the	 Sea	 (Gilli,	 2019,	 p.	 19).	 France	 has	 vocally	 condemned	 China’s	 actions	 in	 numerous	
statements	and	has	backed	resolutions	such	as	the	2016	UN	Arbitration	Ruling	that	labelled	China’s	
‘nine-dash	line’,	which	claims	control	of	a	large	part	of	the	South	China	Sea,	as	unlawful	(Embassy	of	
France	in	Manila,	2024).	France	has	even	gone	as	far	as	engaging	in	naval	exercises	in	the	disputed	
region	(The	Economic	Times,	2024),	demonstrating	its	opposition	to	China.	France’s	bilateral	actions	
with	resident	Indo-Pacific	states	have	also	intensified	from	the	mid-2010s,	with	new	trade	and	defence	
deals	 such	as	 the	Enhanced	Strategic	Partnership	with	Australia	 from	2017	and	 the	 Joint	Strategic	
Vision	 of	 India-France	 Cooperation	 from	 2018;	 arguably,	 this	 intensification	 has	 flowed	 in	 direct	
response	to	China’s	rise	(Gilli,	2019,	p.	20).	

More	 broadly,	 China	 poses	 problems	 for	 other	 aspects	 of	 French	 foreign	 policy	 through	 its	 close	
collaboration	with	Russia,	as	well	as	 its	opposition	 to	NATO	and	other	Western	blocs	with	which	
France	is	aligned.	Scholar	Mahima	Duggal	illustrates	China’s	role	in	defining	France’s	regional	actions:	
“France’s	pivot	toward	the	Indo-Pacific,	and	its	endeavour	to	influence	and	shape	the	norms	in	the	
region,	and	contribute	to	building	an	inclusive,	rules-based	regional	order,	are	drawn	staunchly	on	
China’s	growing	presence”	(Duggal,	2022,	p.	5).	Indeed,	there	is	a	clear	temporal	link	to	France’s	recent	
pivot	towards	the	region,	as	it	only	began	using	the	Indo-Pacific	framework	in	the	mid-2010s,	releasing	
numerous	foreign	policy	documents	since	2018	pertinent	to	the	Indo-Pacific	(Scott,	2019).	This	has	
occurred	in	the	same	timeframe	as	escalating	Chinese	aggression	in	the	region.	

To	fully	understand	France’s	objectives	in	the	Indo-Pacific,	it	is	necessary	to	examine	its	relationship	
with	the	other	regional	superpower,	the	US.	The	US	has	taken	an	aggressive	stance	towards	China,	
criticising	its	foreign	policy	and	engaging	in	a	trade	war.	In	contrast,	French	commentators	argue	that,	
“France’s	 Indo-Pacific	 strategy	departs	 substantially	 from	 the	US	 strategy,	which	 tends	 to	be	both	
confrontational	and	over-militarised”	(Nicolas,	2019).	Indeed,	while	France	does	oppose	China,	it	also	
fears	 the	 effects	 of	 the	US’s	 confrontational	 approach,	which	presents	 the	greatest	 risk	of	 conflict	
(Duggal,	 2022,	 p.	 12).	 Researchers	 such	 as	 Éric	Mottet	 have	 identified	 that	 France’s	 opposition	 to	
China’s	 growing	 influence	 and	 action	 does	 not	 constitute	 an	 alignment	with	 the	US,	 but	 instead	
encourages	France	to	pursue	a	“third	way	(troisième	voie)”	(Mottet	et	al.,	2023,	p.	342).	This	third	way	
aligns	with	neither	superpower	but	instead	pursues	an	autonomous	foreign	policy	where	France	can	
reinforce	regional	peace	through	the	role	of	facilitator	(Mottet	et	al.,	2023,	p.	342).	The	growing	divide	
between	the	US	and	China	would	potentially	force	France	to	choose	between	the	two	superpowers,	
constraining	its	agency	and	potentially	jeopardising	its	security.	Instead,	pursuing	a	non-committal	
balancing	act,	similar	to	that	pursued	by	many	Southeast	Asian	states,	offers	a	more	appealing	role	for	
France,	where	it	can	limit	potential	risks	(Mahbubani,	2023,	p.	131).	This	is	an	ambitious	goal	for	France	
to	have	in	the	Indo-Pacific	given	its	limited	presence	in	the	region,	but	it	has	nonetheless	defined	part	
of	its	actions	over	the	last	decade.	

France	 has	 other	 secondary	 objectives	 in	 the	 Indo-Pacific.	 For	 scholars	 such	 as	 Andrea	 Gilli,	
maintaining	 the	rules-based	order	despite	growing	Chinese	power	 is	merely	one	of	 several	French	
aims	 in	the	region,	where	“nuclear	non-proliferation…	and	dealing	with	non-state	actors	and	non-
security	threats”	are	just	as	significant	(Gilli,	2019,	p.	18).	While	French	interest	in	these	issues	cannot	
be	denied	–	as	a	nuclear	power,	France	has	an	interest	in	non-proliferation	regarding	North	Korea,	
and	it	has	taken	substantial	actions	in	terms	of	climate	and	anti-terrorism	globally	(Gilli,	2019,	p.	19)	
–	this	is	an	incorrect	assessment	of	France’s	main	aims.	In	recent	years,	France’s	actions	have	clearly	
become	 focused	 on	 containing	 regional	 hegemons,	 as	 evidenced	 by	 the	 expansion	 of	 its	 bilateral	
relations	with	Indo-Pacific	middle	powers.	Finally,	there	is	the	aim	of	wider	EU	involvement	in	the	
Indo-Pacific,	an	issue	that	French	academics	have	identified	as	a	central	French	goal,	but	one	that	has	
been	received	more	sceptically	in	English-language	discussions.	Mottet	and	others	contend	that	the	
“French	approach	largely	relies	on	European	commitment	in	the	region”	(Mottet	et	al.,	2023,	p.	342),	
which	may	be	an	ambitious	hope.	While	France	has	clear	reasons	for	involvement	in	the	Indo-Pacific,	
no	other	European	nation	has	territories	in	the	region	aside	from	the	non-EU	United	Kingdom.	While	
France	 occupies	 a	 central	 position	 in	 the	 EU,	 and	 European	 states	 do	 have	 other	 reasons	 for	
involvement	 in	 the	 Indo-Pacific,	EU	positions	 towards	China	 remain	 contested,	 as	Angela	Stanzel	
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notes:	“EU	member	states	remain	vulnerable	to	Beijing’s	‘divide	and	rule’	approach”	(Stanzel,	2017,	p.	
38).	The	differing	attitudes	and	aims	of	EU	states	mean	that	they	are	unlikely	to	operate	as	a	bloc	
towards	China	(Stanzel,	2017,	p.	38).	While	these	minor	objectives	of	France	should	be	considered,	it	
is	 clear	 that	 France’s	 aims	 in	 the	 Indo-Pacific	 are	 centred	 around	 two	 main	 goals:	 maintaining	
sovereignty	and	regional	legitimacy,	and	France’s	ambitious	hopes	of	encouraging	a	third	way	in	the	
Indo-Pacific.	

REGIONAL	BILATERAL	ACTIONS	
France’s	 foreign	policy	 in	 the	 Indo-Pacific	 is	defined	markedly	by	 its	bilateral	 relationships.	While	
other	actors	in	the	region,	such	as	the	US,	Australia	and	Japan,	have	successfully	developed	extensive	
mini-	and	multilateral	arrangements,	France	has	struggled	to	do	so,	remaining	restricted	to	bilateral	
relations	as	the	base	of	its	Indo-Pacific	policy.	Multilateral	forums	have	been	a	key	feature	of	the	Indo-
Pacific	 for	 decades,	 including	 economic	 and	 political	 partnerships	 such	 as	 Asia-Pacific	 Economic	
Cooperation	(APEC),	the	Association	of	Southeast	Asian	Nations	(ASEAN),	the	Pacific	Islands	Forum	
(PIF),	 and	 the	 unsuccessful	 Trans-Pacific	 Partnership	 (TPP)	 (Wirth	 and	 Jenne,	 2022).	 Despite	 its	
undeniable	presence	in	the	region	and	influential	position	within	global	multilateral	arrangements,	
such	 as	 its	 seat	 on	 the	UN	Security	Council	 and	membership	 of	 the	G20,	 France	has	 found	 itself	
excluded	from	these	regional	multilateral	organisations.	Although	France	is	not	a	member	of	APEC,	
ASEAN,	 the	 PIF	 or	 the	 prospective	 TPP,	 and	 has	 been	 limited	 to	 a	 marginal	 presence	 in	 these	
organisations,	it	does	participate	in	ASEAN’s	‘regional	forum’	through	the	EU,	remains	a	member	of	
the	Pacific	Community,	and	is	a	‘dialogue	partner’	with	the	PIF.	In	2016,	French	Polynesia	and	New	
Caledonia,	two	French	overseas	territories,	were	accepted	into	the	PIF	(Maclellan,	2016).	This	was	a	
successful	outcome	of	France’s	attempts	to	legitimise	its	possessions	in	the	Indo-Pacific,	particularly	
because	this	was	a	decision	supported	by	the	French	authorities,	rather	than	independence-minded	
New	Caledonians	(Maclellan,	2016).	Nonetheless,	neither	of	these	territories	is	directly	controlled	by	
France,	as	they	are	governed	largely	by	self-elected	congresses,	and	France	remains	partially	excluded	
from	direct	participation	in	regional	forums.		

In	recent	years,	states	have	also	attempted	to	build	smaller	multistate	partnerships,	most	prominently	
the	Quad	(the	US,	Japan,	India,	and	Australia)	and	AUKUS	(Australia,	the	UK	and	the	US),	which	have	
been	labelled	‘minilateral’	(Koga,	2022,	p.	27).	Minilateral	actions	have	also	been	pursued	by	China,	
such	as	through	the	China-Korea-Japan	Trilateral	Summits.	Nonetheless,	as	scholar	Kei	Koga	asserts,	
“During	 the	 2010s,	 a	 new	 minilateral	 momentum	 emerged	 in	 response	 to	 China’s	 growing	
assertiveness”	 (Koga,	 2022,	 p.	 30).	 These	 new	 minilateral	 China-opposed	 coalitions	 that	 have	
developed	over	the	last	decade	do	not	necessarily	align	with	France’s	aims.	While	France	has	had	some	
minor	minilateral	participation	with	India	and	Australia	in	the	form	of	ministerial	dialogues,	where	
the	 three	 countries	 “shared	 mutual	 concerns	 regarding	 the	 strategic,	 security,	 economic	 and	
environmental	challenges	in	the	Indo-Pacific	region”	(Ministry	of	Foreign	Affairs,	2021),	the	limits	to	
France’s	minilateral	achievements	are	also	clear.	France’s	2021	Indo-Pacific	Strategy	notes	in	particular	
the	 opportunity	 to	 use	 regional	 bilateral	 partnerships	 for	 deeper	 “co-operation	 in	 multilateral	
organisations,	for	example…	the	G20”	(Ministère	de	l’Europe	et	des	Affaires	étrangères,	2021,	p.	40).	

As	France	lacks	access	to	the	key	multilateral	organisations	and	partnerships	that	are	available	to	other	
middle	powers	and	Indo-Pacific	minnows,	it	is	forced	to	tread	a	different	line	from	other	Western-
aligned	states	such	as	Japan	and	Australia.	The	reasons	for	France’s	disadvantaged	position	in	Indo-
Pacific	forums	likely	lie	in	its	lack	of	legitimacy	as	an	actor	in	the	region:	if	France	were	perceived	as	a	
more	legitimate	member	of	the	Indo-Pacific	community,	membership	of	these	groups	may	be	more	
readily	available.	The	PIF	was	even	formed	specifically	 to	exclude	French	 involvement,	as	France’s	
dominant	position	in	the	South	Pacific	Commission	(today	the	Pacific	Community)	had	prevented	
smaller	Pacific	states	from	criticising	French	nuclear	policy	(Maclellan,	2016).	Nonetheless,	France	still	
aims	to	assert	itself	within	the	Indo-Pacific,	and,	without	access	to	major	multilateral	and	minilateral	
partnerships,	 French	 foreign	 policy	 in	 the	 region	 has	 instead	 shaped	 itself	 around	 bilateral	
partnerships	with	regional	powers,	notably	India	and	Australia.		Indeed,	while	France’s	relationships	
with	the	US	and	China	form	an	important	part	of	its	regional	strategy,	as	has	already	been	discussed,	
France	has	primarily	tried	to	assert	itself	through	bilateral	partnerships	with	regional	states,	which	is	
the	 focus	 of	 this	 analysis.	 So,	 how	 have	 France’s	 relationships	 with	 Indo-Pacific	 middle	 powers	
progressed?	Has	France	been	able	to	use	them	to	achieve	its	goals	in	the	region?	
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INDIA	
Perhaps	the	most	important	pillar	of	France’s	bilateral	actions	in	the	Indo-Pacific	is	its	long-standing	
and	 growing	 cooperation	with	 India.	 Since	 1998,	 the	 two	 countries	 have	worked	 together	 closely	
through	their	Strategic	Partnership,	which	has	formed	the	basis	of	their	relationship	(Sharma,	2022,	
p.	236).	The	two	states	have	long	cooperated	on	issues	such	as	defence,	civil	nuclear	development	and	
space	programmes,	and	in	recent	years	this	cooperation	has	been	expanded	and	enhanced,	especially	
in	the	form	of	naval	exercises	and	strategic	exchanges,	as	well	as	on	issues	like	climate	change	(Sharma,	
2022).	Trade	between	the	two	is	also	significant,	totalling	between	11	and	13	billion	USD	(Embassy	of	
India,	Paris,	France,	2024,	p.	4);	this	has	been	backed	by	numerous	agreements	and	memoranda	of	
understanding.	

France	has	successfully	expanded	its	relationship	with	India	over	the	last	decade.	Shared	statements	
such	as	the	2018	Joint	Strategic	Vision	of	India-France	Cooperation	in	the	Indian	Ocean	Region	and	
the	more	 expansive	 2023	 India-France	 Indo-Pacific	Roadmap	underscored	 that	 the	 “two	 countries	
believe	 in	 a	 free,	 open,	 inclusive,	 secure	 and	 peaceful	 Indo	 Pacific	 region”	 where	 “Our	 bilateral	
cooperation	advances	our	mutual	security	and	supports	peace	and	stability	in	the	Indo	Pacific	region”	
(Présidence	de	la	République,	2023,	p.	1).	By	invoking	the	Free	and	Open	Indo-Pacific,	a	framework	
that	has	been	advanced	by	the	US	and	denounced	by	Chinese	scholars	as	a	containment	measure,	the	
target	of	the	increasing	Indo-French	alignment	is	clear	(Laskar,	2023).	This	rhetoric	has	been	matched	
by	concrete	action,	primarily	in	terms	of	shared	defence	exercises.	Shared	naval	exercises	between	the	
two	countries	date	back	to	the	1980s	with	the	Varuna	exercises,	but	they	have	been	expanded,	with	
the	 2024	 exercises	 including	 the	 first-ever	 European	 deployments	 of	 India’s	 P8I	 aircraft,	 showing	
India’s	commitment	to	the	relationship	(The	Hindu,	2024).	Varuna	and	other	new	exercises	such	as	
La	Pérouse	allow	France	to	visibly	demonstrate	 its	place	 in	the	Indo-Pacific,	as	well	as	 its	military	
might	(The	Economic	Times,	2024).	

The	basis	for	the	Indo-French	partnership	lies	in	their	shared	security	interests	in	the	region,	which	
have	become	closer	over	the	last	decade.	Like	France,	India	has	concerns	about	China’s	growing	power	
as	the	two	countries	have	various	border	disputes,	which	in	2020	resulted	in	a	skirmish	that	killed	20	
Indian	soldiers.	These	security	concerns	play	into	India’s	actions	(US	Institute	of	Peace,	2020,	p.	36).	
China	is	a	clear	check	on	India’s	own	growing	strength	in	the	Indo-Pacific	and	constrains	India’s	ability	
to	build	its	own	sphere	of	influence	(Brewster,	2010,	p.	5).	Furthermore,	both	India	and	France	wish	
to	pursue	an	Indo-Pacific	vision	that	is	not	overly	dominated	by	US	power,	as	both	argue	for	positions	
of	‘strategic	autonomy’	rather	than	total	commitment	to	alliance	blocs	(de	Estrada,	2023,	p.	385).	Some	
Indian	scholars	have	thus	gone	as	far	as	to	conclude	that	“France	and	India	are	the	best	partners	for	
each	 other	 in	 the	 Indian	 Ocean	 and	 the	 Indo-Pacific”	 (Seth,	 2020,	 p.	 230).	 The	 aforementioned	
expansion	of	relations	between	the	two	countries	clearly	demonstrates	that	the	theoretical	basis	for	
their	partnership	has	been	realised.	

Despite	this	successful	expansion	and	the	enthusiasm	of	Indian	scholars	for	the	partnership,	there	are	
clear	 challenges	 for	 closer	 alignment.	 For	 one,	 India’s	 continued	 commitment	 to	 non-alignment	
precludes	 any	 possibility	 of	 an	 alliance	 or	 close	 military	 cooperation	 between	 the	 two.	 This	 is	
potentially	an	issue	for	France,	which,	as	a	founding	member	of	NATO,	has	a	very	different	approach,	
one	that	some	contend	“poses	a	substantial	challenge	to	aligning	their	goals	effectively,	particularly	in	
the	 face	 of	 China’s	 growing	 assertiveness”	 (Gill,	 2024).	 As	 there	 is	 limited	 possibility	 of	 further	
deepening	the	France-India	connection,	France	can	only	expect	to	work	with	concrete	deals	in	mind.	
In	other	aspects,	their	strategic	alignment	in	the	region	is	limited.	While	France	aims	to	maintain	its	
status	quo	in	the	region,	India	has	bolder	ambitions	to	expand	its	power	and	achieve	nationalistic	
goals,	potentially	at	the	cost	of	overall	regional	stability,	as	evidenced	by	tensions	with	its	neighbours	
(O’Donnell,	2024,	p.	2).	Although	maintaining	the	rules-based	order	is	crucial	to	France’s	maritime	
position,	India	has	only	weakly	opposed	China’s	actions	in	the	South	China	Sea,	as	can	be	seen	in	its	
refusal	 to	 join	 in	US	 freedom-of-navigation	patrols	 (Singh,	 2023).	This	may	be	due	 to	 India’s	own	
maritime	dispute	with	Bangladesh,	which	 in	 turn	suggests	 India’s	 lack	of	 true	commitment	 to	 the	
rules-based	order	(de	Estrada,	2023,	p.	394).	Similarly,	India’s	slide	towards	autocracy	poses	problems	
for	India-France	alignment	as	supporting	democratic	values	forms	some	element	of	French	foreign	
policy	(de	Estrada,	2023,	p.	398).	Thus,	while	France	has	developed	this	partnership	of	convenience	
effectively	over	the	last	decade,	there	remain	reasonable	doubts	about	how	much	further	it	can	achieve	
French	goals	in	the	Indo-Pacific.	
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AUSTRALIA	
Relations	with	Australia	have	not	charted	a	smooth	course	over	the	last	decade	and	are	revealing	of	
the	 flaws	 in	 France’s	 Indo-Pacific	 strategy.	 France	 appeared	 to	 be	 successfully	 building	 up	 its	
relationship	with	Australia	when,	in	2018,	President	Macron	declared	that	he	hoped	for	the	creation	
of	a	strategic	axis	between	France,	India	and	Australia,	claiming,	“We’re	not	naive:	if	we	want	to	be	
seen	and	respected	by	China	as	an	equal	partner,	we	must	organise	ourselves”	(Reuters,	2018).	This	
statement	was	built	on	the	first-ever	visit	to	Australia	by	a	French	President	by	Sarkozy	in	2009,	which	
had	been	followed	up	by	a	2014	visit	by	President	Hollande	(Bremner,	2009).	There	were	promising	
signs	that	France	could	manifest	the	same	sort	of	constructive	relationship	it	had	achieved	with	India.	
The	most	significant	cog	in	this	strategy	was	the	2016	deal	for	French	naval	contractor	DCNS	(now	
Naval	Group)	to	build	twelve	Attack-class	submarines	for	Australia	at	a	projected	50	billion	AUD	cost	
(Karp,	2016).	France	made	a	major	effort	to	secure	this	deal,	involving	Defence	Minister	Jean-Yves	Le	
Drian	 and	Australian	 submarine	 insider	 Sean	Costello	 to	 outmanoeuvre	 a	 rival	 Japanese	 proposal	
(Kelly	et	al.,	2016).	By	securing	such	a	key	defence	contract,	France	hoped	to	secure	its	collaboration	
with	Australia	and	solidify	a	working	relationship	in	the	Indo-Pacific.	

France’s	hopes	did	not	pan	out.	The	announcement	of	AUKUS	in	2021,	where	Australia	secured	a	new	
deal	with	the	US	and	UK	for	eight	nuclear-powered	submarines,	rendering	the	French	contract	surplus	
to	requirements	(Staunton	and	Day,	2023,	pp.	11-18).	The	resulting	diplomatic	spat	between	France	
and	Australia	was	vitriolic,	and	the	significance	of	this	breakdown	in	the	two	countries’	relationship	
is	 undeniable,	 though	 there	 have	 been	 some	 steps	 to	 rehabilitate	 it	 since	 then.	 When	 Anthony	
Albanese	came	to	power	in	Australia	in	2022,	he	visited	France	shortly	after	gaining	office	and	in	a	
joint	statement,	the	two	countries	affirmed	their	hopes	for	“building	a	closer	and	stronger	bilateral	
relationship	based	on	mutual	trust	and	respect”	(Prime	Minister	of	Australia,	2022).	The	Australian	
government	agreed	to	pay	$835	million	AUD	in	compensation	to	Naval	Group	to	help	smooth	over	
the	dispute	(Doran,	2022),	yet	French-Australian	relations	have	not	returned	to	pre-AUKUS	levels	of	
cooperation.		

The	 collapse	 of	 the	 submarine	 deal	 was	 deeply	 revealing	 of	 the	 disconnect	 between	 France	 and	
Australia	 in	 two	 interlinked	ways.	 Firstly,	 as	 Staunton	 and	Day	 argue,	 “the	Morrison	 government	
viewed	the	acquisition	of	nuclear-powered	submarines	through	a	transactional	lens.	The	French,	it	
was	clear,	did	not:	 the	deal	with	Australia	was	 instead	seen	as	an	opportunity	to	build	 ‘a	strategic	
partnership’”	(Staunton	and	Day,	2023,	p.	12).	Ultimately,	France	overestimated	the	importance	of	its	
deal	with	Australia.	Secondly,	and	more	significantly,	AUKUS	was	symptomatic	of	Australia’s	wider	
security	objectives,	which	are	very	different	to	France’s.	As	Hugh	White	contends,	“AUKUS…	is	about	
strengthening	Australia’s	bond	with	America”	and	protecting	Australia	by	tying	it	to	a	superpower	in	
fear	of	possible	war	 in	 the	 future	 (White,	 2024,	p.	 24).	This	 is	 clearly	 in	direct	 contradiction	with	
France’s	own	attempt	to	plot	a	third	way	in	the	Indo-Pacific,	rather	than	total	alignment	with	the	US	
(Fathi,	2021).	The	failure	of	France	to	align	Australia	with	its	vision	of	a	peaceful	third	way	is	thus	proof	
of	the	flawed	nature	of	France’s	bilateral	strategy	in	the	Indo-Pacific.	

JAPAN	&	OTHER	PARTNERSHIPS	
Another	 important	 element	 of	 France’s	 strategy	 in	 the	 Indo-Pacific	 is	 the	 establishment	 of	 closer	
relationships	with	Japan.	Trade	between	the	two	countries	is	significant,	as	Japan	is	France’s	second-
biggest	trade	partner	in	Asia,	and	much	of	the	relations	between	the	two	have	been	limited	to	trade-
related	concerns	(Mellet,	2022,	p.	250).	Defence	and	strategic	collaboration	is	more	limited,	but	has	
still	 grown	 in	 recent	 years	 since	 the	 2013	 elevation	 of	 relations	 to	 an	 ‘exceptional	 partnership	
(partenariat	d’exception)’	(Pajon,	2018,	p.	11).	In	a	2019	roadmap,	the	two	countries	confirmed	their	
joint	commitment	to	“conduct	concrete	co-operations	within	the	framework	of	a	partnership	for	the	
Indo-Pacific	in	order	to	make	this	region	a	space	of	peace	and	prosperity”	(Ministry	of	Foreign	Affairs	
of	Japan,	2019,	p.	1),	while	the	countries’	foreign	and	defence	ministers	meet	yearly.	Japan	has	many	of	
the	 same	 interests	 as	 France,	 such	 as	 democratic	 values	 and	 opposition	 to	 China’s	 incursions	 on	
maritime	law	and	is	thus	supportive	of	France’s	freedom-of-navigation	patrols	in	the	South	China	Sea	
(Reuters,	 2017).	 Céline	 Pajon	 argues	 that	 thanks	 to	 France’s	 position	 on	 the	 UNSC	 and	 nuclear	
armament,	“France	stands	out	as	a	partner	of	choice	for	a	Japan	that	is	keen	to	normalise	its	defence	
posture”	(Pajon,	2018,	p.	11).	



 
JAMES LOFTUS 

 
 

 
© The Author(s) 2025. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
licence, which permits use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.  

7 

Still,	there	are	limits	to	the	potential	of	France-Japan	relations.	Much	like	Australia,	Japan	is	closely	
aligned	with	the	US,	forming	part	of	the	Quad	and	working	extensively	with	the	US	military.	While	
this	has	committed	Japan	to	clear	opposition	to	China,	France’s	aim	of	a	third	way	prevents	it	from	
taking	such	a	hard-line	approach.	While	this	 limits	how	closely	France	can	align	 itself	with	Japan,	
Japan	likewise	struggles	to	understand	how	France	claims	to	be	geopolitically	neutral	 in	the	Indo-
Pacific	while	elsewhere	being	a	member	of	NATO	(Delamotte,	2024).	France-Japan	cooperation,	while	
successfully	 expanded	 in	 the	 2010s,	 has	 not	 progressed	 much	 further	 in	 other	 areas,	 such	 as	
cybersecurity,	and	it	is	doubtful	whether	France	and	Japan	will	be	able	to	close	the	gap	in	the	future	
(Pajon,	2018,	pp.	13-4).	

France’s	 bilateral	 actions	 in	 the	 Indo-Pacific	 are	 not	 limited	 to	 the	 key	 middle	 powers	 of	 India,	
Australia,	and	Japan,	but	extend	to	numerous	other	countries.	France	has	begun	working	more	closely	
with	Indonesia	through	bilateral	dialogues	and	burgeoning	defence	ties	(Ministère	de	l’Europe	et	des	
Affaires	 étrangères,	 2024).	 Indonesian	 purchases	 of	 42	 French	 Rafale	 jets	 and	 two	 Scorpène-class	
submarines	(Idrus,	2024)	are	a	first	step	to	bringing	the	two	states	together.	Collaboration	with	other	
ASEAN	nations,	such	as	Vietnam,	has	also	expanded,	with	France	declaring	in	2018	that	Vietnam	is	“a	
key	partner	for	our	interests	in	Southeast	Asia	and	in	the	Indo-Pacific	region”	(Philippe,	2018).	Their	
relationship	has	been	framed	in	terms	of	defence	by	three	Defence	Strategy	Dialogues	held	since	2016	
(Hoai,	2023).	France’s	third	way	is	an	appealing	prospect	for	ASEAN	nations	that	equally	want	to	avoid	
being	 caught	 between	 the	 US-China	 conflict.	 As	 Tran	 Thi	 Mong	 Tuyen	 argues,	 “France’s	 non-
participation	in	alliances	like	the	Quad	and	AUKUS	means	ASEAN	doesn’t	need	to	worry	about	being	
pressured	to	take	sides”,	and	thus	bilateral	relations	 in	this	region	offer	good	prospects	 for	France	
(Tuyen,	2024).	Despite	 this,	France’s	actions	with	smaller	 Indo-Pacific	nations	have	been	 far	more	
limited	than	with	middle	powers,	and	its	geographical	distance	means	that	until	France	invests	more	
heavily,	this	opportunity	to	build	its	third	way	will	remain	unfulfilled	(Tuyen,	2024).	

ASSESSING	FRANCE’S	BILATERAL	ACHIEVEMENTS	
It	is	clear	that	France	has	successfully	expanded	its	bilateral	commitments	in	the	Indo-Pacific.	With	
India,	Japan	and	other	Indo-Pacific	countries,	France	has	demonstrably	achieved	successes	in	building	
its	connections	and	legitimacy	in	the	region,	although	its	attempt	to	do	the	same	with	Australia	has	
followed	a	considerably	rockier	path.	While	the	individual	evaluations	of	France’s	bilateral	relations	
are	revealing	of	its	varied	approaches	to	alliance	building,	assessing	the	overall	achievements	of	these	
actions	reveals	further	insights	as	to	the	limits	of	France’s	strategy.	

One	clear	success	can	be	identified	in	the	growing	perception	of	the	French	presence	in	the	Indo-
Pacific	as	 legitimate.	Simply	by	negotiating	 the	numerous	agreements	 it	has	 in	 the	 region,	France	
proves	its	own	legitimacy,	a	fact	evident	in	the	joint	statements	that	take	pains	to	describe	France	as	
a	 “strategically	 located	 resident	 power”	 (Présidence	 de	 la	 République,	 2023,	 p.	 1).	 This	 legitimacy	
extends	beyond	rhetoric	into	real	achievements	for	France	too,	as	can	be	seen	in	the	international	
response	 to	 the	 ongoing	 political	 crisis	 in	 New	 Caledonia.	 France’s	 attempts	 to	 prevent	 New	
Caledonian	independence,	including	a	controversial	2021	referendum	that	was	widely	boycotted	by	
the	indigenous	Kanak	population,	have	been	widely	described	in	media	outlets	as	colonial	in	nature	
(Reeves,	2024).	France’s	development	of	bilateral	ties	in	the	region,	however,	has	protected	it	from	
any	 substantial	 international	 criticism,	 including	 from	 countries	 such	 as	 Australia	 that	 claim	 to	
support	indigenous	reconciliation	movements	(Fisher,	2024).	This	is	a	concrete	achievement	of	recent	
French	foreign	policy,	as	previously	in	the	1980s,	Australia	had	pushed	for	greater	New	Caledonian	
agency	 and	UN	 acknowledgement	 of	 the	 islands	 as	 a	 non-self-governing	 territory,	 against	 French	
wishes	(George,	2024).	India,	Japan,	and	others	have	also	remained	non-committal	on	the	situation	
(Kyodo	News,	2024).	The	pursuit	of	greater	 legitimacy	 through	bilateral	 relations	has	 thus	helped	
France	 to	 protect	 its	 own	 sovereignty	 and	 security.	 Despite	 this,	 France	 still	 suffers	 from	 limited	
involvement	in	regional	multilateral	organisations,	suggesting	that	regional	legitimacy	has	not	been	
fully	gained.	

With	regard	to	carving	out	a	third	way	in	the	Indo-Pacific,	France’s	achievements	are	more	mixed.	As	
much	 as	 France	 has	 been	 able	 to	 support	 the	 development	 of	 its	 own	 relations	with	 Indo-Pacific	
middle	 powers,	 this	 has	 not	 been	 converted	 into	 tangible	 foreign	 policy	 changes.	 The	 failures	 in	
France’s	approach	to	Australia	have	already	been	discussed,	but	France	has	more	widely	failed	to	shift	
the	attitudes	of	its	potential	allies,	while	new	regional	developments	like	AUKUS	only	weaken	hopes	
of	a	French-led	alternative.	Australia,	India,	and	Japan	all	remain	part	of	the	Quad,	an	American-built	
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group	that	is	expanding	its	actions	further	and	is	the	antithesis	to	France’s	third	way	(Hunnicut	and	
Brunnstrom,	2024).	Tensions	 in	 the	 Indo-Pacific	have	continued	 to	 intensify	over	 the	 last	decade,	
further	evidence	that	the	third	way	is	yet	to	materialise.	The	third	way	is	a	highly	ambitious	project	
for	France	to	embark	on,	and	it	is	doubtful	that	France	has	the	weight	to	effectively	shift	the	position	
of	other	Indo-Pacific	states.	Therefore,	it	may	be	the	case	that,	as	Pugliese	suggests,	the	third	way	will	
“become	more	and	more	discreet”	(Pugliese,	2023,	p.	83).	

The	entire	French	project	in	the	Indo-Pacific	falls	prey	to	French	exceptionalism,	France’s	belief	that	
it	remains	a	great	power	with	high	status	in	global	politics,	constituting	a	long-standing	fissure	that	
still	“forms	the	basis	of	French	foreign	policy	today”	(Rieker,	2017,	p.	33).	France’s	hopes	of	creating	a	
third	way	in	the	Indo-Pacific	are	revealing	of	its	overestimation	of	its	own	importance	in	the	region.	
Staunton	 and	Day	 argue	 that	 this	 disconnect	 contributed	 to	 the	 collapse	 of	 the	 France-Australia	
submarine	 deal	 due	 to	 Australian	 “misjudgement	 of	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 French	 exceptionalism	
continues	 to	pervade	 its	 foreign	policy”	 (Staunton	 and	Day,	 2023,	 p.	 18).	The	dissonance	between	
France	and	its	potential	allies	is	most	pronounced	in	the	Indo-Pacific	due	to	France’s	lingering	colonial	
presence	and	limited	capacity	to	involve	itself	in	the	region.	As	much	as	France	may	invest	in	the	Indo-
Pacific,	by	virtue	of	geography,	 its	 focus	will	always	remain	 in	Europe,	and	Indo-Pacific	states	will	
remain	cognizant	of	that	fact.	Since	the	2022	invasion	of	Ukraine,	France’s	attention	has	been	further	
shifted	away	from	the	Indo-Pacific	as	it	attempts	to	assert	itself	as	a	leader	in	the	EU	through	strong	
commitments	to	Ukraine	(Zamiatin	and	Yurchyshyn,	2024,	p.	2).	

For	all	its	setbacks,	France	has	still	successfully	pivoted	to	the	region	and	has	reinforced	its	position	
and	 legitimacy	 as	 an	 Indo-Pacific	 state.	 France’s	 project	 of	 building	up	 individual	 relations	 in	 the	
region,	when	assessed	as	 a	whole,	 shows	 it	 to	be	a	 valuable	 strategy.	Overall,	 Indo-Pacific	middle	
powers	have	welcomed	French	cooperation,	showing	the	validity	of	France’s	approach.	However,	the	
issues	with	France’s	stance	in	the	region,	such	as	its	inability	to	chart	a	third	way	and	realign	potential	
allies	to	its	vision,	are	unlikely	to	dissipate,	and	there	are	signs	that	its	position	will	only	become	more	
difficult	to	navigate	with	time.	Tensions	in	New	Caledonia	and	other	French	possessions	like	Mayotte	
will	continue	to	bubble,	and	continued	US-China	hostility	poses	long-standing	problems	for	France.	
Recent	developments	like	AUKUS	further	demonstrate	the	continued	difficulties	France	suffers	from	
in	maintaining	its	position	in	a	peaceful	Indo-Pacific,	which	its	bilateral	tactics	have	been	unable	to	
solve.	

James	Loftus	
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This	article	evaluates	the	European	Union	Emergency	Trust	Fund	(EUTF)	for	Africa	from	2015	to	2022	to	
determine	if	it	constitutes	a	shift	towards	aid	securitisation	amid	evolving	migration	and	security	priorities.	
It	addresses	the	following	research	question:	Has	i)	the	rhetoric	and	ii)	the	substance	of	the	EUTF	for	Africa	
shifted	 towards	 aid	 securitisation?	 	 This	 work	 is	 based	 on	 an	 in-depth	 analysis	 of	 EU	 primary	 sources,	
specifically	a	content	analysis	of	the	EUTF	annual	reports,	board	meeting	minutes	and	other	official	reports	
published	by	the	EU	Commission.	The	work	argues	that	both	the	rhetoric	and	substance	of	the	EUTF	have	
shifted	towards	aid	securitisation,	intensifying	after	2017	with	the	adoption	of	new	strategic	objectives	solely	
focused	on	migration	management.	Despite	its	initial	aims	of	poverty	alleviation	and	development,	the	EUTF	
has	increasingly	prioritised	migration	prevention	and	security	initiatives.	
	
	
INTRODUCTION		
Across	the	OECD	(Organisation	for	Economic	Co-operation	and	Development)	countries,	development	
programmes	 have	 progressively	 shifted	 towards	 aid	 securitisation,	 prompting	 debates	 on	 a	 broader	
definition	of	Official	Development	Assistance	(ODA)	(Castillejo,	2016,	p.	26).	ODA,	considered	the	gold	
standard	 in	 foreign	 assistance,	 is	 defined	 by	 the	 OECD	 (2023)	 as	 assistance	 aiming	 to	 promote	 “the	
economic	development	and	welfare	of	developing	countries.”	Aid	securitisation,	as	defined	by	Olivié	and	
Pérez	(2021,	p.1903),	 is	“a	process	where	targets	such	as	security	and	stability	…	crowd	out	human	and	
sustainable	development	goals.”	Various	scholars	have	warned	about	EU	development	policy	potentially	
aligning	with	 its	migration	and	security	agenda	and	shifting	away	 from	 its	 traditional	primary	goal	of	
poverty	alleviation	enshrined	in	the	Treaty	of	Lisbon	(Lauwers	et	al.,	2021,	p.	72;	Castillejo,	2016,	p.	23).	
Under	EU	treaties,	development	projects	incorporating	security	and	migration	initiatives	should	remain	
rooted	in	development	prerogatives	(Castillejo,	2016,	p.	23).	The	European	Union	Emergency	Trust	Fund	
(EUTF)	for	Africa,	established	amid	the	2015	migration	crisis,	serves	as	the	most	prominent	and	explicit	
illustration	of	such	a	trend	(Lauwers	et	al.,	2021,	p.	72).	Its	design	and	implementation	pose	questions	as	
to	its	alignment	with	the	EU	and	ODA	definition	of	development	policy,	and	its	potential	diversion	of	aid	
towards	reducing	migration	flows	(Zaun	and	Nantermoz,	2023,	p.	2987).	Given	that	the	European	Union	
(EU)	and	its	Member	States	(MS)	are	the	largest	global	providers	of	ODA,	the	implications	of	the	EUTF	
offer	insights	into	trends	in	the	EU	response	to	global	migration	and	changes	to	development	policy.			

The	EUTF	 literature	emerged	 in	 the	early	years	of	 the	programme,	between	2016	and	2017,	with	 little	
addition	since	then.	During	this	period,	the	literature	underscored	the	ambiguous	nature	of	the	fund	and	
raised	 concerns	 about	 a	 possible	 shift	 towards	 aid	 securitisation.	 The	 main	 concern	 was	 the	 fund’s	
characterisation	as	an	emergency	 tool	aimed	at	 solving	 the	 root	causes	of	 irregular	 immigration.	This	
revealed	the	inconsistency	between	short-term	migration	goals	and	long-term	developmental	objectives,	
which	can	hardly	be	solved	by	a	five-year	emergency	fund	(Youngs	and	Zihniglo,	2021,	p.	132).	The	absence	
of	a	coherent	long-term	strategy	to	tackle	developmental	challenges,	which	have	already	received	billions	
of	 dollars	 in	 assistance,	 underscores	 the	 ill-suited	nature	 of	 the	EUTF	 to	 achieve	 its	 intended	 impact	
(Castillejo,	 2017,	 p.	 2).	 While	 the	 allocated	 sum	 of	 five	 billion	 euros	 may	 appear	 substantial,	 when	
considering	the	breadth	of	the	programme—aimed	at	addressing	the	root	causes	of	migration,	insecurity,	
and	 instability	 across	 twenty-six	 countries	 hosting	 a	 quarter	 of	 the	 global	 refugee	 population—the	
inadequacy	of	both	 time	and	 resources	has	been	pointed	out	by	experts	and	members	of	 civil	 society	
(Castillejo,	 2016,	 p.	 3).	All	 twenty	EU	officials	 interviewed	by	Castillejo	 (2016,	 p.	 4)	 admitted	 that	 the	
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chances	of	solving	these	 issues	through	the	EUTF	alone	were	“pretty	dim,”	raising	questions	about	 its	
underlying	objectives.	

Much	 of	 the	 literature	 emerging	 in	 2016	 anticipated	 that	 the	 EUTF	 would	 subvert	 developmental	
objectives	 to	prioritise	 issues	on	the	EU	security	agenda,	such	as	reducing	migration	 flows	(Fakhoury,	
2016,	 p.	 68).	 Fakhoury	 (2016,	 p.	 68)	 argued	 that	 the	 programme	 exemplified	 a	 broader	 shift	 in	 EU	
development	 policy,	 prioritising	 security	 and	migration	 issues	 over	 its	 traditional	 emphasis	 on	 value	
promotion	and	development.	The	debate	around	the	launch	of	the	fund	extended	beyond	academia,	with	
members	of	civil	society	such	as	Oxfam	arguing	its	setup	“within	the	context	of	the	European	migration	
agenda	raised	concerns	that	aid	would	be	promoted	to	serve	European	interests”—primarily	by	curbing	
migration	flows	during	the	peak	of	the	migration	crisis	(Oxfam,	2017,	p.	2).	The	existing	literature	lacks	a	
comprehensive	assessment	of	the	programme	beyond	2016,	aside	from	Pacciardi’s	(2021,	p.	4)	review.	The	
contracting	period	concluded	in	2021,	offering	an	opportunity	to	examine	the	entirety	of	the	programme’s	
activities	and	narratives.	While	the	literature	investigates	the	fund’s	initial	shift	towards	aid	securitisation,	
it	 remains	 focused	on	 its	 funding	of	security	 initiatives	rather	than	examining	 it	alongside	 its	rhetoric	
(Fakhoury,	2016;	Castillejo,	2016;	Castillejo,	2017).	It	is	essential	to	update	these	findings	in	light	of	new	
evidence	and	analyse	both	the	EUTF’s	rhetoric	and	substance.	This	work	thus	fills	this	gap	by	providing	a	
comprehensive	and	updated	evaluation	of	the	programme.		

This	 article	 assesses	 whether	 the	 EUTF	 illustrates	 an	 enduring	 shift	 towards	 aid	 securitisation.	 Its	
ambiguous	goals	and	 rhetoric	pose	questions	as	 to	whether	migration	and	 security	policies	 subverted	
development	goals	for	the	duration	of	the	programme.	It	is	particularly	interesting	to	look	at	these	issues	
from	two	angles:	i)	the	EUTF	rhetoric	and	ii)	the	substance	of	the	programme.	I	will	examine	the	EUTF’s	
evolution	from	2015	to	2022	and	address	the	following	research	question:	Has	i)	the	rhetoric	and	ii)	the	
substance	of	the	EUTF	for	Africa	shifted	towards	aid	securitisation?	

To	answer	this	question,	this	work	will	 focus	on	an	analysis	of	the	EUTF	at	the	macro-level	narrative,	
mainly	 communicated	 by	 the	 European	 Commission.	While	 other	 actors	 shape	 and	 take	 part	 in	 the	
implementation	of	the	programme,	the	Commission	plays	a	central	role	as	a	hegemonic	actor	(as	outlined	
in	Chapter	1)	(Pacciardi,	2021,	p.1).	This	article	will	first	offer	an	overview	of	the	literature	and	present	the	
theoretical	framework	used	to	operationalise	the	concept	of	aid	securitisation,	based	on	Olivié	and	Pérez’s	
(2021,	p.1903)	definition.	I	will	then	justify	the	methodology	and	primary	sources	used.	The	first	chapter	
delves	into	the	internal	dynamics	shaping	the	EUTF	rhetoric,	examining	diverging	interests	between	the	
different	EU	agencies	involved	and	the	EU	Member	States	within	board	meeting	discussions	from	2015	to	
2022.	The	second	chapter	analyses	the	EUTF	rhetoric	through	a	content	analysis	of	board	meeting	minutes	
and	annual	reports	from	2015	to	2022,	to	better	grasp	the	themes	dominating	both	the	internal	and	official	
discourse.	These	first	chapters	analyse	whether	the	EUTF	rhetoric	has	shifted	towards	aid	securitisation.	
Finally,	the	last	chapter	focuses	on	the	substance	of	the	programme,	looking	at	its	official	and	underlying	
objectives,	 funding	 allocated	 to	 each	 strategic	 objective,	 and	 its	 impact	 on	 future	 EU	 development	
programmes.		

Through	this	analysis,	the	article	finds	that	both	the	EUTF’s	rhetoric	and	substance	have	shifted	towards	
aid	securitisation,	and	more	intensely	so	since	2017	with	a	shift	in	strategic	objectives.	Indeed,	the	EUTF’s	
initial	 goals	 of	 poverty	 alleviation	 and	 fostering	 development	 have	 been	 subverted	 by	 migration	
prevention	and	security	initiatives	(Langan	and	Price,	2021,	p.	506).		

Literature	Review		
The	existing	literature	on	the	EUTF,	mainly	emerging	during	its	initial	stages	in	2016,	lies	at	the	crossroads	
of	various	scholarly	fields:	the	securitisation	of	migration	issues,	the	migration-development	nexus,	and	
broader	discussions	surrounding	EU	development	policy.	I	will	subsequently	provide	some	background	
information	on	the	EUTF.	

Indeed,	the	foreign	aid	literature	has	long	established	a	consensus	that	aid	is	not	solely	geared	towards	
meeting	 the	 developmental	 needs	 of	 recipient	 countries	 but	 is	 predominantly	 aligned	 with	 donors’	
interests	(Hoeffler	and	Outram,	2011,	p.	237).	Foreign	aid	thus	serves	to	advance	the	donor’s—in	this	case,	
mainly	EU	Member	States'—	concerns,	and	more	recently,	extend	their	security	policy	objectives	(Youngs	
and	Zihnioglu,	2021,	p.	126).	In	its	2016	Global	Strategy	on	Foreign	and	Security	Policy,	the	EU	explicitly	
acknowledged	a	shift	towards	a	development	policy	more	closely	aligned	with	its	strategic	priorities	(EU	
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Commission,	2016,	p.	11).	This	poses	questions	about	whether	the	EUTF’s	development	objectives	are	being	
sidelined.	

Securitisation	of	Migration	Issues		
The	securitisation	of	EU	migration	policies	gained	momentum	following	the	Arab	Spring,	which	led	to	a	
surge	in	migration	to	the	EU	(Fakhoury,	2016,	p.	68).	The	2015	migration	crisis,	where	more	than	1.3	million	
refugees	and	migrants	arrived	in	Europe	in	a	single	year,	marked	a	pivotal	moment	after	which	the	EU	
fully	incorporated	security	concerns	into	its	approach	to	migration	(UNHCR,	2016).	Conceptualised	by	
the	Copenhagen	School,	the	securitisation	theory	delineates	the	process	by	which	actors	frame	a	certain	
issue	as	a	significant	security	threat	(Fakhoury,	2016,	p.	69).	This	framing	is	 internalised	by	the	public	
through	 public	 officials’	 speeches,	 ultimately	 justifying	 the	 adoption	 of	 unprecedented	measures	 and	
spending	 to	 resolve	 the	 crisis	 (Fakhoury,	 2016,	 p.	 69).	Despite	 some	Member	 States	 initially,	 such	 as	
Germany,	advocating	 for	welcoming	policies,	uncontrolled	and	 illegal	migration	has	 increasingly	been	
constructed	and	accepted	as	a	threat	to	the	EU’s	security	(Lavenex	and	Kunz,	2008,	p.	440).	The	growing	
body	of	literature	on	aid	securitisation	and	the	securitisation	of	migration	flows	outlines	the	EUTF’s	role	
in	promoting	remote	governance	and	responding	to	this	domestic	political	crisis	through	aid	(Fakhoury,	
2016,	 pp.	 69-70).	 The	 literature	 has	 sparked	 a	 revival	 of	 the	 migration-development	 nexus,	
instrumentalising	aid	to	deter	migration	flows	and	respond	to	politically	salient	issues.		

The	Migration-Development	Nexus		
Since	 the	 early	 2000s,	 donors	 have	 promoted	migration	 and	 development	 policies	 jointly,	 under	 the	
framework	of	the	migration-development	nexus	(Lavenex	and	Kunz,	2008,	p.	440).	This	concept	suggests	
that	as	levels	of	development	and	stability	increase,	migration	flows	will	decrease	(Clemens	and	Postel,	
2018,	p.	667).	Western	aid	agencies	and	politicians	perceive	migration	and	development	as	interconnected	
issues,	resulting	in	decades	of	aid	policies	aimed	at	deterring	migration	(Clemens	and	Postel,	2018,	p.	667).	
In	the	case	of	the	EUTF,	this	development-led	approach	to	migration	is	closely	 linked	to	the	security-
development	nexus,	wherein	security	is	regarded	as	a	prerequisite	for	development.	Aid	is	thus	directed	
towards	security	and	stability	 initiatives,	such	as	 funding	 law	enforcement	agencies	(Olivié	and	Pérez,	
2019,	p.	182).	Lying	at	the	intersection	of	these	concepts,	the	EUTF	contends	that	addressing	instability	in	
conflict-ridden	states	through	development	will,	in	turn,	reduce	immigration	to	the	EU,	despite	academic	
research	suggesting	that	economic	growth	leads	to	more	migration	as	emigrating	becomes	accessible	to	a	
wider	part	of	the	population	(Olivié	and	Pérez,	2019,	p.	182;	Castillejo,	2016,	p.5	).	Although	this	approach	
is	not	new,	as	outlined	in	the	2003	European	Security	Strategy,	the	EUTF	is	unique	in	its	operationalisation	
of	this	approach,	being	the	most	ambitious	EU	instrument	of	its	kind	(Council	of	the	EU,	2003,	p.	2).		

EU	Development	Policy		
Most	of	the	research	on	the	EUTF	occurred	in	2016,	with	some	scholars	positing	from	the	outset	that	the	
fund	was	inclining	towards	a	shift	in	the	primary	objective	of	EU	foreign	aid.	Clemens	and	Postel	(2018,	p.	
667)	 contend	 that	 during	 its	 early	 years,	 the	 EUTF	 prioritised	 deterring	 migration	 over	 fostering	
development	and	economic	prosperity.	Indeed,	some	suggested	the	EUTF	utilised	aid	strategically	to	exert	
pressure	on	partner	countries,	such	as	Nigeria	and	Sudan,	to	cooperate	on	issues	such	as	readmission	and	
return	policies,	many	of	which	were	unfavourable	to	them	before	the	introduction	of	the	fund	(Youngs	
and	Zihniglo,	2021,	p.	130).	Returns	and	readmission	policies	involve	the	voluntary	or	forced	repatriation	
of	irregular	migrants	to	their	country	of	origin,	subject	to	the	agreement	of	the	respective	third	country	
(European	Council	directive	2001/40/EC,	2001).	Moreover,	the	European	Parliament	raised	concerns	that	
the	use	 of	 the	EDF	 to	 fund	 the	EUTF	might	divert	 development	 funds	 away	 from	countries	with	 the	
greatest	need	for	aid	that	are	not	included	in	the	EUTF,	towards	countries	that	are	the	most	relevant	for	
the	EU	migratory	agenda,	either	as	countries	of	origin	or	along	migratory	routes	Castillejo,	2016,	p.	24;	
European	Parliament,	2016,	p.	5).	Rather	than	using	traditional	metrics	to	allocate	aid,	such	as	GDP	per	
capita	 or	 human	 development	 index,	 the	 EU	 seemed	 to	 prioritise	 its	 strategic	 interests,	 potentially	
violating	Article	208	of	the	Treaty	on	the	Functioning	of	the	European	Union	(Castillejo,	2016,	p.	24).	This	
suggested	a	departure	from	the	EU’s	initial	commitments	in	development	policy,	such	as	human	rights,	
democracy	 promotion,	 and	 values-based	 partnerships	 promoting	 best	 practices	 (Castillejo,	 2017,	 p.3).	
Claims	 that	 the	 EUTF	 constitutes	 a	 shift	 towards	 aid	 securitisation	 remain	 unanswered,	 as	 scholars	
focused	 on	 its	 first	 two	 years	 of	 running	 and	 failed	 to	 examine	 the	 entirety	 of	 the	 programme.	 The	
literature	 requires	 updating	by	 analysing	whether	 the	EUTF	 subverts	 development	 for	 other	 aims,	 by	
examining	both	its	rhetoric	and	substance.	
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Background	To	the	Case	Study		
The	 European	Union	 Emergency	 Trust	 Fund	 for	 stability	 and	 addressing	 the	 root	 causes	 of	 irregular	
migration	and	forced	displacement	(EUTF)	was	created	in	November	2015	following	the	Valletta	Summit	
on	Migration	 (EU	 Commission,	 2016,	 p.	 4).	 It	 covers	 26	 countries	 and	 is	 divided	 into	 three	 regional	
windows:	Sahel	and	Lake	Chad	(SLC),	the	Horn	of	Africa	(HOA)	and	North	of	Africa	(NOA).	The	EUTF	
rests	on	the	assumption	that	migration	flows	are	driven	by	instability	and	underdevelopment	in	these	
regions	and	aims	to	address	its	root	causes	to	reduce	irregular	migration	to	the	EU.	In	2015,	1.5	billion	
euros	were	initially	pledged	to	the	EUTF,	to	reach	a	total	of	almost	5	billion	euros	in	2021	and	the	adoption	
of	 248	 projects.	While	 25	Member	 States	 and	 other	 donors	 (Norway	 and	 Switzerland)	 contributed,	 a	
majority	of	the	funds	came	from	the	European	Development	Fund	(EDF)	(European	Commission,	2020,	
p.	1;	EUTF,	2023).	The	EUTF’s	contracting	period	ended	in	December	2021,	with	projects	continuing	to	be	
monitored	until	2025.		

The	EUTF	is	governed	by	two	main	bodies,	chaired	by	the	European	Commission:	The	Strategic	Board,	in	
charge	 of	 the	 global	 strategy,	 and	 the	 three	 regional	Operational	 Committees,	 in	 charge	 of	 selecting	
projects.	These	bodies	include	contributing	EU	Member	States	and	donors	with	voting	rights	based	on	a	
3-million-euro	 contribution	 threshold,	 while	 recipient	 countries	 might	 sit	 on	 the	 board	 as	 observers	
(European	Commission,	2020).	Its	broad	scope	is	outlined	in	the	four	strategic	objectives	(SO)	examined	
in	Chapter	3.		

The	EUTF’s	formation	in	late	2015	acted	as	a	response	to	the	highly	politicised	migration	crisis,	which	
peaked	in	2015	following	conflicts	in	Libya	and	Syria	(Castillejo,	2017,	p.	2).	The	surge	in	migration,	coupled	
with	intense	media	coverage,	placed	immense	pressure	on	EU	Member	States	and	was	framed	as	a	political	
crisis,	exacerbated	by	the	proliferation	of	anti-migration	discourse	(Kiratli,	2021,	p.	53).	The	rapid	launch	
of	the	EUTF	marks	an	attempt	by	the	EU	to	politically	respond	to	this	crisis	by	solving	the	root	causes	of	
irregular	migration	(Kiratli,	2021,	p.	53;	Zaun	and	Nantermoz,	2023,	p.	2986).		

As	 such,	 the	 EUTF	 is	 without	 doubt	 tailored	 for	 the	 EU	 domestic	 audience.	While	 citizens	 will	 not	
normally	be	aware	of	and	concerned	about	the	EUTF,	it	is	mainly	addressed	to	experts	and	members	of	
civil	society,	such	as	Oxfam,	that	initially	raised	concerns	about	the	diversion	of	EU	development	aid.	The	
programme	places	a	strong	emphasis	on	the	visibility	of	its	activities,	exemplified	by	the	creation	of	its	
own	website	and	social	media	platforms	(EU	Commission,	2016,	p.	5).	The	EUTF	website	offers	a	plethora	
of	information,	including	the	EUTF	Annual	Reports	and	a	‘News	and	Stories’	section	highlighting	some	
key	successes	(EUTF,	n.d.).	Efforts	have	been	made	to	enhance	the	programme’s	accessibility	to	a	wider	
audience;	notably,	the	format	of	the	Annual	Reports	was	transformed	after	2018,	becoming	more	concise	
and	user-friendly,	going	from	130	pages	to	under	70	pages,	with	a	more	accessible	design	(EU	Commission,	
2018).	The	material	 found	on	the	website,	particularly	 the	Annual	 reports,	 should	 thus	be	analysed	as	
tailored	for	a	domestic	audience	and	mirroring	the	EUTF's	official	rhetoric.		

The	literature,	emerging	in	2016	and	2017,	anticipates	that	the	EUTF	will	constitute	a	shift	towards	aid	
securitisation	but	lacks	a	comprehensive	overview	of	the	duration	of	the	programme.	This	article	fills	this	
gap	by	answering	the	following	research	question:	Has	i)	the	rhetoric	and	ii)	substance	of	the	European	
Union	Emergency	Trust	Fund	for	Africa	(EUTF)	shifted	towards	aid	securitisation?	

Theoretical	Framework		
This	article	aims	to	assess	whether	the	EUTF	shifted	towards	aid	securitisation,	aligning	more	with	the	
EU’s	strategic	interests	and	deviating	from	its	stated	developmental	goal.	If	security	and	stability	are	given	
greater	attention	by	the	EUTF	than	development	goals,	this	would	constitute	a	case	of	aid	securitisation	
(Olivié	and	Pérez,	2021,	p.	1903).	Olivié	and	Pérez	(2021,	p.	1905)	provide	a	comprehensive	framework	to	
account	for	cases	of	EU	aid	securitisation,	which	I	apply	to	the	EUTF.	

They	first	emphasise	the	role	of	elites	in	issuing	aid	securitisation	through	official	reports;	this	article	will	
examine	 the	 role	 of	 different	 directorates	 within	 the	 EU	 Commission	 and	 EU	 Member	 States.	 Aid	
securitisation	 rhetoric	 also	 emphasises	 that	 the	 donors’	 society	 should	 become	 safer	 because	 of	 the	
programme.	Indeed,	the	EUTF	seeks	to	respond	to	the	2015	migration	crisis	and	the	security	threat	it	poses	
to	 the	EU.	Moreover,	 the	 aid	discourse	 aims	 to	 convince	 its	 audience	 through	 the	EUTF	website	 and	
annual	reports;	in	this	case,	the	audience	would	be	the	EU	experts	and	academics	who	raised	concerns	
about	a	shift	towards	aid	securitisation	(as	mentioned	in	the	background	section).	Nyman	argues	elites,	
here	EU	Member	States	and	Commissioners,	securitise	aid	to	give	the	programme	“extra	priority,	leading	
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to	an	increased	public	profile	and/or	budget;”	this	is	exemplified	by	the	exceptional	resources	the	EUTF	
was	granted,	due	to	its	framing	as	a	response	to	migration	as	a	security	threat	(Olivié	and	Pérez,	2021,	p.	
1905).	 Finally,	 aid	 securitisation	 operates	 within	 a	 specific	 context	 wherein	 the	 rise	 of	 populist	 anti-
migration	nationalist	 discourse	 in	 several	 EU	Member	 States	 led	 aid	 to	 be	 perceived	 as	 a	 solution	 to	
domestic	 concerns,	 such	 as	 curbing	 migration	 inflows.	 According	 to	 Olivié	 and	 Pérez,	 these	 five	
conditions	result	in	the	securitisation	of	migration	issues.	

This	 article	 will	 thus	 examine	 whether	 the	 rhetoric	 and	 substance	 of	 the	 EUTF	 shifted	 towards	 aid	
securitisation,	drawing	from	Olivié	and	Pérez’s	framework.	Chapter	1	will	specifically	focus	on	elites,	their	
internal	 rhetoric,	 and	 divisions.	 By	 looking	 at	 the	 different	 discourses	 of	 the	 EUTF	 and	 its	 internal	
dynamics,	Chapter	2	will	expand	on	the	fund’s	audience	and	the	effects	on	the	donor’s	civil	society.	Finally,	
Chapter	3	will	look	at	whether	the	substance	of	the	EUTF	has	shifted	towards	aid	securitisation,	examining	
the	different	strategic	objectives	and	projects	funded	by	the	EUTF,	and	whether	they	constitute	a	case	of	
aid	 securitisation.	This	 comprehensive	 analysis	will	 provide	 strong	 evidence	of	whether	 the	EUTF’s	 i)	
rhetoric	and	ii)	substance	have	shifted	towards	aid	securitisation.	

Methodology		
This	 article	uses	 a	mixed-method	 approach,	 evaluating	primary	data	 found	 in	EU	official	 reports	 and	
meetings,	data	based	on	the	EUTF	fundings	and	projects,	and	a	qualitative	evaluation	of	the	literature	
around	aid	securitisation	and	EU	development	policy	from	2015	to	2022.	The	EUTF	website	offers	a	wealth	
of	 publicly	 accessible	 reports	 and	 documents,	 including	 annual	 reports,	 case	 studies,	 and	 midterm	
evaluations	(EUTF,	n.d.).	This	research	primarily	rests	on	an	in-depth	analysis	of	the	EUTF	annual	reports	
from	2016	to	2022	and	the	board	meeting	minutes	from	2015	to	2022,	accompanied	by	other	documents	
issued	by	EU	official	bodies,	as	illustrated	in	Table	1.	While	development	policy	is	a	shared	competence	
between	the	EU	member	states	and	the	Commission,	this	article	will	focus	on	the	EUTF’s	governance	by	
the	EU	Commission	and	its	relevant	directorates	(Furness	and	Gänzle,	2017,	p.	480).	By	scrutinising	and	
evaluating	the	EU’s	reports	and	discourse	while	juxtaposing	them	with	critical	scholarly	sources,	I	evaluate	
the	evolution	of	the	EUTF	and	seek	to	uncover	the	degree	to	which	its	rhetoric	and	substance	have	shifted	
towards	aid	securitisation	from	2015	to	2022.	

Board	meeting	minutes	 Annual	reports	 Other	EU	official	reports	

Board	meeting	minutes	2015	 EUTF	Annual	report	2016	 European	Commission	(no	date)	
Emergency	Trust	Fund	for	Africa	website	

Board	meeting	minutes	2016	 EUTF	Annual	report	2017	 European	Commission	(2020)	
‘Mid-term	Evaluation	of	the	European	

Union	Emergency	Trust	Fund	for	
stability	and	addressing	root	causes	of	

irregular	migration	and	displaced	
persons	in	Africa	2015-2019’	

Board	meeting	minutes	2017	 EUTF	Annual	report	2018	 European	Commission	(2021)	
‘Learning	Lessons	from	the	EUTF	–	
Phase	2	-	Paving	the	way	for	future	
programming	on	migration,	mobility	

and	forced	displacement’	
Board	meeting	minutes	2018	 EUTF	Annual	report	2019	 European	Court	of	Auditors	(2018)	

‘European	Union	Emergency	Trust	Fund	
for	Africa:	Flexible	but	lacking	focus’	

Compte	Rendu	de	la	
Cinquième	Réunion	du	FFUE	

2018	

Rapport	Annuel	du	FFUE	2020	 	

Board	meeting	minutes	2019	 EUTF	Annual	report	2021	 	

Board	meeting	minutes	2020	 EUTF	Annual	report	2022	 	

Board	meeting	minutes	2021	 	 	

Board	meeting	minutes	2022	 	 	
Table	1.	List	of	primary	sources	analysed.	
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I	 conducted	a	 content	analysis	of	 the	EUTF	annual	 reports	 from	2016	 to	2022	and	 the	board	meeting	
minutes	 from	 2015	 to	 2022,	 hand-coding	 for	 six	 thematic	 clusters:	 migration,	 development,	 security,	
humanitarian-development	 nexus,	 humanitarian-development-peace	 nexus,	 and	 conflict,	 which	 is	 a	
standard	method	used	 in	 the	EU	development	policy	 literature	 (Olivié	and	Pérez,	2019,	p.	 183).	Using	
hand-coding	allowed	me	to	accurately	capture	the	meanings	of	the	words	relevant	to	this	analysis.	For	
instance,	 ‘development’	 could	 also	 refer	 to	 the	 creation	 of	 a	 strategy,	 but	 this	 interpretation	was	 not	
reflected	 in	 the	 code.	 The	 entirety	 of	 the	 annual	 reports	 was	 coded,	 excluding	 the	 financial	 reports,	
annexes,	and	case	study	boxes,	resulting	in	278	pages	included	in	the	content	analysis.	The	entirety	of	the	
board	meeting	minutes	was	coded,	resulting	in	51	pages	included	in	the	content	analysis.	Using	the	same	
thematic	clusters	for	both	documents	enables	a	robust	comparison	of	their	rhetoric	and	confidence	in	the	
results.	 Table	 2	 presents	 the	 different	 words	 coded	 under	 each	 thematic	 cluster.	 The	 board	meeting	
minutes	for	the	fifth	board	meeting	and	the	2020	annual	reports	were	only	available	in	French	and	were	
thus	translated	by	the	author.	

Name	of	
the	

thematic	
cluster	

Migration	 Development	 Security	 Conflict	
Humanitarian-	
development	

nexus	

Humanitarian-
development-
peace	nexus	

Words	
included	
in	the	
code	

Migration/	
Migrants/	
Migrant	/	
Migration	

management	
/	Migrate	/	
Migratory	

flow	

Development	/	
Aid	/	Foreign	

aid	/	
Developmental	

/	DEVCO	

Security	/	
Insecurity	/	
Securitisation	

Conflict	/	
Armed	
conflict	/	
Conflict	

prevention	

Humanitarian-	
development	

nexus	

Humanitarian-
development-
peace	nexus	

Words	
included	
in	the	
French	
code	

Migration	/	
Migrants	/	
Migrant	/	
Gestion	

migratoire	/	
Flux	

migratoires	

Développement	
/	Aide	/	Aide	

internationale	/	
Développement	

/	DEVCO	

Sécurité	/	
Insécurité	/	
Sécuritisatio	

Conflit	/	
Conflit	
armé	/	

Prévention	
des	

conflits	

Lien	entre	l’aide	
humanitaire	et	

le	
développement	

Lien	entre	l’aide	
humanitaire,	le	
développement	

et	la	paix	

Table	2.	Thematic	clusters	coded.	

Although	analysing	 the	minutes	 from	 the	board	meetings	provides	 valuable	 insights	 into	 the	 internal	
discussions	and	divisions	among	different	members	of	the	strategic	board,	they	are	inherently	limited	by	
formal	bargaining	and	diplomatic	protocols.	Nonetheless,	they	remain	the	only	publicly	available	source	
offering	insights	into	the	diverse	agendas	of	the	actors	involved.	While	these	interventions	may	not	fully	
reflect	 the	DG’s	 and	 states’	 intrinsic	 interests,	 time	 constraints	 and	 the	 confidential	 nature	 of	 private	
discussions	 made	 it	 impossible	 to	 gather	 more	 comprehensive	 insights	 through	 interviews	 or	 news	
reports.		

CHAPTER	1:	THE	INTERNAL	DYNAMICS	SHAPING	THE	EUTF	RHETORIC:	
REVIEWING	THE	STRATEGIC	BOARD		
This	chapter	aims	to	uncover	the	internal	dynamics	shaping	the	EUTF’s	rhetoric	and	strategic	direction	
through	an	analysis	of	the	board	meeting	minutes	from	2015	to	2022.	Firstly,	this	chapter	explores	the	
internal	 dynamic	 between	 the	 various	 EU	 agencies	 contributing	 to	 the	 EUTF,	 each	with	 its	 different	
aspirations.	The	attempt	to	reconcile	 these	diverging	actors’	 interests	creates	ambiguity	 in	 the	EUTF’s	
goals	 and	 results.	 This	 chapter	 delves	 into	 the	 EU	Member	 States’	 diverse	 agendas	 that	 they	 seek	 to	
advance	through	the	EUTF.		

A.	Internal	Dynamics	Within	the	Eu	Commission		
While	 the	EUTF	board	meetings	 involve	both	 the	EU’s	partner	countries	and	external	donors	 such	as	
Switzerland,	 the	 former	are	relegated	to	observer	status	 in	board	meetings,	 lacking	 influence	over	 the	
EUTF’s	 trajectory.	 Similarly,	 external	 donors	wield	 little	 sway	 in	 shaping	 the	 rhetoric	 and	discussions	
within	 the	 EUTF.	 Despite	 the	 EU	 emphasising	 the	 importance	 of	 local	 ownership	 and	 dialogue,	 the	
prominence	of	the	Commission	and	its	various	directorates	in	setting	the	agenda	and	strategic	orientation	
of	the	EUTF	is	evident	in	the	structure	of	the	board	meetings.	Chaired	consistently	by	the	Directorate-
General	for	International	Cooperation	and	Development	(DG	DEVCO),	renamed	Directorate-General	for	
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International	 Partnerships	 (DG	 INTPA)	 in	 2021,	 EU	 directorates	 first	 present	 their	 findings	 in	 their	
respective	 areas	 of	 expertise.	 Only	 after	 these	 presentations	 are	 completed	 are	 comments	 from	 all	
participants	entertained.	The	Chair	then	closes	the	meeting,	addressing	concerns	raised	and	pledging	to	
incorporate	comments	“to	the	extent	possible”	into	the	trajectory	of	the	EUTF	(EU	Commission,	2015,	p.	
4).			

Five	main	EU	agencies	are	present	in	the	board	meetings,	each	contributing	expertise	in	their	respective	
domains.	The	European	External	Action	Service	(EEAS)	supervises	the	EU’s	external	relations	with	partner	
countries	(Keukeleire	and	Raube,	2013,	p.	566).	Meanwhile,	the	Directorate-General	for	Neighbourhood	
and	Enlargement	Negotiations	(DGNEAR)	is	responsible	for	the	governance	and	implementation	of	the	
North	 of	 Africa	 window,	 leveraging	 its	 existing	 presence	 in	 the	 region	 through	 the	 European	
Neighbourhood	 Policy	 (ENP).	 Although	 not	 directly	 involved	 in	 implementing	 specific	 windows,	 the	
Directorate-General	 for	 Migration	 and	 Home	 Affairs	 (DG	 HOME)	 participates	 in	 board	 meetings	 to	
monitor	migration	trends	and	policies.	Similarly,	the	Directorate-General	for	European	Civil	Protection	
and	 Humanitarian	 Aid	 Operations	 (DG	 ECHO)	 contributes	 its	 expertise	 in	 conflict	 zones	 and	
humanitarian	aid.	Lastly,	DG	DEVCO/INTPA	manages	the	HOA	and	SLC	windows	and	holds	a	central	
place	in	the	EUTF	governance.	Each	of	these	five	agencies	advocates	for	distinct	agendas	within	the	EUTF,	
reflecting	their	varied	core	missions	and	priorities.			

A	close	inspection	of	the	minutes	reveals	that	DG	DEVCO/INTPA,	despite	presiding	over	board	meetings,	
failed	to	preserve	a	balance	between	developmental	concerns	and	migration	issues,	allowing	other	DGs	to	
steer	discussions	toward	migration	matters	(Castillejo,	2016,	p.	7).	DG	NEAR	played	a	prominent	role	in	
this	 shift,	 consistently	highlighting	 the	 challenges	posed	by	 increased	migration	 flows	 from	 the	NOA	
window,	particularly	emphasising	concerns	regarding	Libya,	the	main	departure	point	for	migrants	bound	
for	Italy	and	Malta	(EU	Commission,	2017,	p.	1).	DG	NEAR	advocated	for	increased	funding	for	the	region	
and	prioritised	projects	aimed	at	building	capacity	for	border	management	(EU	Commission,	2017,	p.	1).	
When	evaluating	the	results	of	the	EUTF,	DG	NEAR	focused	on	its	impact	on	migratory	flows,	despite	the	
absence	 of	 a	 proven	 causal	 link	 between	 decreasing	 migration	 flows	 and	 the	 EUTF’s	 activities	 (EU	
Commission,	2018,	p.	1).	The	DG	HOME	echoed	this	narrative	and	emphasised	the	need	to	direct	EUTF	
funding	 towards	 initiatives	 deterring	 irregular	 migration	 to	 the	 EU	 and	 prioritising	 returns	 and	
reintegration	(EU	Commission,	2017,	p.	1).	The	EEAS	also	shifted	its	attention	to	pillars	2-5	of	the	Valletta	
Action	 Plan	 (VAP),	 aimed	 at	 decreasing	migration	 flows,	 arguing	 that	 pillar	 1,	 which	 focuses	 on	 the	
development	aspects	of	migration,	should	be	funded	by	other	instruments	(EU	Commission,	2017,	p.	4).	
As	such,	these	three	main	agencies	consistently	prioritised	migration	issues	in	board	meetings,	steering	
discussions	towards	increasing	funding,	and	redirecting	the	EUTF	towards	addressing	migration-related	
issues	rather	than	its	initial	objective	of	poverty	alleviation.			

Among	 the	 five	agencies	 involved,	only	DG	ECHO	actively	advocated	 for	 increased	attention	 towards	
development,	emphasising	its	link	with	humanitarian	assistance.	Indeed,	DG	ECHO	consistently	stressed	
the	importance	of	addressing	the	causes	of	migration	and	forced	displacement	as	the	core	mission	of	the	
EUTF	(EU	Commission,	2018,	p.	2).	The	agency	underscored	the	pivotal	role	the	EUTF	could	play	in	linking	
development	 and	 humanitarian	 aid,	 through	 the	 humanitarian-development	 nexus,	 followed	 by	 the	
humanitarian-development-peace	nexus	since	2020	(EU	Commission,	2018,	p.	2).	These	nexuses	emerged	
in	2015	in	the	UN	sustainable	development	goals,	emphasising	the	need	to	build	resilience	and	stability	
through	 linking	 humanitarian	 aid	 and	 development	 cooperation,	 specifically	 targeting	 vulnerable	
populations	(EU	Commission,	2020,	p.	18).	DG	ECHO	participated	in	the	implementation	of	pilot	projects	
within	 the	 HOA	 and	 SLC	 windows	 (EU	 Commission,	 2019,	 p.	 2).	 While	 DG	 ECHO	 succeeded	 in	
episodically	adding	these	nexuses	to	the	agenda,	as	will	be	outlined	in	Chapter	2,	short-term	migration	
management	goals	prevailed	and	subverted	developmental	objectives	(Youngs	and	Zihnioglu,	2021,	p.	130).			

B-	Diverging	Interests	of	EU	Member	States			
Another	key	finding	from	analysing	the	minutes	was	that	the	25	EU	Member	States	involved	each	hold	
diverging	priorities	and	interests,	which	have	shaped	the	EUTF’s	rhetoric	and	trajectory.				

Similar	 to	 the	 varying	 stances	 of	 different	 EU	 agencies,	 the	 primary	 point	 of	 contention	between	 the	
different	Member	 States	 lies	 in	 the	 ambiguous	 objective	 of	 the	 EUTF:	 addressing	 the	 root	 causes	 of	
irregular	 immigration	 and	 forced	 displacement	 through	 a	 five-year	 emergency	 instrument	 (Castillejo,	
2016,	p.5).	While	some	states	emphasised	the	need	for	the	EUTF	to	commit	to	its	initial	purpose	and	focus	
on	 addressing	 long-term	 developmental	 issues,	 others	 rather	 focused	 on	 pushing	 their	 migration	
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reduction	agendas	(EU	Commission,	2016,	p.		2).	On	the	one	hand,	some	states	with	established	traditions	
in	foreign	aid	programmes,	such	as	the	UK	and	Finland,	advocated	for	“not	 losing	focus	on	long-term	
development	opportunities”	(EU	Commission,	2016,	p.	2;	Zaun	and	Nantermoz,	2023,	p.	2995).	less	affected	
by	migration	inflows	due	to	their	geography,	these	states	prioritised	long-term	goals	rather	than	using	the	
EUTF	 to	 respond	 to	 the	 migration	 crisis.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 countries	 geographically	 closer	 to	
immigrants’	arrival	points	such	as	Italy	and	Malta,	along	with	major	destination	countries	such	as	France	
and	 Germany,	 see	 the	 EUTF	 as	 a	 means	 to	 enhance	 cooperation	 on	 migration	 issues	 and	 address	
immediate	challenges	to	curb	migration	flows	(EU	Commission,	2016,	p.	2;	EU	Commission,	2017,	p.	2).	
For	instance,	Italy	explicitly	expressed	concerns	about	the	increase	in	immigrant	arrivals	from	Libya	and	
advocated	for	a	collective	response	from	the	EU	through	the	EUTF	(EU	Commission,	2018,	pp.	3-5).	Their	
argument	is	centred	on	the	belief	that	the	EUTF,	as	a	short-term	instrument,	is	ill-suited	to	address	the	
root	causes	of	development	issues	and	should	rather	‘focus	its	efforts	to	stop	the	flow	of	illegal	migrants’	
(EU	Commission,	 2016,	 p.	 2).	 Indeed,	 Castillejo	 (2016,	 p.	 26)	 conducted	 interviews	 of	Member	 States	
officials,	 who	 advocated	 for	 the	 need	 to	 adapt	 to	 individual	 EU	 states’	 political	 contexts,	 including	
demands	from	the	public	and	parliaments	to	include	migration	issues	in	their	development	policy.	From	
2017,	amid	scarce	resources	and	the	significant	financial	contributions	of	some	Member	States	advocating	
for	stronger	migration	management,	the	programme	shifted	its	focus	towards	addressing	migration	issues,	
as	reflected	in	its	six	new	priorities	outlined	in	Chapter	3	(EU	Commission,	2018,	p.	5).	The	EUTF	was	
redirected	to	address	the	immediate	challenges	posed	by	the	rise	in	migration	flows,	while	addressing	the	
root	causes	of	migration	was	deferred	to	other	EU	instruments.			

This	chapter	demonstrates	 that	 the	EUTF	aimed	 to	attract	 support	 for	both	 long-term	developmental	
goals	and	short-term	migration	management	to	reconcile	diverging	agendas	within	the	EU	Commission	
and	its	directorates	and	the	EU	Member	States.	In	its	initial	years,	the	fund	in	part	reconciled	both	goals,	
but	 from	 2017,	 amidst	 constrained	 funding,	 the	 migration	 agenda	 subverted	 its	 objective	 of	 poverty	
alleviation,	and	its	strategic	orientation	shifted	towards	aid	securitisation.		

CHAPTER	2:	THE	EUTF	RHETORIC:	ANALYSING	ANNUAL	REPORTS	AND	
BOARD	MEETINGS	MINUTES	
To	gain	a	comprehensive	understanding	of	the	EUTF	rhetoric,	it	is	essential	to	analyse	both	the	internal	
deliberations	 among	 stakeholders	 during	 the	 board	meetings	 and	 the	 programme’s	 official	 discourse	
presented	 in	 the	 annual	 reports.	This	 chapter	 aims	 to	 analyse	whether	 the	EUTF	 rhetoric	has	 shifted	
towards	aid	securitisation,	in	both	the	programme’s	internal	dynamics	and	its	resultant	official	discourse.	
As	described	by	the	EU	Commission,	the	EUTF	lies	at	the	intersection	of	migration,	development,	and	
securitisation	 (EU	Commission,	 2020,	 p.	 11).	 It	 is	 thus	 imperative	 to	 examine	whether	 these	 concerns	
received	 equitable	 attention	within	 the	 programme’s	 rhetoric.	 To	 gauge	whether	 the	 EUTF’s	 rhetoric	
shifted	towards	aid	securitisation,	I	coded	the	frequency	of	mentions	of	each	thematic	cluster	to	uncover	
the	central	themes	in	stakeholders’	discussions,	thereby	illuminating	the	EUTF’s	underlying	aims.	This	
chapter	will	first	delve	into	the	EUTF	internal	rhetoric	by	examining	board	meeting	minutes	held	between	
2015	and	2022.	It	will	then	compare	this	against	the	content	of	the	EUTF	annual	reports	spanning	from	
2016	to	2022.		

A-	Board	Meetings	Minutes		
Firstly,	 the	board	meeting	minutes	provide	 valuable	 insights	 into	 the	 internal	discourse	of	 the	EUTF,	
shedding	 light	 on	 the	 strategic	 priorities	 of	 different	 actors	 and	 what	 they	 aim	 to	 achieve	 with	 the	
programme.	Each	board	meeting	was	presided	over	by	the	acting	Director	General	of	DG	DEVCO,	which	
was	renamed	DG	INTPA	in	2021.	This	grants	DG	DEVCO/INTPA	a	prominent	role,	in	theory	enabling	it	
to	advocate	 for	enhancing	 the	developmental	 aspect	of	 the	programme.	Despite	DG	DEVCO/INTPA’s	
prominence	 in	 presiding	 over	 the	 board	meetings,	 the	 EUTF	 failed	 to	 focus	 on	 one	 of	 its	 objectives:	
fostering	development	in	the	three	regional	windows	of	the	programme.		

Table	3.	presents	the	results	of	the	content	analysis.	Of	the	51	pages	analysed,	migration-related	terms	
were	mentioned	219	times,	compared	to	53	mentions	for	development-related	and	6	for	security-related	
terms.	References	to	security	only	revolved	around	border	control	and	migration	management,	neglecting	
broader	 security	 considerations.	 This	 stark	 contrast	 underscores	 the	 dominance	 of	 the	 migration	
discourse	within	the	meetings.			
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Thematic	
cluster	 Migration	 Development	

Security	
Humanitarian-
development	

nexus	

Humanitarian-
development-
peace	nexus	

Conflict	

Number	of	
times	

mentioned	
219	 53	

	
6	
	 4	 2	 2	

Number	of	
times	

mentioned	
per	page	

4	 1	 0.12	 0.07	
	

0.03	
	 0.03	

Table	3.		Content	analysis	of	the	EUTF	board	meeting	minutes.	

Figure	1	offers	insights	into	the	evolution	of	the	rhetoric	from	2015	to	2022,	revealing	a	sustained	emphasis	
on	migration,	significantly	prevailing	over	development	and	security	for	the	duration	of	the	programme.	
These	findings	indicate	that	despite	these	three	themes	being	officially	articulated	as	core	objectives	of	
the	programme,	the	board’s	discussions	predominantly	centred	on	addressing	migration	issues.	While	the	
official	rhetoric	emphasises	the	EUTF’s	endeavour	to	simultaneously	foster	stability	and	tackle	the	root	
causes	of	migration	and	displacement,	describing	those	as	‘twin	goals’,	the	discussions	reveal	migration	is	
the	top	priority	(EU	Commission,	2019,	p.9).	

	
Figure	1.	Content	Analysis	of	the	EUTF	board	meeting	minutes	from	2015	to	2022,	coding	for	three	thematic	clusters:	

migration,	development,	and	security.	
	

While	discussions	on	development	fluctuated	between	2017	and	2020,	they	remained	far	below	migration-
related	 issues	 in	 all	 instances.	 These	mentions	mostly	 occurred	 during	 debates	 between	 different	 EU	
Member	States,	questioning	whether	the	EUTF	should	address	development	given	its	short-term	nature	
or	whether	this	should	be	delegated	to	other	EU	instruments	(EU	Commission,	2018,	p.	3).		

A	 close	 inspection	 of	 the	 2021	 Annual	 Report	 indicates	 that	 the	 decline	 in	 discussions	 surrounding	
migration	issues	in	2020	can	be	attributed	to	the	impact	of	the	COVID-19	pandemic	rather	than	indicating	
a	sustained	shift	 in	rhetoric	(EU	Commission,	2021,	p.	10).	Indeed,	the	pandemic	heavily	disrupted	the	
EUTF’s	operations	and	halted	migration	flows	from	Africa.	This	is	evidenced	by	the	subsequent	resurgence	
in	migration-related	discourse	in	2021.		
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Figure	2.	Content	Analysis	of	the	EUTF	board	meeting	minutes	from	2015	to	2022,	coding	for	six	thematic	clusters:	
migration,	development,	security,	humanitarian-development	nexus,	humanitarian-	development-peace	nexus,	and	

conflict.	

As	depicted	in	Figure	2,	a	subtle	shift	in	rhetoric	occurred	in	2018,	introducing	two	additional	concerns	
into	the	discourse.	From	2018	to	2019,	the	humanitarian-development	nexus	started	to	appear	in	the	EUTF	
rhetoric.	It	was	replaced	by	the	humanitarian-development-peace	nexus	in	2020,	followed	by	a	return	to	
the	humanitarian-development	nexus	in	2022.	This	evolution	in	rhetoric	suggests	a	departure	from	the	
sole	focus	on	migration	issues	towards	a	more	comprehensive	approach	centred	around	a	human	rights-
led	approach	to	development	and	peacebuilding.	However,	when	taking	a	closer	look	at	the	board	meeting	
minutes,	these	two	nexuses	were	primarily	championed	by	one	actor,	rather	than	being	incorporated	into	
the	wider	rhetoric	of	the	board.	From	2018,	the	Director	General	for	DG	ECHO	consistently	raised	these	
concerns,	with	only	one	 instance	of	mention	by	another	stakeholder,	Spain,	 in	2019	(EU	Commission,	
2019,	p.	4).	This	disparity	highlights	that	these	two	nexuses	were	largely	overlooked	by	other	stakeholders.	
The	 EUTF’s	 rhetoric	 thus	 did	 not	 shift	 towards	 prioritising	 these	 nexuses	 and	 remained	 focused	 on	
migration	issues.		

This	sub-section	demonstrates	that	despite	development	and	security	being	theoretically	the	core	goals	
of	the	EUTF,	they	consistently	took	a	backseat	to	migration	issues	in	board	discussions.	This	imbalance,	
with	migration	 dominating	 discussion,	 indicates	 a	 shift	 towards	 aid	 securitisation	 within	 the	 EUTF’s	
internal	rhetoric.		

B.	Annual	Reports		
It	is	crucial	to	juxtapose	the	rhetoric	derived	from	the	EUTF	board	meetings	with	the	outcomes	reflected	
in	the	Annual	Reports	published	by	the	EU	Commission,	as	these	reflect	the	official	narrative	of	the	EUTF.	
This	comparison	provides	a	comprehensive	understanding	of	the	EUTF	discourse	and	whether	its	rhetoric	
shifted	towards	aid	securitisation.			

Table	4.	presents	the	results	of	the	content	analysis.	Of	the	278	pages	coded,	migration-related	terms	were	
mentioned	835	times,	compared	to	218	for	security	and	165	for	development.	This	disparity	underscores	a	
persistent	trend	towards	prioritising	migration	concerns,	alongside	an	increasing	emphasis	on	security	in	
the	 official	 EUTF	 rhetoric,	 despite	 claims	of	 adopting	 a	 balanced	 approach	 across	 all	 three	 goals	 (EU	
Commission,	2019,	p.	6).		
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Thematic	
cluster	 Migration	 Development	 Security	

Humanitarian
-development	

nexus	

Humanitarian
-development-
peace	nexus	

Conflict	

Number	of	
times	

mentioned	
835	 165	 218	 6	 7	 158	

Number	of	
times	

mentioned	
per	page	

3	 0.59	 0.78	 0.02	 0.02	 0.56	

Table	4.	Content	analysis	of	the	EUTF	Annual	Reports.	

Upon	examining	 the	 first	 three	 thematic	 clusters	 analysed—migration,	 development,	 and	 security—it	
becomes	evident	that	the	rhetoric	differs	from	what	was	observed	in	the	board	meeting	minutes.	Mentions	
of	 migration	 still	 persistently	 outweighed	 mentions	 of	 development	 or	 security	 in	 both	 types	 of	
documents,	 indicating	a	consistent	emphasis	on	migration-related	issues.	However,	while	security	was	
notably	absent	from	board	meetings	after	2018,	it	gained	prominence	in	the	Annual	Reports	and	surpassed	
mentions	of	development	for	all	years,	despite	a	drop	in	2018	as	Figure	3	illustrates.		

	
Figure	3.	Content	analysis	of	the	EUTF	Annual	Reports	from	2016	to	2022,	coding	for	three	thematic	clusters:	

migration,	development,	and	security.	

Indeed,	the	Annual	Reports	underscore	the	EU’s	growing	concerns	with	security	and	conflict	prevention,	
contrasting	with	its	sporadic	mention	in	internal	discussions.	A	close	inspection	of	the	reports	outlines	
the	 emphasis	 on	 security;	 security	 and	 migration	 are	 described	 as	 ‘twin	 goals’,	 replacing	 the	 same	
description	 tying	 migration	 and	 development	 together	 (EU	 Commission,	 2017,	 p.5).	 This	 outlines	 a	
sustained	 shift	 towards	 aid	 securitisation,	 with	 prominence	 given	 to	 migration	 and	 security,	 and	
development	lagging.			
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Figure	4.	Content	Analysis	of	the	EUTF	Annual	Reports	from	2016	to	2022,	coding	for	six	thematic	clusters:	migration,	

development,	security,	humanitarian-development	nexus,	humanitarian-development-peace	nexus,	and	conflict.	

Moreover,	2017	marked	a	significant	milestone	with	the	introduction	of	the	first	nexus,	the	humanitarian-
development	nexus,	approved	by	the	Council	in	its	2017	general	conclusions	(EU	Commission,	2017,	p.	4).	
The	 2017	 Annual	 Report	 describes	 the	 EU	 as	 playing	 a	 pivotal	 role	 in	 its	 operationalisation	 (EU	
Commission,	2017,	p.	4).	While	this	nexus	was	sporadically	mentioned	by	DG	ECHO	in	board	meetings,	it	
emerged	as	a	central	concept	in	the	2017	Annual	Report,	being	mentioned	six	times.	While	it	evolved	into	
the	 humanitarian-development-peace	 nexus	 in	 2019,	mentions	 of	 these	 nexuses	 decreased	 over	 time,	
eventually	disappearing	from	the	reports	by	2022.	This	shows	this	approach	was	mainly	used	as	a	framing	
device	 to	 cover	 up	 for	 the	 intrinsic	 goals	 of	 the	 EUTF	 and	 address	 experts’	 concerns	 about	 aid	
securitisation,	which	emerged	starting	in	2017.			

This	subsection	reveals	that	despite	the	EUTF’s	emphasis	on	a	development-led	approach	to	migration,	a	
comprehensive	analysis	of	the	Annual	Reports	reveals	a	notable	neglect	of	the	developmental	aspect,	with	
security	and	migration	issues	taking	precedence	(EU	Commission,	2016,	p.	4).			

This	chapter	evaluated	both	the	board	meeting	minutes	and	Annual	Reports	to	provide	insights	into	the	
EUTF’s	 rhetoric:	 examining	 internal	 strategic	 deliberations	 among	 board	members	 and	 the	 resultant	
official	discourse.	This	comparative	analysis	highlighted	a	discernible	shift	in	EUTF	rhetoric	towards	aid	
securitisation.	It	outlined	the	programme’s	evolving	focus	towards	migration	issues,	with	security	gaining	
traction	 over	 time.	Whether	 this	 subversion	 of	 developmental	 objectives	 represents	merely	 a	 shift	 in	
rhetoric,	or	a	substantive	change	in	the	substance	of	the	programme	warrants	further	examination,	as	will	
be	explored	in	the	following	chapter.		

CHAPTER	3:	AID	SECURITISATION	IN	THE	SUBSTANCE	OF	THE	EUTF			
After	uncovering	a	shift	towards	aid	securitisation	in	the	discourse	of	the	EUTF,	this	chapter	will	assess	
whether	such	a	shift	is	also	reflected	in	the	substance	of	the	programme.	It	will	first	analyse	its	strategic	
objectives	(SO),	the	funding	allocated	to	each	SO,	and	the	EUTF’s	impacts	on	development	cooperation	
for	 the	 future	of	EU	programmes	 through	a	 thorough	 review	of	 the	mid-term,	 lessons	 learned,	board	
meeting	minutes	and	Annual	Reports	of	the	EUTF.		

A.	Strategic	Objectives		
At	its	inception	in	2015,	the	EUTF	centred	its	actions	around	the	four	strategic	objectives	(SO)	presented	
in	Table	5.	
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Strategic	objective	EUTF	(EU	Commission,	
2016,	p.	8)	

Valletta	Action	Plan	pillars	(Valletta	Summit,	
2015,	pp.	2-17).	

SO	1:	Greater	economic	and	employment	
opportunities	

Pillar	1:	Development	benefits	of	migration	

SO	2:	Strengthening	resilience	of	communities	 Pillar	2:	Legal	migration	

SO	3:	Improved	migration	management	 Pillar	3:	Asylum	

SO	4:	Improved	governance	and	conflict	
prevention	and	reduction	of	irregular	migration	

Pillar	4:	Fight	against	irregular	migration	

	 Pillar	5:	Return	and	readmission	

Table	5.	The	EUTF	Strategic	Objectives	and	Valletta	Action	Plan	pillars.	

At	first	glance,	SO3,	aimed	at	improving	migration	management,	seems	to	be	the	only	strategic	objective	
purely	focusing	on	migration	issues,	with	SO4	overlapping	when	funding	border	management	and	state-
building	capacity	projects	to	cope	with	increased	migration	flows	(EU	Commission,	2020,	p.	5).	The	first	
two	 objectives	 seem	 to	 tackle	 developmental	 issues,	 suggesting	 that	 the	 EUTF	 is	 not	 a	 case	 of	 aid	
securitisation.	However,	 it	 is	 imperative	 to	 consider	 the	 close	 association	 between	 the	EUTF	 and	 the	
Valletta	Action	Plan.	The	EUTF	was	established	during	the	Valletta	Summit	in	2015	and,	therefore,	acts	
within	 the	 framework	 of	 the	 Valletta	 Action	 Plan,	 a	 set	 of	 five	 different	 objectives	 that	 migration	
cooperation	programmes	should	further,	as	outlined	in	Table	5.	The	2016	Annual	Report	highlights	that	
the	programme	should	be	guided	by	the	Valletta	principles	while	finding	a	balance	among	the	five	pillars	
(EU	Commission,	2016,	p.	5).	When	taking	a	closer	look,	SO1	and	SO2,	while	focusing	on	development,	
are	mainly	targeted	to	the	needs	of	migrants,	and	not	the	population	of	receiving	states	(EU	Commission,	
2020,	p.36).	This	highlights	the	centrality	of	migration	issues	and	the	Valletta	Action	Plan	in	the	EUTF’s	
projects	 and	 actions,	 showing	 it	 takes	 precedence	 over	 the	 EUTF’s	 portrayed	 aims	 of	 addressing	
developmental	issues.	Indeed,	the	board	meeting	minutes	only	refer	to	the	EUTF’s	objectives	in	reference	
to	the	pillars	of	the	VAP,	showing	its	centrality	despite	the	EUTF	having	its	own	strategic	objectives.	The	
strategic	objectives	appear	to	serve	as	smokescreens	to	hide	the	underlying	objectives	of	the	EUTF,	which	
further	the	Valletta	Action	Plan.	

This	shift	became	more	explicit	in	the	2017	board	meeting,	when	the	EEAS	suggested	that	the	programme	
should	focus	on	pillars	2-5	of	the	VAP,	and	that	pillar	1,	which	aims	to	enhance	the	development	benefits	
of	migration,	should	be	addressed	by	other	EU	instruments	(EU	Commission,	2017,	p.	4).	Despite	the	title	
of	the	EUTF	being	purposefully	aimed	at	solving	development	issues,	its	strategic	objectives	and	priorities	
were	 derived	 solely	 to	 address	 migration	 issues.	 In	 2017,	 funding	 was	 facing	 significant	 constraints,	
meaning	objectives	had	to	be	reconsidered	to	select	a	lower	number	of	areas	of	focus	(EU	Commission,	
2017,	p.	4).	As	such,	new	priorities	and	objectives	emerged:	return	and	reintegration,	refugee	management,	
securitisation	of	civil	documents,	anti-trafficking,	stabilisation	efforts	in	the	SLC	region	and	enhancing	
migration	dialogues	with	partner	countries	(EU	Commission,	2018,	p.	4).	The	scarcity	of	resources	thus	
redirected	the	EUTF	to	solely	address	migration	issues,	and,	to	a	lesser	extent,	stabilisation	and	security.	
These	six	new	priorities	adopted	in	2017	remained	unchanged	throughout	the	duration	of	the	programme,	
even	in	the	face	of	additional	funding.	

In	 addition,	 the	 North	 of	 Africa	 (NOA)	 window,	 managed	 by	 the	 DG	 NEAR,	 operates	 with	 distinct	
objectives.	NOA	solely	focuses	on	SO3:	migration	management,	through	its	four	unique	priorities	ranging	
from	 reintegration	 to	 border	 management	 (EU	 Commission,	 2021,	 p.	 2).	 Indeed,	 NOA	 is	 the	 direct	
migratory	route	leading	to	the	EU.	As	such,	projects	funded	are	directly	related	to	deterring	migration	
before	it	reaches	the	EU,	through	funding	the	Libyan	coastguards,	for	example	(EU	Commission,	2018,	
p.1).	 This	 window,	 explicitly	 focused	 on	 migration	 objectives	 and	 overlooking	 developmental	 ones,	
constitutes	a	case	of	aid	securitisation.		
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B.	Funding	by	Strategic	Objectives		
This	subsection	examines	whether	the	EUTF	shifted	towards	aid	securitisation	in	allocating	more	funding	
to	objectives	that	advanced	its	migration	agenda.		

The	EUTF	Annual	Reports	provide	information	on	the	amounts	approved	by	strategic	objectives	for	the	
different	windows.	Figure	5	illustrates	the	amount	allocated	to	different	objectives	and	regional	windows	
at	the	end	of	the	programme	in	2022.			

	
Figure	5.	Amount	approved	by	strategic	objective	and	window	as	of	2022	(EUTF,	2022,	p.	18).	

While	SO3,	focused	on	migration	management,	was	allocated	the	largest	amount	(1,515.7M	EUR),	it	comes	
close	to	SO2,	one	of	the	SO	aimed	at	development	issues	(1,384.6M	EUR).	This	suggests	that	migration	is	
given	roughly	the	same	investments	as	objectives	addressing	development	issues.	However,	upon	closer	
examination	of	what	kind	of	projects	 fit	 in	 the	different	objectives,	 it	becomes	apparent	 that	each	SO	
contributes	 in	 some	manner	 to	 addressing	migration	 and	 aligns	with	 SO3.	 Indeed,	 SO1	 encompasses	
projects	aimed	at	decreasing	the	dependency	of	the	local	population	on	income	generated	from	migration	
flows,	while	SO4	entails	initiatives	such	as	police	forces	training	on	border	control	(EU	Commission,	2020,	
pp.	 24-27).	 Although	 these	 projects	 are	 not	 officially	 categorised	 under	 SO3,	 they	 undeniably	 target	
migration	issues.	Figure	6,	retrieved	from	the	2021	Learning	Lessons	from	the	EUTF	report,	illustrates	this	
redirection	 of	 SO	 towards	 fulfilling	 SO3.	 This	 report,	 conducted	 by	 an	 independent	 consulting	 firm,	
highlights	this	discrepancy	with	official	statistics	and	narratives.			

	
		6.	Perimeter	of	migration,	mobility	and	forced	displacement-related	activities	across	the	four	strategic	objectives	of	

the	EUTF	(EU	Commission,	2021,	p.	6).	

When	considering	this	overlap	with	SO3,	51%	of	the	EUTF	funding	has	gone	to	migration-related	projects,	
compared	to	the	31%	announced	in	the	official	reports	(EU	Commission,	2021,	p.	5).	Overall,	only	about	a	
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third	of	the	funding	has	been	spent	towards	projects	furthering	developmental	and	governance	objectives	
(Youngs	and	Zihnioglu,	2021,	p.	131).	Moreover,	as	of	2020,	60%	of	the	funding	provided	by	EU	Member	
States	came	from	two	major	destination	countries:	Italy	and	Germany.	This	shows	the	EUTF	was	diverted	
to	fulfil	Member	States’	interests	towards	addressing	migration	issues	rather	than	development.		

C-	Impact	On	Future	Development	Cooperation	Programmes		
As	this	analysis	and	the	early	EUTF	literature	outline,	the	EUTF	presents	the	first	case	of	mainstreaming	
migration	into	development	cooperation,	offering	insights	into	the	trajectory	of	EU	aid	programmes	after	
the	Valletta	Summit	(Chadwick,	2017;	Pacciardi,	2024,	p.	1).	As	indicated	by	the	EU	Commission	(2016,	p.	
4),	the	EUTF	serves	as	a	pilot	programme	inspiring	future	programmes.	Indeed,	the	EU	acted	as	both	a	
development	and	migration	global	actor	 for	 the	 first	 time,	entangling	both	 issues	 in	 the	 future	of	EU	
programmes	(Welfens	and	Bonjour,	2023,	p.	954).	Though	both	were	meant	to	be	addressed	equally,	an	
analysis	 of	 the	 mid-term	 review	 shows	 the	 EUTF	 became	 narrowly	 focused	 on	 border	 control,	
displacement,	and	irregular	migration,	even	failing	to	mention	development	in	its	evaluation	of	the	fund’s	
outcomes	(EU	Commission,	2020,	p.	67).	The	report	also	noted	the	EUTF’s	modest	contributions	in	terms	
of	development	(EU	Commission,	2020,	p.	2).		

While	 the	 EUTF	 has	 not	 reached	 its	 goal	 of	 reducing	 instability,	 forced	 displacement	 and	 irregular	
migration,	it	contributed	to	providing	growing	resources	and	awareness	to	these	issues	(EU	Commission,	
2020,	p.	8).	As	the	fourth	recommendation	of	the	midterm	review	outlined,	the	EUTF	enabled	the	EU	and	
its	Member	States	to	create	a	strong	dialogue	with	partner	countries,	which	future	EU	programmes	will	
aim	to	build	upon	(EU	Commission,	2020,	pp.	2-10).	Indeed,	in	2021,	the	EU	created	a	new	instrument:	the	
NDICI,	 with	 a	 first	 budget	 of	 90	 billion	 euros,	 10%	 of	 it	 being	 allocated	 to	 migration	 and	 forced	
displacement,	acknowledging	the	programme	is	guided	by	the	experience	of	the	EUTF	(EU	Commission,	
2020,	pp.	82-83).	While	the	aim	of	this	article	is	not	to	examine	future	EU	development	programmes	and	
the	wider	implications	the	EUTF	had	on	those,	it	still	denotes	a	sustained	shift	towards	migration	issues,	
informed	by	the	EUTF	as	a	pilot	programme	(EU	Commission,	2021,	p.	3).		

In	summary,	this	chapter	has	shown	that	the	substance	of	the	EUTF	has	shifted	towards	aid	securitisation.	
More	 than	 the	 majority	 of	 the	 programme’s	 funding	 went	 towards	 migration	 management-related	
projects,	and	a	close	examination	of	 its	strategic	objectives	showed	that	they	all	aligned	with	the	EU’s	
migration	management	agenda.	This	prioritisation	of	migration	 issues	over	 the	EUTF’s	developmental	
initiatives	indicates	a	sustained	shift	towards	aid	securitisation,	which	seems	to	be	drawn	upon	in	future	
EU	projects.		

CONCLUSION		
Drawing	on	the	definition	of	aid	securitisation	by	Olivié	and	Pérez	(2021,	p.	1903),	this	work	argued	that	
both	 the	 rhetoric	 and	 substance	 of	 the	EUTF	have	 shifted	 towards	 aid	 securitisation.	 It	 reviewed	 the	
programme	from	its	inception	in	2015	to	2022,	through	publicly	available	documents	published	by	the	EU	
Commission,	primarily	board	meeting	minutes	and	 the	EUTF	Annual	Reports.	 2017	marked	a	 turning	
point	as	aid	securitisation	intensified	through	a	change	in	the	EUTF	strategic	trajectory,	embracing	six	
new	 priorities	 focused	 on	migration	management.	 Indeed,	 the	 scarce	 resources	 pushed	 the	 board	 to	
embrace	a	 turn	advocated	by	some	Member	States	and	DG	HOME	and	DG	NEAR	since	 its	 inception.	
These	actors	have	succeeded	in	pushing	migration	issues	to	the	top	of	the	agenda	in	board	meetings,	and	
following	2017,	 in	Annual	Reports	 and	 strategic	objectives,	 reorienting	 the	EUTF	away	 from	 its	 initial	
developmental	goals.		

Chapter	1	analysed	these	internal	divisions	through	the	board	meeting	minutes.	Chapter	2	delved	into	the	
EUTF’s	official	and	internal	rhetoric	through	a	content	analysis	of	the	board	meeting	minutes	and	Annual	
Reports.	This	research	outlined	a	discernible	shift	towards	aid	securitisation	in	the	EUTF	rhetoric,	with	
migration	 issues	 and	 securitisation	 gaining	 traction	 over	 time	 and	development	 being	 almost	 absent.	
While	the	Annual	Reports	describe	migration	issues	and	development	as	twin	goals,	the	former	subverted	
the	latter.	Chapter	3	offered	insights	into	the	EUTF’s	substance,	analysing	its	strategic	objectives,	funding	
allocated	 to	 each,	 and	 its	 implications	 on	 future	 development	 cooperation	 programmes.	 Indeed,	 the	
substance	of	 the	EUTF	has	 also	 shifted	 towards	 aid	 securitisation,	with	 its	 strategic	objectives	 closely	
linked	to	the	Valletta	Action	Plan,	which	primarily	aims	to	reduce	migration	flows.	This	shift	became	more	
significant	in	2017	when	the	EUTF	committed	to	six	new	priorities,	all	related	to	migration.	Moreover,	
more	than	half	of	the	funding	went	towards	migration	management-related	projects.	In	its	evaluation,	the	
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EUTF	claims	to	have	successfully	placed	migration	cooperation	on	the	international	stage,	which	will	be	
built	upon	by	future	EU	aid	programmes.			

This	 article	 addressed	 the	 following	 research	 question:	 Has	 i)	 the	 rhetoric	 and	 ii)	 substance	 of	 the	
European	Union	Emergency	Trust	Fund	for	Africa	(EUTF)	shifted	towards	aid	securitisation?	The	paper	
uncovered	that	both	the	substance	and	rhetoric	of	the	EUTF	shifted	towards	aid	securitisation,	migration,	
security,	and	stability	issues,	crowding	out	its	developmental	goals,	with	an	intensification	after	2017.	The	
work	here	contributes	to	existing	literature	by	researching	the	EUTF	and	its	outcomes	after	its	contracting	
period	has	ended.	Indeed,	only	Pacciardi	(2024)	provided	a	recent	review	of	the	programme,	while	the	
rest	of	the	literature	focused	on	debates	at	the	programme’s	inception	in	2016	and	2017.	While	the	early	
literature	anticipated	that	the	EUTF	shifted	towards	aid	securitisation,	it	failed	to	examine	these	claims	
over	the	running	of	the	programme.	Moreover,	the	literature	focused	on	the	fund’s	substance,	overlooking	
the	importance	of	analysing	its	rhetoric.	My	contribution	offers	an	overview	of	the	EUTF’s	shift	towards	
aid	securitisation,	in	both	its	rhetoric	and	substance,	from	its	inception	in	2015	to	2022,	highlighting	that	
the	entirety	of	the	programme	constitutes	a	case	of	aid	securitisation,	with	an	intensification	after	2017.	
The	 paper	 thus	 updates	 the	 debate	 around	 the	 EUTF’s	 shift	 towards	 aid	 securitisation	 by	 offering	 a	
comprehensive	review	of	both	its	rhetoric	and	substance	through	a	content	analysis	of	the	EUTF	board	
meeting	minutes	and	Annual	Reports.	Should	the	conclusions	of	this	work	prove	relevant	to	other	EU	
development	programmes,	it	would	raise	significant	concerns	about	the	potential	deviation	of	EU	policies	
from	 their	 original	 objectives,	 thereby	 jeopardising	 the	 intended	 purpose	 of	 Official	 Development	
Assistance.	 Additionally,	 this	 would	 have	 substantial	 implications	 for	 the	 economic	 development	 of	
recipient	countries.	

While	 this	 article	 offered	 a	 comprehensive	 overview	 of	 the	 EUTF	 by	 analysing	 both	 its	 rhetoric	 and	
substance,	I	acknowledge	some	limitations.	The	analysis	of	the	internal	rhetoric	was	limited	to	a	study	of	
the	 board	 meeting	 minutes,	 being	 the	 only	 publicly	 available	 documents	 offering	 insights	 into	 the	
different	delegations’	agendas.	Further	studies	would	benefit	from	gaining	access	to	EU	policymakers	in	
the	different	directorates	as	well	as	interviewing	official	delegates	representing	several	EU	Member	States.	
Due	 to	 time	 constraints	 and	 the	 inaccessibility	 of	 such	 actors	 to	 undergraduate	 students,	 this	
methodology	was	 impossible	 to	 use.	Moreover,	 this	 article	 delved	 into	 the	macro	 level	 of	 the	 EUTF,	
looking	at	its	wide	objectives	rather	than	analysing	case	studies	of	different	projects.	Future	research	could	
further	explore	 the	 findings	of	 this	paper	by	 looking	at	 the	possible	divergence	between	 the	different	
geographical	windows	of	the	fund.			

Lisa	Lefebvre-Risso	
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APPENDIX		
ACRONYM	GLOSSARY		
DG	DEVCO:	Directorate-General	for	International	Cooperation	and	Development	(until	2021)		

DG	ECHO:	Directorate-General	for	European	Civil	Protection	and	Humanitarian	Aid	Operations		

DG	HOME:	Directorate-General	for	Migration	and	Home	Affairs		

DG	INTPA:	Directorate-General	for	International	Partnerships	(new	name	of	DG	DEVCO	since	2021)		

DG	NEAR:	Directorate-General	for	Neighbourhood	and	Enlargement	Negotiations		

EEAS:	European	External	Action	Service		

EU:	European	Union		

EUTF:	European	Union	Emergency	Trust	Fund	for	Africa		

HOA:	Horn	of	Africa	window		

NOA:	North	of	Africa	window		

ODA:	Official	Development	Assistance		

SLC:	Sahel	and	Lake	Chad	window		

VAP:	Valletta	Action	Plan	
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This	article	argues	that	remote	warfare	is	a	politically	expedient	yet	conceptually	flawed	construct,	whose	
risk-averse	rationale	and	deceptive	‘cleanness’	obscure	its	strategic	limitations	and	ethical	costs,	ultimately	
undermining	both	military	effectiveness	and	democratic	integrity.	It	does	this	by	exploring	four	key	issues.	
First,	 it	criticises	its	conceptual	ambiguity.	Second,	 it	explores	the	relationship	between	the	risk	aversion	
mentality	of	Western	decision-makers	and	their	tendency	to	use	remote	warfare	to	achieve	military	goals,	
which	could	end	up	undermining	underlying,	 ‘big	picture’	strategic	objectives.	Third,	it	examines	how	the	
secrecy,	 asymmetric	 distribution	 of	 death,	 and	 unsubstantiated	 ‘cleanness’	 inherent	 to	 remote	 warfare	
contribute	to	its	use	in	Western	democracies.	Finally,	this	article	delves	into	the	extensive	use	of	airstrikes	–	
a	means	of	remote	warfare	–	to	further	explore	the	aforementioned	relationship,	since	their	relatively	low	
risks	 lead	 to	 their	 indiscriminate	 usage	 regardless	 of	 context.	 Together,	 these	 points	 reveal	 that	 remote	
warfare	functions	less	as	a	theoretical	and	strategic	novelty	than	as	a	politically	convenient	alternative	for	
decision-makers	 to	 externalise	 risk,	 obscure	 accountability,	 and	 pursue	 military	 objectives	 without	
addressing	its	underlying	limitations.	
	
	
INTRODUCTION	
As	 the	 end	 of	 conscription	 in	 Western	 democracies	 led	 to	 transferring	 the	 risks	 of	 war	 to	 military	
professionals,	the	rise	of	‘remote	warfare’	(RW)	shifts	these	same	risks	away	from	professional	soldiers	to	
the	partner’s	 or	 enemy’s	 civilians	 and	 armed	 forces.	 This	 is	 how,	 in	 liberal	 democracies,	 “warfare	has	
become	primarily	an	exercise	in	risk-management”	(Demmers	and	Gould,	2021,	p.	38).		

This	article	argues	that	RW	is	a	politically	expedient	yet	conceptually	flawed	construct,	whose	risk-averse	
rationale	 and	 deceptive	 ‘cleanness’	 obscure	 its	 strategic	 limitations	 and	 ethical	 costs	 –	 ultimately	
undermining	both	military	 effectiveness	 and	democratic	 integrity.	 It	 explores	 this	 claim	 through	 four	
connected	issues:	the	conceptual	limitations	of	RW,	the	strategic	distortions	produced	by	the	decision-
maker's	risk-averse	mentality	that	favours	it,	the	ethical	concerns	masked	by	its	secrecy	and	supposed	
‘cleanness’,	and	the	overreliance	on	airstrikes	–	which	often	become	a	default	choice	despite	not	always	
being	the	most	effective	or	appropriate	means	of	achieving	military	objectives.	

First,	the	article	engages	with	the	challenges	of	defining	RW	and	argues	that	its	conceptualisation	as	a	
distinct	category	of	warfare	is	counterproductive	to	the	understanding	of	contemporary	war.	It	does	not	
intend	to	create	a	new	definition	of	RW	but	to	dissect	the	term	by	focusing	on	the	idea	of	‘remoteness’	
and	 examining	 the	 limitations	 inherent	 to	 its	 conceptual	 ambiguity.	 Second,	 it	 outlines	 a	 positive	
correlation	 between	Western	 leaders’	 risk	 aversion	 and	 the	 increased	 usage	 of	 RW	 and	warns	 of	 the	
possible	negative	impact	of	this	type	of	mentality	on	strategy.	It	does	not	propose	a	‘better	alternative’	for	
the	use	of	force	to	decision-makers,	but	it	explores	the	nature	of	this	relationship	by	emphasising	‘risk’	as	
an	inseparable	notion	of	RW’s	theoretical	and	practical	expressions.	Third,	it	delves	into	the	consequences	
of	 its	 secrecy	and	assumed	 ‘cleanness’.	Secrecy,	 like	 risk,	 constitutes	a	key	element	of	RW,	but	 it	also	
presents	a	paradoxical	challenge:	 it	 incentivises	democratically-elected	decision-makers	to	rely	on	RW	
due	 to	 its	hermeticism	and	obturation	of	accountability,	while	also	endangering	 the	 same	democratic	
means	that	led	to	their	election	in	the	first	place	due	to	a	distinctive	lack	of	transparency.	Finally,	by	briefly	
using	the	cases	of	the	Gulf	War,	FARC,	and	ISIL,	this	article	argues	that	the	efficacy	of	airstrikes	is	highly	
dependent	on	the	context	yet	seldom	provides	decisive	results	by	themselves.	Given	the	many	existing	
expressions	of	RW,	it	is	important	to	distinguish	that	airstrikes	were	chosen	as	a	unit	of	analysis	due	to	
their	extensive	use	in	contemporary	warfare,	their	profound	strategic	implications,	and	their	inexorable	
link	to	remoteness.	On	that	note,	this	article	reflects	on	the	strategic	mistake	of	over-reliance	on	airstrikes	



 
CASTELLÓN RAMIRO 

 
 

 
© The Author(s) 2025. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
licence, which permits use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.  

31 

through	 a	 consideration	of	 the	 reasoning	behind	 their	 extensive	use	 and	 the	mixed	 results	 they	have	
produced.		

Through	 this	 analysis,	 the	 article	 claims	 that	RW	 functions	 less	 as	 a	 distinct	 category	 of	warfare	 and	
coherent	 strategic	 doctrine	 and	 more	 as	 an	 academic	 buzzword	 and	 means	 for	 decision-makers	 to	
externalise	 risk,	 obscure	 accountability,	 and	 pursue	 military	 objectives	 without	 fully	 confronting	 its	
consequences	 respectively.	 In	 situating	 this	 analysis	 within	 the	 broader	 literature,	 this	 article	moves	
beyond	the	fragmented	treatment	of	RW’s	individual	elements	to	offer	a	unified,	conceptually	grounded	
critique.	While	scholars	have	examined	RW	from	various	angles,	few	have	interrogated	the	concept	itself	
as	politically	expedient	yet	fundamentally	flawed	in	both	theory	and	practice.	In	doing	so,	it	offers	a	novel	
analytical	framework	that	connects	conceptual	ambiguity	with	the	strategic,	ethical,	and	democratic	costs	
of	its	use	–	reframing	RW	not	as	an	illuminating	concept	or	just	as	a	policy	choice,	but	as	a	symptom	of	
redundant	 academic	 practice	 and	 deeper	 structural	 and	 political	 dynamics	 in	 contemporary	Western	
democracies.	

TO	 LIMIT	 IS	 TO	 UNDERSTAND:	 THE	 CHALLENGE	 OF	 DEFINING	 ‘REMOTE	
WARFARE’	
The	conceptual	singularity	of	RW	is	challenged	by	 its	overlapping	boundaries	with	related	concepts	–	
‘proxy	 warfare’,	 ‘liquid	 warfare’,	 ‘hybrid	 warfare’,	 etc.	 (Biegon	 and	 Watts,	 2019,	 p.1).	 Although	 these	
concepts	 are	 not	 synonyms,	 the	 characteristics	 that	 should	make	 them	 distinct	 categories	 of	warfare	
overlap.	Even	without	the	existence	of	these	other	concepts,	the	notion	of	RW	would	still	be	disputed,	
given	the	lack	of	consensus	regarding	the	elements	that	define	it.	

Biegon,	Rauta,	and	Watts	(2021,	pp.	430–433)	identify	different	approaches	to	understanding	RW.	Most	
adhere	 to	 either	 a	 ‘techno-centric’	 or	 ‘outcome-oriented’	 approach.	While	 the	 former	 emphasises	 the	
impact	of	weapons	and	technology	in	behavioural,	cultural,	and	legal	terms,	the	latter	studies	a	wider	set	
of	agents	and	practices.	Both	approaches	share	an	interest	in	the	remoteness	of	warfare,	which,	for	the	
sake	of	this	article,	will	be	understood	as	the	distance	between	the	intervener’s	conventional	forces	and	
the	 frontline	 fighting.	However,	 while	 ‘techno-centric’	 perspectives	 focus,	 for	 example,	 on	 the	 use	 of	
drones	for	targeted	killings,	‘outcome-oriented’	perspectives	also	consider	the	role	of	Special	Forces	(SF)	
and	intelligence	sharing	(Biegon	et	al.,	2021,	p.	431).	

It	is	important	to	distinguish	that	the	remoteness	of	warfare	is	not	understood	in	the	same	manner	by	all	
authors.	For	a	concept	that	is	supposed	to	be	a	distinct	category	of	warfare,	the	lack	of	consensus	regarding	
remoteness,	the	distinguishing	quality	of	RW,	is	alarming.	For	most,	it	outlines	a	physical	separation;	for	
others,	it	refers	to	the	distance	between	the	public	and	the	reality	and	costs	of	war	(Adelman	and	Kieran,	
2020,	p.	9).	Brunck	(2020,	p.	179)	goes	even	further	and	proposes	three	different	types	of	remoteness	when	
discussing	RW:	‘spatial	remoteness’,	‘cultural	remoteness’,	and	‘psychological	remoteness’.		

‘Psychological	remoteness’,	along	with	‘spatial	remoteness’,	might	be	the	most	commonly	explored	type	
of	remoteness	in	the	literature.	It	refers	to	the	depersonalisation	that	soldiers	experience	in	the	remote	
use	of	force	–	for	example,	piloting	a	UAV	reduces	the	psychological	cost	of	their	actions	by	separating	
them	from	most	risks	and	visible	consequences	(Asaro,	2009,	p.	22;	Heyns,	2016,	pp.	354–355;	Wagner,	
2014,	p.	1410).	Nonetheless,	it	is	important	to	note	that	there	is	no	consensus	regarding	the	correlation	
between	RW	and	a	reduction	in	the	emotional	cost	of	warfare	for	soldiers.		

For	 instance,	 Fitzsimmons	 and	 Sangha	 (2013,	 p.	 2)	 argue	 that	 remotely	 piloted	 aircraft	 operators	
experience	similar	combat	stress	levels	to	those	experienced	by	regular	military	pilots,	while	Akhter	and	
Shaw	(2012,	p.	1493)	note	that	drone	pilots	develop	PTSD	faster	than	regular	soldiers.	Furthermore,	Lee	
(2018,	pp.	113–114)	explains	that	it	was	the	juxtaposition	between	the	distant	yet	detailed,	high-definition	
manner	in	which	the	RAF	Reaper	Force	was	exposed	to	violence	and	the	banalities	of	day-to-day	life	which	
most	 affected	 them	 psychologically.	 Unlike	 the	 considerable	 distance	 between	WWI	 pilots	 and	 their	
targets,	 the	Reaper	 crews,	 even	 if	 on	a	different	 continent	 from	 their	 targets,	witnessed	everything	at	
maximum	camera	resolution.	Thus,	the	modern	integration	of	high	technology	and	remoteness	in	warfare	
both	enhances	its	operational	efficiency	and	intensifies	the	psychological	toll	on	the	soldiers	involved.	

Chapa	(2021,	p.	3)	proposes	the	term	‘phronetic	distance’,	derived	from	Aristotle’s	notion	of	phronesis,	
meaning	‘prudence’	or	‘practical	wisdom’.	It	refers	to	the	“relative	distance	between	the	battlefield	and	
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the	point	of	application	of	human	judgement.”	While	exploring	the	psychological	distance	inherent	to	
RW	only	sheds	light	on	the	relation	between	the	effects	of	exercised	violence	and	aircraft	crews,	‘phronetic	
distance’	proposes	the	possibility	of	the	application	of	human	judgement	from	a	closer	epistemic	distance	
despite	the	physical	distance	involved.	To	illustrate	this	better,	Chapa	(2021)	utilises	two	different	cases.	

	One	such	case	is	the	former	U.S.	President	Bill	Clinton’s	failed	cruise	missile	strike	against	Osama	bin	
Laden	in	1998.	The	U.S.	Navy	fired	a	Tomahawk	cruise	missile	from	the	Arabian	Sea	to	Khost,	Afghanistan,	
believing	that	bin	Laden	would	be	there.	Notwithstanding,	an	apparently	unrelated	last-minute	decision	
made	bin	Laden	and	his	companions	drive	to	Kabul	instead.	The	U.S.	Navy	acted	outside	of	the	theatre	of	
operations;	once	the	launching	was	completed,	the	U.S.	Navy	officer	in	charge	had	no	means	of	imposing	
his	judgment	since	the	cruise	missile	could	not	be	recalled	or	redirected	–	and	even	if	it	could,	the	officer	
had	 no	way	 of	 knowing	 that	 the	 received	 intelligence	 was	mistaken.	 Thus,	 given	 the	 absence	 of	 the	
application	 of	 human	 judgment	 in	 response	 to	 the	 real-time	 dynamics	 of	 the	 changing	 situation,	
‘phronetic	distance’	was	increased	(Chapa,	2021,	p.	4).	

The	other	example	that	Chapa	provides	is	regarding	the	U.S.	2011	raid	in	Abbottabad,	Pakistan,	where	bin	
Laden	 was	 killed.	 This	 mission	 was	 characterised	 by	 three	 major	 setbacks:	 the	 forced	 landing	 and	
subsequent	damage	of	the	first	helicopter	to	arrive;	the	second	helicopter	pilot’s	decision	to	land	outside	
bin	 Laden’s	 compound,	 forcing	 the	 SEALs	 to	 run	 into	 the	 latter	 from	 there;	 and	 the	 loss	 of	
communications	between	the	raid	force	and	Washington	for	approximately	25	minutes.	However,	since	
the	raid	force	had	the	capability	and	authorisation	to	employ	their	judgment	in	response	to	the	real-time	
challenges	that	might	occur,	a	decision	was	made	on	the	ground:	to	kill	instead	of	capturing	bin	Laden.	
The	mission	was	successful,	and	in	this	case,	the	decreased	distance	between	the	target	and	Special	Forces	
authorised	to	make	their	own,	real-time	decisions	led	to	a	decrease	in	‘phronetic	distance’	(Chaoa,	2021,	
p.	4).	

In	both	examples,	physical	distance	correlates	with	 ‘phronetic	distance’.	 In	 the	 first	 case,	 the	point	of	
application	of	human	judgment	is	at	the	fingertips	of	the	officer	due	to	the	location	of	the	ship	and	target,	
and	the	technological	constraints	of	the	weapon.	In	the	second	case,	the	real-time	application	of	human	
judgment	was	possible	mainly	because	of	Washington’s	permission	for	the	team	to	do	so	and	the	latter’s	
physical	presence	in	the	target	area	(Chapa,	2021,	pp.	4–5).	Nevertheless,	the	smaller	physical	distance	
between	the	agents	and	their	targets	–	such	as	the	raid	force	experienced	in	2011	in	contrast	to	the	US	Navy	
in	1998	–	does	not	imply	a	smaller	or	non-existent	‘physical	remoteness’,	since	Special	Forces	operations,	
such	as	the	one	in	Abbottabad,	are	considered	a	means	of	RW	(Biegon	et	al.,	2021,	pp.	430–433;	Knowles	
and	Watson,	2018,	p.	2).	Thus,	different	means	of	RW	imply	different	degrees	of	‘phronetic	distance’.			

With	a	strong	emphasis	on	 ‘physical	 remoteness’,	 the	Oxford	Research	Group	(ORG)	defines	RW	as	a	
“term	that	describes	approaches	to	combat	that	do	not	require	the	deployment	of	large	numbers	of	your	
own	ground	troops”	(Knowles	and	Watson,	2018,	p.	4).	RW’s	conceptual	clarity	is	therefore	suboptimal.	
The	 term	 can	 encompass	many	 distinct	military	 actions	 such	 as	 airstrikes,	 counterterrorism,	 security	
assistance,	building	partner	capacities,	and	the	aforementioned	Special	Forces	operations,	among	others	
–	all	general	military	capabilities	(Knowles	and	Watson,	2018,	p.	2).	However,	given	that	RW	requires	a	
distinction	 between	 conventional	 and	 non-conventional	 interventions,	 as	 well	 as	 determinations	
regarding	where	to	draw	the	line	between	‘light-footprint’	and	large-scale	deployments,	the	term	presents	
challenges	(McDonald,	2021,	p.	531).	

The	lightness	of	the	footprint	of	the	forces	engaging	in	RW	also	varies	significantly.	Unilaterally	carrying	
out	targeted	killings	abroad,	performing	‘mentor’	roles	in	partner	operations,	or	offering	financial	support	
to	 foreign	governments	or	organisations	 imply	disparate	 levels	of	 engagement	with	RW.	Nonetheless,	
there	is	a	teleological	distinction	to	be	made:	RW	is	always	directed	to	the	countering	of	an	enemy;	hence,	
supporting	partners	only	falls	under	the	category	of	RW	when	aimed	at	combating	a	third	party	(Knowles	
and	Watson,	2018,	p.	3).	

ORG’s	 definition	 also	 reveals	 that	RW	does	not	 depend	on	 remote	weapons	 systems.	Although	 these	
systems	 can	 increase	 the	 distance	 between	 operator	 and	 target,	 as	 in	 the	 case	 of	 drone	 strikes	 and	
cyberattacks,	 they	 can	 be	 used	 to	 support	 any	 kind	 of	 operation.	 Remote	 weapon	 systems	 are	 not	 a	
prerequisite	for	remoteness,	as	troops	can	be	deployed	on	the	battlefield	as	long	as	their	number	is	limited,	
and	‘train,	advise,	and	assist’	operations	do	not	require	the	utilisation	of	this	kind	of	systems.		
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Some	authors	also	consider	cyberattacks	as	part	of	RW.	Ohlin	supports	this	argument	by	highlighting	
how	remoteness	creates	an	inverse	relationship	between	the	attacker’s	risk	and	the	target’s	vulnerability	
(Ohlin,	 2017,	 pp.	 27–28).	 If	 the	 end	goal	 of	RW	 is	 to	 grant	 immunity	 from	 risk	 to	 the	operator	while	
inflicting	as	much	damage	as	possible	to	the	enemy,	then	the	use	of	cyber-weapons	results	in	an	even	
further	detachment	of	the	combatant	from	their	target	compared	to	drones.	Although	drone	pilots	might	
be	far	from	the	frontline,	UAVs	have	a	limited	tactical	range	and	still	need	a	base	in	order	to	take	off,	
refuel,	and	be	repaired	if	necessary.	Therefore,	they	depend	on	military	infrastructure	that	can	be	found	
and	targeted	in	an	armed	conflict.	Thus,	even	if	the	pilot	remains	in	his	home	country,	part	of	the	process	
–	 in	 this	 case,	 the	 deployment	 of	 the	 drone	 –	 remains	 foreign.	 Cyberattacks,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 can	
originate	in	any	part	of	the	globe	and	have	almost	no	territorial	constraints.		

Given	the	difficulty	of	defining	the	concept,	McDonald	approaches	RW	not	as	a	category	of	warfare,	but	
as	a	complex	relationship	between	a	set	of	legitimacy	problems	and	military	capabilities.	His	interest	lies	
in	the	“consequences	of	integrating	military	capabilities	at	a	systems	level	in	order	to	generate	military	
effects”	 (McDonald,	 2021,	 pp.	 530–532).	 This	 perspective,	 although	 fairly	 complex,	 provides	 more	
conceptual	 rigour	 to	 RW	 in	 its	 precision.	 These	 kinds	 of	 attempts,	 no	 matter	 their	 traction	 within	
academia,	provide	greater	clarity	to	a	concept	that,	in	its	current	broadness,	hinders	our	understanding	
of	contemporary	warfare	by	explaining,	through	a	new	buzzword,	things	that	have	already	been	theorised.	

The	lack	of	conceptual	clarity	surrounding	RW	is	not	just	a	theoretical	inconvenience;	it	is	central	to	the	
broader	 problems	 this	 article	 identifies.	 This	 section	 has	 shown	 that	 remoteness,	 far	 from	 being	 a	
universally	agreed-upon	term,	is	deployed	in	inconsistent	and	often	contradictory	ways.	The	ambiguity	
around	the	concept	allows	for	a	flexible,	often	politically	convenient	framing	of	military	actions	that	might	
otherwise	demand	public	scrutiny	or	legal	justification.	In	light	of	this,	the	next	sections	will	show	that	
this	 lack	 of	 definitional	 rigour	 facilitates	 the	 obscuring	 of	 civilian	 harm,	 the	 erosion	 of	 democratic	
oversight,	and	the	overreliance	on	methods	like	airstrikes,	all	of	which	point	back	to	the	thesis	that	RW	
ultimately	undermines	both	military	effectiveness	and	democratic	integrity.	

THE	EROSION	OF	STRATEGY	AND	OVERSIGHT:	RISK-AVERSION,	SECRECY,	
AND	‘CLEANNESS’		
Voters	in	liberal	democracies	tend	to	disapprove	of	military	action	that	results	in	casualties	of	their	own	
forces	(Chapa,	2021,	p.	1).	Indeed,	in	the	case	of	the	U.S.,	support	of	military	intervention	tends	to	decline	
as	casualties	–	either	real	or	expected	–	increase,	even	though	the	context,	particularly	the	objectives	and	
prospects	for	success,	may	result	in	an	exception.	Washington’s	involvement	in	World	War	II	and	Panama	
constitutes	two	exceptions	to	this	tendency	(Larson,	1996,	pp.	7–10).	RW,	although	not	historically	novel,	
became	more	common	(Watson,	2020,	p.	1)	for	Western	powers	during	the	Cold	War	and	especially	after	
the	recent	wars	in	Iraq	and	Afghanistan	(Biegon	and	Watts,	2019,	p.	3;	Knowles	and	Watson,	2018,	p.	21).		

The	aforementioned	conflicts	had	a	deep	impact	on	the	foreign	policies	of	Western	democracies,	resulting	
in	a	general	crisis	of	public	trust	regarding	the	decision	to	deploy	troops	abroad	(Knowles	and	Watson,	
2018,	p.	7).	It	is	in	this	sense	that	RW	has	become	a	getaway	for	politicians	to	decide	over	the	use	of	military	
force	while	avoiding	public	criticism;	it	allows	leaders	to	respond	rapidly	and	in	a	limited,	relatively	cheap	
manner.	This	‘moral	hazard’	is	rather	simple	to	understand:	given	that	RW	provides	policymakers	with	
options	that	can	substantially	reduce	the	number	of	casualties	amongst	their	own	forces	and	hence	cause	
little	domestic	political	risk,	there	is	a	strong	incentive	for	them	to	rely	on	its	different	means	even	if	they	
violate	International	Humanitarian	Law	(Chapa,	2021,	p.	1).		

This	represents	a	problem	for	strategic	decision-making:	ceteris	paribus,	there	will	always	be	an	incentive	
to	use	RW	even	though	it	might	not	be	the	best	option	to	deal	with	a	certain	threat.	Karlshoej-Pedersen	
(2018)	warns	against	this	phenomenon	by	highlighting	the	“increasing	risk	that	UKSF	[UK’s	Special	Forces]	
are	used	 for	political	expediency	above	any	assessment	of	whether	 they	are	 the	best	 tool	 for	 the	 job,”	
leading	 to	 an	 imbalance	 in	 funding	 that	 handicaps	 regular	 forces	 and	 that	 could	 have	 long-term	
consequences.	Therefore,	the	danger	of	undermining	‘big	picture’,	strategic	objectives	by	overestimating	
RW’s	suitability	for	most	military	scenarios	due	to	short-term	political	gains	looms	over	Western	elites.	

A	2013	leaked	document	of	the	British	Ministry	of	Defence	(MOD)	explores	the	implications	of	the	public’s	
and	state’s	current	attitudes	to	risk	regarding	military	operations.	The	study	concludes	that	in	order	to	
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avoid	public	opposition	 (and	 considering	 that	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	 completely	 eliminate	 the	dangers	 to	
military	personnel	during	an	armed	conflict),		

In	2015,	the	British	government	seemed	to	follow	this	advice,	as	Prime	Minister	David	Cameron	pledged	
to	 increase	 the	 investment	 in	 Special	 Forces	 and	 armed	 drones	 –	 a	 trend	 that	 continues	 to	 this	 day,	
especially	regarding	Special	Forces	(Chorley,	2015).	The	‘National	Security	Strategy	and	Strategic	Defence	
and	 Security	 Review’	 (2015,	 p.	 30)	 clearly	 evidenced	 this,	 as	 it	 announced	 that	 the	 current	 planned	
investments	in	Special	Forces’	equipment	were	going	to	be	more	than	doubled.	Two	years	later,	Prime	
Minister	Theresa	May	pledged	an	additional	£300	million	to	bring	Special	Forces	“up	to	strength”	while	
cutting	the	Royal	Marines’	budget	at	the	same	time	(Karlshoej-Pedersen,	2018).	In	summary,	from	9/11	
onwards,	 it	has	been	a	 tendency	 for	 the	UK’s	Special	Forces	 to	expand	considerably,	even	 in	 times	of	
contracting	defence	spending	(Anglim,	2020),	thus	evidencing	the	growing	interest	of	Western	states	in	
RW.	

Along	 with	 the	 decision-makers’	 ‘risk-averse’	 mentality,	 RW	 has	 become	 more	 prevalent	 due	 to	 its	
asymmetrical	 distribution	 of	 death	 and	 suffering,	 the	 secrecy	 around	 its	 operations,	 and	 its	 deceitful	
portrayal	as	‘clean’	(Demmers	and	Gould,	2021,	p.	34).	On	the	one	hand,	the	asymmetrical	distribution	of	
death	and	suffering	refers	to	the	transferring	of	military	risks	from	Western	soldiers	to	the	partner’s	or	
enemy’s	civilians	and	armed	forces.	On	the	other	hand,	secrecy	around	RW	operations	can	be	understood	
through	the	two	following	examples.		

First,	 the	UK	MOD’s	constant	 refusals	 to	comment	–	either	 to	 the	Parliament	or	press	–	on	 its	use	of	
Special	Forces	(Knowles	and	Watson,	2018,	p.	7).	Second,	the	Netherlands’	withholding	of	information	
regarding	 the	Hawija	 airstrike	 –	 resulting	 in	 around	 70	 civilian	 casualties	 (BBC,	 2019)	 –	 for	 ‘security	
reasons’	 (Utrecht	 University,	 2023).	 This	 secrecy	 hinders	 democratic	 transparency	 and	 political	
deliberation	on	contemporary	warfare,	while	also	serving	as	an	incentive	for	politicians	to	engage	in	RW.	
Moreover,	 RW	 also	 presents	 a	 challenge	 for	 the	 attribution	 of	 responsibility	 for	 the	 enforcement	 of	
International	 Humanitarian	 Law,	 since	 the	 processes	 behind	 remote	 operations	 are	 complex	 and	
hermetic.	Split	operations	make	this	even	harder;	the	control	of	UAVs,	for	example,	can	be	transferred	
mid-flight	and	the	infrastructure	necessary	for	an	operation	might	be	located	in	a	state	that	is	not	actually	
conducting	it	(McDonald,	2021,	pp.	536–538).	

The	third	aspect	refers	to	the	myth	that	RW	is	‘cleaner’	than	other	types	of	warfare	(Knowles	and	Watson,	
2018,	pp.	 23–24)	 and	 follows	 the	 same	 logic	 as	 the	media	portrayals	of	Western	airstrikes	 in	 Iraq	 and	
Kosovo	during	 the	 1990s.	Even	though	these	were	conveyed	to	 the	public	as	dominated	by	 the	use	of	
precision-guided	munitions	(PGM),	this	was	not	the	case.	While	only	9%	of	the	weapons	dropped	in	Iraq	
and	Kuwait	were	PGM,	around	71%	of	the	weapons	released	by	NATO	in	Kosovo	were	unguided,	causing	
many	civilian	casualties	(Jordan,	2016,	p.	277).	More	recently,	between	2014	and	2018,	the	Royal	Air	Force	
dropped	more	than	3,700	missiles	in	its	campaign	against	ISIL	in	Iraq	and	Syria.	Estimates	for	the	number	
of	civilians	killed	in	the	battle	for	Mosul	range	from	1,000–10,000	(Knowles	and	Watson,	2018,	p.	23).	Thus,	
RW	 is	not	only	not	 ‘clean’,	but	paradoxical:	 it	makes	Western	democracies	more	prone	 to	war	as	 the	
“military	violence	executed	is	rendered	so	remote	and	sanitised,	that	it	becomes	uncared	for,	and	even	
ceases	to	be	defined	as	war”	(Demmers	and	Gould,	2021,	p.	34).	

The	asymmetrical	distribution	of	death	and	suffering,	secrecy,	and	deceitful	portrayal	of	RW	as	 ‘clean’	
incentivise	decision-makers	to	engage	in	it.	As	explained	by	Biegon	and	Watts	(2021,	p.	4)	in	the	case	of	
the	U.S.,	as	warfare	has	grown	increasingly	remote	for	the	American	public,	the	use	of	military	force	seems	
to	face	diminished	constraints.	These	dynamics	reveal	how	RW,	far	from	being	a	purely	operational	shift,	
is	 intimately	 tied	 to	 a	 risk-averse	 mentality	 for	 decision-makers.	 The	 reduced	 visibility	 of	 war’s	
consequences,	 combined	 with	 the	 physical	 and	 psychological	 distance	 between	 publics	 and	 military	
action,	enables	decision-makers	to	bypass	the	democratic	constraints	traditionally	placed	on	the	use	of	
force.	Hence,	RW	is	not	merely	a	strategic	tool	but	a	politically	expedient	mechanism	for	externalising	
risk	 and	deflecting	 accountability	 –	 precisely	 the	 kind	 of	 rationale	 that	 can	undermine	both	 effective	
military	strategy	and	the	integrity	of	democratic	institutions.	By	masking	violence	behind	a	veil	of	secrecy	
and	technological	precision,	RW	creates	the	conditions	for	military	engagement	without	public	backlash,	
legal	scrutiny,	or	strategic	coherence.	This	last	aspect	will	be	further	explored	in	the	next	section.	
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THE	PRACTICAL	LIMITATIONS	OF	AIRSTRIKES:	THE	CASES	OF	THE	GULF	WAR,	
FARC,	AND	ISIL	
The	enduring	appeal	of	RW	in	Western	democracies	stems	not	only	from	its	ability	to	minimise	physical	
risks	 to	national	 troops	but	also	 from	 its	 capacity	 to	 shield	decision-makers	 from	public	 scrutiny	and	
ethical	accountability.	This	is	most	evident	in	the	heavy	reliance	on	airstrikes,	which	are	upheld	as	symbols	
of	 efficiency	 and	 cost-effectiveness.	 However,	 this	 dependency	 can	 result	 in	 strategic	miscalculation,	
especially	when	airstrikes	are	employed	as	default	solutions	to	intricate	conflicts,	rather	than	as	context-
sensitive	tools	within	a	comprehensive	strategy.	

The	 advantages	 of	 airpower	 are	 apparent:	 relatively	 risk-proof,	 greater	 reach,	 rapid	deployability,	 and	
impermanence.	 Together,	 these	 characteristics	 can	 make	 airpower	 a	 key	 element	 of	 contemporary	
warfare.	The	Gulf	War	is	one	of	the	most	illustrative	examples,	since	‘Operation	Desert	Storm’	resulted	in	
the	creation	of	a	twenty-mile	gap	in	Iraq’s	air	defence	network	that	opened	a	corridor	through	which	other	
American	troops	raced	in	(U.S.	Army	Center	of	Military	History,	n.d.).		

	Notwithstanding,	the	limitations	of	airstrikes	–	and	therefore	of	some	means	of	RW	–	become	evident	in	
General	Powell’s	and	Lieutenant	General	Horner’s	rejection	of	the	initial	Colonel	Warden	III’s	 ‘Instant	
Thunder’	plan.	An	air	campaign	that	did	not	include	an	air-land	joint	operation,	they	argued,	would	not	
have	been	able	to	destroy	the	Iraqi	army	on	the	ground	and	therefore	finish	the	war	(Arkin,	1998).	Their	
opposition	led	to	the	modification	of	the	plan,	which	instead	of	solely	consisting	of	strategic	strikes	in	
Iraq,	also	focused	on	the	Iraqi	forces	in	Kuwait	and	included	a	fourth	phase	in	which	a	ground	assault	with	
air	support	would	be	carried	out	(Jordan,	2016,	pp.	277).	

Press	(2001,	pp.	7,	38)	goes	even	further,	arguing	that	airpower	was	neither	sufficient	nor	necessary,	since	
the	Iraqi	ground	forces	were	completely	outmatched	by	their	American	and	British	counterparts,	and	even	
with	the	absence	of	airstrikes,	the	coalition	would	have	achieved	victory.	Indeed,	while	airstrikes	can	be	
crucial,	 they	 are	 hardly	 decisive	 by	 themselves,	 particularly	when	winning	 a	war	 requires	 controlling	
territory	by	defeating	 the	enemy’s	army	on	 the	ground.	 	The	American	military	offensive	 in	 Iraq	 thus	
reveals	the	inadequacy	of	RW	as	a	solution	to	every	political	problem	that	might	require	military	action.		

‘Fire	 from	 above’	 cannot	 always	 deliver	military	 results.	 Doane	 (2016)	 draws	 an	 analogy	 between	 the	
failures	 of	 targeting	 key	 revenue	 sources	 through	 airstrikes	 to	 combat	 FARC	 and	 ISIL.	 In	 order	 to	
financially	hinder	the	former,	the	U.S.	engaged	in	a	series	of	aerial	campaigns	that	sprayed	herbicides	to	
destroy	 coca-growing	 sites	 in	 Colombia.	 However,	Washington’s	 aerial	 fumigation	 resulted	 only	 in	 a	
temporary	 setback	 for	 FARC,	 since	 the	 structural	 process	 behind	 the	 production	 of	 drugs	 continued.	
Moreover,	it	solidified	the	FARC’s	narrative	of	a	war	on	the	peasantry	by	the	Colombian	government	and	
resulted	in	coca	growers	asking	for	the	FARC’s	protection	since	the	fumigation	negatively	affected	their	
health	and	already	dire	material	conditions.		

Doane	criticises	how	the	U.S.	planned	targeted	strikes	to	destroy	ISIL’s	pumping	sites	for	the	production	
of	crude	oil	and	the	transport	trucks	destined	to	smuggle	it.	But	as	the	coca	fields	were	replanted,	the	
pumping	sites	could	be	repaired,	and	an	additional	black	market	 in	repair	parts	and	materials	 for	 the	
pumping	stations	could	emerge	and	provide	ISIL	with	an	opportunity	to	tax	illicit	trade.	Analogously	to	
what	happened	with	 the	 coca	growers	 in	Colombia,	American	 strikes	on	 transport	 trucks	might	have	
provided	 a	 recruiting	narrative	 to	 ISIL,	 since	poor,	 civilian	 truckers,	 if	 not	 killed,	dispossessed	by	 the	
destruction	of	their	means	of	livelihood,	were	unlikely	to	support	their	intervention.		

Doane	argues	that	the	objectives	of	air	campaigns	–	in	this	case,	the	financial	crippling	of	ISIL	–	should	
have	been	pursued	through	different	remote	means.	Integrated	military	operations	with	a	 ‘clear,	hold,	
build’	logic	would	have	been	more	suitable.	In	his	own	words:	“Simply	assaulting	the	group	from	the	air	
or	striking	at	their	means	of	production	is	unlikely	to	yield	a	decisive	result.	Instead,	counter-ISIL	forces	
must	prepare	themselves	for	an	extensive	ground	campaign	to	both	cleave	ISIL’s	control	of	illicit	funding	
sites	and	restore	governmental	control	of	 those	assets	 (Doane,	2016).	 In	the	same	way	that	 temporary	
tactical	gains	should	never	exacerbate	the	overall	strategic	problem	(Watson,	2020,	pp.	5–6),	no	means	of	
RW,	despite	its	short-term	advantages,	is	suited	to	deal	with	every	problem	that	could	be	remotely	tackled.		

Ultimately,	this	overdependence	on	RW	reinforces	the	thesis	that	RW’s	appeal	lies	less	in	its	effectiveness	
than	 in	 its	 political	 convenience	 –	 namely,	 in	 facilitating	 action	 without	 adequately	 confronting	 the	
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limitations,	 responsibilities,	 or	 consequences	 such	 actions	 entail.	 The	 cases	 of	 the	 Gulf	War	 and	 the	
campaigns	against	FARC	and	ISIL	demonstrate	how	airstrikes,	while	attractive	alternatives,	often	fall	short	
when	 deployed	 as	 a	 stand-alone	 solution.	 In	 the	 Gulf	War,	 initial	 plans	 that	 centred	 exclusively	 on	
airpower	were	quickly	 revised	due	 to	concerns	 that	 they	could	not	deliver	decisive	outcomes	without	
ground	support.	This	illustrates	that	even	in	conventional	conflicts,	airstrikes	alone	are	rarely	sufficient	
to	 secure	 strategic	 goals.	 Similarly,	 in	 the	 campaigns	 against	 FARC	and	 ISIL,	 remote	 strikes	 aimed	 at	
dismantling	key	infrastructure	proved	to	be	both	temporary	and	counterproductive,	failing	to	address	the	
structural	 conditions	 that	 sustained	 these	 organisations.	 In	 some	 cases,	 they	 even	 reinforced	 enemy	
narratives	and	alienated	local	populations.	These	examples	underscore	that	RW’s	apparent	efficiency	can	
conceal	its	inability	to	produce	durable	outcomes,	particularly	when	its	use	is	shaped	more	by	the	desire	
to	avoid	domestic	political	costs	than	by	careful	strategic	planning.	As	such,	the	overreliance	on	airstrikes	
exemplifies	 the	 broader	 pattern	 identified	 in	 this	 article:	 the	 substitution	 of	 political	 expediency	 for	
strategic	coherence,	 its	consequent	operational	overreach,	and	the	externalisation	of	 risk	 in	ways	 that	
ultimately	undermine	both	military	effectiveness	and	democratic	accountability.	

CONCLUSIONS	
To	conclude,	 this	article	has	demonstrated	that	RW	is	a	politically	expedient,	yet	conceptually	 flawed	
construct	 incentivised	by	an	underlying	 risk-averse	 logic	and	deceptive	assumption	of	 ‘cleanness’	 that	
mask	 its	 strategic	 and	 ethical	 shortcomings,	 diminishing	 both	 military	 effectiveness	 and	 democratic	
integrity.	 The	 lack	 of	 precise	 conceptual	 boundaries	 and	 academic	 consensus	 regarding	 ‘remoteness’	
results	 in	the	use	of	RW	as	an	unclear	way	of	distinguishing	a	new	category	of	warfare	that	 is	neither	
distinct	nor	new.	Approaches	like	McDonald’s	(2021),	both	more	original	and	theoretically	robust,	help	to	
shed	light	on	a	diverging	literature.		

On	the	other	hand,	there	is	a	relationship	between	the	risk	aversion	mentality	of	Western	decision-makers	
and	their	tendency	to	use	RW	as	a	means	to	achieve	military	goals,	which	could	end	up	undermining	‘big	
picture’	 strategic	 objectives.	 Secrecy,	 the	 asymmetric	 distribution	 of	 death,	 and	 the	 unsubstantiated	
‘cleanness’	of	RW	all	contribute	to	this	trend,	leading	to	a	lack	of	democratic	transparency,	complicating	
the	 enforcement	 of	 International	Humanitarian	Law,	 and	obscuring	 civilian	 casualties.	Airstrikes	 also	
show	 the	 dangers	 of	 the	 aforementioned	 relationship,	 since	 their	 relatively	 low	 risk	 results	 in	 their	
indiscriminate	 usage	 regardless	 of	 the	 context,	 even	 if	 it	 is	 against	 conventional	 forces	 as	 originally	
planned	by	Colonel	Warden	III	in	Iraq,	or	either	‘spider’	or	‘starfish’	unconventional	organisations	abroad.	
If	 warfare	 has	 become	 primarily	 an	 exercise	 in	 risk	 management,	 then	 it	 stands	 to	 reason	 that	 RW	
manifests	as	one	of	its	most	prevalent	expressions.		

This	article	contributes	to	the	growing	literature	on	RW	by	offering	a	cohesive	critique	that	connects	these	
disparate	issues	under	a	single	thesis.	In	doing	so,	it	moves	beyond	narrow	debates	to	reframe	RW	as	a	
symptom	of	deeper	political	and	structural	tendencies	in	contemporary	Western	democracies.	In	essence,	
it	is	a	means	of	externalising	violence	while	internalising	legitimacy.	Thus,	this	article	interrogates	the	
assumptions	 and	 incentives	 that	 make	 it	 so	 politically	 attractive	 –	 and	 so	 strategically	 and	 ethically	
fraught.	 Furthermore,	 it	 challenges	 the	 tendency	 to	 analyse	 RW	 in	 terms	 of	 its	 isolated	 elements.	
Understanding	RW	demands	attention	to	the	manner	in	which	risk	is	managed,	violence	is	obscured,	and	
accountability	 is	 avoided.	 By	 stressing	 this	 intersection,	 the	 article	 not	 only	 clarifies	why	RW	 is	 both	
conceptually	and	practically	problematic,	but	also	why	rethinking	it	is	fundamental	to	restoring	strategic	
cohesion	and	democratic	control	in	contemporary	warfare	and	military	decision-making		

Finally,	further	research	should	explore	how	the	concept	of	remoteness	operates	in	different	parts	of	the	
world	and	political	systems,	particularly	in	non-Western	and	authoritarian	contexts	where	the	dynamics	
of	 legitimacy,	 risk,	 and	 accountability	 may	 differ.	 Empirical	 studies	 comparing	 how	 various	 states	
understand	and	implement	RW	could	also	shed	light	on	the	understanding	of	remoteness.	Additionally,	
greater	 theoretical	 engagement	 is	needed	 to	unravel	 the	 intersections	between	RW	and	other	 related	
concepts	such	as	hybrid	and	liquid	warfare,	since	it	is	only	by	interrogating	the	blurry	boundaries	of	RW	
that	the	field	can	further	develop	its	understanding	of	contemporary	warfare.	

Castellón	Ramiro	
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Following	the	1989	Senegal-Mauritania	conflict,	50,000	black	Mauritanians	were	forcibly	expelled	into	the	
neighbouring	state	of	Senegal.	The	ethnic	and	kinship	dynamics	present	in	this	conflict	still	impact	refugees	
and	migrants	today.	The	varying	degrees	of	ethnic	social	salience	between	the	two	countries	have	a	strong	
impact	on	the	integration	experience	of	Mauritanian	migrants	and	refugees	residing	in	Senegal.	This	paper	
assesses	how	ethnic	groups	have	experienced	integration	differently	in	Senegal	and	analyses	what	factors,	
such	 as	 ethnicity,	 language,	 and	 financial	 status,	 have	 influenced	 their	 sense	 of	 belonging	 within	 the	
Senegalese	 community.	 Starting	with	 a	 history	 of	 the	 conflict	 and	 a	 background	 on	 kinship	 and	 ethnic	
research	in	the	region,	thematic	analysis	is	performed	on	qualitative	interviews	conducted	with	Mauritanian	
migrants	and	refugees	who	currently	reside	in	Senegal	to	understand	the	individual	and	contextual	drivers	
of	integration	and	belonging.	Findings	indicate	that	in	the	thirty	years	since	the	conflict,	the	main	factors	
influencing	integration	in	Senegal	are	kinship	ties	and	their	influence	on	language	acquisition,	disparities	in	
discrimination,	 and	 government	 and	 administrative	 sway	 on	 refugee	 acceptance.	 This	 study	 has	 broad	
implications	 for	 the	 future	 of	 refugee	 policy	 in	West	 Africa,	 as	 well	 as	 for	 the	 supposed	 universality	 of	
Western-centric	integration	frameworks.	Scholars	and	policymakers	alike	can	incorporate	lessons	about	the	
experience	of	refugees	from	different	backgrounds	living	in	a	neighbouring	nation	into	future	literature	and	
recommendations.	
	
	
INTRODUCTION	
In	 1989,	what	 started	as	a	conflict	over	cattle	broke	out	 into	a	brutal	ethnic	battle	 that	 led	 to	 the	
deportation	of	tens	of	thousands	of	black	Mauritanians.	Conflict	scholarship	and	global	attention	have	
left	 this	 event	 in	 the	 past,	 but	 the	 impact	 remains	 felt	 by	 the	 affected	 population.	 Revisiting	 the	
Senegal-Mauritania	 conflict	 and	 the	 experiences	 of	 the	 refugees	 forced	 into	 Senegal	 is	 now	more	
important	than	ever,	as	ethnic	and	border	conflicts	rage	worldwide	and	the	global	refugee	population	
continues	to	grow.	It	is	essential	not	only	to	update	the	literature	on	this	specific	case	but	also	to	build	
a	framework	of	integration	that	is	not	based	on	Western	models.	The	specific	social,	cultural,	political,	
and	socio-economic	conditions	of	non-Western	nations	must	be	considered	when	analysing	how	an	
ethnic	group	has	or	has	not	found	a	new	belonging.	

While	integration	theory	and	kinship	studies	are	robust	fields	in	international	relations	and	sociology,	
the	foundation	for	most	of	the	scholarship	is	based	on	Western	Europe	(Awad,	2023).	Even	the	field	
of	migration	in	Africa	has	largely	focused	on	migration	out	of	the	continent	and	into	Europe.	Intra-
regional	migration	has	received	little	attention	within	African	studies,	but	can	be	examined	within	
Francophone	West	Africa.	Intra-regional	migration	is	defined	as	“the	movement	of	persons	who	leave	
their	 country	 of	 residence	 to	 establish	 themselves	 either	 permanently	 or	 temporarily	 in	 another	
country	belonging	to	the	same	region”	(Uberti	et	al,	2015).	

This	paper	will	analyse	intra-regional	migration	in	West	Africa,	specifically	between	Mauritania	and	
Senegal,	 assessing	how	ethnic	 communities	and	kinship	groups	enable	 the	 integration	process	 for	
migrants.	Existing	scholarship	acknowledges	the	role	of	ethnic	networks	in	integration	but	does	not	
account	for	the	regional	variations	and	ambiguities	in	kinship	understanding	due	to	the	Eurocentricity	
of	 the	 scholarship	 (Andrikopolous	 and	 Duyvendak,	 2020).	 This	 study	 will	 answer	 the	 following	
questions:	How	do	ethnic	and	kinship	ties	facilitate	a	migrant's	integration	into	a	new	community	in	
non-Western	states?	How	do	the	specific	geospatial,	socially	hierarchical,	and	governmental	aspects	
of	 this	 region	 impact	 integration?	Responding	to	 these	gaps	will	help	researchers	understand	how	
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integration	is	influenced	by	specific	cultural	contexts	and	adjust	integration	theory	to	include	cultures	
outside	of	Western	Europe.	

Through	a	thematic	analysis	of	thirteen	interviews	conducted	in	Dakar,	Senegal,	 in	the	summer	of	
2024,	this	analysis	will	use	the	specific	experiences	of	Mauritanian	migrants	and	refugees	to	answer	
these	 critical	 questions.	 Findings	 show	 that	 ethnicity	 and	 kinship	 play	 a	 key	 role	 in	 integration,	
highlighting	the	impact	of	the	specific	cultural	context	of	the	host	nation	in	shaping	a	migrant's	access	
to	 their	 ethnic	 network.	 The	 interviewees	 indicated	 that	 kinship	 ties	 were	 stronger	 in	 aiding	
integration	than	ethnic	ties,	going	against	many	Western	understandings	of	social	networks,	which	
function	hierarchically	and	emphasise	ethnic	networks.	This	underscores	the	importance	of	country	
and	 region-specific	 evaluations	 of	 kinship	 and	 ethnic	 makeup	 for	 the	 creation	 of	 integration	
frameworks.	 Furthermore,	 findings	 indicate	 that	 discrimination	 is	 an	 aspect	 of	 integration	 that	
requires	further	analysis,	specifically	with	regard	to	the	interplay	between	government	administration	
and	 the	 refugee	 or	migrant	 status.	Overall,	 case	 findings	 indicate	 that	 there	 is	 a	 demand	 for	 the	
restructuring	 of	 prevailing	Western	 integration	 frameworks,	 as	 well	 as	 a	 demand	 to	 address	 the	
physical	needs	of	migrants	worsened	by	the	disparity	in	access	provided	by	kinship	networks.	

Francophone	West	Africa,	and	Senegal	specifically,	provides	a	strong	case	study,	as	its	social	situation	
highlights	regional	differences	in	perceptions	of	ethnicity.	The	case	of	Senegal	and	Mauritania	can	be	
applied	more	broadly	to	Francophone	West	Africa	as	it	displays	the	non-congruent	national	borders	
and	ethnic	borders	present	throughout	the	Global	South,	as	well	as	the	ways	different	cultures	affect	
perceptions	 of	 kinship	 and	 ethnicity.	 Current	 national	 borders	 of	 Francophone	West	 Africa	were	
imposed	by	French	colonial	powers	from	1895	to	1958,	generating	national	lines	that	do	not	align	with	
the	 long-standing	 ethnic	 group	 lines	 (Ajayi	 and	Crowder,	 1987).	When	 considering	 the	 geospatial	
dimension	of	kinship	and	ethnic	 identity,	Africa	 is	unique.	To	apply	the	lens	of	 integration	to	this	
complicated	network	presents	the	opportunity	for	new	findings	in	a	region	that	has	been	historically	
understudied.	 Understanding	 the	 integration	 factors	 of	 the	 ethnic	 and	 geopolitical	West	 African	
context	 can	 help	 inform	 frameworks	 that	 acknowledge	 the	 importance	 of	 culturally-specific	
integration	policies.	When	integration	policies	are	tailored	to	a	specific	community,	studies	indicate	
that	migrants	will	become	better	integrated,	which	diminishes	the	possibility	of	in-group	versus	out-
group	conflict	and	strengthens	community	bonds	overall	(Ryan,	2011).	

Case	Study		
The	Senegal-Mauritania	conflict	of	1989	can	shed	valuable	light	onto	the	questions	of	ethnicity	and	
kinship	in	non-Western	regions.	This	case	study	will	assess:	how	does	the	integration	process	vary	
between	the	ethnic	groups	present	in	both	Senegal	and	Mauritania?	How	do	migrants	use	kinship	and	
ethnic	ties	to	integrate	into	a	new	community?	How	does	the	nature	of	the	ethnic	conflict	 impact	
integration?	By	understanding	how	different	groups	facilitate	integration	at	the	community	level,	and	
how	that	 integration	 looks	 in	cross-group	scenarios,	one	can	better	understand	how	ethnicity	and	
perceived	in-groupness	impact	economic,	political,	social,	and	cultural	integration.	

The	 Senegal-Mauritania	 Crisis	 highlights	 how	 ethnicity	 can	 play	 a	 role	 in	 both	 migration	 and	
integration	 for	refugees	who	were	expelled	during	the	conflict	and	new	migrants	entering	Senegal	
from	Mauritania.	The	crisis	started	as	a	farmer-herder	conflict	that	eventually	escalated	into	a	full-on	
ethnic	conflict	between	Arab	Mauritanians	and	the	black	ethnic	population	of	Senegal	or	Mauritania:	
the	Wolof,	Halpulaar,	 and	 Soninké.	The	Mauritanian	 government	 saw	 the	border	 skirmish	 in	 the	
Senegal	River	Valley	as	a	way	to	scapegoat	the	black	population	of	the	country.	During	the	conflict,	
black	Mauritanians	were	 forcibly	 expelled	 into	 Senegal,	 on	 the	 grounds	 that	 they	were	 “actually”	
Senegalese,	 despite	 the	majority	 not	 being	 of	 Senegalese	 origin	 (Magistro,	 1993).	 Since	 1993,	 little	
scholarly	 research	 has	 followed	 up	 on	 the	 case,	 and	 the	 integration	 of	 Wolofs,	 Halpulaars,	 and	
Soninkés	into	Senegal	is	a	prevalent	gap	within	the	literature.	All	three	ethnic	groups	have	a	presence	
in	 Senegal,	 the	Wolof	 being	 Senegal’s	 largest	 ethnic	 group	 with	 tribal	 borders	 that	 expand	 into	
northern	 Gambia	 and	 southwest	 Mauritania	 (Sawe,	 2017).	Wolof	 is	 also	 the	 most	 widely	 spoken	
language	in	Senegal,	seemingly	giving	the	Wolof	ethnic	group	an	integration	advantage	(Laughlin,	
1995).	

Of	the	50,000	black	Mauritanians	forcibly	expelled	into	Senegal	in	1989,	around	14,000	refugees	still	
remain	 and	 are	 unlikely	 to	 return	 to	 Mauritania	 over	 fears	 of	 political	 instability,	 lack	 of	 land	
repatriation,	and	inability	to	regain	citizenship	(UN	Refugee	Agency,	2009;	Thomas-Johnson,	2019).	
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As	Mauritanian	migrants	from	these	three	ethnic	groups	continue	to	move	into	Senegal,	an	integration	
lens	can	add	valuable	insight	into	their	community	relations.	Integration	scholarship	in	Mauritania	
and	Senegal	can	also	be	more	broadly	applied	 to	French-speaking	West	Africa,	given	their	 similar	
cultural	and	social	contexts.	French-speaking	West	Africa	includes	Benin,	Burkina	Faso,	Guinea,	Ivory	
Coast,	 Mali,	 Mauritania,	 Niger,	 and	 Senegal.	 These	 countries	 have	 similar	 colonial	 histories	 and	
political	landscapes	as	a	result	of	historical	French	colonialism,	current	neocolonial	pressures,	and	the	
unique	ethnic	and	geographic	makeup	of	the	region.	There	is	value	in	analysing	integration	in	this	
region,	as	varying	ethnicities	and	colonial	borders	have	intersected	to	create	a	distinctive	cross-group	
cultural	relationship.	This,	therefore,	serves	a	dual	purpose:	updating	the	literature	and	expanding	on	
the	impacts	of	the	Mauritania-Senegal	conflict	through	a	multidisciplinary	approach.	

In	 relation	 to	migrants	moving	 into	 Senegal	 from	Mauritania	 today,	 this	 paper	 will	 evaluate	 the	
strengths	of	their	ethnically-based	relationships	to	see	the	extent	to	which	their	integration	process	
can	be	mapped	onto	Western	integration	frameworks.	This	paper	will	assess	the	differences	between	
kinship	 and	 ethnic	 ties	 for	 those	 integrating	 into	 the	 region,	 as	 well	 as	 how	 discrimination	 and	
government	policy	have	played	a	role.	Findings	from	this	paper	can	be	used	to	both	inform	future	
government	policy	and	reassess	the	frameworks	scholars	use	to	understand	integration,	specifically	in	
non-Western	settings.	

LITERATURE	REVIEW	
Introduction	
To	assess	the	current	body	of	literature,	this	paper	will	look	at	schools	of	thought	in	integration	theory,	
kinship	and	ethnic	ties,	discrimination,	and	migration	specific	to	French-speaking	West	Africa.	These	
theories	 will	 help	 evaluate	 the	 framework	 behind	 the	 research	 and	 identify	 gaps	 in	 the	 current	
literature.	

Integration	Theory	
While	the	body	of	literature	on	integration	theory	is	vast	and	continuing	to	adapt,	the	majority	of	case	
studies	that	inform	it	are	based	on	Western	Europe	(Awad,	2023).	Although	not	necessarily	pertaining	
to	West	Africa,	these	past	studies	can	provide	a	strong	theoretical	 framework.	For	example,	 in	the	
following	definition,	Wessendorf	and	Phillimore	observe	that	“‘integration’	has	generally	been	used	in	
public	and	academic	discourse	to	refer	to	processes	that	entail	the	socio-economic,	political,	social	
and	 cultural	 adaptation	 of	 newcomers,	 and	 the	 emergence	 of	 shared	 social	 relations,	 values,	 and	
practices,	including,	at	least	in	theory,	the	adaptation	of	the	long-settled	population	to	newcomers”	
(Wessendorf	 and	 Philimore,	 2018).	 Therefore,	 an	 assessment	 of	 integration	 will	 include	 socio-
economic,	political,	social,	and	cultural	lenses.	These	elements	show	how	migrants	interact	with	their	
community	through	economic	contributions,	political	engagement,	intermarriage,	and	cross-cultural	
community	engagement.	This	approach	facilitates	an	assessment	of	how	migrants	integrate	into	a	new	
locality.	

The	nature	of	integration	theory	is	multifaceted,	without	one	decidedly	agreed-upon	definition.	Even	
without	 a	 clear	 definition,	 practitioners	 are	 concerned	with	 how	 integration	 can	 be	 implemented	
successfully.	One	of	the	factors	of	successful	social	integration	is	social	relations	and	networks	(Ryan,	
2011).	Scholars	agree	that	a	focus	on	enabling	migrants	to	develop	social	capital	will,	in	turn,	lead	to	a	
greater	sense	of	belonging	(Philimore,	2012).	Senses	of	belonging	and	community	are	foundations	of	
integration	 research.	This	 concept	 is	 defined	by	McMillan	 and	Chavis	 as	 “a	 feeling	 that	members	
matter	to	one	another	and	to	the	group,	and	a	shared	faith	that	members’	needs	will	be	met	through	
their	 commitment	 to	 be	 together”	 (McMillan	 and	 Chavis,	 1986).	Migrants	 with	 a	 strong	 sense	 of	
belonging	 are	 more	 likely	 to	 have	 established	 social	 networks	 which	 integrate	 them	 into	 the	
community.	Kearns	and	Whitley	argue	that	the	successful	factors	of	implementation	are	a	sense	of	
community,	 trust	and	safety,	and	social	relations	(Kearns	and	Whitley,	2015).	Having	strong	social	
connections	strengthens	this	sense	of	belonging	among	migrants,	which	increases	social	cohesion.	

Ager	and	Strang	provide	a	theoretical	hierarchical	framework	to	assess	successful	integration	(Ager	
and	Strang,	2008).	In	their	work,	they	use	rights	and	citizenship	as	the	foundation	for	integration.	
Ager	 and	 Strang	 also	 see	 language,	 cultural	 knowledge,	 and	 safety	 and	 stability	 as	 integration	
facilitators.	 Social	 connection	 is	 in	 its	 own	 category	 in	 Ager	 and	 Strang’s	 framework,	 which	
encompasses	 social	 bridges,	 social	 bonds,	 and	 social	 links.	 The	 last	 section	 of	 their	 framework	
examines	 integration	 markers,	 including	 employment,	 housing,	 education,	 and	 health.	 Ager	 and	
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Strang’s	 framework	 is	 a	 helpful	 tool	 to	 understand	 mainstream	 Western	 integration	 theory.	 In	
politically	unstable	regions	like	West	Africa,	government-given	rights	are	an	increasingly	challenging	
process	to	track.	Therefore,	it	is	important	to	assess	how	this	integration	model	applies	to	the	situation	
in	Senegal	and	the	ways	the	theory	can	potentially	be	adjusted.	

Ager	and	Stang’s	framework	argues	that	bonding	and	bridging	are	key	elements	of	social	connection.	
Putnam	defines	bonding	as	“inward	looking	[networks	that]	tend	to	reinforce	exclusive	identities	and	
homogeneous	groups”	and	bridging	as	networks	 that	are	 “outward	 looking	and	encompass	people	
across	diverse	social	cleavages”	(Putnam,	2000).	Nannestad	et	al.	discuss	how	bonding	and	bridging	
can	be	used	as	an	approach	in	migration	studies	to	assess	the	gains	in	social	capital	and	their	role	in	
the	integration	process	(Nannestad	et	al.,	2008).	Strong	social	networks	are	indicators	of	perceived	
integration	 into	 a	 new	 region	 and	 can	 increase	 a	 migrant's	 sense	 of	 belonging	 (Wessendorf	 and	
Philimore,	2019).	Bonding	can	be	seen	as	weaker	integration,	as	a	migrant	solely	bonds	with	people	
they	 have	 previous	 attachments	 to,	 whereas	 bridging	 is	 a	 stronger	 integration	 that	 attaches	 the	
migrant	to	the	community	as	a	whole.	Ryan	argues	that	when	looking	at	the	group	cleavages	between	
bridging	 groups,	 it	 is	 also	 important	 to	 assess	 the	 resources	 that	 are	 facilitating	 these	 social	
connections	(Ryan,	2011).	

With	 the	 inherently	 international	 nature	 of	 integration,	 a	 gap	 in	 the	 literature	 appears,	 as	 the	
theoretical	body	of	knowledge	is	almost	entirely	based	on	Western	Europe.	Recently,	scholars	have	
been	calling	for	research	that	focuses	on	other	regions,	so	that	these	frameworks	can	be	tested	in	a	
non-Eurocentric	context	 (Kearns	and	Whitley,	 2015).	There	has	also	been	a	call	 for	more	 research	
focused	intra-regionally	(Uberti	et	al.,	2015).	This	is	especially	important	considering	how	the	majority	
of	migrants	within	the	Global	South	migrate	intra-regionally	(Awad,	2023).	This	research	will	bridge	
the	contextual	gap	between	 integration	 theory	and	 its	Western	roots	by	generating	scholarship	 in	
these	under-researched	regions,	specifically	Western	Africa.	

Kinship	And	Ethnic	Ties	
Discussions	 of	 integration	 theory	 are	 largely	 predicated	on	 the	 importance	 of	 social	 networks.	As	
defined	by	Poros,	a	“social	network	is	made	up	of	individuals	and	organisations,	often	called	‘nodes’,	
which	are	tied	together	by	different	sorts	of	relationships,	such	as	 friendship,	economic	exchange,	
influence,	and	common	interests”	(Poros,	2011).	Social	networks	are	an	essential	feature	of	migration	
and	integration	studies	because	they	often	motivate	migration	and	facilitate	integration	(Ryan,	2011).	

Kinship	is	seen	as	a	building	block	of	the	social	network	(Choldin,	1973).	Literature	on	kinship	has	
evolved	 since	 its	 conception	 in	 the	 1950s.	 Initially,	 kinship	 was	 seen	 as	 static	 and	 descent-based	
(Andrikopoulos	 and	 Duyvendak,	 2020).	 Post-1970s,	 scholars	 viewed	 kinship	 as	 dynamic	 and	
ethnocentric,	 reconsidering	 its	 potential	 for	 evolution	 due	 to	 its	 basis	 in	 perceived	 identity	 and	
community.	This	is	termed	by	Carsten	as	‘kinship-as-doing’,	rather	than	‘kinship-as-being’	(Carsten,	
2020).	With	this	progressive	view,	which	will	be	applied	to	this	study,	kinship	can	be	defined	as	“a	set	
of	relationships,	practices,	ideas,	and	values	that	link	people	in	time	and	space,	and	whose	affective	
qualities	readily	attach	themselves	to	particular	kinds	of	objects	and	material	stuff”	(Carsten,	2020).	

Kinship	is	generally	seen	as	a	strengthener	of	integration,	but,	conversely,	Ryan	presents	a	different	
perspective.	His	paper	assesses	the	strength	of	kinship	ties	and	the	possibility	that	they	might	hinder	
social	capital	by	only	allowing	migrants	to	become	integrated	into	their	own	ethnic	groups	rather	than	
the	larger	community	as	a	whole	(Ryan,	2011).	Kinship	exists	on	a	micro	level,	typically	consistent	with	
blood	relations,	such	as	parents	and	siblings,	or	spouses	(Hendrix,	1979).	Ethnic	ties	exist	on	a	macro	
scale	between	an	ethnic	group	and	can	expand	out	into	ethnic	networks	and	resources.	Anthias	views	
ethnic	ties	as	essential	for	facilitating	migration	and	garnering	new	social	capital	(Anthias,	2007).	She	
argues	that	the	dichotomy	between	bonding	and	bridging	is	flexible	to	new	migrants,	and	using	ethnic	
resources	is	still	essential	to	gaining	social	capital,	which	counters	Ryan’s	point.	Here,	one	can	see	the	
ways	integration	theory	and	kinship	studies	intersect.	

Waterbury	views	ethnic	ties	as	a	building	block	to	the	kin-state,	an	element	of	diaspora	networks	and	
transnational	policy-making	(Waterbury	2010).	A	kin-state	is	defined	as	“entities	that	border,	or	are	
close	to,	the	region	where	their	kin-groups	reside,	and	they	are	inhabited	by	people	with	whom	kin-
groups	in	other	states	share	and	maintain	strong	ethno-cultural	and	ethno-religious	bonds”	(Sheffer,	
n.d.).	A	gap	in	the	literature	appears	again	here,	as	the	kin-state	and	the	ethnic	group	are	the	same	in	
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Waterbury’s	view.	Due	to	the	transnational	nature	of	ethnic	groups	in	Africa	caused	by	the	placement	
of	 colonial	 borders,	 ethnic	 and	 kin-state	 lines	 are	 not	 concentric	 and	 do	 not	 overlap	 in	 the	 way	
presented	in	Western	theory.	

Andrikopoulos	and	Duyvendak	argue	that	a	specifically	ethnic	lens	is	essential	to	understanding	the	
ambiguities	in	kinship,	especially	considering	how	past	definitions	of	kinship	reflected	Eurocentric	
perspectives	(Andrikopoulos	and	Duyvendak,	2020).	When	looking	at	kinship	research,	it	is	important	
to	note	that	these	studies	primarily	focus	on	South-North	or	North-North	migration.	The	Western	
conception	of	kinship	might	not	play	out	similarly	in	an	African	society	with	its	own	perception	of	
ethnic	ties.	For	example,	Alber	et	al.	discuss	how	the	African	notion	of	kinship	was	deeply	affected	
and	 altered	 by	 colonialism	 (Alber	 et	 al.,	 2010).	 Post-colonialism	 as	 a	 social	 process	 of	 change	has	
affected	group	structuring	and	decreased	kinship-fosterage,	where	children	are	raised	with	members	
of	the	kin-group	that	are	not	direct	parents,	a	kinship	practice	common	in	Africa	that	helps	strengthen	
ethnic	ties	(Alber	et	al.,	2010).	Therefore,	while	there	is	a	body	of	research	concerning	kinship	in	Africa,	
it	has	yet	to	be	cross-applied	to	the	migration	field	in	the	same	way	as	Western	kinship	concepts.	

Discrimination	In	Senegal	and	Mauritania	
Understanding	 Senegal	 and	 Mauritania’s	 ethnic	 backgrounds	 and	 their	 differences	 is	 critical	 for	
analysing	how	the	two	interplay	for	Mauritanian	migrants	living	in	Senegal.	While	the	two	countries	
are	neighbours,	the	way	in	which	ethnic	identity	has	developed	in	the	sixty	years	since	independence	
has	 diverged	 greatly.	 Differences	 in	 government	 structure	 and	 political	 rights	 have	 led	 to	 vastly	
different	 social	 situations.	 The	 UN	 Human	 Rights	 Committee	 defines	 discrimination	 as	 “any	
distinction,	exclusion,	restriction	or	preference,	which	is	based	on	any	ground	such	as	race,	colour,	
sex,	language,	religion,	political	or	other	opinion,	national	or	social	origin,	property,	birth	or	other	
status,	and	which	has	the	purpose	or	effect	of	nullifying	or	impairing	the	recognition,	enjoyment	or	
exercise	by	all	persons,	on	an	equal	footing,	of	all	rights	and	freedoms”	(Amnesty	International,	2021).	
This	definition	can	be	used	to	assess	how	the	salience	of	ethnic	identity	in	Senegal	and	Mauritania	has	
led	to	ethnic	discrimination.	

Senegal	does	not	have	a	particularly	salient	ethnic	political	identity,	mainly	due	to	a	process	known	
as	‘Wolofization’	(Kuenzi,	2018).	In	the	years	since	independence,	the	Wolof	language	has	become	the	
lingua	franca	of	the	region,	the	main	language	for	both	Wolof	and	non-Wolof	ethnic	groups	(Laughlin,	
1995).	Historically,	Senegal	has	not	had	a	particularly	hostile	climate	across	ethnic	groups	because	of	
the	prevalence	of	‘joking	relationships’:	a	way	of	seeing	different	groups	as	separate	but	related	to	one's	
own	(Jong,	2005).	As	the	Wolof	language	spread,	the	already	minimal	ethnic	division	withered	further	
as	the	main	barrier,	language,	was	broken	down.	Today,	Senegal	is	a	multi-ethnic	state	that	is	around	
43%	Wolof,	but	with	prevalent	Halpulaar,	Jola,	Serer,	and	Soninké	communities	as	well	(Sawe,	2017).	
While	these	identities	are	all	acknowledged,	they	rarely	impact	Senegalese	citizens	in	their	day-to-day	
interactions	with	neighbours,	friends,	or	co-workers.	Religion	also	serves	as	a	unifying	factor	along	
with	 language,	 as	 around	 95%	 percent	 of	 Senegalese	 people	 are	 Muslim	 (Kuenzi,	 2018).	 While	
discrimination	in	various	forms	still	exists	in	Senegal	–	for	instance,	on	the	basis	of	class	and	gender	–	
ethnic	discrimination	is	relatively	low.	

Conversely,	ethnicity	in	Mauritania	is	incredibly	politically	salient,	as	is	evidenced	by	the	1989	conflict	
that	deported	black	Mauritanians	along	ethnic	lines	(Jourde,	2001).	Thirty	years	later,	ethnicity	still	
impacts	economic,	social	and	political	interactions.	Racially,	Mauritania	is	socially	divided	into	two	
groups	 –	 the	 ‘white’	 Mauritanians,	 or	 Hassinya-speaking	 Arab	 Maurs,	 and	 ‘black’	 Mauritanians,	
predominantly	 from	Halpulaar,	Wolof,	 and	 Soninké	 ethnic	 groups	 (Jourde,	 2001).	 Ethnic	 tension	
between	Maurs	and	black	Mauritanians	persists	in	the	economic	and	political	spheres,	as	leadership	
in	Mauritania	has	been	consistently	Arab,	and	democratisation	has	been	minimal	(Boukhars,	2012).	
Despite	the	country	being	99%	Muslim,	religion	does	not	appear	to	have	served	as	a	unifying	factor,	
as	the	strength	of	political	division	far	outweighs	it	(U.S.	Department	of	State,	2023).	The	asymmetrical	
power	structure	has	exacerbated	cleavages	between	ethnic	groups	and	subjected	black	Mauritanians	
to	the	economic	and	political	whims	of	their	Arab	counterparts.	Discrimination	in	hiring	and	in	the	
buying	 of	 property	 against	 ‘black’	 Mauritanians	 has	 been	 noted	 as	 an	 issue	 that	 still	 persists	 in	
Mauritania,	along	with	exclusion	from	political	processes	(Boukhars,	2012).	For	Mauritanians,	ethnic	
discrimination	 is	 something	 that	greatly	 impacts	 their	daily	 life	 and	 their	 ability	 to	be	a	part	of	 a	
community.	
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Discrimination	impacts	communities	in	two	very	different	ways	in	these	neighbouring	countries,	and	
this	 difference	 was	 compounded	 by	 the	 conflict	 of	 1989.	 As	 literature	 on	 Mauritanian	 migrant	
integration	in	Senegal	has	not	been	recently	updated	in	a	scholarly	capacity,	the	question	of	the	role	
of	discrimination	as	it	operates	in	the	current	political	context	needs	to	be	addressed.	The	continued	
tense	political	situation	in	Mauritania	indicates	that	ethnic	tensions	likely	continue	to	impact	those	
migrating	to	Senegal,	but	the	extent	of	this	must	be	evaluated.	

Migration	In	Francophone	West	Africa	
While	integration	frameworks	have	yet	to	be	properly	applied	to	French-speaking	West	Africa,	there	
is	still	a	body	of	research	concerning	the	causes	of	migration	in	this	region.	As	the	vast	majority	of	
African	migration	occurs	within	the	continent,	these	processes	are	important	to	study	(Uberti	et	al.,	
2015).	Looking	at	West	African	countries	with	similar	histories	of	French	colonisation	 (specifically	
Benin,	 Burkina	 Faso,	 Guinea,	 Ivory	 Coast,	 Mali,	 Mauritania,	 Niger,	 and	 Senegal)	 can	 allow	 for	 a	
broader	 understanding	 of	 factors	 influencing	Mauritanian	migrants	 and	 refugees.	 In	West	 Africa,	
modern	causes	of	intra-regional	migration	are	the	labour	market,	localised	conflict,	environment,	and	
epidemiological	factors	(Agadjanian,	2008).	Similarly,	in	the	case	of	Mauritanians	moving	to	Senegal,	
migration	 is	 caused	 by	 a	 mixture	 of	 localised	 conflict,	 with	 harsh	 attitudes	 towards	 black	
Mauritanians,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 labour	 market,	 as	 Senegal	 presents	 a	 hub	 for	 work	 and	 trade.	
Understanding	 the	 causes	of	migration	will	 facilitate	understanding	of	 the	 integration	process	 for	
migrants	in	Francophone	West	Africa,	specifically	the	ways	ethnic	group	borders	have	evolved.	

Markets	 in	 Francophone	West	 Africa	 were	 unable	 to	 develop	 naturally,	 as	 they	 were	 artificially	
influenced	by	French	colonial	forces,	who	selected	areas	they	believed	would	be	resource-abundant	
and	set	them	up	as	market	centres	without	regard	for	cultural	or	environmental	factors.	Borders	in	
West	Africa	were	similarly	drawn	by	the	French,	with	the	Senegal	River	selected	as	a	border	between	
Senegal	and	Mauritania	due	to	its	potential	for	trade,	in	disregard	of	the	ethnic	lines	that	crossed	the	
river	(Thomas-Johnson,	2019).	In	the	post-colonial	present	day,	irregular	markets	continue	to	cause	
uneven	development,	which	impacts	migration	patterns	(Agadjanian,	2008).	Colonial	border	politics	
also	affect	the	irregular	movement	of	migrants.	The	misalignment	of	colonial	borders	and	ethnic	lines	
has	led	to	conflicts	that	result	in	mass	migrations	of	refugees	(Amadife	and	Warhola,	1993).	There	is	
no	one	hub	for	migration	in	West	Africa,	and	economic	centres	change	as	conflict	and	markets	develop	
(Arthur,	1991).	Factors	such	as	uneven	development,	mass	expulsions,	and	unstable	labour	markets	
have	 led	to	continued	 irregular	migration	patterns	as	 foci	are	still	evolving	(Dinbabo	and	Badewa,	
2020).	African	ethnic	 groups	 traditionally	moved	across	borders	 freely,	 and	 the	 imposition	of	 and	
continued	maintenance	of	colonial	perimeters	have	influenced	perceived	ethnic	identity	and	the	kin-
state	during	post-colonial	statehood.	(Aning	and	Pokoo,	2017;	Amadife	and	Warhola,	1993).	

To	conclude,	the	way	borders	were	developed	and	influence	migration	in	West	Africa	vastly	differs	
from	 migration	 around	 Western	 Europe.	 Colonial	 history,	 Africa’s	 uneven	 development,	 and	
migration	patterns	have	led	to	different	interpretations	of	social	networks	caused	by	Africa’s	shifting	
kin-state	 and	 misaligned	 ethnic	 and	 national	 borders.	 Conflict	 is	 greatly	 interconnected	 with	
migration	 in	 West	 Africa,	 which	 necessitates	 a	 greater	 level	 of	 nuance	 when	 analysing	 migrant	
integration.	Perceptions	of	kinship	and	ethnic	ties	are	also	bent	through	the	lens	of	post-colonialism	
and	the	fairly	new	notion	of	the	State	on	imagined	communities	in	West	Africa.	

Gaps	In	The	Literature	And	Contribution		
When	analysing	the	outlined	schools	of	thought,	it	is	clear	that	the	gaps	in	the	literature	intersect.	
Integration	 theory	 lacks	 an	 international	 perspective,	 as	 it	 is	 firmly	 centred	 in	Western	 Europe’s	
notion	of	 ‘belonging,’	which	displays	 ethnic	networks	 as	 being	 a	 key	driver	 for	 social	 integration.	
Kinship	studies	encompass	scholarship	in	Africa	and	scholarship	concerning	migration,	but	those	two	
fields	have	yet	to	interact.	When	scholars	research	the	intersection	between	kinship	and	migration,	
the	standard	is	to	observe	these	patterns	within	Western	Europe,	which	limits	the	universality	of	their	
findings	and	eliminates	most	regions	that	do	not	simulate	European	development	and	culture.	Senegal	
and	Mauritania	have	distinct	experiences	with	ethnic	salience	and	racial	discrimination,	but	the	ways	
the	 two	 interact	 for	migrants	have	not	been	addressed.	Lastly,	 little	 research	has	been	 conducted	
concerning	migrant	integration	in	Francophone	West	Africa,	specifically	intra-regionally,	leaving	wide	
gaps	in	the	scholarly	literature.	
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This	paper	seeks	to	contribute	to	the	scholarship	in	all	four	schools	by	studying	the	intersection	of	
ethnicity	and	migration	in	Senegal.	This	theoretical	question	will	close	 important	gaps	concerning	
how	African-specific	kinship	and	ethnic	group	dynamics	create	and	compound	social	networks	and	
whether	they	enable	or	hinder	integration.	Not	only	will	this	contribute	to	the	internationalisation	of	
integration	and	kinship	research,	but	it	could	also	help	inform	African-specific	integration	policy.	

METHODOLOGY		
Research	Method	
Using	an	epistemologically	interpretivist	approach	–	and	sensitive	to	the	ethnographic	nature	of	this	
study	–	I	conducted	qualitative	interviews	from	May	to	July	of	2024.	An	interpretivist	approach	suits	
the	previous	scholarly	assumptions	in	integration	research,	which	are	based	on	the	social	constructs	
and	perceived	reality	that	can	change	based	on	the	individual.	Furthermore,	the	research	aims	not	to	
explain	why	people	integrate	but	to	understand	how	integration	can	rely	on	kinship	ties	and	how	that	
affects	 the	 process.	 This	 approach	 fits	 well	 with	 the	 data	 collection	 method,	 an	 interactive	 and	
collaborative	 process	 of	 semi-structured	 interviews.	 This	 study	 seeks	 to	 understand	 and	 interpret	
individuals’	experiences	of	integration	within	a	specific	cultural	context.	

Data	Collection	
The	 interviews	 were	 semi-structured	 with	 Mauritanian	 migrants	 and	 refugees	 living	 in	 Dakar.	
Interview	questions	were	divided	into	three	sections:	1)	Demographic	Questions,	2)	Life	in	Senegal,	
and	 3)	 Identity.	 Questions	 were	 based	 on	 the	 integration	 frameworks	 presented	 in	 the	 literature	
review,	specifically	the	‘bonding-bridging’	perspective.	Each	interviewee	was	asked	the	same	basic	set	
of	 questions,	 but	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 semi-structured	 interviews	 led	 to	 varied	 follow-up	 questions.	
Interviews	were	conducted	 in	both	French	and	Wolof,	with	 the	help	of	a	 translator	 for	 the	Wolof	
interviews.	 French	 is	 the	 national	 language	 of	 Senegal,	while	Wolof	 is	 the	 ‘langue	maternelle’,	 or	
mother	tongue,	of	the	region.	Most	educated	people	in	Dakar	speak	French,	but	in	the	case	of	some	
migrants	and	refugees,	only	Wolof	is	spoken,	and	is	often	a	second	language	on	top	of	Peul	(Fulani)	
or	Hassaniya	(Mauritanian	Arabic).	I	interviewed	thirteen	people,	with	ten	of	the	thirteen	interviews	
recorded	 to	 ensure	 they	were	 translated	and	 transcribed	 correctly.	Of	 the	 three	 interviewees	who	
declined	to	be	recorded,	analysis	was	done	based	on	notes	from	the	interview.	All	 interviews	were	
eventually	translated	into	English	for	content	analysis.	

These	interviews	were	set	up	via	three	distinct	avenues.	The	first	was	through	word	of	mouth,	where	
I	asked	colleagues	at	Cheikh	Anta	Diop	University	 if	 they	had	any	 friends	or	colleagues	who	were	
Mauritanian.	I	was	able	to	set	up	four	interviews	this	way,	all	of	which	were	in	French.	The	next	avenue	
I	 used	 to	 garner	 interviews	 was	 by	 walking	 around	 in	 a	 Mauritanian	 enclave	 in	 Dakar	 (the	
neighbourhood	of	Medina)	and	asking	if	people	wanted	to	be	interviewed.	There	was	more	hesitation	
with	this	method,	though	I	was	able	to	achieve	four	interviews,	all	of	which	were	with	migrants,	three	
of	whom	only	spoke	Wolof.	Lastly,	I	was	able	to	set	up	five	interviews	with	the	United	Nations	High	
Commission	on	Refugees’	 office	 in	Dakar,	 the	Green	Village	Foundation.	These	 interviewees	were	
entirely	 refugees,	 with	 three	 interviews	 occurring	 in	 French	 and	 two	 in	 Wolof	 with	 translator	
assistance.	

The	interview	sample	showed	a	varied	view	of	Mauritanian	life	in	Dakar.	It	consisted	of	eleven	men	
and	two	women,	six	of	whom	were	refugees	and	seven	of	whom	were	migrants.	Refugees	are	those	
who	had	migrated	in	1989	as	a	result	of	the	conflict,	and	migrants	are	anyone	who	migrated	for	non-
conflict-related	reasons	in	the	thirty	years	since.	All	interviewees	were	either	employed	or	students,	
of	which	there	were	three.	They	worked	in	a	number	of	fields,	 from	professors	to	housekeepers	to	
nurses.	Ages	ranged	from	18	to	65,	with	each	range	fairly	evenly	represented.	Racially,	they	were	very	
diverse,	with	four	Maurish	people,	or	“white”	Mauritanians.	There	was	one	Wolof,	one	Soninké,	and	
seven	Halpulaar,	all	of	whom	are	considered	“black”	Mauritanians.	Through	this	sample,	important	
lessons	can	still	be	learned,	specifically	in	a	comparison	between	refugee	and	migrant	experiences	and	
the	experience	of	urban	integration.	For	further	demographic	details	of	interviewees,	see	the	appendix.	

DATA	ANALYSIS	
After	interviewing,	I	used	thematic	analysis	to	systematise	the	data	through	the	Nvivo	programme.	
Thematic	analysis	is	a	qualitative	process	of	analysis	that	involves	closely	examining	a	text	to	pull	out	
specific	 themes	 and	 patterns	 that	 occur	within	 it.	 This	 approach	 analysed	 specific	 themes	 in	 the	
migrant’s	narratives,	as	the	interviews	were	coded	for	conflict,	discrimination,	financial	difficulties,	



 
ZOE CARVER 

 
 

 
© The Author(s) 2025. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
licence, which permits use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.  

45 

government	 relations,	 impact	 of	 language,	 kinship	 ties,	 ethnic	 ties,	 positive	 integration/sense	 of	
belonging,	perceptions	of	negative	integration,	separation	from	Mauritania,	closeness	to	Mauritania,	
and	proposed	solutions.	As	this	study	uses	an	interpretivist	approach,	there	is	no	one	‘answer’	to	find	
within	the	research,	but	instead	a	relativist	interpretation	of	relationships.	

Thematic	analysis	allowed	for	the	running	of	tests	on	the	frequency	with	which	migrants	discussed	
certain	issues,	as	well	as	drawing	inferences	from	the	relationships	between	different	coded	sections	
and	selecting	pertinent	quotes.	As	the	sample	size	was	relatively	small,	the	goal	in	analysing	interviews	
was	not	to	make	broad	generalisations,	but	instead	to	understand	how	each	individual’s	experience	
impacted	 their	 relationship	 to	 integration.	 This	 is	 especially	 important	 with	 the	 semi-structured	
nature	of	the	interviews,	which	invited	fluidity	into	the	conversations.		

Ethics	And	Limitations		
Ethical	considerations	are	critical	in	this	field	research,	specifically	concerning	the	interview	stage	of	
the	process.	With	the	language	barrier,	ensuring	informed	consent	was	essential.	I	presented	the	right	
to	refuse	to	answer	a	question	or	leave	at	any	time	during	the	interview.	It	was	also	essential	to	clarify	
intentions	and	explain	that	I	am	a	researcher	funded	by	a	university,	and	that	the	interviewees	would	
remain	 anonymous	 after	 the	 interview	 if	 the	 findings	 are	 published.	 There	were	 various	 levels	 of	
understanding	of	the	purpose	of	the	research	–	mainly	due	to	a	more	difficult	language	barrier	with	
Wolof-only	 participants.	 Interviews	 where	 the	 translator	 said	 it	 was	 harder	 to	 communicate	 the	
purpose	of	the	research	had	a	much	higher	rate	of	interviewees	declining	to	answer	certain	questions,	
specifically	those	surrounding	the	conflict.	

This	study	has	several	limitations,	the	first	being	location.	The	interviews	were	all	conducted	in	the	
capital	city	of	Dakar,	which	has	a	large	population	of	migrants.	While	Dakar	is	a	migrant	hub	and	the	
centre	of	culture	and	commerce	 in	Senegal,	 there	are	many	Mauritanian	migrants	who	still	 live	 in	
communities	close	to	the	Senegal	River	Valley.	Because	of	this,	these	interviews	were	only	able	to	gain	
an	 urban	 perspective	 on	 integration	 in	 Senegal,	 rather	 than	 a	 rural	 one,	 which	 likely	 also	meant	
participants	were	of	a	relatively	higher	socio-economic	class.	Secondly,	the	sample	size	skewed	largely	
towards	the	Halpulaar	ethnic	group,	which	weakens	the	ethnic	comparison	being	made.	While	this	
does	not	 discount	 the	 stories	 and	 experiences	 of	 the	migrants	 interviewed,	 there	 is	 still	 room	 for	
further	research	with	larger	sample	sizes	from	the	Wolof	and	Soninké	ethnic	groups.	

There	were	also	limitations	concerning	language.	Eight	out	of	the	thirteen	interviews	were	conducted	
in	French,	a	language	that	I	speak.	Of	the	five	interviews	that	were	conducted	in	Wolof,	three	were	
with	a	translator	who	was	more	unfamiliar	with	the	research,	and	two	were	with	a	translator	who	had	
also	helped	with	the	French	interviews	and	transcribing.	These	Wolof	interviews	varied	in	quality	and	
detail	of	response	because	of	the	methods	and	familiarity	of	these	two	translators.	Lastly,	there	were	
also	 limitations	 on	 who	 I	 was	 able	 to	 speak	 with,	 as	 relates	 to	 the	 three	 methods	 of	 finding	
interviewees.	 These	 sources	were	word	 of	mouth/friends	 of	 professional	 colleagues,	merchants	 in	
Mauritanian	 neighbourhoods,	 and	 those	 connected	 with	 the	 UNHCR.	 Therefore,	 certain	 socio-
economic	and	social	classes	were	not	 reached.	For	example,	 the	 interviewees	were	skewed	toward	
academics,	as	many	of	the	people	helping	me	find	interviewees	were	professors	in	Dakar.	While	not	
discrediting	the	interviews	performed,	this	does	limit	the	scope	of	the	research	in	whose	voices	were	
able	to	be	heard.	A	future	study	concerning	the	rural	and	lower	economic	class	migrants	and	refugees	
in	Senegal	would	fill	these	gaps.	

FINDINGS	
A	 review	 of	 the	 interviews	 shows	 new	 insights	 in	 three	 key	 areas:	 (1)	 kinship	 and	 ethnic	 ties,	 (2)	
discrimination	and	its	relationship	to	integration,	and	(3)	the	impact	of	government	policy	on	refugees	
and	migrants.	 This	 section	will	 discuss	 in	 depth	 the	 conclusions	 and	 how	 they	 reflect	 the	 larger	
integration	process	for	Mauritanians	moving	to	Senegal.	

Kinship	Ties	Versus	Ethnic	Ties	
Kinship	Ties:	Kinship	ties	describe	the	fluid	connection	a	migrant	has	with	close	relations	such	as,	but	
not	limited	to,	members	of	their	immediate	family,	extended	family,	and	other	members	of	the	ethnic	
group	that	they	personally	know	and	have	a	connection	with.	Kinship	is	a	building	block	of	the	larger	
social	and	ethnic	networks.	
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Ethnic	Ties:	Ethnic	ties	exist	on	a	larger	scale	than	kinship	ties,	constituting	the	bonds	between	anyone	
within	a	larger	ethnic	group,	whether	directly	related	or	not.	

Through	the	process	of	interviewing,	kinship	and	ethnic	ties	presented	themselves	in	ways	that	were	
not	concurrent	with	the	bonding-bridging	dichotomy	and	other	Western	integration	frameworks.	In	
the	specific	case	of	Senegal,	ethnicity	had	a	relatively	low	effect	on	integration,	and	ethnic	ties	were	
not	especially	potent.	This	is	caused	by	the	minimal	ethnic	visibility	due	to	homogeneity	in	physical	
appearance	and	language.	Wolofization	–	the	encompassing	usage	of	the	Wolof	language	and	the	way	
it	 blurs	 with	 ethnic	 understanding	 –	 allowed	 for	 social	 integration	 to	 surpass	 the	 strict	 lines	 of	
ethnicity.	Lastly,	the	ways	in	which	kinship	ties	grounded	and	stabilised	migrant	experiences	did	seem	
to	have	a	 larger	effect	 than	what	was	 indicated	 from	the	 integration	 frameworks,	 specifically	with	
regard	to	pathways	for	language	acquisition.	

Members	of	different	ethnic	groups	did	not	strongly	differ	in	their	feelings	of	integration.	Race	and	
ethnicity	overlap	in	interesting	ways	in	Senegal;	therefore,	black	Mauritanians	and	Senegalese	see	each	
other	as	“the	same	people,”	a	phrase	that	was	repeated	often	in	the	interviews.	This	is	different	from	
how	 they	 see	 Hassaniya	 people,	 or	 “white”	 Mauritanians.	 This	 social	 division	 seemed	 far	 more	
pertinent	than	that	of	ethnicity	between	black	groups,	despite	the	social	and	cultural	salience	of	these	
various	ethnic	groups.	Black	Mauritanian	and	Senegalese	ethnic	groups	have	a	more	fluid	perception	
of	their	ethnicity,	and	this	was	reflected	in	their	integration	experiences	(Laughlin,	1995).	While	the	
sample	size	was	relatively	small,	I	still	expected	to	see	differences	in	how	the	ethnic	groups	related	to	
the	larger	communities	around	them	based	on	the	group's	establishment.	This	was	not	the	case,	as	
across	interviews	there	was	a	general	sentiment	that	ethnic	groups	had	not	played	a	large	role,	both	
in	 creating	 an	 environment	 of	 belonging	 and	 informing	 migrants	 of	 social	 practices.	 Socially,	
interviewees	did	not	seem	to	organise	themselves	along	ethnic	lines.	

	A	likely	reason	why	ethnic	group	division	does	not	play	a	large	role	in	the	feeling	of	integration	is	due	
to	the	similarity	in	physical	appearance	between	the	Halpulaar,	Wolof,	and	Soninké	ethnic	groups.	
There	was	minimal	correlation	between	one’s	ethnic	group	and	the	likelihood	of	feeling	integrated,	
and	when	interviewees	said	they	did	not	feel	integrated,	there	was	usually	a	specific	reason	unrelated	
to	 their	 ethnic	 group.	 Physical	 appearance	 was	 important	 to	 feeling	 integrated	 in	 Senegal,	 with	
interviewees	 describing	 their	 similarities	 to	 black	 Senegalese	 citizens	 as	 grounding.	 Several	
interviewees	 described	 how	 they	 could	 “pass”	 in	 Senegal,	 as	 there	 are	 no	 easily	 identifiable	 traits	
between	 ethnic	 groups.	 A	 62-year-old	 Halpulaar	 refugee	 described	 how	 this	 helped	 him	 easily	
integrate	 with	 the	 community	 in	 Senegal,	 as	 he	 was	 not	 immediately	 othered	 like	 he	 was	 in	
Mauritania,	“And	if	I	don't	say	I'm	of	Mauritanian	origin,	no	Senegalese	can	know	I'm	of	Mauritanian	
origin.	I	pass”	(Interview	Two).	The	similarities	in	ethnic	group	appearance	have	made	belonging	to	
an	ethnic	group	negligible	in	integration,	especially	with	the	more	tolerant	and	friendly	relationships	
Senegalese	ethnic	groups	historically	have	(Jong,	2005).	A	49-year-old	Soninké	migrant	discussed	how	
easy	it	was	for	him	and	other	migrants	to	blend	in:	“When	it's	black	Mauritanians	from	the	valley	who	
are	Wolof,	Soninké	or	Fulani	who	settle	in	Senegal,	frankly,	if	they	don't	emphasise	their	Mauritanian	
identity,	no	one	will	know	that	they're	Mauritanian”	(Interview	Four).	

Language	was	more	 relevant	 than	 ethnic	 ties	 for	 perceived	 integration.	Wolof	 is	 the	most	widely	
spoken	language	in	Senegal,	and	one	does	not	have	to	belong	to	the	Wolof	ethnic	group	in	order	to	
access	this	 form	of	social	and	 in-group	integration.	Seven	 interviewees	cited	knowing	Wolof	as	an	
important	 factor	 in	 their	 sense	 of	 belonging	 to	 the	 Senegalese	 community.	 Prior	 to	 the	 French	
colonisation	of	Senegal,	different	ethnic	groups	had	fewer	interactions	within	the	region	and	mostly	
spoke	 their	 own	 indigenous	 language.	With	 the	 imposition	 of	 French	 colonial	 powers,	 the	Wolof	
language	dominated	in	the	trade	sector,	and	then	grew	into	a	general	lingua	franca	(Laughlin,	1995).	
Post-independence,	French	is	spoken	as	the	 language	of	commerce	and	academics,	but	Wolof	still	
holds	the	place	of	the	langue	maternelle	or	mother	tongue.	Almost	all	Senegalese	people	speak	Wolof,	
even	 if	 it	 is	not	 the	 language	of	 their	ethnic	group.	Wolofization	has	contributed	 to	a	 shift	 in	 the	
perceptions	of	ethnic	identity,	as	Senegalese	identity	has	become	blurred	with	the	Wolof	identity.	This	
has	 led	 to	 the	 incorporation	 of	 other	 traditionally	 Senegalese	 ethnicities	 into	 the	Wolof	 identity,	
specifically	in	urban	areas	(Laughlin,	1995).	

Therefore,	despite	the	multiethnic	citizenry,	there	is	really	only	one	language	a	migrant	needs	to	learn	
to	 access	 the	 social	 aspects	 of	 Senegalese	 life.	 This	 is	 a	 relatively	 low	 barrier	 to	 entry	 and	 is	 not	
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predicated	on	a	 specific	 ethnic	group,	but	 rather	one's	 ability	 to	 learn	 the	Wolof	 language,	which	
interviewees	reported	was	not	particularly	difficult.	When	asked	what	made	him	feel	 integrated,	a	
mixed	Hassaniya	and	Halpulaar	student	responded,	“First	of	all,	I	speak	Wolof	well”	(Interview	Three).	
When	asked	about	the	difficulties	of	integrating	into	Senegal,	the	49-year-old	Soninké	migrant	stated,	
“The	only	difficulty	 is	 that	my	knowledge	of	 the	Wolof	 language	 is	very	approximate	and	 limited”	
(Interview	Four).	When	asked	about	barriers	to	integration,	a	thirty-two-year-old	Hassaniyan	migrant	
offered,	“For	me	[the	difficulty]	is	partly	because	I	haven't	yet	learned	Wolof”	(Interview	Seven).	More	
than	 any	 specific	 ethnic	 claim,	 language	 seemed	 to	 be	 a	 primary	 integrator	 for	 people,	 and	 once	
obtained,	an	easy	way	to	facilitate	social	interaction	in	Senegalese	society.	

While	ethnic	ties	did	not	seem	to	have	an	effect	on	how	a	migrant	integrated,	kinship	ties	did.	Out	of	
migrants	who	stated	they	felt	well	integrated,	60%	cited	their	family	as	a	facilitator	of	their	integration.	
For	many	migrants,	this	meant	that	they	had	cousins,	or	some	other	relation,	who	had	been	in	Senegal	
previously	and	whom	they	were	able	to	connect	with.	When	asked	what	helped	his	integration,	the	
student	migrant	answered,	“Well,	it's	all	because	I	have	family	who	live	here	in	Senegal”	(Interview	
Three).	For	others,	it	simply	meant	having	built	a	family	in	Senegal,	such	as	marrying	someone	who	
was	Senegalese	or	having	children	integrated	into	the	Senegalese	school	system,	which	made	them	
feel	grounded	in	the	larger	community.	As	a	Wolof	migrant	stated	when	asked	if	he	felt	integrated	
into	Senegal,	“I	thrive	with	my	family.	The	people	are	nice,	the	population	is	nice”	(Interview	One).	

To	tie	back	to	the	earlier	discussion	on	language,	migrants	also	stated	that	having	family	helped	them	
learn	Wolof	more	easily,	and	therefore,	integrate	into	Senegalese	culture.	The	student	said,	“And	since	
[my	cousins]	all	spoke	Wolof,	I	had	to	speak	Wolof	because	sometimes	in	the	neighbourhoods,	there	
aren't	too	many	people	who	speak	French.	So	we	all	speak	Wolof”	(Interview	Three).	This	example	
shows	how	kin	relationships	can	actively	play	a	role	in	one’s	integration	in	a	stronger	way	than	simple	
camaraderie.	Having	familial	ties	present	not	only	allowed	one	to	feel	less	alone,	but	they	also	offered	
pathways	into	integration	through	language	learning	and	social	stability.		

Discrimination	Dimension		
Despite	going	unmentioned	in	the	majority	of	integration	frameworks,	racial	discrimination	played	a	
large	 role	 in	 the	 interviewees’	 sense	 of	 belonging.	 Specifically,	 discrimination	 experienced	 in	
Mauritania	allowed	Mauritanian	migrants	to	feel	closer	to	the	Senegalese	community.	This	was	further	
reinforced	by	 the	deterioration	of	 international	diplomatic	 relations	with	Mauritania	due	 to	 racial	
discrimination	and	complicated	migrants'	perspectives	on	their	home	country.	

Discrimination	 in	Mauritania	was	brought	up	 in	seven	of	 the	thirteen	 interviews,	across	all	ethnic	
groups,	despite	there	being	no	questions	directly	related	to	it.	Interviewees	asserted	that	their	past	
discriminatory	 experiences	 led	 them	 to	 feel	 a	 sense	 of	 belonging	 and	 gratitude	 for	 Senegalese	
communities,	which	respected	their	identities	and	did	not	reinforce	a	racial	hierarchy.	When	asked	
what	made	him	feel	 integrated,	a	49-year-old	Wolof	migrant	responded,	“I	think	it's	enough	to	be	
treated	better	than	in	your	own	country”	(Interview	One).	Experiencing	a	community	void	of	a	racial	
hierarchy	 was	 gratifying	 after	 coming	 from	 Mauritania,	 where	 interviewees	 experienced	 forced	
deportation	and	racialised	violence.	The	Wolof	migrant	continued,	“So	in	Mauritania,	for	example,	
you'll	find	a	neighbourhood	that	favours	whites	and	Arabs,	and	another	that	favours	one	ethnic	group	
or	 another.	 In	 Senegal,	 there's	 no	 such	 discrimination.	 You	 have	 to	 have	 the	means	 to	 live	 in	 a	
neighbourhood	without	financial	discrimination	whatsoever”	(Interview	One).		

This	was	further	exemplified	through,	as	three	interviewees	cited,	their	ability	to	“pass,”	or	blend	in	
with	Senegalese	society	without	notice.	As	 the	Soninké	migrant	discussed,	 “In	any	case,	 for	me	 in	
Senegal,	if	I	don't	say	I'm	Mauritanian,	nobody	can	know	I'm	Mauritanian”	(Interview	Four).	This	ties	
into	the	early	conversations	about	ethnic	groups,	and	the	inability	to	discern	between	the	in-group	
and	the	other.	For	migrants	coming	into	this	community,	after	being	in	one	that	was	highly	racialised,	
they	felt	a	sense	of	relief.	Senegal	was	a	place	where	interviewees	said	that	they	could	finally	exist	
without	the	confines	of	a	racist	governmental	and	societal	institution.	

Interviewees	also	discussed	how	discrimination	has	continued	to	hurt	migrants	internationally	and	
damage	diplomatic	efforts	between	the	two	nations.	As	a	45-year-old	Halpulaar	refugee	described,	“If	
it	wasn’t	for	the	racism	of	white	Mauritanians,	the	relationship	between	the	bordering	countries	would	
be	fine”	(Interview	Ten).	Interviewee	Thirteen,	another	Halpulaar	refugee,	seconded	this	perspective,	
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and	discussed	how	Mauritania’s	continued	denial	of	its	crimes	against	black	Mauritanians	has	hurt	
him	and	any	possible	ties	he	has	to	his	home	country.	More	than	thirty	years	 later,	the	continued	
racism	and	ethnic	classifications	by	the	government	created	a	further	separation	between	migrants	
and	their	country	of	origin.	

Discrimination	in	Mauritania	was	therefore	cited	as	a	reason	for	migrants	not	wanting	to	return	to	
their	 home	 country.	 Of	 the	 seven	 interviewees	 who	 responded	 that	 they	 were	 not	 planning	 on	
returning	to	Mauritania,	five	brought	up	racism	and	struggles	with	the	Mauritanian	government	as	a	
reason	not	to	return.	

Conversely,	the	discrimination	faced	in	Mauritania	was,	for	one	refugee,	the	reason	he	did	not	want	
to	accept	Senegalese	citizenship.	 Interviewee	Twelve	 felt	 as	 if	 accepting	a	place	within	Senegalese	
society	was	conceding	that	the	Mauritanian	government	had	been	correct	in	their	expulsion	of	black	
citizens,	where	they	had	stated	that	these	citizens	were	‘actually’	Senegalese	(Magistro,	1993).	When	
asked	if	he	had	considered	taking	Senegalese	nationality,	he	responded,	“If	I	didn't	want	it,	I	have	my	
reasons.	We	were	chased	out	of	the	country	to	say	that	we	are	Senegalese.	And	if	we	agree	today	to	
take	the	Senegalese	nationality,	we'll	be	giving	these	racists	reason”	(Interview	Twelve).	This	nuanced	
perspective	highlights	 the	complicated	nature	of	ethnic-based	displacement,	and	the	placelessness	
that	these	migrants	and	refugees	continue	to	feel	today,	thirty	years	after	the	conflict	ended.	

Government:	Refugee	Versus	Migrant	
Government	attitudes	towards	refugees	were	deeply	influential	in	how	refugees	felt	integrated	into	
their	communities.	According	to	the	interviewees,	in	2023,	the	Senegalese	government	did	not	renew	
refugee	cards,	leaving	refugees	of	the	1989	crisis	in	a	legal	grey	zone.	Both	on	a	tangible	level	and	on	a	
social	 and	 subconscious	 level,	 the	 question	 of	 status	 has	 challenged	 belonging	 and	 exacerbated	
existing	 inequalities	 between	 refugees	 and	 migrants.	 The	 lack	 of	 government	 assistance	 further	
emphasised	 the	 need	 for	 kinship	 ties	 and	 the	 importance	 of	 family	 connections	 in	 social	 and	
professional	stability.	

In	comparing	the	experiences	of	migrants	and	refugees,	there	is	a	skew	towards	migrants	feeling	more	
integrated	than	refugees.	Out	of	six	refugees,	only	three	said	they	felt	integrated	into	the	Senegalese	
community,	 whereas	 all	 seven	 migrants	 said	 they	 felt	 integrated.	 This	 was	 interesting	 when	
considering	the	time	factor,	as	the	refugees	had	all	been	in	the	country	since	the	early	90s,	and	every	
interviewed	migrant	had	moved	to	Senegal	post-2000,	many	within	the	past	decade.	

Of	the	refugees	who	said	they	did	not	feel	integrated,	the	government	seemed	to	be	a	large	factor.	
There	was	mention	in	interviews	of	not	feeling	accepted	by	the	Senegalese	community,	as	well	as	the	
poor	 financial	 situation	 in	 Senegal.	However,	 the	most	 common	 thread	was	 the	way	 refugees	 felt	
mistreated	by	the	Senegalese	government.	Where	migrants	claimed	they	had	an	easy	time	accessing	
social	 services	 in	 Dakar,	 it	 seemed	 to	 be	 much	 more	 difficult	 for	 refugees,	 with	 both	 money,	
connections,	and	status	as	a	barrier.	The	administration	did	not	appear	 to	have	a	clear	answer	on	
whether	 refugees	 had	 the	 legal	 standing	 to	 stay	 in	 the	 country.	 Refugees	 indicated	 that	 their	
acceptance	 by	 the	 Senegalese	 population	 was	 somewhat	 predicated	 on	 it	 not	 being	 immediately	
obvious	 that	 they	 had	 come	 from	 Mauritania,	 and	 once	 their	 legal	 status	 came	 into	 question,	
treatment	changed.	

Even	some	Mauritanian	migrants	lacked	sympathy	for	the	refugees	in	Senegal.	A	Wolof	migrant	who	
moved	to	Senegal	for	work	in	2010	stated,	“I	don't	have	any	particular	difficulties	with	the	Senegalese	
government	because	I	think	that	to	have	difficulties,	you	have	to	do	something	that	goes	against	the	
country,	against	the	authorities”	(Interview	One).	This	was	not	the	experience	of	refugees,	who	often	
found	themselves	in	conflict	with	police	who	questioned	their	documentation.	A	Halpulaaran	refugee	
discussed	this,	“Sometimes	it’s	difficult.	Sometimes	we	show	our	refugee	cards,	and	they	say	they	don’t	
recognise	it”	(Interview	Ten).	Another	refugee	echoed	this	sentiment,	“Yes,	it's	not	easy	because	the	
refugee	card	we	have	here	in	Senegal	is	95%	useless,	because	even	if	you	take	this	out	into	the	street,	
it's	not	even	recognised.	Because	to	have	access	to	the	Senegalese	population,	the	validity	of	the	card	
must	be	important,	either	in	the	police	or	in	security”	(Interview	Eleven).	

The	non-renewal	of	the	refugee	cards	has	taken	away	the	Mauritanian	refugees’	legal	status,	meaning	
they	 cannot	 legally	 leave	 the	 country.	 The	 uncertainty	 of	 their	 future	 left	 refugees	 anxious	 and	
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confused	about	where	they	belonged	in	Senegalese	society.	A	63-year-old	Halpulaar	refugee	discussed	
this	feeling,	“We	don't	have	a	problem	with	the	Senegalese	population.	Our	problems	are	all	with	the	
government,	 the	 Senegalese	 government.	 They	 left	 us	 stranded”	 (Interview	 Twelve).	 He	 then	
explained	the	difficulties	surrounding	the	refugee	cards,	“They	started	making	us	cards,	identity	cards,	
refugee	cards.	If	we	send	you	a	card,	we	tell	you	it's	not	valid.	And	it's	signed	by	the	Ministry	of	the	
Interior.	And	where	 I'm	 talking	 to	 you	now,	where	we've	 been,	we're	 clueless,	we	don't	 have	 any	
papers,	all	the	papers	have	expired.	All	papers	have	expired.	This	expired	in	2023”	(Interview	Twelve).	

Financial	 difficulties	 also	 seem	 to	 be	 a	 large	 part	 of	 the	 issues	 with	 the	 government.	 Certain	
government	 resources,	 such	 as	 scholarships,	 are	 unavailable	 to	 people	who	 are	 not	 of	 Senegalese	
origin,	even	if	they	have	been	naturalised,	a	restriction	that	applies	to	both	migrants	and	refugees.	
The	 migrants	 and	 refugees	 with	 the	 most	 successful	 integrations,	 both	 socially	 and	 otherwise,	
appeared	to	be	those	who	already	had	family	across	the	border,	and	could	use	familial	resources,	such	
as	a	house	to	live	in,	to	facilitate	integration.	Given	that	Senegalese	society	is	very	family-oriented	in	
terms	 of	 living	 and	 social	 life,	 to	 be	without	 this	 connection	meant	 there	was	 another	 hurdle	 to	
overcome	in	terms	of	finding	one's	place	in	Senegal.	Having	the	security	network	provided	by	kinship	
ties	 also	meant	 that	 refugees	 and	migrants	 could	 afford	 the	 time	 and	 risk	of	making	 connections	
within	the	broader	Senegalese	community.	

Regarding	their	professional	lives,	the	government	made	it	difficult	for	refugees	to	purchase	land	for	
agriculture,	which	ironically	ties	back	to	the	catalyst	of	the	Senegal-Mauritania	conflict:	a	land	dispute.	
A	Halpulaar	refugee	discussed	this	difficulty,	“It's	a	problem	because	those	who	have	taken	refuge	here	
need	 land	 to	 grow	 crops.	 And	 land	 is	 not	 privileged	 for	 refugees,	 because	 we're	 foreigners	 here”	
(Interview	Thirteen).	Furthermore,	a	Wolof	migrant	discussed	how	finding	a	job	is	generally	harder	
in	Senegal,	as	he	and	other	migrants	like	him	don’t	have	access	to	their	local	social	networks,	“Life	is	
much	 easier	 financially	 in	 Mauritania	 because	 when	 you're	 in	 Mauritania,	 there's	 a	 lot	 more	
knowledge,	so	it's	easier	to	get	a	job	somewhere.	But	in	Senegal,	when	you're	there,	you	don't	know	
many	people”	(Interviewee	One).	There	is	a	clear	need	for	government	assistance	in	finding	jobs	and	
opportunities	 for	 both	migrants	 and	 refugees.	 However,	 it	 would	 appear	 that	 the	 government	 is	
actively	making	it	more	difficult	for	Mauritanians	to	secure	employment	in	Senegal,	or	at	least	putting	
up	a	high	barrier	to	entry.	Further	research	on	the	perceptions	of	the	receiving	society,	in	this	case,	
Senegalese	 perspectives	 on	 Mauritanian	 migrants,	 might	 further	 illuminate	 why	 the	 Senegalese	
government	has	left	Mauritanian	migrants	politically	isolated.	

The	government’s	actions,	or	 rather,	 lack	of	action,	exacerbated	existing	barriers	 for	Mauritanians	
moving	into	Senegal,	mainly	in	the	financial	sense.	While	most	migrants	and	refugees	claimed	they	
were	 easily	 able	 to	 integrate	 into	 the	 Senegal	 community,	 there	 still	 appeared	 to	 be	 deeper	
professional,	political,	and	societal	issues.	

CONCLUSION		
The	findings	of	my	interviews	have	both	answered	integration	questions	and	revealed	further	gaps	
that	must	be	addressed.	In	highlighting	the	position	of	Mauritanian	migrants	and	refugees	in	Senegal,	
this	 paper	 has	 shown	 that	 the	 experiences	 of	 interviewees	 do	 not	 align	with	Western	 integration	
frameworks.	New	frameworks	–	whether	updated	versions	of	the	current	models,	or	new	regionally-
specific	versions	–	are	required	for	the	future	of	integration	theory.	On	a	material	level,	further	support	
is	required	for	Mauritanians	residing	in	Senegal.	To	return	to	integration	theory,	an	assessment	of	
integration	includes	cultural,	social,	political,	and	socio-economic	lenses.	This	framework	will	be	used	
to	place	findings	within	the	larger	context	of	integration	research.	

Culturally,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 understand	 the	 different	 ways	 that	 ethnicity	 is	 interpreted	 in	 a	
Francophone	West	African	context.	In	Senegal,	the	process	of	Wolofization	lowered	the	salience	of	
ethnic	identity,	which	led	to	ethnic	ties	being	de-emphasised	compared	to	direct	kinship	ties.	Relative	
to	Mauritania,	where	ethnicity	is	central	to	the	social	hierarchy,	it	 is	clear	that	this	region	is	not	a	
monolith	when	it	comes	to	perceptions	of	ethnicity,	even	though	the	two	countries	have	similar	ethnic	
groups.	As	Andrikopoulos	and	Duyvendak	(2020)	indicate,	scholars	must	consider	both	the	cultural	
and	 the	 national	 contexts	when	 understanding	 how	 a	 group	might	 integrate	 into	 a	 new	 country.	
Despite	the	similar	ethnic	groups,	family	and	language	served	as	far	bigger	factors	of	integration	in	
the	Senegalese	context,	contrary	to	what	many	Western	integration	models	might	suggest.	The	case	
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of	 Wolofization	 also	 indicated	 the	 fluidity	 of	 interpretations	 of	 ethnicity,	 another	 dimension	 of	
integration	deserving	of	its	own	study.	

Socially,	one	can	return	to	the	bonding	and	bridging	framework.	While	this	study	approached	the	
data	with	the	intention	of	using	this	framework	to	assess	the	salience	of	migrant	integration,	it	proved	
inadequate	 when	 applied	 to	 the	 Senegalese-Mauritanian	 context.	 The	 different	 conceptions	 of	
ethnicity	present	in	Senegal	led	to	difficulty	in	determining	what	relationships	constituted	as	bonding	
and	which	were	bridging.	Almost	every	migrant	said	they	had	relationships	with	the	larger	Senegalese	
community	and,	within	that,	people	from	all	ethnic	groups.	The	only	group	that	seemed	not	to	have	
larger	 Senegalese	 community	 connections	 was	 the	Maurish	 or	 “white”	Mauritanians	 interviewed,	
which	 might	 indicate	 that	 the	 split	 is	 along	 the	 lines	 of	 perceived	 ethnicity.	 Within	 the	Wolof,	
Halpulaar,	and	Soninké	groups,	bridging	seemed	an	ineffective	way	to	assess	their	connections	with	
the	community.	There	is	room	to	develop	a	different	integration	framework	that	better	speaks	to	this	
ethnic	context.	That	being	said,	the	sample	size	also	skewed	towards	the	Halpulaar	ethnic	group,	so	
future	studies	that	include	larger	numbers	of	Wolof	and	Soninké	members	might	be	able	to	better	
indicate	the	specific	differences	in	perceived	ethnicity	between	these	groups.	

Politically,	 one	 can	 return	 to	 the	 Ager	 and	 Strang	 framework,	 which	 postulates	 that	 rights	 and	
citizenship	 are	 the	 basis	 for	 integration.	 As	 refugee	 interviewees	 shared,	 this	 ‘foundation’	 of	
citizenship	has	never	truly	been	cemented	for	them,	due	to	the	lack	of	renewal	on	their	refugee	cards.	
While	 refugees	 were	 still	 able	 to	 integrate	 to	 some	 capacity	 despite	 their	 fluctuating	 status,	 this	
political	 hindrance	 affects	 their	 perception	 of	 identity	 within	 the	 Senegalese	 context.	 One	might	
classify	refugees	 in	Senegal	as	socially	but	not	politically	 integrated,	a	classification	that	should	be	
studied	further	alongside	their	refugee	status,	as	this	study	was	unable	to	find	any	articles	indicating	
the	lack	of	renewal,	and	only	learned	about	it	after	physically	seeing	the	expired	cards.	These	legal	and	
political	nuances	exist	throughout	West	Africa,	and	while	originally	this	study	originally	assumed	that	
because	 they	 are	 regionally	 common,	 they	 would	 have	 minimal	 effect	 on	 integration,	 that	 was	
incorrect.	The	inconsistencies	with	the	Senegalese	government	affected	large	parts	of	refugees'	day-
to-day	 lives	 –	 from	 interactions	 with	 security	 and	 administration	 forces	 to	 the	 government	
programmes	they	were	allowed	to	use.	The	hierarchical	integration	model	falls	apart	when	examining	
how	these	factors	apply	to	Mauritanian	migrants,	who	do	not	have	the	‘foundation'	for	integration,	
yet	still	find	places	where	they	belong	and	are	socially	integrated.	Furthermore,	discrimination	affects	
Mauritanian	migrant	integration,	yet	was	not	highlighted	in	any	Western	integration	models.	If	in	the	
future	a	non-Western	centric	integration	model	is	developed,	this	paper	recommends	that	it	focus	in	
part	on	the	impacts	of	discrimination.	

Socio-economic	factors	also	played	an	especially	important	role	in	each	interviewee’s	experience	of	
integration.	Simply	put,	access	to	money,	jobs,	and	general	financial	stability	made	it	infinitely	easier	
to	make	connections	within	a	new	country.	This	is	what	made	kinship	ties	so	important;	the	ways	in	
which	kinship	operates	 in	West	African	 society	means	 it	 could	become	a	pathway	 to	 these	 socio-
economic	 factors.	 Socio-economic	 stability	 is	 a	 factor	 of	 integration	 that	 is	 rarely	 highlighted	 in	
integration	scholarship,	which	is	a	detriment	when	it	comes	to	creating	policies	that	support	migrants.	
If	 the	 purpose	 of	 developing	 integration	 frameworks	 is	 to	 support	 governments	 and	 NGOs	 that	
provide	 resources	 to	 support	 migrants,	 financial	 stability	 is	 fundamental.	 Basic	 needs	 must	 be	
prioritised	for	a	sense	of	belonging	to	be	facilitated.	In	this	case	study,	kinship	ties	provided	stability	
in	terms	of	housing	and	connections	that	are	a	gateway	to	other	forms	of	integration.	Kinship	ties	
cannot	 be	 replicated	 for	 those	 without	 them,	 so	 in	 their	 place,	 strong	 government,	 policy,	 and	
humanitarian	aid	are	needed.		

To	 conclude,	 this	 research	 exposes	 the	 gaps	 and	 fissures	 in	 the	Western	 integration	model.	 The	
kinship	and	geospatial	aspects	of	ethnic	identity	in	Senegal	differ	from	what	is	seen	in	Western	states,	
which	 leaves	 the	Western	 frameworks	 inadequate	 in	 this	 setting.	 On	 a	 theoretical	 level,	 further	
research	is	needed	to	assess	what	a	Francophone	West	African	model	of	integration	would	look	like,	
highlighting	how	financial,	political,	and	ethnic	factors	play	unique	contextual	roles.	On	a	tangible	
level,	 it	 is	clear	that	more	attention	needs	to	be	provided	to	the	refugees	and	migrants	in	Senegal.	
Pressure	must	be	applied	to	the	Senegalese	government	to	renew	the	refugee	cards	and	solidify	their	
legal	status,	a	topic	that	has	not	been	reported	on	in	Western	media.	Moreover,	programmes	such	as	
Wolof	 language	 classes,	 job	 training,	 and	 direct	 financial	 support	 will	 likely	 positively	 impact	
Mauritanians	 living	 in	Senegal.	For	 those	without	the	advantage	of	 family	and	strong	kinship	ties,	
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achieving	 financial,	professional,	 and	 social	 stability	 is	 the	next	 step	 to	 integrating	 the	Senegalese	
community.	
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APPENDIX	

Interview	 Status	 Ethnicity	 Language/	Audio	
Status	

Age	 Profession	 Gender	 Year	Migrated	

1	 Migrant	 Wolof	 Recorded	in	French	 45-
60	

IT	Specialist	 Male	 2010	

2	 Refugee	 Halpulaar	 Recorded	in	French	 60+	 Professor	 Male	 1989	

3	 Migrant	 Halpulaar/	
Hassaniya	

Recorded	in	French	 18-30	 Student	 Male	 2014	

4	 Migrant	 Soninké	 Recorded	in	French	 45-
60	

Professor	 Male	 2020	

5	 Migrant	 Hassaniya	 Not	recorded	in	
Wolof	

30-
45	

Merchant	 Male	 2008	

6	 Migrant	 Hassaniya	 Not	recorded	in	
Wolof	

30-
45	

Merchant	 Male	 2022	

7	 Migrant	 Hassaniya	 Recorded	in	French	 30-
45	

Student	 Male	 2024	

8	 Migrant	 Hassaniya	 Not	recorded	in	
Wolof	

30-
45	

Merchant	 Male	 2023	

9	 Refugee	 Halpulaar	 Recorded	in	Wolof	 45-
60	

House	
cleaner	

Female	 1989	

10	 Refugee	 Halpulaar	 Recorded	in	Wolof	 45-
60	

House	
cleaner	

Female	 1989	

11	 Refugee	 Halpulaar	 Recorded	in	French	 18-30	 Student	 Male	 Born	1995	to	
refugees	

12	 Refugee	 Halpulaar	 Recorded	in	French	 60+	 Nurse	 Male	 1989	

13	 Refugee	 Halpulaar	 Recorded	in	French	 60+	 Administrator	 Male	 1989	
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Achieving	Universal	Health	Coverage	(UHC)	is	a	critical	policy	goal	for	low-	and	middle-income	countries	
(LMICs),	yet	implementation	varies	widely	due	to	political,	economic,	and	systemic	challenges.	This	paper	
examines	 the	 contrasting	 approaches	 of	 Rwanda	 and	 Uganda,	 two	 nations	 with	 similar	 socioeconomic	
conditions	 but	 divergent	 health	 policy	 outcomes.	Rwanda’s	Community-Based	Health	 Insurance	 (CBHI)	
model	 has	 driven	 near-universal	 coverage,	 dramatically	 reducing	 out-of-pocket	 (OOP)	 expenses	 and	
improving	 key	 health	 indicators,	 including	 child	 mortality	 rates.	 Conversely,	 Uganda’s	 reliance	 on	
fragmented	 healthcare	 financing	 and	 external	 aid	 has	 limited	 access	 to	 essential	 services,	 exacerbating	
financial	 vulnerability	among	underserved	populations.	This	 study	employs	a	 comparative	 framework	 to	
assess	the	governance,	fiscal	sustainability,	and	systemic	capacity	underlying	UHC	success.	Findings	reveal	
that	 beyond	 reducing	 financial	 barriers,	UHC	 effectiveness	 depends	 on	 institutional	 resilience,	 equitable	
resource	 distribution,	 and	 long-term	 infrastructure	 investment.	 By	 evaluating	 Rwanda’s	 successes	 and	
Uganda’s	challenges,	this	paper	offers	policy	insights	for	designing	sustainable,	inclusive	healthcare	systems	
in	resource-constrained	settings.	
	
	
INTRODUCTION	
The	 introduction	 of	Universal	Health	Coverage	 (UHC)	 is	 heralded	 as	 a	 transformative	 framework	 for	
achieving	 equitable	 healthcare	 access,	 particularly	 in	 non-commercialised	 low-	 and	 middle-income	
countries	(NCLMICs).	As	global	health	systems	strive	toward	the	Sustainable	Development	Goal	of	UHC	
by	2030,	the	promise	of	delivering	essential	healthcare	services	without	financial	hardship	to	marginalised	
populations—especially	 rural	 and	 low-income	 communities—has	 garnered	 widespread	 attention	
(Universal	health	coverage,	2025).	However,	for	many	NCLMICs,	where	healthcare	systems	face	chronic	
underfunding	and	infrastructural	deficits,	the	implementation	of	UHC	often	reveals	a	stark	gap	between	
policy	aspirations	and	real-world	outcomes.	Hence,	this	paper	argues	that	the	success	of	UHC	in	NCLMICs	
hinges	not	only	on	reducing	OOP	expenses	but	also	on	addressing	systemic	limitations,	strengthening	
governance,	and	ensuring	economic	stability.	The	analysis	confronts	the	central	question:	Can	UHC	truly	
deliver	on	its	transformative	potential,	or	does	it	risk	becoming	a	partial	solution	that	falls	short	without	
strategic	complementary	investments?	

While	UHC	theoretically	reduces	financial	barriers	and	increases	service	utilisation,	its	effectiveness	is	far	
from	guaranteed	and	is	deeply	intertwined	with	the	capacity	and	resilience	of	existing	healthcare	systems.	
In	many	NCLMICs,	healthcare	resources—such	as	skilled	personnel	and	facilities—are	disproportionately	
concentrated	in	urban	centres,	leaving	rural	populations	underserved	(Gizaw,	2022).	Moreover,	political	
instability	 and	weak	governance	 structures	 exacerbate	 the	 challenges	of	 implementing	and	 sustaining	
equitable	healthcare	policies.	Chronic	underfunding,	unequal	 resource	distribution,	and	 infrastructure	
deficits	hinder	the	ability	of	healthcare	systems	to	reach	underserved	populations,	particularly	in	rural	
areas.	Countries	with	transparent,	efficient	governance	are	more	likely	to	allocate	resources	effectively	
and	 reach	 intended	 populations,	 whereas	 those	 with	 fragile	 institutions	 often	 struggle	 with	
mismanagement	and	uneven	implementation.	Additionally,	economic	constraints,	limited	fiscal	capacity	
and	 reliance	 on	 external	 aid	 further	 impede	 the	 scope	 and	 sustainability	 of	 UHC,	 diminishing	 the	
programme’s	intended	benefits.		

For	UHC	to	fulfill	its	transformative	potential	(defined	as	its	ability	to	not	only	expand	healthcare	access	
but	 also	 to	 reduce	 health	 disparities,	 improve	 long-term	 health	 outcomes,	 and	 strengthen	 economic	
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resilience),	 it	 must	 address	 structural	 barriers	 in	 healthcare	 delivery.	 This	 requires	 a	 comprehensive	
approach	encompassing	five	pillars:	health	promotion,	disease	prevention,	treatment,	rehabilitation,	and	
palliative	 care.	 These	 services	 must	 be	 equitably	 distributed,	 of	 sufficient	 quality,	 and	 accessible	
throughout	an	individual’s	life	course.	Without	targeted	investments	in	infrastructure,	workforce	training,	
and	 decentralised	 service	 delivery,	UHC	 risks	 perpetuating	 existing	 disparities	 rather	 than	 alleviating	
them.		

Health	promotion	 and	disease	 prevention	 are	 foundational	 interventions	 that	 reduce	 the	demand	 for	
costlier	downstream	services	such	as	treatment,	rehabilitation,	and	palliative	care.	These	efforts	rely	on	
robust	public	health	campaigns,	vaccination	drives,	and	early	screening	programmes	for	chronic	illnesses	
like	hypertension	or	diabetes	aimed	at	preventing	complications	that	would	otherwise	require	intensive	
care	 (Health	 Promotion	 and	 Disease	 Prevention,	 n.d.).	 Similarly,	 initiatives	 promoting	 healthy	
behaviours—such	 as	 improved	 sanitation,	 nutrition,	 and	 exercise—can	 lower	 the	 prevalence	 of	
communicable	 and	 non-communicable	 diseases,	 thereby	 reducing	 the	 overall	 disease	 burden	 and	
improving	 population	 health.	 When	 treatment	 is	 necessary,	 an	 adequately	 trained	 workforce	 and	
decentralised	healthcare	delivery	are	vital	for	ensuring	timely	and	equitable	access	to	care.	This	efficiency	
has	cascading	benefits:	tertiary	care	facilities	can	focus	on	complex	cases,	while	prevention	efforts	reduce	
the	 need	 for	 prolonged	 rehabilitation	 and	 palliative	 care.	 Rehabilitation	 and	 palliative	 care,	 often	
overlooked	in	UHC	frameworks,	benefit	from	a	system	that	effectively	addresses	the	earlier	pillars.	This	is	
because	fewer	severe	or	late-stage	cases	arising	from	successful	prevention	and	timely	treatment	enables	
these	 services	 to	 concentrate	 resources	on	higher-need	 individuals,	 offering	more	 comprehensive	 and	
compassionate	care.	

	
Figure	1.	The	Five	Pillars	of	Universal	Health	Coverage	(UHC)	and	Their	Interconnections.	This	framework	illustrates	
the	foundational	components	of	UHC—health	promotion,	disease	prevention,	treatment,	rehabilitation,	and	palliative	
care—and	highlights	their	interplay	with	key	sustainability	factors,	including	financial	protection,	economic	impact,	
fiscal	accountability,	and	demographic	adaptation.	The	diagram	underscores	the	need	for	an	integrated	approach	to	

ensure	equitable	and	effective	healthcare	delivery	across	diverse	populations.	Image	created	by	author.	

This	paper	examines	the	impact	of	UHC	implementation	through	a	comparative	case	study	of	Rwanda	
and	Uganda,	two	countries	with	similar	socioeconomic	contexts	but	divergent	approaches	to	healthcare	
policy.	Rwanda	stands	out	as	an	exemplar	in	Africa	for	its	Community-Based	Health	Insurance	(CBHI),	or	
alternatively	 Mutuelles	 de	 Santé,	 which	 has	 achieved	 near-universal	 coverage	 and	 significant	
improvements	 in	 healthcare	 access	 and	 financial	 protection	 (Nyandekwe,	 2020).	 The	 policy	 process	
(Figure	1)	provides	a	useful	lens	for	evaluating	the	trajectories	of	UHC	in	these	countries.	From	identifying	
healthcare	 inequities	 to	 formulating	and	 implementing	policies,	 the	effectiveness	of	UHC	depends	on	
governance	 structures,	 resource	 allocation,	 and	 the	 ability	 to	 adapt	 policies	 based	 on	 evaluation	 and	
feedback.	Rwanda’s	success	with	its	CBHI	system	illustrates	how	strong	implementation	and	evaluation	
mechanisms	can	bridge	the	gap	between	policy	aspirations	and	outcomes.	By	contrast,	Uganda,	which	has	
yet	to	implement	a	comprehensive	UHC	model,	offers	a	baseline	for	analysing	considerable	disparities	in	
service	utilisation	and	financial	burden.	
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Ultimately,	this	study	underscores	that	prioritising	health	promotion	and	disease	prevention	is	not	only	
a	matter	of	better	health	outcomes	but	also	a	strategy	to	enhance	the	efficiency	and	affordability	of	the	
entire	UHC	framework.	By	focusing	on	these	foundational	elements,	systems	can	reduce	the	cost	burden	
associated	with	treatment,	rehabilitation,	and	palliative	care,	ensuring	that	limited	resources	are	directed	
toward	 the	 most	 critical	 needs	 of	 a	 population.	 This	 integrated	 approach	 equips	 policymakers	 with	
actionable	 strategies	 for	 designing	 UHC	 systems	 that	 deliver	 on	 their	 promise	 of	 improving	 access,	
affordability,	and	quality	for	all	populations,	particularly	those	in	rural	and	underserved	areas.	

II.	LIMITATIONS	IN	CURRENT	LITERATURE	
The	existing	literature	on	UHC	in	NCLMICs	tends	to	focus	heavily	on	theoretical	frameworks	and	high-
level	policy	recommendations,	often	without	fully	addressing	the	practical	challenges	of	implementation	
in	resource-constrained	settings.	Although	these	studies	highlight	the	potential	benefits	of	UHC—such	
as	 improved	health	outcomes	and	 increased	access	 to	essential	 services—they	 frequently	overlook	the	
complex	interplay	of	political	stability,	governance	structures,	and	economic	constraints	that	significantly	
influence	UHC	success	or	failure.	Many	evaluations	of	UHC	rely	on	aggregate	metrics,	such	as	national	
healthcare	coverage	rates	or	average	reductions	in	OOP	expenses,	which	obscure	critical	disparities.	For	
instance,	 urban-rural	 divides	 and	 inequities	 among	 income	 groups	 often	 go	 unaddressed,	 leaving	 the	
disproportionate	exclusion	of	marginalised	populations	from	healthcare	improvements	under-explored.	
This	omission	is	particularly	problematic	in	NCLMICs,	where	healthcare	resources	are	concentrated	in	
urban	 centres,	 leaving	 rural	 and	 impoverished	 populations	 underserved.	 Furthermore,	 chronic	
underfunding,	workforce	shortages,	and	infrastructural	deficits	limit	the	reach	and	efficacy	of	even	well-
intentioned	UHC	policies.	Additionally,	 the	 literature	 inadequately	examines	the	relationship	between	
reduced	 OOP	 expenses,	 healthcare	 quality,	 and	 system	 sustainability.	 While	 reducing	 OOP	 costs	
improves	 financial	 protection,	 it	 can	 strain	 public	 resources,	 potentially	 leading	 to	 underfunded	 and	
lower-quality	 services.	 Long-term	viability	 amidst	demographic	 shifts,	 disease	burdens,	 and	economic	
volatility	 remains	 underexplored,	 especially	 for	NCLMICs	 reliant	 on	 external	 aid.	 This	 paper	 seeks	 to	
address	these	gaps	by	analysing	the	systemic,	economic,	and	governance-related	factors	influencing	UHC	
outcomes.	 Using	 Rwanda	 and	 Uganda	 as	 case	 studies,	 it	 investigates	 UHC’s	 impact	 on	 underserved	
populations,	systemic	inequities,	and	sustainability,	equipping	policymakers	with	actionable	insights	to	
design	UHC	systems	that	are	equitable,	affordable,	resilient,	and	sustainable.	

III.	METHODOLOGY	
To	comprehensively	assess	UHC’s	 impact,	the	study	adopts	a	difference-in-differences	(DiD)	approach	
with	a	multi-dimensional	framework	incorporating	five	primary	factors:	access	to	essential	health	services,	
financial	 protection,	 health	 outcomes,	 economic	 impact,	 and	 long-term	 sustainability.	 By	 comparing	
healthcare	access,	affordability,	and	quality	in	countries	that	have	implemented	UHC	(e.g.	Rwanda)	with	
those	that	have	not	(e.g.	Uganda),	this	analysis	aims	to	isolate	the	effects	of	UHC	from	other	concurrent	
reforms	 and	 external	 health	 initiatives.	 Key	 metrics	 include	 healthcare	 facility	 density,	 workforce	
distribution,	and	geographic	accessibility	 to	assess	 service	availability;	 reductions	 in	OOP	expenses	 to	
evaluate	affordability;	and	maternal	and	infant	mortality	rates	to	measure	quality	of	care.	This	approach	
enables	a	robust	evaluation	of	how	UHC	reshapes	healthcare	delivery	and	financial	protection	in	resource-
constrained	settings.	

The	selection	of	the	five	analytical	factors	is	grounded	in	established	frameworks	for	evaluating	UHC.	The	
World	Health	Organisation	(WHO)	defines	UHC	as	ensuring	that	all	individuals	have	access	to	the	full	
spectrum	of	these	essential	health	services	without	financial	hardship	(Universal	Health	Coverage	(UHC),	
2025).	 Furthermore,	 the	WHO’s	 performance	 framework	 emphasises	 key	 intermediate	 goals	 such	 as	
access,	coverage,	quality,	and	safety,	which	align	closely	with	the	analytical	factors	selected	in	this	study.			

To	 further	 substantiate	 this	 study’s	 framework,	 the	UHC	 index	developed	by	 the	 Institute	 for	Health	
Metrics	and	Evaluation	(IHME)	provides	a	data-driven	approach	to	measuring	effective	coverage	of	health	
services,	considering	both	service	provision	and	actual	health	outcomes.	The	IHME	index	highlights	the	
need	for	a	comprehensive	assessment	that	goes	beyond	service	availability	and	accounts	for	factors	such	
as	healthcare	utilisation	and	quality	(Institute	for	Health	Metrics	and	Evaluation,	2020).	This	perspective	
reinforces	 the	 inclusion	 of	 financial	 protection	 and	 long-term	 sustainability	 in	 the	 analysis,	 as	 these	
elements	determine	whether	populations	truly	benefit	from	expanded	healthcare	access.	

Additionally,	 a	 study	published	 in	Health	Research	Policy	and	Systems	underscores	 the	 importance	of	
aligning	UHC	assessments	with	broader	health	system	goals,	including	governance,	equity,	and	financial	
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sustainability	(Yanful,	2023).	This	study	highlights	the	necessity	of	incorporating	economic	impact	and	
governance	structures	into	evaluations	of	UHC	effectiveness,	further	justifying	the	analytical	framework	
used	in	this	paper.	By	integrating	these	insights,	this	study	ensures	that	the	selected	five	factors	reflect	
not	only	theoretical	priorities	but	also	empirical	evidence	on	what	drives	successful	and	sustainable	UHC	
implementation.	

Factor	 Dependent	
Variable	(DV)	

Independent	
Variable	(IV)	

Control	Variables	 Metric(s)	for	
Measurement	

Access	to	
Essential	Health	

Services	

%	population	
covered	by	essential	

health	services	

UHC	status	
(pre/post)	

Economic	indicators	
(GDP	per	capita),	
healthcare	workers	

per	capita	

Proportion	of	population	
with	access	to	defined	

essential	services;	access	
disparity	reduction	by	

income	group	

Financial	
Protection	

Out-of-pocket	
(OOP)	health	

spending	reduction	

UHC	status	
(pre/post)	

Economic	status,	
rural	vs.	urban	

residence	

Change	in	OOP	expenses	
as	%	of	income;	%	of	

population	impoverished	
by	healthcare	costs	

Health	
Outcomes	

Mortality	rates,	life	
expectancy	

	
		

UHC	status	
(pre/post)	

Baseline	mortality,	
pre-existing	public	
health	programmes	

Changes	in	mortality/life	
expectancy	by	

socioeconomic	group;	
maternal/child	health	

improvements	

Economic	
Impact	

Workforce	
participation,	

productivity	in	low-
income	groups	

UHC	status	
(pre/post)	

Economic	condition,	
unemployment	rate	

Employment	rates,	
productivity	increase	in	
previously	uninsured;	
economic	burden	of	

disease	

Long-Term	
Sustainability	

Fiscal	sustainability	
of	UHC,	adaptive	

capacity	to	
demographics	

Presence	of	
UHC	(duration)	

Healthcare	
spending/GDP,	tax	

rates	

Changes	in	healthcare	
spending	as	%	of	GDP;	

demographic	adaptability	
metrics	

Table	1.	Outlines	the	analytical	framework,	detailing	dependent	and	independent	variables,	control	factors,	and	the	
metrics	used	to	measure	each	dimension	of	UHC	impact.	

This	study	uses	both	quantitative	and	qualitative	data	to	analyse	the	metrics	outlined	in	the	framework.	
Quantitative	 data	 include	 healthcare	 facility	 density,	 out-of-pocket	 (OOP)	 expenditures,	 workforce	
distribution,	and	mortality	rates,	offering	clear	benchmarks	for	assessing	UHC’s	direct	effects.	These	are	
drawn	from	international	databases	like	the	World	Bank	Development	Indicators	and	the	WHO’s	Global	
Health	Observatory.	Such	standardised	datasets	allow	for	robust	cross-national	comparisons.	Additional	
insights	come	from	country-specific	data,	including	national	health	surveys	and	reports	from	Rwanda	and	
Uganda.	 These	 provide	 further	 detailed	 information	 about	 national	 healthcare	 system	 performance,	
demographic	factors,	and	financial	protection	mechanisms.	

Qualitative	data	provides	context	and	depth	to	the	quantitative	findings.	Peer-reviewed	literature,	policy	
reports,	 and	 case	 studies	 contextualise	 the	 numbers.	 They	 explore	 governance	 structures,	 policy	
implementation	 challenges,	 and	 systemic	 barriers	 in	 both	 countries.	 For	 Rwanda,	 the	 focus	 is	 on	
evaluating	the	operational	successes	and	challenges	of	the	Community-Based	Health	Insurance	(CBHI)	
programme.	For	Uganda,	the	analysis	highlights	gaps	in	healthcare	access	and	financial	protection	in	the	
absence	 of	 UHC.	 This	 dual-pronged	 approach	 enables	 the	 study	 to	 capture	 not	 only	 the	 immediate	
impacts	of	UHC	on	healthcare	delivery	and	financial	protection	but	also	the	longitudinal	trends,	including	
long-term	sustainability	and	systemic	equity,	that	are	less	apparent	in	cross-sectional	analyses.	
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IV.	ANALYSIS	OF	ALL	FACTORS	
A.	Access	To	Essential	Health	Services		
Rwanda’s	 CBHI	 programme	 has	 revolutionised	 access	 to	 essential	 healthcare	 services.	 In	 2003,	 CBHI	
coverage	was	less	than	7%	of	the	target	population.	By	2013,	this	figure	had	risen	to	74%,	reflecting	the	
programme's	 rapid	 expansion	 and	 acceptance	 (Management	 Sciences	 for	 Health,	 2016).	 By	 2016,	
approximately	81.6%	of	the	population	was	enrolled	in	CBHI,	enhancing	service	utilisation	across	various	
income	groups	(Universal	health	coverage	roadmap	for	Uganda,	n.d.).	By	2019,	over	90%	of	the	population	
was	enrolled,	with	significant	improvements	in	access	among	rural	and	low-income	communities	(World	
Health	Organization,	2019)	(Figure	2).	In	contrast,	Uganda's	health	insurance	coverage	remains	critically	
low,	with	less	than	2%	of	the	population	covered	in	2015,	primarily	through	private	insurance	(Ministry	of	
Health	Uganda,	n.d.).	This	disparity	highlights	the	vast	difference	in	healthcare	accessibility	between	the	
two	countries,	with	Rwanda	achieving	88%	higher	health	insurance	coverage	compared	to	Uganda.	

Rwanda’s	 extensive	 coverage	 via	 CBHI	 has	 enabled	 access	 to	 essential	 services	 like	 maternal	 care,	
immunisations,	and	outpatient	services,	contributing	to	significant	improvements	in	service	utilisation	
among	 rural	 and	 low-income	 populations.	 Figure	 2	 underscores	 the	 role	 of	 universal	 healthcare	 in	
reducing	 disparities,	 with	 CBHI	 driving	 unprecedented	 coverage	 growth	 in	 Rwanda.	 Moreover,	 the	
government’s	 investments	 in	 healthcare	 infrastructure,	 such	 as	 building	 over	 500	 health	 centres	 and	
training	more	than	45,000	(World	Health	Organization,	2020)	community	health	workers,	have	further	
expanded	 service	 delivery	 to	 underserved	 regions.	However,	 challenges	 remain	 in	 ensuring	 equitable	
access	across	all	demographics.	Disparities	persist	among	the	poorest	populations	who	continue	to	face	
co-payment	hurdles,	even	under	CBHI.	Addressing	these	gaps	will	require	continued	investments	in	rural	
infrastructure	and	equitable	funding	mechanisms.	

	
Figure	2.	Rwanda’s	Healthcare	Progress	(2000-2020).	The	graph	highlights	Rwanda’s	healthcare	progress	from	2000	to	

2020,	illustrating	a	sharp	increase	in	healthcare	coverage	from	7%	in	2000	to	over	90%	by	2010.	The	visualisation	
underscores	the	transformative	impact	of	CBHI	on	both	coverage	and	health	outcomes,	reinforcing	the	critical	role	of	

universal	healthcare	in	reducing	disparities	and	improving	access.	Image	created	by	author.	

In	 Uganda,	 however,	 the	 lack	 of	 a	 structured	 UHC	 framework	 has	 resulted	 in	 inequitable	 access,	
particularly	in	rural	areas.	Financial	barriers,	coupled	with	limited	infrastructure	and	a	doctor-to-patient	
ratio	of	1:25,000,	severely	restrict	access	to	essential	health	services	(Saito,	2024).	Rural	residents	often	
travel	long	distances	to	understaffed	facilities,	exacerbating	disparities	in	care.		

To	show	this,	the	UHC	Service	Coverage	Index	(a	composite	measure)	evaluates	the	extent	to	which	a	
population	 has	 access	 to	 essential	 health	 services.	 It	 is	 based	 on	 four	 key	 components:	 reproductive,	
maternal,	 newborn,	 and	 child	 health;	 infectious	 diseases;	 non-communicable	 diseases;	 and	 service	
capacity	and	access.	The	index	typically	ranges	from	0	to	100,	with	higher	values	indicating	better	access	
to	essential	services	and	a	stronger	healthcare	system.	For	example,	a	UHC	Service	Coverage	Index	score	
of	49,	as	seen	in	Uganda	in	2019	(Figure	3),	means	that	access	to	essential	health	services	covers	less	than	
half	of	the	population's	needs.	In	contrast,	countries	with	higher	scores	have	better	coverage,	reflecting	
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broader	 and	more	 equitable	 access	 to	 healthcare	 services.	 The	 index	 serves	 as	 an	 important	 tool	 for	
assessing	 progress	 toward	 UHC	 and	 identifying	 gaps	 in	 service	 delivery	 across	 different	 regions	 or	
population	groups.	

Figure	3.	Service	Coverage	Index	Trend	in	Uganda	(2000-2019).	UHC	Service	Coverage	Index	trend	in	Uganda	(2000-
2019),	illustrating	a	rise	from	22	to	49,	reflecting	progress	in	healthcare	access.	Image	retrieved	from	Global	Health	

Observatory	2021.	

Overall,	while	 the	data	 illustrates	 that	both	countries	have	made	 strides	 in	healthcare	 improvements,	
Rwanda’s	UHC	model	has	achieved	faster	progress	in	health	outcomes,	more	equitable	access	to	services,	
and	 a	 lower	 financial	 burden	 on	 citizens.	 This	 is	 further	 supported	 by	 Rwanda’s	 better	 allocation	 of	
healthcare	resources,	which	has	effectively	addressed	disparities	and	ensured	more	inclusive	healthcare	
delivery.	

B.	Financial	Protection	
Rwanda’s	 CBHI	 programme	 exemplifies	 a	 diversified	 and	 relatively	 sustainable	 healthcare	 financing	
structure	(Figure	4).	By	substantially	reducing	OOP	healthcare	expenses—by	as	much	as	83%—equating	
to	annual	savings	of	about	3,600	Rwandan	Francs	or	US$12	per	capita,	CBHI	allows	families	to	reallocate	
financial	resources	to	other	essential	needs,	such	as	education,	housing,	and	small	business	investments	
(Woldemichael,	2019).	This	financial	protection	has	decreased	catastrophic	health	expenditures,	affecting	
only	 about	 1.2%	of	Rwandan	households,	 compared	 to	 23%	 in	Uganda	 (Kwesiga,	 2015).	Consequently,	
fewer	 families	 are	 pushed	 into	 poverty	 due	 to	 medical	 costs,	 bolstering	 economic	 resilience.	 This	
substantial	decrease	in	OOP	expenses	has	eased	the	financial	burden	on	households	and	decreased	the	
incidence	of	catastrophic	health	expenditures,	particularly	benefiting	low-income	families.	Furthermore,	
domestic	 public	 healthcare	 spending	 in	 Rwanda	 constituted	 a	 significant	 portion	 of	 the	 total	 health	
expenditure,	 ensuring	 consistent	 funding	 for	 CBHI	 and	 other	 health	 initiatives	 (Nyandekwe,	 2020).	
Household	premiums	account	for	66%	of	CBHI	funding,	reflecting	Rwanda’s	commitment	to	balancing	
domestic	and	external	contributions	while	engaging	households	directly	 in	 financing	 their	healthcare.	
This	approach	ensures	greater	predictability	in	funding,	reduces	reliance	on	external	aid,	and	provides	a	
stable	foundation	for	equitable	service	delivery.	This	is	in	contrast	to	Uganda,	where,	according	to	the	
World	Bank,	41%	of	health	expenditures	in	2019	were	out-of-pocket	(World	Bank,	n.d.),	and	42%	rely	on	
external	aid	(Figure	5).	Therefore,	reliance	in	Uganda	on	OOP	payments	creates	considerable	financial	
vulnerability	 for	 its	 citizens.	 Rwanda’s	 model	 hence	 demonstrates	 higher	 resilience	 and	 financial	
protection	for	households.	
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Figure	4.	Sources	of	Rwanda’s	CBHI	Funding	(2012-2013).	Highlights	the	funding	composition	of	CBHI,	with	
household	premiums	contributing	the	largest	share	(66%),	followed	by	government	contributions	(14%)	and	

external	funding	from	entities	like	the	Global	Fund	(10%).	Image	retrieved	from	Management	Sciences	for	Health	
(MSH).	

As	shown	in	Figure	5,	Uganda’s	health	financing	heavily	depends	on	external	sources,	which	made	up	42%	
of	 total	 health	 spending	 in	 2019,	while	 domestic	 public	 health	 spending	 accounted	 for	 just	 15%.	 This	
reliance	on	external	aid	underscores	the	fragility	of	Uganda’s	health	financing	system,	which	lacks	the	
predictability	 and	 stability	 necessary	 for	 comprehensive	 financial	 protection.	 High	 OOP	 payments	
exacerbate	 inequities,	disproportionately	affecting	 low-income	households	who	are	 less	able	to	absorb	
these	costs	(Kwesiga,	2015;	SPARC	Africa,	2021).		

Figure	5.	Trend	in	Health	Financing	in	Uganda	(2009-2020).	Trends	show	heavy	reliance	on	external	funding	(42%	in	
2019)	and	high	private	out-of-pocket	spending,	highlighting	financial	vulnerabilities.	Image	retrieved	from	The	Global	

Health	Observatory,	2020	and	Uganda	National	Health	Accounts.	

Additionally,	 Figure	 6	 highlights	 how	 Uganda’s	 government	 healthcare	 financing	 in	 2020/21	 was	
distributed,	with	only	16.4%	allocated	to	preventive	care	and	2.3%	to	medical	goods.	This	limited	focus	on	
essential	areas	further	exposes	households	to	high	medical	costs,	particularly	for	outpatient	and	inpatient	
care,	which	collectively	accounted	for	over	56%	of	government	health	spending.	Without	a	national	health	
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insurance	scheme,	many	Ugandans	are	left	to	shoulder	the	cost	of	these	services,	increasing	the	risk	of	
impoverishment	due	to	healthcare	expenses	(Kwesiga,	2015).	

Comparing	Figures	5	and	6,	Uganda’s	heavy	dependence	on	external	sources	and	minimal	investment	in	
preventive	 care	 (16.4%	 of	 government	 health	 spending)	 starkly	 contrasts	with	 Rwanda’s	 emphasis	 on	
household	 engagement	 and	 substantial	 domestic	 public	 healthcare	 funding.	While	 Rwanda	 allocates	
significant	 resources	 to	 ensure	 the	 long-term	 viability	 of	 CBHI	 and	 reduce	 financial	 vulnerability,	
Uganda’s	fragmented	and	externally	dependent	system	leaves	its	population	at	greater	risk	of	financial	
shocks	 and	 healthcare	 inequities.	 This	 disparity	 highlights	 the	 importance	 of	 a	 balanced	 and	 well-
structured	financing	model	for	sustainable	universal	healthcare	coverage.	

Figure	6.	Trend	in	Healthcare	Services	by	Government	Financing	in	Uganda	(2020-2021).	Distribution	shows	a	focus	on	
curative	care	(54%),	with	comparatively	low	investment	in	preventive	services	(16.4%).	Image	retrieved	from	Uganda	

National	Health	Accounts	(2021).	

C.	Health	Outcomes	
Rwanda’s	 implementation	 of	 the	 CBHI	 scheme	 has	 been	 strongly	 associated	 with	 significant	
improvements	in	health	outcomes.	Between	2000	and	2021,	life	expectancy	at	birth	increased	from	47.5	to	
67.5	years,	reflecting	a	20-year	gain	(World	Health	Organization,	n.d.).	This	improvement	aligns	with	a	
reduction	in	under-five	mortality	rates,	which	decreased	from	196	per	1,000	live	births	in	2000	to	50	per	
1,000	 in	 2021,	 a	 74%	 reduction	 (IndexMundi,	 n.d.)	 (Table	 2).	 Additionally,	 maternal	 mortality	 rates	
declined	 from	 1,071	 per	 100,000	 live	 births	 in	 2000	 to	 203	 per	 100,000	 in	 2017,	 representing	 an	 80%	
reduction	 (World	 Health	 Organization,	 2019).	 Conversely,	 Uganda	 experienced	 a	 slower	 decline	 in	
maternal	mortality	during	the	same	period,	decreasing	from	524	to	375	deaths	per	100,000	live	births,	a	
28%	 reduction	 (Healthy	 Newborn	 Network,	 n.d.).	 Rwanda’s	 improvements	 reflect	 better	 access	 to	
healthcare	 services,	 enhanced	maternal	 care,	 and	 increased	 coverage	 through	CBHI,	which	 addressed	
financial	barriers	and	promoted	service	utilisation	across	the	population.	

Uganda,	lacking	a	comprehensive	UHC	system,	has	experienced	more	modest	improvements	in	health	
outcomes.	Life	expectancy	at	birth	increased	from	45.7	years	in	1991	to	62.2	years	for	males	and	from	50.5	
to	64.2	years	for	females	by	2014	(Ministry	of	Health	Uganda,	n.d.),	Under-five	mortality	rates	declined	
from	187	per	1,000	live	births	in	1990	to	55	per	1,000	in	2015,	a	57%	decline	(Figure	7)	(CountryEconomy,	
n.d.,	Alobo,	2022).	This	highlights	how	the	absence	of	a	national	health	insurance	scheme	may	contribute	
to	 disparities	 in	 service	 utilisation	 and	 health	 outcomes,	 particularly	 among	 low-income	 and	 rural	
populations.		
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Health	Indicator	 Rwanda	 Uganda	

Life	expectancy	at	
birth	(2000-2021)	

Increased	from	47.5	to	67.5	years	(20-
year	gain)	

Increased	from	45.7	to	62.2	years	for	males	
and	50.5	to	64.2	years	for	females	(1991-2014)	

Under-five	mortality	
rate	

Decreased	from	196	to	50	per	1,000	live	
births	(74%	reduction,	2000-2021)	

Decreased	from	187	to	55	per	1,000	live	
births	(57%	reduction,	1990-2015)	

Maternal	mortality	
rate	

Decreased	from	1,071	to	203	per	100,000	
live	births	(80%	reduction,	2000-2017)	

Decreased	from	524	to	375	per	100,000	live	
births	(28%	reduction,	2000-2017)	

Health	coverage	
system	

Comprehensive	CBHI	scheme	 Lacks	comprehensive	UHC	system	

Table	2.	Highlights	the	potential	impact	of	Rwanda’s	CBHI	scheme	on	health	outcomes	compared	to	Uganda’s	
healthcare	system,	measuring	outcomes	including	life	expectancy	and	mortality	rates.	

While	 both	 countries	 have	 improved	 health	 outcomes,	 Table	 2	 highlights	 Rwanda’s	 faster	 and	more	
substantial	progress,	which	may	be	attributed	to	its	universal	healthcare	approach.	Although	attributing	
these	differences	solely	to	the	presence	or	absence	of	UHC	is	challenging	due	to	potential	confounding	
factors,	 the	 similarities	 in	 political	 and	 economic	 conditions	 between	 Rwanda	 and	 Uganda	 make	 it	
reasonable	to	view	UHC	as	a	significant	driver	of	the	observed	disparities.	Rwanda’s	comprehensive	CBHI	
system	demonstrates	how	a	well-implemented	UHC	scheme	can	improve	access	and	equity,	leading	to	
better	health	outcomes	across	populations.	

Figure	7.	Current	Health	Expenditure	Per	Capita,	Uganda	(2001-2020).	Showcases	Uganda's	health	expenditure	trends,	
including	neonatal	mortality	rates,	showing	minimal	improvements	despite	increased	spending.	Image	retrieved	from	

Global	Health	Expenditure	Database.	

D.	Economic	Impact		
Rwanda’s	 CBHI	 scheme	 has	 had	 significant	 economic	 benefits,	 extending	 much	 beyond	 financial	
protection	 through	 household	 welfare.	 Increased	 access	 to	 preventive	 and	 curative	 healthcare	 has	
improved	workforce	productivity	by	reducing	absenteeism	due	to	illness.	This	enhanced	productivity	has	
been	especially	critical	in	agriculture	and	informal	sectors,	which	dominate	Rwanda’s	economy.		
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As	illustrated	in	Figure	8,	Rwanda’s	government	health	expenditure	per	capita	(GGHE-D)	rose	to	US$20.2	
by	2020,	accompanied	by	relatively	low	out-of-pocket	spending	(OOPS)	of	US$6.2	per	capita.	In	contrast,	
in	2019,	Uganda	had	much	 lower	government	health	 expenditure	per	 capita	of	US$5	and	 significantly	
higher	 OOPS	 of	 US$12.8.	 These	 disparities	 highlight	 Rwanda’s	 greater	 investment	 in	 healthcare	 and	
financial	protection,	which	has	directly	contributed	to	its	economic	resilience	and	health	equity.	Lower	
medical	debt	and	better	health	outcomes	have	also	contributed	to	Rwanda’s	broader	economic	growth,	
with	GDP	growth	averaging	7-8%	annually	between	2000	and	2015	and	poverty	rates	falling	from	44%	in	
2000	to	20%	in	2015	(World	Bank,	2024).	These	gains	highlight	the	role	of	CBHI	in	fostering	a	healthier,	
more	productive	workforce,	which	in	turn	drives	sustained	economic	development.	

Figure	8.	Health	Expenditure	per	Capita	in	Uganda	(2019).	Highlights	variations	in	government	health	expenditure	
(GGHE-D),	OOP,	and	neonatal	mortality	rates	across	selected	African	countries	in	2019,	emphasizing	Rwanda’s	

relatively	balanced	spending	and	lower	mortality	compared	to	Uganda.	Image	retrieved	from	Global	Health	
Expenditure	Database.	

The	CBHI’s	success	in	reducing	catastrophic	health	expenditures	has	also	had	a	stabilising	effect	on	the	
economy.	When	households	avoid	financial	devastation	due	to	health	costs,	they	are	less	likely	to	fall	into	
poverty	 traps,	which	 often	 have	 generational	 consequences.	 This	 cycle	 of	 financial	 resilience	 bolsters	
economic	 development.	 Government	 investment	 in	 healthcare	 further	 underscores	 Rwanda’s	
commitment	to	economic	stability.	Healthcare	spending	increased	from	6%	of	GDP	in	2000	to	7.5%	in	
2015,	accompanied	by	a	rise	in	government	health	expenditure	per	capita	from	US$6	in	2000	to	US$48	in	
2015.	These	investments	have	led	to	better	healthcare	infrastructure	and	service	delivery,	contributing	to	
economic	growth.	Rwanda’s	health	financing	structure,	supported	by	strong	public-private	partnerships	
and	a	growing	pharmaceutical	 industry,	has	also	 fostered	private	 sector	 investment	and	even	medical	
tourism,	which	is	less	developed	in	Uganda	(Management	Sciences	for	Health,	2016).	

In	contrast,	Uganda’s	lack	of	a	comprehensive	UHC	framework	has	economic	repercussions.	As	previously	
stated,	OOP	healthcare	expenses	account	for	approximately	41%	of	Uganda’s	total	health	expenditure,	
compared	to	just	10%	in	Rwanda	(ThinkWell,	2021).	This	high	reliance	on	direct	payments	exposes	25%	of	
Ugandan	households	 to	catastrophic	health	expenditures,	 limiting	 their	ability	 to	 invest	 in	education,	
nutrition,	and	other	areas	that	support	economic	development	(Kwesiga,	2015).	Additionally,	the	absence	
of	universal	health	coverage	has	led	to	higher	rates	of	illness-related	absenteeism	and	lower	productivity,	
with	Uganda	 experiencing	 an	 estimated	 15%	 loss	 of	working	days	 annually	 due	 to	preventable	health	
conditions.	Uganda’s	government	health	expenditure	per	capita	increased	from	US$16	in	2000	to	US$43	
in	2021	but	 remains	 lower	 than	Rwanda’s,	 limiting	 improvements	 in	 infrastructure	and	service	quality	
(Macrotrends,	n.d.).	
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Comparing	GDP	per	capita	between	the	two	countries	offers	further	insight	(Figure	9).	As	of	2022,	Rwanda	
and	Uganda	had	comparable	GDP	per	capita	values—approximately	US$966.2	and	US$964.4,	respectively	
(World	 Bank,	 2024).	 However,	 Rwanda’s	 consistent	 investments	 in	 healthcare	 and	 the	 resulting	
improvements	in	health	outcomes	and	productivity	likely	contribute	to	its	strong	economic	trajectory	in	
comparison	to	Uganda.	Rwanda’s	CBHI	programme	not	only	alleviates	financial	barriers	to	healthcare	but	
also	 supports	 long-term	 economic	 resilience	 by	 fostering	 a	 healthier,	 more	 productive	 workforce.	
Conversely,	 Uganda’s	 reliance	 on	 out-of-pocket	 expenditures	 and	 limited	 public	 healthcare	 funding	
continues	to	impede	its	economic	growth,	highlighting	the	urgent	need	for	a	structured	health	insurance	
system	to	drive	both	health	and	economic	improvements.	

	
Figure	9.	Projected	Population	and	GDP	per	Capita	(2005-2050)	for	Uganda,	Rwanda,	and	Burundi.		Projections	are	
shown	under	four	socio-economic	scenarios:	S1	(proactive	governance,	regional	integration),	S2	(reactive	governance,	
regional	integration),	S3	(proactive	governance,	fragmented	region),	and	S4	(reactive	governance,	fragmented	region).	
Rwanda	demonstrates	strong	economic	growth	potential	across	scenarios,	despite	similar	population	trends	to	its	

neighbours	Image	retrieved	from	van	Soesbergen,	et	al	(2017).	

E.	Long	Term	Sustainability		
Rwanda’s	CBHI	programme	has	significantly	improved	healthcare	access	and	financial	protection,	yet	it	
faces	challenges	in	maintaining	long-term	financial	sustainability.	Chronic	deficits	in	the	CBHI	fund	have	
raised	concerns	about	the	programme's	ability	to	sustain	its	services	over	time.	These	deficits	stem	from	
several	 factors,	 including	 inadequate	 premium	 contributions	 from	 lower-income	 households,	 limited	
financial	 reserves,	 and	 rising	healthcare	delivery	 costs	 (World	Health	Organization,	 2019).	To	address	
these	challenges,	the	Rwandan	government	integrated	CBHI	management	into	the	Rwanda	Social	Security	
Board	(RSSB)	in	2015,	aiming	to	enhance	financial	oversight	and	operational	efficiency	(Rwanda	primary	
healthcare	market	assessment	and	roadmap,	2023).	Additionally,	Rwanda	is	exploring	ways	to	diversify	its	
funding	base,	such	as	increasing	contributions	from	higher-income	members,	leveraging	private	sector	
partnerships,	and	seeking	additional	external	donor	support.	

In	 contrast,	 Uganda’s	 healthcare	 system	 faces	more	 pronounced	 sustainability	 challenges	 due	 to	 the	
absence	of	a	structured	UHC	framework.	Donor	contributions,	which	constitute	a	significant	portion	of	
Uganda’s	healthcare	financing,	are	subject	to	global	economic	shifts	and	changing	donor	priorities.	This	
instability	 leaves	 Uganda’s	 healthcare	 system	 vulnerable	 to	 funding	 shortfalls,	 which	 can	 undermine	
service	delivery	and	exacerbate	inequities	(SPARC	Africa,	2021).	The	absence	of	a	national	health	insurance	
scheme	 also	 means	 that	 healthcare	 financing	 lacks	 predictability	 and	 scalability,	 limiting	 the	
government’s	ability	to	plan	and	invest	in	long-term	healthcare	infrastructure	(SPARC	Africa,	2021).	
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Implementing	UHC	 in	Uganda	could	 significantly	 transform	 its	healthcare	 system	and	broader	 socio-
economic	framework.	By	reducing	financial	barriers,	UHC	would	improve	equitable	access	to	healthcare,	
particularly	 for	 rural	 and	 marginalised	 populations,	 and	 enhance	 health	 outcomes	 through	 earlier	
interventions.	 This	 would	 boost	 productivity,	 especially	 in	 the	 informal	 sector,	 and	 contribute	 to	
economic	 growth.	UHC	 could	 address	 systemic	 issues	 like	 underfunding	 and	workforce	 shortages	 by	
incentivising	investments	in	infrastructure,	training,	and	technology,	thereby	improving	service	quality.	
Financial	protections	would	reduce	out-of-pocket	expenses,	alleviating	household	economic	burdens	and	
preventing	poverty.	Overall,	lessons	from	Rwanda’s	CBHI	demonstrate	that	while	UHC	programmes	are	
resource-intensive,	their	long-term	benefits—in	terms	of	both	health	outcomes	and	economic	stability—
justify	the	initial	investment.	

F.	Comparative	Analysis	
These	contrasting	scenarios	underscore	the	central	thesis	of	this	paper:	the	success	of	UHC	in	NCLMICs	
hinges	not	only	on	reducing	OOP	expenses	but	also	on	addressing	systemic	limitations,	strengthening	
governance,	and	ensuring	economic	stability.	Figure	10,	which	tracks	Rwanda’s	performance	before	and	
after	the	introduction	of	CBHI,	reveals	a	marked	improvement	in	critical	healthcare	metrics.	

Figure	10.	Comparison	of	Benefits	Before	and	After	CBHI	Implementation	in	Rwanda.	This	figure	shows	improvements	
in	healthcare	access,	financial	protection,	health	outcomes,	and	equity	in	Rwanda	after	implementing	CBHI,	

underscoring	its	role	in	advancing	UHC	goals	and	strengthening	healthcare	resilience.	Scores	1–10	reflect	scaled	
performance	based	on	indicator-specific	improvements,	as	detailed	in	the	discussion	section.	Image	created	by	author.	

Access	to	healthcare,	 financial	protection,	and	economic	productivity	each	scored	substantially	higher	
post-CBHI	 implementation,	 reflecting	 the	 far-reaching	 impact	 of	 this	 policy.	 For	 instance,	 access	 to	
healthcare	rose	from	an	average	score	of	4	to	8	on	a	10-point	scale,	demonstrating	the	programme’s	success	
in	eliminating	barriers,	particularly	for	rural	and	low-income	populations.	The	1–10	performance	scale	is	a	
composite	evaluative	tool	based	on	changes	in	quantitative	indicators	detailed	in	the	paper's	methodology	
section.	Each	metric—such	as	access	to	healthcare,	out-of-pocket	expenses,	and	health	outcomes—was	
translated	into	a	1–10	scale	to	reflect	relative	improvement	before	and	after	CBHI	implementation.	Scores	
are	informed	by	national	and	international	data	(e.g.,	WHO,	World	Bank)	and	are	benchmarked	against	
progress	 in	 coverage	 rates,	mortality	 reductions,	 economic	 burden,	 and	 health	 system	 resilience.	 For	
instance,	a	score	of	4	to	8	in	“Access	to	Healthcare”	reflects	a	doubling	in	coverage	rates	from	~40%	to	
over	90%	(Figure	10).	These	improvements	are	not	isolated;	they	are	interdependent	with	gains	in	financial	
protection,	as	evidenced	by	significant	reductions	in	OOP	spending,	which	dropped	to	just	10%	of	total	
health	expenditure.	This	reduction	has	alleviated	the	financial	burden	on	households	and	enabled	them	
to	reallocate	resources	toward	other	essential	needs	like	education	and	small	business	investments.	The	
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increase	 in	public	health	 system	 resilience	post-CBHI	 further	highlights	how	 strategic	 investments	 in	
infrastructure	and	workforce	training	can	create	a	sustainable	and	equitable	healthcare	system.		

	
Figure	11.	Healthcare	Indicators	Comparison:	Rwanda	vs.	Uganda	(2000–2015).	This	figure	compares	key	healthcare	
metrics	in	Rwanda	and	Uganda,	including	insurance	coverage,	mortality	reductions,	and	OOP	expenses.	It	highlights	
Rwanda's	CBHI-driven	progress	in	achieving	UHC	and	Uganda’s	challenges	without	a	structured	UHC	system.	Image	

created	by	author.	

Figure	11	compares	Rwanda	and	Uganda	across	key	healthcare	indicators,	offering	a	cross-national	lens	to	
evaluate	 the	 effectiveness	 of	UHC.	Rwanda’s	 near-universal	 health	 insurance	 coverage	 (~90%)	 starkly	
contrasts	with	Uganda’s	meagre	2%	coverage,	illustrating	the	transformative	power	of	a	well-implemented	
UHC	framework.		

Beyond	 these	quantitative	differences,	 the	 analysis	underscores	 the	 systemic	 factors	driving	Rwanda’s	
superior	 performance.	 The	 CBHI	 system’s	 focus	 on	 equitable	 access,	 backed	 by	 robust	 government	
support	and	strategic	partnerships,	has	created	a	resilient	healthcare	model.	Investments	in	community	
health	workers	and	rural	 infrastructure	have	ensured	that	even	marginalised	populations	benefit	 from	
improved	access	and	quality	of	care.	In	contrast,	Uganda’s	healthcare	financing	remains	heavily	reliant	on	
external	aid	and	private	expenditures,	making	it	vulnerable	to	economic	shocks	and	donor	priorities.	This	
reliance	 limits	 the	 government’s	 ability	 to	 plan	 and	 implement	 long-term	 healthcare	 strategies,	
perpetuating	disparities	and	undermining	the	sustainability	of	healthcare	delivery.	As	such,	this	paper	
reinforces	the	argument	that	UHC	is	a	catalyst	for	both	health	and	economic	development,	underscoring	
the	challenges	Uganda	continues	to	face	without	such	a	system.	

	
V.	LIMITATIONS	IN	THIS	RESEARCH	
While	 this	 comparative	 analysis	 offers	 valuable	 insights	 into	 the	 impact	 of	 UHC	 in	 NCLMICs,	 it	 is	
constrained	by	several	limitations.	The	reliance	on	secondary	data	introduces	inconsistencies	in	collection	
methods,	 reporting	 standards,	 and	 timeframes,	potentially	 affecting	accuracy	and	comparability.	Data	
quality	and	availability	also	create	discrepancies,	as	rural	underrepresentation	and	reliance	on	fragmented	
or	 donor-driven	 data	 collection	 in	 Rwanda	 and	 Uganda	may	 bias	 cross-country	 comparisons	 despite	
efforts	to	use	standardised	and	reliable	sources.		Generalisability	is	also	limited	as	Rwanda	and	Uganda,	
despite	similarities,	have	distinct	historical	and	social	contexts.	Temporal	changes	in	healthcare	systems	
and	policies	pose	challenges,	as	data	may	not	reflect	recent	reforms.	Moreover,	certain	health	outcomes	
and	economic	impacts,	such	as	productivity	within	the	work	sector	as	a	direct	result	of	better	healthcare	
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systems,	are	inherently	difficult	to	measure.	Variations	in	policy	implementation,	governance	quality,	and	
administrative	capacity	further	complicate	attributing	outcomes	solely	to	UHC.		

Isolating	UHC	effects	is	further	complicated	by	factors	like	political	stability,	economic	policies,	external	
aid,	and	social	dynamics,	which	independently	influence	health	and	economic	outcomes.	For	instance,	
Rwanda’s	post-genocide	recovery	efforts	and	strong	international	partnerships	may	have	amplified	the	
impacts	of	CBHI,	while	Uganda’s	reliance	on	fragmented	donor	funding	creates	challenges	in	sustaining	
health	 system	 improvements.	 Additionally,	 Rwanda’s	 strong	 political	 will,	 effective	 governance,	 and	
commitment	 to	 healthcare	 have	 facilitated	 the	 successful	 rollout	 of	 UHC,	 supported	 by	 consistent	
government	policies	 and	 international	partnerships.	 In	 contrast,	Uganda’s	healthcare	efforts	 are	often	
hampered	by	weaker	governance	structures,	political	 instability,	and	resource	mismanagement,	which	
undermine	 the	 intended	 benefits	 of	 health	 programmes.	 Addressing	 these	 confounding	 variables	 is	
essential	 for	a	more	nuanced	understanding	of	UHC’s	effectiveness	and	highlights	 the	need	for	 future	
research	that	integrates	these	contextual	factors	into	evaluations.	

VI.	FUTURE	RESEARCH	DIRECTIONS	
Building	upon	the	insights	gained	from	the	comparative	analysis	of	Rwanda	and	Uganda,	future	research	
should	broaden	its	scope	to	include	a	diverse	range	of	NCLMICs.	By	examining	countries	with	varying	
political,	 economic,	 and	 social	 landscapes,	 researchers	 can	 identify	 common	 challenges	 and	 effective	
strategies,	 thereby	 enhancing	 the	 generalisability	 of	 findings	 and	 informing	 tailored	 policy	
recommendations.	

Additionally,	the	role	of	non-governmental	organisations	(NGOs)	in	advancing	UHC	warrants	in-depth	
exploration.	NGOs	have	played	a	supportive	role	in	Rwanda’s	UHC	efforts,	particularly	in	complementing	
government-led	initiatives.	Nearly	45%	of	Rwanda’s	healthcare	expenditure	comes	from	external,	non-
governmental	 sources,	 including	NGOs,	which	 have	 provided	 crucial	 funding	 support	 (World	Health	
Organization,	2023).	NGOs	have	also	been	instrumental	in	filling	gaps	in	healthcare	delivery	in	rural	areas,	
supporting	community	health	worker	programmes	through	training,	supervision,	and	resource	provision.	
Moreover,	 NGOs	 have	 contributed	 to	 technological	 innovation,	 introducing	 digital	 health	 tools	 to	
enhance	community	health	worker	performance,	and	have	participated	in	technical	advisory	committees	
to	shape	health	policy	at	the	national	and	district	levels.	A	study	discussing	the	role	of	informal	healthcare	
providers	 in	 low-	and	middle-income	countries	 emphasises	 the	need	 to	address	 their	 integration	 into	
national	health	systems	(Sanadgol,	2021).		

Future	research	should	also	consider	the	impact	of	informal	healthcare	providers	on	UHC	efforts.	In	many	
NCLMICs,	 informal	 providers	 represent	 a	 significant	 portion	 of	 the	 healthcare	 delivery	 system.	 Their	
presence	presents	both	challenges	and	opportunities	for	achieving	UHC.	A	study	discussing	the	role	of	
informal	healthcare	providers	in	low-	and	middle-income	countries	emphasises	the	need	to	address	their	
integration	 into	national	health	systems	(Kumah,	2022).	Exploring	strategies	 to	effectively	engage	and	
regulate	these	providers	could	enhance	service	coverage	and	quality.	By	expanding	the	research	focus	to	
include	a	broader	array	of	NCLMICs	and	examining	the	roles	of	NGOs	and	informal	healthcare	providers,	
future	studies	can	contribute	to	a	more	nuanced	understanding	of	UHC	implementation.	This	holistic	
approach	is	essential	for	developing	adaptable	and	sustainable	health	systems	that	meet	the	diverse	needs	
of	populations	across	different	settings.	

CONCLUSION	
The	comparative	analysis	of	Rwanda	and	Uganda	underscores	the	transformative	potential	of	UHC	when	
implemented	 with	 robust	 governance,	 strategic	 investments,	 and	 equitable	 access.	 Rwanda’s	 CBHI	
scheme	demonstrates	that	prioritising	financial	protection,	infrastructure	development,	and	community	
engagement	can	significantly	improve	health	outcomes	and	reduce	poverty.	In	contrast,	Uganda’s	reliance	
on	 external	 funding	 and	 limited	 public	 health	 spending	 highlights	 the	 systemic	 barriers	 that	 hinder	
equitable	healthcare	delivery.	These	findings	hold	critical	implications	for	NCLMICs	striving	toward	UHC;	
policymakers	 must	 prioritise	 reducing	 OOP	 expenses,	 strengthening	 governance	 mechanisms,	 and	
addressing	 rural	 healthcare	 disparities.	 Furthermore,	 ensuring	 the	 sustainability	 of	UHC	programmes	
requires	innovative	funding	models	and	adaptive	strategies	to	meet	evolving	demographic	and	economic	
challenges.	

As	global	efforts	intensify	to	achieve	the	Sustainable	Development	Goals,	the	Rwanda-Uganda	case	study	
provides	a	compelling	blueprint	for	designing	UHC	systems	that	transcend	access	expansion	to	strengthen	
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economic	resilience	and	societal	well-being.	By	committing	to	equity,	resilience,	and	inclusivity,	NCLMICs	
can	transform	healthcare	systems	into	engines	of	sustainable	development,	fostering	healthier	societies	
and	creating	opportunities	for	economic	and	social	progress	for	all.	

Tannishtha	Sethi	
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This	paper	studies	disqualifying	 rhetoric	used	by	Keiko	Fujimori	and	Pedro	Castillo	 in	 the	2021	Peruvian	
presidential	election.	By	elaborating	from	a	qualitative	thematic	analysis	of	a	TV	debate,	the	study	explains	
how	 the	 candidates	 used	 different	 rhetorical	 techniques	 to	 undermine	 each	 other,	 thus	 reflecting	 and	
reinforcing	the	social	divisions	in	Peru.	The	analysis	identifies	4	main	themes:	Fujimori's	overt	identity-based	
disqualifications	targeting	Castillo’s	identity;	Castillo’s	covert	contrast	disqualifications	emphasising	policy	
and	anti-elite	narratives;	mutual	critiques	of	the	prior	government’s	handling	of	the	COVID-19	pandemic;	
and	 pervasive	 overt	 disqualifications	 focused	 on	 corruption	 accusations.	 Such	 results	 highlight	 how	
disqualifying	rhetoric	not	only	shaped	voter	perceptions	but	amplified	polarisation,	aligning	with	framing	
theory	 and	 theories	 of	 negative	 campaigning.	 Ultimately,	 this	 study	 contributes	 to	 understanding	 the	
relationship	 between	 political	 rhetoric	 and	 social	 polarisation	 in	 electoral	 contexts,	 representing	 better	
implications	for	democratic	governance	in	Latin	America.	
	
 

INTRODUCTION	
In	today’s	increasingly	polarised	political	climate,	during	elections,	candidates	may	opt	to	sway	voters	by	
transcending	policy	discussions	and	charitable	initiatives,	delving	into	negative	rhetoric	that	reinforces	
and	deepens	existing	cleavages	(Lau	and	Rovner,	2009,	p.	286).	The	2021	Peruvian	presidential	election,	
placing	Keiko	Fujimori	against	Pedro	Castillo,	would	showcase	such	dynamics.	Keiko	Fujimori,	daughter	
of	former	president	Alberto	Fujimori,	represents	the	continuation	of	a	political	dynasty	associated	with	
authoritarian	governance,	neoliberal	reform,	and	a	hardline	stance	on	crime	and	insurgency	(Burt,	2006).	
Her	party,	Fuerza	Popular,	has	dominated	Peru’s	legislature	in	recent	years	and	is	seen	as	emblematic	of	
elite,	urban	interests	(Dargent	Bocanegra	and	Rousseau,	2021).	

In	contrast,	Pedro	Castillo	rose	to	prominence	as	a	rural	teacher	and	union	leader	with	no	prior	experience	
in	national	politics	(Asensio	et	al,	2021,	pp.	8-10).	Representing	Perú	Libre,	a	Marxist-leaning	party,	Castillo	
campaigned	on	an	anti-elite	platform	emphasising	rural	marginalisation,	public	investment,	and	national	
sovereignty	over	natural	resources	(Asensio	et	al,	2021).	These	sharply	contrasting	backgrounds	not	only	
shaped	 each	 candidate’s	 campaign	 message	 but	 also	 reflected	 Peru’s	 enduring	 structural	 divides,	
particularly	the	urban-rural	and	class-based	cleavages	that	have	defined	political	discourse	since	the	civil	
conflict	of	the	1980s	and	1990s.	

Both	 candidates	used	disqualifying	 rhetoric—a	key	 element	of	negative	 campaigning—to	delegitimise	
their	opponent’s	proposals	or	identity,	resorting	to	polarising	narratives	of	Peru’s	historical,	social	and	
political	 divides	 (Haselmayer,	 2019,	 p.	 256).	 On	 one	 end,	 Fujimori’s	 rhetoric	 employed	 xenophobic	
undertones	and	accusations	of	left-wing	insurgency	sympathisers	(Asensio	et	al.,	2021,	pp.	13-14).	On	the	
other	end,	Castillo	emphasised	anti-elite	rhetoric	and	critiques	of	Fujimorismo	(Asensio	et	al.,	2021,	pp.	13-
14).	Both	tactics	did	not	solely	influence	voter	perceptions,	but	they	also	reflected	the	longstanding	urban	
vs	rural	rural/urban	divide	(Asensio	et	al.,	2021,	pp.	13-14).	

While	 Fujimori’s	 campaign	was	 scrutinised	 among	 scholars	 due	 to	 its	 divisive	 nature,	 particularly	 its	
identity-based	disqualification	of	Castillo,	less	has	been	said	about	Castillo’s	rhetorical	strategies	and	how	
they	also	shaped	the	polarised	landscape	(Escárzaga,	2022,	p.	87).	This	gap	limits	our	understanding	of	
the	interplay	between	negative	campaigning	and	polarisation	in	Latin	American	democracies.	To	address	
this,	this	study	examines	a	political	debate	through	the	process	of	a	thematic	analysis	regarding	the	use	
of	disqualifying	rhetoric	in	the	campaigns	of	Fujimori	and	Castillo	through	the	lenses	of	negative	political	
identities	and	framing	theory.	Identity-based	disqualification	often	exploits	societal	divisions,	including	
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ethnicity,	geography	or	class.	Candidates	representing	elites	or	majority	groups	might	target	identity	to	
delegitimise	 opponents	 viewed	 as	 outsiders	 or	 threats	 to	 established	norms.	Conversely,	 policy-based	
disqualification	 is	 often	 employed	 in	 campaigns	 where	 governance	 records	 or	 ideological	 divides	 are	
central	to	the	competition,	allowing	candidates	to	critique	each	other’s	plans	or	affiliations.	In	addition,	
this	study	theorises	identity-based	disqualification	as	not	only	a	reflection	of	societal	divides,	but	also	a	
mechanism	 that	 deepens	 them,	 making	 it	 both	 a	 rhetorical	 tool	 and	 a	 structural	 issue	 in	 polarised	
democracies.	These	frameworks	highlight	the	strategic	choices	certain	candidates	employ	in	polarising	
contexts.	

This	paper	asks:	In	what	ways	did	Keiko	Fujimori	and	Pedro	Castillo’s	campaigns	manifest	disqualifying	
rhetoric?	Following	the	hypothesised	dynamics	of	disqualification	use,	for	the	Peruvian	case,	this	research	
argues	that	Fujimori,	representing	elite	continuity,	would	focus	on	identity	disqualification,	relying	on	
direct	recurrent	attacks	on	Castillo’s	identity	as	an	Andean	man	and	his	perceived	radicalism	in	relation	
to	insurgency	groups.	In	contrast,	Castillo,	representing	marginalised	rural	communities,	would	employ	
a	 mix	 of	 policy-based	 disqualification	 regarding	 critiques	 of	 Fujimorismo	 and	 identity-based	
disqualification	on	anti-elite	narratives	to	challenge	entrenched	power	structures	in	the	country.		

By	analysing	disqualifying	rhetoric	in	this	election,	this	research	contributes	to	how	negative	campaigning	
reinforces	societal	divisions	and	influences	voter	alignments	in	polarised	democracies.	Within	the	Latin	
American	 context,	 it	 highlights	 how	 political	 campaigns	 reflect	 and	 exacerbate	 structural	 cleavages,	
providing	insights	into	the	broader	implications	of	disqualifying	rhetoric	in	democratic	processes.	

THEORETICAL	FRAMEWORK	
This	study	examines	the	existing	literature	on	disqualifying	rhetoric	within	the	frameworks	of	negative	
campaigning,	polarisation,	and	framing	theory	to	analyse	the	case	of	the	2021	Peruvian	elections.	Negative	
campaigning	refers	to	the	strategic	focus	on	criticising	opponents	rather	than	promoting	oneself	(Lau	and	
Rovner,	2009,	p.	289).	These	criticisms	often	target	an	opponent's	proposals,	ideology,	political	record,	
failures,	or	even	personal	scandals	(Lau	and	Rovner,	2009,	p.	286).	

A	common	tactic	within	negative	campaigning	is	disqualification	rhetoric,	where	candidates	undermine	
opponents	to	weaken	their	public	image	(Escárzaga,	2022,	pp.	78-79).	Disqualification	typically	falls	into	
two	dimensions:	policy-based	and	identity-based.	Policy-based	disqualification	critiques	an	opponent’s	
governance	record,	political	alignment,	policies,	or	leadership	abilities	(Haselmayer,	2019,	pp.	356-357).	
Identity-based	 disqualification	 targets	 personal	 traits,	 ethnicity,	 social	 class,	 or	 geographic	 origin	
(Haselmayer,	2019).	This	rhetoric	often	aims	to	portray	competitors	as	unfit	or	less	qualified	for	political	
office,	hence	making	it	“disqualifying.”	

While	 the	 concept	 of	 disqualification	 within	 negative	 campaigning	 is	 widely	 accepted,	 its	
operationalisation	remains	contested	(Lau	and	Rovner,	2009,	pp.	289-290).	Scholars	often	dichotomise	
political	 ads	 into	 "negative,"	 emphasising	 criticism	or	disqualification,	 and	 "positive,"	 focused	on	 self-
promotion	 (Lau	and	Rovner,	 2009,	pp.	 289-290).	However,	 such	assumptions	have	been	 criticised	 for	
failing	to	distinguish	legitimate	attacks	from	"dirty"	tactics	or	conflating	contrast	campaigns	with	outright	
attacks,	 leading	 to	 misleading	 conclusions	 on	 the	 contextual	 differences	 and	 rhetoric	 employed	 for	
specific	cases	(Jamieson	et	al.,	2000,	p.	44).	

Building	on	this,	framing	theory	offers	a	valuable	lens	for	understanding	how	candidates	strategically	craft	
their	rhetoric	to	influence	public	opinion.	Framing	involves	highlighting	certain	aspects	of	reality	while	
downplaying	others,	shaping	the	audience’s	interpretation	of	events,	individuals,	or	issues	(Entman,	1993,	
p.	52).	In	the	context	of	negative	campaigning,	disqualification	rhetoric	serves	as	a	framing	strategy	that	
emphasises	 an	opponent’s	perceived	 flaws	or	 incompatibility	with	 societal	norms,	 thereby	 reinforcing	
negative	perceptions	among	voters.	

However,	framing	theory	is	not	without	its	critics	when	applied	to	the	study	of	rhetoric.	Some	scholars	
argue	 that	 framing	 theory	 tends	 to	 focus	 disproportionately	 on	 the	 short-term	 effects	 of	 individual	
messages,	 often	 neglecting	 the	 cumulative	 impact	 of	 prior	 frames	 that	 have	 shaped	 broader	 divisive	
narratives.	This	oversight	can	limit	the	understanding	of	the	contextual	factors	influencing	public	opinion	
if	these	historical	frames	are	not	adequately	considered	(Slater	M.D.,	2007,	pp.	298-299).	
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When	 considering	 polarisation	 through	 disqualifying	 rhetoric	 as	 a	 form	 of	 negative	 campaigning,	 its	
impact	becomes	especially	significant	in	divided	societies.	Peru’s	political	landscape	is	particularly	well-
suited	to	the	study	of	disqualifying	rhetoric	due	to	its	entrenched	historical	cleavages.	The	country’s	long-
standing	 rural-urban	 divide,	 racialised	 social	 hierarchies,	 and	 collective	 trauma	 from	 internal	 armed	
conflict	in	the	1980s	and	1990s	have	left	deep	fault	lines	in	public	discourse	(Burt,	2006,	pp.	33-34).	Rural	
and	Indigenous	populations,	long	excluded	from	political	and	economic	power,	are	frequently	framed	as	
outsiders	or	threats	in	elite	narratives,	while	urban	elites	are	associated	with	corruption	and	neglect	(Burt,	
2006).	The	legacy	of	the	Shining	Path	insurgency	and	state	repression	during	the	civil	conflict	has	also	
entrenched	a	rhetorical	arsenal—most	notably	Terruqueo,	the	practice	of	associating	left-wing	actors	with	
terrorism—that	continues	to	shape	political	polarisation	(Burt,	2006).	Disqualification	rhetoric	deepens	
societal	cleavages	by	amplifying	an	"us	vs.	them"	dynamic	(McCoy	et	al.,	2018,	pp.	20-21).	Polarisation	itself	
is	a	multifaceted	phenomenon,	divided	into	ideological,	affective,	and	factual	belief	dimensions,	each	of	
which	has	sparked	scholarly	debate	(Iyengar	et	al.,	2019,	pp.	130-131;	Rekker,	2021,	p.	355).	For	instance,	
ideological	 polarisation	 focuses	 on	 the	 growing	 divergence	 of	 ideas	 into	 opposing	 extremes	 or	 the	
formation	of	broad,	antagonistic	coalitions	(Jost	et	al.,	2022,	pp.	561-562;	Dassonneville	and	Çakır,	2021,	
p.16).	 In	 contrast,	 affective	 polarisation	 emphasises	 divisions	 driven	 by	 social	 identity	 and	 the	
dehumanisation	of	opposing	groups	(Iyengar	et	al.,	2019,	p.	131).	

For	this	research,	therefore,	a	definition	of	polarisation	that	incorporates	both	ideological	and	affective	
dimensions	is	crucial.	McCoy	et	al.’s	(2018,	pp.	20-21)	framework	captures	this	duality	by	examining	how	
ideological	polarisation—centred	on	policy	and	governance—and	affective	polarisation—rooted	in	social	
identity-driven	divisions—interact	to	reinforce	an	"us	vs.	them"	dynamic.	This	comprehensive	perspective	
aligns	with	the	forms	of	disqualifying	rhetoric	analysed	in	this	study:	ideological	disqualification,	where	
candidates	critique	their	opponent’s	policies	and	ideologies,	and	identity-based	disqualification,	where	
they	delegitimise	their	opponent’s	affiliations	or	personal	characteristics.	

Taking	these	distinct	points	into	account,	this	study	operationalises	disqualifying	rhetoric	as	the	central	
concept	 by	 focusing	 on	 three	 dimensions:	 explicitness	 (overt	 vs.	 covert),	 frequency	 (how	 often	
disqualifying	 rhetoric	 is	 displayed),	 and	 type	 (the	 rhetorical	 form	 and	 thematic	 foci	 of	 the	
disqualification).	The	dimension	of	type	is	further	divided	into	two	key	categories:	technique	(attacks	vs.	
contrasts)	and	 topic	 (policy-based	vs.	 identity-based).	These	dimensions—explicitness,	 frequency,	and	
type—were	 selected	 for	 their	 capacity	 to	 capture	 the	 strategic	nuances	of	disqualifying	 rhetoric	while	
ensuring	analytical	focus.	

• Explicitness	 reveals	 the	 rhetorical	 style	each	candidate	employed—whether	 through	blunt	
disqualifications	or	subtler,	more	indirect	strategies.	Framing	theory	informs	this	dimension	
by	highlighting	how	overt	versus	covert	frames	shape	audience	interpretation.	

• Frequency	assesses	how	integral	disqualifying	rhetoric	was	to	a	candidate’s	campaign	narrative—
whether	it	functioned	as	a	core	strategy	or	played	a	more	supplementary	role.	This	dimension	
also	underscores	the	salience	of	disqualifying	frames	in	shaping	voter	perceptions.	

• Type	 examines	 both	 the	 techniques	 and	 topics	 of	 disqualifications.	 The	 technique	 evaluates	
whether	rhetoric	hostilely	targets	specific	traits	or	emphasises	differences	between	candidates	to	
work	 against	 the	 other.	 Topic	 identifies	 the	 contexts	 in	 which	 disqualifications	 occurred,	
distinguishing	between	policy-focused	and	identity-focused	ones.	

While	 the	 three	 dimensions	 serve	 as	 the	 primary	 operational	 tools	 for	 identifying	 and	 categorising	
disqualifying	 rhetoric,	 the	 spectrum	 model	 offers	 a	 complementary	 conceptual	 lens.	 By	 situating	
rhetorical	instances	along	a	continuum—from	covert	policy	contrasts	to	overt	identity-based	attacks—
the	 model	 captures	 the	 intensity	 and	 polarising	 potential	 of	 disqualification	 strategies,	 which	 the	
categorical	dimensions	alone	cannot	fully	express.	
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. 		
Figure	1.	Spectrum	of	Disqualifying	Rhetoric:	Author’s	work.	

Together,	the	dimensions	and	the	spectrum	provide	a	layered	framework:	the	dimensions	break	down	
rhetorical	components	for	thematic	coding,	while	the	spectrum	visualises	how	those	strategies	vary	in	
their	rhetorical	severity	and	societal	impact.	As	shown	in	Figure	1,	rhetoric	ranges	from	covert	contrasts	
on	policy	issues	to	overt	attacks	on	identity,	with	increasing	polarising	effects	toward	the	right	end	of	the	
spectrum.	

Turning	to	the	relevance	of	the	case,	this	paper	argues	that	the	2021	Peruvian	presidential	election	offers	
a	compelling	context	for	studying	disqualifying	rhetoric	due	to	its	highly	polarised	nature	and	pronounced	
urban-rural	divide,	which	was	evident	in	much	of	the	campaign	coverage	in	media	outlets	(Celag	data,	
2021).	 The	 campaigns	 of	 Fujimori	 and	 Castillo	 exemplify	 how	 identity-based	 and	 policy-based	
disqualifications	 interact	 with	 societal	 cleavages,	 making	 this	 election	 an	 ideal	 case	 for	 applying	 the	
proposed	framework.	

Fujimori	 and	 Castillo	 represented	 sharply	 opposing	 platforms:	 Fujimori	 symbolised	 urban,	 elite	
continuity,	while	Castillo	advocated	for	rural,	marginalised	communities	(Asensio	et	al.,	2021,	pp.	13-14).	
Their	campaigns	reflected	Peru’s	deep	societal	divides,	and	both	relied	heavily	on	disqualifying	rhetoric	
as	a	framing	strategy	within	negative	campaigning.	For	instance,	Fujimori	used	identity-based	allegations,	
such	as	associating	Castillo	with	left-wing	insurgency	groups	(Terruqueo),	while	Castillo	employed	anti-
elite	 critiques	 targeting	 Fujimorismo	 (Escárzaga,	 2022,	 pp.	 78-79).	 These	 rhetorical	 strategies	 both	
exploited	 and	 amplified	 structural	 divides,	 aligning	 with	 McCoy’s	 conceptualisation	 of	 polarisation	
(McCoy,	2018,	pp.	20-21).	This	case,	therefore,	offers	valuable	insights	into	how	disqualifying	rhetoric	can	
reinforce	 polarisation,	 providing	 broader	 lessons	 for	 understanding	 the	 dynamics	 of	 polarised	
democracies	worldwide.	

Based	on	the	theoretical	insights	of	negative	campaigning,	polarisation,	and	framing	theory	concerning	
disqualifying	 rhetoric,	 this	 paper	 proposes	 the	 following	 hypotheses.	 Generally,	 identity-based	
disqualification	is	more	prevalent	in	highly	polarised	contexts	where	societal	divisions—such	as	ethnicity,	
class,	or	geography—are	prominent.	In	such	cases,	candidates	exploit	these	cleavages	to	frame	opponents	
as	outsiders	or	threats.	In	contrast,	policy-based	disqualification	tends	to	dominate	campaigns	focused	on	
governance	 records	 or	 ideological	 disqualification,	 where	 candidates	 critique	 their	 rivals’	 plans	 or	
affiliations	to	emphasise	programmatic	differences.	Additionally,	it	argues	identity-based	disqualification	
would	 not	 only	 reflect	 societal	 cleavages	 but	 also	 act	 as	 a	mechanism	 in	 charge	 of	 deepening	 them,	
transforming	them	into	a	rhetorical	tool	and	a	structural	issue	in	polarised	democracies.	

In	 the	 context	 of	 the	 2021	 Peruvian	 presidential	 election,	 these	 broader	 dynamics	 inform	 specific	
expectations	 regarding	 the	 rhetorical	 strategies	 of	 Fujimori	 and	Castillo.	Keiko	Fujimori,	 representing	
urban	elites	and	continuity,	is	hypothesised	to	rely	heavily	on	identity-based	disqualification.	Her	strategy	
likely	includes	direct	and	recurring	attacks	on	Castillo’s	identity	as	an	Andean	man	and	alleged	ties	to	left-
wing	 insurgency	 groups.	 Conversely,	 Pedro	 Castillo,	 as	 a	 representative	 of	 marginalised	 rural	
communities,	 is	expected	to	employ	a	combination	of	policy-based	disqualification—focusing	on	anti-
Fujimorismo	critiques—and	identity-based	rhetoric,	targeting	elites	to	mobilise	his	base	and	challenge	
entrenched	 power	 structures.	 These	 hypotheses	 illustrate	 how	 disqualifying	 rhetoric	 interacts	 with	
societal	cleavages,	shaping	the	polarising	dynamics	of	the	election.	
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RESEARCH	DESIGN	
This	 study	employs	a	qualitative	 thematic	analysis	 to	examine	 the	use	of	disqualifying	 rhetoric	 in	 the	
campaigns	 of	 Keiko	 Fujimori	 and	 Pedro	 Castillo	 during	 the	 2021	 Peruvian	 presidential	 election.	 The	
analysis	focuses	on	the	transcript	of	a	nationally	televised	second-round	debate	between	the	candidates,	
selected	for	its	direct	and	confrontational	nature,	which	fosters	the	emergence	of	disqualifying	rhetoric	in	
real-time	exchanges	(TvPerú	Noticias,	2021).	The	debate	provides	varied	discussion	topics	in	the	form	of	
distinct	blocs	and	a	rich	context	for	understanding	how	disqualifying	rhetoric	was	strategically	used	to	
shape	 voter	 perceptions	 and	 reinforce	 societal	 cleavages	 during	 a	 highly	 polarised	 election	 (TvPerú	
Noticias,	2021).	

The	thematic	analysis	method	is	particularly	well-suited	to	addressing	the	research	question,	“In	what	
ways	 did	 Keiko	 Fujimori	 and	 Pedro	 Castillo’s	 campaigns	 manifest	 disqualifying	 rhetoric?”	 By	
systematically	exploring	rhetorical	patterns	across	three	dimensions—explicitness,	frequency,	and	type—
this	method	 facilitates	 the	 identification	 of	 recurring	 themes	 and	 variations	 in	 disqualifying	 rhetoric.	
Given	the	polarised	nature	of	the	election,	characterised	by	ideological	and	societal	divisions,	thematic	
analysis	allows	for	a	detailed	examination	of	how	rhetorical	strategies	intersected	with	broader	cleavages,	
such	as	the	urban-rural	divide	and	elite-marginalised	dichotomy.	

As	part	of	the	analytical	framework,	the	study	focuses	on	three	key	dimensions:	

• Explicitness,	which	distinguishes	between	overt	rhetoric	(e.g.,	direct	accusations	or	insults)	and	
covert	rhetoric	(e.g.,	subtle	implications	or	indirect	criticisms).	

• Frequency,	 which	 measures	 how	 often	 disqualifying	 rhetoric	 appears	 in	 each	 candidate’s	
discourse.	This	dimension	examines	whether	disqualification	served	as	a	core	strategy	or	played	
a	supplementary	role	in	their	campaigns.	

• Type,	 which	 is	 divided	 into	 two	 sub-dimensions:	 technique	 and	 topic.	 The	 technique	 sub-
dimension	distinguishes	between	attacks	 (aggressive	 targeting	of	 traits	or	 characteristics)	 and	
contrasts	(emphasising	differences	between	the	candidates).	The	topic	sub-dimension	categorises	
rhetoric	 into	policy-based	(focusing	on	governance	records,	plans,	or	political	affiliations)	and	
identity-based	(targeting	personal	or	group	characteristics	such	as	ethnicity,	class,	or	geographic	
origin).	

To	clarify	the	application	of	the	application	to	the	data,	Table	1	offers	a	comparative	matrix	outlining	how	
each	dimension	manifests	in	the	rhetoric	of	the	two	candidates.	

Dimension	 Keiko	Fujimori	 Pedro	Castillo	

Explicitness	 Overt	rhetoric	dominant:	direct	
accusations	(e.g.,	“Mr.	Stonethrower,”	ties	to	

terrorism)	

Covert	contrasts	preferred:	Implicit	critiques	
through	body	language	and	indirect	framing	

Frequency	 High	Frequency:	Disqualifying	rhetoric	
used	consistently	across	most	debate	

segments.	

Moderate	frequency:	More	strategic	use,	
concentrated	in	segments	like	economics	and	

corruption.	

Type:	
Technique	

Attack-focused:	Personal	accusations,	
delegitimization	through	inflammatory	

language.	

Contrast-focused:	Framing	differences	in	values	
(e.g.,	work	ethic,	sovereignty)	more	than	direct	

attacks.	

Type:	Topic	 Identity-based:	Focused	on	Castillo’s	rural	
origin,	gender	views,	insurgency	ties.	

Mixed	(Policy	+	Identity):	Critiques	of	
Fujimorismo	legacy	and	anti-elite	identity-based	

rhetoric.	

Table	1.	Comparative	Use	of	Disqualifying	Rhetoric	by	Fujimori	and	Castillo.	Source:	Author’s	Work.	

The	study’s	analysis	compares	Fujimori	and	Castillo’s	use	of	disqualifying	rhetoric	within	each	dimension,	
highlighting	 similarities	 and	 differences	 in	 their	 rhetorical	 strategies.	 Additionally,	 these	 themes	 are	
evaluated	in	relation	to	societal	and	ideological	polarization,	exploring	how	disqualifying	rhetoric	aligned	
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with	and	reinforced	cleavages	such	as	the	urban-rural	divide,	elite-marginalized	dynamics,	and	ideological	
oppositions.	

While	 thematic	 analysis	 provides	 a	 nuanced	 framework	 for	 examining	 rhetorical	 strategies,	 it	 is	 not	
without	limitations.	Coding	subjectivity	poses	a	potential	challenge,	as	the	interpretation	of	disqualifying	
rhetoric	may	vary.	To	address	this,	the	study	follows	a	transparent	and	replicable	coding	process	to	ensure	
methodological	rigour.	Additionally,	while	the	findings	may	not	be	generalizable	to	other	contexts,	the	
insights	 derived	 from	 this	 case	 study	 offer	 contributions	 to	 research	 on	 polarised	 democracies	 and	
negative	campaigning.	

By	 applying	 this	 method,	 the	 research	 seeks	 to	 provide	 a	 systematic	 understanding	 of	 disqualifying	
rhetoric	in	polarized	elections,	demonstrating	how	it	influences	voter	perceptions	and	deepens	societal	
divisions.	 Furthermore,	 the	 findings	 contribute	 to	 broader	 literature	 on	 negative	 campaigning,	
polarization,	 and	 framing	 theory,	 with	 particular	 relevance	 to	 electoral	 politics	 in	 Latin	 American	
democracies.	

ANALYSIS	
This	analysis	examines	the	ways	 in	which	disqualifying	rhetoric	was	employed	during	the	presidential	
campaigns	of	Keiko	Fujimori	and	Pedro	Castillo.	The	findings	reveal	that	both	candidates	used	distinct	
strategies	to	undermine	each	other,	reflecting	broader	political	and	societal	tensions.	Four	main	themes	
emerged	from	the	analysis:	Fujimori's	overt	 identity-based	disqualification	targeting	Castillo's	 identity;	
Castillo's	use	of	covert	contrast	disqualification;	both	candidates'	critique	of	past	governments;	and	the	
pervasive	disqualification	surrounding	corruption	accusations.	

These	themes	illuminate	the	polarised	nature	of	the	campaign,	where	each	candidate's	rhetoric	not	only	
framed	 their	 opponent	 negatively	 but	 also	 appealed	 to	 specific	 voter	 bases.	 By	 leveraging	 identity,	
governance	failures,	and	ethical	integrity,	both	candidates	sought	to	resonate	with	voters'	frustrations	and	
fears.	Moreover,	the	prevalence	of	disqualifying	rhetoric	underscores	the	role	of	polarisation	in	shaping	
political	discourse,	as	the	campaigns	focused	less	on	substantive	policies	and	more	on	delegitimising	the	
opposition.	

Theme	1:	Fujimori’s	Overt	Identity-Based	Disqualification	Attacks	
From	 the	 start	 of	 the	 debate,	 Keiko	 Fujimori	 adopted	 a	 direct	 and	 confrontational	 rhetorical	 style,	
targeting	Pedro	Castillo’s	identity	and	values.	Her	disqualification	tactics	emphasised	his	association	with	
class	struggle	narratives,	accusations	of	violent	behaviour,	and	alignment	with	rural,	traditionalist	values.	
These	strategies	aimed	to	delegitimise	Castillo’s	credibility	and	position	Fujimori	as	a	stable	and	modern	
alternative.	

In	her	opening	statement,	Fujimori	accused	Castillo’s	supporters	of	violence	and	sabotage	by	throwing	
stones,	framing	his	rhetoric	as	divisive	and	rooted	in	hatred:	

He	later	speaks	of	dictatorship.	I	think	you	have	not	heard	Mr.	Bermejo,	that	they	want	to	
get	 in	 power	 and	 stay.	 Do	 you	 watch	 the	 news?	 Seems	 like	 you	 don’t,	 Mr.	 Pedro	
Stonethrower.	Stop	spreading	all	these	lies.	

By	calling	Castillo	“Tirapiedras”	(stone	thrower),	Fujimori	linked	him	to	rural	Peruvians	(such	as	Andeans)	
and	working-class	individuals'	ways	of	protest,	symbolising	chaos	and	hypocrisy.	She	contrasted	this	with	
her	narrative	of	stability,	further	reinforced	by	mentioning	Guillermo	Bermejo,	a	party	member	whose	
controversial	comments	on	power	painted	Castillo	as	either	complicit	or	naive.	

Fujimori	 also	 critiqued	Castillo’s	 gender	 rhetoric,	 tying	 it	 to	outdated	values	associated	with	his	 rural	
background.	Highlighting	his	exclusive	references	to	men	in	discussions	of	work	policies,	she	remarked:	

Mr.	Pedro	Castillo	only	makes	references	to	men,	“men	are	breadwinners.”	Show	some	more	
respect	to	women…	

This	 positioned	 Castillo	 as	 embodying	 machismo	 and	 failing	 to	 recognise	 women’s	 contributions.	
Fujimori,	 in	 turn,	 framed	 herself	 as	 a	 defender	 of	 gender	 equality,	 addressing	 an	 issue	 increasingly	
important	in	Peru.	
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Throughout	the	debate,	Fujimori’s	rhetorical	strategy	consistently	linked	Castillo	to	violence,	hypocrisy,	
and	traditionalist	values.	By	emphasising	these	contrasts,	she	sought	to	disqualify	Castillo	as	a	credible	
leader	while	positioning	herself	as	stable,	modern,	and	inclusive	to	appeal	to	a	broader	electorate.	This	
form	of	rhetoric	aligns	with	the	far	right	of	the	spectrum	model	(see	Figure	1),	representing	overt	identity-
based	disqualification	that	draws	on	deeply	polarising	themes	

Theme	2:	Castillo's	Use	Of	Covert	Contrast	Disqualification	
Pedro	Castillo	often	employed	covert	disqualification	tactics,	avoiding	direct	references	to	his	rival,	Keiko	
Fujimori,	or	her	affiliations.	Throughout	the	debate,	particularly	in	the	Economics	and	Employment	block,	
Castillo	balanced	his	critiques	across	policy	and	identity	dimensions,	using	tone	and	body	language	to	
subtly	frame	contrasts.	For	instance,	Castillo	remarked:	

We	believe	it’s	important	to	acknowledge	that	labor	brings	wealth.	Therefore,	those	of	us	
who	 know	 how	 to	 work	 (emphasis),	 we	must	 sustain	 entrepreneurial	 people.	 Peru	 is	 a	
country	of	entrepreneurs.	

Here,	Castillo	emphasises	the	value	of	labour,	implicitly	contrasting	hardworking	individuals	with	those	
benefiting	from	inherited	privilege.	The	phrase	“los	que	sabemos	trabajar”	(us	who	know	how	to	work)	
subtly	critiques	elites,	hinting	at	Fujimori’s	ties	to	her	father’s	political	legacy.	By	aligning	himself	with	
the	working	class,	Castillo	frames	Fujimori’s	identity	as	disconnected	from	Peru’s	broader	struggles.	

Another	example	highlights	sovereignty	and	resource	management:	

Peru	must	be	for	peruvians.	I	do	not	bring	promise	bouquets	(emphasis,	subtle	glance	at	
rival),	I	bring	to	you	this	fighting	spirit,	as	a	patrolman,	as	a	worker	who	knows	how	to	run	
things.	

Here,	Castillo	 contrasts	his	 authenticity	 and	practical	 experience	with	Fujimori’s	perceived	 superficial	
promises	in	her	policies.	The	phrase	“I	do	not	bring	promise	bouquets”	suggests	his	proposals	are	rooted	in	
lived	realities,	while	his	tone	and	subtle	gestures	reinforce	the	critique.	

By	using	indirect	rhetoric,	Castillo	disqualifies	Fujimori	without	overt	attacks,	framing	her	as	out	of	touch	
with	ordinary	Peruvians.	His	strategic	use	of	contrasts	deepens	societal	divides,	amplifying	the	election’s	
polarising	 dynamics.	 Castillo’s	 rhetoric	 in	 these	 examples	 is	 situated	 closer	 to	 the	 centre-left	 of	 the	
spectrum,	falling	under	covert	identity-based	and	policy-based	contrasts.	His	indirect	critiques	leverage	
social	identity	without	overt	attacks.	

Theme	3:	Mutual	Critique	Of	The	Latest	Government	
While	this	paper	has	consistently	observed	polarising	rhetoric	from	both	candidates	on	various	topics,	
there	is	a	notable	instance	where	subtle	agreement	emerged	in	the	form	of	disqualification	aimed	at	a	
larger	actor:	the	previous	government.	This	shared	rhetoric	centred	on	criticism	of	the	administration’s	
handling	of	the	COVID-19	pandemic.	Although	the	candidates	did	not	explicitly	demonstrate	unity	or	
amity,	 their	mutual	 denouncement	 of	 the	 government’s	 actions	 and	 its	 consequences	 reflected	 a	 less	
polarising	approach	to	addressing	urgent	health	matters.	Instead	of	clashing	over	what	was	relevant,	both	
candidates	expressed	similar	concerns	about	improving	the	welfare	of	health	workers.	

Pedro	 Castillo,	 for	 instance,	 criticised	 the	 precarious	 working	 conditions	 of	 health	 staff	 under	 CAS	
(administrative	services	contracts),	remarking:	

…	No	more	CAS	to	health	workers	and	other	workplace	aggressions.	We	must	recognize	
labor	as	fundamental,	the	right	to	work	must	be	respected.	

For	 context,	 CAS	 refers	 to	 temporary	 work	 agreements	 outside	 the	 public	 career	 or	 private	 activity	
frameworks,	governed	by	a	distinct	decree	(SUNAT	2022).	Castillo	frames	these	contracts	as	emblematic	
of	labour	precarity,	arguing	that	health	workers	under	CAS	are	often	denied	proper	access	to	their	rights.	
While	 the	 government	 justified	 its	 actions	 during	 the	 pandemic	 as	 necessary	 under	 desperate	
circumstances,	Castillo	advocates	for	abolishing	CAS	to	secure	better	rights	for	workers	and	reinforce	his	
anti-elite	discourse.	
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Similarly,	Keiko	Fujimori	expressed	her	position	on	CAS	contracts	in	the	following	statement:	

In	 Fuerza	 Popular,	 we	 support	 from	 our	 seats	 in	 congress	 the	 abolition	 of	 CAS.	
Unfortunately	the	government	and	the	executive	have	been	ignoring	this	rule	but	everyone	
on	CAS	in	the	health	sector	knows	our	position	perfectly	well.	

Here,	 Fujimori	 highlights	 her	 party’s	 efforts	 in	Congress	 to	 abolish	CAS,	 lamenting	 the	 government’s	
refusal	 to	 approve	 the	 initiative.	 Although	 her	 reasoning	 is	 less	 explicitly	 framed	 than	 Castillo’s,	 she	
emphasises	her	support	for	health	workers,	referencing	their	awareness	of	her	party’s	stance.	This	aligns	
with	Castillo’s	critique,	as	both	candidates	highlight	 the	need	 for	 improved	working	conditions	 in	the	
health	 sector	 while	 disqualifying	 the	 previous	 government’s	 actions	 around	 health	 workers	 and	 the	
pandemic.		

Theme	4:	Pervasive	Overt	Disqualification	Attacks	Under	Corruption	Accusations	
Given	Peru’s	history	with	political	corruption,	both	candidates	used	the	debate’s	anti-corruption	segment	
to	escalate	their	disqualifying	rhetoric.	Nevertheless,	corruption	was	alluded	to	from	time	to	time	within	
other	segments	when	both	candidates	wished	to	directly	attack	each	other.	Pedro	Castillo,	contrasted	with	
his	 recurrent	covert	style,	adopted	a	direct,	overt	style,	criticising	Fujimorismo	and	 its	corrupt	 legacy.	
Keiko	Fujimori,	in	turn,	focused	on	linking	Castillo	and	his	party	to	corruption	and	left-wing	insurgency	
through	targeted	attacks	on	Vladimir	Cerrón,	Castillo’s	party	leader.	It	is	also	interesting	to	note	that	this	
segment	got	quite	tense	to	the	point	where	one	of	the	moderators	reminded	both	candidates	about	the	
purpose	of	the	debate	being	to	highlight	policies	rather	than	attack	their	rival.	

Castillo	posed	rhetorical	questions	to	the	audience:	

Do	you	not	think	that	speaking	of	corruption	is	synonymous	with	Fujimorismo?	Do	you	not	
think	that	to	speak	of	corruption	you	should	have	at	least	a	pinch	of	morals?	(slight	chuckle).	

Here,	Castillo	ties	corruption	to	Fujimori’s	identity	and	legacy,	referencing	her	legal	troubles	with	money	
laundering	allegations.	The	rhetorical	questions	undermine	her	credibility	by	framing	her	as	hypocritical	
for	addressing	corruption	while	facing	unresolved	charges,	positioning	Castillo	as	a	cleaner	alternative	
with	no	political	baggage.	Fujimori	countered	with:	

Yes,	 Mr.	 Cerrón…	 Oh,	 sorry,	 Mr.	 Castillo	 (slightly	 amused).	 He	 speaks	 of	 proposals	 to	
incapacitate	public	officials.	A	lot	of	these	norms	have	been	supported	by	Fuerza	Popular	in	
congress,	where	civil	death	and	impediments	for	corrupt	people	and	terrorists	(emphasis)	
to	become	officials	were	passed.	And	that	is	the	reason	why	your	political	dad	(party	leader)	
was	not	here	in	the	first	place…	

Fujimori	conflates	Castillo	with	Cerrón,	framing	him	as	a	puppet	for	a	corrupt	party.	By	highlighting	her	
party’s	anti-corruption	legislation,	she	distances	herself	from	her	scandals	while	disqualifying	Castillo	as	
unfit	 to	 lead.	Additionally,	 her	 reference	 to	 terrorism,	 commonly	used	by	 right-wing	 sympathizers	 to	
undermine	left-wing	sympathizers	(Terruqueo),	further	ties	Castillo	to	Peru’s	insurgent	past.	While	both	
candidates	escalate	their	rhetoric	here,	Castillo’s	framing	of	Fujimorismo’s	corruption	occupies	the	overt	
policy-attack	range,	while	Fujimori’s	response	combining	corruption	and	insurgency	references	straddles	
both	overt	policy	and	overt	identity-based	territory.	
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Type	of	
Disqualification	 Sub-Type	 Candidate	 Example	 Dimension	

Identity-Based	 Overt	
Attack	 Fujimori	

“Mr.	Pedro	Stonethrower...	Stop	spreading	
lies.”	(References	to	rural	protest	tactics	&	

insurgency)	

Identity	/	Overt	
/	Attack	

Identity-Based	 Covert	
Contrast	 Castillo	

“Those	of	us	who	know	how	to	work...”	
(Implies	disconnect	between	elites	and	

working	class)	

Identity	/	Covert	
/	Contrast	

Policy-Based	 Overt	
Attack	 Castillo	

“Speaking	of	corruption	is	synonymous	
with	Fujimorismo…	You	should	have	a	

pinch	of	morals.”	

Policy	/	Overt	/	
Attack	

Policy-Based	 Covert	
Contrast	 Castillo	

“I	do	not	bring	promise	bouquets…	I	bring	
the	spirit	of	a	patrolman.”	(Critique	of	

elite-style	campaigning)	

Policy	/	Covert	/	
Contrast	

Identity-Based	 Overt	
Attack	 Fujimori	 “Mr.	Pedro	Castillo	only	makes	references	

to	men…	Show	more	respect	to	women.”	
Identity	/	Overt	

/	Attack	

Policy-Based	 Overt	
Attack	 Fujimori	

“That’s	why	your	political	dad	[Cerrón]	is	
not	here	today.”	(Links	Castillo	to	party	

corruption)	

Policy	/	Overt	/	
Attack	

Table	2.	Typology	of	Disqualifying	Rhetoric	in	the	2021	Peruvian	Presidential	Debate.	Source:	Author’s	Work.	

To	consolidate	the	findings	from	the	thematic	analysis,	Table	2	offers	a	typology	of	disqualifying	rhetoric	
used	by	both	candidates.	It	categorises	each	rhetorical	instance	by	topic	(identity	vs.	policy),	technique	
(attack	vs.	contrast),	and	style	(overt	vs.	covert),	supported	by	quotes	from	the	debate.			

POST-DEBATE	 SHIFTS	 AND	 ENDURING	 IMPACT	 OF	 DISQUALIFYING	
RHETORIC	
While	the	2021	presidential	debate	between	Keiko	Fujimori	and	Pedro	Castillo	did	not	result	in	dramatic	
swings	 in	 voting	 intention,	 post-debate	 polling	 reveals	 subtle	 yet	 significant	 effects	 of	 disqualifying	
rhetoric—particularly	Terruqueo,	or	 identity-based	attacks	 linking	opponents	to	terrorism.	In	the	final	
week	of	May,	just	before	the	debate,	multiple	polls	indicated	a	statistical	tie	between	the	candidates.	A	
Datum	 survey	 from	 May	 27	 showed	 Castillo	 with	 42.6%	 of	 voter	 support	 and	 Fujimori	 with	 41.7%,	
constituting	a	near	deadlock	(La	República,	2021).	

However,	by	May	30–31,	a	poll	by	Ipsos	recorded	a	modest	recovery	in	Castillo’s	numbers:	51.1%	for	Castillo	
versus	48.9%	for	Fujimori	(El	Bocón,	2021).	While	these	changes	may	reflect	general	campaign	dynamics,	
the	IEP	analysis	from	this	period	noted	that	Fujimori’s	Terruqueo	campaign	had	contributed	to	a	visible	
decline	in	voter	identification	with	the	political	left	(IEP,	2021).	This	suggests	that	her	overt	identity-based	
disqualification	 strategy—particularly	 linking	 Castillo	 to	 radical	 insurgency	 movements—had	 the	
unintended	consequence	of	 reorienting	voters	 ideologically,	even	 if	 it	did	not	definitively	change	vote	
margins.	

These	findings	support	this	study’s	argument	that	disqualifying	rhetoric,	especially	when	framed	through	
identity	and	fear-based	associations,	can	extend	its	influence	beyond	immediate	electoral	outcomes.	By	
reducing	 ideological	 identification	 with	 the	 left,	 Fujimori’s	 rhetoric	 subtly	 reshaped	 the	 political	
landscape,	 illustrating	 how	 campaign	 discourse	 can	 have	 structural	 effects	 on	 voter	 perception	 and	
polarisation	in	fragile	democracies.	

CONCLUSION	
This	study	examined	the	disqualifying	rhetoric	employed	by	Keiko	Fujimori	and	Pedro	Castillo	during	the	
2021	 Peruvian	 presidential	 election,	 testing	 the	 hypothesis	 that	 Fujimori,	 as	 a	 representative	 of	 elite	
continuity,	would	predominantly	use	identity-based	disqualification,	while	Castillo	would	focus	on	both	
policy	 and	 identity-based	 disqualification	 to	 critique	 elite	 structures.	 The	 findings	 supported	 these	
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hypotheses,	showing	that	Fujimori’s	rhetoric	weaponised	xenophobic	undertones	and	accusations	tied	to	
historical	 insurgency,	 targeting	Castillo’s	 identity	 to	delegitimise	him.	Meanwhile,	Castillo’s	 campaign	
leaned	 on	 anti-elite	 narratives	 and	 critiques	 of	 Fujimorismo,	 reflecting	 and	 reinforcing	 longstanding	
societal	cleavages	such	as	the	urban-rural	divide	and	class-based	inequalities.	

The	broader	implications	of	these	findings	provide	a	deeper	understanding	of	how	disqualifying	rhetoric	
functions	 in	 polarised	 democracies,	 extending	 the	 debates	 introduced	 in	 this	 study’s	 introduction.	
Although	the	debate	did	not	dramatically	shift	overall	vote	intentions	and	remained	as	a	technical	tie,	
survey	 data	 from	 the	 Institute	 of	 Peruvian	 Studies	 (IEP)	 suggests	 that	 Keiko	 Fujimori’s	 Terruqueo	
campaign	had	a	measurable	effect	in	shaping	political	identities	(IEP,	2021,	pp.	1-3).	Specifically,	IEP	noted	
a	reduction	in	voter	identification	with	the	political	left	following	her	overt	identity-based	disqualification	
of	Castillo	through	insurgency	associations	(IEP,	2021).	This	suggests	that	disqualification—particularly	
when	leveraging	stigmatised	historical	narratives—can	influence	public	opinion	in	ways	that	transcend	
electoral	margins,	contributing	to	the	reconfiguration	of	political	alignment	and	deepening	ideological	
cleavages.		

These	dynamics	illuminate	the	role	of	disqualifying	rhetoric	as	both	a	reflection	of	and	a	contributor	to	
polarisation.	While	such	rhetoric	can	be	effective	in	mobilising	political	bases,	its	consequences	extend	
beyond	 the	 immediate	 campaign.	 By	 amplifying	 societal	 cleavages,	 disqualifying	 rhetoric	 deepens	
polarisation,	complicating	efforts	to	foster	post-electoral	reconciliation.	The	Peruvian	case	demonstrates	
that	this	rhetoric	does	not	merely	exploit	existing	divisions	but	actively	entrenches	them,	posing	risks	to	
democratic	 cohesion.	 This	 raises	 broader	 questions	 about	 the	 role	 of	 political	 rhetoric	 in	 polarised	
democracies:	Could	these	systems	withstand	the	divisive	effects	of	identity-based	attacks?	What	measures	
might	mitigate	the	damage	caused	by	such	strategies	to	democratic	stability?	

Through	the	lens	of	framing	theory,	this	study	demonstrated	how	candidates	strategically	choose	between	
identity-	and	policy-based	disqualification	to	align	with	societal	cleavages.	Such	strategies	highlight	the	
interplay	 between	 polarisation	 and	 negative	 rhetoric,	 suggesting	 that	 democracies	 with	 similarly	
entrenched	divisions	may	face	comparable	challenges	in	future	elections.	These	findings	underscore	the	
urgent	need	to	address	the	structural	vulnerabilities	that	make	polarised	societies	particularly	susceptible	
to	the	harmful	effects	of	disqualifying	rhetoric.	

Moreover,	the	disqualification	rhetoric	employed	was	not	limited	to	the	electoral	event.	During	the	post-
electoral	period	both	candidates	and	their	supporters	continued	to	engage	in	delegitimising	discourse—
Fujimori	and	her	camp	questioned	the	integrity	of	the	electoral	process	and	specifically	blamed	Andean	
populations–while	Castillo’s	rhetoric	reinforced	anti-elite	identity	narratives	(The	Washington	Post,	2021).	
These	continuities	highlight	how	polarising	rhetoric	during	campaigns	may	undermine	democratic	trust	
and	governability	even	after	the	ballots	were	counted.		

These	findings	offer	insights	not	just	into	Peru’s	political	climate,	but	into	broader	regional	trends	where	
disqualifying	rhetoric	serves	as	a	powerful	vehicle	for	mobilisation	in	polarised	democracies.	In	Brazil,	for	
example,	Jair	Bolsonaro	frequently	deployed	anti-leftist	rhetoric	by	framing	the	Workers’	Party	as	a	threat	
to	national	stability,	socialism,	and	traditional	values—tactics	that	mirrored	Terruqueo	strategies	in	Peru	
(Hunter	&	Power,	2019).	In	Venezuela,	Nicolás	Maduro	has	systematically	framed	opposition	leaders	as	
agents	 of	 foreign	 intervention	 and	 elite	 corruption,	 deepening	 ideological	 divides	 and	 undermining	
democratic	legitimacy	(Corrales,	2015).	Similarly,	in	Nicaragua,	Daniel	Ortega	has	branded	dissenters	as	
“terrorists,”	criminalising	opposition	discourse	and	collapsing	political	pluralism	(Freedom	House,	2021).	
These	 examples	 suggest	 that	 identity-	 and	 ideology-based	 disqualification	 is	 increasingly	 central	 to	
political	contestation	in	Latin	America,	underscoring	the	need	to	examine	rhetorical	strategies	not	merely	
as	campaign	tools	but	as	mechanisms	that	entrench	polarisation	and	authoritarian	drift.	

Ultimately,	 this	 study	 highlights	 the	 dual	 role	 of	 disqualifying	 rhetoric	 as	 both	 a	 product	 of	 societal	
divisions	and	a	mechanism	that	exacerbates	them.	Understanding	these	dynamics	is	essential	for	fostering	
healthier	political	discourse	and	mitigating	the	risks	posed	by	polarization.	The	2021	Peruvian	presidential	
election	offers	a	cautionary	example	of	how	rhetoric	designed	to	delegitimize	opponents	can	have	far-
reaching	consequences,	leaving	lasting	marks	on	democratic	cohesion.	

Luciana	Antonella	Barreto	
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APPENDIX	I:	
	
CODE	BOOK:	
	

Name	 Definition	 Example	

Overt		 manifestation	of	explicit	rhetoric	including	
naming,	accusations,	mention	of	political	
spectrums	

“it	is	essential	to	complete	the	hospitals	that	were	left	
unfinished	by	different	regional	governments,	especially	
those	on	the	left.	”	

Covert		 manifestation	of	implicit	rhetoric	including	
including	indirect	criticism	and	subtle	
implications)	

“It	is	a	lie	what	they	say	:	we	are	going	to	close	your	store	,	
that	we	are	going	to	take	away	your	bread…”	

Disqualification	 Criticism	towards	anyone	other	than	the	
candidate	speaking	

“	I	would	like	my	opponent,	for	the	first	time	in	history,	to	
apologize	to	the	women	who	were	sterilized…”	

Non	
Disqualification	

Personal	sponsor	and	general	discussions	of	
debate	related	content	

“Today	I	come	to	give	proposals,	proposals	to	push	our	
country	forward”	

Attack	 aggressive	targeting	of	traits	or	
characteristics	of	the	opponent	or	what	he	
thinks	or	discusses	

“Do	you	watch	the	news?	It	seems	not,	Mr.	Pedro	
Stonethrower	.	Stop	telling	so	many	lies…”		

Contrast	 emphasizing	differences	between	the	
candidates	

“I	come	here	with	clean	hands	(emphasis	on	the	last	word,	
subtle	glance	at	rival)...”	

Policy-based	 focusing	on	governance	records,	plans,	or	
political	affiliations	

“	we	must	implement	a	thousand	ICU	beds		in	order	to	also	
provide	intermediate	care	with	high-flow	cannulas	and	
oxygen	concentrators”	

Identity-based	 focusing	on	group	characteristics	such	as	
ethnicity,	class,	or	geographic	origin	

“You,	Mr.	Pedro	Castillo,with	your	language	and	hatred	
messages	filled	with	division	and	class	struggle...	you	are	
used	to	throwing	stones”	

	
APPENDIX	II:	
	
Click	here	for Debate	transcript	in	English	and	Spanish	
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This	paper	examines	hair	politics	in	Ghanaian	public	schools,	exploring	how	colonial-era	policies	continue	
to	impact	students'	academic	experiences	and	cultural	identity.	Drawing	on	decolonial	theory	and	historical	
analysis,	 the	 research	 investigates	 the	 persistent	 legacy	 of	 colonial	 hair	 regulations	 that	 restrict	 Black	
African	 students'	 self-expression.	 Through	 a	 comprehensive	 literature	 review	 of	 academic	 databases,	
historical	 archives,	 and	 contemporary	 sources,	 this	 paper	 traces	 the	 evolution	 of	 hair	 politics	 from	
precolonial	educational	practices	to	current	restrictive	school	policies.	The	study	reveals	how	existing	hair	
regulations	 represent	 a	 complex	 intersection	 of	 historical	 power	 dynamics,	 cultural	 suppression,	 and	
educational	governance.	The	research	demonstrates	how	these	policies	marginalise	students,	undermining	
their	sense	of	 identity	and	 inclusion	within	public	schools.	The	study's	distinctive	contribution	 lies	 in	 its	
framing	of	colonial	ideals	imposed	on	Ghanaians	as	rooted	in	European	sumptuary	laws	that	acted	as	an	
ideological	framework	for	how	European	colonialists	subjugated	Ghanaians.	The	findings	highlight	the	need	
to	reconceptualise	school	hair	policies,	positioning	them	as	critical	sites	of	cultural	resistance	and	personal	
empowerment.	This	research	contributes	to	broader	discussions	on	decolonising	educational	practices	and	
affirming	students'	diverse	cultural	identities	in	postcolonial	contexts.	
	
 
A	current	debate	in	Ghana’s	public	school	system	is	whether	the	policy	on	hairstyling	for	Black	African	
students	 is	 a	 remnant	 of	 colonial	 rule	 that	 should	 be	 dismantled	 or	 a	 practical	 measure	 promoting	
uniformity	(Antwi	and	Bonsu,	2024;	Darkwa,	2021;	Essel,	2021).	This	policy,	which	requires	Black	African	
students	to	maintain	short,	shaved	hair	throughout	academic	terms,	represents	a	complex	intersection	of	
cultural	 identity,	 historical	 power	 dynamics,	 and	 educational	 governance.	 Ghanaian	 students	 have	
presented	on	online	 forums	(Twitter,	Reddit,	and	YouTube)	the	discrepancies	 in	the	policy's	 rationale	
while	signalling	their	growing	awareness	of	how	current	hair	politics	marginalise	students	and	suppress	
self-expression.	As	students	have	shown	discontent	towards	the	restrictive	policy	(Antwi	and	Bonsu,	2024;	
Essel,	2021;	Manfo,	2018),	teachers	and	administrators	continue	to	enforce	it.	This	results	in	the	need	to	
understand	 the	 underlying	 assumptions	 of	 such	 a	 policy	 and	 its	 impact	 on	 students'	 academic	 and	
personal	development.	

While	existing	 literature	primarily	 traces	hair	regulations	 in	Ghanaian	schools	 to	the	establishment	of	
castle	schools	in	the	Gold	Coast	(Antwi	and	Bonsu,	2024;	Essah,	2008;	Manfo,	2018),	this	paper	situates	
these	policies	within	a	broader	historical	framework.	It	links	hair	regulations	to	the	legacy	of	European	
sumptuary	 laws	 and	examines	how	 these	 laws	 influenced	educational	policies.	 In	doing	 so,	 the	paper	
extends	the	discussion	of	hair	politics	beyond	the	colonial	schooling	system	to	European	legal	traditions	
that	 sought	 to	 regulate	 social	 hierarchies	 through	 bodily	 presentation.	 This	 paper	 highlights	 how	
contemporary	hair	 regulations	 in	Ghanaian	 schools	 function	 as	 remnants	of	 colonial	 control,	 shaping	
students'	experiences	of	inclusivity	within	academic	spaces	and	their	overall	personal	development.	

METHODS	
This	paper	uses	'hair	politics'	as	an	analytical	framework	to	examine	how	regulation,	cultural	norms	and	
practices	 of	 Black	 hair	 in	 Ghanaian	 educational	 institutions	 have	 evolved	 from	 precolonial	 to	
contemporary	times.	Building	on	Ngandu-Kalenga	Greensword's	(2022)	North	American	definition	of	hair	
politics	as	'the	ways	in	which	hair	is	systemically	used	to	determine,	illustrate,	and	exemplify	who	is	in	
charge,	who	may	impose	their	will	upon	others,	who	is	oppressed,	and	who	is	acknowledged'	(Greensword,	
2022,	p.	 1),	 this	analysis	extends	this	 framework	to	examine	Ghana's	unique	context.	Within	Ghanaian	
education,	hair	politics	manifests	through	institutional	practices	that	have	transformed	Indigenous	hair	
traditions	 into	 sites	 of	 cultural	 control,	 national	 identity	 construction,	 and,	more	 recently,	 decolonial	
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resistance.	 By	 tracing	 these	 transformations	 across	 distinct	 historical	 periods,	 this	 paper	 reveals	 how	
educational	 governance	 of	 Black	 hair	 is	 a	 manifestation	 of	 broader	 colonial	 and	 postcolonial	 power	
dynamics	in	Ghanaian	society.	

Given	the	broad	historical	scope	of	this	study,	it	is	important	to	acknowledge	certain	limitations.	The	vast	
temporal	 range—from	 pre-15th	 century	 to	 the	 present—necessitates	 reliance	 on	 a	 combination	 of	
historical	 reconstructions,	 secondary	 literature,	 and	 archival	 sources,	 each	 of	 which	 presents	
interpretative	challenges.	While	this	paper	aims	to	provide	a	comprehensive	trajectory	of	hair	politics	in	
Ghanaian	education,	 the	availability	of	historical	records	varies	across	time	periods,	and	some	gaps	 in	
documentation	remain.	Additionally,	while	this	study	highlights	key	transformations,	it	does	not	claim	to	
exhaustively	capture	all	regional	or	community-specific	variations	in	hair	practices	over	time.	Instead,	it	
offers	a	synthesised	overview	that	foregrounds	the	enduring	impact	of	colonial	legacies	on	contemporary	
educational	policies	of	Black	hair.	

Literature	was	identified	using	search	terms	like	"hair	politics	Ghana,"	"traditional	education	practices	in	
Ghana,"	and	"colonial	education	practices	in	Ghana"	across	academic	databases	such	as	JSTOR	and	ERIC	
(Education	Resource	Information	Center).	To	broaden	the	results,	searches	incorporated	historical	terms	
like	 'Gold	 Coast'	 and	 included	 specific	 ethno-linguistic	 group	 names	 (e.g.,	 Akan,	 Ewe,	 Ga).		 Grey	
literature—including	 blogs,	 online	 forums,	 dissertations,	 and	 reputable	 news	 articles—were	 compiled	
through	Google	Scholar	and	Google	searches	to	capture	contemporary	local	experiences.	The	literature	
review	 was	 further	 enriched	 by	 archival	 visual	 documentation	 from	 the	 Basel	 Missionary	 Archives,	
Cambridge	University	Digital	Library,	and	the	University	of	Bristol's	Gladstone	Collection,	which	provided	
photographic	evidence	of	school	children's	hairstyles	during	the	period	spanning	1880-1960s.	

STRUCTURE	
This	paper	examines	how	hair	politics	rooted	in	colonialism	impact	the	academic	experiences	of	students	
in	Ghanaian	public	schools.	First,	the	discussion	is	situated	within	the	framework	of	decolonial	theory	to	
demonstrate	how	colonial	legacies	permeate	the	educational	practices	of	postcolonial	societies.		The	role	
of	hair	in	precolonial	education	practices	is	then	explored,	highlighting	how	various	communities	valued	
hairstyles	 as	 expressions	of	 cultural	 education.	This	 contrasts	with	 the	 colonial	 era,	where	missionary	
schools,	supported	by	colonial	governments,	imposed	hair	politics	as	part	of	efforts	to	suppress	Indigenous	
practices	and	enforce	compliance	with	European	standards.	Finally,	the	paper	examines	contemporary	
hair	 politics,	 revealing	 how	 these	 colonial-era	 ideologies	 persist	 in	 modern	 school	 regulations,	 often	
marginalising	students	and	limiting	their	self-expression.	Perspectives	from	educators	will	be	introduced	
to	provide	insight	into	the	challenges	of	reforming	the	current	policy	regarding	Black	African	students’	
hairstyling.	The	paper	concludes	by	synthesising	these	findings	and	suggesting	areas	for	further	research,	
particularly	the	need	for	policy	changes	that	affirm	the	diverse	identities	of	Ghanaian	students.		

EMPLOYING	DECOLONIAL	THEORY:	A	THEORETICAL	FRAMEWORK	
Concepts	And	Principles	
Decolonial	theory	focuses	on	the	persistence	of	colonial	power	structures,	emphasising	the	distinction	
between	colonialism—the	historical	system	of	direct	control—and	coloniality	–	the	legacy	of	such	control	
in	power,	knowledge,	and	societal	organisation	(Ndlovu-Gatsheni,	2021	as	cited	in	Gebremariam,	2021).	
Central	to	this	critique	is	the	recognition	of	how	Western	epistemologies	have	achieved	global	dominance,	
leading	 to	 the	 marginalising	 and	 essentialising	 of	 colonised	 peoples	 (Mbembe,	 2001;	 Mignolo,	 2022;	
Thiong'o,	 1986).	 Mudimbe	 (1988)	 uniquely	 highlights	 how	 such	 essentialisation	 occurs	 even	 within	
formerly	colonised	communities	as	a	result	thereof.	More	specifically,	in	cases	like	Ghana,	efforts	to	build	
national	unity	often	relied	on	the	idea	of	a	single,	fixed	cultural	identity,	echoing	colonial	tendencies	to	
erase	difference	(Adjei,	2010;	Adzahlie-Mensah	and	Dunne,	2018;	Sefa	Dei,	2005).	

Decolonial	theorists	examine	how	colonial	power	structures	persist	through	educational	practices,	with	
an	overall	understanding	that	ideological	liberation	is	needed	to	achieve	true	independence	(Nkrumah,	
1965).		In	On	the	Postcolony,	Mbembe	(2001)	gives	insight	into	how	coloniality	operates	subtly	in	the	daily	
lives	and	culture	of	postcolonial	societies.	Mignolo	(2022)	adds	to	the	original	assertion	of	Aníbal	Quijano	
(2007),	stating	that	despite	political	independence	from	colonial	powers,	postcolonial	societies	have	yet	
to	 ‘delink’	 from	Eurocentric	 epistemologies.		 Frantz	 Fanon’s	 (1952)	 ideals	 affirm	Mignolo’s	 concept	 of	
‘delinking’,	 asserting	 that	decolonisation,	 the	dismantling	of	historically	oppressive	 systems–	needs	 to	
involve	restructuring	societal	consciousness	to	foster	self-determination.	In	Decolonising	the	Mind,	Ngũgĩ	
wa	 Thiongʼo	 (1986)	 offers	 a	 solution,	 showing	 how	 language	 functions	 not	 merely	 as	 a	 tool	 for	
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communication,	but	as	a	carrier	of	 culture	and	a	 framework	 through	which	 reality	 is	understood	and	
articulated	 by.	 By	 Indigeneity,	 he	 argues,	 communities	 resist	 Eurocentric	 dominance	 embedded	 in	
educational	discourse	and	norms.		

As	It	Relates	to	Hair	Politics	In	Education		
	Hair,	as	a	marker	of	cultural	 identity	and	personal	expression,	becomes	a	critical	 lens	 through	which	
colonial	 legacies	 manifest	 (Omotoso,	 2018;	 Antwi	 and	 Bonsu,	 2024).		 Ghanaian	 feminist	 scholar	 and	
educator,	Ama	Ata	Aidoo,	agrees	with	this	notion,	writing	extensively	on	the	importance	of	decolonising	
hair	politics	in	Ghana	and	its	relations	to	cultural	heritage	and	feminine	identities	(George	et	al.,	1993).	
Aidoo's	 (2002)	short	story,	Her	Hair	Politics,	 critiques	 the	 increasing	use	of	Eurocentric	wigs	amongst	
African	women,	linking	it	to	how	postcolonial	knowledge	systems	impact	tradition	and	culture.	Aidoo	
states	that	postcolonialism	is	influenced	by	“what	has	been	lost	in	the	process	of	colonisation,	and	what	
is	 being	 lost	 in	 the	 process	 of	 “Westernisation”	 (George	 et	 al.,	 1993,	 p.	 305).	Western	 epistemologies	
embedded	 in	 educational	 institutions	 manifest	 through	 institutional	 mandates	 like	 requiring	 Black	
African	 students	 to	 shave	 their	 heads	 for	 enrolment	 (Antwi	 and	Bonsu,	 2024).	This	 latently	 creates	 a	
generational	disconnect	that	ultimately	reshapes	aesthetic	choices	(Byrd	and	Tharps,	2014;	George	et	al.,	
1993).	

Decolonial	 theory	 further	 illuminates	 how	 institutional	 practices	 can	 function	 as	 a	 mechanism	 of	
exclusion	and	control	(Adjei,	2007;	Sefa	Dei,	2005).	Sefa	Dei	(2005)	writes	about	how	colonialism	within	
Ghana’s	education	system	has	resulted	in	a	lack	of	inclusivity–	or	the	ability	to	affirm	‘differences’.		By	
examining	 hair	 regulations	 in	 Ghanaian	 public	 schools,	 this	 research	 interrogates	 how	 colonial	
epistemologies	continue	to	shape	educational	practices	that	marginalise	students'	cultural	identities	and	
self-expression.	

PRECOLONIAL	HAIR	PRACTICES:	CULTURAL	AUTONOMY	AND	IDENTITY	
 

	
Figure	1.	Hairdressing	in	West	Africa.	Courtesy	of	the	Afrika	Museum,	Berg	en	Dal.	Found	in	Sieber	and	Herreman,	

2000.	

Figure	1	shows	an	older	woman	styling	a	younger	girl’s	hair	while	another	child	observes	and	learns	the	
technique.	 This	 visual	 representation	 aligns	 with	 scholarly	 discussions	 on	 the	 role	 of	 hairdressing	 in	
transmitting	cultural	knowledge	and	social	values	(Essah,	2008).	Prior	to	European	colonisation	in	the	
15th	 century,	 education	 was	 a	 community-based	 practice	 (Kwamena-Poh,	 1975;	 Pinto,	 2019),	 with	
hairdressing	 serving	 as	 a	 mechanism	 in	 teaching	 children	 about	 societal	 roles	 and	 cultural	 identity.	
Hairdressers—often	trusted	elders,	 friends,	or	parental	figures—were	not	only	skilled	artisans	but	also	
educators,	using	hair	styling	as	a	medium	to	pass	down	intergenerational	cultural	knowledge	and	values	
to	younger	generations	(Essah,	2008;	Sieber	and	Herreman,	2000).	Pinto	(2019)	notes	that	it	was	not	until	
the	arrival	of	European	colonialists	that	hairdressers	started	to	be	considered	“uneducated.”	

Hairstyles	 could	 be	 worn	 for	 aesthetic	 purposes,	 but	 often	 were	 social	 indicators	 (Ngandu-Kalenga	
Greensword,	2021).	In	Akan	and	Ewe	ethnolinguistic	societies,	hairdressing	was	so	integral	to	social	order	
and	 identity	 that	 uncut	hair—associated	with	public	 executioners—signified	danger	 and	 led	 to	 social	
ostracism	(McLeod,	1981;	Omotoso,	2018;	Sieber	and	Herreman,	2000).	Gold	adornments,	often	worn	on	
the	head	and	around	the	body	in	abundance,	were	central	to	Akan	royalty	aesthetics,	so	much	so	that	
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Portuguese	colonists	named	the	region	the	‘Gold	Coast’	after	witnessing	its	cultural	significance.	A	14th-
century	Portuguese	chronicler	recounts	this	description	of	a	king	from	the	region:	

His	arms	and	legs	were	covered	with	chains	and	trinkets	of	gold	in	many	shapes,	and	countless	bells	
and	large	beads	of	gold	were	hanging	from	the	hair	of	his	beard	and	his	head	(Bennett,	2018,	pp.	33)	

Amongst	the	Akan	and	Ewe	people,	priest	and	priestess	wore	their	hair	in	‘mpɛsɛmpɛsɛ’	or	dreadlocks.	As	
shown	in	Figure	2,	the	style	was	given	to	children	born	to	appeal	to	the	gods,	assigning	them	as	future	
priests	 or	 priestesses.	 (Ngandu-Kalenga	 Greensword,	 2022;	 Dabiri,	 2019;	 Omotoso,	 2018;	 Sieber	 and	
Herreman,	2000).	The	Akan	saying,	‘ɔbaa	n’enyimyam	nye	ne	tsirhwin’—meaning	“the	glory	(pride)	of	a	
woman	is	in	her	hair”	–	further	reflects	the	cultural	significance	of	hair	(Essel,	2017,	as	cited	in	Botsio	et	
al.,	2023).	Aligning	with	 this	belief,	during	puberty	rites	 for	girls,	maternal	 figures–often	hairdressers–	
taught	the	importance	of	hair	grooming,	personal	hygiene,	and	the	social	importance	thereof	(Essel,	2021).	
For	the	youth	in	traditional	Ghanaian	societies,	education	was	very	intimate	and	created	a	socio-cultural	
awareness	that	would	allow	for	the	preservation	of	traditional	social	structures.	

	
Figure	2.	A	Komfo	(‘god’)	child,	Ghana,	1933-1939.	Photographed	by	Ernst	Walter	Ringwald	between	1933	and	1939.	

Retrieved	and	reproduced	with	permission	from	Basel	Mission	Archives.	Copyright	©	Basel	Mission	Archives.	

Sumptuary	Laws:	Dress	and	Identity	in	Europe	
From	the	reign	of	Edward	III	 through	the	1600s,	England—like	much	of	Europe—enforced	sumptuary	
laws	that	regulated	clothing	based	on	religion,	sex,	and	class	(Ribeiro,	2003).	Justified	through	Christianity,	
these	laws	dictated	permissible	colours,	fabrics,	and	embellishments,	reinforcing	social	hierarchies	and	
restricting	upward	mobility	(Carrithers,	2015;	Phillips,	2007;	Bethencourt,	2019).	While	sumptuary	laws—
rooted	in	social	morals	and	religion—also	existed	in	pre-colonial	West	African	societies	(Bennett,	2018),	
European	colonial	rule	violently	disrupted	pre-colonial	traditional	structures.	

Both	Catholic	and	Protestant	authorities	in	Europe	linked	luxury	to	moral	vices	like	pride	and	immorality,	
using	sumptuary	laws	to	enforce	religious	and	social	distinctions	(Carrithers,	2015).	In	medieval	Europe,	
Jews	and	Muslims	were	required	to	wear	 identifying	clothing	under	mandates	 like	the	Fourth	Lateran	
Council	of	1215	(Carrithers,	2015).	In	14th-century	England,	servants	and	yeomen	were	barred	from	wearing	
gold	or	silver	embroidery,	privileges	reserved	for	esquires	and	nobles	(Phillips,	2007).		

These	regulatory	practices	extended	to	its	colonies,	including	the	Gold	Coast	(present-day	Ghana),	where	
they	were	 the	 first	European	colonialist	 to	 settle	 in	 the	 region	 in	 1471.		Beyond	 trade	and	politics,	 the	
Portuguese	introduced	missionary	schools	that	laid	the	foundation	for	Western	education	in	the	region.	
However,	these	early	institutions	were	not	merely	sites	of	learning;	they	were	tools	of	cultural	imposition,	
foreshadowing	 the	deeper	colonial	 subjugation	 that	would	 follow	as	European	powers	expanded	 their	
control.	The	imposition	of	Eurocentric	sumptuary	laws	subjugated	African	people,	imposing	foreign	social	
hierarchies	and	moral	codes	(Green,	20519).	
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COLONIAL	SUBJUGATION	OF	BLACK	HAIR	IN	EDUCATION		
During	 the	 colonial	 period,	 missionary	 schools–	 supported	 by	 colonial	 governments	 and	 European	
churches–	 played	 a	 pivotal	 role	 in	 spreading	 Western	 education	 throughout	 the	 Gold	 Coast.	 This	
educational	 expansion	 was	 not	 straightforward	 and	 encountered	 significant	 resistance	 from	 local	
communities.	Missionary	schools	served	a	small	percentage	of	the	population	and	remained	exclusive	for	
a	majority	of	the	colonial	era	(Aboagye,	2021).	As	colonial	education	expanded,	its	policies	were	recognised	
as	a	mechanism	of	"mental	control,"	designed	to	colonise	and	"civilise"	African	people	(Adjei,	2010;	Khalifa	
et	al.,	2019;	Nkrumah,	1943;	Wiafe,	2021).	

The	Basel	Evangelical	Missionary	School,	established	in	1828,	emerged	as	a	prominent	colonial	institution	
that	 expanded	 education	 access	 to	 female	 students	 (Martin,	 1976;	 Pinto,	 2019).	 Their	 approach	 was	
invasive:	Indigenous	children	were	removed	from	their	families	and	placed	in	boarding	schools,	with	the	
explicit	 goal	 of	 cultural	 assimilation	 and	 religious	 conversion	 (Pinto,	 2019).	 European	 colonisers	
understood	 the	 cultural	 significance	 of	 traditional	 hairdressing	 as	 a	marker	 of	 socio-cultural	 identity	
(Johnson	and	Bankhead,	2014;	Sieber	and	Herreman,	2000),	and	they	strategically	used	this	understanding	
to	undermine	Indigenous	cultural	practices	within	missionary	schools.	Any	traditional	practices,	such	as	
hairstyling,	 were	 dismissed	 as	 "heathen"	 by	 Western	 colonisers	 (Wiafe,	 2021).	 For	 example,	 school	
administration	forced	mpɛsɛmpɛsɛ	wearers	to	cut	their	hair,	an	act	that	represented	renunciation	of	their	
communal	 identity	 and	 religion	 through	 Christian	 conversion	 (Essel,	 2021).	 In	 missionary	 boarding	
schools,	 students	 became	 physically	 and	 ideologically	 distant	 from	 their	 cultural	 upbringings	 (Pinto,	
2019).	

	
Figure	3."Negerkinder	in	die	Schule	gehend”	(African	children	going	to	school).	Ghana	(n.d)Note.	Retrieved	and	
reproduced	with	permission	from	Basel	Mission	Archives	on	23.11.2024.	Copyright	©	Basel	Mission	Archives.	

	
Figure	4."Negerkinder	lesend"	(African	children	reading),	Ghana.	(n.d).	Note.	Retrieved	and	reproduced	with	

permission	from	Basel	Mission	Archives	on	23.11.2024.	Copyright	©	Basel	Mission	Archives.	
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Figure	 3	 and	 Figure	 4	 depict	 the	 idealised	 young	 African	 students.	 In	 these	 images,	 the	 students'	
appearances	represent	the	missionary	schools'	approach	to	cultural	erasure.	Figure	4	showcases	female	
students,	all	uniformly	dressed	in	European	clothing	with	short,	closely	cut	hair,	devoid	of	any	traditional	
adornment	or	hairstyles.	The	male	students	in	Figure	3	are	also	dressed	in	European-style	clothing,	with	
closely	cropped	hair.	One	student	wears	a	Western-styled	hat,	a	symbolic	accessory	that	would	later	come	
to	represent	the	"Indigenous	elites"	–Africans	with	Western	education	and	values	(Aissat	and	Djafri,	201;	
Essay,	2008;	Macbeath,	2010	as	cited	in	Kpessa-Whyte	and	Tsekpo,	2021).	

	
Figure	5."Mädchenanstalt	Odumase”	(Girls’	Boarding	School	Odumase),	Gold	Coast,	1883-1888.	Note:	Retrieved	and	

reproduced	with	permission	from	Basel	Mission	Archives	on	23.11.2024.	Copyright	©	Basel	Mission	Archives.	

In	addition	to	the	significance	of	cutting	hair	as	a	symbol	of	disowning	cultural	traditions,	it	was	used	to	
distinguish	 ‘Euro-African’	 (biracial)	 students	 from	 African	 students	 who	 came	 from	 Indigenous	 local	
communities	 (Antwi	 and	 Bonsu,	 2024;	 Darkwa,	 2021;	 Essel,	 2021).	 In	 class	 photos	 from	 the	 Basel	
Missionary	boarding	school	in	Odumase,	Figure	5,	the	Krobo	youth	are	seen	with	short,	shaved	hair,	while	
the	Euro-African	students,	who	were	typically	children	of	European	men,	have	longer	hair,	styled	in	puffs	
or	parted.	

The	 strict	 enforcement	 of	Western	 grooming	 standards	 in	missionary	 schools	 was	 a	 continuation	 of	
European	 sumptuary	 traditions	 that	 had	 long	 been	 used	 to	 regulate	 appearance	 and	 enforce	 social	
hierarchies	(Green,	2019).	These	laws	were	adapted	to	further	racial	and	cultural	domination,	ensuring	
that	 African	 students	 were	 visually	 and	 psychologically	 distanced	 from	 their	 Indigenous	 identities.	
Missionary	 schools,	 such	 as	 the	 Basel	 Evangelical	 Missionary	 School,	 systematically	 undermined	
Indigenous	cultural	practices	by	enforcing	European	dress	codes	and	hairstyles.	

This	control	over	students’	physical	appearance	was	a	calculated	strategy	of	assimilation.	Echoing	Fanon's	
(1952)	 critique	 of	 coloniality,	Western-styled	 attire	 and	 grooming	 practices	 served	 as	 a	 "white	mask"	
imposed	upon	students,	stripping	them	of	their	traditions	and	reinforcing	their	subjugation	within	the	
colonial	hierarchy.	By	policing	hair	and	dress,	colonial	administrators	and	missionaries	not	only	sought	
to	 erase	 Indigenous	 cultural	 identity	 but	 also	 to	 create	 clear	 distinctions	 between	 those	 who	 had	
internalised	European	values	and	those	who	had	not.	The	regulation	of	Black	hair	in	education	was	thus	
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not	an	arbitrary	rule	but	a	deliberate	mechanism	of	colonial	control,	ensuring	that	African	students	were	
both	physically	and	psychologically	shaped	into	subjects	of	the	colonial	state.	

POST-INDEPENDENCE	HAIR	POLITICS:	NAVIGATING	NATIONAL	IDENTITY	
Western	education	was	limited	to	a	small	population	until	government	reforms	led	to	the	expansion	of	
schools	in	the	early	20th	century,	which	dramatically	increased	enrolment	(Aboagye,	2021).	As	Western	
education	expanded,	cultural	transformations	became	increasingly	evident	in	personal	aesthetics,	with	
Omotoso	(2018)	describing	the	early	years	of	globalisation	in	postcolonial	societies	as	a	period	when	hair	
became	an	object	of	'cultural	imperialism'	(Omotoso,	2018,	p.	11).	Growing	imports	of	Western	media	in	
the	late	19th	century	catalysed	the	adoption	of	Western	hairstyles	among	educated	Ghanaians.	Reflecting	
that	Western	aesthetics	were	becoming	the	norm	amongst	this	population,	students	and	those	formally	
educated	adopted	a	short,	parted	hairstyle	known	as	aboy	(Essah,	2008).	Figure	6	shows	the	aboy	hairstyle	
on	male	and	female	students	at	the	affluent	Achimota	College.	

	
Figure	6.	The	son	of	Sylvanus	Olympio,	first	President	of	Togo,	with	unnamed	female	pupil,	Achimota	School,	1957–

1959.	Note:	Photographed	by	Winlaw,	A.	W.	E.	Provided	by	Cambridge	University	Library.	Images	are	in	copyright.	All	
rights	reserved.	

The	 aboy	 hairstyle	 amongst	 students	 distinguished	 the	Western-educated	 African	 student	 from	 non-
Western-educated	 students.	 The	 students'	 choice	 to	 adopt	 this	 Eurocentric	 hairstyle	 reflects	 what	
Thiong'o	describes	as	a	"culture	of	apemanship	and	parrotry"	(Thiong'o,	2019,	p.	2).	Yet,	it	was	at	no	fault	
of	 their	own.	Colonial	administrators	made	the	adoption	of	Western	hairstyles	palatable	by	reframing	
them	as	a	symbol	of	an	elite	social	status,	rather	than	an	object	of	control.	Traditional	markers	of	heritage	
were	obscured	in	students’	appearances—	being	replaced	by	a	symbol	of	Western	educational	attainment	
and	 idolisation.	 This	 transformation	 visually	 represented	 colonial	 knowledge	 systems	 erasing	 cultural	
identity.	

Hats	Off	to	Nkrumah	
Kwame	Nkrumah,	 a	 former	 student	of	 the	Achimota	School,	 challenged	 conventions	of	 the	Western-
educated	aesthetic	through	his	appearance.	In	Fashioning	the	Nation:	Hairdressing	Professionalism	and	
the	Performance	of	Gender	in	Ghana,	1900-2006,	Essah	(2008)	refers	to	an	article	published	in	the	Accra	
Evening	 News,	 titled	 "Hats	 off	 to	 Nkrumah"	 which	 presents	 Nkrumah	 as	 an	 Afro-centric	 leader	 who	
rejected	colonial	fashion	norms	–	such	as	the	top	hat.	Nkrumah	challenged	colonial	ideals	that	equated	
sophistication	with	Western	clothing	and	hairstyles	by	embracing	traditional	attire	and	wearing	his	hair	
in	its	natural	state.	

During	Nkrumah's	 presidency,	 his	 educational	 reforms	 embodied	 tension	between	political	 liberation	
from	British	 colonialist	 and	 internal	 cultural	 uniformity	 amongst	 the	 various	 communities.	Nkrumah	
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sought	 to	 create	 a	 unified	 national	 identity	 through	 shifting	 educational	 policies	 (Pinto,	 2024).	 This	
nation-building	 project	 was	 particularly	 crucial	 in	 rural	 northern	 areas	 that	 had	 been	 culturally	 and	
historically	 disconnected	 from	 the	 coastal	 and	 southern	 regions	 (Aboagye,	 2021;	 Kpessa-Whyte	 and	
Tsekpo,	2021).	Despite	Nkrumah's	personal	rejection	of	colonial	aesthetic	norms,	the	educational	system	
paradoxically	retained	colonial	hair	and	dress	code	policies.	

Mudimbe	(1998)	viewed	Nkrumah’s	policies	as	the	essentialising	of	various	ethnic	communities,	as	his	
ideals	of	unity	under	common	identity	inherently	stemmed	from	Western	epistemologies	that	viewed	all	
African	people	as	the	same	(Tsembo,	2022).	Aligning	with	the	views	of	Mudimbe	(1998),	 in	this	era	of	
postcolonialism,	national	 education	policies	 enacted	what	Sefa	Dei	 terms	 "the	 colonising	discourse	of	
'sameness'"	–	 transforming	schools	 into	sites	of	cultural	homogenisation	 (Sefa	Dei,	2005,	p.	70).	Black	
African	students	continued	to	keep	their	hair	short	and	inhabit	boarding	school	to	mask	ethnic	identities	
(Kpessa-Whyte	and	Tsekpo,	2021).		The	education	system	thus	became	a	site	where	the	rhetoric	of	creating	
a	national	identity	was	undermined	by	practices	of	ethnic	cultural	erasure,	with	hair	serving	as	a	medium	
of	this	—a	dynamic	that	persists	in	contemporary	Ghanaian	public	schools.	

CONTEMPORARY	CONTESTATIONS:	ENFORCEMENT	AND	RESISTANCE	
Colloquially	 termed	 santo,	 the	mandated	 short	 buzz-cut	 style	 for	Black	African	 students	 represents	 a	
persistent	mechanism	of	cultural	suppression	in	contemporary	times.	Even	hairstyles,	similar	to	aboy,	are	
subject	to	punitive	disciplinary	actions	that	disrupt	students'	education.	In	2015,	at	St.	John's	Grammar	
Senior	High	School	in	Accra,	three	students	were	prohibited	from	taking	the	West	African	Senior	School	
Certificate	Exam	(WASSCE)	due	to	their	'bushy	hair,'	(see	Figure	7),	with	school	authorities	citing	previous	
policy	infractions	to	justify	their	exclusion	(CitiFm,	2015).		The	Director-General	of	the	Ghana	Education	
Service	(GES),	Jacob	Kor,	critiqued	the	school	administration's	actions–	not	for	suppressing	students'	self-
expression,	but	rather	for	the	poorly	timed	nature	of	the	incident	(CitiFm,	2015).		

Ernest	Darkwa's	(2021)	study	at	St.	Sebastian	Senior	High	School	in	Adumasa,	Ghana,	further	shows	that	
such	practices	are	not	isolated	incidents	but	represent	an	institutional	norm.	Darkwa’s	research	revealed	
that	students	who	deviate	slightly	from	hair	regulations	face	significant	consequences,	including	potential	
suspension	from	school	activities.	The	growing	discourse	among	current	and	former	students	(Forson,	
2019;	 Scallion,	 1957,	 2013;	 Yeboah,	 2022)	 highlights	 various	 cases	where	 contemporary	 hair	 politics	 in	
Ghana's	public	school	system	serve	as	a	mechanism	of	control	that	negatively	impacts	students'	academic	
experiences	and	personal	development.	

In	2019,	Ghanaian	actress	and	former	student	of	Ghanaian	public	schools,	Lydia	Forson,	took	to	Facebook	
to	campaign	for	schools	to	allow	Black	African	students	to	have	agency	over	their	hair.	Forson	recounts	
her	experience	of	being	forced	to	cut	her	hair	as	a	schoolgirl	in	Ghana,	sharing	that	she	was	informed	by	
school	administrators	and	people	within	her	community	that	this	rule	was	rooted	in	the	belief	that	short	
hair	helps	students	focus	better	on	their	studies.	She	questions	the	double	standard	that	allowed	white	or	
foreign-born	schoolgirls	to	keep	their	hair	long	while	Black	African	girls	were	required	to	cut	theirs	(Pulse	
Ghana,	 2019).	 This	 point	 of	 division	 and	 discrimination	 based	 on	 hair,	 brought	 up	 by	 Forson,	 is	
reminiscent	of	the	hair	politics	imposed	on	Black	African	students	during	colonial	education.		

Echoing	Forson’s	 (2019,	cited	 in	Pulse	Ghana,	2019)	account,	Faustina	Yeboah	(2022),	a	student	at	 the	
Ghana	Institute	of	Journalism,	wrote	a	reflective	piece,	Dear	Ghana	Education	Service	(GES),	my	books	
have	nothing	to	do	with	my	hair,	on	her	experience	with	hair	politics	in	a	Ghanaian	senior	high	school.	
Yeboah	recounts	the	embarrassment	of	having	her	hair	trimmed	by	teachers	 in	front	of	her	peers	and	
witnessing	it	happen	to	others	in	often	humiliating	ways.	Despite	justifications	offered	by	administrators–	
aligning	with	the	justification	given	to	Forson	(2019,	cited	in	Pulse	Ghana,	2019)	and	offered	by	Mensah	
(2023,	cited	in	Dzivenu,	2023)	–Yeboah	argues	that	such	practices	are	unnecessary	and	even	traumatising.	
As	 a	 student,	 she	 was	 unable	 to	 vocalise	 her	 objections,	 recognising	 that	 questioning	 school	
administration	would	be	perceived	as	an	act	of	disobedience.	In	Darkwa’s	(2021)	study,	both	male	and	
female	students	also	stated	that	they	were	uncomfortable	with	the	policy	on	short	hair	but	complied	to	
stay	 in	 school.	 This	 shows	 how	 Ghanaian	 public	 schools	 perpetuate	 colonial	 power	 dynamics	 and	
homogenising	 nationalism	 by	 creating	 hierarchies	 that	 systematically	 silence	 and	 control	 students	
through	punitive	measures	(Adzahlie-Mensah	and	Dunne,	2018;	Kpessa-Whyte	and	Tsekpo,	2021).		

The	discriminatory	nature	of	 this	policy	extends	beyond	gender,	affecting	students	 from	marginalised	
communities	as	well.	This	is	exemplified	by	the	case	of	Tyrone	Iras	Marhguy,	a	Rastafarian	student	who	
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was	denied	 admission	 to	 the	Achimota	 School	 due	 to	 his	 dreadlocks,	 a	 significant	 aspect	 of	 his	 faith	
(GhanaWeb,	2023).	Despite	a	high	court	ruling	in	his	favour,	Achimota	School	continued	to	challenge	the	
decision,	revealing	the	persistence	of	cultural	intolerance	within	public	schools	in	Ghana.	This	intolerance	
stems	from	the	postcolonial	push	for	cultural	 'sameness'	 in	public	schools,	aimed	at	fostering	national	
unity	among	Ghana’s	diverse	ethnolinguistic	groups	(Kpessa-Whyte	and	Tsekpo,	2021;	Nkrumah,1943).	As	
Sefa	Dei	(2005)	argues,	this	emphasis	on	uniformity	is	rooted	in	post-independence	efforts	to	consolidate	
a	national	identity,	yet	it	mirrors	colonial	education	ideals	that	viewed	cultural	'difference'	as	disruptive.	
While	colonial	schools	differentiated	between	Indigenous	and	mixed-race	children—often	privileging	the	
latter—postcolonial	 education	 policies	 sought	 to	 erase	 such	 distinctions	 in	 favour	 of	 a	 homogenised	
national	identity	(Kpessa-Whyte	and	Tsekpo,	2021).	However,	in	doing	so,	they	continued	to	marginalise	
cultural	expressions	that	deviated	from	the	established	norm,	as	seen	in	the	Achimota	case.	

	
Figure	7.	Image	of	the	students	barred	from	taking	the	WASSCE	because	of	their	“bushy	hair.”	Note.	Courtesy	of	

CitiFM	Ghana.	

Conflicting	Perspectives	on	Current	Hair	Politics		
There	 is	 a	 disconnect	 between	 how	 school	 administration	 perceives	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 current	 hair	
politics	and	the	actuality	of	the	students’	experiences.	Administrators	like	Alberta	Mensah	(2023,	cited	in	
Dzivenu,	2023)	argue	that	policy	on	hair	ensures	simplicity,	prevents	distractions,	and	prepares	students	
for	 structured	working	environments.	When	asked	about	 the	origins	of	current	hair	politics,	 students	
regurgitate	these	same	arguments	on	why	it	is	in	place,	yet	show	discontent	for	the	policy	(Manfo,	2018)	

Ultimately,	the	issue	of	hair	politics	comes	down	to	the	school	administration's	perception	of	'differences'	
within	the	educational	setting	(Adzahlie-Mensah	and	Dunne,	2018;	Sefa	Dei,	2005).	Sefa	Dei's	(2005)	study	
reveals	that	most	administrators	viewed	difference	as	a	potential	source	of	conflict.	This	perspective	is	
echoed	by	Mensah	(2023,	as	cited	in	Dzivenu,	2023),	who	argues	that	variations	in	hairstyles	could	breed	
competition,	 leading	 to	 distractions	 within	 the	 learning	 environment.	 Adversely,	 administrators	 who	
advocate	for	embracing	cultural	differences	and	individual	self-expression	remain	a	marginal	group,	both	
ideologically	and	in	terms	of	ethnic	and	gender	representation	(Aidoo,	2002;	Sefa	Dei,	2005).	

Reconsidering	Current	Hair	Politics	
Forson	(2019,	as	cited	in	Pulse	Ghana,	2019)	and	Yeboah	(2022)	call	for	the	Ghana	Education	Service	(GES)	
to	reconsider	this	outdated	and	discriminatory	rule.	In	Manfo’s	(2018)	study	of	female	students	in	Labone	
Senior	High	School	in	Ghana,	81%	of	students	disagreed	with	the	administration’s	reasoning	for	the	policy	
on	 hair,	with	 85%	 agreeing	 that	 long	 hair	 should	 be	 permitted.	 The	 growing	 population	 of	 students’	
rejection	of	this	norm	is	a	key	step	towards	decolonising	hair	politics	in	public	schools.	Mignolo	(2022)	
would	describe	students'	questioning	of	current	hair	politics	as	an	act	of	epistemic	disobedience.	Instead	
of	blindly	accepting	the	current	hair	politics,	they	challenge	the	idea	that	the	state	of	their	natural	hair	
has	anything	to	do	with	their	studies.	

In	 justifying	 the	 need	 for	 current	 hair	 politics,	Mensah	 (2023,	 as	 cited	 in	Dzivenu,	 2023)	 offers	 some	
consolation	to	the	current	debate	and	recognises	alternative	practices	that	can	meet	the	same	outcomes	
intended	by	administration,	such	as	having	students	wear	their	hair	in	cornrows.	In	Manfo’s	(2018)	study,	
students	stated	that	if	given	the	opportunity,	cornrows	would	be	their	hairstyle	of	choice	in	schools.	This	
arrangement	 does	 not	make	 schools	more	 inclusive	 of	 differences	 nor	 fully	 recognise	 traditional	 and	
Indigenous	hairstyles	within	school	spaces.	Yet,	it	instead	reinforces	a	uniform	aesthetic	that	effectively	
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polices	students'	self-expression	–	a	continuation	of	Western	educational	systems	that,	from	its	origin,	
were	never	designed	to	support	Black	hair.	

CONCLUSION	
The	origins	of	current	hair	politics	 in	Ghana's	public	schools	can	be	traced	by	observing	the	changing	
patterns	 of	 how	 Black	 hair	 has	 been	 perceived	 in	 educational	 institutions	 from	 pre-colonial	 to	
contemporary	times.	A	decolonial	framework	brings	attention	to	how	hair	politics	rooted	in	colonialism	
affects	cultural	identity,	historical	power	dynamics,	and	educational	governance.	During	the	colonial	era,	
shaving	the	heads	of	Black	African	students	was	mandated	to	distinguish	them	from	their	mixed-race	
counterparts,	 reinforcing	 colonial	 ideals	 of	 social	 hierarchy	 (Wiafe,	 2021).	 In	 the	 times	 nearing	
independence	and	after,	the	hair	politics	of	colonial	education	systems	aided	in	the	formation	of	a	national	
identity—once	 again	 decentring	 ethnic	 cultures	 and	 identities	 (Omotoso,	 2018).	 Today,	 this	 practice	
endures	as	a	means	of	uniformity	that	supposedly	prevents	distractions,	with	mixed-race	and	non-Black	
students	 continuing	 to	be	 exempt.	As	 the	 academic	 space	has	been	unwelcoming	 to	 students'	 voices,	
students	have	taken	to	other	mediums,	such	as	social	media,	to	express	their	concerns.	

The	Ghana	Education	Services	has	no	provisions	enforcing	schools	to	make	Black	African	students	cut	
their	hair,	and	simultaneously	has	no	provisions	protecting	students	from	hair-related	discrimination,	as	
seen	with	Marghuy's	legal	battle	against	Achimota	School	(GhanaWeb,	2023).	Due	to	the	coloniality	of	
hierarchies	 within	 schools,	 students	 feel	 disempowered	 to	 speak	 out	 against	 school	 administration–	
allowing	for	such	injustices	to	continue	(Antwi	and	Bonsu,	2024).	There	is	a	need	for	comprehensive	policy	
reform	on	discipline	in	schools	to	dismantle	hierarchical	power	structures	left	by	colonialism.	This	would	
allow	students	to	feel	less	like	'subjects',	and	more	like	active	members	of	the	school	(Adzahlie-Mensah	
and	Dunne,	2018).	

Administrators	 need	 to	 be	 equipped	 to	 embrace	 differences	 and	 recognise	 cultural	 diversity	 as	 an	
educational	 strength,	 rather	 than	 a	 challenge	 to	 institutional	 norms.	 Sefa	Dei	 (2005)	 emphasises	 that	
fostering	inclusive	school	environments	requires	an	anti-colonial	approach	to	education—one	that	does	
not	merely	accommodate	diversity	but	actively	integrates	Indigenous	knowledge	and	cultural	practices	
into	pedagogy.	In	the	context	of	hair	politics,	this	means	acknowledging	the	historical	role	of	grooming	
policies	 in	 marginalising	 Black	 students	 and	 ensuring	 that	 school	 regulations	 on	 grooming	 do	 not	
reinforce	colonial	hierarchies	but	enforce	traits	of	holistic	well-being	(e.g.	shaving,	caring	for	natural	hair).	

Similarly,	Thiong’o	(1986)	argues	that	decolonising	education	involves	rejecting	Eurocentric	standards	as	
the	default	and	creating	space	for	discourse	on	Indigeneity	in	educational	spaces.	Applying	this	principle,	
administrators	 should	 engage	with	 students,	 parents,	 and	 cultural	 historians	 to	 develop	 policies	 that	
affirm	rather	than	suppress	cultural	identities.	This	could	take	the	form	of	revising	uniform	codes	to	allow	
traditional	hairstyles,	incorporating	studies	of	various	local	ethnolinguistic	groups	into	school	curricula,	
and	fostering	dialogue	on	the	significance	of	self-expression	situated	in	a	historical	context.	

Ultimately,	empowering	students	means	giving	them	agency	in	their	choice	to	connect	with	their	cultural	
heritage	without	 fear	of	 institutional	 reprimand.	By	centring	cultural	diversity	 in	educational	policies,	
administrators	 can	 shift	 from	 a	model	 of	 assimilation	 to	 one	 of	 genuine	 inclusion,	 creating	 learning	
environments	where	all	students	feel	valued	and	affirmed	in	their	identities.	Until	all	these	conditions	are	
met,	Ghana's	public	schools	will	remain	sites	of	systemic	cultural	suppression,	perpetuating	colonial-era	
power	dynamics	that	marginalise	students'	identities.	

Francesca	Nanaama	Arkorful	
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In	the	Early	Modern	Period,	transaction	costs	declined	as	a	result	of	improvements	in	literacy,	numeracy	
and	infrastructure.	At	the	same	time,	military	developments	in	gunpowder,	technology	and	infantry	tactics	
created	an	additional	advantage	for	larger,	centralised	organisations.	Together,	these	changes	undermined	
the	feudal	system	of	power-sharing	between	central	rulers	and	their	vassal	nobility	for	which	representative	
assemblies	had	been	designed.	No	longer	required	to	collect	taxes	on	behalf	of	the	ruler	or	able	to	threaten	
rebellion,	the	nobility	and	their	parliaments	lost	their	original	function.	Still,	many	parliaments	survived,	
leading	scholars	to	propose	several	long-term	causes,	often	dating	back	to	the	early	Middle	Ages	(Ertman,	
1997;	Graves,	2011;	D’Arcy	&	Nistotskaya,	2018).	This	paper	challenges	such	theories	by	proposing	a	different	
mechanism,	 drawing	 on	 primary	 sources	 as	 well	 as	 a	 range	 of	 secondary	 literature.	 Focusing	 on	 three	
prominent	case	studies	of	armed	conflict	between	parliamentary	interests	and	the	sovereign	–	the	English	
Civil	War	and	the	Glorious	Revolution,	the	French	Fronde	and	the	Dutch	Revolt	–	it	argues	that	while	central	
rulers	gained	a	structural	advantage	in	the	Early	Modern	Period,	parliaments	could	prevail	through	success	
in	military	 conflict.	 This	 required	 the	 confluence	 of	 several	 factors:	 (1)	 succession	 crises	 that	weakened	
dynastic	stability	and	legitimacy,	(2)	broad	social	alliances	across	different	groups	against	the	central	ruler,	
and	(3)	foreign	intervention	in	support	of	parliamentary	interests.	
	
	
INTRODUCTION	
As	power-sharing	mechanisms	 between	 local	 potentates,	 central	 rulers	 and	 other	 interest	 groups,	
representative	 assemblies	 organised	 tax	 collection	 and	 facilitated	 the	 political	 rights	 of	 an	 armed	
nobility	 in	the	feudal	polity.	Their	evolution	over	time,	their	relative	strength	 in	different	political	
systems,	 and	 their	 effect	on	economic	development	have	been	debated	extensively	 (Ertman,	 1997;	
Stasavage,	2010;	Van	Zanden	et	al.,	2012;	Blaydes	and	Chaney,	2013).	In	the	Early	Modern	Period,	states	
formed	 as	 central	 political	 organisations	 that	 monopolised	 the	 legitimate	 supply	 of	 violence,	
fundamentally	changing	medieval	power	relations.	Using	a	range	of	primary	and	secondary	sources,	
this	paper	sets	out	to	explore	the	impact	of	this	process	on	representative	assemblies	–	a	relationship	
existing	scholarship	has	not	yet	investigated	comprehensively.		

The	same	developments	that	facilitated	state	formation	in	Early	Modern	Europe	also	weakened	and	
changed	 the	 role	 of	 representative	 assemblies.	 These	 were,	 namely,	 decreasing	 transaction	 costs,	
meaning	 “costs	 connected	with	 the	 creation,	 use,	 or	 change	of	 institutions	 or	 organizations,”	 and	
changes	in	military	tactics	and	technology	(Volckart,	2000,	p.	3).	Governing	large	territories	became	
cheaper,	and	military	developments	made	it	easier	for	central	rulers	–	sovereign	monarchs	ruling	over	
a	nobility	in	charge	of	vassal	principalities	–	to	dominate	their	vassals.	As	monarchs	across	most	of	
Europe	worked	to	construct	absolutist	 states	at	 the	expense	of	 representative	assemblies,	 tensions	
between	 monarchical	 and	 parliamentary	 interests	 arose,	 often	 culminating	 in	 military	 conflict	
(Cuttica	&	Burgess,	 2012,	 p.	 4).	What	 follows	will	 show	 that	developments	 occurring	 immediately	
before	or	during	these	conflicts	–	hereinafter	referred	to	as	“proximate	factors”	–	determined	their	
outcome	and,	as	a	result,	the	long-term	survival	of	representative	assemblies.	This	challenges	a	strand	
of	existing	literature,	which	argues	that	medieval	conditions	or	fundamental	economic	and	political	
structures	determined	the	strength	of	parliaments	over	the	long	run,	adding	to	the	broader	debate	on	
institutional	persistence	(Ertman,	1997;	Graves,	2011;	D’Arcy	and	Nistotskaya,	2018).			

In	the	first	section,	“The	End	of	Bargaining,”	this	paper	argues	that	representative	assemblies	are	the	
outcome	of	negotiations	between	the	monarch	and	other	interest	groups	to	perform	state	functions,	
primarily	 taxation	and	protection.	This	was	necessary	 for	effective	government	 in	an	environment	
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where	rule	through	a	central	body	alone	was	impossible	due	to	high	transaction	costs	and	powerful	
local	 interests.	 As	 transaction	 costs	 decreased	 and	 military	 tactics	 and	 technology	 increasingly	
favoured	larger	centralised	organisations	in	the	Early	Modern	Period,	central	rulers	no	longer	needed	
parliaments	to	raise	taxes	or	protect	their	realm,	pitting	them	against	each	other	in	a	competition	for	
centralised	control	(Volckart,	2000).	The	section	“Equally	Absolutist	Tendencies”	then	shows	that	this	
new	 environment	 created	 similar	 tensions	 between	 parliamentary	 and	 monarchical	 interests	 in	
different	European	polities.	The	final	section,	“Surviving	State	Formation,”	discusses	the	three	most	
prominent	case	studies	of	Early	Modern	conflict	between	parliaments	and	central	rulers:	The	English	
Civil	 War	 and	 the	 Glorious	 Revolution,	 the	 French	 Fronde	 and	 the	 Dutch	 Revolt.	 Each	 case	 is	
discussed	 to	 illustrate	 the	 following	 argument:	 Although	 developments	 in	 military	 tactics	 and	
technology	 and	 falling	 transaction	 costs	 afforded	 central	 rulers	 an	 innate	 advantage,	 parliaments	
could	 survive	 if	 three	 factors	 aligned	 to	 increase	 their	 relative	 power	 in	 a	 military	 conflict.	 (1)	
succession	crises	weakening	 the	 legitimacy	and	political	 stability	of	 the	central	dynasty,	 (2)	broad	
social	 alliances	 across	 different	 interest	 groups	 forming	 against	 the	 central	 ruler,	 and	 (3)	 foreign	
intervention	in	support	of	parliamentary	interests.		

THE	END	OF	BARGAINING	
Across	medieval	Europe,	 feudal	rule	was	negotiated	between	local	elites	and	the	monarch.	 	Under	
typical	 feudal	conditions,	as	outlined	by	North	(1990),	central	 rulers	 lacked	the	capacity	 to	collect	
taxes	across	 their	 territory	and	the	military	power	to	respond	to	threats	of	rebellion	by	their	 local	
nobility.	They	were	forced	to	bargain	with	their	vassals,	offering	political	rights	in	exchange	for	the	
collection	of	taxes	on	their	behalf,	the	supply	of	military	forces,	and	recognition	as	overlord	(North,	
1990;	Boix	et	al.,	2013;	Boucoyannis,	2015).	The	Treaty	of	Thübingen	is	a	case	 in	point	(Sander	and	
Spangenberg,	 1965).	The	“body	of	subjects”	referring	to	the	principalities	and	religious	 institutions	
represented	in	this	“parliament”	agreed	to	pay	a	certain	sum	each	year,	as	well	as	the	interest	incurred	
by	 the	 ruler	 for	 loans	 he	 had	 previously	 taken	 out	 to	 fund	 a	 military	 campaign.	 In	 return,	 the	
parliament	received	several	substantial	rights,	such	as	the	right	to	“consent”	to	any	“campaigns	he	(the	
duke)	may	undertake	in	the	future,”	any	mortgage	on	“land,	people,	castles,	towns,	and	villages,”	and	
taxes	(Sander	and	Spangenberg,	1965).	Similarly,	out	of	financial	pressure	and	to	appease	rebellious	
barons,	King	John	of	England	granted	significant	rights	to	a	council	of	25	of	his	barons	in	the	Magna	
Carta.	 Similarly,	 out	 of	 financial	 pressure	 and	 to	 appease	 rebellious	nobles,	King	 John	of	 England	
granted	 significant	 rights	 to	 a	 council	 of	 25	of	his	barons	 in	 the	Magna	Carta.	No	general	 “aid	or	
scutage”	(taxes)	was	to	be	levied	in	England	without	the	council’s	consent	(Holt,	2015).	In	both	cases,	
the	representative	assembly	received	substantial	political	power	from	bargaining	between	the	central	
ruler	and	his	vassals	for	political	rights	and	resources.	In	the	case	of	Thübingen,	the	nobles	represented	
were	tasked	with	locally	sourcing	revenues	to	support	a	military	campaign,	whereas	the	Magna	Carta	
was,	to	a	certain	extent,	the	result	of	an	armed	rebellion	by	English	barons	against	King	John	and	their	
reluctance	to	support	his	taxation	policies.	These	cases	suggest	that	the	representative	assembly	had	
two	key	raisons	d’être:	the	need	for	and	inability	of	the	central	ruler	to	raise	sufficient	resources	for	
military	campaigns	or	other	activities,	and	the	desire	of	armed	nobles,	who	were	able	 to	 “credibly	
threaten	a	rebellion”	to	achieve	political	rights	(Te	Brake,	p.	157).	

States	 formed	as	a	 set	of	historical	developments	 caused	a	decrease	 in	 transaction	costs,	 enabling	
central	organisations	to	effectively	supply	protection	to	and	tax	populations.	This	removed	the	first	
raison	 d’être	 of	 parliaments:	 the	 need	 to	 raise	 sufficient	 revenues.	 As	 contractual	 views	 on	 state	
formation	show,	medieval	levels	of	transaction	costs	were	too	high	for	transactions	involving	entire	
political	organisations	to	take	place	(Volckart,	2000,	p.	272).	Low	literacy	rates	meant	that	the	drafting	
of	contracts	was	difficult,	 the	 limited	use	of	currency	created	high	costs	 for	raising	taxes,	and	bad	
infrastructure	made	communication	between	the	centre	and	faraway	regions	difficult	(Volckart,	2000,	
p.	272).	Parliaments	granted	political	rights	to	the	local	nobility,	who	in	turn	raised	taxes	on	behalf	of	
the	 central	 ruler	 in	 their	principalities.	 In	 the	Early	Modern	Period,	 conditions	 changed,	 allowing	
states	to	centralise	control.	Literacy	rates	increased	substantially	in	Western	Europe	during	the	Early	
Modern	 Period.	Using	 book	 and	manuscript	 production,	 Buringh	 and	Van	 Zanden	 (2009,	 p.	 434)	
calculate	an	increase	from	12	percent	literacy	in	the	period	1421-1500	to	31	percent	in	1700-1800.	The	
influx	of	New	World	Bullion	facilitated	Early	Modern	European	monetary	expansion,	further	reducing	
transaction	 costs.	 Palma’s	 GDP	 deflated	 coin	 stock	 index	 illustrates	 this	 expansion	 for	 England,	
doubling	in	the	period	1550-1790	(Battilossi	et	al.,	2020,	p.	14).	The	development	for	other	European	
countries	was	similar	(Battilossi	et	al.,	2020,	p.	14).	The	third	crucial	development	was	the	reduction	
in	transport	costs.	In	the	late	twelfth	century,	messengers	in	Central	Europe,	for	example,	could	cover	
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daily	distances	of	 roughly	40	miles	 travelling	by	horse.	At	 the	beginning	of	 the	 16th	 century,	 this	
distance	increased,	reaching	60	miles	in	some	records	(Volckart,	2000,	p.	274).	These	Early	Modern	
reductions	in	transaction	costs	made	it	easier	for	the	centre	to	break	free	of	its	reliance	on	the	local	
nobility	for	tax	revenue.		As	transaction	costs	declined,	collecting	taxes	themselves,	independent	of	
the	 local	 nobility,	 became	 increasingly	 attractive	 to	 central	 rulers.	 After	 a	 threshold	 in	 the	
development	of	transaction	costs	was	reached,	parliaments,	as	facilitators	of	power-sharing	with	the	
nobility,	would	become	redundant	in	the	eyes	of	the	central	ruler,	turning	them	into	a	competitor	for	
central	state	functions	rather	than	a	necessary	partner.	

The	second	raison	d’être	was	weakened	by	military	developments,	which	reduced	the	power	of	noble	
threats	to	central	rule	and	worked	towards	the	monopolisation	of	violence	by	the	monarch.	Hoffman	
(2015)	 shows	 that	 a	 “tournament	 mechanism”	 –	 working	 through	 military	 competition	 between	
equally	powerful	European	states	–	led	to	innovations	in	gunpowder	technology	and	the	re-emergence	
of	organised	infantry	units	under	centralised	control.	Both	developments	favoured	the	central	ruler’s	
power	 (Hoffman,	 2015,	 p.	 40).	 The	 improved	 effectiveness	 of	 gunpowder	 weapons	 reduced	 the	
defensive	capabilities	of	castle	walls	and	increased	the	vulnerability	of	the	local	nobility	to	potential	
military	campaigns	from	the	centre	(Bean,	1973,	p.	207).	In	the	late	fifteenth	century,	Charles	VII	of	
France	was	able	to	raze	60	fortified	locations	in	only	369	days	using	gunpowder	weapons	efficiently.	
He	completed	his	campaign	in	a	fraction	of	the	time	it	took	the	British	for	their	invasion	of	the	same	
castles	before	the	widespread	use	of	gunpowder	(Hoffman,	2015,	p.	39).	The	share	of	mounted	knights	
in	combat	–	mostly	supplied	by	 local	nobility	–	also	declined	significantly	starting	 in	the	1600s,	as	
organised	infantry	proved	to	be	more	effective	(Storrs	and	Scott,	1996,	p.	1).	Systems	of	feudal	levies	
were	thus	replaced	by	a	tax	to	be	paid	by	the	nobility,	first	in	Spain	in	1631,	followed	by	Britain	and	
France	(Storrs	and	Scott,	1996,	p.	5).	The	organisational	capacity	required	to	maintain	a	large	organised	
infantry	and	the	resource	intensity	of	gunpowder	weapons,	coupled	with	the	relative	weakening	of	
castle	walls,	favoured	central	rulers	militarily	vis-á-vis	local	nobility.	These	new	methods	of	warfare	
also	reduced	the	ruler’s	reliance	on	nobles,	who	were	not	required	to	fight	as	knights	anymore.	

The	armed	nobility	became	increasingly	redundant	as	central	rulers	could	monopolise	the	supply	of	
protection.	Parliament	 lost	 its	 role	as	a	 facilitator	of	political	 rights	 for	an	armed	nobility.	 In	 fully	
formed	states,	the	central	government,	as	the	monopoly,	could	enforce	the	extraction	of	taxes	from	
the	population	within	its	territory.	Local	potentates	no	longer	posed	serious	threats	to	the	centre’s	
power.	 Instead,	 government	 became	 a	 set	 of	 centralised	 functions	 without	 the	 need	 for	 a	 feudal	
“division	of	labour”	between	local	nobility	and	central	ruler.	The	monarch	and	parliaments	became	
competitors	for	these	functions,	with	the	central	monarch	in	a	much	stronger	military	position.		

EQUALLY	ABSOLUTIST	TENDENCIES		
Yet	 parliaments	 survived	 in	 England,	 the	Netherlands,	 Poland,	 and	 elsewhere.	 The	 Early	Modern	
Period	brought	about	constitutional	monarchies	with	powerful	legislative	assemblies.	Scholars	have	
accounted	 for	 this	 with	 deep	 historical	 drivers	 which	 differentiated	 certain	 polities	 from	 others	
(Graves,	2011;	Ertman,	1997).	Comparing	the	level	of	executive	constraint	in	England	and	France	shows	
that	these	systems	were	more	similar	than	assumed	by	such	scholarship,	at	least	until	the	decisive	
events	 of	 the	 Fronde	 and	 the	 Glorious	 Revolution.	 Ertman	 (1997)	 argues	 that	 the	 survival	 of	
parliaments	through	the	Early	Modern	Period	was	a	result	of	deep	processes	beginning	in	the	Middle	
Ages.	Failed	medieval	state-making	created	fractured	political	landscapes	and	powerful	elites	in	Latin	
Europe.	 Rulers	 had	 to	 send	 officials	 from	 the	 centre	 to	 provinces	 to	 reassert	 royal	 prerogatives,	
distributing	 privileges	 to	 select	 groups	 and	 creating	 non-participatory	 institutions.	 According	 to	
Ertman	(1998),	the	English	Kingdom,	in	contrast,	was	built	on	“virgin	territory,	unencumbered	by	the	
legacy	of	unsuccessful	dark	age	state	building”	(Ertman,	1997,	p.	157).	Its	representative	system	was	
able	 to	 form	on	 a	 geographical	 basis,	 and	 local	 government	 built	 participatory	 communities.	 The	
British	system	was	put	on	a	fundamentally	different,	more	participatory,	trajectory	of	state	formation,	
so	the	argument	goes	(Ertman,	1997).	

Yet,	the	political	circumstances	in	France	and	Britain	were	more	alike	than	Ertman’s	theory	on	the	
lasting	effect	of	medieval	conditions	suggests.	In	fact,	the	English	monarchs	often	wielded	even	more	
executive	 power	 than	 their	 French	 counterparts.	 This	 was	 the	 case	 despite	 their	 contrasting	
institutional	heritage	as	outlined	by	Ertman	(1997).	French	absolutist	monarchs	in	the	sixteenth	and	
early	 seventeenth	 centuries	 struggled	 to	 remove	 judges	 and	 local	 officials	 or	 to	 influence	 court	
proceedings	to	affect	death	sentences.	At	the	same	time,	in	England,	the	Stuarts	and	Tudors	wielded	
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significant	powers	over	the	judiciary	(Henshall,	1992,	p.	28).	They	could	intervene	in	court	proceedings	
and	use	an	emergency	prerogative,	which	allowed	them	to	sentence	anyone	who	was	found	guilty	by	
their	Privy	Council	to	prison	(Henshall,	1992,	p.	27).	The	excessive	exploitation	of	this	power	by	the	
English	Monarch	was	mentioned	explicitly	at	the	beginning	of	the	Petition	of	Right	of	1628	(Frohnen,	
2002).	By	the	early	17th	century,	English	monarchs	also	reserved	the	right	to	impose	martial	law	in	
peacetime	 and	 raise	 significant	 taxes	 through	 “forced	 loans”	 (Frohnen,	 2002).	 When	 Charles	 I	
encountered	resistance	to	his	imposition	of	these	forced	loans,	he	threatened	to	“sweep	the	benches”	
of	parliament	(Prest,	1988,	p.	175).	While	the	French	monarch	had	more	legislative	rights,	the	English	
kings	were	able	to	intervene	significantly	in	judicial	proceedings	and	matters	of	taxation	(Miller,	1964,	
p.	188).	Before	their	respective	revolutions,	the	two	systems	were	more	similar	in	terms	of	the	extent	
of	unchecked	power	the	monarch	could	wield	than	theories	of	persistent	trajectories	of	participatory	
versus	non-participatory	state	formation	would	suggest.	

Similarly,	a	comparison	of	Britain	and	France	challenges	existing	theories	connecting	the	economic	
and	political	structure	and	shape	of	a	polity	to	the	strength	of	parliaments.	In	one	example	of	such	a	
perspective,	Graves	argues	that	bicameral	systems	could	have	been	a	factor	in	the	evolution	of	stronger	
parliaments	 because	 aristocratic	 and	 clerical	 interests	were	 counterbalanced	 by	 an	 equally	 strong	
chamber	representing	the	“commons”	(Graves,	2001,	p.	163).	Others	have	pointed	to	urbanisation	as	
an	 obstacle	 in	 the	 formation	 of	 large	 coercive	 states,	 fostering	 stronger	 representative	 assemblies	
(D’Arcy	 and	 Nistotskaya,	 2018).	 Scholarship	 has	 also	 argued	 that,	 where	 there	 were	 powerful	
commercial	activities,	merchants	were	able	to	secure	their	interests	in	parliament,	contributing	to	a	
favourable	growth	environment,	which	 in	 turn	 led	 to	commercial	activity	 (Acemoglu	et	al.,	2005).	
England	checks	all	the	above	conditions.	It	had	a	bicameral	system	consisting	of	a	House	of	Commons	
and	a	House	of	Lords	and	its	economy	was	exceptionally	developed	and	urbanised	by	the	17th	century	
by	European	 standards.	Allen’s	 data	 shows	 that	 England’s	 non-agricultural	 population	made	up	 a	
higher	share	than	Latin	Europe’s	starting	in	1500	and	continuing	throughout	the	Early	Modern	Period.	
(Allen,	2003,	p.	408).	However,	the	type	of	representation	in	the	English	parliament	is	not	consistent	
with	the	theories	outlined	above.	In	1710,	a	Landed	Qualifications	Bill	was	approved	in	the	House	of	
Commons,	which	included	a	requirement	for	a	minimum	income	of	at	least	600	pounds	from	land	to	
qualify	as	a	“knight	of	the	shire”	in	the	House	of	Commons,	with	some	exceptions	for	heirs	(Clark,	
2010).	The	Bill’s	enforcement	did	not	lead	to	many	expulsions,	showing	that	even	after	the	Glorious	
Revolution,	the	House	of	Commons	was	dominated	by	the	landed	elite	(Hayton,	2002).	Between	1660	
and	1685	the	percentage	of	Members	of	Parliament	classified	as	merchants	fluctuated	between	a	low	
point	of	 7	percent	 in	 1661	 to	high	point	of	 11	 percent	 in	 1679	–	 far	 from	any	 relative	majority	 and	
significantly	less	than	the	representation	for	“country	gentlemen”	which	made	up	over	50	percent	for	
the	entire	period	reaching	61	percent	in	1681	(Hayton,	2002).	Throughout	the	Early	Modern	period,	
the	English	Parliament	was	dominated	by	the	landed	country	gentry,	similar	to	the	parlements	and	
local	assemblies	in	France,	or	the	Cortes	in	Spain.	High	levels	of	urbanisation,	commercial	activities	
and	bicameralism	do	not	necessarily	lead	to	merchant-dominated	parliaments,	calling	into	question	
the	link	between	the	structure	of	the	economy,	the	type	of	parliament	and	its	likelihood	of	survival.	

Parliamentary	activity	data	shows	that	the	English	parliament	before	the	Glorious	Revolution	was	not	
significantly	more	powerful	or	active	than	many	Latin	European	parliaments.	By	1640,	there	had	been	
eleven	years	of	rule	without	parliament	in	England,	and	parliamentary	activity	throughout	much	of	
the	fifteenth,	sixteenth	and	late	seventeenth	centuries	–	as	measured	in	sessions	convened	and	laws	
passed	–	was	lower	than	during	the	fourteenth	century	(Tilly,	1995;	Van	Zanden	et	al.,	2012).		Before	
the	 Glorious	 Revolution,	 the	 English	 monarchy	 successfully	 set	 up	 several	 non-participatory	
institutions	 similar	 to	 those	 which	 were	 widespread	 across	 much	 of	 Latin	 Europe,	 limiting	
parliamentary	activity	and	influence	over	significant	periods	of	time.	French	assemblies,	on	the	other	
hand,	were	more	vibrant	than	often	assumed.	They	had	rural	elections,	and	the	Third	Estate	engaged	
in	 several	 efforts	 to	 increase	 voter	 participation	 during	 the	 sixteenth	 and	 seventeenth	 centuries	
(Graves,	2001,	p.	175).	The	lack	of	executive	constraint,	the	structure	of	the	English	parliament	with	a	
high	representation	of	landed	gentry,	and	the	low	level	of	parliamentary	activity	before	the	Glorious	
Revolution	 challenge	 the	 argument	 that	 Early	 Modern	 European	 political	 systems	 differed	
fundamentally	as	a	result	of	deep	historical	drivers.	Evidence	from	France	and	Britain	suggests	that	
the	two	systems	were	remarkably	similar.	As	central	rulers	gained	power	vis-à-vis	local	nobility	and	
other	interests,	powerful	monarchies	were	set	up	across	the	continent.	
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SURVIVING	STATE	FORMATION	
Many	 civil	 conflicts	 of	 the	 long	 seventeenth	 century	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 battles	 for	 the	 survival	 of	
parliament.	Most	 prominently,	 the	English	Civil	War	 culminating	 in	 the	Glorious	Revolution,	 the	
Fronde	in	France	and	the	Dutch	Revolt,	were	motivated	by	a	desire	to	protect	political	rights	against	
the	power	of	an	increasingly	absolutist	monarch.	A	key	document	highlighting	the	ongoing	struggle	
between	the	English	Parliament	and	the	monarchy	in	the	lead-up	to	the	civil	war	was	the	Petition	of	
Rights	drafted	by	the	House	of	Commons	and	addressed	to	Charles	I.	It	set	out	key	demands:	“that	no	
man	be	compelled	to	yield	any	tax	without	commons	consent	by	act	of	Parliament”	and	“no	man	shall	
be	forejudged	of	life	or	limb	against	the	law	of	the	land”	(Frohnen,	2002).	Similarly,	the	French	Fronde	
was	motivated	by	anti-absolutist	sentiments,	as	the	countless	“Marazinades”	(polemic	texts	against	
royalist	Cardinal	Marazin)	show.	One	of	the	chief	polemicists	for	Condés	party	–	the	group	fighting	
the	monarchy	–	wrote	in	one	of	his	50	pamphlets:	“It	is	not	to	be	doubted	that	kings	would	have	wishes	
contrary	to	the	good	of	the	state,	if	kings	had	wishes	contrary	to	those	of	the	princes,	parlements	and	
people”	(Du	Bosc	de	Montandré,	1652).	 	This	shows	that	the	movement	pushed	for	a	limit	to	royal	
prerogative	power	and	viewed	parliamentary	and	princely	interests	as	more	legitimate.	The	open	and	
explicit	negation	of	the	absolute	principle	of	rule	without	consent	by	other	interest	groups	is	further	
testament	 to	 the	 anti-absolutist	 nature	 of	 the	movement.	 The	 powerful	 and	dynamic	 deliberative	
assemblies	 that	evolved	as	part	of	 the	Ormée	–	a	 local	manifestation	of	 the	Fronde	 in	Bordeaux	–	
illustrate	what	could	have	been	the	outcome	had	the	Fronde	been	militarily	successful	(Scott,	1995,	p.	
935).	The	Dutch	Revolution	was	also	driven	by	the	right	to	ensure	parliamentary	privileges	as	the	Act	
of	Abjuration	shows.	It	declared	the	goal	of	securing	“ancient	liberties	and	privileges”	that	had	been	
lost	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 “enslavement”	 by	 the	 Habsburgs	 (Dutch	 Act	 of	 Abjuration,	 1581).	 These	
documents	were	drafted	either	in	the	lead-up	to	or	during	civil	wars	between	the	monarch	and	other	
interest	 groups.	 They	 show	 that	 these	 civil	 conflicts	were	 characterised	 by	 the	 desire	 of	 interests	
represented	in	parliament	to	restore	rights	that	had	been	threatened	or	entirely	revoked	by	a	monarch	
gradually	extending	their	powers.	

Despite	the	central	ruler’s	significant	military	advantage,	the	Glorious	Revolution,	the	Fronde	and	the	
Dutch	 Revolt	 were	 decisive	 points	 in	 the	 long-run	 development	 of	 representative	 assemblies.	
Proximate	 factors	 could	 significantly	 weaken	 and	 threaten	 the	 ruler.	 Both	 the	 English	 Glorious	
Revolution	and	the	French	Fronde	occurred	in	times	of	succession	crises,	which	weakened	central	
authority.	In	1655,	Colonel	John	Penruddock	sought	to	place	Charles	II’s	illegitimate	but	Protestant	
son	in	line	of	the	crown	ahead	of	Catholic	James	(Tilly,	1995,	p.	124).	The	French	Fronde	occurred	after	
the	simultaneous	deaths	of	Louis	XIII	and	his	powerful	minister	Cardinal	Richelieu	in	1643,	during	the	
regency	of	Anne	of	Austria,	the	mother	of	Louis	XIV,	who	was	still	a	child	(Te	Brake,	1998,	p.	151).	
Kokkonen	 and	 Moller	 (2020)	 have	 already	 argued	 that	 succession	 crises	 can	 lead	 to	 short-term	
concessions	to	parliament.	What	follows	will	go	further	and	show	that,	 together	with	broad	social	
alliances	and	foreign	intervention,	succession	crises	can	strengthen	parliamentary	interest	enough	to	
create	decisive	moments	in	the	long-term	institutional	development	of	states.	

By	 forming	 alliances	 across	 societal	 strata,	 counter-absolutist	 movements	 were	 able	 to	 pose	 a	
significant	 and	 long-term	challenge	 to	 the	 ruler.	Charles’s	 view	of	 top-down	 reformation	 rallied	 a	
coalition	of	“parliamentarians,	Presbyterians	and	independents”	against	him	in	the	early	1630s,	while	
London’s	merchants	worked	with	the	invading	and	revolutionary	forces	(Tilly,	1995;	Te	Brake,	1998).	
In	the	French	Fronde,	Parlementarians	(members	of	local	courts),	local	nobility	and	ordinary	people	
entered	an	alliance	that	was	able	to	credibly	threaten	royal	rule	(Te	Brake,	1998).	The	Dutch	Revolt	
was	 able	 to	 form	 strong	 and	 persistent	 pockets	 of	 resistance	 by	 creating	 alliances	 between	 local	
merchants	 and	nobility,	while	 common	people	 rioted,	 often	 breaking	 into	 catholic	 churches,	 and	
destroying	sacred	images	(Tilly,	1995).	In	all	three	uprisings,	the	nobility	had	the	support	of	ordinary	
people,	guilds	and	merchants.	This	added	to	weaknesses	in	the	centre,	caused	by	succession	crises	and	
explains	why	parliamentary	interests	could	pose	a	significant	challenge	to	the	central	ruler.		

Foreign	intervention	was	crucial	in	ensuring	that	parliaments	were	able	to	soundly	defeat	monarchical	
interests,	 establishing	 new	 institutions	 over	 the	 long	 run.	 The	 Glorious	 Revolution	 relied	 on	 an	
invasion	of	England	by	Dutch	 troops,	deposing	 the	 ruling	monarch	and	 installing	a	constitutional	
monarchy	with	the	help	of	local	merchants	and	some	of	the	nobility	(Tilly,	1995,	p.	124).	The	Fronde	
did	not	receive	this	kind	of	foreign	support.	The	Ormée	in	Bordeaux	attempted	to	use	the	city’s	strong	
trading	links	with	Britain	to	ask	Cromwell	for	support	but	was	rejected	(Scott,	1995,	p.	935).	When	the	
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parliament	took	over	Paris	in	1649	and,	gaining	wide	support	there,	it	forced	the	King,	his	mother	and	
their	 advisors	 to	 flee,	 but	 only	 achieved	 short-term	 concessions.	 (Te	Brake,	 1998,	 p.	 152).	 Condé’s	
armies	were	eventually	defeated	in	1653,	after	which	rebels	across	the	country	surrendered	(Kokkonen	
and	Møller	2020,	p.	954).	The	outcome	was	the	construction	of	an	exceptionally	absolutist	state.	Still,	
the	Fronde	should	be	seen	as	a	significant	challenge	to	absolutism.	Had	it	been	successful,	potentially	
through	help	from	Britain,	the	vibrant	local	parliaments	provide	a	glimpse	of	the	French	system	that	
could	have	been	(Belk,	1985).	Similarly,	the	Dutch	case	fits	neatly	into	this	framework.	While	there	
were	no	English	“boots	on	the	ground”	in	the	Netherlands,	English	forces	fought	Spain	throughout	
the	period,	diverting	significant	forces	away	from	the	war	effort	(Tilly,	1995,	p.	63).	Spain	was	also	at	
war	with	France	at	the	same	time	(Tilly,	1995,	p.	63).	This	allowed	Maurice	of	Nassau	to	force	a	truce	
on	the	thinly	stretched	Spanish	army	and	achieve	de	facto	 independence	in	1609.	The	system	that	
followed	had	a	strong	parliament	and	limited	the	executive	power	of	the	monarch.	The	examples	of	
the	Glorious	Revolution,	the	Fronde	and	the	Dutch	Revolt	show	that	proximate	factors	impacting	the	
outcomes	of	military	conflicts	between	parliamentary	interests	and	the	monarch	should	be	seen	as	
decisive	 moments	 for	 the	 long-term	 development	 of	 representative	 assemblies.	 All	 three	 polities	
started	out	with	monarchical	dynasties	seeking	to	set	up	absolutist	systems.	In	the	long	seventeenth	
century,	parliamentary	interests	organised	in	armed	rebellions	to	defend	their	privileges.	Exploiting	
weaknesses	in	the	centre,	forming	cross-societal	alliances,	and	using	foreign	support,	they	were	able	
to	pose	a	significant	challenge	to	the	monarch	and,	in	the	cases	of	the	Dutch	Provinces	and	England,	
create	constitutional	monarchies	that	lasted	for	centuries	to	come.		

CONCLUSION	
The	strength	of	 representative	assemblies	was	 inextricably	 linked	 to	 feudal	 conditions	 throughout	
Europe.	Once	conditions	changed,	reducing	the	cost	of	governing	larger	territories	and	increasing	the	
relative	military	power	of	the	central	authority,	parliaments	had	to	fight	for	survival.	Transaction	costs	
declined,	 reducing	 the	 centre’s	dependence	on	 local	powerholders	 for	 taxes,	 and	developments	 in	
military	tactics	and	technology	reduced	the	ability	of	nobles	to	threaten	rebellion.	The	central	ruler	
could	use	their	military	advantage	to	monopolise	the	market	for	protection	and	threaten	the	political	
rights	of	the	nobility	represented	in	parliament.	This	tension	between	a	monopolising	monarch	and	
the	desire	of	 local	nobility	 to	 retain	 their	parliamentary	powers	 led	 to	civil	war	 in	many	 locations	
during	the	Long	17th	Century.	Analysing	the	cases	of	the	English	Civil	War	and	Glorious	Revolution,	
the	French	Fronde	and	the	Dutch	Revolt,	this	paper	shows	that	parliamentary	interests	could	exploit	
moments	of	weakness	in	the	centre,	ally	with	other	social	groups,	and,	with	foreign	support,	pose	a	
serious	challenge	to	the	central	ruler.	In	England	and	the	Netherlands,	victorious	parliamentary	forces	
could	then	establish	lasting	constitutional	monarchies	with	powerful	representative	assemblies.	This	
paper	 challenges	 existing	 literature	 on	 deep	 historical	 drivers	 that	 shaped	 the	 survival	 of	
representative	 assemblies.	 Demonstrating	 the	 power	 of	 proximate	 factors	 and	 armed	 conflict,	 it	
cautions	against	determinism	in	explaining	the	persistence	of	political	institutions.	Further	research	
into	the	developments	and	armed	conflicts	discussed	here	and	additional	case	studies	of	Early	Modern	
struggle	between	parliaments,	local	interests	and	central	rulers	could	add	to	the	broader	debate	on	
the	forces	that	determined	the	shape	and	structure	of	states.	

Arthur	Kroen	
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Over	the	course	of	the	Turkish	War	of	Independence	(1919-1923),	Mustafa	Kemal	Atatürk–a	former	officer	of	
the	Ottoman	Army–assumed	leadership	of	the	Turkish	National	Movement	and	became	the	first	president	
of	the	Republic	following	its	victory.	In	1927,	Atatürk	recounted	the	war	and	his	ascent	to	power	in	a	seven-
day	address	to	the	first	congress	of	his	Republican	People’s	Party.	Immediately	upon	its	delivery,	this	speech,	
“Nutuk,”	became	a	state-sanctioned	account	of	Turkey’s	national	history,	and	it	has	largely	been	treated	as	
authoritative	by	sympathetic	historians	in	the	years	since.	Despite	Nutuk’s	ostensible	influence	on	Kemalist	
history,	however,	two	characteristics	of	the	speech	set	it	apart	from	subsequent	instalments	in	the	tradition.	
Firstly,	 it	acknowledges	 that	 the	Republic	as	 it	 stood	at	 the	 time	was	neither	a	product	of	premeditated	
ideological	 engineering	 nor	 purely	 a	 convenience	 of	 the	 postwar	 political	 climate.	 This	 nuance	 is	 most	
apparent	 in	Atatürk’s	denunciation	of	 the	office	of	Sultan-Caliph,	which	 is	 initially	muted	and	only	 later	
overt,	 and	 in	his	 treatment	of	 territorial	 severances,	which	he	 reimagines	as	necessary	 to	bring	about	a	
desired	ethnic	homogeneity	and	thus	preferable	even	if	imposed	by	defeat.	Secondly,	Atatürk’s	account	of	
Turkey’s	founding,	which	otherwise	argues	the	gradual	severance	of	the	Ottoman	and	Turkish	regimes,	is	
complicated	by	his	denial	of	the	ethnic	cleansing	of	Armenians	between	1915	and	1921.	Because	it	defends	
proponents	of	the	old	order	and	betrays	a	sympathy	with	it	in	doing	so,	Kemal’s	twofold	justification	and	
obfuscation	 of	 genocide	 committed	 under	 the	 Ottomans	 suspends	 the	 narrative	 of	 growing	 Ottoman-
Turkish	dissonance	 that	 characterises	 the	 speech	at	 large.	These	 two	 facets	of	Nutuk	 illustrate	how	 the	
document	is	more	conservative	in	its	claims	about	Turkey’s	political	and	ideological	foundation	than	the	
Kemalist	histories	that	draw	upon	it.	
	
	
From	 the	 15th	 to	 the	20th	of	October	 1927,	Mustafa	Kemal	Atatürk	delivered	a	 36-hour	 speech	at	 the	
second	congress	of	his	Republican	People’s	Party	(Cumhuriyet	Halk	Partisi).	In	doing	so,	he	christened	an	
official	 history	 of	 the	Turkish	Republic	 that	 inaugurated	 a	 national	myth,	 even	 if	 it	 has	 since	 lost	 its	
uncontested	hegemony	in	some	circles.	Narrating	the	War	of	Independence	(Kurtuluş/İstiklal	Savaşı)	and	
its	aftermath,	Nutuk	–	a	title	under	which	print	editions	of	the	transcript	are	generally	sold	that	translates	
literally	 to	 “[The]	 Speech,”–	 insists	 upon	 a	 territorial	 and	 ideological	 rupture	 between	 the	 Ottoman	
Caliphate	 and	 Turkish	 Republic.	 Atatürk’s	 account	 of	 Turkey’s	 naissance	 unfolds	 in	 step	 with	 an	
incremental	shift	in	his	sympathies	between	his	arrival	at	Samsun	in	May	1919	and	the	first	assembly	of	
the	 Grand	 National	 Congress	 (Büyük	 Millet	 Meclisi)	 in	 April	 1920	 (Philliou,	 2021).	 The	 process	 of	
disillusionment	and	estrangement	he	recounts	underpins	a	distinction	between	Ottoman	blunders	and	
calculated	 sacrifices	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 Republic	 that	 characterises	 orthodox	 Turkish	 historiography	
(Turanoğlu,	2017).	

In	detailing	how	he	gradually	 forsook	the	Ottoman	cause,	Atatürk	signals	a	clear	narrative	conclusion	
from	the	very	beginning;	Nutuk	crescendos	where	Empire	ceases	to	exist,	and	Republic	comes	to	be.	He	
also	 reimagines	 the	 territorial	 imprints	 of	 late	 Ottoman	 losses,	 which	 were	 often	 the	 product	 of	
negotiation	 with	 foreign	 actors,	 as	 the	 result	 of	 Republican	 agency.	 Two	 discourses	 in	 the	 speech	
(henceforth	‘text’)	capture	this	tendency:	Atatürk’s	declamation	of	the	office	of	Sultan-Caliph,	which	is	
only	made	after	he	recalls	the	Republic’s	declaration,	and	the	reimagination	of	territorial	losses	as	triages	
that	produced	a	desired	ethnic	homogeneity	within	Turkey’s	new	borders.	Parsing	relevant	excerpts	from	
Nutuk	 reveals	 simultaneously	 longitudinal	 and	 teleological	 claims	 of	 distinction	 from	 the	Ottomans.	
Atatürk	acknowledges	that	the	impetus	for	the	Republic’s	creation	was	not	born	of	a	sudden,	rapturous	
moment,	while	also	asserting	that	the	trajectory	it	followed	was	not	incidental.	Nutuk	essentialises	the	
ethnically	 homogenous	 Turkish	 nation-state	 and	 its	 corresponding	 borders,	 but	 also	 insists	 that	 its	
realisation	was	gradual.		
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In	 a	 separate	 vein,	 Atatürk’s	 simultaneous	 justification	 and	 denial	 of	 the	 Armenian	 Genocide	
demonstrates	the	incoherence	of	Nutuk’s	proposed	Ottoman-Turkish	discontinuity.	Instead	of	reducing	
the	Armenian	Genocide	to	one	of	many	Ottoman	errors	in	the	1910s,	which	would	allow	him	to	distance	
his	new	order	from	the	agents	of	genocide,	Atatürk	denies	it	entirely	and	instead	claims	that	Armenians	
were	aggressors	in	a	separate	case	of	violence	against	Muslims.	In	doing	so,	he	absolves	the	preceding	
regime	 of	 guilt,	 inadvertently	 sympathising	 with	 the	 apparatus	 responsible	 for	 the	 atrocities.	 When	
Atatürk	displays	indignation	at	humanitarian	indictments	of	the	Porte’s	actions	in	eastern	Anatolia,	he	
betrays	 an	 attitude	 incongruent	 with	 the	 text	 at	 large.	 The	 intimate	 familiarity	 of	 the	 Republic’s	
establishment	with	a	Turkist	faction	in	the	Empire’s	final	years	means	Atatürk’s	silencing	of	the	genocide	
may	be	read	as	a	reaction	to	accusations	levelled	at	his	compatriots.	Even	so,	however,	that	rationale	would	
still	entail	the	admission	of	a	political	lineage	immediately	and	ineluctably	traceable	to	the	Ottomans	(see	
Zürcher,	2003;	2011).	Atatürk	further	undoes	his	previous	severance	when	he	defends	the	eastern	campaign	
of	the	independence	struggle	along	confessional,	not	ethnolinguistic	lines,	which	violates	the	Republic’s	
then-new	diktats	of	secularism.		

Taking	stock	of	both	aspects	 in	Nutuk	reveals	 its	rhetorical	complexity	and	the	relative	modesty	of	 its	
speaker’s	 claims.	 Though	 he	 argues	 the	 inviolability	 of	 Turkey's	 ethnic	 and	 territorial	 basis,	 Atatürk	
acknowledges	 in	the	speech	that	 its	political	realities	were	ultimately	subject	to	historical	accident.	 In	
doing	so,	he	acknowledges	that	the	torchbearers	of	the	Republic	were	not	privy	to	its	ideal	from	the	outset	
but	were	driven	towards	the	idea	of	the	new	state	through	the	events	of	the	Independence	War.	The	text’s	
protagonists	do	not	proactively	work	towards	the	realisation	of	an	unchanging,	ahistorical	objective,	but	
rather	 react	 to	global	 circumstances,	 the	 inevitable	outcome	of	which	 (the	demise	of	 the	Empire	 and	
formation	 of	 the	 Republic)	 is	 only	 gradually	 revealed	 to	 them.	 In	 brief:	 Atatürk	 continually	 recounts	
pivotal	movements	in	which	he	invariably	made	auspicious	choices	motivated	by	strategy,	not	ideology.	
(Competent)	Reaction,	not	proaction,	characterises	his	narrative.	This	culminated	in	the	realisation–not	
invention–of	 the	 Republic.	 As	 a	 caveat,	 closure	 of	 the	 revolution	 described	 in	 Nutuk	 is	 rendered	
incomplete	 by	 Atatürk’s	 adamant	 denial	 of	 the	 Armenian	 Genocide,	 which	 implies	 the	 continued	
pertinence	of	an	Ottoman	episode	to	the	speaker	that	draws	him	into	its	fray.	

FROM	SUPREME	CALIPH	TO	CRAVEN	SOVEREIGN:	THE	REINVENTION	OF	THE	
SULTAN	
In	October	1918,	the	Armistice	of	Mudros	closed	the	Ottoman	theatre	of	the	First	World	War,	only	for	
armed	conflict	to	erupt	again	the	following	year	with	a	Greek	occupation	of	the	Anatolian	mainland.	This	
coincided	with	what	Atatürk	recollects	as	an	opportunistic	and	unlawful	Armenian	invasion	in	the	east,	
equivalent	to	that	in	the	west.	“[A]ll	over	the	country,	Christian	elements	were	struggling	to	procure	their	
secret	aims,	 causing	 the	 state	 to	collapse	meanwhile,”	he	 recounts	 (Kemal,	 2019).	On	both	 fronts,	 the	
military	defence	of	Anatolia–	“a	fatherland	in	which	only	a	few	Turks	took	shelter”–was	organised	not	by	
the	Ottoman	 army,	 but	 by	 a	 plethora	 of	 post-war	 regional	 resistance	 campaigns	 (cemiyetler)	 soon	 to	
coalesce	under	the	Anatolian	or	National	Movement	(Anadolu/Millî/Milliyetçi	Hareketi)	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	
14).	Among	these,	the	Central-Eastern	Anatolian	(Şarkî	Anadolu	Müdafaa-i	Hukuk	Cemiyeti)	and	that	of	
the	Black	Sea	coast	(Trabzon	Muhafaza-i	Hukuku	Milliye	Cemiyeti)	were	particularly	significant	as	it	was	
within	their	jurisdictions	that	the	Erzurum	and	Sivas	Congresses	were	held,	and	primarily	from	their	ranks	
that	members	of	the	unified	Representative	Committee	responsible	for	issuing	communiques	were	drawn.	

With	these	assemblies,	a	syndicate	of	unsanctioned,	interior-Anatolian	militias	(except	the	Trakya	Paşaeli,	
which	 operated	 in	 Thrace)	 came	 to	 resemble	 something	 of	 an	 organised	 revolutionary	movement,	 a	
stature	underpinned	by	a	manifesto	disseminated	in	the	Amasya	Circular	of	June	1919.	This	document	
asserted,	among	other	things,	that	“1.	The	integrity	of	the	country	and	the	nation	are	at	great	risk,”	“2.	The	
government	in	Istanbul	is	unable	to	fulfil	its	responsibilities,”	and	“3.	The	independence	of	the	nation	will	
be	salvaged	by	its	determination”	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	29).	In	October	of	that	year,	the	National	Movement,	
now	a	quasi-state,	enjoyed	official	recognition	by	the	Istanbulite	counterpart	it	had	previously	labelled	
illegitimate	 with	 the	 Amasya	 Pact	 (Amasya	 Görüşmesi).	 The	 Göruşme	 was	 a	 memorandum	 of	
understanding	between	the	National	Movement	and	Ottomans	that	called	for	immediate	elections	to	fill	
the	lower	house	of	parliament	(Meclis-i	Mebusân).	While	the	content	of	the	pact	is	beyond	the	scope	of	
this	paper,	the	fact	that	it	implied	the	equivalence	of	parallel	governments	in	Istanbul	and	Sivas	through	
their	mutual	status	as	signatories	is	noteworthy.	

Whatever	 limited	cooperation	the	protocol	 facilitated	did	not	 last,	however,	because	the	failure	of	the	
Istanbul	Government	to	expel	a	Franco-British	occupation	of	the	city	in	early	1920	constituted,	according	
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to	Nutuk,	a	violation	of	the	National	Oath	(Misak-ı	Millî).	Pre-empted	in	1919	but	only	explicitly	outlined	
in	the	final	meeting	of	the	Meclis-i	Mebusân	in	January	1920,	the	Misak	asserted	the	sacrosanctity	of	the	
empire’s	borders	on	 the	eve	of	 the	war,	which	exceeded	the	extent	of	Turkey’s	current	borders	 in	 the	
Caucasus,	Mesopotamia,	and	the	Levant	(Batuman,	2010).	The	Treaty	of	Sevrés,	signed	in	August	between	
grand	vizier	Damat	Ferit	Paşah	and	representatives	from	the	wartime	Entente,	was	seen	as	a	further	and	
this	time	irredeemably	egregious	breach	of	the	Oath.	The	terms	agreed	upon	at	Sevrés	provisioned	an	
independent	Armenia	and	autonomous	Kurdish	region	within	the	Ottoman	rump	state,	and	validated	
Greek	occupation	of	the	Mediterranean	Coast.	

In	response	to	the	earlier	transgression,	the	first	Grand	National	Assembly	was	held	in	Ankara	in	April	
1920,	 its	 stated	mission	being	 to	 “[rescue]	 the	 supreme	Caliphate,	 the	office	of	 the	Sultanate,	 and	 the	
country	 from	 foreign	 powers”	 (Nezi̇roğlu,	 2015).	 Thereafter,	 on	 the	 eve	 of	 Sevrés,	 the	 nationalists	
undertook	 a	military	 campaign	 against	 not	 only	 non-Turkish	 nationalist	movements	 in	 Anatolia	 and	
incursions	by	former	Entente	powers	(namely	France	in	Cilicia),	but	the	government	in	Istanbul	as	well.	
This	second	leg	of	the	Independence	War	culminated	in	the	victory	of	the	National	Movement	and	the	
consequent	declaration	of	the	Republic.	The	inception	of	the	Republic	of	Turkey	(Türkiye	Cumhuriyeti)	is	
generally	marked	by	the	Treaty	of	Lausanne	in	1923,	which	saw	the	Sultanate	abolished	and	the	new	state	
garner	official	recognition	by	colonial	powers	in	Europe.	In	the	interim,	the	National	Movement	signed	
the	Treaty	of	Moscow	with	the	Soviet	Union,	the	latter	officially	recognising	the	“Government	of	the	Grand	
National	Assembly	of	Turkey”	as,	rather	than	a	provisional	contingency	measure,	the	permanent	political	
apparatus	of	a	new,	legitimate	state.	The	Caliphate,	a	final	vestige	of	the	Ottoman	monarchy	after	1922,	
was	done	away	with	in	1924.	

All	 this	 is	 to	 say	 that	 de	 facto	 legitimacy	 and	 the	 scope	 of	 competing	 claims	 to	 governance	 were	
incrementally	 rebalanced	 in	 the	 early	 1920s.	 As	 the	 National	 Movement	 gained	 momentum,	 it	 was	
increasingly	reckoned	as	a	suzerain	government	both	locally	and	internationally,	and	increasingly	donned	
the	 corresponding	 stature	 in	 its	 affairs.	 Concurrent	 with	 sovereignty’s	 eastward	 shift,	 there	 was	 an	
adjustment	of	the	National	Movement’s	objective:	where	it	had	initially	been	conceived	as	an	emergency	
measure	 intended	 to	 secure	 the	 survival	 of	 the	 Sultanate	 and	 Empire,	 it	 increasingly	 became	 the	
revolutionary	 foundation	 for	 a	 new,	 distinctly	 post-Ottoman	 political	 project.	 Whatever	 concerns	
accompanied	the	abolition	of	the	monarchy	in	the	1920s	were	undoubtedly	a	far	cry	from	those	that	called	
for	“rescuing	the	supreme	Caliphate	[and]	the	office	of	the	Sultanate,”	in	1919.	

This	polar	shift	is	echoed	in	Nutuk.	Though	the	speech	opens	with	a	reproach	of	Sultan	Vahdettin	and	
Damat	Ferit	Paşa,	their	respective	offices	do	not	become	the	target	of	its	censure	until	later.	The	initial	
castigation	is	entirely	personal:	

Vahdettin,	 who	 occupied	 the	 throne	 and	 the	 caliphate,	 was	 degenerate,	 looking	 to	
guarantee	his	own	life	and	the	throne	only.	His	cabinet,	headed	by	Damat	Ferit	Paşah,	
was	impotent,	inglorious,	and	cowardly,	obedient	to	the	will	of	this	Sultan	only…	(Kemal,	
2019,	p.	12).	

It	 is	 only	 over	 the	 course	 of	 several	 episodes	 during	 which	 Atatürk	 professes	 his	 and	 the	 National	
Movement’s	 naïveté	 that	 the	 target	 of	 his	 polemics	 shifts	 from	 personages	 towards	 the	 relevant	
institutions	 in	which	they	were	 implicated.	 In	the	beginning,	condemnation	almost	 immediately	gives	
way	to	a	muted	apologia	for	the	Sultan,	mimicking	a	bygone	optimism	for	integration	of	the	office	within	
a	reinvigorated	state.	In	a	note	attached	to	his	opening	remarks	at	the	1920	sitting	of	the	Grand	National	
Congress,	Atatürk	optimistically	predicted	that	“as	soon	as	the	Sultan-Caliph	is	delivered	from	all	pressure	
and	coercion	he	will	take	his	place	within	the	frame	of	legislative	principles	which	will	be	determined	by	
the	Assembly”	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	333).	

There	are	also	times	when	this	apologia	veers	into	a	confession	of	Machiavellian	neglect	of	Vahdettin’s	
treason	in	the	interests	of	preserving	the	integrity	of	the	country.	This	is	best	demonstrated	by	Atatürk’s	
recollection	of	an	incident	immediately	prior	to	the	Sivas	Congress	in	which	Ali	Galip	Bey,	then	governor	
of	 Elazığ	 (formerly	 a	 predominantly	 Armenian	 vilayet	 mostly	 repopulated	 at	 this	 time	 by	 Kurds),	
facilitated	a	minor	insurrection	by	members	of	the	Bedirxanî	tribe	(Sipahi,	2018;	Low,	2022).	Speaking	on	
his	response	to	the	issue,	Atatürk	recounts	that:	
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Ali	Galip’s	enterprise	was	a	joint	attempt	by	the	Sultan,	Ferit	Paşah’s	Cabinet,	and	[the	
British].	The	attitude	to	adopt	towards	such	treachery	is	clear.	But,	it	would	have	been	
wise	 to	 avoid	moving	openly	 in	 counter	 attacks	 and	 to	 avoid	 [diluting]	 our	 attention	
across	several	targets,	we	focused	it	on	one	point.	Therefore,	we	chose	Ferit	Paşa’s	Cabinet	
as	our	only	target	and	pretended	that	we	didn’t	know	that	the	Sultan	was	also	involved.	
Our	theory	[my	emphasis]	was	that	the	Cabinet	was	deceiving	the	Sultan	by	not	telling	
him	what	was	really	going	on…	We	pretended	as	if	we	were	convinced	that	the	Sultan	
would	punish	the	ones	who	deceived	him	as	soon	as	he	was	made	clearly	aware	of	the	
facts…	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	122).	

The	implicit	aim	here	is	to	preserve	a	hierarchical	status	quo.	Instead	of	either	re-writing	this	moment	as	
one	 of	 Republican	 breakage	 from	 the	 Sultanate	 or	 admitting	 that	 the	 Republicans	 were	 unable	 or	
unwilling	to	do	away	with	the	Sultan	at	 this	 time,	 the	question	of	denouncing	the	throne	 is	bypassed	
entirely,	and	the	nationalists’	course	of	action	reimagined	as	the	most	strategic	reaction	to	an	isolated	
treason	on	the	part	of	its	current	occupant.	In	a	consequent	telegram	to	the	Sultan,	the	Representative	
Committee	wrote	that:	

The	government	has	attempted	to	shed	the	blood	of	Muslims	by	planning	to	attack	the	
Congress	 with	 armed	men.	 It	 has	 also	 been	 proven	 by	 certain	 documents	 that	 they	
received	money	to	dismember	our	territory	by	inciting	Kurdistan	in	revolt	(Kemal,	2019,	
p.	112).	

The	significance	of	this	communique	lies	in	the	distinction	between	the	Sultan,	a	recipient	included	in	
the	“our”	of	“our	territory,”	and	the	Istanbul	Government,	to	which	the	telegram	refers	in	the	third	person.	
The	 target	 of	 the	 committee’s	 admonition	 in	 this	message	 is	 not	 the	monarch	 himself	 but	 his	 cadre	
instead.	

The	incident	detailed	in	the	above	excerpt	unfolded	immediately	before	communication	was	cut	between	
Anatolia	and	Istanbul	by	order	of	Kemal,	a	moment	often	taken	to	mark	the	absolute	severance	of	the	
National	Movement	from	Istanbul	and	the	start	of	a	new	phase	of	the	conflict	(Zürcher,	1986).	However,	
the	feeble	incompetence	of	a	particular	Sultan	has	yet	to	translate	into	the	malignant	decadence	of	the	
entire	office	in	Atatürk’s	account.	Such	an	assertion	would	have	to	wait	until	a	monologue	concerning	the	
first	 session	of	 the	Lausanne	conference	 (in	 late	 1922).	 In	a	passage	 relevant	 to	 that	meeting,	Atatürk	
remarks	that	“questions	brought	forward	on	the	agenda	did	not	exclusively	concern	the	new	regime,	which	
was	only	three	or	four	years	old,”	retroactively	reclassifying	the	entire	duration	covered	by	the	text	as	part	
of	the	Republican	period	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	565).	With	this,	the	liminal	period	between	the	coalescence	of	a	
viable	alternative	command	structure	and	the	deposition	of	that	in	Istanbul	is	reimagined	as	the	first	years	
of	the	former’s	sovereignty.	

A	categorical	denunciation	of	the	Caliphate	is	first	unambiguously	articulated	in	Atatürk’s	correspondence	
with	an	editor	of	the	(originally	Young	Turk-affiliated)	periodical	Tanin	in	November	1923.	Here,	he	writes	
that:		

great	 sagacity	 is	 by	 no	 means	 required	 to	 understand	 that	 a	 form	 of	 government	
demanding	 an	 unconditional	 adherence	 to	 the	 Caliphate	 is	 irreconcilable	 with	 the	
Republic	[…]	The	enlightened	republican	sons	of	Turkey	[…]	will	easily	understand	that	
it	was	impossible	to	maintain	a	form	of	government	which,	after	having	proclaimed	itself	
a	republic,	would	have	undertaken	the	obligation	of	preserving,	with	the	Caliph	at	 its	
head,	a	rotten	dynasty	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	659).						

In	this	final	instance,	he	admits	the	irreconcilability	of	the	monarchy	with	the	Republic,	but	only	after	
recounting	several	years	in	which	he	did	not	consider	his	and	the	nationalists’	work	to	be	incompatible	
with	 the	preservation	of	 the	Ottoman	dynasty	 in	 some	 capacity.	 This	 culmination	 is	 not	 a	 revelatory	
moment	 at	 which	 the	 Sultanate	 is	 suddenly	 disavowed,	 but	 an	 exercise	 in	 the	 reconciliation	 of	 an	
ideologically	sanctioned	historical	conclusion	with	the	winding	road	that	occasioned	 it.	Here,	Atatürk	
makes	 clear	 that	 the	 Republic,	 at	 least	 beginning	 in	 1923,	 became	 incompatible	 with	 the	 continued	
presence	of	a	monarchy,	and	with	this,	reimagines	his	previous	efforts	to	preserve	the	dynasty	as	strategic	
compromises	rather	than	ends	in	themselves.	His	condemnation	of	Vahdettin	and	Damat	Ferit	Paşah	is,	
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at	this	point,	extended	to	their	respective	institutions.	The	narrative	is	reworked	even	within	the	confines	
of	the	text	to	retroactively	circumscribe	the	range	of	possible	histories.	

FROM	IMPERIAL	BLUNDER	TO	REPUBLICAN	SACRIFICE:	THE	TREATMENT	OF	
TERRITORIAL	LOSSES	
Republican	 Turkey’s	 territorial	 bounds–outlined	 at	 Moscow	 in	 1921	 and	 Lausanne	 in	 1923	 and	 then	
marginally	expanded	in	1939	with	the	addition	of	Hatay–fall	far	short	of	those	described	by	the	Misak-ı	
Millî,	 the	violation	of	which	constituted	a	turning	point	 in	Atatürk’s	 indictment	of	the	Sultanate.	This	
detail	 is	 scarcely	confronted	 in	 the	 speech,	 the	 territorial	genesis	of	modern	Turkey	appearing	 largely	
seamless.	Any	trauma	therein	is	relocated	to	prior	Ottoman	defeats	or	the	threat	of	future	loss.	The	mortal	
capitulations	 decided	 at	 Sévres,	 for	 instance,	 are	 categorised	 as	 known	 and	 unacceptable	 worst-case	
outcomes	of	a	possible	defeat	for	the	young	nation-state,	not	the	actual	consequences	of	one	that	occurred	
and	were	then	only	partially	undone.	That	the	borders	of	Sévres	are	not	taken	for	granted	is	evinced	by	
Atatürk	describing	the	treaty	as	conducive	to	the	“dismemberment	of	Turkey	[that]	thank	God	has	not	
been	realised”	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	101).	

This	characterisation	of	the	treaty	is	emblematic	of	another	choice	within	Nutuk:	the	use	of	the	phrase	
“our	 country”	with	 neither	 regard	 nor	 explanation	 for	 the	 changing	 referent	 of	 that	 term.	 The	 name	
“Turkey”	appears	inconsistently–it	is	used,	at	different	points	throughout	the	text,	to	refer	to	the	Ottoman	
rump	 state	 in	Anatolia,	 the	 full	 extent	 of	 the	Misak-ı	Millî,	 and	Turkey	 as	 of	 1923.	 This,	 of	 course,	 is	
significant	unto	itself,	the	ambiguity	of	the	area	meant	by	“our	country”	or	“Turkey”	constituting	part	of	a	
strategy	 to	 obscure	 failure	 that	 seizes	 upon	 the	 shifting	 demands	 made	 by	 Republicans	 during	 the	
Independence	War.	With	regards	to	the	thesis	of	this	essay,	the	active	obfuscation	of	where	the	Empire	
ends,	and	Republic	begins,	plays	into	the	characterisation	of	Turkey’s	coalescence	as	organic.	

Where	 Atatürk	 does	 register	 concessions,	 it	 is	 to	 highlight	 their	 role	 in	 bolstering	 Turkey’s	 ethnic	
homogeneity,	which	for	him	constitutes	the	fundamental	basis	for	a	state’s	continued	survival:	“to	unite	
different	nations	under	one	common	name,	to	give	these	different	elements	equal	rights,	subject	them	to	
the	same	conditions,	and	thus	to	found	a	mighty	state	is	a	brilliant	and	attractive	political	ideal,	but	it	is	
a	misleading	one,”	he	writes	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	331).	For	Atatürk,	such	multinationalism	characterised	the	
Ottoman	regime:	

In	 a	 state	which	 extends	 from	 the	East	 to	 the	West	 and	which	unites	 in	 its	 embrace	
contrary	elements	with	opposite	characteristics,	goals,	and	cultures,	it	is	natural	that	the	
internal	organisation	should	be	defective	and	weak	in	its	foundations	…	For	this	reason,	
the	policy	of	the	Ottoman	State	could	not	be	national	and	was	deficient	in	clarity	and	
continuity	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	331).	

Therefore,	when	he	recalls	that	parts	of	western	Georgia	 including	Batumi––awarded	to	Turkey	in	the	
1920	Treaty	of	Gümrü	(Alexandropol)	signed	between	Turkey	and	Armenia––were	ceded	to	the	USSR	in	
the	Treaty	of	Moscow	the	following	year,	he	makes	sure	to	draw	attention	to	the	inclusion	of	Artvin	and	
Trabzon	within	Turkey’s	final	iteration,	which	“took	place	amidst	the	enthusiasm	of	the	inhabitants,	who	
had	impatiently	awaited	their	union	with	Turkey”	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	377).	In	this	instance,	the	admission	of	
surrender	is	accompanied	by	the	reaffirmation	of	the	correspondence	between	a	mostly	Anatolian	post-
war	Turkey	and	an	ethnolinguistic	body	corresponding	to	that	the	state	claimed	to	represent.		

Both	the	ambiguity	with	which	territorial	losses	are	revealed	and	their	reassessment	as	a	means	towards	
ethnic	homogeneity	 contribute	 to	 building	 an	 account	 in	which	 the	 actors	 in	 the	 Independence	War	
stumble	(for	lack	of	a	better	word)	into	the	realisation	of	new	order.	In	response	to	the	vivisection	of	the	
Ottoman	Empire,	Atatürk	invents	a	narrative	that	takes	care	to	simultaneously	assert	the	agency	of	his	
Republicans	 in	 deciding	 Turkey’s	 borders	 while	 maintaining	 that	 its	 final	 silhouette	 was	 something	
serendipitous.	 Turkey’s	 1927	 borders,	 though	 auspicious,	 are	 not	 treated	 in	Nutuk	 as	 the	 result	 of	 a	
premeditated	campaign	to	secure	a	set	territorial	reach,	but	rather	the	fruits	of	an	instinctive	self-defence	
effort.	Here,	as	elsewhere,	the	Republicans	are	characterised	as	resolutely	reactive,	not	proactive.	

Turkey’s	territory	is	an	especially	crucial	subject	of	the	national	myth	because	of	 its	 intimacy	with	the	
traumas	of	the	Ottoman	collapse.	In	1927,	a	narrative	shift	that	reframed	Anatolia	as	a	yet-unpenetrated	
bastion	of	sovereignty––	as	opposed	to	a	backwater	to	now	lost	Ottoman	territories––	was	imperative	for	
the	engineers	of	the	Republic’s	mythos	(Atakuman,	2008).	There	were	several	reasons	behind	this.	Firstly,	
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acknowledging	 Ottoman	 losses	 beyond	 Anatolia	 as	 their	 own	 would	 imply	 the	 foreignness	 of	 the	
Republican	heroes	 for	whom	 the	 terrain	of	 the	new	Serbian,	Greek,	 and	Bulgarian	nation-states	were	
birthplaces.	 Because	 the	 vanguards	 of	 this	 emerging	 nation-state's	 territorial	 integrity	 could	 not	 be	
refugees	of	conceded	territory––his	would	violate	the	assertion,	integral	in	the	new	rhetoric	of	the	Turkish	
state,	of	total	isomorphism	between	the	Turkish	nation	and	the	Republic’s	territorial	extent––heir	political	
legitimacy	was	contingent	upon	the	confession	of	their	Anatolian-ness.	More	importantly,	reasserting	an	
attachment	 to	 the	 Balkans	would	 also	 symbolically	 implicate	 the	 country’s	 founders	 in	 the	 perceived	
blunders	of	the	Ottoman	autumn,	numbering	them	among	the	incompetent	new	order	statesmen	and	
generals	 that	 failed	 to	 see	 the	 Empire	 through	 the	 1910s.	 Lastly,	 to	 take	 up	 the	 Ottomans’	 symbolic	
boundaries	would	have	been	to	sanction	an	irredentism	that,	in	the	1920s,	risked	compromising	both	the	
diplomatic	and	political	stature	of	the	new	state.	Turkey	could	not	afford,	literally	or	figuratively,	to	pursue	
a	campaign	of	expansion	in	the	Balkans	nor	foster	sentiment	that	would	justify	one.	At	the	moment	of	the	
nation-state’s	 creation,	 it	 would	 have	 been	 highly	 unstrategic	 to	 explicitly	 admit	 its	 incompleteness.	
Instead,	 an	 ambiguity	 was	 maintained	 that	 could	 be	 exploited	 to	 conjure	 the	 requisite	 basis	 for	
expansionism	later,	as	happened	in	Hatay	in	the	following	decade.	

A	 POLICY	 OF	 MURDER	 AND	 EXTERMINATION:	 SUSPENSION	 OF	 THE	
OTTOMAN-TURKISH	DIVORCE	
The	 late	nineteenth	century	was	marked	by	a	cascade	of	genocides	 inaugurated	by	the	Circassian	and	
culminating	in	“Armenian	massacres	which,	by	the	way,	did	not	exist,”	according	to	Atatürk	(Kemal,	2019,	
p.	276).	Beginning	with	the	reign	of	Sultan	Abdulhamit	II	in	the	1870s,	pogroms	of	Armenians	in	the	east	
unfolded	under	the	ascendency	of	his	eponymous	Light	Cavalry:	contingents	of	mostly	Kurdish	mounted	
irregulars	reporting	directly	to	the	Padişah	(Klein,	2011).	Despite	a	series	of	massacres	under	the	leadership	
of	one	Zeki	(later	Kılıçoğlu)	Paşah,	the	dispossession	and	wholesale	extermination	of	Armenians	would	
not	 begin	 until	 the	 Second	 Constitutional	 Period	 (Klein,	 2011).	 Under	 the	 Committee	 of	 Union	 and	
Progress	(İttihad	ve	Terakki	Cemiyeti,	‘CUP’)	that	seized	power	upon	the	abdication	of	Sultan	Abdulhamit,	
the	 corps	 were	 renamed	 to	 the	 ‘Tribal’	 Light	 Cavalry	 (Aşiret	Hafif	 Süvari	 Alayları)	 (Klein,	 2011).	 This	
iteration	 of	 the	 corps,	 along	with	 the	 shadowy	 ‘Special	Organization’	 (Teşkilât-ı	Mahsusa)	 headed	 by	
several	prominent	members	of	 the	CUP,	carried	out	 the	 forced	 relocation	and	systematic	genocide	of	
Armenian	communities	during	the	First	World	War	(Üngör,	2012).	

That	the	eradication	of	Armenians	peaked	under	the	Ottomans	does	not	mean	that	it	and	the	sentiment	
underlying	 it	 were	 absent	 in	 the	 ensuing	 independence	 struggle.	 Despite	 the	 considerable	 death	 toll	
incurred	 by	 those	 sent	 on	 the	 death	march	 to	Urfa	 and	Deir	 ez-Zor,	many	 survived	 the	 journey	 and	
persisted	 in	 squalid	 conditions	 upon	 their	 arrival.	 A	 sizeable	 contingent	 of	 these	 survivors	 was	 later	
encouraged	by	European	occupation	forces	to	relocate	to	Cilicia	and	became	a	persistent	thorn	in	the	side	
of	the	National	Movement	as	it	sought	to	wrestle	control	of	the	area	from	the	French	(Kévorkian,	2021).	
Moreover,	many	attempted	throughout	1919	and	1920	to	reclaim	their	ancestral	homes	in	Anatolia	and	the	
Caucasus	where,	by	this	point,	Muslim	refugees	(Mucahirler)	from	the	Balkans	had	already	been	resettled	
en	 masse	 (Kévorkian,	 2021).	 Naturally,	 violence	 ensued,	 culminating	 in	 the	 eastern	 campaign	 of	 the	
Independence	War	led	by	Kazım	Karabekir	against	the	short-lived	Republic	of	Armenia	(Kévorkian,	2021).	
Defeat	of	the	Armenian	Republic	is	often	taken	to	constitute	the	“first	victory”	of	the	Turkish,	much	of	the	
territory	reclaimed	from	Armenia	codified	in	the	1921	Treaty	of	Moscow.	

So	 far,	 I	 have	made	 the	 case	 that	Nutuk	does	 articulate	 the	 Ottoman-Turkish	 rupture,	 albeit	 not	 as	
something	 instantaneous.	 There	 is	 no	 disidentification	 between	 Turkey	 and	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire,	
however,	in	passages	where	Atatürk	works	to	naturalise	an	ethnic	homogeneity	produced	only	through	
ethnic	cleansing	and	justify	atrocities	committed	under	the	old	regime.	By	making	it	so	that	“the	victims	
of	 yesterday	 emerge	 on	 the	 stage	 of	 history	 as	 the	 perpetrators	 of	 tomorrow,”	 in	 the	words	 of	David	
Leupold,	Atatürk	inadvertently	fails	to	disentangle	the	new	nation	from	its	Ottoman	past	(Leupold,	2020,	
p.	 15).	 Evidence	 for	 this	 appears	 even	 in	 the	 first	 instance	 in	 which	 he	 describes	 the	 purpose	 of	 the	
Association	 for	 the	 Defence	 of	 Law	 in	 Anatolia	 and	 Rumelia	 (later	 subsumed	 into	 the	 National	
Movement),	which	he	says	was	created	“to	maintain	the	rights	of	the	Turks	in	the	eastern	provinces	as	
well	as	to	expose	to	the	civil	world	with	convincing	documents	that	the	Turkish	people	were	absolutely	
not	involved	in	maltreatment	during	the	deportation	[of	Armenians]	and	that	Armenian	properties	were	
preserved	until	the	Russian	invasion,	and	on	the	other	hand	Muslim	people	were	exposed	to	very	cruel	
acts”	(Leupold,	2020;	Kemal,	2019,	p.	7).	
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There	is	a	frantic	series	of	claims	made	in	this	excerpt	that	stresses	both	the	categorical	innocence	(and	
even	victimhood)	of	Turks	and	the	 ignobility	of	Armenians––that	 the	speaker	 feels	either	 is	necessary	
suggests	an	identification	with	a	regime	against	which	charges	of	genocide	were	levelled,	an	establishment	
that	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 speech	would	 suggest	he	 came	 to	disavow	between	 1919	 and	 1920.	He,	moreover,	
neglects	to	disentangle	the	category	of	‘Turk’	from	Muslim	Ottoman	more	broadly.	Where,	much	later	in	
the	speech,	he	remarks	that	“our	nation	had	never	taken	up	an	aggressive	stance	against	any	foreigners	
without	good	reason,”	Atatürk	again	conflates	the	“our	nation”	instituted	in	1920	with	that	of	1915	(Kemal,	
2019,	p.	277).	He	also	 takes	care	 to	account	 for	 the	possibility	 that	Turks	were	more	 than	 just	passive	
victims	with	the	caveat	“without	good	reason.”	The	sentiment	is,	paradoxically,	that	claims	of	violence	
against	Armenians	were	categorically	false,	but	that	the	alleged	violence	was	also	a	response	to	some	prior	
conflict.	This	contention	is	articulated	more	substantially	in	the	following	passage:	

The	assertions	regarding	the	Armenian	massacres	were	undoubtedly	not	in	accordance	
with	fact.	For,	the	Armenians	in	the	south,	armed	by	foreign	troops	and	encouraged	by	
the	protection	they	enjoyed,	attacked	the	Muslims	in	their	districts.	/	Animated	with	the	
spirit	 of	 revenge,	 they	 pursued	 a	 relentless	 policy	 of	 murder	 and	 extermination	
everywhere	[…]	The	Armenians	were	instigators	of	the	atrocities,	which	were	unique	in	
history	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	176).	

Here,	 Armenians	 are	 simultaneously	 “animated	 with	 the	 spirit	 of	 revenge”	 but	 also	 “instigators	 of	
atrocities.”	Atatürk	seemingly	overlooks	the	mutual	exclusivity	of	these	claims.	The	incoherency	of	this	
defence	 is	 further	reinforced	when	the	speaker	attempts	to	deny	the	very	presence	of	Armenians	who	
might	serve	as	the	target	of	violence:	

“The	question	of	ceding	a	part	of	 the	 territory	of	 the	Eastern	Provinces	 to	Armenia	 is	
mentioned.	However,	it	is	not	only	practically	impossible	today	to	cede	even	an	inch	of	
this	territory,	in	which	a	majority	of	inhabitants	are	Turks	and	Kurds,	to	the	Armenians,	
but,	due	to	the	severity	and	horridness	of	the	thirst	for	revenge	that	prevails	among	these	
elements,	it	would	also	be	dangerous	to	intensely	settle	even	the	Ottoman	Armenians	in	
these	provinces	if	they	returned.	In	this	respect,	the	greatest	accommodation	that	could	
be	 granted	 to	 the	 innocent	 Ottoman	 Armenians	 would	 be	 nothing	 but	 letting	 them	
return	to	their	country	on	equitable	and	equal	terms”	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	90).	

Atatürk	also	stresses,	in	explaining	why	he	could	not	accept	a	mandate	for	Armenia	under	the	stewardship	
of	the	League	of	Nations	or	the	United	States,	that:	

[Even]	before	 the	war,	 the	 inhabitants	of	 these	districts	 consisted	of	 a	predominantly	
Turkish	majority,	a	small	population	of	Kurds,	who	are	called	“Zaza,”	and	an	insignificant	
number	of	Armenians.	And	today,	there	are	almost	no	Armenians––that	isn’t	even	worth	
mentioning	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	90).	

Coupled	with	the	previous	polemics,	the	claim	that	there	were	no	major	Armenian	communities	in	the	
eastern	provinces	is	part	of	a	historical	reconstruction	integral	to	Turkish	nation-building.	In	denying	a	
significant	 pre-war	 Armenian	 presence,	 Atatürk	 not	 only	 downplays	 the	 violence	 committed	 by	 the	
ancient	regime	but	also	 lays	 the	groundwork	to	deny	competing	claims	to	 indigeneity	 in	the	area.	He	
repurposes	his	denial	of	Ottoman	persecution	of	Armenians	to	make	essential	Turkish	settlement	in	the	
area.	However,	in	making	use	of	this	tactic,	he	also	reverses	the	difference	from	the	Ottomans	upon	which	
he	otherwise	tactfully	insists.	

In	the	interest	of	brevity,	I	have	omitted	a	discussion	of	how	Nutuk	approaches	the	Kurdish	question	in	
the	aftermath	of	the	Sheikh	Said	Rebellion	of	1925,	however	the	fact	that	Atatürk	persists	in	acknowledging	
a	 (non-Turkish)	 Zaza	 presence	 in	 the	 area	 of	Dersim	 is	 atypical	 of	 Turkish	 rhetoric	 at	 the	 time,	 and	
presents	 a	 second	 complication	 in	 this	 aspect	 of	 the	 text	 (Deniz,	 2020).	With	 regard	 to	 the	 Kurdish	
question,	the	speaker	indulges,	in	separate	instances	both	tacitly	and	overtly,	the	notion	of	a	body	politic	
characterised	by	a	shared	confessional	identity	(Islam),	not	a	language	or	national	cause.	In	doing	so,	he	
draws	upon	 the	 Islamic	nationalism	of	 the	 later	CUP	period	 in	which	Kurds,	 Turks,	 and	 others	were	
lumped	together	as	Muslim	Ottoman	citizens	in	opposition	to	“Christian	elements.”	This	is	highly	ironic	
given	Turkey’s	increasingly	militant	secularisation	at	the	time	of	the	speech	and	the	increasing	association	
of	Islamism	with	Kurdish	secessionism	(Klein,	2011;	Yavuz,	2001;	Zeydanlioğlu,	2012).	



 
JUDE KONYAR 

 
 

 
© The Author(s) 2025. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
licence, which permits use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.  

107 

The	 years	 immediately	 preceding	 this	 speech	 saw	 the	 Turkish	 state	 mandate	 a	 civic,	 linguistic,	
geographical,	and	secular	basis	for	national	identity.	This	inevitably	generated	contradictions	with	regard	
to	groups	like	Kurds	that,	despite	falling	within	the	geographical	extent	of	the	new	Turkey	and	despite	
their	participation	in	the	National	Movement	during	the	Independence	War,	remained	beyond	the	reach	
of	secularising	and	linguistically	homogenising	policies	in	the	1920s.	The	suspension	of	the	independence	
struggle’s	 national	 basis	 in	 favour	 of	 a	 confessional	 one	 constitutes	 a	 strategy	 to	 include	 non-Turkic	
Muslim	minorities	within	its	scope,	thus	naturalising	their	presence	within	the	borders	of	modern	Turkey.	
However,	 this	strategy	gives	rise	 to	a	contradiction	 in	Atatürk’s	narrative	 insofar	as	 it	 frames	Turkey’s	
citizenry	as	confessionally	defined	and	indistinguishable	from	that	of	the	Ottoman	Empire	on	the	eve	of	
its	 collapse.	 Examining	 of	 how	 Nutuk	 approaches	 the	 Armenian	 problem,	 therefore,	 lays	 bare	 the	
identitarian	 hazards	 of	Nutuk’s	national	myth:	 in	 the	 process	 of	 constructing	 an	 official	 history	 that	
embraces	the	Republic’s	fortuitous	emergence	as	something	engendered,	albeit	inevitably,	by	historical	
accident,	Atatürk	fails	to	fully	disentangle	its	demography	from	that	of	the	Empire.	

KEMAL	VERSUS	KEMALISTS:	POINTS	OF	DIVERGENCE	BETWEEN	NUTUK	AND	
LATER	HISTORIES	
The	caveats	I	have	attempted	to	identify	in	the	foregoing	force	a	re-evaluation	of	the	relationship	between	
Nutuk	 and	 the	 Kemalist	 tradition	 in	 Turkish	 history.	 Proponents	 of	 this	 approach,	 most	 of	 whom	
ostensibly	embrace	the	authority	of	Nutuk,	point	to	events	like	the	debut	of	the	Grand	National	Assembly	
or	the	cessation	of	communication	with	Istanbul	in	1919	as	moments	of	total	rupture	wrought	by	the	heroic	
efforts	of	a	newly	self-conscious	national	community.	They	also	echo	Nutuk’s	identification	of	Armenian	
demands	for	independence	within	Anatolia	as	a	project	orchestrated	by	opportunistic	imperial	powers,	
this	paranoia	often	falling	under	the	umbrella	of	‘Sévres	Syndrome’	in	reference	to	the	1920	peace	treaty	
vilified	by	Atatürk	(Gökçek,	2008).	It	is	a	family	of	theses	for	which	specimens	have	also	been	produced	
by	non-Turkish	authors.	Consider	the	following	passage	from	Andrew	Mango’s	non-academic	(and	largely	
hagiographic)	Atatürk:	

Atatürk	earned	his	place	in	history	by	directing	the	successful	resistance	of	the	Muslim	
inhabitants	of	Anatolia	against	the	occupation	and	attempted	partition	of	their	country	
…	But	from	the	moment	he	was	chosen	chairman	of	the	Erzurum	congress	in	1919	to	the	
time	when	 the	 victory	 of	 the	Turkish	 resistance	 received	 international	 recognition	 at	
Lausanne	in	1923,	he	was	in	charge	of	the	forces	of	Turkish	nationalism	(Mango,	1999,	p.	
532).	

In	bracketing	the	incident	of	militant	Turkish	nationalism	against	the	Porte,	Mango	indulges	a	tendency	
endemic	to	histories	of	this	transformational	period	that	fails	to	acknowledge	the	gradient	nature	of	the	
Ottoman-Turkish	split.	Revolution	was	only	one	component	of	this	change,	and	most	certainly	not	one	
foreseen	before	it	was	set	in	motion.	There	was	an	aspect	of	accident	in	how	the	National	Movement	came	
to	be	and	unfolded	thereafter,	and	it	is	one	acknowledged	by	the	speaker	in	Nutuk	but	often	neglected	by	
historians	of	the	topic.	

A	more	revealing	example	of	how	orthodox	Kemalist	history	neglects	the	nuances	of	Nutuk	can	be	found	
in	Sina	Akşin’s	essay,	“The	Nature	of	the	Kemalist	Revolution.”	Akşin	taught	in	Turkey	and	served	as	the	
deputy	chairman	of	the	Atatürkist	Thought	Association–his	work	in	this	capacity	is	representative	of	the	
Kemalist	tradition.	In	this	essay,	he	makes	the	claim	that:	

“From	time	to	 time	one	comes	across	certain	observers	who	seem	to	assume	that	 the	
Kemalist	Revolution	was	a	sort	of	personal	program	of	Atatürk,	imposed	on	an	unwilling	
nation	by	a	victorious	leader	who	had	saved	it	from	disaster.	If	this	were	the	case,	the	
Revolution	would	not	have	 survived	him	 for	 long.	 […]	Thus,	we	have	 to	 come	 to	 the	
conclusion	that	the	Revolution	was	an	objective	necessity,	not	the	whim	of	a	dictator.	Let	
us	now	see	what	that	necessity	was.	/	Thanks	to	the	War	of	Independence,	[…]	disaster	
was	averted,	and	the	Treaty	of	Lausanne	replaced	that	of	Sèvres.	But	it	became	clear	that	
to	 make	 the	 Treaty	 of	 Lausanne	 permanent,	 the	 backward	 social,	 political,	 cultural	
conditions	 of	 Turkish	 society	 had	 to	 undergo	 radical	 revolutionary	 change.	 That	 is	
precisely	 what	 the	 Kemalist	 Revolution	 set	 out	 to	 do.	 It	 is	 also	 the	 reason	 why	 the	
Revolution	has	stood	fast	for	so	long.	If	the	Revolution	had	not	been	launched,	it	was	very	
likely	that	the	Treaty	of	Sèvres,	or	something	similar	would	have	reappeared	on	the	first	
occasion”	(Akşin,	2008,	pp.	2016-17).	
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In	doing	so,	Akşin,	 like	Mango,	approaches	the	National	Movement’s	Independence	War	ahistorically.	
Akşin	takes	it	and	its	consequences	to	be	inevitabilities	and	stresses	an	agency	on	the	part	of	Atatürk	and	
his	cadre	that	 is	not	substantiated	by	his	own	account	 in	Nutuk.	He	speaks	about	“precisely	what	 the	
Kemalist	Revolution	set	out	to	do,”	when	Atatürk	himself	 in	Nutuk	recognises	that	there	was	no	such	
clarity	at	the	time	of	the	fact.	

Atatürk	 surmised	 that	 “under	Ottoman	 rule,	 various	political	doctrines	were	held.	For	my	part,	 I	had	
arrived	at	the	conviction	that	none	of	these	doctrines	could	be	accepted	by	the	political	organisation	of	
the	new	Turkey”	(Kemal,	2019,	p.	329).	This	verbiage	of	“[having]	arrived”	encapsulates	an	attitude	often	
overlooked	 in	 histories	 that	 seek	 to	 echo	 Nutuk’s	 official	 line.	 In	 reifying	 aspirations	 of	 nationalist	
republicanism	as	a	miraculous	conception	preceding	the	independence	struggle,	a	significant	lot	of	writers	
in	the	Kemalist	tradition	entertain	an	anachronism	disingenuous	to	their	mythistorical	document.	Nutuk	
is,	in	a	sense,	more	modest	than	the	historical	canon	that	takes	it	as	a	starting	point.	

CONCLUSION	
My	point	 of	 departure	 for	 this	 study	was	 the	 assumption	 that	 neither	 the	Republic	 nor	 its	 territorial	
bounds	were	pre-empted	at	 the	outset	of	 the	 Independence	War.	As	 related	 in	Nutuk,	 the	aim	of	 the	
nationalist	 insurgency	was	 initially	 the	preservation	of	 the	Ottoman	dynasty	and	the	assurance	of	 the	
Empire’s	1914	borders.	The	referent	of	the	phrase	“our	country”	or	“our	nation”	over	the	first	several	days	
of	the	speech	is	the	jurisdiction	of	the	Sublime	Porte	on	the	eve	of	the	First	World	War,	which	contained	
“Christian	elements”	and	areas	ultimately	excluded	from	the	new	Turkey.	As	the	speech	progresses,	there	
is	a	piecemeal	disavowal	of	the	Sultanate	and	a	reduction	in	the	territory	denoted	by	phrases	like	“our	
country.”	Both	changes	were,	according	to	Atatürk,	desirable	and	inevitable,	but	neitherasre	planned	nor	
deliberately	sought	out	in	the	first	place.	In	short:	Nutuk	approaches	the	independence	struggle	as	prior	
and	necessary	to	the	conception	(in	the	broadest	sense)	of	modern	Turkey.	The	articulation	of	a	non-
Ottoman	political	project	proceeds	 in	step	with	historical	contingencies,	and	 its	proponents	are	more	
aptly	characterised	by	reaction	than	proaction.		

Complicating	that	process	of	differentiation	is	the	issue	of	the	Armenian	Genocide,	the	height	of	which	
took	 place	 before	 the	 Independence	War,	 but	 the	 troubled	memories	 of	which	 nonetheless	 persisted	
beyond	1923	to	harass	Nutuk’s	narrator.	Atatürk’s	incessant	denial	of	ethnic	cleansing	and	complementary	
claim	that	Armenians	and	other	“malicious	peoples”	were,	in	fact,	perpetrators	of	their	own	campaigns	of	
genocide	directed	towards	Muslims	establishes	a	continuity	between	the	speech	of	1927	and	events	of	the	
1910s.	This	prevents	the	completion	of	the	Ottoman-Turkish	severance	he	describes.	That	the	denial	of	
Armenian	indigeneity	and	genocide	is	conveyed	in	a	rebuttal	of	accusations	against	the	Ottoman	regime,	
and	 specifically	 the	 Committee	 of	 Union	 and	 Progress,	 indicates	 an	 identification	 with	 the	 parties	
responsible	 that	 is	otherwise	denied	 in	 the	 speech.	 It	 is	 interesting	 that	Atatürk	elsewhere	persists	 in	
labelling	the	CUP	as	treacherous.	Where	he	works	to	silence	the	traumas	of	genocide,	Atatürk	answers	for	
the	Ottomans	in	a	case	where,	assuming	the	coherency	and	comprehensiveness	of	the	break	detailed	in	
Nutuk,	there	would	be	no	impetus	to	do	so.	

In	speaking	of	a	“post-Ottoman	Turkey,”	I	stress	that	Nutuk	is	an	eschatology	of	the	Sultanate.	Beyond	a	
manifesto	of	the	Turkish	Republic	and	vindication	of	its	speaker’s	actions	during	the	Independence	War,	
it	traces	the	gradual	emergence	of	the	ideological	and	territorial	Turkey	out	of	the	Empire.	Atatürk	refers	
to	Turkey	not	as	an	entirely	self-contained	project,	the	sui	generis	manifestation	of	an	unprecedented	and	
previously	 inert	 body	 politic	 animated	 only	 by	 a	 Promethean	 nationalism,	 but	 as,	 in	 his	 words,	 the	
“successor”	of	the	Ottoman	Empire.	In	doing	so,	he	admits	that	it	was	not	born	of	an	instant	of	national	
enlightenment	 and	 self-awareness	 but	 rather	 a	mere	 reordering	 of	 political	 life.	 This	 reads	 as	 highly	
idiosyncratic	when	compared	with	 later	state-sympathetic	histories	of	modern	Turkey’s	 inception	that	
neglect	 the	modesty	 of	 Atatürk’s	 claims.	 In	 a	 sentence:	Nutuk	 sketches	 the	 Republic	 as	 a	 product	 of	
accident,	however	complete	and	desirable	its	existence	and	severance	from	the	imperial	regime.		

Jude	Konyar	
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This	article	examines	the	political	philosophy	of	Ziya	Gökalp	(1876–1924),	focusing	primarily	on	his	work	
Türkleşmek,	İslamlaşmak,	Muasırlaşmak	(1918).	Gökalp’s	triadic	framework	of	Turkification,	Islamisation,	
and	Modernisation	is	analysed	as	a	potentially	cohesive	strategy	for	forging	a	modern	Turkish	identity.	The	
study	 clarifies	 these	 concepts,	 emphasising	 their	 instrumental	 and	 contextual	 application,	 with	
Turkification	 as	 the	 ultimate	 goal	 and	 Islam	 and	 modernisation	 as	 complementary	 means.	 Prevailing	
interpretations	 often	 misrepresent	 Gökalp	 by	 conflating	 his	 early	 and	 later	 works	 or	 overlooking	 their	
historical	 context.	 This	 article	 challenges	 such	 views,	 arguing	 that	 Gökalp’s	 framing	 of	 Islam	 as	 a	
sociopolitical	 tool	 rather	 than	 strictly	 theological	 reconciles	 perceived	 tensions	 between	 secularism	 and	
religion.	It	also	critiques	Gökalp’s	modernisation	thesis,	noting	its	pragmatism	but	highlighting	its	lack	of	
specificity	regarding	institutional	and	technological	reform.	By	positioning	Gökalp	as	a	tactician	rather	than	
a	 grand	 theorist,	 the	 article	 reemphasises	 his	 practical	 approach	 to	 achieving	 ‘Turkishness’	 amidst	 the	
complexities	 of	 nationalism,	 religion,	 and	 modernity.	 This	 study	 contributes	 to	 Gökalp	 scholarship	 by	
revisiting	his	early	works	and	advocating	for	context-driven	analyses	of	Ottoman	political	thought,	offering	
insights	into	enduring	tensions	within	Turkish	socio-political	identity.	
	
	
CHAPTER	I:	INTRODUCTION	
Widely	 considered	 the	 first	 Turkish	 sociologist,	 Ziya	 Gökalp	 (1876-1924)	 was	 an	 important	 figure	 in	
Turkish	political	thought	(Berkes,	1936).	The	concepts	of	Turkism,	Islamism,	and	modernism	are	central	
to	his	works.	These	concepts	maintain	their	relevance	now	as	much	as	they	did	during	the	tumultuous	
late	Ottoman/early	Republican	period	of	Turkey.	In	this	article,	I	wish	to	revisit	this	debate,	which	has	
become	more	prominent	in	21st-century	Turkey.	Gökalp	is	significant	to	this	debate	because	he	is	one	of	
the	defining	figures	surrounding	these	concepts.	Scholarly	interpretations	vary	significantly,	with	authors	
such	as	Heyd	(1950)	and	Parla	(1985)	highlighting	distinct	tensions	in	Gökalp's	conceptual	 framework,	
whereas	Topal	(2017)	emphasises	historical	contextualisation	as	key	to	understanding	Gökalp’s	integration	
of	nationalism,	Islam,	and	modernisation.	However,	commentary	on	the	early	period	of	Gökalp’s	thought	
is	nevertheless	generally	neglected.	Much	of	this	is	owed	to	the	fact	that	the	newly	formed	Republic,	under	
Atatürk,	sought	to	suppress	the	idea	of	an	Islamic-Turkish	state.	The	current	political	climate	in	Turkey	
calls	for	a	historical	understanding	of	the	frictions	between	Islam,	laïcité,	secularism,	Turkishness,	and	
other	fundamental	concepts	and	reflections	on	how	Turkey	and	the	Turkish	people	can	reconcile	these	
themes.	

A	number	of	Gökalp’s	works	published	between	1913-14	in	İslam	Mecmuası	and	Türk	Yurdu	are	collected	
to	form	the	book	Türkleşmek	İslamlaşmak	Muasırlaşmak	(TIM,	1918),	which	will	serve	as	the	primary	text	
of	analysis	in	this	article.	This	work	will	begin	by	taking	a	semantic	approach.	In	the	first	section,	I	will	
seek	to	answer	what	Turkification,	Islamisation,	and	modernisation	–	the	triad	–	meant	for	Gökalp	in	a	
contextual	setting.	This	is	specifically	necessary	given	that	Gökalp	uses	these	broad	terms	in	an	arguably	
esoteric	 manner.	 Inter-conceptual	 analysis	 becomes	 meaningless	 without	 establishing	 the	 ‘proper’	
meaning	Gökalp	ascribes	 to	 these	concepts.	Scholarly	discourse	presents	conflicting	 interpretations	of	
Gökalp's	conceptual	triad,	with	Heyd	viewing	Islam	primarily	as	an	instrument	to	Turkism,	while	Dodd	
(1979)	 positions	 Islam	 as	 foundational	 and	 indispensable.	 Clarifying	 Gökalp’s	 original	meanings	 thus	
addresses	existing	analytical	oversights	in	scholarship.	First	defining	the	terms	independently,	followed	
by	their	relation	to	each	other,	will	allow	us	to	unearth	the	philosophical	underpinnings	of	Gökalp’s	work,	
something	Gökalp	himself	largely	neglected	to	do	(Parla,	1985).	
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Previous	commentary	regarding	the	possibility	of	their	complementarity	has	not	engaged	sufficiently	with	
all	of	Gökalp’s	work	(Topal,	2017).	Yet,	Gökalp’s	political	philosophy	requires	a	foundational	analysis	of	
his	 entire	 corpus	 before	 any	 conclusion	 can	 be	 reached.	 I	 will	 argue	 that	 the	 triad	 of	 concepts	 is	
compatible,	provided	that	certain	preconditions	are	satisfied:	understanding	his	heterodox	view	of	Islam	
and	establishing	what	it	means	to	be	Turkish.	Most	importantly,	one	needs	to	acknowledge	Gökalp	as	a	
product	of	his	time,	taking	into	account	the	wide-ranging	nature	of	his	works,	including	his	poetry.	

After	discussing	the	relationship	between	the	concepts	and	the	implied	philosophies	which	come	with	it,	
I	will	evaluate	the	practical	viability	of	Gökalp’s	thought	within	his	historical	context.	This	will	be	done	
by	establishing	whether	some	of	the	concepts	defined	are	at	odds	with	one	another,	utilising	an	inter-
conceptual	 approach.	 This	 critique,	 however,	 will	 not	 be	 the	 central	 issue	 considered	 in	 this	 article.	
Instead,	 the	main	 argument	 I	 present	 against	 Gökalp	 concerns	 the	 friction	 regarding	 his	 underlying	
philosophy.	I	will,	however,	conclude	that	these	critiques	are	not	as	relevant	as	they	might	appear,	as	we	
ought	to	classify	Gökalp	foremost	as	a	tactician	rather	than	a	‘grand-plan’	theorist.	Fundamentally,	this	
article	will	argue	that	Gökalp’s	triad	of	Turkification,	Islamisation,	and	modernisation	is	fully	reconcilable,	
but	 only	 when	 viewed	 through	 the	 lens	 of	 his	 distinctive,	 heterodox	 understanding	 of	 Islam	 as	 a	
predominantly	 social	 phenomenon	 and	 his	 fundamentally	 pragmatic	 approach	 to	 nationalism.	
Recognising	 these	 conditions	 clarifies	 apparent	 contradictions	 and	 demonstrates	 that	 Gökalp’s	 triad	
coherently	serves	a	unified	political	project	rather	than	disparate	ideological	aims.		

CHAPTER	II:	ABOUT	GÖKALP	
Understanding	Gökalp’s	triad	of	Turkification,	Islamisation,	and	modernisation	requires	first	placing	him	
within	his	intellectual	and	historical	setting.	This	section	examines	his	formative	influences,	particularly	
the	legacy	of	the	Tanzimat	reforms,	to	illustrate	how	his	thought	developed	in	response	to	the	failures	of	
late	Ottoman	modernisation.	Gökalp	was	born	in	Diyarbakır	 in	1876,	towards	the	end	of	the	Ottoman	
Empire’s	centuries-old	reign.	His	formative	education	followed	the	failed	Tanzimat	reforms	of	the	19th	
century.	The	Tanzimat	reforms	aimed	to	‘modernise’	the	laws	of	the	Ottoman	Empire,	aligning	them	with	
the	 legislation	of	other	contemporaneous	European	powers	(Hussain,	2011).	Gökalp,	writing	after	their	
failure,	 attempted	 to	 formulate	his	 vision	of	 a	modern	empire	using	 the	 lessons	of	 the	Tanzimat	as	 a	
foundation	for	his	reforms.	At	a	time	when	overtly	secular,	reformatory,	and	revolutionary	authors	were	
being	 persecuted,	 such	 as	 Namık	 Kemal	 (Toprak,	 2008),	 Gökalp’s	 thought	 was	 formed	 by	 an	 acute	
awareness	of	this	peril.	

Placing	 Gökalp	 within	 a	 specific	 tradition	 of	 political	 philosophy	 is	 important,	 but	 doing	 so	 is	 not	
straightforward.	Interpretations	of	how	Gökalp	should	be	classified	differ,	with	approaches	ranging	from	
understanding	his	theory	within	a	purely	Turkish	sphere	to	a	strictly	European	derivation,	and	various	
combinations	of	both.	The	merit	of	such	a	classification	is	that	it	allows	a	comparative	perspective	into	
areas	of	his	thought	motivated	and	inspired	by	multiple	traditions.	The	study	of	Ottoman	political	thought	
has	 often	 been	 neglected	 compared	with	 other	West	Asian	 thought;	 since	Ottoman	 thinkers	 did	 not	
produce	as	many	innovative	theories	of	governance,	society,	and	state,	they	tend	not	to	be	considered	
genuine	 political	 theorists.	What	 Sariyannis	 (2018)	 describes	 as	 ‘local	 Orientalism’	 has	 also	 pervaded	
discourse	 regarding	 Ottoman	 political	 theory.	 Academics	 of	 West	 Asia	 participated	 in	 perpetual	
comparisons	between	 the	giants	of	Arab	 Islamic	 thought,	 such	as	 Ibn	Sina	and	 Ibn	Khaldun,	 to	more	
understated	 authors.	While	 it	 is	 true	 that	 there	 were	 few	 radical,	 grand-plan	 theorists,	 with	 notable	
exceptions	such	as	Çelebi,	this	does	not	mean	that	grand-plan	theorists	should	be	disregarded	nor	does	
this	mean	that	Ottoman	and	Turkish	political	thought	lacks	value,	but	rather	they	formulated	their	corpus	
primarily	utilising	distinctive	methodological	principles.	

What	 is	 unique	 about	Gökalp’s	 thought,	which	 is	 also	original	 in	 terms	of	Ottoman/Turkish	political	
thought,	is	his	systematic	study	of	society.	Berkes	(1954)	describes	Gökalp	as	the	first	Turkish	sociologist.	
This	is	not	to	sayTurkish	sociology	did	not	exist	before	Gökalp,	but	sociological	studies	derived	purely	
from	a	Turkish	setting	were	not	previously	conducted.	In	Gökalp’s	case,	the	use	of	sociology	in	formulating	
his	political	thought	evidently	comes	from	a	distinctly	European	tradition.	Here,	we	can	understand	why	
some	deem	Gökalp’s	ideas	as	being	derivative	of	European	political	and	social	thought	(see	Parla,	1985;	
Malczewski,	2018).	Gökalp	was	inspired	by	Durkheim,	for	example,	in	the	culture/civilisation	dichotomy	
(Nefes,	2013),	yet	it	would	be	reductive	to	simplify	the	entirety	of	his	thought	as	derivative	of	Durkheim.	
Instead,	Gökalp	recognised	the	essential	aspects	of	Durkheimian	classification	but	was	able	to	apply	it	to	
the	unique	conditions	within	which	the	Turkish	nation	found	itself.	
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Understanding	Gökalp	as	taking	part	in	the	European	style	of	social	study	alongside	an	awareness	of	an	
inherently	Turkish	reformatory	practice	allows	us	to	better	conceptualise	his	political	thought.	The	issues	
present	 in	21st-century	and	contemporary	Turkey	can	ultimately	trace	their	roots	to	Gökalp’s	time	and	
beyond;	 this	 is	 why	 revisiting	 Gökalp	 in	 the	 current	 sociopolitical	 climate	 is	 essential.	 Gökalp	
foreshadowed	in	his	works	the	friction	that	might	occur	between	the	idea	of	a	republic	and	a	religious	
nation,	so	much	so	that	he	states	that	“[i]f	a	nation	truly	wants	to	be	a	modern	nation,	the	first	condition	
is	 the	 separation	 of	 religious	 affairs	 from	 state	 affairs”	 (Gökalp,	 1923,	 p.	 85).	 By	 looking	 back	 at	 the	
foundations	of	secular	republican	thought	in	Turkey,	I	hope	to	add	to	the	much-needed	illumination	of	
Turkish	political	thought.	The	rationale	for	focusing	on	TIM	is	two-fold.	First,	much	of	the	scholarship	on	
Gökalp	disproportionately	 focuses	on	his	 later	works,	primarily	The	Principles	of	Turkism	(1923).	This	
neglects	 some	 relatively	 novel	 and	 influential	 writings	 that	 Gökalp	 wrote	 in	 the	 early	 20th	 century.	
Secondly,	Gökalp’s	TIM	has	become	more	relevant	to	the	current	Turkish	political	landscape.	The	ruling	
AK	Party	has	been	introducing	increasingly	Islamist	policies	for	the	past	two	decades	that,	at	times,	have	
clashed	with	the	immutable	first	three	articles	of	the	Turkish	constitution.	Gökalp	demonstrates	in	TIM	
the	unique	interaction	between	these	challenging	concepts	that	Turkey	and	the	Turkish	people	have	been	
wrestling	with	for	the	past	century,	whilst	recognising	the	complex	relationship	between	Turkism,	Islam,	
and	modernism.	

CHAPTER	III:	GÖKALP’S	AIM	
Gökalp	was	not	merely	theorising	about	nationalism—he	had	a	specific	vision	for	the	Turkish	nation	and	
its	 future.	This	 section	 sets	out	what	 that	 vision	was,	 comparing	his	nationalism	 to	Weber’s	 ideas	on	
identity	and	statehood.	Doing	so	makes	it	possible	to	assess	how	Gökalp	saw	nationalism	as	an	instrument	
rather	than	an	end	in	itself.	As	such,	it	is	first	vital	to	establish	what	Gökalp	considered	as	his	end	goal	for	
the	Turkish	nation	and	the	Turkish	state.	To	draw	a	comparison,	I	liken	Gökalp	to	Weber.	Weber,	in	his	
earlier	writings,	advocated	for	economic	nationalism	(Palonen,	2001).	Much	like	Gökalp,	Weber	opposed	
and	 criticised	 nationalist	 ideas	 based	 on	 a	 necessary	 predicate	 of	 race.	 Although	 Weber	 opposed	
essentialist	or	collectivist	ideas,	he	was	a	staunch	nominalist	who	valued	the	importance	of	nationhood	
and	the	nation	(Palonen,	2001).	The	Turkish	Islamic	modern	state	was	a	normative	desire	of	Gökalp,	and	
he	believed	in	its	objective	necessity.	Similar	to	the	idea	of	the	German	people	we	see	in	Weber’s	work	
(Palonen,	 2001),	 I	 argue	 that	 Gökalp’s	 understanding	 of	 nationality	 interacting	 with	 religion,	 an	
international	community,	and	‘civilisation’	is	applicable	beyond	the	Turkish	nation.	What	does	it	mean	to	
be	 in	 an	 international	 community?	What	 does	 it	mean	 to	 be	modernised?	What	 does	 it	mean	 to	 be	
religious?	These	are	all	valid	questions	that	Gökalp	raises	in	the	context	of	the	Turkish	people,	which	are	
also	pertinent	to	a	wide	range	of	countries	and	eras.	As	such,	when	reading	what	follows,	it	is	imperative	
to	consider	that,	for	Gökalp,	nationalism	was	foremost	an	instrumental	tool	for	his	underlying	political	
philosophy	 of	 harmony,	 social	 order,	 and	 cohesion.	 I	 justify	 the	 choice	 of	 outlining	 these	 underlying	
philosophies	on	the	basis	of	his	pragmatic	approach.	This	pragmatism	allowed	him	to	conceptualise	best	
the	avenues	for	the	development	of	the	Turkish	people.	For	the	reasons	to	be	discussed	below,	Gökalp	
found	this	within	Turkish	nationalism.	

CHAPTER	IV:	WHAT	IS	‘ISLAMISATION?	
Gökalp’s	 treatment	 of	 Islam	 is	 neither	 straightforward	 nor	 conventional.	 This	 section	 examines	 his	
understanding	 of	 Islamisation,	 arguing	 that	 he	 saw	 religion	 as	 primarily	 a	 social	 force	 rather	 than	 a	
theological	 necessity.	 This	 distinction	 is	 crucial	 to	 understanding	 how	 Islam	 interacts	with	 the	 other	
elements	of	his	triad.	Since	Gökalp	only	discusses	Islamism	within	the	context	of	‘pure’	Islam,	this	section	
of	conceptual	definitions	is	particularly	intricate.	What	follows	will	show	that	Gökalp’s	understanding	of	
Islam	is	both	heterodox	and	concerned	more	with	its	political	implications.	It	is	not	appropriate	to	dissect	
whether	 that	 which	 is	 considered	 as	 Sufism,	 not-Sufism,	 Islamic	 legalism,	 etc.,	 truly	 reflects	 their	
theological	foundations;	the	important	aspect	here	is	their	perception	and	political	implications.	By	also	
looking	at	some	of	Gökalp’s	poetic	literature	and	works	related	to	Islam,	we	find	evidence	that	explains	
what	Islam	means	for	him	within	this	cultural	form.	This	must	be	done	by	also	considering	his	earlier	
works.	What	we	can	therefore	conclude	from	an	analysis	of	various	roots	is	that	Gökalp	understood	Islam	
as	more	social	than	religious.		

Gökalp’s	 belief	 in	 the	 influence	 of	 Islam	 in	 formulating	 the	 identity	 of	 Turkishness	 is	 evident.	 Some	
elements,	however,	require	clarification:	a)	how	did	Gökalp	arrive	at	this	specific	idea	and	role	of	Islam,	
especially	regarding	the	theological	justifications	and	their	respective	influences	on	the	formulation	of	his	
“Modern	Islamic	Turkish	community”	(Gökalp,	1916,	p.	11);	and	b)	is	Islam	an	absolute	end	for	Gökalp,	or	
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just	a	means	to	the	end	of	Turkification?	To	answer	the	first	question,	we	need	to	look	at	a	variety	of	ways	
in	which	Islam	impacted	Gökalp	and	his	politics,	ranging	from	an	understanding	of	the	Sufi	tradition,	the	
Caliphate	as	the	centre	of	Ottoman	nationalism,	and	Islamic	culture	as	containing	‘foreign’	elements.	

We	need	to	consider	Gökalp’s	relationship	with	Sufism	to	answer	the	first	question.	Sufism	tends	to	be	
described	as	Islam's	esoteric,	mystic	side	(Cook,	2015).	The	perception	of	Sufism	assists	Gökalp’s	theory	as	
it	 tends	 to	 be	 treated	 “as	 a	 holistic	 and	 transcendent	 philosophy…	 [which]	 provides	Muslims	 greater	
latitude	to	engage	in	debates”	(Whyte,	2014,	para.	17),	meaning	it	is	able	to	provide	Gökalp	with	flexibility	
in	fitting	Islam	into	his	thought.	Though	this	interpretation	of	Sufism	may	invite	theological	dispute,	it	
remains	an	incontrovertible	fact	that	such	was	its	usual	perception	and	political	manifestation.	It	is	also	
important	to	note	here	that	Sufism	does	not	have	an	exclusive	claim	to	truth	in	Islam,	and	it	was	certainly	
not	always	the	norm	of	Islamic	practice	in	the	Ottoman	Empire.	Based	on	this,	we	require	context	on	this	
form	of	Islam	and	its	influence	on	Gökalp’s	thought.	Gökalp’s	esotericism	and	Sufism	were	influenced	by	
Yunus	 Emre,	 an	 important	 mystic	 in	 Turkish	 Sufi	 culture	 (Köprülü,	 1976).	 Yunus	 Emre’s	 poetry,	
characterised	by	its	non-dogmatic,	community-oriented	interpretation	of	Islam,	resonates	deeply	within	
Gökalp’s	 verse,	 demonstrating	 continuity	 in	 their	 shared	 conception	 of	 religion	 primarily	 as	 a	 social	
construct.	 For	 example,	 in	 his	 poem	 'Vatan'	 (1918),	 Gökalp	 envisions	 a	 nation	 united	 through	 shared	
religious	practices	that	are	culturally	meaningful	and	linguistically	accessible,	illustrated	in	his	lines:	"in	
Turkish	the	call	to	prayer	is	said,	/	The	meaning	of	his	prayer	the	villager	can	understand"	(Gökalp,	1918,	
p.	23).	This	framing	of	religion	as	culturally	rooted	and	communally	binding	parallels	Yunus	Emre’s	earlier	
poetic	philosophy,	where	Islam	similarly	transcends	dogmatic	confines	to	emphasise	communal	love	and	
spiritual	unity.	Emre	explicitly	rejects	conflict	and	doctrinal	rigidity,	writing:	"I	did	not	come	to	life	for	
war,	/	My	duty	is	only	love	[…]	/	I	came	to	build	hearts"	(Emre,	as	cited	in	Köprülü,	1976,	p.	122).	Thus,	
Gökalp’s	vision	of	religion	aligns	significantly	with	Emre’s	mystically	inflected	social	ethics,	positioning	
faith	primarily	as	a	vehicle	for	social	solidarity	and	collective	identity,	rather	than	theological	prescription.	
Another	poem	that	exemplifies	this	dimension	of	Islamic	mysticism	is	as	follows:	

Neither	far	am	I	(from	You)	nor	near,	
I	am	disheartened	and	bewildered.	

I	cannot	part	company,	so	used	am	I	(to	You)	
Let	us	be	friends	again,	my	God”	
(Gökalp,	1918,	trans.	Heyd,	1954)	

Gökalp’s	works	of	poetry	are	reflective	of	both	invoking	the	mythological	concept	of	a	united	Turkish	
nation	and	interlaying	it	with	Islamic	commentary.	To	understand	how	Gökalp	saw	Islam	within	a	
political	setting,	we	need	to	contrast	it	with	Islam’s	political	function	during	Gökalp’s	time.		

The	governance	of	the	Ottoman	Empire	relied	on	its	own	unique	interpretation	of	sharia	law	(Katz,	
2009).	Islamic	jurisprudence	was	derived	from	multiple	sources,	namely,	kanun	(dynastic	law),	sharia	
(religious	 law),	 and	 sultanic	 law	 (Katz,	 2009).	 These	 legal	 sources,	 especially	 the	 particular	
interpretation	of	sharia,	conflicted	with	Gökalp’s	understanding	of	the	position	of	Islam	in	law	and	
governance,	even	with	the	legal	reforms	of	the	18th	and	19th	Centuries.	Gökalp	instead	considered	
Islam	within	a	Sufi	 framework.	Topal	 (2017)	notes	 that	Gökalp	 saw	 the	 “institutionalised	 legalistic	
approach	to	Islam	as	part	of	the	problem,”	and	recognising	this	strict	legalised	version,	Gökalp	sought	
“refuge	in	Sufi	tradition	which	resonate[d]	with	his	desire	for	an	organic	fraternal	community”	(Topal,	
2017,	p.	27).		

This	‘fraternal	community’	develops	from	Gökalp’s	belief	in	the	importance	of	örf	and	a	temporally	
conceived	 form	of	 understanding	 Islam.	Örf	 can	 be	 translated	 as	 custom	or	 tradition,	 but	 in	 this	
context,	a	socio-religious	tradition.	Heyd	argues	that	the	implication	of	this	was	that	Gökalp	saw	Islam	
as	a	“historical	phenomenon	subject	to	change	and	dependent	on	the	social	circumstances	in	which	
it	[Islam]	developed”	(Heyd,	1950,	p.	83).	Gökalp	was	also	influenced	by	Abu	Yusuf,	who	had	said	that	
“customary	 law	(örf)	was	to	be	preferred	to	Koranic	command	or	prohibition”	(Heyd,	 1950,	p.	84).	
With	 this	motivation,	Gökalp’s	 idea	 of	 Islam	 centred	 around	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 “conscience	 of	 the	
Islamic	community	expressed	in	customary	ways	of	living	was	in	nature	divine,”	and	furthermore	that	
it	“became	possible	to	claim	that	the	social	element	in	Islam	could	have	even	greater	validity	with	
regard	to	social	and	temporal	matters”	(Heyd,	1950,	p.	87).	Islam	was	not	to	be	considered	in	its	strictly	
ecclesiastical	form,	as	in	the	Ottoman	Empire,	but	rather	primarily	in	a	communitarian	social,	yet	also	
personal,	 form.	 Gökalp	 emphasised	 Islam	 as	 a	 social	 tool	 rather	 than	 a	 strict	 dogma.	 Gökalp’s	
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secularism,	in	the	strict	sense	of	separation	between	state	and	religion,	was	also	evident	in	his	later	
works,	although	his	earlier	works	lack	clarity	on	this	position.	This	is	especially	true	given	that	Gökalp	
still	placed	the	Turkish	nation	as	the	torchbearer	of	a	global	Islamic	ummah	in	TIM	(Gökalp,	1918,	p.	
51).		

This	radically	heterodox	interpretation	of	Islam	allowed	Gökalp	greater	freedom	to	explore	the	role	
that	Islam	has	in	his	understanding	of	Turkish	nationalism.	The	freedom	from	the	Quranic	and	Hadith	
traditions,	both	of	which	are	divine	sources	prescribing	the	conjoining	of	religion	and	politics,	allowed	
Gökalp	 to	 conceptualise	 a	more	malleable	 form	of	 Islam.	Gökalp’s	 interpretation	allowed	him	 the	
liberty	that	orthodox	interpretations	could	not	offer	him,	such	as	potentially	contradicting	Hadith	
doctrine,	which	may	have	been	a	conscious	decision	to	ensure	flexibility	for	his	political	philosophy.	
This	application	of	 the	concept	of	örf	as	 justification	 for	Turkish	nationalism	 is	 important.	Heyd’s	
(1950)	commentary	on	this	describes	the	niche	that	Islam	was	to	fit	in	for	Gökalp.	Heyd	(1950,	p.	99)	
argues	that	Gökalp	did	not	believe	Islam	“could	neither	properly	constitute	a	civilisation	nor	hinder	
any	Islamic	nation	from	joining	whatever	civilisation	it	wished.”	Heyd’s	interpretation	is	clear:	Islam	
is	not	a	necessary	condition	for	Gökalp’s	vision	of	the	Turkish	nation.	

Establishing	Gökalp’s	view	of	 Islam	removed	 from	 its	 context,	 as	we	have	done	hitherto,	 is	 rather	
straightforward.	 However,	 issues	 arise	 when	 we	 have	 to	 understand	 Islam	 within	 the	 aim	 of	
Turkification.	While	there	are	other	interpretations	of	Gökalp’s	view	of	Islam,	what	has	so	far	been	
discussed	 is	 sufficient	 to	 formulate	 a	more	nuanced,	 contextualised,	 and	 thorough	 interpretation.	
Quranic	 and	Hadith	 traditions,	 serving	 as	 the	 divine	 source,	meant,	 in	 theory,	 it	 was	 possible	 to	
differentiate	 between	 culture	 and	 religion.	 Islam	 was	 considered	 originally	 ‘pure’,	 and	 importing	
foreign	cultures	through	the	medium	of	Islam	is	what	Gökalp	considered	dangerous.	This	presents	a	
paradox:	Gökalp	both	claimed	Quranic	and	Hadith	traditions	as	providing	the	basis	to	purify	Islam	
and	wanted	to	‘purify’	Islam	from	them	(with	the	usage	of	örf).	In	addition,	a	decentralised	system	of	
religious	 governance	 allowed	 Gökalp,	 theoretically,	 as	much	 legitimacy	 as	 other	 bodies	 of	 divine	
authority.	As	Heyd	(1950,	p.	86)	rightfully	points	out,	such	a	project	provided	“a	theoretical	basis	for	
an	almost	boundless	‘purification’	of	the	Muslim	religion.”	Divine	doctrine,	which	contradicted	the	
temporally	 formulated,	was	 to	be	 rejected,	 and	 the	cultural	 components	deemed	alien	were	 to	be	
removed	with	 the	pretext	of	divine	doctrine.	While	 this	purification	ostensibly	claimed	to	 remove	
culture	(leaving	a	pure	Islam),	it	was	actually	a	project	to	imbue	the	faith	with	Turkish	culture.	This	
purification,	therefore,	did	not	focus	on	theological	validity	but	on	using	Islam	as	a	means	to	Turkism.	
Still,	Gökalp’s	radical	views	on	Islam	are	not	reflected	in	his	reform	proposals;	for	example,	he	makes	
very	superficial	critiques	of	the	Caliphate.	Heyd	(1950,	p.	87)	attributes	this	to	the	fact	that	Gökalp	
“did	not	dare	to	do	[renounce	the	Caliphate]	so	openly	but	tried	to	modify	its	powers	without	changing	
its	name.”		

With	 his	 self-censorship,	 to	 further	 understand	 Gökalp’s	 thoughts	 regarding	 Islam,	 we	 need	 to	
understand	his	poetry	and	literature,	something	that	the	present	scholarship	has	largely	failed	to	do	
while	 considering	 TIM	 as	 well.	 The	 definitional	 issue	 we	 face	 here	 is	 that	 there	 tends	 to	 be	 a	
disjuncture	between	what	Gökalp’s	‘political’	and	‘personal’	Islam	looked	like.	As	mentioned,	some	of	
this	disconnect	can	be	attributed	to	the	censorship	during	the	Ottoman	era;	legally,	the	renunciation	
of	the	Caliphate	mandated	capital	punishment.	The	implication	here	for	Gökalp	is	notable,	as	it	means	
we	need	to	understand	his	thoughts	on	Islam	with	a	degree	of	self-censorship.	Similarly,	the	main	text	
this	article	focuses	on,	TIM,	was	censored	in	the	Republican	era	for	its	overt	enunciation	of	the	unity	
needed	between	Turkism	and	Islam.	As	such,	the	present	scholarship	understands	Gökalp’s	poetry	
and	literature	based	on	assumptions	derived	from	The	Principles,	ignoring	the	contemporaneously	
written	TIM.	

For	Gökalp,	religion	was	primarily	an	identity	marker.	For	example,	Gökalp	(1918,	p.	11)	elucidates	this	
when	he	states	that	“a	Turk	can	offer	his	daughter	to	an	Arab,	an	Albanian,	a	Kurd,	a	Circassian.	But	
he	can	never	give	her	to	a	Finn	or	a	Christian	Hungarian.”	The	significance	of	this	statement	is	that,	
unlike	Huntington-esque	classifications	of	civilisations,	Gökalp	viewed	the	Turkish	people	as	part	of	
European	civilisations	but	also	recognised	their	religious	affiliations	with	ethnic	groups	such	as	Arabs	
and	Persians,	highlighting	the	significance	he	placed	on	Islam.	This	contradicts	Heyd's	position,	who	
argues	that	Gökalp	saw	Islam	as	tangentially	important	at	best.	Critically,	it	is	important	to	note	that	
whether	Islam	had	a	heavier	weighting	in	Gökalp’s	triad	or	was	subsumed	by	other	concepts	is	not	a	
simple	issue.	Instead,	we	must	understand	this	phenomenon	through	the	Durkheimian	influence	on	



 
KEREM MUMYAKMAZ 

 
 

 
© The Author(s) 2025. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
licence, which permits use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.  

115 

Gökalp.	Pearce’s	(2012,	p.	410)	commentary	on	this	topic	presents	this	position,	arguing	that	“Gökalp	
envisioned	that	the	new	nation	would	replace	religion	in	the	collective	consciousness,	but	that	the	
religion	of	Islam	would	be	a	partner	in	supporting	that	move	toward	national	consciousness.”	This	
understanding	 of	 Gökalp’s	 relationship	 with	 Islam	 works	 well,	 as	 it	 does	 not	 open	 the	 issue	 of	
classifying	 Gökalp	 to	 be	 either	 ‘pro’	 or	 ‘anti’	 Islam.	 Instead,	 it	 situates	 Gökalp	 within	 a	 specific	
tradition.	Based	on	this	view,	I	interpret	Gökalp	as	a	radical	reformer.	He	recognised	that	the	national	
consciousness	would	be	far	too	tenuous	during	the	reforms	he	proposed.	Hence,	he	saw	Islam	as	the	
means	to	maintain	solidarity	in	nationhood	and	thus	proposed	a	role	for	it	in	his	idea	of	Turkism.	

CHAPTER	V:	WHAT	IS	‘TURKIFICATION’?	
Turkification,	for	Gökalp,	was	never	a	question	of	race.	This	section	clarifies	what	he	meant	by	the	
term,	 contrasting	 it	 with	 the	 racial	 nationalist	 ideas	 circulating	 at	 the	 time.	 Understanding	 this	
distinction	is	central	to	assessing	how	his	vision	of	Turkishness	functioned	within	the	broader	triad.	
Out	of	the	three	concepts	I	am	to	define	in	this	article,	Turkification	also	has	a	unique	place	insofar	
as	its	definition	is	more	easily	formulated	by	a	negative	definition,	i.e.	defining	what	it	is	not.	This	is	
largely	due	to	the	racialised	conceptions	of	Turkishness	that	dominated	nationalist	discourse	in	the	
20th	century.	Üzer’s	(2016)	commentary	is	important	in	contextualising	different	Turkish	nationalist	
ideas,	sketching	their	historical	roots.	He	begins	by	considering	the	variances	between	Akçura	and	
Gökalp;	 the	 former	 “attached	 more	 importance	 to	 ethnicity”	 (Üzer,	 2016,	 p.	 55).	 Akçura,	 a	
contemporary	of	Gökalp,	championed	the	removal	of	the	millet	system	of	multi-ethnoreligious	civil	
jurisdictions	 and	 was	 vocal	 about	 the	 need	 for	 forced	 assimilation	 of	 non-Turks	 (Poulton,	 1997).	
Critically,	Gökalp	 is	 rightfully	 recognised	as	minimising	the	 importance	of	ethnic	and	racial	 roots,	
instead	focusing	on	“the	cultural	foundations	of	nation-making”	(Üzer,	2016,	p.	55).	Gökalp’s	definition	
of	 Turkishness	 did	 not	 contain	 references	 to	 race,	 but	 similar	 to	 Akçura,	 Gökalp	 believed	 in	 the	
importance	of	assimilation	of	foreign	cultures	into	Turkish	culture.	For	Gökalp,	however,	this	was	not	
necessarily	a	violent	assimilation.	Rather,	it	was	an	idea	predicated	upon	the	vitality	of	the	state	having	
to	exist	within	a	nationalist	framework.	Ethnic	Turkish	nationalism	was	further	popularised	by	Nihal	
Atsız	and	others.	Atsız’s	writings	on	a	racialised	form	of	Turkish	nationalism	are	contemporaneous	
with	the	development	of	movements	such	as	the	Young	Wolves—a	neo-fascist	organisation—and	the	
penetration	of	prominent	ultra-nationalist	figures	into	Turkish	politics	in	the	later	20th	century,	such	
as	Alparslan	Türkeş.		

This	view	of	the	singular	nation	is	contrasted	with	Ottoman	nationalism,	which	centred	around	the	
concept	of	the	Sultan,	who,	as	the	divinely	ordained	caliph,	would	be	the	leader	of	the	global	ummah.	
The	nation	was	a	religious	phenomenon,	not	a	cultural	one.	This	form	of	nationalism	is	evident	in	the	
way	the	Ottoman	legal	system	recognised	those	who	inhabited	Ottoman	lands.	Those	of	a	Muslim	
faith	would	be	citizens,	and	others	would	be	classified	as	subjects.	Notably,	this	division	was	not	based	
on	an	understanding	of	nativity	nor	of	race	(Kaya,	2021).	To	give	a	crude	example,	an	Albanian	Muslim	
in	the	Ottoman	Empire	would	have	more	rights	in	the	state	than	a	Turkish	Jew.	The	Ottoman	Empire	
was	an	Islamic	empire.	Considering	Gökalp	within	the	historical	context	of	these	thinkers	is	important	
for	the	scholarship,	as	it	forces	a	reconsideration	of	erroneously	labelling	Gökalp	wholly	within	either	
of	these	traditions.	

Gökalp’s	early	writings	can	be	interpreted	as	conflicting	with	his	later	works,	especially	regarding	the	
prominence	of	Islam,	its	role,	and	its	functions,	if	any,	in	a	modern	Turkish	state.	However,	taken	as	
a	whole,	his	writings	indicate	that	the	establishment	of	a	Turkish	state	was	the	primary	impetus	for	
all	his	broader	philosophical	framework.	This	is	indicative	of	the	weighting	he	intended	to	place	on	
the	process	of	Turkification.	Yet,	even	with	this	evidently	clear	goal,	it	is	still	important	to	establish	
what	the	Turk	in	Turkishness	was	to	be.	In	evaluating	what	it	means	to	be	Turkish,	Gökalp	presents	
us	with	a	challenging	quotation	to	unpack:	“the	Turkish	nation	is	a	community	belonging	to	the	Ural-
Altaic	family,	the	Islamic	ummah,	and	the	European	international	community”	(Gökalp,	1918,	p.	11).	
When	 deconstructing	 this,	we	 can	 find	 Turkishness,	 and	 therefore	 Turkification,	 as	 comprising	 a	
multitude	 of	 symbiotic	 relationships	 between	 varying	 concepts.	 The	 Durkheimian	 dichotomy	 of	
culture	 vis-à-vis	 civilisation	 is	 equally	 present.	While	 this	 characterisation	 aids	 in	 elucidating	 the	
meaning	of	Turkishness	within	the	context	of	various	groups	to	which	the	Turkish	nation	belongs,	
Gökalp	posits	a	contentious	assertion	that	Dodd	(1979)	examines.	Gökalp	(1918,	p.	12)	makes	a	strong	
statement	before	the	previous	quote,	where	he	notes	that	“[a]s	soon	as	the	idea	of	Turkification	was	
born,	the	need	for	Islamisation	began	to	be	felt.”	Dodd	argues	that	Gökalp’s	understanding	of	Islam	is	
contradictory,	as	Islam	was	a	personal	affair	for	Gökalp.	Conversely,	Dodd	notes	the	social	functions	
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that	Gökalp	ascribes	 to	 Islam,	 arguing	 that	 the	 role	of	 Islam	was	overstated	 in	his	 theory.	Dodd’s	
position	is	best	summarised	by	Davison	(1995,	p.	198):	“Gökalp’s	emphasis	on	Islam	within	his	trinity	
was	 too	 strong	 […]	The	problem	was	 […]	Gökalp	wanted	 to	 limit	 religion	 to	 the	 sphere	of	private	
conscience	even	though	he	‘found	its	vitality’	in	society.”	

However,	Dodd’s	characterisation	of	Turkism	is	largely	an	oversimplification	that	fails	to	adequately	
consider	 the	 context	 of	 Gökalp’s	 writings.	 Gökalp’s	 nationalism	 must	 be	 compared	 to	 Ottoman	
nationalism,	purely	due	to	the	period	in	which	he	was	writing.	Gökalp,	working	within	this	paradigm,	
made	a	radical	proposition	of	Turkism	without	the	necessary	involvement	of	Islam,	recognising	that	
Turkishness	 was	 not	 inherently	 Islamic.	 Nevertheless,	 adopting	 a	 pragmatic	 perspective,	 Gökalp	
acknowledged	 that	 demarcating	what	 constitutes	 Turkish	 identity	 and	what	 is	 inherently	 Islamic	
would	prove	to	be	a	formidable	endeavour.	Similarly,	Gökalp	understood	that	such	a	radical	proposal	
would	be	met	with	disapproval	by	a	majoritarily	Muslim	population.	The	‘purification’	that	Gökalp	
wanted	from	Islam,	to	establish	what	is	‘truly	Turkish’,	would	be	a	challenging	task.	In	recognising	
this,	Gökalp	opts	 for	a	proposal	 to	 remove	 the	 ‘alien’	components	of	 Islam.	Dodd’s	argument	 that	
Islam	was	the	predominant	and	the	main	concept	within	Gökalp’s	triad	does	not	consider	the	historic	
relationship	between	Turkism	and	Islam.	Yet	it	also	must	be	noted	that	Gökalp	frequently	critiques	
the	values	of	Islam	that	he	saw	as	alien	to	the	values	held	by	the	Turkish	nation	(Dagyler,	2007).	Islam	
was	not	so	much	valuable	as	a	theological	necessity	in	Turkism,	but	rather	to	be	considered	in	the	
Durkheimian	manner:	as	a	social	tool.	Hence,	there	is	no	issue	of	contradiction,	as	the	way	Gökalp	
understood	 Islam	 makes	 recognising	 the	 important	 personal	 component	 of	 Islam	 and	 its	 ‘social	
vitality’	not	mutually	exclusive.	

A	more	nuanced	approach	is	presented	by	Arai,	who	understands	that	the	interaction	of	Islam	with	
Turkism/Turkishness	 is	 not	 straightforward.	 Arai	 comments	 that	 “Turkish	 nationalists	 did	 not	
necessarily	pursue	secularisation	for	Westernisation;	they	were	rather	in	favour	of	Islamisation”	(Arai,	
1992,	 p.	 97).	 Arai’s	 comprehension	 of	 the	 issue	 certainly	 surpasses	 that	 of	Dodd,	 as	 it	 reflects	 an	
understanding	 of	 the	 inherent	 complexities	 involved	 in	 delineating	 what	 should	 be	 classified	 as	
‘Islamic’	versus	what	is	‘Turkish.’	Although	Arai	qualifies	this	by	suggesting	that	such	Islamisation	was	
“a	means	 of	 regaining	 the	 original	 truth	 of	 Islamic”	 (Arai,	 1992,	 p.	 101),	 it	 ultimately	 appeals	 to	 a	
definition	of	Turkism	that	is	confined	within	the	parameters	of	Islam,	a	position	with	which	Gökalp	
firmly	disagreed.	Even	in	his	later	works,	Gökalp	recognised	the	significance	of	Islam,	positioning	it,	
in	concordance	with	language,	as	one	of	the	defining	hallmarks	of	Turkism.	However,	I	do	not	think	
classifying	Islam	as	the	defining	trait	of	Turkification	is	true	to	Gökalp’s	work.	Therefore,	we	need	to	
understand	Gökalp’s	vision	of	Turkism	in	a	form	largely	not	discussed	in	the	literature.	A	modified	
version	of	Arai’s	argument,	as	presented	below,	establishes	what	Gökalp	truly	meant	by	being	a	Turk	
when	considering	his	earlier	works	within	their	context.	

Gökalp	frequently	references	the	Ural-Altaic	understandings	of	Turkism,	with	Turks	having	their	roots	
and	homeland	as	being	in	Central	Asia	(Gökalp,	1923),	plainly	indicating	that	he	considers	the	idea	of	
Turkism	as	more	closely	associated	with	the	idea	of	Turanism	than	a	global	Islamic	ummah.	This	is	
further	supported	by	the	chapter	On	Turan	in	The	Principles.	While	it	is	true	that	holding	both	values	
is	not	mutually	exclusive,	it	has	to	be	maintained	that	many	of	the	traditions	that	Gökalp	sought	to	
restore	 do	 not	 have	 their	 roots	 in	 Islamic	 practices,	 as	 Arai	 notes,	 but	 rather	 in	 traditional	
Turkic/Turkish	practices.	In	this	respect,	it	is	out	of	necessity	that	Gökalp	appeals	to	elements	of	Islam	
in	 defining	 aspects	 of	 Turkishness,	 rather	 than	 a	 normative	 desire.	 The	 connection	 between	
Turkishness	 and	 Islam	 was	 far	 too	 entrenched	 for	 there	 to	 be	 a	 complete	 removal	 of	 Islam.	 As	
referenced	above,	Gökalp	had	strong	disagreements	with	the	values	of	Islam	that	contradicted	what	
he	considered	to	be	Turkish.	Owing	to	censorship	and	restrictions	on	freedom	of	expression,	outright	
critiques	 of	 Islam	would	be	difficult	 for	Gökalp.	Thus,	 his	 critique	 centred	 around	 “promoting	 an	
authentic	Turkish	morality”	(Daglyer,	2007,	p.	60)	instead	of	an	overt	criticism	of	Islam.	An	example	
of	his	 critique	 is	 as	 follows:	 “[a]mong	 the	ancient	Turks,	 religion	was	 free	 from	strict	 ceremonies,	
perverse	forms	of	worship	[…]	it	made	them	very	tolerant	towards	women	and	other	nations”	(Gökalp,	
1923,	 pp.	 51-53).	 Daglyer	 reads	 this	 post-Ottoman	 Gökalp	 as	 “implicitly	 criticizzing	 the	 Islamic	
tradition	as	a	source	of	corruption”	(Dagyler,	2007,	p.	60).	In	this	regard,	we	see	that	Gökalp	saw	the	
idea	of	the	Turkish	nation	as	being	associated	with	and	formulated	from	a	Turanist	principle.	Indeed,	
such	propositions	are	elucidated	much	more	vividly	in	The	Principles.	The	scholarship	unanimously	
agrees	with	the	Turanist	views	of	Gökalp;	a	very	popular	poem	from	Gökalp	representing	this	pan-
Turanist	ideology	is	as	follows:	
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Vatan	is	neither	Turkey	for	the	Turks,	nor	Turkistan;	
Vatan	is	a	great	and	eternal	country:	Turan!	

(Gökalp,	1914)	

However,	it	is	notable	that	the	early	Gökalp	understands	Turanism	as	an	important	ideology,	yet	one	that	
is	 distinctive	 from	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 Turkish	 nation.	 Only	 in	 his	 later	 works	 do	 we	 see	 the	 concept	 of	
nationhood	as	being	a	Turanic	concept	take	a	more	prominent	position.	In	fact,	in	TIM,	Gökalp	denounces	
this	idea	indirectly,	where	he	states	that	we	ought	to	understand	the	Turkic	people	under	the	term	race	
which	is	classified	by	“a	group	of	people	with	similarities”	(Gökalp,	1918,	p.	55).	Gökalp	then	continues	to	
understand	 that	 the	 nation	 is	 characterised	 by	 lisan-i	 aileyi	 (a	 familial	 language),	 that	 being	 Istanbul	
Turkish	(Gökalp,	1918,	pp.	54-57).	In	this	case,	Gökalp	then	continues	to	elaborate	that	while	the	Turkic	
people	have	similarities	to	each	other,	their	language	and	‘tribal’	differences	lead	Gökalp	to	believe	they	
should	comprise	their	own	states.	If	a	country	is	“not	the	homeland	of	a	nationality,	it	becomes	an	alms-
house	where	 individuals	can	feed	themselves	to	gluttony”	(Gökalp,	 1918,	p.	57).	Therefore,	we	see	that	
Gökalp’s	understanding	of	nationhood	changed	across	the	years	and	it	is	simplistic	to	argue	that	he	was	a	
pan-Turanist,	in	the	way	we	find	him	in	The	Principles,	within	all	of	his	works.	

In	sum,	Gökalp’s	views	on	Turkism	can	be	understood	as	follows.	Gökalp	reluctantly	appealed	to	Islam	in	
some	 form	 for	 his	 Turkism,	 as	 he	 understood	 that	 Turkism	 itself	 evolved	 following	 the	 Seljuk’s	 (the	
spiritual	predecessors	of	the	Ottoman	Empire)	adoption	of	Islam.	Critically,	this	was	not	a	subsummation.	
Instead,	 it	 was	 understood	 as	 a	 composite	 aspect	 of	 Turkish	 culture.	 Evidently,	 in	 areas	 where	 the	
incorporation	 of	 Islamic	 values	 and	 culture	 contravened	what	 was	 to	 be	 considered	 Turkish,	 Gökalp	
explicitly	rejected	these	values	and	appealed	to	a	‘true’	understanding	of	Turkishness.	It	is	evident	that	
Turkishness	did	not	pertain	to	racialised	theories,	a	point	that	can	be	substantiated	with	relative	ease,	as	
Gökalp	explicitly	rebukes	the	claims	of	ethno-nationalist	authors	(Gökalp,	1923).	Gökalp’s	rejection	of	a	
racialised	Turkish	identity	is	also	evident	in	how	Gökalp	believes	the	Ottoman	Empire	should	treat	non-
Turkish	subjects;	a	modern	empire	required	the	inclusion	of	all	its	subjects,	from	the	Balkans	to	the	Sinai.	
Gökalp	notes	in	The	Principles	that	“the	nation	cannot	be	defined	by	racial,	tribal,	geographic	[…]	terms”	
(Gökalp,	1923,	p.	19).	This	is	not	to	say,	however,	that	a	proposal	for	cultural	homogenisation	of	non-Turks	
was	not	 apparent	 in	his	work.	Turkism	was	 the	 spearhead	upon	which	 the	 remainder	 of	 his	 political	
philosophy	was	to	follow.	As	such,	the	liberty	he	had	in	defining	concepts	to	his	leisure	is	only	apparent	
in	this	part	of	the	triad.	

CHAPTER	VI:	WHAT	IS	‘MODERNISATION’	
Modernisation	was	necessary,	but	not	at	any	cost.	Gökalp’s	approach	was	to	reject	blind	imitation	of	the	
West	 while	 still	 recognising	 that	 technological	 and	 institutional	 advancement	 was	 unavoidable.	 This	
section	explores	how	he	balanced	this	 tension	and	why	modernisation,	 for	him,	was	 inseparable	 from	
Turkification.	In	theory,	Gökalp	does	not	provide	a	contentious	description	of	modernisation	that	requires	
further	 explanation.	 The	 contention	 point	 in	 this	 section	 arises	 when	 we	 examine	 this	 project	 of	
modernisation	alongside	other	concepts	in	Gökalp’s	thought.		

Since	its	declining	fortunes	in	European	theatres,	the	Ottoman	Empire	had	concerned	itself	greatly	with	
attempts	 at	 modernisation,	Westernisation,	 and	 similar	 projects	 to	 ensure	 its	 survival	 in	 the	 face	 of	
decline.	Thinkers	across	the	18th	and	19th	centuries	formulated	theories	on	how	to	‘modernise’,	whatever	
this	 entailed	 for	 each	 theorist.	 Writers	 such	 as	 Atıf	 Mustafa	 Efendi	 emphasised	 the	 importance	 of	
returning	to	an	orthodox	understanding	of	Islam	in	reforming	the	Ottoman	Empire	and	that	a	departure	
from	 Islamic	 governance	 was	 the	 cause	 of	 the	 issues	 facing	 the	 Ottoman	 Empire	 (Sariyannis,	 2019).	
Conversely,	 thinkers	 such	 as	 İbrahim	Müteferrika	 argued	 that	 reformation	 should	 occur	 on	Western	
principles,	even	going	as	far	as	to	argue	that	“military	reforms	[should	be]	based	on	an	acknowledgement	
of	the	superiority	of	European	armies”	(Sariyannis,	2019,	p.	385).	To	critique	the	sanctity	of	the	Ottoman	
army	 during	 this	 time	 was	 radical	 and,	 in	 effect,	 shows	 how	 thinkers	 struggled	 with	 defining	
modernisation.	Gökalp	attempts,	instead	of	these,	to	formulate	a	system	that	is	compatible	with	all	of	the	
conflicting	demands	that	the	Ottoman,	and	later,	Turkish	people	had.	

Ascertaining	what	this	modernisation	means	is	best	done	when	contrasted	with	the	Tanzimat	reforms.	
This	is	particularly	useful	as	it	allows	us	to	consider	modernisation	within	the	context	of	previous	attempts	
and	to	recognise	the	manner	in	which	Gökalp	wanted	to	tackle	this	project	differently.	Gökalp	argues	that	
“[m]odernisation	for	us,	today,	means	being	able	to	build	and	use	dreadnoughts,	automobiles,	aeroplanes	
like	 the	 Europeans;	modernisation	 does	 not	mean	 resembling	 the	 Europeans	 in	 form	 and	 livelihood”	
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(Gökalp,	1918,	p.	11).	While	this	statement	seemingly	provides	a	substantive	definition,	it	merits	discussion	
of	what	this	would	be	in	practice.	

Gökalp	points	out	the	lacking	technological	advancements	of	the	Ottomans	compared	to	their	European	
counterparts.	The	Industrial	Revolution	in	Continental	Europe	dramatically	affected	the	Ottomans,	acting	
as	a	contributing	factor	to	the	collapse	of	the	Empire	in	1921	(Clark,	1954).	Modernisation,	therefore,	was	
not	an	optional	ideology	for	the	Ottomans	and	the	subsequent	Republic	but	a	matter	of	survival.	Attempts	
at	modernisation	throughout	the	Ottoman	Empire	largely	failed,	where	the	adoption	of	Western	systems	
of	 governance,	 considered	 at	 the	 time	 as	 synonymous	 with	modernisation,	 was	 constructed	 upon	 ill	
foundations.	The	Gülhane	Edict	 (1839)	was	a	 step	 in	 the	modernisation	process	of	 the	Empire.	While	
covering	a	large	series	of	reforms,	such	as	the	bureaucratisation	of	the	workforce	and	tax	reforms	in	line	
with	laissez-faire	economic	policies,	the	key	aspects	of	Gökalp’s	thought	were	those	concerning	rights	and	
nationhood,	such	as	the	universalisation	of	the	law	of	the	land.	The	millet	concept	was	abolished.	This	
system	allowed	multitudes	of	civil	governance	under	the	Empire	so	that	nationalities	within	the	borders	
of	the	Empire	could	govern	themselves	in	civil	matters	with	relative	independence.	The	Edict,	however,	
abolished	this	and	adopted,	as	Continental	Europe	was	doing,	a	universal	national	law.	Paradoxically,	this	
is	regarded	as	one	of	the	first	steps	towards	overall	secularisation	in	the	Empire,	as	the	supremacy	of	one	
singular	 law	was	applied	 to	all	 (even	 though	 this	 law	was	Sharia),	deviating	 from	the	concept	of	 self-
governance	 developed	 in	 traditional	 Islamic	 jurisprudence	 (Davison,	 1990).	 Gökalp	 looked	 favourably	
upon	the	abolition	of	the	millet	system,	as	he	argued	that	the	Turkish	nation	should	comprise	a	singular	
Turkish	culture.	Further	reforms,	such	as	the	Reform	Edict	of	1856	under	Abdulmajid	I,	brought	about	
reforms	which	tend	to	be	described	as	secular,	yet	they	were	not	motivated	by	secular	ideals,	having	been	
written	mostly	 under	 duress	 by	 France	 and	 Britain,	 following	 the	 Crimean	War	 (Gülsoy,	 1999).	 This	
represents	a	modernisation	within	a	Western	framework	rather	than	within	a	Turkish	understanding,	for	
which	Gökalp	argues,	even	though	he	agreed	with	these	secular	reforms.	

While	Gökalp	viewed	these	reforms	positively,	he	believed	these	took	place	with	the	wrong	actualisation.	
Gökalp	(1918)	notes	that	the	reforms	of	the	Tanzimat	were	“born	of	genuine	needs”	(Gökalp,	1918,	p.	15),	
but	that	when	these	reforms	actualised,	they	“produced	extremely	harmful	results	for	the	state’s	peoples	
and	 especially	 for	 Turks”	 (Gökalp,	 1918,	 p.	 18).	 Indeed,	 reformation	 in	 industry	 and	 government	 was	
required,	but	many	of	these	modernising	policies	brought	on	an	emulation	of	Western	culture	alongside	
them.	This	was	a	particular	issue	which	Gökalp	did	not	want	to	reoccur	when	proposing	his	modernisation	
project.	 Beyond	 this,	 Gökalp	was	 critical	 of	 the	 Tanzimat	 reforms	 attempt	 to	 create	 a	 supra-national	
system	of	identity,	noting	that	“no	one	except	the	Tanzimat-supporting	Turks	accepted	the	new	meaning	
of	the	term	‘Ottoman’”	(Gökalp,	1918,	p.	18).		

A	notable	example	of	how	reformatory	practices	before	Gökalp	were	more	about	Westernisation	than	
necessarily	modernisation	is	the	Nizam-i	Cedid	reforms	under	Mahmud	II	in	1829.	These	were	aimed	at	
modernising	the	Ottoman	military	and	had	wider	implications	for	Ottoman	society.	One	of	the	reforms	
adopted	the	fez	as	compulsory	headwear	for	soldiers	instead	of	the	traditional	Ottoman	turban,	adopting	
Western	styles.	As	Shaw	(1965)	notes,	this	radical	transformation	was	seen	as	a	movement	of	adopting	
Western	values	as	well	as	their	practices.	Further	radical	transformations	are	indicative	of	Westernisation,	
as	opposed	to	the	modernisation	sans	Westernisation	that	Gökalp	envisioned.	Although	the	reforms	were	
largely	deemed	a	failure,	Gökalp	used	this	as	an	example	of	how	not	to	modernise.	

Therefore,	how	could	Gökalp	understand	reform	when	faced	with	decades	of	similarly	motivated	yet	failed	
reforms?	Scholarship	analysing	Gökalp’s	triad	of	thought	tends	to	consider	his	modernisation	thesis	at	
surface	level,	but	it	is	evident	that	a	deeper	analysis	is	required.	Consider	the	following	from	TIM:		

On	the	one	hand,	we	should	endeavour	to	become	a	nation	with	history	and	tradition,	
and	on	the	other	hand,	we	should	endeavour	to	formulate	philosophies	that	lay	claim	to	
develop	 sciences	 resilient	 [in	 the	 face	 of	 other]	 science	 and	 industry,	 and	 to	 create	
philosophies	that	are	constantly	inspired	by	methods	(Gökalp,	1918,	p.	15).	

Here,	we	see	Gökalp’s	desire	not	simply	to	adopt	the	principles	of	modernisation	of	the	West	and	depart	
from	 its	philosophies,	 but	 rather	 independently	develop	 a	philosophical	 foundation	 for	 the	project	 of	
modernisation	in	the	future.	He	is	explicit	that	this	is	not	a	case	of	adopting	sciences	from	the	West	as	
they	develop,	but	rather	that	the	modern	Islamic-Turkish	nation	needs	to	“infuse	and	blend	the	science	
and	 philosophy	 of	 the	 period,	 and	 the	 sciences	 and	 methodology	 [of	 the	 period],	 and	 our	 religious	
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traditions”	(Gökalp,	1918,	p.	19).	Yet	the	exact	way	in	which	Gökalp	considers	this	modernisation	is	not	
elucidated	by	him.	We	must	thus	pose	the	question:	what	actual	 functional	changes	need	to	be	made	
differently	than	what	had	previously	been	tried	in	the	Ottoman	period	of	reformation?	It	is	possible	to	
simply	 argue	 that	Gökalp	 intended	 to	make	 those	 practically	 similar	 reforms	 of	 the	 19th	 century	 but	
without	cultural	importation	as	well.	However,	this	raises	the	further	question	of	why	the	reforms	that	
were	not	concerned	with	cultural	issues	like	taxation	and	bureaucratic	reformation,	failed.	This	is	an	area	
in	which	Gökalp	does	not	provide	enough	commentary.	

What	is,	however,	notable	in	TIM	in	relation	to	modernisation	is	the	mention	of	Kızıl	Elma.	This	is	the	
only	time	that	the	mythic,	utopic	vision	of	this	concept	is	mentioned	explicitly	in	the	entirety	of	the	text.	
Kızıl	Elma	refers	to	the	Oghuz	Turk	mythological	conception	of	a	far-away	metaphorical	land	where	all	
Turkic	people	will	be	 joined	together	(Hür,	2015).	After	explaining	the	Turkish	vision	of	 technological	
advancement,	Gökalp	makes	an	uncharacteristically	ambitious	statement:	“[t]his	[after	reform]	is	when	
we	reach	the	homeland	that	the	people’s	spirit	seeks	as	the	Kızıl	Elma,	and	we	will	be	free	in	the	real	sense	
of	the	word	and	independent	in	civilisation”	(Gökalp,	1918,	p.	20).	What	is	particularly	important	here	is	
how	Gökalp	noted	that,	in	the	future,	the	Turkish	civilisation	will	be	actualised	independently	of	Western	
civilisation,	despite	his	initial	proposition	that	the	Turkish	nation	should	engage	with	the	latter	at	the	
outset	of	its	project	of	modernisation.	This	distinction	is	particularly	interesting	as	it	frames	the	ideas	of	
modernisation	 apart	 from	 the	 normative	 creation	 of	 this	 ‘modern	 Turkish	 nation’.	 Specifically,	 when	
independence	 as	 a	Turkish	 civilisation	 is	mentioned,	Gökalp	 conceives	 the	ultimate	 realisation	of	 the	
Turkish	nation	as	technologically	advanced,	modernised,	and	independent	from	the	West.	The	use	of	Kızıl	
Elma	particularly	enunciates	 the	 fundamental	cultural,	political,	and	religious	differences	with	Europe	
which	Gökalp	not	only	recognised	to	exist	but	actually	classified	as	a	positive.	Essentially,	Gökalp	is	asking	
us	to	consider	this	future	modernised	Turkish	nation	with	advanced	natural	sciences	and	technology	but	
not	a	part	of	European	civilisation.	Certainly,	it	may	need	initially	to	adopt	the	practices	and	trends	of	its	
European	counterparts,	but	this	is	only	during	a	transition	period,	after	which	a	modern	Turkey	can	adopt	
its	 own	 trends	 of	 modernisation.	 Turkification	 requires	 modernisation	 since	 Gökalp	 sees	 it	 as	 a	
requirement	to	face	threats	and	maintain	internal	integrity.	This	necessitates	imitation	at	first,	followed	
by	 innovation.	Hence,	we	 see	 that	Gökalp	 first	 proposed	 that	 the	Turkish	nation	be	 in	 the	European	
civilisation,	 recognising	 their	 technological	 superiority.	 This	 was	 to	 be	 followed	 by	 an	 independent	
Turkish	civilisation,	formed	by	its	own	tradition	and	philosophy.	

CHAPTER	VII:	THE	UNIFICATION	
The	rationale	for	such	an	extensive	description	of	the	terminology	and	concepts	that	Gökalp	uses	will	
become	clearer	in	this	section,	as	working	on	properly	defined	concepts	ensures	our	critique	is	sound.	It	
is	 evident	 from	Gökalp’s	writing	 and	 from	 the	 academic	 consensus	 that	Gökalp’s	 ultimate	 goal	was	 a	
Turkified	 Turkish	 state.	 The	 sketch	 above	 clearly	 indicates	 that	 Turkification	 is	 the	 primary	 goal	 of	
Gökalp’s	thought;	other	programmes	are	a	means	to	the	end	of	Turkishness.		

Considering	 this,	 the	 first	 line	 of	 practical	 critique	 to	 be	 made	 is	 the	 following:	 why,	 if	 the	 case	 of	
modernisation	and	Turkification	are	compatible,	had	the	Ottoman	Empire	not	successfully	modernised	
itself,	despite	being	a	Turkish	Empire.	

Gökalp	has	little	to	say	specifically	about	modernisation	other	than	in	terms	of	developing	technology,	
beyond	rejecting	the	possibility	of	the	adopting	of	Western	culture.	He	fails	to	explain	why	the	Tanzimat	
reforms	failed.	However,	we	do	see	some	elements	of	description	in	the	modernisation	thesis	surrounding	
the	Turkish	people	under	the	Ottoman	Empire.	In	his	critique,	he	provides	an	implicit	sketch	of	what	
ought	 to	 be	 different	 in	 the	 reforms	 of	 the	 Republic.	 He	 notes	 that	 in	 the	 Empire,	 “there	 was	 no	
Turkishness	left	in	the	form	of	a	people	or	a	community;	Turks	were	confined	to	the	classes	of	civil	servants	
and	labourers”	(Gökalp,	1918,	p.	9).	Gökalp	blames	the	fact	that	Turks	have	been	relegated	below	the	elites	
of	the	Ottomans,	arguing	that	“The	Turkish	people	were	deemed	accountable	for	the	persecutions	by	the	
Abdulhamid	government”	 (Gökalp,	 1918,	p.	30).	Gökalp’s	description	of	 the	Abdulhamid	government’s	
failure	against	the	Turkish	people	is	not	entirely	clear	either,	but	the	sale	of	Cyprus	is	one	notable	instance	
which	 was	 critiqued	 by	 Turkish	 nationalists.	 Cyprus	 had,	 and	 continues	 to	 have,	 a	 large	 Turkish	
population.	Abdulhamid	 I’s	 government,	 faced	with	 the	 failure	of	 administering	 the	 island	of	Cyprus,	
agreed	for	Britain	to	take	control	in	1878.	Many	members	of	the	Committee	of	Union	and	Progress	(of	
which	Gökalp	was	a	prominent	member)	raised	this	as	an	example	of	a	failed	project	in	modernisation;	by	
allowing	Britain	to	administer	the	island,	the	Ottomans	effectively	prioritised	relations	with	the	West	over	
their	 ‘native’	 people.	However,	 the	 question	 remains	 as	 to	 how	Gökalp	was	 to	 have	 this	modernised	



 
KEREM MUMYAKMAZ 

 
 

 
© The Author(s) 2025. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
licence, which permits use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.  

120 

system,	which	emulated	Western	technological	advancements	while	preserving	the	fundamental	tenets	
of	 Turkism.	Gökalp’s	 reluctance	 to	wholly	 embrace	Western	 culture	may	 appear	 contradictory	 to	 the	
ideals	of	the	Turkish	nation	that	he	articulates	in	terms	of	its	modernisation	project.	How	can	Gökalp	
advocate	 for	 a	 unique	 development	 of	 a	 Turkish	 nation	 rooted	 in	 a	 unique	 philosophy,	 while	
simultaneously	 aspiring	 to	 replicate	 the	 progress	 inherent	 in	 European	 technological	 advancements,	
which	themselves	are	founded	upon	Western	philosophical	and	cultural	principles?	

Heyd	presented	this	critique,	arguing	that	a	fundamental	shift	in	Turkish	philosophy	in	line	with	the	West	
needed	to	be	made	before	advancements	in	technology	could	happen,	and	it	is	the	‘regressive’	nature	of	
Turkish	 culture	 that	 previously	 failed	 to	 accommodate	 such	 developments.	 Here,	 the	 Orientalist	
understanding	of	culture	is	evident.	A	simple	refutation	can	be	made,	in	that	there	is	nothing	inherent	
within	cultures	and	nations	that	allows	for	nor	inhibits	the	development	of	technology	(see	Acemoğlu	and	
Robinson,	2012	and	also	Braudel,	1979).	A	more	valid	critique	of	Gökalp’s	vision	of	modernisation	is	that	
the	problem	did	not	 lie	 in	Turkish	culture’s	 inability	to	accommodate	technological	development,	but	
rather	that	the	structure	of	the	state	was	incompatible	with	such	advancements.	The	Ottoman	Empire’s	
lack	 of	 a	 bureaucratic	 system,	 being	 devoid	 of	 centralised	 forms	 of	 banking,	 and	 other	 essential	
components	 necessary	 for	 capital	 to	 develop	 and	modernisation	 to	 take	 place,	 was	 the	 cause	 of	 this	
incompatibility,	and	not	culture.	Technology	would	be	difficult	to	develop	without	the	necessary	capital	
fuelling	it.	Gökalp	pre-emptively	attempts	to	rebut	this	critique,	arguing	that	his	idea	of	modernisation	
includes	 a	 drastic	 reformation	 of	 the	 structure	 of	 the	 state,	 even	 if	 his	 later	writings	 returned	 to	 the	
Ottoman	“political	model	based	on	a	cult	of	personality	with	authoritarian	implications”	(Topal,	2017,	p.	
24).	Gökalp	was	not	naïve	in	his	early	writings	when	claiming	that	a	statehood	transformation	needed	to	
be	constructed	to	partake	in	the	project	of	modernisation.	However,	Gökalp	fails	to	provide	the	specific	
material	changes	that	need	to	be	made	to	facilitate	modernisation.	Heper	(1976)	comments	that	the	“phase	
of	 [bureaucratic]	development	 in	 the	Ottoman	Empire’s	 Islamic	 formulae	 […]	 led	 to	a	 relatively	 static	
conception	of	 the	 functions	of	 the	state”	 (Heper,	 1976,	p.	506).	This	 static	 structure	of	 state	 functions	
hindered	flexibility	in	adopting	innovation,	with	an	increasing	“Islamic	influence	further	[solidifying]	the	
institutional	pattern”	(Heper,	1976,	p.	510).	The	modern	Turkish	nation	would	have	to	contend	with	the	
inertia	of	 this	 institutionally	rigid	structure	 in	 its	reforms.	This	critique,	 therefore,	only	has	merit	 if	 it	
focuses	on	the	lack	of	specificity	of	Gökalp’s	proposals.	The	theme	of	Gökalp’s	modernisation	thesis	thus	
has	no	fundamental	issues,	simply	lacking	in	detail	on	how	this	structure	was	to	be	changed/abolished.	

A	more	substantive	critique	to	level	against	Gökalp	concerns	the	potentially	difficult	relationship	between	
Islam	 and	 the	 idea	 of	 Turkism.	 While	 Gökalp	 argues	 that	 all	 components	 in	 his	 triad	 are	 equally	
complementary,	Parla	(1985)	critiques	this.	He	argues	that	Gökalp's	conceptual	vision	of	a	unity	of	these	
three	concepts	is	not	as	frictionless	as	he	presents	them	to	be.	It	has	already	been	established	that	Islam	
for	Gökalp	has	a	social	rather	than	a	theological	function.	Yet	even	with	this	reduced	role	of	Islam,	the	
following	quotation	from	Gökalp	is	considered	by	Parla	as	presenting	Islam	as	a	quasi-meta	ideology:		

Religion	is	the	most	 important	 factor	 in	the	creation	of	national	consciousnesses	as	 it	
unites	men	 through	 common	 sentiments	 and	beliefs	 […]	 genuinely	 religious	men	 are	
those	who	have	national	fervour,	and	that	genuine	nationalists	are	those	who	believe	in	
the	eternity	of	faith	(Gökalp,	1915,	p.	75).	

	This	then	raises	a	significant	question	considering	Gökalp’s	critical	beliefs	regarding	Islam,	his	desire	for	
a	 Republic,	 and	 the	 removal	 of	 the	 Caliphate.	 The	 assumption	 that	 Turkification	 was	 the	 primary	
motivator	may	not	hold	when	confronted	with	this.		

I	argue,	even	in	light	of	these	comments,	that	Islam	did	not	take	a	primary	position	over	other	programmes	
of	reform	for	Gökalp.	Heyd	presents	a	similar	argument;	he	states	that	Islam	existed	“for	strengthening	
the	Turkish	nation,	the	interests	of	which	are	always	dearer	to	him	[Gökalp]	than	those	of	Islam”	(Heyd,	
1950,	p.	95).	Heyd’s	argument	is	valid.	Gökalp’s	comments	regarding	the	importance	of	religion	should	be	
taken	in	context	with	his	purified	view	of	Islam.	This	purified	view	advocated	the	importance	of	Turkish	
culture	more	than	divine	canon.	There	is	no	conflict	here:	as	Islamic	tradition	ought	to	be	sourced	from	
Turkish	culture	 in	Gökalp’s	 view.	When	understanding	 the	 idea	of	 religion	being	 the	most	 important	
factor,	we	need	to	do	so	with	the	consideration	of	the	context	of	how	Gökalp	understood	Islam.	Islamic	
canon	was	to	be	understood	through	the	lens	of	Turkish	culture	and	Turkish	tradition.	
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We	can	continue	to	discuss	the	potential	pitfalls	that	exist	in	Gökalp’s	practical	politics	and	then	attempt	
further	clarification	on	their	coherence.	This,	however,	will	not	be	as	important	as	understanding	what	
the	philosophic	essence	of	Gökalp’s	thought	is.	The	philosophical	underpinnings	is	the	area	of	Gökalp’s	
thought	which	the	present	scholarship	has	largely	neglected	to	analyse.	The	most	thorough	approach	in	
dealing	with	this	aspect	of	Gökalp’s	thought	is	Parla’s	(1985).	Parla	notes	that	“Gökalp’s	political-social	
philosophy	 is	 social	 idealism,	 his	 general	 social	 theory	 is	 social	 solidarism,	 and	his	 political	 theory	 is	
populist	 democracy”	 (Parla,	 1985,	 p.	 105).	 A	 unity	 in	 the	 triad	 of	 Turkification,	 Islamisation	 and	
modernisation	is	not	the	only	union	that	Gökalp	reaches	for.	Gökalp	tries	to	“synthesizze	a	philosophical	
theory	 which	 in	 its	 departure	 is	 highly	 normative	 with	 a	methodologically	 positivistic	 empirical	 and	
analytical	theory;	and	which,	to	complete	the	full	circle,	is	again	infused	with	normative	elements”	(Parla,	
1985,	p.	107).	Parla	does	not	describe	further	the	critique	of	contradictory	thoughts,	instead	choosing	to	
focus	more	on	a	Marxist	corporatism	critique	(Davison,	1995).	It	 is	more	crucial	 for	the	scholarship	to	
extend	Parla’s	critique	regarding	Gökalp’s	underlying	philosophy.	

When	taking	a	conceptually	constructive	approach,	we	note	Gökalp	begins	by	setting	out	his	aim,	which	
is	to	develop	the	Turkish	nation,	Turkishness,	and	the	Turkish	state.	This	is	an	overtly	normative,	idealistic	
approach,	 which	 can	 be	 entirely	 tenable.	 Where	 the	 issue	 comes	 in	 is	 where	 Gökalp	 conducts	 a	
Durkheimian	analysis	of	areas	in	which	society	and	the	state	require	improvement,	which	needs	to	be	
reconciled	 with	 the	 Rousseauian	 “radical	 egalitarian	 elements	 in	 his	 political	 and	moral	 philosophy”	
(Parla,	1985,	p.	113).	Reformation	in	the	manner	described	which	claims	to	be	based	on	this	understanding	
of	society,	thus,	cannot	be	realised.	This	issue	is	particularly	potent	in	TIM.		

The	mechanisms	that	Gökalp	provides	for	improvement	or	development	in	furthering	his	normative	goals,	
Turkishness,	are	lacking	in	the	structural	capacity.	Turkishness,	in	the	way	Gökalp	describes	it,	is	to	be	
interpreted	as	egalitarian,	democratic,	and	radical.	Even	when	we	consider	 the	programme	of	cultural	
assimilation,	which	Gökalp	was	in	favour	of,	what	remains	is	a	normative	ideal	of	the	Turkish	nation	as	
being	communitarian	in	nature	but	individualistic	in	other	cases,	e.g.,	faith.	The	typologies	of	his	system	
as	being	formed	by	içtimaî	mefkûrecilik	(social	idealism)	and	içtimaî	tesanütçülük	(social	solidarism)	are	
indicative	of	Gökalp’s	underlying	philosophy	(Parla,	1985).	This	communitarian	philosophy	needs	to	be	
reconciled	within	 the	 framework	 of	 individualistic	 proposals	 of	Gökalp	 in	 his	 other	 reform	proposals	
(Sariyannis,	2018).	This	becomes	such	an	important	issue	in	Gökalp’s	thought	that	practical	critiques,	such	
as	 those	 about	 the	 interaction	 between	 Islam	 and	Turkism,	 become	 a	minor	 concern.	We	 encounter	
further	 complexity	 when	 introducing	 the	 framework	 of	 modernity.	 This	 is	 an	 area	 in	 which	 Gökalp	
recognises	the	issues	facing	the	Ottoman	Empire	and,	thus,	the	Turkish	people.	Gökalp	provides	limited	
commentary	on	changes,	and	instead	discusses	what	should	be	done	in	very	broad	terms.	While	it	is	not	
expected	 for	 Gökalp	 to	 deal	 with	 the	 finer	 intricacies	 of	 a	 massive	 project	 of	 modernisation,	 his	
presentation	 still	 requires	 more	 detail.	 Gökalp	 does	 provide	 commentary	 on	 particular	 aspects	 of	
modernisation,	 these	 reflections	 are	 insufficiently	 radical	 to	 adequately	 address	 the	 social	 issues	 he	
analysed.	For	instance,	he	notes	that	the	modern	Turkish	nation	should	strive	to	remove	corruption	in	
the	 state	 (Parla,	 1985,	 p.	 114),	 without	 elaborating	 further	 on	 any	 specifics.	 As	 such,	we	 seem	 to	 find	
Gökalp’s	reforms	and	changes	which	he	wished	for	are	informed	by	a	less	critical	interpretation	of	the	
Turkish	condition.	

Ultimately,	 these	 are	 the	 two	 main	 issues	 that	 need	 to	 be	 considered	 more.	 First,	 there	 are	 the	
contradictory	philosophic	roots	of	Gökalp’s	thought.	Gökalp	does	not	elaborate	on	the	specific	nature	of	
how	his	view	of	a	communitarian	Turkish	nation	is	to	be	reconciled	with	his	idea	of	individual	liberty	in	
the	Rousseauian	manner.	 Secondly,	 there	 is	 the	 issue	of	difference	between	Gökalp’s	 critique	 and	his	
proposed	reforms.	This	is	particularly	notable	in	his	modernisation	thesis,	where	Gökalp	does	not	provide	
much	detail	as	to	how	modernisation	should	occur,	barring	simple	commentary	regarding	maintaining	
Turkish	culture	through	modernisation.	The	overarching	problem	this	article	has	demonstrated	is	that	
the	 problems	 of	 Gökalp’s	 thought	 do	 not	 lie	 in	 the	 practical	 cohesiveness	 of	 his	 philosophy	 nor	 the	
potential	 friction	 between	 them.	 Rather,	 I	 have	 tried	 to	 show	 that	when	 concepts	 are	 understood	 in	
context,	whatever	issues	observed	become	not	as	substantive.	What	has	been	revealed	is	that	Gökalp’s	
arguments	are	simply	lacking	in	specificity.		

	
CHAPTER	VIII:	CONCLUSION	
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What	has	so	far	been	discussed	demonstrates	that	a	closer	study	of	Gökalp	is	needed,	especially	as	his	
social	analysis	remains	applicable	to	the	Turkish	nation	today.	His	methodical	and	innovative	analysis	of	
Turkish	 society	 not	 only	 provided	 the	 foundation	 for	 further	 Turkish	 studies,	 but	more	 importantly,	
played	a	foundational	role	in	providing	the	political	underpinnings	for	the	revolutionaries	of	the	Republic.		

Given	this	important	consideration,	it	is	surprising	to	find	that	TIM	has	not	received	the	level	of	scholarly	
analysis	 it	 deserves.	 It	 can	 be	 assumed	 that	 the	 scholarship	 viewed	 TIM	 as	 outdated	 and	 that	 The	
Principles	was	deemed	to	be	the	updated,	modernised	version	of	Gökalp’s	thought.	I	do	not	think	this	is	
the	case.	The	two	works	are	written	with	different	assumptions.	TIM	concerns	 itself	with	a	rich	social	
critique	centred	around	the	reconciliation	of	the	three	concepts.	It	was	written	during	the	time	of	the	
Empire	so	we	must	understand	it	within	that	context.	Conversely,	The	Principles,	published	shortly	before	
the	proclamation	of	the	Republic,	recognised	the	different	contexts	in	which	analysis	needed	to	occur.	
While	certainly	there	is	overlap	between	the	two,	it	would	be	wrong	to	consider	TIM	as	simply	a	prologue	
to	The	Principles;	there	existed	notable	differences	in	understandings	of	Turanism	and	Islam	between	the	
two	texts.	A	substantial	amount	of	literature	has	been	written	regarding	The	Principles,	unfortunately,	an	
uncomfortable	proportion	has	been	polemic	writings	that	hold	little	academic	significance.	This	makes	
sense	within	the	wider	context	of	20th	century	Turkish	government	policy,	which	was	to	promote	the	
secular	 republic	 to	 a	 quasi-religious	 status.	 The	 interpretation	 we	 do	 have,	 however,	 recognises	 the	
importance	of	Gökalp’s	work.	

In	terms	of	the	critiques	presented	in	this	article,	it	is	important	to	note	the	two	different	forms.	First,	
there	are	the	practical	critiques	to	which	Gökalp’s	work	has	been	subjected	through	the	years.	This	article	
has	demonstrated	that	the	scholarship’s	disproportionate	focus	on	the	practical	viability	of	his	thought	is	
not	as	crucial	when	contextualising	his	thought,	as	shown.	When	contextualised,	we	see	that	Gökalp’s	
thought	does	not	necessarily	require	reconciliation,	nor	does	one	concept	subsume	another,	but	rather	
each	component	of	the	triad	is	complementary	to	the	aim	of	Turkism.	The	second	line	of	critique	is	much	
more	abstract	and	substantial.	A	reconciliation	is	only	needed	in	Gökalp’s	thought	when	abstracting	his	
practical	reforms.	While	Gökalp	does	not	explicitly	discuss	his	philosophy	and	methodology,	his	practical	
recommendations	are	indicative	of	a	certain	philosophical	underpinning.	Yet,	I	think	it	is	notable	that	the	
question	of	philosophic	reconcilability	is	not	substantive	either.	While	indeed	there	are	issues	of	political	
philosophy	that	are	present,	Gökalp’s	radical	approach	to	reforming	the	Turkish	nation	in	a	pragmatic	
capacity	excuses	him.	When	we	consider	the	essence	of	the	concepts	in	the	manner	we	have,	we	see	that	
the	potential	contradictions	are	not	fundamental.	Rather,	they	originate	from	a	lack	of	elaboration	and	
clarification	on	Gökalp’s	part.	In	addition,	I	also	do	not	think	that	the	merits	of	Gökalp’s	work	lie	in	his	
foundational	political	philosophy	or	in	his	methodology.	To	give	an	example,	instead	of	placing	Gökalp	
amongst	thinkers	like	Hegel,	Kant,	and	Rousseau,	political	philosophers	that	(claim	to)	formulate	their	
theories	ab	initio,	I	would	instead	compare	Gökalp	to	Lenin	and	Trotsky.	Gökalp,	foremost,	was	a	tactician	
concerned	 primarily	 with	 a	 practical	 version	 of	 politics.	 While	 this	 does	 not	 absolve	 Gökalp	 of	 his	
shortcomings,	it	instead	shows	that	we	need	to	apply	the	critique	relevant	to	the	approach	that	Gökalp	
was	taking.	That	approach	was	the	answer	to	the	question	central	to	all	of	his	works:	‘How	do	we	achieve	
true	Turkishness?’	

With	these	various	considerations	in	mind,	it	is	important	to	reiterate	that	the	study	of	Gökalp’s	thought	
is	still	in	its	infancy.	Interpretations	and	studies	of	Gökalp	tend	to	utilise	his	work	for	an	end,	whether	
that	be	the	Republican	end	of	the	Kemalists,	or	the	fascist	groups	who	transcribed	The	Principles	into	the	
Latin	 script.	 The	 disagreements	 discussed	 largely	 stem	 from	 Gökalp’s	 system	 being	 a	 “relatively	
sophisticated	and	nuanced	synthesis	of	elements	that	are	difficult,	but	not	impossible,	to	reconcile”	(Parla,	
1985,	 p.	 104).	 What	 this	 article	 has	 done	 is	 add	 a	 new	 dimension	 to	 the	 scholarship	 of	 Gökalp,	 by	
considering	 his	 earlier	 works	 alongside	 his	 literature	 and	 poetry.	 It	 has	 also	 demonstrated	 that	 the	
question	of	compatibility	or	reconciliation,	amongst	the	concepts	that	the	scholarship	focuses	on,	need	
not	exist	if	we	understand	Gökalp’s	work	in	its	entirety	and	in	the	contextual	manner	as	presented.	As	
such,	I	wish	to	conclude	by	considering	that	further	research	into	Gökalp	and	other	Ottoman	political	
thinkers	must	 first	 start	 by	 understanding	 the	 specific	meanings	 of	 the	words	 that	 each	 author	 uses.	
Meanings	we	might	ascribe	to	concepts	presently	are	likely	not	aligned	with	how	thinkers	understood	
them	over	a	century	ago.	Contextual	analyses	must	be	at	the	centre	of	further	research,	not	only	in	the	
study	of	Gökalp,	but	for	all	of	Ottoman	political	thought.	

Kerem	Mumyakmaz	
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APPENDIX	
Glossary	

Örf:	Traditional	or	customary	practices	within	a	given	society,	particularly	significant	in	Islamic	and	Ottoman	Turkish	contexts.	

Kızıl	Elma:	Literally	translating	as	‘Red	Apple’,	this	is	a	Turkic	mythological	concept	representing	an	idealised,	utopian	homeland	
or	ultimate	national	aspiration.	

Millet	System:	An	Ottoman	administrative	structure	allowing	different	religious	communities	considerable	autonomy,	especially	
in	civil	affairs.	

Sufism:	A	mystical	dimension	of	Islam,	characterised	by	a	personal,	inner	experience	of	faith	rather	than	rigid	adherence	to	
dogmatic	rules.	

Tanzimat	Reforms:	A	series	of	19th-century	Ottoman	reforms	aimed	at	modernising	the	empire’s	legal,	administrative,	and	social	
structures	along	Western	lines.	

Turanism:	A	nationalist	ideology	advocating	cultural	or	political	unity	among	Turkic-speaking	peoples	across	Central	Asia.	

Ummah:	The	global	community	of	Muslims,	understood	generally	as	transcending	ethnic	and	political	boundaries.	

Laïcité:	A	strict	form	of	secularism,	notably	influential	in	Turkish	republicanism,	advocating	separation	of	religion	from	public	
and	political	life.	Also	usually	understood	as	the	state	taking	an	active	role	in	what	the	majority	religion	is.	
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This	article	critically	examines	Chinese	exceptionalism	by	de-essentialising	dominant	narratives	that	overly	
emphasise	 Confucian	 pacifism	 while	 overlooking	 the	 influence	 of	 Legalism.	 Exceptionalism,	 as	
conceptualised	by	Nymalm	and	Plagemann	(2019),	reflects	a	paradox	between	universality	and	particularity,	
with	Chinese	exceptionalism	projecting	a	narrative	of	moral	superiority	rooted	in	Confucian	ideals.	However,	
this	 narrative	 often	 disregards	 the	 pragmatic,	 amoral	 principles	 of	 Legalism,	 which	 historically	 shaped	
China’s	domestic	and	foreign	policies.	Through	qualitative	case	studies	of	Confucianism	and	Legalism,	this	
study	deconstructs	the	myth	of	Chinese	exceptionalism,	revealing	that	China’s	historical	approach	to	power	
reflects	 a	 blend	 of	 Confucian	 rhetoric	 and	 Legalist	 realism.	 While	 Confucianism	 promotes	 ideals	 of	
harmonious	 inclusion	and	benevolent	governance,	Legalism	advocates	 for	strict	control,	 legal	order,	and	
power	maximisation.	 By	 highlighting	 the	 duality	 between	 these	 two	 philosophical	 traditions,	 this	 work	
challenges	 the	 notion	 that	 China’s	 rise	 will	 inherently	 follow	 a	 peaceful	 trajectory	 rooted	 in	 Confucian	
pacifism.	 Instead,	 it	 argues	 that	 contemporary	Chinese	 foreign	 policy	 under	Xi	 Jinping	 reflects	 a	 hybrid	
model,	 combining	 Confucian	 discourse	 with	 Legalist	 pragmatism.	 This	 deconstruction	 of	 Chinese	
exceptionalism	 provides	 policymakers	 and	 scholars	 with	 a	 more	 nuanced	 framework	 to	 assess	 China’s	
foreign	policy	and	its	implications	for	global	power	dynamics.	
	
	
INTRODUCTION	
In	International	Relations	(IR),	great	powers	often	invoke	exceptionalism	to	differentiate	themselves	from	
others.	 Exceptionalism	 is	 a	 complex	 concept,	 intertwined	 with	 a	 state’s	 history,	 culture,	 religion,	
philosophy,	 ethics,	 and	 more.	 Nymalm	 and	 Plagemann	 (2019,	 pp.	 14-15)	 effectively	 conceptualise	
exceptionalism	as	a	paradox	between	the	universal	and	the	specific.	It	involves	the	claim	to	a	unique	and	
exclusive	understanding	of	the	universal	common	good	and	the	inclination	to	implement	it	beyond	its	
historical	 context,	 articulated	and	enacted	 through	 foreign	policy.	The	connection	between	a	nation’s	
foreign	 policies	 and	 its	 self-perception	 as	 a	 singular	 society	 or	 civilisation,	 often	 tied	 to	 a	 superior	
revelation	 or	 spiritual	 essence,	 underscores	 the	 idea	 of	 exceptionalism.	 This	 connection	 creates	 the	
exceptionalism	 paradox.	On	 the	 one	 hand,	 it	 reflects	 exceptionalism’s	 universality	 by	 claiming	moral	
superiority	over	nearly	all	other	societies,	motivating	the	exceptionalist	nation	to	pursue	what	it	perceives	
as	 a	 universal	 common	 good	 in	 its	 foreign	 policy.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 it	 reflects	 exceptionalism’s	
particularity	by	suggesting	that	other	societies	are	incapable	of	replicating	the	unique	attributes	of	the	
exceptional	 state.	Nymalm	and	Plagemann	 (2019,	pp.	 18-19)	categorise	 four	 types	of	exceptionalism	 in	
foreign	 policy:	 imperialist,	 civilisational,	 internationalist,	 and	 globalist	 exceptionalism.	 Notably,	
civilisational	exceptionalism	stands	out	as	the	predominant	discourse,	particularly	with	the	rise	of	the	
concept	 of	 “civilisational	 state,”	 as	 articulated	 by	China,	 Turkey,	 India,	 Russia,	 and	 the	United	 States	
(Acharya,	2020,	p.	 139).	Civilisational	exceptionalism	is	characterised	by	 its	model	approach	to	 foreign	
policy	and	its	tendency	to	seek	exceptions	in	international	political	matters.	Although	exceptionalism	is	
not	exclusively	a	phenomenon	of	great	or	superpowers,	the	level	of	power	largely	dictates	the	attention	
that	discourses	on	exceptionalism	receive	(Nymalm	and	Plagemann,	2019,	pp.	19-20).	

This	 article	 explores	 the	 intricate	 discourse	 surrounding	 Chinese	 exceptionalism	 within	 the	 IR	 field.	
Undoubtedly,	China	has	emerged	as	a	major	global	power	whose	actions	significantly	influence	IR	and	
global	power	dynamics,	as	evidenced	by	the	ongoing	Sino-American	competition.	Understanding	Chinese	
exceptionalism	is	crucial	for	explaining	how	China	perceives	its	role	and	strategies	on	the	world	stage.	
Such	insight	also	aids	policymakers	worldwide	in	developing	informed	and	effective	foreign	policies	and	
diplomatic	 strategies	 in	 response	 to	 China’s	 actions	 and	 policies.	 This	 paper	 disentangles	 Chinese	
exceptionalism	by	highlighting	the	misinterpretation	of	Confucianism	and	the	omission	of	Legalism	in	
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mainstream	 discourse.	 By	 addressing	 these	 gaps,	 future	 academic	 discussions	 can	 approach	 Chinese	
exceptionalism	from	a	new	dimension,	and	policymakers	can	gain	a	more	comprehensive	understanding	
of	China’s	foreign	policy	beyond	the	veil	of	Chinese	exceptionalism.	

This	paper	begins	with	a	literature	review	that	examines	various	perspectives	on	Chinese	exceptionalism,	
covering	both	its	historical	roots	and	contemporary	manifestations.	This	historical	perspective	provides	a	
foundation	 for	 understanding	 the	 current	 expressions	 of	Chinese	 exceptionalism	 in	 IR.	The	 literature	
review	also	considers	dissenting	voices	and	critics	of	Chinese	exceptionalism,	 identifying	the	gaps	this	
article	seeks	to	address.	The	second	part	of	this	work	outlines	the	research	methodology,	which	employs	
qualitative	case	studies.	The	third	part	is	the	central	section	that	de-essentialises	China	through	two	case	
studies:	Confucianism	and	Legalism.	Although	the	discussion	is	primarily	theoretical,	a	brief	comparison	
is	made	between	Chinese	exceptionalism	and	China’s	foreign	policy	before	the	conclusion.	

LITERATURE	REVIEW	
The	discourse	surrounding	Chinese	exceptionalism	is	gaining	prominence,	driven	by	China's	status	as	the	
foremost	rising	power	and	Beijing’s	efforts	to	address	its	soft	power	deficit	(Zhang,	2011;	Callahan,	2012;	
Wang,	2014).	The	current	Chinese	president,	Xi	Jinping,	likely	adheres	to	Chinese	exceptionalism,	given	
his	inclination	towards	Chinese	nationalism.	He	often	appeals	to	China’s	illustrious	culture	and	history	to	
shape	both	China’s	domestic	and	foreign	policies.	In	a	2014	speech,	Xi	stated,	“The	Chinese	nation	has	
always	been	peace-loving.	Our	love	for	peace	is	also	deeply	rooted	in	Confucianism.	Since	ancient	times,	
Chinese	people	have	esteemed	ideas	preaching	peace:	 ‘Coordinate	and	seek	harmony	with	all	nations,’	
‘Within	 the	 four	 seas,	 all	men	 are	 brothers,’	 ‘A	 far-off	 relative	 is	 not	 as	 helpful	 as	 a	 near	 neighbour,’	
‘Neighbours	wish	each	other	well,	just	as	loved	ones	do	to	each	other,’	‘A	warlike	state,	no	matter	how	big,	
will	inevitably	die.’	The	love	for	peace	has	been	firmly	embedded	in	the	spiritual	world	of	the	Chinese	
nation	 and	 remains	 China’s	 basic	 stance	 in	 handling	 international	 relations.”	 Similar	 sentiments	 are	
echoed	 in	his	other	 speeches	 and	official	Chinese	documents,	 aligning	with	 the	emphasis	on	Chinese	
characteristics	 consistently	 highlighted	 by	 the	 Chinese	 Communist	 Party	 (CCP)	 (Xi,	 2021;	 The	 State	
Council,	2011;	The	State	Council,	2005).	

As	Zhang	suggested,	there	are	generally	three	waves	of	Chinese	exceptionalism:	imperial	China	(221	BC-
AD	1911),	 the	revolutionary	People's	Republic	of	China	(PRC)	(1949-1976),	and	post-1976	contemporary	
Chinese	 exceptionalism	 (Zhang,	 2013,	 p.	 308).	 It	 is	 impossible	 to	 comprehend	 contemporary	 Chinese	
exceptionalism	without	understanding	its	historical	manifestations,	as	post-1911	Chinese	exceptionalism	
draws	heavily	from	the	imperial	legacy.	The	development	of	Chinese	exceptionalism	is	primarily	anchored	
on	China's	continuous	civilisation,	which	spans	thousands	of	years.	

Zhang,	however,	overlooks	Chinese	exceptionalism	during	the	republican	era	(1911-1949).	Despite	China's	
material	backwardness	at	the	time,	nationalist	leader	Sun	Yat-sen	promoted	the	distinctiveness	and	moral	
superiority	of	Chinese	civilisation	compared	to	their	Western	counterparts	(Acharya,	2020,	p.	144;	Sun,	
1941).	 Given	 China’s	 semi-colonial	 status	 during	 this	 period,	 that	 strand	 of	 Chinese	 exceptionalism	
attracted	little	attention,	both	then	and	afterwards.	Furthermore,	it	reflected	the	Pan-Asianist	discourse	
of	the	late	19th	century	and	early	20th	century,	though	this	connection	is	often	overlooked	today	due	to	
Imperial	Japan’s	use	of	Pan-Asianism	to	justify	its	imperialist	ambitions	(Duara,	2001).	

This	literature	review	focuses	on	Chinese	exceptionalism	in	Imperial	China	(Ming	and	Qing	Dynasties)	
and	post-1978	(Reform	and	Opening	Up)	Chinese	exceptionalism.	The	latter	is	crucial	for	understanding	
contemporary	China’s	foreign	policy	and	soft	power,	having	the	former	as	its	most	significant	source	of	
development.	Mao’s	version	of	Chinese	exceptionalism	is	unique	compared	to	the	other	two	strands.	It	
blended	traditional	tian	xia	(All	Under	Heaven,	天下;	this	term	is	defined	in	the	following	paragraphs)	
aspirations	 with	 the	 modern	 ideology	 of	 communism	 (Chen,	 2001;	 Xu,	 2010).	 In	 fact,	 Mao	 Zedong	
denigrated	Confucianism,	believing	that	“political	power	grows	out	of	the	barrel	of	a	gun”	(Mao,	1974,	p.	
61).	This	revolutionary	and	offensive	dimension	of	Mao’s	exceptionalism	is	unlikely	to	be	revived	and	is	
thus	only	briefly	mentioned	here.	

CHINESE	EXCEPTIONALISM	IN	IMPERIAL	CHINA	
The	concept	of	exceptionalism	in	Imperial	China	was	embodied	in	the	claims	of	its	rulers	and	elite	class	
regarding	China’s	 central	 and	 superior	 position	 in	 the	world,	 along	with	 assertions	 of	 a	 peace-loving	
Confucian	foreign	policy.	Historically,	Chinese	exceptionalism	arose	from	two	significant	factors:	the	early	
development	of	Chinese	civilisation	and	the	absence	of	rival	civilisations	nearby	(Zhang,	2013,	p.	308).	
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John	Fairbank	(1968,	pp.1-2)	writes,	"Age,	size,	and	wealth	all	made	China	the	natural	center	of	this	East	
Asian	world.	Geography	kept	the	whole	region	separate	from	West	and	South	Asia	and	made	it	the	most	
distinctive	of	all	the	great	cultural	areas."	China’s	name,	Zhongguo	(中国),	meaning	"Middle	Kingdom,"	
prima	facie	indicates	Imperial	China’s	view	of	its	centrality	in	the	world	(Zhang,	2013,	p.	308).	

The	 academic	 discussion	 of	 Chinese	 exceptionalism	 in	 Imperial	 China	 frequently	 references	 two	
intertwined	concepts:	the	tributary	system	and	tianxia	(天下,	All	Under	Heaven).	The	seminal	literature	
from	Fairbank	(1942,	1953,	1968)	provides	valuable	insights	into	the	Imperial	Chinese	tributary	system.	To	
put	it	simply,	the	tributary	system	posited	China	as	deserving	of	tribute	from	foreign	leaders,	who	were,	
in	turn,	obligated	to	fulfil	roles	as	subordinate	or	tributary	states.	According	to	David	Kang	(2010),	the	
tributary	 system	 represented	 the	 international	 order	 in	 East	 Asia,	 with	 China	 at	 its	 centre.	 It	 was	 a	
hierarchical	and	stable	system,	especially	 from	1368	to	1841,	as	the	idea	of	Pax	Sinica	suggests.	Tianxia	
reflects	China’s	assertion	of	Confucian	moral	authority	over	 the	known	world,	with	Chinese	emperors	
considering	themselves	as	the	“Son	of	Heaven”	at	the	apex	of	the	hierarchy	(Zhang,	2013,	p.	308).	Thus,	
the	 tributary	 system	 was	 a	 materialisation	 of	 China’s	 tianxiaism.	 Zhang	 (2013,	 p.	 308)	 describes	
Sinocentrism	as	the	“most	noteworthy,	consistent,	and	important	dimension	of	the	imperial	discourse.”	
It	provides	a	rich	reservoir	for	modern	China	to	develop	its	exceptionalism.	

CONTEMPORARY	CHINESE	EXCEPTIONALISM	
Contemporary	 Chinese	 exceptionalism	 largely	 arises	 from	 Beijing's	 ambition	 to	 construct	 a	 strategic	
narrative	and	ideological	rationale	that	supports	a	stable	external	environment	for	China’s	resurgence	as	
a	 great	 power	 in	 today’s	 global	 order.	 Zhang	 (2013,	 p.	 310)	 argues	 that	 contemporary	 Chinese	
exceptionalism	comprises	three	interconnected	features	derived	from	Imperial	Chinese	exceptionalism:	
great	power	reformism,	benevolent	pacifism,	and	harmonious	inclusionism.	

Indeed,	 both	Chinese	 people	 and	 political	 elites	 harbour	 a	 great	 power	 dream	derived	 from	 Imperial	
China’s	concept	of	the	“heavenly	dynasty”	(天朝,	tianchao)	(Ren,	2009,	p.	135).	In	an	article	by	prominent	
Chinese	 IR	 scholar	Yan	Xuetong	 (2001,	p.	 33),	he	 states,	 “The	history	of	 superpower	 status	makes	 the	
Chinese	people	very	proud	of	their	country	on	the	one	hand,	and	on	the	other	hand,	very	sad	about	China’s	
current	 international	 status.	They	believe	China’s	decline	 is	 a	historical	mistake	 they	 should	 correct.”	
However,	as	a	great	power,	China	aims	not	to	follow	the	historical	trajectory	of	Western	and	Japanese	
powers,	which	conquered	and	colonised	many	other	nations.	 Instead,	a	rising	China	strives	 to	build	a	
peaceful	and	harmonious	world	by	sharing	the	benefits	of	its	development	with	the	world	(Zhang,	2007;	
Zhang,	2013,	p.	311).	The	best	example	is	the	Belt	and	Road	Initiative	(BRI),	comparable	to	Japanese	official	
development	assistance	(ODA),	through	which	many	Eastern	and	Southeastern	Asian	countries	improved	
their	infrastructure	(Söderberg,	2010,	p.	37).	

The	concept	of	benevolent	pacifism	overlaps	greatly	with	great	power	reformism.	This	idea	is	rooted	in	
the	 historical	 narrative	 of	 Imperial	 China’s	 peaceful	 and	 defensive	 foreign	 policy,	 shaped	 largely	 by	
Chinese	culture.	Consequently,	the	PRC	is	expected	to	rise	peacefully,	as	peace	is	considered	part	of	the	
"DNA"	of	Chinese	culture	(Zhang,	2013,	pp.	311-312).	

Harmonious	inclusionism	consists	of	a	set	of	interconnected	ideas	that	challenge	the	notion	of	a	single	
nation,	ideology,	or	methodology	dominating	global	politics.	Instead,	it	advocates	for	a	receptive,	open-
minded	 approach	 to	worldwide	 diverse	 political	 and	 cultural	 traditions.	 Through	 this	 concept,	China	
seeks	to	enhance	its	engagement	with	the	global	community.	Beyond	merely	recognising	the	importance	
of	 integrating	 various	 political	 and	 cultural	 traditions	 into	 international	 governance,	 “harmonious	
inclusionism”	champions	the	involvement	of	all	nations	in	pursuing	collective	security,	growth,	and	well-
being	through	open,	reciprocal	multilateralism	and	cooperation.	This	aims	to	achieve	shared	and	universal	
prosperity	for	all	countries,	not	just	major	powers.		

China	proposes	extending	the	benefits	of	 its	growth	to	other	nations,	 respecting	political	and	cultural	
differences	 rather	 than	 imposing	 its	 political	 system	 on	 others,	 and	 working	 towards	 establishing	 a	
“harmonious	world.”	This	approach	embodies	the	Confucian	idea	of	“harmony	in	diversity”	(和而不同,	he	
er	bu	tong).	In	Confucian	philosophy,	“he”	represents	harmony	(acknowledging	differences	while	blending	
interactions),	 and	 “tong”	 signifies	 uniformity.	Hence,	 the	 phrase	 suggests	 that	 the	 ideal	 person	 seeks	
harmony	with	 others	without	 necessarily	 adopting	 their	 views.	 Chinese	 intellectuals	 often	 argue	 that	
China’s	 integrated	 approach	 to	 reasoning	 downplays	 individualism	 while	 fostering	 the	 peaceful	
coexistence	of	diverse	elements,	thereby	showing	tolerance	towards	other	cultures	and	welcoming	the	
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integration	of	various	traditions	into	a	cohesive	process	of	reconciling	differences	(Zhang,	2013,	pp.	311-
312).	

In	 the	 contemporary	 world,	 China’s	 harmonious	 inclusionism	 challenges	 Western	 universalism	 by	
proposing	alternative	approaches.		William	Callahan	(2004)	argues	that	“harmony	in	diversity”	reflects	a	
flexible	approach	that	uses	diversity	and	uncertainty	as	tools	to	achieve	the	ideal	state	of	“great	harmony.”	
This	concept	implies	that	nations	should	engage	in	peaceful	interactions	while	maintaining	their	unique	
perspectives	in	international	relations.	This	ensures	that	differences	in	opinion	do	not	hinder	amicable	
relations,	 positive	 engagements,	 or	 cooperative	 efforts	 beneficial	 to	 all	 involved	 (Ding,	 2005,	 p.	 29).	
However,	Callahan	(2016)	holds	reservations	about	the	inclusiveness	of	Chinese	foreign	policy	in	practice,	
citing	the	deliberate	exclusion	of	the	US	and	Japan	from	the	“inclusive”	Belt	and	Road	Initiative.	

(2a)	Civilisational	State/Sino-Speak		
The	 rise	 of	 Chinese	 exceptionalism	 coincides	 with	 the	 emergence	 of	 the	 Chinese	 civilisational	 state	
discourse,	often	referred	to	as	"Sino-speak,"	a	term	coined	by	Callahan	(2012,	p.	33).	This	discourse	justifies	
Chinese	 exceptionalism	 by	 portraying	 China	 as	 a	 civilisation	 completely	 different	 from,	 and	 perhaps	
superior	to,	the	West.	

Callahan	(2012,	p.	34)	identifies	Martin	Jacques	as	a	prime	example	of	"Sino-speak"	through	his	seminal	
work,	When	China	Rules	the	World:	The	End	of	the	Western	World	and	the	Birth	of	a	New	Global	Order.	
However,	he	overlooks	another	critical	contemporary	Chinese	scholar,	Zhang	Weiwei,	the	director	of	the	
China	 Institute	 at	 Fudan	 University,	 who	 authored	 the	 well-known	 book	The	 China	Wave:	 Rise	 of	 a	
Civilizational	 State.	 Indeed,	 other	 scholars	might	 also	 be	 classified	 under	 “Sino-speak.”	 For	 example,	
Lucian	Pye	(1992,	p.	1162)	views	China	as	“a	civilisation	pretending	to	be	a	nation-state.”	In	contrast	to	
Zhang	and	Jacques,	Pye's	analysis	is	more	introspective,	focusing	on	how	China’s	historical	and	cultural	
legacies	influence	the	behaviour	and	attitudes	of	its	leaders	and	citizens	rather	than	starkly	differentiating	
China	from	the	West	(Pye,	1990).	Nevertheless,	given	Zhang	and	Jacques’	active	roles	in	academia	and	
media,	this	paper	focuses	exclusively	on	their	perspectives.	

Martin	Jacques	introduces	the	concept	of	China	as	a	"civilisational	state,"	a	term	that	sets	China’s	socio-
political	identity	apart	from	the	typical	nation-state	model	prevalent	in	the	West.	Jacques	argues	that	the	
civilisational	 state	 views	 itself	 as	 uniquely	 grounded	 in	 its	 cultural	 mission,	 extensive	 history,	 vast	
territory,	 and	 Confucian	 philosophy.	 This	 contrasts	 with	 the	 Western	 notion	 of	 a	 nation-state,	
characterised	by	a	relatively	modern	historical	narrative,	defined	borders,	and	a	homogenous	national	
culture.	 Thus,	 the	 expectation	 for	 China	 to	 "Westernise"	 is	 deemed	 unrealistic.	 Jacques	 argues	 that,	
operating	 as	 a	 "civilisational	 state,"	 China’s	 politics,	 governance,	 and	 foreign	 relations	 fundamentally	
diverge	 from	Western	practices.	He	notes	 that	 the	Chinese	state's	more	paternalistic	and	meritocratic	
approach,	rooted	in	Confucian	ideals,	informs	its	governance	model	focused	on	stability,	order,	and	the	
collective	good	rather	than	individual	freedoms.	Jacques	posits	that	China	seeks	not	to	export	its	model	
or	 ideology	 but	 to	 earn	 respect	 and	 influence	 through	 its	 distinctive	 status	 and	 historical	 legacy	 in	
international	 relations.	 He	 speculates	 that	 as	 China	 gains	 global	 prominence,	 its	 approach	 as	 a	
civilisational	state	may	challenge	the	Westphalian	international	system,	potentially	reviving	the	tributary	
system	(Jacques,	2009).	

Zhang	Weiwei	characterises	China	as	"the	rise	of	a	civilisational	state	which	has	amalgamated	the	world's	
largest	continuous	civilisation	with	a	huge	modern	state"	(Zhang,	2012,	p.	47).	He	defines	a	civilisational	
state	 as	 a	 product	 of	 "hundreds	 of	 states	 amalgamated	 into	 one"	 throughout	 China's	 extensive	 and	
continuous	history	 (Zhang,	2012,	p.	53).	His	perspective	 shares	 some	similarities	with	Martin	 Jacques’,	
particularly	in	the	belief	that	due	to	its	unique	history,	China	will	not	and	should	not	align	with	Western	
norms	in	domestic	politics	and	foreign	policy.	However,	Zhang	disagrees	with	Jacques	on	whether	China	
will	 revive	some	 form	of	 the	ancient	 tributary	system.	He	contends	 that	 Jacques	still	 sees	an	 inherent	
tension	between	nation-state	and	civilisation-state	models.	Furthermore,	while	Zhang	does	not	agree	with	
Jacques	on	the	notion	of	racial	superiority,	his	discussion	of	the	Chinese	"civilisational	state"	nonetheless	
implies	a	certain	superiority	of	Chinese	civilisation	(Zhang,	2012).	

(2b)	Chinese	IR	Theory		
Since	the	1990s,	the	scholarship	of	Chinese	International	Relations	Theory	(IRT)	has	emerged,	led	by	three	
prominent	scholars:	Yan	Xuetong,	Zhao	Tingyang,	and	Qin	Yaqing.	According	to	Do	(2015,	p.	24),	 the	
creation	 of	 the	 "Chinese	 School	 of	 IR"	 signifies	 a	 "generational	 change	 in	 Chinese	 social	 sciences,	
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particularly	the	professionalisation	of	its	IR	community	and	their	aspiration	to	'catch	up'	with	the	global	
intellectual	 community."	 These	 scholars	 criticise	 Western	 IR	 theories	 as	 "Eurocentric"	 in	 their	
interpretation	of	non-Western	countries'	foreign	policies	(Woon,	2018).	

As	the	leading	figure	of	the	“Tsinghua	School,”	Yan	(2013)	introduces	moral	realism	in	his	book	Ancient	
Chinese	Thought,	Modern	Chinese	Power,	following	a	detailed	examination	of	Pre-Qin	(approximately	770	
BC-221	 BC)	 philosophy.	 'Moral	 realism,'	 as	 articulated	 by	 Yan	 Xuetong,	 signifies	 a	 departure	 from	
traditional	 realist	 perspectives	 that	 emphasise	 power	 politics	 and	 strategic	 considerations,	 neglecting	
moral	or	ethical	dimensions.	He	differentiates	between	hegemony	or	'ba'	(霸)	and	humane	authority	or	
'wang'	(王).	The	former	relies	on	material	power,	exemplified	by	US	hegemony,	while	the	latter	depends	
on	moral	 leadership.	Yan	argues	that	moral	 leadership	is	more	significant	than	economic	and	military	
power,	deriving	from	the	personal	authority	of	a	state’s	leader,	the	ministers	they	appoint,	and	the	policies	
they	pursue.	Virtuous	leadership	from	a	leading	power	in	international	relations	is	likely	to	win	global	
hearts	and	minds,	contributing	to	a	stable	interstate	system.	

Zhao	Tingyang	(2006)	is	known	for	his	tianxia	theory	in	Chinese	IR	theories,	which	he	elaborates	on	in	
Rethinking	Empire	from	a	Chinese	Concept	‘All-Under-Heaven’	(Tian-xia,	天下).	All-under-heaven	means	
an	 institutional	world	 that	 is	 fundamentally	different	 from	conventional	military	 empires	 such	 as	 the	
Roman	Empire	and	imperial	empires	such	as	the	British	Empire	(Tingyang,	2006,	p.	30).	Zhao	defines	the	
utopia	of	All-Under-Heaven	as	“an	extendedly-defined	world	society	with	harmony,	communication,	and	
cooperation	of	all	nations,	guaranteed	by	a	commonly-agreed	institution”(Tingyang,	2006,	p.	36).	Zhao	
thinks	Chinese	political	methodology	is	essentially	different	from	the	Western	one	(Tingyang,	2006,	pp.	
30-31).	Chinese	political	 thought	conceptualises	order	 through	the	prism	of	world/society,	envisioning	
governance	 as	 an	 extension	 of	 harmonious	 relations	 on	 a	 global	 scale.	 In	 contrast,	Western	 political	
thought	is	anchored	in	the	paradigm	of	the	nation/state,	construing	sovereignty	as	a	self-contained	entity	
defined	by	geographical,	territorial,	and	juridical	boundaries.		Zhao	(2006,	p.	36)	also	compares	the	All-
Under-Heaven	pattern	with	the	United	Nations	pattern	and	argues	that	the	former	is	more	successful,	as	
demonstrated	by	the	long	periods	of	peace	and	stability	in	Chinese	history.	Zhao	(2006,	p.	37)	believes	
that	 the	 different	 philosophies	 of	 the	 two	 patterns	 explain	 the	 consequential	 differences:	 All-Under-
Heaven	understands	the	oneness	of	the	world	as	“harmony	with	differences,”	whereas	the	United	Nations	
understands	 the	 oneness	 of	 the	world	 as	 a	mission	 of	Western	modernity.	 Therefore,	 the	All-Under-
Heaven	theory	 is	holistic	and	 inclusive.	Zhao	suggests	 that	 it	should	be	the	best	philosophy	for	world	
governance.	Zhao	(2021)	further	articulates	his	tianxia	theory	in	his	newest	book,	All	under	Heaven:	The	
Tianxia	System	 for	a	Possible	World	Order.	He	 (2006,	pp.	 3-4)	 continues	 emphasising	 tianxia	 theory’s	
inclusiveness	 and	 harmoniousness	 by	 comparing	 it	 with	 Western	 binary	 philosophy,	 for	 example,	
Christianity/paganism	and	Samuel	Huntington’s	clash	of	civilisations.	

Qin	Yaqing	(2016),	another	important	scholar	of	the	Chinese	School	of	IR,	developed	relational	theory.	
Qin	sets	Chinese	relationality	against	Western	rationality,	basing	his	 theory	on	Chinese	dialectics.	He	
(2016,	p.	 34)	argues	 that	 individual	 rationality	 is	 “a	defining	element	of	 the	background	knowledge	of	
Western	 culture.”	 Unlike	 the	Hegelian	 'thesis-antithesis'	 approach,	 which	 often	 involves	 conflict	 and	
synthesis	in	an	“either-or”	logic,	Qin	references	Chinese	Zhongyong	(中庸)	dialectics,	symbolised	by	yin	(
阴)	and	yang	(阳),	to	emphasise	a	non-conflictual,	coevolutionary	process	('co-theses'),	which	is	“both-
and”	 logic.	 Zhongyong	dialectics	 lead	 to	harmony	by	 seeking	 a	 balanced	middle	 ground	 for	 common	
interests.	Yin	and	yang	constitute	an	organic	whole	 from	which	any	other	relationship	can	be	seen	as	
being	derived	(Yaqing,	2016,	pp.	39-40).	Qin	(2016,	p.	42)	proposes	that	relational	governance	can	be	“an	
alternative	and	a	complementary	governing	model	to	rule-based	governance.”	Rule-based	governance	is	
designed	to	exploit	the	rationality	of	the	individual	actor,	whereas	relational	governance	is	“a	process	of	
negotiating	sociopolitical	arrangements	that	manage	complex	relationships	in	a	community	to	produce	
order	so	that	members	behave	in	a	reciprocal	and	cooperative	manner	with	mutual	trust	evolved	over	a	
shared	understanding	of	 social	 norms	 and	human	morality"	 (Yaqing,	 2016,	 p.	 43).	 In	 terms	of	 IR,	 the	
mainstream	 IRT	 perceives	 an	 atomistic	 international	 system.	 By	 comparison,	 the	 relational	 approach	
understands	it	as	a	system	of	complex	relations	(Yaqing,	2016,	p.	44).	

However,	Chinese	IRT	proponents	do	not	necessarily	endorse	Chinese	exceptionalism.	They	aim	for	their	
theories	to	be	universal	rather	than	national.	Although	they	theorise	on	indigenous	context,	Chinese	IRT	
does	not	self-exclude	from	Western	IRTs	(Li,	2021,	p.	1399).	For	example,	although	Yan	is	often	labelled	a	
Chinese	IRT	scholar,	his	project	aims	to	create	a	universal	theory	rooted	in	China’s	historical	experience,	
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culture,	and	philosophy	(Kim,	2016,	p.	73).	It	must	be	noted	that	Chinese	IRT	largely	develops	based	on	
Confucianism	or	the	pacifist	part	of	Confucianism.	Zhao’s	tianxia	theory	and	Qin’s	relational	theory	do	
implicitly	suggest	that	their	theories	are	perhaps	better	than	Western	ones	that	tend	to	produce	disorder.	

DISSENTING	CHINESE	NON-EXCEPTIONALISM		
Nonetheless,	the	lure	of	Chinese	exceptionalism	is	not	appealing	to	every	scholar	in	China	and	abroad.		

(3a)	Liu	Mingfu		
In	China,	Liu	Mingfu,	the	author	of	The	China	Dream:	The	Great	Power	Thinking	and	Strategic	Positioning	
of	China	in	the	Post-American	Age	and	a	retired	Chinese	PLA	officer	known	for	his	hawkish	views,	believes	
that	to	safeguard	its	economic	interests,	China	must	enhance	its	military	capabilities	to	counter	American	
power	(Liu,	2015).	Otherwise,	he	argues,	China	would	become	a	"plump	lamb"	vulnerable	to	other	military	
powers	(Liu,	2015,	p.	255).	For	him,	a	nation	cannot	truly	be	a	great	power	without	the	military	strength	
to	support	its	status.	

Interestingly,	despite	his	emphasis	on	military	over	civilian	virtues,	he	does	not	see	a	Sino-US	military	
conflict	 as	 inevitable.	 He	 argues	 that	 China's	 military	 strengthening	 is	 intended	 to	 deter	 a	 US	
attack.		Moreover,	his	book	reflects	some	Confucian	influence,	advocating	that	China,	as	a	great	power,	
should	pursue	the	"kingly	way"	(王道,	wangdao)	rather	than	the	"way	of	the	hegemon"	(霸道,	badao)	(Liu,	
2015),	a	view	also	supported	by	Yan	Xuetong	(2013).	This	nuanced	stance	might	explain	why	Callahan	
(2012,	 p.	 34)	 still	 categorises	 Liu	 as	 part	 of	 "Sino-speak"	 because	he	highlights	 the	Chinese	 version	of	
modernisation	as	opposed	to	Western	modernisation.	

(3b)	John	Mearsheimer	&	John	Ikenberry	
In	the	West,	leading	neo-realist	scholar	John	Mearsheimer	(2014;	2021)	is	markedly	more	pessimistic	than	
Liu	 and	 consistently	 challenges	 the	notion	of	China's	 "peaceful	 rise."	He	posits	 that	 the	 international	
system	 is	anarchic,	 lacking	an	overarching	authority	 to	 regulate	 state	actions.	Within	 this	 framework,	
great	 powers	 inherently	 distrust	 each	 other	 and	 prepare	 for	 the	 worst-case	 scenario.	 Mearsheimer	
contends	that	as	China's	power	grows,	it	will	naturally	aim	to	dominate	Asia,	much	like	the	United	States	
has	sought	dominance	over	the	Western	Hemisphere.	This	ambition	for	regional	supremacy	is	likely	to	
provoke	tensions	and	potentially	conflict	with	the	US.	He	applies	the	concept	of	the	security	dilemma,	in	
which	one	state's	defensive	measures	are	perceived	as	threats	by	others,	resulting	in	an	arms	race	and	
increased	hostility.	He	argues	that	China's	military	strengthening,	intended	to	secure	its	interests,	will	be	
viewed	as	aggressive	by	its	neighbours	and	the	US,	escalating	reciprocal	suspicion	and	military	buildup,	
thus	 rendering	 a	 peaceful	 rise	 highly	 improbable	 (Mearsheimer,	 2014;	 2021).	 Consequently,	 he	 gives	
minimal	consideration	 to	China's	history	and	culture,	viewing	China	as	an	unexceptional	actor	 in	 the	
anarchic	international	system.	Mearsheimer’s	argument	appears	plausible,	as	the	Sino-US	relationship	has	
deteriorated	significantly	since	2016,	with	heightened	tensions	in	the	South	China	Sea	and	the	Taiwan	
Strait.	

In	contrast,	 the	 liberal	 scholar	 John	 Ikenberry	 (2008)	believed	 that	a	Sino-US	power	 transition	would	
unfold	peacefully.	He	argued	that	the	rise	of	China	was	not	comparable	to	other	precedents	of	great	power	
rising	because	China	was	rising	within	the	framework	of	a	well-established	liberal	international	system.	
China	 was	 already	 integrated	 into	 this	 system	 and	 benefiting	 from	 it.	 While	 the	 rise	 of	 China	 was	
unstoppable,	 Ikenberry	 believed	 that	 the	US	 could	 fully	 integrate	China	 into	 the	 liberal	 international	
order,	and	China	would	exercise	its	power	within	the	framework	of	the	international	system.	Thus,	China	
would	replace	US	hegemony	but	not	the	liberal	order	established	by	Washington.	However,	Ikenberry	
was	overly	optimistic	about	the	permanence	of	the	liberal	order	and	underestimated	China’s	ambitions	to	
subvert	it	from	within.	Donald	Trump’s	election	cast	significant	doubt	on	the	rules-based	liberal	order.	
China	does	not	need	to	overturn	the	current	international	order	but	can	substitute	parts	of	it,	such	as	with	
the	establishment	of	the	New	Development	Bank	(NDB)	and	the	Asian	Infrastructure	Investment	Bank	
(AIIB).	His	later	work	also	reflects	the	growing	realisation	of	the	challenges	in	fully	integrating	China	into	
the	rules-based	liberal	order	(Ikenberry,	2017;	Lim	and	Ikenberry,	2023).	

CRITICS	OF	CHINESE	EXCEPTIONALISM		
The	discourse	of	Chinese	exceptionalism	has	undoubtedly	faced	criticism	from	several	scholars.	Callahan	
(2012,	 pp.	 51-52)	 posits	 that	 “Sino-speak”	 is	 evolving	 into	 the	 predominant	 language	 to	 describe	 the	
convergence	of	a	new	form	of	Orientalism	and	the	idea	of	Chinese	exceptionalism.	This	‘Orientalism	with	
Chinese	characteristics’	promotes	Sinic	values	as	 the	ethical	antidote	 to	what	 is	depicted	as	a	morally	
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declining	and	chaotic	world,	primarily	influenced	by	US	geopolitical	interests	(Zhang,	2013).	By	presenting	
ancient	 China	 as	 a	 benign	 regional	 hegemon	 and	 contemporary	 China	 as	 a	 continuation	 of	 Chinese	
civilisation,	 the	 People's	 Republic	 of	 China	 (PRC)	 is	 portrayed	 as	 naturally	 assuming	 the	 role	 of	 a	
responsible	power.	Woon	(2018,	p.	77)	reflects	on	how	Chinese	exceptionalism	grants	discursive	legitimacy	
to	the	notion	of	Sino-centric	dominance	in	the	21st	century,	limiting	the	range	of	alternative	visions	for	
China’s	future.	Ho	(2014,	p.	165)	contends	that	both	Chinese	exceptionalism	and	non-exceptionalism,	as	
viewed	by	John	Mearsheimer,	tend	to	essentialise	China	into	an	absolute	identity,	leaving	no	room	for	
nuance.	This	binary	perspective	is	counterproductive	for	comprehending	China’s	aspirations	for	power	
within	the	international	system.	

More	crucially,	both	contemporary	and	imperial	forms	of	Chinese	exceptionalism	are	often	constructed	
through	tactics	such	as	selective	interpretation	of	history	and	romanticising	Chinese	heritage.	Callahan	
(2012,	p.	37)	criticises	Martin	Jacques	because	he	“cherry-picks	amenable	facts	from	secondary	sources	for	
a	 simplistic	and	partisan	 reading	of	China’s	past	and	 future.”	Chinese	history	 is	 far	 less	peaceful	 than	
Chinese	exceptionalism	rhetoric	suggests.	The	expansions	of	Chinese	territories	were	not	solely	the	result	
of	cultural	assimilation.	Chinese	territories	significantly	expanded	during	the	Yuan	and	Qing	dynasties,	
both	referred	to	as	alien/non-Han	“conquest	dynasties.”	However,	other	Chinese	dynasties,	especially	the	
Han	and	Tang,	also	tried	to	expand	their	territories	(Zhang,	2015a,	pp.	200-201).	Even	the	Song	Dynasty,	
often	 perceived	 as	 the	weakest	 Chinese	 dynasty,	 did	 not	 refrain	 from	 expansion	 (Wang,	 2011).	 These	
expansions	 were	 not	 merely	 defensive.	 For	 example,	 many	 early	 Ming	 campaigns	 in	 Mongolia/Yuan	
Dynasty	were	more	offensive	than	defensive	(Zhang,	2015b).	Victoria	Hui	(2008,	p.	58)	said:	"War,	not	
Confucian	ideals,	explains	how	China	expanded	from	the	Yellow	River	valley	in	the	Warring	States	era	to	
the	continental	empire	in	the	Qing	dynasty.”	Hans	van	de	Ven	(1996,	p.	737)	wrote:	"Chinese	history	has	
been	at	least	as	violent	as	Europe’s.”	

Hui	(2023)	argues	that	many	scholars	view	Imperial	Chinese	history	from	a	Sino-centric	perspective.	This	
narrative	 can	 differ	 significantly	 when	 considering	 how	 neighbouring	 Confucianised	 states	 perceived	
Imperial	 China.	 Callahan	 (2012,	 p.	 47)	 notes	 that	 Imperial	 Chinese	 sources	 often	 portray	 China	 as	 a	
benevolent	empire.	Kang	(2010,	p.	2)	claims	that	China	had	no	desire	to	expand	because	countries	such	as	
Vietnam	and	Korea	voluntarily	submitted	to	the	China-centred	tribute	system	and	felt	proud	to	be	part	
of	Confucian	civilisation.	 John	K.	Fairbank	 (1942)	 introduced	 the	 tribute	 system	by	heavily	 relying	on	
Chinese	official	sources.	However,	it	is	vital	to	consider	the	voices	of	those	subjected	to	Imperial	Chinese	
hegemony	(Hui,	2023;	Suzuki,	2009).	Indeed,	there	is	much	evidence	suggesting	neighbouring	countries	
had	 contradictory	 reactions.	 Zhang	 (2015b,	 p.	 8)	 believes	 the	 tribute	 system	was	 “constantly	 revised,	
challenged,	or	avoided	by	different	actors.”	Korea	is	commonly	perceived	as	one	of	the	Chinese	tributary	
system's	most	“loyal”	members.	However,	after	researching	Korean	state	letters,	court	documents,	and	
personal	 essays,	 Lee	 (2017,	 p.	 172)	 concluded	 that	 Korea’s	 Ming	 policy	 “vacillated	 markedly	 from	
compliance	(in	1370)	to	a	failed	challenge	(in	1388),	back	to	compliance	(in	1392),	and	then	to	another	
attempt	at	challenge	(in	1398).”	In	the	early	days	of	the	Ming	Dynasty,	there	were	several	diplomatic	twists	
between	Ming	China	and	Choson	Korea.	Choson	Korea	officially	adopted	the	‘sadae’	(serving	the	great,	事
大)	policy	after	hearing	of	the	Yongle	emperor’s	“punitive	expedition”	against	Vietnam	to	avoid	a	similar	
invasion	(Zhang,	2015b,	p.	76;	Lee,	2017).	Historically,	Imperial	China	tried	to	invade	Korea	during	the	Han	
Dynasty,	the	Sui	Dynasty,	the	Tang	Dynasty,	and	the	Mongolian	Yuan	Dynasty.	Vietnam	is	another	‘loyal’	
member	of	the	Chinese	tributary	system.	Imperial	China	ruled	Vietnam	for	nearly	one	thousand	years.	
Vietnam	 declared	 independence	 after	 the	 fall	 of	 the	 Tang	 Dynasty.	 Imperial	 China	 tried	 to	 reclaim	
Vietnam	 several	 times	 in	 the	 following	 centuries	 (Hui,	 2023,	 pp.	 487-488).	 The	 final	 peace	 between	
Imperial	China,	Vietnam,	and	Korea	is	more	like	the	outcome	of	realist	calculations	in	that	China	lacked	
the	 capacity	 to	 conquer	 and	 govern	 these	 territories	 while	 Korea	 and	 Vietnam,	 in	 turn,	 engaged	 in	
symbolic	submission	to	China	as	the	necessary	price	for	stability.		In	fact,	Vietnamese	monarchs	branded	
themselves	“king”	when	communicating	with	China	but	“emperor”	when	in	private	or	sending	messages	
to	their	Southeast	Asian	“vassals”	(Kang,	2010,	p.	103).	

Remaining	Gaps		
While	many	scholars	have	identified	contradictions	between	Chinese	exceptionalism	and	actual	history,	
their	critiques	are	somewhat	superficial.	They	highlight	the	violent	aspects	of	Imperial	Chinese	history;	
however,	 they	 have	 not	 sufficiently	 explained	 the	 rationale	 behind	 this	 contradiction.	Hui	 (2023)	 de-
essentialises	China	by	examining	other	countries,	but	China	itself	is	supposed	to	be	de-essentialised	first.	
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The	 rise	 of	Chinese	 exceptionalism	 also	 represents	China’s	 response	 to	Western	 centralism,	 although	
Beijing’s	counterattack	has	gone	too	far.	Chinese	culture	has	been	essentialised	in	black-and-white	terms.	
Many	arguments	from	“Sino-speak”	scholars	are	derived	from	this	essentialised	view	of	Chinese	culture.	
Even	prominent	scholars	like	Henry	Kissinger	(2011,	p.	5)	believe	in	“the	singularity	of	China.”	However,	it	
makes	no	sense	to	claim	that	the	culture	of	such	an	ancient	and	diverse	civilisation	is	internally	coherent	
and	externally	bound.	Christian	Reus-Smit	(2018,	p.	12)	states,	“the	cultural	terrain	in	which	politics	plays	
out	is	polyvalent,	multilayered,	riven	with	fissures,	often	contradictory,	and	far	from	coherently	integrated	
or	 bounded.”	 Peter	 Katzenstein	 (2009,	 p.	 11)	 also	 warns	 against	 “coherent	 cultural	 complexes	 with	
dispositional	essences.”	Similar	critiques	regarding	the	essentialism	trap	can	also	be	observed	from	George	
Lawson	(2012,	p.	205)	and	Margaret	Somers	(1994,	p.	605).	 Indeed,	the	so-called	pacifist	Confucianism	
must	 be	 re-examined,	 and	 Chinese	 culture	 should	 not	 be	 simplified	 as	 merely	 Confucianism.	
	

RESEARCH	METHODOLOGY		
This	 study	employs	a	primarily	qualitative	 research	design.	The	qualitative	 research	methodology	was	
chosen	for	its	efficacy	in	delving	into	complex	phenomena	within	their	unique	contexts.	Malterud	(2001,	
p.	483)	defines	qualitative	 research	methods	as	 involving	 "the	 systematic	collection,	organisation,	and	
interpretation	of	textual	material	derived	from	talk	or	conversation.	It	is	used	to	explore	the	meanings	of	
social	phenomena	experienced	by	individuals	in	their	natural	context."	This	approach	is	apt	for	studying	
Chinese	exceptionalism,	a	topic	rich	with	subtlety	and	complexity,	facilitating	a	thorough	comprehension	
of	its	principles,	narratives,	and	ramifications.	

The	article	utilises	qualitative	case	studies	of	Confucianism	and	Legalism	as	a	framework	to	de-essentialise	
Chinese	exceptionalism.	Confucianism	is	the	first	case	because	it	is	the	most	frequently	discussed	Chinese	
school	of	thought,	and	Chinese	exceptionalism	is	largely	based	on	Confucian	pacifist	culture.	The	second	
case	is	Legalism,	another	major	Chinese	school	of	thought,	as	important	as	Confucianism,	but	has	received	
much	less	attention	in	the	Anglophile	world.	

Qualitative	case	studies	are	designed	to	explore	phenomena	within	their	real-life	contexts,	incorporating	
a	variety	of	data	sources.	This	approach	ensures	 that	 the	subject	 is	viewed	from	multiple	perspectives	
rather	than	through	a	singular	lens,	facilitating	a	thorough	understanding	of	the	phenomenon's	different	
facets	 (Baxter	and	 Jack,	2008).	Yin	 (2003)	suggests	 that	a	case	study	approach	 is	particularly	useful	 in	
scenarios	where:	(1)	the	study	seeks	to	answer	“how”	and	“why”	questions;	(2)	the	behaviour	of	participants	
cannot	be	manipulated	by	the	researcher;	(3)	there	is	a	focus	on	examining	contextual	factors	believed	to	
be	relevant	to	the	phenomenon	under	study;	or	(4)	the	boundaries	between	the	phenomenon	itself	and	
its	context	are	not	clear.	

The	 purpose	 of	 this	 paper	 is	 to	 investigate	 how	Confucianism	 and	 Legalism	 can	 be	 employed	 to	 de-
essentialise	 China.	 The	 outcome	 is	 not	 predetermined.	 Confucianism	 and	 Legalism	 were	 two	 major	
schools	of	thought	in	ancient	China,	so	they	are	highly	relevant	to	debunking	Chinese	exceptionalism.	
The	phenomenon	of	Chinese	exceptionalism	is	still	developing.	These	two	case	studies	are	characterised	
as	exploratory,	as	they	seek	to	investigate	the	phenomenon	of	Chinese	exceptionalism,	which	does	not	
have	a	predetermined	set	of	outcomes	(Yin,	2003),	and	intrinsic,	given	their	unique	relevance	to	the	study	
of	this	particular	phenomenon	(Stake,	1995).	

The	paper	primarily	relies	on	secondary	sources	for	these	case	studies,	supplemented	by	textual	analysis	
to	support	the	arguments.	In	the	first	case	study,	the	work	here	reviews	the	mainstream	and	alternative	
views	 on	 Confucianism	 through	 secondary	 source	 analysis,	 supported	 by	 some	 textual	 analysis	 from	
Confucius	and	Mencius.	 In	 the	second	case	study,	 the	work	reviews	relevant	secondary	sources	about	
Legalism	to	find	out	how	Legalism	is	different	from	but	connected	to	Confucianism.	The	analysis	will	also	
be	supported	by	some	textual	analysis	from	prominent	Legalists—Hanfeizi	and	Shang	Yang.	

CASE	I:	CONFUCIANISM		
The	Myth	of	Confucian	Pacifism		
It	 is	 often	 taken	 for	 granted	 that	Confucianism	 equates	 to	 pacifism.	The	myth	 of	Confucian	pacifism	
suggests	that	Confucian	principles	dictated	Imperial	China’s	defensive	foreign	policy.		The	long	history	of	
Pax	Sinica	that	continued	till	the	second	half	of	the	19th	century	provides	the	most	powerful	justification	
(Zhang,	2015a,	p.	200).	Even	several	 leading	scholars	in	the	West	subscribe	to	the	view	that	Confucian	
culture	 dictates	 China’s	 peace-loving	 tradition.	 Since	 the	 Enlightenment,	 philosophers	 have	 touted	
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Chinese	civilisation	as	“rational	and	peaceful”	(Waldron,	1997,	p.	36).	Max	Weber	(1951,	p.	140)	wrote,	“The	
Confucianists,	 who	 are	 ultimately	 pacifist	 literati	 oriented	 to	 inner	 political	 welfare,	 naturally	 faced	
military	powers	with	aversion	or	lack	of	understanding.”	John	K.	Fairbank	(1974,	pp.	7-9)	contended	that	
Chinese	culture’s	“pacifist	bias”	renders	the	use	of	force	a	“last	resort.”	Ralph	Sawyer	(1996,	p.	3)	argued,	
“Despite	 incessant	 barbarian	 incursions	 and	major	military	 threats	 throughout	 their	 history…Imperial	
China	was	little	inclined	to	pursue	military	solutions	to	external	aggression.”	However,	Confucianism	is	
more	complex	and	nuanced	than	what	these	scholars	believe.	

The	narrative	of	Confucian	pacifism	is	essentially	a	philosophical	ideal	that	can	never	come	into	effect	in	
the	 real	 world.	 A	 perfect	 pacifist	 world	 is	 only	 possible	 in	 the	 ideal	 of	 tian	 xia,	 a	 harmonious	 but	
hierarchical	political	order	without	state	borders,	where	a	sage	King	at	the	apex	governs	by	utilising	virtue.	
In	 this	 ideal	 circumstance,	 the	 use	 of	 force	 can	 find	 no	 justification.	 Confucius	 and	 Mencius	 also	
acknowledged	 the	 difficulty	 or	 impossibility	 of	 implementing	 their	 tian	 xia	 governed	 by	 a	 sage	 king	
through	 benevolence	 (Bell,	 2008,	 pp.	 227-229).	 Even	 Yao	 and	 Shun,	 the	 icons	 of	 sagehood,	 are	 not	
considered	qualified	sage	kings:	

Zigong	said:	What	would	you	say	of	a	man	who	showers	the	people	with	blessings	and	
who	could	save	the	multitude?	Could	he	be	called	benevolent?	The	Master	said:	What	
has	this	to	do	with	goodness?	He	would	be	a	saint!	Even	Yao	and	Shun	would	be	deficient	
in	this	respect	(Confucius	et	al.,	2014,	p.	17).	

The	closest	real-world	example	to	Confucian	tian	xia	is	the	Imperial	Chinese	tributary	system,	although	
the	latter	resembles	the	former	primarily	in	theory	rather	than	practice.	

The	discussion	below	is	based	on	classical	Confucianism	instead	of	neo-Confucianism.	Neo-Confucianism,	
which	was	developed	in	the	Song	Dynasty	(960	AD-1279	AD),	became	the	state	ideology	during	the	Ming	
(1368	AD-1644	AD)	and	Qing	(1644	AD-1911	AD)	eras.	Ming	neo-Confucianism	also	stresses	a	hierarchical	
tian	xia	order,	where	the	Chinese	emperor,	as	the	ultimate	authority,	governs	by	self-cultivation.	In	turn,	
subordinates	show	their	appreciation	for	the	emperor	through	loyalty	and	obedience.	Punitive	expeditions	
are	responses	to	serious	crimes,	such	as	threatening	Chinese	security	or	executing	Chinese	envoys,	and	
serve	 to	 express	 the	 emperor’s	 awesomeness	 (Zhang,	 2015a,	 pp.	 203-204).	 The	 development	 of	 neo-
Confucianism	also	mirrors	the	growth	and	maturity	of	the	Chinese	tributary	system.	However,	it	is	the	
classical	version	that	significantly	shaped	Imperial	Confucianism	overall	(Hui,	2018,	p.	156).	

Missionary	Confucianism:	Just	War/Punitive	Expedition		
Confucianism	does	not	rule	out	the	possibility	of	deploying	force,	and	several	scholars	have	highlighted	
the	Confucian	endorsement	of	violence	under	plausible	circumstances	(Bell,	2008;	Twiss	and	Chan,	2015;	
Yan,	2013).	Confucius	and	Mencius	were	not	blind	to	the	semi-anarchic	Chinese	Warring	States	period	in	
which	they	lived.	Bell	(2008,	p.	230)	thinks	that	most	of	the	passages	in	The	Analects	of	Confucius	and	The	
Works	 of	Mencius	 are	 written	 in	 the	 context	 of	 a	 non-ideal	 world	 of	 states	 competing	 for	 territorial	
advantage,	and	they	justify	the	use	of	force	in	a	realistic	world.	

Mencius	posits	that	small	states	should	bolster	their	defences	when	threatened	by	larger	states,	advocating	
for	the	reinforcement	of	territorial	boundaries:	“Dig	deeper	moats	and	build	higher	walls	and	defend	them	
together	with	the	people”	(Mengzi	et	al.,	2009,	p.	24).	A	defensive	war	is	justified	if	a	virtuous	ruler	must	
deploy	violence	with	his	people’s	support	to	protect	his	territory	from	being	conquered	by	other	states	
(Bell,	2008,	p.	231).	

The	most	critical	perspective	from	Confucius	and	Mencius	involves	the	concept	of	just	war	or	punitive	
expeditions.		A	war	is	considered	just	if	 it	promotes	peace	and	benevolence.	To	launch	a	just	war,	one	
must	 meet	 specific	 requirements.	 Bell	 (2008,	 pp.	 235-237)	 summarises	 four	 requirements:	 “First,	 the	
‘conquerors’	must	try	to	liberate	people	who	are	being	oppressed	by	tyrants…	Second,	the	people	must	
demonstrate,	in	concrete	ways,	that	they	welcome	their	conquerors…	Third,	punitive	expeditions	must	be	
launched	 by	 rulers	 who	 are	 at	 least	 potentially	 virtuous…	 Fourth,	 the	 leader	 of	 justified	 punitive	
expeditions	must	have	 some	moral	 claim	 to	have	 the	world’s	 support.”	The	Confucian	 justification	of	
“punitive	 expeditions”	 seems	 to	 resemble	 the	 justification	of	humanitarian	 intervention	 from	Michael	
Walzer	(1977,	p.	101).	Bell	(2008,	p.	242)	even	believes	Confucians	might	be	more	supportive	of	“punitive	
expeditions”	 launched	 against	 Iraq	 and	 Afghanistan	 compared	 to	 Western	 liberal	 defenders	 of	
humanitarian	intervention.	Kim	(2010,	p.	33;	2017,	p.	193)	describes	a	“punitive	expedition”	as	“Confucian	
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moralpolitik”	 and	 “an	 intervention	 by	 a	 humane	 foreign	 ruler.”	 Kim	 (2017,	 pp.	 191-192)	 stresses	 that	 a	
“punitive	expedition”	is	impossible	without	a	moral	hierarchy	among	the	states.	Kim	also	notes	that	the	
primary	purpose	of	the	punitive	expedition,	according	to	Mencius,	is	to	punish	the	unvirtuous	ruler	rather	
than	save	the	people	(Kim,	2017,	p.	197).	However,	the	people’s	living	conditions	indicate	whether	the	ruler	
is	a	sage	king	or	a	tyrant.	This	is	different	from	modern	humanitarian	intervention,	which	aims	“to	protect	
the	citizens	of	the	target	state	from	flagrant	violations	of	their	fundamental	human	rights	usually	by	agents	
of	the	state”	(Ayoob,	2002,	p.	81).	A	good	case	study	is	Qi’s	punitive	expedition	against	Yan:	

Now,	Yan	oppressed	its	people,	and	you	went	and	punished	its	ruler.	The	people	believed	
you	were	going	to	deliver	them	from	out	of	the	flood	and	fire	and,	bringing	baskets	of	
rice	and	pitchers	of	drink,	they	welcomed	your	army.	Then	you	slew	their	fathers	and	
older	brothers,	bound	their	sons	and	younger	brothers,	destroyed	their	ancestral	temple,	
and	carried	off	their	treasured	vessels-how	can	this	be	condoned?	Certainly	the	world	
fears	 the	might	 of	 Qi.	 Now	 you	 have	 doubled	 your	 territory	 but	 have	 not	 practiced	
humane	government;	it	is	this	that	is	setting	the	troops	of	the	realm	in	motion.	If	you	will	
immediately	 issue	orders	 to	return	the	captives	and	halt	 the	removal	of	 the	treasured	
vessels,	and	if	you	consult	with	the	people	of	Yan	about	withdrawing	once	a	ruler	has	
been	installed	for	them,	you	may	still	be	able	to	stop	an	attack	(Mengzi	et	al.,	2009,	pp.	
23-24).		

Qi’s	punitive	expedition	meets	the	first	requirement.	It	also	met	the	second	requirement	initially	but	failed	
shortly	after.	Qi’s	tyrannical	actions	in	Yan	made	Qi’s	ruler	wicked	and	caused	him	to	lose	the	world’s	
support.	In	this	case,	Mencius	saw	Yan’s	illegitimate	royal	transmission	between	Zikuai	and	Zihi	as	the	
primary	justification	for	a	“punitive	expedition”	because	it	was	not	sanctioned	by	the	Mandate	of	Heaven,	
rather	than	the	suffering	of	the	people	(Mengzi	et	al.,	2009,	pp.	43-44).	

Confucianism	possesses	a	missionary	aspect.	A	virtuous	ruler	is	expected	to	extend	benevolence	beyond	
their	borders,	as	it	is	theoretically	possible	for	everyone	to	be	“civilised”	(Confucius	et	al.,	2014,	pp.	24-25	
and	46).	Confucius	and	Mencius	allow	for	legal	punishments	when	other	means	of	promoting	benevolence	
and	preventing	immoral	behaviour	prove	ineffective	(Confucius	et	al.,	2014,	p.	35;	Mengzi	et	al.,	2000,	pp.	
138-139).	In	the	West,	the	binary	is	the	“civilised”	West	vs.	the	“barbarian”	non-West.	In	China,	the	binary	
is	the	“civilised”	Middle	Kingdom	vs.	the	“barbarian”	nomads.	Phillips	(2021,	pp.	119,	190,	192)	employs	the	
terms	 “Confucian	 man’s	 burden,”	 “Confucian	 ‘civilising	 mission,’”	 and	 “Confucian	 assimilation”	 to	
highlight	 the	 hypocrisy.	 However,	 the	 Confucian	 missionary	 spirit	 is	 not	 comparable	 to	 Western	
Christianity,	as	Imperial	China	did	not	send	missionaries	to	promote	Confucianism,	and	the	Confucian	
cultural	bloc	is	limited	to	East	Asia	and	Vietnam.	Western	civilisation	spread	far	beyond	Europe.	

Nevertheless,	it	must	be	emphasised	that	war	can	only	be	launched	to	spread	peace	and	benevolence.	A	
war	is	unjust	if	it	is	launched	for	purposes	other	than	rectifying	aggression	and	tyranny	(Bell,	2008;	Twiss	
and	Chan,	2015).	Therefore,	a	war	launched	to	enlarge	territory	and	weaken	other	states	is	unjust:		

Mencius	 said,	 “Those	 who	 serve	 the	 rule	 today	 will	 say,	 ‘We	 can	 enlarge	 the	 lord’s	
territory	and	expand	his	treasuries	and	storehouses.’	And,	in	the	present	age,	for	this	they	
are	called	‘good	ministers,’	whereas	in	antiquity	they	would	have	been	called	‘thieves	of	
the	people.’	To	seek	the	enrichment	of	a	ruler	who	neither	follows	the	Way	nor	commits	
himself	 to	humaneness	 is	 to	enrich	a	 Jie.	Those	who	say,	 ‘We	can	 form	alliances	with	
other	 states	 so	 that	his	military	 campaigns	will	 be	 successful’	 are,	 in	 the	present	 age,	
called	‘good	ministers.’	Whereas	in	antiquity	they	would	have	been	called	‘thieves	of	the	
people.’	 To	 bolster	 the	military	 strength	 of	 a	 ruler	who	 neither	 follows	 the	Way	 nor	
commits	himself	to	humanness	is	to	support	a	Jie.	Even	if	he	were	to	receive	all-under-
Heaven	as	a	gift,	one	who	follows	the	way	of	the	present	day	without	having	changed	
present	practices	would	be	unable	to	dwell	in	it	for	the	space	of	a	single	morning	(Mengzi	
et	al.,	2009,	p.	140).		

Lastly,	 Bell’s	 interpretation	 of	 Confucian	 just	 war	 requirements	 has	 faced	 criticism.	 An	 independent	
scholar,	Hagen	Kurtis	 (2022),	 argues	 that	Bell’s	 interpretation	 is	overly	 lenient.	Launching	a	 “punitive	
expedition”	is	acting	as	an	agent	of	Heaven	(“a	minister	appointed	by	Heaven”),	and	the	requirements	of	
“being	potentially	virtuous”	and	“having	some	moral	claims	of	the	world’s	support”	are	too	weak	to	be	
standard	(Mengzi	et	al.,	2009,	p.	44).	Kurtis	points	out	that	Confucian	requirements	for	a	just	war	are	so	
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strict	that	they	can	hardly	be	met	in	the	real	world.	That	is	why	Confucianism	is	almost	equivalent	to	
pacifism.	Additionally,	 Sungmoon	Kim	 (2017,	 pp.	 196-197)	believes	 that	 even	 large-scale	human	 rights	
violations	and	local	people’s	wholehearted	support	are	insufficient	for	intervention.	Nonetheless,	it	is	also	
odd	to	argue	that	Confucius	and	Mencius	were	merely	thinking	in	the	context	of	a	utopian	world	without	
linking	to	the	realist	Chinese	Warring	States	era.	

That	 said,	 how	we	 interpret	 Confucian	 just	 war	 theory	 is	 of	 secondary	 importance	 when	 integrating	
Chinese	exceptionalism	with	international	relations	(IR),	as	the	following	discussion	will	illustrate.	This	
paper	favours	Bell’s	approach,	as	it	aligns	more	closely	with	the	practical	application	of	Confucian	just	war	
theory.	

The	Risk	of	Manipulation	In	IR	
It	 seems	 that	peace	 is	embedded	 in	Confucianism,	and	 the	 requirements	 for	punitive	expeditions	can	
constrain	 China	 from	 launching	 any	 expansionist	 campaigns.	 However,	 Confucian	 requirements	 for	
launching	a	just	war	are	vague	and	subject	to	practical	manipulation:		

Mencius	said,	“A	hegemon	uses	force	under	the	pretext	of	benevolence,”	“a	true	king	uses	
virtue	and	benevolence,”	“The	Spring	and	Autumn	Annals	acknowledged	no	just	wars.	
There	are	only	cases	of	some	wars	not	being	as	bad	as	others.	A	punitive	expedition	refers	
to	a	higher	authority	attacking	a	lower	one.	Peers	should	not	launch	punitive	expeditions	
against	one	another.”	It	is	pronounced.	One	can	say	that	the	First	Gulf	War	is	a	just	war	
authorised	by	the	United	Nations,	similar	to	“a	guilty	duke	corrected	[punished]	by	the	
Son	of	Heaven.”	It	is	like	a	conflict	with	a	“higher	authority	attacking	a	lower	one.”	In	this	
war	 [the	 2003	 invasion	 of	 Iraq],	 the	 United	 States	 says	 it	 is	 using	 force	 to	 exercise	
benevolence,	that	it	is	acting	as	both	a	true	king	and	a	hegemon.	However,	the	Second	
Gulf	War	is	not	the	same,	because	without	the	authorisation	of	the	United	Nations,	the	
United	States	and	the	United	Kingdom	are	attacking	an	enemy	state	with	vastly	different	
[inferior]	power	and	resources.	 In	this	war,	 the	United	States	 is	using	force	under	the	
pretext	of	benevolence,	and	it	is	also	maintaining	its	geopolitical,	national	security,	and	
economic	 interests	 in	 the	 name	 of	 promoting	 democracy	 in	 the	 Middle	 East;	 it	 is	
obviously	acting	as	a	global	hegemon	(Gong	Gang,	2003,	as	cited	by	Bell,	2008,	pp.	238-
239).		

No	 objective	 metrics	 are	 used	 to	 evaluate	 whether	 a	 country	 obeys	 the	 Confucian	 requirements	 for	
launching	a	“punitive	expedition,”	unlike	Western	“universal	values,”	which	can	at	least	refer	to	the	UN	
Declaration	of	Human	Rights.	Still,	this	does	not	always	prevent	Washington	from	launching	wars	in	the	
name	of	spreading	democracy	and	human	rights	to	legitimise	its	actions.	In	the	future,	Beijing	could	do	
the	same	in	the	name	of	promoting	global	peace	and	harmony,	considering	some	historical	precedents.	
Imperial	China	 invaded	Vietnam	in	the	early	 fifteenth	century	 in	the	name	of	a	“punitive	expedition.”	
Chinese	territory	greatly	expanded	during	the	reign	of	Emperor	Wu	of	the	Han	Dynasty.	Hui	(2018,	p.	156)	
characterises	Emperor	Wu’s	 foreign	policy	as	 “militarism	with	a	Confucian	 façade.”	Confucianism	was	
elevated	as	the	official	ideology	during	the	Han	Dynasty;	however,	since	then,	“warfare	was	considered	to	
be	a	special	application	of	justified	punishment	of…those	who	refused	to	acknowledge	the	authority	of	the	
legitimate	emperor”	(Yates,	2009,	p.	25).	The	Han	Dynasty	defined	the	Xiongnu	as	the	“enemy	of	virtue	
and	humanity,”	and	it	was	the	duty	of	the	virtuous	emperor	to	“punish”	them	(Zhu	and	Wang,	2008,	p.	
273).	

Given	 its	 resources,	 a	 hegemon	 can	 easily	 manipulate	 circumstances	 to	 fulfil	 most	 requirements	 for	
launching	a	“punitive	expedition.”		The	US	has	been	very	successful	in	portraying	itself	as	the	“defender	
of	 the	 free	 world”	 or	 the	 “Kingly	 Way”	 and	 in	 demonising	 its	 rivals	 through	 misinformation,	 even	
fabricating	atrocities	(Abrams,	2023).	Indeed,	a	hegemon	is	often	the	most	powerful	in	both	hard	and	soft	
power	(Nye,	1990).	Due	to	its	absolute	advantage	in	military,	technology,	and	economy,	challenging	the	
US	 is	 burdensome,	making	 it	 feasible	 to	 gain	 “world	 support”	 to	 launch	 a	 “punitive	 expedition.”	 It	 is	
difficult	to	predict	if	people	from	the	“repressive	regimes”	would	welcome	the	“liberators.”	However,	it	
does	not	matter,	as	a	hegemon	or	a	(manipulated)	true	king	would	be	unlikely	to	withdraw	the	troops	
once	 the	 “punitive	 expedition”	 commences	 with	 (manipulated)	 moral	 legitimacy	 and	 world	 support.	
Several	other	scholars	share	this	view	(Yan	and	Huang,	2011;	Johnston,	2020).	Yan	and	Huang	(2013,	p.	140)	
write,	“Hegemony	can	of	itself	generate	legitimacy	for	the	use	of	military	force.”	Johnston	(2020,	p.	68)	
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even	thinks	“moral	realpolitik”	effectively	makes	war	easier	to	launch,	observing	that	the	rhetoric	of	just	
war	“shifts	the	responsibility	for	warlike	behaviour	onto	the	enemy.”	

Moreover,	the	Mencian-Confucian	discourse	justifies	China	and	other	Confucian	countries	in	launching	
a	“punitive	expedition,”	but	other	countries	may	find	the	Mencian-Confucian	discourse	incongruent	with	
their	values	(Kim,	2017,	p.	200).	Today,	Washington	accuses	Beijing	of	being	a	non-democratic	regime	
even	though	the	latter	never	endorses	the	Western	notion	of	liberal	democracy,	which	is	similar	to	the	
missionary	aspect	of	Confucianism.	

In	conclusion,	while	Confucianism	contains	significant	pacifist	elements,	there	is	no	consensus	on	how	to	
interpret	 its	 standards	 for	 launching	 a	 punitive	 expedition	 or	 just	 war.	 Given	 its	 potentially	 coercive	
nature,	 it	 is	 inadequate	 to	essentialise	Confucianism	as	pacifist.	Confucian	pacifism,	as	many	scholars	
understand,	exists	neither	 in	theory	nor	 in	practice.	Similar	to	the	romanticisation	of	Chinese	history,	
Confucianism	 is	 often	 cherry-picked	 to	 suit	 the	 PRC’s	 foreign	 policy	 strategy	 for	 creating	 a	 peaceful	
environment	for	its	rise.	This	does	not	mean	that	the	PRC	will	continue	to	rise	peacefully	and	be	a	peace-
loving	hegemon,	as	advocated	by	Chinese	exceptionalism.	It	is	neither	sensible	nor	feasible	to	dismiss	the	
possibility	that	the	PRC	may	exhibit	missionary	or	paternalistic	tendencies,	particularly	in	light	of	Beijing’s	
increasingly	assertive	and	at	times	coercive	foreign	policy,	manifested	most	evidently	in	the	South	China	
Sea	and	vis-à-vis	Taiwan.		To	suggest	that	the	PRC	will	be	a	benevolent	hegemon	due	to	certain	Confucian	
pacifist	elements	in	its	philosophical	tradition	is	as	disingenuous	as	insisting	that	the	US	is	a	peace-loving	
country	 on	 account	 of	 its	 liberal	 democratic	 institutions	 that	 constrain	 recourse	 to	 war,	 as	 per	 the	
democratic	peace	theory	(Rosato,	2003).	

CASE	II:	LEGALISM		
If	 the	 case	 study	 of	 Confucianism	 is	 not	 strong	 enough	 to	 rebut	 Chinese	 exceptionalism	 due	 to	 its	
contentious	punitive	expedition/just	war	concept,	Legalism	can	serve	as	a	more	tenable	case	study.	

By	 comparison,	 Legalism	 has	 received	 almost	 no	 attention	 in	 the	 discussion	 surrounding	 Chinese	
exceptionalism.	 Among	 the	 debates	 regarding	 Chinese	 history,	 culture,	 and	 philosophy,	 the	 most	
frequently	mentioned	school	of	 thought	 is	Confucianism.	Confucianism	has	always	been	 the	one	 that	
Beijing	references	to	showcase	China’s	peace-oriented	culture.	This	makes	sense,	given	that	Confucianism	
was	elevated	to	the	state	ideology	by	Emperor	Wu	in	the	Han	Dynasty,	and	subsequent	dynasties	upheld	
Confucianism’s	 orthodox	 position.	 This	 historical	 incident	 generated	 the	 misperception	 that	 China’s	
tradition	 was	 predominantly	 Confucian	 (Hui,	 2008).	 The	 perception	 that	 Confucianism	 is	 the	
sociocultural	doctrine	shaping	Chinese	society	is	largely	accurate	at	the	ontological	and	epistemological	
levels.	However,	it	is	not	necessarily	true	in	the	sense	of	sociopolitical	norms	(Zha,	2022,	p.	335).	Apart	
from	Confucianism,	there	are	many	other	“Hundred	Schools	of	Thought,”	such	as	Daoism,	which	played	
an	influential	role	in	shaping	post-Han	China	and	competed	with	Confucianism	(Zhang,	2015a,	p.	199).	

This	work	contends	that	integrating	Legalism	into	the	debate	is	the	most	potent	argument	for	debunking	
the	myths	of	Chinese	exceptionalism.	The	influence	of	Legalism	on	China	is	arguably	at	least	as	crucial	as	
that	of	Confucianism.	Though	Emperor	Wu	of	Han	upheld	Confucianism	as	the	official	ideology,	Hsiao	
Kung-chuan	(1976,	p.	137)	called	his	policy	“Legalism	with	a	Confucian	façade.”	Zhang	(2015a,	p.	216)	writes,	
“Contemporary	Chinese	foreign	policy	may	be	influenced	by	various	schools	of	ancient	Chinese	thought,	
Confucianism	being	just	one	of	them.	Indeed,	if	China’s	historical	experience	is	any	guide,	a	quite	possible	
outcome	is	that	of	a	blend	of	Confucianism	and	Legalism	to	guide	policy,	as	has	repeatedly	been	the	case	
in	the	long	history	of	Chinese	politics	and	foreign	policy.	For	some	intriguing	reasons	that	historians	are	
still	debating,	a	Confucian-Legalist	liaison	has	proved	to	be	the	most	consequential—almost	a	norm—
throughout	 Chinese	 history.”	 Zha	 (2022,	 p.	 335)	 thinks	 that,	 more	 precisely	 speaking,	 the	 Chinese	
sociocultural	doctrine	is	characterised	as	“Confucianism	in	semblance	and	Legalism	in	essence”	(ru	biao	
fa	 li,	儒表法里).	However,	 Legalism	has	not	 received	 enough	 attention	 in	 the	Chinese	 exceptionalism	
debate.	

Realism	With	Chinese	Characteristics		
Legalism	is	one	of	the	pre-Qin	"Hundred	Schools	of	Thought,"	encompassing	a	collection	of	principles	
regarding	statecraft	that	provide	strategies	for	rulers	to	efficiently	manage	and	control	their	governments,	
maximise	state	wealth,	and	expand	territorial	boundaries.	In	contrast	with	Confucianism,	Legalism	views	
human	 beings	 as	 inherently	 selfish,	 and	 education	 or	 self-cultivation	 cannot	 overcome	 this.	 Legalist	
thinking	is	premised	on	how	people	actually	behave	rather	than	on	Confucian	optimistic	beliefs	about	
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how	 people	 ought	 to	 behave.	 They	 believe	 people	 are	 inherently	 self-interested	 and	 require	 external	
discipline	to	meet	the	state’s	needs.	It	makes	sense	that	Legalists	advocate	for	a	robust	and	central	state	
that	 maintains	 control	 through	 rigid	 enforcement	 of	 laws	 and	 functions	 through	 a	 merit-based	
bureaucracy.	The	Legalist	approach	is	pragmatic	and	amoral.	The	primary	goal	of	the	state	is	to	enhance	
its	power.	Moral	justification	is	utterly	unconcerned	with	the	institutions	and	methods	Legalists	advocate.	
This	often	justifies	harsh	penalties	and	rigid	controls	over	society	to	secure	compliance	and	deter	dissent	
(Zha,	2022;	Pines,	2014;	Fraser,	2011).	A	passage	from	The	Lord	of	Shang,	a	seminal	Legalist	book	by	Shang	
Yang,	well	explains	this	realism	with	Chinese	characteristics:	

Among	the	people’s	external	 tasks,	nothing	 is	more	difficult	 than	war;	hence,	he	who	
takes	law	lightly	cannot	cause	them	[to	engage	in]	it.	What	is	called	“taking	law	lightly”?	
It	means	that	rewards	are	few,	awe	is	meager,	and	excessive	ways	are	not	blocked.	What	
are	called	“excessive	ways”?	It	means	that	the	argumentative	and	clever	are	esteemed,	
itinerant	servants	are	employed,	men	of	letters	and	those	who	have	privately	established	
a	name	are	deemed	 illustrious.	When	 these	 three	are	not	blocked,	 the	people	do	not	
engage	in	war,	and	undertakings	end	in	defeat.	Thus,	when	rewards	are	few,	those	who	
heed	 [others]	do	not	benefit;	when	awe	 is	meager,	 those	who	violate	 [orders]	are	not	
harmed.	Hence,	to	attract	[subjects]	by	opening	excessive	ways	and	to	let	them	wage	war	
while	taking	law	lightly	are	like	making	a	cat	bait	for	a	rat:	Is	it	not	too	much?	

Hence,	he	who	wants	 to	enable	his	people	 to	wage	war	must	 take	 laws	seriously.	His	
rewards	must	be	abundant,	[his]	awe	must	be	severe;	excessive	ways	must	be	blocked:	
the	argumentative	and	clever	should	not	be	esteemed,	itinerant	servants	should	not	be	
employed,	men	of	letters	and	those	who	have	privately	established	a	name	should	not	be	
illustrious.	When	rewards	are	abundant	and	awe	is	severe,	the	people	see	that	he	who	
[excels]	at	war	is	abundantly	rewarded,	and	they	forget	about	death;	they	see	that	those	
who	do	not	fight	are	degraded	and	then	regard	life	with	bitterness.	When	rewards	cause	
them	to	forget	about	death,	while	awe	causes	them	to	regard	life	with	bitterness,	and,	
moreover,	excessive	ways	are	blocked:	to	face	the	enemy	in	this	situation	is	like	shooting	
at	 a	 floating	 leaf	 with	 a	 hundred-shi-capacity	 crossbow-	 How	 can	 it	 not	 be	 pierced	
through?	(Shang	and	Pines,	2017,	pp.	228-229).		

Regarding	foreign	policy	and	interstate	relations,	Legalists	hold	beliefs	opposite	to	those	of	Confucianists.	
Legalists	contend	that	the	state	should	practice	hegemony	(ba	霸)	as	opposed	to	humane	authority	(wang	
王).	They	are	material	determinists,	believing	that	the	cause	of	interstate	war	is	the	selfishness	of	human	
nature	(Yan,	2013,	pp.	28-29,	33).	Hanfeizi,	a	prominent	Legalist,	attributes	the	origin	of	conflict	to	the	
failure	of	material	goods	to	meet	demand:	“Hence	the	number	of	people	increases,	goods	grow	scarce,	and	
men	have	to	struggle	and	slave	for	a	meager	living.	Therefore,	they	fall	to	quarrelling,	and	though	rewards	
are	doubled,	and	punishments	are	piled	on,	they	cannot	be	prevented	from	growing	disorderly"	(Han,	
2003,	Section	49,	The	Five	Vermin).	He	is	frank	about	the	cruel	interstate	competition	and	perceives	force	
as	the	most	effective	way	to	achieve	peace:	“It	is	customary	with	a	ruler	that,	if	his	state	is	small,	he	will	
do	the	bidding	of	larger	states,	and	if	his	army	is	weak,	he	will	stand	in	fear	of	stronger	armies.	When	the	
larger	states	come	with	demands,	 the	small	state	must	consent;	when	strong	armies	appear,	 the	weak	
army	must	submit”	(Han,	2003,	Section	9,	The	Eight	Villainies).	He	maintains	that	being	a	hegemon	is	the	
best	guarantee	of	security	in	the	international	system	(Yan,	2013,	p.	47).	Hanfeizi	does	not	think	there	are	
any	 substantial	 differences	 between	 hegemony	 and	 humane	 authority	 because,	 as	 he	 understands	 it,	
humane	 authority	 also	 depends	 on	military	might	 and	 a	 legal	 system	 rather	 than	 on	morality,	 given	
changing	times.	Hanfeizi	does	not	unconditionally	reject	the	role	of	morality	in	foreign	policy.	Morality	
can	play	a	role	under	two	conditions:	the	main	threat	is	from	animals	and	illness,	and	human	beings	do	
not	need	to	worry	about	basic	needs	such	as	clothing	and	food	(Han,	2003,	Section	49,	The	Five	Vermin).	

Legalism	is	rudimentarily	similar	to	realism	but	presents	methodological	distinctions.	Some	scholars	draw	
comparisons	between	Legalism	and	Machiavellian	realism,	noting	that	Legalism	is	more	"scientific"	in	its	
approach.	 Unlike	 Machiavellian	 realism,	 which	 emphasises	 the	 personal	 qualities	 and	 cunning	 of	
individual	 rulers,	 Legalism	 focuses	 primarily	 on	 the	 institutions	 designed	 to	 control	 officials	 and	 the	
populace,	which	are	the	sources	of	the	state's	wealth	and	military	power	(Fraser,	2011).	It	is	comparable	to	
Morgenthau’s	view	that	politics	should	be	governed	by	objective	laws	rooted	in	human	nature	and	that	
law	is	an	instrument	to	exercise	power	(Morgenthau	and	Thompson,	1985).	
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Confucian	Façade	and	Legalism	Core	
Historically,	Legalism	and	Confucianism	managed	to	coexist.	Qin	was	the	first	state	to	practice	Legalism,	
and	it	ended	up	being	the	victor	of	the	Warring	States	period	by	unifying	China.	However,	the	Qin	Dynasty	
(221	BC-207	BC)	did	not	last	more	than	two	decades,	largely	due	to	its	harsh	Legalist	policies.	Confucianism	
gained	popularity	in	the	following	Han	Dynasty,	but	Legalism	did	not	disappear	from	history.	The	two	
opposing	schools	of	 thought	 formed	a	de	 facto	marriage.	The	Confucian-Legalist	 sociopolitical	 system	
gradually	merged	ideological	and	political	factors	and	continued	to	serve	the	Chinese	state.	Confucianism	
continues	to	cultivate	people	through	normative	values,	while	Legalism	shapes	the	state’s	sociopolitical	
actions	 given	 its	 pragmatism.	 Therefore,	 the	monologue	 of	 Confucianism	 as	 the	 official	 ideology,	 as	
highlighted	by	Imperial	China	and	the	PRC,	 is	more	rhetorical	than	real	(Zhao,	2015;	Yang,	2020;	Zha,	
2022).	

To	better	explain	the	dynamics	between	Confucianism	and	Legalism,	this	paper	lists	some	examples	from	
Imperial	China	showing	how	Confucianism	supplements	structural	realism.	The	Ming	Dynasty	reached	
its	 nadir	 in	 the	mid-16th	 century.	 Structural	 realists	 thought	 that	 the	Ming	 should	 accommodate	 the	
Mongols	by	accepting	the	Mongol	request	for	trade	and	tribute.	However,	the	Ming	quickly	reversed	the	
accommodation	 policy	 after	 facing	 opposition	 from	 Confucian	 officials,	 as	 compromising	 with	 the	
enemies,	“barbarians”	such	as	the	Mongols	in	particular,	would	damage	China’s	prestige.	During	the	Song	
Dynasty,	Song	and	Xi	Xia	faced	the	threat	from	the	Liao	Empire.	Realistically	speaking,	Song	should	have	
allied	with	Xi	Xia	if	the	balance	of	power	logic	were	applied.	However,	an	alliance	with	Xi	Xia	was	virtually	
impossible	 because	 Song	 treated	 Xi	 Xia,	 a	 state	 governed	 by	 “barbarians,”	 as	 a	 vassal	 state.	 Another	
example	is	the	tribute	system.	The	Chinese	empire	did	not	expand	as	the	Western	powers	did.	Instead,	
Imperial	China’s	influence	spread	through	the	unique	tribute	system.	The	Ming	Dynasty	chose	to	establish	
the	tribute	system	rather	than	conquering	the	states	that	Zheng	He’s	naval	fleets	visited	(Wang,	2015,	pp.	
186-187).	However,	as	discussed	in	the	literature	review,	this	tributary	system	inevitably	had	a	coercive	
element,	as	neighbours	such	as	Vietnam	and	Korea	had	to	join	the	system	to	symbolically	acknowledge	
their	vassal	positions	vis-à-vis	China.	Hence,	 superficially,	 the	 tributary	system	was	Confucian,	but	 its	
emergence	was	not	completely	based	on	the	voluntary	consent	of	its	members.	

To	 conclude	 the	 case	 study	 of	 Legalism,	 this	 section	 introduces	 Legalism	 and	 its	 influence	 in	 China.	
Legalism	presents	a	powerful	argument	against	the	official	narrative	of	Chinese	exceptionalism.	From	the	
PRC’s	perspective,	the	essential	purpose	of	constructing	the	Chinese	exceptionalism	narrative	is	to	frame	
Imperial	 China	 as	 a	 benevolent	 hegemon;	 consequently,	 the	 PRC	will	 also	 be	 a	 benevolent	 hegemon	
because	it	is	the	inheritor	of	a	thousand-year-old	peaceful	Chinese	civilisation.	However,	the	concept	of	
Legalism	or	the	"Confucian	façade	and	Legalism	core,"	with	its	marked	similarity	to	Western	realism,	can	
potentially	 deliver	 a	 death	 blow	 to	 most	 of	 the	 myths	 hidden	 under	 the	 narrative	 of	 Chinese	
exceptionalism.	This	also	explains	why	the	PRC	never	promotes	Legalism	in	its	soft-power	campaign.	

VI.	IMPLICATIONS		
After	evaluating	Chinese	exceptionalism	in	theory,	this	work	aims	to	briefly	test	Chinese	exceptionalism	
in	practice	by	investigating	the	extent	to	which	Chinese	foreign	policy	reflects	its	exceptional	narrative.	
Exceptionalism	does	not	dictate	policy,	but	 it	 reflects	 the	political	elite's	worldview	and	can	 influence	
policy	ideas	(Zhang,	2013,	p.	307).	

The	official	rhetoric	of	Chinese	foreign	policy	is	largely	consistent	with	the	pacifist	part	of	Confucianism.	
In	the	early	days	of	the	PRC,	Premier	Zhou	Enlai	enunciated	the	“Five	Principles	of	Peaceful	Coexistence”	
in	1954:	mutual	respect	for	sovereignty	and	territorial	integrity,	mutual	non-aggression,	non-interference	
in	internal	affairs,	equality	and	mutual	benefit,	and	peaceful	coexistence	(Nathan	and	Zhang,	2022,	p.	59).	
After	the	Cold	War,	President	Jiang	Zemin	articulated	the	“new	security	concept,”	which	means	“rise	above	
one-sided	 security	 and	 seek	 common	 security	 through	mutually	 beneficial	 cooperation”	 (Ministry	 of	
Foreign	Affairs,	2002).	Then,	in	the	early	2000s,	President	Hu	Jintao	introduced	“peaceful	rise”	or	“peaceful	
development”	(The	State	Council,	2005).	Current	President	Xi	Jinping	has	taken	a	fundamental	shift	in	
foreign	 policy	 style	 by	 adopting	 a	more	 proactive	 approach	 in	 the	 international	 system.	 Still,	 he	 has	
emphasised	China’s	 insistence	on	peaceful	 rise	by	 introducing	the	“Community	of	Shared	Future”	 (Xi,	
2017).	This	concept	essentially	suggests	that	China	will	share	its	development	with	others.	However,	Xi’s	
version	 of	 peaceful	 rise	 has	 some	 preconditions,	 according	 to	 Jian	 Zhang	 (2015c).	 The	 first	 is	 the	
unprecedented	emphasis	on	the	protection	of	China’s	national	interests,	which	may	prevail	over	a	peaceful	
rise	(Zhang,	2015,	p.	9).	Xi	(2013)	stressed	that	“we	must	adhere	to	the	path	of	peaceful	development,	but	
we	must	never	give	up	our	legitimate	rights	and	interests,	and	we	must	never	sacrifice	our	national	core	
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interests.	No	 sovereign	country	 should	expect	us	 to	 trade	our	 core	 interests,	 and	do	not	 expect	us	 to	
swallow	the	bitter	 fruit	of	undermining	our	 sovereignty,	 security,	and	development	 interests.”	China’s	
almost	unconditional	stance	on	“core	interests”	explains	why	China	has	been	assertive	on	issues	in	the	
East	China	Sea,	South	China	Sea,	and	Taiwan.	Another	important	precondition	of	Xi’s	version	of	peaceful	
rise	is	reciprocity	(Zhang,	2015,	p.	10).	Xi	(2013)	stated	that	“China	is	on	the	path	of	peaceful	development,	
and	other	countries	must	also	follow	the	path	of	peaceful	development.	Only	when	all	countries	follow	
the	path	of	peaceful	development	can	they	develop	together	and	live	in	peace	with	each	other.”	This	means	
China	reserves	the	right	to	react	or	defend	itself	if	any	country	tries	to	contain	China	or	even	wage	war	
against	it.	It	appears	that	the	non-Confucian	part	of	Chinese	foreign	policy	is	becoming	evident	since	the	
Xi	administration.		

In	practice,	Chinese	foreign	policy	is	more	complicated.	China	has	a	particular	focus	on	its	neighbours	
and	 deploys	 “peripheral	 diplomacy”	 regarding	 them.	 “Peaceful	 Rise”	 and	 the	 “Community	 of	 Shared	
Future”	or	“Community	of	Common	Destiny”	(人类命运共同体	ren	lei	ming	yun	gong	tong	ti)	mainly	target	
China’s	 neighbours,	 as	 China’s	 rise	 can	 only	 take	 place	 in	 a	 stable	 environment	 (Zhang,	 2015c,	 p.	 11).	
However,	 as	 the	 term	 “peripheral	 diplomacy”	 indicates,	 China	 has	 a	 top-down	 paternalistic	 attitude	
toward	its	neighbours.	From	the	1950s	to	post-2009	Chinese	foreign	policy,	Beijing	has	been	consistent	
with	its	Legalist	“carrots	and	sticks”	style	foreign	policy	towards	its	neighbours.	China	rewards	them	when	
they	are	cooperative	in	preventing	a	rival	great	power	(the	US)	from	gaining	influence	at	China’s	expense	
and	punishes	them	when	they	do	the	opposite	(Li,	2016,	p.	251).	In	2010,	Chinese	foreign	minister	Yang	
Jiechi	spoke	to	ASEAN,	saying,	“China	is	a	big	country,	and	you	are	small	countries,	and	that	is	a	fact”	
(cited	by	Cronin	&	Neuhard,	2020).	China	has	territorial	disputes	with	several	ASEAN	countries.	Although	
China	officially	opens	to	dialogue,	it	has	increased	control	over	claimed	territory	in	the	South	China	Sea	
and	even	delegitimises	unfavourable	rules	of	the	United	Nations	Convention	on	the	Law	of	the	Sea	(Cronin	
&	Neuhard,	2020,	p.	14).	The	idea	of	a	“community	of	shared	future”	is	largely	employed	to	mend	fences	
with	those	ASEAN	countries	(Zhang,	2015c,	p.	15).	

President	Xi	Jinping’s	mindset	resembles	that	of	a	Legalist.	Although	he	frequently	references	Confucian	
classics,	Xi	is	a	strong	advocate	of	Legalist	governance	in	terms	of	domestic	politics.	Early	in	his	tenure,	
he	began	emphasising	the	phrase	“govern	the	state	according	to	law”	(依法治国	yi	fa	zhi	guo).	He	aimed	
to	 discipline	 the	 CCP	 through	 top-down	 law,	 launching	 an	 unprecedented	 anti-corruption	 campaign	
within	 the	 CCP.	 The	 rationale	 behind	 these	 policies	 is	 rooted	 in	 Legalist	 methods	 that	 emphasise	
controlling	human	behaviour	through	rewards	and	punishments	administered	by	the	state.	Xi’s	foreign	
policy	also	resonates	with	the	Legalist	worldview	of	interstate	competition.	Essentially,	Xi’s	ambition	is	to	
fulfil	the	“Chinese	Dream”	of	the	“rejuvenation	of	the	Chinese	nation”	so	that	China	will	not	be	vulnerable	
to	 foreign	 threats,	 as	 it	was	 during	 the	 “Century	 of	Humiliation”	 (Schneider,	 2016).	On	one	hand,	 he	
prioritises	Chinese	core	interests;	on	the	other,	he	advocates	for	“win-win”	solutions.	He	is	likely	trying	to	
find	 a	 balance	 that	 allows	 him	 to	 continue	 advancing	 Chinese	 interests	 while	 maintaining	 a	 stable	
environment,	which	reflects	a	liaison	between	Confucianism	and	Legalism.		

Nonetheless,	official	Chinese	exceptionalism	is	appealing	based	on	the	history	since	1979.	The	PRC	has	
not	been	 involved	 in	any	military	conflicts	 since	 the	Sino-Vietnamese	War	 in	 1979.	Despite	 territorial	
disputes	with	several	neighbours,	the	PRC	has	risen	peacefully	without	conquering	any	countries.	This	is	
indeed	 a	 remarkable	 achievement	 for	 a	 major	 power,	 and	 Beijing	 can	 tout	 it	 to	 legitimate	 Chinese	
exceptionalism.	As	pointed	out	before,	no	one	can	predict	with	certainty	if	China	will	continue	to	rise	
peacefully	given	the	intensifying	geopolitical	climate.	

VII.	CONCLUSION		
This	article	has	explored	 the	complex	 landscape	of	Chinese	exceptionalism,	 tracing	 its	evolution	 from	
imperial	assertions	of	central	supremacy	to	contemporary	manifestations	as	a	"civilisational	state."	The	
journey	through	historical,	cultural,	and	political	dimensions	has	unveiled	a	nuanced	picture	of	how	China	
perceives	itself	and	projects	its	identity	onto	the	global	stage.	

A	 critical	 insight	 from	 this	 analysis	 is	 the	 dualistic	 nature	 of	 Chinese	 exceptionalism,	which	 seeks	 to	
uphold	a	peaceful,	harmonious	world	vision	while	also	preparing	for	strategic	dominance.	The	discourse	
surrounding	China's	 rise,	particularly	 regarding	"benevolent	pacifism"	and	"harmonious	 inclusionism,"	
contrasts	 sharply	 with	 the	 realpolitik	 strategies	 underpinning	 its	 regional	 and	 global	 actions.	 This	
juxtaposition	 reflects	 a	broader	 struggle	within	 international	 relations	where	historical	narratives	 and	
geopolitical	realities	often	clash.	
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The	 exploration	 of	 "Sino-speak,"	 mainly	 through	 the	 works	 of	 Martin	 Jacques	 and	 Zhang	 Weiwei,	
underscores	the	reimagining	of	China’s	role	on	the	world	stage.	The	"civilisational	state"	notion	challenges	
the	Westphalian	 international	system,	proposing	a	model	where	cultural	 legacy	and	moral	philosophy	
drive	 political	 engagement	 rather	 than	 the	mere	 pursuit	 of	 national	 interest.	However,	 as	 this	 article	
argues,	such	narratives	must	be	critically	assessed	against	actual	policy	decisions	and	historical	actions,	
which	sometimes	contradict	the	idealistic	frameworks	proposed	by	"civilisational"	rhetoric.	

Moreover,	the	discourse	of	Chinese	exceptionalism,	while	rich	in	cultural	and	historical	assertions,	often	
overlooks	 the	 pragmatic	 and	 sometimes	 harsh	 realities	 of	 governance	 and	 international	 relations,	 as	
highlighted	by	the	discussion	on	Legalism.	The	integration	of	Legalism	into	the	conversation	on	Chinese	
exceptionalism	 provides	 a	more	 grounded	 understanding	 of	 China’s	 approach	 to	 power	 and	 control,	
suggesting	that	its	pacifist	and	harmonious	outward	expressions	may	sometimes	serve	more	as	strategic	
facades	than	reflections	of	underlying	policy	intentions.	

Exceptionalism	should	be	developed	based	on	real	exceptions.	Chinese	civilisation	is	arguably	the	longest	
continuous	ancient	civilisation.	It	is	presumably	the	only	secular	example	among	the	major	civilisations	
worldwide.	Chinese	 civilisation	also	emphasises	great	unity	 (大一统	 dayitong)	 since	221	BC	when	Qin	
unified	China.	By	contrast,	Europe	has	never	truly	unified	into	a	single	polity	since	the	fall	of	the	Roman	
Empire.	Nonetheless,	 it	 is	unrealistic	 to	 frame	any	hegemon	as	benign.	A	hegemon	 inevitably	appears	
coercive	to	others,	though	the	hegemon	itself	does	not	necessarily	realise	it.	

Employing	exceptionalist	discourse	to	highlight	differences	or	superiority	compared	to	other	countries	
may	prove	detrimental.	In	the	short	term,	it	can	promote	national	glory.	However,	in	the	long	term,	it	
drives	nationalism	and	chauvinism,	which	may	force	the	state	to	be	more	assertive	and	aggressive,	leading	
to	irrational	decisions	in	its	foreign	policy.	

Finally,	this	article	calls	for	more	future	research	on	Chinese	exceptionalism.	This	research	contributes	to	
a	more	nuanced	understanding	of	Chinese	exceptionalism	and	aids	in	predicting	potential	shifts	in	global	
dynamics	as	China	continues	to	rise	as	a	significant	world	power.	Future	research	needs	to	delve	deeper	
into	whether	Confucianism	is	simply	a	gloss	to	cover	Chinese	Legalism-style	foreign	policy.	It	is	equally	
important	to	consider	how	Chinese	exceptionalism	restrains	China	from	engaging	in	realpolitik	actions.	
Additionally,	future	studies	can	examine	how	other	philosophies,	such	as	Daoism	and	Moism,	influence	
Imperial	China	and	the	PRC	in	domestic	governance	and	foreign	policy.	

Shiqing	Xiao	
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Stand-up	 comedy	 is	 booming	 in	 Paris,	 attracting	 a	 predominantly	 young	 and	 highly	 diverse	 audience,	
wherein	equally	heterogeneous	performers	 reflect	on	 their	personal	experiences	 regarding	 topics	 such	as	
race,	 gender,	 and	 identity.	 The	 humorous	 intersection	 of	 personal	 issues	 with	 socio-political	 themes	
motivates	the	following	research	question:	How	and	why	do	comedians	in	Paris	claim	stand-up	comedy	as	a	
vehicle	 of	 political	 expression?	Drawing	 on	 qualitative	methods,	 including	 participant	 observations	 and	
semi-structured	interviews,	the	study	finds	that	while	political	expression	is	an	inherent	aspect	of	stand-up	
comedy,	not	all	comedians	recognise	the	inherently	political	character	of	their	actions,	nor	do	they	stress	it	
as	a	driving	factor.	These	differences	were	accompanied	by	diverging	motivations	 for	the	performance	of	
stand-up	comedy	in	Paris,	ranging	from	the	ubiquitous	ambition	to	make	people	laugh	and	have	a	great	time,	
to	educating	the	audience	on	a	particular	subject	matter.	By	situating	these	findings	within	an	understanding	
of	the	political,	according	to	the	work	of	Hannah	Arendt	and	Nina	Eliasoph,	the	research	contributes	to	
building	an	understanding	of	stand-up	comedy	as	a	vehicle	of	political	expression,	highlighting	its	role	in	
contemporary	Parisian	society.	
	
	
INTRODUCTION	
In	March	2022,	Netflix	released	“Standing	Up”	(“Drôle”),	a	French	series	about	four	aspiring	comedians	
trying	to	break	through	in	the	Parisian	stand-up	scene.	The	popularity	of	this	show	reflected	a	wider	
trend:	the	steep	rise	of	American-style	stand-up	comedy	clubs	in	France	(Cappelle,	2022).	In	comparison	
to	the	Anglosphere,	France’s	stand-up	comedy	scene	is	young,	with	many	dating	its	origin	to	the	release	
of	the	French	television	comedy	show	“Jamel	Comedy	Club”	in	2006	(Logan,	2020).	

In	 its	 nascent	 state,	 French	 stand-up	 comedy	has	 attracted	 a	 youthful	 and	 racially	 diverse	 audience,	
composed	 largely	 of	 those	 historically	 marginalised	 from	 the	 more	 hallowed	 spheres	 of	 France’s	
traditional	performing	arts	(Capelle,	2022).	Commonly,	comedians	from	marginalised	backgrounds	use	
their	performance	to	reflect	on	their	intersectionality.	In	France,	humour	has	historically	been	used	as	
an	outlet	for	political	expression,	with	French	satirical	magazine	“Charlie	Hebdo”	being	one	of	the	most	
prominent	and	controversial	examples	(Logan,	2020).	French	stand-up	comedy,	however,	affords	a	new	
stratum	of	society	the	means	to	express	their	political	concerns,	often	with	candour	and	disregard	for	
convention.	Stand-up	routines	in	Parisian	comedy	clubs	regularly	address	issues	such	as	race,	gender	or	
sexual	 orientation	 in	 a	 personal	 and	 direct	 way,	 offering	 a	 humorous	 approach	 that	 differs	 from	
traditional	 French	 media.	 However,	 empirical	 work	 analysing	 the	 inherently	 political	 content	 and	
dimensions	of	Parisian	stand-up	comedy	in	a	standardised	way	is	so	far	lacking.	

Humour	plays	a	crucial	 role	 in	our	modern	societies	and	political	 life.	Humour	historically	 formed	a	
versatile	instrument	for	political	expression,	its	significance	in	social	and	political	discourse	commanding	
a	vast	body	of	scholarly	inquiry	(Gilbert,	1997;	Thomas,	2015).	Humour	possesses	the	unique	ability	to	
highlight	 deeply	 troublesome	 and	 painful	 topics,	 which	 otherwise	 would	 be	 difficult	 to	 discuss,	 by	
undermining	parts	of	its	own	power	with	its	“unserious	nature”	with	which	the	rhetorical	form	of	jokes	
is	generally	considered	(Gilbert,	1997).	Furthermore,	Freud	argued	for	humour’s	ability	to	be	used	as	a	
social	ventil	that	helps	society	to	relieve	itself	from	social,	cultural,	and	political	pains	(Cohen	1978;	Freud,	
1990).	For	its	ability	to	relieve	societal	pain,	humour,	especially	in	the	form	of	stand-up	comedy,	is	often	
used	 by	minority	 groups	 to	 process	 and	 share	 their	 experiences	 of	 social	 injustice.	 The	 concepts	 of	
objectification	 and	 otherness	 are	 often	 crucial	 components	 in	 their	 comedic	 material,	 targeted	 to	
highlight	 the	 comedians’	 experienced	 minority	 and	 marginality	 in	 the	 larger	 social	 fabric.	 Self-
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deprecation	allows	for	a	direct	form	of	social	critique,	by	ridiculing	and	thus	questioning	the	faulty,	which	
many	see	as	a	normal	accepted	social	order	and	ideals	to	subscribe	to	(Gilbert,	1997).	Humour	thus	plays	
a	crucial	sociopolitical	function,	especially	for	marginalised	groups.	An	analysis	of	stand-up	comedy	as	a	
form	of	political	expression	and	social	ventil	for	marginalised	groups	is	therefore	essential,	especially	in	
the	Parisian	context	of	rising	social	inequalities	and	marginalised	groups	facing	increasing	discrimination	
(Le	Galès	and	Pierson,	2019;	McAvay	and	Verdugo,	2021).	

Scholars	 have	 explored	 the	 political	 dimensions	 of	 stand-up	 comedy,	 particularly	 within	 traditions	
pertaining	to	Anglo-Saxon	cultures.	Quirck	(2018)	dives	into	the	history	and	development	of	alternative	
comedy	in	the	United	Kingdom.	The	author	explores	how	comedians	are	shaped	by	and	respond	to	social,	
political,	and	economic	developments	in	Britain,	proposing	an	innovative	framework	for	the	assessment	
of	 stand-up	 comedy.	 Similarly,	 the	 work	 of	 Matthew	 and	 Schmitt	 (2016)	 explores	 how	 stand-up	
comedians	deal	with	and	work	with	issues	such	as	identity,	marginalisation,	and	taboos.	Yet,	owing	to	its	
relative	novelty,	scholarly	inquiry	into	the	French	context	remains	scarce.	

As	mentioned	above,	the	French	stand-up	comedy	scene	only	gained	traction	with	the	televised	show	
“Jamel	Comedy	Club”	in	2006	(Béru,	2011).	According	to	Béru,	this	show	wasn’t	only	a	crucial	turning	
point	in	the	history	of	French	comedy	because	it	introduced	an	entirely	new	format	imported	from	the	
United	 States	 of	 America,	 but	 also	 because	 it	 addressed	 “ethnoracial”	 taboos,	 such	 as	 racism,	 social	
discrimination	and	more	generally,	life	in	the	banlieues	using	humour,	enabling	them	to	make	their	way	
into	the	French	public	debate	for	the	first	time	(2011).	Such	taboos	are	of	an	inherently	political	nature,	
as	they	are	presented	in	a	communal	context	of	speech	and	expression,	with	the	aim	of	affecting	and	
potentially	influencing	the	audience’s	opinions	or	beliefs	on	a	certain	topic	or	issue.	The	popularity	of	
“Jamel	Comedy	Club”	paved	the	way	for	stand-up	comedy	in	France,	which	became	increasingly	popular	
in	 the	years	 that	 followed	(Béru,	2011).	Stand-up	comedy	never	ceased	to	grow,	and	 indeed,	Cappelle	
observed	 in	 the	 summer	 of	 2022	 that	 Parisian	 comedy	 clubs	 featuring	 stand-up	 comedians	 thrived,	
drawing	predominantly	youthful	audiences	while	the	more	traditional	theatres	struggled	to	recapture	
their	pre-lockdown	attendance	levels	in	the	wake	of	the	COVID-19	disruptions	in	2020.	Coincidentally,	
as	 a	 social	 group,	 French	 youth	 are	 thought	 to	be	 feeling	 increasingly	disconnected	 from	 traditional	
democratic	institutions	with	a	comparatively	low	election	turnout	rate	(CESE,	2022).	Exploring	political	
expression	 in	 stand-up	 comedy	 permits	 an	 understanding	 of	 potential	 alternative	 avenues	 for	 youth	
political	 expression	 in	 Paris.	 To	 do	 so,	 an	 understanding	 of	what	 the	 political	 really	means	must	 be	
developed.	 Considering	 the	 increasing	 popularity	 of	 stand-up	 comedy	 in	 France,	 and	 the	 inherently	
political	 nature	 of	 taboos,	 we	 aim	 to	 investigate	 the	 role	 of	 political	 expression	 in	 French	 stand-up	
comedy	using	a	novel	theoretical	framework	based	on	the	seminal	conceptualisation	of	political	action	
by	Hannah	Arendt,	and	apolitical	expression	by	Nina	Eliasoph.	Building	on	the	existing	literature	on	the	
role	 of	 humour,	 and	 the	 political	 dimension	 of	 stand-up	 comedy,	 we	 aim	 to	 advance	 the	 scholarly	
discussion	to	identify	and	understand	the	instances	of	political	expression	present	in	Parisian	stand-up	
comedy.	This	article	thus	explores	youth	political	engagement	in	Paris	beyond	traditional	institutions.	
More	precisely,	we	seek	to	understand	the	motivation	of	comedians	to	express	their	political	experiences	
and	beliefs	through	stand-up	comedy.	This	objective	was	transmuted	to	the	following	research	question:	
how	and	why	do	comedians	in	Paris	claim	stand-up	comedy	as	a	vehicle	of	political	expression?	

In	order	to	answer	this	research	question,	we	must	first	clarify	our	understanding	of	political	expression	
and	make	it	relevant	to	the	specific	relational	spaces	at	hand:	Parisian	stand-up	comedy	clubs.	Thus,	the	
first	 section	explains	our	 theoretical	 starting	point,	delineating	an	understanding	of	 the	political	 that	
follows	from	the	seminal	work	of	Hannah	Arendt,	complemented	by	Nina	Eliasoph’s	study	identifying	
the	political	in	the	apparently	a-political,	allowing	us	to	recognise	instances	of	political	engagement	and	
identify	 instances	 of	 politics	 in	 stand-up	 comedy.	 Subsequently,	 a	 description	 of	 our	 ethnographic	
qualitative	 method	 involving	 participant	 observations	 and	 semi-structured	 interviews	 follows,	
complemented	by	a	brief	summary	of	our	main	fieldwork	results.	Then	we	discuss	our	findings	and	link	
them	back	to	our	theoretical	understanding	of	political	expression	in	order	to	provide	an	answer	to	our	
research	question.	Finally,	a	conclusion	evaluates	and	sums	up	our	main	findings.	

STAND-UP	COMEDY	AS	A	VEHICLE	OF	POLITICAL	EXPRESSION	
In	order	to	build	an	empirical	understanding	of	stand-up	comedy	as	a	vehicle	of	political	expression	a	few	
theoretical	clarifications	are	in	order.	Firstly,	we	here	understand	‘vehicle’	to	refer	to	a	means	or	medium	
through	 which	 agency	 may	 be	 channelled	 (or	 performed),	 where	 agency	 refers	 to	 conduct(s)	 that	
effectively	realises	an	actor’s	political	intentions	(Hay,	2002,	pp.	93-95).	Furthermore,	if	attempting	to	
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locate	 instances	of	 ‘political	expression’	 in	Parisian	comedy	clubs,	a	 robust	conceptualisation	of	what	
constitutes	 ‘political	expression’	 is	 in	order.	While	the	conventional	 invocation	of	 ‘politics’	conjures	a	
distinct	assemblage	of	institutions	and	procedures,	we	aim	to	advance	a	more	fundamental	conception	
of	the	‘political’,	one	that	may	be	meaningfully	discerned	independent	of	the	state,	policy	or	electoral	
processes.	

The	work	of	Hannah	Arendt	(1998)	offers	a	particularly	useful	framework	in	this	regard.	In	“The	Human	
Condition,”	 Arendt	 elaborates	 an	 understanding	 of	 human	 life	 that	 draws	 a	 primordial	 distinction	
between	two	modes	of	being,	the	vita	contemplativa,	and	the	vita	activa.	It	is	in	the	vita	activa,	Arendt	
argues,	 that	 mankind’s	 tangible	 engagement	 with	 the	 world	 is	 located,	 under	 which	 three	 distinct	
activities	 may	 be	 observed:	 “labour,”	 “work,”	 and	 “action.”	 Labour	 and	 work,	 for	 Arendt,	 are	
fundamentally	 private	 activities:	 that	 is—grounding	 herself	 in	 the	 Aristotelian	 tradition—they	
archetypically	occur	in	the	oikos,	the	household,	that	unit	of	organisation	which	is	primarily	concerned	
with	the	sustenance	of	life.	The	public	realm	(polis),	conversely,	is	defined	by	its	relationship	with	action.	
In	the	public	realm,	we	are	continually	confronted	with	the	plurality	of	humanity.	It	is	here	that	we	are	
asked	to	go	beyond	the	activities	that	sustain	our	physical	form	and	instead,	endeavour	to	communicate	
who	we	are	(not	what	we	are)	through	acts	of	speech	and	self-expression.	The	public	realm	is	where	we	
negotiate	the	irreducible	distinctness	of	human	life.	Politics	then,	for	Arendt,	is	fundamentally	linked	to	
acts	of	speech	and	expression.	It	is	through	action—the	deliberate	assertion	and	presentation	of	the	self—
that	we	transcend	violence	and	necessity,	emerging	from	the	realm	of	bare,	pre-political	existence.	As	
she	writes:	“Aristotle’s	definition	of	man	as	zoon	politikon	(...)	can	be	fully	understood	only	if	one	adds	
his	second	famous	definition	of	man	as	a	zoon	logon	ekhon	(a	living	being	capable	of	speech)”	(1998,	pp.	
26-27).	Importantly,	then,	politics	is	not	a	discrete	or	tangible	thing;	it	is	a	relational	way	of	existing	in	
the	world	and	interacting	with	oneself	and	one	another,	founded	on	speech	acts	of	self-presentation.	It	
is	 in	 these	 relationally-constituted	 "spaces	 of	 appearance"	 that	 people	 may	 assert	 their	 subjectivity,	
distinguishing	 themselves	 from	 mere	 objects	 or	 organisms.	 Politics	 emerges	 wherever	 individuals	
interact	in	this	way,	preceding	any	formal	government	or	public	institutions	(Arendt,	1998,	pp.	198-199).	

How,	then,	given	these	qualities,	might	politics	as	such	be	observed	in	the	field?	Nina	Eliasoph,	in	her	
1998	ethnography	“Avoiding	Politics:	How	Americans	Produce	Apathy	in	Everyday	Life,”	offers	a	useful	
approach.	Eliasoph’s	study,	while	focusing	primarily	on	the	observation	of	apolitical	expression,	is	based	
on	an	understanding	of	politics	that	fundamentally	aligns	with	Arendtian	ideas	of	action.	For	Eliasoph,	
politics	and	the	public	are	produced	relationally	through	speech	and	active	self-expression.	That	is,	“with	
active,	mindful	political	participation,	we	weave	reality	and	a	place	for	ourselves	within	it	(...)	This	is	the	
power	to	create	the	public	itself”	(Eliasoph,	1998,	p.	17).	Crucially	though,	self-presentation	in	the	presence	
of	 others	 is	 not	 a	 sufficient	 criterion	 for	 political	 expression.	 As	Arendt	 notes,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 exist	
alongside	other	human	beings	while	simultaneously	 failing	to	act,	to	escape	the	private	realm.	While	
attempting	to	observe	the	evaporation	(or	production)	of	political	space,	Eliasoph	is	required	to	articulate	
an	 actionable	 criterion	 for	 political	 expression	 that	 is	 able	 to	 discern	 between	 private	 and	 public	
expression	in	the	presence	of	others.	Illustrating	the	difficulty	of	such	a	task,	she	remarks	that	“recreation	
group	members	took	racist	and	sexist	 jokes	as	purely	personal	statements,	but	an	observer	could	say,	
‘Oh,	but	they	really	are	talking	about	politics	and	just	don’t	know	it’”	(Eliasoph	,	1998,	p.	14).	In	response,	
she	offers	the	following	as	an	approach.	Rather	than	imposing	a	fixed	definition	of	“political,”	the	aim	is	
to	 observe	 how	 people	 themselves	 distinguish	 between	 political	 and	 non-political	 issues	 through	
interaction.	The	focus	is	on	“whether	or	not	speakers	ever	draw	out	a	topic’s	public	implications”	(Eliasoph,	
1998,	p.	15)	in	recognition	of	the	broader	significance	of	their	words—i.e.	whether	they	assume	what	they	
say	to	matter	beyond	their	own	perspective.	The	real	concern	then,	for	Eliasoph,	is	not	politics	as	a	topic	
but	as	a	way	of	speaking	that	engages	a	wider	community	and	expresses	public	concern.	

For	Eliasoph,	political	expression	manifests	through	speech	and	self-presentation,	wherein	individuals	
seek	not	only	to	assert	the	singularity	of	their	subjectivity	but	to	render	it	meaningful	by	recognising	its	
inherently	relational	nature.	In	weaving	a	web	of	connections	between	subjects,	political	expression	does	
not	merely	articulate	individual	perspectives;	it	actively	forges	the	public	sphere	itself,	cultivating	the	
very	conditions	that	make	further	political	expression	possible.	Thus,	we	argue	that	political	expression	
can	accordingly	be	interpreted	as	a	style	of	action	or	particular	use	of	agency	that	inserts	oneself	into	the	
public	sphere	by	working	to	create	it.	In	this	sense,	stand-up	comedy,	or	humour	more	broadly,	functions	
as	a	social	ventil	as	well	as	a	medium	for	advancing	thoughts	and	ideas	that	are	inherently	political.	The	
works	by	Arendt	and	Eliasoph	are	thus	well	suited	for	the	research	aim	of	identifying	political	expression	
in	Parisian	stand-up	comedy.	
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METHODOLOGY	AND	DATA	COLLECTION	
Having	established	the	significance	of	stand-up	comedy	in	Paris,	the	social	function	of	humour,	and	the	
nature	of	political	expression,	we	must	now	turn	to	the	central	inquiry:	how	and	why	Parisian	comedians	
assert	stand-up	comedy	as	a	vehicle	for	political	expression.	

We	approached	our	research	from	a	qualitative	perspective.	By	utilising	an	ethnographic	approach,	we	
were	able	to	fully	immerse	ourselves	into	the	world	of	stand-up	comedy,	allowing	for	the	identification	
of	patterns	in	comedy	shows	(see	Lareau	and	Shultz,	1996).	Ethnographic	studies	are	primarily	rooted	in	
observation	but	can	also	be	supplemented	by	interviews.	Concretely,	the	use	of	participant	observations	
and	semi-structured	interviews	allowed	us	to	develop	a	deeper	understanding	of	our	research	topic	and	
the	choices	made	by	our	 research	 subjects:	 stand-up	comedians.	However,	due	 to	 time	and	 resource	
constraints,	 our	project	did	not	 encompass	 a	 fully	 immersive	 ethnographic	deep	dive;	 it	was	 instead	
primarily	limited	to	participant	observations	based	on	ethnographic	methodologies.	Additionally,	in	an	
effort	to	triangulate	our	observational	data,	a	number	of	interviews	with	comedians	were	conducted.	To	
collect	comparable	data,	we	had	to	achieve	a	minimum	level	of	standardisation	across	our	observations	
and	interviews.	Thus,	we	developed	an	observation	and	an	interview	guideline	(Annex	2	and	3).	

Our	observation	guideline	provided	the	appropriate	methodological	framework	to	approach	the	first	part	
of	our	fieldwork,	informing	how	we	selected	venues	and	prepared	for	participant	observations.	Firstly,	
we	needed	to	identify	English-language	stand-up	comedy	shows	in	Paris.	These	either	took	place	as	open	
mic	 nights,	 where	 essentially	 anyone	 would	 be	 able	 to	 perform	 based	 on	 a	 “first	 come,	 first	 serve”	
principle,	 or	 with	 preselected	 comedians,	 sometimes	 focusing	 on	 a	 pre-prepared	 theme	 or	 topic,	 as	
chosen	by	the	host.	We	focused	primarily	on	preselected	evenings,	as	open-mics	were	mostly	attended	
by	amateurs	or	beginners	but	also	included	one	observation	at	an	open-mic	night.	Furthermore,	in	order	
to	control	our	English-language	observations,	we	conducted	an	observation	at	a	French-language	stand-
up	comedy	show.	This	was	randomly	selected	based	on	availability	and	convenience.	These	criteria	might	
be	considered	arbitrary,	but	they	effectively	permitted	us	to	isolate	individual	shows	from	the	many	that	
take	place	in	Paris	each	evening.	

Secondly,	the	observation	guideline	delineated	our	behaviour	at	a	comedy	show	as	social	scientists	and	
as	audience	members.	At	small	comedy	shows,	the	host	usually	speaks	to	the	single	audience	members	
before	the	start.	Here,	we	would	always	be	transparent	about	the	reasons	why	we	were	at	the	show:	to	
enjoy	 the	comedy,	but	also	 to	conduct	 research	on	political	expression	 in	 stand-up	comedy.	Thirdly,	
during	the	show,	we	would	look	out	for	broad	topics	addressed	in	the	act	(e.g.,	racism,	relationships,	
daily	life	in	Paris,	etc.),	the	identity	of	the	comedians	(their	gender,	age,	etc.),	the	size	and	composition	
of	the	audience,	and	the	crowd’s	reactions	to	the	jokes,	or	rather	to	the	specific	topics	addressed	by	the	
comedians.	So	as	not	to	disturb	the	audience	and	the	comedians	on	stage,	we	would	avoid	sitting	in	the	
first	row,	which	usually	interacts	the	most	with	the	comedians,	and	take	notes	on	our	phones.	We	avoided	
using	a	notebook	in	a	setting	where	its	use	would	have	stood	out	and	attracted	undesired	attention.	

For	the	scope	of	our	study,	the	observations	provided	us	with	an	understanding	of	the	world	of	stand-up	
comedy,	which	was	necessary	to	immerse	ourselves	in	it	and	meet	comedians.	However,	the	data	required	
to	answer	our	research	question	is	mainly	derived	from	interviews.	This	necessitated	the	development	of	
a	clear-focused	and	streamlined	interview	guideline.	Our	guideline	was	structured	in	clear-cut	sections	
(introduction,	 establishing	 connections,	 qualitative	 dimensions,	 and	 conclusion)	 that	 guided	 our	
interviews	and	included	potential	questions	to	ask	in	order	to	gather	our	data	(see	Annex	3).	Within	the	
section	qualitative	dimensions,	we	gathered	data	on	the	comedian’s	understanding	of	“the	political,”	their	
personal	relation	to	society,	as	well	as	their	motivations	to	do	stand-up.	Naturally,	the	interviews	were	
nourished	by	prior	observations.	Hence,	we	also	discussed	the	ways	in	which	comedians	choose	topics,	
develop	jokes,	and	form	relationships	with	the	audience.	These	insights	provided	further	auxiliary	data	
that	 potentially	 indicates	 how	 comedians	 utilise	 stand-up	 comedy	 for	 political	 expression.	 We	
approached	 a	 range	 of	 comedians	 for	 our	 interviews,	 usually	 after	 a	 show	 or	 through	 social	media.	
Incidentally,	 the	 four	 comedians	 who	 were	 willing	 to	 speak	 to	 us	 had	 diverging	 backgrounds,	
strengthening	the	overall	significance	of	the	interview	data	we	collected.	All	interviews	were	conducted	
in	 cafés.	 Below,	 the	 most	 pertinent	 results	 from	 our	 observations	 and	 interviews	 are	 detailed.	 All	
interviews	 and	 observations	 were	 conducted	 in	 Paris,	 France	 over	 the	 course	 of	 two	 months,	 from	
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October	to	November	2022	(see	Annex	1).	Every	comedian	and	host	provided	oral	informed	consent	to	
being	included	in	the	study.	

FIELDWORK	RESULTS	
In	 order	 to	 contextualise	 our	 main	 findings,	 we	 first	 need	 to	 outline	 our	 observation	 results.	 We	
conducted	six	participant	observations	at	different	Parisian	venues.	Although	each	venue	was	different,	
the	number	of	seats	available	for	the	audience	usually	varied	between	30	and	40.	On	some	occasions,	the	
room	was	packed,	on	others,	 there	were	a	 few	vacant	seats.	The	audience	was	 typically	an	ethnically	
diverse	 crowd	 in	 their	 late	 20s	 and	 early	 30s,	 with	 approximate	 gender	 parity.	 Only	 the	 French	
observation	stood	out,	as	the	audience	members	looked	much	younger,	primarily	in	their	early	20s.	All	
shows	 comprised	 the	 performance	 of	 a	 handful	 of	 comedians,	 performing	 between	 three	 and	 five	
minutes,	depending	on	the	event,	with	a	host	opening	and	closing	the	event,	and	sometimes	the	host	
would	also	introduce	each	individual	comedian.	As	one	of	our	interviewees	later	confirmed,	the	role	of	
the	host	 is	essential	 in	measuring	the	audience	and	setting	the	appropriate	atmosphere	 for	the	night	
(Interview	1).	

The	 stand-up	 comedians	 themselves	were	much	more	 heterogeneous	 than	 the	 audience,	which	was	
diverse,	but	still	majority	white.	Although	most	comedians	we	observed	were	men	(about	two-thirds),	
they	usually	were	of	different	ethnic	backgrounds.	The	most	common	topics	that	were	addressed	were	
love	and	relationships,	work-life,	living	in	Paris	or	the	Parisians,	as	well	as	discrimination	or	racism.	The	
jokes	 were	 usually	 based	 on	 alleged	 personal	 anecdotes,	 often	 built	 through	 the	 establishment	 of	 a	
relationship	with	the	audience,	for	example	by	starting	the	performance	with	a	rhetorical	question.	We	
noticed	a	 trend	that	non-white	comedians	almost	always	addressed	racism	or	discrimination	 in	 their	
performances.	 Furthermore,	 while	 the	 theme	 of	 love	 and	 relationships,	 including	 dating,	 marriage,	
gender	roles	and	sexuality,	was	explored	by	most	performers,	it	was	almost	exclusively	the	focus	of	female	
comedians,	who	frequently	centred	their	entire	acts	around	this	subject.	In	contrast,	male	comedians	did	
not	consistently	engage	with	these	themes	to	the	same	extent.	

As	the	community	of	stand-up	comedy—especially	English-language	stand-up	comedy—in	Paris	is	small,	
the	hosts	 and	 some	of	 the	 recurring	 comedians	 recognised	us	 after	 our	 first	 rounds	of	 observations.	
Although	probably	not	all	of	those	who	recognised	us	remembered	our	primary	intention	to	conduct	
social	science	research,	one	of	the	hosts	expressed	gratitude	to	us	for	returning	to	his	show.	This	made	
us	increasingly	feel	at	ease	during	our	fieldwork,	as	we	did	not	sense	that	we	were	intruding	in	any	way,	
advancing	our	immersion	into	the	world	of	stand-up	comedy.		

These	observations	provided	us	with	the	necessary	insight	to	conduct	our	interviews	that	constituted	the	
second	 part	 of	 our	 fieldwork,	 collecting	 sufficient	 information	 to	 ask	 precise	 questions	 to	 our	
interviewees.	We	interviewed	four	comedians	from	different	backgrounds,	ranging	from	a	French	white	
male	 who	 recently	 got	 into	 stand-up	 comedy	 (Interview	 1),	 a	 transgender	 man	 (Interview	 2),	 a	
French/British	woman	of	African	descent	(Interview	3),	to	an	established	African	comedian	who	recently	
moved	to	Paris	(Interview	4).	Below,	our	most	relevant	findings	are	outlined.	

Interestingly,	 all	 comedians	 stressed	 that	 their	 jokes	 and	 performances	 stemmed	 from	 personal	
experiences,	insisting	that	without	this	grounding,	no	connection	with	the	audience	could	be	formed,	
and	the	humour,	as	a	result,	would	fall	flat.	Additionally,	a	lot	of	research	was	found	to	go	into	the	making	
of	a	joke,	as	lying	or	sharing	incorrect	information	on	stage	may	be	detrimental	to	a	comedian’s	career.	
The	topics	they	tackled	were	of	significant	personal	importance	to	the	comedians,	who	conveyed	a	strong	
desire	to	share	these	intimate	experiences	with	an	audience	willing	to	give	their	full	attention.	When	
directly	questioned	about	the	political	dimensions	of	their	comedy,	each	interviewee	elucidated	a	unique	
perspective	on	the	political	dimensions	of	their	work.		

Summing	up	our	main	findings,	we	can	highlight	the	importance	for	comedians	to	share	personal	stories	
with	 the	 audience,	 with	whom	 they	 build	 a	 connection	 at	 the	 start	 of	 their	 performance.	 Although	
comedians	approach	stand-up	differently,	their	performances	tend	to	converge	around	major	topics,	such	
as	love	and	relationships,	daily	life,	or	discrimination.	Their	interpretation	of	these	performances	as	a	
form	 of	 political	 expression	 is	 not	 universally	 held	 among	 comedians,	 who	 often	 have	 ramified	
understandings	of	the	political	in	stand-up	comedy.	

	



 
LORENZO SILVESTRI, OSKAR STEINER & PAUL JANSON 

 
 

 
© The Author(s) 2025. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
licence, which permits use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.  

149 

DISCUSSION	
To	answer	our	research	question,	below	we	first	discuss	how	comedians	in	Parisian	stand-up	comedy	
utilise	 their	 performance	 as	 a	 vehicle	 of	 political	 expression,	 followed	 by	 a	 discussion	 on	 their	
motivations,	in	other	words,	why	they	do	so.	

How	Do	Comedians	In	Paris	Claim	Stand-Up	Comedy	as	A	Vehicle	of	Political	Expression?	
With	 regards	 to	 these	 results	 then,	 we	 find	 that—given	 the	 understanding	 of	 political	 expression	
borrowed	from	Arendt	and	Eliasoph	of	politics	as	the	relational	act	of	self-presentation	“in	front	of	a	
wider	 backdrop”	 (Eliasoph,	 1998,	 p.	 15)—essentially	 all	 stand-up	 comedy	 can	 be	 construed	 as	 active	
political	 expression.	This,	we	 find,	 is	often	unintentional	 (but	 sometimes	knowingly	 tolerated)	and	a	
result	of	the	art	form’s	inherent	nature	as	a	bridge	between	personal	and	public.	Frequently,	however,	
this	engagement	with	the	innate	political	character	of	stand-up	is	a	conscious	and	an	explicit	choice.	
These	instances,	where	the	baseline	political	character	of	stand-up	is	acknowledged	and	exploited,	are	
indicative	of	situations	 in	which	performers	are	more	 immediately	aware	of	 the	political	character	of	
their	own	personhood.	

Our	 interviews	 revealed	 that	 the	 nature	 of	 stand-up	 comedy	 (as	 understood	 by	 comedians)	
fundamentally	requires	the	connection	of	personal	experience	to	public	interest.	While	not	necessarily	
seeing	 this	act	as	 ‘political’	 themselves,	 all	 the	comedians	we	 interviewed	were	actively	aware	of	 this	
process	and	saw	it	as	central	to	their	work.	This	mediation	of	the	personal	and	the	public	was	observed	
to	require	two	processes	that	all	the	comedians	we	studied	framed	as	central	to	their	act.	Namely,	the	
articulation	of	 some	personal	 truth	and	 the	 subsequent	negotiation	of	 this	 truth	vis-à-vis	 the	web	of	
relations	constituting	‘the	public.’	

Firstly,	it	was	consistently	emphasised	by	the	comedians	we	interviewed	that	they	could	only	joke	about	
what	they	knew.	When	discussing	what	constitutes	a	successful	routine,	Interviewee	2	stated	that	“so	
many	comics	want	to	appeal	to,	like	a	big	number	of	people...but	no,	speak	about	yourself,	speak	about	
your	 truth	and	you,	you	will	 find	your	audience”	 (Interview	2).	When	speaking	on	the	boundaries	of	
acceptability	 in	comedy,	another	highlighted:	“I	will	make	fun	of	my	own	experience	with	the	Jewish	
people.	Certainly,	 I	 cannot	make	 fun	 of	 [Jewish	 people	 as	 a	whole.]”	 (Interview	 3).	 Importantly,	 this	
knowledge	 could	 be	 either	 researched	 and	 factual,	 or	 experiential	 and	 observational.	 In	 both	 cases,	
however,	the	comedians	were	explicit	as	to	the	fact	that	any	routine	had	to—in	some	sense	of	the	term—
be	true;	one’s	jokes	had	to	correspond	to	some	intimate	and	personally-derived	understanding	of	reality.	
“I	talk	more	about	things	that	touch	me	...	And	that	touches	the	people	as	well—when	you	talk	about	
something	that	is	dear	to	you—compared	to	when	you’re	talking	about	something	that	everyone	already	
knows...	It	is	necessary	that	the	topic	is	important	to	me.	If	I	talk	about	a	subject	that	I	don’t	care	about,	
the	audience	won’t	care	either”	(Interview	1).	

The	 second	 half	 of	 the	 comedic	 process	 was	 constituted	 by	 the	 need	 to	 relate	 this	 personally	 held	
knowledge	to	the	expectations	and	understandings	of	the	audience.	When	describing	his	writing	process,	
Interviewee	1	continued:	“it	is	important	that	people	recognise	themselves.	Me,	for	example,	I	talk	about	
sales,	I	talk	about	me	being	a	store	clerk,	but	also	the	customer	in	front.	So,	people	can	also	see	themselves	
in	the	customer.	So,	there	is	not	only	the	store	clerk	but	there	are	also	those	who	stand	opposite	to	the	
store	clerk.	Everyone	can	recognise	himself	in	one	way	or	another	and	this	is	how	you	unify”	(Interview	
1).	Comedians	thus	appeared	to	understand	their	job	as	necessitating	a	self-projection	into	the	minds	of	
the	public,	to	understand	how	personal	knowledge	might	resonate	with	the	subjectivities	of	their	viewers.	
As	one	comedian	contended,	“I	can	even	see	them	[the	audience]	thinking	like	‘that’s	exactly	what	I	was	
thinking!’...When	you	have	that	commonality	within	your	own	life,	they	love	it	too.	They’re	like,	“Oh	yes.	
He’s	like	me.’	Or	‘I	like	them’	or	‘we’re	the	same.’	All	I	care	about	is	my	feelings	and	how	they	relate	to	
others...with	comedy	you’re	talking	about	issues	that,	once	again,	need	to	be	talked	about	and	finding	
the	humour	in	it,	the	connection,	the	similarity	and	the	differences	between	all	of	us”	(Interview	3).	The	
comedic	act	fundamentally	lies	in	(successfully)	negotiating	the	alterity	of	the	audience;	by	creating,	out	
of	difference	and	individuality,	a	shared	reality	in	which	one’s	personal	voice	has	a	place	and	is	heard.	
The	statement,	“the	more	it	is	personal,	the	more	it	becomes	universal.”	concisely	summarises	this	point.	
(Interview	2).	

Certain	comedians,	however,	explicitly	framed	their	comedy—driven	by	this	process	of	connecting	the	
personal	 to	 the	 public—as	 a	 political	 act.	 The	 processes	 we	 identify	 as	 constituting	 ‘unintentional’	
political	expression	were	still	present	as	a	baseline,	but	we	observe	that	what	the	comedians	understood	
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to	be	 ‘political’	 in	their	comedy	generally	related	to	aspects	of	their	personal	 life	that	had	themselves	
become	politicised.	Here,	we	can	see	two	things.	Firstly,	the	relational	character	of	stand-up	remains	in	
the	act.	The	act	is	still	derived	from	a	process	of	connecting	the	personal	to	the	public.	The	difference	
here	is	that	we	begin	to	see	performers	acknowledging	the	political	dimensions	of	this	act,	in	order	to	
consciously	play	with	its	implications.	Of	interest	to	us	is	where	this	sort	of	recognition	might	come	from;	
what	is	it	that	leads	some	comedians	to	disavow	the	political	nature	of	stand-up	and	others	to	embrace	
it?	

Accordingly,	 we	 posit	 that	 for	 one’s	 comedy	 to	 be	 self-identifying	 as	 political—given	 the	 inherent	
personalisation	of	the	art	form—one	must	conceive	of	oneself	in	political	terms.	As	Interviewee	2,	who	
is	transgender	(and	explicitly	described	his	comedy	in	political	terms)	told	us,	“For	me,	stand-up	has	
always	been	going	to	war	...	My	whole	being,	my	whole	life	is	political.	My	existence	is	political.	This	is	
what	people	say,	this	is	what	people	need	to	understand	being	transgender.	We	constantly	need	to	justify	
our	existence”	(Interview	2).	Similarly,	Interviewee	3,	a	Black	woman,	explicitly	highlighted	the	role	her	
identity	plays	in	building	the	political	dimension	of	her	comedy:	“Most	of	the	time,	people	will	not	see	
[politics]	the	same	way.	Some	comedians	I’m	talking	about	will	not	write	[political	jokes]	the	same	way	
because	first	of	all,	they’re	not	Black.	Second	of	all,	they’re	not	a	woman.	Third	of	all	they’re	not	me”	
(Interview	3).	

For	comedians	whose	personal	identities	were	marginalised	in	some	way,	the	self	was	thus	understood	
as	a	site	of	contest.	Who	they	were,	their	very	personhood,	was	understood	to	be	unavoidably	implicated	
in	 the	public	 realm.	As	a	 result,	by	understanding	 the	 inherent	political	 character	of	 their	being,	we	
suggest	that	these	comedians	understand	their	self-expression	to	be	synonymous	to	political	expression	
in	a	way	that	differs	from	comedians	who	self-identify	with	hegemonic	groups	and	norms.	To	provide	a	
counterexample,	one	interviewee,	a	young	white	French	man,	actively	denied	any	political	dimension	to	
his	 comedy.	 Simultaneously	 however,	 he	 enthusiastically	 emphasised	 the	 role	 his	 self-identified	
‘hypersensitivity’	 played	 in	 his	 routines,	 using	 much	 of	 the	 same	 language	 around	 visibility	 and	
representation—“it	 is	not	a	subject	people	often	talk	about...	still,	there	are	many	people	like	that.	In	
Paris	there	are	many,	and	we	are	a	good	few	in	France	as	well”	(Interview	1).	Here,	even	while	explicitly	
relating	some	personal	identity	to	a	broader	collective,	hypersensitivity	was	not	understood	to	be	political	
but	instead	a	personal	quirk.	The	observed	differences	in	how	comedians	understand	their	material	to	
be	 “political”	 or	 not,	 closely	 parallel	 Eliasoph’s	 account	 of	 diverging	 definitions	 (1998,	 14).	 Political	
expression	emerges	not	only	by	intent,	but	also	through	audience	reception	and	the	context	in	which	the	
act	takes	place.	Therefore,	despite	explicitly	denying	the	political	dimension	of	his	comedy,	the	comedian	
clearly	engages	with	stand-up	comedy	in	the	same	way	as	his	peers	and	his	performances	may,	in	this	
way,	be	interpreted	as	political.	However,	his	identity,	a	cishet	white	French	man,	may	indeed	blind	him	
to	the	political	dimensions	of	his	work,	as	his	social	position	may	give	him	the	privilege	of	seeing	his	
experiences	as	politically	neutral,	unlike	comedians	from	marginalised	backgrounds,	who	recognise	more	
readily	 the	 political	 stakes	 linked	 to	 their	 self-representation.	 This	 is	 in	 line	 with	 recent	 academic	
research	that	found	how	privileged	social	groups	may	lack	awareness	of	political	issues	that	do	not	affect	
them	directly	 (Franke,	 2023;	Yolmo	and	Basnett,	 2024),	 and	underscores	 the	 importance	of	using	 an	
intersectional	approach	in	future	studies	on	political	expression	in	stand-up	comedy.	

In	sum,	when	responding	to	the	‘how’	dimension	of	our	research	question,	we	suggest	that	comedians	in	
Paris	claim	stand-up	comedy	as	a	vehicle	of	political	expression	in	ways	that	correspond	to	their	own	
political	consciousness.	Much	as	by	being	irreducibly	unique	living	beings	capable	of	speech,	we	are	all	
political	actors	(c.f.	Arendt,	1998),	we	suggest	that	when	this	subjectivity	is	threatened	or	contested,	the	
public	consequences	of	our	existence	(and	the	personal	consequences	of	the	public’s	existence)	render	
the	political	relationship	between	the	two	more	apparent.	This	process	is	revealed	and	reflected	in	our	
observations	on	the	presence	of	both	explicit	and	unintentional	political	expression	in	Parisian	stand-up	
comedy.	

Why	Do	Comedians	in	Paris	Claim	Stand-Up	Comedy	as	A	Vehicle	of	Political	Expression?	
Turning	 to	 the	 second	component	of	 the	 research	question,	 the	 ‘why’	dimension,	 this	 section	of	 the	
discussion	 focuses	 on	 the	 motivations	 and	 objectives	 of	 comedians	 in	 Paris	 to	 engage	 in	 stand-up	
comedy.	 Particular	 interest	 is	 placed	 on	 whether	 the	 two	 diverging	 understandings	 of	 explicit	 and	
unintentional	political	expression	also	entail	a	manifestation	of	different	motivations.	
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Based	 on	 the	 interviews,	 three	 common	 motivations	 were	 mentioned	 by	 all	 the	 comedians	 to	 be	
instrumental	to	their	desire	to	do	stand-up	comedy.	At	the	stem	of	these	motivations	stood	a	desire	to	
entertain	and	to	make	people	laugh.	Most	interviewees	described	a	previously	existing	involvement	and	
passion	for	the	performing	arts,	which	in	all	cases	constituted	the	initial	factor	drawing	them	to	stand-
up	comedy.	Included	in	this	tendency	for	entertainment	was	always	the	desire	to	make	people	laugh,	
arguably	constituting	the	most	fundamental	characteristic	of	stand-up	comedy	itself.	As	Interviewee	4	
described:	“The	main	goal	is	to	make	people	laugh.”	Consequently,	the	audience’s	laughter	is	recognised	
as	 the	 deciding	 factor,	 determining	 the	 success	 of	 a	 performance,	 with	 jokes	 being	 readjusted	 and	
reworked	until	the	desired	laughter	is	achieved.	

In	light	of	the	previously	discussed	need	for	believable	jokes	to	be	based	on	personal	experiences	and	to	
be	relatable,	comedians	thus	often	resort	to	searching	for	ridiculousness	in	day-to-day	experiences.	While	
this	 approach	 outlines	 a	 method	 for	 achieving	 the	 fundamental	 goal	 of	 eliciting	 laughter,	 it	 is	
simultaneously	recognised	as	a	distinct	motivation	for	comedians	to	engage	in	stand-up	comedy.	“I	want	
to	show	how	we	[humans]	are…	[we	have]	a	way	of	doing	things	that	is	funny”	(Interview	1).	Such	topics	
can	span	all	domains	of	the	human	experience,	with	topics	addressed	during	the	observations	ranging	
from	gender	roles	and	dating,	to	work,	etc.	We	see	here	the	role	of	comedy	in	assembling	a	public,	in	
drawing	together	a	shared	humanity	on	the	basis	of	otherwise	individualised	experiences.	

A	 last	motivation	 for	 doing	 stand-up	 comedy	was	 found	 to	 be	 the	 desire	 to	 vocalise	 topics	 that	 are	
important	to	oneself,	and	that	one	would	normally	not	find	the	chance	to	express.	When	asked	about	
why	he	talks	about	hypersensitivity	in	his	comedy,	Interviewee	1	stated:	“Because	it	is	not	a	subject	people	
often	 talk	 about	 (...)	 and	 it	 is	 something	 that	 concerns	me	 (...)	 and	because	 it	makes	people	 laugh.”	
Furthermore,	 the	 very	 nature	 of	 stand-up	 comedy	 was	 found	 to	 be	 beneficial	 for	 addressing	 such	
otherwise	underrepresented	 topics.	 Several	 interviewees	 credit	 that	 standing	 “behind	 the	 shield	of	 it	
being	a	joke”	(Interview	2)	allows	them	to	talk	about	topics	they	normally	would	feel	more	uncomfortable	
to	talk	with	their	friends	about.	Additionally,	they	all	recognised	the	position	of	power	that	the	comedian	
is	granted	through	the	material	and	symbolic	arrangement	of	 the	 theatre,	 installing	 them	as	a	 figure	
capable	of	speech	and	demanding	of	attention.	“I	am	here	in	front	of	you.	I	have	the	microphone	and	you	
have	to	listen”	(Interview	2).	Protected	by	the	shield	of	humour	and	the	performers’	accepted	position	of	
power	on	stage,	stand-up	comedians	are	in	the	position	to	scrutinise	any	aspect	of	their	lived	experiences	
that	they	deem	significant.	

These	three	motivations	to	do	stand-up	comedy,	highlighting	the	ridiculousness	of	daily	life,	not	shying	
away	from	largely	withheld	topics	and,	most	importantly,	the	desire	to	make	people	laugh,	were	shared	
by	all	the	interviewed	comedians.	However,	those	who	explicitly	understood	their	comedy	to	be	political	
pronounced	 these	 objectives	 alone	 to	be	 insufficient	 to	 them.	 Instead,	 their	main	objective	 in	doing	
comedy	was	grounded	in	education	and	teaching.	“This	is	my	main	motivation	to	do	stand-up.	It’s	really	
to	educate”	(Interview	2).	Interviewee	2	compared	his	duty	to	that	of	a	“lighthouse,”	which	“puts	light	on	
stereotypes,	cliches,	anything	wrong	with	society,”	a	logic	which	ultimately	follows	the	same	approach	of	
highlighting	the	ridiculous	in	the	world,	as	it	is	done	by	all	comedians.	The	crucial	difference	is	that	the	
process	in	this	case	does	not	end	with	identifying	something	humorous,	but	instead	is	extended	to	the	
evaluation	of	a	situation	as	either	right	or	wrong,	followed	by	the	desire	to	“mobilise”	(Interview	3)	and	
to	“make	the	world	a	better	place”	(Interview	2).	In	these	two	cases,	the	fundamental	characteristics	of	
stand-up	comedy—the	performer’s	position	of	power	and	the	generally	easy-going	atmosphere	between	
both	 parties—are	 found	 to	 play	 an	 especially	 important	 role	 in	 accustoming	 the	 audience	 to	 the	
performer's	 logic	and	allowing	the	“planting	of	a	seed”	of	those	values	(Interview	2;	Interview	3).	The	
insights	from	the	interviews	thus	suggest	a	direct	correlation	between	a	strong	awareness	of	one’s	own	
identity,	 comedy	as	explicitly	political,	 and	 the	objective	 to	use	comedy	as	a	medium	to	disseminate	
values	that	correlate	with	one’s	own	political	identity.	

We	equally	suggest	that	this	motivation	is	strengthened	by	an	institutional	political	culture	in	France	
that	 emphasises	 the	 ‘universality’	 of	 its	 citizens	 and	 does	 not	 accommodate	 public	 discussions	 of	
difference	between	political	subjectivities,	which	are	deemed,	in	the	republican	framework,	to	risk	the	
promotion	of	secessionist	and	identitarian	programs	(Lefebvre,	2003).	With	specific	regard	to	questions	
of	race—a	form	of	identity	which	has	no	legal	recognition	or	representation	in	France—stand-up	comedy	
thus	offers	a	unique	venue	that,	while	nominally	private,	allows	questions	of	race	and	racialised	identities	
to	 be	 framed	 as	 a	matter	 of	 public	 concern.	 Interviewee	 3,	 a	 Black	woman,	 explicitly	 recounted	 her	
realisation	of	this	fact	and	its	role	in	motivating	her	use	of	comedy	as	a	vehicle	of	political	expression.	
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Expressing	an	initial	fear	that	jokes	about	race	would	be	poorly	received	by	a	French	crowd,	she	explained	
that:	“[Now]	I	will	write	my	jokes	thinking	‘well,	this	is	just	for	a	French-speaking	audience’	and	not	a	
French	mentality.	Because	that	used	to	block	me.	I	used	to	think	‘ahhh	they	will	not	understand…	I	cannot	
bring	up	issues	like	race,’	and	now	I'm	like	‘oh	my	fucking	god!	Not	only	do	I	need	to...I	am	good	at	it!’…	
[Before,]	I	thought	people	would	be	sensitive	maybe...	I	forgot	that	they	came	to	laugh	...	If	the	joke	is	
good,	fuck	it.	People	laugh,	people	love	it”	(Interview	3).	

Finally,	 the	 last	 part	 of	 the	 above	 quotation	 draws	 attention	 to	 the	 ambiguous	 role	 of	 humour	 in	
conveying	political	ideas.	For	Interviewee	3,	humour	offers	an	important	medium	with	which	to	broach	
potentially	taboo	ideas.	Interestingly,	however,	the	stance	of	Interviewee	4	directly	challenged	the	use	of	
humour	to	educate,	as	he	recalls	a	story	where	the	audience	understood	one	of	his	jokes	in	the	opposite	
way	as	originally	intended	by	him,	substantiating	his	belief	that	a	comedian	is	never	fully	able	to	control	
how	his	jokes	are	being	interpreted	by	the	audience.	“Some	of	the	audience	expect	to	be	educated.	But	it	
doesn’t	work	that	way”	(Interview	4).	

To	sum	up	the	discussion	on	 ‘why’	comedians	 in	Paris	use	stand-up	comedy	as	a	vehicle	 for	political	
expression,	a	universal	drive	to	entertain	and	make	people	laugh	was	identified	amongst	all	interviewees.	
In	the	case	of	the	two	comedians	with	explicitly	politicised	identities,	the	desire	to	entertain	was	dwarfed	
by	the	will	 to	educate	the	audience	about	matters	of	subjective	 identity,	as	strengthened	by	a	 lack	of	
available	 means	 to	 discuss	 questions	 of	 identity	 in	 French	 political	 life.	 Building	 on	 the	 previous	
discussion,	we	suggest	that	a	perceived	threat	to	one’s	political	subjectivity	might	motivate	the	creation	
of	more	educational	comedic	content.	Finally,	stand-up	comedy	introduces	another	layer	of	ambiguity	
to	 the	 already	 elusive	 and	 subjective	 realm	 of	 political	 expression.	 The	 presence	 of	 humour,	 in	
conjunction	with	 audience	 expectations,	 obscures	 the	 true	 intent	 of	 the	 comedian	 and	 audience,	 by	
introducing	 a	 friction	 in	 the	 communication	 of	 ideas,	 rendering	 political	 expression	within	 comedic	
forms	simultaneously	potent	and	indeterminate.	This	ambiguity	can	thereby	act	as	both	a	facilitator	of	
and	an	obstruction	to	the	expression	of	political	narratives	in	comedy.	

CONCLUSION	
Sparked	by	a	desire	to	investigate	the	current	proliferation	of	stand-up	comedy	in	Paris,	we	began	our	
research	with	the	question,	“How	and	why	do	comedians	in	Paris	claim	stand-up	comedy	as	a	vehicle	of	
political	 expression?”	 Borrowing	 our	 understanding	 of	 political	 expression—as	 a	 form	 of	 self-
presentational	action	that	both	inserts	oneself	into	and	creates	the	public	sphere—from	Hannah	Arendt	
and	Nina	Eliasoph,	we	discuss	literature	establishing	a	link	between	humour	and	politics	and	the	stand-
up	comedy	scene	in	Paris	more	generally.	After	describing	our	methodology	and	detailing	the	results	of	
our	 observations	 and	 interviews,	 we	 attempt	 in	 our	 discussion	 to	 offer	 an	 answer	 to	 our	 research	
question.	With	regards	to	the	‘how?’	embedded	in	our	question,	we	find	that	political	expression	in	stand-
up	comedy	is	almost	always	present	as	an	unintentional	baseline	given	the	nature	of	the	art	form	itself	
as	a	bridge	between	personal	and	public,	making	stand-up	comedy	 inherently	political.	We	also	 find	
multiple	 instances	where	comedians	explicitly	 identify	this	political	character	of	their	comedy—these	
tend	 to	 correspond	 to	 cases	where	 the	 comedians’	 identities	 themselves	 are	politicised.	 Finally,	with	
regards	to	the	‘why?’	we	find	an	array	of	motives.	All	comedians	we	spoke	to	emphasised	the	simple	desire	
to	entertain	and	make	people	laugh,	while	some	specifically	emphasised	the	need	to	educate	the	public	
on	a	particular	topic.	These	comedians	raised	the	importance	of	humour	as	a	vehicle	for	communication,	
as	well	as	the	‘protected’	position	they	felt	they	occupied	on	stage.	Others	did	not	identify	as	being	driven	
by	political	considerations	at	all,	even	when	incorporating	political	references	in	their	performances.	This	
finding	provides	auxiliary	empirical	evidence	confirming	recent	research	efforts	that	 individuals	 from	
privileged	 social	 groups	 may	 not	 recognise	 the	 political	 dimensions	 in	 their	 lived	 experiences.	
Nevertheless,	if	stand-up	comedy	continues	to	flourish,	it	not	only	serves	as	entertainment	to	a	young	
and	diverse	audience	but	also	as	a	platform	to	challenge	societal	and	institutional	norms,	making	it	a	
powerful	medium	of	political	expression	in	the	Parisian	polis.	

Finally,	it	is	important	to	evaluate	the	limits	of	the	data	used	to	reach	our	findings,	summed	up	above.	
First	 and	 foremost,	 the	 argumentation	 is	based	on	a	 limited	number	of	observations	 and	 interviews,	
conducted	 in	a	 restricted	 time	 frame	that	did	not	allow	 for	a	 full	ethnographic	deep	dive.	Thus,	 in	a	
qualitative	 analysis	 of	 political	 expression	 in	 Parisian	 stand-up	 comedy,	 observation	 bias	 cannot	 go	
unaddressed.	Additional	interviews	and	observations	during	different	times	of	the	year	and	over	a	longer	
period	 are	 needed	 to	 determine	 if	 our	 sample	 is	 representative.	 Additionally,	 the	 observations	 and	
interviews	helped	us	in	triangulating	our	findings;	however,	further	sources	supporting	our	conclusions	
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are	needed	to	enshrine	them.	We	must	also	address	that	although	we	critically	developed	our	interview	
guidelines,	 it	 cannot	 go	 unsaid	 that	 the	 framing	 of	 our	 questions	may	 have	 impacted	 answers.	We	
explicitly	addressed	the	role	of	politics	 in	stand-up	comedy	and	whether	 the	comedians	viewed	their	
comedy	as	an	act	of	political	expression	only	at	the	end	of	the	interview.	However,	our	guidelines	clearly	
led	us	to	these	questions,	steering	the	conversation	in	one	specific	direction.	Further	research	is	needed	
to	address	these	implications,	but	also	to	reduce	the	uncertainty	of	our	findings.	Lastly,	while	we	have	
attempted	to	sketch	the	outlines	of	an	explanation,	the	most	interesting	finding	for	us	consisted	of	the	
fact	 that—despite	 engaging	 in	 the	 same	 fundamental	 personal-public	 connective	 process—certain	
comedians	were	more	explicitly	aware	of	the	political	quality	of	such	an	act	than	others.	For	some,	the	
personal	was	political,	while	for	others,	it	consisted	narrowly	of	the	sphere	of	news	and	government.	We	
believe	that	additional	research	operationalising	a	more	thorough	investigation	of	how	comedians	come	
to	 build	 their	 own	 definition(s)	 of	 the	 political,	 with	 particular	 attention	 to	 the	 role	 of	 identity	 and	
intersectionality,	would	further	illuminate	our	findings.	

Lorenzo	Silvestri,	Oskar	Steiner	&	Paul	Janson	
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ANNEX	1:	LIST	OF	INTERVIEWS	AND	OBSERVATIONS	
Fieldwork	 Date	 Location	
Interview	1	 November	12th,	2022	 Paris,	France	

Interview	2	 November	21st,	2022	 Paris,	France	

Interview	3	 November	14th,	2022	 Paris,	France	

Interview	4	 November	24th,	2022	 Paris,	France	

Observation	1	 October	13th,	2022	 Paris,	France	

Observation	2	 October	27th,	2022	 Paris,	France	

Observation	3	 November	8th,	2022	 Paris,	France	

Observation	4	 November	12th,	2022	 Paris,	France	
	 	 	

ANNEX	2:	OBSERVATION	GUIDELINE	
Pre-observation	preparation:	

• Venue	selection:	language	of	performance?	Time	and	date?	Any	known	comedians?	
• Be	transparent	to	the	host	
• Do	not	sit	in	the	first	row	so	as	not	to	create	attention	or	risk	of	being	accused	of	copying	jokes	

Observing	performers:	

• Identify	political	 themes	and	topics	of	performances	 (e.g.,	 race,	gender,	 social	 inequality,	 relationships,	
daily	Parisian	life,	etc.)	

• Performers	and	their	jokes:	
• Performers’	demographics	(e.g.,	gender,	ethnicity,	age)	
• Identity	and	background	and	how	they	are	portrayed	in	the	performance	
• How	performers	draw	on	personal	experiences	in	their	material	
• Identify	jokes	or	segments	that	directly	or	indirectly	address	political	issues	or	themes,	such	as	

policies,	social	struggle,	government,	or	activism.	Are	they	explicitly	political	or	not?	
• Tone	of	jokes	(e.g.,	satirical,	self-deprecating,	critical,	etc.)	
• Methods	used	to	connect	with	the	audience	(e.g.,	rhetorical	questions,	anecdotes,	etc.)	

• Observing	the	audience:	
• Demographics	(e.g.,	gender,	ethnicity,	age)	
• Reactions	
• Moments	of	audience-performer	engagement/building	connections	with	performer	

• Atmosphere:	Overall	mood	of	the	venue	(light-hearted,	tense,	etc.)	
• Physical	space:	does	it	encourage	interactions	between	comedian	and	audience?	

Post-observation	reflection:	

• Reflect	on	themes,	patterns,	and	atmosphere	
• Note	any	challenges	faced	during	observation	
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ANNEX	3:	INTERVIEW	GUIDELINE	
Area	of	interest	 Potential	guiding	questions	
Introduction	 Ice-breakers	
General	questions	 • Relevant	demographic	questions	(e.g.,	age,	since	when	in	Paris?)	

• What	got	you	into	stand-up	comedy?	
• Why	are	you	a	stand-up	comedian?	
• Developments	of	stand-up	comedy	in	

France/Paris?	Especially	post	Covid	
• What	rhetorical	tools	do	you	mobilise	in	your	performances?	Do	you	have	

any	favourites?	
Establishing	connections	 Is	there	a	link	between	our	two	objects?	
Humour	and	politics	 • What	topics	do	you	address	in	your	stand-up	comedy?	Why?	Do	you	

think	of	a	specific	target	audience?	
• What	effect	can	humour	have	on	political	statement/expression?	
• How	is	humour	helpful	to	convey	political	ideas?	

Sites	of	political	discourse	 • How	 does	 a	 perfect	 site	 for	 stand-up	 comedy	 look	 like?/How	 do	 you	
imagine	such	a	venue?	

• Do	you	develop	intimacy	with	the	audience?	What	is	your	relationship	with	
the	audience?	

• Do	you	think	comedy	clubs	are	appropriate	to	address	political	discourse?	
• How	does	the	way	you	address	this	topic	in	stand-up	differ	from	how	you	

address	it	in	your	private	life?	
• Do	you	only	address	political	subjects	within	your	performances?	Why?	Do	

you	address	politics	outside	comedy?	Any	differences?	
Qualitative	 dimension	
(why?	how?)	

What	is	the	nature	of	this	link?	Why	does	it	exist?	

Ideology	 • Belief	
• Political	ideas	
• In	case	they	consider	their	comedy	as	political:	do	you	feel	pressure	to	

address	politics	in	your	stand-up	comedy?	
Identity	 • Representation,	self-presentation,	creating	a	character	

• Class	situation	
• Gender	roles	personal	experience	

Norms	and	behaviour	 • Relationships	with	partner/family/friends	
• Speech:	what	can	be	said	and	where	
• Social-wide	experiences:	work-life,	gender	roles	socially	accepted	
• Reflection	on	society	

Conflict/consensus	 • What	do	you	try	to	achieve	with	your	comedy	vis-à-vis	the	audience?	
• How	much	do	the	reactions	by	the	audience	determine	your	comedy/the	

topics	you	address?	
• Do	you	see	your	comedy	as	mobilising	 					or	as	a	catalyst	 for	any	sort	of	

action?	
• Is	this	action	reconciliatory	or	conflictual?	

General	thought	 Do	you	consider	your	comedy	as	political?	
Conclusion	

	

General	 Demographic	questions	if	relevant,	end	on	a	light	note,	maybe	asking	where	they	
will	perform	next	
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In	 today's	 digital	 age,	 the	 synergy	 between	 social	 media	 and	 mainstream	 media	 has	 transformed	 the	
landscape	of	 political	 communication,	highlighting	 the	need	 for	 a	 comprehensive	understanding	of	 both	
media's	influences	on	public	engagement	and	democratic	participation.	Scholars	have	extensively	studied	
the	use	of	social	media	platforms	such	as	Facebook	and	YouTube	as	tools	for	amplifying	voices,	shaping	
public	discourse,	and	holding	governments	accountable.	The	rise	of	TikTok	as	the	most	popular	social	media	
platform	among	Generation	Z	has	 transformed	political	 communication,	 indicating	 the	need	 for	 further	
research	 in	 this	 area.	 Drawing	 from	 theories	 of	mediatised	 conflicts	 and	 digital	 witnessing,	 this	 article	
contributes	 to	 discussions	 on	 how	 TikTok	 has	 emerged	 as	 a	 platform	 for	 the	 documentation	 and	
dissemination	of	the	realities	of	conflicts	by	civilians.	It	does	so	by	conducting	a	discourse	analysis	of	230	
TikTok	 videos	 documenting	 events	 in	 Gaza	 from	 October	 to	 December	 2023.	 This	 article	 shows	 the	
particularities	 of	 how	 the	 Palestinian	 community	 has	 articulated	 their	 struggles	 online	 as	 a	 diasporic	
community,	and	how	they	have	used	TikTok	as	a	site	of	resistance.	Additionally,	it	shows	the	large	array	of	
surveillance	strategies	that	the	Israeli	government	has	in	place	to	control	the	narrative	of	the	events,	and	the	
tactics	that	Palestinians	have	developed	to	avoid	algorithmic	filtering,	censorship,	and	surveillance.	
	
	
INTRODUCTION	
In	 today's	 digital	 age,	 the	 synergy	 between	 social	media	 and	mainstream	media	 has	 transformed	 the	
landscape	of	political	communication,	highlighting	the	need	for	a	comprehensive	understanding	of	both	
media's	 influences	 on	 public	 engagement	 and	 democratic	 participation.	 While	 the	 relevance	 of	
mainstream	media	in	shaping	public	opinion	and	informing	political	discourse	is	recognised	and	widely	
documented,	 the	 growing	 importance	 of	 social	 media	 platforms	 has	 revolutionised	 political	
communication,	 offering	 individuals	 unprecedented	 avenues	 for	 engagement	 and	 expression	 (Hayes,	
2023).	 Social	 media's	 interactive	 nature	 enables	 citizens	 to	 connect,	 share	 information,	 and	mobilise	
support	around	political	issues	with	greater	speed	and	reach	than	ever	before	(Eskjaer	et	al.,	2015).	From	
hashtag	campaigns	to	viral	videos,	platforms	like	X,	Facebook,	and	Instagram	have	become	powerful	tools	
for	amplifying	voices,	shaping	public	discourse,	and	holding	governments	accountable	(Kaempf,	2013).		

Furthermore,	the	emergence	of	TikTok	as	a	dominant	social	media	platform	has	further	expanded	the	
landscape	of	political	participation.	With	its	short-form	video	format	and	a	massive	user	base	of	over	one	
billion	monthly	users	(Dean,	2023),	TikTok	offers	a	unique	space	for	political	expression	and	engagement	
(Cervi	and	Marin-Llado,	2022).	The	platform's	algorithmic	features,	such	as	the	"For	You"	page,	amplify	
content	based	on	user	preferences,	increasing	the	visibility	of	political	content	to	diverse	audiences	(Perez	
et	 al.,	 2023).	 As	 a	 result,	 TikTok	 has	 become	 an	 effective	 tool	 for	 grassroots	 movements,	 enabling	
individuals	 to	bypass	 traditional	gatekeepers	 and	 reach	global	 audiences	with	 their	political	messages	
(Hayes,	 2023).	 For	 instance,	 during	 the	Black	 Lives	Matter	movement,	 the	 #StopAsianHate	 campaign	
during	the	COVID-19	pandemic	(Cervi	et	al.,	2022),	and	the	Russia-Ukraine	war	(Vidal	Egea,	2022),	TikTok	
emerged	 as	 a	 powerful	 platform	 for	 raising	 awareness	 and	mobilising	 support.	 The	 impact	 of	 TikTok	
during	these	movements	highlighted	its	importance	as	a	driver	of	social	justice	activism	and	collective	
mobilisation	in	the	digital	era,	underlining	the	need	for	additional	examination.	

More	 recently,	 TikTok	 has	 become	 a	 vital	 tool	 for	 individuals	 living	 in	 Gaza	 to	 share	 their	 lived	
experiences,	struggles,	and	resistance	against	the	Israeli	occupation	with	a	global	audience	(Abbas	et	al.,	
2022;	Cervi	et	al.,	2022;	Cervi	and	Marin-Llado,	2022;	Hayes,	2023).	In	conducting	a	discourse	analysis	of	
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230	TikTok	videos	from	Gaza	between	October	and	December	2023,	this	article	seeks	to	examine	the	role	
of	TikTok	in	documenting	and	amplifying	the	voices	of	those	affected	by	the	Israeli	occupation	of	Gaza	
following	the	last	escalation	of	hostilities	in	October	2023.	

Chapter	 1	 introduces	 the	 relevance	 of	 the	 topic	 and	 briefly	 outlines	 the	 historical	 background	 of	 the	
situation	in	Gaza	leading	up	to	the	ongoing	events.	Chapter	2	provides	the	theoretical	framework	of	the	
article,	as	well	as	an	overview	of	the	existing	literature	about	the	mediatisation	of	conflict	(Eskjaer	et	al.,	
2015),	digital	witnessing	and	its	challenges	and	critical	debates	(Chouliaraki,	2015;	Gregory,	2015;	Harlow,	
2017),	and	it	briefly	frames	the	Palestinian	struggle	on	TikTok	(Cervi	and	Marin-Llado,	2022;	Abbas	et	al.,	
2022;	Hayes,	2023).	Chapter	3	outlines	the	approach	and	methods	used	to	conduct	the	research.	It	includes	
a	positionality	 statement,	details	 about	 the	data	 collection	process	 and	 the	 coding	process,	 as	well	 as	
validity	and	ethical	considerations	regarding	the	study.	Chapter	4	evaluates	the	findings	of	the	analysis,	
supplementing	 them	with	 screenshots	 from	 some	 of	 the	 videos	 to	 illustrate	 the	 results.	 This	 chapter	
demonstrates	 that	 the	platform	 is	used	by	Palestinian	 civilians	 to	 amplify	 their	 voices	 and	 reach	new	
audiences	through	the	creative	use	of	language	and	TikTok	affordances	such	as	music	to	challenge	Israeli	
narratives	 through	 the	 articulation	 of	 their	 own	 narrative	 frames	 and	 to	 avoid	 mainstream	 media	
gatekeepers	through	the	use	of	innovative	techniques	to	evade	censorship.	Lastly,	Chapter	5	concludes	by	
summarising	 the	 results,	 as	well	 as	 considering	 the	 limitations	 of	 the	 research	 and	 potential	ways	 to	
expand	the	study	in	the	future.	

HISTORICAL	BACKGROUND	
It	is	beyond	the	scope	of	the	present	research	to	provide	an	in-depth	account	of	the	literature	concerning	
the	Israeli	occupation	of	Gaza.	For	that	reason,	this	short	chapter	will	only	briefly	outline	the	main	events	
that	have	led	to	the	escalation	of	hostilities	beginning	on	7	October	2023.	

The	State	of	Palestine,	officially	recognised	as	a	non-member	observer	state	by	the	United	Nations	since	
2012,	is	situated	between	the	Jordan	River	and	the	Mediterranean	Sea	(UN,	2024).	As	illustrated	in	Image	
1,	 this	 territory	consists	of	 two	areas	of	 land,	 the	Gaza	Strip	and	 the	West	Bank,	which	are	physically	
separated	 by	 the	 State	 of	 Israel.	 Israel	 has	 maintained	varying	 degrees	 of	 control	 over	 these	
territories	since	the	Six-Day	War	in	1967	(Hayes,	2023).	Over	140	UN	member	states	recognise	Palestine	
as	 a	 sovereign	 state;	 however,	 it	lacks	 full	 UN	 membership,	 and	 its	 statehood	 remains	 a	 subject	 of	
international	 debate	 (UN,	 2024).	 As	 a	 result,	 Palestine	 continues	 to	 grapple	 with	 Israeli	 occupation,	
territorial	fragmentation,	and	the	ongoing	quest	for	self-determination.	

Palestine	was	under	Ottoman	 rule	 from	the	 sixteenth	century	until	World	War	 I,	when	 the	Ottoman	
Empire	 collapsed;	 following	 this,	 Britain	 assumed	 its	 control	 by	 signing	 the	 Sykes-Picot	 Accord	with	
France	in	1916	(Shihade,	2012).	This	inaugurated	the	so-called	British	Mandate,	which	would	establish	the	
economic,	social,	and	political	infrastructures	needed	for	the	future	state	of	Israel	(Hayes,	2023;	Shihade,	
2012).	

	
Image	1:	Gaza	Strip	access	and	movement	(September	2023)	Source:	United	Nations	Office	for	the	Coordination	of	

Humanitarian	Affairs	(OCHA)	
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As	 nationalism	 gained	 momentum	 in	 Europe,	 Jews	 started	 to	 view	 their	 shared	 religious	 and	 racial	
characteristics	as	forming	a	distinct	Jewish	identity	or	"nationality;”	this	perception	contributed	to	the	
development	of	the	idea	of	a	Jewish	nation,	indicating	a	collective	identity	beyond	just	religious	or	cultural	
affiliation	(Sayegh,	2012,	p.	207).	This	Jewish	nation	included	traditional	national	rights,	such	as	the	right	
to	create	a	Jewish	state	and	the	right	to	separate	existence	in	a	territory	of	its	own	(Sayegh,	2012,	p.	207).	
The	 aspiration	 for	 a	 Jewish	State	 came	 to	 fruition	 in	 1917	when	 the	British	Government	 endorsed	 the	
Balfour	 Declaration,	 affirming	 the	 intention	 to	 establish	 “a	 national	 home	 for	 the	 Jewish	 people”	 in	
Palestine	(Balfour,	1917).	

Zionism	was	the	political	ideology	underpinning	the	formation	of	the	Jewish	state,	which	emerged	in	the	
late	nineteenth	century	in	response	to	rising	anti-Semitism	in	Europe,	the	failure	of	Jewish	assimilation,	
and	the	broader	context	of	imperialism	and	racial-nationalist	thought	(Kayyali,	1977).	Zionism	advocated	
for	the	establishment	of	a	Jewish	homeland,	originally	envisioned	in	Palestine,	and	sought	the	support	of	
Western	 imperial	powers	 to	 achieve	 this	 goal	 (Kayyali,	 1977;	Malik	 et	 al.,	 2023).	Zionism	aligned	with	
Western	 imperial	 interests,	 particularly	 British	 imperial	 strategy	 in	 the	 Middle	 East.	 In	 fact,	 Zionist	
leaders,	particularly	Theodor	Herzl,	viewed	the	future	Jewish	state	as	not	only	a	sanctuary	for	Jews	but	
also	a	strategic	outpost	for	Western	imperial	interests	(Kayyali,	1977).	

Following	the	Balfour	Declaration,	Jewish	immigrants	began	to	establish	roots	in	Palestine,	altering	its	
demographic	landscape	and	sparking	tensions	with	Arab	Palestinians	(Hayes,	2023).	As	tensions	over	the	
land	 increased,	 the	United	Nations	proposed	 the	 1947	Partition	Plan	 to	officially	divide	Palestine	 into	
separate	Jewish	and	Arab	states.	However,	the	British	government	and	Palestinian	leadership	rejected	the	
plan	(Hayes,	2023).	Despite	this	rejection,	the	State	of	Israel	was	declared	in	1948	(Sayegh,	2012).	

Zionism	served	not	only	as	a	liberation	movement	for	Jews	but	also	as	a	settler-colonial	project	that	aimed	
to	establish	a	 Jewish	state	 in	a	 land	already	 inhabited	by	an	 indigenous	Arab	population	(Malik	et	al.,	
2023).	Central	to	this	settler-colonial	project	were	religious	and	racial	narratives	that	promoted	the	idea	
of	 Jewish	 racial	 unity	 with	 minimal	 or	 no	 Arab	 presence	 (Kayyali,	 1977).	 Consequently,	 for	 the	
establishment	of	the	Jewish	State,	Arab	Palestinians	could	not	continue	living	in	their	homeland.	As	a	
result,	Jewish	settlers	started	what	is	known	as	the	1948	Nakba,	the	forced	dispossession	and	displacement	
of	85%	of	native	Palestinians	living	on	the	land	(Malik	et	al.,	2023).	

To	this	day,	the	people	of	Palestine	have	lived	through	more	than	55	years	of	Israeli	military	occupation,	
15	years	of	the	Gaza	blockade,	 internal	conflicts,	and	constant	escalations	of	hostilities	between	Israeli	
forces	and	Palestinian	armed	groups	(OCHA,	2023).	This	research	paper	focuses	on	the	witnessing	of	the	
most	recent	escalation	of	hostilities,	which	started	on	7	October	2023,	when	the	Palestinian	armed	group	
Hamas	launched	Operation	Al-Aqsa	Flood—a	surprise	attack	that	combined	breaching	security	barriers,	
such	as	 the	Beit	Hanoun	crossing,	 and	a	bombardment	of	 rockets	 fired	 from	Gaza	 (Al	 Jazeera,	 2023).	
Following	that,	the	Israeli	army	launched	Operation	Iron	Swords	in	the	Gaza	Strip	(Al	Jazeera,	2023).	

From	7	October	2023	to	March	2024,	according	to	the	UN	Office	for	the	Coordination	of	Humanitarian	
Affairs,	more	than	1.7	million	Palestinians	have	been	internally	displaced,	more	than	31,000	Palestinians	
have	 been	 killed	 (against	 1,200	 reported	 fatalities	 from	 Israel),	 and	 nearly	 74,000	 injuries	 have	 been	
reported.	 Over	 60%	 of	 Gaza’s	 housing	 units	 have	 been	 destroyed,	 hospitals	 are	 experiencing	 critical	
shortages	of	drugs,	blood,	fuel,	and	other	supplies,	and	1.1	million	people	are	projected	to	face	catastrophic	
levels	of	food	insecurity	(OCHA,	2024).		

LITERATURE	REVIEW	AND	THEORETICAL	FRAMEWORK	
This	 chapter	 is	 structured	 by	 thematic	 groupings	 which	 outline	 and	 synthesise	 existing	 theories	 and	
research	relevant	to	this	study.	

The	Mediatisation	of	Conflict		
Even	 though	 the	 underlying	 causes	 of	 conflict	 (such	 as	 national,	 ethnic,	 or	 class	 conflicts)	 remain	
consistent	over	 time,	 the	way	 in	which	conflicts	are	enacted	has	drastically	changed	 in	contemporary	
societies	due	to	the	widespread	influence	of	media	(Eskjaer	et	al.,	2015).	Whilst	researchers	have	agreed	
for	 a	 long	 time	 with	 the	 idea	 that	 media’s	 discursive	 framing	 of	 wars	 can	 deeply	 influence	 public	
perceptions	of	conflict	(see,	for	example,	Allan	and	Zelizer,	2004),	they	are	now	aware	that	this	is	only	one	
of	the	many	ways	in	which	media	can	influence	conflicts	(Eskjaer	et	al.,	2015).	As	Eskjaer	et	al.	(2015)	put	
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it,	 the	 contemporary	 relationship	 between	media	 and	wars	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 “a	movement	 from	
mediation	of	conflict	to	mediatisation	of	conflict”	(Eskjaer	et	al.,	2015,	p.	5).	

This	 distinction	 between	mediated	 or	mediatised	 conflicts	 was	 originally	 developed	 by	 Simon	 Cottle	
(2006),	and	it	refers	to	the	idea	that	media	not	only	report	on	conflicts,	but	have	also	become	an	integral	
part	of	wars	themselves.	Media	establishments	have	the	potential	to	influence	the	power	balance	between	
the	involved	parties	by	maintaining	public	legitimacy,	as	well	as	the	internal	organisation	of	conflicts	and	
their	 external	 development	 (Eskjaer	 et	 al.,	 2015,	 p.	 3).	 As	 the	 founder	 of	 the	 organisation	WITNESS	
explains,	“a	camera	at	the	right	time	at	the	right	place	can	be	more	powerful	than	tanks	and	guns	[...]	we	
are	watching	so	they	can	no	longer	keep	their	deeds	hidden”	(Hayes,	2023).		

However,	media	systems	are	deeply	embedded	within	existing	power	structures	(Kaempf,	2013).	During	
times	of	conflict,	control	over	media	resources	becomes	particularly	crucial,	as	the	distribution	of	these	
resources	often	reflects	existing	structural	inequalities	between	the	parties	involved	(Eskjær	et	al.,	2015).	
For	instance,	in	the	context	of	Israel	and	Palestine,	studies	like	the	one	conducted	by	Saba	(2021)	have	
proven	that	violence	against	Palestinians	is	frequently	underreported,	with	media	coverage	predominantly	
adopting	Israeli	narratives.	This	bias	in	reporting	highlights	the	power	imbalance	that	allows	dominant	
powers	to	control	and	shape	the	narrative	of	events	(Ciuriak,	2021).	This	has	often	turned	the	media	into	
a	powerful	propaganda	tool,	where	information	is	presented	in	a	way	that	reinforces	the	status	quo	and	
marginalises	dissenting	voices	(Perez	et	al.,	2023).	

The	 influence	that	media	and	 information	technologies	have	on	conflicts	has	been	exemplified	by	the	
recent	Russian	invasion	of	Ukraine.	Scholars	have	described	this	war	as	“the	first	full-blown	social	media	
war”	(Ciurak,	2022,	p.	2)	since	the	unparalleled	communication	strategy	of	Ukrainian	President	Zelensky	
had	a	profound	impact	on	the	way	that	the	conflict	developed	(Serafin,	2022;	Vidal	Egea,	2022).	During	
the	 conflict,	 President	 Zelensky	 participated	 in	multiple	 public	 appearances	 that	went	 viral	 on	 social	
media,	such	as	his	speech	at	the	Grammy	Music	Awards	or	at	the	Glastonbury	music	festival	(Serafin,	
2022).	Additionally,	he	used	his	own	social	media	platforms	to	give	daily	broadcasts	about	the	war	(Serafin,	
2022).	This,	according	to	scholars	such	as	Serafin	(2022)	and	Vidal	Egea	(2022),	helped	nurture	a	profound	
sense	 of	 empathy	 globally	 towards	 Ukraine,	 which	 Zelensky	 hoped	 would	 become	 a	 decisive	 factor	
between	victory	and	surrender	(Vidal	Egea,	2022,	p.	461).		

The	Dynamics	of	Mediatised	Conflicts	
Eskjaer	et	al.	(2015)	suggest	three	dynamics	that	digital	media	has	introduced	for	mediatised	conflicts	that	
play	an	important	role	in	the	development	of	conflicts:	conduits,	languages,	and	environments	(Eskjaer	et	
al.,	2015,	p.	9).		

1. Conduits:	These	scholars	argue	that	the	media	can	act	as	conduits	by	amplifying	conflicts	across	
time	and	space	and	by	increasing	audience	reach	(Eskjaer	et	al.,	2015).	Put	simply,	digital	media	
enables	 the	 amplification	 of	 conflicts,	 on	 one	 hand,	 by	 reaching	 new	 audiences	 that	 do	 not	
consume	traditional	mainstream	media	or	that	live	in	a	different	geographical	location,	and	on	the	
other	hand,	by	sharing	messages	at	a	 speed	which	would	be	difficult	 to	achieve	 through	other	
channels	(Cervi	and	Marin-Llado,	2022;	Perez	et	al.,	2023).	In	the	Palestinian	context,	Palestinians	
are	subjected	to	physical	restrictions	that	prevent	them	from	moving	freely	between	territories,	
and	 their	 voices	have	been	constantly	neglected	or	 censored	by	mainstream	media	 (Cervi	 and	
Marin-Llado,	 2022).	 However,	 digital	 media	 enables	 them	 to	 share	 their	 lived	 experiences	
internationally	and	gather	support	from	other	communities	(Cervi	and	Marin-Llado,	2022).	

2. Languages:	Similar	to	languages,	media	have	a	signifying	function	(framing)	and	a	performative	
function	 (performative	 agency).	Historically,	 governments	 and	 political	 elites	 have	 enjoyed	 an	
information	monopoly	on	wars	due	to	the	interrelationship	between	media	systems	and	power	
structures	 (Kaempf,	 2013).	 This	 information	 monopoly	 refers	 to	 the	 ability	 to	 act	 as	 media	
gatekeepers	by	filtering	which	information	is	presented	to	the	public	(Rusdi	and	Rusdi,	2020).	In	
this	sense,	state	authorities	such	as	the	army	utilise	media	organisations	to	inform	the	public	of	
their	interpretation	of	a	certain	conflict	in	a	way	that	benefits	them	(Eskjaer	et	al.,	2015).	In	the	
case	of	Israel’s	settler	colonialism,	the	State	of	Israel	cooperates	with	international	governments	
and	 broadcasters	 to	 censor	 Palestinian	 voices	 and	 it	 asserts	 influence	 in	 how	 the	 genocide	 is	
framed	(Pycinska,	2023).	For	 instance,	multiple	studies	(Philo	and	Berry,	2004;	Richardson	and	
Barkho,	2009,	as	cited	in	Hayes,	2023)	showed	that	British	mainstream	media	channels	such	as	
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BBC	avoid	using	terms	such	as	“occupation,”	“Zionism”	or	“colonialism,”	and	instead	they	frame	
the	situation	as	“cycles	of	violence,”	“self-defence,”	or	“security”	(Hayes,	2023,	p.	39).	However,	the	
expansion	 of	 digital	 media	 has	 enabled	 new	 actors	 such	 as	 private	 citizens	 and	 grassroots	
organisations	to	contribute	to	the	public	discourse	of	conflicts	(Kaempf,	2013;	Eskjaer	et	al.,	2015;	
Harlow,	2017;	Serafin,	2022).		
• Additionally,	mainstream	media	has	traditionally	framed	conflicts	through	what	Said	(1978)	

called	‘othering’—the	construction	of	binary	pairs	such	as	good/evil,	civilisation/savagery,	or	
order/chaos.	This	can	be	exemplified	by	The	Guardian	article	published	during	the	temporary	
ceasefire	in	Gaza	in	November	2023,	where	the	writer	referred	to	Israeli	prisoners	as	“women	
and	children,”	whereas	they	referred	to	Palestinian	prisoners	as	“women	and	people	under	18.”	
This	 small	 differentiation	 could	 change	 public	 perceptions	 and	 significantly	 influence	 the	
empathy	readers	might	feel	for	the	different	sides.	However,	as	previously	mentioned,	digital	
media	can	change	dominant	narratives	and	“systems	of	meaning”	by	challenging	“mainstream	
ideas	on	justice,	victimhood,	and	friend/enemy	relationships	and	[by]	proposing	alternative	
versions	of	identity”	(Chouliaraki	and	Kissas,	2018,	p.	26).		

• Importantly,	 how	media	 constructs	 and	manipulates	 narratives	 can	 also	 serve	 to	 villainise	
certain	groups.	By	selectively	highlighting	violence	and	framing	it	in	a	way	that	presents	one	
side	as	morally	superior	or	justified,	media	outlets	can	shape	public	perception,	reinforcing	
biases	 and	 further	 entrenching	 conflict	 (Chouliaraki,	 2015;	 Siddiqua	 and	 Sultan,	 2021).	 As	
Siddiqua	and	Sultan	(2021)	demonstrate	in	their	study	of	Western	media	representations	of	
Islam	and	Muslims,	this	manipulation	of	narratives	often	exploits	pre-existing	stereotypes	or	
creates	new	ones,	intensifying	hostility	and	supporting	the	agendas	of	those	in	power.	

• Moreover,	 performative	 agency	 is	 another	 function	 that	media	may	have	 as	 languages.	As	
Eskjaer	et	al.	(2015)	explain,	“actors	can	perform	in	particular	ways,	resulting	in	a	particular	
dramaturgy	of	the	conflict	in	question”	(Eskjaer	et	al.,	2015,	p.	9).	This	performance	includes	
not	only	what	is	presented	on	the	image,	but	also	all	the	previous	choices	made	before	the	
image	reaches	the	audience	(the	production	of	the	image,	the	camera	angle,	the	emotional	
expressions	shown,	and	so	forth)	(Hayes,	2023).	Depending	on	how	this	content	is	presented,	
it	has	the	potential	to	appeal	to	emotions,	which	can	motivate	viewers	to	stop	what	they	are	
seeing	(Hayes,	2023).	

3. Environments:	Media	as	‘environments’	refers	to	the	fact	that	media	practices	are	embedded	in	
structural	relations	of	power;	they	are	involved	in	the	co-structuring	of	power	in	terms	of	access	to	
and	control	over	 communicative	 resources	during	conflicts	 (Eskjaer	 et	 al.,	 2015).	As	previously	
mentioned,	due	to	the	emergence	of	digital	technologies,	ordinary	citizens	can	now	participate	in	
the	co-structuring	of	power	by	posting,	sharing,	and	promoting	content	that	emphasises	different	
aspects	or	sides	of	a	conflict,	which	consequently	allows	them	to	become	directly	involved	in	the	
mediatisation	of	wars	(Kaempf,	2013).	This	can	be	exemplified	by	the	use	of	amateur	videos,	which,	
according	to	Chouliaraki	(2015),	reinforce	feelings	of	credibility	and	truth	and	are	frequently	used	
as	a	means	to	represent	the	perspectives	of	traditionally	disadvantaged	groups	during	a	conflict.	

These	 dynamics	 of	mediatised	 conflicts	 are	 deeply	 intertwined	with	 the	 concept	 of	 distant	 or	 digital	
witnesses	(Gregory,	2015;	Chouliaraki,	2015),	which	will	be	explained	in	the	next	section.		

Witnessing	
Digital	Witnessing	
Agreeing	on	a	definition	of	witnessing	has	proven	to	be	a	difficult	task	for	many	scholars.	However,	for	
this	paper,	I	will	define	it	as	“the	discursive	act	of	stating	one’s	experience	for	the	benefit	of	an	audience	
that	was	not	present	at	the	event	and	yet	must	make	some	kind	of	judgement	about	it”	(Peters,	2008,	p.	
25).	As	technology	has	become	increasingly	intertwined	with	society,	the	idea	of	bearing	witness	to	events	
has	 transcended	 traditional	 boundaries	 and	 has	 evolved	 into	 what	 Chouliaraki	 (2015)	 terms	 ‘digital	
witnessing’.	Digital	witnessing	refers	to	the	power	that	individuals	possess	to	document	and	share	their	
lived	experiences	with	the	world	through	the	use	of	 technology	such	as	smartphones	or	digital	media	
platforms	such	as	social	media	sites	(Chouliaraki,	2015).	

Consequently,	 journalists,	 correspondents,	 and	 individuals	 involved	 in	 a	 conflict	 are	 not	 the	 only	
witnesses;	but	newsreaders,	television	audiences,	and	social	media	users	can	also	be	witnesses	of	an	event	
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even	 if	 they	 are	 not	 present	 at	 the	 time	 it	 happened	 (Peters,	 2008;	 Gregory,	 2015).	 Even	 though	war	
reporters	and	traditional	press	platforms	continue	to	play	an	essential	role	in	the	communication	of	wars,	
the	rise	of	digital	technologies	has	resulted	in	the	transformation	of	one’s	ability	to	bear	witness.	In	fact,	
most	breaking	news	is	often	captured	and	shared	by	participants	or	witnesses	on	the	ground,	rather	than	
by	 journalists	 in	the	mainstream	media	(Eskjaer	et	al.,	2015).	This	has	resulted	 in	a	new	hybrid	media	
system	 in	 which	mainstream	media	 companies,	 such	 as	 Al	 Jazeera,	 use	 citizen	 journalism	 alongside	
traditional	reporting	on	a	regular	basis	(Hayes,	2023).	

Witnessing	also	bears	a	legal	component	since	visual	evidence	has	a	strong	association	with	crime	and	
punishment	(Linfield,	2010,	as	cited	in	Allan,	2017).	As	Harlow	(2017)	points	out,	in	contrast	to	verbal	or	
written	testimony,	visual	media	has	become	the	most	convincing	form	of	evidence	that	can	be	used	to	
report	human	rights	abuses	in	courts	of	law	(see	Hayes,	2023).	Additionally,	witnessing	has	a	moral	or	
spiritual	dimension	which	stems	from	Judeo-Christian	practices	of	testifying	(Felman	and	Laub,	1992,	as	
cited	in	Peters,	2008).	As	Peters	(2008)	puts	it:	

“Witnessing	is	an	intricately	tangled	practice.	It	raises	questions	of	truth	and	experience,	
presence	 and	 absence,	 death,	 and	 pain,	 seeing	 and	 saying,	 and	 the	 trustworthiness	 of	
perception—in	short,	fundamental	questions	of	communication.”		

Digital	witnessing	serves	multiple	purposes,	such	as	representing	victims'	perspectives,	communicating	
moral	 values,	 humanising	 individuals	 in	 conflict	 zones,	 and	 providing	 evidence	 for	 legal	 cases	
(Chouliaraki,	2015;	Gregory,	2015;	Harlow,	2017).	Through	testimonies	and	content	shared	online,	victims	
can	share	their	experiences,	highlight	ethical	concerns,	and	foster	empathy.	This	practice	helps	humanise	
those	affected	by	violence	and	holds	perpetrators	accountable	(Harlow,	2017).	Nevertheless,	there	are	risks	
and	challenges	associated	with	the	practice	of	digital	witnessing	that	should	be	addressed.		

Critical	Debates	
Research	 on	 digital	 witnessing	 reveals	 some	 risks	 and	 challenges	 that	 should	 be	 considered	 when	
examining	the	potential	of	digital	content	in	the	mediatisation	of	wars:	the	verification	of	images	and	their	
admissibility	in	legal	cases,	the	privacy	and	safety	of	activists,	social	media	algorithms,	and	‘slacktivism’.		

Verification	And	Admissibility	
One	of	the	main	discussions	regarding	digital	witnessing	revolves	around	the	verification	of	images.	Some	
scholars	have	argued	that	social	media	platforms	are	flooded	with	misinformation,	as	well	as	staged	or	
distorted	 images	 (Perez	 et	 al.,	 2023).	 The	 fact	 that	 citizens	 are	 the	 ones	 recording	 the	 images	 raises	
concerns	 about	 their	 authenticity	 and	 reliability	 (Eskjaer	 et	 al.,	 2015).	 However,	 traditional	 media	
platforms	also	share	highly	edited	images,	biased	articles,	and	provocative	and	manipulative	comments	
(Eskjaer	 et	 al.,	 2015).	 Therefore,	 this	 risk	 is	 not	 isolated	 to	 social	media	 platforms.	 In	 relation	 to	 the	
verification	 of	 images,	 there	 are	 doubts	 regarding	 their	 legitimacy	 and	 admissibility	 when	 they	 are	
presented	 as	 evidence	 in	 legal	 cases	 (Ellis,	 2015).	 To	 address	 these	 concerns,	 the	 International	 Bar	
Association	developed	the	‘eyeWitness	to	Atrocities’	mobile	app,	which	safely	records	and	stores	the	date,	
time,	 and	 GPS	 location	 of	 the	 images	 so	 that	 they	 can	 be	 verified	 and	 used	 in	 court	 cases	 to	 bring	
perpetrators	of	human	rights	abuses	to	justice	(Ellis,	2015).		

Privacy	and	Safety	
The	literature	also	raises	concerns	regarding	the	privacy	and	safety	of	activists.	Returning	to	the	earlier	
point	 about	 legal	 proceedings,	 individuals	may	 not	 realise	 they	might	 be	 implicated	 in	 lengthy	 legal	
investigations	as	witnesses	due	to	the	content	they	share	on	social	media	(Harlow,	2017).	In	addition	to	
the	time	implications	those	kinds	of	investigations	require,	reliving	such	experiences	may	also	have	deep	
psychological	 consequences	 (Harlow,	 2017).	 Additionally,	 activists’	 electronic	 footprints	 can	 be	 easily	
tracked	and	identified	by	governments	if	they	are	not	properly	trained	on	what	should	or	should	not	be	
documented,	which	can	put	them	in	dangerous	situations	(Gregory,	2015).		

Algorithms	
Another	key	challenge	is	the	algorithmic	filtering,	censoring	and	other	policies	that	online	platforms	have	
in	place	that	can	complicate	their	use	for	online	activism	and	digital	witnessing.	Regardless	of	whether	
these	platforms	are	used	for	human	rights	activism,	they	were	not	originally	designed	for	this	purpose.	
Instead,	they	are	created	by	corporations	with	commercial	interests	that	promote	or	censor	content	at	
their	 discretion	 (Harlow,	 2017;	Hayes,	 2023).	 For	 instance,	 some	 scholars	 have	 found	 that	 Facebook's	



 
ANGELA GUTIERREZ 

 
 

 
© The Author(s) 2025. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
licence, which permits use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.  

162 

moderation	policies	exhibit	a	pro-Israel	leaning	by	promoting	Israeli	content	while	censoring	or	deleting	
Palestinian	content	(Aouragh,	2016;	Nashif	and	Fatafta,	2017,	as	cited	in	Hayes,	2023).		The	consequences	
of	 such	 biases	 are	 far-reaching.	Namely,	 they	 limit	 the	 ability	 of	 Palestinians	 and	 other	marginalised	
groups	to	share	their	lived	experiences,	directly	undermining	efforts	to	raise	global	awareness	of	human	
rights	abuses	and	fuelling	imbalanced	narratives	(Hayes,	2023).	For	instance,	during	the	2021	escalation	
between	Israel	and	Hamas,	Israeli	Justice	Minister	Benny	Gantz	met	with	executives	from	Facebook	and	
TikTok	to	urge	them	to	remove	content	that,	according	to	him,	incited	violence	and	encouraged	attacks	
against	Israelis	(Giella,	2021).	He	claimed	that	"extremist	elements"	were	using	social	media	platforms	to	
spread	misinformation	 and	 stir	 unrest,	 particularly	 among	 Arab	 citizens	 of	 Israel	 (Giella,	 2021).	 This	
highlights	some	of	the	limitations	of	using	digital	media	as	a	tool	for	activism	when	mechanisms	of	power	
are	embedded	in	the	platforms	themselves.		

Slacktivism	
Lastly,	scholars	have	raised	concerns	about	 ‘slacktivism’	and	how	online	activism	translates	 into	“real”	
activism	 (Cervi	 and	Marin-Llado,	 2022).	 In	 simple	 terms,	 some	 argue	 that	 online	 activism	 is	 a	 “lazy”	
practice	where	individuals	substitute	offline	participation	with	simply	boosting	their	online	presence	or	
keeping	up	appearances	without	translating	into	any	real-life	involvement	(Harlow,	2017;	Cervi	and	Marin-
Llado,	2022).	However,	slacktivism	can	also	be	a	symptom	of	compassion	fatigue––being	exposed	to	an	
overload	of	distressing	images	of	human	suffering	which	often	results	in	detachment,	desensitisation,	and	
the	loss	of	the	emotional	capacity	to	respond	in	a	meaningful	way	(Sontag,	2003;	Hayes,	2023).	In	this	
sense,	instead	of	turning	away	entirely,	some	people	might	engage	in	symbolic	acts	of	support	(by	liking	
or	sharing	a	post),	which	allow	them	to	show	concern	and	support	without	the	emotional	burden	of	deeper	
involvement.	However,	many	studies	have	shown	that	small	acts	of	engagement	(such	as	liking	a	post,	
sharing	images,	and	joining	a	group)	improve	the	visibility	of	an	issue	and	can	promote	offline	engagement	
(see,	for	example,	Bode,	2017).	Additionally,	as	Papacharissi	(2015)	argues,	to	understand	contemporary	
forms	of	activism,	it	is	imperative	that	researchers	implement	a	broader	analytical	scope,	encompassing	
not	 just	 traditional	 forms	 of	 political	 participation	 but	 also	 embracing	 informal	 and	 individualised	
channels	of	political	expression.		

Framing	The	Palestinian	Struggle	on	Tiktok	
Israel	has	developed	a	unique	and	multi-layered	system	of	surveillance	that	includes	physical	technologies	
(such	as	CCTV	systems,	 x-ray	machines,	drones	 in	occupied	 territories,	 and	digital	 technologies)	 that	
monitor	communications	(such	as	phone	calls,	messages,	and	social	media	posts)	in	both	Palestine	and	
the	wider	 diaspora	 (Hayes	 2023;	 Pycinska	 2023).	 Consequently,	 this	 “digital	 occupation”	 (Tawil-Souri,	
2012)	 has	 resulted	 in	 a	 mixed	 experience	 for	 Palestinians	 online.	 Settler-colonialism	 enforces	 a	
disconnection	between	 the	occupied	 communities	 and	 their	 land	by	 erasing	 their	history	 and	culture	
(Zidani,	2021).	However,	as	Zidani	(2021)	argues,	the	use	of	digital	media	allows	diasporic	communities	to	
recast	ideas	of	land	and	to	articulate	their	personal	subjectivities	through	oral	history.	

Particularly	on	TikTok,	Palestinians	have	been	able	to	create	communities	of	supporters	and	celebrate	
their	culture	by	becoming	“storytellers”	of	their	experiences	under	occupation	(Cervi	and	Marin-Llado,	
2023,	 p.	 428).	 Additionally,	 Palestinians	 use	 TikTok	 as	 “everyday	 forms	 of	 resistance”	 by	 recording	
themselves	continuing	with	their	normal	lives	in	occupied	territories	instead	of	fleeing	(Scott,	1989	p.	34,	
as	cited	in	Cervi	and	Marin-Llado,	2022).	Palestinians	have	also	used	TikTok	regularly	to	recruit	more	
activists	during	 attacks	 and	 to	 educate	people	 about	 their	 struggles	 (Perez	 et	 al.,	 2023).	 For	 instance,	
TikTok	became	flooded	with	videos	in	support	of	Palestine	after	the	Sheikh	Jarrah	evictions	in	2021	(Cervi	
and	Marin-Llado,	2022).	Palestinian	activism	on	TikTok	has	become	so	widespread	that	scholars	speak	of	
a	“TikTok	Intifada”	(Abbas	et	al.,	2022)	to	represent	the	Palestinian	resistance	against	Internet	restrictions	
imposed	by	Israel.	However,	it	is	important	to	recognise	that	TikTok,	like	other	social	media	platforms,	is	
not	 a	 neutral	 space	 but	 a	 commercially	 driven	 platform	 shaped	 by	 corporate	 and	 political	 interests	
(Harlow,	 2017;	 Perez	 et	 al.,	 2023).	 This	 raises	 critical	 questions	 about	 whose	 interests	 the	 platform	
ultimately	serves,	especially	given	the	role	of	algorithmic	moderation	and	potential	censorship	of	pro-
Palestinian	 content	 as	 discussed	 in	 section	 2.2.2—practices	 which	may	 undermine	 the	 very	 forms	 of	
resistance	it	enables.	

METHODOLOGY	
Positionality	
As	I	embark	on	the	journey	of	researching	the	witnessing	of	the	Israeli	occupation	of	Gaza	through	TikTok,	
it	 is	 essential	 to	 acknowledge	 the	 complexities	 of	 my	 positionality	 as	 a	 researcher.	 My	 identity,	
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background,	and	experiences	undoubtedly	shape	my	perspective	and	influence	the	way	I	approach	this	
research	topic.	

Firstly,	I	am	a	white	woman	conducting	research	within	a	Western	university	setting,	without	any	personal	
ties	to	Palestine.	This	aspect	of	my	identity	highlights	my	outsider	status	within	the	context	of	the	Israeli	
occupation	 of	 Gaza	 (Darwin	 Holmes,	 2020).	 My	 lack	 of	 direct	 experience	 or	 intimate	 knowledge	 of	
Palestinian	culture,	history,	and	lived	realities	may	impact	my	understanding	and	interpretation	of	the	
events	witnessed	through	TikTok.	

Furthermore,	my	positionality	gives	me	certain	privileges	and	biases.	These	privileges	may	include	access	
to	resources,	academic	networks,	and	institutional	support,	which	can	influence	my	research	process	and	
outcomes.	Therefore,	it	was	important	for	me	to	reflect	on	the	language	I	use	in	this	article.	There	are	
norms	in	Western	universities	that	dictate	what	is	deemed	appropriate	language	and	what	is	considered	
radical	(Snounu,	2021).	Even	though	terms	such	as	“conflict”	or	“self-defence”	appear	to	be	neutral,	they	
have	constantly	been	used	to	justify	Israeli	violence	against	Palestinians.		For	that	reason,	this	paper	will	
use	 terminology	 such	 as	 “apartheid”	 or	 “occupation,”	 that	 is	 widely	 accepted	 and	 used	 by	 activists,	
advocacy	organisations,	and	international	human	rights	organisations	(Hayes,	2023).		

Despite	my	 positionality	 as	 an	 outsider	 to	 the	 Palestinian	 community,	 I	 approach	my	 research	 with	
humility,	sensitivity,	and	a	commitment	to	amplifying	the	voices	of	those	directly	affected	by	the	Israeli	
occupation.	While	 I	cannot	 fully	comprehend	the	 lived	experiences	of	Palestinians	 in	Gaza,	 I	 strive	to	
engage	in	ethical	and	reflexive	research	practices	that	centre	their	narratives	and	prioritise	their	agency.		

Lastly,	research	has	been	and	continues	to	be	used	as	a	tool	for	reinforcing	colonial	ideas	and	structures	
(Smith,	2012).	For	that	reason,	it	is	crucial	to	consider	my	positionality	as	a	student	from	a	colonial	country.	
In	 conducting	 this	 research,	 I	 recognise	 the	 ethical	 responsibilities	 inherent	 in	 representing	 the	
experiences	of	others,	particularly	in	a	context	marked	by	ongoing	conflict	and	oppression.	I	am	mindful	
of	 the	power	dynamics	at	play	and	the	potential	 impact	of	my	research	on	the	communities	 involved.	
Therefore,	I	commit	to	centring	ethical	considerations,	maintaining	transparency,	and	interrogating	my	
own	biases	throughout	the	research	process.	

Methods	
Results	from	a	review	of	social	media	studies	found	that	qualitative	approaches	are	more	often	used	with	
methods	such	as	interviews	or	surveys	to	understand	experiences	and	behaviour	of	using	social	media	
(Snelson,	2016,	as	cited	in	Hayes,	2023).	However,	more	recently,	there	has	been	an	increasing	awareness	
of	the	importance	of	language	and	meaning,	which	combined	with	an	expansion	of	the	power	of	mass	
media	and	social	media	platforms,	has	resulted	in	a	dramatic	increase	in	the	interest	in	textual	analysis	
(Halperin	and	Heath,	2020).	For	that	reason,	this	study	will	be	conducted	using	discourse	analysis.		

As	Halperin	and	Heath	(2020)	explain,	discourse	analysis	is	concerned	with	analysing	the	text	itself,	along	
with	its	context	(source,	message,	channel,	intended	audience,	connection	to	other	texts	and	events)	and	
“the	broader	relations	of	power	and	authority	within	that	context”	(Halperin	and	Heath,	2020,	p.	479).	In	
other	words,	discourse	analysis	aims	not	only	to	uncover	meanings	by	examining	the	language	people	use	
in	 their	 interactions,	 but	 also	 to	 reveal	 how	 language	 practices	 shape	 meanings	 through	 creating,	
spreading,	and	consuming	various	forms	of	texts.	(Halperin	and	Heath,	2020,	p.	481).		

Data	Collection	
Choice	Of	Social	Media	Platforms	
Much	of	the	previous	research	studies	about	social	media	platforms	as	political	tools	have	largely	focused	
on	Facebook,	X,	YouTube,	and,	more	recently,	Instagram.	However,	the	success	of	TikTok	since	its	global	
launch	in	2018	has	become	indisputable,	and	it	now	enjoys	over	1.12	billion	monthly	active	users	(Dean,	
2023).	On	average,	TikTok	users	spend	55	minutes	a	day	on	the	app,	and	more	than	34	million	videos	are	
posted	each	day	(Daniel,	2023).	According	to	a	report	published	by	Rival	IQ	in	2023,	TikTok’s	average	
engagement	 rate	per	 follower	 is	 5.7%,	which	 is	 significantly	 higher	 compared	 to	 Instagram’s	 1.72%	or	
Facebook’s	0.82%	(Feehan,	2023).	Additionally,	TikTok	has	become	one	of	the	platforms	with	the	greatest	
capacity	for	message	amplification,	thanks	to	its	algorithm’s	performance	(Cervi	et	al.,	2022;	Perez	Rastrilla	
et	al.,	2023).	Consequently,	its	effects	on	the	political	arena	have	surpassed	all	expectations,	which	has	
made	communication	professionals	and	academics	closely	follow	its	use	and	consolidation	as	a	channel	
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for	political	communication	(Perez	Rastrilla	et	al.,	2023).	For	these	reasons,	this	research	will	 focus	on	
analysing	videos	from	TikTok	recorded	during	the	Israeli	occupation	of	Gaza.		

Inclusion	Criteria	for	Posts	
To	be	included	in	the	sample,	videos	had	to	meet	the	following	criteria:	1)	recorded	by	civilians	in	Gaza,	
2)	 specifically	 created	 for	TikTok,	and	3)	downloadable.	Videos	were	downloaded	by	using	 the	 ‘share’	
function	available	on	the	TikTok	app;	if	the	creator	allowed	their	videos	to	be	downloaded,	an	option	to	
save	the	video	was	included	in	the	share	function.	Videos	were	not	included	if	they	were	re-posted	from	
other	media	 (clips	 from	 television	 news,	 for	 instance),	 or	 if	 they	 were	 from	 private	 accounts	 or	 not	
downloadable.	Videos	 in	English,	Arabic,	and	Hebrew	were	all	 included;	only	 images	were	analysed	 if	
captions	were	not	available.	

The	Process	of	Data	Collection	
I	collected	data	between	October	2023	and	January	2024.	Since	TikTok	does	not	have	a	public	Application	
Programming	Interface	(API),	I	decided	to	collect	data	manually.	While	using	an	API	can	provide	a	large	
amount	of	data,	it	also	requires	deciding	in	advance	which	specific	data	to	collect	by	establishing	a	set	of	
rules	(Hayes,	2023).	In	contrast,	manual	data	collection	allowed	for	greater	flexibility	and	ensured	that	
only	relevant	data	was	gathered,	which	is	also	considered	more	ethical	(ICO,	2021,	as	cited	in	Hayes,	2023).	

To	ensure	that	there	was	an	archive	of	the	data	and	to	protect	the	data	in	case	posts	were	removed	during	
the	 analysis	 process,	 I	 downloaded	 all	 videos	 and	 recorded	 their	 links	 in	 a	 spreadsheet.	Once	 in	 the	
spreadsheet,	I	analysed	the	videos	based	on	the	variables	shown	in	Table	1.	I	developed	these	variables	by	
combining	categories	from	previous	literature	with	those	I	identified	inductively	after	watching	an	initial	
subset	of	the	videos.	

For	 instance,	 the	 ‘availability’	 variable	 was	 included	 after	 reading	 Harlow’s	 (2017)	 research	 on	 live	
witnessing,	 where	 she	 pointed	 out	 that	 censoring	 in	 some	 countries	 can	 result	 in	 content	 being	
shadowbanned	 or	 completely	 deleted.	 The	 variable	 ‘language’	 was	 included	 because,	 according	 to	
Hjarvard,	 Mortensen,	 and	 Eskjaer	 (2015),	 language	 plays	 a	 part	 in	 the	 framing	 and	 amplification	 of	
conflicts;	 additionally,	 after	watching	 some	videos,	 I	noticed	 that	many	of	 them	were	 in	English	even	
though	Arabic	is	the	main	language	in	Palestine.	For	the	‘style’	variable,	I	took	inspiration	from	Perez	et	
al.’s	(2023)	paper	‘Fast	Politics’,	where	the	authors	study	bodily	communication.	There,	they	point	out	the	
centrality	of	the	body	in	TikTok	videos,	and	they	argue	that	the	body	is	used	as	a	channel	of	expression	
that	inspires	trust	and	emotions	(Perez	et	al.,	2023,	pp.	25-26).	

I	identified	all	of	the	categories	in	the	‘dominant	narrative’	variable	inductively	by	watching	the	videos	
and	organising	them	into	five	different	categories	that	best	summarised	their	content.	Although	some	
videos	contained	multiple	narratives,	I	assigned	each	video	to	only	one	category	for	analysis	purposes.	To	
do	this,	I	considered	all	elements	of	the	video—sound,	images,	text,	and	so	forth—to	categorise	them	as	
accurately	as	possible.	Each	category	had	specific	fixed	elements	that	needed	to	appear	in	the	video	for	it	
to	be	classified	under	 that	group.	For	example,	 if	a	video	primarily	 featured	someone	discussing	 their	
experiences	 living	 in	 refugee	 camps—such	 as	where	 they	 sleep,	what	 they	 eat,	 or	 how	 they	 bathe—I	
categorised	it	under	‘living	conditions.’	

The	variable	‘sound’	was	inspired	by	Cervi,	L.	and	Marin-Llado,	C.’s	(2022)	study	on	playful	activism,	where	
they	analysed	TikTok	videos	with	the	hashtag	#freepalestine,	and	they	realised	that	many	videos	used	the	
Mohammad	Assaf	 song	 ‘Dammi	 Falastini’	 (My	 Blood	 is	 Palestinian),	 which	 has	 become	 an	 unofficial	
anthem	for	the	Palestinian	cause	(Cervi	and	Marin-Llado,	2022,	p.	419).	Therefore,	 I	also	recorded	the	
names	of	songs	used	in	the	videos	I	analysed.	Cervi’s	and	Marin-Llado’s	research	also	inspired	the	variable	
‘emojis’,	since	they	argue	that	emojis	serve	as	a	shared	language	that	overcomes	linguistic	and	cultural	
barriers	and,	therefore,	fosters	communication	(Cervi	and	Marin-Llado,	2022,	p.	426).		

Lastly,	 for	 the	 ‘direct	calls	 to	action’	variable,	 I	drew	on	a	 study	by	Abbas	et	al.	 (2022),	 in	which	 they	
analysed	over	200	TikTok	videos	supporting	Palestine	during	the	Sheikh	Jarrah	evictions	in	2021.	Their	
findings	revealed	that	nearly	60%	of	the	videos	included	calls	to	action	(Abbas	et	al.,	2022,	p.	299),	which	
informed	my	approach	to	analysing	this	variable	in	my	research.	
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Variables	 Code	 Description	

Availability	 Yes/no	 Is	the	TikTok	post	still	available	online	or	has	it	been	
taken	down	by	the	platform/user?		

Language	 English	 Is	the	subject	being	recorded	talking	to	the	camera	in	
English?	(This	did	not	include	subtitles	in	English)	

	
Arab	 Is	the	subject	being	recorded	talking	to	the	camera	in	

Arabic?	
	

No	voice	 No	presence	of	voice	

Dominant	
narrative	

Living	conditions	 Living	conditions	in	refugee	camps,	conditions	of	
hospitals	and	healthcare,	and	descriptions	of	personal	
hygiene.	

	
Displacement	 Images	of	displacement,	evacuation	bags,	warnings	for	

evacuation	of	areas,	and	references	to	the	1948	Nakba.	

	
Death/mourning	 Images	of	martyrs,	people	mourning	relatives,	people	

looking	in	the	rubble	for	lost	relatives.	
	

Bombings/destruction	 Images	of	bombings,	images	of	cities/buildings	after	
bombings.	

	
Happy	or	hopeful	
moments	

Re-encounters	with	family,	images	of	children	
playing/singing/painting,	images	of	people	finding	food	
and	other	items	after	weeks	without.	

Style	 Vlog	yes/no	 Do	the	subjects	interact	with	the	camera	as	if	they	were	
recording	a	vlog	rather	than	simply	posting	footage	
without	context?		

Sound	 Song/original	sound	 Is	the	video	accompanied	by	a	song	or	is	there	live	audio?	

Direct	calls	to	
action	

Yes/no	 Does	the	video	include	direct	calls	to	action	for	people	
watching?		

Emojis	 Yes/no	 Does	the	video	include	emojis?		

Table	1.	Summary	of	how	the	data	is	categorised	in	the	analysis.	

I	also	included	a	short	description	of	each	video	in	the	spreadsheet,	which	helped	to	identify	more	specific	
details	such	as	TikTok	trends	(for	example,	“a	day	in	the	life	of	[…]”).	Additionally,	I	manually	collected	
important	metadata	from	the	videos,	including	the	number	of	likes,	comments,	and	shares,	and	recorded	
it	in	the	spreadsheet.	

Validity	
The	validity	of	a	discourse-analytic	study	can	be	determined	in	terms	of	two	different	factors:	its	credibility	
and	its	‘fruitfulness’	(Halperin	and	Heath,	2020).	To	put	it	simply,	it	should	provide	an	interpretation	of	
the	 text	 that	 is	 clearly	 related	 to	 the	 textual	 evidence,	 an	 analysis	 which	 is	 ‘credible,	 plausible	 [and]	
coherent’	(Halperin	and	Heath,	2020,	p.	491),	as	well	as	aiming	to	provide	insights	that	prove	to	be	useful.		
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This	study	analyses	a	small	sample	of	videos	(N=230),	and	therefore	it	might	not	be	generalisable	to	other	
wars	or	occupations.	However,	this	is	not	the	goal	of	this	research.	This	research	is	fruitful	in	the	way	in	
which	 it	 shows	 how	 TikTok	 has	 been	 used	 by	 Palestinian	 people,	 and	 how	 that	 has	 challenged	 the	
monopoly	of	information	held	by	mainstream	media.		

Ethical	Considerations	
One	big	ethical	consideration	I	encountered	when	carrying	out	this	research	was	whether	social	media	
data	should	be	considered	private	or	public.	I	ended	up	considering	the	data	public	since	only	data	that	
was	posted	by	public	accounts	and	had	the	option	to	be	downloaded	was	analysed.	I	made	this	decision	
following	the	British	Psychological	Association	(2021)	guidelines,	which	state	that	“where	it	is	reasonable	
to	argue	that	there	is	likely	no	perception	and/or	expectation	of	privacy	[…]	use	of	research	data	without	
gaining	valid	consent	may	be	 justifiable”	(Oates,	2021,	p.	9).	The	current	general	opinion	within	social	
media	research	is	that	data	that	has	been	posted	publicly	has	implicit	consent	(Jordan,	2018).	However,	
many	videos	were	taken	down	from	TikTok	after	they	were	downloaded,	and	there	is	no	way	to	know	if	it	
was	done	by	the	platform	or	the	user.	Therefore,	when	including	examples,	this	article	will	only	use	videos	
that	are	still	publicly	available	to	ensure	it	does	not	violate	users’	right	to	oblivion.		

FINDINGS	AND	DISCUSSION	
TikTok	as	‘Conduits’:	Amplification	
TikTok	 has	 been	 described	 by	 some	 scholars	 as	 the	 platform	 with	 the	 biggest	 capacity	 for	 message	
amplification	(Perez	et	al.,	2023).	Considering	the	physical	and	digital	restrictions	that	Palestinian	people	
are	subjected	to,	TikTok	appears	as	a	key	resource	used	to	amplify	struggles	and	reach	new	audiences.	
Palestinian	users	have	used	a	multitude	of	techniques	to	achieve	maximum	reach	for	their	videos.	

Language	
Firstly,	even	though	Palestinian	Arabic	is	the	most	spoken	language	in	Palestine	(The	Palestinian	Centre),	
64.1%	of	the	videos	analysed	in	the	sample	were	in	English,	and	most	videos	in	Arabic	had	subtitles	in	
English.	This	shows	that	the	target	audiences	were	nations	outside	of	Palestine,	which	is	an	attempt	to	
increase	the	visibility	of	the	events	globally.	

More	interestingly,	TikTok	users	have	a	‘shared	vernacular’	they	use	to	communicate	(Cervi	and	Marin-
Llado,	2022,	p.	426).	This	can	be	exemplified	by	Images	2	and	3,	which	show	the	use	of	special	characters	
to	distort	words	to	avoid	videos	being	taken	down	by	the	platform.	For	instance,	 ‘m4rtyred’	instead	of	
‘martyred’;	 ‘h0sp¡tal’	 instead	of	 ‘hospital’;	or	 ‘b0mbed’	 instead	of	 ‘bombed’.	These	adaptations	not	only	
reflect	a	collective	digital	resistance	to	platform	control,	but	also	highlight	how	activism	is	shaped	by	the	
technical	affordances	and	constraints	of	each	social	media	platform.	As	a	result,	the	very	design	of	TikTok	
makes	users	engage	in	creative	forms	of	resistance,	reinforcing	the	idea	that	the	platform	is	both	a	tool	for	
visibility	and	a	site	of	contested	control.	

	
Image	2.	Free	Palestine	[@free.palestine1160]	This	is	what	

some	of	the	ch¡|d	in	Gaza	has	been	experiencing	
#freepalestine	#gaza		crdts	IG:a7mhisham.	TikTok.	

01/11/23.	Last	accessed	12/03/24.	

	
Image	3.	Eye	on	Palestine	[@eyes_on_palestine]	

🇵🇸

#Palestine	#Gaza	#Gazaunderattack		#freepalestine	
#humanity.	TikTok.	29/10/23.	Last	accessed	12/03/24.	
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Length	Of	Videos	
Initially,	 TikTok	 videos	 were	 limited	 to	 30-second	 clips	 (Cervi	 and	Marin-Llado,	 2022).	 In	 2022,	 the	
platform	expanded	the	maximum	length	to	10	minutes	(TikTok,	2024).	However,	according	to	the	‘goldfish	
effect’,	which	highlights	the	increasing	decline	in	the	attention	span	of	humans,	from	12	seconds	to	8.25	
seconds	in	the	last	couple	of	decades	(Golden	Steps,	2023),	users	still	prefer	shorter	videos	(Perez	et	al.,	
2023).	The	average	video	length	in	this	study	is	60	seconds,	while	videos	classified	as	viral	(>250,000	views)	
average	58	 seconds.	Notably,	 the	 two	most	viral	 videos,	 each	with	 1.4	million	views,	 are	 just	 11	 and	 15	
seconds	long,	which	is	consistent	with	the	goldfish	effect.		

Use	Of	TikTok	Trends	
Based	on	previous	studies	about	the	use	of	TikTok	during	wartime	(for	instance,	Vidal,	2022;	Ciurak,	2022;	
Serafin,	2022	on	the	use	of	TikTok	by	Ukrainians	during	the	war	with	Russia)	and	on	the	existing	literature	
regarding	Palestinian	activism	on	TikTok	(for	instance	Abbas	et	al.,	2022	or	Hayes,	2023),	I	expected	a	
widespread	use	of	TikTok	trends	by	Palestinians	to	boost	their	content	and	reach	new	audiences	during	
the	occupation.	However,	only	5.7%	of	the	videos	in	the	sample	contained	TikTok	trends	such	as	the	one	
in	Image	4.	This	suggests	that	Palestinian	users	may	be	prioritising	authenticity,	personal	storytelling,	or	
direct	 documentation	 of	 lived	 experiences	 over	 algorithmic	 optimisation.	 Rather	 than	 performing	 for	
virality,	many	appear	to	be	engaging	in	a	form	of	witnessing	and	resistance	that	is	grounded	in	political	
urgency	rather	than	digital	popularity.	

	
Image	4.	Salma	[@anat_international]	Put	together	these	clips	Nisreen	took	to	show	you	all	a	“day	in	the	life”	in	Gaza.	

While	influences	do	their	relaxing	comfortable	day	in	the	life	vlogs,	remember	that	this	is	the	life	other	are	living	
during	these	moments	[…]	#dayinthelife	#vlog.	TikTok.	12/12/23.	Last	accessed	12/03/24.	

TikTok	As	‘Languages’:	Framing	and	Performative	Agency	
As	 presented	 in	 Chapter	 3,	 media	 can	 act	 as	 ‘languages’	 by	 framing	 conflicts	 following	 a	 particular	
narrative,	 and	 by	 performing	 the	 conflicts	 for	 the	 camera	 in	 a	 particular	 way	 (Eskjaer	 et	 al.,	 2015).	
According	to	previous	studies	(Hayes,	2023;	Cervi	and	Marin-Llado,	2022;	Perez	et	al.,	2023),	this	includes	
the	production	of	the	image	as	much	as	the	content	of	the	image.	Consequently,	this	research	analysed	
four	different	components	of	each	TikTok	video:	the	use	of	music,	the	style	of	the	videos,	the	dominant	
narrative	in	each	video,	and	the	use	of	emojis.	

Use	Of	Music	
One	of	TikTok’s	affordances	is	how	user-friendly	the	creation	process	is	by	allowing	users	to	integrate	
professional	tools	in	a	very	intuitive	way	(Cervi	and	Marin-Llado,	2022).	One	of	the	most	used	tools	to	
enhance	TikTok	videos’	narratives	is	music;	each	song	has	its	own	sound	page,	which	makes	it	extremely	
easy	 to	 find	 videos	 or	 replicate	 trends	 associated	with	 a	 song	 (Cervi	 and	Marin-Llado,	 2022).	 In	 this	
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research	analysis,	28.9%	of	the	230	videos	examined	were	accompanied	by	a	song.	The	rest	of	the	videos	
used	original	sound,	which	means	that	the	audio	featured	in	the	TikTok	wasn't	added	during	the	editing	
phase;	 instead,	 it	 originated	 from	 the	 video	 itself,	 such	 as	 the	 creator	 speaking	 directly	 into	 the	
microphone	(Badola,	2023).		

One	of	the	songs	that	was	repeatedly	used	was	‘Dammi	Falastini’	(My	Blood	is	Palestinian),	a	song	created	
by	Mohammad	Assaf,	a	Palestinian	musician	that	grew	up	in	the	Khan	Younis	refugee	camp	in	Gaza	(Al	
Jazeera,	2023).	This	song	originally	went	viral	during	the	Sheikh	Jarrah	evictions	in	2021	(Al	Jazeera,	2023).	
Since	then,	it	has	become	an	anthem	to	express	Palestinian	culture	and	its	political	grievances	(Cervi	and	
Marin-Llado,	2022).	This	song	alone	accumulates	more	than	1.2M	posts	on	its	sound	page	(TikTok,	2024).		

Similarly,	the	song	‘We	Will	Not	Go	Down’	by	Michael	Heart	regained	popularity	on	TikTok	during	the	
ongoing	invasion,	with	more	than	163,600	posts	(TikTok,	2024).	The	song	was	originally	released	in	2009	
as	 a	 symbol	of	 support	 for	Palestine	after	 the	Gaza	Massacre	 in	December	2008	 (VOI,	 2021).	Another	
important	song	for	the	representation	of	Palestinians	on	TikTok	during	the	invasion	is	‘Where	Is	the	Love’.	
This	 original	 Black	 Eyed	 Peas	 song	 was	 rewritten	 by	 Lauren	 Amour	 in	 2022	 in	 support	 of	 Ukraine	
(Robinson,	2023),	and	it	has	now	been	reused	by	many	creators	in	support	of	Palestine.		

As	 previously	 discussed	 in	Chapter	 3,	 Palestinians	 become	 “storytellers”	 on	 social	media	 as	 a	 form	of	
resistance,	and	this	emotionally	and	politically	charged	music	helps	them	do	so	by	creatively	contributing	
to	their	storylines	(Cervi	and	Marin-Llado,	2022).	

Style	
Another	distinguishing	feature	of	TikTok,	as	highlighted	by	Perez	et	al.	(2023),	is	its	emphasis	on	bodily	
communication,	setting	it	apart	from	other	social	media	platforms	that	use	other	types	of	media,	which	
emphasise	 text	 as	 a	means	 of	 communication.	Moreover,	 TikTok	 distinguishes	 itself	 from	 traditional	
communication	 channels,	 such	 as	 TV,	 through	 its	 interactivity	 and	 emphasis	 on	 self-representation	
through	the	body	(Perez	et	al.,	2023).	Since	the	body	here	is	considered	a	key	mechanism	of	discourse,	
this	research	looked	at	whether	the	videos	had	a	vlog-like	style.	To	determine	this,	the	research	considered	
the	angle	of	the	camera,	the	distance	between	the	subject	and	the	camera,	whether	the	subject	was	looking	
directly	at	the	camera,	and	the	emotional	expressions	the	subject	showed.	These,	according	to	the	existing	
literature,	are	important	factors	in	determining	the	sympathy	and	closeness	a	witness	feels	towards	the	
subject	of	a	video	(Hayes,	2023).	Forty-six	percent	of	the	videos	included	in	the	study	were	recorded	in	a	
vlog-like	style,	such	as	the	ones	shown	in	Images	5	and	6.	

	
Image	5.	Wizard_bisan1	[@wizard_bisan1]	TikTok.	

17/11/23.	Last	accessed	12/03/24.	
	

	
Image	6.	Gaza	Press	[@gazapressheroes]	TikTok.	

18/11/23.	Last	accessed	12/03/24.	
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Images	5	and	6	show	Bisan	Owda	and	Motaz	Azaiza,	respectively,	who	have	gained	millions	of	followers	
on	TikTok	since	the	beginning	of	the	invasion	due	to	their	daily	updates	and	livestreams	from	the	Gaza	
Strip.	They	represent	just	a	fraction	of	the	civilians	who	have	been	using	TikTok	to	document	the	ongoing	
tragedy.	 Research	 suggests	 that	 when	 individuals	 can	 connect	 a	 face	 to	 the	 suffering,	 they	 are	more	
inclined	to	take	action	or	offer	assistance,	a	phenomenon	known	as	the	identifiable	victim	effect	(Hayes,	
2023).	 Bisan	 has	 gained	 recognition	 through	 a	 distinctive	 practice	 of	 opening	 her	 videos	 with	 the	
statement,	“Hello,	this	is	Bisan	from	Gaza,	and	I’m	still	alive.”	This	can	be	considered	a	form	of	resistance	
in	 two	 ways:	 primarily	 through	 the	 act	 of	 “merely”	 surviving	 and	 still	 existing,	 and	 secondly,	 by	
demonstrating	her	willingness	to	continue	reporting	on	the	atrocities	unfolding	in	Gaza,	despite	facing	
numerous	obstacles	and	fears.	

Less	staged	vlog-style	videos	are	perceived	as	more	personal,	evoking	emotional	responses	from	viewers	
and	motivating	them	to	take	action	(Perez	et	al.,	2023).	According	to	Golick	(2023),	a	TikTok	video	must	
have	 a	minimum	 of	 250,000	 likes	 to	 qualify	 as	 viral.	 Based	 on	 this	 criterion,	 only	 20%	 of	 the	 videos	
examined	in	the	study	meet	the	viral	threshold,	and	vlogs	represent	54%	of	those	videos	considered	viral.	
This	suggests	that	individuals	such	as	Bisan	and	Motaz	have	successfully	established	an	emotional	bond	
with	their	audiences,	earning	their	trust	and	emerging	as	symbols	of	the	Palestinian	struggle	(Image	7).	
In	fact,	after	Motaz	Azaiza	managed	to	evacuate	from	Gaza,	he	received	awards	such	as	the	TRT’s	World	
Citizen	Communicator	Award	“for	transparently	reflecting	the	realities	of	Palestinians	through	real-time	
updates	from	Gaza”	(TRT,	2023).	Additionally,	Bisan	Owda	received	an	Emmy	Award	in	the	Hard	News	
Feature	Story	category	for	her	reporting	on	the	atrocities	in	the	Gaza	Strip	(Al	Jazeera,	2024).	

	
Image	7.	Picture	taken	by	@zahrasalmanasif	during	a	protest	in	London,	2023.	X.	

Lastly,	the	fact	that	teenagers	and	young	adults	are	the	ones	starring	in	these	vlogs	could	also	influence	
their	popularity.	According	to	Durham	(2018),	not	all	victims	have	the	same	impact	on	viewers,	and	images	
of	children	usually	have	the	biggest	emotional	reactions.	Most	of	the	individuals	that	have	gone	viral	and	
accumulated	a	big	following	on	TikTok	are	under	30	years	old—Bisan	Owda	(25),	Plestia	Alaqad	(22),	Hind	
Khoudary	(29),	Motaz	Azaiza	(25),	to	name	a	few	(The	New	Arab,	2024).	

Most	Prominent	Message	Frames		
Media	can	shape	what	conflict	means	to	different	people	by	giving	a	particular	interpretative	meaning	to	
it	or	by	enhancing	a	particular	narrative	(Eskjaer	et	al.,	2015).	The	different	narrative	frames	used	during	
the	reporting	of	a	conflict	help	construct	archives	and	a	collective	memory	of	the	event	(Eskjaer	et	al.,	
2015).	This	could	prove	especially	valuable	for	communities	like	the	Palestinian	people,	who	seek	to	offer	
alternative	narratives	 to	 those	put	 forth	by	mainstream	Western	media,	which	 frequently	exhibit	bias	
towards	Israeli	perspectives.	
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During	the	analysis	of	the	videos,	five	different	narratives	were	identified	inductively	(Figure	1).	The	two	
most	prominent	narratives	were	‘living	conditions’	and	‘bombings/destruction’,	which	directly	challenge	
Israeli	narratives	of	 self-defence	 and	 instead	 frame	 it	 as	 genocide	 and	occupation.	These	 videos	 show	
starvation,	unhygienic	living	conditions	in	refugee	camps,	illnesses,	lack	of	resources,	destruction	of	cities,	
and	bombings	directed	 towards	civilian	buildings,	hospitals,	 and	 refugee	camps.	These	 two	narratives	
accounted	 for	 54.16%	 of	 the	 videos	 that	 met	 the	 viral	 threshold	 in	 the	 sample:	 33.33%	 and	 20.83%	
respectively	(Figure	2).	

	

Figure	1.	Dominant	narratives	identified	during	the	data	
analysis	process	(N=230).	

	

Figure	2.	Dominant	narratives	from	the	videos	that	
met	the	virality	threshold	(N=48).	

The	third	most	used	narrative	was	‘death/mourning’.	As	Hayes	(2023)	argues,	audiences	do	not	respond	
the	same	to	all	human	suffering	since	certain	lives	are	deemed	more	deserving	of	grief	than	others.	In	this	
sense,	Palestinian	lives	have	largely	been	considered	as	collateral	damage	and	not	worthy	of	grief	(Butler,	
2009).	Through	depicting	 the	pain	 and	grieving	of	Palestinian	 individuals,	 these	 videos	 challenge	 the	
notion	that	their	lives	are	just	expendable	casualties	and	not	worth	grieving.	This	narrative	represented	
27.08%	of	the	videos	that	met	the	viral	threshold	in	the	sample.	

The	 fourth	 narrative	 identified	 was	 ‘happy/hopeful	 moments’,	 which	 could	 alleviate	 some	 of	 the	
compassion	fatigue	that	seeing	an	overwhelming	number	of	images	of	pain	and	destruction	could	cause	
to	 audiences.	This	 compassion	 fatigue,	 according	 to	Hayes	 (2023),	 could	 lead	 to	 apathy	 since	 viewers	
might	feel	 like	they	cannot	help,	 leading	to	desensitisation	among	audiences	towards	the	 images.	The	
videos	in	this	category	accounted	for	10.41%	of	the	viral	videos	in	the	sample.	

Lastly,	the	narrative	‘displacement’	connects	directly	with	the	moral	dimensions	of	witnessing.	As	Peters	
(2008)	 explains,	 one	 of	 the	 goals	 of	 witnessing	 is	 remembrance—being	 able	 to	 remember	 what	 has	
happened	with	the	view	of	not	happening	again.	In	this	sense,	videos	included	in	this	narrative	constantly	
referenced	 the	 1948	Nakba	 and	 showed	 individuals	who	had	 already	 been	 through	 it	 (Image	 9).	 This	
frames	the	events	as	history	repeating	itself.	Lastly,	the	videos	included	in	this	narrative	represented	8.33%	
of	the	viral	videos	in	the	sample.	

Arguably,	the	most	emotional	narrative	frames	(living	conditions,	bombings,	and	death)	were	included	in	
over	80%	of	the	viral	videos.	This	is	consistent	with	previous	studies	that	argue	that	the	most	powerful	
images	are	those	that	are	able	to	evoke	an	emotional	response	in	the	viewer	(Hayes,	2023).	
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Image	8.	From	left	to	right:	Gaza	Press	[@gazapressheroes]	TikTok.	26/12/23,	example	of	video	from	'living	conditions'	
narrative;	Mrs.potatoehead	[@ms.batata1]	TikTok.	10/11/23	example	of	'displacement';	Ibrahim	Muammar	

[@ibrahimmuammar7]	TikTok.	13/12/23	example	of	'death/mourning’;	Mj	[@mj_1118]	TikTok.	05/11/23	example	of	
'bombings/destruction';	Ella	[@becauseitsright]	TikTok.	27/12/23	example	of	‘happy/hopeful	moments’.	Last	accessed	

12/03/24.	

Use	Of	Emojis	
As	mentioned	in	section	4.1.1,	TikTok	users	communicate	using	a	shared	vernacular	(Cervi	and	Marin-
Llado,	2022),	and	emojis	are	part	of	this	shared	language.	Emojis,	as	explained	by	Hayes	(2023),	serve	as	
non-verbal	communication	tools	that	enable	people	to	convey	emotions	by	depicting	facial	expressions	
and	other	common	objects.	Therefore,	they	can	be	used	to	frame	a	particular	narrative	since	they	show	
users’	emotions.	However,	they	can	also	be	used	to	amplify	events	since	they	allow	users	to	overcome	
linguistic	barriers,	which	facilitates	communication	(Hayes,	2023).	Nearly	20%	of	the	videos	in	the	sample	
contained	emojis.	

	
Image	9.	Gaza	Press	[@gazapressheroes]	TikTok.	24/12/23.	

Last	accessed	12/03/24.	
	

Image	10.	[@resistance_waz]	TikTok.	31/12/23.	Last	
accessed	12/03/24.	
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Additionally,	some	emojis	are	also	used	to	avoid	surveillance	and	to	bypass	content	moderation,	such	as	
the	use	of	the	watermelon	emoji	instead	of	the	Palestinian	flag	(Mendonça	et	al.,	2023).	This	is	used	in	the	
same	way	as	the	distortion	of	words	with	special	characters	mentioned	in	section	4.1.1.	

TikTok	as	‘Environments’:	Co-Structuring	
Individuals	posting	TikTok	videos	during	the	occupation	are	participating	in	the	co-structuring	of	events	
by	positioning	themselves	in	relation	to	the	people	carrying	out	the	attacks.	As	discussed	in	Chapter	3,	co-
structuring	 refers	 to	 the	power	dynamics	 over	 the	 access	 to	 and	 control	 of	 communication	 resources	
(Eskjaer	 et	 al.,	 2015).	 When	 Palestinians	 have	 tried	 to	 participate	 in	 said	 co-structuring,	 they	 have	
encountered	many	challenges,	such	as	threats	 from	the	Israeli	army	(Image	11),	and	total	blackouts	or	
attacks	directed	at	cell	phone	towers	(Image	12).	This	 is	consistent	with	Harlow’s	(2017)	and	Gregory’s	
(2015)	concerns	regarding	the	safety	of	activists	participating	in	digital	witnessing.		

	
Image	11.	Soooso	[@sooooso52]	TikTok.	07/11/23,	Motaz	
receiving	a	non-caller	ID	phone	call	about	his	videos.	

Last	accessed	12/03/24.	

	
Image	12.	Motaz	[@_motaz_azaiza]	TikTok.	18/11/23.	

Motaz	trying	to	find	signal	to	continue	posting	content.	
Last	accessed	12/03/24.	

Percentage	of	Videos	Taken	Down	
From	the	original	sample	of	230	videos	for	this	study,	108	videos	have	been	removed	from	TikTok,	which	
represents	46.96%	of	the	sample.	When	users	confronted	the	platform	about	their	content	being	deleted,	
TikTok	has	claimed	that	“[it]	does	not	moderate	or	remove	content	based	on	political	sensitivities	[…]	
only	content	that	violates	community	guidelines,	which	apply	equally	to	all	content	on	TikTok”	(TikTok	
spokesperson	 in	an	 interview	with	Al	 Jazeera,	2023).	The	TikTok	Community	Guidelines	Enforcement	
Report	for	October-December	2023	is	still	not	available	to	the	public.	However,	according	to	a	TikTok	
article,	more	than	925,000	videos	from	the	Middle	East	were	deleted	in	the	first	month	of	the	attacks	“for	
violating	[their]	policies	around	violence,	hate	speech,	misinformation,	and	terrorism”	(TikTok,	2023).		

While	the	Arab	Centre	for	the	Advancement	of	Social	Media	(2023)	noted	that	TikTok	exhibited	relatively	
fewer	violations	compared	 to	other	platforms,	 it	also	highlighted	TikTok’s	ongoing	collaboration	with	
organisations	 to	 safeguard	 Palestinian	 content.	 This	 contrast	 highlights	 the	 inherent	 tension	 within	
TikTok’s	role	as	both	a	platform	for	resistance	and	a	company	bound	by	political	and	economic	interests.	

Direct	Calls	to	Action	
Visual	content,	such	as	TikTok	videos,	can	not	only	raise	awareness	about	an	issue	and	generate	empathy	
but	 also	 encourage	 action	 (Harlow,	 2017).	 19.7%	of	 the	 videos	 in	 the	 sample	 contained	direct	 calls	 to	
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action—in	other	words,	the	video	included	calls	to	other	nations	to	send	aid,	to	join	protests,	to	stop	Israel	
and	end	the	genocide.	For	instance,	Hind	Khoudary	said	in	one	of	her	videos:	“This	is	not	a	humanitarian	
pause,	this	is	not	a	ceasefire,	and	we	are	calling	for	a	ceasefire	right	now”	(Gaza	Press,	2023a);	similarly,	
Bisan	says	“tell	the	Israeli	army	to	tell	the	world	the	truth,	that	they	are	pushing	us	to	go	outside	Gaza	
Strip	because	they	want	to	take	over	Gaza	[…]	tell	the	world,	Israel,	that	you	don’t	want	us	[…]	that	this	is	
a	Nakba	like	1948	[…]	tell	the	world”	(Gaza	Press,	2023b).	However,	the	percentage	of	videos	that	include	
direct	calls	to	action	is	significantly	 lower	than	other	studies	conducted	before	the	attacks	started;	 for	
instance,	the	study	conducted	by	Abbas	et	al.	(2022)	about	social	media	activism	among	Palestinian	youth	
found	that	59.1%	of	 the	videos	 they	analysed	(n=	203)	contained	calls	 to	action	(Abbas	et	al.,	2022,	p.	
299).		This	decrease	might	suggest	a	potential	shift	in	the	nature	of	Palestinian	activism	on	TikTok.	While	
earlier	studies	highlighted	the	platform	as	a	key	tool	for	direct	mobilisation,	the	current	findings	suggest	
that	Palestinians	may	be	less	inclined	to	use	TikTok	for	explicit	calls	to	action.	This	could	reflect	a	growing	
sense	of	caution	due	to	heightened	digital	surveillance,	censorship,	and	potential	repercussions	from	both	
the	platform	and	the	broader	political	environment.	

CONCLUSION	
The	purpose	of	this	analysis	was	to	shed	light	on	the	multifaceted	role	of	TikTok	as	a	digital	witnessing	
tool	during	wartime.	The	results	of	the	analysis	show	that	the	platform	is	used	by	Palestinian	civilians	to	
amplify	their	voices	and	reach	new	audiences	through	the	creative	use	of	language,	including	a	shared	
vernacular	and	innovative	techniques	to	circumvent	censorship.		

The	findings	also	show	that	narrative	framing	on	TikTok	challenges	mainstream	media	narratives,	offering	
alternative	perspectives	on	living	conditions,	bombings,	displacement,	and	mourning.	These	narratives	
not	 only	 provide	 a	 counterbalance	 to	 dominant	 discourses	 on	 mainstream	 media	 but	 also	 foster	
remembrance	 and	 resistance	 against	 ongoing	 injustices.	 However,	 Palestinian	 activists	 face	 many	
challenges	 in	 co-structuring	 events	 on	 TikTok,	 including	 censorship,	 threats,	 and	 infrastructure	
disruptions.	Despite	these	obstacles,	the	platform	remains	a	vital	space	for	direct	calls	to	action,	albeit	at	
a	 lower	 rate	 compared	 to	 pre-attack	 periods,	 which	 indicates	 evolving	 strategies	 amidst	 changing	
circumstances.	

The	 existing	 literature	 covers	 important	 topics	 such	 as	 the	mediatisation	 of	 other	wars	 like	 the	 2022	
Russian	 invasion	of	Ukraine,	 the	strategies	used	 for	Palestinian	digital	activism,	and	the	 Israeli	digital	
occupation	of	Palestinian	voices.	However,	there	is	currently	very	little	literature	on	the	use	of	TikTok	by	
Palestinians	during	wartime.	For	this	reason,	the	goal	of	this	research	was	to	analyse	the	use	of	TikTok	as	
a	digital	witnessing	 tool	by	civilians	 in	Gaza	during	 the	ongoing	attacks.	To	 that	end,	 it	 analysed	230	
TikTok	videos	between	October	and	December	2023	and	found	that	short,	highly	emotional,	vlog-style	
videos	achieved	the	highest	virality	rate	among	the	videos	in	the	sample.		

Whilst	some	TikTok	affordances,	such	as	music	or	trends,	were	sporadically	used,	most	videos	kept	their	
original	 audio	 and	did	not	 include	 any	 trends.	This	 represents	 a	more	 amateur	 and	 less	 edited	 video	
format,	which	can	be	perceived	as	more	personal	and	emotional.	This	is	also	consistent	with	the	dominant	
narrative	frames	present	in	the	48	videos	that	met	the	viral	threshold	from	the	sample;	arguably,	the	most	
emotional	narrative	frames—living	conditions,	bombings,	and	death—appeared	in	over	80%	of	the	viral	
videos.		

This	analysis	has	further	shown	the	challenges	that	Palestinian	users	may	encounter	when	they	participate	
in	digital	witnessing,	such	as	blackouts,	censorship,	or	threats.	Additionally,	it	has	presented	some	of	the	
strategies	that	they	have	developed	to	avoid	algorithmic	filtering,	censorship,	and	surveillance.	However,	
since	the	global	community	has	not	condemned	or	sentenced	the	actions	of	the	Israeli	government	thus	
far,	this	research	could	not	include	the	use	of	images	recorded	for	TikTok	as	evidence	for	legal	proceedings	
and	 their	 efficacy	 or	 veracity.	 Therefore,	 it	 would	 be	 interesting	 to	 analyse	 this	 in	 future	 research.	
Furthermore,	slacktivism	was	not	addressed	since	the	goal	of	the	study	was	not	to	analyse	if	social	media	
activities	translate	into	traditional	forms	of	participation;	instead,	it	focused	on	how	civilians	are	using	
new	types	of	political	participation.	Future	work	could	extend	the	present	research	by	including	analyses	
of	the	translation	of	digital	activism	into	traditional	or	more	immediate	forms	of	civic	participation.		

While	this	research	addressed	censorship,	it	did	not	include	any	analysis	of	the	quality	of	the	information	
included	in	the	videos.	All	of	the	videos	were	analysed	at	face	value,	but	it	is	important	to	consider	that	
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instances	of	misinformation	or	disinformation	likely	exist.	Future	research	should	consider	including	an	
analysis	of	the	veracity	of	what	is	being	shown	or	said	in	the	videos.		

Considering	the	particularities	of	how	the	Palestinian	community	has	articulated	their	struggles	online	as	
a	diasporic	community,	and	how	they	have	used	TikTok	as	a	site	of	resistance,	as	well	as	the	large	array	of	
surveillance	strategies	that	the	Israeli	government	has	in	place	to	control	the	narrative	of	the	events,	it's	
important	to	note	that	this	study's	findings	may	not	apply	to	other	communities	or	conflicts.	Although	
some	 literature	 exists	 on	 the	 use	 of	 TikTok	 for	 other	 wars,	 such	 as	 the	 Russia-Ukraine	 war,	 it	 is	
recommended	that	future	research	undertake	a	comparative	analysis	of	various	TikTok	affordances	and	
communication	tactics	across	diverse	contexts.	

Because	of	limitations	in	both	time	and	resources,	this	study	examined	a	relatively	small	subset	of	videos.	
Additionally,	 nearly	 half	 of	 the	 videos	 within	 this	 sample	 were	 removed	 and	 therefore	 could	 not	 be	
included	 in	 the	analysis.	As	a	 result,	 the	scope	of	 the	research	 findings	 is	considerably	 restricted,	and	
caution	should	be	exercised	when	interpreting	the	results.	Nevertheless,	this	study	has	underscored	the	
necessity	 for	 further	 investigation	 into	 the	 transformative	 capacity	 of	 TikTok	 as	 a	 tool	 for	 digital	
witnessing.	This	research	has	demonstrated	TikTok's	capacity	as	a	platform	for	both	documenting	and	
magnifying	the	realities	of	conflicts,	opening	avenues	for	further	investigation	in	this	area.	

Angela	Gutierrez	
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In	recent	years,	the	Supreme	Court	has	increasingly	taken	up	cases	involving	religious	freedom,	reflecting	
growing	societal	and	 legal	tensions	surrounding	the	role	of	religion	 in	public	 life.	The	Roberts	Court,	 for	
instance,	 has	 ruled	 in	 favour	 of	 religious	 organisations	 far	 more	 frequently	 than	 its	 predecessors	
(approximately	81%	of	the	time	compared	to	approximately	50%	before)	and	has	been	the	centre	of	several	
high-profile	 rulings	 in	 favour	 of	 mainstream	 Christian	 organisations.	 The	 purpose	 of	 this	 study	 is	 to	
determine	whether	the	 legal	 facts	align	with	public	perception—or	more	pointedly,	prove	whether	or	not	
there	truly	exists	a	statistically	significant	“religious	preference”	on	the	Court	(and	towards	whom).	In	this	
paper,	I	examine	the	outcomes	of	First	Amendment	religious	cases	in	the	Supreme	Court	over	the	past	80	
years,	focusing	on	a	statistical	analysis	of	case	outcomes	and	justices'	voting	patterns.	The	study	evaluates	
the	 success	 rates	 of	 the	 parties	 involved	 and	 the	 effective	 impacts	 of	 decisions	 relative	 to	 the	 broader	
Christian	mainstream	to	discern	the	true	nature	of	these	cases	over	time.	Notably,	I	identify	a	shift	under	
the	Roberts	Court,	characterised	by	a	unique	level	of	religious	fervour	in	its	rulings.	Through	quantitative	
analysis	of	judicial	decisions	and	voting	records,	this	research	highlights	trends	in	case	outcomes	and	their	
implications	for	religious	freedoms	and	establishment	clause	interpretations.	
	
	

INTRODUCTION	
The	 1960s	 in	 America	 were	 a	 crucible	 of	 ideological	 contention.	 Throughout	 a	 decade	 marked	 by	 a	
vigorous	tug-of-war	between	progressive	activists	and	a	conservative	tradition,	the	Supreme	Court	rose	to	
the	 forefront.	 As	 the	 nation	 grappled	 with	 civil	 rights,	 sexual	 revolution,	 and	 the	 Vietnam	War,	 the	
Supreme	Court,	under	Chief	 Justice	Earl	Warren,	became	an	assertive	player	at	 the	heart	of	 the	most	
contentious	 issues	 of	 the	 time.	 Landmark	 rulings	 such	as	 Miranda	 v.	 Arizona	(1966)	 and	Loving	 v.	
Virginia	(1967)	enshrined	the	60s	as	the	period	of	judicial	activism,	morphing	the	bench	into	the	pivotal	
battleground	where	the	ethos	of	American	society	was	being	defined,	tested,	and	transformed.	It	was	a	
time	when	the	judiciary	not	only	reflected	but	also	shaped	the	zeitgeist,	carving	out	a	more	pronounced	
role	for	itself	amid	the	nation’s	ideological	struggles.	As	a	result,	it	is	no	wonder	why	political	scientist	and	
legal	scholar	Bruce	Schulman	refers	to	this	period	as	“one	of	the	most	consequential	periods	for	civil	and	
political	 rights	 in	American	history”	 (Schulman,	2008).	That	being	said,	 for	as	attention-grabbing	and	
hotly	debated	as	cases	surrounding	segregation	or	due	process	may	be,	it	can	be	argued	that	no	issues	
have	more	fundamentally	defined	the	way	our	legal	system	works	or	shaped	our	opinion	on	the	legitimacy	
of	 the	 very	 “referees	 of	 the	 game”	 than	 that	 of	 religious	 liberty	&	 the	 separation	 of	 church	 and	 state	
(Schulman,	2008).	

As	 opposed	 to	 conventional	 ideas	 of	 civil	 rights	 and	protections	 that	 developed	 as	America	matured,	
religious	liberties	are	one	of	the	few	issues	baked	into	the	American	identity	from	the	start	(Hobb,	1902).	
The	 history	 of	 the	 Church,	 and	 in	 a	much	 broader	 sense,	 religion	 as	 a	 whole,	 in	 America	 since	 the	
beginning,	marked	a	sharp	contrast	with	most	of	the	religious	and	ecclesiastical	practices	across	the	pond	
in	Europe.	As	 legal	 scholar	 Sanford	Hobb	notes,	 “Its	 resultant	principle	 of	 Liberty	 on	which	 religious	
institutions	and	life	in	the	United	States	are	founded	today,	was	a	uniquely	American	in	design”	(Hobb,	
1902)	This	principle,	cutting	right	across	that	which	the	Old	World	had	for	all	 the	Christian	centuries	
regarded	 as	 axiomatic,	 illustrates,	 better	 than	 all	 else,	 the	 profound	 idea	 that	 “American	 law	was	 the	
growth	of	necessity,	not	the	wisdom	of	individuals.	It	was	not	an	acquisition	from	abroad;	it	was	begotten	
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from	 the	 American	 mind,	 of	 which	 it	 was	 a	 natural	 and	 inevitable,	 but	 also	 a	 slow	 and	 gradual	
development”	 (Hobb,	 1902).	 After	 all,	 Thomas	 Jefferson	 famously	 declared	 his	 job	 in	 creating	 the	
constitution	was	to	build	“a	wall	of	separation	between	Church	and	State”	(Cook,	2014).	

In	her	book	First	Amendment	Religious	Liberties:	Supreme	Court	Decisions	and	Public	Opinion,	1947-2013,	
political	 scientist	 and	 legal	 scholar	Tracey	Cook	 claimed	 that	 over	 the	 last	 approximately	 forty	 years,	
sizeable	majorities	of	Americans	have	 reported	 support	 for	 the	general	principle	of	 the	 “separation	of	
church	and	state”	(Cook,	2014).	At	the	same	time,	according	to	a	study	conducted	by	the	PEW	Research	
Center,	about	one-third	of	Americans	(35%)	now	see	the	high	Court	as	friendly	toward	religion,	nearly	
double	the	share	that	said	this	in	a	Center	survey	conducted	in	March	and	April	of	2019	(18%)	(Tevington,	
2022).	 This	 increase	 follows	 a	 2021-22	 Supreme	 Court	 term	 that	 produced	 several	 decisions	 with	
implications	 for	 religion:	 the	 Dobbs	 v.	 Jackson	 Women’s	 Health	 Organisation	 case	 that	 ended	 the	
constitutional	right	to	abortion;	Kennedy	v.	Bremerton	School	District	which	ruled	that	favoured	a	high	
school	football	coach	who	led	Christian	prayers	after	games;	and	Carson	v.	Makin,	a	ruling	that	allowed	
public	funding	for	private	religious	schools	(Tevington,	2022).	Compounding	the	concern,	only	25	percent	
of	Americans	report	“quite	a	lot”	or	“a	great	deal”	of	confidence	in	the	Court	(Maroni,	2022).	

The	 significance	 of	 these	 trends	 is	 simple:	 judicial	 opinions	 do	 not	 occur	 in	 a	 vacuum.	 Pre-existing	
attitudes	 toward	 the	 Court	 shape	 how	 individuals	 respond	 to	 each	 ruling.	 Thus,	 the	 problem	 of	 the	
Supreme	Court	is	that	it	is	a	generally	disliked	institution	heavily	dependent	upon	its	long-term	likeability	
(or,	 in	more	 technical	 terms,	 legitimacy)	 for	 its	 efficacy	 and	 survival	 (Gibson	 and	Nelson,	 2014).	 The	
ongoing	perception	of	the	Supreme	Court	as	being	“pro-religion”	(or	at	least	somewhat	softer	on	religion	
today	 than	 in	 the	past)	 coupled	with	 a	 decline	 in	public	 trust,	 poses	 significant	 risks	 to	 the	 fabric	 of	
American	democracy	and	the	principle	of	judicial	impartiality.	As	a	result,	this	perception	can	erode	the	
Court’s	role	as	a	neutral	arbiter,	essential	for	maintaining	a	balanced	and	inclusive	legal	system.	Thus,	in	
the	face	of	such	a	crisis,	the	natural	question	turns	to	whether	the	feeling	of	religious	preference	by	the	
Court	in	the	past	(and	present)	matches	the	facts	shown	in	their	actual	outcomes.	The	goal	of	this	paper	
is	 to	 empirically	 determine	 whether	 religious	 preferences	 can	 be	 quantitatively	 demonstrated	 within	
judicial	decision-making	in	First	Amendment	religious	freedom	cases.1	Or	more	precisely,	to	what	extent,	
if	any,	does	religious	preference	exist	on	the	Supreme	Court?		

By	 exploring	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 judges’	 religious	 affiliations	 and	 case	 demographics	 influence	 their	
rulings,	I	aim	to	uncover	the	underlying	factors	that	shape	judicial	behaviour	in	these	contentious	cases.	
To	investigate	whether	the	Supreme	Court’s	decisions	on	First	Amendment	religious	freedom	cases	are	
influenced	 by	 external	 factors,	 I	 employ	 a	 quantitative	 analysis	 on	more	 than	 100	 First	 Amendment	
religious	liberty	Court	rulings	dating	as	far	back	as	1945.	The	dataset	includes	a	wide	range	of	variables,	
such	as	case	outcome,	case	popularity,	the	type	of	claimant,	and	other	socio-political	factors	that	might	
impact	the	result.	This	data-driven	approach	allows	for	a	comprehensive	examination	of	the	influences	on	
Supreme	Court	religious-freedom	decisions.	The	findings	are	crucial	because	they	challenge	the	ideal	of	
judicial	independence	and	impartiality.	By	demonstrating	that	external	factors	play	a	significant	role	in	
judicial	decision-making,	the	study	highlights	the	complexities	and	potential	vulnerabilities	in	the	legal	
adjudication	process	of	religious	freedom	cases.	Furthermore,	the	findings	substantiate	the	hypothesis	
that	judicial	decisions,	particularly	those	concerning	First	Amendment	religious	liberties,	are	not	made	in	
a	vacuum	but	in	fact	are	affected	by	a	broader	religious	and	political	context.		

Now,	before	going	any	further,	there	are	a	few	claims	and	issues	surrounding	analyses	of	cases	of	religious	
liberties	 that	 should	 be	 pre-empted	 and	 are	 essential	 to	 understanding	 what	 this	 article	 is	 trying	 to	
achieve.	The	first	is	the	(mistaken)	idea	that	the	public	perception	of	the	Supreme	Court’s	behaviour	(that	
is,	a	supposed	“legal	crisis	of	religion”)	can	only	be	validated	if	the	court	were	actively	taking	up	more	
cases	(Hall,	2009).	It	is	the	idea	that	if	the	court	honestly	had	an	agenda,	it	would	seek	out	more	cases	
in	scale.	If	that	was	not	the	case,	then	any	such	view	of	favouritism	or	partisan	behaviour	would	merely	
be	due	to	one’s	political	biases.	This	is	a	bit	of	a	far-fetched	argument,	but	a	convincing	one	at	first	glance.	
As	shown	in	Figure	0,	a	simple	layman’s	analysis	of	the	Washington	University	of	St.	Louis	Supreme	Court	

 
1		A	“religious	freedom”	case	is	a	legal	dispute	that	involves	the	interpretation	and	application	of	laws	protecting	
individuals'	or	organisations'	rights	to	practice,	express,	or	be	free	from	religion,	often	under	the	First	Amendment	
or	related	statutes.	
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database	 for	 all	 113	 First	Amendment	 cases	 since	 1945	 filtered	 for	 religion	 (establishment	 clause2,	 free	
exercise3,	 and	 parochial	 school	 cases)	 shows	 why	 the	 devil’s	 advocate’s	 argument	 is	 so	 compelling	
(Washington	University	Database,	2024).	At	face	value,	one	would	expect	a	so-called	“hockey	stick”	graph	
where,	say,	in	the	last	20	years,	there	had	been	a	sudden	rise	in	the	number	of	cases	the	court	had	taken	
or	even	a	change	in	perceived	outcome.	After	all,	even	when	filtered	for	conservative	and	liberal	decisions,	
they	remain	(relatively)	split,	implying	that	this	must	simply	be	the	frustration	of	the	uneducated	voter	
(Hall,	2009):	

	
	

Figure	0.	Supreme	Court	Religious	Liberty	Cases	by	Outcome	(1945-2022).	Note:	This	chart	was	generated	on	the	
Washington	University	of	St.	Louis’	Supreme	Court	Database.	The	x-axis	represents	the	count	of	cases	while	the	y-axis	

represents	the	year.	Additionally,	red	represents	a	conservative	decision	while	blue	a	liberal	one	as	defined	by	the	
database.	

This	argument	is	misleading	for	two	reasons.	First,	it	fails	to	recognise	the	Court	as	a	finite	institution.	
While	Congress	comprises	hundreds	of	people	and	tens	of	thousands	of	legislative	aides,	the	Court	(in	
practice)	is	just	nine	people.	Nine	people	have	to	hear	every	case,	question	every	oral	argument,	and	write	
opinions	on	matters	of	national	consequence.	In	fact,	the	Court	is	only	able	to	accept	around	100-150	of	
the	more	than	7,000	cases	that	it	is	asked	to	review	each	year	(uscourts.gov).	Just	because	there	aren’t,	
say,	10	times	more	cases	on	religious	liberties	being	heard	in	2022	than	in	1979	does	not	mean	that	the	

 
2		An	“Establishment	Clause”	case	is	a	legal	dispute	concerning	whether	a	government	action	or	law	improperly	
endorses,	supports,	or	favours	a	particular	religion	or	religion	in	general,	violating	the	First	Amendment’s	
prohibition	on	government	establishment	of	religion.	
3		A	“Free	Exercise	Clause”	case	is	a	legal	dispute	that	addresses	whether	a	law	or	government	action	improperly	
restricts	an	individual's	or	group's	right	to	practice	their	religion,	as	protected	under	the	First	Amendment.	
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situation	is	the	same.	At	the	same	time,	the	Court	has	slowed	in	the	number	of	cases	heard	overall	per	
term,	not	just	fewer	First	Amendment	Religious	cases	alone,	disposing	of	just	a	meagre	15	cases	before	
June	2022	compared	to	157	by	the	same	time	in	1923	(Hurley,	2023).	Thus,	even	if	there	were	fewer	First	
Amendment	cases	taken	in	scale,	it	is	more	likely	due	to	a	larger	trend	of	the	Court	as	a	whole	rather	than	
something	specific	to	religious	cases	(Hurley,	2023).	That	leads	to	the	second	reason,	that	such	a	blanket	
analysis,	while	 considering	scale,	woefully	neglects	significance	 (Hall,	 2009).	While	 it	 is	 true	 that	 case	
outcomes	have	been	relatively	constant	and	evenly	divided,	the	more	critical	questions	are	who	is	winning	
their	 cases	 and,	 more	 importantly,	 why.	 As	 will	 be	 explored	 throughout	 this	 work,	 the	 strawman’s	
argument	fails	to	consider	the	nature	of	the	cases.	What	type	of	party	brought	it?	Was	it	striking	down	a	
law?	Did	these	cases	match	public	opinion?	Have	more	extreme	measures	been	taken	recently,	even	if	the	
number	of	cases	has	remained	the	same?	These	are	all	questions	left	by	the	wayside	when	resorting	to	the	
armchair	analysis	offered	by	our	“enlightened”	strawman.	

The	second	issue	is	that	in	the	realm	of	political	science	scholarship,	the	analysis	of	Supreme	Court	cases	
concerning	religious	liberties	has	predominantly	been	qualitative,	with	scholar	Mark	David	Hall	noting,	
“Although	broad	claims	are	often	made	about	these	[religious	liberty]	cases,	they	are	either	unsupported	
generalities	or	extrapolations”	(Hall,	2009).	For	Hall	and	many	others	within	the	field,	there	is	a	growing	
feeling	that	much	of	the	current	work	aligns	more	closely	with	that	of	legal	scholarship	and	often	focuses	
on	anecdotal,	high-profile	decisions	rather	than	on	the	trends	and	data	behind	them	(Hall,	2009).	While	
this	analysis	certainly	has	its	merits,	it	is	contrasted	with	the	work	of	some	of	the	leaders	in	the	field	like	
Lee	 Epstein,	William	M.	 Landes,	 and	 Richard	 A.	 Posner	who	 focus	 their	 research	 on	 Supreme	 Court	
decisions	in	the	business	sector	and	often	employ	a	more	quantitative	methodology,	utilising	statistical	
models	 and	 quantitative	 data	 to	 assess	 patterns	 and	 impacts	 within	 rulings	 (Epstein,	 2017).	 This	
divergence	 reflects	 a	 tendency	 to	 approach	 religious	 liberty	 cases	 as	 unique,	 complex,	 and	 deeply	
embedded	in	historical	and	cultural	contexts,	requiring	a	nuanced,	case-by-case	analysis.	While	there	is	
undoubtedly	merit	to	tying	the	cultural	and	contextual	with	the	legal,	the	quantitative	has	seldom	been	
represented	in	matters	concerning	religious	liberties	(Cook,	2014).	For	this	reason,	my	aim	in	this	article	
is	to	meticulously	dissect	the	current	crisis	of	religious	liberties	in	America	in	a	way	that	has	not	been	
done	before.	With	longstanding	societal	perceptions	and	the	apparent	crisis	squarely	established	(along	
with	 an	understanding	of	present	 academic	 shortcomings),	 this	work	 seeks	 to	 identify	 the	fact	within	
the	feeling.	

LITERATURE	REVIEW:	
The	study	of	 religion’s	 role	 in	court	cases	 represents	a	 rich	and	multifaceted	 field	 that	 intersects	with	
numerous	dimensions	of	law,	society,	and	individual	belief	systems.	As	judicial	decisions	are	influenced	
not	only	by	the	letter	of	the	law	but	also	by	the	personal	convictions	of	those	who	interpret	it,	the	role	of	
religion	emerges	as	a	particularly	compelling	area	of	inquiry.	This	complexity	is	deepened	by	the	diverse	
ways	religious	beliefs	can	manifest	within	 legal	arguments,	 from	influencing	 judges’	 interpretations	of	
statutes	to	shaping	the	moral	and	ethical	frameworks	within	legal	debates.	Moreover,	the	varying	degrees	
of	 religious	 influence	 across	 different	 legal	 systems	 and	 cultural	 contexts	 offer	 a	 broad	 spectrum	 for	
analysis,	making	the	study	of	religion’s	salience	in	court	cases	rich	and	crucial	for	understanding	the	wider	
implications	of	jurisprudence	in	contemporary	society.	In	other	words,	analysis	of	religion	and	the	law	
(even	empirical)	in	certain	respects	is	nothing	new,	and	there	are,	in	particular,	three	significant	areas	of	
study	about	First	Amendment	religious	cases	and	the	Court	that	are	worth	beginning	with.	

The	first	and	most	obvious	types	of	studies	focus	on	the	straight-up	outcome	of	these	cases.	One	such	
empirical	study,	conducted	by	Gregory	C.	Sisk,	Michael	Heise,	and	Andrew	P.	Morriss	(more	colloquially	
referred	to	as	the	Sisk	study),	examined	the	resolution	of	religious	freedom	issues,	including	free	exercise	
and	establishment	clause	cases	in	the	lower	federal	courts	(both	district	courts	and	the	Courts	of	Appeals)	
from	1986	through	1995.	When	they	finally	were	able	to	publish	in	2004,	they	concluded	that	“In	our	study	
of	religious	freedom	decisions,	the	single	most	prominent,	salient,	and	consistent	influence	on	judicial	
decision-making	was	religion	in	terms	of	affiliation	of	the	claimant,	the	background	of	the	judge,	and	the	
demographics	of	the	community”	(Sisk	et	al.,	2005).	Put	simply,	while	it	should	be	noted	that	the	Sisk	
study	sought	future	confirmation	of	their	findings,	at	a	base	level	they	suggested	that	“religious	factors	
are	meaningfully	associated	with	judging	outcomes”	(Sisk	et	al.,	2004).	

Another	area	of	interest	lies	away	from	case	outcomes	and	with	case	claimants.		Regarding	the	claimants	
specifically,	 their	position	 in	 the	 religious	mainstream	holds	 some	weight	and	has	 in	 the	past	yielded	
mixed	 results.	 Sisk	 et	 al.	 (2004)	 found	 that	 “Muslims,	 far	 outside	 the	 American	mainstream,	may	 be	
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significantly	disadvantaged	in	asserting	Free	Exercise	&	Accommodation	claims.”	In	a	1999	empirical	study	
of	 free	exercise	decisions	 in	 the	United	States	Courts	of	Appeals,	 James	Brent	 found	 that	mainstream	
Catholics	and	Protestants	were	more	likely	than	non-mainstream	claimants	to	win	free	exercise	claims	
(Brent,	1999).	However,	these	studies	were	thrown	into	tension	with	a	1993	article	from	Joseph	A.	Ignagni,	
who	examined	United	States	Supreme	Court	 free	exercise	decisions	 from	 1961	 to	 1990	 (Ignagni,	 1993).	
Ignagni	tested	several	hypotheses,	including	one	based	on	the	idea	of	the	religious	mainstream,	namely	
“that	if	the	religious	group	involved	in	a	dispute	can	be	deemed	marginal	(outside	the	mainstream),	then	
the	Supreme	Court	will	be	more	likely	to	uphold	its	free	exercise	claims”	(Ignagni,	1993).	In	short,	Ignagni	
found	empirical	evidence	supporting	that	the	Court	favours	such	marginal	religious	groups.	

The	final	area	of	importance	in	case	analysis	is	the	fairly	well-trodden	path	of	research	that	has	sought	to	
determine	whether	and	how	a	judge’s	faith	influences	their	approach	to	deciding	cases,	particularly	those	
involving	moral	or	ethical	questions	where	religious	beliefs	might	play	a	significant	role	(Blake,	2011).	One	
such	study,	by	political	science	scholar	William	Blake,	was	God	Save	This	Honorable	Court:	Religion	as	a	
Source	 of	 Judicial	 Policy	 Preference	 (Blake,	 2011).	 Essentially,	 he	 extended	 Sisk’s	 ideas,	 arguing	 that	 if	
Supreme	Court	behaviour	is	structured	largely	by	policy	preferences,	and	one	in	First	Amendment	cases	
does	exist,	political	scientists	ought	to	consider	the	source	of	those	preferences.	For	Blake,	as	is	the	case	
in	 this	 article,	 religion	 is	 viewed	 as	 one	 such	 force	 that	 can	 strongly	 shape	 a	 judge’s	 worldview	 and	
therefore	their	votes.	Presenting	a	quantitative	analysis	using	the	Supreme	Court	Database	between	the	
1953	and	2007	terms,	Blake	found	that	“Across	a	wide	range	of	legal	issues,	it	appears	that	the	Catholic	
variable	 plays	 a	 role	 in	 judicial	 decision-making	 independent	 of	 ideology”	 (Blake,	 2011).	 Ultimately,	
Catholic	 Justices,	 in	particular,	vote	 in	ways	 that	more	closely	adhere	to	 the	teachings	of	 the	Catholic	
Church	than	do	non-Catholic	Justices.	It	is	a	trend	that	persists	even	after	controlling	for	outside	factors	
like	 ideology.	 Additionally,	 for	 Blake,	 even	 on	 issues	 that	may	 not	 have	much	 theological	 difference,	
“religious	values	play	a	more	prominent	role	in	public	life	for	Catholic	Justices”	(Blake,	2011).	

Taking	the	issues	of	faith	and	ideology	one	step	further,	scholars	Michael	Bailey	and	Forrest	Maltzman	
attempted	 to	 challenge	 the	 traditional	 belief	 that	 the	 personal	 policy	 preferences	 of	 the	 justices	
predominantly	drive	Supreme	Court	decisions.	Instead,	Bailey	and	Maltzman	argued	that	legal	doctrine	
plays	a	significant,	albeit	complex,	role	in	shaping	judicial	outcomes	(Bailey	and	Maltzman,	2008).	In	other	
words,	while	policy	and	personal	preferences	are	undeniably	influential,	the	interaction	between	these	
preferences	and	legal	doctrines	shapes	the	final	judicial	decision.	In	short,	these	Justices	tend	to	exercise	
greater	restraint	and	potentially	have	less	of	a	desire	to	actively	“legislate”	and	transform	the	law	than	
some	 might	 think	 (which	 might,	 in	 the	 case	 examined	 by	 this	 study,	 explain	 the	 larger	 share	 of	
establishment	cases	as	opposed	to	religious	liberty	or	free	exercise	ones)	(Bailey	and	Maltzman,	2008).	

As	 a	 whole,	 these	 studies	 enrich	 the	 field	 of	 judicial	 behaviour	 analysis	 by	 illuminating	 the	 complex	
interplay	between	empiricism,	religion,	and	the	judicial	process.	Furthermore,	every	study	of	this	type	I	
have	examined	 thus	 far,	while	not	 enough	 to	 settle	 the	 “religion”	question	once	and	 for	 all,	 seems	 to	
suggest	that	there	may	be	so-called	“preferential”	biases	among	the	court	that	show	their	behaviours	are	
non-random.	 From	 Sisk	 and	 Blake	 to	 Brent	 and	 Ignagni,	 while	 specific	 conclusions	 may	 differ,	 a	
generalisable	set	of	dots	can	pretty	readily	tie	the	court	to	religion.	While	definitive,	absolute	certainty	
may	never	be	known,	the	main	takeaways	from	these	three	areas	of	analysis	are	perhaps	best	summarised	
by	Stephen	Feldman,	writing,	“Most	people	would	acknowledge	that	religious	orientation	often	influences	
an	 individual’s	 political	 values	 or	 preferences.	Members	 of	 evangelical	 Protestant	 denominations,	 for	
example,	 are	more	 likely	 to	 be	 conservative	Republicans	 than	 liberal	Democrats.	 Empirical	 studies	 in	
political	science	reinforce	this	common-sense	view”	(Feldman,	2006).	

Fast-forwarding	to	today,	one	of	the	most	substantive	and	relevant	analyses	ever	conducted	on	this	subject	
was	the	2021	study,	The	Roberts	Court	and	the	Transformation	of	Constitutional	Protections	for	Religion:	A	
Statistical	Portrait	by	Lee	Epstein	and	Eric	Posner.	By	examining	“93	case	outcomes,	outcomes…consisting	
of	824	votes	cast	by	31	 Justices,”	mostly	between	1953	and	2019,	the	authors	aimed	to	“supplement	the	
doctrinal	scholarship	with	an	empirical	accounting”	(Epstein	and	Posner,	2021).	Yet,	where	this	analysis	
proves	most	unique	is	how	it	attempts	to	redefine	Justice’s	ideological	positions	in	multivariate	analysis.	
For	Epstein	and	Posner,	there	is	a	tacit	understanding	that	judges’	ideological	or	policy	disposition	is	more	
complex	than	merely	conservative	or	liberal	(Epstein	and	Posner,	2021).	Their	work	frequently	explores	
how	external	factors,	such	as	public	opinion	and	political	pressures,	influence	the	Court's	decisions	on	
religious	freedom.	Epstein	and	Posner’s	analyses	provide	insights	into	the	broader	patterns	and	trends	in	
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the	 Court’s	 handling	 of	 First	 Amendment	 cases,	 contributing	 to	 a	 deeper	 understanding	 of	 judicial	
decision-making	processes	in	this	contentious	area.	

Moreover,	while	Epstein	and	Posner’s	study	is	undoubtedly	helpful	in	attempting	to	develop	a	framework	
for	 analysing	 the	 Justices,	 the	 study	 is	 limited	 in	 its	 sole	 focus	 on	 the	 characteristics	 of	 the	 judges	
themselves—such	as	ideological	leanings	and	appointment	histories—while	not	delving	deeply	into	the	
complexities	of	the	cases	beyond	a	fundamental	dichotomy	of	Free	Exercise	versus	Establishment	Clause	
issues.	This	approach	can	inadvertently	oversimplify	the	multifaceted	nature	of	religious	cases	before	the	
Supreme	Court.	Many	of	these	cases	intertwine	with	other	significant	factors,	like	the	petitioner’s	religion.	
Nevertheless,	despite	its	limitations,	the	methods	employed	by	Lee	Epstein	and	Eric	Posner	in	their	study	
offer	a	robust	framework	for	quantitative	legal	analysis	of	the	Supreme	Court,	providing	an	empirical	basis	
to	 assess	 trends	 and	 shifts	 in	 judicial	 behaviour	 and	 case	 preference	 over	 time.	 By	 quantitatively	
cataloguing	 decisions	 and	 categorising	 them	 into	 clear	 legal	 domains—such	 as	 Free	 Exercise	 and	
Establishment	Clause	cases—their	approach	allows	for	the	aggregation	and	analysis	of	data	that	can	reveal	
patterns	in	the	Court’s	jurisprudence.	

HYPOTHESES	
With	these	ideas	in	mind,	I	have	turned	them	into	three	specific	guiding	research	questions,	each	of	which	
holds	significant	implications	for	our	understanding	of	the	Court’s	decision-making	process:	

1. Are	 First	 Amendment	 objections	 based	 on	 religious	 grounds	more	 likely	 to	 succeed	 than	
similar	objections	based	on	secular	ones?		

2. If	such	a	pattern	exists,	which	type	of	religious	cases	are	benefiting?		
3. Whether	or	not	Justices	are	more	likely	to	support	religious	objections	on	the	whole,	has	the	

nature	of	the	cases	that	have	won	changed?	

Being	informed	by	my	review	and	research	questions,	I	have	operationalised	these	questions	into	four	
hypotheses	 to	 be	 able	 to	 fully	 tackle	 each	 of	 these	 research	 questions.	 These	 four	 hypotheses	 aim	 to	
explore	how	religious	factors	influence	the	outcomes	of	Supreme	Court	cases	and	the	voting	patterns	of	
Justices,	as	well	as	how	these	dynamics	may	have	evolved.	Each	hypothesis	aims	to	dissect	a	specific	aspect	
of	the	interplay	between	religion	and	judicial	decision-making	within	the	context	of	the	US	legal	system.		

My	hypotheses	are	as	follows:	

Ha	#1:	All	else	equal,	the	Supreme	Court	is	more	likely	to	rule	in	favour	of	religious	objections	than	
secular	ones.	

Ha	#2:	Religious	majority	cases	are	more	likely	to	succeed	as	opposed	to	those	raised	by	religious	
minorities.	

Ha	#3:	The	Court’s	tendency	to	rule	in	favour	of	religious	claims—especially	those	from	majority	
groups—has	increased	over	time	(specifically	for	religious	majorities).	

Ha	#4:	 Justices	themselves	are	generally	more	 inclined	to	support	religious	outcomes,	with	this	
preference	growing	over	time	(specifically	for	religious	majorities).	

Ha	#1	attempts	to	determine	if	there	is	a	discernible	bias	or	preference	in	the	Supreme	Court	towards	
cases	that	invoke	religious	rationales	over	those	that	present	secular	arguments.	This	could	indicate	the	
Court’s	 sensitivity	or	deference	 to	 religious	beliefs	 and	practices	when	adjudicating	 cases,	 reflecting	a	
broader	judicial	philosophy	regarding	the	role	of	religion	in	public	life	and	law.	I	made	this	prediction	
because,	thus	far,	all	the	literature	points	to	there	being	some	meaningful	relationship.	

Ha	 #2	 builds	 on	 this,	 testing	 the	 notion	 that	 petitioners	 from	 religious	 majorities	 (e.g.,	 mainstream	
Christianity	in	the	US)	have	a	higher	success	rate	in	Court	than	those	from	minority	religions	(e.g.	Islam,	
Judaism,	 Jehovah’s	Witnesses).	 This	 could	 suggest	 that	 prevailing	 societal	 norms	 or	 biases	 influence	
judicial	 outcomes,	 potentially	 reflecting	 greater	 cultural	 or	 institutional	 support	 for	 the	 beliefs	 of	 the	
majority	religion.	
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Ha	#3	explores	the	temporal	dimension,	suggesting	that	the	trends	identified	in	the	first	three	hypotheses	
have	become	more	pronounced	over	time.	An	increase	could	reflect	changing	social	attitudes	towards	
religion,	 shifts	 in	 the	 composition	 of	 the	 Court,	 or	 evolving	 legal	 doctrines	 that	 increasingly	 favour	
religious	considerations.		

Ha	#4	tries	to	narrow	the	focus	of	Ha	#3,	shifting	the	focus	away	from	the	cases	and	toward	the	Justices.	
Here,	 the	 focus	moves	to	 the	 individual	 Justices’	voting	behaviour,	hypothesising	that	 Justices	 tend	to	
support	outcomes	that	favour	religious	positions	when	controlling	for	other	variables.	This	hypothesis	
probes	Justices’	personal	or	ideological	inclinations	towards	religion	and	how	these	may	affect	their	legal	
judgments.	 Taken	 together,	Ha	 #3	 and	Ha	 #4	 could	 indicate	 not	 only	 a	 general	 trend	 towards	more	
religion-friendly	judicial	outcomes	but	also	a	specific	strengthening	of	the	position	of	significant	religions	
in	legal	conflicts,	potentially	at	the	expense	of	minority	religions.	

In	all,	these	hypotheses	are	designed	to	thoroughly	investigate	the	complex	relationship	between	religion	
and	 the	 judiciary,	 offering	 insights	 into	 whether	 and	 how	 religious	 considerations	 influence	 legal	
outcomes	in	the	Supreme	Court	and	how	these	influences	have	evolved.		

METHODS	
Within	this	study,	I	employ	a	quantitative	analysis	that	allows	me	to	meticulously	analyse	case	outcomes,	
scrutinise	the	Justices’	votes,	and	explore	the	socio-legal	context	surrounding	pivotal	cases.	As	mentioned	
earlier,	more	broadly,	I	am	seeking	to	determine	the	extent	to	which,	if	at	all,	religious	preference	exists	
within	the	decisions	of	the	Supreme	Court.		

The	dataset	accounts	for	105	cases	(and	925	Justice	votes),	constituting	a	comprehensive	aggregation	of	
Supreme	Court	cases	focused	on	religious	freedom	issues,	meticulously	compiled	from	various	esteemed	
sources.	This	includes,	but	is	not	limited	to,	the	Washington	University	of	St.	Louis	Database,	seminal	
studies	 conducted	by	Lee	Epstein	and	Eric	Posner,	 and	data	 from	Congressional	Quarterly	 (CQ).	The	
primary	 objective	 of	 assembling	 this	 dataset	 is	 to	 create	 the	 most	 accurate	 and	 contemporaneously	
relevant	compilation	of	all	orally	argued	cases	from	1945	through	to	the	term	year	2022.	In	the	interest	of	
focusing	on	cases	that	underwent	a	comprehensive	 judicial	 review	process,	 this	collection	deliberately	
excludes	those	cases	that	were	resolved	without	the	benefit	of	oral	argument.	

For	this	analysis,	I	use	an	ordinary	least-squares	(OLS)	model	centred	around	five	key	variables	labelled	
as	follows:	case	outcome,	case	impact	(which,	together	with	case	outcome,	determines	case	nature),	issue	
focus,	case	awareness,	and	case	salience.		

While	the	variables	themselves,	how	they	were	chosen,	and	how	they	are	measured	are	defined	in	greater	
detail	in	the	Appendix,	the	two	most	important	to	understand	are	“Case	Outcome”	and	“Case	Impact.”	
Case	outcome	is	a	variable	of	my	own	creation	and	consists	of	two	categories,	“1.	Religious	wins”	and	“0.	
Religious	losses”	defined	based	on	the	ultimate	outcome	of	the	case.	Religious	wins	(or,	in	simpler	terms,	
pro-religion	outcomes)	 are	 categorised	 as	 if	 they	 favour	 a	 religious	 organisation	or	 religious	 outcome	
(typically	the	plaintiff	in	a	Free	Exercise	clause	case	and	the	defendant—the	state—in	an	Establishment	
clause	case).	Religious	 losses	are	defined	as	any	outcome	to	 the	contrary.	Case	 impact,	by	contrast,	 is	
defined	as	the	group	or	groups	most	positively	affected	by	a	given	ruling	and	is	divided	into	two	categories:	
“1.	Pro-Majority”	and	“0.	Anti-Majority.”	The	variable	“1.	Pro-Majority”	means	that	the	ruling	was	in	favour	
of	the	largest	Christian	American	mainstream,	while	the	variable	“0.	Anti-Majority”	means	that	the	ruling	
went	to	the	contrary.	The	reason	for	this	distinction	is	that	the	religion	clauses	of	the	First	Amendment	
are	fundamentally	different	when	talking	in	terms	of	religious	minorities	(like	the	Amish,	Muslims,	or	
Jewish	people)	as	opposed	to	the	widespread	and	all-encompassing	mainstream	Christian	organisations,	
practices,	and	values	that	dominate	the	country.	I	seek	to	understand	how	distinct	each	group	truly	is.	

For	this	study,	each	case	and	Justice	has	been	coded	along	these	various	variables.	For	instance,	in	a	“1.	
Religion	Wins,”	“1.	Majority	Wins”	case,	a	Justice	voting	in	favour	would	be	coded	as	“11”	and	against	“00.”	
By	contrast,	in	a	“1.	Religion	Wins,”	“0.	Anti-Majority”	case,	a	Justice	voting	in	favour	would	be	coded	as	
“10”	and	likewise	“01”	if	they	voted	against.		

For	the	case	of	simplicity,	for	further	rationale	as	to	why	I	chose	each	variable,	and	as	a	reference,	please	
see	 the	Appendix	 for	my	codebook.	Finally,	 for	understanding	 the	different	 forms	 that	cases	can	 take,	
below	is	a	simple	Outcome-Impact	matrix	summarising	the	case	nature	to	help	break	everything	down:	
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Outcome/Impact	 Pro-Majority	(1)	 Anti-Majority	(0)	

	

Religious	Win	(1)	

Religion	Wins,	Mainstream	Wins	(11)	

Ex:	Kennedy	v.	Bremerton	School	District	
(2022)	

(45	Cases)	

Religion	Wins,	Mainstream	Loses	
(10)	

Ex:	Wisconsin	v.	Yoder	(1972)	

(19	Cases)	

Religious	Loss	
(0)	

Religion	Loses,	Mainstream	Wins	(01)	

Ex:	Braunfeld	v.	Brown	(1960)	

(12	Cases)	

Religion	Loses,	Mainstream	
Loses	(00)	

Ex:	Lemon	v.	Kurtzman	(1971)	

(29	Cases)	

Figure	1.	Outcome-Impact	Matrix.	

My	first	two	models	assessed	decisions	on	the	case	level.	Of	these	two	regressions,	the	first	treated	the	
case	outcome	as	the	dependent	variable	(DV),	with	the	other	four	as	independent	variables	(IVs).	The	
second	model	removed	the	case	outcome	and	looked	solely	at	the	case	impact	(turning	it	from	an	IV	in	
the	first	regression	to	the	DV),	with	the	other	three	remaining	as	IVs.	The	final	two	models	essentially	
repeated	the	processes	from	the	first	two,	but	instead	of	looking	at	the	case	level,	went	all	the	way	down	
to	the	Justice-level,	assessing	Justice	votes	for/against	religion	(case	outcome)	as	well	as	how	they	voted	
in	terms	of	the	more	significant	case	impact.	

In	 addition	 to	 these	measures,	 the	 final	 two	models	 (focusing	 on	 Justices)	 introduced	 two	 additional	
variables	to	control	for	ideology.	The	first	is	the	party-of-the-appointing-president	model,	which	assigns	
the	jurist	to	the	political	party	of	the	President	who	appointed	them.	However,	while	useful,	this	model	is	
imperfect.	Justices	David	Souter	and	John	Paul	Stevens	proved	challenging	to	code	because	both	Justices,	
although	appointed	by	Republican	Presidents,	came	to	be	perceived	as	very	liberal	members	of	the	Court	
(Rundle,	2009).	Solid	arguments	can	be	made	for	various	coding	decisions	for	these	Justices.	On	one	hand,	
whether	these	Justices	had	any	meaningful	affiliation	with	the	Republican	Party	remains	unclear,	and	they	
may	have	self-identified	as	independents	or	even	as	Democrats	(Greenhouse,	2019).	On	the	other	hand,	
the	objective	of	this	methodology	is	to	distinguish	partisanship	from	ideology,	and	thus	coding	these	two	
Justices	as	Democrats	based	on	their	ideology	could	itself	potentially	risk	conflating	these	two	variables.		

To	account	for	such	discrepancies,	I	have	included	a	secondary	control	for	ideology,	the	Bridge	Ideal-Point	
model	 created	by	Dr	Michael	Bailey	 (Bailey,	 2013).	The	 ideal-point	model	 for	 tracking	 the	 ideology	of	
Supreme	 Court	 Justices	 represents	 a	 sophisticated	 approach	 to	 quantitatively	 measuring	 Justices’	
ideological	positions	based	on	their	judicial	decisions.	This	model	is	part	of	a	broader	set	of	methods	used	
by	political	scientists	and	legal	scholars	to	estimate	the	ideological	leanings	of	court	members,	aiming	to	
provide	 a	 more	 nuanced	 understanding	 of	 how	 personal	 beliefs	 and	 values	 might	 influence	 legal	
judgments	(Bailey,	2013).	

The	reasoning	for	tracking	Justice	votes	in	a	study	primarily	dedicated	to	case	outcomes	is	twofold.	The	
first	is	for	the	sake	of	completeness.	Justice	votes	and	case	outcomes	are	two	sides	of	the	same	coin,	and	
it	would	be	improper	to	examine	one	without	confirming	that	the	other	matched	(or	if	it	told	a	completely	
different	story).	The	second	and	more	important	reason	is	due	to	sample	size.	Cases	involving	religious	
establishment	and	liberty	issues	only	comprise	about	105	cases	over	the	last	eighty	years.	As	a	problem	of	
regression	analysis,	sample	sizes	of	50	or	even	100	are	suggested	if	not	required	to	be	able	to	have	any	
shred	of	confidence	in	the	results.	When	broken	down	to	specific	chief	Justice	eras,	these	numbers	become	
even	more	problematic,	with	both	the	Vinson	and	Warren	courts	hovering	around	the	single	digits	(7	and	
11,	 respectively).	 This	means	 that	 even	 if	 the	overall	case	 outcomes	barely	meet	 the	 generally	 accepted	
sample	size	for	a	regression	model,	any,	if	not	every,	result	within	and	across	individual	courts	is	tenuous	
at	best.	As	a	result,	the	only	regression	that	can	(even	somewhat)	confidently	be	run	on	the	case	outcome	
is	 of	 the	 105-observation	 sample	 in	 its	 entirety,	 failing	 to	 delineate	 effectively	 between	 eras.	 Tracking	
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Justice	votes	offers	a	somewhat	indirect	yet	insightful	method	of	addressing	this	issue—expanding	our	
sample	 size	 from	 105	 data	 points	 to	 well	 over	 900,	 with	 all	 but	 Vinson	 (65)	 effectively	 reaching	 the	
recommended	100-sample	threshold	(with	Warren	just	shy	at	97).	This	expansion	allows	us	to	better	track	
differences	between	and	across	eras.	It	allows	for	far	greater	certainty	and	robustness	from	the	results	that	
would	not	be	achieved	from	a	straight-line	high-level	case	outcome	assessment.	In	short,	the	only	way	to	
truly	reach	any	certainty	about	what	is	going	on	in	the	court	at	the	case	level	is	to	go	one	level	deeper	and	
reverse-engineer	a	sample	base	that	can	provide	meaningful	takeaways.	

ANALYSIS:	
Part	1	-	High-Level	Trends:	
The	past	five	Supreme	Court	eras	have	been	the	Vinson	(1946	-1953),	Warren	(1953	-	1969),	Burger	(1969	-	
1986),	Rehnquist	(1986	-	2005)	and	Roberts	(2005	–	Present)	Courts.	In	recent	years,	the	United	States	
Supreme	Court’s	approach	to	religious	cases	has	undergone	notable	shifts,	reflecting	broader	trends	in	
jurisprudence	and	societal	attitudes	toward	the	intersection	of	 law	and	religious	practice.	A	high-level	
analysis	of	the	Court’s	decisions	and	case	composition	in	religious	cases,	particularly	under	Chief	Justice	
John	Roberts’s	stewardship,	reveals	three	significant	trends	that	merit	closer	examination.	

Firstly,	the	Roberts	Court	has	demonstrated	a	marked	propensity	to	take	up	a	substantially	higher	volume	
of	cases	concerning	the	Free	Exercise	Clause	than	its	predecessors,	most	notably	the	Burger	Court.	Figure	
2	shows	the	breakdown	of	these	issues	by	era.	

	
Figure	2.	Issue	Focus	by	Court.	

From	the	Vinson	Court	of	the	1940s	to	the	Roberts	Court	today,	there	has	been	a	notable	departure	from	
the	earlier	Court’s	focus	on	Establishment	Clause	cases	(71%	in	the	Burger	Court	compared	to	just	24%	for	
Roberts),	indicating	a	re-evaluation	of	priorities,	emphasising	individuals’	rights	to	practice	their	religion	
freely.	

At	face	value,	this	pattern	suggests	that	the	Roberts	court	is	taking	and	deciding	more	free	exercise	cases,	
a	shift	that	marks	not	just	a	change	in	direction	but	a	fundamental	reorientation	of	the	Court’s	stance	on	
religious	 freedom.	 This	 shift	 is	 interesting	 because	 all	 three	 preceding	 eras	within	 Figure	 2	 (Warren,	
Burger,	and	Rehnquist)	show	a	roughly	equal	and	majority	share	of	Establishment	Clause	cases	taken	up	
as	opposed	to	free	exercise	ones.	Interestingly	enough,	as	mentioned	in	the	Bailey	and	Maltzman	study,	
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this	 larger	 share	of	establishment	cases	may	reflect	 the	 Justices’	 tendency	 to	exercise	greater	 restraint	
rather	than	play	a	more	active	role	in	reshaping	the	law	(Bailey	and	Maltzman,	2008).	

While	it	should	be	noted	that	Bailey	and	Maltzman’s	study	was	published	in	2008	and	did	not	include	the	
Roberts	Court,	if	one	operates	under	the	idea	(like	Bailey	and	Maltzman)—that	legal	doctrine	and	political	
philosophy	were	guiding	factors	in	giving	Justices	a	greater	disposition	towards	exercising	restraint	and	
maintaining	 the	 status	quo	as	opposed	 to	creating	or	 transforming	 law	 (hence	 the	greater	 inclination	
toward	establishment	cases	as	opposed	to	religious	liberty	and	free	exercise	ones)—it	could	be	argued	
that	the	Roberts	Court,	by	comparison,	appears	more	“free”	(or	less-restrained)	than	their	counterparts	
(Bailey	and	Maltzman,	2008).	In	the	figure	above,	the	Roberts	Court	is	alone	in	seeming	to	have	a	strong	
propensity	for	selecting	cases	on	free	exercise	as	opposed	to	establishment	grounds.	Thus,	this	shift	 is	
notable	because	it	might	suggest	a	greater	eagerness	among	the	current	Justices	to	try	and	change	the	law	
or	make	new	laws	concerning	religious	liberties	and	First	Amendment	cases—a	tendency	that	may	not	
have	existed	in	the	past.	

Second,	the	popular	notion	that	the	Roberts	Court	represents	a	break	in	the	development	of	religion	cases	
is	amply	supported	by	the	data.	Figure	3	shows	the	Chief	Justice	era’s	breakdown	of	pro-religion	and	anti-
religion	case	outcomes.	

	
Figure	3.	Religious	Success	by	Court.	

Over	the	examined	period,	the	Court	ruled	in	favour	of	religion	approximately	60%	of	the	time.	Broken	
down	by	 issue	across	each	of	 the	 first	 four	chief	 Justices,	win	 rates	do	not	differ	 significantly	 for	Free	
Exercise	Clause	cases	(64%)	and	Establishment	Clause	cases	(58%).	Additionally,	as	can	be	seen	in	the	
figure	above,	across	the	nearly	50	years	of	the	Warren,	Burger,	and	Rehnquist	courts,	the	religious	side	
prevailed	about	half	the	time,	with	gradually	increasing	success.	In	contrast,	this	win	rate	jumps	up	to	81%	
in	the	Roberts	Court.	Accordingly,	an	overarching	analysis	indicates	that	claims	rooted	in	religious	liberty	
are	winning	at	a	far	greater	rate	on	the	Roberts	Court	than	in	previous	eras,	suggesting	that	Ha	#1	and	
even	 Ha	 #3	 have	 some	 merit.	 At	 least	 on	 the	 surface,	 this	 trend	 suggests	 a	 judiciary	 increasingly	
sympathetic	to	arguments	framed	within	the	context	of	protecting	or	expanding	religious	freedoms,	which	
may	reflect	changing	interpretations	of	the	First	Amendment	or	shifts	in	the	Court's	ideological	makeup.	

Third,	 and	perhaps	most	 controversially,	 there	 appears	 to	be	 a	discernible	pattern	where	mainstream	
Christian	groups	find	more	favourable	outcomes	in	their	litigation	efforts	before	the	Roberts	Court.	Figure	
4	shows	the	breakdown	of	pro-majority	and	anti-majority	case	outcomes	by	the	Chief	Justice	era.	
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Figure	4.	Mainstream	Christian	Success	by	Court.	

Among	the	three	earliest	chiefs—Vinson,	Warren,	and	Burger—religious	majorities	are,	at	best,	able	to	
win	no	more	than	45%	of	the	time.	With	Rehnquist,	this	number	crosses	the	midpoint	for	the	first	time	
(58%)	only	to	jump	again	by	the	Roberts	Court	(66%).	Indeed,	at	a	high	level,	there	is	at	least	an	apparent	
trend	of	mainstream	Christianity.	At	face	value,	this	provides	at	least	some	evidence	for	Ha	#1.		

Such	a	 trend	could	also	 indicate	 the	Court’s	 shifting	attitudinal	and	political	priorities	 to	meet	a	new	
agenda.	These	changes	in	case	composition	and	outcomes	in	the	Roberts	Court	could	directly	reflect	the	
ideological	and	personal	beliefs	of	its	Justices.	Rather	than	being	solely	guided	by	legal	precedents	or	the	
merits	of	cases,	the	Justices’	decisions,	including	which	cases	to	hear	and	how	to	rule	on	them,	could	be	
influenced	 by	 their	 preferences	 and	 attitudes	 toward	 issues	 of	 religious	 freedom	 and	 expression.	 The	
Court’s	shift	in	political	and	ideological	direction	is	evident	in	its	recent	case	selections,	most	notably	in	
303	Creative	v.	Elenis	(2023).	The	case	involved	Lorie	Smith,	a	Colorado-based	web	designer	and	owner	of	
303	Creative	LLC,	who	sought	to	challenge	a	Colorado	anti-discrimination	law	pre-emptively.	Smith,	who	
wanted	 to	 expand	 her	 business	 to	 include	 wedding	 websites,	 argued	 that	 being	 compelled	 to	 create	
websites	for	same-sex	weddings	would	violate	her	First	Amendment	rights	to	free	speech	and	free	exercise	
of	religion.	The	Colorado	Anti-Discrimination	Act	(CADA)	prohibited	businesses	open	to	the	public	from	
discriminating	against	customers	based	on	sexual	orientation	(among	other	characteristics),	effectively	
requiring	businesses	like	Smith’s	to	provide	services	equally	to	all	customers,	regardless	of	the	owner’s	
personal	beliefs	(Jacobson,	2024).	

This	case	was	problematic	because	it	presented	a	hypothetical	scenario	in	that	Smith	had	not	yet	been	
asked	to	create	a	website	for	a	same-sex	wedding,	nor	had	she	been	subject	to	any	enforcement	action	
under	CADA	(Jacobson,	2024).	Her	legal	challenge	was	pre-emptive,	aiming	to	secure	a	ruling	allowing	
her	to	refuse	such	services	in	the	future	without	facing	legal	repercussions	for	discrimination.	This	pre-
emptive	challenge	sets	the	stage	for	the	Supreme	Court	to	address	the	broader	and	highly	contentious	
issues	of	religious	freedom,	free	speech,	and	anti-discrimination	protections	within	the	context	of	public	
accommodations,	which	she	did	in	a	6-3	victory	(Jacobson,	2024).	

At	first	glance,	there	is	strong	evidence	for	the	notion	of	the	court	experiencing	a	religious	slant	(with	its	
trajectory	increasing	over	time)—much	in	line	with	Ha’s	#1	to	Ha’s	#3.	In	all,	much	of	the	Court’s	case	
composition,	 examining	 the	 Supreme	 Court’s	 recent	 jurisprudence	 under	 Chief	 Justice	 John	 Roberts,	
reveals	high-level	shifts	 in	the	handling	of	religion	cases,	marked	by	three	key	trends.	First,	 there	 is	a	
notable	increase	in	the	Court’s	engagement	with	Free	Exercise	Clause	cases,	diverging	from	the	historical	
focus	on	Establishment	Clause	issues	that	characterised	the	Burger	Court,	suggesting	a	switch	from	more	
traditional	government	oversight	cases	to	religious	protection	or	even	advocacy.	Second,	the	success	rate	
of	religious	liberty	claims	has	markedly	increased,	indicating	a	judicial	environment	more	favourable	to	
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arguments	advocating	for	expanding	religious	freedoms,	in	line	with	Ha’s	#1	and	#3.	Lastly,	mainstream	
Christian	groups	are	achieving	greater	success	in	their	legal	battles	before	the	Roberts	Court	compared	to	
previous	eras-in	line	with	Ha’s	#2	and	#3.	Such	findings	raise	important	questions	about	the	balance	the	
Court	is	striking	between	religious	freedom	and	religious	neutrality	and	equality	principles,	suggesting	
that	such	a	trend	may	be	even	more	pronounced	than	earlier	scholarship	thought.	Together,	these	trends	
highlight	the	evolving	dynamics	of	the	Supreme	Court’s	approach	to	religious	cases	and	prompt	whether	
the	weight	of	 significance	 testing	genuinely	backs	such	surface-level	 trends	or	 if	 this	 is	 instead	purely	
random.	

Part	2	-	Case	Outcome:	
Among	the	earliest	regressions	on	case	outcome,	the	two	models	yielded	one	significant	result.	The	two	
OLS	regressions	for	the	entire	sample	were	tested	at	the	5%	significance	level	assessing	the	dependent	
variables	of	case	outcome	and	later	case	impact.	The	resulting	estimators,	significant	results,	and	their	
accompanying	t-statistics	are	as	follows:	

	

Within	 the	 two	models,	 the	variable	 “chief”	 seeks	 to	account	 for	discrepancies	by	comparing	 the	 four	
succeeding	eras	against	the	Vinson	to	assess	for	differences	across	time,	using	the	first	period	(Vinson)	to	
try	and	assess	for	within-group	differences.	As	a	result,	the	Vinson	Court	 is	omitted,	with	the	variable	
“chief”	 being	 split	 into	 the	 four	 variables	 titled	 “Warren,”	 “Burger,”	 “Rehnquist,”	 and	 “Roberts.”4	 This	

 
4		Note:	Based	on	seminal	works	from	scholars	like	Epstein	and	Posner,	there	is	an	argument	to	be	made	that	the	
Warren	Court	may	be	a	more	appropriate	baseline.	Anecdotally,	this	is	mainly	because	most	people	already	think	of	
the	liberalism	of	the	Warren	Court	as	the	kind	of	“default”	for	the	Court	in	a	way	often	forgotten	about	with	the	
Vinson	Court.	As	a	result,	some	would	argue	that	the	better	fit	for	our	natural,	cultural	way	of	thinking	would	be	to	
compare	each	era	to	the	Warren	Court.	That	said,	in	Figures	5	and	6,	the	variable	“Warren”	was	also	tested	as	the	
baseline	for	the	within-group	comparisons	rather	than	“Vinson,”	but	the	analysis	did	not	yield	conclusive	
results.	Like	the	“Vinson”	baseline	above,	none	of	the	other	four	eras	were	statistically	significant.	
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approach	 focuses	on	changes	 from	an	 initial	baseline	and	streamlines	parameter	estimation	 to	clearly	
illustrate	the	shifts	or	trends	over	time	by	comparing	subsequent	data	points	to	a	common	starting	point.	
Nevertheless,	even	when	comparing	terms,	the	results	are	inconclusive	at	best,	especially	for	the	second	
model	in	Figure	6.	Only	Ha	#2	can	be	accepted	(and	tenuously	at	that),	with	Figure	5	showing	that	there	
is	a	statistically	significant	(slight)	pro-majority	preference	in	religious	cases	else	equal.	

Additionally,	while	the	results	were	inconclusive	across	the	board,	the	variables	generated	from	“Warren,”	
“Burger,”	and	“Rehnquist”	are	all	nearly	significant,	with	p-values	ranging	between	5-8%	and	t-statistics	of	
-1.951,	-1.923,	and	-1.792,	respectively.	In	other	words,	even	if	these	terms	were	not	significant	at	the	5%	
level,	it	should	be	noted	that	they	are	weakly	significant	and	pass	at	the	10%	level.	Were	we	to	accept	these	
results	at	the	10%	level,	it	could	be	said	that	the	three	courts	show	a	demonstrable	anti-religion	shift	from	
the	Warren	-	showcasing	a	decline	in	religious	preference	across	time	that	would	theoretically	go	against	
Ha	 #4.	 Taking	 this	 contention	 to	 the	 logical	 extreme,	Ha	 #4	would	 simultaneously	 be	 boosted	 since	
the	current	Court	(Roberts)	is	the	lone	outlier	from	such	anti-religious	certainty.	Moreover,	the	reason	
that	 the	 “Warren,”	 “Burger,”	 and	 “Rehnquist”	 terms	are	only	weakly	 correlated	 rather	 than	 showing	a	
statistically	 significant	 relationship	may	 be	 simply	 a	 function	 of	 the	 limited	 number	 of	 observations,	
floating	at	or	around	the	single	digits	for	the	Vinson	(7)	and	Warren	(11)	Courts,	respectively.	Nevertheless,	
these	numbers	should	be	 interpreted	with	extreme	apprehension;	this	study	was	conducted	at	the	5%	
level,	 so	 for	 our	 purposes,	 while	 their	 significance	 levels	 are	 certainly	 worth	 mentioning	
as	potentially	indicative	of	some	trends,	they	are	still	inconclusive.	

Although	the	first	two	regressions	on	case	outcome	results	lacked	widespread	statistical	significance,	these	
inconclusive	results	don’t	necessarily	mean	that	Ha’s	#1	to	Ha’s	#4	are	categorically	rejected.	As	discussed	
in	 the	 methods	 section,	 a	 smaller	 sample	 size	 in	 regression	 analysis	 introduces	 a	 higher	 degree	 of	
uncertainty	to	the	results,	primarily	due	to	increased	standard	errors	and	wider	confidence	intervals.	With	
fewer	data	points,	the	variability	of	the	sample	mean	from	the	population	mean	becomes	larger,	affecting	
the	precision	with	which	population	parameters	can	be	estimated.	In	short,	it	is	unclear	whether	we	might	
actually	be	committing	a	Type	I	error—that	is,	being	led	to	reject	the	null	hypotheses	(and	say	there	is	not	
in	fact	a	religious	preference	present	on	the	Court)	when	one	might	actually	exist.	The	rationale	behind	
this	is	reflected	in	the	larger	standard	errors	associated	with	the	regression	coefficients,	signalling	more	
uncertainty	about	the	estimated	effects	of	the	predictors	on	the	outcome	variable.	This	means	there’s	less	
certainty	about	the	exact	value	of	these	parameters,	making	definitive	conclusions	about	the	relationship	
between	variables	more	challenging.	In	simple	terms,	the	smaller	the	sample,	the	less	confident	one	can	
be	in	the	stability	and	generalisability	of	the	regression	results.	

Placed	into	the	context	of	the	regressions	in	Figures	5	and	6,	just	by	looking	at	the	table,	the	total	count	
represents	a	meagre	105	observations.	Even	with	the	eras	compared	against	a	baseline	of	the	Vinson	court	
to	account	for	this	smaller	sample	size,	we	are	placing	the	data	equivalent	of	a	band-aid	on	an	amputee.	
All	 that	can	 truly	be	 said	about	 this	are	 (very	 tentatively)	 two	major	 takeaways.	First,	 a	 (tenuous)	yet	
significant	relationship	exists	between	religious	wins	and	mainstream	Christian	wins,	validating	Ha	#2.	
Second,	among	the	data	overall	across	both	regressions,	the	general	direction	of	the	estimators	on	issue	
focus,	 mainstream	 Christian	 wins,	 NYT	 [The	 New	 York	 Times]	 (awareness),	 and	 CQ	 [Congressional	
Quarterly]	(Salience)	all	show	an	interesting	yet	non-significant	shift	both	in	magnitude	and	direction	
from	Vinson	to	Roberts.	While,	for	the	reasons	mentioned	previously,	these	trends	cannot	be	verified	on	
these	two	regressions	alone,	 it	 is	a	takeaway	that	merits	greater	examination	within	Part	3’s	expanded	
dataset.	

Part	3	-	Justice	Votes:	
With	 case	 outcomes	 alone	 proving	 insufficient,	 the	 analysis	 must	 now	 shift	 to	 the	 most	 natural	
explanation	for	the	transformation	of	religious	jurisprudence:	changes	in	the	personnel	of	the	Court.	The	
same	parameters	were	applied	to	Justice	votes	as	to	case	outcomes	at-large	for	these	regressions	in	Part	2.	
Additionally,	as	previously	outlined	 in	the	methods	section,	 two	controls	 for	 Justice	 ideology,	 labelled	
“Party	 (President)”	and	“Ideology	(Ideal	Point)”,	were	added.	Once	again,	 the	regressions	both	 for	 the	
entire	sample	set	and	each	era	were	tested	at	the	5%	significance	level,	assessing	the	dependent	variable	
of	Justice	votes	in	Case	Outcome	and	Case	Impact,	and	the	resulting	estimators,	significant	results,	and	
their	accompanying	t-statistics	are	as	follows:	
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All	Eras	 Vison	 Warren	 Burger	 Rehnquist	 Roberts	

Issue	Focus	 0.173*	

5.704	

0.025	

0.161	

0.181	

1.719	

0.057	

0.971	

0.096	

1.581	

0.198*	

3.203	

Mainstream	 0.394*	

12.469	

-0.411*	

-3.446	

0.323*	

3.152	

0.405*	

7.111	

0.505*	

8.248	

0.493*	

7.065	

Ideology	(Party)	 0.034	
0.881	

0.173	

0.983	

0.123	

1.272	

-0.056	

-0.864	

0.247*	

3.116	

-0.028	

-0.162	

Ideology	(Model)	
	

0.043*	

2.104	

-0.093	

-1.953	

-0.061*	

-1.125	

0.1*	

2.827	

-0.087	

-1.948	

0.082	

0.899	

NYT	(Awareness)	 -0.017	

-0.449	

0.179	

1.283	

-0.343*	

-2.018	

-0.028	

-0.458	

0.026	

0.422	

0.063	

0.995	

CQ	(Salience)	 -0.017	

-0.723	

0.255	

1.278	

-0.18	

-1.34	

-0.061	

-0.779	

0	

0.003	

-0.184*	

-2.354	

Vinson	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	

Warren	 -0.343*	

-4.385	

X	 X	 X	 X	 X	

Burger	 -0.31*	

-4.628	

X	 X	 X	 X	 X	

Rehnquist	 -0.251*	

-3.785	

X	 X	 X	 X	 X	

Roberts	 -0.15*	

-2.209	

X	 X	 X	 X	 X	

Constant	 0.318*	

8.486	

0.794*	

5.231	

0.51*	

2.765	

0.385*	

5.387	

0.127	

1.458	

0.399*	

3.55	

Observations	 925	 	61	 97	 309	 277	 181	

			*Indicates	p	>	0.05	
Figure	7.	OLS	Regression	of	Pro-Religion	(Justice	Votes).	
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All	Eras	 Vison	 Warren	 Burger	 Rehnquist	 Roberts	

Issue	Focus	 -0.033	

-0.968	

-0.281	

-1.665	

0.216*	

2.051	

-0.089	

-1.521	

-0.151*	

-2.543	

-0.019	

-0.279	

Ideology	(Party)	 -0.066	

-1.598	

-0.291	

-1.493	

0.055	

0.553	

-0.229*	

-3.561	

-0.112	

-1.428	

0.157	

0.825	

Ideology	(Model)	
	

0.244*	

11.932	

0.016	

0.3	

0.125*	
2.338	

0.297*	

9.416	

0.313*	

7.787	

0.172	

1.75	

NYT	(Awareness)	 -0.129*	

-3.642	

-0.292	

-1.907	

-0.472*	

-2.384	

-0.086	

-1.425	

-0.244*	

-4.045	

-0.135*	

-2.007	

CQ	(Salience)	 0.153*	

3.816	

0.889*	

4.668	

-0.262	

-1.951	

-0.023	

-0.285	

0.079	

1.297	

0.529*	

7.104	

Vinson	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	 X	

Warren	 0.328*	

4.033	

X	 X	 X	 X	 X	

Burger	 0.149*	

2.135	

X	 X	 X	 X	 X	

Rehnquist	 0.097	

1.399	

X	 X	 X	 X	 X	

Roberts	 0.128	

1.804	

X	 X	 X	 X	 X	

Constant	 0.416*	

6.269	

0.574*	

3.753	

0.906*	

5.569	

0.705*	

11.81	

0.682*	

9.004	

0.153	

1.264	

Observations	 925	 61	 97	 309	 277	 181	

				*Indicates	p	>	0.05	
Figure	8.	OLS	Regression	of	Pro-Majority	(Justice	Votes).	

While	again	both	models	looked	for	within-group	differences	based	on	the	variable	“chief”	(split	across	
the	 four	Chief	 Justices	compared	to	Vinson),	 the	expanded	set	also	has	the	added	benefit	of	assessing	
etween-g.5	 That	 is	 to	 say,	 assessing	 the	 individual	 trends	 and	 behaviours	 of	 each	 Chief	 Justice’s	 era	

 
5		Note:	Again,	in	Figures	7	and	8,	the	variable	“Warren”	was	also	tested	as	the	baseline	for	the	within-group	
comparisons	rather	than	“Vinson,”	but	the	analysis	did	not	yield	strong	results.	For	instance,	within	7,	only	
“Roberts”	and	“Vinson”	were	found	to	be	significant	compared	to	all	four	eras	when	using	“Vinson”	as	the	baseline.	
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individually.	As	shown	in	Figures	7	and	8	above,	the	expanded	925	size	dataset	regressing	Justice	votes	
rather	than	individual	cases	yielded	a	staggering	34	significant	results	(split	 18	and	16	respectively).	To	
start,	 the	 two	 models	 provide	 mixed	 support	 for	 Ha’s	 #3	 and	 #4.	 Initially,	 they	 signal	 a	 shift	
more	against	religion,	yet	of	the	religious	cases	taken	up	(as	seen	in	the	“all	eras”	line	of	Figure	8),	there	
is	notably	greater	 support	 for	 religious	majorities	among	 the	succeeding	 two	eras,	 following	a	 shift	 in	
voting	 behaviour	 in	 favour	 towards	 religion.	 This	 argument	 is	 supported	 when	 assessing	 their	
relationships	individually	across	the	following	five	regressions.	All	four	succeeding	eras	show	markedly	
stronger	pro-majority	favouritism	compared	to	the	Vinson	Court	(going	from	the	negative	at	-0.411	in	the	
Vinson	Court	to	a	positive	relationship	represented	by	the	estimator	0.493).	Additionally,	every	era	shows	
a	significant	relationship	between	religious	outcomes	and	the	Christian	mainstream—again	supporting	
Ha	#1	and	Ha	#2	that	such	a	preference	exists	and	exists	for	religious	majorities	specifically.	However,	that	
estimator	flips	from	being	in	support	of	religious	minorities	(coded	as	anti-majority)	among	the	Vinson	
court	 at	 -0.411	 to	 religious-majority	 backing	 in	 the	 positive	 direction	 of	 0.505	 and	 0.493	 among	 the	
Rehnquist	and	Roberts	courts,	respectively—implying	that	the	outcomes	show	significantly	more	support	
for	Christian	mainstream	today	than	in	the	1940s	and	50s.	

Another	interesting	takeaway	is	that	the	Roberts	Court	appears	to	be	acutely	sensitive	to	so-called	“big”	
cases—cases	on	CQ’s	landmark	list	and/or	ones	that	make	the	front	page	of	the	New	York	Times.	Across	
both	models,	three	out	of	the	four	estimators	between	the	variables	CQ	and	NYT	were	significant	for	the	
Roberts	Court	(as	opposed	to	just	1/8	for	the	other	four	eras),	with	the	CQ	estimator	in	the	second	model	
reaching	a	whopping	0.529—meaning	that	given	that	a	particular	case	before	the	Court	is	labelled	by	CQ	
as	a	“landmark	case,”	with	a	one-unit	increase	in	salience	we	see	a	0.529	point	increase	in	the	probability	
that	the	Christian	mainstream	comes	out	on	top.	Anecdotally,	this	makes	sense.	After	all,	Justices,	like	
everyone	else,	do	not	operate	in	a	vacuum.	

As	shocking	as	the	idea	of	a	not-perfectly	neutral	judiciary	may	be,	it	makes	sense.	It’s	evident	that,	like	
most	people,	Justices	(who	sit	at	the	very	forefront	of	government)	are	at	least	somewhat	aware	of	the	
political	headwinds	of	the	times.	At	the	same	time,	more	significant	cases	can	carry	greater	weight,	and	
that,	in	turn,	means	a	greater	impact	for	whichever	way	they	may	rule.	As	a	result,	it	is	understandable	
that	 if	 Justices	 genuinely	 feel	 strongly	 about	 religious	 liberties	 and	 free	 exercise,	 they	 would	 have	
the	greatest	disposition	to	support	such	claims	in	the	cases	that	matter	the	most	(Epstein	and	Posner,	
2021).	

Finally,	across	nearly	every	era,	both	for	religious	wins	as	well	as	wins	for	the	Christian	mainstream,	both	
ideology	 variables	 appear	 to	 play	 a	 substantial	 role—with	 the	 ideal-point	 estimator	 showcasing	
statistically	significant	rightward	leans	of	0.125,	0.297,	and	0.313	from	the	Warren,	Burger	and	Rehnquist	
Courts,	respectively,	in	Figure	8.	More	precisely,	it	appears	that	more	modern	and	conservative	Justices	
tend	to	(at	least	somewhat)	vote	in	increasing	favour	of	both	religion	and	the	Christian	mainstream—in	
line	with	Ha	#4.	Taken	one	step	further,	looking	at	this	behaviour	between	Justices	and	across	Courts	only	
makes	this	relationship	more	apparent.	Figure	9	ranks	the	judges	by	the	percentage	of	pro-religion	votes,	
with	the	current	Roberts	court	highlighted	in	yellow.	For	this	analysis,	a	minimum	criterion	of	five	votes	
was	set	to	compare	win	rates	among	Justices	properly.	As	a	result,	while	Justices	Murphy,	Barrett,	Brown-
Jackson,	Goldberg,	Fortas,	and	Rutledge	may	have	voted	on	one	or	multiple	cases	during	this	period,	they	
were	excluded	from	the	summary	statistics.		

	

	

	

	

 
Within	8,	all	four	eras	were	found	to	be	significant	when	using	“Warren”	as	the	baseline—yielding	a	total	of	6/8	
Courts	across	both	models	yielding	significant	results	(the	same	as	the	“Vinson”	baseline).	
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%	 Pro-
Religion	

%	 Pro-
Majority	

Pro-Pro	
Difference	

NYT	 CQ	 Ideal-Point	
(Average)	

Party		 Count	

Kavanaugh	 100.00%	 77.78%	 22.22%	 6	 8	 0.7687	 R	 9	
Gorsuch	 91.67%	 83.33%	 8.34%	 8	 11	 1.0153	 R	 12	
Roberts	 90.48%	 76.19%	 14.29%	 12	 15	 0.6533	 R	 21	
Alito	 90.00%	 80.00%	 10.00%	 12	 15	 1.1310	 R	 20	
Thomas	 89.74%	 82.05%	 7.69%	 26	 30	 1.4535	 R	 39	
Vinson	 83.33%	 50.00%	 33.33%	 2	 1	 0.4136	 D	 6	
Reed	 83.33%	 50.00%	 33.33%	 2	 1	 0.7462	 D	 6	
Minton	 80.00%	 40.00%	 40.00%	 2	 1	 0.5331	 D	 5	
Scalia	 79.49%	 79.49%	 0.00%	 20	 22	 1.1843	 R	 39	
Burger	 77.14%	 68.57%	 8.57%	 15	 6	 0.9364	 R	 35	
Kagan	 70.59%	 47.06%	 23.53%	 12	 15	 -0.7189	 D	 17	
Kennedy	 70.27%	 67.57%	 2.70%	 22	 25	 0.4226	 R	 37	
Rehnquist	 69.35%	 87.10%	 -17.75%	 28	 24	 1.3740	 R	 62	
White	 66.67%	 71.93%	 -5.26%	 27	 14	 0.1572	 D	 57	
Stewart	 66.67%	 45.45%	 21.22%	 18	 4	 0.1514	 R	 33	
Frankfurter	 66.67%	 41.67%	 25.00%	 6	 1	 0.3380	 D	 12	
Burton	 66.67%	 33.33%	 33.34%	 2	 1	 0.5221	 D	 6	
Breyer	 61.76%	 44.12%	 17.64%	 21	 26	 -0.6499	 D	 34	
O’Connor	 57.78%	 53.33%	 4.45%	 24	 23	 0.5605	 R	 45	
Clark	 57.14%	 42.86%	 14.28%	 9	 3	 0.2255	 D	 14	
Black	 52.38%	 42.86%	 9.52%	 15	 4	 -1.6143	 D	 21	
Powell	 51.43%	 51.43%	 0.00%	 12	 6	 0.4910	 R	 35	
Whittaker	 50.00%	 66.67%	 -16.67%	 4	 0	 0.5902	 R	 6	
Warren	 50.00%	 50.00%	 0.00%	 10	 2	 -0.8481	 R	 12	
Blackmun	 49.02%	 29.41%	 19.61%	 22	 14	 -0.0690	 R	 51	
Harlan	 46.67%	 60.00%	 -13.33%	 13	 3	 0.7701	 R	 15	
Brennan	 46.67%	 21.67%	 25.00%	 28	 12	 -1.1310	 R	 60	
Marshall	 44.90%	 22.45%	 22.45%	 19	 8	 -1.4716	 D	 49	
Douglas	 41.38%	 10.34%	 31.04%	 19	 5	 -1.9024	 D	 29	
Sotomayor	 40.00%	 20.00%	 20.00%	 12	 15	 -1.1665	 D	 20	
Souter	 36.84%	 21.05%	 15.79%	 14	 15	 0.5237	 R	 19	
Jackson	 33.33%	 33.33%	 0.00%	 2	 1	 0.5262	 D	 6	
Stevens	 29.31%	 24.14%	 5.17%	 25	 23	 -1.0237	 R	 58	
Ginsburg	 23.33%	 10.00%	 13.33%	 17	 23	 -0.9320	 D	 30	

Excluded:	Murphy,	Barrett,	Brown-Jackson,	Goldberg,	Fortas,	and	Rutledge	(Min.	5	Cases)	
Figure	9.	Summary	Statistic	Ranking	of	Justices	by	Pro-Religion	Votes.	

As	shown	in	the	figure	above,	the	top	five	most	pro-religion	Justices	all	currently	sit	on	the	Roberts	Court,	
they	are	Republican	appointees,	and	they	are	all	ideologically	conservative,	with	Kavanaugh	leading	the	
way	at	a	perfect	100%.	The	top	five	also	sit	at	or	near	the	top	of	the	list	 in	the	percentage	of	votes	for	
religious	majorities.	Looking	just	below,	this	number	 jumps	to	7	of	the	top	12	when	we	include	legacy	
justices	like	Scalia	and	Kennedy,	who	had	previously	sat	in	the	Roberts	court.	Even	a	more	“liberal”	Justice	
like	Kagan	cracks	the	top	12.	While	there	is	not	a	“perfect”	line	of	all	the	oldest	Justices	being	the	most	
anti-religion	 and	 every	 single	 one	 of	 the	more	 recent	 Justices	 becoming	more	 pro-religious	 and	 pro-
majority	than	their	predecessors,	as	would	be	ideally	in	line	with	Ha’s	#3-4,	the	results	do	show	the	oldest	
and	newest	Courts	(Roberts	and	Vinson)	operating	at	the	extremes—with	the	Roberts	Court	being	the	
outlier	from	the	pack	with	the	most	religious	fervour.	As	a	result,	it	is	fair	to	say	that	while	not	perfectly	
linear	over	time,	since	they	are	supported	by	the	notable	shift	of	the	most	recent	Court,	Ha’s	#3-4	are	
supported	at	least	in	part.		

Going	 further	 across	 the	 table,	 even	 more	 patterns	 emerge.	 First,	 it	 appears	 that	 Republican	 and	
conservative	Justices	are	more	pro-religion	than	other	Justices	(taking	8	out	of	the	top	12	spots).	At	the	
same	time,	the	Roberts	Court	appears	both	the	most	polarised	as	well	as	the	most	pro-religion	court,	with	
their	difference	between	pro-religion	and	pro-majority	percentages	placing	them	all	at	or	near	zero	(like	
Scalia	at	a	perfect	0%)—implying	nearly	every	vote	cast	 in	 favour	of	 religion	was	one	 in	 favour	of	 the	
Christian	mainstream.	Additionally,	there	appears	to	be	a	somewhat	stark	liberal	divide	between	Justices	
Sotomayor	and	Ginsburg	(along	with	our	aforementioned	two	“liberal”	republican	Justices	Stevens	and	
Souter)	sitting	near	the	bottom	of	the	ranking	with	some	of	the	most	significant	differences	between	pro-
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religion	 votes	 and	 pro-majority	 votes	 cast—implying	 that	 when	 these	 more	 liberal	 Justices	 do	 cast	
religious	votes,	they	are	in	service	of	religious	minorities.	

Additionally,	although	a	substantial	overlap	exists	between	pro-religion	and	pro-mainstream	Christians,	
certain	deviations	stand	out.	Kagan	and	Breyer,	both	liberal	Justices,	are	relatively	high	on	the	list	under	
the	pro-religion	variable	(70%	and	62%)	but	notably	drop	for	the	pro-mainstream	Christian	variable	(47%	
and	44%),	as	expected.	Anecdotally,	 this	makes	a	 little	bit	of	sense,	as	Democratic	and	liberal	 Justices	
often	(particularly	before	 the	Roberts	Court)	 tended	to	cast	pro-religion	votes	 in	cases	 involving	non-
mainstream	religions.	Cases	like	Trump	v	Hawaii	(2018)	illustrate	this	pattern	(Epstein	and	Posner,	2021).	
The	conservative	Justices	rejected	religion	in	favour	of	national	security	and	presidential	power—but	it	
was	Muslim,	 not	 Christian	 religion.	 The	 liberals	 sided	 with	Muslims,	 a	 frequently	 targeted	 minority	
religious	group.	By	contrast,	the	pattern	then	reverses	for	the	pandemic	cases.	The	conservative	Justices	
side	with	mainly	(but	not	entirely)	mainstream	Christian	organisations	(but	also	Jewish),	while	the	liberals	
side	with	the	government(Epstein	and	Posner,	2021).	

Taken	together,	 there	are	a	 few	key	takeaways	from	the	analysis	 in	part	3.	First,	there	appears	to	be	a	
statistically	 significant	 relationship	 at	 the	 5%	 level	 between	 voting	 for	 religion	 and	 political	
party/ideology.	 These	 trends	 support	 ha’s	 #1-4,	 which	 outline	 a	 religious	 preference,	 a	 preference	
specifically	 for	religious	majorities,	and	that	a	preference	exists	among	the	Justices	as	 individuals.	This	
holds	regardless	of	whether	the	political	party	is	the	Justice’s	party	or	the	appointing	president’s	party.	
However,	 the	differences	are	 statistically	 significant	only	 for	 the	Roberts	Court	 Justices.	 In	 the	earlier	
courts,	the	partisan	divide	did	not	map	as	clearly	into	pro-	and	anti-religion	votes	as	Figures	7	and	8	show.	
At	the	same	time,	on	average,	 Justices	are	significantly	more	 likely	to	vote	for	religion	in	free-exercise	
cases	than	in	establishment	cases.	That	gap	exists	for	religious	wins	and	losses	across	every	era.	Still,	the	
gap	in	the	data	is	significant	only	for	the	Roberts	Court	(towards	free	exercise)	in	the	first	model	(Figure	
7)	and	the	Warren	and	Rehnquist	Courts	(in	strikingly	opposite	directions)	in	the	second	(Figure	8).	This	
suggests	at	least	some	semblance	of	a	change	in	religious	policy	and	prioritisation	among	the	courts	across	
eras	(somewhat	in	line	with	Ha’s	#3-4).	

CONCLUSION	
In	summary,	 the	goal	of	 this	study	was	to	empirically	determine	whether	religious	preferences	can	be	
quantitatively	demonstrated	within	judicial	decision-making	in	First	Amendment	religious	freedom	cases,	
and	to	what	extent,	if	any,	such	preferences	exist	on	the	Supreme	Court	in	particular.	This	research	was	
undertaken	due	to	the	rising	number	of	religious	cases	being	heard	by	the	Court	and	the	increasing	public	
perception	 that	 the	 Court	might	 have	 a	 pro-religion	 bias.	 By	 statistically	 analysing	 a	 comprehensive	
dataset	that	includes	judges'	ideological	leanings,	case	type,	and	external	pressures,	the	study	aimed	to	
provide	a	robust	understanding	of	the	factors	influencing	judicial	outcomes	in	religious	freedom	cases.		

Moving	towards	the	key	takeaways,	the	primary	finding	of	this	study	is	that	all	else	equal,	a	statistically	
significant	religious	preference	does	exist	in	the	Roberts	Court.	In	addition,	based	on	the	analysis,	
the	set	hypotheses	were,	for	the	most	part,	validated.	To	start,	Figures	5,	7,	and	8	showed	that	petitioners	
raising	objections	on	religious	grounds	were,	in	fact,	more	likely	to	garner	case	“wins”	and	justice	“votes”	
to	a	statistically	significant	degree—validating	Ha	#1.	At	the	same	time,	across	those	three	models,	there	
was	 a	 statistically	 significant	 finding	 for	 religious	 objections,	 particularly	 those	 tied	 to	 preserving	 the	
Christian	mainstream	(Ha	#2),	both	backed	by	the	trends	outlined	in	Figures	2-4.	Third,	Figures	7	and	8	
showed	 that	 all	 else	 equal,	 Justices—particularly	 conservative	ones—were	 likelier	 to	 vote	 in	 favour	of	
religious	outcomes	 (drawing	a	 stark	contrast	 to	 the	 liberal	 Justices	who	voted	at	higher	 rates	 in	cases	
involving	religious	minorities),	validating	Ha	#4.	Such	a	preference	was	most	demonstrable	among	the	
Roberts	Court,	as	outlined	in	Figure	9.		

Ha’s	#3	(and	to	some	extent	Ha	#4),	on	the	other	hand,	yielded	somewhat	mixed	results.	As	mentioned	
earlier,	while	there	is	a	slightly	apparent	increase	in	the	propensity	of	religious	success	over	time	(seen	in	
the	high-level	trends	from	Figures	2,	3,	and	4),	this	straightforward	conclusion	begins	to	waver	under	the	
scrutiny	of	the	OLS	regressions	in	Figures	5-8.	Thus,	while	we	cannot	say	that	there	exists	a	“perfect”	or	
“gradual”	shift	over	time	that	starts	with	the	Vinson	Court	as	the	most	“anti-religion”	or	“anti-majority,”	
followed	by	the	Warren,	Burger,	Rehnquist,	and	Roberts	in	that	order,	what	we	can	take	away	is	perhaps	
even	more	important.	Figures	7	and	8	show	the	Roberts	Court	as	a	unique	outlier	among	the	eras,	a	fact	
supported	in	Figure	9,	where	the	top	5	Justices	in	terms	of	pro-religion	votes	and	8	of	the	top	12	were	all	
current	or	former	members	of	the	Roberts	Court	(with	all	but	Justice	Kagan	ranking	near	the	top	the	in	
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pro-majority	votes).	Thus,	while	we	cannot	accept	Ha’s	#3	and	#4in	their	entirety,	we	can	confidently	say	
that	the	Roberts	Court	represents	a	seismic	shift	from	Courts	of	the	past.		

In	 short,	 the	 current	 Court	 reflects	 a	 notably	 more	 pro-religious	 slant	 than	 its	 predecessors	 while	
simultaneously	 having	 a	 historically	 high	 degree	 of	 friendliness	 toward	 the	 Christian	Mainstream.	 A	
conclusion	that	is	just	as,	if	not	more	significant,	of	a	takeaway	than	if	we	accepted	Ha’s	#3	and	#4	outright.	

In	many	respects,	these	findings	are	a	reason	for	concern.	While	it	is	true	that	Justices	can	and	do	vote	
based	on	the	rule	of	law,	the	data	suggests	a	significant	shift	in	court	decisions	on	religious	cases	over	time	
can	 be	 described	 by	 ideological	 disagreements	 and	 evolving	 religious	 priorities.	 The	 data	 shows	 an	
evolving	judicial	environment	that	is	increasingly	receptive	to	religious	claims.	This	could	reflect	a	shifting	
legal	 interpretation	 favouring	 a	 broad	understanding	 of	 religious	 or	 ideological	 freedom	and	 an	 ideal	
world	the	Court	is	driving	toward.	Cases	like	303,	Kennedy,	and	even	Bruen	provide	specific	proof	of	this.	

Additionally,	 observing	 that	 cases	 raised	 by	 religious	 majorities	 are	 more	 successful	 than	 those	 by	
minorities	suggests	a	potential	bias	in	favour	of	the	dominant	religious	group.	This	could	imply	that	the	
Court's	decisions	are	influenced	by	these	groups’	societal	prevalence	or	political	power,	or	it	might	reflect	
deeper	cultural	biases	that	align	with	the	majority’s	religious	viewpoints.	Finally,	since	Justices	are	more	
likely	to	vote	in	favour	of	religious	outcomes,	it	might	suggest	that	personal	beliefs	or	the	broader	political-
ideological	 climate	 influence	 judicial	 decision-making.	 This	would	 support	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 Justices’	
decisions	are	at	 least	partially	driven	by	 their	perspectives	on	 religion’s	 role	 in	public	 life	 rather	 than	
strictly	neutral	interpretations	of	the	law.	

That	said,	given	the	increase	in	these	trends	over	time,	it’s	evident	that	the	Supreme	Court	is	becoming	
more	aligned	with	a	perspective	favouring	religious	considerations	in	its	rulings	(specifically	that	of	the	
Christian	mainstream).	This	could	be	due	to	various	factors,	including	changes	in	the	Court’s	composition,	
evolving	societal	norms	regarding	the	place	of	religion	in	public	life,	or	a	deliberate	strategy	by	religious	
groups	to	seek	more	favourable	outcomes	through	litigation.		

Looking	 forward,	 future	studies	could	aim	to	build	off	of	 this	work	 in	one	of	 two	ways.	First,	a	closer	
examination	 of	 judicial	 opinions	 is	 paramount.	 These	 opinions	 provide	 a	 wealth	 of	 insights	 into	 the	
Justices’	reasoning,	allowing	researchers	to	parse	out	subtle	indicators	of	religious	influence.	Assessment	
of	 Justice’s	 faith	 and	 devoutness	 could	 also	 go	 a	 long	 way	 to	 understanding	 these	 implications	 and	
assessing	 these	 Justices	 as	people.	 Secondly,	 developing	 a	methodology	 to	weigh	 the	 significance	 and	
ideological	direction	of	each	opinion	relative	to	each	Justice’s	overall	ideology	would	offer	a	more	precise	
measure	 of	 the	 impact	 of	 religious	 beliefs	 on	 legal	 reasoning.	 This	 would	 involve	 not	 just	 a	 binary	
assessment	of	whether	an	opinion	leans	conservative	or	liberal	but	a	nuanced	analysis	that	considers	the	
depth	and	nature	of	its	ideological	implications	and	how	they	track	compared	to	previous	ones.	This	is	
because	ideological	rulings	can	be	more	neatly	mapped	over	time	to	better	understand	the	extremity	of	
the	situation,	rather	than	the	fact	that	the	preference	exists	alone.	

Ultimately,	by	incorporating	these	dimensions,	future	research	can	provide	a	more	detailed	and	insightful	
analysis	of	the	role	of	religious	preference	in	the	Supreme	Court’s	operations.	And	ultimately,	is	that	not	
what	a	prudent	analysis	of	the	Supreme	Court	should	be	concerned	with?	

Adam	Hamdan	
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APPENDIX	(Figure	10).	CODEBOOK	
Variable	 Description	

	
Issue	Focus	

	
This	is	used	to	control	for	differences	between	establishment	and	free-exercise	clause	cases	due	
to	the	fundamental	differences	between	the	two	types	and	how	they	have	been	viewed	over	the	
years.	Coded	as	“0”	for	Establishment	Clause	and	“1”	for	Free	Exercise	in	cases	in	which	at	least	
four	Justices	considered	the	Free	Exercise	or	Establishment	Clause	to	be	the	primary	issue	
and/or	their	reasoning	for	taking	up	the	case		

	

Case	
Outcome	

	
Coded	as	“1”	for	Religious	wins	and	“0”	for	Religious	losses,	which	are	defined	based	on	the	
ultimate	outcome	of	the	case—that	is,	how	the	simple	majority	of	Justices	voted	
for/against		religious	organisation	or	religious	outcome	(typically	but	not	always	the	plaintiff	in	
a	Free	Exercise	clause	case	and	the	defendant—the	state—in	an	Establishment	clause	case	
unless	said	case	was	brought	by	a	separate	religious	party)		

	
Case	Impact	

	
Coded	as	“1”	for	a	Pro-Majority	ruling	and	“0”	for	an	Anti-Majority	one.		The	term	“Pro-Majority”	
means	that	the	ruling	was	in	favour	of	the	larger	Christian	American	mainstream,	while	“Anti-
Majority”	means	that	the	ruling	went	to	the	contrary.		

	
Case	

Awareness	
(NYT)	

	
I	include	this	variable	to	help	control	for	differences	between	cases	the	public	is	aware	of	(that	
may	or	may	not	exert	public	opinion	and	pressure)	compared	to	the	lesser-known	cases	that	
may	face	less	public	scrutiny.	Case	Awareness	is	defined	as	whether	the	decision	was	reported	
on	the	front	page	of	the	New	York	Times	on	the	day	after	it	was	issued.		If	a	case	was	featured	on	
the	front	page	of	the	Times,	it	was	coded	as	“1”	and	consequently,	if	not	coded	as	a	“0.”		

	

Case	
Salience	
(CQ)	

	
Similar	to	“Case	Awareness,”	this	is	an	additional	control	for	public	awareness.	Salience	is	
defined	as	whether	or	not	a	case	is	on	the	list	of	cases	reported	in	Congressional	Quarterly’s	
Guide	to	the	U.S.	Supreme	Court	(from	now	on	called	the	“CQ”	measure).	That	is,	a	list	created	
by	authorities	on	the	Supreme	Court,	updated	after	every	term,	based	on	their	evaluation	of	
what	is	now	considered	a	landmark	case.	If	a	case	appeared	on	CQ’s	list	of	landmark	Supreme	
Court	cases,	it	was	coded	as	“1;”	consequently,	if	it	did	not,	it	was	coded	as	a	“0.”		

	
Ideology	
(Party)	

	
To	control	for	ideology,	Justices	were	coded	manually	based	on	the	party	of	their	appointing	
president	with	“1”	denoting	Republican	and	“0”	denoting	a	Democratic	appointee		

	
	

Ideology	
(Ideal-
Point)	

	
As	an	added	control	for	ideology,	I	have	included	the	Bridge	Ideal-Point	model	created	by	Dr.	
Michael	Bailey.	The	ideal-point	model	operates	on	the	premise	that	Justices	can	be	placed	on	an	
ideological	spectrum,	typically	ranging	from	liberal	to	conservative.	Unlike	more	straightforward	
methods	that	classify	Justices	based	solely	on	the	president’s	political	party	who	appointed	them	
or	their	votes	in	high-profile	cases,	Bailey’s	model	employs	a	multifaceted	statistical	approach	to	
gauge	ideology.	In	this	study,	Dr.	Bailey’s	ideal	points	for	each	Justice	across	each	term	were	
pulled	and	averaged	to	generate	an	ideological	ideal-point	score.	For	the	purposes	of	this	model,	
the	greater	the	negative	number,	the	more	“liberal”	a	Justice	is,	and	vice	versa	for	more	
“conservative”	ideological	scores.		
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This	paper	investigates	the	role	of	AI-generated	misinformation	in	shaping	electoral	outcomes,	focusing	on	
the	 2023	 Slovakian	 parliamentary	 elections	 and	 the	 rise	 of	 populist	 leader	 Robert	 Fico.	 Specifically,	 it	
examines	whether	the	circulation	of	AI-generated	audio,	which	falsely	incriminated	opposition	leader	Michal	
Šimečka	of	election	fraud,	influenced	voter	behaviour	and	contributed	to	Fico’s	electoral	success.	Despite	the	
speculative	and	hypothetical	nature	of	the	analysis	due	to	data	constraints	at	the	time	of	writing	(in	early	
2024),	 the	paper	asserts	 that	AI-generated	misinformation	played	a	key	role	 in	galvanising	disenchanted	
voters	and	amplifying	the	“Trump	effect,”	particularly	in	a	highly	contentious	election.	Drawing	on	existing	
literature,	the	paper	underscores	the	growing	influence	of	digital	media	and	AI	technologies	in	spreading	
misinformation,	 which	 can	 disrupt	 democratic	 processes.	 Lastly,	 the	 essay	 calls	 for	 further	 empirical	
research	 to	 shed	 light	 on	 the	 impact	 of	 AI-driven	 disinformation	 on	 electoral	 outcomes.	 This	 research	
contributes	 to	 the	 growing	 body	 of	 literature	 on	misinformation	 in	 politics	 and	 the	 intersection	 of	 AI,	
populism,	and	electoral	dynamics.	
	
	

INTRODUCTION	
The	influence	of	technology	and	artificial	intelligence	(AI)	on	politics	has	recently	become	an	important	
topic	of	discussion	and	research,	particularly	in	understanding	the	dynamics	of	electoral	processes	in	the	
digital	age.	A	notable	example	of	such	influence	occurred	in	the	Slovak	parliamentary	elections	in	2023.	
Forty-eight	hours	before	Slovaks	headed	to	the	polls	to	vote	for	their	new	parliament	and	prime	minister,	
two	 fake	 audios	began	 circulating,	 incriminating	Michal	 Šimečka,	Progressive	 Slovakia	 (PS)	 leader,	 of	
election	 fraud.	 Then,	 on	 September	 30,	 2023,	 Robert	 Fico,	 the	 populist	 leader	 of	 Direction-Social	
Democracy	 (Smer-SD),	 became	 Slovakia’s	 prime	minister.	 At	 its	 core,	 this	 paper	 seeks	 to	 answer	 the	
question,	“Does	AI-generated	misinformation	contribute	to	the	electoral	success	of	populist	leaders?”	This	
study	 contends	 that	 Fico	was	 able	 to	mobilise	 voters	 in	 the	 2023	 parliamentary	 election	 through	 the	
“Trump	effect”	and	that	the	fake	audio	mobilised	his	latent	supporters	who	would	not	have	voted	for	him	
without	the	emergence	of	the	AI-generated	audio.	Due	to	data	constraints	and	given	that	this	is	a	recent	
and	 evolving	 topic,	 the	 paper	 is	 primarily	 exploratory	 and	 speculative,	 with	 the	 ultimate	 goal	 of	
contributing	to	the	growing	literature	on	misinformation	and	disinformation,	specifically	in	the	context	
of	elections	and	the	rise	of	populism	worldwide.	

LITERATURE	REVIEW	
Though	 the	 literature	 about	 the	 intersection	 of	 technology	 and	 politics	 is	 not	 extensive,	 a	 few	 key	
contributors	helped	shape	this	paper.	Benkler,	Faris,	and	Roberts	(2018)	provide	a	comprehensive	analysis	
of	network	propaganda	in	American	politics,	highlighting	the	role	of	digital	platforms	in	disseminating	
misinformation	and	 fostering	 radicalisation.	Their	 study	underscores	 the	ability	of	online	networks	 to	
amplify	 populist	 narratives	 and	 manipulate	 public	 opinion,	 thereby	 influencing	 electoral	 outcomes.	
Though	their	focus	is	largely	US-centric,	the	argument	still	holds	in	the	Slovakian	context.	Next,	Lenoir	
and	Anderson	 (2023)	build	on	 this	 framework	by	discussing	 the	evolving	 landscape	of	disinformation	
studies	 and	 its	 implications	 for	understanding	 the	post-truth	era.	Their	work	emphasises	 the	need	 to	
examine	 the	 complex	 interplay	 between	 technology,	media,	 and	 political	 discourse	 in	 shaping	 public	
perceptions.	

Bergmann	(2020)	offers	insights	into	the	relationship	between	populism	and	misinformation,	arguing	that	
populist	leaders	often	exploit	grievances	and	fears	to	advance	their	political	agendas.	Bergmann’s	insights	
into	this	relationship	are	especially	relevant	to	understanding	how	Fico	mobilised	supporters	during	the	
2023	election.	Indeed,	with	the	rise	of	digital	media,	people	are	exposed	to	an	onslaught	of	knowledge	and	
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information,	making	it	far	more	difficult	to	identify	what	is	fact	and	what	is	fiction.	This	then	leaves	a	gap	
for	misinformation	 to	 rise	 and	 for	 the	manipulation	of	democratic	processes.	Eksi	 (2021)	 extends	 this	
analysis	by	exploring	the	phenomenon	of	digital	populism	and	its	impact	on	the	rise	of	right-wing	populist	
movements.	The	study	highlights	how	the	internet	serves	as	a	fertile	ground	for	populist	mobilisation,	
allowing	for	the	dissemination	of	divisive	rhetoric	and	conspiracy	theories.	

Dusková	 (2023)	 provides	 valuable	 insights	 into	 the	 history	 of	 populism	 in	 Slovakia,	 as	 well	 as	 the	
geographic	dynamics	of	populist	voting	patterns	in	Slovakia,	offering	a	contextual	understanding	of	the	
political	 landscape	 in	 which	 Fico’s	 electoral	 success	 unfolded.	 Particularly,	 she	 explores	 regional	
disparities	and	their	effects	on	voter	behaviour.	Her	analysis	highlights	that	support	for	populist	leaders	
like	Fico	has	been	strongest	in	economically	disadvantaged	regions,	typically	located	in	the	northern	and	
eastern	parts	of	the	country	(Dusková,	2023,	p.	21).	Unsurprisingly,	Fico’s	nationalist	rhetoric	and	focus	
on	 economic	 protectionism	 and	 opposition	 to	 Western	 liberal	 elites	 would	 appeal	 to	 the	 Slovakian	
population	 hit	 with	 lower	 wages,	 higher	 unemployment,	 and	 weaker	 infrastructure.	 This	 geographic	
divide	reflects	a	broader	political	landscape	that	made	it	possible	for	Fico	to	return	to	a	position	of	power.	
Slovakia’s	political	 culture	has	been	 shaped	by	distrust	 in	 traditional	 elites	and	 scepticism	 toward	EU	
integration.	Fico	capitalised	on	these	sentiments	by	portraying	himself	as	a	defender	of	Slovak	identity,	
and	 AI-generated	 misinformation	 simply	 reinforced	 existing	 anxieties	 within	 the	 population	 and	
intensified	regional	divides.	

Hajdu	et	al.	(2023)	contribute	to	this	discourse	by	presenting	the	findings	of	the	GLOBSEC	Trends	2023	
report,	which	highlights	 the	enduring	appeal	of	populist	 rhetoric	 in	the	 face	of	global	challenges.	The	
report	underscores	the	resilience	of	populist	narratives	in	shaping	public	opinion	and	mobilising	support	
among	disaffected	voters,	thus	providing	further	insight	into	Fico’s	electoral	strategy.	Namely,	the	authors	
found	that	“53%	in	Slovakia	fear	that	the	elections	taking	place	in	September	2023	will	be	manipulated,	a	
narrative	often	pushed	by	anti-establishment	parties	to	 fuel	doubts	about	democratic	processes	 in	the	
country”	(Hajdu	et	al.,	2023,	p.	79).	Moreover,	trust	in	the	government	declined	from	30%	in	2022	to	18%	
in	2023,	and	trust	in	the	media	was	37%	(Hajdu	et	al.,	2023,	pp.	78,	80).	Though	these	are	only	some	of	the	
statistics	collected	in	the	report,	they	point	to	an	overall	erosion	of	trust	in	the	government,	presenting	
an	 opportunity	 for	 Fico	 and	 populist	 narratives	 to	 sway	 public	 opinion	 and	 for	 these	 tensions	 to	 be	
exacerbated	by	the	salience	of	AI.	

Walker	(2023)	offers	a	comprehensive	overview	of	the	2023	general	election	in	Slovakia,	contextualising	
Fico’s	electoral	victory	within	the	broader	dynamics	of	coalition	politics	and	shifting	voter	preferences.	
While	 his	 report	 does	 not	 discuss	 AI-generated	misinformation,	 it	 is	 still	 useful	 for	 an	 introductory	
understanding	of	who	the	key	candidates	were,	their	political	parties,	and	the	overall	political	landscape	
leading	up	to	the	election.	

Lastly,	 Karina	 V.	 Korostelina’s	 (2016)	 Trump	 Effect	 discusses	 Donald	 Trump’s	 rise	 and	 his	 appeal,	
underscoring	the	adeptness	of	populist	 leaders	 in	exploiting	societal	divisions	and	capitalising	on	pre-
existing	anxieties.	Her	work	will	serve	as	the	theoretical	framework	of	this	study.	Though	her	focus	is	on	
the	US	 and	 Trump,	many	 of	 her	 findings	 are	 applicable	 across	 different	 political	 contexts,	 including	
Slovakia	and	Fico.	

CONTEXT	AND	DEFINITIONS	
Definitions	
Before	further	delving	into	the	subject	matter,	I	will	define	the	key	concepts.	While	many	definitions	of	
populism	and	AI	exist,	the	ones	below	are	the	ones	I	believe	are	best	suited	to	this	research.	

Populism	can	be	understood	“as	an	ideology	that	considers	society	to	be	ultimately	separated	into	two	
homogeneous	and	antagonistic	groups,	‘the	pure	people’	versus	‘the	corrupt	elite’,	and	which	argues	that	
politics	should	be	an	expression	of	the	volonté	générale	(general	will)	of	the	people”	(Mudde,	2004,	p.	
543).	

Meanwhile,	artificial	intelligence	(AI)	will	be	understood	in	this	paper	as	“the	theory	and	development	of	
computer	 systems	 able	 to	 perform	 tasks	 that	 normally	 require	 human	 intelligence,	 such	 as	 visual	
perception,	speech	recognition,	decision-making,	and	translation	between	languages”	(Oxford	Reference,	
n.d.).	
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Lastly,	misinformation	is	the	spread	of	false	information,	while	disinformation	is	the	purposeful	spread	of	
inaccurate	 information	 with	 the	 goal	 of	 misleading	 the	 target	 audience	 (American	 Psychological	
Association,	n.d.).	

Benefits	and	Pitfalls	of	AI	
AI	holds	the	potential	to	both	strengthen	and	challenge	democratic	processes.	On	the	one	hand,	AI	can	
strengthen	governance	by	 improving	public	 service	delivery,	enabling	better	decision-making	 through	
data	 analysis,	 and	 fostering	 more	 responsive	 citizen-government	 interactions	 (Duberry,	 2021).	 This	
facilitation	can,	 in	 theory,	 increase	government	efficiency	by	using	data	collected	by	AI	algorithms	 to	
allocate	resources	better	and	address	societal	needs.	On	the	other	hand,	AI	also	poses	certain	risks	to	
democracy.	First,	the	lack	of	transparency	in	AI	decision-making	processes	can	undermine	accountability,	
making	it	difficult	for	citizens	to	understand	or	contest	government	actions	(Manheim	and	Kaplan,	2021,	
p.	153).	Additionally,	algorithmic	biases	can	lead	to	discriminatory	outcomes,	further	entrenching	existing	
structural	inequalities	(Manheim	and	Kaplan,	2021,	p.	159).	Second,	the	increasing	sophistication	of	AI-
generated	misinformation	and	the	rise	of	fake	news	in	the	past	few	years	have	exacerbated	the	erosion	of	
public	trust	in	the	media	(Manheim	and	Kaplan,	2021,	pp.	150-152).	

In	electoral	processes,	AI-generated	misinformation	can	fuel	populist	appeals	in	unprecedented	ways,	and	
understanding	this	dynamic	is	crucial	for	future	elections.	Though	election	hacking	is	not	new,	AI	has	
amplified	 its	 scope	 and	 speed,	making	 it	 easier	 for	 actors	with	malicious	 intent	 to	manipulate	public	
opinion	(Manheim	and	Kaplan,	2021).	As	seen	in	recent	elections	worldwide,	populists	can	leverage	media,	
such	 as	 Trump’s	 use	 of	 Twitter	 during	 his	 2016	 campaign	 and	 during	 the	 2023	 Slovakian	 election.	
Currently,	governments	do	not	have	adequate	tools	to	detect	AI-generated	disinformation,	nor	are	experts	
able	to	catch	up	to	the	quickly	evolving	technological	landscape.	Furthermore,	regulation	has	its	loopholes	
and	 does	 not	 serve	 as	 an	 effective	 barrier	 (Meaker,	 2023).	 While	 implementing	 strong	 regulatory	
frameworks	is	a	necessary	first	step,	investing	in	digital	literacy	and	ensuring	that	AI	is	used	ethically	and	
inclusively	are	equally	important.	Overall,	AI	does	have	certain	benefits	and	may	be	useful	in	boosting	
efficiency.	Nevertheless,	 it	poses	threats	to	democratic	electoral	processes,	especially	when	it	becomes	
almost	impossible	to	differentiate	between	what	is	fact	and	what	is	fiction.	

Historical	Context	
In	Slovakia,	the	history	of	populism	is	deeply	intertwined	with	the	country’s	transition	from	communism	
to	 democracy	 and	 its	 subsequent	 socioeconomic	 transformations.	 Following	 the	Velvet	 Revolution	 in	
1989,	which	peacefully	ended	communist	rule,	Slovakia	embarked	on	a	path	toward	liberal	democracy	and	
market-oriented	reforms	(Dusková,	2023,	p.	4).	However,	the	transition	process	was	marked	by	economic	
challenges,	 social	 dislocation,	 and	 political	 turbulence,	 providing	 fertile	 ground	 for	 the	 emergence	 of	
populist	movements.	One	of	the	defining	figures	in	Slovakian	populism	is	Vladimír	Mečiar,	who	rose	to	
prominence	in	the	early	1990s	as	the	leader	of	the	Movement	for	a	Democratic	Slovakia	(HZDS)	(Dusková,	
2023,	p.	4).	Mečiar’s	populist	appeal	was	rooted	in	his	charisma,	anti-establishment	rhetoric,	and	promises	
to	protect	Slovakian	interests	amid	the	uncertainties	of	the	post-communist	transition.	(Deegan-Krause,	
2012,	p.	189).	Under	his	leadership,	Slovakia	experienced	a	period	of	political	instability	characterised	by	
authoritarian	tendencies,	corruption	scandals,	and	economic	stagnation	(Dusková,	2023).	Mečiar’s	brand	
of	 populism	 resonated	 with	 segments	 of	 the	 population	 who	 felt	 marginalised	 by	 the	 rapid	 pace	 of	
economic	reforms	and	disillusioned	with	mainstream	political	parties	(Deegan-Krause,	2012,	p.	188).	Many	
Slovaks,	particularly	those	in	rural	areas	and	industrial	regions,	perceived	themselves	as	being	left	behind	
in	the	transition	to	a	market	economy	(Deegan-Krause,	2012,	pp.	192-193).	They	felt	disenfranchised	by	the	
perceived	elitism	and	corruption	of	the	political	establishment,	leading	them	to	seek	alternative	voices	
that	promised	to	address	their	grievances.	

Robert	 Fico,	 the	 leader	 of	Direction—Social	Democracy	 (Smer-SD),	 emerged	 as	 a	 prominent	populist	
figure	 in	 Slovakia	 in	 the	 early	 2000s.	 Fico	 capitalised	 on	 similar	 sentiments	 of	 disenchantment	 with	
mainstream	politics,	positioning	himself	as	a	champion	of	the	working	class	and	defender	of	Slovakian	
sovereignty.	His	party’s	platform	combined	elements	of	social	welfare	policies	with	nationalist	rhetoric,	
appealing	to	those	who	felt	marginalised	by	globalisation	and	European	integration	(Mesežnikov	et	al.,	
2008).	 Disenfranchisement,	 in	 the	 context	 of	 populism,	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 a	 sense	 of	 political	
alienation,	marginalisation,	 or	 exclusion	 experienced	 by	 certain	 segments	 of	 the	 population	within	 a	
society	manifesting	through	various	forms,	including	feeling	ignored	or	marginalised	by	political	elites,	
perceiving	a	lack	of	representation	or	responsiveness	in	the	political	system,	or	experiencing	economic,	
social,	or	cultural	marginalisation	(Chan	et	al.,	2020,	pp.	831-832;	Margalit,	2019,	pp.	159,	165).	
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Slovaks	who	feel	disenfranchised	may	be	more	susceptible	to	voting	for	a	populist	like	Robert	Fico	for	
several	reasons.	First,	Fico’s	populist	rhetoric	often	taps	into	nationalist	sentiments	and	cultural	identity,	
resonating	 with	 those	 who	 feel	 a	 sense	 of	 loss	 or	 displacement	 in	 the	 face	 of	 globalisation	 and	
multiculturalism.	Second,	Fico’s	promises	of	economic	protectionism	and	social	welfare	measures	offer	a	
sense	 of	 security	 and	 stability	 to	 those	who	 feel	 economically	 precarious	 or	 left	 behind	by	neoliberal	
reforms	(Morris	and	Bauerova,	2023).	Moreover,	Fico’s	ability	to	navigate	the	complexities	of	the	post-
communist	transition	and	present	himself	as	a	strong	leader	capable	of	standing	up	to	external	pressures	
has	garnered	him	support	among	segments	of	the	population	who	feel	disempowered	by	the	perceived	
influence	of	 foreign	 entities	 and	multinational	 corporations	 (Dlhopolec,	 2023).	By	positioning	himself	
firmly	against	external	threats	to	Slovakian	sovereignty,	Fico	taps	into	fears	and	anxieties	about	the	loss	
of	national	identity	and	autonomy,	a	sentiment	that	has	been	successfully	leveraged	by	other	populists	
worldwide.	

The	 history	 of	 populism	 in	 Slovakia	 is	 characterised	 by	 the	 emergence	 of	 charismatic	 leaders	 who	
capitalise	on	socioeconomic	grievances	and	feelings	of	disenfranchisement	among	certain	segments	of	the	
population.	Slovaks	who	feel	marginalised	or	left	behind	by	economic	reforms	and	political	elites	may	be	
more	 susceptible	 to	 the	appeals	of	populist	 leaders	 like	Robert	Fico,	who	promise	 to	protect	national	
interests	and	restore	a	sense	of	dignity	and	agency	to	the	disempowered.	

Structural	Reasons	for	Populism	
While	this	paper	seeks	to	understand	the	role	of	AI	in	populist	electoral	success,	it	also	recognises	that	
there	are	structural	 reasons	 for	 the	rise	of	populist	 leaders.	Among	them	are	economic	 insecurity	and	
distrust	in	democratic	institutions.	Indeed,	economic	hardship	and	inequality	can	fuel	resentment	against	
perceived	 elites	 and	 international	 institutions,	 while	 cultural	 and	 ideological	 divides	 deepen	 social	
fragmentation,	making	populist	rhetoric	more	appealing.	Moreover,	declining	trust	in	traditional	political	
parties	and	institutions	often	leads	voters	to	seek	alternatives	that	promise	change	(Deegan-Krause,	2012;	
Haughton	 et	 al.,	 2025).	 In	 the	 current	 technological	 landscape,	 the	 spread	 of	 misinformation	 and	
disinformation,	particularly	through	social	media,	further	exacerbates	these	conditions,	allowing	populist	
leaders	 to	 manipulate	 public	 opinion	 and	 mobilise	 support	 (Benkler	 et	 al.,	 2018).	 In	 Slovakia,	 these	
structural	 factors	played	a	 significant	 role	 in	Robert	Fico’s	 return	 to	power	 in	 the	 2023	parliamentary	
elections.	 Economic	 disparities	 between	 urban	 and	 rural	 regions	 and	 lingering	 frustrations	 over	
corruption	 and	 governance	 failures	 created	 an	 opening	 for	 Fico’s	 populist-nationalist	 messaging	
(Dusková,	2023;	Kevický,	2022).	His	campaign	harnessed	public	scepticism	toward	Western	institutions	
and	liberal	democratic	values,	positioning	him	as	a	defender	of	Slovak	identity.	The	fragmented	media	
environment,	which	has	been	increasingly	vulnerable	to	misinformation	and	disinformation,	further	aided	
his	 success.	By	exploiting	 these	 structural	vulnerabilities,	Fico	was	able	 to	consolidate	 support	among	
disaffected	voters	and	re-establish	himself	as	a	viable	candidate	during	the	election.		

The	2023	Parliamentary	Election	
Between	2019	and	2024,	Slovakia	had	four	prime	ministers	in	power.	In	late	2022,	following	a	vote	of	no-
confidence,	a	snap	election	was	called,	in	which	two	prominent	figures	emerged	as	central	players	in	the	
parliamentary	elections:	Robert	Fico	and	Michal	Šimečka	(Walker,	2023,	p.	4).	Fico,	a	seasoned	politician,	
had	served	as	Prime	Minister	of	Slovakia	multiple	times	and	was	the	leader	of	the	Smer-SD	party,	known	
for	 its	 centre-left	 policies.	On	 the	 other	 hand,	Michal	 Šimečka	 represented	 a	 new	wave	 of	 politics	 in	
Slovakia.	As	a	member	of	the	PS	party,	Šimečka	advocated	for	liberal	democratic	values,	transparency,	
and	European	 integration	 (Walker,	 2023,	p.	 7).	He	attracted	 support	 from	younger	demographics	and	
urban	intellectuals	seeking	progressive	change	in	Slovakian	governance	(Spectator	staff,	Dlhopolec,	and	
Terenzani,	2023).	

The	main	 competing	 parties	 in	 Slovakia’s	 parliament,	 Smer-SD	 and	PS,	 presented	 voters	with	 a	 clear	
ideological	 divide.	 Smer-SD,	 under	 Fico’s	 leadership,	 positioned	 itself	 as	 a	 defender	 of	 traditional	
Slovakian	values	and	interests,	often	advocating	for	a	strong	state	role	 in	the	economy	and	a	cautious	
approach	to	European	integration	(Walker,	2023,	p.	8).	Meanwhile,	PS	championed	liberal	democratic	
principles,	promoting	individual	rights,	anti-corruption	measures,	and	a	pro-European	stance	(Walker,	
2023,	 p.	 7).	 This	 ideological	 clash	 reflected	 broader	 societal	 divisions	 within	 Slovakia,	 between	 those	
favouring	continuity	with	the	past	and	those	advocating	for	progressive	change.	

Key	events	leading	up	to	the	2023	election	exacerbated	pre-existing	tensions	and	provided	the	opportunity	
for	Fico	to	make	his	return	on	the	political	stage.	The	COVID-19	pandemic	exposed	significant	weaknesses	
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in	 the	 Slovak	 healthcare	 system	 and	 governance	 structure,	 contributing	 to	 widespread	 frustration	
(Haughton	et	al.,	2025,	p.	10).	These	frustrations,	compounded	by	the	government	responses	and	intra-
coalition	conflicts	during	the	pandemic,	created	fertile	ground	for	populist	messaging.	Additionally,	the	
Russian	invasion	of	Ukraine	in	2022	played	a	key	role	insofar	as	it	allowed	Fico	to	exploit	anxieties	about	
rising	energy	prices,	economic	insecurity,	and	war	fatigue	to	push	scepticism	toward	the	West	and	NATO	
(Haughton	et	al.,	2025,	p.	11).	His	pro-Russian	and	anti-sanction	rhetoric	resonated	particularly	in	more	
rural	and	economically	vulnerable	regions.	Thus,	Fico	stepped	in	and	presented	himself	as	a	symbol	of	
stability	and	unity	for	the	country.		

In	the	elections,	Smer-SD	won	23%	of	the	votes,	nearly	 five	percentage	points	more	than	predicted	 in	
opinion	polls,	with	PS	trailing	behind	at	18%	(Spectator	staff,	Dlhopolec,	and	Terenzani,	2023).	Regarding	
the	vote	distribution,	Slovaks	living	abroad	and	in	the	Bratislava	region	(the	largest	urban	centre)	voted	
for	more	liberal	parties	like	PS,	and	the	remaining	seven	regions	voted	for	more	right	and	radical	right-
leaning	parties	like	Smer-SD	(Spectator	staff,	Dlhopolec,	and	Terenzani,	2023).	These	results	confirm	the	
trends	that	Dusková	(2023)	and	Kevický	(2022)	outline	in	their	respective	papers.	They	support	Kevický’s	
(2022)	claim	that	radical	right	parties	have	strong	support	in	the	left-behind	and	rural	regions	and	weak	
support	in	urban	areas	(Kevický,	2022,	p.	15-16),	thus	aligning	with	the	central	argument	that	Fico	was	able	
to	mobilise	his	voter	base	by	tapping	into	nationalist	sentiments	and	targeting	the	disenfranchised	part	
of	the	population.	

The	 2023	 parliamentary	 elections	 in	 Slovakia	 were	 highly	 contentious,	 marked	 by	 intense	 political	
polarisation	and	allegations	of	misinformation	campaigns.	As	in	many	other	countries,	social	media	and	
digital	platforms	have	become	increasingly	significant	in	shaping	public	opinion	(Bergmann,	2020,	p.	262).	
As	 discussed	 by	 Bergmann	 (2020),	 the	 digitalisation	 of	media	 “has	 enabled	 those	with	 conspiratorial	
tendencies	to	bypass	the	previously	powerful	gatekeepers	of	the	mainstream	media”	(Bergmann,	2020,	p.	
262).	 Moreover,	 the	 change	 in	 the	 way	 we	 consume	 media	 has	 brought	 about	 a	 saturation	 of	
indiscriminate	information,	making	it	much	more	difficult	for	people	to	discern	between	what	is	and	is	
not	true	(Bergmann,	2020,	p.	252).	 In	this	vein,	Fico	has	taken	advantage	of	social	media	and	Slovaks’	
vulnerability	to	mis-	and	disinformation	to	mobilise	voters.	Particularly,	Fico	and	Šimečka’s	opponents	
were	able	to	leverage	the	fake	audio	that	first	appeared	on	Telegram	(a	barely	regulated	messaging	app)	
two	 days	 before	 Slovakia’s	 parliamentary	 elections	 and	 before	 spreading	 on	 TikTok,	 YouTube,	 and	
Facebook,	especially	because	it	was	the	moratorium	period	and	Šimečka	could	not	directly	address	Slovaks	
to	defend	himself	(Devine	et	al.,	2024).	More	surprising,	however,	is	people’s	support	of	Fico,	especially	
given	 the	 reason	 behind	his	 resignation	 from	office	 in	 2018,	 following	 the	murder	 of	 an	 investigative	
journalist	and	his	fiancée	in	their	home	(Morris	and	Bauerova,	2023;	Walker,	2023,	pp.	8-9).	The	journalist	
was	looking	into	corruption	claims	about	Fico	and	his	entourage.	Thus,	how	was	Fico	able	to	mobilise	
such	 a	 strong	 voter	 base,	 given	 the	 corruption	 claims	 from	 his	 past	 and	 the	 Slovaks’	 distrust	 of	 the	
government?	

Theoretical	Framework	–	The	“Trump	Effect”	
Karina	V.	Korostelina’s	(2016)	Trump	Effect	discusses	Donald	Trump’s	rise	to	popularity	and	appeal	among	
voters.	In	her	book,	she	argues	that	Trump’s	success	is	based	on	three	main	pillars:	

1. National	Identity:	Trump	champions	a	specific	vision	of	American	national	identity	centred	
around	making	America	great	again,	which	resonates	with	his	supporters	(Korostelina,	2016,	
p.	2).	He	defines	the	boundaries	of	social	groups	and	their	positions	within	the	nation	in	a	
way	that	empowers	his	supporters.	

2. Emotional	mirroring:	Trump	connects	with	voters	through	mirrored	emotions.	He	displays	
the	same	anger,	frustration,	and	aggression	as	his	supporters	(Korostelina,	2016,	p.	65).	This	
provides	 a	 feeling	 of	 unity	 and	 resonates	 emotionally	 with	 voters.	 Trump	 justifies	 and	
encourages	the	retaliatory	aggression	of	his	supporters	against	those	who	oppose	him.	

3. Prioritisation	of	national	interest:	Trump	promotes	an	agenda	that	prioritises	the	interests	of	
American	 citizens	 over	 globalism	 and	 universal	 values	 (Korostelina,	 2016,	 pp.	 9,	 116).	 He	
supports	policies	that	restrict	immigration	and	target	groups	like	illegal	Mexican	immigrants	
and	 Muslims.	 This	 appeals	 to	 voters	 who	 feel	 left	 behind	 by	 globalisation	 and	 cultural	
changes.	
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Overall,	the	author	argues	that	Trump	has	tapped	into	the	grievances	of	voters	who	feel	their	needs	have	
been	 ignored	by	 the	political	establishment	 (Korostelina,	2016,	pp.	8,	39).	Through	championing	 their	
identity,	mirroring	their	emotions,	and	promoting	policies	they	support,	Trump	has	been	able	to	gain	
popularity	and	mobilise	voters.	However,	some	of	his	tactics,	such	as	insults,	bullying,	and	aggression,	
have	been	criticised.	

Applying	The	“Trump	Effect”	To	Robert	Fico	
Robert	Fico’s	recent	political	resurgence	and	successful	mobilisation	of	the	Slovakian	voter	base	can	be	
understood	through	the	“Trump	effect”	as	outlined	by	Korostelina	(2016).	Similarly	to	Donald	Trump	in	
the	United	States,	Fico	capitalised	on	widespread	discontent	and	disillusionment	among	certain	segments	
of	 the	 population.	While	 Slovakia	 has	 a	 different	 historical	 and	 political	 context,	 the	 emotional	 and	
symbolic	dynamics	identified	by	Korostelina	are	still	applicable	in	this	case.	By	positioning	himself	as	a	
champion	 of	 the	 common	 people	 and	 tapping	 into	 grievances	 over	 issues	 such	 as	 immigration,	
globalisation,	and	economic	inequality,	Fico	was	able	to	galvanise	support	from	disaffected	voters	who	
felt	 marginalised	 by	 mainstream	 political	 parties.	 Fico’s	 rhetoric	 also	 constructs	 a	 populist	 national	
identity	that	appeals	to	those	voters	to	reinforce	in-group	solidarity.	Moreover,	the	proliferation	of	AI-
generated	misinformation	played	into	Fico’s	strategy,	allowing	him	to	exploit	existing	fears	and	prejudices	
within	society	to	his	advantage.	Not	only	does	this	tactic	echo	Trump’s	strategy,	but	it	also	illustrates	an	
evolution	of	the	“Trump	Effect”	in	the	digital	age,	where	populist	emotional	mirroring	is	now	amplified	
by	algorithms.	

Additionally,	Fico’s	leadership	style	and	persona	bear	resemblances	to	Trump’s	approach,	characterised	
by	a	charismatic	and	often	polarising	demeanour	(Morris	and	Bauerova,	2023).	His	unapologetic	stance	
on	controversial	issues	and	willingness	to	defy	political	norms	resonated	with	a	segment	of	the	electorate	
disillusioned	with	the	status	quo.	Additionally,	Fico’s	success	can	be	attributed	to	his	use	of	media	and	
communication	channels	to	disseminate	his	message	and	shape	public	perception.	By	leveraging	social	
media	 platforms	 and	 employing	 populist	 rhetoric	 that	 resonated	with	 ordinary	 citizens’	 concerns,	 he	
cultivated	a	loyal	base	of	supporters	and	generated	momentum	for	his	party	despite	the	corruption	claims	
against	him.	

Based	on	the	previous	sections	outlining	Fico’s	rise	to	success	and	some	of	the	main	strategies	he	leverages	
to	mobilise	support,	it	would	be	interesting	to	determine	if	there	is	a	causal	relationship	between	the	fake	
audio	 and	 voter	preferences.	The	 context	 and	 information	given	 thus	 far	 point	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 Fico’s	
success	 can	 be	 understood	 through	 the	 main	 determinants	 of	 populism	 (immigration,	 culture,	 and	
economics).	However,	it	is	likely	that	in	this	highly	contentious	election,	mis-	and	disinformation	played	
a	pivotal	role	in	mobilising	latent	supporters.	It	is	not	new	information	that	populists	can	leverage	media	
to	their	advantage,	but	AI-generated	mis-	and	disinformation	can	further	exacerbate	these	effects.	The	
research	design	proposed	below	is	an	attempt	to	capture	this	effect.	

METHODOLOGY	
For	this	paper,	the	research	design	and	methodology	will	be	explained	in	detail	in	this	section.	However,	
the	experiment	itself	will	not	be	conducted	since	the	data	is	not	available.	Since	this	paper	aims	to	answer	
the	 question,	 “Does	 AI-generated	 misinformation	 lead	 to	 the	 successful	 election	 of	 a	 populist?”	 by	
conducting	 a	 case	 study	 of	 Slovakia’s	 2023	 parliamentary	 elections,	 these	 are	 the	null	 and	 alternative	
hypotheses	to	test:	

• Null	Hypothesis	(H0):	The	fake	audio	of	Michal	Šimečka	had	no	effect	on	a	disenfranchised	
respondent’s	voting	outcome.	

• Alternative	Hypothesis	(H1):	The	fake	audio	of	Michal	Šimečka	convinced	disenfranchised	
respondents	to	vote	for	Fico.	

First,	a	randomised	controlled	trial	would	be	conducted	to	test	the	hypotheses.	The	experiment	would	
involve	two	groups:	one	exposed	to	the	fake	audio	(treatment	group)	and	another	not	exposed	(control	
group).	 The	 treatment	 group	would	be	 further	 stratified	based	on	 the	participants’	 perceived	 level	 of	
disenfranchisement	 (as	 defined	 earlier	 in	 this	 paper).	 The	 sample	 would	 consist	 of	 eligible	 voters	 in	
Slovakia	who	meet	the	criteria	for	participation	in	the	experiment.	Furthermore,	the	treatment	would	be	
administered	to	participants	randomly	assigned	to	the	treatment	group,	both	disenfranchised	and	non-
disenfranchised	individuals.	The	primary	outcome	variable	is	the	change	in	the	probability	of	casting	a	
vote	for	Fico	before	and	after	exposure	to	the	fake	audio	(replicating	the	original	vote	choice	of	Michal	
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Šimečka).	This	 change	would	be	 assessed	 through	 the	 survey	question	 in	both	baseline	 and	end-line,	
asking	participants	about	their	likelihood	of	voting	for	Fico	before	and	after	exposure	to	the	treatment:	

• “On	a	scale	of	1	to	5,	how	likely	are	you	to	vote	for	Robert	Fico?”	with	1	being	“not	likely	at	all”	
and	5	being	“very	likely.”	

To	determine	the	perceived	feeling	of	disenfranchisement,	we	would	use	data	from	the	European	Social	
Survey	Round	10	(2020):	

• psppsgva	(question	B2):	How	much	would	you	say	the	political	system	in	[country]	allows	
people	like	you	to	have	a	say	in	what	the	government	does?	

• psppipla	(question	B4):	And	how	much	would	you	say	that	the	political	system	in	[country]	
allows	people	like	you	to	have	an	influence	on	politics?	

Both	questions	are	measured	using	a	Likert	scale	out	of	5,	with	a	score	of	1	meaning	“not	at	all”	and	a	score	
of	5	meaning	“a	great	deal.”	These	two	questions	capture	the	feeling	of	disenfranchisement	since	they	
consider	one’s	perception	of	one’s	identity	and	how	large	a	role	one	has	in	government	policies.	

In	 terms	of	understanding	 the	 coefficients	 from	 the	difference-in-differences	 analysis,	 for	 every	 1	unit	
increase	 in	 the	 respondent’s	 perceived	 feeling	 of	 disenfranchisement,	 we	 should	 see	 a	 corresponding	
increase	in	the	likelihood	of	the	respondent	voting	for	Fico.	Essentially,	we	should	expect	to	see	a	much	
stronger	effect	among	those	who	feel	disenfranchised	than	among	those	who	do	not.	

Both	 groups	 would	 be	 surveyed	 before	 and	 after	 the	 treatment	 to	 measure	 changes	 in	 their	 voting	
preferences.	The	data	analysis	would	involve	comparing	the	change	in	the	probability	of	voting	for	Fico	
between	 the	 treatment	and	control	groups,	 as	well	 as	accounting	 for	heterogeneous	 treatment	effects	
(looking	within	the	treatment	group	for	differences	based	on	the	level	of	perceived	disenfranchisement).	
Regression	analysis	would	be	employed	to	estimate	the	treatment	effect	while	controlling	 for	relevant	
covariates	 such	 as	 age,	 education	 level,	 and	gender.	To	 test	 the	hypotheses,	 statistical	 tests	would	be	
conducted	 to	 determine	 whether	 there	 is	 a	 significant	 difference	 in	 the	 change	 in	 voting	 behaviour	
between	the	treatment	and	control	groups.	Specifically,	a	difference-in-differences	analysis	would	be	used	
to	assess	the	causal	impact	of	the	fake	audio	on	voting	outcomes.	The	findings	of	the	experiment	would	
be	used	to	evaluate	the	validity	of	the	null	and	alternative	hypotheses	and	draw	conclusions	regarding	the	
role	of	AI-generated	misinformation	in	influencing	electoral	outcomes.	

Nevertheless,	 there	 could	 be	 potential	 limitations	 to	 consider,	 such	 as	 internal	 and	 external	 validity.	
Namely,	 the	 findings	 may	 not	 be	 generalisable	 beyond	 the	 context	 of	 Slovakia’s	 2023	 parliamentary	
elections.	 The	 impact	 of	 AI-generated	 misinformation	 on	 voting	 behaviour	 could	 vary	 significantly	
depending	on	cultural,	political,	and	social	factors	unique	to	Slovakia,	limiting	the	broader	applicability	
of	 the	results.	The	use	of	 self-reported	survey	questions	 to	measure	voting	preferences	may	 introduce	
measurement	biases,	such	as	social	desirability	bias	or	recall	bias.	Additionally,	using	a	single	Likert	scale	
question	 to	measure	voting	 likelihood	may	oversimplify	participants’	 attitudes	 and	 fail	 to	 capture	 the	
complexity	of	decision-making	processes.	As	such,	it	would	be	important	to	add	robustness	checks	when	
running	this	experiment	to	ensure	that	the	results	are	as	accurate	as	possible.	

EXPECTED	FINDINGS,	LIMITATIONS,	AND	DISCUSSION	
While	the	experiment	outlined	in	the	methodology	section	will	not	be	conducted	due	to	data	constraints,	
we	 can	 anticipate	 expected	 results	 and	 findings	 based	 on	 the	 theoretical	 framework	 and	 contextual	
analysis	presented	in	the	introduction	and	literature	review.	

Given	the	context	surrounding	Slovakia’s	2023	parliamentary	elections,	including	political	polarisation,	
socioeconomic	 grievances,	 and	 the	 proliferation	 of	 AI-generated	misinformation,	 we	 can	 expect	 that	
increased	exposure	to	the	fake	audio	incriminating	Michal	Šimečka	will	lead	to	an	increase	in	support	for	
Robert	Fico	among	certain	 segments	of	 the	electorate.	Particularly,	 those	who	 feel	disenfranchised	or	
marginalised	by	mainstream	politics	may	be	more	susceptible	to	the	populist	appeals	of	Fico,	especially	
when	 fuelled	 by	misinformation	 targeting	 his	 opponents.	 Second,	 the	 dissemination	 of	 AI-generated	
misinformation	may	exacerbate	feelings	of	mistrust	in	the	political	process	among	voters.	By	exploiting	
existing	grievances	and	amplifying	populist	narratives,	the	fake	audio	could	further	polarise	the	electorate	
and	deepen	societal	divisions.	Third,	the	difficulty	of	identifying	AI-generated	misinformation	promptly	
may	 hinder	 efforts	 to	 combat	 its	 influence	 on	 electoral	 outcomes.	 Despite	 efforts	 to	 regulate	 digital	
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platforms	and	enhance	media	literacy,	the	rapid	evolution	of	AI	technology	presents	ongoing	challenges	
for	detecting	and	mitigating	the	spread	of	misinformation.	

Based	on	the	expected	results	outlined	above,	we	can	anticipate	several	key	findings	that	contribute	to	
our	understanding	of	the	relationship	between	AI-generated	misinformation	and	the	electoral	success	of	
populist	leaders	more	broadly.	First,	the	findings	of	this	hypothetical	experiment	could	provide	empirical	
evidence	supporting	the	argument	that	populist	leaders	benefit	electorally	from	the	dissemination	of	AI-
generated	misinformation.	If	this	is	the	case,	then	it	could	be	said	that	by	leveraging	populist	rhetoric	and	
exploiting	 societal	 divisions,	 populist	 leaders	 like	 Robert	 Fico	 can	 mobilise	 latent	 support	 among	
disenfranchised	 voters,	 thereby	 increasing	 their	 electoral	 gains.	 The	 findings	 would	 also	 highlight	
vulnerabilities	in	democratic	processes	resulting	from	the	proliferation	of	AI-generated	misinformation.	
The	 difficulty	 of	 identifying	 and	 combating	 such	 misinformation	 underscores	 the	 challenges	 facing	
electoral	integrity	and	democratic	governance	in	the	digital	age,	thus	requiring	innovative	solutions	and	
regulatory	interventions.	Finally,	the	findings	would	underscore	the	importance	of	further	research	into	
the	 intersection	 of	 AI,	 misinformation,	 and	 populism	 in	 contemporary	 politics.	 By	 elucidating	 the	
mechanisms	through	which	AI-generated	misinformation	influences	electoral	outcomes,	future	research	
can	 inform	 evidence-based	 strategies	 for	 safeguarding	 democratic	 processes	 and	 promoting	 informed	
civic	engagement.	

In	 conclusion,	while	 the	 experiment	 outlined	 in	 the	methodology	 section	will	 not	 be	 conducted,	 the	
expected	results	and	findings	presented	above	provide	valuable	insights	into	the	potential	impact	of	AI-
generated	misinformation	on	the	electoral	success	of	populist	leaders,	as	exemplified	by	the	case	study	of	
Slovakia’s	2023	parliamentary	elections.	By	exploring	the	theoretical	and	contextual	dimensions	of	this	
issue,	 this	 research	 paper	 contributes	 to	 a	 deeper	 understanding	 of	 the	 complex	 dynamics	 shaping	
contemporary	politics	in	the	digital	age.	

CONCLUSION	
This	research	paper	has	sought	to	explore	the	role	of	AI-generated	misinformation	in	shaping	the	outcome	
of	 the	2023	Slovakian	parliamentary	elections,	particularly	 in	 the	context	of	 the	 rise	of	populism.	The	
central	 question	 addressed	 was	 whether	 AI-generated	 misinformation	 contributes	 to	 the	 successful	
election	of	a	populist,	with	a	focus	on	the	dissemination	of	fake	audio	incriminating	Michal	Šimečka	and	
its	potential	impact	on	voter	behaviour.	

Drawing	on	the	case	study	of	Slovakia,	the	paper	contended	that	populist	leaders,	such	as	Robert	Fico,	
benefit	electorally	from	the	salience	of	AI-generated	misinformation,	especially	in	the	context	of	highly	
contentious	elections.	Based	on	the	existing	literature,	we	can	allege	that	the	dissemination	of	the	fake	
audio	 had	 significant	 implications	 for	 voter	 mobilisation,	 particularly	 among	 those	 who	 felt	
disenfranchised,	despite	being	later	revealed	as	AI-generated.	The	“Trump	effect,”	characterised	by	the	
ability	of	populist	leaders	to	capitalise	on	societal	divisions	and	exploit	existing	fears	and	prejudices,	was	
evident	in	Fico’s	successful	mobilisation	of	the	Slovakian	voter	base.	While	the	paper	acknowledges	the	
speculative	nature	of	the	analysis	due	to	the	lack	of	quantitative	data,	it	underscores	the	importance	of	
further	 research	 in	 this	 area.	 By	 employing	 a	 randomised	 controlled	 trial,	 the	 study	 proposed	 a	
methodology	to	test	the	causal	relationship	between	AI-generated	misinformation	and	changes	in	voter	
preferences.	 Meanwhile,	 the	 literature	 review	 highlighted	 the	 significance	 of	 misinformation	 and	
disinformation	 in	contemporary	politics,	emphasising	the	role	of	digital	media	and	AI	 technologies	 in	
amplifying	their	effects.	

Ultimately,	while	the	paper	has	offered	theoretical	insights	and	methodological	considerations,	further	
empirical	 research	 is	 necessary	 to	 fully	 elucidate	 the	 complex	 relationship	 between	 AI-generated	
misinformation	 and	 populist	 leaders’	 electoral	 success.	 By	 contributing	 to	 the	 growing	 literature	 on	
misinformation	and	populism,	this	study	aims	to	inform	policy	interventions	that	safeguard	the	integrity	
of	democratic	processes	in	an	increasingly	digitised	world.		

Malak	Afifi	
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